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Jm Farris

Prologue| - The Ocean
"Sster... Help me..."

A dream... | could fed it... The world was dark fog, swirling about my feet, clouding my mind...
Whispers... Endlesswhigpersin alanguage | did not understand...

"Sster... Please..."

Someone cdled... A vague memory... A memory of ademon, amonster from hell. Glowing red eyes,
bresth of smoke and fire... | felt my heart pound infear.

"Areyou dright, my dear?' aman'svoice called.



The sudden snap of awareness. | blinked, wiping my eyes. The comforting familiarity of the cabin
surrounded me, the gentle rocking of the ship reassuring me. | shook my heed. "It was the dream, again,
mester. Theterrible, frightening dream...”

Master stroked his beard as he gazed at me, then nodded, gesturing over me as he murmured quietly.
Again, the warmth of his sorcery filled me with softness. "There. Can you remember it now?"

"No, magter. It isgone. Thank you," | replied, and smiled.

"Good, good. Weve only afew more weeks until landfal, my dear, let's not have you drifting off
agan.”

"I'll try not to, master,” | replied, then looked to him hopefully. "Master, do you think | truly can be
cured of these terrible nightmares?”’

My master smiled kindly. "Oh, yes, my dear, | most certainly do. Intime, you will forget you even had
them.”

| smiled broadly. "Thank you master."

"Y ou're welcome. Now, rise, Sasha, and get to work on breakfast for us."

"Yes, master," | replied, bowing my head.



Prologue Il - Hammer and Forge.

"Mungim, | do yet smell flowersagain,” | said, my handsto the wooden sides of thetiny palanquin. A
stout box of wood, borne by four of my nephews, there was asmal cloth window to each Sdeto let air
flow fredly through. | could not seeit, of course, and for that | was very glad. The blindfold | wore
protected me from the worst of it, but not all.

"Aye" Mungim replied. "We be yet quite near the lands o' Eddas Ayar, and the wind do shift to bring
the scent o' histreesto us. It be late spring, most o' the flowers be gone now, but some do yet remain.”

"| do fed ashift again... We do yet go down?"

"Aye, we did take the turning some minutes past, we be 'pon the road that do lead to histower. The
road do yet go down into the valley dong the hill-dope, then it do make abend and then it do run past
the door o' histower."

"And there be those sounds again... More birds?'



"Aye. There be many birds'pon these [ands, they do nest and frolic in the trees. Wait, now... There.
Did yeyet hear that?"

"Aye" | replied, hearing the cdl of abird.

"That be what Eddas do call a jiki. There be no other namefor it | do know of, it be not known in the
lands o' the elves nor to the humans o' the Southlands, it be yet found only in Hyperborea. Y e do yet
hear the mae sing. The femae be brown and tan, so she may yet hide from hawks and such. Themale,
howeer, be abrilliant crimson, hisfeatherslike blood, and his eye be like the black o' pitch. It be asmall
creature, but two pams high or so. At night, ye can yet hear the hoot o' owlswhat live in the forest
nearby, and near dawn and dusk, ye can yet hear the call o' the mourning dove.”

"Husband?" | called.

I heard the sound of a hand passing through the cloth that covered the window, and a hand gripped
mine. "l be here, wife," Karadin replied. "Thy brother be on t'other side, an ye do need hishand, aswell."

"Beit... Beit as beautiful as me brother did say?'

"Oh, aye, love. Aye. And athousand times more, besides. The ground be yet dusted with amillion
million flowers, assmall asthe nail on thy smallest finger. It do look like snow, in spots. Would ye have
ome?'

"Y e can fetch them?"



"Aye, amoment,” Karadin replied, his hand leaving mine. | heard hisfootsteps dart awvay as my
nephews continued on. Shortly, he was back, his hand thrusting something feethery and soft into mine. "A
handful | did yet take from the top o' apile near the bole 0' one o' the trees.”

| lifted the strange, feathery handful to my nose. "They do yet smell wonderful..." Tucking theminto a
pocket of my dress, | smiled. "I'll yet look later.”

"Aye, love. Do yet cdl if ye do need, we be nearly there," Karadin replied.

"Aye," Mungim agreed. "We do yet round the bend in the road, now."

| waited quietly. It had taken three weeksto get here, dl my brothers, my four sonsand al my
nephews coming along. A single wagon carried food and water for the journey, and what little my
husband and | would need thereafter. Save for the dangerous places where | rode upon the wagon, for
the most part, | rode in the paanquin carried by my nephews. The palanquin wasfar better than the
wagon. On the wagon, | could fedl the emptiness around me, and it chilled meto the pit of my soul, even
blindfolded. In the paanquin, | could fed the wooden walls. With the blindfold and the touch of the walls
in easy reach, | could push the terrifying thought of the endless, empty sky above out of my mind. Soon,
however, the pleasant comfort of the palanquin would come to an end. How | would endure, | did not
know. | only knew it was something | had to do. For myself, for my husband, and for my people.

Suddenly, | heard the call of awoman'svoice, and my heart skipped a best.

"Mungim! How are you? How wasthetrip?"

"| befine, Eddas Ayar, and the trip were yet easy-like. Y e were yet right, once ye did tell the giants
what we were about, they did patrol the lands with afierce and watchful eye, we did see nary hide nor
hair o' aught dangerous. We did meet agood score o' giants coming here, and al did wish usluck on this
adventure.”



A moment later, the palanquin stopped, and my heart pounded.

"And how isshe, in there?"

"l befine!" | replied, my voice atiny squeek of fear.

"Y ou don't sound fine, but welll soon fix that. Thisway - therewe go," Eddas called, and the
pal anquin began to move again.

"Oh, my," adeegper woman'svoice cdled. "That isatiny box!"

"It be yet large enough for her to Sit, legstucked in," Mungim replied. "We did yet experiment with a
larger box before we did try this, and she did say it were too big. She did need to fed the sides easy-like,
yesee"

"The door, Joy?' Eddas called.

"A moment," the other woman's voice replied, and there was asound of adoor closing.

"Thank you. Alright, let's put her down and get her out of there."



| trembled, terrified as| felt the palanquin being lowered to the ground. "Ooooo0... Eddas Ayar, | do
not think | be yet ready!"

"Youll befine, Jhumni. Y ou can take your blindfold off, too."

"Aaaah! | do yet not think | could, Eddas Ayar! Were to seethe sky, thisfar from the caves... |
would yet faint!" | replied, hearing the latches being pulled back, and feding the sides of the box being
lifted away.

"Jhumni, trust me. Y ou won't see the sky. Y ou'll see sione and wood. Y ou're insde the base of my
tower, the window shutters are closed and latched, and we've hung heavy curtains over the inside of the
windows. It'sreally quite dark in here, I've had to spark alight for Joy. It'salot larger than the home of a
dwarf, yes. The ceiling is perhaps eight cubits above your head, not counting the beams. But, that'sno
worsethan insgdealarge hal or building of your people. My tower is solid marble and oak, | built it
myself with sorcery over acentury and ahalf ago, it will not fal, and you will not see sky."

| felt gloved hands touch the sdes of my face, then lift the blindfold from my eyes. | blinked for many
moments, trying to clear my vison - weeks of wearing ablindfold Ieft theworld blurry. When | could see
again, | redized Eddas Ayar knelt beside me, my husband standing beside him, and my brother standing
behind. Eddas held his staff in one hand, the butt to the oaken floor and aglow of light &t it'stip. | looked
into Eddas face. It was, of course, the face of adark-elf, our mortal enemy. But, at that moment, it was
the most reassuring face I'd ever seenin my life. "Oh, Eddas!" | yelped, and hugged him tight, my eyes
Squeezed shuit.

Eddas hugged me back. "Y ou'll be dright, Jhumni, really."

It was many moments before | could let go, and truly look around. Eddas was right - it was much like
being in alarge hal of my people. There were several bunk-beds and dressers placed around the room,
aswell asafew doors here and there. The doors were enormoudy large, easily twice astall as doors of
my people. Still, | could see stone and oak. Stone walls, oak beams. Flesh and bone, a proper home, as
the old dwarven song went. There was no terrifying sky hanging above me. "Wall... Aye, this be not too



"Jhumni, thisis Joy, my mate. | believe told you before she's alittle giantess," Eddas said, waving a
hand to atremendoudy tal woman behind him.

"Aye, Eddas, that ye did, and me brother Mungim has yet spoken o' her many atime,” | replied, and
curtsed politely. "It be an honor to meet ye, Joy."

"Likewise," shereplied, and curtsed in return.

Eddas then pointed to adoor behind him. "Over thereisacloset I've cleared out and madeinto a
small room for you and your husband. There's anice bed there, it'sthe onel had before Joy and |
became mates, and I've put one of the children's dressersin there for your clothes and things. That's
whereyou'l deep, and you can adso go thereif you get frightened. Y ou won't be alone, here - Sashaand
Marilith deep here, in those bunk-beds over there. They're back home visiting their mer-folk clan, today,
but you'll meet them tomorrow when they return,” Eddas said, then reached out to take my hands, and
squeezed them gently. "Well work dowly, Jhumni. Y ou can explore the tower and see the other levelsas
you fed uptoit. Each day, well be going outside, you wearing your blindfold, and sitting in the sun for
awhile. Lunchisagood timefor that, you can get used to the idea that nothing bad will happen. Intime,
well have you looking out the windows. And, with luck, well have you walking around outside, and
maybe even standing on the parapet. That you were able to comethisfar isagood sign, however. With
care and work, we may get you walking in the sun and exploring my lands with your husband.”

| smiled. "Aye, Eddas Ayar. | have yet spent many atime at the entrance to Iron City, and did Stare at
the sky aslong as| could, hoping | might one day be able to cometo your lands. | do think that did help
onthejourney, ye see. | canyet look at it for nearly two minutes, now, before | do yet haveto fleg” |
said, and laughed.

Eddas smiled back. "WEIl go dowly and carefully, Jhumni. One of the largest questions we need to
answer isif latrao issomething you can overcome yoursdlf."

| shook my head. "That | do not know, Eddas Ayar. | only know | did yet havetotry.”



Karadin grinned. "1 did tell ye that this plan would yet work, wife."

| blinked, surprised, then rolled my eyesat him. "Yedid not! Yedid fight me plan tooth and nail, ye
were so afeared | would yet get eaten by some mongter or such-like aong the way!"

Karadin bowed his head. "Wdll..."

"Husband, love ye do, but thy plan wereyet the height o' slliness! Thy plan wereto yet have me
brother yet tll the king o' what he did learn, mayhap to yet have ten thousand dwarves do dig atunnd a
hundred and fifty leagues from there to here! There be eight folds o' granite and four rivers betwixt here
and there! That slly plan would yet have taken agood century to do, €en with the best o' steam-driven
mining machines! I'd have yet falen out o' me bearin' years, and it would yet have falen to another to yet
go through with it! Nay! Husband, Eddas Ayar did say that if he beright, | may yet bear agirl for ye -
and that, husband, | shall yet do! If | be afeared, then that be yet too bad for me!™

| looked to my brothers and sons, who were dl bearing blunderbusses - al to defend me along the
trip. My nephewswho'd carried me bore only short-axes at their belts, asthat was al they had needed.
But now, none of it was needed any longer. "Enough! Y e be done, | be here, yeve dl yet donewdll. | be
right proud o' dl o' ye. Now dl o' ye, do yet head home! Come the fall, when Mungim do return to do
trade with Eddas, | will yet ride back with him then. If I cannot, then he can yet take me home with
sorcery, or such-like! 1 bein the hands o' the most powerful magein al Hyperborea, mayhap in al the
world, and me husband will yet be at me side! | shall yet be safe, and that be fact! | do loveyeall, and |
do thank ye. Now dl o' ye, get home!"

Mungim grinned. "Aye, sgter, that we shall," he said, and leaned in to kiss my cheek.

"Thankee, brother,” | replied, kissing him back.



Each of my brothers, nephews and sons took a moment to give me akiss, then stood by the door.
When the last was done, Mungim nodded. "Do yet close thy eyes, sster, beyond be the outside.”

"I will yet endureit, brother, now do scat!"

Mungim nodded, smiling. "An ye do say, Jhumni," he replied, opening the door.

The blue sky | could see from where | stood was bad, but no worse than standing near the entrance
to Iron City. | turned to my husband, trying not to shiver. "Do get our things from the wagon, husband,
and yeand | will yet set up housefor usfor these next few months."

"Aye, wife" Karadin replied, kissng me, then trotted outside.

When he was gone, | shuddered, closing my eyes. | felt ahand rest on my shoulder. "Areyou dright,
Jumni?'

"Nay, Eddas Ayar, | be yet petrified. But | will yet not alow them to know. They be men-folk, Eddas
Ayar, and it be their way to do care for uswith agentle hand, and do guard us with their very lives. Were
they to truly know how afeared | yet was, they would yet take me back double quick,” | replied, and
forced my eyes open, turning to look at Eddas. " That cannot be yet alowed, Eddas Ayar. Thisbe far too
important. If ye be right and ye have learnt atrick to yet make me bear a daughter, then | will yet doit,
no matter the cost. That would yet be aboon immeasurable to our people - agift beyond measure,
beyond price, beyond repayment. And asfor me, | do yet have four sons and no daughters, Eddas. |
will yet bear adaughter for me husband, afeared or no, and that bethat!" | said, ssamping my foot.

Eddas grinned at me. "I think you will, Jhumni. Y orindar hinted to methat it was apossibility, if you
were strong enough to persevere.”



I nodded, firming my jaw. "I be adwarf, Eddas Ayar. | be strong enough to endure aught that do yet
fall to break me, and aught which do yet fail to break me will yet only make me stronger. That be
Moradim's greatest gift to our people - the soul of iron,” | replied, and clapped my hands, hammer to
awil.

Joy smiled down a me. "In hisday, Eddas people had asimilar saying. | think now | seewhy he
loves your people so much - you and he have much in common.”

| nodded. "Aye, Joy. Eddas Ayar were yet not born o' our people, yet he be one o' us, in spirit - this,
we dwarves have yet aways known," | said, glancing at Eddas, then smiled a Joy. "Now come - do yet
show methis closet, please. Eddas do blush so much, | be yet afraid that an we did continue, his cheeks
may yet catch &fire”

Joy laughed, taking my hand and leading me to the closet while Eddas chuckled behind us. | did not
know if thiswould succeed. Even Eddas Ayar did not know that. But, | felt in my heart that thisjust
might succeed, and thisjust might be the beginning of something truly wonderful.

Prologuelll - The Raven.



| shook my head. "I'm afraid | don't understand. | mean, if they've been gone aweek, why not just
check their idand? Perhaps the mer-folk know where they went."

Eddas gazed at me camly. | wondered what he redlly looked like, behind the mask of the
elf-woman's body that the gods had made him wear. Like Frarim, they'd told me once - tal, brown skin,
brown eyes, black beard, shaven head... It was difficult to pictureit, looking at the ethereal beauty before
me. And even harder since Eddas was currently giving me one of his'no-nonsense' |ooks.

"Corvid, | can't. | busy here with Jhumni, and that isaproject | cannot abandon no matter what. It's
of critical importance to Moradim, the god of the dwarves, and Y orindar has been working on building
aliances with them for thousands of years. Eveniif | could somehow take time off from thisproject, | ill
can't get there. | have two spellsthat could take me there, one aspell of returning and the other aspdl| of
teleportation. The spell of returning | can't use because I've never been there before - it can only return
meto aplace | have oncevidted. And asfor teleportation, that's smply impossible. | can't seethe
degtination, and I've no idea precisaly how far away itis. All I know isthe compass directions and rough
distances Marilith gave me, which I've given you. That's not enough to succeed, 1'd spend years at it and
ill never makeit there. Y ou have the map she drew for me, and you're a skilled sailor who knows how
to navigate by the sun and stars. If anyone can find Round Idand, it'syou. And, in that ornithopter you
can fly non-stop, so the trip should take you about two days." Eddas then narrowed his eyes sharply -
which on that surredly-beautiful haf-ef'sface was quite intimidating. "Corvid, thisis something only you
cando.”

| smiled. "I supposeit's much asyou said before - I'm actualy important to Y orindar's plans, possibly
asmuch asyou are.”

"Exactly,” Eddasreplied, hisvoice echoing hollowly, and | felt achill pass down my spineashe said
it.

| shuddered, then grinned. "Alright, dright, | get the message, no need for the heavensto open or
something.”

Eddas smiled. "Good, asthat would rather be awaste of Y orindar's energies better spent elsewhere,”
he replied, and chuckled. "Have you enough food and water for the trip?"



| nodded. "Ezsily."

Eddas nodded. "Alright. Good luck, Corvid."

"Thank you, Master Eddas," | replied, and we clasped forearms for amoment before | turned and
trotted away, heading to the stone bridge that crossed theriver. | grinned, thinking about the exchange of
forearm-grips - it was actualy much easier to ded with Eddas Ayar if onejust imagined you were
speaking to someone like Frarim and ignored what you saw. Frarim had suggested imagining an actress
on astage, reciting aman'slines - he suggested listening for the man's thoughts behind the words. |
supposed that was a far more pleasant picture to keep in one's head than the truth he had explained -
that of along-dead, ancient sorcerer arisen from the grave asaliche, their spirit possessing that
fabuloudy beautiful body. That just raised the hackles on my neck, even though Frarim was aliche,
himsdlf. Eddas Ayar was dready intimidating enough as a Great Mage and the Raven of Y orindar
without imagining some sort of skeleton or ghost in the bargain.

The ornithopter awaited where I'd left it, in the small cleared areaon the other Sde of the stream that
Eddas had made for it. My two crew waited patiently, watching my approach. In truth, far more than
patiently - they'd stand there until they fdll apart with agein afew centuriesif | told them to. Ancient suits
of articulated oricha chum armor that Eddas Ayar had animated magicaly, they werefilled with cork in
case they should somehow manageto fal into water or something. | hadn't even known what any of that
was, not even oricha chum - Eddas had to explain to meit was atype of brasswith abit of slver added,
to ease enchantments. Golems, Master Eddas had called them, and though he said held used a spell to
imbue them with amodicum of intelligence, | found that they were both mute and singularly unimaginative.
Of course, as|'d dedlt with many ahand at seawhose brains were hardly better than the cork-filled
helmets that the golems had to suffice with, thiswasn't a problem for me.

"Make ready to fly, we're going to be heading to Round Idand,” | called, climbing up the ladder. The
two golems nodded, pulling up the ladder after me once | was aboard. Over the course of the month I'd
had them, 1'd worked out a smple series of signswith them - anod for 'yes," a shake of the head for 'no,’
ashrug for 'l don't know' and atip of the head for 'l don't understand.’ In theory, Eddas said, | shouldn't
be able to accidentally order them to do something self-destructive or otherwise stupid, since they didn't
hear my wordsto begin with, but rather heard the meaning of what | wastrying to say. Still, he cautioned,
it was best to be clear with my orders, just in case.



The ornithopter was boat-like, and had aflat spot about in the middle of it'skeel to Sit atop the
ground, that spot being covered in alayer of copper. Otherwise, it was much like alongboat, or perhaps
avery long skiff - though without ameast or any provisonsfor abeowdeck. A racing vehicle of the
Hyperboreans, Frarim had explained - ancient magic of along-gone people. Made for speed, not cargo
capacity, it was quite fast in the air, easily out-stripping the speed of a galloping horse when not loaded
down with cargo. I'd opened it's single hatch and peeked bel ow, and seen a complex assemblage of
gears and leversthat drove the four wings, powered by the enchantments that droveit. Unfortunately I'd
been looking to seeif there might be even asmal hold, and there wasn't one - so anong the crates and
boxes I'd secured to the deck was atent for me to usein foul westher. A semi-golem, Eddas and Frarim
had caled it, and they'd explained it could not be enchanted to be invulnerable to damage, so I'd haveto
bring it by to either of them on a somewhat regular basisfor sorcerous repairs or it would wear, like any
ordinary vessel. Compared with the ability to fly, however, this seemed avery minor limitation.

| sat in the smple padded chair that was the pilot's seat, about where the rudder would be (if it had
one, whichit didn't). Flicking the smdler lever to my I€ft, | watched as the wooden wings unfolded.
Magnificent, redly, each of the four wingswas much like abird'swing - even down to having individua
socketed feathers, carved of wood. They were quite large, however, each easily half the length of the
ornithopter, itsalf.

At lagt, with thewings unfolded, | drew back dowly on the left-hand control lever, and the wings
began to flap. Moments later, the ship began to dowly lift into theair, and | grinned.

| once thought that there was nothing that could compare to being the captain of aship, sailing the
ocean, acrisp breeze driving your ship on through the ocean spray. Now, however, after months of
working with Frarim, | knew there was something far, far better - to ride the air like abird, to sail the
sky. That the ancient Hyperboreans had vesselslike this amazed me. That they were once so common
they had racing vessals boggled the imagination. My people, the Arcadians, thought themsalvesthe
descendants of the Hyperboreans, following the destruction of the Great War of Devastation. And, from
what Frarim had told me over the last few months, | supposed thiswastrue. And each time | sent the
ornithopter into the air, it seemed | could fed the blood of my ancestorsin my veins- it wasavast and
powerful fedling, a connection with amysterious past that both fascinated and excited me.

Gently pulling back on theright lever, | sent the ship tilting backwards and rolling abit to turn to point
wes, then tipped it forward as | pulled up on the left lever to gain dtitude, sending the ship zooming
forward and upward. There was quite abit of land to cross, then the sea beyond. Even now, as| flew
half aleague above the ground, | could see one of the blasted areas, the Dead Zones that dotted the
Hyperborean landscape. But, surrounding it was green - and, Eddas had said, in time the green would



eventudly fill in those blasted areas, and the land would be hedled. | liked to think that the trading routes|
would be fallowing with this ship would help in that, somehow... Linking the strange and often mysterious
races of thisancient land to the peoples around them, helping them build anew civilization from the
ruins... Linking ancient past to unknowable future... Helping many to have a better life...

| laughed, the wind of the ship's swift passage whipping through my hair. Thetruth was| just loved to
fly.

The Raven - One.

| was nearly done shaving when | lifted my gaze from my mirror at the ringing sound of one of my
crew rapping rapidly on his brass head with hismetal knuckles - an'dert' I'd taught them for if they saw
land, storms, or anything else that needed my attention while | dept or was otherwise distracted. They
were sufficiently bright enough to keep the ship on course once | had it airborne, since that required no
decision-making, and could even maneuver and take off from the ground. Landing, however, was
something | hardly entrusted to them, as Frarim had explained that one usualy only made one mistakein
landing an ornithopter - and it was usually the last mistake one ever made. Looking behind me, | saw the
brass golem standing next to me, pointing forward. | lifted my head from where | sat behind the forward
ral, thewind whipping my hair, and looked - we were swiftly approaching a somewhat round and
densely-wooded idand about five leagues wide with alarge lake about aleague wide in the middie of it.

| smiled. It was near noon and the idand was perhaps no more than half an hour away. 1t seemed
likely I'd arrivefor my firgt vist to Round Idand just intimefor lunch.



| finished shaving, then cleaned my razor, ditched the soapy water over the side and began to pack
away my strop and shaving kit. As| packed thekit, | looked to my crew. I'd decided weeks ago to give
each of them kerchiefstied about their upper left arm, just so | could tell them apart - one red, and one
blue. Red was currently at the controls, while Blue stood waiting, watching me. "No problems or change
inthe gear sounds?' | asked. Changesin gear sounds during flight might indicate trouble, Frarim had said.
| had asmal amount of ail to lubricate the gearswith and abit of linseed ail to tend to the wooden
feathers of the wings, but little more. Blue shook his head, and | nodded, closing the lid to the wooden
box of my shaving kit and handing it to him. "Good. Put thisaway for me, and I'll get the spyglass.”

Awhilelater | knelt at the bow, looking at theidand with my spyglass. | could see what appeared to
be bones on the beach - bones of arather large creature, possibly a small whale. Nearby, where beach
met grass, were several poles, with what looked like whale-skulls larger than horses heads atop each.
"That'sdefinitely it," | replied, remembering the idand's description I'd been given. There were severd
smdll platformsraised afew pam-widths above the grass, on which were dozens of creatures| assumed
were mer-folk, and many more of them on the beach, watching the approach of the ornithopter. Most
carried what looked like spears, but | could see several had small bows. | started to smile, then paused.
Wegponsin hand did not necessarily mean afriendly reception, and likely meant the opposite. They had
amogt certainly never seen an ornithopter before - certainly | hadn't before I'd seen this one thefirst time
- and might assume they werelooking at some kind of fantastic beast. Or, perhaps, somekind of
sorcerous enemy. Either way, it seemed wisest to stay out of range of those bows.

"Red, bring us down to about a quarter league and bring usto a stop over the beach, then hover there
while | chat with those people.” A thousand cubits seemed a reasonably safe height, it didn't seem likely
their self-bows would be able to shoot that high. Of course, if they could, | supposed I'd bein for a
rather nasty surprise. They had some sort of bloodied beast up near the top of the beach that looked like
they might have been butchering it - or, perhaps, preparing to cook pieces of it, as| saw they had asmall
fire nearby. It dawned on me | might have interrupted some sort of hunting party, perhaps. No matter, it
seemed safest to stay at adecent atitude in case they thought to use those bows. | wasn't certain if the
wingswould react well to being peppered with arrows, and | wasn't willing to find out.

Sure enough, once | was over the beach, the mer-folk |eaned back and tried to shoot at the
ornithopter - fortunately, their arrows fell well short. They appeared to be smple straight-limb
short-bowsfiring unfletched reedsfor arrows - likely they were poisoned, but that was as may be, they
couldn't possibly hit the ship thishigh up. | reached down for the speaking-horn. It was asmple device
I'd used many times at sea, redlly just a stiffened canvas cone with ahandle and a hole at one end for you
to yell into, making one's voice easier to hear between two ships. "Hello, down there! My nameis Corvid
Hremn, I'm afriend of Sashaand Marilith, just herefor avist! | mean you no harm! Might | come down
and chat with you?"



"What?!" one of them shouted back - in Vilandian, interestingly enough. | wasonly glad it wasn't
Hyperborean or something odd, at least | spoke Vilandian from my days asasailor - though with an
atrocious accent, or so I'd been told. | grinned, and repeated what 1'd said in Vilandian.

Therewasabrief discusson among the mer-folk - several of them apparently talking to one of thelr
femaes. The female had some sort of medalion or necklace, but it was difficult to tell what it was, at this
distance. Findly, she nodded, then looked up, shouting back a me. "If you are truly afriend of
Hair-like-sunset, then yes! If not, go away!" she shouted back.

"I truly am afriend - I'll beright down!" | replied, grinning, and put the speaking-horn away, then
turned to my crew. "Alright, they seem alittle nervous, so leave your weapons stored and... Err... Well,
I'd ask you to smile, but you don't have faces, so Blue, just wave your hand hello abit asweland. Red,
stand by, I'll take over for you now."

Switching pilotsin flight was abit tricky. Theright lever controlled pitch and roll, which controlled the
ship's movement. If you let go, ship would level out and drift to astop, and would hover intheair - it was
held up primarily through sorcery that lightened it'sweight. The left lever, however, controlled dtitude,
and if you amply let go, the wingswould stop, and the ship would begin to fdl. Thetrick, I'd found, was
to poke awooden wedge in the dot for the lever so one could let go while one's replacement quickly
took the seat, then pulled the wedge out once you were in place. The two brass golemsand | had
practiced this maneuver several times, however, and we again managed it without incident.

Landing on the beach, the flapping wings kicked up quite abit of sand. Frarim had told me that the
ornithopter had enchantments to protect it from dirt, grit and damp, but apparently those enchantments
didn't extend to any passengers. | flipped the lever to fold the wings, then grinned, spending afew
moments brushing the sand off my clothes and out of my hair. Once | thought | was reasonably
presentable again, | hopped down from the ship into the sand, then walked over to the femae who'd
yelled back afew moments before. She was quite an impressive creature - and rather attractive. From
the waist up, she looked human, though her ears were pointed, her hair was green, and her skin was gray
and shimmered, as though covered with very tiny scaes. From the waist down, she resembled afish,
though with her fin oriented sde to Side, rather than top to bottom, and with recognizable hip and knee
joints. About her neck, she wore what |ooked like awhale-tooth on a golden chain, and over her breasts
she wore agarment consisting of two shells strung together with pearls. Beside her were severa males,
armed with spears and smdll bows, al of whom glowered at me. | smiled what | hoped was my most
charming smile. "Hello, I'm Corvid Hremn. | waslooking for Sashaand Marilith?' | said, in Vilandian.



"Hair-like-sunset is gone, taken. We know not where. Sea-stone isthere," she replied, pointing.

| looked, then did adouble-take, my eyeswidening in shock, then horror. What | had taken for a
bloodied beast of some kind, something that these people were perhaps butchering for food...

...was, to my utter horror, Marilith herself, whom these people were apparently very carefully trying to
keep dive.

She wasin her humanoid-equine form, with the heed, tail and lower legs of ahorse. Her wounds were
S0 extensive, however, | Smply had not recognized her. Her hands were gone, one amputated at the
wrist, and one near the el bow. Both her lower legs were gone, amputated just below the knee. A tight
leather thong had been tied around the ends of each ssump, apparently as atourniquet. A raw, ragged
wound ran around her abdomen, held together with what was apparently very careful stitching. Worst of
al, however, the end of her muzzle had been hacked off at an angle, removing her nose, mouth and lips
and agood portion of her jaw. Blood oozed from each of her wounds, and the three mermaids tending
her carefully fanned her with hand-made fans of long palm-fronds, apparently to keep the flies off of her.
She il breathed, and blinked as she watched me. A soft gurgling sound came from her, and | watched
the stump of her tongue move as shetried to say something.

"Oh, Gods..." | whispered, and ran to her sde.



The Raven - Two.

"l am caled Pearl," the mermaid said, once she had dragged herself over beside Marilith. "I am the
leader of my people. We have known Sea-stone for many years, and she has spoken to us about hersdif.
Sheisnot dead, and as she has lived aweek like this, it seems sheisnot dying. But, what we know of
her from what shetold usisthat it may take her centuriesto hed this. We are willing to tend to her until
she hedls if it takesthat long. Welive longer than you, it iswithin our reach.”

"What... What happened?" | asked, shocked by the enormity of her wounds.

"Most of uswere out hunting and doing other things, we were not hereto seeit. Only achild saw,
who was resting on one of the platforms over there. A man came - ahuman, like you, but asorcerer. He
rode a ship, and had another man with him, who was awarrior. Hair-like-sunset and Sea-stone were
returning from aswim in the ocean. The two men came ashore in aboat. There was apparently a
conversation, which the child did not understand, as he has not learned the language of Hair-like-sunset
yet. Then, they battled. The sorcerer cast apdll that incapacitated the two of them, then the warrior
hacked Sea-stone until shelay ill. Another spell caused Hair-like-sunset to stop fighting. Shethen
sripped off all that she wore, and knélt in the sand before the sorcerer. He and hiswarrior then took her
aboard their boat, and back to the ship. The ship then sailed swiftly away to the east, and was gone
before any adult of our clan returned. We tended Sea-stone as best we could, using herbsto stop
infection and sewing the larger of her wounds closed, but thereislittle €l se we can do. We feed her cods
and embers, aswe know she likes them gresatly. Sheisnot like us. Her wounds hed dowly, asdow as
cora grows."

Marilith tried to say something, but dl that came out was agurgling, moaning sound as the sstump of
her tongue moved within the hole of her mouth. Blood flowed anew from the open wound, sunlight
gleaming on the bared bones and glistening blood, and Pearl stroked Marilith's arm softly to comfort her.

| reached out, stroking Marilith's broad cheek. Thisclose, | could see her glowing eyes were
watching me. "We haveto get her to help.”

" She cannot be moved. The wound across her belly istoo broad, and none of our herbs has any



effect on it. She would tear open should you try to move her, and that, we do not know if she would
survive. How shelivesat dl, we do not understand. It was difficult enough to move her atop this blanket,
she made sounds as though she was in great pain, and it seemed shewould fall gpart at any moment. We
treat the edges of the blanket with an oil Hair-like-sunset showed us to make from plants, it repels ants.
Wefan her to keep the fliesfrom her. That isdl we can do.”

| started to object, then paused, and nodded. | didn't have any ideas for how to move her, and even if
| did move her, there was only one place to take her - back to the tower of Eddas Ayar, in the hope he
could heal her. That was at least two day'sflight back, moreif | had to fly around astorm. | had thought
that perhaps the ornithopter could smply fly over astorm, but Frarim had said the air above the clouds
was extremely cold and so thin, one could faint and die even if the ship could manage to flap hard enough
to get that high. Eddas had made me aring that he said contained aspell of adaptation, which should
alow meto survivethingslike that. Still, I had no such magic for Marilith, and | wasn't certain she could
surviveit on her own. | considered flying back to get Eddas and returning to here, but even that seemed
unlikely. Eddas had madeit clear that he could not leave where he was, what he was doing was criticaly
important to the plans of the gods. Even if he could leave, that still meant Marilith would be lying here
four more days. How she had survived so far, | did not know. But a better solution had to be found, if
onewas available, and applied immediatdly. " She seems conscious and dert, at least. What have you
tried usng sofar?’

"Everything we have," Pearl replied. "Bloodmoss seemsto stop her bleeding and ease her pain abit,
but that isal - it does not sedl and heal thewounds asit doesfor us. And when shetriesto talk she
bleeds again, and sometimes faints from it. Even moving her head makes her bleed, and that, we can do
nothing for other than to give her water.”

"Alright..." | said, and stroked Marilith's broad cheek again, thinking. Her eyes were on me, watching
me. Anideadowly dawned, and | met her gaze. "Marilith, | don't want you to talk, just listen for a
moment. If you understand me, blink oncefor yes."

Marilith blinked.

| smiled. "Good. Now, | don't redlly know what can be done, but I've afeding that someone who's
three thousand years old just might, if we can figure out how to ask her without her hurting hersdlf. Blink
oncefor yes, twicefor no. Alright?'



Another blink - yes.

"Alright. Firs, is there something we can do?'

Another blink - yes.

Pearl sghed. "We guessed as much, but how to find out what?'

"That'sthe part I'mworking on," | replied, thinking. "Alright... Isit something we can do right now
with what we have?'

Two blinks - no.

"Perhaps something we can find and use, like aplant or herb or something else we haven't tried?’

"Sheblinked yes," Pearl said, watching her, then looked to me. "But it'simpossible, weve tried every
hedling plant on theidand - and many from the sea, aswell.”

Marilith again tried to speak, and | laid ahand to the Side of her face. "No, no, it'sdright. Don't try to
gpesk, just relax, well work through this. Now... Isit aplant?’

Two blinks - no.



"Ananima?' | guessed, but the reply was 'no,' again.

"I doubt rocks or sand will help, and that's nearly al that'sleft,” Pearl said.

"Perhaps..." | replied, thinking. "Was it something Sasha had, and dropped when she was taken?”

Oneblink - yes.

Pearl shook her head. "We have her gloves, boots and lance... But how could that help?"

| watched Marilith blink twice, then shook my head. "She says no... I'm guessing she meansit's
something dse”

"Sheblinked yes," Pearl said, then looked to me. "But what could it be?’

"l don't know, but I've anideaasto how to find out,” | replied, watching Marilith's eyes and thinking.
After amoment, | looked up. "Can you show me where you found Sashas things?"

Pearl nodded, chittering a sound that was much like the noise of a dolphin as she gazed at one of the
mermen. He nodded, then looked to me. "I'm Y anar. Follow me, I'll show you where it was," he said,
and began to crawl away, dragging himsdlf acrossthe sand on hishands. | rose and followed. Though he
moved quickly, it was fill just acrawl - it ssemed to me very fortunate that these people weren't around
when Sasha's abductors had arrived. Judging by al the skulls of the great beasts | saw on poles, in the



water they were quite deadly. Here on land, however, they were as helpless as aman with abroken
back. If they'd tried to fight, even achild with asharp stick could likely have killed the lot of them.

At last he stopped, then pointed. "It was about there," he said, indicating a smooth patch of sand
below the high-tide level. "But thereisnothing there."

"Not now, but there might have been then," | said, knedling and looking at the sand. ™Y our people
drag yoursdlf across the sand, you might have accidentaly buried it and not known."

"Ah - we can dig through the sand, then, and perhapsfind it."

"No, that will taketoo long," | replied, rising and turning to the ornithopter. "Blue, come over here,
please” | cdled.

The bronze golem which bore the blue kerchief on hisleft arm nodded, hopping down from the ship,
then trotting over with a clank of armor. When he was near, he snapped to attention and sauted crisply,
hand vertical and pam away from us- anava jack-tar's slute, and something I'd taught them, of course.
| grinned wryly as| looked to Y anar. "Eddas made these two for me, to help mefly the ship. They're
golems, and he told me once they don't see the world the sameway | do. Of course, | suppose that's not
surprising, they don't have eyesto begin with. Either way, I'm guessing it's something magic, and Eddas
sad their vison would be able to spot magical auras and things... Well, he said alot of things, most of
which | don't understand, but it'sworth atry."

Y anar nodded, and | looked back to Blue. "Blue, look around here, seeif you can see anything
unusud or magica. Point at it, and well dig where you point.”

Blue nodded, then immediately pointed to the sand nearby.



"Alright, let's see what'sthere..." | said, and dug through the sand. It took afew moments, but
eventualy | came up with asmal bracelet, apparently made of slver. "Any ideawhat thisis?' | asked,
looking to Y anar.

"l seem to remember Hair-like-sunset said it was amagic thing, given to her by the Great Mage,
Eddas Ayar. It lets her understand languages she does not know."

"Useful, but not what we'relooking for," | replied, and looked to Blue. "Anything else?

Blueimmediatdly pointed again, and | resumed digging. After amoment, | came up withasmall chain
bracelet, smilar to PAlomean jewdry I'd seen before. Dangling from it was atiny glass bottle with a cork,
the bottle being barely the size of thelast joint of my thumb. Inside, there appeared to be severd very tiny
objects, though | couldn't tell what they were supposed to be. "How about this?" | asked, looking at
Yanar again.

"A magic bottle, in which Hair-like-sunset keepsthings," Y anar said after amoment. "l remember she
sad one touches something to the cork and thinks of things going ingdeit to put thingsin. To take things
out, one touches the cork, and thinks of the thing one wants to withdraw."

| nodded. "Also useful, and might be what we're looking for. Unfortunately, | don't know what'sinit,
or what we might need,” | replied, then looked back to Blue. "Anything else?' | asked, and he shook his
head. "Alright, good work, Blue, therell be an extraration of grog for you tonight,” | replied, winking at
him. He didn't laugh, of course, but at |east the joke made me fed better. "Get back aboard the ship, I'll
cdl if | need you again.”

AsBluetrotted away, Y anar looked at me. "What now, Corvid Hremn?"

"Now, back to Marilith," | replied, risng and trotting back across the beach to where Marilith lay.



Marilith's eyeswerewide, and | could tell by her expression | had what she wanted. | smiled,
knedling next to her. "Alright. It's something insdethislittle thing, yes?'

Oneblink - yes.

"Good. Now, I've no idea how thisworks, so I'm going to touch it to you and hope that you can
make it work, and get what we need fromiit," | said, poking the little bottle to her shoulder. Marilith
closed her eyes amoment, then a heartbest later, severa large crystals tumbled out onto the blanket
benegth her, each of adifferent color, somewhat dimmer than my wrist and about two hands long.
"Magic, | assume?' picking one up and holding it.

Oneblink - yes.

"Alright... Can one of them hedl the damage to your mouth enough for you to spesk?'

Another blink - yes, again.

"Alright, I'll pick them up one at atime. Just blink when | have theright one." She did so, and shortly,
| was holding an orange crystd. "Hmmm... Now, how to useit? | can't see how | might even ask you
withjust 'yes and 'no'..."

Marilith just gazed at me, asmdll tear forming in the corner of her eye.

| shook my head - | had to try something. Poking it to the raw wound seemed unwise - the contact



would likely just start her bleeding again. | tried holding it against her skin next to the wound. | waited,
but nothing happened. "Any idess, Pearl ?' | asked, looking to the mermaid.

Pearl shook her head. "No, Hair-like-sunset never showed us these things before, | do not know how
to usethem.”

| tried stroking it over Marilith's skin - but still, nothing happened. | began to grow frustrated at being
S0 near to asolution, and yet so far. "Work, damn you..." | muttered.

Suddenly, | felt the crystd tinglein my hand. There was a strange crackling sound from her flesh, soft
and quiet...

...and the wound of the ssump of the end of her muzzle was visibly improved. Her muzzle was atiny
bit longer, the edges of the bone looked smoother, and the edges of the skin no longer looked so raw.

"It'sworking!" Pearl yelped, and the mermaids and mermen nearby let out an excited stream of
chitters | assumed was cheering.

"Ah - it'slikemy sword. | haveto will it to come back to my hand, it doesn't just happen,” |
muttered, and tried again. Sowly, over the course of several gentle strokes, | could see that each stroke
was regenerating the missing end of her muzzle bit by bit. | worked it under her jaw, and on the Sides,
dowly building up her muzzle again.

It wastiring work - | quickly found that just wanting it to happen wasn't enough, | had to actualy
concentrate... Wl it to happen. And while calling my sword to my grip was something | could do & a
thought, this required far more concentration and effort.



Slowly, paingtakingly, | re-formed the end of her muzzle. Shetried to speak about half-way through,
tears streaming from her eyes, but | calmed her by stroking her face. | didn't imagine thiswould be
terribly pleasant to experience, it likely hurt quite abit.

Nosg, then teeth, then findly lips and thetip of her tongue... A find stroke, and her fur was smooth. It
was done - and | was utterly exhausted. There was till quite abit moreto do for the rest of her,
however, and | doubted it would al be done with thisone crystd. | sincerely hoped the others would be
lesstiring to use.

"Corvid..." Marilith said, her hollow voice echoing.

| smiled, wiping my brow with ahand. "It'sdright, Marilith. Well have you fixed up soon - likely very
soon, since now you can tell uswhat we need to do.”

"Oh, Corvid... | loveyou..." shereplied, weeping.

| leaned down, kissing her tears. | wasn't quite certain how | felt about her, mysdf. Marilith was
sensud, exciting, mysterious... And millenniaold. But, | knew in my heart what she needed to hear. "'l
loveyou, too, dear. Now - what isit we need to do next?'



The Raven - Three.

It took daysto hea Marilith. Onceit became obvious that quite abit of time would be required, | had
Red and Blue sweep the ship to clear it of sand, then carry it above the beach and into the trees. Then, |
had them cover it the large canvas tarpaulin we had stored for this purpose and secure it to the ground, in
case astorm might bein the offing at some point. The ornithopter was, of course, actudly very light due
to it's enchantments - one man could lift it's weight without too much effort, it was only it's size that made
it difficult to move. Still, despiteit'slight weight, it had quite abit of mass and inertia- it was safer to have
them moveit asateam, then secureit carefully.

The mer-folk were, of course, eated to see Marilith healing - though, as| quickly learned, there was
much more to be done than smply re-growing the body parts she had lost, and healing the vicious dash
across her abdomen. Considerable internal damage had been done, and that took quite along timeto
deal with. Once she was well enough to be moved, she asked to be taken to the cabin she and Sasha
shared. | could seeit from the beach - it was hardly the glorious castle | had envisioned the princess of
my boyhood dreamsiving in, but then again, neither had my boyhood dreams included a mysterious,
sensudl, ancient demon as her Sster, so there we were.

It was fortunate that only the orange crystal required any red effort of will - the pink crystd, a
tissue-knitting device which | used hourly on Maxilith, required no red effort at dl, merely time. For her
part, Marilith dowly related the events of that day while | worked with her. The wizard - he did not give
his name - had been specificaly looking for Sasha. Once he redlized that he had actually found her, ina
rather droll voice he announced that her choices were to come peacefully or to be taken - but either way,
shewas coming with him. Sashaand Marilith decided that neither choice was something they wanted,
and attacked. The wizard then cast aspell that stunned the both of them - and, while Marilith was
stunned, his henchman hacked her until shelay ill. Hisfirst blow took off the end of her muzzle,
apparently so she could not speak to do sorcery. Though Marilith explained this would not have stopped
her from using sorcery (as she did not use incantations, her magic worked differently), it certainly took
much of the fight out of her. The next blow took off her legs below the knee, dropping her to the ground.
When she raised her hands to protect herself, he hacked them off one at atime, one above the wrist and
one below the ebow. That, unfortunately, did stop her from doing sorcery, as gestures were necessary
for her, for most things. Of course, by then, she was Ssmply too stunned from the ferocity of the assault to
redly think to even try. When he further hacked through her abdomen with his sword, Marilith stopped

struggling.

From there, Marilith knew very little of what happened. It took al her will to smply force her body to
liveinstead of die. She was aware that Sasha went with her enemy, but that wasal.



Days passed, Marilith struggling to maintain her will and force her body to live, and she dowly
became avare that it was dightly easier, asthe Mer-folk were helping. By binding off her sumpsand
dtitching her back together aswell as working with the herbs they had, they had reduced the effort it took
her to force her body to live. By thetime| had arrived, she was aware of everything going on around her,
but could not speak to tell them what she needed them to do.

"Well," | said, holding a cup of water to her lipsas| held her up dightly from the bed to drink, "it
seems to me that when we catch up with thiswizard and his henchman, I'll have to seeif he knows more
about swordplay than just hacking at helpless women.”

Marilith drank, then smiled as| lowered her down to the bed again. "I am hardly a woman, Corvid,
| am a demoness - a nightmare. Still, | appreciate the thought. | suppose he thought himself some
brave hero, defeating a demon.”

| shrugged, smiling. "Woman, demoness... | seelittle differencein your hearts,” | said, then chuckled.
"Err... Well, that didn't come out quite the way | meant..." | said, then chuckled again. " Although, |
suppose that with somewomen | have known, that would actudly explain quite abit.”

Marilith giggled, then grunted, clutching her abdomen. Though her skin had headled without amark
beneath the pelt, there was till much inside her that needed hedling - and without using the crystds, that
healing would take decades, possibly centuries. Wordlesdy, | reached for the stack of crystals| had
placed beneath her bed, and began stroking the pink one over her abdomen again.

Marilith sghed, shaking her head. " Your touch is gentle and warm, Corvid... But we must try to
catch them, and save my sister."

"When you're fully hesled, we shall. That wizard defeated you once, Marilith. You'll need to be at
your full strength beforeyou try him again.”



"No, Corvid... We must try now, as soon aswe can. | can walk, | think-"

"Marilith, if you truly love me, youll lie there until you are hedled.”

Marilith paused, staring a me, then dowly laid back again. " That was a truly terrible thing to say,
Corvid. You know | could not deny you under those conditions.”

| smiled, resuming stroking her abdomen with the crystd. "Sorry - | learned it from awoman. My
mother, in fact. She used it often againgt my father."

Marilith smiled back. "Perhaps you're right, and there truly isn't much difference between a
demoness and a woman - my brood-mother did the same to my clan-father. | never thought I'd
have it used against me, however, that's supposed to be our weapon against you ."

"I'll use whatever wespon it takes to protect you, Marilith. And Sasha."

Marilith sighed, laying quietly on her back. "1 can still sense her, through our link. She lives... But
that isall | can tell. Thewizard has cast several spellsupon her... | cannot focus and see around
her through our link, | can only see her through casting my perception to her - and my perception
at this distance is a thing of essences, not vision. Heis taking her somewhere, that isall | can tell.
And they move slowly farther and farther from us, aboard a heavily enchanted ship.”

"Onceyou'refully healed, you can take usto her with sorcery, then.”

Marilith shook her head. "If only it were that easy. He is cunning and powerful. Were we to



simply appear aboard his ship, enchantments he has already prepared would be loosed upon us,
likely to our doom. He has prepared for thisfor along time, and he will not be easily thwarted.”
Marilith blinked, atear dipping from her eyes. "With Eddas Ayar busy with Jhumni, it isonly us.
Eddas cannot abandon the work of the gods. This may, indeed, be part of a plan of an enemy god,
to hopefully pull him away from the work he is doing. Yet, | do not have his strength. | am, at best,
equivalent to a highly skilled sorceress. | am hardly the equal of Eddas Ayar - or the enemy who
has taken my sister."

| smiled, leaning in to kiss away her tears. "Now, now. Just because he beat you once doesn't mean
he can do it again. Next time, you'll be ready for him, and that makes for quite adifferent fight,” | said,
and resumed stroking her abdomen with the crystd.

Marilith sighed, gazing a me. "Oh, Corvid... You are so gentle and caring... Had | the strength, |
would shape this body into something more pleasing to you, and make love to you with all my
heart and soul."

| smiled, my eyetaking in her nude form for amoment. She was, truly, very attractively shaped -
well-formed breasts, shapely hips, flat belly, lovely rump... | looked up again, gazing into her eyes.
"Something to consider another time. Besides - who said that this shape is not pleasingto me asit is?" |
said, and winked at her. "'l knew awonderful woman in New Solith City - she wasamatron of a
whorehouse. Sharp as aknife, wise as an owl, and the best rumormonger in the whole of the city. She
was aso about sixty. After one of her bits of information helped me snag afat little dave-ship for King
Parial and our hold wasfilled with gold and booty, | told her I'd repay her with anything she wanted. She
laughed and said she wanted a night in bed with me. | reasoned that | owed her at least that, so, | gave
her what she wanted. And during that time, | discovered two important things.”

"Oh? What did you discover?" Marilith asked, her ears perked in curiosity.

"Well, the most important thing | discovered was that what's important in awoman isn't what'shere,” |
said, waving ahand at her body. "It'swhat's here," | said, tapping afinger againgt her sternum between
her breasts. "What'sinsde. The heart. That's what's important. Belanaand | laughed and talked and
shared storiesand dreams and...” | said, and shrugged. "Well, | learned that it's what's insde that matters.
The heart, not the flesh. As such, | don't want you to just pop into some form you think will please me
once you have the strength. | want you to understand that | find you attractive asyou are - and more
importantly, | find you attractive for who you are, indde."



Marilith smiled. " That's a wonderful thing to say, Corvid. Thank you," she said, then paused.
"Ummm... What was the other thing you discovered?"

"That 'old' doesn't mean 'dead.’ | was twenty-five a the time, but she'd been awhorehouse madam
longer than I'd been dive. By thetime shelet me go in the morning, | felt ahundred yearsold and |
walked bow-legged for dmost two days,” | replied, and winked.

Marilith burgt into giggles, then grunted again, clutching her abdomen. | gently moved her hand aside,
then resumed stroking her abdomen with the crystal again. " Oh, my... Handsome, sweet, funny, brave,
smart... Have | mentioned | love you?"

| grinned. "Not in the last few minutes, no."

"Oh, dear, then | think it bears repeating,” Marilith replied, and grinned back.

Interlude | - Hammer and Forge.



"Do you think you're ready, Jhumni?' Eddas asked.

| nodded, squeezing my husband's hand as he sat beside me. "Aye, Eddas, that | do."

"It'l only befor an hour, just like yesterday, except now you'll be trying it without the blindfold for bit
longer. Joy isinsgde now, making lunch. By thetimeyou'reready to goin, it will betimeto eat," Eddas
said, reassuringly. | felt Eddas hands to the sides of my face, and soon the blindfold waslifted. | could
aready seethelight of the sky through my eyelids, and | steeled myself to not be afraid. It was weeks
we'd been working on this, now. | would not fail. | forced mysalf to open my eyes, and look around.

Eddas Ayar knelt before us, the hood of hisrobe lowered. A quiet breeze ruffled the raven-feathers
he wore - only two, today, and cocked at ajaunty angle. Eddas smiled, and | smiled back, looking
around. My hushand and | sat on wooden chairsin the shade of an ancient byallar tree, it's bole asthick
asan oak. Nearby was asmall, rock-lined fire-pit with ametal tripod over it, from which a pot of
byallar hung, warming. The tree was at the base of histower, to one side - and the gleaming white
marble of Eddas tower stretched far above into the sky, many times my height. Surrounding us were the
treesof hislands, stlanding in nest little rows, the byallar beansthey bore now red and swelling with their
summer growth. Nearby, | could see the old mill whedlsthat Eddas said the giants used as a hand-mill,
grinding the byallar come the fall. Pegping around the far side of Eddas tower, | could see the neat rows
of Joy'sgarden. Behind us, | could hear the quiet murmurings of the stream that passed through Eddas
lands. "Aye, | do yet have to admit, it be very beautiful, here.”

"And how isyour latrao?"

"| yet can fed it, Eddas. It be yet there, lurking at the edge o' me thought, like abeast. The sky do
loom overhead, and | do yet fed thetiny voice within that do yet say 'Run! Run!™ | replied, and grinned.
"It be yet not so bad as it once were, howeer."

"Good, good," Eddas said, then reached for the cup at hisside. "Drink - but drink owly, and stop
when your tongue tells you that you taste bile."



| made aface. "Y et more danddlion wine, again?'

Eddas nodded. "Drink dowly, and stop when you taste bile."

Karadin looked to Eddas. "Y e be certain it be dright for her, Eddas?’

Eddas nodded. "Very certain. | waited until | had managed to isolate the chemicasin question before
| began, so that | could create a spell to detect dangerous levels of them in the blood, and another to
neutralize them if needed. But, of the three chemicas|'ve found that are important, only one hasa
dangerousleve to begin with, and danddion-wine doesn't contain it."

| pulled my hand from Karadin's, and made aface at him. | would not have him taking me home out
of worry for me. "l be fine, husband. Eddas did yet say | could do drink awhole bottle and do yet get
drunk as aberserk, and would till suffer no bad effect! It be not liver, though the after-taste do remind
oneo'it."

Eddas nodded. "It's two separate chemicas, one comes from animalsin their livers, one comesfrom
plants. The chemica from livers've named Opthamal. It goes straight to your blood, and if you get too
much, you becomeill. But the one from plants does not. | cal that one Pre-Opthamol, because your
body takesit and convertsit into Opthamol in your blood. Humans and elves and most other races have
to eat foods that contain Opthamol or Pre-Opthamol to maintain the levelsthey need in their blood - if
they don't, they go blind. If they eat too much liver and get too much Opthamal in their blood, they can
die. Y ou dwarves produce Opthamol somehow, in aprocess| don't understand yet, which iswhy you
can't eat any liver at al - even one bite gives you too much Opthamoal. Y et, somehow, Pre-Opthamol is
different. Like with other races, your body only uses what you need, bringing the levels of Opthamoal in
your blood up to a peak, and then you can't get any more into your blood no matter how much
Pre-Opthamol you consume. Y ou tasteit asbile, just like liver tastesto you, but Pre-Opthamol is
harmlessto you. Meanwhile, in Jhumni, as afemae dwarf, Opthamol interactswith athird chemica that
al dwarves make inside themsalves, and in the cavesis needed to guard againg rickets - I've named this
chemicd Ossinal, incidentaly. Dark elves and goblins get Ossinol from a specific fungusthey eat, but all
other races seem to make within themsalves by just being in the sun. Dwarves often don't go into the sun
or eat enough foodsto give them the Ossinal they need, so ingtead, you make it within yourselves through
aprocess| don't understand yet. Feddo, the disease of wedthy dwarves who eat too much cheese,
appearsto be caused by small amounts of Opthamol in cheese - you can take asmall overdose, but if



you eat too much cheese for years and years on end, it apparently damages your liver. But, moreto the
point, your body is different from that of your husband, and both of you are different from all the other
races. In other races, it'sthe male's germ plasm that determines gender - in dwarves, it'sthe female's.
And as afemale dwarf, you need a precise bal ance between Ossinol and Opthamol to produce afemae
child. Most females produce a baance sufficient to maintain hedlth, and to have onein four female births.
But, if we tweak the balance of these two chemicals, we may be able to tweak the odds. With precisely
the right balance, | think we can insure you'll have agirl. To do that, well need ahigh level of Ossinol
during your four-month menstrual cycle, and what your body fedsisan optimal level of Opthamol. And
the safest way to get thelatter isfor you to drink that dandelion wine dowly until your tonguetellsyou to
stop. It containsasmall amount of Pre-Opthamoal - that's what givesit the 'bil€ taste, to your tongue.”

Karadin shook his head, smiling wryly. "I be sorry to say | be no dchemist to yet ken what ye did
say, Eddas Ayar."

"Nor I, but | do ken that it be safe for me, else were Eddas to have €en the smallest doubt, he would
yet not giveit tome," | replied, lowering the cup &t the taste of bile and holding it back out to Eddas.

Eddas nodded, taking the cup from me. "Yes. It's safe for you or any other dwarf because your body
only converts as much Pre-Opthamol to Opthamol as you need,” he replied, holding out another cup.
"Water - rinse and spit to get rid of the taste.”

"Aye, thankee, Eddas," | replied, and did 0, trying to spit discreetly.

Karadin stroked his beard, thinking. "So, ye do say that a dwarf-wife may yet just eat amort of
cheese and such liketo get this... Err... Opthasummat?!

"No - if they tried that, they'd end up with feddo, eventualy, and die - adwarf can teke asmal dose
of Opthamol from cheese and milk from time to time and not be harmed, but do it every day at every
medl for years and years and feddo isthe certain result - liver damage, and death. And worse, a
dwarf-wife who tried that would produce no extra girls because they aren't getting enough Ossinol to do
thetrick, what little they got from the milk in the cheese would be a mere fraction of what their body
produces naturdly. If my theory isright, the safest way to get the levels of Ossinol and Opthamol needed
to produce agirl reliably isfor adwarf-wifeto sit in the sun and to dowly drink dandelion wine until her



tonguetells her it tastes of bile," Eddas replied, taking the water cup back from me. "And not just once,
ether. Every day, building up dowly to an hour aday so she develops atan instead of getting sunburned.
Then an hour every day, for the entire length of their cycle. Of course, we've built up anicetan on
Jhumni, she should be dright. Very large amounts of Ossinol are needed, and there'sjust no safe way for
adwarf-wifeto get that other than to Sit in the sun - the one thing latrao prevents them from doing with
any degree of ease."

| shook my head - then immediately regretted it, asthat was the third cup of dandelion-winel'd
spped &, dl on an empty tummy, and al the wine was starting to have an effect. "1 be yet curious...
Wheat do cause latrao, Eddas?'

"That, | don't know. | have atheory about the "why" of it, but unless Moradim decidesto sit down
and chat with me, it likely will remain only atheory," Eddas said, and winked as| giggled. "The story of
Ovmalamay be part of it, but like any of the stories of the time-before-time, it's hard to say what
happened exactly, and the gods very likely played many parts that mortas do not know about. My
guess, however, isthat it may have been agift from Moradim long ago, when you werefighting the
goblinstooth and nail with little more than stone axes and clubs. A goblin-wife can have alitter of s, but
adwarf-wife has but one child at atime. The goblins have stories of the time-before-time that say-"

"Y e do know the ancient stories o' the goblins?!" | interrupted, startled.

Eddas grinned. "Y ou'd be surprised what | know," hereplied. "In any event, their storiestdl how in
fighting your people, they received agift from their gods. Y ou see, from their perspective, you were
producing warriorsright and left - three quarters of your populationismae. So their gods made
goblin-wives very fecund, so they could keep up. And with litters of six, they about break even. The
ratios vary, but typically about onein six of those littersis akobold, and another onein six isahobgoblin
- both are dways male, and dways Serile, like mules. Another onein six isagoblin, and the rest, usudly
threein 9%, are goblin-maids. They have severd storiesthat explain why dl thisis so, and why their caste
system works the way it does - hobgoblins are always grunt warriors or |aborers; kobolds are always
smiths, merchants, scholars, accountants, craftsmen and miners; goblins are dways leaders, warriors and
wizards, and goblin-wives are dways mothers and wet-nurses. Everything for them isdivided up into
specific castes, based on birth..." Eddas said, then shook his head. "But, no matter. Theend of it isthat in
their stories, you dwarves were out-producing them in warriors. So, their gods made goblin-wives very
fecund, so they could keep up.”

Karadin nodded, stroking his beard. "That do yet make an odd sort 0' sense, aye... It be like to gaze



inadarkling mirror, abit..."”

Eddas nodded. "Y our two peoples go back along way - just as do the Goblins and the Elves, who
caninterbreed.”

| blinked, profoundly startled. "They can?!"

Eddas nodded. "Y es - but don't mention it to an €f, it offends them very deeply to think about it at
al. Wdll... Except for Dark Elves, but they don't count.”

"Oh, melips be yet sedled on that, Eddas Ayar, ye can yet be certain o' it," | replied, shaking my
head.

Eddas nodded. " Goblins enjoy abducting éf-maids from the surface lands and raping them until they
get pregnant, they find it highly amusing. Afterwards, they usualy keep them inthe dave dairies, and...
Err..." he said, then paused, seeing thelook of disgust on my face. "Well, I'll spare you the details, other
than to say the results are dways hobgoblins. Regardless, the end result isthat the Goblins, like the Dark
Elves, need to egt certain fungi or they'll go blind from lack of Opthamol or get rickets from lack of
Ossinal. You dwarvesdon't - but, the levels of Opthamol control the strength of afemale's latrao, asthe
drength of latrao is based on the baance between Opthimol and Ossinal - the higher the Ossinal in
comparison to the Opthimoal, the more frightened they are. Meanwhile, the amount of Ossinal in the
blood during a dwarf-wife's cycle determines her likelyhood of bearing agirl.”

Karadin shook hishead. "Aye... Asthy people did once say, Eddas, the more ye do learn, thelessye
do yet know."

| nodded. "Oh, aye- but | do learn, ne€ertheless,” | said, looking at Eddas. "An thetaly be reckoned
correct-like by me, | do see that ye do say Moradim did yet give us latrao so we might have enough
men-folk to yet survive 'gaingt the goblins. An we do stay below earth, the balance o' these Strange
chemicks ye do say we do yet have in our blood would then be balanced three-to-one - yet, an we did



dance and play with the dvesin the sunlight and drink their wines asin the ancient sory o' Ovmaaand
her vessdls, it would yet be three-to-three?”

Eddas nodded. "If my theory isright, yes- latrao was intended by Moradim to give your people the
numbers of warriors they needed to survive. But today, you have better weapons, better technology,
better understanding of medicine, better sorcery... More of your men survive battle with their enemies,
and produce more males of their own as children - and thus, the akmaran appeared.”

"And how would we yet prove thy theory, Eddas?’ | asked.

"Simple - it'sbeen afew minutes, and dl in al you've had about two full cups of ef-made
danddion-wine. Look up at the sky, and tell me how you fed about it."

| did so, looking up. The sky reached endlesdy above, clear and blue, fluffy white cloudsfar, far
above. It was an endless, open bowl, an expanse so vast as to boggle the imagination, and make the
heart tremble with fear. The night-time sky was even worse, the ebon bowl of the heavens stretching
infinitely above, with countless stars as points of light so distant as to snatch one's breath avay. And yet...

..andyet, asl looked at it...

..it amply didn't bother me.

| blinked, amazed, and looked to Eddas. "It be naught! | be cured!" | yelped.

Karadin hugged me, but Eddas held up an ebon-gloved hand. "No, not quite. Y ou're not cured,
what's happened is the balance of Opthalmoal in your blood is high enough that your body doesn't mind
you getting more Ossinol from gitting in the sunlight. Ossinol not only builds bones, in your body it dso



has a strong influence on whether you will have aboy or girl when you conceive. It'simpossiblefor you
to get this balance any other way - if you eat eggs and milk and cheese like the other races do and try to
eat enough of it to get the balance you need of these two chemicals, you'll get fat asapig and end up
getting feddo from too much Opthamol and dying. By having you drink dandelion-wine, however, you
get Pre-Opthamol, which your body only converts to Opthamol asyou need it. We could get the same
effect from you egting abit of greensfor the Pre-Opthamal in it, but you're not used to digesting greens
s0it might give you loose bowels, so we're using dandelion-wine ingtead.”

"So ye do say thiswill not last, and her latrao will yet return?* Karadin asked.

Eddas nodded. "In about aquarter hour or so, yes. Then, shell have so much Ossinol from the sun,
shelll sart feeling nervous again. By the end of an hour, shelll be ready to go back insde - just like
yesterday."

| laughed, fedling giddy from the dandelion wine. "I do carenot! | will yet enjoy thiswhile | may,
Eddas Ayar, and on the morrow, I'll yet do it again!™ | then looked to Karadin, and grinned a him. "And
asfor ye, husband, it be yet near to the time when ye should yet perform thy husband's duty, and give me
get. | do think I would like to walk among the trees for awhile, then mayhap return to our little roomin
Eddas Ayar'stower, so ye may yet have an early sart on thy labors.”

Karadin blushed furioudly, glancing to Eddas. "Ah... Wdll... An ye do say, wife..." Eddas, for his part,
looked away politdy, though | could tel he was struggling not to laugh.

"Aye, that | do say, husband!" | replied, and stood from the chair, grinning broadly. "Now - do show
me the trees of these lands, husband, while thismay yet last. Show methelittle jiki-bird, and the squirrd,
and the butterfly, and dl that | may yet see! Show methe world, husband!" | crowed, and laughed, giddy
fromthewine.

Karadin grinned broadly, risng to hisfeet and taking my hand. "Aye, wife, that | will."



The Raven - Four.

Thunder rolled overhead, and the rain poured down in sheets as | darted towards the cabin. At arun,
| vaulted up to land on the eevated wooden platform the cabin was built on, then trotted through the
open door.

"How is the ship?" Marilith called.

"Fine, fine- Blue and Red did agood job securing it, it'll be fine through the storm. They're hiding
under the tarp on the deck so they don't get wet. A lot of worry for nothing,” | said, and looked down at
mysdlf, chuckling. "And alot of cold and wet."

Marilith amiled. " Take off your clothes, and I'll clean and dry them with sorcery,” shesad,
walking over tome.

| looked her over. She was wearing her black gpodesmos and loincloth, the mer-folk having given
them to her the other day, once she was well enough to walk around abit and ask them. It was severa
days before she was strong enough to clean the blood off them with sorcery, but when she did, it seemed
obvious she was dmost ready. Unfortunately, she was ill very shapely and attractive, and | wasn't
certain her suggestion was agood idea. Sheld asked to be courted, | should at |east make an effort. |
smiled, shaking my heed. "I'll bedright."



Marilith put her hands on her hips. "Corvid, you've seen me naked for weeks, now, | do thinkit's
my turn,” shesaid, and winked. "Besides, you'll catch your death of cold, and then I'll have to take
care of you until you recover, wasting more time. Come - take them off. Look - I'll turn my back,
see?" shesad, turning around.

The view from behind was just as nice asthe view fromin front, | redized - sheflicked her long
horse-liketail, which only drew my attention to her perfectly shaped rump. Chuckling, | loosened thered
sash about my was. "Alright.”

| didn't wear much, really - black silk tunic, black side-and-front-button trousers and black knee-high
broad-cuffed boots, black duellist's sword-belt and scabbard beneath the red sash on my waist, and
woolen stockings to keep from wearing my boots out too quickly or getting blisters on my feet. The last
article| pulled off was ashort set of braies - atype of one-piece loincloth popular nowadays. Fortunately
for men's fashion, codpieces had gone out of style two generations ago. | still knew afew
rough-and-tumble fighters who wore them benegth their trousers as protection against being kneed in the
groin, but the best guard againgt that in my experience was not to get close enough to an enemy to alow
themto do it. "Alright, now what?'

"Towel," shereplied, holding her hand up and behind her - agray baize towe appeared init, long
and fluffy. " Just put the clothes on the table, and wrap yourself in this."

| did s0, putting the clothes down, and heard a soft " Oo00..." as| did so. | looked up, and redized
she waswatching me over her shoulder. | chuckled, taking the towe from her and wrapping it around
mysalf. "Y ou know, it's somewhat cheating to take advantage of eyesthat are more to the side of your

Marilith flicked her mane, looking away from me again. "I'm a demoness, dear, certain thingsare
expected of me."

| sat in the chair, looking her over as she turned around to fetch the clothes. Her every movewas a



gesture, her every look amessage. And yet...

..and yet, as| looked at her, | saw something el se behind it. Something softer, more quiet -
something | remembered Belana mentioning, on that long night of warm talk and warmer touches. "And
not just any demoness, either. An equibranche, you said. A nightmare. Dream-warrior..."

"And dream lover," she said, smiling as she spread my clothes out across the floor, then began to
gesture over them, brushing away the water with sorcery.

And then, | saw it in her eyes. For abrief moment, | saw what Belana had told me of. And | knew |
had guessed right.

| leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees and lacing my fingerstogether, then smiled at her.
"Liar."

Marilith paused in working on my clothes, blinking at me. "What?"

"You'realiar. You come on like you're experienced and worldly, and you might enjoy aquick tusde
between the sheetswith me. But | can seeit in your eyes. Y ou may have made love in dreams, but
you've never done o inwaking life.”

“Corvid, I..."

| grinned &t her. "Y ou, my dear, areavirgin.”



"YS?I

Marilith sighed, turning her face from me and lowering her earsin what looked remarkably likea
blush. "How did you know?"

| chuckled. "Wdl, I'm tempted to punish you by telling you something typicd like 'l can smell a
virgin a league away,"" | replied, and chuckled again. "But, no, thetruth is Belana again - thewoman |
told you about before. | told you - we talked quite abit that night. Well, when she wasn't seeing if she
had the strength to break me, that is," | replied, and winked. "I get the feeling that where you come from,
being avirginisabad thing."

"It's... Somewhat embarrassing, yes," Marilith said, then looked at me. "But really, it wasn't my
fault! | mean... Just about the time | was old enough and was done with my training and 1'd gotten
a few missions under my belt and | was considering maybe... Well, then | got captured and put in
that damned magical cage for two millennia! 1 mean, | know I'mjust an equibranche and we're
not the prettiest, but I-* Marilith said, then suddenly clapped her mouth shut and fell silent.

"Aaaah. That'swhat it is, for you. For your people, beauty isadifferent thing."

Marilith was slent for along moment, then findly nodded. "I chose my final metamorphosis, as we
all do. And my choice was equibranche. | wanted to strike back against those that were
summoning our people... Hurting us... Killing us. And | did. | was very good. But to my people...
We're considered ugly.”

"And what's considered beauitiful, to your people?!



"Oh... A male bufotibranche is very handsome. So is a satyribranche, but not so much. Of all, a
liquibranche is probably the most handsome.”

"And what do they look like?"

"Well... That varies from moment to moment. They're really very lovely, the males are
dazzingly handsome. They're an absolutely darling mass of multi-hued flesh that constantly
writhes and twitches, endlessly forming pseudopods tipped with eyes, claws, teeth, and other
appendages they need at any given moment. Very handsome."

"And you, perfectly balanced, perfectly formed, nothing twitching or flowing or unevenly shaped...”

"Stop it. | know what | look like."

| was slent for amoment, watching her. She, for her part, kept her face turned from me. "Y ou're very
old, here. An Ancient One. But I'm guessing that for your people... You're till ayoung girl.”

"YeS_"

"And you don't even couple like we do."

"We can, those of us that have the equipment for it. Some do it for entertainment. But that's
not how we have children."



"So you said before," | replied.

Marilith turned her back to me as she sat on the floor, and wrapped her arms around her knees. |
rose, drying myself quickly with the towel, then draped it over the chair. Walking over to the bed, |
climbed in, then held the sheets open for her. "Come here."

Marilith looked at me, blinking away atear. "You mean it?"

"Y es. Come here."

Marilith nodded, rising to her feet and stepping over to the bed, then dipping beneath the covers.
"Oh! I'msorry, I'mso nervous! | guess | need to take my clothes off, I-"

"No," | replied, stroking her face and laying her head down on the pillow. After amoment, she
opened her lips, and sighed deeply. | wrapped my hands around her face, and breathed out gently into
her mouth, inhding through my nose.

It was an odd sensation, really. For me, there was nothing - just the strangeness of gently filling her
lungswith my breath. Y et, for her, it apparently was far more. Shetrembled, and every oncein awhile,
she made a soft little sound as she exhaled, bresthing only what | gave her.

Shewas, intruth, an aien being from another dimension. Her body didn't work like mine - not at all.
Her body didn't even work like that of a human woman, redly, or any other creature on this planet. She
was unique, here, abeing from another dimension. | had watched her eat hot cods and cinders, which to
her were like pastries. She could eat ordinary food and drink ordinary things, but as she told mewhile
shewas hedling, she could literdly eat anything of thisworld she could chew, and drink anything of this
world that wasliquid. As| had discovered tending to her, though she had an anus where one would
expect it to be, she never needed to useit for it's ordinary function and never urinated &t al. Marilith said



that excretion, for her, was carried out through smple breathing, as the mana- energy within her body
eventudly converted nearly everything she ateinto light, invisble gas reeased into her lungs. By breathing
ordinary air, it was converted to invisible water vapor when she exhaled, she said. It was, literaly, magic
- shewasamagical being from another dimension. Totdly aien, not of thisworld. Y et, somehow, | could
sense that there was awoman's soul insde this strange, magica being. | did not know what taking my
breath into her felt like, to her. But, judging by the soft sounds she was making as she exhded my bresth,
it was gpparently quite pleasant.

| started to get acrick in my neck, holding it up from the pillow, but I continued aslong as| could.
Finaly, however, | had to admit | needed to rest. | gave her one last breath, then leaned back, and
kissed her equine nose before resting my head on the pillow to relax.

Marilith took a deep bregth, her eyesfluttering. "Oh, my..."

| chuckled. "I suppose that means you enjoyed it."

"Yes. | never thought any male here would even want to..." Marilith looked at me. "Did you like
it?"

| smiled. It wasinteresting, but not titillating in the least. It was as sensud as scratching anitch for her.
And redlly, someone that eats glowing charcod like pastries does not have the most lovely bregth, their
breath smells of ashes. But, | knew that none of that was what she wanted to hear. "Y es, very much.
Unfortunately, now I'll have to worry about you getting pregnant, | suppose.”

Marilith giggled. "1 only wish. You can't, your chi is human, your breath lacks ana and kata, and
it takes decades to a century even if you could. | could feel your spirit brushing mine, warming
me... It was lovely, but... No, | only wish. But for me... Oh, my... You have lovely breath."

| grinned. Coming from someone whose breath smelled abit of ashes, this was not necessarily a
compliment - | resolved to add a bit more powdered mint to my tooth-powder that I'd gottenin Vilandia



"Come, let's get some deep. The stcorm will be gone by morning, and we can begin our search then.”

"Ummm... My sister... She and | always sleep cuddled, like two spoons. | don't know if I could
sleep any other way. Do you think you could... Err..."

| smiled. She had dept in her bed by hersdlf fine for weeks, while | had dept in my bedroll on the
floor. Still, I would not deny her this. "Certainly," | replied, and she turned her back to me, moving closer.
| cuddled with her, wrapping my arms around her, shifting until she seemed to be comfortable.
Unfortunately, she still had avery shapely body, and it was now pressed quite firmly up against me.

Marilith giggled. "My, my... Isthat a club in your pocket, or are you just-"

"Dont," | sad, interrupting. "Just don't.”

"Oh," shesad, wilting. "I... | guess | should have expected you might not want to..."

"That'snot it. | do. But now isnot thetime. My father once said | should dways do my thinking with
the head that has eyes and ears attached. And | do - | always have. Y ou asked me to court you, to
romance you. And romance is more than that.”

"There will be a time, though... Yes?"

"YS,"



"When?"

"When you're ready.”

Marilith lay slently, reaching up to siroke my arm asit lay around her. Findly, she spoke. "I love
you, Corvid."

| smiled, leaning down to kiss her neck. "'l love you, too, Marlith. More and more each passing day,"
| replied, becauseit wastrue.

The Raven - Five.

It took quite abit for Marilith to say her goodbyes the next morning. There were several long and
tearful hugswith Pearl, Y anar and many others| didn't know who apparently meant quite abit to her -
and more than just for helping save her life. | smiled politely. For Sashaand Marilith, apparently, these
people were like family. In fact, Marilith had said before that she and Sasha were considered to be part
of ther clan, so redlly, they were like family. And given that Marilith could never go back to her home
planeagain, it seemed likely that thiswas dl the family she had. So, | smiled politely, despite that | barely
knew any of them. After all, if | was going to be seriousin courting Seshaand Marilith, it seemed wise to
at least be on good terms with whoever they might end up considering as my mother-in-law.



At last, Marilith was done. Carrying Sasha's belongings under one arm, she climbed up the ladder and
was aboard. | was amazed at how easily she managed the steps with horse's hooves for feet, but |
supposed sheld had a bit of practice, after all - judging by the shape of her leg, it waslikdly little more
difficult than walking on one'stoes. | clambered aboard after her, then Blue and Red pulled up the ladder
and gored it as| went to the pilot's seat. Marilith then sat beside mein the passenger seat asthe wings
finished unfolding, clutching Seshas belongingsin her Igp. "I'm ready."

Seeing Blue and Red had securdly gripped the rail and were ready, themsalves, | nodded. "Then here
wego," | replied with agrin, pulling back on the |ft lever. Thewings began to flap, dowly at first, then
faster and faster, and the ship began to gain dtitude in aspray of sand from the beach. Once we had a
few dozen cubits of dtitude, | tipped the ship forward and to port, sending usin atight circleto Marilith's
whoops and giggles. | then leveled the ship across the beam, sending us zooming off to the east, avay
fromtheidand.

Maxilith grinned broadly, looking the ship over. "Thisis a fabulous vessel, Corvid. How fast can it
go?"

"Fadt," | replied, and pushed forward on the control stick abit more, pulling back on the dtitude lever
to increase the upward best of thewings. | could fedl the acceleration pushing me back into the seet
dightly, and soon the ship was moving near it's maximum speed.

"Oh, my..." Marilith said, her eyeswide.

"Whichway?' | cdled, raising my voice againg the rushing wind.

Marilith pointed and | turned the ship dightly, then spent afew moments adjusting the pitch and
atitude until we were going as fast asthis ship would go - which I'd cal culated with standard
dead-reckoning tools as being abit over thirty-eight knots, faster with afavorable tail-wind. Of course,
that was eadly faster than a galloping horse, and well over twice asfast asthe fastest sailing ship | had
ever heard of. "Let's seeif we can find some air going our way!"



"What?" Maxilith replied, clutching Sashas belongingstight.

| shook my head, and instead leveled out the ship, letting it dow to astop. Once the wind of our
passage had tilled, | looked to Marilith again. "Y ou'll have to put those things away, Marilith, or youll
losethem to thewind.”

"Oh," shereplied, then took Sasha's bracelets and dipped them over her wrists. Once she had it, she
touched the lanceto the little bottle, and it vanished - held inside, | assumed. She pulled on Sashas
gloves, then grinned a me. Then, to my utter amazement, she took Sasha's boots and dipped them on
over her own feet - the boots changed their length and shape as she tugged them on and up to her knees,
covering her equine lower legs as though they'd been made for them.

"How...?"

Marilith grinned. " They're enchanted. Everything | made for Sasha is enchanted with certain
spells, and since | made them, | made them so | could wear them, too if we thought | needed to.
When she'sin her mermaid-form, she can't wear them anyway," Marilith said, then winked. "
suppose it's natural. Ssters often wear each other's clothes, you know."

I grinned. "No, | didn't know, I've never had asister,” | replied, then tipped the ship forward again to
gain speed once more.

It took abit of fiddling with our dtitude, but | eventualy found a patch of air that was going roughly
our way. The blast of wind rushing by uslessened somewhat, and | grinned & Marilith. "Therewe are.”

Marilith looked past therall nearby, to the gleaming seabelow. "Oh, my... How fast are we
going?"



| glanced at the ses, taking an estimate, then shrugged. "With the wind behind us, about thirty-nine
knots."

"Okaaaay... I'mnot a sailor, Corvid. How fast is that?"

"Well, that's hard to explain except by comparison, | suppose,” | replied, shrugging. "The fastest ship
I've ever sailed could go eighteen knotsin astrong wind. A well-trained, well-bred racing horsein ashort
sprint can go about thirty-five knots. Were doing about thirty-nine knots - about thirty-nine leagues an
hour. We can do this until the wind we're traveling with changes, then well be down to about thirty-eight
knots. By trading out with Blue or Red, we can keep this course and rough speed al day and al night,
and travel abit over nine hundred leagues a day - assuming we don't encounter any storms.”

Marilith gaped. "Alright... We're going fast."

| grinned at her. "Just abit, yes."

"What do you do if we encounter a storm?"

"Well, that depends on the clouds. A low storm | can fly over - I've aring that Eddas made for me
that allows me to adapt to the cold and thin air above the clouds. But, we won't be going asfast, asthe
wings can't catch as much air. Above the clouds, there are also often bursts of wind that buffet the ship
about and push it down. That makesit difficult to stay above the clouds, and this ship can't survive flying
graight through astorm like asailing vessel might. It's actualy essier and safer to fly around a storm - but
large storms can put me very far off course.”

"And you might get lost?" Marilith asked, looking a me.



"Wadll, that's possible, yes, but it depends how far off course| get. Thiswas aracing vessdl, Eddas
said, s0 it has nothing in the way of navigationd aids. I've bolted aship's compass to the deck near the
bow, where | keep my other gear | use for navigation - sextant, compass, spyglass, and so on. | quickly
redlized that knowing speed was going to be the hardest part, so | worked with Frarim quite abit on
determining just how fast this ship can go, and being ableto judgeit by sight. Eddas said the dwarves
have fairly accurate spring-wound clocks, that'll be thefirst thing | tradefor so | can more accurately
determinelongitude. Until then, however, | just fly the ship the sameway | sailed the seas- by the stars,
moon and sun." | nodded my head towards my two crew. "If you'll look, beside Blue on the starboard
sdeisaship's hourglass, bolted below therail. It's hisjob to rotate it when it empties, and keep track of
how many times he turnsit. He can count to twenty fairly well, but beyond that, he getsabit fuzzy, o1
have him rap hishead like aship's bell every four hours so | know the time. Knowing time, direction and
Speed, | can navigate anywhere.”

"I see..." Marilith said, then looked up, her gaze becoming distant. "1 can sense their direction
through my link with Sasha, and casting my vision to them, | can sense the essence of the reality
there. They're moving quickly, the ship is enchanted... Not as quickly as this vessel, by far, but till
quickly. Their ship islike a greyhound, made to travel far and fast, and has been enchanted to
travel even faster.”

"Just keep us pointed at them, and well eventudly catch them.”

"Perhaps... The greater reality isunclear in that regard..." she sad, then blinked, looking to me
suddenly. "We will have to go around Vilandia!"

"They're past Vilandiaaready? That is afast ship, it'sonly been amonth.”

"Yes, they are, and Vilanidia has many mountains!”

| shrugged. "Well, we could fly over the lower ones or look for a pass, but going around would be



eader, yes. I'll set acoursefor the Coast of Skulls- that's on the northern tip of Vilandia. From there,
well head towardstheir ship again,” | replied, then looked to Red. "Red, come here and take over for
rrell

Red released therail, trotting over to me. With the ship at speed and steady, the deck was only
dightly inclined, so he had little trouble. Red snatched up the wooden wedge I'd attached to achain, the
other end being attached to the pilot's seat. As he wedged it into place to hold the dtitude lever, | let go
of the control lever, risng from the seat. The ship leveled out as| did so, and Red sat in my place, taking
hold of the controls and tilting us forward again dightly as| pulled out the wedge. Moments later, I'd
trotted to the bow, and was glancing at the compass. Opening the nearby trunk, | extracted my sextant,
tossing the lanyard around my neck, then closed the box.

It was abit tricky taking a sun-sight, particularly when the ship was moving. Still, | only needed a
rough guess asto our latitude, as| dready had taken a sun-sight while we were on the idand, and knew
our latitude fairly well. | glanced at the reading, made aquick guess asto thelocal time and the rough
angle of the sun, then nodded, putting the sextant away. "Come one point to port, east by northeast!" |
cdled, grabbing therail.

Red did so, the ship tilting, then leveling across the beam again. | glanced at the compass, then
nodded. "Very good, steady as she goes, then!"

| sat on the deck, putting my back to the bow rail, then grinned a Marilith. "Come on down here,
Marilith, thewind's much lessbehind therail!™

Marilith nodded, risng from the passenger set, then reaching for therail to follow aong to the bow.
Shewalked very unsteadily, the wind buffeting her, her mane flying. At last, she had it, and sat down with
what looked to be obviousrelief. "It's very difficult to walk on these smooth boards with the ship
tilted like this and the wind blowing and... I'm actually glad for these boots, a bit of soft |eather
over my hooves gives good traction."”

"Wl it would be easier if we had dl the partsto this ship, but we don't.”



"Err... Thisshipismissing pieces?!" Marilith asked, her eyeswide.

| chuckled. "Not like that, no. See those holes dong the top sides of the rail? That's for a cover that
goes over the ship that | don't have. Eddas and Frarim explained thiswas a racing ornithopter, and
apparently, they raced by astrict set of rules. The cover was meant to make the ship dip easier through
theair - awood frame covered in canvas, enchanted so asto be transparent from theinside, like glass.
Those were gpparently madeillegd in racing afew years before Frarim and Haifa stole this ship, eighteen
centuries ago - S0, thisship didn't have one. Then, thereésthat small hole there in the center of the deck,
*eit?'

"Err... Yes, what's it for?"

"A racing pennant, Frarim said. Like adim mast, it was a pole they poked into that hole that had a
pennant on it that identified the racer. | don't haveit, either, though | plan on making oneso | canfly a
flag fromiit. | figureit will be easier to land without incident in the Southlandsiif they can seeI'm flying the
king'sflag. For handicapping races, they added boxes full of sand, which bolted to various points along
the Sides of the ship. | use those pointsfor cargo crates. Asfar as your problem, however," | said,
pointing just above our heads, "there's a stanchion attached to the stem-post and stern-post. Frarim said
that they ran aline between the two stanchions, attached to the pennant-mast. That made walking around
on the ship easier, since you could hold onto it. Larger ornithopters had similar arrangements, and the
crew would wear specid life-lines with sngp-hooks attached to it in case of bad weeather so they didn't
fal overboard,” | said, then shrugged. "I don't have any of that. | plan on making it as| go dong, likely
with Eddas help for enchantmentsfor the cover, but | don't have any of it now."

Marilith nodded. "I see."

"Can you estimate how quickly were closing on them?"

Marilith shook her head. "No. | only know we're traveling faster than they are. My vision at this
distance is a thing of essences, of feelings... | do not actually seeit, | perceiveit.”



"Does being closer makeit easier to see?”’

"Yes."

"Well, then eventualy, you'll be able to see more, and we can plan what well do to recover Sasha."

Marilith sghed, hanging her head, the Stray breezes that whipped around the protective bulwark of the
forward rail fluttering her mane. "I... | feel | have failed her. Our link... She can hear me speak to
her, and | can hear her if she speaks to me. But, after | was wounded, | could not speak. | tried to
enter her dreams at night... But her dreams were confused, and strongly affected by sorcery. |
could do little - and each time she awakened, the wizard reinforced his spells, further muting our
link."

"Reinforcement implies that additiona strength is needed,” | replied. "That implies perhaps they fade,
over time."

"Perhaps, yes."

"Heleft you wounded and dying. Do nothing, for awhile, just watch them. Perhaps hell think you've
died, and dlow hisspdlsto dip.”

Marilith nodded. "If they require hiswill to maintain, hiswill may flag, or he may simply decide
there is no further need, yes. Then, | would be able to see around her, through our link."




"Keep watching them, then, and well just wait and see”

Marilith nodded, leaning back, her gaze becoming distant. | leaned back, myself, and gazed up at the
sky. Therewasllittle either of us could do, save wait.

The ornithopter sped on through crystal blue skies, heading to the east.

The Raven - Six.

Red held the ship steady, hovering, while | examined the map. The light of the full moon and the lamp
I'd hung from the hook on the stem-post gave enough light to work by, though the ship moved asit
hovered, making the lamp wave from sideto side. | had afairly good guess asto the location of Round
Idand, and sailing to where we were at had confirmed it. | dipped the quill in theinkwell, making a note,
then wiped the quill. Slipping it back intoit's case, | capped theinkwell and screwed the cap down tight,
putting the map and the rest of my equipment away.

"Do you know where we are, now?" Marilith asked, standing behind me and watching as| reached
for thelittle candle-lantern.



| nodded, dousing the lantern with aquick puff of breath and putting it and the tin of dwarven matches
away. "That there," | said, pointing to the darkened landsin the distance to starboard, "isthe northern
coast of Vilandia - the Coast of Skulls. We're about ten leagues offshore, and that light in the distance
near the horizon isthe lighthouse of Borlinton. We're precisdly where | thought we'd be, and if Blue has
been keeping good time with the hourglass, it'sjust after midnight,” | replied, latching the chest. "Which
way arethey, now?'

Marilith gazed off into the distance, then pointed.

"Red, come two points to starboard, east by southeast, then full ahead!" | called, looking back to the
gsernas| gripped therall.

Red sauted, then turned the ship, tipping us back briefly and rolling to port to turn, then leveling the
ship across the beam and tipping us forward again to pick up speed.

"Yeep!" Marilith shouted, losing her balance.

| shot out a hand, steadying her, then smiled. "Hand on therail for maneuvering, dear.”

Marilith grinned back at me. "Yes, sorry. | think I could come up with a quick spell of flight
should | fall overboard, but I'd rather not have to."

"Yes, | would imagine not,” | said, and yawned as she sat beside me, shielded again from the wind by
the bow rail. "Can you see them better, now?"

Marilith's gaze became distant again, and she nodded. "Yes. They are nearing a coast, and are
turning to follow it south.”



| blinked, startled. "A coagt?! To port or starboard?"

"Ummm... | can hear what you mean, my powers let me under stand any language and speak
that language back to you. Port is the dock-side of the ship when in port, starboard is the side

placed towards the sea. But... Ummm... Which iswhich?" Marilith asked, her earsflicking downina
blush. "I'm not a sailor, Corvid, sorry."

"Port isleft, Marilith. Isthe coast right or left of the ship? If they're heading south, isthe coast east or
west of them?'

"East," Marilith replied after amoment.

"Damn," | muttered, thinking. "They must be near Antonica, then. In the direction you've got us
pointing, well make landfal well south of Larinia, in the Wildlands™

"|'ve never been there. What's it like?"

| smiled. "Not as bad as Hyperbores, by far. Still, it's hardly tame. 1t's beyond the southern end of the
Granite Mountains. Y ou often encounter centaurs from the Cluain Plains there - the plains are to the east,

on the southern end of the Inland Sea. There's also afew minotaurs and other beasts in the forest, aswell
asquite afew dryads.”

" And you've experience with them, too, | imagine,” Marilith said, grinning.



| shook my head. "If | had, we wouldn't be talking - they can kegp aman hidden to themsalvesup to
twenty yearsand I'm only thirty, now."

"Err... Sorry, | meant that as a joke."

"It'sdright. Cast your gaze between us and them, and look for storms.”

Marilith was sllent, her gaze distant for along while. Findly, she spoke. "1 see only one. It is near
them, to their east. It'swinds drive their sails, and they move swiftly across the night sea.”

"Which direction is the ssorm headed?'

"Roughly southeast, inland.”

"No danger to us, then," | replied, and reached for my bedroll, secured nearby. "Let'stry to get some
deep. Red or Blue will wake usif theré'sa problem.”

"Alright,” Marilith replied.

Slipping the two of usinto the bedroll was abit tricky, but we managed it. Marilith again preferred to
deep spoon-fashion, and | accommodated her. | couldn't redlly deep, however. My thoughts kept
turning to Sasha... And, in the end, the Goddess she served.



Y orindar, Frarim had explained, was a stern but ultimately fair god, possessed of a sharp wit, adry
sense of humor, and usually very unwilling to sacrifice his pawns. Indeed, it seemed Eddas trip into the
past afew months ago, ajourney that had waited eighteen centuries, was all apart of alarger planto
alow Y orindar to recover Frarim from the past, and thus free up several thousand lesser pawns over the
course of elghteen centuriesto do other things. If Yorindar had to sacrifice apawn, hewould - indeed,
Frarim originally had been sacrificed to further Y orindar'saims. But, Y orindar preferred to play the game
of the gods preserving as many of his pawns as he could, that in the end, each would have a chance to be
forged stronger, and be more useful. The Ocean, however, was nothing like Y orindar.

The Goddess of the Ocean could be immeasurably kind one moment, then instantly heartless the next.
It was not out of evil, or some sense of enjoyment of the pain of mortals. It was, rather, her smple
nature. If she needed to sacrifice a pawn to win, she would do so, instantly and without hesitation. And,
indeed, she already had. Marilith had explained over the month she'd been hedling that she and Sasha
had aready served the Ocean's purpose, in aiding the mer-folk of the Windward Idesto dominate the
seas, and begin writing down their knowledge. And even before that, Sasha had (with Marilith's help)
won awar in Palome, furthering the Ocean's purposes by aiding her dlies, and further training her pawn
to be more competent and skilled. But, for Sashato even bein the right place for her childhood home,
Vilandia, her parents had been killed. Indeed, everyone aboard the ship they sailed on had been lost, and
only my father, the man who saved Sasha by placing her in atrunk and casting her overboard, had
survived.

The Ocean did not rely on vast and powerful pawns equal to Eddas Ayar. Instead, Frarim had said,
sheworked like the waves - athousand little forces that combined to asingleirresstible force that
crashed into the beach. | hadn't even been aware that waves worked like that, but Frarim said they did.
No matter, however - individuas like Orissa, Pearl, and countless thousands more like them were how
the Ocean usudly worked her will in the morta plane. Individuaswith no specia knowledge or ability,
they smply werein theright place a the right time to do what needed to be done. And, if the Ocean
needed to sacrifice apawn to win, even apowerful or useful one, she would not hesitate.

Perhaps, with luck, Y orindar might convince the Goddess of the Ocean of the value of keeping afew
powerful pawns around. Frarim had explained the game of chatto, an ancient Hyperborean game. A
pawn forged stronger and stronger over time was far more useful, asthey could often overwhelm an
army of lesser pawns. Perhaps the Ocean's dliance with Y orindar would teach her this. Perhaps not. But,
if not, then we certainly were not guaranteed of rescuing Sasha at al - for if it served the Ocean's
purpose that Sasha be logt, then it would take far more than merely myself and her sster to save her.

Marilith dept soundly, and | gently rolled over to my back so as not to awaken her. Theregfter, | lay
there, gazing at the stars above, and thinking.



Interludell - The Desart.

The enchanted ship swayed in the wind, guided by sorceries the one-eyed swordsman did not
understand. Sleek asa shark, the long, single-masted, lateen-rigged ship required no crew, no hand at
thetiller... And yet, it sailled smoothly, asthough invisbly and expertly crewed by themen ashipit'ssize
would require. Atop the teak decks, various circles and glyphs of power were placed, inscribed into the
wood of the deck, and inlaid in silver. The one-eyed swordsman could most feel the power of the
vess. Y e, the enchantments were apparently not quite enough, for the enemy drew closer and closer.
The one-eyed swordsman scratched benegth the eyepatch that covered hisleft eye, theeyeheéd lostina
dud years before. Fighting ship to ship, he understood. How one might fight an enemy ship that flew,
however, he had no idea.

At asound, the one-eyed swordsman turned his head, glancing behind him as the bearded wizard
approached. "What was she saying?' he asked, jerking athumb at the wench who knelt on the deck of
the enchanted ship. "I can't understand aword of her gibberish.”

Thewizard waved ahand dismissively. "Nothing, nothing. She wanted to know what that was," the
wizard replied, his gaze on the winged ship, now visblein the distant sky. "I told her it was amongter,
and I, her loving master, would take care of it."

The swordsman chuckled, his eye on the fire-haired woman. " If she wakes from your spell, old man,
ghell dit your gullet.”



Thewizard amiled. "Then, unfortunately, you wouldn't be paid.”

The swordsman grinned wryly, stroking his beard. " True - but watching that might be worth the
price”

Thewizard laughed. "Y ou've alovey wit, friend, but I'm afraid it's not likely to happen. Without that
demoness, sheisnearly helpless.”

"| ill say you should have let mekill the thing," the swordsman replied, shaking his head.

"Ah, but that would have completely defeated our goal's, and displeased Ukkug. And should we
displease the One True God, it won't matter if you're paid or not - well both be dead." The wizard
waved to the woman. "Make certain she stays within the circle of protection on the deck, but otherwise,
do not speak to her or touch her, asaways."

The swordsman nodded. "Done - good luck with that ship.”

"Oh, therewill belittle luck involved, friend," the wizard replied, walking over to asummoning circle
near the stern of the enchanted ship.



The Raven - Seven.

"Therethey are!" Marilith yelped, pointing.

| nodded. "'l seethem,” | replied, looking at the ship with my spyglass. "It'saMystantian tartan - you
cantdl by the shapeand the sall. Very rarein this part of the world, you usualy only see them on the
coast of the Eastern Seaor on the Inland Sea. I've never seen one move so fast in amoderate breeze...
And no crew in sight, just two men and Sasha on the deck. Thereisn't even anyone at the helm. You're
right, it has to be enchanted, that ship should take at least eight men to sail, better with fifteen, and would
never movethat fast inthiswind - it'smoving like it weighs amost nothing... Like the whole thing's made
of basa. It can't be, though, it would break apart... It has to be enchanted.”

"What do we do, now?"

"That depends on the range of your sorcery,” | replied, snapping the spyglass shut. "We're about a
league away, and closing.”

"Well, that depends on what | try to use. | could try to simply snatch her with a spell of
telekinesis, but we'd have to be very close - a few dozen paces. | could risk casting on the ship,
perhapsto slow it by damaging it and hope | don't hurt Sasha... But we'd have to be no more than
a hundred paces away, | don't think | could hit beyond that."

"Arrow ranges,” | replied, putting the spyglass away.



"WEl... Yes, sorry." Marilith replied, her eyes on the enemy ship.

| shook my head. "Don't be, that's the same ranges | used to have to fight at when | was chasing
davers. It'ssmply theredity of nava battle. Close to bowshot and exchange afew volleysasyourtry to
get close enough to board. Red and Blue have repeating crossbows, however - Eddas gave them to me,
he said they were ancient wesgpons of the Invaders... The Golannin, who destroyed Hyperborea. Red
and Blue are made out of Golannin armor, aswell. With one flying and one shooting, well havea
tremendous advantage aswe close. | just haveto tell him to avoid shooting anyone with red hair."

"She'sinacircle, inlaid into the deck. It looks like... Yes, it'sa circle of protection, surrounding
the mast and about five cubitsradius. | can't touch her with telekinesis. What would be the best
place to damage with lightning to stop that ship?"

"The mast. Snap it, and that ship isn't going anywhere. A better question is'how do you prevent the
same from happening to us?"

"I can shield our ship with sorcery," Marilith replied.

"Wll, that meanslikely they can, too, so be ready.”

"I'll be ready."

"Good. Now, hold ontight to therail," | replied, gripping therail mysdlf, then looked to Red. "Red,
bring us down to a quarter league, then bring us dongside, about a hundred paces out, matching speed,
then bring usin close so Blue can fire! Blue, ready your crossbow to fire on the enemy, but don't shoot
until you can be certain of hitting, and don't hit any woman with red hair!"



| felt my stomach lighten as Red swiftly brought the ship down in dtitude, then began to dow us
down. Blue reached to the case mounted bel ow the starboard rail, pulling out his repeating crossbow and
tossing the long lanyard over his head and below hisleft shoulder. A moment later, he dapped one of the
dim spring-loaded boxes of quarrelsinto the dot benegth it, then pulled back on the cocking lever,
readying the crosshow. I'd once tried pulling the string myself to try to see how strong the bow was, and
found I smply could not do it - the bow itself was aband of orichachum with at least ten stone's pulll,
perhaps more. Y e, the enchantments made it easy with the cocking lever. When fired, a
magically-powered mechanism re-cocked the crosshow, readying it to shoot the next bolt - and it was
not only as strong as a siege crosshow, it shot very rapidly. It's range was only about seventy-five paces,
however, and Blue wouldn' likely hit anyone aboard until we were within thirty paces.

"He's casting a spell..." Marilith said, watching them. "It... He's summoning something! It's... Oh,
no!"

"What? What isit?" | yelled.

"He... HE's struggling... No, he's got it. He's commanding him now... No, it can't be!"

"Mailith, what isit?" | yelled again.

But my question was answered a heartbesat | ater, as a hideous thing appeared on the deck of our
ship, amidships. About three cubitstall, it was squat, built much like atoad, and covered in dripping
dime. The cregture roared, startling me badly - but Blue was dready shooting at it, the
thump-thump-thump sound of his crossbow firing and the sounds of the bolts smacking into the beast's
flesh rousng me from my moment's hesitation.

"Don't hurt him! Don't hurt him!™ Marilith shrieked as | drew my sword.



"Haveyou lost your mind?!" | yelled back asthe creature turned to attack Blue.

Marilith, however, did not reply - instead, she gestured. " There - he's sealed within an abjuration!
He can't hurt you!"

And indeed, the bolts from Blue's crossbow were smply deflecting off some invisible surface, now,
and the beast the rebounded from the sameinvisible barrier. "Blue, stop shooting. Red, keep us back
from that ship for now," | called, gaping. Blue did so, and | glanced to Marilith. "What the hell is that

"My cousin,” Marilith replied, waking up next to me.

The beast turned, gazing at Marilith. Green ichor flowed from the six crossbow bolts stuck init'sside,
and it panted asit gazed at us. "Marilith," it growled.

"Ignatus,” shereplied, her voice sounding pained. "1'm so sorry..."

"It seems you wereright, | should have chosen my final metamorphosis more wisely. Then
these stupid stickpins wouldn't have bothered me," the creature replied, and grunted, tugging one of
the boltsfrom it's flesh and dropping it. "My clan-father tried to warn me. ‘Nevermind how
handsome a bufotibrancheis, a sixth-rank is weak, if you get summoned, you could die," he said.
Yes, he warned me. Many, many times. But, foolish me, | was young. | thought... | thought |
might..."

"I know. | remember our night by the lake, the lava bubbling so nicely, the hell-hounds baying
in the darkness... Oh, Ignatus, I'm so sorry..."



The beast chuckled, an eerie rumbling sound as it pulled out another bolt. “Heh. Ten thousand
bufotibranches that mage could have summoned here today, and he gets me. But, it's no
coincidence. There are no coincidences when the gods are involved, Marilith. And the gods have
tormented me with you for nearly two thousand years... | finally managed to woo you, then just as
we began | was summoned away and spent a good two hours having to explain the basics of
reproduction to a journeyman mage... How humiliating. Then, when | came back, your clan-father
had already dragged you back to your studies. | gambled, gambled that | might win you for my
own with a final metamor phosis into one of the most handsome castes that my chi could attain...
Gambled, and lost.”

Marilith sghed. "That... That mage later went on to become the Great Mage, Eddas Ayar ... If
that's any comfort."

"Some small comfort, yes. He's known to our people well. Perhaps, in some small way, | helped
teach him the truth about our people..." hereplied, groaning as he pulled thelast of the boltsfrom
himsdlf. He then shuddered. " The spell forces me to comply, Marilith, and the pain grows worse the
longer | resist. I'msorry - | am ordered to destroy this vessel. Do what you will to stop me, for |
cannot stop myself," hereplied, then lifted hisdimy, webbed hands, aball of crackling energy forming
between them.

Marilith gestured, dissipating the energies. For severa moments, the two of them sparred back and
forth, he summoning energies, and she disspating them. | just stood there, not knowing whet to do - or, if
there was anything | could do at dl.

Findlly, the frog-like demon was spent, knedling on the deck and gasping as his green blood continued
to flow from hiswounds. Marilith panted, gazing a him. "I'm going to try to dismiss you now, Ignatus.
Please try not to fight - give me a moment to manage the spell."

The toad-like demon shook his head, dimedripping from him. "I can't. The pain drives me on,
Marilith. The spell forces me to comply. Even to my death. If we never meet again... Remember
that | loved you," hereplied, then lifted hiswebbed hand, baling it into afi<...

...then, without warning, he smashed through the deck and into the spinning gears that powered the



wings

The port forward wing froze, and the ship began to turn rapidly to port, swiftly losing dtitude asthe
demon screamed, hishand crushed inthe gears. | didn't stop to think, | smply acted, leaping forward.
Immediatdy, | struck theinvisible barrier that surrounded him, acylinder of tingling force a pace away
from hisbody in dl directions. | couldn't get through it, and my sword skidded off of it harmlesdy.
"Marilith, do something!"

A moment later, the demon shimmered, then vanished, hishowl of agony chilling asit faded.

The forward port wing began to flap again - but dowly. Too dowly. Running aft to Red as | sheathed
my sword, | shouted. "Maxilith, Blue, hang onto therail! Red, stand by to switch with me!”

Red nodded, watching me. Once | had the wedge in place, he rose from the set, turning to hisleft to
get out of my way. The ship angled steeply to port as he released the control lever. | grabbed the
am-rests, pulling mysdlf into the chair and struggling with the right control lever, trying to level usout
again as Red removed the wedge in the dltitude lever.

For along, terrifying moment, the ship swooped towards the seabelow. In desperation, | released the
atitude lever to stop the wing's beeting, and instead pushed forward and right on the control lever. The
port wings responded, though the forward port wing was dow and | could hear gears grinding. The ship
leveled across the beam, but was till diving towards the water. | then pulled back hard and Ieft on the
control stick, causing the aft wingsto pause and the forward wings to spread their wooden feathers. A
heartbeat, then two, the forward port wing dowly responding...

Then the ship leveled out afew cubits above the ocean, the spray of the waves dampening my
cheeks.

| struggled with the controls, grateful for Frarim's careful and patient ingtruction. We could not gain
dtitude, that would require al the wingsto flap evenly, and the forward port wing was dowed, now



stuttering as the gears ground louder and louder. Land was near, perhaps only aleague away. If we
could make it to the beach, | might be able to put us down safely.

Five hundred paces, then four, then three, the beach looming closer and closer. The gear noiseswere
now very loud, and the forward port wing was now pausing every few heartbeats, and stuttering longer
and longer. Weweren't going to makeit. | glanced at the waves, trying to gauge them. Sipping us
between two wave crests, | pushed down on the dtitude lever.

We struck the water with atremendous splash, and | flipped the lever to fold thewings. In afew
moments, they had folded - fortunately, that was a different set of gears that the demon's attack hadn't
damaged. "Oardl" | shouted, rising from the pilot's seat and reaching for the long oar stored nearby. It
wasn't much, but placed in the brass oarlock I'd attached near the stern, it would do as a makeshift
rudder. Red and blue reached for the oars | had stored nearby them, pulling them loose of their
mountings and dipping them into the oarlocks port and starboard. Frarim hadn't thought much of theidea
when I'd suggested it, but he'd asked Haifa and her people to make the oarlocks I'd asked for. The
wings, he said, would make the ornithopter unmaneuverable in water. That may be so, I'd told him, but a
little maneuvering was better than none, and with no cargo aboard, the ornithopter should ride very high
in the water, perhaps high enough so the wings wouldn't drag the water. Frarim had smply shrugged - he
was no sailor, and could not tell meif my ideawould work if the time ever came it was needed. Now, we
would find out.

"Pull! Pull! Pull' I called, leaning into my makeshift rudder to point usto the shore. Red and Blue
responded, pulling in time. The wingtips dragged some, but not much - it was barely maneuverable. |
needed to steer us to a smooth patch of sand we could beach on.

Wewereclose... Very close...

"Ship oars and prepare to beach!”

Red and Blue pulled their oars up, tossing them atop the deck, then grabbing therail. Peripheraly, |
was aware of Marilith, still hanging onto therail, her eyeswide with fear as| worked the rudder, keeping
the kedl pointed at the beach...



Then we dammed into the sand, diding up the beach by the force of the waves. "Mooring lines! Pull
us up the beach!”

Red and Blue grabbed the coiled lines, dready attached to supports at bow and stern - the same
supports that would ordinarily have been used for the canvas wind-cover of thisship, if | had one. A
moment later, they leapt into the surf. The waves washed over them, and they floated a bit before the
waves withdrew, the cork that filled their armor holding them up briefly. Darting up the beach, they pulled
on the mooring lines, quickly dragging the ornithopter from the waves and onto dry sand.

My kneesweretrembling as| leaned on therail. | sent asilent prayer of thanksto Y orindar - things
could have turned out much worse. The holein the deck dripped dime from the demon's punch, and in
the distance, | could see the ship of Sashas abductors getting smdler and smdler. "Damn,” | muttered.

At the sound of asob, | turned my head. Marilith was Sitting on the deck, weeping. | walked over to
her, Stting beside her, and we shared ahug in silence for along moment.

"Wl the ship's grounded, for now," | said at last, wiping the tearsfrom her eyes.

"My fault... | knew him. That... That distracted me. | should have tried to dispel the sorcery
that held him here immediately.”

"Oh, you knew an old flame from the past was going to be summoned and were prepared for it?"

Maxrilith blinked. "No, of course not!"



"Then how can it be your fault?' | replied, and smiled. "Like your friend said - ten thousand demons
of his caste that he could have gotten, and he was chosen. Thereis no coincidence when the gods are
involved. And, like Eddas and Frarim both told me, the battles of the gods are not like the battles of men.
Thereismore than just aphysical component to it.”

Marilith nodded, sghing. "Joy said the same. The battles of the gods are also battles of
emotion... Love, joy, hate, lust, fear... All emotions. My people are the Independents. We are
supposed to be free of it all. But, we are not. The gods watch us, and they use us fromtimeto
time, even as mortal wizards sometimes summon us from time to time. And our numbers
dwindled, as our people reproduce slowly, so slowly... As slowly as we heal. The destruction of the
Hyperborean civilization... That stopped the greatest share of deaths. My people had a chance to
recover, then... But, | do not know if they did. Ignatus... He may die of his wounds before he can
get help, back home."

"We dtill have those hedling crystals. Can you summon him here? We could use them on him, then.”

Marilith gaped a me. "Me?! Summon one of my people to the Prime Material ?! Do you even
know what you're saying?! That would be... That would be horrible!"

"S000..." | said, leaning back. "L etting him die would be preferable?”

Marilith lowered her ears. "Well... No..."

"And can you summon him specificaly?"

"Wel... Yes, | know his name..."



"Then do so, and well hed him," | said, and smiled. "Besides, I'd redly rather have hisfavor than his
enmity. After dl, if I'm going to be your mate, knowing that there's a supernatura being on another plane
who'stremendoudy jeal ous of me and wishes | was dead is hardly acomforting thought.”

Marilith amiled briefly. " Alright. And thank you, Corvid. | love you."

| smiled again, risng to my feet on the deck and holding out my hand to her. "I love you, too, dear.
More and more with each passing day."

The Raven - Eight.

"I cannot thank you enough, Marilith," Ignatus said as | worked on his hand, dowly restoring the
lost flesh with the orange crystal. The sun was warm on the sand of the beach where we sat, and that
only made the effort of using the crystd more difficult.

"Actually... It was Corvid'sidea. | had a full set of chi-crystals from my clan-father, he gave
them to me once he understood my choice to remain on this plane with my soul-sister. But, it was
Corvid'sidea to summon you, tell you we had the crystalsto heal you, then release you from the
summoning spell so you could remain to be healed or leave, as you thought best.”



Ignatus looked at me, hisfrog-like eyes bobbing up and down as he blinked. "And this... This
mortal isthe one you chose."

"Yes, Ignatus.”

"Should | be pleased or offended?"

Marilith bowed her head. "1 hope you would be pleased. You and | have been friends since our

brood-mothersfirst breathed us out on the same day. We've even... We've even been lovers,
once..."

Ignatus chuckled, reaching up with his undamaged hand to scratch between hishorns. " Almost

lovers," hereplied, and chuckled again, looking to me. "Did shetell you she licked my paratoid
glands before we were interrupted?”

| smiled up at him, wiping the sweat from my brow with adeeve. "Should | be offended or amused?'

Ignatus laughed. "Both!" hereplied, and took his damaged hand from mine, flexing it. | had managed
to stop the bleeding, and mogt of the flesh and bones was restored, but he was gtill missing the mgjority

of hisfingers. "Thisis good. | can make it to the Temple of Pain like this, and they can finish the
healing."

"Wait!" Marilith caled, holding out her hand. "Please... Tell me, how are our people doing? Are
we recovering, at least?"



Ignatus blinked for amoment, then nodded. " Ah, of course... You couldn't know. Yes, we recover.
Sowly, but we recover. There are tens of thousands of mages who have the power to summon us
in thisworld, now, but not counting the Witch-Women of Hyperborea, |ess than a dozen who know
the spell. Of those, most do not use it, for fear of losing the contest of wills, and being killed. The
Witch-Women have the power, but do not use it, out of the respect and under standing Eddas Ayar
has taught them. Eddas Ayar can summon us with impunity, of course - his power isvast, and
even the mightiest of usis not his equal. But, he does not summon us unless he has no other
choice. And when he does summon us, it is never when he knows we would simply be killed. He
under stands that having the power does not give one the right to use it at whim. He iswise, that
one. Do you remember Honoricus?"

"Mmm... Vaguely," shereplied.

"Eddas summoned him about a century ago or so to copy some texts with sorcery. He needed
the texts both copied and translated, he needed it done immediately, and did not have the time to
do it himself. It was nothing for Honoricus, of course, quite trivial. But afterwards, Eddas bowed
and thanked him. Thanked him! And said he was honored! Hah! Honoricus said he was so startled,
it'sawonder hishorns didn't fall off from the shock.”

Marilith smiled for amoment, then sighed. "I'm sorry... My sister is still missing, it's difficult for
me to laugh right now."

Ignatus nodded. "I can't help with that. The wizard who summoned me is too powerful for a
mer e bufotibranche to challenge. You are strong, Marilith... Sronger than most nightmares | have
ever met. But | do not know if you are stronger than him. A moment, however. A bufotibranche's
vision is sharper than yours, in some ways. Perhaps..." he said, and gazed off into the distance, his
gyesglowing. "They are still at sea. The foreshadow about themis clear, they head beyond the
coasts of Kush, to the eastern coast of Mystantia,” he sad, then blinked, gazing a Marilith. "More
than that, | cannot see. You should try to penetrate her dreams, that isall | can advise.”

Marilith sighed. "I tried. Her dreams are confused, and heavily affected by enchantment. | can
do little..."



Ignatus blinked. "What?! You?! Hampered in dreams?!" Ignatus snorted. "Impossible, | refuse to
believe it. You were the best of all the dreamwarriors, and to my knowledge, you still are. | smply
refuse to believe it. You are only hesitating because you fear you'll hurt her."

"Could you hurt her, in dreams?" | asked, looking to Marilith.

Marilith nodded. "Unfortunately, yes. We can even kill, in dreams, though that takes a precise
touch, and great skill."

"Skill you have, Marilith,” Ignatus replied, rising to hiswebbed feet. He looked over the
ornithopter, then looked tome. "1 can repair the damage I've done to your vessel, mortal man, just
asyou repaired my own wounds. But, if you approach them in this ship again, that wizard will
knock it from the sky again. And next time, you may not survive."

| nodded. "What do you suggest?'

"|'d suggest you give up, but | hardly think you will. 1'd tell you why | think you should give up,
but I hardly think you'd understand. Barring that, | have no suggestions.”

| forced asmiled to my face. "Tdl me anyway, | might surprise you."

Ignatus gazed a me for amoment, wiping dime from hisarm down over hiswounded hand. Findly,
he nodded. "It's a trap, boy. That much | can see in the greater reality that surrounds them. What
kind of trap, | cannot say - but things are not as they seem. | know you will not give up, so be on
your guard. And remember that when the enemy springs the trap, often the only escapeisto
choose an option the enemy does not expect, and did not anticipate.”



| nodded. "I'll bear it in mind."

"Good," Ignatus replied, and gestured at the ship with his good hand. | could hear a sound of
cresking wood, and apinging sound of metd. Rising to my feet and looking at the ornithopter, | watched
asthe hole hed made in the deck dowly sealed up. After afew moments, it was done, and Ignatus
lowered hishand. "I have repaid my debt to you for healing me, mortal man. She loves you, and
you love her. Part of meis happy for her. Part of me burnswith jealousy. For her sake, | will be
happy for her. But you will understand, mortal man, why I do not bid you fare well."

"l do," | replied, and bowed to him.

Oh, I most definitely understood. The woman of his childhood love had been missing ages and ages,
and when hefinally meets her again, he finds sheisin love with someone e se - and someone he would
have to consider asalesser being, a"mere mortal.” And yet, that rival had healed him out of kindness.
No, if | were him, I'd be both grateful for the healing, more deeply in love with Marilith than before, and
insanely jealous of my riva. Yes, | most definitely understood. | wasn't certain that 1'd even be able to
reman civil if | wasin hisstuation.

Ignatus turned to Marilith, knedling before her as she sat onthe sand. " A last kiss, perhaps?”

Marilith smiled, and kissed his snout. It wasn't akiss of passion - that, | could see clearly, despite
how strange they were to see together. No, it was merely abrief peck of friendship. | felt abrief, srange
mixture of emotion at seeing it - | was glad that was al he received, yet at the sametime, | felt sorry for
him. It was an odd sensation.

Y et, the brief kiss seemed to satisfy Ignatus, asthe corners of hisfrog-like mouth twisted upina
gmile "Thank you. | shall tell your clan-father you are well," he said, and vanished.

My handswere till coated with dime and demon-ichor from touching Ignatus and working on heding
hiswounds. | sighed, wiping my hands on my pantsfor lack of anything elseto use, and trying not to



notice Marilith licking her lips and nose clean with asmdl amile. "1 think hesright - if wefollow themin
the ornithopter, we only invite another attack. And next time, we may not be so lucky."

Marilith nodded, gazing a me as she sat on the beach. "What do you suggest?"

"I don't know," | replied, thinking. "Isit possible for you to bring us back to this spot with sorcery, if
we were to go somewhere € s2?"

Marilith nodded again. "Easily, though | could not bring the ship nor your golem-crew. | can
take us anywhere in the world that | can perceive - and that is nearly everywhere."

"Alright. We can fly the ship back to Eddas tower, and leaveit there - if it's not safe on hislands, it's
not safe anywhere. Afterwards, you can bring us back here. There are horsesin the Wildlands, and with
ahit of rope from the ship and some luck, | can catch one. Breaking it to ride may be abit difficult, I've
never done that before, but-"

Marilith smiled as she sat on the beach, laying down on her side as she looked a me. "Ummm...
Corvid, you won't have to catch a horse,” she said, and in the twinkling of an eye, shetransformed to
her equine form - alarge black mare with glowing red eyes, lying on the sand and gazing at me. "It
seems you may have already caught one."

| grinned. "Wéll, yes, | did know you could do that, but..." | said, then shook my head. "Wdll,
nevermind. My thought isthis: Y ou should be able to travel at the same speed overland a horse can - and
having seen that ship move, yes, it'sfast, but ahorse can ill outrun it. From hereit's another two-day
flight north to Eddas tower. Well want to get there, pack some suppliesin that little bottle of your
sgter's, and let Eddas know what's happening. He may have some advice, aswdll, hesalot more
experienced in conflicts between the gods than we are. Afterward, we come back here with your magic,
so we can follow them. We dready know where they're going, but well want to be near them aong the
coast asthey travel, so that if they make landfall to take on water or other supplies, well have the best
chance of freeing Sasha."



Marilith nodded, transforming back her humanoid-equine form. Still smiling, sheroseto her feet. "
agree. Let's get aboard your ship, and head to Hyperborea."

Awnhilelater, Red and Blue had secured the ship for flight again, and | lifted off from the sand, turning
the ship north and gaining atitude. Marilith sat in the passenger seat beside me, and aswe climbed higher
and higher, Marilith looked a me curioudy. "You were going to say something earlier, then said
‘nevermind.’ Is there something | should know?"

| smiled at her. "Wéll... | was going to say that... Err... Wdll, I'm aware you can change forminto a
horse, | just wasn't certain it was necessarily wise to tell someone you loved that you wanted to ride her.”

Marilith smiled seductively. "Mmmm... That depends entirely on what kind of ride you wanted,"
shereplied, then winked at me.

| burst out laughing, the ornithopter rising higher and higher into the clear blue sky.

The Mountain - One.



It had been awhirlwind day, and | found mysdlf quite ready to relax for abit before beginning work
on cooking supper. Beginning with the arriva of Corvid and Marilith in Corvid's ornithopter, the day had
been one event after another. | was, of course, very concerned about Sasha. But, what could | do?
Nothing. So, | smiled, made apot of byallar for Eddas and Marilith and Corvid, and let them discussthe
Stuation while | went outsde to work on my garden.

Jhumni had been nervous again, that morning. She couldn't helpit, | knew. A trick of her brain, Eddas
told me. Something insde her head that her god had given her ancestors, ages ago, so they would survive
againg the pressure of the goblins. So, | had gone down that morning and began sweeping. Jhumni, being
adwarf-wife, couldn't just stand there and watch me work aone, and soon she had picked up a
dust-cloth, and worked alongside me as we chatted. She could feel her fear, in her mind. To her, it was
like abeadt, lurking at the edge of her consciousness. But, talking with me and working on the ordinary
routines of life helped, and soon, we were chatting like two old friends.

Therewas precious little for her husband, Karadin, to do - redlly, the only reason he was here was
because he was necessary to concelve a child, and keep Jnumni company. Beyond that, he had little use
- sad to say, but true. He was amerchant back in Iron City, so there was literally nothing for him to do
here. So, of course, | found something for himto do - | gave him afishing pole Eddas had made afew
years before, and told him to make sure to bring in afew fish every evening so Eddas wouldn't haveto
spend time conjuring food for everyone, and could focus on hisresearch. It wasn't much, but at least
fishing kept Karadin out from underfoot, and made him fed he was contributing. Jhumni, fortunately,
heartily approved - particularly that first evening when he brought in three fish, his head held high and
proud, and | smply handed him aknife and told him to get to work cleaning them so we could egt them.
Dwarves are not so different from other men, and if you let them convince you that "1 caught it - the
woman cleansit” was agood idea, soon you'd be up to your elbowsin the guts of adozen different dead
things they brought in for you to prepare for each evening's supper. I'd very quickly broken Eddas of that
notion, thefirgt time he brought in ahalf dozen fish | suspected he lured onto his hook with sorcery, and |
certainly wasn't going to begin teaching Jhumni's husband bad habits sheld have to break him of, |ater.

Aswe cleaned and chatted, of course, we learned of each other. | think I've now learned more of
dwarves than any of my people ever knew before - and, perhaps, more of mysalf, due to having to think
about my answersto Jhumni's questions. 'What was Eddas like, as a husband? Jhumni wanted to know.
Ah, that was an interesting question. When he wasn't working on research or studying something, he was
avery quiet man, very introgpective. He enjoyed telling stories of his people, the ancient Hyperboreans -
and, fortunately, | enjoyed hearing them. Always in the background, though, was the scholar, the
researcher, the teacher Frarim had trained him to be. He loved to lecture, and | could tell hetruly
enjoyed it when | asked him aquestion that required along explanation - particularly when that
explanation would spark alecture an hour or more long. The only thing he loved more was when | asked
him something he didn't know, and would require research for him to answer.



When he was studying or working on research, he was absorbed to the point of being blind to
anything around him. If | didn't feed him, he literdly wouldn't est until his ssomach was growling - andif |
didn't stop him, he'd just conjure asmall bowl of grud, eat, then return to working. Part of it was, of
course, histremendous love of learning. Knowledge, Eddas explained, was essentidly infinite, and how
much one could learn was based on what one aready knew - the more one learned, the more there was
to learn. And hedidn't learn passively, either. He read new books from Mungim or Taiad with an active
eye, and would often grow quite voca when the author had made what was, to him, a patently obvious
blunder. "L ook here, Joy! This one says he's confirmed the existence of phlogiston with this experiment -
but hisexperiment isso lackadaisicdl, it proves nothing! Astoundingly poor laboratory technique! Why,
if hewasn't dready deed, 1'd write him aletter setting the fool straight! What utter rubbish!”

"So write in the margins of the book why he'swrong, then send it back with Taliad for their scholars
to examine, Old Man," I'd replied.

Eddas, however, had smply looked a me, asthough I'd suggested ditting a baby's throat. "Writein
the margins of his book?!" held yel ped. " Absolutely not! He may be wrong, but he deserves a bit more
respect than to have hiswork mutilated on awhim!™ Eddas had replied, then sniffed. "Besides, | couldn't
possibly fit aproper rebutta in his margins, the explanation isfar too long. I'd have to write my own book
of alchemy to do it properly.”

"So do so, Old Man," I'd told him.

"Ah, I will, Joy - once| understand abit more of the ‘why' of things, and have a proper modd of
atoms and atomic forces that is both mathematically and experimentaly fasifiable," held replied, and gone
back to studying, ignoring my chuckles.

Y es, part of the reason he would ignore food when he was researching was just because he became
s0 absorbed with the quest for knowledge. The other reason, however, wasthat he still didiked thet little
half-elf woman's body that Y orindar had stuck him with. Oh, held clean it, brush it'steeth, brushit's hair,
dressit appropriately and keep it presentable, naturally. He loathed a poor appearance - and, |
supposed, this had aways been true of him. But, beyond that, he cared little for it, and at times he
loathed it.



"But what do yeand he... Err... Well..." Jhumni had asked, her own dwarvish politeness not
permitting her to come out and ask. "Err... At night, | do mean... Err..."

| smiled. "That's hard to explain smply," | replied. "It's more a gentle touch, amoment of softness- a
kiss, and another, quite specid kissthat Ardlataught him,” | said, and smiled again. "Most times, he's
happy just being held and caressed. Heredlly isan old little man, inside that body, and he was done and
londly for many, many years. But sometimes, therésmore... And those times can be quite nice, for both
of us," | said, and smiled again. "For him, the hardest part was worrying that no one would ever want to
touch him again. What he had to learn wasthat it wasn't what was between hislegs that made him aman
- and never was."

Jhumni blushed so deeply | was dmost sorry 1'd answered her question - but then, the arrival of
Marilith and Corvid was heralded by the beat of wings outside the tower, saving her and | from further
embarrassment.

Marilith and Corvid's news had been shocking, to me - but, Eddastook it calmly, advisng Marilith to
make certain to use extensive and layered spells of protection when the time came to battle her enemy,
and advising her how to defend againgt the kind of spell that incapacitated her before. 1'd seen this face of
Eddas before, aswell. Cdm in the face of disaster, cool-headed despite alooming battle. The
battle-mage, the warrior-wizard. The ultimate face Frarim had trained him to wesr, the ultimate role he'dd
been trained to fulfill. And yet...

And yet, | could not help but think that Frarim had, in the end, received the far better half of this
arrangement of the gods. He had been alowed to relax, retire. Redlly, he'd been forced to retire. In his
role as 'Father Patience, he could not lift afinger to do violence, even to save hisown life or thelife of
someone he loved. Eddas, however, had never been alowed that. He was asword that Y orindar
sharpened and tempered and sharpened and tempered until his edge was keen enough to split the anvil
he was forged upon - and in the end he did exactly that, with the final destruction of the Dyclonic Circle
and the death of hisold friend, Cordo. Hammered and heated and hammered again, forged and
re-forged until that face... That dreadful, awe-inspiring face of deadly calm emerged.

Marilith and Sasha saw themsealves as two, but they were not. They were one - one pawn of the
Gods, now fighting for their lives, and their goddess. And someday, they, too, would bear that dreadful
face of war.



And Corvid... Ah, Corvid. | could seeahit of mysdf in him, and | knew why he had been meant for
Marilith and Sasha. He was to give them what | gave to Eddas. To Eddas, | was a hel ping hand when he
needed it, akind word when he needed it, and a push when he needed it. Hetold me himself - | was his
rock, his mountain. And, so would Corvid be for Sashaand Marilith, in the end.

If he truly had the strength for it.

Andif they survived.

At last, Corvid and Marilith had left, returning to their quest, and Jhumni‘sdaily time in the sun had
come and gone, and she went with her husband into their little room to share aquiet moment. | sat with
Eddas, sharing acup of byallar with him, the events of the day turning in my mind.

He sat at our table in our room, reading one of his books again. Again, | wondered what he really
looked like, benesth the mask of the Raven of Y orindar. Again, | wondered what he wasredlly thinking.
And yet, somehow... Somehow, | knew the answersto both questions.

"Old Man..." | said, reaching acrossto him.

"Mmm?What, Joy?" he asked, looking up.

“Will they be aright?"

Eddas paused, gazing a me. "l don't know, Joy. Thisis aperfectly timed maneuver by the God of the



Desert. Helogt acritical battle, but heis not quite willing to surrender the game just yet. He knows that if
| oppose his pawns, he will lose again. So he has timed this engagement for amoment when he knows

Y orindar has me committed to aiding Moradim. Moradim needs ass stance building the foundations he
will need in the future for the trangtion to the multi-racia kingdom of Tulan that Y orindar isworking
towards. And those foundations cannot be built by the dwarves done - they need the understanding that
other races have knowledge and skills of useto them, and are their peers. Tiesto the eves, tiesto my
daughters, tiesto the humans of the Southlands... This project istoo important for me to abandon, and
the God of the Desert knowsit. So, this action has been timed to accomplish his gods, and perhaps
reverse his board position in the great game the Gods play among themselves. | don't know if they'll be
dright, Joy. Much of that, | think, will depend on Corvid."

"Isheuptoit, do you think?'

"I don't know, Joy. He has astubborn stresk aleague wide just like | do, he just might be," Eddas
replied, deadpan.

| managed not to giggle. "Alright,” | replied, and sghed. "Still.... | worry about them, Old Man."

Eddas nodded. "I do, too, Joy," he replied, then closed his book and rose to hisfeet, holding agloved
hand out to me. "Now come. | can hear Jhumni and Karadin moving about downgtairs, Jhumni's using the
garderobe. It appears the effects of the wine have worn off, and she's sober again. It'stimeto give them
the good news."

"Err... Good news?" | asked, then suddenly blinked, astonished. "Y ou don't mean... 2"

Eddas amiled. "Y es - that was the last dose of dandelion wine shelll betaking, | saw it in her aura
whilewe were outside. Drinking while pregnant is never advisable, it could harm the child.”

"But... Butisit...?"



"Y es. The egg was formed and released asfemae, not male, and she has now conceived and the
child growswithin her."

"Err... Wait... Dwarves have eggs?’ | asked, blinking.

"Every creature does, even you."

"l donot!" | yelped.

"Yes, you do. They'rejust very, very tiny. That'swhat | discovered studying field-mice last year with
that dwarven occhiolino inmy lab - you remember, | got it from Mungim two years ago? Y ou see-"

I held up ahand. " Spare me the lecture, Old Man, and saveit for later. | cantell it'sgoingto bealong
one, and yes, | do want to hear it. Oh, yes, spirits of my ancestors, | do want to hear you explain how |
have eggsingde me like a chicken and have that nonsense somehow make sense after you explainit. But
right now, | think we should tell Jhumni the good newsfirgt."

Eddasrolled hiseyesa me. "Joy, they're not eggs like a chicken, they're very tiny. | can show you the
dide| madefor the occhiolino, and-"

"Later, Old Man. Truly, | want to know. But later. Jhumni first."

Eddas paused, then nodded. "Of course, Joy - first thingsfirst," he replied, taking my hand. "Oh -
could | ask you to fetch that jug of mead and two cups when we pass the pantry, please?"



"Eh?1 thought you just said Jnumni couldn't have any more drink, it might harm her baby?'

"Of course. However, it'straditional for dwarven maesto share aceebratory drink with the father
once apregnancy isknown - and | want Karadin to fed that the announcement was properly shared with
al hispeoplestraditions.”

"And these traditions naturdly involve getting quite drunk and singing loud songs, | assume?"

"Naturally. The dwarves are a very tradition-bound people," Eddas replied, deadpan again.

| snorted, then burst into giggles. "Don't get too drunk, Old Man, | still want to hear you explain to
methat | lay eggsand have me believeit,” | said, waggling afinger a him aswe walked to the Sairs.

Eddasrolled his eyes as we descended the stairs. " Joy, you do not lay eggs, | never said-"

"Well, that's acomfort, after four children | was beginning to wonder if | was doing something wrong."

Eddas grumbled, and | paused on the sairs, taking him into my arms and kissing him firmly. When |
let him go, he blinked at me, sunned. "What was that for?"

"For Jhumni. Y ou've given her her dreams, Old Man, just as you did with me. And, just asyou did
with me, you gave her her dreamstwice, out of the kindness of your heart."



"Well... Redlly... It was nothing, 1-"

"And for me, Old Man. Just to let you know that | ill love you and respect you, even if you do think
I'machicken,” | replied, and winked.

"Joy, | do not think you're achicken! Redly, | never said that, what | said wasthat you have very tiny
eggs likedl cresturesdo. You see..."

| laughed as we went down the stairs, Eddas continuing his explanation. | knew that he would
eventudly have it make senseto me, but | certainly couldn't pass up an opportunity to pinch his cheeks
likethisone. After dl, he was the most powerful mage in the world, the most knowledgeable scholar and
researcher, and likely the most powerful morta in all the history of the world. Someone had to jab at him
with apin now and again to keep his ego from inflating, and remind him he was also aman, and loved.

The Raven - Nine.

We had nearly been caught twice by hunting parties of minotaurs as we traveled through the forested
foothills south of the Granite Mountains, but fortunately Marilith's tremendous speed at agalop
prevented any serious mishap. Each time we heard them bellowing to each other, and once caught a



glimpse of their bulky, horned forms in the distance between the trees - but each time Marilith smply
out-ran them. After afew days, thelast of the foothills of the Granite Mountains dowly vanished over the
horizon behind us, and ahead lay the vast emptiness of the Cluain Plains - league after league of waving
grasses, with nary ahill or treein sight. Herds of long-legged antel ope wandered the plains, aswell as
countless rabbits and other small creatures. Nearer the northern end of the plains, at the southern shores
of the Inland Sea, there were herds of horses to be found, aswell. But, our course took us along the
southern edge of the plains, near the Eastern Sea, so Marilith could cast her gaze towards the enemy
ship, and keep us near them should they make landfall.

| considered Ignatus words as we traveled - and those of Eddas Ayar. A trap, Ignatus had said. And
it likely was, Eddas had agreed. But, neither could say just what that trap might be. How could | prepare
myself for something | did not understand, and had no way of predicting? That was aquestion | could not
answer - and the lack of an answer galled me more deeply than | could say.

During the day | rode Marilith's back, shein her equine form galoping league after league acrossthe
plains, struggling to catch up with the enemy ship asit followed the coast. At night, she dept the deep of
the exhausted, curled up againgt mein her humanoid-equine form - only to rise again in the morning, and
doit al again. Between using sorcery to conjure food and drink for the two of usand cleaning our
clotheswith a spell each day, she was dowly growing more and more tired as each day passed. With the
mind-numbing effect of running, running, endlesdy running... It was clear to me her entireworld had
narrowed down to chasing the ship, and her only waking thought was to keep running. She could not
makeit likethis, shewould eventudly collgpse. | had to do something... But what?

At last, one day near noon, | called out to her as she galloped acrossthe plains. " Stop.”

"What?" shecdled over her shoulder.

"Stop. Just stop.”

"I can't, Corvid, I've only now caught up to them again!"



"Marilith, do you love me?"

"I... Yes, Corvid. Very much."

"“Then stop.”

Marilith dowed to atrot, then awalk, and findly stopped, panting. | dipped from her back, then
waked up to her head, placing my hand beneath her jaw. "Walk with me. Come. Wak abit, so you
don't get cramps.”

"I... I'll be alright,” she panted, her head hanging down. "Why did you want to stop?"

"I'll answer your question with a question: | see the wizard we've been chasing right before us. What
are you going to do about it?'

Marilith jerked her head up, badly startled. "What?! Where?!"

"Nowhere. But if he were here, what could you do about it?"

"I... 1..." Mailithreplied, fill panting. "1 don't know... I'mtoo tired to fight, | think..."

"Exactly," | said, and felt asudden, surprising chill down my spine as| spoke the word.



Marilith gaped a me, no lesssurprised than I. "1... | didn't know that you could do that, too..."

| managed agmile. "I don't even know what | did, but asit was aremarkably uncomfortable
sensation, | hope | don't do it again anytime soon.”

"You spoke with Yorindar's voice. To my eyes, your astral form very briefly was that of a
raven. Not the vast and powerful beast | seein Master Eddas, no... Hisformisimmense, and
radiates power. You... You seemed a much smaller thing... Yet, lim, sharp, and canny,
nonetheless.”

"Well..." | said, taken aback at thisreveation. "I'm afraid | don't know what to say about that. | felt it
when it happened, but | certainly didn't make it happen. | supposeit just goes with being amajor pawn
of Yorindar, as Eddastold me | was. But I'm hardly hisequd, | think."

"Not in terms of power, no. But raw power isn't everything.”

"Ex-" | sarted, then clapped my mouth shut as the chill began at the nape of my neck. "Yes."

Marilith grinned. "You really can't control that, can you?"

"No, and it'squite unnerving,” | replied, then paused, thinking. "Still, 1 think Y orindar istrying to tell us
something. My thought earlier wasthat you were wearing yoursaf down to nothing, and even if they did
come ashore to take on food and water, we wouldn't be able to really do anything about it, you'd be too
tired. That last time, you said 'raw power isn't everything' - | think that's going to be key, somehow.
When you're fencing aman who's stronger and using aheavier blade, you don't just match him strength
for strength, you work on hisweaknesses. A heavier bladeis dower, and the thicker hisarms, the more
musclebound heis. Y ou use maneuversthat require him to call upon speed he doesn't have, and



eventually defeat him with speed. When fighting an opponent who'sfast and using arapier, you dont try
to match his speed, you defeat him with better footwork, and attacks that wound his arm and legsto
dow him down. Fight to an opponent's weaknesses, not their strengths - and be prepared to launch
surprise attacks.”

"So what do we do?"

"For now, wewalk," | said, caressing her jaw and tugging her along as | walked forward. "Come -
walk ahit, so you don't cramp.”

Marilith nodded, following, her equine form dripping swest. | had to admit that in the form of ahorse,
Marilith made afabulous steed, in both performance and gppearance. Riding her was, redlly, an
incredible fedling - Sitting astride her broad back, feding the musclesflex as she ran, the wind whipping
past as sheraced acrossthe plains... Yet, intheend, | ill preferred her humanoid form. Though femae
inboth forms, | found | had little attraction to a horse, and much more attraction to anightmare. | smiled
at the oddness of that thought, and decided I'd shareit with her sometime. "A question,” | said, looking at
her.

"Yes?"

"Where does your clothing go, in thisform?"

“"Nowhere. It's still here.”

"Err... What, it goesinsde you when you change shape?'

"No. | don't think you'll understand - certainly Sasha doesn't, and she's known me most of her



life, now. It's difficult to explain to someone who doesn't under stand the basics of
hyperdimensional existence, but... Well, | haven't really changed shape. Thisislike... Well, like
looking at my back, instead of my front. Thisis the other side of the same body. Your body exists
in three dimensions - altitude, longitude and lattitude. Mine existsin four - altitude, longitude,
lattitude and spassitude. It's what allows me to see and move ana and kata, and it's a large part of
why my perception isn't limited to what you think of as three-dimensional space around you."

| grinned. "You'reright, | don't understand.”

Marilith stopped walking, then looked at me. "Hmmm... Maybe | can make it clear to you if | turn
around slowly kata. Watch closely.”

| watched, and as| did so, her form dowly grew dimmer and smaller. Her fordimbs flowed,
becoming arms and hands, her hind legs flowed, becoming more human-like. Her body rotated vertically
benesath asmaller head, and her eyes came closer together. A heartbest later, she stood before mein her
humanoid-equine form, gloves and bootsin place on her hands and feet, her loincloth in place about her
shapdly hips, and her gpodesmosin place over her lovely breasts. Shewas still covered in swest, and her
gpodesmos clung damply to her, reveding her nipples. Marilith flicked her tail, then smiled a me. " See?"

I grinned. "1 saw, but | don't understand what | saw, other than | saw you change from oneformto
another. Now, | seeyou in your humanoid form.”

"But | didn't change, really. | just turned kata. Watch again, I'll turn ana thistime, very
dowly," shesaid, and dowly, sheturned back into ahorse. "You see? It's like looking at my back,
instead of my front."

"Mmm... No, | don't see, but | did notice that your clothes disappeared the instant you started to
change”

"Well, yes, they're on my kata side, you only see them when I'm turned kata," she said, and



shook her head, tossing her damp mane. "It'sreally just like looking at my front or back, except in a
fourth dimension you can't see because you're a three-dimensional being, not a four-dimensional
being. Ummm... Well, I'd say it's like turning inside out, because that's the closest one can come in
three dimensions, but that's not really a good explanation because there's no twisting or inversion
or eversion involved. I'mjust turning ana or kata, and showing you another side of the same
body."

| thought about her explanation. Though | likely did not understand it well, it seemed to methat she
was saying she was larger than she appeared, somehow, having adimension of spaceto her body | did
not. A thought occurred to me. "I think | understand... Isthat why your voice has a sort of hollow echo
toit when you'rein thisform or the other? Y ou're speaking not with abody of three dimensions, but one
of four dimensons?"

"That'sright!" Marilithreplied, grinning. "I have one nose, one mouth, one set of lungs and all
that, but from your perspective, it's eight times larger and seems like | have two of each. That
makes my voice sound hollow and echoing, to you, like you're hearing two voices at once. But,
you're not - it's one body, one mouth, one voice. If | use sorcery to change my formto that of a
human, to you, my voice would then sound normal, because you'd be looking at and listening to a
three-dimensional form. But, I'm till there, behind it, in four dimensions, like an actress wearing a

| smiled. "Wel, my dear, you make alovely horse, but | hope you don't mind if | tell you | prefer
looking at your other sde.”

Marilith laughed. "No, | don't mind. Everyone hastheir 'best side', | suppose. You met Ignatus -
as a bufotibranche, he has four sides he can show - a toad, the slimy toad-like humanoid form
with horns that you saw, a ball of horns and spines that floats in the air, and a puddle of slime
that bubbles and oozes along the ground. It all depends on how he turns ana or kata. | think his
second formis the most handsome, of course.”

"Oh? And what's my 'best Sde, to you?'

Marilith grinned. "Mmm... That would be the side you press against my back when you ride me.



You have a darling little rump, Corvid, it's sometimes all | can do to keep from pinching it."

| grinned. "Wdll, you may end up pinching it anyway, because now that you've rested, we come to the
remainder of my idea. It takesyou energy to summon food for me and you. But, it dawned on methere
may be an easier way - we're surrounded by leagues and leagues of grass. If you can eat it in your
horse-form, like you are now, you might consider just grazing while you rest.”

Marilith's earsflicked down. "Err... Well... Yes, | can, | can eat almost anything on this plane.
But... Well, I've been somewhat hesitant to."

“Why?

"I... Well... | didn't want you to look at me and see a horse. | still want to be a sensual
demoness for you, Corvid."

| leaned forward, kissing her equine nose, then grinned at her. "Never fear of that, dear. I've known
very few horsesin my life that have glowing red eyes and can talk to me, the chance that | would
somehow mistake you for oneisquiteremote,” | replied, and laughed.

Marilith stuck her tongue out at me. "You know what | mean!" she snapped, ssomping her forehoof.

"Yes, | do. And I'mtrying to tell you that | don't see you that way. Perhaps I've an overactive
imagination, or something, but when | ook at you and hear you talk..." | said, and shrugged. "I hear your
voice, and | seeyour eyes. Beyond that... My mind tellsme I'm looking a acloud, inaway. Likea
cloud in the sky, congtantly moving, changing... But with two glowing pointsfor eyes, and awarm, lovely
woman'svoice."



"Oh, my..." Marilith said, lowering her hindquartersto the grass. In amoment, she was laying on the
ground, her legs tucked beneath her.

"Areyou aright?' | asked, knedling beside her head in concern.

"Oh, Corvid... | told Sasha | thought you were the one for us... That was more true than |
could have ever dreamed. Corvid... That's what | see when | ook at myself on the astral. That's
what Eddas saw, when he saw me trapped in my crystal prison. That is my base form, before my
first metamor phosis, the form my brood-mother breathed out of her nostrils, three millennia ago.
That isa part of what | am, as well."

| smiled again, dtting beside her head. Reaching down to the long grasses that grew around us, |
pulled up ahandful, and held it out to her. "Eat. Rest abit. The winds rounding the coast of Kush south of
the Barrier Pegksturn againgt them, and that will dow them. Even if they don't, you can gtill use sorcery
to catch us up, rather than running yoursdlf to death. Well catch up to them. For now, eat. Rest abit."

"What about you?"

"I'mfine, eat."

Marilith took the grass from mein her mouth, chewing it as she gazed at me. "You're not. You're
hungry, | can seeit in your aura."

"Condgdering that you're doing al the running between us, | don't seethisas being aproblem.”

"Salf-sacrificing, noble, attentive, caring..." Marilith muttered, then Sghed, blinking away atear.
Shethen rolled to her side, laying her head on the grass as she gazed at me. "Have | mentioned that |



love you, Corvid?"

| smiled. "Not recently, no, you've been rather busy running this last week or so."

"Oh, then it most certainly bears repeating,” shereplied, and shifted to her humanoid form.
Reaching behind her with her hands, she untied her apodesmos, and let it fall from her. She then reached
to her wais, untying her loincloth. Pulling it from about her waist, she cast it aside. "Make love to me,
please," she said, holding her gloved hands out to me.

| smiled wryly &t her, gazing at the swell of her breadts, the curve of her hip. "Areyou certain that's
what you want?"

"I'mcertain I'll dieif you don't,” shereplied.

| grinned. "Well, we can't havethat,” | replied, and reached for my sash to untieiit.

Welay there afterwardsin the warm sunlight, | stroking her hip, and she gazing at me quietly. It wasa
moment | wanted to last - amoment of quiet and peace. The wind rippled the grasses around us, and
brought the sound of a distant songbird to my ears.

At lagt, Marilith sighed, lying on her back. " Thank you," she said, her voice soft.



"Mmmm... | think I'm supposed to be saying that to you," | replied, and winked at her.

"Not thistime," shereplied, her gaze on the clouds above.

| stroked her belly aswe lay there, and after along moment, she spoke again.

"I lie to you, sometimes."

| smiled at her. "Y ou do?"

"Yes. It's simply what's expected of me... Just the way a female of our people is expected to act.
But you saw through it, that day. You saw through my little act. You saw | was really a virgin. And
you took that from me, so sweetly, so gently... | can still feel the touch of your breath, from that
day... Gently filling me... Warming me... And now, you've taken this from me, aswell. And | am
glad... Soglad.”

| said nothing, Smply gazing at her quietly. In thisform, she had the head and lower legs of ahorse, as
well asahorsestail. Her skin was the smooth-haired hide of ahorse, soft to the touch. Her sex, like that
of amare, was smooth and bare of hair, and the aureolas of her jet black nipples were the same. Y €,
from her kneesto the top of her neck, she had the body of avoluptuous, devastatingly beautiful woman.

A voluptuous, and truly astonishingly beautiful woman, whom I'd just spent agood hour lying with...

And then, as| gazed at her, | had an epiphany. For along moment, | could see her assheredly was.
She was awoman. A woman of another race, perhaps. Another people, another culture, another
species, even... Shewas awoman from aplace | didn't even pretend to understand, and a people most
mortalsfeared. But ingde, she wastruly awoman. All she had in thisworld before me was Sasha - and



her love and gratitude for her soul-sister for freeing her from ages of pain had led her to remain here, in
our world. And having made that choice, she could never go home again. She had hoped and prayed that
Sashamight find someone who could love her, too. And that she truly needed, for otherwise, she would
spend eternity alone, trapped in an dien plane.

Shewould live forever, of course. Even her sster Sashawas, in truth, mostly mermaid. Sasha could
liveamillennia, possibly more. |, however, wasjust aman - and dready thirty, closng swiftly on
thirty-one. With luck, | might liveto sixty or seventy. With agreet dedl of luck, | might liveto eighty or
ninety. But | would not live centuries, as Sashawould, nor would | live forever, as Marilith would.
Eventudly, | would grow old, and die.

| could not change that, of course. Someday, | would be dead. And, eventually, someday Sasha
would die. Then, Marilith would be aone, here. And doneforever.

No, | could not change any of it. But, | could make wheat little time we may have together memorable
for her, that the memories of it might carry her through those londly yearsto come.

I leaned down, kissing her equinelips, and smiled & her. "It was my pleasure, dear. Truly."

Marilith looked at me suddenly. "Err... Corvid, | think we have a problem.”

"Mmm?Wedo?' | replied, glancing at her taut belly. "Err... | thought you couldnt... Err..."

"No, that's not the problem. They are the problem," she said, looking past my shoulder.

| turned to look, and saw three young centaur stallions pointing bows at us, the arrows at full draw.
"Oh - for amoment, you had meworried,” | said, and smiled at them. "Greetings, friends,” | cdledin



their language. " Terribly sorry to violate your territory, but we're only passing through.”

Marilith blinked at me. "You speak their language?"

"Y es, they have atrading post to the south somewhere, on the shore of the Eastern Sea. They trade
with ships that pass by who need to re-provision with food and water. Err... Well, one of their tribes
does. Some of them are hostile."

The oldest of the three stdlions, who |ooked to be about nineteen, glared at me. " Get up, human,
and get dressed. You and that... Thing... You're coming with us."

"This would appear to be one of the latter,” Marilith replied, reaching for her gpodesmos.

"Soit seems,” | agreed, reaching for my pants.

The Mountain - Two.



We reached the top of the stairs, and | gestured. "And herewe are," | said, smiling at our guests.

Frarim, of course, was not impressed by the top of Eddas tower, having seen it before. Haifa,
however, gaped openly, the snake-hair on her head writhing, their tongues flickering. "It'slovdly..." she
said, in Hyperborean.

"Haifal Frarim!" Eddas called, risng from the table. "Y ou remember Fard, Frarim?"

"Master Frarim!” Fara yelped, risng from his seet at the table to dart over to Frarim, and hug him
tight. "Gods... It'sbeen agesd How areyou?' It was odd for me to see the two of them together - Frarim,
the ancient master, looked young and vitd, in his mid-thirties, with abeard as black as night, while Fara
now looked very old, his beard long ago gone snow white.

Frarim smiled. "Better than | was when you saw melast, Fard - now, | breathe,” he said, and
winked.

Fard laughed. "True, true. Magter, thisismy mate, Rhane," he said, gesturing to the green-haired
dryad seated at the table. Rhane had, fortunately, chosen to wear asimple dress of hides, and for that |
was quite glad. | remembered my first meeting with her, and watching her prance about naked without
even ashred of modesty was quite embarrassing.

"Ah, yes, the Ancient One of Wilanda Forest," Frarim replied, bowing. "It's an honor to meet you,
Rhane"

"And an honor to meet you, Master Frarim,” Rhane replied. "Faral has told me so much about you
over theyears."



Haifatill gaped at the furniture. "It'sredly very beautiful... Much better than we make. Wheredid it
comefrom?’

| smiled. "Wdl, most of it iselvish - made by the Sylvani-elves. We traded with Taliad to get it. A
few of the pieces are dwarvish, like the bed and the tapestries, the carpet and that candle-stand, there.
We had to get alarger bed after Eddas and | were mates, the little bed he had before was just too small,
my feet stuck out over theend.”

"The wrought-iron and wood furniture on the parapet isal dwarven,” Eddas added, pointing south to
the parapet visible through the large windows and the glass door. "It's enchanted so it won't rust or warp,
and it'sactudly quite comfortable.

"l see" Haifareplied, her hair undulating. "Will thelittle dwarf-woman be coming up, too?"

Eddas shook his head. "Wdll, she finds the view out the windows quite disconcerting, so | told her to
wait abit until we'd covered the windows."

Karadin nodded. "Aye, | shall yet fetch her shortly."

"I'll take care of it now, Old Man, you continue on chatting with your friends,” | said, walking over to
the windows. Thiswas one gathering | wouldn't want him to missamoment of.

Soon, | had the windows and the glass door covered, and Karadin brought Jhumni up from below.
Jhumni was, naturally, quite startled by Haifas gppearance. And, redlly, | supposed | couldn't blame her.
Haifa's dress seemed quite nice, made out of various fibers the gorgons made from swamp-plants and
dyed various colors, the weaving making interesting rainbow-hued patterns across the materia. Still,
benesth that pleasant dress, she was agorgon - she had the height, shape and build of a human female,
but her skin was reptilian, and her hair was made of dozens of snakes which writhed and looked about
constantly. | was rather proud of myself that I'd managed to not shudder gazing at her - but, | supposed



living with Eddas, 1'd seen far worse over the years.

Frarim glanced to Jhumni, and chuckled. "Haifa, your hair ismaking our little friend nervous.”

"Oh! Sorry," Haifareplied, and reached up with her hands, smoothing her hair down to lie limply over
her shoulders and down her back. "I suppose I'm just very excited to be here.”

Jhumni blinked. "Etr... They do lie dill?"

Eddas smiled. "They're like extra eyes and noses for her, Jhumni. She can use them like hands, too,
and if she had to fight, they have a poisonous bite. But they're not real snakes, they're an extension of her
nervous system, like tentacles. She can control them, much asyou can control your hands - they were
waving about because she was excited, much as you might wring your hands or clap with joy."

Jhumni grinned. "Aye, Eddas, that | do understand - but an | do be nervous, it beyet atria to yet not
wring me hands and such... Beit the same with ye?' she asked, looking to Haifa.

Haifa grinned - which was an odd and somewhat eerie expression on her, since she had sharp fangs.
"Well... Yes itis abit.”

"Wdll, hold them not on my account, I'll yet become accustomed to them, | do reckon.”

"Y ou should let her touch one, Haifa," Frarim said, nodding to Jhumni. ™Y ou remember how we used
to teach the apprentices not to fear your people.”



Haifalooked to Jhumni. "Would you liketo?"

"Ummm... They will yet not bite?' Jhumni asked nervoudy.

Haifagrinned again. "No - they're like hands, to me, they have no minds of their own and cannot bite
unless| will it."

"If they could, I'd have been dead athousand times over from dl the times I've annoyed Haifa over
the centuries,”" Frarim added, grinning.

"Oh, you!" Hafagiggled, nuzzling his neck with astrand of her hair.

"Well... Alright,” Jhumni replied, and Haifa extended one of the longer strands from the nape of her
neck, curling it to within Jhumni's reech.

"Err... Theeyes... They do seem to yet watch me..."

Eddas smiled. " She can see through the eyes, and sense your heat with the pits beside the nose. She
can dso smell you, when sheflickersthe tongue.”

Jhumni ran afinger over the snake-head, then blinked. "It be yet cold to the touch!”

Eddas held out agloved hand, pointing. "Y es, it hasabit of the original lung system |eft from the



pit-vipers her ancestors combined with during the Fell War - amana-storm melded the two into one. She
can't actudly breathe with it, it'sjust used to cool her, like adog panting. Gorgons can't Swest to stay
cool, so their hair doesit for them. With forty-eight Strands on aitypical adult, they do fairly well evenin
the desert. When they're cold, they can wrap their hair around themselvesto stay warm, abit, but winter
requires them to wear winter clothes, like everyoneese.”

Jhumni grinned. "The legends did say that thy people could yet turn thy enemiesto stone with but a
glance™

Haifanodded, pointing to the lump in the middie of her foreheed. It Split, reveding amilk-white
eyebdl. "The gaze of our third eye can do that. It isblind to light, but seesthe astral, and by focusing our
will, we can petrify,” she sad, closing her third eye again.

"Which rather neatly brings usto the subject of our gift to you, today,” Frarim said, and reached to his
Sde, producing asmal, hand-carved box. "Thisisacommon gift anong the gorgons, given to an
expecting mother. It isthought to bring good luck, and a hedthy child.”

Jhumni opened the box, revedling asmall statuette, made of what appeared to be marble. Carefully
pulling it out, she gazed at it in wonder. "It be amouse! And so perfectly carved, | can yet see nearly
every strand o' thefur onit!"

"Actualy, you can see each strand becauseit's been petrified,” Haifasaid, smiling. "1 caught him
sneaking about the pantry, and stoned him before he could get away."

Jhumni blanched. "Etrr... Y e do mean this be a dead mouse?"

Eddas smiled. "Wdll, yes and no, Jhumni. Y es, he's dead, but no, that's not a corpse. He's been
turned to vitaliginous marble - he's stone, through and through. Look at the pose, though,” Eddas said,
pointing. "That's the tricky part. Catching them at rest iswhat makesit lucky to have one, for agorgon.
And amouseisasymbol of fertility and hedlth, for them.”



"Aww... The poor dear..." Jhumni said, stroking the little mouse.

"He never fdt athing," Eddas said, and Haifagiggled, her hair writhing with mirth.

Jhumni grinned back at Haifa, then rose to her feet, curtseying as she held the marble mouse in her
hands. "'l do thank yefor the gift, and | do accept it with the honor and goodwill ye did yet intend,” she
said, carefully placing the mouse back in it's padded box.

"Yourewelcome," Haifareplied, bowing her head briefly.

"And now," Fard said, smiling, "agift from us"

Rhane nodded. "When the seeds swell with life for one of us, itisatime of great rgoicing. Thisisthe
gift we give each other, to congratul ate the mother on her impending birth,” she said, and held out her
hand. In the pam of her hand was a smal stonewith aholeinit, threaded on aleather thong. "The stone
ispierced by the hand of nature, water dripping upon it for aeonsuntil we found it. They are very rare,
and congdered very lucky, to us. In our traditions, you weer it for luck, and give it to your eldest
daughter, when her time comes.”

Jhumni amiled, dipping the neclace over her head, then gazing down at it for amoment. Jhumni then
lifted her head, and curtseyed. "'l do thank thee muchly, and | shall yet give it to me daughter, in her time."

"Your turn, Joy," Eddas called, smiling at me.



I grinned at Jhumni. "Well, it'straditiond for our people to give an expectant mother household goods
and baby clothing. But... Well... | didn't know how big your babieswere, and | hardly thought you would
have ausefor agiant's baby clothing that was big enough for you to use asatent,” | said, and Jhumni
giggled asthe others grinned. " So, I've knitted alittle blanket for you to wrap your daughter in, after she's
born," | said, and held out the folded blanket.

"Ah, Joy, it be quite beautiful - it be thick as me thumb and yet be soft, too! What did ye yet knit it
of ?'

"It'sagoat-hair yarn my people use,” | replied, grinning. "1 got it from Dhobari village, just down the
road abit."

"l doyet loveit, thankee!" Jhumni replied, curtseying.

| suppressed asigh of relief, and smiled back, curtseying in return. Eddas smiled a me, and gave mea
quiet wink. I'd been worried Jhumni wouldn't likeit, but he'd told me that she would loveit. He wasright,
again. I'd haveto poke him later abouit it - no good letting something like that go to his head. "And now
you, Old Man."

Eddas smiled wryly at Jhumni. "Well, | was hoping my daughters would arrive before now, but..." he
said, and walked over to the box he'd placed atop his dresser, extracting astuffed toy bear, about a cubit
tal. "Ah... Well, | wish | could say | made thisentirdy mysdlf, but, | can't - I've no skill with needle and
thread. So, | gave our sewing kit to one of my musiciansand let him figureit out.”

"Ummm... Thy musicians?' Jhumni asked.

"Don't ask," | said, shaking my head. ™Y ou don't want to know. Truly, you don'."



Eddas blanched. "Wdll... Yes, likely she doesn't," he agreed with anod. "Anyway, it'satoy bear.
Theresalittle bell inddeit'shead in asmall cage surrounded by the padding, and I've enchanted it a bit,
soit will beabit more useful for you," he said, and sat the bear on the table. "Dance, bear," he said.

Then, to the awed amazement of Jhumni and her husband, the bear hopped up, and did alittlejig on
thetable, the bell ingdeit's head tinkling asit hopped about.

"That be marvelous!" Karadin yelped.

"Ayel" Jhumni agreed, her eyeswide.

"It's nothing, just a standard golemic enchantment and another enchantment to bring it'sintelligence up
to something useful," Eddas said, smiling. "It can keep the baby company, entertain it, watch the baby
while you deep, and will do what you tdll it to do otherwise. Only, don't get too complicated with it, it's
redly not terribly smart.”

Fara chuckled, shaking his head. "Eddas, in our day, that little toy would have cost a sack of gold
and been the keepsake of a prince or princess.”

Eddas shrugged. "Fortunately, we've little use for gold these daysin Hyperborea - though | do think
Jhumni‘slittle girl is certainly worth the same treatment as a Hyperborean princess.”

"Comeye here, yedarlin'little thing!" Jhumni called.

"That's the mother | told you about, the child she carries will be born in afew months. Obey her



utterly,” Eddas said, and the little bear stopped dancing. It bowed to Eddas, then trotted acrossthe table
onitssoft littlelegs.

Jhumni snatched up the bear from the table, hugging it. "Oh, Eddas! It be darlin! What be its name?"

Eddas grinned. "Err... Well, it doesn't have one. Y ou can giveit aname, if you like, and it will
remember it."

"I'll yet cal him Laggo, he betoo cutel” she said, holding the bear out. "An that be dright with ye, wee
thing?' The bear nodded, thelittle bell insde his head jingling, and Jhumni laughed.

| tried not to bite my tongue, | redly did. Eddas gift was, in my eyes, far and away athousand times
greater than that which everyone ese had given, even mysdlf. Especially mysdf. But Eddas said dwarven
culture didn't work that way. "You'd better be right again, Old Man, or you and | are going to have a
loooong chat after she leaves," | thought silently, keeping asmile on my face.

"Aye, now ye do St here, little one," Jhumni said, placing the bear on the table again, then looked
again at thelittle stone necklace she was wearing. "Oh, dear me... Thishas al been so wonderful. I'd yet
ne'er €en seen agorgon nor dryad in al me days, and now | do yet have the gifts of thy traditions. This
whole adventure be agtory that we shdl yet hand down in my family for yet many a generation to come...
Ah! And the blanket o' agiant, oh dear, oh dear, | can yet see that wrapped about me babe and bein’
added to our cherished linens one day, aye, oh, aye... | cannot yet €en imagine a better day, nay, |

I grinned despite mysdlf - Eddas had been right again. | truly was going to have to poke him severdly,
later.

"Well, there would be more," Eddas said, "but apparently Peliaand Lyotaare running a bit late.
Perhapsthey'll-"



But just then, the air shimmered, and Lyota and Peliaappeared in the middle of the room, Lyota
carrying alarge box and Peliagripping her arm, her staff in her free hand. It was sometimes odd to see
the two of them together - they looked very much like sisters, or even twins, despite that Peliawas
actually Lyota's mother. "Hello, Father! I'm sorry we're late, it took usabit to get everything together,”
Lyotacaled.

Pdliablushed, smiling. "Well, yes, that was my fault, fiddling with my... Hair..." Pdiasad, her voice
trailing off and her eyes widening in shock as she gazed at the people seated around the table. " Sweet
Vyleah... Men!" sheyelped, dropping her aff with aclatter.

"Mother? What's gotten into you?" Lyota asked.

"Eddas!" Peliaydped. "Who are these men?"

"Pelia, you've met one of them before,” Eddas replied dryly. "ThisisFarad. Y ou met him the day
Gorol and Natchok died. | realize he looks older than when you saw him last, as he's now physicaly
around eighty, but that's a problem | intend to address tonight. Beside him is Rhane the Dryad, his mate.”

"Err... Well, yes, | remember meeting him, buit... | thought he would be... Err... Dead?'

Fara smiled. "I'velainin Rhane's armstwice snce we last spoke, Pelia, and between times| tend to
her tree, and to Wilandaforest. Clearing underbrush to prevent fires, helping the younger dryad'strees
grow graight and true...”

"And whoisthis?' Pdiayeped, pointing a Frarim.



Eddas nodded to Frarim. "My Master, Frarim Starka, once High Master of the Dyclonic Circle, now
aservant of Yorindar like mysdf.”

"Charmed, I'm certain,” Frarim replied, risng and bowing.

“But... But...I" Peliayelped.

"To hisleft," Eddas continued, pointing, "is Haifa, Chieftessand Ancient One of the Ssthlash-nal
clan, and Frarim's mate."

"A pleasureto meet you," Haifasaid, bowing her head to Pelia.

"But Eddas!” Pdiayeped. "That meansif you brought back Gorol and Natchock, there would be
four menfor ug"

"And just what, precisely, do you mean by the phrase 'for us?" Hafasaid, her voice ahissasthe
strands of her hair began to rise, some gaping and showing their fangs.

Rhane glowered a Pdlia. "1 may only be adryad, not amage, but it ssemsto me that your
mathematics are abit in error. Y our two dead acquaintances would make two, not four. Faral belongsto
m"

"Mother... Quit making a scene..." Lyotamuttered.



"There are two problems with your suggestion, Pelia," Eddas said, his gaze one of ice. "Thefirst of
which being that Faral and Frarim are dready spoken for. The second problem isthat you are aready
spoken for, asare dl eighty-nine of your circle. Or have you forgotten?”

"W, no, of course | haven't forgotten, but... Eddas, I'm sorry, you don't even have-"

"Time!" | shouted, clapping my hand over Pdias mouth. "Oh, my goodness, it'slate in the afternoon,
come, Pdlia, I've dways wanted to show you my garden,” | said, tucking her head under my arm and
dragging her to the sairs. "I think it'sawonderful ideafor you to seeit right now. Jhumni, Peiaand | will
be right back. Eddas, why don't you introduce Lyotaand let her show what she's brought? I'm sureit will
be wonderful!" | said, turning Peliaaround and dragging her down the stairs quickly.

Pelia began to struggle by the time we made it to the fourth floor, but Eddas had trained mewell in
wrestling - in atrice, | had both her hands behind her back in one hand, my other hand gripping her head
with my hand over her mouth. My parents were giants, and though Peliawas a mage and the power of
mana flowing through her veins made her stronger than she looked, she was merely aheder, not a
battle-mage, and her strength was hardly better than a human woman. My hand from thumb to forefinger
nearly touched her ears on each side of her head, and my grip wastoo strong for her to smply pull
hersdf free. She couldn't possibly cast, and she wasn't going to be able to get free without afight.

By the timewe madeit to the third floor, Pdiawas struggling with al her might. But she quickly
discovered she smply couldn't escape my grip. She might have managed it had she been more serious
about learning how to fight from Eddas, but all the women of Pelids circle had always been more
interested in learning how to use their knives. Eddas, of course, had been far too gentle and caring aman
to bash them around teaching them what he knew of unarmed combet. For their part, Peliaand her
women were more than willing to alow Eddas to be gentle with them, they redlly werentt fightersand did
not wish to be. |, however, had not alowed Eddas to be gentle with me. | had insisted he teach me
everything he knew, and | refused to dlow him to be gentle. | had taken my lumjps and learned, knowing
that someday, | might need to use what | learned to save Eddas life.

Wefinally reached the bottom floor, and as | approached the door | released Pelias hands, opening
the door quickly. She started to raise her hands, possibly to fight, but | wasn't having any of it. | shoved
her out the door, stepping through to follow her and damming the door behind me.



Pdiasprawled into the dirt of theroad in front of the tower, then glared up at me. "Just what in the
hell do you think you're doing, Joy?"

"That, Pelig, isprecisely my question to you! Just what in the hell were you about to say he didn't
have?!"

Pdiablanched. "Err... Wdll..."

"That'swhat | thought! Areyou insane, or areyou just stupid?! You, his head courtesan, were
going to say that infront of his master, hisoldest daughter, hisoldest surviving friend, and dl his
guests?! Do you want himto kill himself in shame? Isthat what you're trying to accomplish?"

"No!" Peiayeped. "l jud... | just...”

"You just let your mouth run away with you, that's what you're trying to say! Gods, | can't believe
you! The men of Hyperborea had honor - but you women had none! NONE!"

"Yes wedid!"

"Well maybe they did then, but you sure as hell don't now! You asked to be his courtesans! He
didn't ak it, hedidn't want it, you asked it of him! Y ou did it because you loved him, you respected
him... Or so you said! But it's been ahundred years, not even once have you even consdered touching
him! He's given you children over and over again - over fifty children for each of you, using his magic!
Fifty daughters, each with a powerful talent, each beautiful and healthy and smart! Each a powerful mage!
Every time, the spell for you gives you ecstasy, while he feds nothing! And how do you repay him? With
nothing! As soon as he was done, and had given you dl the children you needed to insure the surviva of
your daughters race... Poof! Gone! Y ou left and started wandering the land again, just like you did in the



old days! Then when you finaly see aman of Hyperborea again, your brainsfal out your earsand you're
willing to toss Eddas aside, despite that he has helped you and stuck by you dl thistime!”

"But... But we... Wedon't want..."

"I know! Y ou don't want a pasty-skinned little haf-elf woman, you want aman of Hyperboreal But
has it ever occurred to you why you haven't gotten one? He has the power to raise the dead - he could
rase an army of them from the dust of your civilization, dive again! There are dozens of masters of the
ancient battle-circles he could raise, many of whom heknew in life, with even less effort! But he hasn't,
because you are his courtesans, he can't have you shaming him by cuckolding him! ™

Peliagaped a me, but | was far too angry to even care thetiniest bit what she thought anymore.
"Yes, only now do you seeit. Only now doesit occur to you. Eddas can't even consider it. It would be
shameful for him to even think about it. The thought doesn't even cross hismind. But it's true. He has
the power to raise men of hisrace one by one until al eighty-nine of your circle have your own man -
even if he had to raise tens of thousands before he found eighty-nine men you found agreegble. He did
not have that level of power before, but after surviving in the heart of a mana- sorm and mastering the
Deep Magic, he does now. But, he does not do it, because it would mean you, his courtesans whom he
respects and cares for and has aided and assisted in every way he can for over a century, would be
shaming him by cuckolding him!"

"No!" Peliagasped.

"Yes. Y ou made acommitment to him. He has honored his side of the bargain - he has complied with
all four of the vows of acceptance. Y ou had but one vow, and you have never fulfilledit. Hetrested you
with honor and respect, he treated you as afull member of his household, he did not touch you without
your consent, he callsyour children hisown. But you have never honored your side of it! Y our vow was
to hold him in honor and respect, and aways act to protect his honor and the honor of hishouse. And
you have never donethat! Y ou have reminded him of his shametime and time again by refusing to touch
him! Y ou have told him time and time again why you will not touch him - because he'strapped in that
body and haslost his manhood! Y ou've made him fedl like aeunuch for yearsl Decades! Over a century!
And now heretoday, you, his head courtesan, were going to shame himin front of his master, his
oldest daughter, hisoldest surviving friend and dl his guests by saying you wanted Frarim because
Eddas doesn't have a penis?! You were going to call hima eunuch to his face and before his friends
and his master?! What the hell iswrong with you?!"




Peliabegan to sob, and | just crossed my arms. "Y ou disgust me. Truly. | have seen dl he has done,
for me and for you and for everyone else, and | loved him. | saw him dying of loneliness, and | comforted
him. | cameto him that day, twenty years ago now, and | found him stting in his chair on his parapet,
starving to death because he no longer had the will to live, he was so lonely! Spiderwebs had
grown between his arm and the chair!"

Pelia sobbed, but said nothing.

"Pdlia, I've been his mate now for twenty years, and |-"

"You... You have?" Peliagasped, her eyeswide.

"Yes. You didn't know. None of your circle did. But your daughters knew. They have aways been
ableto seeit, inour auras. They didn't tell you, because they knew you weren't ready to hear it. Mungim
and Taliad didn't tell you, because they assumed you dready knew. I'd never even touched awoman
before, I'd never been interested. And to my mind, | till havent't. I've touched aman - Eddas Ayar.”

"Wethought... We thought you were just living with him, as his companion...”

"He'saman, not a stone. He has needs - needs which you have thought too disgusting and too
beneath you to even consder fulfilling."

"No, no! It'snot that... It'snot that at all. It'sjust..." Peliasaid, then sighed. "Have you looked a him?
| mean, redly looked a him? Have you seen that face? It's... It'snot even redl. That body is... So
beautiful, it'snot even real. It'slike... It'slike he'ssomekind of creature, redly.”



"I'm supposed to sympathize with that thought?' | asked, glowering at her.

"No, it'sjust... | mean, it's been acentury... Some of us... | mean, yes, we do, with each other.
Therésno onedse, dl we of my circle haveis each other.”

"Y ou have him. Y ou've aways had him - al you ever had to do was open your armsto him. But to
you, it means nothing,” | said, and glared a her. "I1t'stime for the women of your circleto make a
decison, Pdlia. Either honor your commitment to him, or let him go. Y ou haven't even joined your
daughter's circle, the Eddasic circle they founded in hishonor. Y ou gtill have your own circle, and you
pretend to be the revered matriarchs of their new society. But you are hardly revered matriarchs, to your
daughters. Y ou're like children, to them. They love you astheir mothers, and they honor you astheir
father taught them to. But you are nothing to them. They know everything you know about sorcery and
herblore and al the rest - and they're all battle-mages, besides, having been taught by Eddas, their father
and grandfather. Their power dwarfs yours easily, and more, they can seethe soul. They seehimfor
who heis, and they see you for who you are. And yet there's more, o much more. Economics, politica
dudies, history, physiology, biology, geography, achemy, metalurgy, engineering, military sciences,
hyperdimensiona mathematics... A thousand different things, and dl they learned from him, not you!
They encompassed dl you had to teach them before Lyota was even twenty!"

“I... We..." Pdiasiffled.

"'Revered matriarchs..." Bah. They talk about you, when you're not around. Did you know that?
They do. And they don't revere you. Oh, they love you, you are their mothers, after dl. And they honor
you, astheir father taught them to. But they do not revere you. Not in theleast. No, they pity you.

They-"

"They pity us?" Peliagasped, interrupting.

"Yes! Your daughters pity you! They look at you and shake their heads because you live in your own
little dream-world where you are waiting for the time when Eddas will finally snap hisfingers and make dl
the last eighteen centuries of ruin and decay vanish so you can live happily ever after with him asaman



and you as his courtesans, living in the lap of luxury and basking in hisfame as the restorer of your
cavilization! But he can't fix everything with asnap of hisfingers, and he isn't restoring your civilization!
He'sworking with your daughtersto build anew civilization on the broken ruins of the old, just as you
asked himto do at that midwinter gathering one hundred and twelve years ago!"

"Oh, Goddess..." Pelia sobbed.

"He has always done what you asked him to do, Pelia. Y ou asked him to understand your decision to
rgject his plan, and rgect the men of the Dyclonic Circle. He did. It was painful for him, because he
knew in his heart it spelled doom for your race, but he did. Y ou asked him to later rescue the members
of your circle that the men of the Dyclonic circle abducted in desperation and concupi scence - you asked
him to save them from being raped. And he did, even at the cost of the lives of hisformer friends. Y ou
and | both asked him to come back to us after hisfina confrontation with those men. And he did, despite
wishing he was dead, despite the shame of knowing the changes that had been wrought in him by that
mana- slorm were permanent. Y ou asked him to accept you as his courtesans, so you would not be
aone. Hedid, despite what to him was a scandal ous number of courtesans - more than even that old
goat, King Nebthor, in your histories. Y ou asked him to rebuild anew civilization atop the ruins of the
old, with your daughters. Heisdoing it now. He has always done what you asked him to do, Pdlia. And
now, it'stimefor the women of your circle to make adecision. Either honor your commitment to him, or
leehimgo."

Peliawiped her eyes on her deeve as she sat in the road, then gazed at me. "What about you, though?
What happensto you if we... | mean..."

"l don't know," | replied, tearing my gaze from her and looking out over the trees of Eddas lands,
trying to keep my face smooth. "Maybe I'll step aside, and alow you your proper, legal relationship.
Maybe | won't, and just hope his damnable sense of honor doesn't make him feel uncomfortable again. |
just don't know," | replied, and looked to her again, my face calm. "But it doesn't matter what | do. What
mattersiswhat you and those of the White Mountain Healers choose to do. It'stime for you and the
women of your circle to make adecison, Pdia. Either honor your commitment to him, or let him go.”

Pdiasighed as she sat inthe dirt road. After along moment, she finally pushed hersdlf to her feet.
Gazing a me, she Sghed again. "Joy, I'm sorry. We dways were friends-"



""Wer€e' isright, Pelia," | snapped, interrupting. "Anyone who was about to humiliate the man | love by
cdlinghimaeunuch before hisfriends and family is not my friend."

Pelianodded, summoning her staff to her hand. "1.... | understand. Tell Eddas..." she said, then shook
her head. "No, don't tell him anything. He wouldn't understand. Y ou understand, but he never will. HEsa
man. | waswrong, Joy. Weal were. And I'm sorry. I'm going to go back, now. And welll talk about it.
And well make adecison. And well let you know," she said, and gestured, then vanished.

| gazed in silence at the spot where Peliahad stood. Part of me was quite satisfied. That little rant had
been something I'd kept bottled up inside me for decades, and to finally pull the cork and pour it over her
head made me fed very much better.

Y et, another part of mefdt terribly sad, because | knew there was only one choice they could make
honorably - and that wasto fulfill their part of the bargain.

| could not possibly share Eddas. He was too important to my life, and | was, at heart, a giantess.
Perhaps Haifa could share Frarim among her tribe, but | was not she. Perhaps Sashaand Marilith may
even be able to share Corvid between themselves - but | was neither of them. If Peliaand the women of
her circle chose to honor their commitments as Eddas courtesans, | would have to step aside. | could not
possibly share him. Either he was al mine, or he was not.

| did not know what | would do, or where | would go. | only knew | could not share the man | loved
with anyone.

An hour later, Eddas found me working in my garden. | pretended not to notice him walking up
behind mein those stedthy little boots he'd gotten from Dyarzi. " Joy?" he caled.



"Yes, Old Man?'

"It's getting dark. Are you coming back in?"

"Have the others gone?’

"Yes. Frarim and Fard have taken their mates back home, Jhumni and Karadin are back downgtairs,
and Lyotajust left. | conjured dinner for thelot of uswhen it seemed you weren't going to be coming
back soon. Faral and | played ahand of chatto, while Frarim and Karadin played a dwarven game held
brought. Faral nearly beat me, but | managed to pull out awin inthe end. Afterwards, | let him copy the
age-rgjuvenation spell from my grimoaire, the one Frarim has been using. Rhane was very happy, and
Fard thinks he can adapt it into aspell that will allow him to rguvenate her tree, and add another eight or
nine centuriesto her life. It was rather anice evening, redly, though | missed your company.”

"Thank you," | replied, and continued working, poking at aweed with my hoe. "I'm sorry | madeit a
bit unpleasant at the start.”

"Actudly, no, you didn't. Jhumni had no ideawhat Peliawas redlly saying, though Rhane and Haifa
did. So, Jhumni saw you drag Peliadown the stairsin a headlock, and it was so sartling, she burst into
laughter. That made everyone laugh, and soon, the whole incident was behind us. Lyotas gift was some
pots and pans they got from Mungim the other year. They'd developed a spell so food doesn't stick to
them - makes cleaning just asimple wipe with acloth. Quite amazing, redly, and the enchantments were
very negtly done. We had smilar enchantments for cookware like that in my day, but 1'd forgotten about
them until | saw Lyotaswork. | redly never cook."

"And you never clean dirty pots and pans, either,” | replied, till poking at the hapless weed. It was
certainly dead, I'd pulled it from the ground and hacked it's root into severa pieces, but the poor thing
was doomed to suffer awhile longer, it seemed.



"by?l

"Yes, Old Man?'

"What happened?’

"l..." 1 began, then shook my head. "Nothing, Old Man. Nothing."

"Joy, I've known you long enough to know that when you say it's nothing, it's something. What
happened?’

"Nothing happened. Nothing, nothing, nothing!" | yelped, hacking the hapless weed to hits.

"Joy," Eddas said, putting hishand on my arm.

And at histouch, my heart broke. | turned to him, dropping my hoe, faling to my knees and wrapping
my arms around him tightly. | poured out dl that had happened in one long, breathless, weeping
explanation. When he had at last heard it dl, | sobbed, hugging him.

"I'm sorry, Old Man. | can't shareyou, | just can't. You're either dl mine, or you're not. | can't share
yw."



"Well, Joy, two things..." Eddas said, stroking my hair.

"What?'

"Hirgt, you shouldn't be too unhappy about yelling at her. That particular encounter has been coming a
long time. Vyleah was using the Law of Karmic Baanceto pile suffering upon me from them, so our
daughters would avoid suffering something worse before they were ready. B, it'slike a set of scales,
Joy. At some point, the balance has to be redressed. I've known this time was coming, and today, it
gppearsit hasfindly arrived. Like with Swift-wing'slittle diatribe with Ardlla, it takes athird party to
redress the balance. That person thistimewasyou. Thisisagood sgn, really.”

"It... Itis?" | asked, sniffling.

"Yes. It meansthat my daughters are now strong enough and numerous enough to weether the
ordinary hazards of life, and grow in numbers on their own. Lyota said Ardllawas wanting more of them
to vigt the Southlands, and dedl with their people - trading, teaching, learning... And Lyotathinksthisisa
good idea. They will dso beworking with the giants, astheir skillsashedersare far superior to their
mothers. And they'll be chatting with the elves about joining the Sedlie court. And they'll be chatting with
the dwarvesin regards to amore sophi sticated trade arrangements. Then, ther€'s the roads project, the
various herb projects they've been working on, and... Oh, yes, Joy. Thisisagood thing. It means
phoenix of the New Hyperborean Race isfindly beyond the fledgling stage, and isready to take flight.”

| leaned back, looking into hiseyes as| knelt before him. Knedling, heand | were nearly the same
height - though | was till abit taler. | managed a smile, despite the utterly calm expression on hisface.
"Alright. And what was the second thing?"

"Well, Joy, given that you have unequivocally stated you absolutdly will not share me with anyone,
ever, thereisonly one possible choice for me."

"Andthat is?' | asked nervoudly.



"I'll haveto agree, obvioudy. Thevow isphysical relations by mutual consent. And | do not consent,
sorry. Redlly, Joy, even should my courtesans suddenly decide to change their minds, it has been over a
century, dear, | do believe that ship sailed quite along time ago. They have most definitely missed the
boat. And then my head courtesan's eyes pop out of her head just because she actualy saw another man
of Hyperborea, and she very nearly insults my honor to my face and before my friends and family? Why,
they've not only missed the boat by a hundred years, they've burned the dock, aswell."

My heart was singing. "Really?!"

Eddas smiled at me. "Of course, Joy! Good gravy, did you really think I'd even for amoment be
even dightly interested in them by now? | mean, certainly, theresthetitillation factor of the possibility of
having eighty-nine attractive women al after me at once, but let's be truthful here, Joy, I'm one thousand
nine hundred and two years old - even if you only count the years I've seen pass with my own eyes, that
gl makes me dmost two hundred and fifty! | have quite outgrown the desire for ahorde of
smdll-hearted women who take a century to decide that they might live up to their vows, oh, quite so.
No, I'm quite happy with one very large-hearted woman - you."

"Oh, Eddas, | loveyou!" | yelped, and kissed him passionately.

Eddas grinned when | findly let him go. "And | love you, too, Joy. Now come, get up, let's go back
ingde - I've saved some of the dinner | conjured for you."

"Yes, dear," | replied, rising. | was surprised | didn't amply float ontheair.

"And gather your hoe, | know you don't want to leaveit out for the morning dew, it will just rust and
you'll be quite crosswith yoursdlf."



"Yes, dear," | replied, snatching up my hoe.

Eddas began walking back to the tower. | followed, and he gazed a mein the gloom. "Oh, dear, look
at the knees of that dress - and that's your best dress, too. I'll have to clean it with sorcery. Why, if one
of the grandchildren visiting had done that, you'd take them over your knee!™

| smiled. "Now theres athought, Old Man.”

Eddas paused, blinking at me. "Err... Y ou can't be serious.”

| smiled ady smiledown a him. "Old Man, you just told me you'd give up eighty-nine attractive
women for me. | do think that obligates me to at least make an attempt to convince you that your
decison wasawiseone.

Eddas|ooked me over, then shook his head. "Dear, two things, again:”

"YS?I

"Firgt, | dready know it wasawise decison.”

| grinned. "Thank you, Old Man."

"Second, this: I'm aHyperborean, Joy. In my day, weliked tall women. In thisbody, I'm three cubits



three handstal. Y ou'refive cubitstal. Y our skinislight olive and only afew shadeslighter than a
Hyperborean woman's, your hair is golden blonde, you've a svelte, muscular build that defies adequate
description, your waist is narrow, your hips are broad, your rump is shaped like an inverted heart, your
breasts are the size of my head, and you've used adepilatory stone just like women of my day did so
your sex is as bald as ababy's bottom. It doesn't take much thought to redlize that you aready are every
possible mae fantasy of my time come true, and there's no way any of my concubines or even dl of them
at once could even possibly compare. Y ou are beautiful, tall, incredibly intelligent, aliving goddess, | love
you morethan | could possbly expressin words, you excite me morethan | could ever explain, and if |
hear even one more word from you that makes me think you've forgotten that even for aningtant I'm
going to be quite cross with you, so shut up.”

| grinned at Eddas silently.

"Very good. Now come, dear, dinner iswaiting,” Eddas said, and resumed walking towards the
tower.

"Yes, Old Man. And thank you, again,” | replied, following and grinning from ear to ear.

Eddas glanced back at me, and smiled. "Y ou're quite welcome, Joy."

The Raven - Ten.



"We found them on our southern borders, chief,” the young stalion said, pointing to Marilithand I. His
companions still kept us covered with drawn bows, and Marilith and | had wisely chosen to smply follow
passively. For me, the choice was asmple one - aman with asword facing aman with adrawn bow
had almost no chance at dl, and none against the deadly accuracy of a centaur - they survived by their
kill at archery, and hoping that | might dodge an arrow from their bows was afoolish hope. Asfor
Marilith, she could cagt, but they watched her with such awary eye, | was afraid that if sheeventried a
single gesture, sheld be shot dead. So, we had followed to their village - alarge village of sixty broad, tall
huts of woven grasses nearby asmall stream and pond. Centaurs could eat grasses, but preferred medt,
and could not survive without a source of water.

The chief, agray-bearded centaur who wore ahair-shirt of several colors, gazed at us and shrugged.
"So why have you brought them here? Driving them off would have been sufficient.”

"Thisone," the sdlion said, pointing at Maxilith. "Look at her, chief. An evil thing, sheis, and that is
clear. This human brings her hereto infest our lands, certainly.”

The chief stepped closer to Marilith, looking her over for along moment, and sniffing at her. Marilith
smiled innocently, and the chief stepped back, shrugging again. "'l see no evil, nor smell evil upon her.
Indeed, she bears the scent of copulation, and the smell of grass on her breath. Her eyes are strange, but
no stranger than those of the antelope, whose eyes dit from sde to Side and seem to gaze in dl directions
eerily. Itismy edtimation that sheis Smply abeast we've not seen before, perhaps some odd thing this
human finds amusing to couple with. The sexua habits of humans and their beasts are no concern of ours
- release them and drive them from our lands.”

The stdlion shook his head, pointing a Marilith with a hand as he ssomped the ground with a
forehoof. "No beast is she, chief, for she can speek! Sheisa creature, amongter, like the minotaur of the
western forests! Observe, she hasthe head of a beast and two legs, both the lower legs of abeast - just
asthe minotaur doed™

"Y ou gpesk?' the chief said, looking to Maxilith.



"I do, yes," Marilith replied, and smiled again.

"What say you to Cholo's accusations? Are you amonster out to kill us?!

"No, we were just passing through,” Marilith replied, smiling.

The chief shrugged. "There we are, the matter is done. Release them, and send them on their way."

| had to admit, the chief had a point. Minotaurs were hardly known for their conversationa skills
(whether they even had alanguage was debatable), and one of them in Marilith's position would likely
reply with aroar of battle, not cam words and a smile. Though perhaps Cholo's apprehension was
understandable, as minotaurs were carnivorous and vicious in the extreme, the chief wasright - Marilith
wasn't one of them. Still, that wasn't an answer Cholo appeared to be willing to accept.

Cholo pounded his chest with afigt, pawing the ground with aforehoof. "No! Thisisridiculous!
Y ou've grown old and soft, Bakkar, and cannot see a danger to our clan! Itistime for you to be
replaced as our leader!”

A sudden silencefell over the centaurs gathered around us. The chief was unarmed, but he hardly
looked afraid. Instead, the chief looked to the young stallion, and smiled pleasantly. "I see. And, of
course, you fed that you would make an gppropriate replacement for me?'

"Yes!" Cholo replied, reaching to the long sack at his sde, from which alength of wood with a
lanyard protruded. Wrapping the lanyard about hiswrist, he withdrew arather impressive club. "Thisclan
shdl be mine, and your harem shal be ming!"



The chief nodded. "So you say," he replied.

Then, in asudden move that startled me, Chief Bakkar whipped his upper torso down and to the lft,
flinging hisarms out as hisrear legs flexed. In atwinkling, he literdly soun his body about on hisleft
forehoof as he snapped his upper torso back to the right as a counter-weight, then clapped hisright
forehoof to the ground next to hisleft, and lashed out vicioudy with hisrear legs. There was a crunch of
bone as the young stalion, Cholo, was kicked in the chest - and an eyeblink later, the chief kicked again
and again, smashing an arm and pushing him back to fal on his hindquarters, the second blow snapping a
fordimb and sending the young stallion sprawling, screaming in pain.

The whole attack, including al three kicks, had taken just abit over two heartbests. | gaped,
astonished. | had heard of trained warhorsesin Lariniawhich could move smilarly in battle, but | had
never seenitinmy life- nor had | ever seen acentaur fight. Apparently, the power and agility of ahorse
combined with the wisdom of a man made for an extremely deadly opponent.

"S0," the chief said, turning casualy and gazing down at his opponent, "too old, am I? Y ou'll have my
harem, will you?' he said, and lashed out with aforehoof, smashing the gdlion in the ribs of hislower
torso with a crunch of bone. The young stalion again screamed in pain asthe chief gazed a him. "At
some point in time, you colts are going to have to learn that things don't quite work that way. Just what
were you going to do with my harem, en?Y ou think they would meekly accept you and turn their rumps
quietly to you so you could mount them with ease? Oh, hardly. Y es, they'd turn their rumpsto you,
Cholo - just before Meefaand dl the rest of my mares kicked you to death as the upstart colt you are.”
Hethen lifted his head, smiling to the crowd gathered around us. "Oh, Meefa? This young colt thinks he
would make a better stalion for you and the girlsthan |. What say you on the matter?”

An older mare nearby wearing aleather gpodesmos shook her graying head, crossing her arms
beneath her breasts. "I'd rather be dow-roasted and eaten by minotaurs.”

"Oh, dear me, Cholo. It seems Meefa has not quite fallen for your charms. | do think I'll crush your
skull, and save you any further humiliation.”

With abroken leg, he could not rise, and with his weapon-arm broken he could not even begin to
defend himsdf. "Mercy!" the young stallion screamed as the chief raised hisforehoof.



"Ah, mercy iswhat you ask for now, en? Well, we shal see" Bakkar replied, and looked to histribe
again. "Of the adults here, who agreeswith acall for mercy?'

Two hands went up among the centaurs - one older mare, and ayoung colt of perhaps twelve.

"It seems, Cholo, that only your mother and brother believe | should grant you mercy - and your
brother's voice does not count. Therest of thetribe, it appears, has had quite enough of your bullying
ways." Then, to my surprise, the chief looked to Marilith and 1. "And what say you, our fine guests?
Should | grant mercy to thisone, or kill him?”

| smiled. "The decison isyours, of course, we were merely passing through. If the decison was mine,
I'd likely grant him mercy, if only so he might learn from this experience.”

"And what of you, creature? How old are you?' the chief asked, looking to Marilith.

" About three thousand years old, chief,” Marilith replied, inclining her head.

"Ah, an Ancient One. We're honored,” the chief replied, bowing at the waist. "What say you of
Cholo'sfae?'

"Alive, he may learn. Dead, heis merely a corpse.”

The chief nodded. "Wisdom from an Ancient One - and truth that is easily seen," he said, then looked



down to hisbloodied opponent. "I give you your lifethisday, Cholo. Seethat | do not have causeto
withdraw my gift in future," he said, tapping the stalion's head with his forehoof. He then crossed his
arms, his gaze faling upon the two stalionsthat guarded Marilith and I. " Jakar, Goro, you followed this
idiot. Learn from hismistakes. A leader does not rule by strength or intimidation, nor is aharem gathered
to you just because your testicles hang large and low. A mare follows her stallion for the same reason the
tribe follows a chief - wisdom, and speed.”

"Yes, chief," the two stallions responded, bowing their heads.

"Good. Now help thisidiot to hisfeet and get him to the hedler's hut while I'm still in agood mood.”

| samiled asthe two stallions did as they were bid, helping their wounded comrade to hisfeset. "If you
don't mind, Chief, Marilith and | will be on our way. We-"

"What?' the chief replied, then shook his head. "No, no. After the treatment you've received today,
it'sclear to mewe must at least give you food and drink in repayment for your trouble. Stay awhile,
friend, and welll share amed together, you and our clan.”

"Of course, Chief. Weld be honored,” | replied, bowing.

Marilith looked to me. "Err... Corvid..."

| smiled to her, and spoke in my own language. " Turning down the hospitality of acentaur isvery
unwise. Their temperament islike the wind - it can change ingtantly. I'd rather not have him do to us what
hejust did to that stdlion - particularly consdering held find our refusa insulting, and we might get the
samefrom hiswholetribe."



Marilith smiled to the chief. "We'd be honored to stay for lunch.”

"S0," the chief said, picking histeeth with abone toothpick, "let me seeif | understand this... You're
following aship that carries her Sster, aprisoner being taken far away. Y ou can keep up because she
can transform into a horse. When you rescue her, the two mareswill be your harem.”

| smiled. It was difficult putting our story into terms the Centaurs could comprehend, particularly since
my knowledge of their language was only &t the conversationa leve. | had no ideahow to explain what
Marilith truly was, nor did | really know what their reaction would be to the truth. It seemed safest to me
to put our story in Smpleterms, so asto save agreat ded of trouble. "Y es, that'sright.”

"Ah, but shetiresfrom daily galloping, and cannot provide food for the two of you with her magic and
keep up. So, you thought to rest, and then Cholo and his two friends found you."

"Ya"

"Interesting,” the chief replied, burping and smoothing his gray beard. "Would you like to hear atale of
oursdves?'

"I'd be delighted,” | replied, hoping that it would be a short story.

"Weve lived here on the centra plainsfor many generations. There are few minotaurs here, thisfar
eadt - yet, gameis scarcer, aswell, and during the dry seasons, campsites with water are few and far
between. Rains come and go in cycles, here - seven years of wet years, followed by seven years of dry.
And during the dry years, we must often move closer to the forestsin the west to find game and water,



and the minotaurskill those of our clansif they catch us. And, of course, we need wood and other
supplies only found to the west, which aso occasondly causes usto lose members of our clan to hunting
minotaurs, aswell as brings usinto conflict with other centaur clanswhose territories are to the west. We
have looked to the east for forests we could gather wood and the things we need, but the Barrier Peaks
loom sharp and large, and chimeras haunt their hills- it's smply too dangerous.”

| nodded - I'd heard stories of the Barrier Peaks, but never been there. The closest I'd ever come
was chasing adaver who was working out of Kush, and then, | only saw the Barrier Peaks from the sea.
Those mountains did not look friendly, they looked like jagged, sharp rocks clawing at the sky.

The chief gestured, continuing his story. "Our legends say that our ancient ancestors migrated south
from the lands of Hyperboreafollowing agreat war, and found these plainsto their liking. Y et, so did our
enemies, the minotaurs, and severa other beasts, besides. The goblins of the Granite Mountains arm the
minotaurs with bronze axes and spears, where we have little to match it save our bows. Word passed
down from elven hunters on the plains hasit that the Great Mage, Eddas Ayar, has awakened from two
millennia.of dumber, and together with his daughters, builds anew civilization to the north, in our ancient
homelands. Our legends say that once, we were friendly with the Hyperboreans, and shared in the
benefits of their civilization. We did not face the beasts of the land alone and with sticks and stones, but
with bronze and iron and dlies a our side. The eves say that some day, the Hyperborean civilization will
riseagain fromtheruins, and likely even better than it wasin ancient times. | would liketo lead my
people back to those ancient lands, and seeif there may be room for usin their lands, and in their future.
But, | hesitate to do so. Many questions remain. How to get there? None living know the way. How to
speak to them in peace? None living know their tongue. And more, the elves say that Hyperborea
swarms with giants, dragons, ogres, trolls and other creatures that may find ustasty. What to do? This, |
do not know. And yet, somehow, | think that our meeting was no mere coincidence. Somehow, | think
that you may have the answers to these questions - or, perhaps, may know how we may learn them
oursalves. So, | put it to you: What answers do you have?!

| tried to keep my face smooth. There were no coincidences when the gods were involved, Frarim
had said. And that seemed more and more true with each passing day. "Well, asfor ogres and trollsand
such, yes, they'revicious and evil. But, giants are not - they're actudly quite nice, if you treat them
respectfully. I've even met lamias and gorgons, they're dso rather niceif you treat them well. And my
friend Frarim once told me that even dragons can be dedlt with easily - just leave them done, and they'll
leave you aone. Asadwarf once said to me, 'In Hyperborea, those that will talk before they kill are
considered friendly races. And, redlly, there are many friendly races, by that standard - but, just as many
unfriendly ones. Asfar aswhether thereisroom, that | don't know - you'd haveto ask Eddas Ayar,” |
sad, and grinned.

"Y ou know him?'Y ou've met him?' the chief asked, an eyebrow raised.



"Actudly, yes. We're friends, and follow the same god.”

"Interesting... What ishe like?"!

| shook my head. "That's difficult to explain smply,” | said, and shrugged. "For reasons | don't know
how to explain in your language, helooks like an ef-maid. But, don't et that fool you. HEsavery
powerful mage, and he'sincredibly wise, and seemsto know everything... Or fairly near everything, a
any rate. Asto how to get there, | know how to get there from air or sea, but not overland. Marilith?"

Marilith amiled. "I can see two ways for you to get there. Oneisto travel north to the Inland
Sea, then turn west. Follow the western shore of the Inland Sea until you arrive at the elven city
of Thall-Tassaal. From there, turn west, following the road until you arrive at Thall-Aibhne'. You
can speak to the Sylvani-elves, and wait for the elven trader, Taliad - he returns there once a
year. He can then lead you to the tower of Eddas Ayar, in Hyperborea, when he next journeys
there. In all, it should take you two to three yearsto arrive at his tower, then you can talk to him
and find out if thereisroom for you in their lands.”

The chief nodded. "And the second way?*

"I use my magic to go to Eddas Ayar's tower right now. | talk to him, see what he says, and
come back. If he agrees, | can take you all there by sorcery - you'll all have to join hands for me to
take you, however, which means you'll only be able to carry what you can hold in one hand and
what's on your back."

The chief smiled. "Our entire village fits on our backs, thisis nothing. Y our second way sounds
interesting. | agree - please ask him.”



"I'd be glad to. I'll be back as soon as| can!" Marilith replied, and vanished.

| hadn't expected Marilith to ssimply leave me here, and | sat there in the silence that followed for
quite awhile thereafter, not really knowing whét to say.

Findly, the elder mare I'd seen before, Meefa, smiled a me from where she sat beside her mate.
"What did you think of the food?'

Remembering centaur customs I'd learned trading at their outpost to the south, | concentrated a
moment, working up abelch. | then grinned. "Ddicious.” And, redly, it was. Nobody knows how to
smoke antelope-meat better than a centaur.

The mare smiled back at me. "Thank you."

Chief Bakkar roseto hisfeet, looking around the centaurs gathered near. "Whether we go there or
stay here, it matters not - game growsthin, here, we'll need to be moving on! Pack the village, then well
wait and see wherewell be going!”

"What of my son?" amare shouted - after amoment, | recognized her asthe mare the chief had said
was Cholo's mother. "He's crippled, he can't come! Y ou can't just leave him here!™

Chief Bakkar gazed at her. "Oh, yes, | can, Vila. Your idiot sonis crippled because of hisown
supidity, and he lives only because of the kindness of our guests. Y ou want him to live? Fine - you stay
with him, and tend him until his bones heal. And your younger son, too - he's old enough to bear abow,
he can hunt for you. If we end up going to Hyperborea, these lands are yoursto do with asyou will. If
not, | want you and your sons off these lands as soon as Cholo can walk again.”



"But he has no harem to build the tents, gather the wood, cook the game, nothing! We can't live here
dond”

"Oh, and now you want a harem for your worthless son? Paugh!" the chief snapped, glowering at her.
"Y ou want him to have a harem? Fine - once he can walk again, have him tak to the neighboring clans
and seeif he might woo one of their mares. If he can't, then Y OU can be his harem," Bakkar replied, and
over the mother's sputtering objections, he turned to the rest of his clan. "Leave Cholo, his mother and his
brother here with ahut and their belongings. Make sure they have everything they might need, and
particularly insure they have at least two months worth of dried meet, so that none can claim they were
lefttodie”

The other centaurs voiced their agreement, and | had to admit it was astern but fair judgement. The
chief was, by hisways, wel within hisrightsto smply kill his chalenger - but he had given Cholo every
possible chanceto live, including asking Marilith and | what we thought. Bakkar was agood leader, a
deadly fighter, and awise person. | found | had to grin up at him in respect. | hadn't expected thislittle
detour in our journey, but | was actually quite glad I'd met him.

Bakkar looked at me, and saw my expression. "Y ou smile. What do you think of my ruling, friend?"

| thought about it for amoment, and then an old sailor'sinsult about farmers cameto my mind. |
thought it humorous, and re-worded it a bit, then looked up to him again. "'If he ends up with his mother
as his harem, this may not be such adisaster for him. After al, he's abad seed to begin with, | can't see
as hell do any worse ploughing thefield hisfather ploughed.”

Barrak blinked a me, then burst out laughing. "Y ou've acrud, crud wit, friend. I like you.”

| grinned back. "Thank you, Chief Bakkar - | likeyou, aswell."



| watched silently asthe centaurs packed up their village. The mares and fillies did most of the work.
The coltsand stalions smply waited, helping only to lift heavy or bulky things. | redized very quickly it
wasn't out of laziness - it was Ssmply how they did things. The mares were responsible for their homes
and their belongings, the stalions guarded them and did the hunting. The larger the harem, the more hands
there were to get the work done for the mares - but, by the same token, the more mouths there were to
feed for the gdlions. This made the whole system sdlf-limiting, in that there was only so much gamea
gdlion could bring back to camp. With small family hunting units of afather and his sonsworking with
dlied friends, astalion could manage adightly larger harem through cooperative hunting. These hunting
relationshipslinked family to family, throughout the clan, and helped hold the clan together. Meanwhile,
the mares and fillies cooperated with each other, as larger jobsthat were their responsibility went faster
when working asagroup - again, friendslinking familiestogether into larger units acrossthe clan. It was
araher smpleyet elegant arrangement, and one that Cholo had threatened with his notion of smply
bullying the othersinto submission. Likely that earlier confrontation had been coming for awhile, and
Cholo smply saw us as agood excuse to use to attack Bakkar and try to take over. But a centaur clan
didn't work on brute force and intimidation, it worked on mutual respect and cooperation. Whether he
would survive or not, | didn't know. If he did, however, it would only be because waiting for his bonesto
hed gave himtimeto findly learn that lesson.

At lagt, the village was packed, al the belongings of the centaurs on the backs of the mares, filliesand
colts asthe stalions stood nearby with their bows, waiting. | wondered what was taking so long, when
suddenly, the air shimmered beside me. | roseto my feet - then grinned broadly as| saw that not only
had Marilith arrived, but she'd brought Eddas Ayar with her. "Eddas! It's good to see you!™

Eddas smiled. "Thank you, Corvid, it'sgood to see you, aswdll. | assumethisis Chief Bakkar?'

"Yes" | said, and looked to the chief, speaking in hislanguage. "Chief, thisis Eddas Ayar. As| said
before, due to acomplicated reason | don't really know how to explain in your language, thisiswhat he
lookslike."

"Dear, dear, Corvid, your accent isatrocious,” Eddas said, looking at me. "I assume you learned the
language from trading with the coastal centaurs?”



I grinned. "Well, yes. Ships bound for Kush or Mysantia often stop at their trading posts for food and
water."

"And likely trade worthless beads and trinkets to them to get it, but there we are.”

The chief looked Eddas over, a puzzled expression on hisface. "Hmmm... With respect... I'd
expected a Great Mageto be abit taler.”

"Sadly," Eddas replied dryly in the tongue of the centaurs, "1'm not. On the bright Side, | am Eddas
Ayar, and in answer to your question, yes, thereés a place for your clan in Hyperboreg, if you wish to
come. To the southeast of my tower there's abroad plain that's covered with grasses and flowers. Near
the road is an old monastery you can use to build amore permanent village, and trade with the elven
tradersthat passby. Nearby isarather pleasant river that has quite afew fish, and beyond it isafairly
extensve forest that is absolutely crawling with deer. Unfortunatdly, it's aso crawling with ogres, so you'll
need to kill them off. | took amoment to speak with Karg the Terrible - he's the dragon whose territory
you'l beliving in. HE's agreed to dlow you to live there, so long as you're careful not to hunt out the deer
and you do agood job of killing the ogres. Not hunting out the deer isimportant, he eats about fifty or
gxty of them ayear, dong with mountain goats and afew other beastswithin histerritory - if you kill off
al thedeer, dl he hasleft to eat in that areais you, and that's something you'd likely find quite
unpleasant. Asfar asthe ogres, Karg doesn't like them much, they occasiondly try to sneak in and nick
histreasure, which annoys him immensdly - if you kill them dl off and leave Karg done, hell likely be
quite pleased with you. If thisarrangement is agreeable to you, Karg has agreed to spend the first few
years after you arrive eating the manticores that inhabit the arealinstead of the deer, which will get their
numbers down to something more manageable so they won't be bothering you. Is that agreeable to you?”

"A dragon..." Chief Bakkar replied, boggled.

"Yes, quite" Eddasreplied camly. "Theland you'l belivinginisin histerritory, it belongsto him."

"And helll be eating the manticores to make the area safe for us."



"Yes. Not dl of them, they're apart of the chain of life like everything ese, but hell drive them more
into the mountains he controls so they don't bother you. In turn, however, you must agreeto kill off al the
ogresin theterritory you'l be sharing with him, and not over-hunt the deer.”

"Hmmm... Ogres are afierce opponent, Eddas Ayar, that will take quite some work.”

"Y es, but they're aso dreadfully stupid and Karg will help you out a bit."

"Oh?How?'

"Wdll, you'll need a bit better weapons, and Karg has quite a collection of swords, daggers, bows,
arrows, shidds, lances and other items he's gathered from delvers over the last few millenniawho thought
to stedl histreasure. Some of it is enchanted and hel's not willing to part with it, but the mgority of itis
non-magical, and to him, worthless. To you, however, it's not worthless, particularly the bows, arrows
and other weapons. He a'so has some suits of armor that are more-or-less intact, you can wear them
over your upper torso, arms and head. He also has some horse-barding that's also more-or-lessintact,
you can wear that over the rest of you. Armed and armored, your people should be more than amatch
for the ogres, and Karg has gracioudly agreed to use abit of sorcery to repair the scorch marks and
puncture-holes from histeeth and claws, remove the ancient bloodstains and generally clean up the armor
to be serviceablefor you - after dl, if you succeed, both sides benefit.”

"Ah, | see.."

"Now, the dwarven trading routes don't go by that old monastery, it's off on an old side-road. But
Tdiad and the few elven tradersthat go through Hyperborea do have routesthat passit. Naturdly, asthe
elven traders come by, you can trade with them to obtain more arrows and other smaller items you need.
Inthelong term, say over the next five to ten years, you can begin panning theriver - that river Sarts
from an underground source in the mountains, and theres a bit of gold in it that washes downstream. As
it'sin Karg'sterritory no one has touched it, and he's far beyond the age where hed worry about sieving
tiny grains of gold from ariver. Thus, it will be available to you, and | can teach you how to pan for gold
later. Once you begin obtaining gold from theriver, you can saveit up as part of aclan treasury, and your
clan can trade gold for more expensive items you would like from the traders - such as more armor and



weapons, of course, but in the long run you can go over to visit with my daughters nearby onlolo
Mountain, and learn literacy and the Hyperborean language from them. The races of Hyperborea use our
old tongue as a sort of common language for our lands. Once you've mastered literacy, you can trade
with the elven traders for books and other things you may wish to use to educate your children. Y ou can
aso trade with the giants nearby to obtain sheep, and you'll find that railsing sheep onthe plainsisfar
easer than hunting - more food for your families, no lean years when gameis scarce, and the wool and
leather from sheep arejust as useful as what you can get from deer - more o, in many ways, once you
learn how to weave wool into cloth. Over time, you'll be ready to begin your own education to join the
rest of the races around you in alarger civilization over the course of the next century. Oh - and there's
another clan of centaursin Hyperborea aready, they've been there for ages. They're far to the north of
my tower, near the edge of the northern forests. Asyour populations grow you may enjoy meeting them
and alowing your younger stalions and maresto court each other.”

Bakkar gaped. "You... You're talking about plans of avast scope! My largest hope was that we
could find a place where we wouldn't be hungry and thirsty in the dry seasons, and might perhaps benefit
from being neighbors with amore advanced people who had tools better than smple sticks and stones.

Y ou're talking about becoming amore advanced people, ourselves!”

"Yes, quite. Isthat a problem?' Eddas asked, an eyebrow raised, and | had to struggle to keep from
laughing.

“No, far fromit! It's more adream come true!"

"Ah, | see. Well, that'swhat will happen, if you find this arrangement agreeable. | haveto tell you,
however, that the three most important things are to not over-hunt the deer, to work on killing off al the
ogres, and to make sure you do not annoy Karg. That's histerritory, not yours. Heswilling to share it
with you, but if you're going to be good neighbors with him, you want to abide by your part of the
agreement. If you fall to abide by your part of the agreement or if you pester him or try to sedl his
treasure, helll smply eat you dl. Isdl this agreegble?!

"Oh, yes, Eddas Ayar!"

"Wonderful, | - Oh! | nearly forgot!" Eddas said, then paused. "I should mention you'll be sharing



your lands with another group of people... Ah... How do you fed about pixies?’

Bakkar grinned. "Darling little things, the children love them. In the spring, the plainsto the north of us
near the df-lands flower and the land swarms with them. They're often quite useful for warning when
enemies are gpproaching, aswell."

Eddas breathed an obvious sigh of rdlief. "Ah, good, you'l love it there, then, the lands around that
ruined monastery are absolutely infes- err, they have quite afew of them.”

| grinned, and Marilith giggled as Eddas |ooked around. "Ah, good, | see your people are readly.
Wel, if youll dl join hands, I'll be trangporting you to my daughter's village on 1olo mountain - you'll need
to know wherethey are, anyway, and my daughter Lyota has agreed to lead you to your new home and
ded with Karg for you. It's about atwo-day trot from their village down the mountain, but never fear,
she'saskilled battle-mage, shelll easily guard you al until you've safdly arrived. Alright? Y es, everyone
join hands, that'sright, there we go... Good," Eddas said, taking Bakkar's hand, then beginning to gesture
with his gtaff. A moment later, they dl shimmered, and were gone.

I had never seen a hundred and fifty centaurs vanish at once, and was surprised by the sudden gust of
wind. | grinned at Marilith. "Well, | suppose that's that. Are you ready to go?"

"Not quite, we have to wait here a bit."

"Oh?What for?"

"Well, | - ah, there heis,” Marilith said asthe air shimmered again, and Eddas re-appeared aone, a
thick book tucked under hisarm.



Eddas |ooked around, spotting Cholo, his mother and brother. " Ah, the ones you mentioned,
Marilith? | assume they won't be going?"'

"No, Master Eddas - that's Cholo, the one | spoke of, his mother and his brother," Eddas said.
Thethree of them studioudy ignored us.

"Well, it gppearsthat stallion picked a particularly bad day for arevolution, but, suchislife" Eddas
said, and held out the book to Marilith. "Here's a copy of my trestise on magic theory - it'stitled 'The
Mathematics of Magic.' | didn't writeit as a schoolbook, | wroteit more as areference work and a
dissertation on my research and discoveries, but... Well, my daughters use it as a schoolbook, so |
suppose you can do the same. Thisis one of the copies my daughters have of it, | didn't have timeto
make one for you, and..." Eddas said, and sighed. "Gah. Thetiming of dl thisisbad, horribly bad. Y ou're
goinginto atrap - thismuch isclear. And it's perfectly timed so that | cannot help you, nor can| finish
teaching you how to adapt your own methods of sorcery to the laws of magic that govern the Prime
Materid. | sill have to watch Jhumni. There are severd complications of pregnancy that dwarven femaes
sometimes get in the first month or two of pregnancy, and | have to watch for them. It'sthe same with
human women, in away - miscarriage, spontaneous abortion... It happens, sometimes. It'svery unlikely,
she's carried severa children before without any problems, but if she does have problemsand I'm not
there to spot them and dedl with them immediately..."

"We understand, Master Eddas,” Mailith sad, amiling.

Eddas shook his head. "And now, these new centaurs... They'll need help, they'll need someoneto
talk to so they can make the trangtion. Lyotawill show them how to find my tower, it'sonly afew hours
run, for them. And they're going to have questions, they're going to have problems... Gah!"

| smiled. "It'sdright, Eddas. Redlly."

"No, it'snot, but that can't be helped,” he replied, and reached a hand to Marilith, looking into her
eyes. "Marilith, listen, and listen well. The mage yourefacing is powerful, easlly amaster mage. You're
never going to defeat him meeting force with force. Layer your defenses, and try to exploit his
weaknesses. | don't recommend you try aWord of Power, you'll tire yoursdf and likely not affect him.
Still, if you do choose to do so, only use aWord when heis distracted, and can't instantly focus his



Talent to fight the effect. Read the book, particularly the chapter on Mysantian magic theories - he's
likely gonefar beyond thet, but it will at least give you an understanding of where he began, and some
ingght asto how he thinks about sorcery. And remember, stay calm. Y our magicisthe Will and the
Word, and unlike me or any other mage of thisworld, your spells are weaker when you are afraid,
panicked or in pain. Remain calm and focus your will, remembering the laws of magic that limit sorcery
on this plane, and apply your will precisaly in accordance with those laws. If you can do that, you have
the power to defeat him. If you let your emotions run away with you, however, you will lose."

Marilith nodded, rolling down her glove, then touching the book to the little cork on Sasha's magic
bottle to storeit. "I'll remember, Master Eddas.”

"Good. Asfor you, Corvid - keep your sword close at hand, stay dert, and follow your Talent."

| blinked. "Err... My Talent? Eddas, | don't have any Talent, I'm asmundane asafish.”

Eddasrolled hiseyes. "Hardly, Corvid. Your Talent isonethat's often seen in mundanes - aminor
manifestation that alows you to sense danger. I'll bet you likely have smelled danger inthewind, at sea--
or felt the hackles of your neck rise when an enemy was creeping up behind you.”

| grinned, crossng my arms. "Wadll.... Yes. But if that'smy Talent, it hardly worked well today when
Cholo and hisfriends captured us."

"Redlly?' Eddas said, an eyebrow raised. "Hmmm... Isit possible you were distracted, somehow?"

"Ummm..." Marilith said, her earslowering in ablush.

| grinned wryly. "Well... Yes, | wasabit distracted.”



Eddas|ooked to mein curiosity, then to Marilith. After amoment, hiseyeswidened in redlization.
"Ah, sorry, say no more," he said, then smiled politely. "No meatter, however, asyou werent in any
danger, anyway. Those centaurs were meant to come to Hyperborea, Y orindar intended you to find
them. I've known they would be coming for two days, it's how | had time to make all these arrangements.
Cholo was apawn that Y orindar used to get them there - as was his mother and brother. The centaurs
are hdfling races, what godsthey believein do not exist. Still, Y orindar seesause for them, and he will
eventudly reved himsdlf to them. For now, he uses them to strengthen his aliance with the gods of the
dragons, the eves, the..." Eddas shook his head. "More dliances, more complicated movesin the games
of the gods. No matter - Cholo was aso an incredible ass, from what Marilith said, but he has his own
rolein Yorindar'sgame. Intime, he, his mother and his brother will spread the word to the other tribes
that Bakkar's clan has gone to Hyperborea - helll spread it as disdain and will probably eventually be
killed when the other clans absorb these lands, but that's as may be. Thisgives Y orindar an escape plan
for the centaurs should the gods of the goblins gain the upper hand through their minotaur pawns, and...”
Eddas shook his head again. "Wdll, regardiess, you were distracted a bit and sensed no danger, but
fortunately, you were in no danger. Y ou only would have been in danger had you tried to flee - and you
didnt.”

"Err... Well, no, | had agut feding that if we tried, we'd be shot.”

"Thereyou are," Eddas said, nodding, and placed a hand atop my forearm. "Gut feglings... A strange
sensation that raises the hairs on the nape of your neck. A strange scent in thewind. A fedling that you
can't explain or identify, but sets your nerves on edge. | can tell you've survived many afight because
when your gut fedingstold you to duck, you ducked. That's how Danger Sense manifestsitsdlf, and
among those warriorsin my day who were celebrated as being the best, it was acommon ability. Inmy
day, many mages considered it aweak manifestation of the talent and completely useless, asit could not
be turned to sorcery. But it is not usdless, Corvid, and in your casg, it is hardly weak - for you, itis
strong enough to form asixth sense, if you'll useit. | would explain the mathematics of it to you, but you'd
likely fal adeep ligening and | don't have that much time available to begin with. It's covered in the third
chapter of that book Marilith is carrying, the chapter on the various ways Talent manifestsinthe
creatures of thisworld - animas, fell beasts, humans, humanoids, and al. She canread it and explainiit to
you, o you understand. The short of it is, however, that my Talent islikeamountain, and yoursislikea
sword. Itissmaler, yes. Much smdler, infact. But, itisno lessvauable - and your Talent isstrong
enough that if you useit correctly and combineit with quick thinking, good timing, surprise or abit of
careful planning, it can be deadly, even againgt one of my power. Trust your ingtincts, Corvid. Use your
mind, assess the Stuation logicaly - for asharp mind makes your power al the more deadly, like a sword
inthe hands of a skilled and quick-witted swordsman who observes his enemy while fencing with him,
and looks for weaknesses. But regardless, trust your ingtincts," he said, gripping my forearm firmly for
emphasis



I grinned. What Eddas had told me gave me an incredible feding insgde | couldn't properly explain -
but the notion that | had a power of my own that was not only useful but one Eddas acknowledged and
respected made me fedl quite good about mysdlf. | uncrossed my arms, and bowed. "Thank you, Eddas.
I will."

"Good. | haveto go. Marilith, fetch me tonight, and well work on the larger problem you discussed.”

"Yes, Master Eddas - and thank you."

"You'rewecome. I'll seeyou tonight,” Eddas replied, gesturing, then he vanished.

Marilith quickly shifted to her equine form, then looked a me. " Come on, Corvid. Hop on my back,
and we'll get moving."

| did s0, vaulting atop her back, then sitting astride her. "Ummm... WEll be seeing Eddas tonight?* |
asked as Marilith flicked her head. The world blurred, and we were el sawhere on the plains, closer to the
enemy ship. Marilith began to canter, and quickly built up to agalop.

"Yes, I'll be going to fetch him. And you, | think."

"Err... Fetch me? But where will we be meeting him, then?"

"In dreams," Marilith replied, and kept on running.



The Raven - Eleven.

Werode across the endless plains, Marilith galloping so swiftly, it seemed we were flying. Shetalked
as sheran, the wind whipping her mane. Again, she was explaining what sheld tried to explain before -
the strange secrets of the mysterious book Eddas had given her. And yet, her words meant nothing, it
was just aconfusing babble. "Marilith, | don't understand,” | said, but she smply glanced over her
shoulder and laughed, and began her babbling explanation again. She was built much like a centaur, now,
with the lower body of ahorse, ahuman torso and arms - but, she still had the head and mane of ahorse,
and her eyesflashed fire. | grinned, dipping my hands up her waist as| rode, then squeezing her large
breasts from behind. "Marilith, this | understand.” But she only laughed again, and kept running, her
babbling, confusing explanation continuing non-sop.

An ebon horse smoothly galoped up beside us, it's eyes glowing like cods. The horse gazed at the
two of us, and chuckled. "Oh, my, Corvid! Isthat how you see me?"

"Err... What?' | asked, blinking.

"Oh, dear, Corvid, | do hope not. I'm not sure | could even twist my body like that! | mean...
Goodness, Corvid! Do you sometimes dream of women who can lock their ankles behind their
head, too?"



"Err... Mailith?'

"Yes, Corvid. That's not me you'reriding, it's a dream simulacrum of me - a product of your
mind. One moment..." shesaid, then suddenly | wasriding her ingtead, the centaur-Marilith having
vanished. "Therewe are. And do | really sound that confusing to you?"

"Ummm..." | replied, my mind muddled. " Sometimes, when you talk about magic..."

"Ah, | see. | confused you earlier, before we went to sleep. I'll explain it better in the morning.
For now, where are we going?"

My jaw firmed. That question, | knew the answer to - and the answer was crystal clear. "Sasha. We
have to find Sasha. We have to rescue her.”

"Ah, good. Well, let's stop, we're not rescuing her thisway, we're just running around in your
dream.”

"Err... A dream? Thisisadream?" | asked as Marilith dowed to astop.

"Yes," shereplied, and suddenly she was standing before me in her humanoid-equine form. | stood
before her, though | did not remember dismounting - more confusion. "Thisis a dream, Corvid. And in
dreams, | am at my greatest power. And through dreams, we will try to rescue Sasha. Now come,
Corvid," shesad, and took my hand firmly. With her other hand, she drew aflaming arc of firein the
shape of adoor, which became a door amoment later. She opened it and stepped through, pulling me
behind her...

...and amoment later, we stood nearby the camp we'd made, adark sky above. "Where are we,



"We're on the astral plane - it borders the plane of dreams. You're actually astrally projecting,
with me pulling you along. Don't worry, though, it's perfectly normal for slegping humansto
project, sometimes."”

"What... What's wrong with the sky?'

"Nothing, that's how the sky looks at night. Stars cannot be seen on the astral... Err... Well, not
by you, at least, they're too far away."

"And what's that glowing thing, there, in the sky?' | asked, pointing at adull blob in the heavens that
rippled and flowed as | watched.

"That's the moon, that's how it appears on the astral."

"And | seeyou and | lying there... Adegp?'

"Yes. We're waiting now for Master Eddas. His own dream state will begin soon. | have to time
thiswell, and hold you carefully - a dream seems like hours and hoursto you, but it's actually only
a few minutes. And I'll have to let you nap, today, at some point."

"Nap?' | said, confused.



"Yes. | ama Dream Warrior of my people, Corvid, and thisis how we tried to strike back at
the mages of ancient times who were summoning us. We were dying, Corvid. We needed to be
able to strike back. Thisis my power, and in dreams, | am supreme - only dragons and gods are
stronger. | can enter your dreams, following along and even speaking to you without harm. Still,
following along in your dream and speaking to you is one thing, but dragging you around or
changing thingsin your dreamis another. It's an imposition of my will upon your sleeping mind,
and it denies you rest. You can wake up more tired than you were when you went to sleep. Done
over years, it can weaken and kill. And those with weak hearts can be slain in dreams, with a hard
enough fright applied at just the right moment. Wizards learn the skill of Lucid Dreaming to
protect themselves against us, but mundanes can master it, too. I... Ah - now! Come!" shesaid, and
tugged my hand - an ingtant | ater, we were zooming over the land at an incredible speed. The plains
blinked away behind us before | even redlized they were gone, and the vastness of the Inland Sea now
whipped by below, it's coastline aflickering wiggle. A moment later, we had turned, and flew across
forests, towards the mountains. Dodging between the pesks at lightning speed, we flew down the
mountains, then across forests, and broad plains. Large, glowing spots could be seen on the horizon, and
| pointed. "What are those?"

"Dead Zones. We won't be going there, the astral planeistoo disrupted there to do anything
useful, and passing through one might cause me to lose my grip on you."

"Err... I'd get lost?"

"No, you'd snap back to your body and wake up, which is nearly as bad for what we're trying
to do. Herewe are!" she said, as we zoomed towards a spire of white. It glowed blue, starkly standing
out from the lands around it, and there were severd brighter spots at variouslevels.,

"What in theworld isthat?"

"That is the tower of Eddas Ayar - it's how it looks on the astral. It's actually very well
protected, astrally, but not fromfriends,” she replied aswe zoomed towards the parapet from above,
then flew through an open door.

| gaped - Eddas Ayar's room looked nothing likeit usualy did. It seemed to glow with power, and



various spots here and there glowed even more brightly than the rest. Eddas and Joy lay together in the
bed, Joy curled up against Eddas and her arms draped over him. Eddas seemed so tiny compared to
Joy, it amazed me. Marilith reached out to Eddas, touching hisforehead...

...and aningtant later, | gaped in amazement. We stood on ablasted plain in the hest of ablazing sun,
an ominous wind howling in the distance. We stood behind a black-robed, black-bearded man, tall and
dark of skin, asted skullcap atop his shaven head. A Hyperborean, he reminded me of Frarim. Y et, his
beard and clothes were matted with dust, and rings gleamed on each finger of his hand. Before him lay
severd horrid things, like puddies of oozing flesh that dithered and twitched. "You killed me, you
bastard!" one of them shrieked in abubbling voice.

"Yes, but you were anidiot and arapist, Jasto, so I'm not sure that was much of aloss," the man said,
shaking his head. His voice was am immensdly deep basso profundo, and he seemed to radiate power.
"Gah. | loathe thisdream," he muttered, sighing.

"Master Eddas?" Marilith cdled, and he turned around. | gaped at him openly - Eddas was an
olive-skinned, black-bearded man with a strong jaw, apiercing gaze, and atruly commanding presence.

"Ah, Marilith," he said, his deep voice warm in recognition. "And you've brought Corvid, good - we
may need him."

"Are you ready to go?"

Eddas nodded. " Just remember that even with skill at lucid dreaming, it istill dreaming for me. If |
dtart to wander off, pull my attention back again. I'd have used aspdll of astral projection, but that would
have been adraw on my will that is both detectable and disruptable, astrally. Let'sgo,” he said, and held
out his hand, the dust of the blasted zone faling from him.

Marilith nodded, drawing adoor again, then opened it. Taking Eddas's hand, she pulled us through...



...and amoment later, we were again in Eddas tower. An instant after that, we were again zooming
acrossthe lands at breathtaking speed, many times faster than before. Theland flew by in ablur, giving
way to the ocean, then aship. | opened my mouth to shout that at this speed we'd smash into the ship
and belittle more than asmesr...

...but then suddenly we stopped, hovering over the ship.

"Good, good," Eddas said, gazing at the ship. "Tell mewhat you see, Corvid?'

| shook my head, gaping at thevessdl. "It's... It'saship. A Mysantian tartan. Covered with spines
sharp asrazors. A million little spines, each sharp and deadly. And more. Edges... | don't know how to
describeit. Like linesfrom hereto there, thin as a spiderweb, yet sharp asaknife.”

"Likely exploding runes, from what I'm seeing. And that thereisaward, and over thereaglyph...”
Eddas said, and shook hishead. "Marilith, can you see what he's seeing?”

Marilith shook her head. "No, Master Eddas. | can see the aura of many enchantments, but that
isall - I'd have to study them longer to be able to understand them.”

"Well, when he's awake, explain to him that thisis amanifestation of hisown Talent, itll hdp him
understand himsdlf better - you and | see the auras of each enchantment, but he's actudly seeing the
danger the ship presents. For now, cast your perception into the ship, and look around.”

"Alright..." Marilith said, pausng amoment. "I can perceive a hallway behind that door, Master
Eddas. There are four cabins behind it, one of which is being used to store food and drink for the
journey. | sense Sasha in one of the cabins, and the swordsman in another. Both are asleep, and
Sasha isdreaming. | cannot penetrate the third cabin with my vision, it is protected.”



"Alright. Corvid, we need you to lead us past al the sharp things you see without touching anything, al
the way up to that door.”

| shook my head. "How?"

"Y ou're dreaming, adeep. Float over there like you would in adream - but be very careful not to
touch anything, or pull usinto anything.”

"Well... Alright,” | said, not redlly understanding what was happening. A few moments later, it was
done, and we were before the door. "It's covered with thousands of needles, so thick it's like meta fur.
Now what?"'

Eddas stared at the door, his basso profundo voice becoming soft and hushed. "Nice, nice... Oh, a
very nice enchantment, look at the fourth palliation, there - oh, very neatly done, yes... And then there's
the-"

"Master Eddas," Marilith cdled, tugging hisarm, "you're drifting."

"Oh," hereplied, blinking, then nodded, his deep voice firm again. " Sorry, | usualy use the Spell of
Asrd Projection, doing thiswhile projected in adream-state isimmensdly difficult. My thoughtsfed like
they'refiltered through mud,” he said, and shook his head again, asthough trying to clear it. "One
moment,” he said, and gestured dowly and carefully, speaking an incantation. Oddly, | could see the
words he was speaking as energies flowing from his mouth and gathering about his hand, and dmost hear
them as notes of music... Or perhapsit was notes of music responding to hiswords, | couldn't tell. The
energies built and built, the glow about his hand growing brighter and brighter, his gestures shaping them,
seiting the whirling colorsto spinning... Then heflicked hishand out in afinal gesture, apiercing dart of
light that struck the door. | gaped in amazement, watching.



"There, now what do you see, Corvid?'

"The needleson thedoor... They... | don't know how to describeit. They're still silvery, but... They're
like pine needles now. They look soft... Flexible. Not dangerousat all.”

"Good. I've loosened the eighth palliation of the enchantment, and looped it back to the triggering
condition with aflux-link from a Spell of Enchantment Suppression. It should be utterly harmlessto astra
beings, but it won't last.”

| shook my head, my mind even more muddled than before. "I don't even understand what you said.”

Marilith nodded. "So long as | can pull you two through it, Corvid, that's all that matters. | can
enter her dreams directly from the plane of dreams by myself, but | can't do anything when I'm
there. Thisiswhy | needed Master Eddas - to try to understand what I'm seeing. Come," Mailith
replied, and pulled us straight through the door without opening it, then an instant later pulled us straight
through awall.

| blinked, now very confused, but then realized there was someone in the cabin before us, adeepina
bed. It looked like Sasha... And yet, it did not. Her legswere amermaid'stail, and her hair shonelike
fire. "Isthat..." | asked, but Marilith did not pause. Instead, she dived straight for Sasha, pulling us behind
her, and touching Sasha's forehead with her equine nose.

Instantly, we were plunged into darkness. A strange whispering sound came from al around, buit |
could see nothing.

"Thisisall thereis, Master Eddas. | cannot work with this. She has to dream something for me
to have something to work with, but the spell that's upon her leaves her with this dream - endless
nothingness, and whispering. She doesn't even have a sense of self | can focus on, and try to build



around."

Eddas gazed into the darkness, stroking his beard with hisfree hand. "I can understand it. It's
Mysantian... But not what they speak today, what they spoke in my day."

"What'sit saying?' | asked, struggling to think.

"Nothing - nonsense. Literaly nonsense. It repeats, amoment and I'll trandateit..." he said, then
paused a bit before speaking again. "Wood ship upside down up and down round and round storm
flip upside down round and round upside down..." Eddas said, his degp voice droning. He then
shrugged. "It garts again from the beginning. Nonsense.™

"That'sit!" Marilithydped. "That's the answer! It'sthe inside of the dlaver ship!”

"Eh?" Eddas asked, then stroked his beard again. "I'm afraid | don't understand.”

"He's plucked this from her memories, and locked it into a language she can't understand - and
| can't understand it, because I'm sensing what's in her dream, not hearing it myself!" Marilith sad,
then closed her eyes. "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! Swvimto your left, and climb on top of them!™

Then, from what sounded like agreat distance, | heard the whimper of ayoung girl'svoice.
"Mailith?'

"Swimto your left, Sasha, and climb atop the planks!"



"Alright... | did... Now what? Goddess... 'm so cold..."

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

| could hear agrunting sound - the sound of ayoung girl, struggling, and the splashing of water.

Silencefollowed, and dowly, the whispering resolved itself into the sounds of astorm.

"Mailith?Isit redly you?' ayoung girl's voice caled, sounding as though she was a the verge of
tears.

"Yes, Sasha. See now, the storm fades, and the morning comes. Look down, Sasha. See the
blue from the open deck hatch, beneath the water. See it?"

And dowly, there was light - ablue glow, coming from below, that dowly resolved itself into a
square.

"l seeit..." theyoung girl'svoicereplied.

"Dive into the water, and swim down to it - then up and out! Up and out, Sasha!"



There was a splash, and after amoment, | saw the form of amermaid, her tail flicking as she swvam
for thelight below.

" She's going to awaken soon, and suddenly,” Marilith said.

Eddas nodded. "Pull us out of her dream, Marilith, | can't do anything to help if I'm kicked back to
my bed in Hyperborea."

Marilith nodded, and an instant | ater, we stood in the cabin again. | gazed down at Sashain confusion
- and aningant later, shejerked upright in her bed, asmall gasp of shock at her lips.

"Very nicdy done, Marilith,” Eddas muttered, gesturing with hisfree hand. "Y es, now, let's snip the
rest of the enchantment.” He muttered abrief incantation, brilliant energies swiftly gathering about his
hand, then flicked out his hand, adart of energy lancing from hisfingertipsto strike Sashain the head.
Sasha blinked, looking around with her eyeswide.

"Err... Can she see us?' | asked - oddly, she now looked to me much as she usually did. A red-haired
human woman, beneath a blanket.

Eddas shook his head. "No, were astrally projected, and she's amundane. But she should be able to
hear Marilith, now, through their link," he said, then resumed gesturing, muttering another incantation and
sending ablue-white glow of energy to wash over Sashas body, and remain.

"Sasha? Can you hear me, now? If you can, whisper - be very quiet.”

"Marilith?"



"Yes, Sasha," Mailith replied, her voice quavering. "Do you remember what happened to you?"

"Yes.. It'slikeadream..." Sashawhispered, then scowled. "That bastard... Why, I'll-"

"Wait, Sasha. Corvid and Master Eddas are with me, they're helping me." Marilith then looked
to Eddas. "What should she do?"

Eddas shook his head. "For now, nothing. Shelll need to pretend the spells are till in place, until she
getsto where she is going and they get off this ship. If she doesn't and he notices achangein her
behavior, hell just ensorcell her again. I've cast a protective spell over her, but | don't know how
powerful thiswizard is- he may be ableto removeit. Certainly | could, given time. Thereéstoo many
defensive enchantments on this ship to board it - it would even be deadly for meto try, what with layer
upon layer of wards, glyphs and explosive runes. This mage has had years to prepare this vessdl, and
he's quite skilled. It's stouter than the tower of a battle circle, and consderably more maneuverable. Hell
haveto get off of it, first. Shelll haveto pretend the spells are il in place, so you can plan what to do.”

Marilith nodded, and repeated what Eddas had said. Sashascowled. "I'll try, Marilith, but..." she said,
then shook her head. "Y ou can't know what it was like. He had my mind in bondage... | was his happy
litttedave. And yet, dl thetime, | wasalittle girl again, trapped aboard the daver ship.”

"It'salright, Sasha. | think-"

| felt asudden prickling at the back of my neck. "Marilith, we have to get out of here. Someoneis
coming.”

Eddas nodded. "Do it, Marilith."



"Sasha, we have to go, someone is coming. Remember, don't reveal the spell is broken,"
Marilith said. She then looked to Eddas, releasing his hand, then touching hisforehead. "Wake," she
sad.

To my surprise, Eddas ingtantly shot away like an arrow from abow, and was gone. Marilith then
looked to me, releasng my hand, and touched my forehead. "Wake," she sad.

Suddenly, in ajarring eyeblink, | was awake, lying on the grassy plainsat night. | gasped, my heart
duttering from the sudden awakening, and looked around. It was till night, now near midnight. Marilith
lay cuddled againgt me, and as | looked to her, she opened her eyes and turned to me, rolling onto her
back. After amoment, she smiled. " Thank you, Corvid. I'm not sure we could have done it without
you."

| blinked, shaking my head. "I'm not sure | understand what | did. Or where the dream ended, and
reglity began."

Maxilith grinned. "Welcome to my world, dear," she said, and kissed me, giggling.



The Ocean - One.

The water was cold, though tolerable. The st stung my eyes painfully, however, as| struggled to
keep myself pointed at the open hatch. Closer, and closer till, 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 myself over it. | could see aglimmer above - the sun
inthe sky. | swam for it, kicking my legs. | could fed the pressure on my earseasing... Easing...

No, something waswrong... | was not ayoung girl swimming from awrecked ship... | wasamermaid.
My eyesdid not sting in salt water - | blinked my nictating membranes shut, and could now clearly sea
the gleaming water's surface above me. The pressure of afew cubits of water did not bother me, the
magic of the mer-magi belt that was now a part of me allowed me to adapt to even the crushing
pressures and chill of the greater deeps.

It was adream... Somekind of cloying, sticky dream that would not let me go.

| kicked my tail hard, launching mysdif to the surface...

And like asudden, stunning dap, | was awake.

My head spun as| sat up. | looked around, and saw | wasin astrange dark place I'd never seen
before, the only illumination asmal shaft of moonlight coming through atiny round window in anearby
wall. The bed shifted, and | could hear the sounds of the sea... A ship? | was aboard a ship?

What had happened to me?



| fet atouch on my heed, atingling... And the last of the cloying dream fell from my mind. Suddenly, |
knew.

| remembered.

"Sasha? Can you hear me, now? If you can, whisper - be very quiet.”

My sigter'ssilent voice, through our link. | looked around, but she was nowhere to be seen.
"Mailith?"

"Yes, Sasha," Marilith replied, my sster's sllent voice sounding as though she was on the verge of
tears. "Do you remember what happened to you?"

| paused, the memories flooding back. "Yes... It'slikeadream..." | whispered, then scowled. |
remembered, yes. All too well.

The sneer of disdain on the wizard'slips as he told me | would be coming with him. The casual ease
with which he struck Marilith and | down, asingle gesture feding like the smashing blow of amountain.
Fedling hiscloying spdl dip over my mind, and the darkness smothering me...

* % *

The one-eyed swordsman gave afina stroke to Marilith, laying open her belly. The siwordsman then
gazed down at her, and chuckled. "All too easy.”



"Of course. The One True God iswith us," the red-turbaned wizard replied, hisred silk robes
billowing in the ocean breeze. He then looked to Sasha, gesturing again. The last of her will dipped away
to nothingness. "Strip,” he ordered, in Vilandian.

Sasharose, slently complying, pulling off her boots and gloves, then removing her bracelets.

"And that armor,” he ordered, againin Vilandian.

Sashanodded, retracting her scales.

"Kned," he commanded, and Sasha did so. The wizard then gestured briefly, and looked Sasha over,
his eyes unfocused.

"Wel?What do you see?" the one-eyed swordsman asked.

"Hmmm... Theres still an item about her waist, but it appears to have blended with her flesh - it'sa
part of her, now, and sheapart of it..." he said, then blinked, shaking hishead. "A thing of Wild-Magic.
Likely mer-magi. A trash enchantment from a sub-human race, it's fused with her, made her more
mermaid than human,” he said, then made a moue' of disgust. "Feh. What rubbish,” he said, shaking his
head. " She's safe, for now, she bears no weapons.”

The one-eyed swordsman grinned at Sasha, eyeing her nude form appreciatively. " She's a beauty, that
one. Mind if | bed her for abit once we have her aboard the ship?’

Thewizard glowered at the swordsman. "Ukkug does not condone rape, and those who commit rape
in hisname are not hisfollowers”



The one-eyed swordsman shook his white-turbaned head, the loose Mysantian mudin of hisyellow
swordsman's tunic and gray, billowing trousersrippling in the ocean breeze. "But | am not afollower of
your god, old man. Any god who saysit iswrong for awoman to dance in atavern for afew coins| may
throw at her isnot agod | wish to follow."

"All Mysantians follow Ukkug in their hearts, whether they know it or not. But, whether you believein
the Old Ways or not matterslittle - until thisis over, you will obey if you wish to be paid.”

"Money | can understand. I'll worry about the afterlife when I'm dead,” the siwordsman replied, and
withdrew acloth from beneath the leather broadbelt about hiswaist to wipe histulwar of Marilith's blood
before sheathing it. "I don't know why you worry about it. She's not even human, you said it yoursdlf.”

"True," the wizard grudgingly admitted. " She was once, but isn't now."

"Sowho caresif | rumple her abit?' the swordsman asked, shrugging.

The wizard paused, then nodded. "Alright. Ukkug gave me specific ingtructions, but beyond the end
of those ingtructions, her fate matters little. When we're done, you can have her to do with asyou will."

The one-eyed swordsman grinned. "Y ou'll have to teach me how to say 'bend over and spread' in her
language, then."

Thewizard rolled hiseyes. "I'm certain you'll make yoursalf understood when the time comes. For
now, let's get her aboard the boat and thence to the ship.”



"Alright, I..." the swordsman replied, then swore as his gaze fell upon the top of the beach. "There's
oneof thethingswatching us. A little one. Shdl | kill it?" he asked, placing hishand on the hilt of his
sheathed sword.

Thewizard shrugged. "No, thereslittle point. They're barely better than beasts, they can't stop us," he
replied, then looked to Sashaand spokein Vilandian. "I am your loving master, and you are my dave.
Y ou will obey me utterly and with asmile, for you love me dearly and beyond measure.”

Sashaamiled. "I loveyou, Master."

"Good. Now rise and come with us, we've garments aboard the ship for you to wear. We've rescued
you from thisidand, and well be taking you home, now."

"Y es, master! Thank you, master!" Sashareplied, risng.

The one-eyed swordsman shook his head. "'l am so0 glad | had arune of protection branded on my
arm. Thethought of having one of your kind do that to me..."

The wizard chuckled as he walked to the boat. "Y ou paid your gold and suffered pain for nothing,
friend - that rune on your arm is usaless. Next time, go to areal wizard, not somefakir."

The one-eyed swordsman swore again, then paused, his eye on Sasha. "Can she understand us?"

"A good question,” the wizard replied, and looked to Sasha. "Do you speak Mysantian?' he asked.
Sashamade no reply, and the wizard shrugged. "It appears she'sasignorant as | thought. Likely all she



speaksis Vilandian, alanguage of irredeemable infidels, and perhaps the chitters and squesks that pass
for language among the sub-human mer-folk," hereplied, climbing into the boat. "Worry, not, I'vearing
of trandation.”

"Aye, and amagic ship, and sorcery to spare, and..." the swordsman replied, watching Sasha climb
nude into the boat, then shoving it into the surf before hopping in, himsdlf. "It must be niceto bea
wizard," he sad, reaching for the oars.

Thewizard gazed at Sasha's breasts, and smiled. "Oh, it hasit's moments, yes," the wizard replied,
and laughed.

| remembered. Their words meant nothing to my memories, but their actions and the leer of their gaze
spoke loudly enough. And the cloying, sickly-sweet love that the wizard placed in my mind... Now hate
took it's place. "That bastard... Why, I'll-"

"Wait, Sasha. Corvid and Master Eddas are with me, they're helping me."

| waited, grinding my teeth in fury. After along moment, Marilith spoke again.

"Sasha, you need to pretend the spells are still in place, until this ship gets where it's going and
you and the wizard get off it. If you don't and he notices a change in your behavior, he'll just cast
the spell and capture your mind again. Eddas says he's cast a spell of protection over you, but he
doesn't know how powerful that wizard is, he might be able to remove it. There are too many
enchantments on this ship to board it, Eddas says... Explosive runes, and other things. He says
this mage has had yearsto prepare this vessel, and he is quite skilled. You'll have to pretend the
spellsare till in place, so Corvid and | can plan what to do.”



How could | possibly pretend to |ove someone who had stolen my will and turned meinto adave?
The thought infuriated me - but, | knew Marilith wasright. If the wizard knew | wasfree, he could do it
to me again. And next time, | might not escape his spdlls. "I'll try, Marilith, but..." | said, then shook my
head. "Y ou can't know what it was like. He had my mind in bondage... | was his happy little dave. And
yet, dl thetime, | wasalittle girl again, trapped aboard the daver ship.” | supposed | should have been
glad the wizard and his henchman did not rape me - though judging by the frequent lustful looks|
remembered from the one-eyed swordsman, that thought was never far from hismind.

"It'salright, Sasha. | think-" Marilith said, then paused amoment. " Sasha, we have to go,
someone is coming. Remember, don't reveal the spell is broken,” Marilithsad.

| nodded silently - someone was coming here, too, | could hear their footsteps beyond the door. |
smoothed my face with an effort of will, and an instant later, the door opened.

It was him.

The red-robed wizard gazed at me from the doorway, and | smiled a him, despite my wish to kill
him. "Hello, master. Was there something you needed?'

Thewizard gazed a me quietly for amoment. "I heard a sound, my dear, and sensed a presence...
Perhaps more than one. Areyou aright?'

"l am fine, master, thank you for asking,” | replied, trying to hold my smile.

More footsteps, and behind the wizard, the one-eyed swordsman appeared, barely visblein the
gloom. He grumbled something in hislanguage, and the wizard snapped a quick reply. He then stepped
asde, dlowing the swordsman to enter the cabin, then looked to me again and smiled. "My dear, Hassan
suffersfrom abit of concupiscence from the voyage, and I'll need his reflexes sharp when we arrive. Rise



from that bed and strip, then service his needs until dawn.”

| gaped a him, then shrieked in fury, leaping from the bed, intending to kill the wizard with my last
breath, if necessary.

Immediately, the one-eyed swordsman tackled me, taking us both down to the deck. He was strong
and askilled wrestler, but | was stronger as| had the strength of amermaid, and | wasfurious. | twisted,
jabbing with my elbows as we struggled. He shifted, trying to improve hisgrip, and | kneed him between
the legs. The one-eyed swordsman let out a gasp, then released me, his hands flying down between his
legs. | could hear the wizard speaking, possibly reciting an incantation. | rolled the sivordsman off me,
leaping to my feet to attack the wizard...

...and he smply gestured, lifting me a haf-cubit into the air with his magic, then held methere as|
struggled, screaming and spitting. | literdly could do nothing - with my feet off the floor, | could not move
towards him, and | waswell out of reach to even touch him. | remembered Eddas Ayar had once
incapacitated me just as easily, and it dawned on me that telekinetic spells rendered mundanes helpless
s0 eadly, it waslikely abasic spell for them, something that mages learned when they were mere
apprentices. | consdered summoning my lance to my grip, then remembered how easily Eddas had
blocked that years ago, and abandoned the notion.

The wizard incanted another spell, gesturing a me, and | felt the force of aspell wash over my mind...
But, it did not take hold. The wizard then gave me a puzzled ook, and tried again, alonger incantation. |
felt the force of it building as he cast, then strike me, yet it was somehow deflected, muted... It did not
affect me. Something was protecting me from his attemptsto regain control of my mind. | spit & him, and
tested the extent of my vocabulary, caling him every name and insult | could think of in thethree
languages | knew.

About thetime | had wrung the last dregs out of Palomean and was working on some of the more
interesting insultsin the language of the mer-folk, the one-eyed swordsman rose shakily to hisfeet,
glowering at me. He spoke to the wizard, and the wizard replied. There followed a brief exchange, and
the swordsman nodded. Hauling back hisfist, he smashed mein the side of the head. | spun, seeing stars,
then knew no morefor awhile.



When | awoke, | found | was on the deck of the ship, manacled hand and foot. The manacles
attached to my feet were attached to the ship's mast by a chain, and surrounding the mast and myself was
acircleof glver inlaid into the deck. My hands were manacled behind my back, and | could fed that a
chain connected the manacles at my wriststo those about my ankles. | looked around, groggy, and saw
the wizard and the swordsman stood nearby, watching me.

"S0, you're awake again,” the wizard said, gazing a me calmly. "Y ou quite caught Hassan
unprepared, my dear. | only told him to take you up to the deck, not rape you. | judged your expression
to be abit strained, rather than relaxed - as though you were trying to hide something. | wanted to see
your reaction, and determine whether or not my spell was till in place. Y ou revedled yoursdlf quite
reedily, my dear. Youredly arealittlefool.”

"You-" | began, and launched into ancther stream of invective.

"Y ou've amouth that would make asailor blush,” the wizard said camly. "'I've no ideawho cast that
protective spell upon you, but it'swell done, well done indeed. It couldn't have been that demoness you
cal your sgter, her magic isthe Will and the Word, and thisisfar more precise than that. No matter,
however. Ingtead of riding in comfort, you'll stay chained therefor therest of the journey. I'd rather not
have done thingsthisway, as| detest foul odors, but as| can't possibly unchain you to relieve yourself,
you'll smply haveto lietherein your own filth asit accumulates. WEII toss some water over you from
timeto timeto try to wash away the worst of it, and perhaps ameal or two to keep you aive. Perhaps
you may eventualy even change your mind regarding your decison. A few weeks of lying in your own
urine and excrement will likely make you wish you'd spread your legs, instead... Though by then | doubt
even Hassan will be interested any longer,” the wizard said, then glanced at his one-eyed companion.
"Wdl, perhaps he might, heisrather apig. Ah, well - good help is so hard to find, these days," he said,
stroking his beard. "Not like the old days, no. Sadly, no."

"Il Kill you!"

"Forgive meif asub-human thing in chainsand a my mercy failsto arouse the proper fear inme. A
failing of mine, | suppose,” hereplied, and spoke to the swordsman briefly. The swordsman nodded, then
the wizard withdrew, walking over to the door to the cabin area, opening it, epping through and closing
it behind him.



"Sub-human? What the hell does he mean by that?" | snapped, glaring at the swordsman.

He, however, made no sign he even understood aword | said, but instead fetched a chair from
nearby, placed it well outside the circle on the deck, then sat, watching me,

| struggled againgt the manacles for awhile, but quickly found they were more than strong enough to
hold me. The swordsman gazed on with only mild interest. | growled. "Maxilith? Can you hear me?"

Therewas apause, then | heard my sister'svoice again. "l... | hear you, Sasha. Sorry, | was
adeep.”

"They found out the spell isno longer holding me, now I'm chained to the deck in somekind of circle.”

"How did they find out?"

"l sort of... Err... | sort of tried to kill thewizard,” | replied, blushing.

"Out of the maelstrom, into the vortex..." Marilithmuttered. "I can seeit, Sasha. Thereisstill
nothing we can do, at present. We have to wait for the ship to stop, and for them to get off."

"Thewizard... He said that would be weeks."

“I'll tell Corvid, that'sall | can do until then."



"Corvid? What can he do?"

"You'd be surprised, Sasha. He's been working with me for weeks, trying to rescue you. We
were nearly killed once, when his airship was brought down by the wizard. We've been traveling
for weeks, trying to keep close to the wizard's ship. We've been attacked by a demon, captured by
centaurs... But, I'll tell you the story later. He's been a great comfort to me, Sasha. | love him
dearly. He lies next to me, here, and he blushes to hear me say it, but it'strue. | told you he was
the one for us, Sster. Hetruly is. He loves you, too, Sster. He has loved you since he was a child,
as the magical princesson a distant island it was his quest to find. He helped Master Eddas and |
to break the spell that was upon you. He risked his life doing that, though he knew it not at the
time, he was asleep.”

"Err... Adegp?”

"Yes, it's quite along story."

"It doesn't ook like I'm going anywhere, so you may aswell tell it," | said, and sighed. Mistakes,
mistakes... | should have clawed the swordsman with my poison-claws when | had the chance, but |
wanted to reserve that honor for the wizard. Stupid. | could have used one on each. | was just too angry
to think clearly - and now, | paid the price. "I'm sorry, Sigter.... It'sjust that | hardly know him. I'm glad
you love him, I'm glad he hasfedlingsfor me. But, | hardly know him."

"And | hardly knew Vaddan. But, | saw you loved him, and | opened my heart to him, and |
loved him, too. Please, Sster. He saved my life. He healed me when that wizard's henchman had
hacked me to pieces, and tended me for weeks while | recovered. His touch is gentle, his heart
large and warm, and... Oh, my, heis blushing tremendously, now," Marilith said, and giggled. "Oh,
Sster... Open your heart to him, as| did for Vaddan. He isworthy."

| Sghed. "Wdll... Tel methe story, at least, so | cantry.”



"Yes, Sster,” Marilith replied, and began.

| lay there on the cold deck of the ship, listening to my sister's silent voicein my ear, and Sighed again.

The Raven - Twelve.

The plainsdowly gave way to low, rolling hills aswe drew nearer and nearer to the foothills that
surrounded the Barrier Peaks, and soon, we could see the mountains themsel ves on the horizon.
Immensely steep, jagged peaks capped in snow, forbidding even in the distance. We had to turn, the
mountai ns themselves Smply were not passable - they weren't called the Barrier Peaks for nothing. Near
the middle of the range, the summits of each mountain were nearly five leagues above sealeve, and the
western faces consisted mainly of sheer granite diffs. Towards the northern and southern ends of their
ranges, the mountai ns softened, growing smaller, until they petered out into foothills near the seato the
south, and into the scrublands and jungles of southern Mysantiato the north, that eventualy gave way to
endless reaches of desert.

Our choice was clear - head north or south. To continue following the ship asit hugged the coast, we
could only turn south, and dip through the southern foothills of the barrier pesks. We only spotted one
manticore aswe traveled, and to my eye, it was little more than a black speck in the sky, far above.
Marilith was taking no chances, however, and cast her vision forward, then trand ocated us severd
leagues onward to avoid it.



Daysof travel passed, the wooded foothills giving way to deeper forests, and finally jungle that grew
thicker and thicker the further on we went. Findly, riding Marilith became amoot point - the treeswere
s0 close together, the ground so laced with tree roots and other obstructions that she could not trave at
any decent speed without risking bresking aleg.

Both of us now were driven, focused. Each night as we rested, we talked about possible plansto
rescue Sasha Between times Marilith trand ocated us during the day, we chatted more, quietly discussing
the possibilities. And when we weren't discussing what we might do, Marilith studied the book Eddas
Ayar had given her, while | exercised with my blade, keeping mysdf limber and ready.

There was, really, no other choice for us. The more we knew of what was happening to Sasha, the
more focused and intent we became on freeing her as soon as possible.

Marilith had told me that they'd manacled Sasha, and attached the manaclesto the mast insde acircle
of protection. Thismuch, | could have understood. As Marilith explained it, the circle was necessary to
prevent her from being snatched away by sorcery, and the manacles were necessary because Sashawas,
redly, rather dangerous hersdif.

But she had never been rdeased since then.

Now, after weeks of lying in her own filth and being fed only once aweek, Sashawas extremely
dehydrated, very weak, and very ill.

Oh, they tossed afew buckets of water over her once aday to keep down the worst of the messand
the smdll, and from that, Sasha got some water by holding her mouth open as she was splashed by the
buckets. And once aweek, they tossed her aloaf of bread to keep her alive. But that wasall.



Could she survive until we could rescue her? That, | did not know. | only knew what Marilith had told
me - she could not ssimply take us to the ship, the various wards and runes were keyed to defend the ship
againg interlopers. If wetried, we would smply be blasted to bits. | could only hope Sasha could hold
out long enough...

It was more than frustrating. It was maddening. Knowing she was suffering, and knowing we could do
nothing about it but keep following. And as hard asit was on me, it was athousand times harder on
Marilith, who could hear Sasha's quiet whispers of pain. Marilith became focused on her studies of
Eddas book, trying to master what was within it, knowledge | did not understand... Could not
understand. Reading, practicing gestures, studying formulas and diagrams and tables that were utterly
esoteric to me - but, to her, were clear.

| found that weeks of travel had hardened me, now. Though | was hardly soft before, all Marilith
conjured was grudl and water. A diet of constant gruel would kill, I knew, from scurvy and other
problems. But, it was no mere grud, it was literally sorcerous food, conjured by her will. It nourished the
body, though it's taste was bland. Taste, | cared nothing for, however. | was too focused, too intent on
our godl. It waswith some surprise that after weeks of this, | one night noticed that | could literally see
nearly every detail of the musclesin my limbs, and daily exercise and practice with my blade had
increased the thickness of my forearms.

Marilith, too, had hardened over the trip. She practiced what Eddas had told her - layered
enchantments, defenses cast over hersdlf that | could neither see nor understand, but were there
nonetheless. And, the same diet of conjured gruel and water toughened her, hardening her body.
Whereas before she had a soft, rounded, feminine gppearance to her equine-humanoid form, now her
body was muscular and athletic, and even more enchanting to my eye. In her equine form, however, the
change was even more dramatic. The muscles of her body stood out in rigid detail, her hooves gleamed
like polished black iron, and her overdl mein was more like aknight's charger, fierce and ready for war -
or, intruth, the nightmare she truly was.

Marilith trandocated again in her equine form, and once we had arrived, | found the sounds of the
deep jungle surrounded us till. The chirp of birds, the howls of monkeys, and the endless drone of
insects was asmothering blanket of sound, accented by the damp heat of the day. Night here was hardly
much better - though cooler, the insects were numerous. | dipped from Marilith's back, landing lightly on
my feet, then patted her shoulder. Marilith shifted to her humanoid form, then gazed at me.



"Areyou alright, Corvid?" Marilith asked. "You look like you're angry."

| shook my head. "Thisisfrustrating. And yet somehow, | think thisisintentiona. Our wholeideawas
to be near them so you could watch them, and see when they were coming ashore for supplies. They're
aboard aMysantian tartan, and you already said you saw they carried food and water. They can't have
enough for their entirejourney, it'sjust impossible. And given that they were carrying food with them, that
means that wizard likely doesn't know a spell to summon food, like Eddas does...” | said, thinking.

"Likely so, but this doesn't mean he isinexperienced or weak. Eddas Ayar's grimiore contains
over three hundred spells - literally the largest collection of spellsin the world, Corvid, and
possibly in all of history. Measuring other mages by the cubit-stick of Eddas Ayar will always have
them coming up far short, and greatly under estimate them."

| nodded. "No matter, though - they can't carry enough food for the entire journey, they will have to
come ashore to take on more. But they didn't take on supplieswest of us, and here in Kush, there'sfew
placesfor them to try to do so. Mot of the natives here are hostile to strangers, and that we've managed
to avoid them so far ismore luck than anything dse, | think."

"So, you think they will come ashore herein Kush?"

"Y es, definitely. They'll haveto, they haven't taken on food that | know of anywhere aong this
voyage, and they can't possibly have enough left to finish the journey to Mysantia. And that meansthat
the best course of action isto just have you trand ocate us straight ahead to where they're going to go.”

"If we knew wher e that was, yes. But you say that as though this was a bad thing. Are the
natives that bad, here?"

"Well, yesand no," | said, my eyes on the jungle around us aswe talked. "Kushites are interesting
people, redly. Ther skinsare dark, with flat, broad noses and thick lips. Most live in tribal units, but on
the southeast coadt, called the Gold Coagt, things are different. Ashyraistheir port city, there, and they



trade gold they get from mines and panning the Gold River. The peoplethere arefairly friendly to
outsders, it'swhere they get most of their goods. The smaller tribes, however, usualy are not friendly -
particularly those to the north. They are extremely hostile to strangers, a times.”

“Really? Why?" Marilith asked, her head tipped in curiosity.

"Wdll, Mysantiaisto the north, and the Mysantians and the Kushites often war with each other - the
Kushites I've met dong the Gold Coast say the Mysantians think of them as sub-human, and want their
gold. The Mysantians basically say the Kushites aren't human, they're just hairless, tailless monkeys, so |
guessthe Kushitesareright,” | said, and shrugged. "Wdll, redlly, Mysantians think of everyone asbeing
lesser than them. It'sjust the way they are. The ones dong the Inland Sea have learned to dedl with the
elves across the sea and to the north of them, but..." | said, and shrugged again. "They il think of them
aslesser beings™

Marilith nodded, thinking, then sighed. "Well, that explains a lot of what's happening with
Sasha.”

| nodded silently, thinking.

"You've gone quiet again. What are you thinking?"

"Thisisplanned, dl planned... All of it. You've said it, Eddas said it... Where would they stop? Where
would be the best place for them to stop, the worst place for usto try to intercept them...?"

"I hope that's a rhetorical question, Corvid, because | don't know the answer."

"Aaaah... But | think | do," | said, redization dowly dawning. "Theresonly one place they'll go -



where both you and | will be at adisadvantage. Ashyra, on the Gold Coast.”

"Why there?"

"Because Mysantianswho are willing to peacefully trade with the Kushites go there. They'll be ableto
get what they need, then move on. And | won't be ableto fight them there, and neither will you.”

"Err... Why not?" Marilith asked, blinking in confusion.

"Well, for you, because the city of Ashyraisin theterritory of the Enebua. Y ou'll never passfor one
of them, they'll kill you very quickly."

Marilith amiled. "Corvid, | can shape this body with sorcery to look like one of them, easily."

"But you can't act like one of them. They'reawarrior culture, and therésalot of little rituals and
exchanges you're just not going to know. Y ou'd have to pass yoursdlf off asaforeigner, and wed have
towait in the foreign quarter and hope to catch them at the docks. And foreignerswho are sorcerers are
required to wear mana- suppressing bracel ets so they can't cast - they don't want awizard or wizardess
garting fireswith lightning-bolts or summoning dangerous beastsin their city. If they catch you casting
spells, thewhoale city guard will turn out to catch you and kill you. Only their people are alowed to cast

spdls”

"Well, alright, but the same limitations would apply to them, yes? That means you could still
fight."

| shook my head. "No, | can't. Men aren't permitted to bear armsin the lands of the Enebua. Only
women are. The pendlty isdesth - when | visited therelast, | lost a crewman because he forgot he was



carrying aknife. If you're going to leave the docks, you have to leave your arms aboard ship.”

" S0, they're a society of warrior-women?"

"Yes. Redly, they're considered the finest warriorsin al of Kush - it's how they've managed to hang
onto their gold mines and the Gold River, despite everyone el se wanting it. And, with their gold, they can
afford the best wegpons from all the traders that come to their port to trade with them.”

"But you know their little social interchanges, yes?"

| started to reply, then paused, shaking my head. "If you're thinking you'll use your sorcery to make
mefemale, | should tdll you that won't work. Yes, I'm familiar with their culture - but not well enough to
pretend to be one of their warriors, even if you did make me look like one. I've dedlt with them often
enough hunting Mysantian dave-shipsto know that what | know isn't everything, and isn't enough,” | said,
then reached out my hand, taking her hand in mine for amoment. "Marilith, believeit or not, the Kushites
are not primitive. Y es, many of them il liveintriba villagesin the jungle. That doesn't mean they're
stupid or primitive. They live that way because they choose to live that way. Nearly al their tribesare
literate, and some of the larger ones livein timber-walled villages and have extengve libraries of scrolls
covering their history, geography, literature, religion... And of dl of the Kushites, the Enebua are the most
advanced. They've had Mysantianstrying to stedl their gold and their lands by hook or by crook for
millennia, Marilith. They are quite used to dealing with foreignerstrying to fool them, both with mundane
methods and with sorcery. These are not primitive people, it would not work."

Marilith placed her free hand atop mine, holding my hand between her hands. " Alright, let's work
through this step by step. First, how could we get into the city? Nevermind whether or not we
could do anything, let's just see how to get in."

| shrugged. "I you looked like one of their people, perhaps a tribeswoman from another tribe, you
could just walk in. If | was unarmed, | also could just walk in. The moment you began to cast spellsor |
drew aweapon, however, wed bein trouble.”



"Alright. You said 'if you're going to leave the docks, you have to leave your arms aboard ship.'
| take it the rules are different at their docks?"

"Wl yes, they haveto be. Not only are sailors generaly arowdy bunch, but you smply can't do
your job asasailor without agood knife and amarlinspike. A ship'slines don't work themsdlves, and
you often need to cut and splice. Opening crates takes a crowbar, seding them takes a hammer, moving
them sometimestakesagaff..." | said, and shrugged. "Y ou can't disarm asailor on the docks, al histools
are usable as wegpons, and some smply are wegpons. Also, there's the matter of defending the ship
whileit'sin port from thieves.

"o, if you fought his henchman at the docks, the city guards wouldn't try to kill you for being
armed?"

| waggled ahand so-s0. "Mmmm... That depends. Some guards might try to stop it on general
principles, others might be amused and wait to see who won. Once that wizard started casting, however,
the darm would be raised, and the city guards would attempt to swarm his ship. The Enebua are not
going to dlow awizard to burn down their docks and perhaps agood portion of their city tossing
lightning and fire around, that's just not going to happen.”

" At which point, the explosive runes and other defenses hit them. Then what?"

"Chaos. The High Magess from the Temple of Esvinawould be cdled, and shed come with adozen
or more lesser mages and priestesses. About haf of them would be assigned to suppressing any firesthat
may be burning, and the rest would follow the High Magess as she moved in for the kill. Anyonewho
ressted would bein for aseriousfight. I've never seen it happen, but I've heard stories... Sea-stories, of
course, and likely quite larger than the truth. Still, none of them are pretty. That wizard would be caling
down severa opponents on hishead, dl of them skilled.”

"And what if we spread the word that there was a woman in chains on that ship, suffering,
starving, possibly dying?"



| blanched. "Gods... Is shedying?'

Marilith paused, then let out asdow sigh. "Yes, Corvid. Sowly, but yes. She can't survive like
that."

| swore quietly, releasing her hands and stroking my chin. "Well... To answer your question, they
don't care what happens aboard ship. If you're standing on their docks, yes, they care. Aboard ship, no,
they don't. Mysantian Slavers go in and out of that city, and the Enebua don't care about the cargo unless
there'sawoman of Enebua aboard. Then they'll board to free her, and the gods help anyone who getsin
their way. Otherwise, no, they smply don't care.”

Marilith nodded. " Then it seems to me the best plan is for me to take us there, then for usto
walk into the city, wait until they arrive, and then attack them on the dock. I think if | can get
close to that ship without my being attacked, | can try to suppress the defensive spells on it, one
by one. It will take time - quite a bit of time, in fact. But, if everyone is distracted watching you
fight, they won't notice me doing it - there is nothing to see, to mundane eyes. Once the spellsare
down, we can board the ship safely and rescue Sasha.”

| shook my head, crossing my arms. "Y ou're assuming alot of thingswill happen. Y ou're assuming I'll
be able to challenge his henchman, helll accept, and I'll be able to duel him on the docks entertainingly
enough to keep everyone distracted, and long enough for you to succeed. And then, after stretching the
dud out and showing him every move | have, you expect | can then somehow beat him, and we board
the ship, somehow overcoming the wizard in the bargain.”

"You have a better plan?" Marilith asked.

"No, | supposethat will haveto do," | said, and grinned at her.



Marilith smiled. "Alright. Now - guide me in transforming myself. What does a typical Kushite
woman look like?"

"Mmmm... Well... Y ou've seen the Witch-Women of 10lo Mountain? Eddas daughters? That'sa
good placeto start.”

Marilith's form shimmered, and she smiled at mein the form of a human woman with olive skin and
ringlets of curly hair spilling down her shoulders. "Likethis?" she asked, her ethereal demoness voice
now a human woman'svoice.

"Y es. Now make the skin darker. No, darker. Darker than that. A little more... There. Now make
the nose wider and flatter - no, not that much, you have to bresthe through that thing... A little lessthan
that... There, that's right. Now make the lips broader from top to bottom... Good. Now make the hair
kinky, not curly. Each strand islike avery tight spird. No, more than that. More than that... There. Youll
want to shorten it, your hair looks like ahuge bal of fuzz and the women here wear their hair much
shorter because of the hedt... That's right. Now darken the eyes abit... That'sright. Good..." | said,
looking her over. "Mmmm... Y ou'll want the cheekbones abit higher... Yes, like that."

"Will | be pretty, to them?' Marilith asked, smiling and turning around, till wearing her black loincloth
and apodesmos.

I grinned, reaching for my sash. "'I'm more hopeful you don't look like you come from aclan or tribe
they're hodtileto. Y ou'll want to close thetail-hole in that loincloth, it will look funny to them.”

Marilith gestured, doing so, then nodded. "1 suppose were ready,” she said, and looked east, her
gaze becoming distant. "l see awalled city, about two hundred |eagues awvay down the coast... It
draddlesariver."

"That'sit, but were not quite ready yet," | said pulling off my sash and then reaching for the buckle for
my sword-belt. "Y ou'll need to wear my sword. It'll be more obvious how we made it here walking



through the jungle that way, and the Enebuawill think you're awarrior-woman from another tribe. Once
you take us somewhere outsde the city, I'll think of a suitable story while we're waking to the gates,” |
explained, pulling off my sword-belt, then wrapping it around her waist and buckling it tight. "How far
ahead of the ship will we be?"

"About aday, perhaps abit lessif the wind holdsfor them,” Marilith replied. Having watched the ship
congtantly for months, her skill at judging distances and speed with her longer gaze had improved.

| nodded, tying my sash about my waist again. "Alright. If you wear my sword for two days, it will be
attuned to you, not me, so let'stry to make sure that doesn't happen,” | said, and took her hand in mine.
"Now, try to take uswithin an easy walk of the gates, but not anywhere well be spotted.”

Marilith nodded, and the world blurred for amoment. When it steadied, we were elsewherein the
jungle. She tugged my hand, pulling me behind her as she stepped around a group of trees, reveding a
narrow dirt road. "The city isthat way," she said, pointing east.

| smiled, bowing and waving a hand to the east. "L ead on - were in Enebuaterritory, you're the
woman, you lead.”

Marilith grinned, walking down thetral. "l think | may likeit here.

"It'sactudly rather nice. I've been to Ashyra severa times, it can be quite pleasant.”

Maxilith blinked, then suddenly glowered at me. "I am getting the fedling that there are alot of things
about this place you aren't telling me."

"Oh?" | replied, smiling innocently. "And what would make you think thet?"



"Because dl the placesfrom your sailor's days you think are redly nice often have extremey loose
women."

"Well, | wouldn't say the women here are 'loose, per-<e..." | said, and shrugged. "Although it istrue
that the Enebuatrade gold with severd neighboring tribesto obtain silphium.”

"Err... Sphium? What's that?"

"An herb... It doesn't grow in the Southlands that | know of, athough | think the eves know of it...
It... Ah... Prevents pregnancy, if taken within aday or so before or after coupling. Quite effective, as
wdl."

"Y ou mean... They canjudt... Any time they want?" Marilith replied, her eyeswidening.

"Y es - and they often do, if they meet someone who piques their interest and treats them right. They
don't like overweening men, and they'll kill for insults or attempts at bullying them, of course - they are
warriors, and very honor-bound warriors, at that. Ah, but if you deal with them just right..." | said, and
winked.

Marilith glowered at me. "Oh, | can seeI'm going to have to keep a very close eye on you,
slor-man.”

| grinned, sweeping her into my arms and kissing her passionately for along, bresthless moment. |
loved kissing Kushites - their lips dways fet marvelous. When | let Marilith go, she staggered, blinking at
me. "Oh, my..."



| smiled again. "Believe me, dear, you have nothing to worry about from me. It's the other women you
should bewatching. | have... Err... Somewhat of areputation, in Ashyra" | gestured to the east, up the
trail. "Shal we continue?'

Marilith recovered herself, shaking her head. "Oh, dear... No, Corvid, much as1'd like to, we have to
get to the city,” she said, then turned to walk up thetrail, her saucy hips swaying as she strodeon. A
moment later, she glanced over her shoulder, and winked at me.

| burst out laughing, following after amoment.

The Raven - Thirteen.

Doshtalooked up as we entered, and grinned. "Corvid! How are you!" she called in her language.

| grinned at the tavern's proprietress, leaning across the bar to exchange aquick hug. Her blouse was
abillowy Mysantian linen that left her navel bare, dyed adozen different rainbow colors. Her skirt was of
the same fabric and came down to her knees, loose and flowing. When the light struck her just right from
behind, one got aglimpse of the shapely figure beneath - though, as she was awoman of Enebua, it was
not wise to be caught staring. Doshtas tavern, like many nearby the port, was brightly decorated to



attract the eye of passers-by. Behind the bar, astuffed and mounted basilisk regarded the crowd of
Mysantian sailors with eyes of glass - ardic of Doshta's days as ahunter. "Fine, Doshta, fine. It's good
to seeyou again.”

"And who's thiswith you?' Doshta asked, nodding to Marilith.

"Doshta, thisis Marilith. Forgive her if she seemsalittle odd, she was actudly captured by daversand
then shipwrecked on adistant idand - her only company for most of her life was mer-folk. | had to teach

her your language.”

"Hello," Marilith offered with asmile. She'd said before that she could speak any language with ease,
it was Ssmply one of her powers asademon - and I'd seen her do it with the Centaurs. It was not like
Eddas trandation sorcery, where one heard the words he was speaking as though he spoke in one's
native language, yet at timesit seemed hislips and words did not match. No, with Marilith, she smply
gpoke whatever language she wished, having ademonic facility with any language she encountered. It
was fascinating to watch, and an ability to be envied.

"Welcometo my humbletavern, warrior,” Doshta replied, clasping her hands together briefly and
bowing. "If | may ask... | see no wedding bracelet on your wrist or his?'

"Err..." Marilith said, glancing at me. "Well, no, were not married...”

"Good, then he's gill available,” Doshtareplied, and kissed mefirmly.

| grinned, and Doshtafinally let me go, looking to Marilith - who did not look amused. "Ah, | see
there is something there, isn't there? Shall we dud for him?"



"Doshta,” | said, smiling, "don't tease her, she couldn't possibly win adud with you, anyway, and you
are married.”

Doshtalaughed, jingling the gold bracelets on her left arm. "Three times, now! Y ou didn't even
notice!”

| grinned, leaning onthe bar. "I did, | did, | figured you'd get to the story eventualy. What happened,
did you wear another one out again?"

"Hah! No, my sster lost hersin adud. Y ou remember Haggan?”'

"Mmmm..." | said, leaning back a moment. "That would be the weaver, yes? Tal, thin, little scar on
his shinwhere he said hefdl asachild?'

"That'shim. Lovely man, lovely. Beautiful Snging voice, too - my sster has him now, | gavehimto
her. My new husband is Pago - he can cook!"

"He can?How good is he?"

"Order somefood and find out, | fired my last cook!" Doshta said, and laughed again. "Wait, wait -
first ale on the house, handsome. And onefor your friend, aswell," Doshta said, snatching up two mugs
from below the bar, then filling them from akeg behind her. "There you are - atable should be free
shortly, then you can sit and enjoy some of Pago's cooking! 1've other customers - don't go away!" she
said, and breezed off.

| leaned on the bar again, Spping at the mug of ale, and grinning a Marilith. She again looked anything
but amused as she looked around at the other patrons. "'l fed very under-dressed,” she said, in Arcadian.



"You'renot. They'resailors, dl Mysantians. Most have learned that gaping at awarrior of the Enebua
can lead to one coming up short one's head. Of course, they don't know enough to tell that you aren't
Enebua, but that's as may be. Black cloth, like that, means a bodyguard. They don't wear much armor
here unlessamgor battleis brewing, it'sjust too hot to wear armor dl thetime.”

"A couple of them are saring a me, though..."

"Put your hand on the hilt of that sword and glare a them abit. They'll stop.”

"Err... Thehilt isthe grippy-part, right?’

| grinned. "Yes"

Marilith did so, giving avery fierce glare to two sailors sitting with asmall group of three more. Seeing
that, their friends elbowed the staring ones, and a brief, which whisper of conversation ensued. A
moment later, the two men studioudy ignored Marilith, pointedly keeping their gaze e sewhere.

Marilith grinned, relessing my sword. "It worked!"

"Of course. An Enebua bodyguard could mop the floor with all of them, they're only sailors. Staring
likethat isinsulting, here. Y ou should remember that, it applies when you're looking at any Enebua
woman above the age of sixteen.”



"Err... Well, what do you do when you're talking to someone, then?”

"Here, you look them straight in the eyes and nowhere else. Looking a someone's body meansyou're
watching their stance and their hands in preparation to fight. To show submissiveness or
acknowledgement of asuperior, you look down at their feet. To show disdain, you look away to their
gde- that'san insult, too."

"Okay... Look into everyone'seyes," Marilith said. "They'real so tall, though! Did you notice? All
the women we passed on the street were very tal. The men were shorter and dender... How did that

heppen?"

"Diet, mainly," | replied, Spping a my drink. "Enebua men are forbidden from esting the product of
any animal. Meat, eggs, milk, cheese... All of it isconsdered "women'sfood”, and they believe it reduces
thefertility of one's seed. And that'simportant to them, because if their woman decides she wants a child
and he doesn't ddliver, shell get rid of him and find someone who will. But, esting nothing but plants
means they grow shorter and dimmer. On the other hand, women egt haf their diet as meat growing up.
Makesthem taler, broader... Also makes childbirth much easier for them, because their hipsare
broader, or so Doshta said once. Interestingly, men tend to live abit longer than women, here. Of
course, part of that is because the women duel each other from timeto time."

"I hopel don't haveto do that..."

"Be careful, and you won't. When in doubt, look at their feet, that defusesalot of violence. Dudls
here are rarely to the death, they due with wooden sticks about two fingers thick and three cubits long.
They beat on each other until one of them gives up or until one of them breakstheir stick. It can be very
long and often bloody, but rarely fatal. Formal duels are with edged wegpons. They're usudly very short
and very messy, but they don't happen often. | don't know what makes them decide between the two -
I've seen them dud over ahusband with sticks, and I've seen them dud with swords. What makes the
difference, | don't know."

"Love, maybe?' Marilith offered sarcadticaly.



I grinned. "Probably - you can't judge an entire people by Doshta, though she's not too uncommon.
Regardiess, the safest thing to do islook straight in their eyes, and if they look even dightly annoyed by
that, look firmly &t their feet."

Marilith grinned. "And just how did you figure dl these rules out? By getting thumped on your head by
these women?'

I grinned back. "No. A good ship's captain hires agood crew, and before | came here, | hired a
Mysantian sailing-master. He talked about these women like they were al dangerous apeswith swords,
of course, but | gathered the basics from him. From there, | made afew friends ashore like Doshta, and
asked them to teach me how not to get into trouble around here - and who might be the best to talk to
regarding daver-ships | might take as prizes. Asit turned out, Doshta was one of my best and most
reliable contacts. We quickly made a deal where she'd get a share of the prize money and booty, same
asacrewman of my ship, sealed the dedl in her bed, and | started hunting down afew of the more
notorious Mysantian daversthat passed by the Gold Coast on their way to Lariniaand Arcadia.”

It was, at times, comical to redlize that the Mysantians |ooked at the Enebua and saw men-hating, evil
women who ran around nearly naked - or, very often, saw only hairless, tailless, violent she-monkeys
with swords who had too much gold for their own good. Meanwhile, the Enebua looked at the
Mysantians and saw brainlessidiots who wore usdess layers of clothing in smothering jungle heat and
humidity, and treated their women like cattle. As1'd learned from my days chasing daver-shipsfrom
country to country around the world, thingswere rarely that smple.

"Wait... Y ou seded the ded in her bed?!"

I smply grinned. "Men here are not valued for their brains, dear.”

"But what about her husband?!"



| nodded. "That concerned me, too. Doshta, however, thought | was being very slly, and she said if
he gave her any noise about it, sheld beat him. After dl, she said, it wasn't like she was going to bear my
child or something - silphium takes care of that.”

Marilith shook her head. "That doesn't sound very nice."

| smiled again. "I never said shewas nice, dear. After dl, she did betray severa of her regular
customersto mein exchange for gold and booty. | said shewas rdiable, not nice.”

Marilith crossed her arms, fuming. " Sometimes you can tdl too much truth, Corvid. I'm not certain
I'm happy knowing you bedded that woman."

"Would you prefer | lied about it?"

"Wdl... No, | don't think I'd like that, either."

| smiled, setting down my drink and taking her hand. "Dear, | have never lied to you, and | never will."

"Alright... Then promise methat it will only be Sashaand | from now on. No one else, ever."

"Of course, Marilith. | agree wholeheartedly and completely. That'swhat | wanted, myself - | told you
thisbefore, that day | spoke with you and your sister on the bridge by Eddas tower. Truly, Marilith,
that's precisely what | have dwayswanted, al my life" | replied, kissng her hand. "Alright?’



Marilith smiled. "Thank you."

"Yourewecome," | replied, letting go of her hand and reaching for my drink again. "'l should,
however, warn you of onething..."

"Oh? What?'

"If we stay too long inthiscity, | likely won't be able to keep that promise. Women here don't take
'no’ too kindly, particularly women like Doshta," | said, Sipping a my de.

“What?!" Marilith yelped.

"Dear, | did tel you | had something of areputation in thiscity."

Maxrilith growled wordlesdy, looking avay from me.

"Dear, you're making those sailors you glared at earlier very nervous, pleasetry to relax.”

"I DON'T CARE!" Marilith snapped.

Ingtantly, the five Mysantian sailors at the nearby table bolted, leaving their drinks and their half-eaten
medls behind and darting out the door.



"Well," | said, "it'sagood thing Doshta takes payment in advance.” | looked to Marilith, and smiled
again, picking up both her drink and mine. "Dear, it gppears atable has come free. Shal we st and have
dinner?'

Marilith gaped, then burst out laughing.

An hour later, Marilith leaned back, patting afull tummy. "Alright, yes, her husband can cook.”

| nodded, gtifling abelch. "Very well, too." The mea had been asmple steak, cooked to perfectionin
amarinade of Enebuan "black-sauce’ and served with amixture of local vegetables. Black-sauce was
actualy quite fascinating. Made of vinegar, molasses from the burnuba-tree, dried and powdered fish,
onions, sdt, garlic, abit of tamarind, adash of cloves, apinch of pepper and abit of fennd for aroma, it
was adark, watery liquid that the Enebuawomen ate with nearly every kind of mesat except fish. It had a
strong, dightly sweet odor, and a bitter-sweet flavor that complimented beef very well.

Doshta breezed over, smiling. "How was the food?"

| grinned. "Fabulous, Doshta. Y ou should hang onto this one.”

Doshta nodded, grinning broadly. "1'm not |etting go of this one short of sted, that's for certain,” she
sad, then glanced a Marilith for amoment before leaning in to me. "He doesn't wiggle quite as nicdly as
you did, however."



"Asyou Enebuasay, 'No man is perfect,” | replied, smiling. "l can't cook at dl, so we're even.”

Doshta grinned to Marilith. "Thisisagood one, dear - you can expect to dud for him, if you get
serious about him. Did hetell you where he learned dl histricksin bed?"

| couldn't seeit under her dark Kushite skin, but | was certain Marilith was blushing. "Yes, from a
whorehouse madam in Vilandia"

"Now there isawoman I'd love to mest!"

| smiled. "Sadly, Belana passed a couple years ago. I'm sure you two would have hit it off very well,
though.”

"Ah, too bad..." Doshtasaid, and shook her head. "Where are you staying tonight, Corvid? On your
ship?'

"No ship, thistime. Marilith and | came overland. Were chasing a Mysantian who has kidnapped
Marilith's hdf-sster, and were pretty certain helll gop hereto re-provision before going on to Mysantia.
Her half-sister isan Arcadian girl with red hair."

"Interesting, I've never seen red hair..." Doshta replied, tapping her chin with her finger for amoment.
"What's his ship look like? I'll have my children keep an eye on the docksfor it."

"A Mysantian tartan, covered stem to stern with carvings of sorcerous glyphs and runes and such.”



Doshta's eyes widened. " That bastard? Watch out for him, Corvid. He was here six months ago.
He'sawizard, that's for certain - and an utter bastard. Do you remember Hassan Algraid?”

| smiled. "Likely not aswell as he remembers me.”

"He was here buying food and drink for him for his outbound journey. The Mysantians say you can
tell the master by his dogs - and Hassan is utter scum. Filth. VVomit of diseased pigs. Spittle of lepers.™

| smiled again. "Oh, | wouldn't praise him that highly."

Doshta giggled, then reached out and pinched my cheek. "Y ou rasca!" she said, then looked to
Marilith. "Sap awedding-band on this one quickly, little one, and hone your sword. You'll need it."

"Thank you, I'll do that,” Marilith replied, amiling.

Doshta nodded, then looked back to me. "Well, if you've no ship and no placeto stay, Stay with us,
tonight. We've aguest room, you two are more than happy to useit, for aprice.”

"What price?' Marilith asked - alittle too quickly, | thought.

Doshta grinned, seeing her expression. "Not that, though it would be nice. | want Corvid to explaina
few of those tricksto my husband. Aswe say, 'no man is perfect - but you can work on them.™



Marilith giggled, and | grinned. "Wasthere any particular thing you wanted meto explain to him?

"0000... That trick with your tongue. Do you remember?"

| nodded. "I'll explainit to him - hell have to practice with you before he's good at it, though.”

"Oh, now there isabargain, Corvid Hremn!" Daoshta replied, grinning, and we clasped forearms. She
il had astrong grip.

Doshtalooked to Marilith, waving ahand. " Come, come, the both of you. I'll show you the room, and
you can get settled while | kick thelast of the stragglers out of here and close for the night. I'll send Pago
to talk with Corvid in abit, aswell. Come!”

Marilith grinned at me as we followed Doshta. "It seemsthat'satrick you haven't shown me ye,
Corvid," shesaid, in Arcadian.

"Oh? Wdll, thisis apparently something I'll have to rectify, tonight.”

Marilith shivered, then grinned a me again.

| awokein Marilith'sarms, and smiled a her. She till had her Kushite form, and it was quite pleasant



to stroke the swell of her mahogany breast. Marilith kissed me, and | kissed her back.

"I loveyou, Corvid," shewhispered.

"l loveyou, too, Marilith," | replied.

A knock at the door, and Dashta's voice rang out from behind it. "Breakfast! Wake up, you two,
breakfast!"

"Isit free?" | shouted back.

"After what Pago showed me held learned last night, you'redamnright it isl™

| laughed, looking to Marilith. "Come - let's get dressed.”

"Alright, I..." she said, then paused. "Wait, Sashaistaking to me."

"How isshe?

"Weak. Very thirgy. Very ill. She says..." Marilith's eyeswidened. "Corvid, she's here! She says she
seesacity over theral!”



| reached for my pants, and began to franticaly dress. "L ook for the ship while you dress. Remember
to put on the sword-belt, you have to carry it for me until it'stime.”

"They'reclose... Perhaps aleague away," she said, feding around blindly for her clothes - she couldn't
look there and see around her a the sametime. | took amoment, grabbing her clothes and thrust them
into her hands. "They're definitely putting into port,” she said, wrapping her gpodesmos about her breasts.

Trousers, boots, then tunic, then my sash - | looked to Marilith, she was buckling on the sword-belt. |
summoned my sword to my hand - it was still mine, though sheid worn it for amost afull day, now.
Hopefully, she wouldn't need to wear it any longer. | dipped the sword into the scabbard she wore as
shewas pulling on Sasha's boots and gloves. | looked her over - shewasready. "Let'sgo!”

"Wait - spells, protective spelld” she said, and began gesturing.

"Alright,” | said, pausing. | nearly said "Alright, but hurry,” but | didn't. "Take your time. Get it right.”

"1 will," she said, carefully gesturing over hersdf severa times, then over me. It seemed to take
forever, though it couldn't have been longer than afew minutes.

Findly, she nodded. "Were ready."

We dashed out of the room, down the hall, through Doshta's tavern, and out the door. "Where are
you going?" Doshtayelled. "Y ou're missng breskfast!"

Down the street, towards the dock, then skidding to ahdt. "Thereitis," | said, my heart pounding.
"They're headed for that empty berth, there. Come!" | yelled, grabbing Marilith's hand.



Dodging early-morning longshoremen, Marilith and | wove our way between stacked crates, running
down the pier. We ran past two spear-carrying guards, and | knew that if they didn't at least follow,
they'd watch - running people rardly meant anything good. "Guards are watching, don't let them see you
cadting!" | ydled in Arcadian.

"Already have anilluson up!" Marilith replied, right behind me. " And a conceal enchantment, and an
obfuscation, and-"

"Jugt S0 long asit works" | interrupted, till running.

The ship was & the pier, amooring line reaching from it like some enormous snake, wrapping itself
about anearby bollard. | dowed to atrot, and then awak. They weren't going anywhere. They didn't
have the food to go anywhere. Marilith stood by my sde. We were ready.

| let my breathing dow, hearing swift footsteps approaching on the boards of the pier behind us.
Likely the guards. | could seethe wizard - red robe, red turban. He looked middle-aged, but that meant
nothing for a spellcaster with theright spells, that Frarim had shown me dready. Beside him stood
Hassan in adirty white turban, stained yelow Mysantian duelling tunic, and stained gray pants. He hadn't
yet seen me - hewas busy scratching under his eyepatch.

"Hello, Hassan," | called cordidly in Mysantian.

Hassan looked, then did adouble-take. "Y ou? What are you doing here?!"

"Oh, just passing through. Heard you were spotted here half ayear ago, outbound. Figured if | waited
long enough, you'd be back. How's the eye?"



Y ou bagtard, I'll-"

"You'll do nothing," thewizard interrupted. "If you want to be paid, just get our supplies and well
leave™

"But I... He...I" Hassan sputtered, livid.

"Oh, | should mention, Wizard, that I'm here for your prisoner, too. After | kill Hassan, you'll be

"Oh, redlly?' thewizard replied, raising ahand.

"Think carefully before you do that," | said. "Thisis Ashyra, and there's guards watching. Are you
really ready for the consequences?'

The wizard smoothly continued his gesture, turning it into asmple scratch of his head just below his
turban. He then lowered his hand. He gazed at Marilith and | for along moment, then nodded. "And a
local girl to carry your sword, so you don't violate the law. Y ou think you've thought of everything. But
should you even try to board this vessdl, you will die.”

"I'll take that chance,” | replied.

Thewizard looked around again, then shook his head. "The demonessisn't here, that's just amundane



girl beside him. Kill him. And make it quick, we have to get our supplies and get moving before that
demoness figures out wherewe are.”

"Congder him dead - I've waited for thisfor years," Hassan replied, grabbing the gangplank and
diding it over therail. Normaly, someone dockside would assist, out of politeness. | caught the end of
the gangplank, and held it until Hassan had the hooks in place, then set it down. | then stepped back from
it, and willed my sword into my hand. Frarim once said that the ancient Hyperboreans believed it was
Swedt judtice to treat one's enemy with honor. | found he wasright. It was actualy addiciousfeding.

Hassan charged down the gangplank, then straight at me in a fleche attack. | parried, and countered.
He parried, and the fight was on.

It had been over two years since | saw him last, and apparently in that time he'd learned to
compensate for the loss of hisleft eye. He held his head turned moreto hisleft, and the gaze of hisright
eye wasturned to me. His stance was good, and he wasjust as good with histulwar as he was before.
The blade | bore was an ancient Hyperborean blade, forged by Eddas Ayar himsalf, ages ago. About the
same length of histulwar, it had amuch less pronounced curve, and a half-length back-blade. Eddas said
it was ahorseman's blade, in hisday. But, the guard was what made it afighter's blade, aduellist's blade,
redly... A anglering for theindex finger, and carefully cut indentationsin the hilt for the other fingers of
the hand. Not asfast asarapier, but not as dow asacutlass, it had the speed of alongsword, and it's
bell-guard completely protected the hand. Y et, Eddas had said it was origindly a horseman's weapon.
That struck me as so incredibly appropriate, now.

The blade gleamed as brightly asit had eighteen centuries ago, when Eddasforged it, and flew in my
hand like an extenson of my will.

Twice, Hassan tried to flick thetip of his curved tulwar past my guard to thrust at me - and twice, |
nearly disarmed him for histrouble. Though one could thrust with thetulwar, asit was Sraighter than it's
lighter cousin the scimitar, it was till hardly a point-fighter's wegpon. It was a cutting, dashing wegpon,
made to have the mass needed to penetrate the light chain the Mysantians often wore. Against Kushites,
who rarely wore any armor at all dueto the heat, it waslethal. Against me, it was a handicap. Hassan
had made another mistake, in not getting afaster blade. A man with one eye needs all the speed he can

Qget.



Redlizing his danger, Hassan switched to cuts. | parried, then parried again - then suddenly thrust at
his head. He dodged, the back-blade of my sword laying open hisleft cheek to the bone. Hassan leapt
back, touching hisleft hand to hischeek. | et him, sanding in aready stance. "First blood to me. Again.”

Hassan spat, closing with me carefully. Y ou had to respect aman that could muster up salivawhen
fighting for hislife. | flicked my blade out in afeint, but he was wary, now. We engaged blades, then

began again.

| worked him around to my |eft, putting more and more pressure on his blinded side - which now had
even more atention in his mind, from the pain of the cut I'd put there. Blood rolled down his cheek, and |
knew he could fed it. | knew he remembered that night.

The wizard shouted from behind us. "He's pushing you to the edge of the dock, you fool! Watch out!"

| could see the sudden fear in Hassan's face, and he launched afrantic, deadly series of attacks. | let
him push me back, giving him room again. Y es, Hassan remembered. | could seeit on hisface. He
remembered. Losing his balance at the edge of the dock and falling backwards just as| made afind
lunge. That thrust would have gone through his heart, but hisfalling backwards meant it hit himin the eye,
ingtead. He was not keeping his surroundings in mind. Hisworld had focused down to me, and the blade
inmy hand. Being forcefully reminded threw him off. A missed parry - | flicked over hisguard, and cut
hisright shoulder. He then parried reflexively, but wrongly, after the hit - my blade was dready moving,
to lay open hisright cheek, just below hisremaining eye.

Hassan legpt back, hiseyewild, panting. | smiled, holding aready stance. "Do you remember Belana,
Hassan?!

"Who?" he said, hissword at the readly.

"Thewoman you killed that night. Do you remember her?'



"Yes," he panted. | could see histhoughts on hisface, clear asday. If | waswilling to givehima
chance to catch his bregth, he was willing to take the opportunity to do so.

"She wasn't quite dead when you left her. She was atough old bird. She lived long enough to ask me
to makeit dow for you. | didnt. | wastoo angry. And you lived. It seems, however, shewasright. |
should have madeit dow. And that'swhat I'm going to do now. Thisisgoing to be very dow, Hassan.
Youregoing to bleed.”

Hassan snarled, and legpt to the attack.

| could see acrowd had gathered, now, but | paid them little attention. Hassan was angry, now, as
well asfearful. | had to parry, and counter just enough to keep him on edge. Let him fight until the anger
faded, and only the fear remained. Belana had died for giving me information on the wrong daver.
Wrong, in that it was one with friends who had the money to hire Hassan. Hassan had likely spent that
gold on aheder, that night. The only reason hed lived isthat the flickering torches on the Vilandian dock
that night had destroyed my night-vision - once he fdl into the water, he was goneto my sight. And | was
not fool enough to leap in after him, and fight blind in water two fathoms deep.

Atlast, | could seeit. The anger had faded. Now, only the fear remained. It was the samelook I'd
seen in Belana's eyeswhen | held her in her last moments, her blood soaking my clothes. She knew death
was near. Hacked and hacked again, she should have been dead already - but she wasn't.

"Make it slow..." shewhispered.

“I will," | replied.



Her eyes had teared then, weeping as she gazed at me.

| did not know what she wept for. Perhaps she wept simply because she was dying. Perhaps she wept
out of the thought of plans unfinished, things|eft un-done. Perhaps, she wept because she loved me, and
knew shewould not see me again. | did not know.

"Remember me..." shewhispered. Then shewas gone.

Hassan grew desperate again, launching frantic attacks. | waited, parrying, then countered, dapping
the edge of my blade acrosstheflat of his chest a an angle. My sword weighed abit over afifth of a
stone, the blow was like being dapped with a crowbar - but, the edge was not straight on, which would
have alowed the enchanted blade to shear through flesh and bone, laying open his chest cavity with the
razor-sharp, invulnerable edge. Instead, the blow had only staggered him and cut him. Hassan |egpt
back, and | gave him amoment to recover. He looked down at himsdlf, and | gazed at him, waiting.

"Y ou're going to bleed, Hassan."

Hassan glanced around, but there was nowhere to run. The docks were completely blocked by a
crowd of women, watching wide-eyed. At least two dozen of them were city guards. Hisonly choice
wasto either fight, or try to dive into the water and escape by swimming. If he did, however, there was
nowhere to go but out to the sea.

Suddenly, | saw achangein hisexpression. | could tell he had aplan, now. He closed dowly,
cautioudly, and engaged my blade again. He dashed, and | parried, then countered, flicking the tip of my
blade across histhigh to lay open his skin. Another parry, and another counter, running the tip of my
blade across his abdomen.

"Bleed," | said, in avoiceascold asice.



He camein again, his attacks more careful, his parriesmore precise. He had aplan, | could seeitin
hiseye. Sowly, he moved back, towards the ship. | followed. He turned, working the two of usina
circle. I let him. When held oriented himself, he began working hisway backwards, towards the
gangplank. And I knew what he intended.

He was playing what he thought was a certain bet, awinning card. He could not know that the deck
had been stacked.

| felt no danger from the ship.

| moved in for thekill.

Our bladesflashed in the morning sunlight, the song of metal clashing againgt meta the only sound on
the hushed docks. He was confident, but the gangplank was unsteady. | alowed him to move back, inch
by inch.

Soon, we both stood on the gangplank, near the middle. He had the advantage of height. | reduced his
advantage by dashing hisright shoulder again, thistime deeper, dowing down hisarm. A parry, then
another, and | lunged again, dashing his upper arm. He was bloodied, now, his clothes soaked in blood.
Sweat mixed with blood on his cheeks, his beard matted with blood.

"Y ou fool! What are you doing?" the wizard shouted.

"Shut up, you old prick!" Hassan replied.



"There's adozen guards nearby! Ukkug's beard, man, | even see the queen's paanquin, you've been
fighting twenty minutes, the whole damn city has heard of it by now! Stop! Stop!"

"Ari feh sabahak!" Hassan replied. A grave insult - but one the wizard wasin little position to do
anything about.

My head was now level with the deck. | could see Sashanow, just out of the corner of my eye. She
lay limp, unmoving... And as | watched, the manacles on her ankles popped open, and fell free. Marilith,
it had to be. Using her strange vision to see the deck of the ship despite that she stood on the dock, and
cagting quietly. Thewizard did not notice. His entire focus of attention was Hassan and 1.

Hassan's back foot finally reached the deck. He leapt back onto the deck, then grinned at me.

"Youidiot!" thewizard shouted.

"| pisson your mother's gravel" Hassan replied, jovidly.

| stepped up the gangplank, and stood there atop the deck, facing Hassan, my sword at the ready
agan.

Hassan's expression changed from a smile to one of shock.

"Corvid! | have the manacles free! Get Sasha into the water!"



Marilith'svoice, in my ear, Sartling me badly. Hassan legpt to the attack. | tried to parry, but too late.
| fet hissword biteinto my side.

"Noooooo!" Marilith screamed.

Time dowed to acrawl.

| reached down, grabbing hisright wrist with my left hand, holding the sword in me.

| began to swing, but he reached up and caught my wrist in his hand.

We stood there, grappled for amoment.

"Neek rasi..." Hassan said, panting.

| flicked my blade below hischin. "Seeyouin hdl," | said, and flicked my wrigt.

With any other sword dl 1'd have doneis cut him. A minor wound, at best. With an extremely keen
blade, | might have laid open hiswindpipe, though likely not degp enough to kill him. With the blade
Eddas Ayar had forged, however, the edge was as keen as arazor, and utterly indestructible.

The blade bit through histhroat and into his spine.



Hassan staggered back, blood spraying, and | let go hiswrigt, his sword twisting asit came free of my
body. | jerked my blade free of his neck, then swung again, finishing the job. His head flew free across
the deck, bouncing once, then fell overboard with asmall splash.

Thewizard gaped at me as Hassan's corpse flopped on the deck. ™Y ou should be dead!"

| glanced down at the wound in my side. A bloody loop of intestine protruded.

| looked back up to thewizard. "I am dead,” | replied, then stepped over to Sasha.

The wizard garted to raise his hand, then thought the better of it. | knelt to pick Sasha up, and realized
| ill had my sword in my hand. It was obvious | wouldn't need it anymore - | tossed it after Hassan's
head, and dimly heard the splash asit hit the water.

| picked Sasha up, dipping my arms benegth her. Shewaslight... So very light.

Stepping to therail, | jJumped.

Thewater dammed into me. | fdt it hit thewound in my sde painfully... Agonizingly. | sruggledto
hold her head above water. "Swim, Sasha..”

"C-Corvid?' she asked, her voice weak.



"Swim, Sasha. Swim, and escape...”

| felt her change, in my arms. In a heartbest, her legs became atail, and she dipped from my arms. A
twist under the water, and her soiled clothesfell from her.

My last view of her, beneath the rippling surface of the water, was of amermaid, nude and free. She
flicked her tail, and was gone, vanishing into the depths of the harbor.

| could hear splashing, now - people diving in and swimming towards me. But, it didn't matter
anymore. It was over. Shewasfree.

| let myself relax and dip benesth the water as everything went black.

The Ocean - Two.

"Sasha?"



My sgter'svoice... | felt the warmth of the sun on my face. | opened my eyes, and looked around.

| lay on abeach - where, | did not know. | felt week... Dreadfully wesk... Degthly wesk. "Marilith?"

Suddenly, Marilith was leaning over me, abowl in her hands. "Food, Sasha. Try to eat, please.”

Sheheld aspoon to my lips, and | did so - it was gruel, and bland. But to my starving body, it tasted
like heaven.

"Easy, now, easy..."

Time passed... | knew not how long. | had the impression of deeping, drinking, eating... And deeping
again. And Marilith was tending me again, dowly gesturing over my body. | could fed the touch of her
sorcery, healing me, soothing the aches, cleansing me of theterrible chills...

"Where... Where are we?"

Marilith continued gesturing over me for several moments before shereplied. " A few dozen |eagues
west of the city of Ashyra, on the Gold Coast of Kush. Sea water seemed best for you, and it
occurred to me that once you're a bit better, it will probably be easier for you to hunt the sea to
build your strength again.”

"I... | saw... | saw Corvid? He was... He was fighting?"



"Yes. He dueled the wizard's henchman, and killed him. Then he rescued you, and put you in
the sea so you could escape. | dived in from the docks, shaped a mermaid'stail with sorcery, and
followed you. You were just swimming straight out to sea, | had to lead you to shore. Then |
moved us away from the city a few dozen leagues, so we wouldn't be disturbed.”

"He... He saved me?"

"YeS_"

"Where... Whereis he now?"

"Rest now, Sasha. We'll talk about that later."

"A-dright..." | said, and sighed, enjoying the gentle sensation of her heding magic. "I remember... You
talked about him every night. Keegping my spirits up, telling me what he was doing, what he was saying...
He sounds... So sweet and funny and lovable..."

"Yes, he was," Marilith replied, till gesturing over me.

"W-was?'

"Yes. We'll talk about it later, when you're feeling a bit stronger.”



| reached out my hand to her, stopping her. Marilith gazed at me quietly.

"Marilith... What happened?’

"l... He..." Marilith said, then shook her head. " Please, Sasha. We'll talk about this later."

"Tdl me"

Marilith gazed at me silently for along moment. Findly, she turned her head, her gaze on the distant
horizon of the sea.

"I could only rescue one of you. You were separated. Both underwater. | could only rescue one
of you at atime. You are my sister, Sasha. | love you. You were very close to death. So, | went
after you, first. I knew what that decision meant. | went after you anyway. He was dying already.
His blood was everywhere in the water. When | went back to look for him, he was gone. The
undercurrent in the harbor carried him out to sea.”

"He... He's dead?"

"Yes. And | killed him."

| shook my head. "No... You madeachoice... You didn't kill him."



"Yes, | did. Hewasin a duel. | needed to tell himyou werefree. | used a spell to talk straight to
him, to be sure he would hear. | literally shouted in his ear. That startled him, and the henchman
cut him. Mortally. But he still did what needed to be done. He got you to the sea before he died.”

Dead. Corvid dead.

A thousand little stories Marilith had told about him danced in my head. Stories she had told me late
at night, when he was adeep, so she wouldn't disturb him. Those little stories, those quiet moments of
laughter... Those were dl that truly sustained me when | was chained to the deck of that ship, dying of
garvation and thirg, ill to the point of death from lying in my own filth. Hope, and laughter. | had fallenin
love with the funny, sweet man my sister described. | survived on the hope that they would rescue me, so
| might get to know him myself. And hedid. | saw him, | fet histouch...

And now, hewas gone.

| shook my head. "We have to find him. We can take him to Eddas. He hasaspell... He could...”

"I TRIED!" Marilith shrieked, and burst into tears. "I looked for him for days! I've searched and
searched, casting my vision far and wide across the harbor, across the sea... HE'SGONE! THE
CURRENT CARRIED HIM OUT TO SEA, AND | CAN'T FIND HISBODY!" Marilith sobbed, then
let out akeening wail of misery. "Every moment | don't need to look at you, I'mlooking for him.
Every moment. I've looked everywhere. All | ever found was his sword - that's all. You know as
well as| do there are sharks and other creaturesin the sea. A body does not last long. | chose you.
| know | made the right decision. But he's only dead because | made the wrong decision, and
distracted himduring a duel. | loved him, Sasha. And | killed him. I... I don't know how I'm going
to live with that. | just don't know. But | couldn't leave you, not even for a second. | knew if he
could tell me what he wanted me to do, he'd tell me to save you! So | did! And now the man | love
isdead and gone!"”

| held out my armsto her, and we hugged each other in silence for along moment afterwards,
weeping.



At last, our tears faded to silence, and | lay there on the sand, stroking Marilith's back. "Well find
him. Somehow, well find him."

"I don't know how, Sasha. | have tried."

"I don't know, either. But Eddas Ayar might,” | said, and managed asmile. "I don't understand
everything about Eddas, but | have figured out this much - if it's dead, Eddas knows everything about it."

Marilith smiled dightly, briefly, then Sghed. "This is true. No one can match his power with the
dead and the undead.”

"And | know he's probably the best heder in the world."

"He says his daughters are better, but I'll agree with you, since I've felt histouch."

"So take me there. And when I'm wel again, well come here with him, and search for Corvid. Maybe
hell find him. Maybe hewon't. But either way, he's the best person to ask.”

"What if..." Marilith said, her voice choking. "What if we can't find him?"

"Then we find that damn wizard and make him pay,” | replied with ahiss.



Marilith nodded, her face amask of fury. "Yes. No matter what happens, he must pay."

Marilith reached her arms beneath me, gently lifting me from the sand. She nuzzled me softly, then the
world blurred, and we were gone.

Interlude 111 - Hammer and Forge.

Mungim grinned at me broadly. "Ah, sster, ye do set me heart to sing with joy. May | yet touch the
babe?'

| grinned, patting my swollen belly as we stood inside Eddas Ayar'stower. "Aye, brother, ye may."

Mungim placed his hand over my belly, feding it. The expresson on hisface waslikdy very smilar to
my own. "Ah! A little bump! Me niece do poke back?'

"Aye, brother," | grinned. It was nothing to me, but Joy found it amazing when shefdt the same.
Pregnancy for ahuman was nine months, and nearly aslong for agiant. For adwarf, however, our
pregnancies only lasted six months at most, and our child's quickening we could fed much sooner. | had
giggled, hearing Eddas have to explain to Joy what was, to me, common knowledge, but | supposed this



was just apart of the differences between our people and the other races. "Aye, | did yet fed it, meself.
Shélll yet be astrong one, and that be certain,” | replied, and giggled.

"l do yet think ye shdl not quitefit in our little box again, Sster. Loveye | do, and do not yet take this
athwart, but... Thy belly be far too big for that," he said, and winked.

I laughed. "Aye, yes, and | be much glad to say it! Eddas has yet said that the times o' danger have
yet passed for thisbearin’, and I'll yet carry the child to term with ease.”

The outside door opened, and Karadin camein, quickly closing the door behind him. "Flori do say
the wagons be yet packed, Mungim, thy brothers be ready.”

Mungim nodded. "Well, the trades be yet done, al be done - and al be good, right good indeed,”
Mungim said, and kissed my cheek. "I'll yet seeyein afew weeks, sister, when | do yet return to Iron

aity."

"Karadin and | will yet await thy return with happiness, brother," | said, and kissed his cheek in return.

A movement caught my eye, and | turned, then smiled. Eddas came down the stair, histread as silent
asever. "Oh! Eddas Ayar, ye do look very proper.”

"Oh, aye," Mungim agreed, nodding. "The barab do yet fit thee perfect-like, and do add an air of
dignity to thy mein that cannot be yet denied.”

Karadin nodded. "It be most impressive, Eddas Ayar. And such afine barab, with €enthe
beard-hairs o' aprince? It be an honor €en to just gaze 'pon it, much lessto yet see it worn by its proper



"Thank you," Eddas replied, bowing. He then rose, making afina adjustment to the feathers tucked
into the band that held his ponytail in place, and smoothing the barab asit lay down hischest. "I quitelike
it, mysdf.”

"A question, though..." | asked, looking at Eddas. "What were that laughter | did yet hear upgtairs,
ealier?'

"Err... Sashas Sgter, Marilith, made ajoke, and Sashalaughed very loudly. Thisisagood sign,
incidentaly, it means her heding isprogressng well.”

"Oh, aye, laughter always be good medicine,” | agreed nodding.

"Indeed, let's hope they're fill laughing after Joy finishes chatting with them," Eddas said, then amiled.
"Well, I've placed dl your thingsin my Hidden Sanctuary, we can unload it when we get to Iron City. If
you two are ready, just join hands, then Jhumni take my hand, and I'll take usto the road that leadsto the
gate”

"They do yet know to expect ye, Eddas, have no fear that ye will get shot as adark-elf again!™
Karadin sad, grinning.

| rolled my eyesat my husband. "That beimpossible, husband! Do yelook again at that barab! Do ye
truly think someone would yet mistake Eddas for adark-elf with it?!

"Nay, wife, nay, | did but jest,” Karadin said, and winked.



Eddas nodded. "1 can honestly say that no dark-elf would even think to wear one, even if you told
them that it might alow them to get into your cities. Elvesarejust strange likethat," Eddas replied, and
held out hishand. "Shall we go?'

| took Karadin's hand, then took Eddas hand. "I be ready, Eddas Ayar. Do take me home, please.”

Eddas gestured with his staff, and the world blurred for amoment - then, suddenly, we stood a
hundred paces from the gates of Iron City. | trembled for amoment at the sight of the sky, then
controlled my fear with an effort. We would be insde soon, | was completely safe, and | was holding the
hand of the most powerful magein dl the world in one hand, and the hand of my husband in another.
That didn't make the fear any lessred, but it would certainly make it manageable until we madeit inside.
| grinned. "Do comein with us, Eddas Ayar, that we may yet feast ye proper-like!™

"Of course, Jhumni," Eddas replied, nodding. "1 would be honored.”

"And yewill yet haveto return after the babe is yet born in four months, that ye may yet name her
proper-like as her godfather!" | said, tugging him towards the gate. The guards waved and cheered,
seeing us.

"I'm looking forward to that very much,” Eddasreplied, smiling. "As| said last week, once you've
chosen the day for the ceremony and have the time to teach me what | must know for my part iniit, just
send amessenger to lolo mountain, it's closer to Iron City and my daughters can relay it to me the same

ey,

"Have ye yet consdered a name, Eddas?' Karadin asked.

"Y es. Bettara. It was the name of my nephew'swife. She's gone, now, of course, but | met her once -
she was awonderful woman, very beautiful, and she had severd lovely children.”



"Ah, Eddas" | said, sghing. "It be alovely nameto the ear o' adwarf, like music! And it do rhyme
with our word for slver, abit!"

Eddas smiled. "Wdll, | thought about another name - Dyarzi. That was the name of my ancient
beloved. When she died, | searched dl the lands of the world | could reach trying to find away to bring
her back to me. And even other planes, to boot. She was beautiful, intelligent... A wonderful woman.
That was my first choice... Err... Well, but then | redlized it rhymed with the dwarven word for "Slag
Heap", and that didn't seem like aredly sparkling nameto give ayoung girl, so | went with my second
choice," Eddas said, and grinned.

| burgt into giggles, squeezing Eddas hand. "Oh, aye, | be yet certain that me daughter will yet thank
ye when she be yet old enough to do ken thy decison, Eddas!”

"Well, let's get you inside before the sky gets too much for you, shal we?' Eddas said. Aswe neared
the gate, the guards bowed, touching their beards respectfully for both Eddas and the barab he wore.
Eddasinclined hishead in return, smiling at them.

| trembled, keeping my gaze downward from the sky, but still smiled. "Eddas Ayar, with ye by me
sde, | can yet know no fear. And someday soon, dl the dwarveswill yet hail ye the same.”

Karadin nodded, grinning as we walked through the gates. "Aye, wife. We do yet say that now,
indeed we do."



The Raven - Fourteen.

The voiceswere soft, indistinct... And | found | lacked the strength to even lift my eyelidsto seewho
might be speaking.

"How ishe?'

"Just this side of death, My Queen. | have done all that herblore and sorcery can do, for the nonce -
but both draw on the body's reserves, and he has none. He needs drink to try to rebuild the blood he has
logt, but istoo weak to swallow and is unconsciousin any case. He will need to be kept warm, but he
has no strength to keep himsalf warm, even should we layer blankets over him. If he survives until dawn,
My Queen, | will bevery surprised.”

"Y our answer isunsatisfactory. If he does not survive until dawn, | will be extremely disgppointed in
you. You will present abetter answer immediately, or | will order you replaced as High Magess.”

"Erm... Well... Perhapsif we get one of the servantsto liewith him, and kegp him warm?"

"Also unsatisfectory. Attendants: disrobe me. | shdl lie with him mysdif.”

A hand, a soft touch at my side...



"Cover us"

"Yes, My Queen."

"Y ou will remain here and watch him every moment. If you fal adeep, | will have you whipped.”

A gasp of shock. "My Queen!”

"Do not faill me. Thisisthe onel dreamed of. | am certain of it. Heisthe onewho can findly give me
o

"But... But he... HE's pale asamaggot!”

"Precisgly asin my dream. And | saw him fight - heisagrest warrior of hispeople, just asin my
dream. This must be the one. He has to have seed strong enough to give me an heir. Do not fail me."

"Yes, My Queen."



The Ocean - Three.

I bowed deeply to Eddas as we stood in hisroom at the top of histower. The warm sunlight from the
fdl afternoon shone in through the western windows as | held my bow respectfully. | had waited afull
day to be able to give him this gpology, and only now that he had returned from Iron City was| ableto
deliver it. "Master Eddas, | am deeply and truly sorry | laughed at your barab.”

Eddas bowed in return. "Forglamma, Sasha. It never happened. We shall not spesk of it againin
future," hereplied, then smiled as he straightened up. "Besides, | had afeding you would likely laugh,
that'swhy | asked you to stay up here until we'd gone. The dwarves would never have understood,
they'd have been deeply and profoundly insulted. | was merely annoyed.”

"Merely?' Joy said, gazing at Eddas.

Eddas smiled wryly. "Alright, yes, perhaps more than merdly, | do have to admit that barab does
mean quite abit to me," he said, then looked back to me. "But | accept your apology, Sasha. Truly, itis
forglamma.”

| amiled & him as| sraightened up. "Redly? It'sdright?'

"Y es, forgiven and forgotten.”



"Ummm... wdl..."

”Y%?I

"Isitdright if | ask aquestion about it?"

Eddas shrugged. "Certainly," he replied, then looked to Joy. "Joy, isthere any byallar Ieftin that pot |
smell? | managed to squeak away after breakfast so | could catch up with Durgrim, but then he just had
to show me his new battle-axe - oh, and the magic throwing-knives he captured on hislast raid of the
dark-elves. Quite impressive, both, but I've completely missed lunch.”

"Already fetching the byallar, Old Man, and I've some soup left I'll pour for you,” Joy replied, smiling
as she strode to the fireplace.

"Ah, lovey, thank you," hereplied, pulling off hisgloves and laying them on thetableashe sat in his
chair. "Sit, Sasha, we've timeto chat now."

"There'sa chair here, Sster,” Marilith added, patting the chair beside her on the opposite side of
the table from Eddas.

| sat, taking Marilith's hand and smiling. "Wadll... | waswondering... | know you told us before why
the barab isimportant to the dwarves, but... Why isit important to you, personaly?

Joy smiled at me as she set down acup for Eddas. "He still misses hisbeard," she said, pouring acup
of byallar for him. "I've often wondered what it looked like."



"I've seen it on the astral, Joy," Marilith sad, smiling. "It's quite magnificent.”

Eddas grinned broadly as Joy waked back to the fireplace. "Y ou redly think so?'

"Yes, quite impressive," Marilith replied. Whether she was being truthful or smply trying to work
our way back into his good graces, | didn't know. | hoped it was the former, I'd hate to be caught &t the
latter and have him angry again. The expression on hisface after | laughed at him yesterday was not one
| wanted to see again anytime soon. Even more, since Marilith and | desperately needed his help.

"Wait..." Joy said, pausing as she reached for the soup-pot. "Now, | have aquestion, Old Man. I've
been listening to your lectures on the astral plane... How can an astra body have hair ?"

"They don'," Eddasreplied, smiling. "The astrd form isashell of ectoplasm which envel ops the soul
when the soul is projected from the body. It's shape and appearance is based primarily on the
determining factors within the body and soul itself. The somatoplasm of the body isthe largest factor, but
there are savera other factorsthat areinvolved, and... Well, | won't bore you with along lecture or the
mathematics of it, the end result isthat astra form generally looks like the body of the projected
individuad. There are exceptions, however - such asthat if they're missing limbs, thelost limbswill be
visble and usable on the astral. With me, when | cast my spell of Hidden Life, my soul was bound to my
animuary ingtead of the body | had back then, and my astral form waslocked into the shape it had then -
that of a bearded, shaven-headed Hyperborean male. The patterns of one's somatoplasm and germ
plasm are sored in the animuary's mana-pattern structures, to be followed when acquiring anew body.
But, the effect of the Skull of Hyarlanoth made this body my animuary, through aforced haptonation
effect - savethat it'saliving body, not acrysta vid, soif it dies| move on to the Afterlife. The silver cord
generated by thisbody islinked to my soul, much as any other living being. But, because thisbody dsois
my animuary under the Laws of Magic, specificaly the Law of Commutation, for the purposes of many
spelsit'streated as being an inanimate object. So, when it comesto my astral form, the mathematics of
the Law of Commutation means that the somatoplasm and germ plasm of thisbody areirrelevant to the
ectoplasm of my astral form - asthough it didn't have any, like an inanimate object. Ingde, | am still who
| am - Eddas Ayar, aman of Hyperborea. And, onthe astrdl, | till look as| did when | first cast the
gpell of Hidden Life, back in my firgt lifein my thirties.

"Ah, | see" Joy said, spooning out some soup into abowl.



| grinned. "I don't, but that's dright.”

"Incidentdly," Joy said, walking over to Eddas and placing abowl of soup before him. "How is
Durgrim?'

"Good - very good, in fact, once told him what | was about. HE's getting on a bit, but he's still a
sharp and canny warrior, and once | told him that it was actualy now possible there might be more
femaesin their population in the future, the look on hisface was absolutely priceless. None of the
akmaran actudly want to be what they are, after dl. Declaring onesdlf as akmaran smply removesthe
socia stigmafor being unableto find or afford abride. Of course, hélll have to begin accumulating a
bride-price again, but that won't be too much trouble for someone of his skills. Why, those knives he
captured on hislast trip one could buy him arather nice bride, if he sold them," Eddas said, taking asip
of the soup before he continued. "L ovely work on the enchantments, truly, Joy. Four knives, they come
back to their scabbards after they hit something. Strap them to your arm, draw and tossthem one at a
time, and you can have a constant stream of daggersflying at your enemy. Lovely enchantments - and the
story of how he best the dark-elf who was using them was quite exciting, I'll tel you it later.”

"I'd loveto hear it," Joy said, smiling.

"Oh - and the soup is fabulous, Joy, thank you."

Joy grinned broadly. "Y oure welcome, Old Man."

Eddas then looked to me. " Shall we return to working with Plomean martia artsin the morning,
Sasha? I've been studying that table of pressure points used in battle you drew for me, it'sal very
fasdinating.”



"Err... Wdll..."

”Y%?I

"Ummm... Well, I'm redlly glad that you hesled me, of course. Very glad. And it wasredly a

wonderful experience. | mean, you just sang that lovely song, and... Wow, | just felt so much better, right
then and there!"

"Yourewelcome," Eddas replied, Spping a his cup for amoment, the many rings on his hand flashing
inthelight.

"But... Err... Well... Now Marilith and | have to ask you for help again.”

"Oh?Help with what?" Eddas asked, setting down his cup and reaching for the soup-spoon again.

"Corvid, Master Eddas. He..." Marilith said, and suddenly her composure broke, and she sobbed.
"He'sdead, Master Eddas. He died fighting... I... | made a mistake, | distracted himin the duel he
was fighting with the wizard's henchman. He was cut, mortally wounded, but he still won the duel,
and rescued Sasha. He got Sasha into the water, and | dived after them, forming a mermaid's tail
with sorcery so | could swim quickly. But | could only get one of them, Master Eddas, they were
separated. |... | chose Sasha. And | know Corvid is dead. | looked for his body, hoping that
maybe... | mean... You might be ableto..." she said, and sobbed again. "But | can't find it. | can't.
I've looked everywhere. He's gone. Please... Please help us.”

Eddas sat quietly, Spping at his soup-spoon. What he was waiting for, | did not know. Perhaps he
was congdering how to word some very bad news. | hoped not.



Findly, he set his soup-spoon aside, then picked up his cup of byallar and sipped at it for amoment
before replying. "Marilith, he's hardly dead. He'sthetool of agod, we'redl abit more difficult to kill than

"He's not dead?" | yelped, eated.

"But whereis he?!" Marilith yelped, shocked and happy.

"You redly aren't ready to know, Marilith, and if | told you, you'd be miserable, so let's et the matter
drop."

| blinked, gaping at Eddas in shock.

"Master Eddas, please... Please tell me."

Joy gazed at Eddas, an eyebrow raised. "Old Man, | assume you have areason for tormenting them?”

"I'm not tormenting them, Joy, I'm trying to spare them some heartache,”" Eddas replied, gesturing idly
with hisfree hand.

"Oh?" Joy sad, her fingersfluttering as she smoothed the front of her dress.

"Quite," Eddas replied, nodding, and sSipped at his byallar again.



It dawned on me that their gestures meant more than their words - the 'Cant, Joy had caled it. It was
asecret language of gestures that Eddas had taught Joy - but not Marilith and I. There was something
going on, but I knew not what. And that was immensely frudrating.

Marilith sniffled. "Master Eddas, | have wept for days and days, now, my heart is broken
already. Please tell me."

"Marilith," Joy said, placing asmall stand on the table and setting the pot atop it, "there are certain
things Eddas knows that he doesn't tell. Sometimes, it's due to paradox - he can't speak of things he
knows will happen because they are * Events* the gods are working towards, and to speak of them risks
paradox. Other times, like as now, he can't say smply because heistrying to protect people from harm.
Thisisthelatter. | know it hurts, but thisis something you and Sasha smply do not want to know.
Particularly you," shefinished, and sat beside Eddas.

"Quite," Eddas said, and reached for his soup-spoon.

| opened my mouth to snap a curt reply, then closed it, and held my tongue. 'Be polite,” Marilith had
sad last night, while we were cuddled together in our bed downgtairs. 'Be excruciatingly polite. HEsa
man from an ancient civilization, extremely honorable - just as much as Buntaro was, if not more
s0. He may help us out of friendship for us, but if we offend his honor, the only way he'll help usis
if his god orders himto. We've already offended him once, when you laughed at that barab. |
know it looked silly to you, | understand you couldn't help but laugh. But it doesn't look silly to
him, and it doesn't ook silly to a dwarf. If the Goddess is with us, he'll grant us forglamma - for
him, that means total forgiveness, he will not hold it against us, nor speak of it again so long as
we never speak of it again and do not offend him again. Then, afterwards, be polite. Be
excruciatingly polite.'

Sound advice, | knew. Eddas hardly deserved me laughing at him, for any reason - he had healed
Marilith, helped us find Orissa, and aided usin so many ways| couldn't possibly count them dl. He was,
redly, atruefriend, agreat teacher, and aman of honor. But hewas hardly going to help usif | inssted
on letting my mouth run away with me. | started again, controlling myself carefully. "Master Eddas... With
respect, my sster and | humbly request you tell us whatever you can. We both want to know, no matter
how painful it may beto know."



"Yes," Marilith agreed.

Eddas spped a his cup amoment longer, then gazed at Marilith. "Think carefully, Marilith - areyou
redlly ready to know?"

"Yes, Master Eddas.”

"Alright. Y ou made amistake, Marilith. This mistake meant that both Y orindar and the Ocean were
forced to make adea with Esvina, the goddess of the Enebuans of Kush, to save hislife. Without that
arrangement, Y orindar would have been forced to allow him to die. Not only does Y orindar not
surrender his pawnsthat easily, Corvid'sloss would have badly affected both his game and the game of
hisaly, the Ocean. He lives, yes. But, the move that both Y orindar and the Ocean were trying againgt
their mutual opponent hasfailed. The trap was avoided, and your liveswere saved. But, Corvid'sloss
means he was no longer there to make the move that both Y orindar and the Ocean were trying to make
againg their mutua opponent. All three of you were required to finish that particular move. Thisfailure
has put both Y orindar and the Ocean in an extremely bad position, onethat I'll likely haveto rectify in
about fifty years after the coming internecine war between the twenty or thirty-odd caliphates dies down
and the future theocracy isfirmly in placein Mysantia. And, because of this ded between the godsto
save Corvid'slife, you both havelogt him."

| gaped a him, stunned, and Marilith burst into tears.

Eddas reached across the table to pat her hand. "Marilith, try to comfort yourself with the notion that
hewill eventudly work himsdlf free of where heis. | estimate that it will take about twenty or thirty years,
but eventudly, hell be free of his obligations, and be able to catch a ship. From there, helll work hisway
back to here over the course of another year or s0. Once he has his ornithoper and his charts and maps
again, he can find hisway to Round Idand, if he chooses.”

"But | want him now!"



Eddas sat back again, reaching for his cup. "Wdll, you can't have him, so therewe are.”

| shook my head. "Wait... Ther€'s going to be a war?"

"Y es. Because of your failure, the god of the desert now has the advantage. Had you succeeded, both
of the pawns of the god of the desert would have been lost, either on that ship or at the crater that used
to be the Temple of the Sun, and al his plans that depended on them would have been defeated. Instead,
you failed, and the god of the desert neatly sacrificed one pawn to spare another, and forge him at the
sametime. His pawn now haslearned respect for warriors - something he didn't have before. His pawn
has abandoned his origina plan, which never would have worked anyway, and is now going to begin
gathering an army of like-minded mundane warriors - severd from the Hajja-clan of assassins- and
like-minded wizards. Eventually, the theocracy will bein place, their leaderswill al be mages. With a
skilled army backing them and the stedlthy blades of their assassinsin the night to eiminate their
opponents, they'll be able to enact the longer-range plans of their god, which isto expand the deserts and
grow his power. Crushing them will be abit of abother for me, but that can't be helped, and at least | do
have half a century to preparefor it."

"Err... Okay, but... He @bandoned his origina plan? What was it?"

"To rebuild the temple of the sun and imprison your Sster again, naturaly.”

| blinked. "What? Y ou'rekidding! | thought it was about me! "

"Hardly, Sasha. Hiswhole goa wasto get Marilith to go back to the Temple of the Sun, attempt to
rebuild it from the crater that's there, and imprison Marilith again. He couldn't possibly force her to go
there - though he'samaster mage and aliche at least asold as| am, he's hardly the equd of the Great
Mage who built that place. That pawn, the God of the Deserts sacrificed long ago - his heart gave out in
building the temple and imprisoning Marilith, and heis now inthe Afterlife.”



"So, hewas going to lead her there using me as bait?"

"Y es- that wasthe trap. Y orindar couldn't tell me about it, other than in the most obscure of terms,
becauseit was an * Event* that the gods were working towards, a critica moment in future history. Once
their move failed, that no longer became possible, so he was ableto explain,” Eddas said, and shrugged.
"Of course, the kind of alignment of the celestid and earthly forces necessary to rebuild the temple won't
even happen again for another two centuries, so the plan was doomed to failure from the sart, and
Marilith would have died. But, the Temple of the Sun was avolcanic spire, Sasha, and the forces that
built it till remain, in dumber degp within the earth. In attempting to re-ignite that volcano and re-form the
spire, he would have caused an earthquake along the plate that forms the Barrier Peaks, and the eastern
edge of the Inland Sea. An earthquake in just the wrong spot, at just the wrong time - or, the right spot at
theright time, for the god of the desert. This earthquake would have shifted the way the platesinteract,
causing achain reaction that released massive vol canoes over athousand leagues away, dong the
northern expanses of the Barrier Peaks, two hundred leagues from the easternmost point of the Inland
Sea. The courses of riversthat feed the Inland Sea from the east would be changed, and in thelong run,
the wegather aong the eastern shores of the Inland Seawould change, ong with the wesather in the
southern expanses of the Mysantian desert and the northern expanses of the jungles of Kush. The desert
would begin to grow southwards, instead of the jungles and forests dowly moving northwards over the
aeons. Also, the forests and jungles aong the southeastern edge of the Inland Seawould begin to dry
out, allowing the desert to creep closer to the sea. Severd hundred thousand Mysantians would have
died in the earthquakes, weskening their god's position in his game for the short term. But, thelong term
god would be served, and future history would have been irrevocably atered. Corvid was Y orindar's
attempt to interrupt that. Corvid loves Marilith, and you. He was more than willing to sacrifice hislife for
you, if necessary. Inthefina confrontation, protected by Marilith's spells, he could have beaten that
wizard. But, heisn't going to be there, nor isMarilith, nor are you. The * Event* will never cometo pass,
because none of the pawnswill betherein placefor it."

| shook my head. "But | never would have survived al the way there, Master Eddas! | was dying!"

"Sasha, two things: Firg, if that mage had bought more food in that city and told you held feed you
and water you regularly if you promised to behave, would you have obeyed?’

| blinked, then paused, thinking about it. After along moment, | grudgingly nodded. "Yes. | was... |
was very weak. I'd have agreed to anything, at that point.”



"Secondly, even if you had died, do you really think Corvid and Marilith would just shrug their
shoulders and go home, or do you think they'd have followed him to the ends of the earth to kill himin

revenge?'

"Wadl..." | sad, and sghed again. "But wait, though... Y ou're talking about... Huge thingd
Earthquakes, volcanoes! Changing the face of the land!™

"What, did you think the gods limited themselves to struggles over the death of abutterfly?' Eddas
said, and shook his head. "They do fight over such things, Sasha, but they often fight over much, much
larger things. And in al their contests, even onesthat seem utterly trivia to us such asthe birth of achild,
the fate of the world is often at stake. The child that's born could be agrest king when they grow up - or,
in Jhumni's case, the answer to along-held prayer for a people. And more, you yourself have been
involved in tremendoudy huge things. Y ou fought awar in Plome, the end result of which wasthe
unification of dl their kingdoms under a Single emperor, satisfying an arrangement between the Goddess
of the Ocean and the gods of Palome, in exchange for forging you to be stronger. Y ou unified the
mer-folk of the Windward Ides, gave them the tools and knowledge they needed to dominate the seas
around them, and taught them literacy so they could begin to found a more advanced civilization - one
that intime will draw mer-folk from dl around the world to live, including the wandering mer-magi.

Y ou've even taken the first steps towards building trade with the mer-folk and the civilizations around
them, which intimewill be quite important to them. And your actions helped destroy the Temple of the
Sun, which changed the future of thisworld irrevocably, releasing the arrested forces of sun and moon,
tides and continents, restoring a cycle that had been interrupted for dmost two thousand years. And you
went into the past to the time of the Great War of Devadtation and were ingrumental in eventswhich
eventudly led to the destruction of the Hyperborean people, which in turn alowed the people who
birthed you, the Arcadians, to come into existence - possibly the most dramatic paradox | have ever
heard of, and one of literaly earth-shattering proportions,” Eddas said, and shook his head again. "No,
Sasha. Y ou've been involved in some very large events - you've just never had thevision to truly seeand
understand what you've actualy accomplished.”

"Corvid'sideaof catching the ship when they stopped for food and drink bypassed the trap that the
god of the desert intended. Even had you been unable to do it, however, he ill could have stopped the
wizard at the crater, saving Marilith'slife and yours. But now, that plan hasfailed, and the god of the
desert has the advantage. The gods never just have one plan in motion, they dways have severd at once.
Likeinagameof chatto, aplayer hasto beflexible asto where hell move his pavns, and when athrust
inonedirection fals, he hasto have his pawnsin position to move e sawhere. Though the god of the



desert lost one pawn, he was able to forge his other pawn, and begin anew plan which eventualy | will
have to put astop to. If | can. Of course, | do havefifty yearsto prepare for that particular confrontation.
I've grown quite adept at reading the meaning behind Y orindar's hints, and though paradox preventshim
from telling me precisdy what nature thisfuture conflict will take, | can certainly guess. An army of eves
and dwarves combined with an army of giants, centaurs, gorgons, dragons, lamias, and other beingsfrom
Hyperboreawith afew hundred of my daughters supporting al three armies with battle-magic would
likely do the job, though I've severa notions asto how | might handle it myself. It al depends on how
thingsturn out,” Eddas said, then sipped &t his cup of byallar again.

| gazed at Eddas wide-eyed, utterly astounded. "I... I'm sorry, it'sjust hard for me to imagine that I've
actudly been that important... Or that what Marilith and | and you and Joy aredoingis... So big!" |
shook my head. "Marilith and I... We decided that between the two of us, she would be the Ancient One
with the grester perspective, and | would be... Wéll... The mysterious mermaid, | suppose.”

Marilith sghed, laying her head on the table, her cheeks damp with tears. "I do not know if | can do
that, right now. All I want is Corvid. Itis... It isincredibly hard, knowing that my mistake cost me
hisloving embrace. And it isjust impossible for meto let himgo."

| leaned down to her, hugging her and kissing her damp cheek. "I want him, too, Sister. | remember
those stories you told me, late at night, when | wasin chains aboard that ship,” | said, and looked up to
Eddas. "Those stories kept me dive, Master Eddas. It was dl | had - the hope that thiswonderful man
my sister kept telling me of each night would cometo save me. And he did come to save me. But then...
Welost him. | seeher pain, | fed it with her. | want what we'velost. Perhaps | didn't have the time with
him she did, and perhaps | don't really know him aswell as| could. But | know what shetold me, and |
fed in my heart the man that she described to me. And | love that man. And | want him. She saysthat
man is Corvid. So, | want Corvid. | don't want to wait twenty or thirty yearsfor him. HEll be old... Fifty,
maybe sixty. | want him now.”

Eddas shrugged. "Well, you can't have him, so therewe are," he said again, and held his cup out for
Joy. Joy refilled Eddas cup slently from the pot of byallar.

Marilith wept quietly, tears streaming from her eyes. | looked to Eddasimploringly. "Please, Master
Eddas, there mugt be away! Please help us get him back!"



"Y ou haven't the faintest clue what you're asking. The goddess of the Enebua needs Corvid, aded
has been struck, and sheisn't going to just let him go because you want him."

Marilith lifted her head from the table, her cheeks damp with tears. "Please. | love him."

"Do you redize you're talking about opposing the will of three gods? A deal has been struck! It's
done! Marilith, you of all people should know what that really meand”

"Yes, | do. Please."

Joy reached out, placing ahand atop Eddas arm. "Old Man?"

"Yes, Joy?"

"Corvidisfor themwhat | am for you, Old Man. If you made a mistake and lost me, how far would
you go to get me back?"

Eddas gazed at Joy slently for amoment before replying. "I would move the skies and the earth for
you, Joy. | would search the seven higher planes, and batter down the gates of hell to find you. And if
any deity opposed me, | would fight the very gods themselves to win you back to me.”

Joy smiled, and kissed Eddas lovingly for along moment. She then leaned back, and nodded to
Marilithand I. "So it isfor them, Old Man. Perhaps not quite for Sasha, yet. But for Marilith, yes."



"Joy, Marilith was never a issue. It's Sashawho has always been the problem.”

| blinked, startled. "Me? How?!"

Eddas gazed at me calmly. "Because you, like that wizard who captured you, lack vision. Y ou have
grown enough to where you can under stand that your actions have agreater scope, but you can't see
that grester scope, yourself. He smply responds to the dreams his god gives him. He understands their
source, and he understands he is doing his god'swill. But he lacksthe vision to truly comprehend the
grester picture. So do you."

"l... Well..."

"Marilith grasps the greater picture - sheis ademoness, and nearly three thousand years old. Even
Corvid graspsthe greater picture. He held hisfather's sword in his hand, heard hisfather's stories, and
when | told him that yes, | forged it eighteen centuries before, in hismind he could see he was apart of a
greater tapestry of events, working towards agreater future. Y ou, however, lack that vision. You
understand it, yes. Y our timein ancient Hyperborea served you well, in that regard. But you can't seeiit,
yoursdlf."

"And... And you're saying that my being ableto see thelarger picture, my placein dl this... That will
help us get Corvid back?'

"Exactly," Eddasreplied, and | felt achill run down my spine as he spoke.

Marilith shuddered, squeezing my hand, and | nodded. "Alright... Help me to understand, please.
Help meto seethat larger picture.”



"I cantry - but there are things| cannot tell you. Somethings| cannot tell you smply because | do not
know. Other things | cannot tell you because they are * Events* the gods are working towards, in the
future. Do you understand?”

"Yes, Master Eddas.”

"Good. WEIl begin with the basics: When isyour birthday?"

| blinked again. "Ummm... Wdll, | don't know. My father aways celebrated it in the spring, because
that's when he found me on the beach in that trunk of clothes from the shipwreck. He guessed | wasless
than ayear old when he found me, but..." | said, and shrugged.

"Y our sster knows. She knows precisaly when you were born, and where."

| looked to Marilith. Y ou do?!"

Marilith nodded. " Yes, Sasha. | watched and waited for you for almost two thousand years."

"But... But why didn't you tell me before?™

Marilith managed asmile. "You never asked."

"Which," Eddas said, nodding, "is a the heart of the problem.”



| nodded. "Alright. I'm asking now."

Marilith smiled a me. " You were born on the first day of fall in the year seventeen fifty-two, by
the calendar used in the Southlands. You were born in the city of Riverside, twenty leagues south
of Greenhaven along the Thunder River. Your mother was Vitalla Maylan, your father Kalas
Maylan. Kalas Maylan was born in the year seventeen thirty in the city of Greenhaven, to a
wealthy family of merchants. He was sent to Riverside to work in his uncle's offices there. His
uncle was there because he'd been sent in seventeen ten to rebuild the family's businessin
Riverside, which was burned and looted by the goblin horde that King Noril defeated in the Battle
of Seelgate six years before, following the murder of Queen Lyssa. Your mother's family had lived
in Riverside since it wasfirst settled in the early sixteenth century, and prior to that, her ancestors
had lived in Greenhaven. Greenhaven was settled in the early fourteenth century by farmers and
herders who had migrated north, fleeing the effects of the civil war that marked the birth of the
Larinian nation, to the south. Of those who were your ancestors, they were part of the Arcadian
nation which eventually evolved in the eighth century from smaller kingdoms which had preceded
it. Those smaller kingdoms evolved from the scattered bands of Golannin warriors and captive,
transformed Hyperborean women that had fled the destruction of the Great War of Devastation,
some eight centuries before. Of your Hyperborean ancestor, her name was Zajaza, and she came
from a family of weaversin a small village near Costora-city. Of your Golannin ancestor, you are
derived from a single officer of the Seventh Brigade, Raktarl, of which | know little more. | did not
see the Great War of Devastation - | was imprisoned before it began, and spent most of my time
during the first two centuries or so screaming in pain. After | had adjusted to my situation and
was able to look around, it was already over. But the Ocean whispered to me of you, and told me
the line from whence you would be born. And | watched that line for centuries thereafter, waiting,
hoping..." Marilith said, and Sghed. "Your father was eventually sent along with his cousin to
establish an office in New Solith City, and hopefully expand your family's wealth through taking
part in international trade and shipping. Their ship was caught in a storm, and driven onto the
shoals just south of the Village of Woe. Corvid's father was a sailor aboard that ship - and the
only other survivor. He placed you aboard that trunk of clothes and cast you in the sea - all in
accordance with a deal between Yorindar and the Ocean, which he knew nothing of. You washed
ashore on the beach, and your Vilandian adoptive father found you at dawn."

"Oh..." | said, my mind awhirl.

"Asyou can see, Sasha," Eddas said, gazing at me, "you didn't just crawl out from under arock. Y our
family line has been the focus of Marilith's attention for centuries. And, it's been the focus of the gods
attention even longer. Thousands of people, your ancestors, stretched across time through the centuries,
al leading up to your birth. Thousands more, Corvid's ancestors, al leading up to hisbirth. Y ou are part



of atapestry of countless billions of events, great and small, going back into the past beyond the Great
War of Devastation, beyond even the rise of the Hyperborean people, back to the beginning of the Arc
of Time. You are part of atapestry of countless billions of eventsthat leadsforward into the future - a
future the gods are attempting to shape. Births, deaths, friendships, love, hatred, peace, war... All of it,
countless hillions of eventsin agrester tapestry of existence, dowly being woven by the godsto form the
future of our world, and our universe. Y ou love Corvid - or, you love the man your sister told you of, at
least. But you must seethat you and he and Marilith and Joy and mysdif... We are adl apart of amuch
larger exigtence, from the lowliest farmer to the highest king. In the plans of the gods, the fall of aleaf can
change history - and the wail of anewborn can turn into the battle-cry of aking, marshaing hisarmiesto
change the face of theworld."

Eddasfdl slent then, apparently allowing me amoment to think about what hed said. And | took that
moment, because | needed it. The vision that Eddas had revealed to me through hiswords was avast
one.

Eddas gazed at me, watching my expression, then nodded. "And now, seeing the scope of the things
you are dealing with, are you prepared to hear the dedl that Y orindar and the Ocean made with Esvina,
the Goddess of the Enebua Kushites, and why?'

| nodded. "Yes."

"Alright,” Eddasreplied, and began.

| listened quietly, squeezing Marilith's hand. Marilith squeezed back, dso ligening. It wasasmple
thing - the'why' of it, | could easily understand. The'how' of it, | did not understand at al, but Marilith
apparently did, judging by her expression. | decided to ask her, later.

"And that isthe plans of the gods, and where Corvid fitsin," Eddas finished, then shrugged. "And that
isaso why you cannot have him back."



| shook my head. "No, | disagree.”

Eddas raised a perfectly-arched eyebrow. "1 beg your pardon?'

"l disagree. | think we can get him back, if we can fix what went wrong."

Eddasrolled hiseyes. "Impossible.”

Marilith hed up ahand. "Wait, not quite. Thereis one way," shesad, and briefly explained.

Eddasrolled hiseyesagain. "Y ou two are impossible. Y ou're both as stubborn as| am.”

| grinned, and Marilith giggled.

"I did not intend that as acompliment. | accept that thisis one of the things | need Joy for - to temper
my stubbornness with common sense.”

"Perhaps thisis one of the things we need Corvid for - to temper my stubbornness and brash
mistakes with his quick wit and level-headedness, and to temper Sasha's stubbornness and smaller
per spective with his sailor's experience, broader perspective and masculine outlook," Marilith said,
sgueezing my hand. "1 am by far the older between Corvid and I, Master Eddas, but | did not plan
every move we made - Corvid and | worked together, hand in glove. | found that my own
background as a demon made me wish to simply brush aside the mortals we dealt with, and
simply move on. With the centaurs, that might have gotten the both of us killed. He wasright, |
followed his advice, and that turned out well. With the Enebua, he knew things about their culture
| did not, and made our time there much easier. And when | lay on Round Island, mute and
wounded, he discovered how to communicate with me, and how to heal me. Heiswise, Master



Eddas, and he has a sharp, inventive mind. | will not give up on him."

"Perhaps," Eddas replied, "but what you've proposed, you could not do. Only Sasha could doit.”

| nodded my jaw firm. "And | will doit, too."

"And of what you have proposed, Sasha," Eddas said, looking at me, "only | could do. And it will
hardly be as easy asyou think - just getting in there will be tremendoudly difficult, the pawn that Esvina
intended to use to get me there can no longer do so, sheisabsorbed in caring for Corvid."

"Well, | remember Corvid's explanations of how their culture works, and there may be a way,"
Marilith said, and outlined a brief plan.

Joy gaped at Marilith. "Areyou insane?! He's not a god, he can't just sweep an entirearmy aside a a
gesturel”

"Joy," Eddas said, as a breeze from the open door to the parapet caught hishair.

"It'sridiculous! Insane!™ Joy shouted, glaring at Marilith. "Y ou'd end up getting your love back, but it
might be at the cost of mine! '‘Brash mistakes', you said? Oh, most definitely brash! And stupid!
Idiotic! Outrageous! Why, |-"

"Joy," Eddas said again, camly.



"What?" Joy snapped, looking at him.

"Y ou | eft the glass door open. The breeze has blown something onto your hair from outside.”

Joy reached up to her long, blonde hair, flowing over her shoulders, and drew her hand back, holding
asingle black feather. "Oh, DAMMIT!"

Eddastook the feather from her hand, then leaned forward, kissing her cheek. "It will be dright, Joy.
WEell haveto alow the gods some time to set things up so it is possible. Paradox, Joy. They are
responding to our plan to help them fulfill their own plans, rather than the other way around - and that
meansthey can't smply tweak the past to make it happen, they can only act now, from this moment, to
arangethefuture. Y orindar will have to let me know when things are arranged. But, it will bedright.”

"It had better be, Old Man! If you think I'm going to-mmmmph!" Joy began, interrupted by Eddas
kissng her lips

Eddas smiled, but Joy smply glowered at him. "Don't just think I'm merely annoyed, Old Man, | am
utterly furiouswith-" Joy began again, and was again interrupted by Eddas kiss - much longer, and with
more passion.

Eddas |eaned back, and smiled again. "There. Better, Joy?"

Joy grinned wryly. "No, still abit more annoyance left, Old Man. One more should do it.”

Eddas grinned, and they embraced for along moment, kissing lovingly.



| grinned, watching them. "Sigter, that'swhat | want.”

Marilith nodded. "Except a bit taller,” shesaid, and burst into giggles.

The Raven - Fifteen.

| awoke in a strange room that smelled of flowers, the sound of aquiet flute and drumin the
background. A soft woven blanket of severa colorslay over me, and the bed | lay upon felt rich,
sumptuous. My head and shoulders were propped up abit on some enormoudly large and soft pillows,
and as | looked around, | saw the walls were draped in light fabrics of several colors. A warm breeze
came through anearby archway, fluttering the hangings on thewalls. "Where in the world am | ?

"Heisawake, My Queen," avoice cdled in the language of Enebua. | glanced to my right - an
Enebua Kushite woman gazed back at me. She looked tremendoudly tired. By thelight yellow robe, she
was from the temple of Esvina- and by the golden chain headdress she wore that flowed over her hair
and down her shoulders, likely the High Magess.

Another kushite woman stepped over quickly, knedling beside the bed. Also an Enebua Kushite, she
had afirm, muscular body, her ebon skin smooth and nearly flawless, marred only by asmall scar here
and there, apparently from battle. A warrior, and apparently an experienced one, she had a beautiful,



noble face. She wore golden breast-plates held to her with gold chain, aloincloth of Enebuan samite, and
an eagle-feather headdress with agold band, and - most astonishingly - aflowing peacock-feather cloak
that draped from her shoulders and down to her ankles. | gaped openly - there was only one womanin
all of Enebuawho wore the peacock cloak.

"How do you fed?' she asked, smiling a me.

"Qu-queen Gonnakas " | replied, astonished.

She smiled more broadly. ™Y ou know my name, but | know not yours. Can you tell me that, at least?'

"Corvid, your mgesty. Corvid Hremn," | replied, trying to Sit up. Pain stabbed my side, and the queen
laid her hand upon my bare chest.

"No, no. Rest, for now. Y ou were very closeto death.” Gonnakasi nodded to the High Magess.
"Covema saved you with her sorcery and abit of herblore, but she says your wound still needsto hedl .

The High Magess amiled through what |ooked like total exhaustion. *No, My Queen, you saved him
with the warmth of your body. | merely sedled the wound, and worked to repair the damage within. It
was your warmth which kept him dive”

"Y our modesty is appreciated, but shdl beignored,” the Queen replied. "Is there anything further you
need do with him?"

"No, My Queen, heis past the crisis point. The wound is sealed, the scars good. If treated gently, he
will recover fully. Water and soft foods the first few days, then norma medlstheregfter.”



"Good, good. | thank you, Covema. Y ou did not fail me," the queen replied warmly. "We shall
sacrifice together, later, in thanks to the Goddess. For now, rest," she said, then looked to the four
femal e attendants by the door, each dressed in ashort white garment that |eft their arms bare and their
legs bare from the hips down. " Summon my porterswith my divan immediately, and have the High
Magess borne back the guest quartersinstantly! Prepare a bath and ameal for her, and have my
persona masseuse tend to her! Now!" she snapped, in avoice like sted!.

"Yes, My Queen!" the attendants replied, and darted out of the room through the open door like their
rumps were on fire, the sound of their sandals dapping againg the marble floors rapidly fading.

"My Queen," the High Magessreplied, "I'm deeply honored, but really, | can wak back to the temple
and... Ah..." shesaid, her voice faltering as the queen gazed at her slently. "That would be lovey, my
queen, | am honored.”

The queen then turned back to me, her expression warm, her voice soft. "And now, | ask again,
Corvid Hremn... How do you fed ?"

| smiled what | hoped was my most pleasant smile. My father didn't raise any idiots. "Quite sore, your
maesty, but quite grateful, aswell. A bit hungry and tremendoudly thirsty, though.”

"Thisisagood sign,” the High Magess said, smiling as the attendants ran back into the room. Four
fema e portersfollowed behind them, bearing alitter conssting of along backless couch with portage
poles. One end of the couch was angled upwards, and it looked amarvelousdy comfortable way to ride
about. The porters themselves were lean, wiry women who looked very strong.

"Indeed. | shdl cal if you are needed, Covema. Eat, bathe, and rest.”



"Yes, My Queen," shereplied, rising, then stepped over to sit on the litter. Once she had lain hersdlf
onit, the porterslifted it up and turned about, heading for the door.

"A med!" the queen snapped, looking to her attendants. "Water, now, and rolled oats to follow,
boiled well and served with milk and honey!"

"Yes, My Queen!" the attendants replied, darting out of the room again.

The queen then smiled a me, her voice soft again. "I've been told men of your people drink milk,
forgivemeif it isnot true”

| smiled. | hadn't drunk milk sincel wasachild, it smply didn't last at sea. But, I'd esten my fair share
of cheese and butter, and then some. "Not precisely, your mgesty, but close enough.”

"Not precisaly? Pray, explain, | find | am quite curious. It isour own belief that milk, for aman... Ah...
Lessenshisfertility.”

"Well, given the swelling numbers of people there arein the Southlands, I'd have to say that though
that may be true for your people, it doesn't seem to be true for ours. Milk isavery common drink there,
though usudly only farmersdrink it, it doesn't torewell. Mest isaso common, for those who can afford
it, asis cheese, butter, cream and eggs.”

"Oh? And do your farmers have many children?"

| smiled. "They breed like rabbits."



The queen laughed - she had astrong, clear laugh, the laugh of awarrior. "Good, good," she said,
looking up astwo of her attendants ran back into the room, one carrying ajug, and the other carrying
two mugs. They quickly filled one of the mugs with water, then held it out to the queen, bowing. She took
it, reaching an arm behind meto lift me up from the pillows. She was quite strong. "Drink, Corvid
Hremn."

| did so quietly, wondering just how much trouble | wasredly in. My initid estimation was'quitea
bit', but that was subject to revision. One doesn't have the queen of the most powerful and wedlthy
Kushite nation tending to you hand and foot unless she has a damn good reason for doing so. | could
only hope that reason would, at least, not be painful or require much more than lying on my back, as|
barely had the energy to hold my head up and my side already was quite sore asit was. "May | ask how
| got here, your magjesty?"

"You wereinvolved in aduel on the docks. | was passing nearby, and ordered my bearersto bring
my palanquin close enough to see what was happening. | saw agood portion of that fight, though
apparently | missed the beginning. Y ou were quite good, | was very impressed. When at the end your
opponent got in alucky blow, | thought that not quitefair. | ordered my guardsto recover you from the
water, bind your wound and bear you here while my attendants went to fetch the High Magess, to seeif
we might save your life. And, fortunately, we did,” shefinished, and smiled.

"l amimmensdly grateful, your magjesty.”

Gonnakas smiled more broadly. "I'll bear that in mind.”

| revised my estimate of the trouble | wasin upwards dightly, and smiled back. "Y our mgesty, | was
fighting there to try and rescue awoman that had been kidnapped. She... Well, sheisawoman of my
people, red-haired, pae of skin. What happened to her after?’

The queen's smile faded. "Drowned, as was the woman you cameto this city with. Y ou apparently
stumbled overboard after you were wounded, and you were carrying the red-haired one. The foreigner
Kushite you came to the city with apparently dived in, attempting to rescue the both of you, and dso



drowned. The currents near the bottom of the harbor are swift, arip-tide that is dangerousto swimin.
The red-haired woman's body was not found, nor the body of the foreigner Kushite you cameto our city
with. Please accept my condolencesif they were rdations of yours."

"They can't have drowned, they can't,’ | thought, turning my gaze from her. Sashawasamermaid...
Or, at least partly so. She can't have drowned... Could she? Asfor Marilith, it was questionable if she
even needed air to begin with.

And yet, if they weren't drowned, then this begged the question... Where were they? Why was |
here, and not with them?

| tried to search my memories of what happened, and found that they were blurred. | did not
remember going into the water. | remembered fighting Hassan, being wounded, and killing him. Beyond
that... | smply could not recall. Shock, | knew. I'd seen it in men after battle mysdf, many atime. In my
daver-hunting days, | aways kept agood heder aboard my ships, usualy the best physicker | could hire.
It was expengive, yes - they got atriple share of the booty. But, it was worth it, in my estimation. A dead
man was merely a corpse, but aman who had been healed with herba concoctions and stitching after a
battle to fight again was not only far more useful, but the story of his care and recovery aided me greetly
when it came time to gather anew crew for another voyage. Y &t, many atime, aseverdy wounded man
did not remember the moments leading up to hisinjury or following it, once he recovered. 'Shock’, the
physickerscaled it. | was no physicker mysdlf, and had no better explanation.

| lifted the blanket, for amoment, gazing at myself. | was nude benegth it, and the scar acrossthe left
sde of my abdomen livid and fresh. Marilith had not doneit, in my estimation. She should have been able
to heal mewithout a scar, given what | knew of her abilities. The queen's story had to betrue - | was
hedled by the herblore and sorcery of the High Magess. This also would explain her apparent utter
exhaugtion, as shed likely been up al night making certain | sayed dive.

Drowned... How could they possibly have drowned?

Y et, Sashawas weak. Deathly weak. Perhaps... Perhaps she hadn't had the strength to transform into
amermaid when we went into thewater. Y et, | could not remember. Did | fall, or did she ask meto take
her there, or...?



| Sghed, my gaze on the fluttering draperies near the archway, gently rippling in the warm breeze.

"Y ou weep," the queen said, gazing a me. "Who was the red-headed woman, to you?"'

| shook my head. Explaining that would likely take more energy than | had. "We were to be married,
your majesty, but she was kidnapped. The other..." | said, and shook my head again. That, too, was
impossibleto explain smply. "She brought me here, she was her half-sgter.”

"Ah," the queen said, her voicelevd. "Thewizard who owned the vessdl told the guards that you and
the man you killed apparently had an ancient enmity he knew nothing of. Aswe had no reason to prevent
him from leaving, we alowed him to purchase food and drink, and sail away."

"So it wasdl for nothing," | said. My heart felt like lead.

"Kerchief," the queen said, snapping her fingers as she gazed at me camly. She held her hand above
her shoulder, and heartbesats |l ater, an attendant dashed up, placing akerchief in her hand. Shethen
daubed gently at my tears, her voice soft again. "We did not know, Corvid Hremn. Again, | extend my
condolences.”

Moments later, an attendant trotted into the room, bearing atray with a steaming bowl of oatmed.
Another followed close behind, bearing asmal jug in each hand. The queen pulled the blanket up over
me abit higher, then laid the kerchief across my chest, below my neck. One of the attendants held out the
bowl, and the queen poured milk and honey into it, sirring it dowly, then held aspoon of it tomy lips.
"Eat, Corvid Hremn. Y ou've been through quite a bit, you need food to hea and bewell.”

| atein silence, asit seemed unwiseto decline and | was quite hungry. | revised my estimation of the



trouble | wasin to 'dreadfully severe." One does not have a queen serve one pap with milk and honey
spoonful by spoonful without her having an astoundingly good reason to do so. And when one
considered that thiswas Gonnakasi, Queen of the Enebua, my only possible conclusonswere| had died
and goneto the Afterlife and was enjoying my eterna reward, or whatever it was she was eventudly
going to ask me for was going to be something on the nature of a suicide misson. Whileit would have
been niceto presume the former, the painin my side tended to hint that 1, unfortunately, ill lived - soit
waslikely the latter.

When the last of the pap was gone, the queen carefully wiped what little had dripped onto me with the
kerchief, then looked me over. "l see you shave, Corvid."

"Yes, your mgesty,” | replied, running ahand over the stubble on my face, "though not since
yesterday."

The queen smiled at me. "Would you like to shave now?'

| smiled, fearing the worst. "Well... That would be nice, thank you, but | fed like I've been trampled
by an ailiphant, I've redly not the strength to do it today."

"I would be pleased to do it for you, Corvid," shereplied.

Oh, | was truly in trouble, now.

"Thank you, your mgesty. | would be honored."

| thought that arather wise reply, and far better than telling her | wasn't truly honored. | was, rather,
totally stunned, flabbergasted, and dreading the wait for her to finaly lower the boom and tell me what



baleful deed she needed meto do. Possibly there was some creature somewhere that they needed dain,
and she had decided that my swordsmanship showed | was the best to do it. That seemed alikely
explanation - something vicious, likely man-eating, and amazingly deadly.

| considered what | knew of Kushite wild-life as the attendants scrambled at Gonnakasi's order. There
were quite afew beasts that would qualify. Lionswere bad enough, though rare here in the south.
Panthers were more common here, but they weren't dangerous enough to warrant thiskind of trestment.
Wheat could it be?

'Ah, of course," | thought. Basilisks- it had to be. A ssumpy-tailed, six-legged lizard with alarge
maw, basilisks did not look anywhere near as deadly asthey truly were, though they hardly looked
friendly. But, the truth was they were ambush hunters, and their gaze could petrify. The sdivaof the beast
turned it's victim back to flesh, bite-by-bite, but couldn't be used to restore avictim if gathered - it
worked, yes, but they were till dead. A basilisk deciding to move into one of their gold mines and
content itsalf on the occasiona miner could put a serious crimp in their economy, and would require
someone expendable to go kill it. Unfortunately, most people did not consider themselves expendable,
and Gonnakas might have come up short on acall for brave warriorsto rid her of the beast.

‘Hmmm... No, a basilisk would never go into a mine," | thought, as the attendants returned with a
razor, strop, mug, soap, water and brush. 'They can't see a thing at night, that's when the
trophy-hunters go after them. It has to be something nastier than that." Therewaslittleleft in Kush
that was, however. Chimeras and Manticores were bad, but acompany of archers had little to fear from
them. Rocs were outrageoudly bad, but asthey limited their predationsto things the size of oiliphants and
larger, it seemed very unlikely that would beit. The only thing left was dragons. That thought made me
shudder as Gonnakas worked the soap into alather, then began applying it with the brush to my face.

Everyone had heard of dragons, of course, but few had seen them. Immense beasts... Truly titanicin
Sze, ancient, covered in scales tougher than stedl, able to breathefire, spit acid, and do sorcery. 'That
hasto beit. There's a dragon that's decided to settle on one of her gold mines." That would be an
incredible problem for them, and one that even their army might not be able to handle. How | might be
ableto ded withit, | did not know. But certainly, that had to be the reason that the Queen of the Enebua
was gently, carefully and precisdy shaving my face like ahumble maidservant.

It isgenerdly unwiseto chat while you're being shaved unless either your barber is quite skilled or you
enjoy being cut, s0 | remained silent as she worked so0 as not to test the queen's ill at shaving men. She
used agood bronze razor, honed keenly, and | could fedl it shaved well. | preferred bronze razors,



myself, they held akeener edge thaniron, did not tarnish easily and were generally cheaper than stedl.

Finally, she cleaned the last of the sogp from my face with adamp cloth, then looked me over. |
amiled. Y our mgesty, if | may ask?'

"YS?I

"Whereisthe dragon?’

Gonnakas raised an eyebrow, gazing a me. "Whatever do you mean?’

| opened my mouth to explain what | meant, then clapped it shut. My father <till hadn't raised any
fools, and if she claimed to have no ideawhat | wastalking about, it might not necessarily bewiseto
prod her for an answer. Shewould tell me what she intended in her own time. "Nothing, your mgesty,
terribly sorry, asmal joke of my people.”

Gonnakas smiled, reaching down to stroke my smooth-shaven jaw with her hand. "I'm afraid | don't
understand the humor, but that's dright,” she said, and leaned in to me, kissing me softly. She then leaned
back, smiling again. "I'm afraid it's near noon, | have to hold court. The affairs of state cannot be put off,
Corvid. I'll be back after, however, and we can chat more. If you have any needs, speak to the
attendants, they will seeto them," she said softly, then rose, turning to gaze at her attendants, her voice
again turning to steel as she pointed to two of them. "Y ou, and you. Watch him closdly, attend to his
every need ingantly. Stay within arm'sreach of him at dl times. If thereisany problem, fetch the High
Magessingantly. Do not fail me."

"Yes, My Queen!" the two attendants replied in chorus, dashing over to me and knedling beside the
bed.



"Good," shereplied, then turned and strode out of the room, the peacock cloak billowing behind her
asshewalked, the remainder of her attendants following in her wake.

My lips till tingled with her kiss, and | realized that whatever it was she was eventudly going to ask
meto do, it dmost certainly was not going to be something | would survive. Unfortunately, | lacked the
strength to even consider escaping, so there was nothing | could do about it, for the moment.

| gazed at the ceiling, draped asit wasin ddicate fabrics, my mind flitting back to Marilith and Sasha.
Drowned, the queen had said. Drowned and dead. It seemed so impossible... And yet, Sasha had been
s0 desperately wesk and ill, and | knew mysdlf from previous vigitsto thiscity thet therip-tidein the
harbor was deadly. She might indeed have drowned if she lacked the strength to transform back into a
mermaid, and Marilith might have drowned trying to save her. Both of their corpses would have been
sucked out to sea by the rip-tide, and lost. Had she asked meto take her into the water, or had | smply
stumbled overboard trying to rescue her after being wounded? | did not know. But, as| was here and
not with them, it seemed they truly were gone.

Sadha... The princess of my childhood fantasy, cometo life. And Marilith, her Sster, afantasy of her
own. | had loved Sasha since childhood, and though | was wise enough to know that the reality might be
nothing near my childhood fantasy, her beautty, intelligence and charm would likely more than make up
for that. And asfor Marilith... Ah, Marilith. Wise, yet sometimesfoolish. Powerful, yet sometimes
needing protection. It had seemed somehow that my entire life had been building up to the climax of
finaly having those two for my own...

...and now, they were gone.

| did not know what to think, and the only person | could think of to ask was thousands and
thousands of leagues away, literdly on the other sde of this continent. Indeed, Eddas Ayar wasliterdly
amogt asfar away from me as one could possibly get and till be on this continent. Of course, evenif he
knew what happened to Marilith and Sasha through some mysterious means beyond my understanding,
therewaslittle | could do at the moment. It seemed very unlikely I'd be able to crawl out past the
attendants and the palace guards and somehow remain unnoticed. Theway | felt right now, | didn't even
know if | had the strength to crawl to the door.



And that was going to be a problem, as | hadn't wet the bed since | wastwo and had little intention of
garting, now. | sghed, looking to the attendants. "Ummm..."

"Yes, Lord?" they replied in chorus.

"I... Err... | find | haveto urinate."

Instantly the one on the right reached below the bed, fetching an oddly-shaped pan, while the other
darted around the bed to the other side. It was apparent the pan would go beneath me.

Soon, the deed was done, and one of the attendants darted off, carrying the pan away - | guessed to
empty and clean it before returning it, though | hardly thought that it was wise to be running around
through theroya paace carrying something like that. | resolved that | would gather my strength as
quickly as| could, so asto both escape whatever suicide mission the queen had in mind for me, return to
Hyperboreaand perhaps learn the fates of my beloved, aswell asto avoid having to ever again suffer the
tremendous embarrassment of a strange woman holding my peniswhile | urinated into a pan.

Drowned... How could they have drowned?



The Ocean - Four.

Eddas and Joy seemed ready, and | looked them over as we stood in the dusty road outside Eddas
tower. "Well, I'vetried to teach Marilith what | know, but she doesn't learn as quickly as | do, so she still
has quite awaysto go. | suppose the samewill be true of you... Mermaidsretain thingslike thisvery
eadly. I'll go dowly aswework onthis. If either of you ishurt, Marilith can hed you, she says she needs
the practice. Alright?'

Joy nodded. "Alright."

Eddas nodded. "I'll certainly try to keep up.”

"Alright... Wdll, thefirst thing Buntaro did with me was assesswhat | dready knew. | didn't know that
was what he was doing at the time, my command of his language was rather poor, then. But, | did
eventualy figureit out when hetaught me dl of hisart. So, that'swhat well be doing first - sparring, o1
can see what you know. Err... | suppose I'll start with Joy, she'swearing her chain, but... Err... You're
gill in your robe, Master Eddas.”

"I wastrained to fight in arobe, Sasha, you can start with me. If you think it'sbest, I'll take it off,
however," Eddas replied.

"Well, you took your feathers out, at least you won't losethem,” | replied. "L et's see your 'ready’
Sance."

Eddas stood, legs spread dightly apart, gloved hands open and relaxed, arms loose, €l bows bent, |eft
foot and hand leading.



"Wadll, that's not bad, but | don't see how you'll kick likethat. Thisisjust sparring, so I'll go easy on
you."

"Thank you," Eddas replied dryly.

| hopped in and snapped aside kick with my right leg at his Sde - Eddas shifted back, raising hisleg
to block it, and | swatted histhigh under hisrobe with my foot. | immediately snapped high and he
blocked with hisleft forearm, then caught my ankle, hopping back to pull me off balance. | saggered,
and as| fell he went down with me, dropping to one knee on hisright leg and till holding my anklewith
hisleft hand, his hand on my thigh. It was tremendoudy fast, and very surprising. He held mefor a
moment, my right knee over hisright thigh. He then let me go, rising to hisfeet. " Sorry about that."

| smiled. "Sorry? Don't be! That was greet, very fast, caught me off-guard, very nice. Well, except
that last move, | didn't see the point.”

"Ah... Well, yes, that's where | was taught to drop onto the opponents knee with mine from the side
while holding onto their ankle. It tears the knee so they can't rise. From there you smply stand up and
cast onthem, or just kick them to death. In practice, however, you have to be careful to guide your
partner'sleg atop yours so they won't be hurt.”

| smiled. "Wdl, I'm not certain you'd have been able to get that grip had | been kicking full-force. And
I'm afraid your forearm block wouldn't work well if | was kicking full-force, I'd till have hit you inthe

Eddas nodded. "Wéll, it worked fine when | was four cubits and two handstal, but | can see your
point - thisbody isn't aslarge, certain actions that worked fine for aman who was dmost astall as Joy
won't necessarily work aswell for awoman assmall asthis.”

"Right,” | replied, smiling.



"Still, I'm interested in seeing what would happen. Please fed freeto do that again, thistime as hard as
you please.”

| blinked. "Err... I'm afraid I'd kick you senseless, that's entirely against what we're working on,
today."

"Well, Sasha, if that happens, it's entirely my own fault, isn't it?* Eddas said, and winked.

Joy shook her head. "Old Man, you shouldn't do this," she said.

| smiled again. "Wdll, no, you shouldnt.”

"After al, you could hurt her quite badly, you've been sparring with me for twenty years, now, you're
used to someone who can take a bit more than she can and kick hard enough to put our front door off

itshinges"

“Well, | - hey!" | yelped.

Marilith grinned. "Try not to break her too badly, Master Eddas."

| sarted to get angry, then stopped, biting back a sharp reply. 'Always remember that anger isa
weapon you give to your opponent,’ Buntaro had said. | nodded. "Alright, let's take a different tack.
Y ou two have been sparring for years. If you'll show me what you do, I'll watch and learn. From there,



I'll seewhat | need to teach you, and what you need to teach me.”

Joy smiled at Eddas. " She's quite sharp, sometimes.”

Eddas nodded. "Her old master taught her well, she just needstime to get into the teaching mind-set
again,” he said, then stood in aready stance again, thistime facing Joy. "Come, Joy, let's go through the
bascs”

Joy nodded, facing Eddas in aready stance, and Eddas looked to me. "Now, | taught Joy how to
fight theway | wastaught to fight in my first life. Thisworksfor her, becausein my first life, | wasonly
about a head shorter than her. For abattle-mage, sorcery isour first wegpon. One of our most important
oellsisteekiness- just lifting an enemy into the air usudly sopsafight immediately. Welearned it as
journeymen, the spell istoo complex for an apprentice - but, only amaster hasthe will to hold amanin
the air any length of time. So, for a battle-mage, there are only two reasons to engage in unarmed combat
- elther you're completely exhausted, have lost your knife and have dready broken your staff in
desperation so ther€'sliterally nothing else you can do, or someoneis grappled with you. In the case of
theformer, you'rein very dire straights, you want to end the fight as quickly as you can so you can get
away to hopefully rest abit and recover some strength. In the case of the latter, you want to escape from
them so that you can immediately use your staff again. Fird, I'll have Joy show you the maneuversyou do
againsgt opponents who don't know what they're doing." Eddas then looked to Joy. "Top-down, Joy."

"Alright," Joy replied.

Eddas then threw himsdf at Joy as though intending to tackle her to the ground. She ingtantly surged
forward, one arm low and one high, grabbed Eddas between the legs and at the shoulder, lifted him into
the air while turning him upside down, then held him there, above her head, and stopping her charge.

"Now, a thispoint,” Eddas said, flicking his ponytail out of hisface and looking at me, "she shouts at
the top of her lungs, and brings me down straight on the top of my head to break my neck. However,
snce I've never quite annoyed Joy enough to where she would even consider doing that, we stop here,”
he said, and Joy giggled as she gently put Eddas down. "The key is momentum - once you catch the
opponent and overcome their momentum, lifting them from the ground, it's just a matter of rotating your
arms and smashing them down. Size doesn't maiter much - if they're anywhere near your Size or smdler,



you can do it. And most people don't fight well after you break their necks, they usudly just lie down and
die. Agan - thegod istoimmediady end thefight."

"l see," | said, nodding. It was akilling move, of course, but that was as may be.

"The next maneuver is used againgt opponents who know alittle of fighting, and begin with asnap
punch," Eddas said, and assumed aready stance with hisfists baled, held high. He stepped into snap a
punch at Joy, and Joy instantly blocked, stepping in close and to Eddas right side, her right leg behind
Eddas right leg. At the sametime, she dipped her left hand behind Eddas head, and clapped her right
hand to his chin. Levering his head back, she shouted, bending her knee as she twisted. Eddas, hisleg
behind Joy'sleg, lost hisbalance, going over her knee and bending backwards. Joy then held lill,
releasing his chin. Eddas then looked a me. "At thispoint, if | have once again filled the tower with
another foul stench from one of my |aboratory experiments, Joy then bears down with her full weight on
her right hand while pulling up with her I€eft, pushing my chin to the right and sngpping my neck. Thisis
why | am so meticulous about my laboratory experiments,” he said, and Joy giggled again as she gently
helped him up.

"l see" | replied - it was another killing move, and arather effective one.

Eddas and Joy went through a good dozen more maneuvers like this, each of them swift, sure, and
ultimately fatal. Nine were maneuversthat broke the neck, two were maneuvers that crushed the trachea,
and one was amaneuver that snapped the spine. The style was not nearly as complex or scientific as
what Buntaro had taught me - yet, it was no less effective. To the contrary, it was bruta, vicious, and
extremely effective for someone who waslarge and knew how to use their mass and leverage.

| raised my hand. "'I'm beginning to see a pattern, here. Every one of these maneuversisakilling
maneuver.”

"Yes, quite," Eddasreplied, flicking the dust off hisrobe with agesture. "As| said before, asa
battle-mage, the entire purpose of everything we learned about unarmed combat was to end afight as
quickly aswe possibly could.”



"But redlly, they're dl based on the physique of someonewho isvery tal.”

"Naturally. Most Hyperborean men were about four cubitstall, and | was about two handstaler than
that in my firdt life. Joy isfive cubitstal, it's perfect for her."

"Wadll... What do you do at your Sze against someonewhois her 9ze?'

"Ah, now she seestheflaw," Joy said, grinning to Eddas.

"l knew she would, she'sactudly quite intelligent,” Eddas replied, nodding, then looked back to me.
"Well, again, if we're assuming | don't have agtaff, | don't have my knife and I'm too tired to use
telekinessto lift them up into the air with my will..." hereplied, then shrugged. "Thereisn't redly much |
can do againgt someonewho issignificantly larger than me. | haveto wait until they move, as| did with
you, then use maneuvers | know that will work. Most of them, however, are crippling maneuvers, not
killing maneuvers. Knee bregks, elbow breaks, eye-blinds, and so on. There are grappling maneuversl
learned, of course - before you can learn to escape being grappled, you have to know how to grapple
someone o they can't escape. Pinning holds, submission holds, choke holds, deegper holds, and so on.
And, of course, I've taught Joy what | know of grappling, and this has only made her al the better for it.
But, it'sthe problem you have just pointed out which is precisaly why | was hoping to be ableto learn
what you knew - much of what | knew that | taught Joy Ssmply does not work in this body, becauseit
lacksthe leverage and massto do it. | have the strength to pick up Joy in the ‘top-down’ maneuver, as
this body has had the power of mana flowing through it for acentury and ahaf and I'velived the ascetic
life of abattle-mage dl that time. But, | don't have the massto stop her in the body-to-body collusion it
requires, and overcome her momentum - sheld literaly run me over. What little you've shown me so far
leads meto believe the art Master Buntaro taught you isa very precise and scientific art that would likely
be very useful in thisbody.”

| smiled. "Well, | understand what you know alot better now, and | think I know how to begin so
you'll be able to smoothly pick up what | know. Let's start with the basic stance, and the basic blocks,” |
said, and assumed the basic ready stance. " Starting from here, left foot forward, left hand out and up,
right hand back with afigt..."



The Raven - Sixteen.

Queen Gonnakas returned in the late afternoon, breezing into the room with her attendants following
in her wake. She snapped her fingers, and the two that had knelt by my bedside for hours rose, bowing
to her. "Were there any problems?”

"No, My Queen," they chorused. Apparently they didn't consder having to fetch me water and having
to hold my penisto use a bed-pan twice to be a problem.

"Y ou may go - your dinner isaready in your quarters. Eat, then rest the remainder of the day. You
have donewdll."

"Thank you, My Queen!" the two chorused, then dashed away and out the door.

"Musiciand" Gonnakas cdled.

From behind one of the draperies hanging from the wall, four musicians stepped forth - two bearing
flutes, the other two drums. All were dender women and were nearly naked, having little more than a



sheer, gossamer robe that concedled amost nothing of their bodies. The women were apparently the
source of the chamber's music, asthe chamber fdl slent immediately. "Y es, My Queen?' the musicians
said, bowing before her.

"l was particularly pleased with your work towards noon, your rendition of Seeping Lion was
particularly poignant. Y our replacements arein the hal, and your dinner isaready in your quarters. Send
your replacementsin, then eat and rest the remainder of the day. | am pleased with you.”

"Thank you, My Queen!" the four replied, bowing, and waked out the door. Their replacements
walked in, bowed briefly to the queen, then took their places behind the drapery, in alittle room
gpparently made for them. A moment later, the music resumed. | found it interesting that apparently
musicians weren't required to move at adead run everywherein the palace. | supposed gasping for
breath would tend to reduce one's ability to play the flute.

Gonnakas walked over to me, then knelt beside the bed again. "And how are you fedling now,
Corvid Hremn?'

"A bit stronger, your mgjesty, thank you."

"Dinner will be served shortly, if that isaright?' she asked, her voice soft.

| suppressed asigh. | didn't know what was going on, but | was far too tired and far too weak to
redly fed like waiting any longer for her to lower the boom. "Y our mgjesty... Can we speek in private?’

"Of course," she said, smiling, then turned her head. "Out! Everyone out until | call!" she snapped
loudly.



| expected the musicians to emerge from their little nook, of course. The six guards that emerged from
other hidden nooks, | did not expect. The guards wore sandals, breastplates of bronze, and asmple
loincloth that was little more than a strip of leather about the waist and another between the legs. Their
skinswere beaded with swest, it apparently was abit warm in their little nooks.

Once dl had gone and the door had been closed, Gonnakasi then looked to me, and smiled again.
"What wasit you wished to talk about, Corvid?'

"Your majesty... | appreciate the care and tenderness you have shown me, but it occursto me that
you are giving me the kind of attention | would expect from amaidservant - or adave. | do not deserve
such treatment, and certainly not from the Queen of the Enebua, whose majesty and beauty iswiddly
known, and whose glory asawarrior and leader isbeyond compare. Why am | receiving it?"

"Cannot aqueen havefdleninlove?' she asked, smiling.

"Yes, shecan,” | answered carefully, "and were that true, | would be deeply honored. But the queen |
see before me has not. Y ou hardly know me, your mgjesty, and | am amere commoner - | am nothing
compared to you. And, by your peopl€'s standards, | am odd looking, perhaps even ugly.”

Gonnakas chuckled, running afinger dong my jaw. "Y ou underestimate yoursdlf, Corvid Hremn.
Y es, wefind your skin odd, your lipsabit thin, your nose abit long... But you are hardly ugly.
Mysantians are ugly. Y our people arerare, here, and different. Mot are plain, some are ugly, yes. Y ou,
however, are neither.”

" thank you, your magjesty, and | appreciate the compliment. However, you are fill not in love with
m"

A flare of anger passed across her face for amoment, then was gone. "Y ou are of adifferent people,
Corvid Hremn. Tdl me, what doesit take to capture your heart? A man of my people would have been
swept off hisfeet by such treatment.”



"Honesty, your mgjesty. We absolutely adore honesty. It makes our hearts sing, and our veinsfill with
desire,” | replied, with an absolutely straight face.

Gonnakas gazed at me silently for amoment, then nodded. "So beiit, then,” she said, and roseto her
feet, then flicked her cloak aside and sat on the edge of the bed. | tried to ignore the shapely, firm rump
that was placed beside my hand, and kept my gaze focused on her eyes. "'l am thirty-three years of age,
Corvid Hremn, and | have no heir. This despite eight husbands best efforts. Should | fal outside my
bearing years without a girl-child to name as my heir, the generds of my armieswill begin to mutter.
Should | diewithout an helr, that mutter will grow to aroar of battle, as each vieswith the othersto seize
the peacock cloak. Already it grows difficult to keep themin line, asthey have watched husband after
husband come and go, and my belly remainsflat and barren. And yet, amonth ago, | had adream. Inthis
dream, | saw a pale-skinned warrior - amighty warrior who had seed strong enough to give me an heir. |
had no answer for what this dream meant, until the day | saw you fighting on the docks. | gamble, Corvid
Hremn. | gamble that you arethewarrior | saw in my dream. At stake isthe fate of my people. Civil war
would tear us gpart, and alow our enemiesto conquer us. This cannot be alowed.”

"l understand, your magjesty.”

"Do you?' she said, sneering. "Then tell me what you understand, Corvid Hremn. Why would | knedl
and serveyou, do you think?"

"Because despite what the Mysantians think, or even the other Kushite nations such as your warlike
neighbors, the Hechecoe and the Farazi, the women of the Enebua do not hate men. They adore them.
It'sjust that you have adifferent culture. Y ou did not want meto believe that you thought of me as merely
astud to service you. The Enebua respect men, they care for them, they adore them, they cherish them,
they fight for them, and they even die for them. And you did not want meto think otherwise by smply
telling me why you wanted me here.”

Gonnakas blinked, apparently startled. | smiled & her. My time with Doshta had been wisdly spent.
Most of what | knew of Enebua culture, 1 learned from smply talking to her, and asking polite questions.
The basics of the language, I'd learned from the Mysantian sailing-master I'd hired when | first came here.
From there, | made an effort to get to know these people, far more than he had ever done. Y es, my time



with Doshta had been wisely spent - even if | did have to cuckold her husband Haggan, then afterwards
pretend | bardly remembered him and cared little for him.

Despite what Marilith had thought, that wasn't anything | was proud of. Haggan was actualy anice
little man, and | felt he hardly deserved the treatment held gotten. | hadn't learned how held gotten the
little scar on his shin by accident. He and | talked quite a bit, aswell. Heloved Doshta. He loved her
dearly. But he knew shewas, aswe said in Arcadia, "much woman." He knew he was not man enough
to keep her happy for long, and eventuadly, shewould give him away. In listening to his stories, his
explanations of Enebua culture from the men's point of view, | heard echoes of what Belana had told me
about women in Vilandian culture - and women in generd in most cultures. Thefear of being abandoned,
the desperate wish to not grow old aone... Men and women were not so different as many might think.
My cuckolding him hurt him. Deeply. But, when we spoke later, and | gpologized to him, deeply and
profusdly...

...ne suddenly shook his head, and laughed. "Well," he said, "it'snot like you could havetold her 'no'!
How do you think | got this scar on my shin?' he said, and laughed again.

No, as1'd told Marilith, Doshtawas not a nice person. Rdliable, yes. But not nice. Still, | have
discovered in my travelsthat one learns the most about a culture not by dedling with those who are
congdered the pillars of society, nor by dealing with those who are considered the dregs. From the upper
crust of society, one only learns about the highest ideals of that society - understanding how anyone could
sted aloaf of bread isimpossible for someone who has never been hungry aday inther life. From the
dregs, one can only gain awarped view of society, which haslittle bearing on theredlity - it isimpossible
for someone who cannot remember aday they were not hungry to view the upper crust as anything but
fat, brainless pigs. No, one learns the most about a culture by dedling with ordinary people, who have
both their good parts and their bad, their successes and their failures, their shining deeds and their hidden
skeletonsin the closet. From the ordinary people, one learnsthe highest mora ethicsand idels of a
people - and just how far somewill fal from thoseideasin ther daily lives, and why they fdl.

No, my time with Doshta had been well-spent, and | understood why the Queen had done what she'd
done. Shelived theidedl, as most of the upper-crust of Enebuasociety did. And in the ideals of Enebua,
men were cherished and loved and respected for who and what they were, just as women in the upper
crust of Arcadian society were. Gonnakas only needed me for stud service, she did not love me. But she
did not wish meto think that meant she did not respect me asaman.

Gonnakas smiled a me. "l see you do understand.”



"Yes, your mgesty," | replied, and smiled.

"Sowill youdoit?'

"On three conditions, your magjesty.”

"Oh? And what are they?' shereplied, her eyes narrowing dightly.

"Firgt, of course, you're going to have to give metimeto hed,” | said, and grinned wryly. "Right now,
I'm afraid | don't have the energy to rise up to kiss you, much less anything else."”

"Of course," shereplied, nodding.

"Second, you're going to haveto dlow metimeto hed in spirit,” | said, and sighed. "I... | loved
Sasha. And her sister. And now... Well, I'm sorry, but what you're asking me for may be pleasant, but |
think you should at least understand | need timeto think."

"And timeto mourn,” shereplied, her gaze softening.

"Ya"



"And your third condition?"

"Y ou are going to have to make time for yourself to be aone with me, as now."

Gonnakas grinned wryly. "That rather goes without saying, don't you think?"

| grinned back. "No. | mean like as now. Taking, openly and honestly. I've watched you deal with
your attendants and others. Y our voice carriesthe threat of awhip, but you make the time to insure that
each of themiscared for well. If you weretruly as harsh as you pretend to be, you would hardly care.
And now, hereyou are, willing to bed someone you have never met before and care nothing about,
gambling that thiswill result in an heir which will stave off apotentid civil war, and preserve the peace. A
great persona sacrifice, in my opinion, and again hardly one that someone who is cold and callous would
seem to be wont to make. Y ou told me of your generals. It's clear you have to keep aniron grip on the
reins of rulership, lest the horses you ride take their own head, and cause chaos. Perhaps, once you have
an heir, thingswill cam down. Perhaps not, and you'll have to teach your heir the same skills you haveto
rule with akeen eye and aniron grip. Still, you strike me as awoman who needs someone she can talk
to, someone who she cannot order around, nor does she need to order around. You strikemeasa
woman who needs afriend. And | find that having lost the two peoplein the world that matter the most
tome..." | said, and Sghed again. "Wdl, | find need afriend, aswell.”

Gonnakas amiled a me, reaching out to caress my cheek with her hand. "Ah, Corvid Hremn... You
areno mereman, | think. You arewise, very wise. You areright. | do need afriend. Someone | can talk
to without worrying that they areinvolved in the latest power play against me, someone who does not
whisper behind my back that no man will ever give me get, nor conspires about the future of the nation.
Ah, but you are wrong, aswell, quitewrong.”

"Wrong, your mgjesty?"

"Yes. You sad that to insure the future of the nation, | waswilling to bed aman | had never met
before and cared nothing about. The former istrue, yes. Thelatter, however, | find isnot,” she said, and
leaned down to kiss me gently, softly. She then leaned back, and smiled a me.



"So we have abargain then, your mgjesty?* | replied, holding out my hand.

Gonnakas grinned, clapping her hand about my forearm and gripping it tightly in awarrior's grip.
"That we do, Corvid Hremn. That we do.” She then lifted her head, and looked to the door. " Enter!"
she shouted, her voice again hard as stedl.

Moments later, her guards had returned and hidden themselves, her attendants stood by the door
awaiting her next command that would send them sprinting through the palace, and the musicians were
hidden in their little nook, playing quietly. Again, she resumed the role of theiron-hard queen, her flinty
gaze one to be dreaded. And yet, when she glanced at me, her eyes now contained a softness they hadn't
had before, and her smile was now genuine. | smiled back, stroking her hand.

The Raven - Seventeen.

It was actudly quite difficult to get used to deeping with the queen. As| quickly discovered that first
night, I wasn't in just any room, thiswas her roya bedchambers, and | waslying in her bed. She dept
besde me at night, but unlike Marilith who smply dept, Gonnakas would often gaze at meinthe
moonlight, and stroke the hair on my chest with her fingertips. | endured this quietly, of course, despite
the number of times she awakened mein the middle of the night doing it. After dl, it wasn't like | thought
| should be telling the queen what she could do in her own bed.



The High Magess visted every day, examining me, and occasiondly casting spells over me or asking
meto drink one herbal concoction or another - most of which had ahorrid taste. Still, under her
minigrations, | was eventudly able to rise from the bed to relieve mysdf in the queen's guarderobe the
following day, and by the fourth day, | was up and walking about, if not quite sprightly yet.

Thefirst few days, | smply walked around the queen's room, or out onto her balcony. Her room was
quite well-designed - the archway that led out onto the bal cony was oriented to catch the prevailing wind
from the northeast, yet a the sametimeit had an overhang to guard againg rain. Only afairly strong
storm would be able to blow rain into the room - but there were diding shuttersto cover the archway in
that event. Thefloor of the room was covered with inlaid tiles of marble, and | could see outside the door
that the palace was likely floored the same. In the queen's bedchamber, however, the marble floor had
intricate, interlocking patterns of light and dark tiles, and around the queen's bed, a circle of marble was
inlaid into the floor. The queen said it was enchanted to keep night-hags and dream-creepers awvay o
she could rest undisturbed by bad dreams. What either of those two things might be, | had no idea - but,
since she apparently dept well, it appeared to work.

By the end of aweek, the wound in my side had faded to adull ache that occasiondly itched, and |
wasfeding well enough to walk around the palace. The queen provided clothesfor me, in the style of an
Enebuamale, of course. Short breeches, sanddls, and aloose tunic. | had to admit they were more
comfortablein the humid jungle heat than my ordinary clothes, but | felt quite odd wearing them - and
even more odd redlizing that | wasliterally the only man in the entire paace.

The pdace itsdf was both utilitarian and beautiful. | found the purpose of the sheer draperiesthat hung
everywhere wasto alow air to circulate - otherwise, with the doors closed, the paace would become
quite hot. The palace itsaf was structured around a central, open-air areathat looked much like asmall
amphithester, with elevated seats around a centrd, flat area. Above, shielding the areafrom the sun, was
addicate dome of wood covered in fabric, apparently treated to resst the rain, somehow. The queen's
seat was at the northern end of it, overlooking the floor at about five cubits of height. My curiosity asto
the purpose of this areawas satisfied very quickly - the queen had me sit in asmaller chair beside her
throne while she handled the affairs of state. Thiswas, apparently, her roya courtroom.

Court, for the queen, was actudly amoderately complex affair, with ashort ritud for her arrival. | did
not quite grasp the purpose for theritua, but asit seemed quite important to the Enebua, | made no
comment. Upon her arriva, there was quite abit of bother with severa naked female attendants who
waved censers about her chair. Once they were satisfied the air had been properly perfumed (or,
perhaps, what biting insects there may have been flying about had been encouraged to depart), the queen
was presented with a spear by another naked attendant, then the censers were hung up on hooks nearby



the throne, and the attendants departed. The queen's spear had amahogany shaft and a bronze head, and
was decorated with severa feathers and ribbons near the base of the head. Apparently, it wasthe
equivaent of aroya scepter in the Southlands, and her symbol of office. Once all the proper rituals had
been complied with, the queen would then st and hold court much like any other monarch might, with
various petitioners or advisors who needed to speak to her entering viaadoor to the south and walking
acrossthefloor of her court to bow before her throne, and say their piece. The queen'sthrone, such asit
was, was abackless chair that allowed the peacock robe to drape behind her - it had asmall box it
rested in, rather than draping on the floor. | sat on what was, basicaly, an el aborately padded and
embroidered stoal to her right. Why | was even necessary baffled me for the longest moment, then |
redlized that she would need others to see that she did have aman, and was working on the issue of an
heir. Of course, the truth was that we had made no red progress on resolving that particular political
issue as of yet nor had we really tried to, but that was as may be. | had thought that perhaps my own
appearance might cause her problems - after dl, though | was human, | was hardly a Kushite, much less
aman of Enebua. Still, no comment was made by any who saw me. Apparently, whether the heir would
be pure-blooded Enebuawas not at issue - only the issue of an heir was at issue.

Despitewhat | may have thought before about what it might have been like to be amonarch, | quickly
discovered that the affairs of state were dull. More than dull, redly, they were painfully, agonizingly
boring. Her roya court and retinue of advisors and functionaries sat in the seats that encircled the floor.
Then, one after another or in small groups, various advisors would leave their seats, going to doors that
were at the east and west, then enter the floor area through adoor to the south, and stand before
Gonnakas to report to her on various aspects of her kingdom. The weekly amount of gold extracted
from the mines, the weekly taxes of gold-dust taken from those who gathered gold by panning the Gold
River, various persons who had been caught attempting to pan gold without aroya permit (who were
immediately executed), the various persons who had tried to shirk their taxes on the gold dust they had
recovered from theriver (who were immediately executed), and the occasiond individua who attempted
to trade dloyed gold in the city, trying to cheet peoplein trade (who were dowly and painfully crushed to
death under alarge stone cylinder in the public square of the city). Then there were the military reports-
mostly of various incursions by scouting parties from neighboring Kushite nations, dl of which were ather
driven back or killed, depending on whether or not they chose to stand and fight. More advisors then
followed, reporting on the weekly status of the city's granaries, various minor reports from functionariesin
the smaller towns and villages of the Enebua, and so on. If Gonnakas had questions of those who were
not currently on the floor, she would point to them in the stlands with her spear, and ask them. They in
turn would rise, bow, and respond. She would aso occasondly point to someone and order them to
take thefloor for afull report on something of interest to her. The only red function of the floor seemed
to be that when an advisor wasthere, they literaly 'had the floor', asit were, and could speak at length. It
wasdl, unfortunately, boring to the point of tears.

Still, I knew that Gonnakasi could hardly afford to haveit look like sheld smply picked up just any
random foreigner off the street and plopped him into her bed. | sat quietly, doing my best to appear
interested and attentive despite how utterly dull the entire proceedingsreally were. | couldn't imaginethe
gueen's reputation was any lessimportant than the reputation of any other monarch anywherein the
world, so | did not alow my face or posture to reved just how utterly, devastatingly bored | redly was.



It was because of thisthat when one day General Ashakazi spoke, demanding areport on the status
of the queen's pregnancy, if any, it caught me utterly by surprise.

Ashakazi was awoman in her early forties, wearing afeathered headdress, bronze plates over each
breast, greaves and vambraces and a skirt of leopard-hide. In her hand, she bore a short-hafted spear
with along, broad, teardrop-shaped blade of steel, and she wore a cloak of |eopard-hide about her
shoulders. Her face was strong and fair, and she bore several small scars here and there, the marks of
battle.

Gonnakas had apparently been as startled as| by the demand, and made no immediate reply.
Ashakazi then repeated her demand, in alouder voice.

"My Queen, | and the tenth legion demand to know whether or not you are actually attempting to
produce an heir, or if this maggot-skinned maeis smply adistraction you are placing before usl™

Knowing what | knew of Enebua culture, such aninsult would likely not be endured by the queen for
long. Insulting awoman's man was, to the Enebua, much the same asinsulting aman'swoman in the
Southlands, back home - it quite often led to afight. Of course, the Enebuawere a bit more serious
about fighting than most, and it occurred to me that thiswas not quite dl that it seemed.

| smiled, chuckling, then laughed at the Generd.

Gonnakas snapped her head to me, her expression furious. "Y ou laugh? Why?2" she asked. The
expression on the general's face showed she was no less annoyed with me.

"If I may, your mgesty, I'd like to ask the Genera aquestion in return?”



"Ask, but be quick about it," Gonnakas replied curtly.

| smiled at the genera again. "Generd, if you don't mind, | find I'm quite curious: Do women of
Enebua commit suicide by faling on their swords, or hanging themselves?'

The generd blinked & me. "What?'

"Oh, I'm terribly sorry, generd, | can see I'm being confusing. Well, you know how it is, maelogic,
your woman's mind is quite superior, but sometimes our way of thinking isabit mysterious. Let me
attempt to explain by asking you another question: Just how many children have you hed, yourself,

Gengd?'

She clapped abroad hand to her belly, gazing a me. "I've borne four children, three girls and a boy.
I've shown my ability at producing heirsto my line," shereplied, in an obvious dig at Gonnakas - and
likely avelled declaration to Gonnakad's advisors and other generds of her suitability asapossible

replacemen.

Gonnakas growled, gripping her spear and starting to rise, but | smply smiled. "Well, then, generdl...
| am only aman, and do forgive meif my next question is one that seemsto have an obvious answer to
you, however, you seem to be an experienced woman who can answer it: Isit not truethat evenif a
woman does couple a just the right moment, there will not be any signsof thisfor quite sometime and
evenin the mogt fertile of women, achild is not guaranteed by asingle coupling?

The generd blinked for amoment, staring at me, then Gonnakasi. "Wadll... Y es, of course, everyone
knowsthat."

"And isit not true that there are certain days within awoman's monthly cycle when she not only
cannot concelve, but even attempting to is rather messy and often uncomfortable for her?”



"Well, yes, of course, but that has nothing to do with-" shereplied, but | interrupted her.

"Ah, thank you!" | called, drowning her out. "Now, | don't quite know whether or not you consider
the queen’'s monthly cycle to be fodder for public discussion, however: It does seem to me that asyou've
had four children yourself, three beautiful and strapping girlsthat even | have heard of thousands of
leagues away in my homeand, you should have more than enough experience yoursdlf with the process
to know that when aman has only known awoman for aweek, it seems extremely unlikely you can
expect her to birth a child the next morning. A bit of patienceisrequired, wouldn't you agree?’

"Y es, but you have to understand, we-"

"And since you admit that you are quite experienced in thisareayoursdf," | said abit louder,
interrupting her again, "you admit that you know aweek is hardly enough time to expect any kind of
results, you aready know that abit of patienceisat least required... Well, forgive me, Generd, but | find
| have to ask yet another question. Y ou see, | am not completely familiar with every aspect of your
peopleslovely and glorious culture, so I'm afraid | do haveto ask this: Don't you think it's astonishingly
rude to even think to ask such aquestion of your queen in her court? Why, I've heard of people losing
their headsin other kingdomsfor far less.”

"I... |... " the generd replied, boggled. Apparently, no man had ever spoken to her in this manner
before. Of course, being as she was Enebua, thiswas not surprising.

"Oh, | think we can take that for ayes, don't you think? Now - given that you've deeply insulted the
Queeninfront of her entire court, we return to my origind question: Do women of Enebua commit
suicide by faling on their swords, or hanging themsalves?| do hope you'll answer, Generd, for | find I'm
merely an ignorant maggot-skinned forelgner male who has no clue asto what the answer might be, and |
find I'm immensely curious,” | said, leaning forward with my ebows on my knees and putting an
expectant look on my face.



"Il... ..." the generd replied, trying to recover herself.

Gonnakas then opened the clasp to the peacock cloak, letting it dip to rest in the box behind her. She
then rose to her feet, gripping her spear in both hands. " The answer to your question, dear Corvid, isthat
we usudly dit our forearms from wrist to elbow in abath of cool water. It appears, however, that some
believe that chalenging mysef isafar better and faster route,” she replied, then focused her iron gaze on
the generd. "Wdl, Asha? Shall we bring out the swords, or haveit out with our spears of office?!

Generd Ashakazi gazed at Gonnakas for along moment, her eyesflickering occasiondly to the
stands, where the other advisors and generals sat. It seemed she was weighing her chances not only
againgt Gonnakas, but in winning the support of thosein the stands. Finally, she knelt, bowing her
feathered head. "My Queen, | extend my deepest and sincerest gpologies. | poke completely out of turn
and inaultingly. | waswrong, and | deeply and wholeheartedly apologize.”

Gonnakas glared at her in silence for amoment, then sat, holding her spear in her right hand again.
She glanced at the othersin the audience seats, then snapped her fingers. Immediately, two attendants
stepped from the curtained alcovesto the sides, lifting the peacock cloak and fastening it about her neck
again. "You are fined two hundred talent-weights of gold, and you are ordered to the city temple
immediately. Y ou will sacrifice ablack hen to Esvinaand beg her to curb your tongue in the presence of
your gqueen. Out of respect for Corvid, who has aman's ddlicate condtitution and likely would not be able
to withstand seeing you whipped before me, you are spared that. Y ou are dismissed.”

"Thank you, My Queen," Ashakazi replied, rising. She bowed, then turned on her hedl and strode of f
the floor, out the door to the south.

I kept my face smooth as Gonnakas pointed to the next advisor with her spear. Two hundred
talent-weights of gold was a ruinous fine, dmost a stone of gold dust. And more, ablack hen wasthe
sacrifice made by those who publicly admitted shame and wrongdoing, an absolutely humiliating sacrifice
for someone of the generd's rank. | was quite sure that the old general would have much preferred a

whipping.

And yet, | could seethat Gonnakas was holding the reinsto a very wild and dangerous team of
horses, many of which seemed quite ready to buck out of the harness. Had Ashakazi received just afew



more supportive glances from the audience, she might have chosen to dudl. Gonnakas was no stranger to
duedling or to war, judging by the various small scars she had here and there about her body. It was clear
she had to have an heir to stifle thisresstance to her rule, before it wastoo late. But where eight men
failed before me, how could | guarantee | might succeed?

| sighed, my thoughts again turning to Sashaand Marilith as | watched the rest of the day's
proceedings. Thingsthat might have been, if only...

Drowned. How could they have drowned?

"You did well, Corvid," Gonnakas said, her attendant removing the peacock robe and placing it on
it'sstand in her chambers. She then sat on the bed as the soft music of evening played. "Come, come. Let
usedt," she said, gesturing to the small table beside the bed, which bore severa plates of food.

| smiled, sitting beside her. "I only did what seemed necessary.”

"No, you did much more than that. Y ou pretended to be a cliche' of aman, one not understanding the
samplest of things - and yet, you knew precisaly where you were going, and led old Ashagtraight into
your trap.” Gonnakas amiled at me, reaching for aplate of dates. "Tell me, Corvid... Aredl menlike

you, where you come from?'

"Men, likewomen, aredl different, your mgjesty.”

"Hah! After eight husbands, I'd have to say that's true, yes. Each was unique..." she said, then looked
at meagain. "Yet, you are different than they. Y ou have wisdom they did not have - and a confidence



and sdlf assurance they lacked, aswell."

| smiled again. "Perhaps, but you are not inspiring confidence in me, now. Eight men before me have
faled. Tel me... What have you tried, with them?"

Gonnakas rolled her eyes. "Everything. | havetimed my cycle precisely, knowing the optimum day
when conception would occur. | have eaten adiet of nearly dl beef to build strength and blood. | have
knelt on the bed for an hour after coupling, my head low and rump inthe air to hold the seed within me.
Nothing."

"Hmmm... Wdl, Belanaonce said-"

"Belana?' Gonnakas asked, interrupting.

| smiled. "An old friend. She's passed, now, but she knew much.”

"Ah-dogoon."

"Well, Bdlanawas afriend of mine. She was quite familiar with... Ah... Well, nevermind that. The
point isthat | know alittle of what you're saying, and what you've doneisal well and good, but Belana
said the largest part was Ssmply timing. Thereisakind of ‘window' of days, and like areal window, an
arrow fired at that window will pass through - but, fired before or after has no effect. Perhaps, the
troubleiswith you that this'window' isvery narrow, like the arrow-dlit of acastle. It isnot impossible to
hit, but takes great precison.”

"Or acompany of archers,” Gonnakas agreed, then paused. "Etrr... If that iswhat you are going to
suggest, Corvid, | remind you that it's bad enough | have aforeigner in my bedchambers. Having a



company of men troop through would be a scanda | could not suppress.”

| laughed. "No, no! That's not what | mean. | mean that with you, more precise timing may be
necessary."

"How would we determine thistiming?”

"That, | don't know. | have afriend in Hyperborea-"

Gonnakas blinked. "Hyperborea? Isthat not aland of dragons and giants and fell beasts galore?”

| nodded. "Y es - but that's where he lives. His name is Eddas Ayar, and he'sa Grest Mage.”

"We have heard the name from traders," Gonnakas said, nodding. ™Y ou know this person?”

"Fairly wdl, we serve the same god. More importantly, however, he knows nearly everything - or he
seemsto, at any rate. When | last saw him, he was working to help a dwarf-wife become pregnant, using
his knowledge. It is possible he may be able to help you determine the correct timing."

"Interesting,” Gonnakas said, pouring asmall bottle of 'black-sauce over her meat. "Sending a
messenger to find him would take years, however. | am afraid | can't wait that long."

| smiled. "And they'd likely get eaten in Hyperboreaanyway, it'sredly amazingly dangerous, there.”



The queen nodded, waving her right hand over her meal and then mine, her eye on the large signet
ring shewore. Thefirst time I'd seen her do that, aweek ago, | thought it odd, and asked - shetold me
that the ring she wore had an enchantment that detected poisons (or, more precisdly, it detected
substances that were poisonous to the wearer). Whether it worked or not, | did not know, but she said it
did, and she'd had two cooks executed over the last few years when it warned her of poison. Shetold
me that the method of execution she'd used was ultimately fair - shed smply had the cooks eat what they
had prepared for her. After the second time she did this, the poi soning attempts stopped.

We chatted over our meal - Gonnakas was interested in learning what my homeland waslike, and it's
history. I'm no historian by any siretch of the imagination, but I know my own peoplefairly well, sowe
had arather long and interesting conversation aswe ate.

Findly, Gonnakas wiped her lipswith akerchief, gazing & me. "What did you think of the med?"

| considered my answer only for amoment. "Well, your magesty, honesty iswhat we'd agreed upon,
90... To be completely honest, your majesty, the wine was really the best part of the meal. The beef was
good, the greens crisp, quite nice. The black-sauce, however was only mediocre, and | think it detracted
from the meat. It's supposed to be more watery, and it's flavor wasn't the best I've had.” Most cooksin
Enebua made their own black-sauce from the basic ingredients. Though there were afew merchants who
sold it in pre-made bottles (one just shook it up prior to serving), most cooks preferred to make their
own, asit alowed them to add individuaity to their medls.

A flash of irritation passed across Gonnakas's face, vanishing almost as soon asit came. "Oh? And
what isthe best you've had, then?

"That would be the cooking of Pago, the husband of Doshta Elakama. She owns atavern near the
docks, on the street of the water buffalo, under the sign of the basilisk. His cooking is beyond compare -
and | say that without fear of contradiction, hetruly isexcellent.”

"Oh? Perhaps | should speak to him, and sample hisfood.”



"It'slate, now, your mgjesty - by the time we got there, they would be closed.”

Gonnakas chuckled. "Even were it open when we arrived, | have no intention of Sitting in adockside
tavern and smdlling drunk, stinky Mysantians, Corvid," shereplied, then lifted her head to gaze at her
attendants. "Y ou!" she snapped, pointing. "Have the captain of the guard and her personal squad go to

tavern under the sgn of the basilisk on the street of the water buffalo, and fetch thiswoman and her
husband to me immediately!"

"Yes, My Queen!" the attendant replied, and sprinted away.

"S0," Gonnakas said, reaching for her mug of wine, "what isthiswoman like, Corvid?"

"Earthy, frank, not entirely honest but very religbleif paid well, and avery passonate lover. She
values her current husband, Pago, very highly, and likely would choose sted! if she had to duel to keep

him. Of coursg, thisis because he's such an excellent cook - when | waslast in her tavern, every table
wasfull."

"Hmmm..." Gonnakas replied, thinking, then grinned wryly a me. "So, you know what sheislikeasa
lover, eh?’

"Yes, your mgjesty. After al, sheisawoman of Enebua, | could hardly refuse, now could 17"

Gonnakas rolled her eyes. "Bah, aman should have aright to refuse. Only ignorant commoners
assumethey aredl rutting pigs.”



"That would be Doshta, yes," | replied, smiling. Gonnakas lived theidedl ethic of the Enebua,
naturally, but Doshtadid not. Of course, Gonnakas was queen, she could afford high ethics and ideals.

We chatted a bit longer, perhaps a quarter of an hour, when a dozen guardsin scale armor and
bearing swords and shields trotted into the room, dragging Doshtaand Pago dong with them. Their
leader, athirty-ish warrior wearing ared captain's feather in her helmet, bowed to the queen - behind
her, the soldiers pressed their hands on Doshta and Pago's shoulders until they were prone on the floor.
"The woman and her husband, My Queen," the captain of the guards announced.

Doshta and Pago trembled as they lay on the marble floor of the queen’'s chambers. | supposed they
had reason to tremble. Not only were they in the presence of the Queen of the Enebua, who hardly had a
reputation as a sweet person, it was apparent that given that it had only taken a quarter hour or so for the
captain to fetch them, the guards had likely run straight to the tavern, burst in, grabbed the two of them,
and dragged them to the palace at a dead run. Likely they were expecting to be put to death for some
crimethey couldn't imagine.

Gonnakas gazed at them in silence for amoment, then snapped her fingers. The guards then grabbed
Doshta and Pago's shoulders, pulling them up to knedl sitting on their hedls. Pago wisely kept his head
bowed, but Doshta gaped at mein utter shock and amazement before a guard forced her head down by
pressing atop her head.

"Corvid tellsme that you are named Doshta," Gonnakas said, her voice cold asice.

"Y-y-y-yes, My Queen!" Doshta stammered.

"He dso tells methat your husband's name is Pago, and heisthe best cook in theland.”

"H-h-heisvery good, yes, My Queen!"



"He also tellsme that you can be trusted, so long asyou are paid well.”

"My loydlty to you is unquestioned, My Queen, | obey!"

"Y ou say that now, surrounded by my guards, but were | to send you home you would spit and swear
at thisinterruption of your evening.”

"N-no, My Queen, | am deeply honored to be here!"

"Y ou are only here because of your husband. Corvid says heisthe best, and heisyours. Corvid dso
saysyou would likely choose sted should you haveto due for him. | wish to have him mysdf. Do you
dill prefer sed?”

"No, My Queen, heisyourd"

Gonnakas |ooked to me, then nodded to Doshta, rolling her eyes. | smply shrugged.

Gonnakas then looked to Doshtaagain. ™Y our loyaty to your husband isuninspiring,” she said, and
Doshtatrembled. "Thetruth of the matter isthat | do not want him as a husband, | want him as my cook.
His cooking pleases Corvid. However, he would be the only man in the palace, asde from Corvid
himsdlf, and many of my attendants and guards are young, attractive, and unattached. Does your husband
have roving eyes?"



"N-no, My Queen!"

"Because he knows you would beat him, of course.”

"Ye-l mean, no! No, My Queen!"

Gonnakas glanced at me again, and | shrugged again. Doshta was who she was.

"Y our husband will become my cook, should he agree, and will be paid the usua wagesfor the
queen's cook. It israther unusud for the queen's cook to be mae, but I am willing to permit you to
remain in the paace and live with him. Be aware, however, that only | have theright to corpora or
capital punishment in thispalace. That isthe law. Y ou may have besten him beforein the privacy of your
home, but here in the palace, you will not. Should you do so, you will have broken the law, and | will
have you flogged nudein the public square for dl the city to see. Isthis perfectly clear?!

"Yes, My Queen!"

"Good," she said, then looked to Pago. "What say you, man? Will you serve me as my cook?"

"1 would be degply honored, My Queen,” Pago replied, trembling.

"Good. Hereiswhat you must know about your task: First, despite what anyonein the kitchen may
tell you, your responsibility isto cook for me and my guests. There are other cooks that serve the
remainder of the palace. Y ou may assist the other cooksif you wish, but you are never required to do o,
and if anyone should tell you otherwise, you are to report them to the guards. By the same token, you
alone shal cook for me. No oneis permitted to help you, on pain of death. Secondly, despite what
anyone in the kitchen may tell you, you are the only one permitted to bear the key for the queen's pantry.



Should someone attempt to borrow it from you or ask to enter the pantry to perhaps borrow abit of
sugar or sat or something, you are to report them immediately - if you fail, you will be put to degth. Be
awarethat al the food you cook, you may be called upon to egt if | have any suspicions about it. This
meansif someone el se dips poison into the food, you will die of it, not me - so watch your life, and do
not alow others near when you work. Y ou will have your own separate kitchen, your own pots, pans
and utensils, and amonthly budget. Y ou yoursdf will be responsible for purchasing, storing and preparing
al thefood, though when going to market you will be accompanied by aretinue of guards who will
protect and assist you. Be aware that | sometimes call for food at odd hours, it iswiseto at least keep a
amall firein the oven between medtimes and into the evening. My favorite med at breskfast iseggs,
bacon and bread, my favorite dinner is beef steak afinger thick, cooked well and served with boiled
pess. Do not serve them dl the time, however, | get bored of them easily and would prefer to see your
own culinary inventions. | have no favoritesfor lunch as| often do not eat a mid-day, but when | do, you
should surprise me," Gonnakas said, then paused. "Oh - and | abhor filth, you are required to keep both
yourself and your utensils scrupuloudy clean. As| have amagic ring that detects poisonsand it often
regigtersfilth as poison, | suggest you be very meticulousin the washing of your pots, pans, and hands or
you will find yoursdlf egting the filth you attempted to serve me, and likely recaeiving awhipping if you
survive. Now, do you have any questions?’

"O-only one, My Queen,” Pago replied nervoudly.

”Y&?I

"Am | to berespongblefor caring for my wife's children, aswell?'

"I was not aware you had children,” the queen said, pausing. "Married servantslive in separate
quarters, it'swhy my cook is usualy unmarried. How many of them are yours?' the queen asked in reply.

"None, My Queen."

"Then no, you are not. If your wife choosesto remain with you herein the palace, shewill be required
make arrangements for them. | suggest you send them to ardative.”



Doshtalifted her head. "I-I have asister, My Queen, ... Err... Most of the children are those of her
husband, she-"

"l did not speak to you nor did | give you permission to speak!" the queen replied, glowering &t her.
Doshtaimmediatdly lowered her head and fdll slent. Gonnakas snorted. ™Y our relationship with your
sster's hushand is of little concern to me, and indeed, asthe story aready seems rather decadent, |
would prefer not to know. Now: do you have any questions?”

"Ah... Wel... Will there be astipend to pay for them, My Queen?"

"You will find that the salary of aqueen's cook is more than sufficient to afford whatever brood you
may have squirted out over the years, assuming your relationship with your husband is such that he
choosesto share his salary with you. The queen's cook is paid fifty talent-weights of gold annually, dueto
his heavy responshilities.”

Doshtallifted her head, gaping openly. "Fif-fifty talent-weights?!"

"Yes. Did | stutter?’

Doshtaimmediately lowered her head. "N-no, My Queen!™

"Good. If your husband chooses not to share hiswages with you, | suppose you'll have to go back to
your tavern and work for aliving. | am hiring him, not you," Gonnakas replied, then looked to Pago
again. "What say you, man? Will you share your wages with your wife?"



"Of course, My Queen. | love her, and it isonly proper.”

"So beit," she said, and looked to Doshta. "\Woman, when you leave me tonight, you will make the
arrangements necessary to send your children to your sister, and move into the palace before the dawn.”

"Y -yes, My Queen!"

"Captain, send a detachment of guards along with her to assst her in whatever she may need to
accomplish her tasks. Tell the old cook her services are no longer required, fetch the key to the pantry
from her, take her to the exchequer to receive the balance of her pay, and have her escorted to the gate.”

"With respect, My Queen," the captain replied, "Kestrawill throw afit."

"If she does, toss her out on her ear without her pay, I've little respect for those who can't control
their temper or who think atantrum will sway my opinion.”

"Yes, My Queen," the captain replied, nodding.

The queen then nodded, pointing to Pago, and the guards beside him hauled him to hisfeet. "Asfor
you," Gonnakas said, "you are the new queen's cook. In case you do not quite grasp what that means,
thereisonly one person in the palace who is being paid more than you, and that is the woman standing
next to you - Jozen Anisha, the Captain of the Guards. She will give you the key to the queen's pantry.
Guard it with your life. Do your job well, Pago. Do not fail me."

"Y-y-yes, My Queen... Ah... May | ask aquestion?’



"Youmay."

"Ah... Wasthere any particular dish | make that piqued your interest and made you choose me? |
would liketo know, that | may makeit again for you."

"Corvid said your black-sauce was excdlent, | would liketo sampleit mysdf.”

"Of course, my queen, of course!™ Pago said, beaming. "I'd just run out of what I'd made back at the
tavern, but I'll have some ready for you for tomorrow evening's dinner, certainly!”

"Good," she sad, then pointed to Doshta, nodding, and the guardsimmediately hauled her up to her
feet. Gonnakas |ooked at her, and shook her head. ™Y our face betrays amillion questions, and I'd rather
not have you distracted wondering, | want this accomplished tonight. Spesk fredly, let us get this over
with."

"Oh, no questions, My Queen, I... Wdll... | may speak fredy?’

"Yes, but makeit quick."

Doshta grinned, looking a me. "Corvid, | swear | didn't tell that many people about your little tricks
in bed, but | suppose the rumors must have spread al the way here! But, if it landed you herein the
palace and usto follow... Well, who am | to complain?'

Gonnakad rolled her eyesagain, and | chuckled.



"My Queen," Doshtasaid, grinning, "you'l lovethat little trick he does with histongue - that is
fabulous! Err... Well, he may have shown it to you aready, | suppose you aready know!"

"We're done!" the queen called, and waved ahand. "Y ou are dismissed. Captain, seeto them.”

"Yes, My Queen," the captain replied, apparently struggling to keep her face smooth. Shortly, Doshta
and Pago had been led out the door, and were gone.

"Commoners," Gonnakas said, shaking her head.

"They're people too, your mgesty."”

"l didn't say they werent," shereplied, then gazed at me. "A little trick with your tongue?" she asked,
an eyebrow raised in curiosity.

"My old friend Belanataught me severd interesting things," | replied, smiling wryly.

A wicked leer dowly crept across the queen'sface. "l should order you to show me," she sad, then
smiled. "But, we agreed that | could not order you."

"Thank you, your mgjesty,” | replied, rather relieved.



"So, | shall ask you to show me," she said, then paused. "If you fed ableand willing, that is,”" she sad,
ahint of something softer in her eyes.

| knew that look. Belana had told me about it, and I'd seen it on Marilith once. There wasredly only
one choice open to me, particularly given just who it was that was asking. " Of course, your mgjesty,” |
replied, and smiled again.

* % *

Later that evening, welay in her bed, donein the room. Gonnakas cuddied up closeto meas| lay
on my back, she stroking the hair on my chest. "That commoner-woman did not lie. That was... Truly
marvelous,”" shewhispered, and shuddered, remembering.

| managed asmile, and kissed her softly. "I'm glad you enjoyed it, your mgesty.”

"Mmm... Call me Gonnakas when wereaone. Or just 'Kas, if you wish."

"Asyou wish, 'Kas," | replied. | could seein her eyes she wished to be touched, so | reached out and
stroked her cheek with afinger, then her breast.

Gonnakas smiled at thetouch. "Y ou are afabulous lover, Corvid. | have dwayswanted onelike you.
Gentle, strong... Giving, not taking... Passonate... Even your breath smells pleasant.”

"You have lovely breath,” Marilith's voice whispered in my memoary.



A memory, and nothing more.

| managed to hold my smile as| lowered my hand, then lay there, gazing at the ceiling. Part of me
remembered warning Marilith that if | stayed in thiscity too long... | wanted to laugh, really. It was funny.
But, another part of me remembered Marilith'stouch, the feding of her legs wrapped around my hipsas
the queen's had been moments before... Part of me remembered, and sighed.

Gonnakas gazed a me slently for along moment. Findly, she reached out to my jaw, turning my face
to hers. "It was too soon for you. I'm sorry,” she said, her voice small.

| smiled. "Don't be. It'sdright.”

"Thencanl...?'

IIY&?I

"Canl ask youtodoit again?'

| chuckled. "Alright," | replied, and drew her closefor akiss.



The Ocean - Five.

Eddas sat on thefloor on the first floor of histower, one leg Sraight behind him, one leg straight
before him, bending to grip hisfoot in front of him as | counted. He had removed his robe - none of his
robes alowed this much freedom of movement for hislegs. All he wore now wasthat strange nephni - a
katani-df woman's underwear, he said it was. It was, redly, little more than two triangles of dfin chain
over each breast, and athird triangle of éfin-chain over the groin. The black |eather boots he wore came
up to just above the knees, while the gloves came up to just above the elbow. Both fit virtudly skin-tight,
and the exercises we'd been doing had only made them fit tighter. | tried not to notice how helooked, but
it was extremdy difficult. Seeing him like this, it was dmost impossible to picture the maninsde.

"And one, two, three, four, five, Sx, seven, eight, and change, two, three, four, five, Six, seven,
eght...”

Eddas switched legsas| called, stretching. Thiswas extremely necessary for him, | had redlized very
early on. Eddas smply could not kick high enough to be effective against someone who was significantly
larger than him. Relying entirely on the strength held built as abattle-mage in that body was not enough -
he lacked leverage and reach with his punches. He would have to learn to kick higher, and harder. And
now, amonth after | had begun working with him, it ssemed we werefindly getting near the god.

"Now splits, two, three, four, five, Sx, seven, eight, and hold, two, three, four, five, Sx, seven, eight..."

Eddas obediently switched to a split-leg position, hislegs perfectly straight out from his body, bending
forward to stretch hisleg muscles. Eddas had said that the mana- storm which he had survived had |eft
within this body what he called a"great knot of mana” that preserved it asit was, constantly regenerating
him and hedling him. He worried that he smply wouldn't be able to change how flexible hewas, smply
because the energies that maintained his body would not alow it. Asit turned out, however, he was



wrong - he could increase hisflexibility with stretching, and he could increase his physica strength dightly
through hard exercise. The results, however, were far more than | expected. His body, aready hard and
muscular from thelife held led before, now had alean, whipcord appearance, the muscles even more
sharply delineated, and was even more beautiful than it was before. And, redlly, more eerie, asthe
aready surredlly perfect beauty of that body was honed even further. Only hisface changed little - for
which | was extremely grateful. It was now sometimes difficult to gaze a him without thinking | looked
like abeached orca

Eddas, oddly, was ecdtatic once he discovered he could actualy force changes to occur in his body,
and stretched and exercised with incredible intensity - so intense, infact, | worried he might hurt himself
at times. Eddas smply replied that yes, it did hurt. But hisbody hedled so rapidly it didn't matter. He said
he could toss himself off the top of histower, smash into the ground and lie there in a broken heap of
bloody bones and flesh, and afew minuteslater he would rise again, fully healed. | decided not to ask
how he knew that was possible - | was afraid held tell me. | asked Joy about hisincredible focus and
intengty on exerciang and dsretching, and she said it was like anything € se that was new he was working
on - he dways became deeply focused in things that interested him, or were important to him. It was
samply the way he was. Why being able to make aminor change in himsdlf was so important, however, |
didn't know.

"And we're done - kip-up!" | called, and Eddas smoothly rolled on to his back, then kicked hislegs
out, flipping to hisfeet nimbly. | grinned a him. ™Y ou do kip-upswell - better than me, redly.”

"Thisbody ishdf-even, very nimble and light, it dways hasbeen,” hereplied. "l enjoy that maneuver,
however, and | can see severa Stuationsit would come in useful. More work on the pell, now?

"Yes- let'sgo!”

Shortly we were outside, working on the pell we'd placed near the large shade tree at the base of
Eddas tower. A very smpleaffair, it wasredly little more than alog stuck upright into the ground, with
pads placed around it for kicking targets. Eddas had long since learned to balance on one foot and do
snap-kicks a various heights - now, we were working on just getting him to kick higher and harder. |
watched him kick about the height of anorma man's head repeatedly, smoothly, with either leg, and very
hard. He was getting there. "Alright, rest for amoment.”



"Onemore," he replied, then paused, gazing at the pell and adjusting his distance. He then placed both
his hands behind his back and delivered a vicious roundhouse kick to the post. It wobbled, and Eddas
placed his hands on his hips, then spat. "Damn. If I'd only known thisthen..." he muttered.

"What do you mean?"

Eddas gazed at the pell ashereplied. "When | first awoke and met Darian, we were press-ganged by
Vilandians. Darian, they put to work on the crew, he never knew what happened to me until | managed
to free mysdlf. Asfor me, however..." Eddas said, and kicked the pell again, hard.

"What happened?’

"There were forty-eight sailors aboard that crew, counting the captain and the mage who captured
me, but not counting Darian. They manacled and gagged me, and took meinto one of the cargo holds. |
couldn't do anything - everything | knew was based on mass and leverage | did not have, this body was
wesk, then, and | was nearly ninety when | died. | wasold, and I'd spent the last forty years of my lifeas
aresearcher, scholar and teacher between searching the globe and other planesfor away to bring Dyarzi
back to me, poring over ancient tomes and magicd lore from adozen different civilizations, studying,
researching... | hadn't practiced in years, Sasha. Decades, redlly," he said, and shook his head. "They
opened the manacles on my wristsand | punched the mage in the jaw ashard as | could. But, it only
rocked him back, this body had no strength, then. Afterwards, they tied me across a barrd, then
gang-raped me for three days straight. Each shift of sailors came in and gang-raped me asthey got
off-duty. And there was nothing | could do. Buit if I'd known how to do this," he said, and snapped
another vicious roundhouse kick into the pell. "Maybe..." hefinished, hisvoicetralling off. Hiseyeswere
gtill on the pell, but | could tell that wasn't what he was seeing.

"I.... I know you told me about that before, but... Wdll... | fill don't know what to say, other than I'm
sorry,”" | said, my heart aching for what he had suffered.

Eddaslooked at me, blinking. "Mmmm? Oh! Terribly sorry,” he said, and grinned. "Please, don't
worry about it. That was over ahundred and fifty-six years ago. | killed the mage mysdf. Asfor therest
of the crew, | killed them in hand-to-hand. | was tremendoudy upset for decades afterwards, but redlly,



I've gotten over it. It makes me think, now, but it doesn't hurt anymore. That's what | was doing, then,
Sasha - just thinking aoud... Thinking about what might have been different. But... Well, it has been a
hundred and fifty-six years, after dl, it'saright. And besides, I've discovered that was truly nothing
compared to being eaten dive by ogres. That, Sasha, was very bad. | dill sometimes have nightmares
about it," Eddas said, and shook his head, flicking his ponytail back over his shoulder. "I supposeif
there's any mord to be gathered fromit dl... Well, | supposeit'sas| told you before, Sasha- losing and
being captured by the enemies of your god sometimes means pain worse than death, and |oss worse that
mere defest.”

| nodded. "So | have learned, Master Eddas. So | have learned,” | replied, and hopped forward,
snapping akick into the pell at the same level Eddas had. | then stepped back, gazing at the pell, then
sighed. "I ill haven't caught him, yet. | want to. | want himto pay for everything he's done. For me, for
Marilith... And for Corvid. Corvid most of dl," | said, and sighed, gazing at the ground.

Eddas reached out to me, placing agloved hand atop my forearm. "Helll be aright, Sasha. Gonnakas
will take care of him."

"1 know, | know, it'sjugt..." | looked to Eddas, my eyes misting. "What if | lose himto her, before |
ever redly have achance? What if hefalsinlove with her?"

"She is worthy of him, Sasha. More than you know."

"That doesn't help!" | yelped.

"Perhaps not, but you should still know. | told you before, she needs him. In more ways than one. She
needs afriend. And she needs an heir. Thelatter problem was one Y orindar had aready arranged with
Esvina, the goddes of the Enebua. She sent her adream of a pale-skinned warrior who would come to
her, awarrior with seed strong enough to findly give her the child she needs. That warrior was supposed
to beme.”



| blinked. "You?"

"Yes, me. | am Yorindar's Warrior in the grest chatto game the gods play, just as Frarimisthe
Priest, and Corvid the Chariot. And more, | can give her an heir, the sameway | gave childrento dl my
concubines. A girl child, guaranteed. And more, one that would have a sparkling talent, and the ability to
know what other people were thinking and fedling, to know what they wereredly like as aperson,
smply because she could see the soul. Thiswould have been atremendous advantage to her daughter,
and given her daughter the tools she needed to dowly pluck out the weeds that have crept into her
mother's military and government, and replace them with women more dedicated to their people'sfuture.
Theorigina plan wasthat Corvid could smply take metherein hisarship, sincel can't useaspell to get
there because I've never been there beforein this body. Thereafter, meeting with the High Magess would
have led me to the queen and..." Eddas said, then shook her head. "But, adl that's gone, now. Now, the
only way | can seeto repair it isthe very plan your sister suggested.”

"But were waiting... Waiting... What are we waiting for? Why can't we go now?!"

"Because, Sasha, | amply can't doiit yet."

"Why not? What's stopping you?"

"Y ou're not listening. Nothing's stopping me except my lack of ability,” Eddas replied, gazing a me.
"What, do you think | enjoy tearing my hamstrings every other day, ripping my groin muscles, kicking
hard enough to fedl the dender little bonesin thistiny elf-woman'sfeet break? | don't - it'sactualy a
remarkably uncomfortable sensation.”

| winced. "I'm sorry, | didn't mean-"

"No, you didn't, and | wasn't offended,” Eddas said, reaching out to me and taking my hands. " Sasha,
| fed like I'm actudly the one who should be gpologizing to you for not developing fast enough, for not
learning fast enough. | am trying. | redly am. But if we go before | am ready, wewill fail.”



"l know, | know... And | don't want that to happen. It'sjust..." | said, and Sighed again. "'l don't care
if she'sworthy of him, | don't care if she needshim. | want him. He belongsto Marilith and me, not her. |
want him back."

"l know. And | understand. And | agree. And | want you to have him back, too," Eddas replied, and
turned back to the pell. "That'swhy I'm working! So! Hard! On! Thisl" he said, smashing the pell again
and again with high kicksto emphasize each word.

| winced - | heard abone break in hisfoot on the last kick. He smply stood on his uninjured foot,
shaking the injured foot for amoment, then stood on it again. "Areyou dright?| heard..."

"I'm fine, Sasha. Minor breakslike that hedl in a heartbeat or two, it'sonly briefly painful when the
ends of the bones grind a bit as they come back together,”" he said, and faced the pell again.

"Stop," | said, reaching out to him. "Wait. Listen amoment.”

"YS?I

"l don't want you to break bones and tear muscles. If we've reached the limits of what your body can
do, that's that. L et's concentrate more on speed and accuracy, now. If you can't hit harder, you can hit
faster and make your blows moretelling."

Eddas glanced a me, abrief smileflickering a the corners of hislips. "Thisisahaf-ef's body, Sasha
Speed and accuracy, it does quite well. Teach me."



The Raven - Eighteen.

Gonnakas and | coupled twice more that week, though the onset of her menses brought that to a halt.
Her people used smdll pledgets of cloth, | discovered, rolled tight and changed once or twice aday. It
was hardly a pleasant thing, unfortunately, and Gonnakasi's mood was atrocious as her abdomen felt
quite uncomfortable. Belana had taught me a gentle massage that sometimes helped, though it did not
work for every woman - some, it was merely painful. And whether it worked or naot, it increased the
woman's flow tremendoudy. Gonnakas enjoyed therelief, however, and waswilling to put up with the
messit caused. Another 'trick’ that Belana had taught me was far more smple - hair from the mound and
the lips sometimes worked it'sway insde, and caused itching and discomfort, she said, much like having
ahair from one's beard stuck between the teeth was uncomfortable. I'd never worn abeard or
moustache, but | knew many men who wore full beards and I'd occasionaly seen them fish about in their
mouths with afinger after ameal or rinse with water to get rid of an errant hair. It seemed to methat if
Gonnakas wasto bear children, it would be best to remove any potential source of problems. Shaving
was tedious, and Belana had recommended plucking the hair, as plucking lasted longer and eventudly
resulted in successve growths of thinner and thinner hair which were easier to remove. However, | could
not imagine Gonnakas enduring having the hairs from her groin plucked one by one, warrior or not - it
seemed more torture to me than anything e se. So, when | shaved mysalf each morning, | took thetimeto
shave her, aswdll. This, she enjoyed tremendoudy, and it heightened her ardor quite abit - once her
menses were over, she would couple with me each morning afterwards. Combined with coupling each
night, it seemed we had the best chance of producing an heir for her. Only timewould tell.

| was not surprised when Gonnakas asked meto marry her. Such was the way things were done
here, the woman asked the man. | knew she would ask, and | had been thinking about it quite a bit.
Redlly, in the end, there was only one answer | could give that would make her happy - and what reason
did I have to make her unhappy? There was no one left for mein the world, after dl. And more, it was
rather scandalous for the queen to smply take alover, she was supposed to be the epitome of ‘proper’
society in Enebua. Of course, given her problem, it was understandable, so it seemed few held the notion
againg her. But, | did not want people thinking Gonnakas was desperate for an heir and willing to rut



with any handsome face that caught her eye - such would hardly improve her stlanding among her people,
and right now, she was dready having enough problems keeping her unruly generals under control. So, of
course, | agreed.

The marriage ceremony was quite involved, but as Gonnakas had been through it eight times before,
shewas ableto tell me precisdy what to do, and when. The climax of the ceremony involved the
exchanging of gold bracelets before the High Magessin the Temple of Esvina. In short order, we were
packed aboard an open sedan-chair, and carted around the city so the inhabitants could toss flowers
upon us. As| wasto these people a maggot-skinned foreigner, | was grateful they didn't toss rocks.

Three weeks after | had arrived in the palace, | was walking in the western wings, just exploring and
seeing what there was to see, and thinking about myself, Gonnakas.... Everything. Gonnakad, who was
very familiar with timing her cycle, said that the ‘window' we were seeking might be open sometime within
the next few days. What would happen afterwards, | did not know. If she conceived and the child was a
girl, my usefulnessto her was at an end. It seemed she loved me, but she was aso a pragmatic woman.
Would she keep me afterwards?

And more, did | want to be kept?

| cared for her, yes. She was awarm, wonderful woman with fire and backbone. But did | love her?
This, | did not redlly know. In my heart, | till missed Marilith, and Sasha, and what might have been.

Walking through the corridors, | heard the sounds of sandals swiftly dapping atop the marble, and
reflexively stepped to thewall, out of the way. The queen's attendants had the right of way in the paace,
and anyone who interfered with them unnecessarily was usudly in for awhipping. Anyone who actudly
tripped one of the madly running girlswas usudly infor far worse. | did not believe Gonnakas would
apply those same punishmentsto me, but it ssemed very unwise to put her in apostion where she would
have to even think about it, so | flattened to the wall as one was supposed to.

"Corvid" afamiliar voice yeped.



| turned to look - and to my surprise, it wasn't an attendant at al. It rather was Doshta, panting and
out of bresth as she skidded to a stop beside me. "Corvid! Y ou haveto help me!™

"What's happened?’

"Pago..." she said, gasping. "Something's wrong, he won't tell me what, he'sin the kitchen, he says he
needsto talk to you, | think his brain's gone soft!"

| blinked. "What?'

"Hewon't tell mewhat'swrong, | don't know! Please come!”

"Alright,” | replied, and Doshta grabbed my hand, then turned and began running back the way she
came, mefollowing.

It wasn't along run, but | found mysdlf abit winded by the time we got there. It was apparent |
needed more exercise. Doshta dragged me through the door to the queen's kitchen, stopping before her
husband.

Pago was athin Kushite man, abit on thewiry sde and a bit short like al Enebuamen, and he looked
utterly terrified - though of what, | had noidea. "'Y es, wonderful, you got him! Thank you! Now leavel”

"What?" Doshtayel ped, panting from the run.



"Leave! Get out! | loveyou! You'rewonderful, you're beautiful! Now get the hell out!" he snapped,
his voice carrying anote of hysteria. "And close the door behind you!

"Pago, have you lost your mind?" Doshta yel ped.

"OUT!" heshrieked.

A nearby guard peered into the door. "Isthere a problem?’ she called.

"I want my wife out of the kitchen! And you, too! And close the door after yoursalves!" Pago
shouted.

"Asyou wish, Cook," shereplied, and grabbed Dashta by the arm, giving her ano-nonsense look.
"Let'sgo.”

Doshta grumbled, but followed, and soon the two were gone, the door closed behind them. | looked
to Pago. "Pago, what's the matter?*

"l am dead! Y ou haveto help me, Corvid! Please! | beg you, you have the queen's ear, tell her |
didn't doit! I can't trust anyone - not even my wife! They'real women! Y ou're aman, you know how
sneaky and conniving and vindictive they are! Help me, pleasa!™

"Pago, | haven't the foggiest notion what you're going on about. What's the matter?'



"Come! Comel" he said, reaching below histunic, and extracting a brass key two handslong. "I'll
show you!" he said, and trotted off to adoor at the other end of the kitchen. "Come!"

| followed as Pago unlocked the door. As badly as his hands were trembling, it was amazing that he
managed to get the key into the keyhole. He siwung the door open, then snatched up alit taper from the
holder nearby. "Come!"

"I'm coming, I'm coming,” | said, following himin.

Inside the pantry was, as | expected, various foodstuffs. Barrels, boxes, and long shelves of spicesto
choose from, it was a chef's heaven. In the back, sides of beef, pig and goat meat hung in abox-like
frame, the frame inscribed with various runes | did not understand - but as the meat wasn't rotting nor
could | evenredly smédll it at dl, it seemed the purpose was to keep the meat fresh. Pago tucked the
taper into a glass-domed lantern that hung by the wall, trotted over to the spice shelves, then snatched
down asmadl jar. Opening it, he held it out to me. "L ook! Look!"

| looked - it was ajar of powdered, dried, chopped and diced plants, unrecognizable to me. They
were pae green and the smdll was pungent, but that wasdl | could tell. "What am | looking a7

"Can't you see? Read the jar!”

| grinned. "1 can speak your language, but | don't read it well. What'sit say?"

"It says‘fennd'! And it lookslikefennel, doesn't it?"

"] suppose, | don't know what fennel looks like."



"It lookslikefennd, it smdlslikefenndl... I'm going to die! The queenisgoing to have me tortured
to death!”

"What, you're saying it's poison?!" | asked, blinking.

"No! Goddess above, | wish it was poison!™ hereplied, taking apinch of it and popping it into his
mouth. He swallowed, making aface. He then looked to me, shaking his head. "No, it's not. Goddess, |
wish it was poison, but it's not!"

"Alright, what isit?'

"Can't youtel? Can't youtell from the smell? Smell how pungentitid It'slabeled fennd, it'sin the
placefor thefennd jar, but thisisnot fennd, it's slphium! Just likeit waswhen | first arrived!”

| blinked, redization dowly dawning. "Alright... It appears the queen will haveto track down her last
cook, and have her executed.”

"No! You don't understand! | threw that out! | threw it al out, washed thejar and replaced it! | have
my own fennd, lots of it! It'sanecessary part of black-sauce, it'swhat givesit the proper odor and
flavor! | didn't tell anyone, | thought it wasjust amistake, and nobody would want to add slphium to the
queen'sfood, Goddess, no, shed kill for that, she's been trying to get pregnant for years, and... DON'T
YOU UNDERSTAND?! | THREWIT ALL OUT! THISISNEW, SOMEONE PUT IT BACK LAST
NIGHT!"

| let out alow whistle, appreciating the intricacy of the plot. The queen couldn't be poisoned - she
could detect poison with her ring. But silphium wasn't poison. And more, if someone had replaced it, that



meant there was more than one key to the pantry. It was even possible that two of the queen's previous
cooks had been murdered by someone trying to poison the queen before the conspirators managed to
get their own cook into the queen's kitchen. It was even possible the last cook died smply to enable
them to get their cook into the kitchen - and, it was even possible that all of the cooks were innocent,
and only Pago's greater skill at cooking had detected the switch in herbs.

Pago was trembling so badly, he looked like he was about to drop the jar. | reached out, taking his
handsin mine and placing the lid back atop thejar.

"Corvid, you haveto help me! You have the queen'sear! Tell her | didn't doit! | swear, I'll do
anything for you! Doshta likes you, she's coupled with you before! I'll ask her to do it again, shelll do
anything so long as| keep giving her the gold I'm paid each wee; it's four timeswhat we madein the
tavern!”

"Easy, now. Steady,” | said, and smiled reassuringly. "Firgt off, that's aremarkably bad idea. The
queen would likdly kill her."

| took the jar from him, placing it back on the shelf. "Relax. The queen is not going to torture you or
kill you."

"But Corvid, what am | going to do?!"

"Makefish for lunch. Cdm down, and make fish for lunch."

"Alright, but then what?2"



"Makefish every day, threetimes aday. Why, didn't you know? Women who want to get pregnant in
the Southlands et fish three times aday, every day, without fail. And it dwaysworks.”

"Is... Isthat true?" Pago asked, amazed.

I grinned. "No, of course not. But that's what we're going to tell everyone. And I'll talk to the queen
for you. And you are not going to betortured or killed. I think, in fact, youll likely be rewarded.”

A smile managed to fight it'sway onto his panicked ebon face, and dowly work it'sway into alook of
relief. "Re-rewarded? Y ou redly think so?"

"Yes. But only if you cam down, and make alovely fish lunch. Relax, act normally again, and never
speak of thisagain to anyone except the queen hersdf.”

"Oh, no! | don't have fish inthelocker! There was nonewhen | arrived, | assumed the queen didn't
likeit!"

| shrugged. "Y ou're the Roya Chef, grab your guards and run to the market. If anyone asks why you
were upset before, tell them you were panicked because you were out of fish and | told you that fish
three times aday was necessary.”

"Yes... Yesl Then they won't know... Sneaky women, plotting against the queen... Well outsmart
them! They won't know!" he said, and grinned. Suddenly, hisgrinfdl. "But Corvid... Someone can get in
here! They could poison the fish then | would haveto eat it and I'll die!”



"That'swhy I'm going to talk to the queen, right now. Relax. It will bedright.”

"Thank you! Thank you!" heyelped, hugging metight.

"Comeon - let'slock this back up, then you run to the market. And | mean run, it's getting near noon
asitis”

"Yes! Yed Let'sgo!" heydped. Soon, he had locked the door behind us, then was running to the
opposite door and yanking it open. "Guards! We need to go to market! Now! The queen needsfish for
lunch! Hurry! We need to go right now!"

Doshtaand | stood back, watching the chaos as the guards were gathered, a bit of gold dust acquired
to purchase some fish, then the lot of them followed Pago on amad dash down the hall and gone.

Doghtarolled her eyes. "Why do men always have to be so scatter-brained?' she said, then suddenly
looked to me. "Err... Present company excepted, of course.”

"Of course,” | replied, smiling. "Doshta, | have to go, the queen asked me to meet her.”

"Don't let me keep you!" shereplied, grinning, and | turned and strode away down the corridor.

It took abit of running, but | managed to catch Gonnakas as she was walking to the roya courtroom.
"Y our mgjesty, we need to talk."



"Can it wait, Corvid? I'm expected,” she asked, till walking, her usual attendantsin tow.

"Possibly, | suppose that's up to you. Y ou see, we men of the Southlands have rather a specia power
- we know when awoman is at the prime moment to conceive. Well, | supposeit's not too specia, most
maeanimascantdl it by smdl. But, you know, this nose may seem abit long and narrow by your
peopl€'s standards, but it does have a purpose. And my dear, my nose saysyou are ready.”

Gonnakas stopped dead in her tracks, then looked to the nearest attendant. " Go to the court and
announce I'll be delayed by an hour."

"Makeit two, I've lunch coming for when we rest between times” | said, smiling.

Gonnakas shivered. "Two hours. Go!"

"Yes, My Queen - and good luck!" the attendant added with a grin, then dashed off asthe other
attendants grinned. Their grins disappeared as the queen gazed at them.

Once she felt she had the proper respect again, Gonnakas smiled a me. "Let's go, husband. Let's
hope your noseisright.”

"Oh, never fear, dear, | dso have aspecid lunch coming, just in caseit'swrong. Y ou see, women in
the Southlands who want to conceive et fish three times aday, every day. So, that's what the cook will
be bringing usfor lunch.”

"Blah, | detest fish," Gonnakas replied. "Doesit work, at least?’



"Every time, yes."

"Fishitis, then. | assume you told the cook aready?

"Yes, helll be making it every day, threetimes aday until you conceive."

Gonnakas grinned as we neared her chamber door. "I have agood fedling about this. Maybe today is
the day!"

"Certainly it will be the day we remove any impedimentsthere may be, yes" | replied aswe waked
through the door.

"What do you mean?"

"I'll tell you in amoment. For now, let's get your cloak hung on it's stand, and run everyone out of
here - we don't need an audience.”

"True," shereplied as her attendants took her cloak from her and hung it up. Once that was done, she
clapped her hands. "OUT!" she cdlled, and shortly all the guards, attendants and musicians had left, the
door closing behind them.

000, Corvid! I'm so excited! Isyour noseredly that sharp?' she asked, reaching for her loincloth.



"It must be, | managed to sniff out a conspiracy to keep you barren,” | replied.

Gonnakas froze, saring a me. "What 2"

"Come," | said, taking her hand. "Sit on the bed with me, and I'll explain.”

It didn't take long to tell her what Pago had discovered, and explain the ruse with thefish. To say that
she was furious was an understatement. Shewaslivid. The veinsin her temple visibly pulsed with fury.
"Sx years Sx years |'ve been trying, and they've been using silphium on me?"

"And gpparently poisoning your cooks from timeto time, yes. That ring has served you well, though
two innocent people may have died from it. Who knows you haveit?'

"Everyone knows | haveit, it's part of theroya regdial It'stheroya sed, | sed thewax sedlson
documentswithit!"

"Then likely your other cooks who died weren't trying to poison you, likely they were poisoned when
they refused to continue participating in the plot.”

"Damnthem dl! An extrakey, and silphium in the black-sauce! I'll sedl the palace and have it
searched inch by inch! I'l-"

"You'll do nothing, becauseif you do, you'l tip your hand. Right now, only four people know about
the silphium - Pago, you, me, and whoever put it there. If you start searching the palace for an extra key,



you know you're not going to find it.”

"Well then what the hell am | supposed to do?!" she snapped.

"Threethings. Firgt, cam down. Between the two of us, you know the palace and it's politics better
than |. Cam yourself. Y ou can't out-think someone if you're too angry to think. Calm yoursdf,” | said,
taking her hand. | then reached out to her, putting afinger beneath her chin and turning her head, then
kissed her softly.

"Better?"

"A little" shereplied, fuming.

"WEll try again,” | said, and kissed her again. | loved kissing Kushite women, their lipswere quite
pleasant.

When | let her go again, shewas smiling. "Alright, | think I'm calm, now. No more, or | won't be," she
said, and winked.

I grinned. "Good. Now, for the second thing: We have to make sure Pago doesn't get himself dead.
Without him, we wouldn't know of thisplot. And they may try to poison thefish to kill him, so they can
try to subvert the next cook."

"That kitchen is aready guarded. Whoever it is has subverted the guards.”



"Or isaguard,” | replied.

"True. And it could be any of them, | rotate the guard rosters at random to prevent boredom. A
bored guard iseasly killed by an interloper.”

"Then my immediate suggestion isthat if poison shows up in the food, assume Pago isinnocent, and
just throw it out.”

"Agreed," Gonnakas said, nodding. "What's the third thing?"

"Wdll," | said, reaching to the clasp for the chains that held her breast-platesin place, "'since we now
have removed what was likely the real source of your problem, let's attempt to addressit right now,” |
said, lowering her breastplates and kissing her bared breadts.

Gonnakasi sghed. "Corvid... A woman who takes silphium every day for years on end takes months
to conceive after she stops.”

"Wdll, you know that, and now | know that, and likely everyone in Kush knowsthat. But how many
people know about the fertile properties of fish, the magic powers of Southland men, and their incredible

fertility?"

"Well, no one, you madeit up,” Gonnakas replied, making a moue'.

"Precisely. But if you repeat it so they believeit, you may be able to force them to tip their hand by
setting atrap for them.”



"Alright... | can seethat..." she said, somewhat distracted now as | toyed with her nipples.

"And dear, when we let your attendants back in with the fish lunch we have coming, they're going to
expect to see arumpled bed, arumpled queen, and smell aroom where awoman has coupled recently.
If they don't, you won't be able to fool them.”

"Well, perhaps, but thisroom iswell ventilated...”

"And I should mention | ill haven't shown you everything that Belanataught me. Thereés il quitea
bit you haven't tried.”

Gonnakas nodded. "Alright, you've talked meinto it," shereplied, and immediately rose and reached
for her loincloth as| chuckled.

The Mountain - Three.



Marilith and | had chatted for quite sometime. | tried to make what | wanted clear - but, at the same
time, shetold me that there would be various problems and limitations with what | wanted. But, it was at
least doable. Now, | sat upstairs at the table, thinking... And hoping...

| looked up the sound of light feet on the stairs - it was Eddas, coming up the stairs, atowel wrapped
about his body and another wrapped about his head. He had his boots, gloves, hair-band and nephni
tucked under an arm. "How are you fedling, Old Man?"

"Old," hereplied, and chuckled briefly as he walked over to his cabinet and placed his clothes atopit.
"Thank you for drawing the bath, | was quite exhausted.”

"You'rewelcome, I'll get you acup of byallar fromthepot,” | said, rising to my feet from the table.
"How are you progressing?'

"l don't know. Sashalearned from agresat teacher, and | can seeit at timesin how she speaks and
holds hersdlf. Other times..." he said, and sighed. "Well, she's Sasha, Joy. If you teach her something,
particularly aphysicd skill, she learnswhat you teach her immediatdly, and she'stremendoudy strong -
sheliteraly hasthe strength of three men. She's part mermaid, it'sjust the way mer-folk are.
Unfortunately, she doesn't know how to compensate for people who aren't the same. It'slike with the
strength training - she couldn't see that | had reached the peak of what this body can possibly do until she
watched me break it's bones.”

| winced, pouring him acup of byallar. "I sill don't see how you could do that.”

"l did it because | had to, Joy," he replied, picking up his cup. "Every time | wanted to stop, |
remembered that to them, Corvid islike you areto me. And if you werelost, | would do that to save
you. And far, far more," he said, Spping & his cup.

"But... But doesn't it hurt?"



"Tremendoudy. But, small breaks heal quickly, and thisbody does not scar. It redly doesn't even hedl
like anorma bone hedls - the knot of mana that maintains this body literdly jerks the ends of the bones
back together, then repairs them as though they were never broken, just as my skin heals from acut
without ascar. The pain fadesin a heartbeat or two for little bresks, it's nothing. Pulled ligaments and
torn musclestake abit longer, but till not long.”

| Sghed, looking a him. It just was the way he was. Once he had committed himsalf to something,
that wasthat. In studying abit of knowledge or esoteric lore, he would work until he understood it
completely before he moved on, even if that meant not stopping to feed himsdlf. In trying to accomplish
the goals of the gods, he would strive forward to victory, even if he had to crawl there, bloodied and
broken. It wasjust theway hewas. He did not like living in that body, and at times, he hated it. If it was
in pain, he smply waked on until the pain faded.

What could | say to him?How could | get him to understand? Findlly, | just decided to say it. "Old
Man, | want you to be alittle easier on that body."

"Mmm?' Eddas said, looking a me. "What do you mean, Joy?'

"Wdl, I..." | said, and stopped, thinking. "Well, | just don't know how to say it. I've thought about it
and thought about it, and | just don't know. Ummm... Perhaps| could use an example?’

Eddas shrugged. "'I'm listening.”

"Pretend for amoment that my body islikeyours. | mean, inthat it hedslikethat."

Eddas shrugged again. "Alright.”



"Now, pretend | did exactly the same things you did - sitting down to do research and forgetting to
eat, working at what Sashaisteaching you and breaking bones... How would you fed about that, if it
was medoing it?'

Eddas started to reply, then paused. He sat back in his chair, holding his cup in both hands, thinking.
After along moment, helooked at me. "1'd be tremendoudy upset watching you do that. Staggeringly
upset,” hereplied. "l see what you're getting at. It doesn't bother me, but it bothers you." Hethen set his
cup down, and held up hisarm, clenching hisfist and flexing his upper arm. "But look at that, Joy! Look!
Solid muscle! Almogt like..."

"Almost likeaman'sarm?'

Eddas relaxed hisarm, nodding as he gazed at his cup.

"Old Man, you have forgotten something.”

"Oh? What?'

"It dready was aman'sarm,” | said, and kissed him lovingly.

Eddas smiled at mewhen | leaned back. "Wdll... Thank you, Joy. | understand. It'sjust..." he said,
and looked down at himsdlf. "I don't know. | just wanted..."

"1 know what you wanted, Old Man. And while that would be nice, we both know it's not going to



"No, it'snot. The knot of mana that maintainsthis body isbound to my Talent. I've sudied it, over
the decades. | understand it fairly well, now. If things had been different, it eventually would have faded in
afew centuries. Now, however, it'smaintained by my Talent. Solong asl| live, it will bethere. This body
cannot change. | might bekilled by having my head cut off - maybe. Thisbody might just grow another,
and I'm not willing to experiment to find out. A large enough exploson might kill me. Maybe. The pieces
might just crawl back together. Jumping in bubbling lavamight do it. That one seems pretty certain - if
this body isturned to ash, it might not heal back from that. That would be astoundingly panful if it
wasn't destroyed, however, so I'd rather not haveto find out.”

"Y es, you'vetold me before. And you've told me why."

Eddas nodded. "Thisisthe body of the Raven of Y orindar. It's not going to change, and so long as |
live and spesk hisname, Y orindar will never deep. All of eternity lies before me, Joy. And it is, at times,
afrightening fedling. | think, without you, | never would be able to endure that. Without you, | would face
eternity done. And that, | could not stand. 1..." he said, and shook his head. "That'swhy | haveto, Joy.
Corvid isfor them what you arefor me. Without him, they face eternity with only each other. And |
would not wish that fate on them. Marilith understands, Joy. She weeps each time shetriesto reach
Corvid in dreams, dipping into the palace in the plane of dreams. But, she cannot, the queen'sbed is
protected from intrusion by dream-creatures. She wantsto just go to the palace and grab him - but she
knows she cannot, Corvid till has thingsto do, there, and she would only complicate the Situation for the
gods, and possibly cost the Ocean her dliance with Esvina Y es, Marilith understands. She weeps at the
thought of facing eternity without aman to love her. But, the Ocean iswise. They do, at least, have each
other."

"Can you get him back for them, Old Man?"

Eddas shook hishead. "No, only Sashacan. All | can do isget her into the palace and before the
gueen so she has achanceto do it. Beyond that, it isentirely up to her."

| Sghed. "And dl from the trouble caused by thisonewizard..."



Eddas nodded. "Hell have to be dedt with, aswdll."

| rose, reaching for my dressto take it off. "Let's get to bed, Old Man.”

"Alright,” hereplied, pulling the towe from hishair. He grinned at me as he laid thetowel on thetable,
then pulled the other towel from around himsdlf. "And yes, Joy, after thisisover, I'll go easy on thislittle
body. My lifestyle and the knot of manathat maintainsit quite keepsit fit enough. Besides, | hardly have
the time to be spending eight to twelve hours aday just exercising, | do have other thingsto do, after al.”

"Thank you, Old Man, | quitefelt like afat cow every time looked at that," | replied, grinning as|
picked up histowels, and he laughed.

L ater, after placing the towelsin the hamper and as | climbed into bed, | thought about Marilith, and
our conversation earlier today. Would she remember? And if she did, would shedo it?1 did not know. |
could only hope.

| walked through the village | had lived in asachild. It was empty and cold, the ruins of the ancient
Hyperborean city of Tholonir in the background. | could see the ghosts flitting about the ruins, but | was
not afraid.

A dark shape walked up beside me, and resolved itsdf into Marilith. She looked around, smiling.
"Thisisalovely place, Joy. What isit?"



"My childhood village," | replied, shaking my head. "But what are you doing here?"

Marilith giggled. " You asked me to come - but, you're dreaming, it's hard for you to think when
your brain is asleep. Who are those ghosts?" she asked, pointing.

"Dead Hyperboreans,” | replied.

"And they don't frighten you?"

"They did when | was achild. Now, I've been with Eddas for many years... Eddas!" | yelped, a
sudden thought occurring to me. "Can you take meto him? 1 don't even know where to look, herel”

Marilith amiled. " That's what you asked me to do when you were awake. You were quite intent
on it, it'snot surprising you'd remember it asleep. | can take you into his dream, but | remind you,
if you're planning anything naughty, well, | can't just let you go and leave you alone with him. As
soon as | let you go, you'll awaken. And taking your projected form into another dream means
that you will see hisastral form - but, he will see yours, and that will shape the dream. That, |
can't do much about. Manipulating his dream to the point where | could fix it would be a very
strong imposition of my will upon his, and he'd likely fight it instinctively and awaken. He isa
Great Mage, and he's quite skilled at Lucid Dreaming."”

| shook my head. "I don't understand what you said. | just want to see him. | want to hug him..."

"I remember. And so will you," shereplied, gesturing over me. " There. When you awaken, you'll
remember this dream, and vividly. As for hugging him... Well, it's best just to take you, and let you
see for yourself. Come, take my hand,” she said, holding her hand out. | did so, and she drew a door
intheair, aflaming line with her finger that became ared door, then opened it. A moment later, | had a
brief impression of being in the tower again, over the bed with Eddas - then, Marilith reached out with
her hand, touching Eddas forehead, and suddenly, we were somewhere el se.



A blazing sun hung in a sky above, beating down like ahammer on the anvil of ablack-sand desert.
Ahead of us, aman in arobe walked through the sand, towards gleaming brass spiresin the shimmering
distance. "Oo0000... S0 thisiswhat the earthward reaches of the plane of fire look like... Very
nicel" Marilith said.

The man paused, turning at the sound of her voice. | gaped at him.

Hewasnot at al what | had thought - and yet, in many ways, he was precisdly what | thought. He
wastall and dark of skin, with bushy eyebrows. He had a proud, noble nose that reminded me of an
eagle. Hisbeard was|ong and full, and dark as night. He gazed at usin curiogty. "How odd... Why am |
dreaming of Marilith and Joy?" he muttered aoud, his voice degp and thrilling.

"We're actually here, Master Eddas. Joy asked me to bring her to you. She wanted to see what
you really looked like."

"Ah..." hesad, hisgaze flickering behind him for amoment. " Sorry, thisisactualy one of my favorite
dreams, it's difficult to concentrate. Entering the City of Brassin my firgt life was... Quite exciting." He
then held out hisarmsto me. " Joy!"

| smiled, my heart pounding. "Eddas..."

"Ah, | wish | could embrace you, dear. But that's your astral form, and you're sixteen cubitstall. |
think I can wrap my aamsaround aleg, if you'd like."

| knelt before him, then picked him up in my free hand. Holding him in my cupped hand, | kissed him
carefully.



"Ah, the caress of agiantess. Y ou are quite beautiful, my dear. | hope | meet your best expectations,
aswdl," hesad, gtting on my pam.

| smiled at him. "Funny... | dwaysthought youd betdler..."

Marilith giggled as she held onto my finger. Eddas snorted, then burst out laughing.

A shadow passed over the sun, and | looked up. Above us, alarge shape loomed... Winged...
Ominous... "What isthat?'

"Oh, my..." Marilith said, gazing up.

"Oh, drat," Eddas said, and sighed.

A swooping flutter of nearly-silent wings, and suddenly an owl was perched on Eddas arm. "1 would
think you'd be happier to see me than that, Eddas,” the owl said, in agolden voice that came from
nowhere.

"Sorry, | wasjust enjoying my time with Joy."

"I'll make this brief, then. It istime, Eddas. Ready or not."



"WEell be there come the dawn, then."

"Remember - Sasha, Marilith and Corvid must be together to handle the wizard. You are
re-forming the force-pattern. But our mutual opponent is moving. He will not let you simply
overwhelm his pawn. He cannot stop you from luring him there, but he can make certain heisn't

alone. Double or nothing, Eddas, the crown isa gold talent.”

"Il handle the rest, they'll be dright.”

"Let's hope so, Eddas. Thisisa very great gamble. If you fail-"

"Wewont," Eddasreplied, interrupting.

"Yorindar?' | said, staring.

The owl gazed at me, then nodded. "By my accounting, | owe you a gift, Joy, to redress the
balance between us."

"Y ou do?"

"For thetime | asked Eddas to take you away from Darian's bedside. For the time | had to ask
Eddas to do what he did not wish to do, and you shouted at mein anger. For now, when |
interrupt a special moment. For the dawn, when Eddas shall go into danger without you, and you
shall weep in the silence of this tower that follows. Each time, necessity. If you were an ordinary
mortal, it would be nothing. But, you are not just anyone Joy. You are the hilt of my sword. You



are the haft of my mallet. You are the focus of my alliance with your gods. You are the uplifting
wind to the wings of my raven, the shield of his heart, the rock he rests upon, and his landmark in
flight - for without you, he would lose his way. You are not mine, of course. You are a pawn of the
gods of the giants, the Heart of the Mountain. Your gods are quite pleased with you. | am, as well
- more than you know. But, you are not mine. | had to ask. And your gods have agreed, for they
are pleased with you, and with what Eddas has done for them. A gift isin order, to redress the
balance between us."

"A... A gift?"

The owl nodded, then looked to Eddas. " Eddas, have you ever considered the effects of
Commutation on the formula E 0=C 0™c*H/T in reference to a lumenic transparency?”

"No, | havent, but that's an interesting thought, particularly if one combinesit with aan eydlash hair..."

"Exactly,” the owl replied, and like ahard dap to the face, | wasinstantly awake.

| blinked, my mind dizzy from the sudden awakening, seeing our room in the top of Eddas tower. |
was lying in bed beside Eddas, and he was blinking and yawning. "Oh, bother. | just wanted...”

Eddas suddenly stared. " Aaasah! Quick! Joy, wheresmy quill and ink?"

"There, on the shelf whereyou left it, Old Man,” | replied, pointing with one hand and rubbing my
templeswith the other.

"Haveto hurry, writeit down before | forget!" he replied, leaping out of bed with the kind of agility
only hislittle haf-ef woman's body could possibly possess, and sprinting naked across the room.



"Write what down?"

"Dreamsdon't last, Joy, they get fuzzy shortly after you awaken!" he replied. "Paper! Wherés my

"Toyour right, Old Man," | replied, lying back and pulling the blanket back over me.

Eddas grabbed his quill, inkwell and paper, darting to the table. "Good, good... Alright, here we go,"
he said, dipping the quill quickly. "Lumenic trangparency... Glass, that must beit! And commutation isthe
higher law that appliesto extract the spdll formula," he muttered, scribbling quickly. "And theformula...
Theformula... E sub zero equds... Alright, that's standard for an enchanted object's formula, next would
be avariable of focus... What wasit...?" he said, then paused. "Damn! | can't remember!”

"Ummm... E sub zero equals C sub zero to the power of four low CtimesH over T?" | asked.

"Yed" Eddas ydped, writing quickly. After afew moments, he stopped, poking the quill into the
inkwell with aflourish. "There! Hah! Joy, do you know whét this means?”

"l haven't aclue, Old Man. Marilith madeit so I'd remember that dream vividly, and | remember an
owl saying that phrase... Y orindar, perhaps?’ | said, and shrugged. "I remember it, yes, but don't ask me
to tell you what it means, Old Man, | haven't the foggiest notion.”

"Hah! Joy, it'sthe formulafor an enchanted object! Once | derivethe spdll formulafrom this, | can...
Aaaah! | need my tables!" he yelped, leaping to hisfeet and darting across the room to his bookshelf.



| grinned, watching Eddas work in abustle of excitement. | had only wanted to see what he redlly
looked like. Yet, | knew in my heart | was seeing it now. The scholar, the researcher... It wasredly just
another mask for thelittle boy inside the man, who was endlesdy excited and fascinated by discovering
something new.

The Raven - Nineteen.

Evening came a lagt, putting an end to what was arather long day. Gonnakasi laughed as we coupled
again before deep, her mind dancing with ideas for who the true leader of the conspiracy might be, and
how we might ferret them out. She kissed me many times, and whispered her love for me. | kissed her in
return, and smiled in the darkness. She wanted to bear my child now, very badly. Not merely to solidify
her rule, but for me. | wasn't entirely certain how | felt about that.

| accompanied Gonnakasi to her court after her two hour break. We had made |ove twice and eaten
lunch between times, her advisorstrying to keep the knowing looks off their faces. While they were out
and we lay together, she discussed the possibilities with me, until she had aplan. And she wasted no time
inimplementing that plan. Throughout lunch, she gave me agirlish gazefor al her atendantsto see. And,
when we went to court after coupling again, she bore a bestific expression on her face which looked as
aien on her asaamile on apanther.



Her demeanor in court had been similar, if not worse. She sat quite relaxed in her chair, an dmost
drunken smile on her face, and gazed a me lovingly many times, dlowing her advisors and generdsto
drone on seemingly unheeded. Her spear of office she rested against her shoulder casudly, and left her
handsin her lap instead of gripping it. Twice, she reached out to stroke my cheek, and once, | thought
shewould kissmein court, but she apparently thought the better of it.

At last, her exchequer seemed to be unableto take it any longer. A plainly dressed Enebuawoman,
her garb was little more than awhite silk gpodesmos and loincloth with the dternating red and blue trim
of apaace functionary, plain sandals upon her feet. "My Queen, with respect... Should | Smply present
this report tomorrow?"

Gonnakas turned to her exchequer, gazing at her down on the floor below, and smiled bestifically.
"Well... Now that | think onit... It might be better, yes. | have never had such atremendoudy enjoyable
coupling asthat. It was... Indescribable. Corvid isaman of the Southlands, and they are astonishingly
fertile. Why, they breed like rabbits, I've heard said. And having experienced it, | can believeit. His
touchislikethefinest PAomean sk, his shaft like the finest stedl. Before, with my other husbands, it
often fdt like there was something lying over me, something preventing their seed from taking hold. And
yet, with him, it was completdly different. It was not amerewarmth | felt at his climax, but a punch of
heet," she said, clapping fist to pam for emphags, "the strike of his seed againgt my womb, driving past
that strange miasmathat no other man could penetrate beforel™ Gonnakas sighed, stroking my cheek
again. "Ah, yes. Thistimel know it, | canfed it. They are magica people, these pae-skinned onesfrom
adigtant land they cdl the Southlands. Fertility magic istheir specidty, and my husband isthe best and
mogt fertile of them all. Yes, | canfed it... A glowing warmth in my womb... The fertility magic of aman
of the Southlands has given me achild.” She then gazed down at her exchequer, smiling again. "Did you
know that the women of the Southlands ezt fish threetimes aday, every day when they wish to
conceive?'

"l... No, My Queen, | did not know that..." the exchequer replied, utterly boggled.

"They do - and it dwaysworks. And so shdl | do the same, to give his seed the warmest welcome it
can receive," shereplied, and rose from her seat. "We shdl adjourn until tomorrow. Perhapsthen, this
warm and golden feding in my womb that my magica, fertile husband has given mewill settleabit, and |
can more properly concentrate on the affairs of state.”

The entire court gaped wide-eyed at Gonnakas as she handed her spear to the attendants. Such
behavior had never been seenin their queen before - they had no choice but to believe it, it wastoo



unred.

| told her later that | thought she might have gone too far, and built up expectations of aconception
that she hersdf had told me would not happen. Gonnakasi had dismissed that notion immediately. She
amply said that if her plan did not reved thetraitor within afew days, she would Smply blame the missed
conception on someone dipping her silphium, the switch in the pantry discovered and reported by the
Royd Chef, but dl too late. Thiswould protect Pago, she said. If he suddenly turned up deed, it would
be obvious he was murdered, and that a conspiracy was afoot. A change of power could not be
accomplished by conspiracy once it was revealed, the people themsalves would not stand for it, and
would revolt. Gonnakas ruled because she had the right to rule - she was the forty-fifth wearer of the
Peacock Robe, adirect descendant of the Peacock Queen of antiquity who had smashed al the
neighboring Kushite nations to carve out their homelands from the vast expanses of jungle that
surrounded them. A usurper could not possibly win and hold the people's support if it were reveded they
had taken power by conspiracy, the people would not stand for it and nearly every woman of Enebua
was armed. Thus, with the conspiracy revealed, Pago would be safe - though it was unlikely Gonnakasi
would find out who was behind it until after the conspirators fled the lands of the Enebuato avoid her
punishment.

Shewas, of course, gambling that she could catch them by keeping the conspiracy hidden for afew
days. If not, she was gambling that they would fear her enough to flee, rather than spark arevolt againgt
her. And asufficiently charismatic leader with asufficiently good plan might just succeed anyway, despite
Gonnakas's belief in the support of the people.

| tried to warn her of this, but Gonnakas's mind was €l sawhere, and she dismissed my concerns. Yes,
sheloved me. Y es, she respected me. But in the end, | was aman, and she awoman of Enebua -
habitually, she considered hersdf wiser than me. It was smply the way the Enebuawere.

And, intruth, | still was not entirely comfortable with the rest of her plan, evenif she did capture the
conspirators. A woman who took silphium every day for years sometimes took monthsto conceive after
she stopped, Gonnakas had said. Then, there was no guarantee that the child would be the girl-child she
needed - the odds were even that it would not be. Any tavern gambler could judge the odds for theflip
of acoin, heads or tails, boy or girl. And given that most women at least required amonth or two to
recover between children, the odds were that | would be used for stud service for at least the next two
years. Gonnakasi had no other purpose for me- | had no responsibilities around the palace, and other
than time spent copulating with her, | was free to go anywherein the paace | wished. | could not leave,
of course - the guards at the gate smiled and were friendly enough, but they made it clear that they were
under ordersto kegp me from walking out the gates, for my own safety. | was, in essence, aprisoner ina
palace, given my freedom within the walls, but with nothing to do aside from servicing the queen.



| gazed up at the darkened ceiling as Gonnakas drifted off to deep beside me, her hand resting upon
my chest. It was afate to be envied, certainly. Kept within the palace for the purpose of coupling with the
queen - who herself was beautiful, intelligent, and loved me. My future seemed clear, crystd clear. Stud
service and companion to a beautiful queen, an occasiond advisor, and a plaything at night. | had met
many men in my lifewho would give their eyeteeth for such afate - and | could imagine it was afantasy
of many men, if not most. And yet...

Andyet, intheend, | knew it would turn out to be tremendoudy, agonizingly boring.

| had often wondered why the nobility in the Southlands had the occasional daliance. After all, they
had everything, did they not? Wedlth, power, position, glory... And yet, every now and again, some
noble somewhere would be caught in some sexua indiscretion, disgraced and dismissed. Why had they
doneit, | wondered many atime. Y et, now | could see the answer clearly. Marriage, for the nobility, was
often not amatter of choice, but political convenience. Love, for them, was arare thing, cherished highly
because it was experienced so rarely. Boredom, for them, was a constant enemy, gnawing &t their soul,
prodding them to do something - anything - to rdieveit. Riding, hunting, games, literature, plays,
operas... And the occasional ddliance, for those so inclined.

Would Gonnakas grow bored with me? Possbly, but unlikely. The love of awoman was not like that
of aman. Given acaress, asmile, and aloving embrace each day, they could be content. Given arousing
coupling wheretheir lover tended to their needs carefully, bringing them to climax again and again and
again... They would be devoted for life. This, Blana had taught me. But what she had not taught me was
what | dready knew - aman's ability to be content with awoman depended on her willingnessto couple
with him regularly, mutua enjoyment of the experience, and most importantly, the depth of hisfedingsfor
her.

And, unfortunately, | had none for Gonnakas.

Oh, | cared for her, yes. She was a dynamic, exotic woman with many strengths. | had compassion
for her in seeing what she had to do every day, and knowing that she hid her true self and her true
fedlings behind theiron mask of the Queen of the Enebua. | sympathized with her need for acompanion,
and | understood her need for achild to solidify her rule. And, certainly, the idea of being asked to
couplethree or four times aday with a beautiful, sensud, exciting woman was quite enjoyable.



But, the longer | thought about it, the more | redlized | had to admit the truth to myself. Though she
loved me, | smply did not love her.

Would | give her thelie? Would the wordsfall trippingly from my lips, to bring asmileto her faceand
hammer aspike homeinto my heart?

No, no. When she spoke the words, | would smply kiss her. Each and every time, without fail. Press
my lipsto hers with gentleness and compassion, seding my lipswith hersthat the truth would not escape.

Ah, thetruth. A rare commodity, around the palace. Very rare. And the truth was that | loved Sasha
and Marilith, and they were dead.

Marilith... A strange, dien creature from another dimension | did not even pretend to understand. And
yet, in her heart, awoman, in need of agentle touch.

Sasha... The magica princess of my boyhood dream. The one | had wanted to find al my life.

Gone. Drowned and dead.

Truly, it wasamost humorous. | lay in bed with a beautiful, wed thy and powerful queen who loved
me, having coupled with her until she dept. | lay in her bed, her hand upon my chest, staring at the ceiling,
gazing into the darkness above and thinking only of two women who were dead instead of the lovely
gueen beside me who was very much dive and very much in love with me. Any man I'd ever met would
have laughed, and told me to grab the queen by the hips and hold on for aslong as shewaswilling. |
knew many women who would tell me the same, aswell.



And yet, | wondered what Belanawould tell me, were she able to advise me now.

Perhaps my fedingsfor Gonnakas would change, over time. Shewas, in the end, agood woman.
Perhaps...

A smdl sound caught my ear, like aclink of metal. "What in the world was that?' | wondered. Sleep
beckoned, but | blinked it away, listening. | could feel the hairs on my arms rise. Someone was nesr.

A sudden shadow interposed itself between the bed and the moonlit archway leading to the balcony.
A shape with asword, raised to strike.

| closed my fist, willing my sword to my hand - to my surprise, it appeared. | knew not whereit had
been, | had barely even considered it for nearly a month - and even when | had, | redlized that men were
not alowed to bear weaponsin the lands of the Enebua, 1'd smply have to find someplaceto hideit if |
summoned it. But, there was no time to consider it now, either.

With aclang of sted on sted, | blocked the attack of the n, shoving Gonnakas out of the bed
and onto the floor with my other hand. Gonnakas yelped, artled awake, and | rolled out of the bed and
into the assassin'slegs, knocking them to the floor.

Rolling to my feet, | jumped to the Sdeto forcethe ntoturn - if they kept the moonlight from
the bal cony behind them, | wouldn't be able to see their hands well enough to fight them. It was a guard,
that much | could tell, but there wasn't enough light to see which oneit might be. She lunged, and |
parried reflexively, flicking a counter a her to test her speed. The sword in her hand astraight,
double-edged weapon, two cubits of steel with asted circle for ahandguard, the grip long enough to be
held in two hands - a duelling weapon of the Enebua. At her right hip, beneath her belt, she had another.
Apparently, the queen's murder was to be covered up as some kind of dudl. She parried smoothly,
adjusting her distance back dightly, and we began.



Shewasfast, | had to grant her that. Her grip was right-handed, her stance refused, left foot forward.
In this stance, she was vulnerable to alow cut from her right aimed at the shin - but when | tried one
experimentally, | found she was skilled enough to parry it with ease, and counter immediately. | parried,
then parried again. Greaves and vambraces, a hedmet, and the |oose scale hauberk of aguard. She would
not be asimple opponent.

"Guards!" Gonnakas screamed - but, there was no answer. They should have only been standing
just outside the room, she had only ordered them to leave so we could couple and deep without an
audience. Apparently, however, they were nowhere near - either dead, or somehow lured away.

My opponent tried to work around to my |eft, to put the moonlight at her back and give her the
advantage. She was skilled, and she was no foal. If she could shadow her sword at just the right moment
and attack, she might get through my defense. If shedid, | would likely die - | was naked, and the thin,
light blade of the Enebua duelling sword was sharp enough to shear through an arm. | moved to follow to
my left, refusing to alow her to turn me. She amiled, her eyesflickering to the right - she would work me
into the wal beside the archway, it seemed. | lunged, then lunged again, forcing her to parry twice and
step back. A quick feint to her left, then arenewed attack to her right, and we were dowly moving to my

left again.

"GUARDS" Gonnakas screamed, again to no effect.

We were about to pass beneath the archway, and | could see in my opponent's eyes she planned to
make her move then. Likely something that she thought would make me legp back, dam into the
archway, and allow her to finish me when | ssumbled. We traded cuts and parries, and her gaze twice
more flickered behind me and to my left. We were close, now. It would happen anytime.

"Empty! My sword-caseis empty!" Gonnakas railed from off to my right.

Suddenly, it happened. My opponent's gaze went low, and she made a sweeping cut aimed at my
groin, grinning broadly. But | did not leagp back - | parried, then made aquick stop-cut to her arm, my
blade cutting just below the ends of the deeves of her hauberk, cutting her upper arm and striking bone.



Shejerked back, staggering, and | pressed the attack, driving her onto the balcony. Her reflexes had
kept her from losing the arm entirely, but it hung limply at her Sde. She changed her stance, loosely
imitating my own presented stance, right leg forward, gripping the sword in her right arm. Enebuans
fought sword-and-shield in war, but not with dudlling swords. | could tell she had not fought presented or
one-handed before, the Enebuan duelling sword was used in atwo-handed style.

| Sepped into finish thefight.

She lunged, then lunged again, trying to put me off balance. | parried twice, then countered, dashing at
her thigh below the protection of her hauberk and above the protection of her greaves. She leapt back,
avoiding the worst of it, but receiving adash atop her thigh for her trouble, dowing her. Her eyes
flickered to the balcony rail. It was three stories to the ground. An expert acrobat might make the jump.
She hardly looked expert, and was wounded. | could see her considering it. | waited, making smple cuts
she could parry one-handed, to give her timeto think about it.

Ingde the queen's bedchamber, | heard the crash of atable being upended, then grunting sounds and
the sound of splintering wood. | felt no danger from there, and kept my gaze focused on my opponent.
Likely Gonnakas was trying to make an impromptu weapon. It'swhat | would have donein her position.
A table-leg isn't much, but you can smash aman's skull with it if it'slarge enough.

Suddenly, my opponent made her move, legping back and turning to dash for therail. | legpt forward,
drawing back my hand as| moved, then smashed her in the back of the helmet with &l my strength, the
blow from the bell-guard of my sword sending her sorawling. Her helmet spared her the worst of it, and
shetriedtoriseas| knelt over her - but a heartbest later, | clipped her on thejaw with the guard of my
sword, rendering her unconscious. As my old Mysantian sailing-master once quipped, 'dead men tell no
tales, but live ones can be quite talkative at times.'

Gonnakas darted onto the bacony, atable-leg in her hands, then skidded to astop. Gazing at the
fdlen guard for amoment, she grinned at me. "Y ou got her!"



"She'sjust unconscious - fetch a sheet, well bind her wounds so she doesn't bleed to death.”

"Bah, I'd rather cut her to ribbons, but my sword is gone!"

| reached down to the waist of the unconscious guard, pulling out the scabbarded sword. "Doesit
look anything likethis?"

Gonnakas gaped, taking the sword from me. "My sword! But why?"

"Well, since Doshta said the other day that most of the city knows| can fight, my guess was your
murder and mine was supposed to look like alover's spat gone very, very wrong.”

"Grrm!" Gonnakas replied, starting to draw her sword, then thought the better of it and dapped it
back into it's scabbard. "' Get the sheets, bind her wounds and tie her well! I'll go fetch my guards!”

| gazed at her amoment, then nodded. "Y es, your majesty,” | replied, rising to my feet and walking
into the bedroom.

Gonnakas did adouble-take as | walked away. "Wait! Wait!" she called, trotting up beside me. “I'm
sorry. | agreed | wouldn't order you. And you'd just asked me to do amoment beforewhat | just
ordered you to do, now. I'm sorry," she said, wrapping her arms around me. "Please don't be angry with
me, I'm realy very happy you're dright!"

| smiled, lifting her chin with afinger, then kissed her. "I'm not angry. Now, let's get the sheets before
that one wakes and escapes.”



The task wasn't difficult to do by moonlight, though Gonnakas swore profusdy once she realized who
| had defeated and captured - it was Jozen Anisha, the Captain of the Guards. Summoning Gonnakasi's
attendants and guards again was somewhat difficult - Jozen had apparently ordered them dl away, as
none were in sight when she looked outside her quarters. Gonnakas asked me to watch Jozen while she
trotted away, looking for her guards, scabbarded sword in hand. | discreetly tucked my sword benesath
Gonnakas's mattress, then sat on the bed, gazing at Jozen as she wastied to the chair by strips of
bedshests. The strips of sheet I'd bound her wounds with were soaked with blood as she gazed at mein

the moonlight.

"Why?" | asked, gazing into her eyes.

Jozen's bloody lip was swelling, and | was certain her arm and leg were quite painful, now. But, she
made no sign of pain.

"Y ou redize when Gonnakas gets back here, shelll have you tortured to find out.”

"Wheat do you care?' Jozen spat, her spittle mixed with blood.

"Make me care, and perhaps I'll talk to the queen for you."

Jozen chuckled dryly, the laugh of the condemned.

"Why?' | repeated.



"The oldest reason in theworld,” shereplied grimly.

"Love?'

"No, fool! Money! Idiot man, you'relikeal men, you think it'sal about love! Waggle your wand
before our faces and well dl fall to our kneesin awe and lovel Bah... You're al the same.”

"Who paid you?'

"That's something I'll carry to my grave, idiot.”

"Your choice," | replied, hearing the sounds of rapidly approaching footsteps.

| sat in silence, watching as Gonnakas returned, adozen guardsin tow aong with her attendants
carrying candle-lamps. There was a considerable amount of shouting that followed, and quite abit of
curaing from the queen. She dapped Jozen severd times when she refused to talk, the signet ring on her
hand laying open Jozen's cheek. | just laid back on the bed, propping up my head and shoulders with the
pillows, and gazed at the celling again. Eventualy, Jozen was dragged off by ahalf dozen guardsto be
tortured. The queen and her attendants followed, leaving me done in the room save for the guards who
were again hidden in their little niches, watching me. Likely Jozen would be tortured to desth whether she
talked or not, seeing how angry Gonnakas was. Asfor me, | smply laid on the bed, staring at the ceiling.
Now that Jozen had been caught, | no longer had afunction. | was, again, just the queen's husband.

| gazed at the celling in Slence.

Drowned. Why did they have to drown?



The Ocean - Six.

Joy was waiting with us when Eddas came out of histower. He was wearing his hair in a ponytail, as
he dways did, but not hisrobe. Today, he wore only hisdf-chain nephni, his ebow-length gloves, and
his knee-length boots. He wasn't wearing his feathers, but from what | knew he'd have to do, he'd just
have lost them anyway. Joy had not been pleased with the idea she would have to stay behind, but as
she had known it was coming for weeks, now, she made no complaint. Instead, she hugged Eddasfor a
long moment, weeping, and kissed him lovingly. "Be careful, Old Man, and come back to me."

"1 will, Joy," hereplied, and kissed her again.

"And asfor you," Joy said, looking a me, "1 want you to bring both Eddas and my nepni back to
me," she said, and grinned.

| blushed, nodding. "Yes, Joy." Asidefrom my gloves and boots, Joy's nepnhi wasdl | waswearing.
Wearing Joy's elf-chain undergarments was oddly very embarrassing, even though | normally only wore
my scales (and was, as such, technicaly nude). | supposed | thought of my scales as clothes, now, and
going without them made me fed very sdlf-conscious. It didn't hel p that the nephni had allittle chain that
ran up between the cheeks of my rump that was very distracting - it had to be drawn up tight to hold the
bottom in place. Very distracting. How Joy and Eddas stood it | had no idea - when | asked, they just
sad"you get usedtoit.”



Eddas|ooked to Marilith, holding out his hand. " Shdl we go, Marilith?*

Marilith nodded, taking his hand, and amoment later Marilith transformed into a Kushite woman. |
had never seen aKushite before, and | blinked for amoment, gazing at her dark, dark skin, flat nose and
thick lips. "That... That looks very odd, to me."

"Actudly, she'squite beautiful, | think," Eddas replied, looking her over.

Marilith smiled, holding out her hands. "Thank you, Master Eddas."

"Umm... Areyou surewewon't look underdressed, there?' | asked, taking Marilith's hand. Marilith
was only wearing her black loincloth and apodesmos, and Eddas and my clothes were even more
reveding.

"Actudly, no, it'sredly very hot and humid, there," Marilith replied, and nodded. The world blurred,
and suddenly we were surrounded by athick jungle. The heet of the air hit me like adap to theface, and
| blinked, startled. Marilith smiled, releasing our hands. Compared to the cool breeze of afdl day in
Hyperborea |'d been standing in amoment before, the jungle here fdlt like we were standing in an oven.
"Y ou see? They have clothing that covers more that they sometimes wear indoors, but it'sall very light
and it gets sopped down with sweat outdoors. It'swhy you couldn't just wear your scales, Sister -
everyone would be staring, because skin-tight armor like that would make you collapse with heet very
quickly, they'd dl redlize you were using magic and they have laws againgt foreigners using magic in their
city. Their guards sometimes wear scale, but it's very loose and light.”

"Alright. Where to?' Eddas asked.

"Thisway to the road, then east to the city.”



Eddas nodded, summoning his staff to hisgrip. "Good. Let's go, then," he replied, and turned, striding
off into thejungle, Marilith and | following behind once I'd summoned my lance.

The road wasasimple dirt trail through the jungle, widened by feet and cart-whedls. Marilith looked
to Eddas. "Corvid said that spellcasterswho arrive at the city have to report to the guardsto receive
specid manacles, they suppress mana and prevent sorcery.”

"Oh? They must have quite abit of loose gold running about to afford that many enchanted items.”

"Gold appearsto be their main resource, yes."

"Interesting..." Eddas said, asthe city wals cameinto view. "And to think that when | came through
here last, elghteen centuries ago, it was little more than crude villages and people that had barely
mastered copper. They've come along way, since then.”

"Corvid saysthey're avery proud people with along history,” Marilith replied, nodding.

Our appearance drew quite afew stares from the guards at the gate, particularly when Eddas
announced that he was a sorceress and needed to be manacled to obey the law in the city. It took some
doing, and Eddas had to a so Sign adocument registering with the city, but eventualy the guardslet us
back out into the sireet again. The officer in charge of the guards, atall Kushite woman wearing little
more than bits of bronze armor over her breasts and groin and a bronze helmet, nodded to us. "When
you're ready to leave the city, report back here and we'll remove the bracelets.”

"Quite kind of you, thank you," Eddasreplied in her language, nodding his head, then turned and
grodeinto the city, Marilith and | in tow.



We drew many stares from both women and men as we walked through the streets, and | felt
tremendoudy self-conscious just walking around in Joy's nephni. Eddas, however, smply walked on. He
spent amoment examining the copper bracel ets he wore over his gloves, each nearly ahand long and
polished nearly mirror-smooth. "Not bad. A smple spell of negation, very precise work in the
enchantment. | saw half adozen different Szesin there, thiswasthe smalest and it fits quite closdy. Only
copper, though, and the lock doesn't look like much. A mage could remove them with ahacksaw or
lockpick, if heredlly wanted. | could just shake them off, but I've afew advantages most mages dont. |
suppose given that picking thelock or sawing them off would leave marksin the copper that could be
eadly seen, al these braceetsredly do is mark the mage as one willing to obey the law so the guards
know who not to shoot when bad things happen.”

I blushed. "Ummm... Okay, | seealot of men just wearing short breeches and ashort tunic, and
women wearing aloincloth and apodesmos, and we don't look too out of place, | suppose, but... They're
dl staring!”

"Y ou and Master Eddas ook unusud, here," Marilith replied. "They don't see many Arcadians and
amogt never any eves. Glower firmly at them, they'll stop. Staring isrude, here.”

Eddas nodded. "Y ou should have seen their reaction to a Hyperborean, back when | was here last.
Thisplace wasjust awalled village then, and everyone kept staring at my nose, wondering what 1'd done
toit. Theleading theory was I'd fallen in bleach asababy and it lightened my skin few shades lighter than
theirs, then someone pulled me out by my nose. | tried to explain | was from another human nation, far to
the northeast beyond the elves, but they'd never seen ves, either, and that got into an even longer
explanaion, and | findly just sad 'yes, | fell into bleach as a baby and my mother pulled me out by
the nose." Made thingsmuch essier, redlly,” Eddas said, and Marilith and | giggled.

| tried as Marilith suggested, glowering at those that stared overly long, and to my surprise, it worked
- an embarrassed look immediately came to their faces, and they looked away. A nearby woman bowed
and muttered a brief gpology, saying sheld never seen copper-red hair beforein her life. | just smiled and
sad it wasdright, and we continued on.

"Ah, there," Eddas said, nodding to abuilding in the distance. "Theres the paace, it hasto be."



"Ummm... You've seen it before?' | asked.

"No, | just know it must be the paace. It'sthe largest building | can seeinthiscity, it'sgot awhite
dome atop it, and if it isn't the palace certainly those there know whereit is. I'd be very surprised if it was
atemple, though. As| told King Darian when | was teaching him to be aking a century and ahdf ago, a
ruler who letsa city temple get larger than their pa ace has a serious problem with uppity clergy,” Eddas
replied.

"It'sintheright area, yes" Marilith agreed. "From Hyperborea, the distance isvery long... All | could
Sense was essences.”

"It'sdright, Marilith. Just remember, until we get to the throne room or wherever she holds court, you
and Sashaonly need to worry about one thing - watching my back. And Marilith, keep your concedl
enchantment spell up, do not releaseit, maintain your obfuscation and do not cast unless| tell you to.
Just stay quiet and unobtrusive. You're just an extrapair of eyesand ears, dear, and your main jobisto
keep track on the agtrd for invisible threats. And the both of you, no matter what happens, eveniif | lose
and die remaincam.”

| shook my head. "I am very nervous”

"Don't be, try to relax," Eddas said as we drew nearer to the palace. "Y orindar explained this aspect
of their culture to me- he had to, | had to know it to make the plan work. Y ou're the challenger, I'm your
second, Marilithisthe neutra observer. Remember your roles, and you'll be dright.”

"Yes, Magter Eddas," Marilith and | replied, dmost in chorus. Marilith grinned at me, and | managed
asmile despite how nervous| was.



At last, we arrived at the palace gates. The gates were bronze, green with age and made of ornately
styled bars. Behind the gates, four spear-armed guards gazed out at us curioudy as we approached.
Eddas stood before the gates, gazing at the guards, and spoke in their language.

"l am here as the second for this woman, who formally challenges the Queen of the Enebuafor her
husband!" Eddas shouted, loud enough so that passers-by heard the ef-woman's voice of hisbody. "She
clamsprior right to him! Y ou, as the Queen's Guards, are her forma seconds under the law! Please
inform the queen of this challenge, that it may be handled with dl due propriety!" Eddas said, and bowed.

The guards gaped at him for along moment, then burst out laughing.

"| presume this means you, as the queen's seconds, require proof of earnest for the forma challenge!
So beit!" Eddas replied, gripping his staff in both hands, then swinging between the ornate bars of the
gate and smashing the gard in front of him atop her helmet. She staggered, her bronze helmet deeply
dented, then collgpsed, unconscious. The other guards leapt back in surprise, and Eddas gazed at them
camly. "A proof of earnest has been supplied to the seconds for the queen! Areyou prepared to alow
usto enter?”

One of the guards with afeather in her helmet gpat, glowering a Eddas. "Y ou little foreigner bitch, I'll
giveyou aproof of earnest!" she yelled, yanking open the gate.

Eddas stepped back from the gate as the guard charged out, parrying her spear with his staff. He
sepped in, whirling his gaff in hisfingers, and smashed her in the helmet, dropping her to the ground.
Eddas then looked to the other guards, who gripped their spearstightly. More distant guards, seeing a
commotion, began to trot over to the gate. "I am more than willing to face dl of the queen's seconds one
a atime, if that is necessary for asufficient proof of earnest!” he shouted. " Shdl we get on with it, then?"

What followed could only be described as perhaps the most nerve-wracking quarter hour | had ever
experienced. At first, the guards came angrily. Then, as Eddas defeated them one by one, they began to
grow wary. A crowd was gathering in the street to watch, as disbelieving as the guards were. Eddas was
fast with his gaff - amazingly fadt. It wasjust ashort-gaff, only coming up to the shoulder on his half-elf
body. But despite the large advantage of reach the guards had with their spears, Eddas defested each of



them, one at atime, most by smashing them in the hemet after trading parries and attacks with them for a
few moments. Some, he struck in the arms or legs, breaking their bones, but most he was able to render
unconscious. Eddas had told me that his staff was no mere shaft of wood, but awizard's saff, an
extension of hiswill. It must betrue, for | couldn't see doing some of the maneuvers he did with an
ordinary staff - one can't just twirl astaff that large between onée's fingers fast enough to make it plit the
ar with awhoop-whoop-whoop sound.

Eventudly, the crowd started shouting, cheering Eddas on and demanding the guardsfollow the
formal rulesfor achalenge. This gpparently was tremendously humiliating for them, | could see that they
were becoming very furious. At last, an officer with afeather in her helmet nodded, tossing aside her
spear and walking up to Eddas barehanded. Eddas nodded, handing his staff to Marilith.

"Now, littlething," the guard said, gazing at Eddas, "now thered fight begins.”

"Of course," Eddas replied, panting, his body sheened with swesat. He then stepped in, delivering a
hard fast roundhouse kick to the tall Kushite woman's head, laying her out on the ground. "Next?" he
panted.

The crowd cheered, the guards glowered in fury, and the next guard stepped up to take her chances.

The Raven - Twenty.



Gonnakas smiled at me aswe shared a quiet lunch. She had begun by crowing about how Jozen had
broken under torture, reveding the name of her accomplices - one of which being General Ashakazi,
who had fled the city already. | wondered why she wasn't dready chasing her, but Gonnakasi said it was
better to wait and alow her to either flee Enebua, or gather her troopsto fight.

The generas of her other legions had dready sworn their loyalty to her again, and were mobilizing their
troopsto ded with Ashakazi should she decide to fight. Gonnakas had eleven other legions, and a odds
of elevento one, Ashakazi couldn't possibly win - she would amost certainly choose to flee Enebua, and
command of the tenth legion would fal to the next in line. Where Ashakazi went would, Gonnakas
explained, show where her redl support lay, and which of the enemy nations that surrounded them were
actudly behind the plot. She had aready sent messengersto the neighboring kingdoms, telling them that
Ashakazi was an escaped crimina who plotted against the queen, and should they harbor her, thiswould
be viewed by Enebuaas an act of war (of course, should they deliver her head to Gonnakas, thiswould
be viewed quite favorably). As Gonnakas would be facing them with twelve legions at her back, the
eventua outcome would not be pleasant for any of her neighbors. Having averted the potentid of acivil
war, Gonnakas was wholly and firmly in charge again. Gonnakas had reveded to her generasand
advisorsthe plot to feed her silphium to keep her barren, and explained the necessity of her trap to revea
thetraitor. Her advisors now knew the truth - there was no child in her womb, | had no specia powers
of fertility, it had been atrick to reved thetraitor. They knew, however, that in time, there would be an
heir. So, the nervousness over her heir would be resolved soon, there was no way her enemies could
defeet her on the battlefield with al of her legions behind her, asfar as she was concerned, the future
looked quite bright.

I, however, smply smiled, suppressing asigh. That she could so casually spesk of torturing someone
to deeth and engaging in awar with her enemiesin which thousands might die was extremey depressing.
Of course, the person she had tortured to death was atraitor who intended to murder her and her
husband, so | had to admit she had cause. Still, it bothered me. A fair fight, ship to ship, blade to blade...
That, | could understand. Torturing someone to death, even if they did deserveit... That just made me
uneasy. | tried to tell mysdlf shewasjustified. | tried to tell mysdlf that it was completely legd, here. |
made every argument | could, but in the end, it didn't help. It just bothered me. It waslessthan
honorable, and it wasn't something | could really accept.

Y et, what choice did | have? She was the queen, | was her husband. It seemed my life was set.

"Y ou look upset, Corvid. Is something wrong?' she asked, gazing at me as she worked on her fish.



"No, no," | said, and smiled for her. "Just thinking."

"Careful - men aren't meant for thinking, you can hurt your head,” she said, and winked at me, giggling
a her joke.

'Or fighting, or having their own say, or sailing a ship around the world, or..." | thought, and
gmiled a her anyway.

A guard trotted into the room, panting and out of breath. "My Queen!" she yelped.

"What isit?" Gonnakas asked, resuming her iron gaze.

"There..." the guard panted, "There'sawoman at the gates... She's chdlenged you for your husband!”

Gonnakas blinked, startled, then laughed. "Drive her off, she's deranged.”

"No, My Queen! It'saformd challenge! She'streating your guards as your seconds, under the law!"”

Gonnakas glowered at the guard. " So have the guards kick her second unconscious and drive her
and her second off," shereplied. "I'll not waste time with the insane.”



"My Queen, we are trying, that little wench had run through fifty of uswhen Captain Kassa sent me
totell you! She defeated twenty of uswith astaff before the crowd on the street started calling for usto
obey therulesfor secondsin aforma challenge! Then she's beaten therest in hand to hand, al in

accordance with the law! Were being humiliated at the gates before a crowd of the people by her
second, My Queen!”

"Whaaaat?!" Gonnakas yelped, riang to her feet. "That'simpossiblel”

"l swear it'strue, My Queen!”

"Run back out there and tell the captain | said to stop immediately! | can't have the commoners
thinking my royal guards are worthless- particularly when it ssemsyou are! 1've enough problems right
now without that! Have that woman and her second and her witness brought to the court immediately!"
Gonnakas snapped, and as the guard dashed away, she pointed to her attendants. "Y ou, you, and you!

Run through the eastern wings, begt on al the office doors, and tell my bureaucrats | need an audience as
witnesses in the courtroom immediately!™

"Yes, My Queen!" her attentants chorused, and darted away .

Gonnakas swore. "Corvid, come, please,”" she said, rising as her attendants ran over to fetch the
peacock robefor her.

"Err... Me?' | asked, blinking. "What am | needed for?"

"Corvid, it'saformal chalenge, not some stick-wielding brawl between two commoners! A formal
challenge has seconds and witnesses and the man in question has to be present, it'sthe law!"



"Alright. | assumethelaw hasareason,” | replied rising.

"Y es, it kegps the noble women from killing each other too often. Commoners are a pinch of gold a
dozen, but awoman who knows how to manage atown or villageisabit morerare," she said, muttering
as an attendant fetched her scabbarded sword from it's case. " Stupid, stupid... Why now? Everything's
st! Everything's perfect! Why am | beset by madwomen now?!™

| smiled, hugging her. "You'll do fine, 'Kas. Y oure the best.”

"Well, | certainly better be, if I'm not, I'll likely be dead. Come," she said, and strode towards the
door.

| nodded, following aong with her attendants. | didn't know what was going on, but | hoped she
would be dright. Theidea of suddenly becoming the toy and plaything of some strange woman did not
appedl to me, | was only now getting used to Gonnakas.

| sghed. 'Dammit, why did they have to drown?"

The Ocean - Seven.



Eddas stood, gasping, mired with dust from the street, sweet running from hislittle elven body in
rivers. The guards carried off hislatest foe, who was groaning in agony. Heldd broken her leg, snapping
the knee with one of hisvicious grappling maneuvers. He wastoo tired to use much of anything | had
taught him, now - though, at least, it had carried him thisfar. How much longer he could go on, | did not
know. Not long. "Next," he cdled, till gasping.

An officer walked up, removing her helmet and handing it to one of the nearby guards. "Y ou'retired.
Rest amoment,” she called - to which the crowd applauded. Hundreds of people stood in the Street
now, watching, and hundreds more behind who couldn't see athing, only hearing the reports of the action
from those in front of them. The street before the palace was completely blocked with people - the
fighting had gone on over haf an hour, now, certainly the entire city knew what was happening.

The guards were larger than Eddas - most were my height, some weretaller. They also apparently
knew some grappling aswell as kill a armed combet. But, their skills at grappling were not honed, it
seemed their main focus was armed combat (judging by the weaponsthey bore, likely with spear, shield
and sword). If they had formd training in grappling, it was unscientific and poorly defined - likely akind
of tribal wrestling practiced more for sport and exercise than war, anon-fatal wrestling art that likely
would be quite appropriate for the secondsin aformal duel to use. The seconds weren't supposed to be
killing each other, they were supposed to be showing the earnest of the chalenger in their challenge. But,
Eddas brutal art had been developed for war, not sport, and was superior to smple wrestling. Still, the
guards fought bravely and well, and now, Eddas was exhausted. His art was designed for someonetaler
and more massive than the little haf-elf woman's body hewasin, and he wastoo tired to make the
punches and kicks I'd taught him hit hard enough to take down the large and hardened women that made
up the Queen's Guard. The outcome was inevitable.

"Thank you," Eddas replied, bending over and placing his hands on his knees. He panted, his ponytail
plastered to hisback by swest, his eyes on his opponent.

The officer squatted, gazing at Eddas across the large circle that the guards had formed, holding the
crowd back from the gates. "Y ou fight well. I'm Captain Kassa of the Queen's Guard, recently promoted
to command. And you are?"



Eddas gasped for afew moments, trying to catch his breeth. "1 am Eddas Ayar, the Raven of
Y orindar," hereplied, panting.

"The name sounds familiar - | think I've heard traveler's stories of you."

"I amwell known, to some," Eddas panted.

"Y ou wear the bracelets, so you're not doing thiswith magic. 1'd like to meet your fighting-teacher,
sometime, and learn from her. Infact, I'd like dl my guardsto learn from her."

"He's..." Eddas panted, il trying to catch his breath. "Mogt | learned from Master Kravmaga, he's
been dead awhile. My other fighting teacher isabit busy at the moment. I'll let her know you asked.”

"Oh?What's she doing, now?"'

"'She's challenged the queen for her husband. She hasaprior clam to him. I'm her sudent. I'm acting
as her second.”

The captain blinked, then looked & me. "Y ou? Y ou taught her to fight like this?"

| smply smiled, remaining silent in my role as challenger. Behind me, the crowd murmured.

The captain chuckled, looking at Eddas. "Y ou know, you've crippled fourteen of my troops. They're
being taken to the temple of Esvinafor hedling. Two would likely never walk right again without magic to



hed them."

"Knees are such delicate things, really,” Eddas replied, hisbreathing alittle easier.

"What's her clamto him?"

"Sheloved him first, and heloved her first. HE'sloved her snce hewasachild.”

The captain nodded. "Claim enough,” shereplied, rising to her feet. She glanced behind her. "Nothing
from the palace, yet. | suppose we have to continue.”

"I'll try not to cripple you too badly,” Eddas replied, straightening up and dropping into aready
stance.

"Thank you, I've actualy cometo like walking and feeding mysdlf,” shereplied, grinning.

They circled each other carefully, dowly closing the distance. The guards had long since learned that
smply charging in to tackle Eddas was not wise, broken limbs usualy resulted. They had aso learned not
to try to grab Eddas ponytail - Eddas had worn afull beard in his previouslife, he knew many waysto
break the elbow an opponent would extend trying to grip hisbeard, dl of which seemed to work very
wdl| for those who reached for his hair. Eddas had reverted to his own style, he smply did not have the
energy to fight the way Buntaro had taught me any longer. Speed he il had, but his strength was spent.
He still remembered the joint-locks and pressure-points I'd taught him, and he used them well, but he
smply lacked the strength now to overpower the much larger Enebuawomen he wasfacing.

Suddenly they legpt at each other. They struggled, grappling for severd moments. Eddas had alower
center of gravity, but no massto back it up, and little leverage. A heartbest later, the two wererolling



together on the ground, each struggling to get ahold or pin on the other.

"Captain!" avoice shouted.

Eddas struggled, jabbing vicioudy with his elbow, but he had no strength left. The Captain of the
Guards held him down on his belly with her greater weight, legs around him, an arm about his neck,
dowly levering one of hisarms behind him. Their legs pushed againgt the dirt Street, Eddastrying to gain
purchase and the captain trying to keep her advantage. | could see the inevitable result, and so could the
crowd behind me. Shouts of encouragement for Eddas rang out from hundredsin the crowd and even
severd of the guards who had by now come to respect this dangerous, tenaciousllittle fighter. Eddas
struggled with dl the strength that remained in his exhausted body as the captain levered hisarm up alittle
further... A little further...

"Captain!" the voice shouted again, a guard breaking through the edge of the circle of guards near the
gate. "The Queen orders you to stop immediately! The challenger, her second and her witness areto be
brought to the court!"

The captain suddenly stopped, |etting Eddas go. After amoment, sherose, then held out ahand to
him. "I'd say | nearly had you, but beating someone after they've run through fifty-three othersis no feat
to crow over."

Eddas panted, holding out his gloved hand, and the guard captain hauled him to hisfeet. "Thank you,
Captain," Eddas said, panting.

"I'd liketo learn your style of fighting from you, so | can teach it to the Queen's Guard. I'd ask your
teacher, but as she'sfacing the Queen, I'm afraid | have to assume shell lose. If she doesn't... Well, then
I'll have no need to learn, then, will 17" she said, and grinned as she took her helmet back from the guard
nearby.

"I'll bear your request in mind,” Eddas replied, taking his saff back from Marilith, then leaning on it



heavily.

"Come - the queen can't be kept waiting," the captain said, and waved a hand to the guards at the
gate. They cleared a path, and opened the gate for us.

| grinned at Eddas as we walked through the gate, Marilith following close behind, the guards flanking
us "Youddit!"

Eddas shook his head, leaning on his staff as he waked, his sweat-soaked dusty ponytail swinging
limply. "No. You did it. Y ou gave me the strength, endurance and training | needed to do it. | never could
have done it otherwise, I'd have run out of endurance long before,” he replied, and panted for amoment,
wiping swest from his brow with a dusty-gloved hand. "Good gravy... Winning Noril's tournament was
eager, by far”

"l can't really take dl the credit, you were askilled fighter before | knew you. Asfar asI'm
concerned, dl I've doneisteach you enough to round out what you knew, like honing arazor edge on
knife that was already sharp. Y ou provided the fire and spirit that made it possible,” | said, smiling down
ahim.

"Perhaps," hereplied, Hill panting. "1 just kept thinking of Joy, and what | would do if | wasfighting to
get her back. I'm afraid that made me... A bit rough on the first few."

I grinned as we ascended the steps, but Eddas caught my grin, and shook his head again. "Don't get
overconfident, Sasha. That was actualy the easy part.”

| nodded. "I know," | replied, my face grim as we walked to the palace doors. "I'm ready."



The Raven - Twenty-One.

And then, she walked onto the floor, Marilith and Eddas Ayar in tow.

| hadn't expected it. My heart nearly stopped. | had been sitting on the stool next to Gonnakasi's
throne, expecting... Well, | wasn't certain what | was expecting. Enebua Kushite women, at least.
Possbly with one of them being incredibly large and extremely dangerous looking, judging from what the
guard had said. A madwoman, out to challenge the queen for me. Ridiculous. Impossible.

But it wasn't amadwoman.

It was her.

"SASHA!" | shouted, legping to my feet.

"Corvid, you know her?' Gonnakas asked, gaping at me as she held her spear of officein her right
hand.



"'Kas, that's Sasha! | told you about her! She'sthe woman | wastrying to rescue! We..." | shook my
heed, it was gtill impossible to explain. "'l told you, we were to be married. | thought she drowned!”

Sashagazed up a me as| jabbered at Gonnakad, the audience Gonnakazi had assembled in the
seats surrounding the floor muttering in surprise at hearing Sashaand | were to be married. Sashahad her
lance in one hand, and she looked calm. Eddas walked up beside Sasha. Eddas was soaked in sweat
and covered in dugt, the sweat carving little rivulets of dust acrossthe skin of that little haf-elf's body he
wore. Eddas took a deep breath, then looked up to the queen.

" am here as the second for thiswoman, who formaly chalenges the Queen of the Enebuafor her
hushband!" Eddas shouted, hisvoice echoing in theroya court. "She clams prior right to him! | have
defeated your seconds, the law requires you to address her!"

Gonnakad roseto her feet, snarling. "What isher claim to him?" she snapped.

"Sheloved him first, and heloved her first. He hasloved her snce hewasachild.”

Gonnakas looked to me. "Isthistrue?"

| nodded. "I told you that before, 'Kas."

"And do you ill...2" she said, then paused, her voice fading. She gazed at me, looking into my eyes.
It was not a question she wanted to ask, for she knew the answer just from my expression.

A tear formed in the corner of her eye, and she blinked it away. Glaring down at Sasha, she bared her



teeth. "Heismine! | lovehim! | am not giving himto you short of steel!”

"So beit," Sashareplied, giving her lance to Marilith.

Gonnakas pointed. "A sword! Give her asword, now!"

Shortly, an attendant trotted out from the door to the south, bearing an Enebuan duelling sword. The
gueen reached beside her throne where sheld left her own, holding out her spear of office for an
attendant to take from her. She then drew her sword, tossing the scabbard aside, and leapt down to the
floor. "Y ou aregoing to die, woman! Heismine, | love him and I'm not letting him go!"

Then, to my utter shock, Sasha nodded, kneeling on the floor and setting the sword she'd been given
asde.

"What... What the hell are you doing?" Gonnakas snapped.

"l love him," shereplied. "I cannot live without him. Y ou are the Queen of the Enebua. | have no right
to kill you - you are needed by your people. Without you, there will be war. Y ou are the queen, and | am
nothing compared to you. But | ask you, woman to woman... Give me my love back. Please. If you
cannot, then kill me, I no longer wish to live with abroken heart,” she said, and bowed her head, her red
hair cascading over her shoulders.

| didn't know what to say. | didn't know if anything | could say would make any difference. All |
could do was stare.

Gonnakas clenched her sword tightly. "I love him! And | need him! | dreamed of him! | dreamed of a
warrior with seed strong enough to give me an heir, and that ishim! | love him!™



"Sodol," Sashareplied, her head bowed. "But he is not the warrior of your dream. He does not love
you. Helovesme."

Gonnakas glanced over her shoulder to me.

| Smply gazed at her. There was nothing | could say.

And as she gazed a me, our eyes met.

Indl thetimel had stayed with her, | had never told her that | loved her. | would not give her thelie,
hurting her. Shetold me many times sheloved me. | had kissed her in return, each time. | hadn't wanted
to hurt her. | ill didn't. She was agood woman. She had her strengths and her flaws, her glories and her
fallures. She had saved my life, and | had returned that favor. She was agood woman. She did not
deserveto be hurt.

But now, | could see on her face that | had hurt her anyway, despite not wanting to.

"No..." shewhispered, then looked to Sashaand growled. "If it was not him, then WHO?!"

Eddas smiled. "Queen Gonnakad, have you ever heard of Eddas Ayar?'

"Yes" Gonnakas replied, wiping her eyes, "what of it?"



"Do you know his story?"

"No, I've only heard heisa Great Mage, and livesin aland of mongters - what's your point?”

"Eddasisaman of Hyperborea - acivilization long gone, now. He was born over nineteen centuries
ago in Wilandacity on the fifth day of summer, inthefirst year of thereign of King Darrak |1, when the
moon was eclipsed. In hisyouth he displayed a strong Talent, and was accepted as an apprentice by the
Dyclonic Circlewhen he was twelve, entering the Black Tower to begin histraining. Asamaster mage,
he cast the Spdll of Hidden Life, and upon his death, his soul entered his animuary. While he dept, war
cameto his people, and his civilization was destroyed, lost to the dust of the ages. Sixteen centuries later,
ahdf-ef female entered histomb, and he possessed her body. That body was nearly dead when he took
it, however, ablow to the head having caused its owner's spirit to have fled just at the moment he took it.
By the strength of hiswill done, he forced that half-elf's body to live whereits previous owner'swill could
not. Unfortunately, he fainted thereafter from the wound, and the part of the sorcery which would have
alowed him to reshape the body into his own transpired without effect, lacking hiswill to guideit. Asit
turned out, however, thiswas dl in accordance with aplan of Y orindar, agod of the humans of the
Southlands. To that end, that body received itsfind forging in the heart of amana-storm, and is
permanently asyou seeit today. For you see, Queen Gonnakas, | am Eddas Ayar, a Hyperborean
battle-mage, the greatest warrior of my day - and, in this body, the Raven of Y orindar.”

"No!" Gonnakas replied, gaping.

"Yes. Y our dream was of me, Queen Gonnakasi. | have aspell which | can use upon you, which will
giveyou agirl-child through me - for inside, | am till aman. And more, the child will be onewith a
goarkling Talent, alowing her to be avast and powerful magess aswell asagreat warrior, equa to her
mother. And even more, the child will be able to see the soul. None will be ableto lieto her, trick her or
plot againgt her, she will be able to see such thoughts just by looking at them, and know which onesare
faithful, and which traitors. Under her leadership, the Enebuawill grow to be the supreme power in Kush,
crushing or absorbing dl their foeswithin asingle generation. In time, the term 'Kushite will Smply mean
the Enebua, as dl otherswill either be apart of your civilization, or will be goneto dust. The choiceis
yours, Queen Gonnakas. Y our dream was of me, but due to aquirk of fate and the gods, you ended up
with Corvid, ingtead. He did hisbest for you, trying to help you. But your dream was never of him. It was
of me, and the grand and glorious future of the child I can giveyou.”



"How... How do | know thisisn't al somekind of trick?" Gonnakas asked, her voice wavering, the
point of her sword lowering.

"Ask the High Magess of the Temple of Esvina. She knows. Sheiswaiting for your summon - Esvina
has explained the mistake to her in adream. It isnot your fault, nor isit Corvid'sfault. Heis a servant of
Yorindar just as| am, and Y orindar isan dly of Esvina. Y ou saved hislife, and he did hisbest for you in
return. By now, he should have saved your life at least twice, once in thisroom and once in your
bedroom. Ashakazi would have killed you, her ceremonial spear was poisoned with adrug to dow your
reflexes and dlow her to beat you."

"How did you know...?"

"You'd be surprised what | know," Eddas replied, and smiled. "Y our dream was about me, Queen
Gonnakas ."

"Butl... He..." shesaid, and looked to me, her eyes moist with tears. "But | love him. If | agree...
Thenwho istherefor me?’

"That, | cannot tell you here. But, if you agree, you will havethe girl child | promised you, and thereis
another for you to love that will follow, if you wish. Y ou will not deep done.”

Gonnakas lowered her head, gazing at Sasha. "I give you my man, woman. Care for himwell, heis
far better than you will ever know."

Sashalifted her head, amiling. "Thank you.”



Gonnakas |ooked to me, then waved a hand, beckoning me, tearsrolling down her cheeks. | hopped
down onto the floor, then walked over to her and hugged her, kissing her tears away. "It's aright, 'Kas.
Everything will bedright."

"It damn well better be, Corvid Hremn. Never forget thet | love you.”

"I won't," | replied, and stepped back, holding her handsin mine. | kissed each hand softly, then let
her go.

Sasharoseto her feet, and | turned to her, my arms open. " Sasha."

"Corvid!" sheyeped, leaping into my arms.

| grinned, spinning her around and making her giggle, then looked to Marilith. "Come!"

"Oh, Corvid, I'm so sorry, | never meant for you to get hurt," Marilith said, weeping.

"Come," | said again, holding out an arm for her.

Marilith walked closer, hesitantly. | reached out, snatching her into my arms, and held the two sisters
tight. "Now, I'm happy."

Gonnakas clapped her hands. "All of you in the stands, we are done, get back to work! Guards,
bring amage-bracelet key to the guest quarters, remove the bracelets from Eddas Ayar and fetch a



sorcerer's permit | can sign for him! Attendants, have a bath and four meals prepared for our guests!

Summon the High Magessto meimmediatdy! Bring me my cloak, and as soon as Eddas Ayar has
bathed and eaten, bring him to my chambers!”

And with that, Gonnakas strode off the floor, out the door to the south, without a backwards glance.

| grinned, looking to Marilith. "I'm glad to see you and Sashaare dright. | thought you had drowned!"
| said, glad to be able to spesk my own language again.

Marilith giggled asthe attendants walked up to us. "Drowned? Corvid, sheé'samermaid, she can't
drown!" shereplied in my language.

"Wel, | can," Sashasaid in my language, grinning as Marilith returned her lance, "but not that easily.”

"What about you, Marilith?' | asked as the attendants bade us follow.

"Well, like told you before, my body doesn't work precisely like yours, but yes, | do have to breathe
and | can dieif | don't," shereplied aswe followed the attendants through the door to the south. "I'm a
being of the Will and the Word, and my will can sustain my body quite awhile, but... Well, | ama
resident of the Prime Materia, now, and | do haveto follow the rulesaround here. Like with food, | can
gowithout it for awhileif | haveto, usng my will, but not forever."

"How long awhile?"

Marilith shrugged. "Perhaps aday, if I'm conscious and using my will, an hour or soif I'm not.”



| chuckled aswe | eft the floor, entering the hallway beyond, still following the attendants. After a
moment, though, | looked to Marilith. "Ah, dear... About a certain promise we made...?"

"Yes? What promise?’

"A promise | madeto you in atavern.”

"Ummm... Oh! | remember. |..." Marilith blinked, gaping a me. "Y ou didn't!"

"Severa times, I'm sorry. Three or four timesaday.”

"Oo000!" Marilith growled.

"I did warnyou | have abit of areputation in this city, dear. She even dapped awedding band on me
to makeit legitimate,” | said, showing my bracelet.

Eddas grinned at the three of us. "And it was the queen. I'm not certain it'swise to refuse a queen.”

| nodded to him. "Not Gonnakas, no. My father didn't raise any idiots.”

Sasha blushed deeply as Eddas burst out laughing. "I am never taking my eye off you again for an
instant!" Marilith yelped.



"Good," | replied, and kissed her lovingly. "That's precisaly what | want.” | looked to Sasha, and
kissed her with equa passion. "Y ou, too. That'swhat | want."

Marilith grabbed one of my arms, and Sasha grabbed the other, each laying their headsinto my
shoulders as we waked. Aswe neared the guest quarters, Sashalifted her head. "Corvid, theres still one
morething..."

"Oh? What?'

"The wizard. We haveto get him. To get you back, we had to make a deal with the gods. And part of
that isthat the three of usmust get him."

"And me" Eddassad, "I'll be helping you."

| looked to Eddas. "That depends. What isthat spdll like, when you useit?”

Eddas shrugged. "'For the woman, it fedls like copulation, very intense and powerful. | fed nothing,
however."

"Well, you won't be going with usfor awhile, then,” | replied, shaking my head. "Therésthe slphium
they gave her for years, you'll have to ded with that-"

Eddas waved a hand dismissvely, interrupting me. "That's nothing, 1've ablood cleansing spell that



will take care of it in my grimoire. It was developed to dedl with chronic lead and arsenic poisoning,
common in panters and dyersin my day. We knew of slphium in my time, we got it from the elves, the
spell should work fineonit.”

"And," | said, continuing, "if that spell you told Gonnakas about redlly fedlslike copulation, you and
her are going to be very busy for awhile. If it'sany good, she's not going to be satisfied with just once.”

Eddaswastired, that much | could see, and it took amoment for what | was sayingto sink in. "It's
more than just good, to her it will fed like she's coupling with my soul, and..." Eddas said, then dapped
hisforehead. "Oh, bother," Eddas replied, and | chuckled as Marilith and Sasha giggled at him.

The Mountain - Four.

| folded the letter again, holding it in my hands. | wasn't certain what | could say. And yet, thetiming
was, as usud, perfect. The gods il played their games with Eddas, though he knew it not. Thiswould
tear at him, | knew. The days of fall were fading. Soon, winter would come. Perhapsthe children... The
little ones. Perhaps they would make him smile again.

"l... I'm sorry, Auntie Joy," Lyotasaid, and sighed.

"Sit, git,” | replied, putting the | etter on the table, and rising to walk to the fireplace. "Y ou have nothing



to be sorry for. It wasn't your decision.”

Lyotanodded, gitting at the table. "Wadll... It was, partly. When they told uswhat they were thinking
of, they asked usto take over their routes. They've got regular routes, now, walking between the giant

villages"

"Yes, | know. They left your father alone to become wandering healers, like they'd been before.
Y ou'd think walking through the land and seeing the devastation here would have finaly brought them to
their senses, but it didn't,” | said, lifting the pot from the hook in the fireplace and picking up two cups.

"No, it didn't. All they can seeiswhat once was. They wak in memories, Auntie Joy. Weve waked
with them, of course. They are our mothers, we don't want to see them eaten by something nasty.
Pdia.." Lyotasaid, and sighed. "Mother pointsto things as we pass them, and tells stories. 'Oh, there,
Lyota, there was the village | lived in with my second husband. We raised eight strapping children
together... Look there, there used to be a dairy farm, here, they made lovely cheese... Look there,
that broken rubble there used to be a windmill, it'swhere | met my third husband...' Likefather's
stories, redly. But his stories don't leave you sad, feding the pain of loss. Kyriesfifteen, now. Shesaid to
me afew months ago before her birthday that she loved Father's stories, even the sad ones. Sheloved
them because it made her fed that shewas apart of it - she's Hyperborean. It made her fedl like shewas
apart of agreat and wonderful people of the past, who had risen again like a phoenix from the ashes, to
build anew future. Different now than they were before, but like the phoenix, ill the samein their heart.
Father remembersthe past, and honorsit. Mother and her circle... They liveit. They walk throughiit.
They point to abroken stone and chat about a building and the people within as though they would
magically gppear & any moment. They liveit, Auntie Joy. They livein memories.”

"In someways, | can't blame them, since Eddas showed me what they lost. In other ways..." | said,
and shook my head, pouring Lyotaacup of byallar. "And what did you chooseto do?'

"Well... We agreed. They are our mothers, we had little choice. We'd aready been talking to them
about more routes to check on the new centaurs and to check on Fara and the Dryads, Frarim and
Hafaand her clan...”

"Which they couldn't even consider, of course,” | said, pouring acup for mysdf.



Lyota shook her head. "No, they couldn't. They don't want the present, or the future. They want the
past. It'swhat they've dways wanted. Mother told me what you told her. And you wereright. They have
just been sitting and hoping that father will one day discover how to fix everything with awave of his
hand, and all will beright again. But, he can't. Asfather said to me once, Hyperboreaisnot acup or a
hammer that can be fixed with aspdll of repairing, it'satree, struck dead by lightning. We are the
seedling of anew treethat he and our mothers have planted. We must grow again.”

| shook my head, listening, placing the pot on the pot-holder atop the table. "And so Vyleah's rabbit
runsinside her little burrow, never to be seen again,” | growled, then paused, gazing at Lyota "I'm sorry,
| didn't mean it to sound like that."

"It'sdright. Many of usfed the same. But sheisno longer Vyleah'srabbit, Auntie Joy. | am.”

"Oh?' | said, sitting across from her.

"Yes. Vyleah spoke to mein adream, and told me what | needed to know. Vylesh aways wanted a
stronger pawn. Father trained me to be a battle-mage, and mother trained me to be ahealer and
physicker. Our circle encompasses dl father's knowledge and that of mother'scircle. And welearn, and
write down our discoveries, and father tells us his discoveries, gives us copies of the books and treatises

he writes... We grow, Auntie Joy. The acorn mother asked father to plant and water is now a strong oak
sapling, and growing.”

| shook my head, then lifted my cup to Sp at it for amoment. "It must be nice, talking to your god.
The gods of my ancestors haven't ever spoken to me, not even once.”

"They don't need to, Auntie Joy. Y ou are the Heart of the Mountain.”



| rolled my eyes. "Whatever that means."

Lyotasmiled. "It meansthat when you follow your heart, thet little tiny voiceinside you that tellsyou
what isright... Well, that's them. That's their influence. They don't need to make an agppearancein your
dreams or before your eyes. Y ou are the Heart of the Mountain. They forged you so that you are ther
best representative, and when you follow your heart, following the mora teachings of the giants, following
the lessons your mother and father taught you asachild... Well, you follow their wisheswhether you
know it or not. Y our heart and theirs are one," she said, and her eyestwinkled for amoment. "Besides,
Auntie Joy, the giants have over twenty godswho have al agreed to act as one. Hasn't father ever told
you of the problems of acommittee?’

| rolled my eyesagain. "No, but | was queen long enough to understand.”

"Another reason you were chosen. If they ever do need to speak directly to you, you'll at least
understand them.”

"Let's hope that moment doesn't come soon, | loathed committees. | can just imagine Hraffar, our
four-faced god of seasons and L oweena, goddess of wind getting into a knock-down drag-out scuffle
over aresolution on the day the leaves of the trees turn brown and fdll, it would bejust like them.”

Lyotasmiled, but her smile faded as she looked at the letter again. "What are you going to tell him,
Auntie Joy?"

"Thetruth. His courtesans are al worthlesslittle-" | said, then bit back my words. "I'm sorry. | know
Pdiaisyour mother, and | know you love her. It'sjust..."

"l know. We aren't happy with it, either. All of usare sad. Some of us are angry, aswell. But, mother
isold... Even older than Father. She had three husbands - men she met in her wanderings, settled down
with, had their children, and grew old with. When they died, she restored her youth, and returned to



wandering. Some have had as many as five husbands, Auntie Joy. They were very old when theend
finaly cameto Hyperborea. Very old, and very set intheir ways... Like father was, when hefirst
awakened."

"But he grew, he changed. Hisbody does not change, but hismind did. When he first awakened, he
was a crotchety old man tucked into that little body. He's grown beyond that.”

"Not redlly, Auntie Joy. He dill iswhat heis. The differenceisthat he was a battle-mage with aniron
will who could look at the destruction, and shunt aside his fedings. He had the strength to carry on, to
overcometheterrible pain and grief of loss. Only londiness can kill him, Auntie Joy. It killed him before,
inhisfirg life, and nearly killed him in this one, twice. That'swhat made him crotchety and
short-tempered, Auntie Joy. But now he has you to shield him from himsdlf, to light the dark parts of his
soul, and keep him from faling into the terrible dark depressonsthat he suffered out of londliness” Lyota
said, and sighed, shaking her head. "They were just hedlers. Mother, adl her circle... Just ordinary women
with the Talent. Ordinary women, asde from their abilities. They never learned to develop the iron will
that father taught us, the will of abattle-mage. Millions of men in the Southlands, millions of evesto the
eadt... Even akmaran dwarves who might be happy with them, were they to open their hearts and seek
out new loves. Millions upon millions of men, al over theworld, and dl they had to do was go seek
them. But they could never do that. They wanted Father to fix things for them, and have the body of a
man again. He cannot - and even if he could, they would never have been happy sharing him. They
wanted Father to bring the men of Hyperborea back to them, so they could resume their wanderings -
speaking to them, meeting them one by onein hundreds of villages and towns, tens of thousands of
Hyperborean men over the decades, until they found anew love and settled down again, asthey had
done many times before. And they cannot change, because they do not wish to.”

| shook my head. "Heh. Y ou've no ideahow many timesI've heard him say 'l amwhat | amand |
cannot change." Usudly just before he did something very brave, very noble, or very stupid.”

"And that istrue. Heis gill what heisin his heart, Auntie Joy."

"1 know," | replied, setting my cup down and tapping the letter with afinger. "That's how | know this
will hurt him. All he has doneis give them kindness. And dl they have doneishurt himin return. They
hurt him when they tossed aside his plan without discussion. They hurt him by refusing to liewith him.
And they hurt him by choosing to wander the landsingtead of living with him, once the task of birthing
you and your sisterswas done. And now, this," | said, and shook my head. "He gave me my dreams
twice, Lyota, and | love him morethan life. | cannot even imagine hurting him. They said they loved him,



too - but they hurt him anyway."

"Because he could not give them theirs, Auntie Joy," Lyotasaid, quietly. "He could not just repair the
lands, fix everything with agesture, and bring everything they'd lost back to them. He could not turn
himsdf into e ghty-nine men, and give them their dreams, Auntie Joy. That'swhy. He could not give them
their dreams. They talked it over for months, came to an understanding, and made adecison. Their
understanding was that they would never be happy, here. Their decision, you dready know. They gave
usdl their grimoires, the books they'd written, al their |etters, everything they had written over the years.
They gave usdl their magic things, enchanted items father had given to them over the years, some from
his old friends, some from his own hands. They gaveit al to us, Mother wrote thet letter for him, and..."
Lyotasaid, her eyestearing, and sobbed. "Oh, Auntie Joy!"

| rose, bringing my chair around to her side of the table, then sat beside her, wrapping my arms
around her. | patted her back quietly, whispering "there, there..." and rocking her.

Lyotawept into my shoulder for along time as we sat together, facing the western windows of the
tower. | began to hum alittle melody | remembered, patting her back and stroking her. Asthe sun sank
towards late afternoon, sending golden shafts of light into the room, | rocked Lyota gently, humming to
her. Sowly, her tearsfaded, and sherested in my arms, listening.

"l remember that..." she said, her gaze on the late afternoon sky. ™Y ou used to hum that for me when |
waslittle, and mother brought meto vigt."

"Yes. It'savery old song, asong of my people.”

"It haswords?"

"Yes" | sad, and sang quietly.



"Lovely child upon my knee,
lovely child, before | die,
lovely child hear my words,
hear my words and remember me.
Remember me, remember me,
when the song is done and
the fire has died.
Remember me, remember me,

when your own child is on your knee."

| smiled. "It loses abit in the trand ation to Hyperborean.”

Lyota smiled back. "No, it doesn't.”

We sat together in slence after that, watching the sun dowly fade, and the darkness of evening fdll.



The Ocean - Eight.

I shook my head, looking to Marilith. "I am very nervous.”

Marilith was il in the form of aKushite woman as she sat next to me on the bed in the guest quarters
we'd been given. The room was very nicely appointed, with alarge archway leading out to a porch for
ventilation. "Should | leave?" she asked, smiling and crossing her legs, her voice anorma woman'svoice
rather than her usua demonic echo.

"NO! That would beworse! What if he... | mean..." | said, and blushed. "I mean, what if he wants
to... Ummm..."

Marilith grinned, lying back on the bed. "Mmmm... Heis very nice, Sister. Heknew | wasavirgin.
He could tell. And he made it so specid..." she said, and shivered.

"Ooooh, | am not sureif I'm ready for that!" | yelped.

"Then he won't do anything. Hell know when you're ready,” Marilith replied, and sighed dreamily. "I
don't know if Bdanatold him that, or if it's his own sengtivity and compasson, or... Oh, my! Hemight
just have aspecid sailor's nose for it, and be able to sniff out avirgin aleague away like he said! Hah! |
just don't know! But don't worry. Hell know when you're ready.”

"He can smell avirgin?" | blinked, surprised.

Marilith grinned, Sitting up again. "No, but it sure ssemsthat way. He dways knows exactly what you
need, he seemsto be able to just senseit. Maybe the same way he read the wind and tide sailing the



seas, | don't know. Soft, gentle, compassionate... Oh, if | was Gonnakas, | never would have given him
up, not even after Eddas Ayar's promises, not even knowing Eddas can give agirl-child guaranteed and
make everything right, no, never. Never."

"Y ou're certainly building up my expectations... Let's hope I'm not disappointed.”

Marilith whapped my shoulder playfully. "Stop that! There's nothing to worry about.”

"Ooooh... | do not fed comfortable meeting himin this nephni-thing!"

"Then don't - take it off and wear your scales," Marilith replied, giggling.

"I'm not sure | fed comfortable wearing my scales around him, either! | mean... What if heredizesI'm
redly naked? That would send entirely the wrong message!™

Marilith rolled her eyes. "' So pull your dress out of your bottle and wear that.”

"What if he comesinwhile I'm changing? What if-"

"Will you stop that?!" Marilith yelped, rolling her eyes. Suddenly, she hopped to her feet. "L ook,
stay here, and don't move. I'll beright back," she said, and vanished.

"Ummm... Sster? Where did you go?'



"Back to Round Island for a moment. Hush, I'll be right with you," shereplied, her familiar voice
inmy esr.

"Ummm... Will you be back, soon? | mean... Y ou've been gone a bit, the mer-folk might want to talk
toyou, and..."

"Ster, it'sbarely dawn, here, they're all out hunting, nobody even knows I'm around and I'm
going to come right back. Hush."

| blinked - here, it was near noon. | knew the world was round, I'd swum around it. And | knew it
turned to point at the sun, making day and night. Even so, it was till surprising to me every time | was
reminded of it likethis, | till tended to think of the world askind of being alarge flat ocean with idands
and continents floating on it. After dl, that's pretty much how I'd experienced it swvimming around it asa
mermaid.

A moment later, the air shimmered, and Marilith reappeared, afolded pink garment in her hands.
"Herewe are. Stand up,” she said, and flicked it out, revealing my old dance dress.

"Mailith," | said, rolling my eyes. "l saved that because it has sentimental valueto me, but | can't
possibly weer it, | outgrew it long ago! And look, it's so old the cloth isfalling apart and the ribbon about
thewast isgoing to tatterd”

Marilith flicked the dress again, and the age vanished from the cloth. "Dear, an old blood-spot on the
back right at the rump..."

| blushed, flustered. "Wdll... Yes, | had my menses when | was aboard the daver ship, and..."



Marilith brushed at it with her fingertips, flicking the blood from the fabric with magic. "Therewe are,
Now stand straight... Yes, likethat," she said, holding the dress up. She tugged on the shoulders, and it
seemed to gtretch in her hands, growing wider. "Good, now hold this up to your front with your hands...
Yes likethat," she said, knedling and tugging on the hem. | could fed atingling through my gloves as she
tugged on the dress. "Therewe are, that should be theright length. Put it on.”

"Ummm... What did you do?" | asked, holding the dress out and gaping &t it. It looked like it would
fit, easlly - but it was adress of my youth, when | was sixteen. 1'd outgrown it long before | was twenty,
and today stood half ahand shy of four cubitstall.

"Like the szing enchantment - it'sjust the pdll, instead. It'sjust atransformation thet aters
dimensions, Sasha. Now hurry up and put it on before he gets herel™

| hurriedly pulled on the dress, and as soon as| had it, Marilith tied the ribbon about my waist. "There
weare... Let'stakeit in at thewaist abit and let it out at the bust, you're more shapely now than you
were at Sxteen..." she said, smoothing the dresswith her fingers. | could fed it changing atop me, then
she stopped. "And therewe are." Marilith looked around, and smiled. "Good thing theré's no guardsin
here, they would not be amused to see me do that.”

"Ummm... Okay, thisdressis warm!"

"Of courseit is, it'sfustian and it's very humid here. Use your mer-magi belt to adapt to the heat and
humidity, Sister, you don't want to get that dress al sweaty."

| did so, then looked down at the dress. "Fustian? | never knew that. It doesn't look it..."

"It was the best Hamat could afford, he quite went into debt for several months. Of course, what the



dressmaker could get in your little village wasn't much by the standards of the big city, but it'sill quite
nice"

| blinked. "He went into debt over this dress?"

"Y es, he and Calla both thought of you as a second daughter. Even more so when Malik had the plan
of forcing them to adopt you and stedling your farm, but that's as may be. Don't worry about paying him
back, you did bring Orissaback to him, after dl.”

| smiled a Marilith. "Y ou watched them, after.”

"Yes. They arewonderful people, Sasha. | could only see the essences at that distance, but it was
enough. | didn't watch them long, however, just ayear or so after you were taken. | supposeif I'd
watched them longer, I'd have seen the day Orissaleft and where she went, and saved us alot of trouble
seventeen years later. Or eighteen centuries earlier, depending on your point of view," she said, and
laughed.

"Ah," aman'svoice caled from the open door. "I hear laughter. Have | come a agood time?”

| smiled, turning to the door. Corvid stood there, dressed again in the clothes | first saw himin at
Eddas tower, months ago. He was still a handsome man - even more so, now that | knew he was mine
by right and law, here. Dark-haired, clean-shaven, he was a pale-skinned Arcadian man with astrong
jaw and sparkling blue eyes. He was dressed in ablack |eather doublet and breeches, black leather
knee-boots, along black puffy-shirt and short, fingerless gloves. He bore VVaddan's sword at hisleft hip
again, the scabbard again hung in the ding of duelist's sword belt, hisbroad, dark crimson sash about his
waist and over the belt itself. Helooked dangerous... A fighter, awarrior... And he looked very exciting.

"Yes, thisisagoodtime,” | said, and attempted to curtsey as| remembered Cdlahaving taught me, so
long ago, hoping he wouldn't notice the goose-bumps on my arms or how silly my fighting glovesand
boots looked with ayoung girl's dancing dress sized up to fit me and at least twenty years of style.



"My," Corvid said, astwo attendants walked past him carrying trays of food, "what a beautiful dress,
Sagha™

"Youlikeit?' | asked, feding very giddy.

"Lovely," hereplied asthe attendants set down the trays on anearby table. " Shal we eat?"

The meal was asmple one of greensand diced, fried meat. Corvid picked up asmall bottle that came
with the trays and began sprinkling adark, aromatic liquid over the meet. "What isthat?"

"Likely the thing that will keep me coming back here from timeto time - they cal it 'black-sauce, it's
quitenice

"Err... Coming back here?"

"Well, yes- it'sonly made here."

"It'sonly made in the queen's palace?” | yelped.

Corvid blinked at me, then laughed. "No, no! It'sonly madein Kush. It's an Enebuan megt sauce. Try
it!"



| did 0, till fedling flustered. The sauce on the meat was good, but | wasn't certain what to think
about Corvid coming back hereto get it. | still remembered what Marilith had said. If she werethe
queen, she said, she'd never have let him go, not even for Eddas promises. | wasn't entirely certain |
liked theideaof him being anywhere near Queen Gonnakasi. "How long will we be staying here?!

Marilith shrugged. "Until Master Eddas says he's done with the queen.”

Corvid nodded. "I talked to him while he was taking a bath. He said-"

"Y ou talked to him while hewastaking a bath?!" | yelped. | wasn't certain | even liked theidea of
him looking at Eddas haf-elven body, either. After weeks of Stretching and intense exercise, thet little
haf-df's body was frighteningly fit. Looking at it, | felt like acow.

Corvid blinked a me, surprised. "Wdll, yes, what's the matter?"

"Wdl, he... | mean..."

Corvid'seyeswidened in redlization. "Aaaah, | see what you mean. No, | wasn't looking at him, that
would embarrass him very badly, | think. | stood with my back to the bath as he changed and got in. The
attendants fetched a blind shortly, and then we just spoke past the curtain.”

"Oh, 1 see" | replied, now fedling very stupid.

"Wadl, anyway... He needed to know what | knew of her cycle - he guessed I'd befairly familiar with
it, asit likely had been rather an important topic of conversation of late - which, of course, it had been,”



Corvid said, and winked. Marilith giggled, but | did not. Corvid saw my expression, and continued on.
"Err... Well, he said he thinksit will take about six days before he's certain the spell has taken and the
queen is pregnant, but that's only aguess based on what | told him about her cycle. He won't know until
he has had time to examine her. Much of thework, he said, will bein diminating theresidua effects of
the dlphium from her system. He hasaspdll for it, but hell likely haveto cast it severd times, and if it
doesn't work, well have to stay here another twenty-eight days or so."

"Err... Twenty-eight days?'

"Y es, s0 her cycle comes 'round again to her fertile period. Ummm... Didn't you know that?"

Marilith smiled. "Sashahasn't had acyclein dmost twenty years, Corvid. The mer-magi belt changed
her, she now has estrus like adolphin.”

"Marilith!" | gasped, shocked.

Marilith smiled. "Hell need to know eventudly, Sister.”

"Wdl, yes, | suppose, but..." | sputtered.

Corvid looked to me. "So you don't... Err..." Corvid shook hishead. "Nevermind, terribly sorry,
pleaseforget | even mentioned it."

"I-1-1-1...." | sputtered.



Corvid smiled. "Redly, Sasha - please, forget | ever mentioned it. | won't speak of it again.”

"1 should sincerely hope not!" | snapped.

Corvid gazed at me, started to speak, then stopped. He glanced at Marilith - she, for her part, was
ralling her eyesat me. "Redly, Sdter, it'snothing, it'sentirely normal and naturd. Try not to be so
self-conscious about it.”

"That's easy for you to say!" | replied, now very flustered.

Corvid suddenly dapped hisforehead. "Ah! Terribly sorry, Sasha, Marilith. I've completely forgotten
there was something | needed to tell Eddas. | do hope | can catch him before he'stoo busy with the
queen. Please excuse me," he said, then quickly roseto hisfeet, turned, and walked quickly out the door.

Marilith gazed after him for amoment, then looked at his plate of food on the table. He had eaten
maybe three bites. Slowly, her face took on alook of anger.

It took me ahit to regain my composure, and | drank some water from the mugs that were provided.
Findly, when | was cam again, | looked to Marilith. She ill looked angry, but now her gaze was distant,
unfocused. "What'swrong?"

"Me. You. Him," shereplied, her voicetight.

| blanched. "Y ou... Y ou aren't unhappy at sharing him, are you?"



Marilith scowled deeply, her gaze il distant. "I am angry with mysdlf. | should have redlized that this
isdtill asengtiveissue with you, and been more circumspect. But I'm angry with you for having thiskind
of reaction, too! Y ou're thirty-eight, now, not sixteen! And now he'sgone! He ran off to keep from
embarrassng you further!”

"He did not, he said he had to talk to Eddas!" | objected.

"Siger, | am watching him, he'sgoing to hisroom, heisn't going anywhere near Eddadl™

"But-but-but-" | ssammered.

"Don't you understand? He realized that you were deeply embarrassed, he realized there was no way
tofix it, he redlized that you were embarrassed because we were discussing thisin front of him, and he
|eft to spare you further embarrassment! That's what kind of man heis!”

"Oh..." | said, and sighed a my own foolishness. "Well... I'm sure helll come back."

"l sincerely hope 0, because around here, heis your husband, | am nothing! We can't tell everyone
who | amor what | am, they'd dl be afraid of me! | can't just go running after him and cause rumorsto
spread around here, we're going to need to be unobtrusive so that the Queen isn't constantly reminded of
what shelost! I missed him so badly it hurt! | want to hug him and kiss him and make love to him until |
faint with exnaugtion, and | can't even touch him where others might see, | haveto just Sit here and watch

you run him off!"

| started to word an angry objection, then stopped. | sat there for awhile, both fuming and wondering
why | was fuming. After awhile, | felt my anger fade. | redlized | was angry because shewasright. | had
been dlly, and | had driven him off. | rose from my sedt, diding it over next to Marilith, then sat down

beside her. "I'm sorry."



"I'm sorry, too," she said, blinking and looking a me. "'l know it's partly my fault. But you redly are
going to need to put that aside, Sasha. Y ou're thirty-eight. Eight years older than him. Don't act eight
yearsyounger."

| smiled. "We did hook anice one, didn't we?"

"Y ou have no idea. Gonnakas wasn't kidding when she said sheld kill to keep him. I've fdt histouch,
Sger. Hesworth it."

Marilith and | shared ahug for amoment, then her gaze became distant again.

"Whereis he now? Is he going to come back?*

Marilith sighed. "No. He'staken off his sword, and now he's heading towards the Queen's Kitchen.
The guards were looking at him oddly because he was wearing his sword - it'snot lega for aman to bear
arms, here. Now it looks like he's... Y es, he's gone to the Queen's Kitchen for food, the cook isfrying a
fishfor him."

| sghed. "I wish you could tel what he'sthinking.”

"I could with sorcery, but that wouldn't be very nice. Pegping in on histhoughts? Besides, he's abit
digtant for that, effectslike that are very short ranged.”



My stomach growled, and | did my plate closer to me and resumed egting. "L et me know if he Sarts
heading back here."

"Alright.”

| had finished my plate of food and poured mysdf another mug of water from the pitcher when
Marilith sighed. "He's not coming back, he's just wandering around the palace, now."

"Wdl, | supposewejust go get him," | said, risng to my feet. " Show mewhere heis”

"Sasha, what if he's not coming back because he's changed his mind? No man wants to think he's
going to be married to someone who argues dl thetime or makes him fed uncomfortable dl thetime. |
don't know if going to get him would be wise or not. That's what women around here do, they just go get
the man they want.”

"And thisisabad thing?" | replied, grinning.

"Wadll... Not from my perspective, no. But I'm not him. And... Well, theresalittle part of me that
does fed odd about chasing him. We are given the breath of life from our maes, Sster. We don't hunt
them down, throw them to the ground, kiss them and suck it out of them forcefully,” shesaid, and |
couldn't help but giggle at the imagery. "It's not funny! What if he doesn't come back?™

"Then | chase him and throw him to the ground, tie him up and drag him back to us," | replied, and
grinned wryly.

"Siger!" Marilith gasped.



| laughed. "Okay, no, | wouldn't really do that. But | will go get him if you come dong to show me
whereheis."

"It's not that easy. What are you going to say to him?"

"Wel... 'm going to start by telling him I'm sorry. | don't remember my mother, or my origind father. |
was raised by my adoptive father, and... Well, that whole subject was one that embarrassed him grestly,
| guess| learned growing up that it was an embarrassing thing. He had to ask the women in the village
what to do about it when | reached menarche, he had no idea. Vilandian women tend to hide that from
their men, and they don't talk about it. It took him daysto find out, Callaeventudly told him and gave him
amenstrua bet and some pads for me to use and wash. Shetold him the basics, but it was clear they
both were very embarrassed about it, and my father was even more embarrassed having to explain
something to me that both embarrassed him and was something he didn't really understand. Then, | was
thirteen, | only knew what little my father told me, and | spent months fiddling with the belt and figuring
out how to clean the pads and trying not to get my clothes bloody, and..." | shook my head. "It was very
embarrassing to me, because of how | grew up. It ill is"

Marilith nodded. "Her€'s a better idea. Y ou just tell him that we're sorry we embarrassed him, we
both want him to come back, and if he triesto run away again welll break hislegs."

| gaped at her, then burst into giggles. "Where did you get that ideafrom?"

"From Joy. She said that many times, that's what she does when something is embarrassing or
uncomfortable for either her or Eddas. She grabs him and doesn't let him out of her sght until they've
worked through it. Then, after we get him back to Round Idand and we know he can't go anywhere,
then you tdl him what you told me."

"But it wasn't embarrassing for him, you said he just |eft to save me the embarrassment!™



"True, but let's not tell him we understand why he doesthings. Let him think he's till abit mysterious
to the both of us. Joy said it was better for aman to think he wasn't an open book. Particularly when he
is" Marilith said, and grinned.

| grinned back. "Alright - let'sgo get him!*"

Marilith hopped to her feet and took my hand, and we walked out the door together. Marilith and |
did not have any problems sharing Corvid with each other - that was something we had discussed years
before we ever met Corvid. Two-for-one, any man who accepted one of us had to accept the other
equaly, because neither of us wanted the other to be alone, and we refused to be separated. My time
aboard the wizard's ship as aprisoner had only emphasized that fedling between us, neither one of usfelt
completely comfortable separated from the other. And Marilith had already accepted Corvid, and loved
him deeply. | loved him, too, but needed time to get to know him better, and to learn about him as
Marilith hed. | didn't know how we would work things out with Corvid. But | knew that Marilithand |
would work things out. He was not going to dip away again.

The Raven - Twenty-Two.

| watched as Sasha and Marilith sparred back and forth, Marilith rolling her eyes as Sashas blush
grew deeper and deeper. Now, even the tops of her breasts over her antique dancing gown were
reddened. Having this discussion with me around was, gpparently, deeply embarrassing to her. | started
to word an gpology, then stopped, snapping my mouth shut. This obvioudy wasn't anything | could
possibly apologize for, and even attempting to word an gpology would only prolong the discomfort for



her. Therewasliterally nothing | could say - and even silence wasllittle better.

Thislunch was an utter disaster - what | thought was a safe course had now turned into astormy one,
and the reefs ahead were clear, large, and jagged. Only an idiot would continue sailing forward in these
waters. Thinking quickly, | suddenly dapped my foreheed. "Ah! Terribly sorry, Sasha, Marilith. I've
completely forgotten there was something | needed to tell Eddas. | do hope | can catch him before he's
too busy with the queen. Please excuse me," | said, then rose to my feet and strode out the door, hoping
| wasn't looking like | wasfleeing. Particularly sncel was.

'Supid, stupid, stupid,’ | thought, striding down the corridors. The guards were giving me strange
looks, and after amoment, | realized why - | waswearing my sword, and it was till illegal for amanto
be armed in Enebua. | hadn't even thought about it, I'd Smply been so glad to have my freedom and my
normal garments back it hadn't occurred to me. | turned down the hal, heading for the room I'd been
given. As Gonnakas's former hushand, it appeared |'d avoided arrest so far, but it was not wiseto test
her patience.

After securing my sword in the sword-case in my room, | considered my options. Going back was
not an option. They'd expect meto tell them what I'd told Eddas - certainly they'd at least be curious. It
was apoor excuse, but dl | could think of at thetime. My stomach growled a me, reminding me that
three cubes of beefsteak hardly qudified asamed. | turned, heading for the queen's kitchen and hoping |
might catch Pago there.

Pago had been elated to see me, of course. | asked if he might tossasmall fish on thefirefor me, as
I'd appeared to have missed lunch. Pago ssimply chuckled. "Women - they're al the same, Corvid. Clean
the house, pick up after the children, wash the clothes... If you don't watch out for yoursdlf, you don't get
to eat! Why do you think | learned how to cook?

| grinned. "Sadly, that isaskill | never mastered. | can manage a soup from stocks, and roast afish on
agspit, but that's about the limit of my abilities. | dways hired acook at sea- and, of course, dwaysa

"Naturdly!" Pago agreed, opening the pantry with hiskey and entering, waving meto follow. "Only a
man can cook food right, women just aren't any good &t it. Alwaysthinking, dways busy with their little



schemes againgt each other... They just don't have the heart to understand the true magic of cooking,”
Pago replied, waving to the meat locker. "Pick oneyou like, I've plenty.”

"Oh, that one," | said, pointing at alarge carp-like fish native to the rivers of Kush.

"Ah, aflat-head, you'l like him," Pago replied, pulling out aknife and removing the fish's head, then
tossing the head into asmall box in the corner of the mesat-locker whereit wouldn't spail. "Here's
something you probably never knew - save the heads. Bail them, they make agood stew, quite tasty,” he

sad, putting away the knife and picking up the fish. It was dready gutted, apparently either at the market
or by Pago himsdlf before he put them away.

"l don't think | can eat something staring at me," | replied, grinning.

"Oh, no! After you boil them for about an hour, you scoop them out and toss them to the pigs. Guts,
too, throw the gutsto your pigs. It'sgood for them, they grow large on it. Eat the soup, not the heads,”
he said, snatching up an orange tuber from the pantry as he led us out, then locking the pantry behind us.
"l can seeyou've not lied, you've no idea how to cook. Shdll | at least show you how to fry afish
properly?

"I'd be honored,” | replied, smiling.

"Well, then. First, the pan. Not just any pan, mind you! A good iron skillet. Settle for nothing less!
Tap it whenyou buy it, it should sound like agong. If it doesn't, don't buy it, it's not made well and will
eventudly crack. Oil the killet in vegetable ail, not talow, not pig fat. Leepa-bean oil isthe best, but any
clean vegetable oil will do. Vegetable oil over every inch, then put it in the oven to bake for agood hour.
Pull it out, let it cool, look at it. If it doesn't look like this skillet here, it's not enough, do it again. You
want it black as pitch, and you want it to fed likethis. Fed it - fed the pan.”

| did s0, nodding. "'l see.”



"Doit right, nothing will stick. Never let anything burnin your pan. Wash carefully, don't scrub hard,
and it will stay likethis. Gently, with hot water and sogp. Never scrape hard, if you're having to scrape
something off, you've done something wrong, likely burned something in the pan. If that happens, let it
soak in soapy water agood day to loosen it, gently clean it, then ail it and bake it againto repair it. I've
sx panslikethis, al good and black, nothing sticksto them - but I've six because | was cooking for the
tavern. Y ou only need one, of course. But, get agood pan and treet it right, and shélll treat you far better
than your wife ever will," Pago replied, grinning, and | grinned back at him as he continued hislesson.

Y ou could learn alot about someone just allowing them to teach you something. Pago wasa
meticulous cook - everything in hiskitchen had a specific place, he did everything in a specific way.
Filleting the fish was done with aknife so sharp it could split hairs, and done in a specific way so asto
render the fish wafer-thin. Frying was done with the pan haot, the fish lying there only afew heartbeats -
just long enough to brown before he flipped it over. He wielded his spatulalike aduelist'srapier, the
edge sharp and angle low. In short order, he had thefilleted fish fried up, and tossed what was | eft -
spine, tail and other parts - into abucket to the side to be emptied when he was done. The pan was still
warm as he quickly diced the tuber held brought out, then tossed the thin dicesinto the pan to fry - he
said it absorbed abit of the fish oil, and not only made the flavor of the tuber better, it helped cleaning
later. Before | knew it, he was done, and held a plate out to me with the fried fish and tubersonit. |
grinned, taking it from him, and leaned on anearby counter to edt, listening as he continued his lessons.

"Cleaning's just asimportant as cooking, Corvid. Y ou're not one of us, you use swords where you
come from. Would you let your sword get dirty between uses?' he asked, up to his elbowsin soapy
water.

"No," | replied, grinning as| picked up another dice of fish and popped it into my mouth.

"Wadll, there you are! Y ou already understand more than most. Clean tools are better than dirty, rusty
ones, and if your pan is cleaned after you're done with it, it's ready to be used again at amoment's notice
the next time, like asword. Do it right, don't burn food, and nothing sticks! Cook quick aslightning, and
your woman will think youreameagician.”

"I'll remember," | said, finishing the medl.



"Ah! Youredone," he said, taking the plate from me. "' Clean plates are good, too. The queen said
filth can poison, she detectsit with her ring. Well, sheésright, I've seen it happen mysdlf. Perfect med,
everything looks wonderful, but abit of filth on the plates and everyone ends up with the trots and your
reputation is ruined, your wifewill likely beet you - ah! No, no, no! Clean, clean, clean!” he said, grinning
as he washed the dish, then set it on arack to dry. "And there we are. Now, you know how to fry afish.
Get yourself agood pan, Corvid. You'l thank me, later.”

"No, I'll thank you now," | replied, and bowed. "Thank you."

"Y ou'rewelcome! Come again! | could cook amountain of food and never repay you for saving my
life" hereplied, grinning.

As| walked down the corridor, | thought about Pago. He was a good man - atruly good man. He
deserved better than Doshta, who saw him only for the money he could make her in the tavern, and later
inthe paace. But, what could | do? | supposed it wasjust life for an Enebua man.

My own life didn't ook much better. It was clear Sashahad led rather asheltered life. The princess of
my childhood dreamsredly was in many ways like a princess, even ordinary things seemed to upset her.
She had the walk of atrained warrior, and the physique of an Enenbuawoman, fit and trim. Yet, she
acted like agirl, blushing and giggly, and the same subjects that were taboo in the upper-crust societies of
Vilandia or the Southlands appeared to be taboo with her. Her sister said shed lived in Palome, where
such subjects were considered fodder for ordinary conversation, and she'd trained to be awarrior and
generd there. Y et, where was the warrior-woman I'd heard of in her Sister's stories, that night in Eddas
Ayar'stower? Where was the genera, the fighter, the brave creature who had literdlly svum ‘round the
world? Nowhere to be seen, that was certain. In her place stood awoman eight years my senior who
looked to be my peer in age, and likely would look that way for centuriesto come. A mermaid, Marilith
had said. | knew little of the mer-folk, but their women did not have a reputation aswarriors, their
reputation was of vain thingswho laid about on rocks and waved to passing ships, luring sailorsto their
doom when they sailed onto hidden shoals and reefs, and laughing as the poor sods drowned. Likely
those stories were much like stories told by the Enebua about the Mysantians, the Mysantians about the
Kushites, the dwarves about elves, elves about dwarves... Biased, prgjudiced nonsense. Y et, | saw little
evidence of thewarrior, and far more evidence of aprim, blushing, giggly girl.



The dress. By the gods, that was the worst. 1t wasn't pink, though it looked it at first glance. It was
four shades of near-pinks, ranging from plum to rose, and trimmed with ablueribbon a thewai <. I'd
seen them before - it was adancing dress, quite a proper garment, worn by young girlsto festivasin
Vilandia All shelacked was dancing shoes - though I'm sure those were about, somewhere. Y et, she sat
to lunch wearing Palomean fighting gloves... | wasn't quite certain what to think.

Marilith, I could live with. Infact, | loved her dearly. She was awoman, though and through, despite
her being born on another dimension. Mysterious, exciting, sensud... Y e, willing to fight for what she
believed was right, not smply lay around and let her man do all thefighting for her. But Sasha? No, it
would never work. The princess of my boyhood dreams was a princess, prim and proper and easly
embarrassed. She would never be happy with someone like me, and | would constantly be walking on
eggshellsto keep from upsetting her. 1'd met women like that before, of course. Women who needed to
be placed on apillar, and fed with a silver spoon to be happy. At the other end of the spectrum were
women like Gonnakas - and Marilith. Earthy, sensua, exatic... Unfortunately, it seemed that to have the
|atter, I'd have to accept the former.

How could it possibly work? | could easily see an earthy woman like Marilith accepting of her sister
lying in the same bed while | coupled with ether of them. But Sasha? No, no. It wasimpossible. Shed
die of embarrassment to even mention such athing. Even deeping in the same bed with the two of them
would likely be abit much, evenif thethree of us could fit on that tiny bed in their cabin, which |
sincerely doubted. I'd certainly have to build a separate cabin for mysdlf, just to preserve Sasha's sense
of propriety. And, any relations with Marilith would have to be handled with extreme discretion, so as not
to offend her sster's delicate sensihilities. | remembered the two of them together, that day on the bridge.
Marilith had been very nervous, but put on her little demoness mask - ady wink and asensud smile.
Sasha, however, had seemed tremendoudy embarrassed by the entire discussion, and hardly willing a
dl. Marilith had to talk her intoiit, in fact.

| paused in my wanderings of the paace, and leaned on amarble pillar, feding it's coolness against my
shoulder through my shirt. Could I live likethat? Could | be the gented, proper man for Sasha, never
offending her delicate sengbilities with off-color stories or language, dways having the most proper
manners, the most perfect appearance...?

It seemed | had little choice, redlly. Marilith had made it clear, that day onthe bridge. It wasa
two-for-one deal, either | accepted both, or neither.

| sghed. | would do anything for Marilith. Even pretend to be something | was not, that her sster



would be happy. And, | cared for Sasha, aswell. The princess of my dreamswas not anything like |
expected her to be - not in the dightest bit. But, she was till a princess, and apparently expected meto
treat her as one. She was a good woman, but quite proper. Shewould never be happy with anything less
than an immaculate gentleman. | was hardly that, but... Wéll, to have Marilith, | would do anything.
Anything a dl, no matter how much it pained meto doiit.

"Corvid!" awoman's voice caled from behind. | turned - it was Sashaand Marilith, the latter ill in
her disguise asaKushite, and the former till in her prim dancing dress.

| smiled, and made afull genuflection, bending deeply at the knee and spreading my arms wide. "Good
afternoon, ladies.”

Sashasmiled. "Come back, Corvid, well sit and chat.”

Maxilith, however, blinked at me for amoment, then grinned. "Y es, come back, sailor-man. And don't
try to run away again, welll be forced to break your little legsto keep you from leaving.”

Returning to a cold meal when I'd already eaten did not sound appealing. Thinking of what Sasha
might like, | smiled. "Actualy, I've asomewhat better idea. Y ou may find that the pdace gardens are
quite lovely, Sasha - countless beautiful flowers, each dmost as pretty asyourself. Shall | show you?"

Marilith grinned, and Sasha blushed again. "Ummm... Y es, that sounds quite nice," Sashareplied.

| held out an elbow to her. "Shal we go, then?"

Sashatook my arm demurely, still blushing. | reached out ahand to Marilith, taking her hand in mine,
and squeezed it. Marilith smiled at me - apparently, thiswas what the two of them expected.



So beit.

I put asmile on my face, and led the two of them through the palace, towards the gardens.

The Raven - Twenty-Three,

| sat on the bed in the room that had been given me, thinking. Six days of precisely measured hell had
passed, me courting Sasha carefully, my manners and bearing asimpeccable as | could make them. She
seemed to enjoy it, but that wasdl | could tell. Therewas till the risk that | might dip and say something
that would offend Sasha, of course, but I had managed to avoid that so far with an old trick my father
taught me - ask awoman what she's thinking, then shut up and listen. My father had said it was the best
way to keep awife happy, and it seemed to work well with Marilith and Sasha. Both of them seemed
quite happy chatting at me while | smiled, listened, and nodded. Sashawas very easly prodded into
telling me what Palome was like, the various things sheld seen there, what the people and culture were
like... Yes, it was quite easy, solong as | remembered to Ssmply smile politely, and nod at the
appropriate pointsin the conversation. | could only hope that I'd be able to be with Marilith alone at
some point, so | could drop this facade of gentility, kiss her until she swooned then ravish her until she

giggled.

"Ah, Corvid, thereyou are,"” awoman's voice caled from the door. | looked - it was Eddas, wearing
his robe and waist-belt, and with hisfeathers tucked into hishair. "Come - timeto go, then. Fetch your



sword, we won't be coming back."

"Ah - you've succeeded? Gonnakad is pregnant?’ | asked, rising.

Eddas nodded, smiling. "Y es. I've made arrangements for Joy and | to come back here next year and
work with her guards, possibly improving what they know of fighting. I'll so teach them afew tricks that
mundanes used in Hyperborea to overcome mages, should they ever need to know - but, nevermind.
Come, timeto go.”

| fetched my sword and was about to put it into the ding of my sword-belt, then paused. "Damn - can
you carry thisfor me? It'snot lega for aman to be armed, here. | don't want to annoy Gonnakas."

Eddas nodded, taking the sword from me and tucking it under hisarm. "I'll carry it for now, but...
Wi, at this point, Corvid, you would have trouble annoying her if you set her feet onfire," Eddas
replied, winking. "Y ou wereright, she did very much enjoy that spell, | had to cast it severd timeseven
after | knew she was pregnant, just to amuse her. She's quite an earthy woman, I'm surprised you
survived your timewith her."

"It was rather trying, yes," | replied, and we shared a chuckle.

"Redlly, that spell isquite an effort, it's as difficult as summoning a grester demon. Of course, seeing
that | was a it tired afterwards only increased her ardor. Joy will likely not be amused once | tell her the
tale, but if | don't and she finds out another way, shelll be even lessamused, so therewe are.”

"Joy seemsavery practical type, perhaps shéll find it funny?* | replied as we walked out the door
and turned to go down the hall.



"Perhaps. | do hope 0, but women are sometimes hard to gauge in that regard,” Eddas said, shaking
his head. "Did you know Gonnakas took Pago from your friend, Doshta?'

"No, | didn't," | replied, amazed. "What happened?

"| told her what Y orindar told me - the man of Enebua who would make her happy was aready living
in her palace, and had dready been given to her. She thought about it for perhapsdl of an eyeblink, and
shouted for Pago and Doshta to be brought. She told her she'd decided to keep Pago as a husband after
all, paid thewoman astone in gold, and had her guards kick her out the front gate. It happened so fast, |

was quite shocked."

| chuckled. "That's Gonnakad, dright,” | said, then reached out ahand to him, stopping himin the
halway. "Err... Wait amoment.”

"Yes?' hereplied, looking up to me.

"Youreahit older than I, you've dedlt with many women... Perhaps you can advise me."

Eddas shrugged. "'l cantry.”

"What on earth would one do to get a prim and proper princessto loosen up abit?!

"Eh? Who would you know like that?"



"Sasha. She's quite the proper one, it's becoming immensdy painful for me to maintain the facade.
Poetry, the occasiond flowers| manage to get the queen's gardener to snip for me, giving her my ear a
al times, maintaining a perfect bearing and manner for her... Quite tiresome.”

Eddas blinked. "Ummm... Why would you need to do dl that for her?"

| rolled my eyes. "Oh, you've no idea. She blushes a even the dightest thing, she'sredly avery
delicate creature - very prim, very proper.”

"Ummm... We're talking about the same Sasha, yes? Arcadian woman, red hair, about three cubits
three and ahdf handstal?

| Sighed. "Yes"

Eddas shook hishead. "I'd no ideashewas like that..." he said, stroking his chin. He paused, gazing
at his gloved fingertips with an odd expression of mild annoyance, then looked back up to me. "Wdll, dl |
can think of isthis: Does she seemto likeit?

"She smiles and laughs, she seems happy withiit."

"Then keep it up," Eddas replied, and waved ahand for meto follow again. | did so, and he resumed
gpesking. "Corvid, my best suggestionisthat if she seemsto likeit, keep it up. Shetruly isworthy of you,
and in the end, you'll be quite happy together. What happens between then and now, I've no idea. But |
know that you three were literdly made for each other. Keep it up, and have patience. Perhaps astime
passes, shelll be less demanding.”

"Oh, | sincerdly hope so0. Right now, | fed like I'm walking on eggshells every moment. Gonnakas



was far easier to ded with, redly.”

Eddas |ooked up at mein surprise. "Redly 2"

| nodded. "Redlly. Sashais so painfully prim, it's beyond annoying. | keep wondering where the
woman of her Sgter's soriesis- the generd, thewarrior... I'm not seeing her.”

"Well, you'll be seeing her shortly, because once we collect them, we're off after that wizard.”

"At four to one, it won't be much of afight. If that warrior insde her makes an gppearance, it will only
be for an eyeblink."

Eddas shook his head. "It will hardly be that easy, Corvid. Ukkug, like Y orindar, doesn't liketo lose

his pawnsif he can avoid it," he said, then looked at me. "Oh - there was one other problem | had to
address. One caused by you, unfortunately.”

"Err... Me? What did | do?"

"It'swhat you stopped doing that was the problem, Corvid. Do you have any ideahow much it itches
when you stop shaving there?" Eddas asked, then rolled his eyes. "Good grief, Corvid, | thought sheld go
mad with theitching! Fortunately, | had packed literaly everything | could think of that might be of use,

and my little depilatory stone was among the items | packed. Quite saved her from the brink of madness,
| think."

| burst out laughing, and was still chuckling when we walked into Marilith and Sasha's room.



The Ocean - Nine.

| leaned forward to sniff the bouquet of flowers again. It wasfading dightly, but it's scent still was
lovely. The attendants had brought another vase, and after six days of flowers, our little room had a
lovely scent to it, and three pretty groups of flowers. | Sghed. "I lovethis.”

Marilith smiled in her Kushite disguise. "Not quite the same as ashell-top or acomb, but il very
nice"

I laughed. "It iskind of likethat, isn't it? He even recites poetry to me. | fed like ablushing mermaid
stting on the rocks a the shallows, being courted properly - and glorioudy well.”

Marilith grinned. "He'strying to win your heart, | think."

"Oh, hehasit, he hasit. But I'm not going to tell him that, he might stop!” | replied, and Marilithand |
shared agiggle. "Oh, Marilith - you wereright, so right. He dways seemsto know just what to say and
do."



"Y es, and with nearly dl hisattention on you, I'm starting to fed quitejedous,” Marilith said, sticking
out her tongue.

"Oh, no!" | yelped, stepping over to her. "Y ou can't, please!”

Marilith laughed. "I'm teasing! | know how he fedls about me. | can seeit in his eye when he looks at
me, and when he takes my hand. But he's spending thistime with you, for now. | think after your
experience on the ship, you certainly deserveit.”

| smiled. "And I'm certainly enjoying it."

"It might be nice to get him to do the same for me, once we get to Round Idand,” Marilith said, and
winked. "But, that'sadiscussion for another time. Today's the sixth day, Eddas might be done. Let me
look around..." she said, her gaze becoming unfocused. "Ah - | see them. Eddas and Corvid are coming,
and Eddas has Corvid's sword tucked under hisarm,”" she said, then blinked, looking back to me.
"Come, let'stake off that dressfor you and put it in your bottle. WEll be leaving today."

Soon, it was done, and Marilith and | were Sitting at the table, chatting, | wearing my scales, boots
and gloves. | heard aman'slaugh, and grinned, rising to my feet. Marilith stood beside me, and amoment
later Corvid and Eddas entered the room, Eddas carrying Corvid's sword. "Good morning, Sasha,
Marilith. Well beleaving today - have you packed everything you'll need?’

"Yes, wereready to go," | said, summoning my lance to my hand. Corvid gazed only for amoment at
my scales, then politely looked away.

"Good, good," Eddas said, looking to Corvid and holding out his sword.



Corvid dipped the scabbard into the ding of his sword-bdlt, spent afew moments adjusting it, then
nodded. "I'm ready."

"Good - take my hand, Marilith, you take his hand, Sashayou take your sister's hand... Ah, there.
Good," he said, and gestured with his staff, muttering abrief spell theworld blurred...

...and suddenly we stood in aforested scrubland, dry grasses waving, and thorn-bushes dense and
close. Asfar asthe eye could see, there were the sumps of tree-trunks, but no standing trees larger than
saplings. The older trees had al been snapped off near the ground, some entirely uprooted, and the logs
lay dl around, pointing to the west.

"Oh, my! What happened here?" | asked, looking around.

"Wedid, about five years ago,” Eddas replied, and began walking eastwards. "We're about ten
leagues from the coast - | figured it would be safe enough that far out, and I'd walked dl the way up to it
from the west, 0 my spell of returning was usable.”

| blinked, sartled. "You mean..." | asked, following Eddas aong with the others.

"Y es. Beyond that rise ahead, about ten leagues distant, iswhat used to be the Temple of the Sun.”

| didn't know what to expect as we walked up therise. But, asthe seadowly cameinto view, | found
it was far morethan | could have imagined. There, a the water's edge, was a tremendous gouge taken
from the earth, ahaf-circle bay aleague across. Downed trees radiated from the center, leveled by the
blast years ago, and the edge of the bay was humped up, like ahill, dl around the waters. "Oh, my..."



"Yes, it was quite an impressive blast. Fortunately, we weren't here to witnessit,” Eddas said, then sat
on anearby log. "Marilith, you can shed that Kushite's shape, you won't need it any longer.”

Marilith nodded, resuming her humanoid-equine form. "What now, Master Eddas?"

"Cast your gaze over there, | seem to see alittle spot of something on the southern side of the bay.
What isit?"

Marilith gazed into the distance. " A dock, Master Eddas. As heavily enchanted as that ship was."

"Ah, good. If there's one thing our opponent is, he's consistent. He doesn't know we're here, yet, but
likely that dock contains an enchantment to warn himif you arrived before him. Marilith, turn around,
please, I'll need ahair fromyour tail.”

Marilith did so, and Eddas drew his knife from hisboot, carefully selecting asingle hair of Marilith's
tall, then cutting it before putting the knife away.

"Thank you. Now, well need someone to receive the effect. I've aspell that will transfer whatever hits
Marilith to them. Most likdly, it-"

"Me" | sad, interrupting. "I'll takeit."

"Alright, Sasha. Most likely it will be aspell to entrap her - he wanted her dive, not dead. It could be
something more, however, and very dangerous. Don't make thisdecison lightly."



"I'm not. Mg, I'm the one."

"Alright. Hold the hair in your hand," Eddas said, and | took the hair between thumb and forefinger.
"Good. Now wait abit while | fetch out my grimoire. I've never bothered learning this spell asaskill so |
could cast it on thefly, | learned of it during my quest for Dyarzi, ages ago.”

| nodded, waiting as Eddas pulled off his glove, then opened his thumb-ring and shook out alarge
sack acubit across. Corvid blinked in surprise, but I'd seen it before - it was similar to the bottle | wore
on my wrist, but with asmaller space. From the sack, he extracted his grimoire, then closed the sack and
put down at hisside. His grimoire was amassive tome a cubit long, a cubit wide, and two hands thick.
Bound with stragps of cowhide through six holes, the pages were thin vellum, and covered with neat
streams of writing. He opened it to the index in the front, his gloved finger following the page down, then
he flipped the page to ook at the next. After he found what he was looking for, he flipped through the
tome quickly, locating the page, and opened it, laying it carefully across hislap and turning to face me as
he sat onthelog. "Mmm... Yes, here. Good. Alright, hold still, please,”" he said, and began reading from
the book, gesturing with hisfree hand.

It wasn't language that my bracelet could trandate, but sounded much like any other incantation I'd
heard him utter - only longer, and more detailed. It was as though he was describing something in a
language | could not understand, alanguage of mathematics, and power. Sowly, | could fed atingle
building in my gloves - the enchantments in them warning me of asorcerous effect building... Building...
Eddas turned the pagesrapidly, hisfinger following the neat, careful writing, reading it doud... | could
amost pick it out, now, there was asense of rhythm to it. Like a speech in aforeign tongue, givento
explain something complex. Simple concepts camefirgt, then more complex concepts after, building atop
the earlier concepts... My gloves weretingling stronger... Stronge...

Then Eddas flicked his hand out towards me. There was a sudden spike from my gloves, and | nearly
legpt aside reflexively. Eddas|ooked up, and nodded. "Ah, very good.”

Corvid gaped. "Eddas! What have you done to her?"

"What do you mean?" | asked.



"It'sjust the secondary effect, Corvid, don't worry about it," Eddas replied, clapping his grimoire shut
and dipping it back into the bag.

"But shelookslike Marilith!"

"l do?" | asked, looking down at myself - to my utter surprise, | did not see my scales, gloves and
boots, but rather saw Marilith's equine legs, clothing, and ebon pelt. "Oh, my!"

Eddas nodded, putting the bag away and dipping his glove back on. "Y es, the spell has a secondary
effect - acoronathat makes the receiver look like the tranamitter. | paid quite abit of gold for it, as| was
told it had the ability to transform and | was looking for away to restore Dyarzi's body, perhapsto
reflect her soul into areceiving target such asadeer or something. The magelied to me, quite annoying,
hewasredly just athief of other's grimoires who heard of my quest and decided to make afew gold off
my misery. Still, | kept the spell, the formulawas valid. Besides, no spell isever truly usdess. Solong as
the spell lasts, she is Marilith, for the purposes of sorcery - any spell that affects Marilith will be
transferred to her."

"You look marvelous, Sster," Mailith sad, grinning & me.

Corvid shook his head. "What did you do to the mage that cheated you, Eddas?

"| showed him what ared transformation spell waslike - | threw a Curse of Transformation on him,
and turned him into achicken for ayear. Sadly for him, we were in my tower at the time, and he decided
that he'd try to escape by flying out the door and off the parapet.”

"Err... The problem with thisbeing?'



"Chickensdon't fly too well, Corvid, and he'd been a chicken al of perhaps three heartbeats, so he
was particularly bad at flying. My tower was about the same height then asit is now - about five stories

to theground.”

Corvid burst out laughing, but | just shook my head. "Now what, Master Eddas?" | asked.

"Now, we just go down there," he said, dipping the bag back into histhumb-ring and pulling hisglove
back on. "Whatever pell that wizard put on those docks to catch Marilith will be transferred to you,

ingtead.”

"Ummm... Marilith, don't get mad when | ask Eddas this, but..." | said, and looked to Eddas again.
"Master Eddas, how long will | ook like Marilith?!

Eddas chuckled as he rose to hisfeet. "I'm maintaining the effect with my will, it'sredly quite short, a
minute or two. Assoon as| releaseit, you'll be back to normal. Y ou redlly haven't transformed, it'sjust a
lumenic coronathat makes you look like her. Secondary effect, entirdly harmless. | could likely diminate
it by tweaking the pdliations of the spdll, but | never bothered as| saw little reason to fiddle with a spell
I'll rarely use - the receiver hasto be willing, or the spdll won't work. However, | can't rel ease the spell
until we have made certain it will be safe for Marilith. There are severd spdllsthat wizard could have
there meant to trap her that | wouldn't be able to get her out of with any kind of ease.”

"Ummm... Then how do you get me out of them?' | asked, nervous.

"Simple - you're not her. If she'strapped, there's me, you and Corvid to get her out, and there's
nothing that you two can do so it'sredly just me. If you're trapped, there's both mysdlf and Marilith to
work on the problem.”



"Oh, | see..."

"You'll be alright, Sster, really. Master Eddas knows what he's doing."

"Evenif hedoesnt,” Corvid said, smiling, "having two of you looking like that would not be atragedy
to me- Marilithisvery beautiful, to my eye.”

"And | wasn't before?!" | sngpped, till abit uncomfortable.

Corvid looked away, turning to keep his face from me. "Sorry, that's not what | meant. Y es, you
were beautiful before, and till are now.”

Eddas glanced to Corvid, then reached out to pat hisforearm for amoment before looking back to
me. " Sasha, please join hands with Marilith - you, too, Corvid," he said, and gripped Marilith'sarm.
"Marilith, take us al down to the edge of that bay."

A few moments later, it was done, and we stood on the hill-like edge of the crater, looking down. The
bay below was pristine, and actudly beautiful if one could ignore where it had come from. The docks
were covered in strange runes and glyphs, and sat at the southern edge of the bay. The ground leading
down to it was blasted, bare rock, with only tufts of grass here and there. "Marilith, lead us down to
those docks, I'll watch Sasha. Corvid, help Marilith, these rocks will be abit tricky with hooves," Eddas
cdled.

"Alright,” Corvid said, taking Marilith's hand and leading her ahead of us, helping her keep her
balance. Eddas and | followed, Eddas walking behind me.



Corvid was very attentive to Marilith, keeping her from ssumbling severd timeson therocks. | fet a
twinge of jealousy - having ordinary feet and leather boots didn't make the trip that much easer for me
than her. Still, | followed quietly. Shortly, Marilith neared the dock, the tide lapping at the pilings.
"Nothing seemsto be happening,” | said.

Then Marilith stepped on the wood of the dock itself. There was atremendous warning spike from
my gloves, and | knew nothing more.

The Raven - Twenty-Four.

"Isshedright?' | asked, watching as Eddas and Marilith studied the ground Sasha had been standing
on amoment before.

"Mmm?' Eddas said, glancing to me. "Oh. She'sfine"

"Where is she?"

"Right about there," Eddas said, tapping the ground with his staff.



"What, very smd|?'

"No, under the ground.”

Marilith nodded. " About a fathom down."

"Canwedig her out?' | asked.

"No, it'ssolid rock," Eddasreplied, shaking his head. "Even if we did, we'd just hit the encystment.”

"What's that?'

"Hmmm... How to explain... It'san encystment spdll. It sedsher up in acyst within the earth. The cyst
looks like an egg, made of stone. But it isn't ordinary stone, it'swennic obsidian, amagica compound
that is created by and maintained by mana-energy. Indgde, sheshed in sass. She feds nothing, and her
life-processes are dowed to anear stop. She could stay like that for a good thousand years, perhaps
more, before sheld die of suffocation.”

| smiled. "Eddas, | say thiswith al due respect, but abit of concern in your voice when you talk about
Sasha's demise might be abit comforting.”

Eddas chuckled. "Nothing to worry about. She'sfine.”



"What are you doing now to get her out, if | may ask?"

"Right now, I'm just studying it. Thiswizard wasn't stupid, he knew Marilith might have help, I'm
looking to seeif therés anything | should be concerned about before | try to extract her.”

"I'm seeing three dependency-trails back to the dock, Master Eddas.”

Eddas nodded. "That one, there, istied to an enchantment over there,” he said, pointing. "Follow it
down and assenseit, I'll examine the other two."

Marilith nodded, walking back towards the dock carefully. She finally stopped and knelt, staring at
thewood. What shewaslooking at, | had no idea, but there was aglyph in front of her eyes carved into
the wood. Eddas kndlt by another glyph, and shook hishead. "Ridiculous," he muttered.

"What?' | asked, watching.

"Thetechnique. Ridiculous. Thisis how the Mysantians were doing enchantmentsin my day."

"And thisisbad because...?"

"It's like watching someone forge an bronze sword with asted hammer and asted anvil. They were
al enraptured with the power of glyphs and runes, then. They thought magic was dl about symbals. It's
not. Magic isaforce, mana. It'san inherent forcein our universe, like the force which drawsyou to the
earth, and the force which holds your body together. Glyphswork not because they have any intrinsc
power, but from the power you put in them with the enchantment. If the glyph itself had power, a



mundane could use them just by scribbling on the wall with chak. Circles of protection work not because
they'reacircle, but because the line represents alinked line of atomic change which the boundary limit for
the circle springs from. Y ou could draw one with your urinein the dirt and it would work. | knew a
journeyman mage who did, too. Won atwo-slver bet againgt another journeyman who didn't believe he

coulddoit."

I blinked, then burst out laughing, despite mysdlf. "What2"

"Mages get drunk and make bets with each other just like mundanes, Corvid. That wasthelast time |
did, though, | was quite annoyed to lose that bet. Who knew Gorol had that good an am with his

penis?'

I chuckled again, then squatted, watching them. "I wish | could be of more help.”

"You can," Eddas replied, and pointed to the western dope of the crater. "Take your sword and
scratch acircle in these rocks for me over there. The blade'sinvulnerable, you should be able to score
therocks and it won't damage the edge. It doesn't have to be neat, just fairly large and completely

connected al around, no breaks."

"How large?" | asked, rising.

"Preferrably a good pace across, but don't worry if it's not even. It just hasto be connected, asingle
linedl around, no bregks."

"Alright,” | replied, drawing my sword and walking over to where Eddas pointed.

It took abit of timeto do - the rocks were mostly basalt, and very broken and uneven. Scratching a



circleinto them took repeated strokes with my blade, knedling on the jagged stones and gripping the
blade carefully, right hand on the hilt and |eft hand above the backblade, scratching the rocks. Eddas was
right, of course, the blade was undamaged. Making the marks, however, was extremely tedious.

"This one is a reactive enchantment, Master Eddas, it triggers the enchantment over there on
that piling."

"Bah, that one's another encystment, a ong with those two pilings over there. Idiot. What was he going
to do, guess which one shewasin, or just crack them like eggsto find out? Idiot.”

| grinned wryly, still scratching the rocks. ™Y ou don't sound like you're impressed with thiswizard.”

"I'm not. | know he'saliche, even without Y orindar telling me heis. He hasto be, theré's too many
sgns he'sfrom about my time. But if he was skilled enough to cast the Spell of Hidden Life, he should
have been skilled enough to see through the flaws in Mysantian magic theory, back then. And he didn't.
Hesarote thinker, poor on theory. Highly imaginative solutionsto problems, yes. His ship was one
solution to not knowing the Spell of Returning. Thisdock isarather complex and inventive solution to not
knowing spells of Abjuration and Alarum. But if he was any good at magic theory, he could have
discovered those spdlsfor himsaf. HeEs not. He's arote thinker. If he hasthirty spellsin hisgrimoire, I'll
be surprised.”

| rose, wiping swesat from my brow. "I've got the circle done.”

"Good. That enchantment on that board there should have caused him to know we triggered histrap,
it'sadestructive reaction, likely aring or other item he wore has disintegrated. He should beieve Marilith
isintherock, and start heading here. Marilith, go stand with Corvid inside that circle, and throw up an
abjuration, please. If Corvid did the circle with no breaks, you should get at least double the protection
out of it, if not more.”

"Yes, Master Eddas,” Marilith replied, trotting over to me. Shelooked over the circle for amoment,



then grinned at me. "Perfect,” she said, and tossed out her hands.

"Thank you," | replied, smiling. "Now what?"

"Now this," Eddasreplied, rattling off aquick incantation and flicking out his hand. A bolt of fire shot
from hisfingertips, striking the dock and exploding into aball of flame that splashed water, splintered
wood and rock al abouit.

The dock was completely gone, little more than shattered pilings poking out of the water. | shook my
head, my earsringing from the blast. Eddas flicked water and splintersfrom his clothes with agesture,
then turned to us. "Y ou can rest, now," he said, and Marilith lowered her hands.

"Youredright?' | asked, looking at him.

"Y es, the blast force doesn't reflect back to the caster. Rather annoying to cast aspell and
accidentaly kill onesdlf, it doesyour reputation no good at al."

| grinned at his dry humor, then looked to where Sashawas. "She's ill not out.”

"No, that just prevented usfrom joining her," Eddas said, nimbly hopping from rock to rock until he
stood beside us. "Oh, nicely done, Corvid - that'sdmost even.”

| grinned. "Thank you, | plan on Sgning my art later.”



Eddas grinned back at me. "Stay ingdethecircle,” he said, and cast aquick spell. | didn't seean
effect, but he immediately began casting another.

A moment later, the rock rumbled, visibly shifting. A large chunk of it seemed to flow upwards,
forming acreature of stone. | gaped in amazement at the thing.

It was roughly humanoid, in that it had two short lumps that connected it to the ground that could be
mistaken for legs, and two long projections that dangled from near it's top that could be mistaken for
arms. It'shead, such asit was, was merely alump between what could have been mistaken for
shoulders. It was basicaly alump of rock - but it moved. And amoment later, more shockingly, it
spoke.

"Who calls?" it rumbled.

"| do, Eddas Ayar."

"Earth-friend and Wielder of Power, | serve thee willingly. What is thy bidding?"

"There'sawoman encysted over there. | can't dig her out mysalf without cracking the cyst. Can you
gently lift the cyst out and placeit in ashalow whereit can rest for meto work on it?!

"Easily, Eddas Ayar. One moment," the creature replied, and melted back into the ground again
with asound of grinding rocks. A heartbest later, a shallow depression appeared in the rocks, glassy and
smooth. A few moments after that, along, brownish, egg-like object exuded itsdlf from the rock, coming
to rest in the depression. It gleamed in the sun, like polished stone. The creature rose from the rock again
before us, and spoke again. "Have you iron or steel, Earth-friend? | can cut the cyst with it, if you
wish."



"I'vemy sword," | offered, somewhat boggled.

Eddas shook hishead. "No, Corvid, he's an earth-elementa. Hed have to merge it with his body -
basicaly, hed haveto et it, and he can't, that's sword's invulnerable," Eddas replied, and looked back
to the creature. "I can release her, friend. Y ou have helped me tremendoudy aready, | would hardly put
you to any further trouble. Y ou have my thanks - go in peace.

"You are welcome, Eddas Ayar, it was an honor to serve you," the mongter replied, and melted
back into the earth again to the sound of grinding rocks, then was gone.

| grinned. "Alright, I'm impressed. Being amage hasit's moments.”

Eddas grinned a me, then nimbly hopped from rock to rock, going over to the cyst. "Ah, nice, he
turned her face-up. | didn't even think to ask for that.”

"Will that make adifference?"’ | asked, helping Marilith to walk over beside the strange stone.

"Only in that she won't bonk her nose on the rock when | release her," Eddas replied, then pointed.
"Kned there, and get ready. When the cyst isgone, shell fal to the ground, you'll want to keep her from
whacking her head againgt the stone.”

| moved over to where Eddas indicated, my hand on the stone. It felt cool like marble. "Here?"

"About there, yes. Her head'sright in front of you, about in the middle of the rock. I'm just going to
use the Spell of Disenchantment to dispose of the cyst - it will vanish dl at once. Get ready to catch her



"I'mready," | replied, holding out my hands and tensing myself.

Eddas nodded, then incanted briefly, flicking out his hand. Instantly, the rock vanished, like asoap
bubble - it was Smply gone. Sashafdl, and | shot my hands out to catch her, keeping her head and
shoulders from hitting the rock. | held her for amoment, her red hair draped over my arms, and her eyes
fluttered. She looked at me, and a puzzled expression came over her face. "Ummm... What happened?'

| grinned. "Y ou got hit by amagical trap - but don't ask meto explainiit, | don't understand it. Marilith
or Eddas can explainiit, | suppose.”

"Master Eddas freed you. Corvid and | helped,” Marilith added, smiling.

"Well have plenty of timeto discussit later,” Eddas said, then gestured, incanting abrief spell. Once
he was done, he then pointed to the west. "I've set an Alarum spell here, he'samost certainly going to
investigate the damage, and when he does I'll know he's arrived, even if we're adeep. WEIl make camp
up there, on the center of the western side of the crater-rim. We should be able to watch everywhere

from there"

"Camp?"' Sashaasked, rising to her feet. "How long will we be staying?’

"Until the wizard gets here. | don't think he'sjust sold or scuttled that ship of his, he's put too much
effortintoit. Hell likely useit to sail here, dong with whatever help he can get,” Eddas said, then began
nimbly hopping from rock to rock again, heading to the western dope.

| grinned. "He movesfast in that little hdf-df'sbody."



"He hears pretty wdll init, too!" Eddas shouted back, grinning.

| chuckled, taking Marilith's hand. "Let'sgo,” | said, and began to lead her up the dope, watching her
carefully. Her hooves dipped very easily on these rocks.

"Corvid?' Sashacdled from behind me. "Can | have ahand, too?"

| suppressed my initia reaction, and managed asmile. "Certainly,” | said, holding out my other hand to
her.

The Ocean - Ten.

Eddas poked his head out from his sanctuary, his head and shoulders handing down from the air, his
hair hanging loose. "Alright, I've changed and washed up. Corvid, you're next, come on up.”

"Coming," Corvid replied, pulling himself up the knotted rope with the ease of asailor climbing a



ship'srigging. He stuffed his head and arms through the hole, and | saw Eddas bare hands grab his
shoulders. A moment later, Corvid dipped up into the sanctuary, vanishing into thin air.

| sighed, looking to Marilith. She sat beside me on the ground, gazing up at the rope that dangled from
nothingness. "1 don't know... It just seems like he's mad at me," | whispered.

Marilith shook her head. "For what?" she whispered back. "He can't be. You haven't done
anything | know of. | think you're imagining things."

"Maybe..." | muttered.

Eddas voice came from above. "No, just hand me your clothesfrom behind the curtain, I'll clean
them - yes, therewe are. Y ou're welcome.”

"Bah, we could just dl go up together,” | muttered.

"Ster, let's not annoy Eddas, please? I'd really rather not sleep on the ground, there's lots of
little rocks here, it would be quite uncomfortable.”

"l don't want to annoy him, | want to..." | said, and blushed, grinning.

"That isn't going to happen, either. Even if Corvid agreed, you'd make Eddas tremendously
uncomfortable.”



"Not even apeek at him while he's bathing?*

Marilith just gazed at me, and | Sighed. | was ready. More than ready. He had courted me, he'd been
gentle to me, he'd been wonderful and swest, | was ready. And | couldn't do athing about it.

Marilith shook her head. " There's another thing you're forgetting, as well."

"Oh?What?'

Marilith held up her fingers beside her head, rubbing her thumb and forefinger together. " Can you
hear that?"

“No, of course not."

Marilith pointed afinger at her long, equine ears. 'l can. Here's another example,” shesaid, and
looked up. "Master Eddas?" shesad, very quietly.

A few moments later, Eddas poked his head out of his hidden sanctuary again, hisblack hair
cascading down for amoment. Y es?' hereplied, aso very quiet.

"Just making a point for Sasha about elf-ears."

"Ah. Corvid will be done, soon. Once he's dressed and |'ve cleansed the water buckets again with a
filtration spell, you two can come up.”



"Thank you," Marilith replied, and Eddas pulled his head back in again. Marilith then looked a me,
and | covered my face with my hands.

"I am so embarrassed right now."

"You should be. My hearing is about twice as good as his, and his is about twice as good as
yours. You've been told that before, and we're right below the entrance.”

| looked up. "Ummm... Sorry, Master Eddas,” | said, quietly.

Marilith nodded. "He just muttered 'Don't worry about it.™

| Sghed. "Istherearedly dark hole | can crawl into for awhile?!

"Sster, we just got you out of one," Marilith replied, and giggled.

"I'm less and |ess certain that was necessarily wise."

Marilith giggled again, and Eddas poked his head out of the hole again. "Alright, climb up, you two."



Marilith and | hopped to our feet, and | let Marilith climb up first, boosting her up. It was difficult for
her to climb aknotted rope with hooves, but she managed it after afew moments. | followed, pulling
mysaf up into Eddas Ayar's hidden sanctuary.

It was very nearly as| remembered it, though there were more boxes stacked against the walls. A
smdll circular stone room about four and a half paces across, it had aholein the center of the floor about
acubit across. Thewadls and ceiling were mortared stone, the celling reinforced by two very broad oak
cross-beams. Currently, a curtain was hung from some hooks aong the insde of the crossbeams, cutting
off aquarter of the room from view.

Corvid was sitting at Eddas desk in achair, across from Eddas, and between them was some kind of
folding wooden case with agame board of aternating black and white squares, each square about a
hand wide. It was two hands thick, and about two cubits square. Eddas, who was dressed in aloose
robewith hishair hanging down to his rump, pointed to the curtain from where he sat at his desk. "Behind
thereisastool and two buckets - one soapy water, one rinse water. There's alarge sponge there, too.
Relax, bathe, and when you come out I'll have somefood for usal. Mind you don't knock over the
boxes dong thewdll."

" After you, Sister,” Marilith sad, smiling.

"Alright, thank you," | replied, stepping behind the curtain.

"Have a segt, Corvid," Eddas said as| sat on the stool behind the curtain and reached for my boots. |
heard astrange sound, like cards being shuffled. "Thisgameiscaled chatto. Has Frarim taught it to
you?'

"No, he said hewas out of practice so long, he may aswell have you teach it to him from scratch.”

"Hah! Ah, well. It was very popular in my day - we often gambled on it. Thereé'sthe board, I've
aready set up theinitia eight pawns on your home row, therest are in the drawer below the board on



your sde and mine. I'll explain how they work in amoment. Y ou're playing white, I'm playing black. We
ded the starting hand of cardslike so..."

* % *

"Okay, 0| can forge this piece against mine or yours?' Corvid said, pointing.

Eddas nodded. "Theoreticaly, yes, but I'd have to see your cardsto know. Y ou have two cards you
set asde for movement, peek at their color and rank and see which would be best to choose. Black
cards allow you to end your move on black squares, white cards allow white squares, haf distanceif you
have to use black for white or vice versa. If you forge against your piece, theré's no draw or changein
the cards, you get aslver ring for hisstaff. Fll the staff with eight Slver rings, you pull them off and put a
gold ring on the bottom - it'snow eader tofill the staff and get another. If you forge against mine, you
have to choose whether you destroy it or not. If you do not choose to destroy and just do a peaceful
forging instead, we contest it with adraw from our forge stacks. Win, and you pull off any slver rings he
has, you get agold ring and the ability to take one of my cards. Lose apeaceful forging, and nothing
happens. Therisk, however, isthat you'll be next to my oiliphant there, and he might crush you on my
turn - he has an astonishing bonusin attack.”

"How astonishing?’

"Hetreats all squares asbeing his color in attack, and like the mage, all cards used for attacks as
being his color. Defensefor him isnormal, however, and like the dragon, he treets al movement cards as
being the wrong color for wherever he wants to go. Y ou round down on movement but you can't move
less than one square, so he can get there no matter what card | play for movement. With his attack
bonus, evenif | play awhite card from those | set aside for fighting, hell treat it as black - my color. And
congdering he's got two gold rings on his saff, that means hell have two from hisrings, one from the
square and one from the card in attack - four. Even alittle one white card would give him fivein attack,
and if | played an eight black, hed have twelve. Twelve is devadtating in attack, you don't have a piece
on the board that could survive it evenif you played an eight whitein defense. Ending your turn next to
that oiliphant is not wise, unlessyou're convinced | have low cardsfor fighting and you have high cards.
Oh - on your side, he's not the oiliphant, he's the giant instead. Joy aways plays white so she can somp
mewith the giant, shefindsit quiteamusing.”



"l see" Corvid replied, grinning.

"Why the difference?"’ | asked.

Eddas amiled. "Well, it's just the way we Hyperboreans|ooked at things. We couldn't ever see agiant
fighting agiant, so black has the oiliphant, instead. For the same reason, | have an axeman who looks
quiteabit like adwarf instead of the archer Corvid has with white, who looks suspicioudy like an df,”
Eddas said, and winked.

| grinned, and Corvid chuckled as Eddas turned to look at him, pointing at the board again. "Now, if
you choose to forge and destroy my piece or just launch asmple attack, | can dlow it or contestit. If |
alow it, he'sremoved from the game and your turn ends, even if you could have played more cards, your
piece ends up in the square minewasin if he wasn't there dready, and you remove any silver ringsfrom
his staff and get agold ring. Despite that it forces your turn to end, thisisagood thing. It permanently
weakens my force and the removed piece counts towards your score - quite a bit, because he was
promoted once to reach ailiphant and he has two gold rings - and your piece ends up stronger. If |
contest it, we use those three cards there you set aside for fighting. Note, however, you promoted that
oneto chariot the last turn. It can move twice, and can pick up afriendly piece whose square it enters,
carry them aslong asit wants, and drop them in any square next to the one it endsaturnin if therésan
open square, or have both piecesfight on one fight card - that means they're treated as one piece, and
any gold ringsthey have are added together. For example, it could move, pick up that piece there, and
move again carrying that piece, opping here next to mineto forge, or sopping in the same square to
attack. If you try to forge against my piece, it'svery risky, that oiliphant has two gold rings and your
pieces have none because you just promoted both of them recently and haven't had a chance to forge
them again - that gives me atwo point bonusin forging, where colors don't count. Win, you pick acard
from me, you pull off any silver rings on their aves and get agold ring for each, | don't get to replace the
card you took until the beginning of my next turn, then we see whether or not my oiliphant dieswith a
fight card from each of us- | havethree, but if | had one and you choseit and left me with none, heloses
and dies. Losetheforge, you don't get aring, | pick acard from you, you play down acard until your
next draw at the beginning of your next turn, and we seeif your chariot and it's passenger dies - both at
once on one fight card from you. And remember, when you take a card from me, you choose from either
of the three stacks; fight, move or forge."

"Hmmm... Question: Isthere ever atime you would alow a destruction?”



"WEell, that depends on the player, the board position, and what cards they're holding. Keeping track
inyour head of what cards you've seen played lets you guess at what would be left and the odds your
opponent has ahigh card to play, you might do it if you're expecting to draw a high card on your next
turn and don't want your opponent to get it. But, that only matters until the deck is empty, then we shuffle
the discard stack and put it back over there to draw from again. Largely you would do it so asto end an
opponent's turn before he can do something serious, giving you a chance to recover from abad position -
you sacrifice one piece to move or forge others. For example, | could alow the oiliphant to dieif you
attacked, ending your turn and preventing further damage, then forge this knight, here on my turn - he's
just two squares away, nearly any card will get him next to you. A peaceful forging againgt an enemy is
contested, but if | win, | get agold ring and adraw of your cards- if | lose, nothing happens. Then, since
he'saknight, he can then use a second movement card to run away so you can't smash him. | can keep
the gold, forging him even stronger, or | can promote him to either battle-mage or warrior - if | promote
to warrior, however, since he's dready moved, he couldn't move again. I'd choose the ring and run away,
however, to keep him away from you and keep him stronger than you. The limitation isthat if | do dl
that, the Qiliphant isgone. | can't promote my mage over here to Oiliphant to replace the onel lost and
continue working up that promotion line - you'd have destroyed that piece, he's placed by your Sde as
retired for the rest of the game and counts as part of your score to win, and the mageisjust stuck where
heisin promotion. He can gill earn rings, but he can never be promoted further. | could, however,
promote the knight to warrior or battle-mage, and retire the knight piece to my drawer to be pulled out
later when | promote another piece.”

| shook my head. Marilith was till bathing, and | had been watching Eddas and Corvid work through
Corvid'sfirst game. It was an immensely complicated game, from my perspective.

Corvid stroked his chin. "Ah, but you wouldn't sacrifice that oiliphant, I'd end up in his square, and
that could put your king at risk. At four squares distance, theré'salot of cards that could bring my piece
within gtriking distance. Lose the king, and you lose the game.”

"Wdll, yes - the crown is heavy, whoever hasit can only move one, regardless of what card you play
to move. Theonly way | could avoid alossisto immediately transfer the crown marker to an adjacent
piece before you get there and try to get him into one of my castles. My nearest castle ismy forest, and
right now, my priest isthe only piece who could even reach the king for the transfer, and you'd dap him
slly the following turn long before he madeit to the forest, his entire purpose isforging other pieces, he
can't fight worth adamn,” Eddas said, and winked.

| shook my head again. "I'm not even sure how youwin at al."



Corvid grinned. "That's the easy part to understand - the longest way isto win on score & the end of
an agreed time. Scoring isonefor pawns, and eight for mage, fighter or merchant, sixteen for the next
rank up, and so on - plus one for each gold ring on the staff. Y ou get score for each piece of yourson
the board, plus each piece you've destroyed of the enemy. The other waysto win are by capturing all
your enemy's castles, or you can win by making the other player lose. Y ou loseif you have no pieceson
the board, or if you lose your king."

Eddas nodded. "Right. Seethat little gold disk my mage is sitting on, Sasha? That's the crown, it
means he's my king, currently. Theoreticdly, you could promote a piece to something useful, then forge it
to eight full gold rings- virtualy indomitable - then make them king. If the king can't be beaten, you can't
losethat way. It's not wiseto do it, however, you'd be wasting alot of valuable forging time you could be
spending on pawnsto build them up, and the resulting piece would be burdened by the weight of the
crown, and far less useful than he otherwise might be. Better to have the king marker shift fromtimeto
time, to keep it out of reach of your opponent. Meanwhile, with one ultimately powerful king and the rest
week little pawns, your opponent could sweep al your pawns while you're fiddling with just one piece,
then bring al hisforcesto bear againgt that piece at once by shifting cards to his movement stack to bring
them all together in one turn, and have them dl fight on one card. When two or more piecesfight on one
card, the attacker chooses which pieceisleading the assault, and they total al their ringstogether. The
king fals, and you lose. Or they could just withdraw to their castles and defend if you're near thetime
you agreed to stop - the four castlesin your home row are on squares of your color, Fortress, Forest,
Mountain, City. The Tower, sometimes called the Outpost, isyour fifth castle. Y ou can place anywhere
onyour half of the board in your first turn, it doesn't move theregfter, but it works the same asthe others.
In addition to the color bonus for the square, apiece in acastle can't lose drawing from an empty stack,
they just draw from one of the others. If you've had your enemy sweep all your pawns except your king
and he then hidesin his castlesto wait for timeto expire, well, they'll win on score. One of the largest
parts of the game, however, iskeeping one's face absolutely smooth. Y ou don't want to let your
opponent know what kind of cards you've drawn, and you don't want your gaze to reved where you're
redlly thinking about moving."

"How do you even know how many cardsto draw?' | asked, still boggled.

Eddas smiled. " At the beginning of your turn, if you have lessthan eight, you draw from the top of the
deck until you do have eight. If the deck runs dry, you shuffle the discards and move them there to form
the deck again. Y ou then assign the cardsin your hand to the three stacks - fight, forge or move - and
you can change them at the beginning of each turn. Controlling your expresson and gazeiscriticd, there.
You just do not want your opponent knowing what you're planning, or being ableto tell that you're
saving aparticular card for something.”



Corvid nodded. "The promotions were the only complex thing to understand - eight silver ringsto get
agold, then you only need seven, then six, and so on until the last oneisagiven. Instead of agold you
can promote, which costs you the rings but improves the piece. Pawns have no staff, they can't gain rings,
but they promote on any forging that doesn't kill them. Pawns go up to one of three categories - fighter,
mage or merchant, who have bonuses to move, attack, or forge, respectively. Fighter goes up to archer
for white or axeman for black, they go up to knight, knight goes up to chariot, and chariot goesup to
warrior. Mage goes up to oiliphant for black or giant for white, oiliphant or giant goes up to catapullt,
catapult goes up to dragon, dragon goes up to warrior, again. Merchant goes up to scholar or craftsman,
scholar or craftsman goes up to mason, mason goes up to priest, and priest goes up to warrior, again.
Thetop threetiers of mage move a haf, the top threetiers of fighter have haf pendty to forge, and the
top threetiers of merchant have half pendty to fight."

"Correct, but remember that in forges between pieces on the same side, scholars and craftsmen give
one extraring, masons and smiths give two, and priests give three.”

"Smiths?' | asked.

Corvid nodded again. "Each line hasa" spur” which goes nowhere, but alows different abilities.
Catapult can "spur” to ship which can't promote further, but can carry another piece like the chariot and
doesn't have amovement penaty. Mason can "spur” to smith, which can't promote further but has no
pendtiesto fighting. Knight can "spur" to battle-mage, which can't promote further but has no pendtiesto

forging."

Eddas grinned. "That'sright!"

Corvid grinned back. "The one thing | don't understand iswhy warrior is considered the highest
promotion. Wedll, | understand it from the point of the game - no pendty to move, forge or fight, and the
warrior can't lose to an empty stack, he just draws from another, it'slike he's got a castle around him al
thetime. If you can't force him to lose through an empty stack, but instead an empty stack alowshimto
choose at will from the other stacks, that makes him very deadly. But why the name ‘warrior'?"

"W, that's because in your language, you just say "warrior”. In Hyperborean, theword is Krigat.
Heisn'tjust awarrior, heis the warrior. It's part of our culture - we had a concept of the 'ultimate



warrior', the character appeared in our literature, plays and songs quite abit. Sometimes he'samage,
other times he'samundane, but he's dways the best, indomitable. He's dways marked in some way, 0
he's seen as being lesser than heis. A scar, missing one arm, missing an eye, something. And he hasa
weakness - the Krigat in our literature and playsisonly ever defeated through his weaknesses. He's
awaysatragic hero, and even when he wins, there's dways something he lost doing it.”

| shook my head. "That game istoo complicated for me."

Marilith stepped out from behind the curtain, dressed in her loincloth and apodesmos again. "I think
you should try it, Sster. As Master Eddas has said, in many ways, the conflict of the godsis much
like a vast chatto game, played with interconnected boards, in more than two dimensions, and
with billions of pawns and many more ranks of pieces than the twenty-four of Hyperborean
chatto."

| looked to Eddas and Corvid. "Well, if that'strue... Well, Corvid has his ornithopter... He would be
the chariot, | guess. And that would make Master Eddas the warrior, right?”

"Exactly,” Corvid and Eddas both said at the sametime, and | felt achill run down my spine asthey
sdit.

Corvid made a moue', and looked to Eddas. "Does that happen alot being apawn of Y orindar?!

"You'l get used toit,” Eddas replied, and grinned wryly. "Come - it'syour turn.”

Corvid nodded, studying the board. "Alright, that Oiliphant looks abit risky, | think I'll just forge this
chariot againgt my fighter, ingtead...”



Master Eddas summoned dinner for us using sorcery. It wasrather nice, actualy. A roast fowl and
dices of vegetables aong with cool, fresh water. Eddas game with Corvid had drawn to a close around
late afternoon, with Corvid managing awin by capturing Eddas king. | thought Eddas was being rather
easy on him sinceit was hisfirst game- it seemed very unlikely Corvid could actualy beat Eddas at this
gamethefirg try. Unfortunately for me, Eddas then suggested thet | take the next game againgt him, with
Marilith and Corvid advising mewhat to do. In short order, | had the two of them seated a my Sides,
whispering into my ears and peeping at the stacks of cards every now and again between whispering to
each other. Eddas had very sharp hearing, | knew, but he promised he would deactivate hisring of
trandation. That would alow usto speak in Vilandian (alanguage he said he didn't know but Corvid did)
when considering our moves. Such a promise seemed rather hollow, given he was an expert at reading
expressons and gazes while controlling hisown, but | had no choice but to trust him, | had redlly no idea
what | was doing.

"Mmm... Not that one, the other one," Corvid said.

"Which other one?' | asked, looking at the board.

"The one with the bow - your archer. He'sgot six silver rings, if you forge him against your scholar, he
can promote to knight and give you the reach to strike deeper into Eddas territory next turn. The scholar
can bump apieceto forge himsdf or he can be bumped to forge the piece that moved to him - thisislike
any other piece. The scholar isaong the merchant line, he specidizesin forging. He's asecond
promotion, he givestwo rings, and he can forge a piece by moving into it. But, if he movesto that archer,
helll be closer to Eddas knight and might be lost, so it's best to keep him back and have the archer bump
him."

Eddas looked up briefly from the book he was reading at the sound of his name, but asit was obvious
we weren't speaking to him, he went back to reading amoment later. | knew he was a tremendousdly
experienced opponent, he dready had six of his starting eight pawns promoted, whereasI'd only
managed three.

"But what about-" | said, lifting my hand, and Marilith grabbed my wris.



"Careful, Sster. He said he wouldn't listen, but he certainly will see you point.”

| nodded, thinking, trying to understand. Part of me saw it only as an extremely complicated game -
and asomewnheat frudirating game, since | didn't redly understand it well. The mentd abilities of amermaid
had alowed meto pick up the rulesjust watching and listening, but it was ftill confusing. And yet, the
game the gods played with our own lives was even more complicated, and | understood it even lesswell.

Pawns... Ordinary people, living their lives, doing the best they could, then tapped by the gods to
servethem as greater beings. Learning, studying, practicing... And fighting. All to improve, to train, to
learn. The gametook agesto play, dowly building up one's pawns, striking at the enemy, wearing them
down... And yet, the right move could end the game immediately, through capturing the enemy king.

The enemy king...

"We can't kill his Qiliphant. We haveto capture him," | said, redization dawning.

"Err... What?' Corvid asked, looking at mein confusion. "It'sthe samething, in thisgame.”

"No. Likethis" | said, reaching for the movement stack. Picking the middie one, | turned it over.
"Threewhite," | cdled. "This scholar movesto the archer and forges him to aknight.”

"Alright," Corvid said, and made the move for me, then put the card in the discard pile. | waited until
he'd removed the rings and put them back in the drawer on my side, replacing the archer with aknight
from the drawer and putting the archer away init'slittle padded dot. Eddas, noticing | was moving,
looked up from his book and watched.



"Five white - the knight moves over to the square next to the oiliphant.”

"Err... Next to?' Corvid asked.

"Y es, the white square to theright.”

"Sister, what are you doing?" Marilith asked.

"Taking agamble" | replied, as Corvid moved the piece.

"You're going to forge against him?' Corvid asked.

"Yes, and | want to capture him after. He's got two cards set aside for fighting. | can do this," | said,
and picked up aforging card, glad I'd placed the less useful black cardsin theforging pile.

" She intends to destroy, Master Eddas,” Marilith said, in Hyperborean, my bracelet letting me
understand her.

Eddas nodded, reaching out to the board and moving my knight into the square with the oiliphant,
then picking up the oiliphant and setting it to the Sde. " And that ends her turn,” hereplied.



| blinked, and Marilith looked at him as Corvid dipped agold ring over the staff for my knight.
"You'rejust going to let it go?" Marilith asked.

"Naturally," he said, then looked at me, and smiled. "A nice thought, Sasha, but I'm not going to
alow you to take my king that easily,” he said in Vilandian, apparently having activated histrandation ring

again.

"Buit... But how did you...?"

"Y ou smiled too much when you laid down your fight cards. | think you've got apair of eights, there,"
he said, and winked. "Forge to distract me, fight to get me to expend a good card to save the piece and
loseit anyway, then charge the king in my city when I've only one card left that likely isn't an eight? It
seemed obvious. If you were bluffing, however, | congratulate you on an excellent bluff, you cost mea
piece and aline of development.”

"But... But it seemed like the answer! | mean, to both!"

"Oh?How do you mean?"'

"Capture the oiliphant, find out wherethe king is, then go after him!" | said, then sighed. "Sorry, |
guess | was being stupid.”

"Hmmm..." Eddas replied, stroking his chin with agloved hand. " Perhaps not so stupid, Sasha. But
you presume the oiliphant knowswho the king is. He might not."

"I appear to be missing part of this conversation,” Corvid said, scratching his head.



"Me, too,” Marilith said, looking a me.

| shook my head, looking at Eddas. "Well, he had to have someone in mind to be in charge of thét...
"Theocracy'-thing you said he was thinking about setting up.”

"Aaaaah, now | understand," Marilith said, nodding.

"l don't, but don't let that stop you," Corvid said, smiling wryly.

"Possibly, Sasha," Eddas said, "but it's more likely he intended to be in charge, himself."

"But that would make the oiliphant the king!"

"Yes- but that plan is put on hold until after this particular conflict isresolved, here. He may not
necessarily betheking, now."

"What if he is?"

Eddas shrugged, drawing cards for the beginning of histurn to replace what he had used in the
previous turn. "Then we can expect arather dangerousfight. The God of the Desert would not surrender
him easily," Eddas said, scooping up al his cards, sorting them, then laying them out in three stacks again.
He then waved agloved hand at the board. "But thisisjust agame, Sasha. A game of men. The game of
the godsis not the same. So long as &t |east one person whispers his name, the God of the Desertsis
awake. So long as at |east one person follows him, his game continues. In chatto, the warrior isthe most



powerful piece. In the gamethe gods play, it isthousands of lowly and otherwise inconsequentia priests,
quietly spreading belief. Also, the God of the Desert could sacrifice his ailiphant just aseaslly as| did, if it
was necessary to keep hisgame dive. Bear in mind that doing so may alow him to do something like
this" Eddas said, and turned over amovement card. ""Four white, right next to your knight," he called,
moving hisfighter next to my knight. "Forge," he caled, selecting acard from hisforge stack. | looked a
the cardsin my forge stack, then pulled one out, holding it in my hand. Colors didn't matter in forging,
and it wasn't abad card. When | was ready, however, Eddas flipped over awhite eight.

| Sighed, laying down the black five I'd sdlected. Eddas nodded, reaching to my fight stack and
drawing acard, and leaving me with one. " Since that was aforge againgt an enemy, | get agold rather
than aglver," hesad, pulling off the silver ringsfrom hisfighter, then dipping agold ring out from the
drawer on hisside of the board and dropping it over the empty staff of hisfighter before putting the sllver
rings away. The card he drew from me, he placed in hisforge stack, then drew another card from his
movement stack.

"Fivewhite, right besde your knight," Eddas called, moving hisknight four squaresto settleit besde
the square minewasin. "Forge and destroy," he said, pulling out acard from hisforge stack and holding
it. It was not the card held taken from me, | still had achance. | looked at what | had |eft, and selected
the highest card | had. Eddas then laid down the white six he had selected. | Sighed again, showing the
black five | had selected. "Y ou have one gold ring and | have none, colors don't matter in forging. Tie-
second card?' he asked, picking up the card he'd gotten from me before. | turned over my last forge
card - ablack two - and Eddas nodded, showing the white eight. Eddas again drew a card from my fight
stack, leaving me with none, and placed agold ring on the empty staff of hisknight.

"And now thefight for destruction,” he said, and laid down the card heéld just drawn from me - awhite
eight. "You have nonein the pile, and that isn't acastle,” he said, and reached out to my knight, taking it
and placing it to the Sde. "Y es, sometimes alighting strike will work, if your opponent isinattentive, or
riskstoo much at once. But the gods are rardly inattentive, and their risks are very precisaly calculated,
Sasha. And yes, the God of the Desert may just sacrifice his oiliphant to prevent you from doing to him
precisely what you were thinking of doing to me," Eddas concluded, scooping up the used cards and
putting them into the discard pile.

| Sghed. "Alright, Master Eddas."

Eddasthen smiled a me. "I should tdll you, however, I'm quite proud of you."



"What? Why?" | asked, blinking at him.

"Because you're beginning to see the larger picture, now. Asyou get better at it, you'll be ableto
apply your skillsasagenerd and awarrior to it, and begintowin," he said, and winked at mefor a
moment before returning to reading his book.

"Well, thank you. Err..." | said, then grinned. "Marilith, how do you say 'thank you' in Hyperborean? |
suppose | could just use my trandation bracelet and tell him, but..."

"Takya," Marilith replied, grinning.

"Takya, Master Eddas" | said, grinning at him.

"Valkya. Dit drag," Eddasreplied, turning apage in hisbook and continuing to read.

Marilith giggled. "He says you're welcome, and reminds you it's your move."

| nodded, drawing from the deck to make up for the cards I'd lost last turn. " Okay, Corvid, |
understand the basic rules but | think you're better at strategy for thisgame than | am, you're alot more
sneaky than me. What do you think our best move should be from here?' | asked, scooping up my cards
and fanning them to show him my hand.

Corvid chuckled. "Wdll, if you're trying to out-sneak Eddas, | don't know if that's even possible. B,
hereswhat | would try..." he said, and began to explain.



The Raven - Twenty-Five.

The wind rippled through the thorn-bushes of the grassy plains behind us, the ocean lapping at the
rocky shores of the bay. It wasalovely day, here, though the crisp air foretold of winter's chill to come. |
handed the branch I'd been working on to Eddas for his examination. The branch we had selected was
graight and long, and Eddas had carved it with his knife to smooth out the twigs and knots. Fixing the
leather cap to the end was rather difficult - it had to hold the wadding in place to provide some kind of
useful padding. Still, onceit had been done, it was merely a matter of wrapping wetted rawhide thongs
about it to hold it in place, then letting them dry. Eddas examined my work near noon, then nodded.
"Quitenice, yes. Thiswill do quite nicely.”

| smiled. "Thank you, | plan on getting rich saling them when we get back to civilization.”

Eddas |ooked to me, then grinned, tossing the stick to me. "Practice, Corvid. Y ou've spent amonth in
the queen's boudoir, you're as soft as butter.”

Eddas was wearing only his gloves, boots and chainmail nephni, hishair up in aponytail. As he began
doing stretches against the ground, reaching out to touch histoes, | chuckled, pointing the practice sword
at him. "No, I'm only soft compared to that,” | replied.



Eddas reached out, both legs before him, and touched histoes with ease. "And I'm merely amage,
you should be horribly embarrassed. We sit on our rumps al day long, don't you know?"

I laughed again, and began working on some stretching exercisesto limber up my legs. My father had
taught me that footwork was paramount for agood swordsman - and he wasright, of course. The
exercises my father had taught me werefairly ample; standing with the legs spread wide apart and
bending at the knees from side to side as though lunging, but dowly, to stretch the muscles. ™Y ou know,"
| said, watching Eddas bend again and again until he could grip hisfeet in hishands, "I don't think I've
ever touched my toeswithout bending my knees."

"But you do stretch and limber up, yes?' Eddas asked, now putting aleg straight behind him and
repesting his bending stretches.

"Yes, of course. You haveto, if you expect to remain fagt.”

"And haveyou ever logt?"

"Only to my father, when hewastraining me,” | replied, placing my arms over my head and stretching
fromsdetoside.

"Then clearly, you don't need to," Eddas replied, winking at me. "Besides, joking aside, you'vethe
perfect physique for a swordsman - strong, lean, and fast.”

| grinned. "Thanks. | suppose that's true, my father warned againgt bulking up - it dows you down. ‘A
good swordsman should have the physique of a message-runner, not a logger,’ hedwayssad. His
exerciseswere al about being limber and having speed and endurance, only the wrist and shoulder needs
to betruly strong so that you can move your blade with athought. And you're amage, and likely have
certain advantages anyway."



"True - and that's something you should never forget. A good mageisdwaysalot stronger than they
look. The power of mana-energy flowing through us addsto our physica strength - it's not just the mind
that calls upon mana, but the body, and every cdll of the body. A mage who casts spells every day,
exercisng ther abilities every day, grows stronger in will - and stronger in body."

"What'sacdl?' | asked, hands on rump as| stretched my spine.

"The smdlest unit of the body. They comein different shapes... Round, oblong, irregular... Many
shapes. The somatoplasm of the body isheld within each cdll. Think of it like abox or jar, containing the
liquids that make up your flesh. But very tiny, smaller than your eye can see.”

| raised an eyebrow. "And that'sall? Werejud... Liquidinlittle jars, al linked together?!

"Yesand no," Eddasreplied, till stretching. "If you look very closely at aship, al you seeiswood
and nails. But aship ismore than wood and nails.”

"True. Without the men who built her, the men who stocked her hold and the men who sail her, aship
isnothing. Far larger lements are apart of a ship than just wood and nails."

"Exactly. If one usesan occhiolino or the spells|'ve been fiddling with to duplicate and improve on
itseffect, gazing at the smallest parts of the body, it's much like looking very closdly at aship - so closely
that all you can seeiswood and nails. A ship ismore than that, and so are you. Y ou are body, mind and
soul - just asaship iswood, sailors, and canvasto catch the wind.”

"Which is predominant, though?" | asked, stretching my shoulders. "1 mean, I've seen men struck in
the head badly enough to crack their skulls. If they recover, sometimesthey're drooling idiots.”



"Because the mind works through the brain to think, just as your hand works through your sword to
fence. If the brain is damaged, the mind functions poorly. Draw them forth with the Spell of Agtra
Projection, however, and much of that clears up and you can speak to them. There are severa spellsin
my grimoirethat | got from the White Mountain Hedlersthat can repair such damage, aswell," Eddas
sad, and hopped to hisfeet, summoning his staff to his hand. "Ready?" he cdled.

I nodded, waggling the practice sword we'd made to test it's balance. "'l suppose so, yes. Do try not
to leave me adrooling idiot yourself, Eddas, I've quite enough problemswithout that,” | replied, and
winked.

Eddas grinned. "1 swear, any bones| break, | will repair. Eventualy,” he said, and winked back.
"Now... When you're facing amage, if you're beyond the distance you can lunge or do a fleche, the best
thing to do isget out of their view. Not just run, but run behind something. A tree, arock, awall,
something solid. Most offensive spellstravel from caster to target, and if you get something in the way, it
will take the damage, not you. Of course, some of the spells | know will blow through anything you may
be standing behind and kill you anyway, but that's as may be. The end result isthat if they can't seeyou,
they normaly can't cast on you. Alright?'

"Beyond range for a fleche, hide. Got it," | replied, nodding.

"Now; the smplest solution amage can apply to you isthis" he said, and gestured. Suddenly, | felt
myself lifted into the air, and was floating afew hands above the ground. "Thisistelekiness.”

"And | am helpless” | redlized, looking down. Without being able to touch the ground, | couldn't
move towards him, | couldn't attack, nothing.

"Not necessarily. There are two things you can do from here. Thefirst and most obviousisthe
moment you fed yoursaf being lifted, throw your sword at them."”



| grinned. "Eddas, aman who throws his sword at an enemy only announcesthat hed like to be killed
quickly rather than dowly."

Eddas grinned back. "Maybe," he said, and let me down. "With practice, however, you can hit and
kill, but that's not the point, for you. For you, the objectiveisto just hit them to bresk their concentration
so they drop you - whether you impale them with the blade is moot, you're trying to break their
concentration. Once they drop you, you can summon your sword to your grip again - that particular
enchantment was common for the weapons of the better Hyperborean swordsmen and bodyguards,
though the spell used aring you wore to summon it back to your grip. Only an artifact like your sword
works by smple attunement to the wearer. Again, however - whether you impale them or not is moot,
the point isto hit them hard enough to break their concentration so they lose their grip.”

| nodded. "Alright, | can seethat.”

"Now, | have an enchantment that lets me do telekinesis easily. Most mages do not, they'll haveto
take amoment to actualy begin an incantation. But, telekinesis enchantments on rings or other itemswere
common for magesin my day, they made life much easier when you didn't have to rise from your chair to
fetch abook from the shelf or apot of byallar from the fire. And since as atool of the godsyou are
often likely to run across mages of abit higher cdiber, it's safe to assume you will encounter this more
often than you'd wish. So, if you fed yoursdlf being lifted, don't wait - respond. Lunge as soon asyou fed!
the effect. Y our forward motion will carry you to your enemy before they can stop it, and you'll bein
rangeto attack. It takesabit of concentration to lift you up, though lessto hold you. While we're
concentrating on picking you up, we aren't concentrating on blocking. Attack, and attack ingtantly. If you
can digtract the mage, they may lose their concentration before they can fully grip you with the spell, and
end up dropping you back on your feet. Try it - as soon as you fed yoursdlf being lifted, lunge a me."

"Alright," | replied, and stood ready. Eddas again gestured, and as | felt mysdlf being lifted up, |
kicked out with my legs, attempting alunge. It was clumsy, and felt dow, but | poked Eddasin the
abdomen with the padded point of the practice sword, and felt myself drop to the ground again ashe
staggered back. "Y ou dright?’

Eddas grinned. "I'm fine. But the point isthat even though | knew that was coming, we talked about
it, | knew you weregoingtodoit, | still couldn't do adamn thing to block it or stop it. | have to



concentrate to lift you up. If you were already moving, | could feel that movement as| grip you and stop
you. But, you weren't, you began moving after | began to lift you, and that takes me a moment to
compensate for. That's the key - beginning your lunge just asyou fed me picking you up, not before.”

| nodded, grinning broadly. Knowing that | could do something against amage was actudly a
refreshing feding. "So the key istiming.”

"Yes. Again, though, begin your move after you fed yoursdaf being lifted, not before. | can
compensateiif | fed you moving as| grip you, and you'll never reach me. Now, step back abit to lunging
distance... Yes, that'sright. Another thing isdon't thrust for my belly or chest, thrust for my head. Even if
you miss, anear shot to the eyes will make the caster flinch, and again, they'll likely drop you.”

"Y ou need a practice mask, Eddas. If you don't mind, I'd rather not poke you in the eye with this
thing, I'm fairly certain it would hurt, and might blind you."

"Actualy, you could tear my eyes out of my skull and they'd grow back in amatter of afew
heartbeats, Corvid. Still, you make agood point. I'd rather not have you poke my eyes out either, that
would be remarkably uncomfortable,”" he said, and chuckled. I didn't seethe humor init, theimage was
rather gridy, but I smiled palitely. "Come - well straighten up one of thoselogsand drop it into aholein
the ground for apell, then you can thrust againgt it while lift you."

| followed as Eddas walked away from the dangling rope of the hidden sanctuary. "I'm afraid | don't
have ashovel."

"Oh, don't worry about that. I've a spell that digs deep, narrow holes. It'swhat | used to make our
latrine over there behind those bushes. | needed it as a battle-mage, you can't very well just defecate out
the bottom of your hidden sanctuary, that's quite nasty to step in when it comestime to climb down and

fight"

| chuckled. "Alright. That one looks about the right length, if we can put it in a cubit-deep hole.”



"Eadly done, grab that end and I'll dig the hole."

Awhilelater, | had been practicing lunges against the pell, responding to Eddas ingtructions. Hewas,
he said, teaching me the techniques used by Hyperborean warriors to defend against mages. | found that
the largest part of the technique wasto use trained, lighting responses to break their concentration, and
put them on the defensive. A mage could gesture with either their hands or their staff, but they <till needed
to gesture for most spells. If their hands and staff were busy parrying awarrior's weapon, they weren't
doing much cagting.

Finaly, Eddas nodded. "Good, you've got it. It's not just moving like lightning, it's moving with timing
to interrupt.”

| nodded. "Actudly, it'skind of like making a stop-cut. As soon as the opponent begins amove, you
execute afaster move that stopsthem.”

"Y es. Now, this same technique appliesto any spell they may cast, but thetiming isabit different
based on what they're doing. If they're gesturing with their staff, for most offensive spells, they'll move like
this"" hesaid, and hdd his g&ff in one hand, gesturing with thetip. "Watch... Pulling liketuggingon a
fishing rod, thisisthe drawing. Circle, circle... Thisisthe gathering... Then point - bang, you're deed.”

"Alright - and | lunge during the circling motions?'

"Right. Now, with both hands on the staff, it looks completely different. Watch," he said, and pointed
the butt of his staff at me. "L ook at the end above my shoulder. Draw like sweeping, circle, circle..” he
said, then jutted the butt towards me. "Point - bang, dead again. Some mages have a spike at the bottom
of their saff soif it looks like they're going to be interrupted with alunge, they just stop casting and lift the
butt up to impale you. Do abalestrain, then cut at the head as you come down.”



"Dothat again, let metry it," | said, and he began again. He started to circle with the end of his taff
over hisshoulder, and | leapt in, then tapped on the top of his head with the padded end of the practice
sword, landing right in front of him.

"Quite nice, Corvid, you're quite acrobatic. Almost looked like you floated over,” Eddas said, smiling.

"Y our maneuvers dways ook best when people arent distracting you by trying to kill you,”" | replied,
grinning.

"Yes, that's always anuisance," Eddas said, grinning back. "Now... Step back again... Yes, there.
Now, with one hand, most offensive spdlswill begin likethis," he said, and began to gesture. "First the
draw, al spdls have that. Hand comes back. Now, the gathering, notice the rotation of the hand, fingers
pointed towards you..."

"Like you were doing with the g&ff, yes."

"Then, therés aflutter here. Thisflutter will vary, it's based on what we're trying to do. For example,
with the Spell of the Elementa Explosion of Fire, | movethus, thus, and thus. Then, afind swirl, and
thrust the hand forward - bang, you're dead again. Very dead, in fact, the Spell of the Elemental
Explosion of Fire causesablast of intense heat and pressure that will reduce you to burned and flaming

fragments - and anything el se within the area, which is variable from the size of an egg to severad paces
across.”

"Hmmm... It would seem it's fagter to cast with your staff, then, given al else you had to do. Isit?’

Eddas shrugged. "Well, not for me. | was trained as a battle-mage of Hyperborea, Corvid -
specificaly, | wastrained by the Dyclonic Circle, following Master Dyclon'stechniques. Wetossdl our
gpells back-handed, using Dyclon's smplified gestures. For me, with that spell, the gestureisthis” he



sad, making asweeping gesturein front of him with hisright hand, beginning at hisleft shoulder. His
fingers opened and closed as he brought his across and down to hiswaist, as though sweeping up
something into hisfingers, then his hand flicked out as though tossing something forward - the same quick
gesture I'd seen him make when he destroyed the dock yesterday. "Y ou see, Dyclon discovered that the
key to smpler gestures was understanding what the Rune Weavers had discovered, twelve thousand
years before - the movement of somatic gesturesisthe shaping and directing of energies you summon
with your will. Of course, the Rune Weavers did magic with great and incredible gyrations and
contortions of the body that looked like a drunken epileptic trying to dance, but that's as may be," Eddas
said, and winked as| grinned. "Dyclon redlized that combat spellswould require smoother, faster
gesturesif hiscircle wasto dominate asthe best of dl the battle-circles. The gestures he developed for
battle-spells are not necessarily as precise as the standard gestures, but one overcomes that with the will,
agtrong Talent, and practice. Frarim in his prime could cast ablast of lightning while Sitting down,
completely relaxed, by doing little more than reciting the termina incantation while drawing hishand in,
then flicking out his hand - and strike a man with it ahundred and fifty paces away. | eventudly learned to
do the same, but it took a tremendous amount of practice to master the technique. Practice, practice,
practice. In short, however, Dyclon discovered that with astrong enough Talent, atrained will and
aufficient practice, the gestures of drawing, gathering, shaping and releasing for battle-spells could be
combined into one single, smooth gesture, making the casting of a gpdll as smooth asthetossing of a
kanto, and dmogt asfast.”

"Wait - what's a kanto?"

"A wegpon of the ancient Hyperboreans. It was ameta ring about haf acubit wide with aholein the
center, the ring being about two fingers across. The edge was razor sharp, and a skilled warrior could
toss one agood hundred paces, though hitting anyone that far away was out of the question unlessyou
were aiming at acompany of men. Thrown hard and accurately, a skilled warrior could take off an
enemy's head at a distance of twenty paces, easily."

"Gah," | said, shaking my head. "l assume you used shiddsin war to stop that.”

"Or we ducked, yes," Eddas replied, and we shared a chuckle for amoment. "Well, regardless,
there's only one other mage in the world today aside from me, Frarim, Faral and my daughterswho
knows the technique Grand Master Dyclon developed for battle-sorcery, and that's Mage Ardllator, the
Court Wizardess of Larinia. Since none of these people are onesyou'll ever be fighting, we won't worry
about it. The technique is unknown, today, and dl other mages use the more basic methods I'm showing
you, now - which actudly are far easier, and do not require nearly as great a Talent or asmuch
practice.”



"Wait, theres Marilith - I've seen her cast. She doesn't even speak an incantation, she just tosses out
her hands."

Eddas shook his head. "Not the same thing - her magic isthe Will and the Word, shejust makesit
happen by applying her will. Her only limitation is she hasto conform her will to the Laws of Magic as
they apply to this plane of existence, or nothing happens.”

"Ah. But what if your secret got out, though? Perhaps through a book you've written that gets spread
around?’

Eddas grinned. "Do you teach your father's secret maneuvers of swordplay to just anyone who asks?'

| grinned back. "Wdll, no."

"Thereyou are. It actually takes astrong, sparkling Talent to use Dyclon'stechnique, it's far easier to
use the more traditional gestures, so it'snot likely to be rediscovered by accident.”

"Ah, dright. So for other mages, casting with the staff would be faster?”

"To an extent. I'm doing thisdowly, so you can seeit. If | was actudly casting, it would be like this,”
he said, and smoothly and swiftly ran through the same motions, taking amere two heartbests. "It'sahair
faster with agtaff, yes. But, less precise. You've anail you must drive into wood. There are two hammers
you can use - aone-pound mallet, or a carpenter's hammer. Which is better?"

| shrugged. "Well, the mallet might get the job done in one whack, but you'll mar the wood doing it.



The carpenter'shammer isfor precison. | seewhat you're saying - oneisfast, oneis precise. | suppose,
though, if | just wanted the nail driven and didn't care about precision, I'd beusngamalet.”

"Exactly. Andif I'm using my staff and need precision, it actualy takes me alittle longer - not much,
however, because I've been doing this quite sometime. A less experienced spellcaster would take
noticeably longer, perhaps a heartbeat or two. But, till longer. Now, telekinesis spells dways start like
this, no matter their formula. Drawing, again, that'swith dl spells. Then the clenching... When you seethe
hand do this, it'stelekiness, hesgoing to try to pick you up.”

"Wait, your hand opened, it didn't clench,” | said, for Eddas was holding out hisgloved hand in a
claw-like gesture, fingers spread.

"It'saclenching of mind and will, the hand is tensed for the somatic of gripping.”

"Ah. Do goon, sorry."

"Well, there's gestures that follow that differ based on the spell formula, but if you seethis gesture
following the draw and you're not within lunging range, balestrato it, then lunge when you fed the effect
hit you. If you are within lunging range and you seethis, just wait, then lunge when you fed the effect.
Remember, if you're moving when the effect hitsyou, he can fed the movement as he grips you and stop
you easily. Asbefore, you need to lunge when you fed the effect, not before it with telekinesis. It'sthe
difference between catching abal someone throws at you, and trying to pick up aball and having it
suddenly legp from your hand.”

"Aaaah, | see. That would be more difficult, it's something you're not expecting.”

Eddas grinned. "Right! Now, I'll stand behind the pell and gesture, you practice the timing. Watch my



"Wait - question; what doesit look like if they're using a staff to gesture, instead of their hand?”’

"Likethis" he said, gripping his staff in both hands, pams up and staff verticd a hiswaist, making a
drawing movement up with both handsto lift the saff to theleve of hischest, then gripping the staff
tightly before himsdlf, the muscles of hisarms, chest and abdomen visibly clenching. He then relaxed,
holding hisstaff in hisleft hand again. "But, Corvid, astaff isn't precise enough to grip you, moving.
Certainly, | could lift alog or astone or something €lse not moving - very easily, in fact. But, not a
moving thing. If someoneisidiot enough to try that againgt you, you'l dip from their grip. Can you caich a
bal I throw &t you with astick in both your hands?'

I nodded. "No, I'd haveto at least let go with one hand to do it. But it redlly feelslike that, to you?'

"Very closeto that, yes, but it'swith my mind and will, not my hand."

"Alright. Sorry, sorry, just curious - let'sgo on and practiceit,” | said, taking my stance facing the pell.

"No, no! Don't be sorry, it was agood question. Never hesitate to ask questions of me, particularly
on anything regarding keeping you dive," Eddasreplied, grinning. "Now, herewe go..."

Weworked &t it for awhile longer, Eddas having me practice both lunging at the pell and lunging at
him. Several times| was certain | bruised him despite the padded tip of the practice sword, but hisskin
never bruised - the redness of the whedl 1'd left on his skin faded in heartbeatsinstead of darkening.
Finaly we paused, and sat on alog to rest. Y ou seem to do better when I'm actualy trying to cast on
you, even if it'sjust aminor spell that would only knock you about abit,” Eddas said. "I think it's your
innate ability of Danger Sense.”

| nodded. "I think so. Marilith tried to explain how it worked reading from your book, but I'm no
mage, | don't understand her explanation.”



"Wadll, it'sone of the manifestations of the Talent. Y oursisamanifestation that'sjust called 'Danger
Sense' by thosein my day who'd studied it. It's the one that's the most usive, becauseit relieson a
sense of thefuture, and the future isawaysin flux as the gods struggle one way or another. But, what
you'reredly sensng isimmediate tempora possbilities, which is subject to tempora mathematics.”

| shook my head, grinning. "Y ou'rejust going to confuse me again.”

Eddas shook his head. "I'm not trying to, realy. Hmmm... How to put this..." he said, stroking his
chin. "Well, when the possibility of injury or death existsin theimmediate future, you get afeding for it.
The strength of thefedling is based on tempora mathematics - the closer the event isin time, the stronger
it is. The more dangerous the Situation, the greater the possibility of injury or death, the stronger itis. The
type of stuation isreflected in how you fed abouit it. Things requiring you to duck or dodge or move fedl
oneway, such asaprickling of the hairs on the back of your neck when someone's sneaking up behind
you. Decisonsyou are congdering fed another way... Gut fedings, where you know that something
would be abad decison. Dangerous roads or paths you are following fed another way, likea
hemmed-in sensation, asensation of pressure from around you so long as you go in that bad direction.
All correct, yes?'

| shrugged. "Wdll, yes, dl that'strue... | hadn't thought about it much, | just went with my fedlings,
but... Wdll, yes."

"Corvid, dl that can be assessed using temporal mathematicsin relationship to applied Tdent. Those
different fedings are because the chakra, the energy points of your spirit, respond to different lines of flux
in both the flow of mana and in the temporal stream - and as they respond, they cause sympathetic
fedingsin corresponding areas of your body."

| grinned again. "'l have absolutely no ideawhat you just said.”

Eddas chuckled. "Unfortunately, | can't explain it any better myself - it'snot an ability | have. | cantell



you the mathematics of it, | can explain it in non-mathematica termsas| have, but | can never have atrue
undergtanding of what it isyou fed, because | don't fed it mysdf.”

"Y ou don't? But | thought someone of your ability..."

Eddas shook hishead. "I wish, but no. If | did, it would have saved mealot of trouble, many times.
Likethat time Dorian speared meto the ground. If | had your ability, I'd have known something was
wrong and possibly avoided his attack - that nearly killed me. | could imitate the effect with aspell, |
think, and likely put it on aring. But, eveniif | did, I'd never be asgood at it asyou are. Sashahas an
enchantment on her glovesthat tells her about dangerous spells, but it's only moderately useful, and has
failed her twice that we know of. Y our ahility is far more powerful in that regard. Trust your ingtincts- if
your gut fedingstdls you something iswrong, something iswrong. If you fed you should duck, duck.

Y ou are no mage, but your Talent in thisareais strong. With what I've shown you here today and your
own ability of Danger Sense, you have the basics you'll need to understand how you can avoid most
spells, and how to confront amage. Well practice this more as the days progress, to give you the best
chance againg that wizard."

"Alright," | replied, grinning. It was still avery pleasing sensation to know | had an ability that Eddas
respected, evenif | didn't understand it. "What now, though?

"Now, lunch," Eddasreplied, rising from thelog we sat on. "'l can hear Sashaand Marilith coming up
the dope from the bay, they should have afew fish with them. Nobody's better at catching fish than a
mermaid.”

"And then more practice at chatto?"

"Yes," Eddas said, waking towards the dangling rope of his hidden sanctuary as| followed.

| grinned at him. "Y ou're doing that for alarger reason than just passing time."



"Doing what?' Eddas asked, hisface a perfect look of innocence.

"Having Sashaplay while Marilith and | advise her. Y ou have some other reason for it than staving off
boredom, | think."

"Me? Have ulterior motives?' hereplied, and sniffed. "I can't imagine what would lead you to that
concluson.”

"A short conversation you and | had back in Gonnakasi's palace yesterday involving acertain very
prim person.”

Eddas grinned a me. "1 can see why Y orindar picked you. Hesagod of wisdom, don't you know?
All of hispawnsare quiteinteligent.”

| grinned back. "Thanks - but | don't see what differenceit will make."

"With luck, it will let you see her other side. I've walked with her doing the work of the gods twice,
Corvid. There is another side of her you haven't seen.”

"| sincerely hope so, because | am truly sick and tired of-"

"Ssat!" Eddas hissed, waving ahand sharply a hiswaist. "Marilith,” he said, tapping hisears.



| nodded, faling silent as we reached the dangling rope of his hidden sanctuary. A moment later,
Sasha and Marilith came over the hill, Sasha bearing her lance. On thetip of her lance were haf adozen
good-sized fish, impaled and still. Marilith and Sashawaved, and Eddas waved back. 1, of course, did a
full genuflection, bowing at the waist and bending my knee, one leg back and sporeading my armswide.
Sasha grinned to seeit, but Marilith gazed a me curioudy. Ah, well - time enough to explain to her
another day.

The Raven - Twenty-Six.

The days dowly turned into aweek, then two, Eddas gradually and patiently working with al of us.
Eddeas littletrick of how to overcome tel ekinesis was one of the first things he taught to Sasha, but she
seemed to throw afit once shelearned it, and | couldn't imagine why. More ddlicacy, | supposed - or,
perhaps, smple annoyance, as she couldn't use her lance at dl against Eddas when practicing, anymore
than | could use my sword. And, when Eddas wasn't working with Sasha or mysdlf, he worked with
Marilith. The difference there, however, was that much of hiswork with her, | had no ideawhat they
were doing. Often Marilith would smply sit, listening, as Eddas would ramble on about some Law of
Magic, eventualy turning into alengthy and complicated discusson of mathematicsthat completely flew
over my head. How A could equa B or be afunction of C, | had no idea. | could do addition and
subtraction, multiplication and division. One had to be able to do that asa ship's captain, or your ship's
purser could rob you blind and you'd never know. And, | could do basic trigonometry - which one had
to be able to do to master navigation. But what in the world was calculus? It was a mystery to me.

Thetimeswe played chatto were enjoyable - and Sasha's kill at the game rapidly improved, to
where twice she nearly pulled off avictory againgt Master Eddas. Once, she nearly captured hisking,
and a second time, she nearly won on score. Eddas said he considered the second to be afar more
telling result, and promised her that he would quite buckle down in future, and not be so easy on her. But,



if Eddas expected meto seethewarrior or the genera behind the prim and proper woman... Well, | ill
didn't seeit. Chatto was, in the end, just agame, and Sashas skill at it was, to me, not reflective of
anything other than skill a agame. Certainly, | could see she was quite intelligent - her skill at the game
rapidly surpassed mine, to the point where my own advice was required less and less frequently. But |
gtill did not see awarrior or agenerd - just abeautiful woman who was very intelligent. Of course, this
was an improvement over ablushing, giggling girl, so | could hardly complain.

Unfortunately, al thismeant that my time with Marilith dwindled to nothing. When Eddas wasworking
with mein the mornings, Marilith and Sashawould swim in the ocean, catching fish. Or, more correctly,
they'd swim beneath the ocean, as Sasha could transform into amermaid, while Marilith could form a
mermaid'stail with sorcery to follow her. How they caught the fish, | had no idea, but they never came
back empty-handed. The only time | redlly had available to even speak with her was when Eddas was
working with Sasha- and when he did, Marilith would aways st close by, watching. This madetrying to
have a private conversation with her impossible, much less anything more. After al, how could | tell her |
wanted to go off and talk to her quietly without Sashahearing it and potentialy becoming jedlous?

| had reached the point where | was certain that my life with Sashawas going to be quite miserable.
Y et, themore | looked at Marilith, the more | knew shewasworth it. She was, truly, worth anything.

Any difficulty, any pain, any discomfort, anything.

And o it was that three weeks later found me sitting on the rim of the crater, gazing out over the bay,
my eyes on the ever-changing sea. Eddas and Sashawere again working with each other, Eddas having
Sashawhack at the pell while he taught her various techniques warriorsin his day used to combat mages,
and Marilith sat nearby and watched. They were agood fifty paces away, | wasdone. | sat there hoping
| would seethetriangular sail of the Mysantian wizard'startan, but | knew it wasadim hope. "Waiting
for the Oiliphant,’ Sashahad said. And, | supposed we were. The wizard was powerful, but dow - he
smply did not know the spells Eddas knew to travel thousands of leaguesin an eyeblink. But, he would
come, eventudly. Of that, Eddas was certain.

"Excuse me, kind sir, but is this rock taken?"

| looked over my shoulder, to see Marilith grinning at me. "No, have aseet,” | replied, grinning back.



Marilith sat beside me, her legs dangling off the edge of the crater, like mine. "It's good to have a
moment to chat with you."

"I'd rather do far more than chat, but I'll live with that," | replied, winking &t her.

"Oh? And just what were you thinking of, sailor-man?"

"If there were trees around here that were more than blasted stumps, 1'd drag you off into the forest
and ravish you to within an inch of your life"

Marilith shivered, her eyes closed, then looked at me and grinned broadly. "Well, if you're taking
ordersfor your first few merchant shipments in that ornithopter of yours, put me down for a large
order of ravishment, with a bit of kissing and cuddling before and after, please.”

"Done," | replied, "but what can | expect in return for thistrade? After al, agood and proper
ravishment isn't cheap, my dear.”

"One adoring demoness who loves you dearly."

"Hmmm..." | replied, stroking my chin. "That's arather unique commodity. Y ou'd hardly be getting a
fair trade, and I'd hate to ruin my reputation as atrader before | even began. Y ou should get at least
three or four good ravishments out of that trade.”

Marilith burst into giggles. "Done! | want that trade!”



| started to laugh - it was quite funny. But, then | redlized - Sasha. It wasn't as though she'd just
wander off and read abook, or something. Even after we got back to Round Idand, I'd still need to build
acabin somewhere for Marilith and | to discreetly meet, so as not to offend her or make her fed jedous.
And, of course, I'd have to continue my romancing of Sasha, to keep her happy. Likely once shedid
finally decide | might be worthy to grace her bed, sheld then want Marilith to discreetly fade into the
background - she hardly seemed the type to want an audience for her first time with aman, after al.

"Your smile was so pretty - where did it go?" Marilith asked, looking & me.

| smiled at her again. " Sorry, just thinking."

" About what?"

| paused. Could | tell her? Would she understand? | considered it - she was three thousand years old.
Even if she had spent agood portion of that timein amagica prison, she ill wasfar older and wiser than
her sster. Of course, to even have a chance of sneaking off with her on Round Idand, | would have to
tell her what | wasthinking. | sghed. "Sasha"

"And what's wrong with Sasha?" Marilith asked, her eyes narrowing.

A good captain can read the wind and waves by the dightest things. Reading awoman was
considerably harder, but required similar skills. Marilith may have been a demoness, but shewasa
woman at heart. And shewas, in my estimation, not even dightly amused by the notion | would be
disppointed in Sashain any way. | smiled disarmingly. "Nothing's wrong, nothing. But, you know, Sasha
expects so much, | worry I'll not live up to her expectations.”

Marilith gazed at me for amoment, asif gauging me. "Well... She does have high expectations, yes.
But, | don't think you'll disappoint her."



"What do you think would be the best way to treat her after we get back to Round Idand?’

Marilith shrugged. " The same way you've treated her now, Corvid. She's quite happy with you,
and very much in love."

'Oh, wonderful," 1 thought, but smiled anyway. "Naturaly. Do they have flowersthere, thistime of
year?'

"Well, no, nothing blooms until the spring, there. Most of the plants are Vilandian, seeds that
floated on wind or water to arrive, or were carried in the guts of birds. There's some cork there,
too, but you know about that."

"That could make things abit difficult. What do the mer-folk give each other instead of flowers, then?

"Oh - things they make, usually. Shell-tops for the breasts, often strung with pearls. Pearl
necklaces, things like that."

Necklaces, inthe plurd. | knew | certainly wasn't going to be able to dive for pearls, I'd have to buy
them. | ran aquick estimate on the cost of amoderately-sized pearl necklace, and shook my head. | had
some gold stored aboard the ornithopter, but not that much. | could see where the profits from my first
dozen or two annual voyageswould be going - assuming | made that much. The only reasonably steady
source of pearlsin the world was Palome, where common white pearls could be had for asilver each,
and even rare black pearls were usudly no more than ten gold each. But, by the timethey got to Vilandia
or the Southlands, however, even common white pearls were hideoudy expensve.

"You look disappointed.”



| smiled. "No, no, dear. Everything'sfine. A necklace or two will take me a bit, but yes, | can doiit.”

"Well, yes, | suppose it might, it takes a mer-man months to finish one."

'‘Good, maybe the prissy little princess won't expect them once a week, then,’ | thought, and
smiled again. "One of my larger concernsis, asyou would imagine, making certain not to hurt her fedings
inany way. | mean, well, you know her best, sheisabit prim.”

"Prim?" Marilith asked, her eyes narrowing again.

"l... Ah... Well, I'm concerned that she might be embarrassed about certain things. After dl, you saw
her reaction to my little adventure with Gonnakag, that quite embarrassed her deeply.”

Marilith's eyes flashed anger for amoment, then she looked away. "Well... Yes, and | was a bit
annoyed with you, as well. But then, | realized it was my fault for putting you into that situation to
begin with. My stupidity got you mortally wounded. If it wasn't for her, you'd have died. An
arrangement of the gods, Corvid - Eddas was supposed to go out to her next year, perhaps with
you flying him there, since he'd never been there in this body and couldn't just use a spell of
returning to go there. When you wer e wounded, the gods had to make a quick deal to save your
life, and fulfill the needs of her goddess, which was for Gonnakasi to have a child. All my fault.”

"It was an accident, Marilith, please don't worry about it."

"An accident that nearly killed you, and earned you a scar. Some repayment to the man | love
for saving my life."



"It'snothing, redly. It hedled quitewdl."

"I should work on it myself once we get back, so it will be healed without a scar, like you did
for me."

'‘And have the little princess see you treat me half-naked? Perhaps to throw a jeal ous tantrum,
or maybe just run off in embarrassment? Oh, that seems very unwise,' | thought. Still, it seemed the
best opportunity to broach the subject of a separate cabin for private trysts. "Waell... Well haveto have a
place where you can do that comfortably. And, perhaps, receive partia payment on the ravishments
you've ordered,” | said, and smiled.

"Oh? What did you have in mind?"

"Wédll... | wasthinking perhaps asmal cabin, perhaps on the western side of the idand where we can
watch the sunsets... With alarge bed, of course.”

"Mmmm... The western side of theisland is pretty hilly, not many good places for it. And most
storms come from the west, also. All the mer-folk's houses are on the eastern side, and theisland
is five leagues across. Sasha would never be happy having to walk that far."

| shook my head. Apparently, | wasn't making myself clear - yet, | had to put thisin away that
wouldn't offend Marilith to begin with. It was clear she did not like the notion I might not be completdy
satisfied with Sasha, and | hardly wanted her to think that. "Dear, ah..." | said, trying to think.

n Yes?ll



| 9ghed. Thiswas frustrating beyond belief. My origind understanding from Marilith wasthat | wasto
be the mate for each of them - but clearly, that would never work. While Marilith might be more than
happy to share me with Sasha, | couldn't envision someone like Sasha being willing to share me with
anyone, despite what her sster may think. She blushed profusely at even the smallest thing, and the only
behavior from me that seemed to make her happy was that of the perfect, proper gentleman showering
her with praise, poetry and gifts - when | acted mysdlf, she seemed utterly disinterested in me, or worse,
embarrassed or offended. | loved her, of course. She was my childhood fantasy, cometo life. But it
would be difficult keeping the princess of my boyhood dreams happy, at best - and impossible if shewas
boiling with jedousy dl thetime. My only hope was that Marilith might know someway to keep her
happy, if | could only find away to ask her without having her think | was disappointed in Sasha

Mer-folk... They might be thekey, if Sashareally consdered hersdf one of them. Perhaps something
intheir culture might offer me aclue - and, through learning about them, perhaps | might get someinsghts
into how Sashaviewed hersdf. "Marilith, how well do you know the culture of the mer-folk on Round
|dand?’

"Very well," Mailith replied, smiling again.

'Ah, safe waters again - good,' | thought. "And they do take mates with each other? | mean, they
don't just breed like fish, or something?’

Marilith giggled. "No, they take mates. Usually each male has one or two mates - two being
common. Since males do the majority of the hunting and all of the fighting, they take all of the
risks, and suffer most of the losses to orcas. The females agree to share a mate, rather than live
alone. This has been improving of late, as the mer-folk of the Windward Isles have come to
dominate the seas thanks to Sasha, but it will likely be several more generations before there are
enough males to where the ratios are one-to-one.”

"Ah - and Sashais aware the males take two mates, of course?’

Marilith grinned. "Yes, of course, you silly! She was once in a relationship with Yanar and
Bright-eyes - you've met Yanar. Bright-eyesis his mate.”



A smdl glimmer of hope, perhapsthe flame of alighthouse pointing to safe harbor?"And... Ah... How
did thisreationship turn out?'

"Oh, they parted amicably - they're all still friends, and their children all call her auntie. But,
Sasha couldn't have a child by Yanar, unfortunately. The mer-magi belt that made her what sheis
didn't quite make her a full mermaid in that regard - but, she's not fully human, either. She thinks
of herself asa mermaid, and really, sheis. But, she can't have their children, her reproductive
systemis more like a dolphin. And, she didn't really feel comfortable sharing Yanar with
Bright-eyes, particularly since that meant | was left all alone.”

No, it appeared thefire of that lighthouse warned of some rather jagged reefs. Sasha had estrus,
Marilith had told me before. Y anar had failed to give her achild, but it didn't seem likely I'd succeed,
either - and that lack would doom the relationship, eventudly. Worse, however, wasthat if Sashadidn't
like sharing Y anar with Bright-eyes, it didn't seem likely sheld be enchanted sharing me with Marilith. This
only confirmed what | had aready concluded about my prim and proper princess. | sghed again. "Well, |
suppose that'swhy you had to talk her into it, that day on the bridge."

Too late, | redized | likely had erred and run aground. But, to my rdlief, Marilith smiled dightly. "No.
| had to talk her into it because..." shesaid, then sghed. "Vaddan. The Hyperborean man who bore
your sword, originally. She met him when we went into the past with Eddas Ayar, and fell in love.
He's dead, now - he's been dead some eighteen centuries. But, to us, it was... Well, it was less than
a day since we learned he died. We found out at night, we |eft the following morning and arrived
when you saw us, then we spoke to you on the bridge the next day."

Shesad it camly, with only ahint of sadness. B, it hit melike apunch to the belly. Now, &t lagt, it
all made sense. "How... How could you...!" | replied, stunned.

"Mmm? How could | what?"



| fel slent, shaking my head. No, it all made senseto me, now. Marilith having to nearly beg Sashato
agree. Sasha needing to be showered with poetry and flowers and now pearlsjust to smileat me... Her
aoofness, her primness, her constantly seeming embarrassed or offended... Particularly the day that she
was embarrassed talking about her cycle - or, lack of one, asit turned out. That made the most sense of
al, now. Of course she was embarrassed. She couldn't have achild with Y anar, and that eventudly had
meant the relationship ended. Her physica changeswerelikely a tremendous source of both
embarrassment and misery. All of it made sense now. All of it. The man Sashaloved was dead, and not
even cold in the ground. Wéll, held died elghteen centuries ago, but he wasn't cold in her mind. Marilith,
the"older sster” of their relationship, loved me - and sheloved her sister, and was trying to tack Sasha
onto thisrelationship to make her happy, aswell. No wonder Marilith glowered at the thought | might
not be happy with Sasha. But, Marilith was still ademoness, not human, and some things about human
relationships were gpparently till dien to her. Sharing me with Marilith wasn't what Sashawanted, not at
al. Sashadidn't love me. Redlly, she couldn't. She was still mourning Vaddan, a man of the past who had
accepted her as she was, then died. She still mourned him. Likely, she dwayswould. And she had
aready attempted a shared rdationship like this before, with Y anar, and it failed.

Y et, what to do about it? Yes, I'd give her the pearls she wanted - even though | could seeit would
quickly drive meto financid ruin. If that made my little princess smile, so beit. | loved her, I'd loved her
sgnce |l wasachild. But, shewould never love mein return, nor could she ever truly be happy with me.
Having this relationship thrust upon her by her well-meaning but misguided sister would be a constant
source of irritation to her - and, eventual sadness. No, this needed to be handled with the utmost
delicacy, the most extreme care. She didn't love me - she couldn't. But if Marilith was right when she said
she had fdlen in love with me, shewas till hardly the kind of person who would be willing to share me
with her. "Marilith... Theresredly no way around it. Well have to have a second cabin. Preferably
someplace discreet, such as on the western side of theidand.”

"What? Why? | already told you Sasha wouldn't like walking that far."

| shook my head. Sometimes, you just had to point the ship towards the shoa's, and hope you could
find a safe avenueto dip past them. "L ook, Marilith... Sashawould never be happy just sitting around
twiddling her thumbs and watching us couple, ether.”

Marilith blinked at me. "Well, no, of course not!"

"And | wouldn't want to make her feel embarrassed - | mean, she blusheslike alittle girl when the
topic of copulation comesup at dl, even circumspectly.”



"Well, yes, she can't help that, it's how she was raised. The subject embarrasses her a bit."

"That'swhat I'm talking about, Marilith. If we're going to keep her happy, well need a place where
we can be circumspect about it, o as not to offend her sengbilities.”

" Circumspect about what? Conversation? Corvid, she'll get over that in time."

| gritted my teeth. 'Is she intentionally being dense?' | wondered. "No, dear, circumspect about
copulation,” | replied, trying to control my temper.

"Well, yes, that goes without saying - the mer-folk do live there, too. But what's wrong with the
cabin we have?"

And at that, | finaly snapped. | had put up with alot these last few weeks, but that was the limit.
"What'swrong with it? Sheld catch us, and that prissy little princesswould just die of embarrassment or
murder one or the other of usin jealousy!”

Marilith gaped a me. "Whaaaat?!"

"Marilith, you've known her most of her life, she couldn't possibly stand to catch us doing something
likethat! She can't even talk about it, or any subject even peripherally related toit! And now you tell
me shesfdlenin lovewith me? If that'strue, then the last thing shewould ever want to seeisyou and |
together, someone of the three of uswould die, likely me when she ramsthat enormous lance of hersup
my bum for lying with you! Marilith, | love you - you are wonderful, you are beautiful, | would do
anything for you! Y ou madeit clear that | had to make both you and her happy, and | have done my
damndest to do so! She doesn't want me, she'snot in love with me, she never was! She'sin love with



Vaddan, that'swhy you had to talk her into thisin thefirst place! | redize you're ademoness, some
things about human relationships are going to be abit dien to you. | understand, | don't blame you for it.
But you've got this notion that she might be happy in the kind of relationship she had with Yanar, and I'm
telling you, shewon't be! That relationship fell apart because she wasn't able to have his child - and she
has estrus, she's completely changed, there'slittle chance | would be ableto give her achild, either. And
more, that relationship failed because she didn't fed comfortable sharing Yanar. Likel said, | know
you're ademoness, some things about human relationships are going to be dlien to you. But Marilith,
she'saready uncomfortable with theideaof sharing aman, she's aready had one relationship fail fromit.
Evenif sheisinlovewith melikeyou think, she's still not going to be happy sharing me. But she's not in
love with me, she can't be. She was still mourning Vaddan when you dragged her into this, it will bea
constant source of irritation and sadnessfor her. Marilith, there has to be some kind of discreet distance
s0 she doesn't get upset with you and | being together! Y ou say sheloves me, but redlly, that'sjust
impossible. Even if shedid love me, which she doesn't, she'sjust not the kind of person who could
accept areationship likethat, she'sredly very prim, and if she did love me and she caught us together
sheld either be miserable or kill one or the other of usin afit of jealousy! Marilith, | loveyou. Youtold
me that you wanted me to make the two of you happy - that wasthe ded, two for one. And | love you,
and | love her, so I've done my best to make her happy. 1've showered her with flowers, praised her
congderable beauty to the heavens with poetry, held myself on my best possible behavior, and now you
tell methat isn't enough, she'snow in love with me, and I'm going to have to give her pearls, now!

Pearlsl Have you even the dlightest notion just how damnably expensive apearl necklaceis? A gold an
inchistypicd inVilandial A single-string choker | could trade for the finest warhorsein Arcadial But if
that's what she needs, fine, if | have to go back to sea after daversagain for afew yearsto earn that kind
of money then fine, shelll get it, because that'swhat it takes to make her happy and you asked meto do it
and | loveyou and her so therewe are! The finest pearls, the finest dresses, the finest furniture -
whatever shewants She wants alarge mansion on that idand next? Not aproblem, just give meafew
yearsto earn the money hunting daversagain and I'll hire the men to build it and the shipsto bring out
what they'll needto doiit! I loveyou, | will do anything for you, you've told me to make her happy, and

Y orindar knows I'veloved her sincel wasachild, soyes, | will doit. But yes, Marilith, there will at least
have to be a separate cabin, because you've just told me that she loves me, and if she does that means
that if that prissy little princess saw you and | together, shewould ether die of embarrassment or murder
one or the other of usin afit of jedousy, likely me - and much asl love you, Marilith, | think asking me
to put mysdlf in asituation where Sashawill stick me on the end of her lancelikeaflopping fishis really
dretching thelimit abit!™

Marilith gaped at me, her lambent red eyes wide as saucers.

| turned my gaze back to the sea. | wished my little rant had made mefedl better, but redly, it hadn'.
Theideathat | would even have to explain thisto her was both annoying and depressing. 'Well, she has
spent a good portion of her lifein a magical prison that used to be right in front of me before
Eddas blew it to bits, somehow. Maybe she'll get better at understanding people as time goes on.'

After afew moments, Marilith findly found her voice. "Ummm... Corvid... Ummm... Wow... That



was... That was a lot."

| smply nodded, my gaze on the gleaming horizon of the sea

"Ummm... Okay... Let me seeif | understand... You love me, and you love her."

"Right," | said, my eye catching on asingle gleam of the sea.

" And somehow, you think that Sasha doesn't love you because she's still mourning Vaddan.
And even if she did love you, you think that she's so prim she'd never be happy sharing you, she'd
be hurt or jealous to know we lay together. And either way, you think that keeping her happy is
going to drive you to financial ruin."

"Right," | said, shidding my eyesfromthe sun. 'Darmn... | wish | had my spyglass...’

" And somehow you think that | had to drag her into this arrangement, she's not really
comfortable with it. You think | did it because | was trying to make her feel better after Vaddan's
death. You think she's already tried this before with Yanar and because it failed, she's never going
to be happy with the same with us."

"Right," | said, squinting.

"Ummm... Oh, my... Corvid, you're going to have to talk to Sasha, I'm afraid none of that is
even close to true."



| shook my head, risng to my feet. "Wrong."

Marilith blinked at me. "Wrong?!"

"Yes. It'll haveto wait," | said, and turned to face back where Eddas and Sashawere till practicing,
cupping my hands around my mouth for ashout. "SAIL! EDDAS, SAIL HO!"

Eddas and Sasha came trotting over as Marilith rose, looking out at the sea. Eddas stood beside her,
muttering an incantation and gesturing, then gazing with her. "Hmmm... Thisisjust the Spell of Farsght. |
cantdl it'salong, low ship with atriangular sail, but that'sal at thisdistance. Marilith?"

"It's him, Master Eddas,” Marilith replied, her gaze digant. "I am looking at the ship, now. Heis
aboard the ship, and many men with him. | can't count how many at this distance, he's near the
horizon, and my vision starts to become a matter of essences at this distance. At least a dozen, but
less than four dozen. They are strong, some are sorcerers. They are prepared for anything, or feel
they are. They will be herein perhaps two hours. The greater reality above themisclear - they
come intending to capture me, and rebuild the Temple of the Sun, if they can.”

"Right, then," Eddas said, blinking, then looking to Marilith. "Marilith, start working on your layered
defensive spells. Protections, then Armor, then Resists. Don't forget the Spell of the Mental Shield. We
aready know he has a stun spell and amental domination spell, and he's good with both. Cover all three
of you, doing yourself first - and take your time with it, to make the spells as strong as you can. Y ou have
plenty of time. Corvid, Sasha, keep an eye on Marilith and that ship. I'm going to go change," he said,
and trotted to the dangling rope that led to his hidden sanctuary, scrambling up it with the ease of a spider
up athread.

Marilith began dowly gesturing over herself, her expression one of concentration. | glanced to Sasha.
She looked tense, her fire-red hair fluttering in the ocean breeze, the sun gleaming off her skin-tight scale,
her lance gripped in her hands. | turned my gaze back to the ship, and crossed my arms. Therewas
nothing for meto do but wait.



The Ocean - Eleven.

The ship was close, now, and | could easily seeit'sfamiliar lines. Part of mewasready - | wanted
revenge for what happened to me. Part of me was more nervousthan | ever had been. Asthey drew
closer, Marilith had said she could tell there were three spellcasters - the wizard in red with the red
turban who had captured me, and two othersin black. With them were forty warriors, each armed with
tulwar, smal shield and light chain armor. The Qiliphant had not come done. But, then again, we hadn't
redlly expected him to.

Marilith seemed more nervousthan |, however, as though something was on her mind. | had seen the
two of them gitting together while Master Eddas was teaching me, earlier, and | had heard Corvid yelling.
Apparently, they'd had some kind of fight - but I couldn't tell what it might be over. I'd asked Eddas what
they'd said, but he smply gave me adroll look and said he heard them but wasn't paying attention to
what they said, as eavesdropping on the private conversation of another was quite rude. That made me
blush deeply - he was right, of course. Just because he could hear them didn't mean he had aright to
listen. If they wanted to share what they were talking about, they would have talked while Stting next to
usinstead of while sitting gpart.

Y et, | was concerned. Marilith had an expression on her face that was more than just nervousness
about the coming battle. Something had happened. Corvid had seemed annoyed with me from timeto
time, recently. Was he perhaps annoyed with Marilith, now? And if S0, over what?

| had to know, my curiogty was nibbling at me. "Marilith?'



"Yes?" shereplied, her gaze on the ship. It was now only afew leagues offshore.

"What'swrong?"'

"Nothing."

| glanced to Corvid. He stood beside Eddas, talking about the ship. He was very familiar with that
type of ship, and magical or not, it had a specific draught and specific capabilities. There were only afew
way's they would approach, and Corvid was gesturing as he discussed the possibilities with Eddas. By
now, the enemy could see the destroyed dock, and if they had aspyglass, likely they could see uswaiting
for them. They would be planning, too. | looked back to Marilith. "Sister, something iswrong. | heard
himydll at you, though | couldn't tell about what. What happened? |s he mad at you, too, now?"

"No," shereplied, till waiching the ship. "Well... Maybe. Or at least disappointed.”

" Disappointed? What happened?’

"Nothing, nothing,” Marilith said, shaking her head as she watched the enemy ship. "He loves you,

he loves me." The ship was tacking, sailing back and forth, as the wind was coming off the land and out
to seq, to the east.

"Siger, don't lie to me, we've known each other too long and he's too important to both of us. Just tell
rrell



Marilith sghed as the ship finished another turn, now heading southwest asit dowly edged it'sway
towards the shore. "Alright, but you have to promise to keep your voice down, they're standing just
over there," she said, her voice hushed.

"Alright," | muttered, nodding.

"Hethinks | dragged you into this. He thinks you don't love him - not at all. He thinks you're
still mourning Vaddan. And he thinks that even if you did love him, you're too prim and proper to
ever tolerate sharing himwith me, you'd go mad and murder one or the other of usif you ever
caught us together," she said, her voice aquiet muitter.

| started to shout "Whaaaat?!" but managed to clgp my mouth shut intime,

"And," shesad, continuing quietly, "because | didn't understand what he was asking and said
something stupid, he now thinks he's going to have to buy pearl necklaces for you to keep you
happy. Pearls are very expensive, sister. He loves you, and he wants you to be happy, but he
thinks he's facing financial ruin."

"Ummm... Okay..." | muttered, thinking. "Pearls are nothing, though. Y anar isgood at seeding
oysters, he could show him how to do it."

"Sster, he's not a merman nor is he a trained pearl-diver of Palome. He can't dive for pearls,
he'd either drown or give himself the bends and die trying, like pear|-divers sometimes do," she
said, and sighed. "The largest thing you and | are going to have to keep in mind about himis that
heisa man, sister. Heis not a merman, heis not a demon. Certain things we take for granted are
not a given with him."

"Like common sense," | muttered, glancing a him before looking back to Marilith. "How could he
possibly think | don't love him?"



"Possibly because you've never told him?"

"What did he think kneeling before Queen Gonnakas and telling her | loved himwas dl about, then?"
| hissed.

"Getting him free of her so Eddas could give her the child that the gods had intended before,
perhaps?’

| blinked. "Oh," | replied, and grinned. "I'll tell him now," | said, and started to turn when Marilith
grabbed my arm.

"Let'snot, sister. Let's not have him distracted before the fight, too. It's bad enough that the
two of uswill be."

"Marilith, it'slike Buntaro taught me - you put other fedings aside."

"He was not trained by Buntaro. Besides, that wouldn't solve anything, he thinks that even if
you did love him, that only makes it impossible for him to be with me without sneaking behind
your back. He thinks you're too prim and proper to stand him lying with me, you'd murder him or
mein afit of jealousy."

| paused. "Ummm..."



"Later. We'll talk to him later."

"What if thereisno later?" | hissed.

Marilith gazed a me, her expression sad. "Then it doesn't matter, doesit?"

"Sagha, Marilith," Eddas called, walking towards us with Corvid a hisside. "Corvid thinksthey're
going to beach to the south, rather than attempt alanding in the bay. He says that without the dock, a
landing would be difficult on these basdlt rocks, and it should be obviousto them that we're waiting. |
agree. We should move to the south, and try to catch them there.”

"Ummm... That'swhere | came ashorelast time, it iseasier, yes."

"Then we're agreed - let's go."

The thorn-bushes were thicker than | remembered - of course, without the occasional tree to shade
them, they had more room to spread and reach for the sun. With the armor spells Marilith had laid over
us, thethorns didn't catch, they smply skated off instead of hooking us. Asfor Eddas, they didn't seem
to dow him down at dl, ether - | presumed he had smilar spells. Soon, we had crept up closer to the
beach, and were knedling behind the bushes near the shore. "There they are," Corvid said, pointing.

Eddas nodded. "I see them. It definitely looks like they're going to attempt to land, here.”

"Can you hit their ship from here?' Corvid asked.



"Eadly, but it would have little effect. That ship has severa enchantmentsto protect it from being
attacked by spells or boarded by enemies. It'sliterally aswell-defended as the tower of abattle-circle,
and quite abit more mobile."

"They'relowering sall, it looks like they're going to put ashorein aboat,” Corvid said, pointing again.
"Their warriors seem ready... Y es, they're dropping anchor, and some are readying that pinnace. Walit -
look there, near the stern. The wizard and the two others are doing something near the stern.”

Moments later, afanged and horned horror appeared between the three spell casters, and Eddas
snorted. "No, no, we're not bringing in help, do it yourself," he muttered sourly, then rattled off abrief
incantation and flicked out his hand. Ingtantly, the creature vanished.

The consternation on the wizards was evident, even at a distance of a hundred paces. Orders were
shouted, and the pinnace was lowered, chain-armored men climbing into it quickly.

"Y ou know," Eddas said, watching them, "one of the things we figured out back in my day wasthat a
man wearing armor at sea needs enchantmentson it to lighten it, or he can't swim. | wonder if these
Mysantians know that?' he said, and muttered another incantation, flicking out his hand again. There was
aloud -CRACK!- of smashed wood | could hear even &t this distance, and a splash of water near the
bow of the pinnace.

"Feh. He's il anidiot. A smpleteekinetic bolt should not have had that dramatic an effect. Likely
now that wizard is probably wishing heldd put as much work into the pinnace as he did his ship. Ah, well,
astheevessay, 'hindsight is always far clearer than foresight.™

| managed to suppress a giggle as the pinnace quickly foundered and sank, the men aboard splashing
madly in the water, trying to reach the ship. Lines were tossed from the ship to the men in the water -
most survived, but some went beneath the waves and were gone.



"Ah, now hethinksto up-anchor and just beach the ship. It'swhat he should have donein thefirst
place. Of course, I'd bombard the beach with fire and lightning to set these bushes afire and push back
my enemies, but that's just me," Eddas said, glancing to us. "Beready.” Marilith and | nodded, and
Corvid drew his sword as we crouched behind the thorn-bushes.

Moments later, the sail on the ship was raised, and caught the wind. It turned, heading towards the
beach - dowly, at first, then picking up speed. The two wizardsin black trotted to the bow, beginning to
cad.

"No, sorry, should have thought of that earlier,” Eddas replied, incanting quickly, then flicking out his
hand again.

Streams of fire legpt from the fingers of the wizards, to wash over an invisible sphere that Eddas had
thrown up around us. It was very large - at least twenty paces across - and the streams of fire played
over it, then vanished.

"Sad, redly, the state of Mysantian sorcery, today. Just like the old days, not alick of improvement. It
appears my friend Gritela ate the best mage in Mysantia," Eddas muttered, and rose to hisfeet. Corvid,
Marilith and | roseto stand beside him, and Eddas cast again, the wind fluttering the feathersin hishair.
More blasts of fire came from the wizards at the bow, aswell aslightning - to no effect. "That'sright,”
Eddas muttered, holding his staff before him in both hands, palms down, as more blasts of fire and
lightning washed over hisshidd, "keep casting, keep your handsup intheair..."

The ship dammed into the beach and did up the sand severa paces. One of the wizards at the bow
managed to catch himsdif, but the other went tumbling off into the sand. Eddas quickly rattled off an
incantation, releasing his saff with one hand, then flicked out hisfingers, abolt of lightning legping from
hisfingertipsto strike the black-robed wizard in the sand. The clap of thunder staggered mefor a
moment, and | blinked, my eyes dazzled. When | looked again, the wizard in the sand was gone - there
was asmall, smoking hole in the sand where he had been, hislimbs and robe lay blasted and torn,
scattered nearby.

"I liketo think I'm doing my part to improve their bloodlines by diminating the lessintelligent,” Eddas
sad, and grinned.



Thewarriors with swords and shields legpt from the ship and onto the sand, running towards us. |
took that asmy signd, and charged them in return. Thefirst | took in the chest, my lance smashing
through his shidld and through his chest. He cried out, falling, twisting my lance out of my hands. | legpt
back to avoid the dashing sword of the nearest, summoning my lance to my hand again, then parried and
sngpped out with the butt, smashing hisleg. As hewent down, | speared him through the chest, my lance
piercing hislight chainmail easily, then dodged another's attack.

Claps of thunder and blasts of fire swept about me as| fought, dodging, stabbing with my lance, and
moving congtantly to keep from being surrounded. Peripherdly, | was aware of Corvid fighting nearby,
but was too busy to pay him much attention. A scimitar dgpped my scalesfrom behind, staggering me- |
rolled with the blow and into the legs of an enemy before me, bowling him to the ground. Flicking out my
thumb-claw on my left hand, | scratched him across the neck, then rolled to my feet as he began to
gpasm, summoning my lance to my hand to block another dash from the one who'd struck me from
behind. A parry, then another, then suddenly he paused, asharp, gleaming length of stedl protruding from
his chest. | blinked, just as surprised as he, and he collgpsed - reveding Corvid standing behind him,
bloodied sword in hand. Corvid winked a me, then turned to attack another enemy. | grinned, and did
the same. A new enemy parried, blocking with his shield and dashing at me, only to be struck with ablast
of firean eyeblink later. He screamed, totally engulfed by flame, then collapsed - | glanced up the beach
to see Eddas and Marilith casting again and again, sending fire and lightning into the enemy ranks,
carefully and precisdly killing the enemy one by one.

A furious moment of fighting... Then two...

...and suddenly, | stopped, redlizing | had no one else to attack. Corvid stood over the last of his
opponents, panting and gazing at the ship. | turned to look - the two remaining sorcerers stood near the
bow, gasping for breath.

"Let'sget them,”" | growled, and started for the ship.

"No, Sashal" Corvid ydled, legping forward to grab my arm. "The ship is still enchanted, if you try to
board you'l bekilled!"



Eddas and Marilith walked down onto the beach as the two enemy wizards gazed at us. The
black-robed one spat, muttering a profanity, while the red-robed one just shook his head. " So hard to
find good help these days," he muttered, my bracelet allowing meto understand him.

"That'swhy | train them mysalf," Eddas replied, stlanding on the beach and gazing up & him.

The red-robed wizard gestured, muttering an incantation, then pointed his hand at Eddas. "Why don't
you kill your friends here for me then, woman?"

Eddas sighed. "No, no. This ishow you do amenta domination spell,” hereplied, then gestured at
the black-robed wizard, uttering a brief incantation. He then glowered at the black-robed wizard. A long
moment of silence passed, and the black-robed wizard trembled, hisgrip on therail of the ship becoming
white-knuckled.

Suddenly, the black-robed wizard's eyes widened, and he turned to the red-robed wizard, snatching
out along, curved knife from a scabbard at hiswaist. "Ukkug isMighty!" he shouted, stabbing at him.

The red-robed wizard legpt back, his frenzied companion following. Suddenly the black-robed
wizard shrieked in agony, then burst gpart into bloody fragments. Bloody bits of him pattered down onto
the sand a moment | ater.

"What...?" | muttered, gaping.

"That's what the enchantments on the ship do to one hostile to the ship or the wizard, Sasha," Eddas
replied. "He just stepped back and |et his opponent walk into an explosive rune.”



"Ummm... Corvid?' | said.

"Y es, Sasha?'

"Thanksfor stopping me, that looked painful ."

Corvid grinned. "Y ou're welcome.”

The red-robed wizard wiped his brow with his hand below his turban, then nodded to Eddas. "It is
regrettable we did not meet under better circumstances, woman. | can see we would have had much to
learn from each other.”

Eddasrolled hiseyes. "As if you would have traded knowledge of sorcery with an elf-maid. It was
hard enough for meto talk to your people eighteen centuries ago as aHyperborean - and | was human,
male, and didn't look that much different from you.”

"Aaaaah," he said, and bowed. "Eddas Ayar, | presume?’

"The same. And you are?’

"Dawud Abbas, at your service."



"Dawud? The same who served the Wahhab of the Uthman Clan in thetime of Darrad Qasm?”

"l once held that honor, yes."

Eddasrolled his eyes. "No wonder you're an idiot. Wahhab Darrad wasn't the wisest man in the
world, but he was smart enough to know it, and as such he never surrounded himself with people smarter
thanhim.”

Abbas glowered at Eddas. "Why, you-"

"You'rearotethinker, Abbas. Y ou'd never have madeit past Journeyman in my old circle,
particularly considering how poor you are at magic theory. Y ou may have been the best of the bestin
your little tribe of desert nomads eighteen centuries ago, but you were nothing compared to a
Hyperborean battle-mage, and in today's world you hardly rank as the best. Oh, you know afew spells
and you're good at them, but without sufficient skill at magic theory, you'll never develop more. No,
you're arote thinker, Abbas. Y ou follow Ukkug'singtructions well, but you don't think too well on your
own. Yes, you are good at enchantments. Quite good, in fact, possibly among the best in theworld
today. But I'll bet it's only now that you've considered how in the world you're going to get this ship back
out to sea again so you can escape.”

Abbas started to reply, then paused. After amoment, he nodded. "A good ploy, Eddas Ayar. For a
moment, | considered legping down to chdlenge you for your insults - which would have played right into
your hands. No, | think I'll stay right here. If you wish to tradeinsults, | can think of severd to keep us
amused while we wait for the high tide to lift my ship from the beach again. But, | am protected here, and
my ship is protected. Thereis nothing you can do, and someday, we will meet again.” Abbas then threw
his head back, and laughed. "Hah! Y ou Hyperboreans... Always thought you were the bet. Y ou
weren't. Mysantian sorcerers developed the spdll of Hidden Lifejust asyou did, many of usknew it!
Traded quietly among our number along with our other secrets... Why, I've nearly fifty spdlsin my
grimoire, Eddas Ayar! The most of any sorcerer of my day! Pathetic fool, at least | had the strength to
reshape the flesh of theinterloper who entered my tomb into my own - whereas you, obvioudy, did not!
Perhapsyou did resst my spell of domination, perhaps through a protective spell | know not of, but no
matter! Thetruth isevident in your flesh - your will isafeeble candle compared to mine, your knowledge
isashadow compared to mine, and you are helpless to prevent my escape!”



"Actudly," Eddasreplied, dryly, "there are severd things| could do. Y our ship is protected from
outright assault, so | can't blast it to bits. However, were | willing to spend thetime, | likely could have
most of your glyphs and runes disenchanted long before the tide comesin to save you, then let Corvid
board your ship and kill you, as Y orindar and the Ocean originally intended. But, I'd redlly rather not
waste that much time on you, you redly aren't worth the effort,” he said, and looked to Marilith. "Rested
enough now, dear?"

Marilith nodded, the sun gleaming off the sweat dappling her ebon pelt. She reached up, wiping sweat
from her broad forehead, then gazed at Abbas. "1 think so, Master Eddas."

"Sasha, stand beside your sster and give her your shoulder, thisis something Corvid is supposed to
handle, not you. If you try, you will lose and die. Understand?

"Yes, Master Eddas,” | replied, stepping beside Marilith and putting her arm around my shoulders.

"Good," Eddas said, and nodded to Marilith. "Marilith, go ahead."

Marilith nodded, glowering at Abbas, and spat out a word. | had heard her spesk it only once before,
and it il chilled meto hear it again. Again, | could fed it. | could fedl the power, the stunning force of it.
| could fed it's meaning, in the back of my mind. It was, again, dark... Harsh... And final.

Marilith sagged againgt me, and | held her up as she panted, exhausted. Abbas, however, till stood,
and chuckled. His ship creaked asthe wavesrocked it. The tide was coming in. In afew hours, he would
be free of the sand, and gone. "It appears you failed, demoness. Not that thisis surprising, my ship
protects me from Words of Power from your kind. And quite abit more.”

"Ah," Eddas said, amiling, "but did you think to protect the ship?"



The ship creaked again, and as| gazed &t it, | redlized it was not the waves moving the ship. The
wood of the ship was warping. Warping, boards popping looseto fling rusting nailsinto the air, the ship
itself was rapidly rotting before our very eyes. The canvas of the sail cracked, tattered, then fell to
powder asthe wood of the ship began to disintegrate. Abbas started to shout a profanity when the
boards beneath him gave way, and he disappeared, falling below the deck as the ship began to fall apart.
Thewind caught pieces of the rapidly disintegrating ship, blowing it out to seain aflurry of rotting wood
chips. By the time Abbas had pushed himsdf to hisfeet, the ship was gone, merely afew brown flecks of
rotted wood across the sand and afew boxes and barrels floating in the surf.

"| suppose the answer is 'why, no, Master Eddas, | did not,'" Eddas said, and smiled again.

Abbas shouted an incantation, gesturing rapidly, then held out his hand - a scimitar of flame appeared
in hisfigt, and he legpt to the attack. Corvid intercepted him, parrying the vicious cut at Eddas, then
countered, thrusting. The wizard parried, leaping back, and the two of them began.

| had never truly watched Corvid fight. Hewas, redlly, ave-inspiring. Fast, agile, he traded cuts and
parrieswith Abbaswith ease. | could see that he was Smply testing him, gauging his skill before he got
serious about trying to kill him. Abbas, for his part, had the advantage of amagica blade that he moved
asthough it weighed nothing to him, likeamere stick - yet, it met Corvid's blade with aclang of metal to
meta. Abbas swung hisflaming scimitar quickly, yet he did not seem to possess any particular skill with
it, smply relying on the speed of aweightless, magical blade to carry him through. But, he wasincredibly
fast withit.

Corvid lunged, then lunged again, forcing Abbasto parry twice. Corvid then feinted high and dashed
low, cutting Abbas thigh through this robe as he legpt back. Abbas threw himsalf forward again, making
afurious series of unskilled, overhand dashesthat Corvid easily parried.

"Careful, Corvid," Eddas called camly. "Hes aliche, and he doesn't fear death.”

Corvid made no reply, parrying Abbas again, when Abbas suddenly leapt back out of range, then
laughed, panting with exertion. "True! If | die, I'l Smply return to my animuary! Thiscauseislog, | can



seeit. Evenif | win, I've nowhereto go, and it only freestherest of you to attack. Even if | killed you all,
I'd only starve to death out here afterwards, my food barrels are awash with seawater and my
water-barrels have sunk below the surf. On foot thisfar from civilization with no supplies, I'd not last
long. So come on, kill methen!" he said, opening hisarms. "I'll be back! A year, perhaps a decade, it
matters not. When Ukkug needs me again, another will enter my tomb in the desert for meto sted their
body, loot their supplies and ride forth again. Y es, kill me! I'll return, someday, and get my revenge!
Comeon! Get it over with!"

"Eddas?" Corvid cdled, watching Abbas.

"He can do nothing," Abbas cdled, looking to Eddas. ™Y ou can't kill me, it'sfated! Try, Eddas Ayar,
andyoull fal!"

Eddas smiled. "Actualy, | might win, though it would be a close thing. The blade conjured by the
Spdll of the Flaming Sword isfaster than my staff, but 1've better reach and I'm actudly trained in melee
combat, where you are not. If | tried to cast on you now, you'd be upon me before | finished aspell, and
it would be your conjured blade versus my staff. Still, theré'slittle need for meto try my luck when there
isaready someone Y orindar sent hereto kill you. And now, he can.”

Abbas blinked. "What?'

"Well, asyou pointed out, I'm in the body of a haf-elf woman. The largest reason thisis so is because
this body was nearly dead when | took it, ablow to the head having caused it's owner's spirit to have fled
the moment mine entered. | forced thisbody to live instead of die, my will being far stronger than thellittle
thief it once belonged to - but, then | fainted from the wound, and the concluding portion of the
enchantment to allow me to reshape the body transpired without effect, lacking my will to shapeit. Once
| had this body stronger, | might have eventualy had the strength to re-shapeit'sflesh... Ah, but that's
where the Skull of Hyarlanoth camein.”

"Thewhat?'



"Wdl, Abbas, therewas alittle artifact of my people from days of yore caled the Skull of Hyarlanoth.
Quite an interesting little enchantment - made by a Great Mage of antiquity, ages before either of uswere
born. And, asyou know yoursdlf - or should - once you have the formulafor any effect from an
enchantment, you can derive the spell formula, don't you know? Y es, it'sabit more difficult for an
artifact, as you'll need to have mastered the Degp Magic to even understand how to extract such a spell,
much less have the power to cast it, but... Well, I've had quite sometimeto study it's effect on me, and
extract the spdll formulafrom the enchantment formulathat did it. Over acentury and ahalf of timeto
study it, in fact. People today don't call me a Great Mage for nothing, Abbas. When your ship came
close enough, | cast the spell. It's not directed, it'san area of effect. And the arealis about aleaguein
radius.

"Bah, your spdll failed, then! Nothing untoward happened when we approached!”

"Ah, but it did. The spell nullifiesthe effect of the Spell of Hidden Lifeif either an animuary or alicheis
inthe area of effect. Quite anasty little enchantment - and given that the Skull alowed one to command
the dead with ease and raise armies from graveyards a aword, it's clear Hyarlanoth was arather
unpleasant individual, sad to say. Of course, the spell can't effect me because it aready did, over a
century and a hdf ago. Sadly, that'swhy | was researching it, origindly. | wanted to know if it could be
reversed. It can't - and you, it can and did affect. Y our soul is now bound to that body, not your
animuary, and your animuary isapile of dust back in your tomb, somewherein the desert. If you die, you
move on - likely to hdll, for having failed Ukkug by losing. Part of the score the gods keep among
themselvesin the vast game they play, sorry to say - even if Ukkug lovesyou dearly, if you lose, he has
no choice but to cast you to hell. Oh, and | hope you like that body's appearance, you'll be stuck withit,
jugt asl am stuck with thisone's. Well, you'll be stuck with it for whet little time you have left to live, that
Is"

"You... You can't do that!" Abbas shouted. "Thiswas fated! Ukkug told me!"

"Y es, but you chose to bring along hel p instead of coming alone to meet your fate. Ukkug's
suggestion, but your choice as part of your free will. That allowed meto be here, asthe conflict was
supposed to be between you, your swordsman, and these three. That your swordsman died to Corvid
and Sashawas recovered and hedled to face you doesn't changeit. But, you did not bring just anyone -
no, not hardly. These were the best wizards, the best warriors you could find in Mysantia - all men you
had selected as your corefor alarger plan, al men | wasfated to oppose at some point in the future. The
overthrow of the caliphates, and the establishment of atheocracy, al from acore of revolutionarieswho
would ride forth in Ukkug's name. Y our plan was to hopefully forge them into a stronger group if you
won this encounter. Perhaps, had Sashaand | failed five years ago, Ukkug would be stronger, his power
growing stronger still. But theloss of the Temple of the Sun marked the beginning of adeclinein his



power, and his ability to reach into the past. Thus, you are hardly anywhere near my equa in sorcery,
and never will be. At best, you were Marilith's equa - but now, with her greater understanding of the
Laws of Magic, she has surpassed you. Now, in you, Ukkug gambles, double-or-nothing. Had you
come with abetter plan for how to fight, or smply landed on the coast out of sight to the south or north
and marched here to sneak up on us, you might actualy have won. But, you did not - you couldn't leave
your enchanted ship behind, you useit as your tower. Having never played chatto, | supposeit's natural
for you to not know that sometimes, you must abandon the tower to your opponent. Y ou'reredly arote
thinker - Ukkug's ailiphant. All offense, little defense. Sadly, you aren't much of an important piecein
Ukkug's game, and your loss done won't end the gamefor him. But, by bringing those men to me now
wherethey could be dain and end Ukkug's plan for the Greater Hgjja Theocracy, it is the beginning of
the end,” Eddas said, and gazed icily at Abbas.

Abbaslooked to Corvid, raising hisflaming scimitar again. "So... My fate was to meet you. But now,
thisfight shal not just be for Ukkug's future, but to decide which of usshadl live or die.”

Corvid smiled. "Exactly," Corvid replied, and | felt achill passdown my spineashe said it. Only he
and Eddas did not shiver.

Abbasfirmed hisjaw. "So beit, then. Ukkug is mighty!" he screamed, and threw himself a Corvid,
his flaming sword raining down cuts.

Abbas whipped hisflaming sword back and forth, asthough it waslittle more than awillow-switch in
his hand. Corvid literaly could not launch a counter-attack, Abbas was smply too fast. My heart
thudded in fear for him, watching. But Corvid parried carefully, precisdly, letting Abbas push him back.
Hewaswaiting... Waiting for something... But what?

The clash of metd against metd filled the air as Corvid was dowly pushed back, past thelittle flecks
of wood in the sand that marked what was |eft of Abbas ship, down towards the surf. If the water made
him stumble, he would die beneath Abbas whirlwind attack. | took a deep breath to shout awarning to
him, but Marilith clapped ahand over my mouth.

"Sster, that's the mistake | made," she said, her gaze tense. "He knows where he's standing, he
is an expert swordsman who keeps himself aware of what is around him, and he feels any danger



around him. Don't break his concentration."

| nodded, and shelet me go.

Corvid continued parrying Abbas furious assault. As| watched, | saw again that Abbas had no red
kill with the blade - he was smply using it like aswitch, raining a series of lightning-fast overhand blows
at Corvid's head and shoulders. That conjured, flaming scimitar made him so fagt, it seemed unlikely any
man had stood before him for long.

Until now.

| watched as Corvid dowly turned, still moving backwards, the waves doshing over their feet,
dampening the hem of Abbas red robe. Now they moved dong the beach, Abbas till raining blows
down upon Corvid, while Corvid parried carefully, precisely, and with great economy of movement. A
sgngledip, and it would be over - | had no doubt that flaming scimitar could kill him in asingle stroke.
Eddas waked aong the beach, following them, and Marilith and | followed. Corvid still seemed to be
waiting for something. But what?

Atlast, | saw it. Eddas had stopped again, and Marilith and | stood beside him, watching the battle.
And now, it was clear. Abbas sword may have weighed nothing in his hand, but moving his hand and
armwas gill tiring. Abbas was beginning to dow.

Suddenly, Corvid made hismove- it was so fad, it barely registered in my mind that hed done it until
it wasdone. A parry, then acircular sveep of his sword, taking control of his opponent's flaming,
magical blade - aflick of thewrist, and held disarmed him. The flaming sword turned end over end
through the air for amoment, then vanished, the spell broken by it leaving Abbas hand.

Abbas leaped back, rattling off aquick incantation in a panicked flurry of words, his hand drawing
back, then spreading like a claw as the muscles of his bared forearm tensed, as though raising the claw to
strike Corvid down at the end of the incantation. Corvid started to lunge, then paused, waiting a



heartbeat. My heart thudded - then, as Abbas rel eased the spell with atwist of thewrist and a sudden
gripping of hishand, Corvid lunged, thrusting his blade through Abbas heart.

| gaped - the spell had done nothing.

Abbas gasped, faling to the sand, the surf washing over him for amoment, and taking the turban from
his head. He looked up to Corvid, and coughed once, blood speckling his beard, his hair now dangling
long and sodden from his head onto the sand. "Ukkug is mighty... Heisthe One True God... He will
triumph, intheend...”

Corvid gazed a him, his blade pointed towards his downed enemy. " Somehow, coming from you as
your dying bregth, that failsto worry me."

"Ari feh sabahak! " hereplied, and spat bloody sputum. | blushed at the trandation my ring gave me
of that.

"Y ou even have apenisto do that with?' Corvid replied with agrin.

But the wizard made no reply, the surf washing over hislifeless body.

Corvid reached to his sash to wipe his bloodied blade, then sheeth it. Eddas Ayar nodded, tucking his
gaff under a shoulder, then clapped his gloved hands together in applause.

AsMarilith and | cheered, waving our hands over our heads, Corvid grinned and bowed.



"Oh, very good, Corvid. Quite good, indeed," Eddas called as Corvid trotted over.

"Y ou wereright, Eddas. Lunge when you fed the effect of telekinesis, and you dip from their grip,” he
sad, then reached out to hug Marilith, kissing her firmly. He then reached to me, taking my gloved hand
and lifting it to hislips, kissing it in courtly fashion. Compared to what Maxilith got, | felt quite cheated.

"1 knew you'd master it quickly, Corvid. You are the best, after dll," Eddas said, walking over to the
bodies of the warriors. "I'm afraid you'll not be seeing Frarim for awhile. HEll be quite busy as 'Father
Petience' in Mysantia, yes, indeed. And thingswill be much easier for him, now. This one wasthe one
dated to try to kill himin Mgapur,” he said, poking a corpse with alance-hole through it'schest. "This
onetotry in Jdas-Ab'Habba..." he said, poking aloose head with his g&ff. "Hmmm... Oh, dear... We
seem to be missing one. Has anyone seen acorpse of alittle man with abent nose?’

"Ummm... Did he have a little mole on his cheek, too?" Marilith asked.

"If I remember the dream Y orindar gave me correctly, yes."

"Ah - he'sthe crispy one, over there."

"Good, good. That'sal of the Hajja-cult thugs, then. Quite saves Y orindar the trouble of arranging
things to block them or having me accompany Frarim to kill them, aswell. Come, let's head back to my
sanctuary and collect your things before you go back," Eddas said, and began walking up the beach, the
rest of usfollowing.

Eddas smiled at Marilith as we made our way through the thorn-bushes. "Y ou did quite well, too,
Marilith. Y ou paced yourself well, and controlled your attacks precisdly.”



Marilith smiled broadly. " Thank you, Master Eddas.”

"Oh, just 'Eddas, dear, | think you've quite shown you're my peer, don't you?"

"Thank you, Eddas,” Marilith replied, her grin so large it |ooked painful.

"Ah, Eddas, I'm abit curious about something you said amoment ago,” Corvid said, scratching his
head as we walked aong. "Why would Frarim need to wander about as 'Father Patience' in Mysantia?'

"As| said to Sashaafew weeks ago, Corvid - chatto isagame of men. Inthe gameof chatto, the
king isthe most valuable piece. In the game of the gods, however, the most vauable pieces are the
thousands of smdll, individua priests, quietly spreading faith. In chatto, the weakest piece isthe pawn. In
the game of the gods, it isthe most powerful - and that iswhat Frarim will be making - hundreds of
pawns, who will create thousands more themsalves, who will create tens then hundreds of thousands as
the years pass. So long asthereis at least one person who speaks his name, the God of the Desert is
awake. So long asthereisat least one who follows him, his game continues. But, eventualy, there will be
none who follow him, and none who speak his name. Double or nothing, Corvid, the crown piece wasa
gold talent. Unfortunately for Ukkug, he placed it beneath his Qiliphant. And Abbas smply wasn't up to
the task."

| was gtill annoyed over receiving akissto the hand when Marilith got akissto thelips and astrong
hug. "Corvid, we need to talk.”

"About what, lovely Sasha?" he asked politdly - far too politely for my liking.

"About you and me and Marilith,” | growled, even more annoyed than before.



Corvid winced. "Ah... Can it wait until after we're back on Round Idand?"

"I really think it should, Sster,” Marilith added, nodding.

" Speaking of which," Eddas added, "I need to be taken there by Marilith, sometime, so | can use my
spell of returning to visit you, when necessary. Or just to be friendly,” he said, and smiled at us.

"We can take you with us now, Eddas," Marilith said, smiling back. "I can bring Corvid back to
your tower later, to pick up his ornithopter."

Eddas nodded. "Alright - as soon aswe've fetched your things from my hidden sanctuary and you've
stored them in your sister's bottle, well be on our way."

'‘And none to soon, for me,' | thought, glowering at Corvid aswe crew nearer to the dangling rope
for Eddas sanctuary. Corvid took one look at my expression, then sighed, looking away again. That only
made me more angry.

Interlude 1V - The Raven.



They did well, very wdll. | could see that Corvid, Sashaand Marilith would make agood team - in
time, they would be indomitable. Marilith had the power, and now she had the basic tools and
understanding she needed. Intime, if she was able to master the intricacies of the Degp Magic, her
power would surpass any of her clan, and likely approach that of her clan-father. Corvid's skill with the
blade was unmatched, and Sasha's bravery and honesty would see the three of them through whatever
testsmay lie ahead. | picked up the book on magic theory 1'd given Marilith - the last of their belongings
- and handed it down to Maxilith through the hole of my hidden sanctuary, re-digning it with the
temporo-spatia |ocation outside the sanctuary with brief effort of will before | released it to her hands. |
had to chuckle. In many ways, | felt like they were my children. And yet, | could see that they were no
longer that, nor werethe ever, redly. They were my students, and now they had learned, and
approached me as peers. Marilith, of al three, was the most powerful. She was my peer now, and would
certainly be even more so in afew years, if she could master the Degp Magic. Corvid was dready my
peer - not my equal, perhaps, but certainly my peer. Sasha... Well, Sashawas Sasha. She would aways
be agentle mermaid, a heart. Shewas, in the end, a Daughter of Ocean. In more ways than she would
ever likely understand, at least until she was a century or two old.

I climbed down the knotted rope from my sanctuary, Dyarzi's boots and gloves making the task a
smple one, then grabbed the rope and willed the spell to end. Asit fell limply to the ground, | coiled it up
again, then looped the ends around the coil and knotted them so they wouldn't tangle. Slipping off my
glove, | returned the rope to storage inside my thumb-ring, then pulled my glove on again. Corvid and
Marilith waited patiently, but Sashalooked quite impatient, perhaps even angry. Well... Sashawas
Sasha. | summoned my staff to my grip, then held out my hand. " Shal we go?

Marilith smiled, taking Corvid's hand, and he took Sashas as Marilith took mine. "Herewe go!" she
cdled.

| felt the rush of her will asthe world blurred, then steadied. | found myself standing on aquiet beach,
severd mer-folk sunning themselvesin the sand nearby. There were immediate shouts and chitters of
recognition and joy - mer-folk actualy had an elegantly smple language, it was only regrettable | lacked
the organs necessary to speak it. My ring alowed others to understand me and | them, but that was
hardly the same as wrapping one's mind around another's language, and learning how they think fromiit.
Likely Corvid'slargest advantage over me was Smply his mastery of language. PAomean, Vilandian, the
language of the Southlands, the language of the Enebua Kushites, Mysantian, Centaur, even abit of evish
and asmattering of dwarvish. He spoke severa languages, and had no fear of learning more. Through
working with Frarim and Haifa, he/d even managed arough grasp of Hyperborean, soon to bethe
common language of our lands again. Each language gave him awindow into the minds of the speakers -
even my own.



As| wasintroduced to the various mer-folk, | couldn't help but glance at Corvid's sword - once
Vaddan's sword. The sword | had forged at my father'sforge, usng my father'stools, and tempered with
my tears over theloss of my family, my people, my culture, everything | held dear. And yet, looking at
Corvid, | could seethat he, too, was Hyperborean - through those Hyperborean women of long ago the
Golannin had taken. He might not look like our people did, and his culture might be completely different,
yes. But, | could seein him the heart of honor, the soul of nobility that had marked the men of
Hyperborea. Y es, like my daughters, he and his people represented a rebirth of what Hyperborea once
was. Hewas not Vaddan, no. But he was of the same spirit, the same strength, the same manhood.

| smiled as we sat beside the clan-leader for the mer-folk of Round Idand, alovely and voluptuous
mermaid who caled hersdf 'Pearl’ in Vilandian. She had a set of scars about her hip and belly, but they
were faded, and did not detract from her beauty. "So, you see, Corvid can take what you gather from
the seg, particularly things like pearls and coral, and trade them to Mungim and Taliad and other traders,
obtaining things you need. Orichachum isvery smplefor the elvesto make, they would be happy to
tradeit to you. And, of course, you can trade with me to enchant oricha chum spear-heads, which will
increase your ability as hunters. The dwarves would be happy to trade crossbows and similar wegpons
you can use to defend your idand, if someonetriesto attack you. They're much easier to fire from the
ground than abow, and have amuch greater range than the little bows you make. And, if you like, you
can trade with me through Corvid again to enchant the bows so they can be used underwater. Thiswould
dramatically improve your ability to hunt and defend yoursaves. Even your poisons are vauable.”

Pearl blinked a me. "Truly?'

| nodded. "Truly. Though it fades after awhile, avia of your poison would be of great vaueto meto
study. From what | have read in elven books on the subject, it's very similar to manticore poison in effect,
though they never have stabilized it. A whole host of knowledgeliesin learning why it isfatal, and why it
fadesin sunlight or air. Even more knowledge liesin studying your people, yoursaves, and learning why
poisons affect you not &t all."

Corvid grinned. "Frarim told me once that knowledge isto Eddas what gold isto adwarf.”

Pearl grinned at Corvid. "I have never met adwarf, nor do | know what they are, but | take it that
means immensdly vauable' yes?'



| chuckled. "Yes."

"Wadll, as Corvid meansto stay here, we can discuss what we can trade through him, and for what. |
thank you, Eddas Ayar, for taking the time to speak with me, and explain.”

"It was a pleasure meeting you, Pearl."

Marilith grinned. " Come, Eddas - let me show you the cabin, and I'll conjure some food for you
before you go. Sasha and | fiddled with it quite a bit."

| smiled. "Certainly."

"Corvid," Sashasaid, taking hishand, "I really need to talk to you."

"My apologies, dear heart,” Corvid replied with aswveeping bow. "Shall we chat after Eddas leaves?'

"No, we should chat now!" she yeped, and tugged him after her. "Come on!"

| looked to Marilith. " Should we follow?"



Maxrilith smiled, taking my hand and leading me. "They're heading for the cabin, but I'm sure it will
be alright for me to at least show it to you from the outside while they chat."

The cabin wasn't far, just afew dozen paces beyond the edge of the beach, in the forest beyond.
Sasha, however, had apparently forgotten | have better hearing than her - or, perhaps, she wastoo angry

to care. "Ligten, Corvid," she snapped, tugging him aong behind her, "1 don't know where you got the
ideal am somekind of prim little woman, but I'm not!"

"Well, dear-" Corvid replied, but Sashadidn't let him continue.

"l am not going to be jedl ous sharing you with Marilith, that'swhat | want, you oaf!"

"Wdll, dear-"

"l am not going to murder you for deeping with her unless you continue thinking I'm too prim and
proper to be there with you - then, you'rein trouble!™

"Wdll, dear-"

"l want exactly what she getsfrom you! Exactly! And do you know why I'm mad at you right now?"

"l haven't thefoggiest, dear.”

"Because | damn well didn't get it! What in the hell possessed you to hug her and kissher when |



get just apeck on the hand? What the hell was that?!" Sashayelled, dragging him up the stepsto their
cabin.

"But, dear, | thought-"

"I know what you thought! And you thought wrong!" she shrieked, opening the cabin door and
dragging Corvid before her. She then grabbed him and wrapped her arms around him, kissing him hard
as she tackled him through the doorway and onto the floor - she did have the strength of amermaid, and
that made her sgnificantly stronger than Corvid. | heard adigtinct crash of furniture.

"Ah... Marilith," | said, looking to her, "should | leave, and perhaps come back later?

"Well, no, | think they just need a moment."

There was a sound of ripping cloth and amale yelp, then Sashas voice rang out. "Marilith, get in here
and help metake his stupid trousers off, it's got too many buttong!™

"I'll beleaving, now," | said, nodding to Maxilith.

"That does seem best, yes. Sorry!" Marilith replied, darting over to the cabin.

| chuckled as| cast my spell of returning. With luck, Corvid might survive to morning. If hewas as
skilled in bed as he was with asword. Of course, Gonnakas told me he was, so therewas at least adim
chance hemight live.



The Mountain - Five.

| watched him as he sat at the table, reading the letter.

He'd come straight upstairs, happy and laughing, ready to tell me of what had happened, their victory
- and gpparently something amusing that happened theresfter. | had to stop him. | knew him well. It
would only hurt him worseto tell that story, then have me hand him that letter. He needed to hold that bit
of happinessingde him for alittle longer, to give him what little strength it may provide.

It wasn't along letter, redly. Just asingle page, folded thrice. It lacked the formal sedl, but of course,
that wasn't surprising for Pelia. Once she made her decision, consequences be damned, shewould do it.
She should have sealed it in proper blue wax, marking it with asignet ring. Or something. If |
remembered how such things used to be done, back in Eddas time. It might be red or pink or white wax,
for dl | knew. My people were never much interested in what their neighbors, the Hyperboreans, had
done - we were more interested in who they were. Some aspects of their culture, however, we weren't
completely familiar with. Lega documents being one of them.

The document just angered me, every timel read it. It wasformdl, it wasimpersond... And it was
utterly alie. It said that Peliaand dl the other courtesans officialy terminated their relationship with Eddas
because he had entered into a marriage without consulting them. Which smply was not true. Eddasand |
weren't married. Even if we were, that wasn't why they were doing it. They knew it, and | knew it. And
judging by Eddas face, he knew it, too.



| could seein hiseyeshewas no longer reading it. Hewasjust gazing at it and thinking, now. His
fingers stroked the page, and amoment later, he reached to the ponytail behind his head, pulling his
feathers from beneath his magic slver hair-band and laying them beside him on the table. He had six,
now, though he usualy only wore two or three. How he chose them, | did not know. It was based on his
mood. Sometimes he wore just two of different lengths, cocked at ajaunty angle when he was happy.
Other times, hewore dl six, spread out in afan behind his head when he wasfeding forma. Usudly,
around the tower, he wore none. | tried to remind mysdlf that taking them off did not mean anything for
him, other than that he had no expectations of going anywhere or meeting anyone anytime soon. |
reached to the feathers, picking them up from the table, and took them to place them in his drawer where
he kept them. He looked up for amoment, nodding to mein silent thanks, then leaned back in his chair,
sSpping a the cup of byallar | had given him, hisgaze distant.

"Old Man?' | asked, Sitting acrossfrom him.

"Mmm?" he said, looking to me.

"Areyou dright?'

"I'm fine, Joy. | assume they took the route of Juvan-lato afterwards, yes?'

"Yes" | replied, quietly.

"It says herethey'd given all their possessions and writingsto Lyota, as head of the Eddasic circle, it
seemed the logical reason to do so. What did she do with them?”

"The magic things she distributed among the Eddasic Circle, so their daughters would receive an
inheritance under the law. Asfor the writings... Well, they've turned their old tower into alibrary and
memoria, to keep everything they ever wrote. Everything - songs, letters, poetry, their grimoires, books



of herblore... Everything."

"Ah. A good decision," hereplied, risng to hisfeet. He strode over to his shelf, fetching his dwarven
chop and ablue sedling candle, an inkwell, a sheet of parchment, and the tube containing hismagic
ef-quill. Setting the tube down, he opened the inkwell, then pulled the cap from the tube and carefully
extracted the magic quill. Setting it into the inkwell and laying the parchment beside it, he leaned back,
thinking. "'l hereby bequegth this|etter to the memorid library of the White Mountain Hedlers, as
administered by the Eddasic Circle," he said doud, reaching for the blue sealing candle - afat, low candle
that filled hisfist. The quill legpt from the inkwell, writing what Eddas said, then legpt back to the inkwell
again. Eddas snapped hisfingers, lighting the candle, then set it down. He then picked up the quill, and
sgned hisletter. His hand was steady.

"Dry for storage," he caled, holding the quill over theinkwell. The quill obediently let out alarge drop
of ink, and Eddas dipped it away initstube again. Soon, he had the quill and ink put away, and was
gtting at the table. Once he folded the | etter properly, placing Pdlias etter insdeit, he held up the seding
candle, dripping aneat blob of wax over the join. He then picked up his chop, carefully pressng it to the
wax, then releasing it after amoment. Blowing out the candle with a puff, he rose to put the candle and
chop away.

"Joy, if Lyotaor one of my other daughters arrives and I'm out, please make certain they get that?"

"Shdl | put it on the mantle?’ | asked, watching him. He seemed utterly calm.

"Yes, please, that would befine"

| did s0, then looked at him. " Are you certain you want to just give it away? | mean... It'sall you have
left of them, Old Man."

"It'squite abit better than my first reaction, which wasto burnit in the fire and scream,” he replied,
gtting at the table again and reaching for his cup.



| sat across from him again, reaching my hand out to him. "Old Man, you should talk about it. Let it

Eddas looked at me, his expression calm. "Let what out, Joy? I've nothing to let out. I've known
something like thiswas coming. After al, Lyota said the last time we spoke that Peliawasn't interested in
discussing expanding their heder's routes to Wilanda Forest, or to the Gorgon's outpost in the Y eldring
Bog. Likely she baked a any change to her routes, including changesto check up on the new centaurs
and the lamiasto the west of us and several other placesthat held no interest to her. Vyleah needs my
daughters to be able to connect to al of Hyperborea and become a part of what we're doing, here.
Pdiasrefusa to chance her women seeing Frarim or Faral again and deal with Y orindar's servants meant
that she would be replaced as Vyleah's rabbit. The gods don't just replace key pawns on awhim. Pelia
and her women were intentionally refusing to obey Vyleah's commands and weakening the strength of her
dliancewith Y orindar, that was not going to last. | knew something like thiswas going to happen,
somehow, though | was expecting them to just wander off into the wilderness and never return. Or
wander off into the lands of the elves and seek men. Or the Southlands. Or somewhere. Yes, | guessed
from the signs that something was going to happen. Likdy LyotaisVyleah's rabbit, now, and the only
reason Peliaand her women aren't burning in hell is because they are liches, they deep the
dreamless deep in their animuaries! " Eddas suddenly snapped.

"Yes, Old Man, Lyotais now Vyleah'srabbit.”

"See?| guessed right. | knew it was coming, | could read the signs.”

"You look angry."

"Angry? Angry about what?' he replied, then shook hishead. "Oh, dright, | admit, perhaps a bit of
anger. Anger because they chose to take the route of Juvan-lato rather than live up to their
responsibilities as my courtesans. Perhaps even fury becausethey at last have findly redized they had
shamed themselves for years by violating their vows and shaming me, by humiliating me through
refusing to lie with me because of my deformity!” he snapped.



"Y ou are not deformed!" | snapped in reply, squeezing his hand.

Eddas squeezed back, then sighed. "Sometimes, Joy... Sometimes | fedl that way. Sometimes | fedl
like aeunuch. Other times..."

”Y%?I

Eddas smiled dightly. "When | worethat barab in Iron City. That felt... Incredible. To adwarf, a
femaewearing a barab istreated asamae, both by law and tradition. It's an extremely formd, ritual
garment. And to them, I'd just answered an age-old prayer - acure for Méelti-ubo, and apossible end to
the akmaran. To see dwarvesincline their head and touch their beards, the sign of respect givento a
revered elder in their society... To look at me and speak to me using the tone and inflection in their

language used for extremely forma speech... It was atremendous feding. Like for amoment, | had
recaptured my manhood.”

| smiled & him. "Y ou never logt it, Old Man. AsI'vetold you many times, what's between your legs
isn't what makes you aman, and never wes."

"Perhaps,” he said, and looked into my eyes. "But just once, Joy... Just once, | would liketo ride you
until you faint with exhaugtion.”

"Useyour spell, then,” | replied, grinning. "I'm sure you used it on that Kushite queen, yes?”

"Wedl... Yes," Eddasreplied, looking away from mewith ablush on his cheeks.



"And gave her arousing good time and firmly planted ayoung onein her belly?"

"Wel... Yes"

"Did sheask youto doit again?'

Eddas blushed deeply. "Y es. Severa times."

"Because she could fed it, Old Man. Pdiatold me, once. That spdll fedslike you are coupling with

them with your soul. They could feel the emotionsyou had in your heart for them. And what did you fed
for that Kushite queen?’

Eddas till couldn't look at me. "Respect. What she was willing to do for her people... She waswilling
to go to any lengths for her people, even taking a complete stranger of atotaly different race to her bed.
Not for pleasure, not to satisfy some curiosity - shedid it entirely for her people. She loved Corvid, Joy.
Truly. And then, shewaswilling to let him go, because the woman hetruly belonged to asked her to. |
had nothing but respect for her, Joy. Sheisafine woman."

| nodded, squeezing his hand again. " So use the same spell on me, Old Man."

Eddas shook his head. "Joy, you'd explode and die, you're a giantess. The child would be the same

Sze you were when you were born. And though you were small for agiant, you still weighed amost a
goneand ahaf.”

| laughed. "For you, Old Man, it would beworth it!" | squeezed his hand again. "Do you know that |
loveyou?'



Eddas amiled. "Yes. | loveyou, too, Joy."

"Good! Now, | redlize you have committed adultery against me, but I'll forgive you - | know you
didn't have alot of choice."

Eddas gaped at me. "Joy, | didn't-!" he sputtered, but | interrupted him.

"Didn't you? Y ou've planted ayoung onein the belly of some Kushite Queen, she enjoyed arousing

good timewhileyou did it, and she asked you to do it again, severd times, just for the pleasure of it. That
sounds like adultery to mel”

“Joy, | swear-!" Eddas yelped.

| laughed again, interrupting him. "I know, Old Man. But can't you at least seeit my way, alittle?’

"Wdll..."

"Y ou're not deformed. Y ou're not aeunuch. Youreaman. A man | love, infact. And | enjoy the
tender moments we share together, and the specia caresses Ardllataught you. Very much, in fact. And
given that you now have added yet another daughter to the four thousand and some you've aready had,
| think it's safe to say that though you can't see it yoursdlf, you have asteff that isthe envy of any satyr in
Hyperborea, and stoneslarge asmountaing™ | said, grinning at him. "Four thousand daughters...

Hoop-lal | wish | knew thered total, I'd have it posted outside the door of the tower for dl the men who
came by to gawp at!"



"Four thousand, five hundred and two, counting Gonnakas's child,”" Eddas said, grinning and blushing
deeply. "Ummm... And about five thousand grand-children and another eight hundred
great-grandchildren, and a dozen great-great grandchildren on the way, last | heard. Oh - and I'm
Godfather to Jhumni's child, I'll be naming it in afew more weeks."

| roared with laughter. "I'll make asign and nail it to the door tomorrow!"

Eddasfindly laughed. "No, please, don't. Redlly."

"With a picture of adrunken satyr on it with astaff aslong as heistall and sonesthe size of his head
that drag the ground!"

"No! I'd die of embarrassment!" Eddas roared, laughing so hard tears cameto his eyes.

"Alright, | won't do it - but there's one condition, Old Man, and if you don't agree, then Taliad and
Mungimwill definitely have something to gawp a when they come by in the spring!”

"Anything, Joy, | swear!"

| waited until his laughter had findly subsided, and he could tell by my face | was serious.

"Joy?" he asked, looking a me curioudy.



| squeezed hishand again. "Old Man, | want to be your courtesan. By your old laws, only aman
could have a courtesan. | read that letter. It'salegd, forma document indicating that your courtesans
have decided to formaly terminate their rel ationship with you. Asfar as1'm concerned, that leavesyou
free. | want what Pelia so casually tossed away. | want that. And yes, I'm serious.”

Eddas gazed at me for amoment, reaching up to brush aloose strand of hair behind a ddlicately
pointed elven ear. My eyes saw only the outside - the raven-haired ef-maiden his spirit possessed. An
etheredl beauty, asurredl beauty. The mask of the Raven of Y orindar. That was al my eyes saw. But my
heart saw only the man inside.

"Under the old laws, we can't, Joy."

| blinked. "What? Why not?"

"Because under the old laws, when an unmarried man had lived with an unmarried woman longer than
five years and they had shared the same bed, they were legally considered married. Thiswasto preserve
the honor of any offspring they may have had, and to give the woman therights of awife under the law.
Becoming a courtesan would be... Well, ademotion. A courtesanisatrid relationship, intended to
preserve the honor of both parties from any socid stigma.”

| grinned. "Y ou mean..."

"Y es- under the old law, you've been my wife for fifteen years - no, sixteen, now," hesaid, and
smiled. "That'sthe legal reason she terminated her relationship, Joy. She was my courtesan first, aswere
the others. When you told her you and | had dept together, and we weren't smply companions... Well, if
| was going to marry anyone, legdly, | had to marry them, firdt. | entered into amarriage without
consulting her, and that gave them the right to either continue as my courtesans with the rights of awife,
or terminate the relaionship, with my daughtersretaining their rightsto my name and aplace a my
hearth.”



"That makes me very happy, Old Man. | can't wait to talk to Lyotaabout it when she and her sisters
come here a the end of fal with thelittle ones.”

Eddasblinked. "The... Thelittle ones are ill coming?”

"Of course! Old Man, your daughterslove you, they'd never deny you that!" | replied, and snorted.
"What, you think that just because Peliaand her women have decided to crawl off to their tombs that
your loving daughters will leave you done? Y ou slly old coot! That would never happen! Y our
daughters are nothing like their mothers. They seewho you are.”

Eddas smiled, reaching for hisglove. "Y es, they do. And now that the subject's come up, you should,
too."

"Hmmm? What do you mean?"'

"I made thiswhile we were waiting for the Mysantian wizard to arrive. The four of uswere playing
chatto to passthe time, the three of them against me, and | worked on it between moves one night.
Sashaand Corvid had no ideawhat | was doing, but it quite distracted Marilith, watching," he said,
extracting hisbag from histhumb-ring. After afew moments, he fished out asmadler bag from within, and

held it out to me. "I've put an invulnerability enchantment on it, too, o you can carry it a your belt, if you
wigh."

"What isit?" | asked, picking up thelittle bag.

"Do you remember that formula'Y orindar gave me?"

"Well, yes. Not precisely, the dream has faded a bit from time, but | remember it happening.”



"That'stheitem it makes," he said pointing, then rested his chin in his hands, elbows on thetable,
giving me an esger, expectant look - like alittle boy, waiting for his beloved to open a present.

| grinned at him, opening the bag. Inside was a strange object - it was a stone loop with a short
handle, with apiece of glassingde theloop - the glass about ahand wide. It resembled a smdll
hand-mirror, save that the glass was transparent. "Ummm... It looks a bit like a hand-mirror... Or maybe
that magnifying glass thing you showed mein your laboratory, Old Man. Except it'sflat, not rounded.”

"Mmm-hmmm. | made the stone with the same dwarven stone-shaping spell | made your bracelet
with. Thelensisapiece of pane-glass| use for experimentsin thelab, cut into acircle with another
dwarven pdl. Try it."

| looked at my hand with it. My hand had an odd glow, but that was dl. "Hmmm... Makes my hand
look funny, Old Man."

"Try looking & me," hereplied, Stting up and smiling a me.

| did s0, and nearly dropped the glass.

Looking with just my eyes, | only saw the elf-maiden, grinning a me. Looking through the glass, | saw
what I'd seen in my dream - aman of ancient Hyperborea, handsome and tall.

But, unlike my dream, he had an olive green glow to him, with bright-blue sparkles everywhere, most
prominently on hisfingers, where he wore hisrings, and in atremendous glowing knot of energy that
seemed to emanate from his chest, flowing in and out and around, seemingly apart of him. Gold and
slver sparklesfluttered around him, rising and floating away, the gold ones much like butterflies. His body



waswedl muscled, his beard long and thick, his nose proud, his eyes sparkling with mirth.

And, aso unlike my dream, he was naked.

| gaped. "Oh, my goodness..."

"That's what that formula does, Joy. It givesthe user of that object the same vison that my daughters
have. Y ou can seethe agtrd with it, and see the soul withiit. I'll spend timelearning it asaskill so | can
cast it onthefly, it ssemsaussful spell.”

"Umm... Stand up, please.”

"Hmmm?Why?'

"Just doit, Old Man."

Eddas did so, and | gawped at him. "Alright, now turn around..."

Little yellow-green blotchesflickered for amoment across him, then disappeared as Eddas shrugged.
Heturned around dowly, and | held out ahand. "Stop.”

Hewasfacing away from me, and | just gaped at him.



"What?" he asked, looking back at me.

"Mmmm... Okay, turn dowly again..."

Eddas chuckled, slver sparklesfloating up from himin aflurry. "Oh, | know what you're looking at."

"Hush, let me savor the moment,” | replied, gazing a him as he turned to face me again. He smply
laughed, the silver sparklesflurrying again.

| put down the glass on the table, covering my eyesfor amoment.

"Joy? Areyou dright?'

"Old Man, | am putting up the drawing of the drunken satyr anyway, it fits."

Eddas burst out laughing, and | rose from my chair, stepping over to him and knedling to bring my
head down to his. | hugged him tight, then kissed him passonatdly. "I love you, Old Man."

"I loveyou, too, Joy," hereplied, grinning.

"And | want you to not be sad about Pelia and the others."



"I'm not. Not anymore,” he replied, smiling.

"And | want you to tell me al about your adventure to get that Mysantian wizard - particularly what
you had to do with that Kushite Queen. | want to dream I'm her, Old Man, bearing your child.”

Eddas smiled. "1 will, Joy."

"And | want you to tell me the funny story about Sasha and Corvid and Marilith you were going to tell
me before."

Eddasgrinned. "1 will, Joy."

"And | want to know why you didn't tell me before we'd been married fifteen years!" | snapped.

"Because | didn't want you to think | ever considered you anything less. From that night you cameto
me, and dowly turned around in the moonlight, then shared yourself with me... I've been yours since that
night, Joy. You aremy love, my life, my heart, my breath, my soul, my mate. | didn't want you to think |
ever conddered you anything lessthan awife.”

My heart mdlted. "Awww..." | replied, and hugged him.

Eddas hugged me back, patting me. "Also, | thought it wasrather silly of meto even bring up the old
lawsin thefirg place, sncelegaly aman with a courtesan can't just take an unmarried woman to his bed
- people can get hurt that way. Usudly the man, and usually after his courtesan sews the sheets shut



around him while he degps and wakes him by beeting him with afrying pan.”

| snorted, then burst out laughing, hugging him tight.

Epiloguel - Hammer and Forge.

| could not help but to tremble as| held my daughter in my arms. Karadin stood by my side at the
dtar, the heat of the codswithin warming my face. Karadin, my brother, my father, my husband and all
the maes had instructed Eddas very carefully in our religion over the last two weeks - and he took
copious and rapid noteswith amagic quill he had, filling in abook he had brought along. He had to
know, of course - and he was the first outside our race to know. But it wasimpossible for it to be
elsawise, everyone agreed there was no other way. The child could not be named by anyone other than
Eddas Ayar, to even consider anyone else would be to demean the vast gift he had given our people,
and perhaps even dishonor him. No, it wasimpossible, he had to be the godfather, thus, he had to learn
of our religion, our ways.

He had no beard-hair to pluck for the ceremony of manhood, just afine down, awoman's down. The
priest could have him recite the pledge of manhood - to live life with honor, to obey thelaw, and to
cherish our women higher than lifeitself - but could not wrap hisfinger about a hair, to pluck it upon his
recital of the vow. But, the priest was wise, very wise. He had fetched a pair of tweezers and plucked a
tiny, thin hair from Eddas chin, then placed it in the ceremonia box to be stored with the other beard
hairs of our men in the temple, and buried with them upon their deaths.



No one expected him to perform perfectly, of course. But, hedid. Truly, his soul wasthat of one of
our own people, Hyperborean or not. Perhapsit was as old King Gunim wrote, and the Hyperboreans
may not have been dwarves, but their lives and honor showed they had Moradim'’s blessing, nonethel ess.

The doorsto the temple opened with a hiss of steam, coming to astop with aboom. Histread as
dlent as ever, Eddas Ayar waked down the iron-clad stone aide of the temple, my father and Karadin's
father in tow. My mother, Karadin's mother, and al the others of our familes and friends seated in the
temple gazed at them, the men touching their beards respectfully, the women touching their foreheads.
Eddas barab |looked perfect, immaculate, and heloomed over my father and father-in-law like atal,
dark tree.

At lagt, he stood before us, and my husband and | bowed to him, my daughter yawning. The priest
raised the hammer, gazing up to Eddas. "Who do spesk for this child as godfather?

"l do, Eddas Ayar, son of Dikta Ayar, grandson of Garnung Ayar, speak as Godfather for this child,”
Eddasreplied, gazing a him camly - far more cdmly than | mysdf felt.

"Hail to ye, Eddas Ayar, we do yet know ye as a Dwarf-Friend, atrue aly of our people, asaint, and
honorable man,” the priest called, bringing the mallet down upon the dtar sharply.

"Hail, Moradim," the audience caled, bowing their heads and making the fist-to-palm clap of hammer
to anvil.

The priest then reached behind him, holding out the bowl of ceremonia ashesfrom the forge. Eddas
removed hisglove, laying it over one arm, then dipped hisindex finger into the ashes. "1 see before me
the child of adwarf, forged well and true. Here be the hammer," he called, reaching out to place the mark
of the hammer on Karadin's forehead with the ashes, "and here, theforge," he called, placing the mark of
the forge on my forehead. "With such sound a hammer and stout aforge, this child can do no lessthan
grow to be apride of her people,” he said, and the priest held out the bowl of holy water. Eddas dipped
his middle finger, and touched it to my daughter's forehead. "Fedl the temper of my touch, child.
Moradim's holy waters do cool and harden ye, and do give ye the Soul of Iron. | do name ye Bettara,
after me own nephew'swife," he said, making the mark of Moradim on my daughter's forehead with the



water. When he was done, he lifted his head and spoke in aloud voice. "Here and now | do cal this
child my own kith, as her Godfather. Any that do yet shame her and do yet survive her father and
brothers must yet survive me. Hail Moradim," he caled, and clapped hammer-to-anvil.

"Hail, Moradim," the audience replied, bowing their heads and doing the same.

Eddas then bent to give little Bettarathe kiss of acceptance, holding his barab to hischest with his
bare hand, the many rings glittering. Bettara, naturaly, tried to reach for his barab - shewas at the
grabbing stage - but | wasready for it, having been through this ceremony severa times before. | gently
occupied her little fingerswith my own as Eddas kissed her. To have his goddaughter tug off his barab
would hardly be appropriate for the ceremony.

Eddas then straightened up, and gave me alook with atwinklein hiseye. | nearly grinned back, and
had to struggle to keep my face smooth. Then, Eddas pulled on his glove, bowing to Bettarain my arms.
He then turned and walked away up the aide again, my father and father-in-law following.

| watched him, pride swelling in my heart. There was a dwarf. Oh, he may have been born to the
wrong people, raised in thewrong time, died and came back in the wrong body, yes. But hewasa
dwarf, through and through, and atrue saint of our people. With one such as Eddas Ayar at our Side, the
future for my daughter and my people could be nothing less than bright and happy.

The priest concluded the ceremony, and Karadin led my daughter and | out of the temple, and into
that future which danced in my head.



Epilog Il - The Ocean.

"Did I tell you?" Marilithsad, grinning at me.

| lay back on the porch of our cabin, letting my legs dangle from the edge, enjoying the sun. "You told
me. You lied, though.”

"I lied?"

"Yes. It was better than that,” | replied, and grinned &t her.

Marilith giggled, lying down beside me and gazing at the clouds, above. "It was wonderful, yes. The
best."

"Should wetdl him?"

"Mmmm... I'm tempted to say 'no’, because my instinct is to be like that. But | think we've had
enough problems trying to be coy with him. He needs honesty and openness if he's going to
understand us. Heis, after all, only a man,” Marilith said, and giggled again.

"Hmmm... Honesty like.... 'Do that thing with your tongue again for both of us, or Marilith and |
will both tickle you to death?"



"Mmmm... Yes, that kind of honesty. But let's not tickle him to death. Just short of death,
maybe. Really, Sster, once they die, men are pretty dull.”

"True. Poor old Barro'slain outside my cabin for ages now, he's never said aword.”

Marilith giggled. "Maybe we could ask Eddas to have himtell us what he thinks?"

"Mmm... No, if I'm going to ask Eddas anything, I'm going to ask him onething..."

"Yes?"

"Can Corvid give me achild?

"Hmmm..." Marilith replied, sitting up and gazing at me. Shelooked at mein silencefor along while,
then finally shook her head, laying back to look at the clouds again. "Maybe. | can't tell, myself. Eddas
has studied it more than | have. All | can tell you isyou're not in heat at the moment. That seems
to happen to you in the spring.”

| laid back, shaking my head. After amoment, | sighed, smiling. "Goddess... He even accepted me
when | shifted to my mermaid form. That time in the water... With you heping... Oh, my..."

Marilith grinned. "1 liked shaping a mer-tail and you helping himwith me, after. That was
pleasant.”



"1 think now he's pretty convinced I'm not going to kill himif | catch him with you. Wdll, actudly, |
would - it would mean you two are having fun without me,” | said, and giggled just as the cabin door

opened.

| looked up - Corvid was leaning his head and shoulders out the door. "Is there anything to eat? I'm
afrad I'm starving. Some conjured gruel would be aright, Marilith."

I grinned a him. "Mmmm... Marilith and | have something better than that."

Marilith rolled on her side, grinning dyly a Corvid. "Mmmm... Yes, we have something much
better for you to nibble on than that."

"Please, no jokes," hereplied, exasperated. "1 mean it. I'm hungry."

"Nojoke, slly! Fish!" | said, raisng the string of fish Marilith had caught earlier that dangled at my
Sde off the porch.

" Although the other offer is still open, if you like," Marilith said, awicked grin on her face.

| giggled, and Corvid rolled hiseyes. "Are you going to cook it, at least?'

"Cook? Fish? Why would we do that?' | replied, smiling innocently.



"Do | look PAomean?| don't eat raw fish."

"You should try it - itsamer-folk ddicacy.”

Corvid sighed. "Y ou know, Gonnakas at least fed me. | could fly back there, maybe sheld feed me
agan.”

| smiled sweetly. ™Y ou do, and you'll have to pilot your airship with two broken legs.”

"And we're done," Corvid replied, and closed the door.

"Aww, Corvid, come on! Wewerejust teasing!”

"Come on out, Corvid, we'll make food!" Marilith caled.

"I'm busy eating my boots, please go away!"

| blinked. "Ishe?"

Marlith gazed at the cabin, then stuck out her tongue. " You are not, you're getting dressed!"



"Stop peeking in on me!"

Wewaited, but he said nothing more. | looked to Marilith, and she shrugged.

"Corvid" | yelped. "Come on out!"

A moment later he did, still tying his sash. But he didn't stop, he hopped down from the porch and
gtarted walking off.

"Hey! Where are you going?"

"I'm going to get some damn food!"

"Corvid, you ate all your supplies aboard your ship, if that's where you're going!" Mailith
shouted after him.

"I know!" he shouted back.

Marilith and | gaped at each other, then scrambled to our feet and dashed after him. By thetimewe
caught up to him, histwo golemswere carrying his ship back down to the beach. "Corvid, where are

you going?!" | yelped.



"| dready told you. I'm going to get somefood."

"Corvid, we have fish, really, we were just teasing!"

"Uh-huh. And pleasetell me, Marilith, in dl thetime | have known you, when | teased you the same
way?'

"Umm..."

"Or dammed you to the floor and tore your clothes off?"

"Hey!" | yelped.

"Well..."

"Y ou know what? That hurt, too. | didn't say anything, then. | realized Sashawas upset, and it didn't
take melong to realize the reason why. | had the wrong idea about you two. But you know what?
Y ou've got the wrong idea about me. Y ou've trested me like atoy these last six days. And you know

what? I'm not atoy."

"Ummm... Look, Corvid, we don't think of you asatoy, honestly.”

"No, you think of me as something lesser than you. And | am. Y ou're about twice as strong as| am,



and you don't mind using that strength, even if it hurtsme.”

| gaped, stunned. "Umm..."

"And Marilith isademon, shell liveforever. My lifeisadamn eyeblink compared to her age, and I'll
grow old and die before she even notices," he said, following the ship as his crew carried it to the beach.

"Corvid, really, we-"

"And the both of you treat anything to do with Gonnakas as somehow being my fault. And you know
what? It wasn't. She was more powerful than me, too. About as strong, and queen of an entire nation,
she could have had me tortured or executed on awhim just by snapping her fingers. Ultimate power, just
like you two. And you know what? She treated me gently, with respect, just like | treated her. Y ou two

haven't. Y ou've ridden melike atwo-dlver horse" he said, pointing an accusing finger at me, "and you let
her doit," he said, pointing & Marilith.

"Corvid, I'm sorry!" | yelped.

"Really, we both are!" Marilith added.

"You sad I'd haveto fly with two broken legs?' he said as his golems put the ornithopter down inthe
sand. "Fine. Thisthing doesn't need legstofly."

He started to climb into the ornithopter, and | grabbed his sash. "Dammit, you just wait one minute,
herel" | yelped, pulling him back to the beach. Corvid fell back to the sand and cried out, collapsing.



"Dammit," he gasped, clutching hisankle.

Marilith gasped. "Sster!”

| gaped at him, horrified. "Corvid, I'm so sorry! It was an accident!”

Corvid gritted histeeth. "Still oneleg left. Break it and get it over with so | can leave. I've got enough
water to makeit to Vilandiaand maybe get some food.”

"No000o, pleasg, it was an accident!" | wailed, dropping to my knees.

"Red, Blue, pick me up, were going,” Corvid caled, and his golems hopped to the sand to comply.
"Gonnakas treasted me far better than this, Sasha. Shetold you to care for mewell, and you haven't. |
won't be back," he said as his golems deftly lifted him into the boat.

"Please, please, I'll do anything you want, I'm 0 sorry, please don't go!™

But it wasto no avail. Soon, his ornithopter lifted into the sky with aflurry of flying sand, then turned,
flying away, growing smaler and smdler againg the sky.

"Noooo... Come back...." | wailed, sobbing.



Marilith walked up beside me as | knélt on the beach, and looked around. " Sster, what is... Oh,
my. Thisisa bad one."

"Comeback..." | whispered after the swiftly-disappearing ornithopter.

"Hmmm... No, thisisn't really repairable, it's gone too far. Wake," she said, and touched my
forehead.

Ingtantly | was awake, lying in bed, curled againgt Marilith, afamiliar warmth curled up behind me.
Marilith turned her heed, looking a me. "Better, now?"

| burst into tears. "Oh, Marilith! 1t was so horriblel"

"Mmmm?What?' Corvid muttered from behind me.

"She had a bad dream, Corvid."

Corvid hugged me from behind, the hair of his chest tickling my back. "Aww... Y ou poor thing. | was
having arather pleasant one with Marilith, she should have pulled you into it."

"She'd never get any rest if | did that, Corvid. | told you before.”

"What happened, Sasha?' Corvid asked, kissng my neck.



“l.... | dreamed Marilith and | were mean to you, we used you like atoy between us, just copulating all
the time and you were very unhappy!"

"I was unhappy copulating al the time? Okay, that had to be adream,” Corvid said, grinning as he
rose up on one elbow.

"No, we were mean and cruel and treated you horribly and | hurt you because | was stronger!
And-and-and we didn't feed you and you had to eet al the suppliesin your airship and finaly you got
sck of being treated like alittle dave and you left!™ | sniffled.

Corvid grinned. "Wdl, | an abit sore after that last time..."

"Corvid, 'm sorry! I'll beredly gentlel™

"And | amabit hungry..."

"Food! I'll get some food right now!" | yelped, clambering out of bed. "Nibble-fish are easy to catch,
I'll get one now!"

"You'rea cruel, cruel man, Corvid,” Marilithsad, glowering a him.

"Y ou love me anyway, though,” Corvid replied with agrin, kissng her.



"Sasha, come back, he'steasing you," Marilith caled as| picked up my lance,

"l don't care, | love him, | want him to be happy!" | replied, starting for the door.

"If you love me and want me to be happy, you'll come back to bed right now," Corvid said, firmly.

| dropped my lance to the floor of the cabin with aclatter, darting back over to the bed. Leaning over
Marilith, | kissed Corvid over and over. "'l want you to be happy, Corvid! | loveyou!"

"Heartlessly cruel," Marilith sad, looking at him.

"And you ill love meanyway," hereplied. " Sasha, come - lie here, let us cuddle you again.”

"Peasetdl meyou won't leave!" | replied, weeping as | climbed back into bed.

"Never," hereplied kissing me. "Come, lie between us again, welll get the blanket... Therewe are," he
said, hisarmsaround meagain as| cuddled between him and Marilith, the three of uslike three spoons.
Corvid kissed my neck. "Marilith, can you arrange a nice dream for Sasha? Pull meinto it, and well play
together."

Maxilith grinned. "How nice do you want?"



"Very nice. Having you show me dl the interesting places there are where you came from was
pleasant, but | think Sasha heeds something e

"Mmmm... Okay, I've got one. You'll both be a bit tired in the morning, though, I'll not only be
manipulating your dreams, I'll have to actually use a spell to put the two of you to sleep to time it
right so we have the most time together."

Corvid grinned. "That's fine, Sasha can nap sunning hersaf on the rocks with the other mermaidsin
the afternoon, and | can nap on the porch towards noon after | finish my fencing practice with Blue and
Red."

"A nicedream?" | asked, till sniffling.

"Very nice," Marilith replied, reaching back to squeeze my shoulder.

"And you won't leave?" | asked, looking to Corvid.

Corvid grinned at me. " Sasha, I'm never going to leave. Y ou two are stuck with me, forever.”

"I'll keep you at about thirty, you had a gray hair at thirty-one,” Marilith agreed, nodding.

"l did?' Corvid asked, blinking. "Where?'

"Right in the back of your head. Now lie down again and get comfortable, I'm going to cast a



sleep spell, then I'll join you in your dreams and we'll both enter Sasha's dream.”

Corvid kissed my cheek, then | felt him snuggle up close, hisarm around Marilith and |. He gave
Marilith's breast a squeeze, and Marilith giggled.

"Me!" | yelped, then grinned as he squeezed mine, in turn, tweaking my nipple for good measure. |
giggled. "'l loveyou, Corvid."

"l love you, too, Sasha. Y ou and Marilith. Now and forever."

Marilith giggled again. " Alright, everyone comfortable again? Yes? Good, here we go!"

Epiloguelll - The Raven.

Ardlagrinned, gazing a me through Joy'slooking glass. "' So that's what your daughters see, looking
a you!"



| smiled, the sounds of the crackling fire masking the quiet whisper of the winter wind outside. The
snow wasfalling again, but it was ddicioudy warm &t the top of my tower. "Not precisdly, of course. For
them, it'sanatura ability that actsin addition to their normal senses, and their minds blend their senses
together - remember, for them, they don't just seethe astrdl, they are astraly sengitive with dl their
senses, and they can fed the astral essenceswith their minds wherever they focus their perception. Lyota
said once that she seesthe soul inside people, likethe flame of acandleisinsde alantern. Joy'slittle
looking glass presents the astral asacombined view of dl three aurd layers. How things really look to
them, I can't tell. It should befairly close, however.”

"Can you take alook through and compare, Mdia?" Ardlaasked, holding the glass out to her.

Meliawinced. "Ack! No, thank you. | tried looking through Auntie Joy'slooking glasswhen | came
with thelittle ones, it gave me an instant headache. Evenlooking at it, | just seeit'sglow asan
enchanted item, when | look throughiit, it doesn't look clear to me. It's opaque, like stone, and glows."

"No headachesfor me, but | can't seethrough it, either. Of course, | can't see aswell asyou!"
Swift-wing cackled from his perch on Ardllas shoulder, preening hisfesthers.

"None of my daughters or their daughters can look through it, the Law of Commutation rendersit
impossible” | said, Spping a my cup of byallar.

" Aaaaah, because the purpose of theitem isto view the astral, down to the third aurd layer - which
they can dready do. So their eyes seethrough it, but their astral vison telsthem it's opague, giving them
aheadache from the difference,” Ardlasaid, nodding as she gazed at Meliaagain with the glass. "You
know, you're even more beautiful, thisway."

"Thank you," Mdiabeamed. "Now maybe you can see how we dl tell each other apart, too, despite
that for us, daughter looks like birth-mother.”



"Oh, eadlly, the difference between souls on the astra is clear. Even mother-to-daughter, with you,
theres il differences™

"Look at me!" Swift-wing squawked, fluttering to the table. "Look a me! | want to know what my
soul lookslike!™

"Very handsome," Méeliasaid, smiling. "You look like araven, of course - but araven just hasatiny
little spirit, just aquiet gray inner aura, redly. Y our spirit islarger, because you share your spirit with
Ardla, and she with you. She has a green glow to her inner aura, perhaps with atinge of yellow, where
yoursis definitely yellow. Sometimes, when you turn just right or you're doing sorcery, you gleam and
glow with power. Othertimes, | see apeek of adifferent sort. There's an impression of alittle old man,
wise and funny - likeachild of Arella, grown, aged, and wisein his age. Sometimes, when you're being
funny, | seethe sameflare| see when two ordinary ravens are playing, just very much larger.”

"Hmmm..." Arellasaid, looking at him. "'l just see araven with ayellow glow, and aline of power
connecting him to me, going from his head to mine."

"Ydlow?" Swift-wing squawked. "Y dlow is an absolutely atrocious color for araven!”

"WEll, no, you don't look yellow, no," Ardlasaid, grinning. Y ou have aydlow glow. Like agleam of
gold that comesfromingde.”

A smdl thunder of little feet came up the stairs, and six of my grand-daughters ran into the room,
squeding and giggling. " Swift-wing! Swift-wing! Play with ud Play with ud"

Swift-wing squawked, flying around their heads. "What shdl we play?"



"Anything that doesn't involve running up and down gtairs, they could get hurt,” Joy said, following up
from below.

"And not hide and seek, thellittle rascas find me too easily by my tieto Ardlal™ Swift-wing replied,
hovering for amoment until Joy held out afinger for him to perch on.

"Snow-golem! Snow-golem!" the girls squedled.

"Ack! Do you little scamps know how bloody hard it isto animate snow? Why, I'd drop dead!"

"Grampadid it!" little Tekiareplied, pointing a me.

"Y our Grampais quite abit stronger than me!™

| grinned. "And | cheated, | didn't animate the snow, | summoned awater elementa and asked him if
he'd like to amuse the children by singing the songs of his people for awhile. He said he'd be pleased to,
he had offspring of his own. So he danced about a bit and chased them and tossed a few snowbdls for
good measure.”

"Ack! Summon an dementa? That's even harder! I'd die! Aaaaah!" he said, fluttering to the floor,
then lying there ill on hisside. "See? Dead." he sad, lifting his head.

"Awww!" the children replied, looking quite downcast.



"Why don't you tell them stories?’ Ardlaoffered, grinning.

"Yes, stories!” little Kanikayel ped, and soon al the children were chanting " Stories! Storied!™

Swift-wing fluttered up, landing on Tekias head. "Oh, dright. Shdl | tell you the story of when Eddas
and my mistress and Darian met? It's quite an exciting story - why, before you knew it, we were fleeing
an army of invasion, heading north into the wilderness of Hyperborea, with giants and dragons and
chimeras galoreto gobbleusdl up!”

"Silly!" Tekiareplied, looking up at him, "Giants don't eat people!™

"Well, we hardly knew that, now did we?" Swift-wing cackled. "'l was so frightened, I'm surprised dl
my feathersdidn't fal off! And my mistresswet herself when we met our first dragon!™

"I did not!" Arellayeped, and the children squealed with laughter.

"Well, very nearly!" Swift-wing replied, to renewed giggling.

"Wedll... Yes, therewas ahit of adribble, but I squeezed down and stopped it in time!"

"And sat in damp bloomersal night with him!"

"Not al night!



"Mogt of the night!" Swift-wing shot back, to renewed giggling.

"Wdll... Yes, it was abit before | thought to use my spell to clean them, | wasjust atiny bit
frightened.”

"A tiny bit?" Swift-wing cackled, and looked down to Tekia. "He taught her two spells, and you
should have seen that section in her grimoire before she cleaned it up, the letterswere dl shaky and big
asmy head!"

"Bigger, actudly,” Ardlareplied, sicking out her tongue at him. "Wadll, it'shard to be calm when
you're talking with someone whaose mouth is bigger than your whole body and he's congtantly picking bits
of horse from between his teeth while heswaiting for you to write things down!"

Thegirlsdl burst out laughing, and Tekialooked up to Swift-wing again. "Stories! Definitely stories!”

"Alright, stories! Let'srun downgtairs"

"Let's walk downdairs" Joy interrupted, glowering at Swift-wing.

"Let'swalk downgairs,” Swift-wing continued smoothly, not losing abest, "and st with the others,
and l'll tdl you dll storied"

Soon the children and Swift-wing had trooped down the stairs under Joy's watchful eye, and |
chuckled, turning to Arellaand Mdiaagain. "And how are you two doing, these days?'



"For me, better," Ardlareplied, and gazed a me. "'l understand... A lot better than | did before. And
I'm sorry. Swift-wing was right. In the end, | was still mourning Mariah. | wanted you to be her. And so,
| kept on trying to make you into something you weren't. And the more | understood what you were, the
more hopeless | redlized it was, and the more | pushed you away." Ardlalifted Joy'slooking glass,
gazing a me again. Y ou areaman, in there. The body doesn't changethat. In fact, the spells that bound
you... The Spell of Hidden Life, and then the effect of the Skull of Hyarlanoth, and then that great knot
of mana within you from surviving that mana-storm... Well, it makesit impossblefor you to changein
that regard,” she said, and lowered the glass. "'l waswrong, Eddas. | was wrong for years and years... |
hurt you, because | couldn't accept you as you were. And I'm sorry. Very deeply sorry.”

| smiled. "Forglamma, Arella It never happened. We shdl not speak of it again after this moment.”

Ardlasmiled a me. "Thank you, Eddas."

"What | meant, however, is how you two are doing between each other."

Ardlaand Mdiagrinned, gazing at each other. "Well," Ardlasaid, "1 fill have alot to learn. When |
first vidgited, | thought it would be..." Ardlasad, then laughed. "Well, | don't know what | expected. A
sapphite colony, lounging about and playing music and writing poetry, or something?' she said, and
laughed again. "I don't know what | expected. | didn't even know why Pelias women were caled the
White Mountain Healers, but the mountainis caled lolo Mountain - | didn't know that 'lolo’ means
'White' in your language!" she said, and shook her head. "No, | didn't know what 1'd find. But when | got
there, what | found wasjust asmal town in the mountains. Scarecrows as golems watching the crops
and keeping the birds away, afew walking about and pulling weeds. Brooms that swept the streets,
keeping things clean... Lanterns on the corners, lighting the streets at night with acold, heetlessflame...
Elegant architecture that looked... Ancient, ddlicate, lovely. Sharp roofs that swept upward, to keep off
winter's snows. And everyone who lived there was femal e - women, mothers, children, babies. It was
very strange, to my eyes. No men - but, it didn't look like there was a hole where men should be but
were missing, nor did it look like a nunnery, where men had been excluded. It just looked like... A town
of women. A new race, anew people, living therr lives, building, growing... It was very beautiful.”

Méeiagrinned. "Remember what you said when you were there and saw Frarim visiting?”'



"Oh! Eddas," Arellasaid, looking a me and patting my hand, "1 wish you could have been there. |
had just come on avist to Melia, and Frarim wasin town, chatting with Lyota. Peliaand the others...
Err..." shesad, pausing and looking to Mdlia

Meliasmiled. "It'sdright, you can talk about it in front of me, Ardlla. We view what happened to
them as an important lesson from Vyleah, avery critical oneto our surviva. Those who get set intheir
ways, mentaly, can diefromit. Wereal very sad about it, of course, but we understand the importance
of the lesson, and well take it to heart."

Arelanodded, and managed a smile as she looked back to me. "Wdll... Pdiaswomen... They didn't
want to meet with Frarim, they dl hid in their tower and pretended he didn't exist. Thiswaswhile you
were gone. But your daughters - oh, my word! They all welcomed him like along-lost brother cometo
vigt. Haifawas with him, dong with severad of her clan-mates. Haifathey treated like hiswife, and her
clan-mates, they treated like ssters. It was ajoyousthing, they al danced and sang for him, therewas a
tremendousfead, | think poor Frarim had to eventually escape just to keep from gaining fifty stone!™

| laughed, and Mdliagiggled.

"It'struel” Ardlasaid. "But, that wasn't what struck me about it. What struck me was how natural it
was. They just accepted him as part of their large family of Hyperboreans. He was just there to visit,
nothing forma or anything... But..." Ardlashook her head. "I look a aman, and many things go through
my head. | think about the man that hurt me. | think about Cordo, who nearly killed me. | see my father,
who disowned me. | seealot of things. They just saw Frarim. And they were glad to see him, afdlow
Hyperborean. They welcomed Haifa as hiswife, and whipped up alovely dressfor her, quite elegant, her
hair writhed for hours and hours after she put it on. And | could see what they saw in her, alittle bit. She
was awoman. Shelooked different, yes. But she wasjust another woman. And Frarim wasaman. And
that wasdl. And | told Frarim that. And then, Frarim smiled a me, and he said 'Life's much easier
when you shed the unnecessary baggage in your mind, isn't it?* And | just looked at him and said
"You mean, your whole visit was just for me?' and he said 'Exactly’ - just like you say it sometimes,
gpesking with Y orindar'svoice. And | dropped to my knees and thanked Y orindar for letting me see,
and undergtand. And Vyleah, for making it possible. They have alovely templeto Vyleah onlolo
Mountain, Eddas."



| samiled. "I've seenit.”

Méeliagrinned. "Maybe youll seeit again, Father," she said, glancing at Ardlla

Ardlagrinned at her. "Well... Maybe. That's onething | wanted to ask you about, today,” she said,
looking back to me. "Therés till noway | can publicly marry in the Southlands, unlessit'sto aman. I'm
the Court Wizardess of Larinia, the scanda would be just outrageous. And | don't think that's going to

change”

| shrugged. "Not likely, no."

"But... Well, Y orindar cameto mein adream, and said that Melia needed to be with mein the
Southlands, to begin to build stronger rel ationships between the people of the Southlands and the
growing, multi-racial society you have herein Hyperborea. He said that Parid's death isan * Event* he's
been working towards, and told me when it was. Paradox, | can't tell you. Y ou'll get asign, though, and
you'll know when to come - and it will be soon. But, Parid haslived so long that hisher, Lurvim, is
aready sixty-one. Paria intendsto designate one of his grandchildren as heir, to try to insure stability
through along reign - Y orindar's influence, he cameto Parid in adream seventeen years ago, and told
him that histrue and proper heir was being born as he spoke. It was an * Event*, and that heir ishis
great-granddaughter, Lyssa. Shewastheroya child being born that night. But, Y orindar told me that the
designation of Lyssaas hisheir will cause"abit of unrest,”" ashe put it. What kind of unrest, he didn't say,
but | can guess.”

| chuckled. "Y orindar is still the master of understatement. | can make a couple guesses, too, Arella,
and none of my guesseswould be pleasant. Y ou'll definitely have to head off any competition for the
throne. If you're not careful, you could have acivil war on your hands.”

Melianodded. "And somehow, I'm to be part of helping Ardlla prevent that. Mother has aready told
me, she's Vyleah's rabbit.”



"So," Arellasad, "we cometo you. How can Melia be with me 'round the clock in the Southlands
without rumors sarting?"

| shrugged. "Have her come as an ambassador and friend from the Witch-Women of Hyperborea
Then, tell the truth - the Witch-Women of Hyperborea are a separate race, like elves or dwarves, except
they're arace of only one gender, like lamias, dryads, gorgons, and others."

Meliashook her head. "The question of how we reproduce will come up, Father."

"Tdl them the truth again - you reproduce through sorcery, inducing parthogeness, like lamias,
dryads, gorgons... There's even afew species of mundane lizards in the desert which are like that, the
phenomenon is not unknown. Y ou are my daughters, and you are Hyperboreans, but you are al so your
own race, as different from Arellaas an df or agorgon. Y ou are your own people, and you are
developing your own culture.”

"One not too far from your own, Father. At least, we hope not - we would never want you to vist
and fed weweredien to you. Or Fard or Frarim, either.”

| smiled. "Well, I've been there severa times, now, and every time, | likewhat | see more and more.
In many ways, you've gone beyond us. Only the wedthy could afford golemsfor farming, with us. For
you, it'sfairly normal - and you even have golems sweeping the streets and hel ping with construction. We
used gadightsto light the streets, but you're usng magic. I've given you al my notes on semi-golems, and
I'm certain that soon you'll be building ornithopters and other things we had back then, aswell. Yes, in
many ways, you've gone beyond us. Asfar asdifferences...” | said, and shrugged. "Wdll, the largest
differences| can seeisthat you don't have the wedlthy riding down the streets past merchants hawking
their wares at the top of their lungs, nor do you have the poor lying in the gutters. Everyoneisamember
of the Eddasic Circle you founded, which aso functions as your government. Despite that you've nearly
ten thousand, now, the atmospherein your little town is very relaxed. No competing guilds of merchants
and craftsmen, no thieves, no... Well, everyone knows what they're supposed to do, and for the most
part, your lives are fairly self-contained, there. Like mysdlf, you've no need of money, you trade with the
traveling merchants to get things from outside that you can't make yourselves. Therésabit of bustle there
asyou go about your daily lives, but... Well, everyone knows everyone, or isrelated in some way, and
everyone hasther daily tasksto do. Therésamore reaxed, friendly fegling to what you're building...” |
shrugged again. "l can't describe it better than that, other than to say it fedls much like vigiting the Gossak
nunnery did. They made wines, traded with traders, they were widely-reknowned scholars... They had a



little village of sorts, redlly. A very quiet, ordered and peaceful life of worship, study, and work. Yoursis
the same, just on alarger scae, and you grow medicinal herbsinstead of making wine. | suppose the only
other differencesisthat you also didn't have to suffer through athousand years of war, and don't have
many of the traditionsthat developed from that. The Fridmagga or the Kor'na'lagbar ..."

"Or the Juvan-lato," Mdiasaid, and sighed. "That, wewill never do."

| nodded silently, sipping a my cup of byallar, and Ardlawisdy held her tongue.

"Still, Father," Mdiacontinued after amoment, "we will remember those traditions. They arewritten
inour books of history, and wewill not forget them. As Lyotatold you when we came, we want to grow
at about twenty-five ayear from now on. Wewant al of our children to have the same experience of
coming herein thewinter and living with you, and they redlly can't if we grow faster than that. | know it
will embarrassyou to say it, Father, but we view you as our ideal, our modd citizen, the father of our
race. Wewant al our children to meet you, touch you, hug you, hear your stories from your own lips,
and cometo love you. We know you can't be here every year - there are going to be times Y orindar
calsyou awvay. At twenty-five ayear, however, when you get back, those that missed you the previous
year can meet you the next. Y ou've enough bunk-beds for twenty-eight on the first floor, Father, and |
remember you once fit enough bunk-beds down there to handle a hundred apprentices during those
yearsyou were helping to train us al. Wewant al our children to meet you, to hug you, to kissyou, to
love you aswe do. We want our children to grow to be as we are, and see you as the Father of our
Race, and see your life asbeing our highest god."

| felt the heat of ablush on my cheeks. "Wdll... Yes, | suppose...”

Méeliagrinned at me. "Asfar asour city, Father... Wdl, we know we can't rebuild what was of
Ancient Hyperborea. Redlly, even if wetried, it wouldn't suit what we need to survive. Asfar as
structure, werre envisoning asort of walled, stepped city in the mountains, with managed forests and
large terraces for agriculture like the dwarves use. Since we don't use the Spell of Hidden life but instead
just reverse our aging using the spells our mothers knew, well only be adding about twenty-five thousand
every millennia. Wethink it should take us about forty millennia before we completely fill thewestern
dope of lolo Mountain and have to sart looking at dternate plansfor growth. We don't want to
encroach on the territory of the giants or the dwarves, after al.”



| nodded, smiling. My daughterstruly were their own race of people - even the elves didn't have
plansthat stretched forty millenniainto the future. My daughters were definitely ready to join the Sedlie
court, and | was certain the eves were just champing at the bit to have them, now. "Wdll... The end result
isthat thisiswhat you should tell them: The Witch-Women of Iolo Mountain are a separate race of
people, arace of one gender who survive and grow on the power of their sorcery. And, most
importantly, arace of people with adifferent culture. Perhaps once the people of the Southlands accept
that and trade agreements have been reached, you can spring some technicality upon them... Oh, | don't
know, say that due to some obscure law, Ardlla has to marry you, or the Witch-women will be offended.
Y ou can take a decade or five to think about it, and work something out after you've headed off any
struggle over Parid's heir. In time, once the people of the Southlands are used to the notion of the
different races here in Hyperborea and their different cultures, you'll be able to make something like that
work. Asfar asavoiding scandd, just don't deep in the same room together or kiss each other in public,
and youll bedright."”

"Ah!" Mdiasaid, brightening, "we could even bring afew gorgons, lamias and others aong, to help
get people used to that, and help them get used to the types of different racesthere are, here!™

"Exactly,” Ardlaand | replied, in chorus.

Ardlathen shuddered, shaking her head. "I hate that. It's happened ninetimesin the last hundred
yearsor S0, usualy when I'm talking to the king, it's amazingly uncomfortablel™

"Dear, you're only ahundred and eighty-eight, you'll quite get used to it, eventualy,” | replied.

Ardlaand Meliagaped at me, then burst out laughing.

Arellaplaced adrop between the king's lips, then leaned back from the king's bed, putting her small



potion-dropper away. "Hell waken briefly to say goodbye, but not for long.”

| nodded, knedling beside her and taking Parid's hand. It was midwinter's day of seventeen ninety,
and outside the king's castle, the noonday sun glistened on a blanket of fresh winter snow. Soon, in less
than two months, the lands surrounding Steel gate would bloom anew with endlessfields of flowers, the
majesty of winter replaced with the wonder and glory of spring. But, Paria would not be here to see that
day, for thisday would be hislast. After amoment, his eyes opened. They were old, yellowing, and
rheumy. He smiled, the mass of wrinkles around his eyes shifting - histeeth were ill strong, but now
were long and yellowed with age. "Dame Raven..." he whispered.

"l am here, Your Mgesty.”

"Y ou haven't changed. Not one bit. Y ou till look the same as you did, that night you found mein the
cdl inthe dark-elves kingdom..."

"l am till who | am, your magjesty - and | am till the Raven of Y orindar. Now and forever.”

"Y ou know... | dways wanted to go on another adventure, with you..."

"An adventure, your mgesty?" | replied, smiling. "Nasty, scary, uncomfortable things, adventures.
Make you late for dinner - maybe make you never come homeat al. Y ou were much better off staying
home and being the king, Parid."

Parid chuckled, his gaze on my eyes. "Perhaps... Perhaps | was denied going on an adventure with
you again... But, perhaps| go on to another adventure, now... One where you can never follow..."

My eyes misted with tears, and | blinked them away. "Perhaps so, Parial. Just as you escaped the



cdl, but | had to remain to fulfill my destiny.”

"Does my grandmother Hill live?'

"She does, Paria. The Queen Mother of Lariniadtill lives, in Hyperborea.™

Parid smiled. "l remember her, and the village of giants... Isshe il beautiful ?*

"Yes, Parid."

"Ah..." hesad, then looked to hisright. " Jorgan?"

The king's seneschd leaned over the bed. "Y es, Sire?"

"My visonisclouded. How many are here?"

"Ten, sire. Y our son, your daughter, four guards, Dame Raven, your court wizardess, your scribe,
and mysdlf. Y our scribeiswriting your words down as you spesk, sire.”

Parial nodded, taking a measured breath. "Before these witnesses, | hereby confirm both my public
proclamation, and my will. My heir ismy great-granddaughter, Lyssa, named after my mother. Guard her
with your life, Jorgan," Parid said, hisweakened voice clear.



"I will, Sire," Jorgan replied, bowing hishead.

Parid looked back to me. "Y ou taught me the important things, Dame Raven. And | remember your
lessons. Y ou were to finish her education this year, as you once did for me, and have done for each of
the heirs of the line. Please finish her education, and continue to do so for her heirs, and those that
follow."

"1 will, your mgjesty.”

"Eddas Ayar, Raven of Y orindar, knighted Dame Raven and Defender of the Realm, | so ask you
to guard and guide my granddaughter through her trangition to power."

"1 will, your mgjesty.”

Parid visibly relaxed. When he spoke again, his voice was soft, and his scribe bent closer to the bed
to hear hiswords. "Ah... Just Parial. My father dways said that 'highness and 'majesty’ weren't necessary
between friends. | would like to go to the afterlife knowing... That you were my friend... Eddas Ayar..."

"You are, Parid."

His gaze flickered past me, looking beyond my shoulder. "I can see him... Y orindar... He speaks,
now... But he speaks not to me, but to you... He says... '"And now, Eddas... The game begins again...™

Parid let out adow sigh, his gaze becoming distant and glazed. He did not breathe again.



Ardlagestured at me, and | stepped aside. Sheleaned in, pressing afinger to the side of his neck,
beneath hisjaw. After amoment, she swept her hand over his eyes, closing them, then looked to the
king's senescha and nodded.

The king's seneschal bowed to the bed, then turned and strode to the door, opening it. Taking a deep
breath, he shouted at the top of hislungs. "THE KING ISDEAD, LONG LIVE THE QUEEN!"

As his shout was echoed and re-echoed by the guards of the castle, passed aong throughout al of
Stedgate, his daughter, Princess Kassa, broke into sobs. Prince Lurvim, however, did not. Gray-haired
and sixty-one, he glared at his dead father, then swept his cloak about himsalf and strode out of the
room.

I reached up, adjusting the new feather behind my headband as| watched Lurvim stride away down
the hal. After amoment, | nodded. 'Alright, Yorindar. The game begins again.'

End.



