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Chapter |

"Let's begin," Naitachal said, casting his black cloak to
one side and raising his practice sword in salute. "And
see if you can get through this drill w thout tripping
over yourself." He smled, softening the sarcasmjust a
little. Few ever saw a Dark EIf smle and survived to
tell about it; but Naitachal's snile neant only what
any human's would, and it warmed his cold blue eyes

in a way that no other Dark EIf could match.

Hi s apprentice Alaire returned the salute with his
practice sword, and stifled a sardonic reply.

This time, Master Naitachal, you'd better watch out,
Al ai re thought as he checked his footing on the coarse
gravel. |'ve been practicing while you were away!

They faced each other on the snall practice field of
the Dark Elf's nodest estate. Alaire was a head taller
than his nmentor, but Naitachal had decades of experi-
ence. Both were slender, rather than heavily nuscl ed.

At hi gh noon the sun shone directly from above, a dis-
advantage to neither swordsnen.

The contest began, a graceful dance of flesh and

wood, their oak swords clacking away in the bright

sun. Alaire lunged early, catching Naitachal by sur-
prise. But the elf parried and thrust easily, slipping out
of the trap the youth was setting up, trying to pin the
elf against a tree. Alaire charged, using his blade like a
broadsword, and using his greater reach to force his
Master to the edge of the field. Naitachal tucked and
rolled, becom ng a blur of black notion that vani shed
behind Al aire before he turned, then reappeared at

the periphery of Alaire's vision

"l thought you said no magic!" Alaire protested,
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fielding a counterattack with difficulty.

"None used," Naitachal said snmoothly. "Pay atten-

tion to the sword, lad."

Alaire yielded to Naitachal's powerful, but meas-

ured thrusts, hoping to gain control of the contest. The
Dark EIf tripped and wavered monentarily as he | ost

hi s bal ance, but gained it back quickly.

"CGood nove," Naitachal said, as their weapons

cl acked; the contest fell into a mesnerizing rhythm as
Al aire probed for a weakness in the Dark EIf's

defense. 'Ten nore of those and we m ght cone out
even."

The bardling grinned; he Liked how his teacher

turned praise into a demand for nore and better

effort. It kept the gane interesting.

Al aire sensed that the Dark EIf was intentionally

i gnoring his weaker |left side. Only yesterday Naitacha
had drilled himendl essly, attacking on his left, unti
that side ached. Now... nothing. Even as he consid-
ered this, Naitachal sidestepped off the field, ducked
behind a tree and came out on the weaker left.

Al aire was ready. |Instead of backpedaling he | unged
again. The tip of the sword touched the edge of Nai-
tachal's black tunic, but no nore; the elf had
sidestepped. Alaire cursed softly, catching a glint of
amusenment in Naitachal's dark bl ue eyes

Anger surged briefly over himas the swords cl ashed,

t hough Nai tachal was only doi ng what any Master

shoul d. The pace of the conbat increased. The two

moved back towards the center of the practice field,

ki cking up dust in the process. Naitachal was not going
to relinquish his control of the conbat that easily. The
Dark Elf's breathing was a little nore | abored now.
After first faking high to lure Alaire's point away from
his intended target, the elf came in lowwith his sword
Alaire deflected it, knocking the elf's swordtip into the
dirt. If he'd parried a little harder, he m ght have

di sarmed his Master, and that would have been a first.
Too easy. Far too easy, Alaire thought, wondering

what distracted his nmentor today. Nornally he woul d
have | anded ne on ny backsi de by now. He knew he

was an average swordsnman; Naitachal was a naster

wi th uncounted years of practice behind him Ws

sonet hing wong? Had the elf |earned sonething on

his last journey to cause himworry?

The bardlings thoughts wandered slightly, enough

to give the Dark EIf an advant age.

"Look!" Naitachal shouted, pointing with his free

hand. "A conet!"

Al aire | ooked wi thout thinking, follow ng Nai-

tachal 's gaze and pointing finger, to sonething above
and behind him As his attention wavered, Naitacha
dropped his own blade to the side and shoul dered into
him The next second, he was sitting in the dust in an
undi gni fi ed heap

Nai t achal regarded himcalmy wth di sappoint-

ment and faint, elven anmusenent. "I can't believe you
fell for that, bardling."

"Not fair!" Alaire protested weakly, sonehow nman-

aging to laugh at hinself. Boy, was that stupid. Fell, or
rat her stepped, right into that one. "I was w nning and
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you cheated."

"If you were really winning you wouldn't be sitting
there like that," Naitachal said. "W're getting to the
point in your training when alnost anything is fair.
The real world is |like that. Assassins," he added, his
sword waving in the sunlight as if to punctuate the
sentence, "will go to any lengths to kill their mark."
"What woul d an assassin want with me?" he repli ed,

but only half seriously. Sonmeone m ght want ne dead,

if only to get at nmy father. Being the eighth son of the
King put himin an awkward position. Derek, the first
born and ol dest brother, would al nbst certainly

becone king one day. The other brothers were train-
ing for inportant governnent or military positions.
Yet, the King had never planned on having so nmany
sons. As he once hal f-conplained to the Queen, any

ot her wormman woul d have produced at |east a few
daughters along the way. Eventually he ran out of
things to do with them

Al aire, being the eighth and youngest son, enjoyed

the rare luxury of choosing his life's work. He had been
a very precocious child, and at six, he had decided to
becone a Bard. Fortunately, Naitachal was an old
friend of the King as well as a loyal friend to many
generations of the famly. No one questioned who his
Mast er woul d be.

This had not been a childish whim but a real voca-
tion. Naitachal had been able to assure the King that
his son's talent was considerable, and that all would be
wel | .

In many ways, his choice of lifework nmade hima

|l ess likely mark. The ol der brothers would certainly
make better targets than he woul d. However, Alaire
could not ignore the possibility that he could be sin-
gl ed out by young toughs | ooking for a fight Naitacha
had often pointed this out when he was sitting in the
dust after a thorough trouncing.

For a year Alaire had trained under the King's Bard
Laureate, Gawai ne, and under his gui dance convi nced
everyone that he had an exceptional degree of nusi-
cal, and nmgical, talent. However, Gawai ne was

getting no younger; he had other students besides
Alaire, as well as the enornous burden demanded by

his office of Laureate. Gawai ne eventually found it
increasingly difficult to keep up with the workl oad.
Since Alaire was hardly an ordi nary, common student,
Gawai ne had known he ran the risk of favoring him
over the other bardlings. It would have been a situ-
ation fraught with trouble for a younger man than
Gawai ne; for the Laureate, it was sonething he sinply
did not have the strength to deal wth.

By this tine Alaire was eight, and he had heard

enough tal es about Naitachal to be both excited and

al arnmed by having himas his Master. Though he had

"al ways" assunmed Naitachal would be his teacher, he
certainly didn't know what to expect fromthe nysteri-
ous el f; the Necromancers becom ng a Bard was

bi zarre enough. He had never seen a Dark EIf before;
he' d had no notion that his father had used the nane
"Dark EIf" so literally.
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In the bright, airy colors of the court, Naitachal had
stood out like a drop of ink on a white | ace tabl ecloth.
The bl ack cl oak he wore habitually flowed about him

as if it were liquid, and the tunic, hose and boots
seened to absorb whatever light hit them as if the
Bard's body was a place that cancel ed daylight. Top-
pi ng the darkness was his straight, silver hair that hung
down his back, long as all elves wore it, and swept
gracefully fromside to side as he turned. His brilliant
bl ue eyes, twin pools of color in the smooth bl ack skin
of that agel ess face, burned right through Al aire when
they first net. They distracted him even now, during
sword practice. Alaire soon found out Naitachal was

no ordinary Dark Elf, if there could be such a thing.
The sonber darkness that seenmed to foll ow hi mwher-
ever he went was only deceptive canouflage; wthin

| urked an absurdly cheerful Bard, a naster of his
trade, as well as a teacher of other, nore practica
skills.

Nai t achal had often reni nded himof his royal obli-
gations and duties, and the possibility that one day he
m ght be nearer the throne than he was now. How

ever, this was the first time Naitachal had nmentioned
assassi ns.

It disturbed himat first, but after a nmonent of
reflection, he shrugged it off. Sonmetines the neaning
of the elf's words didn't becone clear for days or even
weeks.

He's probably tal king about years from now, when

join Fathers court. Right now, the prospect of Alaire's
ever having to deal with an assassin seemed vague.

How woul d an assassin get out here near Fenrich, this
renote village on the northeast coast? And once here,
how coul d he ever be | ess than conspi cuous?

Alaire loved this place, its peace and quiet, although
he knew it woul d probably drive his brothers mad with
boredomto stay here for nore than a day. It seened

the ideal location to learn Bardic skills as well as
magic; after all, there were few distractions here to
speak of.

Nai t achal had chosen this location to settle, in part
because of the isolation, but also because the village
folk readily accepted himas hinself. H's nmoney was
good, after all. In tines of trouble Naitachal had gen-
erously given his time and magi cal expertise, w nning
consi derabl e popul arity anong the townsfol k.

Al aire stood and brushed the dust off his breeches,
nursi ng sonme pride back into his danaged ego.

"Living out here on the edge of the kingdom

doesn't change your |ineage," Naitachal rem nded

him "There's always the chance sone eneny of your
father's may want to ki dnap you and hold you for ran-
som This is nore likely to happen, though the sane
peopl e often kidnap or kill with equal indifference."
"Perhaps," he said, acknow edgi ng Naitachal's

war ni ng, but not really believing he could ever be a
target. At |east, not while he was a nere bardling, and
under Naitachal's supervision. First, so few people
knew he even existed, and even fewer knew he was

way out here, Next Door to Nowhere. He didn't like

t he sudden serious turn the conversation had taken,
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but then what could one expect froma Dark EIf ?
Despite Naitachal's cheer he sonetines |apsed into

the gl oom and doom of his own kind. The bardling

had nmet only a few Dark Elves, who were far nore
nmorbi d than his Master had ever been

No, it was probably just that Naitachal was having

one of those rel apses into depression. Probably no one
renenbered his existence, outside his own famly.
Alaire could al nost forget his royal bl ood out here on
the outskirts of the kingdom

It's a good thing I'"'mthe eighth son. | know | could
never handl e bei ng king. Lucky Derek, he has the
throne and all its responsibilities to |ook forward to.
By now he nust feel like an actor in a play, with all his
lines and actions witten out for him

Alaire struggled to his feet and answered Nai -
tachal's salute with one of his own.

"We aren't finished yet," the Dark Elf said.

As if | was worried we mght not be, Alaire thought,
heedi ng t he chal | enge neverthel ess.

Nai tachal struck with a vengeance, taking Alaire by
surprise. Wiat's gotten into hinf? The boy thought as
he frantically defended hinself. The elf was attacking
his left side, just as he had the day before.

He did his best, but it becane painfully evident that
either Naitachal had been toying with himearlier, or
el se he had been distracted by sonmet hing and was

now | eveling his full concentration on the bout. Wthin
monents, Alaire was struggling just to keep from
bei ng scored on

Wthin a few breaths, it was obvious that he was not
goi ng to nmanage even that.

"Ht," Naitachal declared; the swordpoint wavered

just above his heart. "You're dead."

Al aire froze, then dropped his swordpoint to the
ground.

They both bowed, formally, as the etiquette of

Swor dmast er and pupi|l demanded. Then both

grinned, and Alaire w ped sweat fromhis forehead

with his sleeve.

"Let's take a break," Naitachal said, "then back to
wor k. "

"I was about ready for a breather," Alaire admtted,
omtting the real reason he wanted to stop: he wanted
a drink to wash away the dust he'd eaten.

They set their wooden swords on a small rack near

the practice field and went to the well beside the front
door. Dipping a ladle into the bucket of ice-cold water,
Al aire drank deeply, clearing his nouth of the dirt.
Nai t achal drank too, though he didn't seem w nded

or even truly tired. His folk have a constitution we
humans can only dream of, the bardling thought with
envy, at the same time uttering a brief prayer to the
gods that be that he would never have to fight an elf
for real. The practices are hell enough

Nai tachal 's age was as nmuch an enigma now as it

had been when Alaire first nmet him Fromsone of the
old songs and tales, Alaire | earned that he had been
around in King Arber's tine. Even then he was old by
human st andar ds.
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Now s a good tine to ask himagain, Al aire thought.

He might even answer. He'd net only with annoying
silence every other tine he'd inquired.

"You know, you seemto be holding up well for

sonmeone as, well, old as you," Alaire ventured, cau-
tiously. Naitachal frowned; but then, he usually did
when that question cane up. The bardling' s words stil
came out wong, as if his nmouth assunmed a will of its
own whenever he asked sonet hi ng personal about his
Master. Inwardly, Alaire winced. He didn't want to
annoy the elf, particularly when the swords were
within reach. The next bout mi ght be even harder!

"How ol d are you, Master?"

The elf took his time answering. Alaire wondered if

he had ignored what had becone a rather rude ques-
tion, or had chosen not to hear it.

"You're all of nineteen years old, young bardling,"
Nai t achal began softly, after drinking fromthe |adle.
H s eyes softened, and Alaire sighed in relief. "A nmere
infant. A toddler. At best, a child." He smled wistfully,
as if considering a secret, anusing thought. "I amold
by your standards."

Alaire waited, but the elf did not answer.

"Wel I ?" Al aire asked.

"A der than you think," he said, "and not as old as
the hills or the trees." That seened to be the end of

t hat .
The boy shrugged, deciding to drop that particul ar
line of questioning, but his curiosity still burned. Nai-

tachal served King Amber. From what Father told ne,
he was quite the hero. He nentioned that he was

i nvol ved with doing away with Carlotta. He shivered
whenever he thought of the evil princess who had
tried to seize the throne by ki dnapping the rightful
heir, Prince Anber. The story had real neaning in his
famly. H s descent from Anber gave it nore inpact
than "just a tale." This particular bedtinme story had
pl aces where Father would say, "And then Anber
used to say..." or "Gawaine told ne that Kevin ..
Carlotta failed, and then vani shed. Years | ater she
reappeared and hatched a pl ot involving Count Vol -

mar and a book of Bardic spells. Gawai ne's own

teacher, Kevin, had searched for the book in Vol nar's
library, found it, and used it to defeat her

That was all Alaire knew about the incident. The

royal family seldom di scussed it, even anobng relatives,
and kept the details to themselves. Al aire knew there
was sone kind of scandal the royal fanmily wanted to

keep hushed up, but he didn't know the details.

Per haps Naitachal knows.

"I feel nore confortable with the sword now, Mas-

ter Naitachal ," Alaire ventured. "It's beconing a part
of me, as you said it would, I'msorry | cane to you
with such holes in ny education. My brother G ant

promi sed ne training, but he becane so involved with

his own he must have forgotten."

Nai t achal ignored him Al aire knew from experi -

ence, however, that he wasn't m ssing anything.

Al aire scratched his head a little; his hair was

sweat -danp and his scalp itched. "Still, | never expected
weapons training when Father sent ne here. Is this the
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kind of fighting you used when you defeated Carl otta?"
At the nention of the evil princess, Naitacha

turned slowy. The | ook he gave Alaire turned the boy's
spine to ice. H's skin craw ed unconfortably, as if it
were trying to slither off his body. Gods, | hope that
wasn't the wong thing to say, he thought. He could
kill me with one look, if he dared.

"Who said we defeated Carlotta?" Naitachal replied
casual |l y.

The words stunned Alaire. What is he trying to say
this tinme? "Are you speaking in riddles to confuse
me?" Alaire asked, finally. "Or are you just posing
questions to nmake ne think?"

Nai t achal replaced the | adl e and dropped the

bucket back into the well, then gave Alaire an
apprai sing look. "They never told you the entire story,
did they?"

Al aire perked up at the prospect of hearing sone
secrets fromhis famly's past. They never went into
much detail when | was around; all | ever got was the
bedtime story, with the noral "be good, or Carlotta
will carry you off."

Soneti mes when he wal ked into his father's study,

and his nmother and Grant and Drake were tal king, he
woul d over hear sonething about Carlotta. As soon as
they saw him everyone got really quiet.

He hadn't paid as nmuch attention to his own fam

ily's past as he mght have. There was all the scope of
history to learn, a vast mne to delve in for gens that
coul d becone songs. It would have seened presunp-

tuous to use his famly as a basis for balladry. Still, the
mysterious story of Carlotta occasionally nagged at
him Even if he was not likely to becone king, he stil
wonder ed what had happened back then, and why

they were keeping it fromhim

"No," he said quickly. "No one ever did. The whol e
famly has been rather evasive about Carlotta."

" Then perhaps | should keep quiet as well," the

Dark EIf replied slyly.

"Not that they were intentionally keeping it a secret

fromnme," he quickly supplied. "I'msure they just
never, well, had the tine. O the chance, | nean,

there are sone things you just don't discuss with chil-
dren. |1've been here what, eight years now?"

"Ni ne," Naitachal said. "And you were never curi-
ous about it before."

"I'"'mnineteen now. |'mnot a child." Alaire withered
under Naitachal's answering | ook, which seened to
say, oh, are you not, really?

Hi s Master shrugged. "The royal fam |y never

swore ne to secrecy on everything. | insisted on a free
rein in your upbringing, and got it. Wat would you
like to know?"

"Details. Like, did you use this kind of swordsman-
ship," he said, pointing towards the rack of swords,
practice and the lethal, netal kind. "Or sonething a
little nore esoteric?"

"I was not the hero," Naitachal said, "and |'mstil
not certain any victory was had on that day, by any-
one."
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Hi s gaze turned brooding, as it always did when he

was about to relate some story fromthe past. Naitacha
gift for tale-telling extended beyond songs and ball ads,
and Alaire settled back with a feeling of anticipation
"I't began before |I became involved," Naitacha

said, with a sideways glance at his apprentice. "A Bard
naned Ai dan sent his apprentice, Kevin, to the librar-
ies of Count Volmar to copy a manuscript called The
Study of Ancient Song."

Al ai re nodded, although he had known all this

bef or e.

"Thirty years before, Aidan had prevented Carlotta
fromstealing her brother's throne. At the tine, he
thought Carlotta had been di sposed of, but he had
recently learned that she was still alive. Although the
situation had changed, Carlotta's anbition had not.

Si nce you humans have such brief |ives, Aidan was

now an old man and didn't have the strength to dea
with Carlotta. H's apprentice, Kevin, was only seven-
teen then."

Nai t achal shook his head, as if he could not believe
the years had passed so quickly. "Kevin was young,
eager, and dying to have an Adventure. Wat he

| acked in brains and maturity he nore than nmade up
with enthusiasm However, he was rather reluctant to
go off to copy sone old manuscript. Aidan didn't tel

hi m how i nportant it was."

"I'f Aidan was an old man, then wasn't Carlotta an

ol d woman?" Al ai re asked, puzzl ed.

"Yes, and no." Naitachal frowned. "Carlotta was half
fairy and a shape-changer. Because of her fairy bl ood
she lived as long as any halfling. As a shape-changer
she could sinply shift herself out of the ravages of old
age. By that time, she had al so nastered many of the
Darker Arts. She was a fair match for anyone."

Al ai re had never heard this before. Now he knew

why. A nmenber of the royal fanmily was a hal f breed,

and she was practicing black magi c? Good gods, no
wonder they wanted to keep this secret.

Nai t achal took no notice of his shock. "Kevin was al
alone in an unfriendly place, so it wasn't hard for Car-
lotta to | earn what Aidan had sent himto do. She won
Kevi n's confidence by assuning the formof Volmar's
pretty young ni ece, Charina. This was easy enough for
a shape-changer, and the result was quite effective.
bel i eve Kevin had even fallen in |ove with her. "

Al aire closed his nouth and nodded wi sely. "What
happened to the real niece?" he asked. This was not
part of the bedtine story, which usually never got past
the tal e of Anber and Ai dan

Nai t achal sighed. "What you mi ght expect. The

Count, we later discovered, nurdered her to get her

out of the way. She apparently knew sonethi ng was
afoot." He shook his head. "Poor little thing. They
killed her before she could enjoy her life."

He brooded on that for a moment, and Al aire gen-

tly prodded himback onto the story. "So Kevin cane

to copy the manuscript, and Carlotta found out what

he was doi ng. Wiy didn't she sinply take the manu-
script?"

Nai t achal chuckl ed. "Because the manuscript hid
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itself from anyone except Aidan or his deputy. Wen
the manuscri pt di sappeared, Carlotta and Vol mar

staged the di sappearance of the fake 'niece' out of des-
peration. They bl amed both Dark and Wiite El ves for

the 'kidnapping,' and that was how | becane invol ved.

I was visiting Volmar's court during sone rather aim

| ess travels. Count Vol mar appointed Kevin to |ead a
search party. To clear nmy people's name | vol unteered
to help."

So that's where you cane in, Alaire thought. This is
getting interesting.

Nai t achal squinted up at the sun for a nonent.

"None of us knew the book in question had a hidden
spell init, a spell that could 'unnake' Carlotta. Wich
is to say, to return her to her original fairy form™
Al ai re nodded sonberly. "Only full blood hunmans

can sit on the throne of Althea." Inwardly, he was both
excited and a little appalled. A fairy? In the royal fam
ily? I would really like to know how that happened! If
Carlotta is half fairy, my great-great-great-grand-
father nust have —ahem H s ears burned as he won-
dered how a human and a dimnutive fairy could

have —

Stranger things have happened, | suppose.

Nai t achal continued. "Qur party woul d have failed

if not for Kevin's | eadership. He made us all work
together in spite of our continuous bickering. Not sur-
prising, since the Count intended us to fail, and chose
us for that reason. W were an Amazon, a fairy, nyself
and a Wiite Elven fighter. Anyone woul d have

t hought we woul d never stay together for nore than a
day. We becane certain, in the course of sone inter-
esting adventures, that Count Vol mar had sent us

away so Carlotta could find the manuscript. "

I would truly like to hear that in detail, A aire

t hought, but Naitachal was obviously trying to nake
this a short tale.

"Intinme we returned to the castle, discovered that
"Charina's' captors had 'rel eased" her. The Count
treated us |ike heroes even though we had done

nothing to rescue her." Hs expression becane grim

"W were all highly suspicious, and as a precaution |
spent an evening fortifying Kevin with magi ca
protection. W were certain now that Carlotta was
sonmewhere around in disguise, possibly as Charina,

al t hough we coul d not be sure. Wien Kevin finally
found the manuscript, Carlotta was there beside him
She knew what it was, and she wanted it. If we hadn't
fled Volmar's castl e when we did, she would have
seized it and destroyed us. She pursued us with her
magi cs. Not all of us survived those magics..."

His voice trailed off, and Alaire saw sonet hing he

had never seen before on his Master's face.

Gief.

He dared not interrupt, although he was burning to

hear the end of it all.

Nai t achal seened to shake hinsel f, and conpl eted

the tale. "Wien we returned to Volmar's castle it was
with a band of some traveling nusicians. Kevin

t hought they were his Master's human friends, but
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actually they were elves and allies of King Anber. Vol -
mar was staging a grand event of sone sort, inviting
nobles fromall over, and we suspected it had some-
thing to do with Carlotta. W knew we had to work

qui ckly."

"And you were a hero," Alaire said

Nai t achal shook his head. "Hardly. It was Bard

Kevin, for he was truly a Bard by then, who shoul d get
the credit for what happened In a short tine he mas-
tered the spell, and delivered it flaw essly, once

Vol mar and Carl otta appeared. There, before every-

body, she returned to her original, fairy form"

"I thought she died," Alaire said. "That's what

Mot her said. Gawai ne t hought so, too."

Nai t achal |aughed, but it had no humor in it. "That's
what the Queen wants to believe, but alas, I'mafraid
that sinply isn't what happened. Carlotta escaped in
the nelee that followed. It was all we could do to keep
Vol mar's soldiers fromexecuting us on the spot. His
men followed himblindly, and it was only when they
saw Charina's ghost, who openly accused the Count of
her murder, that their loyalties turned. And | had
nothing to do with that! By then I'd had ny fill of Nec-
romancy." He took a deep breath and his face cleared

of the shadows of the past. "And that is the end of that
tale. Where Carlotta went after that is anyone's guess.
She didn't die. She only changed."

"Do you think Carlotta is still alive?" Alaire had to
admt he didn't feel too confortable with the chance
that Carlotta still I|ived.

Nai t achal seened to consider this seriously for a
monent, but Al aire suspected he already had an opin-
ion fornmulated "Sinply put, yes, though | haven't the
first clue where she would be, or when she m ght sur-
face. It's not worth worrying about, at |east not at the
monent. You have nore inportant tasks at hand, such
as learning real swordsmanship." He |aughed again,
this time with real hunmor. "Wien | think how Kevin
begged the Amazon and ne to teach himthe sword!

And how horrified his Master was when he | earned

that we had!"

Al aire's thoughts, and gaze, had drifted during the
brief history |esson. Perhaps this was why he didn't
noti ce when Naitachal slipped over to the swordrack
and retrieved his weapon. He even managed to hide

it, until now.

"I hold a weapon," Naitachal said, snmirking, and
saluting himwith the practice sword. "Wy don't you?"
Al ai re opened his mouth to say sonething, but

not hing canme out. Danmm him the boy thought. He

knows when |'m not paying attention! That's when he
pulls these little stunts!

The Dark EIf tossed Alaire the wooden sword,

whi ch he caught skillfully by the hilt, then took

anot her fromthe rack.

"On your guard,"” Naitachal said. Alaire took the
position, and tried to focus on the swords. Carlotta's
story still haunted him

Nai t achal quickly tore into him w th nore energy
than he expected; once he started trying to avoid the
el f instead of countering his blows, he knewit was al
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over.
Again Alaire lay sprawl ed in an exhausted heap. He
did not even know what he had tripped over. My own
feet, probably. During the fall, he lost track of his
sword. It was now sticking upright out of the ground,
qui vering slightly.

"You have nore lives than a cat," Naitachal said,
hol di ng out his hand. "You're dead again."

"Don't remind ne," Alaire said, struggling to his

feet. At least I'll inprove, even if he beats ne like this
every tine.
The sun was still high in the sky, reflected brightly

inthe white walls and the little fishpond in the yard of
their hone. The house was roony, and by |ocal stand-
ards was certainly a "nmansion," but of course it was
nothing |i ke the opul ence Alaire had grown up in.

That made it all the better; he felt free here, and the
sinpl e pleasures of country life were a welcone relief
fromthe court.

Rising fromthe center of the honme was a watch-

tower, giving the house a tenplelike appearance. An
odd conceit, but one that gave both of them pl easure
in watching storns and stars. Fromthe watchtower,

one coul d see the distant coastline, and sonetines
even the sail of a ship.

Up on the hillside above the house, in Alaire's line
of sight with the watchtower, he caught novenent.

Up there was the only road leading into the estate, and
the nmoving figure on it m ght have been a man on a
horse, or a carriage. It was too far away for the
bardling to nmake out exactly what it was, nmuch |ess
who. Naitachal apparently noticed too, regarding the
approaching visitor with interest.

"Messenger," Naitachal said sinply. "Fromthe

court." Alaire squinted, but still couldn't nmake out the
outline. Naitachal had denobnstrated, repeatedly, that
hi s eyesi ght was superior to any humans, so Alaire
took his word for it

"Messenger?" he asked. "Is he arnmed? Is he from

Fat her's personal guard?"

"No," Naitachal replied, and Alaire sighed with
relief. A nmessenger fromthe Royal Bodyguard woul d
have been a certain sign that the news was bad. It
woul d have neant, at the very least, a death in the
famly. O an invasion froma foreign land, or sone
other earth-shattering calamty.

Nai t achal frowned. "Odd. There nust be some

urgency to whatever he's delivering. Hs horse is
exhausted. He's been riding hard for sone tinme now "
Visitors were a rare treat, but Alaire awaited this
one with m xed enptions. If he nerely bore a friendly
message from hone, why woul d the nessenger run

his horse into the ground? What coul d have hap-

pened? he wondered. He tried not to let his

i magi nati on get the better of him

The nessenger and his horse drew cl oser, and

sl owed. The boy was sixteen at npbst, and was wearing
the dark blue riding uniformand plain blue saddl e of
Reynard's |ivery. Perhaps he had sinply ridden hard to
impress his own Master with his diligence. Inwardly,
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Al ai re groaned. No! Not another fancy, gaudy, foofy,
royal visit fromsonme princess at the castle!

"I come bearing a nessage for Master Bard

Nai tachal from his Majesty King Reynard!" the young
man announced even before coming to a stop. The

horse, a beautiful gray palfrey Al aire recogni zed as one
of the best in the messengers' stable, did a weary little
dance as the boy pulled up next to them The

messenger, obviously wi nded and tired, waved a bl ue
envel ope al oft

Al aire changed his nmind again. He woul d have had

to ride straight through two days to get here | ooking
like that. The horse doesn't | ook nuch better. A visit
fromone of Derek's woul d-be brides would not justify
this degree of urgency, and the Master of the Horse
woul d take this youngster apart for exhausting his
beast if he had only done it to inpress. Naitacha
reached up for nessage, an envel ope seal ed in wax

with the fanmly crest.

"Pl ease, take your horse to the stables," Naitacha
sai d, notioning toward the sonmewhat dil api dated barn
behi nd the house. 'There is a water punp with the
trough. Wen you are done, you may go into the

house to wash."

' Thank you, sir," the young nan sai d, saying noth-

ing to Alaire. He directed the palfrey toward the

st abl es.

He apparently doesn't know |'mthe King' s son,

Alaire thought. Al he sees is Naitachal's bardling. It
was rather refreshing, and he grinned to hinself with a
certain amount of relief. They really had forgotten al
about himat court! He might even be able to sneak
back sone tine and enjoy hinmself without having to

put up with all the nonsense.

"Well, what is it?" Alaire said, unable to stand
patiently any longer. Is it about ne?

Nai tachal flipped open the wax seal and read the
message qui ckly, at a glance. Then he | ooked up

"Wl 2"

Nai t achal ' s expression was neither grimnor dark-

ened, as it would be in response to bad news. It wasn't
quite neutral, either. Alaire quivered with barely
restrained excitenent It's about nme. It has to be!
Nai t achal raised an eyebrow, then fol ded the paper

back up and returned it to the envelope. Then, as it |lay
flat on his palm the envel ope burst into flane.
Startled, Alaire stepped back. He wasn't expecting

t hat .

Nai tachal calnmy brushed the ashes from his hands

and fixed Alaire with a nmeasuring and unreadabl e

| ook.

"Tell me!" Alaire said, barely restraining hinself.

The Dark Elf never became nel odramatic, and burn-

ing the message |like that required an exercise of
magi cs he sel dom used

"Your father," Naitachal said, after a | engthy and
infuriating pause, "wants to send us on a little errand.”
Wt hout el aborating, Naitachal started back

towards the house.

For a nmonent Alaire stared at his retreating back

Then, flustered, he hurried into the house after him

file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...'s%20Tale%2003%20-%20Prison%200f%20Souls.txt (12 of 193) [2/4/2004 11:35:27 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/M ercedes%620L ...20Sheperd%20-%20Bard's%20T al €%62003%20-%20Pri son%200f %20Soul s.txt

Nai tachal's study was usually a private place where

he woul dn't all ow anyone, not even a maid. Al aire had
set foot in the study only six times in the years he |lived
there, and then only because Naitachal had invited

him when sonme royal crisis was a-brew ng.

Now Nai tachal stood at the door and beckoned

Alaire to follow. He cautiously foll owed his Master
into the nysterious den, shivering inits chill. The

pl ace gave himthe creeps.

The study had no wi ndows, no source of |ight

besi des a single black candle as big around as Alaire's

forearm In the darkness the candle flared to life, illu-
m nating Naitachal's face. Standing behind himwas a
| arge shel f of ancient, dusty books, all in Elvish, which

had been in Naitachal's fanmly gods only knew how

Il ong. The Bard carefully pulled and examn ned the vol -
urmes, which had no titles on the spines.

"W are going to Suinonen," Naitachal said flatly,

as he searched

Sui nonmen, Alaire thought. He can't be serious!

The nane conjured uneasy feelings. King Reynard

di scouraged all his subjects, and particularly the roya
famly, fromtraveling to Suinonen. Hi s teachers

never spoke about it in school, it never even appeared
on maps, and it never had diplomatic relations with

any country. After a while, one just forgot it existed.
The only contact Althea had with Sui nomen was a

light, seasonal trade in aninal hides. Alaire didn't even
know who was ruling the country nowadays. Sui no-

men. Way, in the seven hells, are we going there?

Their honme at Fenrich was near the northern

boundary wi th Sui nomen. This probably expl ai ned

why King Reynard picked them since the border was

a days travel away, the capital two; and since Naitacha
had often run "little errands" that involved diplomatic
maneuvering for the royal famly. This still didn't

expl ain why they were going.

"Found it," Naitachal said, selecting a thin |eather
book fromthe shelf and placing it on the desk. In the
dimcandl elight Alaire could make out vague El vish
script on the cover, but couldn't decipher its meaning.
"You still haven't said why we're going to this place,"
Alaire said, trying to sound nonchal ant.

Since the Dark EIf had so few visitors to this room

it took the boy a nonent to find sonething to sit on

He finally found an old stool, |ayered with dust. Since
hi s backsi de was al ready dusty he didn't have any
qual ns about using it.

Nai t achal was perusing the book. "The land is only

off limts to those who wield nagic," he said, as if in an
af t ert hought .

"So where does that |eave us?" Alaire asked. "D d

the King forget what you are, and what you are train-
ing ne to be?" Even before all the facts were in, he
found hinself resisting the whol e idea.

"No one in Suinomen knows we are Bards," Nai -

tachal replied absently. "Let me explain, before you
prejudge the entire m ssion. You know Sui nomen has

been an unconfortabl e neighbor for centuries, but for
the nobst part our two nations | eft each other alone.
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Now t hey are nmki ng vague, but disturbing war
threats.”

Al aire was about to say sonething else, but at the
mention of war, he kept his silence.

Nai tachal turned a page. 'This was why | destroyed
the letter. Qur nages, through their own spells, have
Seen an inpressive mlitary buil dup. The Sui nonese
have stepped up their recruiting efforts despite a pro-
ductive harvest. Wiy should they draft youngsters
when the fanily farnms need themthe nost? The war
threats nust be taken seriously.”

Al aire shook his head; it nmade no sense. "W've

lived in peace with themfor so |long. They want not h-
ing we have. Do they?"

Nai t achal | ooked up for a nonent and shrugged.

"The King thinks they're afraid of us. | nust agree,
only | believe the fear has gone back many centu-
ries. For about a century now, Suinomen has strictly
regul ated nmagi c. Althea, of course, never has. To
practice magi c or even the |lowest |evel of healing is
strictly illegal, unless the Crown issues a |license.
This is why your father discourages travel to their

| and. Too nmany tines our people have never

returned because they practiced a healing to nend

a broken bone, or created a magelight to start wet
firewood, and wound up inprisoned for life. O so

we assune. "

Al aire had heard the runors of people vani shing

into the North, but he'd never heard one confirned. It
was one of the curses of living a sheltered life. Idle
street talk sel domreached his ears, even now. Being of
royal blood neant you just didn't hear common gossip,
even if you wanted to.

Naitachal's attention had gone back to his book.
"Magi ci ans, even their healers, take tests in specific
areas. Then, when they have paid their licensing fee,
they may performonly the sinplest of spells, and then
only under the supervision of the Suinonmen Magery
Associ ation."

"What about Bards?" Al aire asked. "You haven't

menti oned them ™"

Nai tachal's mouth twitched. "They permt sinple
musi ci ans, but never Bards. However, they have no
effective barriers to keep themout. Their nages are,
in my hunbl e opinion, amateurs. They probably

woul dn't recogni ze a Bard unl ess one whacked them
over the head with his harp."

Alaire stifled a chuckle, as Naitachal continued.

"But sonmehow they funble about in their inconpe-
tence, and nab a magician or tw for naking a

| opsided circle on the ground with onion flakes." He
turned another page. "So, as | said, they pernmt only
harm ess, non-magi cal nminstrels, even though no one
over there knows how Bardic Magic really works. This
is howwe will present ourselves. W are ninstrels,
only. If anyone asks about our instruments, it is our
hobby. The King chose us to be his tenporary

envoys. "

Al ai re shrugged. "Wonder why our anbassador

can't handle this."

Nai t achal gave hima withering | ook, as if he should
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al ready have known the answer. "W don't have one in
Sui nomen. We're going to be the anbassadors. W'l
have to be careful there. The reason Suinonmen is
maki ng threats is because they feel endangered. Cur
unlicensed and unregulated magic is a threat to their
security, or so they claim"”

Al aire considered this, while Naitachal went

through the | eather-bound book. It nakes sense, in a
di storted fashion, he decided. W nake perfect
envoys. W're practically at their doorstep already,

and |1'mhigh up on the royal |ineage | adder. However,
sonet hing el se nagged at him
"Question," Alaire said, raising a hand. "If they

don't permt magic, how can we be the anbassadors?
mean, you're an elf, and all elves are mages, right?"
Nai t achal frowned, and gave Alaire that | ook he

knew so well, which told him don't you see yet?
"Magic use is illegal," he said, with a | ook of bored
pati ence. "They permt nagicians thensel ves, but

those nages cannot invoke any powers, internal or
external . "

Fi ne. But Naitachal had been a Necronmancer, and

in a country that feared nages, this could cause
sone... problens. "You're a Dark EIf. Isn't that likely
toincite, well, hostilities?"

This time Naitachal just shrugged. "My peopl e have
never had an anmbassador at the Suinomen court. That

is probably why King Reynard wants to send us in that
capacity. Chances are they haven't seen too many

Dark Elves, and if they have, do you really think they
woul d give ne any trouble? If the reputation of Dark
Elves in this kingdomis bad, what do you think it is
over there?"

Alaire had to chuckle. Well, | guess he has a point.
No one's going to harass him particularly when he can
turn you to powder with a single nuttered spell. And

it's not painless, either. Father knows he wouldn't do
that, of course, but they don't.

"Your role in all this is to be rather subdued," Nai -
tachal said, al nost apol ogetically.

Al aire raised an eyebrow. "Wat do you nmean, sub-
dued?'

"You are to be ny . . . secretary, of sorts. W will
keep your real identity secret."

For a nonent Alaire was resentful, then he recon-
sidered; what better way to have fun with an ot herw se
serious assignnent? If | went as a prince this trip
woul d bore ne silly. O course they can't know who

am and | bet they won't even suspect, since so few
peopl e in our own kingdom know |I'm Naitachal's
bardl i ng.

"Ransom you see," Naitachal said. "It's sonething
your father would rather not contend with."

Al aire edged closer to the volune, which Naitacha

held in his dark hands. "What is that book, anyway?"
"A very old travel log," Naitachal said. "Here's the

map we'll need. This is the less traveled route, if ny
grandfather is right. He wote this book centuries
ago. "

Al ai re thought about the plan, and began to feel
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relieved, for other reasons. Visiting another country as
the son of a king meant hours of boring, endl ess pom
posity, formalities, unconfortable formal dress, and no
privacy. Going incoghito neant none of this.

Wl |, at least not as much. He suspected that being

an Envoy woul d include some of the royal trappings.

But not, thank the gods, the full course.

"I't's a rather difficult responsibility,"” Naitacha
admitted. "I think we're up to it. W need to find out
why they are suddenly acting so aggressive, and to stop
themif we can. Do you agree, Alaire?"

"Of course | do," he said, wthout thinking. He had
anot her thought, which left hima little aned, a little
excited, and a little afraid. Responsibility. Naitacha
had described it exactly with that single word. This is
i nportant work we can do for the kingdom And we're

the best ones for the job.

"Remenber, the fact that we are Bards is to be kept
absolutely secret,"” Naitachal said. "The Association
can regul ate unlicensed magi c, so we nmust assune

they nmust have a way of detecting it. W don't know
what the penalties are, after all."

He | ooked up fromthe book again, and his eyes

glowed in a rather sinister fashion. "I'd rather not find
out the hard way."
Chapter 11

Early the next norning Naitachal rose to the noisy
arrival of men on horses. He gl anced through the
shutters and saw t he nmessenger greeting three ol der
conr ades, each wearing the sanme dark bl ue uniforns:
They' d brought two additional horses, each | oaded

wi th goods, presumably for the journey to Sui nonen.
Though Naitachal and Alaire usually didn't rise til

m d-norning, it looked as if their day had started

wi t hout them

That was enough to wake the dead, he thought,
frowning at the noise. Not very courteous. And they're
not even trying to be quiet.

The Dark EIf threw on a robe and, with a tiny

anmount of magic, heated a cup of khaffe. As he wal ked
past Alaire's bedroom he saw through the open door
that the boy was, as usual, sprawed |ike a nonkey on a
bed of tw sted bl ankets.

Such a raw youth, Naitachal thought, suddenly

aware how sheltered he really was. Watching him he
felt warm paternal human feelings, which surprised
him Even the Wite Elves had been known to nake

unfl attering conmments about human enotions, not to
mention his own dark and nore serious brethren

Asl eep, Al aire | ooked especially vulnerable. Are you
ready for this journey, ny boy? Naitachal asked the
sl unmbering bardling. Somehow he'd nanaged to keep

his long blond hair fromgetting tangled in the covers.
Have | done enough to prepare you for this? Have
taught you enough to keep you safe and to be able to
take care of yourself if need be?

Then he sniled. And am | going to be able to wake

you wi thout building a fire under your bed?

"Time to rise," Naitachal said, wi thout nuch hope.
"Qur horses and supplies have arrived W nust be on
our way."
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Not hi ng.

He spoke louder. "Alaire? WII | have to cast a spel
to raise the dead?"

The boy rolled over, and flung a pillow at Naitachal,
who ducked expertly under it as it whizzed past. The
burst of activity was brief; Aaire buried his head
under a wad of bl anket.

"Behavior like that is not very respectful,"” Naitacha
scol ded. "Water fromthe well should be particularly
cold this norning." He paused, for effect. "If you

catch ny neaning. Get up now, or you will find out in
the nost direct way just how cold that water is."
Alaire reacted by sitting up slowy on the edge of
the bed. "You'd do it, too," he conplained, yawning.
"Did you say nore nessengers are here?"

Nai t achal | aughed. "They're out front, where

expect to see you soon."

Satisfied that his apprentice was truly awake, Nai -
tachal started for the front door. Mug in hand, he
stepped outside to greet the new arrivals, trying to
| ook nore awake than he felt.

"Mlord," one of the nmessengers said. Naitacha
sensed fear, of his race rather than his title, a comon
reaction to any Dark Elf. "W have brought horses
and supplies in the nane of King Reynard. For your
journey."

"To Sui nonen," another said awkwardly, stil

mount ed on his sweaty horse. The King's men just
stood there, visibly afraid, as if waiting for lightning to
strike them

Nai tachal sighed in resignation. If only they knew
how much | dislike Necromancy, he thought, sadly. At
times like these he wi shed hunans woul d regard him
with alittle less terror

Then again, this was partially his owm fault. In the
past, assum ng the appearance and attitudes of a Nec-
romancer had gained himnore authority than he
probably deserved. However, Naitachal had never

bot hered to correct those who feared hi mby saying
that he no longer practiced the Black Arts.

The spells and powers of Necronmancy never go

away. | was a Black Sorcerer for many, nany years
They are right to fear ne.
He could still summon the forces to convert an

eneny to dust. O, at any nonment, call up his Death
Sword, or order the spirits of the dead to serve him

He could flay the skin fromliving flesh, and flesh from
bones. Few humans ever guessed that he woul d rather

put on a jester's outfit and juggle live rats than do any
of that.

The two fine horses pleased him At |east they

woul d ride in good anbassadorial style. The horses'

tack was nore el aborate than he woul d have preferred
however, particularly since they would be riding in

| ands that m ght harbor bandits or robbers. W night

as well wave a banner, Naitachal thought, with exas-
perati on.

Al aire appeared in the doorway. He regarded the
messengers calmy, with ice-blue eyes now w de

awake with curiosity. The new arrivals hardly | ooked at
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him Apparently they had no idea Alaire was the King's
son, and knew only that Naitachal was a court Bard.

By wearing sinple peasant clothing, Naitachal saw that
Al ai re had gone out of his way to affect uninportance.
They probably think he's ny servant, Naitachal thought,
admiring how well the royal inner circle had kept Alaire's
apprenticeship a secret That's perfect. These nessengers
have no idea that this is a prince of the bl ood royal
Nai tachal invited the nessengers inside; they dis-
mounted reluctantly, as if fearing even this show of
hospitality. He showed themthe guest quarters and
invited themto stay a night or two in their absence,
knowi ng it would have taken three days of hard riding
to get here. Wthout waiting to hear their reply, he
returned to his own quarters, and Alaire followed his
|l ead. In earnest, they began packing for the trip.

The fancy costunes the nessengers had presented
themwi th woul d never do for traveling; they left those
items securely packed away for when they arrived in
Rozi nki, Suinonmens capital. He inspected the inpres-
sive weapons the King had sent them two new

crosshows with an anple supply of arrows, swords
fromthe royal blacksmth and jewel ed daggers. The

cl oaks woul d at | east conceal nost of these, he decided.
We nust | eave the jewel ed weapons packed. The dag-

gers are too tenpting a prize for bandits.

If this was too early in the nmorning for Alaire, he no
| onger showed it. The |lad had an extraordinary

anount of frenetic energy for soneone who had just
awakened. Naitachal watched himdiscreetly, trying to
determne frombody | anguage if the boy was trying to
conceal uneasiness about the journey, or if he really
thought this was going to be a grand adventure, with-
out pitfalls.

My father could tell himsonme tal es about Sui nonen,

t hought Naitachal. The book his father had witten was
more than a traveler's diary; it was a warni ng. Father
never really said what was so frightening about the

pl ace. The only thing that could frighten a Necromancer
woul d be sonet hi ng beyond, or worse, than death.

Al aire brought out their two harps fromthe house.

The boy's instrument was slightly snmaller, and had the
brighter, less nellow tone of newer wood Naitachal's

i nstrument had bel onged to an old hernit who

clained it was a thousand years ol d; Naitachal guessed
three hundred, but its tone, and the odd conposition

of the varnish, had intrigued him

"How long will it take us to get there by horse-

back?" Al aire asked, stowing the harps carefully away
in their canvas sacks, which becane a bal anced pair of
saddl ebags. "Or maybe | shoul d be asking, when are

we supposed to be there?"

Included in their supplies was another sealed letter,
whi ch Naitachal opened. Perhaps we do have an

appoi nted arrival time, he thought, glancing over the
parchment. Included with this was a detailed map of
their route, which took them around the narshes and
bogs that nmade up the southern portion of the ki ngdom
and led themalong the fjord filled, rocky coast. Swanp
flanked the route on the west, with ocean on the east.
The letter was from King Reynard to King Arche-
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nonen, stating his desire to establish diplomatic
relations between their countries. Included in the
packet was another letter, for Naitachal's eyes only,
giving details of the Kings thoughts on the whole mat-
ter, and a separate certificate that confirnmed

Nai tachal's position as a royal envoy. There was not h-
ing that would indicate Alaire was a prince; once they
were in Suinonen, he would be an underling, or at

| east give the appearance of one.

"No particular day to be there," Naitachal said. "I
woul d guess two, maybe three days at the nobst. The
provi sions should suffice us. If not, we can hunt,

t hough | doubt much game lives on that narrow chan-
nel." Ch well, he needs to get rid of sonme of that baby
fat anyway.

Since the girl who cleaned and cooked for them

had not arrived fromthe village, Naitachal cooked a
hearty breakfast for everyone, instructing Alaire to
play as if he was Naitachal's assistant.

"l know you outrank them but it will be good prac-
tice," he added.

Alaire's face becane a distorted mask of humlity,

and he bowed hunbly before the Dark EIf. "I am at

your service, ny gracious Mster," he said, smrking.
"You should be able to do a nore convincing job of
posing as ny secretary than that," Naitachal whis-
pered. "They m ght figure out who you really are, and
take you hostage. They are preparing for war, you
know. "

The smirk di sappeared. "Aie yes, you're right. As
usual. This is a serious matter, in need of your expert
diplomacy. | will play the role to the best of ny ability."
Al ai re grabbed the wooden tray of biscuits, gravy and
boi | ed eggs.

"W will be leaving pronptly after breakfast," the

Dark EIf said, but Alaire had al ready vani shed into the
di ni ng room

Once they'd packed their bel ongi ngs, Naitacha

| eaned over and gave parting directions to the nessen-
gers on how to close up the house. Their curiosity
didn't concern him any roomthey shouldn't be in,

they couldn't get in. Certain spells wouldn't all ow any-
thing less than a mage, and a nore powerful one than
he, into the study or watchtower, which were both
secret and dangerous spaces. Simlar spells would not

| et comopn bandits near the house. For the npbst part
Fenrich had a peaceful, |aw abiding population, nore
likely to protect Naitachal's property than try to take
advant age of his absence.

They nounted up. The Dark EIf rose in his stirrups

for a nonent; fromhere he could see the village,

deep in the hollow of a long valley. They took to the
road, riding along a rocky ridge just above the vill age,
the sort of terrain that would becone all-too-famliar
before the journey was over

Alaire followed his gaze. "Should we stop and tel

Mayor Ween we'll be gone?"

"l have already instructed one of the nessengers

to do so," Naitachal said. "The house defenses w |
take care of thenselves, once the nessengers are
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gone. "

"Aye, they will," Alaire said gleefully. "Renmenber, |
hel ped you lay a few of those nmagical traps nyself,
shoul d you have to 'step out' for a little while."
Since Naitachal was the only nage of any ability

who lived in the area, he had becone the village pro-
tector. He had pointed out to the mayor that he was
likely to come and go, and that if trouble ever cane to
the village he night not be around to get rid of it. Wth
Alaire's help Naitachal had laid all kinds of tricks and
traps to protect the village in their absence.

"Even 'ordinary' humans have outwi tted magic

users," Alaire pointed out. "In ny great grandfather's
time the court relied as nuch on the ordinary, non-
magi cal folk as they did the magic users to fight
Carlotta."

"Quite true. A respectful fear of the unknown, even
unknown hunmans, is a healthy response,"” noted Nai -
tachal as he glanced over at Alaire, who eyed his
saddle, as if he felt it night be loose. "But until we get
to Suinomen, | doubt there is nmuch that will bother

us, human or not. Wat we have to fear once we get to
there is the breaking of our nagical anonymty.
Renmenber, we are mere anbassadors, with nusical
abilities. W are not Bards, or nmmgicians. W don't
even do card tricks."

Al aire made a noi se Naitachal couldn't imrediately
interpret. "Strict, hmP"

"Strict is not the word | would have chosen,"” Nai -
tachal replied

Soon the village receded out of sight; the ocean

cane into full viewon their right, and nountains grew
up on their left. Here the weather had cool ed; where
they were going, it would already be winter. Fortu-
nately, the King had included two fine dieren coats
with their wardrobe, in the traditional Suinonen cut.
They travel ed the coastal road into Suinonen.

Weeds now grew in the rutted tracks left by the carts
and wagons that brought in dieren wool, the primary
source of incone for the Northerners. The dieren

t hensel ves were splay-footed, antlered beasts, the
only visible asset of that kingdom although Naitacha
had never seen one alive. Every spring the herders
carefully brushed out the wool, a warm silky materia
whi ch was in high demand throughout Althea.

Di eren meat was delicious, and the herders even

made a very succul ent cheese fromthe mlk. Villagers
from Fenrich often tried to bribe the Suinomen trad-
ers to bring down and sell a few of the beasts,
preferably a mxture of nmale and femal e, but they just
| aughed, only to return with nore processed dieren
goods the next year. But no dieren. They're not fools,
the Dark EIf thought. Assunming the beasts could even
live in our clinmate, why should they give us the neans
to breed them ourselves?

As if reading Naitachal's mnd, Alaire said, "I won-
der what dieren look like."
"Wl l," Naitachal said, feeling mschievous. "I'll bet

they have fur. And four feet. And antlers.”
Alaire turned slowy, giving hima wy grin. "Your
powers of deduction never cease to anaze even
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me," Alaire said in jest. "Seriously, do you think we'l]l
see them before we get to Archenonen's castl e?"
Nai t achal considered this a nonent. "1 doubt it. All
we'll see is coastline and marsh. They herd the beasts
further north, on the prairies. Maybe. |'ve never been
there nyself, so | can't say."

"As long as you've lived, you've never visited Sunp-
men?" Al aire seened genuinely surprised

What, did he think I have been everywhere and

seen everythi ng?

"No. Not there. After ny father returned fromthat

| and, he warned us never to go there, that sonething
unspeakable awaited us all if we did." Naitachal shook
his head. "Renenber that it made a practiced Necro-
mancer feel threatened. W were not likely to ignore
hi s advice."

"And he never said what it was?"

Nai t achal w shed that he had. "Not once. He

seened particularly rattled by whatever he saw. Hi s
attitude concerning his children even once we were
grown was, 'obey, and ask no questions,' so we didn't.
And we do not have the tine to seek him out, wher-
ever he has cloistered hinself, and ask him If he
woul d even talk to ne, renegade that | am"

Alaire pulled up closer to himas the trail narrowed
to an overgrown tunnel of trees. "Did he ever tell you
anyt hing el se about Suinonen? | heard only giants live
in the north, in enornous ice castles, and that Suino-
men al | oned sonme mages to cast spells that weaked
havoc with the weather."

Nai tachal replied, "I've heard the stories too, but
they are nostly runor according to Father's journal. |
doubt that anyone can control the weather, but as

told you, these folk do permt magic under tightly con-
trolled circunstances. Their passion for regul ati on has
frightened nany visitors away. Not that | blane them
Who would want to live in a place where one cannot
even cast a sinple Healing spell without Iicenses and
fees?"

"Then perhaps we coul d cast one | ast Bardic spel
before we arrive?" Al aire asked coaxingly.

Nai t achal considered this; the practice would be

hel pful to the young bardling. But he could think of no
good reason to cast a spell just then, except sonething
protective, and a protective spell would last for sone
time. If we conjured sonmething to protect us they may
detect any lingering magic.

"For what purpose?” he replied reasonably, as his
horse shook its head until the bridle ornaments jan-
gled. "W can't go tranping into Suinonen with

magi cal residue dripping off us. | assume they have
sone neans of detecting magic, if they are policing
their kingdomof it. Which neans they m ght even
detect it fromw thin our borders. Not a good idea."

Al ai re nodded, apparently agreeing with his Mster.
"You were up nost of the night reading that journal of
your father's. What el se did he have to say?"

"W can expect a rather subdued atnosphere

wherever we go. According to Father, these people
don't have much fun." Not that Necromancers are
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known for having a good time. "Even he remarked on

that extensively; he thought it nmi ght be because of the
long nights, or the difficult conditions that nost of the
peopl e there nmust face. It is a strange |and, dotted

with thousands of lakes filled with islands. The people

tend to be small, slender, and very blond. On a dark
ni ght some might even be mstaken for a Wite EIf."
Al aire shook his head. "I can't think of anything we

have that they woul d be desperate enough to go to war
over. It nakes no sense. Unl ess sonething has hap-
pened to change things within the governnment; |

mean sonething drastic, |like the overthrow of the

Royal House."

Nai t achal gave himpoints for that notion. He

gui ded his horse easily across a particularly bad stretch
of road before making a reply. "This is one of the
things we nmust find out. Who rules, and who foll ows.
The I and has no mines, no source of gold, silver or
gens. For whatever they need they nust trade heavily

in dieren goods. They do have anber in |arge quanti -
ties, but that is all." A thought occurred to him "I
wonder if one of the reasons why they're nmaking these
threats is to gain access to our nmines in the North? |
woul d have thought that those mnes were nuch too

far south of their border to qualify as a target, but per-
haps Ki ng Archenomen thinks he can conquer enough
territory to take them"

"Makes sense," Alaire said om nously. He appar-

ently hadn't considered the nines as the possible
target either.

Nai t achal had not even thought of the nines unti

this nmonent because they were technically "owned"

by the dwarves who worked them |f the Suinonites

felt they "belonged" to Althea, and desired them that
changed the conpl exi on of things. There is sonething

in Althea that's worth fighting over.

Nai t achal sensed uneasi ness in the boy, which car-

ried over to his horse, which fretted at the bit. A aire
said, "I was excited about this trip, and all the good it
will do for Althea. Now, though, | don't have a very
good feeling about what m ght happen to us in Suino-
men, even though this trip could acconplish nuch for

Al thea. Yesterday, before that nessenger arrived, |

woul dn't have thought twi ce about the place. Nowit's
all | can think about, but it's as if there's a dark bl ot
where there should be light, or discord where there
shoul d be harnmony, and it nmakes ne nervous. Maybe
mystery and the lack of information has col ored ny

i magi nation."

Nai t achal eased his horse up beside his bardling,

and | ooked carefully into Alaire's eyes. Sonething

| urked there besides the youngster's active inmagi ha-
tion. "Maybe your magic is telling you things," he said
slowy.

Al aire's eyes narrowed. "A warni ng?"

"Perhaps." Naitachal turned away hinself, feeling a
deeper sense of warning and foreboding than he had

in many, many years

What are we going to find in Suinonen?

They stopped for the night at a stay-station, a crude
one-room stone cottage with wooden frames for their
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bedrolls, a fireplace, and a scanty supply of wood.

Al aire and Naitachal spent the better part of an hour
gat hering enough wood in the forest to keep warm

t hrough the night.

Al aire suggested tentatively that he use magic to
warm t he place up; the tenperature had dropped

bel ow freezing, and prom sed to plunge further.

"This is only a taste of what we're in for, up there,"”
the Dark EIf commented as they net at the doorway,
hefting a bundl e of deadwood over his shoul ders. "We
won't be able to use any of our usual powers to warma
cottage, or whatever |odging we find between here

and there, if indeed we find any at all. We'd better get

used to it. Anyway, we'll be at the pal ace soon enough,
where we won't have to worry about gathering wood

for fires."

"OfF course not; we'll be putting out political ones,"

Al aire said sardonically.
Nai t achal nodded. And | won't be able to use mmgic

to deal with that, either. | suspect | amgoing to be very
busy. And so will Alaire.
Chapter 111

Al aire thought he would fall asleep inmediately after
the long ride. Instead, his aching nuscles and the
hard, unfamliar "bed" kept himturning and tossing
all night. Long after the fire had burned down to
coal s, he dozed off, his dreans col ored by the sounds
of wild things prowing the night outside the shelter
Curled up in atight little ball in his snug bedroll

Al aire awke to the sound of sloshing water. Naitacha
was hol ding a | eather bucket of water above him tip-
ping it ever so slightly over his stomach. Even from
this position he saw that the water was just about to
drench him

"Ae-ye, you wouldn't!" Alaire shouted, scranbling

into a defensive position —as well as he could, bur-
dened with his bedroll. The bucket got his attention,
as did the mschievous glint in Naitachal's blue eyes, a
bi zarre sight when conbined with the black face of a
Dark Elf.

"Ah, but | would. |'ve been calling your nane for

the last quarter-hour,"” he said. The bucket hadn't
wavered. "Are you going to get up, or aml..."

Al aire thrashed around, trying to get away fromthe
bucket but in so doing he managed to roll into Nai-
tachal 's | egs. The sudden jostle dislodged Naitachal's
grip. Wth a loud slosh the water and bucket |anded in
Alaire's lap. And yes, the water was cold. lcy, in fact
"YYYAAaaaaaar ghhhl " Al aire shrieked, throw ng

the soaked bedroll off his legs and scranbling to his
feet. As he nade for the blazing fireplace he saw t hat
he' d soaked Naitachal as well.

"That was not what | intended," Naitachal said. "I
assure you. But it did get you on your feet. W have
anot her | ong day ahead of us."

Alaire glared at him trying to think of a clever
retort. Unable to think of one, he settled for the obvi-
ous. "That water was cold!" he said indignantly.

"Then why did you knock it out of my hands?" Nai -
tachal asked. "You needed a bath, anyway. You
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humans get a little ripe after a few days of not bath-
ing."

"Don't remind ne," Alaire said, sonewhat sadly
Normal |y he would soak in a hot bath before bed —

wi t hout having to haul his own firewood. Miscles he
did not use in swordwork ached. At this point, Alaire
had had about enough of this kind of "adventure." He
could not inmagine having to travel the countryside
singing for his nmeals and bed. He no |onger envied the
Bar ds who did.

"Should we get there today?" he asked hopefully.
Nai t achal gl anced t hrough the open cottage door at

the sun, still low on the horizon. "If we get on the road
before the sun sets, then perhaps we will. |'ve al ready
cooked breakfast."

Alaire couldn't see breakfast, but he could snell it.

A closer ook at the fireplace showed himthe delicious
aroma's source, two little rabbits roasting on a spit.
Hi s nmood inproved i medi ately, as Naitachal took

both rabbits fromthe spit and | ay one on a piece of
clean bark for him Yum A hot breakfast alone is
worth getting drenched with ice water

As Alaire tore into the rabbit, he realized the water
he' d awakened to was fresh, and not tainted with the

| eathery tang of the old bucket.

"Where did you get the water anyway?" he asked

bet ween bites.

"Ah," Naitachal said, settling down next to himand
starting on his own breakfast. "There is a shall ow
spring down the side of this ridge. Not nore than a
trickle, but it was enough to water the horses and
bring a bucket full up here for you. It was to be your
drinking water, not your bath."

Al aire grinned, for by now the shock of the icy

water had worn off. It's hard to be nad at himfor too
| ong, especially when he lets me sleep and catches and
fixes breakfast. Then his nood brightened even nore.
We could arrive in Rozinki today. There will be an inn
with real baths!

They packed and | oaded the horses, but before

| eaving Alaire sought out the spring. It was a nere
trickle, as Naitachal had said, but it was very fresh
And very cold, he rediscovered as he splashed sone

on his face.

When he bent to drink, he felt sonething distinct,

and fam liar. A wave of weak magi ¢ passed over him

He froze monentarily, then resuned drinking, sati-
ating hinself while pretending to ignore the magica
probe that had fixed on him It felt warmand tingly,
like a | arge beam of sunlight; but unlike sunlight, this
had a feeling of control behind it. Wo was controlling
it, he couldn't guess, but he had the distinct inpres-
sion it was comng fromthe direction they were
travel i ng towards.

Good gods, he thought, still acting oblivious to the
probe.

Who in the world could be doing that?

He returned to canp, but as he left the well behind
him the magical eye followed. You re a nere nortal
remenber? You don't know it's there. You can't know
it's there. Only a Bard or a nmage could feel it.
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Bef ore he reached the horses, he felt the probe

shift, weaken, then vanish. Relieved, he quickened his
pace, eager to tell his Master about this unexpected

i ntrusion.

He found Naitachal adjusting the bridle on his

horse, but as soon as Alaire drew closer he felt the
probe again. This tine the magic only brushed past

him for it focused on the Bard instead.

The Dark EIf turned, and net Alaire's eyes with his
own. Al aire nodded, ever so slightly.

"Are you ready to travel ?" Naitachal asked Tension

col ored his words, which seenmed to say, Ah, so you fee
the probe too? Al aire nodded agai n.

"Yes, | believe so," he said, trying to approximte
the sane tone. "I wonder if —ah —we're going to

see any natives today?"

Nai t achal nounted his horse, and | ooked down at

Alaire.

"Perhaps. | suspect they'll see us first."

They rode for close to an hour, naking idle con-
versation about the weather. That wasn't hard to
manage, for it deteriorated into a cloudy, cold norn-
ing, threatening rain or, nore likely, light snow. The
mysterious probe followed themand Alaire tried to
conceal his unease; it was as if a giant sonething was
| ooki ng over their shoulder, listening to their every
wor d.

Then, suddenly, the probe vani shed.

Monents | ater, Naitachal chuckled. "My. That was
interesting.”

"It was a probe, wasn't it?" Alaire said, sensing it
was safe to talk. "A Watch-Spell? Wwo was it? One of
our mages?"

Nai tachal snorted. "Hardly. It cane from Suno-

men. | suspect it was one of their court nages.

Amat eurish, if you ask nme. We've been approaching
their border for sone tine, but they're only now
aware of it. And they tipped their hand."

Alaire had to agree; it was quite possible to use a
Wat ch-Spell without alerting the subject. The w zards
of Sui nomen shoul d have been nore careful than that.
"If we were an invading force, they'd be in real trouble
by now. "

"I ndeed." Naitachal frowned. "It |eads ne to won-

der if we were right, and they want our mnes to the
west. They certainly weren't paying any attention to
this route, until now "

During the latter half of the afternoon, the weather
continued to turn. Wat had been nothing nore than

a chill inthe air becane a frosty winter blast, a hard,
cold wind that hit them head on, fromthe north.
Nai t achal, as usual, seenmed to be taking it all in

stride. Qut cane the winter coats, conplete with

hoods that buttoned closely under the chin. Alaire's
hood seened a bit oversized and hung | ow over his

face. This obstructed his view sonewhat, but the
dieren clothing kept out the cold perfectly. The outfit
even included thick dieren gloves, a necessity when
riding.

There was anot her advantage to the hoods; he saw
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right away that the one on the Bard's coat conceal ed
Naitachal's ears and a good part of his face; he didn't
| ook I'ike an elf, unless seen fromclose up

The sudden change in the weather nmade Alaire

wonder if a nmage had brought the cold down on them

to discourage further travel northwards. He said as
much to his Master.

Nai t achal shrugged the suggestion off. "I doubt it.
This is sinply what the weather is |ike around here.
Frankly, | doubt their nages could cook sonething up

this dramatic."

That afternoon they crossed the Sui nhomen border

They found no guardhouse or barriers, just a strange
stone pillar on the Althean side. Naitachal translated a
series of elven runes which covered the narker. The odd
message warned all elves, Dark and Wiite, to stay away
from Sui nomen. It said nothing specific, according to
Nai tachal, just a general stay out to all elves who saw it.
Al aire thought it might be a forgery by the Suinonmen
governnent, to persuade nmagic users to turn back

The Bard shook his head. "There is a residue of

el ven magic on the witing," Naitachal said. "They
coul d never have forged that."

Alaire felt strangely uneasy the nonment they

crossed the border into Suinomen. Not only was he

| eaving his hone behind, he felt as if he had passed a
poi nt of no-return, and that the odds were he woul d
never go back...

Ch don't be stupid, he scolded hinself. You' re see-

i ng bogeys under the bed agai n. People go across
borders all the time and nothing nore happens to

them except a pl easant or unpl easant journey. You're
not a Druid or a Ceric. You can't foretell the future.
You're just a bardling, and this is just a border like any
ot her.

The terrain leveled out as they drew closer to the

sea. The fens and narshes were clearly overrunni ng

the western side of their trail. Alaire winced as he
imagined the difficulty in taking a horse through those
m serabl e bogs, particularly in this cold. The air here
was thicker and danper, and redolent with the scent

of the marshlands, a mingling of sea scent and decay-

i ng vegetation.

Nai tachal had trotted up ahead a few horsel engt hs

to the top of a rise, then reined his horse to stop
"Conme up beside nme and stop,"” the Bard said, before
Alaire could see what had attracted his attention. "I
see soneone approaching.”

Alaire's head cane up, as if he could scent sone

danger in the air like a hound. Naitachal didn't seem
too concerned yet. Neverthel ess, his hand was on

his hilt, and Alaire thought it prudent to follow his
exanpl e.

Presently two riders rode over the next rise. They

were several hundred paces away, and it was difficult
to make out much nore than that the newconers

were also muffled in heavy dieren-wol coats. The two
parties regarded one another in an uneasy silence for
several monents, then the others nudged their horses
forward again.

"Remenber who and what you are," Naitachal said.
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"I think they're border guards, but | don't recognize
the livery, so I'mnot certain. Tine to assune our new
roles.”

Alaire said nothing as the nen cane closer, but was
fasci nated by what they were riding. The beasts cer-
tainly weren't horses. These creatures were enornous,
at least four hands taller than their own high-bred
gel di ngs. Each aninmal had a set of enornous branch-
ing horns, like a pair of young trees growing fromtheir
heads, and | arger and nore dangerous-| ooki ng than

any deer could ever boast of. Their hoofs were cloven,
but larger than a horse's, and the |l ength and nuscul a-
ture of their |egs suggested great speed and agility.
When he noticed the peculiar color of their coats, a
rich reddi sh brow, and realized it exactly natched
that of his coat, he realized what they were.

"Dieren!" he said, |ouder than he had intended.

Nai tachal whirled around, glaring at him "Wat did
you think they were, rabbits? WIIl you pl ease keep stil
while | try to establish our credential s?"

The nen wore readily identifiable uniforns. Coats,
trousers, boots, even saddl es and saddl e bl ankets were
identical. Over the left breast of each coat was a
triangul ar badge with the red and green colors of the
Sui nomen flag. One of the guards sported brass
decorations; he was ol der than the other, and that
seened to Alaire to guarantee that he was the superior
officer of the pair. They wore fur hats that |ooked like
gray | oaves of bread, and seened nore ornanental

than practical

The hats | ooked absolutely ridiculous at first, but as
the guards drew their swords as they approached, he
deci ded that maybe the hats didn't |look quite as silly as
he had t hought.

He had to control the automatic reflex to pull his

bl ade. Naitachal's sword remained in its sheath.

The Dark EIf cleared his throat, and the two nen
started. "King Reynard, ruler of Althea to the south
has sent us to represent him W cone in peace. W
would Iike to speak to your ruler, King Archenonen,"”
Nai t achal announced, in his best minstrel's voice. The
words carried clearly through the chill air.

The two guards exchanged nuffl ed words before

the ol der guard replied, "You do not |ook |ike anbas-
sadors. Look nore like bandits to nme. Show us your
credentials."” He spoke with a thick accent, nmaking his
words difficult to understand. For one thing, the
enphasis was on all the wong parts of the words; for
another, they rolled the words around in their nouths
as if they were gargling. At least, Aaire thought,
they're using the sane | anguage. Even if it does cone
out alittle different.

Nai t achal si ghed, sounding nore annoyed than

anyt hing. The younger guard, still nounted on his

di eren, began to advance toward them Predictably,
both Naitachal's and Alaire's horses reared up in fright.
"Hey!" Alaire shouted, fighting to get his horse back
under control. The horse half-reared again, then shied
si deways, nearly unseating him Wen he calned his
steed down, he | ooked up to see how Naitachal's beast
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was behavi ng. Judging by the froth of dark sweat on its
neck, it was no happier about the dieren than Alaire's
gel di ng.

The young man | aughed nastily. Al aire decided at

once that the man nust be a bully by nature; he had
that | ook of unpleasant enjoynent on his face that

remi nded Al aire of an oversized page who had liked to
catch the younger boys alone and throw theminto the
horse-trough. "You nmust be fromdown south after all

to be riding such | oathsonme, cowardly beasts. Never
seen one of our riding aninmals, have you? Good. That's
how we like it!"

Nai t achal di smounted and rummaged through his

pack. Finally, after a long wait, he w thdrew the enve-
|lope Alaire's father had sent, with the scroll declaring
Nai tachal the official envoy of Althea.

"I have a letter fromny king to yours if this isn't
sufficient,” Naitachal said, wal king towards the guard.
To l ook up at the nmounted guard he had to renpve

the hood; when he did so the younger guard, then the
captain, froze in shock.

"Dark EIf!" the senior guard shouted. "Wat are

you doi ng in our kingdonP"

Bef ore Naitachal could respond, the younger guard
pul l ed his beast back, away from him They were both
terrified

O course. These people are terrified of nagic. Mst

El ves are active practitioners, and Dark Elves are usu-
ally Necromancer s!

Nai tachal sinply raised a cal meyebrow, as if he

found their fear as nonsensical as a child' s fear of
beasts in the closet.

"Not hing that would violate your honorable | aws, |
assure you. King Reynard chose nme to be his anbassa-
dor because he trusts ne. | practice no elven nagics,
either Dark or Wiite. Do not fear ne. | amonly King
Reynards servant."

The guards regarded them suspici ously. They

seemed far more concerned with Naitachal's heritage
than his credential s.

The Dark EIf frowned. "Well?" He waved the

packet of papers at the guard. "Are you going to | ook
at this or not? W'd really rather not stand here in the
m ddl e of the road for nuch | onger."

The two guards exchanged | ooks, then the el der

said, hastily, "Please proceed to Rozinki. Wth our

bl essings. If you | eave now you should reach the city
before nightfall."

Wth that the two guards wheel ed their dieren

about, and rode off, back down the route they just
travel ed. Naitachal stood in the mddle of the road,
wat ching themride away, and when they were a con-

si derabl e di stance away, he sniled w ckedly.

'"They rattle easily around here, don't they?" he

said. Alaire sensed a chuckl e under his words.

"l suppose so," Alaire said, trying to restrain his own
| aughter. "W shoul d get going. Rozinki sounds pretty
good right about now "

The road they foll owed showed nore signs of

travel; the ruts nade by wheel ed vehicles, churned up
mud and ani nal droppings, all dusted with the
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remains of a recent |ight snow. Naitachal strained his
neck and turned his ear forward, as if he was trying to
hear sonet hi ng ahead.

The terrain continued to be hilly, with the hills
gradual ly rising higher and hi gher before them They
could see nothing fromthe top of one but the crest of
the next and the valley between.

An icy, wintry wind blasted themat each hilltop

Al ai re stopped thinking of the two guards, stopped
drinking of Rozinki, stopped thinking of anything
except huddling on his saddl e and avoi di ng the w nd.
When they crested the final hill, Rozinki's sudden
appear ance bel ow t hem cane as a surprise.

At first it appeared to be a city of boats, and only
boats, spread beneath them on a huge bay. A conpli -
cated network of wood and stone docks surrounded it
Many of the boats | ooked |like homes as well as a

source of incone, and cane in nany different sizes

and shapes. One of these boats, a long, flat craft,
docked on the shore nearest them

"Good gods," Naitachal said "I had no idea Rozi nki

was this large." He stared down at the bay in silence
for a nonent. "Interesting. Al those ships would

inply they travel, but it certainly isn't to our kingdom
So whom are they visiting?"

Al ai re shrugged. The Bard's eyes noved upwards a

bit, then stopped. "And there's the castle.”

Alaire followed his gaze to what he had t hought was
sinmply a nore regular outcropping of stone on the cliff
above the bay. Then his first inpression was that it was
amlitary fort, not a royal palace. Then again, it was
probably both, palace and fortification; the harsh | and
probably made the kind of castles Alaire knew of

i mpossi bl e. Squat and round, the pal ace perched in

the cliff above the town.

"Doesn't |l ook nuch like a castle," Alaire said
absently, as he urged his horse to follow Naitachal
down a steep section of road. "How are we supposed

to get across this bay?"

The Dark ElIf said nothing as they drew cl oser to

the shore, where the road cane to a conplete stop. A
clanking bell on the flat boat caught his attention, and
as the people reacted he realized that this nust be a
signal the craft was about to |eave. A ferry! Alaire
thought in surprise. He had never seen a ferry |arge
enough to take several |aden carts and wagons at once.
The only ferry he had ever seen could only take a sin-
gl e donkey and its little cart.

"They have a full |oad already,"” Naitachal observed.

A man and a woman began novi ng about the boat,

tyi ng down wheels, herding people to benches al ong

the sides. "O maybe not," he added, pulling out a
purse of coins.

They rode straight up to the boatmaster. He'd

started to pull the ranps back onto his ship, but

st opped when he saw the silver. The gray-haired boat -
master seened as fit as a man of thirty, despite his
ancient, winkled face. Wth a visible effort he turned
away fromthe coins, shaking his head and saying

wor dl essly, no, we can take no nore.
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Nai tachal held up a large silver coin, and the boat-
mast er paused, as if considering. He canme over and
studi ed the coin, and nuttered sonething to Nai -
tachal in a language Alaire didn't understand. After
biting it, he grinned widely, and notioned for themto
board the ferry, horses and all

Al ai re di smounted before they were underway and
tethered his horse. Wth several other able-bodied
passengers he hel ped the boatmaster pole the craft
across the bay. The water never got very deep, and
what had appeared to be a |arge bay turned out to be a
marsh dotted with tiny islands, around which other
boats were noored A cold, icy w nd whipped around
them and Alaire was grateful for the exercise; it

hel ped himto |inber up and keep warm

If the boatmaster was anbi val ent about them sev-

eral of the other passengers were the opposite: One
man and wonan, evidently farners and wearing con-
servative black and white clothing, kept glaring at both
Al aire and Naitachal with resentful and suspicious

gl ances.

Must not see too many foreigners, particularly from
the sunny south, he thought, renenbering to smle
when their eyes happened to neet.

Nai t achal seemed to take this all wthout a single
sign that he noticed or cared. Alaire thought that it
m ght be because he got this kind of reaction from hu-
mans all the tine. Perhaps he was sinply playing his
part, and he had no intention of showi ng that these
fol k bothered him

Soon they arrived at the pier on the other side of
the marshy bay, and as soon as they docked the Suino-
men natives wasted no tinme in putting distance

bet ween t hensel ves and t he newcormers.

"First, a bath," Naitachal announced. "Then we

change into sonething inpressive and expensive, and
go present ourselves properly. Do you see anything
that | ooks Iike an inn?"

The | anguage of Suinomen closely resenbl ed, but

was not identical to, their own. R ght now the differ-
ences were enough to keep Alaire totally confused. He
finally ignored the voices and concentrated on sinply
observing. He ought to be able to spot an inn sinply
by the custoners going in and out!

Naitachal |ed the way down the pier to the main
wharf. The stone dock ran along the curve of the
shore, out of sight, with [ittle activity near the ferry.
Peopl e and goods appeared further on; sailors shouted
and cursed in a babble of strange tongues that were
nmore alien than the boatmaster's.

Nai t achal seemed to know what he was doi ng; he

di smounted and | ed his horse up a stone ranp to a

hi gher street, and Alaire foll owed his exanple. On
this upper level there were nore shops, and each

had a sign over the door that indicated the shop's
specialty; a wooden fish for seafood, a bee for

honey, wax and candl es, a bigger fish with a fountain
comng out of its head for oil and sonme kind of neat
and ivory products —

That last sign puzzled Alaire. He could not inagine
what a fish had to do with oil and ivory.
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Finally, they came across a sign with a crude bed
painted on it, and behind the inn was a snall stable.
Paying for the brief use of a roomand bath becane an
exercise in pantonine, but the people here seened to
appreciate silver, no natter whose face was on the

coi ns.

Al aire scrubbed hinself pink in the communal bath
whi | e Naitachal cooked hinself in the adjoining steam
room They returned to their room w apped in

wool en robes supplied by the inn. The bardling had

had only the briefest glinpse of the clothing his father
had supplied for them He al nost choked on | aughter
when he saw his Master's outfit. Now Naitachal wore a
frilly, lace-dripping shirt, a scarlet, gold-trimred coat,
and scarlet satin breeches. A gold-trinmred scarlet hat
with a trailing plune crowned the silver-white hair.
The entire outfit was the land of thing young and fool -
i sh nobles in Althea would wear to inpress one other
The knee-hi gh, scarlet |eather boots were equally
grand, and the gold heels were sinply the penultimate
touch of nonsense. No one would be able to fear
soneone who dressed |ike that.

Per haps that was exactly what Father had in m nd.

"Not bad," Alaire commented, trying on his own
courtiers garb. "Even if it makes you look like a
procurer."”

"It does not" Naitachal protested, glancing at his
reflection in a door-length mrror. "My father would
have been proud to see ne like this. Wio do you sup-
pose decided to nmake it some other col or than bl ack?"
"Father, of course," Alaire said, pulling on a boot.
H's outfit was nowhere near as grand as his Master's,
but it felt good to wear fine clothes again. He had
fallen out of the habit when he started training under
Nai tachal; after all, it hardly nade sense to wear silks
and satins for sword practice. "I suspect he wants to
enphasi ze your heritage, w thout suggesting that you
m ght be a practicing Necromancer, to gain some sort
of leverage."

"Your father is canny," the Bard replied. "My race is
i mpossi ble to hide, so why not announce it? As the

proverb says, 'if you're going to walk on thin ice, you
m ght as well dance.'" He strutted grandly in front of
the mirror. The gesture was so, well, unelflike Alaire

burst out | aughing.

"What do you find so anusing, human?" Naitacha
demanded, fiercely.

Alaire snorted to see himstanding there, hands on

hips. "It just looks as if... well... you're nodeling a
dress. "

"l do not. | have not ever," Naitachal said indig-
nantly. Then he paused, sheepishly. "Well. Truthfully, I
have..."

He went on to tell Alaire about the tinme Kevin and

his group dressed up as dancing girls to flee Wsterin
By the tinme he finished, Alaire had doubled over in

| aught er.

Nai t achal stood over him wth his arns crossed

over his chest, glaring like a black-and-scarlet, pom
pous peacock. "Well, it worked," he said at |ast.
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Al aire collected hinself and straightened the fine
silk shirt and suede breeches. "Think we should carry
swor ds?"

Nai t achal shrugged. "OF course. It's expected, out
here. "

Al ai re thought he could read sonething else, a

brief, disturbing expression in the elf's eyes.

And daggers too, he thought, buckling the jeweled
knives to his belt. Naitachal |led the way out of the inn,
into the streets of Rozi nki

The stabl e hands had done an exceptional job of
grooning the horses. No doubt this and the brief rest
had refreshed the beasts, which fidgeted and danced

on the cobbl estone streets of Rozinki. They certainly
knew what cobbl estones were; they canme fromthe

royal stables, and had no reason to act as if they had
never felt stone under their feet before. Their antics
gave Alaire sonething to think about besides their
current situation

"Be young and stupid," Naitachal said, as they

gui ded their horses up the ranps and streets | eading
to the palace. "Everyone will be certain to ignore you
and they' Il dismss anything you mght let slip. In other
wor ds, be yoursel f."

Alaire felt his face grow hot at the sly glance Nai -
tachal cast him but before he could protest, he saw for
hi nsel f the wi sdom of such a nove. | renenber the

way the elders of Fenrich always ignored the young

and foolish boys of the village back honme. Perhaps
shoul d chase girls —discretely of course —1 renem
ber what that one old man used to say. About how in
the springtinme, when the blood runs away fromthe

head and the nind freezes, the only difference between
a young man and a goat is that you can eat the goat
when you get tired of its ganes.

"But don't overdo it," Naitachal hastened to add.

"Ch, certainly not," Alaire said. "I don't have a silly
i mpul se in ny body. After all, | don't go around wear -
ing dresses, or pouring ice-cold springwater on ny

friends."

Even though Naitachal said nothing, Alaire saw the
slightest grin of satisfaction on the dark, elven fea-
tures.

They rode in silence then, to concentrate on con-
trolling their skittish beasts. In between hauling his
horse's head down and curbing his prancing, Alaire
studied the city, which followed the hill's natura
curves. High above, the castle presided over the town
and bay like a squat, stony frog. Al the city's streets |ed
upwards to it The cobbl estone streets thensel ves had
seen better days and there were places where the cob-
bl es were nissing altogether. Sonme of the |ess

popul ated streets, dark in the shadows of decaying
stone buildings on either side of them stank of stale
beer and urine. Though not clearly nmarked, these
establ i shnents were probably taverns, their doors and
iron-shuttered wi ndows open to air out the fetid inte-
riors. The barkeepers, bleary-eyed, casually threw
unconscious drunks into the |inmestone gutters. Alaire
rode without conmment. There were al ways cheap tav-
erns, cheap beer, and cheap drunks to popul ate the
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first and drink the second. There probably al ways
woul d be.

Then, in a nore cheery section of town, the struc-
tures were all of wood, with nore windows to let in
light and air. Instead of thatch, |lush green nobss cov-
ered the roofs. This was obviously a business district,
and native Suinomtes swarned narkets and shops, al
wearing dieren garnents of one style or another

When they turned to |l ook at the two Altheans, they
stared at their horses. Everyone el se rode the splay-
footed dieren, if they rode anything. Not another

horse was in sight

"Do you notice anything .. . peculiar?" Naitacha

asked quietly as they rode past aisles of nmerchants
hawki ng fresh vegetables and |ive poultry.

Alaire had to adnmit he had, but he wasn't sure what

it was. Granted, this was a foreign country. The | an-
guage here seened to be a mxture of their own and

one other, a heavy, guttural tongue that was rough on
the ears. The city, even back in the tavern district, was
i macul ately clean of trash and sewage. He could

only assune Rozinki had an efficient sewer system

and equal ly efficient rubbish-collectors. Even in Silver
City one found telltal e garbage, but not here. Ceanli-
ness obsessed these humans.

Then he saw what it was that was so unusual here.

The humans. Only humans, here.

No White or Dark Elves, no orcs, no dwarves. The

signs also were in the human tongue, and there was
nothing witten in Elven, Dwarven or Ocish

Al aire began to feel very unconfortable for Nai-
tachal . He gl anced over at his Master, relieved to find
his ridiculous hat conpletely covered the top, pointed
portion of his ears. He | ooked human in every other
way. Though he was the only bl ack human anong

these people, he didn't seemto be attracting nearly as
much attention as his gel ding.

"This is a very . . . human settlenent,"” Naitacha
noted, echoing Alaire's thoughts. "Only humans."

"Yes, | see," Alaire said. "But |let ne point out that
your absurd hat covers your ears. You | ook human."
Nai t achal | ooked relieved. "OF course | do," he said,
but didn't sound conpletely convinced. H s nose
winkled "I nust have imagined that snell just then."
"What smell was that?"

The unm st akabl e odor of tar and feathers."

By the tinme they reached the castle, the sun pre-

pared to set on the sea. Already the air had becone
considerably frostier; Alaire wished he had not packed
up the dieren coat, even if it didn't go with anything he
now wor e.

Archenonen' s pal ace was considerably | arger than

it had appeared from across the bay. A lesser wall sur-
rounded it, perhaps for ornanentation, since it did not
conpare to the castle itself. Either by design or acci-
dent, it was as black as Naitachal; every stone, every
metal fixture, every wooden adornnent, including the
twin doors of the main entrance.

Guards dressed nuch |ike the ones who had

approached themearlier that day cane forward with
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of all the silly things, cerenonial spears. Al aire snoth-
ered a snile with faint amusement. They were thin

and gaudy and woul d never nmake a suitable weapon;

he woul d have preferred his own short dagger in a

fight to one of those frail things. Alaire rel axed, know
ing no fight was likely to occur, in spite of the guards
and their arrogant stance.

"State your business," one of the guards said with
brusque politeness.

Nai t achal rode forward, and bowed over the neck

of his horse. "W have cone to see the king of this

| and, Archenomen. | am Anbassador Naitachal, rep-
resenting the kingdom of Althea, appointed by King
Reynard. "

The two guards conferred privately, then one cane
forward to exam ne Naitachal's papers. Alaire could
only suppose that he hadn't identified Naitachal as a
Dark Elf, yet. His expression was bland as he took the
letter and scroll back

Nodding to the Bard, the guard said, "Go with

him" indicating the other guard. "No horses," he
added.

So here they di snounted, and stabl e hands

appeared to take their horses. The doors were a good
two stories high, and the knockers were so heavy the
guard had trouble lifting one. One solid boom
announced their presence.

A smal |l wi ndow opened, through which the guard

spoke to an unseen figure in the unknown tongue. He
beckoned to Naitachal, who again relinquished his
papers. The letter and scroll disappeared through this
wi ndow, and the huge twin doors slowy opened.

The smal |l figure who greeted themdid not inspire

fear or confidence. Alaire's first inpression was of a
man who had risen as far as he could as a servant, and
still didn't like his position. He was old enough to be
Alaire's father, but was thinner and nore gaunt than
Nai tachal . The livery he wore had all the trappings of
an upper servant's attire, though a little | ess elaborate
than what Al aire saw at home. What struck Alaire as
odd was the long flowing cloak that trail ed behind
him The thin fabric was usel ess for providing warnth.
The man certainly carried hinself as if he thought he
was serving in a place far below the rank he truly
deserved. Does he have royal bl ood?

Alaire's first fear, however, was that the servant
woul d spot himfor what he was: royalty. Upper ser-
vants had a way of spotting these things. Alaire | ooked
away and tried to appear subm ssive, bow ng his head
slightly, as he had seen his father's secretary act at
hone.

"Pl ease, enter," the servant said nervously. "Wl -
cone to the House of Archenomen. | am Paavo, the

head of the house here. The guards inform ne that

you are... anbassadors from Al t hea?"

"Naitachal ," said the Dark EIf. "And this is ny sec-
retary, Alaire of ... house Turonen," he added,

i nprovising. "I do hope we haven't cone at an inop-
portune time. It's been a long hard ride, but if the
King isn't receiving today we woul d be pl eased to cal

t onorrow. "
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Alaire stifled a laugh. It would be rude for a king to
refuse to see any anbassador with proper credentials.
H s Master's statenent bordered on the inpolite, as it
suggested that Archenonen might commt a bl under

by refusing to see them Perhaps |I'm assuning too

much here, Alaire thought. This is, after all, a foreign
land, with its ow rules of etiquette. For all | know we
are the ones being rude, calling without prior notifica-
tion.

His first inpression seenmed to be correct, since

Paavo quickly ushered themthrough a grand gallery,
where three young servants were |ighting hundreds of
smal | candl es on a chandelier. They stared at Naitachal
as they passed, but paid no attention to Alaire.

The bardling wanted badly to gawk, and finally

deci ded that the best way to handle this was to do just
that. If he | ooked |ike a highborn idiot, the | and of
young nman an envoy night be saddled with, he could

wel | be taken for harn ess.

So he gawked, the young servants smrked, and

Paavo | ooked pai ned. Naitachal caught the ruse and

si ghed audi bly, and he and Paavo exchanged know ng

gl ances.

Just as we wanted it, Al aire thought, wondering just
how far to take the silly-ass routine. He decided to
wait until soneone took a keen interest in himbefore
proving there was nothing interesting about him

Paavo led themto a smaller chanber, crowded with
peopl e in gaudy, expensive-looking clothing —though
not hing as gaudy as Naitachal's scarlet glory. On a dais
at the end of the room there was a gilded throne; in
that throne was a man who could only be the King.

He wore a cape of purple velvet, lined with ermne,

and a robe of the same material, enbroidered with

bits of gold and anber. A thin, delicately trimmed
beard covered a thick set of jows, and fromhis girth it
was obvious he ate very well. H's eyes peered fromthe
white, doughy flesh like candied green cherries,
regarding themw th a conbination of curiosity and
caution. Around himlay rugs of fur, not dieren, but
possi bly bear.

H gh above the throne, set into the wall and ham
mered into brass or even a plate of thin gold, was a
device of sonme kind, with the promnent letter Ain
the center.

Two young nen, boys, really, stood at attention at
either side of the King. Servants, Al aire supposed.
They wore hose and tight, formal jerkins, with a dou-
ble skirt of nore purple velvet slashed into panes. The
effect was striking, Alaire had to admit, and began to
wonder if the King's personal servants here were rel a-
tives, or perhaps favored by-bl ows. He stayed severa
st eps behind Naitachal as he approached the King,

and was grateful no one paid the slightest bit of atten-
tion to him

Everyone in the royal circle regarded Naitacha

with cool detachnent, though Al aire detected con-

ceal ed surprise in the King. He wasn't ready for a

bl ack anbassador, he noted with anusenment. Vit til

the King sees the rest of him
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Wth an exaggerated notion, Naitachal bowed

before the King as he renoved his absurd feathered
hat, revealing the two |ong, pointed elven ears.
Pandenoni um erupted in the room The King

hi ssed as he drew back in surprise, a |look of horror and
dread coming over his royal features. He even held his
arns up, as if protecting hinself fromanything origi-
nating from Naitachal's general direction. The two
young servants were guards as well, and from stands
behind themthey drew short swords and took a posi-
tion hal fway between the King and Naitachal

A nmonment | ater |arge doubl e doors burst open on

either side of the throne. Five soldiers, |like the ones
they had nmet on the road, charged in, but froze in
their tracks when they saw Naitachal. Behind the
soldiers was a tiny trio of magicians, with purple
robes and ridicul ous, conical hats, who inmediately
formed a protective circle around the King.

I think we just nade a big mistake. This isn't going
very well, Alaire thought as he watched their first
attenpts at diplomatic relations crunble to dust. Resi-
dency in the pal ace dungeon was begi nning to | ook

like a real possibility.

"EIf!" the King roared. "Dark Elf. Wy have you
polluted us with your presence?"

The sol diers stood their ground, shifting nervously.
The young servant-guards stood defiantly, inching
closer to the Dark EIf, swordtips flashing with
reflected candl elight.

Nai t achal yawned, discretely, and snil ed.

"Your highness," Paavo interjected politely,
approaching the King on his throne. Al though he | ow
ered his voice, the acoustics were such that Alaire
coul d easily pick out what the servant was sayi ng.

"I't woul d seem wi se," Paavo said, in hurried,

hushed tones, "to renenber that, despite his unfavor-
abl e heritage, this is the Anbassador from Al thea. |
doubt seriously he is here to harmyou, magically or
ot herwi se. Perhaps we shoul d hear hi m out?"

Al aire cringed at the insolence. Never would a ser-
vant presume to offer advice to the King! he thought in
i ndi gnati on. Then something el se occurred to him So.
Perhaps this is no nere servant.

Ki ng Archenonen seemed to consider this before
shapping his fingers three tinmes, quickly. The soldiers
wi thdrew, slowly, uncertainly, behind the doors. The
magi ci ans, | ooking nore like religious |eaders (which
per haps they were), renained, |ooking down their

| ong, pointed noses at Naitachal. The two boys
returned their short swords to their stands, and took
their places beside the King.

"l beg pardon, your Highness," Naitachal said

grandly. "Perhaps | should have sent prior warning
about ny... famly," he said, pausing at the end, as if
uncertain how to phrase the statenent. "But | did pre-
sent ny credentials and ny nature to two of your
guards upon the road here. Perhaps they have not yet
reported this to you?"

He rai sed an eyebrow, and the King scow ed.

Soneone is going to pay for that little omssion...

"I bear a letter fromKing Reynard himsel f. Perhaps
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this will explain the situationin alittle nore detail."
He smiled, a smle so gentle and without guile that
Alaire could alnost believe it hinself. "I fear, your

hi ghness, that | have all owed conpl acency to cause an
unconfortabl e situation."

"Quite the contrary,"” King Archenonen said. H's

voi ce boomed, but the slight crack on the |ast syllable
i ndi cated some residual shock. "I'mafraid |I've over-
reacted. Those of Suinonen seldomrun across citi-

zens of other countries, especially nenbers of |less —
other races." He snmiled broadly, and insincerely.

Lesser races, Alaire thought, conpleting the sen-

tence another way, and sighed to hinself. W have our
wor k cut out for us.

"Pl ease, have dinner with us tonight. You may stay

in our royal visitor's suite. WIIl your... servant be stay-
ing with you, or should we put himin the servant's
quarters?”

Maddeni ngly, Naitachal seened to consider this.

When he cast a brief glance in Alaire's direction, Alaire
t hought he sensed the hint of a devious snile.

You woul dn't! Al aire thought, although he knew

that the Bard would, if he thought it anusing enough
After considering this, Naitachal said, indifferently,
"No, | will be requiring his presence for secretaria
work. Allow ne to introduce Alaire. Al though he is ny
assistant, he is near and dear to the King's heart"

Nai tachal let this |ast statenment dangle in the air for
just the right amount of tinme, with just the right
anmount of inflection, suggesting i nnuendo. Near to the
King's heart? Could he be inplying to H s Mjesty

that I'ma royal bastard? The ruse seened to nake
sense. That woul d explain nmy clothes, and why |I'm

with Naitachal. Qtherwi se, it would | ook odd.

The King gazed thoughtfully at Alaire, then, with a

knowi ng | ook, nodded in his direction. "I see. W wll
be nost hospitable to you both."
Nai tachal didn't seemto hear this. "If it is conven-

ient, could we put himin an adjoining roon? If not, he
can sleep on the floor of nmy room"

What ?

"Certainly, certainly," the King said. "Paavo, would
you pl ease show themtheir quarters?"

As they filed out of the royal chanbers, A aire

t hought, indignantly, hoping that Naitachal would
sonehow hear the thoughts —On the fl oor? Really!
Master, we are going to have a little talk very soon!
Chapter 1V

Alaire was glad to find a confortable, if |unpy, goose-
feather bed tucked away in a corner of his room

whi ch turned out to be the antechanber to Nai -

tachal's quarters. The walls were the ubiquitous stone;
the floors, as they seened to be everywhere in the

pal ace, were reddi sh-gold planks of a wood he

couldn't identify. This explained the pleasant, spicy
aroma that perneated the roons. Naitachal had a

plush roomwith plastered walls and ceiling, painted
with el aborate scenes of buxom wood nynphs. The

room unlike Alaire's, had its own fireplace, with a
chi mey of carved stone, and an anple supply of fire-
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wood. The enornous canopi ed bed coul d have

acconmodated a fanily of ten

"I might want to sleep on the floor, anyway," Alaire
said, standing in front of the fireplace. He shivered in
the chill that already filled the apartnent, although it
was still early in the evening.

"l doubt that dragging the mattress in here would

rai se any eyebrows." Naitachal frowned, in a way that
was particularly disturbing to Alaire. "They probably
expect bizarre, eccentric behavior fromboth of us.

must be the first elf of any color nost of these people
have ever seen. | knew that intellectually, of course,
but actually dealing with it is irritating.”

Alaire wanted to quiz himmnore on his first inpres-
sions, but a knock sounded on the door. A young

servant informed them di nner was ready, and that His

Maj esty King Archenonen requested their presence

at the table.

Nai tachal's | ook seened to say, We'll conpare notes

| ater, as they wal ked down the torchlit halls to the din-
ing room where Alaire snelled the overpowering

aroma of cooked neat and pot at oes.

Eating with the King and his court turned out to be

a conplicated affair. Anulti-tiered floor held severa

I ong tables, each one at a different level. It |ooked
rather as if soneone had carved narrow platforms into
the side of a hill, and dropped a section of table onto

each one. The |ower tables were | ess decorated than

the ones atop. The one at the apex had a huge cooked
pig as its centerpiece. The King presided over the

event |ike a judge, scrutinizing everyone who camne in.
No queen was in sight, and Alaire nade a note to find
out if there was one, or if the King had a harem of con-
cubi nes, as sonetinmes happened in other distant

| ands. The servant |led Naitachal to this higher tier, and
automatically Alaire went after them

"No, no, no!" one of the kitchen wenches adnon-

i shed, wavi ng a wooden spoon. She was hauling a

kettle of gravy that probably outwei ghed them bot h.
"Only the ambassador dines with the King. You sit

down there," she said sharply, as if he was an idiot, and
went on with her task.

Alaire didn't like the sound of the phrase "down

there" one bit. She led himto a section of tables

al nost a story and a half below the King's. Naitacha
continued to the head table without him Oh well, he
thought. So be it. Perhaps | can | earn sonething usefu
down there

Those of the | owest social order ate here, he

soon | earned. Even Paavo sat a tier above him The

head servant sneered down at Alaire as he took his

seat, a miserable little stool at a bare wooden tabl e.
Bad manners at the dinner table are ill-advised,

Al aire seethed inwardly. Particularly when everyone

has kni ves.

Alaire found hinself at a table |ined with Suinomen
natives who evidently did not speak his |anguage,

al t hough sone of the servants bringing food to the table
did. Alaire appraised their clothing with a know ng eye,
and guessed that these folk were the servants or
secretaries of those above. Except for one thing; every
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one of them had a cape or cloak of fur. The dining hal
was a bit drafty, but didn't warrant the use of furs he saw
around him and he wondered if there was sonething

no one had told them about There al ways is.

He saw a flock of young girls at the tables two |evels
up. None of themwere particularly attractive, at |east
by his standards, and sone he even cringed at. They

wat ched his table eagerly. He glanced up, far up,

where Naitachal was sitting, and saw ri ght away that
the Dark EIf was too far to offer advice or distraction
Sone of the young wonen were discreet, but oth-

ers stared openly at him Alaire was afraid to return
the | ooks, at least too directly. Even flirting could be
dangerous. They can't know I'ma prince, he thought
frantically. | hope Naitachal is covering ny tracks up
there. I wouldn't want to becone part of a deal. Now it
wasn't only the girls near hi mwho watched himfrom
under their |long, coquettish eyelashes. Sone of the
girls sat at the topnost table, with his Master and the
Ki ng. They nust be his daughters. If they find out who
| really am | could becone sonme sort of bargaining
chi p! Aaaar gh!

Hal fway t hrough the neal Alaire noticed an enpty

wooden cup near his plate. Occasionally a servant

woul d cone by and drop a single flower petal into the
vessel, and when he | ooked inside it was half full. The
petal s had sonmet hing —nanes? —witten delicately

on themin an odd script. He shuddered, considering

t he possi bl e neani ngs and ranmifications.

Coul d these petals be a trysting invitation? He

guessed about thirty petals were in there now, and

they were still coming. Gods! There wouldn't be any-
thing left! he thought in horror. He took extra care not
to touch the cup after that. Better to be cold and dis-
tant than get into sonething there would be no getting
out of!

Besi des the petals, the situation was hardly com
fortable. Paavo had cl ained they were the guests of
honor, but he was eating with the kitchen hel p. The
food was terrible, since the neat was unidentifiable,
and nearly raw, the bread burned or still doughy, and
the rest all seenmed to consist of variations on dried
peas and beans cooked in fish-oil

He was here to observe, so he did his best to ignore
the food and the girls and keep his eyes open. He
noticed surreptitious glinpses towards Naitachal from
the greater nobles, some even overtly hostile, and he
wondered if this was because of his Dark Elven heri -
tage or if it was because he represented a country

Sui nomen had chosen to nake into an eneny.

Could be a little of both, he thought. At the first few
mout hful s of mystery-neat, his hunger had overcone

his aversion. Now the edge was off his appetite, and he
wi shed the evening could just end.

Despite Naitachal's dark presence at the board of

honor, the nmeal becane festive, with idle chatter in
bot h | anguages flowing fromtable to table. A servant
offered Alaire wine, but he politely refused, know ng
that even a little bit in his exhausted state would | ay
hi mout on the floor. He sel dom drank anyway.
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As the neal ended, a six-piece consort struck up

sone dance nusic. Evidently there was no prohibition
here agai nst coupl es dancing, and a few of the nore
bold or boisterous joined in a lively gigue in a section
of floor cleared away by the servants. Alaire took this
chance to try to get back to Naitachal

He encountered a barrier of noblenen and their

assi stants; apparently, during dinner, word had circu-
|lated that it might be wise to cultivate Anbassador

Nai tachal 's acquai ntance. Fromwhat little Al aire saw,
the nobl es showed himat |east the respect his office
deserved. However, they kept a certain uneasy dis-
tance fromhis Master, who remained a solitary bl ack
figure ringed by a noat of stark wooden fl oors,

bridged only by the briefest bow and a few hurried

wor ds.
Later, I'Il talk to him Alaire thought. He seens to be
doing fine, given the circunstances. | would only

attract attention if | made a point of joining him

He backed away from the inpronptu receiving

line, looking for sonething to do. He felt conpletely
usel ess. But then, that was the idea.

At anot her table sat several apparently avail able
young | adi es (not of highborn, but of sone other
ranked or wealthy class). A young nman, a teenager
really, stood in front of the table, telling an ani mated
tale of sonme sort, gesturing wildly with his arns in
wi de sweeping notions. The boy's striking attire im
pressed Alaire nore than his deneanor did Hs white
and red cl oak, enbroidered with gold thread, hung to
the side. He wore the nmpbst unusual gold hose the
Prince had ever seen. Despite the finery, however, he
| ooked |i ke an unmade bed. Half his shirt hung out
over his hose, and his white scarf | ooked ready to fal
of f. As he drew cl oser, he saw why; the boy was drunk
out of his mnd.

Al ai re thought the boy was telling the wonen a
hunorous story in the native | anguage. Perhaps he's
sone kind of well-born court jester, Alaire thought.
But as he continued to watch, it became obvious that,
despite the young man's brave (and intoxicated) at-
tenpts at gallantry, the wonmen were |aughing at him
He was obviously the son of one of the nobles

meeting with Naitachal, given his dress, and he'd had
far too nmuch to drink.

Alaire's heart went out to the stranger, as he knew
too well the stresses a royal court could put on young
men and wonen. He's of the age when parents start
pairing their children off, whether or not they even
know each other, he thought, rem nding hinself that
his father had given himmnore choi ces than nost

noble children. It could even be that the poor young-
ster had just been informed of his inpending

nuptials ... and that the bride nmade one of the dieren
|l ook like a better mate.

Better save this | ad before he makes a conplete foo

of hinself, he decided, though he knew it was prob-
ably too late. O at l|least, before he offends soneone.
Al aire wasn't even sure the young nman spoke the

Al t hean | anguage; he approached his target with sone
trepi dation, and took himby the elbow to | ead him off
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in what he hoped was a friendly manner. He hal f
expected the stranger to swing around and hit him or
at least try to escape his "rescuer." Yet in the genera
confusion, with people of all castes milling around,
and nusic increasing in volume, he |ed the young man
away fromthe table w thout arousing his suspicion, or,
apparently, his attention.

Alaire took himto a bal cony that | ooked over the
courtyard below. No one else was out there in the

cold, and Alaire shivered in a wind which bit sharply at
hi s bare skin.

The young nman started to shiver alittle as well, as
he | ooked about in a | and of daze, as if he could not

i magi ne how the table full of young wonen had

turned into a bal cony. Good. Maybe this will sober him
up a little. Alaire gently turned him so |lanterns burn-
ing on either side of the balcony illum nated his face.
He | ooked at Alaire, bewildered, as if it was the first
time he had noticed him and began babbling in his
native tongue

Al aire shook his head. "No, |'msorry, whoever you

are. | don't speak your |anguage at all."

If | can keep himout here in this cold he m ght
straighten up a little. Alaire had been drunk exactly
twice in his life, once on his thirteenth birthday and
then, nore recently, at the wedding of the daughter of
the Mayor of Fenrich. Both tines, ice applied to the
forehead seened to take care of the nore unpl easant
side effects. This wind was practically the same thing.
"A southerner, then," the boy said suddenly. "Don't

get many of you around here."

Though it was with a heavy accent, including a

strong rolling of the r's, he spoke Alaire's | anguage
clearly, without hesitation. As the boy sobered, he
exam ned the bardling, in a way that renmnded Alaire

of the King's |ook as they entered. The youngster even
took the sleeve of his shirt and studied the fabric.
One thing was certain, this youngster was not one of
the servants.

He must have said that aloud, for the young man
started. "You' re no peasant yourself!" the boy said

|l oudly, but it did not sound as if he was trying to be
inmpolite. "What brings you to Rozinki?"

"Busi ness, of a sort," Alaire said, hesitating. "I'm..
Al aire, an assistant to the Anbassador of Althea. The
dark fellow, up there with the King."

" Anbassador from Althea? Didn't know we even

had one." H's face went sour, as if he'd bit into a
bad apple. "Wwo wants to di scuss ki ngdom busi ness
tonight, anyway? It's not even m dni ght yet!"

As the boy spoke, a puff of breeze blew his breath
into Alaire's face, and Alaire winkled his nose. The
boy snelled |ike a brewery.

How much has he had to drink anyway? Alaire

wondered, since he didn't recall seeing himat the din-
ner earlier. There was sonething about the way he
phrased things that nade Al aire wonder: |s he sone
by-bl ow of the royal famly too?

"Then | suppose you've already had the pl easure of
meeting nmy father," the stranger continued, sardoni-
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cally. The way he enphasi zed the word "father"
suggested they didn't get along very well.

"Well," Alaire said, uncertainly. "Perhaps. |'msorry,
but which man was your father?" He knew he was
probably commtting a sizable blunder by admitting

i gnorance, but could think of no other way to find out
A broad smle creased the stranger's boyish fea-
tures, a mschievous gleamthat made Alaire instantly

wary.
The young man led Alaire to the bal cony doors,

where the supper guests were still mlling about, cir-
cling around Naitachal |ike curious, but frightened

little birds about a great black eagle.

"See the big fat man up there in the purple coat?"
the boy asked ungraci ously.

The only person in purple was the King. "You nean
Ki ng Archenonen?" Al aire was aghast

This is the crown prince? Drunk as a soldier on

| eave?

"Prince Kai nenonen at your service," the boy
announced, bow ng an exaggerated bow, renoving his
hat with a sweeping gesture. "But you can call ne Kai
Everyone el se does. VWen they don't call me useless,

wastrel, or ne'er-do-well." He teetered, just a little,
and Alaire gently pushed himupright. "I think | was

an accident. | don't look like any of the famly. Perhaps
I was ..."

Al aire stood frozen in shock at the unasked for reve-
| ations, but Kai seemed to realize that he was babbling
things he shouldn't and interrupted hinself with a

shrug.

"Wel |, probably not. Such things would be too

much an enbarrassnent. | doubt they would have | et
me |live. But yes, gods help Suinonen, I'lIl be king,

whenever Father croaks."

Hol y heavens, he despises his father and hinself,

and he doesn't care who knows it, Alaire thought with

di smay. Assuning he's telling the truth. Could be, the
al e has gone to his nmind, so he thinks he's a prince. But
everything else certainly fits. H's eyebrows raised
when he noticed the boy's ring, a chunky, gold piece
that flashed when the candle-Iight caught it just right.
The large letter "A" A sinplified version of the Arche-
nonen Coat of Arnms | saw hangi ng over the King's

throne. Perhaps he is the Prince after all.

Then agai n, maybe he was only what Al aire was
pretending to be; a royal bastard.

I might as well keep talking to him whether he is or
not. Even a drunk having grand del usi ons can supply

a lot of interesting information.

"The good news is," the boy continued glibly, "I

don't have to do a thing around here! Just have fun
That's what he ordered nme to do, anyway; have fun

don't poke my nose into politics or business, and stay
out of his way."

Al ai re wondered just how nmuch to share with Kai

At honme, a prince did nore than just "have fun."

Derek, the Crown Prince of Althea and the ol dest of

the brothers, took a personal interest in the affairs of
the nation. After all, he would eventually be in charge
of it. What better way to learn a job than to do it?
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Fromthe age of thirteen Derek had been in on coun-

cil neetings, inspected the Pal ace Guard regularly,

and in general kept abreast of everything going on
Including, Alaire assuned, this little trip their father
sent them on.

Al aire regarded the drunk | ad before him and

found it difficult to imagine his caring about the affairs
of Sui nornen.

"I's that all you do?" Al aire asked. He seens to be in
quite a tal kative nobod. Why not encourage it?

"Just about," Kai replied. Alaire eyed a marble

bench nearby, considered noving closer to it, in case
Kai should need to sit down. "Father told me to stay
out of his business, so | do. They don't let ne do any-
thing involving the kingdom or the Guard. And

nobody in the kingdomwi Il have anything to do with

me, except Captain Lyamand Sir Jehan."

Renenber those nanmes. They coul d be inportant,

Al aire thought. Though it is starting to |look like this
Kai mght be a dead end for inside information, there
is alot of general information | could get fromhim
Thi ngs the whol e court knows, but we don't. For

i nstance, why do they want to invade Althea?

"Well, Alaire," Kai said, slapping his shoulder. "How
would you like to flee all this ponpous nonsense and

go see sone real entertainnment?"

Well.. . why not?

"Sure, Kai," Alaire said, cautiously. "But | really
need to informny Master that |'lI|l be going, first."
"Ch, you'll do nothing of the sort," Kai said, good-
naturedly. "You'll get us both into trouble and

soneone will probably stop us. |I'Il have one of the ser-

vants tell himfor us, after we're gone."

That didn't exactly sound like a good idea. "Well...

| don't know about this...."

But he had protested too late. "Cone on," Kai said
joyfully, grabbing Alaire by the wist. "This place is
getting boring anyway."

Reluctantly, Alaire let the boy | ead himaway. He

had both bad and good feelings about this. Good,
because he knew he woul d | earn sonething about this

bi zarre ki ngdom Bad, because he could tell by the
feral gleamin Kai's eye that they would both be runp-
deep in trouble when they got back

Assuming they didn't get runp-deep in trouble

| ong before they got back

"Got your sword with you?" Kai asked as they

dashed down stone stairs at the end of the bal cony,
into the chill night.

Chapter V

Kai had obvi ously planned the deceptively hasty get-
away in advance. A royal carriage, lanplit at the four
corners, and gilded |ike a naidens jewel-casket, was
waiting for themjust inside the palace walls. Har-
nessed to it were two |arge dieren, stonping and
snorting, eager to get underway. But despite the fin-
ery, which left no doubt as to which famly it bel onged
to, it was obvious as they drew nearer that the carriage
had seen better days. Somewhat dented and worn,
fromthe nunber of scrapes, splintered places, and
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mssing bits of trim it had apparently clipped many
trees and | anpposts. Wen Alaire saw the driver, a
grubby sort of servant, in dark, runpled clothes,
clutching a |l eather wine flask, he knew why it | ooked
that way. The driver |ooked to be as drunk as Kai

Maybe drunker.

"Don't worry about him" Kai said, waving casually

at the driver, who ignored themboth. "He can find the
taverns bli ndf ol ded"

"That's a relief,"” Alaire replied wyly, stepping into
the carriage. The carriage lurched forward, and in a
few nmonents it was careening down the hill at ful

speed

"Fat her al ways does get angry when | take off from
official events like this," Kai shouted over a deafening
rattle, seating hinself awkwardly in the shifting, sway-
ing vehicle. "Says it enbarrasses himfor ne to go off
like this. Wth any luck no one will niss ne. Ah, there
it is!" Kai produced a |eather flask and handed it gra-
ciously to Alaire.

Gad | wre at least a thin coat to supper, Aaire

t hought, watching his frozen breath, visible even
inside the carriage. Gods, Kai probably doesn't even
feel the cold, in his condition. He braced hinself in the
frigid, plush seat, stained with wi ne and beer and who
knew what el se.

He took only a small sip and returned it. Not too

bad. Ared, fruity party wine. Just the thing for young,
i nexperienced tastes. Nothing |like the wi ne he would
have had at hone, for supper. He respected good w ne
—Nai tachal woul d have killed himif he had sinmply

gul ped the stuff with no care for anything but al coho
content. And after that bout of sickness and hangover

at thirteen, he had | earned to respect what bad wi ne
could do. Kai, naturally, took a long swallow of the
decadent stuff. Probably strong, too. A quick, cheap

dr unk.

It was difficult to talk or drink, in the swaying vehi -
cle. They rode for sonme tine, while Kai did nost of

t he babbling, sonmetimes shifting into his native |an-
guage. Mostly useless blather, Alaire realized after a
moment. Al though it was hard to hear over the |oud
clatter. The wooden cage Kai had inprisoned himin

was going full tilt, as fast as the dieren could go, Alaire
guessed. Twi ce, huge potholes violently jostled the
carriage contents, landing Alaire in the floor, and then
Kai on Alaire's lap, laughing hysterically. The rear axle
made a strange grinding noi se, which got |ouder as
their journey progressed. What lethargy Alaire felt
earlier had evaporated. Now his blood roared in his
ears; he clutched the sides of the carriage and feared
for his life.

"Whoooooeeee! " Kai said as the vehicle slowed to a

halt, then gracel essly stopped. He tunbled onto the
floor as the carriage |urched once nore. "Wanta go

back and do that again?"

Alaire, politely, but vehenently, refused. "No.

Where are we?"

"Where do you think?" Kai said, getting off the car-
riage floor, where he had | anded. "Were the real fun
is. In the happy part of town!" He tunbled out the
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door, leaving Alaire to foll ow.

Al aire energed fromthe carriage, knees shaking,

and stepped down onto cobbl estone. Wthout com

ment, he noticed one of the carriage | anps had shaken
free and fallen to the street, sonewhere behind them
Al so, a spoke in one of the wheels was m ssing.
Grateful to be on solid ground again, Al aire |ooked
qui ckly around the street where they had stopped. It
was a narrow, cobbl estone avenue in an old part of
town, lined on either side by many cheap, ill-kept tav-
erns. Afewtorches Iit the streets, with too many
shadows for Alaire's confort.

A small group of nmen staggered out the door of the
tavern nearest them singing and | eaning on each oth-
ers' shoulders. Alaire had hoped to be able to let his
guard down, but when he saw the great contrast

between their clothing and everyone el se's, he shud-
dered. M ght as well paint a target on our backs.
Attack us, we're rich, he thought. Good thing Nai-
tachal 's got nobst of the noney.

But strangely, no one seened to pay them any par-
ticular attention. The street crowd, rough workers,

ne' er-do-wells, loafers, probable thieves, who knew
what else, all seened hell-bent on getting drunk that
night. As did Kai.

The Crown Prince | ed himdown the |ong, four-

story canyon of bars, brothels and places that offered
"entertainment."” Alaire's eyes nearly fell out of his
head when he saw an advertisenment for a show Sone-
thing for everyone, he thought. That is, everyone
except non-humans. Not a sign of elves, orcs, or

dwar ves anywhere

Kai led himdirectly to the first tavern on the right.
Carved on the wooden sign hangi ng over the door,
dulled with age, was the inmage of a large dragon on its
back, its legs sticking straight up. The tongue |olled
lifelessly to one side. THE DEAD DRAGON I NN, Alaire
read, deciphering the strange but |egible Suinonmen
script. Charn ng.

"Here we go," Kai said cheerfully, stepping over an
unconsci ous man bl ocki ng the doorway. "First stop."
"Of how many?" Al aire asked, not expecting an

answer .
The tavern was snmall, cranped and snoke-fill ed.
Thr ough the haze Al aire made out about a dozen
tables, lined up on either side of a |ong, narrow room

Barmai ds scurried fromtable to table, balancing
wooden steins on teetering trays, serving rowdy cus-
tomers, fending passes, keeping up with the orders. In
one corner, a nusician played a harp, singing sone
ballad in the Suinonmen tongue. H's presence sur-
prised and cheered Al aire, who had resigned hinself

to enduring the bellows and how s of drunks. Beauti -
ful. Maybe this will be fun after all.

Kai stood glaring at everyone in the tavern. Wen
Alaire finally noticed this, he thought the boy was

| ooking for a place to sit. Then he saw he was | ooki ng
for something else entirely.

"You, there, in the pansy outfit!" a large, drunk man
roared, fromthe nearest table. "This here be the
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adult's bar! The nursery, it be down the street. Now
git!"

An odd silence fell over the tavern, with the excep-

tion of the harpist, who continued playing —

Though Alaire clearly saw the harpi sts nuscl es

tense, and his legs brace for a quick escape.

Alaire's hand crept close to the hilt of his blade.

Fully half the tavern turned to ook at them as a few
got up and nade a hasty exit.

The table in question glistened with spilled ale. Five
men, sailors perhaps, had clained it as their own. The
candl e burning in the center was cheap, fat and guttering,
illumnating their bearded faces in brief, unpleasant
flashes. These were not pretty nen; nor, fromthe

nunber of broken noses and scars, were they strangers to
a fight. A fight that would probably not stay or even start
fair. Alaire saw far too many scars on hands and arns,
mar ks whi ch could only have cone from sharpened st eel

And given their present nood, a joyless, surly one that
could quickly turn to violence, they seened ready, eager,
to add a few nore scars to their collection.

Kai seened to revel in the attention. He gazed at

them belligerently. Five sets of bleary, ale-shot eyes

gl ared back.
Actually, four and a half. One of them has an eye
pat ch.

Kai grinned nastily. "Looks to ne |ike you boys

need a nother to clean up after you. Look at that
table!™ Turning to Alaire, he added, "I think we've al-
ready wal ked into the nursery. O phanage, nore |ike.
Orphans so ugly no one wants to take themin."

Kai! Shut up! Alaire wanted to scream |'m good

with the sword, but not that bl oody good! He briefly
considered pulling the boy out of there before a fight
started. By the hair, if necessary.

Except that he didn't think he'd be able to get them
out of there intact. Kai would certainly fight him
probably yell further insults at the sailors and wi thout
a doubt would precipitate the fight the Prince seened
to want.

Instead, Alaire did the only thing he could do; he

wat ched the table, waiting for the tensing of nuscles
that would signal an attack

"What about your friend there?" one of the toughs
asked. "Pretty boy as he is. Makes ne wonder, is he
your wife, or do you two like to dress up like girls to
make peopl e think you' re highborn?"

"Don't bother to guess," Kai snorted. "Don't bother

to think, you're not equipped for it. Were' d your

mot hers find you five, anyway? Under a rock sone-
where? No wonder they didn't want to keep you." He
grinned slyly. "Not a chance they could ever find five
men, or even one, ugly enough to claimpaternity."

The five were slow to react, but they reacted. Prob-
ably the bit about paternity, Alaire suspected. That | ast
jibe triggered the expected nuscl e-tensing. They

m ght have been dense, but they weren't that stupid,
and Kai had just called themall bastards.

"Now conme on boys, we don't want no trouble at

The Dead Dragon Inn," one of the barkeeps said in a
wheedl ing voice. But it was too |late. The men ignored
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himas if he was a fly, annoying, but powerless. They
rose as one, with fire in their eyes and snarls on their
faces.

"l was beginning to wonder if you boys were too

drunk to stand up,"” Kai said laughingly, and pulled his
swor d.

As Alaire pulled his. The two nearest them cane

after Kai, armed with short curved swords of a kind
he'd never seen before. How the devil do you counter
those? he thought in confusion. And are they going for
bl ood or. ..

They were.

The tall, uglier one, with a full face of hair that

| ooked like a bird' s nest, snelling of ale and sweat and
salt water, charged himwith a bl ood-curdling scream
swinging his short blade in a way that left no doubts in
Alaire's mnd. Kai had managed to work this one, at

| east, into a killing rage.

Wonder ful . Just wonderful ..

Al ai re engaged; the short sword clashed with his

| onger bl ade, and Al aire suddenly di scovered why the
bl ade was curved. The sailor bound his | onger bl ade
before he had a chance to think, and nearly pulled it
out of his hand. He disengaged, only to find his bl ade
bound again. This tine he backpedal ed a few steps

and freed his sword again; the tough cane after him
still full of fighting fury.

Can't let himtake nmy sword... He still had his jew

el ed dagger, tucked away under his shirt, but that
woul d never do agai nst their weapons. The sailor
bobbed and wove |ike a snake, forcing Alaire to make
desperate deflections that were nothing |like any of the
fighting styles Naitachal had taught him If only Nai-
tachal was here!

But knowi ng the Dark Elf, he would probably sit

back and watch Alaire get out of this one hinself. He
wal ked into it without Naitachal's help, after all

I was only after information....

Kai noved into the periphery of his vision, a blur of
flashing metal and fine, white fabric, fighting two of
the uglies by hinself.

He m ght be drunk but he sure fights well.

In fact, he was keeping up amazingly well with his

two opponents, each by hinself twice Kai's size. One
of them had a gashed and bl eeding wist; Kai was stil
unt ouched.

In fact, Kai was having the tinme of his life.

He wanted this to happen. Just like 1 thought. Alaire
flushed with sudden anger. Wen he got hold of Kai,
he'd beat the living daylights out of hinm

But first he had to survive this braw ....

To do that, he had to stay cal mand think his way

out. Easy, now. Anger and fear are the mind clouders.
He cal ned, as Naitachal had taught him concentrated
everything on the noment of now His opponent

seened to slow —and Al aire saw t he di sadvant ages of
that odd little sword.

The nonent of opportunity opened, and Alaire

struck for it.

This time Alaire bound the toughs bl ade, and
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pulled it away; it dropped to the floor between them
Before the sailor could reach for it, Alaire kicked it
i nto hidden shadows under the tables. Waponl ess,

the man lost all the courage that ale had given him He
turned and fled, |leaving Alaire to find another oppo-
nent .

Get these two off Kai, he thought. But there were
five. Where'd the ot her—

A sword flashed at the edge of his vision, and he
ducked out of the way just in tine, the shwwooosh of
the blade loud in his ears.

In the corner, the harpist was manfully trying to

play on, singing "I'll Go No Mdxre Roving" as a strange
counterpoint to the dance of death in the front of the
tavern.

Al aire did not even bother to reflect on how cl ose

that last strike had cone, for this new opponent had
conmitted a little too much to the stroke and was off-
bal ance. Before he could recover, Alaire slapped his

bl ade aside, and thrust. It was not even a serious
attack, but it caused the other to stagger hastily back-
wards, tripping and falling backwards over one of the
frail little stools. In an effort to save hinself, arns flail-
ing wildly, the man fell into three tables, knocking
their contents, wooden steins, nostly, clanking and
splashing in all directions. Wth a roar of anger, one of
the custonmers grabbed his enptied stein and broke it
over the toughs head, taking himout of the fight com
pletely.

Kai! Where —

He gl anced frantically around, at first unable to see
hi s conpani on. Then, the white blur reappeared from

t he shadows, an angry little whirlwi nd that showed no
sign of exhausti on.

By now half the bar's custonmers had cl eared out,
prudently, but a fair nunber renained, some waging

bets that Kai woul d conme out unscratched. Amazingly,
this lot acted as if the fight was sone kind of entertain-
ment staged for their benefit. Alnost as if they had
expected it.

That little maniac, Al aire seethed. He wasn't

fighting two anynore, but three. And they were

huge —but their size was a handicap in the bar's
conpact interior. Kai was still wearing that grin of
sardoni ¢ enjoynent, and he had already given them

a few bl oody ni cks.

Al ai re paused at that, before throwing hinself to

Kai's rescue. |Is he playing with then? he wonder ed.

Kai had a wild, feral look on his face, no sign of fear,
only pleasure of the nost animal sort.

Instead of flinging hinmself into the fight, Alaire
joined the spectators for a nonent. G ven the skil

Al aire had seen himdisplay so far, he cane to the con-
clusion the Crown Prince could have killed all of the
toughs by now, if he had truly wanted to. He was in no
danger; he never had been in any danger, not fromthe
very first! He was enjoying this!

And that explained the relaxed attitude of the

onl ookers. Probably regulars, and fanmliar with the
Prince, they had known this was going to happen the
moment Kai wal ked into the bar!
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Alaire was angry all over again. Hys attitude really
stinks. Reckless, foolish, starting fights when he has no
busi ness doing so, and pulling nme right along with

him He didn't know | could fight! He could have got -
ten nme kill ed!

"All right! Break it up!" a loud, authoritative voice
booned behi nd hi m

Alaire turned to see three unifornmed nen, guards

of sone kind, standing in the doorway. They wore gray
cloaks with gold braid, shiny, black boots and a single,
silver star badge over the breast. And di sapproving

| ooks.

The Watch, Al aire thought. Constables. Wonderful

Now he's going to get us thrown into the |ocal gaol
Alaire tried to sheathe his sword before one of the
constabl es could catch himwith it in his hand, but it
was too |ate; the one nearest himcaught himin the
act. Oh, Gods, now what? he thought, dismayed.

What have | got into?

The entire popul ation of the tavern froze. Ka

gl anced over, his sword raised in md-slash, |ooking

di sappoi nted. H s opponents backed away, slithering
towards the rear exit, where nore of the official-Ilooking
men appeared, blocking their way.

"You, and you," the first man said, pointing at Ka

and Alaire. "Come with me. Now. "

Alaire briefly toyed with the notion of running like a
scared rabbit once they got outside. Heaven only knew
what penalties were waiting for them He didn't think
diplomatic i mmunity extended to tavern-braw ing.

He | ooked to Kai for cues. But the boy seened

defeated, sullen, as if cheated of sone bizarre pleas-
ure. He sheathed his sword with an air of disgust.
Alaire did the sane, and followed the uniforned nen
into a store room stacked high with ale kegs. No

chance to run here...

He noted however, with interest and hope, that the
constables didn't ask for their bl ades.

D plomatic imunity, after all? Do they know ne

al ready? | nust have sone kind of diplomatic inmmu-

nity in this situation...

Al aire thought frantically. No, they couldn't possibly
know who and what he was yet, not down here in the
city. But Kai, he has sonething better. He's the Crown
Prince! Does he do this often enough for the constables
to recogni ze hin? Wuld his rank cover ne as well?
Could | try alittle Bardic persuasion —no, better not!
He pal ed, renenbering there were severe penalties

for using magic. Better not even think too directly
about that.

The uniforned nen instructed themto sit, and Ka

sat on the top of an upturned keg, carefully dusting it
off first, so as not to soil his clothing. H's long | egs dan-
gl ed awkwardly over the edge. He didn't seemtoo
concerned about the situation.

But then, he hadn't been concerned about picking a
fight with five nen who were all much bigger than
either hinself or his conpanion

"What's going on?" Alaire said to Kai, finally, unwll-
ing to play the guessing gane any |longer. "Are we
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going to gaol, or do we need to bribe soneone?"

Kai waved the question away, as if it didn't matter.
"Don't be silly. Neither. | just need to see — he
started, then another nman entered the door to the
storeroom and his face lit up. A broad, slightly ridicu-
I ous grin spread across his boyish features.

The uniforned man, this one in solid black, with a

| arger, golden star on his lapel, perhaps indicating

hi gher rank, strode in, sweeping themall with a single
gl ance. Fromthe way the others deferred to him he

was obviously their superior

"Ah, what do we have here at The Dead Dragon

Inn this time?" he began, then stopped when he saw

Kai .

"Well hello there, Mac," Kai said, |egs dangling against
the keg. "What brings you to this infamus part of town?"
"Ch gods," Mac, said, his face falling. "Is this what |
get for being a Watch Comander and your father's
friend from University? Putting up with your antics
whenever you get a wild idea and a little too much

wine in your belly?"

He wal ked over to Kai, shaking his head. "And this
time," he continued, glancing over at Alaire, "you
brought an acconplice. Just what | need. | suppose it's
the sane old story —=

"I didn't start it," Kai and Mac said in unison. One

of the Mac's nmen | aughed discreetly behind his back

Mac sighed. "OF course, of course. But why can't

you 'not start it' in your own playground, hm? Don't
you have enough young swordsmen in that court of

yours to keep you busy?"

"We've been through this before," Kai adnonished,
shaking a finger reprovingly at the Watch Com

mander. "They woul d never kill me, or even dare to
spill a single drop of my royal blood. That takes all the
fun out of it. Here, on the other hand, at places of such
hi gh repute as this inn and others in the nei ghbor-
hood, | have a nore sporting chance of fighting

soneone not afraid to kill me. Therefore, the chal -

| enge. Therefore, the fun."

"Therefore, ny headache," Mac retorted. "At | east

you can take care of yourself. You seemto be unhurt.
And, strangely, not dead drunk. Jet. You drink nore
than all of ny nmen! Combi ned"

Kai |aughed, as if he found that terribly funny. "Ha!
But the evening is still so young!"

Mac grimaced. "It's an hour past mdnight!"

Kai waggl ed his head fromside to side, nockingly.

"My day is just beginning."

Mac seened about to reply, but instead he just gave

up, abruptly. "So be it," he said, after a | ong pause.
"Just do nme one small favor?"

"Yes?" Kai said sweetly.

"Don't kill anyone tonight, hm? There's no nore
roomin the norgue. All the slabs are full." And with
this parting sally, the Watch Commander turned and
left, the black cloak swirling behind him H s mnions
foll owed hi mout the door.

Kai junped down to his feet, his enthusiasm appar-
ently renewed.

"Conme on! What are you waiting for? Let's go!" His
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infectious grin was back. "There's hours left till dawn!"
"Where?" Alaire wanted to know, though he had a

sinking feeling he already knew the answer.

"The next tavern. O course!"

Al ai re sighed

The street's popul ati on had doubled in the brief

time they were in The Dead Dragon Inn

Party tinme in Suinonmen, Alaire thought sourly.

The crowds parted for them npbst apparently rec-
ognizing the Crown Prince. It isn't just the clothes,
Al ai re thought. There was sonething el se about the

way he carried hinself, despite his relative small size,
that commanded the attention of everyone around

him He acted |like he owned the street, the buil dings,
the town. And, being the Crown Prince, this was prob-
ably not too far fromthe truth.

But without a doubt, given the way the Watch

Commander had reacted when he had seen Kai, the

Prince was no stranger to this part of town. Those who
made this place their regul ar haunt probably did know
him And given his propensity for picking fights, by
now it was very likely that there wasn't a | ocal who
would rise to his challenge, though they al so woul dn't
bot her to warn a stranger

Probably he provides a | ot of entertai nnent for

them given the way the people in The Dead Dragon

were acting. Lovely. The clown Prince. Though right

now he was wal king and strutting |ike a bantam

rooster, eager for another fight, swaggering about with
an air of inportance that Al aire found distasteful

This air seenmed to coincide with Kai's increased
consunption of alcohol, he also observed, but he

didn't know what to do about it. O even if he could do
anyt hi ng about it.

The next bar, called, om nously, The Hair of the

Dog, turned out to be a discreet drinking estab-
|ishment for noblemen | ooking for cheap thrills, but
still wanting sonme of the trappings of home to make
them feel confortable. A nman dressed suspiciously

|i ke the pal ace guards carefully checked their "creden-
tials." After Kai vouched for his conpanion, they
entered an establishnment which bordered on the | uxu-
rious. Discrete anmenities, |ike well-cushioned chairs,
el egant crystal gl asses instead of the awkward wooden
tankards of the previous inn, and a guard or two,

pl aced inconspicuously in the shadows, lent it enough
of an air of wealth to satisfy nost highborn. Alaire
liked the place, at first.

"Sir Jehan!" Kai shouted, al nbst as soon as they

were in the door, waving to sonmeone. He grabbed
Alaire's el bow. "Cone over here, Alaire, | want you to
meet soneone."

He headed straight for a small gathering around one

of the wooden tables. No doubt, the center of attention
was Sir Jehan, but this worthy was not the young

nobl eman Al aire had thought Kai would introduce him

to. Jehan was closer to the King's age, in fact. And that
made hi m oddly suspicious, for Kai had no reason to
greet soneone |like this as a cup-conpani on. Wy

woul d he befriend the Prince when nobody el se woul d?
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Sir Jehan was a dark, handsone fellow with graying
beard and hair, sitting in a thronelike chair, sur-
rounded by rough-1|ooki ng nen (bodyguards?) and
tavern wenches. Wthout a doubt, he was hol ding

court.
"Ah, Kai, ny dear boy," Sir Jehan said conde-
scendingly. "I wondered when you woul d be out and

about tonight." Three or four of the entourage greeted
their entrance, but for the nost part the attention
remai ned affixed to the nobl eman.

Wthout waiting for an invitation, Kai pulled up a
bench and sat at their huge table, notioning for Alaire
to do the sane. Immediately, two barmai ds appeared,
eager to take his order and his noney. Kai ordered two
carafes of vintage red wine and two gl asses, one for

hi nsel f and one for Alaire.

Wne on ale? Ye gods, what a fool! Alaire thought.

The last tinme he had gotten drunk —and ill —was

with this same conbination. But he'd barely had any

of the ale at supper, and he was too busy dealing with
the fight Kai created at the |ast stop to have any nore.
It will probably be all right —if I'mcareful. After sit-
ting dowmm with this group, he had pretty nuch

resigned hinself to drinking a little, for appearances.
At least here | can have the good stuff. Hangovers from
cheap wi ne are horri bl e!

Sir Jehan stared at Alaire for a | ong nonent before
returning his own attentions to the bevy of bl owsy
beauti es he had gathered about him |ike ants swarm
ing a drop of honey. Please don't ask about me, Alaire
prayed, not knowi ng what he would say if the noble-

man did i nquire about him |'mjust a nobody, a
nonentity. Remenber that, everybody.

But does the Prince usually keep conpany with

nobodi es? Wth anybody? Time to play the fool again.
The wine arrived, and before the barmaid had set

the tray down, Alaire nmanaged to jostle her clunsily,
just alittle, in an awkward and i nexpert attenpt to
steal a kiss. It was enough to topple one of the gl asses,
and invoke | aughter fromthe table.

Al aire grinned his nost stupid grin, and tried to

|l ook as silly as possible. Sir Jehan no | onger paid atten-
tion to him apparently having deci ded he was no

| onger worth paying attention to.

"Ch, don't worry about that," Kai said, righting the

gl ass. "See? You didn't even break it."

"You aren't going to drink fromthe carafe again, are
you, ny dear child?" Sir Jehan said, over the breast of
a young woman who had nanaged to drape herself

across his lap. "You | ooked |ike soneone had run you
through, with all that red w ne covering you."

Atitter of laughter rippled anong those assenbl ed,

but Kai didn't seemto mnd. "OF course not. |'mnot a
total barbarian, after all." He poured two gl asses
expertly, and gave one to Alaire. "Drink up. The

eveni ngs still young."

"Was that a runor | heard about you picking a fight
over at The Dead Dragon?" Jehan said, obviously bait-
ing him He held a | arge w neglass in one hand, and

hel ped his | ap decoration drink hers. "Or did you
really get into trouble so soon?"
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A wicked grin passed across Kai's face, before an

audi ble gulp fromthe glass snmothered it. "Wuld | do
such a thing?"

"Yes," Jehan replied.

"Well, then. There's your answer."

While Alaire sipped his wine, and Kai guzzled his,

he observed Sir Jehan discreetly. The litter of enpty
wi negl asses and carafes suggested sone heavy i nbi b-
ing, but he soon realized that they were not all Sir
Jehan's. Those around himwere in various stages of
drunkenness, and indeed, Jehan was encouraging this,
pouring wi ne the nonent soneone's glass was enpty

or only half enpty, toasting, |aughing, ordering nore.
But Jehan wasn't really drinking —perhaps as much

as Alaire was, a sip occasionally. Wile the others were
goi ng through entire carafes, Sir Jehan nursed a single
gl ass.

Qdd, Alaire thought. He's not really as drunk as the
others. But he's sure acting like he is. Wiy? Wat is
Jehan doi ng here? Spying on Kai, perhaps?

That could be it, but he doubted the man's effi -
ciency, given the circunstances. Jehan seened nore
interested in the dubious charns of the wonen

around him and at any rate, he could only spy on Ka
when Kai was with him

But he al ready knew about the disturbance at The

Dead Dragon. Were other spies watching then? Did

Jehan have a network of watchers, who brought him

word while he sat at his ease here, like a spider in the
center of a web?

That was an unpl easant, perhaps unjustified, anal -

ogy. Sir Jehan could be keeping an eye on Kai for his
own good

That had to be it. He's watching the Prince to see

that nothing happens to himwhile he's out carousing.
Since | doubt anyone could stop him at least this
keeps himfromgetting hinself into real danger. Ka
definitely needed sonmeone to watch over him keep
hi m out of trouble and bail himout if he found it
Alaire felt a great deal of relief at that So Jehan was
not someone he needed to be terribly concerned

about, he decided, since he wasn't betraying his m s-
sion to Kai or anyone else. He only hoped his
performance thus far into the eveni ng was convi nci ng.
Absent m ndedly, without neaning to, Alaire fin-

i shed his glass, and Kai refilled it instantly. Can't
afford to get drunk tonight. He touched his lips to the
rimand since no one was | ooking, |lowered it without

si ppi ng.

"I bid you all good evening," Sir Jehan said grandly,
rising to his feet. "My little flock and | have ot her

pl ans, don't we, pretty ones?" Am d a chorus of gig-
gles, all of the fenales seated al so stood, and for a
monent Al ai re thought he was going to invite the

Prince to share his conpani ons.

The other nen |l eft the table wordlessly, seeking the
exit, some visibly disappointed at Sir Jehan's high-
handed appropriation of every wonan at the table. Sir
Jehan and his "flock" vanished up a flight of stairs, say-
i ng no nore.
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If the Crown Prince felt left out, he didn't show

it. Alaire's opinion of himraised considerably. Wile
not a prude, Alaire had been nore than a little
unconfortable with Jehan's bl atant paw ng of the

tavern girls. He might be a drunkard, but Kai would
seemto set higher standards on wonen than on

wine. A snmall miracle, given his youth and his |ust

for adventure. No, not adventure, Alaire corrected

hi nsel f. M sadventure.

Toget her they sat, alone at the big table, while bar-
mai ds scurried to refill the carafes, and Kai proceeded
totell himhis |life's story. It would have been easier to
understand himif he hadn't |apsed into his native
tongue a tine or two, but Alaire caught the gist of
what he was trying to say, anyway.

"You know, Sir Jehan is one of the best nen in the
whol e country of Suinomen," Kai slurred. "He's been

my friend since | was thirteen, and was the only one
who showed any interest in ny future. Wiy, Sir Jehan,
he gave ne my first drink! In this very bar. Four, five

years ago."

And you' ve been drinking ever since. You really are

a decent person, 1'll bet, when you're sober. Did Sir
Jehan turn you into a drunk, or did you do that all by
your sel f?

Alaire, trying his best to play his rol e though he was,
found hinself becom ng quite annoyed with his

princely friend. That Kai could get themboth killed,
particularly if he picked another fight in his worsened
condition, didn't bother himnearly as nmuch as Kai's
deteriorated personality. He had been drunk at the
start of this carouse, true, but now he was becomi ng

di sgusti ng.

But Kai was ranbling on, in that disjointed fashion

of drunks everywhere. "And you, ny friend, you nust
have been here before. | know you from sonmewhere,

and we used to be best friends, are best friends. You
saved ny life back there, with those sailors, did you
know that..."

Al aire finished off his glass of wine, and Kai, of
course, refilled it. As he sipped this one, he recalled
what Kai just said about Sir Jehan, and this bar. Jehan
got himstarted drinking. And he encouraged Kai to
drink hinmself drunk, just now. And the man wasn't a
drunk hinmself. Very odd, that. Back in Fenrich, he
renenbered the drunks were usually the ones who

encour aged heavy drinking, particularly in those who
drank little.

Now Sir Jehan seened sinister again. For Jehan

didn't fit that pattern; he had hardly drunk enough for
the wine to affect him but acted as if he was as inebri-
ated as Kai. He night have another notive for hel ping
Kai becone, and renain, a drunk.

There was nore to the picture that he wasn't see-

i ng. Whatever Jehan's notives were, they couldn't be
good. What is it about that man that rubs ne the

wong way? Meeting himhad shed sone |ight,

however dim on Kai's relationships wthin Suinonen.
Meanwhil e, let's encourage this notion that |'m an

old friend. Likely as not, he won't renenber a thing
tomorrow, if he's like the other drunks | knew back at
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the village.

"I mght have been here, sone tinme back," Aaire
began. "My parents, they liked to travel. In fact, | net
sonmeone who | ooked an awful lot like you."

"You did? How | ong ago was this?"

"Ch, | must have been about fifteen. Four years

ago? Anyway, we stayed at this wooden | odge, on a

| arge | ake." Although he was nmaking a wild guess, he
knew there had to be a | arge | ake sonewhere, based
on the anmount of water he'd seen in the land so far
And since nost buil dings consisted of wood, he fig-
ured a "wooden | odge" was a pretty good bet as well.
Kai's eyes w dened "Was that you?"

Al aire shrugged. "M ght have been," he repli ed,

di stantly.

Kai gestured excitedly in his chair. "Ch, it was! It
must have been! It was you, Alaire, | renenber now, |
renenber it all, that sumer the royal fam |y decided

to have a 'peasant's holiday'! And you were there. My
best friend! W swore that oath of eternal friendship,
but ny father didn't approve —I thought he'd forced
your parents to take you away to some awful place |ike
Althea and |'d never see you again!"

Kai | eaned over and hugged Alaire for what seened

an eternity. The barmmid gave them an odd | ook.

Alaire rolled his eyes.

Not the inpression | neant to convey, A aire

t hought, although this new | evel of trust pronised to
be very useful

At the next tavern, Kai got down to sone serious

dri nki ng.

This place had no sign, no real front door. To find

the tavern, they had left the main street, to a darker,
nore shadowy alley, through which Al aire wal ked
clutching the hilt of his sword.

"Is this really a place we need to go?" Alaire had

whi spered, as Kai led himinto the darkness. He found
it difficult to envision the tavern that would be in this
end of the district. Twice they stepped over notionless
forns lying across their path, one of whomhad |ost his
belt and whatever had hung on it, his cloak, and any-
thing that had been in his pockets, which hung inside
out. The other was probably passed out drunk

Kai seenmed nore in his elenment here than at the
previous two places. They entered the establishnent
through an entrance practically invisible fromthe

all ey, which was just as well. If you didn't know where
the place was, you probably didn't belong there. The
tavern keeper knew himby nane, greeting himsinply

as Kai, not "sir," or "your highness." Do they even
know he's a prince? Al aire wondered. But then, they
didn't use titles at the other taverns. And Sir Jehan
certainly knew Kai was the Crown Prince

It's alnost as if he is ashaned of the title, Al aire con-
sidered, as they settled down into a sem -private
booth, this one with blood stains on the wall. Ka
didn't appear to notice. He m ght have been responsi -
ble for thembeing there in the first place.

"So, what'll it be this tine?" Kai asked enthusiasti -
cally.
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Al ai re had nanaged to drink only four gl asses of

wine or ale that evening, in spite of the pressure to
drink much, much nore. He even nmanaged to act a

little drunk, to blend in with the nasses. But his stom
ach, and his head, were both sendi ng warning signals
to him If he drank nmuch nore, he would get drunk,

or worse, and be conpletely useless in a fight. Wich,
inthis area of town, seemed highly Iikely.

"Ch, whatever you're drinking," Alaire said, and Ka
ordered up three large steins of sone foul |ooking
brew call ed "dogbolter." Two were for Kai. One was

Al aire's. Wien he | ooked down, he saw that twi gs were
floating around in it. Heaven only knew what el se was
init.

"Tasty," Alaire said, without trying it. If | dunp this
on the floor, he won't even notice. The floor is already
so sticky anyway that another quart of nuck won't
matter.

Al aire nmade ready to anoint the floor with his gift
from Kai when a disturbance at the door distracted

hi m

The Watch. Again. Alaire saw the four uniformed

men before Kai did; the boy's powers of observation
had dwi ndl ed to next to nothing. They were hal fway
across the bar before the Prince noticed them turned
pal e, and ducked behi nd both of his steins, peering
furtively between them
"They're not after us,"
this was even true.
The four uniformed men turned towards the rear of

the tavern. In the shadows Al aire could make out a
terrified mddl e-aged man and an equally terrified

ol der one, sitting at a snall table at the very back
Kai exhaled loudly. "G ad it wasn't us," he said.
"Thought for sure they'd changed their mnds and
decided to take me in. Show nme a 'lesson."'"

"Different group,"” Al aire observed. "Different uni-
forms, too. They're all black, |ike the Watch
Conmander's, instead of gray."

"Bl ack unifornms?" Kai asked, and peered around

the booth at the unpl easant scene devel opi ng behind
him apparently seeing the men clearly for the first
time. "No. Not here."

"What ?"

The barkeep went over, rattling sonething in their
native tongue. It | ooked |ike he was trying to vouch for
the two sitting at the table, but was having no | uck
Finally, the barkeep handed over several gold coins.
"They were going to take himin along with those

two, for serving them" Kai informed him "Gold is the
best bribe of all, here.”

"Why are they taking those people in?" Aaire

asked, but Kai stared wi thout answering. The uni -
formed nmen took the two away, roughly shoving them
towards the door. The monent they were gone, Ka
returned his attention to the table, and his brew
"Magi cians," Kai snorted in contenpt. "Unlicensed
magi ci ans. Damm fools don't ever |earn!"

This is what Naitachal was tal king about, A aire

t hought, in sudden fear. Careful, now, don't want to
pry too blatantly here. He noticed Kai fishing one of

Al ai re whi spered, not sure if
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the twigs out of his brew Wth a silly grin, he used it to
stir his drink. But then again, as drunk as he is right
now, is it going to matter? I'mhis long-lost best friend,
after all.

"Those guys weren't the regular Watch, were they?"

he asked.

"Ch, no. They were Swords of the Magicians' Asso-
ciation. Special |awenforcenment troops, there." He
took another long swallow fromthe stein; Alaire

bl anched. "Then they ba —brr —ah..."

Kai's eyes rolled up in his head nmonentarily, as his
head tilted forward. Alaire thought he was going to
bang his head on the table, but he recovered just in
time.

"Ah? What was | saying? Is it dawn yet?"

Alaire had no clue what tine it was, though it
couldn't be too far from daybreak. "The Associ ation
You were telling me all about them™

"Ch, right. The troops. The elite of the enforce-

ment arm of the Magicians' Association.”

Alaire strove to | ook innocent and interested. "Are
they the ones who enforce the | aws regardi ng magi c?"
Kai stared at himfor a | ong nonent, his head wob-
bling slightly. Should | continue this discussion
tonmorrow? Al aire wondered. He | ooks |ike he's ready

to pass out. After all he's had to drink, he should have
passed out hours ago.

"Not them The Association. That's all they do, |ook
for unlicensed magic going on." Kai blinked owishly.
"Then the Association sends out the Swords to bring
the poor fools in for punishrment. That's what that was
probably all about, there at the table."

Alaire tilted his head to one side, and | ooked puz-
zled. "Unlicensed magi c? How does one go about

getting a license?"

Kai wrinkled his nose. "You don't know?"

Al aire shrugged. "I haven't been here very long."
"Takes a |lot of gold. Mre than that barkeep had."

Kai shrugged. "But w thout one —too bad."

"Li censes which, |I'massum ng, nost of your citi-

zens don't have." Alaire continued probing, thinking
that it was a mracle Kai was so coherent.

Kai nodded, and took another pull of his nug.

"That's right. The nobles think they should be the
only ones to have nmmgicians. You can only perform

magi c in the Association Hall, with very rare excep-
tions, arranged well in advance. And paid for in
advance. "

Sure —but what about people like the two in here?
"And those who don't want to bother with that?" he
continued delicately.

Kai | aughed nervously. "The Association sends out
their troops to catch the perpetrators, then fines the
one who paid for the unlicensed magi c doubl e what

the licensed version would have cost"

A good incentive to pay for the license. "And

what ... what about the magician? The one who actually
did the magi c?"

Kai's face lost all expression, and he | eaned forward
to whisper, "He goes to the Prison of Souls."
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Al aire shivered at the nane. "Gods, that sounds

awful . "
"Well," said Kai, showi ng some real, if ghoulish,
interest. "It is. Let ne tell you about it."

He did Alaire w shed he hadn't.

"They put their bodies in casketlike boxes for a

m ni mum of one year, and use crystals to capture their
soul s. They do everything in a room deep under the

Hal I ."

Al aire shook his head; this was magi c unlike any-
thing he had ever heard of. "I can see the point of

i mprisoning thembut —crystals? Wth souls in thenf
Why ?"

Kai | owered his voice still nore. "They use the souls

to help fuel the licensed magic so that they don't have

to expend personal energy for spell-casting. That's the
real punishnent, you see."

Alaire fought to maintain a neutral face, but inside,

he was frantic. This is Necronancy!

"Tell ne nore, Kai."

"It gets worse," he said, with a kind of ghoulish
excitenent, like a child telling a ghost story. "For every
year a nmgician spends in the Prison, his body ages
twenty. So a young nan of twenty will conme out a year

|ater as a man of forty —if he is stupid enough to get
caught for a major crine-of-magic or to get caught a
second tine, sixty or eighty! | even hear of a nmage who

got sentenced to a termof five years. Wen they |et
hi mout, he staggered into the light. Hardly nore'n a
skel eton. Fell dead on the spot in the Association
Hall . "

The story horrified Alaire. A conpletely non-violent
way to nete out the nost cruel punishnent. That nust
be why the people, the King's people, put up with it. It
wor ks no violence on the mage directly, so it nust be
perfectly just and equitable.

No, I'mnot likely to be working any Bardic Mgic

i n Sui nonen!

"But don't worry. There aren't any nmgici ans

around here." The Prince glanced back at the enpty
table. "At |east, not anynore."

Kai polished off the two steins and ordered anot her.
Al aire wondered if he should say sonething about

Kai 's consunpti on.

No. | doubt that would be useful. He's going to

drink whether or not | try to stop him

So it proved. After a while, Kai slipped into his own
tongue, and Alaire sinply nodded and grunted at
appropriate intervals. Some tine later, after Kai had
been babbling on in his own | anguage for a good | ong
while, Alaire did manage to get himto his feet and
poi nted towards the door. Wen they got outside, it
was al ready daybreak

Kai groaned when the early norning sun hit his

face.

Alaire felt a certain anmount of pleasure at that. "You
weren't expecting that, were you?" he asked, but got
no reply.

He escorted Kai back to the nmain street, a curiously
silent place now that the sun was out, save for one

| oud drunk singing in the gutter. Soon he found the
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carriage, with the driver passed out inside. Dunping
Kai on the seat, he roused the driver and, with ges-
tures, managed to convey the need to return to the

pal ace.

Slowy, and with considerably | ess enthusiasm

than when they arrived, the carriage noved for-

ward. Though not hung over, Alaire felt tired. Kai's
little ranpage had taken quite a bit out of him

Maybe, if | could just sleep a little on the way

back .

But he couldn't. Tired as he was, sleep wouldn't

come. He couldn't get the awful inmage of caskets and
crystals out of his mnd

"The Prison of Souls," Alaire nurnmured to Kai's

sl eeping form "Gods, Naitachal, what are we about to
get into here?"

Chapter VI

As Naitachal had expected, the dinner "in their

honor" was a grand affair, with all the correct seating
strategies to turn it into a political event as well. The
Dark EIf sat with the King and other nobles at a high
table, giving hima bird' s-eye view of the dining hall
The King, however, seened nore intent on nmaking a
favorabl e inpression on his subjects than discussing
politics with Naitachal. They exchanged perhaps a

hal f-dozen words during the entire dinner, after

whi ch King Archenonen excused hinsel f —t hough

not before prom sing Naitachal a fornmal neeting the
next day in his chanbers to discuss matters of state.
Which was just fine with Naitachal, given his
exhaustion. Wne poured freely, but he only pre-

tended to indulge, knowing that if he did in his
present state he would |Iikely nmake a fool of hinself
and, in turn, of Althea. No, that would not do. At all
He was a little put out that they did not seat Alaire
next to him but to naintain Alaire's false identity, he
said nothing. After all, Alaire was a servant. It won't
kill him And he mi ght even | earn sonething.

After supper, Naitachal spent what seened |ike hours
getting acquainted with the highborn of Suinonen. But
as he becane accustoned to sone of their nuances of
speech, he realized he was little nore than an oddity,
and they were nore interested in his race —an elf, and
a Dark EIf at that —than his appoi ntnment as

Anbassador of Althea. From what he gathered from

their fragments of conversation, no one really seened to
want a war, or even know that the King had nmade

t hreat s.

That the King allowed himto mngle so freely

seened odd. If these folk intended a fight with Althea
shouldn't they spirit its anbassador off to his private
quarters after supper to better control what he saw
and heard? Instead, they left himto his own devices.
The worst was the surreptitious glances as he wal ked
past their huddl ed groups. He soon grew tired of their
inmpolite stares. Until these people grew used to him
and treated himas sonmething other than a freak, he
preferred the conpany of Alaire, the King, or no one

at all.

One particul ar nobl enman, a count, or the cl osest
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equivalent to that tide, showed a little nore respect
than the others. He was a m ddl e-aged man, wearing a
fine fur jacket, trimed with silver, which matched his
thi ck head of gray-white hair. He had al so been

i ndul gi ng generously in the wine at di nner and was

eager to talk. In short, an excellent source of dropped
i nformati on.

In spite of his desire to find his bed and sleep for a
day, he entertained this Count Takalo, slyly turning the
conversation around to international relations

bet ween Al thea and Sui nomen.

"Couldn't be better," the Count brayed, in a fine
baritone voice that rattled all the crystal goblets within

reach. "In fact, I'mhoping to establish free trade
soon. "
Nai t achal nodded wisely. "I'msure Al thea would

reciprocate. Particularly if the trade involved dieren
That is, if you were willing to part with sonme of your

herds."

The Count's expression turned crafty. "I wouldn't

know about that. The plan | |ike best involves selling
dieren of only one sex. |Is that why you're here? To talk
trade?"

Nai tachal smiled snoothly. "King Reynard sent ne

to discuss several things."

During this conversation, he noticed Alaire talking

to soneone who appeared to be of noble birth, given
his el aborate dress. At first this alarned him since
Alaire's role put himlower on the social |adder than
this other highborn |ad. Then he rel axed, realizing that
if the stranger chose to speak to Alaire, they night

| earn something useful. And if Alaire did commit a
soci al blunder, it shouldn't really matter nuch; they
were, after all, silly foreigners.

Emphasis on silly for Al aire. Hope he doesn't overdo
the stupid, naive, country-lad pose. If he gets into any
trouble, he's likely to be on his own. But Naitacha
noted, with satisfaction, that the bardling was stil
wearing his bl ade.

Count Takal o apparently noticed the direction Nai-
tachal was | ooking, and nodded at Al aire and the other
young nman. "Wuld that be your assistant | saw you
with earlier?"

"Yes it would," Naitachal replied. He raised an eye-
brow at the younger nan's antics; the boy was

obvi ously drunk. Very drunk. "Wo's that with hin®"
The Count shrugged, as if the boy's behavi or was of
little inmportance. "COh, that's the Crown Prince,

Kai nenonen. "

The elf raised both his eyebrows at this. "The
Prince?" But he's naking a conplete fool of himself in
public. Doesn't his father care?

"Ach," the Count said, in obvious embarrassment.
"I'"'mafraid he drinks a little nore than he should. He's
young. But | hear the King was the sane way." Wen

the Count spoke of the royal family, his voice | owered
"The King, he's afraid the Prince m ght want the
throne a little early, if you know what | nean."

Nai t achal decided to feign naivete. "Well, no, |
don't. Do you nean a revolt?"
"Perhaps." The Count shook his head. "I'mnot so
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certain of this, but the King seens rather fearful of the

prospect. | can't imagi ne anyone taking Kai seriously,
but there is always the possibility of someone using
himas a puppet, | suppose.”

No doubt "Is the Prince always, well, intoxicated?"

Nai t achal asked delicately.

The Count considered this a nonent. "Not al ways.
There are sone |lucid nonments, when the sun's up."
Nai t achal sighed, as if contenplating the sins of
youth. "This younger generation. | just don't know. I
wonder how such a lad could inspire enough trust for
a revolution. It doesn't seemlikely."

"I must agree," the Count replied. "Yet, the fear stil
exi sts." He seened unconfortable, discussing such
delicate matters, and pronptly changed the subject
"How long will you be staying here?

"That much I'mnot certain," Naitachal said. "But

per haps you can recomend sone sights while we are
her e?"

The conversation continued in a | ess dangerous

vein, and soon a |l arge, bosony wonan, apparently the
Count's wi fe, snatched himup. The Count bid him
good ni ght.

Weari ness settled over the Dark EIf |ike a heavy

cl oak. He knew he should stay and fish for nore infor-
mati on here anong these nen, but he was just too
tired fromthe journey to nake the effort. Al so, the
remai ni ng nobl enen had begun tal ki ng anong t hem
selves, and didn't seemto be receptive to admtting
any stranger into their pockets of conversation. The
eveni ng had suddenly become bori ng.

Now | renenber why | can't stand Court functions

Thi nki ng of soft beds and warmfireplaces and a

much- needed rest, Naitachal extracted hinself from
the gathering and strode out of the great hall, seeking
his quarters.

But the information he had gathered left himwth

pl enty of food for ponderings. The Crown Prince.
Strange, Naitachal thought. Very, very strange. As he
puzzl ed over the exchange with Count Takal o, he

wi shed Alaire's nother, Queen Grania, were here. She
woul d have di ssected and devoured that group back
there with ease, and they woul d have divul ged far
mare than they intended before they knew what was
going on. Very w se, very crafty, famous for being able
to charminformation right out of people, Gania
woul d have been of far nore use here than Naitacha
was.

Being a male and a Dark EIf, I'mat a disadvantage.
Not all of Grania's power was due to charm though
Sone of it —as Alaire's Bardic ability proved —cane
fromanother source entirely. Did Alaire know his

nmot her was a powerful mage in her own right before
she married his father? Surprisingly, Naitachal didn't
know the answer to this. She knew whenever her off-
spring were in trouble without casting a single spell
t hough she no | onger used formal magic. Ch | think
that's where Alaire got his gift, all right, Naitacha
deci ded.

She often said that the court nages were enough to
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take care of any problenms nagic could cure. Queen
Grania preferred being Reynards right hand "nman" to
any kind of magery. Naitachal wi shed again that he
had her with him

She could get to the bottomof this nystery in no
time on pure personality alone. Looks |ike we're both
going to have to do it on intelligence and stealth.
Nai tachal returned to their roomfrom nenory,

through ornate halls, steep, rock staircases and then

smal | er, danper halls, all |it with torches or candl es.
The cl oser he got to his room the nore spread out
were the sources of illunination. Large swaths of

darkness separated the tiny islands of |ight Few peo-
ple, evidently, were staying in this part of the pal ace
t hi s eveni ng.

When he arrived at his room he found the door

slightly ajar. His first thought was that Al aire had
arrived before he had, but Al aire would never have

| eft the door open, particularly in unfaniliar and
potentially hostile territory. Then, while he puzzled
over this, the Dark EIf sensed a sudden novenent of

ai r behind him as sonmeone noved cl oser

He started to turn —but too late. The garrote

slipped expertly over the Dark Elf's neck, then tight-
ened over his wi ndpipe.

Nai t achal reached for the rope and stepped back-

war ds, gasping for the breath that had so quickly been
shut off; he could not see the attacker, but judged him
to be bigger and stronger than hinself. He pushed

harder, trying to force the nan against the wall. The
attacker held on, unyielding. Hs lungs screaned for
air.

He reached up, clawing at the attacker's wists. The
t hought forned unbidden in his m nd.
Archahai Necrazach. Sceptre Touch. Touch of.

Deat h. .
As he readied hinmself to reach for the powers he
woul d need for the death spell, his first, instinctive

def ense, he caught hinmself. Just in tine.

| can't use magic in this land! Mich | ess that magic!
Qui ckly, he groped for a knife he had hidden in an

arm sheat he, partway up his forearm Wth one frantic
move he sl ashed at the hands controlling the garrote.
The pressure on his neck fell away, as Naitacha
whirled, and confronted his attacker, face to face.

The nman didn't seemparticularly alarned that Nai-
tachal had freed hinself. Through his blurred vision,
whi ch cl eared quickly now that he could breathe, the
Dark ElIf stared at his attacker, who stood in the shad-
ows, poised for another assault.

Wiy isn't he running?

Because he thinks he can still kill ne. And he's prob-
ably right....

They squared of f, weapons raised, circling each

other like cats about to fight. Naitachal realized with
sickening clarity how nuch he relied on magic in bat-
tles like this, the ones that really nattered, when his
life or that of someone close to himwas at stake. Even
Bardi ¢ Magi c was a conbative weapon —

The human, garbed completely in black, wore a

gauzel i ke wrappi ng wound tightly around him giving
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himfree novenent. The EIf saw nothing in his eyes

but cool calculation, no fear or panic, as if he wasn't
worried that the garrote had not worked on his quarry.
And there was sonet hing about his stance, a profes-
sional air Naitachal had come to associate with a
certain class of hirelings. An air that said, without a
word bei ng spoken, that nurder was not newto this

nan.

The nman's a professional assassin, Naitacha

thought, with a sinking feeling. Wich neans he prob-
ably can kill ne.

Refl exi vely, the Dark Elf briefly thought of all the
spells he might be able to use on those eyes, but
couldn't, given the restrictions of Suinonen.

But then, now that the garrote was gone, he was
unarnmed, giving the elf a definite advantage.

"Who are you?"

No response. Well, it was worth a try.
The assassin snatched up the el aborate brass
candl estick froma marble shelf set into the wall, extin-

gui shing the candl e.

"You don't really think that's going to bother ne, do
you?" Naitachal said, as darkness fell

Hi s eyes adjusted quickly, just in time to dodge as
the assassin struck out with the heavy brass candl e-
sti ck.

Clunsy, Naitachal thought, countering the strike

with one of his own. Hs knife drew blood as it sliced
into the assassins hand, severing tendons.

He heard no yelp or exclamation of pain at the

strike. Again, evidence of intensive training. |nstead,
the assassin dropped the candl estick and ran.

Nai tachal ran after him The chase took himto the

end of the hallway, which branched into nore halls.
After only a fewturns the elf lost him and gave up the
chase.

Must have di sappeared down a secret passage, Nai -
tachal thought glumy as he returned to his room wary
of anything that might be lurking in the shadows.
There's no way to know. |If he vani shed through a hid-
den door he nust be famliar with the pal ace | ayout.
Which could, in turn, inplicate the royal famly, or
possi bly soneone | oyal to the King.

He didn't like this one hit, and was uncertain what

to do next. If he alerted the palace guards to the
attack, they might be able to find the intruder. How
ever, there was another option, and that was to do

not hing. What the palace staff did in the next few
hours could be very revealing to their true intentions,
particularly if he pretended this never happened.

Bef ore sheathing the knife he noticed a glint of

bl ood on its blade. The assassin's.

He regarded this tantalizing bit of evidence like a
starving man would a steak. What a remarkable relic

to | eave behind. What a shame | can't take advantage

of it. There was nore than enough blood | eft on the

bl ade to call the man back or track himdown with
magi c. They may have calculated this into the plan, to
lure himinto the practice of magic, so as to discredit
hinself, his King, and his mission. This may, in fact, be
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an excuse to launch an attack on Althea!

If I could only..

Nai t achal was suddenly synpathetic to the magi-

cians in Suinonen; he knew there were a few, at the
very least. Wiat they must endure in order to practice
their craft! Another alarmnming possibility came to him
What about Alaire? If they're going to attack ne,

woul dn't that nmake Alaire a prinme target? As he nmade
his way back to his room he shook the thought out of
his head. OF course not. He's just a silly servant, not
worthy of a nonent's attention. Unless the fool of a
child has sonehow reveal ed hinsel f!

The Dark EIf didn't think that Alaire would let his
identity slip, but he worried anyway. Naitachal had no
i dea where Alaire and Prince Kai nenobnen had gone,

or what this city was like at night. If it was anything
like the coastal cities in Althea, he could have found
some pretty rough trade lurking in the taverns. Com
pany that Alaire, though he was far from sheltered,

m ght not know how to handl e.

Once in the room the Bard stoked the snol dering

fire to get sone heat going. Instead of |ying down on
the huge canopy bed, Naitachal decided to sit up and
wait up for Alaire. Despite his efforts to stay awake, he
fell asleep sitting in one of the chairs.

Several hours later, he woke to find Alaire entering
the room Sunlight poured in through the partially
drawn shades. Though he woul d have rather slept

hori zontally on the bed, the brief nap in the chair had
restored a good deal of his strength.

Alaire tiptoed carefully into the room his eyes fixed
on the shadow shrouded bed, holding his boots in one
hand. Naitachal saw his breath fogging in the room
reminding himthat the fire had gone out. He evi-
dently thought Naitachal was in the bed, and hadn't
seen himyet.

"Good gods, | ook what decided to drag its weary tai

in fromthe night," Naitachal said softly, but the quiet
words nade Alaire junp. Startling the bardling

granted sone satisfaction. That his apprentice had
been out all night still perturbed him

"Naitachal ," Alaire said, clearly flustered. "I didn't
see you sitting there."

"Cbviously. Care to tell ne where you' ve been?"

It was at tines like these that he felt nost |ike a par-
ent, even though the boy was a very mature nineteen,
and quite capable of taking care of hinself. But Gods,
it's dawn! where in the seven hells could he have been
all this tiner?

Al aire had been in at |east one fight. Ale and w ne
streaked his runmpled clothing, and dirt sneared his
face. His excited, feral look didn't fit his otherw se
di shevel ed appear ance.

Ah, Naitachal thought, understanding. He's had

what the humans call a "CGood Tine."

"Are you drunk?" Naitachal asked.

"Ch, no," Alaire said, sitting down on the edge of

the bed "Though |I've been hanging out with a | ot of
peopl e who were roaring drunk."

Nai t achal raised his eyebrows. "Including the

Crown Prince of this kingdom Kainenonen, was it?"
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"The very same,"” Alaire said. "So. Wat have you

found out so far?"

The Bard shrugged. "Very little. The perception of
sone of the nobles is that young Kai nenpbnen is after
the Crowmn." He wanted to save the best for last, so as
not to taint Alaire's nenory of his own evening. If |
told hi mwhat happened to ne, he mght renenber al
sorts of people following himthat weren't there.

Al aire proceeded to describe Kai nenonen in the

nmost lurid detail. Appalled, Naitachal could not inmag-
i ne what the King thought he was doing, letting the
boy run riot like that. Fighting, drinking —though Ka
was young and bright, Alaire observed sadly that Ka
had the nost unsatiable thirst for ale he had ever seen
in a person. "He drank enough to put you, ne, and ny
entire fanmly under the table."

"Even your brother Craig?" Naitachal asked, fasci-
nated in spite of hinself

Al aire sighed. "He nmakes Craig | ook sober. | drank
alittle, but did nmy best to stay unintoxicated. It was a
lot nore difficult than | thought, but before the
eveni ng was over he believed ne to be a | ong-I| ost
friend fromsome tine ago. Could this help us?"

Wel |, that was a pronmi sing devel opnent. "If he
renenbers tonorrow. At this point, he may not even
renenber neeting you | ast night"

Al ai re shook his head sadly. "This is true. But there
is sonmething el se. Sonething far nore .

threatening."

Nai tachal didn't like the tone Al aire had suddenly
taken. Threatening? Coul d assassins have cone after
Alaire as wel | ?

He nodded, as the bardling paused. "Yes, Alaire.

Pl ease conti nue. "

Alaire stared at the wall for a noment, as if he was

t hi nki ng of sonmething too horrible to describe, or even
react to. Rubbing his tenples, looking |ike he was
sunmoni ng the nerve to discuss what he'd | earned,
Alaire finally continued.

"Kai and | were in a tavern. The |ocal constables

came in and arrested two nen. Kai told ne right away
they were unlicensed magicians, and that the Swords of
the Magi ci ans' Association had caught up with them"
Nai tachal calmy held up a hand. "The Swords of

t he what ?"

"The organi zation responsible for enforcing the

magi ¢ | aws. They wear bl ack and operate in groups

of about six, with a |leader, and seemto presune
anyone they're arresting is guilty without trial. But
that's not what's so scary about this place. Wen
asked Kai to el aborate on what was going to

happen to those nmen, he told ne about the Prison

of Souls."

At once, Naitachal felt a darkening of his spirit, as if
sonmeone had drawn the curtains, snuffing out the sun,
and a chill crept over himthat nade himshiver in a
way that had little to do with the cold air of the bed-
room But the sun continued to shine, warmng his

feet on the carpeted floor. There was nore to the

nane than the suggestive | anguage. He imagi ned the
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darkness this prison contained and saw the tortured
soul s stored there. Yes, stored. Was this what Father
encountered, that time he travel ed afar? Had he trav-
el ed to Rozinki?

The cold chill Naitachal felt seemed to have

touched Alaire with its spectral fingers, for the
bardling shivered as well. "It's not |ike any normal
prison, like we have at honme. Its nore like a, well,
mausol eum They store the bodies in caskets, but
sonmehow t hey extract the souls and keep them sepa-
rate, storing themin crystals sonewhere deep

beneath the Association Hall."

"Aie," Naitachal said in dismy, shaking his head.
"Even ny people have yet to cone up with sonething

so ... malevolent. Or cruel!"

"Ch, but that's not the half of it." Alaire was on his
feet now, making broad, aninmated gestures in the air,
as if by novenment he could drive away the chill of fear.
"Not nearly. For every year they inprison soneone,

his body, stored away el sewhere, ages twenty!"

"Which means —let ne see if | have this right —=
"Which nmeans," Alaire interrupted, "If they inpris-
oned me in this thing for two years, | would be sixty

years ol d when they released ne. Think of it! And if
one was stupid enough —=

"Or desperate enough," Naitachal interrupted back

Good Gods, what an evil device! But consider the
source.

"This came fromthe nmouth of a young drunk, who

was, by your accounts, intoxicated. Are you certain he
wasn't exaggerating? This is alnost too horrible to
believe."

Al aire paused, considering. "I don't think so. At

| east not this. The arrest there at that tavern seened
to sober himinstantly. For a nonent or two he was
lucid enough to convince nost people he hadn't

been drinking. This place scared himas he

described it. | could see it clearly in his face. And it
scared me."

Though not conpl etely convi nced, Naitachal was

al nrost ready to accept the story at face value. | nust

confirmthis with sonmeone el se. But for the tine being,
I"lI'l assume this to be true. Alaire is shaking, talking
about it.

"I think soneone wanted ne to use magic

tonight," Naitachal said, and told Alaire about the
assassin. "l came within a breath of sumoning a

rat her nasty dose of Sceptre Touch to do away with
him™"

"Did you stop yourself in time?" Alaire asked, vis-

i bl'y shaken.

"Just barely. As tired as | was, | was operating on
reflexes only. | wonder if this assassin realized how
close to dying he really was. He wasn't trying to kil
me, | don't think. Just trying to get ne desperate
enough to fling a spell at him™"

Nai tachal decided to try and nmake light of the situ-
ation. There was no point in frightening the youngster
any further. "And, if | had used nmagic, it would not
have been the end of the world. | am after all, a Dark
El f. Who knows, | nmight be able to make friends in a
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pl ace like that They mi ght have decided | nade a bet-
ter teacher than a body in their prison."

Al aire made a sour face

Nai tachal forced a | augh. "And with ny el ven con-
stitution, a year or nore wouldn't nake nuch
difference, nor would the aging effect."”

Al aire frowned, and pointed out the obvious. "But

in that year, the war between our two ki ngdons ni ght
conme to pass, with you out of the way."

Nai t achal waved the comment away. "Never m nd

that. We both managed to get through this night wth-
out mshap, and now we know the dangers. You nust
prom se nme that you will not use magic of any kind
while you are here, unless it is to save your life, or
soneone el se's."

"You don't need a promise fromne. |I'mnot about

to use the Gft in this place!"

Nai t achal nodded, satisfied. "Is there anything el se
I shoul d know?"

Al aire's expression turned puzzled. "Well, this Sir
Jehan. | net himin one of the taverns. Strange sort

of fellow He's an older man, niddl e aged, one of

the nobles, and he seens to be the |and of

profligate sonmeone like Kai would turn into after a
few years. Not sure what his rank is. Kai is very

fond of him and I'mnot sure why. It might be

because he is the only noble fromthe court who

wi Il have anything to do with him But there's
sonet hi ng suspi ci ous about him | got the feeling

that everything he does is a cal cul ated pose."
Interesting. "You couldn't be a little nore specific?
Al ai re shook his head. "Not right now, no. Just a
feeling, a hunch. He's manipul ati ng Kai sonehow.

And al so there's this Captain of the Guard, another
friend. | didn't see himout there last night, but from
the way Kai spoke of him he's another 'friend in the
Sui nomen Court."

Very interesting. "W mnust look into this. It could

be inportant, or it could be nothing. Meanwhile, it

| ooks like Kai is likely to be our best source of infor-
mat i on. "

"I have to agree," Alaire replied. "Wiat | need to
find out is how!l stand with himwhen he's not drink-
ing. Could be a world of difference there."

Nai t achal regarded the sun, peeking obtrusively

through the wi ndow, |ike an unwanted guest. "Looks
like nmy day is beginning. You, ny young friend, had
better get sonme sleep. Wiich, | presune, is what Ka

i s doing now. "

Al aire | ooked pai ned —or perhaps, nerely enbar-
rassed. "Ch, yes. Passed out in the carriage on the way
over here. | delivered himto the servants, who
seened to be expecting himto be in that condition,
and knew exactly what to do with him"

Nai t achal notioned Alaire into his bed, and the

young nan barely took the tinme to strip off his boots
and outer garnents before tunbling in. On the whol e,
the Bard was proud of his apprentice. He was naking
wi se judgnments, thinking on his feet, and had a good
grasp of the dangers of ne situation. Now Naitachal's
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only concern was that he enbroil hinself too deeply,
take too many risks. He was a clever young man —but
those who opposed themwere likely to be just as

cl ever.

Nai t achal summoned the energy to rise to his

feet, and started toward a washbasin filled with
water. As he splashed water on his face, Alaire's
muf fl ed snores cane out of the heap of bed cover-

i ngs behind him

Chapter VI

As Naitachal enmerged from his bed chanber, he

sensed the castl e awakeni ng around him Even

t hough he had slept very little he didn't feel as tired
as a human woul d have under the sane circum

stances. In fact, he had only begun sl eeping vaguely
human hours in the last half century of his life, a
sure sign of elven niddle age. These humans rose
slowy in conparison with elvenkind; he heard

them making nuffled noises fromthe roons and

down the hallways, grunbling |ike bears waking

froma w nter-1ong hibernation. Gven how nuch

sl eep they needed, and how short their lives were,

he wondered how they were ever able to build a
civilization.

In the di mMmed hallway he stopped a young servant

girl to ask where he could find the head servant,
Paavo, who apparently had been the only repre-
sentative Archenonen assigned to them She

nmuttered sonething back in the native | anguage and
hel d her hands up in the universal gesture of | don't
under stand you and continued extingui shing the can-
dles in the hallway. Interestingly, she did not seemto
notice the missing candlestick that had stood beside
Nai t achal ' s door.

The Dark ElIf regarded the stony halls with equa

parts of distaste and frustration. Not even a civilian
guard to watch these halls, he thought, nildly
annoyed. Althea afforded the highest degree of
protection to diplomatic guests.

This could be carel essness, or it could be sonething
el se altogether. | was, after all, attacked in this very
hall last night. Tinme to see the King, he thought, and
tried to renenber if King Archenonen had left direc-
tions for their neeting. At dinner the King had

seenmed deternined to watch the behavior of his sub-
jects, rather than engage in any kind of conversation
with a visiting diplonmat.

It woul d be easy right nowto dip into deep pools of
paranoi a and find a knife-w elding assassin, specially
grooned by the Royal Archenonmen family, in every
shadow he passed. But a snmall part of himtold him
this would be assumi ng way too rmuch. Easy, now It's
still too early to say who's responsi ble. There could be
a valid reason why | have no guards —perhaps they
honestly feel I'min no danger. There did seemto be a
| ack of concern, one way or the other, this serene
nor ni ng.

Time for answers. The longer they lived in the shad-
ows, the greater chance the forces of darkness had of
gai ni ng sone advant age agai nst them And without

t he advantage of his nmmgical tools, the sooner he and
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his apprentice |learned the truth, the better. At the
monent, know edge, his diplomatic skill and his

sword were the only weapons available to him

Nai t achal nmade his way to the nmain hallway, keep-

ing in mnd the route back to his room should he
suddenly need refuge. Here servants were nore

nunerous, and a group of themwere picking up after
what | ooked like a late night party. Paavo was anobng
them issuing orders, supervising the cleanup, but
doing very little hinself.

From across the hall, Naitachal tried to get the ser-
vant's attention, but Paavo appeared to be ignoring
him In fact, the nan quickly turned his back on the
Bard He's pretending he doesn't see ne, the Dark Elf
realized, and this small insight angered himfar nore
than it should have

He decided to press the issue, and wal ked to within

a foot of the servant. Standi ng behind Paavo, Nai -
tachal spoke again. "Perhaps you can help ne," he

sai d, |oud enough for another servant, further away, to
hear. Two other servants turned and gawked at Nai -
tachal s bl ack countenance. Paavo did not hing.

No you don't ny friend. "Excuse nme," Naitacha

sai d, stepping around the man, and standing right
beside him Patience now. Perhaps the man is hard of
hearing, he reasoned, though the servant had shown

no sign of deafness the day before.

Paavo, slowy, reluctantly, turned and faced Nai -
tachal . "Oh, Anbassador. Forgive ne, | didn't see you
enter the hall."

Nai t achal gave hima sharp | ook, and Paavo w nced.

"l seek an audience with the King. To whom nay |

speak to arrange this?"

"I amonly a servant," Paavo said, apologetically. "I
doubt that | would be very effective in arranging this."
You didn't have these problens yesterday, when

you took us directly to the King. The second letter, the
one fromKing Reynard to Archenonen, remnmined in

his breast pocket It would be nore than enough of a
reason to justify an audi ence-on-demand, but he had

al ready decided to hand deliver the letter to the King,
per instructions. It may . . . disappear, otherw se, he
nmused.

The elf waited a nonent, giving Paavo a chance to
continue, to answer the second half of his question
Paavo of fered a blank but polite snmle, lacking in com
prehension, as if Naitachal had addressed himin a

| anguage he didn't understand.

Nai tachal tried again. "Well then. Could you direct

me to soneone, perhaps on the Kings staff, who could
arrange what you cannot ?"

Paavo seened di stressed, as he struggled to answer

the question. Or—not answer the question. "That is a
good question, Anbassador. Let's see, who is not on
vacation this nmonth. ..." The servant scratched his
chin and | ooked t houghtful

"Perhaps it woul d save you the trouble by taking ne
directly to the King? Yesterday, this didn't seemto be
a problem" Naitachal replied pointedly.

At this suggestion, Paavo adamantly shook his head.
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"I amsinply not of a high enough rank, you see. If |

could..."

I ndeed. Well, there is no point in forcing the issue.
O reninding himthat yesterday his rank was high
enough for himto advise the King. He'll only nake
sonme other excuse —or tell nme that the person | saw
was his twin brother.... "Then please tell me, who is
of a high enough rank," Naitachal said, his patience
sl i ppi ng.

"This may take sone tine," Paavo replied. "Have

you broken your fast yet this norning?"

Nai tachal stared at him strongly tenpted to stran-

gle the man. What in the seven hells is going on here?
What has changed between | ast night and tonight?

And why is this fool blocking my access to the King?
"No. |. Have. Not. Eaten," Naitachal said, slowy

and del i berately pronouncing each word. "I spoke

with the King last night, and although di nner was not
the appropriate time or place to discuss nmatters of our
two kingdoms, he did indicate that he wanted to neet
with nme today. Could we please arrange this? Today,

pl ease. "

"Did you nake an appoi ntnent?" Paavo asked

meekl y.

Nai t achal paused, wondering if he should lie. "No.

None seened necessary."

Paavo frowned. "Perhaps if you could go to the

great hall, we can arrange a neal for you, and | will do
what | can to arrange your neeting. | recall that the
Ki ng desighated a nenber of his staff as your liaison."
Then why didn't you tell me that in the first place?
he seethed, but kept the biting words to hinself. And
kept from biting Paavo.

"Very well," Naitachal said, and before turning
towards the dining hall, added, with heavy irony,
"Thank you, land sir, for all your —help."

As he wal ked away, he cursed hinmself for forget-

ting to ask himwho exactly this soneone was, and

what his position was on the staff. But on the other
hand, was he really in a nood to deal w th whatever

si dest eppi ng di al og Paavo woul d use to avoid

answering himdirectly? Wth time, and with a great
deal of luck, |I might even neet this person before
sSpring.

He found the great hall enpty, but a young nmi d-
servant appeared i medi ately, showed himto a table,
and vani shed. Between the |Iong rows of tables he

not ed her passage through two huge swi ngi ng doors

| eading to the kitchen. Two other servants, cooks by
the | ook of their aprons, stared over the top of the
doors and conferred heatedly anong thensel ves.

| sense a conspiracy, Naitachal thought A nmaid-

servant appeared with a plate of food, a pitcher of ale,
and a basket of bread, all of which she bal anced pre-
cariously on a wicker tray that had seen better days.
There is absolutely nobody el se here, or signs that any-
one el se has eaten here this norning, and they had
food prepared in advance. They coul d not have con-
jured a nore effective stalling tactic. The nuai dservant
deposited the food before himand vani shed into the

ki tchen. He wondered when the rest of the castle had
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breakfast, then realized that very few of the evening's
guests had stayed overnight, or if they had they had
been absolutely quiet and invisible during his trek
down fromhis room Most likely, neals went directly
to the roonms of the pal aces' pernmanent occupants.

That, or the others had known he woul d be here and

had chosen to avoid him

Nai t achal regarded the food with annoyance. The

bread was cold and hard, and the wooden inplenents
woul d not penetrate the dense crust, so he resorted to
gripping the loaf and slanmng it inpolitely against
the edge of the wobbly table. This action, which he
had to repeat, nearly tipped the table and its contents
over, which woul d have been no great |oss. The pheas-
ant, or snall chicken, or gane bird, he couldn't tel
which, was cold, its juices congealed in a greasy pud-
dl e on the wooden trough. Fearing intentional, or

even accidental, food poisoning, he declared the bird-
thing uneatable, and filled his copious tinme gnaw ng
on the bread, bread which nore closely resenbled a
brick than a | oaf.

When he | ooked up, he saw that he had quite an

audi ence hinsel f. The cooks, the nmmidservants and a
hal f dozen others, peered over the door, exchanging
amused | ooks, with even a giggle or two for guaran-
teed enbarrassment.

This could take forever, he thought, ignoring the

onl ookers as he chewed on the barely digestible bread,
and ventured to conclude that this m ght have been

the intention, since every exchange so far had del ayed
his nmeeting with King Archenonen. He imagi ned the
King, this very nonent hurriedly boarding the roya
carriage for an inpronptu picnic in the forest,
arranged for the sole purpose of avoiding him They've
had nore than enough tine to plan this, he thought
darkly. Gaming an audi ence m ght be nore difficult
than | first thought.

He gl anced back towards the entrance to the hall -

way and saw Paavo conversing with a short, squat
fellow partially hidden fromview They seened to be
ar gui ng about sonething, casting distressed | ooks in
his direction. Apparently the topic of heated discus-
sion was Naitachal

Nai t achal was about to | eave the sunptuous feast to

go neet the new fellow hinsel f, when Paavo's com
pani on began wal ki ng, wi thout nuch apparent

enthusiasm towards his table. Finally, soneone to take
me to the King. | hope.

He cane directly to Naitachal's table, his posture
becom ng nore self-inportant as he neared. And to

Nai tachal's eyes, his costune hardly warranted such
puffed-up pride, for he |looked as if he wore the spare
clothing of six or seven different folk. He wore a
broad, black hat with a silver satin scarf draped over it,
and a baldric of blue velvet, which was tucked into a
belt of gold braid. The tunic was a dull orange, wth
|l arge, billowi ng sleeves, and had a skirt that term -
nated at his knees, over hose of green. Black boots

t hunped agai nst the bare wooden floor of the hall, the
noi se ceasi ng suddenly as he stopped to stand regard-
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ing the Anbassador as if he found himself confronted
by a freak of nature.

"Pl ease, don't stand," the nan said, although Nai -
tachal had no intentions of getting to his feet. "I am
Johan Pi khal as, assignhed to you by the King to dea
with your needs." He smiled greasily, rem nding the
elf of the uneaten bird in front of him He was
younger than the elf had expected, perhaps in his
forties. Even wearing the broad hat, it was very

clear that Johan was losing his hair. He had the
appearance and attitude of someone assigned an

i mportant, but unwanted and unpl easant task

"Pl ease, sit," Naitachal said, gesturing at an enpty
chair opposite him And have some dead bird with ne.
But Pi khal as seened to prefer the psychol ogi ca

advant age of standing. He shook his head politely. "I
under stand you seek an audience with the King."

"l do," Naitachal said. "I spoke with himlast night
at supper, and he indicated he woul d be happy to
speak with me today."

Pi khal as seenmed to be choosing his words carefully.

"l see. Paavo told ne that you had arrived only today.
What subject, may | inquire, did you wish to discuss
with King Archenonen?"

"I amthe Envoy from Al thea," Naitachal said,

slowy, and keeping a rein on his tenper, "and this is
concerning a rather delicate matter, which | am under
orders to discuss with himdirectly. Forgive me if this
i ntrudes on sonme custom of your land that | am unfa-
mliar with. | understand the need to protect your

rul er, but your court accepted ny credentials |ast

ni ght, and an envoy and anbassador has certain privi-
| eges as well as duties."

Nai t achal reached for the letter, but Pikhalas raised
a hand in protest.

"That will not be necessary. Your credentials are not
in question. But the King is a very busy nan, and you
have arrived at a rather awkward time. You see, it is
| ate harvest, and the King has been receiving counts
fromall over the kingdomfor the past week. Interna
matters. Taxation. W keep a rather tight rein on our
various Houses. The accounting of their properties
requires his undivided attention."

The Dark EIf was not going to buy into this. Har-
vest? Even a late one, in the winter? Agriculture nmay
be nore critical, this far north, but why should the
King play a personal role in inventorying crops?

Pi khal as mi ght know of the attack on himlast night, or
m ght have even arranged it. O might not. Don't

junp to concl usions.

Still, it was tinme to take off the gloves. "Let nme cut
straight to the matter, here. Are you telling ne in a
roundabout way that the King is refusing to receive an
Anbassador of Althea?"

Pi khal as flinched at the accusation, but Naitacha

| et the question stand wi thout apol ogy. "Certainly not,
Anbassador. The King will be willing to speak with
you, but not today. And since you seemunwilling to

di scuss your business with nme, it would seemwe are at
an i npasse.”

"Perhaps," Naitachal said evenly. "Wat | cane to
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discuss is rather inportant, and involves the future
relati ons of our two kingdons. | am a patient being,
willing to adapt to whatever schedul e the King

requires of ne. But | have traveled quite a distance to
be here. In Althea, King Reynard woul d have wasted

no time to acconmodate a representative of your |and.
Wiile | do see the inportance of keeping accurate
books, we usually assign such a task to servants and
underlings."

He paused, waiting to see Pikhalas' reaction. H's
expressi on was as bl ank and unreadabl e as a death

mask. Naitachal continued. "May | respectfully ask

when the King's schedule might allow ny vital neet-

ing with hinP"

Pi khal as was quiet for a long tinme, and finally his
expressi on changed as the nmask dropped. Now he

glared at Naitachal w th unconceal ed contenpt.

When he spoke, his voice held a world of disdain. "W
have an expression in Suinonen, which would seem
appropriate now. Loosely translated to your barbaric
tongue, it says, 'Quests should renenber that they are
guests.' If you are a patient nan, Anbassador, show us
by your actions, and not your enpty words. | will dis-
cuss this with the King. Tonorrow | mght be able to
arrange sonething, but | promse nothing. If this is in-
sufficient to your rather trying demands, | suggest that
you take to the road, and return to that hone from

whi ch you cane."”

Pi khal as turned brusquely, and tossed a final saluta-
tion over his shoul der, as Naitachal stared at him
"Good day, Anbassador."

He stanped off to whatever "inportant business”

Paavo had interrupted, his stiff gait and posture telling
the world how annoyed he was at having to deal with

the Dark Elf.

Nai t achal gazed after him suppressing the urge to

work the tiny magi c needed to make himtrip and fal

on his nose.

When he had left, the boot thunping fading into

the di stance, Naitachal stood. Summoning as much
serenity as he could, which wasn't nuch but enough to
mask his own hot feelings, he left the dining hall with a
little nore conposure and a | ot |ess noise than Pi kha-

| as.

If I'"mcautious, perhaps | can do a bit of investiga-
tive work in places they would rather not see ne,
before they declare such sites off linmts. It seens to be
all | can do.

Denon-dogs! Even Alaire is acconplishing nore

than 1!

Chapter VIII

Alaire set out to find Prince Kai nenbnen, pausing to
change into sonething sinple but clean. Sonething

bl ack, that wouldn't blind himor give hima head-

ache. | doubt he'll be feeling his very best today. The
cl ot hes he chose were nore appropriate for night-
crawling, and he could only pray they woul dn't be
giving Kai any ideas about another round of tavern-
hoppi ng. An upper servant or |esser noble m ght wear
the bl ack hose, tunic and small cape, in another |and.
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Hi s al ertness had slipped once or tw ce the previous
eveni ng, when he was out with Kai, but after hearing
about Naitachal's visitor his senses were keyed to a
hi gh pitch. And although it might seem|ogical to sus-
pect the Crown Prince —who, after all, had dragged

Nai t achal ' s conpani on off, |eaving himalone —in his
gut he knew that Kai wasn't responsible for the attack,
or even knew anythi ng about it

There sinply wasn't a devious bone in Kai's body.
Fool i sh, perhaps, but not devious.

He puzzl ed over how nmuch to tell Kai about his

own life. Mdst of his background was secret in Sunp-
men and Althea, for benefit of his disguise. If I'm
going to get through to himl've probably got to | eve
with himconpletely —well, almost. I'Il have to do it
wi thout nentioning ny Bardic Gft. To |l et himknow
I"'mas well-born as he is as well nay open some doors.
O alienate himconpletely.

It was a chance he had to take. Satisfied he had
struck the proper balance in his attire, so he wouldn't
| ook I'ike a degraded peon or a well-appointed noble,
the |l and Kai appeared to dislike the nbst, he began

| ooki ng randomy through the halls for a servant to
take himto Kai

In retrospect, he decided it was a good idea after al
not to nention the tavern fight to Naitachal, although
the elf must certainly have seen the signs all over him
And that's all it was, at The Dead Dragon Inn. A sim
ple fight, in a rough part of town. It had nothing to do
with the attenpt on Naitachal's life. So, no need to tel
hi m anyt hing about it. If he thought | was going to be
wal king into trouble, he wouldn't be suggesting an alli -
ance with Kai

Whi | e Naitachal saw that ingratiating hinself with

the I ad woul d provide practical information for their
mssion, Alaire wanted it to be nmore than that. Ka
needs a real friend here. One day the Watch m ght not
cone in tine to break up whatever fight he's in. If
not hi ng el se, he needs people along to save whoever
he's fighting! One day he may kill someone, quite by
acci dent —

Al aire frowned as sonething else occurred to him

What if that's what someone wants?

It was easy to see a conspiracy behind every one of

the closed doors he passed, in this early stage of the
ganme. The reality of it was he was no closer to the rea
conspiracy than he was | ast night —unless Sir Jehan
was at the nmiddle of it.

He found Paavo dusting shelves in one of the grand
hal | ways. Wen he turned and saw Alaire, his distaste
was evi dent.

"You," he said softly. "lIs there somewhere el se you
coul d be right now?"

Alaire bristled at the attitude, but restrained

hi msel f. They should treat me like this. | ama foolish
assi stant, nothing nore. A hanger-on. "Wy, yes, as a
matter of fact. Could you show ne Prince

Kai nemonen' s chanbers?"

The el der servant's eyebrows lifted ever so subtly.
"Why woul d anyone want to see hinP Particularly at

this hour. It's daylight, after all."
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Al aire thought he did a credible job of |ooking stu-
pid. "Way? | wanted to thank him in person, for
showi ng me such an entertaining evening. |Is he not
recei ving today?"

"That is not the point," Paavo sniffed. "He's al ways
recei ving, but nobody wants to see him" He sighed,
apparently resigned to the task. "Cone this way. |If you
want to waste your tinme with that drunken child, you
are nore than welcone. At least you'll be out of ny
way. "

An odd way to tal k about his Crown Prince. As if he
didn't matter. As if—he never will take the throne...
Whi | e Paavo | ed hi m down another hallway, this

one painted on both sides with primtive woodl and
scenes, Al aire wondered why even a nere servant in
this castle would treat the Prince with such contenpt
—even if he was a drunk. Alaire had known a few ser-
vants back at hone who had such famliarity with the
royal famly, but they were never as presunptuous as
thi s man.

Take notes. File away for later. W configure Paavo
out sone other tine.

He'd expected a nore regal setting for the Prince,
but the door they stopped at was no nore suggestive
of royalty than his own front door in Fenrich

Paavo waved at the door with an air of one who has
done nore than his duty. "You nay |let yourself in.
have other, nore inportant things to do today."

Wth that Paavo turned and wal ked swiftly away,

| eavi ng behind a pal pabl e cl oud of petul ance.
Shruggi ng, Al aire opened the door, and strode into

a darkened room unannounced. The room had no

wi ndows, or wi nd hole, and reeked of (what else) stale
wine and ale. It was now high noon, and Kai had evi -
dently decided to sleep in, under cover of artificia

dar kness.
"Kai ?" Alaire ventured, as his eyes adjusted to the
dimess. "lIts Alaire. Are you awake?"

Silly question, he thought, closing the door behind
him He did this reluctantly, because there was no
other source of light. But he needed privacy to discuss
the things he wanted to, and an open door would only
attract idle ears, possibly Paavo's. The room he discov-
ered, had wi ndows after all, but sonething solid and
bl ack was covering them Thin lines of |ight made an
outline, giving himenough |ight to avoid bunping into
the larger pieces of furniture.

He becane aware of a | arge canopi ed bed shoved

into a corner of the roomat an odd angle. Heavy vel -
vet curtains cut off his view. Presumably, it was even
darker in the bed than in the rest of the room
Fromthe bed he heard a nmuffled grunt, then a

nmore articul ated "unngh" as sonebody stirred inside.

Al aire stood uncertainly in the mddle of the room
wondering if he would even be visible, wearing his
black outfit. Then it occurred to himthat Kai mni ght
not be alone. After a nonent, though, he disni ssed

the idea, renenbering the unconsci ous condition

he'd left Kai in.

There was a table against the wall, wth sonething
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on it that might be a lantern. Wien Alaire felt his way
over there, he discovered that it was a lantern, with
the shutters pulled; one that was still burning dimy.
He turned it up. It didn't help much, but now he

coul d see sonething nore than nere outlines.

The bed-curtains quivered slightly as soneone

pushed them aside a crack, revealing half a face and a
bl eary, bl oodshot eye.

"Unnnngh. Alaire. What are you doing here at this
ungodl y hour ?"

Alaire turned with the lantern in his hand Ka

wi nced away fromthe light. "This ungodly hour hap-
pens to be noon," he pointed out. "Do you plan on

sl eeping the day away?"

The curtains shut, but Kai kept noving around,
fromthe sounds within. "That's precisely what | had in
m nd. "

Al aire ignored him and began searching the area
around the wi ndows for a neans to open them

The curtains opened again. Kai had thrown on a

pair of breeches, froma pile of clothing strewn over
the bed. No one el se seenmed to be with him Barefoot,
shirtless, Kai dangled his | egs over the side of the high
bed. He muttered sonething inarticulate, rubbing his

f or ehead.

"M ght | suggest having breakfast with nme today?"
Alaire offered. His own stomach was rolling over with
hunger. He guessed, fromthe boy's wan appearance,

that Kai's stomach was rolling over for conmpletely dif-
ferent reasons.

"Ch, gods, no," Kai replied fervently, sticking his
tongue out. "What's breakfast anyway? | don't eat

br eakfast."

"Then maybe | could Iight another lantern, or a
candle. O open a w ndow. "

"Leave the wi ndows shut please," Kai said firmy

"I'f you rmust have light, you could blow sone life into
that stove and light a candle. A single candle."

The tiled stove was nuch like the one in Alaire's
room except it had a bellows built into one side. It was
alittle chilly here, but not as nuch as his own room
had been when he awakened. He suspected servants

came into Kai's roons periodically to keep the fire
going. Certainly Kai would never have noticed

Soon Alaire had a roaring fire going again, and

stoked it with wood froma |og-holder tiled to match

t he stove.

By the tinme he had carefully Iit a candle, Kai was

up, rumagi ng through the room The place was a
shanbl es. Discarded cl othing covered the floor,

except for a pie-shaped area where the door opened.

Kai was poking through the debris as if sal vagi ng
usabl e itenms from a burned house.

"What are you | ooking for?" Alaire asked.

"What do you think?" Kai saidirritably. "Got to get
the day goi ng sonehow. "

The reply left Alaire conpletely baffled until Kai
extracted a wine flask froma heap of clothing.

Ch no, not again, Alaire thought. That's the |ast

t hi ng he needs.

But fortunately, the flask was the one Kai had car-
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ried with himthe night before, and was quite enpty.
Enbarrassed, Alaire watched as the boy shook the

flask out, as if he were perishing of thirst. Despite his
best efforts, not so nmuch as a drop trickled out
Despondent, Kai dropped the flask to the floor and
stood there, staring at nothing. He | ooked ready to cry.
Alaire tried torally him "Looks like it's enpty," he
said cheerfully. "Come on, Kai, do you really need a
drink this early?"

Kai ignored him and began to search frantically
through the ness. "Dammed servants. Paavo tells
themto take ny private stock whenever | cone in
late." H's face lit up. "But | have a contingency supply!
That is, unless those tw ce-damed servants found it!"
He opened a wardrobe next to the bed, and ran his

hand up and over, along the inside. "Ah! There it is!"
Kai turned around, holding a wineskin larger than

the flask he had carried the previous night. The

| eat her pouch quivered with fullness. Alaire | ooked
away.

"You don't approve, do you?" Kai said. Alaire

t hought he heard genuine concern in the boys voice,

but when he turned back, Kai was drinking deeply
fromthe skin.

Well, why not? Maybe it'll have an effect. "In a way,
yes. Do you ever stop drinking?"

"Only when | run out," Kai said, a note of defiance

in his voice. "Wy shouldn't |?"

Alaire considered this. How to reason with a

drunk? He'd never done so successfully. If | don't

try. ..

He renenbered Kai nentioning that Sir Jehan

gave himhis first drink, and that the nman had encour-
aged his consunption the evening before. But Sir

Jehan was in no way responsible for Kai's overall con-
dition; that was Kai's doing, and no one el se's.

Why do some people drink nore than ot hers? How

can one person have one drink and put it down, while
the man next to himorders another, and again

anot her? He never had really thought about it.

Try the obvious. "Well, for one thing, it will destroy
your body, and your mind. Not necessarily in that
order."

Kai offered a feeble shrug. "Does that really mat-

ter? I'"'ma drunk. Everybody says so. Nothing | can do
about that." He glared at Alaire, again with that hint of
defiance. "I could stop whenever | wanted to. But |

just don't want to, is all!" He paused to take another
swig. "And it doesn't nmatter if I'ma falling down
drunk. My father hates ne and woul d rather see ne

dead than on the throne!"

Ah. Here we go. The opening | was |ooking for

He cleared his throat delicately. "Have you ever

really wondered why |I'm here, and how | was able to

meet you, the Crown Prince, so nany years ago?

Granted, it was a 'peasant's holiday,' but you know, not
just anyone could get close to the King's son."

Kai was | ooking at himstrangely, and sat down
cross-legged, in a sort of nest of clothing on the floor
"You know, you're right. You couldn't have got that
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close to us, unless there was another reason behind

that so-called 'holiday.' Huh. You're here now on sone
sort of diplomatic mission fromAl thea, right?"

Al ai re nodded. "Exactly. The Dark EIf is the

Anbassador sent by King Reynard"

Kai seemed to find this amusing. "Right, the elf.

Caused quite a stir, in our little court. Heard a little bit
about it before supper began last night. Is your father
a di pl omat, perhaps?"

Al aire took a deep breath, and told the truth. "I am

the son of King Reynard, ruler of Althea."

Prince Kai nenonen sucked in his breath suddenly,

a short exclamation that conveyed the proper surprise.
"Good gods, are you the Prince?"

That got his attention. But now that | have his

ear. .

He grinned, shyly. "A prince, actually. One of a

horde. Father sent me here to have a | ook at diplo-

macy firsthand. How do you really know what your

father is thinking? | doubt he really hates you at all. |

used to think the same thing about ny father. | was so
far down the line of succession, | didn't think | was

really worth nmuch to him But | found out differently,
a while back."

Kai stared. "Down the line? You aren't the Crown
Prince of Althea?"
Al aire laughed. "Oh, no. That woul d be Derek,

nmy ol dest brother, the firstborn. | get to choose
what |'mgoing to do with the rest of nmy life!"
"l see," Kai nodded. "In a way, |'mglad. You cer-

tainly didn't act like a prince."

Al aire opened his mouth to conment, something

like, and you do? but thought better of it. Instead, he
continued with the famly tree

"I''"ll take that as a conplinent. My identity is a
secret, so | guess ny acting nust be pretty good!" He
grinned, and Kai nanaged a feeble snile in return
"I''"'mthe youngest of eight brothers. The others had
their destinies planned for them G ant, the next born,
is anatural fighter and is in training to becone a Var
Lord. Trevor, nunber three, will become Ki ngdom
Seneschal, given his high intelligence and wit.

Contenpl ative Phyllip was our famly's "gift' to the
priesthood and Church. \Wen Fat her suggested

Rol and start studying to becone the Court Researcher
and Librarian he nearly had a fit, he was so pleased —=
Kai stared at him apparently fascinated that King
Reynard had taken such pains to suit his sons' desti-
nies to their talents.

Alaire restrained a smle. "As the nore obvious
positions becane filled, as it were, it became a little
| ess obvious what to do with nmy brothers. | renenber
Fat her once asking Mot her why she coul dn't have had
some girls for a change! But we coped, you know, and
when Drake, who's nunber six, turned out to have a
tenper as fiery as his name, Father decided that he'd
better serve under Grant and have that tenper taned
with mlitary discipline. The seventh, Craig, stil
doesn't know what he wants to do. Last | heard,

Fat her was just going to leave it up to him" He |eft
out the fact that Craig was proving sonething of a
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bl ack sheep, idling his way anong the | adies of the
court, and thinking of little besides clothing, w ne and
worren. Best not give himany ideas.

"And you're nunber eight — Kai |eft the sentence
unfi ni shed.

Al aire nodded. "Even as a child | felt |ike an enbar-
rassnent, with nowhere to go. The 'extra extra prince.'
I thought Father hated ne after | heard himtel

Mot her that bit about daughters."”

Kai's expression was sour. "I think ny father would
prefer a daughter."

But Al aire shook his head. "Don't be so certain.

When | thought Father had given up on nme, he sur-
prised ne. | renenber the day clearly. | was only six,
but | renmenber when he cane into the pal ace nursery
and shooed all the nurses away so we could talk, just
the two of us, '"man to man,' he said. He asked ne

what | wanted to do, that | could be anything | wanted
to be. At first |I didn't know what to say."

"And then?" Kai said. He was hangi ng on every

word, fascinated by Alaire's story.

"I told himl wanted to be a B-Mnstrel." Alaire
stuttered. Sure hope he didn't pick up on that near
slip!

Kai |aughed. "A B-Mnstrel? Is that like a bar m n-
strel, paid |l ess, seen and heard only in bars?"

Al ai re chuckl ed nervously. "Ah, no, just a garden
variety mnstrel. He asked why, and | told himthat —=
Think quickly, Alaire! "—that minstrels go every-
where and see everything and no one notices them
They becone part of the furnishings, and they learn a
lot. I wanted to do that, you see, to becone Derek's
eyes and ears, and |learn the things no one would tel
himto his face. And | had already chosen an instru-
ment. A harp."

He realized that he had wasted his frantic thought
when Kai ignored the | ong speech and focused on the

| ast words. "A harp! Did you bring it with you?"

He shrugged. "Well, it's back in ny room"

"Pl ease, you nust play for ne!" Kai urged, as
excited as a child with a prom sed treat.

Al aire assented, glad to be able to play at |long |ast.
It's been a long few days since |'ve played anyt hing,
with Bardic Magic or not. | have to admit it would be

a pleasure, and if anything it would give nme a chance
to practice.

"Later," he prom sed. "After we've eaten. |'d be

happy to."

Kai seened pl eased all out of proportion to the

prom se. "I didn't know you could play an instrunent.

| tried to learn the lute, but | just didn't have what it
took, | guess." Then his expression fell. "Like every-
thing else inny life."

"That isn't true," Alaire responded autonatically,

but couldn't think of any reason why this was so. | w sh
I knew himbetter. | mght be able to get a handle on
this, know which words to use to lift his spirits. But
here he is, getting all maudlin again.

"Fat her never talked to ne that way," Kai contin-

ued, mserably. "I've never been nore than a nui sance
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to him At least since | was ten. Before then we got
along just fine, but after that, well, something hap-
pened. "

"I't's not unusual for fathers and sons to have prob-

| ens. Though they usually get worked out," Alaire

soot hed, trying to guess what coul d have happened

when Kai was ten. A peculiar age for problens |ike
that to start. Early puberty, perhaps?

"But not our problens. He'd rather see ne dead."

Kai took a long drink fromthe skin, licked his |ips

I oudly and burped defiantly. "It doesn't matter. Wat's
the point, after all? | can't please him so | mght as
wel | enjoy nysel f!"

Al ai re shrugged. | chipped away sone of the ice, at
least. For a little while, anyway. All this |I'm seeing
now, this drunken fool of child, is his only defense
agai nst hinsel f and what ever or whoever he views as
hi s eneny.

"Wel | ?" Kai asked. "You gane?"

Al ai re shrugged. "For what?"

"Anot her round of enjoynment, what else. After all

you' re usel ess too!"

He didn't really want to give in, and go through

anot her drunken evening, this one begi nning rmuch
earlier, at noon. But he renenbered his pronise to
Naitachal. Be a friend to Kai, and find out as nuch as
he can.

Wel |, Kai certainly needed a friend. And this was
sonething he felt he could becone, given tine. But
Alaire did not think he would see nuch useful infor-
mation out of Kai

Alaire half expected to find Kai |eading them back

to the tavern district; nuch to his surprise, however
Kai took himout for a short walk on the pal ace
grounds. The day was unseasonably warm so they

needed no coats. Alaire had no idea of their destina-
tion, however, until they reached the vineyards. These
grapes were, he soon |learned, Kai's pride and joy.

"I had this strain planted nyself," Kai said proudly,
before the rows of brown, dormant vines. Even with-
out the spring foliage, it was obvious that these were
particularly robust and healthy vines. "Over there is
the winery," Kai said, pointing to a rough rock building
up against the palace wall. Alaire sighed. It nade per-
fect sense that the Prince had his own private

wi ne- maki ng operation, given the anmbunt the |lad con-
suned

"Are we going there today?" Alaire asked. He'd

wanted to grab a bite to eat, but Kai didn't seemto
care about food. The hunger pains had subsi ded
sonewhat on their own, but Alaire knew that woul dn't

| ast .

"Not the winery. | have sonething el se planned for
us."

Kai |ed himthrough an overgrown garden, brown

with winter. Alaire appreciated how these peopl e
relied on natural growmh to give formto their gardens.
In Althea the gardeners planted and pruned and

trimmed the pal ace garden into a sterile facsinile of
neat ness, which required constant upkeep, even in the
wi nter. He hoped to see this place in the spring, and
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perhaps bring sone of these ideas back hone.

They came upon a | arge wooden buil ding that gave
Alaire no clues to what it contained —until they
entered it.

Good heavens! he thought, gazing about at the

racks of weapons, the open floor. This is a fighting-
practice arena

It made sense to have sword practice indoors this

far north; what he found inside was clearly a training
area with a dirt floor. On the wall hung several weap-
ons; both of the wooden practice variety and the real,
| ethal thing. He recognized fifteen distinct species of
sword, several spears, a cabinet of different knives.
The place snelled of |eather, sawdust and sweat. And
sonmeone was waiting for them

"Young Kai nenonen," a big, burly man grow ed.

"You're late."

"1 apol ogi ze, Captain Lyam" Kai said solemly.

"I'"ve brought a friend. A .. diplomat from Althea."
Captain Lyamignored the introduction. The man

was huge, easily as tall as Alaire's father, and it was
obvious that all his i nmense wei ght was nuscle and
sinew. H's huge boots | ooked |like sonething Alaire
could row across a |lake, with roomfor fishing gear. Hs
scarred face | ooked |i ke soneone had ripped it apart
and clunsily reassenbled it. One eye was slightly

hi gher than the other. He wore no insignia on the

| oose shirt or the dark breeches, but his stance, solid as
a boul der and unnovi ng, commanded all the authority
that seened needed. Kai withered, and | ooked away.

The Captain sniffed the air. "As | thought. Drinking
al ready, are we?"

Kai | ooked to deny this, but instead nodded neekly.
"Yes, sir," he squeaked. "lI'msorry."

"Ch, that you will be," Lyamassured him in an

om nous tone that nade the hair on the back of

Al aire's neck stand up. "That you will be!"

The scene was nmaking Al aire unconfortable. And
nervous; Lyamwas easily five tinmes the size and

wei ght of Kai, with longer arns and | egs, both definite
advantages in sword fighting. Plus, Kai was hungover,
horri bly hungover, a fact which Lyam appeared to take
great displeasure from

Kai seened resigned to his fate as he went over and
selected a sword fromthe wall, as Lyamdid the sane.
By the tinme they had taken positions in the center of
the practice ring, that sane feral | ook he'd seen the
ni ght before returned to Kai, as if touching the bl ade
had restored the nmadness that got theminto that fight
with the sailors.

They wasted no tine. They saluted with their

bl ades and i mredi ately plowed into each other, a blur
of flashing steel that Alaire had trouble keeping up
wi th. Lyam advanced, pushing Kai backwards, yet the
boy was hol ding his own, deflecting every one of
Lyam s thrusts. But he wasn't naki ng any headway

with the big man. Purely defense, this tine; he just
didn't seemto have any energy today.

But Lyamdid not |ook |ike he was naking things

easy on purpose. The Captain gave all appearances of
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delivering everything he had, a frightening prospect
no matter what Kai's condition was. The swords con-
tinued to clash, but despite Lyam s best efforts to
corner the boy, Kai expertly sidestepped, proceeding
to circle backwards, |eaving his path clear. Alaire saw
that Kai had an advantage, after all. Though he was
much smaller than Lyam this allowed himnobility.

He coul d nove faster than the hul k he was up agai nst,
and Kai took advantage of this.

Two ot her men appeared in the ring, dressed much

i ke Lyam but neither had about himthe sane air of
authority. The bearded one had a skin tone that sug-
gested | ong years at sea. The other was a bit stockier,
but built Iike Lyam

"You, take over," Lyamsaid to the shorter of the

men, who stepped in and began sparring wth Kai

The boy was sweating profusely now, but | aunched

i nto aggressive swordplay with the other, chasing him
around the ring the way Lyam had been chasing him
nmoment s bef ore.

Al aire rel axed, once Lyampaired Kai with a nore

even opponent. The man was only a little taller then
the boy, and didn't seemto be too enthusiastic about
the practice. But he was fresh, and not suffering from
a night of drinking. Despite the |ackluster challenge,

he was still a viable opponent. And the swords they
were using were real, lethal tools even a novice could
kill with.

As the new man warmed up to his work, he began

to display a certain sadistic enthusiasm The new nan
got a few good strikes in, slapping Kai's backside hard
with the flat of the blade to get his attention as Ka
grew wearier. He was al so using street fencing and
under handed tricks —exactly the kind of thing that

Kai could run across in the tavern district.

Hs relief on Kai's behalf was short-Iived, however.
He felt a strange uneasiness, as if someone was staring
at him and turned to see that Lyam was regarding
himwi th a hard, cold gaze.

"So, young Kai, how good do you think your friend

is here?" Lyamsaid after sizing Alaire up, gesturing
with his swordtip in Alaire's direction.

"He's passable," Kai shouted over the clashing

swords. The brief shrug didn't interfere with his
thrusts. "Gve hima go if you want."

Me?

"Armyoursel f, young man," Lyam said, grinning.

"Alvar, see what he's nmde of!"

The other man took a position in the ring, as Ka

and his opponent continued fighting. Al aire wasted no
time in arming hinself, selecting a sinple wooden
practice bl ade about the size and wei ght of the one he
used at home. He saluted Alvar, and inmediately
regretted his choice. Alvar's blade was a good two
hands | onger, and the nman's reach was | onger as well.
But Al var was not very quick; the |onger bl ade

made for less nobility all around, and Alaire quickly
touched himin several vul nerable places, once crack-
ing the blade hard against the man's arm delivering a
brui se he hadn't intended. Alvar didn't seemto notice,
and continued sparring like the trained practice-
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dummy he probably was, keeping Alaire alert, but not
inflicting any real damage.

Lyam now rested, took over for Kai's partner, who
Al aire noticed was beginning to waver. He couldn't
figure out where Kai's energy was comng from he

parried and thrust with the sane skill Alaire had seen
the night before —but oddly, with none of the pl easure.
This was sinple nechanics, the skill of the sword, but

this tinme Lyam seened determ ned to make headway.

Lyam drove Kai out of the ring and into the wall,

hard. Kai ducked under the huge man, sonersaulted,

and | anded on his feet, sword ready.

Al var took advantage of Alaire's distraction, thrust-
ing all too close to his torso, a controlled |unge that
could just as easily gone through his heart if they had
been using steel, |ike Lyamand Kai, instead of the

bl unt ed wooden bl ades.

Lyam took over Alaire's practice, setting the other
stocky man on Kai again. He | ooned over Alaire like a
giant, but Alaire saw that the man was getting tired.
Nevert hel ess, he was a consummate professional, and

he didn't nake m stakes, even when weary. It took
everything Alaire had to keep up with the Captain,
even to the point of using sone of Kai's evasive tactics,
but he didn't nmake the sanme m stake he had nade

with his first opponent. His concentration didn't
waver. Lyam | ooked for an opening, but couldn't find
one.

"Hol d!'" Lyam booned, and at once all swordpl ay

ceased. Alaire didn't catch on right away that this
meant practice was over, and namde ready to thrust
again. Awarning |look fromLyamfroze himin md-
attack. H's sword dropped.

The entire exercise couldn't have taken a quarter of
an hour, but Alaire found hinself quite exhausted. His
practices with the Dark EIf were nothing like this. It
was as if they were training for a battle the next day in
whi ch only one side would wal k away.

In an odd way, Alaire felt terribly pleased with him
self. He hadn't let Lyam score on him He'd even
managed to pick up sone new tricks fromthe Cap-

tain, and | ooked forward to using themw th Naitacha
the next tine they sparred.

Kai was breathing heavily, his hair and cl ot hes

soaked with sweat. The boy's exhaustion was no rea
wonder, given Lyamis special attentions and the rota-
tion of partners. He had no doubt sweated out every
drop of alcohol he'd ingested since the day before.
"Wel | done," Lyamsaid, and Alaire grinned shyly,
uncertain which of them he neant. Sonme unspoken

cue had dism ssed the two assistants, who had di sap-
peared to parts unknown w thout a conment.

Lyamturned to scowl at Kai. "If you cone into
practice drunk tonorrow, I'mgoing to really wear the
drink out of you!"

Kai bowed slightly, but as Lyamturned and left the
ring, Kai made an absurdly comcal face at his retreat-
i ng back, nouthing sone nute retort Alaire could

only guess the content of. The ridicul ous expression
caught Alaire at an unguarded nonent, and he al nost
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| aughed out loud. He stifled his outburst with a great
effort, saving it for when Lyamwas far, far away
Moving a little slower now, Kai took his blade to

anot her rack. Althea had a simlar arrangenent at the
pal ace guardhouse, although it was nore ornate, and
the minions were al ways present to take them person-
ally for sharpening. Metal though they were, these
were practice blades, and a | ot sharper than Alaire felt
confortable with. Alaire racked his weapon as well,
suddenly aware of nuscles he didn't think he had.
"Gods, Kai," Alaire said as he lay the sword beside
his friends. "Is that typical for a workout?"

The fam liar, arrogant |ook returned. "You didn't
think that was hard, did you?"

"Well..." Alaire began, unwilling to adnmit just how
soft his own training with Naitachal had been, in com
pari son. "Does he usually trade off partners like that?"
Kai grinned, like a fox. "All the tine. It's why | can
ki ck the behind of anyone | want, whenever | want."
Alaire allowed that this nade sense, but he didn't
like what it inplied about Kai. He hadn't thought the
lad was a bully...

"Now it's tinme to get cleaned up in the sowna," Ka
sai d, shaking sone of the sweat out of his hair.

"The what ?"

"Come on. I'Il show you."

Alaire didn't know what to expect, but this wasn't
anyt hing he coul d have inmagi ned for hinself. Kai |ed
himto a part of the palace grounds sonmewhat con-

ceal ed by trees, where he found a crystal clear pond
fed by a generous freshwater spring. Near the shore
was a short, squat building nmade of tinbers, built into

the side of a small, and clearly artificial hill. Snoke
poured out of a chimey, its fires apparently stoked by
servants prior to their arrival. The sweat was chilling

on his back, and he was | ooking forward to getting out
of the stiff breeze that had suddenly arisen

"This is the sowna," Kai explained as they entered

the small structure through a narrow door. "I heard
you didn't have these down south. Shane, really.
They're really good for getting rid of muscle aches."
Wthin the sowna were two snaller roons, the first
furnished with towels, bottled perfune and soaps, a

| arge wooden bucket of water, and a shelf where
sonmeone's clothes were drying. A strong, acrid snell of
pi ne and cedar nade himbriefly dizzy, and cleared his
head in the process. Kai inmediately began sheddi ng

cl ot hi ng.

Al aire hesitated, but began doing the sane, won-
dering if the ritual included fernales. Kai sported a
lean, wiry frame, well devel oped for a seventeen-year-
old. Though Alaire was two years ol der, he found

hi msel f conparing his own |arger but |ess nuscul ar
body with Kai's, sucking in a bit of baby fat that had
taken residence around his niddle. He envied Kai's
build; but then, Kai had a torturer for a trainer

When Kai opened the door to the second room a

wave of heat and steam nearly knocked Al aire over

and he recoiled reflexively.

"You get used to it," Kai assured him but Aaire

bent | ower, where the air wasn't as hot. Inside were a
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few wooden stools, and mixed with the steamwas a
strong scent of snoke. In one corner a hot bed of coals
heated a cluster of pitted, round rocks.

"What is this, an oven?" Alaire asked, sitting on one
of the stools. He yel ped as his backsi de touched the
hot wood; he |eapt up again, and did a little dance
around the stools.

" 'S not funny!" Alaire wailed. Kai chuckled. "You
coul d have at |east warned ne!"

"You are newto this, aren't you?" Kai said. He'd
brought the bucket of water in with them first pour-
ing somre on Alaire's stool, then sprinkling sone on the
hot rocks. The tenperature rose sharply.

"It's good for you," Kai said firmy. "Do you hurt
anywhere, after that match?"

"A few places,"” Alaire said. In truth he had strained
several mnuscles. Before practice he would normally do
several stretching exercises, but today he hadn't
enjoyed that little luxury. Al so, he had unconsciously
tensed when he had realized Lyamwas going to run

hi m t hrough the sane neat grinder he had Kai, and

that had added to his injuries.

"This will take care of that Sit down. Relax."

He did, finally, breathing the steamin through his
nose and exhaling through his nouth, as Kai denon-
strated. More water went on the coals, hissing an
angry protest. Little droplets of sweat ran down his
back and face. The heat relaxed him and the steam

cl eared his head.

"See what | nmean?" Kai said, stretching his arns.

"You should take this idea back with you when you
return to Althea."
"l just may do that,'
headed.

"I didn't realize how good you really were," Kai said
of f-handedl y. "Lyam wasn't hol di ng back when he had

at you. And those two he had sparring with us, those
are a couple of his best nen. Who trains you, back
home?"

"The Anbassador,” Alaire replied w thout thinking.

"The Dark Elf."

Kai offered a | ow whistle of surprise. "Renm nd ne

not to try taking himon! He's a good trainer. Mist
really know t he sword"

Al aire was about to boast about some of Naitachal's
previ ous conquests with the bl ade, but thought better
of it. It would be too easy to nention the nagic.
really have to watch how much | tell. He eyed the boy
slyly, but Kai was only working a strain out of shoul der
muscle. |Is he fishing for information? Better be on
guard.

"Where | cone from everybody trains for the

sword,"” Alaire said casually. "Even farners. You never
know when soneone m ght declare war on us."

If the last remark nmade any inpact on Kai, the boy
didn't showit. "But you nust admit that being a prince
does grant you certain privileges. Best trainers, best
equi pnent. What you did back there really inpressed

me. And what's one better, it inpressed Lyam He
doesn't inpress easily."

Alaire said, feeling alittle light-
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Alaire didn't know what else to say. His pride fully
swol Il en, he could easily forget the heat; the nuscle
strains were nelting away in it like butter on a skillet.
"What did you want to do this evening?" Kai asked

at |ast.

"First 1'd like to get sonething to eat," he said. The
hunger had returned after that vicious practice session
with a vengeance. He can't be suggesting anot her

ni ght on the town, could he? Not again!

"Then after that, what about going out to the tavern
district agai n?" Kai suggested hopefully. "You're good

conpany!"

Alaire hid his dismay. "Well, | don't know |'d really
rather not, if you want to know the truth. And Nai -
tachal might need ne. | amhis assistant." Does he do

this every night?

Kai rmade a face, but relented. "The day is yours, ny
friend. Watever you like."

It sounded as if Kai nmight be willing to do without
his wine for once —

But Alaire was already suspecting that Kai was

going to cone up with a way to get drunk anyway, no
matter what Alaire said or did

Chapter I X

Nai tachal returned to their roomto see if Alaire was
up yet, but arrived to find himgone. The Bard found
this surprising, since he'd had little sleep, and often
sl ept past noon at honme. He must be chunmm ng

around with the Prince. Good, Maybe he can find the
answers that |, so far, have failed to obtain.

Paavo' s and Pi khal as' behavi or confirmed, for the

Dark Elf, that a dark, sinister conspiracy reached to
the hi ghest |evels of Suinonen royalty. But this con-
spiracy did not seemto include the Crowmn Prince —
Odd, that. They still knew little about Kai, but what
Al ai re had nanaged to observe pointed to a | ack of
conplicity on the child' s behalf. If anything, the con-
spiracy targeted the Crown Prince as well as hinself
and Al aire.

Kai is a black sheep, an outcast within the ki ngdom
that by rights he should one day inherit. This would
make hi m both an easy and desirable target for anyone
seeking to gain power, or even to seize the Crown alto-
get her.

The whol e thing was troubling. Have we stunbled

into a coup in progress? Or are they —whoever

"they" may be —sinply laying the groundwork for

one, and we happened to cone along at a nost inop-
portune tine?

He had the feeling that nmen close to the King were
intentionally trying to shield himfromforeign visitors,
while the King hinself had no idea that anything of
the sort was going on. Naitachal certainly had the

i npression at supper that the King intended to receive
hi m

Al right; let's assune that he wanted to talk to ne,
but his mnions are keeping me fromseeing him |f
that is true, then enem es surround the King, and so
far that list includes Paavo, Johan Pi khal as, and per-
haps this Sir Jehan that Alaire nentioned |ast night.
Nai t achal becanme suddenly worried for Alaire as
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well as hinmself and Kai. W are the first and nost

likely targets. If there is a coup, we'd be the first to die.
As the Dark Elf pondered these om nous thoughts,

he heard a soft knock on the door. Though the knock

was quiet, he started, reaching for his blade. The

knock sounded again, and Naitachal approached the

door, sword drawn.

"Yes? Who is it?" he said, ready for a garrison of sol-
diers to cone stormng through the door. "What do

you want ?"

"Cane to clean your room sir,"'
replied timdly.

Nai t achal rel axed, but not conpletely. Could still be

a trap.

"Cone in then," he said. Renenber, no magic, just

good swordsmanship, if this is another assassin.

The door opened slowy, and a young boy, of per-

haps thirteen years, cane in carrying a feather-duster
and a rag. He wore the sinple clothing that the rest of
the servants wore, a tunic of soft suede, and short
boots that were little nore than slippers. Hi s |ong
brown hair fell over his face, but his eyes peered
through it, as he used it as a veil to hide his features.
When the boy saw the bl ade in Naitachal's hand, he
stopped dead in his tracks.

No threat here, Naitachal thought, and put the

bl ade away. "Never mind that," he said, gesturing for
the servant to come in. "Just practicing."”

The boy sniled, apparently relieved, and stepped

closer to Naitachal. He | ooked up at the Dark Elf, and
his hair fell away fromhis face, which was full of won-
der. He stared for several nonents, speechless,

al nrost to the point of being annoying.

I"'mthe first elf this boy's ever seen, Naitachal real-
i zed, and softened even nore. In npst circunstances

he woul d not have appreciated this awkward atten-

tion, but because of the treatment so far fromthe
adults of this land, a snile, even a curious one, was a
wel coned si ght.

"You speak Althean," the elf observed.

"Yes. Alittle," the child said shyly. "They teach it in
school. I'"'ma little keen on it. The teachers say it's
important to speak the southerner's tongue, since

we're going to be trading with you nore soon."

"Do they really,” Naitachal replied, a little nore
dryly than he had intended. He had wondered why so

many of the natives spoke fluent Althean. But are they
teaching their youth our |language to trade with us, or
to conquer us? In either case, a grasp of our |anguage
woul d be usef ul

The boy giggled, hiding his nmouth with a griny

hand.

Nai tachal raised an eyebrow at him "Did | say
sonet hi ng anusi ng?"

"Your ears. They pricked up, just then."

Nai tachal felt blood rushing to his face, a mld but
uncontrol |l abl e response to an old, famliar enbarrass-
ment . Whenever a human noticed his ears, his

reacti on was al ways the same; perhaps it had some-

thing to do with growing up in a relatively closed el ven

a young mal e voice
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culture? This time, though, he was nore amused than
anyt hi ng.

"They did that because you said sonething interest-

ing to ne," he told the boy, with a conspiratorial grin.
"Tell nme, what do the grownups say about Althea?"
Nai t achal nade his ears wiggle; the boy giggled

agai n.

"Well, that it's warm and beautiful, and sel dom
snows." The child sighed as if that in itself was a won-
der. "And we can meke lots of gold selling male dieren
down there."

"But no fenml e dieren?"

"Ch, no," the boy said, as if he'd uttered sonething
incredibly stupid. "Then you could breed your own."
Nai t achal burst into |aughter. The boy was charm

ing the shoes off him The child s eyes wi dened, but in
delight, not fear.

Thi s boy can be hel pful, in many ways, he thought,

his mnd turning to the practical side of their mssion
Ironic how the only information we've been able to
obtain on this country has been fromtheir youths.

He grinned, and the boy grinned back, now sure of

Nai tachal ' s harm essness. "Tell ne your nane, lad."
"Erik," the boy replied, proudly. "Son of Eliel,

House of Lieslund."

"And | am Naitachal," the Bard replied, with a

courtly bow. "Now what does your father do?"

Erik hesitated for a nonent, then replied. "He's a
teacher at the school. | wanted to be a teacher too, but
my father says it's a great honor to serve the King, even
if it's only cleaning the roons for his guests." Erik

| ooked around the room and shrugged. "Doesn't | ook
like there's much to do here. Nothing |ike the other
roons |'ve seen.”

"I recall a late party," Naitachal replied, absently.
"Perhaps you can help ne. The King's liaison has

asked ne to appear at the Swords of the Magicians
Association Hall. | need to be there in an hour, and

I haven't the faintest notion where it might be."

The boys fresh i nnocence becane a mask of horror

"Ch, you don't want to go there! Are they going to
puni sh you for sonething?" He started wal ki ng back-
wards towards the door, as if proximty to Naitacha
woul d sormehow tai nt him

"It's quite all right," Naitachal said, somewhat puz-
zled by his reaction. "W have a sinmilar institution in
Al'thea. They just wanted to show ne how their system
wor ks. "

"You didn't work nagic without paying the gol d?"

"OfF course not," Naitachal said, crossing his arns

and | ooki ng away stubbornly. "I don't look that stupid,
do |? They wanted to explain exactly how the Associ a-
tion enforces the laws. In ny own land, | ama kind of

| aw maker nysel f."

This seermed to make only a slight difference; Erik's

gaze fell to the floor. "Then | guess | can tell you." He
wal ked over to the wi ndow. "Over here. You can see it
fromhere, outside the palace walls."

Eri k pointed to a short, squat building, surrounded

by barren trees, but plainly visible in the winter sun,
just beyond the pal ace grounds. "Over there, near the
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south wall. Don't look |ike much. But it's where they
keep — He was about to say sonething else, but evi-
dently thought better of it.

"Where they keep what?" Naitachal asked casually.

"The Prison of Souls, perhaps?"

"I can't say. | nmean, |I'mnot supposed to say. Think
I'"ve already said too nuch."” Erik turned, and made
ready to leave. "Is there anything | can fetch for you?
Cl ean sheets? A bl anket ?"

"Well," Naitachal said, wondering if he'd finally run
out of useful information. For the tine being. This boy
is receptive and curious. At another tinme, | think he

could tell nme many things about this palace the adults
never would. "W seemto be alittle short on wood.

But before you leave, | just wanted you to know. |
won't be telling on you. Wat we tal ked about is a
secret. If you shouldn't tal k about sonething, then
never heard it." He gave the boy a wink that he hoped
was reassuring.

"Ch please don't say anything to Paavo,
pl eaded. "He'd have ny hide for sure.”
"That fool ?" Naitachal |aughed at the nane, for

good neasure. "l say as little as | can to that — he
was about to say that hunman, and stopped hinself.

"Well, that fool. That's the only word | can think of to
describe him"

Eri k giggled again, reassured. He bowed, and said,
"Thank you, sir. 1'll be back with your wood soon."

The boy vani shed, his |ight, quick footsteps padding
down the hall.

t he boy

Nai tachal |istened to himleave, then closed the
door firmy behind him
Well, it looks like |I've at least one ally in this

godsf or saken pl ace!

No one chal |l enged Naitachal as he passed through

the corridors of the main palace, though he felt some-
one was watching him noting his novenents. He said

not hing to Paavo as he let hinself out through the
front doors, but he was aware of the nman's beady eyes,
tracking himas he left. So be it, he thought. Let them
know where |' m goi ng. Perhaps they'll arrange ny
meeting with the King when they realize their childish
tactics are not going to douse ny curiosity.

The day was unseasonably warm for what he had

cone to expect fromthis | and Though the trees were
barren of |eaves, the grass brown, the vines in dor-
mancy, it felt alnost like a spring day. For some reason
this remnded himof his harp, and in particular, how
little he'd practiced it lately. The beauty of nature

rem nded himof nusic. He'd had no nusic at all in his
earlier years —
Well, he'd had little pleasure at all, devoting his life

to Necromancy; the only beauty socially allowabl e was
that found in the woodl ands. Until he'd met Kevin in
the days of the fanmpus Carlotta conquest, he had

never realized what a talent he'd had for nmusic. Now
his true nature was tugging at him and he resolved to
practice later that day.

W thout Bardic Magic, of course.

And he woul d have to nudge Al aire about his own
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practicing; in spite of the court intrigue they'd found
thensel ves involved in, the boy couldn't afford to get
rusty. Bardic Magic was a weapon of defense, but

musi c was an art.

CGods help us if either one of us are ever in a bind
serious enough to break these thrice damed | aws of

Sui nomen. G ven the severity of the laws, and the

ent husi asm thi s ki ngdom appeared to have for enforc-
ing them he doubted even the gods would be able to

do rmuch on their behal f.

Al'l he knew of this so far had cone at secondhand
fromA aire; while he didn't doubt what the boy had
said, he needed to verify some of the things the
bardling had told. This whole nystery could hinge on
what | find in this Association Hall

The uncertainty of how they would receive himput

a spring in his step, and hei ghtened his awareness. In
no time at all he found the building Erik had pointed
out, somewhat reluctantly, fromhis bedroom w ndow.
Everywhere but here the buildings stood so close
together that there wasn't a hand' s-breadth of space
bet ween t hem

Except here.

There were no other buil dings here, only a sad

tangl e of trees and bushes, setting it apart fromthe
rest. Behind it, the hill rose steeply; too steeply to
buil d upon, perhaps. To the right was the wall of the
pal ace gardens. To the fore, the street. And to the
left —

To the left, a wide distance, full of tangled vegeta-
tion, separated the building fromits neighbors, as if no
one wanted to build too near it

There was a thin trail leading to it, blown over with
| eaves, that indicated very little foot traffic. But there
was an odd feeling to the place itself, as if sonething
hi dden deep bel ow t he ground was —wong. Very

wrong. Twi sted.

To investigate further, however, he would have to

use nmagic to probe, and he had no desire to spend any
time in prison. This close to the Association Hall, he
expected that he would have very little tinme before the
Wi zards and magi c- makers cane storm ng out of the
squat buil ding, |ooking for whoever was stupid enough
to cast a spell so near.

The Hall had no obvi ous guards, though he sus-

pected there were probably alarmspells to notify
those within that a stranger was approaching. But as
he cane to the entrance, its front door badly in need
of repair, he sensed nothing. Either they had used no
spell at all, or they were better at this than he sus-
pect ed.

He came to believe in the former, having seen

not hing so far during his visit to suggest any excep-

tional skill in the magical arts. They woul d have had to
be quite inpressive to surprise nme, Naitachal thought.
At times he found it easy, living with the humans, to

forget his Necronmancer's past, his teachers and his
clan of Dark Elves. The elves' grasp of mmgic went
back many thousands of years, whereas the hunans
had only recently nastered sone of the rudinments.
Yet, that was often enough. In the hands of novices,
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magi ¢ can be quite dangerous.

He knocked once on the |arge plank doors, noting

the worn paint, the bare places where the weat hered
wood showed through. A few nonents passed before

he considered letting hinself in.

Presently, he heard footsteps advanci ng towards the
door, followed by a loud creaking as it opened. A
smal |, nervous man | ooked around t he door, peered at
Nai tachal, and made ready to shut the door in his face.
"Don't be so hasty," Naitachal said sternly, not using
a magical, controlling Voice, but with a normal, mnun-
dane voice delivered in an authoritative tone. "l've
only come to see what this place is all about." The
Dark Elf advanced a step. "Wat wondrous magi ¢ you
must work in this place. You don't even need fight to
work by."

"Ch, but we do not pernit elves here,
timdly.

But Naitachal ignored him "Don't be silly. | ama
visiting diplomat. If this place is off Iimts, then no one
has bothered to tell ne." He entered a darkness punc-
tuated with dim flickering candles, sonme no nore

than stubs. No windows in this place; one or two

woul d nake all the difference. "Who's in charge

her e?"

"I am" a |loud, boom ng voi ce announced. "Wy

has an elf dared to darken the doorstep of the Associa-
tion Hall?"

"Soren!" the man who opened the door excl ai ned.

"He forced his way in here. It wasn't ny fault!" He ran
off into the shadows, and stopped there, gesturing

with agitation.

The second speaker answered himin an inpatient

voice; the little man whined his reply. Naitachal stood
in the darkness, listening to themargue. As with any
elf, his eyes adjusted to the gl oom quickly. An over-

wei ght wi zard wearing a gaudy, tawdry robe glared at
himfroma spiraling staircase. Naitachal wondered

how the flinsy staircase could hold the man's wei ght,

but evidently the wi zard had no worries about it.

At the top of the stairs, Naitachal saw an opened

door. Naitachal only caught a glinpse of the room

beyond, but fromwhere he stood, it |ooked |ike an —
establ i shnent of dubi ous repute.

Scantily clad fenal es appeared in the doorway and

peered down, confirmng his suspicions, before

retreating nervously and cl osing the door behind

t hem

"Pl ease forgive ny intrusion," he began evenly. "I

am Anbassador Naitachal fromthe ki ngdom of

Althea. Wiile | respect your |aws and do not wish to
violate them | would Iike to see how precisely,"” he
paused, glancing up at the now cl osed door, "the prac-
tice of magic is sanctioned and adm nistered in your

fine land."

The wi zard flushed, then blustered forward. "W

do not allow beings such as yourself in the Association
Hal I ."

Nai t achal raised an eyebrow. "And why not?"

"It is —ah —forbidden."

the man said
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Nai t achal considered his situation. | can either

leave, or | can turn this into an international incident,
and then | eave. But sonething tells me this is inpor-
tant, that | need to see the inner workings of this place,
or at |east as much as | can persuade themto show ne.
"Perhaps | should | eave then," Naitachal began

"Soren, is it?" He coughed, politely. "I have to adnit, |
ama bit disappointed at what |'ve seen already. In

Al thea, we have granted our rmages hones to equa

those of the wealthiest nobles, and they engage in the
councils of the King as equal to any there. | was under
the inpression that your nmages enjoyed equal power

and prestige, but it appears that | was m staken. Per-
haps there isn't nmuch for ne to see here after all."
The elf turned to |l eave, arranging his face in a mask
of di sappoi nt nent.

"Now wait just a nminute," Soren began. "It's not
entirely fair to judge our Association by just what
you' ve seen here. We have power and honor!"

Nai t achal paused, then said casually over his shoul -
der, "Frankly, | have not seen anything yet that would
lead me to agree with that statenment. Unl ess you

would like to show nme the inner halls of this place."
The wi zard hesitated, as if he was tenpted to prove

to the Bard that his words were no boast.

"What could it hurt?" Naitachal added. "My |iaison

has never said this was forbidden to me. Go ahead.

I mpress ne. |If you can.”

The w zard stanmered unintelligibly; Naitacha

shrugged and started for the door

"If you would follow ne," Soren sputtered. "I will
escort you to the heart of the Association Hall, the
pl ace of our deepest and nost powerful nagics. Only

if you pronise not to wander off by yourself."

"Very well," Naitachal agreed, and turned back

Soren descended the rest of the stair and notioned to
himto foll ow

The wi zard | ed hi mthrough a short passageway,

opened a door with a flourish, and gestured grandly.
"Behol d!" he said, proudly. "The heart of the Associa-
tion!"

"This is it?" Naitachal alnobst said. He couldn't
believe it. Al the kingdoms magic is performed in this
little place?

Though consi derably | arger than the great hall of

the pal ace, this place left nuch to be desired. At |east
here some sunlight came in through two narrow

wi ndows, high at the top of the rafters. It was enough
I'ight, though, to show the sheer barrenness of the
room the pale wood pl anks that served as wall and
floor, the brazier that hung above them the unpainted
wal I's. Hanging in the air was a nasty arona renindi ng
hi m of burning tar.

"So, as | understand it —all nagic nust be cast

here, and only by license." He raised an eyebrow. "To
sonmeone fromny land this seens somewhat —
restrictive."

"The King is very generous when he grants |icenses

to practitioners,"” Soren replied defensively. "He

al nost never turns anyone down."

"Interesting.” Naitachal tried to look as if it was
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interesting. "How nmuch does a license cost? For say, a
sinmpl e spell of good | uck?"

Soren beaned. "Ch, that would be three thousand
crowns. More, depending on the duration of the

spel | ."

Nai tachal wasn't sure what that translated into

Al thean currency, but it sounded high. Nothing he saw
expl ai ned why such things were regul ated; and

nowhere did he see a sign of all the official nages that
wer e supposed to be here. Al those wi zards mat had
burst into the Audi ence Chanber the day they arrived
were nowhere in sight. Perhaps they resided in the

pal ace on a nore or |ess pernanent basis.

Per haps not. Perhaps, despite the robes and silly
hats, they hadn't been wi zards at all. Perhaps this
whol e thing was a facade.

But if that were the case, who was finding the "unli-
censed" mages | ast night? And who had cast that spel

of magi c-detection that had cone sweeping over him
self and the boy before they ever arrived here?

The hall wasn't enpty. At one end, sitting outside a
circle of what was probably salt, crudely drawn inside
a pentagram a "wi zard" sat staring at the contents of a
jar which was set at the middle of the pentagram He
sat cross-1egged, |looking utterly bored. As Naitacha
wat ched, he yawned.

"He's been there all day. |I'mnot sure what he's up
to," Soren said. "I hope you didn't have sonmething in
m nd. He's booked the Hall for the rest of the day."
"And if | did?" Naitachal asked, shrewdly. "And

had t he coi n?"

Soren shook his head nervously. "I'mafraid that
sinmply wouldn't be allowed. First of all, you're not a
citizen."

The Dark Elf suspected this was the | east of the
reasons.

"And — the w zard continued. "You're an —elf."
Nai t achal chuckl ed, surprising the wizard. "I know
that. My parents told nme, long ago; nmy mirror repeats
that information every day. Wat special significance
does that have?"

Soren frowned, |ooking down at the wood floor. "I
think perhaps it is time for you to leave." He started
towards the door. "This way, sir."

Nai t achal shrugged. Nothing he had seen here shed

any light on his problens. And he wasn't happy that
not one of his main questions had been answered.

This is not where they practice the real nmgic.
Instead, this is just the place where they let the anma-
teurs sit and stare at pentagrans and crystals. The
answer mnust be sonewhere in the palace, in a place
haven't seen yet.

As Soren led himto the front door, Naitacha

sensed sonet hing beneath the hall, deep under-

ground. It was the sanme oni nous darkness he'd felt
earlier, but stronger now, and obviously com ng from
directly beneath him Soren seened oblivious to it,

whi ch only nade sense; the Dark Elf had al ready

deci ded he was far frombeing a "real"” magician. H's
magi cal abilities are probably only a notch or two
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above those of the poor chap back there staring at the

jar.
But there was an —entity —down there, beneath
the Hall. Alive, malicious, and very, very much aware

of his presence. Sonething is down there, sonething

not of Earth, and it's watching ne.

He wanted to probe, to see what this thing was, but
that woul d nmean using magic. So tenmpting..

Perhaps this is exactly what soneone has in m nd.
Chapter X

After sitting in steamfor as long as they could stand it,
Kai led Alaire out of the sowna and i medi ately went
charging into the small |ake just outside. He
instructed Alaire to foll ow

"Trust me!" Kai shouted.

Al ai re shook his head, and regarded the | ake dubi -
ously. Under pretense of naking certain of their
privacy, which was in doubt given the |eafless state of
the trees separating themfromthe rest of the pal ace
grounds, he hesitated for several |ong ninutes before

i mrersing his bare body in what had to be ice-cold
water. Then finally, after increasingly scathing com
ments from Kai regarding his masculinity, he tested

the water by dipping a single toe in the frigid I ake.
"Aaaarrrrgh!!" Alaire shouted, |eaping back from

the water's edge. A thin skin of ice was fornm ng around
the shore. "You' ve got to be kidding!'"

Kai stood wai st-deep in the | ake, and his expression
said clearly the Prince considered Alaire's manhood to
be in question after all

A gust of chill breeze renminded himthat it was w n-
ter above the water as well as below. Gitting his teeth,
he forced hinmself to plunge into the lake. If it will

i npress Kai ..

The icy water instantly nunbed his body. He

i medi ately turned around, intending to get out as

qui ckly as he had got in, and stepped into a deep
depression. Cold water closed over his head He

flailed his arns in panic until his feet gained purchase
on hi gher ground. Wen he lurched up to the surface,
clutching his sides, he tried to scream But his voice
woul dn't wor k.

"That's nore like it," Kai said. He was getting out of
the water, heading back to the sowna, where their

cl ot hes were.

"Where are you goi ng?" Al aire nanaged to gasp

Kai grinned. "Back where it's warm It's cold in
there!™

Al aire could have strangled him But he figured this
woul d not bode well for any future diplomatic relations
with Suinomen. He followed Kai out of the |ake,

hi p- hoppi ng to the shore, hoping to speed up his
circulation. Chagrined, he noticed that certain inportant
portions of hinself had retreated in terror into his body.
The sacrifices | nake for Althea, he thought, shiver-
ing his way back to the sowna.

He had no idea where Kai was taking him They'd

donned their sinple clothes and headed back to the

pal ace, without a word said about their destination.
"Where are we goi ng?" Al aire asked casually as they
entered the warnth of the palace. "W're not going
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out again are we?"

Kai smrked, giving his conpanion the inpression

he was keepi ng an amusing secret to hinself. "I've

al ready said we weren't. Besides, do you think |I'd be
caught dead in public in these clothes?"

Al aire shrugged, resigned to the fact he would find

out where they were going when they got there. He

had to admt, after the steamin the sowna, followed

by the brisk dip in the icy |ake, he was very nuch
awake now. His strained nuscles now felt better.

Alaire nentioned this to Kai, who replied, "The

heat in the sowna, followed by the cold water, helps
that. 1'll bet you feel it tonorrow, though. But it won't
be nearly as bad. | told you there was a good reason for
everyt hing!"

Al aire grunbl ed under bis breath about barbarians

and torture, but the boy pointedly ignored him

They strolled through sone of the nore highly

decorated portions of the palace, halls covered with
murals of rustic revelry. Intricate scroll work deco-
rated the trimand nol dings —or rather, appeared to.
On further examination, he saw that this was an ill u-
sion; a skilled artist had painted the flat wood surfaces,
giving the inpression of sculpted plaster with cleverly
depi cted shadows. He wondered if this was sone

obscure comment on Sui nonen society.

Servants stopped what they were doi ng and bowed

deeply as they passed, but Kai didn't bask in the atten-
tion as nmuch as Al aire thought he mght. He doesn't

feel like a prince, Alaire said to hinself. Perhaps he
does feel as worthless as he says he is.

The end of the hallway opened onto a grand, com

pl etely encl osed, glassed-in bal cony, which overl ooked
the bay. This portion of the pal ace perched vertically
upon the cliff face, as nmuch, he reasoned, for security
as for the sheer beauty of the view Boats wallowed at
their anchorages in the shall ow waves of the harbor

bel ow. The sight, conbined with the abundance of

sun warm ng the bal cony, made himfeel slightly

dr owsy.

"Ah, Helena, ny sweet," Kai cooed as a well -

endowed mmai den cane flouncing over froma w ndow

seat and pecked himon the cheek. "You ready to

marry me yet?"

Hel ena giggled, as did three other young wonen

sprawl ed about on the cushi oned benches set bel ow

the wi ndows. Two of them could have been tw n

sisters; when Al aire appraised themfroma discreet

di stance, he realized they probably were. Long, silky
curtains hung on the walls, giving the balcony a very
fem ni ne at nosphere

He started to feel unconfortable as he tried to

assess the kind of situation Kai had introduced himto.
This did not look like his mother's solar —but it also
did not |look like anything el se he recogni zed.

He was afraid that the young wonen here m ght be

sonet hing ot her than the kinds of young wonen he

shoul d be associating wth.

The prospect nmade his stonmach quiver.

Al aire was, even at the not-so-tender age of nine-
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teen, still a virgin, and though naturally desirous of
rectifying the situation, he knew it woul d be nadness
to even dream of doing so here and now. "Assune

every friendly fenale you neet is in the enpl oy of our
eneni es," Naitachal had said. Wse advice, Alaire
reluctantly knew. Naitachal had often commented that
hi s upbringing had an odd ni xture of naivete and
street smarts.

Don't get ahead of yourself, he thought. You don't
know what's going on here yet. There could be an

i nnocent expl anation for all this!

Ri ght. These are Kai's school mates. And those boats
down there are going to take to the air and fly away
like a flock of gulls.

"And who's this?" Helena said, noving closer to
Al ai re. He unconsciously took a step backwards. "A
new friend?"

"Allow me to introduce ..." Kai began, pausing at
Alaire's warning | ook. "One of the ambassadors from
Althea. Meet his Lordship, Alaire Re-Risto. Alaire,
meet Hel ena. "

Hel ena bowed slightly, offered her hand. Alaire

took it and kissed it gallantly.

The twins giggled hysterically. Alaire' s face burned.
Kai proceeded with the introductions.

"And over there," Kai gestured grandly towards the
twins, "are, in order of appearance, Heikki and Aini."
He | eaned closer to Alaire, whispered, "And | think
they like you. They like to share, if you know what |
nean!"

Al aire fought back a wave of dizziness. "Pleased to
meet you!" he said, to no one of themin particular. H's
words came out a full octave higher than usual

He | eaned over to Kai, whispered back, "No! | don't
know what you nean!"

"And the fourth lady," Kai continued, indicating a
nmore nodestly dressed lady a bit ol der than the oth-

ers, "is Rajanen. She will be entertaining us today on
the harp."
"Onthe . . ." Alaire started, glancing around the

room What he had first thought was an oddly shaped

pi ece of scul pture was a harp indeed, the |large, non-
portabl e kind that remained in music roons and

moved only rarely.

Raj anen sniled politely and stood up. G acefully,

she nade her way over to the instrunent, seated her-
self on a small stool, |eaned the huge instrunent

agai nst her shoul der, and began playing. It was a soft,
lilting tune, evidently selected to tranquilize. O, as in
Alaire's frame of mind, calmthe jitters. Perhaps she
observed this; the prospect nmade his face burn even
nor e.

"Come. Let's sit." Kai led themover to the flat
couches, and cl apped his hands three tinmes. "Now we
wi Il have that neal you've been begging for since this
nor ni ng. "

At first he thought Kai was referring to sonething
besi des food. CQut here? In the open? Better cone up
with some kind of story, sonething conventional
sonet hi ng bel i evabl e, and sonet hing that woul d nmake
me... He thought about it a nonent. Got it!
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"1' m engaged back home,"” he blurted out. His
announcenent passed w thout comment. As they sat

on the cushi oned benches, now out in the full sun, two
servants appeared with trays of food Ch. The two

young nen didn't seemto notice the wonen as they
entered They stared strai ght ahead, unblinking. They
opened small folding tables and set the trays down,
taking the silvered covers with them Kai hardly
acknow edged them as they nmarched back into the

pal ace.
Alaire regarded the food in a mxed nood. He was
hungry, yet his stomach was in knots. Still, the sword

"practice" had taken a lot out of him and the ronp in
the royal ice water had put an edge on his hunger
"Pheasant!" he exclainmed, in approval. "And —

what's that?"

"That's dieren ribs, of course! You do eat nmeat in
Al t hea, do you not?"

"OfF course we do," Alaire said, picking up one of

the ribs. He saw no silverware, so he assumed this to
be proper etiquette. "But renenber, we don't have
dieren. |I'd never even seen a dieren until | got here."
"You hadn't?" Kai asked, nonentarily perplexed

until his attention suddenly shifted back to the fair
ones who had joined them and were hanging on his

every word. Intoxicated by rank

Hel ena had firmy planted herself next to Alaire,

and proceeded to lightly run her fingers across his
thigh. He found hinself sweating profusely.

Raj anen continued to play her harp, oblivious to
everyt hing but her nusic.

After lunch the servants cane in and took the trays
and tabl es away, replacing themw th an iced-down
bucket of bottled ale.

"Ah, that's nore like it," Kai said, reaching for one
of the bottles.

"Ch, don't be such a barbarian!" Hel ena said pl ay-
fully. "You' re shoving the cork into the bottle!"

"Ah, but | ama vulgar barbarian,"” Kai replied. "I

al ways shove the cork in the bottle. Wien you tip it
over, it doesn't drain away as fast!"

Unanused, Alaire pretended to |laugh along with

the rest. It's starting all over. Another day, another
drunk for Prince Kainenonen. At least this tine we're
safe inside the pal ace instead of out tavern-hopping
with the ugly crowd. He reconsidered this, remem
bering Naitachal's clash with the assassin, and all the
unanswer ed questions about the political clinate of
Sui nonmen, and frowned. Perhaps we woul d be safer in
The Dead Dragon I nn!

Kai handed himan ale, and opened nore for the

| adies, then, finally, one for hinself.

The Prince began a | ong, exaggerated account of

their adventures the night before, throwing in hordes
of drunken sailors, nobs of villainous ruffians, an

el aborate chase through the city streets with the con-
stables hot on their heels, and an encounter with an
illegal magician who supposedly perforned a spel

that set the tavern they were drinking in afire. The

| adies |istened avidly, evidently believing every word
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he said, For good neasure, he threwin a few heroic
words for Alaire, explaining how Alaire had —with

Kai's help, of course —beheaded four of the sailors
with a single sword bl ow. Kai drank and fibbed, enp-
tying one bottle of ale after another. Soon a noticeabl e
flush cane over the boy; he was al nbst as drunk as the
ni ght before.

"Well," Kai said, wapping his arns around the two
sisters. "Please excuse me for a nmonent. |'I1l be right
back."

Al armed, Al aire watched as Kai, Heikki and A ni

rose, Kai winking at himfor effect They di sappeared
down a hal lway, which | ed presumably to a bed sone-
wher e.

Now what ? Al ai re thought, | ooking around nerv-

ously, but pointedly not |ooking at Hel ena. Hel ena

| eaned cl oser. He | ooked for the harpist to request a
tune to break the oninous silence, noticing the nusic
had stopped sonetine during Kai's long tale, and saw
that Raj anen had vani shed too. Discreetly, he thought.
She knew what was about to happen. He gl anced over

at Hel ena, who sonehow nmoved closer still, alnost
purring. Her hand, stilled during Kai's story, recom
menced its work.

In panic, Alaire | eaped to his feet, intending to pace
the balcony. It was a nonent before he realized what
hi s sudden nove had done; Hel ena sat sprawl ed on

the floor.

Oh gods! he thought, rushing over to her. "I'mso
sorry!"™ Wen he hel ped her up, he saw, thankfully,
that she didn't seem angered. "I don't know what

came over nme.
As he offered his hand, Helena took it, running a

I ong fingernail seductively across his palm

At the sudden, unexpected sensation, his hand

spasned; Hel ena went sprawling a second tine.

"Ch no! Helena, I|..."

When he saw her face, words failed him This tine,

he thought she was going to slap him He wanted to

slap himself. He offered his hand again, but this tine
she refused his help. Wsely, he thought.

"I think | can manage," she said softly, but the slight
edge to her voice was unmni stakable. "Is sonething

wr ong?"

Al aire sat beside her on the bench, his face in his
hands. He hoped this posture would elicit the right
anmount of synpathy for him but he doubted it.
"I"'msorry," he said. "It's just that, |'m engaged to be
married."

"l didn't see an engagenent ring," she sniffed. "But

| suppose | shouldn't have assuned."

"It's a long story," he said, hoping she woul dn't

probe his weak lie any further. "You are very beautiful,
Hel ena. Prince Kai nemonen has . . ." Good taste?
Attractive friends? Pl easant conpany? "M sjudged

the circunstance. | wasn't expecting — A harenf®

"Thi s bal cony. Please accept ny apol ogies. | neant no
insult."

She smled, this time with visible regret. "Shame,"

she said whinsically, getting to her feet. She regarded
himw th a ganmin pout. Alaire's stomach quivered.
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Agai n.

"Your lady is a fortunate soul,"” she said sinply, and
| eft the bal cony by way of the sane exit Kai and the
twi ns had taken

Alaire stared after her for several |ong nonents,

wi shing the whol e thing had never happened, or at

| east gone... well, differently. Suddenly he was filled
with vain regrets and | ongi ngs. Lucky she had |eft
when she di d!

Now what is Kai going to think of ne? WIIl he

believe nmy story about the fictitious fiance? Probably,
t hough he may wonder why | didn't nention her

bef or e.

Then it hit him She's gone to join them Three? In
one afternoon? No wonder he wasn't | ooking for

worren when we were out |ast night.

The whole incident left Alaire feeling both enbar-
rassed and depressed, a very unpl easant m x of
enptions. |'mnot a prude. AmI|? The tavern wenches
of the night before behaved better than these | adies.
Courtiers should act better than this. Then again,

per haps he was assuming too nuch. This isn't Althea,
after all. | shouldn't expect their people to have the
same social rules we do. But they were in the conpany
of the Prince. And evidently good friends.

"You don't approve, do you, young anbassador?"

Alaire turned violently at the sudden spoken words.
Captain Lyam stood in the doorway, his arns fol ded,
with a wy grin of anmusenent on his rough face. The
young nan got to his feet, feeling and acting like a
school boy caught at sonet hi ng naughty.

The Captain entered the roomcasually, as if he

owned it. It mght not have been obvious to anyone

el se, but Alaire has seen that kind of careful, too-
casual | ooking around before. He's naking sure we're
al one, he thought, and relaxed. It didn't feel like an
intrusion. It felt, instead, |like a rescue.

"I didn't nmean to eavesdrop,” Lyam began. "Sound
carries quite well fromthis particular room and Ka
made no secret of who was in here. And why."

Alaire felt his ears burning again, wondering what
exactly the Captain had heard, particularly of the
exchange between hinself and Hel ena. Ch gods, he
bempaned. Did this man hear me turn down the direct
proposition of a beautiful |ady? This was no |onger a
question of his behavior as a visiting anbassador of
anot her nation; this was a question of his own nascu-
linity. This is getting personal

"Hel ena seened intent on entertaining you, young
man, " Lyam said, strolling over to one of the benches,
and sitting down as he if owned the place. "Wat was
the real reason you turned her down?"

Al aire successfully stifled a gurgle. "I — he began,
and stammered. He nust have seen through the fiance
story. "She was, how shall | say it, too, too —
"Brash?"

Al ai re shrugged

"Forward? Brazen?"

Al ai re nodded nutely. Cl ose enough

"1 agree," Lyamsaid. "She's a little —well, light-
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m nded woul d be the polite term"

Al ai re | ooked up, sonmewhat dazed. He was going to
call her something else, and | bet | know what that
sonet hi ng el se was!

"Some wonmen are worth courting,"” Lyam contin-

ued, scratching his bearded chin thoughtfully. "For a
long tine. Months. Years, sonetines. And then, when
the nmonent is right, and you | ove the woman and she
returns it, the results that cone with that |ove are
appropriate. "

Alaire started to relax with this man; this was not
the sane person he had been sparring with earlier that
day. Lyamwas nore |ike a concerned father now, not

a vicious opponent. His bunp of caution told himhe
should be a little nore wary around this man, but his
heart was telling himit wouldn't be necessary.
"Where did the Prince go?" Lyam asked suddenly.

He must know the answer, Al aire knew, but he

hunored hi m anyway. He nodded towards the door

Lyam s eyes rolled, and he slowy shook his head.
"And you don't approve," Alaire said.

The nan grimaced. "I gather you do not, either."

Since it was clear to himhis nmasculinity was no

| onger in doubt, he felt free to speak "No, sir, | don't.
In our kingdom |adies do not behave that way. O if
they do —well, they are not |adies, and their conduct

is not appropriate. And —sir, no prince should have
friends of that sort."

"Those wonen are no friends of his," Lyam spat

"Nor is Sir Jehan," Alaire blurted.

Lyamregarded himwith a hard stare. Alaire
instantly regretted the slip. Wat are you saying, you
fool! he screamed at hinmself. You don't know what
side he's on! The stare softened, and Lyam nodded, in
agr eenent .

"I'ndeed he isn't" Lyamreplied, regarding himfur-
ther, with an expression that nmade Al aire think of

hi dden bl ades, and anbushes in dark places. "I just
don't know what to think of you, young bardling. You
are —a careful observer."

But his eyes told Alaire that he had nade up his

m nd al ready —

Wait a nminute! Young bardling? How does he know

t hat ?

Yes. How coul d he know that? Al aire wondered

about his safety then. Lyam |'msitting in the sane
room unarmed, with a master swordsnman who coul d
only know | was studying to be a Bard if he were the
King's Spymaster as well as the Captain of the

Guard —

Al aire tensed suddenly, |ooking for an escape.

Lyam sat wi thout motion, his gaze unwaveri ng.

"I would not speak, or move very quickly, if |I were
you," cane the deep, reassuring voice of Alaire's Ms-
ter, from somewhere behind the length of curtains
The curtains fluttered, and Naitachal stepped out
frombehind them as casually as if he'd entered the
room under conmon circunstances

Lyam did not react, nor did he seemsurprised. H's
expressi on renai ned bl and.

Nai t achal offered no expl anation of his presence,
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and Lyamdidn't ask for one. The Dark Elf's bl ack
cloak fluttered in the breath of air that came in from
the hall; he paced forward with his flow ng, gracefu
wal k, as smoothly as a cat. He stood a few feet away,
| ooki ng as serene as he'd ever been

How in the world did he get back there? Alaire
wondered. He had no idea how his Mster done so

wi t hout using magic, but still Alaire was very gratefu
to see himthere. | mght live now He could only
guess that Naitachal knew, sonehow, that he and Ka
woul d cone to this bal cony, and had crept behind the
curtains unnoticed before they arrived.

Lyam continued to sit very calmy, show ng no sign

of alarm "Believe me, Anbassador, if | had wanted
your protege dead, he would be so now. "

"Using the sanme tactics your underling enpl oyed

agai nst nme |ast night?" Naitachal asked snpothly.

For the first time during the encounter, Lyam was
visibly rattled. "Last night?"

Nai t achal studi ed himfurther, saying nothing.

Al aire knew his Masters expression well; it boded soft
speech and cl ever verbal naneuvering that could pul
the words right out of one's nobuth, and get one to
confess to al nost anything. | sure hope he's not using
magic to help himright now. ...

" Anbassador, are you clainng you were attacked?"
Lyam stared at the Dark EIf with narrowed eyes

"Way didn't you summon hel p?"

Nai t achal shrugged. "None seened avail abl e at the
time, and afterwards, | doubted it woul d nake any dif-
ference. So. You didn't send an assassin to kill ne?"
Lyam seened flustered. "Wat possible reason

woul d anyone have to do that?"

Nai tachal frowned. "I did not think you to be so

obtuse, Captain. To trigger a war, of course. But if you
did not —=

"I nmost certainly did not!" Lyam exclained. "I was

| ooking for an ally in your conpany, not a target for
assassination!"

Silence, for a long nonent. "Then who coul d

have?" Naitachal asked, grinmy

Al aire caught a key word in Lyam s | ast statenent.
Ally. That would inply an inner political struggle of
sone sort, one that this man woul d want us to take
sides on. Perhaps our guesses weren't so far off after
al |

Nai t achal seated hinmself on one of the benches,

fol ding his hands confortably, and unaggressively, on
his lap. The posture had the desired effect; Lyam

rel axed slightly, enphasizing howlittle he'd tensed up
Nai t achal began. "My researches lead nme to trust

you, sir. In fact, | canme |ooking for you, Captain Lyam
I wish to lay nmy cards on the table, so to speak."
Lyam nodded cauti ously.

"l have... questions. The first, and npbst obvious to
me, is why are there so few non-humans in this | and?
This was not the case several years ago. Though ot her
non- hummans were not plentiful, the dwarves, who are
excellent artificers and makers of weapons —and

never had nmuch | ove for nmagic either—were present
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in great nunbers."

Lyam nodded in agreenent, opened his nouth to

say sonething, then apparently thought better of it.
He | et Naitachal continue uninterrupted.

"My own people, as well as the Wiite Elves, visited
Sui nomen often enough that nost fol k knew, at |east,
what an elf | ooked |ike. Your own Guard enpl oyed

many orcs upon the northern border. But all of this
has changed." Naitachal raised a single eyebrow,

i nquisitively. "Wy?"

Lyam cl eared his throat, but Alaire could see it was
only a stalling tactic, designed to give himtine to for-
mul ate an answer. Yes, Captain of the Guard. Wiy is
that? If anyone would know, you woul d.

"Well," Lyam said. "The non-hunans were at one

time nore numerous, | must admit But about

twenty-five or thirty years ago, the governnent
encouraged themto | eave. Sonething happened back

then —what, | do not know, but it was decisive, and
sudden. | was a child herding dieren in the hills then; |
renenber nothi ng except that suddenly the

non- humans were gone. And this didn't happen over
several years. It happened al nost overnight. And now,

t he government advi ses those who cross our borders to
cross back as soon as their business is conplete. Once
t hey hear about the Prison of Souls, they usually find
urgent busi ness el sewhere. "

Nai t achal nodded sagely. "Was this about the tine
magi ¢ becane illegal ?"

Lyam frowned. " Sui nonen has al ways regul at ed

magi c," he corrected carefully. "At that tine, however,
it becane nore difficult to practice. That's when the
Associ ation came into existence. And, of course, the
Prison of Souls."

"And the Swords of the Magicians?" Naitachal per-

si st ed.
"The same. They are the enforcenment arm of the
Association. Actually, magic isn't illegal, it sinply

requires a permt."

Nai tachal snorted. "Let us not spar with words, mny

dear Captain. Semantics is ny specialty. Magic is, for
all intents, illegal in Suinomen. |'ve seen the Hall, and
the farce it really is. No nmagicians of any reputation
woul d bother with it And how nuch is the price of a
"license'? More than nost can afford. It is a comon
tactic, ny friend—+f you wish to nmake sonething dif-
ficult to obtain without actually nmaking it illegal, you
put a high price uponit. And | amsure, if soneone

like myself actually had the gold to pay for such a
|icense, there would be other obstacles to obtaining it
than nere noney."

Lyam seened chastened, but didn't seem eager to

|l eap to the defense of Suinonen's magical policy. "O
course, the magician in question would have to pass
certain criteria. He couldn't have a history of non-
conpliance with Suinonmen | aw. "

"He couldn't have a crininal record," Naitacha

translated. "I'lIl agree with that. Wat el se?"
"His political view would have to align with the
Ki ng' s"

Nai t achal shrugged " And?"
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"I't would be hel pful, but technically necessary, to
have a friend within the Association."

"That goes without saying," Naitachal said dryly.

"Now, assumi ng one had all those things, what woul d

be the price of an unlinmted |license —the kind the
mages of the Associati on have?"

Lyam sucked in his breath, shook his head. Ten

t housand crowns."

"That's outrageous," Naitachal said, echoing Alaire's

t houghts. "How can anyone, nuch | ess professiona
magi ci ans, afford such a fee?"

Lyam rai sed his upturned palns in hel pl essness, a
strange gesture froma nman as strong, physically and
psychol ogically, as he. "I don't nake the rules, Anbas-
sador. The answer is, they don't, because there are no
prof essi onal mmgi ci ans i n Sui nomen, save for the ones
in the King's enploy. The Association, in other words."
Nai t achal nodded "And it goes full circle. Magic is
legal, but it isn't, and the only mmgi ci ans who can prac-

tice their trade are for all intents and purposes dancing
to the tune called by the King. Am 1 | eaving anything
out ?"

Alaire cringed at the | ast statenent his Master

made. |f he doesn't watch out, he's going to alienate
Captain Lyam and we need this man.

But Lyam did not take exception to Naitachal's

eval uation of Suinonen; if anything, he appeared to

be in full agreenent.

"No, | don't believe so," he said sinply. "As | said,
don't nake the policy."

"Yes, | know. Another thing," Naitachal said, |eading
the conversation, "Wat gave the King the notion that
his son is conspiring agai nst hinP"

That Lyam didn't seem surprised indicated this was
probably a common runor. "lI'mnot in Hs Majesty's
confidence. However, | amthe Prince's friend as well
as his swordsmanship tutor, and | do not think there is
any truth in the idea."

Nai t achal cast a questioning glance towards Al aire,

as if toconfirmthis. Alaire picked his words carefully.
"Captain Lyam here is an excel |l ent swordsman, and
fromall | could see, he and the Prince have a uni que
friendship. | think that the Prince needs friends. He is
nowhere near as —ah —nmature as he would like to
appear."”

Lyam nodded. "The boy is raw, that is for certain;

he's like a cornered wildcat if the wong bl ades

cone after him and he won't hesitate to defend

hinself in a fight, but I know for a fact that he has
no designs on the throne. In fact, | think he would

rat her not have the throne. He dreads the day he

will have to sit in it, because he knows it will be the
end of his freedom when he does. And —1 think he

fears that day as well, because he knows howill-
prepared he is to rule."

"l suspect this might be the reason for his hedonis-
tic lifestyle, then," Naitachal said. "Wich, because of
his extrenme youth, has yet to affect his health."

"The Captain keeps himin shape," Al aire offered.

"If it's not the other way around," Lyamsaid. "He'l
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never believe | said this, so | feel confident telling you
That young hothead gives nme a greater run than he

t hi nks when we spar."

Al ai re disagreed. What he had seen earlier that day

did little to convince himthis was true. He's belittling
his own skill, perhaps so we will underestimate him
Shrewd, but not necessarily suspicious. This doesn't

mean he's an eneny; it nmeans only he is not willing to

di vul ge everything yet.

Nai t achal gazed off into the distance, over Lyam s

shoulder. "If Kai isn't after the throne, then who is?"
Lyam frowned. "I'mnot certain that's what's afoot. |
amnot privy to all the information this pal ace con-
tains."

Nai tachal 's tone was heavy with irony. "But surely,
bei ng the Captain of the Guard..."

and Spymaster... Alaire added to hinself.
"That does not guarantee ny conpl ete know edge
of royal affairs,” Lyamreplied firmy. "This nay have
been true at one tine, but | suspect that | got this
position because | was an outsider. That may sound
odd to a foreigner, but the true power doesn't lie with
anyone in a nmartial appointnent."
Nai t achal | ooked faintly surprised. "Were then,
does it lie?"
It was Lyanis turn to snort. "Wth the magicians, of
course. The pal ace has a nonopoly on the powers of
the nmages, you see. Powerful w zards, who can |eve
the walls of this palace in nmere nonents with their
rai sed energies."
Nai t achal chuckl ed. "Please. Wat | saw in the Hal
didn't inpress nme."
Lyam sinply sniled. "Wo said they were in the
Hal | ? Only the amateurs operate there. Wen you
first nmet the King, and his bodyguards —and wi zards
—cane charging out to defend hi magai nst an unex-
pected el f, where did they conme fronP"
Nai t achal considered this. "OF course. From behind
the King's throne. They reside in the pal ace."
Lyamgot to his feet, calling a halt to the di scussion
"We've spoken | ong enough here." He turned to

Alaire. "I would be grateful if your pupil would con-
tinue to keep conpany with the young Prince. If |
cannot keep himfromfolly, | would like to know there

was someone at his back that | can trust”

He started toward the entrance, then paused and

turned back for a nmoment. "Oh, and anot her thing.

Avoid nmagic. I'mnot certain diplomatic i munity

woul d protect you. And also, if you wish to confer |ater
tonight, my roomis one floor above yours, and | think
two doors to the north. It's the corner suite, which the
Ki ng has been graci ous enough to provide for ne. But

be discreet. It would start tongues wagging if anyone
saw you paying nme a visit Good day, Master Bard."

Master Bard? Alaire thought, stunned. |s there any-
thing Lyam doesn't know about us?

He and his Master watched the |arge nman | eave; he
noticed this tine that the Captain's head barely
cleared the doorway as he passed beneath it Naitacha
stared after himthoughtfully.

"He is, or was, the King's Spynaster," Naitacha

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...'s%20Tale%2003%20-%20Prison%200f%20Souls.txt (104 of 193) [2/4/2004 11:35:28 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/M ercedes%620L ...20Sheperd%20-%20Bard's%20T al €%62003%20-%20Pri son%200f %20Soul s.txt

said, after a long nonment. "Was, | think. He keeps his
network of spies still, but it is a snmall one now and he
is no longer in the King's confidence."

Alaire wanted to ask how precisely he knew this,

but experience had shown the Dark El f woul d not

waste his breath, and precious tinme, explaining. If any-
thing, Naitachal would berate himfor not figuring it
out for hinself.

And in a nonent, he had figured it out. "He's

friends with the Prince, but he doesn't know why the
King mstrusts his own son, and he hasn't been able to
do anything about that m strust. That neans he isn't
close to the King anynore."

Nai t achal nodded. "Exactly. In fact, supporting the
Prince may have been the reason he fell from grace.

But he doesn't know who's behind the troubles

between the Prince and his father, or his |land and
ours. I"'mcertain of it."

Al aire sighed, and stood up. "Wat do we do now?"

"You, ny young friend, nust stay with Kai." Nai-

tachal considered sonething el se, then added, "And
believe | shall seek this Sir Jehan and pick his brains
mysel f."

Chapter Xl

Nai tachal left Alaire on the balcony. The first thing he
did after leaving the roomwas to see if anyone was in
the hallway who could have overheard them He

found no one, not even a servant, and trusted his con-
versation with Captain Lyam had been a private one.

The talk with the burly swordsman had convi nced
himthat they were both in danger here, and he con-
tenplated returning to Althea for Alaire's protection
They shoul d have sent another anbassador. Soneone
who's had experience with this kind of political ness,
he thought, stopping short of using the term "expend-
able." This situation is nore dangerous than | had

ever suspected.

But to |l eave now would only hunmiliate Alaire

wi t hout acconplishing anything for Althea, and they
woul d be vul nerable on the road out of here. He

could imagi ne the ease with which the opposing fac-
tion could have them both elimnated, w thout

wi t nesses, and then be able to blame their dem se

on hazards of travel: natural predators, bandits or
just sinple bad luck. In many ways they were safer
here, in this pit of wolves, because any harmthat

came to themwould be nost difficult to explain to

an enraged Ki ng Reynard.

Wiile this didn't grant themany immunity from

hazards within the palace, it did give them sone |ever-
age. Provided of course Suinonmen didn't declare an

al |l -out war against Althea. In which case, questions of
their fate woul d becone noot.

Better to deal with it now, he thought, resigned to
the task ahead of him

He found the huge antechanber to the King's suite,

a grand roomnearly the size of the great hall, taste-
fully decorated with ornate, upholstered furniture and
several heads of dieren and other creatures of the for-
est nounted on pl agues, hanging on the pale,
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pl astered walls. The floor, as it was in just about every
corner in the palace, was light, unfinished pine. Thirty
or so individuals of obviously high rank | ounged or

tal ked fervently in groups, in their native |anguage. A
raging fire burned in a large fireplace, around which
nmost of the courtiers gathered. Sonewhere beyond

the doubl e doors at the end of the roomwas the King's
reception hall, and the chanber for his private audi-
ences. It was naddening to be so close and yet be
unabl e to pass those doors. If he could only have used
magi ¢, to nake hinself invisible...

Wl l, he couldn't, and that was that

No one seened to pay any real attention to himas

he entered. Perhaps these people are too polite to
stare. He could only hope.

Fromthe doors at the other end of the room Johan

Pi khal as energed. There was a graying noble with

him and at that nonment, one of the group by the fire
call ed sonething out to both of them And Naitacha
recogni zed at least one thing in that hail. The nane of
Sir Jehan —who was, obviously, the man Pi khal as had
just taken to speak with Archenonen.

Hmmm A confidant of the King. Interesting, Nai-
tachal thought. Very, very interesting.

Pi khal as spotted the Dark ElIf imediately. Wile
Nai t achal feared he would take Sir Jehan and flee
through the nearest exit, the King's aide did the
opposite. He whi spered sonething to his conpan-

i on, who nodded and regarded Naitachal evenly.

They both cane over to himwi thout hesitation

What remarkabl e | uck, Naitachal thought. O is it?

"Ah, ny dear Anbassador," Pikhalas offered. "How
fortunate we both are." He extended his hand and

shook Naitachal's black one warmy. "Allow ne to

i ntroduce Sir Jehan. He would like to speak to you."

Pi khal as qui ckly excused hinself, |eaving the elf

and human to fend for thenselves. "I think we should
go sonmewhere private," Sir Jehan said, glancing fur-
tively around him "This roomis full of folk with acute
hearing and | oose tongues."

Nai t achal nodded solemmly, followi ng the noble to a
smal ler, adjoining library, |eading off the antechanber.
It had a single window, also |ooking over the bay, but
this side of the palace was col der than the sunny
warnth of the balcony. On the opposite side, next to
the wi ndow, was a | arge set of wooden doors, with

gol den handles. A dying fire threatened to sputter out
in a stove, and as Sir Jehan stoked it, heat flooded the
l'ibrary.

Nai tachal took this opportunity to study the man.

He was certainly no commoner, not if the ermne that
trinmred his heavy winter cloak was real and not rabbit
made up to resenble that royal fur. He dressed in
shades of gray and black silk, with tall, soft, black

| eat her boots, the toes tipped with silver. Though

Al aire had described a rascally sort of man, this Sir
Jehan seenmed the very opposite. The gray in his hair
and beard gave hima distinguished air, which was en-
tirely at odds with the description Al aire had given
"There is a new chill in the air," Sir Jehan said am -
ably, turning to the elf. "I'mafraid the pl easant
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weat her we've had during your stay is about to cone

to an abrupt halt."

"I was wondering if this was typical weather," Nai-
tachal said cautiously. "It has been rather enjoyable."
Sir Jehan waved at one of two |eather chairs.

"Pl ease, have a seat W have nuch to discuss."

Nai tachal did so, finding the padded | eather chair
unexpectedly confortable. Sir Jehan took a simlar
seat, |eaned forward and studied his hands. In spite of
hi s fashionabl e dress, his dignified manner, there was
sonet hi ng about himthat put the Dark EIf on guard.
What ever he's hiding, he's not going to share it with
me, Naitachal thought At |east, not now.

"I"'mnot certain howto phrase this precisely,"” Sir
Jehan began slowy, "so as not to offend you, sir."

"l believe we can resolve whatever differences exist
bet ween our two ki ngdons," Naitachal readily sup-
plied. "That is, of course, ny nission."

A puzzled | ook passed briefly over Sir Jehan's face.
"No, you m sunderstand. While | am happy to hear

that, that's not the situation |'mreferring to."

"I see," Naitachal replied, carefully. "Then what
situation are you referring to?"

Jehan coughed. "Your assistant Alaire, | believe his
name is."

Oh gods, Naitachal thought, keeping his expression
neutral. Do they know he's the son of the King? Per-
haps | shoul d have spirited himaway when | had the
chance.

Jehan's snpot h expression gave nothing away. "It is

no secret that, since last night, when you two arrived,
Al ai re has becone a conpani on of our dear Prince."

Does he suspect sonething shady about this? "Yes, |
believe they nmet shortly after dinner |ast night Prince
Kai nenonen invited nmy secretary out for a night of..
light entertainnent.” As if you didn't know that first-
hand! O did you think Alaire hadn't told ne?

"Hmm | think | see what you're getting at. Such an
acquai ntance, between prince and a visiting diplomat,
even the diplomat's secretary, would not seemterribly
out of place in Althea. Have we perhaps viol ated sone
rule of social order in your fine | and?"

"Ch, no," Sir Jehan said blandly. "On the contrary.
I"mgrateful to see such informal m ngling between
peopl e of our two | ands. Your assistant has done no
wong by befriending the Prince, although I do under-
stand they ran into a bit of trouble in town. | heard
through the network of contacts in the tavern district
that the Prince picked a sword fight with some unruly
sailors. Regrettably, the brawl drew your assistant into
it. I"'mafraid such behavior is quite comopn with our
young ruler-to-be, and | have to admt to sonme enbar-
rassment over the incident."

Nai t achal nodded, still wondering what the man's

point was. "Alaire may not seemto be very old, but he
i s capabl e of handling hinself. Suinomen has nothing
to apol ogi ze for, however. He went with the Prince
willingly, without ny know edge or consent Not that

he needed pernission fromne, you understand.

He is not the envoy. | am And as you know, young
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men will have their little excitenents."

"l became aware of this last night." Now Sir Jehan
produced a cool snile, and one that did not reach his
eyes. "From what |'ve heard, your secretary is a rather
remar kabl e swordsman. " Sir Jehan's right eyebrow

rai sed at this, but he nade no further conmment about
Alaire's training. He continued, in a | owered voice, "If
I may, | would like to speak freely, but in confidence.
Just between the two of us, and with no diplomatic
matters involved. My concern is for your secretary,
Anbassador. Qur young Prince is a bad influence.

Even though your secretary is an adult and can take
care of hinmself, this doesn't nake himimmne to cer-
tain unsavory influences in our |and."

"I was under the inpression that they were only out
drinking," Naitachal said in defense of both young

men. What influences?

"There may be nore to it than that," Sir Jehan said,
and there was a certain sly shading to his words.
"Though | cannot be nore precise. There could be

nmore to Kai nenonen's nightly jaunts than we know.

He does this drunken tavern-hopping regularly, in the
very worst parts of town. No |ady of good bl ood will
associate with him even incognito."

Thi s answered a question that had been gnhaw ng at

the Dark EIf since he spied on Kai, Alaire and their
cluster of "mmidens." Those wonen were of a much

| ower class —no higher than servants, | should think
I shoul d have guessed as nuch.
"I still think Alaire is safe," Naitachal said. "He has

enough good sense not to becone involved with wonen

who may ultimately seek to cause himtrouble. Unless
there are other factors you haven't nentioned yet"

If Sir Jehan took offense at this, he didn't showit. "I
do hope that having a friend his own age will settle Ka
down a bit, but I'mafraid that Al aire does not have a
strong enough personality to resist Kai's depravity. If |
may speak frankly, Alaire seens to be rather young for

a di plomatic mission —even as a nere assistant"

"He is here to polish his skills under ny tutel age,"

Nai tachal inforned himsinply. "But he is very close,
very close, to the King's heart."

Sir Jehan gave hima knowing | ook, as if he under-

stood all too well that yes, Alaire was indeed a favorite
bastard. Good. H s disguise seens to be hol di ng.
Naitachal smiled faintly. "I agreed to take himas ny
assistant largely to please King Reynard. | adnmit he is
alittle raw, and | had hoped that some of your fine cul-
ture would rub off on himduring this visit. He's never
been outside of Althea. Please forgive any uncouth
behavi or you nmay observe in him But | do assure you,

his personality is strong and fundanentally good, his
nmoral s secure.”

Sir Jehan sighed, and shook his head woefully.

"Kai's debauchery is the root of the troubles between
himand his father. The boy sinply refuses to behave
like a civilized adult, or even a civilized child; and he
certainly refuses to behave like a prince."

Nai t achal shrugged. Then why is it critical that Ka

be the Crown Prince? Certainly, if he had a younger
brother . . ." He raised an eyebrow. "The solution
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seens a sinple one to ne."

Sir Jehan shook his head sadly. "Kainenonen's birth

was a nost difficult one. The Queen is unable to be a
nmot her agai n. Di sgraced, she sel dom appears in pub-

lic. Unlike other kingdons, it is not acceptable for the
King to rid hinself of her, or select a —favored
by-blow. It is the way of our land."

"So, it is Kai who will inherit the throne, or nobody."
Nai tachal pursed his lips in an imtation of thoughtful-
ness. "I think 1'"mbeginning to see the problem"”

Jehan waved that off as not inportant. "All that is
immaterial to this discussion, however. My concern is
with your assistant. Hi s close association with Ka
could very well discredit your mission here."

This took Naitachal by surprise. Still, there was no
hint they knew Alaire's true identity.

"And why is that?" he asked, making no secret of his
surprise.

"The notives of soneone who befriends a potentia
problemin our kingdom are sonewhat in question,"”

Sir Jehan replied. "And he is your assistant. \Wat he

does will by necessity reflect on you. | expect no
trouble, either for you or for your young man. But it
| ooks ... suspicious, for you, for your assistant, and for

your ki ngdomin general."

This, too, Naitachal was beginning to get the gist of.
Is this Sir Jehan a part of the opposing force in Suino-
men politics that Captain Lyam warned us both

about? He was not going to let this man intimdate

him The direction their discussion was taking was
starting to sound like an attenpt to threaten the ms-
sion, despite the gentle tone Sir Jehan was using.

An old famly proverb cane to the Dark EIf's mnd

Never try to frighten a Necromancer. G anted, he

wasn't a Necromancer any nore, but still...

"Am | to understand," Naitachal returned, in an
irritated tone, "that a friend of the Prince is not an ally
of the King?"

Sir Jehan shrugged, pal ns upturned, a gesture

whi ch conveyed very little to Naitachal

Time to show sonme of ny cards. And to prove that

Alaire confides nore in nme than this Sir Jehan thinks.
"I was under the inpression, sir, that the Prince con-
sidered you one of his friends."

"Well," Sir Jehan began, sounding like the elf had
caught himin a subtle deception. "I do ny best to hea
the rift between father and son, but there is very little
I can do when the boy refuses to reform There's stil

hope; he's still quite young. Perhaps when Kai cones
to his senses, if ever, | can do sonething about the
problem"

Whi ch neither confirmed nor denied Sir Jehan's

double role in all this. Naitachal decided not to pursue
that particular question. Instead, he formul ated an
appropriate cover story that would both protect

Alaire' s identity and flush out sone bits of information
Sir Jehan mght not otherw se vol unteer

"What can one do?" Naitachal said, sadly shaking

his head. "This was not the sort of problem | had

pl anned to deal with on this mssion. If there is any
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trouble —and | trust Alaire enough to doubt that he
wi || become involved in anything he perceives as
counter to the interest of either our kingdomor yours
—any trouble Alaire happens to get into is his own
problem He knows this. | rely on his good sense; it
may even be that he can exert the steadying influence
that you feel your Prince requires." Naitachal |eaned
forward, as if about to inpart a confidence, and con-
tinued. "My fanmly has a long tradition of magic use.
Are you famliar with the term Necronmancer ?"

A flicker of recognition passed over the neutra

mask Sir Jehan was trying to nmaintain. Yes, he knows

exactly what | am But will he adnmit it?
"I''mnot famliar with the term" Sir Jehan said, his
eyes shifting to the side, indicating a lie. "I knowthat it

descri bes sonme sort of magician."

Naitachal smiled thinly. "Yes, a magician. A very
power ful magician. Using nmagic is as natural to ne as
breathing air is to you. Though | would not dare to
denmonstrate these abilities to you now, in this |and
where it is illegal. | could raise a corpse fromthe dead,
or force a soul to answer ny questions. And —there
are nore ways available to ne to destroy an adversary
than | have time to tell you, all of thempainful. This
trai ni ng began many, nany centuries ago."

Sir Jehan gazed at himthoughtfully, w thout comment
Nai t achal continued to smle. "There are certain

ways in which | could use these powers to defend
mysel f. Ways which, given the | aws of your kingdom I
could easily guarantee a | ong residence in your Prison
of Souls."

Nai t achal watched his eyebrows rai se appreciably.

"So you know of this."

Nai t achal gave him a | ook which said plainly, Wat,
did you think | was deaf, blind and a fool as well? "Yes,
I do. And | would never want to find nyself

i npri soned in such a place."

"You needn't worry," Sir Jehan assured him "CQur

laws apply in fact to the peasants, the |ower classes,
not to those like you or ne. We created the Associ a-
tion to police potentially dangerous nagi ¢ anong the
peasants, so that they couldn't use arcane powers to
oppress each other, or as tools in a revolt." He steepled
hi s hands together, and put on a thoughtful expres-
sion. "And that, | fear, again puts you and your
assistant into jeopardy. Though |I cannot verify this
either way, runor has it that Kai has been actively
recruiting nmages in order to overthrow his father, and
take the Crown now. This would be a tragedy of the

hi ghest nmagnitude. W nust prevent this at any cost.
You may find our |aws regardi ng magi ¢ confi ni ng,

even unfair, but | assure you that there are good rea-
sons for regulating it. Surely you can see the w sdom
in these precautions."

"OfF course," Naitachal said evenly. "I didn't nean to
suggest that these precauti ons were unnecessary. And

| surely would never do anything that woul d nake
soneone think | was willing to use nmy powers agai nst
your King. That would be nore than foolishness!"
"Actually, I"'mglad you brought it up," Sir Jehan
said, standing. Hs smile was crooked, as if he could
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not bring hinself to produce a real smle. "This is one
of the things the King wi shes to speak to you about."
He gestured grandly towards the set of double doors.
"This way, please."

When they entered the chanber beyond the dou-

bl e doors, Naitachal saw King Archenonen gazi ng at

the barren winter countryside through a tall bay w n-
dow. Franmed in the pale afternoon sun, he seened
extrenely worried about sonething.

Sir Jehan cleared his throat. "Sire," he announced.
"May | present Anmbassador Naitachal from Althea,

Envoy of King Reynard."

Eyes still fixed on the | andscape beyond, he said,
"Thank you, Jehan."

Sir Jehan bowed slightly, and quietly |left the chanbers.
Nai t achal stood boldly in the center of the floor,
wonderi ng what could be so fascinating outside

that it would hold the King's attention. He didn't
know i f he should take offense or fee

conplinmented by the conplete |ack of attention

the King was giving him

"Pl ease, nake yourself confortable," the King said,
turning. "Wuld you care for sone ale, Anbassador?

Ref usi ng woul d be inpolite, so he nodded and

said, "It would please ne, indeed, Your Mjesty."
Warily, he took one of three heavy wood chairs, set
about in a senmi-circle. The throne faced him

squarely, a tall, velvet-uphol stered artifact raised on
a platformthat would put the King's toes about eye

| evel when sitting.

The King turned and regarded Naitachal with

sone Vi si bl e apprehension, then forced a smle. A
servant appeared with two large steins of ale,

offered one to the Dark Elf, than served the other

to the King. As Naitachal took his, he suppressed a
grimace. He did not care for ale, and this was a

heavy, bitter brew.

Still, the King's wish was an order. Naitachal relaxed
and tried the ale, wondering briefly if it had been poi-
soned. Since he had a choice of either of the steins, he
decided this was unlikely.

The King drank fromhis stein and seated hinself in

one of the other smaller chairs next to Naitachal, for-
goi ng the use of the ostentatious throne. Though he
wore yesterday's purple robe, his clothing seened

runpl ed; shadows | urked under his eyes and stubble
stood out on his tired face. Stress lines showed on his
forehead. Either the King is ill, or he is worried sick
over sonething. Naitachal drank his warm al e and

tried to | ook conposed.

"I cone directly to the point," the King said. "It has
come to ny attention lately that there is considerable
renegade magi ¢ goi ng on anong the peasants. There

are suggestions that sonme of these nmgicians are con-
nected sonehow with your |and."

Oh? This was a new accusation, and it baffled Nai-
tachal . Now what? he wondered, thinking this nght

be snmoke, sent out to conceal the real issue, whatever
it mght be.

"If there are mmgicians practicing magic covertly in
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Sui nonmen, " Nai tachal began with an even voice, "|I am
hardly in a position to know of it. Though ny kind

does have a long history of the practice of mage-craft,
I have carefully avoided this practice since arriving
here. And you, sir, have never sent any communi ca-

tion to ny King naking any suggestion that such
renegades are troubling your lIand. What, exactly, is
the link to Althea you speak of ?"

"Nothing... specific," the King admtted. "And | am

not accusing you of anything. It does raise sone issues,
which | would like to discuss with the understanding
that we intend no offense. It is nost opportune that you
are here to negotiate. It saves us the trouble, and tine, of
sendi ng an anbassador to your |and."

At the nmention of the word negotiate, Naitachal's

ears stood straight up. Are we finally going to discuss
these "war threats"?

The King stirred restlessly. "This nage-craft was

once a threat to our kingdom nany years ago. That

is when we created the Swords of the Magicians,

and began policing the |Iand of unauthorized nmagic.

Si nce then, things have been quiet here. Unti

lately. There hasn't been much in the way of trave

bet ween our two ki ngdons, but in the |last half year

what little there has been has increased twofold.
Perhaps it is no coincidence that the unauthorized
magi ¢ using has increased as well."

Nai tachal saw the King's point, and he didn't like it

at all. He's trying to blanme Althea for the failure of his
policies, for his inability to stifle nagic in what is obvi-
ously a land rich with those who have the abilities, if
not the training, to practice the art.

But the King's next words took himentirely by sur-
prise. "I think it would be a great benefit to both our
lands if you recognized the superior policing ability of
the Association and pernit theminto your kingdom It

is clear to ne that your land is the source of this
scourge, and if you let our Association in, for the
express purpose of dealing with nages, we can sol ve
this problemonce and for all."

The King gazed at hi m hopefully, obviously finding
not hi ng wong with the request.

Nai t achal stared at himfor a long, long time. The
request appalled himso much that he had to reassess
everything he'd | earned about Suinonen and its king.

Did | hear that correctly? Fearful of magic. Suspicious
of his son. Influenced by unknown political forces. Per-
haps conpletely nisled about Althea. He thinks we

want to clean up magic in our own kingdon? Badly

enough to let a foreign force in, froma country whose
intentions are in serious question? He really believes
this is a reasonabl e request!

"l see," Naitachal said, forcing a nbst urbane man-

ner in spite of his desire to denonstrate a little high
| evel Bardic Magic and wipe the King's mind clean of

even the shadow of such an idea. "OF course, | amin
no position to grant such a request It might be a very
good idea, after all, and | will certainly informthe

Ki ng of your request."
Ki ng Archenonen's brow furrowed, as if he had
expected i nmedi ate agreenent. "But surely, you can
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under stand the need..."

Nai tachal nmade a conciliatory gesture. "O course

see how inportant this is to you. But you nust under-
stand, this would nean ridding A thea of nobst

non- humans, elves, fairies, Arachnia as well as the
human nmages. |'mnot even certain this is possible;

t he non-humans occupy much territory within our
borders, and have established thensel ves as indis-
pensable to the comrerce and prosperity of our |and.
You see, non-humans sinply will not allow humans to
regulate magic. Magic is the core of their existence. To
take it away woul d cause serious political problens for
our King."

"l woul d have expected the King of Althea to send a
stronger soul to discuss matters of state," Archenonmen
sai d, | ooking di sappoi nt ed.

"It is not a matter of strength,” Naitachal said.
"Only of prudence. Wthin our governnment we have

many non-hunmans, in positions of power. Non-

humans such as nysel f."

"Ch, yes, that's right," the King replied, clearly
annoyed, and shaking his head as if he sinply had not
seen the sable skin and pointed ears of the being right
in front of him "You are a Dark EIf, aren't you?"

Is he a half-wit? O is his mnd going? This is
incredi bl el Naitachal schooled his expression to give
no hint of his thoughts. "To inpose such rules would
be, at the very least, an insult to nany powerful
beings. But the matter isn't up to ne."

Archenonen's face brightened. "That's right, it's

not. Relay the nessage to the King, if you would,
please. | think we will be sending our own anbassa-
dors al ong soon anyway, to nake certain he gets it."
The King stood, clearly ending the audience. "You

may | eave. "

Nai tachal inmrediately rose to his feet, bowed and
backed hinsel f out; grateful the discussion was over,
and proud of hinself for not converting the King to a
pi l e of ash.

Nai tachal returned to their roomhoping to find

Al aire, so he could discuss this new —and highly dis-
turbing —information with his protege. The boy is in
nore danger than | suspected, he admitted to hinself,
guiltily. Sending himhone now woul d be even nore
serous.

Dark ElIf realized as he entered the roomthat

he had got about as far as he was going to get with the
Ki ng. Reynard should have sent a human, he adnmitted
glumy. Only a hunan can nake any progress now.

The nonarch of Suinomen was far nore phobi c about
magi ¢ than he'd ever imagined, and if Archenonen

ever |earned that he and Alaire were Bards, it could be
a catalyst for war. It seened al nbst certain now that
they were | ooking for an excuse for one anyway; that
was the only rational explanation for such an outra-
geous request. Surely that act the King had put on was
only that —an act. Surely he could not be so stupid,
senile or mad enough to believe King Reynard woul d
spend a single second considering such an outrageous

i dea!
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Sendi ng the Swords of the Magicians into Althea —
no, surely no one could be that mad. | do believe it is
time for us both to find a way to | eave this dreadfu
pl ace, Naitachal decided. If we left now, we night take
them by surprise. Yes. W will be on the road, headed
back towards Althea, tonight.

"Al aire?" Naitachal called softly, as he closed the
door behind him He found only an enpty room

"Good gods," he nuttered, picking up a note on the
bed.

Your Darkness,

| have gone out again w th you-know who.

promise to be careful. Don't worry about ne. And
don't stay up; it may be late.

Al aire.

Gazing at the note, Naitachal began naki ng soft,
strangl i ng noi ses.

Chapter Xl |

Wil e Naitachal went off on his diplonmatic search for
Sir Jehan, Alaire returned to their roomto catch a few
hours of his lost sleep. The drink with the Prince's
bevy of beauties had nmade hi m sl eepy, and this

seened as good a tine as any to catch up on sone
rest. Just before he fell into deep slunber, he won-
dered belatedly if he had remenbered to | ock the

door or not----

Al ai re woke to someone shaking him by the shoul -

ders. "Wake up, sluggard!" Kai shouted in his ear
"We've got to go out! Hurry! W're losing tinme!"

The boy roused himw th such intensity in his voice
that he struggled out of the tentacles of sleep in a
pani ¢, wonderi ng what energency was upon them

"Wha— Al ai re nanaged, feeling about for a

weapon.

Kai let go of his shoulders, and | aughed sardonically
at the expression on his face. "Ch, relax," Kai told him
"If 1 had known it was so hard to wake you up | would
have been in earlier."

Alaire finally focused on Kai, who sat on the edge of
the huge bed. He wore a new outfit of court clothing,
topped with the enbroidered red cl oak, but he stil

| ooked li ke he'd thrown his clothes on in a hurry.
"We're going into town tonight."

"Ch, not again," Alaire started to say, but as he sat
up, he realized that Kai was not in a good nvod.
Sul l en, storny, perhaps even angry; there was nothing
teasing or playful about Kai at the nonment. "Wat's
wrong, Kai ?" he asked, conpletely awake now.

"Sir Jehan told nme | should = Kai hesitated, then
shook his head, his jaw tensing. "Nothing," he finally
appended "Nothing at all. 1'mgoing to go get drunk

You can conme if you want to."

He flung hinmself off the bed and started out the
door.

"Wait a minute," Alaire said, getting up

Kai paused, and | ooked back over his shoul der. "You
com ng?" he asked hopefully.

"Well, I — Alaire shrugged

"Good," Kai interrupted. "Bring your harp. You can
cheer ne up with it."

"—qguess | am" Alaire finished.
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They took the carriage to the edge of the tavern dis-
trict, under cloudy skies that grew darker by the
monent. Tonight's driver seened sober, so the ride
into the heart of town wasn't as exciting as the pre-
vious evening's. The tavern they ended up in was a
notch or two below the other places they'd gone to; it
took thema nmoment to find chairs and a table that
hadn't been danmaged in a brawl. Even so, the night

was still young, and according to Kai the very best of
the establishnent's stock hadn't run dry yet. It
appeared that this was the only thing that cheered Ka
up —a steady supply of liquor, the prospect of tota
obl i vi on.

Al he wants out of life is out, Alaire thought. He
wondered if going with Kai had been a good i dea.

Now he felt as if he were inadvertently aiding the
Prince in his quest for that oblivion.

Thi s evening' s poison was not ale or wine, as had

been the choice the night before. This place, The
Deadman's Drunk, its nane burned into a tonbstone-
shaped wooden si gn above the door, served only the

har dest of |iquors.

"They distill aakaviit froma tuber that grows wld
inthe hills,"” Kai explained easily as he downed snal |
gl asses of the stuff. He drank it like water. Alaire
couldn't understand it. He stared at his own snall
glass. A single sip had set his nouth and throat on fire.
He eyed the burning candl e between them nervously.
This is al nost pure al cohol! he thought.

Now he wi shed he hadn't brought his harp. There

had been sonme heated di scussion over taking it al ong,
but Alaire had finally relented, thinking that perhaps
Kai wouldn't drink as nmuch if he did. The harp was

the nost inportant possession he owned, and here it
was, exposed to danger in this wetched place.

Though wrapped in a thick canvas bag, and | ooking

|i ke a random sack of possessions, it would not fare
well in a fight. He placed it so a bottle of aakaviit, if
spilled, wouldn't drench it. The potent fluid would
probably eat right through the finish

He had hoped the liquor would | oosen Kai's tongue

a bit. That cryptic sentence about Sir Jehan had him
wondering just what the nan had said to Kai, and if
they woul d see himout again tonight. For additiona
clues Alaire had suggested they go to the tavern where
Sir Jehan had been | ast night. Seeing themtogether

m ght yield useful information. But Kai had insisted
that place would be closed so early in the afternoon;
The Deadman's Drunk was going to be their destina-
tion for now, and when Kai started to get a little testy
about it, Alaire shut up and sat back in the coach.

Kai had confined his discussion to trivial matters;
the good tine he had with the twins, this year's grape
crop, which had been poor, and the turning weather
When they had left the carriage and started wal ki ng,
Alaire noticed the air had becone considerably col der
than he renmenbered it being last night A biting cold
singed his nostrils. Breath clouded visibly before
them Snow fell lightly as they reached this place; Ka
predicted it would get worse.
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"I love getting drunk when it snows!" he said. "Any
bad weat her. Thunderstorms, floods, as long as I'm

not init, and snowstorns. Don't ask nme why. Maybe
it's the hint of anxiety in the air that makes it exciting!"
Snow was not unusual back at Fenrich, but it rarely
fell early. It snowed enough to accumul ate about a
mont h before midw nter, and usually melted off by
spring equi nox. But Suinonen was further north, and
the shift in tenperature had been rather drastic this
eveni ng.

"How nmuch does it snow up here?" Alaire asked.

"Ch, | guess it will probably be waist-high by norn-
ing," Kai said casually. "Wy?"

"What ?"

Kai | aughed, finished his glass of aakaviit. "You act
i ke you've never seen snow before."

"Well, | have," Alaire said, proudly. "But not waist-
high!"™ He tried to imagi ne what it would | ook like.
"How do the roofs stay up? Don't they coll apse under
the wei ght of the snow?"

Whi ch sent Kai into another round of |aughter

"\What ever gave you that idea? What are your roofs

made of down there, thatch?"

Al aire frowned. "Some of themare."”

"OfF course," Kai said, as suddenly subdued as he

had been roused to | aughter.

Al aire was nore concerned with the effect the snow

was going to have on the state of the streets. "Wl
anyway, if it's really going to snow that deep tonight,
per haps we should nake it an early eveni ng?"

"Not a bad idea," Kai said, but his nischievous

smirk indicated he didn't take the idea very seriously.
"But it it gets too bad we can always stay at an inn
"Not exactly fit for royalty,' as his highness Sir Jehan
woul d say, but do | look like | care? Gods no! |'ve
passed out many a night in places far worse than that!"
Alaire's ears pricked at the nention of the noble-
man' s name. Yes? And? He waited for the boy to go

on.

A fight broke out behind them but Kai renmained
oblivious to it. Alaire watched the two conbatants
who, fromthe little he understood of the scream ng

i nprecations, fought over a bottle of aakaviit.

Kai had ordered another, and at that nmonment the
barkeep scurried over, and nost apol ogetically
expl ai ned that the gentlenen behind themwere fight-
ing over the last bottle of aakaviit.

Kai turned to regard the fight, now interested in the
outconme. As the two nmen struggled with the bottle,

Kai reached for the hilt of his sword, but didn't draw
it. The barkeep pal ed when he noticed the weapon,

and pronptly vani shed.

Al ai re thought he was going to get sick. The sight of
the men fighting over the bottle, and Kai apparently

willing to kill for it, was a little too nuch.

"Here," Alaire said. "Have the rest of ny glass."

There was still a half glass left; the little Alaire drank
went right to his head, so he had stopped drinking.

Though nildly intoxicated, he hoped he still had pos-

session of his fighting skills. One of us needs to stay at
| east partially sober, he worried. Kai's not going to be
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worth nmuch, if he keeps this up. He's probably not
worth much right now |'ve never seen anyone drink

as much as he can and still wal k.

The fight continued; Kai watching the two nen

avidly, his tongue licking his lips as if he were hungry.
Suddenly there was a crash, signaling the deni se of

the bottle of aakaviit as it fell to the floor. But the fight
continued; the two nen, now driven to a rage by the

| oss of the bottle, went directly for each others
throats. A third man had crawled into the area of the
affray and was trying to drink the spilled stuff fromthe
floor.

Al aire wanted out of there, badly —but how to per-
suade Kai ? The Prince seened fascinated by the fight,
by the drunk | apping up liquor fromthe floor —

Then, the fighters knocked over a candle, which fel

to the floor, igniting the aakavitt with an audible
woooooopf .

The stuff was as flammabl e as Al aire had suspect ed.

A roaring fire spread across the floor, away fromthem
|icking the cheap, wooden furniture with fiery blue

t ongues.

Peopl e pani cked and ran out of front and rear exits.
Somewhere, am d the flanes, a man screaned. The
bartender beat at the flanes with a rag; he only nade
them spread faster.

The fire was spreading, quickly; too quickly. Soon

the flames woul d bl ock the exits!

"Cone on, Kai! Lets get out of here!" Alaire

shout ed, grabbing Kai's arm and tuggi ng hi mupright.
"Ch, awight," Kai said, sullenly, as if Alaire was try-
ing to get himto leave a bit of high entertai nnent
before it was over.

Al ai re grabbed the harp's canvas bag with one hand

and Kai's armwith the other and | ed himthrough the
press of bodies to the front exit. As they reached the
door, he glanced behind himto see if anyone el se was
trapped in there. The place was enpty, except for the
two original conbatants, still |locked in struggle, sil-
houetted by the rising flanes.

Forget them he thought. Let's get back to the pal ace
before we're snowed in down here

He turned —and blinked in surprise. Snow.

Gods —Kai wasn't joking about the snowl A thick

white bl anket had w apped itself over the tavern
district, and huge, coin sized flakes dropped in
sheets. He | ooked down, and saw he was standi ng

ankl e-deep in the stuff. He stunbled out of the
doorway, still towing Kai, and took shelter in

anot her doorway across the street fromthe bar.

People in the street began to shout now, as it

becane apparent to the passersby that one of the

buil dings was on fire. Snoke poured out of the front
door. The barkeep ran about helplessly, slipping in the
snow, no one seened to be doi ng anythi ng about the

fire except watching.

Suddenly Kai seened to notice the snow. "Al

right!" the boy whooped, running into the thick white-
ness. He pronptly made a ball out of the nush and
threwit at Alaire, ignoring the fire licking out of the

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...'s%20Tale%2003%20-%20Prison%200f%20Souls.txt (117 of 193) [2/4/2004 11:35:28 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/M ercedes%620L ...20Sheperd%20-%20Bard's%20T al €%62003%20-%20Pri son%200f %20Soul s.txt

doorway behind him

At that nonment a nunber of nmen appeared, with a
purposeful air to them They formed a human chain

and began passing buckets of water to throw on the fire.
It occurred to Alaire that maybe they should help —
Then again, maybe that woul dn't be a good idea.

Kai was still whooping and playing in the snow, and
Alaire didn't think there was any |ikelihood of getting
himto do sonmething as responsible as putting out a
fire. No. Let's get out of here, while we have a chance.
The snow still | ooks shall ow enough for the carriage to
make it back to the pal ace

He foll owed Kai, who slipped and slid down the

street, laughing like a fool. "Kai, you know, naybe we
shoul d go back to the pal ace?"

"Naw, " he said over his shoul der, and hi ccuped.

"Still early.”

Al aire persisted. "But getting back while we can ..
don't you think..."

Kai muttered sonething about the next place, and
started of f down the narrow street wi thout him

Though he wal ked fairly well, it was clear to Alaire he
was very drunk. He started ranbling on to hinmself, as
if Alaire was standing next to him

The situation was starting to anger him Wy

should | care if he cares for no one but hinself? Do
really need to go along with hin? He resisted an urge
to start wal ki ng back to the palace by hinsel f, after
taking a few steps in that direction. | don't know the
way that well, and in this snow, everything |ooks dif-
ferent. And, it's cold! Maybe |I'd be better off in a
tavern sonewhere. Bound to be afire burning. That

way | can keep warm And keep an eye on Kai

He groaned, knowi ng he had tal ked hinself into

bei ng Kai's keeper once again.

Al aire scranbled after the Prince, cursing his foot-
ing, and taking excruciating care not to slip and fall on
his harp. The sun had set by now, and torchlights and

| anterns again provided the only illunination. Foot-
traffic had dimnished, and now only a few people
braved the snow.

"So where are we going now?" Alaire said irritably.

He clutched the harp tightly, as if holding it closer
woul d shut out sone of the cold. Kai's coat was wide
open, and he wore no warm hat, as Alaire did; evi-
dently, as drunk as he was, he didn't feel the cold.
"Ch, let's try The Dead Dragon | nn again," he said,
matter-of-factly. They probably won't throw us out"

The clanmor surrounding the fire faded, and a new,
muffl ed silence fell about them In spite of his annoy-
ance with Kai and with hinself, and his disconfort,

the snow fascinated Alaire; he'd never seen this nuch
falling at one tine, so suddenly, and with flakes this
| arge. They fell about the two of themin swirls, |and-
ing on his face, his clothes. He stuck his tongue out
and caught one. The large flake nelted instantly in the
warnth of his mouth, reninding himhow thirsty he

was for sinple, plain water. Maybe at The Dead

Dragon Inn, | can get some, he thought. After all, Ka
drinks enough for both of us.

He hoped they would reach the place soon. The
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col d was begi nning to eat through his clothing.

He heard sonet hing behind them and turned just

intime to see a dark figure vanish into a shadow.

A chill that had nothing to do with the weather ran

up his spine, and he felt for the hilt of his sword, sling-
ing his harp over his back. Saying nothing to Kai, who
babbl ed sonething to hinself in his native |anguage,

he continued the slow trudge through the snow, keep-

ing his ears open for another telltale noise. Wen it
canme, he knew for certain they were being foll owed.

He didn't turn to look this tinme, but as he listened, he
heard the sanme footsteps trying to match theirs, using
the noise they were nmaki ng as cover

Maybe it's one of Sir Jehan's nen, keeping tabs on

the Prince, he thought hopefully, but the prospect
didn't confort himas nuch as he thought it would

I'"d better say sonmething. He's still a good fighter,
even if he's drunk

He whi spered to Kai, "I think we're being fol -

| oned. "

Kai gl anced up, and shrugged. But in spite of the
bravado, Kai acted a little nore wary. Then, finally, he
whi spered back, "How many?"

"One, at |east Maybe nore." Was that a second set

of footsteps, or echoes of our own? The effect of snow
on sound was naddeni ng.

Two figures junped out in front of them swords

drawn. Kai hissed as he drew his weapon, clunsily,

and staggered backwards.

Alaire's nerves were already keyed up, and he was
ready. His sword out, he went after the closest of the
two and cl osed for the attack. H s opponent seened
surprised at the aggressive tactics. Figured I'd be
drunk, too? Alaire thought briefly as their swords
engaged.

Wthin nonents he knew that these were no aver-

age cutpurses. These are professional killers! Alaire
thought in dismay, taking in their black clothing, the
scarves w apped about their faces to hide their identi-
ties. Wiy they would be wearing black escaped him

they stood out against the snow. Unless the snow
caught them by surprise too

Swords flashed through the falling snow, and soon

Al aire was separated from Kai and the other assassin.
Al aire heard them sonewhere behind them clashing
away, and didn't like the idea of not being able to see
anyt hing but his current opponent. And what of the

men who had been behind thenf? Where were they?
Street-fighting neant street-tactics. He nanaged to
distract the fighter for a nonent; his blade | ashed out,
nicking the man's wist. Bright ruby-red spots
appeared on the snow beneath him First bl ood.

The assassin snarled an evident curse in a | an-

guage he'd never heard before. Alaire feinted, and
parried twi ce, pushing the killer near a torch on a
rock wall. In the flickering light he saw the nan's
eyes, and the dark, olive skin around them H's wi st
bled brightly into the falling snow, and Al aire knew
his wound nust be a great liability to him he didn't
change hands, as Alaire would have done in the
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same situation. Evidently his teacher had not been

as good as Naitachal

Al ai re stepped back, saw an opening, and | unged.

Metal pierced flesh with more difficulty than
expected, reninding Alaire he hadn't sharpened his

bl ade since the fight in The Dead Dragon. Even so,

his sword found a rich target, and as he withdrew his
steel, blood followed it.

The assassi n groaned, dropped his bl ade, and

pressed a hand over the wound. The stain spread
beneath himas the snow captured the fresh bl ood.

The nman stared at him his eyes hollow in the
torchlight, then staggered off into the dark and snow.
In a nonent, he was lost to sight.

Al aire turned and | ooked for Kai; there was nothing
to see but snow. Then, around a corner, he heard

bl ades clashing. He ran to the sound, staggered as his
foot slipped on the fresh snow, and found the two next
to another building, their arena brightly lit by street
torch. The tip of Kai's blade was broken, giving the
assassin the advantage. The boy's face was a mask of
pure terror; he knew he was in serious trouble.

And Alaire was a good twenty feet away.

He shouted, hoping to distract the killer, but the
man i gnored him

As Alaire rushed at the assassin, the man | unged,
piercing Kai in the abdonmen. The boy screaned in

pain and fell back into the snow.

The killer |ooked up, apparently satisfied with his
work, then ran off.

Alaire scranbled to Kai's side; he was |lying face up
in the snow, still waving his sword and npani ng.
Alaire gently deflected the weapon with his own

and took it from his hand.

He knelt over Kai, calling his nane.

But the boy just stared blankly, his skin now the

col or of the snow around him A red stain spread over
his tunic and shirt, but Al aire saw no wound. He

pul led the slick fabric of his shirt up, revealing a neat
puncture next to Kai's navel. The wound bled a thin,
pul sing river. A gut wound. The worst.

He's going to die.

Kai opened his nmouth to speak, but he was already

too weak to say anything. He was going to die.

Unl ess —

No! his mnd screanmed. Wthout really thinking, he
began | ooking for his harp. He ran, staggering, back to
where he thought it would be. Where is it? Did some-
one take it? he thought, just as his eyes fell on the
i nstrument. He grabbed the canvas bag and rushed

back to Kai.

Alaire ripped the bag open, with stiff fingers; his
heart pounding frantically. Kai's eyes gl azed; the
thin plume of breath over his nostrils |lessening with
every nonment. Hot tears coursed down Alaire's

cheeks. He fought the urge to scream curse, npan

i n hel pl essness —

Don't think of that. Don't think of anything. Just the
magi c.. .just the power...

He took a deep breath, steadied hinself, and

started to play.
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The strings were out of tune, the nusic sour, his fin-
gers cold and nunb. But he played anyway, ignoring

the one broken string. He reached for the only song

he knew that might work, a short tune Naitachal had
conposed when one of their favorite horses had suf-
fered an attack froma pack of wolves. The horse had
been near death —

Li ke Kai —

Bardic Magic had healed it, had saved its life.

As Alaire played the tune fromnenory, his fingers

| oosened up, and the notes cane easier. He ran

t hrough the song once, |ooked down at Kai. He

remained still, even peaceful, in the. snow. Then, with
one spastic notion, the boy exhal ed a single breath.
Then not hi ng.

The Magi ¢ had fail ed.

"No!" Alaire screaned. Tears streaned down his

face, blurring his vision. He felt an enpty space form
in the center of his chest, and as he stared at Kai's life-
| ess face, the space grew | arger. He choked back a sob
Snow began to collect on Kai's face, instead of nelt-
ing, as it had only nonents before.

Alaire wept, unable to help hinself, unable to stop.

He held the harp loosely, until it was ready to slip out
of his hands. Then, suddenly, his Master's words ech-
oed in his head:

The essence of Bardic Magic is the ability to make,

and unnake.

To unmake Death —and nake Life?

He reached deeper, into his soul, for the power.

WIlling his arns and hands to nove, he began to play
the song over a fourth tinme, automatically, but this
time his mnd and heart focused on sonething el se

al t oget her.

Hs mnd s eye followed tendrils of |ife-source
downwards, to the ground. Here he found vast pools

of untapped power, seldomused in this land, just
beneath the surface. Yearning to be rel eased. He

i magi ned Kai's wound, closing itself, healing the injury
the assassins blade had rendered; the tiny folds of tis-
sue, reassenbling, knitting, binding, sealing the blood
vessel s, cauterizing themwith light. Then the new

bl ood, slowy filling his veins, restoring what had been
| ost. At sone point, he stopped playing Naitachal's
tune and began a new one of his own, one that seened

to fit the nagic he was weaving, that conplinented

the interplay of power and Power....

When Al aire opened his eyes, he found hinself and

Kai enveloped in a cloud of bright stars, points of |ight
that were pulsating with the harp's nusic. The

untuned strings played a haunting nel ody that echoed
inthe drifts of light, of green, blue, red, weaving a
spell of life.

The nusic stopped, interrupted by a shrill, rasping
cough.

Kai !

Kai inhaled sharply as his eyes w dened with fear,

and his lungs struggled for air. He gasped again, claw
ing at the stained snow with one bl oodi ed hand as the

ot her reached for a sword that wasn't there
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Al aire had a nonent to exalt —a single nonent of

joy at his acconplishnent.

Then the harp fell fromA aire's hands as a wave of
exhaustion seized himand dragged himdown into
darkness, while stars of a totally different kind clouded
hi s fading vision. Vaguely aware of someone calling his
name, he fell into nothingness.

Chapter X1l

Nai tachal flung the note back on the bed. Wy did he
have to | eave now, of all tines? In the nonment it took
for the note to sink in, his annoyance darkened to fear
Sonet hi ng was wong, sonething very wong...

He cursed Alaire, cursed hinmself, cursed their |uck
—and nost of all, cursed the Prince.

Soon, it would be tine for supper, but if he

attended, the rituals of dinner would trap himfor gods
knew how long. He had little tine to waste now.

Wearied by the situation, the Dark Elf sat down

heavily on a chair, rubbing his face. As he sat, ponder-
ing the circunstances, he had a terrible premonition
about Kai and this latest venture into the tavern dis-
trict—

And not about Kai al one; he sensed that Al aire was

i n danger too. To probe this further he would have to

i nvoke powers that were illegal here, and he wasn't
willing to jeopardi ze the diplomatic mssion or his
freedom by bringing the Swords of the Magicians

down on them

| nust see Captain Lyaminmmediately. |If anyone

can help me in this nmess, he can. He nmight even know
where t hey went,

Poki ng his head out the door, he glanced down the
hal | way. Pal ace guests and nobl enen filed toward the
great dining hall. If he left nowto |ook for Lyam he
m ght be dragged into a nonsensical conversation
before he even got to the stairs. No, oh no. And going
sonewher e besides the hall, in view of everyone, would
attract unwanted attention.

Then he sighed. There is, of course, another way

out of the room besides the door

When he opened the w ndow, a biting w nd

ripped into the room reminding himto don somne-

thing a little warmer than his usual black cloak. He
put on a thick dieren coat and a pair of flexible

| eat her gl oves, and clinbed over the sill to a narrow
| edge along the castle wall, and cl osed the w ndow
behi nd him

Their roomwas only three floors up, but ice had
formed on the | edge, and the wi nd was particularly
stiff out here. He had second thoughts about this
rat her fool hardy venture, but decided to continue.
Wasn't he an elf? Didn't he have twice the agility and
strength of any human born?

Wasn't he a conplete idiot?

Two doors north, one floor up ... a corner suite. He
peered up through the gathering darkness. That nust
be it up there. The only roomwith a light. Gods,
hope he's there.

He found a section of the | edge above himthat had
no ice, and pulled hinself up, a nove which would be
difficult for nost humans.
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Hi s muscles conplained bitterly at him elven he

m ght well be, but he was not accustoned to gallivant-
ing about on | edges in the mddle of snowstorns. He
swore, gritted his teeth, and forced hinself up and
onto the | edge —

He lay there for a nonent, panting with effort.

But that was the worst part; in nonents he was

| ooking in the wi ndow of Captain Lyanis room A
warmroom with a fire raging in the stove. The Cap-
tain was sitting at a desk, with his back to the w ndow.
Good thing I'mnot an assassin, Naitachal thought

as he let hinself in through the w ndow.

"Pl ease cl ose the w ndow behi nd you, Anbassador,"
Lyam said politely. He hadn't bothered to turn

around. "There is a rather stiff chill in the air tonight."
The Dark ElIf stepped down to the pine floor and
cl osed the wi ndows behind him "I hope this is a dis-

creet enough entrance, Captain," Naitachal said, lazily,
i npressed despite hinself with the Captains conpo-
sure and keen senses.

Lyam rose as soon as he stepped into the room and
offered hima cup of heated, spiced cider. Naitacha
accepted it with a sigh of gratitude and went to stand
besi de the stove for a nonent

El ven or not, it had been cold enough out there to
freeze the ears off a marbl e horse.

But as he took his place beside the fire, he saw that
what he had thought was Lyam s cal m nonchal ance

was sonet hing of a mask. The Captain was obviously
concerned about sonething. Naitachal had a shrewd
notion he knew what it was, too.

"Kai has vani shed again," the Captain said, abruptly.
"Jehan informed me —after Kai ran off —that he

had set a servant to watch him | sent a watcher after
the watcher. My own nman just sent ne back word that

he found Jehan's ' keeper' dead, with blood spilled in
such a pattern as suggests an attack. Because of the
anmount of bl ood, we suspect a second person died."
"The Prince?" Naitachal asked, his nobuth going dry
with fear. He renenbered his earlier prenonition —
Lyam shrugged. "We don't know. The Swords of the
Associ ation are searching the tavern district now "
What ? Naitachal stared at the Captain. "Wy the

Swor ds?"

The Captain returned the stare, and the Dark Elf

had the inpression he was | ooking for signs of
deception. "Soneone, probably an unlicensed mage,

wor ked some powerful magic in that area. Sir Jehan

di spatched the Swords to track the perpetrator down.
Then they di scovered traces of that sane magic at the
scene of the killing." The Captain shook his head sadly.
"As we speak, the entire force is searching for the mage
responsi ble.”

Nai tachal's gaze didn't waver. "And if they find the
source, what then?"

"They will arrest him O both of them" Lyam

stared at the Dark EIf broodingly. "Mark you, they do
not know who the nmage is at the nmonent, but if it was
your apprentice, the traces will still be upon him They
will charge Kai with treason."
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Naitachal's knees felt a little weak. The Dark Elf
seated himself in a chair, opposite Lyam

Captain Lyam continued. "lIs there anything you
would like to share with ne?"

Nai t achal nmaintained his mask of calm "I know
not hi ng of the incident. However, | returned to our

roomto find a note, left by ny secretary. Apparently
Alaire went with the Prince for another night on the
town. To the tavern district, | believe he said."
Lyam nodded. "This we al ready know. Paavo, the
Seneschal , saw them both getting into a carriage a few
hours ago. The driver let themoff near the district."
Lyam | eaned forward, his voice |owered. "This discus-
sion is in conplete confidence."

Nai t achal nodded warily. "I appreciate that. But if
you suspect that Alaire used magic to kill, | really
must object. That is not the sort of training | have
given him nor is it sonmething he's sought on his

own. He's quite capable of defending hinself with

the sword. "

Lyam s mouth tensed. "As | amwell aware. No, |

don't think he used magic to kill. But someone used a
powerful spell, after the killing, or killings. They found
only one body."

Nai t achal frowned, shook his head. "Is there any-

thing to connect either young man with the killing or

the magi ¢ use? Could they be sonewhere in a tavern,
idling tinme anway?"

Lyam sai d warningly, "The Association knows that

Kai and Alaire were in the vicinity. An agent saw them
at the site of a tavern fire tonight. The Association
thinks the Prince and his conpani on were invol ved. "
Nai tachal grinmaced. "This is —not good."

"Perhaps it's not as bad as you think," Lyamrepli ed.
"I"'mthe only one who knows you're a Bard, since
haven't shared this information with anyone. Your
secret is safe with me. My main concern is how this
incident will discredit the Prince. The King believes
Kai nenbnen is raising a secret cadre of nages to take
the throne. Though these are only runors, nen close
to himare nmaking sure the King believes them™
Nai t achal stared off for a nmoment, his eyes fixed on
the blazing fire. Could Alaire have perforned power-
ful Bardic Magic? | wouldn't have thought that
possible at this stage of his training. Wiy would he,
unl ess there were no other choice?

"Yes?" Lyam said cautiously, apparently reading his
expression. "You had a thought?"

"I had a talk with Sir Jehan this afternoon,” Nai-
tachal replied. "He seemed convi nced Kai had designs
on the throne, using the sane neans you j ust

descri bed. He was very eager for ne to believe that
anyone who befriended the Prince would not be con-
sidered a friend of the throne. | had the feeling that he
woul d have done anything to persuade ne to order
Alaire to stay away fromthe Prince."

"OfF course," Lyamsaid dismissively. "They weren't
expecting you two to conme along, and they certainly
were not expecting an outsider to befriend Kai. If Sir
Jehan is behind this, he would use whatever powers of
persuasi on he had to divert your attention fromKai."
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Sonet hi ng el se was naggi ng Nai tachal . "What

about these so-called 'keepers'? Is this usual? Alaire
never mnentioned bodyguards when they went out | ast

ni ght."

Lyam shook his head. "Wen | say 'keeper' I'monly
quoting Sir Jehan. Mre likely they were spies, |ooking
for nore stories to bring back to the King about Kai
They probably stayed well out of sight, hoping to
observe without being observed"

"And if Kai discovered their presence, would this
pronpt Kai to elimnate then?" It was a valid ques-
tion, or so Naitachal thought. "Could this be why they
found only one dead man? Coul d Kai have wounded

one and killed the other?" That woul d be better news
for Alaire —and it would point to soneone other than
Al aire as the unlicensed nage.

Captai n Lyam stood, towering above Naitachal, and

began paci ng back and forth, past the w ndow. For

such a large man, he made very little noise. In his uni-
form he was an even nore inposing figure than he

had been at their first meeting, though Naitachal felt
nore protected than threatened. "He woul d do no

such thing," the Captain said, after apparently giving it
sonme thought first.

"I meant no insult"

Lyam waved the hal f-apol ogy asi de. "None was

taken. | appreciate your candor. You have been
straightforward with me fromthe begi nning, and

thank you for that. And | admt, on the surface, and
especially to sonmeone whose opinion has been col ored

by minions like Sir Jehan, that is precisely what it does
| ook Iike. The King is convinced a revolt is at the

gates.”

Nai t achal renmenbered that supper was being
served, and stood. "In view of these new circum
stances, | think it would be wise of ne to attend

supper. My absence woul d be m ssed, may even be

seen as suspicious."

Though how I'"'mto even pretend to eat, with ny

stomach in anxious knots —

He started for the door

"Before you leave, | would |ike to nention one

thing," Lyamsaid. "I believe that this was a trap, per-
haps a trap gone wong, and | think you will eventually
be inplicated in this ness, if you aren't already. Please
be careful. And renmenber: you were never here."
Nai t achal bowed, and left the Captain to his own

anxi eti es.

The Dark EIf arrived at the dining hall in tinme for
supper, am d a sea of curious stares, sone openly hos-
tile. So. My reputation precedes ne. At |east, the
reputation sonmeone wants ne to have. Pi khal as saw

hi m from across the room and scurried over to inter-
cept him

"There you are,"” the timd, frail man said, clutching

a small felt hat in both hands, nervously twisting it into
an unrecogni zabl e lunp of fabric. "W've been | ook-

ing all over for you. You weren't in your room and we
wer e begi nning to wonder."

"Ch, about what? Is sonething wong?" Naitacha
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i nqui red innocently.

"A situation has devel oped," Pikhalas said, reluc-
tantly. "The King is having a private supper tonight,
and he extends his warnest invitation to join him"

"By all neans," Naitachal said cheerfully, stretching
his mouth in a snle. "Lead the way."

Adj oi ning the great dining hall was a smaller, inti-
mate dining roomwith a long marble table in the

center. King Archenonen sat at the head, with Sir

Jehan sitting on his right. A score of others sat to either
side, with one enpty place still at the King's left Pik-
hal as showed Naitachal to this seat Posted at either

end of the roomwas a burly guard.

As Naitachal approached the table, a hush fell over

the gathering of nobles, and all eyes fixed on himas he
bowed deeply to the King, nodded politely to the rest,
then seated hinself at the table.

"Good eveni ng, Your Mjesty," he said, as urbanely

as possible. Was | supposed to bow when | entered as
well as just before | sat? Ch well, too late now "I
understand there is a problem of sone kind tonight |
trust this will not interfere with the enjoyment of the
meal and the conversation."” What am | supposed to

know? Not hing. Nothing at all

The neal had al ready begun, and once Naitacha

seated hinself, everyone resuned eating. Sir Jehan cast
surreptitious looks in his direction as he gnawed on a
pi ece of cooked bird. Its huge skeletal carcass nmade a
grimcenterpi ece, which fit Naitachal's nood, though

not the nmood of cheer he was attenpting to project

As a servant poured himw ne, the King said, after a

| ong pause, "Were is your secretary tonight?"

Nai tachal didn't even blink. "I understand he is out
with the Prince again," he said. "He left me a note to
that effect —and truly, | did not expect to see him
here, the snowis falling so thickly. | fully expected him
to urge the Prince to take sone private roons in a

good inn until the weather clears —=

He blinked, as if suddenly realizing that the King

and Sir Jehan were gazing at himas if his words held

i mportant secrets. "Good heavens —your nost effi-

cient liaison inforned nme sonething has cone up.

This '"situation' wouldn't involve the Prince and mny
secretary, would it?"

"I't would," Sir Jehan said suddenly. His | ook was
venonous. "Qur agents found the Prince's bodyguard,
dead, this evening. The Prince is missing. And so, pre-
sumably, is Alaire."

Nai t achal froze, allow ng the appropriate shock and
surprise to surface on his dark face. He turned to the
Ki ng. "Wy, Your Majesty, what has happened? Have

you sent the guards to look for then? |Is there any hint
of foul play?"

"You see!" the King exclainmed. "He doesn't know a

thing! And you were wanting to risk a war —=

He broke off abruptly, and returned his attention to
singl e-m ndedly devouring his neal. Good gods, Nai-
tachal thought, gazing at Sir Jehan bl ankly. Wat have
I wal ked into here?

Al'l assenbl ed | ooked appropriately enbarrassed.

Nai tachal cleared his throat, and their eyes went to
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hi m again. "Your Majesty, if harmhas cone to the
Prince, then what of ny secretary? He woul d defend

young Kai, and | confess that now | am grow ng very
anxious. And as | gather from Alaire, Kainenonen is a
skill ed swordsman hinsel f. What happened to thenf"

"We know very little, as yet," the King said, slurping

|l oudly froma goblet, showi ng no concern what soever

for his son. "The Swords of the Association are |ooking
for a nmage. You see, magic is involved. Signs of it were
found with the body. | pray that both boys are safe, but
you see, they are in a very disreputable part of town."
He turned to Naitachal again, with his face set in an

i nexpert mask of care. "It is a testanent to ny failings
as a father that he woul d choose to seek entertainnent
in such a place. | know that your servant only neant
wel |, but this has becone a rather difficult situation."
"How may | hel p?" Naitachal offered, now free to

display all of his considerable anxiety. "I amas interested
as you are in securing their safety. If there was —=
"I't would be best,"” Sir Jehan interrupted stiffly,
"under the circunstances, that you renmain distant
from-—=

"Let the nman finish!" the King shouted. "I'mstil

not convinced that Althea is behind this!"

Nai t achal gl anced up at Sir Jehan, who | ooked away
nervously. "Althea?" the elf said softly. "That woul d be
—an unw se assunption.”

"Of course, | don't think Althea is to blane," the
King blustered. The wi ne sloshed over the rimof his
gobl et. "And neither does anyone else at this table.
There are forces behind this, this, this conspiracy that

are still a nmystery. I'mafraid you' ve becone invol ved
in arather nasty civil dispute.”
Nai t achal spread his hands, helplessly. "I don't

mean to pry, Your Mjesty, but what is the nature of
this dispute? I know nothing of it, and King Reynard
knows even |less. W seemto have becone inplicated
only because we are foreigners in your land. My main
concern is for the safety of the two young nen. If |
may help in some way —

Sir Jehan stood suddenly, glared at Naitachal, and
storned out of the dining room The Dark EIf tried
not to stare, with little success.

"Ignore him" the King said. Sir Jehan's footsteps

t hunped | oudly down the corridor, audible for a sur-
prising distance. "W are not blam ng you. He sees a
traitor behind every closed door."

As perhaps you shoul d, Naitachal thought privately.
"I didn't warn you when you first arrived," the

Ki ng began. The Prince is an i nmmature youth,

filled with anbition. | believe his anbition grows
too great, and he has begun to cast envi ous eyes on
the powers and positions he cannot have. But he
fails to understand just how powerful our nages are.
I amin no danger."

But what Naitachal saw in his tone and manneri snms
told a completely different story. King Archenonen's
eyes shifted fromside to side, his voice quavered, his
drinki ng hand shook ever so slightly. He sel dom net
Naitachal's eyes. Is he afraid of ne?
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Regardi ng the other dinner guests with cool detach-

ment, he took in their faces, and social rank as indicated by
their clothing. O those assenbl ed, he recogni zed one as
the Count he net the first night. OQhers had been present
in the waiting roomwhen he met Sir Jehan

One was without a doubt a mage, masqueradi ng
unsuccessfully as a nobl e.

Al seened to ignore the interplay between the

King and the Dark EIf. In fact, they were |istening,
very carefully, while at the sane tinme trying to be as

i nvisible as possible.

The King shook his head. "If there is a danger to

me, which | doubt, it would be in the form of going

too far to defend agai nst hazards which do not exist.
Sir Jehan will cal mdown. Wien he does, then we can
settle down to business."

The di nner proceeded in silence, and slowy the

ot her guests excused thenselves. It seened all very
strange to the Dark Elf, who woul d have expected at

| east some show of concern for Alaire and the Prince

Nai tachal pernmitted hinself to display his worry about

Al aire, as he wondered what had really happened in

the tavern district.

After supper adjourned, the King took Naitacha

aside. "W will keep you inforned, Anbassador," the

King said, evidently thinking he had to smooth ruffled

feathers. "I"'msure there's nothing to worry about. By
dawn they'll both come staggering home, with youth-

ful tales of wine and wonen. Ch, and before you

| eave," he added. "It would probably be best if you

remain in your quarters."”

To Naitachal's accusing | ook, he quickly anended,

"So that we can find you on short notice, of course
And for your safety."

Nai t achal raised an eyebrow. "I didn't know ny

safety was in question."”

The King waved the comment away. "Just a precau-

tion. Good eveni ng, Anbassador."

"Thank you, Your Mjesty," Naitachal said, bow ng
deeply. "And good evening."

As he ascended the stairs to his room he saw Sir
Jehan standing in the shadows, talking with a handfu
of nobl emen. He stopped as soon as Naitachal cane
into view, and sent the others about their business
before turning pointedly to go hinself. But he man-
aged to cast a cold, calculating | ook towards the elf,
conplete with nauseating snile, before he was out of
si ght

Chapter XIV

Al ai re awakened, confused and rather groggy, buried
to the chinin a pile of hay in a |oft above a stable.
Bel ow him he heard horses bl owi ng and st anpi ng.
Dimgray light filtered in through closed shutters at
one end of the loft. Kai was nowhere in sight. Wakly,
he struggled to sit up

It was very cold, and the hay was all that had been
keeping hi mwarm He took in his surroundings, won-
dering why he was there, and how. A single |adder |ay
against the loft edge within arms reach, and it | ooked
like the only way up. In his nouth lingered the

unpl easant aftertaste of liquor. Did | get drunk and
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forget what happened? He'd heard about bl ackouts
fromhis brother Craig, who on nunerous occasions

had been unable to recall an entire evening of drink-
ing. More than once Alaire had hel ped put himto bed
after too nuch ale, after one of his Required Famli al
Visits to the palace in Silver City. But this had never
happened to him

Yet

Then again, he'd never tried to keep up with a sot
quite |like Kai before.

There's a first tinme for everything. Did soneone

carry nme up to this |oft because | passed out? CGods,
what happened to ne?

A single round ventilation grille above him all owed
sonme light in. Beyond the piles of hay he nmade out the
wood- sl at floor, which creaked as he stirred, and the
vague outline of his harp in its canvas bag, |eaning
against the wall. Beside it was his bl oodied sword,
glinting in the weak light.

Bl ood? What in —

The bl ood was dull and brown on the bl ade. Sud-

denly he renenbered everyt hing

"Ch. No," he whispered to the chill air. The words
froze like little clouds before his nose. Another sort of
chill settled into his spine, and he suppressed a viol ent
shudder. Gods. | used nagic.

Total wakeful ness canme with the realization

Though still drained fromthe ordeal, he struggled to
his feet, a little unsteady, but nore or less alert to
every sound in the stable. Wthin nonents he was

numb with cold. From bel ow hi mcanme the odor of

horse, or possibly dieren. The beasts made little noise
in the stable, and Alaire guessed it was fairly late now,
and they were asleep. Best to let it stay that way.

He considered the |ikely prospect that Kai had |eft
himhere, to fend for hinself, and had returned to the
castle alone. Staying with ne would serve no purpose,
he adm tted. Better that he's gone when the Swords of
the Associ ati on cone take nme away.

Clinbing to the top of a nound of hay, he peered

out between the slats of the small, round w ndow

and studi ed the snow covered street below. A thick

| ayer of white covered the entire | andscape, and
dotting the streets of what had to be the edge of the
tavern district were the staggering remants of the
evening's revelers. He thought he saw the two nen
who' d fought over the bottle of aakaviit, but that

did not concern him What did matter was that he
didn't think he was far fromthe scene of his

"crinme"; he puzzled over why the Swords hadn't

pi cked them up al ready.

Isn't arrest for Magic simultaneous with the spell-
casting? Maybe not. Maybe the nages here weren't

good enough to catch the perpetrator in tine.

Before the arrest of the two magicians the previous
night, the officers had talked with the barkeep first.
Could this man have been an informant, telling them
who to arrest? Maybe, he thought with a thin ray of
hope, the Swords rely on snitches to nmake their
arrests, giving the inpression of "omiscience" to
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enhance their authority.

The nman who ran Kai through fled when he saw

me. He was long gone by the tine | found the harp. If
there were no witnesses to the Bardic Spell, then just
maybe —

If he stayed in the stable nuch Ionger he'd freeze to
death. Any warnth to be had in the place was down
there, with the beasts. And their owner would likely
appear at dawn to tend to them if not sooner

A door creaked open at the other end of the stable,
and Alaire held his breath. Hs heart was beating so
fast he was afraid it would give himaway.

He saw nothing of the level below him but who-

ever canme in didn't stop at the aninals. The | adder
began to rattle as soneone clinbed it. Alaire reached
for his sword and stood ready with it.

Kai's head popped up over the edge, and he froze,

with the tip of Alaire's sword at his throat.

The boy stared at him then the bl ade, then back to

Al aire before saying, softly, "I see you're up. How do
you feel ?"

Alaire let his breath out, and w thdrew the bl ade.
"Better. Cone on up here."

Kai did so, with two canvas sacks slung over his

shoul der, "I brought breakfast. And clothes. W can't
go around | ooking |ike we're highborn anynore."

Kai seenmed grim but alert and sober. "So," Alaire
sai d, dropping his voice in response to the obvi ous
need for quiet. "The Swords are | ooking for us?"
"Everybody's | ooking for us," the Prince whispered
urgently, dropping one of the sacks between them

Al 't hough dried bl ood covered his clothes, his recovery
seemed to be total. If he had any pain fromthe

wound, he didn't showit. "The Swords of the Associa-
tion, the Constables, the Royal Guard. You should be
asking, who isn't looking for us!" He fixed Alaire with
an angry |l ook. "You have a lot to answer for!"

"Huh?" Alaire replied, conpletely confused. "I

only —=

"Way didn't you tell nme you were a Bard?" Ka

demanded. He opened one canvas bag, presenting a
banquet of food. Sausages, cheeses, bread. Even a
flask of wine. The sight of it all nmade Alaire's stomach
clench with hunger. Gods, |'m starving! he thought,
forgetting Kai's wrath.

They started eating, using Alaire's knife to carve up
the food. Once Alaire got sonme of the food in him his
stomach qui eted, and he felt rmuch better prepared to
face whatever cane.

"As | was saying," Kai said sternly, gesturing with a
sausage. "Wy did you have to use magic, of all things?
W had those toughs beaten! Now we've got everyone

in the kingdom | ooking for us. There's a reward for us,
too. Ten thousand crowns!"

"Dead, or alive?" Alaire asked, carving another

hunk of sharp cheese off the enornopus round.

"I"'mnot joking," Kai protested, filling his mouth
with bread and sausage.
Al aire regarded hi maskance. Then, it fell into

pl ace. He doesn't renenber anything fromthe tine
the assassins attacked us to when the spell heal ed him
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Either fromdrinking, or fromthe nagic. | still can't
believe | putted that off. He | ooked at die harp, sitting
behind Kai, and wondered with awe, am| a Bard

now?

Kai continued to seethe at him plainly thinking that
Al aire had taken a stupid and cowardly way out of the
fight.

"For one thing," Alaire said, patiently, "I'mnot a
Bard. | amonly studying to be one, and |'ve not

achi eved that status yet. W didn't nention that

bef ore, because we were under instructions from our
King, nmy father, renmenber, to keep that to ourselves.
Woul d you have all owed us into your kingdom had

you known? No," he said, answering for Kai. "Anyway,
the question is noot. | tried the spell that | thought
woul d work, because if | hadn't you wouldn't be tal k-
ing to ne right now. You' d be dead. You suffered a
fatal wound. Renmenber?"

Kai's look made it clear the Prince didn't believe
him "Wat are you tal king about?" he asked irritably.
Al aire sighed. "Wat do you renenber, Kai?"

He thought this over briefly. "W left the tavern,

two robbers junped us, you took one and... and..."
"And what?" Alaire persisted

Kai's gaze grew very distant, and a strange, bleak,

frightened expression crept over his face. "I don't
remenber. At least, | don't think | renmenber. Some-
t hi ng happened back there, sonething that... it nust
have been the magic."

Alaire | ooked at himnarrowy. "Is that all?"

Kai | ooked ready to fling the cheese round at him
"What el se is there?"

Hi s anger conceal ed what had to be fear. He does
know, Alaire realized. He knows what happened, and

he doesn't want to admt it. Who can bl ane hin®

Wuld | want to relive that?

He decided to take control of the discussion. "The
robbers, as you called them were no such thing. They

were assassins. And they were there to kill us, not take
our purses. | know, because the sanme ones or sorme-

one just like themtried to kill Naitachal, my Master,
within the very walls of your palace. | got lucky with
one; | killed himw thout so much as a scratch to
nmysel f. That round with Captain Lyam probably saved

my life. | learned sone things fromyour teacher that

put nme at an advantage. Renmind me to thank him"
"He's the best,"” Kai said proudly. Then he frowned
in accusation. "If you got so good at this, then why did
you have to invoke magi c?"

Al ai re sighed "Because the assassin you were fight-
ing killed you. O at |least, he wounded you badly
enough that you al nost died."

Kai smirked. "Sure he did."

"You don't renenber?" Al aire asked, annoyed.

"You don't renenber when the assassin ran you
through? O falling? You don't renenber bleeding all
over the snow, or ne singing over you?"

"Well —I — For a nonent, the arrogance was

gone. Then it returned. "Prove it to ne!" he
demanded bel ligerently.
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Hunph. "All right," Alaire said imediately. "I wll.
Lift your shirt up."

Boldly, the Prince did, wi thout hesitating, revealing
a flat, white belly. "Wat are you | ooking at?" Ka
asked with a smirk, then | ooked down.

Wien he saw the fresh scar, still red and a little
puckered, he sucked his breath in. "Gods," he whis-
pered. "How did that happen? That wasn't there

yest erday. "

"That was where the assassin ran you through," Alaire
informed himgrimy. "I canme just in tine to see himdo
it, too. He saw ne and, | guess he assuned his job was
done. He turned and fled. You were lying in the snow,
with a gut wound, and bl eedi ng enough to fill a | ake."
The revel ation, and the proof, clearly disturbed Kai
"Al'l that blood," he said, weakly. "I thought it was the
robbers. "

Alaire snorted. "No. It was yours. | knew you would
dieif | didn't do sonmething about it, so | took nmy harp
and wove a spell | saw nmy Master performonce. It
brought you back." He spread his hands wide. "I had
to," he said sinply. "You're ny friend, Kai."

Kai stared at himin disbelief. "You risked every-
thing so | would live," he said slowy. "Nobody's ever
done that before. | can't think of anyone who woul d,
except maybe Captain Lyam" He | ooked away, w ping

his face with a sl eeve. Wen he | ooked back, a tear
roll ed down a cheek

"I was dead?"

Al aire hesitated before nodding. "Something in ny
magi ¢, sonething | don't understand yet, brought you
back." He didn't know what else to say. "l guess that
was why | passed out," he finished.

At first Kai sinply sat and stared at him H s face
grew pale, then he began to trenble; his stony facade
nmel ted, and tears began to trickle slowy down his

cheeks.

At first Alaire thought he might still be drunk; he
certainly still reeked of aakaviit. He'd seen nany

drunks get weepy this way.

But then Kai collapsed into a ball, |eaning towards

Al aire, sobbing. This is different, the bardling thought
then. He's not just drunk

Hesitantly, he patted Kai's back, and offered his

shoul der for support. Kai took it w thout pride. As

Al aire held himcloser he broke down conpletely,

burying his face in Alaire's shoulder, stifling the sobs in
the fabric of his coat

They hel d each other for a long tine in the cold

loft, Alaire listening to Kai's incoherent grief and the
sounds of sleeping livestock. He kept silent, know ng
the value of it, as any Bard would. Finally the |ast of
Kai's grief drained fromhim and Kai pulled away.

He peered at Alaire through swollen eyes. "If |

hadn't been drunk you might not have had to do that.

If | had been sober that assassin wouldn't have stood a
chance. And you woul dn't be in trouble for saving ny
life."

"I don't know that," Alaire lied. "Those two were
experts."

"Horseturds," Kai said. "It finally got the better of
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me. | never thought it would."

"The sword?"

He shook his head. "No. The bottle." Kai frowned,

and | ooked down at the gore stiffening his clothes,
with growi ng horror. "Denobndogs! This is ny blood!"

He started shedding the clothes, as Al aire watched

in anusenent. Now he believes ne. He's willing to
freeze his behind to get those bl oody clothes off his
ski n!

Pal e, skinny and naked, Kai hopped over to the sec-

ond bag he'd brought with himand pulled out a pair

of |l eather trousers, boots, a flannel shirt, a |eather
tunic. In his already dishevel ed state, and with these
new garnents, he |ooked |like an ordi nary peasant boy.
"Now tell ne," Alaire said. "How did you get ne up

her e?"

Kai shrugged. "After that —spell, | guess it was,

you got all wonky. Like you were wal king in your

sleep. | got you as far as this stable, and you sort of
hel ped yourself up the | adder, fl opped over on the hay,
and passed out. | thought you were going to get cold,
so | covered you with hay."

Al aire managed a smile. The spell took a | ot out of

me, | guess. |'mbetter now, and the food hel ped.
Thanks. "

Kai flung clothing at himfromthe canvas bag.

"You' d better change. If we don't |ook |ike peasants,
we' |l stand out |ike peacocks on a chicken farm™

Al aire hesitated before exposing hinself to the

frigid air, then started dressing quickly. Kai's a native
here. He knows nore about this place than | do.

"Where are we, and where did you get the food?

"The stable is in the care of Gallen, the owner of

The Dead Dragon Inn, and belongs to a Count on the
eastern border. He comes into Rozinki tw ce a year,

and he's not due back for nonths. The dieren down
there belong to traders who cone into town for sup-
plies. | chose this place for two reasons, one being if
any of those traders saw us, they would | ook the other
way. They'll want nothing to do with the Association,
or the reward. | know too many things about them
things that they do that aren't exactly legal, |ike using
unl i censed mages when they're on the edge of the

ki ngdom They know | know, and they know I

woul dn't hesitate to turn themin if they turned ne in,
so we're pretty safe. But not for too | ong. By daybreak,
this street will be crawing with Swords."

"Then where will we go?" And what will you do?

Kai | ooked thoughtful. "Well, Gllen is on our side.
For nmonths |'ve been bribing himw th prom ses of
protection and favors once |'m King. My father taxes
these places heavily, and |'ve prom sed to cut their
taxes down to al nbst nothing. And besides, | know

that half of the liquor he serves there hasn't got a tax
stanp. | know who snuggles it to him and how "

Wi ch expl ai ns why nost of these places let himin

t he door.

Kai |ooked a little nore confident now. "He has a

war m basenment where we can hide for days, if need

be. The Swords and the Constabl es have al ready
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searched there. They m ght go back, but | don't think
so. They believe Gallen is loyal to the Ctown. It's the
best place | can think of."

Al ai re considered his options, saw that he had very
few of them Do as the natives do. He pulled the |ast
of the clothes on, a tunic that was a little too big. The
boots were better than the ones he'd had before, since
they were fur lined, and designed for the cold. Long,

t hreadbare wool en scarfs were w apped around their
heads and necks, giving them an undeni abl e poverty-
stricken | ook.

But Kai still hadn't really answered his question.
"Kai, what's going to happen? What are we going to
dor

Kai finished tucking the scarf into his tunic, then
said slowy, "W're both wanted for 'questioning,' but
that really nmeans they've already convicted us." His
brow creased with thought. "I mght be able to explain
what happened. | can say a nage cane along, that it
wasn't you. O sonething. As soon as | convince

Fat her someone tried to assassinate ne, it m ght make

a difference. Father has the power to pardon us both."
Kai said nothing about the Prison of Souls, but the

om ssion enphasi zed it, highlighted it, drew circles
and arrows around it. Prison of Souls. He desperately
wanted to ask Kai more about it, but was nore afraid

of what the answer m ght be.

Not m ght, woul d. M ninnum sentence, one year

They put the bodies in caskets, their souls in crystals.
Fuel for magic. Linbo. Nothingness? O is there pain,

a slow burning, or is it like roasting on a spit? Aging
twenty years for every one. No, | can't |et that happen
A lunmp of fear settled coldly in his stonmach, which
threatened to expel his breakfast. But Alaire forced his
gut to settle, and turned his thoughts to other con-
cerns. A |lesser, but nonethel ess inportant concern,

was Kai's going back to the palace. This seenmed, at the
best, fool hardy. Wuld they believe hin? he won-

dered. Could he really convince the King to overl ook
this little incident?

I's he ny only chance?

Kai seenmed now to be blithely certain of success.

"As soon as you're secure in the basenent, |'m going
back to the palace to talk to Father. Gallen will take
care of you. Just cooperate, do as he says, and every-
thing should be fine."

"l doubt that," Alaire said sadly. "Qur so-called dip-
lomatic mission is now a disastrous ruin." He | ooked
up, suddenly concerned for his Master. "Any word on
how they're treating Naitachal ? I's he under arrest?"
Al ai re guessed that his Master and friend woul d not
fare well in a Suinonmen gaol. Althea would view this as
an act of war.

They stared at each other, apparently having the

sane thought.

"How stupid of me!" Kai said, slapping his fore-

head. "That was the whol e reason for the attack! Your
Master is an elf, and I'Il bet they figured you had to be
sone kind of mage too! If they didn't kill you, they
.woul d force you to use magi c. These enemn es, who-

ever they are in the palace, thought this through
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conpletely. Yes, Naitachal will probably be arrested.
Wul d Althea go to war over that?"

Al aire's stomach |urched again. "Maybe, but if they

i mprison one of the King's sons, even unwittingly —
He seized his head in both hands, as it threatened to
expl ode fromthe pain of headache and heartache.

"Ch gods —I don't know what to do! Unless | escape
Sui nomen and explain what's going on to ny father,

we have no chance of preventing war."

How had all this turned into such a horrid ness, so
qui ckl y?

Kai | ooked grim "There are probably watchers and
checkpoints at the port and the roads. Still, there are
ways. |If worse comes to worse, | can put you on a boat
for Althea."

"If it cones to that. | hope it doesn't." He shook his
head unhappily, sone of the exhaustion com ng back
"Gods, what a ness this is! Does soneone in the pal-
ace want a war with us that badly to go to so nuch

troubl e?'

Now Kai | ooked conpletely baffled. "I see no possi-

bl e benefit fromit, for anybody. But it sure | ooks that
way. | have to convince Father of what's going on. It's

the only chance we both have."

They nade ready to |eave for Gallen's. Kai eyed the
harp suspiciously, then suggested he keep it with him
in case he needed to protect hinself. Alaire slung it
over his back, on its wide | eather carrying-strap, to
give his armfree novenent if he had to use his sword
He overestimates ny Bardic ability, Al aire thought
wyly, though it was flattering that the Prince would
do so. But then Alaire renmenbered |ast night....

Who knows, nmaybe | can raise the power to defend

mysel f against an arny. Yes, and pigs will turn to
swans when | do so!

They gathered up all the old clothes and stashed
themin one of the bags. Kai gave instructions to Alaire
to burn them as soon as possible.

In the dark of the early norning, the two peasant

boys crept out of the stable. The snow had di m ni shed
to a nere dusting, though Alaire had trouble negoti at -
i ng what had al ready accunul at ed.

"You can do better than that. Sonmeone will notice

you," Kai adnoni shed. Alaire didn't know what he was
tal king about. "If we look Iike we're drunk, nmaybe it
won't be so noticeable if you slip and slide a little."
Alaire took the flask of wine out of the bag, took a
drink, and, hesitating, handed it to Kai. The boy stared
at it for a long nonent, then winkled his nose, and
ref used

"No. Thanks. I'mnot really ... in the nood for it
right now "

Al aire gawked at him Never thought |I'd hear that.

To give the inpression he'd been drinking all night,

he dribbled a little on his tunic, then splashed sone on

Kai as well. Now they both snelled like a winery. A
cheap wi nery. He capped the flask and held it in plain
si ght.

Al ai re guessed by the hint of daylight on the hori-
zon that dawn would arrive soon on the deserted
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streets. | hope |'lIl be safe enough to be able to sleep in
this place, he thought, stifling a yawmn. I'mready to fal
over right now.

He recogni zed sonme of the taverns, nost of them

cl osed, as ones they'd been to on Kai's |ast carouse. A
few were still open to greet the dawn, now an undeni -

abl e brightness on the eastern horizon. The

burned-out tavern where their m sadventure had

begun earlier that night was a charred husk, still snell-
ing strongly of snoke. As they passed it, there was a bit
of warnth coming fromit still; it felt good, but they

had no tinme to stop. At the end of the street a
mounted figure in a uniform appeared, and Kai stiff-
ened.

"Do what | do," Kai said quickly. The uniforned

man saw them and directed his dieren towards them

It was quite appallingly surefooted in the snow, and
Alaire realized that it would have no troubl e overt ak-
ing themand running themdown if they tried to flee.
Al ai re thought he was going to | ose his breakfast
again, this tine fromthe other end of his body. As the
man approached, he saw that it was a | one nenber of
the Swords of the Association. His throat becane dry,
his knees turned to nush. Their swords, though
conceal ed beneath their thick fur coats, were well
within reach. Am| going to kill twice in one day? At
this point he would do anything, short of sacrificing
Kai, to avoid the Prison of Souls.

"Don't even think it," Kai whispered "There would

be fifty of themon top of us in nonents. Follow ne
Say not hi ng. "

Horrified, Alaire watched Kai run to the soldier

Kai, what are you doing!?

"Alms!" Kai cried, junmping up and down like a little
kid, holding his hands up to the soldier. "Alns for a
poor beggar child who hasn't eaten in three days!" He
hel d his hand higher, and the sol di er stopped,
monentarily confused. Alaire ran over and held an
open pal mup, |ooking hungry and desperate, the |at-
ter not requiring much acting.

"Ch, please, kind sir!" Kai wailed pathetically. "Can
you spare us a little coin? A copper? Please, sir, we're
starving!"

"Ho! Get away, you little beggars!" the solder cried.
The dieren canme to a conplete stop, the beast itself
disinterested in the two peasants. The sol dier sniffed
the air. "You're hungry because you've been too busy
drinking wine to spend nmoney on food!" The sol dier
shouted. "Look! It's a wonder you're hungry now "

The soldier was pointing at Alaire's wine flask,

which he still had in his other hand. He grinned
sheepi shly, opened it and offered it to the soldier
"Go hone and to bed, peasants! | have crinmnals to

| ook for!" He kicked his beast and the dieren trotted
of f down the street, in search of the Prince of Suno-
men and a renegade Bard.

"Ti ghtwad, " Kai spat, watching the retreating sol -
dier. "They get paid six hundred crowns a nonth, and
yest erday was payday!"

Al aire remenbered Gallen fromthe night they first
went to The Dead Dragon Inn. He was one of the bar-
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keeps who tried, in vain, to prevent Kai fromtaking on
the five sailors. He seened too young to be bald, and
Al aire guessed himto be around thirty, with a |arge,
knobby nose and beet-red conpl exion, as if perpetu-
ally enbarrassed about sonething. Hi s expression was
not exactly wel com ng when they reached the rear

door of the inn; he glanced up and down the alley
nervously, then hurried themi nside.

"So this is your friend, who caused all the trouble,"”
he said gruffly. "Well, can't be helped In for a lanb, in
for a sheep. Follow ne."

He took them down steep, narrow stairs into a maw

of darkness. Rich odors of wet earth, and stal e beer,
and fermenting yeast wafted past them There were

no handrails, and Alaire tiptoed nervously on the
uncertain steps. Once down, |ight blooned when Gal -

len struck a match, and lit a single candle.

"This is where we keep sone of the premium al e,

and it's also where we brew the cheap stuff. Do not
disturb any of it, or you'll interrupt the fernmentation
Cone on, the place | have for you is back here."

Past the kegs was anot her, even smaller passageway,
lined with planks. It |looked like an old m ne. Wen

Al aire asked about it, Gallen confirned it.

"Used to mne crystals down here, centuries ago,

before the Crown nade magic illegal. It doesn't go

back very far, but |I've got a place set up that's not very
easy to find. There is a single flue connecting with the
mai n chi mey above, and it will only handl e snal

fires. Got one going now. "

They entered a hol | owed-out section that | ooked as

if it mght once have been part of a cave, with a curved,
rock wall. A stove glowed warmy in the corner. A row
of bunk beds with hay nattresses |ined one wall.

"Mac was here after you left,"” Gallen inforned

them "Your friend the constable. Thought you mni ght

be back here. | tell you, | don't like it, Kainenonen.
This is not a safe place."

"It's the only place we have," Kai admitted sadly. "I
won't be here I ong anyway. |'m going back to the pal-
ace tonight. Last night was an attenpted assassi nati on,
not a robbery. My father nust know about it."

Gal l en seened resigned. "If you nust. Whatever

you do, please don't say anything about this! They'l
execute me for treason!"

Kai nodded, an oddly adult expression on his face.
"Don't | knowit," he said. "Alaire will think of somne-
thing for you to tell them Something that will get you
of f the hook."

Thanks, Kai! But better that they got their stories
strai ght now, he supposed

Al aire stowed his harp under the bottom bed, then

sat on the edge. The warnth of the roomacted like a
wei ght on his eyelids.

"Kai, | need to know sonething," he said suddenly,
forcing hinmself awake. "How good are the Swords in
tracki ng magi ¢ users? Wen they captured those two

the other night, were they led there by a snitch, or did
they have sone way of 'seeing' them and where they
were."
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"They're not as good at that as they say," Gallen

said. "Usually, soneone turns the nagic users in. If no
one saw you, then they would have no way of know ng

who was responsible. They can 'feel' nmgic being per-
fornmed, but can only narrow the search down to a
particular portion of town. If we can keep you under
cover |ong enough, the traces of magic still on you
fromwhat you did will wear off, and they'll never be
able to prove you did anything."

But he turned back to Kai and his face showed pure

desperation. "If you would reconsider. Another part of
town, on the north side, perhaps, would be nuch
safer.”

Kai set his jaw stubbornly. "I don't know anybody

up there."

Gal l en | ooked just about ready to cry. "But you're a
Prince!"

Kai glared at him "But all ny friends are here, in
the tavern district. | don't know anyone up there. And

renenber the things | know, Gallen."

The man's red face pal ed.

"If you are ny friend," Kai continued, "then you

will help me. Please take care of Alaire, protect him
feed him conceal him | will be back as soon as | can."
These | ast words faded quickly as exhaustion over-

whel med him Whether or not I'min a safe place now,

I can't —hold —out, he thought as he collapsed back
on the bed, and his eyelids dropped cl osed.

Chapter XV
In their room Naitachal prepared for breakfast in the
great hall. A knock sounded at the door; he reached

for his sword, but didn't drawit. He recalled that the
| ast tine soneone knocked on his door it had been lit-
tle Erik, come to clean the room He relaxed a little. It
woul dn't do at all for the boy to walk in a second tine
with a sword pointed towards him and he didn't think
the poor child would believe the "practice" story
agai n.

"Come in," Naitachal said, carefully.

The door opened, and a cart pushed by Erik cane

rolling in. "Your breakfast," the boy said happily.
"Paavo sent nme in withit, sir."

The Dark ElIf raised his eyebrows when he saw

what they'd sent. Dieren steak, fried eggs, a fresh | oaf
of bread, a round of cheese, a pot of jam Conpared to
the "repast" of yesterday, this was a veritable feast.
Hmm he thought, trying to unweave the tangled

web they were spinning before him They're serving

me in nmy room on the third day of the visit. They

must want nme out of the way, so as not to mingle with
anyone who m ght ask nme questions about the where-
abouts of Kai and Alaire.

"Where would you like it?" the boy asked, eager to

pl ease. At |east they had not managed to contam nate
Erik's m nd.

"Anywhere," he said. The cart becane a clever

table, and he pulled up a chair to nake the best of the
meal . Something tells ne this is going to be a trying

day. I'll need my energy.
Eri k nade ready to | eave. Naitachal spoke up. "You
don't have to |eave, just yet. Conme sit. |I'Il be happy to
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talk with you, if you like. You had a | ot of questions
yest erday. "

Shyly, the boy conplied, but his hesitancy indicated

he either had sonething else he had to do, or Paavo

had instructed himnot to talk to the Dark Elf.

Nai tachal cut a careful piece fromthe dieren steak,
and ate it as casually as if he had not a care in the
worl d. Young as this child was, and guileless, he could
still be used as a source of information. "So. Have the
Prince and nmy secretary returned to the pal ace yet?"
"That's your secretary they're |ooking for, too?" the
boy replied, clearly shocked.

Nai tachal ate a piece of bread. "Evidently," he said
with careful casual ness. "Wat's the news?"

"Well," Erik began, eying the door. "I —uh —=

I's soneone wat ching him nmaking sure he returns
pronptly?

"Yes?" the elf asked.

"They're both still mssing," Erik said, quickly, "and

Sir Jehan threw a flying fit when the Swords failed to
find themlast night. He sealed the port, permtting no
ships to | eave or enter without a search.”

I never considered escape by sea, Naitachal nused.

Gods forbid that ever becomes necessary. It may be

the only route out of this land. He tried sone of the
cheese. It was excellent.

"Interesting," he said. "I can't imagi ne why they
think Alaire would want to escape. His place is with
me, after all. | should think they ought to be | ooking

for whoever has kidnapped himand is trying to create
an incident."

There. Plant a runor of ny own.

The boy stared at him "Wy are they keepi ng you

here?" Erik blurted. "All the servants are tal king about
it."

Well, that didn't make much sense. "Keepi ng? You
mean, 'boarding,' don't you?" Naitachal asked.
Eri k made a face. "I nean, why aren't they letting

you | eave the Pal ace? Wiy don't you go | ook for your
secretary yoursel f?"

Now it was Naitachal's turn to | ook surprised. "I

wasn't aware this was the case. They nust really think
I"'minportant. O perhaps they do think someone has

ki dnapped Alaire, and they fear for ny safety if | ven-
ture into town."

Eri k glanced at the door again, then stood, and said,
"I'"ll be by later to clean the room Are those Alaire's
things over there, in the corner?"

Alaire was a tidy traveler, and was careful to keep

his clothing and assorted bel ongi ngs in one place, so as
not to get mxed up or get in the way of his Master's
possessions. "lIndeed. Wiy do you ask?"

Eri k was visibly nervous. "I wanted to nake sure, so

I wouldn't disturb them™

And he was gone.

Puzzling, the Dark EIf thought. He is a rich source

of information. Erik would nmake an excellent spy, if he
isn't one already. After all, who would suspect a child?
Except an evil Dark ElIf, who woul d suspect his own

nmot her in this place----
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Still, the boy seenmed i nnocent enough. But his

tongue certainly does wag a lot if he's working for the
King in that capacity. And if |I'ma captive in this place,
| nust be the last one to know.

He fini shed breakfast, and was about to ignore the
King's request that he stay in his room when soneone
knocked on the door again.

He had his sword out this tine; the knock was

harder, and was hi gher on the door. An adult.

Captain Lyamlet hinself in without invitation. He

gl anced at the sword indifferently, not particularly sur-
prised or offended. Naitachal returned it to its sheath.
"W have news about the Prince," Lyam said

soberly. "This nmorning he returned. He's in the King's
chanmbers right now. "

Nai tachal did not bother to hide his elation. At |east
he knew that the boys were still anong the |iving!
"And Al aire?"

Lyam s face was grim "He, unfortunately, has not
returned. Went off on his own in the tavern district,
according to Kai. The Prince is probably protecting
him but so far the story holds water. King Archeno-
nmen urgently requests your presence, at once."

"So how el se was | supposed to get onto the pal ace
grounds unrecogni zed?" Kai was shouting shrilly

when Naitachal entered the King's chanbers, with
Captain Lyamat his side. "You have hal f the ki ngdom
out looking for me. You've accused ne of a crine |
didn't conmit, you've offered a reward for ny head,
and you ask me why | look |like a pauper? O course
I"mdressed |like a peasant. Mybe you shoul d be ask-
ing that stupid guard why it was so easy for nme to get
in, Father!"

The King | ooked as if he had a splitting headache,

one which was getting worse with each passing sec-

ond. Captain Lyam | ooked away, visibly trying not to

| ook enbarrassed. He was, after all, in charge of the
guard in question. Sir Jehan was standing to the Kings
right, evidently enjoying the show while attenpting to
| ook concerned. Beside him stood Soren, the rotund

wi zard, dressed in an even nore gaudy robe of bur-
gundy silk, decorated with silver noons, stars and
synbol s of unknown neani ng. The w zard seened
intimdated by Kai's brazen insolence, while trying,

Wi t hout success, to exude authority as the Kings head
magi ci an. Behind these nen, against the rear wall of
the Kings chanbers, stood ten heavily arnmed guards,
sone hol di ng shackl es and chains at their sides, open
and ready to use.

Prince Kai sat in a heavy wooden chair in the center
of the room his feet dangling above the floor, glaring
at everybody present.

"Ah. You nmust be the Anbassador of Althea," Ka

said as his eyes settled on Naitachal. "Alaire has told
me rmuch about you. |I'mglad you're here. | was saving
the best for when you arrived."

Nai t achal bowed graciously. "Pleased to nmake your
acquai nt ance. "

Kai continued, with a certain anbunt of glee in his
voi ce. "Last night soneone sent two assassins to kil
me and Alaire. And they al nbst succeeded. "
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"Assassi ns?" Lyam spoke up. "Are you sure?"

Despite the surprise the large man was feigning, Nai-
tachal knew the man had expected this. Wiy el se

woul d he be training the boy so hard with the sword?
Captain Lyam has anticipated this for nonths.

"Ch, don't be silly," the King said, petulantly.

"You probably got attacked by a coupl e of pickpock-
ets. Wiat did you expect, carousing in such a

pl ace?"

"Were they by chance dressed in black, with black

wr appi ngs concealing their faces?" Naitachal said,

| oud enough for everyone in the roomto hear

"What are you tal king about?" the King demanded,

di stracted by Naitachal's question and the sudden odd
turn the interrogation had taken

"Yes, they were," Kai said. "They were profession-
al s, wearing black costunes and bl ack scarves about
their faces. So Alaire was right. They were like the
ones who cane after you."

"Only one, ny lord," the Dark EIf corrected. "But

ot herwi se the sane."

" Anbassador, were you attacked? Wiy didn't you

say anything about it?" the King said in a softer, dan-
gerous tone. "Wen did this happen?

"The first night we were here," Naitachal said, step-
ping closer. "I didn't report it because —there were
things about your land | did not understand | wanted
to find out nore first. The incident, however, left ne

with the feeling this assassin was not trying to kill ne,
but to goad ne into using magi c against him Wile

this was tenpting, | renmenbered in tine where | was

and refrained. The attacker fled, and if he were really
trying to kill nme he would not have abandoned the

job."

"Now why woul d soneone want to force you to use

magi c?" Sir Jehan said, in a oily voice. He was stroking
his beard casually, pretending he was rel axed during

t hese proceedi ngs, but a nervous tic at the side of his
face gave himaway. "Certainly you' re not suggesting
the King had anything to do with it?

Nai t achal nmade no secret of his contenpt for such a
suggestion. "No, | amnot. But whoever it was knew

the castle, and apparently knew of secret passages.

The man who attacked ne vani shed, and he went

down one of these, | suspect™

The King's eyes narrowed with suspicion. "I find it
very disturbing, Anbassador, that you have chosen to
keep this to yourself," King Archenonmen said. "This

rai ses questions. Can you prove this? Did anyone see

t hi s?'

"There were no witnesses," Naitachal said, "save
mysel f. And that was precisely why | said nothing, for
with no way to prove what happened, who woul d ever

have believed ne?" He faced the King squarely, neet-
ing himeye to eye. "I, on the other hand, find it even
nore di sturbing that sonmeone attacked ne, a guest of
this palace. From our conversations | have gathered
that you feel there is a conspiracy afoot. Perhaps ele-
ments of this conspiracy are responsible for these two
attenpts at nurder —one upon ne, and the other
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upon ny secretary and your Prince."

"W are not doubting your word," Sir Jehan said

evenly. "If you had reported the attack when it hap-
pened, we mi ght have been in a position to do

sonet hing about it, but | fear the evidence, if there
were any, would be a little stale by now, don't you

thi nk?" Hi s face hardened. The tine had come for

himto make his nove. "No, the situation, | fear, is
sonet hing other than the Prince clainms. It appears

your secretary has broken one of our |aws, and is hid-
ing fromour justice."

"Alaire did no such thing!" Kai shouted at his erst-
while friend.

"Silence!" the King roared. "You' ve had your say."
Nai t achal regarded Sir Jehan with a cold, unwaver-

ing stare. "Those are strong accusations to be making
agai nst Al thea. Wat evidence have you? And what

law did Alaire allegedly break?"

Sir Jehan met his stare and pronptly blinked, then

| ooked away. "When the boys went out |ast night,

had two of our nen follow This was only a precaution,
you see, and sonething | do fromtinme to time anyway.
Qur nen caught Kai trying to recruit magicians in the
tavern district, and when he saw our nen he went

after them killing one. The other lived to tell about it."
"Interesting," Naitachal replied. "If true. Wy

wasn't this information available |ast night? Certainly
you must have known at dinner that this alleged inci-
dent had taken place. Wiy did you say not hi ng?"

Ki ng Archenonen cleared his throat. "It would be

wi se of you, ny dear Anmbassador, to renenber that

you are a guest of the palace, and not a nenber of ny
staff," he said sternly. "There are things to which you
are not privy. Sir Jehan, please continue."

"Qur man saw Alaire cast the spell," Sir Jehan said
smugly. "And a rather potent one, at that. It was for
show only, to inpress the Prince. It would al so seem
that the Anmbassador's secretary has been in the proc-
ess of allying hinself with the young, traitorous Prince,
while his Master is presenting the illusion of Althean
decency here in the pal ace.™

He turned to the King, his tone silky, but full of
menace. "Your Majesty, there can be no nistaking the
factions that threaten your |and. W have seen a cl ear
pattern of deception, cloaked with diplomatic propri-
ety. Althea has been infiltrating nages into your |and
to aid the Prince in disposing of you, and |ast night ny
men caught the Prince and an Al thean mage red-

handed carrying out plans to overthrow you. | see no
reason for further debate."

"Well, | do," Prince Kainenonen interjected. "Sir
Jehan is a lying traitor. There were no keepers as he
describes, only two ruffians who tried to kill us both,
wi t hout provocation. Sir Jehan sent assassins, not
guardi ans. Pl ease, Father, you nust believe ne! | am
your son! | amtelling you the truthl"

Ki ng Archenonmen gazed at his son thoughtfully,
rubbing his tenples as if this would nmake it all go
away. Then he shook his head.

Hi s voi ce was sad and heavy, but determined. "Son,
in the past year | have seen you go through sone
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di sagreeabl e changes. You have conpletely ignored

your responsibilities here at the palace in favor of
carousing with the scum of our society. You have

consi stently shamed Sui nonen before visiting
dignitaries, inportant nmen of the trades, and our own
nobl es; you have shaned the throne, and worst of al
you have shaned ne personally.

"Do you have any idea how bad you nake ne | ook

when you show up too drunk to stand at official gath-
erings? Do you know how humiliated I am whenever

you arrive at the palace at daybreak, reeking of ale,
with wonen in tow, singing at the top of your |ungs?
Your nother won't speak to ne, she won't even show
her face in public, because of the nonster you've
becone.

"You' ve shown no interest in the well-being of this

Ki ngdom unless it happens to coincide with your own
sel fish needs. You're nore interested in your grape
crop than you are in the farners' wheat! Sir Jehan, on
the ot her hand, has been a trustworthy confidant of

m ne since before you were born, has consistently per-
formed his duties with no regard for his own welfare,
and up until now he's put out every one of the little
political fires you' ve started, protected the throne, put
the ki ngdomi s needs before his every waki ng nonent

of his life, and you want nme to take your word over

hi s? How dare you insult nmy intelligence that way!"
The silence in the roomwas thick enough to cut.
Nobody noved, or breathed. The King was on his

feet, his face a hand's width away fromhis son's, and
purple with rage.

"Way should | believe you?" the King said, his voice
dripping with contenpt, and he turned on his hee

and returned to his throne.

Kai didn't answer right away. His attitude during his
father's tirade had gone fromcocky to neutral to sub-
m ssi ve.

He spoke softly, into that horrible silence that had
filled the room

"Because | amtelling the truth, Father."

"Nonsense! " the King spat "You've been conspiring
against me for a long tine now Admt it! And you
thought you had an ally in Althea. Didn't you?"

"l thought no such thing, Father."

"Where is this secretary?" Sir Jehan demanded "If
you're not a traitor, then why are you protecting hinP"
Kai shrugged. "I told you, we parted, |ast night.
Check the brothels."

"If I may interject sonething," Naitachal said cau-
tiously. "If Alaire is allegedly guilty of performng
magi ¢ without a license, then why haven't the Swords
of the Association picked himup already? They're

magi cians, with a license. Surely this shouldn't be a
problem Any Althean hedge-w zard can track the

scent of nmagic to whoever has perforned it One of

your Associ ation nmages shoul d have found Alaire | ong
ago, if heis guilty."

Al'l eyes turned to Soren, who had all but vani shed
during the exchange. It |ooked to Naitachal rather as if
he had attenpted to slip out the door
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"Your Majesty," he said, sweating profusely, "this is a
very powerful nmage we're tal king about here. He nust
have —nmust have cast sone sort of concealing spell

so that we can't find him The nmoment he cast the
magi ¢, the entire Association Hall trenbled with the
power, and we knew i nmedi ately where it canme from

The tavern district. As soon as our staff of magicians
began tracing this power source back to the culprit,
the trail nysteriously vanished."

Nai tachal rolled his eyes. What a charlatan. "Are

we speaking of the sane young man?" he asked nildly.
"A powerful rmage? At nineteen?"

"You' ve never had this problembefore," the King

sai d suspiciously. "Wy the probl em now?"

Sweat was pouring down Soren's face. "If we had sone
personal possession of his, it would nmake it nmuch easier."
"Such as?" Naitachal asked politely. First Alaire is a
conspirator, now a nage. Not even a hint that he's a
Bard. Good. Up to a point.

"An article of clothing, jewelry. Anything will do."
"Then perhaps we should escort Naitachal back to

his room" Captain Lyam suggested. "Were Alaire's
possessions are." The Dark Elf's heart sank; he had
hoped Lyam woul d be an ally, but it |ooked otherw se.
Perhaps he still is. There's enough snoke in this room
to snother a horse

"Before you go anywhere," the King said, yawning.
"Arrest Kai. Throw himin the dungeon, until further

notice."
"No!" Kai shrieked, leaping to his feet. "You can't do
that! 1'myour son!"

"You were my son. No |onger. Take himaway."

Two of the guards came forward with shackl es. The

boy | ooked ready to fight, but all his energy drained
out of himbefore Naitachal's eyes. Once shackl ed,
feet and hands, he wal ked out of the King' s chanber
with a loud rattle, his head down. Sir Jehan | ooked
positively gl eeful

"Ch, and one nore thing," the King said, address-

ing Naitachal. "Any idea why Al thea woul d be massing
troops near our southern border?"

"Your Majesty? Are you sure about that?" Certainly
there must be a m st ake!

"Quite. | await your response."

"I know nothing of this, either," Naitachal said.
Someone must have lied to him

The King smiled. "That is an unacceptabl e answer,
Anbassador. Now, you were saying, Soren?"

The wi zard trenbled. "I need a relic. A possession

of the secretary's, if | may."

The King waved at him "Take what you need. Sir
Jehan, you go with them Anbassador, until we resolve
this matter, | ask you to place yourself voluntarily
under guard of Captain Lyam |If you resist, or try to
return to Althea, you will share the dungeon with the
fornmer Prince Kainenpbnen, and a state of war will
exi st between our two kingdonms. It would seem by the
actions of your own arny that such a state nmay al ready
exist. Do you understand the severity of this situation,
Anbassador ?"

"Indeed | do," Naitachal replied. "I will assist you
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any way | can. | cannot explain why our forces are
gathering on your borders, but | doubt they are con-
sidering an invasion."

The King only smled a little nore, as if he had
expected this answer; it pleased him "Your |ack of
total conviction is disturbing, Anbassador. The only
thing we would like you to do nowis provide a posses-
sion of the young man's to Soren, then confine
yourself to your room Captain Lyamw |l be person-
ally responsible for your continued residency here."
"Then by all neans," Naitachal said, "let's go and

get what you need."

The grim procession of four to Naitachal's room
attracted a great deal of unwanted attention. It | ooked
for all the world like the group was on its way to an
execution, and Naitachal was the guest of honor. Sev-
eral of the pal ace guests stood and stared at the group,
the news of the situation and the return of the Prince
havi ng spread quickly through the halls. This treat-
ment was nothing new to Naitachal; the natives of this
wr et ched, backwards ki ngdom gawked at hi m anyway.

The Dark EIf knew it wasn't tine to direct blane.

He must remain cal mand professional, and play al ong

wi th whatever they wanted. They hadn't thrown him

in prison yet —

Sir Jehan stayed behind them several paces, keeping

a distance from Naitachal. The nobl eman had nade a
habit of avoiding his eyes, perhaps because he knew
what a Necromancer was.

In the old days we killed with a | ook, made all the
easier if we made eye contact, Naitachal thought
storm |y as they approached the room And | have a
very good reason to kill you; you are the one behind al
of this.

He berated hinself for being so stupid He knew he
shoul d have concluded this |ong ago, but had not —
because it was too obvious? Naitachal hoped that was
not the case . . . but feared it was. Oversubtlety was a
character flaw of his, no doubt about it

Nai tachal noted with a kind of reluctant admiration
—in the way that one admires the efficiency of a poi-
son, or the potency of a snake's venom —that Jehan
had conveni ently and convincingly acconplished both
these deeds over a single evening. It would seemthat
sonebody in the Kings circle of confidants would take
notice, but evidently nobody did. O else —they were
all in Jehan's pocket as well.

Do they know Sir Jehan patroni zes the tavern dis-

trict too? Perhaps not. The man is shrewd, to bring
this off as far as he has. He planned all this fromthe
beginning; nmy arrival was never nore than a slight

i nconveni ence. He's planning on ny use of nmagic to
save nyself and Alaire. The question is, does he think
his magicians are better than | anf? Not only has he
decl ared war on Althea, he's declared war on ne.

He doubt ed Sui nomen magi ci ans were nuch of a
chal l enge, at |east the ones he'd seen already. Lyam
said they dwelled in the Pal ace, but only Soren had
appeared at this little neeting. Though Soren did

seem like an inconpetent, giving hima relic of Alaire's
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made Naitachal a little uneasy. Even amateur magi-
cians can go far with relics...

When Captain Lyam opened the door for them he

wi nked at Naitachal, ever so subtly.

Eri k cl eaned the room as promn sed. However, one
thing was not as Erik had prom sed. Alaire's things
were gone. Not a single stitch of fabric renained

whi ch belonged to the lad. Naitachal tried not to | ook
surprised.

Instead, he pretended as if nothing was m ssing.

"It doesn't seemto be much," Sir Jehan noted.

"Whi ch are his things, Amrbassador?"

"This nust be it," Captain Lyam said hel pfully,

pi cking up a saddl ebag the elf didn't recognize. Inside
were garments about Alaire's size, resenbling what he
had worn before. But they were not his; Naitachal was
as sure of that as he was certain of his own nane.

"A favorite piece of jewelry would be npbst benefi -
cial," Soren said, his chest puffing out inportantly.
"Does he have any such thing?"

"But of course,"” Naitachal said. He reached for a
smal | er bag belonging to hinself, nade a pretense of
searching, and pulled out a shiny silver ring with a
human skull, a death's head with tiny rubies for eyes.
"This was one of his nost prized possessions.”
"Charming, isn't it?" Soren said sarcastically to Sir
Jehan, holding it up to the light. "But if it belonged to
him it will be nost hel pful."

Wthout so nuch as a thank you, Sir Jehan and

Soren left. Captain Lyam stood with himfor severa
monents, listening to their retreating footsteps. A
moment or two later, when it was safe to talk, Lyamin-
spected the hallway briefly then closed the door

"So when did you have tine to replace Alaire's pos-
sessions with sonmeone el se's?" Naitachal asked,
folding his arns over his chest. "I wish |I'd known; |
m ght have been able to do sonething useful."

"I didn"t. Little Erik did. W can trust him he's
working for me. If | had nore time to warn you, it
woul dn't have been necessary to give himthat ring,"
Lyam said, his face grim "As for your predicanment, |
can arrange safe passage on a ship for you and Alaire.

It will have to be tonight, because tonorrow will be

too late. They will have found the justification by then
to put you in the dungeon with Kai."

The Dark EIf frowned. "I am nore concerned wth

the state of affairs between Althea and Suinonen. If |
| eave, there will be war. My mission here was to pre-
vent it."

Captai n Lyam shook his head, and his expression

grew even darker. "Your m ssion was doonmed fromthe
begi nning. War with Althea is inevitable at this point,
I"mafraid Getting you two home is the only way King
Reynard will know that Sir Jehan is behind this sad

folly."
Naitachal let out his breath in a sigh. At |east there
was one person still in a position of power that was not

Jehan's man. "Do you know where Alaire is?"

"No, but Kai does," Lyamreplied confidently.

"He'll tell me. And if you would Iike, | can recover that
ring for you."
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"Ch, don't bother. It wasn't Alaire's," Naitachal said,

with a sly grin. "It belonged to ny father. | do think
the relic of a |ong-dead naster Necronmancer will
muck up Soren's search spell in very interesting and

entertaining ways. It will eventually find its way back
tone, all by itself."

He | eaned back, studying Captain Lyam cl osely

wi t hout appearing to. Can | trust this man? he won-
dered. Is there sonething peculiar about his tota
conmmitnent to returning us to Althea, when he has
everything to | ose?

"Whay are you doing this, Captain?" the elf asked at

| ast

"You' re wondering why |I'msacrificing everything."
Lyam dropped his masks for the first tine since Nai-
tachal met him He | ooked old; old, tired and
defeated. "Well actually, I'msacrificing very little. One
of Sir Jehan's nephews is about to replace ne as Cap-
tain. My next post is to be a renote wasteland in the
north. It stays dark for nonths at a tine, and it's not a
pl ace where anyone would ever go willingly. |I'mready
for a career change and a change of climate. | would
rather return to Althea with you, on the whole. If nec-
essary, | could find work as a nercenary." He sighed.
"l cannot save nmy King or ny country. | mght as well
save nysel f."

"That | can accept,” the elf said. "Wat about this
bl ockade |'ve heard about fromErik? WII that be a
probl enP"

The Captain shook his head. "You forget who | am
—however tenporary nmy power nmay be. In the late
hours, when they have the green recruits watching the
port, | will have no trouble inpressing themwith ny
rank. W can get through with no trouble."

"And the ship," Naitachal persisted. "ls one ready to
sail ?"

"There is an Arachnean-owned ship, crewed by

humans, that is due to | eave in the norning. A trader
| oaded with dieren goods." Lyam seened to have

t hought of everything —there were few even in this
ki ngdom who would care to interfere with the trade of
Arachneans. "If you expl ai ned who you were, perhaps
they would leave a little early."

Nai tachal smled grimy. "That shouldn't be diffi-
cult, given ny heritage." Mst traders woul d probably
be ambi val ent about the troubles of an Anbassador

and a Prince, since nost had nore loyalty to their
trade than to the Crown of Althea. But no one would
risk the anger of a Dark EIf, since so many of them
were Necromancers, and those that were not, were
form dable warriors

If they refuse to take us, | will be very, very angry.

"If you can find out where Alaire is and get us as far as
the port, you have a deal. | will get us the rest of the
way. "

"Deal ," Lyam said. They shook on it.

The skies remai ned overcast, but didn't shed any-
nmore snow on the al ready bl anketed ground. At noon,
and again at suppertinme, Erik brought nmeals on the
cart, bearing no new information to Naitachal. After
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di nner Lyam put a young recruit, a |ad of about seven-
teen, on guard duty. The Captain said that he had
been pulling double guard duty, and was likely to fal
asl eep around m dni ght. The Captain di sappeared
around dusk, to gain access to the dungeon and have a
little talk with Kai.

Shortly after midnight, Erik appeared for the | ast
time to take the food cart away.

"This time, you get to ride out inside it," he whis-
pered. "You're | eaving now W know where Alaire is.
Guards asl eep, but Cap'n Lyamsaid to take no

chances. Put a bundle in the bed to | ook like you. I'm
taking you down to the kitchen. This way no one sees
you."

"Inside this?" Naitachal asked, regarding the cart
doubtfully. He sighed and, taking only his sword and
harp, squeezed into the cranped space of the cart. A
tight fit, but manageable; Erik draped the cloth on

ei ther side, opened the door, and rolled himout

The trek was uneventful until just before Erik

pushed himonto the dunbwaiter; Naitachal recog-

ni zed Paavo's voice, and they chattered in their native
| anguage, for sonme time. Then Paavo wal ked of f, and
Erik rolled the cart into the tiny elevator, and
monents | ater he had descended to the brightness of

the kitchen. G| lanps illuninated the now cl eaned

and polished pal ace kitchen, enpty of staff at this hour
save for Erik and Captain Lyam

"Hurry. This way," Lyam said, ushering the Dark

El f out the back door to a waiting carriage. Erik bun-
dled up in a heavy dieren coat and a fur hat and

junped into the driver's seat, while Lyamtucked Nai -
tachal ' s weapons under the seat, and threw a bl ack
cloth over him

"Wth any luck, they won't see you. Duck down to

the floor when | say," Lyamsaid urgently. "Not mnuch
going on this tinme of night. The nost difficult part was
getting to the kitchen. Did you have any troubl e?"

How woul d | know what was trouble, unless it

arrested ne? "Paavo stopped Erik to tal k about some-
thing. | don't think he knew what was going on."
"Dammit all," Lyammuttered. "That night have

bl owmn the whole thing." He | eaned out the w ndow.

"Erik, let's go now. "

The carriage lurched forward, and Lyamtold the elf

to get down. "Best not to take any chances."

They traveled for a short distance before they

stopped, presunably at the outer wall. Naitacha

stayed close to the floor, flattening hinself against it
like a cat. Qutside, he heard several voices, speaking
the strange Sui nonen dialect, to which Lyam

responded. Then they were novi ng agai n.

"That was too easy," Captain Lyamsaid, his tone

very unconfortable. "I'mnot sure if we should go on."
"What choice do we have?" Naitachal asked, from

beneath his drapery. "I'malready gone. We're free of

the pal ace. |s anyone pursuing us?"

He heard Lyam shift in his seat. "It may be difficult

to tell. A professional is always hard to spot. But | sup-
pose you are right, we are past the point of no return."”
Nai t achal squirned unconfortably. "Is it safe to sit
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up?"

"For now," Lyam said, and Naitachal got up off the

fl oor and seated hinself across fromthe Captain,
rearrangi ng his black drapery. "Perhaps their guard
was down; after all, the Prince is back in the dungeon,
and the real search is taking place in towm. W will
have to be careful once we get closer to the tavern
district."

Trees quickly gave way to brick buildings, tile roofs,
the rock walls of the larger estates, all towering over
the carri age.

"So where is Alaire hiding?" Naitachal asked, curi-
ously, wishing there were sone way to ease the knot of
tension in his back and neck

Lyam rubbed an ol d scar nervously. "A place called
The Dead Dragon Inn. The owner is hiding himin the
basenent. Kai did well, putting himthere. The owner
is a good friend and dislikes the Crowmn for the taxes
they wei gh against the taverns. Wth the Swords of the
Associ ati on wanderi ng about down there, that would

be the safest place to hide."

Provi ded that the reward does not tenpt himto

regain sone of the noney gone in taxes, Naitacha
added, but only to hinmself. And provided that the
owner is not aware that his "protector and friend" is
currently languishing in the King s dungeon

Chapter XVi

Alaire energed slowy froma deep, but restless,

sl eep. A confused and di sturbing dream nel ted away

as he becane aware of his surroundings. First, the

| unpy hay mattress, then the dank, nusty odor of the
roomand finally the warnth and the hum dity, and

the sweat that had beaded on his forehead. He

opened his eyes and tried to focus. The room was

dark except for the orange gl ow of the stove.

He sat suddenly upright, banging his head on the

bunk bed above him the sudden pain forced nore
wakeful ness into his stiff body, his slow, nunb m nd.
Where am1? was his only thought.

Loud tavern sounds filtering down through the ceil-
ing answered his question. |'munder The Dead

Dragon Inn. Kai brought nme here.

The room had no w ndows, which added to his

confusion. Uncertain how long he'd slept, he didn't
know if it was day or night.

What about Kai ? he thought, with a sick suspicion

that sonething terrible had happened to him And ny
Master. Naitachal, what are you up to right now?

He felt exhausted despite the |long, deep sleep. The
spell. Right. I've never reached that far, that deep for
the energi es before. Naitachal told nme of nages who
reached too far, even after years of experience, and
scorched their own mnds with energies too powerful
for even themto handl e.

Hi s ragi ng headache was a good indication he'd

done the sane thing, on a smaller scale. Wat should
expect? The spell turned back death. It reassenbl ed
flesh, it restored bl ood. Looks like ny head is going to
pay dearly for it now.

He must have slept all day, and he was tenpted to
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go ahead and sl eep anot her day, but sonething told
himit was tine to get up, that sonething was afoot.
The Swords of the Association are all over the place by
now, he thought. Would they ever think to | ook down

her e?

Evidently, they hadn't yet. The sounds overhead,

the singing, the stanping of feet, indicated the tavern
was open and doi ng business, neaning it had to be

ni ght. He reached under the bed to nake certain his
harp was still there; it was, along with his other posses-
sions. Kai nust have left as soon as | was asl eep, he
thought. Gotten nust be upstairs working. So that |eft
himwi th one question. Wat am| to do now?

He remenbered that Kai had warned hi mthey had

to destroy the old clothes as soon as possible, and
groped under his bed for the bag that held them find-
ing it by touch alone. He tossed the canvas sack with
the bl oodi ed garnents into the stove, then added

more wood to it. In nonents a raging tire burned,
destroyi ng the evidence. The wool clothing stank as it
burned, but it was something he was going to have to
put up with.

As the stove crackl ed and popped and the |ight

i ncreased, his eyes fell on a crude oak table, and the
food left for him

Well, they aren't taking too bad care of nme, | guess.
Though his head hurt, his stomach was in good shape,
and conplaining bitterly about how little he had been
putting into it lately. The food they'd left himwasn't
bad; a plate of neats, cheeses and a warm stein of ale.
There was al so a kettle, a nug with dried herbs, and a
rough note scribbled on a piece of parchnent. He had
to hold it up to the light of the now bl azing stove to
make it out:

Al ar,

Ki sed you wood haf a baad hed wen you wok up,
soi lef amug o willow

Gl | en

Alaire read the note tw ce before he understood

what the barkeep was trying to tell him "A renmedy, for
exactly what | have now," he thought with gratitude,

al t hough the remedy sounded a little dubious. He set
the kettle on the stove to heat up. "WIIlow bark," he
said to the nug, without nuch conviction. "Ri ght now
I'"d try anything."

Waiting for the water to boil, Alaire stretched and
scratched. He felt grungy, particularly after sleeping in
his clothes; a hot bath would be really nice right now.
But the only hot bath he knew of was at the palace; it
m ght as well have been in Althea.

Not bloody likely they'd let me get a bath if | went
back to the pal ace now, he thought disnmally. Gods, a
good-1 ong soak woul d be heavenly. O nmaybe an hour

in that sowna Now that was a great bathing invention

A loud clatter came fromup the staircase, followed

by voices and footsteps. H s heart leapt into his throat,
and every nerve felt afire.

Ch gods —they' ve found ne!

Alaire junped to his feet and reached for his bl ade,
and stood beside the entrance to the small chanber, in
the shadows. A desperate neasure; but that was all he

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry!/...'s%20Tale%2003%20-%20Prison%200f%20Souls.txt (150 of 193) [2/4/2004 11:35:29 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/M ercedes%620L ...20Sheperd%20-%20Bard's%20T al €%62003%20-%20Pri son%200f %20Soul s.txt

had | eft, were desperation nmeasures.

The group of three, he guessed by the footsteps,
approached the chanber w thout tal king. H's heart

was beating so hard he mght just as well have been
runni ng.

Cl oser. C oser.

He now wi shed he hadn't thrown nore wood on

the fire, since the flames were clinbing within the lit-
tle stove, casting bright light, making it inpossible to
hi de. He took cover in the little pool of shadow next to
the bunk. The intruders drew nearer

A shadow entered the room No, not a shadow —

the Dark Elf.

"Nai tachal ?" Alaire said incredul ously, sword stil

rai sed and ready. H's Master had been the |ast person
he'd expected to see!

He rel axed until Lyam wal ked into the room grip-

ping the hilt of his sword tighter as the huge nman's
eyes nmet his.

"Lyamis on our side," the elf said sinmply. "How

ever, there is a conplication."

"Ch gods, what now?" Al aire asked although he

didn't want to hear it.

"I''"ll be goin' back up, now," Gallen, the third person
to cone in, said. "You nmind that tea, it will take care of
that headache real quick. And 1'lIl let you know when
those chaps are through snoopi ng around. The sooner
you're out of here the better for all of us!" The bar-
keep trotted back up the stairs and shut the door

"W won't be leaving right away," Lyam said, taking

a seat on the edge of the bunk, |ooking as exhausted as
Alaire felt. "There are a couple of Swords nosing
around upstairs. Mre likely they're |ooking to cadge a
few free drinks, but we can't take the chance that they
m ght spot us."

"Swords?" Alaire said, alarmed. "Here?" He | ooked
around frantically, half expecting the Swords to appear
at any nonent.

Nai t achal | aughed softly as he notioned to Alaire to
take a seat, and began an exam nation, first checking
his eyes, and then feeling over his forehead and scal p.
"Nasty bunp there. Recent." He gl anced over at the
bunkbed Lyam was sitting on. "Didn't know where

you were when you woke up? You sat up too fast?"

"You can tell all that by a bump?" Alaire replied, a
little sullenly. "They should have you tell fortunes by
bunps at court, I'msure it would be very anusing."

Nai tachal didn't seem annoyed by his attitude.

"Nasty nmpod, too. You nust have a headache, given

the sort of spell-casting you' ve been up to."

It al most sounded |ike an accusation. Well, if he

hadn't done what he'd done —they wouldn't be in

this predicanent. "I don't want to talk about it," Alaire
sai d. "Kai would have died had | done nothing."

Nai t achal shrugged. "I don't doubt that at all. I'd

like you to tell ne about it, if you would. It has a bear-
ing on your ability, after all."

Slowy, Alaire told hi mthe whole story of the assas-
sins, Kai's fatal wound, and the Bardic Magic he raised
to save his life. Naitachal |istened quietly, nodding
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occasionally as he poured the hot water over the wil-

| ow bar k.

"Well. You certainly are a credit to ny training,"
Nai t achal said, handing himthe steam ng nug. "I

woul d have shown you ways to protect yourself a little
better, had I known you were that far along. As it was,
you fully exposed your mind to everything you were
pulling in, and that's the reason for your headache.
know exactly what it feels like. My head isn't that dif-
ferent froma human's. What you did was right, Alaire,
even if it did create problens for the rest of us."

In a way, Naitachal's reaction nade it all worse

"But | messed things up so badly!" Alaire wailed. "W
were here to try to prevent a war. Now |'ve probably
started one."

"Don't blanme yourself, Alaire," Lyamsaid, trying to
soothe him "Sir Jehan had already nade certain there
woul d be a war before you ever arrived. You are not to
bl ane. You sinply becane a conveni ent excuse for

what he wanted to do anyway." Then he explained Sir
Jehan' s machi nati ons.

But that left Alaire with a nunber of unanswered
guestions —one of which was very inportant.

"What about Kai ?" Al aire asked, hesitantly.

"They' ve got himnow, don't they? What happened

when he got to his father?"

Captai n Lyam answered, not Naitachal; his face and

voi ce conpletely expressionless. "He tried to explain
what happened. Kai's word was agai nst Jehan's; he had
little credibility and his father, of course, didn't believe
him They put himin shackles and sent himto the
dungeon. They charged himwith treason, with con-
spiracy involving mages sent by Althea to overthrow
his father."

"The dungeon?" Alaire said, his eyes darting back

and forth between his Master's and the Captain's.

"Now they're looking for ne. It's ne they want! W
can't go off and | eave Kai in prison!"

"And what do you propose we do?" Naitachal said

softly. "W barely got out of there ourselves, and that
was only because Captain Lyamwas ny jailer."

Al ai re shook his head vehenently. "I don't care. W
have to go back. Kai saved ny life when he brought

me down here."

"Whi ch woul d nmake you about even, hmm®" Nai -

tachal said shrewdly. "You saved his |ife, and put your
own in jeopardy by performng nagic; he saved yours

by hiding you. The scal es bal ance, in ny opinion."
"There's nothing we can do, Alaire," Lyam said

sadly. "Sir Jehan is just too powerful right now He had
the King eating out of his hands, and it would take a
mracle to change that. If you go back to try to save

Kai, and fail, do you know what will be waiting for you
t hen?"
"Yes, | know," Alaire said sadly. "Prison of Souls."

"You do not want to go there," Lyamreplied,
enphatically. "Kai's fate won't be nearly as terrible.
Trust ne, his father will not deliver himto the usua
fate of traitors. He'll probably be di sowned and nmade
into a slave, under Paavo. Slavery is the usual fate of
those traitors who are not considered cl ever enough to
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be dangerous." He coughed, enbarrassed. "Jehan wl|l
probably urge this very nove on the King. He would
obtain far nore enjoynent out of seeing Kai shining

his boots than swinging at the end of a rope."

Al aire could not imagine this.

"Kai will never serve anyone but hinself," Naitacha
said. "l've seen enough of the boy to make that predic-
tion."

"But you're wrong," Alaire protested. "He's

changed. No, really! He's not the same. Wen |

brought hi m back, he saw how cl ose he was to dying.
Sonet hi ng happened to him |'mnot sure what." He
groped after the words he needed to describe Kai's
transformation, but failed to find them

"Which is all noot, at this point," Naitachal said.

"W can't go back. It would be the three of us against
the entire Royal Guard and King's mages, and the
Swords. W don't have a chance agai nst them

Al aire slunped, and put his head in his hands. "I

guess you're right But how do you plan on getting us
out of here?" Alaire downed nore of the tea, which

hel ped his headache trenendously. "Wat's going to
happen to you, Captain?"

"I amgoing with you, young nman," Lyam said, wea-

rily. "I'"ve burned ny bridges to get Naitachal here.
They' Il be offering a price for ny head as soon as they
realize I'mgone, and who | took with ne." He

scratched his chin, reflecting. "I hope they don't go too
hard on that boy | put in charge of guarding you."

"I''"'m nmore concerned about Erik," Naitachal said.

"They knew he was driving the carriage when we left."
"That's sonething | haven't told you yet," Lyamsaid
reluctantly. "He's going with us too. You see, Erik's ny
son, in spite of the tale he spun for you about a teacher
and the House of Lieslund. Mre |ike House of

Lyam " He beaned proudly, despite his obvious

worry. "Right now, he's leaving the carriage sone-
where on the other side of the tavern district, to throw
the Swords off, and will neet us at the dock."

Al aire | ooked up, surprised. "We're going by ship?"

"No other way," Naitachal said. "An Arachnean

trader, by the looks of it. The problemw || be getting
toit. Sir Jehan seal ed the docks."

" Speaki ng of which, shouldn't we be getting out of

here?" Lyam said, standing, with a visible effort. "If we
wait too long, nmy rank isn't going to carry nuch wei ght
with anyone. | won't have a rank. O a life."

Gal l en cane puffing back down the stairs, w ping
sweat off his forehead. "Looks |ike the Swords are
gone," Gallen said. "But 1'd be careful. They went
north, towards the pal ace."

"Good," Lyam said, |loosening his sword inits

sheat he. "We're going —&

"Don't tell nmel" Gallen said, holding fingers in both

ears. "l don't want to know. Now you three, you'd bet-
ter get on before soneone el se cones | ooking for
you. "

"My thoughts exactly,"” Naitachal said, hel ping
Alaire to his feet. "Are you ready?"
The novenent renewed his headache, which
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pounded in both tenples and put a tight band of pain
across his brow "As |I'mgoing to be," he groaned in reply.
They took the dark and hal f-hi dden secondary

alleys instead of the highly visible, lanplit streets.
Lyam remai ned wary, |eading the way with a drawn
dagger, checking each shadow for a potential attacker
The snow had turned to a thick gray nmush in the al -
leys. Alaire had gotten a little nore accustonmed to the
slippery stuff in the short tine he had been in Suino-
men, and Naitachal, graceful as a cat, predictably had
no problens with it at all

Al aire couldn't stop thinking about Kai, and what

was going to happen to him He didn't believe Lyanis
story about slavery; despite the el aborate expl anati on,
he knew it was nothing nore than a story to nake him
—and possibly even Lyam hinself —feel better

Most |ikely the King woul d sentence himto die, given
the circunstances. He doubted Lyanmis notives in

hel ping them There's sonething in this for him and
we don't know what it is yet.

Still, Naitachal had al ways been a good judge of
character. Granted that he probably had little choice
in the people willing to help him escape fromthe pal -
ace, Alaire didn't think the Dark EIf would permt
Lyamto join themif he had any doubts about the
Capt ai ns trustworthiness and veracity.

Kai was going back to try to dear nme. |nstead, they
arrested him and will probably execute him And

there isn't athing | can do about it.

Logic told himthere was no goi ng back, that the

only thing left for themto do was to return to Althea
with what they'd | earned. But Alaire found hinself

wal king a little sl ower when he thought about the
Prince and his fate, as if the pal ace was a nagnet,
drawi ng himback. If | explained to Naitachal how I
felt about this —Surely | can do sonething to help
him After all, I'mnot what they think | am ny father
is the King of Althea. Now that | think about it, Nai-
tachal is technically my underling, not the other way
around. If it actually came to that, if | put my foot
down, pointed out that | was, after all, Al thean roy-
alty, would he back down and agree to rescue Kai?

This was not something he really wanted to do, and

not a course of action he took lightly. He watched Nai -
tachal furtively as they passed through the alleys, and
everything he sawin the elf's face told him he wanted
to get hone.

Not likely to work, Alaire thought. |'ve never

throwmn ny wei ght around |ike that before, and if | did
now, it would create a rift between us that m ght never
mend. |f we return to Althea, | will still have to live
with him O else find another Bardic Master. Bight.
Bardic Masters don't exactly grow on trees —and

who would take me if | pulled rank on Naitachal No

one, that's who.

The network of alleys took themout of the tavern
district to a small residential district of peasants
hones. The place was definitely the poor side of town,
conplete with raw sewage in the gutters, piles of
refuse beside the street, and | arge, hungry-I ooking
rats; the likes of themstrolling through this cesspool
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rai sed no eyebrows. A young gang of adol escents pre-
tending to be rough threw sonme insults in their
direction, but nmade no serious attack. Lyam i gnored
them then | aughed shortly as soon as they were out of
earshot. "That m ght have been ne, thirty years ago,"
he sai d, shaking his head rem niscently.

The snell of the sea becane stronger, and Alaire

knew they were closer to the bay. Lyam held a hand

up, signaling danger. Wthout a word, the three of

them took cover in the remains of a burned-out house.
As they crouched behind the remains of a wall, ice-
covered and ready to fall at a breath, two nounted
dieren trotted down the main street, several paces
away.

Swords. There was no mi staking those uniforns.

The two Swords, a larger, older one and a younger

man, perhaps a student, pulled their dieren to a halt
and | ooked around. Naitachal, Alaire and Lyam

crouched even | ower, keeping as still as possible. Their
hi di ng pl ace was not a good one. If the Swords | ooked
closely they woul d probably see soneone skul ki ng

t here.

Lyam s |l eft foot began slipping; to avoid falling, he
shifted his weight to the other foot. In so doing, he

i nadvertently pulled it free of the mud and slush. The
sucki ng sound was terribly loud in the still night air.
Alaire cringed. He clutched the wanning hilt of his
sword so hard it hurt.

But the Swords just |ooked around, w thout paying

any attention to the sound. Evidently they expected to
hear things like that. After several |ong nonents, the
riders resuned their journey.

As soon as they were gone, Lyam notioned Al aire

and Naitachal to cone closer. They put their heads so
closely together the steamof their breath mngled into
a single plune. "We're not far fromthe dock. My nen
are closer to the piers. They're not likely to recognize
you, but the Swords, if they happen by again, will. Be
ready to hide." He checked the street, and decl ared

the way cl ear.

Along the pier were a few noisy taverns, catering

mai nly to sailors. Not people who would know of the
crisis in the palace, or care even if they heard. Until, of
course, whatever the King did up the hill affected
them personally. Perhaps the Arachnean sailors are
here, he thought. If | listen, maybe I'l|l hear the right
accent .

But this was not the Captain's destination. Lyaml|ed
them past these taverns to the edge of the pier, a long
shel f of stone constructed along a rocky shore, with
tongues of wood sticking out into the bay. Alaire stiff-
ened when he saw the three Royal Guardsnen,

standing casually at the end of the pier

But then he realized that three nen were not

enough to patrol the area effectively —not if they
were expected to | ook for fugitives. Is this what they
call sealing the port? Al aire wondered. He had inmag-

i ned | egi ons of Royal Guardsnen on the alert,

wat ching the pier, patrolling the side streets in num
bers. But no, there were only the three, one of whom
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seened to be half-asleep. Al the better for us, Alaire
thought. And for the first tine, he began to have sone
confidence in the Captain's plan of escape.

Lyam |l ed themto the pier boldly, as if he was
escorting a couple of sightseers on an evening expedi -
tion. When the three guards saw Captain Lyam
approaching, all three leaped to attention, the drowsy
one visibly trying to feign al ertness.

"At ease," Lyamsaid. The three young soldiers were
clearly nervous. Apparently Lyam caught them doing
sonet hing they shouldn't while on duty: relaxing. "Any
sign of trouble tonight?"

"None, sir," the largest, and apparently el dest,
reported. "The night has been quiet."

"Indeed," Lyam said thoughtfully. "Chances are, it

will stay that way. The search for the renegade magi -
cian has concentrated in the tavern district. Reports of
sightings have all come fromthere. Neverthel ess, stay
at your post until further notice. We are going to

i nspect the docks."

"Yes, sir," the soldiers said, in unison. Lyamand his
party of two proceeded unhindered. It was that easy.
Under the full noon Alaire saw a | ong row of dark,
lifeless ships noored to the wooden piers. Apparently
their crews were down below, or in the taverns. Mist
be later than | thought.

"Erik should already be here," Lyam said, but worry
was evident in his voice. Then, froma shadow besi de
them sprung a snall shape

Erik grinned up at them spirits undanpened.

"Here | am Father," he said with his high-pitched

voi ce. "The Arachnean ship is at the very end. It's a
schooner, with a wooden |ady up front."

H s father smled. "Very well, then," Lyam sai d.

"Shall we proceed, gentlenen?

Al aire should have felt exhilarated at this point, but
sonet hi ng was keeping himfromany such enotion.
Partly, he thought, this was because Kai was

doonmed —

But partly he had a horrible feeling that sonething
was wong with this escape, that Lyam had overl ooked
sonet hing. The dock seemed inpossibly long in the
nmoonl i ght, but the sea was calm with only a mld
breeze in the air. Water |apped lightly against the
dock.

In the bright noonlight he caught a glinpse of Nai-
tachal, clutching his harp, his expression grim Their
eyes nmet briefly, and Alaire knew that he, too, felt

i npendi ng doom Al aire reached under his cloak and
clutched the hilt of his blade again. It was still warm
Then Nai tachal stopped wal ki ng. Lyam | ooked

back, with a questioning |ook. Al aire paused al so, turn-
ing to see what, if anything, was follow ng them
"What's wong?" Captain Lyam asked. "Did you

hear sonet hi ng?"

"This isn't right," Naitachal replied in a whisper.
"What isn't right?" Lyamresponded, inpatiently.
Nai t achal shook his head. "I don't know. A m ssing

pi ece of this picture. Just a... strong sense that sone-
thing's not quite right."

Lyam frowned, gl anced down the dock, towards the
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ship, then back to Naitachal. "Wuld you Iike ne to go
on and hail the ship?

Again, the Dark Elf shook his head. "No. Just stand
here. Make no noise."

The four of them stood on the dock in perfect

silence; Alaire studied the ships, all seemngly enpty,

abandoned

Captain Lyamwas inpatient "I don't hear any-

thing," he said, clearly anxious to get going. "Qur ship
is near. | think we should go to it at once."

There is no sound. That's the problem Al aire sud-
denly realized. There should be card playing, there
shoul d be drinking, there should be at | east a watch.
But all the decks were enpty. There was not a sailor in
sight. Even the lanps for the nightwatch were dark

No one. Not hi ng.

From one of the ships came a | ow, oninous | augh.

Al three drew their swords, on an eneny who hadn't
made hinsel f visible yet.

"Did you really think you were going to just sail out
of here, without a problen?" cane the unm stakabl e

voi ce of Sir Jehan.

A nmonent | ater, Jehan stepped out of the shadows,

onto the deck of the nearest ship, alone. "Ah. | see
you' ve done ne the favor of finding our young nagi -
cian, Captain Lyam Decided to turn traitor, did you?"
Lyam stood firm his face set in a cold mask of

anger. "Did you think you were going to maneuver the
King into a war with Althea, with no one noticing?"
Sir Jehan didn't answer right away. For a nonent

he | ooked doubtful, unsure. The reply nust have sur-
prised him because it was sone tinme before he

regai ned his conposure.

"Way, war is the last thing | want with Althea," he
replied, bowi ng sardonically to Naitachal. "However,
we made it clear to the Anbassador that we would
consider any attenpt to | eave the kingdom an act of
war. | suspect this is exactly what the Anbassador has
in mnd right now "

"You do not consider keeping an Anbassador pris-

oner an act of war here?" Naitachal said evenly.

Jehan shrugged. "That was only a formality, until we
clarified the situation. You made a big m stake by | eav-
ing the pal ace, Anbassador. By doing so you have
inplicated yourself in this sad state of affairs.™
"It's not his fault,"” Lyamsaid. "I convinced himthat
he was in danger. For ny own purposes, | assure you."
Al aire blinked, surprised at that answer. The Captain
was actually trying to protect them

Jehan shook his head with nobck-sadness. "I w sh |
believed that. | really do. Cearly, you have betrayed
the King. But the Anbassador is responsible for his
own actions. And as for you, Lyam you have neither
rank nor friends to protect you. You will hang for this."
Al aire scanned the dock for Sir Jehan's nmen. No

one. If we made a run for it now. ..

Sir Jehan continued, his tone and posture com

pletely casual, as if they were discussing sone trivia
matter over tea. "l nust admit, Captain, that you have
done the ki ngdom a service by rounding up both the
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Anbassador and his criminal servant. This will save us
a great deal of tinme. Now, if you would be so kind as to
drop your weapons, ny nen will escort you back to

the castle."

"I don't think so," Lyam sai d, whispering sonething

to his son. The boy took off running, and vani shed
over the edge of the dock wi thout a sound.

"Where are his men?" Lyam whi spered Al aire was

| ooking too —Sir Jehan wasn't planning to take them
al one, was he?

Behi nd them two Royal Guardsnen surfaced from

the ship's hold. Then two more, fromthe ship Sir
Jehan stood upon.

"You nmeke it difficult for yourselves," Sir Jehan said
indifferently. Addressing his nen, he waved in their
general direction. "Take them" he said indifferently.
"But don't kill them"

The two on Lyamis end charged, and the big Cap-

tain engaged them both, handily; Al aire charged the
one that came for him surprising himwith his quick
defense. Swords clashed in the nmoonlight; A aire

knew he had nothing to | ose, and took chances he nor-
mal |y woul dn't have. The man he fought still val ued
his life, and was clearly under orders not to take one;
Al aire took full advantage of this situation. A strange
sort of excitenent cane over him and he | aughed

reckl essly, startling his opponent considerably.

He thrust once, tw ce, |eaving hinmself vulnnerable

both tines. In so doing, Al aire managed to slice the

| eat her arnor on his opponents right arm The pieces

fell, and Alaire struck wi thout thinking.
Bl ood spurted, forcing the wounded rman to drop
his sword. His first instinct was to kill the man —

No. Not another death! Instead, he rushed at the
wounded Guard, and pushed hi mover the dock's

edge. The Guard hit the water, with a scream and
gratifying splash.

Alaire turned, only to find that already there were
others to replace him dozens nore, pouring off the
ships |like hungry ants. The narrow dock linmited how
many cane at himat once, and he fought each one as
they came within reach

It was a downhill battle, there was no nistaking it,
and he began to | oose sone of his energy and reckl ess
abandon. Should | die now, or go to this thrice-
dammed Prison of Soul s?

The inmpul se was to die now, a clean death, and not

a sl ow wasting away, trapped by nagic. He swung
wildly with the sword, |eaving his mdsection open,
then he swung agai n agai nst three guardsnen, who al
st epped backwar ds.

They collided with each other, suddenly |eaving a
space between two of them

He seized the nonent by shoving through them
screaming a hideous battle cry.

Bef ore he reached the end of the dock, four nore
guardsnen stepped in front of him bearing shields.
The wild sword swi ng wouldn't work here. Behind
themwere three nore, ainming at his chest with cross-
bows.

In his head a voice spoke, urging him wait until the

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry!/...'s%20Tale%2003%20-%20Prison%200f%20Souls.txt (158 of 193) [2/4/2004 11:35:29 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/M ercedes%620L ...20Sheperd%20-%20Bard's%20T al €%62003%20-%20Pri son%200f %20Soul s.txt

odds are in your favor, then try for escape. Nobody
ever won by dying. He glanced wildly about, |ooking
for an escape. There wasn't one.

Abruptly, his energy ran out, and he gave up,

deflated. He threw his sword down on the dock,

where it landed with a dull thud.

From behind himcanme two sets of arms, one

wi el di ng a dagger, placed near his throat. The netal
bit into his w ndpi pe. A sudden nove, and it would cut
into a najor artery. For the noment, the desire to live
overcane his fear of the Prison.

He dropped his arnms to his sides and stopped noving.
Thick arms grabbed his wists, pulling them behind

hi s back. Shackles closed around them and the cluster
of guardsnen pushed hi m back up the dock, towards
Nai t achal . Lyam was nowhere in sight. Four Roya
Guardsmen had surrounded Naitachal. Wth blinding
speed the Dark Elf deflected the blades, giving no
hi nt of backi ng down.

"It's useless to continue," Sir Jehan said lazily from
his safe haven on the ship. "Look, we've captured your
secretary. Gve up, while he still lives."

At the far end of the dock, a score or nore of Roya
Guardsmen lined up, wielding a mxture of swords

and crossbows. They charged Naitachal

When the el f saw what was coming for him he

rai sed his hands, and closed his eyes.

The guardsnmen saw this and froze, confused and

afrai d; they nmust have known what a Dark Elf was.

Al aire struggl ed agai nst the cold netal against his
throat. A hand cl osed over his nouth.

He's going to raise Bardic Magic, Alaire thought,
knowi ng that Naitachal was good enough to do so

wi t hout needing an instrunent. It hadn't occurred to
himto do the sanme, before they shackled his hands;

for himit took time and undi sturbed concentration to
rai se any useful power, neither of which he had as the
guardsnen attacked him The instrunent still hung at
hi s back, but he had no way of using it.

The three holding Al aire pushed himcloser to the

elf, the knife biting into his neck, a sudden sting of pain,
followed by the warmtrickle of blood down his throat.
These idiots are going to kill nme by accident if they
don't watch out! he wanted to scream Wat is Nai-
tachal trying to do? Wat sort of spell would get us out
of this?

But he hadn't begun the spell yet; hadn't even

begun to sing a single note.

Sir Jehan seened to recogni ze what the elf was

about to do, however. "Stop what you're doing! Put

your hands on your head! O your servant will die right
here on this dock!"

Eyes cl osed, lost in concentration, Naitachal stood
nmoti onl ess. The air about himbegan to hum

"Stop it, Necronmancer!"

Hi s eyes fluttered open just |ong enough to see
Alaire, with the knife at his throat. The elf paused, his
bl ack hand barely beginning to gl ow.

"On second thought,"” Sir Jehan said, snugly. "Go

ahead and cast a spell. Raise the magic. Break our
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laws! It would give ne a reason to throw you in the
Prison of Souls along with Alaire!"

Alaire bit into his captor's hand, and in the nonent

it pulled anay he screaned, "No! Don't do it, Mster!"
The knife cut deeper into his throat. Mre blood trick-

| ed down his neck. The hand cl osed over his nouth

agai n.

The guards surrounded the Dark EIf with cross-

bows carefully ained in his direction. He heard a
scuffle, then rattling shackles. They hurried Alaire off
the dock to a crude wagon. Bolted to the floor of this
was a series of iron rings. They nmade himlie down,

belly first, and his chains rattled as his captors | ocked
his shackles into place. He | ooked up at the sound of a
footstep, and saw Soren, the fat wi zard, holding a little
wooden cl ub.

Power| ess oaf can't even use a spell to i mobilize

me, he has to use fetters!

A brief discussion in the Suinomen tongue fol-

| oned. Soren clinbed onto the wagon and stood

directly above him Then, |ight and agonizing pain
expl oded at the base of Alaire's skull, and he knew no
nor e.

Chapter Xvi|

"Stop it, Necromancer!" Sir Jehan screaned at the

Dark Elf.

Nai tachal's instinct was to ignore a commuand, any
command, especially when trying to concentrate on

rai sing magi c. Way should 1? he thought, torn

bet ween conplying with the demand, and bl asting

Sir Jehan and his nmen into the sea with Bardic

ener gy.

But this was Suinonen, and they were renegades,

and now both he and Alaire were in serious danger.

He opened his eyes and saw the Royal Guardsnen
holding Alaire, with a dagger at his throat.

They had the boy. The gane was over.

Def eat and despair settled over himas he accepted
what ever fate Sir Jehan had for both of them There
was no way to raise enough power, even Bardic power,
intime to do any of themany good. It |ooked |ike
they'd even nicked the boy a bit already.

But he didn't drop the harp; he set it down, care-
fully, so as not to scratch it, and stood sol emmly.
The guardsnen swarned around him Those who

did not bring crossbows to bear on hi mshackled his
hands and feet, and pushed himtowards Sir Jehan

One of them picked up the harp, holding it gingerly, as
if he thought it nmight come to fife in his hands.

Nai tachal stood calmy before Sir Jehan, who

remai ned on the ship. He avoided neeting the elf's
eyes. He threw his nen a black cloth. "Blindfold him"
he said sinply.

He said nothing as they put the cloth over his face.
It's the King who | nust speak with again. | have not
used magi c, though it is obvious Alaire has. If there's
any chance | aminmune di plomatically, sonmehow —

The guardsnen shoved himforward. The rattle of a
wagon or carriage pulled up in front of him followed
by the creaking of a steel door. They threw himinto
the back of whatever had arrived, and he landed in a
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heap on a cold, iron floor. There's soneone in here
with ne, he sensed. Behind him the door slammed
shut, followed by the sound of a key turning a | ock
They started off imediately as the Dark Elf strug-
gled to sit up in the lurching wagon. Strong hands
assisted him and when he was sitting against the wall,
soneone pulled the blindfold off his face.

"Lyam " Naitachal whispered. Even in the darkness

of their noving prison, he saw the Captain's outline.
There were wi ndows on three sides of the iron box,
whi ch al | owed noonlight, and cold, in.

"They took Alaire in another wagon," Lyam said
dismally. "The Swords have himnow. | think my son

got away before the troops noved in. | can only hope."
Lyam | ooked directly at the Dark EIf, his face full of
apol ogy. "lI'msorry | got you into this. | had no idea Sir
Jehan was this clever."

"Nor |," Naitachal said. "I adnmit, we are running

out of options. But as long as | still breathe, all is not
| ost."

Lyam s | ook was of dishbelief. "No?" he said wearily,
running a hand through griny, tousled hair. H's own
shackl es cl anked | oudly against his chest. "What
options have we |eft?"

Nai t achal gl anced out the back of the wagon. A
hundred or so Royal Guardsnen were foll ow ng

closely behind on dieren, a shifting, noving thunder-
i ng shadow bl anketing the road. "I don't suppose

pi cking that | ock would be very productive," he said
"No," Lyamadmitted. "I think soneone night

notice."

This would be anmusing, if our deaths weren't inm -
nent. "It seens odd they woul d shackle us, and then
not chain us to sonething else."

"They know we can't go far with these," Lyam said.

"Had no idea how heavy these were," he added, lifting
the chains with sone difficulty. "You were saying?
Opti ons?"

"I'"'mstill the Anbassador of Althea," Naitachal said

stubbornly. "That nust count for sonething."

Lyam stared at him H s expression was for a

monment unreadabl e. Then his face broke into a smle,
foll owed by | oud, bellow ng |laughter. "Ch are you
now?" Lyam sai d, when he paused | ong enough to

speak. "You've just been taken prisoner. You're wear-
ing chains. Do you think it natters what your officia
office is in Althea? In Suinonen, you're a prisoner
And a non-hunman one, at that."

"And what bearing does bei ng non- human have on

t hi s?"

Lyam grew serious. "These days, it neans instant
death, usually. Elves, fairies, dwarves, Arachnids, any-
one who isn't human, sinply are not taken prisoner
They are conveniently killed "trying to escape.' That
they haven't bothered to elinmnate you already is a
good sign, | suppose.”

Nai t achal | eaned back agai nst the side of the wagon
and tried to think. "So what do you think is going to
happen now? Any ideas?"

"Well, for starters,"” Lyamsaid, scratching his chin
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thoughtfully, "Alaire's on his way to the Prison of Souls.
No doubt about that. He's been tried, convicted, and
sentenced already, in his absence. And, let's see, 1'lI
probably be executed. Hanging is the preferred

met hod, al t hough given the circunstances, Sir Jehan

m ght arrange sonmething a little nore private in the
dungeon. It will depend on the King's nood. As for

Kai, | doubt he's still alive. He's probably already been
executed. "

Nai t achal was anmmzed at the of f handed way the

Captain di scussed his inpending dem se. Then again,

this man was no stranger to death.

"And your son?" the elf asked.

"No one in the pal ace knows he's nmy son. To them

he's just another servant child." He turned and gave

Nai tachal a threatening |ook. "And if you tell them he
is, or it accidentally slips out of those black lips of
yours, |'Il personally kill you nyself."

Nai t achal shrugged, deciding not to take offense at

the remark. "What | neant is, how can he help us?"
"Hel p? Against the Royal CGuard or the Swords?"

Lyam uttered a short, hunorless | augh. "Not nuch,
I"'mafraid. He's only thirteen. The place we're going to
is quite secure. But the boy has surprised ne before.

He might again."

They rode in silence for some tinme, the cold creep-

ing into the wagon, chilling the elf to the bone. "This
Prison of Souls. Has anyone ever broken the spel
bef ore?"

"The incarceration spell?" Lyam asked, and consi d-

ered it. "There's no breaking it. Not before it wears off.
It's been tried, believe ne."

"By Bardic Magic?" Naitachal countered.

Lyam consi dered this carefully before answering.

"To ny know edge, that has never been attenpted.

But then, Bards have never been allowed in Suino-

men. They' ve al ways been turned back at the border."
Not this time. Perhaps we will have that chance to

try Bardic Magic, Naitachal thought, seeing a slight
glimrer of hope in the situation. No one knows that

we are Bards; they think that | ama Necronancer and
the boy is ny apprentice. Their spells may not be
ready for our power. Alaire has invoked the nagic

once al ready, when he brought Kai back. Can he do it
again, to save his own hide?

Can 17

Under arned escort, Naitachal and Lyam were

introduced to their new quarters in the pal ace dun-
geon. The el f had expected dirt floors, but these were
lined with stone and nortar, and had no furniture. In
the center of their cell was a large iron | oop, to which
their shackl es were padl ocked. One of the guards

adj usted his shackles so that he didn't have free nove-
ment of his hands. This was unfortunate, since the

padl ocks were sinple, and easily picked if his arns
hadn't been pulled so tightly behind him | still night
be able to do sonmet hing, though

The dungeon cells were built in a senm-circle, fac-

ing a group of guards stationed at a table. Naitacha
counted four guards, with a fifth who went on a wal k-
ing watch shortly after they arrived. They put Lyamin
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a cell opposite his, chaining himto the floor in the
sanme fashion. The elf had hoped they woul d be cl ose
enough to assist each other out of the shackles, but
this was not to be.

In the cell directly between the two Naitachal saw
anot her pri soner.

"Prince!" Lyamexclainmed. "You're still here."
Kai was crestfall en when he saw who his two pri-
sonmates were. "Aye, |I'mhere all right," he said, his

words enpty, wi thout hope. "Since you' re here that

must nmean Alaire's captured.”

"I'"'mafraid so," Lyamsaid. "Sir Jehan had us

foll owed, | suspect. Somnething gave us away. At any
rate, he was waiting for us at the docks. W didn't have
a chance."

Kai turned his gaze on Naitachal, obviously dread-

ing the next question. "lIs Alaire in the Prison of

Soul s?"

Nai tachal didn't know how to answer; Kai clearly

cared far nore for the bardling than the el f had
expected. In fact, he was surprised. The Prince's own
situation was grim yet he was worried about Alaire.
Kai noved cl oser, glancing at the table of guards, who
had brought out flagons of w ne and were playing
cards. They were paying no attention to their
prisoners.

Nai t achal chose his words carefully. "I was blind-
folded, so | didn't see what becane of him According
to Lyam the Swords took him That's all we really
know. "

"You don't have to sweeten the answer for ne. |

know what's happened to him And it's all nmy fault!"
Tears welled in Kai's eyes, and a drop splashed on the
rock floor. "He did it to save ny life."

"Yes, he told ne," Naitachal said sinply. "But you
mustn't blanme yourself. Something like this was likely
to happen to us, given the situation we wal ked into. If
I'"d known a fraction of what | have | earned about Sir

Jehan and his nmachinations, | would have asked ny
King to send soneone a little nore skilled in difficult
diplomatic situations than I." O | would have asked

himto send a practicing Necromancer; soneone who
woul d not have hesitated for a nonent to strike these
peopl e dead with a single spell!

"I wish | had acted sooner," Lyamsaid. "Sir Jehan
had this entire plot in notion by the tine | decided to
do sonething."

"You knew this was about to happen?" Kai said,

i ncredul ously. "Then why didn't you tell ne?"

"I tried, a couple of tinmes," Lyamsaid softly. "But
you had other things to do. You didn't seemtoo con-
cerned with the affairs of the kingdomat the tine."
Crestfallen, Kai |ooked down, studying the floor. "I

suppose you're right. | had no idea how selfish | was
Too busy getting drunk and fooling around with
worren. | shoul d have seen it nyself! How that man

played ne like a fine instrunent, the sane way he's
playing nmy father. If only Father would cone down. |If

he would listen to ne! But it's too late for all of that"
Lyam | ooked |i ke he was about to disagree, then
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apparently thought twi ce about it "Perhaps it is," he
conceded, his shoul ders saggi ng with defeat

A guard entered the dungeon, whi spered some-

thing urgently to the four others. At once, they
gathered up the cards and wine and stashed it all away
in a hurry.

"What's going on over there?" Naitachal asked.

Maybe it's Sir Jehan com ng down here to gloat. O

per haps he wants one | ast wheedl e for information on
Al 't hea before he executes us all.

Two nore guards, each wearing an el aborate uni-
formnore suitable for the King's chanbers, |ooked
around the dungeon carefully before whispering to
sonmeone unseen in the outer corridor. Kai |ooked up
fromhis sitting position, intine to see his father, King
Archenonen, cautiously enter the dungeon

Kai |leaped to his feet, the chains rattling |loudly
around him The boy opened his nouth to speak, but
not hi ng canme out

Nai tachal also got to his feet, as did Lyam

No one spoke as the King approached the cells, his

f oot steps echoing loudly in the dungeon

There was sonet hi ng peculiar about this visit The
guards who were "watching" them seened rather

di sturbed that the King was present, while the King's
personal guards gl anced at them suspi ciously.

Did they listen to us? Are the King' s persona

guards beginning to notice sonething wong? Are

they starting to see what Jehan is doing? Naitacha

t hought hopeful ly.

The King first went to Lyamis cell. "Sir Jehan
clainmed that you were trying to overthrow ne by tak-
ing control of the guard," the King said, sounding a
little surprised. "He al so denied that he had taken you
and t he Anbassador prisoner. He said you were still at
| arge. Yet, here you both are.”

Ki ng Archenonen turned to | ook at the Anbassa-

dor. Naitachal bowed respectfully, but said nothing.
He turned back to Lyam "What exactly is going on
here, Captain?"

Lyamcl eared his throat. "If | nay speak freely, Your
Maj esty. Sir Jehan is conspiring to start a war with
Althea. | suspect he may be plotting to overthrow you,

in the confusion that such a war woul d engender."
The King shook his head, bew | dered. Naitacha
was beginning to feel confused, hinmself. There
seened to be two Archenonens, or possibly nore!
One was a sinpl e-m nded man who believed every-
thing Jehan told him One was a frightened child,
cringing at every hint of magic. One was a shrewd
ruler, and one a senile old man who could not remem
ber what was happening fromday to day. Which
Archenonen was real? All of then? Or none?
Right now it seened to be a conbination of the
sinpleton and the child. "But that makes no sense,
Lyam He has everything he could want."
Lyamreplied carefully. "No, Your Mjesty, he does
not. He doesn't have the throne. Kai was quite correct
in saying that assassins were sent to kill himand Al aire;
one struck a fatal blow to your son. Alaire raised nagic
in order to save his life. Kai was not trying to raise an
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arnmy of wizards to defeat you. These were all clever
stories by Sir Jehan to appeal to your fears, and to turn
you agai nst your son. | admt Kai has been | ess than
responsible in the |ast several nonths, but he is far
frombeing the traitor Sir Jehan woul d have you
bel i eve. "

The King went to his son's cell, |ooked through the
bars at him Naitachal began to hope. There was nore
intelligence in the Kings eyes than he had seen in a

| ong tine.

And he began to renenber certain drugs that

coul d befuddl e even the wi sest man. Had Jehan been
druggi ng the King?

"I's this true, son?" the King said, softly.

Kai swal | owed, but | ooked his father in the eye.

"Yes, Father. Sir Jehan is the traitor. Look at what he's
done so far. In a single evening he's assured a war with
Althea, and discredited ne in the process. |'mout of
the way now." His voice dropped to a whisper, and he
wal ked as far to his father as the chains would all ow
"Who do you think is next?"

The King | ooked away, visibly disturbed by his son's
wor ds.

Kai continued. "I know that | haven't been nuch of

a son. | amvery sorry that |1've hunmliated you —this
is unforgivable, |I know But please, give ne another
chance. | can nake you proud of ne. | know | can!"

The King gazed at his son fondly. Then, gradually,

his face broke into a broad, toothy smle. "I know you
can, too. This tine, | think | believe you. For one
thing, you don't reek of ale. That's a start."

The King stepped back fromhis son's cell, and
addressed all three captives. "I don't know that Sir
Jehan is a traitor. But it seens that you are in prison
under less than legitimte pretenses. Until we resolve

this matter, | think you should all be set free."
At last, he went to Naitachal. "Anbassador, | am
enbarrassed beyond neasure by all of this! | had no

i dea you were to be inprisoned here. It was Sir Jehan's
idea to confine you to the palace —not m ne.

all owed himto persuade ne you were plotting a war
against us. | have just learned that the information
regarding the Althean forces nmassing on our border is
false, and it is beginning to look as if Sir Jehan fabri-
cated the whole story. As long as | amKing, there wll
be no war with your fine kingdom You are free to

| eave and do as you wish. And | will see to it that your
secretary is pardoned i medi ately."

Nai t achal bowed graciously, watching the King's

face. Yes, there definitely was nore sense in the nan's
eyes. "l believe Alaire, nmy secretary, has been taken to
the Prison of Souls. | suspect they may be in the proc-
ess of incarcerating himas we speak."

The King's face flushed crinson with anger. "And

wasn't notified!"™ He turned to the guards, mlling

about by the corridor. "Way wasn't | notified? It is Sui-
nomen Law "

No answer canme fromthe guards, who stared stu-

pidly at the King, apparently at a conplete |oss of

wor ds.
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"Rel ease these three inmediately!" The King

roared. "Have them escorted to ny chanbers. W

have a very great deal to talk about!"

At this fine exanple of royal rage, Naitacha

expected the guards to leap into action. But the guards
did nothing, averting their eyes; one began slithering
towards the corridor.

The King nmarched over to the largest guard, his

face directly in front of his. The guard | ooked terrified
"Rel ease these men imediately or | will personally
skin you alive with a butter knife!"

The man gul ped, | ooked down at his boots. "I

woul d be nost happy to, Your Mjesty. But you see,

we don't have the key. Sir Jehan does."

"He's lying!" Kai shrieked. "Sir Jehan was never

down here. One of them has the key."

"I's this true?" the King said. "Do you have the key?

| believe the rules require the attending jailer to have
the key to all the cells. Wich one of you has it?"

Nai tachal had a sinking feeling that they woul dn't

be leaving the cells for a while after all. Wat kind of
ganme are they playing with the King now? Are they

that certain Sir Jehan has conplete control of Suino-
men, or are they under a spell, cast by Soren and his

i ncompet ents? Nai tachal studied the guards, now for

the first tinme. Indeed they had a gl assy, sort of dazed
| ook, but then so did nost of the natives here. He
couldn't know for certain w thout closer observation
—which didn't seemto be forthconing, since the key

was still "missing."
"I''l'l return with the keys to this horrid place," the
King said. "I think | know where there are sone

spares kept."

He gl ared at the guards before | eaving, and said,
"You nmay even live to regret this." H's two persona
guards foll owed himout of the dungeon, into the cor-
ridor. Naitachal wondered if they would ever again see
the King alive; now that he knew what Sir Jehan's
intentions probably were, he would soon | earn who

was still loyal, and who wasn't. \Woever had the nost
men woul d wi n.

Shortly after the King left there was a brief, hushed
conference anong the remmi ni ng guards. Afterwards
they all left except one, a small, frail nman, who stayed
at the table, eying Naitachal and Lyam nervously.
"This doesn't | ook good," Lyamsaid fromhis cell
"Those men have al ready turned agai nst the King; one
of themI|'m sure had the keys. You know, Ambassador,
if you wanted to work sonme magic to nmake that pitifu
little guard over there come up with a way to let us
out, | doubt very seriously the King would have you
prosecuted. "

"Cood idea," Naitachal said, turning his eye on the

remai ni ng guard. "Cone over here, little man. | would
like to talk to you."
The guard yelled, "You'll be working no hellish

magic on ne!" and fled the dungeon. Naitachal heard
hi s running steps fading down the corridor

"Well, so nmuch for that," Lyamsaid. "I guess we'll
wait until the King returns.”
"Or sonebody else. | don't particularly |like the idea
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of waiting. It mght not be the King who returns first."
Nai t achal thought for a | ong nonent. "Captain, are

you certain there's no other way out of these cells?
Sone ki ngdons have secret neans of escape, should

the rulers be inprisoned in their own dungeon by

enem es. "
Lyam exhal ed his breath in a | ong, deep sigh. "That
is abrilliant idea, but no, I'mafraid we never devel -

oped such exits in this dungeon. This pal ace is,
however, over a thousand years old. There just ni ght
be—

Bef ore Captain Lyam finished the sentence, Nai-
tachal becane aware of a new presence in the

dungeon. Lyam st opped speaking, evidently noticing
the newconer at the same tine.

"You won't be going anywhere, traitor," Sir Jehan
said as he cane closer to their cells. Soren was close
behi nd him hol ding a wooden reed of some kind.

Does he know the King was here? Naitacha

thought, as Kai |ooked in his direction. The Dark Elf
gave hima warning |ook. Don't say anything, he

nmout hed, hopi ng the boy under st ood.

Jehan smled. "Wth one exception, that is. You, Kai

You'll be joining your friend in the Association Hal
now. "

Soren stepped forward, went over to Naitachal's

cell, and as if he was about to play the reed instru-

ment, held it up to his lips. The sudden expul si on of
breath | aunched sonmething that pricked Naitachal in
the leg; he | ooked down, and plucked the little dart
fromhis flesh.

"What have you — Naitachal began to say, but the
paral ysis of the drug the dart delivered was already
having an effect. He crunpled like a wad of silk, his
body folding over as if he had no bones left. He lay on
t he dungeon floor, spread unconfortably across a

| ength of chain, unable to nove.

| suppose the drug will kill me next, he thought,

with an amazing |ack of enmption. But in a few

monments it becane evident that, at least for now, it
woul d | eave himvery nuch alive. Whatever it was, its
effect was new to him

It seens that Jehan and Soren are quite the experi-
menters with drugs. This one —and one they use on
the King? If it works the sane on humans as it does on
me, it nmust wear off periodically, as it did just now
He tried, but found raising magic inpossible; the
drug had paral yzed his ability with conplete effective-
ness. Even the power of Necromancy was |ost to him

He reached for the energy, the dark energi es of death
that once cane so naturally to him but found only a
thick wall, blocking him In the few nonents before
Soren hit himwith the dart, he m ght have been capa-
ble of shielding hinself. But a poisoned dart was the
| ast thing he'd expected.

Bravo, Soren, he thought in frustration. Wat do

you do for an encore?

Nai t achal observed the goings-on in the dungeon

passi vely, conpletely helpless to intervene. Captain
Lyam wat ched in equal frustration as the four guards
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entered after Sir Jehan, unlocked and entered Kai's
cell, and seized the boy. The Prince flailed with the
chai ns hel pl essly as the nuch larger nen pulled him
towards the corridor.

"As | expected. He's not going to cooperate,” Sir
Jehan said. "Soren, would you pl ease do the honors?"
Wt hout objection, Soren ained, and fired a dart at
Kai, which hit himin his right buttock. The boy

yel ped, spat back at Soren, and then collapsed in a
fl eshy puddl e much as Naitachal had. The drug's
effect was total. Kai lay there, eyes open, panting like a
frightened puppy, but clearly unable to nove.

The | argest of the guards picked the boy up, flung

hi m over a shoul der, shackles and all, and foll owed
Soren and Sir Jehan out of the dungeon
Chapter Xvil|

When Alaire came to, w zards of the Association were
lifting himout of the wagon and laying himon a small,
flat cart. His first urge was to struggle, to try to get
away, but his arms and | egs woul dn't respond; in fact,
he couldn't feel his arms and legs. Al he could fee

was hi s head, pounding. He could see and hear just

fine, but saw only what was in front of his eyes, for he
coul d not even nove his head. As they wheeled him

towards the Association Hall, he devel oped a sinking
feeling why he was paralyzed, and how it had hap-
pened.

They' ve imobilized me with magic, Alaire
thought, in panic. O with a drug. First they rapped

me on the head so | would stay still |ong enough for
themto performthe spell, or whatever they did. The

ball of fear in his stomach was cold and hard, |ike a bal
of ice. What are they going to do with ne?

They wheeled himinto a great hall, brilliantly lit

al t hough he couldn't see the light source. W zards

| eaned over him their faces conceal ed by hoods. A
hal f dozen of them picked himup, like a sack of roots.
H s head | ol |l ed backward, and fromthe skewed and
upsi de- down perspective, he saw what surrounded

hi m
The entire hall was filled with wi zards, each hol di ng
ared, lit candle. Another w zard was pouring a circle

with white powder, perhaps salt, around Al aire and

the group holding him A strange nonot onous chant

began anong the wi zards, and grew in pitch and vol -

ume until the entire hall was chanting the strange

Sui nonmen ver se

The box they laid himinto was of oak, shallow and
tapered, lined and padded with black silk. Altogether
too much like a coffin for his sanity. He watched hel p-
| essly as they picked up what had to be the lid to the
thing, unable to scream

They dropped the |id over him leaving himin total
darkness. He couldn't feel anything, and the lid cut off
sound as well as light. He was lost in a formn ess, shape-
| ess darkness.

He couldn't even cry out in terror

H s fear was beyond anything he'd ever felt before;
there was nothing left to himbut fear

They were going to rob himof his soul and store his
body sonewhere. They ni ght al ready have done so
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He had no way of telling. How |l ong would he be in

here? A year? Two? Forever? They had no reason to

| et himgo; he was not a Suinonen citizen. Only Nai-

tachal knew where he was, and they might kill the

Dark ElIf before he could get word hone. He could be
condemed to an eternity of this darkness —

Bl ackness becane light. H's body nelted away
conpletely, as if he were made of wax, and held over a

flane. He had thought he could not feel anything —

but now he realized there had been a feeling of

wei ght, of solidity, and of connection. Now that was
gone! There was no "Alaire" anynore, only a spark

floating in the |ight.

And |ight became cold, deep, chilling cold. It was

the cold of a thousand winters, of being frozen in ice,
of freezing blood, of skin turning blue. It was a cold
beyond nunbness, but he could not shiver, for his

body was el sewhere

Now he was the ice itself, his new body an ice crystal,
anong several other ice crystals. He could see, after a
fashion; a revelation that gave himno relief. Instead, to
his horror, he realized that he was one of a row of
crystals, lining a shelf, with other shelves before himand
to either side. H's "vision" through the crystal was
fogged, unclear, blurred with tiny cracks and fissures.
On his surface these were mnute inperfections, and he
was aware of every little flaw and bl em sh

The terror ebbed, and as it faded, he tried to recal
why he had been frightened. There was no reason to

be frightened, was there? Not in Suinonen ..

Way am | in Suinomen? he wondered, then. |I'm

from . . the south. Al. . . Athe. .. sonewhere south.
Sonmewhere else. It didn't matter. Here mattered, and
now. Right?

Di stant recollections of a Dark EIf, a Bard, were
sonehow i nportant to himin ways he could no | onger
remenber .

If he could not renenber them then they weren't
important. The elf faded in his nmenory to a dark blur,
and vani shed

Fat her. ..

But the thoughts slipped away, like swiftly swim

m ng fish, |leaving behind only the biting cold and the
vague awar eness of being in a prison

Prison of... what? O where?

His identity continued to slip away in pieces, |ike
falling shards of glass, until he could no | onger recal
hi s nane.

Wio am|? How did | come to be here?

What is here?

What is..

It was a nonment later, and an eternity; it was both,
and neither.

Fog shifting within ice, freezing over his soul. Drift-
ing amd vague fears, vaguer |ongings, he no | onger
knew who he was, or what he was; captured in crystal,
the soul sought nenories, found nothing but ice and
fog. Ice and fog, and a fear that hounded hi mand kept
hi mrestlessly searching for soneone, sonething,

while the ice urged himto sleep, to let it nunb himto
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everything, to make himforget conpletely.

He needed hel p. For what, he did not know, only

that he needed it He tried to call for that help —
Then, piercing the stillness, a sound. A sound so
sweet that it cut through the ice surrounding him so
pure it could only have come fromthe nouth of a
goddess. The goddess called to himfrom across the
ice, sounding in his mnd fromall directions.

She's singing to nme, he thought w th wonder, sud-
denly recogni zing the sound as song. Thoughts

became a little clearer. Wio is she?

He turned his attention inward, away fromthe

roomof crystals and into the light. The light sur-
rounded him then broke into a delicate snowfall
falling around himw th muffl ed softness.

The snow cleared, parted, like the parting of a thin
white curtain. The goddess stood at the edge of a |arge
| ake, beside a tree that, despite the season, bl ooned
with tiny, white flowers. She wore a gown of white that
fl owed over her body in gentle folds, like a frozen
fountain, and she sang a song of sweetness and power,
calling to the birds and animals, gentle conmands to
do her bidding. As she raised her hands, the beasts
surrounded her, ready to obey. The birds opened their
beaks and joined her song with a hundred songs of
their own.

A shaft of light suddenly illum nated himfrom

above. She turned to him sniled, and began singing
directly to himagain, this tine calling a nane.
"Alaire, ny son," she sang, and he becane con-

fused, disoriented

Son?
Al aire?
The light spread fromhimto her; it illumnated her

clearly, and he saw that this was no goddess, but a
nortal woman, ol der than he —

Mot her ?

She sniled. Wth that identification cane other
menories. And recognition; she was perfornm ng sone
ki nd of magic. Anxiety for her overcame him She
shoul d not do this, nmagi c was dangerous!

Is this why |I'm here?

"You see who | am Renenber who you are," she

sang. "Renenber what you are, and sing yourself into
bei ng!"

What | an? he thought. He had a nane, Alaire —

He had a nother. He nust have had friends, com
panions. The Dark EIf. .. he was a teacher, he hel ped
me becone what | am Wat am|?

"I will help you," she continued. "Wth nusic. Wth
what brought you here. You will use your nusic to
break free of this spell inprisoning you."

I mpri soning ne? How was he inprisoned? He

seened free enough at the nonent.

And yet, the dimnenories that flitted just out of
reach seened to argue against that.

"I will help you," she repeated. "I will help you
renenber. When you were an infant, there was a

creek that flowed near our summer cottage in the
nmount ai ns. You used to sing with it, gurgling like any

baby, except that your baby-sounds were nusic —=
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He saw the cottage, a rustic chalet on a ridge of
hills, surrounded by fields of daisies and | avender. He
wonder ed how the wonan —no, ny nother —was

putting these things in his mnd, and then saw t hese
were nenories, of things he actually experienced
before, in another form | wasn't like this, then, he
thought I was a human, a baby barely able to wal k.
"Then when you were six, we brought you a lute,

and then a harp, and you began to play in the pal ace
nursery —-

He renenbered nore as the wonman spoke. And as

she talked to him her story becane a song, and then
she was singing to him about his past, his hopes, his
aspirations.

"And then you net Gawai ne, who told you about

the magic that went with the nusic. And you began to

| earn what that magic could do."

He held tightly to the nenories, the clear and per-
fect slices of his Iife that now sprang free of the fight
and cold that had stolen them Wth every nenory

cane the hints of nore, and he used those hints to
retrieve others, and his life began to take shape —
H's nother's voice faltered, and she herself faded,
until she was gone and her voice was a barely audible
murmur, echoing in the distance.

Mot her, no! Cone back

"Renmenber" she sang, a nere whi sper of sound.

"Renenber and sing...."

He struggled to retrieve the words and the nusic,

and suddenly, he did renenber singing. The song

came fromwithin him vibrating against the prison of
the crystal, surrounding himw th |ight and warnth,
and nmllions of nmenories. He sang as |oud as he could,
until the song roared against the walls that held him
here. Cracks appeared, and then fissures; |ancing
through the cold light.

Pai n | anced through himas well, pain such as he

had never felt before. He knew he was destroying the
crystal that held him —but he al so knew that this was
not his body, his real body was el sewhere, and he sang
a song that woul d nmake soul and body whol e agai n,

i gnoring the pain, singing through it

light and Iightning vibrated around him vibrated
until he was all pain and sound, vibrating until his song
reached a crescendo that was unbearable —

And he shattered.

In that nonment, he was aware of each of the ml-

lions of shards of crystal that scattered through the
room their size, their shape, their velocity. It was as if
his very soul had fragnented into all those pieces,
each with a distinct set of eyes, and tiny chunks of

hi nsel f were skittering hither and yon agai nst rock,
rafters and shel ves containing other crystals.

Then, darkness.

Dar kness, and a sense of weight, of being. O arns

and | egs, of head and torso. The scent of wood and
musty satin; the feeling of cloth beneath his fingertips.
He opened his eyes on darkness, and he knew he

was back in the coffin again. But now he was no | onger
paral yzed, and he reached up with his hands and
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pushed the lid of the coffin up. The panel slid easily
of f, and clattered on the floor sonewhere far beneath
hi m

Every nuscle was stiff and sore, but he was per-
fectly able to sit up. He | ooked around the darkened
room seeing the vague outline of what appeared to be
other coffins lined up on shel ves.

Suddenly the enormity of what he had just done

fl ooded over him He had broken the spell! He was
free!

Filled with elation, he felt all over his body, making
sure it was real and not sone kind of illusion

It was real, solid, and indisputably his. He was even
wearing the same cl othes he'd been captured in.

Now what ? he thought, half-drunk on his joy, and

half still in terror that he nmight be cast back into the
crystal at any nonent. Now —I| get out of here!

He craw ed over the edge of the coffin and slowy

I et himself down to a cold, stone floor

"Naitachal!" Lyamcalled over fromhis cell. "Can

you nove yet?'

It had seened |ike several candl emarks since

Soren's dart struck his leg, paralyzing him The Dark
El f had succunbed to sleep for part of that tine on
the col d dungeon floor, a shifting, sem -wakeful ness
that canme and went. But now the drug seened to be
fading; after a bit of experinentation, as his |legs and
arnms flopped in crude approximations of what he

wanted themto do, he gained control over hinself
agai n.

Slowy, he noved fromhis sprawl ed position on the
floor, and just as slowy got to his feet.

Lyam had been spared the dart. Naitachal sup-

posed that the purpose of the drug was to prevent him
fromusing nagic, and not to physically incapacitate
him He reached deep for the energies of his magic, to
create the nost rudimentary shields —

But there was still a strange, black wall preventing
hi m from doi ng anyt hi ng nagi cal . What ever was pre-
venting himfromusing his power was not the drug.

"I can nmove," Naitachal said. "But | can't work any
magi c. What was that Soren used on nme?"

"I don't know, but | think it's the sane thing they
used on Alaire before they hauled himaway." Lyam
clutched the bars desperately, his knuckles white. "You
can't do anything nagically?

Nai t achal shook his head "Not yet. But the drug's

wearing off. If |I pretend I'"'mstill incapacitated by it,
they may forget to dose ne again. As long as |I'mable
to nove, | still mght be able to do sonething. Any

i dea where they took Kai?"

"The Prison of Souls," Lyamsaid dismally. "It seens

Sir Jehan is incarcerating anyone there who night be a
threat to him whether or not they've used magic."

No guards stood watch over them now, but down

the long hallway, from sonewhere within the pal ace,

he coul d hear the distinct sounds of fighting. Shout-
ing, screaming, the clash of netal and |eather. The
sounds were distant, mere echoes down the hallway.

But unni stakabl e. The coup was in progress, and

Jehan coul d spare no nman to watch over them
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"There may be anot her way. Sonething | was going

to look into, before we were interrupted,” Naitacha
sai d absently, trying to get to the cell door. But the
chain pulled taut, stopping himbefore he could get
within arms length of it.

Fine, then, I'll look to that first!

He exam ned the padl ock that fastened the chain to

the floor. It seened deceptively sinple, but the key
hol e was curved, and narrow, nothing |ike he'd seen
before. Though | arge and bul ky, the nechani sminside
didn't rattle around like the Althean |ocks Tich' ki had
taught himto pick.

Fairies. You can't rely on them for anything.

He | ooked around for sonething that woul d work

as a pick, and realized how much he relied on nagic to
get hinself out of fixes |like these.

But before the search for a pick got too far under-
way, a ruckus at the end of the hallway interrupted
him King Archenonen's voice bell owed out of the
darkness at the end of the hall, followed by the clank
and rattle of chains and shackl es.

"How dare you inprison your King!" roared the

King. "I'"lIl have you all boiled in oil! Every last traitor-
ous one of you! I'Il have you skinned alive! I'll bury you
in wasp nests! 1'll see you wapped in hot wires unti

you screamin agony and you're dead, dead, DEAD"
Guards shoved King Archenonmen into the dun-

geon. Shackl ed around the neck and wists, the King
struggl ed as three |l arge guards pulled himalong, like
masters leading a reluctant dog at the end of a | eash
Hi s face was the col or of overripe tomatoes. Stripped
of his royal finery, he was now shivering half-naked in
not hing nore than a pair of breeches.

"Into the cell,"” one of the guards said indifferently.
"King Jehan will be down presently."

The words sent Archenonen into a fit of rage.

"Ki ng? Jehan! You'll die! Al of you!"

They tossed the forner King, sputtering and gur-

gling in inconprehensi bl e nonosyl | ables, into the cel
Kai had occupi ed, and padl ocked himto the floor |ike
the rest of them Then they turned and left, without a
wor d.

Nai t achal favored himw th a sardonic smile, and
despite the gravity of their situation, he could not
resist getting a dig in. "Hard to find good hel p these
days, isn't it, Your Majesty?"

Archenonen ignored him He raged at the end of

his chain |like a maddened lion. "Were is Sir Jehan?
Wiere is the traitor? Is he such a coward that he can
no longer face the King he clainmed he was willing to
die for yesterday?"

Nai t achal sadly shook his head. He still doesn't
under st and, does he? the elf thought disnmally. Was he
so blinded by Jehan that he thinks none of this was

pl anned?

Down the hallway, he still heard sounds of fighting,

al though these were a little nore subdued now.
Apparently the capture of the King had taken sone of
the strength out of the battle. How many are stil

| oyal ? How nmany are willing to keep fighting? How
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| oyal are his nmen?

How | ong do we have before we're executed?

Nai tachal nmarvel ed at the expertise with which his

magi c-using abilities had been neutralized. Unbeliev-
able. He had never before conme across anything, spel

or drug, that could have so thorough an effect. Lyam

| ooked frantically fromthe Dark EIf to his King and
back agai n.

The guards had left themin a hurry, apparently to
return to the fighting. If only he could use his nmagic,
or even pick the lock of his chains!

Archenonen sat, dejected, in the center of the cell
"Ch, what a fine mess this is! Lyam you were right all

along. | wouldn't have thought it possible before, but
that nurdering, oath-breaking blackguard is out for
the Crown!"

Lyam squirmed over to the bars, as close to the
King as he coul d manage. "Wo does he have? How
many? | can't believe ny men have fallen in with

him ™"
"Your nen are the only ones who are staying loyal!"
Archenonen sai d, despondently. "It's the bodyguards,

the Swords of the Association, and sone of the consta-
bl es who are trying to take control. The Royal Quard
are the only ones standi ng between Jehan and ny
throne!"

Were, Naitachal thought dryly. Now that Jehan's
troops have you, Archenonen, there is nothing stand-

i ng between Jehan and the throne. But you don't seem
to have figured that out yet. "Have they taken prison-
ers?" Naitachal asked. "W seemto be the only ones in
here. "

Archenonen | ooked over at himwith a face full of

woe, and white as the snow outside the pal ace. "The
only prisoners |'ve seen have been taken away, to the
Association Hall. That seems to be their stronghol d.
Last | saw the traitors had run the guard out of the
pal ace and cornered themin the guardhouse."

"These aren't the only dungeons," Lyam i nforned

Nai tachal, then turned his attention back to the King.
"Tell nme, Your Majesty, where are they putting the
prisoners?"

Archenonen shook his head, "I think they're going

to —to the Prison of Souls, if not now, then

eventual ly."

Lyam groaned. "There's a network of cataconbs

under the hall, designed to confuse anyone who is not
famliar with the layout. That is the Prison of Souls,
Nai tachal . There are also regular prison cells, where
they coul d keep prisoners before actually stealing
their souls and putting themin the crystals."

"They woul d have to be using every last one of their
men to keep the Royal Guard at bay," Naitacha

observed. "I doubt they have tinme or peace for any
i nvol ved spel |l -casting."
True. | suspect that when the battle is over then

they will start inprisoning the souls of those they hold
captive." Lyam shuddered. "All ny nen..."

Archenonen | ooked around, feverishly, as if sud-

denly noticing his son was gone. "Kai nenonen?

Wiere is he? Have they taken hi maway?"
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"Yes, Your Majesty," Lyamsaid sadly. "I think I
overheard them say they were taking himto the Asso-
ciation Hall."

"No!" Archenonen said. "They can't be thinking

to—

"I'"'mafraid they are," Naitachal said absently, his

m nd busy trying to see some way out of this. And
wondering if there was anything left of his hapless
apprentice. Alaire? Wat has becone of you? Are you
even alive?

The arrival of nore guards in the dungeon inter-
rupted his thoughts. Four of them wielding |oaded
crosshows, covered four nore who opened the cells,
entered, and started unl ocking the chains fromthe
floor.

"l don't suppose this neans were going to dinner?"
Nai t achal inquired innocently.

"Silence, prisoner!" one of the guards shouted. "No
tal ki ng! You're needed el sewhere!"

Nai t achal al ready knew where.

The Prison of Soul s.

Chapter XX

Al aire remai ned crouched on the cold, stone floor, lis-
tening for any signs of his captors. He groped for a
weapon, but the nages had been thorough; they'd

even taken his belt along with his little belt-knife. He
listened with every fiber, but heard nothing but his
poundi ng heart and his shal |l ow breat hi ng.

The roomwas as frigid as the pond in the garden,

and his breath fogged before his face in the darkened
room A light source at the entrance cast a dimtrian-
gle on the floor; hard to tell what it was; perhaps an oi
| anp, or a perhaps a candle. Flickering |light nade
nmovi ng shadows all around him the only novenent

in the roomsince he'd awakened.

Wel |, whatever is going on, they aren't going to
conme back for nme right now, | guess. He relaxed a lit-
tle, and straightened fromhis crouch. Wll, is

everything intact? Have they hanstrung ne, or any-
thing? I wouldn't put it past them

But other than bruises and an achi ng head —and

the fact that he was still stiff and cold —everything
seened to be in working order. His clothing was stil
intact, though he did wish it was bl ack; that would
have been useful for lurking in the shadows. The back
of his head had a knot on it, his neck had a slight cut
on it fromthe dagger at his throat, and there were
sonme other slight injuries he didn't renenber taking
that were probably fromthe fight. If they had done
anything else to him he saw no indications of it.

The spell they had cast to take his soul, however,
still fogged his nmind. He felt as if he had awakened
froma very deep sleep —as if, in fact, he still was not
qui te awake

He vaguely recalled that his nother, Gania, had
reached across the vast distances separating their Kking-
dons and had sonmehow broken the spell that kept his
soul locked up in the crystal

No, he corrected hinmself. She didn't break it. She
inspired ne to break it! Mther, how in the nane of
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heaven did you do that? And where are you now?

He |istened for her soft voice, waited for her gentle
touch on his mnd, but sensed nothing. She was gone
now, as far away from himnow as she had ever been

He felt sonehow abandoned, and terribly al one.

Nai tachal —Kai —Lyam —oh gods. Wat are

they doing to you? Are you dead? Or have they turned
you into crystals too? Panic and hel pl essness over-
cane himfor a moment, bringing himclose to tears.
But tears would not help his friends, nor would they
save him He could not renmain here forever

First, | need to cover ny tracks, he thought, glanc-
ing around the dark room at the rows of shelves
containing the coffins. Al aire shuddered at the

remi nder that a few nonents ago he had been in one

of them destined to stay in it indefinitely while his
soul was suspended in that strange state of nunb not-
bei ng. Far above, on another row of shelves, he saw
the crystals, hundreds of them Each one was about
the size of his thunb, each in its own little wooden
cubicle, suspended with wire.

The crystal seemed so nuch larger, when | was init,
he thought. Wen he took a few steps, his boot
crunched on sonething. The fl oor was covered with

br oken crystal

He took his booted foot and swept the remains of

the crystal under one of the shelves. There were stil
sonme pieces left, but he had cl eaned up enough to foo
the casual observer. Next, he pulled his former coffin
off the shelf and dragged it to a corner, where he slid it
under one of the | ower shelves, out of sight

The next task was not one he | ooked forward to. He

al nrost decided it wouldn't be necessary, but when he
saw the big, gaping space his coffin had once occu-

pi ed, he knew that if he didn't put sonething inits
pl ace sonmeone woul d noti ce.

I nust have rai sed enough nagi c getting out of that
dammed thing that |'m surprised nobody's noticed yet.
Then agai n, soneone mi ght have, and they m ght even
be on their way down right now.

He paused to listen for approachi ng footsteps,

heard only the distant drip of water somewhere, and
went about his task with tightly controlled fear
These peopl e are not dead, he rem nded hinsel f.

They' re only sl eeping. Under a spel

The coffin lids were fortunately not nailed on. He
opened the first one on his right and peered in. The
man | ooked |ike a poor vagrant, passed out fromtoo
much to drink. He wasn't breathing, but his skin was a
good color, and while it was cool to Alaire's hesitant
touch, it was not as icy cold as a corpse would be in
this pl ace.

But his soul is gone, he said to hinmself, and shud-
dered. He doesn't look anything |like ne. Keep going.
He replaced the Iid and began a thorough search

for soneone who resenbl ed hinsel f. He cane upon

one poor soul who nust have been about seventeen,
with blond hair and a set of clothes that were a cut
above poverty level. This boy had a much | arger nose,
and even | arger ears, but other than that he | ooked
vaguely like Alaire.
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This one will have to do, Alaire decided, and
replaced the lid, and then began dragging it towards
the vacant space. Wth a great deal of difficulty he
managed to lift the boy's coffin up to his forner
space and, panting and sweating, pushed it into

pl ace.

Now | 've got to get out of here and find Kai

For a dreadful nonment he thought that his friend

m ght have al so been inprisoned here, before he
renenbered the Prison of Souls was only for magi-
cians. And Kai was no nagi cian. He nust be

sonewhere el se

Alaire found a key ring, with four large keys on it,
hangi ng on the wall beside the door. One of them
opened the door to this very room but he had no idea
what the others matched. They nust go to sonething,

he thought. M ght cone in handy. He w apped the

keys in a scarf, to nute any sounds they m ght nmake
rattling together, and stuffed themin his pocket. He
entered the corridor just outside, and found hinsel f at
the juncture of three hallways, each | eading off at odd
angl es. Candles flickered from sconces, providing dim
illum nation.

Wsh | had a decent weapon. Those candl ehol ders

m ght be better than nothing, but not by nuch. He
considered them then rejected the idea. No, |
couldn't even pry themout of the wall.

Since he had no idea of which way to go, he

pi cked a corridor at random and headed away from

his prison-room The corridors tw sted and turned

at odd intervals, not really |eading anywhere, and
not revealing any new roons or chanbers. It was as

if the corridors were an end unto thensel ves, a | aby-
rinth with no clear entrances or exits. Dust on the
floor indicated no foot traffic had cone this way for
quite a while. The footprints he I eft behind
concerned himbriefly, but he could see no other

way, short of levitation, of avoiding them

And Nai tachal hasn't bothered to teach ne that

yet —

The first indication that he had nade any progress
out of the labyrinth was when he scented the nost vile
stench he'd had the misfortune to encounter. His first
i npression was that this was a deconposi ng corpse,
laid to rest down here and forgotten. But there were
ot her odors besides the stench, sone of old food and
stal e wi ne, sone of fresh food, and sone he coul d not
even identify.

Dead, yet alive. He was afraid to find out what this
thing was, questioned whether or not he really needed
to investigate it. Wat can this snell possibly have to
do with nmy escape fromthis place?

On the other hand —where el se could he go?
Everything el se so far had been a dead end.

As he noved forward, he heard voices from up

ahead. The stench worsened, and his stomach

churned. The voi ces becane | ouder, clearer, and he
was able to nmake out a few words anong the echoes.

And he recogni zed one of them

Sir Jehan.
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He stopped, tried to deternm ne where exactly the

voi ces were coning from Finally, he got down on

hands and knees and crept cl oser, peered carefully
around the corner, saw that the corridor ended at a

| arge, cavernous room Candles and an occasi ona

torch illuminated the area

There were boxes and crates, bags and barrels piled
everywhere. Shadow shrouded shapes hinted at furni-
ture stacked anid the confusion. There were plenty of

pl aces for conceal nent, and he took advantage of that.
He found a niche between two | arge wooden crates, in

an area that appeared to be a staging area for supplies,
and craw ed in, working his way towards the sound of

t he voi ces

Eventual Iy, he found hinself peering out between

two nore crates at a thoroughly bizarre scene taking
place in the center of the huge room

Sir Jehan stood several paces away from —sone-

thing. Whatever it was, it was not |like any creature

Al aire had ever seen before; shapel ess and bl obli ke.
Jehan's posture was one of deference, and Alaire
guessed that Jehan was serving it in sone way.
Interesting. He had never see Jehan act this way

around the King; if anything, the man had acted as if
he were the royal equal of King Archenonen, an atti-
tude the King had never corrected while Alaire was
around.

But here, Jehan was clearly the inferior. Wen he
spoke, his voice was pitched nmuch hi gher than nor-

mal , showi ng not only deference, but fear.

Alaire turned his attention to the creature Jehan

was talking to. To call this a human, or even human-
oid, would have taken a great |eap of the inagination
The | arge, doughy blob of flesh sat directly on the
floor, with a vague outline of legs at the bottom There
wer e stubby bl obs that could have been arns near the
top, waving and gesturing as it spoke. A large drapery
—or maybe a tent had been hacked up to provide

sonme nodest clothing —covered it, nore or |ess,

though the drapery still left great flaps of bloated, dis-
eased fl esh exposed.

And it | ooked di seased. Whatever had infected the
creature had spread all over it. Geat raw pustules cov-
ered the body, oozing a thin, clear fluid that dripped
down its sides and onto the floor. A pair of wngs, dis-
torted and bent, sat on its back, and oddly, they
reminded Alaire of fairy's wings. But fairies never

| ooked |ike this.

Could this have been a fairy at one tine? Alaire

wonder ed, transfixed by the creature, fascinated in
spite of his repulsion. What could have caused all this
to happen?

The |l onger he | ooked at it, the nore he began to

feel that this probably had been a fairy —once. A fairy
gone horribly wong —

The wi ngs were what decided him They were of

that peculiar insectoid shape conmon anong the
fairy-folk, who could fly about |ike nbsquitoes with
little assistance frommagic. Fairies were al so shape-
and si ze-changers, and could change their size from

a hands-breadth to human height in the blink of an
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eye.
But whatever had caused this to happen nust have

made this size, and appearance, pernmanent. \Wo, or

what, coul d ever choose to stay this way?

Jehan and his —master —were clearly arguing

about sonething, and the words reached Alaire's ears
slightly distorted by echoes, but nostly under-

st andabl e.

"—woul d have thought that by now you woul d

have had things under control," the bloated thing said.
"After all these years of planning this, | expected it to
go snoothly and quickly. But no. You're still fighting
the Kings nmen, even though you have the King in cus-
tody. Why are they resisting? Wiat nmakes themthink
they can wi n? Answer ne."

Sir Jehan shifted fromfoot to foot uneasily, wing-

ing his hands, timdly holding a single finger up as if to
silence the creature. "The King, the Anbassador, the
Captain of the guard, are all on their way over here as
we speak. That tw ce-damed mmagici an secretary of

theirs is in the Prison of Souls now Hi s conpanion,

the Prince, will soon join him Prince Kainenonen is
chained up in the extra cells on this level, awaiting
incarceration in the matrix. These things take tine
Queen Carlotta. Soon they will all be in the Prison of
Soul s, and the nagical power there will be tw ce what

it is now"

The nention of the things nanme took Al aire aback

Did Sir Jehan call it Carlotta? Were have | heard

that nane before —1 knowit's inportant, but | just
can't quite place —

"If the young magician is incarcerated there now,

then why can't | feel any increase in power?" the

bl oated thing hissed. It attenpted to fold its arns
resolutely, but the clunsy attenpt was nore conica

than regal. It lost its precarious bal ance and nearly tee-
tered over. "In fact, | felt a decrease a nonent ago
Are you sure you know what you're doing? Wre you
certain this was a magici an?"

"Certain. And Soren swears he is a Bard, too."

The creature hissed again, turning several different
colors with rage. "A Bard? | hate Bards! A Bard is
responsi ble for doing this to ne!"

Then it fell into place. This is Carlotta, the sister of
Ki ng Anber! Naitachal was part of the group that
thwarted her plan to take the throne from her brother

a long tine ago, long before King Reynard. Kevin, the
bardling, and Naitachal's student, perforned the spel
that unmade her human form and returned her to her

fairy status. But that Unmaking didn't do this to her.
There nust be nore to it than that.

"Yes, | know," Sir Jehan said solemly. "There is a
surprise |'ve been saving for you. Perhaps it will please
you to know that the Anbassador from Althea is none
other than the Necromancer Dark Elf Naitachal

Soon he will be here, and you will be able to do with

hi m what you will."

The bl ob was silent for several |ong nonents. "Then
obscene, cackling laughter poured fromthe thing's
mouth. "You jest!" Carlotta said. "Naitachal ? Cap-
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tured? Here?"
"Yes, he is,"
pl eased. "
"Indeed," Carlotta said. "But why didn't you tell ne
that before! Seven hells bedammed, you've withheld
information fromme again!"

"Ch, but it was only neant to be a little surprise,"

Sir Jehan said quickly, in a panic. "Certainly there was
no harm™"

"Perhaps not," Carlotta said, unable to keep the

gl ee fromher voice. "Wien will they be here? | nust
know. "
"Morentarily,
some tinme ago."

Carlotta let | oose another peal of obscene |aughter,
and rocked back and forth on the enornous buttocks,
wavi ng her hands, cackling, |ike sonme kind of disgust-
ing perversion of a nursery toy. Apparently, this
substituted for junping about for joy. The sight nmade
Alaire's stomach churn, but he was too fascinated to

| ook away.

"Ever since his bardling student Kevin unnade ne

I've wanted to get even," she said, in a self-satisfied
tone. "They turned ne back into a fairy and all | could
do was flee. They spoiled the very plan that woul d

have made nme Queen of Althea centuries ago. And

ever since |'ve had to hide here. |'d alnbst forgotten
Nai tachal would still be alive. He would be the only
survivor of that pathetic little group. And he's coning
here. To see me. How wonderful!'"

Sir Jehan was sniling and noddi ng, nervously gl anc-

ing around hinself as if |ooking for unseen intruders.
Al aire crouched still further into the shadows, praying
that he woul dn't be seen.

The bl ob continued "You know, your grandfather

Sir Jehan said quickly. "I knew you' d be

Sir Jehan said. "I sent ny nen over

was not as stupid as you are. He knew a good dea

when he saw it. He had the vision to formthe Magi-.

ci ans' Association as soon as | suggested it to him But
perhaps that is only to be expected; he was, after all, a
mage, and you have nothing in the way of nmagica
abilities. You don't even know if you've really inpris-
oned a Bard in the matrix."

Jehan grimaced. "OF course he's a Bard! Soren
guaranteed it!"

Carlotta snorted; it was not pretty. "What does that
fat magi ci an know about Bards anyway? He's never

even seen one. Suinonen hasn't seen one since | had
your grandfather prohibit themfromentering the

ki ngdom How did this one get in, anyway?"

"He was in disguise, acting as Naitachal's secretary,
and careful not to reveal his true nature. Soren has
assured me he is indeed, a Bard." Jehan folded his

arms across his chest, and tried to | ook inpressive. He
fail ed.

Carlotta snarled at him "You should certainly hope

so. You and your little dog Soren, too. M stakes are
intolerable. Wthout my plan, you would be herding
dieren, and this entire ki ngdomwould be just the

sane backward barbarian bastion it was when

arrived."
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"And a cunning plan it is, my Queen," Sir Jehan said
ingratiatingly. "Wien G andfather elinmnated all the
mages except the ones in the Association, you proved
that we coul d mani pul ate the throne as we pl eased.
Wth your know edge of drugs, we managed to cl oud
Archenonen's m nd enough to rmake himturn agai nst

his own son. Now, we are only a half-step from gai ning

his Crown."
"And don't forget what this cunning plan was al
about," Carlotta said, interrupting him "I don't plan

on looking like this forever!"

"Soren knows what he's doing," Sire Jehan soot hed.

"Once we capture the soul of Naitachal, after what-

ever torture you have in nind, of course, we wll
incarcerate him the King, the Captain, and every

ot her prisoner we have taken in the matrix. Even

though they are not nmages, you will still have a wealth
of power to draw from W can break the Unnmaking

spell this time, | promse.”

Carlotta seemed to swell; she towered over Jehan,

and Al aire saw then why Jehan was so terrified of her
She m ght be hi deous, she might be rooted to one

pl ace physically, but it was obvious that her power
coul d reach any corner of this kingdom "Well, you

had better. If | get any fatter or uglier as a result of
these efforts, it will be your soul that pays. Each tine
that Soren cooks up a cure for this condition of mine it
backfires! If it backfires again —"

"I't won't!" Sir Jehan squeaked, cowering before her,
clearly frightened out of his wits. "I promse."

"Now where have | heard that before!" Carlotta

replied sardonically, but she shrank back down to her
"normal " size with a sigh. "But now, with all the pow
ers of the Necromancer and Bard, | think even that

fraud Soren will be able to break the spell so that | can
resune ny human form and powers. Secul ar and

magi cal !'"

Jehan stroked his beard, nervously. "Only a step-

pi ng stone, ny dear, only a stepping stone. A war with
Al'thea is all but guaranteed. Now that King Archeno-

men is out of the way, we can blane his

' di sappearance' on Althea's anbassador, Naitachal,

and inplicate King Reynard. That's all the justification
we coul d ever need for a war. And when we conquer

that southern land —=

"I haven't forgotten our deal," Carlotta said slyly.
"You will be made King of Althea. Then we will share
the spoils. But that's only if all, and I mean all, goes
according to plan!"

Sonet hi ng about the way she had said that alerted

Al aire. She doesn't nean to keep her bargain, he

t hought. Not surprising. She always was treacher-

ous.
"Your wish," Sir Jehan replied, bow ng flanboy-

antly. "Is ny command."

Al aire remained perfectly still in the shadows as the
full inplications of what he had just heard came hone

to him This is worse than | could have ever imagined
They're out for Althea, and it doesn't look like they'l
stop until they have it.

Jehan and Carlotta did not seemto be finished with
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their conversation, but Alaire had heard all he needed
to. He carefully withdrew fromhis hiding place, and
crept back to the corridor, in search of Kai

Kai's got to be sonewhere back here, he thought as

he made his way down one of the halls. They said he

was on this same | evel. Were would they put prison
cells?

After a brief search through the labyrinth, Alaire
found Kai. The corridor turned into a second-fl oor

bal cony overlooking a line of iron-barred prison cells.
Kai was chained to the floor of one of these, while four
guards stood watch. Two of the guards seenmed ready

to fall asleep on their feet; even so, the odds weren't
very good. Alaire had no weapons, and even with a
sword, two of these nmen would be too many to fight,
especially if they trained under Captain Lyam Look-
ing down on the guards from his shadowy hiding

pl ace, Alaire considered ways to distract them

I"ve got to get themaway from Kai. Maybe one of

these keys will let nme into his cell. He peered at the
chains binding Kai to the floor, saw the sturdy padl ock
there. Good. So long as they didn't weld himto the
spot, | mght be able to free him

Kai sat sullenly near the front of the cell, the chains
draped around him He stared at his captors, the hate
and anger on his face there for anyone to read. Cearly

undefeated. Still in the gane, and fighting.

Good. I'mgoing to need himto get both of us out of
there, Alaire thought. If | could create a diversion to

| ead sone of those guards away, | might be able to get

hi m out .

Just as he thought that, the noise of fighting

erupted down a corridor. Alaire couldn't tell if the ech-

oes were contributing to the ruckus, but sounded as if
hundreds of men were clashing down there. The

guards started; Kai | ooked up, snarling.

Two of the guards ran off, heading for the conflict.
The other two stayed, but they were clearly distracted.
They conferred for a nonment, then, before his

amazed eyes, one of themopened Kai's cell, while his
partner stood nervously outside, watching back in the
direction the noi se was com ng from

Al aire had no idea what the nman thought he was

about —perhaps he neant to nove Kai to sonepl ace

nore secure. It didn't matter. Kai was ready to snatch
any opportunity, and he wasn't about to let this one

pass.
He waited until the guard was within his reach —
then | eapt!

He flung a | oop of his chain around the guards

neck, and pulled it tight. The guard outside had been

| ooki ng down the corridor for that single vital second;
before he could come to his conpanion's rescue,

Al aire had already nade his nove.

He | eapt down from his perch on the bal cony, aim

ing for the guard's back, but knowi ng he was probably
too far out of reach.

He was; he hit the floor far short of the guard, and
rolled, coning up in a crouch
Bar ehanded, of course. Facing a man with a sword,
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dagger, and arnor.

Still, he had gotten the second guards attention, all
right. That gave Kai a fighting chance with his.

Bluff, fool! He doesn't know you aren't some ki nd of
bar ehanded assassi n!

He stretched his mouth in a rictus-grin that he

hoped was frightening, and beckoned to the bew | -

dered guard. "Cone on, fool! Cone dance with ne! |

| ove to dance!"

Kai had a good hold on the other guard, and was
clinging to his back |like a nonkey. The guard thrashed
about, flailing wildly with his sword, but he was unabl e
to reach Kai, and he couldn't go beyond the chain

wr apped around his neck

The second guard gl anced over his shoul der, and

Al aire nmade an abortive novenent to get the man's
attention back on him "Cone on, you lily-livered bas-
tard!" he snarled, gesturing with his hands. "Wat's the
matter? You scared of a little boy?"

He was dancing a fine line, and he knew it; he had

to keep his man distracted, but if the guard decided to
attack him —

There was a clatter, a sword fell to the floor inside

the cell. Alaire had a heartbeat to make a deci si on,
and he opted for the chance to get his hands on a
weapon.

He dove past his man, with his hands outstretched,
flying just under the startled man's bl ade. He grabbed
for the hilt of the fallen sword; caught it and roll ed,
then cane up against the wall of the cell with a grunt
of surprise. A nonent |ater, he was up with the sword
in his hands.

Two- on-one was unsportsmanli ke, but this was not

a sporting event. As the first guard spun around,
finally knocking Kai off his back, Alaire swng —

But not for the chest; he swung for the |egs.

The nman went down with a scream Kai |eapt on

hi m and grabbed the hilt of the dagger at the guard's
belt. Alaire ran for the door of the cell, and was net
there by the second guard. Kai woul d have to dea

with his man hinself.

This time it was an even nmatch, sword agai nst

sword. Even —except that this man was ol der and
stronger than Alaire, and a trained fighter. Even —
except that Alaire was not going to fight fair.

He feinted for the eyes, before the man had a

chance to settle hinself. The guard automatically

wi nced back, and Alaire took a step toward him clear-
ing the door, swinging again at the man's |egs, then
feinting up at his eyes again. He gai ned another step
Now he was conpl etely outside the cell

Behi nd hi m he heard thrashing, but he dared not

| ook back to see how Kai was doing. Kai would have to
win or lose his battle on his own.

The second guard nade a rush at him and they

cl osed. They struggl ed hand-to-hand and bl ade-t o-

bl ade for a nmonent

Then Alaire let his | egs collapse, and dropped into a
back-sonersault, catching the guard in the gut with
his feet and flipping himover backwards, trying to rol
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his adversary into the bars and not into the open cel
door.

The guard slamed into the bars; Alaire drove both
feet into the man's belly, as hard as he could. The
guard' s eyes bul ged out and his cheeks puffed with the

i mpact .
Alaire rolled to the side, and cane up on his feet.
The guard was still down, but Alaire did not hesitate.

He stabbed down, even though, at the back of his

mnd, a tiny portion of hinmself was stuffing hands into
his mouth, horrified at what he was doi ng.

As he | ooked up from his bl oody work, he saw that

Kai had won his battle as well; the boy was rising from
t he guards body, hand and knife dripping blood, face
white as snow.

They exchanged a wordl ess, quick hug; then Alaire

bent to the padl ock holding Kai's chains to the floor
The four keys still in Alaire's pocket did not unlock
that padl ock —and Alaire was forced to rifle the two
bodi es, | ooking for nmore keys. The sounds of fighting
came nearer.

Finally, he found the key, carelessly thrust into a
pocket. He fumbled with the padl ock and the bl ood-
slick key, and finally heard the wel cone click of the
mechani sm openi ng.

He freed Kai of the chains on his ankles and right
wist, but left a single chain dangling fromhis left. It
made a good weapon, and was one that could not be
knocked from hi s hand.

Kai snatched up the dead guards sword, and the

two of themturned toward the sound of the fighting.
They exchanged a questioning glance, and Alaire
finally spoke. "Whatever's bad for the Association is
probably good for us," he said, and Kai nodded. They
started for the entrance to the hallway —

When the sounds of fighting faded, and turned to
cheers.

"And whatever's good for the Association is bad for
us," Kai replied. "Lets get out of here!l"

"Do you know the way out?" Alaire asked. Kai nhod-

ded, and pointed glumy towards the hallway.

Al aire cursed, and gl anced around. There was a
stairway to the bal cony he had |leapt from and he
grabbed Kai's el bow and dragged himtowards it.

"Conme on!" he hissed. "I know a place to hide, at |east!"
Back to Carlotta. Anything that happened woul d be
reported directly to her —and anyone | ooking for Ka
woul d be | ooking in the opposite direction of Car-
lotta's lair. Right now, hiding somewhere near her
woul d probably be the safest place in the prison

If there is any safe place here... for any of us.
Chapter XX

Just before they reached the lair, Alaire took a
moment to pull Kai toward himand whi sper sone
cautions into his ear.

"\What ever happens, whatever you see and hear,

don't nove or nake a sound unless | do," he said, cast-
i ng nervous gl ances up and down the hall. "W're
going to hide out in a special roomdown here, where
the real power behind the Association and Jehan |ives.
She's pretty awful, but she's kind of —a —a cripple.
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She can't nove nuch, and even though she's a really
nasty mage, she can't do anything to us unless she
knows we're there. Got that?"

"l guess so," Kai whispered, his face mrroring his
confusion. "Were she is, that's the last place anyone
woul d | ook for us, right?"

"Right." Alaire took the | ead again, half-running,

his heart poundi ng, and expecting at any nonent to
encounter a guard or one of the Association nages.

But they nmade it to the roomw thout incident, and

as Alaire nade a quieting notion to Kai, and

wornmed his way into the naze of boxes, it dawned

on himwhy Carlotta had chosen to live in a storage
room —

Because it wasn't a storage roomat all —it was

a roomfull of the tangible relics of her power.

Loot, in other words; valuable tilings she had
probably had confiscated and brought to her. And

|i ke a dragon, she had piled up her treasures here,
where she could | ook at them and gl oat over them
every day. Certainly there was no other way she

coul d enjoy her power, except by having people

brought down here to be killed. She could not

move fromthis place, there was only so rmuch food
even a gross lunp like Carlotta could eat in a day,
and as for enjoying the kind of life —and | overs —
she had enj oyed before the backl ash of her

attenpts to break her Unmaking spell . . . well,

Al aire doubted that there was anything in the

uni verse that could be induced to find Carlotta's
hul k tol erabl e, nmuch | ess desirable.

Al aire found a place under a | ow couch where he

and Kai could get a good view of the center of the lair
wi t hout being seen. Kai started a little when he real -
ized that the thing in the mddle of the roomwas alive,
and not sone |and of grotesque and obscene statue, or
a pile of garbage, but he made no sound.

They had not been in place for very | ong, when

noi ses from anot her hallway indicated that the guards
were bringing in prisoners of sone kind. Alaire

t hought he was prepared for al nbost anything, but his
heart stopped when he realized the three battered

i ndi vi dual s bei ng haul ed before Carlotta were Nai -
tachal, Lyam and the King.

That was too much for Kai; he gasped, and

started to squirmout. Alaire had to grab himand

haul hi m back, covering his nouth with one hand,

and whispering urgently that all Kai could do at the
monent would be to get hinself killed. Finally Ka

st opped struggling, and nodded, and Alaire took his
hand away. Fortunately, the noise the prisoners and
their guards had nmade nore than covered the

noi ses Kai had produced. By the tinme the two of

them had settled once again, the prisoners were al
arranged before the obscene bul k of the forner

hal f-fairy.

"Wel |, your Mjesty," Carlotta said, her relatively

pl easant voice sonething of a shock, comi ng out of her
hi deous body. "How kind of you to finally pay ne a
visit! | have been looking forward to this for sone tine.
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Tell me, how did you enjoy ny little gifts to you?

The King shook his head, puzzled. "G gifts?" he fal-
tered. "Who are you? Wat gifts?"

Carlotta's slit of a nouth stretched in what nust

have been a snmile. "Wy, ny little cordial," she replied
pl easantly. "And ny little tonic. You renenber. The
cordial you shared every night with Sir Jehan, and the
tonic you drank every norning on the advice of Mge
Soren. They were both so beneficial to you." She
attenpted to cock her head to one side, a grotesque
reflection of a flirtatious nmovenment she nust have
used decades ago. "OF course, your son didn't find the
results so pleasant, but you becane so nmuch nore
mal | eabl e to Jehan and Soren's suggestions. After a
while, you woul dn't even listen to anyone else! | found
that so useful, especially after trying to deal with that
tiresome father of yours. He wouldn't accept anything
of mne."

She pout ed; anot her expression that nust have

| ooked very pretty on the Carlotta of aforetinme, and

| ooked so horrible on this nonster that Al aire shud-
dered. The King was turning purple with suppressed
anger, and Kai had gone quite white. Lyamonly

| ooked resigned, as if he had expected sonethi ng of
the sort. There was no visible effect of this revelation
on Naitachal, but then, the Dark Elf had al ways been
difficult to read

Nai t achal had been bound tightly, and gagged; Car-
lotta was taking no chances on his even humm ng

anyt hing, Al aire suspected.

"And Naitachal!" the creature said in a parody of
sweet ness. "How very pleasant to see you here!

confess, this was a benefit | had not even thought

of , much | ess hoped for! | thought that | would have
to seek you and Tich' ki out all by myself —once ny
conquest of Suinonmen and Althea was conpl ete, of
course. It is a pity that you two are the last of ny
enem es still alive —although | suppose | can take a
ki nd of bel ated revenge on ny brother Anber by
destroyi ng his descendants. That dratted Kevin died
childless, nore's the pity. Although, in a way, you
are both his child and the child of his Master." She
regarded himthoughtfully. "So you becanme a Bard

and renounced your forner magics. The nore fool

you, Naitachal. You should know that the Dark

Powers will always overcone the Light. To give up

the greater power for the sake of the |l esser is the act
of an idiot -+ She |aughed. "And now | have

st opped your lips, and renoved your puny Bardic

power fromyou. You are hel pl ess, Naitachal. Think

on that for a nonent!"

But Naitachal didn't give anything up, Alaire

t hought, puzzled. He nust have told me a hundred

times that you can't "give up" Necromancy, you can
only stop practicing it. The know edge and t he power
stay with you, whether you like it or not —

But Carlotta had turned her attention to Lyam

i gnoring Naitachal for the noment "And Lyam good,
honest Lyam You thought your spies were good ones.
Did the King know you still kept your network of
informers after he made Jehan his Spymaster? No?
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Way how remiss of you not to tell him" She |aughed.
"But your spies never told you about nme, did they? So
per haps —

Al aire never had a chance to find out what that

"per haps" was all about —for at that nonent,

Nai t achal cal |l ed upon the powers he had not used in a
hundred years —powers that did not require the use

of voice or hands.

The guard hol di ng hi m gasped once.

In a single instant of time, the man's hair faded
fromblack to white, his skin winkled and sagged, and
he col |l apsed, falling, even as Alaire watched in nunb
horror, into ancient dust.

And Naitachal's eldritch eyes blazed, not blue, but red
The bonds holding himparted with a crack; he

pulled the gag fromhis nmouth with one hand, and ges-
tured with the other —and a sword suddenly

appeared in it. A swrd as black as night, that swal-
lowed up all the light —and which, as Naitachal sliced
into the torso of the guard behind him |aughed softly
when it touched the man's fl esh.

Nai tachal did not deliver nore than a scratch —

and yet the guard collapsed in the bonel ess way of a
man struck dead on the spot.

Gods. A Death Sword! Alaire had only that single

monment of realization —because all seven hells were
breaki ng | oose at once.

Carlotta shrieked, and rai sed her stubby arns. The

rest of the guards recogni zed the sorcerous origin —
and power! —of Naitachal's weapon, and backed

away frantically. Lyam and the King took advantage of
their fear and confusion; Lyam bent over and butted

the nearest of his captors in the stomach with his head,
and the King sl ammed his considerabl e wei ght down

on his jailer's foot, then cracked himin the jawwith a
qui ckly rai sed knee when he bent over. In nonents,

they were free and arned, and squaring off agai nst
opponents.

Carlotta began lashing the crowd inpartially with

bolts of power, until Naitachal bani shed his Death
Sword and stepped between her and her intended

victinms, his own hands upraised, and bl ack energy
pouring fromthem and form ng a shield between Car-
lotta and the rest of her lair.

He's using his Necromantic powers to save us all —
Powers Al aire knew Naitachal had hoped never to use
agai n.

Powers that could claimhimfor their own, and this
time, with no turning back. The Powers of Darkness

were jeal ous masters, and both Naitachal and his
bardl i ng knew how narrow his escape fromthem had

been. Invoking them now could nean an end to his
cherished life as a Bard.

But there was no tinme to think about that. Kai was

al ready hal fway out of their hiding place, trying to get
to his father's side to aid him and Alaire could do
not hing el se but foll ow.

Wth Naitachal involved in holding off Carlotta, and
thus effectively out of the fight, the guards had

regai ned their courage and were trying to retake their
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prisoners. Alaire and Kai arrived none too soon. The
Ki ng and Lyam fought back-to-back, surrounded on

all sides by enenies. Jehan had singled out Lyam for
his own target, and was proving to be no nean adver-
sary. Kai fought to get to his father, with a
single-m nded ferocity that frightened Alaire, and a
bl ood-t hirstiness that astounded him

Al Alaire could think to do was to protect Nai-
tachal's back fromany of the guards who m ght think
to cone at himwhile his attention was on Carlotta. So
he cut his way across the room and stood defending
his Master, doing his best to ignore the flying bolts of
power, the dark snokes, and the licking flanes of the
magi ¢ ragi ng between them

Then, just as he fended off yet another attacker,
Carlotta sent a |lance of power, not at Naitachal —but
at Archenonen.

And in deflecting that unexpected side-attack, Nai-
tachal 's own defenses slipped. Quick as a striking
snhake, Carlotta let off another bolt of power, that
penetrated his shields and struck himsquarely in the
chest.

Nai tachal fell without a sound. Alaire then did the
bravest thing he had ever done in his life.

He stepped between Carlotta and his fallen Master,
heart in his nouth, fear scream ng al ong every nerve,
ready to defend the Dark EIf with his life.

Carlotta took one | ook at him and | aughed.

She made a single brushing nmotion, as if shooing

away a fly. Alaire found hinself sailing across the
room slamring into the wall so hard he saw stars, and
every bit of breath was driven fromhis body. He slid
down the wall, helpless, gasping for breath, tears of
anger and frustration springing fromhis eyes.

"Ch, Naitachal!" Carlotta |aughed, her shrill voice
clearly audi ble over the clash of swords. "You com

pl ete fool! You have been away fromthe Dark Powers
for too long! | amthe Master here! | shall slay you, just
as | will slay your friends, just as | slew that cretin, that
oh-so-holy, ever-so-noble vapor-brained Wite EIf Eli-
athanis —=

Only Alaire saw what happened then. Naitacha

had been broken, defeated, until the noment Carlotta
spoke the nanme of the White EIf who had been his
friend. And in that noment —Naitachal becane

unr ecogni zabl e.

Hi s eyes bl azed up again, and went fromfiery red,

to lightless black. He rose up, his face a mask that

Al aire shrunk back fromin terror. And before Carlotta
coul d react, he crossed the roomin a single bound —
And with a terrible, backhanded blow to her face,
knocked her over backwards.

She lay on her back, tiny arms and legs flailing in
the air in what woul d have been a funny sight, if Nai-
tachal ' s unhuman expressi on had not sucked any touch
of hurmor fromthe entire situation. And while Carlotta
lay at his feet in stunned and hel pl ess shock, he took a
step backwards —

—and began to sing.

But Alaire knew fromthe first note that this was no
ordinary working of Bardic Magic. In fact, no other
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Bard in the history of the world could have produced
this blood-chilling nelody. For this was an unholy
mel di ng of Bardic and Necromantic Magics, a Song of
Unmaki ng that was so terrible, and so powerful, that
Al aire cringed against the wall and stopped his ears
with his fingers, weeping at the despair and fear it
engendered in him

Nor was he al one. No one el se could stand agai nst
that song. Several of the guards gave up conpletely,
and fled the scene before they were overcone. Lyam
had just enough tinme to knock Jehan to the floor,
unconsci ous, before he too had to back away with his
hands over his ears. Kai and his father clung together,
tears stream ng down their cheeks with the pain the
song i nvoked in them

And Carlotta began to scream

Horribly, Naitachal took that scream and incor po-
rated it into his song.

Alaire hid his face, unable to | ook, once the scream
ing began. It sounded as if every pain Carlotta had
ever inflicted was being delivered back to her, three-
fold He hoped he woul d never be able to renenber

this nonment —this eternity. It was worse than the
spell that held his soul in the crystal, infinitely worse.
Al'l he could do was to renenber the song that his

nmot her Grania had sung to him and the song he had
made of it; he clung to that song while the other went
on and on —

And finally, ceased

He | ooked up in the sudden silence. There was no
sign of Carlotta, and no sign that she had ever been
there, except for the tentlike garnent that had cov-
ered her, now lying linply on the floor

Nai t achal turned

He gestured, and the Death Sword was in his hand
again. And the i nhuman expression on his face had not
changed.

He doesn't know us —Alaire thought, fear forcing
himto his feet again. He doesn't renenber us! The
Dark Powers have taken himfor their own again, just
as he feared! He's going to kill us all!

He had thought that stepping between Carlotta and
Nai t achal was the bravest thing he would ever do in
his life. He discovered that there was one thing braver
He stepped between Naitachal and the rest of the
room

And as the Dark Elf's eyes focused on him and the
hand hol ding the Death Sword rose, he began to sing.
He started with the song of hinself, but this ting,
he concentrated on all the things that Naitachal had
meant to him how nuch the elf had taught him All
the nmonents they had shared, |aughter and sadness,
def eat and achi evenent. As Naitachal's Song had been
one of Unnaking, this was a Song of Maki ng.

Nai t achal paused. Hi s eyes changed, going from

black, to a sullen red

Al aire continued, pouring his soul into the song,

now calling on his nmenory for everything he had ever
heard or read of Naitachal's life as a Bard —from
Kevins tinme, to Gawaine's, to this very nonent.
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Reni ndi ng hi m how i nportant Life and Light were to

hi m —and how trivial Death and Darkness were in

the face of Light and Life.

He sang friendship, he sang hope, he sang joy. And
then, greatly daring, he sang of Eliathanis, whose sac-
rifice had saved Naitachal so | ong ago —whose nane
had roused Naitachal to his deadly rage. He sang of al
that the Wiite Elves believed in. And he told Nai-
tachal, with his nusic, that Eliathanis wuld have
perished in vain, if Naitachal returned nowto the
Dark he had rejected.

Slowy, the man that Al aire knew and respected

came back to Naitachal's face —and the eyes faded
fromred to deep and vital blue again.

But as Naitachal blinked, and | ooked down at the

sword in his hand, his expression turned soul -sick and
filled with repugnance for what he had done. Wth an
oath, he cast the Death Sword fromhim and it disin-
tegrated in md-air.

Tinme froze for an instant. Lyam the King and Ka
stared at the Dark EIf with fear and horror in their
eyes. Those few guards that renained tried to craw
awnay.

Al aire did not consciously decide what to do at that
monent. He saw only the agony in his friend s eyes,
and he acted on it, with sure and certain instinct.

He wal ked across the roomto Naitachal, |ooked up

into his Master's eyes, and placed one hand trustingly
on his arm "Mster," he said, calmy, and sinply, "you
yoursel f have taught ne that there is a tine for making
and unnaki ng. There was no other choice."

The fear faded fromLyam s eyes, and Kai's. The
Captai n sheathed his sword, the nmovement draw ng

Nai tachal's gaze to where he stood

The Captain nodded, then said, gruffly, "Sone-

times the only weapon you have is one you hope you
never have to use. |t happens. You nove on, and try to
make up for whatever you did, using that weapon."
Nai t achal regarded himgravely for a nonent, then
slow y, nodded "I cannot bring back those | slew " he
said, "but at least she will no | onger be working her
will on the unsuspecting."

He turned to the King, and bowed gravely. "The

power that noved against you is no nore, Mjesty,

and the back of the revolt has been broken. Wat is
your will?"

Archenonen blinked, as if astonished that this crea-
ture of Power should ask himfor his will. Then he
drew himself up to his full height, put one arm around
his son, and took on a dignity and power that Alaire
had never seen him possess before. And only then did
he realize how nuch of a shell the Archenonen he

and Naitachal had seen had been.

"I think," Archenonen said, weighing his words
carefully, "that we all nust go and rebuild what Jehan
and his mistress have tried to destroy."

Nai t achal sank down into a chair, feeling bone-

weary and sick to his soul. The |ast of the Association
mages had been brought to himfor disposition —

him As if he was any less guilty than they! They had
been only too happy to tell their stories of corruption
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under Jehan's | eadership; the tale of their duplicity
was nore than enough to finish the Association and al
it stood for. There would be no nore Association regu-
| ating nages in Suinonen, and no Swords to enforce
their will.

There had been a single nmonent of mld anuse-

ment, when the King's guards had brought Soren

before him The chief of the King's nages had been

bl ubbering with fear, and not because of Naitachal

No, he had been holding the ring he had taken at

arns' length, terrified of it, and yet nore afraid to put
it dowmn. Wien he had seen Naitachal, he had been

i ncoherent with gratitude, and had pulled free of the
grip of his captors to fall at Naitachal's feet.

"Pl ease, please take this b-b-blasted ring back!" he
had sobbed. "In the nane of the gods, please! It's —
I've —

Nai tachal never did learn what it was that the ring
had done to Soren, but the nman had practically been
incontinent with fear of it. He had plucked it out of
Soren's nervel ess fingers, while the man babbled grati -
tude, and pledged to reveal anything Naitacha

want ed reveal ed. ..

Now he turned the ring over and over in his hands.
Hs father's ring, the ring of a Necromancer

Like me... like ne...

How could he live with hinmself, now? More inpor-
tantly, how could he ever trust hinself again? And if
he coul d not trust hinself, how could anyone trust

hi n

He stared into the ruby eyes of the skull; they
seenmed to wink at himw th sardoni c anusenent. See,
they seened to say, your father was right, all along.
"Nai t achal ?"

The fam liar voice broke into his despondent nus-
ings, and he | ooked up. Alaire stood beside him harp
in hand, Naitachal's harp tucked under his arm
"Master," the boy said, with grave fornmality, "would
you cone with me for a nonent? | really need your
hel p with sonething."

More nmages cowering under their bunks, nobst |iKke,
Nai t achal thought glumy —but it was sonmething to
do, sonething constructive.

Not destructi ve.

He followed Alaire, listlessly, out of the Association
Hal | and back down into the labyrinth belowit. dd,
he thought, as wooden walls gave way to rock, and the
air grewchill. | thought we'd rooted all the nmages out
of these tunnels. And there weren't that many down
here to begin with —

But Alaire | ed himdeeper and deeper into the

maze, until at last they canme to a place where he had
not yet been.

Al aire opened a door, and icy air rolled out to greet
them Sonething else rolled out to greet them —a
wave of power the likes of which he had never felt
before. He stepped inside, and Naitachal followed, al
his senses suddenly on the alert

The roomwas lit only by the lantern outside the

door —and the dim white gl ow of the hexagonal crys-
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tals that ringed the upper part of it. Row after row of
them ensconced in little niches. And below the crys-
tals, row after row of —offins?

He realized at that nonent where they were —

and what this was.

"The Prison of Souls," he whispered

These were the stolen souls of all the hapless vic-
tims the Association had taken.

"Master," Alaire said softly, "we have all tried to
break the spell holding these people prisoner. Everyone
from Soren on down—singly and all together. Carlotta
was the only one who knew how to break it. | could free
mysel f, because | knew nyself, but | can't free them"
He noved so that he could | ook directly, and
challengingly, into Naitachal's eyes. "You are a

Master Bard," he said forthrightly. "You have all the

power and experience that we don't. You will have
to help ne —and them™"
It was not a request —it was a denand. And a

rightful demand. He had al ready pledged this, in a
sense; what Carlotta had done, he nust take a certain
responsibility for.

He opened hinmself to the power of the room and
sensed the pain of all the inprisoned souls there.

But instead of being excited by it, as any "good"

Necr omancer woul d have been —

—as ny father woul d have been —

—it brought tears, real tears to his eyes. Al the
despair —all the lost hope! The tears he so sel dom
shed burned down his cheeks, and as Alaire told him
qui ckly and conci sely how the boy had freed hinself,
he |istened, then reached eagerly for the harp he had
t hought he was not worthy to touch again.

Alaire put it into his hands, and he sat down on a
stone bench, resting it against his chest like a | over
And it felt right there; not heavy and unnatural, as the
Death Sword had felt, but warm and wel com ng.

Yes. Yes.

He considered his options, reached for his power

—and began a song conbi ni ng both nmaki ng —

restoring those held prisoner to what they had been —
and unnmaking —nelting away the crystals that held
them pri soner.

He lost hinself in the song; this tine the unmaking

bl ended in a bittersweet harmony with the power of
maki ng. He sang until he grew hoarse, and his hands,
exhausted, faltered on the strings.

But then a younger, stronger voice joined his, and
Alaire's smaller harp took up the nel ody, supporting
the notes of his instrument.

And together, at |ast, they broke the spell

The icy crystals nelted away, |eaving only the bare
wal | s.

He opened his eyes, and saw that while they had

been singing here, the roomhad filled with people,
men and wormen, of all ranks and classes. And as those
people ran to the opening coffins, and began to help
those who had been inprisoned within the boxes to
their feet, he realized that these nust be the friends
and rel atives of all those who had been brought to this
terrible place.
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They crowded the room taking a nonent to touch

his hand in gratitude, to smle trenulously, or to drop
a word of thanks. There was as nuch joy in this room
now as there had been despair —

No. There is nore!

The roomwarmed with it, until it seened to be no
| onger a prison, but a pair of warm hands, cupping
themall.

The joy filled him and he cl osed his eyes again,
opening hinself to it, letting it wash away his sickness

of heart.
Finally, they were alone again. But the joy was not
gone; it remained with himstill, filling the bleak place

where his Necromantic power had |ived and festered
for so |ong.

"You see, Master?" Alaire said as he opened his eyes
on the enpty room "You aren't what you were. You're
nmore than the old Necronmancer now "—then the boy
grinned, inpudently —"and | even think you're nore
than Naitachal the Bard, who was afraid to nmake use
of half his power!"

Nai tachal had to smle, still suffused with the joy he
had found, and he cuffed his forner apprentice play-
fully. "And who nade you so wi se of a sudden, Bard

Al aire?"

"Ch, | just — Alaire did a double-take that was so
com c that Naitachal |aughed aloud. "Bard Al aire?" he
excl ai med, astoni shnent choking off his voice.
Nai t achal cl apped hi mon the shoul der. "Anyone

who can face ne down in a killing rage and reni nd ne
of what | amis nore than worthy to be called Bard,"
he said. "And | will say that to anyone's face."

As Al aire beaned in delight, Naitachal | ooked

around, feeling a lightness of spirit that he had not
expected ever to have again. "I think we have both
been changed profoundly by this place, young friend."
Al ai re shrugged, shyly. "You're still a Master, and
still ny Master, no matter what. But —you know,
would really like to go hone now. "

Nai t achal sighed happily, thinking of his house, his
garden, the view of the stars fromhis little tower.
"Yes," he said with content. "Hone. Wat a good
sound that word has. Musical..."

"Musical ?" Alaire grinned widely. "Wy Naitachal,

do | hear a song comi ng on?"

"Anot her ? Dear gods, boy, will you have ne play

my fingers to the bone?" Naitachal exclained, and
made to cuff himagain. Al aire ducked and | aughed.

"I think it can wait, oh noble Master," the boy said,
standi ng up, and taking both their instruments, |ike
the apprentice he was no longer. "But there are a | ot of
peopl e who would like to thank you properly. Then
you can nake your song. After we are hone."

"Indeed," Naitachal replied, with serene happi ness.
"All things in their tinme. That is a properly elven atti-
tude. | think I m ght have taught you sonmething after
al|!"

And together they left the Prison, to greet the
newy freed nages
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