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Dedication

 

This one is dedicated to writers who live in fear of deux ex machina.  I say bah!  For those who wanted to see the alpha and omega of savants, First Ones, and the ultimate aspects of the Ring Realms universe... here ya go.  Don't say I didn't warn you... because I didn't. It was high time that the savants of the Ring Realms started kicking tail instead of being beat down.  We've got it here.  There's a number of firsts in this book for me.  It's my hope that those unique hurdles translate to something memorable and enjoyable for you the reader.  May you find what comes after diverting and pleasurable...
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A Word (or two) About Mythology

Welcome to the Ring Realms universe, a cosmology populated by magic, technology, gods, goddesses, and multi-verses. Comic fans will feel right at home, but fandom is not necessary to be drawn into the world's magic and heroism. Those learned in mythology may see a name (or a score of them) that they recognize. Intentional. In fact, I've taken heat for not creating my own gods and goddesses. Key to the point is they ARE my gods and goddesses, and you the reader's as well. I wanted something familiar to the readership rather than add EVEN MORE bizarre names to the milieu--something that is one of the all-too-common pitfalls of fantasy writing. If you see a name you recognize, rejoice in that knowledge because where possible I have tried to keep to the spirit of those myths whilst incorporating them into a much larger cosmology. Notice, I say 'spirit of'--please don't flagellate me (however much I might enjoy it) for not adhering more closely to the source myths. Liberal dramatic license has been taken in order to heighten and enrich the story... Enjoy.

 

 


 

 

 

The Immortals

 

What man knows of the immortals is more conjecture than fact. Those that know truck little with common men. Some days one might chance near a tavern corner and hear the hushed converse of those who have braced those who are more than mortal. 

Many are the creatures of the Ring Realms that be not of ordinary flesh. 

There are the elders, men and women with knowledge and magic who cheat the finite span of life. 

There are the sentinels who transcend humanity to serve in the hosts of the pantheons. 

Above those are the immorts, dilutions and derivations of the pantheon lords and the elder races. 

Higher still are the true immortals and the progenitor races, gods that shake the heavens with their footsteps and bend the lives of lesser creatures. 

Lastly, there are the incarnations of eternity, beings of transcendent power to whom a century is like the passing of day and the power even of gods is of no consequence. Of these, words are only spoken of in whispers, for who dares to belittle a god? 

 


 

 

 

The Aesir 

 

Beyond the recall of the first gods, risen from the blood of antiquities came the 71 progenitors of the nine realms. With bodies harder than the finest steel, and minds sharper than razor ice, they colonized the worlds. With affinities for magic and the five elements, they grew apart and drew together to become the founding clans. 

The first and largest of these families was Yggdrasil who created the first outposts in the nine connected worlds. Rivaled by few and envied by all, Nord Yggdrasil and his brothers and sisters demanded tribute of the smaller clans. Many were the wars and skirmishes, but in the end Nord's kin emerged victorious. As time wore on, the Yggdrasilians began to weaken, their hard bodies softened, and their keen minds less insightful.

To maintain control, Nord demanded that the sons and daughters of the rival clans serve in Asgard as "guests" in the house of Yggdrasil. For seven generations, a bloody balance was maintained. In that time, resentment grew as did the prowess and power of the lower clans. 

Nord's sister, Daela Yggdrasil fell in love with Borr of the aesir. Their union begot a son, Odin. Nord discovered the forbidden coupling and became incensed, demanding that his sister slay the baby. Borr tried to intervene but was slain. Daela fled, taking Odin and her younger sister Idun to hide in the forests of Alfheim. Nord was relentless and tracked them down. Daela confronted the first of Yggdrasil while her younger sister Idun escaped with baby Odin. In his anger, Nord slew his sibling.

Hidden in the dark heart of Svartalfheim, Idun swore vengeance and raised Odin as her own. It was there in the lightless roots of the core realm that Idun uncovered the well of vitality and the fruits of immortality. Dining on the flesh of that magical elixir she and the orphan grew strong.

In secrecy, Idun slipped into Vanaheim, bearing with her an offering of the golden revitalizing fruits, and made requests of clan vanir to aid in her revenge on Nord. Nay, she was told, naught while Nord still held their sons and daughters as guests within his house.  Idun struck a deal, for she had the keys to the house of Yggdrasil and would set free the sons and daughters of the vanir if they would raise their axes and hammers against Nord.

Vanir agreed, the deal was set, and the arrow of war notched. By best stealth Idun returned to Asgard and offered the same arrangement to the aesir. They too agreed, and set their arrow with the vanir. Idun left Odin with Borr's kin to plan their attack and trekked to the house of Yggdrasil. 

Under the light of the five moons, Idun freed the captive clans' children and set open the golden gates of Gladshiem.

Through those gates rode Odin on the eight-legged horse Sleipnir leading the heads of the aesir and vanir, now strengthened by Idun's fruit of vitality. Larger in number and stronger still, they laid waste to Yggdrasil and ended their line. Only vengeful Idun remained, she with a hard heart and the secret of golden vitality.

As the warrior who led them to freedom, Odin was made the high father of the aesir. Impressed and smitten by Odin's vitality and prowess, the aesirian princess Frigga dallied with and won the heart of the powerful warrior.

Together Odin and Frigga found a new hall, Valhalla, and set to lead the clans of the nine realms in peace and prosperity.

Of vengeful Idun, little more is said. The aesir and vanir saw her as blight and bad memories of times they bent knee to Yggdrasil under force of sword. She of the golden hair was strong though, deep in the ways of the stone and well fed on fruits of immortality. They let her be, allowing her to keep counsel in the courts of the clans.

The eesir prospered, expanding their sway across the nine realms, begetting healthy sons and daughters and growing wise in the ways of the magick and lore.

The eesir are old now and of Idun, to whom they owe their freedom, only whispers are spoken. Gratitude set too long turns rancid and becomes envy and resentment. The first among the clans, the strongest true progenitor remains isolated without rank or recognition. It is she who is prophesied to play traitor again, and lead ruin and disease to the faithful sons and daughters of the eesir and vanir.
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What Has Gone Before

 

Bannor and his new fiancé, Sarai, stop in the drab mountain town of Blackwater and run afoul of Boss Ratch and his henchmen. Sarai is captured, and Bannor slated for the gallows. Bannor does hang, but neither the fall nor the crushing grip of the noose kill him. Right as Ratch's henchmen are about to give hanging Bannor another try, Wren Kergatha and Irodee De'Falcone arrive on the scene and get him out of his thorny predicament.

The two ladies are frustratingly tight-lipped about why they are helping--but help they do, starting with tracking the caravan that Sarai was given to.  The slaver band has a head start though, and it will be a few days before they can catch up.  Bannor, concerned about his wife-to-be, goes to sleep wishing to be her. Without knowing how, some power is triggered within him and he finds himself soaring over the landscape. In the matter of a few moments he has found the slavers and the wagon where Sarai is being kept, only now it seems he's become a ghost!  Wren, in a similarly ghostly visage, arrives on the scene to lead him away with promises that they will come back for Sarai. It is during this time that Wren explains that they are outside of their bodies in "astral form".  She takes Bannor to where he can see the real enemy, the one who wants to take him body and soul--Hecate.

Shocked by the revelation and stymied by Wren's desire to share as little information as possible, Bannor rebels against Wren.  The two battle and during their fight she is forced to reveal that he is a savant.  Bannor is a prime savant, a garmtur Shak'Nola, a savant of reality and the strongest of Gaea's lost children. It is because of this identity that Hecate wants to capture and enslave him. Startled by the revelation of the devastating potential of his power, Bannor is chastened and agrees to do things Wren's way as long as she promises to be more open concerning what is going on. The two reach an accord but Bannor secretly harbors misgivings.

The next night, without Wren's knowledge, Bannor attempts to astral travel again. He succeeds and discovers that another enemy is on the field—a demon and from appearances this creature is also pursuing the caravan containing Sarai.  Desperate, he returns to his beloved, and with some ingenuity and brute savant power manages to get her loose.  With the pure native strength of his ability, Bannor manages to carry Sarai out of the pass. However, his activities are detected by the demon and the creature comes for the elf lady.  Bannor tries to protect his loved one but he is only in an astral body and has a limited effect on the physical world.  In a last desperate measure to save Sarai, he 'wishes' strength to her, causing her to transform.  The changed Sarai is able to startle the demon and thus make an escape.

Meanwhile, his physical body all but dead, Bannor is forced to rejoin his astral self with his abused flesh. Wren is furious with him over the incident, but upon his description of demon realizes they have no time to spare. The enemy he has encountered is Rankorhaaz, a powerful creature in the service of Hecate. Wren decides to use up her valued scroll of teleportation to take them as close to Sarai as possible.  

With the aid of the magic they manage to find Sarai before Rankorhaaz. Together the four confront the demon and with their combined strengths manage to drive it away.

Now, with Sarai at his side, Bannor calms down and is ready to face the situation with Hecate. Unfortunately, he has inherited new problems. Bannor's garmtur has somehow turned Sarai into an elemental that draws strength from stone. This new power seems to be changing her, making her more wild and violent.  Sarai doesn't trust Wren and counsels they make their own path away from the blonde savant.

Rankorhaaz's minions and the demon himself keep up the pursuit however and they are not allowed the opportunity to break away.  Cornered in the Hades Flats Bannor comes up with a desperate plan to use his and Wren's savant powers to carry Sarai and Irodee to the other side of a deep chasm to thwart pursuit.  The plan works but they are forced to confront Rankorhaaz. Wren, empowered by Bannor's magic, manages to permanently destroy the creature.

The group continues on their journey but a violent storm forces them to hole up in a cave to escape the weather.  It is here that they are confronted by Mazerak Duquesne, a storm savant. He is there to make a deal.  The deal is a simple one—if Bannor goes willingly to Hecate, the others including Sarai will be left unmolested. It is during this time that Mazerak recognizes Sarai. Sarai is Arminwen Sarai, the third princess of Malan, the most powerful kingdom on the continent of Sharikaar.  Mazerak is told to take his deal and go to blazes and the group immediately sets out to find refugee before the information he now possesses can be used against them.

A day later in the town of Dewfield Sarai is discovered by scouts from her kingdom. After divesting them of a serviceable bow and sword, she sends them back to her father with word that she will return home when she wishes. It is in this town that Wren books passage on a barge headed downstream with the hopes that they will find assistance in the coastal city of Bravadura.  As the barge is casting off, two figures desperately try to come aboard.  The two men eventually force their way on board and their identities are revealed to be Irodee's husband Laramis De'Falcone and the justicar's friend from the lists, DacWhirter Ironfist, a dwarven war master.

With these new allies, their chances of escape seem better. However, while the barge is docked for the night, the group is waylaid by Mazerak and several squads of dark warriors.  Wren's astral body, Bannor, and Sarai are taken prisoner while Irodee, Laramis, and DacWhirter are left in a drugged stupor.

It is learned during this time that because of her elemental magicks, Mazerak can control Sarai.  Bannor is locked in an iron cage that will supposedly prevent him from astral traveling out of his body.  Mazerak is wrong, and Bannor astral travels out anyway. However, now he doesn't have a body to do anything with.  Wren, whose astral form is trapped, is also outside of her body.  Since her body is the only one outside of a cage and available, Bannor places his astral self in Wren's body and pursues Mazerak.

During the brief chase Bannor learns how to control Wren's powers to a limited degree and by the time he confronts Mazerak is able to defend himself (her?). Mazerak turns Sarai against them and in the ensuing scuffle Bannor releases Wren from captivity, but because he is in her body she has no body to use but his. 

With her far greater knowledge of savant powers, Wren unleashes Bannor's full power, annihilating Mazerak's followers and reducing the haughty storm savant to a blubbering wretch.  Just when it seems Wren has the garmtur mastered, she begins to go crazy.  With the final words "Bannor I can see myself" the world seems to collapse around the three of them.

Bannor, now back to normal (in his own body), and Sarai awake on a black onyx beach that is an image from Wren's dreams. They find the blonde savant curled up in a ball in a catatonic state. After many efforts they finally do wake Wren. However, even she doesn't know where they are or how they might have come there.  As the three are planning to find their way out of the strange place Wren is struck from behind with a poison dart that renders her immediately unconscious. It is then that Wren's old enemy, avatar Hethanon steps from the shadows and confronts them.

Using the garmtur, Bannor tries to revive Wren but fails. He and Sarai fight Hethanon, though they do him great harm, they find they cannot slay the immortal creature and they are forced to abandon Wren's seemingly lifeless body.

Hethanon pursues Bannor and Sarai. Sarai, whose elemental powers have not worked since entering this strange realm grows weaker and weaker. As they are climbing a cliff to escape the avatar she is struck by one of the darts used to slay Wren, and the elf lady falls. Frantic, Bannor goes to her, and when he finally recovers her Sarai has gone through another transformation. Her elemental powers are back only now in a far stronger form. Using her increased abilities she grinds down the avatar and they retreat yet again.  Their problem isn't resolved though and it is only a matter of time before the evil creature reforms.

The avatar does eventually corner them and it is then that the supposedly dead Wren makes her reappearance, brighter, and seemingly stronger than before. She fights Hethanon to a standstill but tells them that she cannot destroy the creature. That falls to Bannor's special abilities.  Urged by the crisis, Bannor manages to invoke the full devastating strength of the garmtur and destroys the avatar.

With the threat of Hethanon removed, the three go back to trying to find a way out of the strange land that they are lost in.  With some time and effort they locate the "entry point" where they fell in. The three of them are considering how to open the portal when a beaten and exhausted Laramis appears through the opening.

Once revived, the justicar of Ukko does not come bearing good news.  On the outside, much more time has passed than for the three inside. In the intervening time, hordes of Hecate's demons have begun sweeping through the kingdom of Ivaneth, destroying everything they come in contact with.  Through the course of the battles, Laramis, Irodee and Dac have gotten separated.

With the justicar's help they return to the real world and begin a ravaging gauntlet.  Going south is no longer an option for them, their best hope is joining up with one of the major armies of the kingdoms that have been mobilized to repel the demons.  Sarai hears that the hosts of Malan are in the field and immediately pushes for rejoining her family.

Fight after battering fight they make their way toward the border and during an altercation Bannor is poisoned by a demon and the party is forced to carry his debilitated body.  They do finally end up in the care of the Malanian royal army but only after Sarai and Bannor are imprisoned for their "crimes" against Malan.

Bannor is eventually healed and soon after is confronted by Queen Kalindinai, Sarai's mother.  After he speaks with her, Kalindinai is convinced of Bannor's good intentions toward her daughter. She will not fight the relationship, but there will be conditions…

Sarai is eventually returned to Bannor and together the two of them are confronted by king T'Evagduran.  Sarai defies her father, but with the assistance of her older sister Janai, the situation is defused and Sarai is exonerated to a degree.

In the ensuing time, Laramis has overheard that elf scouts may have found evidence of Irodee and DacWhirter.  Because of this, he, Wren, Sarai and Bannor begin to make plans to escape with the help of Janai. The Queen catches wind of their plot and forces them to reveal everything. Instead of blocking them, she decides to assist...

 

As the group is making good their exodus (without the knowledge of the King), Meliandri, the Queen's handmaid and healer comes to where Bannor and Sarai's sister are sequestered, waiting for materials for their trip to be gathered. Meliandri attempts to trick them and in moments it's revealed that she is an avatar of Hecate. There is a fierce but short battle where Bannor manages to render her unconscious.  The Queen restrains her and the group sneaks out of the elven mountain encampment.

During this covert maneuvering the Queen discovers she hasn't planned their route as carefully as she thought, leaving the group stranded on a high hillside with no way to get down. They decide to try to use Bannor's savant powers to get them safely down by teleportation. As they are doing so, Meliandri breaks free just as they are entering magical transition. There is a brief struggle that throws the group far off course and they reappear many leagues from where they started. However, the shock of transition has blasted poor Meliandri and the lady that Hecate forced to become an avatar is rendered a live but unthinking shell.

It is from this new vantage that their group sights Hecate's gateway, a gigantic rift through which her army of demons is pouring.  Undeterred, they move ahead with their plan to find Irodee and DacWhirter, and make additional plans to figure out how to shut the rift.

In an elven town the group bears witness to a horrendous massacre and a message left for Bannor, blaming him for the murder of innocent elves. Shaken by the horrific sight, Bannor vows to fight Hecate to the end. While in the town, they are reunited with Irodee who is leading a small group of border guardians.  The two groups join forces and set out to discover a way to close Hecate's gate.

After several battles the war party comes upon a town besieged by demons, exhausted but unwilling to allow more innocents to be slaughtered, they plunge into the fray.  They fight valiantly but are simply too tired and battered to mount a proper assault. It is then that Wren's parents, Euriel and Vanidaar, appear on the scene. With the help of Idun's daughter, her husband, and the host of warriors with them, the army of abyssal creatures is driven away.

Now having a small army for support, the Queen turns her attention fully on Hecate's gate and figuring out a way to close it.  She, Euriel, and Vanidaar begin devising a method to accomplish that.  Unfortunately, Hecate has become impatient with the war effort and the goddess herself steps onto the battlefield.

In a last ditch bid to stand off the pantheon lady, Euriel uses the entire citizenry of the town to channel Bannor's savant energies.  A titanic struggle ensues and the goddess' assault is narrowly turned aside.  The group then discovers that the whole attack was simply a ruse.  During the conflict, Sarai has vanished and Bannor's nola senses tell him it is Hecate who has taken her.

Despite the resistance from Euriel and the others, Bannor charges off on the flying steed Bomarc to get Sarai back. In a surprisingly short time he finds Sarai alone and unguarded.  He starts to spirit her away only to discover she won't come with him. As they talk Bannor realizes little by little that it is no longer Sarai, but Hecate who has taken over her body.

Bannor and Hecate fight a battle of wills as the goddess tries to divest him of the power of the garmtur. It is during this exchange that Wren and the others appear. Unable to defeat Bannor, Hecate turns her savage attentions on the blonde savant and the others.  

Death is imminent and Bannor must choose between the lives of his three friends and countless other weighed against Sarai who is host to Hecate's spirit.  In agony over his decision, Bannor uses the garmtur to sever the goddess' power killing both her and his cherished beloved.  Spent from his efforts to destroy Hecate, Bannor lapses into unconsciousness.

Bannor awakes a short time later with most of his battle wounds healed but none of the others around. Heart broken he realizes what Hecate has forced him to do. Sarai is dead, and he has no desire other than to be dead with her.

A new figure appears to him then, a huge woman with flowing golden hair and an aura of power.  She introduces herself as Idun and asks Bannor to follow her.  The potent creature leads Bannor to another room where a figure is sleeping.  Bannor blinks, the person appears to be Meliandri, the all-but-dead maid killed as an avatar under Hecate's control.  Confused, it isn't until she speaks that Bannor realizes... Sarai is now in Meliandri's body.  She's alive!

As the two reunite, Idun informs them that they now owe her a debt for preserving Sarai's life.  That debt they must immediately repay. In the time while Bannor was recovering, the forces of the pantheon lord Odin came and took away all their friends and relatives and has had them imprisoned in Nifelheim. If they ever want to see them again, they must muster their strength and find a way to fight into the realms of the dead and recover their lost loved ones and allies.  It is a battle Idun promises to help them with, but a battle that will pit them not against just one god, but a whole pantheon of them...


 

 

 

Mortals and gods have been a bad combination since the two began to exist together. It's ironic that we always somehow get wrapped up and involved with them for various reasons--whether for the potency of their passions or the fervency of their worship. Then there are the Ka'amok... a yet bigger mess that nests rather close to home for me. I never expected to have one for a son-in-law, nor for a granddaughter. It has put me in an interesting predicament indeed... 
--Idun Yggdrasil,   Elder Guardian of Asgard 
 

Chapter 1

Asylum Before the Storm

 

Bannor and Sarai cringed in an anteroom as two gods raged at one another in the hall outside. Bannor's teeth hurt from gritting them. The volume of the two deities' voices made his ears ring. The energy emanating from them made it feel as though his face was being pressed into a wall of needles. Sarai, his elven mate, ears and body more sensitive than his own, shivered against him, burying her face in his chest. 

The cavernous passage reverberated with Thor's voice. The vaulted ceilings trembled. On the walls, the coats of arms, weapons, and other accouterments of war rattled on their display hooks. The huge immortal brushed a wrist-thick braid of russet hair over his shoulder. He smoothed at his mustaches and gripped mighty Mjolnir by the hammer's short haft. His tunic and leggings of black broadpaw fur bristled with static. 

Nose-to-nose with the goddess Idun, he spoke in a voice easily heard a league away. "Lady Idun." Bannor felt flakes of ceiling mortar falling on his head. "This child's game of words wastes my time. Give me the mortal, Bannor Starfist, or Father Odin's wrath will fall upon you as it did your daughter." He raised a clenched fist that crackled with lightning. The room filled with the scent of storm-ravaged air. 

Bannor caught a glimpse of the thunder-god's blocky reflection in the mirror surface of Idun's silver raiment. The goddess tossed her head, shimmering gold hair forming a nimbus around a breathtaking face. Jewelry and rings flashed on her fingers and wrist as she pointed a glowing finger at the greatest warrior of all aesir. Her eyes shone like green stars. 

"Thunderer," she said in a flat tone. "Best remember you are a guest in my house and bound by hospitality. I'll not be bullied by you, or your father." She paused, voice low, but every bit as menacing as the thunder-god's. "Threaten me at your peril. I am not some babe frightened by your deafening bluster." 

Bannor swallowed and rubbed at his bandaged ribs. He hoped and prayed that the two deities wouldn't start fighting. Everything within fifty paces of the creatures would be incinerated, including Sarai and himself. The spires of Idun's fortress silhouetted against dazzling blue skies were visible through the chamber windows. Clouds had boiled out of nowhere. A thrumming went through the stone underfoot. 

Sarai looked up at him, amber eyes filled with pain and trepidation. Her full body trembled. He still hadn't grown accustomed to her new face, dark waves of hair flicking around dusky skin, fleshy cheeks, and an over-wide mouth. The Sarai he grew to love more than a summer ago had been pale, with violet eyes set in an angular face. Her hair had been silver-blonde and fine, he had loved its silky feel and herbal scent. That changed four days ago when Hecate tried to take her from him. Only the intervention of immortals had brought Sarai back in this other body. The form once inhabited by Meliandri D'Casar, a handmaiden who served Queen Kalindinai of Malan, Sarai's mother. 

Of everyone in that terrible misadventure, Meliandri had been the worst victim. Dragged from her home in the Malanian capital, twisted to Hecate's will, and stripped of her very soul. In the end, no-one fared well. For the crime of killing Hecate, Odin punished everyone who participated by sentencing them to Nifelheim, the realm of shadows. That included Sarai's mother and sister, Idun's daughter, grand daughter, and son-in-law, Irodee the Myrmigyne, and Laramis De'Falcone her husband. 

Incensed by Odin's attack on her family, Idun had no intention of leaving them in Hella's cold domain. Bannor and Sarai being the only members left from the fight against Hecate, Idun gave them the task of performing a rescue. Apparently, gods had no power in Hella's realm. 

If Odin's supporters caught them though, they wouldn't be rescuing anybody. Bannor wasn't anxious to learn what Odin had in store for him. 

It had been quiet in the hall for a distressingly long time. Neither god had moved. Bannor sensed Idun's prickly warmth and Thor's icy sharpness. They appeared to be locked in a staring match. Smoldering green eyes bored into iceberg blue. Hands able to rip continents asunder clenched and loosened. 

Bannor pulled Sarai closer and felt her arms tighten, making his sore ribs twinge. Three days and already they were being hunted. Their wounds from the clash with Hecate were still raw. It took effort for him to walk the length of a corridor. Sarai lost her control of elemental magic with her old body, and still had to adjust to this larger, more 'robust' frame; a subject of much invective. Being 'clumsy as a cow' was the least caustic of her complaints. 

With a growl, Thor looked away from silvery Idun. "You test me sorely, Lady," he muttered. "Invoking hospitality is thin. The delay is pointless. The mortals will be ours, whether they hide 'neath your skirts or not." 

Idun raised her chin. Dark light crackled around her body like storm clouds boiling around a mountaintop. "It is my prerogative, Odin-son. Will you honor the rites of my hold or not?" 

Thunder rumbled, echoing through the fortress. "Aye," he grumbled. "None shall say Thor violated the laws of hospitality." He paused and his tone turned brittle. "'Ware Lady. Next I come to these demesnes, it shall not be as a guest." Lightning cracked the sky. 

Idun sniffed. "Of that, Lord, I have little doubt. Now, begone." 

Thor nodded and bowed. His tone became formal and forced. "The house of Odin thanks your forbearance, Lady. The sup we took was most--" He gritted his teeth. Thunder rumbled again. "Enlightening." He turned and strode from the hall with ground shaking footsteps. 

Bannor let out a breath, heart still thudding. "Praise be. It's over." 

Sarai sagged against him. "Yes, and none too soon. My head feels ready to explode." 

He ran a hand through the thick waves of her hair. 

Idun turned from watching Thor leave. Her pale face was flush, and her body vibrated with tension, making the mirrored robes she wore scintillate in the torchlight. The goddess appeared to swell, growing taller and broader until she was even larger than the thunder-god had been. Sparks crackled around her like a swarm of agitated glow bugs. 

"The audacity of that whelp," she growled. Gusts of cold air swirled through the room as she stepped into chamber where Bannor and Sarai had been hiding. "To think I nursed his sire at my breast." She sizzled through a pause, teeth grinding. "How soon they forget." Arms folded, her fingers drummed, wisps of smoke curled upward from burning nails. 

Bannor sidled toward the window drawing Sarai with him, trying not to be overt about wanting to keep as much distance as possible from the goddess. This creature could shatter cities with a gesture, and kill with a thought. 

Sarai shrank against him, back pressed to his chest so as to keep an eye on the fuming immortal. 

Idun composed herself after a few moments. Glowing green eyes focused on them. When she spoke, her voice echoed. "You heard the thunderer. Time is short. You have but a few days to make yourselves ready." 

Bannor's stomach tightened. Even if he were at his full strength, neither he nor Sarai knew anything of this place or its denizens. He hoped the goddess didn't expect them to try to mount a rescue now. They were practically helpless. 

Bannor craned his neck to look at the now huge Idun. "Majesty. I--I don't know if we can be ready that fast." 

Idun's fingers stopped drumming. She fixed more attention on him. He was glad she expressed surprise rather than anger. "Why?" 

Wasn't it obvious? It must not be. The little he'd spoken with the goddess led him to believe she wasn't stupid. 

Sarai put a hand on his arm, and cleared her throat. "Majesty, we aren't fit. We have--well," she paused. 

"Yes?" Idun loomed over them like a wave ready to crest. "What?" 

Bannor felt beads of perspiration work down his forehead. Sarai took a breath. He felt a shiver of tension run through her body. "Majesty, you've been gracious in harboring us. Aside from the clothes given to us when we first arrived, we have nothing to get ready with." 

Idun's eyes narrowed. "Preposterous. Of course, you--" She stopped. Closing her eyes, she shook her head. "Mortals," she mumbled. "You are both--mortals." Unfolding her arms, she steepled her fingers at her lips. "This is my daughter and grandchild. Whatever you desire. It is yours." She reached out with a glowing finger and touched Sarai on the forehead. 

Sarai gasped and her skin grew warm. She seemed to shake off a momentary dizziness. "Well, we need--" A glowing sword appeared in her hand. At the same time, a golden bow and a quiver of arrows shimmered into view looped around her arm. A hauberk of fine-linked mail and shield flickered into being at her feet. 

Sarai gasped, fumbled the weapon, and was forced to catch it. Her eyes widened at the sight of the precious bow, the exquisite armor and shield. 

"Th--" She licked her lips, getting back her composure. "Thank--" 

Idun made a dismissing gesture. "Bother me not with trivialities. Material goods, such as that." She flicked a finger at the armaments which, in Bannor's estimation, were worth more than most kingdoms. "Are of no moment. Make yourselves ready. Meet me for night's sup in--" She frowned in thought. "In three bells." She turned and glided away. 

"Wait--" Bannor started, but Sarai put a hand over his mouth. 

When the goddess was gone, Sarai let go. 

"But, Star, I don't see..." 

"My One, trust me, she took care of it." Her amber eyes were wide. She licked her lips, obviously struck by what she had discerned. 

He frowned at her. "What?" 

Sarai held out her hand. She narrowed her eyes. A line of light sliced across her palm. A thin shape coalesced, then flickered into being. It was a hand-axe identical to the one he lost in the fight with Hecate. 

He blinked. He reached out and touched the weapon. It felt solid. The haft was even nicked exactly the same way his old one had been, gouges chinked in the ironwood by the claws of Hecate's demons. "How..?" 

Sarai pushed his fingers closed on the axe. Then put a hand to his cheek. "Whatever you desire. It is yours. Idun meant what she said. I just wished for that axe, and it appeared." 

Bannor looked at the weapon, hefted its weight. To a person with nearly limitless power, he guessed listening to their little 'mortal' needs was probably more trouble than simply giving Sarai the ability to grant her own wishes. 

He hoped it wasn't like his garmtur Shak'Nola had been. He could make desire into reality too--with totally unpredictable side affects. The struggle with Hecate seemed to have burned his talent out though. He didn't know when, if ever, he would recover its use and the ability to see the threads of the cosmos. 

Bannor put the axe down and rubbed his stubble rough face with both hands. He looked around the hall at all the splendor. They were in the realm of gods certainly that made more things possible. 

"So what do I wish for?" Sarai asked. 

"What we need--I guess." 

Wishes. That's what started the whole thing, Hecate's wish, his wish, Sarai's... Now, Idun had a wish. A wish that promised to get them into more trouble than ever. Being at war with Hecate was bad enough. This promised to embroil a whole pantheon of gods. To go along was complete insanity. 

Then again, they really didn't have a choice. Sarai's mother and sister were trapped, along with their friends. They couldn't abandon them, even if Idun would let them. He simply didn't see how they could possibly rescue the others. Even if Sarai wished up an entire army. It came down to them, and whatever assistance Idun provided. True, Idun was one of the greatest of the aesir, but she was one against many. Even if he and Sarai freed Wren and the others from Nifelheim, how would they stay out? Likely they'd all end up there, and Idun would share a cell with them. 

Sarai straightened, put aside the bow and sword, and went to the window. This antechamber looked over several courtyards that made up the inner ring of Idun's fortress. Further out, gold spires rose above the domes and buttresses that formed the outer walls. Even during the day, stars burned in the sky like white embers. All the colors were so bright that it made his eyes ache. Men and women astride dragons, winged horses, and griffins flew patterns around the highest parapets. Armored guards in the tabards of a hundred nations patrolled the lower battlements. 

Sarai turned and looked at him. "Look at all this. Why us? You don't have your power, and me--" She bit herself off. "It doesn't make sense." 

He massaged her shoulders. "Idun thinks we have some special quality that'll help us beat impossible odds. She just doesn't realize we used up all our luck surviving the last fight." 

Sarai sighed and nodded. "We must try and do something. So, what should we start with?" 

Bannor shrugged. "Clothes, supplies, armor, weapons. I imagine we can have our pick of mounts." He watched riders on griffins sail by. "What we'll need most are people who know the way." 

"The thing we really can't wish for--" She pursed her lips. "Allies." 

He put his arms around her again and sniffed her hair. She didn't smell like the Sarai he remembered, and not as good, they hadn't found a place to bathe yet. "I think Idun has something in mind." 

"Probably," Sarai agreed. She took a breath, and handed him all the equipment she'd conjured, and pulled him toward the doorway. "Let's go." 

"Where to?" 

"Back to our rooms. If I'm going to fight gods in the morning, I've got some selfish wishes I want to make first. Starting with a bathtub and some hot water. If I have to die, I want to at least look presentable." 

Three bells passed quickly. Bannor found Sarai's wish for a hot tub of mineral water admirably inspired. Sliding into the pleasantly warm waters next to his beloved was a welcome diversion. He was still adjusting to the new Sarai, he experienced a reflexive self-consciousness around her. Sarai noted the space that he put between them, however unintentional, and was quick to wrap herself around him and get reacquainted. She wished up a cask of Malanian fire wine and they sipped, soaked and cuddled. With the wine to loosen him up it wasn't hard for Sarai to make him pliable. She knew him well, and while she might not be pleased with her new body, she had endowments aplenty to arouse him. Their lovemaking was gentle and unhurried. The experience all the more pleasurable after having tendays of nothing but fear and pain. 

When one of Idun's servants came to fetch them for night sup they were both still splashing in the tub, an arsenal of armor, weapons, and supplies piled around the room like spoils from a war. 

They both froze at the sight of the stiff looking man with a scar blotched face and red hair. The gent cleared his throat and adjusted his green tunic. When he spoke it was with a cracked voice. "The lady awaits your company." 

For some reason Bannor found the man's serious demeanor funny. He let out a laugh before he could stop himself, which started Sarai giggling. Bannor forced himself under control. "Tell her maj-us-ty" He blinked to bring the man back into focus. "We'll be along--presh-untly." 

The servant frowned. "Very well." He marched out. 

The urge hit him again and Bannor laughed. He didn't know why it was funny, but it hit him that way. 

Sarai chuckled with him, then whistled. She ran a hand through the dark waves of her hair, amber eyes glazed with inebriation. "Oooh, I think--" she picked up her glass from the edge of the scale-wood tub, swirled the crimson liquid around, leaned back and took a sip. "I think--" she slurred. "I think I made this stuff--too strong." 

"No?" He grinned. "Really?" 

She smiled back. "Really. You know--sitting at goddess' table--half drunk, isn't one--isn't one of our better plans." 

"What? Whole thing makes me want to get drunk. She's going to get us killed. It's South-war all over again, and we're the fresh meat." 

"Uh hmmm." She took another sip, then held the glass up. "Better stop. I drink anymore, I won't be able to walk." 

"Sure you can now?" He pushed himself up out of the water. "I'm not. Oh arrgh." He felt twinges from his side and from his numerous bruises and contusions. With effort he supported himself against the waste high tub. A chilly fortress draft hit him like a sharp smack on the butt. His skin prickled. "Ie ie ie, we don't have anything to dry off with." 

"Yesh we do," Sarai pointed to a chair. A pair of thick towels sparkled into being folded over the back. "Hand me mine, will you." 

"Cheater," he mumbled padding across the cold flags, wrapping himself in one and returning with Sarai's. "You going to wish us some clothes too?" 

"Uh hmmm." She replied, taking another sip from the glass she'd just said she shouldn't drink any more from. She pointed and his towel vanished to be replaced by a fine royal blue tunic and cyan-colored breeches. Soft doe-skin boots sheathed his feet. At the same time he'd been outfitted with a full array of jewelry, rings on half-a-dozen fingers, amulets, he even felt something in his ear. 

"What's all this?" He tugged at his ear finding that he indeed had something there as well. He walked up to the tub, lifted her out, and wrapped her in the towel. 

"Sh-tyle," she slurred again. "You're the One of a daughter of Malan, you might as well look the part for once." 

He chuckled. "As her ladyship wishes." 

She staggered a little and leaned against him. "We wish, dammit. You're--you're a good looking--man. You never--never dress like it." She blinked. "Mom thought--thought you were a bloody--beggar." 

He sniffed. "Just like to dress comfortable that's all." 

Sarai ran a hand through her hair and looked around the room like she didn't recognize anything. "You know--I really am drunk. Don't remember getting so--dosed--this easy." 

"Different body darling. Meliandri was a Healer. I heard the south-land Healers made their members keep their bodies pure." 

"Pure? Whatever--don't like it. Didn't stop her--stop her from eating too damn much. And what in Hades were these all about?" She dropped her towel and put her hands under her breasts and cupped them up. "What kind of breeding put these monsters on an elf?" 

He admired the displayed cleavage with a smile. "Don't know, but that's some fine evolution you got there." 

"Humph. You don't have to sleep with them." 

"Oh, yes I do, and I look forward to it every night." 

She shot him a withering glance. "You man." 

"Guilty." 

Sarai wished a blue gown onto herself that matched the colors of his tunic. The neck-line was high, probably to spite him. She fixed her hair and arrayed herself as he'd seen her do for court before the King of Malan. 

"Now, if you can get me down the hall. I'll try not to make a spectacle of myself." 

"My Star," he gave her a hug and a kiss. "I love all of you; even your spectacles." 

She laughed and hugged him back. Together they wobbled down the hall to hear Idun's plans for them, and the how they would rescue prisoners kept in the land of the dead. 

 

 


 

 

 

All I've ever been able to say about otherworldly creatures is that they are a pain. Literally. Despite my growing power as a savant, there was always some creature meaner and badder than me who was more than willing to make me regret being born. I have the scars to prove it. 
-- Bannor Nalthane Starfist 
 

Chapter 2

Dinner with a Deity

 

Bannor assisted Sarai into a chair near the head of a gigantic banquet table. Idun's dining area was a feast hall large enough to host a small army. Polished rosewood paneling covered the walls. Pelts of broadpaw and blackhorn decorated the floors. A huge granite and iron hearth blazed with a ten-log fire. 

Idun, now dressed in blue shift instead silver robes, sat at the head of the table. She looked smaller than she normally did, about Sarai's size. She'd braided her golden hair, and the only adornment she wore was an intricate gold amulet. Though she looked like a normal person, the aura around her left no mistaking her identity as a pantheon lord. Bannor's skin tingled and the air around the lady was heavy with her presence. 

Finished seating Sarai, Bannor pulled up his chair, acutely aware of Idun's attention and the way she studied them from the instant they wobbled into the room. She sat in silence, hand idly caressing a small box made of what looked like onyx. 

Bannor saw no-one else besides the goddess, not even serving staff. Dinner had already been served. Two steaks of different kinds of meat, boiled vegetables, and sliced fruit awaited them on large porcelain plates. Thick pewter goblets filled with something red sat at their right hand. Steaming loaves of three different kinds of bread lay on wood cutting boards at the middle of the table. The palatable aromas that wafted from their plates made his stomach growl. Though his tongue felt thick from the liquor, his mouth watered at the prospect of eating something other than bread and cheese. Over a tenday had passed since he or Sarai ate anything more substantial than trail rations. 

Two place settings across from them had been served as well, the chairs pushed back and conspicuously empty. He assumed those empty seats signified something, but he wasn't sure exactly what. 

The fire made the only sounds in the room. Idun only looked at them. Bannor's skin prickled. Thoughts of being trapped darted through his mind. He noticed Sarai sat rigid in her chair taking deep breaths. She hated to look foolish in front of anyone, much less a goddess. 

Idun put an elbow on the table and leaned her head on her fist. "You two are intoxicated," she determined. 

Sarai let out a choked sound. She didn't meet the goddess' eyes. Bannor stared into the fire. He braced himself to be yelled at, or reprimanded, or whatever Idun might do. 

Silence. The fire crackled. His heart thudded. Sarai breathed unevenly. Somewhere far off, a spoon rattled in a bowl. 

Idun closed her eyes and rubbed a temple with a knuckle. "Why are you two drunk? Don't you think this mission is important?" 

Bannor's breath caught. The fact Idun did not raise her voice seemed to emphasize her disappointment. He felt the goddess' emotion and it made him icy inside. 

Sarai straightened. "We do!" She said it louder than necessary, and her voice cracked. "It's just--" She paused and her dusky features flushed. 

"Just--?" Idun prompted. The goddess glanced at him by way of explanation. Even a simple glance felt like being pricked with a needle. 

He winced. "Majesty." He measured his words. "We--" He swallowed. "We've been through a--great deal. Now, well--" He couldn't go on, her green eyes were boring holes in him. 

"Now--?" The goddess prompted again. 

"Now," Sarai picked up. "We're getting ready--ready to go out and die." She caught her breath, perhaps surprised by what she'd blurted out. 

Idun displayed remarkably little of the temper the legends attributed to gods. If Sarai's statement offended her, it didn't show on the doll-like perfection of the goddess' face. She seemed to be reflecting on Sarai's statement. 

Idun frowned and said in a dry tone, "So, you figured to have a last coupling and throw back a few before marching to your doom?" 

Sarai looked like a blackhorn caught in the beam of a hunter's lantern. She nodded. 

Idun turned to him for confirmation. 

He closed his eyes. He head ached. "A fair assessment, Majesty." 

Bannor felt Idun staring at him. The noise she made, startled him. 

She laughed. 

Hearing the sound, he called it a 'laugh'. It was more than sound. He'd heard Hecate 'laugh', she had been expressing scorn and derision. Idun definitely found his statement funny. Perhaps it was because immortals weren't often amused, that it had such a transforming affect. Everything seemed to reverberate with the goddess' mirth. Colors seemed brighter, the heaviness in the air dissipated, even the smells grew stronger and more appealing. The tension thrumming through him dissipated, and warmth started in his middle and spread through his limbs. 

"Mortals." The goddess chuckled and shook her head. "Eat! The food is growing tepid." 

Sarai looked stunned. "Majesty? You aren't angry?" 

Idun picked up a fork and looked askance at her. "Not yet." She chewed a fork full of food, and sipped from her goblet. "I felt my magic being used. I trust at least some of it was productive?" 

Sarai reddened. "Yes, Majesty, thank you." 

Idun picked up her knife and gestured with it. "You two know the use of a fork, do you not?" 

They both nodded. 

"Do so, then. I'll not eat while you two simply sit there watching." 

Bannor took his fork. Sarai did likewise, only she switched the fork to her left hand. A "court" mannerism she'd tried to teach him. She'd also patiently explained which utensils were for a particular food. When he was young, the only rule at the dinner table was no eating until after the prayers were finished. That, and stabbing one another with forks was frowned on. Something Bannor did once after his big brother kept stealing food from his plate. 

Prayers. It seemed seasons since he said a prayer. Odin, the god he prayed to, wanted to imprison him in Nifelheim. It put all his beliefs in a different perspective. Believing in a god and worshiping them is one thing. Being chased by avatars, and assaulted by a god is quite another. 

Now, he was sitting at dinner with one of the most prominent of the aesir. In a handful of tendays, he'd gone from being a lonely ranger living in a cabin in the mountains, to the suitor of Princess Sarai of Malan and slayer of the mad goddess Hecate; a man who walked in the company of gods, demi-gods, and avatars. It made his brain hurt. 

He tried not think at all and simply concentrated on the food in front of him. The meat was tender and savory. His cup contained a sweet red mead that fortunately wasn't as strong as the fire wine he and Sarai had been drinking back in their rooms. For right now, he had real food, and that made his universe complete. 

For a while, there was nothing but the crackling of fire, the clink of silverware, and the occasional appreciative smack of the lips. Everything on his plate, while simple, had excellent flavor. He expected the goddess to be jaded about the food at her own table, but surprisingly, she appeared to appreciate the fine fare as much as either he or Sarai. He guessed his initial surmise was correct. An immortal had no need for food, so they probably only ate for pleasure or as a gesture of some kind. 

Idun broke the silence. "What I know of you two is limited to what my senses and scrying have told me." She sipped from her goblet and looked at Sarai. "I know you are third for a throne, in the Freyr-kin land of Malan. Your Mother is a wilder mage married into the noble house for the magic in her blood. I know my daughter Euriel visited with her quite often a century or so ago." Idun paused. "I can only describe their relationship as competitive." 

Sarai had been in mid-bite at the last of Idun's words and fumbled her fork. She laughed. "Competitive. That is one word for it." She let out a breath. "They were always trying to outdo one another. Your daughter is very--" Sarai paused. "Aggressive." 

Idun shrugged. "She has aesir blood. We are warriors." 

Bannor remembered how Kalindinai hadn't wanted to appear weak in front of Euriel. They had fought for more than a bell against Hecate's demons outside a small walled village. The elf queen had fought with admirable courage and endurance, but like most of them had finally been worn down by the number of opponents. Euriel though, looked invigorated by the long battle rather than exhausted like the rest of them. 

"I can attest to that," Bannor agreed. "She was ready for more fighting when the rest of us were down." 

"Aesir thrive on conflict," Idun said. "Without it they feel empty." 

"There is something I don't understand," Sarai said. "Everything I have ever read says that immortals cannot have children. You have Euriel. The pantheons have many fathers and mothers and their descendants." 

Idun swirled the mead around in her goblet. "A coupling between pure-blood immortals cannot create children, but by sacrificing part of our power we can create kin from out of our flesh. Male gods can sire in a female mortal, and mortal men can sire in a goddess." The Lady's voice became wistful. "Half-bloods are fertile among themselves and immortals." 

The way she said 'half-blood' suggested to Bannor that the progeny of human/immortal couplings didn't get a warm reception in the pantheons. It gave Bannor the disturbing notion that Odin's sending Euriel and the others to Nifelheim might have motivations besides meting justice over the death of a goddess. 

Sarai seemed to pick up his thought. "So, half-gods are the only ones with lineage and continuity. That must cause some jealousy." 

"Aye," Idun growled. A gust of chilly air hummed through the room. "Though none that any would admit to." 

"Does Odin bare Euriel ill will?" Bannor asked. "He is the Allfather, but..." 

"The Allfather has been upset with me since I sent his son Bragi back to his cow of a mother, Gunlod." She ran a tongue across her teeth like she tasted something sour. "Poetry only goes so far with me. Euriel was not sired by Bragi. That fact coupled with Euriel's successes have always annoyed Odin." 

"Seems rather petty," Sarai remarked. 

Idun glanced at Sarai, the sour expression still on her face. "I thought as much myself. We're immortals, we live forever. Doesn't he have something better to do?" She let out a breath. "Bragi was--is a punk. Live with it. It's not Euriel's fault." 

The word 'punk' when coupled with the name of the greatest skald of the aesir hit Bannor as funny. Without thinking, he laughed, even though he knew it was inappropriate. He stifled it when Idun frowned. 

"Strikes you as humorous does it?" Idun asked. 

"Pardon, Majesty," he said. "I have a hard time of thinking of any immortal as a 'punk'." 

"You haven't met Bragi. Once you get past the charm and the flowery words, you are left with a lout." 

Sarai put a hand over her mouth to cover a smile. Bannor guessed that like him, she was struck by the irony. These beings of immense power had all-too-mortal problems. Idun's tone was the same exasperated growl of disappointment Bannor had heard from mortal women soured on a relationship with a man she thought would 'grow up' or 'change'. 

"There's something missing," Sarai said. "I understand Odin might be unfavorably disposed to you. Perhaps frown on Euriel. That doesn't seem enough for him to punish her, or us, like this." 

Idun took a long swig of mead. She snapped her fingers and a servant rushed out from a doorway, refilled her goblet and cleared away her empty plate. "Ah, I left out the incident." 

"Uh oh," Bannor muttered. 

The goddess paused and raised an eyebrow. "You've heard the story?" 

Bannor bit his tongue. "I haven't known your daughter long, but I know her type. If it's like the stories I've heard, it starts with the griped ex-husband publicly making disparaging remarks within earshot of the wrong person." 

Idun raised a finger. "You have the long of it. The short of it was Bragi getting a dunking in a watering trough, despite all his efforts to fight back. This in full view of his new wife to be and several vanir, including Odin's brother Ve." 

"Oooh," Bannor winced. "Wars have been fought over smaller losses of face." 

"Much less," Sarai concurred. 

Idun shrugged, and leaned back in her chair. "As I said, he was a punk. My half-blood daughter mopping the courtyard with him proves it." The goddess' smug tone told Bannor that the thought of smooth-tongued Bragi getting humiliated gave her great satisfaction. 

"How long ago did this happen?" Sarai asked. 

"A few decades ago." She sniffed. "Odin has been waiting for an excuse. He found one." 

"Rounding up the accessories to the murder is a formality then?" Sarai asked. 

"Yes. Odin got his satisfaction when Euriel was made to do 'the walk' through Asgard." 

"The walk?" Sarai said. 

"You're locked into a pillory and towed through town behind a horse," Bannor explained. "Public humiliation." 

Sarai's eyes widened. She looked at Idun. The goddess wore a dark expression. Everything made more sense to Bannor now. This was about revenge, not justice. Odin probably didn't care a wit about Hecate's death. She didn't even belong to his pantheon. He only cared that Euriel had conspired, together with others, to kill a goddess. It gave him the excuse to discredit and humiliate Idun's daughter. For the illusion to be credible though, the actual 'murderer', Bannor, had to be brought to justice. 

"What a mess," he mumbled. "This is worse than if Odin really did want me for Hecate's murder. If we show this up as a revenge attempt, he'll lose face." 

"You have the right of it," Idun said. "Still, my daughter will not languish because of Odin's precious pride." 

Bannor gritted his teeth. "Majesty, being right doesn't give us any more power to rectify the situation. Even if Sarai and I somehow manage to get Euriel and the others out of Nifelheim, Odin will just catch us and put us back." 

"No." Idun crashed a fist on the table, making the huge wooden structure rattle. "You focus on getting them out. I shall handle Odin." 

"His people will try to stop us, Majesty," Sarai protested. "They aren't going to quietly step aside. If there is blood..." 

Idun's eyes flashed. "Then there will be blood." 

"What Sarai is saying," Bannor said, "is blood would escalate this, get us into a war..." 

Idun pointed at him. "You think I mistake her. I do not. If Odin wants war, he will find me ready. Neither my house, nor my children shall be trifled with." Electricity bristled around her. "Am I clear to you?" 

It felt as though icy fingers had closed around his insides. She was clear; lucidly so. She was also insane. Odin had the entirety of the aesir behind him. He glanced at Sarai and saw her face looked pale. "Yes, Majesty," he answered. 

"I am not nearly as helpless against Odin as you might think," Idun said. She lifted the lid on the onyx box. A yellowish light shone from within. Reaching inside she tossed an object to himself and then to Sarai. 

Instinctively, he caught what she'd thrown. The thing was warm and it pulsated in his hand. It glowed with a soft gold light. Bannor blinked. It was a crunchfruit and appeared to be made of gold. 

He noticed Sarai studying what she held. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stiffen. 

"Do you know what you hold, mortal?" Idun stressed the word 'mortal'. 

Bannor shook his head. 

"Those of Hecate's pantheon have a name for these." She pulled one of the golden fruits from the box and held it up between her thumb and forefinger. "They called mixtures made with fruit like this, 'ambrosia'. The aesir have no name for these. They are the essence of Eternal Yggdrasil, the tree of life." She leaned forward. "Bannor," she turned her gaze to his beloved. "Sarai. Eat of that fruit, and you will become as gods..." 








 

 

 

For most of my life I have struggled simply to satisfy my parents, never being good enough to out-do my annoying sister Janai, or charismatic enough to be universally admired like my sister Ryelle. It seems no accomplishment has ever been good enough to satisfy either my mother or father. Finally, I stopped trying and decided only to simply try and satisfy myself. I've learned that it is almost as difficult a task as the first endeavor. 
-- Arminwen Sarai T'Evagduran,  Third Princess of Malan 
 

Chapter 3

Idun's Treasure

 

Sitting in the giant feast hall, everything was abruptly silent. The words of the goddess Idun still lingered in the air. '...Eat of that fruit, and you will become as gods...' Bannor glanced again to the small gold-colored fruit that lay in his tingling palm. His heart beat fast and he had to force himself to breathe. It didn't look like food that gods would consume. Being smaller than his fist with a vaguely metallic sheen, the only thing that hinted at any special qualities was the warm pulsation that emanated from its skin. From the moment he touched it, he felt uneasy. Of course, his senses hadn't prepared him for what it represented. 

Immortality. 

"Yes," Idun continued, holding one of the fruits up between thumb and forefinger. "You heard right. That fruit can make a god out of a mortal." She leaned forward. "It also keeps the gods eternally young." 

"What?" Sarai stammered. 

Idun raised an eyebrow. "You thought gods just lived forever?" She leaned back, brought the fruit to her lips and took a big crunching bite. Sparks of light flickered around her body, and to Bannor's eye it appeared that the goddess grew a tiny fraction. "Yes, we live forever. That's providing we don't abuse our host body. Which every deity does. Because our bodies regenerate, we often overtax our natural capacities. In large, the damage heals, but not all. Our capabilities diminish over time as we slowly burn out. Only one thing heals it." She held the golden crunchfruit up and let it glisten in the light before taking another bite. Eyes closed, she obviously savored the taste and whatever the fruit did to her. 

Bannor hadn't imagined it the first time. Idun did grow. Not simply taller, but in girth, as if she'd gained weight. He glanced at Sarai. She stared at the golden crunchfruit, awe etched on her face. 

Idun opened her eyes and smiled. "I want you two to eat these. It will heal your wounds and increase your capacities a hundred fold." 

He swallowed. He didn't know why, but even contemplating the idea frightened him. "What if we don't want to be gods?" 

Idun had started to take a third bite and froze with the apple half way to her mouth. "Not want to be a god? Something the matter with being a god?" The way she said it, the twinkle in her eye told Bannor that Idun was teasing. 

Sarai glanced at him. "I imagine he thinks it's unearned." 

"Unearned? What god ever earned their divinity? All of them were born to it." She bit into the apple as punctuation, flecks of glowing juice spraying out and landing on the table in tiny sizzling droplets. "If it makes," she swallowed. "If it makes you feel any better. The affect on mortals is temporary." 

Bannor eyed the frothing droplets on the table. His stomach tightened. "How temporary?" 

Idun shrugged. Time didn't matter to an immortal. "Days, perhaps tendays." She sipped from her goblet. "The key is, without a steady diet of these." She took another bite. "Many would soon weaken. Especially those who expend great energies on a regular basis. Say--Odin, for instance." She smiled. "He thinks he knows where the supplies of these are. He doesn't. No-one does--except me. So, while the rest grow weaker." She took the remainder of the fruit, core and all and popped it in her mouth and chewed gustily. Her whole body noticeably thickened, curves in her face and neck filling out. "I plan to be getting stronger." 

"Majesty," Sarai's voice rose. "Then they'll all be against you!" 

Idun picked up another fruit, nibbling at it more daintily now. She held up a finger. "Yes, but some could be persuaded to back me if they knew there would be no shortage for them." 

"Hasn't this happened before?" Bannor asked. 

The goddess shook her head. "I've been the only one in the position to do this. I've always been trustworthy and Odin has always taken care that I was treated so that rebelling never entered my mind. Before now, I would never have crossed the family of aesir." 

"But now you're ready to start a war?" Bannor growled. "Human wars are bad enough, but a god war!" 

"Odin started it," Idun snarled, eyes flashing. The sound of her voice rattled the walls the way it did when she confronted Thor. "He was foolish to think I would let my children be punished to salve his ego. I have tried reasoning with him. I have tried persuading others. It comes to this. I'm not asking for your approval. I'm providing you the opportunity to repay what was given you." She looked at Sarai then back to him. "You haven't forgotten already have you?" 

Bannor felt a cold sensation grip him. "No." 

Idun's voice dropped to a normal timbre. "Good." She sighed. "Realize that I know nothing good can come of this. There are times when you must take a stand. Certainly, you understand that." 

Bannor rocked back in the heavy wood chair, his head pressed against the seat back. He understood. He knew about war, and losing kin. Hecate's war had almost cost him Sarai. "Yes, I understand, but Sarai and I aren't gods. We can't help you fight them. Not in any way that would matter." 

"I don't need you to be gods. I need to be able to depend on you. I will be a distraction. They won't have the resources to deal with me and search for you. That affords you the opportunity to make your way to Nifelheim and free the prisoners. After that point," she took a big bite from the fruit. "It will be up to me." 

Sarai nodded, still eying the gold fruit in her hand. "Are we the best choice? You must have other servants who know the realm and are more capable." 

The goddess swirled the mead in her goblet. "Your family is at stake. Their lives being on the line gives you incentive and fortitude of a quality that can't be bought." She shrugged. "Besides, Bannor's power is a formidable force in itself." 

"When I have it," he said. He took a big gulp of sweet mead to soothe his nerves. "That isn't the case." 

"The apple can heal that." 

Bannor swallowed. "Or it can blow me and this fortress into the next universe. I know for certain that the power of gods and the garmtur don't mix well. Can you be sure these two," he tapped his temple then hefted the apple. "Will play well together?" 

Idun's eyes widened. Placing her partially eaten fruit back in the box. She leaned back in her chair and sipped from her goblet. Apparently lost in thought, she studied the ceiling. After a while, she looked back to them with a chagrined expression. "No, I can't." She snapped her fingers. 

A servant ran out from a doorway and knelt by her chair. He was a boy of around twelve summers with dark hair, a pug nose and wide blue eyes. The goddess put a hand on his head. No words were exchanged, but he nodded. She drew her hand away, and the youngster popped to his feet and dashed out a different doorway. 

Idun sighed. "The powers of the First Ones are tricky. Rather than risk it, we'll have to find an alternate method of getting you healthy." 

Bannor looked at Sarai. Her amber eyes met his, dark hair falling about her face. She looked tired. The liquor, the tension, he was certain they'd all taken their toll. Of course, with the apple of immortality in her hand, Bannor doubted she would nod off. 

"Sarai isn't hurt so bad, as to need that," Bannor said indicating the apple. "Her problems are--" 

"My problems are due to being in the wrong damn body!" Sarai finished. "Can the apple compensate for that?" She rubbed the fruit's pulsating skin with her thumb. 

Idun pulled the long braid of her hair around to the front and played the end under her chin. Her face turned contemplative. "The power of pantheon lords can do anything." 

Sarai placed the apple on the plate in front of her and frowned at Idun. "Can I get back to my old body?" 

"With enough magic, Sarai, anything is possible. Whether it's permanent is another matter." 

"But it's possible?" Sarai pressed. 

Idun shrugged. "Shape changing is a sophisticated skill, making a form fully functional and permanent is... difficult." 

"You could do it though?" Sarai said, intent on the goddess. 

Idun sipped from her goblet. "I didn't offer. I gave you the apple instead. Do it yourself." 

Sarai eyed the goddess in silence. Bannor was aware of the crackling fire, the beating of his heart, and the scratching of Sarai's nails on the tabletop. "Aren't you afraid of what I might do?" 

Idun raised an eyebrow. "Why should I be? One apple doesn't make you a match for a true immortal. Besides, I didn't put your family in Nifelheim--Odin did." 

"Sarai, changing your appearance isn't enough reason to risk it." 

"How not?!" Sarai snapped. "You try being in some fat cow's body with the prospect of losing your family heritage." Her voice turned biting. "Then see if it isn't more than enough reason. There's more to being than personality and identity! This is a borrowed body. It's not me!" 

Bannor kept his voice level. "Sarai, it has to be you. Your birth body was destroyed by Hecate." 

"You mean, destroyed by you." 

The words were a hard slap that made Bannor suck a breath. She'd never indicated that she resented what had happened. Knowing there had been no alternative, and accepting it were obviously different matters. The sting must have showed on his face. 

Sarai closed her eyes and let out a breath. "I shouldn't have said that. It's-- I've been so--frustrated. You can't know what it's like to look at your own hands and not recognize them. To face the prospect of being stuck like this for the rest of my life." 

Idun wore a strange smile. "Un-stick yourself then." She gestured to the apple on Sarai's plate. "All the power is there--and more." 

Bannor didn't like the way Idun was urging Sarai. Unless she stood to gain something more by Sarai's cooperation. What could she get, that she couldn't already force from her? Sarai wanted her true form back--an understandable desire. Sarai already owed the goddess her life... she couldn't possibly be more indebted to her. Or could she? 

Sarai loved magic, and felt drawn to power. He'd seen that from the first time his nola touched her. Idun's apple offered as she said, "all the power, and more..." What would it be like to become 'as a god' then be faced with the prospect of being a mere mortal again? He was wincing over simply losing the 'second sight' ability that was a part of his own abilities. 

Idun planned to gain the support of other gods by controlling the supply of fruit. They needed that fruit to live. He or Sarai could also be controlled if they became dependent on them. 

He looked to Sarai. There was a determined look in her amber eyes. She wanted out of Meliandri's body. The question was, what alternative was there? Flesh was flesh... she could shape that body any way she wanted. It still wouldn't be the same Sarai who was destroyed in Northern Ivaneth. 

Sarai reached for the apple on her plate and Bannor put his hand on hers. "You should think this through." 

"I have." Her tone was sharp. "I can't be any help to you like this." She made a sweeping gesture to herself. "We both know we're going to need all the help we can get to get Mother and Janai out of Nifelheim." 

Bannor gritted his teeth. He couldn't argue with that logic. A glance at Idun revealed the tiniest of smiles on immortal's face. 

Bannor let go, his insides twisting. Sarai picked up her knife, took hold of the apple and made a deep slice. Glowing juice spread from the incision and sizzled on her plate as she cut out a tiny sliver. 

Idun watched intently. 

Sarai looked to him. 

"You sure?" he asked. 

Sarai glanced at Idun. "What other alternative do I have Bannor?" 

He swallowed and nodded. 

Sarai picked up the slice of apple and sniffed it tentatively. She then touched it to her tongue and flinched. 

"What's the matter?" he asked. 

"It's sweet," she said. 

"Sweet?" 

"Biting sweet." She made a face. She cautiously took a nibble, her face screwed up against the flavor. 

Even that tiny amount had a visible affect, glowing blue and green sparkles danced around Sarai briefly and faded. Sarai's amber eyes widened and her previously fatigue bowed body straightened. 

"Ooh." Sarai's lips stayed pursed around the sound. 

"You okay?" He touched her arm, and noted that her skin had grown warm. He drew a breath. There had to be another way. Sarai was playing right into the goddess' trap. 

Sarai blinked and slowly let out a breath. "Yes." Her eyelids fluttered. "Even that tiny bit has a--kick." 

"After millennia of consuming these, we have built up a tolerance to them," Idun said, a speculative look on her face. "For someone without that resistance, the affect is probably quite dramatic." She ran her tongue across even white teeth. "Going to try more?" 

Bannor could see Sarai warring with herself. Perhaps detecting in the goddess' voice what he'd already deduced for himself. 

With a convulsive move, she popped the entire fragment of apple into her mouth and chewed. The move surprised Bannor, and apparently Idun as well. 

Sarai shuddered, eyes clenched, shut hands tightened into fists as light danced around her. Her skin took on a translucent glow. Everything about his mate took on a sparkle like that of polished metal. 

Idun nodded. "It does agree with her." 

"But I don't agree. Not to this." 

Sarai drew a breath and opened her eyes, their amber glow now as bright as flickering candle flames. She smiled and Bannor trembled inside. She was beautiful. When she spoke her voice sounded richer, more vibrant. "What's wrong, Bannor?" 

He pushed his lips together. "Idun wants you to eat that apple." He glanced at the goddess. "Wants you eating out of her hand." 

"That's silly, she--" Sarai stopped and turned to Idun. She narrowed brightly glowing eyes. "Insurance. You want insurance." 

Idun leaned back in her chair, fingers steepled above her breasts. "Do you blame me? Mortals can be so unreliable." Her gaze settled on Bannor. "So-- unpredictable." 

"Sarai, it's not worth it. We can get you back to yourself another way. Fight into Nifelheim with our own power." 

"What power?" Sarai growled. "You and I have nothing." 

Bannor kept his eyes locked with Sarai and put his hands on her shoulder. She felt feverish to the touch. He saw the skin underneath his hand prickle as though a tingle shot through her. "We have each other. That's all we had against Hecate." He raised his chin and looked at Idun. "And all we needed." 

Sarai looked down, the light in her amber eyes growing dim. When she looked up, her jaw tightened. "Bannor, we lost against Hecate. I lost. You promised to protect me, and did everything you could." She drew and breath and let it out slow. "It wasn't enough. It isn't just me this time, Bannor, it's Mother and Janai. There's Wren, and the others. People are depending on us. We can't afford to take chances." 

"Can we afford the price though?" Bannor said. He raised his chin gaze traveling to Idun who only looked at him with appraising eyes. "Can you?" 

"Sometimes Bannor, you have to say damn the consequences." She looked at Idun. "Right now, she needs reliable allies. If we ever want to get to my family and our friends, and get home, we need her." Sarai sniffed. "I guess the only way we'll know if we can trust Idun is if I put my head in the noose." 

She snatched the golden apple from the table and took a bite. 









 

 

 

Sarai has always been able to surprise me. Sometimes she scares me. I can't help but tremble inside when I hear her humming. I never know what is going to happen next. 
-- Bannor Nalthane Starfist 
 

Chapter 4

What Cost for Power

 

For Bannor, heartbeats in Idun's huge banquet room with its vaulted ceilings, huge table, and tremendous hearth all dwindled down to nothing. He felt himself seized by a paralyzing dread. He couldn't move to stop Sarai as she brought Idun's apple to her lips and bit down. At the last instant, he'd seen the expression of triumph on Idun's face, the gleam in her green eyes. By the time he'd recognized that, Sarai's teeth were already piercing the golden apple's skin. 

The magic started. 

A tiny fragment almost too small to see had made dramatic changes in Sarai. She'd bitten off a chunk a thousand times that size. 

A seizure went through her. The hand gripping the apple convulsed, crushing the apple in a spray of juice that clung to her skin in a sizzling mess. Sarai shrieked as she appeared to explode, skin rippling and swelling. Rays of light lanced from her body in all directions. 

Bannor gripped her shoulder and snatched his hands back from the scalding heat. His heart pounded as he looked for some way to help her, but unable to get close to the heat. 

Sarai's yells shook the room, sounding more afraid than in pain as her body heaved and thickened. Cloth stretched and tore. Folds of flesh bubbled outward; expanding. The chair under her shattered and she thudded to the floor. 

"Idun!" he yelled. "What did you do!?" 

The goddess had her head cocked to one side, watching the grisly sight of Sarai as her arms, legs and torso swelled and distended. The immortal merely blinked. "This is rather unexpected." 

"Bannor!" Sarai's frightened plea sounded distorted, issuing from a throat swaddled in folds of tissue. An indescribable smell filled the room pungent and cloying, sweet but so harsh it made him choke. 

"I'm here," he called to her. He noticed that all the juice from the apple had spread across Sarai's expanding body, contributing to whatever transformation was taking place. 

His stomach twisted as her once attractive figure became a bloated hulk continuing to grow and spread. The gurgling sounds made his stomach tighten. 

"She's dying!" He yelled at the goddess. "Help her!" 

Idun didn't move. Sarai continued to grow. Chairs fell over and the huge dining table scraped on the stone as it was pushed aside. 

"She isn't dying," Idun said in a flat voice. "The growth is disturbing however. Not what she had in mind I'm sure." 

Sarai groaned and the room rumbled. 

"Idun! Do something!" He yelled. He still couldn't get near Sarai from the incandescent heat coming from her skin. 

The goddess sighed and rose, brushing at the pleats in her skirt. 

Bannor didn't know how he could even begin to help. He never should have trusted Idun, she had to know this would happen. 

"Bannor," Sarai moaned. He almost couldn't make out her face, amidst writhing skin. "Help me..." 

"Star, I will, you'll be okay..." His stomach churned. Sarai resembled a gigantic worm now, arms and legs barely distinguishable against a hulk fifty times the mass of a man. 

Idun made her way around Sarai at a safe distance. "Damned mortals, so fragile. Put a little power in you, and you're all over the place." She knelt by Sarai's head. 

The goddess sighed. "Form, my dear, is an element of will. I look the way I will myself to appear. Otherwise, I might look as you do now." She smiled. "Especially considering my appetite." The goddess touched Sarai's face. "Force the flesh to obey. You must see yourself the way you should be. Not how you are." 

Sarai twitched, a ripple going through tons of body. 

The way Idun described it was similar to how he controlled his Savant abilities. "Sarai, close your eyes, block out what's happening. Focus only on pushing the power into a box, confining it." 

Sarai murmured and quivered again. She closed her eyes. 

Bannor drew a breath, and struggled to master himself. A wave of nausea rushed through him as her form rippled and heaved. 

"Concentrate," he breathed. 

"Trying." The word bubbled out. 

"Can't you help her?" he demanded. 

The goddess shrugged. "Doing it for her doesn't help. She needs to be able to hold her own form." She touched Sarai's face again, the heat obviously of no consequence to her. "That's better, calm, slow, turn your mind inward. Feel the pulse. Be the power. Imagine your hand around it. Tighten your fist slowly. Press harder, yes, I can feel it. Good." 

By stages, Sarai's giant figure started to glow and change. 

"You're doing it!" he encouraged. He felt electrified with tension. It was like losing her again. Unbidden, his thoughts kept flashing on the worst, on the terrible 'what ifs'. He blocked it out and concentrated, remembering his love and having faith in her. 

"Excellent," Idun remarked. 

The loose tissues spread across the floor drew together, compressing, becoming unified limbs, definitions of bone and muscle growing more apparent. Sarai looked only half her previous size now, body still as long and wide as Idun's huge banquet table. If she were to somehow stand she would look over most castle walls with ease. 

He moved closer. The heat had diminished, allowing him to get close enough to look on her face. Her eyes were clenched shut, brow furrowed, and jaw tight. He saw traits of the old Sarai, along with some of Meliandri. 

Bannor glanced at Idun. The beautiful goddess seemed pleased. She met his gaze with a raised eyebrow, obviously sensing the hostility he felt. She said nothing, but rose and folded her arms as though standing guard. 

He knelt by Sarai's head. Her breathing was harsh and labored. Even though it burned, he put a hand on her shoulder. "I'm with you, no matter what." He caressed her cheek. "Stop trying so hard." 

Sarai's eyes fluttered, and a tear squeezed out. Her eyes now huge and violet opened and she looked up at him with a pained expression. 

"I made--" she rumbled in a low baritone. She stopped, perhaps surprised by her own voice. "Made a mistake." 

He put an arm around her neck, ignoring the heat of her skin. "We don't know that yet. Rest for a moment. This is hard on you." 

She nodded. Her arm rose with obvious effort to touch him. Her hand was big enough to enclose his torso. He touched her fingers. Unlike her face, her hand felt cool. 

He smiled at her. "You always said you wanted to be taller." 

Her eyes fluttered, she smiled. "Think fitting into my wardrobe--will be a problem." She swallowed, then trembled. "I love you." 

He kissed her nose. "I love you too." He smiled. "All of you." 

She closed her eyes, she swallowed and drew a breath. A glimmering flickered around her. Sparks like glow bugs spun around her. 

He whispered to her. "Star, just be. Don't struggle with it." 

Sarai's flesh pinched together, growing more dense. 

Idun cocked her head, watching as Sarai shrank again, stopping when she was still half again as tall as Bannor. She nodded. "Yes, that is the way. The focus is much improved." 

Sarai's skin glistened as though metallic, moisture trickled across the surfaces of her naked body. Her violet eyes gleamed when she opened them. Her hair turned silver and reflections blazed in the strands. 

She drew a breath, fingers flexing nervously. "I think--I'm almost--" 

"Slow," Bannor said. "You feel okay?" 

"Tired. Excited. Scared." She paused. "It hurts." 

"What hurts?" 

She swallowed. "My chest." She moved a hand up between her breasts. 

Idun frowned. She stepped over and moved Sarai's huge hand aside. The goddess looked like a child compared to his beloved. Idun pressed her palm to Sarai's sternum. Sarai groaned and winced. 

"What's wrong?" He asked. 

"Stress," Idun said. "All that body you saw, is still here, only condensed. For immortals, the strain is no hardship." She closed her eyes, took her other hand, and placed it on top of the first. Golden spirals wound down her arms and illuminated the spot. Sarai arched her back, her arms and hands twitching. 

After a few moments, she relaxed. 

Sarai took a breath and placed a trembling hand to her throat. She appeared to breathe easier. 

"Better?" Idun asked. 

Sarai nodded. 

Bannor rubbed her shoulder, her skin had cooled considerably and felt silky to the touch. His chest still felt tight. He wiped at the perspiration on his forehead. "Will she be all right?" 

Idun looked speculative. "Should be. Mortals being mortals, I expected some difficulties." 

"Don't worry," Sarai said, voice stronger now. "I'll be okay." She shifted her arms back and started levering herself to a sitting position. 

Bannor tried to assist, but he might as well have been pushing against a castle wall. Even though Sarai only looked a pace taller than himself, Bannor guessed she weighed several hundred stone. Though her skin felt soft to the touch, it had the resilience of rock. 

She looked back, noticing his efforts. Her violet eyes sparkled. "It would be bad if I fell on you." 

"Very bad," he agreed; like having a mountain dropped on him. 

"How do I look?" she asked. 

She resembled the old Sarai only much bigger. There were many differences, her proportions, while not as copious as Meliandri's, were markedly more generous. Her hair now glittered like strands of silver and glass. Her face remained the least changed, but it looked as it did on her best day, tanned, clear and fresh looking. 

"Magnificent," he said. 

She drew a breath and shut her eyes. A dark radiance flickered around her and she shrank until she was only a little bigger than himself. She reached out and pulled him close. 

He returned the embrace, but it felt like hugging a statue. No part of her gave. She was warm and alive though, and that was what mattered. 

"What's the matter?" she asked. 

"Nothing," he said. "I'm just glad you're safe." 

"He's uncomfortable with your battle form." 

"My what?" 

Idun stepped to the table and picked up one of the dinner knives. Before Bannor could yell a warning or Sarai could flinch, the goddess plunged the sharp implement toward Sarai's exposed thigh. 

Sarai gasped, and Bannor froze with his hand half way to intercepting the attack. They both looked at the distorted blade, its point folded on itself. 

"I didn't even feel it!" Sarai murmured. 

The goddess dropped the bent knife in Sarai's lap. "Dense. Hard. It's a god's natural state. Only practical for fighting though, you destroy any furniture you try to use and there's no feeling." She looked at Sarai sidelong. "So, the trick is to have the form without the mass." 

Sarai fingered the bent hulk of the knife and looked at Idun. She rose. The movement was slow and ponderous. Being nude and with the metallic sheen to her skin, she looked like one of the paragonic busts stationed in the central square of Ivaneth. He felt that same presence, that larger than life sensation from Sarai. 

Given what he knew now, gods really were larger than life; big enough to fill whole castles. His mind flicked back to Idun consuming two of the apples and starting on a third. No wonder all his allies together couldn't even scratch Hecate. He never had a glimmering of the true power of these leviathans. 

"How do I do that?" Sarai asked. 

Idun held out her hand to Sarai palm up and something dark swirled into being between her fingers. It looked like a something chipped from black glass. "This is a flux stone. All gods have one. It helps manage things like your mass." 

Sarai reached out and Idun closed her fingers. "For this, I want something extra." 

Bannor frowned. "Extra? Haven't you cost us enough already? The transformation nearly killed her, and we still have to risk our lives--" 

His beloved put a hand on his shoulder; a heavy hand. It knocked him off balance. When her fingers tightened, it felt like the jaws of a vise clamping down. "Owww!" 

"Enough, my One. She wants something more, and means to have it." She sniffed, glowing violet eyes locked on Idun's green. "Right?" 

Idun raised an eyebrow and brushed back her flowing blonde hair. "You have your needs. I have mine. I have certain errands along the way to Nifelheim that may need doing. You don't need this," she looked at her closed hand. "But it would be--nice." 

Bannor shook his head, and rubbed his shoulder. "Sarai--" 

Sarai's eyes narrowed. "We'll do your errands. It was what you were after, wasn't it?" 

"More like, making you able to do them. These tasks will not be easy, even for one with an immortal's power. These tasks are--insurance--to make sure we are the winning side, and not Odin." 

"I don't like it. What we have to do is already hard enough!" Bannor said. 

Sarai pulled him against her and looked into his eyes. "If these could possibly be our last days, Bannor. I want them to be good days. Understand? You and me, like we used to be." 

He sighed. "I understand." He didn't say that he felt there wasn't much chance of being 'like they used to be'. He was the now powerless garmtur Shak'Nola, and she was dead princess back to life, now a demi-goddess. What of that was like their former lives? 

"I know I can trust your word," Idun said, holding out her open hand with the black stone in her palm. "I'm certain having this will make the extra trouble worthwhile." 

Bannor doubted that. 

Sarai gingerly took the stone from Idun. The crystal went from black to clear, its insides shimmered like water. Sarai's eyes widened. A soft white light glinted on her skin. 

"Oooh," was the only sound she made. 

"What does it do?" Bannor asked. 

"Bannor, I can see. It lets me feel and sense. It's alive! I'm alive." 

"Of course, you're alive," he said. Her mention of 'seeing' made him uneasy. All savant powers related to perception, to visualizing the elements in order to control them. 

"No, my One--alive." She closed her hand on the stone, and the glow around her body brightened. The metallic shine to her skin faded leaving the only a healthy tan appearance. She put her arms around his neck and pulled him tight. 

A tingle of excitement shot through him. She was soft and warm, a dramatic sense of aliveness pulsing around her and through him. Her presence washed away the pained sensations of his still injured body. It pushed out everything except the loving sense of her. 

"Oh." Words failed, she was Sarai, a star shining ten times brighter than he remembered. 

When she drew away, he didn't want to let go. Afraid he would never feel that sense of one-ness with her again. 

Sarai kissed him, tasting like sweet nectar. She glanced at Idun. "We'll be ready in the morning, if you have healing for Bannor." 

Idun smiled, her green eyes glittered. "Everything will be prepared." She turned to walk away and stopped. She looked back. "Conjure some appropriate clothes before you leave please." 

Sarai looked down at herself. The dress she'd been wearing at dinner shimmered into being, loops of taffeta and silk folding out of nothingness to surround her. Undressed she'd been magnificent, clothed in shimmering colors she was breathtaking. 

"Come on, Bannor," she said, taking his hand. "I have some making up to do, some apologies, and some catching up." 

She drew him toward the doorway. 

"A word of advice," Idun said, her tone turning serious. "Conserve your power, the more you consume, the sooner it will fade. Where you are going." She paused, face and voice tight. "You will need it." 
 

 


 

 

 

Immortals. First ones. Savants. Alphas. Betas. It's all a mess that I stumbled on quite by accident. For some reason, Gaea gave me the responsibility. I've had the power to make pantheon lords whimper, and have been so vulnerable that breathing was dangerous. It is the mythic curse of people who create the legends. I have it, and so do many of my friends. As they say, misery loves company... 
--Liandra "Wren" Idun-daughter Kergatha 
 

Chapter 5

Reborn By Dawn

 

Bannor stumbled down the hall back toward his and Sarai's temporary quarters in Idun's fortress. The scuff of his boots sounded loud, magnified by the vaulted ceilings of the huge passage. The air smelled of age, but it was faint, a mere background against the scent of Star-flowers and Dewpetal that clung to Sarai's hair. His beloved walked next to him like a dream, more striking than he ever imagined. She looked like a painting in motion, the torchlight and every contrast in the surroundings flattering to her appearance. 

It was magic. He could sense that, but that didn't stop his heart from aching. Four days ago, he'd confronted his pain and said goodbye to her for the last time. To see her here now was too good to be true. Watching her move, the rainbow-colored silk dress flicking around her in the drafty hall made him tremble inside. He couldn't help but think that one moment he would close his eyes and the next the illusion would be shattered. 

Sarai was looking away, gazing out through the windows and balconies that showed the parts of the giant fortress and the stars blazing in the night sky of a new land. He sensed her eagerness to meet that world head on. That was Sarai, and why he loved her. She went with a feeling and nothing deterred her. She dealt with the consequences as they came. She loved without reserve. She wanted what she wanted. That's what brought them together. Sarai decided to love him and paid no heed to the political and familial consequences. She faced the storm without flinching. If their positions were reversed, he wasn't sure he'd have that kind of bravery. 

Outside, they could still see the drifting silhouettes of dragons, griffins, and other creatures. Seeing their shadowy forms gliding by the windows made his insides tighten. Soon he would be out there, facing dangers beyond his ken. On his home-world of Titaan, at least he knew the enemies, understood the risks, and his capacity to deal with them. Here-- everything was new... long seasons in the wilderness alone had taught him one ultra-critical lesson. 

What you knew kept you alive, what you didn't--made you dead. 

Hades below, he didn't even know himself! Who was he? Bannor the wilder-lands trader, scout and ranger? Bannor the savant? Bannor the god-slayer? Bannor the consort to the royal princess of Malan? Rationally, he might be any and all of those things. Now-times, none of those titles seemed to fit. 

He didn't need such worries, staying alive in this land of gods would be hard enough. He watched a huge green dragon, scales glittering in the starlight, wheel to stall and alight on one of the higher parapets. Dragons-- he'd already seen more of them through these windows over the last few days than he imagined existed. So far, he'd never been closer than a few hundred paces. It made them seem less real. Soon--too soon, they would be making the acquaintance of a good many unreal creatures with hostile intent. 

The prospect didn't fill him with joy. 

A tingle spread up his arm, and he felt Sarai's hand tighten on his. He looked over and met her violet eyes. It startled him for a moment. He wasn't used to looking up at her. 

"Don't worry," she said. Her voice was rich, vibrant--confident. "You said we have each other." She slipped her hand from his, encircled his waist and pulled him close. Her proximity, made him grow warm inside, feathery sensations playing through his body. "We do. More than ever." She spoke with conviction, almost as if she were trying to convince herself. Did she doubt? 

"Yes." He couldn't think to say anything else. She was so beautiful. If all he could do was look on her face, he would be happy. To have her here, to breathe her scent, to feel her warmth and touch, he would face anything to keep that. 

"Bannor," Sarai's glowing eyes misted. "You are so melodramatic." She pulled his face to her chest and hugged him. "I hear your thoughts, my One. I feel you like never before." He heard a catch in her voice. "Sometimes, I wonder what I did to earn such devotion. I know I can be such a pushy, power hungry witch..." She made a gurgling sound and he felt her tremble. "Damn, I love it though. Love you." She tilted his face back, put a hand behind his head and kissed him. 

The passion thrilled through him like electricity, every limb going weak. Sarai held him up with apparent ease. 

"My One, you can't imagine how sinfully nice it is to be me, right now." She ran a tongue across her lips, violet eyes glinting. "But, I'll try hard to show you." She pulled him close again, and helped him to walk. "Being like this," she looked down at herself. "Wouldn't be nearly as much fun without someone to share it with." 

His head took some time to clear enough to speak. "Can you--" 

"Really read your mind? Yes." She gave his nose a gentle tweak. "Not that I couldn't before. You are so transparent, my-love." 

He sighed. It wasn't as if he'd never heard that before. The perils of mating the backwoods boy with the five hundred summer old sophisticate of the Malanian court. Sarai's sister Janai and their mother Kalindinai, had only known him a short time before they could finish his sentences for him. It made him sad. Sarai's mother, Kalindinai, was a truly great and brave woman. Without her stiff-necked determination, a whole village of innocents would have been eradicated by Hecate. She had saved his life, and made it possible for him to stop the goddess. Neither she nor Janai deserved to languish in Nifelheim. For that matter, neither did Wren, Irodee, or Laramis. Whatever other reasons they might have had for helping defend him against Hecate, he honestly believed they had cared about his and Sarai's welfare. 

Sarai didn't look at him. "We'll get them out, my One. Put it from your mind. Worrying about it tonight will only rob you of sleep." 

He bumped her hip with his. "And you're not planning to?" 

She looked over with a raised eyebrow. "You have a choice. You sleep in the hall with a rock for a pillow and worry about them, or you can share my bed tonight." 

"Oh, is that how it is?" he asked in a wry tone. 

She flipped her hair and gave him an extra wide smile. "That...is how it is." She puckered her lips pantomiming a kiss. "Besides, I'm bigger than you." 

"Uh huh," he looked at her with narrowed eyes. "Well, you may be bigger and a breath-takingly beautiful goddess and all-- but I know your weakness..." 

"Ummm?" She stopped and put hands on hips. "How's that?" 

"I--still--know--your-ticklish-spots!" He poked fingers up under her arms and into her ribs. 

Sarai shrieked and jumped, back-pedaling and laughing to get away. She possessed amazing speed and easily evaded him. She finally stopped and captured him in a hug. "All right, you win. You're my weakness--you know that. Please don't worry. We'll get them out, we have to, they're depending on us." 

He drew a breath, and let it out slow. She was right. Tomorrow they would venture out into Gladshiem and try to get back their family and friends. Agonizing over it bought nothing. It wasn't as if the time were wasted for lack of planning. They had nothing to plan with, just what Idun deigned to provide them with in the morning. 

For a while, they walked in silence. The fortress was so huge, the Bannor doubted an arrow fired from his strongest bow could even reach the far end of the passage they were in. Gods. Why did Idun need all this space? What for? Was it so she could fit her ego inside? Unkind perhaps, but probably close to the truth. 

He looked at Sarai's face, and the way she smiled. She appeared in her own world. Her lips moved as though she were talking to herself. In the past, she did that when she was making lists of things to do around their cabin. What items went on a demi-goddess' list? 

"Insurance," Sarai said, looking over. 

"Pardon?" 

"You asked what was on my list." 

"I didn't ask--oh. I have to stop thinking so loudly." 

"Actually, I should stop being such a busybody." She put her face close to his ear. "Back in our rooms, I'll share my secret insurance." 

He gazed at her. She started humming as they continued. He recognized the melody, an elven war ballad. Two summers of living with her taught him what that meant. 

Whenever Sarai started humming there ended up being trouble. 

In the village where they twice wintered, it meant she'd discovered a way to pay back a slight played on her by the women's circle. Though Sarai never did anything to set the village wives against her, they played some mean jokes on her. She took it in stride. Someone else might have been angry, but for her, it was a game. She'd been humming the day right before the head of the women's circle was scandalized by proof she'd been using fairy glamours to cheat the local merchants. 

What could Sarai be humming about? It would have to be some way she'd tricked Idun. How? There hadn't been time. The goddess held all the options from the start, and to all appearances everything went according to Idun's design. 

He spent the rest of the long walk back to their chambers wondering. They stepped across the threshold into the room crammed with all the paraphernalia Sarai had conjured with the power that Idun gave her. 

Sarai looked back at the opening that possessed no door. She narrowed her eyes. Wood and metal unfolded out of the air, slats and bands stretching to fill the opening. In a few heartbeats, a heavy scale-wood door bound and bolted with iron barred the portal. 

"There," Sarai determined. "Nobody will interrupt our bathing unannounced again." 

Bannor rapped the door with his knuckles. "I know you did it, but did you do it?" 

Sarai made a little humming sound. "I guess Idun was so eager to get me hooked on her apples, she forgot to cut me off from her creating powers." She raised and lowered her eyebrows. "One other thing." She held out her hand, took a breath and closed her eyes. One after the other, three gold objects pushed up from the surface of her palm. 

A cold sensation swept through him. His first reaction was to burst out, but he kept his voice to a whisper. "The fruit! How..?" 

Sarai grinned. "When I went through that--" She shuddered. "Disgusting... transformation, I bumped the table a couple times. Your fruit rolled off, so did a couple of the ones in her box. Parts of me were everywhere. I just--sucked them up when I shrank." She sniffed. "That witch Idun. I wouldn't have grown like that if she'd given me the flux stone first. So, thanks to her meanness, we have our insurance." 

"You're not thinking of eating another of those things are you?" Bannor asked. He didn't think he could take seeing that again. 

"Not now, no. I'm fairly sure I could control the power with the flux stone." 

"What does the flux stone do?" 

"Remember how you could control a flux point to teleport?" 

He nodded. 

"Same thing. The stone itself is like a tiny gateway into a place where you can put all your power and mass for safe keeping. That way you can have it and draw on it as needed. It does other things too." 

"How did you learn that?" 

"The stone taught me. I told you, it's alive. It's difficult to explain. Anyway, I don't want to talk about that." She walked into the center of the room where she had conjured the giant tub for their bathing. There was a large pack that would be Bannor's tomorrow. She summoned a piece of cloth from the air and carefully wrapped the apples, then pushed them into the bottom of the pack. "You'll feel better if you have them. Otherwise, you'd worry about my giving into temptation and eating another before it's time." 

"Would you?" he asked. "The longer you stay that way, the harder it will be to give it up." 

Tossing her silver hair she put hands on hips. "I haven't even had this power for a bell and you're already talking about giving it up?" 

He sighed. "Sorry. If you wanted to stay that way forever, I couldn't object. I simply can't stand the idea of you being a slave to her majesty. We also don't know if prolonged use is--" 

Sarai came and put a hand over his mouth. "Right now, the only thing I want your lips to be doing--is kissing me. Understand?" 

He nodded. After she drew her hand away, he put his arms around Sarai and kissed her with all his heart. He loved her, he couldn't help but express concern. 

Sarai parted from their long embrace and drew him toward the center of their cluttered quarters and the bed. She sat him down, and with meticulous care removed his garments, leaving a trail of kisses as each piece of clothing was slowly pulled off. 

By the time she was done, his passion for her was a blazing fire, the smell, the taste, the touch of his beloved were beyond his dreams. She was a goddess, his goddess, he basked in her love and gave his in return. 

Her flesh tasted like candy, her scent intoxicating, her hums were music, and the sight and feel of her could have aroused him were he half dead. She was a glory that he paid tribute to with all his strength. 

He did not sleep much that night, but he did eventually sleep. The slumber of total exhaustion and happiness. His last waking memories were of Sarai cuddled next to him, quietly humming. 

The morning arrived far too soon. Seasons of instincts roused him from deep sleep, as Sarai glided through the room. She made no noise, but her presence had been enough to trigger him awake. He rubbed his bleary eyes. 

"Uh," he mumbled. "Is it time to leave?" 

"No." The pallet squeaked as Sarai knelt and kissed him on the forehead. "Rest, get your strength back. I'll finish packing." 

He trailed a hand down the silky skin of her arm as she rose and went about the tasks she'd been doing. Aside from being tired, he felt wonderful, he half expected to glow. As Sarai moved some things around, he noticed that she looked different; shorter and broader. Something else, a glowing he didn't noticed before. Lines seemed to play all around her face and hands. 

He sat up abruptly, throwing off the covers. "I can see again! The garmtur is healed!" 

Sarai looked over. "Imagine that." She hummed a little. "Maybe Idun doesn't know everything." She picked up a pack and stuffed clothing inside it. "You know, all the apples and healers in Gladshiem couldn't have cured the garmtur." 

"Huh? How do you know?" 

"My One, I and your savant power have been tied together since the day we were mated two seasons ago. In the caves, Mother gave us both headaches, but she didn't actually break the bond between us, she just rearranged it." She tossed the pack on a chair and sat on the pallet with a squeak and started braiding her long hair. 

Bannor scooted forward, kissed her on the shoulder, and took up the task for her. He loved braiding her hair, the feel of its silky softness playing over his fingers. "Go on," he said, already weaving the strands together. 

Sarai took one of his hands and kissed it. "Well, when you killed my body to destroy Hecate, you destroyed our bond and half the garmtur with it." 

"Okay," he said, not understanding. "How is it back again?" 

She pushed her head against his chest. She smelled of spices and leather. "Well, it's not exactly right to say the garmtur itself was damaged. You learned to use and perceive that power while bonded to me. So, when our bond was broken you lost that 'path' to accessing it.  I assume you would eventually relearn. Since I rebonded you, that familiar access is back in place and you have control again. It's a marvelous feeling, my One, to have us whole again. Like we were."

He now knew what she'd meant back in Idun's feast-hall. Not to be like the old Bannor and Sarai, but to again share that magical bond that only elves and humans could have. 

He finished the braid, tying it off with a thong she handed to him. 

"I had another surprise this morning," Sarai said. She bent, pressing her gathered fingers toward the floor like a spade. Her hand didn't stop but pressed into the stone as though it were water. She made a scooping motion and came away with a large chunk of granite. 

She held the blob of rock up for him to see. She wiggled her fingers and the formless mass became a perfect cube. "It's back." 

"Your elemental magic!" He breathed. "That's wonderful." 

"It is better than wonderful," she said, leaning back and putting her head in his lap. "It-- is-- stupendous. With your garmtur, my magic, and some well played insurance." She kicked her legs as though swimming in water. "It isn't Idun who will own us. We will own Idun." 
 

 


 

 

 

Being the mother of a mythically cursed daughter is anything but a banal experience. I have fought goddesses at her side, I have become a First One, she stole my body for a day, and I even get to be her parent once and while. My mother thinks she's a joy. My husband loves her fiercely. I just wish she would stay out of trouble long enough for me to love her too. 
-- Euriel Idundaughter-Kergatha, General of 12 Armies and Baroness of Cosmodarus
 

Chapter 6

The First Obstacle

 

Bannor strode down the hall, shrugging to get the pack comfortable on his shoulders. Sarai skipped next to him, long braid twitching behind her like a cat's tail. She wore a tabard of gold chain links over a hauberk of blue leather that hugged her contours like water on the sides of an ale-stein. A bow and quiver over her shoulder, a shield on her arm, and the long Ta'Kar blade and the shorter basket-hilted Ta'Dan in her belt, she resembled the elven war goddess Matradon Bannor had seen portrayed in a temple fresco. 

Morning flooded into the passageway ahead of them. Shafts of illumination shined in from the balconies and sills along the corridor forming a brilliant lattice of light. Puffs of flax and dust motes pirouetted in the sunbeams, flashing like sparks from a fire. Apparently a storm passed during the night, and the fresh smell lingered. 

Bannor dropped back a few steps, admiring the glitter and shimmer of light as it played over Sarai's shiny hair, armor, and weapons. He marveled at the fine sway in her hips, and the crisp movements of firm legs. Out of pure selfishness, he hoped she never looked different again. 

She barely resembled the Sarai he met two summers ago. That Sarai had been attractive, but not beautiful. Tall for an elf, about sixteen hands, her flowing silvery hair and willowy appearance made her look as though she'd break in a strong wind. Her angular elfin face with its large upturned eyes, blade-like nose, and a pouting mouth was marvel of symmetry and severity. Only her gracefulness and easy smile had softened that stiff, untouchably dignified demeanor that her serious face and lean body conveyed. She was royalty, and looked every bit the part, even when she wasn't playing the role. 

After eating the apple, she'd transformed herself into a more robust, magnified version of herself. She now had a sleek, chiseled look, boasting more breasts and bottom than strictly necessary; most likely to accommodate him. She'd hated being in Meliandri's 'fat' body, but probably noted his typically masculine response to that form's plentiful accessories. 

Since they went to sleep she'd changed again, though not dramatically. Sarai looked heavier than he remembered. The longer he followed along enjoying her mesmerizing sway, the more certain he became. He was tempted to look in his pack to see if she'd gone after one of the three apples they'd stashed. He decided it didn't matter. Sarai would make her own choices. What pleased her, pleased him. 

Busy watching his lover instead of his feet, he stumbled over a floor seam and barely recovered. A stab of pain shot down his side and he winced. Though he'd loved every instant, last night's clench took as much out of him as any battle, especially with his cracked ribs and strained muscles. 

Sarai glanced over her shoulder. "What are you doing back there?" 

He blinked at her owlishly. "Admiring the scenery is all." 

She rolled her eyes. "Get up here." He sensed the unspoken expression of exasperation--men. 

He couldn't help but be a man. Being in love with her only made for a stronger distraction. He rubbed his sore ribs. It emphasized his vulnerability. Sarai's healing the garmtur had been critical to both of them. They needed every advantage to survive here in the realm of gods. 

He admitted to himself that Sarai's confidence was infecting him. With his ability to see the threads of the cosmos back, and her new elemental and magical abilities, they made a formidable team. 

Even wounded and poorly armed, in the battles against Hecate's minions they held their own. At the time, his garmtur threatened him more than the enemy. The final confrontation with Hecate had been a trial by fire that taught him much. Now, controlling himself wasn't half the worry of keeping Sarai reined in. 

His beloved was a willful woman, especially when it involved personal power. The gold apple gave her the abilities equal to any ten wizards. Through the garmtur, he observed the splendor of it, compressed down into the focal point of the flux stone. Somehow, she'd made the object a part of herself. It rested in the thickest part of the bone in her chest, a shining knot of threads tied to everything in the environment, the stone, the air, the clouds--and to himself. She'd apparently taken steps to ensure she never lost track of him. 

She learned literally overnight. How did she do it? Most of the evening he'd kept her--occupied. His skin tingled simply thinking of it. 

"What are you grinning about?" Sarai asked. 

He put his hand in hers. "Remembering last night is all." 

Sarai dimpled and her violet eyes sparkled. Brushing at a stray wisp of silver hair that danced across her forehead, she bit her lip. "We'll do that again soon." She closed her eyes, and he felt her tremble. She reached over and pulled him in for a kiss. She tasted like sweet wine, heady and full of promise. Her smile turned fierce. "I'll make sure we keep our appointment. No one in this realm is going to control us." 

He sighed and nodded. They turned a corner heading where servants indicated a guide would be waiting to take them to Idun. The passage ended in a large colonnade. A man dressed in chain-mail waited for them at the opening. He was broad and tall with a shock of red hair, a stony face, and disturbing colorless eyes. He nodded to each of them. 

"I am Ymir," he rumbled. "Follow." He turned on a hard boot and clomped away without bothering to see if they complied. 

They pursued him down a passage that turned and slanted up. Brilliant blue light filtered out of a sky still dotted with the glowing yellow and red embers of stars. Clouds cut through with a rainbow of color, drifted across the arch of the sky, broken only by the massive towers of Idun's citadel. A strong ophidian smell became heavy as they crossed an inner courtyard. Men in armor armed with swords and shields saluted Ymir as he passed. Others busy training, halted their work and bowed. 

The big warrior took only cursory note of the respect paid him, moving with dignified poise. Passing through a huge double gate in a wall, Bannor froze momentarily at the sight of dragons. They glowed all the iridescent colors of the rainbow, maroon, turquoise, emerald, and more. Most crouched on terraces above them, looking down with great double-lidded gold eyes. 

Human caretakers worked around the large creatures, tending their scales with long brushes and scrapers, replenishing food and water, and fixing harnesses. It was much the same as what grooms did in a horse stable. The main difference was these mounts were house-sized with spurred wings, a spiked tail, and jaws that could slice a man in half. 

Sarai stopped with him, jaw dropping open. She put her hand in the crook of his elbow. The sight of one of these creatures alone could keep a person rooted in awe. Bannor stopped counting after thirty. 
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