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Prologue.

The old man sat quietly in hisrocking chair, gazing out from his porch past the beach, at the eterndly
restless sea. The Bright Sea, asit was cdled, was hardly bright today. Ominous clouds loomed on the
horizon to the east - it seemed yet another spring squall was headed towards the green, forested lands of
Vilandia

The old man had never been asailor, though like most Vilandians, hewas till familiar with the sea.
The seawas, intruth, thelifeésblood of their nation, and the Vilandian navy was renowned as the most
powerful and most advanced navy in al the world. Seek fishing vesselslike swift greyhoundsthat plied
the coastal waters of Vilandia, harvesting the seemingly endless bounty of the sea... Vast warships with
hulls of stout oak that prowled enemy waters, war-bred magtiffs that rained ahail of balista-bolts and
catapult-stones upon enemy fortifications... No, he was not unfamiliar with the sea. Indeed, the
Vilandians worshipped the sea as a goddess - a strange, mysterious goddess who could be immensdly
kind one moment, and immensdy cruel the next. And now, gazing out over the sea a the dark clouds
gathering to the eadt, the old man knew that the sea might soon once again beimmensdy crud to asmall
town named Woe.

But no, the Old Man had never been asailor. Hislife had been spent asthe village master, the leader
of the village. It was not an eected position, of course. Hisfather had been the village master before him,
and hisfather before that, for eight generations. His son would have been the next village madter...

The old man sighed, thinking about his son. The Goddess could be crud at times, indeed. Crud
enough that ten generations before, on the site of atragic shipwreck, hislittle village had been founded,
and named Woe. But, perhapsit was asthe priests said - all men were mortal, and sinned. All men
deserved punishment for their sins, and the Goddess punished sinnersin her own time, in her ownway ...
And usualy when they least expected it.



The sound of hoof-beats over the surf caught the old man's ear, and he turned his head to look down
the beach. There, in the distance, avision appeared to his age-dimmed eyes which caused his heart to
cach in histhroat.

A flame-haired woman, her fiery tresses streaming behind her as she galloped aong astride a black
steed. Y et, asthey drew closer, the old man could see the hellish fires of the steed's glowing red eyes, the
wisps of black smoke which escaped it's nogtrils asit galloped, and the cold fury upon the woman's
face.

Y es... The Goddess punished sinnersin her own time, and her own way... And today, it seemed his
timefor punishment wasfindly due.

The old man hung his head. He did not question the Goddess, sending an angry retort to the heavens
asking why. He knew why. He did not ask why the loss of his son had not been enough. He knew that
each mortd faced their own destiny. No, he smply hung his head, and silently prayed thet if it was not
painless, that it would, at |east, be swift.

The sound of hoof-beats dowed to atrot, then awalk, then finaly stopped, the steed snorting asit
stood before the porch. The old man did not ook up.

"I havereturned, Mdik," the woman said, her voicelikeice.

The old man smply nodded.

"If you thought to hide from me, you should have moved farther away from Woe. Everyonel metin
the Village of Woe still knew who you were, and where you were - some even remembered who | was,
aswdl. No, thislittle house you've built isonly half aleague down the beach from the village. Y ou were
not that difficult to find."



"l was not hiding,” Mdik replied quietly, hisgazein hislap.

"Y ou know why | am here."

Malik nodded again. "To avenge thewrong | did you, so long ago.”

"So you know it waswrong?'

Malik lifted his head, gazing into the woman's green eyes. For amoment, hiswords caught in his
throat. She was radiantly beautiful. His own people, the Vilandians, were an auburn people, their skins
bronzed by the sun for those who worked outdoors most of the year. She, on the other hand, had skin
like cream, and hair likefire. The metd-scaes of her armor gleamed like fine mithril, asecond, meta
skin, and she bore along, spirdly fluted lancein her right hand. Six cubitsin length, it was not the
handiwork of man, but looked more like the long, dim horn of some fantastic beast. Cuffed, caf-high
boots of a soft leather graced the feet that clung lightly to the steed, and cuffed, forearm-length gloves of
asmilar material graced her hands. And yet, as beautiful as she was, the steed was equaly asfearsome.

It was alean beast, and apparently amare. Y et, there the resemblance between it and ordinary horses
ended. The woman rode the mare bareback - but, this did not seem to be a beast who would permit a
saddle, anyway. The mare's coat was the color of night, and seemed to dmost absorb the sunlight which
fdll upon it from the cloudy skies. Her eyesflashed with ared, hdllish fire, and atrickle of smoke came
from her nogtrils as she panted from the run. Her hooves gleamed like black sted, and sheflicked her tail
in agitation as she awaited the outcome of this encounter. And more, the mare gazed at the old man not
with the look of adumb beast, or even the restrained aggression of awar-trained steed - no, she gazed
upon the old man with intdligence... And hodtility.

Malik ran atrembling hand over hisbad pate before replying. "Yes, | did. | know it waswrong, now.
| did at thetime, aswdl... But | wasangry. Now, | am old, and | have had time to reflect on the deeds of
my life... Time enough to regret..." he said, then sighed, and hung hisheaed again. "'l am sorry."

"Bah. Heis sorry," themare said, her voice feminine, yet eerily hollow and unearthly. "I suppose



that makesit all better, now, and we can be on our way."

"Hardly," the woman replied, and dipped from the mare's back, to stand before Mdik. With a
precision showing years of skill, sheflicked the sharp tip of her lance beneath Mdik's chin, tapping it to

get himto lift his head.

Malik said nothing, Smply gazing & her.

The woman paused, gazing back at him. ™Y ou do not beg or weep?”

"l wept dl thetears of alifetimethe day my sondied... | have no moretearsleft. And asfor begging...”
Malik replied, and sighed. "I only ask that you makeit swift. | am old, now. Woe has anew master,
Absor. | chose him ten years ago. | have nothing left to livefor, redlly. Thelast ten years of my life, | have
spent here, watching the sea, and waiting... | knew not what | waswaiting for. My son was gone, and
would not return. My wife died decades ago, as well you know. Still, | waited, though | did not know
what | waswaiting for. Now, | know. | waswaiting for you.”

The woman raised aflame-haired eyebrow. "Y anar is dead?"

Malik nodded, feding the needle point of the lance lower from his chin.

"How did hedie?'

"A few weeks after you..." Malik said, then sighed. "He disagreed with my decison. He was Sixteen,
old enough to sign on with any private ship. So he ran away to Soldan city, to the north. He signed on as
an gpprentice seaman with atrade-ship bound for Palome, hoping perhaps that somehow he might find

you, and rescue you."



The woman rolled her eyes. "Impossible. A foolish notion,” she replied, her weapon lowering even
more.

"Hewasyoung."

"Then what happened?’

"A gtorm, off the Coast of Skulls. They never even left Vilandian waters. The ship went down, and all
hands were lost. Only the wreckage that washed ashore told the tale.”

"How tragic,"” the mare quipped, her eerie voice dripping with sarcasm.

"Soit wasdl for nothing,” the woman said.

"Yes" Mdik replied, and sighed deeply. "I meant to hurt you, to take you out of my son'slife
forever... And ended up losing my son, instead. Thewhole village knew... And for years thereafter, few
would speak to me, save when it was necessary, as | was gtill master of the village, by the law. But, now
Absor ismaster, and none speak to meat al. | am shunned, now... And, | supposg, rightly so. | feed
mysdlf with asmall garden out back... A little fishing on the shore from time to time with my net... But dl
thewhile, | am aone," Mdik said, and lowered hishead. "I... | see you have grown powerful. Y ou must
have become amighty sorceress to be able to summon and ride a creature such as that, and to keep the
fire of youth dive onyour face. | am sixty, now. Y ou must be what... Nearly forty? Old Ehbrahd was
wrong about you."

The mare nickered in obvious amusement, and the woman rolled her eyes. "Hardly, Mdik. Ehbraha
wasright - | haven't atrace of the Talent, mysdlf. Marilith accompanies me because she choosesto, not
because | use sorcery to force her to. Asto my appearance... Well, that isalong story.”

"Bah. Never talk with your prey, just kill them and eat them and be done with it," Marilith
snapped, with an air as though repesting an old cliché.



"If | were one of your people, | bdieve | would, Marilith," the woman replied, resting her lance upon
her slver-mailed shoulder. "But, | am not. | can see Mdik has suffered every day since hisson died,
knowing that he died because of what he did to me. | can see that the whole of the village of Woe turned
againg him after that day - asthey should have - and he has suffered in loneliness since then. | would say,
Marilith, that his debt to me was paid long ago, by the Goddess. For ten years, now, he has sat here,
waiting for me. Waiting for meto end hislife... Or perhgpsto forgive him. Wdll, | shal do neither." The
fire-haired woman glared &t the old man who cowered before her.

"l just want you to know, Mdik... If you had not done what you did twenty years ago... I'd probably
have walked to your house today with your grandson in tow, ready to kiss you and greet you asthe
bel oved grandfather of my children. Y our son would be a my side, and you would still hold the respect
of the entire village. Instead, | rode here on the back of anightmare, ready to kill you. Y our sonisdead.
Y ou have no grandchildren, and never will. Y ou will die done, Mdik, with not even an enemy at your
sideto see you off, and none to care that you are gone, or even bury your rotting carcass. That, | think, is
theworst | could do to you in payment for what you did to me.”

Malik shuddered, and the mare nickered in amusement. "Very sweet. | likeit," the mare said, then
tossed her ebon mane. " Shall we be off?"

"Yes," the woman replied, hefting her lancein her right hand, and turned to mount again.

Theimage of dying utterly alone, with not even someone to tend to hisbones, horrified Mdik. His
mind scrambled for something, anything that might avert that fate. "Wait, Sashal" Malik cried, risng to his
feet.

The woman paused, gazing back to the old man in surprise. "Y ou... Y ou remember my name? My
real name?'

"Yes, | do," Mdik replied, startled by her reaction.



Thewoman stared at him for along moment before she spoke again. "All my life, | have been smply
‘The Wench of Woe. At firg, it was ataunt, cast in my face by children. Then, ataunt cast by my
opponents. But | transformed that taunt into atitle to be feared. Now, my enemies tremble when they
hear that the Wench of Woe approaches,” Sasha said, and glared at Malik. "Only my friends know my
true name, and only my friends may useit. With the death of your son, | only have one friend hereinthe
village of Woe, and that is Orissa- | go to visit her, now. What gives you, of al people, theright to cdll
me by my red name?"

"You will not find her, Wench," Mdik replied, ignoring her question. Hismind had grasped & athin
straw of hope, and hewould not let go. "Orissaisgone.”

"What? Gone? Whereis she?"'

Malik smiled. "That isalong story. Perhaps we should Sit awhile, and exchange stories with each
other?'

Sashapeered at Mdik slently. After along moment, she opened her mouth to speak, but was
interrupted by the rumble of the approaching storm.

"A gtormiscoming, anyway. It might be better to wait it out insde my house. | can warm sometes, if
you like. | still have abit saved up..."

"It'satrick,"” Marilith sngpped. "Don't trust him."

"No trick. Just asmple exchange of stories. If Wench will tell me her tale, | will tell her the Sory of
Orissa. By then, the storm should be past, and you can continue on your journey."”

Sasha thought about it for along moment, then shrugged. "I doubt there's anything afeeble old man
can do to hurt me, Marilith, even if he wanted to. Besides, | know you loathe rain asmuch as |1 do. His
offer ssemsadright to me.”



"Bah. | know more of the hearts of men than you do, sister,” Marilith replied, and asMalik
watched, her body shifted, becoming humanoid in a matter of afew heartbegats. She till had the head,
hooves and hind legs of an ebon horse, smoke drifting from her nogtrils, and her body was till covered
with the same ebon pelt, but now Marilith had atorso and armslike that of a sensualy shaped, nude
woman. Mdik stared at her nudity in open astonishment, but Marilith seemed not to care - she smply
crossed her arms beneath her furry breasts as she continued speaking. "But, | think thisis something
you will have to deal with yourself. Likely to hisregret." Marilith chuckled darkly. "I think I'll go
amuse myself for a bit. Call me when you are ready to leave."

"l will, agter," Sashareplied, and without afurther word, Marilith puffed into acloud of foul-smelling
smoke, which dissipated in the rising storm-breeze that came off the ocean.

"Shall we goinsde?' Sashaoffered.

A few minutes later, Sashawas seated at the little table insde Malik's house. Sasha nodded at the
teacup Mdik placed before her, but did not touch it. "Well? What happened to Orissa?"

The storm rumbled outside, and Malik eased himself down onto hisbed, to sit - there were no other
chairsin hissmall, one-room cabin. He had filled ateacup with tea, and drained it al in two long
swallows before he spoke. "Y ou firgt, Wench. It's been along time - I'm sure you've probably been
wanting to tell your story to someone, and never had the chancetoin dl your days.”

"Actudly, | havetold my story to afriend once before.”

"Oh? Who?"'

"Wel, that initsdlf isalong story."



"We-" Mdik began, only to be interrupted by aloud crack of thunder, and the patter of rain atop his
roof. After amoment, he smiled. "We appear to havetime."

Sashanodded, lifting the teacup before her and drinking it down, then setting the empty teacup on the
table again. After amoment, she rose and walked over to the window, gazing out at the storm-whipped
waves that now crashed into the beach. "Wdll... Asyou know, | wasn't born herein the village of Woe. |
was washed ashore as a baby, tucked ingde asailor's trunk.”

"Yes. A shipwreck at sea - some other flotsam and jetsam washed ashore at that time, aswell. We
never figured out where the ship was from, though our best guesswas Arcadia," Malik replied, and
bowed his head. "The Goddess was kind to you, that day."

"Perhaps... Well, the man who found me adopted me as my father, and raised me as his own daughter.
Hiswife had recently died in childbirth, and he had no children of hisown... HEd gone to the seato pray
to the Goddess that day, and saw the trunk | wasin, washed ashore.”

"Y es, Kashuah. He was afine man. He died of the flux when you werefifteen, | believe."

"Fourteen, actudly," Sashareplied dryly, her eyes till on the ocean.

"Wll, our ancestors didn't name our town "Woe for nothing, you know. Sorrow seemsto bea
common thread of dl the sories of our village."

"Do you want to hear thisor not?" Sasha snapped, glancing over her shoulder at Malik.

"Sorry. Do go on, please," Malik replied, bowing his head.

Sashareturned her gaze to the ocean. "Well... | supposeit al started one day shortly after | turned



Sxteen..."

The Ocean - One.

| rubbed the sore knuckles of my right hand, struggling to hold back thetearsas| glared down at
Absor. "Y ou take that back, you dung-headed littlewart, or I'll knock you down again!"

Absor wasthe same age | was - Sixteen. The miller's son, he was the biggest boy in the village. And as
| stood there, furious, nearly in tears, it suddenly struck me that he was the biggest boy in thevillage, and
| was suddenly afraid. He was bigger and stronger than me. He might even beat me senseless.

It was stupid. Why had | doneit? Who cared if he called me Wench? Nearly everyone did,
nowadays. | wastdl for agirl, and | looked nothing like any of the othersin the village. Their hair was
brown or black - minewasred, likefire. Their eyeswere brown, while mine were emerad green. A tall,
gangly, odd-looking girl, obvioudy an outsider... | was a perfect target for taunts and bullies.

Jocko, Cashuah and Marko, hisfriends, stared down at Absor in shock and surprise. They hadn't
expected thisto happen. And, judging by Absor's face, neither had he. Absor reached to hislip, which
was split and bleeding, and aready beginning to swell. 'Oh, Goddess, they're going to laugh at him,
now, and he's going to get up and beat me to a pulp to look big in front of them again.’



And indeed, a heartbest later, Jocko snorted, then al three of them burst into laughter as they gazed
down at Absor. | was doomed. | awaited the inevitable with balled fists and thudding heart.

Absor suddenly looked sharply at Jocko. ™Y ou laughing at me?!"

"Ummm..." Jocko replied, taken aback.

Absor rolled to his feet, then lashed out with amesty fist. With aloud smack of fist on chin, Jocko
went down, unconscious.

"And you!" Absor growled, glaring at Cashuah and Marko. " Are you laughing at me?!"

Cashuah and Marko's faces instantly took on alook of fear. "N-no, Absor. Honestly," Marko
replied.

Absor nodded, then turned to look a me. The blood trickled dowly from hisswelling lip, and | was
terrified. But | wasn't about to back down, now. Maybe | wasn't bornin thisvillage, but | was ill my
father's daughter. Win or lose, | wasn't going to run away.

"And asfor you..." Absor growled, looking me over.

"Y-yes?' | replied, trembling.

Absor stuck out ameaty hand. "Pals," he said, and grinned.



It took me amoment to open my hand and take hisin return - and when | did, he nearly crushed it in
hisgrip. | firmed my jaw and squeezed back as hard as | could, with hands strengthened and callused by
years of chopping wood and tending my father'sfields.

Absor grinned at my grip. "You're dright, Wench," he said - but the last wasn't said with the same
taunting hostility he'd used before. Now, it was said like he would afriend's nickname.

| bit back my angry reply. Father dways said that the first thing afarmer learnsisthat sometimesit was
better to settlefor asmal victory than no victory &t al. He wouldn't stop calling me Wench - and redlly, |
knew that no onein thevillage would. They'd dl begun caling methat ayear ago, when | inssted that my
father's house and lands were mine, and | was damn well going to work the filds as best | could now
that he was gone. It had been an enormous effort just to keep up with the weeds, much less grow enough
food smply to feed myself. But, | had managed - and I'd refused Master Malik's demandsthat | sell the
land, and movein with afamily who would take care of me and "raise me properly.” It wasasmall
victory, but avictory nonetheless - just like this one, today. "My nameis still Sasha, Absor.”

Absor grinned broadly. "I know," he replied, then let go of my hand and turned his back to me. Jocko
groaned, as hewas just waking up, and Absor kicked him in the rump. "Get up, Jocko, | didn't hit you
that hard. Let'sgo fishing in the creek.”

| watched them walk away, my kneestrembling. It was along moment before | could stoop to pick up
the sack of grain | had cometo buy, and heft it onto my shoulder again.

"Sasha, wait!" agirl'svoice caled. | paused, smiling, and let Orissa catch up to me. She was holding
the hem of her skirt up with one hand as sheran - al the girls of the village of Woe wore skirts, with a
little gpron on top. Well, al except me. | still wore the leather trousers and linen tunics my father got me
for working inthefieds. 'A skirt would just get in the way, Sasha,’ he said. "We'll get you skirts and
other frilly things later, when you're older and get interested in boys." Well, now it was later, and
sometimes | was interested - but father was gone, and | hardly had the money to afford one. At least
with adozen chickens and acow, | ate moderately well. Eggs and milk every day.

Finally Orissa caught up to me - though when she did, she was quite out of bregth. "Sashal That was
amazing!" she said, once she'd caught her breeth.



"What?'

"Thet fight! | ssw it al!"

| grunted, shifting the sack of grain on my shoulder. "Can wetak aswe wak? Thisgrain is heavy, and
| haveto get it home so | can Start planting tomorrow.”

Orissagrinned. "Sure!"

Aswe walked towards my father's house, Orissalaughed. "I can't believe you knocked Absor down!
Y ou hit himright in the mouth!™

"Pfft. | wasaiming for hisnose," | replied sourly. "Father never taught meto fight. | wish he had.”

"Redly? Why?' Orissa asked, amazed.

"Because then maybe | wouldn't have been so scared!" | replied, and burgt into giggles.

Orissalaughed. "Y ou were scared?!"

"Oh, yest When | saw him gitting there, hislip bleeding... | was sure he was gonna get up and beat me
until 1 had to crawl home!" | replied, and laughed.



Orissagiggled. "Wel, | don't think that's ever gonna happen. | think Absor likes you, now. Like you
were one of the boys."

"Bah."

"Bah? What? Did | say something wrong?' Orissaasked, looking a me curioudly.

"No, it'sjust..."

"Just what?'

"Wadl, | don't want Absor to likeme," | replied, then paused. "Wdll, | do, if that'swhat it takesto get
him to leave me done, but | mean... Well, I'd rather Y anar liked me."

"Yanar?' Orissagaped. "You like Yanar?!"

| glowered at her. "Yes, | do. What'swrong with that?"

"Well, nothing, of course. HE's very cute and terribly sweet. But..." Orissareplied, then giggled. "Waell,
| mean, he'sthe Village Magter's son! Hell be the next Village Master in afew years, when hisfather
steps down. His father would never approveif he knew. Master Malik does not likeyou!"

I made aface. "I know. He wanted meto sall my father'slands to him, and go live with one of the
villagefamilies. Yours, | think. He never said which."



Orissanodded. "It was ours. He had it dl arranged and everything. My mother and father had aready
agreed to take you in. | think they were just going to have you deep in my room with me, sncewe're
about the same age.”

"Really?" | asked, surprised, and Orissa nodded.

| was silent amoment, and Orissalooked at me aswe walked. "What's wrong?'

"Wdll..."

"Come on, you can tell me," she said, and grinned.

"Well... If hed just come out and told me | would have been your sigter, | might have said 'yes instead
of tdling himto goto hell,” | replied, and made aface again.

"Aww..." Orissa paused, and hugged me amoment. | hugged her in return with my freearm, and she
patted my back. "Y ou can gill be my sister. Maybe not area sister, but asister of our hearts," Orissa
replied, and smiled. "Y ou're my best friend, Sasha. I've got four brothers and no sstersand | would love
to think of you asmy sger.”

"Thank you," | replied, my eyes migting. "Y ou're my best friend, too." We started walking again, and
after along moment, | sghed. "I just couldn't, you know."

"l know. Thefarmisall you haveleft of your daddy. The farm and Mimi the cow and the hens. That's
al. You couldntjust I it, evenif it would give you anice dowry.”

| nodded. "He was agood man. And someone should take care of hislands, not just et mean ol'
Magter Malik havethem,” | said, and made aface again. "My father dways said he didn't trust Mdik. He



said he thought Mdik..." | said, then shook my head. "Well, nevermind. Maybe Master Mdik was trying
to be niceto me, likehe said. But | il think he just wanted the land.”

" think s0, t00," Orissareplied, then giggled. "Did you really tdl himto goto hell?"

"Yes. | stood right up on my tiptoes and looked him right in the eye and told him he could take hisidea
and shove it where the sun don't shine.”

Orissaburst out laughing, and | grinned. "No wonder he was so mad at you! Fifteen, and agirl, and
you tak tothe Village Master like that?!™

| nodded. "Thelook he gave me, though, | wasn't sure I'd make it to Sixteen,” | replied, and giggled for
amoment. "But, herel am.”

"And herewe are, t00," Orissa said, because we'd finaly reached the gate for the little fence that
marked the edge of my father's land. It was only three acres, and the house was near the gate. Orissa
opened the gate for me and we walked the few remaining pacesto my door. | dropped the grain by the
door, then sat oniit to rest. "Are you doing dright?' Orissaasked, carefully stting on the grass next to
me.

"I'mfine" | replied, rubbing my shoulder. "Just alittle sore.”

"No, | meant with the farm."

| thought about it. "Wdll, it was very hard last year, but it'salittle eeser thisyear. I'm alittle bigger,
and alot stronger. | keep Mimi and the hens fed with weeds | scythe down, and doing that helped make
me stronger, too. | think it will get easier as| get used to doing it al mysdf.”



Orissasmiled. "My momma saysthat your daddy aways wanted ason-" she began, and | looked at
her sharply. Orissasmply giggled. "No, | don't mean it like that. | know you dresslike aboy and dl, but
that's not what | mean. | think he got something better. | think he got you, instead. | think the Goddess
sent you to him as an answer to his prayers, and to help keep hislittle dream dive."

| smiled. "Maybe..." | looked down a mysdlf for along moment, then sghed. "But sometimes..."

Orissa nodded, but said nothing.

"The spring festiva is next week."

Orissagrinned. "l know. | dready have my dressall ready for the dance. It will be very grand.”

"l won't be going.”

"Why not?" Orissaasked, then grinned. ™Y anar will be there, you know," she said teasingly.

"Because | don't have adress, and | can't afford one. My father thought that when | was older and
ready for such things, hed go buy me one, but..." | said, and Orissanodded. "And evenif | had one, I've
no ideahow to fix my hair so I'll look right, or anything. I've just been putting it up in aponytail to keep it
out of my way."

Orissaand | sat quietly after that, me resting and she thinking. Findly, Orissa brightened. "Well, we
can fix that!"

"What? How?"



"Wdll, | have avery nicedress | wore to the spring dance last year. | could wear that instead, and take
the one | made for mysdlf thisyear and let it out for you," she said, and looked me over. "Y ou've got
broader shoulders and hips than me, and your bustlineisbigger. You'retdler, too, so I'd need to add a
long trim at the bottom so it fit right. Hmmm... | might have to ask my mommato hdp megetit right in
time for the dance. Or maybe just help make you anew one from scratch - you're about asbig as my
mommais, redly. It might be easier to ask her if she has an older dress you can wear, instead. Either
way, well ask," Orissasaid, then grinned. "And asfor your hair, | can help with that."

| gaped at her. "But... 1... Well, | couldn't! I mean... Well, your mother doesn't like me at all, probably
shed turn the ideadown flat! And I'm sure your father would take a poker to me and run me out of the
house!"

Orissawhooped with laughter. "What ever could give you such an idea?'

"Well... | mean, last year, they had that big fight... | was coming over, | thought I'd visit you for abit,
and | heard some of it. They werefighting about me. | heard my name severa times... Well, then | ran
away," | replied, and sighed.

"Ohyou big slly!" Orissareplied, playfully batting at my shoulder. " They weren't arguing over you like
that! My daddy thinksthe world of you! Y ou work very hard to keep up your father's lands, just like a
son would - and that's what the fight was about!"

| blinked. "It was?| don't understand...”

"Wel, my mommathinksthat if you do nothing but grow up aone and working like aboy and dressing
likeaboy and al that, you'll never find a husband of your own. My daddy disagreed - and that's what
they were fighting about. Momma understands your situation, but shethinksagirl hasto havetimeto be
agirl, too. That'swhy shethinksit'sagood ideal am your friend and am around you alot. ShethinksI'll
be agood influence on you," Orissasaid, and giggled. Orissathen looked around. "Do you have any
more chores that need to be done today ?*



"No, | milked the cow again and fed the chickens before | |eft to get the grain. | just haveto put this
away and I'll be done for the day. | thought I'd use the extra time to get ahead on some of my chores for
tomorrow."

"Well, hurry up and put the grain away, then, and let's get going!" Orissasaid, hopping to her feet.

"Ummm... Are you sure about this?'

"Very sure. | mean, you are my sster, after al," Orissareplied, and beamed asmile a me. "Come
on!" Orissasaid, holding out her hand.

| grinned, putting my hand in hers, and Orissa pulled meto my feet. "Alright, Sster,” | said, and we
exchanged ahug.

The Spider - XXII.

"Kill her!" aman's voice snapped.

| blinked in confusion as | staggered to my feet, gazing a the woman. She, in turn, gazed slently at me.



An df of somekind, that much | could see. Her ears were sharply pointed, and her aquiline face held the
alien, ethered beauty of al df-maids. Y et, she was no race of df | had ever seen or heard of before, of
that | was certain. Her skin wasindigo, her hair aswhite as snow, and her eyesblack asnight. The
tattered brown rags the woman held about hersdlf fluttered in a soft afternoon breeze, and as she gazed
at me...

... reglized she was the most beautiful thing in the entire world.

From my right, aman in ringmail armor stepped forth, raising his broadsword to strike the woman
down. A flash of sunlight gleamed off his sword. The woman's eyes never |eft mine, her expression
remained calm.

| raised my sword as| stepped forth, blocking the man's stroke - then stood there amoment, gazing at
the sword in my grip in surprise. | was armed, though | had not known it prior to thismoment - a
longsword in my right fist, and along-hafted, single-bitted axe in my left. More, | was armored in what
seemed alight, crudely-made chain armor, the thick, hammer-forged links easily large enough to dip a
fingertip into - though where | had obtained such armor, | had noidea. A tartan kilt of some kind was
about my waist, and stout studded-lesther boots and gloves adorned fists and feet. It was, in many ways,
asthough | had only just awakened - | had no recollection of anything that might have happened in my
life prior to looking into the woman's dark eyes.

" She's bewitched him!" the man shouted, and spat.

"Shell have him on usin amoment,” another snarled.

"Well, at least he'son hisfeet again,” thefirst replied sourly. "What with the scream, | thought he was
dead from her pdll, amoment ago.”

I looked around, my back to the woman. There were four men, dl in ringmail hauberks - sted rings
sewn to a stout leather backing, the armor was proof against much, covering their torso, their arms down
to amost the elbow, and the legs down to almost the knee. Benesath that, they appeared to be wearing
woolen trousers and tunics, with boots of crude fur lashed about the ankle and calf by smple leather
thongs. Atop their heads, each wore a simple nasa-helm, comprised of ahoop of beaten metal about the



head, a half-circle of meta running front to back and another from sideto side, al riveted together over a
stout leather cap. Each bore awell-used wooden shield on their [eft arm, the rim shod iniron. Behind
them, at least adozen small corpseslay - | stared in shock for amoment, thinking the corpsesto be
children, then redlized after amoment they were goblins. Smdl creatures, haf the sze of aman, but no
less ferocious or tenacious than any human warrior. Between and among them lay the corpses of severa
men - spent arrows in some, bloody sword woundsin others.

"What shal we do?' one of the men asked.

I looked around, my mind full of confusion. We werein awooded, hilly area, and near asmal path.
As| looked, it seemed apparent that a vicious battle had been fought here - and not too long before this
moment. But asto which side | had once belonged, | could not say.

"If wekill her, the spell may be broken," the first man said, glancing to the woman behind me.

Had the woman bewitched me? Perhaps she had. Certainly | could recal nothing before this moment.
Sweat from exertion trickled down my face, and | had obvioudy been fighting only minutes before... Yet
| could not tell whether | had fought beside these men, or against them. No maiter - | could not let them
kill thewoman so casudly. "Wait..." | caled, then my voicefdtered, for | knew not what elseto say.

The man paused amoment, then smiled at me, abroken, gap-toothed grin. "Relax, my old friend. It's
aright. We've known each other many years, now - come - stand aside from the wench. Once weve

shortened her by ahead, you'll be your old self again.”

"No," | replied, and gripped my weapons firmly.

"To hdl with this" one of the others growled, and started to step past me, his sword raised. With
hardly athought, | lashed out with my sword, the blade flickering above his shield, below hischin, and

through his neck.



The stump of the man's neck geysered blood as his head tumbled to the ground, an expression of
surprise forever fixed on his unshaven face. The body staggered, then collgpsed, spasming, as| lashed
out with my axe &t the next one. The axe-head smashed him across the cheek, staggering him in aspray
of blood and broken teeth as| stepped in, left foot behind and crossing the right, then spun, lashing out
with my sword. With ameaty -WHOP- sound, the second's head flew off to join his companion's.

"He'skilled them!™ one shouted, astonished - but no more so than . | had not known | was capabl e of
fighting with such skill, nor did | know where or how | might have learned it. My body just seemed to
know, and | responded without thinking, as though performing the tasks of alifetimestraining
effortlesdy, reflexively. The strength and speed I'd displayed also surprised me - but | had littletimeto
ponder it.

"Take him!" the first man replied, and the other nodded, leaping in. | parried his dash with the haft of
my axe, then flicked my sword out at his chin - afeint. Heraised his shield to block, and | dashed down,
the blade biting into histhigh just above hisknee, below his stout hauberk and through hiswoolen
trousers. He grunted in pain, his shield-arm reflexively jerking down, and | dashed horizontaly with my
axe.

The second man staggered back, his sword faling from nervelessfingers as he clutched usdlesdy at his
dashed throat, the Sck gagging sounds of hisdrowning in his own blood only beginning. The first man,
however, would not be taken so eadily. In afuriousrain of stedl, he drove me back, his sword flashing
here and there, forcing meto parry and dodge again and again.

In desperation, | leaped back, out of hisrange. Shouting a battle cry, my opponent legped forward,
stabbing brutdly in amighty lunge. | tried to parry, but hislunge was smply too swift - | felt the sword
bite through the crudely-made chainmail | was wearing, a degp wound just below my ribs. In shock, |
redized | was mortaly wounded.

"Kill me, will you?" | roared, and dashed down with my sword, shearing through flesh and bone,
severing his sword-hand at thewrigt. "By the gods, I'll make damn sureyou go, first!" | screamed as he
staggered back, gazing in shock at the stump of hisright wrist, the blood spurting fredly. Enraged, |
dashed with my sword, beheading him.

As| gazed down a my falen opponents, | felt the blood pour from the wound to my belly. | was
dying - and | knew it. No mortal being could survive adeep thrust to the abdomen. | let the sword and



axefdl from my grip. It was obvious | would not need them again.

| knelt on the soft grass, watching the pooling blood stain the kilt | was wearing over my crude chain
leggings. Clan colors- my clan, | redized - though | knew nothing about them. Maostly green, with woven
threads of red and yellow and black... Now, al were dowly being dyed red by my own lifesblood. |
raised my head, and looked to the woman. She still gazed a me silently, her dark blue face utterly cam,
the breeze fluttering her snow-white har...

...and shewas gtill the most beautiful thing in dl theworld.

"l andying," | said, smply - and with the utterance of that truth, | suddenly felt immensely tired.

"Areyou?' shereplied, adight smile playing at the corner of her lips.

"Tdl me, woman..."

"Yes?' she said, her voice the soft sounds of adove.

"Wereyou worth it?"

The woman amiled, then laughed. "1 think so, barbarian.”

She knelt beside me then, onetiny blue hand carefully holding the tattered rag about her to cover
hersdf, and the other lightly stroking my wound, my blood flowing over her fingers. She muttered quietly,
and | felt something... | could feel theflow of blood dowing... | could feel thewound closing, theflesh
knitting...



"Mmm..." shesaid softly, her eyeslifting to gaze off into the distance, afaint smilelighting her lips.
"Feed from the strength of my body, Barbarian, and grow strong..."

"But..."

"Shh..." she muttered, an odd smile on her face. "Sleep now, Barbarian..." she said, and gestured
negligently with her bloodied hand.

And in that moment, the world dimmed, and grew dark.

The Ocean - Two.

Orissa's mother, Calla, looked me up and down, and | trembled beneath her gaze more than | had
with Absor. Findly, she put her hands on her hips. "Impossible, Orissa. Wed never get your dress
atered in time. She'stoo big. She'sas big asyour brother, Nardo," Cdlareplied, mentioning her oldest
son.

My heart sank. "Well, I-"



Callapeered a my feet. "And dops to the spring festival ? | think not. Sheld need apair of nice shoes
if she'sgoing to turn the boy's heads."

"Well, that'sdright. It was just athought, anyway, and | guess| don't really haveto go after dl. I-"

"Rubbish! Who said you weren't going?”

| blinked. "Umm..."

Orissasmply giggled at me - she was used to her mother, and | was not. Calla, for her part, smply
turned and shouted to the back room of their house. "Hamat! Come here, please!™

A few moments later, Orissas father stepped into the room. "What isit, dear?”

"Do you il have that money we set asdein case Sashawanted to go to the spring festival ?!

Hamat nodded, grinning at me. "Aye, that | do."

"Well, good, well need it. She wants to go, and she'll need adress and shoes.”

Hamat laughed. "Y ou wereright again, asusud, Cdlal" he chortled. "Wdll, | saw Nandi the
Dressmaker waking by when | camein earlier - shdl | go fetch her?"



"Yes, please. Welll take her by the shoemaker later, aswell,” Cdlasaid, then beamed at Orissa. "And
actudly, Orissa wasright, she was the one who mentioned it first. | smply agreed.”

Hamat nodded. "Alright, dear. Back in abit,” he said, and trotted out the door while Orissaand Cala
shared agmile.

| gaped in open astonishment, hardly able to believe what was happening. "1... | can't possibly pay you
for-"

Cdlaglowered a me. "Pay? Pish! It'snothing, dearie," she replied, waving ahand dismissively. "Now
- | was drawing abath for Nardo, but he can wait. Y ou're absolutdly filthy, child - you look like you've
been working dl day."

"Well, | have" | replied wryly.

"Well, let's get you out of those dirty clothes and into one of my old dresses so you at least have
something to wear when the dressmaker comes. Y ou can wear it home, aswell. Come,” Calla
commanded, crooking afinger a me.

| followed dutifully, grinning from ear to ear, and Orissatagged aong behind, giggling.

Two hours later, having been properly soaked and scrubbed and brushed, dressed in one of Callas
old dresses, measured by the dressmaker and taken for aquick vist to the shoemaker's shop, | was now
gtting in Cdlas kitchen, watching and listening as she explained dl the "do'sand don'ts' | should observe
at the dance,

"And remember - women curtsey, not bow. Besides that women look silly bowing, your dresswill be
sguare-cut at the top, like this one, but abit lower. Do not bow to the boys, you might fal out of it."



"Yes, maam,” | replied, flushing with embarrassment as Orissa burgt into giggles.

"You curtsey likethis. Watch," she said, and grasped her dress below the hips, dipped her left knee
while putting her right foot behind hersdlf, and bending at the waist a bit. "Understand?”

"Yes, maam."

"Good, now you try."

I rose and mimicked her actions, but Callajust rolled her eyes. "No, no. With poise and grace. Like
this" she said, and showed me again.

| tried again, and Callanodded. "Good. Y ou'll need to practice it more, however. Orissa, | leaveit to
you to show her properly in the next week."

"Yes, momma," Orissareplied, grinning.

"By the Goddess!" aboy's voice yelped. | looked, and saw it was Nardo. He had walked into the
kitchen while Calawas showing me how to curtsey, and he now gaped at me, wide-eyed. "Isthat
Wench?"

"My nameis Sasha," | growled.

Nardo help up hishandsin surrender. "Hey, sorry. | saw Absor'slip after you got through with him, |
don't want the same.”



Cdlla, however, completely ignored the exchange - or seemed to, to me. "Ah, Nardo. I'm glad you're
here. I'll need someone to show Sasha the basic steps of the dances shélll be doing at the spring festival,
and you'll do nicely.”

Nardo rolled hiseyes. "But Ma!"

"But what?" Cdlareplied, and glowered at him. It dawned on me that in this house, Calawas
Queen, and the kitchen her throne-room - and she would brook no objectionsto her rule. | grinned. |
wanted to run a house like that someday, myself.

"I only came in because father wanted to know when dinner would be ready!"

"It'll beready whenit'sready,” Cdlareplied imperioudy, "and your father dready knowsthat. Welve
been married twenty years, he had better have learned by now. Now come. | need you to show her the
sepswhile | cook," she said, then glowered at Nardo again. " Or do you want dinner to be later than it

dready is?'

"No, Ma," Nardo replied, stifling asigh with an obvious effort, then walked up to me. Helooked me
over for amoment, obvious appreciation in his eye, then looked back to his mother. "Where should |
dat?'

"Not with the bransl, we don't have the room and I'll not have that kind of dashing about in my
kitchen. Start with the pallad'e and work from there," Calareplied, and turned her back on us, bending
to the fire to check her pots.

"Itsdright,” | said, smiling. "I know it'slate, | can just head home, now, and you can finish cooking. |
can learn the steps another day.”



Cdlastood and looked at me. "What? Turn someone from my kitchen this close to dinner with no
foodinther bellies? | won't hear of it. Y ou're staying, and that's that.”

And, indeed, that was that. Calawouldn't listen to any other suggestions. As each of her four sons
poked their head into the kitchen one at atime to learn when dinner might be ready, she smply let the
previous one go and snatched the next up, and had them teach me something else I'd yet to learn - dl the
while, each of them gaped a me in astonishment.

Dinner was an interesting experience. All four boys kept stedling glances at me, which only made
Orissaand Calagrin. Hamat, for his part, wanted to talk with me about how | was doing, what my plans
were with the farm, and so on. Findly, he turned to hiswife and grinned. "Y ou know, Cdla... | think that
Sasha, here, will make afine catch for some boy, someday. She's got agood head on her shoulders,
she's strong, pretty... It's only too bad our own boys never noticed any of that before, likeyou and | did.
Why, I'll bet shel'saready got her heart set on someone aready, and it's none of our boys."

I blushed deeply as the boys looked embarrassed, then blushed again when Orissa spoke up. " Oh,
yes, daddy. She'sdready interested in Y anar."

"Oh? Does he know about this?'

| blushed furioudly as Orissa shook her head. "No, but | think he was going to find out at the spring
fediva," shereplied, and grinned impishly a me.

"Ah, Sasha," Cdlasad, shaking her head. "Y ou're setting yoursdlf up for a disappointment.”

"Aye," Hamat agreed, nodding. "There's not achancein hdl Maik would alow it, once he found out."

I smply nodded silently, too embarrassed to speak.



"Wéll... | wish you the best, of course,” Hamat said, nodding his head to me. "The Goddessworksin
her own ways, and if it's her will you be Y anar'swife, then it will happen whether Mdlik likesit or not.
But if not," he said, and waved aspoon at hisfour sons. "At least give these boys a chance, Sasha.
They're good boys. And | think today has opened their eyes abit, and made them redlize you're more
than just the girl everyone cdls"The Wench of Woe", but arein truth afine young woman."

Nardo and his brothers nodded. "And how," Nardo replied, looking at me.
| blushed deeper, too embarrassed to speak.

Cdlasmiled mysterioudy. "Well, | think that's enough for now. If she blushes any more, | think her
face will catch fire. Besides - she's done eating. Sasha, it's sarting to get dark outside. Would you like
one of the boysto lead you back with alantern, or will you be dright by yoursalf?"

"I-I'l bedright,”" | said, stlanding up quickly. "I... Umm... Well, | thank you for everything, redly | do."

"Y ou're quite welcome, dear. Now - your shoes are over there, by the door, and I've placed your
clothesjust there, on the chair nearby. Y ou can keep that dress you have on - it's an old one of mine that
doesn't quite fit me any more, but it looks aright on you. It will give you something nice to wear when
you cometo town, if you like. And don't forget to pick up your dressthe day before the festival from the
dressmaker. Orissa, you remind her."

"Yes, momma," Orissareplied, grinning.

"Good. Wéll, goodnight, Sasha," Calla called, and her words were echoed by everyone at the table. |
curtseyed - it seemed the appropriate thing to do - and Calla grinned broadly. It was an effort not to
simply run out of the house, | was so flustered and embarrassed. But, | managed to pick up my
bel ongings and walk out with what | thought was at least some degree of poise.

| walked homein the growing gloom of sunset, my mind awhirl with dl the day's events. | hadn't
expected any of it - and yet, it had dl been so wonderful and exciting, | thought my heart would burst



with happiness. Before | knew it, | was aready out of the village, and nearly to my own little farm.

"Y ou there! Girl!" aman's voice snapped, heavily accented.

| jJumped, and was so startled | nearly dropped everything | was carrying. | had been so happy, |
literally wasn't looking at anything around me, and hadn't seen the man at the edge of the road, near the
trees, until the very moment he called out to me. | looked at him now - and found he frightened me
terribly. He was human, of that there was no doubt. His ears were rounded. Old Ebrahal, the traveling
sorcerer and hedler, had once said that humans were the only beings on our world with round ears - al
others had pointed ears. Y et, he was unlike any other human I'd ever seeninmy life.

His eyeswere danted, the iris dark, and his hair was black and cropped short. His skin was paler than
that of any Vilandian I'd seen in the Village of Woe, with an dmost yelowish cast. He wore a suit of
gleaming armor finer than even that of the Duke's men I'd seen ride through town one day, and the hilt of
astrange, curved sword could be seen projecting from the sash at hiswaist. The stallion he sat upon was
alightly-built anima with a pale white coat, who gazed at me slently from the roadside. "Tell me, girl,” the
man repested in his strange, thickly accented speech, "isthisthe village caled Woe?"!

"Y-yes" | replied, trembling.

"Good, good. And where might | find the one called Master Malik?'

"H-h-he..."

"Come, come, girl! Out with it!"

"I-if you follow the road th-th-that way and t-t-take the first turning to the left, y-y-you will find his
house the fourth ontheright,” | ssammered in reply.



"Very good,” the man said, and started to lift the reinsto his steed. Then, he paused, looking me over.
"Y ou're quite the pretty one."

"Th-thank you."

"How old are you?"

"I'm sixteen."

"And you live here, in Woe? Y ou hardly look like alocd girl, but morelike aforeigner.”

"Y-yes, | live here" | replied, now trembling like aleaf.

"Tdl me..." theman said, leaning forward in his saddle and smiling. "Are you married, fire-hair?"

IIY%’?I

"Yes, I'm married. To avery large man, even bigger than you! And he has six brothers bigger than
him! And they're dl waiting for me back home and if | don't get there soon they'll come looking for me
with blood intheir eyedl™



The man leaned back in his saddle, and laughed. "Wdll, | certainly wouldn't want to risk angering such
adangerous-sounding family. | shdl bid you good evening, fire-haired wench," he said, and laughed
again, flicking thereins of hishorse. The horse obediently turned and walked off, towards the village, and
| turned and ran al the rest of the way to my house.

It was an age before | could stop trembling and checking al the bolts on the doorsto my little house
over and over, and findly just St down and try to relax. "Palome...” | said, the words of my father
suddenly coming back to me. "He wasfrom Palome..."

My father had described seeing men of Palome occasionally vist Master Malik. A strange people,
unlikethe Vilandiansat dl, with aculture totaly different from ours. Their nation wasfar to the east of us,
father had explained, and their lands were unknown. What little was known of them was from their
traders, and their raiders. When | asked how you might tell the difference between the two, father smply
said "their traders don't wear armor.”

"Malik is dealing with their raiders, Sasha. I've seen them, three times, now. They think I'm just
an ignorant farmer, and | don't know what I'm seeing. But | wasn't always a farmer, Sasha. | once
was a sailor. I've been places... And I've seen things. So whatever you do, don't trust Malik. He's
up to something... But | don't know what."

My father'swords, from two years ago. | believed my father then, and | ill believed him now.

But what to do about it?



The Ocean - Three.

"Come, now," Ebraha said in hiselderly, creaking voice.

My heart was burgting with the impatient enthusiasm of youth. An entire week of nervous preparation
had led up to this moment, the first dance of the festiva. Orissa had even come by thismorning to help
me do my hair properly - | looked as good as | possibly could - and now Ebraha wanted to take me
asideto be tested for the Talent? | wanted to scream. "I'm sorry, but-"

"No 'buts, dear," Ebrahd inssted. "It'sthe Duke'slaw. Those who have Talent must be found, and
sent for proper training. Weve too few trained sorcerersin this duchy, and that's afact. The Dukefeds
that the war between the Larinians and the Arcadians shows that true sorcery will haveit's placein future
battles - and, perhaps he'sright,” Ebrahal said, then grinned agummy grin. "Besides, dear... It will only
take amoment. Come. Sit."

| Sighed and sat next to Ebrahal, watching the boys and girls of the village asthey gathered together in
small groups, each Sde eyeing the other with youthful nervousness. "It'samost noon - the dance will start
without me," | said, and pouted.

"Hardly, my dear. Master Malik knows I've the task of assensing the astrd aura of al those who come
of age, and have every year for fifty years. Nothing will begin until | have had the time to examine each
and every one of you who is of agethisyear," Ebrahd said, then paused. "Wait... You are Sxteen this
year, aren't you? Or did | missyou last year? Y ou're quitetall, young lady..."

"Yes, I'm sixteen this year. My birthday was last month - though it's only a guess my father made, as|
was found on the beach when | was ababy, floating in asailor'strunk.”

Ebraha nodded. "Y es, dear, | know the story well. Now just Sit till amoment, and let me
concentrate. A weak talent is sometimes hard to see, but even the weakest of talents would be of some
useto the crown."



My glance caught upon Ebraha, who had closed his eyes, and now breathed softly. Y et, he was not
adeep. Hisface bore alook of concentration, and hisfingerstwitched dightly in hislap ashedid
something sorcerous | knew nothing of. Findly, hisancient eyes flew open, and he shook his head.
"Nothing," he said sourly, then laughed. "Of dl the young men and women | have examined, little one,
you are probably the most mundane of adl. Thereisn't the dightest trace of the Talent inyou.”

"Wdll, good!" | said, somewhat flustered. To be found to have the Talent, theinnate ability to master
theforces of mana and do sorcery, was atruly life-changing event. By the Duke's law, the child was sent
away, cloistered away at the Academia Magica nearby the Duke's castle. From all reports, it was agood
life, though ahard one. Studying day and night to master arcane knowledge taught by hard teachers...

Y et they fed their students well, and those who managed to graduate were guaranteed to have lucrative
employment either with the Duke, or with many other nobles around Vilandia Many youths dreamed of
such alife- and, intruth, sometimes| did, aswell. In Vilandia, the only way agirl would ever get an
advanced education was to either be born to a noble house, or to be found to have the Talent and be
trained at the AcademiaMagica. Y es, many times| thought that | might want to learn, to have aredl
education. To learn why the sun rose in the morning, and why the moon changed phases... But not today .
| wanted none of that today - today, | smply wanted to dance.

"Areyou done yet, Ebrahal?' aman's voice asked peevishly. | turned, and my blood ran cold. It was
Mdik.

Hewas dressed in hisfinest garb, of course. Blue satin breeches, apale silk tunic, and afeathered cap
upon his head, he looked very much the part of Village Master. Y &, the scowl he gave me sent chills
down my spine. Maik waved ahand at me dismissvely. "If you're done with Wench, then let'sget on
with it. The young ones are getting restless, and their yawping isdriving meto distraction.”

"I'm quite done with Sasha, yes, Master Mdlik," Ebrahal replied. " She hasn't atrace of the Talent in
her, she's as mundane asastone.”

"Good, it'sbest. I've hardly the timeto bother, otherwise," Malik replied. | knew what he meant, of
course. If | had been found to have the Talent, | would hardly be a problem disposed of smply. No, it
would be his responghility to care for my lands and my animaswhile | was away at the Academia
Magica, and that would be acommitment of severd years, at least. As he wanted my father'slandsfor
himsdlf, having to tend to the very lands he wanted until | had completed my training and returned asan
adult to dispense with them would hardly be atask he would enjoy (though, of course, hewould



probably hire someoneto do it, rather than do it himsdlf). "Get going, Wench, you've held up the whole
villagelong enough.”

| bit back an angry retort and dashed over to where the other girls stood. Father said that patience
was often the best revenge, though it was often the hardest course to follow. | knew in my heart that
father was right. Someday, Malik and | would have an accounting of al the dights he had done me... But
not today. Today, | would dance.

And dance, | did.

All the steps that Orissaand her brothers had shown me, al came easily. Though | was nervous at
firg, | found something in the dance... Something insde mysdlf that et me push aside the problems of my
life. Thefarm, Mdik, Absor, dl of it - dl shunted aside as the music swept me up, and carried me away.
| danced most often with Yanar, of course, for | found him attractive. Y et, the music struck a chord deep
inmy soul, and | found | minded little when the gyrations of the 'exchange' dances brought another
partner before me. Out of the corner of my eye, | could see the adultsin the village looking on - the
women smiling and the men gppraisng me with anew eye, asthey saw the grace that somehow,
magicaly, the music imbued into my feet. Perhaps | was an outsider. Perhaps | was not of their race.
Perhaps | was till the Wench of Woe. Y et, for that brief span of time, none of that mattered. | wasno
longer even agirl, in truth - | was awoman, dancing the dance of her youth.

My heart pounded to the rhythm of the music. My soul fdt light, dl the troubles of my life vanished
upon an uplifting wind of song and dance. For one bright, shining moment, the world was perfect.

Then, in what seemed a mere matter of heartbeets, it was over. The music faded into silence, and the
applause of the village. Y anar stood before me, grinning broadly - he had danced with me for perhaps
thelast haf hour, yet | hardly noticed. But asthe warmth of hissmilefell upon me, | found mysef grinning
back with joy and happiness - and then grinning even more broadly when | redlized | had just shared the
most profound moment of my young life with someone | cared about. "Y ou were fabulous, Sasha,"

Y anar said, and sketched an awkward bow. My heart bursting with emotion, | reached out and hugged
himtight.

Suddenly a strong hand grasped my shoulder, and threw me back - | landed painfully on my rump,
startled and surprised. Malik stood between Y anar and |, hisface twisted into asnarl. "Not with my son,
you don't!"



Y anar looked just as surprised as|. "Father, what are you doing?"

Malik spun on his son and struck like a coiled snake, his hand lashing out to dap hisson'sface. "Don't
think you can play innocent with me, boy! I've heard you talking about her, and | damn well am not
going to have you dilute our blood line with this pasty-faced, fire-haired wench! Sheis not one of our
people, boy, she'san outsider! An Arcadian, most likely, but no matter - she's not one of us! You are
my only son, and | will not have you marrying some pasty-faced wench and producing alitter of mongrel
offgpring with her!”

My anger roseto the surface as | sat therein the dust, and | sputtered with outrage for many
heartbeats, unable to even speak. But asangry as| was, Y anar was even more furious. He was, in truth,
his father's son, and had hisfather'stemper. "Marriage?! What the hell are you talking about? It was
justadance!" heroared inreturn. "And even if | did want to marry her, what the hell gives you any
idea you'd have any say in that?!"

Father and son screamed at each other for many moments theresfter, and | felt ahand a my shoulder,
helping me up. It was Orissa. As| looked to her face, | saw she wasweeping. | looked around, and the
other villagers were staring a me, and the scene Mdik and Y anar were making. And astheir gazefell
upon me, | could seeit in their eyes. The magic of the dance was gone, never to return.

| wanted to scream. | wanted to weep. | wanted to bal my fists and beat Mdik to within aninch of his
life - though he was afull-grown man, and | doubted he'd have to do more than smply knock me down
again. The most magica moment in my young life had been, unfortunately, the briefest - and now would
forever betainted with this,

| turned, tears streaming down my face, and ran away.

I heard Orissas voice calling after me, but | did not stop. | could run very fast when | wanted to - and
| wanted to. Soon, her voice faded into silence behind me.



The Spider - XXI.

| awoke to a sanguine sky of sunset, the loud buzz of insects, and the heavy smell of death. The chill of
an early spring evening was upon me, yet, oddly, it did not bother me, even though the crude chainmail |
worewas hardly any kind of protection from the eements.

| sat up, and saw | had not moved - | was il in the forest, beside the smal path. The corpses of
goblins and men lay about me, blow-flies dready at them. A smal hand-cart | had not noticed before had
been drawn near, it's contents disgorged on the ground - mostly food in afew whedls of cheese and
loaves of bread, and severa large skins of drink. Theindigo-skinned f-woman sat atop asmall blanket
she had gpparently pulled from the wagon, holding her ragsto hersalf with one hand, and shivering.

The memory of what had passed between us earlier flickered across my mind - but try as| might, |
could recall nothing before the moment | looked into her eyes. | gazed at her now, but she did not return
my gaze. Ingtead, she smply finished stuffing the bread and cheese back into the leather bag they
gpparently came from, pulling the drawstring tight, and laid them aside.

"You shiver," | sad, smply.

She looked up a me, then, glancing a my face, then nodded. "Y es, Barbarian. It is quite cold.”



"It does not seem so, to me."

She amiled, her teeth chattering. "1 do not suppose it would."

"We must find you a blanket, or something, lest you catch chill,” | said, looking at her. Her blue skin
was covered with goosebumps, and she shivered even more strongly as | watched. "And start afire, |
think."

"Asto the former, thereislittle but the smal blankets of the goblins. Each istoo smdl to cover me. As
to thelatter,” she said, and chuckled. "I am anecromancer, Barbarian. | know no spellsto spark firein
wood, though | can make bones burn were there any near, and have no skillsat using thelittle
tinderboxes the goblins had.”

| shrugged. "Wrap yoursef in that blanket you sit upon, there, and | will gather tinder for acampfire,” |
sad, snatching up my weapons and rising to my feet.

"] cannot."

| sheethed my sword in the |leasther scabbard that hung at my |eft hip, and gazed at her oddly. "Why
not?'

"l am accursed, Barbarian. A great punishment from my people, for studying the forbidden arts. The
touch of lifeis painful to me, Barbarian, and the grass beneath this blanket isdive. The curseis such that
each blade of grassthat touches my skin leaves no mark, but burnslike the kiss of arazor.”

"Isthat why your skinisindigo?'

"Yes- and why my hair hasturned from its natura shade of ebon to one of purewhite. | am aDark



Elf, Barbarian, and my skin was once white as bone and my hair black as night, like any other of my
people. Necromancy is an art forbidden to our people by ancient law and custom - yet, not to our adlies,
the goblins, who are masters of the art. | studied among the goblin necromancers, and learned much over
aspan of years greater than the length of your life. Then, one day, | was caught by my people. Tried and
sentenced, | was duly dropped into avat of Lobh'dath, which caused dl my hair to fal out and the deep
blue gain of the Lobh'dath to seep into my skin, that al my people forevermore would see the crimina
that | am as| suffered my eterna punishment. Y et, | was till of some vaueto the goblins, asa
necromancer of my skill isarare thing among their people, so | went to live with them while | recovered.
Intime, my hair grew back to my shoulders, asyou seeit now - but white as snow," she said, and
shrugged. "Eventudly, the High Necromancer of the Council of Degth, the ruling council of the goblins,
heard of my skill. He ordered me to be brought to him last week, that | might serve him - yet, the
dwarves have had some recent successesin their endless battles against the goblins, and the tunnels that
led where | needed to go were now quite dangerous. The High Necromancer sent adozen of his
persond bodyguards, and once they had mein their charge, we set off across the surface lands. On our
fourth day of travel, we encountered you."

| blinked. "Me?'

The woman smiled despite the chill. "Y es, Barbarian. Y ou and your friends apparently meant to rob
our little caravan. The battle was fiercely-fought, but in the end, you dew my bodyguards and tore my
threadbare robes from my body, apparently intending to rape me and kill me. Or, perhaps the other way
around - it was difficult to say, asit al happened so swiftly," she said, and smiled wryly as she continued.
"No matter - | decided | did not wish either result to occur, so-"

"So you bewitched me," | finished.

The woman smiled again, though she shivered with cold. "It was more than asimple charm, but yes,
Barbarian. I'm sure you have been wondering just who you are and where you have come from - I'm
sorry | cannot tell you more than that, or perhapsfill your little head with al sorts of lovely thoughts that
you were some brave and noble hero before | laid my spell upon you, but the truth isthat so far as|
know, you were a bandit and arapist. Though | do not know your history, it is obvious from your size
and garb you are aman of the Snowy Wagtesto the far north. | would guessit likely you werea
wanderer or even an outcast from your own people, who traveled south to enrich yoursdlf on the gold
that you might find in the pockets of the people you ran across,” she said, and shrugged. "Nor, for that
matter, can | lieto you and tel you some fanciful tale about how | am a sweet and gentle princess you
rescued. | am aDark EIf - arace of people shunned by the surface-dwelling races as evil and abhorrent.
| am aso anecromancer, punished and shunned by my own people for the crime of necromantic

sorcery.”



"Perhaps... But thisisonly what you say," | replied, narrowing my eyes. ™Y ou could un-do what you
have done to me... Remove your spdll. Then, | would know the truth of mysdlf.”

"And you would kill me, of course, for having bewitched you in thefirst place" shefinished, and
shivered again with the chill of the coming evening. "Isthat what you want?'

| gazed at her in silence for along moment, and she returned my gaze camly. Therewasno fear in
those dark eyes. Shewas cold, yes, and her body shivered from timeto time. But she was not afraid.
And as| looked at her...

...| redized she was, till, the most beautiful thing in the world.

The woman mistook my silence for an answer, and laughed. "No matter, Barbarian. Even if | wanted
to, I cannot heal what | have done to you. | am no Noetecist, who studies deep and subtle spells of the
mind, nor am | any Ayurvedician, whose skills at healing sorcery might repair this. No, Barbarian - the
spell | used had dl the subtlety and grace of adedge hammer - and the effects are just as permanent.
Unfortunately for you, it wasthe only spell | could use a that moment, in that Stuation.” Shethen
shivered strongly, and turned her gaze from mine, looking down to the ground. "I am cold, Barbarian.
Start afirefor me, please.”

| nodded, and set about doing just that.

An hour later the sun had set, and the bowl of the heavens hung above; the glittering diamonds of
countless stars gleaming from the ebon silk of the night sky. Asthe blue-skinned e f-woman huddled by
thefire, shivering, | worked quietly, stitching the little blankets of the goblinsinto something larger, and
more useful to her. A wooden-handled punch-needle and aspool of coarse thread were easily found in
the contents of the little hand-cart, gpparently intended to repair soft lesther items, and it pleased meto
seethe skill was, at least, something | was not utterly incompetent with. At last, | examined my work,
returning the needle and thread to their little case. Satisfied it would, at least, not fall gpart immediatdly, |
rose and wrapped the woman up in it carefully, winding the long blanket about her twice.



"Thank you," she said quietly, her gaze upon thefire,

"You arewecome," | replied, and sat down on the opposite side of the fire from her. The coolness of
the early spring night bothered me not &t al - which, somehow, seemed odd, given her own reection to
the cold. | supposed my people, far in the north, were better adapted to cold... Or, perhaps, smply
immunetoit.

We szt therein silence theregfter, | gazing a her, and she gazing at thefire. Findly, she chuckled
Softly.

"What isit?' | asked, peering at her.

"Ah, nothing of note. It smply dawned on me | could havetold you afar more adept lie, rather than
smply tling you thetruth.”

"Oh?'

"Yes. You are abarbarian of the Snowy Wastes, those far-off lands where the snow fals most of the
year. Your hair, like mine, isaswhite as snow - though for different reasons, of course. All your people
areasyou are, whereas none of mineareas| am.”

| blinked in surprise, then reached behind my head to the ponytail that | could fed hung behind.
Flicking the long hair over my shoulder, | gazed at it - and saw she spoke truly. My hair was aswhite as
hers. "Interesting...”

"Yes, | could smply havetold you some fanciful tale about being your sister, accursed by the gods...
A grand and noble tale of how you have sought me for ages, coming down from the northlands to search
among the myriad cultures of the south... Or perhaps something else equally ridiculous but easily
believablein your gate.”



"Why didn't you, then?" | asked, flicking my hair behind me again.

"Because there seemed no need, Barbarian. And more, | would have begun our relationship with alie,
and had to maintainit with alie. And stacking lie upon lie is much like stacking dish upon dish -
eventualy, the pile grows so high that no matter how carefully balanced, it collapses under its own
weight,” shereplied, and smiled. "Thetruth seemed easier.”

"But isit redly thetruth, or only as much of it asyou are willing to share?" | asked, narrowing my
eyes.

The woman smiled. " So suspicious, are we, Barbarian?' she said, and laughed. "'l supposeitisthe
nature of your people, for he who isnot born wary will hardly survive in lands as harsh as your homeland.
They say that in the portions of your lands that are the farthest to the north, snow coversthe lands year
'round, and the ground is not earth, but ice over immensely deep, immensaly cold ocean... They say that
some parts of your lands, for three months of the year, the sun does not st, but rather hangs low in the
sky even a midnight - and there is another three months of the year when the sun does not rise, aswell. |
would ask you the truth of those tales, and what indeed did bring you to the southlands, but..." she said,
and laughed again.

| shrugged. "But | do not know, thanksto you."

The woman smiled. "No matter, Barbarian. In answer to your question, | need you, and you need me,
thus, it is apparent we will have at least some sort of relationship. Though the High Necromancer of the
Council of Death thought to honor me, | have little desire to serve as someone's lackey for the rest of my
days smply because my own people shun me and | know not the skills of surviva in the wilderness,
either above or below the earth. | have other plansfor my life, and other places | need to go - particularly
sncel wish to find acurefor the curse of the Lobh'dath, which makesthe touch of living flesh upon my
own agonizing. | need you to get where | wish to go. Inturn, you need me, though you do not redizeit
yet. More, my own spell has rendered you asignorant as achild. Y ou know not where you are, what
lands might lie around you, what dangers might lie before you..."

"Not completely ignorant,” | replied, glowering, and waved a hand at the corpses which lay nearby.



"The scent of those corpseswill draw wolvesin abit, and | have no shove to bury them with. | may be
ableto fight off one or two, but somein the pack will be able to reach you. What will you do then,
women?'

She smply rolled her eyes at me, brought ashapely blue arm out from beneath the blanket I'd
wrapped her in, and gestured negligently to the corpse of the man who'sthroat 1'd dashed with my axe.
"Get up, you've rested long enough.”

The hairs a the nape of my neck stirred, and | felt achill of fear run down my spine asthe corpserose
to her command. The gaping, mortal wound I'd inflicted in his neck was il there, a bloody, second
mouth below his chin, and his eyes gazed vacantly at us, the dull, lusterless eyes of the dead.

"Start cleaning up these bodies - pile them over there, away from us. Gather the weapons and other
equipment, and place them in the cart, there. Defend yourselves and us from any predatorsthat attack, as
well. Once al has been gathered, begin digging gravesfor the bodies, and bury them. Do it now."

The dead man nodded, then turned and shambled off, his shuffling, puppet-like gait the movements of
anervelessthing from beyond the grave.

"And you, and you," The woman said, gesturing to afew others of the more intact corpses. "Join him.
Get to work," she commanded, and three more of the dead rose, and obeyed.

"There," the woman said, turning back to look a me as she pulled her arm beneath the blanket again.
"Oncethe corpsesare dl cleared up, they'll begin digging agrave for them with their hands. It will take
most of the night, probably, but they do not deep or tire, so it isof little import. Any wolvesthat come by
they are more than capable of driving off, snce awalf'sfangswill hardly sufficeto rend the Un-Lifefrom
their bodies, and as fresh zombies, the strength of their thewsis easily twice that which they had when
dive" she sad, and shrugged. "Asfor me, | doubt any normd anima will attack me at dl. My scent is
that of a necromancer, Barbarian, adeder in the powers of death and darkness. Normal animalswill
hardly approach me, asthey are usudly far smarter than that. No, only fell beasts would dare approach
me, Barbarian, and asthey arerare, | havelittle to fear in that regard. Y ou, on the other hand, have no
such protection - thus, you areright. The corpses must be buried.”



| gazed silently at the zombies as they worked, and found | could not suppress a shudder of revulsion
and fear. Perhaps her people were considered 'evil' by the moras of the surface-dwelling races, but if
they considered thistype of sorcery to be forbidden, then perhaps they were not entirely lacking in
redeeming values.

I looked again to the indigo-skinned elf-maid, and saw her expression was one of exhaugtion. "Y ou
aretired...”

"Y es, Barbarian - you are quite perceptive,” shereplied, and smiled, hiding her exhaustion again
behind an doof disposition. "My own wizard's staff was lost months ago. | snapped it to try to kill the
gueen’'s hounds that were sent to bring meto 'justice - though the blast killed afew, | was captured
anyway. Lacking the reserves of endurance it could provide, | must rely only on the strength of this body
- and raising four zombiesis quite tiring, despite having rested from my earlier exertions,” she said, and
yawned. Oddly, though her skin wasindigo and her lips adark magenta, the insde of her mouth was
colored normaly - pearl white teeth, red tongue, and so on. | supposed when her people tossed her into
the vat of magica dye, meant to curse her with pain eterndly, shed smply kept her mouth closed. "But
enough,” she sad, findly managing to stifle her yawn. "Guard mewhile | deep, Barbarian, for | am,
indeed, quitetired.”

| nodded, rising to my feet and drawing my weapons, then stood, gazing off into the darkness of the
night-shrouded forest. Awhilelater, her breathing became soft - | glanced to her, and saw she had fdlen

adeep.

The night passed dowly, a gibbous moon sailing across the star-filled seas of the heavens above. The
wolves did come - asmall pack of sx. The zombies smply drew their wegpons and shuffled towards
them. A human might have run - but the wolves could smell the blood and rotting mest, and could not
resst. With powerful sword-cuts driven by the strength of their dead thews, the zombies rent the life from
two of them before the pack dunk off to lick their wounds el sewhere. The zombi€e's ragged wounds did
not bleed, though one oozed dark, curdling blood for afew moments as they shuffled off to resumetheir
work. For her part, the woman dept through it al, apparently completely exhausted. | smply stood,
guarding the woman. There seemed littleelse | could do.



The Ocean - Four.

There was alog on the beach by the sea. It wasfairly large, and gnarled from drifting in the seafor
years before it washed ashore. Y ears ago, my father and | often would come and sit, and he would tell
me taes of the sea. The seawas everything to the people of Vilandia- and the seahad even given him his
only daughter, me. Now, | sat on that samelog, dearly missing my father, and wegpt.

"Why?" | cried out to the uncaring surf. But there was no answer, of course. The goddess was
mysterious, enigmatic - and did things for her own reasons, in her own time. No, there was no answer to
my weeping shout, no divine revelation to put the universe in perspective for me. Only the constant
sussuration of the waves upon the shore.

The soft sounds of hooves on the sand went unnoticed to my ear. Perhaps, if | had heard them, my life
would have been much different after that day. But, | did not.

"Why? Aninteresting question, fire-hair,” aman's voice said from behind me, his accent thick.

| legpt to my feat, Spinning around - it was the man from Palome, astride his pae horse. Hewas
amiling at meinaway | did not like. Not at dl.

| started to step Sdeways, intending to run past him. "Ummm... | have to go now, my husband and
brothers are expecting me home to cook dinner, and-"

The man shifted hisknee, and his horse sde-stepped, blocking me. "Hardly, Fire-hair. I've spoken to



the village magter, and he told me dl about you. No family, an orphan girl. Not liked much in the village,
either - or S0 he says. Even better, you apparently defeated one of the village lads today in some kind of
fight. Yes, you're precisaly what I'm looking for, Fire-hair. If you've half the spirit Malik saysyou have, |
can easlly fetch ahundred gold for you - perhaps more. | sincerely hope so, I've dready paid Malik
twenty to not report your disappearance.”

He smiled chillingly. | knew | had to run, but | could not escape him. He was mounted. But, horses
had very senstive noses. | remembered my father telling methat, onetime. | lashed out, dapping my
hand down across the horse's nose as hard as | could.

The horse whinnied, startled, and reared. The Palomean man fell backwards, landing on the sand with
aclatter of armor and aloud oof! | did not wait to seeif hewould rise - | turned and ran down the beach
asfast as| could.

It was aleague to the docks at the village, easily. But it was better than the league and ahalf to my
home. Perhaps, if | could make it there, | could hide inside Orissa's house. Perhaps they could help me.
Perhaps...

My breath came in ragged pants. | could hear the sound of swift hooves behind me, closing. | risked a
glance behind. The Pdlomean man was whirling something over his head, his eyesfixed on me as he rode
closer. | turned forward again. "Help me! Somebody help me!™ | screamed, hoping against hope that
someone might be near enough to hear.

Something wrapped itself about my shins, and smacked them painfully. | sumbled and fdll, tumbling
into the sand. In a heartbeat, he was upon me, leaping down from his horse. | struggled, but it was no use
- hewasfar stronger than |, and skilled a wrestling. In atrice, he had easily tied my ankles and wrists
together, my arms behind my back. | took a breath to scream - he only filled my mouth with agag, tying
it in place behind my head with an ease that showed held done this many, many times before. Lifting me
eadly, hetossed me over his shoulder and started walking back to hishorse. | struggled, but this only
meade him laugh.

A few moments later, he had melaid across his horse before him. Turning away from my village, he
began riding down the beach a aleisurely pace. "Quite abit of spirit, Fire-hair. I'd say | made agood
investment in you. With luck, I'll interest the owner of the Yellow Lotusin you," he said, then paused.
"Wait - you are avirgin, aren't you, Fire-hair?'



| blushed furioudy, struggling to escape.

"Ah, good. That easily doublesyour value - and if the owner of the Y ellow Lotus does take an interest
inyou, | could eadly retire on your price," he said, patting my rump through my dress.

Soon, we rode past aturn in the beach, and | could see athree-masted Palomean junk sitting at
anchor inacove, it'sslk sailsdowly fluttering in the ocean breeze. At the Sght of the dlien-looking ship, |
broke down and wept, sobbing behind the gag.

"There, there, Fire-hair. Save your tears. Y ou'll have plenty to cry about later," the PAlomean said, and
chuckled darkly.

The Spider - XX.

Morning came, the dawn breaking dowly as the woman yawned and stretched beneath her blanket.
She said nothing to me - | supposed she smply had nothing to say. Instead, she Smply looked over the
low, crude mounds of dirt which revealed the zombies haphazard work. They had even buried the
wolvesthey had killed. After amoment, the woman nodded. "That will do. Rest," she said, gesturing idly.
Instantly, the dead collapsed, like puppets who'd had their strings snipped. They lay sprawled on the
ground thereafter, motionless.



"They deep, now?' | asked, curious.

"No. The dead do not deep, Barbarian. | released them - they are smply dead again,” shereplied,
aready digging through the leather sack she had found the day before. Withdrawing some of the bread
and cheese, she had asmple breakfast with a skin of water. She did not offer any to me - yet, oddly, |
was not hungry, either. Nor, for that matter, was | tired from my vigil. That, too, struck me as odd.

"Come. Sit, Barbarian," she caled, gesturing.

| nodded, sheathing my sword and dipping my axe beneath my broadbelt again, and sat opposite her,
across the cold ashes of the campfire. | watched her eat, and drink... And till felt no hunger or thirst,
mysdlf. "How odd..." | muttered.

"What?'

"l do not hunger, or thirst, or tire. That seems... Very strange, to me."

The woman smiled. "When you were first wounded. Do you recall? | cast aspell which tied your body
tomy life. Solong as| am dive and strong, you will remain asyou are - and, eventualy, grow stronger.
Should | die, or release you, however..." she said, her voicetrailing off into adark chuckle.

"Will I eventualy remember who | was?'

"What you do or do not remember is of no consequence, Barbarian. That lifeis behind you, now.
From now on, you are Smply my companion. | am Brionnach - you may address me asthat, or smply as
'midress, asyou prefer.”



| glowered at her. "And if | choose not to be your companion?" | growled.

Brionnach smply smiled. "Isthat what you wish?'

| gazed a her silently. Shewas, till, the most beautiful thing in the world. More beautiful than the stars
in the night sky, more beautiful than the sunrise. More beautiful than the silent treesin the forest about us,
or anything esein my brief memory of experience. | turned my gaze from her eyes and shook my head
slently, unableto say what wasin my heart, for | did not truly understand my heart'sfedings, myself.

Brionnach chuckled darkly. "I didn't think s0."

| was under her spell - that much was obvious. Y et, the more | looked &t her, the more beautiful she
seemed to me. Like a soft, blue rose with sharp thorns, the danger of the thorns did not change the
flower's beauty, or the elegance of it'sfragrance.

She ordered me to begin gathering what little supplies there were, and pile them into the cart so that
we might be off. | complied quietly - | could refuse her nothing. Y et, my compliance was not from adark
force which dangled me at the end of someinvisible puppet-strings, like that which had forced the
zombiesto comply. No, I complied because | wanted to.

Part of meloathed her. She was, by her own admission and by her actions, amistress of dark and
terrible arts that unnerved me deeply. She had, by her own admission, used her dark powers upon me,
and caused meto forever forget who | once was. And yet...

And yet, as| glanced at her from timeto time as| worked, | found | could not deny it in my heart. She
was supremely beautiful...

And | loved her.



"Very good," she said, looking over my work an hour later. She winced and gasped as she stepped
across the green grass, her bare indigo feet leaving tiny footprintsin the still dewy grass as she clutched
her tattered ragsto hersdlf. Findly, she settled herself upon the small seet of thelittle two-wheeled

hand-cart. "Hand me my blanket," she said, pointing at the blanket she had left behind her. | did so
slently. "Now, Barbarian, take up the shaft, and let's be off."

"Whichway?' | asked inreply. "Where are we going?'

Brionnach smply smiled. "East, Barbarian. We head to the Utter East, beyond the lands of the elves,

beyond the Inland Sea, beyond even the deep deserts of Mysantia. East, barbarian. Towardstherising
un.”

| nodded, tugged the cuffs of my leather gauntletsfor a better fit, took up the shaft of thelittle cart in
my hands, and began walking.

The Ocean - Five.

"Areyou awake?"' avoice whispered in the darkness.



"Yes" | whispered in reply. Herein the hold, it was pitch black, light only brought when the
Palomeans came down to feed and water us and empty the waste buckets once aday. The quiet
cresking of the ship'stimbers and the lapping of the waveswas dl that was heard. The weeping and
wailing had been loud and long thefirgt three days - afterwards, most of ussmply sat in our little cages
slently. For thefirst few days, | had been violently ill from the ship's motion - gpparently, so were most
of us, so the Palomeans hadn't bothered feeding us the first three days. Now, however, 1'd gotten used to
it dlong with everyone else. The cages didn't seem that strong, they |ooked to be made of some kind of
wicker or rattan. But, they were strong enough to keep a sixteen-year-old girl insde them. Ontheinside
of the cage, there was athin layer of closaly-woven wicker. | thought to kick it loose, but smal scurrying
and sgueaking sounds at night made me change my mind. Therewereratsin the hold, and | hardly
wanted to let them in until | figured out how | might escape, mysdlf.

"I'm Manira, from the village of Lesho. Who areyou?"

| Sghed. "I'm Sasha, from the village of Woe."

"Do you... Do you know what they're going to do with us?"

| shook my head in the darkness. "No."

"Did... Did your parents sell you to them, like me?!

"Y our parents sold you to them?" | asked, shocked.

"Y es. We needed the money to pay taxes. They can't just comein and take us, it'snot legal. The
Duke's shipswould scour the waters for their dave ships and sink the lot. HE's not to be trifled with. But

the Duke'slaw alowsthem to buy us.”

"Wadl, my father's been dead for years, and | have no mother. The captain said that the village master
sold me. Isthat legal 7' | asked, hoping it wasn't, and perhaps | might be rescued.



"No, but if the village master sold you, | doubt helll report himsdlf to the Duke,” Manirareplied, and |
sighed, the brief hope dashed.

We sat therein silence for awhile. | could hear the whispers of other conversations nearby. | knew not
how many of uswere here... Perhaps no more than twenty.

Findly, Manirasniffled. "Maybe it won't be too bad. The Palomeans... They train usto be dancersand
entertainers. It'snot legal for womento do it in their society, my mother said. So they buy young girlsas
daves, andtrain usto do it instead.”

I nodded. "Hmmm... Well, | hadn't intended to spend my life as an entertainer, but maybe you're right,
maybe it won't be that bad..."

"Not that kind of entertainer,” Manirareplied quietly.

My eyeswidened in shock as| redized what she meant. After amoment, | growled in anger. "No, no,
no!" | snapped, shaking my head. "Not me, I'm not going to do it. No. I'm going to escape.”

"Escape? How?'

"l don't know. But I'm going to try anyway."

"But... But therés nowhereto go! We're leagues away from shore, you could never swim back, you'd
drown or be eaten by sharksor..."



"A far better fate than this, | think," | replied, my jaw firm.

Manirasaid nothing after that. | sat in darkness, waiting. Sooner or later, they would have to open the
cage again to give usfood and water. And when they did, | would make my break.

Hours passed, the constant sounds of wood and waves being broken only by quiet whispers, and
occasiond tears.

A hatch above opened, and daylight streamed in. "They're coming!" Manira hissed.

| nodded, peeking through the tight wickerwork that kept the rats out. A group of four Palomean
sailors went from cage to cage, opening each to pull out the waste buckets, replace them with empty
ones, and put in food and water. | pulled my dress up above my knees, then crouched, waiting. They
worked their way down one row of cages on one side of the ship, then the other. | wasto be last,

aoparently.

Findly, they stopped before my cage. Taut as adrawn bowstring, | waited. The door opened, and |
launched myself out, legping upon the nearest one with ascream, punching and kicking.

Werolled around for amoment, then | wasfree. | roseto my feet, intending to dash to the ladder
leading out, when a bare foot caught me behind my knee and | went down. Ralling over, | saw | wasin
the grip of an elderly sailor. He couldn't possibly be as strong as| was. | reached up to claw hisface with

my fingernalls..

And suddenly he grabbed my hand and twisted, and | screamed in pain. Holding me at arm's length,
he took the second knuckle of hisright index finger and jammed it behind my jaw, just below my ear. |
screamed again - the pain wasimmense. He held me there againgt the deck after that, a bare knee against
my ribs, one hand gripping my right hand and bending it painfully while his other fist was jammed below
my ear. He said nothing, just holding me there and letting me howl in agony for along moment whilethe
other three men finished with my cage. Findly, herdleased me, and as| sobbed in pain and misery, the
four men smply stuffed me back inside the cage. The old man chattered something at mein his language,
and the four sailorslaughed as they went about their work. Soon, they had finished, and dl climbed up
the ladder again. The hatch closed, and the hold was again plunged into darkness.



| sobbed in the darkness for along time after that. Some of the others who had seem thefight also
sniffled. Wewere helpless.

The Ocean - Six.

A lifetime passed, mostly in darkness. | knew not how long it was, but it was severa weeks, &t least.
Each day they fed us and watered us, like little animalsin our cages. Little bowls of boiled rice, and
pitchers of water. With me, they were particularly careful, watchful should | try to escape again. But, |
didn't - it was obviousto methat | couldn't. The sailors had overpowered me with ease. | might be able
to knock down avillage bully, but in the end, | was till just a sixteen year old girl. More, they knew
somekind of magic - they could causeincredible pain a atouch, and | could do nothing to escapeiit. If |
was ever to escape these people, it was obvious | would have to bide my time, and wait for a better

opportunity.

My days were spent in darkness, and my nights were filled with nightmares of fear and despair. Orissa
standing by abeach, weeping. All my chickens dead of starvation, for lack of meto feed them every day.
Mimi the cow lowing in pain, needing to be milked. And Mdik, laughing, laughing...

What would happen to me? 1 did not know. My thoughts often turned to Orissa. Did she know what
happened to me? Did she missme? | did not know. The animals of my farm needed tending. Was
anyone caring for them? | did not know. | had to escape. | had to get home...



Findly, after being at seafor weeks, | redized the impossibility of it dl. Evenif | could escape, what
then? 1 could never get home again. | doubted that anyone in Pdome would even understand mewhen |
spoke, and it didn't seem likely anyone would smply offer me aride on their ship back home just
because | asked. Malik had taken hisrevenge on me, and atruly complete revenge it was, indeed.

For many days, | sniffled miserably. | knew my situation was hopeless. I'd had one brief, shining
moment of happiness... And it appeared that the price for that was alife of misery theresfter. Therare
lights through the open hatch when they came to feed us showed me that the lovely dress|'d worn to the
dance was now filthy with weeks of captivity - and worse, my menses had come and gone once already
during the voyage, utterly ruining it. My friend Orissa, most likely, had wept once sheredized | was
gone... But now, weeks later, there wasllittle anyone would be able to do about it. Probably Malik had
aready taken my lands and my animals, and disposed of them as he saw fit. No, my old life was gone,
never to be reclaimed.

My days| spent trying to stretch my legs. | found that if | placed my back against the cagewall and
bent my head down, | could stretch my legs out full. That eventualy caused my neck to hurt, however,
and | would haveto lie on my back with my knees bent until that pain eased. Unfortunately, thisonly
caused my legsto hurt again, and forced me to repeat the process. Manirawhispered that the other girls
did not have this problem - they were smdler than |, and could smply St with their legs stretched out. 1,
however, was quite tall for sixteen, and found the cage an endless torment. One day, shortly after they
fed us, | again curled into alittle bal and tried to deep. Completely exhausted and utterly miserable, |
smply hoped | would awaken on my little farm, and discover thishad dl been just ahorrible, horrible
nightmare.

Malik laughed, hisface alternately flickering to that of the Palomean captain, then back again. Another
nightmare - | ran and ran, weeping. The low fence that surrounded my farm cameinto view. | went
through the gate, looking around. My animals were dead, of course, having long since starved without me
to carefor them. | went inside my house, and found it was amaze of cobwebs, the remnants of my old
life dead and gone. | wept again.

"Help me..." atiny voice walled.

| looked around in my dream, startled. The voice had not been my own.

"Help me..." thevoicecdled again.



| searched. The voice was smdll, and quite faint. Three moretimesit called before | found it. Outside
my housg, it was dark, midnight. A stone sat in aquiet corner of my yard. In ahollow of the stone, a
small creature stood. It was avery tiny girl, perhgps no taller than the length of my thumb. Shewasall
black, as though carved from alump of cod, and | saw she was bound to the stonein away | could not
understand... She was both tied to it, and at the same time supporting it. Her image flickered confusingly
in my dream... She was an ebon butterfly trapped in aspider's web of light. She was awoman, chained
to astone. Shewasfire, shackled to ice. She was ahope, chained to anightmare. | smply did not
comprehend her a dl. "Help me..." shewailed again, her voicetiny and soft.

"Help you? How can | help you when | can't even help mysalf?'

"If you will help me, | will help you..."

"What can you do, little person?”

"Child of Man... Daughter of Ocean... If you promise to help me, | will do everything | can to
help you. If you promiseto free me, | will do everything I can to help you be free."

| looked, but | did not comprehend her, or what she was bound to. "1.... | don't know how to free you.
| don't redlly even know what you are.”

"1 am shadow, chained to light... | amwind chained to water... Your mind is asleep, you cannot
understand... And | cannot explain, even were you awake... Swvear to help me, Daughter of Ocean,
and | shall swear to help you..."

"Alright. I'll help you. What do | haveto do?'



"Reach out to me, Child of Man... Reach out to me, Daughter of Ocean... Touch me, that | may
bond with you... Please... | beg you..."

| stretched forth my hand to the tiny, amorphous creature in my dream. For abrief moment, | had a
fleeting impression of touching fur above hard-muscled flesh... A shape beneath my fingertips, much like
touching awoman'swa...

And then it was gone, and before me was an ebon horse, with eyes of flame. So tiny, it could fit into
the pam of my hand... Yet, | had theimpression that it was something far greater than my young mind
could truly comprehend.

"The moon shifts... Soon | must struggle again... Aaaah! The pain! Two thousand years of
pain!"

"I'm sorry,” | said, thinking | had hurt the little horse somehow.

"I am Marilith, and | will be with you, Daughter of Ocean. Listen for my voice. And | will help
you as best | can... For now, all | can do istell you this: Place your head in the upper corner..."
she said, then paused, trembling. "It begins again!™ she cried, then wailed in avoice of unearthly pain
that built to a shrieking crescendo.

| awoke, startled, and saw | was still aboard the Palomean dave-ship. It wasjust adream. Andin
redizing that, | nearly wept. | so wanted it to not be adream. | so wanted to know that someone was
trying to help me, that | was not adone...

Sheld said to place my head in the upper corner. Asfoolish asit seemed, | was only sixteen, and
facing ahopeless and blesk future. A dreamwasal | had. | rolled over in the cage, tucking my head into
thefar right corner, my shoulders against the walls of the cage. The food and water were in the right
corner near the cage door, and the waste bucket in it'sdot in the left corner. | had to shove with my legs
againg the walls of the cage to manage it, trying not to jostle the waste bucket init'slittle niche...



Then suddenly, | grinned. My feet fell naturaly into the opposite corner, at the top, above the waste
bucket. | could lay down with my legs straight, my feet propped up by the walls of the cage. My rump
fell not onto one of the rataan bars, but onto the wickerwork between. It was, incredibly enough, quite
comfortable. | shuffled abit, pulling my dress down between my legsto stifle the draft, and grinned again.
I'd probably get tired of this position eventudly, but just being able to stretch my legs out again and relax
felt tremendoudy good.

| dozed for awhile, smply sitting and relaxing. | hoped to dream of the little horse again, but | did not.

The Spider - XIX.

Asthe day wore on, Brionnach shaded hersdlf from the sun with the blanket I'd made for her, but
otherwise smply sat slently inthelittle cart, enduring the bumpy ride as being far preferableto an
agonizing stroll across the soft spring grasses of the wooded hills we traveled through. And, indeed, the
grasswas agony for her to touch, as was anything else that was alive - save, apparently, for me. | learned
this when we paused near noon for her to eat and relieve herself. The pain of her bare feet touching the
grass as she squatted was too much, and shefdll, lying on the grass and gasping in agony. | lifted her from
the ground without waiting for her command, and cradled her in my arms gently until she had recovered.
When she had, | carefully removed my gloves, setting them on the grass spaced apart so that she could
place her tiny indigo feet upon them and relieve hersalf in some small comfort. | knelt beside her, holding
her small hand in my much larger, calused one, my other hand resting upon her bare shoulder that she
might not fal again, and shortly she wasfinished. As| carried her back to the wagon, she smiled at me...

...and my heart sang.



| could not gaze upon her aswe traveled, of course, being as| had to drag the cart. Y et that brief
break at noon wasamoment | found | cherished grestly. She sat upon the blanket, resting and egting the
meager fare we had, and | smply pulled my gloves back on and sat before her, gazing at her beaty.
Every part of her fascinated me, enchanted me... The soft roundness of her indigo breasts, barely
concealed by the tattered rags she had for garments... The smoothness of her indigo shoulders... The way
her snow-white hair caught the spring sunlight as an errant breeze shifted it... The sparkle of her
night-black eyes...

Yes, | wasinlove. Thismuch was obvious, even to me. Every part of her, from her tiny littlefeet to
her sharply pointed elven ears, fascinated me greetly. That | did not hunger or thirst or tire, or have any
needs of the body at al, no longer bothered me. | did not care - it only left me more time to gaze upon
her, to drink in her ethereal beauty with my eyes. That this |ove had been sparked by her own sorcery
also was obvious, to me. Y et that also was of no concern to me, for the emotion | felt in my heart was
no dark infatuation, but something bright and pure... And a deep, abiding happiness| could not even
begin to describe. There wasno lust in my heart, no dark desire at al. Even the brief glimpse of adark
magenta nipple atop an indigo breast as she leaned forward did not stir my loins - the feglings | had for
her were bright, and golden. Perhaps her people had cursed her with the Lobh'dath, turning her skin
indigo and her hair white. Y et, this had not marred her beauty, to my eyes. Shewas, truly, the most
beautiful thing in al existence, and the very focus of my life...

Truly, shewasjust what | had redized this morning - a soft, blue rose with sharp thorns. And despite
the dark gleam in her eye from time to time, despite my own loathing of her necromantic powers, the
danger of her thorns did not diminish her ethered beauty, or the eegance of her fragrance.

"You stare," she said, and sipped at a skin of water.

"Forgiveme," | replied, and averted my eyes.

"1 do not mind, barbarian. Y ou may gaze upon meif you wish - only do not let that divert you from
watching the woods about us. Soon, we enter the lands of the so-called 'light elves. The Sylvani, the
Katani, and the Nomani. | an Maani - to them, ahated enemy. Theindigo stain of the Lobh'dath marks
me as one hated even among my own people. Should any find me here, they will not hesitate - they will

kill me, if they can."



"Not if | kill themfirst,” | replied, and rose to my feet, drawing my weapons. | then stood guard over
her, my eyes on the forest instead of the delicate indigo skin | would have preferred to gaze upon. Her
reply was adark chuckle from behind me.

When Brionnach was ready to travel again, | sheathed my wegpons and gently lifted her onto the seat
of the cart. She amiled at me again, and again, my heart sang. Taking the shaft of the cart into my gloved
hands, | set off in the direction sheindicated - east.

The Ocean - Seven.

The storm howled above, the ship pitching violently to the sound of groaning timbers. It was Htill
pitch-black, the hatch above us having been nailed shut earlier when the storm began. This gpparently did
not completely keep the water out, however - each time the ship tipped from sideto side, | could fed a
wave of chill water doshing over me. Weweredl from Vilandia We dl knew what this much water
bel owdecks meant.

Finaly, Maniracould contain herself no longer. "The shipissinking! Weredl going to diel” she
screamed.

Instantly, the air wasfull of screamsasdl the girls the Palomeans had taken as daves began shrieking
interror - mysdlf included.



Again and again, we could hear the waves smashing into the ship. Each time, the ship tipped farther
and farther to port or starboard. We screamed louder. There wasn't much else we could do.

"Sasha! Kick out the wickerwork over the cage door!" avoice shouted. | realized after amoment
that the voice had been shouting to me for many heartbests, but I'd smply not heard it over my own
screaming. | rolled onto my back and kicked outwards, fear lending strength to my efforts. In amoment,
I'd kicked my feet through the wickerwork covering the cage door. The stout rattan bars still held mein,
but I'd doneit.

"Hold on to the bars of the door!" the voice shouted again.

| did so, terrified. The water that doshed back and forth was now very deep - each time the ship
rolled to my side, the water washed over my head and shoulders, and the rattan cage started to float.

"Hold your breath!" the voice shouted, and | did so.

A moment later, there was atremendous, thundering roar of acolossa wave hitting the ship, and it
rolled completely over. The screams of the other girls were cut off by water surging in from the smashed
hatch, and | found | was completely submerged. The water was cold... Shockingly cold.

For many long moments, | was completely disoriented. Floating underwater, indgde the cage... With no
escape possible. My lungs burned. | needed air!

Suddenly, the cage bobbed to the surface, and | could fedl air on my hands. | pulled my face up
between the bars, and found | was floating in darkness. The storm till raged outside the capsized ship - |
guessed | wasingde, near the ked. My wrists and hands werein air, aswas my face. The cage, being
rattan, floated. If | put my knees on the bottom of the cage and turned my face up, | could breathe. But
for how long?



"You must escape the cage, Sasha. Hurry!"

"Mailith?" | yelped, findly recognizing the voice.

"Yes, Sasha. Please, listen! You must escape the cage before the chill of the water drains the
warmth from you and you die!"

"But how?"

"Bring your feet beneath you, and push!™

| did so, but nothing budged. | could hear the rattan creaking, but that wasdll. "'l can't!”

"Push! The bindings have been soaked over and over again in salt water for over an hour! They
will givel PUSH!™

| strained with al the strength 1'd built working on the farm. For the longest moment, nothing
happened.

Suddenly, the rattan bindings creaked, then there was a snap as they parted and the door gave way. |
scrambled out of the cage, and found mysdf swimming in chillingly cold water.

"Sasha, you must get out of the water! There are many large pieces of lumber used to repair the
ship, here! They're floating to your left, Sasha! Planks and boards, even a spare mast! Svimto
your left, and climb on top of them!"



| did so, and shortly my handsfell upon athick plank. It was very long, and quite thick - after afew
moments, I'd managed to climb atop it. | shivered - it was very cold, but not asbad asit had beenin the
water. "Now what?' | asked, my teeth chattering.

"Reach about over your head. The shelves this lumber was stored upon are nearby. Pull
yourself atop the shelf, so you can rest.”

| did s0, and eventualy found the shelves Marilith was talking about. After afew moments of
struggling, | had my sdlf lying atop one. Or, more precisdly, underneath one, since the ship was upside
down.

"Your clothes are soaked, Sasha. Pull them off, before you catch a chill."

| smply nodded, my teeth chattering. Sowly, step by step, Marilith's calm voice led me through
undressing, carefully wringing as much water as| could out of each garment as| held it over the edge of
the shelf, then laying them out one by one on the shelf to dry as best they could in the darkness.

An hour passed before | was done, and | found that | was actualy dightly warmer naked than | was
wearing the wet clothes. And, to my surprise, | noticed the sounds of the storm had lessened. Eventualy,
the storm's sounds faded compl etely, and were gone. "Now what?" | asked.

"Tryto rest, Sasha. You'll need all your strength, soon."”

"l... I'm glad you weren't just adream. | so wanted it to not be adream. | so wanted to know that
someone wastrying to help me, and | wasn't done. Where are you?"

"I am many thousands of leagues from you, Sasha, on the other side of the world."



"Ummm... Then how can | hear you if you're thet far away?"'

"You agreed to bond with me, and through our bond, we hear the voice of the other. | can also
see and hear what is happening nearby you a little bit, if | concentrate..." Marilith whispered again.
"l amsorry, itisvery difficult for me to speak right now. | amvery tired."

"Tired? From what?'

"My bondage is a constant exertion, Sasha... But that is a long and difficult story, best |eft for
another time. Trying to shout loud enough for you to hear me over your own screams has tired me
even more, but it was necessary. Hush, now... Try to rest..."

"Maybe you should get somerest, too? | mean, if yourethat tired,” | said, curling into alittle bal to try
to stay warm.

"I wish | could. I truly wish | could... Just one hour... Just one little hour of rest... Aaaaah... It
hurts... I'm so sorry, Sasha! The land shifts, | can speak no more! Please... Pleasetry torest!" she
said, then paused. "Aaaaah! It begins again!" Marilith wailed, her voice turning into ahowl of pain,
then fading into Sllence.

My heart ached for Marilith - as bad as my Situation was, hers sounded far, far worse. At least | could
rest. Yes, | was cold and miserable and in the dark. But at least | wasn't in pain.

| curled mysdlf into atight little ball, shivering againgt the cold, and tried to get some deep.



The Spider - XVI1I.

"There, Barbarian," Brionnach said, pointing with a ddlicately-shaped indigo hand.

| nodded. The village that lay in the wooded valley below seemed harmless enough. A village of the
Sylvani, the wood-dlves, she had said. It was, in truth, quite beautiful. Smal, eegant wooden houses
made of delicately carved and varnished wood lay scattered among the trees by a babbling stream, the
edges of the roof lines marked with elaborate and baroque details and finids. Some of the buildings had
little Signs hanging from them, though a a distance of nearly aleague, they wereimpossibleto read.
'Merchants,' Brionnach had said, smply. | could see severa adult elves moving about between the
houses, and afew children playing. "We could go around,” | offered.

Brionnach shook her head. "No, Barbarian. The Sylvani are masters of woodcraft - invisblein the
foregt, to an enemy. They would find us, and sink arrows into my heart while you stood therelike a
lummox, wondering where they were. It is, perhaps, only by blind luck we've avoided their patrolsthis
last week weve traveled,” Brionnach pointed to anearby tree. "Pick me up and place methere, inthe
shade of that tree."

I nodded, and did as she asked. Brionnach then carefully arranged her blanket to keep any part of her
from touching ether the grass or the tree she was leaning againgt, then gestured, muttering the syllablesto
agpdl. Sowly, amost imperceptibly at first, the shadows deepened where she sat. As| watched, she
literdly faded from view, & first becoming tranducent, then utterly invisble, smply becoming onewith the
shadows beneath the tree. "What..."

"I have gathered the shadows to conceal me, Barbarian,” she said, and as | looked, | saw that her
eyes could still be seen, twin pieces of jet that stared back at me. "Not true invisibility, of course, but so



long as| remain in the shadows and remain ill, | can maintain this spall indefinitely. A trivia spell,
common among my people,” she said, dismissng my question with asnort. "Now... That village hasa
leather shop, Barbarian. Nearly dl their villages do, and I'vetired of suffering each timewe pauseto rest.
| want garments of |eather to protect me from the grasses and other such things. Also, my supplies of
food run low. | want afew whedls of cheese and other oddments that will last usfor awhile aswe
trave."

| nodded. "Alright, but how shal | get them? | have no money - and neither do you."

The dark eyesthat gazed back at me sparkled with mirth, and Brionnach chuckled darkly. "Go down
there and kill them, of course. Y ou are my companion - and you are far more than you probably redlize. |
doubt that their little village has any sorcerer capable of stopping you."

| paused, taken aback. "But-"

"Don't argue with me!" she snapped, her dark eyes narrowing. "Get down there and get mewhat |
need, and be quick about it!"

| bowed my head. "Alright. | will get you what you need,” | said, and turned back to the cart. The
wegpons the zombies had collected aweek ago still lay within the cart, and after amoment, 1'd selected
the best sword from thelot. | ill had my own sword and axe, should they be needed. As| turned and
strode towardsthe village, | could fed Brionnach's gaze upon me, like aphysica presence. | remained
dlent and kept walking, down the dope and into the valey.

"Hold there, stranger,” amae voice caled after | had walked for perhaps five minutes. The village il
lay in the distance, though now concedled by thetrees of the valley. | hdted, and waited. Two elven
warriors dressed in green-dyed |eather and wearing hooded green cloaks dipped into view from behind
the trees, their elven long-bows drawn. At this distance, they could easily send a shaft completely through
me, and kill mewith asingle shot. "And just what do you think you are doing here?' the elf who had
spoken now asked, looking me over.

| looked at him in return, and opened my mouth to spesk, when suddenly | heard Brionnach's voice
whispering inmy ear. 'Kill them. Kill them NOW!'



| felt her will. It was adark, physicd force upon my mind. And, in response, adark part of my soul, a
part | had not known wasthere, rose up inreply...

For onelong, maddening moment, | nearly drew my weapons and legped upon thetwo elvesina
screaming berserk fury, heedless of the danger of their arrows, heedless of the knowledge that they
surely would kill me, heedless of anything but to obey... To day...

Then | mastered mysdlf, and with great effort, | spoke, keeping my voice ascalm as| could. "'l beg
your pardon, but | and my companion are traveling eastwards, seeking acure for her. Shehas...” | said,
and shuddered as | felt Brionnach'swill pausein confusion, the urgeto kill easing, the dark part of my
soul subsiding as her will paused. She could, somehow, see what | was seeing, and hear what | was
hearing - but she could not know my own thoughts. That was, perhaps, some comfort. "She hasavery
serious condition, and | am trying to take her to ahedler | have been told livesfar to the east. | would like
to enter your village, if | may, and trade for afew supplieswewill need, then be on my way."

"Y ou havethelook of travel about you, that'sfor certain. Y ourefilthy, stranger,” the second ef said.
Neither lowered their bows.

"Aye, heis. Andit lookslike he's beenin afight, aswdll," thefirst said, glancing down at therent in the
chainmail | wore and the bloodstained kilt about my waist, the blood having long sincedriedto a
rust-colored stain.

"Goblins and bandits, as we crossed the mountainswest of here,” | lied, hoping it was believable. It
was, after dl, partly true.

"Y ou have the scent of death about you, Stranger, and | trust you not one whit. What isit you would
tradefor?' thefirst asked.

"A few whedls of cheese, perhaps some tack or smilar, and perhaps afew tanned and softened hides
and aleather-working kit."



"And what do you offer in return?”

"This" | said, holding out the sheathed sword I'd taken from the cart.

Thefirgt elf nodded to the second, who lowered his bow. Keeping the arrow knocked and held
againg the bow in hisleft hand with an expert archer's grip, he reached out with hisright to take the hilt of
the broadsword | offered, and pulled it from the scabbard. After examining it for afew moments, he
made aface. "A blade of the Arcadians, Elethrid. Smple sted, made with only passable skill, worth
perhaps agold coin, a most.”

"An honest offer, at least,” thefirst said, lowering hisbow and reaching out to the second to take the
sword from him. He examined it for amoment, and nodded. "A small bit of rust here and there, aswdll,
though at least the edge isn't nicked. A gold, at most."

I bowed my head. "I will accept whatever you believeit is honestly worth.”

Thefirst flipped the sword expertly, gripping it by the blade and holding it out to me. | took it from him
and sheathed it as he spoke again. "Tell me - why did you not bring your companion with you?"'

"Her disease disfigures her greetly, and | feared you might smply shoot her out of hand. The hedersin
my lands say it is not contagious, merdly horrifying and incurable. We seek acure in the east, not her
desth."

"Not contagious, you say?" thefirst asked, eyeing mewarily.

"No. | am her servant and companion, and have been for aslong as| can remember. I've been with
her every moment of my lifethat | can remember, and yet | have not been affected by the same curse



which disfiguresher,” | replied, and smiled.

The second df nodded. "We have ahedler in our village. Perhaps he might help.”

Thefirst shook hishead. "Nay, Gaathriel. Y ou forget - Lythalan is off to Thall-Aibhne' to sdl afew
herbsthisweek."

"Aye, youreright. My pardon, my friend," the second said, nodding to me. He looked me over for a
long moment, then seemed to come to adecision. "And what kind of leather isit you'd be needing?’

" Soft leather - kidskin, preferrably. Probably three or four hides."

"And akit to sew it with, and some food for traveling?'

"Yes- but I'll need afull kit, not just aneedle and such.”

'Ask for a few empty bottles, aswell,' Brionnach's silent whisper ordered. 'Bottles such as one
might fill with river water, or the like. With corks.'

"Oh - and some bottles. Empty onesthat | might fill with river water. With corks."

The second df nodded, flicking back the hood of his cloak and smiling. His hair was the color of spun
gold, and his eyes flashed amerry blue as he brushed a stray lock of hair behind a sharply-pointed ear
with agloved finger. "Alright, Stranger. Give me that sword, and I'll go down and get what you need, and
return. Afterwards, of course, you will leave our valey, and go around it entirely on your journey eest,”
he said, his smile never dimming but his voice carrying the weight of an order.



"Of course,” | replied, handing the sword over.

The second df turned and strode away, while thefirst rested the fingers of hisright hand upon the
string of his bow and the nocked arrow - ready to shoot at a moment's notice. | nodded to him, and sat
inthe grass, waiting. He said nothing to me, and | said nothing to him. There was, in truth, nothing more
that needed to be said.

Thewait wasinterminable, but a glance at the sun between the gaps of the leafy canopy above
showed it was little more than two hours or so before the second dlf returned, bearing alarge leather
pack on hisback. | roseto my feet, and he shucked the pack, handing it to me. "There you are, Stranger.
All that you asked for."

“Thank you," | replied, shouldering the pack.

"We found your little cart,” the second el f went on, his smile never fading, "but failed to find any sgn of
your companion.”

"Sheishiddenwel," | replied smply.

"o it seems.”

"Her safety isimportant to me. | have been her servant, companion and protector for aslong as| can
remember."”

The second elf nodded. "Alright. Regardless of how you've managed to hide her, it seems obviousto
meyou are hardly aparty of raiders or some such. Two people and a hand-cart hardly comprise a
raiding party,” he said, and chuckled. "Farewell, Stranger.”



"Farewell," | replied, then turned on my hedl and strode away into the degpening shadows of the
afternoon forest.

The Ocean - Eight.

"Wake up, Sasha," Marilith whispered.

| opened my eyes, but it was ill pitch black. It was warmer, though. "Marilith? Do you fed better,
now?'

"I wish | could say yes. On the soul of my clan-father, | sowish | could say that. But no, Sasha. |
am still wherel am - and you are still whereyou are. | can seeit is day where you are, and the sun
warms the hull of the ship. You will have to wait before you try to escape it, however.

Scavenger -fish have found the corpses of the girls who drowned inside their cages, and their
blood now stains the water. Soon, sharks will come.”

| shook my head. | wasraised in Vilandia, and certain things were well known to me, even if my only
experience with the ocean | could remember was my father teaching meto swim in the ocean surf asa
child. "Thisship... It'snow like adiving bell, holding abubble of air for me. But that won't last - like the
arinadiving bel, it eventualy will sour. I can't wait for the sharks to come and go, that might be along
time. I'll runout of arr.”



There wasalong moment of dlence. "I'm sorry... You'reright. | did not think of that. If | werein
your place, the air would not bother me, fresh or foul, and | could easily escape.”

| smiled inthe darkness. "Maybeif | werein your place, | could easily escape, too."

"No, my friend. Your will isthewill of a young girl, and your body is merely mortal. You would
be torn to piecesin an instant. | very nearly was myself, the first few centuries | was imprisoned
here. 1..." shesaid, then paused again. "It's too complicated to describe, right now. For now, ook
below you. Can you see the hatch? There should be enough light for you to seeit.”

| looked down, through the rippling water just below me, and nodded. There was a square of
blue-green light some ten cubits down and about the same across from me. "1 seeit.” | picked up my
dress, and tied it tightly about my waist. It would only hinder metrying to swvimiif | woreit, but | didn't
want to leave it behind.

"Take a deep breath, and swim as fast as you can,” Marilith said. | nodded, took avery deep
breath, and dived in.

The water was cold, though tolerable. The sdt stung my eyes painfully, however, as| struggled to
keep mysalf pointed at the open hatch. Closer, and closer still, the water around me pressing painfully on
my ears. Nearly there, | reached out, grabbing the edge of the hatch with ahand. My lungs burned - but |
could not stop. Undernegath the upturned ship, pushed upwards by my own buoyancy, | pulled myself
across the deck, grabbed the ship'srail, and pulled mysdlf over it. | could see aglimmer above - the sun
inthe sky. | swvamfor it. | could fed the pressure on my earseasing... Easing...

With asputtering gasp, | broke the surface of the water. The ocean was cam today, but still chilly. |
looked to the ship, haf-blinded by the singing sdt-water in my eyes. "It's covered in barnacles! I'll never
climb that!"

"Swimto your right. The bow isin the water to your right, and it's slope is much gentler than



the sides."

| did s0, blinking to clear my eyes, and findly found the bow of the ship. Marilith was right, the dope
was much more gentle. | tried to be careful, but the barnacles ill scraped my kneesand elbows as|
climbed. Findly, | was aop the ship. Untying my dress from around my waist, | folded it and laid it atop
the kedl of the ship, then sat on it. The noonday sun shone brightly on me, and the day waswarm. |
looked around - the shimmering ocean stretched to the horizon, with not a speck of land in sight
anywhere. | was utterly alone, and lost in the middie of the ocean. Still, | smiled. | had escaped the
dave-ship. It wasasmdl victory - again, afarmer'svictory. But, it was avictory nonetheless.

After awhile, though, | sighed. "'l can't stay here forever, Marilith. No food, and no water."

"I... 1 amsorry, Sasha. | don't have an answer. Again, | would be fine where you are. | can
drink salt water, it does not bother me. After two thousand yearsin this prison, | think | could
drink an ocean of salt if someone told me | could escape that way." Marilith Sghed. " Argh. Now
I'm thirsty again. Two thousand years, and not even a little drop of molten lead to drink."

| blinked. "Y ou're serious!”

"l kind of had thispicturein my mind... | saw you as somekind of magic horse... Or maybe agirl, like
r.rell

"I am a female of my kind, yes, but | am not a horse. And | amyoung... To my people | amjust
agirl, though I am many, many centuries older than you. Apparently, however, being older
doesn't make me wiser. |'ve gotten you out of the maelstrom and into the vortex.”

| giggled. "Out of the frying pan and into the fire, you mean?"



"Yes, sorry," Marilith replied withasgh.

"It'sdright, realy. Well think of something.”

"I wish | could ask my clan-father. He is so much wiser than |..." Marilith said, and | heard her
niffle, asthough weeping. "It is my fault, | suppose... | amtired. | have watched from afar for a
long time, Sasha. | have known you wer e the one who could free me for a long time. | was so
eager, so hopeful... Too hopeful, perhaps... And | am so very, very tired..."

"l wish | could help, | redly do," | said, sadly. "Here | am, findly warm and comfortable... Wdll, 'ma
bit hungry and thirsty, yes, but at least I'm dive and free. | wish | could do something to help you, too.”

"I wish you could, too. | have waited for you for two thousand years, Sasha... For many ages, |
thought | might never be free. Yet, my clan-father whispered to me, and said | should listen to the
ocean. | hear the ocean now, in the distance... She sings her endless song even now, the breeze
wafting it to my ears. Two thousand years ago, the ocean whispered to me, and said someday, you
might be born. If you were born, I might speak with you... And so you were, and so | did. The
ocean said | should wait until you were old enough to understand... But | can wait no longer,
Daughter of Ocean. The strain of my bondage has drawn my life's force thin... Very thin. Already |
dip in my task, and have been dlipping for a thousand years. Perhaps, in a century or two... | will
falter, and die."

"W, acentury may not seem like along timeto you, but it isa very long timeto me. If we canfind
someway for meto survive here, I'll have plenty of timeto find you."

"You are still the Daughter of Ocean... And she iswatching out for you. Perhaps she has a plan
| am not aware of..."

"My father said the Goddess was watching out for me when he found me on the waves. Perhaps...”



"Wdl!" aman'svoice cdled suddenly, startling me badly. "Y oure astrange one, | must say! I've seen
many ashipwreck in my day, and I've seen the survivors weep, I've seen them pray, I've seen them
scream for help, but I've never seen them hold a conversation with someone | couldn't hear talking back.
Tdl me, girl - are you mad?'

The Ocean - Nine.

| looked - and to my utter and total astonishment, there was a man swimming in the water nearby. He
wore no shirt, and seemed to smply float effortlessy in the water, his head and shouldersjust above the
waves. His hair wasthe color of seaweed, hiseyesapae blue, and his skin had an odd gray huetoit,
and seemed to shimmer in the sunlight. | covered mysdf with my hands. "I... Yes, | think | must be mad,
I'm seeing a man swimming in the middle of the ocean!”

The man laughed, then reached up with both hands to grab onto the barnacles on the side of the ship.
His hands were strange... | could see the wide-spread fingers were webbed, like afrog. With no seeming
effort a al, he pulled himsdlf aboard the ship, and sat next to me.

| stared openly. From the waist down, he was built much like afish, with large, thick scaesand no
legs- just along, sngletail that ended up in alarge, broad, horizontal fin where anorma man would have
feet. From thewaist up, the scales changed, becoming swiftly smaller and thinner scales, until they
becamethelittle tiny scalesthat covered dl of his upper body. His scales obviousy were very tough,
however - the barnacles on the ship had not scratched him at al. Now that he was closer, | could see his
earswere pointed sharply. Thiswas no man. He grinned a me, and | could see his teeth were sharp and



gleaming. "Good day to you, girl. | am caled-" he said, then made a strange - T'KAK- sound, like the cry
of some sea creature - which, | supposed, he was. "And what's your name?'

"I-1-1-" | sammered, then finaly got hold of mysdif. "I'm called Sasha, of the Village of Woe. | was
taken prisoner by the davers of thisship. A storm sank them, and | managed to escape.”

"A dave ship?" he exclaimed, and made a moue'. "How dreadfully disappointing. | washoping it was
atreasure ship. They sometimes have very nicethings... Shiny bitsof metd... Err... Coins, | think you call
them. The gold onesare best. Y ou can drill holesin them and make them into necklaces. | have... Err..."
he said, then scratched hishead. "I'm afraid | don't know the word in your language,” he said, then made
achittering sound.

" A betrothed,” Marilith whispered.

"A betrothed?' | offered.

T'Kak grinned. "Yes! Y ou must be avery wise person,” he said, then stretched himself out acrossthe
ked of the ship, lying on hisstomach. "Unfortunatdly, | am not avery wise person. My betrothed thinks
I'm quite stupid. Well, she'snot really my betrothed, either. | just wish shewas. But | can't quite get her
atention. She's moreinterested in my brother. He's older, and he made her anecklace of pretty pearls. |
tried, but I'm no good at gathering oysters and seeding them with grains of sand, asheis. | washoping
thiswas some kind of treasure ship, and maybe | could make something nicer than what my brother
made. But if it'sadave ship it will just have dave irons and other junk that rotsin the sea. Worthless, and
not pretty at al,” he said, and sighed.

After amoment, | lowered my hands and just sat there. It was obvious from his gaze that even though
| was ditting nude before him, he had no interest in me whatsoever - and besides, the ship still bobbed a
bit in the waves and the barnacles were il quite sharp, | needed my handsto help keep my balance.
"Ummm... Wdll, I'm sure the captain might have some money hidden in his cabin. He paid for mein gold,
there might be someleft.”

T'Kak looked up suddenly, grinning & me. "Y ou think so? Wheremight | find it?"



"Ummm... Well, usudly the captain's cabin is towards the back of the ship, the ride is smoother there
and it's nearer the helm if he needs to suddenly wake up and give orders. But be careful, | think there
may be sharks about.”

Hisface brightened. "Oooo! Sharks, too? Big ones, maybe?'

"Err... Well, | don't know, they find me rather tasty so | got out of the water asfast as| could.”

"Well, we mer-folk find them very tasty, ourselves!” he said, looking into the water. "Ooo0! You're
right! Thereésabig fat one, now!" he shouted gleefully, and lifted hisleft hand. From histhumb, along,
sharp claw flicked out, an oily black gleam at the tip. Shoving himsdlf forward, he dipped into the water
with amost no splash at al.

| looked, but couldn't see what was happening. After amoment, | saw blood in the water, but that
wasdl.

"Will he bedright, Marilith?' | whispered nervoudy.

"If you're asking about the merman, heisfine. If you're asking about the shark, I'm afraid it is
doomed,” Marilith replied, and laughed, aquiet tinkling sound.

| giggled, but amoment later, | shrieked in surprise. The head of the shark poked out of the water
nearby me, damming into the side of the ship - it was easily a cubit wide. A hand reached up, and T'Kak
pulled himsdf up out of the water. He had hisright fist thrust into the shark's body behind the head, and
was dragging it aboard the ship hand over hand. The shark was at least five cubits long. Blood was
everywhere, but he was grinning broadly.



"Oh, what alovely day!" he crowed, and after dragging himself and the shark atop the ship'sked, he
flexed hisfingers, revealing more sharp claws. With great gusto, he began gutting the shark, tossing the
entrails and other parts he didn't want back into the sea. After amoment, he held out a bloody piece of
it'shideto me. "Here, St on this, instead, and use that garment to cover yoursdlf. Y ou surface-dwellers
seem to have a problem with the sun. Only the gods that made you know why, but I've seen it before.
No, no! Put theinside up, the outside's quite rough. Y ou surface dwellers have very tender skin, you'll
tear yoursdlf up. That'sright! There you go!"

| grinned, Sitting in my dress atop the sharkskin. It was better than Sitting naked before him, at any
rate, though he didn't seem to care either way. T'Kak continued working on the shark, using his sharp
clawsto dice off chunks of flesh and lay them out atop the ship to dry. The blood ran in rivers down the
sdeof the ship. "Aren't you worried al that blood will draw too many sharks?'

T'Kak shook hishead. "l wish it would, but it won't. They'll smell my poison in the water and won't
come within aleague of here - they're stupid, but they aren't that stupid. All the prey fish will be gone
from here, too, once they get asniff of it. Quite depressing, actualy. | need ahunting lance, but | don't
have one. My brother has a proper hunting lance he made from a dead monodont's tooth, but I've never
been that lucky to find one dead - and | certainly can't just kill one and take it, that would be quite rude.
Monodonts are very pleasant little things, they'd be very upset if we started killing them for their teeth or
something horrid like that.” T'Vak grumbled, continuing to lay out the shark meet to dry. "Dash it dl!
Why does he haveto have dl the luck? Hell probably net my betrothed before | even manageto get her
attention, too - the wretch!™

| tried not to giggle - despite being easily the size of any man | had known in my life, T'Kak struck me
asavery dlly young boy in many ways. "Wdl, you gtill might find some gold coins, you know. Y ou
haven't looked yet," | said as he wrenched the shark'sjaws free and set them atop the ship's kedl.

T'Kak blinked. "Ooo0! That'sright! | nearly forgot!" Lifting the shark's carcass easily, he took severd
huge biteswith hisrazor sharp teeth, swiftly devouring most of what was left. With a bloody-faced grin,
he tossed what little was |ft aside - it splashed in the ocean and sank quickly. "Let that dry in the sun,
girl, and you can eat it," he said, waving ahand at the meat held laid out. "Y ou surface-dwellersdon't like
our poisons much, I've noticed. Still, the sun on the meet for afew hourswill destroy my poison and it
will bedright for you to eat. Don't go away, I'll beright back!" he said, and dipped into the water again.

"Wherewould | go?' | caled after him, and laughed.



"I don't think that's occurred to him, yet," Marilith whispered, amusement in her voice.

A long while later, T'Kak climbed back out of the water, abox under onearm. "Oh, thisisatruly
glorious day!" he crowed, and sat next to me.

"It'slocked,” | said, pointing at the padlock. "Did you get the key?"

"Mmm?Why would | do that?" he asked, grabbing the lock and twisting. With a crackling of tearing
wood, he wrenched the lock off the box, hasp, staple and dl, then tossed it aside into the seawhere it
plopped and sank ingtantly. "Oh, | forgot - you surface-dwellers aren't very strong, either, are you? It's
amazing you manage to survive, | suppose,” he said, opening the box. "Ah! Look! Gold coins! How
lovely! Andthey dl have holesin the center dready!"

"Y es, they're Palomean coins. My father said they carry them on astring at their bdlt, the holesare to
pass the string through.”

"Hmmm... Plenty of junk, though,” he said, and began pulling out the silver and copper coins, tossing
them aside into the sea- asmdl fortune, to me, but he cast it into the waters without aglance. "All junk, it
rotsin the sea. Only gold lasts. I'm surprised you surface-dwellers use anything but gold, really.”

"Werean odd folk," | replied, grinning.

"Yes, quite! It'struly amazing, | think. | learned your language from one of your sailors. Hed been
shipwrecked along time on an idand not far from here. Very odd person. He kept asking meif | had any
sgers| might bewilling to bring by to vist him. Well, eventudly | did bring my sister by, but naturdly she
wasn't much interested in him. All he wanted to do was try to spawn with her - but, of course, that's not
possible. You're built al funny below the waist. How you manage to spawn I've no idea- probably
something like dolphins, | imagine. That was... Hmmm... Oh, quite sometime ago. He died. You
surface-dwellersdon't live very long, ether.”



"Wetry to cram as much living aswe can into whét little time were given,” | replied, smiling.

"I suppose you do, at that. Hmmm... Only six gold coins, and no gold chain. How depressing. The
coins are quite pretty, but there's not enough. They'll hardly make a nice necklace.”

"Ummm... Maybe if you present it differently? 1 mean, how common are necklaces of gold asagift for
your people?’

T'Kak shrugged. "Not terribly common, but I've seen severa of them. That'swhy | thought it would
be agood idea. Why, do you have a better idea?’

"Yes. Present it like aflower, not apiece of jewelry."

"A what?'

"Ummm... Wdll, | don't know much about what lives below the sea, so | don't know what to compare
it to. But you've six coins, here - can you think of at least five nice things about her?”

T'Kak grinned. "I can think of ahundred, easly!"

"Y ou take the coins, and hand them to her one at atime, teling her what it isabout her you think is
wonderful and beautiful. Then, with thelast coin, you say that your love will last aslong asthey do. If she
likes them, she can make them into a necklace, hersdlf.”

T'Kak raised agreen eyebrow. "Y ou think that would work?"



| grinned. "Yes, | do. Practice on me - hand me each of the coins, one at atime, and pretend I'm her,
and youretdling mefive things you think are wonderful about her. Then with the sixth coin, you tell me
how your love will last aslong asthey do."

"A splendid ideal" he said, scooping the coinsinto one hand and tossing the empty box aside. He
spent amoment gathering histhoughts, then looked at me and squawked in hislanguage, holding out the
firg coin.

"Wait, wait, | can't understand that. Try it in my language o | know what you're saying.”

"Oh, sorry. I'll try again,”" he said, and smiled at me. "Y ou have large and lovely fins, and your breasts
areround and full."

"Sop!" | sad, and Marilith laughed silently in my ear.

"What?' T'Kak said, raising an eyebrow.

"Don't put it like that, it soundslike dl you'reinterested in is her body! We femaes want to hear how
you vaue us as a person, and what you think of usinsde.”

"You do?' T'’Kak asked, looking surprised.

"Yes. Try agan.”

"Alright..." he said, and paused, thinking. "Y ou are very smart. Much smarter than | am.”



"Better, but put it nicer. Like poetry.”

T'Kak clapped awebbed hand over hiseyes. "Argh! Not poetry! I'm not awhale, | can't Sng or
rhymeto savemy lifel"

"Y ou want her to like you and marry you, yes?"

"YS!"

"Thenit's poetry or celibacy - your choice," | said, crossing my arms. "And tell me specifically what
each coin represents, too."

"Alright, aright - poetry itis" he said, sghing.

T'Kak sat there thinking for along moment, then findly looked a me. "I have six coinsfor you,
beloved, gathered by my own hand. Thefirst isfor your wisdom. Y ou are wise like the dol phin, deep
and mygterious," he said, holding acoin out to me. | held out my hand, and he placed it in my pam. "Y ou
are graceful like the sea-edl, deek and writhing," he said, placing asecond coininmy pam. ™Y our song is
more beautiful than that of the humpback, your hair more lovely than rippling anemone, and your scales
shimmer likethe seaat sunset,” he said, placing the next three coinsin my pam. "I love you with dl my
heart, and my love for you will last aslong as these giftsdo.”

| grinned. "Very nice. Grow apair of legsand | might be interested in you, mysdlf,” | said, holding the
coins back out to him.

T'Kak laughed, jingling the coinsin hishand. "No, thank you! Everyonewould laugh at me, 1'd look
terribly slly!" T'Kak glanced at the sun. "Oooo! She's going to be sunning herself at her favorite rock
with my sigter, right now! I'm going to go and try thisout!" he yelped, then dived into the sea.



"If you have some time afterwards, I'd appreciate alittle help, here! 1've no water and I'm trapped
herel" | shouted after him. There was no answer, however.

"Why didn't you ask himthat at first?" Marilith whispered.

"l didn't think of it at first, | wasjust too surprised at seeing him. Later | redlized | could ask him for
help, but he was so cute and he seemed so desperate | thought 1'd help him, firgt,” | said, and sighed. "I
wish I'd thought of asking him sooner, though. I'm terribly thirsty, and | don't know if | can eat the food
he's put hereyet.”

"I don't think so. He said 'hours, and it's hardly been an hour yet."

"Lovey. Hungry and thirsty and | sent him away."

"Have faith, Sasha. The ocean watches over you..."

"l hope 0. | redlly do."



The Spider - XVII.

"Y ou disobeyed me," Brionnach said as we camped for the evening. Theflickering flame of the small
campfireI'd started lit her indigo face with weird highlights as she gazed a mein the darkness, her
night-black eyesflashing.

"Forgiveme," | replied, and turned my gaze from her. She had not spoken to me all day sincel
returned with the supplies I'd obtained from the elves. Instead, she had smply examined what 1'd
brought, nodded, and gestured silently for me to place the pack in the cart, take up the shaft and resume
our journey. All that day as| dowly went around the small valey of the eves, sheremained utterly slent.
It nearly moved my heart to weep - but | said nothing, mysdlf. | feared her power...

What hold did she have over me? | had fdlt the darkness within mysdlf, something she had called upon
that | had never known existed prior to that moment. All that day as| slently walked, pulling the cart
behind me, | had considered it... And, eventualy, | redlized it was something that had dways been there,
lurking slently in my mind. Y et, | smply had not noticed it before, like one who has ablemish on their
face might never noticeit until they seethemselvesin amirror. It wasapart of me, that was certain. Y e,
as| consderedit, | did not sense evil from that dark part of my mind which even now lurked at the edges
of my perception. No, it was not evil. It was... Alien. Different. And yet, not different at all, but smply a
part of me I'd never noticed before. It was somehow unnerving.

Brionnach chuckled. "I neither understand why you disobeyed me, nor how, Barbarian. It should have
been impossible for you to disobey."

"Perhaps,” | replied, turning my gaze to the sillent stars. No answerslay there, but | could not meet her
gaze a the moment. "'l only knew that one man isnot an army. They could have killed me, and essily.
And then you would have been alone. | could not leave you aone.”

Brionnach laughed. "I sincerely doubt they could have killed you, Barbarian... But no matter. We have
what we needed, and that isall that concerns me... For the moment.”

| nodded, keeping my gaze to the stars.



"For now, Barbarian, | need you to work on making me some gppropriate garments. The kit they gave
us appears more than sufficient, and you appear to have plenty of leather. Get to work."

| turned to look at her in surprise, and saw she was holding out the toolkit to me - asomewhat large
wooden box with acarrying handle acrossthe top. "Me? But-"

"But what?" Brionnach snapped, obvioudy annoyed.

"But I've no ideaeven whereto begin!™

Brionnach gaped at me, then burst out laughing. "Oh, Barbarian! Y ou do say the most amusing things,
at times. Still, do not worry. Once you have the tools in your hands, you will know how to use them.
Such isyour power, as my companion..." shereplied, her voicetrailing off as| took the kit from her.
"Hmmm... Perhaps, somehow, | erred when | cast upon you. Many things you should know about
yoursdlf, you do not. If | had my research texts and perhaps several weeksto study you..." she said, then
shook her head. "But no, al my books and such were confiscated by the Queen's hounds when they first
took me prisoner, and publicly burned a my trid. Feh. It seems hardly worth the effort anyway,
Barbarian. I'm sure you will come to understand your true nature in time." Brionnach suddenly smiled
darkly. "And when you do, that may be an amusing moment.”

| nodded, not knowing what to say, and opened the kit she had handed me. Inside were severa tools,
ranging from punch-needlesto smal knives, aswell asample supplies of sturdy, waxed thread and
spools of leather lacings. They al seemed utterly diento me. And yet...

And yet, as my fingers brushed across them...

The dark part that lay within my mind rose up again, and suddenly | knew what each tool, what each
bit of the kit wasfor. | knew how to useit - perhaps not expertly, but adequately.



"We should start with boots, | believe..." | said quietly. "I will have to measure your feet, and make
patternsfor the soles..."

Brionnach smply smiled, turning so her feet were before me on the blanket.

| worked silently, having her stand on apiece of leather while | lightly scored the outline of her feet
with thetip of aknife. Once she was seated again, | began cutting out the soles, then laid them aside.
Pulling off my gloves and tucking them into my broadbelt, | took abit of string and began to measure the
dimensions of her ankles, then her caves. Brionnach smiled at my touch, but | was smply too consumed
inthe task at hand to pay it much notice. Without truly knowing how | knew, | began the task of cutting
out the necessary pieces of leather, and stitching the boots together.

Brionnach watched quietly as| worked, dowly finishing the boots, and dipped them on with asmile.
Silently, she hiked up the rags she wore as adress, and | measured her thighs and hipsto makeasmple
et of breeches. She chuckled softly as my hands passed over the soft indigo skin of her rump, asthough
anotion had occurred to her, and been dismissed in amusement. She then smply dipped the dress off,
and sat before me nude, waiting for me to need her to rise for her next measurements.

The part of methat | thought of as'mysdf' thrilled at the Sight of her nakedness, her smooth indigo
skin... Yet, the dark aspect that had arisen within me cared not, and drove me onwards. Hands and
fingers callused by what waslikely years of swordplay manipulated the needles and other tools swiftly,
effortlesdy... And soon the breeches were done.

| paused only amoment in deciding upon the tunic - though | knew not what might be best, the dark
aspect that had arisen in me seemed to know what it was she wanted without her having to speak at dll. |
began work on ashort vest, cut low in the front to reved the curve of her magnificent indigo breastsand
of short length to reved her taut abdomen. As| watched my handswork, | began to realize | had no real
control over them. And as | watched my hands measure the size of her ribcage, the fingers brushing over
the softness of her breests... | began to grow afraid.

Sleeves were next - two, covering her from wrist to the top of each shoulder, arranged so asto
connect by astrap behind her shoulders. Thiswould alow her to remove the deeves should it grow
warm, | redlized. It was quite an elegant design... Y&, | had nothing to do with it any longer. No, like



some mad tailor's puppet, | worked with frightening speed and ever-growing skill, but with no volition of
my own.

Finaly, | was dipping the soft gloves'd made onto her elegantly-shaped hands when she pulled her
hands from mine, and finished donning the gloves hersdf. The moon hung high in the night sky - it was
closeto midnight when | findly finished. "Very nice," she commented, standing and looking hersdlf over.
The garmentsfit her like a second skin, which appeared to be what she wanted. She stretched, testing
thefit and play of her new garments, and smiled again. "Yes... Quite nice"

"But... But how?" | exclaimed, my voice muted by fear as| sat at her feet. "It would take agesto
learn to make garments such asthese."

Brionnach did a double-take at me, then burst out laughing. "Oh, Barbarian! Y ou truly do not
understand at dl, do you?'

“No, | do not."

"The energy which sustainsyou is UnL ife energy, drawn from the Plane of UnLife. Ordinarily, this
energy, when indtilled in a corpse, creates creatures known as Walking Dead - and this same energy
givesthem the power to use any tool one placesin their hands. Tools areinanimate things, and UnLifeis
gtrongly attuned to theinanimate, the unliving. Y &, each tool has an intended use, given it by it'smaker -
an unliving thing possessed of purpose. And thisis precisely what the undead are, themsalves - unliving
things possessed of purpose and intent. Thus, they can use any tool easily, though perhaps not with great
skill. Onceatool isplaced in the hand of acorpse filled with UnLife energy, it'sintent and use becomes
readily apparent to what intellect that corpse may possess.”

My mind reded. "I... | am undead? Like those zombies you made?"

"Yes- but far more than that, Barbarian. There was a reason the High Necromancer had ordered me
brought to him. | was, perhaps, the greatest necromancer the goblins had seen in ages, Barbarian, and |
had developed many spdlls unique to mysdf. Among them was anew spell for creating acompanion -
not asmplefamiliar, as any other sorcerer, but a companion who was undead, and who would have
greater powersthan any merefamiliar. Filled with and driven by the power of UnLife energy, yet



possessing far more intelligence than the nearly-mindliess Waking Dead, and being far more controllable
than the Hungry Ones... The vampires, the wraiths, and their like."

"But..."

Brionnach smiled darkly. "Y ou till do not understand, do you?' she asked, then laughed. "When you
tore my robesfrom me, | grew enraged, Barbarian. | dew you with asingle spell - ablast of poison,
which filled every fiber of your being and dew you in amatter of afew screaming heartbeets. But there
were still more of your companionsto be dealt with, and | lacked the strength to do the sameto all of
them. So, | cast again, incanting the spell to make your corpse my companion, so that you would riseand
defend me. And so you did. As| did not wish you to rot away quite yet, as| had no desire to haveto
constantly repair drying bones, | cast athird spell later to tie your body to mine, that you would hedl from
injuries, and grow stronger astime passed.” Brionnach then chuckled. "I suppose | was abit rushed
when | cast the spell to make you my companion, and the incantation was spoken, perhaps, lessthan
perfectly. Or, perhaps, my own research into the spell itself was flawed. No matter - it is obvious that
you arose with far more independence of thought than | had originally anticipated you might have, or
intended for you to have," she said, and paused amoment, her eyes growing unfocused as she gazed
upon me.

| shuddered a her gaze, my mind numb with the implications of what she had said. | wasfilled with
horror - both at her, and a mysdlf.

"Yes... Your auraismore that of arevenaunt than anything else, Barbarian. Y et you are not driven by
revenge, or adeed asyet unfinished, asthey are..." she said, then blinked, and grinned a me. "No
meatter, Barbarian. Y ou are mine, and shal be until | release you, or die, mysdf.”

“l... amyours..." | muttered numbly.

Brionnach chuckled darkly as she gazed down at me, the night breeze stirring her bone-white hair
againg her indigo cheek.

"No... Thiscannot be!" | replied suddenly, risng to my feet. "'l livel | bresthe! | can fed my heart beet,
| can fed the warmth when | touch my cheek!" | said, doing so, then lowering my hands and pulling my



gloves out from my broadbelt, and pulling them on. "No, woman. You lie. | am not dead. | live."
Standing, | easily loomed over her tiny dfin form - but she did not flinch.

"Itisasham, Barbarian. A sham of life given to you by my sorcery, smilar to the sham of life
possessed by vampires and afew other Refused Undead.”

IINO!II

"Y es, Barbarian. Think - you speak to me now with ease, yet hasit never once occurred to you to
wonder how? | do not speak the language of the people of the far north, nor redly any other language
than my own and that of the goblins. Y ou understood those Sylvani with ease, and they you - even
though you have never learned their language,” she said, and chuckled. "Such isthe power | have given
you as my undead companion.”

"No! Youlie!"

Brionnach smiled darkly. "Do I?" she said, then chuckled again. "I say you are my undead companion,
bound to me by sorcery. You say you arenat. If | lie, then leave, Barbarian," she said, and made a
sweeping gesture to the forest about us. " Simply turn your back on me and walk away ... If you can,” she
sad, and grinned evilly.

For thelongest moment, | nearly did.

For thelongest moment, al | could see when | gazed upon her was a cregture of horror. A
necromancer, by her own admission and by the evidence of my own eyesthat first night. A mistress of
dark, unspeakable sorcery, rejected for this knowledge even by her own dark and evil people. Shewas
athing, acreature to be feared. For the longest moment, | nearly turned on my hedl and strode away
into the night-shadowed forest that surrounded us.

And yet...



And yet, as| gazed at her, | was again struck by her incredible beauty. The softness of her indigo skin.
The delicate, elven point to her ears. The fullness of her lips, the rounded curve of her breasts, the
smoothness of her taut belly...

And her eyes...

Dak eyes, they were, dark as night. They flashed dark fire a me, amusement at my moment of
indecision, and derision. Therewas no love there in those eyes for me. Merely derision, and scorn.

Andyet...

And yet, behind those eyes, | seemed to see something else...

An ancient hurt, perhaps... A wound, done long ago. A soul that had never healed. Perhapsit wasa
wound of herself, or perhaps of her people asawhole. | did not know. | only knew that | saw pain there,
and ahurt that would never hedl. It was not from the curse of the Lobh'dath which had stained her skina
deep indigo and turned her hair shock-white, though it was a part. It was something deeper, something |
could not truly see, or understand. A hurt, an endless pain, and endless hate... Y e, it was ahurt that
might be healed by love, if she could ever beloved. If love could ever enter her cold heart.

And as| gazed at her, | redlized | loved her ill.

Despite her scorn for me, despite her derision, despite the horror of what she was and what she could
do, despite my unbdieving horror of what she said she had done to me, something | could not, in al truth,
completely accept in my own heart despite what | knew to betrue...

Despiteit dl, | loved her.



Did she know? It seemed she did not - and more, it seemed that if | told her, if | even tried to explain
itto her at dl, shewould smply laugh. Yet, it wastrue. | loved her. | loved her, and | could not possibly
explain why | did, or even try to say the wordsto her face. | loved her. | could not possibly leave her.

| turned to face the dying embers of the campfire, and sat slently. Brionnach smply let out adark,
chillinglaugh.

The Ocean - Ten.

The sun dipped lower in the sky, heading towards late afternoon, and | sighed. Marilith had beenin
pain twiceinthe hours1'd sat here, and | wept for her because | could do nothing to make her fedl
better. | wept for mysdlf, too - I'd had one chance to escape my fate, and foolishly let it dip through my
fingers. Now | was stuck here, Sitting atop an overturned boat in the middle of the ocean. The
shark-mesat was edible, but very salty. Thisonly made my thirst worse.

Why had | doneit? Why had | just let him go? Perhaps it was too much of my father'sinfluence. He
aways said that one should help other people whenever possible. Certainly the strange merman hadn't
been human, and he was certainly abit scatter-brained, but he was a person despite that. | didn't regret
helping him - | only regretted not remembering to ask him to help mefirst. Of course, as scatter-brained
as hewas, he might not have thought of anything that would help.



A pair of hands broke the water, claws digging into the wood of the ship'shull, and | grinned. "Y ou
came back!"

A violent splash of water followed, and the mer-folk pulled themsalves up - and, to my surprise, | saw
it wasn't T'Kak, but afemae of hiskind. "Oh, sorry! | thought you were someone else.”

"Hee! Y ou thinking me my brother, yes?' the mermaid grinned, baring the same sharp teeth I'd seeniin
T'Kak's mouth. She had the same hair and eyes he did, but her hair was longer, and over her breasts she
wore apair of seashdlls, connected with astring of pearls. | wondered why she would bother, seeing as
how her brother wore nothing, but then it dawned on methat if she was built like a human from the waist
up, it might be abit painful to scrape one's nipples across barnacles or cord, even for the tough hide of a
mer-folk.

"Youre T'Kak'ssster?"

"Y es, me hissigter - you speak name funny, though. Him nameis-" she said, and finished with a
chirping -T'KAK- sound.

"Wdll, I'm glad you're here. | was hoping he would come back, | wanted to ask him if he could help
me. I've no water here at dl, and I'm terribly thirsty. And I'm aso trapped here."

"Hee! Y ah, my brother, him not very smart. Mae. No mae very smart, but him very not-smart! Heel
Then him come, say sweet words and give gold coin to my friend. She very happy, much heart-taken. So
they go off, they make happy swim-dance. Now they mates. So after they come back, | ask where he
learn pretty words? My brother, him not say pretty-words like whale-song, him say pretty words more
like seal! Arf-arf-arfl Hah! So him tell me he find human-girl, sheteach. I hit him in head, say why he not
tell me before? Me learn some words from human long ago - humansinteresting. Me want to learn more
words. So hetell me where you are, and me come. Now me here. Tl me, human-girl - you want teach
me human-talk so | can talk good like my brother? Me take you to idand. Food, water there."

"Surel" | replied, grinning. Y our brother told methat he introduced you to a shipwrecked sailor. He
said all the sailor wanted to do was... Err... Spawn with you, but you weren't interested. | didn't redlize
you'd actudly learned to speak our language from him."



The mermaid looked around, as though making sure we were unobserved, then looked back to me.
"Y es, sailor him want to spawn. Cannot - we lay eggsin water, watch like fish, then raise hatchling on
beach, like sedl. Not same - sailor him tell me. Is much like dolphin, for you. Me no could spawn with
him. But me play with him time or two," she said, then grinned. "Maybe more than that." At my surprised
expression, she burgt into giggles. "Humansfun! Istoo bad you not boy human, but me still be your friend
if you teach me human-talk."

"Okay," | sdd, smiling.

"Okay! You stay here, melook in boat. Wait," she said, and dipped into the water. A few moments
later, she popped her head back above the waves, and held out my shoesto me - I'd left them on the
shelf where I'd dept earlier. "Y ours, yes?!

"Yes, thank you!" | replied, redlizing that if she could look at apair of shoesgitting in the ship and
realize who they belonged to when she didn't even have feet to be able to recognize what they were, she
probably was much smarter than her brother. She tossed the shoes up to me one a atime, and | dipped
them on. They were soaking wet and cold, but | was warm from the sun and didn't mind.

"Me see much other things, too. Much clothes, many things maybe you like. Bad-meta knife, rope. All
junk to us, maybe good for you. Y ou want for meto get?'

"Tell her yes..." Marilith whispered.

"Yes, pleasa!”

"Okay, you wait," the mermaid replied, then dived beneath the water again.

| waited, trying to be patient. It felt like an age before she surfaced again, but finaly she did. | grinned.
"Arewe ready to go?'



"Yah! Come! Jump inwater, come!" she said.

| did so - and found the water was till very cold. "Gah! I'm freezing!"

"Isokay! Come! Come!l" she said, pulling me towards her. | saw in her other hand she had abag of
some kind held under the water. She rolled over, pulling me onto her back. "Hold tight! Uselegd™” she
said. | wrapped my legs around her waist, and she took my hand, pulling it over her shoulder and around
her neck. "Hold tight!" she called again, and began to swim, keeping our heads above the water so |
could breathe. It was astrange, undulating swim - it seemed as though her tail had smilar bones as my
legs, but apparently was far more flexible. Her 'knees, or what passed for them, could bend backwards.
And she swam very fast. | couldn't tell exactly how fast we were going, but | guessed it was &t least as
fast as| could run - and sheld probably have been going faster, if | wasn't dowing her down. | sputtered
occasionaly when awave splashed over my face, but she never seemed to notice. She smply blinked
just asthe wave hit, and kept on swimming. She seemed to have a second, clear, inner eydid that
flickered down for amoment, covering her eye, and shewas ableto flick her nogtrils closed ingtantly.

"Youswim very fagt!" | said after amoment.

"Must. Isspring, water till cold. Y ou human. Cold water kill you, intime," the mermaid replied. "Me
have seen many sailorsfal into water from storms. Most not swim, drown fast. Istheir way, isgood way.
Save them much bad, dow death. Some who swim, they swim for long time. Night come, get cold, fal
adeep, drown. Even in summer, when water warm, they swim, get tired, drown. Always drown. If storm
over, me sometimes cdl to them. If they cadm, metry to help. Most time no good. Land too far, they die
anyway. If orm till, me do nothing. Storm bad time, they very afraid. Very afraid. Sometimes have
knife. They not know mewant to help. They maybe use knife, think me shark, maybe monster. They not
know. Melet them dieif sorm till. Not want to get cut with knife. Night-time worse. Sailors cry much.
Call to gods. Gods no help. Very sad. My people most times not help at al. Sailors afraid, maybe hurt
with knives, dwaysdie anyway. They say, ‘why help if dieanyway? | say helpif can. That just me. Most
not care. Some say kill instead, for mercy. If ship gone and storm still, they come under water so sailor
not see, not be afraid. Cut with poison claw so they diefast, not dow. Very sad, but better than dow
death. Slow death very bad. They cry much. Very bad.”

"We-well makeit to land, though, won't we?' | asked, my teeth chattering from the cold water.



"Yes, idand close. One hour, maybe. Less. Y ou be very cold, but you live. My brother, he think you
weak. Melearn from sailor metell you about. Human not weak. Human like seegull. Live near water, live
from water, but cannot live in water. Welike sedl. Livein water, al the time, come out on beach to play
or stin sun, but never far from water. Y ou not week. Just different.”

"Well, | saw your brother pull alock right off achest - he'svery strong.”

"He mae, mae strong. Not smart, but strong. We femae. Not as strong. Much smart. Must be.
Hatchlings take much smart. Many thingsin seawant eat egg before hatch. Many thingsin seawant est
hatchling before they grow poison claw. We make happy swim-dance, male he give milk - poof! He
done, go hunting. We lay egg, watch egg. He come back, bring food, go hunting again. Wedo dl ese.
Must be smart, not strong. Must watch egg. Must raise hatchling, keep safe until grown. Must teach
hatchling dangers of sea. Much smart, must be, or hatchling die. Must choose good male, good hunter.
My brother good hunter. He be good mate for my friend. Maybe they be mates forever. Maybe not. If
he not good hunter and hatchling die, she no want him no more. He good male, though. Me know him.
Hefind much food, many shiny things. Methank you for helping him."

| grinned, despite the chill water. "Well, it just seemed he needed alittle help. Hewas worried his
brother would get her, instead.”

"Other brother better hunter, but he not good at finding shiny things. Good at finding oyster, but not
good at finding shiny things. He think he big and smart. He not smart, just big. Y ou tel my brother good
thing. Shiny things, much pretty words, very nice. My friend like. She happy now, he happy now. Me
happy, too. Other brother not happy, though. Y ou teach him how to say pretty words so he can find
mate?"

"If | don't freeze to death before we get to theidand, yes," | replied, my teeth chattering again.

"Meswim fagter," shereplied, and did.



The Spider - XVI.

The days and nights passed swiftly aswe traveled, but | cared little. My mind was numb, regling from
the beauty of my own love for Brionnach, trembling with fear of her necromantic powers, and shattered
by the horrifying truth of my own existence.

Can aman love such ahorror as her, and yet ill beaman?1 could fed the darknesswithin me, the
UnLife energy, shecdledit... It filled my limbswith strength despite the fact that | never ate, never drank,
never rested... It drove me on, step after endless step through the quiet, ethereal forests. And yet, the
part that | considered to be'me' could till look at her, and love her.

She did not understand. She thought that | remained because | was her dave, her servant. My own
resistance she brushed aside in her explanation as being perhaps an error in the casting of her spdll, or
perhaps an error in the crafting of such dark sorcery to begin with. Y &, neither was so. | remained with
her because | loved her. | served her not because she commanded it, but because my heart demanded
it.

In her, | could see something... Something beyond the sneer of disdain on her lip, the dark laughter in
her voice. The more | gazed upon her each evening, the more | saw it - awound, perhaps an ancient
one. | wanted to comfort her, to hedl her...

But, | could not. The dark force within my mind drove me onward, step after step, pulling the small
cart behind me.



Thelands of the wood-elves held great beauty. Deep forests abounded, ancient treesthat looked as
though they dated from the very dawn of time reaching enormous branchesto join the canopy of leaves,
above. Gentle deer and other creatures peeped at us as we traveled, but did not come near - perhaps
they feared us, as one might expect them to fear any stranger... Or, perhaps, Brionnach wasright, and
they could sense the dark power she wielded, and fled from it. Flowers abounded - in therare clearings
wherelightning or great age had felled one of these enormous trees, they carpeted the ground, burying
the grasses and forest litter in a swestly fragrant blanket of brilliant color. The tap of awoodpecker... The
song of asparrow... The chitter of asquirrd... Theair of the ven forestswas dive with the music of life.
It wasdl so very, very beautiful...

And yet, in my eyes, it did not compare to the beauty of Brionnach.

| wasmad, and | knew it - for how can aman be sane who |oves someone who horrifies him to the pit
of his soul? How can a man be sane who loves awitch such as Brionnach, by deed and her own
admission amistress of dark, unspeakable powers? How can aman be sane who loves awoman who
sneersat him, laughs at him, and has stolen his soul with powers so dark they leave him trembling with
fear?

Ye, | loved her. That, | could not deny. Thus, as| strode through the forests day after day, carefully
avoiding any sign of inhabitation, it dowly occurred to methat | was completely mad.

Her people once lived in these lands, she explained. Once, long ago, they lived in apart of the
ef-lands caled Vabeana, and made their living plying the crystd rivers of that land in deek, narrow
boats. Y €, ever were their hearts and minds drawn to shadow and night, and the powers that lay within
darkness. They became rulers of the Unsedlie Court... The darker haf of the ruling council which
controlled the Lands of the Elves. Their opposite number was the Sedlie court, comprised of the various
races of Light Elvesand their dlies. There were three races of Light Elves, as she explainedit. The
Sylvani, or Wood Elves, the Katani, or Sword Elves, and the Nomani, the High Elves. Her people were
the Maani, or Dark Elves. The eves we had encountered before were Sylvani - fair of hair and eye, they
livedinvillages and cities within degp and ancient forests, and comprised the mgority of the Light EIf
population. The Katani were similar in skin and eye, but had hair of brown, black, and occasiondly reds,
ranging from adeep, fire red through a shimmering copper. They were the warriors of the Light Elves, the
path of the warrior so deeply ingrained in their culture that to them, armor and clothing had blended to the
point where one could not distinguish one from the other - nor did their people even attempt to. The
Nomani were the scholars, the thinkers... And the rulers. They were again fair of skin, but their eyeswere
often dlver or gray, and their hair apale, pale white. Such were the three races of Light Elves, the leaders
of the Sedlie court.



Perhaps, as time passed, the dark would have triumphed over the light, and ruled dl... But, agreat war
occurred. The War of the Rift, she caled it, and explained that it began and ended twelve millenniaago.
The power of the Unsedlie court was shattered above the earth and the Dark Elves driven underground,
deeper even than the dwarves or the goblinslived, down to the Sunless Sea. There, in darkness that had
not been broken by light since the dawn of time, they mastered the powers of shadow. | tried to envison
it - an entire race of people with bone white skin and night-black hair, living in perpetua shadow and
learning to bend the shadow to their will... And | shuddered again.

Darkness existed before light, she explained. When the Creator spoke the WORD and crested the
universe from the vastness of the Void, al was dark. One can take away light and have darkness remain,
but one can never take away darkness and have only light remain - such isthe power of shadow.
Shadows were everywhere. Long ago, their people resolved to master the power of shadows, to have
access to a power that was omnipresent in the universe. But, to do so, many other realms of studieswere
banned among their people.

"And one of those banned relms of power was Necromancy,” | replied.

We had camped again, asmall fire between us, and the sounds of the forest at night about us. Nearly
two months had passed since we first met, though to me, it seemed much less. Brionnach amused herself
by chatting with me from time to time. Though | was obvioudy nothing to her, merely atool shewasusing
to get to the Utter Eadt, it seemed she preferred talk to the boredom of silence. "Y es, Barbarian. Though
everything eventually dies, death is not everywhere. Degth can only exist where thereislife. Shadow,
however, exists everywherein the universe. Necromancy was thus considered alesser study, one best
|eft to the lesser races, particularly the Goblins and their kin. When my peoplefirst arrived upon the
Sunless Sea, magtery of the shadows there was critical to our surviva - no distractionsin the study of
Sciology could be afforded. And more, when we were driven beneath the earth by the Light Elves, our
numbers were few, and disease could have killed the lot of us. Necromancy is hardly an immaculate art,
Barbarian, and in that day, it was feared that an excess of animated corpses might spread disease to
destroy our small numbers, so it was again forbidden. Now, an age later, this prohibition has shifted from
one of necessity to one of tradition and custom. Sciology is considered our traditiona craft, and the sudy
of Necromancy that of lesser beings, such asthe goblins. | thought thiswrong - our people have long
since grown past the handful of survivors of the War of the Rift, and our numbers are great beneeth the
earth. But, it remains alaw among our people - thus, when | was caught, | was punished according to the
ancient laws™"

" till do not understand... Y our people, asyou say, livein darkness and relish the shadows. 1t would
seem to methat they al are dark of heart, and would embrace such knowledge now that their numbers
are strong, rather than maintaining an ancient ban which is of no usetoday."



Brionnach smply sneered a me. "Though it may seem odd to you, Barbarian, my people do have
laws. We do not consider oursalves to be evil, anymore than any other race considers themselvesto be
evil, nor isour society one of lawlessness and anarchy.”

"The law was wrong, then. Y ou were wrongly punished for a crime which isno crime among your
people... Or should not be, given the reason for the law.”

"Don't you think | aready know that?" she snapped. "Enough. | tire, Barbarian. | wish to deep.
Guard me."

| nodded and rose, drawing my wegpons as she curled herself up in her little blanket.

| gazed out at the darkened forest. A gibbous moon hung high in the sky, the stars twinkling faintly
through the canopy of |eaves above. Below the trees, the shadows were deep and dark. Y et, evenin
darkness, the forest was beautiful. Even at night, the quiet sounds of the night-animals gently wafted to
my ears by the breezestold me the forest was still dlive. Here was the beauty her people had seen, dl
those many millenniaago. The beauty of the mouse, dipping quietly from it's day-time burrow to search
among theforest litter for it's nightly medl. The beauty of the owl, asilent hunter who dipped through the
trees on soundless wings, in search of prey. The beauty of shadows, twisted and macabre, alternately
concedling and revealing hidden secrets beneath the trees as the leaves above gently shifted in the night
breeze.

The dark part of my mind was quiet, and only the part of my mind | considered 'me was awake. Yet,
| could still see beauty inthe forest at night, splendor in the darkness...

...and even greater beauty and splendor in the deeping face of the indigo-skinned woman before me,
who | knew beyond doubt was evil through and through.

| shook my head. It was obvious. | had gone completely mad.



The Ocean - Eleven.

The last wave carried us forward onto the eastern beach of theidand, and | legpt from the mermaid's
back, dashing up onto the dry sand. | was shivering badly, but the sun was ill up. Hopefully, | would
dry before night fell. I looked behind me, and saw the mermaid crawling up onto the beach, dragging the
bag she/d made with her. "Oh! Sorry!" | said, trotting back to her and taking the bag from her hand. It
wasn't too heavy, and | carried it up to the dry sand and dropped it, then sat down in the sand to rest.

T'Kak'ssster crawled up to me, grinning. It was abit startling, actualy - her teeth were very sharp.
Stll, I knew she meant me no harm. Shefindly got next to me, and laughed. " See? Here, you strong, me
weak. You walk fast, run. Me crawl,” she said, rolling over and Sitting next to me. " See? Me have poison
claw..." shesaid, and flexed her thumbs, causing dim black clawsto extend from the ends of her thumbs.
Then sheretracted her claws, and laughed again. "So what? Y ou get up, you run away. Maybe pick up
big gtick, come back, hit me, | die. See? Thisland - you human. Here, you strong, me weak. In sea, me
strong, you wesk. Is baance, see?'

| nodded, smiling. "Yes, | do."

"Open bag - you thirsty, yes?'

"Yes!" | yelped, pulling open the bag. There were two bottlesinit. | started to open one, but she



snatched it from my hand.

"Wait! Wait, not know what insde! Maybe good, maybe no good. Can you read?"' she asked,
pointing at the writing on the bottle.

It was aseries of painted Palomean characters, and | shook my head. "No, that's another language.
We humans have many languages, and | don't know that one. Eveniif | did, | ill couldn't read it. Girls
aren't taught to read in Vilandia unless they have the Talent and can do magic.”

"Mesmél, then," she said, and pulled the cork with awebbed hand, waving it beneath her nose.
"Wooya Y ou not drink thiswhen thirsty. Thisfire-water. Smell," she said, handing the bottle and the
cork to me.

| sniffed. | didn't know what it was, but it smelled very strongly of acohol. "l see" | said, stuffing the
cork back in.

"Mesmel other one," she said, pulling the cork of the second bottle. "Ah! Isgood! Grog, sailor-man
tell me. Can drink when thirsty. Water on idand, too, but me not know where. Me never leave beach,”
she said, handing me the bottle and cork.

| grabbed the bottle eagerly, and took a swallow - then nearly retched. It was drinkable, but only just.
It was some kind of mixture of bitter acohol and water, and | didn't likeit much. Still, it was better than
nothing. | forced mysdlf to drink some more, then corked the bottle and put it in my lap to try to work on
later. "Thank you."

"Y ou welcome. Me no can drink that. Melaugh, fal down! Hah! Maybe you laugh, fal down, too, me
not know. But me think you not. Me think you human, and thisland. Y ou strong, here. Is balance. Much
| learn from sailor friend. Him very lonely, many years. He grow old, die. But helive up there, before.
Seethere? Little house?'



| nodded, looking up the hill behind us. There was alog cabin atop the hill, silhouetted in the setting
sun. It was quite small, and looked like it hadn't been inhabited in years. "l seeit.”

"Him live there many years. My brother, he meet him. Sailor-man lonely, he ask my brother bring me.
My brother, he mae, he not smart. He dwaysforget. Forget, forget, forget. Findly one day he
remember, hetell me. | come, | meet saillor-man. Him very old human. White hair here," she said,
pointing to her chin. "Errr... Not remember.”

"A beard?' | offered.

"Yesl Beard. He havelong beard. He here many years. Very lonely. | come, | meet him. | young,
then. Err... Meforget number. Hand isfive, two hand ten, yes?'

"Ah. Meten two-hands years, then."

"A hundred?' | asked, amazed.

"Y esl Hundred. Hundred years old, then. Very young. Me see him, talk to him. Learn words from
him, yes. But it take time. Brother, him know words, him talk to sallor-man many years. Three
two-hands years. But him male, him not have time to teach. Busy, busy, hunt, hunt! Mae."

"That, and he'salittle scatter-brained,” | said, and giggled.

The mermaid laughed. "Y es! But he speak your words very good! He teach melittle, | learn rest from
salor-man. Him name Barro. Very nice. Very lonely, very nice. Mefed sorry for him. Him very old. He
want friend, mate. Me no can be his mate, he human. Very sad. So, | decide be niceto him. We not talk



much after that. Him love me very much, | think. He very old, need someoneto love. So we hug and kiss
and..." shesad, then grinned. "Well, we play. Was fun. Many times not talk much, just touch. Hold
hands, too. Watch sea.”

| smiled. "That sounds very nice."

"Yah, nice. Oneyear, likethat. Not talk much, just touch. Hold hands. Sometimes play, sometimes
just hug," she said, and sighed. "Then he die. Up there, in house. Me climb up there - took long time. Me
find him - he dead. Very sad. So, me leave him there, That... Errr... Onetwo-hands... Err... Ten years

ago."

"So you're ahundred and twenty years old?' | asked, amazed.

"Yes. Medill young, sorry."

| laughed. "I'm only sixteen, you seem very old, to me!"

T'Kak'ssster's eyes widened. "Two hand, one hand, one?’

"Yes" | replied, grinning.

"Y ou hatchling!" she said, and laughed.

| stuck my tongue out at her. "I am not ababy, I'm sixteen! Old enough to get married, where | come
from!"



The mermaid laughed again. "Me sorry, me just tease. Me know humans not mer-folk, not live long
timelike us. Istill baance, though."

"Itis?How?" | asked, wondering what she was driving &t.

"Youfdl in water, you die. Here on idand, you fine. Fruit, water... You live easy. Me have to stay
here, near water. Cannot et fruit, cannot drink water - nothing here good for me. Go up to little house?
Very hard for me. Skin dry, hurt. Get thirsty. Y ou? Is nothing, you walk. Mein water, maybe orcacome.
Maybe eat me. Orcamean, eat anything. Very mean. Orcaand mer-folk big enemy, for we eat same
thing, you see?"

"l think so," | replied, nodding.

"Ah, but you see orca? Y ou not worry. Y ou on land, you fine. Even if you fal in water, orca probably
not eat you. Maybe so, but maybe just wonder what you are. Orcanot very smart. Orca see me, aaah!
Snap-snap! Must fight. Me have poison claw, but him very big. Me claw him - try. Maybe him die,
maybe not. Him bite bad, me die anyway. Always. To find and kill orca, is mae-thing. Good-hunting
brother have monodont spear - make for very good kill on orcal Males, they do, so we females can
hunt, raise hatchlings dl safe.”

| smiled. "Wdll, | understand that,”" | said, then paused. ™Y ou know, you've never told me your name!”

"Ah! My name-" she said, then let out a chatter of sound.

"| can't even pronounce that, I'm sorry."

"Hah! Sailor-man, he not could say, ether. Him give me human name. Barro call me'Pearl’. You call
me 'Pearl’, too, if you want."



"Alright, Pearl,” | replied, grinning.

"Hah! Isgood,” she sad, looking at the sun. " Sunset, now. Must deep soon. Mer-folk deepin
shalows where orca no can go, but sometimes deep on beach, too. Y ou okay aone? Me can deegp on
beach with you if you need.”

"Il befine

"Okay! You gotolittle house. Barro, him dead. He no be angry. Me know him well, he be happy for
you to use house. Y ou can bury him, too. Me no could bury him. No tool, skin dry, very hard for to do.
For you, easy! Y ou make him happy if you do that. Make me happy, too. Okay?"

"Okay," | replied, and managed asmile. | wasn't looking forward to trying to find and bury the bones
of the dead sallor, but | wasn't about to tell Pearl 'no, after dll. If it weren't for her, I'd till be stuck dtting
on the kedl of the boat, and probably looking at avery miserable degth through starvation or thirst.

"Okay!" Pearl said, and rolled over, quickly dragging hersdlf to point at the waves. She glanced back
a me, and chittered something in her language, then grinned.

"Good night!" | replied, and she nodded.

"Yes! That isright word! Good night!" she said, and started crawling towards the waves.

| watched Pearl dowly crawl into the surf, then finally catch awave. With aflick of her flippers, she
disappeared into the water. The grog inside me warmed me, and the sun had dried me as| lay onthe
beach. It was a beautiful sunset. Pearl popped up above the water for amoment, far from shore, and
waved to me. | waved back, and she dived benesth the water again. The sun neared the horizon behind
me, drawing long shadows over me and lighting the sky and ocean with the lovely hues of sunset. It was,



truly, very beautiful here. After along while, though, | sghed.

"What's the matter?" Marilith whispered.

"That sailor... Barro, Pearl said he was called. He was here decades and never was rescued. Thirty
years, Pearl said. | could be here my entirelife. | don't know where we are. The plants and stuff behind
me look much like they did back home. PAomeiswest of Vilandia... I'd say I'm probably on one of the
idandsfather cdled the Windward Ides. Ships don't come here at dl, ever. They go around. Too many
shallows, too many rocks, too many reefs. I'll never get off thisidand, I'll never be ableto get home, I'll
never be ableto help you.”

"Not so, Sasha... Listen. Can you hear it?"

| shook my head, and redlized the grog was making me alittle dizzy. "'l just hear the ocean.”

"Yes. The ocean is whispering to you... And sheiswhispering to me, where | am, right now. You
are herefor areason. Thereis much for you to learn, and much for you to do. You are precisely
where you are supposed to be, Sasha.”

"Well, that's good to know," | said, stretching out on the sand and gazing at the crimson-hued clouds
above. Perhaps | wasn't where | wanted to be, but knowing | was where | was supposed to bewas a

great comfort. The evening was warm, and the grog in my tummy made the whole world fed pleasant. In
amoment, | wasfast adeep.



The Ocean - Twelve.

Dawn the next day was alittle cool, but otherwise pleasant. Marilith woke me just at sunrise, and |
headed towards the cabin atop the hill. 1t wasn't that difficult finding the bones of the sailor - he
gpparently had died just outside his house. Marilith guessed that he might have falen from the platform
hed built his house on, but it was difficult to say. Either way, there waslittle left of him but bleached
bones. A quick search of his house (which wasfull of spider-webs) revealed asmall shovel, and soon the
task was done. | wondered why he'd even bothered to build his house on a platform, but Marilith said
she could see snakes and goats on the idand. It dawned on me that the easiest way to keep both out of
one's house would beto put it up on aplatform. It wasn't hard to get up to the house, the platform was
only about as high asmy chin - | just clambered up.

Theingde of the house had many toolsin it, aswell asthings obvioudy recovered from a shipwreck.
Nails, ahammer, severa knives, asaw, two hatchets, quite abit of rope, many corked bottles, ablock
and tackle, and more. Inside the housg, it could also be seen that much of it was built with wood
recovered from a shipwreck. | emptied out what Pearl had recovered from the dave ship, adding another
knife, some rope, and severa other small thingsto the collection. At Marilith's suggestion, | laid out the
rope from the dave ship out on the platform so it would dry in the sun, then selected the bet of the
knives which had sheaths and strapped it about my waist with an old belt we found. Therewasa
hand-made broom inside the house, and | spent severd hours afterwards going through the little place
and cleaning it up. Layers of dust and dirt had built up, and spiders were everywhere. | paid particular
attention to the bed - it waslittle more than acot, redly, but it looked as though it might be quite
comfortable, once the woolen blankets had been cleaned up abit.

By thetime | was done, Marilith said she had looked around a bit nearby me, and wanted meto
explore more - she suggested | carry the bottle of grog with me, and look for a source of water. We
quickly discovered afenced-off area near the house - it appeared that Barro had once kept asmal herd
of goats, but in ten years, they'd escaped to the rest of the idand. Perhaps they'd come aboard the same
ship held been on, or perhaps they'd been on the idand before. Either way, it didn't matter - there now
were quite afew goats on the idand, and they were eating up everything. The grass everywhere was
short, and there were no young trees anywhere in the forest that | could see. Marilith said I'd have to
probably repair the pen and capture some of them for milk, then start hunting the rest or they'd eventually
eat theidand bare. | had to agree - the largest predator on the idand apparently was me, and the goats
had no fear of meat al, smply watching me dumbly as | walked by the occasional goat | found in the
forest.



Asit turned out, the idand was about five leagues across, and had asmall freshwater lake in the
center. Marilith said the idand was the peak of alarge, dormant volcano that stretched up from the ocean
floor, deep below, but | didn't know how she could tell. | could seefrogsand fishinthelake, soit
seemed I'd be eating fairly well. | filled the grog bottle to the top with |ake-water, and diluting the grog a
bit definitely helped the taste.

One strange thing was a door we found, embedded in the grasses of the dope surrounding the lake - it
looked like adoor recovered straight from the shipwreck that had brought Barro here. It took a grest
dedl of effort to pull it open, asthe grasshad avery firm grip onit, but finally | managed it. Behind it was
asmall cave, apparently dug out by Barro - and insde it was many, many whedls of goat's-milk cheese
he'd stored in the cool darkness of the cave to ripen. There were also severd bottles of rum hidden there,
apparently aso recovered from Barro'swreck, though | had little interest in them. Still, the cheesewasa
wonderful find, and after carefully removing the cheesecloth, | spent quite some time cutting dices of the
delicious find and gobbling them down before Marilith told me that | should go check the beach to seeif
Pearl had returned. | took the block of cheese with me, sealing the little cave-door closed very carefully,
then jogged all theway to the beach. | was quite out of breath by thetime| got there, it was nearly two

leagues.

| didn't have to wait long before Pearl crawled out of the sea and came to Sit beside me on the sand,
grinning her shark-toothed grin a me. "What you find, eh?"

"Well, it looks like Barro had many yearsto make thisidand very nice, but I've abit of work ahead of
me. The goats have gone wild and are eating everything up - I'll have to pen up afew of them for milk,
then start daughtering the rest until the plants have a chance to recover. Barro aso had anice
cheese-cellar made near the lake. After ten years, thischeeseis very ddicious. Would you liketo try
some?'

Pearl leaned over, sniffing the dice of cheese| held out to her, then jerked her head back, holding her
nose. "Phuagh! No good for me.”

I grinned, and took a bite. "Well, it's very good for me."

"Y ou human. Is baance, see? Thisland - me no can eat here”



"Actudly, therésalake at the center of thisidand, and it'sfull of fish. Y ou could probably do very well
there”

"Ah, but not sea-water. Mer-folk must have sea-water. Salt, saillor-man said. No salt, we die."

"Hmmm... That probably could befixed, if we had to,” | said, then grinned. "Well, what shal we do
today?'

"Other brother, him come soon. He hunt, bring you present. If you like, you teach him pretty words so
he can get mate.”

I laughed. "I think I'll have to teach him to understand my language, first! | can't speak your language a
al"

"That easy. Mde, they not smart. But they learn words fast! s balance. We smart, but not learn words
asfast asmae. They not smart, but learn words fast. They learn many thingsfast. We femae - must be
smart to guard hatchling, teach hatchling. They mae - must hunt orca, must learn fast or they die, we die.
All isbaance. Y ou see goat in forest, you see too many goat. Goat eat everything, you say - Barro say
same, years ago. Must kill and eat goat to keep baance. Same in sea. Too many nibble-fish, they eat dll
cord. Cord die, many thingsdie, dl bad. Must kill and egt nibble-fish or everything die. Isbaance. All is
balance!" she said, gesturing expansively with her clawed, webbed hands, then grinned.

"Sheisright,” Marilithwhispered. "All the universeis based on balance. For every light, thereis
a shadow. For every prey, thereis a predator. Destroy the balance, and what is unbalanced will
falter, and die."

"l understand,” | said to Pearl, smiling.



"Ah! Look! Isother brother," she said, pointing off into the waves.

I looked, and saw a green-haired merman waving from off-shore. He called to usin their chittering
language, and Pearl called back. He disappeared benegth the waves, and shortly appeared again,
crawling out of the surf. In one hand he held aspiraly fluted, lance-like spear, easily six cubitslong - and
impaled upon it was a cubit-long fish, bloody and flopping. | looked him over as he dowly crawled
towards me, the musclesin his shouldersrippling, his blue eyesflashing... And my eyeswidened. "Oh,

"What?' Pearl asked, looking at me.

"I do believe | did abad thing with your brother and your friend. Y our other brother hereis much
more handsome.”

Pearl burst into laughter. ™Y ou not tell him that! Hishead get very bigif you say that! Him aready
think he biggest, handsomest mae for many-many leagues around, he no need bigger head!”

| laughed. "1 won't, don't worry," | said, then paused. "Oooh! What kind of giftisit he'sgiving me?"

"Isfish. Not know namein your talk. Predator-fish, sharp teeth, eats smaller fish."

"No, no! I meanisit a big gift like the coins or apearl necklace, or isit alittletiny gift, what?'

"Oh! Issmdl gift. If he giveto mermaid, shejust say ‘thank you' and et it. Maybe not even edt, they
not very tasty. Isnot big thing, isvery smal thing. Him just want to show hefriendly.”

"Good, because after eating dl this cheese, | don't think | could eat another bite right now!" | said, and
grinned.



Pear| laughed as her brother dragged himsdlf up to St next to us on the beach, to my other side. After
pulling thefish off his spear, he held it out to me and chittered in hislanguage.

"Thank you," | replied, demurdly as possible, and set the bloody, flopping fish behind me where it
would hopefully spasm out thelast of it'slife quietly.

"Thismy brother, him name-" Pearl said, and squawked something briefly.

| shook my head. "'l can't say that, either. Shall we give him aname| can say?"

"Hah! Yes, cal him rock-head!" Pearl replied, and giggled.

"No, no! Ummm... Let'scal him Yanar," | said, and smiled at him, feding wistful for amoment.

"Y anar? What that mean?"

"Nothing, it'sjust aname,” | replied quickly. "Most of our names don't mean anything, they're just
words we useto tell each other apart.”

"Ah," shesaid, and chittered a brief explanationto Y anar.

| was curious about his spear, and pointed. "What's that made out of 7'



Pearl and her brother chittered for amoment, then Pearl looked to me. "1s monodont tooth.
Monodont whale, males grow long tooth, point straight out of head, likethigl" she said, and touched her
finger to her jaw, then drew it straight away from her face. "They fight, defend herd with tooth. Is very
strong. My brother, he very lucky, find dead monodont. Orca, monodont fight. Monodont stab orca,
orca him bite monodont. Both dielater. We no kill monodont. They very nice, Sng pretty. Orca, himkill
everything. Very mean. My brother, him say him kill fish for you with spear, no use poison claw. That
way you can egt. But if you eat, his head get very big. Issmall gift, do not eat. Make him work harder.
Hah!"

| giggled at Pearl, then looked to Y anar. "Well, | thank you for the gift, Yanar, but | can't eat it. I'm
full, | dready ate beforeyou arrived.”

Y anar looked at Pearl, and they chittered at each other for amoment. Y anar then looked very
sheepish, and chittered a me briefly. Pearl giggled.

"What did you tell him?" | asked, looking at her.

"Hah! Metdl himislittlegift. Too little! Metdl him you not... Err... Im... Imper..."

"Impressed?’ | offered.

"Yes Metdl him you not impressed. Metell him you want mermaid gift! Comb for hair, brush for
teeth, shell-top for breasts, pearl necklace! Y ou teach important thing! Learn words for your people. Is
important!"

"Wadll, it'snot that important, Pearl,” | replied, but she shook her head.

"No, is very important. Maybe sometime we need something from your people. Maybe sometime bad
thing happen, balance lost in ocean. Maybe sometime we need to ask your people for help. We use
words you teach to ask. Maybe someday your people ask usfor help. Maybe ship sink, maybe



important thing on ship. Maybe you want it back. We use words you teach to understand. Maybe you
be old by then. Maybe you be dead by then. But someday, we use words you teach to help our people -
maybe work together, help everyone."

"Her people are very long-lived, Sasha," Marilith whispered. "Pearl is thinking not of her own
benefit, but of a benefit that will last a long time to come for her people. Long-lived races often
make long-term plans. She wasright - she truly iswiser than her brothers.”

"So| see” | said, looking at Pearl with newfound respect. She might spesk my language in what was,
at best, apidgin, but she was il over acentury old. It was more impressive to redlize that for her
people, shewas till consdered young. | smiled. "Wdl, shdl we get sarted with the language |lessons?”

"Yes!" Pearl replied, grinning, and her brother chittered something | didn't understand yet - but
probably eventudly would.

The Spider - XV.

By the third month of our travels, we had entered lands that Brionnach said belonged traditionaly to
the Katani elves - the Sword Elves. Brionnach warned me to be on watch for them. Though not generally
aswoodswise astheir Sylvani kin, the Katani were nonethel ess quite dangerous should they manage to
find us. I smply nodded. | was aways watchful, of course, so, her warning meant littleto me,



Time and time again, | wondered where we were truly going. Yes, | knew that we traveled to the
Utter East - but that was all | knew. What was it she sought there? She said acure for the curse shewas
afflicted with might exist there - but in what form? How would we know whét to ook for once we
arrived there? | did not know - 0, in curiosity, | asked.

Brionnach smply chuckled a my ignorance. "Far to the east, Barbarian, isthe lands of Mysantia In
the Utter Eadt, at the shores of the Dawn Seg, thereisatemple. Within that temple isademon that has
been shackled to this plane for two thousand years, since even before the Great War of Devagtation. The
curse of the Lobh'dath cannot be removed by any sorcery known to mortal man or ef. Well, save
perhaps for the sorcery of aGreat Mage, but thereisonly onein existence, and | am hardly going to
travel to Hyperboreato ask them for help. Evenif | somehow could avoid the giants, dragons and fell
beasts which infest that land like fleas on an old dog's back, the Witch-Women of Hyperboreawould
burn meto acinder the instant they saw me - and | would have to pass them before | could even speak
to the mage Eddas Ayar, who is an enemy of my people anyway," she said, and spat over the side of the
cart before she continued. "No, Barbarian. The only solution isto try my luck at freeing the demon. The
legends say that whoever frees them would have them in servitude for the rest of their lives... And an df
lives quite sometime, Barbarian," shereplied, and chuckled darkly.

"But..."

”YS?I

"But what if the demon is unwilling to be your dave? What if they want to kill you, instead?"

"That iswhere you comein, Barbarian. | expect you to defend me, of course, while| deal with them. |
am anecromancer - | know no spellsfor summoning or confining demons. It would be up to you to hold
them back while | did my best to day them.”

| started to reply, when suddenly, acry rang out from the forest before us. "Ho, Adenil! An enemy!”

| looked. Before us, about twenty-five paces distant, were two evesin bright, shining plate armor
mounted atop thick-bodied, armored steeds. One wore no helmet and bore no weapons, but the other
carried along lance and wore a visored helmet. How | had not noticed them before, | had no idea - they



seemed to have smply emerged from the trees, like magic.

"Aye, Eomas - the blue oneisaMaani Necromancer."

"Katani!" Brionnach snapped, dready legping from thelittle cart. "Defend me!™ she hissed, and began
cadting aspell.

"Takethewench, I'll dedl with her companion,” thefirst df caled, flicking down hisvisor, lowering his
lance and clapping his armored heelsto his mount. The second did not reply, instead beginning hisown
gpell, glowing motes of energy trailing from his armored fingertips as he began to gesture,

Thefirst bore down on me swiftly, hislance amed high as| drew my wegpons. | knew | would have
only a heartbesat to parry thetip of hislance or legp aside, and | would haveto timeit perfectly.

A sudden clap of thunder split the air, startling me. A brilliant flash of lightning lespt from the second's
fingertipsto strike Brionnach - yet, her first spell had been adefensive one, and the brunt of the lightning
sprayed about her harmlesdly, like a stream of water played across an invisible sphere of protection.
Though she staggered, she did not fall. My eyesflickered back to thefirst - hewas close. Too close. |
tried to parry, adesperate dash with my sword. With the ease of one long practiced at the lance, the f
amply flicked the tip beneath my guard with adight turn of hiswrist just before the moment of impact.

Surprisingly, there was no pain.

The blow of the ten-pound lance, reinforced by the skill of therider, the speed of his charge and the
smple mass of he and his mount, sent me flying. Both my wesgpons were knocked from my hands by the
blow, and | tumbled for severd moments before coming to rest against the bole of atree with ajarring
thump. Most of the chain shirt over my albdomen had been utterly torn away by the blow - aswell asa
good portion of my abdomen, itself. Long, bloody loops of intestines dithered about my feet as| rose,
blood pouring from the wound like ariver. Y &, surprisingly, there was no pain.



Perhaps Brionnach had not lied, and | truly was a dead man, with only asham of life.

My mind numb, | cast about for my weapons, trying not to trip over my own intestines as | searched. |
could not fight them barehanded.

Brionnach and the second €lf traded blasts of magica energy, the results of their battle not quite
certain. Thefirg ef wheded his mount about, then gazed & mein astonishment, his eyeswide behind his
visor. "Give up, fool, you're dead!" he snapped.

"Not quite, df,” | replied, scooping my falen axe from the ground and staggering towards him. "Fight
r],E.ll

"Not likely," hereplied, and clapped his hedlsto hismount again, riding past me swiftly, hislance wide
and low. | could not possibly dodgeit - it struck me above the knees, shattering both legswith
tremendous force, and sending me sprawling again.

A sudden scream of pain split the air, and the second ef dipped from his mount, blood pouring from
his eyes at the effects of Brionnach'sfinal spell. His mount reared, then galloped off. Thefirst snarled,
wheding his mount and lowering hislance to day Brionnach from behind. | could do nothing to stop him.
"Look out!" | screamed. It wasal | could do.

Brionnach turned her head, and gestured amost negligently. Thefirst elf wasaskilled and capable
warior, but he was no mage. He let out ashort, howling cry - and to my surprise, his horse screamed
like awoman in agony. Then, asone, they fdll to the earth with a dissonant crash of armor.

Silencefdl inthe smal clearing. | still breathed. | could still fed my heart beet. | should be dead... But
| was not. Brionnach's sorcery sustained me, somehow. " Brionnach, | am wounded. Can you..."

Brionnach slenced me with awithering glare. "Feh. Y ou are worthless, Barbarian, she said, and
kicked the corpse of the fallen ef before her. "Here iswhat | should have gotten. Y ou have strength and



skill, but your skill isthat of abarbarian warrior, with no truetraining in the arts of war. Perhaps my spdll
was wrongly done... No matter. Y ou are worthlessto me. | release you.”

And at that, my heart stopped, and my breathing stilled. | collapsed, unable to even move my limbs, or
to beg her not to abandon me. The dark part of my mind weakened, and began to fade.

With unblinking eyes, | watched her cast her spell again, thistime taking greet care. She gestured
dowly, carefully, incanting words of power for many long moments.

My eyes began to dry.

Finaly, shewas done. The ef who had defeated me did himsalf from benesth the corpse of his steed,
and rose gracefully to hisfeet. "How may | serve you, Mistress?" he asked, his voice ahollow whisper
from beyond the grave.

"Much better,” Brionnach crowed, grinning.

'No..." My mind cdled, my voice filled forever. 'l love you...'

Brionnach gestured idly to the steed, and it staggered to it's feet - azombieg, like the men she had
raised the first night we were together. " Gather your weapons, then rope the yoke of this cart to the back
of your saddle. | shdl ride with you."

"Yes, mistress," her new servant replied, and bent to the task she had given him.

My vision dimmed, and faded. After awhile, | heard them moving off a awak. The squeaking whedls
of the cart, such afamiliar sound to me now, dowly faded in the distance.



The Ocean - Thirteen.

Spring dowly turned into summer, and my work both on the idand and with the mer-folk continued. It
took awhile, but eventudly | managed to get the pen re-built, and had six nannies and a billy-goat penned
ingde. Thehilly | selected very smply - he was the only onethat didn't object to meleading him back to
the pen, and was quite adocilelittle thing. The nannies| seected smply because they had kids, and
alowed themsalvesto be milked into the little bucket | found. Asfor the rest of the goats on theidand, |
went around with a spear made from a pole with aknife strapped to it, and dowly whittled down their
numbers, working on the billiesfirgt. I didn't want the wild onesto learn to run from me, so | first hunted
the oneswho seemed fearful or aggressive. Eventudly, | had two wild billies and thirty wild nannies, and |
noticed that the grasses were starting to grow back - it wastimeto stop. Of course, during that time, |
atevery well.

Marilith helped as much as she could, giving advice frequently. She pointed out severd herbs on the
idand the goats hadn't yet eaten, and told me of their medicina uses, and how to prepare them. After
finding afew jarsthat Barro apparently had scavenged years ago, | began working with the herbs every
night, following Marilith'singtructions. By mid-summer, | had adozen jarsfull of various unguentsand
creamsthat | might need if | ever got hurt or Sick, and Marilith was much happier for not having to worry
about that. If anything happened to me, she could do nothing, as she was thousands of leagues away. It
was best for me to be prepared, and be able to help mysdlf. Marilith also showed me how to make a
cream that kept the sun from burning my skin - it came in quite handy, and turned out to befairly easy to
make from an herb that was quite common on theidand, sincethe goats didn't like eating it.

Thework was hard, though, as hard asit had been on the farm back home - and at timesit seemed
endless. | didn't think | was getting fat, despite dl the food, smply because | was dwaysworking so
hard. Y et, my dress had not only grown threadbare, but now fit tightly across my hipsand bust. It also no



longer reached my ankles, but now hung abit higher. | thought maybe the fabric was shrinking from
having been soaked in sea-water this spring, but Marilith smply laughed and said | was growing up.
Unfortunatdly, there was nothing to replace it with. | had only managed to salvage afew blankets from
Barro's belongings, most of the other cloth was ruined by either age or mildew or both. There seemed
little choice - | had to wear something, and | was about to burst the seams of my dress. But, | wasn't
very good at making clothing from goat-hide, and had nothing to weave goat-hair into wool. Though with
Marilith's help | eventudly mastered using the brains and livers of the goatsto tan their hides, the results
of my leather-working and tailoring left quite abit to be desired. My goat-hide pants and blouse were too
warm (though they probably would be fine if winter here turned out to be cool or cold), and my
goat-hide skirt was heavy and hard to walk around in.

Findly, near the beginning of summer, Marilith reminded me that the mer-folk were the only other
people on theidand, and they smply didn't care what | wore. Since the only biting insects on theidand
were afew ants and some spiders and there weren't any poisonous snakes at al, | just decided to wear
the goat-hide clothes only when | was working or walking around in the forest. On the beach, teaching
the mer-folk, | wore nothing but the moccasins I'd made so | wouldn't hurt myself stepping on asharp
gone. Naturally, Marilith was right, and the mer-folk didn't even notice. Of course, they wore even less
(and usudly wore nothing at dl).

Thetiny bay on the south of theidand wasn't much, but it was sheltered from the tides and the waves,
and had some very large rocks right at the edge of the water. The mermaids greetly enjoyed Sitting on
them and sunning themselves al day while thar suitors or mates brought them food. Pearl said that
sunlight helped them build healthy eggs, but | suspected that it was abit more than that. The unmated
femaeswould st together, preening each other's hair, and casting various aspersions about the males
who occasiondly came up with gifts of fish and such to try to court them (usudly right while they were
thereto hear it, which embarrassed the males greatly). The mated femaes would sit with their children,
tending them, teaching them, and (for the little ones) cooing over them and nurang them. The
mer-children were terribly adorable - but Pearl told me | should kegp my distance from them, because
there was abig difference between growing a poison-claw at age three, and learning when it was
supposed to be used. | never saw a mer-child that looked younger than athree-month old baby,
however. Pearl said that mermaids were very protective of their younger haichlings, carefully guarding
them under the water while their mates hunted to provide food.

Atfirg, I smply sat with the mermaids and taught Pearl and Y anar - but soon, | found | was teaching
everyone, and often was the center of attention, being preened like any other mermaid. That, | actudly
found quite enjoyable. All the mermaids and mermen had names, of course, but | found I couldn't
pronounce any of them. | learned to understand what they were saying in their language, but apparently |
wasn't built the sameinsde, and couldn't make the sounds they did. They made many of the sounds of
their language in the back of their throats and insde the cavity behind their nose, insde their skull,
somehow. Unfortunately, my nose and throat were just made to breathe through and smell things, not
make sounds like that. Still, their names al had meanings, so | often just asked them what their name
meant (with Pearl trandating), and would begin their [essons by giving them anamein my language that



meant what their name did. Bright-eyes, Silver-tail, Happy-girl, and al the others soon learned to spesk
my language quite fluently.

Pearl wasright, and Y anar did learn my language quickly. It took Pearl severa months of talking to me
before she learned to speak the way | did, however, despite having a huge head-start on Y anar. Once
Y anar had mastered the language well enough, he began practicing his courting skills on me. The other
mermaids found this quite amusing, at first, but after awhile, Yanar's kill at courting grew, and he would
wax poeticaly and quite doquently. The mermaids al sghed and cooed over him - and in short order, dl
the other males were extremdly jealous of him. Soon, | had dozens of pretend suitors, dl practicing their
skillsasthey vied for my attentions - and, at the same time, learning my language. Each would present me
with the giftsthey intended to give their beloved, and the public display of these gifts sparked interest in
the mermaids asthey al wondered which of them each male might actually be wanting to give the gift to
- and even greater rivalry among the males as they competed with each other to produce greater, more
elaborate and more finely-made gifts to pretend to present to me.

Findly, towards the end of summer, it was again only Pearl and . All the others had paired off and
were gone. Pearl and | would smply sit, watching the waves and chatting about what life was like when |
was growing up - and what life was like when she was growing up. Pearl, like most of the mer-folk, had
lost her parents to orcas years before. Orcas redly were the only thing they ever worried about, since the
orcas and the mer-folk actively hunted each other. The only other thingsthat occasionaly killed mer-folk
were being beached or beaten against rocks by astorm, or fighting swordfish or sawfish (which the
mer-folk found quite tasty, and they found their beaks quite useful as wegpons). Findly, | got around to
telling her the story of my capture by the davers, and thefirst time | heard Marilith.

"Marilith?" Pearl asked, pausing as she combed my hair with a seashdll brush.

"Yes, shesvery nice. | can hear her when she talks, and she can hear me. She'svery far away,
though, in some kind of cage, like | was. And she's been there for along, long time. Someday, I'm going
to find her and free her. Shelikesyou, incidentdly. She thinks you're very nice. She says now that
everyone has learned how to speak my language, she can teach usdl how to writeit. Wdll, shell haveto
teach me, first. She sayswell beworking on that thisfall and winter."

Pearl giggled. "Thisign't animaginary friend, isit?'

"Marilithis not imaginary!" | snapped, then paused. "Err... Wdll, | don't think sheis”



"I'mnot," Marilith whispered, chuckling.

"She says she'snot imaginary,” | said, and smiled.

Pearl burst out laughing.

| frowned, and | could hear Marilith grumble. "Tell her | can prove | exist."

"Marilith says she can prove she exigs."

Pear| raised an eyebrow. "How?"

"Tell her | said you have twenty-eight freckles on your back.”

"Marilith says| have twenty-eight freckles on my back."

Pearl looked, poking my back with aclaw here and there, and | could hear her muttering the numbers
as she counted - mathematics wasn't her strong suit. She worked her way down from my shouldersto
my rump, and finally stopped a my left buttock. " Twenty-eight. But how did you know?"

"Marilith ismagic. She can see around me alittle bit, if she concentrates. Also, she doesn't deep. She
watches over mewhilel deep, but she can't deep hersdlf.”



"I wish | could, infact,” Marilith said, and sghed.

" She says she wishes she could. Her cage hurts her. All thetime. | hear her crying sometimes, and | try
to comfort her."

"Tell her also that | watched the first night she brought you to thisisland. After she left you, she
swam into the sea and ate what she calls a nibble-fish before going to sleep.”

"Marilith says she was watching the first night you brought me here, and you went back into the water.
She says you ate a nibble-fish before you went to bed.”

Pear| stared at me, wide-eyed.

| grinned back. "1 told you shewasredl."

" S0, sheishere now, watching?' Pearl said, looking around.

"No, she'smagic. Sheisthousands of leagues from us, on the other side of the world. But she can see
around me, if she concentrates. Well, and if she'snot in pain.”

"Inpan?'

"Yes. | told you, her cage hurts her. | don't really understand it, and she says I'm too young to try to
explainit. She saysit'saconstant Sruggle, and it hurts her. All thetime. And sometimes, it hurtsalot. |
want to find her someday, and free her. She helped me stay dive, and she helps me now, dl thetime.
Kind of like abig sster, dwayswatching over me, dways giving advice, teaching methings..." | said, and
sighed. "Wdl, dmost dways. When she'sin pain... Well, dl she can do isscream. It hurtsalot. Then
after it'sover, shecriesalot. And it never completely stops hurting, she's dways struggling. She saysif



she ever stopped struggling, she'd be torn to pieces and die.”

Pearl made a sad, clucking sound, finishing with my hair and tucking the sea-shell comb into my hair to
hold it in place. She scooted around on the rock to Sit beside me, then looked me over. "I's she human,
likeyou?How old isshe?"

" She's not human, that much | know. She says'm too young to redly understand what sheis, though.
Asfar ashow old sheis, | don't know. She saysthat to her people, she'sjust agirl, like me. But she's
been in that cage for two thousand years. Marilith, how old are you?'

"I... If I tell you, will you promise not to be frightened?"

"l promise | won't be frightened,” | said, grinning as Pearl gazed a me curioudly.

"1 am two thousand, eight hundred and two years old.”

| smply shook my head.

"What did she say?' Pearl asked.

"She says she'salmost three thousand years old,” | said, then sighed. "Unfortunately, that means she's
been in that cage most of her life. Very sad.”

Pearl clasped both her hands together before her face as though praying, closed her eyes, and bowed
to me. "Hail and well-met, Ancient One."



| giggled. "Pearl, I'm only sixteen!”

"She meant me, Sasha. Tell her | said 'Hail and well-met, Daughter of Ocean."

"Ummm... Marilith says'Hail and well-met, Daughter of Ocean.' She calls me that sometimes, too."

Pearl smiled. "If shedoes, | think she'sright. | think you're really one of us, Sasha,” she said, then
paused. "Y ou know Y anar loves you, yes?'

| blinked, surprised. "Me? But I'm not even amermaid!”

"Helovesyou for your wisdom, your kindness, and your beauty, my friend. He knows you can never
gpawn, you can never be mates. But like Barro loved meand | loved him, Y anar loves you. He wantsto
make you happy, if hecan,” she said, and grinned dyly a me. "Hewill come play with you, if you want."

"But... But doesn't he have amate of hisown aready? | thought Bright-eyes was his mate!

"Sheis. She understands. Shelovesyou, too. We dl do. Y ou have given us agreat and wonderful gift
- to be able to spesk to the humans of Vilandiaisagift wewill treasurefor al time. We only wish there
were someway we could repay it."

| decided to take amoment to think. I reached down beside mefor the basket I'd woven, containing
al thelittle herba medicines1'd made. Pulling out the jar of sun-cream 1'd made, | began rubbing it on my
arms again - water washed it off, and so did swest. | rubbed some more on my nose and cheeks, then
put the jar away. "I don't know, Pearl. Part of methinksit would be nicefor Y anar to play with me. | get
al tingly thinking about him, sometimes... He's very handsome...” | said, then shook my head.
"Othertimes, | know it just won't work. He's amerman, he doesn't have... Err..." | said, and blushed as
Pearl giggled. "Well, he's not the same from the waist down, he'slike afish! | mean, it might be funfor
him to touch meand | think I'd like that very much, but... Well, you know!" | said, and Pearl giggled
again. "Besides, it doesn't redly fed right for me. He dready hasamate, | don't want to ever come



between her and him. What if he wastrying to be nice to me and she needed him? Maybe heldd be
playing with me while she needed him to hunt for her! Maybe sheld be hungry, maybe her baby would be
hungry... No, I'd fed terrible if that happened!"

Pearl smiled. "'l told him you would say that. T'Kak told me of hisfirst meeting with you. Thereyou
were, ahuman, trapped on an overturned ship with no food and no water. Doomed to die. But did you
ask him for help? No. Y ou offered to help him catch Laughing-girl's attention, instead.” Pearl reached
out, taking my hand in hers. Y ou have avery large heart, Sasha of Woe. | think maybe you are not
reglly ahuman. | think maybe you are one of us, but somehow there was an accident in the heavens, and
you were born human instead of hatched mer-folk. | do not know - but no matter what happens, you
should know that you will dways have a place here, with us.”

"Sasha, tell Pear| not to enter the water. An orca is nearby,” Marilith whispered suddenly.

"Pearl, Marilith says not to go in the water, an orcais nearby."

"No!" Pearl shouted, letting go of my hand and looking out over the ocean.

"What'swrong?"

"Yanar iscoming! He has apresent for you! The orcawill find him!"

"He knowsiit's there. HE's hunting it now with his spear,” Marilith whispered.

"Marilith says he's hunting it now, and he has hislance" | said, nervoudy looking out over the waves.
Pearl started to dide off the rock, and | grabbed her arm. "Pearl? Where are you going?"

"My brother isout there! | must help him!"



"Wdl, | still have my knife, I'll comewith you," | said, patting the knife | wore belted around my waist.

"No!" Pearl and Marilith both shouted, startling me. Pearl tore her arm from my grip, and splashed
into the water. "' Stay here! We have poison, you do not. Y our knife would be nothing to an orcal Stay
herel”

"Sasha, listen to her! Don't go into the water!"

"A-dright, I'll stay here," | said, very nervous.

Pearl nodded, turning from me and swimming away swiftly, out of the shallow water of thelittle cove
and into the surf beyond.

| watched nervoudy. | knew Marilith and Pearl wereright - | didn't even know what an orca looked
like, much less how to kill one. All I knew was what the mer-folk had told me - they were big, tough, and
mean. Well, mean to amer-folk, a any rate. Apparently they and the mer-folk preyed on the same kinds
of fish, and the orcas considered the mer-folk to be competition. Humans, Pearl had said, the Orcas
usually ignored... But, | supposed Pearl and Marilith wereright. An orcamight not see me as
competition, but it probably wouldn't take kindly to metrying to stab it with my little knife. | waited,
hoping everything would be dright. 'Oh, Goddess... Protect my friends..."

Suddenly, fifty paces off-shore, a huge black and white whale breached the water. It was enormous -
I'd never seen anything likeit. Clinging to it's Sdewas Y anar, his spear buried deep into thewhae's side,
near it'sfront flipper. Y anar had one hand gripping his spear, driving it deeper into thewhae, while his
other hand was buried up to hisforearm into the whae's flesh below it'sdorsdl fin. To my horror, inthe
whale's mouth was Pearl, dashing at it's snout with her thumbs repeatedly. The whaleflicked it'shead as
it flew through the air, tossing Pearl aside. Blood flew from Pearl and thewhae, brilliant red drops
againg the blue ocean, and rivers of blood poured from the whal€'s back and sides...

Then with aterrific splash, it dived benegath the water again.



Pearl splashed into the water a heartbesat ater, and sank like a stone.

| leapt to my feet, and smply stared in horror.

| could hear Marilith shouting to me, but | smply did not care. Diving into the weter, | began swimming
asfast as| could, trying to find Pearl.

The whale breached again, blowing a stream of blood from the bresthing hole at the top of it's head.
Yanar gill clung to it'sside, working his spear back and forth, stabbing deeper and deeper into the
wound. | was closer now, the waves washing over my head and making me sputter, but | could hear the
dhrieking cries of the agonized whale, drowning init'sown blood.

Pearl was floating motionless, blood in the water around her. | swam up to her, and tried to pull her
aong towards the shore, my hands benegth her shoulders.

"Sasha! Put your arm around her neck with her face up, and swim on your side!" Marilith
shouted.

| did so, trying to ignore the sounds of the fighting behind me. | desperately wished | could swim as
fast asthe mer-folk could... But | couldn't. | wasjust agirl.

At last, | reached thelittle cove. | dragged Pearl up onto the gravel, between two large rocks, and
looked her over. "Oh, Goddess..." | whispered, and wegpt.

The whal€s teeth had torn severd large holesin her belly. | could see aflash of white from her pelvis,
and coiled intestines below the flayed skin. She was unconscious, and bleeding badly. Blood flowed
fredy, and | didn't know what to do.



"Sasha, lean close and sniff. Use your nose. Do you smell feces?"

| did so, and shook my head. "No, just blood."

"Take the bottle of rice-wine from the slave-ship | told you to put in your basket. Pour it over
the wounds to wash them out.”

| did so, and Pearl gasped, the pain waking her up. "Where..." shesadin her language.

"Have her lay still, Sasha. And wash your hands off with the rice-wine before you continue.”

"Try not to move, Pearl,” | said, my eyesfull of tears.

A splashing sound near me. | glanced to my left - Y anar was crawling out of the water, his bloodied
lancein hishand. "Sister..." he chittered in hislanguage, hisface showing tremendous sorrow.

"Brother... | amdying..."

"Yes, Sster. Why did you do it? | could have taken him alone!™

"Foolish male... | should box your ears... You should not have to ask why | would come to help
my little brother..."



"I'm done - now what, Marilith?' | asked.

"What?' Y anar asked in my language, looking & me.

"Take the bloodmoss unguent | had you make, and pack it into the wounds. Particularly that
deep onethere, over her pelvis."

"Alright," | said, and reached for the basket again.

"Brother," Pearl said, her voiceweak. "Do not let me die a dlow death. Kill me now."

"NO!" | shouted, reaching out and knocking Y anar's spear from his hand.

"Sashaof Woe," Yanar said, shaking hishead. "Pearl isdying. | cannot let her suffer, it isnot our
way."

"She's not going to dieif | can helpit, and if you pick up that spear to kill her I'll take it from you and
cram it someplace you will find very uncomfortable!™

Y anar shook hishead. "Sasha, |-

"Don't make me hurt you, Yanar. | loveyou, but | will not let you kill Pearl."

Y anar paused, startled. After along moment, he smiled. "Alright, Sasha."



"It... It doesn't hurt anymore..." Pearl said, looking at me.

"It'sthe bloodmoss,” | replied, till carefully packing the unguent into her wounds. "Marilith said it's
good for pain and heding. She says| madeit right. | hope | did, becauseif | didn't make it right, she says
it'spoison and you'll die. Now just be till."

"Brother, do not leave the carcass, it will draw the pod," Pearl saidin her language.

Y anar shook his head. "It was a scout, Sster. The pod is perhaps four or five leagues away. They
are coming anyway. | heard their kill-songs... It isalarge pod. Very large. | heard at least eight
hands of separate songs... Maybe more.”

"Too many, Brother. Only a few of us are as skilled at hunting them as you are, and we have
few spears. We will all die, and Hair-like-sunset will be alone here on the island. How sad..."

Marilith'svoice interrupted me. " Sasha, tell Yanar to have all his people come to theisland. We
can protect them here."

"How?' | muttered.

"Asyou like to say, we'll think of something,” Marilith whispered.

"Yanar, tell dl your peopleto cometo theidand. I'll protect you here," | said, even though | had no
ideahow | might do thet.



"Sheis human, Brother, and thisisland... Here, sheis strong..." Pearl agreed.

Y anar nodded. "Alright. | will do s0," he said, reaching back to the water behind him, and picking up
his spear. He gazed a Pearl quietly, and for abrief moment, | thought he might try to kill her. But then, he
looked a me, hisface very sad. "Take care of my sister, Sasha," he said, and dragged himsdlf into the
water. With asplash, he was gone.

"Alright, Marilith, I've finished with the bloodmoss. Now what?"

"Lift her tail. It's built much like your legs. Bend her tail like she was sitting, Put your hip
against her rump to hold it there, and try to hold the larger wounds closed with your hands so the
bloodmoss will seal them."

| did s0, and Pearl groaned in pain. The smaler wounds closed with the relaxing of the skin over her
abdomen, but the larger ones | had to hold closed with my fingertips, my armswrapped around her tail. |
waited, and watched as the wounds dowly sedled under the influence of the bloodmoss. "Now what?"

"The wounds are mostly on her right side. Keep her tail bent like she was sitting, roll her over
onto her left side very, very gently, and get out the rice-wine bottle. You will have to do all of this
again for the wounds on her back, they are just as bad and now have bits of gravel in them, too."

"Oh, Goddess," | wept, redlizing where the additiona blood on the gravel was coming from. Buit |
knew | couldn't stop. Pearl'slife depended on me. Asgently as | could, | rolled Pearl onto her side, and
got to work.

It seemed to take forever before | was done, but Marilith told meit had only been half an hour.
Finaly, | had her lying on her Sde, her tail mostly straight. "Now what?'

"Let the sun shine on her to keep her warm, but wet down her skin from time to time so she
doesn't dry out completely.”



| nodded, opening the empty bottle | had brought my own water in, drinking it al down at once, and
filling it with seawater so | could wet Pearl down later.

"I'mthirgty..." Pearl said weakly.

"Give her just a mouthful of sea-water, Sasha, no more for now. This evening she can have
mor e, but those wounds need to heal more, first."

| tried cupping my hands for her and holding out the bottle for her, but she couldn't drink lying on her
Sde, and Marilith said it wasn't good for her to moveyet. | finally just took a mouthful of sea-water from
the bottle, and then held up Pearl's head, pressing her lipsto mine and pushing the water into her mouth.
Pearl sivalowed, then lay there quietly, her clear nictating membranes across her eyes. | lay beside her
on the cold, wet gravel, set the bottle beside my head, and dipped my arm beneath her head to support
it.

"Am | going to die?' Pearl asked, her voice soft.

| listened for Marilith'sreply, and smiled. "No, but you musn't move until you're healed or your
woundswill re-open. The bloodmoss has sedled the wounds, but we can't let you move from here for at
least afew days, to give you agood chanceto hedl.”

Pearl blinked, her eyesfluttering open to gaze at me. "I'm not going to die?"' Pearl asked, her face
showing amazement.

I grinned. "Y ou're not going to die. But you can't move for afew days.”

A splashing sound nearby - | turned my head to look. It was Y anar, crawling out of the waves again.



"I've spread the word, and others will continue to spread the word as quickly aswe can. With luck, well
have everyone on the beaches shortly," he said, crawling up to me, then stopped, staring. "She... She's
alive?!"

"Of coursesheis, you silly,” | replied, grinning.

"] was certain I'd come back to find her dead!™

"She gave me the kiss of life, Brother," Pearl sad, amilingweskly. "1 felt it. | thirsted, she pressed
her lipsto mine, and | tasted the life of the sea. Sheistruly a Daughter of Ocean."

Marilith chuckled in my ear. "Yes, you are, Sasha," she said softly.

Y anar nodded, amazed. | smply smiled, turning back to Pearl and stroking her sea-green hair gently.

The Spider - X1V.

I lay in darkness, and silence. Time seemed to have stopped.



'‘Am | dead?' | wondered, then paused - of course| was. | was dead months ago. Brionnach had dain
me. And now, she had abandoned me to my fate.

Andyet, | loved her ill.

Dimly, | felt something stir in the back of my mind at that thought.

I knew not how much time had passed, for | could not even sense the passage of time. | could not fed
my heartbest, | could not fed my breath, | could fed nothing of mysdlf. It was asthough | werefloating in
an endless nothingness. Brionnach had abandoned meto ahell of endless oblivion.

Andyet, | loved her ill.

Sowly, the stirring in my mind became stronger.

There was no sensation of cold or warmth, pleasure or pain, nothing. It was only the sensation of
floating in an endless black of nothingness. Perhaps this was what she intended al along. Perhaps her
endless hate, spawned by the ancient wound | had seen in her dark eyes, had caused it. Perhaps she
simply had never had anyone reach out to her - and | lacked the courage to even tell her the truth, for

fear she would smply laugh. Now, it was ended. Darknesswas dl that was |eft to me, and al that was
left of me.

Andyet, | loved her ill.

And | would find her.



And | would help her.

And then, she might understand.

At that, the blackness about me seemed to shift, and | redized that the dark part of my mind had never
completely ebbed. It was ill there. A darkness... A force beyond life... Beyond death... UnLife,
Brionnach had called it. And that was, truly, what it was. Theinanimate, with awill, she had explained it
to me. And yet, it was far more than that.

| did not understand what | was. | did not understand the darknessin my mind. | did not understand
what was happening to me. | only understood onething...

| loved her ill.

With an effort greater than lifting amountain, | pushed mysalf up from the grass. | could see - yet not
with my eyes. | could hear - yet not with my ears. | did not understand any of it. | only understood that |
loved her. | only knew | would find her. And help her. And then, perhaps, she might understand.

| had adirection. East. It was al | had.

Sowly, | began to crawl after her.



The Ocean - Fourteen.

Three days|ater, Pearl, Yanar and | sat on the eastern beach of theidand with a hundred other
mer-folk of al ages. Bright-eyes, Y anar's mate, sat in the grass above us, benegth the shade of some
trees to keep her hatchling out of the sun. Hewas very small, much like anewborn, and | had placed a
bucket of seawater beside her for her and dl the otherswith tiny hatchlings to use to keep them cool and
damp. Pearl wasfedling much better, and dl that remained of her ordedl was sixteen long, thin, pale
scars, eight on her front and eight on her back. Now, however, we had another problem - one that had
forced usto smply st on the eastern beach, watching the ocean. The orcas were watching the beaches,
hunting their blood-enemies.

Though some furtive attempts at food-gathering and hunting had been made by the mermen during the
hours of darkness, for the most part, it wasn't enough. Everyone was quite hungry, and al werethirsty, as
well. For the latter, they would have to wait until nightfal, when they could quietly dip over to the cove
for aquick bath - al save Pearl, who was till far too sore to crawl that far. | kept Pearl damp myself by
pouring sea-water over her from time to time, spending time gently rubbing it into her scars. If her skin
became too dry before the healing was complete, her healing would only be prolonged - and perhapsthe
wounds might worsen. | aso spent time taking buckets of ocean-water to the others who had gathered in
smdl groups on the beach near the grass, and gave extrawater to those who looked to be the worst off,
and needed adrink. It would have been so much easier if everyone could just use the cove dl thetime, of
course. But, the orcas were watching, so the cove could only be used quietly, at night, when low tide
took the waterstoo low for the orcas to approach.

S0, no one could go out into the sea quite yet. Sharp ebon fins protruded from the water, just
offshore, waiting for someone to get near the surf. Every now and again, one of the orcaswould rise up,
their head and flippers out of the water, and swim backwards - then splash back into the sea, vanishing

again.

"What arethey doing?' | asked as | poured some more sea-water over Pearl's shoulders.

Pearl shook here head. "There's no word for it in your language. We cal it-" she said, and chittered a
word in her language that sounded very closeto their word that meant 'peeking.’ " The ones spying on us



are new arrivals. The other members of the pod cdll them, and they come. When they arrive, they takea
peek to seeif what the others say isredly true, and there isfood on the beach. And thereis, for them -
us. They know we cannot stay out of the water forever. Wewill dry out, and die. So, they wait for usto
come near the water. When we do, they will charge up at us from out of the surf, and kill us on the beach
likethey do sedls”

"What? How? Do they havelegs, too, like afrog?’

Y anar shook his head. "I don't know what afrog is, but they don't havelegs. They movelikethison
land,” hesaid, and laid on hisbelly in the sand, then made a series of undulating flops, wriggling himself
forward abit beforerolling over and sitting again. A young child who was nearby giggled, but the others
who saw it did not laugh. "It doesn't look very fast, but they're quite large and very strong. They can
eadly chase usdown and kill us, and we can't even fight them on the beach. A seal we can fight onthe
beach. Not an orca.”

"Y ou both hunt seals?' | asked, curious.

Y anar nodded. "When we hunt sedl's, we charge them from the water, just like the orcas do, but we
use our claws and poison them, we don't chase them much. Those that fight we grab by the throat and
throw to the ground, then just hold them there for afew heartbests until they die from our poison - we're
much stronger than sedls are, and sedls don't have arms. Those that flee are killed by otherswaiting in the
surf. Orcas do basicaly the same, with some charging the beach while the rest wait in the water, but they
chase and bite, and they're very fast. Orcas can't stay on the beach for long - they have few bones and
they're very heavy. Their own weight beginsto suffocate them if they stay very long. We can stay on the
beach for awhile - up to aday, if we haveto. After that, we need water or well start dying. When were
watching sedlslike those orcas are watching us, the seals do the same - they get up high on the beach,
near the grass, and just hope welll go away before they get too hungry or too thirsty and haveto risk the
water. Now we're the hunted, and they the hunters. There's smply too many of them and too few of us
with spearsto try to fight them in the water, and it'simpossible for usto fight them on the beach - just like
itsimpossible for sealsto fight us on the beach.”

Pearl nodded. "If we could kill their hunt-leaders, they might disperse from here. They won't leave the
area, though, there'stoo much food in the water. They're only waiting for us because we are deadly
enemies. They know they have ustrapped, here.”



An ideabegan to form in my head as | watched the orcas circle offshore. "Do you think they'd attack
meif | walked to the water?"

Y anar shook his head. "No, you look nothing like uswhen you walk. If you were laying down..." he
sad, then looked at me suddenly. "Y ou aren't thinking of baiting them with yourself, areyou? Y ou've no
idea how fast they can come out of the surf!”

"And they've no ideahow fast | can run, but that's not exactly what | wasthinking. It'sagood idea,
though. How quickly can they turn on land?"

"About as quickly aswe can, but they lash their heads around quite quickly. They're very fast, Sasha,
don't do thid"

"If | was standing at the side of one, could | jump away?'

"] don't know, Sasha. Please don't do thigl"

"Oh, Yanar, hush!" | snapped. "I'm not about to get mysdlf killed. Now - oncethey start their charge,
canthey stop?"

"No, they ride awave onto the beach, just like we do when we hunt seals. Once they start, they can't
sop.”

"Hmmm... With the surf like it istoday, about how far up the beach would their charge take them?”

"Right to where the damp sand ends,” Y anar replied, pointing with awebbed finger. "Then they'd
chase us probably about hafway up the beach. If any of uswere halfway to the water, now, they'd
attack. They know that once we saw them come out of the wave, we wouldn't have the timeto turn



around and get away before they'd be upon us.”

"Hmmm..." | said, aplan forming. "Y anar, give me your spear.”

"Sasha, please! | beg you not to do thig"

Pearl shook her head. "Brother, sheis human, and thisis land. Sheisstrong, here. Give her your

Y anar sighed, and handed me his spear. | hefted it - it was actually surprisingly heavy, but the point
seemed quite sharp. "Where's the best place to strike them?”

"Their heart islocated just behind their sternum, between their flippers. It's very hard to hit, though. It's
easer to stab behind the flippers, about midway up their body, and get them in the lungs. If you work the
Spear around, you tear up their lungs and they drown in blood. But it takes them awhile to die that way,
and they'll try to kill you beforethey die.”

| nodded, and rose to my feet, then raised my voice. "l want the fastest malesto al come hereto me!
Hurry, now! Not the fastest svimmers, the fastest of you who can crawl on the sand!”

Therewas abit of shuffling and conversation among the hundred or so mer-folk, and a half-dozen
young mermen crawled over to me swiftly. None of them had spears, and al looked to be about my age.
"Alright, you six listen very carefully. I've aplan, and it's very dangerous - but if we succeed, everyone
will have plenty of food for quite sometime."

"What do we do?' one of the boys asked.

"Makealine, here, and wait. I'm going to go down the beach a bit, and make alinein the sand. When



| say 'go', you all crawl asfast asyou can for theline | made, turn around, and crawl asfast asyou can
back to here."

"Likearace!" one of the younger ones said. "What do we get if wewin?"

"You get akissfromme," | replied, smiling.

One of the older ones nodded. "And if we lose, we get eaten by an orca. They'll charge when they see
us dashing for the water."

"And when they do, I'll be waiting for them," | said, hefting the spear as| gazed out over the water. |
looked back to the boys, and could see they understood. "Y ou don't have to if you don't want to, of
course. But if you can do it and we can tease them onto the beach, | think | can kill them.”

Y anar grinned, findly understanding my plan. "Hold the point to me, Sasha, and I'll envenom it for
you." | did S0, and Y anar extended his thumb-claws, running them aong the spiraling, fluted grooves
aong thetip of the lance. | could seethe aily black poison he left behind, and grinned.

"Me, too, please," Pearl said, holding out her hands and extending her thumb-claws.

"And me!" one of the boys added, rolling over to St up, then holding out his hands.

"And me!" another added, doing the same. Shortly, the tip of the spear was evenly coated with aily,
black poison from Y anar, Pearl, and dl six boys.

"That much will finish one for certain, Sasha," Y anar said, looking the spear over. "But you still must be
careful. They're very large, and it may take abit before the poison has an effect.”



"Alright," | said, and walked out about halfway down the beach, then looked back to them. "Y anar,
you know them best. Ishere about right?' | called.

"A little closer to the water. Perhaps two more of your steps,” Y anar called back.

| took two steps more, then looked to Y anar again. "Here?"

"Y es, about there."

| drew along linein the sand with the butt of the lance, then stepped ten pacesto the side. "Areyou
boysready?' | caled.

They dl shuffled themsalves onto their somachs and hands, and nodded. "We're ready!" one of them
shouted.

"Remember - straight there, then turn around and straight back asfast asyou can! Go!"

| watched the waves, waiting. The boys crawled swiftly, and in afew moments, were nearly & theline
I'd drawn in the sand. A moment later, one of the black fins that had been circling disappeared beneath
the waves. The boys reached the line in the sand, then began to turn themselves around. "Hurry! One's
coming!”

With asudden surge lent by fear, the boys swiftly crawled back, heading towards the top of the beach
again. They were nearly there when | saw it - ahuge, shark-like black and white whae landing ashore,
and swiftly wriggling up the damp sand. The mermaids screamed in terror. | wanted to, mysdlf. It was
enormous - larger than adraft horse, easily. Asit wriggled up to thelineI'd made, | ran towardsit,
gripping the spear firmly, and aiming where I'd been told - behind the fins, midway up the body.



Thebeast let out aghrill shriek as1 hit it onit'sleft Sde, driving about half the spear into it's body. It
turned, trying to snap at me, tearing the spear from my hands. | jumped aside, then dashed around to it's
sdeagain asit wriggled, trying to get me. Grabbing the spear again, | levered it up and down likea
pump-handle, keeping my feet moving, staying on it'sside. The beast struggled, trying to flop away from
me, and jerked the spear free. Suddenly, it began to spasm, blood bubbling from the blowhole in the top
of it'shead asit trembled violently. The poison was beginning to affect it. | grinned.

"Sashal Another oneiscoming!" Pearl shouted.

"Look out!" several others screamed.

| turned just in time to see another orcanearly aslarge asthefirst swiftly approaching from the water.
It snapped at me, nearly catching my leg as| legpt aside. | ran backwards for amoment, trying to get to
itssde, and it turned, following, wriggling after mein swift undulations that moved it's colossal body quite
quickly. It didn't seem likely the lance was till envenomed - likdly it had dl been washed off by the first's
blood. The mer-folk shouted in terror, fearful for my life.

| smply grinned. What was aterrifying and inescapable charge for a crawling merman or mermaid was
awriggling, dmost comical chasefor me- barely ajog. Sprinting around to it'sside, | twisted and lunged,
spearing it with about a cubit's length of the lance. | jumped back asit twisted, jerking the spear free and
dashing to ay onit'sside, then speared it again. And again. And again. The orcascreamed shrilly in pain
eachtime.

Bubbling blood from it's blowhol e, the second orcaturned, trying to wriggle back into the surf. | ran
forward, aming low from behind, trying to ram the lance behind and insdeit'sribs, down into it's heart.
Stabbing deeply, with easily three cubits of the lance within its body, the whale suddenly spasmed, itstall
dapping mein the hip and knocking me down. | rolled to my feet the same as| would if I'd been butted
by agoat, then hopped back, narrowly avoiding being bitten. The orcaflopped after mefor afew
heartbeats |ater, but it was dowing. | easily stayed out of it's reach, Smply dancing back asit chased me
along the beach for afew paces. I'd seen it before - goats behaved much the same when stabbed in the
heart, their strength quickly fading. A few moments later, it heaved itself onelast time towards me,
shuddered for many heartbeets, then was till. | walked around to the orca's Side, and with an effort,
pulled the bloody lance free.



A whooping cheer broke out among the mer-folk, and | bowed. My hip was sore from where the
second orca had dapped me, but | was otherwise dright. The same fight would have killed every
merman here, despite everything they could have done. Pearl wasright - | was human. On land, | was
srong.

| walked back to where Y anar, Pearl and the boys were sitting, and looked the boys over. "Alright,
who won the race?"

Theboysal blinked at me for amoment, then looked at each other. Findly, the oldest one grinned.
"Actualy, weweredl fleeing for our lives, | never noticed who won."

"Well, | think you dl did. After dl, you lived," | said, and grinned. | knelt next to each of them and
gave each one akiss, which they returned eagerly. It was quite pleasant. Asthey crawled back over to
jointheir families and friends, | looked back out over the ocean. "l don't seetheir finsanymore,” | said,
looking up and down the water.

"They've very good ears, likewe do," Yanar said, tapping his pointed ears. "Y ou can't see them, but
they do. They amost certainly heard the pain-cals. They aren't very smart, but they aren't stupid, either.
They know that something bad happened to those two. They'll hide abit and seeif those two come back
into the water. Since they won't, the rest will eventualy go away."

"For good?' | asked hopefully.

"No, just for today. But well know if they come back - they have to get close to the shore and close
to the surface to see the beach, and their dorsal finswill poke out of the water again.” Y anar shook his
head. "That was amated pair, | think. The smaller one, there, isafemae. Y ou can tell by the dorsd fin,
it'ssmaller and angled back instead of poking straight up. We're lucky the pod leader wasn't one of those
two."

"Oh? Why?'



Pearl nodded. "Because they all would have come. | counted at |east ten finswatching us. Probably
there were twenty more beneath the waves.”

"Hah! Let them dl come, I'm not afraid!" | said, and grinned.

Pearl laughed. "I'm surprised your friend Marilith didn't tell you not to do that - that wasredly very
dangerous, Sasha."

My smilefaded, and | sighed. "She can't talk to me right now, Pearl. She's having to struggle again,
and she'sin agony. Thelink isfrom her to me, and when she'sin greet pain, she can't redly talk to me at

al. | havetolisten very carefully just to even hear her scream. Afterwards, she criesalot, because it
hurts.”

"l... 'm sorry, Sasha," Pearl said, touching my hand lightly with her fingertips.

"Someday you'll rescue her, Sasha," Y anar said, looking at me.

| nodded, handing Y anar his spear. "Perhaps, but not today. My hip is beginning to hurt from where
that whale hit me. | think it'sgoing to bruise up quite abit."

Y anar nodded silently, patting my hand, and | laid back upon the sand and gazed up at the cloudsin
the sky. I'd defended an entire clan of mer-folk by fighting two gigantic seesmonsters naked and armed
with nothing but an overgrown tooth, and lived to tdll thetae. It was the Stuff of legends, redly. Stories
like my father used to tell at bedtime, of brave heroes and derring-do of yore. But, | knew the truth. |
wasjust abig, gangly, sixteen and ahalf year old girl, trapped on an idand in the middle of nowhere, my

best friend was trapped thousands of leagues away in acage | couldn't even understand, and my leg
hurt.



Pearl sghed. "I wish there was some way to drive them away.”

| shrugged. "What's keeping them here, now? Aside from you, | mean."

"Food," Y anar answered. "They were following migrating schools of fish when they ran across here,
and the waters for several leagues around thisidand are shdlow and have quite a bit of food,” he said,
then sighed. "Wdll, they did. By the time that pod gets finished here, there won't be much left for us
afterwards.”

Pearl nodded. "We may haveto leave, oursaves, just to find enough food to survive.”

"Oh, no!" | replied, Sitting up. The prospect of being utterly aone here on theidand was not anice
one. "We haveto get rid of the orcas, then!”

Y anar nodded. "I agree - but how? Weve maybe four spearsin our whole clan. | can kill alone scout,
yes. But | can't possibly attack afull pod and live, and that pod'slarge enough to kill usall.”

"Use the mer-folk's poison,” Marilith sobbed.

| looked up, sartled. "Marilith? Are you dright, now?"

"No, Sasha. | amstill wherel am, and it till hurts,” Marilith replied, sobbing. "But the struggle
has eased, for now, if that's what you mean. | heard you talking. | am till trying to help you. Use
the mer-folk's poison.”

"Okay, how?"



"Tonight, when they all go to the cove for water, have each of them empty their poisonsinto
the water. It isan injected poison, Sasha, it will not kill anything in the water. But the smell in the
water will make all the nearby fish hide, and so much of it will make the scent so strong, they will
hide for a long time. The orcaswill find it harder to find food, and will move on."

| turned to Y anar and Pearl, and told them Marilith'sidea. Y anar nodded. "I think that would work.
Just getting them to move away from thisidand in search of food would be enough - they'll resume
following the migrating fish, and they'll be gone. Large pods like this always form to handle large food
supplies, and they'll dmost certainly move on to follow the migrating schoalsif the food here becomes
harder to find. Even if some chooseto stay and split off to form smaller pods, it won't be many. Probably
no more than one pod of three or six. Those we can dowly kill one by one until they'redl gone."

Pearl nodded, aswdll. "I think it will work, too. But how isyour friend?"

| wiped my eyeswith my hands. " She's crying, right now," | said, and sniffled. "I want to help her so
badly, and | just can't do anything."

"You will, Sasha," Pearl replied, stroking my hair.

"How? I'm stuck here on thisidand, maybe forever!"

"I do not know. But | do know this - you are a Daughter of Ocean. | told you three days ago | thought
you were one of us, perhaps born human asamistake. Now, | seethat you truly are one of us, but it was
no mistake. | live because you were born human, not mer-folk. I live because of the human knowledge
and skillsyour friend Marilith taught you - and you live because of her help and advice. Y ou are where
you are supposed to be, | think, and you are who you are supposed to be. In time, the answer will come.
Intime, you will leave theseidands, and seek your friend. Intime, you will rescue her,” she said, and
amiled. "I think sheismorethan afriend, aswdll. | think that you and she are perhaps ssters of the soul,
separated by fate. And someday, you will leave this place, and you will find her. And when you do,
remember that both of you can aways come back here, and live with usin peace.”



| smiled. "I'll remember, Pearl.”

To my surprise, however, Marilith let out adry, acid laugh. "Ssters! If she only knew..."

"Knew what, Marilith?'

"Nothing, nothing. Now is not the time. Later. Another day. But not now," Marilith replied,
siffling.

| smiled anyway. "I do think of you aslike an older sster, Marilith. Y ou're dways there, helping me,
advisngme..."

Marilith was silent for along moment, and al | heard was her sniffles. Findly she spokeagain. "I... |
thank you, Sasha. You don't know what that means to me, just now... | am alone, here, and I've
been alone and in pain for so long... Even my clan-father, with all his might, can do nothing. I... |
thank you."

| smiled. "It'snothing, Sigter.”



The Ocean - Fifteen.

Pearl paused in her effortsto drag herself through the grass, panting. "I can't... It'stoo far..." she
gasped.

"You can, andit's not too far," | replied, Stting next to her. "Rest for abit, then you can gart again.”

"My skinisdrying dong my back," Pearl whined.

"Hand me your water bottle and I'll wet you down, my little mudskipper,” | said, giggling.

"Mudskipper? What is amudskipper?' Pearl asked as she handed the bottle to me and | uncorked it.

"A little creature... Ummm... Like atadpole, redly. Long tail, big googly eyes, and two littlearms. It
livesin thewater and it runs across the mud on it'sarms, from one pool of water to the next," | explained,
rubbing the water into Pearl's back and rump.

"l am thinking thisis not acompliment,” Pearl replied sourly.

I laughed. It was alovely fal day ontheidand, redly, and despite how long this was taking and how
seriousthislittle experiment redly was, it was il quite enjoyable. The orcas had been gone a month,
now, and everyone's life had returned to normal. Still, | knew that someday, they'd be back - so, as soon
as Pearl wasfedling better, we'd gotten to work. It had taken two weeks to finish the gpron of clamshdlls
sheworeto protect her tail - dragging herself thisfar across pebbles and rocks could scratch her up
rather badly, and her cloacawas as sengitive as my labia (and for smilar reasons, or so she said when
shetold me two weeks ago with her dy 'you're only sixteen’ giggle). Still, | knew we had to try it. It was
nearly two leagues from the eastern beach, past my house and to thelake in the center of theidand, but it
was the easiest path for her. It was shorter from the western beach and even shorter from the cove, but
the hillsthat circled the lake were steeper everywhere ese, with many more rocks. Barro had been an
old man, and held chosen the spot for his cabin very carefully.



"Mmm... That feeds much better,” Pearl said, once | had her back damp again. Pearl looked at me.
"Y ou ill wear that orcatooth necklace Y anar made for you?”

| looked down to where the curved, sharply-pointed orca-tooth hung between my breasts - it was one
of the smaller front teeth from the female, but it was still ahand long and two fingerswide. "Yes | likeit.
| even gave him the leather thong to pass through the hole heédd madein it, once | figured out what it was
hewastrying to make."

"It'snot his best work, you know. He didn't even carve a picture onit. Y ou should have held out for a
better gift.”

I grinned. "If he was courting me, | would, but hesnot, so | accepted. | likeit. Now come on - no
more digtractions. Let's get moving again.”

"Wait - what'sthat?" Pearl asked, pointing.

| looked. "It'sasnake," | replied, seeing the creature dithering just in front of us.

"Like asea-snake?" Pearl gasped, pulling hersdlf back. "They have avery dangerous bite! It can even
make us very sick! Youit cankill!”

| laughed again. "No, no! Marilith saysthere aren't any biting snakeson thisidand at dl. That one eats
bugs, | think. Mostly grasshoppers. The snakes here eat birds, frogs, fish and bugs. The biggest onesare
the onesthat eat birds and the ones that et fish, and they kill by squeezing the air out of you, not biting."

"Squeezing? How big are they?'



"The biggest onesare aslong as my arm, and maybe that thick,” | said, holding my fingers apart abit
to show her. "The goats don't like them. | think it's because anewborn kid isredly very smdl, and
they're afraid the snakes will eat them. Or maybe they tell little goat stories about poisonous snakes, |
don't know. Either way, they somp on them with their hooves which cuts them up badly. So, dl the
larger snakes have learned to run away from anything that walks. Totaly harmlessto us, though. If you
try and grab them they'll bite you to make you let them go, but it's not poison or anything.”

"Oh..." Pearl said, watching the snake asit dithered away into the grass. "Can you eat them?”

| nodded. "They're pretty tasty, too, after you cook them."

Pearl rolled her eyes. "Cook, cook, cook. It's amazing you humans ever manage to find the time to

| grinned. "Werefunny likethat," | said, corking the bottle and handing it back to her. "Now come on,

we gtill have to seeif you can makeit. We're nearly there, now. Maybefifty more paces,” | said, and
stood.

"Redly?" Pearl asked, risng up on her hands. "I see nothing..."

"Get up on your knees, like | showed you."

"Bah, | don't have knees, that's my middletall joint, and it hurtsto do that!"

"That's because you don't have kneecaps. Now come on! Rise up and take alook like I showed
you!"



Pearl grumbled, diding herself backwards abit on her shell-gpron to get some dack in it, then pushing
herself up onto her knees so she could see over the bushes and grasses growing around the lake. "Ah! |
seeit! Water!" she said, grinning as she saw thelake. It was nearly aleague across, and | was certain it
looked very inviting to adry, tired mermaid.

"Yep! Were nearly there. Y ou can makeit - keep going!”

Pearl nodded, dropping back down to the ground again and resuming crawling forward, dragging her
water-bottle along with her. "There better be lots of fish there" she grumbled.

| grinned. "Lots. And frogs, and water-snakes, and they're dll very tasty."

"0o00..." Pearl replied, dragging hersdlf faster.

Awhilelater, | was Sitting by the lake shore, watching, Pearl's shell-gpron folded and sitting beside me.
Pearl had been submerged for at least half an hour. | wasn't worried, though - mer-folk could dive for
well over an hour. Finally Pearl popped to the surface two dozen paces away from me, and grinned.
"Youreright! Very tasty!" she called. "And fun to catch!”

"I wouldn't know, | have to spear them from the shore! They swim faster than me, and for some
reason they redlly don't like the idea of becoming my dinner!" | shouted back.

Pearl giggled, then dived beneeth the water again. | could see her swiftly swimming towards me
beneath the water. For amoment, | saw her in adifferent light. She wasin her eement, here. To thefish
and frogs and snakes of thislake, she wasthe ultimate predator, come to pay them arather unpleasant
little vidt. Suddenly, she broke the surface of the water next to me, and crawled up to St besdemeon
the lake-shore, grinning like ashark. | stared at her for amoment as the water dripped from her, the
supreme predator of thislittle lake...

Then she tossed her green hair, splashing me with water, and | squealed with laughter. | looked at her



again, and saw her as she was - Pearl, the mermaid, and my friend. "So what do you think?"

"| think it's possible, Sasha. If we could work on clearing anicetrail to crawl, we could doit. The
males can carry water to wet usal down with... Hmmm... We'd al need shell-gprons, though, and
maybe some kind of leather or sharkskin mitten like you said before. The pebbles smart quite abit when
your skin'sdry. I'mfine, but children have thinner skin, they might get hurt. Babies could ride on their
mother's backs, but the rest of uswill al need gprons, at least. Quite abit of work, gathering the shells.
Perhaps ayear of work, redly. The frogs and snakes and fish are dl very tasty, just asyou said, but what
| saw in therewas very closely balanced. We would have to be very careful not to over-hunt, or
everythingwould die.”

"And how do you fed ?'

"Very thirsty. | tried that water, but I'm still thirsty. We need sea-water, the water hereisno good. |
can taste the difference, alittle, but | can't explain why it's different. Sea-water tastes dive, and thiswater
tastes dead, like rain water... That'sthe best | can explain it. Barro said it wasthe sdlt, but... Wdll, | can't
redly tell. | can only tell thiswater's no good for me, and there's only so much sea-water we can carry
with us"

| nodded. "Marilith says you can't taste sdt well for the same reason | can't smell my own bregth - it's
acongtant thing, you get used to it.” | reached to the little leather pouch I'd tied to my belt, and pulled out
asmall pinch, representing quite abit of work. "Open your mouth and stick out your tongue,” | said, and
Pearl did so. | sprinkled apinch of salt across her tongue. "Okay, now try the water again.”

Pearl nodded, shuffling around to the lake again, and stuck her face in the water. After two swallows,
she sat back up again, licking her lips. "Very nice! I'm not thirsty anymore at dl! Isthat the salt you made
from the sea-water?'

| nodded. "It's actualy pretty easy, too. Thereé'saflat rock on the south shore near the cove, and it's
got adight hollow init from rainwater. Too big for meto move, but | propped it up so it wasleve, and
then judt filled it with searwater. The sun driesit, and you fill it again and again, making sure not to fill too
much because that would wash everything away. After about aday of this, you can seethe sdt on the
rock. Just scrapeit up, put it in abag, and that'sthat. Marilith says you must aways be careful, though.
Too much sdlt isjust asbad astoo little. It'shard for humans to get too much salt, because we can taste
it easy. Marilith thinksthat it would be easy for you to get too much, though, because you can't taste it as



well. One pinch of sdt on the tongue aday, no more. The rest you can get from the fish and things here,
because you eat your food raw - their blood will have enough sdt init to get you by inapinch,” | said,
and handed her the bag so she could look at it. Pearl nodded, looking at the salt inside the bag, then
handed it back to me. "Thered question is, how long could your people survive here?!

Pearl sat back, looking at thelake. "Hmm... Depends on the time of year. If you're right, the snakes
are a thetop of the balance, like we are in the sea. If we came here in spring when everything's hatching
and ate most of the snakes, firgt... Maybe six months. We could take the place of the snakesin the
balance. But not forever, the snakes haveto live, too, and if we eat them al the balance would be upset.
Any other time of year..." Pearl shook her head. ""Probably no more than amonth. After that, the balance
would be upset, and everything here would die," she said, and shook her head. "Thislakeisvery degpin
the middle, but it's not like the ocean - there's nothing down deeper. No fish, nothing. Just cold water and
alot of mud. Everything lives near the edges, and right at the surface across the lake. The bdanceisvery
delicate, here”

"Well, that brings us back to my origina suggestion: Hunt theland.”

Pearl shrugged. "I agree - but how?"

"Wadl, | think we can make smple bows from some of these saplings, and just have you shoot areed
shaft. Y ou don't haveto kill with the arrows, just poke them with the tip. With your poisons, the goats
wouldn't last long. If | get Sick or die or something, their numberswill grow again next spring, and therell
be enough for you to easily hunt here if you had to. Y ou could take my place in the balance of thisidand
if | ever died or |eft here. Also, if any mean people came by like the davers who captured me, evenlittle
bows like that would be deadly against them with your poisons. What do you think?"

Pearl thought about it for along while, gazing out over the lake. Findly, she shook her head. "1t would
be very difficult. We know the balance of water, and the dangers of the sea. We do not know the
balance of land, or any of it's dangers. Wewould haveto learn this. Thisisland, and here, we are
wesk."

I grinned. "Maxrilith and | can teach you dl that. And, once you do learn, you can make tools that you
can store on the land - tools that wouldn't last stored in the sea, but will last if stored on land. Medicines,
hunting spears... Everything you might need. Marilith says your people could dso make shell armor, like
scae-mail, and store it here on land. It's made just like the apron you wore to get here, but covers more.



That might protect the males from orcas."

"Hmmm... Not from a solid bite, like that one did to me, the shellswould just be crushed. But from a
nip or afin-rake... Hmmm... It would have to be the blue-clam shells, anything else would be too heavy.
They swim about by clapping their shells, and their shells are very strong but light in the water..." Pearl
swished her fin in the water, her face showing she was thinking of the possibilities. Finaly, she nodded. "It
can be done. It will take agreat deal of work and agreat deal of learning, but it can be done. You are
human - here, you are strong, and we are weak. But you are d so a Daughter of Ocean. Y ou can give us
some of your strength, teach us what we need to know. We will never be as strong here asyou, for the
land isyour world, not ours. But, if wework hard and learn your lessons well, we would never need fear
theorcasagan."

| grinned. "Good. Y ou ready to start back, now?"

Pear| rolled her eyes. "Impossible. It took me four hoursto crawl here, I'm completely exhausted. Il
need to rest here overnight, at least, before I'm ready to try crawling back to the beach.”

"Y ou sure?'

Pear| flopped back onto the grass of the lake shore. "Postive. Look - I'm nearly dead with
exhaudtion.”

| gigoled - shewas hardly that bad off. "Okay, I'll get the cart | made and help you into it, then I'll pull
you back to the beach,” | said, rising to my feet and stepping over to the nearby grove of treeswherel'd
stored it.

"A cart?' Pearl asked, stting up. "What'sthat?"

"Wadl, it'snot redly acart, | just call it that. It'sredly akind of travais. It's just two long poles held
apart by supports, a crosshbar for me to push against and some netting in between. No whedls, | don't



have any way of making whedls here. But | can drag you back pretty easily, | think. | didn't show it to
you before because it's not something you can use, you need legsto useit,” | said, dragging the
rectangular travois I'd made over to her.

Pearl looked dubioudly at the travois, and appeared even more dubious as| helped her stinit, facing
away from me, her tail from the knee down hanging over the second support. | placed her folded apron
in her lap, grinning & her, then stepped inside the open rectangle of the front half of the travois. Grabbing
the crossbar at the front, | hefted it up, tossed the shoulder strap over my right shoulder and under my
left, and started walking.

Pearl looked around as we easily walked away from the lake, up the gentle dope - her eyeswere very
wide "Thisiseasy!"

| giggled. "Yes, of course! It'swhy | madeit. It'savery common tool in Vilandia, though we usualy
put wheelson it to makeit easier. The one | had back on the farm was very easy to use, so when |
redized | would have aton of meat and hides I'd have to work with, it was one of the first things | made
with Barro'stools. How do you think | carried al those goat carcasses around back when | was wearing
my pretty dance dress? Just chucked them on my shoulder and get blood dl over me?”

"If you had something that makesit this easy, why did you make me crawl dmost two leagues?!”
Pearl yeped. "My hands are al sore and my shoulders are sore and my tummy hurts from the shellson
the apron bouncing over rockd"

| laughed. "Pearl, we had to know if an adult mer-folk could make it to the lake. Besides, we can't just
deep by thelaketonight. Marilith saysit'slikely to rain."

"A little rain wouldn't bother me," Pearl said, sulking.

"No, but it would bother me. I'd get chilled and get sick. | have to go back to my houseto deep - and
do you really want meto leave you all alone when you're this far from the ocean?'



Pearl looked around at the forest that surrounded us. To me, it looked peaceful and inviting - but to
her, acreature of the seg, it looked anything but. "No," she said, shaking her head. "I am sorry. | should
be thanking you, not angry at you. Y ou areright, we needed to know if an adult of my people could
makeit. And | probably needed the exercise, too. I've been resting and hedling for amonth with al the
males coming by and feeding me regularly because everyone's so amazed I'm even dlivein thefirst place,
andif | don't start swvimming and hunting again I'll end up bigger than an orcal” Pearl said, and | giggled
as shemade aface. "Wdll, you areright, and | am sorry."

"It'sdright, Pearl.”

Pearl Sghed. "You should leave me alone at the lake, though. Sooner or later, the orcas will return,
and wewill haveto use what you will beteaching us. Asfrightening asthisforest is... Sooner or later,
we'red| going to haveto learn itsways."

"Y ou want me to take you back, then?”’

Pear| looked around again, then shuddered. "No. The idea of being alone here, thisfar from the
ocean... It frightensme badly. But... But | have to learn it, too. We all haveto learnit. If we could deep
out of reach of the ocean, we would never fear orcas or ssormswhile we deep.”" Pearl Sghed again. "l
don't know what to do."

| considered it for amoment, then grinned. ™Y ou could degp with me, in my house. That way you
might learn to be able to relax and deep out of reach of the ocean, but you wouldn't be scared because
you wouldn't be done. Then eventualy you can teach everyone ese how to do the same.”

"Y ou would not mind?'

"No, of coursenot!" | replied, laughing. "Will you need anything to deep with?!

"Just ocean-water in case my skin getstoo dry, but | havethat,” she said, waggling her bottle,



"Thenit'sdl settled! You'll degp over a my house tonight.”

Pearl grinned. "Alright."

The Spider - XIII.

| found, after abit, that | was actudly grateful | had gone mad months ago - for certainly, were | not
aready mad, | would have become so as the horrors of my new existence dowly settled in upon me.

Thefliesfound mefirg, of course. Tiny littlebeings... | could sensetheir life, somehow... They meant
me no malice, of course. They only did what their ingtincts told them to do. Which wasto sup upon the
drying blood and trailing entrailsthat | dragged behind mysdlf, and lay their eggsin my cold flesh. Thefirst
maggots hatched around dawn of the second day, and began to est.

The wolvesfound methethird night. | was surprised it took them so long. They, too, meant me no
malice, and were only responding to their instincts. They were hungry - and here, alarge bit of rotting
food was crawling right past them. | could not afford to be torn asunder and scattered, however. | would
never reach Brionnach that way. So, | smply reached out and snapped one's neck without thinking about
it. The rest then howled in fear, sensing what | truly was, and decided they'd seek an easier meal
elsawhere.



The grass turned brown, and the leaves of the trees golden hues. Weeks had passed - perhaps
months. I did not know. | could sense the passage of day and night, but found | smply no longer cared. |
could sense the flesh decaying from me, faling from me, my limbs becoming weeker asthey were
reduced to mere bone, but faster for the lack of severa stone of rotting flesh... But | smply did not care.
My whole mind was consumed with finding my beloved, and helping her, so asto make her understand.
Nothing else mattered.

Oh, it was beautiful, to be sure. The lands about me, wrapped in the golden glory of fall, were
immensely beautiful. The shimmering of countless golden leaves were like the treasures of dl the kings of
all the ages, gathered and scattered among the branches and across the ground. The animals of the forest
each went about their business, struggling to gather as much food and layer on as much fat asthey could
before winter's chill might set in. Sunriseto sunset, the forest was a brilliant, living tapestry of beaty.
Sunset to sunrise, it was ablack velvet robe, equally beautiful in the moonlight.

And among it, crawling through the crackling leaves and other foret litter, was adry, broken skeleton
of aman, which none of the forest animals dared approach. Perhaps they could sense the horror | had
become numb to. Perhaps not. | cared not at al. My whole mind was consumed with finding my
beloved, and helping her, so asto make her understand.

| wondered if her new servant retained some memory of his past life, and used that knowledge to go
around the cities and villages of the elves. Or, perhaps, he smply fought. Brionnach was not invincible,
however. A singlearrow from asilent df... A sngle spell... And it would be ended. They would haveto
be cautious, to avoid the same ambush that had befalen me. I, however, had no knowledge of these
lands, or of her path. | only knew to head east... Y et, through fate or good fortune, | encountered no city
or patrol. Brionnach would grow tired. Shewould rest at night. | did not tire, and would not rest. Even if
| wanted to, | could not. The only way | could possibly catch her was to kegp moving, night and day.
Thus, | continued dragging myself forward ceasdlesdy towards my beloved, never pausng, never
stopping, always heading esst.

Sowly, reentlesdy, thelast bits of flesh gone from me, | crawled through deep, elegant forests that
covered quiet valeys, gently ralling hills, and sparkling crystal streams... Always heading ever eastwards.

| wondered, when | finally found her, if shewould scream. Probably not - my beloved was, in truth, a
horror far worsethan 1.



Sowly, the days grew shorter, and the nightslonger. Thefirst snow came while the moon was high,
the clouds softly concedling it, then the flakes beginning to fdl. It dowed melittle, and | continued
crawling rlentlesdy after my beloved.

By the third snow, however, it was becoming quite difficult. | often spent hours just trying to movea
few hundred paces. | did not tire, of course. It was smply difficult to move through the drifts of snow.

A voice... A quiet, woman's voice, etherea and soft...

"Sop, my son," thevoice cdled.

I ignoredit. | wasmad, and | knew | had been mad for months. Now | was little more than a skeleton,
horrid bones crawling across a snow-draped landscape of silent beauty. No, | was mad. It meant
nothing. | concentrated on dowly climbing the next hill, dragging mysdlf between the frosted,
winter-shrouded trees.

"Sop, my son," the voice caled again.

Before me, agust of wind lifted aflurry of snow from the ground. The snowflakes sparkled and
danced with purpose... Forming something...

| stopped.

A ghodtly, tranducent figure stood before me, the edges of her white-robed body shimmering in the
winter sunlight. Long white hair... Pde skin... Eyeslikeivory...



My voice was gone with my flesh long before, and now, it seemed my mind had completely gone, as
well. Y &, there was something familiar about her...

'l know you," | thought Silently.

The Snow-Queen nodded. Goddess of the people of the Schnee-Vurste, the wastelands of endless
snow and icefar to the north, her face wasingtantly familiar to me, though | knew nothing of mysdf or my
past life. A barbarian of those lands, Brionnach had named me. It seemed she wasright - for now the
goddess of those people stood before me, and | knew who she was.

"Yes, my son. And | know you, as well. Second Son of the chief of the Bear Claw Clan, your
inheritance denied by birth. Jealousy, envy and greed consumed you, my son. The riches of the
people of the southlands appealed to you, and you left our homeland to seek them. Yet, with
nothing to your name but skill with axe and sword, you could only become a soldier... Then a
mercenary... Then a thief."

'And then a corpse,' | thought Slently.

"Yes, my son. But though you abandoned me, | did not abandon you. Though your greed for
gold destroyed you, | did not forget you."

'Didn't you? Look at me... Thereis nothing left.’

"No, my son. | have never abandoned my children. Forty thousand years ago, your ancestors
came to the Showy Wastes, driven there by desperation, and the depredations of creatures greater
than themselves. They called... A prayer to meto aid your people... And | awakened, and took
themas my children. | gave my children three gifts, and you used themwell. The chill of our lands
would not harmyour flesh. The brilliant light of the sun gleaming off the snow would not blind
you, nor would the Month of Night that falls over the Showy Wastes in mid-winter. Yes, you used
my gifts well... Fromice and snow, you built homes and castles. From stone and fire, you forged
tools and weapons. From fur and flesh, you clothed and fed your bodies.”



'l ammad,’ | thought, shaking my head.

"Perhaps. But the Owl wasright - you remain the greatest tool at my disposal, and this was the
best way to accomplish your forging."

‘My forging?

"Yes, my son. Your forging was long and difficult... And even more difficult because my
opponent could not know that | forged you from the flame of their own pawn. Yes, your forging
was long and difficult, my son. And, like raw iron ore forged into steel, what is left is far different
than what one began with. Far less, and yet, far more... The owl's strategy was wise and cunning,
and | wasright to trust his advice. And now, the game has begun, my son."

"The game?'

Footsteps crunching in the snow. Quiet voices. Sounds wafted to me on the chill winter's breeze, but |
ignored them, enraptured by the vision of the goddess before me.

"Yes, my son. | walk with the rabbit, now, the owl at our side... The sea comes, and we rise
together with the mountain to face the spider and the endless sand, and change the future of the
world... But I cannot reach where | need to reach. | amwinter'sfrost, | am a snowflake... | am
morning fog. | cannot reach the Temple of the Sun. Yet, if | do not, all my children will die, and |
will sleep again. The rabbit cannot reach the Temple of the Sun. Her pawn was chosen for her
long before she awakened, and it is too weak to survive. The mountain may reach the temple of
the sun, but her pawn may not enter. The owl may enter, but his pawn will die there alone.
Divided, the spider and the sands defeat us all. United, we may prevail. It all depends on the Sea...
Frost and Fire... Show and Sea..."

'| do not understand...'



"You will, my son. For now, simply know that | give you into the hands of a servant of my ally."

And with that, the vison faded, the sparkles of magic dimming and vanishing, the whirling snowflakes
settling back onto the drifts before me.

Had | breath, | would have sighed. 'l amtruly mad,’ | thought.

The crunch of foot upon snow grew nearer, then stopped. "How very interesting,” awoman's voice
sad.

| turned my head to look, then stared in confusion.

Three beings sood below me on the hill, gazing at me. One was ayoung girl-child, olive of skin, black
of hair, and with eyesthe color of oak. Y et, she was no ordinary child - the expression on her face was
one of utter curiosity, likethat of achild who had found a butterfly or abeetle of akind they'd never seen
before, not some horrid thing crawling through the snow. The child was dressed very warmly - a
many-layered skirt, thick fur mittens and boots, and ahooded fur jacket, apparently made from deer
hide.

Behind her was atal woman in even armor, yet shewas no ef. Her skin was lighter than the child's,
but her blonde hair showed she was not the child's mother. Easly taler than even | had once been, she
loomed over the child like atanned, blond-haired mountain. The expression on her face was one of
horror and disgust, and she pushed the child behind her protectively - then readied the oaken staff she
carried, asthough to fight. Her armor was interesting... Stout leather boots and gloves, findy-wrought
chain that fit her like asecond skin, and ameta cuirassthat cameto just below her ribs... | found it quite
fascinaing.

Thethird wasan df... Or, perhaps, ahdf-df. It was difficult to say. My vision was no longer that | had
once had, and the woman'simage flickered dightly in my eyes. Pale of skin and black of hair and eyes,
the ebon-robed woman before me looked much like Brionnach had once described her people as



resembling... Y et, there was an odd shimmering as | looked at her. | had the impression of something
greater... Something beyond mortality... An enormous raven, gazing at me with dark, dark eyes... And
yet, as| looked again, there was nothing before me but asmall ef-maid, with four raven feathers tucked
beneath the slver ring which held her ponytail in place.

'‘Now, | have gone completely mad,' | thought.

"Eddas..." thetal woman said, her face showing totd revulsion. "What isthat... Thing?"

The df shook her head, but the child smply grinned. "It'saman, Auntie Joy - well, what's |eft of one,
anyway."

"Indeed, Kyrie," the éf replied, then looked at me for along moment, her gaze becoming unfocused.
"How very interesting. Much like arevenaunt... But not," she said, then blinked, and leaned on the short
ebon fighting staff she carried. "Quite fascinating, redlly." She glanced over her shoulder, and grinned at
the blonde one. "Oh, relax, Joy. Werein no danger.”

"Areyou sure, Old Man?'

"Quite sure, Joy," the ef replied, then pointed to me with the staff she carried. "L ook - bothitslegs are
broken and gone. Y ou could easily take it yoursdlf, if it attacked. But, it will not attack. It isdriven by
something el se, like arevenaunt, but not by revenge or adeed unfinished, asthey are. So long aswe do
not stand between it and itsgod, werrein no danger.”

"His god, Grampa,”" the child interjected, rolling her eyes. "I know you can't seeit, but trust me- it's
ahe"

"Can you tell what he's driven by, Kyrie? | can only seethe first and second aurd layers with this spell,
and it's deeper than that."



The child stared at me for along moment, then shook her head. "He's got the gold sparkles - it'slove.
But | don't understand it, Grampa. It's not love like I've ever seen before. Very dark... Very strange. He
was once something greater than thisin body... But less, in spirit. Now, he'samost nothing in body, but
hisspiritislarge... And dark. Large, black blotcheslike I've never seen before.”

"Y ou're seeing the energy patterns of UnLife, dear. That'swhat sustains him. Look here, and here..."
the df said, pointing with her staff. "See?' The df lowered her staff asthe child nodded. "1 can't seethe
emotiond aspectsaswell asyou can, my little darling, but the rest isvisibleto me easily.”

The blonde woman sighed with apparent exasperation. "Old Man, | know you've been ateacher and
scholar for nineteen centuries, but could we please cut the lecture short just this once? Even being
around that thing..." she said, and shuddered.

The child giggled. "Oh, Auntie Joy! | know Grampa said that you wereredly alittle giantess, and it's
natural for you to be scared of him, but redly, there's nothing to be scared of, hewon't hurt us! | can see
it - he'sjust as confused by usaswe are by him."

"Joy," the df replied, shaking her head, "you forget - Y orindar isa subtle God, and unusual things are
rarely coincidences when he'sinvolved. Thisbeingishighly unusua - and | wager we did not sumble
across him by accident. One moment,” she said, then turned to me. She closed her eyes for amoment, as
though composing hersdlf, then looked to me again. Then, she did something | found utterly surprising.

She beganto sing.

| smply stared. "Truly, | have gone utterly mad, now.'

There were no words to her song, smply tones of music she sang. She gestured with her staff, as
though weaving aspell, yet did not incant any words of power, as Brionnach had on thetimes|'d seen
her do sorcery.



And, asshe sang, | could fed something... A strength, flowing into me...

Then, the df stopped, and smiled. "Now, then, my friend - tell uswhat brings you to this place, and
drivesyou onwards."

| could not help it - despite how gently her request was spoken, it was, to me, an irresistible order.
The darkness within my mind rose, and | was compelled to speak.

"I... | seek my beloved, Brionnach... She travelsto the Utter East... To the Temple of the Sun,
shesaid..."

The blonde woman jumped, startled, but no less startled than myself. My voice had come out asa
deathly hiss, aquiet rattle of bones... But it wasavoice. The child gazed on, her eyeswide, but the elf
amply smiled.

"Our mesting, then, was hardly by chance. The gods have directed usto mest, | think. Wetravel to
the same place - though for different reasons,” the elf said, then gestured over me, casting a short spell.

| gazed in astonishment at myself. The shattered bones of my legs, long gone as| dragged mysdlf
league after league, were now repaired. The bones of my arms and ribs, worn down over the months,
werewhole. All my boneswere whole, and felt strong. | was il fleshless, but it was certainly better than
nothing. | roseto my feet, looking at mysdlf, and the df shrugged.

"That'sthe best | can do for you, I'm sorry. Y our flesh islong gone, I'm afraid.”

"It ismorethan | could have asked for, had | voiceto ask..." | looked into the elf'seyes. There
was no darkness, there. There was an alien presence, yes. A presence beyond humanity, aknowledge



beyond time... But there was no darkness, there. " You are a necromancer ?"

The child burst into giggles, but the f smply smiled. "No. | an EddasAyar."

"The Great Mage... | have heard of you... Brionnach mentioned you..."

Thedf smiled again. "1 am moderately well known, to some," shereplied, and waved to the two
behind her. "Thisismy companion, Joy," she said, and Joy nodded her head, eyeing mewarily. "And this
ismy grand-daughter, Kyrie." The child curtseyed as best she could in her winter overcoat. "And you
are?" the dlf asked, looking back to me.

| shook my head. "I do not know, Eddas Ayar ... Brionnach took my name from me, when she
made me as| am..."

"Hmmm... Well, well haveto think of anamefor you aswe go adong, then.”

"I know!" the child chirped. "We can cal him Goodman Boned"

Thetall blonde woman rolled her eyes. "Old Man, you are corrupting this child beyond dl possible
repair.”

Thechild burst into giggles, and the df laughed. The power of language Brionnach had given me il
remained - it appeared that in the child'slanguage, "Goodman™ and "Goodmaid” was Smply how one
referred to any commoner. The child had named me " Goodman Bones', the same as she might call aman
"Goodman Brown" or awoman "Goodmaid Bessie'. Findly, the df shook her head. "Wéll, Kyrig, it's not
aproper name, but it will do until wethink of abetter one. | don't think our friend will mind what we call
him, so long as we do not stop himin his quest. But, since we are all headed to the same place, it seems
obviouswe should travel together.”



| knew nothing of who they redlly were - but, it seemed they were not hostile to me, and perhapsthe
one caled Eddas Ayar could get me past any elveswho | might run acrossas| traveled through their
lands, and try to stop me. And, there were lands beyond that which were completely unknown to me -
they might have more knowledge than |, and be able to find their way past any perilsaong theway. "1
agree..."

"Good," the df replied, gesturing negligently. Four large, circular impressions suddenly appeared in the
snow, adeep crunching sound showing something heavy had just gppeared. | could seeit dimly, with my
dtered vison... A faint, horse-like outline, and very large. The elf mounted sidesaddle with apracticed
ease, and the tall woman handed the child up to her. "L et us be off, my friend."

| nodded, and turned to the east again, and began walking. The tall woman followed, as did the éf and
the child agtride their invisible steed.

The Ocean - Sixteen.

"Those goats frighten me. They are giving me very mean looks," Pearl said, pointing to the goatsin the
pen as| dragged the travois up to the house.

"They can't hdlpit, it'sjust the way their faces are made. That's not their mean look, that'stheir 'what is
that? look. | killed al the onesthat gave me mean looks and ate them. | didn't want them giving me mean
looks, they can head-butt very hard. Hard enough to break bones.”



"Now I'm really scared. What if one got out and attacked me? My bones aren't as strong as yours, |
liveinthe sedl”

| stopped, panting. Dragging Pearl dl thisway was very tiring. "Well, first, those ones there can't
attack you even if they wanted to, they can't get out of that fence. Second, they don't even try to bite me,
because | keep them very well fed and | aways wear the leather clothes | made when I'm in the pen with
them so it doesn't hurt much if they do try to bite," | said, dragging the travois over to the house. "But
they never do. Thebilly thereisredly very gentle - helet metake him by the hornsand just walk him
right into this pen. | plan on having him breed with dl the nannies on theidand, and maybe make dl the
goats very gentle that way."

"Redlly? They're not mean?"' Pearl asked.

I grinned as| set the travois down. "No, these goats are very gentle. Don't worry about the way
they'relooking at us. They're only watching us becauseit's near lunchtime, and | dways throw things|
can't eat to them - they can eat dmost anything.” | said, taking Pearl'swater bottle from her and looking
her over. "Right now they're wondering if I'm going to feed what's | eft of you to them. | can seeit in their
eyes. | usethistravoisto drag goats | hunt back to the house. Y ou're apretty big catch, they know |
canteat dl of you," | explained, then giggled.

Pearl blinked a me, then glowered at the goats nearby. "I am not food, you stupid goats!"

"Father said if you see atrait you likein an anima and you want al the animasin your herd to have
that trait, you make sure that anima isthe one that getsto breed the most - and if it's male, you neuter or
kill al the other males so it becomes the dominant male. | figure in maybe afew more generations, | can
have dl the goats on theidand like these in the pen. Would you like to pet them? The nannies are redlly
very gentle, they don't mind being petted.”

"No, thank you, they look very mean,” Pearl said, looking at the goats distrustfully as| put her
water-bottle up on the platform.



"They'reredly not. Y ou're actually meaner than they are. Oneflick of your poison-claw and that
would bethat!" | said, pulling down the ladder 1'd made.

Pearl looked at what | was doing, and shook her head. "I don't see how I'm supposed to get up
there.”

"Well, | normally don't usethe ladder at dl, | just climb up, but | madethisladder in case | ever hurt
my ankle or arm or something. Thelittle rope hereisso | can pull it down if | was ever on the ground and
couldn't stand up. Y ou just climb up the ladder,” | said, scrambling up the ladder.

Pearl rolled her eyes, then waggled her flipper at me as she sat there on the grass. "Thisisa flipper,
not a foot! | can't climb that way!"

| laughed. "No, no! See how wide the steps are? | made it that way in case | was hurt and couldn't
climb it. Father dways said to plan ahead on the farm, because sometimesit could save your life. Turn
around, put your back to it, grab the sides, and you can lift your rump from step to step. Once you're up
near thetop, I'll grab you by the shoulders and pull you up here."

Pearl grumbled, crawling over to the ladder. "1 don't even see why the house is up above the ground.”

"Well, | wondered about that too, when | first came hereto theidand. | figured out after awhile that
Barro put it up here because of the goats. The onesin the pen are the gentlest ones| could find on the
idand. The onesrunning loose on the idand sometimes aren't asnice.”

Pearl scooted hersalf backwards up the ladder very quickly, her eyeswide. | burst into giggles,
grabbing her beneath the shoulders and pulling her the rest of the way onto the porch. "Oh, Pearl! Don't
worry! There's nothing here on thisidand that can hurt you. Well, except for maybe a couple spiders.
That's another reason the house is up on this platform. But, it does make for anice porch!” | said, sitting
down on the edge of the platform and letting my moccasin-covered feet dangleintheair.



Pearl shuffled over next to me, then sat beside me, letting her flipper danglein the air. Here on the east
side of my house, the ocean could easily be seen through the trees, and it was avery lovely day. Pearl,
however, didn't seem very happy. "It looks so far away..."

"What does?'

"The ocean. If | had to get to the water quickly, I'd never makeit," she said, and looked down. "
don't even know how I'd get down from here."

"Same way you got up, silly,” I replied, and giggled. "Besides - why would you need to get back to the
ocean quickly?'

"I.... I don't know," Pearl said, shaking her head. "It'sjust afedling. What if one of the goats
attacked?'

"Wed sit up here and laugh at them,” | replied, and grinned. "Then I'd go get my spear and wed have
goat-mest for dinner.”

"Waell... What if something elsetried to attack us?"

| rolled my eyesat her. "Pearl, an orca couldn't possibly get thisfar inland.”

"Well... Aren't there things like that on the land? Land-orcas?"

| laughed. "Pearl, you can be so silly, sometimes! Sure there are things like that. Wolves and lionsand
bears... Even fdl beastslike chimeraand manticores - they can fly. But all predators are rare on land,
and the fell beasts who are predators are even rarer ill. Marilith saysthat far away, in the land of
Hyperborea, there's many fell beasts and giants and ogres and al sorts of thingsthat can eat you - even



dragons, she says. But most places there aren't o many, and here there are none, so we don't have to
worry."

"Oh," Pearl said, and fell quiet, gazing out through the trees at the sea.

| reached out and hugged her. "Pearl, redly. It'sdright.”

Pearl hugged back, and sighed. "I know, it'sjust very hard. Thelake was nice, but it till was not the
sea. | don't think any of my people could go there done, and | certainly know | couldn't possibly Sit here,
trapped thisfar from the seg, if you weren't Sitting beside me. | fed like something bad could happen at
any moment, and 1'd be gobbled up long before | could ever get away."

"It'sdright, Pearl, redly. I'mright here.”

"l know. Y our strength is the only thing that makesit possible, for me..." Pearl said, and sghed again.
"Barro wanted me to come up here. Many times he asked me, but | couldn't. Too far to crawl, too far
fromthesea. | wasafraid... And | ill am. Y ou don't know what it fedslike... And | don't know if | can
explainit. When | watched you fight those orcas, | was so afraid. | thought you would bekilled. Then |
saw how easily you were defeating them, and just trembled in awe of you. Orcaskill everything in the
sea... Even the great humpback diesto orcas.”

"Humpback? What's that?"

"An enormouswhae... If we were Sitting on the beach right at the edge of the grass and one was
before us, it could splash it's flukesin the water while we were petting it's nose, they're so big.”

"Yourekidding!"



"No. They are huge - and they, too, dieto orcas. And yet there you were, killing them easily. Here, |
am wesek, and you are strong. So strong, even the mighty orcamust tremblein fear of you. Only the
greatest of fell beasts from the sea could possibly survive your strength on land. The sea-serpent,
perhaps. Or akraken."

"What's a sea-serpent, and what's a kraken?”'

"Wdll, asea-serpent isavery large beas, it lives degp in the water. They can speak, and breathe
lightning... They have three pairs of flippers along their bodies. Our legends say they are the children of a
dragon, cursed by the godsto live only in the water. They hunt the creatures of the greater deep, where
no mer-folk can go because of the crushing pressure of the cold, cold waters. Strange, eerie beastslive
down there, leagues and leagues below the surface. Fish who are mostly jaw and teeth... Squid ashig as
the humpback... Frightening things. It is dark there, the only light is from lantern-fish and other hunting
creatures. But sometimes, when the hunting is bad, the sea-serpent comes to the surface. It does not like
your people, and hunts down your ships. It breathes lightning across the ships, and some of them are so
big, they can wrap themsalves around the ship and squeeze it, crushing it like an egg. Then they gobble
the men in the water. They aso use magic to gather the treasure from such ships, and take it to their lairs
in the bottom of the sea. Some hunt the ships of men just for the treasure they may drop... | think their
status among each other is determined by their age and the size of their hoard, but | don't know for
certan.”

| shuddered. "Do they eat mer-folk?"

"No. They tak to us, and we exchange stories and word of what is happening. They livein waters so
deep, it isamost acompletely separate world. They are very ancient creatures, and we treat them with
great respect lest they grow annoyed with us and est us anyway."

"Wadll, that's some comfort, anyway. Now, what's a kraken?"'

"A very largefel beast with along tail like ours, asharp beak, and four armslike tentacles. They
sometimes come ashore and consume entire villages of men, and they destroy any shipsthey run across.
Beneath the waves, they fear nothing - only a sea-serpent has the power to stop them, and krakens do
not live in the greater deeps, so they rarely meet. We flee krakens - they are unstoppable behemoths.
Fortunately, we swim faster than they do. After amed of titanic proportions, they usudly return to their
caves underwater, and deep for afew decades or a century, depending on how much they managed to



I shook my head, amazed. "Y ou have things like that in the sea, and you're afraid of alittle goat?!"

"It'snot the samething!" Pearl huffed. "I am weak here onland. | should be afraid!”

"Yes, but not of everything!" | said, and plopped down onto the ground. " Come - we're going to go
pet the nannies.”

llBut_ll

| dipped my arm behind her knee, pulling her to the edge of the porch, then wrapped my other arm
around her waist and pulled her down into my arms. | grunted - she weighed as much as| did - but was
ableto set her down gently after amoment. "Come on, Pearl. We're going to go pet the nanny-goats.”

"But... But what if they head-butt me or bite me?"

"They can't head-butt you through the pen, and if they bite you, well have goat-meet for dinner.”

It took abit more convincing, but eventualy | managed to get Pearl to drag herself over near the pen.
The nannies stood there curioudly, gazing at Pearl as shetimidly reached through the fence to pet them.
After awhile, Pearl samiled. "They fed nice”

"Narara-a-al" the nanny-goat replied, blinking curioudly.



"What did she say?"' Pear| asked, pulling her hand back and looking at me.

I grinned, reaching down to scratch the nanny between her horns. "I don't know, | don't speak goat.
Probably ‘where'sthe food? That'sdl they think about, redly,” | said asthe nanny-goat walked off. "This
penisabout haf an acre and runs through a good bit of forest so they've got plenty of food, but they are
aways hungry anyway. | pulled up the bushes and things along the path to the lake thislast week to make
aclearer trail and tossed it al to them - the pil€sright over there. They're ftill working on egting dl the
leaves from them, so they don't need anything today. | have ascythe | made from that sawfish beak
Silver-tail gave melast summer, it does avery good job on the grasses and such around the house, and |
feed that to the goats, too. Still, they're dways hungry. It'sjust their way, | suppose.”

"Oh... Sothey only eat plants, like the nibble-fish only eats cora ?*

"Wadl, mainly, yes. They can eat pretty much anything, but they prefer plants. Pearl, there's honestly
nothing on thisidand that can redlly hurt you except for maybe an angry billy or afew spiders. A
billy-goat you can kill with asingle scratch of your poison-claw, just don't let them bonk you in the head
and you'll be dright. Asfor the spiders, your skin'snot like mine. Y our skin is covered with scaes, |
don't even know if they could bite you. And you're immune to most poisonsin the sea, | don't think the
spiders here will be able to hurt you even if they could bite you. There'sjust nothing on thisidand that
canredly hurt you, Pearl. You and | are the two biggest things on thisidand - as you would say, we're at
the top of the balance, here.”

Pearl smiled. "No, you are at thetop of the balance. Here, | am just afrightened little hatchling in your
care, until | learn theways of theland.”

| grinned, then looked up as | felt a splash of water on my nose. "Well, come on, my little hatchling, it's
timefor usto get insgde- it'ssarting torain,” | said, trotting back over to the porch. Pearl giggled, and
sarted dragging hersdlf over to the ladder.

Hoursater, the rain had come and gone, and the sun had set. Asthe shadows grew longer, Pearl
grew more and more nervous. "'l can't even see the ocean anymore,” she muttered. Findly, | pulled out
thelittle tinderbox 1'd made, and went to work trying to spark alittleflame so | could light asmall tallow
candle. Pearl watched with interest, the sparks of my knife againg theflint startling her. Findly | had it,
and placed the talow candle into the wooden candle-holder Barro apparently had recovered from his
shipwreck ages ago. "What isthat?' Pearl said, pointing.



| gigoled as| sat before her on the floor, placing the candle between us. "It'sfire, Pearl."

Pearl rolled her eyesat me. "I know what fireis, Barro showed me. Cook, cook, cook, it'sall you
humans do sometimes. | meant what's that stick that's burning?'

"It'sacandle. | madeit from thefat of the goats. Marilith taught me how to makeit, I'll show your
people how to make them too aswe go dong.”

"| see... Barro never showed me candles. He would sometimes light afire on the beach from
driftwood, and we would St beside it as the evening came and..." she said, then grinned dyly.

| giggled again. "Wl I lit the candle because you looked like you were alittle scared of the dark.”

Pear| stuck out her tongue at me. "1 was not afraid of the dark!" she said, then looked around. "It's
what might be in the dark that scares me."

"I suppose this meanstelling each other scary stories before we go to bed isout?' | said, and giggled
again.

"Yes," Pearl replied, sticking her tongue out at me again.

"Wdl, what will wetak about, then?"

Pearl thought about it for amoment, then grinned. "Actualy, | was quite curious as to how your people
spawned. Barro couldn't redly explainit very well, as| did not spesk hislanguage well enough to



undersand.”

| blushed and sammered for abit. "Ummm..."

"YS?I

"Well, | don't redly know alot about it. | mean, yes, | know how it's done - it's like with the goats.
The male mounts the female, and they... Err... Wéll, he puts his... Err... He puts his member... Ummm...
Insde her... Ummm..." | said, and Pearl burst into giggles. "Wdll... Ummm... They get done and the
nanny getsfat with the babiesin her belly and eventually goesinto labor and the kids come out and father
sad it was basically the same with humans and that's all | know, I've never doneit before!” | yelped,
completdy flustered.

Pearl laughed, tossing her hair, then lay on her side on thefloor, her arm under her head, smiling.
"Well, that explainsalot,” she said, and got afar-away ook in her eyes, as though remembering.

"What do you mean?"' | asked, lying down on the other side of the candle.

"Wedo it differently, and I could never completely understand why Barro wanted to play the way he
did. He dwayswanted to put his member in my cloaca," she said, patting the dim dit she had in the front
of her belly below her waist, about at the level where ahuman's groin would be. "That felt nice, but it
wasn't how wedo it."”

"How do you do it, then?" | asked, propping my head up on my el bows, fascinated.

"Mmmm... Are you sure you're old enough to learn?' she asked teasingly, and | stuck out my tongue
at her, making her giggle. "Wdll, dright. What you described is much like dolphins or whales. What we
do ismorelikefish, but it'smore complicated. Fish have to wait until the breeding season, and they can
only breed once ayear. We usudly choose our matesin the spring like everything ese, but if we have to,
we can breed anytime we wish, because the male and the femal e interact to prepare each other for each



stage. And sometimes when abad storm scatters aclan or alarge pod of orcas decimates us, we have
to."

"Y ou prepare each other? How does that work?"

"Wadll, first, when we decide to become mates, we have along swim-dance together, and we stroke
each other'sskin al over. That's very nice. Then, wefind anice, quiet beach, and we stay there for
awhile. Thefemde strokesthe male, here," she said, patting her hip. "We stroke him for awhile, and
eventudly his cloaca opens, and the inner cloaca protrudes. We suckle at it and nibbleit very gently, and
eventualy he givesushisFirst Milk. After that, he goes hunting for himsdlf, and for aweek, we feed only
from him. This primes our body to lay the egg, and our breasts swell with our First Milk. We can fed
when we're ready, our breasts begin to hurt. At that time, the male stops hunting for himself and only
huntsfor us. For about aweek, we eat the fish he brings and he only feeds from us, suckling at our
breasts and drinking our First Milk. This primes his body to give his Second Milk. Y ou can tell when he's
ready, because the scales over hishipswill turn red. Eventually, we can fed the egg moving, so both go
into the water again, where we lay our egg. The male hovers close over it, and we stroke the mae on his
hips. After abit, he gives his Second Milk into the water, which fertilizes the egg. By then, we're both
fairly hungry, so he goes off to hunt for both of uswhile we watch the egg. Our Second Milk comes after
weve laid the egg, and takes about three months. The egg hatchesin the fourth month, and the hatchling
isvery small - about thisbig from head to tail," Pearl said, holding her hands about a cubit apart.

"That's very tiny!" | said, amazed. "Do you bring them out of the water then for their first air?'

"No - hatchlings havelittle gills, here," she said, touching the sdes of her neck. "They dowly go avay
asthe hatchling nurses, drinking our Second Milk. The hatchling gets bigger and bigger, until finaly about
the third month, he's about as long as my arm and ready to be taken onto the beach. He hasto be
watched very carefully and kept damp dl the time until he learnsto breathe air, hold his breath
underwater, and hisgillsfindly go away. When they'reayear old, we give them bits of fish to eat from
timeto time, and dowly start weaning them - they're completely weaned by about age two. The loss of
the Second Milk causestheir poison-spursto start growing, and they are ready to be used by about their
third birthday. From there we teach them and raise them until they are about fifteen or Sixteen, a which
point they are ready to start hunting for themsdlves and find amate of their own, though they're not really
fully grown until about eighteen or twenty. Some stay with their parents until age elghteen or twenty, but
sometimesthey find amate earlier than that. My mother said that we can live to be athousand years old,
but very few of us manageto live past two hundred, because of orcas and storms and accidents.”

"Wow, that is different..." | said, amazed, then suddenly grinned. "Y ou sound like you've done it
before, though.”



"Yes, | have" Pearl replied, smiling back. "My mate was Silver-eyes. We had three hatchlings.”

"Oh?Where are they today?'

Pearl sighed. "Orcas. Same as my parents,” she said, and patted her scars. "That'swhy | have these.
The thought of my little brother out there, done againgt an orca...” Pearl shook her head. "1 know it was
stupid, now. He has amonodont spear, and he's the best hunter of our clan. But... | just couldn't let him
fightit done. HEs my brother.”

| reached acrossto her, and we held hands for amoment, her webbed mer-folk hand in my human
one. "l understand, Pearl."

" want my brother to have the shell-armor we talked about - stored on land so it will last, worn in the
seawhen the orcas come. Infact, | think we could use coins from the shipwrecks, and maybe make even
better armor... Armor that would stand up to the full bite of an orca, not just anip or afin-rake. | don't
know. But | want better for our people, Sashaof Woe. The Travelerstell us sories, and they say-"

"Travders?'

"Y es. Clans of mer-folk who migrate, following the schools of tunaand other migrating fish. Wetrade
for things from them from time to time as they pass through, and exchange stories with them. Some came
through last week, in fact. There are dso clans of mer-magi, who live much like the Travelers do.”

"Mer-magi?'

"Y es. Some of us can do sorcery, Sasha - though it is very rare, and none here in the Windward Ides
possesses the Talent. There are clans of magi, however, and they travel from clan to clan, trading for



knowledge of sorcery. They never come here, though, for we have nothing to trade.”

"Oh. Sorry, | wasjust curious. Y ou were telling me about the Travelers stories?”

"Yes. Well, the Travelers say that far, far to the east, beyond Vilandia, is another continent. The
mer-folk on the western shore of that continent have better weapons, they wear armor against the orcas,
and they dominate the seas. But it'sonly stories. The Travelers herein the Western Seadon't know how
any of itismade. But you do. Y our knowledge, your strength will help my clan to rule thisidand, and dll
the waters around. And, as the knowledge spreads, dl the clans of the Windward Ideswill one day
dominate the seas, and never fear the orcas again.”

"And that, Sasha, is precisely what needs to happen,” Marilith whispered suddenly.

"Marilith? Areyou dright?Y ou've been very quiet,” | said, looking up.

Pearl looked at me, but said nothing. | waited, and Marilith spoke again. "1 have been watching,
Sasha. | have been trying not to think of my situation, losing myself in watching you, and trying to
forget... It helps a bit. Laughing with you instead of crying for myself, it helps me forget the pain.
Watching you instead of watching my prison, it helps me forget the misery. Listening to the
ocean's whispers helps me know there is hope. And thereis hope, Sasha. You are whereyou are
supposed to be, and you are doing what you are supposed to be doing. Though | do not
under stand how helping the mer-folk will help you free me, the ocean whispersthat it may. Thus, |
wait, and | watch, and | listen, and | laugh, and so many, many times... So many times | just want
to hug you and thank you for making me laugh. The laughter is best of all. It eases my pain like
nothing else, Sasha.”

"Yourewecome, Sser,” | replied, grinning.

"What is she saying?' Pearl asked.



"She's saying | make her laugh, sometimes, and that eases the pain.”

Pearl smiled. "I'm glad.”

"And how areyou feding? Better?'

"A little, yes"

"Ready to try to get some deegp?

"I think s0," she said, and yawned.

| paused, fascinated. I'd always thought al their teeth were sharp and shark-like - but her back teeth
were large and flat, gpparently made for crushing or grinding, like acow. She stopped yawning, and |
grinned, shaking my head. " Alright, one moment." | picked up the candle, then rose, putting it on thelittle
table by the cot | used as my bed. Folding back the blankets of wool and goat-hide, | lay down on my
sde, then held my arm out. "Comeon, climbin.”

"With you? How? Therée's not enough room."

"Surethereis. Just deep on your side snuggled up to me, like two spoons. Come on!™

"What's a spoon?”

| giggled. "Come on - put your head here and I'll get us both covered.”



"I don't want to be any trouble, I'll be fine here on the floor, redly.”

"No you won', the antswill find you and to them you smell like abig fish and they'll be nibbling you
before morning. Come on!™

"Ants?" Pearl yelped, looking around. "What are those?"

"Little tiny insectswith apainful bite. Now come.”

Pearl pulled hersdlf over to the bed, and | helped her scramblein and snuggle up against me. " Ooo0!
Youre cold!"

"I normally deep in water, what did you expect?' Pearl said, and giggled. "Besides, I'm not cold, | fed
perfectly norma. You, on the other hand, are warm!"

| giggled, arranging the blankets over us. "Wdll, If you get too hot, just open the blankets abit in front
of you," | said, and lifted my head abit, then blew out the candle.

"Ack!" Pearl yelped.

"What?" | asked, shuggling up to her.

"It's really dark, now."



I smply giggled.

Welay therein the darkness for awhile afterwards. Pearl had astrong 'fishy' smell, but | didn't mind.
When your best friends are mer-folk, you get used to that. Pearl wiggled abit, getting comfortable, and
we found after a bit that the best position was for me to put one arm under her neck and the other across
her waist, with the large rolled goat-hide pillow I'd made holding up both our heads. After along
moment, Pearl Sghed.

"What's the matter?' | whispered.

"Barro dept with melikethis, once, on the beach. It was very nice, very warm... | never told my
brothers. They would not understand. But | wanted to be Barro's mate. He was so lonely, he needed
someoneto love. And my mate was dead, and | waslondly, and... Well, | loved him back. We played,
we hugged, we kissed... But nothing happened. He could not fill my belly with achild like ahuman
woman, and he could not bring my First Milk like amerman could. So one night we lay on the beach,
just likethis, al wrapped up in blankets, and we talked. Well, hetalked, and | listened, mostly," Pearl
sad quietly.

"About what?'

"About everything. He told me hiswholelife's story from beginning to end. He told me legends and
tales of hispeople. Hetold me of dl thelands hed visited in hislife, al the people he'd seen. He stroked
my ears and whispered how beautiful they were - he had round ears, human ears, and he said my ears
werelike an f. | have never seen an df, | don't know what they look like. But he said | was as beautiful
asandf, and | could tell he meant it asagreat compliment. He stroked my hips, and told me how lovely
they were, like the hips of hisfirst mate. He told me how beautiful | was, and how he loved me so and...
Well, | fell adeep listening. It was S0 very warm, and so very nice to have him touching me, whispering to
me, and telling me of hislove. We woke up in the morning to the warm sun. It was a beautiful summer
day. He kissed me goodbye, and went up to the cabin, here. And did not come back. | came back to the
beach at our usua time day after day, but he did not come back. Finaly, | crawled al theway up here,
and saw he was dead. And now..." she said, and sighed again.

"YS?I



"Y ou told me today that you can't deep outside the cabin. Y ou'll get sick. Now, | wonder if | killed
him that night. | wonder if | killed himwith my love."

I hugged Pearl tight. "No, Pearl. Hewas old, it was histime. Y ou didn't kill him. I've dept on the
beach in the spring, it'svery nice, here- what | said was| can't degp inthe rain, dright? Y ou didn't kill
him. Hewasjug old. It was histime."

"But... But maybe | wastoo cold, and drained the warmth from him! That must have beenit! Hesaid |
was cold, too, just like you, and-"

"No, Pearl. I'm with you now, and you're not too cold, you're warming up nicely. It wasjust histime,
Pearl. Hewasold."

Pearl sighed deeply, and reached up to wipe her eyes. "Are you sure?'

"Very sure, Pearl. It wasn't your fault. It wasjust histime.”

Pearl was quiet after that, smply sighing from time to time and wiping her eyes. It took me a moment
toredizeit, but it findly dawned on methat thiswas how mer-folk wept. | hugged her tight, and findly
her sghsfaded into sllence.

"It'sdright, Pearl. Redly."

"Alright,” Pearl said, and sighed again. "But if | wake up and find you dead tomorrow morning, | am
going to be very upset!"



| burst into giggles, and hugged Pearl tight. "Come on, you silly. Close your eyes and get some deep.”

Pearl reached back, taking my hand in hers, and squeezed it sllently. Welay there in the darkness after
that, each lost in our own thoughts.

The Spider - XII.

It was ajoy to wak again. After months of dragging myself along, the smple pleasure of waking was
truly indescribable. It turned the snow-covered forest from an endless challenge to an endless delight.

The sun glistened on frosted trees, and to my eyes, | could see so much more than smplelight onice
crystas. | could see the dow pulse of the deeping trees, and the quiet glimmer of tiny animalswho dept
insmall hollows within them. Though | could not take a bregth, | could till sense the scent of the winter
forest. Though | had no ears, | could still hear the soft sounds of awinter dove, calling in the distance.
Though | had no skin, | could still sensethe crisp, clear breeze asit wafted over me. It wasall so
beautiful...

Asthedriftsgrew thicker inavalley, | snatched up adead stick to use asawalking staff, and smply
kept going. My weight as mere boneswas far less than it had once been, and | hardly sunk into the snow
much past my ankles. Unfortunately, Joy, the one the child had said was alittle giantess, wasfar larger
and heavier. | saw she was struggling, and stopped. Eddas and the child, riding on their invisible steed,
paused next to her. Joy leaned againgt her staff, panting.



"Areyou dright, Auntie Joy?" Kyrie asked.

Joy nodded. "Just tired, little one.”

"Well, maybe you could ride with us?'

Joy shook her head. "I'm too big, dear. Y our grampa's magic horse would be bogged down trying to
carry me, and wed go just asdow."

Eddas nodded. "Y ou need some snowshoes, Joy, or something that will work like them.”

"Give methe tools, and | can make them..." | caled, my voice dill little more than adry hiss, a
rattle of bones.

Joy looked a me. "Have you ever made them before?”

"Not that | remember, no..."

Joy rolled her eyes. "Then how do you know you can at al?'

Eddas chuckled. "Joy, he's dead, not stupid. Though hismind isabit muddled at present, hel'sright - if
| give himthetools, he can doiit.”



"How, Grampa?' Kyrie asked, her expression puzzled. "1 mean... How will he know how to do it if
he's never done it before?"

Eddas smply dipped from the back of theinvisible steed, and pulled off aglove as shereplied - her
hand glittered with rings on every finger, and each had a gleam of magic about them. "It's quite Smple,
dear - it'sone of the Laws of Magic, the Law of Commutation.”

"000?" Kyrie squeaked, her eyes brightening. "Can you tell me about it?

Eddas shrugged, reaching to aring on her thumb, and - to my utter astonishment - pulling forth along
rope cubit by cubit, looping it on the ground as she did so. "Wdll, | can, but you wouldn't understand the
mathematics of it. You'll learn dl about it when you're abit older, and your studiesin sorcery begin. In
short, however, atoal is an inanimate object made to do a specific task or series of tasks - an inanimate
object with apurpose, an intent. A being filled with UnLife energy is, by the Laws of Magic, dso an
inanimate object with apurpose, and nearly dl of them were made for an intent, or arose with an intent.
Both unliving, yet both possessed of intent. Thus, by the law of Commutation, they're both very smilar.
Assuch, the undead are highly atuned to any tools you might give them, and if they're humanoid, they
can use them the moment they're in their hands. Perhaps not well, but they can use them - and practice
improvestheir affinity to atool, aswell."

"When atool isin my hands, | smply know how it should be used... | regret | cannot explain it
any better than the Great Mage has, however ... It issimply a feeling... A knowing..."

Eddas nodded, dipping her glove back on, then gestured briefly as she incanted afew syllables. | saw
asparkle of magic in the air above her head, but nothing more. Then, to my utter surprise, she tossed one
end of the coiled ropeinto theair, whereit clung. "One moment, I'll sesewhat | havein my Sanctuary.”
Then, without amoment's pause, she scrambled up the rope more nimbly than asquirrel, and
disgppeared into thin air. 1 ggped for many long moments until the child noticed it, and began to giggle.
Even Joy, whose loathing of me was obvious, chuckled. | closed my mouth, and smply waited.

"Auntie Joy," Kyrie said whilewe waited, "why don't you just... Err... Poof! | mean, grow to big Size,
then just walk? Wouldn't that be easier?’



Joy shook her head. "Y es, but then | could be seen for leagues, little one, and would |eave enormous
tracks. Y our grandfather would hardly be amused with me."

"Oh, sorry."

Joy smiled, having recovered her breath.

Suddenly, Eddas poked her head out of the nothingness she'd disappeared into, her ponytail hanging
down. "I'vefound an axe. Will that do?"

"Yes... But | will need more, | think..."

"I'll keep looking, then," shereplied, and held the handle of the axe out to Joy. "Joy, hand that to our
friend, please?’

Joy complied as Eddas pulled her head back into her invisible rem, though she held the axe out to me
with the greatest of trepidation.

It took two hours, and was only possible because Eddas had some extrarope, abrazier, abit of
rawhide, and managed to find an awl. Once | had the todls, however, the task was rlatively smple. Split
asmadl sapling, bend it into ahoop with the heat of the brazier Eddas provided, drill holesiniit, split the
rope into strands, weave through the holes, wet the rawhide, wrap it to hold the hoop together, let it dry,
work on the next one. As Eddas returned the last of the toolsto her sanctuary and restored the rope to
it'shiding place, Joy wastrying her first stepsin the snowshoes.

"It'sabit awkward, Old Man."

"Youll get used toitin abit, I think."



"Swing your feet out a bit wider... And take longer steps..." | offered.

Joy smply glowered at me. | nodded. Thiswas, at least, an improvement over fearing me.

We camped that night, so the three of them could rest within the invisible protection of the Strange
sanctuary Eddas summoned. Eddas and the child entered easily, but Joy had to remove her meta cuirass,
and wriggle through the invisible entrance with great effort. Once the three werefindly in, they pulled the
rope up behind them. It was apparent | was not invited. | did not mind - | wasn't certain | would be
willing to deep next to awalking horror, either. Of course, | no longer dept.

| could faintly smell the scent of food - it was apparent they had prepared dinner up there before they
would deep. | smply sat benegth the entrance, and waited as the stars came out. Though | could walk,
now, and could easily go on without them, it seemed unwise. | might be mad, but even the vison of a
madman might betrue. | had seen something before they encountered me... And if true, | had seen the
goddess of my people. Eddas had said that our meeting was no chance coincidence. Perhaps she was
right. Either way, the best way to find out would beto travel with them.

| could hear their conversations easily asthe stars came out. The child wasimmensely precocious, and
full of endless questions. Each one she had, Joy and Eddas attempted to answer, much in the manner two
grandparents might. Joy's answers dways were phrased smply, relying much on smple wisdom and
common sense. Eddas answers held the depth of ateacher, and one well familiar with educating children.
| found that quite curious, and for the longest time | wondered about the Great Mage and what their true
story might be.

At last, the child was put to bed. There was along moment of silence, broken only by the sounds of
rustling cloth and mail. | presumed they undressed for bed. Findly, there was silence, then aquiet
conversation began anew.



"I don't trust him, Old Man."

"Joy, he's dead, not dedf. It's night, aswell - remember when Ardllaand | tried to speak in herewhile
you and Darian sat below, that night in the forest near Greenhaven?’

A long moment of silence followed.

"Sorry."

A soft sigh. "Oh, | supposeit'saright, Joy. He's smart enough to know you don't trust him, but at this
point, | don't think hereally cares what wethink of him. He's driven, Joy, inaway that mortals smply
cannot comprehend. The gods meant for him to walk with us on thisjourney... Perhaps part of our task is
to seetoit he gets where heé's going, since it doesn't seem likely he knows anything more than to heed
east, whereas we actually have away to know whereto go.”

"And what happens when he gets there?"

Another long moment of slence.

"l don't know, Joy. | smply don't know."

But | knew. | would find my beloved. | would help her. And then, she would understand.



The Ocean - Seventeen.

"Okay, yourtry it," | said, leaning back and watching.

Pearl nodded, studying the sand of the beach carefully. Winter had passed, and it was nearly spring
again. Thewesther a night was chilly, and it often rained dl day. We were enjoying one of the few warm
daysthat had been alotted to us by the gods, sitting on the eastern beach, and working on our studies.
Findly, she stuck out afinger, and began to draw lines and curvesin the sand. After afew moments, she
stopped. "Isthat right?’

"Yes," Marilithwhispered.

| looked, and grinned. "That's right. That's your name - 'Pearl.”

Pear| stared, her eyesfilled with wonder. | knew how she felt. When Marilith first taught me to write
my name, | was awe-struck at the wholeideathat the little loops and lines I'd made meant something -
something that others could read, and understand.

"Thisiswonderful!" Pearl exclamed grinning broadly, and hugged me.

" think s0, t00," | replied, grinning back as | hugged her in return.



Pearl sat back, and looked down again. "Oh! | smudged it, now it'sgone,”" she said, dmost sadly.

"Sowriteit again,” | replied, and grinned again.

Pearl blinked, then grinned broadly. "I can, can't I | canwriteit again!" she said, and did so, quickly
writing her namein the sand with aclaw. "And | could write other words, too! | could write down our
stories and legends! | could write down the lessons we teach to the hatchlings! Why, | could even create
symbolslikethesefor our language! Then| could writedl that in our words!"

| laughed. "Yes, you can do al that! Buit firgt, you need to master reading and writing in my language. |
can't help you create the symbolsfor your language, | can't even speak it! So, you haveto learn how to
do my language even better than | do. And I'm il learning from Marilith, mysdlf.”

Pearl |ooked to me, her eyes shining. "But | will master it! And | will create markslike thesefor our
sounds. Y ou have thirty marks, and you put them together to make your sounds. We could do the same
- and probably do it with lessmarks!”

| nodded. "Y our language is actualy very smple to understand, once you put meaning to the sounds. |
just can't make the sounds, myself. Marilith says no human can. Marilith saysyou have... Err... Wdll, she
cdlsit asecond tongue, but it's not atongue, redlly, it'sathing you use to make noise with, right behind
your nose, above your palate, between here,” | said, holding my fingersto the sdes of her head. "Y ou
aso have muscles| don't to pinch off your nose underwater, and your control of al the muscles and
everything ingde your head and throat is much better than mine. With dl that, you push air around insde
your head and throat, and use both tongues and your voice box to make sounds others can hear without
having to inhae or exhde. | can't do that - no human can. Theclosest | candoisthis” | said, and closed
my mouth, pinched my nose with my fingers, and made the 'tk-tk-tk’ sound that in their language meant
'hush’ or 'be quiet'.

"That's still pretty good!" Pearl said, grinning at me. "It'salittle quiet, but it's good!"

"Thank you," | replied, grinning. "It only took me ayear to figure out how to do that," | said, and



giggled. "l can dmost say 'mama in your language, too."

"Yanar iscoming,” Marilith whispered.

"Marilith says Y anar iscoming,” | said, looking out to the waves.

"I hope the cork we added helped,” Pearl said nervoudy. "Thelast time he was very tired.”

"I hopethe sealer we put on the cork worked. If that cork gets waterlogged, it won't help much.”

Shortly, Y anar rose from the surf, and began crawling towards us. He looked utterly exhausted - but
he was grinning broadly.

"Wasit better thistime?' Pearl shouted.

"Yes much!" Yanar ydled back, sill grinning.

| looked him over. The shell-armor we'd made for him looked utterly wretched, really. With two huge
ball-clam shells over his shoulders and over ahundred blue-clam shells covering the rest of his body
down to nearly his elbows and below his rump, the armor was bulky and looked quite heavy - and, out
of thewater, it was, redly. When dry it weighed over four stone, and wet with sea-water, it weighed five
stone. But in the water, the cork under-layer we'd made from the bark of the cork trees on the idand
should havelightened it. It dmost floated when we tested it in the shalows of the southern cove, and the
cork should provide decent padding when struck, too. Findly, Y anar sat next to me, grinning, and gave
me ahug.

"Ow!" | yelped. "It'sagood thing | wore my goat-hide today, that armor pinched my arm!"



"Oh, sorry!" Yanar said, looking sheepish. "'l wasjust so happy, | forgot how tender your skinis."

"How did it work?' Pearl asked.

"Very nicdy. Thefirs timeit was just too heavy. It took too much effort to surface for air. The second
time was much better - it was no heavier than carrying abluefin to the surface. It'salittle difficult to swim
init becauseit's so bulky, but practice will improve on that.”

" Should we add deeves and gauntletsto it?' | asked.

Y anar shook his head. "No, we'd never be able to get agrip on their spine with that. Just make the
deevesgo downto here" he said, laying aside his spear and holding his hand two thirds of the way down
hisforearm, near hiswrist. "I know you'relooking at Pearl and you don't seeit, but our hands are abit
different from afemaes,”" he said, then brought al hisfingerstogether, hishand flat, and tensed his
fingers. "See how our claws curve abit inwards? It makes our hands into amost a spear. We punch
through the skin and blubber likethis" he said, stabbing his hand forward vicioudy, "then we wiggle our
hands like this while opening the thumb and extending our poison claw, then hook our fingers, inject our
poison, and hang on. If they tear loose, they tear out a bit of their own back muscles and make the hole
even bigger, and we jab in again. When we hit something solid, we know we've hit the spine or arib. We
just grab onto whatever we've hit and hang on again.” Y anar grinned. " Our hands are made to be
wegpons, Sasha. It's why when we make shell-tops and combs and pretties for the mermaids, it'sdways
such abig thing for us. It'sactudly quite hard to do."

"Bah. It'snot that hard. Y ou maesare lazy when it comesto courting,” Pearl replied with asniff. "You
al think agood mate should be won with just asmile and abluefin or two."

"Hah!" Y anar replied. "Not anymore. After Sashasinfluence, weve al got to be poetsjust to catch
your attention. | shudder to think what the next generation will face.”

"Necklaces of orcateeth, | hope," Pearl replied grimly.



Y anar laughed and shook his head. "Y ou're ahard one, Pearl, but | have to admit I'd like to see that,
myself." Yanar turned to face me. "Help me out of this, please, | can't do the knots myself.”

| nodded, tugging at the strings. "WEéll work on making it alittle eesier for you to get in and out of. |
didn't redize your hands weren't like Pearl's. Probably abar and |oop arrangement would work."

"What would that look like?"

"Likethis" | said, pointing to the goat-hide blouse | wore. "See? A bar of wood on atring, and a
loop here. The bar goes through the loop like a button through a buttonhole, and holdsiit together.
Wood's not strong enough, but we've got plenty of ivory from the two orcas| killed, shouldn't be that
hard to make."

Y anar chuckled. "I don't know what a button or abuttonholeis, but I'll take your word for it." Ina
moment, | had him loose, and he wriggled out of the armor easily. "Well, thank you - if you'll excuse me,
I'm going to go rest with Bright-eyes for a bit, then go hunting for her," he said, and turned to climb up
onto the grass. Nearby, just on the grass, wereforty little mer-houses - redly little more than cubit-high
platformsto keep the ants away (Marilith had shown me an herb that could be rubbed on the legs of the
huts that left them with asmell the antswould avoid). Some of them had little roofs made of goat-hide (of
which | ill had quite abit), but they didn't really stop the rain or provide much shelter - they didn't need
to. Their purpose wasto provide shade for the little babies against the sun. Of course, the rea purpose of
the shelters was to get everyone used to the idea that they could be safe on the grass within the edge of
theforest, yet till within sight of the sea. They would need to learn this before they ever would be able to
usethelittlelake in an emergency, or ever redly be consdered masters of theidand.

| looked after Y anar as he crawled away, and sighed. He was so handsome... It was too bad he
aready had amate.

"Your hourglass has emptied," Marilith whispered.



"Whoops - yesit has, thank you, Sister,” | replied, looking at the hourglass Barro had recovered from
his own shipwreck, years ago. After turning the hourglass over again, | reached to my basket and pulled
out atightly-sedled herb-jar. The little white petals within had been an enormous pain to gather - |
couldn't smply pluck the flowers, I wouldn't have any next year if | did that. So, under Marilith's
guidance, I'd had to find the mae and femd e flowers, and poke my fingersinto each to pollinate them.
That took days - then, once it was done, | had to carefully cut the petals off with aknife before the
flowerswilted, and sedl them tightly in ajar. Quite abit of tediouswork - but, necessary.

"What is that, anyway?' Pearl asked as| seded the jar again and began chewing the petd.

"Whitelotus. It'sal over theidand, especidly on the cork trees.”

"Doesit taste good?"

"No, it tasteslike vomit," | replied, swallowing with an effort and reaching for my bottle of |ake-water.
My stomach growled, but | ignored it asbest | could. | hadn't had breakfast, and it looked like with the
work that was needed on the armor, 1'd be skipping lunch again. | couldn't eat, with thisherb. Only a
large dinner before bed, Marilith said. Unfortunately, I'd had to et like that for weeks, now - the armor
and the houses and the spears and everything else had to be ready soon. At least | had alot of cheese,
milk, and smoked goat-mest to see me through each evening. | wasn't starving, by any means, but it was
impossible to convince my stomach of that at times.

"If it tastes that bad, then why eat it?' Pearl replied, making aface.

"l don't have alot of choice, Pearl. There'stoo much work to be done, it al hasto be done right here,
and..." | replied, then paused, looking out at the ocean. "Wait, who'sthat?' | asked, pointing.

From out of the waves, four mermen approached, none of them anyone I'd ever seen before. Each
carried aspear with them - two were made of what looked like very long, sharpened whae-bones, while
the other two were made with shorter whale-bones, one tipped with a swordfish's beak, and the other
tipped with a sawfish's beak. Pearl frowned as she looked a them. "They're from the Southern Clan.
They don't like humans much, I'm sorry to say. Some humans wrecked on their idand about a century
ago, nearly twenty of them. They killed four mermen and tried to force themselves on the mermaids



before they died to the mermaid's poison claws. Very sad.”

I nodded, continuing working on Y anar's shell-armor as the mermen approached. " Could you tell them
| said 'hello"? They probably don't spesk my language yet.”

"o, thisis the human,” the biggest one said in their language. Hisflipper had alarge red splotch on
it - abirthmark, for amerman.

| smiled and waved, then went back to work.

"Yes, she says 'hello'," Pearl replied, carefully putting down the section of armor she was working
on.

"She looks particularly ugly and weak," the leader said, looking me over.

| tried not to look annoyed, and just continued working on the armor. Pearl aready had warned me
they didn't like me much, after al, and they had arather good reason, in my opinion. Showing them anger
in return wouldn't help them to understand | wanted to be their friends, so | just kept working.

" She can understand you, Red-fin, she just can't speak our language,” Pearl said, watching the
mermen carefully. "But she is no mere human. Sheis also one of us. She is a Daughter of Ocean.
Fate has placed her in the body of a human, but sheis still one of us."

Red-fin looked to me, and sneered. "Hardly. She's a human scum. We do not appreciate your
spreading these... New Ways among our people, human. Learning to speak your language, make
your tools and medicines... We see no use for this! We have lived for thousands of years here on
these islands without your ways, and we will be here long after you are gone. You may have
convinced the fools here of the Round-Island clan that you are one of us, but you are not,” hesaid,
and suddenly lashed out a me with hisleft hand, stabbing my right arm below the edge of my goat-skin
blouse with histhumb-claw.



"Ow!" | yelped, looking down. Already the blood trickled down my arm from the cut of his
ppoison-claw.

"WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?!" Pearl screamed, aghast.

For amoment, the world spun.

"Sster? What's happened?!" Y anar shouted.

"MALES OF THE SOUTHERN CLAN HAVE MURDERED HAIR-LIKE-SUNSET WITH THEIR
POISON CLAWS" Pearl screamed.

"No, they didn't, Pearl,” | replied, very dizzy.

Pearl leaned in, fastening her lipsto the cut on my arm, trying to suck out the poison. | jerked my arm
away, and dowly pushed mysdf to my feet. | wasdtill very dizzy, but it wasfading fast. "Pearl, ask them
whenit'smy turn?'

"You should be dead!" Red-fin said, staring at me in amazement as Y anar and several other males
crawled up swiftly.

"Pearl, ask them when it'smy turn?"

"You're not going to die?" Pearl said, gaping in amazement.



"No, Pearl. Though I'm going to be very sick later. Ask them when it's my turn?’

The mer-folk dl sared at mein utter astonishment.

"Hair-like-sunset asks if it's now her turn?" Pearl asked, looking at Red-fin.

"Her turn for what?" Red-fin asked, confused and now facing twenty maes from our clan.

"Hetried to kill me. Isit my turn, yet?'

"You tried to kill her, isit her turn, now?" Pearl trandated.

Red-fin's eyes went wide and he started to raise his spear, but it was no use. He was amerman on the
beach - in human terms, like aman laying on hisbelly, propped up on his hands. | ssomped my left foot
on his spear, clapping it to the sand, then swung my right foot up, kicking himin thejaw ashard as|
could. His head snapped back, and he collapsed into the sand. While the other three mermen shuffled,
trying to bring their weaponsto bear, | sat down again, and picked up the armor. "Pearl, please point out
those two orca skeletons over there on the beach and tell these mermen who killed them?”

Pearl smply gaped - Red-fin was still bresthing, but it was obviousto her and everyone elsethat |
could have smply kicked him to degth if | wanted. After amoment, she recovered from her surprise,
then looked at the other three mermen and trembled with rage. "Fools! Do you understand now?!
Look there! Look! Do you see those two orca?! Do you know who killed them?! SHE DID!
ALONE!"

"Wall, actudly, | had six boys helping me lure them on the beach, but yes" | said, reaching to the
thong around my neck and smiled sweetly at the Southern Clan mermen as| dangled the orca-tooth |



wore. They backed up abit, afraid both of me and of the mermen behind me. "Pearl, pleasetdl these
mermen that if they try to leave without my permission, | will not be happy with them.”

Pearl did so, and the mermen trembled. "We-we're sorry! We did not realize your power, Daughter
of Ocean!" one chittered.

"Nor did |," Pearl added in my language, looking a me.

"I've dedlt with bullies before, Pearl," | said, and picked up my water bottle. After picking up his spear
and setting it to my side, | poured the water over Red-fin's face. He sputtered for a moment, then rose to

his hands, groggy. "Would you mind pointing out the orca skeletonsto him and telling him the same thing,
Pearl?’

Pearl did so, her chittering voice dripping with venom.

"Pearl, say thisto him..." | said as Red-fin backed away from me, hiseyeswide. | set asde the armor,
then picked up his spear. Placing it acrossmy lap, | looked a him. "Let me explain thisto you carefully,
S0 you won't misunderstand. | could kill you, now. I'm sure that's what you expect. Pearl told me some
humans did bad things to you in the past. | wasn't them. | want to help you. | want to be your friend. Y ou
have a choice - you can be my friend, or you can go away. The choiceisyours. But | don't think you
want to choose to be my enemy, Red-fin. The bones of my enemieslie on the beach of thisidand,
bleaching in the sun, and the children of my clan laugh at them and bounce pebbles off their skulls.” | then
held his spear back out to him, and waited as Pearl trandated for me.

Red-fin looked at mein utter disbelief. "You would... You would be my friend, after what | tried to
do?"

"Of course, Son of Ocean."

"1 am not worthy," he said, taking his spear back.



"Of courseyou are. You are a Son of Ocean,” | said, and reached out my right hand.

Red-fin reached up with hisleft hand, gripping my hand awkwardly for amoment, then put his hand
back to thesand. "I... | am sorry. What can | do to make amends?"

"Sit and learn with the others. Go and see that what | am teaching is not bad for you, but will help you.
Someday, if bad people come by again, you will be able to defend yoursel ves even better than before.
And, when the orcas come, you will kill them easily. When you have learned enough to where you can
explain my plan to your clan, go home and tell them what happened here today, and what you learned
afterwards. Once | havefinished teaching my clan, you can come back, and learn from them. All the
mer-folk of the Windward 1des can come and learn from my clan. Alright?”

"Yes, Hair-like-sunset,” Red-fin replied, grinning.

"Good. Now shoo - go talk to Y anar, he can tell you about the armor we're working on. Shoo,” |
said, and looked around - Y anar was right behind me, and he did not look happy. "Everyone shoo! It's
al over, everything'sdright. Y anar, take Red-fin and hisfriends over there, and explain the armor to
them.”

"I'd rather claw them blind, Sasha, but I'll forgive them as you have and do asyou ask," Y anar replied,
then sighed. After amoment, he looked up, then chittered at Red-fin. " This way. Come."

After everyone had crawled off, | smply sat there, my head down.

"Sasha, that was amazing! How did you-"

"Pearl, I'm dtting within arm’s reach of adozen toddlers who would claw me without even



understanding what they're doing and you expect meto not take some kind of precaution? That's what
those petdswerefor!" | said, and struggled not to retch, holding my mouth open and breathing carefully.

"Sasha, don't hold back," Marilith whispered. "You know it's better if you don't, it's over faster.”
| tried to ignore her.

"Areyou dright? Y ou don't look well..." Pearl asked, looking me over.

"I'm not, Pearl. Don't make metalk, right now... Just... Be quiet amoment..." | gasped, but it was too
late. | threw mysdlf forward onto my hands and knees, and vomited loudly and painfully. | hadn't had
breakfast - | couldn't, with this herb. Only alarge dinner before bed, Marilith said, and I'd had to ezt like
that for weeks, now. Fortunately, | had alot of cheese, milk, and smoked goat-meet. Unfortunately,
thinking about food and how hungry | was only made me vomit again.

All that came up was my water, some bile, and two of the six white lotus petals I'd eaten today . |
heaved twice more, but nothing €lse came up. When my stomach seemed calm again, | sat back,

gasping.

"There you go,” Marilithsad, asmilein her voice.

"Better now?" Pearl asked nervoudly.

"A little, yes."

"I.... I ill don't understand, I'm sorry."

"Marilith saysthe white lotus protects by blocking, and helping you build an immunity to certain
poisons. She saysthe petals are more than just herbs, they're partly magic, like aunicorn's horn. Or



bloodmoss. But you haveto takeit regularly for it to protect you, and if it finaly works against a poison,
the result is you get very nauseous - dl the poison is drawn to the undigested petalsin your ssomach, and
you end up vomiting. Y ou can also make them into ahedling ail. 1t's not nearly as strong as bloodmoss
unguent, but it doeswork," | said, pushing some sand over the mess I'd made to conced it - just looking
a it made me nauseous dl over again. " She's been having me take them every hour on the hour, every
day I've been sitting here near the children. Once cut by mer-folk poison, I'd be immune afterwards.”

"You slly! Why didn't you just tell me?1 could have cut you and then that would be that!"

"What, you think | like throwing up?1 did that three times aready last winter when | waslearning how
to usethis! Ant-bites, spider bites and one little something | never figured out what it wad! It's horrible!™

Pearl burgt into pedls of laughter, and | could hear Marilith laughing in my ears, aswdl. | smply
grumbled, reaching for my water bottle, and was glad that at least now I'd be able to eat lunch.

The Ocean - Eighteen.

The seasons turned, and months turned into years. It never snowed on the idand, but there were afew
days of winter it was bitterly cold. Summer days occasiondly were uncomfortably warm and storms
would pass through now and again, particularly in the fal and winter, but otherwise the westher was
aways pleasant. It was easy to fdl into aroutine - counting the goats, culling the excess, teaching the
mer-folk, playing with their children...



| learned, aswell. The seawas avast and degp mystery, to me, and one | could only explore between
long bresths. The salt water stung my eyes, and | never did get used to it. There were many beautiful
things under the waves - and many dangerousthings, aswell. The mer-folk refused to let me swim
without at least two of them accompanying me, one to each side of me, watching me, guarding me... But,
| knew they wereright to do so. Many, many thingsin the water were deadly to me. At Marilith's
insgtence, | used the white lotus several more times, and forced myself to be exposed to the more
common poisons of the sea. The sea-urchin, the puffer-fish, the man-o-war, and even the dreaded
sea-snake - the last of which mademe soiill, | thought | would die. Even with that, however, ashark had
no poisons and could kill me just aseasily as a sea-snake, so | always was escorted when | svam in the
sea

And, despite learning to explore the seaabit, | was still no mermaid. They could hold their breath for
ages, and with their nictating membrane alowing clear vison, the ssawas alovely and beautiful placeto
them, full of wonder. | could only hold my breath for afew dozen heartbests, at best, and as| had no
nictating membrane, the underwater world they loved so much wasllittle more than an eye-stinging blur to
me.

But as much as Marilith and | taught the mer-folk, they taught me. Many werethings| knew | would
never use, but was interested in anyway, such asdl the strange and different creaturesthat lived in the
waters (most of which | would never see), how the Travelers survived far from land, in the deep waters,
and much more. All was fascinating and wonderful, to me - abeautiful world existed out there, just
beyond the limits of my al-too-human body.

The orcas came back again and again - it seemed that twice ayear, orcas would migrate past the
idands. Now, however, our people were more prepared for them, and the hunters had become the
hunted. The water was amerman's dement, and with a supple spine and hisarmsto propd him, hewas
far more nimble at darting sideways and avoiding a crushing bite than asmple fish was, or even the orcas
themsdves. A few from the other clans were caught that way, their shell armor giving way benegth the
tremendous bite of an orca, but for the most part, the armor worked well if the merman using it twisted
and dodged to avoid being firmly bitten. The teeth of the orca curved inward dightly, the sharp tips of
each tooth pointing towards their gullet, but they could find no purchase on the smooth shellswe had
chosen. Yanar eventually learned therewas atrick toit, aswell - if onetwisted just right asthe teeth
clamped down, the smooth shellswe'd chosen actudly alowed the merman to pop out of the mouth of
the orca, like awet seed squeezed between the fingertips. Thistechnique alowed him to attack an orca
from the front, and when it tried to bite him, he would pop out of it's mouth, twisting around to it's Side,
and dashitseyeto ruin with hisclaws. Thisusualy caused the orca such pain and disorientation that he
was ableto kill it much easier, and soon he became renowned as the greatest of dl the orca-hunters.



The blue-shell and ball-shell clams, being so necessary to our victories againgt the orcas, were
carefully gathered, and given their own sheltered beds, which mer-children patrolled. There, young boys
learned the arts of hunting asthey killed the drill-fish and other animalsthat preyed upon the clams. Y et,
the creatures and plants of the land were equally asimportant. The cork trees needed to make the armor,
the herbs needed to make various medicines, the goats needed for leather and other things... All were
carefully tended by mer-folk, with the task of tending to the herbs and creating the medicines usually
being given to mothers and daughters.

Asde from the vast meat asingle orca could provide, their bones became status symbolsfor each
clan. Mounted on stakes near the line of mer-folk dwellings at the edge of the beach, each clan silently
yet proudly proclaimed how many orcas they had dain that season. Carved orca-bone and orca-ivory
tools became very common, and by thetime | turned twenty, the first orca-tooth necklace wasgivento a
mermaid as a courting gift. She declined, however - of al thefemaesin dl the clans of the Windward
Ides, only | wore the tooth of an orca.

| woreit gtill, today, as| sat on the beach with Pearl. Likeit or not, | had become the 'wise woman'
for dl the clans of the Windward Ides, and many came to see me and ask questions of me. Pearl, who
had now been by my side for four years, knew as much as| did - and often could see how what | had
taught could be gpplied to the mer-folk's lives far better than | or Marilith could. Pearl had even
discovered saverd medicina usesfor organs from various fish, and had found certain varieties of kelp
and seaweed had medicinal properties- or, at least, they did for the mer-folk. For most, Marilith said
they would smply make me sick. The orca-tooth | wore had become a symbal of rank, redlly, the lesther
thong | had given to Y anar years ago to compl ete the necklace now long since replaced with a braided
chain of gold recovered from a shipwreck. Y et, given that Pearl really knew asmuch as| did and now
was reaching beyond even that, | often wondered if she should be wearing the tooth, not I.

"Sasha, look," Pearl said, interrupting my reverie and pointing out towards the sea.

| looked. The noonday sun sparkled on the warm summer surf, and dowly, four dozen mer-folk
crawled from the waves. Mogt of the adults bore a basket on their back, and the lead male bore a
monodont spear in hishand. "Who isthat? Travellers?' | asked, recognizing the wha ebone baskets.

"l don't know," Pearl said, looking the newcomers over asthey crawled towardsus. "1 think it might
be aclan of mer-magi..."



"The traveling sorcerers you told me about?*

"Yes. | wonder why they're here, though... They trade for knowledge of sorcery, and we have none.”

The visitors drew up closeto us, and looked us over silently. The oldest, in the lead, wore no basket
on his back, but smply bore amonodont spear in hishand. | stared a him, amazed. If he were human,
you would guess by hisface that he wasin histhirties - and for amerman, that meant he was very old,
possibly severd centuriesin age. "It appears thisis the one we were seeking," he said in the language
of the mer-folk.

The female by his side, who looked close to his age and also did not bear a basket, nodded in
agreement. " She matches the stories. A human female with red hair like shimmering sunset on the
sea. Tell me, human, are you Hair-like-sunset, the Wise One of the Windward Isles?"

| smiled. "I'd loveto say 'yes, but I'm afraid | can't speak your language at al. Pearl, could you-"

The femaelifted ahand from the sand, and gestured briefly. "Isthis better?' she asked in my
language.

| was startled, to say the least. I'd never seen true magic beforein my life. Now, with merdly a
gesture, thisfemae could speak my language fluently - something it had taken most females of the
Windward Idesayear to do. The subtlety and power of true sorcery wasvery unnerving. "Y-yes," |
stammered.

"Very good. Now - are you Hair-like-sunset, the Wise One of the Windward Ides?’

"YS"



"She says sheis, Thunder," thefemaesaid, glancing to the male.

"How immensely disappointing,” themde said, Sghing. "l was hoping that the stories of her
being human were merely more Traveler exaggeration. Worse, | sense nothing of the Talent in
her, at all. She has a strange essence about her, true. It's as though she's being watched by
something ancient... Something dark. But other than that, she's as mundane as a nibble-fish," he
said, and shook his head. " She has nothing for us, | think - and even if she did, we have little to
trade, for sheis human."

The femae chuckled. "You give up far too easily, my mate. Look at this one - see the scars on
her belly? That matches the tale of the one Hair-like-sunset brought back from the dead. | see the
skulls of nine orcas on sticks near those platforms the others rest upon behind her. A full pod,
judging by the difference in sizes. Over there lie the bones of two more orcas, and they look like
they've been there for years. Not all the Travelers' tales were exaggeration, | think. | think sheis
what the Travelers said she was; Hair-like-sunset, mighty hunter - and possibly a great sorceress,
aswell."

| blushed. "Ummm... Well, actualy, | only killed thosetwo," | said, pointing. "We left them there after
we harvested the meat and ivory because the children enjoy playing with the bones. The ones behind us
are al onesthat were hunted this year by the maes of our clan. And asfar as Pearl... Well, she wasn't
quite dead after the orcabit her, and | used bloodmoss unguent to heal her up.”

Thefemale smiled, ralling over to Sit with her lower tail folded, and resting on onearm. " And humbl e,
aswell," shesad, smiling. "Thisis the one, Thunder. Have the others make camp on the other side
of those skeletons, and I'll speak with Hair-like-sunset. Leave the spear here."

"As you wish, my mate," the male replied, setting the monodont spear beside her. He then called out
ordersto therest in aloud voice that wasworthy of hisname. In afew moments, they al began crawling
off, while the femaelooked me over again.

| Sghed. "I think you might be wasting your time, I'm sorry. We don't have any magic to trade with
you, here"



"Oh, no?' thefemae replied, and pointed to the scars on Pearl's belly. "What of that? Y ou dismiss
your bloodmoss unguent as ameretrifle, but it is hardly that. In human lands, such knowledgeis highly
prized, and quite secret.”

"1tis?" | asked, amazed.

"Yes, itis. We havetried trading for it with humans before, and they demanded enormous sums of
gold - so much we could not even carry it back to the surface.”

| smiled. "Wdll, you don't haveto give us anything. If you want to learn it, Pearl can teach you. | taught
her how to makeit, and she's actudly better at making it now than | am. Anything you want to learn, just
ask one of our clan - well teach you. Y ou don't have to give us anything. Armor, new spears... Anything
you want to know. If your maleswant to learn how to wear the shell-armor and kill the orcas easier, we
can teach them that, too. Y anar is very good & it, now. Just ask him."

Pearl nodded, smiling. "It'strue - smply ask what you wish to know, and we will teach it to you.
Hair-like-sunset's name in her language is Sashaof Woe. | am called Pearl in her language. Sashaand |
and everyonein our clan will be happy to teach you anything you wish to know."

The mermaid laughed. "Wéll, | am caled Storm. My mateis caled Thunder, for he was hatched
during athunderstorm and grew up to possess avoice like thunder. When | became his mate, | choseto
cal mysdf Storm, for where Thunder goes, | will soon follow." Storm gazed a usfor along moment, as
though thinking about what Pearl had said, then finaly shook her head. "It isnot our way to Ssmply take
and give nothing in return. We have no need of your armor or weapons - our sorcery ismorethan a
match for an orca, and even the weakest of us can defeat the strongest of them. It isyour knowledge of
herbs we are interested in, for herbs can often heal what magic sometimes cannot. We thought perhaps
you were one of our people, amermaid, but one who hunts orcas. We brought many thingsthat such a
person might be interested in, but | see that much of it will be usdessto you. Still, the monodont spear
we made may interest you - and if it does, that will be enough to sedl the bargain, asfar aswe are
concerned. We will work on making something €lse you may be interested in, and when our lessonsin
herblore are complete, we will offer it to you to complete our trade.”

| smiled. "Wéll, | don't redly have much need for amonodont spear, Storm, but-"



"Thisisno ordinary spear, like one of your clan might carry. We have enchanted it to be of useto a
mighty hunter and warrior such asyoursdf.”

"Sasha, be careful,” Marilith whispered suddenly. " The sorcery of these people is not the precise
science of mathematics that it isfor your people, carefully done in accordance with long research
and exacting theorems and formulas. It is more like the way of the Will and the Word, asit is for
my people. Humans who study magic call the type of sorcery these mer-folk use "Wild Magic.' They
do not learn sorcery, carefully studying to master their Talent as your people do. They simply do it
- and as such, the results are often not as precise, and are like the workings of a youngling of my
people. Be very careful, Sasha.”

Storm looked at me, and grinned wryly. "Ah, the being that watches over you does more than just
watch?'

| blinked. "You... You can hear Mailith?"'

Storm laughed. "No, Sasha of Woe. | sense her with my mind, not hear her with my ears. | cantell she
spoketo you, and | can tell sheiscautious of me, but | cannot hear what she said. Still, 1 will attempt to
alay her concerns. The monodont spear we have madeisavery old thing, and one we are quite
experienced a making. When unattuned, it is as any other monodont spear, save that the end is capped
inliving white-cord instead of being ahollow, and it isinvulnerable - it cannot be broken, and the point
will never dull. Unattuned, it issmply alarge and heavy spear, thetool of awarrior and hunter. It may be
attuned to asingle wielder, however, and it will remain attuned to them so long asthey live. Once done, it
isno longer heavy in their hands, but light as sea-foam and swift aslightning. It so can never belost -
should it ever be separated from the wielder's hands, they need only wish to grip it, and it will appear in
their hand.”

"How do you attuneit?' | asked, immensdly curious.

"Sasha..." Mailithsad warningly.



Storm smiled again, picking up the spear and turning it around. " The base here is not asimple hollow,
likethat of an ordinary monodont spear. See the rounded plug? That isthe white-coral. Smply placea
drop of your blood upon it, and it will turn red. From then on, the spear will be aliving extension of your
will, and will remain attuned to you so long asyou live. Even if you have never touched a monodont spear
inyour life, you will handle it expertly. Once attuned, it isno longer amere tooth, but instead becomesa
living extenson of your will."

"Hmmm..." | said, looking at the spear. "Marilith, what do you think?'

"Let me study it a moment longer, Sasha. It is difficult to see the astral emanations through our
link, as you are no mage."

"Okay."

"What did she say?" Pearl asked, looking at the spear with interest.

"She said shewants meto let her look at it abit longer."

Storm smiled, placing the spear between us. "Take dl the time you wish, Sasha of Woe. If thistrade
displeases you, we can show you the other things we have brought.”

"That'strue,” | said, nodding. "I might not need anything you have, but there might be someone else
who would beinterested iniit."

Storm looked a me oddly. ™Y ou would trade the secrets of herblore for something you cannot use a
al, just to giveit away to another?'

| shrugged. "Of course. Isn't that how mer-folk are supposed to treat each other?”



Storm laughed. "Y es, but it's not how humans do!"

Pearl held her head high. "Sashaisone of us. Sheisa Daughter of Ocean. Perhaps the gods placed
her in the body of ahuman, but sheis one of usal the same. We of the Round Idand clan consider her to
be the same as any other mermaid.”

"W, except for thefact that I'm redlly till ahuman and everything in the sea can gobble me up, yes"
| said, and sighed. "It would be nice to be amermaid, though. The mermen sometimes come by and
court medtill, practicing their skills at poetry, but we al know it'll never go anywhere. | can't be their
meate, I'm human. 1t would be niceif | redly was amermaid, though. Sometimesit getslonely here,
and..." | shook my head, thinking of Y anar. "Nevermind."

Pearl took my hand, and squeezed gently. "Y ou know Y anar would il take you as his mate.
Bright-eyes |oves you very much, as do we al. She would be happy to share Y anar with you.”

| shook my head, and squeezed her hand in return. It was a conversation Pearl and | had many times
over the years, and the end was aways the same. Sharing amale was not unknown to the mer-folk.
Males often died to orcas, that the females and children might live - such was the nature of mer-folk life.
In some clans, the orcas had struck hard enough that the females outnumbered the males three to two -
and in some decimated clans, two to one. Such arrangements were not uncommon among the mer-folk, it
was smply theredlity of ther lives. But, to me, Y anar dready had amate, and | was not amermaid - |
was a human woman. | smply didn't fed comfortable as an outsder clinging to her mate for company
and companionship, and | didn't fed comfortable with the notion that | might, because of that, somehow
come between him and Bright-eyes. Pearl had told me many times | would not, and even Bright-eyes had
told me the same. But, it was ill how | fdlt. Intheend, | felt like an outsider - of course, being human, |
was. Storm watched this exchange silently, smply stting and looking at the two of us. What she was
thinking | did not know - nor, redlly, at that moment, did | care. My mind was full of wistful thoughts, and
thingsthat might have been, if only...

"I can find no flaw in the enchantment, Sasha,” Marilithsadfindly. "Asfar as| can see, it would
do precisely what she said, nothing more or less.”



"Soit's okay for meto accept it?" | asked, looking up.

"Yes, Sasha."

| grinned. "Great!" | said, and picked up the spear, looking it over. It was abit over four cubitslong,
and just as heavy as Y anar's spear - over two-thirds of astone. Thetip was far sharper, however, dmost
needle-sharp. "Ummm... A drop of blood on the base?'

Storm nodded. "On the plug of white-cord, there," she said, pointing.

| grit my teeth, and gripped the point of the spear with my left hand, pushing my thumb onto it.
"Ouch..." | took a moment and squeezed my thumb abit to draw abead of blood, then did the spear
across my lap and smeared the bead of blood onto the rounded plug of coral that filled the base of the
monodont tooth. | grinned. It turned blood red ingtantly, and looked very much like it had been freshly
pulled from thejaw of aliving monodont. | hefted the speer - it waslight asafeather, now. "Thisis
great!"

"Ow!" Pearl yelped as| bumped her shoulder with the buitt of the spear. Pearl rubbed her shoulder
with her hand, wincing.

"Oh! I'm sorry, Pear!" | said, putting the spear down carefully. | looked at her shoulder - shewas
dright, though she might bruise abit later.

"Be careful, Sashaof Woe," Storm said, giggling. "Though it now weighs almost nothing to you, it till
has dl the mass of amonodont'stooth. A dight flick of your hand drivesit's true mass with much greater
force, because of that."

"I'm redlly sorry, Pearl," | said, reaching for my basket. A few moments|ater, | was rubbing white
lotusail into her shoulder, making the scales of her skin gleam.



"That's better, thank you," Pearl said, smiling.

Storm smiled. "And that is precisely what we wish to learn, there," she said, pointing at my basket.

"Well, we can start right now, if you want. | have al the basic unguents and oils here in my basket. We
can go over what they do and how they're used today, then start working on teaching you how to make
them tomorrow," | said, looking over my basket. "Ummm... Some of them won't be much useto you.
Likethisone- | have acream herel useto keep the sun from burning my skin. It works great on me,
though it washes off in water or sweat very easily, so | haveto re-gpply it. Pearl helps me do my back
and... Well, it'sgreat for me, but | don't see as how it will help you much. Mer-folk don't sunburn.”

Storm nodded, then looked me over for amoment. “That brings me to aquestion... Why do you not
just wear clothesto protect yoursaf againgt the sun, like other humans| have seen?”

| blushed. "Ummm... Well, the only clothes | had when | came herefour yearsago | kind of ...
Ummm... Out-grew. | was sixteen, then, now I'm twenty. My shoulders and bust and hips are just too
wideto fit in my old dress anymore, and | don't want to just cut it up, it's specid, to me. | have clothes|
made from goat-skin, but it's summer, now, and goat-skin is hot in the summer. There's grass here, and
someof it getsredly long - | tried to use it to make clothes last year but the grass here makes very itchy
clothes. | dso tried weaving wool from the goat's hair, but woal is very itchy and very hot. Besides,
nobody here wears anything except shedll-tops and things, so | kind of got used to just wearing moccasins
to protect my feet and nothing more when it'swarm.”

"Ah," Storm replied, nodding. "But you could still wear shell-tops, like hers and mine. And, perhaps,
even more garments like that. They would not be too warm."

"Wadl, yes, but... Then everyone would think | was being courted by one of the males and they were
giving methingsand I'm not. Besides, | can't wear ashell between my legs, my skins alot softer than
yours and my body doesn't work like that, it would hurt when | sat down. And we tried a shell-skirt, it
was heavy and very uncomfortable. The only thing left | could make clothes out of on thisidand is cork,
and I'm not going to wear tree-bark!" | said, and blushed again as| heard Marilith's laughter in my ears.



"Hmmm..." Storm said, looking at me. "How do you keep sand out of your cloaca, then? It doesn't
look likeit seds properly, like ours.”

Marilith laughed even harder, and | blushed even degper. "Ummm... It'snot acloaca, it'savagina, and
| keep sand out of it by Sitting with my knees up, like this, or Sitting on my hedls. | dso have goat-hide
blankets | bring out to the beach when | want to stretch out and relax, and | Sit or lie on them.”

Pearl nodded. "She also has alittle goat-hide belt arrangement she wears over it whenit's bleeding.”

"Pearl!" | gasped.

Storm raised an eyebrow. "Bleeding?'

Pearl nodded. " She bleeds like a speared bluefin every full moon.”

"Pear|!"

"Redly?' Storm asked, raisng an eyebrow.

Pearl nodded again. "That took usthe longest to get used to, really. At first we thought she was
wounded. That's when she made the pledgets, so it wouldn't tartle us."

| had never been so embarrassed in al my life. "Yes, | had undergarments when | cameto theidand
and | cut them up to make washable cloths | could re-use and can we please talk about something
ese?!" | yeped, blushing furioudy.



Storm shrugged. "Well, | can see why you wouldn't want to wear clothesif you have that problem.”

"Well, | know it sounds odd to you but it's normal for humang! | wish | wasamermaid and didn't
have that problem but I'm not so | do!"

"You are amermaid to us, Sasha," Pearl said, and grinned. "Sashais one of us, Storm. Sheisa
Daughter of Ocean. Clothes are for humans." Pearl waved her hand a my legs. "Ignore dl those oddities
below her waist and just think of her asared-haired mermaid. That'swhat we do,” she said, and

giggled.

| blushed furioudy, utterly mortified, but Storm smply smiled. "l see,” shereplied. "Well, shdl we
begin the lessons?!

"Please," | said, enormoudy relieved we were talking about something other than me, and reached
for my basket again.

The Spider - XI.



Morning came, and the three of them climbed down from their invisible hiding place. Eddas handed me
alarge woolen blanket, a sharp knife and a needle and thread, telling me to take the time to make arobe
for myself - it would concedl me better, should we encounter anyone. | nodded and complied. The task
was atrivia one, and soon | wore asimple robe and hood. The scraps | madeinto gloves and bootsto
further concedl mysdlf, and handed the tools back to Eddas.

Joy looked me over, and laughed. "Y ou've forgotten to make eye-holes!”

Kyrie burgt into giggles, but | smply shrugged. "I can still see...”

"How?'

Eddas, who had just finished climbing down from her sanctuary again, gestured briefly, and the rope
that dangled in the air fell to the ground again. "He didn't have eyesto begin with, Joy. It'ssmply part of
his nature. Hisvision isfocused on his eye-sockets, as one might expect, but he doesn't need eyesto

Joy made aface, then shook her head. "Wdll, | wish | could do that. The sun on the snow isaready
quite dazzling thismorning.”

"Usethering of adaptation | gave you, Joy. Y ou've dready learned how to useit to adapt for the cold
- it'sthe same to adapt to the bright snow."

Joy paused amoment, her face showing brief concentration, then she blinked, and smiled. "Ah! It
worked." Suddenly, she frowned. "Wait, Old Man - what of Kyrie?'

"Hmmm... You'reright. The sky isquite clear, today, and the sun very bright. Well haveto do
something for her, aswell," Eddas replied, again dipping the rope back into it's hiding place. Gathering a
few twigs from nearby bushes and gripping them into asmal bundle in one hand, Eddas snapped her
gloved fingers- ingantly, the twigswere dight. She let them burn for amoment, then extinguished them



with agesture.

"What good will that do, Old Man?'

"Give them amoment to cool, and I'll show you."

| watched in curiosity. Once the twigs had cooled, Eddas used their charred ends to darken the skin
about the child's eyes, and atop her cheeks. "How do | look?

"You look fine, dear," Eddas replied, and Joy nodded.

Kyrielooked to me. "What do you think, Goodman Bones? How do | look?"

| shrugged. "You look like a raccoon...”

The child squealed in outrage, and both Eddas and Joy burst out laughing. ™Y ou, my friend, have never
raised children,” Eddas laughed.

"No... And it seems unlikely | ever will, now..."

Their smiles dimmed, and Eddas nodded.

"Let us be off..."



"Aye, my friend. Let usbe off,” Eddas replied, summoning her invisible steed with agesture.

The day went quietly after that, smply trudging through the snow between winter-shrouded trees.
Twice, the child reached to her coat, dipping out adim legther thong, from which dangled asmall amulet
of somekind. It gleamed of magic to my eye, but | knew not what it was. Each time, she gripped it in her
little mittened hands, and appeared to be concentrating. The second time she did this, she pointed
eastwards, dightly south of the direction we'd been heading.

"That way," shesaid smply.

| nodded, and resumed walking, the rest following. It seemed now | knew how they knew which way

to go - the child guided them, through magic of some kind. Guided by sorcery and guarded by a Great
Mage, it seemed we could not fail. My heart lifted.

'l shall be with you soon, my love... Soon..." | thought, my gaze ever eastwards.

The Ocean - Nineteen.

The months passed, and summer dowly turned into fall. | worked with Storm daily, but only with her. |



thought perhaps that she might have the other females come over so that they might learn, aswell, but
Storm said that she would ingtruct the femaes of her clan in herblore later. The others of her clan smply
sat and waited, camped on the beach, and hunting from time to time. Their males carried no weapons
when they crawled into the surf to hunt, but they never came back empty-handed. Their camp was
actualy somewhat odd, by human standards. From severd of their baskets, they produced tents made of
sharkskin that unfolded into somewhat large domes, and they dept inside them. At night, their males
stayed awake in rotating watches, guarding the edges of their camp. Sometimes odd, flickering lights
were seen a night by the mer-folk of my clan, coming from the close circle of tents of the mer-magi. The
mer-folk of my clan feared them alittle, however, and did not ask what the lights might mean. Marilith did
not trust them at dl. "Their magic isthe Wild Magic, Sasha. Be careful of them,” shesaid. Yet, it was
obvious Storm meant me no harm, nor did any of their people. | wasn't sure quite what to think.

Despite Thunder's apparent position as the clan-leader, Storm, it seemed, was the true leader of their
clan. When Thunder spoke, the others obeyed - but he never asked anything of Storm, ever. When she
spoke about him, she was always deferentia and respectful, and when he was near, she dways|ooked at
him with warmth and love. Y et, when she spoke, he obeyed. It was astrange relationship | did not truly
understand. Marilith said that the females were the true wielders of power in their clan, and the maes
were little more than sorcerous warriors. | supposed shewas right.

Storm learned at atremendous rate - | did not know whether it was Smply because she had a brilliant
mind, or if shewas using sorcery to augment the speed at which she learned. Marilith thought it wasa
little of both. Either way, Storm only needed to be shown something once, and she learned it the first
time. Each recipe and every usefor every ail, teaand unguent | knew how to make, shelearned after the
first time | showed it to her. It was, at times, amost eerie.

Finally, asfall approached, | had taught Storm al | could. Pearl took over, and began to explain what
she had learned from me, and what she had discovered of the art on her own. | would visit them from
timeto time asthey sat on the beach, but otherwise | spent my days working on theidand. Winter was
coming again, and there was till work to be done. The goat-herds needed to be culled, fall herbs needed
to be gathered, the winter cheeses needed to be poured and pressed... Therewas alot to do.

It was weeks before | found time to visit Storm and Pearl again, but finaly | managed to get caught up
on my work. It was near noon on awarm fal day. Most of the femaes and children were at the southern
cove, the mermaids sunning themsalves while the children played in the water. The maleswere off
hunting, of course, and as | approached the spot Pearl and Storm sat on the beach for their lessons, |
could see that we were done. | could hear them talking, and started to call to them, but paused suddenly
as| heard their conversation.



"I do not understand why your clan trusts her," Storm said in the language of the mer-folk, shaking
her head.

"Who? Hair-like-sunset?" Pearl asked, looking at Storm.

"No. The creature who watches over her. Sheisdark, my friend. A dark presence which hovers
over her aura, always watching, always listening... It is quite frightening.”

| stepped behind atree, hiding, my mind awhirl with confusion.

"The proof of the spear isin it's use, Sorm. She has shown on many occasions sheis not merely
Hair-like-sunset's guardian, but our friend. The skills| teach you now | learned from
Hair-like-sunset, who learned them from her. In thisway, | also learned to read and write. Sheis
not an enemy to be feared, but a friend to be cherished. Hair-like-sunset hopes to one day rescue
her from the strange, magical cage sheis held within. From what Hair-like-sunset says, sheis
near the ocean, but not under the waves. She istrapped on land, somewhere, which means only a
human could free her. She helps Hair-like-sunset, in the hopes that someday, Hair-like-sunset will
escape thisisland, and perhaps free her. They are sisters of the soul, Sorm."

"Yes, yes, you've told me the tale, and | agree the proof of the spear isinit's use. But | cannot
deny my feelings. Hair-like-sunset sees her in a gentle light, like an older sister swimming just
behind her shoulder, whispering advice to her. But | see a dark and ancient being of great power,
whose presence looms over her ominoudly... A giant manta ray of immense proportions, casting its
shadow over her in the waters of her life. Certainly the manta has no barb, no fang, and is no
danger. And yet, its presence cannot be denied."

Pearl shrugged. "Perhaps she is the looming manta - yet as you said yourself, the manta is no
danger. | do not see your concern, Sorm."

"She advises now, sheisfriendly now - Hair-like-sunset still wishesto free her. But what if
Hair-like-sunset wishesto lead her own life? Will she still be a sister then, helping and advising, or
will she simply turn and go her own way, leaving her alone? We swim with the giant manta, and it
allows our company - and to some extent, it seems to enjoy it, at times. But its ways are not ours,



and its motives are its own. When it tires of us, it simply leaves, and we are alone in the waters...
As she may be, someday."

Pearl laughed. "You are quite a suspicious person, Sorm. | suppose the life of a nomad forces
one to be cautious - but truly, Marilith is a good friend, do not worry. Now, shall we continue
where we left off yesterday?"

Storm nodded. " Yes, please.”

| crept away quietly, glad for my goat-skin moccasins. The constant sussuration of the surf had hidden
my approach from their ears, and now hid my departure. Awhilelater, | reached my house. After
climbing up on the porch, | sat, my legs dangling off the edge, thinking. Finaly, | looked up. "Did you
hear what she said, Marilith?"

"Yes, | did," Marilith replied quietly.

"Why didn't you say anything, then?"

"Because | did not know what to say, Sasha. | sometimes fear that | will say the wrong thing,
and perhaps you..." Marilith paused. "l am sorry... | am sometimes afraid to say anything at all
about myself."

“Why?"

"I fear if | tell you too much about myself, you will not understand, and perhaps...” shesad,
then paused again. "No. You are too young. Thisis a discussion best |eft for another day."

| rolled my eyes. "Marilith, you've been saying that since | was sixteen. I'm twenty, now. How old do



| have to be before you decide I'm mature enough to understand? Thirty? Fifty? Eighty? Dead?"

Marilith was slent for along while. | heard her sgh once, but that was dl. Findly, she spoke again.
"Perhaps a story of my people will explain it best. Shall | tell it to you?"

"Sure."

"Once upon a time there was a little girl, who lived in a magical land far away. Like many
young ones of her kind, she had not yet decided what she would become when she grew up. There
was still much time before she had to make her choice, and she was still quite young. But, all had
to make a choice, and that choice was critical to her people's survival."

"You see, thisland was plagued by evil sorcerers from another dimension. They summoned the
people through magical rifts, and used the power of their will to force themto serve. There was
no rhyme or reason to it - anyone of any age might at any moment be summoned through a rift, to
return badly wounded, or perhaps even dead. Only the strong could resist - but even they were
sometimes forced to obey - and, sometimes, they too returned dead. Her people reproduced quite
slowly, and the death of even one was a serious loss. But hundreds had died already, and the
carnage showed no signs of stopping.”

"One day, while thelittle girl was playing, a rift opened, and drew her through. To her surprise,
she saw that from her perspective, the evil wizards were little more than ants. Their lives were
short, their bodies weak, but their numbers strong. She struggled against the ant who had
summoned her, but it was no use - hiswill was far greater than hers. Despite the weakness of his
body, hiswill and soul was a match for a child of her people. 'Go kill this ant who is my enemy,’ he
ordered. So thelittle girl went, found the other ant, and stomped it dead. The ant who had
summoned her grew tired, and he released her - she was back home again.”

"The little girl decided that all the evil wizards were little more than ants - they were nothing to
be feared. So, when she came of age, she asked her clan-father if she might join a sect which
hunted all the ants, wizard and non-wizard alike, attacking themin their dreams when they were
most vulnerable. The sect hoped that one day, they might exterminate the ants - and dreams were
the only way they could strike back. It was considered very dangerous, and her clan-father
warned her many times to think carefully before she chose. But the little girl was adamant - she
would do this anyway. So, she made her choice, and her body changed to suit her choice. From



there, she dlipped into the plane of dreams, and got to work.”

"It was not as easy as she thought, however. The ants could be tormented in their sleep, but
could not truly be killed, save by the greatest of skill, and the most precise touch. The dream
dimension is a fluid and ever-changing reality, and required great practice to master. And she till
had the lessons of her own people to learn, magic to master, knowledge to absorb. But, she
worked hard, and occasionally had successes against the weaker ants, killing them asthey slept.”

"One day, thelittle girl ran across a stranger in the dream dimension. It looked like a golden
owl, and he was very wise. The owl explained that not all the ants were bad, and he showed her
an ant that was very good. He was part of a circle of ants that were all brave and good. The owl
said that this ant was special to him, and asked that the little girl and all those of her sect not
attack him. He said that if she agreed, then he would see to it that nearly all the bad ants were
destroyed, and the threat to her people would be lessened. The owl was a greater being, more
powerful than even her clan-father - he was, in fact, a god.”

"A god?" | asked, raisng an eyebrow.

"Yes. Well, the little girl agreed, and passed the message to her sect, her clan-father, and all her
people. It was a joyous thing, and everyone was very happy. And soon, what the owl said came to
pass. The owl could slip into the dream dimension from his own dimension, and he whispered to
one of the antsin their dream. That ant was a great leader, and he led all his fellow ants to where
the bad ants were, and there was a great war. In short order, all the ants were dead, save for a
small handful. It was a joyous day! There still were a few bad ants remaining in other parts of the
world, and every once in awhile they would draw one of her people through a rift, but thiswas
very rare, and the ants who summoned them wer e often weak, and easily killed. The great and
powerful ants were gone... All save one,” Marilith said, and sighed.

"The world the ants lived on was very old, and it slowly changed over the eons. Continents
moved, the moon above it shifted, and it even shifted in its great circle about the sun, bringing
long ages of pleasant warmth, and long ages of ice and cold. But one of the gods who watched
over the ants was a god of deserts. The gods warred with each other, you see, and the ants were
the pawns they used in their war. In truth, all the universe was part of a vast war between the
gods, each struggling for supremacy, and even the little girl and all her people were merely pawns
in a greater game."



"The god of deserts knew that a warm time had come, and now would wane. The deserts would
shrink, and so would their power. In time, perhaps a mere fifty millennia or so, the deserts would
be gone, and the god of deserts would sleep - perhaps forever. No matter how carefully they
worked to build their followers among the ants, time and the very nature of the world would
eventually spell their doom. So, this god whispered in the dreams of one ant who lived in the
deserts - a very powerful ant, and very bad. That ant made a special place. Within that place, a
being could be contained, and its power harnessed. The continents could be slowed, the moon
held, the world's balance carefully maintained so that the age of ice would never come, and the
deserts would continue to grow. It was a mighty task - one only the little girl's clan-father could
truly do with any ease. But the bad ant was hardly strong enough to summon the little girl's
clan-father and live to tell the tale, for the ant was old, and tired. So, instead, he summoned a
lesser being, hoping to get one who would be strong enough to at least hold everything steady for
a few thousand years, when perhaps a better solution might be devised. And the being he got was
thelittle girl."

"Wait..." | sad, redization dawning.

"What?"

"Theland shifts... The moon shifts... All things you've said before. Thisis your story, not astory of
your people.”

"It isa story of my people. | am one of my people, and thisis my story," she said, and chuckled.

"And were the ants - humans."

"And elves, and dwarves, and mer-folk, and dryads, and... Well, everyone on thisworld. All
mortals are antsto an immortal. Only the dragons are our equals.”

| nodded. | decided | would hear it all. “Alright. So what happened?”



"The wizard imprisoned me in the cage he'd built, and set the mechanism into motion - the
strain of doing so was too great for his old heart, however, and he died afterwards. The machine's
operation is very complex, and | cannot possibly explain it to you, for you are no mage."

"Try anyway," | replied dryly.

"Well... The four great forces he wished to control aretied to my body, much like four great
stallions would be tied to the limbs of a criminal sentenced to be drawn and quartered. Each
strainsto go their own direction - but | cannot let them, or | will literally be torn apart. | struggle
to hold them still, | struggle to keep them from moving... But, over two thousand years, they have
moved dlightly anyway. A greater being of my people would be strong enough to hold them with
ease - but, a greater one of my people would also have escaped these bonds long ago. | ama
lesser being of my people. | cannot hold them forever. In a century, perhaps two, | will finally dip,
and will be torn apart.”

"What will happen then? Earthquakes?!

"No. The mechanismwill be destroyed, and possibly a good portion of the land around here.
Perhaps the nearby areas will feel an earthquake, and perhaps even a tidal wave... But | am very
remote here, none will be harmed. No one will notice anything. | will simply be dead, and the
forces loosed to move as they will. Perhaps fifty thousand years from now, the age of ice will
come again - and, of course, a warm age will follow, the restoration of a cycle that has been
halted for two thousand years. But no one on this world will notice. The change is so gradual,
even the elves have not realized it - their written histories only stretch back forty-eight thousand
years, and much of their early records are ssimply legends, myths, poems and songs, written down.
The change is simply too gradual for mortals to notice. Only the dragons will notice - and they
probably will not care. But meanwhile, | am strapped to this cage, this prison... This magical rack,
which slowly pulls me apart. It isall | can do to simply hold myself together, now."

"So you're asummoned creature... A creature who once preyed on the dreams of men.”

"Yes, Sasha. My people were dying, I-"



"You'reanightmare. A demon. A demon from hell."

"Well... Yes. Hell isreally not what you think it is, however, nor are we really what you think we
are. You see-"

"l loved you asasister! A sister | never had!" | shouted, and sobbed.

"Sasha, | love you as a sister, too!"

"No! It'slike Storm said - you're agreater being than | am, and as soon as you don't need me
anymore, you'll just leave me! Y ou don't care about me at al - how could you care? I'm just an ant to
you! Y ou want meto free you, but the moment | do, you'll smply leave me! If | don't find away off this
idand, you'l leave methen, too! I'm nothing to you, nothing!”

"No, Sasha! | do love you asa sister! On the soul of my clan-father, | love you asa sister! You
made me laugh, which eased my pain! You cared about me, when no other mortal on thisworld
ever would! | have waited and hoped and prayed for you for two thousand years, Sasha! Please,
Sasha, believe me!"

| wanted to run away from her and cry by myself - but where could | run to? She was dwayswith me.
And, really, | was dwayswith her. It should have been obvious, but for four years, | smply hadn't
thought about it. She was dmost three thousand years old - | should have redlized years ago that my
pitiful human existence was just a brief flicker of acandle compared to her. | was, in truth, nothing to her.
Tofree her, | would have to leave my home of four years, and al thefriends| had here... And as soon as
shewas free, she would no longer need me, and | would be done. | smply sat there and sobbed.
Marilith sobbed, aswell. Shortly, however, her sobsturned into screams of pain. Her trilswere

beginning again.

"I will proveit to you, Sasha! You are a sister of my soul! Somehow, | will proveit to you!" she
screamed, then her voice broke down into wordless shrieks of agony, and faded.



| didn't know what to think. My best friend, someone who I'd thought of for four yearsasmy invisible
sgter, quietly guiding me and helping me... Was ademon from hell. She had lied to me - or, perhaps
more accurately, she smply hadn't told me the truth. Now that she had, | felt deeply betrayed. Y et, when

| heard her screamingin pain, dl | could think wasthat | had betrayed her, and made her suffering dl the
WOrse.

Legendsand tales of heroesthat | had heard as a child told of their enemies summoning demonsto
battle them. And, of course, the heroes would kill the demons. From what Marilith had said, there was
probably agrain of truth to those old legends. Perhaps the demonstruly did reproduce dowly. Given that
Marilith was amost three thousand years old and she was still considered young to her people, equa in
ageto mysaf when wefirst met, perhaps they reproduced very dowly, indeed. Perhaps Marilith redlly

was my friend and sister of the soul, and perhaps Hell wasn't quite what | understood it to be.
Perhaps...

| sighed. | smply didn't know. | only knew that Storm's assessment had probably been very accurate.
She was a giant manta, casting her shadow over the waters of my life. And despite the warm sun shining
down onmeas| sat on thelittle porch of my house, that shadow seemed very deep and dark, indeed.

The Spider - X.

"There..." | said, pointing between the snow-draped treesto the small valey below.

Eddas made aface. "Trolls."



I smply shrugged. | had never seen such beings before, and did not care what they were called.
Twisted, misshapen things, they would easily betaller than Joy, were not each of them hunch-backed.
Their limbswere of uneven lengths, not only between each limb but between each other, and al of them
limped along with individua gaits, some on two legs, some using their knuckles asathird or fourth leg. Al
were swift, and moved silently, however. Raw, rotting furs were their garments, and crude clubstheir
weapons. How they survived | did not know - nor did | care. "Can we go around them...?"

Eddas shook her head. "Possibly, but they'd find us anyway. That'saraiding party, and it lookslike
they're circling, looking for tracks. They'd eventudly find our tracks, follow them, and ambush us. The
elves hate them - and with good reason. They can eat anything... Wood, grass, bone, mest... Anything.
But they prefer to eat things that will scream and beg for mercy while they're eating them. They'reaso
filthy, and ridden with ticks and fleas and disease which harm them not at al, but can make any other
being near them quiteill. They're Unsedlie, and quite dangerous. Ah - they've found adeer.”

Therewas abrief flurry of activity asthetrolls huloo'ed to each other, and swiftly loped to a central
point. They were incredibly fast. A bloody flurry of clubsfollowed for severa moments, then they
howled their victory over the stag they'd killed. In amoment, they began to tear it to pieces with their
misshapen, twisted hands, and et it raw.

"They eat anything, Grampa?' Kyrie asked.

Eddas nodded. "Y es, Kyrie. Back in my day, there was a scholar who wanted to find out just exactly
what trolls ate. Master Kradok of the Algrassian Circle, if | remember correctly. Well, after much
wrangling and the hiring of afew crack hunters, he managed to get oneto study. He locked it into astone
cdl with asted door that had abarred window he could observe through. The cdll wasfilled with dl
sorts of food - dried mests, fish, grains, fruits, and so on. There were severa ordinary items, aswell, just
to seeif thetroll might beinterested in them. According to hisdiary of the experiment, for thefirst ten
days, thetrall ate first the mest, then thefish. After that was gone, it turned to eating the fruit, which had
gone somewhat rotten by then. After that was gone, on the fifteenth day, it began eating the grains. After
that was gone, on the thirtieth day, it began eating the other itemsin theroom. If | remember correctly, it
ateaboot firg, then dl the other leather itemsit could find. Thenit ate dl the cloth itemsit could find.
Then, it ate dl the wooden handles of dl the toolsin the room. Afterwards, it began eating the wooden
table. Once that was gone, it ate the chair. This continued until finaly, six months after the experiment had
begun, there was nothing left but the stone cell itsdlf. After two weeks without food, it laid down, and
appeared to die. Tragically, that iswhere the scholar's diary of the experiment ended.”



"Tragicaly?" Joy asked, an eyebrow raised.

"Yes, Joy. They never found the scholar, or thetroll afterwards. The King's Justiciar investigated, of
course, and came to the conclusion that the scholar opened the cell to dispose of the corpse, or perhaps
to dissect it and learn more about their physiology..." Eddas said, then shrugged. "And thetroll leaped
upon him and ate him. It apparently takes a bit more than a couple weeks without food to starve atroll to
desth."

"Ewww!" Kyrie squeaked.

Joy smply rolled her eyes. " Somehow, the moment you began that story, Old Man, | knew that was
how it was going to end," she said, then shook her head. "Now - what are we to do about them?”

Eddas dipped from the back of her invisible steed and gripped her ebon staff firmly, gazing upon the
trolls. "Hmmm... I'll take the ones over there, and you go after the ones over there. They'll scatter, so be
ready for that."

"Right," Joy replied, and after stepping out of her snowshoes, she began walking forward into the small
valey, her S&ff at the ready. There was a sparkle of magic about her - then, to my utter astonishment,
she suddenly grew to enormous Size. Easly sixteen cubitstal, her feet crushed small trees as she strode
down into the valey. Eddas Ayar trotted behind Joy, so tiny in comparison now she looked like alittle
black-robed mouse following aong.

Whet followed could hardly be caled abattle. Joy, now the size of agiantess, Smply began crushing
thetrollswith her feet. It was much like anorma-sized woman might somp arat, save that the blows
were more adeliberate, crushing step rather than a swift, bone-jarring ssomp. Eddas Ayar, meanwhile,
cast great strokes of flame, immolating the trollsinstantly. Those that fled did not get far. Onetried to dart
among tdler trees where Joy might not be able to step on them - she smply smashed them with the tip of
her staff, which had aso grown to enormous size. Four others scattered, attempting to fleein al
directions. Eddas smply brought them down with explosions of fire. In afew moments, it was over. Joy
returned to Kyri€s sde, resuming her usud sizein the twinkling of an eye. Eddas spent awhile
afterwards, searching about in the snow and spraying long blasts of fire over the corpses.



"Why does she do that...?" | wondered aoud.

"Trollsregenerate from amost any injury,” Joy replied as she wiped the bloodied soles of her boots off
in the snow, her eyes dill on the valley below. "We giants hate them - they can be quite a niusance.”

Eddasfindly returned, waking up from the valey to sand beside us. She smiled a Joy. "Very nestly
done, dear."

Joy smiled, dipping her snowshoes back on. "Thank you, Old Man."

"Let's head around this, towards that rise, there. We needn't subject Kyrie to what's |eft of thetralls, |
think. Afterwards, well have her orient us again, and move on." Joy nodded, and Eddas |ooked to the
child. "Will that bedright, Kyrie?'

Kyrie made aface, looking at the bloodied snow inthevaley below. "Yes."

So that we did, going around the little valey to spare the child the view of what remained of thetralls,
then continuing on to the eadt.

| found the whole incident quite fascinating. The Great Mage and her companion traveled with an aura
of civilization about them that was dmost papable. More, the way they related to each other was
immensdly fascinating. | dowed my step, until the others were aboreast of me. "Forgive me, but | find |
amquite curious...”

Joy raised an eyebrow, but Eddas Ayar smply looked down at me from her invisible steed, the child
clinging to her waist as she rode behind her. "Curiogty isagood sign, my friend. It meansthat your



indtantiation pareticiaisfading.”

"My... My what...?"

Eddas chuckled. "Nevermind, my friend. Let ussmply say that | know more about you and your kind
than you do at the moment, and leave it at that. Eventudly, you will understand. For now, what wasit
you were curious about?'

| shook my head. The Great Mage spokein riddles| did not understand, but the question was smple
enough. "You..."

"Me?' Eddasreplied, raising aperfectly arched eyebrow.

"Yes... She callsyou 'Old Man', and the child calls you 'Grandfather’, yet it is obvious to me you
are neither... You walk and speak with the air of one coming from a vast and grand civilization,
yet | know nothing about it... | am curious about you... And her... And the child..." | said, and
shrugged. "Everything..."

Joy rolled her eyes at me and Kyrie burst into giggles, but Eddas smply nodded. "I am Eddas Ayar,
my friend, and | am what | am. Beneath this garment of flesh, | am aman of Hyperborea- acivilization
long gone, now. | was born almost nineteen centuries ago in Wilanda.city on the fifth day of summer, in
thefirg year of thereign of King Darrak 11, when the moon was eclipsed. In my youth | displayed a
strong talent, and was accepted as an gpprentice by the Dyclonic Circle when | wastwelve, entering the
Black Tower to begin my training. Asameaster, | cast the Spell of Hidden Life, and upon my desth, my
soul entered my animuary. While| dept, war came to my people, and my civilization was destroyed, lost
to the dust of the ages. Sixteen centurieslater, ahaf-df female entered my tomb, and | possessed her
body. This body was nearly dead when | took it, however, ablow to the head having caused its owner's
spirit to have fled just at the moment | took it. By the strength of my will alone, | forced thisbody to live
whereits previous owner'swill could not. Unfortunately, | fainted thereafter from the wound, and the part
of the sorcery which would have alowed me to reshape the body into my own transpired without effect,
lacking my will to guideit. Asit turned out, however, thiswas dl in accordance with aplan of Y orindar, a
god of the humans of the Southlands. To that end, this body received itsfina forging in the heart of a
mana-storm, and is permanently asyou seeit today. Thus, | am Eddas Ayar, a Hyperborean battle-mage
- and, in this body, the Raven of Y orindar,” Eddas explained, then nodded to the child.



"Kyrie is my granddaughter, after afashion. | raised the women of my race from the dust of my
civilization, but dueto a conflict of the gods, the men of my race werelog. Y et, the women survived,
because | had the power to ingtill within each new life, sparking a pregnancy through sorcery. | taught
them dl that | know, including this secret, and today the Witch-Women of Hyperboreaare known and
respected for athousand leagues around by al good peoples - the giants, eves, the dwarves, and the
humans of the Southlands. Kyri€'s grandmother received my touch, and her daughter had a daughter
hersdf, yearslater - Kyrie. Thus, Kyrie cals me 'grampa because | am her grandfather, through
sorcery,” Eddas explained, then nodded to Joy.

"Asfor Joy, sheisagiantess - though avery smal one. The height you see her now is her naturd, full
growth. | have given her enchantmentswhich alow her to assume the full-sze of agiant, aswell asafew
other things which are not important to this explanation. Joy has been my companion and friend for over
acentury and ahalf, and she calls me 'Old Man' because that iswhat she choosesto call me.”

Joy shook her head. "I call you 'Old Man' because that's what you are, Old Man. Asl'vetold you
before, what you have between your legsis not what makes you aman, and never was," shereplied, then
grinned.

Eddas smiled back, holding out her gloved hand, and she and Joy clasped hands for along moment in
slence aswe walked.

"0000... Golden Sparkled" Kyrie squealed, laughing. "Like little butterflies, flit-flit-flit!"

"l see nothing..."

Eddas squeezed Joy's hand for amoment longer, then let go and looked to me. "Kyri€'slife was
sparked with sorcery, my friend, and sheis very attuned to the astral. She can seeemotion aseasily asan
ordinary mortal can see the sky and the stars. And more, of course. Y ou apparently do not understand
much of yourself yet, but that's to be expected. My own examination of your aura showsyou are ill
very young, and have not yet grasped your true nature and powers. In short, however, though your mind
interpretswhat you see as light and dark much as you saw when you were dive, asyou may have
redlized wearing your hood, it isnot smple light you are seeing. Y our vision goes beyond the smple



sensation of light, and allows you to see the outer aura, thefirst aurd layer. Y ou probably have seen the
sparkles of magic, and severd other things you did not see when you were dive. My spdll dlowsmeto
seethefirst and second aurd layers, though | cannot see the second nearly as clearly as Kyrie does
unless | spend hours or daysin study - sometimeslonger. Kyrie, however, can seethethird Aurd Layer.
She can seethe very soul, itself. Thus, | knew you were harmless when we first met, even before |
assensed your aurawith my spell, smply because Kyrie did not see you as athreat. She may be only a
child, but her vison isuncannily penetrating and keen, and it is never wrong - she can see mdign intent as
eadly asyou or | can seeacloud, or atree. To her, it isobvious. Since she saw noneinyou, | knew you
were not hogtile.”

The child nodded. "Oh, yes! | know you can't see it, Goodman Bones, but grampaisright, | can! The
trollswere very mean and very bad! Deep red auras, all shot through with purple swirls, red blotches...
Very bad! Now you, you're completely different. You've alovely ted aura, very pretty, redly. There's
someicky black blotches, yes, but Grampa saysthat's what keeps you alive, so | guessit does. There's
also gold sparkles... Y ou love someone, and very much. But it'svery strange... The gold sparkles don't
go up and float away, like what | saw in Grampa and Auntie Joy. Instead, they go 'round and 'round and
‘round, in and out through the black blotches, they never fade! And they're dark, too... Very sirange...”

Eddas smiled, looking over her shoulder as she patted the little hands wrapped around her waist. "It's
amply hisnature, dear. I'll explain it sometime when you're a bit older, and your studies of sorcery have
begun. Right now, the mathematics of it is so complex and the explanation so dull, I'm afraid you would
just fal adeep and dip right off the steed - ker-PLOP! Into the snow."

Kyrie burgt into giggles again, and to my surprise, Joy smiled at me. "Well, if Kyrie saysyoure dright,
then | supposeyou'redright,” shesaid.

Eddas sniffed. "My opinion as a Master battle-mage being relatively worthless, | suppose.”

"Naturaly, Old Man. You'd st down and have a cup of bayallar with a dragon and not even bat an
eye! What you consder harmlessis hardly what | consder harmless.”

"Bah! | would not," Eddasreplied, her noseintheair. "All thedragons | know uiterly loathe byallar ."



Joy did adouble-take, then burst out laughing, asdid Kyrie. Eddas smply grinned. | wanted to laugh -
it was amusing - but strangely, | had no laughter within me. | smply waited for amoment as we walked
aong, until findly their laughter had faded. " Thank you, Great Mage... | understand a bit more,
now..."

"And you'll understand even more, in time. Don't worry - it will cometo you."

The Ocean - Twenty.

Storm finished tirring the unguent, then held it out to Pearl. "What do you think? Isthis right?"

| leaned back, watching. Four months had passed since Storm's clan had arrived, and the days of fal
had often been rainy. The sun was warm today, however, a gentle breeze coming off the ocean and
wafting over us aswe sat on the beach. It was another beautiful day on theidand - it was only too bad |
was gtill too depressed over Marilith to truly enjoy it.

Pearl sniffed theivory unguent jar carefully, and nodded. "It smellsright, to me. Sasha, what does
Mailiththink?'

"It is done properly, and that unguent of green-coral will indeed cure scale-flake in a mer-folk.
You, of course, would simply get a severerash if you tried it,” Marilith whispered. Marilith had been



extremely subdued since our crying fight two months ago - and | had little to say to her, in return. What
wasthereto say? | needed to trust her, | wanted to trust her... But, | wasn't sureif | could. She, inturn,
seemed to want to prove hersdlf to me - but she couldn't, she was merely avoicein my ear. There was
nothing she could do, redlly. She couldn't even hug me to show me how shefelt.

"Marilith says shemadeit right,” | replied, and managed asmile.

"Thenthat'sit," Pearl said, smiling. "Y ou've learned how to make everything Sashaand | know how to
make."

Storm sedled the little unguent jar, and smiled at us. "Then our bargain is nearly complete,” she said,
and looked over her shoulder to where the rest of her clan was camped, on the other side of the orca
skeletons. "Thunder! Bring the bag, please!” shecdled in her language.

"Yes, my mate,” Thunder called back.

"Bag?' | asked, looking at Storm. "What's in the bag?

Storm smiled. "You'll find out."

Eventudly, Thunder crawled over, and handed asmal bag to Storm. Storm emptied it before me on
the sand, and agleam of slver plopped out of it. | stared - it looked very much like abelt, made of little
overlapping plates of meta, much like scales. "What isthat?"

" Something we've been working on for two months, Sashaof Woe. A specia gift to complete our
bargain. Y ou said once that you wished you were truly one of us, amermaid. Thisbelt will alow you to
do that - if you exert your will, it will transform you into one of us."



"Redlly?' | gasped, grinning broadly.

"Sasha, be careful! At least give me a moment to study it!" Marilith caledinmy ear.

Storm smiled. "Yes, redly. Y ou will be as close to one of us as our sorcery can possibly make you. Of
course, we know that you are still who you are - the dangers of the sea are many, like those of the land,
and we would not see you kill yourself with afoolish mistake one of uswould never make, smply
because we know things you do not. And we know that to your clan, you are agreat warrior, and
perhaps your skillswill be called on again, sometime. So, the scalesit givesyou will belike stedl, to
protect you from the dangers of the sea. And, should you need to transform back into ahuman again -
though | can't imagine why you would want or need to - the belt will dlow that. Thereis one warning,
however;" she said, looking a me. "Once closed about your waist, it can never be opened again. We did
this so that you might never loseit, but | would not have you think that it was atrap of somekind." Storm
smiled again. "But, have your friend examineit, Sashaof Woe. Sheisan Ancient One, and her visonis
far greater than any of ours. Let her tell you what it will do, that you may better decideif thisisan
appropriate gift to conclude our trade.”

"Please, Sasha," Marilith added.

"Alright," | replied.

Storm and Pearl gazed at me, waiting, and | waited for Marilith to speak. | was very impatient,
however. Just the thought of being able to actudly become amermaid, to join with my clan and explore
the sea, and perhaps more... It wasterribly exciting. | thought of Y anar... Bright-eyes had said many
times, now, that she would share him with me. The thought of him stroking me, cuddling me, and making
ababy with mewasthrilling - and asamermaid, | wouldn't be an outsider, a stranger taking him away
from his proper mate. | would be a mermaid, sharing agood and strong mae with another mermaid asa
friend. Such were their ways, dueto the smpleredity of their males dying to orcas. Y anar would be
happy, Bright-eyes would be happy, and | would be happy. Everyone would be happy, redly. But then,
as | thought about it, | redlized that there would be one person who would not be happy with such an
arrangement.

Maxilith.



Her cage, her prison... Whatever it was, it was not under the sea. It was near the sea, and she could
hear the seafaintly, but it was not under the sea. It would take ahuman to find it, and it might be years
before aship passed close enough to thisidand for me to possibly be spotted and rescued - assuming
they didn't wreck on the shoals and reefs getting that close. Only asahuman could | get to her. If | chose
to become amermaid and stay here on theidand, living with Y anar and having his children, it might be
decades before | undertook the quest of rescuing her. She might not wish to wait decadesin pain whilel
lived decades in happiness and pleasure.

"The enchantment is poorly made, Sasha,” Marilith replied at last.

"Somehow, | knew you were going to say that," | replied sourly.

"Sasha, you do not understand. As | told you, their sorcery is not an exact science, asit is for
your people. It iscloser to the will and the word of my people, and their under standing of
something limits their ability to manipulate it. Their own bodies they know quite well. Your body,
they do not. They have studied you, that much is obvious. But they do not understand you. They
see you as being much like a dolphin, Sasha. A mammal of the sea, but living on land, instead. But
Sasha, you are not a dolphin, you are a human being. Yes, the belt will transform you into a
mermaid. Fromwhat | can see, that part of it will work fairly well. And they've gone far beyond
that, aswell. Your skin will even be stronger than theirs, much like steel, and the adaptation
enchantment upon it would render you in many ways a greater being than they - you could, if you
willed it, adapt to even the crushing pressure of the greater deep, or the burning flame of a
natural fire."

"That hardly sounds poorly made, Marilith,” | replied dryly.

"Sasha, the enchantment is not perfect. Yes, you will become a mermaid. Or as close to one as
they can make you, since their understanding of your body isinaccurate. | cannot tell you whether
or not you would be able to truly live the life of a mermaid, and have children. Likely not.
Certainly, this misunder standing has advantages... | doubt your skin would dry in the sun as theirs
does, for example, and it is likely that once you do transform into a mermaid, you would live as
long as they do, and possess their strength. But, it has limitations, Sasha - the greatest of which is
| cannot guarantee you would ever be able to transform back into a human. Even if you could, |
cannot guarantee that you would be fully human thereafter. And, lastly, | think the transformation
would be quite painful. They see the workings of your body as being like a dolphin, Sasha. And
you are not a dolphin.”



"Soyou'regoingto tell menot totry it," | replied sourly.

"No. | amgoing to ask you to try it anyway."

| blinked in surprise. "What?'

"I said | would prove to you that | love you as a sister. And | will. Sster, if you use that belt,
you will accomplish your dream, and become a mermaid. You can live with Yanar as his mate.
Perhaps you will even be able to spawn with him, and raise his children. | do not know. | only
know that you will be happy. | love you, sister. You eased my pain. Perhaps another will find me
and rescue me. Perhaps | will dlip and die. | do not know. But | have realized that if | truly loved
you, | would not put my happiness, my life above your own. And no, | will not leave you, either.
You bring me happiness and laughter, Sasha, and this eases the agony of my prison. | will stay
with you and talk to you aslong as | can, sister. | love you. Take up the belt, and live in happiness
with the mer-folk of the Round-1sland clan.”

My eyesmigted as| findly understood. Marilith did care for me. She did love measasister. And as
such, shewas willing to sacrifice everything for me - her happiness, and perhaps even her life.

"What did she say?' Pearl asked, immensdly curious.

"She..." | sniffled, and wiped my eyeswith ahand. "She said that the belt isimperfect. She said it will
probably change meinto amermaid, or at least as close as you can come with your understanding of my
body, but afterwards | might not be able to change back. But she said | should take up the belt anyway,
and useit to join with you and live in happiness.”

Storm looked at me. "' So what will you do, Sasha of Woe?"'



| looked up, tearsrolling down my cheeks. "Marilith, what direction are you in from me?"

"Roughly west, Sasha - though, in truth, that's not very precise. The world isround, Sasha, like
aball, and | am almost exactly on the other side of it from you. Why do you ask?"

"Because | am not going to wait decades to be rescued from here. | am going to use the belt, change
into amermaid, and comefind you. And when | do, | am going to hug you tight, and never let you go," |
said, and picked up the belt.

"Sasha, you would never be able to reach me! | aminland, you couldn't possibly crawl to me as
amermaid, it'stoo far. Stay here with the Round Island mer-folk, and be happy."

"Marilith, if | had to crawl athousand leagues across sharp glass, | would still comefor you,” | replied,
closing the belt around my waist. It dipped down, coming to rest just over the top of my pelvis, about
wherethetiny scaes of amermaid'storso trangtioned to the larger scales of her tail. It clung to me,
adhering to my skin, but thereafter did nothing else. " Storm, how do | make it work?”

Storm smiled. "Use your will, Sasha of Woe. Will it to be s0."

"Ummm... | don't know how to do that."

Storm smiled again. ™Y ou are amundane, it isdifficult to explainit to you... It'sasthough you are
making awish, with al your heart. But it'snot awish, it'sademand... An order. Wil yourself to change.”

| concentrated, looking down a my barelegs. "Change,” | said, trying towish it so.

The pain wasimmense, sudden, and surprising - | shrieked in pain. | could feel the skin dong my legs
gplitting, merging... | could fed the metal scales of the belt dithering down to cover my legsasthey



transformed into amermaid'stail, blending into my skin. | could feel my vulvaand anusbeing pulled
forward from between my legs... From my waist up, the scales blended, becoming smaller, more
transparent... My eyes burned, and there was a tremendous pain inside my head, insde my chest...
Everywhere, it hurt. | fell back, gasping, my eyes closed.

Finaly, the pain faded. | opened my eyes - they fdlt funny, and everything was blurred. | blinked, and
the nictating membrane over my eyesflicked back, and | could see clearly again. Pearl wasleaning over
me, aswas Storm. "Are you dright?' Pearl asked, her face amask of concern.

| smiled, gasping for breath. "Y -yes, | think s0."

Pearl looked & me. "Y our hair's still red, your ears are ill round, and your teeth are still human,” she
sad. | ran my tongue around in my mouth, and redlized she was right. "What of the rest of you?”

"My skin fedsfunny,” | replied, looking mysdlf over. My skin was now covered with tiny, transparent
scaes, likeamermaid - but was dill pink, not gray like theirs. All the hair on my body was gone, except
for that which mermaids had - eyebrows, eydashes, and head-hair. From the waist down, | had a
mermaid's scales, though they gleamed like stedl. | looked at my hands, and saw that they werelittle
different, save that thetips of my thumbs now had little openings on them, and felt very odd. | flexed my
thumbs, and saw dim black claws extrude. They retracted easily, just by my relaxing my hand.

"Well, you didn't get proper finger-webbing or the rest of our claws, but the poison claws are good,
you'll need those to hunt,” Pearl said, amiling. " Can you speak our language, now? Did you get
that?"

"l don't know, my head doesfed funny..." | said, and tried. | found | was easlly ableto flick my
nostrils open and shut, and | could fed that something had changed inside my head and in the back of my
throat. " think..." | chittered, then grinned at Pearl. "It appears| can."

"Wonderful! How about the rest of you?' Storm asked.



| nodded, then reached down with my fingers, parting my outer cloaca - and discovered that benesth,
| still had what was apparently a vaginaand anus, though the former was now much smaler than it once
was, and seemed tightly closed.

"That's not supposed to look likethat," Pearl said, and scowled at Storm. " She can't mate with
something like that, it'slike adolphin!”

Storm turned her head, blushing. "I'm sorry. We tried our best."

| nodded, redlizing it wastrue. Even if | changed my mind now, | could never have Y anar's children.
But | was not about to change my mind. "It'sdright,” | said, and laughed. "If | can swim and hold my
bregth like you do, I'll be happy." | turned mysalf over, struggling to turn around and face the sea - and
quickly found it was quite difficult, snce my legs now moved as one. | looked back and grinned,
waggling my flipper, and redizing that it was redly both feet, blended together and the toes stretched out
long and wide to make the flipper itself. | could even curl it, which no mermaid could do - and,
gpparently, | fill had hed-bonesin there, as| had adight ridge before my flipper that mermaids didn't
have. I might even be able to stand and hop on it, but that was hardly what | wanted to do. After a
moment more of looking mysdlf over, | laughed. "Help meto the water, you two, | want to learn to swim
likeyou do."

"Y ou're not angry with us?' Storm asked, obvioudy still embarrassed.

"No. Now come on! Help me out, here! After | learnto swim, | want Y anar to teach me how to usea
monodont spear underwater! I've afeding it'salong way to where Marilith is, and I'll need to hunt dong
theway."

As Pearl and Storm helped me learn how to crawl the way the mer-folk did (it wasn't aseasy asit
looked), Marilith spoke. " Sasha, please. It's too far to swim, and too far to crawl across land, you
couldn't possibly make it. Stay here, and be happy.”

"Siger, hush. I'm coming for you, no matter what."



"You mean it... You'rereally serious!”

| grinned, the ocean surf getting closer as Pearl, Storm and | crawled dong. "Yes, | am.”

Marilith was silent for along while, and | was nearly to the surf before she spoke again. " Thank you,
sister. | love you," shereplied, sobbing.

| took abreath just before awave splashed over my head and shoulders, flicking my nostrils closed
eadly and blinking my nictating membranesin place. | chittered quietly in the language of the mer-falk,
which did not require meto exhde or inhde. "You are welcome, sister. | love you, too."

The Ocean - Twenty-One.

The mer-magi left the next day, and for months afterwards, | again had much to do. Learning to use
my new body wasn't easy - it wasn't fully that of amer-folk, unfortunately, but it was the best the
mer-magi could do. | didn't even try to transform back into ahuman - it seemed to me I'd have to get
used to living asamermaid anyway, if | was going to be able to makeit to Marilith. Crawling back to my
home to free the goats from the pen had been quitetiring - | now understood the trouble Pearl had
crawling around inland far better. Y e, the scales on my belly and tail were harder than sted, and even the
sharpest rocks did not scratch them - it was, really, much easier for me than it wasfor Pearl. Still, the
goats had to be freed, so they wouldn't starve inside their pen. The nannies sniffed and poked at me,
immensely curious and confused, and the gentlelittle billy 1'd penned looked quite forlorn, asthough he



realized that the days of easy food and gentle ear-scratching were now at an end.

| till had knees and kneecaps, somewhere beneath the metal scales of my tail. | found it was much
easer for meto rise up on my knees and look around than it was for amer-folk - no harder than it had
been before, redly, though my legs seemed connected together by tough ligaments between the knees
and ankles, and could not be parted for balance. | could aso till St on my hedl's, something no mermaid
could do, asit was smply too uncomfortable for them. Unfortunately, this meant my kneesdidn't bend
backwards, astheir second tail joint did, and learning to swim in this new body took quite abit of effort.
One benefit of my new body wasthat | could do something no mermaid or merman could possibly do - |
could roll over onto my rump, place my flipper on the ground, shuffle mysalf on top of it, then stand, using
it likeafoot. It took an enormous amount of practice, and | found it wasfar easier if | used the monodont
Spear the mer-magi had made for me to balance with. But, the sight of me as a standing mermaid
dramaticaly impressed everyone.

It was actudly easier for meto get used to my new body than it was for the mer-folk of the Round
Idand clan, inthe end. | was, to them, an endless source of fascination and wonder. And, as word
spread, mer-folk from dl the clans of the Windward Ides occasionaly came by to visit, and seethe
changesfor themsdves.

| discovered that | could hunt the goats still, though it would take quite abit of practice before | was
redlly good at it. The magic monodont spear was, in my hands, very light, and could be thrown - and
whenit left my hand it flew with tremendous force, for in truth it weighed over two-thirds of astone.
Actudly hitting something while on my knees, however, wasterribly difficult. It took me two daysto hit
onegoat, and | finally gave up on the idea, and smply learned to hunt asthe maes did, inthe water. | did
crawl over to the lake and try hunting the fish and frogs there - the water tasted fineto me, and it
appeared | could drink seawater or fresh, as| wished. | no longer sweated, however - the enchantment
of the belt allowed me to simply adapt to hot or cold, as| chose. If | forgot to use that power, however,
my skin would swesat from benesth the scales and get very uncomfortable to remind me.

| dso discovered that Storm had been right about one thing - the belt could not be removed. In truth, it
wasn't even visible anymore. | guessed it had become part of the scalesat my waist. | still needed abelt,
however - | had no pockets, and since | now needed my hands to move around on land, it became
obvious | needed some kind of pocketsto carry things. | couldn't make one out of goat-hide that would
last, but Y anar gave me a present of ashell-bdlt that seemed to work. It wasn't terribly sturdy, but it
would do for carrying small things.

Eventudly, it occurred to methat if | was going to swim to Marilith, it wasn't just aday's swim away -
| needed some place to put my lance, and | needed to learn to deep in open water. Marilith assured me



that | could smply drop the lance, and even if it fell to the bottom of the seal could still summon it to my
hand just by willing it to be there. That, however, seemed an entirely unsatisfactory solution, so |
practiced deegping in the water with the lance tucked beneath my belt of shells. That worked, but
imperfectly. Eventudly | learned to deep face-up in the water with the lance laid atop me aong my body,
between my breasts, the point dongsde my head. This had the benefit of changing my center of balance
inthe water, and it was easier to float with my face out of thewater as| dept. Eventudly, | learned to
deep asthe mer-folk did in open seas - holding my breath and napping, waking briefly to take another
breath, then napping again. It seemed to come naturaly to my new body, and for that, | was quite
grateful.

So many worries assailed me. How would | find Marilith? How would | free her? How would we get
home, later? | did not know - the ocean seemed an immensdly vast place, and frightened me. But, |
refused to give up. Somehow, | would succeed.

Spring came again, and the orcas returned. Thistime, however, when the males crawled off into the
surf to hunt them, | followed. A brief encounter with ashark last winter had shown me that the scaes that
covered my body were, in truth, ashard as stedl. | could be bruised beneath them, but the shark's teeth
could find no purchase, and some even broke on the thicker scales of my tail. It only took usan hour to
closein on the pod that was lurking offshore. The mer-men split off into teams, heading towardsthe
orcaswith their spearsready, while Y anar and | swam towards the pod leader. The orcaturned to
Yanar and |, and charged for mein aswift rush. | turned, flicking my tail towardsit, then bent my knees-
the orca clamped down hard across what once was my thighs and calves. It was a painfully crushing bite,
but did not cut through my scales. The orca, not knowing any better, chomped down again and again,
trying to bite through - but by that time, Y anar was at it's sde, and stabbed with his hand to get agrip on
the orcasflesh.

The water filled with blood, and the orcarel eased me, turning to try to bite Y anar - as soon asit did, |
flicked my tail and launched myself forward, stabbing it's other sde with my spear. The orca struggled,
twisting thisway and that, trying to get at each of us, but it wasno use. | smply folded my tail and let him
bite at my kneesagain every timeit bit a me, and Y anar amply held on, stabbbing deeper with his spear. |
could not be hurt, and it could not reach Y anar. | found that though | could not grab onto the orcathe
way Y anar did, my spear wastremendoudy piercing, easily ripping through flesh and bone. A sudden
ideaoccurred to me, and | stabbed behind it's eye, and a bit up. The enchanted lance easily penetrated
it'shide, blubber, muscle and bone, stabbing into the orcals brain. The orca spasmed violently, dying -
and | turned to the othersto try and help them. In short order, | found that the mass of my lance,
augmented by my new strength, smply could not be resisted by the orca's flesh - twice more | stabbed
for their brains, and twice more they died in violent spasms. A few heartbests later, it was over - we had
defeated an entire pod, and done so quite easily. The meat from thiskill would feed our clan for weeks,
and the mer-men chittered injoy as'Y anar hugged metight.



Three dayslater, | sat at the southern cove, the mermaids preening my hair. My tail was till sore from
the crushing bite of the orca, bruised beneath the metal scales, and | had decided | needed abit of rest.
The skulls of the pod we killed were back at our village, and drew awed comments by visitors when it
was explained what the odd holesin three of them were from. | swished my tail idly in the water beneath
therock, and smiled, enjoying the day.

"How long will you be with us, Sasha?" Pearl asked.

"I think I'll leave tomorrow morning, Pearl. | think I'll be healed up enough to start, then. Marilith says
she can keep me pointed in the right direction, but therésalot of land I'll have to either swim around or
cross, somehow. It's spring, now, and I'll need to travel as much as| can while the weather isgood
through spring and summer. The sooner | get started, the better.”

The mermaids dl moaned their disgppointment, and Bright-eyes sighed. "We will missyou, Sasha,"
Bright-eyes said, wiping away atear. Y anar has a present for you today. | hope you will accept it."

"Oh?What isit?'

"Something he made - | won't spoail it,” she said, and managed asmile.

"Here he comes, now," Pearl said, pointing.

| looked, and saw Y anar swimming towards us up the cove. | smiled. He till looked very handsome.
Findly he reached the water below the rock, and smply rolled over, stting in the shallow water.

"Hair-like-sunset, | have a special gift for you today - a gift from the past, and a gift for the
future. | hope you will accept it," hesad, very formally and in hislanguage.



"What isit, Yanar?' | replied, smiling down at him.

"Hair-like-sunset, | know that someday soon, you will leave to seek your sister of the soul. Yet, |
find | love you deeply - as do we all. We do not wish you to go. We know you must. | made this gift
for you years ago, but an orca attacked and nearly killed my sister. In the excitement of that day,
| forgot to give it to you. But you did not forget us - you saved my sister's life, and thereafter
taught us many, many things that we now use. Thanks to you, we dominate the seas. Thanks to
you, the orcas fear us, instead of we fearing them. In a century or so, our numberswill grow, and
things will change. But one thing will never change for us, Hair-like-sunset - and that is our love
and gratitude for you, and the lessons you and your sister of the soul have taught us. Thus, | offer
you this gift, made with my own hands,” he said, and held out ashell-top, exquisitely made. "Return
to us, Hair-like-sunset. Someday, when you have freed your sister, come back to us. Live with us,
and be my mate. And bring your sister, that our people may hold her close, and tell her how much
we love her, aswell."

"But Yanar, | could never have your children. My... Well, that part of me remains mostly human. Well,
I'm not even redlly sure of that, either. | don't have menses anymore, | don't know if | can reproduce at
al, even with ahuman,” | said, and shook my head. "I'm sorry, Yanar. | could never be your mate,
because | could never have your children."”

Bright-eyes reached out and hugged me, tears streaming from her eyes. "My second child isyour
child, Sasha. If it were not for you and the armor you made, Y anar would have died years ago, and my
son would never have been hatched. Y ou gave that to me. Y ou gave me my mate'slife. Please don't say
no. Promiseto return to us. Let me share Y anar with you, and raise our children together. Promiseto
bring your sster, that we may tell her how much sheisloved, aswel."

Marilith sniffledinmy ear. "1... | think I'm going to cry,” she whispered.

"Me, too,” | said, my eyes misting, and looked to Y anar. Reaching out my hand, | took the shell-top
from him, and held it in my Iap for amoment. "Y anar, | will be leaving tomorrow morning. The weather is
good, now, and itisthe best time," | said, and dipped down into the water beside him. "But | will be
back, Y anar. Someday, | will return,” | said, and wrapped my arms around him, kissng him passionatdly.
Y anar hugged metight, kissing me back, and after amoment, | let him go. Sowly, and with greet care, |
dipped on the shell-top, then reached behind my back to fasten the ivory clasp.



Y anar grinned broadly as the mermaids cheered. | climbed back up to the rock, sitting next to Pearl,
then reached up to my neck. Pulling off the orca-tooth necklace, | looked to Pearl. "Pearl, bow your
head."

Pearl did so, and | dipped the necklace on her. She looked up to me, tears rolling down her cheeks,
but said nothing.

"Pearl, from now on, you are the Wise One of the Round Ide clan. Y ou know as much as | do about
everything | know - and, really, more. Lead our people well, Pearl."

“l... 1 will try, Sasha," Pearl replied, letting out the weeping sigh of the mer-folk - which, apparently,
was how | now wept aswell, since | was weeping as we hugged.

| spent the rest of the day hugging each of them - and, as word spread, my entire clan came by to hug
me, and tell me they would missme. Each one, merman, mermaid and merchild al wanted to tell mel
was loved, and would be missed. | wept openly, hugging each of them, and told them | would missthem,
aswell. Inmy ears, | could hear Marilith weeping, aswel. Thiswas home, now. And, in my heart, |
knew it would aways be home for me. My father recovered me from the sea, taught me what | needed
to know as ahuman. My people here on Round Idand taught me what | needed to know as a mer-folk.
My soul-sster Marilith had taught me what | needed to know to make the transformation from girl to
woman. Now, we would seeif all that | had learned would allow meto rescue my sister, and then return
home again.

The Spider - IX.



We were camped again, the gleaming starsin the heavens above like glittering diamonds strewn across
ablack velvet mantle by the hand of a cardess god. The moon shone down bright and full, asilent orb
gazing down from the heavens at the snow-draped world of night, below. Bare winter trees reached
clawing branches upwards, stirring dightly inanicy winter'sbreeze... It was al so incredibly beautiful.

| no longer dept, and no longer dreamed. Y &t, each day and each night seemed much like an endless
dream, to me. Silent winter landscapes, echoing with quiet beauty. The sun on the snow during the day ...
Themooninthetreesat night...

And, | was gtill completely mad.

Oh, my thoughts had cleared a bit over the weeks of travel, of course. The Great Mage had been
right. But the more my thoughts cleared, the more | cameto redlize the insanity of my Stuation. | was
dead - yet | moved and spoke, and strode towards my beloved, certain of purpose, my intent
crystal-clear.

| would find her.

| would help her.

And then, she would understand.

Yes, | wasmad. But it was not the madness of detachment, aloss of comprehension of redlity. It was,
ingtead, the comprehension of the smple madness of my redity. Strength and power flowed through my
limbs, and dlowed meto carry on despite never edting, never deeping... Purposefilled my being, a
sngular god, despite the impossibility of that purpose. The beauty and splendor of the elven landslay
about me, revedled to my vision despite the fact | no longer had eyes. The soft, € egant sounds of the
winter forest at night wafted to me, despite thefact | no longer had earsto hear it with. Madness... | was
animpossihility. | wasahorror... A horror driven by love.



Why did I love Brionnach?1 did not know. Y et, the thought of her drove me onwards, ever
onwards... Towards the Utter East.

| till knew little of my past life, other than what Brionnach had said of it. Yet, | now had fedings...
Impressions... The snow about me seemed familiar, asthe winter's chill... Somehow, they felt of home.

Vagueimpressons of endless snow, endlessice... Forestslocked in nearly endlesswinter, with only a
brief season of warmth and green for them to renew themsalvesin... Castles made of snow andice... A
race of pale-skinned, white-haired people who lived in the endless wastelands of snow and ice... Magic
was there, aswdll. Fire from stone, through the power of sorcery. Iron from rock, forged into weapons
of stedl... Deep and powerful sorcery, yet only flickering memoriesto me now, lost as quickly asthe
snowflake that falls upon awarm pam. A brief moment of beauty to the eye... Then nothingness.

A swirl of snow formed in the breeze, and a sparkle of magic glimmered to my left. | turned my head
as| sat in the snow, and gazed into the darkness of the night-bound forest.

A ghostly, tranducent figure stood before me again, the edges of her white-robed body shimmering in
the moonlight. Long white hair... Pde skin... Eyeslikeivory...

*Greetings, My Son.*

I smply nodded. That the Snow Queen was a goddess mattered little to me. That she wasthe
goddess of the race whom | once was a member mattered even less. Nothing about her mattered to me
at dl, redly. Only Brionnach mattered.

*You have grown, and approach wakefulness. Thisis good,* shesaid, her voice aquiet tinkling of
belsinmy mind.



"Isit...?" | asked, my voice dtill little more than adry rasp, arattle of bones. "Is all thismerely a
dream, then, that | shall awaken from?"

*No, my son. But you shall awaken nonetheless. When you do, you will be far beyond my reach.
So | must tell you this now, that when the time comes, you will remember, and under stand.*

"I amlistening..." | replied. Therewaslittle else| could do, redlly.

*\When the time comes, you will be presented with a choice - a deed you can do to help your
beloved. An act that will be demanded of you.*

A pang deep in my chest, where once | had aheart. A hopeflared into existence. "Y es?'

*Do nothing, my son. If you truly wish to help your beloved, when the time comes and the
choice must be made, do nothing.*

"l... | do not understand..."

*You will, when the time comes. Listen to the Raven, my son. Listen to the Sea. Listen to the
Mountain. Listen to the Rabbit. But do not listen to the Spider. When the time comes, you will
know. And when the decision must be made... Do nothing.*

| smply nodded. There was nothing | could say.

In amoment, the vision had gone, the flurry of snowflakesfaling lightly to the ground, the last sparkles
of magic gone dark. And yet, the memory remained.



| wastruly mad.

The Ocean - Twenty-Two.

| left early in the morning, heading westwards from the idand. It took quite a bit of time before |
learned to swim in precisely the right direction, however. There were no landmarks on the sea, nothing to
guide mysdf by. Marilith smply would tell meto swim alittle moreto my left or right when | strayed
off-course, and that was dl. By theend of thefirst hour, | had swum away from Round Idand, and could
no longer seeit behind me when | looked. By the end of thefirst day, | wasin deeper waters, the familiar
shodls, reefs and rocks giving way to endless blue depths.

Hunting in deeper waters turned out to be abit more of a chalenge. Schools of fish were fewer, and
farther in between. My ears were not as sharp underwater asthat of amer-folk, and | could not smply
listen for the distant kill-songs of dolphins or orcas, then follow them to prey. Though the water made my
hearing sharper and | could hear softer sounds farther away, it was not enough. Marilith had to use her
own vison, gazing far ahead of me, to find prey for meto hunt.

Eating in open seawas dso abit of achalenge. | remembered asachildin Vilandiaseeing sea-otters
- they rolled onto their backs and floated. | tried that, however, and found it was far more difficult than it
appeared. Findly, | developed asort of backwards-swim that alowed me to eat comfortably, and yet
still keep heading towards Marilith. | also learned that if | dripped abit of poison into thewater as| ate
thefish I caught, the sharkswould leave me done. Mainly | would egt the meat and skin of fish that |
caught, tossing the rest. Certain organs | had to eat, however, and certain fish were very important -
Marilith had studied my new body over the last few months, and said | would grow manourished if | was



not careful with what | ate. It was quite abit of atria to get used to eating raw fish and fish organs, but
eventudly | managed it.

Marilith had been very honest about the distance. Even assuming everything went well, it would take
me at least ayear, possibly two to swim to her at the speed amermaid swam. | had no ideathe world
wasthat big - but Marilith said it was. | went west, as she said it would be shorter to swim around the
northern coast of Palome than it would be to go the other direction and swim around the continent she
was on, Antonica. The northern reaches of Antonicawere sheeted with ice, and food was hard to find,
there - aside from the question of how | might get air when trapped beneath sheets of ice over the ocean.
The southern reaches of Antonicawere more easily passed, but the trip would be far longer. That |eft
heading west, going around Palome and continuing on to the eastern shores of the continent of Antonica.
| swam underwater most of thetime - it Smply was faster - and only surfaced for air once every hdf an
hour or so.

Weeks passed - and, dowly, months. My days became an endless dream, svimming endlessly. My
nights werefilled with dreams of swvimming, endlesdy swimming through the water. Marilith advised me
and talked to me often, keeping me going, keeping my spirits up, encouraging me onwards... But in my
mind, my life had become an endless dream of swimming and hunting, endlessy heading westwards.

Perhaps that was why the storm caught me by surprise.

Marilith had been in pain for hours, and could not speak to me. | knew | was near Palome, now, but
that wasal | knew. | smply thought that once | Sighted land, | would just turn right, and head north until |
could swim around it. My mind had become so numb, so used to smply swimming endlesdy west, that |
smply did not notice the ssorm's approach until it wastoo late.

I knew from the mer-folk that a storm was best ridden out deep below the waters. But, | was smply
too frightened to remember it at the time. The ocean rolled, and | dived through the waves, tossed by
currents that were much stronger than |. By thetime redlized | should be trying to swim downwards,
beneath the currents of the waves, | was too exhausted to do so. | took abreath and held it, then smply
floated in the water, tossed by the waves of the raging ssorm. Marilith was till in agony - if sheknew |
wasin danger, she could not say. Finally, alast wave lifted meinto the air, and brought me crashing
down into the water - from there, everything turned dark.



The Spider - VIII.

"Look, Grampal" the child cdled, pointing.

Eddas Ayar looked from the back of her invisible steed, her face grim. Behind her, Joy the Giantess
stood, watching. I, too, gazed ahead, but did not understand their dour expressions.

Ahead of us, the warm sun of aspring morning hung low, gleaming off the shimmering waters and the
bright shores of what could only be an ocean. Waters stretched to the horizon, with no land in sight - e,
there was no smell of ocean, no breath of sdtintheair. We were at least two leagues away, upon a
snow-draped hill, spring flowers and errant blades of grass poking through the melting white mantle here
and there. And yet looking down, it was as though the land smply cameto an end, and gave way
suddenly to water.

Comprehension finaly dawned. "There is no way around it that | can see...”

Eddas Ayar shook her head. "No, my friend. That isthe Inland Sea. It's two thousand leagues north to
south, and nearly athousand leagues east to west. On the other Side are the desert sands of Mysantia...
But there's supposed to be acity here.”

"Supposed to be...?"



"Yes. When | redized thiswas where Kyriewas leading us, | had no doubt that we could find
passage. Now that we are here, however, it seems | waswrong. Hup!" shecaled, thelast to theinvisble
gteed. In amoment, she had ridden hafway down the hill, Joy the Giantess following at atrot, the child
giggling with glee asthe invisible hooves of the steed tossed bits of snow about. | followed as swiftly as|
could.

Awhile later, we stood on the shores of the Inland Sea. Eddas Ayar had dismounted, and was now
searching the ground carefully. | could not tell what it was she was|ooking for. The ground looked rather
ordinary, to my sight. A lake-shore, and nothing more - save that the shore stretched to the horizon in
both directions.

"Anything, Old Man?' Joy asked, looking on.

"Nothing. Either the city of Thall-Tasaal has been utterly annihilated, or..."

"Or?" Joy asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Or I'mlogt," Eddas replied. Joy and the child burst into giggles, and Eddas made a moue'. "It'snot
dl that funny. You try navigating in your head when the last time you'd been through here was something
near eighteen or nineteen centuries before!™

The child smply giggled harder, but Joy smiled. "Sorry, Old Man."

"What shall we do, Eddas Ayar...? It seems a bit far to swim..."

"One moment," Eddas replied, and drew acircle about hersalf in the damp sand of the shore,
muttering a quiet incantation. A moment later, sheraised her staff, gazed out over the waters, and began
to rapidly incant aspell, gesturing with precison.



Again, | could see the sparkle of magic... And in afew moments, the waters responded.

A wave approached the shore - a large wave. It loomed monstroudy over the waters, a behemoth
that swiftly rushed to the shore.

"We must flee...!" | called, wondering if we could out-run the colossal tidd wave at all.

Eddas smply rolled her eyes. "Hardly."

"But... It will be upon usin a moment...!"

Little Kyriewaggled afinger at me reproachfully. "Hush, Goodman Bones. Grampahasto
concentrate.”

Chided by the child, I held my peace, and smply watched. In amatter of moments, the wave loomed
over us, acollosa wall of water and rushing sound...

...then, it smply stopped, and held there, the waterswithin it churning, spray dripping fromit'screst. A
voice came fromit's center, hollow, and bubbling. "Who calls?"

"| cal, Eddas Ayar," the Great Mage replied.

"Water-Friend and Wielder of Power, | serve thee willingly. What is thy bidding?"



"Firgt, aquestion - where from hereisthe city of Thall-Tasaal ?"

"The ripples of the waves and the echoes of distant song tell me the city of elven sailorslies one
hundred leagues to the south of here, Eddas Ayar."

"Bah, too far. Alright, are there any sunken ships nearby you can dredge up for us? Something not too
far gone, and preferably without any bones aboard.”

"Yes, Eddas Ayar ... Several. These waters bear the evidence of ten thousand years of sailors
plying their trade upon their surface... EIf, human, and others. Below a hundred fathoms, the chill
of these waters preserves the carcasses of many proud vessels... And their crews.”

"Something deek and deep-water, then - an elven muirgath would be best, if you can find one, but
anything capable of crossing these waterswould do if you can't.”

"As you wish, Eddas Ayar," thetitanic wave replied, then subsided. In amoment, the waters were as
quiet as before.

Suddenly, the grime-encrusted prow of an ancient vessel broke the surface of the waters, and did
smoothly ashore. Ages of pde mud and st clung to it's wet form and dripped onto the damp sand of the
shore. The wave rose again, it's shadow long over the beach. "What else, Friend of Water ?"

"Nothing, my friend. Y ou have my deepest and enduring thanks. Go in peace.”

"Farewell, Eddas Ayar. It was an honor to serve you," the wave bubbled in reply, then sank again
into the watersafina time, and did not return.



The child apparently could see my amazed, gaping expression beneath my hood, for she looked at me
and burgt into giggles.

"What... What was that...?" | asked as Eddas Ayar strode over to the ancient ship.

The Great Mage waved an ebon-gloved hand dismissively. "A water-elementa.” She rapped the hull
smartly with her staff, and it echoed hollowly. "Ah, good, he emptied it of water when he brought it forth.
| forgot to ask. Thisisan even muirgath. It'safishing ship, but narrow and long to be very fast.
Normdly it'shandled by acrew of three, but one can handleit in a pinch. When storms thregten, they
race ahead of the storm, towards shore. I've no ideahow to sail it, of course, but I'm sure Goodman
Bones can handleit. Once he lays his hands upon it, the knowledge will cometo him."

"That creature... It called you... A friend of water...?"

Eddas nodded to me, walking about the muck-encrusted vessel and looking it over. ™Y es. About
nineteen centuries ago, when | wastraveling the dementa planes, | learned they had aproblem. |
became an dementa-friend by saving the dementd planes from asphere of annihilation that threatened to
return those timelesslands to the chaos of Unity. It was actudly quite difficult, at thetime. You see...”"
Eddas paused, then shook her head. "Well, nevermind. It'salong story, and not very important. | did
them afavor, and since then I've been considered a Friend of the Elements. It's redlly nothing more than
thet."

Joy rolled her eyes. "Old Man, you redly have no idea how you sound, at times."

"That'swhy he has you, Auntie Joy!" Kyrie chirped, then giggled again.

Eddas |ooked at the child, and grinned. "Quite probably, Kyrie," she replied, then winked, making
both Joy and the child laugh. Eddas then turned to the ship, and raised her staff. Gesturing carefully, she
began to incant along, intricate spell.



| watched, amazed. Sparkles of magic danced over the ship, and dowly, the muck and grime of
unknown ages dipped from it, plopping to the beach. Ancient, warped and waterl ogged wood
straightened and dried, flecks of rust dowly became nails, and a grotesquerie of dime at the bow dowly
revealed itsdf to be a proud wooden figurehead of an el ven woman in a sheer robe. Slowly, shattered
bits of wood flickered back into place, becoming amast - and moments later, asail appeared. Splotches
of green dowly transformed into bright brass stays and lanyards. Ropes gppeared from nothingness.
Flecks of color appeared, dowly becoming ornate and delicate paintwork. A name began to appear on
the prow of the vessd, written in delicate gilt letters - Brinneal .

Eddas paused, then leaned heavily on her staff, gasping for breath.

Joy swiftly strode up, lifting Eddasinto her arms. "Old Man?"

"Sorry, Joy..." she gasped. "Even... Even with the Degp Magic, that was abit of work," she replied,
then fainted, her gaff faling to the sand from nervelessfingers.

| reached to the ship, running my fingers across the renewed wood. | could fed theintent of it's
makers... The dark part of my mind echoed with the intent of thousands of smdll parts, al come together
to make the proud, deek elven vessd before me. "The Great Mage wasright... | can sail her... | can
feel it."

Joy nodded, saying nothing, smply cradling Eddasin her arms.

| looked to Joy, who held the unconscious mage like ababe in her arms. "Will the Great Mage be
alright...?"

" think so," Joy replied.

"It was the magic, Goodman Bones. Too much, too fast,” the child said, gazing at us.



"Well, wevelittletimeto discussit, | think. If we St here jabbering about it, I'm sure Eddas will be
quite annoyed with al of uswhen hewakes up," Joy said, gently laying Eddas down in the sand, then
looked to me. "Climb aboard, Goodman Bones, and make that ship ready to sail. Come, Kyrie," Joy
caled, stepping over to theinvisble steed and lifting the child from it's back.

| hopped up, grabbing the ship'srail and pulling mysdlf aboard. Running my fingers over the vess, |
could feel what needed to be done. | reached for the nearet line, and began to work. Joy placed the
child over therail and aboard the ship easly, then tossed her own staff and the great mage's staff
aboard.

"I amready, here... We need to push the ship into the water..." | caled, looking down at Joy from
theship'srail.

Joy nodded, and there was a parkle of magic - suddenly, she wasthe size of agiantessagain, and
loomed over the ship a sixteen cubits of height. Knedling and reaching down gently, shelifted Eddasinto
ahand, then laid her atop the deck. She then reached to the prow of the vessdl, bending down and
pushing, shoving it into the water. Rising to her feet, she continued pushing the ship out into the water,
until she was standing waist-deep. She then stood beside the ship, placed her massive hands on the ship's
rail, and after another sparkle of magic, she was normal-sized again, and pulled herself aboard the ship.

Eddas awoke about the time | had the ship pointed roughly east, and was trimming the sailsto catch a
southerly breeze. Joy sat beside her, Eddas head in her lap, gently stroking her dark hair. The child sat
nearby, watching.

"He's coming 'round now, Auntie Joy," the child announced about thetime | took hold of thetiller,
keeping the ship pointed east.

Eddas eyesfluttered open, and Joy frowned down at her. "Old Man, don't do that again. Y ou



frightened me."

Eddas smiled weakly. "Sorry, Joy. Thousands and thousands of little things to be repaired through
sorcery... Years of work, for any other mage. | know the Degp Magic, but asI've told you before, even
the Degp Magicisnot infinite.

Kyriegiggled. "She'snot really angry, Grampa! | can seeit - she'sredly very happy you're dright.”

"I know," Eddas replied, and grinned.

"Bah! | am, too, angry!" Joy snapped, giving Eddas afierce glare. "Old Man, that was avery foolish
thing! We could easily have taken severd days, if that was necessary, and-" Joy began, findly being
slenced by Eddasrising up on one arm, pulling her face down, and kissing her lovingly.

The child giggled again. "Golden butterflied Flit-flit-flit"

"Alright, perhaps not entirely angry..." Joy replied, and Eddas kissed her again.

Joy smiled. "Mmmm... Still abit more annoyance, Old Man. One more should do it."

Kyrie burst into astream of giggles as Eddas reached up and kissed Joy again. | wanted to laugh,
myself - yet, again, | found | had no laughter in me. Instead, my gaze was focused eastwards, acrossthe
rippling waves of the Inland Sea.

'Soon, my beloved... Soon,’ | thought, my gaze ever eastwards.



The Ocean - Twenty-Three.

| felt the sun on my skin, and opened my eyes. | was on abeach, the surf caling nearby, and three
fishing boats just offshore. | looked mysdlf over. | had lost thelittle shell-belt | wore and the shell-top
Y anar had given me, aswell asmy lance. Of the three, only the last was recoverable. | wasdso
exhausted, and felt like I'd been thoroughly besten with astick. | rolled over, intending to turn around and
pull mysdf into the surf, then paused.

There was a man dtting next to me, hislegs crossed, quietly gazing a me.

He was an old man, a Palomean, his head completely bald. He wore a smple garment, little more than
knee-length, loose pants and awraparound, robe-like jacket, al made of agray, canvas-like material.
Vivid memories of the old sailor on the daver ship popped into my mind, and | backed away from him
fearfully. The old man did not move, however. He smply sat there, watching me with hisamond eyes.
Hiswrinkled face was completely cam.

The old man had a strange metal pot with two sections Stting beside him. He reached out, lifting the
pot from hisside, then set it before himself. Hicking the handle of the pot to un-latch it, he separated it
into two smaller pots as| watched. Carefully removing the lids, he set one before himself, then pushed
the other one towards me dowly and gently. | could smell the aroma of boiled rice, and my stomach
growled hungrily. Yet, | was <till cautious of the old man. He, however, smply reached into a pocket and
produced two dender sticks, then began eating the rice with them. After three mouthfuls, he looked to
me, then to the pot before me, then back to my face. He gestured invitingly with his utensils, and resumed
eding.



"Well, | supposethat countsasan invitation,” | said, pulling mysdlf cautioudy closer. The old man
made no reply - it didn't seem likely he understood me, anyway. | reached out carefully to therice, but
gtill he made no move towards me - he smply continued eating. | picked up asmall handful, and popped
it into my mouth. It was delicious.

Grinning, | pushed myself up to my knees, then sat on my hedl's. Reaching out and picking up the pot, |
began gobbling the rice eagerly with my fingers. When | was done, | put the pot down in front of the old
man, then sat back.

"| thank you for breakfadt, but | can't stay, I'm sorry,” | said, then smiled as | gestured to the surf
behind me. "'l have to continue on.”

The old man shook his head, and babbled something in hislanguage. He pointed behind me, and |
looked - three fishing boats lay offshore, but that was all | saw. | looked back to him. "I'm sorry, | don't
understand.”

"He says they are waiting for you, Sasha,” Marilith whispered.

"Mailith? Areyou dright, now?"

"No, | amstill wherel am," she said, and chuckled dryly. " The old man says those fishing boats
are waiting for you. They have spread their nets into the water, and intend to capture you. He
says a live mermaid would be worth quite a bit of money, to them. He says you are safe here, on
the beach, because of him. They dare not approach him."

The old man babbled again for amoment, then pointed up the hill behind him. | looked, and saw there
wasasmdl house of somekind, it's architecture sirange and dien to my eye.



"He s offering to carry you back up there, where you will be safe. He does not know how long
thiswill last, however. Word will eventually spread of your presence, and the local lord will come
to take you away."

"Well, he doesn't haveto carry meif the belt can transform me back to human. Shal | try it?

"I think that would be a good idea, but | don't know if it will work. | honestly do not know if it
even can transform you back into a human."

"Well, thereés only one way to find out,” | said, and gritted my teeth. Placing my hand over my scaes
just a my waist where they trangtioned from the Tiny scales of my 'skin' to the large metal scales of my
tall, | closed my eyes and concentrated. "Change!" | ordered.

The pain was just as bad as | remembered, but at least thistime | was prepared for it. A few moments
of sharp, intense pain later, it stopped, and | opened my eyes, looking down at myself.

"Hmm... Wdll, | havelegsagain, at least,” | said, and held out my hand, willing my lanceto my grip o
| could useit to stand. It was dripping wet with cold sea-water - | had lost it very early on, and
gpparently it smply had lain on the sea-floor until | summoned it to my grip. | had to use both hands, but
eventualy | managed to stand. As| did so, my gaze fel upon my hands, and | redized my thumbs|ooked
odd. Looking closer, | redized | till had small ditsin thetips of each thumb for my poison claws.
"Hmmm... That's not right, either.”

"Very odd... You didn't get back any body hair, either, Sasha. Your body's still bald, like a
mermaid or a dolphin. And to my eyes, your aura doesn't ook exactly the same as it did before,
either. It still looks much like the aura you had as a mermaid. It appears that all the
transformation did was give you legs and retract all your scales. Otherwise, you're till the same
asyou were."

| nodded, looking down at my bald sex and feding my bare armpits for amoment. "Well, everything
looksand fedslikeit'sin theright place. And if | am il pretty much the same as | was and my menses
don't come, I'll be very happy,” | said, and Marilith giggled in my ear. The belt of metal scaleswasagain
in place around my waist, across the top of my pelvis. | looked to the old man, who was staring at me.



He smiled, and bowed as he sat there. | grinned, and bowed back. "Thank you. And for my next trick..."
| said, and giggled.

The old man picked up the two pots, stacking them together and pushing the handle up to make them
connect. Picking them up by the handle, he rose to hisfeet - rather smoothly, | thought, for someone his
age. He babbled something briefly, gesturing to the house at the top of the hill nearby.

"Heisinviting you to follow."

| nodded, staggering aong behind him. After being amermaid and moving around only by crawling or
swimming for over haf ayear, waking was extremdly difficult to get used to again, at fird. | leaned
heavily on my lance, gripping it near thetip in both hands and using it to keep my balance. The old man
walked dowly - obvioudy for my benefit, as he was watching me.

"It amazes me that you are not embarrassed to be naked before him," Marilith observed,
chuckling.

"Well, | suppose after living with the mer-folk for four years, I'm abit less slf-conscious,” | replied.

"A hit?" Marilith said, and laughed. | giggled, and the old man smiled at me.

By the time we were hafway there, | had the knack of walking again, and smply used my lanceasa
walking-gtick. We reached the top of the beach, and | saw there was a series of flat, round stones placed
on the grass, each one about a pace apart. It made a path, of sorts, that led up to the house. We walked
up and onto the porch, but | did not see adoor. He reached up to awall that looked like it was made of
paper squares spread over awooden frame, and did it aside, reveding itsaf asadoor. "How very
odd..."

The old man babbled something briefly, gesturing about the house and at the door we stood next to.



"He says that you are invited to stay in his house, and he can provide clothes for you, if your
people wear clothes. He does not refer to you as human, incidentally, but as a spirit of the sea. It
is his guess that the local lord will probably be by here sometime in the afternoon, once the
fishermen's tales reach him. He saysiif you will remain in your current form, he can pass you off as
aforeigner taken as a cocotte and bought by him, and dismiss the fisherman's stories of a
mermaid washing up on his beach as being the vivid imaginations of ignorant peasants. He says
his wife has been dead several years, now, so the idea of him purchasing a trained cocotte to tend
to himin his old age would be believable.”

| nodded, smiling. "That will work, | suppose. | can't just run down the beach, after dl, the boatswill
smply follow, and I'll probably run across someone who's not asnice asyou. If | had my knifel'd just
cut my way through their nets, but | logt it in the sorm dong with my shell-belt.”

The old man nodded, walking across the floor of hishouse. It was interesting - the floor was covered
inwoven rectangular mats, dl precisay the same Size, fitted together like apuzzle. Reachinginto a
cabinet, he pulled out asmall rectangular stool, the top curved and padded. He set it on the floor, then
patted it, looking to me and speaking briefly.

"Heisinviting you to sit," Marilith explained.

| nodded and sat on the stoal, laying my lance beside me - the stoal turned out to be quite
comfortable. The old man then went to another cabinet, and withdrew along blue robe, and afolded,
very broad red sash. He held them before himsdlf, and spoke again.

"Heisasking if these garments are acceptable to you."

| nodded, smiling, and the old man brought the robe up to me, gesturing for metorise. | did, and he
gently dipped my armsinto the deeves, then wrapped it around me. He then took the red sash, wrapping
it about my waist severd timesand carefully tying it into place behind my back. Therobefdt likeslk - a
fabuloudy expengvefaoricin Vilandia, and only worn by the nohility. "Thisisvery nice. Hesavery nice
person,” | said, Sitting again.



"I think so, too," Marilith replied.

The old man sat before me, Sitting on his hedls, then looked up to me, spesking at length. | listened for
Marilith's voice as she trandated hiswordsfor me,

"Heisintroducing himself to you. He says his name is Buntaro. In his language this |oosely
trandates as 'man of letters', though | should tell you that much like your own name, it has no
actual meaning in hislife, it's simply a name. That he has a name, however, istelling, | believe he
is of the upper classes. Most peasants in Palome are named simply for their profession, like 'third
daughter of therice-seller’ or 'fisherman of so-and-so village'. Heistelling you that heis greatly
honored by your visit, and regrets deeply that he cannot speak your language to make your visit
mor e comfortable. He still thinks of you as a spirit of the sea, and is telling you how he and his
wife always enjoyed the sea, respected the creatures that lived within it, and so on. | think heis
trying to make a good impression on you."

| giggled. "He did that when he fed me, | was hungry!" | replied, grinning at the old man.

"Heisnow asking you if you are still hungry, or have any other personal needs that should be
attended to."

| shook my head. "Evenif | did need something, how would | tell him? He can't hear you."

"Pantomime, perhaps?" Marilith offered.

| tried it. Clasping my handsflat together, | tipped my head, and laid my hands aside my head. "I'm
tired. The currentsin the ssorm wore me out. Seepy. Understand?”

The old man nodded, rising to hisfeet. Going to another cabinet, he pulled out a carefully folded pad,



unfolding it and laying it on the floor atop the mats. He then set asmdll pillow besideit, and pulled out a
blanket, setting it beside the pillow. He gestured to it, bowing and babbling a me briefly, then smiled.

"Heisinviting you to nap."

| smiled back, picking up my lance and using it to get to my feet again. After laying it besde the smdll
bed, | lay down on the mattress. The old man knelt beside me and carefully covered me with the blanket,
then rose, bowing.

"He bids you rest well, and says he will be quiet as a mouse while you sleep.”

"He's very nice!” | replied, grinning.

"Well, that's somewhat understandable. From his perspective, he's here all alone, has been for
apparently several years, and a beautiful mermaid just washed ashore outside his house. He
probably feels blessed by the gods!™ Marilith replied, and cackled heartily.

| giggled, and the old man smiled a me, then rose to hisfeet. Stepping back to the paper-door, he did
it open, stepped outside, bowed to me again, then did it closed again.

| stretched for amoment, then relaxed on the bed. "Thisisvery nice," | whispered, trying not to make
the old man think | was caling him back insde the house again. "But I'm worried, Marilith... Am | ill
where I'm supposed to be, or should | try to leave here as soon as possible?’

"The ocean whispersto me, Sasha... You are where you are supposed to be. Sorm gave you
what she was supposed to give you, and the storm this morning placed you where you were
supposed to be placed. Your lifeis and always will be your own to lead - but you have always
chosen to go where you were supposed to go. Thereis a reason you are here, with him. Perhaps
you areto learn something, or do something... | do not know. But no matter what the reason is,
thereisareason. It appears| will have to wait awhile longer," shereplied, and sighed deeply.



"I will find you, Sigter. | promise,” | whispered.

"Thank you, Sister,” Marilith whispered back.

The Ocean - Twenty-Four.

| awoke to the sounds of an argument, apparently outside the house. | didn't understand what was
being said, the speskers were spesking in Palomean. "Marilith?' | whispered. "Isthat the lord that
Buntaro said would come by?"

"No. The feudal lord of this area sent one of his retainers by while you slept, and Buntaro gave
them the story he had told you. The retainer took a peek at you while you slept, and as your feet
were poking out from beneath the blanket at that time, he decided the old man was telling the
truth, and left. Currently Buntaro is arguing with three of the local fishermen. They are not
amused, because they have been reprimanded by their lord for spreading foolish rumors.”

"Ummm... | assumethiswasn't just ataking-to?'



"No. The village was fined one koku of rice, enough to feed a typical man for a year."

"Ouch," | replied, and pushed mysdlf to my feet. Waking over to the door, | did it open and |ooked.

Three men were arguing with Buntaro, who smply replied in acam, clear voice. One was older, but
the other two were young, and looked large and angry. Buntaro didn't glance my way, instead keeping
his eyes on the men standing on his porch. All were dressed similarly to Buntaro - baggy shorts, and a
short-deeved, robe-like jacket that came down to the hips. Findly, the leader pointed to me, and rattled
off something briefly and angrily.

"Heis saying that you should be surrendered to the villagers in payment, and if Buntaro is not
willing to do that, they will simply take you. It is his assessment that if you are simply a foreign
woman taken as a cocotte, they can re-sell you to regain what they have lost."

Buntaro shook his head dowly, and the leader smply snorted, barking a short command. At that
moment, the nearest one started to reach for me.

What happened next was very fast. Buntaro lashed out a hand with the speed of a striking snake,
grabbing the hand of the young man and twigting it. In amoment, he had him on hisknees, groaning in
pain as he hed the young man a arm'slength, hisfingers painfully bent back. Buntaro looked to the
leader, and spoke calmly.

"Hah! Heissaying 'l believe you should reconsider your decision.™

The second young man apparently didn't see the humor in that, and he stepped forward, hisfist
cocked back for apunch. Buntaro released the firgt, and easily swept the fist of the second aside asit
cameflying in to hisface. Catching him by the wrigt, he pulled hisarm forward, then twisted - ina
moment, he held the second groaning in pain and on hisknees, hiswrist bent back painfully, just aseasly
ashehad held thefirg.



Unfortunately, his back wasto the first young man, and the first was drawing aknife.

| didn't think about it - | smply reached out and grabbed the young man by the back of the neck,
squeezing as | extended my poison claw. He yel ped with the sudden pain, leaping back from me and
clutching at his neck with hisfree hand. A heartbest later, he collgpsed, spasming violently, the knife held
tight in hisfist asdl of hismuscles contracted. Buntaro let the second young man go, and stared &t the
death-throes of thefirdt. In afew heartbests, the young man's whole body locked rigidly, then relaxed -
the same asany large fish | might claw. The leader stepped back from me, his eyeswide.

Buntaro kndlt to the first young man, touching the front of his neck. After amoment, he sighed, and
looked up to the leader.

"Heistelling the village master that his son is dead.”

"That was his son?" | said, not sure how to fedl about that. | didn't want to see the young man murder
Buntaro, but | didn't see any other way of stopping him. Asthe mer-folk say, once weapons are raised,
thetimefor taking isover.

"Yes. Apparently both are his sons. Buntaro is now telling the village master that his dead son
was an idiot, and drew a weapon over an issue that was not worth killing or dying for. Regardless
of who or what they may think you are, it's obvious that you are not willing to simply be taken
away even if Buntaro allowed this to happen, and unfortunately for them, you are more than
capable of enforcing your will. He says the villagers acted foolishly - what's one koku of riceto a
village with over a thousand koku stored?"

| nodded, watching as the village master wept over his son. My heart ached for him, and tears cameto
my eyes. Yet, | couldn't seewhat choicel'd had. "I'm sorry,” | said, my cheeks damp with tears, "but he
gave me no choice."

"You did the right thing, Sasha,” Marilith replied quietly.



The village master |ooked to me, and gazed at my tearsfor along moment. Finally, he nodded. With a
brief command to his second son, the village master and the second son picked up the corpse of the first,
the knifefalling out of hislimp hand to clatter on the porch. Silently, they carried him away. Buntaro
watched asthey waked off, hisface firm. | smply wept.

Finally, they had disappeared beyond the trees near the house, and Buntaro looked at me. With a
gentle hand, he reached up, and wiped away my tears, speaking softly.

"He says heis not angry with you, and asks you not to weep for the dead man. He says the dead
man was an idiot, and you probably would have killed him anyway when he tried to net you from
his boat. He says he saw a drop of blood on the man's neck, and asks what weapon it was you
used?"

| wiped my eyesfor amoment, then raised my hands and tensed my thumbs, making my poison claws
protrude.

"Ah," Buntaro said, nodding as | lowered my hands and retracted my claws, then spoke at length.

"He says that while he thinks your death-touch is admirable, he thinks you need to learn less
lethal methods. The dead man could have been disarmed, if you had only known how. He asks if
you wish to learn?"

| nodded, wiping my eyes. "Yes, please.”

Buntaro smiled, and spoke again.

"He says he would be honored to teach you," Marilith whispered, trandating hiswords.



The Spider - VII.

The gentle rocking of the ship's motion was, to me, of no importance. My mind and gaze were ever
eastwards, and | only released thetiller when it became necessary to trim the sail again from timeto time.
The Great Mage seemed not to notice the ship's motion, either, nor did the child. Joy, however, spent the
mgority of the next two days clinging to therail of the ship, quiteill.

"l don't see how you two can stand it!" she moaned, having finished another long round of dry heaves.

"Aninvisible steed rocks back and forth quite abit, Joy - they aren't built precisely like anormal
horse. | ride sidesaddle smply because it's more convenient with arobe, and Kyrie rode behind me,
whereit'sabit worse. We'resmply used to it.”

The child nodded vigoroudly. "Oh, yes, Auntie Joy! It was much likethisal thetime | rode! Back and
forth, back and forth, back and forth..."

"Kyrie!" Joy yelped, looking decidedly green about the gills.

"Sorry, Auntie Joy," Kyrie replied sheepighly.



Eddas sang a soft, soothing song to comfort Joy, and a sparkle of magic flowed from her. | looked up
from them, returning my gazeto the east.

The Inland Sea seemed lifeess, yet, | could sense that this was not so. Beneath our feet lay fathoms
undreamed of, and much small life flickered at the edges of my perception. Plants that floated beneath the
water, drinking in the light of the sun... Fish that fed on those plants... And larger fish that fed on them. As
much asthe forests had been dive, evenin the grip of winter, the Inland Seawas dive, beneath a
shimmering, trackless surface.

Somehow this relationship of plant to predator to prey seemed familiar... But not in the sense of having
seenitin my past life, but something beyond that... Something | could not completely comprehend.
Fleeting images of shadow danced in my mind, yet were gone before | could truly grasp what they were.
It wasdl so familiar... And yet, quite dien, at the sametime.

A dream, avivid flash... A brief vison of shadows...

Then it was gone, fading from my mind before | could completely grasp it. Only the shimmering waters
of theinland sealay before me.

They could not deep indde the magica sanctuary of the Great Mage. The ship would move out from
beneath it, Eddas said. It was with great difficulty she retrieved blankets from it, opening her sanctuary,
then using some spell of flight to return to the ship afterwards, aswe did indeed sail out from benezath.
She had been quite winded afterwards - flying took the same effort aswalking or running, she said, and
at the speed the wind was giving our ship now, we were moving a what was quite afast run. | offered to
dow the ship at the time, but she declined. " Speed is of the essence, Goodman Bones,” was her reply.

The spring winds werefair and fresh, and the Brinneal was an even muirgath, along, dimfishing
vessel made to escape bad weather by racing swiftly beforeit. | wondered what had made it snk
before... Perhaps asudden squall had caught it's owners unaware at night, while they dept. Such could
not happen with us. | sailed the Brinneal night and day, my gaze ever eastwards, and | did not deep.



For five days and five nights, we sailed the Inland Sea. Each day, Eddas conjured food and drink for
Joy and the child. Each night, they dept huddled together on the deck, wrapped tightly in many blankets.
| spokelittle to them, for indeed | had little to say to them. In my heart, | could fed asense of urgency...
Indeed, speed was of the essence, though | did not know why. | only knew that | must hurry.

Dawn of the sixth day reveaed shore on the horizon - and more, a port-city of some kind. The shores
themselves were lined with strange trees of alike I'd never seen before... Leafy branches only at the top,
held doft by along, dender trunk of many sections. The buildings of the city were brown, asthough
made of earth or mud, but quite large. Many were ornately decorated, and some were domed.

"Eddas, what city isthat?' Joy asked, echoing my thoughts.

Eddas shook her head. "1 don't know, Joy. It's been quite some time since I've been through here - |
think that city was founded sometime between my last vist and now. Judging by it'slines, it'saMysantian
city, but that'sall | can say of it." Eddas|ooked to me. " Steer there, for that empty pier, and well make
port, Goodman Bones."

| nodded slently. | had aready lowered the sail to keep usfrom ssimply racing into the pier and
crashing, we now drifted dowly towardsit. Y et, adeep sense of urgency wasin my heart, and | il
knew not why. | only knew that the closer and closer we drew to the piers, the more and more urgent the
feeling became. Findly, Joy reached out to the pier, grabbing the nearest of apair of bollardsto stop us
and pull us close. Her strength was enormous - but | found | cared little. The urgency in my heart had
grown to afrenzy. | released thetiller, dashed to therail, and legpt from the ship to the pier.

"Goodman Bones! Where are you going?™ Joy shouted after me - but | gave her no answer. At the
end of the pier, | dropped to my hands and kneesin the sand of the beach, and smply knelt there. The
sense of urgency faded, and | dowly began to fed renewed strength in my limbs.

"Better, my friend?" Eddas asked, waking up behind me. Joy and the child followed, gazing & mein
curiosity.

"Yes..."



"What was the matter?' Joy asked, looking at me.

Kyrie gazed at me, then nodded in understanding. "He was getting hungry, Auntie Joy."

"Hungry for what?'

Eddas shrugged. "His kind is attuned to the earth, Joy. It was what he wasin contact with when he
arose - he draws strength from it. He's not asmple zombie, after all.”

Joy looked at me, then shuddered. "I had nearly forgotten... Seeing him covered as heisfrom head to
toe, | had nearly forgotten..."

The earth beneath my woolen-gloved hands was comforting, and restoring. Y e, it felt odd, in away |
could not explain. To my eyes, it wasjust dirt - beach sand, the earth of ashore of avast inland sea, with
adock and port-city nearby. Y, it did not fed right. It felt... Stained. | searched my fedlings, wondering
what might be wrong, and the dark part of my mind rosein answer. | lifted my head, looking around.
"Something iswrong, here, Eddas Ayar ... | can feel it... The earth here has drunk the blood of
hundreds... Perhaps a thousand or more... Men, women and children... Thewind is at our backs,
and we do not smell it from here, but there is much death nearby... Much death... Listen... Thereis
no sounds of a city... No voices calling each other... No workers at the docks... Listen... Do you
hear it...? That faint buzzing... The distant grackles... It is the sound of hundreds of carrion birds,
feasting... And millions upon millions of blowflies..."

"l hear nothing," Joy said, shaking her head.

"Me, neither,” Kyrie said, looking around. "It does seem very quiet here, though...”



"l hear it," Eddas said, tapping her pointed, elven ear with agloved finger. "My ears are abit sharper
than yours. Joy, stay here and guard Kyrie. Goodman Bones, come with me," Eddas said, pulling the
hood of her ebon robe up to shade her face, then held agloved hand out to me. | took her hand to rise,
and as| did so, | again had the same bri€f, flegting impression I'd had before... It was the impression of
something greater, something beyond mortdity. An enormous raven, gazing a me with dark, dark eyes...

And yet, as| looked again, there was nothing before me but asmal ef-maid, the four raven feathersin
her ponytail now hidden beneath the dark hood of her robe.

Eddas turned, walking towards the town, and | followed quietly, thinking.

The Ocean - Twenty-Five.

Once | had been moved into the 'guest room' of Buntaro's house and given some clothes to wear, the
firg thing that Buntaro had to do, unfortunately, wasto teach me to understand hislanguage. Learning the
basics of hislanguage took therest of fdl and on into winter. From time to time, young men dressed in
ornate armor would arrive, and speak with Buntaro briefly. They usualy came with aretinue of servants,
and made camp on the beach before his home. Each onethat came, Buntaro trained in acertain
maneuver or skill for several weeks, they paid him, and they departed. It ssemed that this was how

Buntaro made hisliving - though it wasn't until the middle of winter that | had mastered his language well
enough to ask him about himsdif.

Buntaro explained that he was once agenera, in the service of agresat lord of the land. He had served
for many years, and grown old in the service of hislord. He was allowed to retire by the lord's son when



he inherited, and since then he had spent his daysin aquiet house aong the beach with hiswife of many
years. They had hoped to have children of their own, but unfortunately, that didn't happen. She had died
ten years before | arrived on his beach, and Buntaro trained the occasional noble who came by to hone
their skills, or learn anew technique. Though he dressed like a peasant, he was, in truth, anoble of his
land, and quite famous. He asked my own story in return, of course, but my mastery of hislanguage
wasn't quite good enough to redly explainiit.

| findly just decided to tell him | wasamermaid in search of my sster, who wastrapped in afaravay
cagein adistant land. It was close enough to the truth, at any rate. From what Marilith could tell after
months of carefully examining me, the enchantment on the belt was imperfect. | was, iill, basicdly a
mermaid - though now one with legs and without scales. In studying the belt, however, shelearned that
the flaw which prevented me from becoming fully human had another advantage - | could command the
belt to smply merge with my human skin (whereupon it vanished), and | could aso command the belt to
cover mein shimmering scales of sted when | wasin my human form, as strong asthe scaleson my tail
werein theform of amermaid. Marilith said there might be a day when both abilitieswould comein
useful, and practice eventudly alowed meto do it with ease (though any transformation with the belt ill
hurt quite abit).

Asit turned out, | used the armor the belt could provide quite a bit, for as soon as| had abasic grasp
of the language, Buntaro began working with me every day, teaching me what Marilith said were the
rudiments of unarmed combat. As both my language skills and my combat skillsimproved, he began
teaching me more sophidticated things. | wasn't entirdy unfamiliar with the notion of fighting - the mermen
had taught me how to hunt and how to kill orcas, after dl. Still, this was something new, and | looked
forward to each day, wondering what else | might learn. Buntaro did not question where my meta scaes
camefrom, smply assuming | wasamagica sea-spirit, and it was part of my powers. Instead, oncel
had explained that having scales over my pams and the soles of my feet madeit hard for meto grip
things and painful to walk, he took meto the village (the villagers gave both of usawide berthinthe
sreet). While we were there, he had the village leatherworker make me a set of sturdy forearm-length
gloves and calf-high boots. After some experimentation, | discovered that | could dip them on and form
my scales beneath them, and smply leave my pam, soles and the undersides of my fingers and toes bare.
That was actudly quite serviceable and comfortable, aswell as providing fairly good protection.

By the time summer rolled around again, Buntaro had begun teaching me the 'proper’ way to fight with
staves and spears. He reasoned that since | obvioudy had amagical lance, it ssemed appropriate | at
least know how to useit if | was ever facing someone who wastruly skilled. We didn't practice with my
lance, however - it aSmply was too dangerous. HEd had me stab atree with atrunk asthick asmy thigh
withit, and | nearly thrust thetip of the lance hafway through it. So, instead, we practiced with wooden
staves, and padded spears. Many anight found me collapsing exhausted into my little bed in hishouse,
bruised from head to foot. But, by the end of summer, | started to improve, and the bruises became less
and lessfrequent.

Fdl came again, and Buntaro finally began teaching me the true secret to what | once thought wasthe
sallor's magic - pressure points on the human body, and joint-locking techniques. There were certain



spots one could attack that, with even mild pressure, caused great pain. Joint-locks took advantage of
the fact that the human body was only made to bend in certain ways. It dl came surprisingly naturaly to
me, having spent literally years with the mer-men, who used their knowledge of the anatomy of prey-fish
and of the orcas against them - two poison claws only went so far, and it took time for one's poison to
build back up again. | dso learned to Smply take my hair and put it up in aponytail high on the back of
my head every morning when | woke up - | wasn't willing to cut my hair, and anywhere dse it wastoo
easy for Buntaro to grab it when he was teaching me grappling maneuvers.

Findly, onefdl day, we sat on his porch, watching the seaand spping some hot teahe'd made. It was
alovely day, and the sight of it reminded me of many lovely daysI'd spent on Round Idand, with my
clan. | sghed with the memories, watching the waves dowly roll onto the beach.

"You learn quickly and well, Sasha," Buntaro said in hislanguage, gazing out &t the sea.

" credit my teacher,” | replied in the language of the Palomeans, smiling as| smoothed the silk robe |
wore.

"Hardly. Y our mind islike asponge, absorbing dl, losing nothing. A natura talent of your people,
perhaps?’

"Of themades, yes. We femaes are Smply smarter. Thus, | credit my teacher.”

"You aretoo kind," Buntaro said, smiling, then sighed. "Would that you had come to me years before.
| would have spent the rest of my years teaching you everything | know, as my master once taught me.
Then, my art would be carried on after my death. Now, however..." he said, and shook his head. "Y ou
must move on inyour quest, | believe. It has been ayear, and from what you say, your Sster haswaited

agesfor you dready.”

| smiled, listening to Marilith'svoice. "My sgter tells me that she would hardly teke me from agreat
teacher such asyoursdlf - particularly considering that your art is as beautiful asthe arts her own teachers
taught her. She watches and listens even now, and she says you remind her very much of her own
teacher, in many ways."



Marilith chuckled in my ear. " Save that my teacher was a nightstallion, of course,” shewhispered,
and | grinned.

Buntaro shook hishead. "No. | cannot keep you any longer, Sasha. If | did, | fear that | might..." he
said, then shook hishead. "No. | dare not."

"Darenot what?' | asked, looking at him.

Buntaro said nothing, gazing out at the sea.

"Tdl me, please?’

Buntaro sighed. "1 am old, Sasha. | have been aone for over adecade, now. My story to my lord was
that | had bought you to care for mein my dotage. He and | knew the truth, however. If | ever bought a
cocotte, it would be smply dueto loneliness. He knowsthat | would hardly sit and become feeble,
enduring the humiliation of being cared for by adave for lack of any living person who cared enough to
do the same out of love. Now, | sit, and | gaze out over the seaand | redlize that my sight isfading. The
horizon isno longer sharp and clear, the clouds now somewhat faded to my eyes. It istimefor meto
go."

"Go where?' | asked, but Buntaro smply chuckled.

"He means commit suicide, Sasha,” Marilith whispered. "He does not wish to grow enfeebled
and helpless. He would rather die, first." | sarted to object, but Marilith interrupted me. " Sasha,
don't! Arguing with him about this won't change his mind. It is simply his way - the way of the
people of Palome. He feels heisalonein the world - and, in truth, he is. He does not wish to grow
old and feeble alone.”



"But | don't want himtodie!” | said in my language.

"What?' Buntaro asked, but | shook my head.

"Then here is what you must do,” Marilith whispered, and | nodded, listening. After along moment,
| looked to Buntaro.

"My teacher... Y ou have taught me well. | owe you much. | now wish to repay that debt. | beg your
permission to remain here, and learn your art. | beg your permission to remain here, and win your heart."

Buntaro laughed emptily. "Y ou little fool. Don't you redlize that those two desires aren't compatible?!

"Then choose which one you wish, Buntaro, and the price shal be paid.”

Buntaro paused, gazing a me. Finally, he shook hishead, smiling. "Wicked, wicked woman! | do
believe that your people are not too much different from mine. Y ou know | cannot choose both, and you
know | desire both. Ever sincethat day | saw you lying on the beach after the storm, | desired you asa
wife. Ever sincethat moment | saw you kill the village-master's son, | wished to teach you al that | knew.
One path leads to happiness, the other to immortality, through you carrying on my art.”

| bowed my head, saying nothing.

Buntaro looked me over in silence for along moment. Findly, he chuckled, shaking hisbad head. "I
am old, Sasha. | have had happiness with my late wife. The memories of her are enough to sustain me. |
chooseto teach you, instead.”

"Thank you," | said quietly, though somehow... Somehow, asmal part of me was disappointed.



The Spider - VI.

An hour later, we were in the central square of the town. | finished lacing on the boots I'd found, then
roseto my feet. | looked to Eddas, who was working nearby. "Is this better, now...?"

Eddas looked up from the corpse she knelt beside, and nodded. "Y es, quite. Y ou do look a bit more
presentable with leather boots and gloves, my friend, and the woolen ones you made had grown quite
threadbare. Anyone who saw you might catch a glimpse of bone beneath, and be alarmed.”

Her voice was abit muffled, of course. Thiswas because of the black cloth she had tied behind her
head, covering her mouth and nose. How she tolerated the stench | had no idea. Perhaps she had
enchanted that little bolt of cloth when shetook it from the empty fabric shop. Or, perhaps, she smply
was made of sterner stuff than | imagined.

And the stench was powerful, to say the least. Here in the city square done, hundreds of corpseslay
scattered about - men, women, and children. All were days dead, al murdered. The air wasthick with
blowflies, and the stench of death immense... Had | breath, I'd have gagged. Wed found easily a
thousand corpses searching the town, brown of skin, black of hair, and dressed in odd, loose-fitting
garments of many colors- al dain by lance or sword. Scattered among the dirt of the Sreetsand dleys
were the curved marks of a horse's hooves... Back and forth, again and again they crossed the town
center. Bare, bloodied footprints added to the tae, but the story they told was unclear to me. Were | not
aready mad, I'd have fled the scenein horror.



Eddas incanted briefly, and | watched as the rotting, maggot-ridden corpse she was working on filled
with UnLife. | could senseit, eagerly filling the empty husk where once amorta soul had resided...
Fedling the resdue of alifetime's memoriesthat lay within... Eddas asked afew brief questions, and
received hissed repliesin avoice as unearthly as my own. With agesture, she dismissed the UnLife she
had summoned, and the corpse relaxed again. The vultures stood nearby, watching and idly feasting.
Vicious and aggressive creaturesin large groups, they were il innately cowardly. Eddas only had to kill
afew of them with claps of thunder and lightning before they |earned that a greater being than themsdves
was present, and gave us awide berth.

"What have you learned from the corpses, Great Mage...?"

"Not much, my friend. Whoever did thiswas likely anecromancer of great kill. They attacked at
night, few saw anything truly useful. The atacker took out the gate guardsfirgt, then used them to secure
the exits from the city while they killed afew of the localsto secure the beaches. Once that was done,
they sent in some kind of armored knight - from the description, aKatani riding askeletal horse. From
there, it was anight-long killing spree. By dawn, what few survivorsthat remained hidden were dowly
found and killed by that knight, one at atime. One victim saw aglimpse of awoman in revealing lesther
garments... Blue skin, white hair. My guess at this point is a convicted Maani necromancer did this-
though why, | have noidea."

My heart sang. " She was here... My beloved... She was here..."

"The one you said made you? Brionnach?"'

"Yes... She has skin of indigo, hair of snow... It was the curse of the Lob'Dath, she said...
Punishment for studying the Forbidden Arts... I... | think..."

IIY%’?I

"I think she went around... She rode with her new servant, a servant she made from a Katani
warrior... He has a horse... They went around the Inland Sea, not across, | think... They were



months ahead of me... Now we are perhaps only a few days behind..."

"A few days, yes. The dead are notorioudly loose with time so it's difficult to tell speaking to the
corpses, but definitely less than aweek, judging by the decay. Quite skilled - and extremely dangerous.
But the ‘why' of it till escapes me, however."

" She was probably low on supplies again... She wanted me to do the same to a village of elves...
She commanded it... | resisted her, and instead traded with them peacefully... She was not
amused..."

Eddas nodded, studying me for amoment. She then roseto her feet, and gestured to the corpses with
her staff. " Still, no single skeletal warrior could do this, held be hacked to pieces eventudly, by sheer
numbersif nothing ese. And after months of travel, held certainly be rotted to amere skeleton.”

"She said... She said she had developed many spells unique to herself... One was that which she
used on me... A spell to make a companion... A being greater than a familiar, yet... More
controllable than the Hungry Ones, she said... But the spell on me was wrongly done, she said...
And, in truth, perhapsit was... | served her not because she commanded it, but because | love
her... | il do... She had a second spell, that gave me a sham of life... | did not rot... But then |
failed against the elf, and she released me, and took him, instead...”

"Bah. That's hardly unique to her, necromancersin my day experimented with that idea. We cdled it a
Minion. That line of research was abandoned, though. It Smply wastoo risky."

"Risky...?"

"Y es, my friend. The dead serve the living not because we command them, but because they choose
to. An ordinary Waking Dead haslittle choice - their minds are feeble, barely as smart asachicken or a
snake. They eagerly choose to serve, they know no better. The higher undead usually choose not to
servetheliving, and spellsto compel them to service are extremely taxing, dueto the very nature of
UnLifeenergy - it'sequd in difficulty to summoning agreater demon, and just as fraught with peril. A
partid solution wasthe Spell of the Undead Minion - but itisequally risky. If the Situation is not perfectly
arranged at the time of the creation..." she explained, then shrugged.



"If Brionnach thinks her elven Minion serves her because she's forced him to, then either she'safool or
her understanding of Ethical Caculus and the higher Laws of Magicispoor, at best. A Minionislike any
other undead - they serve not because they are forced to, but because they chooseto. To make a
minion, one must warp the very nature of the porta through which the UnLife energy entersthis plane,
and fillsthe corpse - otherwise, you smply end up with azombie. A Philo-Ethica Sublimation Filter must
be congtructed, to dlow ahigher-state of UnLife energy to fill the corpse that will possessthe correct
mind-set to choose to serve, rather than kill their creator. Y et, the very nature of thisfilter meansthat it
runs contrary to the Law of Symmetry - UnLifeis, for the purposes of the mathematicsinvolved in the
filter, in direct oppogtion to Life energy. The Law of Tantivity playsapart, aswell. Thedirect result is
too uniqueto the caster's desire for it to even be possible without it being affected by Situationa ethical
parameters - you would have to includeinversion pdliations or the universe would resist the spell to an
infinite degree. Thus, the only possible sructure for the filter that is even usable by amortd resultsina
corpsethat ariseswith the magica opposite of the mentality and emotion that filled it a the moment of it's
death. A willing servant who submitsto this becomes aravaging wight intent upon your death, whilea
forceful enemy intent upon your death becomesawilling servant. Y es, quiterisky - and thefact that it's
only truly usable on one's most murderous enemiesisonly apart of therisk. I'd say it's hardly likdy she
developed this sorcery on her own. Most likdly, she's been working with the goblins. They're quite skilled
at necromancy. She probably cobbled these spells together from two or three formulas they've
developed for their own uses."

| shook my head - much of what the Great Mage had said had, naturally, gone completely over my
head. Y et, parts of her explanation left me even more confused than | had been before. "1... 1 do not
understand... She said... She said | meant to rape her when she slew me... By your explanation,
thismeans | love her because at the moment she slew me, that was what filled my mind... |
thought... | thought that was a lie, because | could not even see myself doing that... | love her, |
would never want to hurt her... Yet... By your explanation, her words were true. Does this mean
that | am an evil man...?"

"No, you arewhat you are. You'll understand, in time," Eddas replied, then gestured back down the
street. "Come - welll gather Kyrie and Joy, and proceed around the town. | don't think we need to
expose Kyrieto this." | nodded, stepping over acorpse and following, and Eddas continued speaking.
"Brionnach may be powerful, but she lacks true understanding of the higher mathematics of magic. And
more, by releasing you, she shows me sheistruly afool. Y ou love her - and the strength of that love
meant you could not let go, and you became one of the Refused. Adtrally, you read very much likea
Revenaunt. If she tries the same with her elven minion, the results won't be as benign.”

We passed from the town square down into a Side street, walking towards the docks. | followed
Eddas slently, thinking, and searching my fedings. Findly, | spoke. "My love is not pure... It was
spawned from lust and dark-mindedness... Yet it fills me still, and feelsas pure as ever... | love her
with all my heart... Even seeing what she has done, here... | still love her... | do not understand



this... And | do not understand how | survived after shereleased me... | do not understand how |
remained... Thereis so much | do not understand...”

"Well, asto thelatter, you survived because you aren't one of the Walking Dead. They aresmple,
nearly mindless creatures, and the will of their crestor sustains them and maintains them on this plane.
Thus, the moment their creator dies or chooses to release them, they are gone. Y ou, however, areafar
higher creature. No will of mortal man or woman could possibly maintain you here, only a god hasthat
kind of willpower. Thus, you draw strength from what you arose from. In your case, your corpsewasin
contact with the earth - you draw stirength from the earth, much like many Refused do. By the same
token, she could not smply release you and have you gone unless you chose it to be so. But, you did
not," she said, and pulled her mask down as we gpproached the docks.

"Astotherest, youll understand in time. Now, hold still amoment while | use alittle cantrip to brush
the dirt and stench from our clothes. Kyrie might forgive us, but I'd never hear the end of it from Joy,"
Eddas said, and chuckled.

| nodded. | wanted to laugh - | truly did. But | could not. It was not that the dead in the town weighed
upon my mind, or even that the knowledge I'd gained of mysdf weighed upon my mind. It wassmply
that | had no laughter within me.

| wondered if | ever would.

The Ocean - Twenty-Six.



My ear caught the sound of approaching hoof-beats, and | paused in sweeping the porch, my eyes
gazing down the beach. "Master, someone comes.”

"l hear them, my child,” Buntaro replied, Spping at histea. "My eyes have faded these last few years,
but my earsare dill good.”

"It istwenty men, in armor and on horseback. | see no clan banners... Wait - oneiswearing a
cherry-blossom symbol across his chest.”

"That would probably be my lord's son, he who alowed meto retire gracefully. | appreciated his
kindness, of course, though | think it was moreto rid himself of what he saw as a doddering old man and
aconstant reminder of hisfather'swordsthan it was a gesture of true gentility," Buntaro replied, and
chuckled.

| nodded, setting aside the broom and waiting. The riders gpproached the house swiftly, turning from
the beach to ride up the hill, then paused before the house. | bowed - it was expected in Palomean
culture - but Buntaro smply remained Stting. Their leader wasaman in hislatethirties, perhaps hisearly
forties. He ignored me, not bothering to return my bow, and looked to Buntaro. "Old man, | have need
of you," hesaid smply.

"Oh?' Buntaro replied, Spping at histea. "That's quite interesting, Lord Midoro. Isit perhapsthat |
was right, and the Kagemoto clan has forged the aliances they sought twenty years ago, and now attacks
you from the southwest?"

"Yes," Lord Midoro snapped, then paused shifting in his saddle as he composed himsdf again. 'l am
sorry. | waswrong.”

"A great admission, and one showing that you have atained true wisdom, my lord. Thefirst sep to
true wisdom is admitting that we are not always right. Unfortunately, you have cometo thiswisdom far
too late. | cannot help you command your armies, my lord. The years have not been kind to me, and |
am blind asastone. Y ou will have to ask my student to help you, instead.”



Lord Midoro nodded. "Bring them out, that | may ask them.”

Buntaro chuckled. "Unless you have gone blind aswell, my lord, you should be looking &t her."

Midoro raised an eyebrow, looking a me. "What? This foreign cocotte you bought nine years ago?

"Quite”

Midoro scowled. "I would have thought that you would be more civil about this, and not taunt me with
my mistake."

"l would never taunt you, my lord. We may have disagreed, but | till respect you highly. Thisis Sasha,
awoman of Woe. | have taught her as my successor. | have even taught her to ride - if she agreesto
serve and you brought an extra horse, you may take her away with you today."

"Y ou taught her to ride?"

"Of course, my lord. What did you think | wanted with that lame mare | asked you for four years ago?
| certainly didn't need it mysdlf,” Buntaro replied, and chuckled.

"Youwon't mind if | test her, of course?"

"I won't mind, my lord, but | don't recommend it. She has her own life, and a destiny that cals her -
she stays with me because she chooses to, not because | force her to. A test will hardly endear her to
any offer you may make, | think."



Lord Midoro nodded. "That isarisk I'm willing to take," he replied, and nodded to the man mounted
next to him, to hisright. "Akiro, fetch me her head.”

"Yes, my lord," theretainer replied, and dipped from his horse, drawing his tachi inasingle, smooth
motion. The sword was avery long, dightly curved single-edged sword with atwo-handed hilt, the blade
two cubitsin length and having athrusting tip. Usable on foot or on horse, it was a sweeping, deadly
weapon in the hands of one with skill - and from his stance as he approached me, the retainer looked
quite skilled.

"Try not to kill him, Sasha," Buntaro said, and sipped at histea.

"Yes, master,” | replied, and willed the metal scales of my belt to cover my body beneath my robe as|
stepped forward off the porch. The retainer stepped towards me, sword readied for akilling blow. Ashe
swung, | closed my hand, summoning my lance to my grip at athought. | blocked fire-to-stone, smashing
his blade with my invulnerable lance. With aringing -CRACK- of snapping sted, the last two thirds of his
blade went spinning to the side. The retainer jumped back, startled, his hands numbed by the force of the
blow. Unfortunately for him, he could not smply give up. Hislord had ordered himto kill me. He
fumbled for amoment, dropping his broken sword and reaching for adagger with his numbed fingers. |
snapped the butt of the lance forward into his shin, crushing the armor plate that protected it. With ahowl
of pain, theretainer fell to the ground, his shin-bones smashed by the mass of the lance.

" She's quite good with an obvioudy enchanted weapon,” Lord Midoro replied dryly. "How good is
shewithout it?"

Buntaro shook hishead. "Y ou are certainly not endearing yoursdlf to her, my lord, but you are
welcometo find out.”

Lord Midoro nodded, then looked to the retainer mounted to hisright. "Tashiro, bring me her head.”

"Yes, my lord," the second retainer replied, dipping down from his horse and drawing his sword. He



was more lightly armored than thefirst, and though he had the banded hauberuk that was common in
Pdome, he wore little more than chainmail deeves and leggings on hislimbs.

"Toss aside your lance, Sasha, then do what you must,” Buntaro said, and sipped at histeaagain.

| nodded and dropped my lance, then stood, ready. The second retainer let out aterrifying yell, and
charged in, hissword raised. | stepped in suddenly, and as his sword came flashing down my hands were
aready moving, my right hand rising to meet his hands and deflect his stroketo my side. Ashissword
passed harmlessly by me, | twisted, smashing my |eft elbow into the pressure point on hisforearm abit
over ahand above hiswrigt. His right hand relaxed from the pressure-point strike, my right hand did over
his hands, and as he started to leap back to get to a proper cutting distance again, | twisted the sword
from hisgrip and tossed it asde. The retainer did not hesitate, leaping forward, the fingers of his hands
outstretched to grapple. | stepped aside, sweeping his attack past me and grasping the outstretched
fingersof hisright hand. In amoment, he was on hisknees, gasping as| held him therein afinger-lock.

"With respect, my lord," the retainer groaned, "1 submit thiswench is precisaly what Lord Buntaro said
she was - awench of woe!"

| frowned, but Lord Midoro nodded. "So it seems. With respect, Wench of Woe, | politely ask that
you release my retainer. One crippled manisal | can spare thismorning.”

"Asyou wish, Lord Midoro," | replied, and |et the retainer go. He gasped in pain, flexing hisfingers,
and | willed my lanceto my grip. Bowing to Midoro, | turned, and stepped back onto the porch. After
setting my lance aside, | picked up the broom and returned to sweeping. My heart was pounding, but |
refused to let them see how nervous | was. The fird retainer, whose leg 1'd broken, had managed to cut
loose the dented armor from hisleg. It was dready beginning to swell. The second used the empty
sword-scabbard of thefirst to splint the leg, then helped him back onto his horse. Once done, the second
picked up his swords and mounted his own horse.

"It seems | waswrong again, Buntaro," Midoro said dryly, once the second retainer had mounted
again.

"Soit seems, my lord," Buntaro replied, Spping at histea.



Midoro looked at me. "Wench of Woe, as the successor to Lord Buntaro, | politely request your
ass stance againgt the Kagemoto clan.”

| shook my head. "With respect, Lord Midoro, | have no wish to serve you. Y ou offer me nothing that
| want."

"| offer you rank and privilege, Wench of Woe. Y ou would be no mere cocotte, but amember of the
warrior-caste, with lands of your own. And if that isnot enough, your weight in Slver.”

| shook my head again. "I have no need of rank or privilege, nor money. | only wish to see my master
is cared for with kindness and love until he passeson, then | will resume my journey.”

Buntaro chuckled. "I tried to warn you, my lord. Y our tests did not endear you to her. Sheis, at heart,
agentlesoul.”

Midoro shifted in his saddle, thinking. "' Alright. Since your only concernis Buntaro, | will providea
dozen maidensto care for him. Sweet, gentle and loving, they will tend to his every need until he passes.”

| paused in my sweeping, and looked at Midoro. He looked quite serious - and | did not doubt he
could provide. Yet, | could hardly see twelve girlstending to Buntaro without becoming a pack of
cackling hens, using his persond fortune to buy themsdalves al sorts of pretty thingswhile he wasignored.
Infact, | remembered what | waslike when | wasagirl back in Vilandia, and | wasn't entirely certain |
would have been up to the task at that age. "They do not need to be maidens. My master isblind, and
even the most dazzling beauty in the land would mean nothing to him. Bring twelve who arewilling and
competent regardiess of age, and | will examine them. | will salect onefrom them who issuitable, if any
aresuitableat dl. If oneis suitable to me and acceptable to my magter, then | will serve you until my
master passes. If not, | will not."

"I will do so, Wench of Woe. Expect meto return within three days,” he replied, then turned hishorse
and began to ride down the hill. Hisretainersfollowed him.



"Bah. | will not be fawned over by some child," Buntaro growled.

"Never fear, master, | will select the oldest one he brings.”

"The oldest?

"Yes- old and wrinkly, and preferably quite crotchety,” | replied, and grinned. " Someone needs to
keep you on your toeswhile I'm gone."

Buntaro grinned, then burst out laughing. | sat next to him, and carefully refilled histeacup ashe
chuckled, gazing blindly out at the sea.

The Ocean - Twenty-Seven.

Marilith chuckled in my ear. "I'm afraid, Sasha, that there is an enormous difference between
being given command, and commanding.”



| suppressed asigh, looking over General Morita He was astout older man in hisfifties, broad and
stocky, hislegs bowed from years of being in the saddle. He wore along, scowling moustache that ran
past the corners of hislipsto the bottom of hisjaw, and matched the hard expression on therest of his
face. Hisarmor wasn't the fine, ornate and unmarked armor worn by Lord Midoro, but bore the
scratches and dings of many afight. He was experienced, he was skilled, he had the full respect of dl the
troops benesth him, and he had utterly rgjected my plan. The atmospherein the large pavilion tent we
had set up near hisarmy was quite heated, despite the chill morning breeze that rolled down from the
nearby mountains. On the low table before us was a detailed map and asmple diagram - the map
detailing my plan, and the diagram detailing his. We sat just on opposite sides of the table, kneeling on the
pads the servants had provided, but in truth, we were leagues apart.

"Your planisthat of aschoolmaster, who assumesthe loyalty of histroopswill never waver. Y ou fail
to take into account that the press of battle may make some hesitate, some run, and some even switch
gdes. Suchisthe nature of war herein our lands, Wench of Woe," Morita said, using the name that had
again become mine.

| shook my heed, tossing my ponytail. "Whereas yours, Lord Morita, will do little more than get afew
thousand killed, and hold off the enemy for another few weeks. My magter said that adefensive war
cannot bewon - only by going on the offense can one insure victory."

Moritaground histeeth for amoment, obvioudy chafing badly under the notion of not only being
commanded by aforeigner, but by awoman at that. "1 agree, Wench of Woe. However, your plan will
not work. The defenses of Hibeki Castle are too strong to bresk, the lands well fortified, and the troops
quite prepared. We must wait until they have begun to move, then attack them here, on the plain outside
Hibeki Valey," he said pointing to his diagram with a stubby finger. "We can drive them back into the
valey, and they will be forced to regroup on their own lands, and try again another day.”

"Until they gain reinforcementsin afew weeks as the troops of the other clansjoin them, a which
point they will overwhelm us and wipe us out. The spring rains have passed, and their dlies armiesareon
the move."

Moritaground histeeth, fuming. "If you were not Lord Midoro'sfavored onel..." he said, and
struggled to control himsdf.

"Y ou would probably kill me," I finished. "And you chafe under the yoke of aforeigner. And a



woman," | said, looking a him.

The veinsin Morita's temple throbbed, and hisface waslivid.

"On the other hand, if | were aman and a Pdlomean, | would be highly insulted that you refused my
commands and would smply kill you, Generd, then do my best to lead what few of your troops might
remain loya thereafter, and probably lose. Either way, one of usdies, probably both, and eventualy, the
warislog."

Morita exploded. "The war was lost twenty years ago, when our lord rejected Lord Buntaro's advice!
The best any of us can hopefor isat least an honorable death!”

"That's not good enough for me, Generd," | said, and picked up the map on which I'd drawn my battle
plans. "Y ou say that my plans are those of a schoolmaster - by that, | take it you mean someone who
may be very experienced in the theories of war, but little experienced init's practice. And with that, |
must agree. Regardless of whether or not my plan will work, it is the plan of someonewhois
inexperienced.” | held the map out before me, then dowly, deliberatdly, toreit in half.

Moritagaped at me as| tossed the pieces aside. | picked up the generad's diagrams, and held them
before me. "Y our plan isadmittedly that of aman who does not think he can win, and is hoping to smply
hold back the enemy as best he can, and pray something e se happens that might change our luck. And
we both know that'safool's hope,” | said, and tore them in half the same way, tossing the pieces aside.
"We both have the same god - we want our lord to win. You and | are not enemies, generd, we are
alies. Let's stop fighting each other, and instead put our heads together, and come up with anew plan
that will alow ustowin."

"I.... | expected you to rgject my plans, but | hardly expected you to reject your own,” Moritasaid
after amoment.

"And you hardly expected to be commanded by awoman, either, but it'sas my father said - lifeisfull
of surprises,” | said, and smiled. "Now... We see the beast before us, and it is preparing to charge. How
might wetrick it into turning, that we might sink our lanceinto it'ssde?'



Moritasat back, trying to gather himsdlf. "They would have to see atarget they could not res s, or
something they could not refuse to defend. They would have to be distracted.”

"The Ichi river definestheir valey... Gah, | tore up my only map, one moment,” | said, and Morita
chuckled as| retrieved the pieces, then laid them on the table before us. "Alright. Back hereisthe bridge

which connectsthem to their southern dlies. What if this bridge caught fire? And perhaps the fields near
it?'

"They would assume something went wrong, of course - but how to do it? | thought of that myself
before, but | can't see any way to get to it. It would take weeks to travel through the mountain passesto
get there, and their patrols would almost certainly spot anything we sent that way. And sending ateam of
men svimming up theriver isimpossible. It'swatched at severd pointsdong it's length, they would be
gpotted. The bridgeitsaf isaso well guarded, and right now it's swollen with spring runoff from the
mountains - the water islikeice.

"Hmmm... How deep and how wideistheriver?’

Morita shrugged. "Fairly wide, and fairly deep. No less than three fathoms deep and fifty paceswide
anywhere dong here - it can't beforged in the valey, the only placeit can beforged isherein the plains,
downstream. That'swhy the bridgeis critica for them. The very difficulty of crossing the river makesit
not merely their main water supply but also an important part of their defensesinsdethe valey, and they
dredgeit every few yearsto make sureit stays deep.” Moritashook his head. "We can't go up theriver
to firethe bridge, it'ssmply not possible. As| said - it's part of their defenses, and guarded at regular
intervalsdong it's length. Men swimming in the water would be spotted somewhere dong it, and killed.
Even if by some miracle their guards all somehow missed any team we sent to do it, it would teke at least
aday to swim there, and that river isfed by adozen mountain streams, here, here, and here," he said,
pointing at the map. "It's spring, and with dl the runoff from the snow thaw, the waters arelikeice, this
time of year. No man could possibly makeit.”

| smiled. "Ignore that, for the moment. Just asamenta exerciseto get our brainsto thinking again, let's
pretend it is possible for one person to get there. What would they need?’



Morita nodded, stroking his moustache. "Well... Just as a mental exercise, mind you... Oh, | suppose
flint, stedl, and probably two bottles of rice-wine. Wéll, no, that wouldn't burn hot enough. Hmmm...
Lamp ail... No, abottle of lamp-oil would float, and just make it easier for them to be seen...”

"A bottle of rice wine mixed with oil? Or perhaps oil weighted down with lead or some coinsin the
bottles so the bottleswill just Sink in the water?!

"The latter, | think. If they used one bottle to douse the timbers of the bridge, it could be set alight.
Another bottle could be used to fire the fields. Of course, the bridge guards would spot them and kill
them before any real damage was done.”

"Let's pretend they don't. Let's pretend they're able to kill the bridge guards, and set the bridge and
fiedsdfire. Then what?'

"W, of course, the Kagemoto would assume they were under attack from the south, possibly by a
force that had managed to snesk by their patrols. Probably they'd send a good quarter of their troops to

"And if they found nothing but a burning bridge and no enemy? Would they then just ignoreit, fight the
fire, what?'

"Hmmm... Wdll, they couldn’'t smply ignoreit, of course. Thewindsin that valey arefairly crigp this
time of year, and dmost certainly would eventudly spread the fire. They'd have to start working on
digging fire-breaks, and so on. The bridge would have to be extinguished, they need it too badly. And
probably some sort of temporary bridge quickly built, while the bridge is being repaired... Hmmm... Too
much work for just their peasants done. They'd have to usether soldiers, they'd have no choice. Easlly
haf their army could betied up trying to control the blaze, if it started around midnight. It would be dawn
before they'd probably have things under control again. And, of course, they'd be ripe for asurprise
attack," Moritasaid, then shrugged. "But, of course, it'simpossible..." Morita paused, thinking. "Hmmm...
Thismenta exercise of yourswas agood idea. | wonder if we could set up somekind of diversion like
that..."

"Actualy, genera, | can set up precisely that diverson. And, | think | cantimeit to happen right



around midnight, tonight. The question is, can you have our forces ready to take advantage of it inthe
morning?'

Morita shook his head. "How? With assassins? Heh. Despite what you may have heard of them,
Wench of Woe, they're ill men. Don't believe that 'superhuman'’ drivel they spread around about
themsaves, I'vekilled them mysdlf, they bleed and diejust as easily as any other man. Theriver issmply
too cold. To makeit, they would haveto beinicy water for hours, breathing through atube, and trying to
sneak aong the banks, staying underwater as they passed guards... No, they'd be caught and killed. It's
just not possible.”

"No, not with assasains. I'll do it mysdf," | said, rising and turning to one of the servants. "My robe,
please”

"Yes, my lady," the servant replied, stepping to the rear of the pavilion.

Morita shook his head. "It's not possible - you'll smply die.”

| smiled, laying my robe over my arm once the servant brought it. Only Buntaro knew | was magicd -
everyone else smply thought | was a cocotte, trained as Buntaro's successor in the Art of War. | didn't
dislluson them of that. "I can do it, generd. Meet me by theriver whereit passes near our camp, and
bring the weighted oil bottles, flint and sted, dl in abag. Oh - and make the stedl afile, please, it'll be
eader to strike a stream of sparks.”

llBut_ll

"Generd, | can doit. Send afew scoutsinto the hills, and tell them to watch for distant firesalong
where the bridge is around midnight. If | succeed, they can report back to you, and you can position our
army to launch an attack come dawn. If | succeed, we gain everything, at therisk of only meand a
handful of scouts. If | fail, you can sill proceed with your plan anyway, and you've lost nothing but afew
scouts and alittle cocotte who over-spoke hersdlf.”



Moritagazed at me for along moment, thinking, then shook his head. "No, you don't sirike me asan
idiot. Inexperienced in war, perhaps, but not anidiot. And | doubt Lord Buntaro would have trained you
if you were. If you say you can do it, then you can - even if | don't understand how, you still might
succeed. Buntaro's skills border on sorcery, I've been told... Perhaps he's taught you a secret | don't
know, and you're sworn to not share as you're amaster of hisart. No matter. If Buntaro were here and
told me you could do it, I'd believe him. 1t standsto reason | should believe you when you tell methe
same," Moritasaid, and nodded firmly. “I'll position our army today, and smply wait for the smokein the
morning. If you fail and are caught, you'll bekilled - but if the gods are kind, they won't catch you, and
well win," hesaid, and grinned. "And if we do win, | will personaly kow-tow before my entire army, kiss
your feet, and swear never to doubt you again."

"Generd Morita, if this plan worksand we dowin, | insst you continue to doubt me and argue with
me. I'd never have come up with it if you hadn't,” | said, then grinned. "But you can gtill kissmy fedt, if
you wigh."

Moritaburgt into laughter, then rose to hisfeet, bowing to me. "I'll go make the necessary
preparations. How soon will you be ready?"

| smiled, bowing in return. "' Perhaps haf an hour. Just bring the ail, flint and sted in abag at theriver,
and I'll do therest."

"Y ou don't have to art here, we could ride up closer to their territory before you have to begin
svimming.”

"I'll need time to meditate and focus my chi now, and time to adjust to the coolness of the water," |
lied smoothly, and smiled again.

Moritanodded. "I suppose you would. Alright, I'll meet you by theriver," he said, bowed again, then
|eft the tent.

| shooed out the servant, then sat and pulled off my boots and gloves. | looked down to myself, and
willed the scalesto go away. A moment of sharp pain later, | was naked again. Of course, | was nearly
always naked, they just didn't know the scales | wore weren't some kind of magical, skin-tight armor - it



was actualy apart of my skin. The six large scales that ran over my groin were actudly a part of me, and
despite how inconvenient they were a times, they were necessary to maintain the ruse. It was fortunate |
was able to cover my nipplesin scales and aso shape and merge the scales over my mons and the cleft
of my labiato actually be seamless, like armor, or the ruse would be obviousto everyone. Still, the cleft
of my scae-covered buttocks and the sway of my scale-covered breasts often drew attention in camp,
and whispered commentsthat | pointedly ignored.

After areasonablelength of time, | rose and dipped on my robe, then walked outsde. The soldiers
eyed mein curiosity as| walked to theriver, but said nothing. The word of what I'd done to Midoro's
two retainers had spread, of course, and none wished to challenge me.

| reached the river, and saw Moritawaiting for me. He held out the sack, and | took it. It wasfairly
heavy, and aquick glanceinsde revedled it contained what | asked - two large bottles of lamp-ail,
gpparently weighted, aflint, and asted file. | nodded wordlesdy, dipping off my robe and letting it drop
to the ground. Moritastared - asdid dl the soldiers near, redlly, but | ignored it. Without hesitation, |
walked gtraight into the water. Moritawas right - it was ice-cold mountain run-off. But amoment's
concentration later and my belt compensated for it, the water feeling comfortable to me. | dived beneath
the water, down to the bottom of the river, and willed mysdlf to change.

The pain was again very intense - but a heartbegt later, | was again in my mermaid form. The pressure
on my ears eased, as three fathoms was nothing for amermaid. | began swimming up-river, grinning
broadly. "How do | look?" | chittered in the language of the mer-folk.

"The same as you did in the ocean,” Marilith replied. "Your forms seem to be very stable and
repeatable. The enchantment is a finely-made one, it's simply flawed because the creators did not
under stand your biology, and did not under stand the precise theories of magic your people do to
bypass this problem.”

"That's not what | meant, but it's good to know," | replied, grinning underweter.

"You should probably surface and wave, or something. Most humans can't swim underwater for
thislong, the soldiers along the banks are beginning to get nervous.”



| nodded, rising to the surface, and poked my head and shoulders out of the water. The soldiersaong
the bank pointed and cheered.

"How'sthe water, my lady of Woe?' Moritayelled.

"Bracing!" | shouted back, and after taking another breath, | dropped bel ow the surface again. | kept
my tail down until | was near the bottom of the river - no need to reveal my secret to an entirearmy.

| surfaced every now and again, just to let them know | was till alive, and soon | noticed that Generdl
Morita had the army moving. After seeing me stay underwater for quite along time and seeing me swim
theriver asfast asaman could run, it seemed he was convinced that | realy could makeit. | then got
down to the serious business of swimming - | had arather long way to go, and | had to be thereontime,

The Spider - V.

Kyrie concentrated, holding her little medallion in her hands, then looked up. "That way," the child
said, pointing, and | nodded. Drawing the tulwar Eddas had obtained from a dead guardsman of the city,
| resumed hacking apath for us through the jungle. The othersfollowed, resuming their conversation.

The junglesto the west of the Inland Sea stretched only for ahundred leagues, or so the Great Mage
said. Beyond was arid scrubland, and beyond that, desert sands. Spring here was an interesting



experience- chill a night and in the morning, the temperature swiftly rose towards noon until the child

had to remove most of her outer garments against the heat - after the first day, Eddas had smply cast a
gpell over the child. A spell of adaptation, she said it was, and it seemed to work - the child thereafter
was comfortablein alight dress regardless of the chill of morning or the heet of afternoon. The Great
Mage and her companion, Joy, seemed to dready have the same magicd protection againgt the extremes
of temperature. |, of course, smply did not care.

The strange forests about us werefilled with endless varieties of life - countless multicolored birds,
snakes, lizards, and endlessinsects of al descriptions. Many times Joy would warn the child not to
approach an insect or snake smply because it looked interesting. After all, they might be poisonous. |
knew the child wasin no danger, however. With a giantess and a Great Mage watching over her, she had
little to fear from anything.

The Great Mage had been right - | was, truly, connected to the earth, somehow. My prolonged
absence from it as we had crossed the Inland Sea only made me more aware of this connection. | could
fed the earth beneeth my feet, fed mysdf drawing strength and sustenance fromiit. | did not understand
it. Yet, | found | did not care. A greater thought pressed on my mind.

| knew we were near my beloved. She traveled openly on what passed for roads, here - paralleling
trails of dirt through the jungle, the marks of ages of wagon and cart-whedls. Shewas, | guessed, flushed
with her victory over the nameless port-city, and her knight's skeleta steed carried the two of them
swiftly down the roads, through the jungle, and towards the desert beyond. Though she traveled more
swiftly, we followed the direction the child indicated, amore direct path. And, wewere dl going to the
same place, it seemed. Soon, | would be with her. Soon...

"Why did you have that water-elementd take the boat back to the bottom of the sea, Grampa?"

"Wadl, my little darling, unfortunately, al the people of that town were quite dead - murdered, in fact.
We had no further need of that ship, but | could hardly leave it there. Eventually, whoever rulesthese
landswould find out about these killings and the mysterious empty elven ship, put two and two together
and come up with five - they would assume the eves across the Inland Sea were responsible, and they
werent,” Eddasreplied, then smiled. "Besides, my little darling, that ship wasn't mine to begin with. By
Hyperborean law, custom and tradition, it belonged to the sailors who sailed her, and went down with
her. The respectful thing to do wasto return that ship to it'srightful owners- so | did. For the same
reason, | had another elemental bury those poor people in the town. We Hyperboreans had a great deal
of respect for the dead in my day, and the revived Hyperborean race of your mothers has an even
greater respect than we did, astheir entire race was quite literaly fathered by aliche, and born of the
wombs of liches. Y ou'll learn more about this as you grow up.”



"And they were dl dead, Grampa?"'

Eddas nodded to the child seated behind her on the invisible steed. "Y es, unfortunately. It appearsthe
necromancer who created our friend, Goodman Bones, came through and killed them al just because
she needed supplies. Perhaps she didn't wish to bother with trying to trade. Or, given that she'straveling
with a skeleton horse and an undead companion, she might have thought they'd smply kill her out of
hand, and decided it was too dangerousto try... But, the former seems more likely. Dark elvesaren't a
very nice people, I'm afraid, and a convicted necromancer is usualy one who's been associating with
goblins, and they aren't very nice either. | would imagine our Mistress Brionnach is quite an unfriendly

person.”

The child scratched her head in confusion. "How can someone so mean and terrible make someone so
nice like Goodman Bones?"

Eddas smiled. "The explanation's a bit complicated dear, but sufficeit to say that she's quite skilled at
sorcery, but lacks the degree of training I've given your mother and the others of the Second Generation.
Sheliterdly did not know what she had done when she made him."

"Oh..." Kyrie said, thinking. "What did they look like? The people of the town, | mean?"

"Well, they looked like pretty much every Mysantian I've ever seen, Kyrie. Much like you and the
other Hyperboreans back home, they were dark of skin, black hair, dark eyes. But, of course, they're
Mysantians, not Hyperboreans. Their hair was straight, where the hair of Hyperboreansis curly. Also,
they're abit lighter than us, their noses are abit shorter, and they aren't quite astall. It was particularly
noticeable in their men. When | first came through Mystantia nearly two thousand years ago, | stood
eadly ahead tdler than any man of their nation. Only afew came closeto my height - strong and
powerful warriors, and afew others."

"Oh, okay," Kyrie said, hugging Eddas. "Maybe well meet somelive onesand | can see what they
look likefor mysdf.”



Joy nodded. "Very interesting... Do you suppose the Mystantians might be related to Hyperboreans,
Old Man?'

Eddas shrugged. "It's hard to say, redly. | first met them amost two thousand years ago, and back
then they shared dmost nothing with our people. Their language was different, their culture was
different... Everything. Of course, | was probably the only member of my raceto ever have gone that far
eadt - they'd never even heard of Hyperboreans, themselves. It can't be denied they had alove of
haggling, though, so | supposeit's possible," Eddas replied, then stroked her chin for amoment, thinking.

"Well, Joy, smple mathematics shows that dl humans are related. At some point in the past, there
must have been one male and one femae human. | suppose that ages before our people developed a
written history, it's quite possible that our two people were one. Perhaps they were asmdller tribe that
went eastwards from the Occidanic Forest, and over time their hair became Straighter, their noses
became a bit shorter and their lips a bit thinner. No matter - they are their own people, today, and have
their own culture. | saw quite afew elven goodsin the town... Fabrics, tools, and thelike. It'slikely the
people of that town and others aong the Inland Seawere quite used to deding with the eves from the
other side of the Inland Sea- if S0, it's possible my appearance might not be too startling to the
Mysantians of today,” she said, then paused again.

"Y ou know, it dawns on methat the elves and the people of the Southlands are much dike - very fair
of skinand hair, with the hair tending to be straight. If these people are descended from awandering
tribe of Hyperboreans from prehistory, it's entirdly possible they picked up some evish blood as they
passed eastwards, beyond the Inland Sea. That would explain why their hair is straighter, their skin abit
lighter, and dl that. Conversdly, it's entirely possiblethat our people came from them - we might have
been one of their wandering tribes who came westwards, and they later grew lighter asthey mingled with
the occasiona elven traveler from acrosstheinland sea” Eddas grinned broadly. "My! How very
fascinaing! Thank you very much, Joy! And thank you, too, Kyriel"

Kyrieblinked. "For what, Grampa?'

Joy chuckled. "Dear, you and | have just handed your grampaa puzzleit will takehim at least a
century of research to unravel - he'sredlly quite the stuffy old scholar at heart.”

"l am not stuffy," Eddas snorted, her nosein theair, but this only caused Kyrieto burst into giggles.



The Ocean - Twenty-Eight.

It was easy to dip by the river patrols during the day - | could smply look through the water and see
them. At night, however, | had to be more careful. | could stay submerged for over an hour, but | didn't
want to push it. | might need that breath. So, | would quietly surfacein the middle of the river about
every haf an hour, just my face out of the water, take abreath, and dip below the waters again.
Fortunately, Marilith could seefar better at night than | could, and her link still alowed her to concentrate
and seethe area nearby me.

"I am starving,” | grumbled in the language of the mer-folk, shortly after nightfall.

"There appears to be several crayfish just ahead. Up a bit, and to your right. It's night, they
appear to bein torpor,” Marilith whispered.

"Ah! Lovely," | replied, seeing them in the moonlight thet filtered down from above. They were easy
to catch, and their tails pried off with atwist. Rather arude way to wake them up, but | was quite
hungry. After adozen, | felt better, and moved on again.

It was painstaking work, and quitetiring to boot. While | could swim faster than any human possibly
could, | till had alimited timeto get where | needed to go. Swimming or running, it till wasalong way,
and the current was against me. | wondered if | would makeit...



"How am| doing?"

"You're nearly there. Say down, if you can, there's a patrol near you on the road that runs
along theriver."

| did s0, gliding silently along the bottom of theriver.

An age passed, or what felt like one, then Marilith spoke again. " Stop. You're under the bridge.”

| stopped, looking up, and could see a huge blackness againgt the stars above me, with flickering light
to the sides on each bank of the river - torches, where the guards stood.

"| see two guards on each side of the bridge. They appear to be armed with bows, and wearing
banded armor."

| nodded, rising to the surface and setting the bag on the bank near the water. Summoning my lanceto
my grip & athought, | silently dipped from benesth the bridge. After svimming afew yards off, | used
my tail to raise me out of the water, aiming carefully with my lance.

There was an enormous difference between an inexperienced mermaid trying to hit an idand goat while
on her knees, and an experienced mermaid trying to hit aman while doing atail-stand in the water, her
element - particularly when that mermaid had afew years of training from amaster a using her lanceto

begin with.

The monodont lance flew straight and true, impaling the first guard through the chest. He let out a short
scream, hisbow dropping from hisfingers as he collapsed. | dipped benesth the water again, summoning
thelanceto my grip at athought.



"He's dead. The others are moving along the bridge, looking for you. They saw the direction
your lance hit from, but didn't see you. Go to the other side, their backs will be to you."

| nodded. | could hear the confused shouting above me as | dipped beneath the bridge again, near the
bottom of theriver. Rising up to the surface again, | raised my lance, aimed carefully, and threw. The next
onetumbled from the bridge, splashing into the water and sinking as| quickly dived to avoid their
arrows.

"A mongter!" one of the guards screamed.

"They apparently saw your tail," Marilith observed with achuckle.

"Let me know when | can surface again," | replied, summoning my lanceto my grip again.

"One of them s fleeing, the other is facing away from you. Now!"

| rose, spearing the third while his back wasto me. The fourth had along way to run to the castle - |
decided to let him go, and get to work.

After recovering the bag and changing back into ahuman, | began trotting aong the bridge, emptying
the contents of thefirgt bottle across it'swooden planks. Pulling out the flint and tinder, | started trying to
spark the oil dight.

"Sasha, use one of the torches beside you, it will be easier.”



"Oh! | didn't think of that,” | said, tossing theflint and file asde and trotting over to the nearest
torch-holder at the side of the bridge. " Sorry, I'm very nervous.”

"And use your belt to adapt to the flames,” Marilith replied.

"Why?"

"Humor me. You're naked and alone in enemy territory splashing lamp-oil everywhere, knowing
my luck, you'll burn yourself."

| grinned and did as she asked, the warmth of the torch-flame on my skin fading to nothing. Nodding, |
held the torch againgt the ail. Ingtantly it caught, the flames quickly racing dong the bridge. | looked
around and saw the fields, then started trotting towards them with the second bottle.

"Sasha, use your scales, particularly on the bottom of your feet. There's bamboo nearby.”

ll&)?l

"Bamboo shoots are like little wooden daggers, Sasha.”

"Ouch. Let'snot find out the hard way if that'strue,” | said, and willed my scalesto cover me again.
Scaes on the bottom of my feet were very uncomfortable to walk on, but | imagined it was better than
stepping on a bamboo shoot. The fields nearby were mostly grains, and | poured out the oil bottle
carefully, trying to soread it evenly around.

"Sasha, hurry up, the last guard found help, and they're coming.”



"With luck, the burning bridge will hold them amoment... Got it,” | said, tossing the empty bottle asde
and dropping thetorch into the ail. It caught with a whoof of flame, and | turned and dashed for the
river.

A dozen guards stood on the other side, shouting to each other - it wasn't long before they noticed me,
and started drawing arrows. | turned and ran along the river, arrows zipping nearby. | couldn't just run
graight at them and divein, unfortunately - they had seen me. "I do not want to find out whether or not
my scales can stop adirect hit from one of those backed bows the PAlomeanslike," | muttered. "Buntaro
said those things were powerful. Gah, the light from the fire destroyed my night vision, I'm nearly blind.
Where'sthe- OW!" | yel ped as something stabbed mein the back.

"It appears your scales can stop them, Sasha,” Marilith replied, her voice showing greet relief.

"Yes, butit hurts! A lot! Where's the river 2"

"Keep going, you're well outside their light, and their night-vision won't be any better than
yours, what with the fire. A little more to your left. Alittle more... Straight ahead.”

Arrows flew around me, but Marilith wasright, the archer's night vison waslost from thelight of the
torches and the swiftly burning bridge, and now that | was well outside the range of the light, they couldn't
seewd| enough to hit me. | could seethe glimmer of moonlight on thewater - | ran and dived in, willing
mysdlf to change back into amermaid. | didn't know how deep an arrow could penetrate into water -
probably not very deep. Still, it didn't seem worth therisk, so | stayed near the bottom, swimming swiftly
downstream. Unfortunately, | was still mostly blind. Summoning my lanceto my grip, | held it before me,
letting the butt drag the bottom of theriver to dlow meto fed it and know my depth.

It was an age before | could see theriver again, the moonlight from above filtering down through the
water. | held my lance dongside my body, and just kept swimming. I'd done dl | could - the rest was up
to General Moritaand hisarmy.

| ran ahand over my back, but could only fed thetiny, transparent scalesthat covered my upper body



inmy mermaid form. "My back isreally sore... How bad isit?" | asked in the language of the
mer-folk.

"You have a bruise just below your ribs and above your kidneys, right next to your spine. |
think you'll be alright, but it looks like you'll be sore for a few days. One moment, I'm going to
look behind you at the bridge..."

"Alright,” | replied, and waited. | could see adowly growing light behind me, but my back hurt too
much to redlly redlize what it meant.

"Sasha, the bridge and fields are fully alight! You did it, Sasha!" Marilith crowed. "The blazeis
huge! Before they can get enough soldiers across the river to try to work on it, it will be totally out
of control!"

"No, we did it, sister," | replied, and grinned. "We make a great team. And we'll be even better
someday, when we can work hand-in-hand.”

"I'mlooking forward to it," Marilith replied, asmilein her voice.

The Spider - IV.



Three days passed, and thejungle finaly gave way to thinner, scattered hills, then finaly to arid
scrublands. Strange plants covered with spines dotted the landscape, and the going was much faster. My
heart sang with anticipation of seeing my beloved again, and it was only the somber mood of the Great
Mage which tempered it somewhat. | had offered the tulwar back to Eddas, asit's edge was ruined by
hacking through jungle undergrowth for days, but she smply repaired it with aspell and handed it back to
me. "Y ou may need it, Goodman Bones. Not al the Mysantians | ran across nineteen centuries or so
werefriendly, after all." | nodded, strapping the weapon about my waist and continuing on at the fore of
our little group.

During apauseto rest at noon for Joy and the child, sitting beneath one of the few shade-treesin this
arid scrubland, Joy spoke up. "Eddas, we've only traveled perhaps thirty leagues, and we're aready
beyond the jungle? | thought you said that the jungles stretched a hundred leagues from the Inland Sea?’

Eddas nodded, looking around at the arid lands that surrounded us. "They did, two milleniaago. The
desert appearsto have crept in abit since then.”

"What could cause that?"

Eddas shook her head. "I don't know, I'm sorry."

Joy chuckled. "Not even atheory to impress uswith, Old Man?"

Eddas glowered at Joy. "1 don't just make up theories off the top of my head to impress people, you
know!"

"I'm sorry, Old Man - | meant that asajoke," Joy replied, reaching out to take Eddas hand for a
moment.



"I'm sorry, too, Joy," Eddas replied with asigh, squeezing Joy's hand for amoment. "There are ill
many thing of our world that | don't understand. Much of the science and knowledge of my day remains
lost, and of what little I've found, some of it can't be verified. | don't know why the desert has expanded,
nor have | managed to recover any theoriesfrom my day that might explainit. I can't verify my people's
work againgt that of the dwarves - their knowledge of this smply isn't developed enough, nor do they
care much about the heavensto begin with. Nor can | verify their work againgt that of the elves - the
elves bdieve that the changesthey occasionally notice in the planet and the cosmos are directly from the
influence of the gods, and their science, such asitis, ismerdly the prediction of eclipses and other large
eventsin the heavens, which they have accurate to afew hoursor so. In my day, the Hyperboreans had
concluded that the world was much like avast machine, set in motion by the Creator long ago. Though
the gods could manipulate certain eventsiif they chose, causing avolcano here or astorm there or an
earthquake somewhere e se... Well, for the most part, the Divine Compact limitsthem. But, | can't find
confirmation of that. For example, do you remember afew years ago when | took you to the Bright
Sea?'

Joy rolled her eyes. "Yes. | thought it might be fun, but you spent days standing on the beach, just
cagting spellsto take measurements of the sea™

"Wadl, | was doing that because | was trying to measure the distance across the Bright Seato Vilandia
to within half an finger. And | discovered that it hadn't shrunk - or, at least, it hadn't shrunk enough for me
to notice."

"Wasit supposed to?'

"If the theories of my day were correct, yes. The distance between Hyperborea and Vilandia should
have shrunk about a hand, because this part of the continent is moving westward. That's what caused the
Iron Mountains to form, and the Sunless Sea beneath them, and the Inland Sea - or so the theory goes.
Much like pushing a cloth across atable and watching the middle buckle, our part of the continent is
dowly being pushed westwards by titanic forces benesth the earth, acting dowly over the course of
aeons. These forces pushed up the Iron Mountains, snuffed the vol canoes that formed the Sunless Sea,
and the movement of our part of the continent created the Inland Sea. The verification of thistheory is, of
course, measuring the movement. But, we didn't know Vilandiaexisted in my day. It was theorized that
another land existed out there, possibly severd others. We'd gotten verification that there was land from
certain pellswed developed, and we were certain how far away it was and what direction it wasin. But
before we got around to sending ships to explore the sea, the kings of Hyperborea began warring over
who might be Emperor. That kept us distracted for centuries, al the way up until the end. Well, today |
know that the land those early researchers had detected through sorcery was Vilandia But, repeating
their experiments shows our continent, Antonica, isn't any closer to Vilandia- and we should be, by
about a hand. Thus, the only conclusion isthe theories of plate tectonics from my day were wrong, and
the elves areright. But they can't be!”



Joy smiled wryly. "Have you consdered that they might be?’

"Yes, severa times. If | hadn't mastered the Deep Magic, I'd believe my people were wrong. But, |
have mastered the Deep Magic, Joy. | know the elves theories of how the world works can't be right.
Thegodssmply can't be directly manipulating every facet of the world, they don't have the energy. Gods
are gods, and arefinite. Immensaly greater than us, yes - but ill finite, and limited by the Divine
Compact. Only the Creetor isinfinite. And before you ask, no, the Creator isn't directly manipulating the
world, either. Y ou see, the mathematical structure of the Divine Compact issuch that..." she said, then
paused. "Wel, | won't bore you with the details, but trust me, they're not,” Eddas said, then shook her
head. "No matter - the smplefact isthat the Hyperborean theories of plate tectonics must be true, but |
can't confirm them. And, our theories regarding the moon | can't confirm, either. It's as though for two
thousand years, everything has stayed the same. Or very nearly so, at any rate."

Joy nodded. "Aaaah. So that's why you were so frustrated measuring the moon's cycle last yesar. |
wondered what you were on about.”

"Yes. | told you | wanted to learn about these things ten years ago, and I've been studying them off
and on since then, comparing measurements | make with those that 1've managed to recover from the
ruins. Things should have changed from the time | came though here last, of course - but not the way they
have. Two thousand years ago or thereabouts should have marked the beginning of a cooling period on
our world, leading to an ice agein fifty thousand years or s0. The jungles should have stayed the same,
or grown. The desert should have stayed the same, or shrunk. But it hasn't - the opposite has. Two
thousand years ago, the desert was growing. And, it sill is. For some damnably inexplicable reason, our
world has stayed precisdly the same for two thousand years."

"Perhaps the Great War of Devastation had something to do with it?" Joy offered.

Eddas sighed, rising to her feet. "No, Joy. If anything, the clouds of dust from the blasts should have
hastened the process by dimming the sun, like cloudsin the sky cool the lands beneath. But, sadly, it must
be admitted that Hyperboreais quite a smal land compared to the rest of the world, and the war that
reduced my people and civilization to the pages of long-forgotten history bookswasliteraly nothing to
theworld asawhole." Eddas gestured, summoning her invisible steed again. "L et's be off, weve rested
long enough.”



| watched, thinking, as Eddas mounted and Joy lifted the child up behind her. | was mad, and | knew it
- yet, even the dreams of a madman might be of some useto the Great Mage. " The sands grow
because the gods wishit, I think... Or, at least, some do..."

"What makes you say that, Goodman Bones?' Eddas asked, |ooking down at me.

"I ammad... And | had a dream of madness... before meeting you, as | crawled broken and
alone through the wilderness... | had a dream of seeing the goddess of my people... Yet, perhaps
that dream has meaning for you that it does not for me... She said the owl, the rabbit, the ocean
and the mountain... All walk beside her to combat the sand and the spider... To save her people...
To change the future of the world... | think... | think that somehow this will happen at a place she
called the Temple of the Sun...”

"Which is precisaly where we are headed, as you know," Eddas replied, nodding. ™Y ou are not mad,
my friend, you are smply confused. Thiswill pass. Nor was that adream of madness - it wasavision.
Butin time, you will understand that, aswell.”

The child looked up to Eddas as she sat behind her atop the invisible steed, clinging to Eddas with her
chubby little arms. "Do you understand it, Grampa?"

"A good question, Old Man," Joy said, looking to Eddas. "Do you?'

Eddas nodded. "1 believe so, though we appear to be missing one member for our little group to match
Goodman Bones vison. We will haveto wait and see,” shereplied. "Now come - weve quite awaysto
travel, and it only gets more difficult from here on out."

| nodded, and after the child had again oriented us, | took the lead again, leading our little group ever
eastwards.



The Ocean - Twenty-Nine.

"What a glorious woman you are!" Generd Morita crowed, bowing to me from his saddle.

"Thank you, Generd," | replied with asmile, bowing in return as| sat astride my own horse. The
attack on the Kagemoto at dawn following my firing of their bridge and fields had gone very wdll. I'd
Spent three days resting and hedling in my tent while that part of the fighting was going on - Morita had
asked meif | wanted to view the head of the enemy clan-leader, but | had politely declined. Now, we
were on the offensive, dowly working on annihilating the clanswhich had alied against Lord Midoro.
Over the course of the last three months, 1'd learned through hard experience that though my scales
couldn't be easily penetrated, the flesh beneath could be badly bruised - asword-cut to the leg left me
limping for days, and an arrow-strike to my |eft breast nearly caused meto faint from the pain. I'd never
known how much control Buntaro had used in his strikes when he was training me until | was actualy
struck by peopletrying to kill me. Still, there wasn't much | could do, other than be careful. The gleam of
my scales had become more than smply an easy way to identify mefor our soldiers- | had literally
become akind of banner the soldiersrallied around and struggled to defend, just as much asthey
defended Generd Morita. Time and again | would moveto areasin a battle where our men needed to
fight harder, and my smple presence fighting at their sde gave them the additiond will to fight and win.

Moritaand | had worked together closdly these |ast three months, aswell. My 'schoolmaster' plans
would be examined by him for flaws - and, dowly, | improved my tactics, as he improved his. Together,
we were probably the finest pair of generdsthat had ever been seenin PAlome. Unfortunately, our
enemieswerewd | awvare of it.

Time and again, the enemy would trust towards wherever | was positioned, trying to kill or capture me



- preferably thelatter. Time and again, this meant they would be defeated, wasting their menin futile
attempts to attack our center while our flanking troops were able to surround them and crush them. And
that was precisely what had happened today, in this battle. The battle had begun just before noon, and
now appeared to be over little more than three hourslater. The enemy was routed, and Moritawas
showering me with praise once again.

"Ah! It'struly atragedy I'm dready married,” Moritasaid, grinning. "I like my wife, however, sol'd
hardly ask her to commit suicide. Probably 1'd smply send her off to anunnery so | could be freeto
marry you. What do you think?*

| smiled again. "Generd, asmuch asyou and | argue, I'm afraid we'd be at each other'sthroatsin three
daysif we lacked an enemy before us we could work on instead.”

Moritaburst out laughing. "So true! Still, | suppose | should keep my wife. After dl, she can cook
quitewell. Canyou?'

"My solefailing,” | replied, bowing my head briefly. "I can't even bail rice properly.”

A rider approached from the battle front, swiftly galoping beside us and drawing his steed to adiding
hdt. "My lord, my lady - the enemy isfully routed!"

"So | see” | replied, looking over the battle.

"Make our new camp on that hill there, commander,” Moritasaid, pointing. "Execute the enemy
wounded as usua, we've little time to bother them if were to make it to the lowlands by next week."

"Yes, my lord!" the commander said, then turned and rode off.



| suppressed asigh. That was another of the redlities of war herein Palome - they rarely took
prisoners. When they did, it was only important prisoners, and only because they wanted to torture them
to death in shameful, humiliating waysto destroy the morae of their enemy.

"Well, you glorious, wonderful woman-with-but-one-failing, | do believe I've atreat in storefor you
thisevening. That priest we picked up this morning among the stragglers from Nagachi village has turned
out to be quite an excellent cook, and the men dl lavish praise upon him. He's offered to cook for us,
tonight. Would you liketo join me?"

"I'd be ddlighted, Generd," | replied, and grinned.

An hour later, | was aonein my own pavilion, tying the knot in the sash of my robe. "How do | ook ?"
| whispered.

"Very nice," Marilith whispered back. "Blue is definitely your color. But why would you worry
about it?"

"Siger, it's only thefirg timein my life any man's ever asked meto dinewith him."

"Hah! Moritaisjust being friendly, Sasha. He respects you greatly, but it would never go
beyond that."

"l know, but asthey say herein Palome, 'It's the principle of the thing," | replied, and giggled.

| breezed out of my tent feeling quite happy, and aready could smell the delicious aroma of the food
from Moritas pavilion. | nodded to the guards outside histent as they bowed to me, and walked in.
Morita, who had taken the time to change out of hisarmor and into a more comfortable robe, smiled and
bowed. "Please, my lady, have aseat here," he said, patting the pillow next to him. The old priest was
carefully serving the generd, and smiled as| sat beside Morita



"Mmmm! That smdlsheavenly!"

"1 hope you enjoy it, my lady of Woe," the old priest replied with asmile, laying a plate before me.

"Sasha, that's puffer-fish," Marilith whispered.

AsMoritapicked up hisutensils, | picked up adiver of the fish from thefish, rice and vegetable dish
before me, and popped it into my mouth. "Mmmm! Puffer-fish! | haven't had thisin ages!"

Morita paused, a scoop of rice and fish nearly in hismouth. "Puffer fish?"

"Yes! | used to edt it quite abit back home," | replied, picking up another pinch of meat and popping it
into my mouth. | had never mastered the use of the odd little sticks they used as utensilsherein Paome,
and as Buntaro had thought me amagica creature of the sea, he'd never inssted | learn.

Suddenly, and to my utter surprise, thelittle old priest turned and dashed out of the tent with aburst of
spryness heldd not displayed before.

"That bastard!" Morita screamed after the priet, leaping to hisfeet. "Guards! Catch him! | want
him alive!"

"What in the world...?' | wondered aoud.

Moritaturned to me, hisface urgent. "My lady! Stick your finger down the back of your throat so you
can vomit that back up! Hurry!"



"Why on earth would | do that?'

"My lady, puffer fish is deadly poison!”

"Of courseit is, Genera, but I'm immune to puffer fish poison. | thought you were, too, otherwise why
would you serveit?

"My lady, Hetold methiswas carp! Puffer-fish hasto be specidly filleted, and..." he said urgently,
then paused. "Wait... Y ou'reimmune to puffer fish poison?'

| nodded. "Of course."

Moritasmply stared.

"I wasn't trying to tell you it would be good, Sasha, | was trying to warn you it was poison,”
Marilithwhispered, giggling. " Unfortunately, you haven't thought of puffer fish as poison in years.
Or fortunately, depending on how you look at it," she added, and laughed.

Three guards came into the tent, dragging the priest between two of them. Hisfeet were bound at the
ankles, and hishandswere tied behind him. "My lord," the third guard said, holding out asmal dagger,
"we stopped him before he stabbed himsdlf with this.”

"Probably poisoned, too!" Morita snapped.

"Let meseeit, please,” | asked, holding out my hand. The guard handed me the knife, and | looked it



over. The blade had an oily sheentoit.

" Sea-snake and spider-venom,” Marilith said after amoment, till giggling inmy ear. "You're
immune to those, too. Now you see why | was so thorough when you wer e seventeen, much as you
hated me making you throw up over and over again. Of course, it doesn't matter much now, |
suppose. As a mermaid, your resistance to poison isincredibly high, anyway."

| looked at the assassin. Hiswrinkled face showed no fear at al. His disguise had been perfect, smply
because it was little more than a priest'srobe and skill a acting - hereally was old. Everyone had been
fooled, even Morita. Certainly | couldn't bekilled thisway - but Morita could, and | wasn't certain |
could win the campaign without him. | would have to do something to put a stop to this, before Morita
waskilled in another botched assassination attempt. Of course, it seemed likely that this attempt had
been specificdly aimed at the general, and | had foiled it through luck. Either way, this had to be stopped
NOw.

"Guards, cal Ichibathetorturer! I will find out who sent this scum!™ Morita snapped.

"Wait! | have abetter idea," | said, and rose to my feet. Waking around the table, | stood before the
fake priest. Holding the knife before me, | licked off the oil from both sides of the blade, then swallowed.
"Mmm... Sea-snake. Quitetasty,” | said, then tossed the knife aside. "Take this message back to your
clan-leader, assassin: | am the Wench of Woe, and | am my enemies doom. Don't try to kill me or my
friend, Generd Morita. Y ou won't succeed, and al you'll manage to do isannoy me. And if you annoy
me, when I'm through destroying the enemies of Lord Midoro, I'll turn around and do the sameto you. If
you and therest of the n clanswant to survive, then stay the hell out of my way. Do we understand
each other?' | asked.

"Y es, Wench of Woe," the assassin replied calmly. How he could be so coal in the Situation hewasin,
| did not know. | envied him. | was only cam becauseit was only now - right this moment - that |
could seein hiseyesthat | was looking a someone who would kill me not in the heat of battle or to
aurvive, but ssmply because he'd been paid to do so. The deadly cadm of hisgaze wastruly chilling.

| looked to the guards. "Take him out of our camp and cut him loose, he can't take my messageto his
danif wekill him."



The guards bowed, dragging the naway, and | returned to the table. Sitting down before my
plate, | resumed eating again, hoping | wasn't trembling with nervousness.

Moritasat beside me, looking at me. "Areyou certain youll be dright, my lady?*

"Quite certain, Genera. Oh - and the puffer fishisquite delicious,” | replied, and managed asmile.

Moritagrinned wryly. "I'll take your word for it. How's the tea?'

| picked up my cup and sniffed it.

"Theteaisfine" Marilithwhispered. " Apparently all that was poisoned was the food.
Puffer-fish kills over the course of several hours when eaten, that would have been plenty of time
for the assassin to make his escape.”

| Spped at thetea, and smiled. "Theteaisfine, Generd. Have some.”

"Sinceit seemsthat'sal that'sedible, | believe | will," Moritareplied, and poured himself acup. He
Spped at theteain slence for along moment, watching me eet, then finaly shook his head. "What afool
| am," he muttered.

"Mmm?How 07"

"| thought to perhaps bring you in here tonight, and at least show you the basics of using utendils, like
you were some mere barbarian woman Lord Buntaro had found and trained and yet somehow failed to
teach table mannersto. What | fool | was. Y ou're no mere woman - you're more like aguardian spirit,



watching over usal. With you a our lead, we cannot fail "

I samiled. "Perhaps, Generd, but our enemies are abit more pragmatic. This poisoning attempt wasn't
amed a me, it wasamed at you. They know that if they could strip me of you, | would have amuch
harder time defeating them. Don't underestimate yoursdlf, General. Y ou are just as hecessary to Lord
Midoro's victory over hisenemiesas| am. More so, really. Most of the troops we command are under
your personal banner,” | said, then made aface. "Bleah. | think I'll have some more tea. Despite what |
told that assassin, sea-snake and spider venom does not taste good.”

Moritadid adouble-take, then burst out laughing as| Sipped a my tea. "Oh, what atruly glorious
woman you are! I'd give my stones to have you asmy wifel™

"I'm afraid, Generd, if you did that, | wouldn't have much use for you as a husband after,” | said, and
joined himin laughter.

The Ocean - Thirty.

The spoils of war were greet, indeed. Bars of silver, ingots of gold - al poured into the treasury of
Lord Midoro. By fal, thelast of his enemies had either been utterly crushed, or had worked out ruinous
peacetregties. | was, literdly, ahousehold word, and feared throughout the land. Yet, | remained who |
was at heart, and the day when General Morita presented me with one of the spoils of war asagift, a
slver ladies hand-mirror, | realized | had remained who | wasin body, aswell.



| sat now in my pavilion. Messengers came and went from Lord Midoro's castle somewhat regularly,
and we were catching up on the latest developments, waiting to seeif the last peace treaties had been
sgned or if wewould war again. Sitting there, in my scales, gloves and boots, | gazed at my own
reflection, stroking my hairline with agloved finger. "Not asingle gray hair... And the color has not
faded..."

"It'sas| told you when you were twenty-one, Sasha,” Marilithwhispered. "You are, in truth, no
longer human. For all intents and purposes, you are a red-headed mermaid who can grow legs
when she needs. And mer-folk live a very, very long time."

"But not fully mer-folk, either. My earsare still round, my groinistill that of awoman, not a
mermaid...”

"The enchantment was, unfortunately, imperfect. Or fortunately, depending upon how you look
at it. Many humans would give anything to have your fate."

"Perhaps... | suppose | should be happy, but... For some reason... Thisfrightens me."

"It comforts me, Sasha. It lets me know that there is still time, and you still may someday arrive
in time to save me."

| Sighed, putting down the mirror. "1've wasted years here. Nearly ten years. | should have been
searching for you."

"It was hardly wasted, Sasha. You grew into a woman on Round Island. And here, you have
grown into a warrior - perhaps the most feared warrior in the land of Palome. The ocean
whispersto me, and tells me all this was necessary. It was a time of growing, and a time of
learning. And now, the ocean whispers, and says that this time of growing and learning has
ended.”



"Ended?'

Marilith started to reply, but I held up ahand, hearing footsteps approaching outside my tent. "My
lady," Generd Moritacaled, "thereis amessage for you."

| set the mirror aside, walking over to the tent flap and pulling it open. "What isit, my friend?’

Morita held out the scroll to me. "Lord Buntaro has died."”

| Ssghed, my eyes misting as | opened the scroll and looked over the carefully written calligraphy of the
message.

"He passed peacefully in his deep two weeks ago, while we were subduing the Hebika clan. Lord
Midoro says he understands your agreement with himis effectively at an end. He offers you anything you
wish, my lady, if you will continue on in hisservice. Thelast of hisenemies has made peace with him, but
he would truly treasure aleader such asyoursdf in hisservice."

"No. My master isgone, and my debt hereispaid. | must continue on, my friend. My sister iswaiting
for me" | said, and looked to the guard beside me. "Fetch me my horse."

"Yes, my lady," the guard replied, and trotted off.

Morita nodded. " She haswaited ten years, my lady... Are you certain sheis even il dive?!

| Sghed. I'd told him enough of my journey during the last nine monthsfor him to understand | sought
my sigter in adistant land, but not any more than that. The truth was something | had preferred to keep to



mysdlf, asthe truth would have shown Buntaro to be aliar. Now, hewas gone - it didn't matter. "She has
waited far longer than that, my friend. She has waited for me for two thousand years.”

Morita gaped as the guard brought my horse up. We hadn't known if we'd be fighting on or heading
home, so my horse was dready saddled. | needed nothing from here, so there was nothing to pack. All |
needed was water, and my horse already had a canteen strapped to the saddle. | swung into the saddle,
summoned my lanceto my grip, then looked down at Morita. "Goodbye, my friend. | will missyou.”

General Moritabowed deeply. "Farewell, Wench of Woe. | will missyou, too."

| turned and rode away, the fire-red ponytail of my hair streaming behind me, and my cheeks damp
with tears.

The Spider - I11.

The arid scrublands swiftly gave way to desert dunes, reaching endlessly to the horizon like a sea of
sand. Littlelife was present here, save for the occasional lizard peeking at us from the shade of asand
dune, or the occasional snake dithering across the sands. Small vortices of dust and sand spawned during
the day, whirling and dancing across the desert dunes, only to disspate after traveling aleague or two.
"Itsmerely the heat," Eddas Ayar explained. "Sometimes an air elemental can dip through to our world
from them, but it'svery rare." As| did not need to eat or drink and the Great Mage summoned food and
drink for his companionsinsde the magica shelter they rested in each night, we were able to smply
follow where the child indicated, straight across the dunes, and not worry about finding water in one of
the oases Eddas Ayar said were to be found here and there.



Asthe days passed, dowly trudging across the endless, burning sands, a sense of growing avareness
filled me. Like the feding one gets when searching for aforgotten word or phrase, the fedling of aword
just at thetip of one'stongue, the feding of knowledge being just beyond onesgrasp... Inasmilar
manner, | could fed an awareness of mysalf was close at hand, just beyond the grasp of my mind.

| drew strength from the earth, thismuch | knew. Y e, | did not draw strength from the life of the earth,
but from the smple contact with the earth itsalf. Here, in the deep desartswhere there waslittlelife at dl,
| drew as much strength from the earth as | had in the jungles near the Inland Sea, or the murdered town
that sat at it's shores. Only the days of separation from the earth, as| had experienced in crossing the
inland sea, had drawn the strength from my body. It was not life that | drew strength from, nor wasit
death. It wasthe earth itsdlf. The great mage said this was because my body was in contact with the earth
when | awakened... Y et, comprehension of that was still beyond me.

My body was dead, and yet | moved and thought and spoke as though alive. | was neither dead nor
dive... | was something else gpart from those two states. A third state of existence... UnLife, the Great
Mage had called it. But what wasthat, truly? 1 did not know. And yet... Somehow, | sensed that true
understanding lay only just beyond the grasp of my mind.

A dream, avivid flash... A brief vision of shadows... Amorphous shapes that fed upon each other...
No sun, no sky, merdly existencein aweightlessvoid, likethat of afishin water. Drifting... Feeding...
And being fed upon...

And then it was gone, and only the burning sands remained, shimmering in the heat of the sun.

| paused, gazing upwards, trying to recapture the sensation in my mind...

And my gazelit upon something in the sky.

Eddas rode next to me, the child clinging to her as she sat behind, and Joy to their side. They stared at
me as| stared upwards, and finaly, Eddas spoke. "Goodman Bones? What isit?"



"Something comes, Eddas Ayar ... There, in the sky..."

Eddas |ooked up, blinking against the sunlight, then nodded. "Joy, take Kyrie, please," she said, and
dipped down from theinvisible steed.

Joy reached up to the child'swaig, eadily lifting her from the invisible steed and setting her upon the
ground. "What isit, Old Man?"

"Wdll, if wewere near the seg, 1'd say probably aroc. But we're not, so it's probably a dragon.”

"What'saroc?' Joy asked, gazing upwards.

"An enormous bird distantly related to the phoenix, and about the size of adragon. They hunt whales
in the sea much like an eagle huntsfish in alake. The Mysantians two thousand years ago told me that
there are deep jungles and vast plainsto the south of the deserts, and rocs occasionaly hunt oiliphants
there, but | digress. There's not enough food in adesert to support aroc. It hasto be adragon... Ah,
yes. It's close enough to where | can seethetail, now. Definitely adragon.”

"And it'slooking for us, | presume," Joy replied dryly.

"Y ou know yoursdlf, Joy, that coincidenceisrarely coincidence when the gods are involved. It has to
be looking for us. There's not enough food here to support adragon, ether, though they can conjure

food if they need to."

"What do we do, Old Man?'



"Wewait. If it decidesto fight, protect Kyrie. Otherwise, leaveit to me."

Joy nodded slently, taking the child to one side and standing before her, her staff at the ready. | knew
not what elseto do, so | drew the sword | bore a my hip. | doubted it would be of any use against the
beast, but it wasal | had.

Slowly the creature approached, growing larger and larger asit did so - truly, it was adragon, and
enormousin size. It's sable scales shimmered in the sunlight, and asit drew itself up for alanding before
us, it'stitanic wings buffeted us with wind-borne sand. Joy and Kyrie coughed, but Eddas had aready
raised thelittle bolt of cloth she obtained in the town, and once the sand had settled, she drew it back
down around her neck again, and flicked the sand from her garments with agesture.

"You do not flee..." the dragon rumbled, eyeing the Great Mage.

"Should 17" Eddasreplied dryly.

The dragon did not reply, but instead looked over our small group. It's eyeslit upon me, and it's scaly
eyebrows narrowed. "Feh. Put away your little sword, dead man, lest | destroy you for your
insolence.”

"I will not be stopped..." | replied.

The dragon hawked a moment, as though clearing it'sthroat, then spat at me. | legpt aside, barely
dodging the steaming goo it spat, but it splattered across the blade of my sword. In moments, the metal
of the blade began to hiss and smoke, and then melt likeice held to flame. " And | will not be denied,”
the dragon replied.

| dropped the swiftly melting sword, and looked up to the beast with agreat deal more respect than |
had a moment before.



The dragon turned it's gaze back to the Great Mage, and peered down at her. " And who are you,
little elf who stands before me unafraid?”

"| am Eddas Ayar," the Great Mage replied smply.

"Ah, that explainsit. | have heard of you. My brother Karg spoke of you once.”

"Then you, of course, must be Gritelathe Noxious. | should have recognized you from the gleam of
your scales and your resplendent beauty, which islegendary among al dragons.”

The dragoness smiled. "You speak sweetly, and kindly."

"1 speak truthfully, for your brother has spoken many times of you, and the struggles your paramours
must endure to even catch your eye. Y et, you are no ordinary dragoness, who fluffs her treasure horde
with the gifts your paramours bring to win your heart. Y our brother has told me your hoard is of
astounding size and true grandeur, each coin and trinket gathered with your own claw. Fearsomein
beauty, and fearsomein battle - such is Gritela the Noxious, the Lady of Morrag Pesk.”

The dragoness smiled again - though her sharp-toothed grin was hardly afriendly one. "Ah! Eddas
Ayar, you speak so sweetly. It istruly a tragedy that | must kill you."

Joy stood firm before Kyrie, but | could see her kneestrembling. The dragonesswas larger even than
agiant, and even Joy at her full sizewould be little more than child-sized to the beast. Eddas, however,
did not flinch abit. "Oh? And why would you haveto kill me, lovely Gritda?*

The dragoness scowled, her reply arumble of anger. "The Sheikh of Majapur has my hatchling,
Eddas Ayar. Eight years ago, Sheikh's Grand Vizier used sorcery to sneak into my cave, and steal



my hatchling. Now | am forced to obey, lest he kill my child. The Sheikh has ordered me to find
and kill the mage that murdered those who lived in the city of Naldad, by the Inland Sea. Your
tracks lead directly back there, thus you must die.”

"Well, two things, graciouslady: Firgt, | did not kill the peoplein that town. They were murdered by a
dark ef necromancer by the name of Brionnach, who left the town by way of the roads, and thus left no
tracks. Second, if you will but stay your mighty claw, | will be more than happy to recover your child for
you."

The dragoness raised a scaly eyebrow, gazing at Eddas Ayar. "You would do this for me?"

"Of course. Y our brother isafriend of mine, | could do no lessfor hisradiantly beautiful Sster.”

"It was mortal trickery that cost me possession of my child, Eddas Ayar. How do | know thisis
not more trickery to simply slip away from me and never return?" the dragoness asked, her eyes
narrowing.

"Because| am Eddas Ayar," the Great Mage replied, "and in thisbody, | am the Raven of Y orindar.”

"The tool of a god," the dragoness rumbled.

"Exactly,” the Great Mage replied - and for abrief moment, | again saw an enormous raven standing in
the Greast Mage's place. A brief flicker, aflegting impression - then the vison was gone, like ashimmering
desert mirage, and al | saw was again ahdf-ef maiden.

Joy and the child seemed to shiver for amoment, but the dragoness smply regarded the Great Mage
indlence. Findly, she nodded. "Alright, Eddas Ayar. | agree. What must | do to help you?"



"Simply come with me to Mg apur, and together, we will recover your child. I've ahidden sanctuary |
can summon for my mate and my grandchild, and they can remain herein safe and cool shelter whilethey
wait for usto return.”

The dragoness nodded again. " So be it. Summon your sanctuary, Eddas Ayar, and make
whatever preparations you need to keep your mate and child safe. When you are ready, | will fly
you and the dead man on my back to Majapur."

Eddas smiled as she again produced the magic rope needed to climb up into her invisble sanctuary, as
I'd seen her do many times, now. "Oh, it will hardly be necessary to bring Goodman Bones aong, lovely
Gritda. Asyou've stripped him of his only weapon and | have no other to give him, he would be quite
helplessevenif | did think awarrior would be of some useto us, which | do not. No, Goodman Bones
can smply remain here while you and | recover your child," she said, and with a brief incantation, she
cast theropeinto the air, where one end of it clung. "Go on up, Joy, and take Kyriewith you. I'll beupin
aminute. Pull the rope up after you when I'm gone so | know you'll be safe. I'll summon enough food and
drink to last afew days. If | don't return beforeit runsout, | won't be returning.”

Joy looked to Eddas, her face amask. "Eddas, I-"

"Joy, just do it," Eddas snapped, her composure dipping for abrief instant. Then she sighed, and
looked up to Joy. "Please, I've hardly the time or desire to argue about it right now. If | do not return,
smply usethe magic ring | gave you. The Spell of Returning | enchanted it with can take you and Kyrie
draight home."

Joy reached out to Eddas, bending down to kiss her gently. "'l wasn't going to argue, Old Man - not
thistime. | wasjust going to tel you | want you to be careful "

Eddas smiled, and they hugged for along moment. "I will, Joy. | will." Afterwards, Joy and Kyrie
climbed up into the sanctuary, and Eddas followed.

The dragoness and | did not have long to wait, and she endured the brief delay with the calm patience
of animmortd. Asfor me, my mind was on the east, and my beloved. Though | tried to feel concerned
for what might happen, | found I smply did not care. There was no other desire within me other than to



find my beloved. Even should the Great Mage die, Joy and the child return home, and | be abandoned in
thisdesert, | cared not. My only thought wasto find my beloved, and to help her. And then, she would
understand.

Finadly, Eddas Ayar climbed down from the sanctuary, and the rope was withdrawn within. Eddas
turned to the dragoness, and smiled. "Now - where precisaly isyour child being held, and what magic are
they using to keep you from getting at them?”

"My child is prisoner in a small keep within the palace grounds, Eddas Ayar. They bring daily
rations of cattle to feed him, as they have each day for five years, but an enchantment of
repulsion cast by the Grand Vizier keeps me from approaching within the reach of my sorcery to
the keep, and a spell of warding keeps me from using sorcery to summon my child to my claw. |
can view himonly from afar, and my heart breaks each time | see himand hear hislittle cries.”

"Hmm... How old ishe?"

"He will be ten this summer, Eddas Ayar. | laid his egg after an off-season mating twenty years
ago."

"Hmmm... About the Size of acalf, himsdf. | wonder of the sultan realizes that in about a decade, helll
have something the Size of asmall oiliphant to feed?' Eddas replied, stroking her chin, then findly
nodded. "Well, well discussit more on the way there. May | mount your back, lovely Gritela?"

"Please do," the dragonessreplied, lifting her wingsabit. A few moments|ater, Eddas Ayar had
settled hersdlf at the base of the dragon'slong neck, her legs draped over the second shoulder-joint
where the wings connected. The dragoness then gathered her legs benegath her, arching her back. With a
mighty lesp, she propelled hersdf into the air, her enormous wings buffeting me with flying sand asshe
took off into the sky.

| gazed after them in slence. | wanted to fedl concerned for the Great Mage, and hope that they would
succeed. Yet, | found that | could not. All my thoughts were consumed with Brionnach. All | could think
was that every moment | waited here was another moment longer before | would find her. The dark part
of my mind gtirred, and for the longest moment, it wasdl | could do to keep from smply striding of f



eastwards, across the burning sands.

Yet, | knew that my best hope of reaching Brionnach lay with the Greaet Mage and her companions.
Untold dangers may lie dong the path, and | wasill-equipped to ded with any of them. More, the child
was able to navigate directly to where | knew Brionnach was heading, whereas dl | knew to do was
head east.

With an effort, | forced myself to St on the sand, and wait. Whether | wanted it or not, my love would
haveto wait. | could only hopethat | could retain control of mysdf, and wait long enough.

The blazing sun dowly sank in the sky, and eventualy the heet of ahot desert day gave way to the chill
of adarlit desart evening. The differencein temperature affected melittle, and my gaze clung to the
eastern horizon. Where was she, now? Was her elven minion still with her, or has she abandoned him,
even as she did me, and taken another? Did she hunger, or thirst? Did she have blankets to keep her
warm at night?1 did not know. | only knew that | would find her, and help her. And then, shewould
understand.

"Heis driven, Joy," the Great Mage had once said, "in a way that mortals simply cannot
comprehend.” Yet, | found that even | did not comprehend it. The Great Mage had told me that
eventudly, | would cometo understand mysdlf. And, as| sat there, gazing at the stars on the eastern
horizon, | began to wonder...

The Ocean - Thirty-One.



"He wanted you to have this," Kiku said, holding out asmall box to me.

| nodded, taking the box from her as we sat on the beach near Buntaro's house - now her house, as
Buntaro had consented to marry her before he died. Quite nice of my master, | thought, but not
surprising, for him. 1 opened the box, and saw it was adim chain bracelet, attached to which was atiny
glass bottle with an incredibly smdll little cork. "What isit?"

"He sad it was magic. It's sometimes used by the assassins, they hidethingsinit. Largethings. It won't
break, and the chain will never tarnish - it can't be lost if you makeit tight about your wrist or ankle. He
said to tell you that, he said you'd want to know that. He said you told him you'd lost your box when you
cameto him, whatever that meant. He said thisis his gift to you to replaceit. It'slucky you came back."

| held the little chain with two fingers and looked at the dangling little bottle hesitantly. After afew
moments, Marilith whispered inmy ear. "It is a very straightforward set of enchantments, Sasha. A
sizing enchantment to hold it to you, another enchantment that transfers what you wish to carry
into or out of the bottle, and a final enchantment to render the whole invulnerable. It's very safe,
don't worry, it was made by the scientific sorcery of humans, not the Wild Magic of the mer-magi.
Just touch the item you want to insert into the bottle to the little cork, and will it to happen. When
you want it out, just touch the cork, and will it to happen. | can't tell it's precise measurements,
but I'm guessing it can hold about a hogshead of liquid."

"Well, it will comein handy, Kiku - but it wasn't by luck | came back. There redly wasn't anywhere
else| could go. After having fought al the clans around here for the better part of ayesr, it didn't seem
likely I would be able to just ride through their territory alone,” | said, and chuckled as| pulled off my
gloves. | hed themto thelittle bottle, and exerted my will as1'd learned to do with my belt. They
vanished from my grip, miniature versons of them appearing ingde the bottle - there was plenty of room.
| did the same with my boots, pulling them off and then the black silk cloth | used to hold up my ponytail,
then dipped them insde the bottle the same way. Oncethey werein, | dipped the chain over my wrigt,
and willed it to fit snugly. My hair draped down over my shoulders again and down to the middle of my
back, for thefirg timein years.

"Y ou have scales on the back of your hands and the top of your feet?' Kiku asked, her eyes
widening.

| grinned, and willed my transformation into amermaid.



Kiku goggled a me. "He... Hetold me... He told me you wereredly aspirit of the sea... | didn't
bdievehim!"

"He never lied, Kiku. | did, however. | told him I'd pick the oldest, wrinkliest woman there was. |
didn't - | picked the gentlest and sweetest. And, asit turned out, you were aso the youngest,” | said, il

grinning.

Kiku patted her swollen belly. "Wdll... He did eventually find that part out on the wedding night,
though | redly did try to do as you asked and pretend to have an old woman'svoice, | redly did!" she
sad, and giggled. "He was very happy, though, and he laughed for days and days, thinking how you'd
tricked your old blind magter, but doneit so nicdly.”

"When are you due?'

Kiku smiled. "Next spring. If it'saboy, | want to nameit after him. If it'sagirl, though... | want to
nameit after you. | never would have found out how sweet and wonderful hewasif it wasn't for you. |
only regret we didn't have more time together."

| smiled. "I know. That's my only regret, too," | replied, and turned, starting to crawl into the surf.

"Wait! | can't nameagirl after you if | don't know your real name!"

| paused just at the edge of the water, summoning my lanceto my grip. "I am Sasha, the Wench of
Woe" | called.

"I'll remember, Sashal" Kiku caled, standing and waving.



| looked forward again, and crawled out into the water, the waves washing over my arms and breasts.
Findly, alarge wave washed over my head, and with aflick of my tail, | caught the wave and was gone,
back into the sea.

The Spider - I1.

Two days later, Eddas Ayar had returned. She had returned with little fanfare - abrief shimmer of
magic caught my eye, and suddenly she was standing beside me. Joy had been thrilled beyond measure,
aswasthe child, and it was only after along delay for many hugs and kisses between the three of them
that our journey resumed. Now, Eddas Ayar again rode her invisible steed, the child seated behind her,
and Joy striding at her side.

"So what happened, Old Man?' Joy asked, still beaming.

Eddas shrugged. "There's not much to tell, redly. Most of thetime for the trip was taken up in flying
there. Mgapur is quite adistance from here, and I've never been there beforein thisbody, so | couldn't
amply usea Spell of Returning to go there. Still, Gritelais quite an old dragon, even older than Karg. |
knew that once | had dispelled the repulsion enchantment that kept her away from her child, her own
sorcery would be more than sufficient to collect him safely - hisnameis Bofkak, incidentdly, and he's
quite anicelittle dragon. Y ou'd love him, Kyrie. HEs got the dark indigo scales and little stubby horns of
aten-year-old, afunny little squeaky voice, and hiseyes are very large and terribly cute, much likea
kitten. Well, akitten with scales and fangs and wings that's about the Size of acalf and can eat an entire
cow inaday, | mean," Eddas said, and Kyrie giggled as she continued. "1 watched over him and kept
him company while Gritdladedt with the Vizier and the Sheikh. But, much of my time on thetrip there



was spent trying to convince Gritelathat destroying the city afterwards was not awiseidea- an individua
human may be weak compared to adragon, but an army is more than amatch for one."

"l see" Joy replied, nodding. "And did she listen?”

Eddas waggled her gloved hand so-s0. "Wdll... To an extent. I'm afraid the Shetkh of Maapur will
have to find anew Grand Vizier, since Gritela decided to eat the current one to teach him alesson. And
I'm afraid they may till be putting out some of the firesin the palace even now. But, for the most part, the
city surrounding the pdaceisrdatively undamaged.”

"Relatively undamaged?' Joy asked, raising an eyebrow.

Eddas nodded. " Gritedlawas quite annoyed, as you can well imagine," Eddas replied, and Joy and
Kyrie burgt into giggles. Eddas smiled at their laughter, and continued speaking. " She explained the
reason for her annoyance in no uncertain termsto the Sheikh, aswell. Well, she explained it once she had
torn down agood portion of the palace and grabbed him in her claw, that is. Judging by the mountain of
cattle-bones outsde the little keep they had her hatchling in, | would guess that feeding adragon's child
when you don't have the bottomless resources of adragon'swill and adragon's sorcery to cal upon was
abit of agrain for the Sheikh'streasury, aswell. Having to rebuild his pdace will likely leave him nearly a
pauper-king, particularly consdering Gritela decided that what remained of the treasury within the palace
was now hersby right of penalty, aswell asdl the other gold and silver objectsthat she could find within
the pdace. Cups, goblets, plates, quite abit of jewdry... Wdll, dl of it she gathered into apile, then
opened aporta to send it al back to her cave on Morrag Peak." Eddas shook her head. "I think that
after thisexperience, it's quite unlikely the Shetkh will want anything to do with dragons ever againin the
future, 0 it seemslikely Gritdlaand her hatchling will be safe from reprisals™

Kyrie grinned. "Bofkak soundsterribly cute, Grampal Can we go visit him, someday?"

"Well, I've never been therein this body, so weld have to travel there much aswe are now. Also, we'd
have to get permission from Gritela, of course, and dragonsredly don't enjoy visitors much. They prefer
being left done. Stll, Gritelais quite grateful to me, asyou can well imagine, so | don't see asthat would
be a problem. Morrag Peak is on the eastern shore of the Inland Sea, within the lands of the elves. After
this adventureis over, perhgpswell discussit with your mothers and seeif they think it'sdright.”



"Vidtadragon?" Joy said, and shook her head. "Old man, you are totally corrupting thischild.”

"Piffle" Eddas replied with asnort, and Kyrie giggled again.

| listened to thetale, but found | had little interest init. The fate of the dragon-child and it's mother
meant nothing to me. Instead, | found | was till driven by my love for Brionnach, and possessed solely
by the desireto find her. Had | breath, I'd have sighed. | wanted to care, | wanted to beinterested. But,
| did not, and was not. " A question, Eddas Ayar, if it is not too much...?"

Eddas shrugged, looking at me with her dark eyes. "Ask."

"You said that eventually, | would come to understand myself... Will I like what | under stand?"

"That isdifficult to say, my friend. Do you like what you understand of yourself now?"

"No... | amalliving horror... A thing from beyond the grave...”

"Asam |, to some peopl€seyes,” Eddas replied, gazing at me. "The goblins fear me as aloathsome
thing. They have ancient propheciesthat predicted my return to the lands of the living, and they sseme as
acreature of darkness, twisted by agod of light to serve his purposes. The Maani fear measaliche, a
thing of the crypt, beyond their control. Both views are, in some respects, correct. Thisbody isinhabited
by the soul of a man who suffocated to death in histomb two thousand years ago. | am aliche - and yet,
| am more than that, just as you are arevenaunt, and yet are more than that.”

"No... You are good... You are alive... | can sense the pulse of life within you... | am dead...
Undead... Something else fills me... UnLife, Brionnach called it..."



"True, but UnLifeisnot evil. A being of UnLife can be evil or good, but the energy that drivesthem is
neither good nor evil, anymore than Life-forceisgood or evil, it Smply exigs. Yet, UnLifeisnot
Life-force asweknow it - nor, redly isit the state of being inanimate. It isathird state of existence, much
asamushroom isnot aplant, nor isit an anima, but athird form of life. It's somewhat difficult to explain
without delving into the mathematics of it..." Eddas replied, stroking her chin with an ebon-gloved hand.
"Thebest way | can explainit to you a the moment isthat UnLifeis, redly, very much like a mushroom.
It isneither plant nor animal, and despite having similaritiesto both, it isathird form of existence. The
energy which drives you and maintains your existence comes from the Plane of UnLife. Itisnot
life-energy, nor redly isit the opposite of life-energy. It isUnLife, something aside from either concept.”

| shook my head. "I do not understand... And yet..."

"YS?I

"I want to understand... | want to know who | am... What | am... And why..."

The Great Mage amiled. "That isa very good devel opment, Goodman Bones."

"Perhaps... But wanting to understand is not the same thing as under standing... Can you help
me? Can you explain it to me, that | might under stand?"

"Hmm... Perhapsit's best explained by anaogy."

"Analogy?"

"Yes. Imagine aforest, besde alake. Theforest isfull of deer, and thelakeisfull of fish. The deer
cannot livein thelake - they will drown and die. Y €, at the same time, the fish cannot livein the forest -
they will drowninair, and die. Y &, the lake and the cycle of lifewithin it mirrorsthe forest and the cycle
of lifewithinit. Plants eaten by herbivores, herbivores eaten by carnivores, and dl eventudly dying and
returning to the plants, to begin the cycle again. These cycles exist both in the lake, and in the forest that



surroundsit. Y et, no deer isfound in the lake, and no fish isfound in the forest - they are separate
worlds, with their own inhabitants and rules of existence. Do you understand so far?"

"Somewnhat, yes..."

"Good. Wdll, the lake and the forest are asit iswith the Plane of UnLife and our own plane. Our
plane, the Materiad Plane, isone of the many Planes of Life. In our plane, the two basic divisons of
exigence are the living and the inanimate. The inanimate is that which does not possesslife. There are
exceptions, of course, such as Golems and other magicaly animated things, but they aren't important to
this explanation.”

| nodded, listening silently aswe continued across the shimmering sands. Joy and the child listened, as
well, their eyes on the Great Mage as she continued speaking.

"Now, the Plane of UnL.ife, however, isan entire plane of existence which paralesdl the Planes of
Life, yet containswithinit no living thing, and no inanimate thing. There, UnLifeisfound, ingteed. Y €, like
the frog comes from the water to live upon the land, sometimes UnL.ife can cometo live upon our plane.
They arenot dive - by the Laws of Magic which apply to our plane of existence, they are unliving things

possessed of will or intent.”

"And evil...?" | asked, thinking of my own dark existence, and the heart of the one who had crested
me.

Eddas shrugged. "Some are evil, yes. They exist only to feed, to survive, and reproduce. They arethe
Hungry Ones - the vampires, the wraiths, the barrow-wights. Others come with a purpose, ahigher
intent. They are the Revenaunts. Some are evil, but others are not. The key isthe doorway that the
UnLife usesto enter our plane - the corpse, itsdlf. A corpseisathing that was once dive, but now isnot.
From the sandpoint of magic theory, that trangtion from living to unliving is quite important. A strong
will... A powerful purpose can, at the moment of death, open adoor to alow UnLife energy tofill the
corpse, and continue that purpose. Such isarevenaunt - which iswhat you are. And yet, asl've said,
you are far more than that, even as Joy isfar more than smply amidget giantess, Kyrieisfar morethan a
ten-year-old little girl, and | am far morethan aliche.



Joy nodded. "My people have a saying, Goodman Bones. 'Everything and everyone is always far
mor e than they appear.' | never redly understood it asachild. Now, having lived as Eddas companion
for many years, | do." The child smply nodded at Joy's words, and said nothing, watching me.

Wewalked in silence after that, and | considered the Great Mage'swords carefully. Findly, | shook
my head. "I... | amafraid | still do not understand...”

Eddas gazed & me for along moment, her eyes unfocused. Finally, she blinked, then smiled. "Don't
worry, my friend. You will. And soon, | think."

"Yes, Eddas Ayar..." | said, then returned my gazeto the east.

The Ocean - Thirty-Two.

Swimming around the northern shores of Palome took the better part of three months. The winter
stormswerefierce, at times, but | was older and wiser, now - | did not alow myself to become numbed
by the endless routine of swvimming. Instead, when the storms began, | went well below the waves, safe
from the currents, and continued on. Findly, | was past Plome, and Marilith pointed me roughly
west-southwest, quietly advising meto turn Ieft or right until 1 was pointed in the right direction, then
keeping me heading that way as| continued on.



Months passed. The seasons turned again, and again. The moon's dance in the heavens repeated again
and again and gill | swam on, hoping to reach her. Day and night | kept swimming, heading towards
Marilith. Therewas nothing elsein my life.

It was hard not to become numb to the endless routines of hunting, deeping, swimming endlesdy ...
But, | had learned from Buntaro that of all the weapons | might possess, the best of al was my mind.
That, in truth, was why he did not want to ever become doddering and hel pless - it meant that he would
lose the one weapon he had dways possessed againgt dl the foes he had ever faced; his own mind.

| had little to occupy my mind, however. | could speak in three languages, but there was noneto talk
to save Marilith, and she was often in pain as the weeks dowly turned into months. | could read in two
languages, now, but there was nothing to read. The only thing remaining in my lifethat interested meand |
knew little about was my link to Marilith - or, more precisdly, her link to me. It seemed one-way... Or
wasit?

| remembered the dream, that first time sheld called to me. | remembered reaching out and touching
her, and feding what seemed like awoman's hip, covered in apelt of fur...

She was screaming, now, and had been since dawn. It was now noon, and she still was screaming. If |
concentrated, | could hear her very faintly. It wasthelongest she had ever beenin agony, in dl the years
| had listened to her. And al | could do was weep.

| rose to the surface to make sure of my bearings. The seawas utterly cam, today, it's surface barely
rippling, at timesamost like that of the quiet 1ake back on Round Idand. The sun shone brightly in the
sky, with not acloud in sight. It wasthe kind of day sailors dreaded nearly as much asthey dreaded
fierce sorms- it was an utterly calm day, with no winds. It was abeautiful day. A terrifyingly beautiful

day.

And very faintly, | could still hear Marilith screaming.

"l am coming for you, Sigter,” | said doud, tears streaming down my face.



Marilith smply screamed in agony, the sound il faint.

"l am coming for you, Sister!" | shouted, swimming faster.

Marilith continued screaming. It was the longest she had ever beenin agony. | had known her over half
my life, now. | had heard her screams since | was fourteen years old. | had wept an ocean of tears,
listening to her pain. But thiswas different. Thiswastoo long... Far too long.

"l am coming for you!" | passed my lance to my |left hand, reaching out my right hand below the water,
svimming fagter.

Maxilith continued screaming, her howls of agony transcending anything I'd ever heard before. It had
gone on too long. Too long. It occurred to me that this might be the end, for her. She might die, and |
would be adone.

"I am coming for you! Hear me, Marilith, I am coming for you! Fedl my hand reaching for you!
| am coming for you!" | screamed, hoping she would hear.

Maxilith continued screaming. My heart was breaking. | stretched my fingertips forward in the water,
swimming asfast as| could, knowing that there was gill endless |eagues between us.

"I AM COMING FOR YOU!™

And for the briefest moment...

For the briefest moment, | felt something on my fingertips...



Therewas an intense flash of pain, so bright, so brilliant, it was as though the world exploded. For a

sngle heartbest, every part of mefelt like it was being ripped to pieces, and scattered acrossthe infinite
Void...

Then it was gone, leaving me gasping and breathless.

| floated in the water for many heartbesats after that, stunned.

| felt mysdlf dl over - | was unhurt.

But the pain had been redl.

Sowly, | resumed swimming again, trying to pick up my speed, listening for Marilith'svoice. Her
screams had stopped, and now | could dowly begin to hear her weeping again. She aways wept when
the pain eased. Sometimesfor hours.

Shesaid nothing for the longest time, smply crying wordlessly. | kept swvimming, listening for her
voice. | wanted to swim beneath the water and swim faster towards her, but | couldn't. | wasweeping. A
mer-folk can't swim underwater and cry at the same time. We have to breathe to weep.

" Something touched me," Marilith sobbed, once she found her voice again.

"ltwasme," | replied, weeping.

" Something wet touched my face. | felt it. | hurt so bad, Sasha, | knew it was the end. | couldn't



hold myself together any longer. It hurt. | was going to die. | knew it. | thought | could last longer
but | couldn't, Sasha! | was dying, | knew it and then something touched me... And the pain

"Itwasme," | said again, tearsrolling down my face as| swam.

"You saved me. | couldn't hold it, Sasha. | was going to die. You saved me."

"l loveyou, Sigter," | replied, weeping. "And | am coming for you."

Marilith sobbed. "I love you, Sster!"

The Ocean - Thirty-Three.

| crawled out of the surf, onto the sunlit beach. Seagulls called asthey soared above, their eyes on me,
curious. At the top of the beach, the sand gave way to tough grasses, thorny bushes, and palm trees.
Antonicalay beforeme, at last.

| willed the change to human, then lay my lance beside me and knelt on the beach for amoment. The



ocean behind me whispered, the endless sussuration of water on sand. | bowed my head, sending asilent
prayer of thanks to the Goddess, then reached up and spread my hair out across my shoulders so it might
dry more quickly. | touched the little bottle that dangled from my bracelet, willing my gloves, boots and
sk hair-cloth to be returned to me, and they popped out of the bottle, dropping down onto the sand.
Oncemy hair wasdry | put it in aponytal again, then donned my boots and gloves, willed my scalesinto
place, and tried to rise to my feet. It took severa moments, using my lance to help mysdf up. Months of
endless swimming had again momentarily robbed me of the ability to sand and walk.

Findly, | had it. | was standing, and my knees seemed steady. "Which directionisit, Sister?’ | asked,
looking up.

"Roughly north-northwest of you... Follow the beach north, | think you should see it from the
shore."

"Seewhat? What am | looking for?”

"I... 1 can't really describeit, I'm sorry. Thiswhole place is enchanted. Closer than a league,
and all | can seeisthe walls of my prison. | can see around you, and if | concentrate | can see
other areasin theworld, but | can't see wherel am. | only know | am high in the air, near the
ocean... Some kind of tower, | think..." Marilith sad, her voice pausing. " Sasha, someoneis trying to
get in here."

"What? Who?"

"I do not know. | can sense sorcery nearby me... Sasha, I'mfrightened! Thismachineisa
thousand times more complex than you imagine! A careless hand could kill me, easily!”

“I'm coming, Maxilith!" | shouted, then staggered a ong the beach, leaning heavily on my staff.

"Sasha, I'm so frightened! | can hear them... | can hear their voice... They speak in the language



of a dark elf to someone near them! | can sense their presence... A spellcaster... A dark elf, and
something else... A being of UnLife... Sasha, a powerful necromancer istrying to get to me!"

| forced my legsto comply, willing mysdf to run. | sumbled severa times, and nearly collapsed
twice, but I would not stop. | ran. "I'm coming!”

It was an age before my legs remembered the ways of theland, and | could run properly. But, findly,
they did. Y &, looking around, | gtill saw nothing. "Which way?"

"I don't know! You're close to me, now, within a league! | can see around you, but | cannot see
around myself to tell you the way!"

Then, | rounded aturn in the beach, past abarrier dope, and saw it. A spire of basdlt, reaching up
from the earth, just at the edge of the shore. It was hundreds of paces across at the base, narrowing as it
went up, and rose to the sky like a spear - an impossible climb. The waves of the ocean lapped at edge
of avolcanic cliff the spire rose from. Atop the spire was atower of gleaming ivory. How | would get
there | did not know. But | had to try.

The edges of the cliff blended into smoother hillsinland. | turned, dashing through the thorn bushes and
between the palm trees, trying to work my way around to the back side of the spire, hoping perhapsto
find someway to climbit...

The thorn-bushes scraped harmlesdy against my scales, and finally gave way to shorter scrubs and
grasses. | dashed uphill, heading for the spire's base. In the distance ahead, | could see four figures,
standing near something at the base of the spire that looked much like a stone door. Onewastiny, likea
child, and dressed like alittle girl. Onewastdl, very tdl... A blonde woman in chain, armed with a staff.
The third wore gray robes from head to toe, and seemed very thin. The last was awoman dressed in
black hooded robes. As| approached, she flicked back her hood, looking the door over. She had pale
skin, black hair, sharply pointed ears.

"Sashal Theonein gray isundead, a skeleton of some kind! The onein black isa dark elf!"



"Get away from my sister, you bitch!" | screamed, charging.

Theonein gray smply turned, then gazed on quietly, their hood eerily lacking eye-holesfor them to
see through. The blonde stepped before the child, then stood, her staff at the ready. The f in black
gazed & me as| charged her, not even bothering to ready the ebon staff she had in her hand. The ocean
breeze fluttered the four black feathers tucked benesth the silver band that held her ponytail. | aimed my
lance for her heart, running at full speed...

Then, just as| came up to her, shelifted an ebon-gloved hand, gesturing, and suddenly | washeld in
theair, floating just a cubit above the ground.

| screamed inrage, raising my lanceto throw it, and she gestured again. My lance bounced off an
invisible barrier that surrounded me. | willed my lance to my hand again and thrust with al my might, but
could not break through - my lance skidded harmlesdy off the impenetrable barrier.

The child, alittle girl of olive skin and black hair, looked to the f, and giggled. She spoke briefly, and
the elf nodded. In amoment, al three were chattering back and forth while | was held there, helpless. |
screamed in rage and frustration. To come so far, to get so close...

The df gestured a me, and thelittle girl grinned again. "Thank you, grampal" she said, then looked at
me. "Grampa saysthis spell lets you understand me, now!"

"It should, at any rate," the df replied, smiling. "If it doesn't, | can try something else. She'squite an
odd one - she'sgot quite abit of Wild Magic about her."

"And dangerous, too," the blonde woman said, glowering a me. Even though | was obvioudy helpless,
shedid not lower her staff.



The child giggled again. "Oh, Auntie Joy! She'sredlly not abad person at dl! | can seeit, she'sa
lovely ydlow-green aura, amost olive green! Well, it'sal shot through yellow-green blotches right now
because she'sredlly very confused and quite afew red blotches because she's still very angry, but redlly
she'savery nice person.”

"Hmmm..." The df said, sudying me. "And you redlly think shésamermaid?’

"Oh, yes, grampa! Look there, and there! She was born human, and became amermaid! Well,
amost. She's kind of part-way between the two. It'svery odd..."

Theonein gray spoke, hisvoiceadry hiss. "It seemsto me we're all quite odd, child.”

Thechild giggled again. "That's true, Goodman Bones!"

Marilithwailed in misery. "Noooo! | was a fool! | should have told you to approach cautiously,
perhaps sneak up on them! That's a Great Mage, Sasha! A wielder of power equal to the one who
made this place! Now you'll die, and it's all my fault!"

"I'm not quite dead yet, Siter,” | replied, lowering my lance and smply hanging thereinthe air. It
dawned on methat as easily asthe f had captured me, if they wanted me dead, 1'd already be dead.

"Who isshetalking to, Old Man?' the tall blonde asked.

"That presence which hoversit's perception over her, Joy. | believe she'staking to the demon trapped
ingdethistower,” the df replied.

"l am, and her nameisMarilith," | said, looking &t the éf. "And | am Sasha, the Wench of Woe."



The df amiled. "Perhapsit'stime we sat down and had alittle chat, Sasha. I'll release you if you
promise not to attack again.”

"l do," | replied, nodding.

| felt mysdlf settle gently to the ground, and the éf sat on the grass, facing me, her legs crossed beneath
her robe. The child bounced over and dropped hersdf into the df'slap, giggling, and they hugged for a
moment.

"I don't trust her, Old Man," thetdl blonde said, scowling a me.

"Joy, thefact that you don't trust someone whao'stried to kill me does not surprise mein the leest.
Now have a seat and let'srelax abit. The door's jammed, anyway, so were not getting in thisway. It will
take me some time to find another way in."

| st inthegrass, laying my lance aside. Thetal woman called Joy dowly sat next to the df, keeping a
wary eyeon me. The onein gray sood quietly, gazing at me from behind his eyeless hood.

The ef smiled at me, and patted the child on the head. "Wdll, Sasha, | bdieveintroductionsarein
order. Thislittle gremlinisKyrie, my grand-daughter,” she said, tickling the child and making her giggle.
"Tomy left isJoy, my companion. To my right... Well, I'm afraid we don't know hisname, helogt it dong
theway, but Kyrie named him Goodman Bones, so we've stuck with that. Asfor me, | am Eddas Ayar.”

Marilith gasped. "1 know him! He's the one the owl-god asked me not to touch, ages ago! Buit...
But how?! That was a man, a human man, and this a half-elf woman... Yet | can seeit, it ishim!"

"My... My sgter says sheknowsyou," | said, amazed.



Eddas smiled again. "I am wdl known, to some."

"The demon Eddas said you speak to?" Joy asked, and | nodded. Joy snorted, looking to the ef. "Old
Man, why doesit not surprise meto learn ademon knows your name?’

The ef-maid shrugged. "Well, I've dwaystried to treat them with honor and respect, of course - al
those who were of the Dyclonic Circle did so. It'snot like they ask to be summoned, you know. It's not
surprising they'd eventually learn who | am. Besides, some of them can be quite pleasant. Well, once you
get over their appearance and the fact that they want to kill you, of course.”

Joy rolled her eyes. "Of course.”

| shook my head - it was dl so confusing. "I'm afraid | don't understand... My sister saysyou were
once ahuman man, but now you're ahdf-ef woman... Thelittle girl, Kyrie... She calsyou grandfather
and you call her granddaughter, but sheis obvioudy no rdation. Joy callsyou 'Old Man', but | see neither
aman nor age on your face. | smply do not understand.”

Eddas nodded, and began to speak, her tone of voice as though she was reciting an explanation she
had recited many, many times before. "'l am Eddas Ayar, my friend, and | am what | am. Benegth this
garment of flesh, | am aman of Hyperborea - ahuman civilization gone to dust some eighteen centuries
ago, now. | was born amost two thousand years ago in Wilanda city on thefifth day of summer, inthe
first year of thereign of King Darrak |1, when the moon was eclipsed. In my youth | displayed a strong
talent, and was accepted as an gpprentice by the Dyclonic Circle when | was twelve, entering the Black
Tower to begin my training. Asamadter, | cast the Spell of Hidden Life, and upon my death, my soul
entered my animuary. While| dept, war came to my people, and my civilization was destroyed, lost to
the dust of the ages. Sixteen centuries later, a half-elf female entered my tomb, and | possessed her body.
Thisbody was nearly dead when | took it, however, ablow to the head having caused its owner's spirit
to havefled just at the moment | took it. By the strength of my will aone, | forced thisbody to live where
its previous owner'swill could not. Unfortunately, | fainted thereafter from the wound, and the part of the
sorcery which would have alowed me to reshape the body into my own transpired without effect, lacking
my will to guideit. Asit turned out, however, thiswas al in accordance with aplan of Y orindar, agod of
the humans of the Southlands. To that end, thisbody recelved itsfina forging in the heart of a
mana-storm, and is permanently asyou seeit today. Thus, | am Eddas Ayar, a Hyperborean battle-mage
- and, in this body, the Raven of Y orindar,” Eddas explained, then patted the little girl on the head,
making her giggle.



"Kyrieis my granddaughter, through sorcery. | raised the women of my race from the dust of my
civilization, but dueto a conflict of the gods, the men of my race werelog. Y et, the women survived,
because | had the power to ingtill within each new life, sparking a pregnancy through sorcery. | taught
them dl that | know, including this secret, and today the Witch-Women of Hyperboreaare known and
respected for athousand leagues around by al good peoples - the giants, eves, the dwarves, and the
humans of the Southlands. Kyri€'s grandmother received my touch, and her daughter had a daughter
hersdf, yearslater - Kyrie. Thus, Kyrie cals me 'grampa because | am her grandfather, through
sorcery,” Eddas explained, then nodded to Joy.

"Asfor Joy, sheisagiantess - though avery smal one. The height you see her now is her naturd, full
growth. | have given her enchantmentswhich alow her to assume the full-sze of agiant, aswell asafew
other things which are not important right now."

Joy nodded. "And | cal him 'Old Man' because | have been hisfriend and companion for over a
century and ahdf and that'swhat he is. He's nearly two thousand years old, and he hardly hestatesto
remind us of that at any given moment by trotting off to chat with dragons or ghosts or any number of
equaly frightening things," Joy said, then grinned wryly at Eddas as Kyrie giggled.

Eddas chuckled, then pointed to the onein gray. "Asfor Goodman Bones, I'm afraid there's not much
| can tell you about him. He was created by a convicted Maani necromancer, Brionnach, and he loves
her. Hislove has driven him to find her - and thistower, known as the Temple of the Sun, was her
destination. She wastried and convicted by her race for the crime of necromancy, and sentenced to be
dipped in the Lobh'dath. Her hair isnow white and her skin indigo from the effect of the Lobh'dath,
instead of having pale skin and black hair like mine. Our friend has been dowly awakening to histrue
nature as we journeyed, but he's chosen to keep his discoveriesto himself. Which, really, is probably for
the best, as his nature is somewhat frightening and I'd rather not have anyone distressed by it. Sufficeit to
say that beneath those robes is a good-hearted being, driven by alove no mortal will ever truly
comprehend,” Eddas said, then sighed. "Unfortunately for al of us, the reason Brionnach came here was
she wished to free the demon in the tower, and endaveit so it might cure the curse of the Lobh'dath.
And, even more unfortunately, she's beaten us here by agood hour, and jammed the door in the process
of entering. Thelittle magic key Kyrie haswon't openit.”

"Sasha! Help me, | don't want to be enslaved, | want to be free and live with you!" Mailith
walled.



| leapt to my feet, snatching up my lance. "We have to stop her! We can't let her endave my sigter!”

The gray-robed man shook his head and spoke, hisvoice again adry hiss. "How can you be the
sister of a demon?”

"For that matter," Joy added, "how can you be amermaid? Or ahuman-mermaid, or whatever it is
Kyrie said you were?'

| shook my head, looking up to the spire. "None of that matters, now! We haveto hurry!"

Eddas amiled. "1 beg to differ. We have plenty of time. The tower iskeyed to four forces - the moon
and thetides, the sun, the stars and planets, and the shifting of the continents. The chamber where your
gger isin cannot possibly be entered until those forces are in dignment. That much isobviousjust froma
brief examination of the aura of this place - that's the conditions that had to exist to sedl the center when it
was created, that's the only conditionsthat will alow it to be entered again.”

Joy chuckled. "Obviousto you, Old Man."

"Well, yes. Nevertheless, there's nothing she can do to enter the heart of this tower until then - and that
won't happen until midnight, and it's not even noon yet. That's what we were talking about when you first
came charging out of thetrees at us. That kind of aignment only happens every few centuries or so, so
even if Brionnach had beaten us here by amonth or even ayear, it ill wouldn't matter - she can't get into
the heart of this place until it openson it's own. We've been traveling to get here since last summer, and
I've known the precise day and hour we had to be here since about the middle of last winter, before we
met Goodman Bones. If | thought there was any chance that Brionnach might free the demon of the
tower before then, | would hardly dlow Joy and Kyrie to be here. I'd take them straight home, then
Goodman Bones and | would deal with the problem as best we could.”

"Y ou wouldn't let them be here? Why not?' | asked, looking down at Eddas.



"A good question, Old Man," Joy replied, glowering at Eddas.

Goodman Bones shook his head benegath his gray hood. " Because the earth is under great
tension... And that tension would be released.”

Eddas nodded. "Precisdly. Mot likely this tower would be blasted to vapor, and leave acrater |
estimate would be about aleague or two across.”

| gasped, but Joy smply glowered more deeply at Eddas. "Old Man, what have told you before
about getting yoursdlf killed in some stupid mae Hyperborean display of honor?”

Eddasrolled her eyes. "Joy, | have no intention of getting mysdf killed, please don't worry. The forces
involved here are not swift ones, | would have plenty of time to escape before they built up and
detonated this tower. Whoever built it, they were quite good, and thought of nearly everything. They
hardly wanted an error when they werefirst binding the demon here to get them blasted to vapor.”

Marilith sniffled. " So even a Great Mage says | cannot be freed?"

"So she cannot be freed?' | asked.

Eddas shook her head. "Not in the sense of smply prying her loose, no. Thistower isavast
congtruct... Truly awork of art, in my opinion. We can't just pry her loose from it, the forces gathered
here have to be dowly released - and done so in amanner that doesn't tear her apart, either, or the same
thing will happen anyway. | sincerely doubt Brionnach has the skill to free your sister anyway - but even
if she does, perhaps through finding some ancient text | am unaware of, we gill have plenty of time. She
cannot enter the chamber your sgter isin until midnight. Even | couldn't, and I'm probably the most
skilled mage you could find to ask to do it," she said, then smiled. " So, aswe do have abit of time, why
don't you sit down, and tell usyour story? I'll need to be at my full strength before | attempt this tower
agan, I'mafraid, so likeit or not, you'll haveto wait anyway. Y our story will passthetimewhile| rest,
and I'm sure everyone is quite curious.”



"Mostly mel" Kyrieyelped, grinning.

Eddas |eaded down, kissing the child on her head. "Yes, Kyrie. You in particular I'm sure are very
curious asto our new friend's story."

| Sghed, Sitting down again. It seemed there wasllittle choice. "1 supposeit dl started one day shortly
after | turned sixteen..."

The Ocean - Thirty-Four.

"...and then Marilith said someone was in the tower. A necromancer, she thought, possibly adark €f,
with an undead companion. So, | saw you, thought you were she, and... Well, therest, | suppose you
know," | finished, three hours later.

Joy shook her head. "I don't understand how a demon could be that nice to you."

"Sheismy sister!" | replied hotly.

Eddas shook her head. " Joy, demons areimmortalss, like dragons and afew others, they just liveon a



different dimengion. They livein Hell, and Hell existed long before the Arc of Time was formed and the
gods gtarted casting soulsinto it like some sort of cosmic rubbish bin. Even our words for Hell and the
Afterlifearen't redly very accurate. The Afterlifeiswhere most souls go as part of thetally the gods keep
under the Divine Compact, unless specifically consgned to Hell. Hell iswhere they specificdly consign
soulswho failed them - and they haveto, it's another part of their tally. Our world isathird part of this
relationship, and living souls here and the actions of mortals and immortals here represent another part of
thetally - our choice asto which god to follow and whether to obey them or not isa part of our Free
Will, which determines where well end up. And oursisonly one universe, Joy. What isHell for usin our
universe hereis not Hel for dl the possible universes within the multiverse. It'sal acosmic game, Joy,
and the concepts of Hell and the Afterlife that we al have inherent in our languages and cultureisn't
precisaly how our universe actually works. So yes, demons can be good or evil or anywherein between,
just like adragon or kraken or any other immortal herein our world. Well, perhaps not a kraken, they're
universaly evil, but you get the point. Even the word 'demon’ isn't redly very descriptive of what they are.
They don't have anything to do with religion or the gods or even the Divine Compact, they existed at the
same time the gods were born, just as the dragons did in our world. Only the Creator existed before
them, because the Creator existed before everything.”

"All true,” Marilith whispered, "though Eddas Ayar left quite a bit out of that explanation. |
think he was trying to keep it simple."

| shook my head. "That was Ssmple?" | whispered.

"Believeit or not, yes," Marilith replied.

"l see..." Joy said, then shook her head. "1'm sure my mother would be quite disappointed with meto
learn how easily you've weaned me of many of the beliefs of my people, Old Man."

Eddas smiled. "Wéel, I'm sure she's quite happy with you, Joy. Shelsamogt certainly in the Afterlife
hersdlf, and has dready |earned much of what I've dready told you smply by living there afew centuries.
If you like, | can sing her apath here from the Afterlife, and you can ask her how she fedls about you
yoursdlf."

"Ooo0! Can you, grampa?" Kyrie asked. "I'd love to meet Auntie Joy's mommal”



Eddas nodded. "Certainly. | know her deed-song, we could wait until she sun's set and-"

"NO!" Joy snapped, then composed herself again. "Thank you, but no. I know it wouldn't bother you,
Kyrie, but seeing my mother as aghost would be abit much for me. If Eddas says she's probably happy
with me, I'll take hisword for it."

Little Kyrie burst into giggles, and | gaped, astonished. "Y ou talk of other planeslike they werejust
citiesdown the road, and summoning spirits from the Afterlife asthough it were aseasy assinging a
song!" | said, amazed.

Goodman Bones nodded. " The Great Mage does that a lot. Joy the Little Giantess finds it quite
disconcerting. | suppose | should, too, but I've learned that once you've died, the universe loses
much of it's ability to astonish you."

Eddas laughed. "One of my old masters said much the same,” she said, then patted the child. "Hop up,
Kyrie, I've rested enough, it'stime for meto get to work again.”

"Yes, Grampa," Kyriereplied, and did so.

Eddasroseto her feet, facing the door, then began dowly gesturing, mumbling aquiet incantation.

"What's she doing?"

"He," Joy corrected.

"Sorry. What's he doing?'



Kyrie grinned. "Grampas trying to find away to fix the lock. Grampa says Brionnach cheated. She did
something the wizard who made this place never expected.”

"What wasthat?' | asked, looking down at thelittle girl.

Eddas stopped, sighing as she lowered her staff. " She used asmple lockpicking cantrip to openit. I'm
guessing thistower is about two thousand years old, and probably made by a Great Mage of the
Mysantians. They didn't have many sorcerers back then in Mysantia, and certainly didn't have sorcerers
who were thieves. Why steal gold when your skillsare so rare you can smply charge gold to anyone
who wants you to cast asmple spdl every now and again, and have the awe and respect of the masses
ingtead of being hunted asathief? Such it isin societieswhere wizards are few and far between. The
dark eves, however, have quite afew spdlcastersin their population, dways have, are quite familiar with
sorcery, and thief-wizards among their people are fairly common. Baile'mor'Dorcha farly reeks with
anti-thievery and anti-eavesdropping spells cast on every home over and over again for thousands of
years, it'sredly quite pathetic." Eddas then stood there, stroking her chin as she examined the door.

"Canyou get it, Old Man?' Joy asked.

"l don't think s0, Joy. The'lock’ spell on this door is damaged. Everything hereis made much likea
magica equivaent of mundane machinery. In mundane terms, thelock's been jammed. The enchantment
dill exigts, but I'll haveto repair it before it can work again. In essence, I'll haveto re-enchant it. Even
with the Deep Magic, that would take me a good two, three days, probably.”

"Wedon't have that long!" | yel ped.

"I'm quite aware of that," Eddas replied dryly.

"Perhaps | could pry the door open?' Joy offered.



"How? It dides up, Joy, and there's no spaceto fit your fingers. | aready tried moving it with
telekinessearlier, and even my will can't budgeit. Y ou could lift it a your full Size, but theré's no way for
you to grip the door to lift it.”

| looked at the door - it was plain and unadorned, asimple dab of stone set into the side of the basalt
spire. "Perhaps | could jam my lance beneeth it, and you could wedge it open enough that way for her to
grasp it? It'sinvulnerable.”

Eddas glanced at the lance in my hand, then shook her head. "No, her fingers are asthick as your
foream et full sze"

| looked up. "Could you use magic to fly usto the top?'

"I could, but theré's no way in from there - | already |ooked before you arrived. Incidentdly, I've seen
the room your sigter isin, the sunlight shines upon her in there through the glassdome.”

"Y ou have? What does shelook like?"

Eddas chuckled. "Like ademon locked in atesseract.”

| ground my teeth, growling wordlesdy.

"Do not offend Eddas Ayar, sister. He is more powerful than you know," Marilith whispered.

"Old Man, | think you could give her alittle better description than that,” Joy said firmly. " She has
waited haf her life, you know."



"I could, but she wouldn't understand it," Eddas replied, ill studying the door. "And eveniif | lifted her
up there to show her, she wouldn't understand what she was looking at. She might not even seeit the
sameway | do. In fact, she probably won't, the whole ared's quite perspective-relaive, duetoit's
reliance on hyperdimensional interstices to hold the demon to begin with. | seeit oneway becauseI'ma
mage, and highly educated in hyperdimensional mathematics. If shelooked, sheld seeit in away that her
mind could interpret based on her knowledge and experience - just asif you looked, you'd seeit yet
another way that your mind could intepret, based on your knowledge and experience, and Kyrie would
seeit yet another way. It's quite perspective-relative, as| said.”

"Well, try to describeit, Old Man.”

"Hmmm... Well, dright. When | look in there, | see ahyperdimensiona quadrahedron made of a
diamond transposed through afourth dimension-"

"Aha" Joy sad, interrupting. ™Y ou mean pulled through time! Timeisthe fourth dimension! I've been
listening to your lectures, Old Man."

"Actudly, no. Timeis a fourth dimenson, it's not the fourth dimension. I'm talking about afourth
gpatial dimenson, not afourth existential dimension. The movement in thefirgt three dimensionsare
described as up and down, left and right, forward and back. Movement in the fourth spatia dimensionis
described as anaand kata. This gets abit involved, as you start consdering hyperdimensional
mathematics anytime you start talking about extra-dimensiona space. Y ou see-"

Joy rolled her eyes. "Nevermind, Old Man. Just go back to telling uswhat you saw."

Eddas shrugged. "Alright. Well, the diamond tesseract is attached to four gemstones used asforce
aggregation centers - ruby, emerad, sapphire and topaz, each about astdl asyou are, Joy. Ingdethe
diamond, | see ashapelessform, twisting through four dimensions, trying to resist being pulled apart.
Thereésadso severa dozen smaler gemstones set into the main crucible, which | suppose were used to
initidly balance the forcesinvolved. But, that's only what | see. She might see aphysicd beingin chains
attached to a huge machine as though being drawn and quartered, or she might see nothing but an empty
room and glowing orbs of energy interacting." Eddas turned to me, and smiled. "Don't look so confused,



you're wearing atesseract yourself," she said, pointing an ebon-gloved finger to the little bottle that
dangled from the chain on my wrist. She then held out her hand. "May | see your lance, please?"

| blinked, my mind still spinning from Eddas explanation. "Ummm... Alright,” | said, handing it to her.

Eddas examined my lance closely for along moment, her gaze unfocused, then blinked and looked to
the child. "Kyrie, may | seeyour key, please?’

"Sure, grampal” shereplied, pulling asmall leather thong off her neck and holding it out. A tiny gold
key dangled from the end.

Eddastook the key, removing it from the thong, then handed the thong back to Kyrie. Slipping the
loop of the key over the needle-sharp tip of my lance, she nodded. "Crude, but possible. One of these
three itemswill give - the key, the lance, or the door. Let's hope it's the latter.” Eddas then turned to the
door, dipped the key in asmal holein it's center, then poked the tip of my lanceinto the key asalever.

"You'regoing to just force it open?”

"No, I've hardly the strength for that. Joy is. Joy?"

Joy nodded, stepping back. In the twinkling of an eye, she was suddenly huge. Easily sixteen cubits
tall, sheloomed over uslike amountain. | gaped, utterly amazed.

Kyriegiggled. "Step back, slly mermaid! Auntie Joy needs some room!" she said, taking my hand and
leading me aside from the door.

Joy carefully knelt, one hand on the ground, then reached for the door with her other hand. Eddas held
my lancein placein the key as Joy fumbled. "I can't quite grip it,” she said after amoment. "It'stoo close



tothewal."

"Pry it out abit from the top," Eddas offered.

Joy nodded, wedging her fingers along the butt of thelance. "I've got it. Whichway do | turn it?"

"Rightwards," Eddas replied, gesturing. "But dowly!"

Joy nodded, and dowly applied her strength. "It's not budging.”

"Increase your force dowly.”

Joy nodded, doing 0. | could see the muscles benegth the chain armor over her forearms bulging. |
looked at my lance, and gaped.

"It's not supposed to bend like that!"

Eddas shook her head. "Of courseit is, that's how invulnerability enchantments work. The atoms of
the object are bound together with magical force - you can cut or bend an invulnerable object, but the
atoms never part, and when the force is removed, they return to the positionsthey werein. It'swhy you
can block asword with an invulnerable staff, and the sword doesn't just dide down and bite into your
hand. She's as strong as an oiliphant at thissize, 1'd be utterly astonished if it didn't bend.”

"What's an atom?"



"The smallest congtituent part of matter known to magical theory. I've been working on anew theory,
however. It's possible that there are smaler components, which actually comprise atoms which comprise
matter. Y ou see-"

"Old Man! Could we skip the lecture for once, I'm trying to concentrate, here!" Joy grunted, clapping
her other hand atop her firgt, and straining with al her might.

"Keep going, Auntie Joy! | can see something happening!" Kyrie said, looking at the door. | could see
nothing - but apparently the child's sorcerous birth gave her vision | did not possess.

My lance was bent like abow, and | gaped openly. "My lance will break!"

"L et's hope the enchantment wasn't that poorly done,” Eddas replied.

Suddenly there was aloud grinding sound.

"Joy, ease up! Don't let go suddenly, but ease up!" Eddas called.

Joy nodded, dowly letting off her strength, my lance dowly returning to normal. The door rose up
dightly, then stopped.

"Well, that was somewhat encouraging,” Eddas remarked, grinning.

Joy rubbed her gigantic fingers through her gloves, glancing at the door. "How? Even Kyrie couldn't fit
through that gap!"



"No, but you can now fit your fingers benesth it," Eddas replied, handing my lance back to me and the
key back to Kyrie.

Joy nodded. "'Give meamoment and I'll try it."

Wewaited, the child tying the key back onto thelittle thong and putting it over her neck. | tried to flex
my lance experimentally, and found it was the same solid and inflexible monodont tooth it had always
been - it didn't bend a al in my hands. | wastruly awed.

Finaly, Joy waved a hand, and Eddas stepped aside. Knedling before the door, Joy dipped both
hands beneath it, gripped it firmly, and strained.

After severd long heartbegts of gasping effort, Joy stopped, panting. "1 can fed something's holding it
up, Old Man. I'm having to struggle againgt that and it'sweight.”

"Take your time, Joy, there'sno rush,” Eddas replied.

"How heavy could it be for someone her size?' | wondered aoud.

Eddas passed a hand beneath the door, which was now almost a cubit opened at the bottom. "Hmm...
About acubit thick, at least eight cubitstall and three wide... Oh, nearly seven tons. Figure the spdll that's
holding it up isexerting at least that much force. She'sfighting againgt friction and the spell, so she's
probably lifting an effective weight of around fourteen or fifteen tons™

"Tons?!" | replied, gaping.

"If you'rewondering if it's heavy, yes, it'sheavy!" Joy snapped, waving her hand to shoo Eddas aside,
then gripping the door again. Joy grunted and strained for severa long heartbests, finaly managing to pull



the door halfway open before she stopped, gasping again. "That'sit, Old Man. It'swedged tight, | can't
moveit any more."

"That will do, Joy. Rest &t full Size for amoment, and I'll make sure you're dright to shrink down
agan."

"Alright to shrink down again?" | asked, still amazed. Joy sat back and crossed her legs, panting.

"Yes, of course," Eddas replied, walking around Joy and looking at her closdly, feding her back
through her chain armor. " Strained muscles at this Size are one thing, strained muscles at human szeare
another. Reducing damaged flesh back toit's origina sze usualy compoundstheinjury - sometimes
fataly. Doesit hurt here, Joy?"

"A bit, yes."

Eddas gestured with her staff, running her gloved fingers over Joy's spine as high as she could reach.
"Better?'

"Y es, much, thank you."

"Arms and shoulders?!

"They'refine, just tired, Old Man. My fingers hurt a bit from where the lance was pressing.”

Eddas nodded, running her gloved hands over Joy's outstretched fingers and continuing to gesture with
her gaff.



| shook my head. "It'samazing you can lift that much.”

Eddas shrugged, patting Joy's fingers as shefinished. "Not redly, & this size she weighs about five
tons, hersdf.”

"Four and a half and not astone more!™ Joy snapped.

"Of course, dear," Eddasreplied, smiling. "Probably less. | told you al that waking we did to get here
would help you get rid of those df-pastries.”

"Y ou're not going to bring that up again, areyou?"

Eddas blinked, then dropped her staff, clasping her gloved hands together. "No, no! My dear, your
figureis svelte and deek, the very perfection of beauty! Wonderful to behold at either Size, you are the
envy of every giantessfor athousand leagues! | consider myself blessed by the gods to even behold such
grace, such perfection, such voluptuous splendor! Even Dyarzi in her prime never held acandle to your
deek, wdl-muscled form! Truly, you arethe envy of dl, aliving goddess”

| shook my head. "Okay, now | believeit - that'saman,” | said.

Eddas glowered a me, which made Joy burst into laughter, and Kyrie double over giggling. In the
twinkling of an eye, Joy had returned to her usual size. Sheroseto her feet, and gave Eddas akiss.
"Alright, Old Man. I'll forgive you, thistime," she said, and they hugged for amoment.

"Thank you," Eddasreplied, then picked up her staff again. "Now - it'slikely to be quite dangerous.
Goodman Bones, I'm glad you had the patience to wait, it doesn't seem likely Brionnach will recognize
you at first, and shelll likely attack.”



"It isan effort not to simply dash in to find her and profess my love, but | know if | try, she will
simply destroy me out of hand. As | said before, | can sense her at this distance, Great Mage. She
sits before the doorway to the top of the tower, studying it, trying to determine how to open it. She
isnot aware we are here, but if she knew, she would indeed try to kill us.”

"Nor is she probably awareit will openin afew hours by itself, anyway. And how are your fedings
towards her?'

"I still love her, and | still wish to help her, Eddas Ayar. Despite the horror that sheis, despite
the horror that she made meinto, | still love her. | cannot explain it any better than that. | do not
know what | will do when | see her. | only know that thisis the focus of my life at the moment. It
iswhy I amhere. | must find her. | must help her. And then, she will understand. | only ask that
you do not attack her, Great Mage. If you do and she commands me to defend her, | will be
unable to do anything but obey."

Eddas nodded. "I understand,” she replied, then looked to Joy. " Joy, stay here with Kyrie, and guard

"Old Man..." Joy growled warningly.

"Joy, | told you yesterday, | am not going to bring Kyrie near anecromancer who's powerful enough
and evil enough to murder an entire village just because she couldn't be bothered to trade for food, nor
am| going to leave her outsde alone!”

Joy nodded, her shoulders dropping. "I'm sorry, Old Man. | just want to make sure youll bedright.
I've learned to trust Goodman Bones, but... Well, he'slittle use againgt her. I... | just want to know you'll
bedright.”

"Joy, I'm not going to lieto you. | can't use most of the battle-spells | know in there, I'd damage the
tower. And if | damageit in the wrong spot, | might possibly destroy it. Goodman Bones can't help me
much, either. The gods have areason for him to be here, but it isn't to fight. It'sas| told you yesterday,



Joy - welve been waiting for the gods to provide another warrior. It's obviousto methat sheis here,”
Eddas said, and gestured to me.

| stared, stunned by the implications of what Eddas Ayar had said. Suddenly, it all made senseto me.
My entirelife had been but a prelude to this day. Everything that had happened to me had been so that |
would have the skills | would need, and the ability to get here. Eddas Ayar had cdled himsdlf the Raven
of Y orindar - the servant of a God. But, by extension, | was the Daughter of Ocean, the servant of the
Goddess of the Ocean. My sister was meant to be freed. Perhaps the strange necromancer insde the
tower was from agod who opposed this. Her life, too, had been but a prelude for this moment, and she,
too, had precisdly the skills needed to bring her here. Insde the tower, Eddas Ayar could not use their
full power - awarrior was needed. And that warrior was me. | truly could free my sster, with the help of
Eddas Ayar. And | would free her.

| gripped my lance, and nodded. "I am ready."

The Ocean - Thirty-Five.

"No, you've both missed it again," Eddas said, and sighed invisibly somewhere nearby us.

"Eddas Ayar isright, Sasha. That was up, not ana,” Marilith whispered.



"Argh!" | yelped, frustrated. The stairwell insde the spire was only two paceswide, but it went
upwards endlesdy - literaly endlesdy. If | looked down, al | could see was spiraling stairs going down to
infinity. I | looked up, dl | could see was spiraling stairs going upwardsto infinity. The sone walls of the
spire and the bottom of the stair had disappeared very early on - dl that wasleft wasinfinite sairs, and
infinite darkness beyond them. Eddas Ayar, Goodman Bonesand | all went up the stairs, trying to reach
the top. And every three revolutions, Eddas would disappear, and we would not.

Eddas appeared again, waking towards us, literaly seeming to un-fold out of nothingness. "Both of
you need to step ana, not up, and not kata."

The undead by my side nodded. "Yes, Great Mage," he hissed.

"| can't do thisl How can | step inadirection | can't even under stand?!"

"By relaxing your mind and following me," Eddasreplied, shaking her head. "Y oure il trying to relate
thisto up, down, |eft, right, front and back. It's none of those directions. It's ana. Thiswhole spird
daircaseisatesseract with ahaf-twist, looped back uponitsalf. Don't think about it, fed it. Useyour
mind and will yoursdlf to gointhat direction.”

"But | don't seeadirectionto go!" | yelped. "Look, to me, thisstair only goes up and down! Weve
been climbing up for hours and hours, now! After thefirst three turns, the bottom and the walls and
everything esejudt... Vanished! | can't undersand it at al!"

"Hmmm... Alright. Let's start with the basics, so you can understand it abit better,” Eddas said, and
looked over the Side, towards the center of the stairwell. She held out her staff in one gloved hand,
holding it horizontdly, then let go.

"Ummm... Why did you do that?"

"Wait," Eddasreplied.



A moment later, her staff fell from above, passing usasit fel down again.

| gaped. "What the...?"

A few moments|ater, it passed us again, thistime going faster. Then again, going faster till. 1t began to
emit aloud -whoop- sound asit passed us, which grew louder, and louder sill. Again, and again, and
again, until it wasflying by usat phenomena speeds, tumbling inthe air asit fell past us over and over
again in an endless whoop-whoop-whoop-whoop-whoop-whoop-whoop-whoop-whoop!

"It... It'sgoing back to the top, and falling again! Likeacircle!™

"Don't touch it, you'll lose ahand," Eddas warned.

"l seethat... So, thisstair is connected top to bottom?”

"Exactly. And every third circle, it turns and goes ana, not up. If you walk up, you're back at the
bottom again,” shereplied, then held out her hand. Instantly, her staff appeared in her grip.

"But how...?" | asked, pointing at her staff.

"The effect issimilar to that of your lance, Sasha, but significantly more refined.”

"Oh. I'm sorry, but... Next to you, | fed likeachild.”



"Hardly, Sasha. From what you told me, you learned knowledge of pressure points and the martial
artsin Palome, and that I've never experienced. I'd love to it down with you for afew decades and
learn that. Also, you probably have quite abit of knowledge of Herblore, another skill I've never redly
gotten around to magtering. I'd like to spend a decade or two learning that, aswell."

"Wall, it won't take that long."

"Of courseit will, I'm not amermaid - and, in turn, I'm sure the Witch-Women of Hyperboreawould
love to exchange herba knowledge with you, and perhaps both sides would learn. But for now, back to
what weretalking about,” she said, and pointed at the sairs. "As|'ve shown you, the stairwell loops
back on itsalf. But, when you look over the edge, you don't see the back of your own head three loops
down or threeloops up. That's because the light hereisfaling kata. I'm smply following thelight in the
oppositedirection, ana, right a the third turn.”

| shook my head. "I understand what you're saying, now. It'saturn of somekind, in adirection | can't
redly see. But | just can't walk inthat direction.”

"Well, | supposeit'seasier for Goodman Bonesto visudizeit, since he's not limited to human
perceptions of redity anymore. And it's probably easier for me, sincel can visuaize hyperdimensiona
relationshipsin my mind. Comes from having the Talent, and centuries of work at sorcery, | suppose. It
doesn't hurt that I've had afew yearswalking other planes of redlity, aswell - you'd be disgusted to learn
how annoyingly common waking ana and kata is on the dementd planes, for ingance. Particularly the

Elementd Plane of Fire. The City of Brassis immensely annoying to navigate. It'sawonder anyone gets
their morning meds, redly.”

| could hear Marilith giggling, but | just shook my heed. "I'll take your word for it."

"I suppose you'll haveto - you're amundane. | might be able to teach you to understand it in afew
years, but you'd probably never be able to take a step ana here, smply because you can't walk ana in
our world normdly at al no matter how well you understand it. It's not just the physica act of walking,
it'san act of will to make yourself walk that way - or, of course, you can be pushed or pulled that way ...
Hmmm..." shesaid, stroking her chin. "Let'stry it thisway," she said, and tucked her staff under her arm,
turned to face upwards on the stair, then held out her gloved hands. "Each of you take my hand, and



follow. Don't think. Close your eyesif you haveto, but don't think about what you're doing or where
you'regoing. Just relax your minds, and just let me pull you dong, dright?"

Goodman Bones nodded, taking her hand. "Yes, Great Mage."

"Alright," | replied, taking her other hand and closing my eyes.

Wewaked up the stairs for awhile after that. | stumbled severa timeswalking with my eyes closed,
but managed to keep my balance. Then, suddenly, | felt Eddas Ayar's gloved hand tug mein adifferent
direction. Not up, down, or Sdeways or any other direction I'd ever walked beforein my life. | sumbled
and fdll, hitting the hard marble steps painfully. "Ow!" | yel ped, opening my eyes...

...and gazed about in astonishment.

The endless darkness that had surrounded the stairs was gone, and | could see we were standing on
animmensely broad gair, over fifty paces across, spirding into the sky. The bottom of the stairswas
visible - we were above the lavacliffs, gpparently somewhere insde the spire, hundreds of cubitsup. The
sun hung low on the horizon, reddening the scattered clouds and turning the seaito shimmering gold. Far,
far above uswas a shimmering sphere, at the end of the spira gtair. "Oh, my..."

"Do you understand, now? The stair had more than three dimensions. The bottom was connected so
that we kept on walking back to it, over and over again. To get to the rest of the stairs, we had to step in
afourth direction, crossing it's fourth dimension. Like taking astep up to enter the next levd of the dair,
except we took astep ana.”

"Yes..." Goodman Bonesreplied, looking up at the stair. "It was not up or down, or any of the
physical directions... It was another direction, just as UnLife is not death or life or even anti-life...
It is Not-Life, another existence entirely."

Eddas|ooked a him for along moment, then nodded. ™Y es, much as a mushroom is neither animal nor



vegetable, but another thing entirely.”

"Yes... | understand so much better, now..."

"Wdl, | don't! | can seeit, now! | couldn't, beforel"

"Of course, you're on this part of the tesseract, now, and your mind interpretsit as being a contiguous
whole"

"And now, | don't seethe narrow stairsbelow usat al,” | replied, shaking my head as| looked down
the immensdly broad stairs behind us.

"That's because they aren't down - nor are they up, or |eft or right or forward or back. They're kata to
us, adirection which in our world only existsinsde atesseract. And incidentally, those stairs and these
garswerent different Szes- it wasthe same sair.”

"I'd ask you to point at them, but I'm afraid you would,” | replied, my mind spinning. "Let'sjust
continue on. Will you need to pull usaong to the top?”

Eddas|ooked up for along moment, studying the stair. "No, | don't think so. Y ou should be prepared,
however. She's up there, and eventually she'll notice us once we get close enough.”

"We can't just sneak up on her?'

"No, Sasha of Woe," Goodman Bonesreplied. "Her minion islike I, and can sense your life as
you approach.”



Eddas nodded. "Stedlth is utterly useless againgt the undead, that's why | haven't been asking everyone
to be quiet before now. Let's put afew protective spells over you two, now, since we're close enough to
where well need them soon.”

| waited as Eddas gestured separately over Goodman Bones and I, but saw nothing. "Ummm... | don't
see anything? Isthis good?!

"Yes. Why, what did you expect to see?' Eddas replied, turning and beginning to wak up the steps.

"l don't know... Glowing armor? Something?"

Eddas smply chuckled. "Visble effects smply tell one's opponent what spell to use to bypass them.
Each of you is currently protected by ashield equa to my own - about equa to afine suit of articulated
plate. That should protect you from her minion long enough for you to destroy him, Sasha, and should
keep Goodman Bones from harm.”

"The spell isthere, Sasha of Woe. | can seeit - a glimmering shield closely covering every part
of your body, and mine, and hers... And the Great Mage has more... Rings and arcs of power that
dance about her, shielding her body..."

| was taken aback dightly - Goodman Bones voice was no longer adry, unearthly hiss, but had
grown stronger, becoming alow muitter. "l see...”

"Good. Now, most of my effortswill be focused on keeping her spellsfrom striking you, mysdlf, and
Goodman Bones. Y our task isto destroy her minion. Do not attack her, and to not let her minion attack
me. Understand?'

| nodded, gripping my lancein both hands. "Yes, | do. I'm ready."



"Good. Follow me, and be ready for anything,” she replied, and began walking up the stairs.

It was, by my count, twenty-seven turns of the broad stair from top to bottom, and we were only on
the third turn from the bottom. Twenty-four turnswaited us. They stairswere very broad and asingle
turn was probably easily a hundred paces - dmost two and ahaf leagues of stair remained. | guessed
we'd spend at least agood hour walking to the top, but we would get there in plenty of time. The sun
wasjust setting...

...and then, aswe walked, the sun swiftly set, and the stars began to come out.

"Alright, | know you're going to laugh a me, but..."

"Yes?' Eddas sad, till walking.

" just watched the sun set like a stone dropping in the ocean, and now the stars are out.”

"It'satrick of your perception. Y ou're walking insde atesseract. What you see around is outside isn't
redly what'sthere. Y ou're seeing what was there, severa hours ago while we were fiddling with the
bottom three turns, dilated through afourth dimension of time."

"Soit'snot red ?"

"Not in the sense that it's happening outside, no. Y ou're amermaid - you've looked from both below
the water to things on the beach, and from the beach to things on the water. Iswhat you see through the
water aways perfectly clear, like looking at things beside you?'



"Well, no. When you look from water to air or air to water, it's ways distorted. The water ripples,
and things are bent... Y ou see the fish in the water or the rock on the beach, but they're not redly where
you're seeing them, they'rein adifferent position.”

"Exactly. You're standing inside atesseract, looking outside at the world. And what you're seeing isn't
precisaly what's there."

| watched as we continued on, and the sky darkened. Swiftly at first, then more dowly, the stars came
out. "It seemsto be dowing alittle aswe go up..."

"Y es, aswe near the locus of the tesseract, we'll start to see the outside world more and more asit
isll

| shook my head. "I've completely logt track of timein here. Will we makeit in time?"

"Yes, eadly. Weve sill wel over an hour to midnight.”

| looked at the starsin the sky outside, which | could see were dowly yet visbly moving. "How can
youtdl?'

"How can you tell where to stab with your lance when you're looking at afish below the water while
you're on the shore?" Eddas asked in return.

"Widl, you just can. Once you understand the distortion, you can compensate for it in your mind..." |
sad, then blushed. "I see"

Wewalked in silence after that, round and round the stair, heading upwards. More tricks of my
perception became apparent to me - Goodman Bones started to walk more and more heavily, and the



dim frame benesath his robes started to fill out. | decided not to ask - I'd aready made mysdlf look like an
ignorant child, here, there was no need to bother Eddas with endless questions. She did not seem to
change, nor did I, but | supposed that probably had an explanation, too. We were hafway there, and
dready the full moon wasrising to it's zenith. It looked three hours to midnight, judging by the sky
outside, but it wasimpossibleto say.

"And to think... Poor Marilith has had to ook outside the world thorough thisfor ages..." | muttered,
shaking my head.

"Worse - she's trapped within atesseract of her own. A tesseract within atesseract.”

| blinked. "Isthat even possible?’

Eddas nodded. "L ook at your wrist."

| didn't understand for amoment, then | realized sheld aready told methelittle bottle | waswearing on
my wrig was atesseract. "Oh. Sorry. | fed very stupid right now."

"Nothing to be sorry about, thisisjust something out of your experience. I've little experience with the
sea. If | went into the water and reached out to pet a sea-snake, would you say | was stupid?”

"Well, no, just ignorant. Y ou're hardly stupid.”

"Thereyou are.”

Wewaked in silence for four more turns, when suddenly Marilith spoke. " The moon shifts!
Aaaaah!" shewailed, and in afew moments, she began to scream.



But | could hear her screams not just asthe quiet howl of pain | had heard half my life, but asa
reverberating echo from everywhere around us.

"She'sin pain! She saysthe moon shifts, and she must hold it!"

"l imaginethat would hurt, yes" Eddas replied, still walking up the sairs. "The strength of her struggles
ismagnified by the enchantments of this place to provide the power necessary to maintain the balance it
was created to maintain. I've been studying the moon and planets and the stars these last few years, and
I've been wondering why my measurements were off ever so dightly from what they should have been
from my day. The moon's orbit should have dowed an eyeblink or two in these last two thousand years,
the distance across the Bright Seato Vilandia should be ahand or so shorter... But it isn't. She'sthe
answer. For two thousand years, she's been trying to hold everything as it was when this tower was
built."

"But why?" | anguished, my heart aching to hear Marilith's screams so loudly.

"Thisisthe Temple of the Sun, Sasha, and it was built to alow the desert to grow. The ancient mage
who made this place wanted his peopl€'s lands to stay asthey are, and perhaps grow - and, in truth, he
was probably directed how to do it in adream by hisgod, much as many of we key pawns are directed.
Weve had to dedl with one serious obstaclein the desert, so it'slikely that was their god's attempt to
stop us - and the powers of dl the gods over the world are not infinite, so thistower itsdf is probably
their last attempt. Why Brionnach is here, | have no idea. Perhaps the desert god of the Mysantians has
alied with the Spider God of the Mdani, so asto have the best chance of defeating us. Maybe something
will happen to the Sunless Seaiif the tower fails - though it shouldn't, the Sunless Seaiis hundreds of
millions of yearsold, an ice-age or two shouldn't affect it at al. Or maybe Brionnach isexercising her
Free Will, and ignoring her god - we do have that option, from the lowliest farmer to the greatest dragon.
It'san important part of what formsthe Arc of Timein thefirst place. Or perhaps the Spider Goddess
has something entirely different in mind that | can't evenimagine..." she said, then shrugged. "I redly don't
know why Brionnach is here, to be truthful. No matter, Brionnach can't free your sister without
destroying hersdlf, she can't possibly have the skill. Insteed, shelll have to replace your sster before she
canendave her.”

"Who would she replace her with?"



"Her minion,” Goodman Bones said, hisvoice adark and hollow echo from beyond the grave. " Or,
failing that, me."

| looked at him, and gasped, pausing. His robes, which once hung loosdly, now fit tightly to the
well-muscled body beneath. The thews of hisarmsrippled like pythons benegth the fabric, and his
shoulders were broad and full. The boots he once wore, laced tightly around his bones, now were
tattered and shredded - he kicked them off, revealing aman's bare feet, and a brief flash of hard-muscled
caf. Hereached to histearing, splitting gloves, ripping them from himself and tossing them aside,
reveding large, powerful hands, and thick forearms.

"Y ou have awakened," Eddas said smply, looking at him.

"Yes, Great Mage. Our proximity to my beloved has brought me to awareness. Now, |
under stand. We meet our destiny soon. | do not know if we will survive. As such, | wish to tell you
something now, while still can.”

IIY%’?I

"Thank you."

Eddas smiled. "Y ou are welcome, my friend.”



The Ocean - Thirty-Six.

Thelast turn of the spiral sairsfinaly presented itsdlf to us. Ahead, in the distance, we could seethe
gairsended in around platform, with four raised, curving arms. Foating there, held above the supporting
arms by someinvisbleforce, was a shimmering crystal sphereforty cubitswide. It rotated dowly, locked
to the rhythm of titanic forces| could not understand.

Before the sphere stood an elf-maiden. Her skin was deep blue, her hair snow white. She was dressed
in garments of leather which left bare her taut belly, and the cleavage of her indigo breasts. Perhapsthis
was meant to distract amale opponent, to give them pause long enough for her to kill them. Perhapsit
was smply meant to be comfortable in warm climates. | did not know - but, as Eddas Ayar had
instructed, | kept my gaze focused on her companion.

Her companion by her side wore articulated plate armor of adesign I'd never seen before. Ornate and
elaborate, the shouldersflared up in an aureate finid of detail that was more stylish than actualy
functiond. He wore afull helmet, aswdll, the visor down - | could see nothing of hisface. On hisleft arm,
he wore ashield, and in hisright fist, he bore alongsword. He did not attack, but smply stood by the
blue df-maid in sllence, waiting.

And in the background, Marilith screamed in agony.

Eddas waked up the stair until we were within twenty paces of the elf-maid, then stopped. Goodman
Bonesand | stood behind her, waiting. | held my lance a the ready, my eyeson the f-maid's
companion.

"Greetings, Brionnach," Eddas called, raising her voice to be heard over Marilith's screams.

"Greetings, haf-df. | am surprised the council would send amongrel haf-breed to hunt me down."



"Hardly, Brionnach. | was not sent by the Council of Degth, nor even by the Faelias Freiceadan. |
am Eddas Ayar, and | am herefor my own reasons.”

Brionnach tensed. "The enemy of my people!”

"Hardly, Brionnach. I-"

But Brionnach would parlay no further. "Kill them!" she screamed, and began to gesture for aspéll. |
saw Eddas begin to gesture, but | couldn't wait to see what happened - Brionnach's minion charged, and
| dashed forward to stop him from attacking Eddas. Lunging, | dipped my lance past his shield, the point
stabbing into his chest, through the sted of hisarmor.

The minion dapped at my lance with his shield, knocking it from my grip and twisting it degp within his
body - blood poured from the wound, but he didn't seem to notice. He didn't even cry out in pain. He
dashed a me with hissword and | legpt back nimbly, willing my lance back to my grip. Theend of my
lance was coated in his blood, and blood gushed from the hole in this breastplate - but he did not stop. |
stared, amazed.

Raining aflurry of blows upon me, he drove me back. | parried over and over again, then finaly leapt
back, flicking thetip of my lance out and engaging his blade, then rotating it. With aflick of thewrig, |
disarmed him, sending his sword skittering across the stone tairs. | stabbed again, knocking his shield
aside, and punching through his cuirass, into his heart. He staggered, and | legpt back. Blood sprayed
from the wound, his heart cleanly pierced, and he gazed down at it. "Fall down, damn you!" | yelped.

He smply laughed, then launched himsdlf forward, damming into me with his shild and shoulder, and
sending me tumbling down the Sairs.

| dammed into the outsde edge of the sairs, findly coming to rest. The pain from hitting the stone
steps dozens of times as 1'd rolled down them was immense, but Buntaro's training had saved me- I'd
managed to roll with thefall, and not break any bones. | looked around groggily. Eddas stood there at



thetop of the dtair, her staff held in both hands before her, concentrating. Brionnach cast spell after spell,
which seemed to wash ineffectually over someinvisible sphere that protected Eddas. The sounds of
rushing feet gpproached. | looked - the minion was charging me, having recovered hissword. | flailed
about behind me, trying to push mysdf up, but there was nothing - just atremendousfall behind me. It
was only my perceptions of this place, perhaps, but it wasdl | knew. | rolled to the Sde just as he cut,
his sword sending sparks from the stone. Rolling to my feet, | willed my lanceto my grip, then parried
desperately. He could not be killed - mortal wounds meant nothing to him.

But perhapsif he could not be killed like any mortal man, he might sill be broken like any morta
man.

| parried again, then snapped the butt of my lance into his shin, crushing the armor plate over it, then
legping back as he dashed at me. He sumbled, hisleg giving way, and fell to the airs with a crash of
armor. | snapped the butt out again, smashing hiswrigt, shattering it, and sending his sword flying. He
lashed out a me with hisshidld, trying to knock me down, but I smply legpt back, reversed my lance,
then began smashing him with the butt over and over again.

Hetried to block with hisshield - | shattered it on the first blow, the second scattering the pieces, and
the third crushing the forearm beneath. Blood ran in rivers as he struggled to swiftly crawl towards me
and grapple me. | smply kept out of hisreach, much likel had an orca so long ago, and smashed him
again and again. There waslittle style and no finesse to it. Master Buntaro would have been ashamed of
me. Or perhaps he wouldn't - he once said that if an opponent istrying to kill you and hefails, then the
style you used to defest him must have been the correct one. | continued pounding the minion until every
bone in hislimbs was shattered and broken, the armor over his limbs dented and crushed.

Findly, it was done. It might have lacked finesse, but it gpparently was the correct style. Theminion
glared a me hatefully from behind hisvisor, but he was helpless. Or nearly so0 - he il flailed his
shattered limbs, trying to reach me, trying to kill me. I growled, reversang my lance and lowering the point
a him. Focusing al my strength with the chi-shout Master Buntaro had taught me so long ago, | charged,
smashing the point of my lanceinto his chest, diding him backwardsin the dick pool of hisown blood
head-first dll the way to the center edge of the spird stairs, damming him into the low wall with enough
force to dent his helmet and snap his neck. Still, even with his head impossibly twisted down to one
shoulder and flopping loosdly, his neck obvioudy broken, still heflailed a me, trying to get me. With an
effort, | levered him up atop the edge. He hissed with fury and anger, and | glared a him.

"Die, dready!" | growled, pulling my lance free, then kicked him off the edge.



Hedid not scream or wail ashefell, and for amoment, | wondered if | had erred. Did thislarger Sair
also loop back upon itself? | looked over the edge, watching. A long moment later, that question was
answered with a distant crash as he smashed into the ground at the base of the stair. What was left of him
twitched dightly in aspreading pool of blood, but did not move otherwise. " So much for you,” |
muttered, then turned, staggering up the stairs. The battle between Eddas and Brionnach il raged -
Eddas «ill stood there holding back her spdlls, while Goodman Bones simply watched.

Brionnach paused, gasping with the effort of trying to overcome Eddas defenses. Shelooked, seeing
me. | was bloodied and limping from my tumble down the stairs, spattered in blood from defesting her
minion, but | was gill coming. " So, that'sit, eh?Y ou cannot hurt me for some reason... But your warrior
can?Bah!" shesaid, and gestured at me.

"No!" Eddas shouted.

Pain hit melike ahammer, everywhere a once. | could fed it - poison filling every fiber of my being,
injected by her spell. | screamed with pain, falling to my knees, my lance clattering to the stair from my
weskened grip.

"So much for that one!" Brionnach crowed. "Now what will you do, Eddas Ayar?"

| shuddered, reaching for my lance again and placing the butt against the sair. "That hurt!" | growled,
using my lanceto push mysdf to my fedt.

Brionnach gaped a me. "Hurt? Y ou should be dead!”

| glared at her, holding my lance at the ready. Despite my current form, | was till what the mer-magi's
belt had rendered me, years ago - | wasamermaid, and incredibly resistant to poison. "Just beglad I'm
not going to ask for my turn to pay you back for that, bitch! | am the Wench of Woe, and my enemies
fear me"



"For obvious reasons,” Eddas remarked dryly, then looked to Brionnach. " Are we quite through with
this, Brionnach, or isalonger demonstration necessary to convince you to stop fighting?”

Brionnach nodded, he shoulders dumping with exhaustion. "Alright. | can see | am out-matched. If
you'regoing to kill me, Eddas Ayar, makeit quick."

"Hardly. Though you consider me the enemy of your people, | am not,” Eddasreplied. | limped up as
Eddas spoke, and eventually was standing by her side. "'l could redlly care less about your people - and
your queen knowsthis, as| have ingtructed her most carefully on this subject. Sheswell aware that so
long as you leave me and my interests done, I'm quite content to leave you and your interests one.
That, redly, is a the heart of your peopl€'s problem. There are only two emotions anyone feels towards
your people, today - either indifference, or hate. Even among yourselves, indifference, mistrust and hate
arevery common. Y &, there is one who fed s differently towards you. And now, | think it'stime you
spoke with him."

"What? Who?"

"That would be I," Goodman Bonesreplied in acold, hollow voice, and pulled off hishood.

| gaped - he was astonishingly handsome. Pde skin, long white hair, astrong, proud jaw... But his
eyeswere chilling, the color of ice, and his expression utterly cold... Inhuman.

"You!" Brionnach gasped.

"Yes, my beloved. | loved you from the moment you created me. Your misbegotten spell
summoned me, a being of love, from a dimension you apparently do not fully understand. | do -
but the truth of it, | think, is for another time. You abandoned me, and left me to rot. You did not
under stand what you had summoned. | crawled for months after you, driven by my love for you. |
have followed you every step of the way, driven by one purpose. | wished to find you. Now, | have.
And now, | wish to help you, that you might understand.”



"If you wish to help me, Barbarian, then kill them now!"

He trembled, asthough struggling.

| was il bruised and bloodied, and | ached al over. Still, | held my lance at the ready. | did not know
if hewould attack, but he looked quite powerful. | wondered if | even had the strength remaining to stop
him.

Findly, he shook hishead. "No, beloved. Accept that | love you, and my love for you does not
mean | am a beast to be commanded to attack. Accept that | love you, and the reason | did not
leave you before was not because of your will, but because of my love."

Brionnach stared, asthough stunned. "But it's impossible!”

Eddas snorted. "Hardly. Y our understanding of Ethical Caculus and the higher Laws of Magic is poor,
a best, Brionnach. Y ou turned an enemy into your deepest dream, your most heartfelt desire. Now, you
haveto live with that. Such are the Laws of Magic," Eddas commented, then looked up. "Thetimeis
now - the chamber opens,” she said, then reached out and took my hand firmly. "Come, Sasha, there's
not much time. Goodman Bones, don't let Brionnach follow."

| staggered after Eddas as she walked swiftly to the crystal sphere, then reached out to touch it with a
gloved hand. The world flashed white, and we were gone.



The Spider - I.

| gazed upon my beloved, my heart filled with love for her, despite what | now understood of both her,
and of mysdif.

| could fed it, now that my mind wasfindly clear. The dark plane of UnLife, stretching aseterndly

vast as our own universe did. A plane of endless dark, endless cold - but not the darkness of Desath, or
even the cold of frodt... It wasthe cold darkness of UnL.ife. Creatureslived there... If that was, in truth,
the right word. Amorphous beings of darkness, they struggled with one another not for supremacy, but
for smple surviva. The dark fed the lower ones, much as plants reached their leavesto drink in the sun.
The higher ones preyed on them, much as deer graze on the helpless plants about them. And till higher
ones preyed on them, in turn, much as wolves preyed on the deer. But yet, the comparison was not so
smple. They weredl dive... Conscious... And aware. And they al struggled to survive.

And, at times, thewhim of fate or atrick of sorcery let them dip from that plane of UnLife, and enter
thisone,

Their strugglesto survive were not physical conflicts, assmilar struggles are on this plane, but were
conflicts of emation, and the strength of passions. The most successful, of course, were the violent
passions - hate, fury, and an insatiable hunger that went beyond the comprehension of any morta mind
onthisplane... Y e, there were other emotions that also succeeded, and survived. Joy, Rapture,
Epiphany...

And even Love.

| was not who | once thought | was. | was not some brutish barbarian from the frozen arctic
wastelands to the far north, arisen from desth through necromantic sorcery. | was, in truth, an dien
being... A creature from beyond this plane, beyond the mundane redlities of light and life, shadow and



death. | was abeing of UnLife, summoned by Brionnach's spell, bound to the corpse of the barbarian
warrior she had dain.

But the spdll was wrongly done. | was not so easily dismissed, for she did not understand what had
kept me here to begin with. And because of Brionnach'sineptitude, the Great Mage wasright - | was,
indeed, far more than | seemed.

Ocean and Mountain... Spider and Sand... The Rabbit and the Owil... Now, | truly understood the
words of the goddess who had spoken to me. | was, like Eddas, Joy and Kyrie, and even Brionnach
who now trembled before me with exhaustion, atool of the gods. A pawn in some greater game they
played againgt each other, with victory determining the fate of theworld... And much more.

The soul of the brutish barbarian who had once inhabited this body was long gone. Init's place was
mysdlf - acreature of UnLife. Y &, part of the barbarian remained. Hisflegting memories... His
persondity, devoid of the greed and jedlousy for his sibling which drove him to take up a path that led to
his eventual destruction, was a part of me. His hopes, his dreams, his highest thoughts were avesse for
what now inhabited hisflesh. Truly, the barbarian had been forged like raw iron oreinto the stedl of a
sword by his goddess - much of what one had at the beginning was gone, replaced by other components
to make something entirely new.

Brionnach stood silently, her shoulders dumped as she gasped with exhaustion. Slowly, she stopped
panting, and lifted her head to gaze a me. Once she had findly caught her breath, she snorted, then
turned for the crystal sphere, intending to enter it. | caught her upper armin the grip of my right hand, and
held her easily - | could tell from the renewed strength in my limbsthat | could easily crush her bones,
had | the will to do so. But, of course, | did not.

"Release me, barbarian!™ Brionnach snapped. "I must stop them!™

"No, beloved. You must not. You and | have a far different destiny than to ssimply enslave a
demon, and perhaps rule the dark elves with her power," | replied, and Brionnach blinked in
aurprise. "Yes, beloved. Your desireisclear to me. You seek far more than merely a cure for the
punishment that was inflicted upon you. You seek revenge, and domination. Such is the way of
your people.”



"But... But how do you-"

"I amfar more familiar with the emotions of darkness than you realize - and far more familiar
with the emotions of light than you dare imagine,” | replied, and smiled. " You once said that
someday, | would awaken, and that moment might be amusing. You meant, of course, amusing for
you. Now, that moment has arrived. However, | am afraid that it appears, my beloved, the jokeis
on you."

"Wh-what do you mean?"' Brionnach stammered, taken aback.

"Tell me, beloved... Why did you take up the study of Necromancy?"

"l..." Brionnach replied, then her eyes narrowed. "That is none of your business, barbarian!”

"Shall | guess, then?" | asked, asthe crystal sphere shimmered nearby.

Brionnach ground her teeth, gazing at the sphere for amoment. "It matters little now, the entranceis
sedled. They have begun. Everything was for naught..." Brionnach strugged in my grip for amoment, the
scowled a me. " Say your piece, Barbarian, then release mel”

"And so | shall. You loved someone - you loved someone with all your heart and soul,” | said,
and Brionnach gasped. "Yes, beloved. It is obvious to me, now. You loved someone dearly - an
emotion that, to your people, is one of weakness. Yet, you loved anyway. And they died. You took
up the study of necromancy to try to learn how to bring them back from the Void."

"Only tolearn it was impossible!" Brionnach screamed.



"Perhaps... Perhaps not. You have not asked the Great Mage. The powers of Eddas Ayar go far
beyond your wildest dreams, beloved. You fear Eddas Ayar as an enemy - yet, you now know this
isnot so."

Brionnach paused, taken aback for amoment. "It... It isrumored that Eddas Ayar knows the secret,
yes..." After along moment, she hung her head. "My love was Tidanad. He was the only one | had ever
met in my lifewho truly loved me. Not meretrickery to gain sexua favors, or perhaps cheat me out of
my dowry, but true love..." She said, and sighed, her gaze cast down to her feet. "Hewas dain eighty
years ago by abolt to the head from a dwarven crossbow while with ascouting party. He and asmall
detachment of goblinswere part of severa groups searching the tunnelsto try to find and stop Eddas
Ayar from reaching Baile mor'Dorcha, and apparently they stumbled across a dwarven ambuscade...”
Brionnach shook her head. "It isalong story, and of no importance. A failed effort, alifewasted,” she
said, then paused amoment. "Perhaps... Perhaps| could ask. | am nothing to him. Eddas Ayar might do
it on awhim, perhaps even out of amusement, should | crawl to him on my hands and knees... Which |
would do gladly, to recover Tialanad..." Suddenly, her jaw firmed, and she looked up to me, her eyes
flashing fire. "But it doesn't matter, now, doesit? Look at me! | am stained by the Lobh'dath! Tidaned
would never accept meif he came back, now! | followed my heart instead of my head, and this iswhere
that path hasled me! Such is the penalty for my foolish love! Such isthe price for my own
weakness!"

"You still do not understand. The path you chose has led you to something far greater. The path
you chose has led you to one who loves you more than you can possibly imagine, and more than
you dare possibly hope,” | replied, and Brionnach blinked in confusion. " Yes, beloved. Your
misbegotten spell did not draw a simple slave to serve you, but drew one who loves you. | stayed
with you not because you forced me to, but because | wished to. | love you. That is my existence.
Love has always been my existence, for all the countless aeons before you ever drew meto this
plane, to fill this body and serve your needs,” | said, and drew her close. "Release your anger. Let
go of your hate. It doesn't matter, now," | said, and kissed her long, deeply, and passionately.

Brionnach drew back from the kiss, her dark eyes gazing into mine. "Y ou... You truly love me? Truly?
Not mere words to soften me or trick me, but truly love me?' she asked, her voice trembling.

"Truly. I can do nothing but love you. It iswhy | am.”

"But... But you cannot! It'simpossible!”



| smply smiled, and kissed her again. | could fed the tension in her shoulders draining as her resistance
ebbed.

"Youcan't..."

| kissed her again.

"But..."

And again.

"Oh.."

Sowly, her arms dipped around me, and she held metight. After amoment, she pulled my head down
to hers, and kissed mein return. My fingers dipped over the lacingsto the leather garments | had made
what seemed like an age ago, and tugged at the knots. She squirmed dightly, not to escape, but to dip
free of her garments. My own garments she dipped from me easily, then | et her hands dide over my
back. In amoment, she drew me down to the marbled floor, her fingers running through my hair as she
gazed at me. Suddenly, she paused. "Wait... Itisspring. | amin season...”

"Should | stop?"

Brionnach looked me over, and smiled. "No," shereplied, and drew me close.



Therumbling of the tower strengthened. Already, bits of the marble stair werefalling, cast down into
the nothingness of a collgpsing tesseract. " You must flee, beloved.”

"No, | must stay,” Brionnach replied dreamily, her nude body curled against mine as she gently stroked
my hair.

"This tower is doomed, beloved. Soon, it will detonate, the energies within released to destroy
it. You will die, beloved. You must use your sorcery and flee."

"And go where? Home? | have none. Everything | owned wasforfeit when the queen's hounds
captured me. Back to the goblins, to serve the High Necromancer as some mere lackey for the rest of
my days?1 think not."

"But you will die!"

"Yes. And | will die happy. Y ou may not understand that, Barbarian, but to my people, that actualy
means something. For oncein my life, | will betruly happy - and my lifewill end in hgppiness, and love.
Not in pain, not in misery, not in the dow horror of basaich or the disgrace of suicide, but in happiness
and love," she said, and kissed me again. ™Y ou will be returned whence you came, to carry your love for
me on eterndly, so long asyou may exist. Asfor me, my spirit will move on. Perhapsto the afterlife.
Perhapsto hdll. | know not. | care not. | only want my life to end on this one note of happiness.”

"You have a greater destiny, beloved. The gods have need of you."

"Oh, they do, do they?' shereplied, smiling.
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"WEell, to hell with the gods," she replied, and smiled again, drawing me down for afind kiss.

| lifted my head after the kiss, and gazed into her grinning face. | couldn't help myself. Asthe tower's
rumbling built to afina crescendo, | looked into her eyes and laughed long, loud, and heartily.

The Ocean - Thirty-Seven.

| blinked rapidly as my vision returned. We were in an enormous chamber of stone, round, like the top
of the tower | had seen from the ground. The dome of the chamber was clear crystal, and the stars and
the full moon above could be seen through it. In the center of the table was a circular stone dltar, covered
with ornate runes | could not read, with four massive chains attached to titanic machines| did not
comprehend. It resembled the wooden gears of amill, but was beyond my comprehension otherwise.
The other end of the chains were attached to the prisoner in the center of the table.

Shewasfemale, of that there was little doubt. But she was not human. Her arms, hands, torso and
upper legs were human enough, and her nude body was sheened with swest. But she was covered not in
skin, but the pelt of an ebon horse. Her head wasthat of a mare, along horse'stail was attached to her
rump, and her legs below the knee were the limbs and hooves of some equine beast. Chained to the
circular stone dtar asthough being drawn and quartered, Marilith screamed in agony, her breasts heaving
as she gasped for breath.

"Siger!" | said, starting to reach for her - but Eddas clapped her aff across my chest, holding me



back.

"Don't touch, dear, you have no ideawhat you're looking at."

"But | can see her! She's there! If we can just dip her aromsfree of the chains"

"She doesn't have arms at the moment, and there are no chains, Sasha. It'satrick of perception
caused by the very enchantments which keep her prisoner here. It's smply the way your mind interpretsit
- itsnot what isactudly here."

"Then... Then what do you see?"

"| told you before. | see a shapelessform, twisting through a diamond tesseract, trying not to be torn
apart. Now don't touch anything unless | tell you!"

| nodded, my eyes misting as Eddas walked around the room. Her eyes were everywhere, examining
everything. | saw machines of somekind... But that was not what was here. | saw my sister in agony, her
shoulders nearly out of the sockets... But that was not what was here. | did not understand.

Finally, Eddas shook her head. "This demon is weakening, and our smple presencein thistower is
upsetting the balance of the forces within it. In an hour, maybe two, shell be dead and thistower will bea
cloud of vapor.”

"No!" | gasped.

"Sasha, come stand here," she said, and pointed near Marilith's head.



| did s0, and looked down to Marilith'sface. Marilith howled in pain, and | was utterly helpless.

"Tdl mewhat you see," Eddas said calmly, studying Marilith.

"My sigter's head. She'sin great pain, Eddas, can't we do something?!™

Eddas nodded. "Actudly, since that's what you see, yes. Hold your hand over where you see her face.
Don't touch her, just show me." | did so, and Eddas chuckled. "Why does that not surprise me? Alright -
stroke the sdes of her face, like you were trying to comfort her."

"It'sdright? | can do that?"

"Yes. Try to comfort her, Sasha, the emotion isimportant,” she said, and began stroking the runes of
the circular dtar with agloved finger.

Asl| stroked the sides of her face gently with my hands, Marilith's screams stopped, and her eyesflew
open. They glowed red, like hot cods. "Sster! You came for me!"

"Yes, Sigter," | replied, weeping.

Marilith sobbed. "You must flee! | cannot hold it any longer! Please, Sasha, leave me! Run
away!"

"No! I'm staying here, with you!"



Eddas|ooked up, and began to gesture carefully and precisely. Marilith gasped, looking around.

"The pain! It... It's GONE! For thefirst timein nearly two thousand years, the pain has
completely stopped!"

"Y es, I'm holding the tesseract with my will, for the moment,” Eddas replied, beads of swest appearing
on her forehead. " The one who created thiswas quite clever. Quite clever. Unfortunately, it'sabit harder
for me than for you, I'm outside the tesseract, pressing inward on it with my will - that means| can't hold
thislong. Now, listen carefully, Marilith: Were going to try to pull you out of thisand release the forces
very gently. Show me where thetida forces are connected to you. Just pull very gently to show me."

To my eyes, Marilith'sleft arm moved, and she wiggled her fingers.

"Gah. The creator of this place did not intend extracting you to be easy. | can barely seethat.”

"You cannot see the interstice?"

"Not clearly enough to release the tension and extract you, no. Whoever made this place aready knew
how it was congtructed, they didn't need to look. Thus, they made your cage such that it's relationship
with therest of redlity can't be easily visudized even with aspdl of truesight, so it would be harder for
you to escagpe. Judging by the enchantment, you can't redly see anything within aleague of you from
inddethere"

"No, | can't."

"Ummm... | can seeit easly, Eddas" | said, looking at Marilith'sleft hand.



"Tdl mewhat you see?'

"A chain, attached to amanacle about her wrist. There's some dack in the chain, now. When you told
her to pull abit to show you, | saw her flex her arm and wiggle her fingers.”

"That's actually an emerad about the Size of adraft horse, and you're stroking part of the diamond in
the center of thisplace, but let's not split hairs, thisis exhausting,” Eddas said, her eyesclosedin
concentration. "Marilith, your sster'svison isthe key. Looking at it theway you seeit or | seeit isnot
going to help - this place was meant to contain crestures who can visudize hyperdimensiond
relationships. It would hold me just aseasily asit'sheld you, were | in your place, and | doubt I'd have
survived aslong..." Eddas said, her face still amask of concentration. "Sasha, tell your Sster how she has
to move to escagpe the chains. Marilith, close your eyes, visudize yourself as humanoid, and move as your
sder tdlsyou."

"Ummm... Fold your left thumb in,” | said, and watched as Marilith did so. "Okay, now turn your hand
abit downwards... Okay, now pull your arm straight out." Marilith did so, and her left hand was free.
"Youdidit!"

"Y es, but now we're committed, Sasha. We haveto get her out while my will lagts, or the remaining
forceswill tear her apart as soon as| lose my hold on the tesseract. Marilith, show us where the next
connection is. Sasha, keep going.”

Sowly, we extracted her right arm, then her right hoof. Finaly, we were down to her |eft hoof. "Bend
your hoof down ahit," | said, looking from where| stood.

"l can't, that'sasfar asit goes!"

"Try harder, it'salmost loose."

"I can't! | can't! Aaaaah! I'mgoing to die!”



Eddas gritted her teeth, her eyestightly shut, swesat dripping from her brow. "Marilith, cam down, |
can hold thisfor alittle longer. Sasha, look again, but don't touch anything other than her face. Isthere
anything else she can do?'

"Ummm... Try wiggling your hoof, maybe you'l kick the manacle off yoursdlf."

Marilith gasped. "No, | won't! I'll kick myself free of the tesseract!" she screamed, and flicked her
hoof hard.

There was an enormous crash, asound of atitanic shattering...

...And suddenly the entire room changed.

| gazed around in wonder. Gone were the wooden mill wheels and the chains. Instead, wewerein a
room at the top of atower with four titanic gemstones around a central crucible, shaped much like the
four armsthat held up the crystal sphere at the top of the stair. Shards of diamond lay scattered al over
thefloor, and | could fed asteady vibration benesth my feet. Before me, in the center of the room,
Marilith stood, looking just as1'd seen her on the atar. She staggered, stumbling around. " Sasha! Where
areyou?"

| reached out, taking her hand. "I'm here, Marilith,” | replied, wrapping my arms around her and
hugging her tight.

"I really wish you hadn't donethat,” Eddas remarked dryly, brushing shards of diamond from her
ebon robe.

"I am sorry, Eddas Ayar, | didn't think... | was so eager to escape, | didn't realize...”



"Didn't redlizewhat?' | asked, looking up at her.

"No timeto discussit, unfortunately,” Eddas said as the vibrations beneath my feet grew stronger.
"Marilith, can you seeto take usto the bottom of the tower?'

"No, Eddas Ayar. Theworld is chaos, to my eyes. | am blind."

"Blind?" | yelped.

Eddas reached out an ebon-gloved hand. "Alright, I'm taking the both of you with me. Sasha, take my
hand, and place your sister's hand on my arm. Do it right now." | did so, and Eddas nodded. "' Sasha,
bring your lance, it won't survive here,” she said, and | nodded, willing my lance to my grip. " Good.
Sasha, Mailith, hold on tight, and don't let go." Eddas then gestured briefly with her staff, incanting a

short spell. Theworld blurred...

...and suddenly we were at the base of the spire. Joy and Kyrie were sitting by asmall fire, and they
rose asthey saw us. "Ooo! Grampa, she's pretty!”

"That's the demon?' Joy asked.

"Yes, Joy," Eddasreplied, "and well have dl thetimein theworld to discussit later. For now, pick
up Kyrie and your staff and take my arm, we've got to get out of here.”

The trembling of the earth grew stronger, and stronger. Joy nodded, sweeping up her staff and the
child, then clgpping ahand to Eddass arm. "Come on, Kyrie, your grampas going to take us home,
gpparently he botched things abit.”



"l did not!" Eddas objected.

"It wasmy fault,” | said.

"No, the fault was mine," Marilith said. "You see, |-"

"Should we redlly be standing here and arguing this?' Joy asked as the earth began to rumble.

"No," Eddas said, and gestured again. The world blurred, and distantly | heard the sound of an
immenseblad...

...then it was gone, and we stood at the base of a square marble tower, fifty cubits high and sixteen
cubitswide, gleaming like bonein the light of the full moon. Around uswere beautiful trees, al in neat
little rows. We stood on a hard-packed dirt road just before the tower, and a bit further on down the
road, | could see a stone bridge crossing aquiet river. Crickets sang in the darkness, and | grinned.
"Where are we?'

"At my tower," Eddasreplied, then leaned heavily on her staff. " Joy, holding that tesseract was
particularly tiring, and I'm reglly not looking forward to four flights of stairs. Can | ask you-"

Joy grinned, setting Kyrie down gently. "Kyrie, could you carry Auntie Joy's staff, please? Y our
grampasall tuckered out, he needs alift, now."

"Okay, Auntie Joy!" Kyriereplied, taking the staff with agrin.

"You don't haveto put it like that, you know," Eddas grumbled as Joy swept her up into her arms.



"Sorry, Old Man," she said, walking to the door. She looked over her shoulder at Marilithand |, then
grinned. "Come on, you two! WEell have dinner ready shortly, as soon as Eddas has sometimeto rest.”

"I... I cannot, | amsorry!" Mailithwailed. "I've been in the tesseract so long, | can't even see
around me, much less remember how to walk! Just standing is hard enough!"

"Sasha, can you carry her?' Joy asked, looking a me.

| grinned. "Sure. Mermaids are very strong,” | replied, and after dropping my lance, | managed to pick
up Marilith. She was somewhat heavy but not overly so, and though | was till quite sore from my tumble
down the sairs, it seemed like | could manage. Kyrie dutifully trotted over and picked up my lance, then
walked over to Eddas and held her hand out. Eddas handed over her staff with asigh.

"Bah. | feel like a helpless child,” Marilith grumbled.

"Get used toit," Eddasreplied sourly. "Unfortunately, you're going to be here awhile while we work
on getting you used to three dimensions again, and by the time we're done I'm sure Joy will have utterly
corrupted Sashaand shelll carefor you like anewborn.”

"Naturdly,” Joy and | replied in chorus, and Kyrie burst into giggles.

"Come on, thelot of you, let'sget insde," Joy replied, and strode to the door of the tower.



The Ocean - Thirty-Eight.

"Oh, that feels so good..." Marilith murmured as Eddas gently stroked her ebon fur, whispering a
quiet incantation. Eddas had Marilith lying on the carpeted floor of her room at the top of the tower, and
wasworking over her quietly as shelay there. My own injuries from tumbling down the sairs, Eddas had
hedled in amatter of afew heartbeats, touching me here and there with a gloved hand and muttering a
brief incantation while Joy handed us a pitcher and some damp clothsto get cleaned up abit. Hedling
Marilith'sinjuries, however, appeared to be afar more complex proposition.

Eddas had conjured amedl for al of usearlier, but | had to hand-feed Marilith - sheliteraly was
helpless. Even after | placed her hand on the spoon, she could not find the soup nor bring it to her mouth,
s0 | had to feed her mysdlf, like ababy. Kyrie had been disappointed to learn that Goodman Bones had
been left behind with Brionnach, but Eddas smply said it was hisfate to be with her - it was, quite
literdlly, why he existed. Whether they survived or not, Eddas did not know, which disappointed Kyrie
even more. Kyrie had, however, been quite delighted with Marilith, and found her endlesdy fascinating.
Eventualy, dinner was done, and Kyrie had (rather reluctantly) been put to bed. Joy was downgtairs,
preparing aguest room for us. | knelt beside Eddas on the carpet, watching as she worked. | wanted to
help, mysdlf, but | had no herbsto work with at al, and | wasn't exactly certain which ones might work

on Marilith anyway.

"Will shebedright?' | asked nervoudy.

"Eventudly,” Eddas replied, pausing and looking Marilith over. " She's been starved for millenia, and
every atom of her existence has been under endless strain dl that time. In human terms, she's been on the
rack long enough to not only beinjured by it, but to develop scar tissue inside her from it. But, her body
isn't human - redlly, the only reason shes diveis because she's not human. Unfortunately, it takes
enormoustime for her peopleto hea from injuries. Some of the greater demonsdon't hedl at dl from
injuries- it takes magic to hed them.”



"There are a few healing crystalsin Hell we use, aswell, much as you use herbs, Sasha,”
Marilith added.

"So how long will it take her to hed 7'

"Wdl, | can hed her faster, of course, but if we just |et her lie there, probably two or three centuries.”

"Centuries?" | yelped.

"Possibly even longer, yes. That's another reason | was aways so careful in summoning demons. Like
| told Joy - they don't want to be summoned, and when they get injured, they don't just hedl it up as
eadly as ahuman might. Dragging someone out of their home, forcing them to work for you and getting
them hurt is not avery pleasant experience, particularly when sending them home wounded means years
and years of pain for them. | never wanted animmortal on another plane to be sitting there in agony for
years or even centuries, and hating mefor it - so, | was dways careful, and only summoned them when

absolutely necessary.”

"A-areyou in pain now, Marilith?'

"No, sister."

Eddas nodded. " She's not hurting now, just because of the tremendous pain she tolerated for so long.
But, eventuadly, that will weer off, and shell gart feding how badly off sheredly is"

My eyes misted. "Could... Could they heal her back home?’

"Probably alot easier than | could,” Eddas replied, nodding.



"Then maybe we should-"

"No!" Mailith interrupted. "No, Sasha! Please! | want to stay here with you! Please don't send
me home! Please! | could never come back!"

"Y-you couldn't?"

Eddas shook her head. "Not on her own, no. The dimensional membrane there only permitsingress -
it's part of the Divine Compact, and it renders her people independent of the conflict between the gods.
Once | or anyone eseforced her to return, sheld be gone. Theres dways adimensiona tension between
her and her home plane anyway, Sasha - she's not of our world, and there's no summoning spell holding
her here. If she wanted to go home, shedd aready be there just by relaxing her will. | could bring her

back, if | had to, but I'd rather not. If she wantsto stay herein thisworld, she stays. If she wantsto
leave, she can leave.

"l... 1 just want her to not bein pain. | love her, shesmy sster,” | said, tearsrolling down my face.

"Sasha, | don't want to go home! Even if | have to lie here in agony for centuries, | don't care! |
want to be here with you! | love you, too! Please don't send me away!" Marilith sobbed.

"I won't!" | sobbed in return, and pulled Marilith up to me, hugging her tight. "I told you that when |
found you I'd hug you tight and never let you go and now | will!"

| shuffled Marilith into my lap, and we hugged each other for along time, sniffling. Eddas smply gazed
a usquietly, her gloved handsin her 1ap as she kndlt there on the carpet beside us. Findly, shelooked at
me. "Sasha, be very clear about what you're undertaking. Marilith isalesser demon - anightmare, in fact.
But, she's crippled. At her full health, she'lsamatch for any ordinary mage, and her powers are vast - her
people live outside the Divine Compact, and their magic is il that of the Will and the Word. But right
now, her powers are scattered, in total disarray. She's spent dmost two thousand years using her will just
to stay dive. Their bodies are, redlly, an extenson of the Will and the Word - and as such, even the



ordinary thingsyou and | take for granted, like walking and egting, are affected by the damage. Y oull
haveto care for her until she recovers - and that might be avery long time. I'mwilling to help, but only if |
know you are willing to carefor her for however long it takes for her to recover, be that amonth, a yesr,
or even acentury.”

"Il doit - shesmy sdter, | love her," | replied, hugging Marilith tight.

"And you need to be clear about what you're undertaking, Marilith. Y ou're young, | can seeit in your
aura, o | haveto ask you to think carefully about this. Y ou really understand the complications of you
staying here? Y ou can't just be independent, like any other demon. Even taking food here, which you've
aready done willingly, compromises your independence to some degree. If you bind your life to Sashas,
you share her fate - and al the fates of al the mortas and immortasin thisworld aretied to the will of the
gods. You still have your Free Will, just aswe do - but if you use it to choose to Stay here, you will
become apawnintheir wars."

Marilith sighed. "I believe | already was a pawn, Eddas Ayar, to some degree. In truth, our
independence isin name only, as we can still be summoned from our plane to this one, and forced
to serve. Sill, | amwilling to sacrifice my independence under the Divine Compact to remain with
my sister."

"And you redize that sheis mortal, not immorta? Eventudly, shewill grow old and die.”

"Not if | have anything to say about it," Marilith replied with asnort.

"If you think you'll just use the Will and the Word to keep her eterndly young, think again. Y our
powersright now arein tota disarray. It may take yearsfor you to adapt after being trapped in that
tesseract for solong. Y ou may never adapt. Even with me helping you hedl, you may not even learn to
walk again, much less use your full powers. She might haveto carry you around like a baby for the rest
of her life"

Marilith paused, but | spoke up immediately. "I'm willing to do that. Shesmy sigter.”



Marilith Sghed. " Sasha, I'm not sure-"

"I am!" | replied firmly, and took her hand. "Evenif | haveto carry you in my armsfor the rest of my
life, 1 will!™

"And there's till more, for the both of you. Marilith is ademon free on thisworld. Some may want to
destroy her, thinking she's evil - most people look at demons the same way they do dragons or kraken.
Others may want to endave her, and use her powers themselves. Y ou're safe here, with me - but should
you chooseto leave, you'll haveto help her defend herself, Sasha. And that won't be easy, at times. You
got lucky againgt Brionnach - she tried to use the Spell of the Envenomed Blast againgt you. Shedidn't
redize you're basically amermaid. Had she used afew of the spells| know, you'd be dead. Y ou've no
Talent at dl, and you've no idea how to defend yourself against sorcery.”

"I'll teach her. I'll do all that I can!" Marilith replied.

"Assuming you manage to hed and regain your powers.”

"Well... Yes™"

"There are times you will be aburden on her, Marilith - and times she will be aburden on you. | can
see by her face that she's ready to accept that, so I'm not going to bother asking her. The question is, are
you willing to accept that? I'm willing to help you, but only if | know that you fully understand the
decison you are making. Areyou truly willing to accept the ideathat you will haveto rely on each other,
and a times you may actualy be aburden on each other?’

"With all my heart and soul, Eddas Ayar. Sasha reached out to me when | was dying. She
touched me, and took away the pain. She loved me, even after she learned what | truly was. She
humbled me, and showed me that creatures | once thought of as mere ants could be more noble,
mor e wonderful, and more beautiful than even the most radiant Cubus in my world. She took the
anger | had from two millennia of pain, and turned it into joy that it ended with being in her arms.
| would accept anything, Eddas Ayar. Anything in the universe, just to repay her for the moments



of laughter, and the gentle relief from pain she gave me. | love her. Sheismy sister.”

"l loveyou, too, Marilith,” I sad, hugging her, my eyesmisting.

| heard footsteps on the stairs, and looked up. Joy was returning to the top floor, and she was shaking
her head as she looked us over. "Old Man, are you quite through, here?

Eddas nodded, pushing herself to her feet. "Y es, Joy. I'm quitetired, I'll have to begin the serious
work tomorrow, after I've had some rest.”

"Good. I've the guest room prepared downgtairs. Y ou go and get changed, I'll put these two girlsto
bed," she said, and stepped over to me, easlly lifting Marilith into her arms. "Come, Sasha. The guest
room is on the bottom floor."

| nodded, picking up my lance and rising. "Alright. Can Marilith deep in the same bed with me?| redly
don't fedd comfortableletting her deep done.”

"Certainly,” Joy replied, amiling.

"I don't sleep to begin with, however," Marilith said, and grinned & me.

"Youwill,"” Eddas replied, her gaze cam, but her voice ominous.



The Ocean - Thirty-Nine.

| snuggled behind Marilith, spoon-fashion, holding her close benesth the blankets. The little room we
werein was quite dark, but | had seen when we came through earlier that it had severd bunk-beds. Why
Eddas Ayar would need bunk-bedsin their tower | did not know. Did they receive many guests at once,
perhaps? | had no idea. The room smelled dusty, and disused. Y et the bed was warm and comfortable,
and smply being ableto hold Marilith at last felt wonderful. | closed my eyes and snuggled into thelong
hair of her mane, breathing her furry scent, and smiled.

Marilith trembled. "Do you think | will really sleep?"

"Maybe - | don't know," | replied, and hugged her again.

"That frightens me. What if | don't wake up?"

| giggled. "1 wasworried about that when | wasalittle girl. My father said not to worry. He said that |

would dwayswake up, every morning, time and time again, until | was very old. Then, onemorning |
would wake up in the Afterlife, and be very happy.”

Marilith shuddered again.

"What's the matter?"



"The notion that | might wake up on an alien plane hostile to my very existence and dedicated
to the tertiary fulfillment of the Divine Compact and would also be separated from you and

everything | know for therest of eternity is not a comforting one. Your father was a horribly cruel
man if he said that to you as a child."

| giggled. "Redly, Marilith. It'sdright. I'm right here with you. Nothing bad is going to happen to you,"
| said, and hugged her again.

Marilith sghed. "You have no idea how comforting that is, Sasha. Truly."

Welay therein slence after that, the darkness of Eddas Ayar's tower around us. | did not know if
Marilith would deep - but | knew | could, and did.

The Ocean - Forty.

"No, no. Focus your will. Reach around you, and fedl your surroundingswith your mind," Eddas said,
watching Maxilith.



We sat beneath alovely tree at the base of Eddas's tower, Eddas and Marilith knegling on alittle
carpet Joy had laid out earlier, while Joy and | sat nearby, watching. Little Kyrie gazed on, aswell, sitting
in Joy's lap. Joy had changed out of her armor, and now wore a pretty chartreuse dressthat fit her large
frame quite nicely. She had poured hersdf and | some lovely black teashe called bayallar, and said it
was made from the beans of the trees which grew around us, sanding in the neat rows. Eddas explained
that lands were, in truth, an ancient plantation - and much of what they needed each year they obtained
through trading the beans, the loca village of giants helping with the harvest and taking ashare of the crop
for their work. The treeswerein full bloom, now, and when morning had come, the little flowers had
opened to the warmth of the sun. Birds twittered among the branches of the ancient trees, and bees
buzzed from flower to flower. Fifty paces away, deep within the rows of trees, | saw adoe peering a us
in curiosty. Even though we were nowhere near the ocean, | still found it incredibly beautiful, here.

Eddas Ayar had been so tremendoudly generous, | didn't know if | would ever be ableto repay her.
Or him, as Joy congtantly reminded me. Though her body wasthat of a haf-elf woman, it appeared her
soul wasthat of an ancient man, amae from an ancient human civilization, now long gone.

Shortly after weld gotten oursalves settled in, Eddas began the dow process of working to heal
Marilith, and teaching her to use her senses and her powers again. She said she had not wanted to
congtantly maintain atrandation spdl for me so | could understand Kyrie's words and she mine, so
ingtead, she Smply made asmall silver band for meto wear about my right wris, invulnerable and sizable
asthelittle chain | wore about my left wrist. It was done so casudly, she madeit seem trivid - but
Marilith told me later it was hardly that, and the truth was that Eddas Ayar was a Great Mage, amaster
of the Degp Magic. As such, her powers easily rivaled those of adragon. Now, we sat in the cool shade
of the tree at the base of Eddas tower, watching as Eddas carefully worked with Marilith, trying to get
her to perceive theworld properly again.

Marilith opened her glowing-red eyes, then shook her head. "1 am trying, Eddas Ayar, but..."
Marilith replied, and sghed.

"Close your eyes again, that's only adding to your confusion. If we can get you oriented, the rest will
follow," Eddas said, and Marilith nodded, closing her eyesagain. "Feel theforce pulling at you. Fed the
pressure on your legs and head. Orient yourself to it - it's gravity, pulling you down."

"It feels kata, to me."



"ltisn't. It'sdown."

"Why isthis so hard for her?' | wondered doud. "Can't shejust fed and look around, and see it
hersdf?'

"I wish," Marilith replied, Sghing.

Eddas sat back, looking a me. "Well, it's difficult to explain smply. It'samatter of perception. Here -
perhgpsasmdl illuson will help you understand,” she said, and gestured. A smdll tranducent ball
appeared, floating before my face. "Seethe bal?’

"YSH

"Now - I've written something on the back. Tell mewhat it says?"

| leaned foward, trying to look around to the back side of the ball, when suddenly it vanished. |
blinked, surprised, and sat back in my chair - the ball regppeared. "Ummm... | can't. | try to look, and
the ball vanishes"

"That's because thisillusion only has two dimensions. Y our mind interpretsit asthree, and you try to
move your head to look behind it," Eddas said, and lowered her hand to her 1ap - the ball vanished.
"That'swhat her problem is. She's been seeing in four dimensionsfor dmost two thousand years, her
vision refracted through two tesseracts. Our world isn't four-dimensiond, it'sthree-dimensiond. She's
having to learn the act of perception al over again - or, more precisely, she's having to un-learn the way
she perceived when shewasin her prison. If | show her aball and ask her to look behind it, her ingtinct is
tolook kata toit. But the ball doesn't have an ana or kata, and it kegps vanishing to her eyes. The
whole world keeps vanishing in bits and pieces, because she'strying to look at from directions that don't
exigt in our world. Y ou see, perception for her isn't an act of moving her eyes or head to seelight faling
upon an object. It'san act of will - and we have to re-train her will so she can perceive our world

properly again.”



"Isthat why her eyes glow red?" Joy asked, looking at Marilith. "Her eyes don't work like ours do?!

"No, they glow red because that's how her body works. Like al demons, she can eat nearly anything -
but as am equibranche, anightmare, her norma diet isfireand lava. Glowing embersarelike
sweet-meatsto her, and lit charcoal to her islike hot pastriesto you and I."

"Mmm... Charcoal..." Marilithreplied, licking her lips. "Do you have some?"

"There will be some embersin the fire when we're ready to stop for lunch,” Eddas replied. "Now,
ignore your stomach and concentrate on what we're doing, here.”

| held out my wrigt, pointing to the little bottle that dangled from the bracelet. "Maybe she could look
through this and see around her? It's trangparent, and you said it was atesseract.”

Eddas smiled. "Can you look through it and tell which way isup and down?'

| held it up to my eyefor amoment, looking around, then nodded. "Y es, it'slike looking through alittle
glassbaottle

"Thereyou are," Eddasreplied, smiling. "Were talking about perceptud redlities, Sasha. That
tesseract islinked to the redlity around it, and transmits light as though it were an ordinary bottle. For
Marilith to look through it see theworld in four dimensions, sheld haveto beinsdeit. And shewont fit,"
she explained, and chuckled.

Theair shimmered, and an olive-skinned woman with black hair and white robes appeared nearby us.

"Mummy!" Kyrie squedl ed, hopping down from Joy's|ap and dashing over to give the woman ahug.



"Hello, my little darling!" the woman replied, knedling and hugging her back. Shelooked around,
seeing me and Maxilith, then paused. "I'm sorry, Father, am | interrupting? | know you told me to check
back once aweek, but-"

"No, no, Lyota In fact, you might be of some help. Come - we've an extrachair there that Marilith
was using. Have a seat, and welll explain what's happened.”

An hour or so followed, during which we spent turns explaining our parts of the story to each other.
Asit turned out, the woman was one of Kyriestwo mothers - Floria being the one that actudly gave
birth to her, Lyota using the spell her own father, Eddas, had taught to her to spark the pregnancy. The
relationships were somewhat confusing - but, apparently, quite norma for those known asthe
Witch-Women of Hyperborea. They literaly survived on the strength of their sorcery aone, and each
was avery powerful magein their own right.

At lagt, the stories were done, and Lyota gazed at Marilith, thinking. Eddas had conjured asmall lunch
for dl of us, and aswe ate, Lyota used the time to study Marilith. Findly, Lyota set the little wooden
plate aside, and nodded. "Well, Father, | can tell you that from what | see of her, your assessment isvery
accurate. Every fiber of her being shows scarring, and scars upon scars. The stresses must have been
tremendous - redlly, the only reason sheisn't dead now is because she's held together by her will to begin
with. Have you tried Singing her to hedth with that great knot of manawithin you?"

"No, I'm afraid of therisk. She's not of this plane, Lyota. Though | would amost certainly hedl her,
knot of manawhich maintains meis not atrue manifestation of the Will and the Word, and still hasto
obey the Laws of Magic that apply herein our world."

"Ah, and by the Laws of Magic, she's one of the Independents. If you pour that much mana into her
a once, sheld violate the Law of Apex. Sheld be snapped back to her own plane whether you healed her
or not, just as surely asif you'd blasted her to vapor with aspell.”

"Precisdly,” Eddas replied, nodding. "And she doesn't want to return home - if she did, she could
samply relax her will and she'd be there dready. So, the hedling hasto be done dowly and carefully, not
all at once. Of course, | could attempt to bind her here - certainly, she'swilling enough, it could be done.



But, that leadsto it's own problems.”

Lyotanodded. "She'd die, for one."

"Die?" | yelped.

Eddas nodded. "Y our sster's body haslittle intrinsc ability to survive onit'sown, Sasha- it'stoo
ductilefor that. For you and | and everyone esein thisworld, the body is a container that houses the
soul, limited by the laws which apply to our world. Her body isan extension of her will, limited by her
training and perception. Her entire existence isthe Will and the Word - but if | bind her here, that
exigtence violates the Divine Compact. Her body would become acontainer for her soul, likewith us -
and it'ssimply too badly hurt tolive."

| ran ahand over Marilith's shoulder, feding her smooth pelt. "But she looks fine..."

"Of course, she'sademon,” Eddas replied, then looked to Marilith. "Marilith, would you like an ember
from thefirefor dessert?'

"0O000! Yes, please!” shereplied, opening her mouth.

Eddas gestured, and a glowing ember floated up from thefire, then settled itsalf on Marilith's dark
tongue. Marilith chewed and swallowed, the blew a puff of smoke out her equine nogtrils. "Mmm...
Delicious. Isthat fromthe trees | smell in bloom around us?"

"Yes, I've quite abit of dried bayallar-wood for cooking and such.”

| gaped. "Alright, it seems her body does not work the way mine does.”



"Not in the dightest bit," Eddas replied asthe others giggled at my amazed expression. "If it did, she
couldn't possibly have survived century after century in constant pain and with no food or drink."

"Mmmm... A drink would be nice. | don't suppose there's any lava nearby?"

"None, I'm afraid. Thanksto you, there's been very few new vol canoes these last two thousand
years.”

Marilith Sghed. "Not even a spot of molten lead?"

"I'm afraid not. Bayallar isal we have," Eddas replied asthe others giggled.

"I suppose that will have to do," Marilith replied with asigh, and Eddas held her cup to her lips.

Lyotashifted Kyriein her Iap, then looked to Eddas. "Well, Father, if you decide to continue dowly
working on healing her and you need an extra hand, let us know. We could come by if you need us, and
take turns with you on working with her. From what | can see of her aura, however, what you'redoing is
probably the best way of doing it on this plane, and | doubt anyone could do better. Well, except
perhapsfor Karg."

"True, and | could probably get himto do it, but | hardly think Sasha and Marilith have the gold to
repay himfor it."

"WhoisKarg?' | asked.



"Karg the Terrible, adragon | know," Eddas replied.

Lyotanodded. "Our little village in the mountainsisin histerritory. He's friends with Father, and has
been for agood two milleniaor so. Helikes us, too, because we leave him done. Dragons are like that,”
shereplied, and rose to her feet, setting the child down beside her. "Well, Father, I'm going to take Kyrie
home - Floria's been ever so anxiousworrying over her," she said, and Eddas rose to hug her. "Farewell
for now, Father! Horiaand | will come vist thiswinter with the young oned™

"I'm looking forward to it," Eddas replied, then Lyotatook Kyrie'slittle hand, gestured with her staff,
and vanished.

"Well," Joy said, rising to her feet, "I'll et you continue working, Old Man. I've got quite abit of work
ahead of me, my little garden hasn't been tended for ayear and the whole tower needs dusting. | think I'll
dothelatter, first. Cal meif you need anything?'

"Y es, Joy, and thank you," Eddas replied, giving her ahug.

Joy walked back inside the tower, and | watched as Eddas resumed working with Marilith. Eddas
spent much of her time touching Marilith on various parts of her body, trying to get her to understand
concepts that seemed utterly basic to me - up and down, left and right, front and back. She wasfine
when it came to her own body, but relating her body to the rest of the world seemed utterly impossible
for her.

"I cannot, Eddas Ayar. It is simply too much. I cannot focus my perception properly. The world
turns, flying through space... The stars dance, the universe turns...”

"None of which matter. Let it go," Eddas replied, and placed an ebon-gloved pam on her broad
equine forehead, between her closed eyes. "Fed this. Fed it. Focus your mind on the sensation of a
hand, pressing against your forehead.”



"I... | haveit."

"Now, expand your perception. Sowly," she said, and began dowly lifting her hand from Marilith's
forehead. "Fed the relationship of space around you. Focus your mind on the hand. Fedl it moving away
from you. Fed your perception expanding. Y ou knedl on the ground, atop a carpet. Do you fed it
beneath you?'

"Yes."

"Tdl mewhat eseisaround you, within that area.”

"I see a half-elf woman... An ethereal beauty, an ancient wisdom... She holds her hand out... |
am focused on her hand."

"L ook deeper, into the astrd. Tell mewhat you see.”

"| see a man. He kneels before me, his hand outstretched... Dark of skin, long of beard... His
heart glows with kindness, yet he is focused, watching me... Hiswill is upon me... | am focused on
his hand.”

I blinked, looking around, but saw nothing other than Eddas and Maxilith.

"Look broader, at the greater redlity,” Eddasreplied. "Tell mewhat you see.”

"I sense a titanic raven, just at the edge of my perception. Ancient, powerful, tremendous... My
clan-father isnot half so strong. It'swill is upon me, it'swing outstretched... | amfocused onit's
wing."



| blinked again - there was il nothing there other than Eddas and Marilith.

"Very carefully, turn your head so your noseis pointing at theraven'swing,” Eddas said. "Sensethe
broader redlity of this, fed the direction you are pointing.”

Marilith did so, pointing her equine nose at Eddas outstretched hand.

"Now - very carefully, lift one of your hands - either hand - and point at the hand of the man. Keep
your eyes closed, and don't touch.”

Marilith lifted her left hand, pointing at Eddas hand.

"Now... Very carefully, lift your other hand, and point at the hand of the woman. Keep your eyes
closed, and don't touch.”

Marilith lifted her right hand, pointing at Eddas hand.

"Hold the three in your mind. Sensethe physical redlity, the astral redity, and the deeper redlity. Hold
them in your mind. Let me know when you haveit."

"l... | haveit, | think."

Eddas dowly moved her hand towards Marilith's face. " Fedl the three become one, reaching for you.
Sense the hand of the woman, the hand of the man, and the wing of the raven reaching for you,” she said,
and extended her gloved forefinger, touching her gently on her broad equine forehead, between her



closed eyes. "Fed the touch of thethree. Fed it in the same spot. Tell meif they mergein your mind.”

"They do. | can sense the three overlapping.”

"Fed the touch drawing back. Keep the three in your mind overlapped. Sense whereyou are. You
kned beside the tower of Eddas Ayar, in what once was the kingdom of King Darrak, in the land of
Hyperborea. Beside you isadirt road that joins the ruins of the King's Road at league marker
forty-three. Sense the roads that join the land. Expand your perception. See the wider redlity of
Hyperborea, and the lands beyond. Sense the continent of Antonica beneath your feet, the Bright Sea
lapping at it'swestern shores. Sense the shimmering of the Inland Seato the east, and the deserts beyond
it. Sense the crater where your prison once stood. Fed theland of Vilandiarisng from the seato the
west across the Bright Sea. Fedl the continent of Palome rising from the seato the east, beyond where
your tower once stood. Fedl your perception merge, and hold the world in your mind. Let me know
when you haveit."

Marilith's face took on alook of concentration. "I... | haveit."

| smply gaped, amazed.

"Now draw your perception in, dowly. Just the continent, then just thisland, then just the three before
you. Arethey sill one?"

"Don't move, don't turn, hold perfectly ill. Fedl the orientation of that in your mind. Focus your mind.
Hold thethree, asone."

"I haveit,” Marilith replied, her voice confident.



"Good. Now - don't shift, don't turn, don't move amuscle. Fed where your hands are pointing. Feel
where your noseis pointing. Feel how thisrdatesto the three, and the redity around yoursdlf that
connects you to them. Once you have that firmly in your mind, very dowly, open your eyes, and ook at
thethree”

Marilith dowly opened her eyes, aflash of glowing red orb peeking from behind furry eydids. After a
moment, shesmiled. "I haveit."

"Very good. Now - turn your head dowly to your right. Fedl your perception shift, and look to your
right.”

Marilith turned her head to me, and smiled. "1 see my sister,” shesaid.

"Good. Hold thisin your mind. Fed how your perceptions relate. Look up,” she ordered, and Marilith
did so. "Now down. Good. Now forward, to me."

"l... 1 think | cando it like this."

"Do you want to try waking?"

n Y%_"

"Sasha, take her hand, and help her to her feet - but gently!"

| nodded, smiling, and rose to my feet, then helped Marilith rise. She stood there next to me, swaying.
"Oooooh... Thisis much harder."



"Hold her hand, Marilith, and fed her relationship to you. Fedl the world around you that connects you
two."

"I can feel the world turning on it's axis, and revolving around the sun, and the sun and moon
and all rotating with the galaxy, and the galaxy moving through space... Aaaah! How do humans
even know where to put a foot?!"

"Ignoreit. Focus on your sister, and the redlity that connects the two of you. Let her lead you."

Marilith nodded, and | took astep. Marilith took a step to follow, very hesitantly, her hoof scuffing the
dirt. | took another step, and Marilith followed again, with abit more confidence. And again, and again -
and soon, Marilithwas grinning as| walked her inacircle. "I have it!"

"Good. WEll practice this again afew more times over the next few days. If you can consistently hold
your perception for afew days, well start working on trying to get you to focus your powers again.”

Marilith grinned at me, then stopped and hugged me. | hugged her back, my mind awhirl with what I'd
learned. My body was something my mind inhabited, and seeing and walking were smply things | took
for granted. For her, her body was an extension of her will, and even the smplest of thingstook an innate
perception of redlity that went far beyond my own mortal senses, in away that both awved and humbled
me... And yet |eft me feding profoundly sorry for her a the sametime.



The Ocean - Forty-One.

Daysturned into weeks, Eddas working with Marilith each day. Elven and dwarven traders came,
trading for the strange bayallar seeds Eddas had stored in exchange for various things that Eddas and
Joy apparently needed. Eddas, who had covered Marilith with an illusion so she would appear asjust a
human girl and not startle the traders, had asked if either of us might wish her to trade for bolts of cloth
that Joy might make into clothing for us. When she asked meif I might want to wear something other than
my armor, however, | had to admit with some embarrassment that | wasn't wearing armor - the scales
were part of my skin. | was nude, and had been so for most of my life. This shocked Joy immensely, and
it was with great embarrassment that | accepted the various dresses, blouses and skirts that she created
as spring wore into summer. Marilith settled on asmple band of black cloth she woretied tightly across
her breasts, and asmple loincloth of the same materid, asmal hole cut in the back for her horse-like tail
and the ends hanging down to about her knees. Though this satisfied Joy, as she apparently didn't expect
ademon to observe proper dress, Joy looked disapprovingly a me anytime | was dressed in anything
lessthan askirt and blouse.

It was ajoyful day when Marilith, after weeks of trying, findly made asmal flame appear a her
fingertips about the middle of summer. Eddas said that if she continued to work at it, soon, she would
have full control of her powersagain. And yet, | wondered... Would she gill want to stay with me once
shefinaly did have her full powersback? | was, to her, dmost nothing. | was amere mortal. She, onthe
other hand, was an immorta, with powers so vast it defied my comprehension. Once shefinaly
recovered her full strength under the patient care of Eddas Ayar, she would have as much in common
with meas| did with an ant.

Summer's sun shone down very warmly as | walked down the little lane that ran past Eddas tower. All
morning I'd stood atop the stone bridge that crossed theriver that passed through Eddas Ayar's land,
leaning againgt therail, but no matter how long | studied the quiet waters, | found no answersthere.
Eddas and Marilith were at the top of the tower, Eddas sill working with her to help her overcome
centuries of crippling pain and perfect her control of her powers again. They had no use for methere, so
| walked on, gazing at the garden Joy grew beside the tower. | looked, and saw her standing in the
garden, carefully hoeing and weeding in abright summer dress. | walked between the negt, tended rows,
the soft earth warm beneath my bare feet. Joy looked up to me, and smiled, then turned back to her
work.

| looked at the garden, searching for something to say. "Ummm..."



"Y es, Sasha?' Joy asked, continuing working.

"Y ou could plant sage between these rows of tomatoes. It'll hel p keep the bugs off them,” | said,
looking at the garden. | was, inthe end, afarmer - it wasal | could think of to say.

"Redlly?| didn't know thet," Joy replied, pausing. "Hmmm... Sage smellsawfully, though.”

"Well, yes, that'swhat keeps the bugs away."

"Hmmm... Well, it might also annoy Eddas. He redlly doesn't like strong smdlls, unlessit's bayallar or
dinner. I'll just keep picking them off as| find them. It gives me something to do.”

| grinned. "Y ou could just do it anyway, and tdll him to hold his noseif he wants tomatoes.”

Joy chuckled. "Yes, | could - but why do something | don't really need to do and | aready know will
annoy him? It will just create an argument for no purpose.”

"YS?I

| Sghed, and Joy paused, looking at me. " Something's on your mind, dear. What isit?"



"Wdl..."

"Thisisn't about my garden, | takeit," Joy said, smiling wryly.

"How do you handleit?" | blurted.

"Handlewhat?"

"I mean... He's so powexrful, and you'e..."

Joy nodded. "Just alittle giantess, yes. Compared to him, | am nothing. And more, he's given me
everything | have. Every moment of happiness| have ever had in my lifeis because of him, Sasha. All he
wantsin return is someone who will love him. And | do,” shereplied, looking & me.

"l...1 see...

"No, you don't, but you will eventudly. Y our sister loves you. Eddas says she could go home at any
time - she could the moment she was freed. She chooses to stay, and be with you. Don't compare
yoursdlf to her, and wonder why. Simply accept it, and hold her close for aslong asyou can.”

"But... But | fed so small compared to her! Like an ant!™

Joy smiled. "But you're hardly that, to her. To her, you are the most important thing in the universe.
Otherwise, she would have | eft the moment she was freed.”



| sighed. "I know, but..."

Joy set aside her hoe, then reached out to give me ahug. "My dear, | know how you fed. Truly | do. |
tower over Eddaslike atall tree, yet in truth he towers over me like amountain. He dealswith gods and
dragons and ghosts and dl sorts of frightening things with total aplomb - it's quite disconcerting. Yet, |
know he needs me, and helovesme. So, | often try to take him down apeg or two, to remind him heis
gtill just aman - that, too, iswhat he needs. He needsto fed grounded, and he needs abit of humility
from timeto time, like any man. Even more than some men, for asa Great Mage, he wields more raw
power than even the mightiest king - thus, when | see his ego puffing up, | often pull out apin and deflate
it abit, and remind him heé'sjust aman,” she said, and grinned as | giggled. "But, | know heisfar more
than just aman, and far more than | can ever dream of. | fedl proud and honored that he loves me, and |
love him back with &l my heart.”

| hugged Joy back, sighing, and she let me go, straightening up and holding my hands for amoment. "l
don't have any answersfor you, unfortunately. Y our relationship with Marilith is something you and she
will haveto work out for yourselves, over time. But no matter what happens, always et her know that
you love her asyour Sster of the soul. Always."

[ smiled. "1 will."

There was asudden puff of brimstone-scented smoke to my side, and suddenly Marilith appeared,
standing next to me. She grinned broadly, hugging me tight, then hopped up and down. "1 did it! | did it!
| translocated straight to you!"

| reached out, grabbing her shoulders. "Stop! Stop! Y ou're trampling Joy's garden!”

Marilith ingtantly stopped, looking down at her feet and seeing the trampled tomato bush benesth her
hooves. "I'mterribly sorry, Joy. | was so excited, | didn't stop to think..." she said, her head hanging
down.

Joy waggled afinger warningly & Marilith's equine nose. "Y ou must always stop to think, Maxilith.
Eddas saysthat you'll be at your full powers, soon. And when you are, you must use them carefully. You
can survive amistake you make. Y our Sster might not."



Marilith's head drooped lower, and the long hair of her drooping tail brushed the ground. "I'm sorry,
Joy. I'll remember your words."

Joy nodded, then looked to me. "Wdll, Sasha, seeif you can help your sister out of my garden
without too much more damage,” she said, and as Marilith turned away, Joy winked a me.

| grinned. "I'll seeif she can manageit,” | replied, and took Marilith's hand, carefully leading her
between the nest little rows of Joy's garden. When we had finally reached the edge, | squeezed her hand.
"Incidentdly, Sger..."

"Yes?" Marilith replied, Sghing.

"Congratulations. I'm very proud of you."

Marilith grinned broadly. " Thank you, Sster."

The Ocean - Forty-Two.



Night came again, and after a pleasant dinner with Eddas and Joy, Marilith and | had goneto bed. I'd
falen adeep very quickly, and was having arather pleasant dream about Round Idand when | felt
Marilith shift in my arms. | didn't redlly think much about it, only fully awakening after she had carefully,
slently dipped hersdf out of the bed. | looked - she seemed to be Sedthily cregping over to the sairs. |
wasimmensaly curious. Marilith glanced back to me, her glowing eyesvisblein the gloom, and | ditted
my eyes, pretending to still be adeep. Satisfied, shelooked up the stairs, and gestured briefly. She then
stood, waiting, her tail flicking back and forth quietly.

Eddas came down the stairs, and | blinked in surprise. She was dressed only in her gloves, boots, and
very skimpy, revealing undergarments made of chainmail. The undergarments struck me as quite odd -
how could they possibly be comfortable? | guessed that it was something one smply got used to. Eddas
hair hung loose about her shoulders, and she glowered at Marilith, reaching behind her to adjust the dim
chain that tightened her upper garment over her breasts. Marilith held afinger across her equinelips,
glancing to me, and Eddas nodded. Eddas entered the garderobe, and | heard the sounds of it being
used. A littlewhilelater, she came back out, still glowering at Marilith as she adjusted the dim chain that
held her lower garment in place. "1 sincerely hope you have a damn good reason for that," she hissed
quietly. "A person's bladder isn't something you play around with."

| suppressed agiggle with amighty effort, trying to remain as quiet asamouse. Mailith, however,
smply smiled, pointing to the door that led outside, and crooking afinger. Eddas nodded, and the two
walked over to the door. Oddly, only Marilith's hooves made a sound, Eddas feet were utterly silent.
Eddas muttered briefly, gesturing, then opened the door - it opened completely silently, without evenit's
usual cresk of hinges. Thetwo of them walked outside, then closed the door behind them. Filled with
curiosity, | sat up quietly. Bare feet would be quiet on the wooden floor, but soft-soled boots would be
even quieter. After reaching down to my boots and pulling them on, | dipped from the bed, then silently
crept over to the door.

"My clan-father whispersto me, Eddas Ayar," Marilith said, and Sghed.

"He wants you to come home, | assume,”" Eddas replied.

"Yes. Failing that, he begs me to trick you into summoning him."



"S0 he can kill me, mogt likely."

"I... I do not know, Eddas Ayar, | am sorry."

"Y ou know you're getting close to the point where you won't be able to go home. Y ou've eaten here
for weeks, now - you, of al people, know therules.

"Yes, | do. Your healing of me, my eating the food of this plane... All of it. But it isworth it,
Eddas Ayar. Sheisworthit. | owe her everything... Everything. You can't imagine the pain, Eddas
Ayar... And yet, shetook it from me. She freed me. Sheis everything to me. | don't want to go
home. | want to stay with her. Wherever sheis... That is home."

"Be careful. Even saying that aloud atersyour situation - yoursisthe Will and the Word, and you
shape your will with your desire. Areyou truly certain? Once you commit yoursdf to this plane, you
cannot change your mind later.”

"I amvery certain, Eddas Ayar. | fedl it. It is my destiny. She is my destiny."

Eddas sighed. "Wdll, | suppose I'd best summon your clan-father, then.”

Therewas along pause, and small scratching sounds. Burning with curiosity, | very carefully pulled the
door open, trying to peek outside. Eddas had summoned her staff, and now used it to mark acirclein the
dirt around hersdf. "I'll need his name, dear. Otherwise I'll just get arandom member of his caste. And
what cagteis he, incidentaly?"

"Ummm... Satyribranche."

"Oh, splendid,” Eddas replied, ralling her eyes.



"Hisnameis Azual."

Eddas nodded, then raised her staff, gesturing in the air with her free hand. Glowing runes of fire
appeared in the air before her as she chanted an incantation.

Suddenly, therewas aflash of fire, and a strong scent like brimstone. An enormous demon, easily
sixteen cubitstall, stood before Eddas, looming over her ominoudly. It's upper body was somewhat
humanoid, with thick, powerfully muscled arms and clawed hands. It's lower legs were those of agodt,
with cloven, goat like hooves. Two enormous, ram-like horns curled from its brow, and it's fanged,
goat-like face twisted in an scowl of fury. It roared at Eddas, every muscle of its body tense. "Free my
daughter, Eddas Ayar!"

Eddas smply gazed at the enormous demon silently, her jaw firm. The air between them seemed to
amogt vibrate with atitanic yet invisble battle... After along moment, the demon's shoulders dumped.
He spoke, hisvoice agrowl of angry defeat. "I should have suspected the will of a Great Mage
might surpass mine... Command me, foul enslaver, | obey."

Eddas crossed her arms. "If you don't mind, my mateis adeep upstairs, I'd rather handle thiswith
some degree of civility.”

The demon looked around, then their eyes caught on me peeking out from behind the door. "What,
that little mortal behind the door?" the demon rumbled.

Eddas sighed. "No, that's Sasha of Woe. Theresmy mate," Eddas said, pointing upwards.

"Eddasl" Joy called down, apparently from the parapet above us.



"Go back to bed, Joy, I'm just having achat with Marilith's clan-father!" Eddas called back.

There was along pause, then Joy shouted again. "Should | faint before or after | make apot of
bayallar for our guest?" she caled back sarcadtically.

| couldn't help mysdlf - | burst out giggling. Marilith laughed, and even the large demon before Eddas
chuckled, a sound like arumble of thunder. Eddas, however, merely smiled. "Go back to bed, Joy,
everything'sdright, and he won't be staying long enough for a pot to warm!*

"Old Man, you and | are going to have a long talk when you get done!™

"Onel'msurel won't enjoy," Eddas muttered, then smiled up at the parapet. "Y es, dear! Sorry! I'll try
to conjure greater demons a bit more quietly next time!™

"I don't think you're helping yourself, Eddas Ayar," Marilith giggled.

"Oh, yes, a very long talk!" Joy shouted back.

"Wonderful," Eddas muttered, then looked to me. ""Come on out of there, Sasha.”

"But... Ummm... I'm not dressed!" | called from behind the door.

"Now."

Willing my scalesto cover mysdlf, | opened the door and walked over next to Marilith, blushing.



Eddas, however, did not look at me, but looked up to the demon she had summoned. "Sit, Azual. | have
no commands for you other than to smply sit and talk peacefully, and remain until you have heard what
your daughter wishesto say. | am not holding your daughter here. She stays of her own free will."

"Truly?"

"Truly," Eddas replied, and gestured.

"You release me?"

"Of course. | have no commandsfor you, Azua. Simply Sit, and listen to your daughter. As| said, she
isnot my bond-servant. She stays here of her own free will."

"It'strue, father. | am here of my own free will, Eddas Ayar does not compel me. He respects
our people, and understands our statusin the Divine Compact. He freed me, with the help of my
sister, Sasha. Heis a Great Mage, father, and an immortal of this plane. He under stands us quite
well."

"Yes, child, his name and reputation is well known in Hell, though you know it not due to your
imprisonment. | thought, perhaps, that this reputation might be undeserved, and that Eddas Ayar
held you bound. | can see | was wrong... But then | must wonder what has happened to you to
make you choose so foolishly?" The huge demon sighed, lowering himself to Sit, then looking at
Mailith. " The Ocean whispered she might work for your freedom. | see by this Daughter of Ocean
she has. Yet, you remain, and call this Daughter of Ocean your sister... | cannot under stand. What
dire trick has the Ocean played upon you, my child?"

Marilith shook her head. "No trick, father. | have learned much from two thousand years of
watching this world, and from watching this one all her life. Those whom | once despised as mere
ants, | have learned can also be great and noble beings. Sasha accepted me as a sister of the soul -
and | her. | was dying in agony, father. She reached to me, she eased my pain, and saved my life. |
was imprisoned, and she freed me with the help of Eddas Ayar. | have shared her laughter and
tears for years now, father, and that laughter helped me endure, and survive. | love her, father. |
do not wish to leave her."



"My child... | can seeitinyour aura, you arein direrisk of conversion to the laws of this plane,
and the loss of your independence. Is that truly what you wish? To become an immortal of this
plane, bound to mortal coil? If you die here, you would simply be gone, lost to the Afterlife, just as
the immortals of this plane are. Even the greatest of us could never recover you! Come home,
child."

Marilith reached out and hugged me. "1 am home, Father. Wherever sheis, that is my home."

"| told her much the same, Azual, and that was her reply to me, aswell," Eddasreplied. "I think if
you're expecting your children to listen to you just because you'reright, you're probably expecting too
much," she added, then smiled wryly.

Azua glowered a me. "And you, mortal... Do you really know what you are doing to my
daughter, and to my people? The loss of even one of usis a grave matter. She could never have
children on your plane, and upon your death, you condemn her to a life of loneliness! She could be
captured by a mage of thisworld, enslaved to do their bidding! She could be slain by one of the
other immortals of thisworld, and lost forever!"

It was amoment before | found my nerve again - he was very large, and quite frightening. "Well, asto
thefirgt, I can't say much. | can't reproduce, myself. My menses stopped years ago, from the belt the
mer-magi gave me, and-"

Azual peered at me, then snorted. "Bah, you are not barren! Your womb is that of a human
woman, you've simply stopped menstruating and now have estrus instead, like most other
mammals of your world. You could have a child anytime you wished. She cannot!"

Eddas blinked, looking a me. "Y ou don't menstruate?”

| blushed. "No, | don't."



"You'relucky," Eddas replied, making a moue'.

Azua chuckled, and | spoke quickly, hoping to change the subject. "Ummm... Well, asfor the other
two things you mentioned, I'll protect her."

"Bah! You're a mere mortal, without even a trace of the Talent! | could destroy you with a flick
of my finger, and Eddas Ayar could do the same. Any immortal of this plane could kill you easily -
and many of the mortals, as well! How can you possibly protect my daughter, foolish mortal ?!"

Marilith raised her head. "I will teach her, father. | will use my powers, | will create the tools she
needs to defend both herself and me, and teach her how to use them. | will enchant her boots to
shield her like the finest armor. | will enchant her glovesto allow her to deflect sorcery much as
she would deflect the blows an enemy might deal with their fists. | will create the tools she needs,
and teach her to use these tools."

Azual looked to Eddas, the expression on his goat-like face quite odd - he looked... Desperate.
"Help me, Eddas Ayar! Explain to my daughter the true dangers she is undertaking, the true
difficulty of all this! You have her respect, that much is obvious! Help me convince her thisis
foolish!™

Eddas shrugged. "1 can't, Azud. It's her opinion thisisher destiny. And, in that, | think she's probably
right. The greater reality about them has yet to form - but you can senseit. It'sthere. Her fate and that of
Sasha are intertwined, obvioudly. | think that perhaps they may become together something far greater
than they areindividudly. | do not know - your people are the Independents, under the Divine Compact.
No god looks over you, and none look out for you. But, they are watching you, and have been using
you from timeto timefor ages. If the Ocean intends Marilith and Sashaas apawn in the Great Game,
then it'sabold move indeed - and one that may, in the end, be to your benefit. But it's smply too early to
tell. Wewill haveto wait until their fina forging iscomplete.”

Azua sghed. "Which may be here with you, or centuries from now on some unknown field of
battle," hereplied. He stared down at the ground for along moment, and | saw him in adifferent light.
His people were, redlly, people. Different from mysdlf, yes. But, so were the mer-folk different from me,



once. Y et, they were people, too. And like al people, some were good, some were bad, some merely
misguided.

Findly, Azua nodded, then looked at me. " Take these, Daughter of Ocean,” herumbled, holding
out his clawed hand. Severa crystals gppeared in his pam, each of adifferent color. "l sense you are
trained as a healer. These crystals are from our dimension, and are used in healing my people. My
daughter can teach you how to use them. | hope you will have no need of them, however."

"Thank you, | hope s0, too," | replied, taking the crystals from him. There were sevenin dl, each
about as thick as my wrist and about two handslong. | placed them insde the little magic bottle at my
wrid.

"Daughter, | do not agree with your decision. But, | will respect it. The Great Mageisright.
When the two of you stand together, thereis a greater reality between you that lurks at the edge
of my perception. You are still a child, to our people. But here, on the Mortal Plane, you are an
Ancient One, a being of great age, and great wisdom," he said, and glowered at her. " See that you
do not shame your clan by failing to live up to this."

"I will do my best, father," Marilith replied, bowing her head.

"Good. And always remember..." he said, then sighed. "You will be missed.”

"I'll miss you, too, father,” Maxilith replied softly.

Azual then roseto hisfeet, and looked to Eddas. " You have built quite a reputation in Hell, Eddas
Ayar. | seeit was well-deserved," herumbled, awry grin a the corner of hisfanged, goat-like muzzle.
Then, in aflash of fire and brimstone, he vanished.

| smiled. "Well, that's that, | suppose. Come on, Marilith. Let's get some deep.”



Marilith sghed for amoment, then smiled, looking a me. "Alright."

Eddas shook her head. "Oh, no! Y ou are hardly going to just trot back to bed and leave meto face
Joy for thisaone!" she snapped, then crooked afinger at Marilith. "Come dong, girl. You're going to
explain thisto Joy for me."

"But-"

"Now," Eddasreplied, glowering at her.

"Yes, Eddas Ayar," Marilith replied meekly, and followed with her head lowered in embarrassment. |
followed behind them, and as they went up the stairs, | climbed back into bed.

I grinned in the darkness, curling up beneath the blankets. "How bad can it be?' | whispered, knowing
Marilith could hear methrough our link. " After al, you were brave enough with your clan-father!”

"Would you like to take my place?" Marilith whispered back.

| could aready envision Joy's stern facein my mind. "Ummm... No," | replied, and burst into giggles.



The Ocean - Forty-Three.

Three weeks |ater, near the end of summer, acrisis occurred. Now, | was desperately pulling Eddas
Ayar's gloved hand, leading her down the stairs. "Hurry!"

Eddas, who had barely had time to dress before | came upstairs, trotted along behind. "Alright, dright
- but would you mind telling me what the problem is?'

"She didn't wake up thismorning!"

"Ah. Isshe dill breathing?"

"Yes, but | can't wake her up!" | wailed, reaching the bottom of the stairs and dashing over to
Mailith.

Eddas waked over, summoning her staff to her grip, then knelt beside the bed, looking Marilith over.
Marilith lay there quietly, breathing softly. Eddaslifted Marilith's eydids, reveding the incandescent orbs
of her eyes, then ran her fingers over Marilith's body for amoment. "She'sadeep, dright,” shesaid at
last.

"How can you be so calm about this?" | yelped.

Eddas rose, smoothing her robe. "' Probably because | aready told her this would happen. I've known



it would happen since you first came here. Y orindar hinted at it in adream. He hints quite abit, rarely
speaks plainly. Even the gods must be careful when dedling with Paradox.”

"But... But what'sthe matter with her? Why won't she wake up?*

Eddas |ooked to me, her expression grave. " She degpsthe deep of one who has never dept in nearly
three thousand years, Sasha of Woe. She has finally made the conversion to the laws of our world. Her
body now isno longer merely an extension of her will, but now isavesse for her soul, like yoursand
mine. For good or ill, she's now permanently aresident of our world. She can never go home again.”

"You... You mean shell deep forever?!™

Eddas smiled. "No. Shelll wake up eventualy on her own, of course. It'sas| said - she hasn't dept for
her entire life, and she's nearly three thousand years old. If we leave her done, shelll wake up sooner or
later.”

"How long will that take?"

Eddas shrugged. "Oh, no longer than afew weeks, | would guess. She's hardly adragon, after al.”

| gaped. "A few weeks?!"

"Yes, of course!" shesaid, and grinned. "Come - | don't have my waist-belt or my hair-band on, and
Joy is probably wanting breskfast. Come upgtairs. Well wake Marilith in abit, shell be fine here until
then."

| followed Eddas back up the stairs, still very concerned. She paused in her laboratory long enough to
pick up asmall hanging brazier and some cods, and after hanging it on the hook in the fireplace, shelit



some coalsinsdeit. After Eddas finished dressing, she conjured breakfast for Joy, herself and I.
Unfortunately, | was amost too upset to eat.

"Edt, Sasha," Joy said, smiling. Eddas had dready explained the problem smply by telling her Marilith
was adeep - it was, apparently, a conversation they'd had before, so Joy did not ask for any further
explanation.

| Sghed. "I'm just worried," | said, picking at my food.

"Sasha," Eddas said, smiling, “it will bedright. Really."

"Areyou sure of that?'

Eddas smiled again. "Postive. Now hurry up, the coas are dmost ready.”

| eventually finished, and soon Joy, Eddas and | were heading back downstairs. Eddas had the
brazier's chains over her staff, and carried it before her down the airs carefully, trailing smoke behind
us. When we reached the bottom of the tower, she looked to Joy. "Joy, could you open the door,
please? I'd rather not fill the tower with smoke.”

Joy nodded, doing so, and Eddas knedlt beside Marilith. With a gentle breath, she blew some of the
smoke from the charcoal across her face.

Marilith's equine nostrils flickered, and Eddas smiled, blowing a bit more smoke across her nose.

"Mmm... Charcoal..." Marilith murmered.



"Wake up, Marilith. Timefor breakfast.”

Marilith yawned, stretching and blinking her eyes - then suddenly jerked awake, Sitting up in aflash.
"Aaaaah! | was adleep!”

"Of course you were, dear," Eddasreplied smiling, and | grinned.

"And | had a dream!"

"Of courseyou did, dear," Eddas replied, smiling wider.

"But | don't sleep! None of my people do! 1've never slept before in my life!™

"Y ou do, now. Now, do you think you can remember the fedling of being adeep?!

"Well... Yes, | can. It's much like the Plane of Dreams usually feels, but with less focus...”

"Good, because you're il abeing of the Will and the Word, Marilith. Y ou'll have to notice when you
are adeep, and remember to wake up on your own."

"But... But that means..."

"Yes. Youvefindly converted to the laws of thisworld, Marilith. Y our body isfully healed, and your



powers should be restored. But, you can never go home again.”

Marilith nodded, sitting up in bed, a contemplative look on her face. Findly, she looked at me, and
gmiled. "I am home, Eddas Ayar. Wherever my sister is, that is home."

| sat next to Marilith, and hugged her tight. "1 fed the same way, Sdter.”

"Good," Eddas said, smiling again. "Now - eat your breskfast, Marilith. That's another thing you'll have
to start getting used to. Y our will can sustain you quite along while - but you're not a greater demon, and
this body is now subject to the rules of thisplane. Y ou do have to eat something now and again.”

"0o000... Charcoal..." Marilith said, reaching out to pluck aglowing piece of charcod from the
brazier with her fingers, then pop it into her mouth, chewing happily and swallowing it down.

"lsn't that hot to you at al?' | asked, gaping at her.

Marilith blew a puff of smoke out her nogtrils, then grinned. " Think of it as very, very spicy food,"
Marilith replied, and giggled.

| did adouble-take, then burst out laughing. Joy giggled as she watched us, but Eddas merely smiled.
"Just in case this happens again, Sasha, thisisthe pleasant way to wake her up.”

"There are unpleasant ways to wake her up?' | asked, watching as Marilith gobbled more hot coals.

"Umm-hmm. Asyou've areedy figured out, she's never dept before, so shelll deep very deeply until
shegetsused to it. If you don't have some fresh, hot charcoa available, try sticking your finger in her
nogrilsand wiggling it abit.”



| nodded. "I'll remember that."

Marilith clapped her hand over her equine nose, looking at me wide-eyed. "You wouldn't!"

I grinned. "Of course | would. Y ou can't deep forever, you know."

"But... But I'myour sister! That would be obscene!"

| blinked. "It would?'

Eddas grinned at Marilith. "Y ou haven't explained to her how your people reproduce, have you?'

"Well, no! I'd already decided that if | was going to stay here, | obviously wasn't going to have
any children so | never thought to... | mean..."

"Y ou reproduce through your nose?!" | giggled.

"Mouth and nose, actudly,” Eddas replied, smiling. "Their bodies vary extremely widely, you see -
each chooses what their body will be when they reach maturity, based on what task they wish to take up
as an adult. Though some of their males and femaes have genitdialike humansdo, it's more for pleasure
than anything else. All of them, however, have a mouth and nose of some kind. When they reproduce,
male and femd e kiss, and the femal e stops breathing. The mae then exhadesinto her mouth, and she
bresthes only from him until the new spirit takes hold within her. A newborn demon has no physical
body, it'smore like afog or puff of smoke - the femae exhaesit out her nose eventualy when it's
finished developing. The kiss, however, takes quite some time to complete.”



"I can't believe you're actually telling her this,” Marilith replied, turning her head and looking very
embarrassed.

| giggled again, seeing Marilith's reaction and remembering my own fedlingsyearsago in avery smilar
Stuation. "How long does the kiss take to complete?!

"Usudly no more than acentury or two."

| gaped. "A century or two?"

"Y es. Thefemale then exhades the spirit-form child sometime in the next three or four centuries.”

Joy smiled. "That sounds very romantic, Old Man. A kissthat lasts a century. But however did you
finddl thisout?'

Eddas grinned. "Wdl, Joy, summoning demonswas apart of the training of the Dyclonic circle-
Journeyman were required to master the basics of the Greater Magics before they could be promoted to
therank of Master, and summoning demonsisapart of that. After learning the precautionary spellsand
the spells of summoning, | summoned my first demon under the watchful eye of High Master Frarim. It
was alesser demon, a bufotibranche, asmdl little male that resembled a somewhat humanoid
dime-covered toad with horns. | expected it to scream at me and try to unnerve me so it might win the
contest of wills. And, it did. It screamed "You bastard! Do you know how long I've been trying to get
her to say 'yes?!""

Marilith burst into whooping laughter, and | doubled over with giggles. Joy guffawed, shaking her
head. "What happened then, Old Man?"

"WEell, | gpologized, of course, and asked him what had happened. The explanation evolved into an
explanation of demonic reproduction in generd, and that's how | learned - the whole Dyclonic circle
learned, redly. Master Frarim had me later writeit down to add to our knowledge, aswe'd smply never



known any of it before. It was quite an honor to actualy add anew book to our library... But, | digress.
Anyway, once we were done chatting, | told the little demon that | thought if hisintended mate wasn't
patient enough to wait until his return, then she probably wasn't good enough for him anyway. Well, he
accepted this, and | let him go. Bufotibranches have quite a high opinion of themselves, asfor alesser
demon they're consdered quite handsome.”

| blinked - | couldn't understand how a dime-covered toad with horns might even be thought of as
dtractive. "They are?'

Marilith smiled dreamily. "Mmm... Yes. Very handsome. And quite tasty when you lick their..." she
sad, then looked around. "Ummm... Nevermind."

| doubled over with giggles again, and Joy and Eddas chuckled. "Come, Marilith - finish your
breakfast beforeit cools," Eddas said.

Marilith nodded and did so, gobbling down hot coa's, and when she was done, she blew along puff of
smoke from her nogtrils, and smiled. " Thank you, Eddas Ayar."

"Yourewecome," Eddas replied, rising to her feet and il holding the brazier dangling from her staff.
"I'm going to put this brazier away. Joy, help Sasha decide what she's going to take with her, will you?'

"Alright, Old Man,” Joy replied, smiling.

| blinked. "Take with me? Wheream | going?”’

Eddas paused on her way to the stairs. "Anywhere you like, Sasha. Y our time with meisdone. If you
want, you can come by and visit, of course - Marilith can bring you. And, of course, if you have any
trouble you think you need help with, fedl freeto drop by and chat with us about it. But otherwise, your
timewith meisdone. Y ou're free to go anywhere you wish."



| smiled. "It's been dmost twelve years... I'd love to go back to Round Idand again. That'sredly
home, for me," | said, and looked to Marilith. "Marilith, can you take us back home to Round Idand?"

Marilith nodded, smiling. "Easily."

| grinned. "Gresat! | was not looking forward to swimming for another six months of ayear to get
there. | don't even know which way the ocean isfrom herel”

Eddas chuckled. "West. Follow the ruins of the King's Road past the ruins of King Darrak's castle,
and you'll eventually come to the Western Dead Zone. Head straight acrossit, and you'll be at the sea”

"Ruins? Dead Zones? That sounds like something terrible happened here...”

Eddas smilefaded. She spent amoment diding the brazier up her staff closer to her hand so it would
be ahit easier to carry, then looked at me. "Y es. Something terrible did happen. Thisland was once the
home of agrest civilization, Sasha - that of my people, the Hyperboreans. A terrible war came, and now,
they're gone. Some day, my daughterswill grow in numbers, and raise their own civilization from the
ashes of mine. Today, the Witch-Women of Hyperborea are honored and respected for athousand
leagues around - and someday, they will be respected throughout the world as honorable and noble
descendants of my people. But my people and my civilization are goneforever,” Eddas replied, and
turned, walking up the Sairs.

Joy sighed, looking after Eddas. | looked to Joy, very embarrassed. "Ummm... Did | say something
wrong?"

Joy shook her head, and smiled at me. "No, dear. He'sjust in one of his moods. He sometimes gets
thisway when people haveto leave. He spent many years here utterly done, and..." Joy shook her head.
"Wdll, nevermind. A story for another day, perhaps. For now, let's go through the clothes | made for
you, S0 you can choose what you'll take with you. Y ou don't have alot of room in that little bottle, |
think, so well haveto choose carefully.”



| smiled. "Alright.”

The Ocean - Forty-Four.

Our homecoming was rapturoudy joyful. Pearl wept endlesdy, hugging Marilith and | for quite some
time - and we, her. Even for the long-lived mer-folk, twelve years was quite some time to be parted. All
my clan was tremendoudy overjoyed to see me again, and even happier to findly meet Marilith, who had
been for so long merely someone they had heard of, and never seen. My ahility to transform as| chose
into human or mermaid fascinated many who had not seen it before, of course, and some wished to
know if Marilith could do the same. She explained that she could, but only through use of magic - her
body naturally had two forms, like mine, but neither one wasthat of amer-folk. When she showed her
second form off to everyone, even | was amazed - she transformed into a mighty horse, a powerful and
ominous mare who could gallop across the beaches at breathtaking speeds.

There was so much to tell and so many to tell it to, it took daysto explainit al. A lot had happened to
mein admost twelve years, and | had learned much. Not al of Buntaro's knowledge was that of pain and
killing - pressure points could be used to hedl, aswell. What little | had learned of Eddas Ayar | shared
with them, too, which al found quite fascinating. In turn, they shared what had happened among
themsavesin twelve years. There were now many more children, and al the clans of the Windward I1des
were now part of aloose dliance, dedicated to not only protecting each other, but to dowly writing
down their knowledge, legends and stories for future generations (using the new aphabet Pearl had

developed).



Cleaning the dust and spiderwebs of over adecade in my little house was quite a chore - but, once |
was done, | discovered even more work was in store. The house now needed a bit of repair, asit was
getting quite old. I told Marilith about it, and she smply nodded, and began repairing the house with
careful magica gestures. She was very tired afterwards and dept the rest of the day, but the house was
repaired and very comfortable for usto livein.

Above dl else, however, was Y anar. He was so wonderful. Bright-eyes and Y anar accepted me as
part of their little family, and Y anar held me close, cuddling me often. We spent aweek in pleasant
experimentation, Bright-eyes hand atop mine, teaching me, guiding me, and sharing her mate with me as|
cuddled him and stroked his hips. But, unfortunately, we discovered that it wastrue - | could not have
children with him. Still, Yanar and | shared our love for nearly ayear thereafter, and it was awonderful
and specia time, for me.

Finaly, however, Y anar's son came of ageto begin his hunting lessons. With most of histime
thereafter spent in the sea, teaching his son to hunt, | had more time to myself - timeto think about my
relationship with Y anar and Bright-eyes. And, astime passed, Y anar and | gradualy drifted apart.

We remained close theresfter, of course. Y anar, Bright-eyes and their children remained very closeto
meand | to them. Their children eventualy cameto cal me'aunti€, as| was gill part of their little family.
But in the end, though we remained dear friends, | knew in my heart that | would aways be dightly apart
from them. Neither fully mermaid nor fully human, | was accepted by my clan as one of them, but | knew
inmy heart that | was not. No, | was something different... Something | did not completely understand. |
could fed it - something larger loomed over me... | had alarger destiny than being merely another
mermaid of the Round Idand clan, though | knew not what it was.

Finaly, oneday, | sat on thelittle porch of my house, my legs dangling over the edge, thinking. Quiet
hoof steps approached, and Marilith pulled hersdlf atop thelittle platform, sitting next tome. “Is
something wrong, Sster?"

"No, no... Just thinking," | replied.

"What about?"



"Wll... When we were with Eddas Ayar, she said so much... And now, alot of it beginsto sink in.”

"Oh? Like what?"

"Wll, she said that between us, there was agreater redlity... That somehow, together, we were
something greater than we were individualy. And your clan-father agreed. Now I'm Sitting hereon
Round Idand, and redlizing that thisistrue. Our destiny isn't to just St herefor the next few thousand
years and live with the mer-folk. There's something larger out there for us... | can senseit, somehow.”

"Aaaaaah, so that's why you broke up with Yanar," Marilith said, smiling. "You've finally reached
the point where you can sense the greater reality."

"Canl?| cantredly tel. | just fed..." | said, and shrugged. "Well, | can't redly describeit.”

"My people call it the foreshadow. After an event passes in the stream of time, the after shadow
is easily visible. The foreshadow, what humans often call destiny, is harder to see. Sorm once said
| was much like a giant manta of immense size, casting a shadow over your life. She did not know
that the truth is a greater reality lurks between and above us, casting it's shadow over both our
lives. | have seen this now for months, ever since we returned to the island. | hoped that
eventually, you would sense it, too. And now, you do."

| smiled. "Well, I'm glad it'sactualy something I'm sensing, and not just me being maudlin.”

" You being maudlin? Hah!" Marilith replied, rolling her eyes & hersdf. "I've had to catch myself a
hundred times or more, what with how much of a fool |1 made of myself while we were at Eddas
Ayar's tower," Marilith said with asigh, and shook her head sadly.

"What do you mean?"



"Oh, Sasha! I'ma good thousand years older than Eddas Ayar, and yet he made me feel like
such a child! Time and time again | found myself not merely feeling like a child next to him, but
acting like one, as well."

| burst into giggles. "Y ou, too? I'm over thirty, and yet | felt like a baby next to Eddas and Joy."

"Exactly how | felt,” Marilith said, nodding, then Sghed again. "1 suppose we wer e supposed to
feel that way. Eddasis a tool of the gods... And, someday, when our own forging is complete... We
will be the same, and be his equals,” shesad, then grinned wryly. "Or, if not his equal, at least we'll
have enough confidence to where we won't be acting like we need diapers.”

| smiled, wrapping my arms around Marilith and hugging her. Marilith smiled, and hugged me back.
After amoment, | scooted close to her, rump-to-rump, drew her arm over my shoulder, then draped my
arm over hers. Together, we sat and looked through the trees, at the ocean beyond.

So many things had happened to us... And yet, my life dtill felt incomplete. Y anar had been so
wonderful... And yet, it was not meant to be. | sighed, gazing out at the ocean. "Do you think there will
ever be someonefor us?'

"Someone for you, you mean?"

"No, | mean someonefor us. Like Joy isfor Eddas. | am hardly going to find someone who won't
accept the both of us, Marilith. | never want you to be unhappy again,” | said, and sighed. "Redly, | think
that's another reason Y anar and | drifted gpart. He loves me, of course. And he likes you. Unfortunately,
that'sasfar asit will ever go. And | couldn't just live in happiness, knowing that you would be londly."

Marilith burst into giggles. " That would have to be some man, to love you and your demon
Sister.”



"Mmm... And he/d have to be handsome,” | said, grinning. "No ugly ones. And definitely mae. Joy
may be able to accept Eddas as she... Err... Asheis, but | want a male, thank you very much.”

Marilith giggled harder. " And a good kisser! | want a nice, long kiss."

"And perhaps a pleasant breath?' | replied, grinning dyly &t her.

"Mmm... That would be so nice... | mean, even if | can't have children here, it would be so
nice... Feeling a strong mal€'s breath gently filling me... Feeling his spirit warming me..." Mailith
shivered, then giggled again. " Yes, add that to the list.”

"And tall! No little Pdlomean men! Goddess, it was So annoying sometimes, most of them only came
up to my breadts, and that's al they could look at sometimes!”

"Awww... But General Morita looked so cute when he was staring at your breasts and trying to
figure out how you got your armor to stick to your skin like that,” Marilith replied, and giggled

again.

"Tall,” I ingsted. "If you get sweet bresth and good kisser, | get tall and handsome,” | said, then
giggled.

"Deal," Marilith replied, grinning. "Now what do we both get?"

"Hmmm... Smart. Accepting. Has to be able to accept both of us. It's atwo-for-one dedl, here, either
he accepts both of us or he doesn't get either.”

"Agreed. And he has to be wise," Marilith added. " And humble. No pompous ones who think
they know everything."



"Supportive. A good sense of humor. And very caring,” | added, and Marilith nodded again.

We sat therefor awhilein silence. | hugged her shoulder, and she hugged mine. Finaly, Marilith spoke
agan. "So where are we going to find a man like that?"

"Beats me, but | know what we should to in the meantime,” | replied, and grinned.

"Oh? What?"

"Well, it dawned on me that you were probably right - the Goddess does intend for usto be her tool in
the conflict between the gods. And with dl thetraining | did and with al the training you did, the one thing
we've never doneis actually sat down and taught each other what we know, and learn how to work
together."

Marilith nodded. "That's true. | watched you and Buntaro for years - but watching is not the
same as doing. And, | told my clan-father | would make you a few enchanted items, and teach you
how to use them to defend yourself against sorcery. | need to do that. And | still need to teach you
how to use those gems my father gave you, in case | amever hurt or ill. Someday, the Ocean will
whisper again, that we are needed somewhere. You will need to be ready. And, really, so will 1."

"Then were agreed. WElI train each other in what we both know, and stick together - ssters forever,”
| said, and grinned.

"Sstersforever," Marilith agreed, and we hugged each other tightly.

"Shall we get started now?" | asked, grinning.



"Alright. What shall we work on, first?"

"Learning to ride your back when youreahorse," | replied. "Y ou told me before that trand ocating
two peopleisabit tiring for you, and you also said it's somewhat... Err... 'Noisy', magically spesking. |
should learn to ride bareback when you're in your quadruped form."

"Hmmm... While all that's very true, | think you also just want to ride a horse again. | saw you
in Palome - you loved every moment of riding!" Marilith said, and grinned.

| blushed. "Well, yes, that too. It isdright, isn't it? | mean, you don't mind?*

"Will you teach me to swimlike a mermaid in turn so | can follow you in the water? | can form
atail todoit with sorcery.”

"Surel" | replied, grinning.

Marilith hopped off the porch, then shimmered - in amoment, she'd shifted to her quadruped form.
"Then I'd love to,” shereplied, and giggled. Marilith sSide-stepped closer to the edge of the porch, then
looked at me over her shoulder. "Come on - slide on my back!" | grinned, dipping my leg over her
back and diding off the porch, onto her. | could fedl her powerful muscles shifting as she sidestepped
away from the porch, and turned to face the beach. " Okay, now there are three rules, here: Rule one,
hold on with your legs, not with your hands. If you hold onto my mane, it hurts. Rule two, duck the
branches of trees. There's some trees right there, if you're sitting straight up you'll crack your
skull. Duck low so you don't get hurt. Always remember - when | say duck, you duck."

"Okay, | can do dl that. What'sthethird rule?’

Marlilith glowered at me over her shoulder. "If you try to put a saddle on me, yell 'giddyup’ or start



calling me a horsie, I'm going to buck you so hard you won't hit ground for a week."

"Ded," | replied, grinning.

"Alright - here we go!" Marilith shouted, and began trotting for the trees, heading for the ocean. |
ducked the branches, and once she reached the beach, she turned and started galloping aong the sand.
Shedrifted abit over to the water, splashing me with the spray from her hooves as sheran dong. |
couldn't help mysdf - | squeded with laughter. Marilith grinned, looking over her shoulder, and trotted
around and around the idand, teaching me how to hang on when she turned, dowed down, speeded up,
and cameto astop. It was actualy different than riding anormal horse. She was larger than the horses of
Palome had been, and unlike them, she was actualy trying to keep me on her back. The mer-folk saw us
trotting around, and waved happily. | waved back, grinning broadly.

Findly, Marilith dowed to ahdt on the eastern beach, and | leaned down, wrapping my arms around
her neck. "I loveyou, Sigter," | said, hugging her tight.

"I love you, too, Sster," Marilith replied, grinning an equinegrin.

The Ocean - Forty-Five.

Weworked daily after that, teaching each other what we knew, learning from each other - and, in



truth, growing closer together. Learning with Marilith aso meant learning about her, and what she was
redly capable of doing. Though her powers were now limited by the laws of magic which gpplied to this
plane, her powerswere till, as she put it, the Will and the Word. She could, redlly, do anything a highly
skilled sorcerer could do, and usualy with the same effort - though, because she had amore innate
understanding of magic and did not need to bother with complex formulas and incantations, she could
often do it faster. Her body was no longer the flexible, ductile dream-warrior's body she once had, and
she was now limited to the two basic forms that were natura to it - that of a horse, and that of an equine
humanoid. Y et, her powers of magic more than made up the difference - she could, with an effort, form a
mermaid-like tail when shewasin her humanoid form, and she eventudly learned to swim just asfast as|
could.

She il retained the innate abilities of her kind, of course - she could understand any language,
teleport anywhere she pleased, defend hersdf againgt magic easily, and she wasimmune to poisons and
diseases of thisworld (or, at least, S0 we assumed - we hadn't found anything that could make her ill yet).
But, with her new body came what were, to her, new limitations. Her flesh, oncethe elusive, ductile
materid of dreams and dmost impaossibleto injure, now was no stronger than the flesh of any other
mortal. One day whilein her humanoid form she stepped on asmal stone that might have been just a
painful annoyance to my hedl. For her, however, it got stuck into the frog of her hoof - she waslame for
an hour until I managed to hed her with the crystals her clan-father had provided. I'd thought she would
just heal hersdf with magic, but she explained that she couldn't. She could hedl me easily with sorcery,
but heding hersdf wasimmensdly difficult, due to the laws of magic which applied to thisworld.
Certainly, her flesh wasimmune to extremes of temperature - she could easily pluck acod out of thefire
and pop it into her mouth without harm. But, sharp thorns could till pierce her skin and wound her in
tender spots, as she learned one day when she sat on the grass near the beach and got athorn in her
rump. Eating was previousy smply a pleasureto her. Food and drink to ademon maintained the body
without effort of will, and freed the will for other uses. But now, food and drink was a necessity for
Marilith - though she could go without, she would grow very hungry, thirsty and wesk, and it was
obvious she could starve and thirst to death. She could eat nearly anything, however, so feeding her was
not a problem. Though she preferred hot coals from afireto eat, | eventually managed to get her used to
more ordinary disheslikefish. Redlly, we were amatched pair - for each weakness she had, | had a
strength. For each weakness | had, she had a strength.

Asthe daysturned into weeks, | discovered Eddas Ayar had been right - my speed of learning was,
gpparently, dueto being amermaid. Marilith learned Buntaro's art quite dowly, far more dowly than |
had. Still, my own learning of the defend ve techniques she was teaching me did not proceed much faster
- lacking the Talent or any other innate way of understanding magic, Marilith had enchanted my glovesto
give my hands clues asto the magica energies around me. Learning to read these subtle clues and apply
my will through the glovesto deflect these energiestook quite abit of practice - and many energies could
not be deflected, but had to be resisted with my will, or smply dodged. No matter what the appropriate
response was, however, the decision had to be made ingtantly, asinnately as one would deflect apunch
or kick. And that, | found, was quite difficult to master.



Asthe weeksturned into months, | redized that Marilith truly felt like asster to me, now. Older than
I, and when it came to some things much wiser than |. Y &t, at the same time, there were things about
which | was often wiser than her. We laughed together, worked together, ate together, dept together...
Wewere, truly, sgters.

Y es, the more | worked with Marilith, the more familiar | became with her - and the closer we
became. | learned she had avery dry wit, onethat had not really shown itself much when shewas
imprisoned and in pain. Now, free of pain and settling into anew life with me, her wit often cameto the
surface. When we spent time with the mermaids at the cove, preening each other and watching the males
play their usua courtship games, she often would form amermaid'stail of shimmering ebon scales and
amply joinin. It was normal for mermaids to comment on the mermen who tried to woo their friends,
casting various aspersions about the males who occasiondly came up with gifts of fish and suchtotry to
court them. However, Mariliths dry wit often made usall laugh so hard that the poor maes were nearly
crushed by it. It didn't help that Marilith was, in the eyes of the mer-folk, an 'Ancient Onée - abeing of
great age, and thus presumably great wisdom. Thiswasarole Marilith fell into naturally, and seemed to
enjoy quite abit. Still, those who were sincere and genuine (and persstent) often found that Marilith
would eventualy accept the Sincerity of their courtship, and temper her wit with asmile.

Asthe years passed, Marilith dowly fell into what | eventualy redized was amore 'naturd’ personae
for ademoness - dark of wit, dy of smile, and seemingly full of secrets. Y et, when we were done, she
smply was hersdf - my sister. Though she was thousands of years older than me, in truth, shewas gill a
young girl in the eyes of her people. Eventudly, | redized that as much as | had grown into awoman on
Round Idand, Marilith was doing the same in her own way - dowly shedding the memories of her
centuries of pain, learning who she was, and learning more confidence in herself. And, as she grew up as
aperson, | found | loved her even more. | often found mysalf snuggling closeto her at night, smelling the
scent of her fur, and feeling very comfortable with her scent. | told her about this one day, and told her |
literdly could not imagine deeping without feding and smeling her near me. Marilith hugged metight for a
long time afterwards, and said shefdt precisaly the same way. As much as we had spent every waking
moment together before she was freed, we were truly inseparable, now.

One day we were on the beach, Marilith working with me to continue my training in using the gloves
sheld made to defend myself againgt sorcery. The spring sun shone down brightly upon us as we stood
on the eastern beach, and we had been working for nearly an hour. "One more, then we break for
lunch?' | asked.

"Certainly," Marilith replied, smiling.

"Alright. I'm ready."



Marilith nodded, then flicked her hands out. | felt the magica energieswashing over meas| tried to
block with the enchanted gloves. | staggered, and Marilith shook her head. "No, no. That was the
block for the Elemental Blast of Fire," Marilith said, pausing. "You needed to roll to the side, that
attack would have been the Elemental Explosion of Fire, if it had been real."

" dtill keep missing the difference, sorry,” | said, lowering my hands.

"Well, if you had the Talent, it would be easier - you'd sense the energies forming naturally. Of
course, if you had the Talent, you'd just cast a defensive spell and be done with it, so nevermind,”
shesad, grinning wryly. " Just remember to pay attention to the feelings the gloves give you. If you
feel thereally sharp prickliesin your palms, that means an explosion is coming - you can't block
it, so dodge to the side.”

"Argh. It's been years, you think 1'd have mastered this by now!"

"Don't be so hard on yourself, Sster. Remember | cast with the Will and the Word. A wizard
actually takes longer to cast than | do, as they actually have to speak an incantation. Against any
mortal wizard, | think you'd do very well. Alright?"

"Well, dright,” | replied, smiling.

"Good. Now, let's..." Marilith sad, her voicetrailing off. Marilith raised her equine head, her long
earsflicking.

"What isit?'

"The Ocean whispersto me. Can you hear it?"



| listened to the surf, then shook my head. "1 just hear the surf.”

Marilith amiled. " Another reason we are sisters.”

"What's she saying?'

"Oneword. A name. Orissa."

| blinked. "Orissa?" | shook my head. "Goddess... | haven't thought of her in years. We were best
friendswhen | wasachild... Almost asclose asyou and |, redlly. What's happened to her? Can you see
her from here?'

Marilith blinked a me, then burst out laughing. " No, of course not!"

| stuck my tongue out at her. "Y ou could see the whole world when we were a Eddas tower."

"No, | could perceive the whole world, it's not the same thing. If you see two mermen a league
away, can you tell who iswho?"

"Wdl, no, of course not."

"It'ssimilar with me. Through our link, | could perceive what was around you even if you were
in another dimension - but just looking fromwhere | stand, my perception is limited by distance,
much like yoursis. | can perceive the village of Woe from here, but | certainly can't tell you who's
init. | cantell there are people there, and | can perceive the daily motions and rhythms of their



lives, but | cannot perceive who iswho from this distance, nor what anyoneisreally doing right
now," shesaid, and gazed off into the distance. After along moment, she shook her head. "No. Even
focusing my perception, | can't tell you what's really happening there. It's too far away. All | can
tell you isthe village is still there, it's grown a bit in twenty years, and | don't perceive anything
truly terrible like a fire or something happening right now." Marilith looked a me. " The Ocean
says nothing more, Sster. Just 'Orissa’. What shall we do?"

"Wadl, | suppose the Goddess wants us to speak with Orissa. Well haveto vist Woeand talk to
Orissaoursalvesto find out what's happening,” | replied, then paused. "But if were going to go back to
Woe, there's one person that | want to see, first!" | said, and scowled.

"Malik," Marilith said, nodding. " As my people say, 'A Blood Debt is one that must be paid in
full."™

"Yes. I'll go pack our herbs and crystals and thingsif you'll go tell the mer-folk well be gone for
awhile"

Marilith nodded. "I'll meet you at the cabin, Sster," she said, then turned and trotted off towards
the homes of the mer-folk. | turned to the forest at the top of the beach and began jogging to our cabin.

Epilog.



Hours had passed in the little cabin, and the shadows of the storm outside finally began to fade into the
light of an overcast afternoon. Sasha gazed out the window, seeing therain findly start to lighten. The
storm was nearly passed, and the seawas beginning to cam. Findly, she shrugged. "Well, we cameto
the village, and asked around for you, Malik. Once we found out where you were, we rode out here.
Therest, you already know. Now - what of your part of the bargain?' she asked, then looked to Mdlik.
"What happened to Orissa?'

Malik sat there at the table, his hands trembling dightly. ™Y ou look tired, Wench. Perhaps you'd liketo
gt, and have more tea?’

"Just tdl me, Mdik. I've hardly the patience when it comesto you."

"It wasfour years after... After you left. No one knows what happened, Wench. She smply vanished,
much like you did that day. That'sal | know - that'sadl anyone knows. All | cantell you istheat the raiders
weren't around when Orissa disappeared - whatever happened to her, it wasn't them... Orissa hated me
after you... Well, she hated me, and she was very voca about it. | think it wasredly her doing that many
of those who supported me the most eventually came to mistrust and didike me. Well, when she
vanished, thewhole of the village blamed mefor it, of course. But | had nothing to do with it. She Ssmply
disappeared,” Malik said, then paused, looking up to Sasha. "Are you certain you're not at least alittle
tired?'

"No, of course not," Sashareplied, frowning.

"Damn,"” Mdik sighed, and dowly dipped from his chair, collgpsing to the floor.

Sashablinked in surprise, then stepped over to the old man and knelt beside him. Touching afinger to
his neck, shefdt his pulse waswesk... Fading swiftly. "Marilith!"

A sudden puff of brimstone-scented smoke appeared behind Sasha, and Marilith stood in the room.
"Yes? What's happened? Did you finally get tired of the old goat's ramblings and kill him?"



"No, hejust collapsed. Hispulseisfading. | think hesdying.”

Marilith gazed at the old man for along moment, then chuckled. "He's poisoned. | can seeit in his
aura,” shesad, then looked around the room. Picking up the tegpot from the table, she opened it.
Marilith chuckled again, reaching in and extracting along brown root from the waters of the tegpot.
"Jumberry weed. Very slow, very fatal. And useless on you, of course. It appears he hadn't quite
become the reformed old man he tried to present himself as. A lagt, final strike at the woman who
cost him his son?"

Sasha shook her head. "No. | think he just didn't want to die alone and untended. Can you heal him?"

"If you wish," Marilith replied, and knelt besde Malik. Marilith gestured over the old man for along
moment, and after afew heartbests, he opened his eyes. Marilith rose, stlanding beside Sashaas Mdik
coughed.

"You... You saved me," he said, his voice weak.

"Of course," Sashareplied, kneding and picking Mdik up, then laying him in his bed gently. Pulling the
blankets over him and tucking them around him carefully, sherose again. After looking Maik over one
last time, Sasha nodded in satisfaction, her spear appearing in her hand.

"But... But why?"

Sashalooked down at Mdlik coldly. "I told you, Malik. For what you did to me, you die alone. None
will bethere to see you off, nonewill care that you are gone, and none will tend to your rotting carcass.
For what you did to me, you die done. | am the Wench of Woe, and my enemies do not escape their
fatethat easly.”

Marilith chuckled. " That's my sister, alright. And here | was worried you'd gone soft."



"Hardly, Sdter. Let'sbe off."

"Yes, let's," Marilith replied, and the two turned and walked to the door. The two continued chatting
much astwo ssters might asthey walked out the door, closing it behind them. Soon, Malik heard the
sounds of hoof-beats on the beach, fading away in the distance.

Malik sighed, rolling onto his sde, and wept.

~End~



