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Chapter |
' Roong. /

The lute string snapped, whipping across Kevin's

hand. He yel ped, just barely managi ng not to drop the

lute. Instead, he placed the instrunent gendy down on

his cot, then brought his stinging hand to his nouth.

Blast it all, that had Aurt! O course it had. He knew bet -
ter by nowthan to try tightening a string too far. After
all, he'd been a bardling, an apprentice Bard, for what
seened like all his nearly sixteen years.

The welt finally stopped snmarting. Kevin got to his

feet with an inpatient sigh. He didn't really mind prac-
ticing; it was something every nusician had to do every
day, even his Master. He didn't even mind being stuck

in his cranped little room O at |east he wouldn't mnd
practicing and being cooped up in this stupid roomin
this stupid inn if only he knew this was all | eading
sonewher e

I f sonething doesn't happen soon, sonething exciting..

Picking his way across the piles of clothes and nusic
scrolls uttering the floor, the bardling stared out the
one wi ndow, down to the Blue Swan's cobbl estone
courtyard. A nerchant was clinmbing onto his fine bay
horse, his travelling robes rich purple in the
springtime sunlight. Wth himrode his bodyguard,
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two men and a woman in plain |eather arnor, straight-
backed and alert as fal cons, hands never straying too
far fromthe swords at their sides. Kevin sighed in envy.
They were probably nothing nore heroic than com

mon nercenaries, and the journey they were taking

2 Mer cedes Lackey”' Josephs Sherman

was probably nothing nore exciting than a ride to the
next town, but at |east they were goi ng- sonewhere,
they were doi ng sonething! Wile he —

"Blast iti" the bardling swore under his breath.

He coul dn't stand being stuck here a nmonent

Il onger. Clattering down the inn's wooden staircase,
Kevin hurried across the common room —enpty at

this early hour —and headed out into the courtyard.

But then he stopped short on the cobbl estones. Wat

was he hoping to see? The merchant and his party

were al ready out of sight, riding down the old North
Road that ran just outside the inn's gateway, and there
probably weren't going to be any nore travellers today.
Di scouraged, the bardling turned and went back

through the inn to the back entrance, stepping out into
t own.

Ha. Sone town.

Bracklin was litde nore than a collection of a dozen
smal |, thatched-roof houses clustered behind the inn
A neat, pretty, orderly place, one where nothing dif-
ferent had ever happened and not hi ng ever woul d.

And peopl e here actually like it that -way!

Kevi n | eaned back against the inn's half-tinbered
side, the wall chilly on his back, the sun warmon his
face. There had never been a day he could renenber
when he hadn't dreanmed of being a Bard, of singing
wonder ful songs and travelling to wonderful places,
maybe even working the rare, powerful Bardic Mgic,
heal i ng people with his nusic or even bani shing
denons. How coul d those dreans have turned into

sonet hing so unbearably dul |7

"Morning, Kevin," a wonan's cheerful voice called
fromacross the unpaved strcet-

The bardling started. "Uh, good norning, Ada.”

"That's just like you bard-folk, always off in a world
all your own."

Ada was a round, chubby, mniddle-aged hen of a
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 3

worman. Ri ght now her brown hair was tucked up out of
her way in an unddy bun, and the sleeves other plain
white bl ouse were pushed back above the el bows as she
filled a washtub full of soapy water. "Cone for Master
Ai dan's cl othes, have you? Told you they couldn't be
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ready till this afternoon. Had to spend all day yesterday
washing the travel dust off the robes of Hs Nibs." Ada's
jerk of the head took in the departed nmerchant and his
party. "Eh, won't bad-nouth die fellow, paid nme down to
the last coin, with extra added." Her bright black eyes
studi ed Kevin. "Wat's with you, |ad?"

- Not hi ng. "
"Ch, don't give nme 'nothing.'’ Wat is it?"

Kevi n sighed. "Ada, you remenber when | first cane
here. "

The woman smiled warnmy. "Don't |, though. You

were such a little boy, alnost too small for the lute on
your back, clinging to your nusic teacher's hand and

all w de-eyed with wonder."

"M stress Mal en was very kind."

"Well, of course she was! Imagine after all the years
of having to teach merchants' kids w thout a drop of
talent to them com ng across soneone |like you with the
true gift for music! No, no, don't start blushing Iike
that You knowit's true."

Ada pl opped a shirt into her washtub and started
scrubbing. "Look you, |ad, before she left. Mstress
Malen told me all about you: how you were pluck-

ing at the strings of your famly's old lute the minute
you were old enough to hold it, making up your

own litde tunes till they didn't have a choice but to
hire her."

Kevin had to snmile. Mstress Malen had been a

wonderful first teacher, endlessly patient with her eager
pupi | . She had al so been honest enough to admt his
talent was nore than she could shape. A litde shiver of
wonder raced through the bardling as he renenbered
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how she'd shaken her head and told him "You have the
maki ngs ofa Bard, boy, a true Bard."

Ada' s chuckl e dragged hi mback to the present. **So
there you were, poor chick, standing in the courtyard
of the Blue Swan, fall of wonder, yes, but naybe just a
touch scared, too. And no surprise, being apprenticed
to Master Aidan like that, a Bard—an® a hero as well!"

Kevin glanced up at his Master's room "You
renmenber how it was, don't you? Wien ny Master
hel ped Ki ng Anber keep his throne, | nean.**

"Bl ess you, child, how old do you think I an®? That

was a good thirty years ago! | was a chick nmysel f back
then, nmuch younger than you." She paused thought -
fully. "But | do renmenber all the celebrating. My, yes!
Everyone couldn't stop chattering about how it had
been a Bard, your Bard, who'd used his magi cal songs
0> stop that witch ofa woul d-be usurper.”
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"Princess Cariotta."

"Ch. she m ght have been a princess, the nasty tittle
creature, but she was a sorceress, all right, dark-
hearted as they cone! She turned our good king into
stone —stone, can you inmagine that! And if it hadn't
been for Master Aidan, stone. King Anber woul d have
remai ned. Bah! Good riddance to her, | say —and al
prai se to Master Aidan for stopping her."

Kevi n sighed. "That nust have been a wonderful
time.... **

"Wonderful! Those were the nobst dangerous days
nobody ever wanted! And 1 don't blane your Master

for comng here after it was all over. If anyone ever
earned sone peace and quiet, it was he!"

That wasn't what Kevin wanted to hear. At first every
day with his Master had seened wild with excitenent
After all, with a hero Bard to teach him why shouldn't
he, too, do great deeds soneday! But it hadn't taken
long to learn that his Master had, sonmewhere over the
years, forgotten all about heroism

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON

"Ada, you've lived here in Bracklin all your life,
haven't you?"

"You know it. Never left this town. Never saw any
need t oF

"But don't you ever want to nmeet new peopl e?"
"l do! Enough travellers cone into the inn for that.**

"That's not what | nean. Don't you ever get bored?
Want to see new pl aces, do new things?"

Ada | ooked at himas though he'd gone mad. "Wy
should I want sonething as foolish as that? | have a
ni ce house, good, steady work. Love you, lad, | think
the spring's gotten into you." She shooed hi m away

wi th soapy hands. "Now, get along with you, Kevin. |
have work to do."

The bardling wandered on down Bracklin's one street

to the end. It didn't take I ong. He stood | ooking out over
the fields beyond die edge of town, each neatly plowed
strip of land exactly |ike the next, and shudder ed.

Maki ng his way back towards the Blue Swan, Kevin

politely returned the greetings of baker and seanstress
and butcher. Al of them he realized, were quite
peaceful Iy goi ng about their various tasks just as they did
every day. And not a one of them seemed to m nd! Sud-
denly frustrated to the point of screanm ng, Kevin hurried
back into the inn and his room At least he could learn a
new song!

There wasn't a sound out of his Master's room O
course not The old Bard probably had his nose buried
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in old manuscripts, just as he had whenever he wasn't
pl aying himself, or giving the bardling a rmusic |esson
—fust as he had for alnost all the tine Kevin had
studied with him

/ know he's hunting/or something inportant. But he won't

tell me what it is! And while he hunts through all those dusty
books, |I'mstuck here in Bracklin with him Fmnot a child
anynmore! | can't be content Hke this!

The bardling snatched up his lute and struck a few
6 Mer cedes Lackey ~Josephs Sherman

savage chords. But he couldn't play anything with that
broken string.

"Blast it all to Darkness!"

Kevi n rummaged through the mess on floor and

table till he found a replacenent string. This was
ridiculous? All Master Aidan had to do was say the
word, and King Anber would gl adly nane himthe

royal bard. They could be living in the royal palace
ri ght now.

And woul dn't that be grand? Kevin pictured his

Master in el egant Bardic robes, people bow ng respect-
fully as he passed. He would be a major power in court-
And his brave young apprentice would be a figure of

i mportance too...

"Right," Kevin nmuttered. "And pigs could fly."

H s Master had trenmendous nusical talent, no

doubt about that; every dne the old Bard took his own
wel | -worn mandol in and showed the boy how a song

shoul d be played, a litde shiver of wonder ran through

Kevin, and with it a prayer: Ah, please, please, |let ne sone-
day play Uke that, wth such grace, such—such glory! O late
he had begun to hope that his prayers, if not answered,

had at | east begun to be heard. But even Ada insisted

Mast er Ai dan was al so an adept at Bardic Magic...

Idon't understand it! Iflhad such a gift, fdbeusngit, not
—Aot fading it away mthe m ddl e of nowhere!

Oh yes, "if," Kevin thought darkly. It wasn't as

t hough every Bard had the innate gift for Bardic

Magi c, after all. Master Aidan seened to believe he pos-
sessed it, had assured Kevin over and over that in sone
bardhngs the gift blossoned fairly late. But surely if he
was going to show any sign of magic, it would have sur-
faced by now After all, he was nearly a man! Yet so far
he hadn't felt the slightest angle of Power no matter

how hard he'd tried. To him the potentially magica

songs his Master had taught himrenai ned just that:

songs.
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 7

The bardling gave the lute an inpatient strum then
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wi nced. Sour! Lute strings went out of pitch all too easily.

As he retimed them Kevin admitted to hinself that

yes, he did take a great deal of joy in creating nusic,
and in creating it well. But aside fromthat nusic, what
did he have? O course it was true that a nusician

sel dom had time for nuch else; if he was to succeed at
all, a musician nmust give hinmself totally to his craft.
Kevin could accept that But did the rest of life have to
be so —drab? What did he do fromday to day, really,
but run his Master's errands like a |itde boy, keep all
those ol d manuscripts dusted, see the sane dull town
and the same dull people?

/ mght as well be apprenticed too —a baker!

"Kevin," a weary voice called fromacross the hall, and
t hebardl i ngstrai ghtened, listening. "Conme here, please."
"Yes, Master."

Now what ? Maybe he was supposed to order their
supper fromthe innkeeper? O go find out from Ada
exactly when their wash woul d be done?

But when the bardling saw the old Bard' s pale face,
his inpatience slipped away, replaced by a pang of
worry. He had never known the Master as anything

but a white-bearded old man, but surely he'd never
seen himlook quite this tired. Quite this... fragile.

It's because he never goes out, Kevin tried to persuade
hi nsel f. Never even gets any sunlight, cooped up in here eunth
his books. "Master? |Is —is sonething wong?"

"No, Kevin. Not exactly."

But a hint of fire flickered in the man's weary bl ue eyes,
and Kevin tensed, all at once so wild with hope he nearly
cheered. "You've found what you were | ooking for!"

"Al as, no.

"Then ... what is it? Are we goi ng sonewhere?" Ch
Rt ease, ohpl ease, say yes!

"We? No. boy. You."
Kevin felt his heart thunder in his chest. Yes! At | ast
8 Mer cedes Lackey ~Josepha Sherman

sonet hi ng new was goi ng to happen! "You w won't
regret this!" he stamered. "Just tell me what the quest
is, and I —

The old Bard chuckled faintly. "I"'mafraid it isn't a
quest, my fine young hero. Mre of an errand. A

| onger one than usual, and further away than nost,
but an errand never the less."

"Ch." Kevin struggled to keep the disappoint nent
fromhis face. | should have known better. Just another stupid

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mer...astle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (6 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:46 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

errand.

"What | want you to do,’
to the casde of Count Vol mar

the Bard continued, "is go

"And deliver a nmessage fromthe King?" At |east that
woul d be sonething hal fway dranmatic!

"And copy a manuscript for ne," his Master cor-

rected, |ooking down his |long nose at the bardling.
"You're to copy it —copy it exactly, understand —and
bring the copy back to ne."

Kevin barely silenced a groan. "Is it very |long?"
"l believe so."

And it was probably unbearably dull, too. "But,
Master," Kevin asked desperately, "why don't you just
ask themto send the manuscript to you?"

"No! It's too valuable to be noved."

Naturally. "If you want it copied exactly," the
bardling said as casually as he could, "why not hire a
trained scribe —"

"No!" For a startling nonment, the Bard's face was so
fierce Kevin could al nost believe the heroic tal es- But
then the fierceness faded, |leaving only a weary old nan
behind. "I have given you your orders. The

manuscript you are to copy is known as The Stvdy of
Ancient Song. It is approximately three hands hi gh and
one and a half hands wide, and is bound in plain, dark
brown | eather that, | inmagine, nust be fairly well worn
by now. The title may or nmay not be enbossed on the
spine, but it should be printed clearly enough on the

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 9

cover." He paused- "In brief: the manuscript cannot be
moved fromthe count's library. And only you are to
copy it. Each day's work nust be hidden. It nmust not be
shown to anyone. |s that understood?"

Kevin frowned. Had the old Bard's nind turned?
O, nore likely, was he sinmply trying to enliven a dul
job for his apprentice with a touch of the dramatic?

The bardling bowed in resignation. "Yes, Master," he
nmut t er ed.

"CGood. Now, here's a letter of introduction to the
count fromne. He should recognize ny sealL Be sure
you keep it safe in your belt pouch; nobles are suspi-
cious sorts, and unless they know you're really from
me, you'll never get past the casde gates."

Kevin obediently stuffed the parchrment into his

pouch. Ah well, he'd try to nake the nost of this. At

| east it neant getting out of this dull old inn for a few
days. Yes, and he would be staying in a castle. Hey now,
maybe even rubbing el bows with the nobility!
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The bardling fought down a sudden grin, imagining

hi nsel f at court, inpressing sonebody inportant,

maybe even the count hinself, with his talent. Wo
knew? If he was really lucky, he might get a chance to
really prove hinself. He m ght even end up being

nanmed a true Bard

Oh, right If he didn't wind up spending all his tine
stuck in the count's library.

"Kevin? Kevin! Listen to ne, boy," his Master fussed.
**You nmust hurry. | have a way to get you to the count
safely—*riends are comng through—but tine is short
Can't have a lad your age travelling all by hinmself."

The bardling straightened, insulted. "Your pardon,
Master, but I'mnot a baby. I'Il be all right, don't worry.**

"It's notyou |'mworried about, boy. It's what you
m ght nmeet along the way. You're a bardling, not a
trained warrior."

"l can handle a sword!"

10 Mercedes Lackey S*Josepha Sherman

"But you won't," the Bard ordered bluntly. "A
musi ci an doesn't dare risk injuring his hands."

"Well, yes, of course, but—"

"I repeat, you are not a trained warrior. |If someone
attacked you, you wouldn't stand a chance of defend-
ing yourself."

"I"'mnearly sixteen!" Kevin began body. "I can take
care of nyself!"

But the Bard was no longer listening to him Head
cocked, the old man murnured, "Well now, do you
hear that?"

"Singing?" the bardling said in surprise. Wwo in that
qui et town woul d suddenly be frivol ous enough to
burst into song? And raucous song at that!

"l wonder,"” the Bard nmurnured to hinself. "Can it
be... so soon?"

He noved slowy to the window Kevin followed,

| ooki ng over the man's shoul der at a | aughi ng group of

fol ks on horseback clattering into the courtyard, sur-
roundi ng two gaudy red and bl ue wagons. The riders

cloaks and tunics fluttered in the wind, their many

colors so bright he could have sworn they were cut

from scraps of rainbows. The nan who seened to be

the | eader, driving the first wagon, wore a robe that edit-
tiered like the sun itself.

"Itr"sjust a troop of minstrels,"” Kevin began, but his
Master was already calling out the wi ndow "Berak!"
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The | eader gl anced up, his sharp-featured, green-

eyed face suddenly alert. "So it was your Summons, old
man!" he yelled back. "You're still alive and kicking, |
see! "

Kevi n gasped, but his Master only |aughed. "And
you're still the sane disrespectful soul as ever! Cone
up here, if you would."

Berak brought his whole troop with him twenty
men and wonen and their offspring, all with sharp,
sunt anned faces and bright, wild eyes. Chattering and

CATTLE OF DECEPTI ON 11

| aughing, they filled the small room al nost to overfl ow,
their gaudy clothing making it | ook even shabbi er than
it was.

Berak held up a hand for silence, "Wat would you,
old Bard?" he asked, making the man a fantastic bow.

The Bard didn't seemat all disturbed by the curious
stares. "A favor, Berak, if you would. My apprentice here,
young Kevin, needs to travel to Count Volnmar's castle—"

"A far way for such a child," a woman nurnured,
and Kevi n gave her an indignant glare.

"Exactly," his Master said. "I doubt you restless but-
terflies will be staying here | onger than one night."

"NotinAis dull town!"

"Then since your route seens to be taking you al ong

the North Road anyhow, if you m ght happen to see

your way to the count's castle, and take Kevin with you
when you go... ?"

For a nonent, the Bard's eyes nmet Berak's fierce
green gaze.

Al most, Kevin thought in sudden confusion, as though
they' re exchangi ng secret information.

But in the next nonent Berak | aughed and bowed
another of his intricate bows, and Kevin told hinself
not to be ridiculous. The man was not hing nore than a
comron mnstr el

"OfF course, old man," Berak said. "Kevin, bardling,
we | eave at sunrise tonorrow "

Whether | like it or not. the boy thought drily.

That night, the troop of nminstrels sang for their sup-
per, standing to one side of the open fireplace, the
gaudy colors of their dothing turned muted and gl ow

ing by the flickering firelight. Kevin listened to their
music for a long time, trying to figure out exactly what
they were doing. No two singers seenmed to be foll ow

ing the sane tune, and the two harpers, three fiddlers
and one flutist all seemed to be playing their own
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mel odies as well. And yet sonehow all that wild sound
managed to blend into one whole, intricate song. He
couldn't say whether or not it was a beautiful song, he
couldn't even say whether or not he liked it, but the
bardling had to admt it certainly was interestingr

The innkeeper and his wife didn't seemto know

what to nake of the nusic, either, nor did their guests.
When the troop had finished, there was a fair anount

of appl ause, and everyone agreed they had earned

their dinners, but Kevin suspected fromtheir uncer-
tain glances that the rest of the audience was as
confused as he.

"How did you like it?" The old Bard had appeared
so suddenly at Kevin's shoul der that the bardling had
t obi t ebackayel | -

Tmnot sure... | nean, it was nusic, all right, not
just sound, but... well... it was wild. Like sonething
the forest would sing, if trees could only —I nean —

I'"msounding stupid, aren't [?"

Hi s Master chuckled. "No. Not at all. You sound like

a youngster who's suddenly realized that the world's a
good deal wider, with a good deal nore strangeness in
it, than he ever suspected." He patted Kevin's

shoul der. "Cone al ong, bardling. The night's grow ng

| ate, and you rmust be up eariy in the norning."

Kevin stood in the courtyard of the inn, dad in good,
servi ceabl e tunic, breeches and boots, the whole thing
covered by a wool |l en doak, its warmh welcone in the
chilly morning air. His lute was in its waterproof
travel ling case, slung across his back, because no Bard,
not even a bardling, ever travelled without his instru-
nment .

Al'l around the bardling, the mnstrels were chatter-
ing and scuttling about, sonmehow never getting in each
other's way, reloading their wagons, scooping up gig-
gling children, tightening a saddle girth here,

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 13

readjusting a pack there. But Kevin didn't really notice
all the bustle. He was too busy staring at the anim
pl acidly | ooki ng back at him H s heart sank

A mul e! The Master hadn't even trusted himwith a
horse. An adventurer needed a stallion, a destrier, a
war horse —not a stupid old | ong-eared nul e!

"Eh, bardling!" Berak called fromhis wagon seat.
"Mount up, boy! W have a long way to travel."

"My nane is Kevin, not 'bardling,' Kevi n mut -
tered, but Berak didn't seemto hear him

"That's a wise old nule, bardling. He'll carry you
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safe and sound to Count Volmar's castle. |If he doesn't
dedde to dunp you in the nmud instead!"

The minstrels all burst into laughter. H s cheeks
flam ng, Kevin made sure the saddle pack with his
spare dot hes was secure, then clinbed into the saddle.
As he did, the lute whacked himpainfully across the
back. The mule wi ggled a | ong ear back at him as
though it coo was |aughing at him

"If you bray at nme, |I'll whack you\" Kevin warned it,
but the nmule only shook its head, ears flapping.

As the nminstrels rode out of the inn's courtyard,

hoof s doppi ng and wagon wheels rattling agai nst cob-

bl estones, Kevin glanced up at his Master's w ndow.

But if the old Bard was watching, the bardling couldn't
see him

Feel i ng abandoned and very sorry for hinself, Kevin
kicked the nmule's sides to get it moving. The nule
rolled a reproachful eye back at him but started
grudgi ngly forward.

"Hey-ho, off to adventure!" Berak |aughed, and
burst into song.

Some adventure, Kevin thought bitterly.
Chapter 11

As the minstrel troop rode and rattled along the wi de
dirt road, the day was as bright and cheery as sonething
out of a story, full ofbird song and pl easant Htde breezes.

Kevin hardly noticed. He was too busy struggling
with his nule to keep it fromlagging |azily behind.

"Here, boy." One of the nusicians, a red-dad fiddler
with instrunent case strapped to his back |ike Kevin,
handed the bardling a switch broken froma bush.
"Wave this at him He'll keep noving."

The fiddler's eyes were kind enough, but it seened

to Kevin that his voice practically dripped with conde-
scensi on. Tknfss Fve never ridden be/ors, Kevin thought,
but he nanaged a tight smle and a "Thanks." It didn't
help that the man was right; as long as the mule could
see the switch out of the comer of an eye, it kept up a
ni ce, brisk pace

The North Road cut through brushland for a tineg,

then through stands of saplings, then at |ast through
true forest, green and lush in the springtinme. This was
royal |and, not ceded to any of the nobles, and the road
was kept clear, Kevin knew, by the spells of roya
magi ci ans. But those nice, neat spells hardly applied to
the wil dness on either side. The bardling, trying to
pretend he'd travelled this way a hundred tines,

couldn't help wondering if bandits or even dark crea-
tures, ores or worse, were hiding in there.

Oh, nonsense! He was letting his Master's fussing
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get to him It was forest, only forest. No one could see
anything sinister in that tranquil greenery.

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 15

He'd let the switch drop and the mul e was | aggi ng
again. Kevin waved it at the beast yet again- Wen that
didn't seemto do any good, he gave it a good whack on
the runp. The nmule grunted in surprise and broke

into a bone-jarring trot, overtaking the wagons and
nost of the riders. The equally surprised bardling
jounced painfully in the saddle, |ute bangi ng agai nst
his back. For a nonent Kevin wi shed he'd kept it inits
case rather than out for quick playing. Struggling to
keep his stirrups and his bal ance, he was sure he heard
snickers fromthe troop

Then, just as suddenly, the mule dropped back into

its easygoing wal k. Kevin nearly slamed his face into
the animal's neck. This time, as he straightened hinself
in the saddl e, he knew he'd heard nuffl ed | aughter
Wthout a word, he pulled the mule back into the

troop.

Al t hough the mnstrels kept up a steady patter of
cheerful conversation and song all around him Kevin
damped his lips resolutely together after that. He had
gi ven them enough entertai nnent al ready!

It wasn't hel ping his increasingly sour npod that

every time soneone | ooked his way, he could practical -

Iy hear that soneone thinking. Poor little boy, out on his
own!

*Trmo( a baby!" he nuttered under his breath.

"What's that?" A plunp, notherly wonman, bright

yel | ow robes making her | ook |ike a buttercup, brought
her mare up next to his nule. "Is sonething wong,
chfl d?"

**] amnot a child." Kevin said the words very careful -
ly. "I amnot a full Bard yet, | admt it, but I amthe
apprentice to —"

"Ch, well, bardling, then!" Her smle was so anused
that Kevin wanted to shout at her. Leave ne al one!
I nstead, he asked, as levelly as he coul d:

"|ust how far away is Count Vol nmar's castle?"
16 Mercedes Lackey S*Josepha Skerman

"Ch, two days' ride or so, weather pernmtting, not
nore."

"And we're going to stay on this road?"

"Well, of course! We can hardly go cross-country
through the woods with the wagon! Besides, that

woul d be a silly thing to do: the North Road | eads right
to the castle. Very convenient."

"Very," Kevin agreed, nmnd busy. He hadn't dared
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hope that the casde would be so easy to find, even far
sonmeone who' d never been there before. Even for
sonmeone who just nmight happen to be travelling al one.

That night, the minstrels made canmp in a drde of

song and firelight that forced back the forest's shadow.
D nner had been cheese and only slighdy stale bread
fromthe inn, water froma nearby stream and rabbits
the ol der children had brought down with their slings.
Now Kevin, sitting on a dead log to one side, nearly in
dar kness, watched the happy, noisy circle with a touch
of envy. What nust it be Iike to be part of a group like
that? They were probably all related, one big, wld,
merry famly.

But then the bardling rem nded hinmself that these
were only minstrels, wandering fol k whose nusica
talents just weren't good enough to let them ever be
Bards. He shoul d be pitying them not envying them
Maybe they even envied him.. ?

No. Two of the wonmen were gossiping about him he

was sure of it, glancing his way every now and then,

hi di ng gi ggl es behind their hands. Kevin strai ghtened.
trying to turn his face into a regal nask. Unfortunately,
the 1 og on which he sat picked that nmonment to fal

apart, dunping himon the ground in a cloud of noiety
dust,

Predi ctably, every one of the troop was | ooking his
way just then. Predictably, they all burst into |aughter
Kevin scranbled to his feet, face burning. He'd had it

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 17

with being babied and | aughed at and nade to feel a
f ool

"Hey, bardling!" Berak called. "Where are you
goi ng?"

"To sleep,"” Kevin said shortly.

"Qut there in the dark? You'll be warnmer —and
safer —here with us."

Kevi n pretended he hadn't heard. Wapping hinself

in his cloak, he settled down as best he could. The ground
was harder and far colder than he'd expected. He really
woul d have been nore confortable with the mnstrels.

But then, he didn't really intend to sleep .. . not
really.... It was just that he was weary fromthe day's
riding....

Kevin woke with a start, alnost too cold and stiff to
move. What —where —AH around hi mwas forest, sdl

dark with night, but overhead he could see patches of
pal e, blue-gray sky through the canopy of |eaves and
realized it wasn't too far fromnorning. He struggled to
his feet, jogging in place to warm hinmself up, w ncing
as his body conpl ai ned, then picked up his lute. Safe
and dry in its case, it hadn't suffered any harm
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Stop stalling! he told hinself,

Any monent now, one of the minstrels was bound to

wake up, and then it would be too | ate. Kevin ducked
behind a tree to answer his chilly body's demands, then
ti ptoed over to where the horses and his mule were

tied. One horse whuffled at him but to his relief, none
of them whinnied. Al though his hands were sdll stiff
with cold, the bardling nanaged to get his nule bridled
and saddl ed. He hesitated an uncertain nmonent, | ook-

ing back at the sl eeping canp, wondering if he really
was doi ng the right thing.

O course | aml | don't want the count to think I'm a baby
who can't take care of hinself.

Kevin led the nmule as silently as he could down the
18 Af encodes Lackey ~Josepba Shennan

road till the canp was out of sight, then swung up into
t he saddl e.

"Conme on, mule," he whispered. "W have a | ot of
ground to cover."

The nminstrels would be di scovering his absence any

monent now. But, encumbered with their wagons and

children as they were, they would never be able to

overtake him Kevin kicked the mule; frisky fromthe

still chilly air, it actually broke into a prance. The bard-
ling straightened proudly in the saddle.

At last! He finally felt like a hero riding off into

advent ure.

By nightfall, Kevin wasn't so sure of that. He was
tired and sore frombeing in the saddle all day, and
hungry as well. If only he had thought to take some

food with him The nule wasn't too happy with its
snatches of grass and | eaves, but at least it could
manage, but the few mout hfuls of whatever berries
Kevi n had been able to recogni ze hadn't done nuch to

fill his stomach.

Overhead, the sky was still clear blue, but the forest
on either side was already nearly black, and a chill was
starting up fromthe cooling earth. Kevin shivered, lis-

tening to the twitter of birds settling down for the night
and the faint, mysterious rusdings and stirrings that
coul d have been made by small animals or... other

things. He shivered again, and told hinmself not to be
stupid. He was probably already on Count Vol mar's

| ands, and there wasn't going to be anything

dangerous this close to a casrie.

He hoped.

"We're not going to be able to go rmuch further
today," he told the nmule reluctantly. "We'd better find a
pl ace to canp for the night."
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At least he had flint and steel in his pouch. After
stunmbling about in the dimlight for a time, Kevin

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 19

managed to find enough dead branches to build him

self a decent little fire in the mddle of a small, rocky
clearing. The firelight danced off the surrounding

trees as the bardling sat huddling before the flanes,
feeling the welcome warnmt h steal through him

The fire took off the edge of his chill. But it couldn't
help the fact that he was still tired and so hungry his
stomach ached. The bardling tried to ignore his dis-
confort by taking out his lute and working his way
through a series of practice scal es.

As soon as he stopped, the nightflowed in around him
Iris small fire not enough to hold back the darkness, the
tittle forest chirpings and rusdi ngs not enough to break
the heavy silence. Kevin struck out bravely into the
bouncy strains of "The MIller's Boy." But the nel ody that
had sounded so bright and sprightly with the inn around
it seemed chin and lonely here. Kevin's fingers faltered,
then stopped. He sat listening to the night for a nonent,
feeling the weight of the forest's indifference pressing
down on him He roused hinself with an effort and put

his lute back in its case, safe fromthe night's gathering
m st- Those nice, dull, safe days back at the inn didn't
seem quite so unattractive right now. ...

Oh, nonsense! What sort of hero are you, afraid of a little
hnel ness9

He' d never, Kevin realized, been al one before, really
alone, in his life. Battling with homesickness, the bard-
Iing banked the fire and curled up once nore in his

doak.

After what seenmed an age, weari ness overcane
m sery, and he slipped into uneasy sl eep,

Scornful laughter woke him Kevin sat bolt upright,
staring up into eyes that glowed an eerie green in the
dar kness. Denons!

No, no, whatever these beings were, they weren't
denonic. After that first terrified nonent, he could
make out the faces that bel onged with those eyes, and

20 Mercedes Lackey ~Josephs Sherman

gasped in wonder. The fol k surrounding himwere tafl
and graceful, a touch too graceful, too slender, to be
human. Pal e gol den hair franmed fair, fine-boned,
coldly beautiful faces set with those glow ng, slanted
eyes, and Kevin whi spered in wonder:

"El ves..."

He had heard about them of course, everyone had.
They were even supposed to share sone of King
Anber's | ands with humans —t hough every now and

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mer...astle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (15 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:46 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

then bitter feelings surfaced between the two races. But
Kevin had never seen any of the elf-folk. Wite or
Dark, good or evil, never even dreamed he mi ght.

"Why, how dever the child is!" The el vish voice was
dear as crystal, cold wi th nockery.

"Clever in one way, at least!" said another

"So stupid in all other ways!" a third nocked. "Look
at the way he sl eeps on the ground, |like a poor |itde
ani mal . "

"Look at the trail he left, so that anyone, anything
could track him"

"Look at the way he sleeps |ike a babe, without a care
inthe world."

"A human child."
"A careless child!"

The el f man who*d first spoken | aughed sofdy. "A
foolish child that anyone can trick!"

So alien a light glinted in the slanted eyes that
Kevin's breath caught in his throat. Everyone knew

el vish whins were unpredictable; it was one of the
reasons there could never be total ease between elf and
human. |f these folk decided to | cose their nagic on
him he woul dn't have a chance of defending hinself.
"My lords," he began, very, very carefully, "if | have
sonehow of f ended you, pray forgive ne."

"Offended!" the elf echoed coldly. "As ifanythinga
child such as you could do would be strong enough to

of fend us!™"
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 21
That stung. "My lord, I —I know | may not |ook Iike

much to soneone like you." To his intense nortifica-
tion, his enpty stomach chose that nmonent to

complain with a loud gurgle. Kevin bit his tip, sure that
those keen, pointed elf ears had picked up the sound.

AH he coul d do was continue as best he could, "But —

but that doesn*t give you the right to insult ne.**

**0h, how brave it is!" The elf man rested one foot
lightly on a rock and | eaned forward, fierce green gaze
flicking over Kevin head to foot "Bah, |ook at yourselfl
Sl eepi ng on bare ground when there are soft pine

boughs to make you a bed. Aching wi th hunger when

the forest holds nmore than enough to feed one scrawny
human. Leaving a trail anyone could follow and carry-
ing no useful weapon at all. How could we not insult
such ignorance?"

The el f straightened, nurnuring a short phrase in

the elvish tongue to the others. They | aughed and
faded soundl essly into the night, but not before one of
them had tossed a small sack at Kevin's feet.
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"Qur gift, human," the elf man said. "Inside is food
enough to keep you alive. And no, it is not bespelled.
We woul d not waste magi c on you."

Wth that, the elf turned to | eave, then paused, | ook-

i ng back over his shoulder at the bardling. Wth

i nhuman bl untness, he said, "I hope, child, for your

sake that you are sinply naive and not stupid. In dne,

either flaww |l get you killed, but at |east the first can be
corrected. "

The alien eyes blazed into Kevin's own for a noment

| onger. Then the elf was gone, and the bardling was |eft
alone in the night, nore frightened than he woul d ever
have admitted.

He's wrong! Kevin told hinmself defiantly once his

heart had stopped radng./urt because Fm a bardling, not

a, —Q woodsman who's never known anything but the forest
doesn't make nme nawe or stupid!

22 Mer cedes Lackey ~Josepha Shenmm

Deciding that didn't stop himfromrunmaging in

the little sack. The elvish idea of food that woul d keep
himalive seemed to be nothing nore exciting than flat
waf ers of bread. But when he nanaged to choke one of

the dry things down, it calnmed his conplaining

stomach so nicely that the bardling sighed with reli ef
and actually slipped back into sleep

Kevin stood with head craned back, sunlight warm

on his face, feeling the last of last night's fears melting
away. How could he possibly hold onto fear when it was
bright, dear morning and all around himthe air was

filled with bird song?

Maybe the whol e thing had been only a dreanf

No. The sack of wafers was quite real. Kevin gnawed
thoughtfully on one, then gave another to his mule,
which lipped it up with apparent delight. He saddl ed
and bridled the animal, then clinbed aboard, stil
trying to figure out what the purpose of that m dnight
meeting had been.

A. last he shook his head in dismissal. Al the stories said
the elf folk, being the nonhuman race they were, had truly
bi zarre senses of hunor, sonetimes outright cruel by

human st andards. What had happened | ast ni ght nust

surely have beenjust another nasty el vishi dea of aj oke.

"Conme on, nule. Let's get going." At |least he wasn't
hungry.

The road sl oped up, first gently then nore steeply,
much to the nule's distaste. Wien it grew too steep,
Kevi n di smounted now and again to give the animal a
rest, clinbing beside it.

But at last, after a quiet day of riding and wal ki ng, they
reached the crest. Kevin stared out in awe at a wild
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mountai n range of tall gray crags, sone of them high
enough to be snowcapped even in spring. They towered

over rolling green fields neatly sectioned into farns. On
the nearest crag, surrounded by open space stood:

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 23

"Count Volmar's castle!"” Kevin cried triunphantly.
"I't has to be!"

The casde hadn't been built for beauty. Heavy and
squat, it seenmed to crouch possessively on its crag |like
sonme ancient grey beast of war staring down at the
count's lands. But Kevin didn't care. It was the first
casde he had ever seen, and he thought it was wonder-
ful, a true war casde dating fromthe days when heroes
hel d back the forces of Darkness. Bright banners flew
fromthe many towers, softening sone of the harsh-
ness, and the bardling could see fromhere that the
castle's gates were open. By squinting he could nake
out the devices on those banners: the count's black
boar on an azure field.

"We've done it," he told the nule. "That is definitely
the casde of Count Vol mar."

He forgot about elves and hunger, |oneliness and
nmocki ng minstrels. Excitenent shivering through him
the bardling kicked his nule forward. Soon, soon, the
real adventure was going to begin!

Chapter 111

The cl oser Kevin got to Count Volmar's castle, the
more inpressive it seened, loom ng up over himtill he
had to crane his head back to see the tops of the towers.
The North Road ran right past the base of the crag, but
the count's own road led its winding way up and up to
the castle gates. Just when the bardling had al nost
reached the top (riding all the way this tine, in case
someone in the castle was watching hin), the nule

st opped short, |ong ears shooting up. In the next
monent, two knights in gleaming mail, faces hidden by
their helms, came plunging skillfully down the steep
road on their powerful destriers, trailed by two
younger, nore cautious, riders —squires, Kevin
guessed —on snal |l er horses.

"Get out of the way, boy!" they shouted.

Kevin hastily kneed his nule aside. Wth a shout of
"Peasant fool!" the riders were past him showering
himwi th dirt and pebbl es, and gone.

"Peasant fool, is it?" Kevin nmuttered, brushing him
self off. "At least | know better than to force a horse
down a steep hill at full speed!"

The bardling gl anced down at hinself. He had saved

his best tunic and breeches for now, the neat red tunic
and brown breeches and cl oak m ght not be of the nost
nobl e quality, but they were, he thought, quite suitable.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mer...astle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (18 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:46 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

Definitely not what a peasant would wear. Not even a
rich one who owned his farm the doth mght in such a
case be finer, but there was such a thing as style and
taste.

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 25

Feeling better about the whole thing, Kevin prodded
his mule up the last few feet to the open gates, huge,
heavy brass-sheat hed things —

Wi ch were slowy shut in his face.
"Hey!" he yelled indi gnandy.

"Servants use the postern gate,"” an officious voice
call ed down fromone of the narrow tower w ndows.

"But |' m not—=

"Use the postern gate," the voice repeated

Kevi n sighed. He was hardly about to shout out his
busi ness here for everyone to hear. Tfas is just soneone's
imetak™ he told hinself. They'|l correct it once Tmi nsi de.

He rode around the nmassive base of the castle to the

hunble little servants* entrance, which was sealed by a
heavy, brass-bound oaken door. Standing in the stirrups,
Kevin gave it a solid rap with his fist, then, when that got
no results, nmanaged a nore satisfying thunp with a foot

"Hey! Anybody in there?"

A tiny w ndow creaked open high in the door. "State
your business," a voice demanded. This one, Kevin
t hought, sounded nore bored than officious,

"My business," he said firmy, "is with Count Vol nar.
| have a nessage here frommy Master."

The bardling drew out the seal ed parchnent the old
Bard had given himand held it up so whoever was

behi nd di e door could see it There was a | ong nonent
of silence. Then Kevin heard the sound of a heavy bolt
bei ng drawn. The door creaked open

"Enter."

"At lasti" the bardling nuttered, and kicked his mule
t hrough t he doorway.

As he'd expected, he was faced by a | ong stone tun-
nel; the outer walls of a war castle could hardly be
anyt hi ng but thick!

FU never get the nude in there.

But the animal, after a brief hesitation about enter-
ing this narrow, shadowy cave, sniffed the air and

26 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepfw Sherman

nmoved eagerly forward, so eagerly Kevin suspected it
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must have snelled oats.

As they came out fromthe tunnel, the bardling

Found hinself in what |ooked alnost Iike a small town,
tucked into the outer ward, the space between the ring

of the outer walls and the inner walls of the count's
keep. To one side was the casde stables, and the nule

did its best to get Kevin to let it head off that way. But
the bardling kept a dght hold on the reins, trying to see
everything without nmaking it |look |ike he was gawking.

Sonuny peopl e!

He' d never seen so many crowded into so small a

space, not even on narket day. Here was the blacksmith's
forge, the smith hard at work shoeing a restless gray
destrier, calmy avoiding the war horse's attenpts to bite;

there, the carpenter's workshop echoed with hamer-

ing; and next to that, the arnmorer sat in the sunlight
before his shop, nending the links in a mail shirt. A
tangl ed crowd of casde folk chattered away as they did
their tasks, while their children ran squealing and | augh-
ing all around the ward. Maybe the whol e place did snel

a hit too strongly of horse and dung and humanity, but it
was still such a lively place that it took Kevin's breath
away. He drank it all in, only to come back to hinmself with
a shock when someone asked shortly:

"Nanme and busi ness?"

Kevi n gl anced down to see a guard watching him

warily. Mail glinted under a surcoat enbroidered with
the count's crest, and the weather-worn face held not a
trace of warnth.

"Uh, yes. My —ny nane is Kevin, |I'ma bardling,
and ny Master has sent me here with a nessage for
Count Vol mar."

He showed the guard the seal ed parchnent. To his
di smay, the man snatched it fromhis hand. "Heyi"

"Leave your nule with the stabl ehands. Your bags
wi fl be brought to you -Am"
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A small boy, a page clad in the count's blue livery,
came running. "Sir?"

"Take this bardling to the squires' quarters.”

"But nmy message!" Kevin protested-

"It will be given to Count Volnar." The guard's con-
tenptuous stare said without words, Did you really
think a nere bardling would be allowed to bother a
count? "Go get your nule stabled. "

Wth that, the man turned and di sappeared into the
keep. Kevin hesitated, toying with the idea of hurrying
after the guard and insisting he be adnitted to the
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OCh no. Not only would sonmething |ike that destroy
what little was left of his dignity, it would probably get
hi m t hrown out of the casde!

Kevi n's shoul ders sagged. So nuch for being able to
rub el bows with nobility!

"I'"msupposed to wait hereV

"That's what | was told,"” little Amanswered. "In the
squires' quarters."

"But here?" the bardling repeated. "There's nobody
—Am Vait!"

The boy had already scurried away. Kevin, feeling
hel pl ess, stood | ooki ng uneasily about. The squires
quarters was nothing nore than this long, dark, chilly
hall broken up by a row of cots and cl othes chests. The
hi gh roof was supported by thick colums, and the

only light canme from narrow wi ndows set high in the
wal | s. The silence was heavier than anything back in
the forest.

The bardling sat down on (he edge of one of the cots
to wait. And wait. And wait.

Kevi n had just about decided he'd been abandoned,

and was wondering what woul d happen if he went

hunting for Count Vol mar hinself when he heard a

sudden rush of cheerful voices and sprang to his feet. A
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crowd of boys in their late teens came anbling into the
hall, all of themin blue livery.

These nmust surely be the m ssing squires. Kevin

wat ched themin sudden uneasi ness, painfully aware
that his sedudcd nusician's life hadn't given hi mmany
chances to spend tine with anyone his own age.

A stocky bl ond boy stopped short, staring at Kevin
with bright blue eyes. "Hollal Who*sthis?"

"My nane is Kevin," the bardling began, "and | —

"You've got a lute. You a minstrel ?**
"Nol
"You seem ki nda young to be a Bard."

The boy's voice was brusque, but a hint of respect
shone in his eyes. For a nonent Kevin toyed with the
idea of claimng that yes, he was a Bard. But he could
picture his Master's di sapproval only too well. A Bard,
after all, was al ways supposed to be truthful. Wth a
sigh. Kevin adm tted:

"I"'mnot. Not yet. |I'mapprenticed to a Bard, but —
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"Abardling," someone said in a scornful voice. "He's
nobody. "

The squires turned away. Blatantly ignoring him

they set about changing their clothes or cleaning then-
boots, chattering and joking as though he wasn't even

t here.

"Did you see ne in the didng yard?"
"Sure did. Saw you fall off, too!"
"The saddl e slipped!"

"S-u-r-e it did!' Uke this!"

He pounced on the other boy and they westl ed,

| aughi ng. Watching them totally excluded, Kevin

ached with a loneliness nore pai nful even than what

he'd felt in the forest. As the horseplay broke off, he
heard the squires argue over which of them was nost
skilled with sword or lance, or who would be the first to
be knighted. A great surge of resentment swelled up
within him
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Listen to them boast! | bet there isn't one of them who knows
anyt hi ng but weaponry and fighting, the enpty-headed idiots.

But as the squires began to boast instead about the
exploits of the knights they served, of SirA amar who'd
taken on an enure bandit band and bested them or Sir
Theonmard, who m ght be agi ng but who had sdl

managed to slay three eneny knights in battle, one
right after the other, Kevin's heart sank. These boys
who were his own age had al ready done nore than

he'd even imagi ned. As squires to their knights, they
had al nost certainly shared in those mighty deeds

They woul d probably soon be heroes thensel ves.

Kevin bit his lip as resentment turned to envy. No
wonder the squires scorned him Here he was, a bard-
ling, a mere music apprentice, soneone who hadn't
done anythmg\ He nust seemlike a weakling to them a
coward, no better than a peasant.

Asmal | hand shook his sleeve and he started. "Bard-
ling?" It was little Arn. "Follow nme, if you woul d.
Master D Krikas, Count Volmar's seneschal, w shes to
speak with you."

D Kri kas? What an odd nane!
VWho cares how odd it is! At least | haven't been forgotten

The bardling foll owed Amthrough a nmaze of cor-

ridors, across the rush-strewn stretch of the Geat Hall,
and up a wi nding stairway, stopping before a dosed door.
"Here we are," Amsaid, and scurried away once nore.
Kevin took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

"Enter!" a scratchy voice commanded.
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Wthin was a cozy room hung with thick hangi ngs of

deep red velvet and furnished with a scroll-filled book-
case and a massive desk, behind which sat a truly

bi zarre figure. Although it sat upright and had the

ri ght number of arms and head, it npost definitely was

not human. Kevin stared at the shiny, chitinous green

skin, set off by a glittering gol den gorget, and the |arge,
segnment ed eyes and gasped out:
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"You're an Arachnial!"

"The boy is a marvel of cleverness," the insectoid

being chittered. "If he has satisfied his curiosity?**
"Ch, uh, of course- I'msorry, | —I didn't nean to
stare.”

"Why not? You have plainly never seen one of ny
ki nd before. Wiy shoul d you not stare?"

Kevin blinked. The Arachni a had snatched what

| ooked |i ke a handful of sugar cubes froma small bovd
on the desk and popped theminto its beaked nouth.

The crunchi ng sound rem nded hi munconfortably of
prayi ng mandses devouring beetles. In fact, now that

he thought of it, the being did | ook a good deal like a
giant mantis....

"Now you wonder anew." The dry chitter night

have been a | augh. "Have you never heard that ny

kind are always hungry? For logic as well as food. Boy,
dne is a precious thing, and we have al ready wasted
enough of it. | am as | amsure you have al ready real -
i zed, D Krikas, seneschal, major-dono if you wish, to
Count Vol mar. "

"My lord." Belatedly, Kevin bowed, but D Krikas,
witing busily in a huge open | edger, hardly seened to
noti ce.

"Here are the arrangenents that have been made

for you. Yes, yes, | know why you are here. You are to
be housed and fed with the squires, and you will be
permtted to copy the manuscript in the library

bet ween dawn and dusk. You are not to intrude upon

the count's private quarters. You are not to bother any
of the knights. You are not to interfere with any of the
castl e personnel. You are not to handl e any weapons.

You arc not to enter the tilting grounds. You are not to
interfere with any of the servants. You are not to stea
food fromthe kitchen..."

As the list of prohibitions went on and on. Kevin
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 31

t hought wyly he could al nost wi sh he was back with
his Master —at |east there' d been fewer rul es!
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/ can't stand this place! he decided suddenly. The sooner
I finish the stupid job, the better.

"Master D Krikas," Kevin asked as soon as the being
fell silent, "is there any reason | can't continue ny
copying after dark? | nean," he added cajolingly, "it
woul d save predous rine."

"No, no, no!" the seneschal snapped. "Have you no

i dea of how expensive candl es are? Have you? No!
Burni ng candl es so a hunman can do sone copy work
woul d be a waste of good wax." D Krikas stood, gray
cloak swirling, tall, thin body towering over Kevin.
"And no one your age, boy, can be trusted with open
flanme around so nmany fragile nmanuscripts!"”

The seneschal folded hinmself back behind the desk
Once nore witing in the huge | edger, D Krikas said
curdy, "That is all. You may |eave."

Kevin hardly wanted to return to the squires*
quarters. But where else was there? By now, it was too
|ate to start copying the manuscript. And after

D Kri kas' never-ending |list of prohibitions, he hardly
dared go exploring! Since Amdidn't seemto be
anywhere around, Kevin retraced his steps as best he
could, and didn't get lost nore than once or tw ce.

D nner, he suspected, wasn't going to be any brighter
than anything el se that had happened this day.

It wasn't. Dinner was a miserable affair served on
rough trestle tables set up in the squires* quarters.
Even though the bardling had been assigned a seat

anong the squires, he'd might as well have been in the
m ddl e of a desert, because no one would talk to him
Kevin busied hinself in trying to chew the stringy beef,
and in trying to convince himnmself the squires* col dness
didn't matter; as soon as he'd finished copying that
cursed manuscript, he would never have to see any of
these idiots again.
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Once they had finished eating-and the food scraps

and trestle tabl es had been cl eared away, the squires

di sappeared, still without a word to Kevin. He

gathered, fromthe bits of their conversations he over-
heard, that they were going off to wait on their knights.

VWho areprobably just as brainless.

Left alone in the now enpty hall, the bardling
shivered, grabbing for his cloak. The place seened
even nore silent than before, and twice as chilly. Evi-
dently Count Vol mar didn't believe in panpering
youngsters, because there wasn't a fireplace anywhere
in the hall.

Never em nd, Kevin told hinmself. A true hero doesn't nand
a Utle disconfort.
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O a litde loneliness.

The silence was getting on his nerves. The bardling
took out his lute and practiced for a |l ong, |ong while,
trying to ignore everything but his nmusic. At |ast,
warned a litde by his own exertions, Kevin put die in-
strument back in its case and stretched out on the

| unpy cot he'd been assigned. The hour, he thought,

was probably still fairly early —not that there was any
way to tell in here, without so nuch as a water dock or
hour gl ass. But there wasn't anything else to do but

sl eep. The pillow was so thin it felt as though the
feathers had been taken froma very scrawny bird. "He
one bl anket was too thin for real confort, but by
adding his doak to it, the bardling was al nost warm

He had nearly drifted off to sleep when the squires
returned. Kevin heard their whispers and nuffled

| aughter, and felt his face redden in the darkness. They
were |aughing at him He knew they were | aughing at

hi m

M serable all over again, Kevin turned over, and
buried his face in the pillow

I NTERLUDE THE FI RST

Count Vol mar, tall, |ean and graying of brown hair

and beard, sat seenmingly at ease in his private sol ar
before a blazing fireplace, a wine-filled goblet ofpre-
cious glass in his hand. He | ooked across the snall
roomat the woman who sat there, and raised the

gobl et in appreciation. She nodded at the courtesy, her
dark green eyes flickering with cold anusenent in the
firelight.

Cariotta, princess, half-sister to King Amber hinself,
coul d not, Vol mar knew, be much younger than his

own nid-forties, and yet she could easily have passed
for a far younger woman. Not the slightest trace of age
marred the pale, flaw ess skin or the glorious nmasses of
deep red hair turned to bright flanme by the firelight

Sorcery, he thought, and then snickered at his own
vapi d nusi ngs so that he nearly choked on his own
wine. O course it was sorcery! Cariotta was an
acconpl i shed sorceress, and about as safe. for all her
beauty, as a snake.

About as honorabl e, too.

Not that he was one to worry overnuch about

honor .
**The boy is safely ensconced, | take it?" Carlotta's
snfle was as chill as her |ovely eyes.

"Yes. He has a place anbng the squires. \Wo, |

m ght add, have been given to understand that he's so
far beneath themthey needn't bother even to acknow

| edge his presence —that to do so, in fact, would
denmean their own status. By now, the boy is surely
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thoroughly disillusioned about nobility and question-
ing his own worth."

"He suspects nothing, then? Good. W don't want

hi m showi ng any awkward sparks of initiative." Carlot-
ta sipped delicately fromher goblet. "W don't want
hi m copying his Mster."

Vol mar's mouth tightened. Ch, yes, the Bard, that
cursed Bard. He could renenber so clearly, even

though it was over thirty years ago, how it had been,
hi nsel f just barely an adult and Carlotta only ... how
old? Only thirteen? Maybe so, but she had al ready

been as anbitious as he- Mre so. A ready mstress of
the Dark Arts despite her youth, the princess had
attenpted to seize the throne from her half-brother.

And al nost nade it, Vol mar thought, then corrected
that to: W alnost nade it.

Anber had been only a prince back then, on the

verge of the succession. H's father had been old, and
there hadn't been any other legal heir; Cariotta, as the
court had been so eager to gossip, was only Anmber's

hal f-si ster, her nother quite unknown.

But there were always ways around such awkward

litde facts. Once Anber had been decl ared dead —or

so it had been believed —in heroic battle (when actual -
Iy, Volmar thought wyly, Carlotta's magics had turned
himto stone), the poor old king would surely have..

pi ned away. Vol mar grinned sharply. Wy, the shock

al one woul d have finished him Carlotta wouldn't have
needed to waste a spell. The people, even if they had,
by some bi zarre chance, come to suspect her of wong-
doi ng, woul d have had no choice but to accept

Carlotta, with her half-share of the Bl ood Royal, as
gueen.

Anmbitious Utlegvri... Volmar thought wth approval
What a pity she didn't succeed. Sorceress or no, she would have
been too wise to try ndng al one. She woul d have taken a consort.

And who better than one of her |oyal supporters?
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Even one whose role in the attenpted usurpation had
never beconme public.

Vol mar suddenly realized he was grinmaci ng, and

forced hinmself to relax. His |ate father had been an avid
supporter of the old king, and if he had ever found out
his own son was a traitor..

But he hadn't. And of course if only Carlotta had
safely becone queen, it wouldn't have mattered. The
only traitors then woul d have been those who failed to
acknow edge her!
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If only... Bah!

Carlotta woul d have beconme queen if it hadn't been for
die bo/s Master, chat accursed Bard and his allies...

"Forget the past, Volnmar."

The count started, thrown abruptly back into the

present "You -.. have learned to read mnds... ?" If the
sorceress suspected he planned to use her to place a
crown on his own head, he was dead. Wrse than dead.

"You nmust |leamto guard your expressions, ny |ord.
Your thoughts were there for anyone with half an eye
to read.”

Not all ny thoughts, the count thought, giddy with relief.

Cariotta got restlessly to her feet, dark green gown
swni i ng about her elegant form Vol mar, since she was,
after all, a princess and he only a count, stood as well:

politic courtesy.

She never noticed. "Enough of the past,"” the sor-
ceress repeated, staring into the flanmes. "W nust
t hi nk of what can be done now. "

Vol mar noved warily to stand beside her, and caught

a flicker of alien novenent in the flames. Faces... ah.
Carlotta was absently creating i mages of the boy, the
bardling. "Wiy do you suppose he sent the boy here?"

the princess nurnured- "And why just now? \Wat

pur pose could the old man possi bly have? You've con-
vinced nme the manuscript is nerely a treatise on lute
musi c." She gl anced sharply at Volmar. "It is, isn't it?"
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"OF course,"” Volmar said easily, hiding the fact that

he wasn't really sure which of the many manuscripts

stored in tfae library it mght be; his father had been the
scholar, not he. "My father collected such things.**

**Yes, yes, but why send the boy now? Why is it sud-
denly so urgent that the thing be copied?"

"Ah... it could be nerely coincidence."

"No, it couldn't!" The flanes roared up as Cariotta
whirl ed, eyes blazing. Vol mar shrank back from her
unexpect ed surge of rage, half expecting a sorcerous
attack, but the princess ignored him returning to her
chair and dropping into it with an angry fl ounce.
"You're the only one who knows how |'ve been in
hiding all these years, lulling suspicions, naking
everyone think I was dead."

"Of course." Though Vol mar never had puzzl ed out

why Cariotta had hidden for quite so nany years. Oh.
granted, she had been totally drained after the break-
ing other stone-spell on Anber, but even so..
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"Maybe that's it." Carlotta's nusings broke into
Vol mar' s wonderings. "Maybe now that |'ve conme out
of hiding, begun noving again, the Bard has sonehow
sensed |'mstill around. He is a Master of that
ridiculous Bardic Magic, after all."

Vol mar was too wise to remnd her it was the Bardic
Magi ¢ she so despised that had bl ocked her path so far.
"Eh, well, the bardling is safe anbng the squires," he
soot hed. "I1've been debating sinply telling himthe
manuscript isn't here and sendi ng hi maway. "

"Don't be a fool!" Sorcery crackled in the air around
Cariotta, her hair stirring where there was no breeze.
"The boy was sent here for a purpose, and we wifl both
be better off when we find out just what that purpose
m ght bei "

"But how can we learn the truth? If the boy becones
suspi cious, he'll never say a thing. And | can hardly
order the inprisonnment or tornment of an innocent
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bardling. My people," Volmar added with a touch of
contenpt, "wouldn't stand for it."

"Don't be so dramatic. The boy is already quite

m serabl e, you say. No one will talk to him no one will
treat himkindly, and he's faced with a |long, boring,
lonely task." Cariotta smiled slowy. *Just think how
delighted he would be if soneone was race to him How
eager he would be to confide in that soneone!"

"l don't understand. An adult—"

"No, you idiot! Don't you renenber what it's |ike
bei ng that young? The boy is only going to confide in
sonmeone his own age."

As usual, Volmar forced down his rage at her casua

insults. Ah, Cariotta, you superior little witch, if ever | gain
the throne beside you, you had better guard your back! As

i nnocuously as he coul d, he asked, "W are you sug-

gesting? One of the squires?"

"Ch, hardly that”

Her shape blurred, altered ... Vol nar rubbed a

hand over his eyes- He'd known fromthe start that
Cariotta was as nuch a master of shape-shifting as any
fairy, but watching her in action always rmade himdizzy.

"You can | ook now, poor Volmar." Her voice was an
octave higher than before, and so filled with sugar he
dropped his hand to stare.

Where the adult Cariotta had sat was now a coyingly
sweet little blonde girl of, Vol mar guessed, the
bardling's own age, though it was difficult to tell age
amd all the golden ringlets and al abaster skin and

| arge, shining blue eyes.
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"How do | | ook?" she cooed.

Honest words cane to his |lips before he could stop
them "Sweet enough to rot ny teeth."

She nerely threw back her head and | aughed. Her
teeth, of course, were flawess. "I ama bit sickening,
aren't 1? Let ne try a nore plausible form™

The sickening coyness faded. The girl renained the
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same age, but the blonde hair was now | ess perfectly

gol den, the big blue eyes a bit less glowing, the pale
skin just a touch less snooth. As Volmar grit his teeth,
determ nedly watching despite a new surge of dizzi-

ness, he saw the perfect oval other face broaden ever so
slightly at the forehead, narrow at the chin, undl she

| ooked just like..

"Charina!" the count gasped.

"Charina,"
ni ece. "

the princess agreed. "Your darling little

Too anmazed to renmenber propriety, Volmar got to
his feet and slowy circled her. "Marvelous!" he
breathed at last. "Sinply marvel ous! | woul d never
know you weren't the real —But what do we do with
the real Charina?"

Her voice was deceptively light. "I'msure you'l
t hi nk of sonething."

"Ah, yes." Volmar smled thinly. "Poor Charina. She

al ways has been a bit of a nuisance, wandering about

the castle like a lonely waith. How unfortunate that

my sister and her fool of a husband had the bad taste to
die. Poor little creature: too far fromthe main |ine of
descent to be of any use as a marriage pawn. No politi-
cal value at all. Just another useless girl."

"Not so usel ess now." Carlottal/Charina dinpled

prettily.

"Poor Charina," Vol mar repeated w thout any

warnth at all. "So easily disposed of. She never will be
m ssed. "

Chapter 1V

Kevin woke with a jolt as sonething snothering

| anded smack across his face, nolding itself over his
nose and nout h- Gasping, he clawed the nonster aside
—and found hinself holding a danp towel.

"Very funny!" he began angrily, only to find hinself
talking to enpty space. The |last of the squires was just
| eaving the hall, laughing with the others.

Fum ng, Kevin got to his feet and found the garde-
robe facilities, grateful that at |east the count didn't
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insist his underlings use lowy chanber pots. Going to
the conmunal washi ng trough, he discovered the

squires hadn't left himnmore than a few inches of water
barely enough to splash on his face.

I should just be glad the water's cleanl

Grunbling, he dressed, pulling his clothes fromthe

chest at the foot of his bed, and sat down to a solitary
breakfast —at least they'd |left himsomething to eat! —
of a roll and sone scraps of cheese, washed down with a

| ukewar m gobl et of khaf e.

Now, all he had to do was find the count's library.

Easily said. Kevin wandered hel pl essly through the

castle corridors for a tine, sure he was going to be
shouted at by D Krikas for being where he shouldn't

be. At last, to his relief, he intercepted a page, a w de-
eyed boy even younger than Am who shyly gave him
directions, then hurried away.

At last, the bardling thought wyly. Soneone whose
status here is even | ower than m ne.

The library was a large, dusty roomlined with tal
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shel ves piled high with scrolls and books of all sizes. It
was so redolent with the scent of dusty old parchnent

and | eather that Kevin sneezed. Cbviously schol arship
wasn't high on the count's list of priorities!

As he gl anced about the crowded room the bardling

shook his head in gloom The roomfaced onto an

i nner courtyard, safely away fromattack, so at |least the
wi ndows were | arge enough to | et himsee what he was
doing. But there wasn't a title anywhere, not on books

or scroll cases. There wasn't any sign of a librarian,
either. There probably wasn't one, judging fromthe
dusdness of the room

Al'l right The sooner he started | ooking, the sooner
he'd get this whole stupid job finished.

By m d-afternoon, Kevin was dusty, weary of clinb-

ing up and down the rickety library | adder and sick to
death of the whole room Ha, by now he probably

knew nore about the contents of the count's library
than anyone, including the count! And what a weird
collection it was, without any logic to it! Wiy in the
wor |l d woul d anyone want to keep not one but three
copi es of The Agricultural Summaries of Kendall County for
the First Twenty Years of King Sendak's Reign? And what
was a treatise on politics doing tucked in between two
vol unes of rather bad | ove poetry?

How can the Master even know for sure the manuscript's in
her e?

By Bardi c Magic, of course. Kevin started to sigh,
then coughed instead. Blast this dust!
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The bardling stopped his hunt |ong enough to snag

some lunch froma startled page, then dove into the
library once nmore. A book about farmtools. Another. A
catalog of cattle diseases. One on swine, wild and
donestic. A book on —

Kevin nearly fell off the |adder, just barely managi ng
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to catch his balance in tine. Sonmething in the shel ves
had bit hin

No, no, it hadn't been a bite at all, nore of a weird

tingling in his fingertips. Kevin | ooked warily at the |ast
book he'd touched —and |let out a whoop of joy. Yes,
yes,yes, he'd found the nmanuscript he needed at | ast!

The bardling scurried down the |adder clutching his

prize, and took it over to the library's one desk, w ping off
dust fromthe nmanuscripts |eather binding as he went. A

good chunk of the day was al ready gone, but at |east he
could get the copying started. Someone, presunably at

D Kri kas' command, had |eft himsupplies. Kevin found

an inkwell and two quill pens on the desk, and a nice

stack of parchnent in a drawer. Sitting with the

manuscri pt open before him the bardling paused for

one anticipatory nonent, then dove into his work.

But after a nonent, Kevin straightened again,

bl i nking in confusion. He could have sworn the whol e
manuscri pt had been witten in the common script

used by nost of the human | ands here in the West —
yet now sonme of the words seened to be in a different
| anguage conpl etely.

The bardling rubbed his eyes. He'd spent too nuch
time in this dusty place, peering at ol d books.
Manuscripts did not change thensel ves from one | an-
guage to anot her.

Yet when Kevin took a second | ook, he saw, w thout any

doubt about it, that sone of the letters were actually, slowy
and gracefully, changing before his eyes, altering fromthe
human scriptintoel aborate, beautiful, alien figures.

El vish, he realized with a shock, recognizing the
script fromsone of his Master's nusic books.

Kevin bit back a groan as he realized what |ay ahead.

He could only read a few words in elvish. That neant
he' d have to copy the synbols line for line, nmuch nore
slowy and carefully than he would the script of a lair-
guage that neant sonething to him
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Ohf wonderful. Mre tine wasted.

But as the bardling started copyi ng the manuscri pt
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word by word and synbol by synbol, a sudden little

shiver of wonder raced through him Even though the

el vish wasn't mraculously translating itself for him

even though he had no idea what he was copying, the

very fact that he'd been able to see the letters transform
could only mean one thing: his |ong-sleeping gift for
Bardic Magic had finally started to wake up! His

fingers fairly itched to try his lute and see if the nagica
songs finally had some Power to themn

First things first There was sdll the manuscript to finish.

Maybe his magic was starting to wake, but his eyes were

begi nning Go ache. It was getting nore and nore difficult

to see the pages. Kevin |ooked up, mldly surprised to real -
ize how dark the library had becone; he hadn't been

awar e of the passing hours, butbynow twas very obvious-

ly too | atetodo any nore copying. Srifl, he'd nade a good
start. And. ..nmagic, he thought with a renewed thrill of
wonder. Bardic Magic was going to be his.

Kevin got slowy to his feet. But in the mddle of
stretching stiff muscles, he froze. Acting on an inpul se
he didn't quite understand, the bardling warily hid the
manuscri pt behind a shelf of books.

There. That should keep it safe till tonorrow.

He scooped up his copy. Returning to the squires

quarters, the bardling followed his Master's orders

(though they seened unnecessarily wary) and hid the

copy in a secret pocket in his saddl ebags, which in turn he
hi d under his dothes in the chest- Wthadredsi gh, he sat
down on the cot and picked up his lute. Warily, he tried
one of the magi cal songs. Nothing rmuch happened —

except for a faint, yet very real ringing in his fingers.

It was true. Ginning, Kevin knew he really did have
the gift for Bardic Magic. And who knew where that
m ght | ead?

"Bard," Kevin whispered joyously.
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I'n the norning, not even noticing how the squires con-

tinued to snub him Kevin ate and dressed in a rush and

hurried to the library, eager to start the day's copying. Lef”s
see, he'd hidden the manuscriptbehind this row...

"No, oh no!"
The manuscri pt was gone.

That's inmpossible. |—Inmust have just nistaken which row
it was.

The bardling started searching in the next row and
then the next, carefully at first, then nore and nore
frantically- Ithad to be here! El vish words or no,
manuscripts just didn't get up and wal k!

Kevin was on his knees, facing denuded shel ves and
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surrounded by piles of books when a gentle cough nmade
himstart. He whirled so sharply he lost his bal ance, sitting
downhar donsoneof t hebooks. andst ar edupat . .

At one of the loveliest giris he'd ever seen. Her |ong
plaits of hair were such a beautiful gold, her eyes were
the cl earest blue, the same shade as her silky gown,
while her face and figure were... were...

Reddeni ng, Kevin scranbled to his feet, trying to

brush of f as much dust as possible. "I... uh ... was
working in the library." Ch, you idiot! She can see that for
herself." | mean, | was copying out a manuscript For ny
Master. He's a Bard. And | —I'mKevin, | nean his
apprentice, | nean, a bardling."

The | ovely eyes wi dened. "How wonderful! 1've

never met anyone studying to be a Bard before. You
must be very wise."

"Uh ... well, | don't know about that It's not easy
bei ng a bardling, though."

"I can imagine! Al that nusk to | eam —I never could
manage to do nore than pick out nme sinplest tunes on die
harp, no matter how ny tutors insisted. Arc you a harper,
too? No? Whati nstrunentdo you play?"

For a nonent, staring into those warm bl ue dept hs,
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Kevin couldn't remenber to save his life. "The —the
lute," he stammered out at | ast.

"My goodness," she said respectfully. "Tnat's a very
difficult instrument, isn't it?"

"Not for me." Wonderful. Now, instead of an idiot I
sound |i ke a braggart.

"I'"'d love it if you'd play for ne. If you want to, that is.
"Ch. | do!" Kevin exdai ned.

The girl gave the nost delightful litde giggle. "But
I"mforgetting ny manners! Here |I'm asking you to
play for me, and you don't even know who | am My
name is Charina, and | am Count Vohnar's niece."

Kevin hastily bowed. "My | ady."

"Pl ease!" Her sweet |augh sent a litde shiver through
him "l hear enough formalities at my uncle's court.
But | didn't nean to startle you, or interrupt you

in..." Her glance took in the enpty shelves and pfles
of books. "In whatever it is you' re doing. Please,
conti nue. "

How coul d he, with such a wonderful creature

wat chi ng hi n? One eye on Charina, Kevin did his best

to look for the m ssing manuscript, but at |ast sank back
on his heels with a groan. "I can't find it."
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To his wonder, she knelt by his side in a feint, sweet
cloud of perfune. He heard hinmsel f say, "YouTl get

your gown all dusty," even as he was hopi ng she

woul dn't |isten-

Charina shrugged inpatiently. "Gowns can be
cleaned. Now, if you'll tell me what the manuscri pt
| ooks like, I'lIl help you I ook."

He couldn't concentrate with her face so dose to his,
her eyes so earnest, her lips..

To his horrified enbarrassnment, his body was

respondi ng. Kevin turned hastily away, praying she

hadn't noticed. "It's c-called The Study of Ancient Song,
but I don't think that's its real name, and it's about so
big, so wide, in a worn brown | eather binding."
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"You don't think that's its real nane?" Charina
echoed softly. "Wy ever not?"

Kevin felt her warnth like a fire against his arm He
hastily noved that arm away, and the giri |aughed-

"Why, bardling, are you afraid of nme?"

She made it sound so ridiculous that Kevin found

hi nsel f starting to |augh, too. "No, of course not," he
Hed. "But I|... you ..." Qickly he changed to a safer
subj ect- "The manuscript's too weird to be just a study.
I mean, part of it's in elvish."

"How odd! But | said I'd help you look, and I wll."

It was, Kevin thought, as they searched together,
easily turning out to be both the worst and the nost
wonderful day of his life-

Aday that ended all too soon

"I"'msorry we couldn't find the nmanuscript,"

Charina said. A snudge of dirt covered the very tip of
her nose, and Kevin had to fight down the inmpulse to
brush it away, to touch her soft cheek —No! He didn't
dare. If he touched her once, he wouldn't be able to
stop. And she was the count's niece, after all

"Yes, uh, right,’
be here sonewhere”

he got out. "Blast the thing! It has to

"I know what you need," Charina told himwith a
smle. "You need a day away fromthis dusty old place."

"I can't—"

"You can! You'll be nore likely to find the

manuscript if you get out in the nice, fresh air. | know
I"mgoing riding tonmorrow. Wiy don't you join nme?

You... do ride, don't you?"

Hewasn' t about to tell her aboutthe nmule. "Ofcourse."
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"Well, then! Meet ne by the stables tonorrow norn-
ing, and we'll nake a whole day of it."
I shouldn't. | should stay here and find the manuscript and

finish copyvngtt, and—and—
And a day away fromit couldn't possibly matter
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"I''"l'l be there," Kevin pronised, and snil ed.

O course they weren't allowed to ride out alone. A
dul |l -faced groomwent with them several tactfu
strides behind so they could at | east pretend to be
al one.

Kevin hardly noticed the man. Charina sat her pret-

ty white palfrey with graceful ease, her deep blue

riding gown matching the little mare's bl ue-dyed bridle
and saddl e, her hair tucked neatly up under a

feathered cap. As for the bardling, well, he was

mounted not on a nule but on a horse, a real, spirited
horse! Maybe it wasn't so easy to keep his seat, nmaybe

he nearly fell a dozen tinmes, but at |ast he was riding a
proper hero's nount

They didn't ride very far, only as far as a flowery
hi Il si de.

"I thought this would nake a lovely picnic site,”

Charina said, jumping |lighdy down before the enbar-
rassed Kevin could help her. As they rmunched on

fresh, buttery bread and the first peaches of

springtime, the girl coaxed, eyes bright, "But there's so
much nmore in my uncle's demesne! Tonorrow is

mar ket day. We can ride down into the town and see al

the sights.™

"Well. .. "

"Ch, you can't say no! Please! It'lIl be such fun.
Besi des, | see so few people nmy own age!"

"There are the squires,'
for rem nding her.

Kevi n said, hating hinself

To his delight, she dismssed themall with a con-

t enmpt uous wave of the hand. "Mere boys. Servants no
better than their masters. Wile you are al nobst a Bard.
You are going to be sonebody. You are sonebody!

Besi des, " she added shyly, "I like you."

Anot her day away fromthe library can't hurt, either, Kevin
told hinself.
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But two days stretched into three, then four. A ful
week passed, then another without himnoting it, a

rime out of time during which Kevin and Charina rode
together all over the count's |ands, hunting out pretty
gl ades and awesone nountain vistas. He played his
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lute for her, searching for the nost romantic songs he
knew, half amazed to hear how wonderfully alive his
musi ¢ sounded, how full of strength. This was the true
dawni ng of his Bardic Magic, Kevin realized with a
touch of awe. And surely Charina, just by being her
own sweet, wonderful self, was helping it awaken
Surely he woul dn't have long to wait before it woke
conpletely. Wen it did. -.

Kevin smled, seeing hinself rel eased from appren-
ticeship, seeing hinself returning in triunph to
Charina, no |longer a mere bardling but a full Bard, the
equal of alnost any rank of nobility.

"KevnuHi s Master wasfacngfmm, |ooking so reproachfu
the barduUng asked warily:

"What ' swrong? What have | done?"

"I't's what you haven't done, Kevin. Were is the
"manuscript, boy? Were is the copy | asked you to nake?"

"ravaake it. Master, don't/ear!"

AVpufiwst. Your Ufe depends on it. Do you hearme, Kevin?
$6w Uf e depends on it."

Ao, Lt
W

Kevin's eyes shot open, staring up at a stone ceiling
hi gh overhead. What —Were —

A dream he realized, sinking back in relief. He was
in the squires' quarters in Count Vol mar's casde, and
he'd nerely had a bad dream

And yet, Kevin thought uneasily, there had been a
germof truth to it. He really had been neglecting his
duty for... howlong had it been? Mentally addi ng up
the days, the bardling gasped to realized he hadn't
even thought of the manuscript for nearly two weeks.
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Overwhel med by guilt, he sprang to his feet —and
gasped anew.

Soneone in the night had nost thoroughly gone
t hrough hi s bel ongi ngs-

Wl ut e!

To his imense relief, though its case had been
opened, the lute hadn't been harned.

But what about the copy of the manuscript? |I/anyone's
takenit...

The bardling hastily knelt by the clothes chest. Hi s
clothes were strewn all about, but nothing at all seened
to have been taken. Suddenly wary, Kevin deliberately
didn't grab at the saddl ebags. |Instead, he slipped his
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hand casually into the hidden pocket, just in case he
was bei ng wat ched, as though he was nerely rummag-
i ng through the cl ot hing.

Ah! The copy was still in there, undisturbed.

The bardling straightened, glaring about at the
squires. "All right, whose idea of a joke was (his?"

"Look at the poor little boy!" soneone jeered.
"Must a been sl eepwal ki ng. "

"Sl eep runmagi hg, you nean!" soneone el se
yelled, "rustlike sonme ragpicki ng peasant!"

The squires all burst into raucous |aughter, and

Kevin turned away in disgust. He wasn't going to |learn
whi ch one of themwas the jester, not wthout fighting
the whol e pack. Wiich would be truly stupid; every

one of these buffoons practiced conbat daily. Besides,

al t hough he burned to wi pe sone of those grins off a

few of those jeering faces, he'd been a bardling too | ong
to risk damaging his hands in a fight, particularly not
now, when his magic was starting to bl ossom

I wish | cndd really use it! Then vw d see v)ho had the fina
| avgh!

No. A true Bard never used his talents for harm
Blast it to Darkness!

Clenching his jaws in frustration, Kevin set about
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putting his bel ongi ngs back in place. By the tinme he
was done, he was alone in the hall, and by the time he
had eaten and dressed, he'd gotten his enotions under
control

After all, he had been spending his tinme with Count
Vol mar's niece, equal to equal. Nothing these silly boys,
these... nere servants could do was worth his noti ce!

At | east Kevin thought he believed all that

As he was on his way to the library, determ ned once

and for all to find the m ssing manuscript and copy it, a
sweet voice called to him "Were are you going in

such a hurry?"

Way did he suddenly feel so guilty? "Charina, | —"

"The weather's so nice and warmtoday! And | have
a wonderful idea for a picnic, just the two of us.**

Oh, how could he resist those |ovely blue eyes?

Gimy, Kevin rem nded hinself of the dream and his

negl ected duty. "I'msorry, Charina," he said with very
real regret. "I can't. | really would love to go riding or
pi cni cking or anything else with you, truly. But, well, |
have a job to do, and |I'd better do it."
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Charina stared at himas though he'd just told her
somet hi ng obscene. "You'd turn me down?" she

gasped.
"Please, | didn't nean —"
"You woul d! No, no, don't try to argue. | quite un-

derstand. You're bored with nme."

"No! "
"Yes, you are." She tossed her head. "If you don't
want to come with nme, you don't have to. | can do very

wel | without you, you —you boy\"

Wth that, Charina flounced angrily away, |eaving
Kevi n standi ng | ost and unhappy behi nd her.

I NTERLUDE THE SECOND

Count Vol mar | ooked up in surprise as Cariotta
storned into the solar, shedding the persona of
Charina like a cloak and throwi ng herself down in a
chair, eyes wild, red hair crackling about her

"l cannot bear being that sinpering litde fool of a giri
a nonment |onger!" she raged.

She | ooked so totally inhuman in her sorcerous fury

that Vol mar shuddered. "I can't say | blanme you," he said
soot hi ngly, and sawj usta touch of that fury fade. "I never
did like litde girls. Al sweetness and cuteness—Bah." He
moved to the small table by the wall that held decanters of
wi ne. Wthout asking her, Volmar filled a goblet and

handed it to her. As Cariotta sipped, he took his seatagain
and asked, "Do you really need to be her any |onger?"

The princess glared at himover the goblet's rimin
suddenly renewed anger, sorcerous hair like wildfire
about her. "/don't know " she snapped. "I feel as
though | don't know anything any nore!"

Warily, like a man tiptoeing on the edge of a fiery pit,
Vol mar asked, "You haven't been able to find the
manuscript, | take it?"

"Curse the thing, noi You either, obviously."

"Cbviously." Anbitious though he was, Vol mar ad-

mtted to hinself, he was not about to do anything as
reckless as trying to hide a probably magical artifact
froma sorceress- Particularly one who right now was
abl aze with rage and frustration. "You' re sure the boy
isn't deliberately hiding it somewhere in the library."

Cariotta shook her head. "He nmay have tried to do
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so at first, but he was quite definitely on the verge of
panic while hunting for the thing when | entered as
Charina. No ..." she added thoughtfully, "he has
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nothing to do with its di sappearance. There is al npbst
certainly a spell surrounding the nanuscript.”

"A spell! | thought you could detect such things."

"Ch, it's a very subtle one if even ny sorceries

haven't been able to sense it. And, since the manuscript
seens to be designed to deliberately hide itself, even
fromnme, it nust be a very powerful spell indeed."

Vol mar fought down a new shudder. Bad enough to

have a sorcerous ally; he understood Cariotta and the
dangers she represented after all these years. O at

| east he hoped he did. But the thought that there

nm ght be sone new, unknown, alien magic lurking in

his castle as well, magic even Cariotta couldn't identify,
Just waiting to strike..

"WWhat about the boy?" That came out nore sharply

than he'd intended; he was struggling to keep his voice
from shaking- "You told ne he has the rudi nents of
Bardi ¢ Magi ¢ about him Could he have somehow —"

"The rudinents. It's a nuisance that it should have
begun waki ng now, but the boy hasn't yet nastered
even the | east Powerful of nagic songs."

"He still might know nore than he admits."

"I doubt it." Cariotta sighed inmpatiently. "I've seen
more of himin the past two weeks than | ever want to
see of anyone. Still, he is the only due we have to the
manuscript."

"But what if his nagic does cone to |ife?" Vol nar
stirred uneasily in his chair. "I don't like the boy. He's
too... too..."

"Honest?" Carlotta's voice was sly.

"Unpredictable,"” the count countered. "I think we
should be rid of himnow, while we still can.”

"Not yet." Her glance held a disconcerting hint of
contenpt. "Volmar, you al ways were a nervous sort.
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Let me try to explain this to you as dearly as | can: the
boy is not a threat to us."

"Not yet,** the count echoed darkly.

Carlotta's eyes flashed. "Challenging ny w sdonP**

she asked, ever so softly. "Volmar, dear little Vol mar,
don't try to cross ne. | could destroy you, little man,
with a glance. **

The count froze, all at once very nmuch aware of how
dose Death could be. One wong word... "Wy, Prin-
cess!" He forced the words froma nouth that suddenly
seenmed too dry for speech. "Havel ever been anything
but your |oyal ally?"
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"To serve your own goals."

"Well, yes, | won't lie about that. But in doing so
serve yours as well, for both our sakes! Soneday, ny
princess, you will west the throne fromthat fool —"

*That fool,* as you so charmingly put it, is ny
br ot her."

"Your hal f-brother only. Carlotta, we both know you
aren't bound by any misguided sisterly |ove. Soneday
you wi Il take the throne- And when you do, ny dear

princess, | know you will renmenber your friends."
"Friends." Carlotta's glance flicked over him the
contenpt now only just barely hidden. But then she
shrugged. "We shall watch the boy a bit longer. | will
make one last effort to win him body and nmind. And if

I still cannot subvert himto ny side, | give you perm s-

sion to rid us of him" She paused. "Even as you did
our poor, sweet Charina.”

Vol mar waved that off. A giri hadn't any business being
up on the ranparts anyhow, not w thout even a guard

for company, let al one doing sonmething as foolish as

| eani ng over the edge of the crenelladons to watdi birds
fly by. It had al nrost been too easy to help her join that
flight. However briefly. And not a soul could say it had
been anything but an accident. "W shouldn't wait," the
count insisted. "I havea feeling—x*
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"Conme now! Leave presdence to ne. W can't be rid

of himjust yet. We still may need himto find the
manuscript if we cannot." She shuddered delicately.

" Even if it means | nmust once nore take on the persona
of that pretty little fool of a —No, wait..." The prin-
cess straightened in her chair, eyes fierce. "That may
not be necessary. The boy has a head full of wld
romance. What if...? Ha, yes, of course! | already laid
the groundwork without realizing it when | told himl
woul d go riding al one.™

"My princess, whataw? you talking about ?**

"You'll leam soon enough. Yes, | do believe that I

shall go riding alone again tonorrow. " Her smile was

all at once so alien, so full of dark, sorcerous prom se,
that Volmar's heart turned chill. "And then," Carlotta
added softly, "we... shall see what we shall see."

More than that, she would not say, |eaving Count
Vol mar cold with nanel ess dread.

Chapter V

Kevin sat: on a wobbly pile of books, head in hands.
He' d searched the library fromend to end; the
manuscri pt just wasn't here!

No one could have taken it. Not even the count knew which
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manuscript | was copyi ng!

Ri ght. No one had taken the thing. The dust that

covered much of the floor showed pretty deariy that, save
for that one brief visit by Charina, no one other than he
had even been in the library recently: her neat footprints
were in a direct line in and out of the room his were all
over the place, but had a distinctive deft in one sole. If
anyone el se had entered, they' d done soin md-air.

Thi s was insane! Nobody around here could fly —
but manuscripts didn't up and vanish all by them
sel ves!

I shoul d have gone riding with Charina, Kevin thought
in msery.

He had passed her in the hall —or, rather, she had
passed him on her way for another solitary ride,
sweeping regally by with her head in the air as if he
hadn't even existed. Kevin w nced, wondering if she
woul d ever even speak to himagain. He had been

right, of course, painful though it was; he was here to
do a job, not enjoy hinself with a beautiful young
wonman—

A job he couldn't do because the cursed manuscri pt
was gone

A sudden frantic pounding on the library door
brought Kevin to his feet in alarm
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"Bardling!" a voice shouted. "Count Vol mar w shes
to see you!"

The count! The bardling stiffened in sudden panic.

Why did Count Vol mar want to see himnow? Was it
somet hi ng about the manuscript —or about Charina?
Kevin hastily snmoothed his hair with his hands and
brushed the dust off hinself as best he could, w shing
he had tinme to make hinmself nore presentable, then
hurried out of the library.

Hs first inpression was of an anthill sonmeone had ki ck-
ed. The usually quiet corridors were packed with people
rushi ngbackand forth, panic in their eyes and voi ces.

"What is it?" he asked. "Are —are we under attack?"

"No, no." The servant who'd knocked on the door
was in a frenzy of inpatience. "No dnme to tal k, bard-
ling. Hurry!"

Kevi n had expected Count Volmar to be hol ding court

inthe Geat Hall, as was usual for the lord of a castle
Instead, to thebardling's surprise, he wasbusded up to the
count's private solar and pracdcally shoved inside. Atall,
| ean, richly dressed man who could only be Count Vol mar
was padngresdessly back and forth.
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He stopped short as Kevin entered, staring at the
bardling with frantic eyes. "Good, good, you're here.
Bardling, | know you and ny ni ece have becomne

friends. No, no, don't look so guilty! I know you haven't
done anyt hi ng di shonorable.”

The count resuned his nervous pacing. "It's
Charina." The words were choked out. "She's gone."

"Cone! What —how —"

"Charina went riding this norning," Count Vol mar

said softly, "with only her groomto protect her. | —I
never should have let her go, but..." He held up a
hel pl ess hand- "Charina can be so very persuasive. And
I never really believed she could cone to any harm
never! Not on ny | ands!"

"My lord, please!" Kevin cried. "Wat happened?"
56 Me/cedes Lackey "~Josephs Shernan

"Her horse returned without her, its coat all sweaty
with fright. | thought there had been an accident, that
Charina had been thrown and the groom was staying

with her. But when | sent men out to hunt for my niece,
they returned white-faced and trenbling. They had
found the groom all right. Dead. Killed by sorcery —
el vish sorcery." The count shuddered. "There was no
sign at all of Charina."

"El vish?" Kevin protested, renenbering the elves
who' d appeared to himback in the forest. He never
doubt ed those so-superior beings could have been
capabl e of great cruelty if the fancy noved them But
surely they never would have committed nurder

They were alien, not evil! "Are you sure? | mean, why
woul d el ves —**

"Don't you know anyt hi ng?" Count Vol mar

snhapped. "Don't you have the slightest idea of what the
world is |like out there? Bardhngs! Al wound up in

your nmusic —Did you think that everyone in the land is
|l oyal to the King?"

"l... suppose not. But —"

"There are rebel elves throughout the king's realm
—vyes, and not just Wiite Elves, either! At |east those
have a code of honor, even if a man can't understand it.
But there are others far worse!"

"Dark Elves, you nean?" Kevin wanted desperately
to show he knew sonet hi ng about the worl d.

"Of course Dark El ves! Necromancers, the |ot of
them " The count shook his head in disgust. "Should
have been exterm nated years ago!"

"l don't understand? | always thought the elf-folk,
even the —the Dark Elves, kept pretty nuch to them
sel ves. Wiy woul d they —"
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"They aren't human!" the count exploded. "These

are O hers; who can conprehend anything they do?

They hate humans, bardling, every one of them par-
ticularly any who try to rule "their' country. And they
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have Powers we can't hope to understand. The Dark
Elves, with their foul, foul sorceries ..." He shud-
dered. "Yes, and even the Wite Elves wield magic
strong enough to tw st human m nds! They can turn
child agai nst parent, friend against friend —They can

even destroy a human mind and soul, |eaving nothing
behi nd but an enpty shell to be filled wth whatever
they will"

Vol mar broke onabruptly, turning sharply away.

After a noment, he nuttered, "Forgive nme. | didn't
mean to shout at you, bardling. It's sinmply that | —I
am so very worried about Charina.... **

"They wouldn't dare harmher!" Kevin said inanely.

"You think not? Look you, at first | hoped she had
simply been ki dnapped. But there have been no ran-

som denmands, no nessages at all! | fear they hate
humans so nmuch they're not going to even try to get
anything fromne. No, ah no, they'|ll hurt her just

because she is who she is!"

"They can't!" Kevin cried in anguish- "I —uh, we
won't let them"

The count let out a | ong, shuddering sigh. "No," he
said, "we won't Bardling., - Kevin, is it? Kevin, | plan
to nount several expeditions to find her. And | want

you to | ead one."

" NE'?"

"Yes. You and Charina becanme such good friends in

so short a time that there nust be some psychic |ink
bet ween you. And that will certainly help you use
Bardic Magic to find her."

Sonehow Kevin forgot that whatnmagi c he happened to
possess was only now starting to wake, its range stil
unknown. "I'Il do it!" he cried, "Wen do wel eave?"

"Tomorrow. " The count sniled faintly. "Thank you,

Kevin. I'msure a talented young man |ike yourself will
succeed where knights, with all their brainless heroics,
would only fail."
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A small part of Kevin's mnd wasn't so sure of that.
What, he, an untrained bardling, succeed over batde-
proven warriors? But he didn't dare let hinself start to
doubt, for Charina's lovely sake. "Your niece will be
safely returned to you, Count Vol mar," the bardling

sai d sonberly, and bowed his npbst courdy bow.
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That night, Kevin slept not at all. H s mnd kept
insisting on conjuring dreadful inmages ofCharina in
her captors' hands. He couldn't shake the count's dark

words: "They can destroy a human mind and soul!" The

t hought of Charina left so hopelessly ... enpty bit at
his soul. "No! | won't let that happen to you! I'll save
you, | swear it!" O die trying..

He wanted to shout it, but such hysteria would only
bring the casde fol k rushing around him wanting to
know why he was nmaki ng so much noise. So Kevin |ay
still, aching with inpatience, and waited as the slow,
sl ow hours passed.

As soon as the sun was just barely lightening the sky,
he was down in the courtyard, so wild with excitenent

he couldn't stand still, eager to neet his fell ow
searchers and get going. His lute was slung across his
back, since no Bard could work Bardic Magi c wi thout

the aid of an instrunment, and the few pages he'd
managed to copy fromthe m ssing nanuscript were

safely tucked into the case as well. But now a mail shirt
burdened Kevin's shoul ders wi th unaccust onmed

wei ght —though fortunately it was dwarven work,

I'ighter than human-rmade arnmor —and a sword from

the casde arnory hung at his side. Kevin closed his

hand about the hilt, trying to feel |like a seasoned war-
rior but guiltily renenbering his Master's warning: a
musi ci an nust al ways be careful of his hands.

/ will, he pronised the old Bard silently. But..
weS. ..this is something that |-nust do.

Odd. He had expected the courtyard to be full of
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kni ghts and squires preparing to set out on their own
rescue mssions. Yet there didn't seemto be anyone
around but hinsel f. Suddenly pani cky, Kevin

wondered if, early though the norning was, he was

al ready too late. Had everyone left without hin

No. That was ridicul ous. Even the bol dest kni ght wasn't
going to try riding down the castle's steep hill in the dark
Evidently the count neant to send die different parries out
atdifferent tines during the day. Hs nustbe the first-And
that had to nean the count truly trusted him

Yes, but where were his —

"You?" the bardling said in dismay. "You're mny
troop?"

"You?** a throaty voice echoed in wy hunor. "You're
our | eader?"

The wonman who' d spoken was tall and rangy, a

hunter and warrior, quiver on her back, sword at her
side. Her short, curly black hair was held back from her
face by a |l eather thong, and her dark eyes were the

nmost devilish Kevin had ever seen. Her olive skin was
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deeply tanned —and a good deal of that skin was
reveal ed, because her |eather arnmor and breeches
didn't seemto be hiding very nuch other lithe form
Kevin realized how (and where) he was staring, and
reddened. The wonman only | aughed.

"Never mnd, boy. Nothing to be ashamed of; not you

not ne." She held out a rough hand for himto shake; for
all her undeniably fem nine shape, there was nothing
fragile abouthergrip. "I'mLydianal anthis, butlet's make
things easier on you: Call ne Lydia."

"1'"'m Kevin.'
bardling."

He added with reluctant honesty, "A

"A bardling, huh? Count couldn't afford a ful

Bard?" She grinned at his |ook of dismay, teeth daz-
zlingly white against her skin. "Don't | ook so hot and
heavy, boy! I'monly teasing."

"l knew that," he nuttered.
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"He is paying you, isn't he?" Lydia asked with a note
of genuine concern in her voice. "I nean, a kid |ike you
—he isn't trying to cheat you?"

The bardling straightened indignantly. Yes, the

count had given hima purse of coins, but it had been
for travelling expenses, not paynent! "I'mnot a —a
kidl O a nmercenary!"

Lydi a shrugged. "In other words, he's not paying
you. Powers save me fromidealistic youngsters!"”

"The count's niece is in terrible danger! How can
you possi bly be worried about noney!"

"Because," the wonan drawl ed, "l've gotten into the
habit of eating regularly. Can't do that very well
wi thout coin in the purse.”

"You' re not one of Count Vol mar's subjects?"

"Powers, no! |'msubject to nme, boy, not to any count!
I was nmeking ny way across the world —never did it
before, that's why!" she added before he could ask
"Anyhow, | got as far as this castle when | heard the
news about the count's niece and a reward for her safe
return.”

" G] "

Lydi a grinned again, but this dne Kevin thought it

| ooked nore like a snarl than a smle. "Let's set things
straight fromthe start. Yes, |I'ma mercenary. But don't
you | ook down your nose at me, boy! | earn my own

way, give good value for service bought, honor ny
agreenents, and sleep nice and sound at night. You

find anything wong with that, or with me, best get it
outin the open now "
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"I don't. And | didn't nmean to insult you. It's just
that... well, 1've never net anyone |ike you before."

She gave a bark of a laugh. "1 bet you haven't! Look,
Kevin, I"'mnot angry at you. It's just |I've seen too many
men —and boys like you —try to take advantage of

any wonman who isn't under some man's protection.
I"mlucky; my people believe in letting a girl grow up
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knowi ng how to defend herself. But |'ve travelled
enough to know it sure as hell isn't an easy world for
nmost of my sex."

"And so you're trying to protect other wonmen?"

"Hell, no! I"'mtrying to protect any hel pl ess soul

Damed if I'mgoing to | et anyone, nale, fenale or

what ever, be turned into a —a thing to be used, not if |
can do sonething to stop it- Besides," she added, her
qui ck grin back so suddenly Kevin wondered if she was
ashaned of having been serious for even a nonent,

"the pay is good!"

"But what —

"Look," she interrupted brusquely, "here cones the
rest of our party."

The bardling watched them | eaving the keep, first

one, then another, then ... two? Only two? Staring in
di smay, Kevin realized that despite all those encourag-
ing words, the count couldn't have trusted himthat
much after all.

Ah wel |, what was, as the saying went, was. Trying to
keep the disappointment out of his voice, he waited till
they were within earshot, then began as firmy as he
could, "Welconme. | amKevin, a bardling, and this war-
rior is Lydia."

As the first figure shook back the hood of its gray-
green cl oak, revealing slanted green eyes, pale, silken
hair and fair-skinned, agel ess features so fine-boned
and el egant they never could have been human, the
bardling added with a gasp, "You're an elfi"

The el f-man | ooked at hi mw thout expression
Except, Kevin thought glumy, for a hint of contenpt
in those slanted eyes. "You are observant."

Oh yes, this was an elf, all right. The sarcasmin the
cool voice reminded Kevin all too well of that night in

the forest. "I"'msorry," the bardling said as courteously
as he could. "I didn't nmean to be rude. | was just
surprised."
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That earned himthe barest dip of the head fromthe

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mer...astle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (46 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:46 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

el f. "Understandably. | am Eliathanis, of the

Moonspirit dan of Wite Elves." He was al so obviously

a warrior, his lithe figure dad in silvery scales of elvish
arnor, a straight sword with an intricately wought sil-
ver hilt at his side. "My people do not enjoy being

accused by humans of harm | was here at court when

the girl was stolen —and | intend to prove those ac-
cusations wong."

/ bet you haven't got a crunmb of humor in your whol e body,
Kevi n thought, eyeing that rigidly controlled face.
Stealing fromone of the old ballads, the bardling said
formally, "We shall be glad of your help, good warrior,"
and gave a formal little bow

"But will you be so glad of nmy hel p?" the second figure
wondered softly. Slowy, with a fine sense of dramm, it

drew back the hood of its black doak. revealing a face just

as i nhumanly fine-boned and el egant as that of

Eliathanis, franmed by a fall of straight, silvery-btond hair
—but this face was so dark of skin it was nearly as black as
the doak. The elf was dressed entirely in black as well,
tunic, hose, boots, all save for a chin silver belt. The dasp,
Kevi n noted uneasily, was worked in the shape of a skull.

Bl ue eyes, eerie against so nuch darkness, glinted coldly.

"A Dark Elfl" Lydia yelped, hand flying to the hilt of
her sword.

"Nithatlttir the Wiite Elf hissed, eyes bl azing.

The Dark EIf bowed, so very graciously it was an in-
sult. "Yes," he said in his soft voice, "Nithatfiil, Dark Elf;

i ndeed. " The blue glance flicked |ighdy over Kevin and
Lydia, then back to the odier elf. "Call me Naitachal if
you mnmust have a specific name for ne."

**| have a nane for you!" Eliathanis snapped.
"Necromancer!"

Kevi n stepped hastily between the angry el ves, hoping
he wasn't about to get blasted by either side. "Uh... mght
we ask what you wish, nmy... uh... ny |ord Nahachal ?**
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"Wy, | amhere to help you return the | ost human
girl to her unde, even as you," the Dark Elf purred.

But Kevin, being as dose to the elf as he was, caught

the barest glint of pain in the eerie blue eyes. He

expects us to hate hnn! the bardling realized in surprise.
And the idea hurts him f didn't think Dark Elves cared what
anyone thought of them

As Kevin hesitated, uncertain, Naitachal drew back

the barest step, drawing his doak about his lean form
"l do not wish to force nyself on you," he nurnured to
Kevin. "But even as you. Wite EIf, | will not see ny

peopl e accused of a crine that is not theirs."

"Since when did your kind worry about what others
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"Since the humans have become so numerous," the
Dark EIf answered. "Even the mghtiest of dragons can
be brought down by a | arge enough pack of hounds."

"Ah. Well. Yes," Kevin said. Great, here was his first
bi g decision as a | eader, and he was stamering like an
idiot! "Lydia, Eliathanis, we can hardly deny a man the
right to defend the honor of his people.”

"They have no —

"Of his people,"” Kevin repeated hastily, before the
VWhite EIf could finish his insult. "Whatever we may
thi nk of each other, we've been thrown together on the
orders of Count Volmar. Do any of you w sh to back out
now? Well? Do you? You' d better speak now, because
don't want to find nyself in the mddle of—" O what?
Thinking frantically, the bardling continued, alnost
snoot hly —"of sone heroic battle only to see ny sup-
posed conrades battling each other instead. O

running away like little boys yelling, 'l don't wanna
play with him*"

"How dare you!" Eliathanis began in outrage, but

Kevin continued, using his trained nusidan's voice to
swel |l over the Wiite EIf's words, "Look at you two

el ves! You think yourself superior to us humans? Wl |,
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maybe you are —but | haven't seen any sign of that
superiority yet!"”

"Bravo," nurnured Lydia, but the bardling ignored

her. continuing hotly, "Wile you two waste precious

time by bickering, an innocent girl may be suffering,

may even be dying! W all want the sane thing, and

that's to free her! | ask you, all three of you: will you or
will you not stay with nme?"

There was a |l ong, tense silence. Then:
"Hell, I"'mwlling," Lydia said with a shrug-
"And |," murnured Naitachal

El i athanis hesitated a nonment |onger, glaring at the
Dark Elf, then shrugged. "No one has spoken of aban-
doni ng you. human. Besides, | would not have it said 1
was | ess brave than a Nithathil.w

Kevin nearly | aughed aloud, all at once so shaky with
relief he wasn't sure he could nove. "Cood! And
together we shall stay —until the Lady Charina is
returned safely to her uncle!"

Chapter VI

"What do you nean, this is all we get?" Lydia
t hundered at the starded stable hand.
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"But —but ny lady, there are four of you. The
count's offering you four horses —"

"And what about grain for those horses? And sup-

plies for us? Hell, | can hunt down enough neat to

keep us going, and |I'm sure the boy or one of these

el ves knows how to find nuts and berries, but | am not
going to sleep on bare ground or go w thout a change

of clothes! You throw in at |east one pack horse, fully
provi sioned, mnd you —and do it now"

As the terrified servant scurried off, Lydia wi nked at
Kevin. "That's the way to do it," she nmurnmured. "Act as
if you know what you're doing, keep *em off bal ance,
and they'll give you anything you want"

"I —I1 see." The bardling struggled to imtate

El i at hanis and keep his face an inpassive mask. But
he was sure everyone knew exactly how i nept he
felt! Here he was supposed to be the | eader of the
group and it hadn't even occurred to himto ask for
grai n!

"Don't worry, kid." The woman gave his shoul der a
I'ight punch. "1*11 | ook out for you."

Wonder ful . Just what he wanted: a babysitter. Kevin
tried not to scow as he watched Lydia prow up and
down the rows of stalls. "Wiich is Lady Charina's
horse?" she called out. "This? Should have known.
Dainty little creature. Areal lady's palfrey. Couldn't
stand a day on the trail... Hold still, horse.™
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She lifted a forel eg, exam ning the hoof and shoe,
then waved the others to her side-

"Di sdncdve shoeing. See the slight ridging here, and
here? If this beast |left hoofprints, |I can follow them"

"My... uh... lady?"
Lydi a gl anced up and grinned. "Ah, here we go!"

As she had ordered, the stable hand had brought them
not only their horses, but a | aden pack horse as well

As they rode down fromthe casde and out over the
fields, Lydia crouched | ow over the neck other horse,
studying the ground, finally disnounting to study
what | ooked like a perfectly unrenarkabl e patch of
earth to Kevin.

"This is where the girl was seized, all right," she said.
"See how the grass has been torn up?"
El i al hani s dismounted as well, then drew back in dis-

taste. "It sdnks of sorcery."

"I't does," Naitachal agreed softly, joining him "Sor-
cery cold enough to slay a man." Wapped in his black
cl oak, hood up against the sun (which nust be uncom
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fortably bright, Kevin thought, to soneone used to

darker lands), the Dark EIf was a sinister, faceless fig-
ure. "Do you not feel the echo of his death?" Naitacha
sighed in regret. "Were it only a tiny bit stronger, |
could call his spirit to us and learn the truth."

"Necromancy!" Eliathanis spat,

"Ch, indeed." Kevin thought he caught the barest

hint of a sardonic smle fromunder that black hood.

"What was worked here." the Dark EIf continued soft-

ly, "was not the magic of my folk, nor yours, nor even
that of the humans. Not... quite, at any rate. Intrigu-
ing. But | can't pick up a clear enough trace for it to be
very hel pful. Wat of you. Wite Elf?"

El i at hani s shook his head. "Whoever it was took
great pains to cover his tracks."

"Hi s?"
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 67
"Or hers. O even theirs. | can't be sure."

Lydi a gl anced fromone elf to the other, then

shrugged. "We didn't expect things to be easy, did we?"
Bendi ng to exam ne the ground, the woman gave a

soft laugh of triunph. "Maybe there aren't any cl ear

magi cal traces, but at least there is a physical track. See,
here's where Charina's palfrey bolted back to its stable.
But here... these are the tracks of a different horse.
Bigger... heavier ... maybe a destrier?" She swing

Ut hely back into the saddle. "It has to be the horse the
ki dnapper was riding. Look, the tracks are faint

enough as they are. Let's get going before sonething
destroys them al t oget her. "

As the small party rode on out of field into scrubl and
then forest, followi ng an overgrown trail that nust
originally have been cut by woodsnmen, Kevin

wondered bitterly if he really mas the | eader. Lydia was
doing the tracking, and the two elves had their nagic to
hel p them while he —he was nodung but an untried
bardling who didn't even know about —

Hey, wait a minute! "Naitachal ?"

The Dark Elf had pushed back his hood as soon as

the first trees had screened off the sun- His fair hair
gl eaned, startling bright against the darkness of skin
and cl othing, as he brought his horse up beside
Kevin's. "Yes?"

Nai tachal 's eyes, disconcertingly, glinted red in the
dimlight, sending echoes of every eerie tale he'd ever
heard fl ashing through Kevin's mnd. Don't be stupid! he
scol ded hinself. He's an ally. For now, anyhow. "Wre
you in the casde when the groomi s body was brought

in?*"

**1 was," Naitachal said softly. "And yes, | did ask to be
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allowed to examne it"

El i at hanis' keen elf ears caught that rmurmur. "To
wor k your spells on it, you nmean!"

The Dark EIf smled wdiout rancor. "Exactly. | have
68 Mercedes Lackey ~Josephs Shennan

been well trained in the sorceries that can draw back
the dead. One woul d think Count Vol mar woul d have
been anxi ous to |l earn anything that mght have hel ped
hi m recover his niece. And yet | was refused."

"Not surprising,** the Wiite EIf snapped. "He didn't
want anything tainted by Darkness in his castle."

"Ah, ny touchy cousin-elf, you don't understand.

One woul d al so think the groom woul d have been

buried wi th honor, having died defending his |ady. But
there was no public burial, and even | have no idea
what becane of his body."

Qdd, Kevin admitted to hinself uneasily, very odd.

But before he could continue chat thought, a small,
shrill voice called out:

"Here you are! It cook you | ong enough!"

Wth a laugh, Lydia reined in her horse. "Well, for-
give me, Tich' ki! You knew it was going to take sone
dre! | went as fast as | could.”

"A fairy!" Kevin cried.

"A human!" the fairy nocked in return. "My, ny,
what a clever little boy!"

The bardling tried in vain not to stare. As with all her
kind, Tich'ki was small, barely comng up to his horse's
knee. She was undeniably fermal e, an adult wonman ot her

ki nd, al nmost beaudful in a sharp-edged, predatory wld
creature way. Her bright, sharply slanted eyes, green as
those of a Wite EIf, seemed enornous m her triangul ar
face, her hair was caught up in a tangle of auburn braids,
and even her irridescent wings seemed to have a

predatory glint to them |ike those of a dragonfly.

She was, if half the stories about her kind were true,
just as likely to stab a human with that gleamng little
spear she bore as talk to one-

That didn't seemto bother Lydia. / never heard of any
human meking friends with a fairy, Kevin thought. But
friends they did seemto be, or at |east acquai ntances.
"We're off on an adventure," the warrior woman said.
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"No-0," Tich'ki drawl ed, "really? | drought you were
just out for aride in the woodl and." Her green gaze
sharpened. "Wth a Wiite and Dark Elf together, no
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| ess. So, Lydia? Are you going to give ne a hand up?"

"You —you're going with us?" Kevin asked, then

had to hold fast to his startled horse's reins as Tich' k
darted upward in a blur and buzz of w ngs, |anding
lightly behind the warrior woman-

"You going to stop ne?"

" No, no, of course not It's just... well... | never knew
one of your people to be friendly with one of mine."

"No, and you're not likely to again."

Lydi a | aughed. "Tich'ki and nme, we're a lot alike. Don't
i ke staying cooped up in one place too long. | first net her
when she was pi nned down by a hunting hound."

"And | saved you later fromthe angry hunters."

Tich' ki gave the wonman a sharp little pinch. "So don*t go
getting all superior." She squirned about to stare at
Kevin with her hard green gaze- "That's it, boy. Lydia
and ne, we sonetines travel together. But don't think
because | tolerate her, | have a love for all you humans."

"Ah." For a fairy to be out on her owmn like this, travellust
or no, could only nmean she'd been cast out from her

peopl e —possibly for associating with a nere human. Not
knowi ng what el se to say, Kevin stamered, "Uh, wel-

come to our group. We're searching for die nieceof **

"I know all that!" Tich'ki said inpatiently, wi ngs stir-
ring. "I have every bit as strong a scrying talent as those
hul king el f-men. The only reason | wasn't up there in

that castle with you is because | didn't want to get

st epped on by sone clunsy |out of a human.”

More |ikely, Kevin thought, the humans wouldn't |et
such a perilous litde creature in!

Tich' ki settled herself nore confortably sidesaddl e
behi nd Lydia, folding her wings, too small to ride

astride. "I want to find out what happened to that

simpering little girl, too."

70 Mercedes Lackey ~Jasepha Shennan

"She doesn't sinmper!" Kevin said hody, then stopped

shon at Tich'ki's sly grin. Too |ate, he renenbered
another nasty litde trait about fairies: they delighted in
tornenti ng humans, one way or another. And | fell right

nmt ofi ertrap.

"Now we are five," Naitachal murnmured wyly.
Tich' ki glared. "And you'll be glad of it. Dark Ef! A
right, enough of this. Let's go!"

As they rode deeper into the forest, dense brush al

but engulfed the trail, forcing themto ride single file.
Thi ck canopi es of | eaves shut out nore and nore of the
tight. At last, surrounded by dimgreen twlight, Lydia
swore under her breath and di snounted, peering at

the ground in disgust "Damm.*"
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"What' s wong?" Kevin asked. "You've |ost the
track?"

"No, no, the track's still there —I just can't see it in
all this gloom"

"Acor ch—

"Torches flicker too rmuch, create too many distort-
i ng shadows." She gl anced up at the elves. "One of you
give me some nice, steady light"

El i athanis hesitated, then admtted reluctandy, "I
can't I'ma warrior, not a magician. The only nagic
possess is that innate to ny race."

"No light-spells, eh? Tich'ki, | know you don't have
any, either."

The fairy shrugged. "Can't know everything. Better
things to do with nmy time than waste it studying spells."

A fairy who wasn't too nmuch of a mmgici an? Kevin
had never heard of such a thing. Maybe that was why
she'd been cast out by her people.

Lydia was turning to Naitachal. "What about you,
Dark Elf?"

Naitachal's eyes glinted eerily in the darkness. "My
peopl e have no need for tight-spells.”

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 71

"Ch, great." Lydia got to her feet. "M ght as well
make canp, then. We're not going anywhere."

"WAit" Heart radng, Kevin took out his lute, tuning

it carefully. One of the nmgical songs his Mster had
taught hi mwas known as the Watchwood Mel ody, and

its purpose was to create tight "I don't knowif this is
going to work, but..."

He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and
started to sing.

At first nothing happened. But hal fway through the
mel ody, Kevin felt a tingle run through him head to
foot Magic, he prayed, let it be magic..

And it was. For the first dme in all the weary years of
study hefeU the song, felt each syllable, each note, as a
separate wonder ringing in his mnd. Listening to that
wonder, he slid nore and nore deeply into his

musi c... though he was vaguely aware of somet hing
outside himself being different... the darkness... ?
Surely it wasn't quite as dark... ?

Powers! He and his lute were —gl awngl They were
actually glowing with a pale, steady |ight!

"Terrific!" Lydia yelled- "Keep it going, just like
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that"

But all at once Kevin was terrified of what he had

done. A childish part of his mind jibbered that he
shoul d stay what he'd been, ordinary, unimnportant,

safe. The bardting' s concentration slipped. H's fingers
stunmbl ed on the strings, breaking the spell. As the pale
light began to fade, his voice faltered to a stop. Kevin
sl unped, suddenly so weary from (he energy loss of a
failed spell he could barely stay in the saddle.

"Sorry," he mnuttered.
"Sorry!" Lydia echoed. "Thatwasanflzw*!"

"No, it wasn't. If I'd done it right, the light would
have | asted even after | stopped singing."

"Well, never mind," the woman said cheerfully.
"You'll get it right next dne."

72 Mercedes Lackey ~Josephs Sherman

Kevi n cl enched his jaws before he coul d say sonething
he'd regret The last thing he wanted right now was to be
patroni zed, even by someone who neant weB.

VWhat VMS Ilryng to provef | couldn't hold onto even the
sinmpl est song-spell. Fin not a Bard. Maybe | never will be.

At least the two elves weren't trying to be kind. But it
didn't help to hear Tich' ki chortling to herself, "Just like a
human! Di sappoi nt ed because he's been de-lighted!"

Once the party had fed and watered the horses, and

pi cketed themin a line, and eaten a dinner of cold neat
and bread, there wasn't nuch else to do. Kevin tried to
start a conversation with the others, but nobody el se
seenmed to want to tal k. He sat back, disgrunded. This
camp was hardly like those in the old songs: those
songs in which a cheery group of conrades on the road
gathered beneath the stars. If there were stars, they
were totally hidden by the roof of |eaves. And except
for Lydia and Tich ki, the conrades were strangers to
each other, and not in a very cheery nood.

Nai tachal sat as silendy as a bl ack-w apped statue, a
darker part of the night just outside the ring of
firelight. Eliathanis, polishing his silvery elf-sword with
sl ow, nethodical strokes, light glinting off the bl ade
wi th each upstroke, was al nobst as silent, though he
kept shooting wary, hostile glances at the Dark Elf.
Kevin attenpted a few practice scales on his lute, not
daring to try any magic lest it fail, just keeping his
fingers linmber. But he gave up after Tich' ki sneered
every time he mssed a note. And Lydia prow ed round
and round their canp |like some cautious wild thing
until the bardling couldn't stand it any | onger

"What an? you doi ng?"
"Checking," cane the short answer, "just checki ng.

Don't like the idea of something sneaking up on us
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wi t hout us havi ng sone way out"

"Nothing lurks out there." Naitachal's soft voice

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 73

made everyone start. "Nothing living." Wth superb
timng, the Dark EIf waited till the others had a chance
to imagi ne undead horrors before adding lightly,

"Except, of course, for the small, normal creatures of
the forest."

"Ch, thank you," Lydia muttered.

Nai t achal gl anced up as the worman passed himin

her drclings. "There is a rather |arge skel eton under

the |l eaves just to your left. It was a wolf, | believe, and it
is still in fairiy good condition. If you wish, Lydia, | can
summon it up to stand guard."

She gave hima | ook of sheer horror. **Uh, no, that
won't be necessary. | —"

"W will have none of your foul sorceries!”
Eli athanis' sword glinted in his hand.

"You nel odramatic fool." Naitachal's voice was
qui edy deadly. "Don't ever point a weapon at nme. Not
unl ess you intend to use it."

"Push ne too far, Dark EIf, and | will."

"Go ahead, White EIf- Try."

«|

"Stop that!" Kevin snapped, and both elves turned

to himin surprise. "You sound like little boys daring
each other to fight! Look, | know you two don't |ike
each other, but we're stuck with each other. For the
sake of our nission, can't you declare a truce?"

Eli athanis frowned sternly.' 41 is not in elf natures to lie.'

"Well then at |east pivtend\ And you, Lydia, will you

pl ease stop paring? Naitachal told you there's nothing
dangerous out there. W have three Faerie-kin here

and five horses; surely one of themw Il be able to warn
us ifanything's approaching." He glared at themall.

"I's that all right with everyone? Yes? Fine! And now,
goodni ght!"

There was startled silence. Amazed at his own bol d-
ness, Kevin w apped hinmself in a blanket, turned away,
and curled up to sleep.

74 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Sherrnan

I didn't nmean to explode like that. But | couldn't stand |is-
tening to that stupid bickering any |onger! Charina would
have | aughed and said —

Charina, who mght not even still be alive. Kevin
swal | owned hard. You are alwe. | —7 know it, Charina. You
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areaiwe. And we'll/ind you, | prom se

Bit by bit, he managed to relax. Al around hi mwas
qui et, save for the peaceful chirpings and rustlings of a
forest at night, soothing sounds..

But just as the bardling was drifting off, timed to
exactly the right nmonent to annoy himthe nost,
Tich' ki murmured, "Cute little puppy dog. Thinks he
has fangs!"

Kevin sat bolt upright. The fairy was watching him

from beyond the banked canpfire, her green eyes the

eyes of a sly predator. As he stared, she snmled. "Sleep
wel | ," Tich' ki whispered, and blew hima ki ss.

Kevi n woke, disoriented, sonmewhere in the snall

hours of the night There, just barely visible in the dark-
ness, were Naitachal and Tich' ki, talking softly together
in the elvish tongue as though they were old friends.

But as though they felt himwatching them they

turned as one- Two pairs of alien eyes, glow ng eerily,
| ooked at him sending a shiver through the bardling at
the thought that the darkness was no barrier to them
Why had they been whi spering together? The Dark Elf

and the perilous fairy: what could they be plotting?
Kevin swallowed drily, trying to find an i nnocuous way
to ask them but before he could open his nouth,
Nai t achal rur mur ed

"Go back to sleep, Kevin."

A trace of sorcery nust have hi dden behind the
si npl e words, because for all his sudden worry, Kevin
found hinself sliding hel plessly back into slunber.

Chapter VI
"Ch, hell," Lydia said.

For two full days they had been riding through

forest so dense Kevin thought that any one of them
coul d have followed the track- The trail had been so
overgrown a horse's body could hardly have kept from
breaking telltale branches; there had been no way for
t he ki dnapper to avoid leaving a track, let alone to
| eave the trail. But the forest had been thinning for
sone dne as the land grew increasingly nore rocky.

And now t hey had broken out of forest altogether.

The trail melted into a series of paths and one true road
wi nding their way through a |linmestone w | derness, a

ti me-eroded maze of tall, gray-white stone walls.

"Are we out of |uck?" Kevin asked.

Lydi a shrugged. "Can't follow a trace over solid rock
Still, it's notall rock...."

She di snounted, searching with her face so dose to
the ground that the bardling was rem nded of a hunt-
i ng hound searching for an el usive scent.
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"Yes..." the woman said at last. "This way. | think.**

They rode on, followi ng the road, the only sounds

the creak of saddle |eather and the dick of their horses
hoofs agai nst stone. Kevin glanced at Lydia, not at all
happy about the uncertainty he saw on her face.

The wal s of the gorge towered over them as they

rode, wei ghing down his spirit. Staring up at the nar-
row sl ash of sky, Kevin couldn't shake the sense of
being a very snall, insignificant creature in the niddle
of a very small, insignificant party- Now that he wasn't

76 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Sherman

so overwhel ned by the nere thought of adventure, he
had to adnit that five... ah... beings hardly seened a
bi g enough group to have any hope of success. Yet if
the count had sent out any | arger expeditions, the
bardli ng hadn't seen any sign of them

I don't understand thai. 1 don't understand any oftfas! W
don't even know or sure that whoever -we'refollow ng actually
hasChar na!

Kevi n sighed. None of his doubts were going to nat-
ter if he couldn't hold his teamtogether |ong enough to
acconpl i sh somet hi ng.

Team ha! The last thing they were was a team Oh,
everyone was nicely polite to each other —if you

i gnored the subtle snipings of Wite and Dark Elf at

each other, or the jibes ofLydia at these silly nales, or
the nasty little jokes of the fairy.

The bardling gritted his teeth. Tich'ki seened to have

deci ded he was the best butt for her humor she'd ever

seen. She never said anything out-and-out hostile. Ch

no, that woul d have been too sinple! Instead, the fairy
would wait till he'd finished practicing a particularly dif-
ficult nmelody on his lute, then ask innocently, "Are you
going to actually play sonething now?" O worse

"VWhen are you going to work sone Bardic Mgic?"

knowi ng he was too scared of failure to risk trying

anot her spell- O perhaps she would sinply wonder

aloud what it was like co be a | eader when he hadn't really
had a chance to be one. Anything, Kevin thought, to
under i ne what litde self-confidence he had left!

The only two who did seemto be getting al ong were

Nai tachal and Tich'ki. After that first night, Kevin was
still keeping a wary eye on those two, but so far they
hadn't done anything even renotely suspi ci ous.

Except... last night, there had been that bizarre
what ever -i t - had- been. Kevin frowned, remenbering

how he had caught the Dark EIf and the fairy huddling
together mysteriously, so involved in what they were

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 77
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doi ng they hadn't even noticed him The bardling had
gotten cl ose enough to hear Tich' ki urge, "Try it
again." And Naitachal had actually responded with
"Pick a card, any card."

At that noment, they'd spotted him The Dark Elf

had suddenly straightened, |ooking inportant and
mysterious, but Kevin could have sworn Naitachat was
enbarrassed. And hadn't he caught a glinpse of
Tich' ki hastily hiding a fairy-size deck of cards?

Card tricks? A necronancer learning card tricks?
It made about as much sense as anything el se so far

"We're not still on Count Volmar's | ands, are we?"
Kevi n asked warily-

"Hardly." Lydia glanced up at the sky, judging direc-
tion. "I"'mpretty sure we're on the outskirts of crown
lands. If we keep riding east like this, we'll probably
wind up in the dty of Westerin."

"If we get that far." Eliathanis glanced up at the

steep, brooding walls on either side, his usually
unreadabl e eyes glittering with uneasiness.”" | don't like
this place. Anyone could be lurking up there."

"Cl austrophobic el 0" Tich' ki taunted. "Scared of the
shadows in his mind!"

The White EIf glared at her. "I'mnot inmagining

things! Westerin is an inportant trading city, is it not?
Thanks to the rocks, this nust surely be one of the only
roads avail abl e for anyone who w shes to reach the city
fromthe west. What better place for an anbush?"

"Don't say sonething like that!" Lydia snapped. "It's
bad—~

A savage shout from overhead cut into her words

—1luck," she finished ironically, whipping out her
swor d.

Kevin didn't have a chance to act, to think, before a
heavy body hurtled into him hurting himfromhis horse.

My | ute!

The bardling twisted frantically sideways to save it as
78 Mercedes Lackey “Josephs Sherman

he fell, by luck slamming into earth rather than rock,

mai | shirt bruising his ribs. Aching and breathl ess, Kevin
struggled to draw his sword, handi capped by the lute
case's strap. The bandit's face leered into his own, foul-
snelling and ugly as an ogre—and as deadly. Kevin saw

the man rai se the dub that was going to bash out his
brains, but he couldn't get the stupid sword free —

So the bardling did the only thing he could, smash-
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ing his fist up into the ugly face.
On Oh—damm!

He hadn't been able to get nmuch force into the bl ow,

not tying sprawl ed on the ground, but it was enough to
send pain flamng up his arm because he'd connected

with the man's battered hel net, not his face. The ban-

dit grunted in surprise, falling back just enough for the
bardling to wiggle free. He squirmed out of the lute

case, leaving the instrument safe —please, let it be safe!
—behind a rock.

As Kevin frantically tugged at the hilt of his sword,
the weapon cane free of its scabbard so suddenly he
nearly dropped it Hearing the bandit rushing him the
bardling whirled —and the nman inpal ed hinself on

t he bl ade.

For what seened like an eternity Kevin stared hel p-

lessly into his foe's disbelieving eyes, too horrified to
move. Then those eyes glazed and the bandit slowy

sagged, nearly dragging the sword from Kevin's hand.

The bardling swal |l owed hard and pull ed the bl ade

free, trying not to |l ook at the bl ood darkening it, trying
not to think about how dreadfully easily netal had slid
into flesh. H's hand still throbbed with pain, and part of
his mnd was yamering, It's broken, it has to be broken
But it wasn't, not if he could grip the Sword hilt so tight-
ly, and there wasn't any time to worry about what other
damage he m ght have done.

Panting, Kevin glanced wildly about. For one con-
fused nonent he was rem nded of a dog pack
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dragging down its prey. But these dogs were arned

wi th clubs, knives, and honemade spears —and this
prey was fighting back. Lydia, swearing fiercely, sword
Hashing, still sat her horse, caking advantage of its
greater height, or trying to: the confused, frightened
ani mal , unused to batde, was nore of a hindrance than
a help. At least its frantic whirling and ki cking kept
anyone fromclosing with the woman- Tich' ki, her

wings a blur, darted in and out of the battle with
waspi sh speed, her spear jabbing savagely at bandit
eyes. The two el ves had given up their nounts and
stood fighting back to back. White and Dark forgetting
their differences for the nonment- Eliathanis' blade
shone dear silver, mere human bl ood unable to stain it,
whi | e Naitachal —

Kevi n stared. Naitachal was wi el ding a night-black

sword that seened to swallow up the Iight and that

| aughed softly every time it struck a foe. After the first
few bl ows, the bandits, understandably, cringed away,
putting thensel ves within Lydia's reach

He didn't have that sword before, | know he didn 't!

But the sight of that eerie sorcery rem nded the bar-
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dling that he, too, had sone combat nagic. G anted,
the song-spell wasn't strong enough to hurt anyone.
Al it could do was confuse a foe's attack. But surely that
woul d help —if the magic would only work for him

No, no, there wasn't time to doubt! Kevin dove for

his lute, for a nonent terrified that his bruised hand
wasn't going to let himplay. Forcing his stiff fingers
over the strings, he started at full speed into the open-
ing bars. His voice was alnmost too dry for song, rasping
out desperately, and he knew that even if he did sum

mon his Bardic Magic, it wasn't going to last long. It
didn't even seemto be conming out right! But some-

thi ng was happeni ng, because the whole battle was
beginning to glow a faint but very real blue.

Ch, great. AH I'mdong is makingpretty colors
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"Dammed sorcerer!" a voice nuttered. Before Kevin

could turn, a harsh armwas about his throat, choking
him The bardling lost his grip on the lute, heard it hit
the ground —

Pl ease, please, don't let it break

He kicked back and felt his boot hit bone. The bandit
swore, losing his strangling grip. Kevin felt a jolt
against his already sore ribs as the man tried to stab him
but hit the mail shirt instead. The bardling pulled free,
lunging for his sword, then cried out in pain as che ban-
dit kicked it viciously away, tearing the hilt from Kevin*s
aching hand. The sword cane to rest wedged between

two rocks. Kevin and the bandit both scuffled after it,

but the bandit got there first, stonping down hard. Tbh

the bardling's horror, the sword snapped hal fway up

t he bl ade.

For a nonent. Kevin and his foe stared at each
other, frozen. Then the bandit slowy grinned, reveal-
ing a nmout hful of ugly Eeech

"Too bad, boy. | win, you |lose!"

Wth that, the man | eaped at him Kevin scranbled

to his feet, looking frantically about for another
weapon. Qut of the corner of his eye, the bardling saw
the bandit's knife flash again, this tine ained at his
unprotected neck. He twi sted about, just barely
managi ng to catch the man's wist in dne.

But I... can't... hold fwn... he's just ...too strong..

The bandit continued to grin. Slowy he began

bending the bardling's wists back and back... Kevin
gasped as renewed pain shot through his bruised

hand, and lost his grip. The knife began its plunge —

But then the bandit froze as a dark-ski nned hand

dosed on his neck. The man's eyes wi dened, gaping in
sudden blind horror. As Kevin stared in sheer disbelief,
he saw the man's hair fade fromblack to gray to white.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mer...astle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (60 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:46 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

The | eathery skin sagged, winkled. The bandit let the
bardling go so suddenly Kevin fell, dragging hinself
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frantically away as what had been a living man a
monent before crunbled to ancient dust

Nai t achal stood reveal ed, eyes still blazing red from

the force of his spell. But in those eerie eyes, Kevin saw
such bitter despair that for a nonment the bardling

could do nothing but stare in hel pless fascination

Then, with a quick flip of his wist, me Dark EIf pulled
up the hood of his black cloak, hiding his face.

Only then did Kevin realize what was happening

around them That last horrific sorcery had been coo
much for what was |left of the bandit gang. Yelling in
terror, they fled back down the gorge. Lydia started to
knee her horse after them then reined the aninal in
agai n.

"Nah," she nuttered. "Not worth it. Everyone al
right?"

Tich' ki fluttered to a | anding behind Lydia. d eaning
her spear with a scrap of cloth froma bandit's tunic, she
grinned fiercely. "No problens here."

"I amunhurt." Eliathanis was di shevel ed, gol den
hair wild, cloak gashed and el ven mail darkly stained,
but his voice was as calmy formal as ever

"And |," added Naitachal softly. "What of you,
Kevi n?"

The bardling snatched up his fallen |ute, exam ning
it carefully, then let out a sigh of relief. "It's only
scratched a little."

"Yes, bardling, but what of you? | saw how carefully
you nmoved your hand."

Reaction set in, as abrupdy as though the words had
been a spell. Kevin clutched the lute to him trying to
hi de his sudden trenbling, realizing only now how
narrom y he' d escaped pernmanently damagi ng his

fingers. Powers, oh Powers, Master Aidan had been

right to warn him He'd come so close to ending his
Bardic career before it had started...

"It's nothing," the bardling said gruffly. 'Just a

82 Mercedes Lackey Wosepha Sherman

bruise." He retrieved what was left of his sword, gl anc-
ing ruefully at the fragnments, then slipping them back
into their scabbard. "C-come on, let's get out of here
before the bandits recover."

"They're not going to recover so quickly!" Tich'k
jeered, pointing with her spear at crunpled bodi es.
"But the boy's right. Let's go."
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"Wait," Eliathanis said softly, approaching the Dark

Elf. Naitachal stiffened, nmurmuring sonmething in the

el vish tongue that was plainly a wary question, but the
Wiite EIf shook his head. "No. Let the humans under -

stand this as well. Naitachal, | have always believed that
theNi thatkUi, the Dark Elves, hated life, that they cared
not hing for any but thenselves."

"Wl | 2"

"You had no need to risk yourself guardi ng ny back
Yet you did. You had no need to risk yourself saving the
bardling. Yet you did."

"What are you laying to say, Eliathanis?"

"Just that |..." The fair skin reddened. "I may have
been too hasty in judging you."

He held out a hand. The Dark EIf hesitated for a

| ong nonent, then raised his own hand. As they
pressed palmto palmin the elvish version of a hand-
shake, Tich' ki snickered

"Touching," she said. "Now. can we please get going?"

Alilting call in the elvish | anguage coaxed the
strayed horses back to them As they rode off, Kevin
resolutely refused to | ook at the dissipating nound of
dust that had been a hvng nman.

To the bardling's relief, the gorge w dened again
after a short tinme of uneasy riding, the stone walls
dropping off into a tangle of greenery. Dazed by shock
and exhaustion, he sank into a weary stupor, clinging
bhndly to the saddl e, barely aware of the world around
hi m
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"Hey, Kevin! Kevin!"

Lydia was calling him The bardling roused hinself,
realizing with a start that night had stolen up on them
They were stopped in the nmiddle of a small neadow,

their horses grabbing greedily at the lush weeds and
grass. "We're stopping for the night?"

**| think that's a good idea, boy, don't you?"
Ch, he did, indeed.

Lydi a, experienced traveller and adventurer that

she was, carried a pouch of healing herbs w th which
she treated everyone's cuts and bruises, including the
bardling's sore hand.

"Now let's try to get sone sleep,"” she ordered after
they'd finished a brief neal of cold rabbit and stale
bread. "It's been one hell of a tiring day!"

But for all his weariness, Kevin couldn't sleep. He
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kept seeing death, and bl ood, and a man dying on the
point of his sword, another man withering to dust....

At last he noved away fromthe others to sit wapped in
darkness without and within.

After a time a shadow stirred: Nai cachal, noving
silently to join him

"What's wong, Kevin?' the Dark EIf asked softly.

"Nothing. | just can't sleep."

"You're still thinking of the battle, aren't you?"

"No —Yes —" The bardling broke off with a choked

little gasp. "Naitachal, t-this isn't going to mean nuch to
you, | nmean you're a Dark EIf and a necronancer, you're
used to death and all that, but I... killed a nan today."
"So you did."

Kevin stiffened at the casual reply. "That really
doesn't mean anything to you, does it?"

"Ch, it does." It was the barest whisper. " | cannot
remenber the first time | was forced to take a life. But 1
have never totally forgotten the horror of it"

"You c-can't renmenber? How could you not
remenber —
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"Kevin, | don't know how nuch you know of ny

people. Humans tell sone truly bizarre stories about

the Nitfwthi K, those you call the Dark Elves. But one

thing they say of us is quite true: we are indeed raised

wi t hout |ove, wi thout anything that m ght weaken us. |

was singled out eariy in nmy childhood as one who held
sorcerous prom se. That neans only one thing to the
NithatfaU. For all the years of nmy life | have studi ed dark
magi ¢, the magi ¢ of death. Necromancy, as you call it-

But ... ah. Powers, | amso very weary of it!"

Kevin glanced at the Dark Elfin surprise. "Then |
was right, wasn*t |? You were every bit as horrified as
was when that bandit died from—from age."

"When | killed him you nean? That |ife-draining

spell is called Archahai Necrawch, Spectre Touch in your

| anguage. " Naitachal shuddered, ever so faintly. "It is a
very dark thing, indeed. But there wasn't nuch time to
act, not with that knife about to slay you, and |I couldn't
think of any other way to save you."

"You had a... sword."

"A Death Sword, Kevin, a temporary thing drawn
fromsorcery's heart. You heard its joy in taking life, did
you not? That soft and enpty |aughter? | couldn't run

the risk of even scratching you with it."

Hearing the bitter self-loathing in the Dark Elf's
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voi ce, the bardling cried, "I don't understand! If you
don't want to work death-spells, why do it? Wiy not try
sonet hi ng el se?"

"There is nothing el se, not for one of my kind. Not

yet, at any rate," the Dark Elf added softly. "I meant it
when | told you 1 intended to prove ny peopl e had
nothing to do with the stealing of Count Vol mar's

ni ece- Love or hate, they are ny people. But | have no
intention of ever returning to them"

"What will you do?"

"Aye, bardling! | don't know, not yet." Naitacha
paused. "You don't know how | envy you."
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" NB 2"

"You know what you want fromlife. You have the joy
that is your nusic, and with it, the pronise of bright,
happy, living magic."

"l don't understand! Surely your people have nusic,
too? | mean, they're elves, and | thought all elves —**

"We are not |like the other elven races. W al one have
no music."

"No nmusic! B-but that's terrible!"

"Ch, it is. Listening to your songs, bardling, has been
untold delight for me." The Dark EIf gave a soft, ruefu
laugh. "Ay me. Here | try to help you, and end up tell-
ing you my problens instead 1"

Kevin blinked, all at once realizing that sonewhere
during this strange conversation, the specter of the
bandit he'd killed had ceased to haunt him "You haw
hel ped. "

"M sery |l oving conpany, eh?" \Watever else he

m ght be, Naicachal was still Dark EIf enough to be
ashanmed of showi ng weakness. "Ah, enough of this!"

he sai d abrupdy, getting to his feet. "The night is late,
boy. Go get sone sleep."

But then Naitachal paused, teeth flashing in a sud-

den grin. "And if you tell anyone about this
conversation," he said, a touch too lightly, "I shall deny
it all!"

Chapter Vin

Sonet hi ng danp was hitting his face. For a sl eepy
monent, Kevin thought he was bade in the castle, with
the squires playing one of their pranks on him He
opened his eyes with a cry of:

"WIIl you stop—"

"The rain?" Lydia cut in wyly. "Don't think any of us
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can nanhage that**

Kevin sat up in dismay, clutching his cloak about
him It wasn't nuch of a rain, nore of a |ight but
persistent drizzle. "But it's going to wash away the
tracks!"

"Probably. Let's get going, boy. I want to get as far as
we can before that happens.™

Gat hering up his danmp bel ongi ngs, the bardling

muttered, "It never rains in the songs." At |east the day
wasn't cold, but the ride was still going to be an

unpl easant one.

He hadn't guessed just how unpl easant As though

the previous day had never happened, the two el ves
began bristling towards each other once nore. And
Nai t achal showed not the slightest sign of the |onely,
musi c- hungry soul of the night before.

I give up! Kevin thought. | just give up

O course the weather had a good deal to do with
deteriorating tenpers. Kevin knew that. Not that such
wi sdom hel ped himany. Discovering that even a rel a-
tively lightweight nail shirt becane incredibly
unconfortabl e when wet, the bardling had to keep a
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tight rein on anything he said, particularly when
Tich' ki made some waspi sh remark

She can't help u, he forced hinself to accept

The fairy, after all, had to be the nmpbst unconfortable of
themall, constandy fluttering her wings in a vain attenpt
to keep them dry- No wonder she was snhapping at elf and
human i ndi scrimnately! Too waterl ogged for flight, she
must fed frighteningly hel pl ess.

Lydia, neanwhile, fairly radiated angry frustration,
bent nearly doubl e over her horse, nuttering under
her breath as she hunted for the rapidly fading trai

It didn't help uncertain tenpers to realize that they
were al nost out of supplies for people and horses both.
Granted, the aninmals would probably be able to find
enough forage to keep themgoing, but it wasn't going
to be much fun hunting for gane in this weather

At | east, Kevin thought, struggling for any sign of
good humor, the drizzle did seemto be letting up. Wo
knew? Maybe the sun would even deign to put in an
appearance and dry everybody off.

But even as the first feeble rays did at |ast break
through the clouds, Lydia threw up her hands in dis-
gust "That does it"

"I take it the rain washed away the cracks?" Naitacha
asked.
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"Hell, no! They aren't washed away, they sinply dis-
appear, just like that! As though horse and rider, up
and vani shed into the air." Lydia let out her breath in
an angry hiss. "lI've had trails go cold on ne before, but
I've never had onejust —stop!"

"Wonderful ," Tich' ki said flatly. "Now what?"

What, indeed? After a noment, Kevin began, "I
t hi nk—

"We're going to have to go on to Westerin," Lydia
said, just as if he wasn't there.

El i at hani s shook his head. "There's no evi dence they
rode that way."
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"There's no evidence they didn't! Besides, the horses
need grain, and a hot meal and a bath wouldn't hurt
any of us, either."

"Ah, | think —" Kevin began again, but Naitacha
cut in:

"Lydia has a point. W would be nore likely to | eam
sonmething inportant in a dty than out here in the md-
dl e of open country."

"That's a human city!" Eliathanis snapped. "How
willingly do you think they're going to admt a Dark
Elf?"

Nai t achal shrugged. "About as willingly as they
would a Wiite ElIfin these uncertain days. But our
cl oaks are hooded, after all. No one need know our
races, as long as we're careful."

"Huh! No one's going to bother a fairy!" Tich'k
boast ed.

"No one's going to bother vfith a fairy!" Lydia cor-
rected with a grin. "Not a little thing like you!"

"Little, is it?" Tich' ki pinched Lydia so hard the
worman junped. "Little, is it?"

"Well, you ore little —Aie, stop that! | apol ogize!"

"Hey. remenber me?" the bardling asked. "I've got
some say in this, too, and |I—=

"This is nonsense." Eliathanis shook his head again,

stubbornly. "I think we should continue to search out

here. "

"Search what?" Lydia exploded. "I tell you, there isn't

the slightest due. There isn't even the slightest trace of a
clue! Inthe city, it'll be a different nmatter. Gve *em
enough nmoney, and we'll be able to bribe nearly

anyone to tell us whatever we need to know. "
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The White ElIf straightened, staring at her as though
she'd uttered an obscenity. "Humans lie," he said
shordy." How rmuch truth do you think you will get out
of anyone who can be bought ?"

"He's scared,"” Tich'ki taunted. "Poor elfis scared the
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 89
humans will throw things at him Dirty his pretty face."

Eli athanis took a furious swi pe at her, but the fairy,

fluttering heavily because of her still-danp w ngs, soi
managed to evade him nocking himwth, "Tenper,
tenper!”

"Stop that, Tich'ki!" Lydia caught one snmall foot and
pulled the fairy back down behind her on the horse. "I
say we go to Westerin."

"And 1," Naitachal voted.

"Me, too." Tich'ki grinned sharply. "I |ake human
dues. So many fol ks careless with their bel ongings. So
many... opportunities.”

"Huh," Lydia rmuttered. "Just don't get us thrown
into prison.”

"Have | ever?"
"Yes!"

The fairy ruffled her wi ngs. "Thought you'd forgot-
ten all about that- It wasn't wy fault the gens fell into
your pouch!"

"Ch no. The pouch just happened to cone open at
just the right tinme,"

"Well... it mght have had a litde help..."

"And it's not going to have any nore help! If | find
your fingers anywhere near that pouch, Tich'Kki,
swear |'Il cut "cmoff!"

" Spoi | sport. "

"l sure hope so! \Wat about you, Eliathanis? Are
you with us or not?"

After a reluctant nonent, the Wiite El f nodded.
"Not that it will do any good."

"Hey!" Kevin shouted with all his breath, and the
others stared at himas though seeing himfor the first
time- "Remenber ne? | get sone say in this, too!"

"Al'l right, Kevin," Lydia said, a litde too cheerfully. As
though she's hwnormg a chM Kevin fumed. "Wat do you
say?"

What coul d he say? No matter what Count Vol mar
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had sai d, Kevin knew he certainly wasn't the | eader of
this group! "I say," the bardling grunbled, "we go to
Westerin. "

Kevin reined in his horse wi thout even being aware
he'd done it, staring in sheer wonder.

"Westerin," he breathed.

Oh, he had been taught his geography as a child. He

knew that the walled city lay at the junction of two trad-
ing routes, on a wide, fertile plain fed by a tranqui
river. But hearing about it and actually seeing it were
two very different things! Westermwas a beautifully

pi ct uresque si ght beneath the dramatically cloudy sky,

the thick, crenellated wall that girded it broken at
regul ar intervals by pointed towers topped in bronze

that gleamed like gold in the shifting rays of sunlight.

The city was al so nuch | arger than the bardling had
ever imagined —Ao, no, he thought, it wasn't nerely
iarge, it was enornoits\

Particularly, Kevin added wyly to hinmself, com
pared to quiet little Bracklin.

The others were riding on. The bardling urged his
horse after them trying to ignore Tich'ki's mnpcking,
"Boy acts like he's never seen a dty before."

well, all right, maybe he hadn't! Wat of it?

Wth an indignant sniff, Kevin straightened in the
saddl e, doing his best to pretend there was nothing at
al | amazi ng about those thick stone walls towering over
them as they approached, nothing at all anmazi ng about
the mass of buildings he glinpsed through the open

gat es.

But for all his attenpts at keeping calm the
bardling's heart had begun pounding wildly.

Westerm Westerin!
Wiy, the very nane rang with adventure!
Chapter |IX

Despite Eliathanis' worries, they had no trouble at an
getting into Westerin. In fact, the dty guards hardly
gl anced their way, waving the party inside with bored
i ndi fference.

Kevin struggled to copy that indifference. But how
coul d he possibly keep from gawki ng? The street up

whi ch they were riding was wi de enough to hold them
easily even if they had been riding abreast And it was
paved with cobbl estones! Only the innkeeper of the

Bl ue Swan back in Bracklin had been able to afford

t hose expensive things.
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And how coul d Kevin not stare at all the buildings?
He' d never seen so many in one place. He'd never
dreaned so many coul d exist! They seened to have

been set out helter-skelter, as though each owner had
put his house wherever he wanted it, w thout worrying
about how the whol e thing was going to | ook. The
casual junble of buildings created a maze of smaller
streets branching out in all directions.

Kevi n shook his head in confusion. Not only was

there no pattern to the way the buildings were laid out,
no two houses | ooked alike. Sone of those he glinpsed
were small, lowto the ground, |ooking somehow neek
am d all ihe busde, of the honey, watde-and-daub sort
famliar to himfromBracklin, even if their roofs here
were of red tile rather than thatch. G her houses were
eccentrically painted hal f-tinmbered buildings, their
upper stories |eaning drunkenly together over their
narrow streets, only wooden props keeping them
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apart. Kevin gave up trying to be al oof and stared
openly when he saw a row of out and out nansions of
beautifully worked stone, sonme of them amazingly,

three or four stories high.

And the people! There must be thousands here

inside the encircling city walls, all of them speaking a
junbl e of | anguages. Their tunics and gowns and

cl oaks were a dazzling confusion of colors: red, blue,
gol d, even sonme hues he coul dn't nane.

And despite the Wiite ElIf's uneasiness, not all those
fol ks were human. In one bl ock alone. Kevin saw two
haughty, elegant Wiite Elves stride arrogantly by,
acting as though humans di dn*t even exist, a couple of
nore rel axed peopl e whose not-quite human features

and ever so slightly pointed ears reveal ed themas hal f-
el ven, three hul ki ng guards who al nost certainly were
nearly full-bl ooded ogres, even a pair of Arachnia
dressed in priestly robes, chittering together in a |lan-
guage that seened nade up only of consonants.

Rows of shops lined the street, and the air rang with

the cries of nerchants bawing out their wares in half a
dozen dial ects. The bardling ached to exanine the pile

of scrolls one dealer offered, or the harps and | utes
hangi ng in another booth, but he didn't dare let the

rest of his party get too far ahead. He'd never be able to
find themagain in this crowd!

"It stinks," Eliathanis nuttered.

Well, maybe it did, of aninmal and cooking oil and too
many people of all sorts crowded in together, but over-
whel red by wonder as he was, Kevin hardly m nded.

Lydia unerringly led the way to a livery stable, a well-
kept place warmwith the friendly snells of horses and
hay.
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"Smells better than the city,"” the Wiite EIf nuttered.

"Stop conplaining." As Kevin disnounted, the
worman asked in an undertone, "Before we start spend-
ing: you do have the bribe noney with you, don't you?"
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The bardling started to pat the purse Count Vol mar

had given him but Lydia caught his hand in an angry
grip. "Don't be a fool! You want to bring every thief in
town down on us?"

Stung, he straightened. "I amnot a fool."

But Lydia, bargaining with the stabl ekeep, ignored

him Only after she was finished, and she and the stolid
man had shaken on the deal. did she turn back to

Kevi n.

"I don't like the idea of you wandering around

wi t hout a weapon. The first thing we do, kid, is get you
a new sword." She glanced at the elves. "We'Il| be back
as soon as we can, okay?"

They nodded. Lydia grinned.
"Cone on, Kevin."

As they stepped back out onto the streets of

Westerin, the bardling was overwhel med —and this

time not by wonder- Wiile he'd been up on a horse's

back, he'd been raised up out of the worst of it, but now
the crowmd surrounded himlike a noisy, snelly ocean
trying to drown him

"This way,"'
After the first few "Excuse ne's" and "Pardon ne*s,
Kevi n gave up and pushed and shoved his way |ike
everybody el se, el bows jabbing his ribs and feet tronp-
ing on his toes- Gty life mght be exciting, but he
guessed it wasn't so glanorous after all!

Lydia called, and he struggl ed after her.

"Looks like a likely place," Lydia noted.

Kevin frowned, puzzled. The only indication that

this mght be a weaponry shop was the sign creaking
back and forth over the door, roughly painted with a
weat her-worn picture of crossed swords. Ah, of course!
Wth all the different races in Wsterin, who knew how
many of them could actually read the comon tongue
—or read at all? But anyone could figure out what a
sinpl e picture neant!

He foll owed Lydia inside, and found hinself in a
94
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smal |, crowded room facing a counter piled with a
staggering variety of knives. Behind the counter a cur-
tai ned doorway presumably led to a storeroom and
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axes and swords and the occasional shield —its surface
left blank so it could be painted with a custoner's coat-
of-arns —covered nost of the walls.

"What can | do for ya?" a rough but undeniably
femal e voi ce asked

Kevi n junped. He could have sworn the room was
enpty except for Lydia and hinsel f.

"Down here, boy."
He | ooked. The | ook becane a stare.

A woman she nost certainly was, but one who barely
came to his waist —and who was definitely not of
human- ki nd. Buxom and brawny, she was al nbost as

wi de around as she was tall, but Kevin suspected that
little of that roundness was fat. Her flat, high-cheek-
boned face was no | onger young, and gray streaked the
red braids coiled in an intricate knot on her head, but
she | ooked about as fragile as a boul der

"I''"'m Grakka, owner of this place." The woman
stopped with an anused snort. "Wat's the matter,
boy? Never seen a dwarf before?”

“I... uh... no. | mean, yes. | mean, one of your race
stopped in Bracklin once, ny —ny village. But he was
a/~! And all the songs say—

"That dwarves only cone in one kind: male?" She
gave a sharp bark of a laugh. "Were'd ya think we
canme fronP? Junped up outa rocks all full-grown? Bah,
humans! Va cone to gawk, boy, or to buy?"

"To buy," Lydia said. "The kid needs a new weapon."

Kevi n shook the fragments of the broken sword out
of the scabbard. "Can you fix this?"

"What d'ya take nme for, a mracl e-worker?** G akka
lifted the broken blade to the light, squinting along its
| ength. "Piece a* junk."

"A count gave it to me!"
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"Then his arnorer's been cheating him" She pulled
aside the curtain, yelling into the back of the store,
"Elli! Yo, EU\ Wake up, girl, we got custoners! Get ne
the rack ofone-handers —Yeah, that's the one."

A slightly smaller figure staggered out with an

arm oad of swords, which she dropped on the counter

with a clatter. Kevin stared all over again, but this tinme
i n appreciation.

Elli was al nost certainly Gakka's daughter, but even
though the bardling couldn't deny she was al nost as
squat and powerfully built as her nother, she was stil
as pretty in her own nonhurman way as any girl in
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Bracklin. Her eyes were big and blue, sparkling with
m schi ef as she | ooked at him her nose was pertly up-
turned, and her |ong yellow braids curved snoothly
down her sinple blue tunic and skirt and the curves of
her buxom young body in a way that nmade Kevin swal -

| ow hard.

He froze in panic as she swayed that curvy body to
hi s si de.

"I"'mEIi. But you already know that. Wat's your
name?"

" —I —I1'm.. uh... Kevin."
" Uh- Kevi n?" she teased.

"N-no. Just Kevin."

"That's a nice nane." She fixed her big blue eyes on
his face. "Do you think ny nane is nice, too?"

ttT ___ »

"ElIli!" her nother snapped, "Stop bothering the boy.
You, boy, cone here."

Elli flounced away, pouting deliriously. Sheepishly,
Kevin went up to the counter. "Here," Gakka said
shortly. "Try this."

Kevin | ooked at the sword in dismay. "It's so..."

"Plai n?" Grakka finished. "Pretty never won battles
Go ahead. Try it out."

Kevin took a few practice swings, then tried an
96 Mercedes Lackey ~Josephs Sherman

experinmental pass or two. He straightened, smling. "I
like it. It feels... right."

"CGood. Because from what your warrior buddy here

tells me, there's no dme to design a sword specially for
you." She gave him a specul ative glance. "Too bad. It's
al ways a challenge to nake a sword that'l|l be useful for
a reasonable while for you younglings who are stil
changing build al nost every day." G akka shrugged.

"Ah well, some other time. That'll be five gold crowns."

"Five..."

"Go wait outside," Lydia nmurmured to him "1*11 take
care of this."

Kevi n knew that an adventurer as professional as
Lydi a woul d know how to bargai n nuch better than
soneone froma small town. But that didn't stop him
fromfeeling a surge of annoyance at bei ng sent away
like a little boy.

"H, Kevin," a voice purred
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“Uh, hi, EIlL"

She smled up at himas brightly as a sunny day. "I

have to spend all ny tine in this dull old place. | never
get to go anywhere. But an adventurer |ike you nust

have seen all ants of wonderful things."

Westerinrfaff?

"Iy uh ... " Kevin wasn't about to confess the truth
about Bracklin and his drab life to this |ovely creature.
"Sure. Why don't we sit down " —he patted a bench

along the wall —" and I'Il tell you all about them"

Maybe this wasn't going to be such a painful wait

after all. Kevin began weaving a tale of Bardi c wonder
about his adventures in Count Vol mar's casde and on

the road to Westerin. As Elli stared at himadoringly, he
turned the skirmsh with the bandits into epic adven-
ture, spinning it out until he and his party had

overcone a whole arny of outl aws.

"Way, that's wonderfull" Elli breathed, edging closer
to him
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She was, he discovered, wearing some sort of sweet,
flowery perfunme, a heady scent Warily, he let his hand
slide towards her, and felt a shock race through him
when her own small hand, rough with work but deli -
cate all the same, dosed about his fingers. Breathless,
the bardling sat frozen, not daring to nove, wondering
what woul d happen if he tried to put an arm around

her. About himthe bustle of Westerin seened as di stant
and renote as a dream

Kevin nearly yel ped when Lydi a tapped himon the
shoul der. "Wake up, |over boy. Here's your sword."

Bl ushi ng, Kevin released EU 's hand and scranbl ed
to his feet

"You owe Grakka two gold crowns, four silver,"”
Lydi a continued blandly. "And you, Erii —"

"That's Elli!" the dwarf girl said indignantly.

"What ever. Your nother's calling you. Here's the
money we owe her. Now, scoot!"

Elli scuttled into the shop. But she paused just |ong
enough in the doorway to bl ow Kevin a kiss.

Lydi a chuckled. "Pretty, isn'tshe? Can't be a day over
fifty."

"Fifty!"

"Young for a dwarf. Monma G akka has to be push-

ing a hundred, if not nore. Yup, little EU's got to be
fifty, all right, just about the dwarven age of puberty.
Hot for marriage, too, or ... ah ... whatever. G akka
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has her hands full!"

She gl anced at Kevin, who was still staring towards

t he weapons shop, and chuckl ed anew. "Forget it, kid.

These human- O her romances never work out. Be-

sides, in a few nore years, sweet little ElIli is gonna be al
grown up and | ook just |ike her tough old nmomma."

Oh. Well. The bardling sighed, disillusioned.

"Cone on, Kevin. The el ves nust be bored out of
their m nds. And who knows what m schief Tich'ki's
wor ki ng! "
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What Tich' ki had been doing was trying to teach the

two elves how to play cards. She had already, it turned
out, won one night's free lodging for their horses from
t he st abl ekeep.

"Never even noticed the cards were nmarked, eh?**
Lydia murmured wyly. "And don't give nme that 'in-

nocent |itde me* | ook, either, ny dear. | know you far
too well! Let's get out of here before we wind up in
prison."

If anything, the crowds seemed to have gotten worse

as the day progressed. Kevin, one hand on his new
sword, the other on his purse, struggled his way al ong,
beginning to long for the nice, peaceful, open

count rysi de.

Al'l at once, a particularly rough body barrelled into
hi m

"Hey!" the bardling yelled. "Wy don't you watch
wher e—=

A second man hurded into him nearly sending the
bardling spraw i ng. For one horrifying monent he was
sure he was going to go down, and be tranpled by the
heedl ess crowd, but then Naitachal's hand cl osed about
his arm pulling himback to his feet. The Dark Elf ges-
tured the whole party into an al cove where they coul d
be out of the streamof traffic,

"Are you all right?"

"Yes, | —" Kevin broke off abruptly. Somnething

didn't feel quite right... "Wait a mnute." GCh no, oh
no, this couldn't be! The bardling searched hinself
frantically, then cried in panic, "It's gone! The purse
Count Vol mar gave nme is gone!"

Chapter X

"Ch hell," Lydia nuttered. "I knew this was going to
happen. "

"That man —" Kevin gasped out, "the one who

josded me —he nust have stolen ny noney! W have
to—
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"Have to what? Do you see hi m anywhere?"
"No, but the guard —"

"Did you see his face? No? Can you tell them any-
thi ng about what he | ooks |ike?"

"No..."

Lydia |l et out her breath in a gusty sigh. "Gve it up,
boy. The noney's gone."

"But..." Kevin struggled to keep his voice from
shaki ng from sheer panic.

Al'l about him the city continued its busy life, not
caring whether he lived or died, and he had not hi ng
left but the few small coins in his own purse. They
weren't enough to let himsurvive, |et al one bribe
anyone. He'd failed the count. Wrse, he'd fail ed
Chari na!

Hopel essly the bardling asked, "Wat are we going
t odo. -. ?"

"Well, we can't do anything w thout noney, that's for
sure," Lydia said brusquely.

"Then it's foolish to remain here." Eliathanis pulled
his cl oak about hinself, adjusting his hood with fas-
tidious care. "I said we should never have cone to
Westerin. "

" But —
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"W've wasted enough time, | amgoing to do what |
shoul d have done fromthe start, and explore on ny
own. "

“No!" Kevin cried. "You can't abandon —" But the

Wiite EIf had already vani shed into the crowds.
the team " the bardling finished hel pl essly. "Naitachal
You can't |eave, too!"

"No?11 The Dark Elf's eyes glinted frombeneath his

hood, cool and unreadable as blue ice. "' There is nore

to be learned here if I'mnot burdened with... anyone

el se. ™

"But —wait —** Kevin whirled to Lydia. " | suppose
you're going to go offon your own, too!"

"Hell, no. | don'tabandon the hel pl ess, renenber?"

Al'l at once she grinned. "Hey, cheer up, kid. It's not so
bad. "

"Not so bad! We don't have any noney!"

"I'"ve been stuck penniless in cides before, sone of
thema lot nastier to strangers than this one, and |'ve al -
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ways managed to land on ny feet. Let ne think a
mnute... Ha, yes. Tich' ki, what do you think of this?"

She nmurnured in the fairy's ear- Tich' ki |aughed
and yanked a | ock of the woman's hair- "Ah yes, of
course!™

"A'l right, then. Cone on, Kevin.
"Where are we goi ng?"

She didn't answer. Kevin, struggling to keep up with

the woman, who was knifing her way skillfully through

the crowd, hardly noticed the buzz of fairy wings in his
ear. But he did notice tough little fingers snatching the
pouch hol ding his | ast few coins.

"Hey! Tich'ki, give that back!"

The fairy ignored him dropping the pouch into
Lydi a's hands. Kevin hurried after her.

"Lydi al Come back here' Where are you goi ng?
VWhat are you —Lydia!"

He stopped, staring up at the building blocking his
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 101

path. Where in the world ... ? A tenple? Ch yes, such

an overbl own stone and pl aster nmonstrosity coul dn't

be anything but a tenple! Kevin glanced briefly up at

the busy, brighdy painted facade. Over the door was an
ornately carved and gilded relief of a very smug group

of merchants kneeling in prayer. Praying to whon? In

this city, the bardling thought drily, it could only be the
G eat God Money!

Ach, no, that wasn't nice. Besides, the last thing he
could afford right now was getting Heavenly Powers
angry at him

Tich' ki didn't have any such qual ns. She vani shed

into the tenple with such an evil titter that Kevin stared
after her, particularly when Lydia chuckled and fol -

| owed.

Oh Powers, the/re going to rob the tenple, | know it. How
can /possibly stop them before —

But Lydia strode boldly down the length of the vast

i nner chanber without pause, her boot heels clicking
on the snmooth stone floor Ignoring the busy religious
murals on walls and columms (at |east Kevin assuned
they were religious nurals), ignoring the few worship-
pers and the gaudy gil ded shrine (the bardling stil
couldn't figure out to whomthe tenple was sacred),
she pulled aside a curtain shrouding the far wall.
revealing a tiny door. The wonman rapped on it three
times, then two, then three again, and Kevin cried in
sudden conprehensi on

"You' ve been here before!"
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Lydi a grinned. "The boy's a genius! How do you
think I found the livery stable and G akka's shop so
easily?"

"Ch." Feeling exceedingly stupid, the bardling mut-
tered, "OfF course."

The door swung open soundl essly. "Come on, kid,"
Lydi a sai d- "Churches are always where the noney is.
Let's go."
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Kevin warily foll owed her down a short flight of
stairs. He paused hal fway down, gl ancing about

The room at the bottom of the seeps was small and

wi ndow ess, but el egant enough, with walls and tables

of sleekly polished wood. It was full of people sitting at
or standing around those tables, some of themso richly
—or gaudily —clad the bardling' s eyebrows rose in
surprise. The only sounds were the faint rustle of

cards, the clink of coins, and an occasional sigh or

snot hered oat h.

"This is a ganbling house!" Kevin exclained, feeling
a wicked little thrill of excitement run through him
They hardly had this sort of thing back in Bracklin!

"Lydia, what do you think you're doing?"

"Earning us sone funds."

"B-but those are the only coins we've got left! If you
| ose them.."

Lydi a shrugged. "Whatever the Fates decree." As a
man threw down his hand and stal ked off in disgust,
the woman fl opped down onto the vacant chair.
"What's the gane?"

No one even gl anced up. "Five-card Tarot,'
one nuttered. "Pentades wild."

sone-

"Fine." To Kevin's horror, she dunped all his coins
out on the table in front other. "I'min."

The bardling had no idea what the rules of Five-card
Tarot m ght be. He'd never even heard of the gane

bef ore! Chew ng anxiously on his lower |ip, he watched
as Lydia thoughtfully kept or discarded the brightly
col ored cards, or glanced every now and then at her
equal Iy pensive fellow players: three niddl e-aged
human men and an el ven hal f-bl ood of indeterm nate

age and gender. Wth each round, the bardling saw
with a shudder, nore and nmore of his precious coins
were added to the pot.

"I"'mout," one of the humans muttered suddenly,
throwi ng down his cards and | eavi ng.
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The ot hers never even noticed. After another hand:

"Me, too," said the half-elf with a shrug, vanishing
into the crowd.

Lydia and the two remai ning men never flickered an

eyel ash. One of the nmen, Kevin noted, was a bushy-
bearded fellow in sonmber red robes, while the other

was a thin, clean-shaven man, snmooth of skin and

dressed in an el egant tunic of blue velvet, but they were
alike in their inpassive concentration. The ganme went

on, cards being selected, discarded. The pile of coins in
the center of the table grew ever |arger

If she | oses now, the bardling thought with a shudder,
we'll have nothing left!

But without warning, Lydia threw down her hand
with a cry of triunph.

"There! Beatthat!"

Kevin saw that the cards she'd been hol di ng were

the King, Queen, Knight and Page of Swords, and the
Five of Wands. It was obviously a good hand, because
Bushy Beard and Smooth Skin threw down their cards
in disgust. Smling sweedy, Lydia raked in the pot

"Come on!" Kevin whispered. "W've got our
money back. Let's get out of here!"

"Are you joking?" she whispered back. "That's not
enough to bribe anyone! Besides, |'ve just begun."

"What do you nean? Lydia, if you | ose—"

"I"'mnot going to lose- Al right, gentlemen," the
worman added in a bright voice. "Shall we try one nore
tine?"

Bushy Beard and Snooth Skin grunbled. But to

Kevin's horror, they agreed. This tine, as the wi nner of
the last round, Lydia was the deal er, sending the cards
flashing out in neat, colorful piles to the other players.
"Same st akes?"

"Same stakes," they muttered, al nbst as one.

She's going to lose. | know she's going to | ose. Wwon'thave
a coin le ft and—©h, fknew t!
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Bushy Beard inpassively raked in his w nnings.

"Lydial" Kevin whispered frantically. "That's
enough! Let's get out of here while we still have some-
thing left!"

"Hush. One nore round, gentlenmen?"

Snoot h Skin nodded. Bushy Beard, fingering his
Wi nni ngs, was slower to agree.
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"A'l right," he nuttered at |ast
Lydia smiled. "But we've been playing a kid' s game
so far. How about sonme real risks, eh? Major Arcana

and doubl e stakes, this rinme? And wi nner takes all?"

Both nen hesitated this tine. Then Bushy Beard
shrugged. "Wy not ?"

"What about you, ny friend?" Lydia crooned.

Smoot h Skin sighed. "All right. Butjust this one
hand. | have... other engagenents."

"We'll try not to keep you too long," Lydia said drily.

Fuming and terrified, Kevin watched Bushy Beard

shuffle the entire deck this tinme, Mjor and M nor
Arcana together, and deal out the bright-hued cards.

Fi sts denched, he watched Lydia thoughtfully pick up
then discard card after card, her face a studious bl ank

"Rai se," she said after a while, pushing a few coins
towards the center of the table.

"Rai se," echoed Snpoth Skin, doing the sane.

Bushy Beard hesitated a long time, but at |ast added
his share of coins.

The gane went on. And on. Each tine it was Lydia's
turn, she studied her cards for a time, then called out:

"Rai se. "

That's the last of our w nnings! Kevin realized. If she |oses
this hand, we'll be beggared!

It was Snooth Skin who hesitated this time, hand
toying with the coins in front of him "Raise," he said at
| ast.

Bushy Beard swore under hisbrcath. "Too rich forme,"
he muttered, throwi ng down his cards and stal ki ng awnay.
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Lydia smiled. "Show 'em" she said.

Smoot h Skin showed his teeth in a sharp grin. "Beat
this."

He held The Enperor. The Enpress, The Fool, The
Kni ght of Swords and The Five of Wands.

"Interesting." Lydia' s voice was grim
She's lost, | know she's lost. W're |ost.

But then the wonan's gl oony face broke into a grin.
"What a shame you didn't have anot her Mjor Arcana
card! BeatAis/"

Her hand hel d The Magici an, The Hanged Man,
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The Sun, The Tower, and The Lovers.
Al'l Major Arcana cards. Does that nean...?

it did. Wth a snarl. Snmpboth Skin got to his feet and
storned off, leaving Lydia to rake in the entire pot.

"Now can we pl ease get out of here?" Kevin asked,
sure Snooth Skin was going to return with thugs.

"Hey, kid, 1 know when to quit!" Lydia paused just
| ong enough to nake the bardling's heart race, then
grinned. "And now, ny friend, is definitely the timel"

Only when they were outside and hal fway down the

block did it occur to Kevin that he hadn't seen Tich'k
since they'd entered the tenple. As though just diinking
ot her was enough to coryure her up, the fairy suddenly
appeared at his side, wings fluttering, grinning her fera
grin and waving a colorful piece of parchnent

"Wait a mnute," Kevin said. "That's a tarot card!"
"Two points to the clever lad with the lute!"

"But —Let ne see that!" The bardling snatched the

card fromTich' ki's hand before she could dart away.
"This is one of the cards fromthe deck Lydia was using!
It's The High Priestess, one of the Major Ar—Ha! No
wonder that man couldn't get all the Mjor Arcana

cards! Lydia, you were cheating}"

"Shh! You want the guards after us?"

"But —but —you were! You and Tich'ki were in it
together, weren't you? What did you do, Tich' ki? Use
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fairy magic so no one would notice you? That's it, isn't
it? You | ooked at the other players' hands and sli pped
Lydia the right cards —You were both cheating!"

Lydi a stopped. Placing her hands firmy on the
bardling's shoul ders, she told him "M/ naive young
friend, what did you think the others were doi ng? Hell

boy, we were all cheating, | realized that fromthe first
hand! 1just cheated better, that's all." Ginning, she
rel eased him "You know who those two nen were?

The fellowwith the beard —well, | don't renmenber his

nane; it's been a while. But he is a very successful gem
mer chant. The ot her one, the beardl ess guy, hasn't
changed much at all. His nane is Sel den, and he sits on
the dty council. Neither one of themare going to niss
what we took fromthem"

"You Stole froma city official!"

"He's not going to | et anyone know he was —let's
see, how does the fornmal termgo? —participating in
an illicit ganbling operation* Cone on, Kevin: sml el

W' ve got our funding back, and nore. Now let's go
bri be oursel ves sonebody useful ."
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But just then an angry voice shouted, "There she is!
That's the worman who robbed me! Guards, after her!"”

"Ch, right," Kevin said sarcastically. "He's not going
to | et anyone know. "

And then he and Lydia were running for their I|ives.
Chapter Xl

As the guards charged, Tich*ki |eaped straight up
into the air, wings a blur. "See you later!"

She darted offat top speed as Kevin and Lydia raced
through the crowmded streets of Westerin, weaving in

and out of knots of people, the guards' heavy footsteps
poundi ng behind them The air rang with cries of

"Thi eves! Stop theml" But no one even tried to bl ock
their path.

O course not! Kevin realized. Nobody wants to risk get-
ting invol ved!

"This way!" Lydia gasped, pointing to a narrow all ey.

But Kevin stunbled to a stop, staring. In there® The
pl ace stank! It was filthy with piles of garbage and who
knew what else. Wirse, it also | ooked |ike a dead end!

He al nost hesitated too long. "Got him" a guard
yel l ed. A rough hand grabbed at the bardling*s arm
nearly pulling the lute fromhis back. Kevin kicked out
savagel y and heard a grunt of pain. The guard | ost his
hol d, and the bardling dove inco the alley.

Wonder f rd. Now veassat i Uedaci t ygt wr d. Jurwcnder

Trying not to breathe too deeply, he raced after
Lydia, struggling to keep his footing on the slippery,
muddy earth, telling hinself the puddl es he coul dn't
hel p spl ashi ng through were water, only water

None of it seemed to bother the guards. They cane
poundi ng after him swearing, arnmor and weapons
dashing as they ran.

"Kevin!" Lydia whispered, snhatdiing at him
Where did she think she was goi ng? That didn't even
108 Mercedes Lackey ”josepha Sherman

qualify as an alley! It was only a —a crevice, a space
where the backs of two buildings didn't quite neet.

"Conme on, Kevin!"
Well, if she could fit...

The bardling hurried in after her, trying not to let his

| ute bang against a wall. How weird! None of the houses

in this area seened to neet exactly, and as a result there
was a whole little naze ofnot-quite alleys back here. He
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hoped the worman knew where she was goi ng, because if
she didn't, they were going to wind up good and | ost —

Lydi a stopped so suddenly Kevin nearly crashed
into her. She held up a hand, l|istening. "Damm!"

"They're sdl|l after us."

"Right. They don't usually follow anyone in here.
Must be an el ection year." The wonman shrugged-
"We'U have to try sonething el se. **

She started off again. Kevin, who had just barely

caught his breath, groaned and foll owed. They sud-

denly came out into a wider way, the back alley of a
street of shops. The bardling noticed the rickety piles of
storage crates and barrels and thought in sudden in-
spiration, Wat if...?

"Lydia, wait!"

He pointed. She stared, then grinned in com
prehension. "You're catching on fast, kid!"

As the guards charged out into the alley, they yelled
to see their prey standing as if w nded, |eaning hel p-
| essly against a wail. "There they are! Take them"

But the boy kicked at a crate and the wonan at a bar-
rel, and a whol e aval anche of crates and barrels cane
t hunderi ng down, nearly burying the guards and
totally bl ocking the alley.

"That does it!" Lydia crowed. "Let's get out of here
before they can dig thensel ves out."

The smal |, open square m ght have been grand at
one rine, but Westerin had grown out and away fromit
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| ong years back. Now it was a shabby little place, cob-
bl est ones cracked and broken where they hadn't been
stolen outright. In the center of the square stood a
fountain so chi pped and worn Kevin guessed wat er

hadn't flowed in it since Westerin had been founded.

Its rimmade a fine place for two fugitives to sit and
catch their breach. "No sign of the guards," Lydia said
after a time, "Guess they finally lost us."

"What do you suppose happened to Tich' ki ?"

Lydi a shrugged. "She can take care of herself. No
one's going to find a fairy who doesn't want to be
found!" She glanced at Kevin. "That idea with the bar-
rels was pretty clever. Howd you think of it?**

"I didn"t," the bardling confessed. "I remenbered it
froman adventure ballad."

"Ha! Looks like rmusic's good for sonething nore
than just pretty notes!"”
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Ch no, he wasn't going to fall into her trap. Biting
back his indignant reply, Kevin asked instead, "Where
are we, Lydia?"

The woman gl anced about. "Pretty nmuch where we

want to be. In the.. -shall we say... |ess elegant section of
town. The section that every dty has, where the guards

don't go too often and never al one, and where no one asks
too many questions." At his raised eyebrow, the wonman

addedj auntily, "Just trying t& talk like a proper Bard!"

/| will not let her bait ne! In other words, we're in the

sluns. "

"Exactly. Just the spot for a few carefully placed
bri bes. ™"

" Mer er

"COf course here. You don't find the weasels and rats
we need in pal aces!"

"VWhat's to keep those rats fromcalling the guards?"

Lydi a | aughed. "The kind of folks we're going to
meet are hardly going to be on the best of terns with
guards. They're not going to call 'emdown on us."
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"Sure. Just like that city official wouldn't."
"Huh! This adventure's turning you too cynical, Kkid!
Cone on, let's go rat-hunting.”

The first tavern was snmall and crowded, and stank of
stale beer and staler humanity. But at |east, Kevin
thought warily, the nen inside | ooked reasonably nor-
mal : sweaty, thick-set |aborers and dock workers who'd
stopped in for a quick drink

Lydi a shook her head in disapproval. "This won't
do. Too honest Cone on."

The second tavern hid in the basenent of a half-
col l apsed tenenent It was so dark in there that for one
nervous monent Kevin, poised on the top of a short, rick-

ety stairway, couldn't see anything at all. As his eyes
adjusted to the gloom he swallowed drily. This duster of
men and... not-quite humans |urking down there in the

shadows coukni t have had anythi ng honest to thematal L

"Better," nuttered Lydia, her busy eyes checking
out the dientel and scouring out possible escape routes
at the sane tine. "Stay here."

She noved easily through the crowd, stopping a
monent here to ask a question or two, slapping away a
roving hand there, never |osing her snile or her padence.

After what seened an eternity to the bardling, Lydia
returned to Kevin's side. "Three invitations to ..
ah ... bed, two to sic and party a while, one to buy
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you —" she grinned at his outrage —" but no usefu
i nformati on. Besides," the woman added teasingly,
"the price for you wasn't nearly high enough!"

She scurried out before he could find an answer.

The third tavern was al nost as nurky. The furnish-

ings consisted only of a few splintery tables and chairs,
and the thin layer of sawdust covering the floor was
sticky with what Kevin prayed was only beer. The cus-
tomers were an ugly lot, quite literally, hunched over
their drinks like so many bitter predators, making the
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crowmd in the last place | ook al most whol esone.

Not a one of them showed the slightest interest in

ki dnappers or a m ssing nobl ewonan. But before

Lydi a and Kevin could |l eave, a hulk of a man, big and
ugly enough to be alnost all ogre —lurched to his feet
and staggered towards Lydi a.

"H Uo, b'oot'ful. Come 'n have uh drink."
"Some other tine, handsone.”

"l said, have uh drink!"

"And | said, sone other tine."

As she turned to | eave, the man caught her armin a
meaty hand. "You ain't goin' nowhere, b'oot'ful."

Lydi a sighed. "They never learn," she murnured.

Before the bardling could even start to nove, the

woman whirled on her captor, knee shooting up with
devastating force and deadly accuracy. As the man
doubl ed over in speechl ess agony, Lydia pulled free and
smled sweetly at Kevin, fluttering her eyelashes at him

"Shall we | eave?" she asked.

The bardling gl anced warily around the room No

one seened to have noticed what had just happened.

Even so, he had to fight the urge to back out of there,
hand on sword hilt. Once they were safely outside on
the street, Kevin expl oded:

"What in the name of all the Powers did you think
you were doi ng?"

"Avoi di ng an unwanted drink."

"But —but he m ght have been arned! He m ght
have killed you!"

"And the roof mght have caved in on us all. It didn't
He didn't. Kevin, credit me with enough wit to know
when soneone's carryi ng weapons. O is sober

enough to be dangerous. The poor idiot had it com ng

to him and | just hope his |less-than-friends back there
don't slit his throat while he's helpless."
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" But you—

"Look, kid, this son of thing happens all the tine
112 Mercedes Lackey ”josepha Sherwan

when you happen no be both a warrior and a wonan. **

"Wl l, maybe it wouldn't happen so often if you just
didn't dress so —so —"

"So what, Kevin?"

He shook his head, miserably enbarrassed, w shing
he'd kept his nmouth shut "You know. "

"Ah, our litde bardling is a prude!"

"l am nod But you —

"CGo around asking for it? Is that what you're trying

to say? Listen to ne, and listen well: | ama woman in a
man's world. |I'mnot conplaining; that's just the way
things are. And as a wonman, sure, | could wear a nice,

proper gown that restricted every step | took, the sort
of thing a lady wears —and get killed the first time |
needed to nove quickly. | could wear full arnor, too,

al ways assuming | could afford the expensive stun*—

but | spend a lot of ny life on board ships. People who
wear full arnmor on ships tend to have really short lives
if they fall overboard!"

"I... uh... never thought of that..."

"I realize that!" Al at once, Lydia grinned. "Besides,
when | do have trouble, the fools are generally so busy
| ooking at nmy ... ah... endownents that they never

see ny knee or fist comng. So now, enough | ecturing.
We sdl | have sone rat-hundng to do!"

She strode boldly away. Kevin gul ped and foll owed,
deciding that Lydia wasn't as dunb as she | ooked. She
m ght be rough in manners and | anguage —but she
certainly wasn't dunb at all.

Kevin sank wearily to a bench, hardly caring that the
cheaply made thing creaked al arm ngly and

threatened to coll apse. How many taverns had it been
now? Ten? Fifty? A hundred? By this point he'd seen so
many roughnecks, so many weird, ugly humans and

O hers, so nmuch enptiness or depravity in so many

eyes, that he didn't think anything could shock himany
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more. |f Death Itself came up to this table, the bardling
mused listlessly, he'd probably just tell It to go have a
ni ce day somewhere el se

Lydia, who in the course of their hunt had dealt with
a hal f-dozen woul d-be suitors, showed not the slightest
sign of weariness.
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Well, sure. She's probably ttsed to tavern-hopping. This is
probably tame to her!

He | ooked down in disnmay at the warm watery beer
in the flagon before him At |east he wasn't expected to
finish the stuff. How anyone could actually want to —

"Hey, kid, look who I've found."

Lydi a was returning, pulling soneone with her.

Kevin stared. An Arachnia! But clearly one that had
fallen on hard tines. Were D*Kri kas had been an

el egant figure, spotlessly dean, dark chitin shining
with health, this being was downright shoddy, its com
pound eyes | acking any trace of animation, its tall body
folded into a weary stoop chat left it no taller than the
worman. The gray cl oak that seemed to be an Arachnia
trademark was worn and ragged, so filthy it |ooked as
though it had never been washed, and the being's

chitin was so dull and scaly Kevin wondered if it was
possi ble for an Arachnia to have the mange.

Lydia didn't seemto care. Slapping the Arachnia on
its back, making the thin being stagger, she said heart-
ily, "This is... what did you say your nane was, pal?"

"D Ri ksin," the being murnured.

"D R ksin," Lydia echoed. "Sit you down here,
D Riksin, ny friend, and have a drink with us."

She pushed. The Arachnia sat with a thunp, as

though already too far gone to resist. Kevin glanced
sharply at the wonan, wondering what was goi ng on

but she was busy flagging down a barnmaid. "A bottle of
Mereot for nmy friends and ne."

Mereot turned out to be a dark red wi ne, so sweet
that Kevin nearly gagged on his first sip. He noticed
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that Lydia wasn't drinking nmuch other flagon, either
But D Ri ksin guzzled down the sweet stuff with undis-
gui sed delight.

"Good, " the being murnured.
"Have another, pal, on Kevin here."

D Riksin dicked its beak in what was presunably an
Arachniad snmile. "Thank you, friend." It swilled down
the second flagon alnost as quickly as it had the first
and dicked its beak with nore abandon. "Good stuff.
Good friends. Not |ike sonme others."

"Sonmeone betrayed you, huh?" Lydia | eaned for-
ward, elbows on the table, resting her head on her fists.
"That's tough."

"Betrayed me," the being echoed.
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"Why don't you tell us all about it, pal?" Lydia's voice
oozed concern. "Troubles are a lot lighter to bear when
they're shared."

TheArachnia helped itself to nore Mereot "It's the
king's fault,” D R ksin whined. "All his fault."

"How so?"

"Shoul dn'ta supported him Big nistake. No one' U
hire ne, 'cause they know | backed King Anber."

Htth? That doesn't 'make sense! They won't fwe a supporter
of the knmg? But Westermis a crown city! There can't be that
many foes of King Amber here!

Lydia didn't seemto be bothered by the weird logic, or
lack of logic. "I know howit is," she purred. "Can't trust
anybody, can you? Here, pal, have sone nore Mereol"

"Don* min" if | do." DR ksin chittered anArachnia
giggle. "Show *em Show 'emall. Know sonething they
don't know, any of them none of the fine humans."

"Sure you do."

TheArachni a straightened slightly. "1 do\" it insisted.
"Know all about the girl."

Kevin tensed. "What girl?"

"Hee hee! The girl! The one who was swi ped,
‘course, the daughter of that fool of a count.”
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"Charinal"

D R ksin tried to shrug, hanpered by the | ack of true
shoul ders. "Eck, whatever. Know who took her?" It
paused, staring at themwth the idiot slyness of the
truly drunk. "It was Princess Cariotta, that's who!"

"That's inpossible!" Kevin snapped. "Carlotta's
been dead for over thirty years.**

"No, no, no, no! That's what she wants everyone ta

t hi nk! Dead, dead, dead... whee! Sorceresses don't

die, not so easy, not she!" D Riksin took another |ong
swig of Mereot, then | eaned forward as nuch as stiff
chitin would all ow, whispering confidentially, "It was
rebels took the girl, rebels led by Princess Cariotta."

"But why?

The Arachnia chittered to itself, then tried to pour it-
sel f anot her drink. Nothing happened. It upended the
bottle, looking blearily inside. "Enpty," it said sadly.
"No nore Mereot for poor D R kish —D Rishkin —
DTfffaw "

But Lydia had already ordered a new bottle. "Here,
pal. Drink up. Tell us why Princess Cariotta stole the

giri."
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D Riksin chittered and drank, "“heeee!" it |aughed.
"She wants to use the girl against King Anber!"

"That's ridiculous!" Kevin said. "Charina may be
Count Vol mar's niece, but she's not all that inportant."”

The Arachnia blinked and | eaned forward again,

studying the bardling dosely. Kevin stared back, trying
not to flinch at this close-up view of the being's com
pound eyes. "You're the one was copyin' the manshu
—manshi —the book."

"How woul d you know — OM

Lydi a had ki cked hi munder the table. She glared at
the bardling, warning himto keep quiet. D Ri ksin con-
ti nued, heedl ess, "Wanna know a secret? Bet you don
know t he stuff you were copyin* had a spell hid init"
The bei ng nodded, pleased with itself. "Yup, did!'"
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It fell silent, staring moodily into its flagon. Lydia
asked, very gently, "Wat kind of a spell, pal?"

chi dden spel I'!'"

"Well, yes," she said with nore patience than Kevin
woul d ever have believed, "we gathered that. Wat
fund of a hidden spell?"

"Don* think | should tell ya."

"Maybe you don't know. Maybe you're making this

all up." Lydia folded her arnms in pretend indignation
"A fine thing when you can't even trust a drinking
buddy to tell the truth."

"I am tellin" the truth," D R ksin whined. "Not sure,
y'unnerstand. But runor is, it's a spell to keep Princess
Carlotta fromchangin' shape- 'Cause if she did, if the

spell works, she'd be stuck in her true self forever 'n*
ever."
"Her -.. true self," Kevin said warily.

"Sure! Din' cha know? She's not human, not al -

together. Naw, she's nore fairy 'n' anythin' else. And
she'd be stuck as a fairy!" The Arachnia chittered in

| aughter. "No way a fairy can sit the throne. Not | egal
Gotta be a human."

"You sure about that spell?" Lydia asked.

"Eck, who knows? Thing's never been tried, never
been tested. M ght work. M ght blow up in the user's

face! "
The Arachnia swayed in its seat. "I was there," it said
confidentally. "I was in the guard, you know, guard of

Count Vol mar's daddy. Yup, his daddy, that's who it
was, Count Dal ant-1 saw the el ves give the book to him
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to ole Count Dalant. Told himto keep it safe. CQuess
they figured if Princess Carlotta went |ookin' for the
thing, she'd think the elves had it"

"But why leave it with the count's father?" Kevin
asked.

D Riksin started to pour itself another flagon full
then stopped, blinking thoughtfully. "I 'nenber they
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said something 'bout it bein' too dangerous to |eave
with anyone who could act'ly use the thing. Yeah. Just
in case Princess Carlotta did think 1D look there. Yeah,
s'right. It's keyed so only two fol ks can see it. One of
*em a Bard. Ardan, Aydan, sonethin' like that"

The bardling tensed, heart racing- "A dan?"

"Yeah! That's it! It'll only appear to him or to his
suchsec —shuchessor —successor!" the Arachnia
finished triunphantly. "Weeeee!" it added in glee,
and fell flat across the table.

"So much for that," Lydia nmuttered. She gl anced up
"Uh, Kevin, | think we'd better get out of here.”

"Yes, but—
"Now, Kevin."

Startled at the urgency in her voice, the bardling
| ooked up. "Ch."

Six ugly... things were peering through the gl oony
tavern, |ooking for sonething.

Things, Kevin decided, was definitely the word.

None of the six was truly human, or a menber of any

ot her recogni zabl e race, except for their |eader, who
was the nost depraved-I|ooking elf the bardling could
ever have i magi ned. Pasty-skinned and gaunt, the

man's fair Waite EIf hair hung lankly to his shoul ders.
and his green Wite EIf eyes were flat and cold and
enpty. Kevin wondered what depravities could have so
corrupted a creature of Light, and shuddered.

"Quess not everyone liked the idea of D Riksin tal k-
ing to us," Lydia murmured.

"You don't know they're | ooking for us," Kevin

whi sper ed back.

Just then, the enpty-eyed elf pointed their way and
yel l ed sonmething at the others. Al six started stalking
forward, radiating nenace, sending custoners scram
bling out of their way.

"Hell | don't," Lydia said drily.
Chapter Xl|
"Al'l right," Lydia said under her breath. "lI've been in
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tighter fixes than this. Gotten out of them too. Follow
my |lead. Kevin. Ready? Here we go!"

She stood up, grabbed a custoner at random and
flattened himw th one mghty punch. The man stag-

gered back into another table, which collapsed, spilling
their drinks all over the men who'd been sitting there.

"Hey, watch it, you stupidfrticAl"

"frttceft, is it?" growed an ogre at the next table- "7'm
anErri cA, you idiot humans!”

He dove into the humans, sw nging wildly, sending
men and chairs flying. For one shocked nonent,
Kevin froze. Then he realized exacdy what Lydia was
doi ng and grabbed anot her man, about to inmitate her

No, no, | nearly wecked ny hand the last tine | tried to
punch someone! Can't risk that agam

What to do? The bardling snatched up a hal f-empty
flagon instead, and whapped the nman soundly over the
head. Mereot splashed all over a heavy-set, scaly

what ever-it-was at the next table. The creature sprang
up with a furious hiss, only to collide with one of the
men fromthe first table, who was blindly throw ng
punches right and left. The creature flattened him
and went |ooking for other prey. Those custoners who
hadn't al ready taken cover found thensel ves caught in
the mddle of an ever-growing nelee —and joined in

wi th savage gl ee. The enpty-eyed elf and his nen

swore hel plessly as the brawl engulfed themin a
whirlwi nd of fists and botdes.
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Lydi a, standing safely out of the way, gave a sharp

| augh. "Nothing like a good ol d-fashioned tavern

braw for a diversioni Cone on, Kevin, let's get out of
here. ™"

She slipped out through the tiny kitchen, Kevin

dose behind her, struggling past harried servants who
were heading out into the brawl arned w th dubs and
br oom handl es.

Hey, where had Lydia gone?

"Qut here!" the woman called, and the bardling
scranbl ed out the narrow wi ndow after her. "Now you
know why |'m al ways scouting for ways out of places!
Cone on, let's put some di stance between oursel ves
and t hose guys. **

More rwmy, Kevin thought wearily.

They nmade it all the way back to the shabby square.

The bardling sank gladly to the lip of the dry fountain,
panting, the lute an awkward wei ght on his back. He
shifted it around in front of him leaning on it. "Think
we' re safe?**
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Lydi a strai ghtened, listening to nothing but silence.

She shrugged. "For the nonent. By the tine old

Empty Eyes fights his way out of that tavern, our trail's
going to be cold."

We hope. "Now what do we do?"
"Look for the others, | guess, and —'*
"There you are!" a shrill voice snapped.

Kevin glanced up to see the fairy fluttering fiercely
overhead. "Hello, Tich ki!"

"Never mnd "hello, Tich'ki!'" I've been flying all over
the dty. Were the hell were you two?"

"Hunting rats." Lydia grinned. "Learned a lot from
them too."

The fairy landed lightly beside her. "And nearly got

bit by them | see. Ch yes, | heard all the fuss. Wat's
the matter, the guards weren't good enough for you?
Robbi ng a council man wasn't exciting enough?”

120 Mercedes Lackey ~Josephs Sherman

"Ah, you're a fine one to scold! It wasn't me who set
that inn on fire back in Elegian —"

"An accident. | never knew the spell would backfire
l'ike that."

" —or dropped the chanber pot on the nmayor's
head in Smithian."

The fairy grinned. "Nearly tore a wing lifting the
thing. Worth it, though."

"Besides," Lydia added, "you know | didn't rob Sel -
den. Not exactly. Look, Tich'ki, you were there! It was
a gane of cards, that's all. He wasn't any nore honest
than ne."

"Tell that to the guards." The fairy gl anced sharply
fromone human to the other- "You reek of exdtenent-
Haven' tjust been el udi ng guards, have you?"

"Uh, no," Lydia adnitted. "W seemto have gotten
sonebody' s gang after us, too."

"Huh. And you tell ne to keep out of trouble? Tel
me, just how do you plan to get out of\Westerin?"

Lydi a shrugged. "We'll think of sonething."

"W can't leave without the rest of our party,"” Kevin
cut in.

"Sure, but they could be anywhere."

"They're both still in the city." Tich' ki restlessly
fol ded and refol ded her wings. "Wuldn't have |eft
wi thout their horses. And those horses are still here. |
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checked. "

Kevi n strai ghtened, hands tightening on the lute
case- "Tich' ki, you're friends with Naitachal."

-vell. ..

"Al'l right, all right, maybe you' re not friends. But at
| east you two nust have sonething in conmon. | saw
you doi ng those card tricks together."

"What's this?" Lydia asked, eyebrow rai sed.

Tich' ki's dusky skin flushed. "He asked ne. Wat
was | supposed to do? Tell himhe wasn't bright
enough to | eanP"
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"Teaching himtricks, eh?"

“Card tricks!"

"Of course.”

"I't's truetl”

"And was that all you were doing, hm?"

"Lydia, that's ridiculous! Look at the size of me! He's
more than tw ce nmy height!"

"Why, Tichid! Aren't your people wonderful shape-
changers? | should think you could be any size you
want to be."

Kevin stared fromLydia to Tich'ki. "I don't under-
stand you two! We've got all sorts of people out to get
us- How can you possibly waste tine in —n banter?"

They both | ooked at himin surprise. Lydia shook
her head. "Wuld anything be changed if we acted |ike
scared little kids?"

"No, but-—=

"Moral e, Kevin, got to keep up norale. Just as," she
added slyly, "Tich' ki was keeping Naitachal's norale

up. "

Cornered, the fairy took to the air. Still blushing, she
yel | ed down,

"You know | don't date outside ny species!”

"Since when are elves and fairies separate —

"Al right! Al right! 1'lIl go look for him You stay
here. "

As the fairy darted up and away. Lydia nurnured a
bermused, "Card tricks?"

"That”s all it was, really," Kevin said.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mer...astle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (92 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:47 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

"Ch, | figured that But how often do | get a chance
torib a fairy?" Al at once she frowned. "Eh, | know I
sai d somet hi ng about keeping up norale, but this
hardly seens the time for a song! Wy are you taking
out your |ute?"

"I"'mgoing to try something." Kevin paused, one
hand caressing the polished wood. "I only hope it
wor ks. "

122 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Sherman
"VWhat are you tal king about ?"

"There's a song that's supposed to draw soneone
you know to you. I'mgoing to try it on Eliathanis."

"You don't exactly know him™"

"Well, no. But he's an elf after all. Even if | can't
manage t he whol e force of Bardic Magic, he shoul d
have enough innate magic to sense sonething."

"Al ways assum ng he wants to listen."

"I'f the song works properly, he... uh... won't have
a choice."

Lydi a rai sed an eyebrow. "Only hope you don't cal
up Enpty Eye fromthe gang as well. He's an elf, too.
More or less,"” she added in distaste.

"Ch. Well." Kevin hadn't thought of that. "It.
should work only on Eliathanis." | hope.

Bendi ng over the lute, the bardling tuned it careful -
Iy, then took a deep breach and began his song, trying
to picture the Wiite EIf and only the Wite Elf, hear-
ing the coaxing strains soar out and out....

The bardling came back to hinmself with a start,
startled to realize he didn't know how much tine had
passed. It rmust have been quite a while, because his
fingers were weary and his throat was dry. "What —
Nai tachal !"

The Dark EIf bowed wyly. "Surprised to see ne?
Returning was the only way | could get that fairy to
stop pestering nme!"

"Huh!" Tich' ki said indignandy. "You were the one
who kept asking ne questions!”

"And you were the one who woul dn't answer any of
them" Naitachal grinned. "I confess; Tich ki keptafter
me till she'd roused nmy curiosity."”

"I"'msure," Lydia murnured.

Kevi n nearly choked. But then the urge to |augh
faded as he realized: "I guess ny song didn't work."

"Ch, it did!" an angry voi ce snapped, and the
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bardling shot to his feet. "It did, indeed!"
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" EUat hani sl "

"You just would not stop pulling at my mind! | was in
the middl e of |earning sone inportant information,
and you—=**

"What's this?" Tich' ki wondered, fluttering around
the White EIf. "You' re such a fair-haired fellow. What
are red hairs doing on your shoul der?"

"Never mnd that!" Eliathanis hastily brushed them
fromhim

"Mm and what's this?** She sniffed audibly. "You
taken to wearing perfune, elf?"

"No!" His fair skin reddened. "Ilt—4+—

"Ch, you were |earning sonmething, all right!" the
fairy taunted. "And |'msure it was pretty inportant,
too! Maybe nothing to do with the stolen giri, but—"

"I was talking to a troop of dancing girls," the Wite
ElIf said with i mmense dignity. Struggling to ignore
Lydi a' s del i ghted whoop, he continued, "They trave

all over the country. | thought they m ght know
Charina's whereabouts."

"And they really hated talking to such a pretty fellow "
Tich' ki teased, then darted sideways in the air as
Eliathanis, his face a fiery red by now, took a sw pe at
her. "You never will catch nme like that, elfl" she nock-
ed.

"Can't you be serious for even a nonent?"

"Now, now. Eliathanis." Naitachal's voice was

studiously serious, but his eyes glinted under the black
hood. "Seens to ne you're hardly the one to accuse
anyone else of frivolity. Tsk, should have known there
was somnet hi ng warner than ice under that grim

facadel "

"Don't you dare criticize me, necromancer!”

"Ch for Powers' safces!" Lydia cried. "You two aren't
going to start that again, are you?"

"What do you expect of elves?" Tich'ki |aughed.
They' re al nost as bad as hunans!"

124 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Sherman
"Hey, whose side are you on, fairy!"
"My own, of course!"

Ehat hanis frowned at Lydia. "Wnan, | don't need
to be defended fromthe Iikes of her!"
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Tfwis getting out of hand, Kevin knew. I|f we don't work
everything out now, we're going to wind up mprison. O dead.

Kevin licked his dry lips, thinking feverishly. Mybe
he hadn't acted like a | eader up to now. Maybe di at was
because he had been trying too hard to imtate the

| eaders in the heroic songs, those mracles of bravery
who were gifted with unfailing charisma. Well, that was
nonsense! The boy who had | eft Bracklin mght never
have accepted it, but he was no | onger so naive. Such
marvel ous, infallible heroes |ike that could never have
exi sted —but those |ike Master Aidan nost certainly
did. Master Aidan and those other good, sensible,
down-to-earth people who' d saved Ki ng Anmber.

Peopl e who tried to understand those they were sup-
posed to | ead, who brought themtogether and got
themto concentrate only on their goal

"Al right," Kevin began
Nobody noti ced.
"l sai drrAtt

As the others turned to him he added sternly,
"Aren't you ashaned of yourselves? Did you really
mean to rob Count Vol mar?"

Ha, that nmade them start. "Wat do you nean?"
Ehat hani s asked coldly. "I amnot a thief."

"No? You certainly aren't earning your keep! You

were hired to rescue the Lady Charina —ot to fight
with each other! But bickering seens to be all you can
do!"

"Now, Kevin," Lydia began, "that's hardly fair —"

"Let me finish!" He glared at themall. "You,

El i at hanis and you, Naitachal: | know there are |ong
hatreds between White and Dark Elves. 1 know those
hatreds go back for generations. | don't expect either
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one of you to settle such andent grudges overnight. |
don't even ask you to try! But | don't think elves of
either race had anything to do with the kidnapping —
and if you really nean to show your peoples' in-
nocence the way you boasted, you had better stop
fighting and show sone of that fanous el vish self-
control! O is that just a nyth to nake humans respect
you?"

"It's not," Naitachal said shortly. "And you do have a
poi nt, bardling."

Tich' ki snickered. "Such a daring boy —"

"Andyoul " Kevin's finger stabbed at her with such
fervor that she flinched. "You've done nothing so far
but snipe at everyone else- | don't care about your
background, | don't care what unhappi ness you're
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trying to hide —
"I"'mnot!" she protested.

" —but I "mbeginning to wonder if you're in the pay
of the enemy!"

The fairy froze in md-air. "I most certainly amnot!"
"Then stop acting like it!"

Lydia cleared her throat. "Don't you think that's
going a bit far, kid?"

Kevin whirled to her. "And as for you, Lydia: |ook, |
know | ' myoung, | know that conpared to you |'m as

i gnorant of the world as they conme. But one thing | am
not is an idiot!"

"Ch, | never said —"

"But you think it. And as long as you go on thinking
it, you're not letting me do ny job."

"Which is?"
"The same as all of us: freeing Charinal!"

They were getting restless. These weren't naughty
children, after all. If he didn't change his tone, Kevin
realized, he was going to | ose them

"Listen to ne." The bardling pitched his voice as
snoot hly as ever he'd been taught. "Lydia and

126 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Sherman

| earned sonething truly alarm ng, sonething that
makes all our quarrelling the petty thing it is. Cariotta
is alive."

"The sorceress?" Eliathanis exclained. "But that's
i npossi bl el Everyone knows she di ed years ago!"

"So we were led to think. Cariotta, | repeat, is very
much alive. And you and | know there is nothing she

woul d i ke better than to discredit King Anber's

reign." Kevin |l ook a deep breath, stalling, trying to fig-
ure out what he was going to say next. "Look you, we

all know there's always been an undercurrent of un-

easi ness, of mistrust, between the different races in the
realm That's not so surprising. It may not be |ogical,
but elf or human, we fear the unknown. And if that un-
known takes the form of sonmeone with a different

shade of skin " —he glanced at Naitachal or a dif-
ferent way of Iife —" this dne his glance took in Lydia
" —well, it's all too easy to let fear turn to hate.”

"True enough," nuttered the Dark Elf, and
El i at hani s nodded.

"But for thirty years," the bardling continued,
"those different races have nmanaged to live in peace.
And why is that? Because King Anber has been such a
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just, inpartial ruler."
This time it was Lydia who nodded-

"Well, Cariotta doesn't like that!" Kevin said. "The

more popul ar a ruler her brother becones, the nore

difficult it's going to be for her to replace him She tried
to kill himonce before. W all know that. We al so know

how she failed. But Cariotta has had thirty years to

think things over. | guess she's decided to be nore

devi ous. "

The bardling paused to catch his breath, glancing at
the others. They were watching himquite seriously;

even Tich' ki showed no sign other usual nockery.

"Cariotta has to know exactly how t hi ngs stand
bet ween the races," Kevin continued. "Wat better
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way for her to destroy King Anber's reign than to use a
ki dnapping to stir up all that l|atent hatred? Once the
land is torn by strife, what better way for her to seize
control ?"

"Could be," Tich'ki muttered

"Not 'could be," " Kevin corrected. "WII be, if we
don't do sonething to stop her."

"Why us?" Lydi a asked.

Wy, indeed? He couldn't blanme the wonan —aho,

after all was a nmercenary, not a subject of the king —
for asking. But before Kevin could find a good argu-
ment, Naitachal said thoughtfully, "I believe I can
guess why Cariotta would choose Count Vol mar's

niece to kidnap. Hs father was a true di pl omat"

"He was," Eliathanis agreed. "Soneone who tried
his best to reconcil e grievances anong the races.”

"But Count Volmar," the Dark ElIf continued, "is ..
shall we say, a bit less friendly towards both our races."

The White Elf nodded wyly.

"That's just it!" Kevin exclained. "Cariotta knows
about him she nmust! That's why she ki dnapped

Charina, and that's why she nade it look as if elves
were to bl ane. Ha, yes, and she probably plans to plant
hints in the count's ear —you know, that his handpick-
ed teamisn't having any success because the elves in
the party are deliberately hindering the hunt, because
they don't really want to find Charina!"

**Yes," Lydia agreed. "But you're sdll not giving ne a
good reason to risk ny neck. These aren't ny people or
my land, after all."

"No," Kevin admtted. "But if Cariotta wins here, do
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you think she's really going to stop with one real n?
She's a sorceress, Lydia, who can nuster the forces of
Dar kness to her side."

"But why us, Kevin? How can we possibly nake a
di f ference?"

"Ah. Well. Because of the manuscript.” |'msorry,

128 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Sherman

Mast er Ai dan, but ldon't darekeep it a secret any |onger. Has-
tily, Kevin told the others the reason he'd cone to

Count Vol mar's castle —and what he'd | earned about

that manuscri pt

"You nean Carlotta is partfairy' ?" Tich' ki yel ped.
"Her nmother mated with a human' ?"

"So it seens."

"B-but that's disgusting!"
"Thank you." Lydia gave the fairy a sarcastic bow.
"Kevin, go on. Tell us nore about this manuscript."”

"My Master nust have realized Carlotta had
returned. 1'

"Then why didn't he go straight to die king?"

"He didn't dare!"™ Thinking it out as he spoke, Kevin
added, "Not while Carlotta had her full powers,
anyhow. No, that would be putting King Anber in
direct danger. So he sent ne after the spell."”

"You bei ng expendabl e, eh?" Naitachal asked.

"Uh, well, | wouldn't put it quite that way, but the
king's life is nore inmportant.”

"OF course," Eiiathanis agreed, a little nore
enphatically than Kevin would have |iked. "Kevin,
what do you want us to do?"

What —Hey, they're listening to ene! They realty are! Fve
won!

Sure, but what was he going to do about it? "I think
we're going to have to return to Count Vol mar's
casde," the bardling said slowy. "W have to retrieve
that manuscript. IfCarlotta's people really do have
Charina, they mght be willing to trade her for it"

"What! No!" the White EIf cried. "That's insane!"”

"I"'mnot going to give themthe real nanuscript! No,

no, I'lIl work up a forgery."

"They' |l surely know the difference," Naitachal aigued.
"They won't. You see, | had already started copying
the manuscript before Charina was kidnapped. I'll put

a few pages of the real copy in with the fake, and only

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mer...astle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (98 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:47 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 129

Carlotta will be able to tell the difference. But by the
dnme she leans the truth, Charina will be free! Yes, and
while we're in the castle, we can tell Count Vol mar what
we' ve | earned. Who knows? It just mght force himto
ret hi nk how he feels about elves!"

"Sooner force a stone to walk," the Dark Elf nur-
mured. "But it's worth the attenpt.”

"l agree," Eiiathanis said-
Lydi a shrugged. "Me, too- Hey, Tich' ki, you in?"

The fairy shrugged. "Wy not? Now all we have to

do is get out of the dcy- Easy. There's only one gang out
to get us, and guards watching for us at every gate."

She grinned sharply. "If we can escape all that, why,
anything else will be a |augh!"

"Ha," Lydia said dourly,
| NTERLUDE THE THI RD

Count Vol mar sat brooding before the fireplace in

his solar, chin resting on fisted hand-

How coul d things have gone so wong so quickly? As

soon as that stupid bardling, that Kevin, was safely
gone fromthe castle, the count had ordered the library
enptied down to the bare stone walls, under the guise
of giving the place a good cl eaning. He had personally
exam ned every volume, no matter how usel ess or

bi zarre the contents. By now the newly cl eaned books
gleaned in the newy cleaned library. But Vol nar was
willing to swear on every sacred relic that not one of the
whol e | ot was the nissing manuscript.

Nobody took it. It didn't walk out of there by itself. There is no
place in that Ubrwyfor the thing to be hiding. Then where is it?

Not that it mattered. None of his plans mattered, not
now, not when Carlotta was —

"You idiot! You utter idiot!"

Count Vol mar | eaped back fromhis chair with a

startled yell, flattening hinmself against a wall, staring in
horror at this sudden apparition. "In —in the Seven

Hol y Nanmes," he began, tracing holy signs in the air

with a hand that shook, "I bid you begone —"

"Ch, stop that! I'mnot a ghost! You can't exorcise

nme! "

"Carlotta ... ? Are you ... real?"

"Of course I'mreal!" The sorceress threw herself

down in a chair in a swirl of green silk, flam ng red hair
crackiing in a cloud about her. "Wat nonsense are you
spout i ng now?"
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"I th-chought you were dead." Vol mar took a deep,
steadying breath. "Carlotta, | really did think you were
dead." Returning to his chair, he sat, alittle nore
abruptly than he'd intended. "Wen your horse

returned without you, when the court sages all swore
somet hing terrible had happened, sonething

sorcerous —
n Bah_ n
"Wel |, what did you exfxct ne to think? You' re a sor-

ceress, dammit! Anything powerful enough to overcone

you wasn't going to be content at stopping at a nere kid-
napping. | was sure you'd been killed by a denon!"
Struggling for control, the count continued, "If you had
only deigned to share your plans with me —"

"You never woul d have been able to play your role

so convincingly." Carlotta's eyes glinted with scorn
"The boy never would have believed you. This way
there was genuine terror in your voice when you told
hi m of poor little Charina's di sappearance."”

"But you were gone so |long!"
"Poor frightened |itue boy!"
"Carlotta—

"l didn't have tine to hold your hand! Do you
imgine it was easy to leave a false track halfway to
West eri n?"

"Uh, no, | would think not."

"Ha! You don't think, there's the truth ofit!" Cariotta
sprang to her feet, green gown rippling about her as
she paced. "How could you be so hopelessly, totally

st upi d?"

Vol mar nearly choked hinself in the battle to keep
fromshouting back at her- "Wiat do you nean?" he
managed.

"How coul d you choose that Arachnia!"

VWhat Arachnia? Surely the worman coul dn't be refer-
ring to his seneschal. "D Ri ksin?" the count asked
warily.
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Carlotta waved an inpadent hand. "Watever it calls
itself. The Arachnia in Westerin!"

"Ah- Yes." Coldness settled in Volmar's stomach. Choos-
ing his words very carefully, he began, "Ganted, D Riksin
isn'talways thenostreliabl eof vy agents, but—"

"Reliable! D R ksin isadrunken. Mf!™

"Well, yes, the creature does drink too nuch. It's a
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shanme that al cohol affects the Arachniad systemas it
does our own. But D R ksin has never failed nme before.
Besides, it was already in place in Wsterin, it had its
orders, and—=*

"And it ignored them conpletely! Yes, yes," Cariotta
added inmpatiently. "I was watching the whole thing

with ny magi c. That stupid drunken insect was sup-

posed to lead the boy and his party away fromthis castle,
not towards it! And it was not supposed to tell them any-
thi ng about the manuscript!"

Vol mar stared in disbelief. Was that a glint of uneasi-
ness he sawin Carlotta's eyes? Or could it possibly even
be ... fear? Just what strange magic was in that
manuscript? Frustrating, to have to rely only on one litde
scrying crystal! Ch yes, the count knew it was as potent an
artifact as soneone with no innate nagical ability could

use, but it was still such a maddeningly inferior thing!
He'd only been able to guess at what D Ri ksin had been
babbl i ng. Sonet hing about a spell... a fairy -.

A fairy?

The count stiffened in sudden conprehension-

Struggling to keep the shock fromhis face, he thought,

O course! No wonder Carlotta had been in hiding for so
many years! Once she had recovered her strength

after the failed attenpt on Anber's life, she would have
sensed the existence of the magi cal manuscript. Ha,
how t hat nmust have al armed her! Vol mar supposed

Carlotta had been struggling to control the thing from
afar, terrified that if she cane too close she would spark
the magic into life and end everything for her
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Andt hen nasty ol d Master Aidan decided to up the stakes, as
the ganbl ers say, and send forthe manuscript. Thatforcedyou
out of hiding, Cariotta, didn't it?

I magine that. Al these years he had been wondering

at Carlotta's uncanny, precocious gift for sorcery when
the answer had been so very obvious! Her nysterious,
unknown not her hadn't been human at ali

Vol mar only barely stiOed a triunphant |augh- If news
ever got out that the high and mi ghty princess-sorceress
wasn't truly human, that she was half fairy.... The | aw
stated quite firmy that no one of fairy blood could ever
wear the crown. If she were unmasked, it would turn a
sure thing into a very dicey proposition

Well now, isn't that interesting? I'll keep your little secret,
Carlotta. After all, if you fail, | fail, too

But once she gained the throne, once he sat beside
her, why then some changes woul d be nade. They
woul d, indeed!

Cariotta was still pacing so restlessly Volmar ached to
order her to stand still. "You still haven't found the

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...stle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (101 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:47 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

manuscript," she said without warning, and he started.
"Don't look so surprised, man. | was watching you, too."

Al'l at once the sorceress did stop, staring into the flames,
eyes fierce with inpatience."” 11 has to be sonewhere in the
library, of course it does, even if we can't see it There are
such things as Spells of Hiding, after all. But what can be
enchanted can be disenchanted. Wth tine. And w thout
interference. Such as that fool of a bardling will provide!
Dam him W nust keep himaway fromthe casde!"

"But he's stuck in Westerin," Vol mar soothed. "My
hirelings are hunting for him"

"Ha! That gang of failures! If they're anything |like
your Arachnia, they probably can't find their own feet!"

"There's no way the boy can get out of that city," the
count said flady. "If ny nmen don't catch him he'll w nd
up in prison or —"

"I don't believe that for a nonent! So far the boy's
134 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Shennan

had uncanny luck, and there's no reason for things to
be different now "

"Can't you... ah... renove him=

"Kffl him you mean? Fromthis far away?" Carlotta gave

a fierce litde laugh. "I'mnot a goddess, man! No nortal

can throw a death-spell that far! Besides," she added
thoughtfully, "lI'mnot sure | want himdead... not quite
yet... not till | have rinme to lay a proper trap for him One
tocat chboth the boy and the manuscript... "tes!"

She whirled to stare at the count, eyes w de and
radiant with a cold, alien light. "You may watch this,
Vol mar. But do not nove fromthat spot. Do not utter
one word. On your life, do not seek to interfere."

Interfere with sorcery? Did she think himinsane?
"Of course not," the count said fervendy.

What it was Carlotta nurnmured, Vol mar had no

i dea. He wasn't even sure of the |anguage. But each
precisely uttered syllable seened to ring in his ears
long after it was spoken, seened to prickle along his
arns and ache in his bones till he longed to turn and
run. But that, Volnmar knew, would be the end of him

so he stood and watched and endured. And just barely
kept fromcrying out his shock when the firelight all at
once went hard and slick as ice. O a mrror

A mrror, indeed, though what it reflected ... Not
daring to nmove from where he stood, Vol mar peered
over Carlotta's shoulder to see a the figure of a man
suddenly cone into sharp focus, seen as clearly as

t hough t hrough an open w ndow.

Now, who... ?
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No youngster, this- He was a fully human man —or

at | east appeared to be —sonmewhere in late niddle

age, his thick-set, powerful form half-hidden by the
folds of a black cloak. Its hood nearly hid the severe,
harshly planed face and its graying beard. The
stranger's eyes were gray, too, blazing out fromthe
hood' s shadow with sorcerous force. But an agel ess
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weari ness was there as well. As though. Vol mar
t hought uneasily, their owner had tried and been
bored by every depravity known to hunanity.

Whoever, whatever he was, the man plainly knew
Carlotta. No warnth lightened the terrible eyes, but he
di pped his head, alnobst reluctantly, in reverence.

"Princess." The words were faint but clear. "Wat

woul d you?"

"You have not forgotten, have you, Al atan? You have
not forgotten your debt to nme?"

The gray eyes flickered angrily. "No. | have not. The
fools woul d have burned ne as a sorcerer had you not

i ntervened. Nanme what you would of nme, Princess
Carlotta. It shall be done."

"It shall, indeed," the sorceress purred. "Listen,
then." She slipped back into the alien | anguage with
whi ch she'd created the flanme-mrror. The | anguage of
sorcery, Vol mar thought, and wished with all his heart
he was somewhere el se.

But he didn't dare be squeam sh. Not if he neant to
sit beside Carlotta on the throne.

As the sorceress continued to give her orders to the
reluctantly obedi ent Al atan, Count Volnmar forced him
self to stand proudly as any Kking.

But once Carlotta had bani shed the mrror-spell
and the flames were nothing nore than flanmes, he |et
hi nsel f sag-

"Who is this Al atan?" he dared ask
"Anally, willy-nilly."

"He said you saved himfrom burning as a sorcerer.”

Vol mar said it doubtfully; charity hardly seenmed pan of
Carlofcta's character- "Sonmeone fal sely accused him
take it?"

Carlotta's smle was deceptively sweet. "Ch no.

Al atan a a sorcerer, indeed. A npost powerful, nost
unpl easant one. Poor Kevin!" she added. "I Find
almobst... pity hinm"

Chapter X1l

Kevin sighed. He and the rest of his group had been
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trying for what seened like an age to find a gate out of
Westerin: a gate that wasn't watched over either by the
gang or the guards. So far they hadn't succeeded. After
all this hunting, his feet hurt, his lute seemed to have
pi cked up extra weight, his stonmach was cl anoring for
food —and now the night was coning on

"I think all we can do," he said wearily as they

regrouped in the small, ruined square, "is find a pl ace

to spend the night and try to see if we can't figure out a
way to get out of here in the nmorning."

"Good idea." Lydia grinned ruefully. "I can go al
day on sea or |and, but these cobbl estones are cursed
hard on the feet!"

"It is going to look rather suspicious if we all march
into an inn together," Naitachal pointed out. "W're
not exactly an ordinary nmix of people.”

"That's no problemto ne." Tich'ki |aughed, flutter-
ing her wings. "All | need is a window, and I' min!"

"The sanme is true of Naitachal and ne," Eliathanis
added. "W are elves, not clumsy humans.”

"I''l rem nd you of that the next tine you trip over
sonet hing," Lydia nmuttered.

"I never—

The bardling held up a warning hand. "First we find
an inn. Then we quarrel!"

That got grudgi ng chuckl es from everyone.

Vel |, what do you know? the pleased Kevin told him
self. Maybe | amstarting to get the knack a/being a | eader!
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But before he could congratul ate hinself too much,
a shout fromthe far side of the square nade them al
start and whirl.

Ch-no, not now.

"Well, well," murnured Lydia. "Look who found us.
It's the Gang of Things."

"Ugly, aren't they?" Tich' ki nocked. "Bet they make
even uglier corpses."

Kevin couldn't be so casual about it. Sonewhere

al ong the way. Enpty Eyes had picked up a few nore
supporters. "There are ten of them" he pointed out to
Lydia and Tich' ki, "and only five of us."

the warrior wonman reni nded
' She nocked arrow to

"They are al so,
Kevin, "nicely within bowshot.'

bow in one swift, fluid novenent. "Cone on," Lydia
taunted the eneny. "Conme and die."
"You have only the one bow, wonan," Enpty Eyes
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purred. "And | have sone tricks of ny own."

Faster than a striking snake, he thrust out his hand,
shouting out a savage Wrd of Power. Lydia cried out
in shock as her bowstring snapped in two.

"That's better," Enpty Eyes said. "Take them "

Kevin had barely enough tine to whip out his sword

bef ore the gang was upon them They've got swords! a
startled part of his mnd noted. What's a street gang doing
wi th sonething as expensive as swords?

They had to be in soneone's pay. Sel den? No, he
had the guards at his beck and call. Then who... ?

No tine to worry about it. Ten against five was ter-
ri ble odds, no matter what Lydia and Tich' ki thought.

Nai t achal had summoned up his sorcerous bl ack

bl ade again —but Enpty Eyes only | aughed, noving

to counter its attack with a dead gray bl ade of his own.
Nai tachal's eyes wi dened in surprise and the other elf

| aughed anew.

"That's right. Dark Elf. Sone of us have played with
sorcery, too."
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Kevin |l ost the rest of chat conversation as a sinuous
bei ng that seened sone unholy cross of nman and

snake lunged at him sword in scaly hand. The

bardling parried, two-handed, just in tinme, the shock of
i mpact shivering all the way up to his shoul ders. He

st aggered back, closely followed by his foe, who noved
every bit as fluidly and unpredictably as a serpent

I don't know what style of fencing he's using! | —I've never
seen it before and | don't know how —

Kevin's frantic thought ended in a gasp as he cane up
hard agai nst the rimof the fountain. The being grinned
at him a flash of alarm ngly sharp fangs, and |unged yet
again. Trapped, Kevin did the only thing he could, and

| eaped up onto the rim slashing down at the being, who
was cutting savagely at his |legs. Suddenly inspired, Kevin
sprang aside and down, into (he w de basin of the foun-
tain, just as the being |unged. The creature's bl ade
danged harshly agai nst stone, and Kevin, renenbering

the bandit back in the rocky gorge, hastily brought his
foot down on the flat of the blade as hard as he coul d.

There was a gratifying snap. The being hissed —his
tongue narrow and forked as that of a snake —and

hurl ed the broken sword at Kevin's head. The bardling
ducked, tripped over rubble in the basin, and went flat,
narrow y mssing cracking his skull against stone.

Bef ore he could catch his breath, the being cane hurl -
ing dowmn at him The bardling grabbed a sinuous

wist, slippery with scales, and kicked upward. The
bei ng went flying over Kevin's head, landing with a
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crash on the cobbl estones. The bardling scranbl ed out
of the fountain, thinking in delighted wonder. Hey, that
really does work

He wound up just behind the grim Naitachal and

Enmpty Eyes, even as the Dark Elf countered a vicious
cut at his head. As sorcerous black and gray bl ades

cl ashed toget her, fountains ofblood red sparks flew up,
casting an eerie, fiery glow over the square.
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"Sorcerous ganes," Naitachal panted. "Sone of us
haven't | et those ganes destroy our souls."

"Soul s?" Enpty Eyes taunted. "Wat are human
things like souls for such as we?"

"You are not like nme, you pathetic thing! You
who' ve forgotten your own kind!"

"No nore than you. Dark EIfT Enpty Eyes retorted,
and | unged.

Once nore, fiery sparks lit up the square. Kevin
gl anced up at the surroundi ng houses. Didn't anyone
hear or see what was going on? Didn't anyone care?

Soneone did. From one side canme the sound of
runni ng footsteps and the dashing of nmil.

"Ch hell," Lydia said. "Just what we needed: the
guards. Come on, guys, no time for heroics now Let's
get out of here!"

The gang, equally illegal, thought the same thing,
scattering in all directions. Enpty Eyes, panting,
paused | ong enough to hurl his gray sword at

Nai tachal, but the Dark EIf struck it cleanly with his
bl ack bl ade. Both sorcerous things blazed up in a blind-
ing surge of bloody |ight and were gone. Ch, bl ast,
Kevi n thought, why was | |ooking that way just then ?

Vi sion dazzl ed, afterinmages dancing before his eyes,
Kevi n staggered away as best he could, stunbling over
the broken cobbl estones. He gasped when soneone
grabbed his armand tried to strike out, but a famliar
voi ce said:

"It's nme. Lydia. It's all right, kid, | had nmy head
turned away. | can still see where |'m going."

Unfortunately, so could the guards. And a whol e
troop of themwas flooding into the square, weapons
drawn, far too many to fight.

"Dam, " Lydia nuttered. "Selden really is out for

bl ood. No worse damage to a politician than injured
pride." She | ooked over the grim well-arned troop
and sighed. "I hate to sinply surrender, particularly
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since Selden isn't going to nmake things confortable for
us, but..."

"Then don't," Tich' ki snapped.

Hovering in mid-air, wings a blur, she stared at the
guards, shouting out twisting, intricate, commanding
Words in the fairy tongue, her eyes blazing green fire.

And to Kevin's anmazenent, the guards stopped in
their tracks, blinking in confusion

"\Wer e' dt heygo. .. ?"

"Coul da sworn they were here a minute ago..."

"Who... ? Wo are we |ooking for... ?"

"Don't know ... can't renenber .. - Hey, cone on,

guys! Day's not getting any younger, and we have a city
to cover!™

Wth that, the guards turned and nmarched away.

"I don't believe it," the bardling gasped. "Tich ki,
what did you —Tich' ki!"

She came tunbling down into his arms, panting- For

a monent Kevin gingerly held her small body,

astoni shed at how |ight she was, even for her small size.

O course she's light! he realized. Tich' fd' s a wi nged creature;

she has to be lightweight if she's going to get off the ground.
Probably has hol | ow bones, like a bird or—

A sudden sharp stab in his arm nmade Kevin gasp and

drop her. The fairy, who' d pinched himw th her hard
little fingers, fluttered away, grinning in nischief even
t hough her eyes were weary. "Woo-o00! That, | don't

mnd telling you, was hard work."

"What was that?" Lydia asked. "That 'influence-
their-mnds' spell of yours?"

Tich' ki nodded. "You know it. And you know the
thing works."

"Sure. If you can get enough force into it."

For once, Tich'ki didn't argue. "Right. It's not the
sort of thing | want to do too often.” But then her sharp
grin returned. "It'sw nuch easier lifting purses!"”

"I"'msure that's true," Eliathanis cut in coolly. "But
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rat her than di scuss thieving triunphs, don't you think
we had best find shelter before one or another of our
enemn es returns?"

"Excellent idea," Lydia said with a wy little bow. "I
need to repair ny bowstring anyhow, curse that filthy
excuse for an elf."
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Eli athanis stiffened indignantly, plainly torn be-
tween the evidence of his own eyes and his refusal to
accept that one of his people could sink so | ow. "Have
you any idea where we shoul d be headi ng?"

"Yup." Lydia pointed. "North, guys- The inn's called
the Flying Swan. You'll know it by the sign. |Innkeeper
doesn't ask awkward questions of his guests and keeps
the beds vernin-free."

"What nore could we possibly want?" Naitacha
asked wyly.

Lydi a shrugged. "Kevin and | will register as ..
She gl anced the bardling's way, mschief in her eyes.
"As friends. Good friends. Very good friends. Right, ny
| over boy?" She grinned as he reddened, and took his
arm "See you |ater, everyone!"

Ah well, the bardling told hinself resolutely. Let her
have her fun. Not nuch you can do to stop her, anyhow.

Lydia's teasing aside, it would be wonderful to be in a
ni ce dean roomagain, with a nice hot neal and maybe
even —oh mracle of miracles —a soft bed

Chapter XIV

A half-turn of the hourglass later, Kevin wasn't feeling
quite so snmug. Lydia, the bardling's doak draped not quite
conceahngly about herself and her scanty garb, was di ng-
ing to his arm giggling all too convincingly as he signed
the register and tried to act as though "Estban Eitar"
checked into inns with attractive ol der wonen all the tine.

He was still blushing even after they had settled into
their room —particularly when he saw that the fur-
ni shi ngs consi sted nosdy of one |arge bed.

"You could hardly have asked for two beds, sweetie,"
Lydi a cooed. "Not and keep up this cuddly-wuddly

pretense.” To his utter nortification, she snuggled up
against him fluttering her eyel ashes el aborately, and
pi nched his cheek. "Cute li'l* | over boy!"

"Stop that!'

"My, ny, you do blush prettily!
"Aw, don't-—=

A sharp rap on the closed shutters of the single wn-

dow interrupted him Wth a silent sigh of relief, Kevin
unl atched the shutters and let; in the rest of their party.
Lydia mght be a warrior, but she was far too attractive
for his nerves!

"And you conpl ai n about clunsy humans, do you?"
Nai t achal was nurmuring to Eliathanis as they
clinmbed into the room

The White EIf glared.” How was | to know the drain-
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pi pe wasn't secure?"

"You did nake a nmost convincing spider, clinging to
the wall with every digit,"
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"You coul d have hel ped nme!"

"What, and spoil your acrobatic denonstration?" As
Nai t achal renmoved and neatly shook out the folds of
his bl ack doak, he gave Kevin a secret but undeniable
Wi nk. "Apretty thingitwas, too."

El i at hanis straightened. "I don't think —"
"Apity."
"Unh, fellows?" the bardling cut in. "I know you're

enjoying this bickering, but can we please |eave it for
some other time? W' ve had a rather busy day,
agreed?"

"Ch, agreed." Naitachal raised an eyebrow. "I think
we' d best keep watch tonight. If Eliathanis and | could
dinmb up here, so could soneone el se."

"Enpty Eyes?" Kevin asked. "Ah, | nmean, that elf,
the | eader of the gang." The bardiing paused.
"What ever he is."

"Empty Eyes," Naitachal echoed darkly. "Well put,

Kevin. Enpty, he nost surely is. | don't know what his
probl emrs m ght be, what he's doing here, why he's an
exile fromha dan —Oh, don't give ne thathaughty stare,
VWhite EIf, you know |I'mright about that And frankly, I
don' tcare about those problems. Ifelt Death hovering over
hi m Between drugs and al cohol and botched attenpts at
sorcery, he hasn't nuch longer to live."

" Bot ched! "

The Dark ElIf shrugged. "You've seen ny conjured

bl ade. H s should have been just as inpressive. But it
was as dull and nearly dead as the fading |life force
within him" Naitachal shrugged. "Enough about

him™"

"I"d just like to know who hired him" Kevin cut in.

El i athanis gl anced at the bardling in respect. "The
swords those thugs were carrying bothered you, too?
Swor ds are expensive things; nost brigands just can't
afford them or the tine needed to | earn how to use
them "

144 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Sherman
"Great," Lydia muttered. "Just what we need:

anot her eneny. The sooner we get out of here, the bet-
ter we're going to sleep,”

"Exactly. And," Kevin added sternly, "that's why we
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can't waste any nore tine. W have to start working on
exacdy how we're going to manage to escape.”

"Bossy human," Tich'ki ceased, but for once there

wasn't nuch sting in her voice. "Ai-yi, |I'"'mgetting pretty
tired of Westerin nyself," she confessed. "Too many
touchy guards for ny taste. Let's see, now... | can not

control every blasted guard that's going to be watching
the dty gates. Anyone el se here able to work invisibility

spel | s?"

Si | ence.

"l guess not," the fairy said with a sigh

"What about illusions, though?" Lydia asked. "What

if we cast sonme really terrifying illusion, sonething that

woul d scare the guards away from one of the gates —

"By *we' you nmean nme, | take it?" Naitachal said drily-
He shook his head. "Ch, | probably could work up
something to frighten a human mnd, even if illusion-
casting is a bit outside the scope of ny... art But these

are trained warriors, not children. Some of them mi ght
run, yes —but the rest would al nost certainly attack. |
don't care to test ny body against their spears.”

"W need sonething nore tangible than illusion,"
Kevi n nused. "Shape-shifting... except only one of us
can shape-shift." He glanced at the Dark Elf. "What
about di sgui sing us by magi c?"

Nai tachal held up a hel pl ess hand. "Now that really
is out of the scope of nmy sorcery. Anyone el se?"

"Hey, don't look at me!" Tich ki said. "I can't change
anyone but nyself."

"l have no such talent,” Eliathanis adm tted.

"Well, / certainly don't!" Lydia added. "Besides, |'ve
heard those spells are just as easy to break as illusions.
The last thing we'd want is to suddenly change back
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right in the mddle of the guards- And you know. Fate
being the fickle lady she is, that's just what woul d hap-
pen! No, we need sone nore nundane disgui ses.

Sonet hing that doesn't depend on magic... Naw, any

ordi nary di sgui ses would be too easy to penetrate.”

"Woul d they?" Kevin wondered- "Go on, Lydia.
What of roi d physi cal disguises?"

She gave him a doubtful glance, but continued,

"Wll, let's see ... By now both the gang and the
guards know they're | ooking for three nmen and a
woman: two humans and two el ves, one Dark, one

VWhite. Don't have to worry about disguising Tich'ki."

The fairy stretched her wings. "Right. | can al ways
shrink and hide in your hair, the way we did when we
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were getting out of Smithian."

"But it's hard to hide elves....'

"Not too easy to disguise such a ... charnmingly
endowed wonan, either," Naitachal added gal | andy.

Lydia raised a brow "Flattery froma Dark Elf?"

Hs smle was wy. "ltdoes happen."
""Yes, yes, | know you're full of surprises," Kevin in-
terrupted. "But can we please get back to the subject?"

" Jeal ous?" Tich' ki prodded

"No! | just don't want to spend the rest of nmy life in a
Westerin prison. O a Westerin graveyard, either'"

"Right." Lydia returned to her nmusing. "Al'l right.
We agree that it's hard to disguise elves.”

Nai tachal held up a hand. "To disguise nale

elves ..." he corrected slowy. "Particularly serious,
conbative types." He turned to | ook at Eliachanis, who
narrowed his eyes

"I don't think I like what you're thinking."

Nai t achal shrugged. "You're the one who was ..,
interrogating the dancing girls. I'msure they'd be
happy to help their dear elfy-welty."

"They didn't call ne that! And I can't —I won't..."
The Dark EIf smiled alarnmingly. "You can. You will.
146 Mercedes Lackey (~Josepha Sherman

They did. Listen to me, ny friends. | think we're about
to find a way out of Westerin!"

Kevi n squi rmed unconfortably in the saddle of the

riding nule, trying to get the yards and yards of gauzy,
gaudy skirts to spread out properly, grimy trying to
ignore the pretty chining of little silver bells every dme
he noved

"Don't squirm dear," Lydia cooed. "It tears threads."
Kevin glared at her. The warrior was a sugar-sweet
confection, her tanned face softened with powder and

pai nt, her lithe, muscular formdisguised by a frilly
bodi ce and | ayer after layer of gauzy skirts in a dozen
shades of pink. A silky cloak of dusty rose shot through
with gold threads was thrown over the whole thing, her
black curls —and Tich' ki —hidden under its cow . Yes,
but at least she's a wonan! | feel like an idiot.

What nade it worse was that he knew he | ooked

rather alarmingly like a girl in all this frippery: a slight-
Iy scrawny one, perhaps, a bit too athletic even for a
dancer, but a girl neverthel ess. The bardling rubbed a

refl exi ve hand over his chin, not sure whether to be

di scouraged or glad right now that at al nobst sixteen he
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still didn't need to shave very often. Snpoth cheeks
woul d help the illusion.
If only the illusion wasn't quite so good!

El i at hanis, riding beside Naitachal, was plainly feel-
ing the same way, sitting his nule in silent msery.
Kevin bit back a laugh. Wat a pretty girl the Wite Elf
made!

Both el ves were, of course, slimand beardl ess as al

their kind, and despite Eliathanis' martial calling, their
long, silky hair and el egant, fine-boned faces nmde it
quite easy for themto pass as wonen. Naitachal's dark
skin had been |ightened to a nore nondescript tan with

j udi ci ous use of powder, making himlook nore like a

hal f-el ven hybrid than a perilous Dark Elf.
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Unl i ke the unhappy Eliathanis, he seemed to be
havi ng a wonderful tine.

After <tU, Kevin nused, how often does a necromancer get
a chance to act silly?

It had been Eliathanis' dancing girls, of course, who
had lent themall this gear, with the understandi ng that
it would be left for the dancers to gather up again out-
side the walls. The dancers, the bardling decided, were
definitely getting the better of the deal, wi nding up
with what was left of Lydia' s not quite honesdy gai ned
coins as well as getting their gear back

Well, actually, it was Council man Sel den who was
paying for the whole thing. In a manner of speaking,
anyhow.

Kevi n censed suddenly. There to one side stood
Enpty Eyes, the elven | eader of the street gang.

"Cently," Naitachal nmurmured. "You're a harm ess
dancing girl, that's all you are." The Dark Elf
straightened slightly, startled, then chuckled. "Wl
now, what do you know?" he continued softly. "CQur

di sguises really do work! Did you feel that slight tin-
gl i ngj ust now?"

"Yes."

"That dissipated shame of an elf tried casting a D s-
pel Magic spell on us!"

Nai t achal | eaned sideways in the saddle to give

Enpty Eyes a flirtatious wink and a bl own kiss- Kevin
expl oded into |aughter, just in time managing to turn it
into girlish titterings.

"L-look at his face! He —he —he doesn't know
what hit him"

Nai t achal swept back his silky hair with a toss of his
head. "l oo skinny for nmy taste!" he declared in a |ight
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tenor so unlike his usual baritone that Kevin burst into
| aughter all over again.

El i at hanis shot the Dark Elf a dour glance. "Stop
that! Show some —some self-control!"

148 Mercedes Lackey "~"SJosepha Sherman

Nai t achal grinned. "Loosen up, dear! You | ook
ravi shing."

"Leave me alone, will you? O are you really enjoy-
ing this?"

The Dark ElIf's grin w dened. "OF course | an
Come now, cousin-elf, where's the harmin it? It's
rather fun to play pretend!"

El i athanis only growl ed. Kevin wi ped his eyes, trying
not to snmear his nmakeup, hearing Tich'ki, there in
Lydia's hair, tittering so hard she was having trouble
catching her breath.

"Straighten up, dears," Lydia cooed. "Here are the
guards. Look pretty, now "

Kevin tensed all over again, seeing the men's grim
faced conpetence, the weapons never far fromtheir
hands, hearing the guards nuttering sonething about
"Sel den" and "Those thieves aren't going to get past
us." Sure, their disguise had been good enough Co foo
Enpty Eyes, who had probably been drunk or half-
drugged anyhow. But these were sharp-eyed
professionals. Could it possibly fool themas well?

Apparendy it could. "Look at the girl in pink," one
sai d, nudgi ng another. "Bet she'd warma cold night!"

"Warmit, hell, she'd set it on fire!"

"The one next to her's not bad, either." Mortified,
Kevin realized they were discussing himnow.

"AMully stringy," someone nuttered.

"But there's something to be said for those acrobatic
types!" The guard who'd first spoken |eered up at the
bardling. "Come on, sweetie, give us a kiss for the
road. "

Feeling tike a prize idiot, Kevin nanaged to work his
lips into what he hoped was a flirtatious smle. To his
horror, the guard reached up, trying to pull his head
down. Before the bardling could panic, Naitacha

| eaned down to whisper conspiratorially:

"You don't want to kiss her."
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"Oh, | don't, do | ?"

"Heavens, no! The last man she ki ssed got so hot and
wor ked up he followed her for days. We finally had to
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throw himin a |ake to cool himoff. You would not have
bel i eved t hesteam”

Al the guards |aughed. "Hetyou could raise sone
steam " one of them shouted.

"Ch, darling, you wouldn't believe what 1 can do!"
Nai t achal gave themall a dazzling smle- "My, ny, ny,
what handsone fellows you all are! Wat a shane we have
to | eave just now " The very essence of a delighted
dancing girl, the Dark Elf | aughed and si npered and

bl ew ki sses at themall- Only Kevin caught the faint hint
of contenpt flickering in the kohl-rimed blue eyes.
"Now, we really must say good-bye," Naitachal said,
pretending to pout- "We have sitch a long way to go!"

"Stay here, then!"

"Ch, darlings, Vdadors that. But..." He waved a hel p-
| ess hand. "Wat wauM the troop do wi thout ne? They
woul d be sinply lest, the poor dears. Ta-ta, darlings!"

Fun was fun, but once they were safely out of sight of
the city walls, the party was of one m nd, searching
until they'd found a small pool screened by a grove of
trees. Kevin practically threw hinself fromhis mule

and gladly stripped off his girlish finery, scrubbing and
scrubbing till he'd washed every | ast trace of paint and
powder from his face.

"Ugh. Can't see how wonen can stand wearing al

that stuff."

"Frankly, neither can I!" Lydia straightened, shaking
out her danp black hair and tousling the curls dry with
her hands. "I nean, | like |ooking nice as much as any

ot her worman." She w nked at Kevin. "You should see

me when | dress up pretty! But all thatstuff | was wear-
ing just now made nme feel like | was carrying a prison
around with nme!"
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In the mddle of strapping on her sword, she
paused, | ooking out over the |ake, eyebrows raised.
"My, isn't that a pleasant sight!"

Nai t achal , sone di stance away, had stripped to the

wai st to wash off the last of the disguising powder. His
body was i nhumanly slimand graceful but undeniably
mal e, snooth musdes rippling and dark skin gl eam ng

with every nove. Realizing the others were watching

him he di sappeared into the bushes, energing

shrouded once nore in his black cloak. And now every
trace of frivolity was gone.

It's al nost as though he was drunk before, and now he's sober
agai n, Kevin thought.

Maybe that wasn't so bizarre an idea. After all, for a
Dark Elf, a necromancer used to a grimworld of sor-
cery and death, being suddenly thrown into the mddle
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of so nmuch vibrant, busy life really nust have been
i nt oxi cati ng!

As the bardling retrieved his lute fromthe pile of
dancing girls' gear, he heard Naitachal nutter:

"Powers, I"'mglad that's over."

"I thought you were enjoying yourself." Eliathanis'

voi ce was cool w th disapproval

Nai t achal gl anced sharply at the White EIf- "Up to a
poi nt. One noment nore, though, and | think | would
have t hrown up."

"From fright?" Kevin asked in disbelief.

"Hardl y!" The Dark EIf gave hima fierce Bttle grin.
"Froma surfeit of sugar!"

Chapter XV

As the party rode up the gentle slope fromthe river

plain in which Westerin lay, Kevin suddenly reined in

his mule. "Lydia, if we have to retrace all our steps back
to Count Volnmar's castle, we're going to waste too

much tine."

"Agreed. Besides, | don't want to risk going through

that gorge again, either; one anbush is nore than

enough, thank you." The worman hesitated, chew ng

t houghtfully on her lip. "I do know a much shorter

route. The only thing is... well -.. let's put it this way:

anybody have any objections about riding through a
battl efiel d?"

" Awhat ?"

"An ancient one. |'mnot even sure what the whol e
thing was all about, it happened so | ong ago. Shoul dn't
be anything left to bother us." She shot an uneasy
glance at the Dark Elf. "Unless, of course, soneone
tries to disturb things."

Naitachal's eyes glinted coldly. " | amnot in the habit
of rousing that which should not be roused. Lead on."

Kevi n struggl ed agai nst the urge to keep | ooking

over his shoulder. This was ridiculous! An easy ride, a
nice, bright, sunny day, a snooth, grassy neadow
stretching out before himw thout any obstructions at
all and a splendid array of nmountains in the distance —
there was not the slightest thing to fear

Then why oh why was his mind insisting on sending
these constant thrills of nervousness through hin?
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"Nai tachal ," the bardling asked uneasily. "Is this.
was this..."

"The battlefield?" The Dark Elf's voi ce sounded
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strained and distant. "Yes... you would sense that, too,
woul dn't you. Bard-to-be that you are? So nmany lives
| ost, human and Other ... | can feel their auras even

now, calling to ne...."'

"Well, don't answer them " Lydia snapped, and
Nai t achal blinked |ike someone suddenly shaken from
a dream

"No," he said, and then nore confidently, "no!"

But as they rode on across the neadow, the others

coul d see shudders racking his slender frane. The

Dark EIf was plainly fighting some terrible inner battle

of his own, struggling against all the long, cruel years of
chi | dhood conditioning screaming at him You are a crea-
twe of the Darkness! Leave the |ight behind you

Unexpectedly, Eliathanis brought his mule
al ongsi de. "Take ny hand," he said softly.

“\What —*

"Take it. Hold fast. Yes, like that. Think of sunlight,
Nai tachal. Think of life and joy. They are the only
realities here."

Kevin saw the Wiite EIf wince with the force of

Nai tachal 's desperate grasp- But Eliathanis refused to
|l et go, as though willing peace into the Dark Elf

t hrough that 1ink.

And little by little the tension |left Naitachal's body.
He shuddered one last tine, then released the Wite
Elf's hand, |ooking at Eliathanis in confusion

"Thank you," the Dark EIf said after a nmonent. "I hard-
|y expected you to wish to help ne, but—thank you."

"Ah. Well." Eliathanis flushed, enbarrassed by his
own kindness. "l... didn't want you rousing anything
undead agai nst us."

"I wouldn't willingly." Then Naitachal added, very
softly, "But it was a near thing."
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Al at an, sorcerer, necromancer, paced inpatiently

back and forth on the ranparts of his small, square
keep, gl ancing now and then out over the snooth,

treel ess expanse of neadow without really seeing it.

He was alone up there, the only living being in all the
keep, alone save for a few silent, soulless aides.

"Damm her!" he hi ssed.

And damm himfor a fool for ever letting hinself be
forced to be responsible to her! So nuch tine had
passed without a word fromher. He'd alnost let him
self believe the runmors that the sorceress was dead, or
so far fromhere that she'd forgotten all about him and
the debt he owed her: the debt of his life.
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Oh no. She hadn't forgotten. Al at once there had

come that summons, and with it the infuriating

know edge that he still wasn't free, any nore than he'd
been free so many years ago... when the peasants had
caught himweak fromthe aftereffects of a failed spell
had caught hi mand condemmed himto death by

fire-- -.

The sorcerer stopped short, black cloak swirling

about him Unbidden, his mnd conjured up the

har dwood stake as clearly as though it were with him
now i nstead of far in the past, the stake and the chains
pressing himcruelly back against it, his hands bound

so he couldn't gesture, his nouth sealed with a wooden
gag so he couldn't call out the slightest spell, and the
flanmes crackling at the wood beneath him the heat
already starting to eat at his feet, his |egs..

Al at an spat out a savage curse, forcing his mnd back
to the present. It was done, he was safe, and he should
have bani shed such ridi cul ous nmenories | ong ago!

The sorcerer resuned his angry padng. \Wat non-
sense this was! He had seen and done and sunmpned
horrors enough during his career, horrors that would
have sent any other man screanm ng —aye, and he'd
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seen many of those horrors do hi m honmage, too. He
woul d not act |ike sone raw boy haunted by his own
ni nd!

Ah, no. Fear wasn't the problem What truly rankl ed,

what stayed in his nmind after all this rime was having to
admt chat for all his Power, he hadn't been able to do a
thing to save hinself. Ch no, ifCarlotta hadn't chanced to
see what was happeni ng, chose stupid, fearful peasants
woul d have won and he woul d be ashes in the wind, spirit
lost in the Quter Dark. If she hadn't seen, and thought,
and realized what a fine tool was about to be |ost —

"Dam her," Al atan repeated al oud, but by now

nost of the anger was gone fromhis voice. A tool he

was, and a tool he would rermain till the debt of his life
was repaid. No successful sorcerer survived by denying
What Must Be. And he dare not fail.

Gimy resigned, Al atan went down fromthe ram

parts to his private chanbers, to a dark room crowded
with sorcerous inplenents. A few careful Wrds of

Power sparked a silver-rimred scrying mirror into life.

Al atan focused his will, bringing into sharp focus an
i mmge of the boy, the bardling, and those with whom he
rode- A woman... a warrior by the lithe | ook other..
and quite human. He smiled coldly. No threat there.
The others .. . The sorcerer's mouth tightened. A
White EIf, that one, but again, a warrior, not a nage.
And again, no threat to him But that other Figure,
draped all in black ... Alatan frowned and | eaned for-
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ward, staring. Wioever, whatever was shrouded under
that cloak knew at | east enough to bl ock anything nore
than this casual scan.

You may yet be trouble, rny nmysterious friend.

And then again, there m ght not be any trouble at all

For look at the direction in which they rode! Tensing in
sudden predatory delight, hardly believing his good
fortune, the sorcerer urged them Further, ridejttst a Uule
further....

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON
155

Wth a sharp crack! the mrror shattered. Al atan
sprang back in shock, dodging shards of glass. No
doubt about it: that black-dad figure was anot her sor-
cerer! No, no, nore than that: the stranger could only
be a necromancer. No one el se could have forced his
spel |l back on itself so powerfully.

Al atan's | augh was sharp as the glass. So, now It had
been long and long rill he'd found an eneny worthy of
conmbat! Burning with eagerness,'the sorcerer sprang

to his feet. calling for his undead servants, and hurried
down to the neadow below, to the field of battle-once-
was and battle-yet-to-be

Nai t achal straightened as sharply in the saddle as

t hough he'd been sl apped. Eyes blazing with sudden
sorcerous force, he gestured inperiously, shouting out
savage, alien Wrds that tore at Kevin's ears and sent
the mules shying wildly.

"Naitachal!'" Lydi a yel ped, struggling to keep her
seat. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"

Reining in his own panicky, curvetting nule, the
Dark Elf said shortly, "Soneone was spying on us.
Through sorcery. | turned his spell back upon him™"

Eli athanis tensed. "Then it wasn't my inagination
just now. | really did sense ... sonething." H s hand
tightened on the hilt of his sword. "Do you know who
the sorcerer is, or where?"

"Who, no. Wiere: nearby. But |'ve shattered his
scrying tool ."

"That's not going to be the end of it."

"l doubt it." Naitachal glanced sharply about, a
predat or hunting elusive prey. "The sooner we are
dear of this batdefield-that-was, the bettor."

And then the earth shook. Kevin's mule screaned in

terror, rearing up so violently the bardling went flying.
He twisted frantically in md-air, landing with a jolt on
his feet, lute smacking himin the side, noting out of the
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corner of his eye that only Naitachal had managed to
keep his seat and staring as the neadow withed, tear-
ing itself apart. Qut of the shattered earth rose

No. That's notpossible, his mnd insisted, over and over

Cinbing up into the land of the living were the

| ong- dead, the skel etons of humans and G hers, the
fallen victinms of that nowforgotten battle returned,
fleshless skulls grinning, fleshless hands gri pping
swords and axes. Sightless sockets stared blankly at the
horrified Iliving.

Behi nd them wapped in a cloak as bl ack as that

worn by Naitachal stood a figure who could only be the
necr omancer who'd dragged themforth. Al Kevin

could see of the face under the dark hood were a gray
beard —proof the man at | east was human —and

fierce, pitiless gray eyes: sorcerous eyes. In the man's
hand a wooden staff topped with a serpentine carving
crackled with blue-white force.

To his right, the bardling heard Naitachal let out his
breath in a long hiss. "So..." the Dark EIf said softly. "
t hought as nuch.”

He flung hinmself fromhis frantic nule, slapping it
out of the way of his nmagic. "Get out of here, all of you."

Eli athanis' sword glinted in his hand. "Are you nmad?
We can't | eave you here al one!"

"You can't fight what isn't alive! Get out of here!"

But it was already | oo |ate. The other sorcerer thrust
out his staff, and the undead arny charged.

"You shall no;!"™ Wth that, Naitachal shouted out
fierce, ugly, conmmandi ng Wrds in the harsh | anguage

of sorcery, hurling his arnms up in denial. The skeleta
eneny stunbl ed back fromthe force of his will —but
behi nd them'the human necronmancer cast up his own
arms, staff raised, shouting out his own dark spell
Kevi n, near-Bard that he was, saw the psychic flanmes of
sorcery that blazed out fromboth foes, crashing
together in a shower ofblinding, blue-white sparks. He
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heard Naitachal gasp at the inpact, but the Dark Elf's
will held firm

So, unfortunately, did that of the human foe.

But as the sorcerers stood | ocked in their savage,
silent battle, both lost their hold on the skeletal war-
riors. They, enpty things that they were, followed the
only command they had received, and resuned their

i nterrupted charge

"Look out!" Lydia cried. "Here they cone!"
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Kevin gripped his sword as tightly as he could, trying
not to let it shake in his hand. Powers, Powers, how do you
hurt a skel eton?

Al at once, the arch of sorcery vanished with a roar
of whirling air. Naitachal shouted out new Wbrds of
command, the sound alien, hating, the essence of Dark
El f necromancy. The Wirds enfol ding the undead
bending themto his will. For a noment the deadly
things hesitated, caught, quivering with the strain.

Then, slowy, they turned to threaten the human
necromancer instead. H's eyes wi dened in shock, and
for a nonent Kevin thought the man was going to
break from sheer surprise. But after that startled
monent, the gray eyes blazed up in renewed fury. The
necromancer thrust out his staff with such force the
undead reeled and fell back —only to be caught anew
in the net of Naitachal's Power.

"Th-the/re fighdngeach other!" the bardling gasped.
"They're fighting their own battle all over again!"

Wel |l and good, but not all the skeletal arny had found
foes. Sone of them cane spilling up towards the |iving.
Lydi a | oosed an arrow —but it passed harm essly
through a fleshless rib cage.

" Dam! "

"Try for their joints," Eliathanis said grimy. "Cut
those apart, and the creatures cannot nove."

Kevin didn't have time to worry about it. He just
barely had a chance to put his lute aside before a
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skel eton headed right towards him axe raised. The
bardling coul d have sworn that fieshless grin had sen-
dent malice behind it-

Can't parry an axe with a sword. But an axenman can't be as
qui ck as a swordsman; once he's swung, it has to take hima
monment to recover, and — Now

As the axe cane whistling down, Kevin threw him

self to one side, slashing out sideways with his sword.
He m ssed the knee joint, the blade clangi ng harnl ess-
Iy off bone. But at |east the inpact staggered the
skeleton slightly; it mght be an undead thing, but it
was still subject to the force of gravity! Kevin swing
again, hoping to knock it over conmpletely, but to his
horror, a skeletal hand shot out and closed on the

bl ade.

O course, of course, he —it —doesn't have any fingers to
get cut!

The thing was far, far stronger than anything nor-

tal. Kevin struggled helplessly with it, clutching the
sword hilt with both hands —only to have the skel eton,
still grinning its inane grin, begin reeling himin, bony
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hand over hand up the blade. If he kept hol ding onto
the hilt, Kevin realized, he was going to be dragged
into the skeleton's reach

So he suddenly let go. To his relief, the skeleton,
whi ch had been braced agai nst his weight, went right
over backwards. Kevin kicked it as hard as he coul d,
and heard ribs crack, but the thing was already clinb-
ing back to its feet, apparendy unhurt.

And it's still got ny sword and its axe!
Now, what ?

The bardling backed away, | ooking about for a

branch, a rock, anything he could use as a weapon. He
found a rock, all right: he stepped on it, and the
treacherous thing turned under his foot, sending him
spraw i ng.

As the skeleton |unged down at him Kevin did the
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only thing he could think of: he caught the bony arns,

and kicked his legs up with all his force, just as he had
with the swordsman back in Westerin. To his amazed

wonder, he sent the skeleton sailing neady over his

head, to land with a satisfying crash. It lost his sword in

the fall, and the bardling snatched up the weapon,
hacki ng and hacki ng at the undead thing before it
could rise till he'd cut right through its skel etal neck

The skel eton col |l apsed in a bony heap
[—+aid it! | won!

Fierce with triunph, die bardling | ooked about to see

how everyone el se was faring. Lydia and Eliathanis were
surrounded, fighting back to back, skeletal hands snatch-

ing at themfi-omall sides, while Tich' ki, swearing savagely,
tried in vain to ward offthe undead with her spear

I"ve got to help them before —

A bony hand closed with painful force about his
ankl e. Headl ess or not, the skeleton was still very nuch
ani mat ed.

"No! Curse you, no' No!" Nearly sobbing with

pani cky strain, Kevin hacked and hacked and hacked

at the hand till it shattered, releasing him But the
headl ess horror was getting to its feet once nore.

This is inpossible! The thing is never going to gwe up!

No, it wouldn't, the bardling realized. None of the
undead woul d. Not whil e the human necromancer's
spel | bound them

Panting, Kevin glanced to where the Dark Elf stood.

Nai tachal was still battling his foe as fiercely as ever
eyes blazing with will. But to the bardling s alarm signs
of strain showed all too clearly on the el egant face. O
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course! Determ ned though he was, strong magician

t hough he was, the Dark EIf had no sorcerous staff to
feed himextra Power, nothing but the strength within
his own slim body.

He c-can't hold out much |l onger, Kevin realized, not
wi t hout hel p! But | don't know any spell-songs to help him
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Wait a minute. .. Maybe he didn't know any usefu
Bardi c Magi c —but maybe he wouldn't need it! Didn't
all the old ballads claimwhen magic failed, plain com
nmon sense woul d save the day? There was one very
practical thing he could do.

Bef ore the headl ess nonstrosity could grab him

agai n, Kevin snatched up the rock that had tripped
him hefting its weight experinmentally in his hand as
he ran, radng past the battle ofundead agai nst undead
till nothing stood between himand the eneny sorcerer.

If he sees nme now, |'m dead.

But the necromancer, absorbed in his magica
trance, showed not the slightest sign he knew the
bardli ng was there.

Pl ease, ohplease, let this work...

Kevin threw the rock with all his strength- Ha, yes! It
hit the necronmancer smartly on the side of the head!
The man staggered hel pl essly back, trance shattered,
and fromthe other side of the field, Naitachal gave a
hoarse cry of triunph as his magic blazed free. A blue-
white bolt of magic slashed through the air, engulfing
his human foe in flane. Frozen with shock, Kevin

heard the necromancer give one wild scream of pain

and terror. Then that sorcerous flane flared up so fier-
cely the bardling flung his arns protectively up over
his eyes.

It took no nore than a few heartbeats' rine. The fire
vani shed as swiftly as it had begun. Kevin warily

| owered his arnms, fearful of what he might see. But
there was nothing, not man, not cloak, not staff, noth-
ing but a small swirling ofash-

The necronmancer's death shattered the binding

spell. As sinply as puppets with cut strings, the undead
fell where they'd stood, the junble of their bones nelt-
ing quietly back into the earth. In only a few nmonents,
the meadow had returned to grassy serenity, and noth-
ing at all remmined of the horror that had just been
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| don't believe... lcouUn't have seen..

Kevin hurried back to Ehathanis, Lydia, and Tich'ld,
suddenly wanting nothing so much as to be near other
warm living, nortal beings. Ah, he was glad to clasp
their hands, glad to let Lydia hug himand to hug her
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back, glad even to feel Tich'ki tousle his hair with
rough affection. Al three started at the sane dne:

"Are you hurt? I'm —"'

"Tm not, not—=
" —really. Just bruised and —"
"—+tired and—

They broke off at the sane tinme, too, then burst into
| aught er.

"Hey, Naitachal!" Lydia called. "Don't you —
Nai t achal ?"

Arigid figure swarthed in his sonber cloak, the Dark
El f never noved from where he stood

"Nai tachal ?" Eliathanis echoed hesitantly. "Are
you ... ?"

Wthout a sound, the Dark EIf crunpled to the
ground and lay still.

| NTERLUDE THE FOURTH
"My lord. My Lord Count."

Vol mar, hurrying down the corridors of his castle,
grit his teeth, trying to ignore that dry, precise voice,
but it. continued relentlessly:

"Count Vol mar. Please stop for a nonent."

The count sighed silently. Wien D Krikas got an

idea mits insecloid head, nothing would do but to hear
the Arachnia out. Reluctantly, he turned to ask, "Yes-
Whati sit?"

"You told nme yesterday that you would read and sign
these scrolls today."

Curse it! An Arachni a never forgot anything”.
| don't have time for this nonsense now

Carlotta was hidden in the count's solar, studying
her scrying mirror, and if he wasn't there when she

| earned whatever she | earned —He didn't dare let the
sorceress gain any advantages over him

"These are nothing," Volmar said, glancing at the
scrolls. "Small matters. Sign themyourself."

D Krikasl silence held a world of disapproval

"A'l right, all right!" The count held up a hel pl ess
hand. "I'Il sign themlater. | don't have tine now "

"No. | can see that."

Sonething in the dry voice made Vol mar stare up at
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the Arachnia. And all at once, the count felt the small est
prickle of unease run through him Usually he

managed to ignore the fact that his seneschal wasn't
human; D Kri kas kept pretty nmuch to itself, after all, so
quietly efficient Volmar could al nost forget the being
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was there. Efficient, yes, neticulously so. The castle was
never going to be short so nmuch as a single copper coin
or a loaf of bread as |long as the Arachnia was in charge.

But in this narrow, dose corridor, D Krikas seened

Co | oom over him Vol mar had never stopped to realize
just how tall an adult Arachnia grew, how tall and thin
and alien, so alien .. . The great, conpound eyes
studi ed himwi thout blinking, the shiny chidn, half hid-
den by the being's cloak, gave off a faint, spicy scent
that was never a hunan scent, and Volnar, all at once
overwhel ned, forced out a brash

"You don't like me, do you?"

D Kri kas drew back slightly in surprise. "Wat has
"like' or '"dislike' to do with matters? Wien ny hone

hi ve grew overcrowded, | left co ease the burden of
feeding all. | swore the proper oath to your father. You
know that. | keep ny oaths. You know that, too. |

served your father the count and | serve you, as | wll
continue to serve the nmaster of this castle, whonever
that may be. As |long as honor is not conprom sed."

Was there a hint of warning in the precise voice? Vol -
mar fought down a shudder. He had once seen

D Krikas save a servant's child froma rabid dog by
calmy tearing the beast in two with those segnented,
fragile-seening arms, neatly and effortlessly as a man
woul d tear a piece of parchnent. And that precise
Arachni a beak coul d sever bone. Everyone knew the

one thing no Arachnia could endure was a | oss of
honor. |If D Krikas sonehow suspected —No, no, that
was ridicul ous! No Arachnia w el ded magi c, and

wi t hout magic, even clever D Krikas woul d never be
able to learn how his naster was aiding the crowm's
wor se foe.

"Your honor will not be conpronised," Vol mar said
shortly.

He sent a page for pen and ink and signed the scrolls
one after another, hardly bothering to read them and
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hurried off, D Krikas' specul ative gaze hot on his back

Carlotta never |ooked up fromher scrying mrror as
he entered, but Votmar knew she could tell perfectly
wel | by her arcane senses who he was.

"I don't believe it." The sorceress straightened in her
chair, voice sharp with disbelief." | sinply don'tbelieve it"

"Don't believe what?" Vol mar craned his neck, trying
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his best to see past the wonan to the mirror. But to his
frustration, what he could see of the imges |ooked, to
hi s non-sorcerous sight, like nothing nore than blurs

of color swirling on the snooth surface. "Wat's hap-
peni ng? What's wrong?"

"That ridicul ous nui sance of a boy just killed
Al atan!"

"The sorcerer?" Vol mar gasped. "But that's inpos-
sible! The boy is just a bardling, a nothing! Cone now,
Carlotta, fromwhat |'ve seen of him he couldn't have
managed enough Bardi c Magic, or any other kind of

magi ¢ strong enough to —"

"He threw a rock." Each word was savagely bitten

off. "It was the Dark EIf who did the rest. Ann, damm
him dam them both!" She gl anced sharply up at Vol -
mar. "You wovMinclude a Dark Elfin the party!"

"Hey now, don't blane ne!" the count exclained. "It
wasn't mny idea. Not mine alone, anyhow. W both
agreed having one of that cursed breed in the group
woul d hel p discredit the unholy elven lot."

"Unholy, is it?" Carlotta purred, her eyes narrow ng

to green slits. "In all the years |I've known you, Vol mar,
you' ve never yet been able to shed this obsessive hatred
of the elf-kind. It is beginning to grow quite . - -
weari sone. "

Oh Powers. He'd forgotten all about her being half

of fairy blood. Horrified, Volnmar remenbered the
worman' s qui ck tenper, and realized he might just have
doomed hi nsel f.
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"l d-don't," he stammered, struggling to find the
words to soothe her, "I didn't—I —I nmean..."

Ignoring his helpless attenpts at placation, she
returned to studying her mrror

"Poor Alatan," Carlotta nmurmured after a noment,

without a hint of softness in her voice. "Poor fool. For
all your Power, you never could control the weaknesses
within your own mind. You |l et yourself be haunted al
these nmany years by the nenory of flane. And now t he
fire has snared you after all." Her chuckle was soft and
chillingly cold. "Wat a pity."

She was silent for a monent |onger, staring into the
mrror. Volmar stood frozen, hardly daring to breathe,
wonderi ng what ot her bad news the woman was goi ng

t o announce.

He junped when Carlotta straightened with a sharp

little cry. "So-o! |Is that the way of it?" She gl anced qui ck-
ly up at the count again, one eyebrowraised in

surprise- "It appears that at |east the |late Al atan

managed to take die Dark EIf with him"
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"Did he, now?" Vol mar breathed an inner sigh of
relief. "One | ess woul d-be hero to concern us."

Wth a wave other hand and a commuandi ng Word,

Carl otta bani shed the i mages, and got resdessly to her feet
"Yes, one dead elf, but the others remain. And with that
cursed hunter, that warrior-wonan, to guide them such a
smal |l party is going to be able to elude al nbst anything."

VWell now, wasn't this interesting! For once the mighty
Carlotta seemed to actually be at a | oss! Her pet
necromancer's death nmust have shaken her nore than
she'd adnitted.

Vol mar straightened in dour delight. Good. Let her

know for a change what it felt Iike to be uneasy and un-
sure. And in the neantime, let himat |ast take charge of
the situation!

"Never mnd," the count said, his voice gende with
fal se concern. "Let themcone."
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She glared at him "Have you gone mad?"

"Pl ease. Hear ne out Don't, hinder them | say." Vol -
mar smled at her, enjoying her confusion. "Wo
knows? Wiile the boy is here, perhaps he'll find that
el usi ve manuscript for us."

"Yes. but—

"Carlotta, nmy dear princess, you worry too nuch.”

"Don't patronize ne." It was all the nore alarm ng
for having been quiedy said.

"l didn't nean —
"Ah, but you did."

He coul d have sworn she hadn't done anyt hi ng

nore than raise a hand. But suddenly Vol mar was - -.
nowhere, floating helplessly in enpty grayness with no
sense of up, no down, no light; or dark or life... Chok-
ing, the count fought in vain to breathe, but oh gods,
there was no air here, either. His lungs were aching, his
heart was poundi ng pai nfully, he was dying...

Carlotta, no! Please, no!

Al at once there was a real world about hi monce

nmore. Al at once he was fallen to hands and knees on a
hard stone floor, able to think of nothing but draw ng
air into his lungs.

After a tinme, Volmar realized he was back in his
casde, with Cariotta standing over him face inpassive.
"Never underestimate ne, either," she nurnured.

The count dragged hinmself to his feet, collapsing
into a chair, bathed in cold perspiration. "Never," he
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echoed weakly.

Illusion. It had to have been illusion. He couldn't
have actually left this realm He couldn't really have
just been trapped in —in that deadly enptiness.

Vol mar took a deep breath. "You ni sunderstand

me." He forced a ghost of sincerity into his voice. "I
never meant to belittle you. Nor," the count added
honesdy, "to deny your powers."

She raised a skeptical eyebrow, then smled sweetly.
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"No. You wouldn't dare, would you? Al right.

Conti nue. "

"This is ny castle, these are ny people. Wat, did

you think |'d been idle all this while?" Little by little,
Vol mar felt self-confidence stealing back into him O
course it had been illusion. "Once the boy and his

m sgui ded conrades are actually here, | have a few
surprises of my own to spring on them And | don't
believe," the count added with dark hunor, "that

they will enjoy them"

Chapt er XVi
"Nai t achal I'"

Eliathanis raced to the fallen elf's side, dosely followed
by the others. Kevin got there an instant before Lydia and
the fluttering Tich' ki, dropping to his knees beside
Naitachal's still form The Wiite EIf glanced across at the
bar dl ng, gi - eeneyeswi de. "1 d-don'tt. hnkhe' sbreat hi ng. "

"Ch no, that can't be right, he has to be!"

Kevin hastily snatched up a dark wist. For a panic-
stricken, seemngly endless while, he couldn't find any
pul se at all.

Cone on, come on, you can't he dead, not now.

Al'l at once the bardling felt... yes. Kevin rel eased
Naitachal's wist with a sigh of relief. "He's alive. I...
think he's just asleep. Deeply asleep. That sorcerous

duel rmust really have worn himout."

El i at hani s shuddered faintly. "Yes." He straightened
slowy, fussing with the set of his now sadly tattered
cloak, plainly struggling to regain his conposure. "COf
course it did. | should have realized that."

Well, what do you, know? Kevin stared at the Wite Elf
in surprise. You really were worried about him

Not that such revelations mattered right now Kevin
gl anced doubtfully down at Nai cachal. Sleeping like
this on bare ground couldn't be doing the Dark EIf any
good. Particularly not on this ground. Everybody el se
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seened to be too battle-dazed to suggest anything, so
the bardling said as firmy as he coul d:

"Eliathanis, why don't you see if you can coax our
mul es back here?"
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"Ah. Yes."

"And, Lydia, can you help nme lift Naitachal ? The
sooner we get him—and us —away from here, the
better."

"Right."

For all his worry and ever-grow ng weariness, the
bardling couldn't help but feel a little thrill of wonder at
the way they were obeying himw thout question

Maybe | am o | eader after all. Sort of, anyway, he added
wyly. For now, anyhow.

Nai tachal slept without stirring all during Eliathanis'
finally successful efforts to persuade the snorting, still-
trenbling mules to return. He slept during that entire
day's ride through field and forest, alternately sup-
ported in the saddle by Kevin, Lydia and Eliathanis- He
continued to sleep while they set up canmp for the

night, lost in so deep and still a slunber that Kevin
began to worry.

He'il wake up soon enough. O course he will.

But Nai tachal continued to sleep. And at last Kevin's
worry grew to the point where the bardling couldn't
stand it any longer. d ancing uneasily at the others, he
burst out with the question he suspected they were al

t hi nki ng:

"What are we going to do if Naitachal doesn't wake
up?"

"He'l'l wake." Eliathanis, tending the canpfire,
didn't sound quite sure about that.

"But what if he doesn't?"

"He will," Tich'ki said firmy. "Look, I'mthe only

ot her one of us who has any real magic, and believe

me, this isn't the first nme |'ve seen a nagi dan overt ax

hi nsel f to-the point of collapse. There's only so nuch
strength in a body, you know "

"Yes, but—=
"Very true."
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It was little nore than a whisper, so unexpected a
sound that they all started.

"Nai t achal !'"
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"So I am™

The Dark EIf sat up, very slowy and carefully, as
though he wasn't quite sure his body woul d obey him
Lydi a nade an abortive little nove towards him then
stopped with a cautious, "How do you feel?"

"Li ke sonething dragged up by one of ny own
spells,"” Naitachal admitted wyly.

"But you'll be all right?" Eliathanis' eyes were oddly
wary.

"] ndeed. "

This is ridiculous! This is Naitachal, the conrade who's been
ridéng with us all along. He hasn't turned into a nonster

But even as he thought that, Kevin knew they were

all alittle leery of Naitachal now, this Dark El f who had
suddenly reveal ed hinmself as a fearful necromancer

who could destroy a foe with one bl ast of sorcerous

fl ame-

/ will not be afraid of himn

After all, how could he forget how the Dark Elf had
conforted himafter he'd killed that bandit? Watever
el se Naitachal might be, that hadn't been the act of a
cruel being, or an evil one.

The bardling deliberately noved to the Dark Elf's
side, and received a faint smle in return

"That was a marvel ously clever thing you did, Kevin,
hurling the rock at the sorcerer to break his concentra-
tion."

"Ch, well. It was the only thing | could think to do."
The bardling couldn't stop hinself fromadding in a
rush, "Even if | didn't expect what was going to hap-
pen after that."

"Don't shed any tears for him" Naitachal's voice was

suddenly cold. "I touched his mnd during our battle,
and it was... foul. The man had deliberately killed all
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goodness within hinself, all hope of joy, deliberately
turned hinmself into a being al nost as enpty as those
poor dead ones he conjured. So it can be," he added,

al rost reluctantly, "with many necromancers."

"Not with you! Anyone who could enjoy being silly
with those guards the way you did hasn't given up on
lifel™

That earned hima chuckle. "No. | haven't. Nor will I,
Powers willing." The Dark Elf paused, eyes glinting. "He
was strong, though, that stupid, evil man. So strong, with
not hing but hatred left within himto drive him wth that
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hellish staff of his to aid him Wthout your help, Kevin,
I... don't think I would have survived."

He gl anced at the bardling. "But the menory of that
fireis still shocking you, isn't it? Ha, yes, you others, it
shocks you all."

"Well, hell, yes!" Lydia exclained after a nonent "I
never thought you could —"

"1l didn'"t. Not deliberately."
"VWhat do you nmean? | saw what | saw "

"You don't understand." Naitachal hesitated, then
sighed. "I don't knowif | can put this so easily into
human terns. Look you, our Power was trapped, his

and nmine, stal emated, each agai nst each. Wat hap-
pens when a dam breaks?"

Lydi a shrugged. "The water bursts free and —Oh.

"Exacdy. Wen his sorcery all at once gave way, m ne

—yes —burst free. Even | didn't expect it to expl ode
quite so fiercely, though. A pity it did," Naitachal added
grimy. "I neant only to stun the man."

"In the nane of all the Powers, why?"

The Dark Elf's eyes glinted in the gloom "Wy do
you t hi nk?"

Kevi n straightened. "You don't believe he was work-
ing on his own, do you?"

"Hardly. Even a necromancer such as that isn't
chaotic enough to attack at random ™
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"Then... do you think he was in Carlotta's pay?"

"Sonmething like that." The Dark EIf stretched
wearily. "But we seemto have drawn the lady's fangs."

At | east for now, Kevin thought, and fought down a
shudder. "1 bet you're hungry."

A hint of returning hunmor danced in the Dark Elf's
eyes. "Ravenous. As, 1 would think, we all are. It's been
a... shall we say... rather strenuous day."

"It has indeed." Eliathanis was rumuaging in their
packs, coming up with a fair anmobunt of snoked neat
and sone rather squashed bread. He | ooked ruefully at
his catch. "It's not going to be an el egant neal ."

Lydi a rubbed sore nuscles in her arms. "I've had

worse. Worse days, too. Though | have to adnmit, | can't
renenber when. Most of the guys |'ve fought," she
added with a wy grin, "had nore flesh to *em "

They rode all the next day, still sore and weary from
the battle, nerves dght. But what they rode into was noth-
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ing nore alarmng than a mld, sweet spring day. The

| and sl oped gently up and up towards the nountains, so
gradually that the nules clinbed it without conplaint. A
gentl e breeze played with hair and clothes, birds darted
cheerfully all about them and there was not the slightest
sign of trouble anywhere.

It was so very uneventful a day that by nightfal
Kevin was amazed to find hinmself al nost di sappoi nted.

What's the natter with you, you idiot? Do you want to be
attacked?

No, of course he didn't. What he was feeling, Kevin
knew, wasn't anything so foolish. After all they had
gone through so far. this sudden peaceful ness sinply
seemed too... anticlimcdc to be believable.

Now that was silly. Maybe it was true, nmaybe
Cariotta's fangs had been drawn. Maybe she coul dn't
attack them herself for some arcane reason. Mybe
she'd had nothing to do with the attack at all
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Ah well, Kevin told hinmself, he would try to enjoy
anticli max.

O an al most anddi max. The only thing chat was jar-
ringly wong in all this quiet was the way Lydia,

El i athanis and even Tich' ki still radi ated uneasiness
every dme they gl anced Naitachal's way.

ICan't let that go on. IfCarlotiadoes attack us again, wehad
better beabl et opresentaunitedfront, or she's going to destroy us!

But Kevin admitted reluctantly that he just didn't
know what to do about it.

Sitting by the canpfire that night, the bardling

si ghed, overwhel med by a surge of guilt that had noth-
ing to do with their quest: what with all the excitenent
of the past few days, he had pretty much forgotten

about his music. Now, imagining Master Aidan's
reproachful stare for his neglect, Kevin took out his
lute and tuned it, gendy since it hadn't been played for
a while, then tried a few practice scal es.

Ugh. His fingers v/ierestijf. Butashekeptafterthem
they finally linmbered up and renenbered what they

wer e supposed to be doing. Kevin ran through his
scales, fromthe sinplest to the nost conplex and back

again several tinmes, till he heard Lydia give a not so
subtle yawn. Wth a grin, the bardling sw tched over
instead to a cheerful little springtinme song common to

al nost all the human | ands, "The Miden's Garl and."

As he played, Kevin felt eyes on him He gl anced up

and caught Naitachal in the ace of staring at the lute. The
sl anted blue eyes were, for the nonent, unguarded, so

full of yearning that a pang of pity shot through the
bardling. He renenbered Naitachal adnmitting that the

Dark El ves had no nusic of their own.
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What a horrible thing! What a horrible, lonely thing!

Nai t achal suddenly realized Kevin had noticed him
and turned sharply away, pretending to be fixing sone
bit of his gear-
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"Ch no, you don't," the bardling nurmnured, and
scranbl ed over to sit beside the Dark Elf. Myved by an
i mpul se he didn't quite understand, Kevin held out the
lute. "Here. Take it."

"I —I can't. | nean, | wouldn't know how..."
"I''"l'l show you. Take it."

Nai tachal took the lute as gingerly as though it was a
baby. Kevin sighed.

"Not like that. It's not that fragile, honest. You hold it
like this, here, and here. Right! Now, give it back to me
for a mnute and 1'll show you something. This is how

you get single notes.” He strummed a single string,
running his finger up fromfret to fret. "See? The pitch
gets lower the further my finger gets fromthe body of

the lute. You try it."

Warily, Naitachal touched a string. Wen it twanged,

he al nost dropped the lute in shock, then gave a ruefu
grin at his own reaction. But then, to Kevin's surprise,
the Dark EIf ran up and down through the notes

wi thout m ssing a one.

"You have a good ear! Now, shall we try a chord or
two?"

Nai t achal shrugged uneasily. "Whatever you say."

Showi ng the Dark EIf the proper fingering, Kevin
strummed the basic chords, then handed the |ute back
Nai t achal stunbl ed over the strings the first dne, then
echoed Kevin flaw essly.

"Hey, terrific!" the bardling said.

The Dark EIf grinned, this time in self-conscious
delight. And to the bardling s amazement, Naitacha

began to pick out, very slowy and carefully, the mel ody
to "The Muiden's Garland."

"That —that's wonderful! And you only heard ne

play it once!" Kevin fought down the faint, irrationa
little touch of jealousy that didn't |ike anyone el se being
able to play Ais lute, and added honestly, "Do you know
how long it took me to figure out what you're doing in
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one tiny |l esson —
raci ng.

The bardling stopped, m nd
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"Naitachal, listen to ne, you can't stop here." The
words canme tunbling out of Kevin in his eagerness. **|
mean it, when this is all over you've got to get nusica
training, you nust! No, no, don't shake your head at

me. Music woul d be such a wonderful confort for you
—and you' ve got talent, true nusical talent!"

"That's the nmost ridiculous thing |I've ever heard.”

But for all his protest, Naitachal didn't surrender the
lute. As though driven by sone inner denon, he bent
over it once nore, playing "The Miden's Garl and**
again and yet again, gradually bringing it up to proper
speed.

Suddenly the Dark Elf stopped. Wth an enbar-

rassed, delighted Iitde laugh, he tried to give the lute
back to Kevin. But Kevin was aware of how the others
were staring at themin sheer confusion. The terrible
necr omancer wasn't supposed to be acting |like this!

Oh yes, this was too good a chance to waste! The
bardl i ng waved Naitachal on. The Dark Elf frowned,

but obligingly played "The Miiden's Garl and" yet

again. And this time Kevin sang the light, silly, happy
words along with the nusic:

"As | was wal ki ng one spring day,
| saw a nmiden fair,

Cone gathering the fragrant nay,
The lilac and the roses-o,

The dai sies and the viol ets-o,

To make a pretty posy-o,

To wear upon her hair."

At first Naitachal stumbled, distracted by trying to |is-
ten to what Kevin was singing. But all at once he

caught the performer's knack of hearing but not really
listening to the words, and played on, smling faindy.

As the bardling had hoped, the bouncy, cheerfu
mel ody and lyrics quickly reached out to snare the
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others. First Lydia, hardly aware of what she was doing,
started tapping her foot in tine to the nusic. Then

Ti ch' ki began hunming al ong, fairy voice high and

sweet as birdsong. Eliathanis fought it for a dnme, but at
| ast gave up, murnuring the words in his dear, elven
tenor.

"Ch, come on!" Kevin teased. "You all can do better
than that!"

They could. They did. Pushed on by the bardling' s
taunts, they laughed and set the echoes ringing with
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their singing. And Kevin, |eading themon, grinned as
he sang, watching the walls of suspicion come crum
bling down, dissolved by the sheer joy that was nusic.

At |ast, breathless, they had to stop. Eliathanis
coughed nervously, nade a few abortive novenents,
then got to his feet and moved to the Dark Elf's side.

"I seemto be forever begging your pardon," he told

Nai tachal, "but... | nust do it yet again." The Wite
El f shook his head. "I'"ma warrior, not a nagician, but
that's no real excuse. Even so, 1 should have recog-

ni zed |iathama safainias when | sawit."

Nai t achal gl anced at the bew | dered Kevin. "That
doesn't translate very well into your human tongue. It
means ... mm... 'explosion of pent-up Power* is as
close as | can get, with the inplication that the

expl osion wasn't the magician's fault."

"Exactly!" Eliathanis cut in. "Naitachal, we' ve fought
enough foes together —and each other as well —for
me to know sonet hi ng of who and what you are."

"A Dark ElIf," Naitachal said drily. "A necronmancer."

"Bah, forget that!" The Wiite EIf waved a dismi ssive

hand. "You had no choice in either." He paused, and

Kevin could see his fair skin reddening even in the dim
light. "Prejudice isn't a logical thing," Eliathanis began
anew, "but it's dammably difficult to forget- As |'ve been
proving so far."

"W are as we are."
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"Don't mock nme. This is difficult enough to say as it

is. Naitachal, I... well... look you, |I adnit I've had
things fairly easy all ny life. | was raised with | ove and
Light. | never had a monent's doubt about who | was

or about the career | chose- But you —1 can only guess

at the struggle you had to be you, to be your own free
soul . "

"VWhat are you trying to say?"

"Ah... | don't know. Maybe that theyou you're creat-
ing is a being of whomyou should be proud. Maybe

that no matter what ny people think of yours, or yours
of mine, | know you, Naitachal, are not, you cannot be,
my enemny. Agreed?”

The Dark Elf's teeth flashed in a sudden sm | e.
"Agreed. "

"Great," cane Lydia's wy voice fromthe darkness.
"Now can we all kiss and nmake up, and get some
sl eep?”

That created such a silly picture in Kevin's mnd that
he started to chuckle. The bardling was still chuckling
as he settled down for the night, but mxed in with the
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hunor was sheer relief.

Peace at last, he thought, and added a silent TJunkyou
to whatever Spirit of Misic mght be |istening-

Chapter Xvil

By the second day of peaceful riding through peace-

ful fields and forest, clinbing ever higher into the
mountains, with nothing to be seen but countrysi de,

Kevin felt his tight nerves beginning to unwi nd. He
started to relax in the saddl e, enjoying the quiet beauty
of the scene around him al nbst daring to hope:

Maybe Carlotta really hadn't had anything to do
with the necromancer's attack. Maybe she wasn't after
them after all.

The rest of the party were obviously feeling just as
rel axed as he. Naitachal and Tich'ki were busily nur-
muring together as they rode; fromwhat scraps the
bardling could nake out, they were trying to figure
out a way to conbine fairy nagic with the Dark Elf's
own to trace the nmissing Charina and enjoying the
chal l enge. Lydia and Eliathanis were tradi ng war
stories, arguing good-naturedly over the conpara-
tive nerits of sword and bow. Kevin smled, and |et
his m nd wander over various bits of nusic, puzzling
out how he would transcribe this piece for lute or add
counterpoint to that piece. It would be nice to show
of fsonme new nusical skills once they were back in the
casde.

Al'l at once the inanity of his thoughts hit himlike a
bl ow. Kevin sat bolt upright. What in the nane of al
the Powers did everyone think they were doing?

"This is ridicul ous!"

" Kevi n?"

"Look at us! W're all acting as though we'd been out
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON
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for a —a pleasant little ride in the country, without a
care in the world!"

"Well, yes," Lydia admitted. "But —"

"But we know Carlotta is alive. W know she had
sonething to do with Charina's di sappearance. Wat

do you think we're going to find when we get back to
Count Vol mar, eh? Look you, all of you, we're talking
about a sorceress who thought nothing of trying to
murder her own brother! She's not going to stick at
getting rid of nothings |ike us!"

"Not hi ngs!" Tich' ki said indignantly.

Kevin ignored her, glaring at the others. "Think
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about it. For all we know, Carlotta's already figured out
where we're going. Ha, for all we know, she already has
agents in place in the castle!"

"Ch, you're not saying the count's in her enploy!"
Lydi a protested. "Hepaid us to go on our hunt, for
Powers' sake!™

"I'"mnot saying anything. Except that we don't know
what we're going to be fadng. So let's not be so —so —

"So fat and lazy," Lydia drawl ed. She straightened in
the saddl e, adjusting the angle other quiver. "You have
a point, kid. Mich as | hate to admit it, you do have a

point."

Tich' ki came fluttering down to | and, panting, on
Lydia's saddle. "All right, | scouted ahead as best |
could. "

"And...?"

She shrugged. "And all | could see was a perfectly

normal casde full of perfectly ordinary humans. From
what | coul d overhear, no one seened to be talking
about anything interesting.”

"But you can'tbe sure," Kevin prodded-

"No, | can'tbe sure!" Tich' ki snapped. "I'ma fairy,
not one of your heavy, earthbound breed! | don't know
how you t hink!"
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Kevi n sighed. "Never nind- Just sic and get your
strength back." He | ooked at the others. "I guess all we
can do is go on."

They rode up the steep road to the castle in renewed
tension, all of them wondering just how accurate
Tich'ki's report might be. Could a fairy's judgnent be
trusted? Was this to be a refuge —or a trap?

"You're on your own," Tich' ki told them "Once in

that castle was enough. |I'mnot going to risk being
tranpl ed underfoot by sone hul ki ng hunan. See you
|ater!"

She took wing, darting off without another word.

"Eh well, here we are," Lydia said, staring up at the
wat cht owers guardi ng the nmai n gates

Here they were, indeed. Kevin |licked suddenly dry
lips and called out their names to the tower guards.
There was a brief pause, during which he had far too
much tine to wonder if they'd have tinme to get away if
soneone threw spears down at them O boiling oil.

The gates creaked open...

And a storm of shouting castle folk came rushing out
to neet them For one pani cky nmonent, the bardling
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funmbl ed for his sword, sure he and his party were
under attack. But before he could do anything to
defend hinsel f, Kevin nade out some individua
shouts amid the sea of noise

"They're here!"
"They made it!"
"Ch, you brave, brave heroes!"

Kevin gl anced at the rest of his party, seeing on their
faces the same shocked disbelief he felt. "Unh, yes," the
bardli ng began warily. "W're here, all right. But why
are you —"

The rest of his question was drowned out in a storm
of cheers. Eager hands reached out to grab his nmule's
bridle and lead it through the entryway into the
crowded outer bail ey.
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"If it will please you to dismount, my lords, |ady?"

No, it doesn't please ne, Kevin thought. This is all just too
wevrd.

But he couldn't think of any convincing argunent

that would et himturn around and ride out of here.
Exchangi ng uneasy | ooks with the rest of the party, he
di smounted and foll owed their guides.

They were led into the shadow depths of the

count's Great Hall, the sound of their footsteps muffled
by the carpeting rushes. The vast, torchlit room was
fairly stuffed with courtiers and servants alike. At the
sight of Kevin and (he others, they all burst into a fren-
zy of mur muri ng-

At the far end of the Hall sat Count Vol mar hinself,
splendid in robes of sonber blue, there on his red-
canopi ed chair of state on its dais. And beside hi mwas;

"Charina!" the bardling gasped.

"Kevin!" She came scurrying down the steps to

Kevin's side in awld swirling of blue velvet and | ong
gol den hair, and caught the startled bardling in a pas-
sionate hug. "Ch, you brave, brave hero! You saved

nme! "

"Ch-Charina," Kevin stamered, too shocked and
enbarrassed for anything el se, overwhel med by the
soft sweetness other. At |ast he managed to di sengage

hi nsel f, gasping out, "I'mdelighted to see you're free,
and | —I1 wish | —we —could take credit for it, but we
didn't—

"Don't be so nodest, young nman." Count Vol mar

st epped down from his chair to shake Kevin's hand.
"The elven traitors who'd captured ny niece rel eased
her as soon as they learned just who | had sent out to
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track them down." The count smiled heartily. "If it
hadn't been for your reputation, all of you, and the
di hgent search | know you undertook, my poor dear
Charina would still be a captive."

If it hadn't been for their reputation? Wat
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reputation? Unless Lydia and the el ves had been
hol ding out on him... ?

But they | ooked every bit as baffled as he.

Bef ore any of them could say or do anything, though,
the count's servants swarnmed down on the party.

"Hey, wait!" Kevin cried.

The last thing he wanted was to be separated from

the others. But he didn't have nuch of a choice. Still
trying to protest, Kevin was al nost dragged away by
the flock of eager servitors.

Chapter XvillI

To Kevin's nonentary surprise, the servants

deposited himnot back in the chilly, barren squires
hall, but in a luxurious suite of rooms whose expensive
die floors and tapestry-hung walls narked them as the
count's prized guest quarters

"But | don't —I'mnot —You can't —Hey! Isn't
anybody listening to me?"

The servants, who were busy dragging out a hip

bat h and hangi ng the roomround with heavy |inen
draperies "so the hero will not be bothered by drafts,"
stopped to stare at him

"My lord?" one asked, glancing at Kevin's well-worn
clothing and nmul e-scented self. "Do you notwi sh to
bat he before neeting with Count Vol mar agai n?"

"Uh, yes, of course | do! But —

Too late. They were already off in a new flurry of
excitenment. Al nost before Kevin could catch his

breath, he was bathed and hustled into the nost

el egant sil ken hose and velvet tunic he could ever have
i magined, a rich sky biue trimed with gold thread.
Sonewhat to the overwhel ned bardling' s relief, the
whol e thing was ever so slightly too big for him espe-
cially in the shoulders: at |east sonmething wasn't totally
bi zarre —at | east the clothing hadn't been conjured up
specifically for him A gold chain was draped about his
neck, an ornamental dagger was fastened at his side,
and Kevin was hurried back down to the G eat Hall

The rest of his party was al ready down there,
arrayed in simlar splendor. Lydia was truly beautiful in
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an anber-dark gown (Kevin could inmagi ne what she'd

had to say about having her |egs hindered by skirts),
her curly dark hair caught up in a net of gold thread,
while the two el ves | ooked i nhumanly el egant, |ike

some princely brothers, light and dark, out of the dawn
of magic. Eliathanis* pale coloring was exquisitely set
off by the softest of blue silk robes, while Naitachal's
dark conpl exi on was nmade yet nore exotic by the

deep red of his velvet robes.

Not one of the party | ooked any nore confortable in
all that borrowed finery than Kevin felt.

**Ah, here you are!" Count Votnmar cried heartily.

He, coo, was nore richly dressed than before, a rich

blue robe trimred with costly erm ne about his

shoul ders, the gold chains of his office glinting across
his shoul ders, a jewel-encrusted velvet cap glittering

on his head. At his side, in a chair only slightly | ower
than the count's own, sat Charina, her eyes nodesdy
downcast, her hair caught back by a crystal drclet, and
an elegantly outfitted senmicircle of the count's warriors
st ood behind the dais.

"Now, " the count announced, "we may begin the
cerenony!"”

"Cerenony... ?"

"You don't mnd swearing fealty to ne, ny boy, do
you? Just a formality, of course, but appearances nust
be kept up."

"Uh, yes, | nmean no, | nean —

"CGood! I'mglad that's setded. Now, cone along. W
must do this thing properly!"

What thing? What are you —

"No, no, questions later! Now, if you —Vol mar' s
sweep of armincluded Lydia and the elves —" will go
back to the head of the Hall and reenter at the
trunpeters' signal..."

Kevin gl anced at the others in confusion. Lydia
shrugged.
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"Why not? The sooner we get this over with,
whatever 'this' is, the sooner we can ask questions."

"Exactly," Nailachal agreed. "Cone, mny friends."

The trumpets bl ared. The blasts of sound certainly

did fill the Hall, Kevin acknow edged, even if, he noted
pai nfully, the instruments were all ever so slighdy off-
key. Feeling like an idiot, the bardling marched

sol emmly back towards Count Vol mar, stopping at the

foot of the dais, uneasily eyeing that semcircle ofnen-
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at-arns. One of them he noticed, held a small, gilded
| ance, a cerenmpnial thing topped by a glittering pen-
non of dot h- of - gol d.

Now, what ?

Count Vol mar stood. "Don't | ook so worried, lad,"
he murnmured. "Just follow ny | ead. Conme up here and
kneel . "

Sure he was going to do sonething stupid, like
tunmbl e over backwards down the steps, Kevin clinbed
the steps and carefully went down on one knee. The
count extended both hands.

"CGCo on, lad, take them"

The bardling obeyed, feeling Volmar's pal ns as soft

as those of any panpered nobl enan but so cold he had

to wonder if the count was really as at ease as he | ooked.
Fol | owi ng Vol mar's pronpting, wondering if he was

getting hinself into sone binding oath he mi ght regret

| ater, Kevin parroted:

"My Lord Count, | herein enter into your honage,

and becone your man by nouth and hands. | swear to

keep faith and loyalty to you, saving only the just rights
of His Majesty King Arber. And | swear to guard your
rights with all ny strength.”

There. That didn't sound so bad. Nothing in there to
comprom se his honor or his loyalty to King Anber.

Count Vol mar was returning his own part of the
vow. "We do prom se to you, our friend and vassal
Kevin, that we and our heirs will guarantee to you with
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all our power, ail the rights due to you. Let there be
peace between us."

"Let there be peace,"” Kevin echoed, then tried not to
start in surprise as Vol mar kissed himon the cheeks.

"Get up," the count whispered. "Take the | ance."
Kevi n obeyed, and everyone cheered.

"There, now " Vol mar exclaimed. "That's fini shed!

Sorry | can't cede you any |lands, ny boy, but that, un-
fortunately, is the way of things. But fromhere on in,
you may sign yourself as a court-baron!”

"I, uh, thank you," Kevin said hel plessly. "Now, can

V\B-

"Now, ny boy," the count cut in, slapping himso
heartily on the shoul der the bardling staggered,
celebrate!™"

we

And cel ebrate they did, even if Kevin and his party
still had no clear idea what they were celebrating. So
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quickly it seened positively magical, the Great Hall was
filled with long trestle tables spread with fine white
linen and covered with el egant gold ewers, drinking

cups and pl ates.

Pl ates, too! Kevin was used to the far npre conmmpn
thick bread trenchers. Count Volmar really was trying
to inpress then

As guests of honor —for whatever reason, the

bardl i ng thought —Kevin and his party were seated at
the Hi gh Table with Count Volmar. To the bardling' s
enbarrassnment, he found hinself seated beside

Channa, so close to her that he could snell the faint,
flowery scent she wore (cosdy stuff, inmported fromthe
lands far to the east) and feel the warnth other. Wen-
ever she reached for food or drink, sonehow their

hands al ways nanaged to brush. Each contact seened

to burn through Kevin like flame, pleasant flame that
sent heat surging through his whol e body. He knew t he
count, sitting on Charina's other side, was asking him
questions, he knew he nust be answering, but Kevin,
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dazed by Charina's presence, was hardly aware of what
he was saying, any nore than he was aware of what,
out of the interm nable courses offish and neat and
poultry, he was eating.

The air in the Geat Hall rapidly grew heavy with

the varied snmells of food, torch snoke and too nmany
peopl e crowded into one place (Kevin was vaguely

aware of Eliathanis' fastidious distaste), and for al
Charina's allure, the bardling found hinmself struggling
not to yawn.

Ah, at last! Here cane the subtleties, the spun sugar
confections —at this dinner, a castle upon a marzipan
hal | and a swan sw mmi ng through a nmarzi pan sea —
that marked the end of a feast. Soon, Kevin thought
with longing, he would be able to escape and get sone
rest.

No, he wouldn't. Dinner was foll owed by a seem

i ngly endl ess procession of jugglers, acrobats,
dancers, and an illusionist medi ocre enough to make

Nai tachal snort in contenpt. Charina oohed and

ahhed over each perforner, applauding vigorously,
jarring Kevin awake every tine he started to drift off.
Powers, if this interminable celebration didn't end
pretty soon, he was going to end up snoring away

with his head in the crunbs.

Atl ast, though, the ordeal did come to an end. The | ast
of the performers bowed his way out of the Hall, and
Count Vol mar got to his feet, |looking as crisp as ever.

"The hour is lace. And so, ny friends. | bid you good
ni ght" Beanming, he held up both arns in benediction
"1 declare a week of celebration!"
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As all the courders cheered, Kevin bit back a groan
/[ don't know if | can survive a week of this!

Struggling not to stagger, the bardling followed a
bevy of obsequi ous servants back to the guest quarters,
blinking wearily as they fussed over him and renoved
his borrowed finery. As they finally |left himal one,
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Kevin yawned mightily, sure he was going to fall asleep
the noment he fell into bed.

But of course as soon as he was settled confortably in
the big, canopied bed, his mnd and body, perversely,
woke up. After a tinme of restlessly tossing about, Kevin
gave up trying to sleep altogether. Pulling back the
canopi es so he could get sone fresh air, the bardling sat
alone in the dark, puzzling over the weird events of the
day.

Charina free? Hinself a hero?
But | haven't done anyt hi ng!

Not hi ng nmade sense. Ch sure, there had been the
fight with the bandits and that necronmancer. But
everything el se about their quest had been so —so
easy, so ridiculously, frustratingly easy that —

Kevin froze, listening to the sudden faint creak of
wood. That was the door! Sonmeone was sneaking into
his room

The bardling shot off the bed, groping blindly for a
weapon. Hi s hand dosed about a heavy candl estick, and
he hefted it experimentally, heart pounding, trying to
figure out exacdy where the intruder m ght —

"Ki d? Hey, kid?"
Lydi a!

"Come on, Kevin," added a high, shrill voice. "W
know you're in there!"

W ngs buzzed in the darkness. Now that had to be
Ti ch' ki

Kevin put the candl estick back on the bedside table
fromwhich he'd snatched it and funmbled with flint and
steel till he'd gotten the chick, expensive, beeswax
candl e burning. By its flickering Iight, he saw Lydi a
grin and Tich' ki cone to a graceful |anding on the bed.
Two nore figures noved silently out of the shadows:

El i athanis and Naitachal, the latter nearly invisible,
shrouded once nore in his cloak of necromantic bl ack

"We nust talk," the Dark EIf said softly.
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"We certainly nust!" Kevin agreed. "I don't know
about you, but | feel like all this glittery splendor is
going to explode in ny face."

El i athanis grimaced. "Oh, indeed. The whole affair
stinks, as you humans woul d say, like old boots.*'

Kevi n nodded eagerly. "What it is, is that they're all
trying their best to dazzle us."

"But just who are *they'?" the Wiite EIf wondered.
"And why are 'they' doing this?"

"Why, indeed?" Naitachal nused. "I wonder
coul d sonmeone have decei ved Count Vol mar? Perhaps
told himof heroics we sinmply didn't do?"

"Whay woul d anyone bot her?" Lydi a asked. "That
doesn't make sense."

Tich' ki shrugged. "A weird sort of human joke?"

Kevi n shook his head. "Not with Charina here. Her
di sappearance was hardly aj oke!"

"The only other possibility.” Naitachal said slowy, "is

that the count hinself is involved. "

Lydia stirred inpatiently. "Involved in what? All we
know is, he hired us to find his niece. W returned to
find said niece already free. Everyone thinks we're
heroes. Yeah, it's a weird situation, but where's the
crinme init?"

"Ch, Powers..."
"Kevin? What is it?"

He stared at themall. "I just had a horrible thought

Renmenber what the Arachnia back in Westerin told us?

About Cariotta? Well, what if... what if that isn't Charina
after all. | know she's no illusion, | sat next to her at din-
ner and all, but..." He shook his head in nisery.

"You mean," the Dark Elf nmurmured, "that she
m ght be no one el se but Cariotta in disguise?"

"I d-don't want to believe it, but what if that's the
truth? Then this whole thing, all this ridiculous, enpty
cel ebrating, starts making sense. It could all be part of
her plot."
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Nai t achal swore under his breath. "Could be, no. It

ttl And here | thought | sensed sonething odd about

that girl, a hint of sorcery hovering about her. But |
told nyself no, that couldn't be, | had to be mstaken. 1
l et nyself get just as bedazzled as the rest of you."

The Dark ElIf straightened resolutely. "Wat hap-
pened. happened. If that really is Cariotta, the count is
al nost certainly under her sway."
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"And that means they're both probably waiting for

me to find the manuscript again," Kevin added. "After

all, I'mstill supposed to be copying it so | can bring the
spel |l back to Master Al dan.”

"Well, you can forget about all that!" Lydia

exclaimed. "The last thing we want to do is play into
Carlotta's hands. We've got to get out of here before it's
too late. Yes, and warn King Anber, too!"

"No, wait." Eliathanis' voice was thoughtful. "If this
really is Cariotta, we can't risk her finding the
manuscri pt. That means we can't Just go running off
fike so many frightened children."

"She probably wouldn't | et us go anywhere
anyhow, " Kevin added, "particularly not in the direc-
tion of her brother." He hesitated, biting his lip

nervously. "I —I1 think we have to go along with the
deception, let Charina —or whoever she really is —
get dose to ne again. And then... well... | guess then

wel | see what happens.™

For all his brave words, the bardling was hal f hoping
sonmeone would talk himout of it But to his dismay, the
Wiite EIf only nodded. "That seens |ike thebest idea. But
since you're going to be playing the bait in what could be a
nost conplicated trap, soneone bad best arnor you

agai nst the weapons you're |ikely toencounter.**

"Someone, "" Naitachal nuttered. "That 'somneone,’
of course, is going to be ne. Unl ess one of you has
m racul ously gai ned sone useful protection spells?
No? | didn't think so."
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Tich' ki grinned, unabashed. "Now why would a
fairy deign toprotect soneone?"

"Wy, indeed?" The Dark Elf's voice dripped sar-
casm "Let the weak get what they deserve, eh?"

"Ha!" the fairy expl oded. "Never knew your folks to
be concerned with protecting anyone, either!"

"Poi nt taken."

"Tich'ki," Lydia cut in, "couldn't you use fairy nagic,
t hough, against Cariotta?"

"How? By influencing her nmind, the way | did to

those guards?" Tich' ki shivered, wapping her w ngs

about her. "Not a chance. Look you, | knowny limta-
tions- If that really is Cariotta, she'd shrivel nme like a
moth in a flame."

"Never mnd." Naitachal glanced at Kevin. "I'msure
you realize that when our Wiite EIf friend nentioned
arnor, he didn't nean arnor agai nst anything as
sinple as swords. "
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"Uh.-.no."

"I admit I'mnot the nost experienced of magicians
when it comes to protective spells, as our dear Tich'k
so kindly rem nded ne."

She Uttered.

"But | shall do ny best," the Dark Elf continued.

"And," he added wyly, "I prom se not to danage you

in the process." Naitachal paused, then gave a heartfelt
sigh. "It's not going to be an easy thing; if | make the

spells too obvious, Charina/Carlotta will be sure to
sense them Hey-ho, who needs sl eep?" He gl anced at
the others- "But those spells are for defensive pur-
poses. Now let's plan what we're going to do about
fighting back."

"Kevin shouldn't be |eft alone for a nonent,"
El i at hani s suggest ed.

"That's easy to say," Lydia retorted. "I have a feeling
that if Charina 01- Cariotta or whatever she wants to cal
herself really is worried about that manuscript, she's
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some to concentrate all her attention on Kevin."

"All we can do is our best,"
and Ti chid snickered.

the Wiite EIf said sinply,

"M ght have known you'd say sonething ail fine and

nobl e and usel ess. Never nmind the pretty words, elfl

W' ve got sonme concrete plans to nake: what we're

going to do if the... ah. ..witch tries to isolate our boy
here; what we're going to do if she asks hi mabout the
manuscri pt or makes himgo get it —that sort of thing.

Al the nice, practical details."

Kevi n nodded in fervent approval. "By all neans,
let's be practical!"

He and the others sat and plotted for sone tine. At
| ast, satisfied with the results, Naitachal straightened in
his chair.

"Al'l right, enough of this. W all know our roles.

Now, | have work to do. Lydia, Eliathanis, Tich' ki, if
you can't help nme cast spells, you can at |east raid the
kitchen and castl e gardens and get ne the conponents

111 need."

The Dark EIf rattled offa list of ingredients. Some of
them I|ike rosemary, Kevin recognized; it was a com
mon el enent of the protective amul ets people wore
back in Bracklin. Oher items bew |l dered himtotally.

"Naitachal ? | didn't knowAAo/i? had any nmagi ca
properties."”

Naitachal's snile was wy. "That's for ne, boy, not
for you. This is going to be one |long night's work, and
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don't want to risk falling asleep in the mddle of it On,
and by the way," he added sharply, catching the others
in awarning stare, "once | begin that work, | do not

wi sh to be interrupted. Understood?"

"Totally." Lydia grinned. "After all, sone of us have to
| ook pretty in the norning!"

She dodged as Naitachal threw a pillow at her, and scur-
ried out of the room her laughter trailing behind her

| NTERLUDE THE FI FTH

The night was |ate, at the very wi tching hour, and very
dark, noonless and still, wi thout the faintest breath of
wi nd. Not a sound was to be heard w thout Count

Vol mar' s casde save for the faint footsteps and chinking
of mail of the guards wearily trudging back and forth up
on the ranparts. Their torches were small, flickering
things barely cutting through the vast mass of darkness.

Wthin the casde, silence reigned as well. Al slept —

O alnost all. Cdoistered in Count Volmar's solar, two
peopl e sat in secret conference, sharing a m dnight
flagon of mulled wi ne.

Hands cupped about his warm gobl et, Vol mar

chuckl ed suddenly. "Now you have to adnit," he said,

gl ancing over at Carlotta, "that things are going nicely.
Very nicely, indeed."

The sorceress, in her rightful formonce nore, red
hai r pouring over her shoul ders and green gown |ike a
stream of flanme, stared broodingly down into her own
goblet. "So far."

"Ch ny dear princess, don't be so wary! Kevin may

bear the seeds of Bardic Magic as you say, but he is stil
only a boy. So far it's been ridiculously easy for ne to
quite overwhelmhimwth riches and the trappings of
power, you rust admt."

Carlotta glanced up at that, her smle wy, "G anted.
Bet ween the two of us, he hasn't even had a chance to
t hi nk."

"Exactly. And | intend to go right on overwhel m ng
him™"
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The sorceress stretched wearily, graceful as a

predator. "Ay me, and | will endure being sinpering lit-
tle Charina a bit |longer, and continue casting ny
begui |l enents and | ove-spells on the boy."

Vol mar pursed his lips thoughtfully. "Now that's
sonething | don't understand. Carlotta, you know
there's such a thing as too nmuch caution. Wy don't

you just enthrall the boy in one quick burst of sorcery
and be done with it?"
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Her eyes flashed in sudden angry warning. "Don't be
ridiculous. The only spells | dare use are subtle ones."

"But why? Surely you can —

"Surely | can tell you not to neddle! Have you for-
gotten about that Dark Elf?"

The one you thought dead? Vol mar thought but didn't
dare say al oud- "No, of course not But "

Carlotta's hands tightened about her goblet "Magic

| eaves a disdncuve/ee/, if one has sufficient training to
identify it. One magi dan can al nost al ways recogni ze
another in action, no matter which sorcerous dis-
ciplines are involved, no matter how many cl oaki ng

spells are used. | had a nervous enough norment when
that elf first saw ne; | swear he nearly sensed who and
what | amon the spot. | only just managed to project

enough girlish innocence to distract him"

The sorceress paused. staring at Volmar." | don't have to
remind you that | don't want nmy true identity discovered
yet, not by anyone. The elf is a skillful necromancer, no
doubt about it And that makes him Tal ented enough to
detect the working of any strong nagksby anyone. And so

I nmustlimt nyself to subtle spells.”

"l see."

"Ch, don't msjudge nme!" Carlotta smled wthout
hunor. "The spells may be subtle, but that doesn't
mean they aren't powerful. And their effect, | mght
add, is nicely accumul ative."

"Ah, clever. Between the two of us, we should have
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the boy beautifully cooperative before the week is out.**

The woman's snile thinned ever so slightly. "I
shoul d think so. Assum ng, of course, that you don't
make sone i stake."

"I won't," Volmar said as casually as he could. "And
once he's under our control, of course he'll go fetch us
hi s manuscript"

"Ah, yes. That's going to be the true test of his
enthral | ment Rather than doing the copying hinself
the boy nust be persuaded to surrender the
manuscript to one of your scribes, then let our mes-
senger carry that copy off to his cursed Master"

The count frowned. "That's not going to be easy.
He's such a disgustingly honorable boy." He raised a
hopeful brow. "That isn't sonmething that's going to
change once he's enthralled, is it?"

"No. Such spells delude and lull the will, but they can't
change a person's inner self." Cariotta paused. "But the
boy is, as you say, still very young. If we're careful, we
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shoul d be able to so beguile himthat he forgets duty. Then
hell be quite willing to let the nessenger have the copy of
the manuscri pt—so that he, hinself, can continue enjoy-
ing this so very flattering noble hospitality."

Vol mar sat bolt upright "Ha, | have it! If he seens
reluctant, all we need to do is propose that he marry
Charina. "

" Hewf wt r

Vol mar | aughed. "The poor fool is too unworldly to

realize 1'd never let ny ward marry a nere nothing. He'l
take the whole thing quite seriously. And then, of course,
there will be no way he can take the copy of the manuscri pt
back to his Master, he'll be toobusy w th weddi ng prepara-
tions even to consider doing the copy hinmself!"

Carlotta raised her goblet in a wy toast "I like it A
maxi mum of result froma m nimumof effort Ch yes,

I like it. Ah, poor Kevin," she crooned, "poor little
bardling. You don't stand a chance!"

Chapter XVl X

Sonet hing that sounded |ike a giant nosquito was

droning away in his ears. Kevin canme awake with a

start, ready to swat whatever. But then he sank back in

his chair, realizing it was just the residue of yet another
spel | .

The bardling rubbed a tired hand over his face.
Nai t achal had been right: it was turning into a |ong,
weary night's work, even if it was the Dark Elf who had
to do nmost of that work.

What ever it is that he's doing.

There had been a confusing barrage of spells so far,
sone of thembriefly entangling Kevin in a whispery
net of sound, sone of them blanketing himin confort-
ing warnth, some of them —the bardling shook his
head. He couldn't even interpret how sone of them
had felt

"Nai t achal ?"

"Stay still." The Dark Elf's voice was thick with
fatigue. "Only a few nore to go.**

"Can't you stop and rest? | mean, | know |'ve been
asleep half the tine, but you haven't had a chance to so
much as dose your eyes."

Nai tachal smiled wyly. "Thank you for your con-
cern, but the sooner | finish the lot, the happier 1'lI
fed."

He began nurnuring i nconprehensible spell -

words once nore, and Kevin sighed, feeling a new
tingling travelling all through him a soothing sort of
sensation, odd, but not at aD alarming... not at all..
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As the bardling relaxed, his eyes slid closed once
nore. ..

This time it was the total absence of strange sensa-

dons that woke him Kevin straightened in his chair,
blinking in confusion at the faint gray light ofnot-quite
nor ni ng.

Mor ni ng! Powers, had the Dark Elf been working

t hrough the whol e night without a pause? He gl anced
towards where Naitachal was slunped in his own chair,
eyes shut.

Wsh | could just let hsmsleep; he's certainly earned it!

But they'd both agreed it wasn't such a good idea for
anyone to think they'd been conspiring together.

"Nai tachal ?" Kevin whi spered, then repeated, a little
more forcefully: "Naitachal!"

The Dark ElIf opened his eyes with a groan. "Yes. |I'm
awake." He staggered up fromthe chair, straightening
carefully, adding with wy hunmor, "So weary | could
sleep on ny feet |like a horse, but awake,"

"You look terrible. I wish you didn't have to wear
yourself out like this."

"Ae-ye, no one ever said nmagic was easy. At least this
way the sorceress isn't going to be able to turn you into
her |ove sl ave."

Kevi n assuned that was neant to be a joke.

Nai t achal stretched every nuscle, plainly trying to

force sone energy back into hinself, then ran his fingers
through his pale, tangled mane. "Renenber, though,

that these are only faint copies of true protective spells
|'ve cast over you. Don't expect too much of them | don't
dare put too blatantly powerful magics upon you. Car-
lotta would be sure to sense them But what may be

lacking in force, I'mnmaking up in volunme." The weary
bl ue eyes suddenly darkened with worry," | hope.**
"I can do it," the bardling assured him trying to

sound nore certain than he felt.

"Again, | hope." Naitachal hit back a third yawn. "Ay

198 Mer cedesLuf w”JosephaSher man

me, |'d best get back to ny own roombefore | fall over
O before the servants start wondering what's goi ng

on. Till later, Kevin."

"Till later," the bardling echoed uneasily.

"What's wong with Naitachal ?" Lydia, who'd shed
her finery for nore confortable tunic and breeches,
whi spered that to Kevin as they stood on a w de casde

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...stle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (149 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:48 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

bal cony pretending to be engrossed in an archery con-
test taking place in the courtyard bel ow

Kevin stole a wary gl ance back to where the Dark Elf

sat in as much conceal i ng shadow as he could find up

here on this sunny norning. Naitachal's bl ack cl oak

was wrapped dghtly about his slender form the hood
pulled forward to hide his face, naking himlook |ike a
truly sinister figure, a sliver of Darkness anmi d the Light
—but Kevin suspected the Dark EIf was actually just

asleep with his eyes open.

"What do you think?" the bardling retorted softly.

He appl auded politely as one of the archers down in
the courtyard bel ow scored a near bull's-eye. "He was
up all night casting spells on ne."

"Ah. Right O course. Feel any different?"
"No, but—=

"Ch, nice shot!" the woman cal |l ed out She added so

softly only Kevin could hear, "Not a decent archer in

the lot. Huh, and look at die way Charina's eying you
fromthe doorway, like a cat watching a tasty little fish

This fish has sonme surprises mstore, Kevin thought, or at
| east | hope | do.

The idea that the pretty young woman approachi ng
himm ght really be a murderous sorceress seened

i mpossi bl e on such a bright, sunny day. And yet... A
sudden nervous prickle racing up his spine, Kevin got
courteously to his feet to bowto Charina. O whoever
she really was.

"My |ady."
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"My! So formal!" Charina's glance at Lydia was ever

so subtly edged with contenpt as she took in the
worman's warrior garb. "What's this? | should think you
woul d be down there, too. Lady Lydia. Are you not an
ar cher ?"

To Kevin's ears, she made that occupation sound as
unsuitable for a lady as pig-farmng. Lydia couldn't
have m ssed the snub, but she only |laughed. "On,
hardly thought it fair to conpete. | nmean, |'mnot one
of the count's people.™

"But surely you would |ike a chance to denpnstrate
your skills." It was a very thinly veil ed comuand

Lydi a only shrugged. "Nope! Mich nicer just to sit
and watch. Besides, at such a short distance how coul d
I mss? Right, Kevin?"

Thank you, Lydia! he thought gratefully. The | ast
thing he wanted was to be left alone with Charina. "Uh
right."
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"Ah, but | think you really should go down there," a
suave voice purred. Kevin saw Lydia tense as Count

Vol mar stepped forward to take her arm "My dear

young | ady, you would hardly wi sh to deprive us of the
pl easure of watching a true professional at work, now,
woul d you?"

She shrugged free of the count's grip. "I'll say the
same thing | told the Lady Charina: it doesn't seemfair.
I nmean, howis it going to look if a nmere nercenary |ike
mysel f beats your guys?”

"That hardly seens likely," the count nuttered,

mffed. "My archers are not exactly children. But

pl ease," he added, urbane smile returning, "do give us
a chance to judge your skill for ourselves."

It wasn't a request. Wth a sigh and a gl ance at Kevin,
Lydi a shoul dered her bow and went down to join the

ot her archers. Charina nmoved closer to the bardling

with a pleased little coo. But before she could take his
arm a cheerful voice called out:
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"How goes it, ny lords, ny |ady?"
"Eliathanisi" Kevin cried in relief.

The White EIf swept down into a bow far nore

graceful than any human coul d have nanaged.

Sl anted eyes glinting with wy anmusenent, he said,
"What a fine day for an archery contest! Ah, | see our
own Lydia is anbng the contestants.™

"You woul d have a better view of themdown there,"
Charina suggested, but Etiathanis only sml ed.

"Why, no, lady, if you will forgive me for correcting
you. | have a much better view fromup here. A better
view of ... everything." Fair face inpassive, the elf
crossed his arns with the air of someone who has no

i ntention of nmoving or being noved.

That's all well and good, Kevin thought uneasily,

seeing the anger flickering in Charina's eyes.

Apparently she and the count thought nore forcefu

measures woul d be out of character just now Butyou,

and Lydi a and Naitachal can't keep watching over ne forever.

Sooner or later, danger or no, the bardling knew he
was going to have to face the sorceress all by hinself.

It was sooner. That night Kevin found a guard at his
door "to protect himfrom unwel come di sturbances."

In the days that passed, the bardling caught no nore
than distant glinpses of his friends. But, he tried to
convince hinself, there was sonething conforting in
knowi ng that they were taking turns watching over

him even from afar.

Not that nere watching was going to do any good if
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the sorceress decided to attack.

Ah, yes, but Charina wasn't show ng any nore interest
in the bardling than a properly brought-up young | ady
m ght show in a young man she fancied. In fact, if it
hadn't been for the undercurrent of uneasiness running
through his mnd, Kevin knew he probably woul d have
enj oyed her attention. O even, amazing thought, to
have beconme a little surfeited by it Sonehow Chari na
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was managi ng to al nost al ways be at his side, the very

i mge of a slightly spoiled but charnming niece to a count,
cooing and fluttering until the bardling found hinself
wondering just why he'd been foolish enough to be
attracted to her in the first place-

But then, | didn't really have a choice about it. It -wasn't real-
ty Omina | was attracted to after all. O at least f don't think
it was.

O —

Ach, he didn't know what to think any nore! Kevin
wandered blindly through the castle gardens, for the
monent bl essedly al one, the gravel path crunching

under his shoes, sweet, spicy herbal scents filling his
nose, and puzzl ed over the fact that the girl or wonman
or whatever she was hadn't tried anything blatantly
sorcerous on him

O had she? Now chat he thought about it, Kevin

coul d have sworn that fromtinme to tine during the

week he'd felt the eeriest tingling, as though

Nai tachal's protective arnor of spells was being tested
again and again. So far that arnor had held up

Oh, nonsense! The whol e thing was probably the
product of his own overw ought inmagi nati on. How
coul d Chari na be anyone but Charina?

She coul dn't.
But then again, nmaybe..

Kevi n shook his head inpatiently. Enough waver -

i ng! What ever was happeni ng or not happeni ng, he

didn't dare let his guard down. The week of cel ebration
was over today, and if Charina really was Carlotta, this
woul d be her last chance to try ensnaring him And if
she couldn't get the manuscript fromhim then she

woul d surely try to —

The bardling nearly junped straight into the air
when a soft hand brushed his arm "Kevin?" Charina's
sweet voice asked. "Is anything wong?"

**Uh, n-no, no, of course not." Trying to get his
204 Mercedes Lackey “josepha Shernan

to shout to her that he wasn't under her power as she
bel i eved. Thank the Powers that Naitachal's anti -
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begui | enent spells had worked —and that they'd been
too subtle for Carlotta to detect Thank the Powers as
wel|l that Cariotta too had been constrained to subdety;

ot herwi se even his feigned cooperation would have
been transparently fal se.

I only hope EUathans can let the others know | m ght be m
trouble. The bardling glanced at Carlotta and caught,

just for an instant, a suspicious glint of hardness in
those lovely blue eyes, a hardness all out of place for
one ot her supposed youth and innocence. A hardness

that smacked of sorcery.

Real | y big trouble, Kevin amended unhappily.
Chapter XX
" Comeon, Kevin!**

Carlotta batted her eyelashes at himin a way the
bardling m ght have found adorable —if it wasn't such
an i ncongruous gesture on the part of a sorceress
who'd kill himif he nade one w ong nove.

"Why, if | didn't know better," she chirped, "1'd think
you were trying to avoid being alone with ne." Cariotta
giggled girlishly. "That's not true, now, is it?"

"Uh... no- O course not." Yes, dear Powers, yes! How
amlgoing to get out of this alwe?

Not by letting Cariotta think there was sonething

wong with her beguil ement spells, that was sure! But
what el se could he do? There wasn't much tinme to

waste, yet his thoughts seened to be racing around and
around his mind like so many terrified wild things. The
only thing Kevin could decide to do was play the befud-
di ed bumpkin. Ha, that shouldn't be so difficult! Right
now it was going to be far easier to fake stupidity and
bedazzl ement than to say or do anything clever

Aren't there any servants around? Anyone who ni ght suggest
that the niece of a count shouldn't beal one with ayoungnan?

No, of course not That would be far too sinple. The
casde corridors were as enpty as though there wasn't
anyone else alive in the whole place. Besides, Kevin
thought wearily, all the servants were probably under
Cariotta's control, anyhow.

Al too soon, they reached the library.

Kevin tried the handle. "The door seens to be
| ocked," he said, stalling desperately for tinme.
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"No, it's not It's never |ocked. Here, let ne see."

Carlotta tried the handle, which turned with
treacherous ease. She gl anced sharply at Kevin, and
the bardling gave her a weak smile.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...stle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (153 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:48 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

"Must have been stuck."
**Well, it isn't stuck now Cone on."

But Kevin stopped short in the doorway, hunting
frantically for some other excuse.

"Ca-Charina." Gods, he'd al nost called her by her

real nane! "Charina, |... uh... | chink I"'mgetting a
headache. Maybe tonorrow really would be a better
rime to—=

"Don't be siily\ The sooner we take care of the
manuscript —Oh, don't look at me with such horror,
Kevin! | neant to a scribe!"” She smled teasingly.
"What did you think 1 neant?"

“I...uh..."

"Anyhow, the sooner we get rid of the manuscript,
t he sooner we can do what we want. Watever we
want. Like this."

W thout warning, Carlotta threw her arns around
his neck, her lips all at once tenptingly dose to his.

Tenptingly? the bardling thought in panic. Her body
pressed agai nst his, the sweet scent other perfune filled
his nose. At any other time he woul d have done al nost
anything to be enbraced like this by a | ovely young
woman, but nowPowers, Fd be saferfussinga spider! Bvtif
ldoa' tfass her, shellknow sonething' swong....

Just before he forced hinself to choose the | esser

peril, Charina pushed himaway, giggling. "You

haven't got a headache. O if you do, it will go away
now that we're out of the garden. It's just the result of
breathing in the smells of all those herbs." Her smile
was a marvel of fake innocence. "Sonme of them make

me sneeze every dne | go near theml If the cook didn't
need them for his recipes... Never mnd. Let's find

that silly old manuscript and get out of here."

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON
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Oh pl ease, Kevin told the manuscript, hide fromne the
way you did before

He couldn't pretend not to search, not with Carlotta

wat ching his every nove. Ch no, even chough Kevin

realized she didn't really know what the manuscri pt

| ooked |ike, she certainly could tell what it didn't |ook
like; he couldn't try to fool her with the wong tide. And
so the bardling did the only thing he could, and

exam ned each and every itemin the library as slowy

and carefully as possible.

Del aying like this was a dangerous game. Kevin was
all too well aware that Carlotta's sweet expression hid
barely restrained inpatience. |If he pushed her too
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far. ..

An age passed, or so it seened, while he searched the
library, then a second age, this one surely | ong enough
to wear away rock. But at last, to Kevin's despair, he
realized he had gone through every manuscript in the
library save one.

As though his hand had a life all its own, the bardling
wat ched with fascinated horror as it pulled the
manuscript fromthe shelf, feeling the strange, magical
tingling that told hi mwhat he held even before he read
the title:

The Study of Ancient Mgic.

O course. You pick a wonderful time to come out of hiding,
he told the manuscript with bitter sarcasm

"Kevin!" Carlotta snapped, "Wat do you chink
you' re doing? Wiy are you staring |like that at an
enpty shel f?"

"But it's not—

"Ch, stop clowning!" There was very little of the
i nnocent young girl in that sharp comrand. *'| don't
want to spend all day here. Get on with your search!”

Bewi | dered, Kevin turned to face her, the
manuscript in his hands.

Carlotta's eyes w dened in shock. "You —you<&
208 Mercedes Lackey "josepha Shernman

have it!" she gasped. In the next nonent, the sorceress
had hersdf back under control. "Here, let nme have it"

She hadn't been able to see the manuscript until he
took it off the shelfl Stunned by this new bit of magic,
the bardling couldn't find a thing to say except an
awkward, "Uh... sorry, Charina."

"Kevin? I'mnot in the mood for ganmes. Gve it to nme."
“I...uh...can"t."
"Kevin! Gve it to me!l"

The bardling backed away towards the door, stam
mering the first words that cane into his head. "I —I
have to keep it, to —to —to take it to ny roomand —"

**| don't think so." Suspicion flickered in her eyes.
"You've figured out the truth, litde boy, haven't you?"

"ld-don't—=
"Ch, but you do. A pity."

There wasn't the slightest trace of youth or
i nnocence in her voice now. As Kevin watched in fas-
cinated terror, he saw Charina's formgrow and alter in
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a swift, dizzying blur of shape and color. The woman
who stood before himnow | ooked nothing |ike the girl
she'd been a few nonents before: she was tall and
coldly exquisite efface and form her long hair flamng
red, her green eyes hard and chill and —

O course she doesn't | ook anything |ike Charma, his mnd
gi bbered, Charina -was Cariotta all al ong!

What had Naitachal said? Aiee, yes: if she changed to
her right shape it was probably the prelude to her cast-
ing somre maj or spell, because powerful spell-casting
shattered illusions —

No tine to think. But in that |ast mdnight session,

the bardling and the others had worked out every

detail of what they were going to do. And oh, he was
glad of that preparation now If he stood staring at her
like a fear-paralyzed fool, she'd strike himdown. If he
tried to run with the manuscript, |ike the naive boy
who'd first left Bracklin, she'd strike himdown.

CASTLE. OF DECEPTI ON
209

I nstead, Kevin sinply tossed the manuscript out the
library's open wi ndow, praying Tich' ki had had tinme to
get into place.

That was obviously the last thing Cariotta had
expected. She let out a shriek of disbelieving rage, her
sorcerous concentration broken by shock

Now s ny chance

Kevin broke into a run, praying he could get away

bef ore she regained control and bl asted him Behind
him the bardling heard her screamagain, this time in
sheer frustration, and felt his skin prickle as she
gathered Power to her. Before she could blast him
Kevin darted out the door, slanming it behind him
knowi ng that wasn't going to stop her for nore than a
moment. He wasn't a fighter, he wasn't a magician —
Powers, Powers, the others had better be ready to help
out!

They were. As Cariotta tore the door open,

El i at hani s appeared, seem ngly from nowhere.

Movi ng wi th i nhuman speed, he pounced, pinning
Cariotta in his arms, nmuffling her attenpts to scream
wi |l h a hand. But of course he couldn't hope to hold her
for 1ong.

"CGet out of here, Kevin!" the Wiite Elf shout ed.

Then he gasped in pain as the sorceress bit him

Kevi n gl anced back over his shoulder and saw with a
chill of horror that now her mouth was free for spell-
casting. A shouted Word sent Eliathanis flying. The
bardling stunbled to an angui shed stop, sure he was
about to see Cariotta slay the Wite EIf. She spat out a
short, twisting sentence —and a bolt of dark fire
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flashed from her hand.

But before it could strike the fallen elf, Naitacha
sprang forward out of the shadows, cloak swirling
dramatically behind him arns raised in denial. The
sorcerous fire recoiled froma sudden, unseen wall of
force, smashing instead into a wall with a roar |ike
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t hunder, sendi ng broken stone crashing dowmn in a wld
doud of dust that forced Carlotta back into the shelter
of the library. Before she could recover, Eliathanis had
scranbled to his feet. The two el ves slapped palns in a
qui ck norment of triunph, then took to their heels,
catching up with Kevin.

"That noise is going to rouse the whole castle!"
Nai tachal cried. "Hurry to the gates! Lydia should have
fast horses ready."

"She'd better." Eliathanis added. "If we don't get
away now —"

Too late. Carlotta had left her refuge —but she'd left
it as Charina, dusty and dishevelled, pathetically calling
for help.

"She —she's saying we assaulted her!" Kevin
gasped. "And used sorcery to boot!"

"Wonderful ," Naitachal muttered. "Just what we
need. "

As they canme out into a courtyard, beneath a dramati -
cally overcast sky, Eliathanis stopped short "Here cone
the guards. No one's going to believe us agai nst poor,
sweet |litde Charina. W've got to split up." He gave
Kevin a shove. "Up that stairway, hurry! Naitachal, you
go that way, I'll go this. See you outside!"

We hope. Kevin scranbled up the steep stone stair-

way, a stone wall on his left, open space on the right,
hearing a troop of guards clattering up behind him

and wound up on a narrow ranpart between two

towers. Wich way, which way ... ?

He turned |l eft at random and dove through the

narrow door into the tower, staggering to a walk, half
bl i nded by the sudden darkness. His foot found the lip
of a narrow staircase spiralling down.

But then Kevin stopped so sharply he nearly went
tunbling down the stairs. GQuards were clinbing up
this way, too! The bardling raced back out across the
ranpart, blinking frantically in the sudden return to

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON 211

daylight —and nearly ran into the arns of the guards
who'd followed himup the first stairway. He kicked
and squirned and tw sted, wiggling his way through
so swiftly none of them had a chance to grab him and
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dove into the second tower.
Oh dawn, oh damm, they're anong up this stairway, too

He wasn't going to surrender. He didn't dare, not

with Carlotta awaiting him So Kevin took the only
option open and raced up the spiralling stairway,
stunbling on the narrow steps, bangi ng knees and

el bows, struggling up and up till at last, gasping, he
burst out into the open on the tower's fiat top

Powers, now what do | do ?

The bardlingglanced wildly this way and that, a surge of
verdgo overwhel ming himas he realizedjust how high up

he was. The tower top suddenly felt inpossibly narrow

and insecure, while the casde was spread out in a dizzying
panorama far below him swarnming with frenetic life.

Kevin tensed as he recogni zed two people out of that
swarm Naitachal and Eliathanis, two doll-size figures
fromup here, |ooked |like they were having a wonder -
ful tinme. They noved with el ven speed and grace.

al nrost |ike a matched pair of dancers, one dark, one
fair, far swifter than the nerely human guards trying to
catch them The bardling could have sworn he saw
Eliathanis grin, heard Naitachal's laugh cone trailing
thinly up to him The elves took a nonent to slap
pal ns yet again, then scurried offin opposite direc-
tions. Kevin didn't have a nonent's doubt that they
were going to escape, and enjoy doing it.

Sure, great, now they can adnit they're friends. Fm gl ad
they' re having fun —but neanwhile Fmtrapped up here!

Here came the guards. Kevin turned to face them

back agai nst the | ow bal ustrade, bracing hinmself, sick at
heart, knowi ng that throwing hinself to his death

woul d be a kinder fate than letting hinmself fall into
Carlotta's hands.
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"Junp! "

Wonder ful . Now he was hearing voi ces.
"Kevin! Junp!"

Strong little Fingers pinched his armso hard he
yel ped. -Tich" ki!"

"Come on, you idiot bardling, trust me\junpr

Powers, what if this was sonme truly sadistic formof a
fairy joke —see the trusting human go splat! But the
bardling knew he had to trust her. \What other choice
was there?

AH at once dreadfully calm Kevin clinbed up onto
the tower's narrow balustrade, the world a dizzy blur
around him As the guards cried out in sudden shock,
the bardlingjunped blindly into space.
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Chapter XXl

Kevin junped as far out and away fromthe casde as

he could. For one wild, terrifying, thrilling nmonent, he
was falling free, the earth surging up to neet him and
was sure he was dead.

Then Tich' ki was beside him shape-changed to

human size, catching himin her arnms, her w ngs back-
watering frantically. Those wings didn't have the

strength to actually carry her wei ght and his together,

but slowy, painfully slowy, the fairy began to check his
fall. But it wasn't going to work, Kevin thought in

pani c, they were running out of tinme and space!

Tich' ki cried, "Go linp! It's not going to be a soft
| andi ng! "

Kevin hit, not as hard as he had feared, and started

hel pl essly rolling down the steep hill fromthe castle,
sky and ground whirling in a dizzy drde. The bardling
frantically snatched at grass and rock. trying to slow his
fall, only to end up with a jolt against a tough little
pat ch of bushes.

Aching, trying to remenber how to breathe, deeply
afraid of what he would find when he tried to nove,
Kevin roll ed over onto his back, eyes shut, wanting
nothing but to be left alone to die. But strong hands
were about his shoulders, fordng himto his feet. He
opened his eyes to find hinself supported by Eliathanis
and clutching the manuscript that had sonehow

wound up in his hands again during his fall

"Are you all right?" the Wite Elf asked worriedly,
then added, without waiting for his reply: "Come on
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Lydi a has our horses, down there where the hil
| evel s out- We've got to get away before the guards
have a chance to nmount and conme after us!"

"Before Carioita comes after us," Naitachal corrected
wyly- "As good a team as we nake, cousin-elf—w he
flashed a quick grin at Eliathanis, who grinned back
" —1"'d justas soon not tackle her again."

Kevin let all that pass without really listening to it. At
| east, he realized, trying to nuster his stunned

t houghts, he'd | anded on grass, not rock. And not hing
seened to be broken after all. Tucking the hard wei ght

of the manuscript securely inside his tunic, the

bardling struggled down the hill to where Lydia waited
and pulled hinself into a saddle, w ncing as strained
muscl es conplained. "Tich ' ki..."

"Here." Shrunken back to her normml size, she was
draped wearily in front of Lydia. "We're all here."

"I've got your lute," the warrior woman added. As
the bardling quickly slung it over his back. Lydi a added
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sharply, "Now, let's ride!"

They went down the rest of that steep hill at
breakneck speed, Kevin praying none of the horses
sli pped or caught a hoof. Behind him he could hear
al arm gongs starting to tear the air apart.

But we've got a good head start, we should nmake it nto the
forest's shelter before —

Abrilliant flash of light made himstart so violently he
al nost lost his seat, thinking. Sorcery! But when the
flash was followed by a vicious dap of thunder, he real-
i zed the threatening stormwas upon them A wld, wet
gust of wind slanmmed into the horses, naking them

st agger -

"We're saved!" Lydia shouted gleefully.

"No," Eliathanis cried, his eyes all at once w de and
unseeing, "there is no safety. Except in the grave."

"Don't say that!" Naitachal snapped. "l've seen quite
enough of graves, thank you!"
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El i at hanis seened to cone back to hinself with a
rush. "I fear you may see yet another, ny friend."

"What are you sayi ng?" Naitachal |aughed. "I've
never yet seen a Wiite EIf who was worth a copper coin
at prophesy!"

But to Kevin's surprise, he thought he caught a trace

of fear behind the nockery. And the very real hint of
otherworldly sorrow lingering in Eliathanis' eyes sent a
chill through the bardling and made himadd in a

pani cky rush, "It's all right, really, you'll see. W'Ill be
able to hide out from anyone, even an arny, in the
forest."

"WIIl you?" The sudden sharp voice nade the
horses shy, whinnying in fright. "O wll you die?"

Wth beautifully dramatic timng, a second bolt of
lightning split the sky. Deafened by the foll ow ng crack
of thunder, Kevin stared at this sudden apparition in
stunned di sbelief. There was no doubt at all who it was:

her el egant face was set in its cold, sorcerous lines. Her
green gown whi pped about her in the ever-rising
stormwi nd that made the | ocks other long hair withe
like flane.

"Carlotta! B-but how —"

"She is a sorceress,"” Naitachal rem nded the

bardling drily. The Dark Elf's blue eyes were flickering
with their own sorcerous red enbers. "I thought we

were escaping just a bit too easily."

"Listen to nme," Lydia nurnured. "Wen | give the
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signal, kick your horses into a gallop."

"Don't be silly," Naitachal began, but Lydia was
al ready shoudng:

"And... now "

The starded horses shot forward as one. But before
they could reach Carlotta, she shouted out savage
Words of Power —and a huge wall of flame roared up
The horses screaned in terror, shying wildly, fighting
their riders. Kevin lost a stirrup, nearly smashed his
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nose agai nst his animal's neck, hanging on for all he
was wort h-

"Tol d you." NaitachaTs words were chopped off as his
horse reared, making himlook |like a dark | egend agai nst
the dark sky, his cloak billowi ng out |ike bat w ngs.

"Where's Carlotta?" Lydia shouted, clinging to her
pl ungi ng horse like a burr.

"Who knows?" Tich' ki, wings beating frenetically,
couldn't quite dinb high enough to see over the nagi-
cal Hane, thermals fromthe suddenly heated air
pushing her away every dne she tried. "Sonewhere
behind all that."

"Il lusion!** the bardling yelled, even though he could

feel the fire's heat and smell its snoke. Struggling with
his hysterical horse, "It's got to be illusion!"
"No illusion." The Dark EIf finally managed to bring

his nount back to all four feet. "She doesn't care if she
buns down the whole forest, as | ong as she stops us
| ong enough for —Yes, curse her, here they cone."

A new bolt of lightning blazed out over what | ooked
|ike every one of the count's nen-at-arns, knights and
common guards alike. The wall of flame didn't seemto
be giving them pause; not having seen it created, they
probably just thought it |ightning-strike.

"W can't fight all of them" Lydia cried over the
crash of thunder. "Naitachal, how far does this fire
ext end?"

The Dark EIf shrugged angrily. "I don't know the
spell Carlotta used. It could extend for |eagues."”

"Then we'll ride for |eagues, dammt!"

The woman ki cked her horse into a run, riding

parallel to the fire. and the others followed. But a new
wal | of flame roared up before them cutting off their
escape. Kevin's horse screaned in panic, and the

bardling nearly lost his seat all over again. Struggling to
stay in the saddl e, he shot an anxious glance up at the

cl oud- heavy sky.
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The nm curse it, where's the ran? It woul dput out this fire
and give us a fighting chance to get out ofthas trap before —

"Hey, no!"

Hi s horse had suddenly decided it had quite enough

of flanes. The animal whirled before Kevin could stop
it, and bolted blindly back towards the castle —and the
wai ting eneny. The bardling frantically sawed at the
reins. Wait, wait, he'd heard somewhere that if a horse
ran away with you, you were supposed to pull it

around in one big drcle.

Oh, sure, easily said! But the animal had the bit inits
teeth and a neck like iron, and in another nonent

horse and rider were going to be within bowshot. He

was al ready dose enough to see the fiat nadness in the

sol diers' eyes, to wonder with a quick thrill of horror
how Carl otta had managed to subvert a whol e casde
Sorcery? Sonething as sinple as drugs in the com

munal water supply? Ch, Powers, it didn't matter now,
because this idiot of a horse was going to get himkilled!

Kevin was all set to junp fromthe animal's back and
hope he didn't break his neck when the drumming of
hoof s sounded behi nd hi mand a second horse cane
rushi ng up beside his. The bardling caught a quick
glinmpse of an elegant profile, silky golden hair:

El i at hani s!

But then the bardling got a better look at the Wite
Elf's face, and nearly gasped- Eliathanis' eyes were

bl ank green flane and his teeth were bared in a fierce,
i nhuman gri n-

He's gone fey, just like a hero in an old ballad, he' s gone
deat h"nmad fey and doesn't care what happens to him...

No, no, that was ridicul ous, because being fey neant
bei ng doonmed, and surely Eliathanis wasn't—none of
them were —

The White EIf flattened hinself along his horse's
neck, hand snaking out to catch Kevin's nount by the
bridle. Eliathanis sat back in the saddle, forcing both

218 Mercedes Lackey ~Josepha Shernan

animals out of their frantic run, turning themin a half
circle back towards the fire

He never had tfas strength before, never

And the ill-onened word "fey" returned to the
bardling's mnd. No! He would not accept that!

Still grinning that strange, fierce, alien grin,
Eli athanis rel eased Kevin's nount with a slap on the
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side of its neck. Both horses raced as one as the eneny
gave chase, and ahead of them Kevin saw Naitachal's
lips nmove in what was surely the beginning of a spell
They were al nost out of range of the archers, al nost—

W thout warning, lightning flashed and thunder

runbl ed, directly overhead. As Kevin and Eli at hani s
rejoined the others, the skies at |ast opened. A heavy
curtain of rain plunged down, and the walls of fire

hi ssed under the inpact, sending up vast clouds of

st eam

"But there's still too nuch flane!" Lydia cried.
"Nai tachal, can't you do sonethi ng?"

The sharpness other voice nmade the Dark EIf start

"I was doing sonething," he said, biting off each word.
"Till you broke ny concentration." Naitachal glanced
back at the dying flames, forward at the charging
eneny, and swore in his native tongue. "We need nore
dne —but they're not going to give us any!" Suddenly
his dark, sorcerous sword was in his hand. "Terrible
odds, ny friends, but they're not going to get any bet-
ter, so..."

"Aren't they?"

"What —El i at hanis, no!" Kevin gasped. "Ch no,
don't, you can't!"

Wth a wild shout in the elven tongue, Eliathanis
charged the foe. Hs hair flamed out behind him blaz-
ing gold agai nst the darkness, his nmail and outthrust
sword and the hide of his rain-slick horse were nolten
silver.

And dnme seened to stop. There was nothing living
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON
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save for that one shining rider on a shining horse. So
stunned was the eneny that they nade no effective

nmove to defend thenselves. Eliathanis' sword was a
brand, sweeping through their ranks, and wherever it
struck, a soldier fell.

"The fire's | ow enough to cross," Naitachal nmut-

tered, hands denched on the hilt of his sword. "Come
back, you idiot. You' ve bought us enough rine. Cone
back before they realize you're only flesh-and-bl ood. **

As ifhe'd heard, Eliathanis turned and forced his

horse back into a gallop. But the horse was weary from
fright and effort. It stunbled on the slick grass, caught
itsel f, stunbl ed again-

"He's still within bowshot." Naitachal's voice was
tight with alarm "He's not going to nake it."

"Yes, he is!" Kevin heard his own voi ce cone out
high and shrill, like the voice of a child begging for a
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happy endi ng.

"No," the Dark EIf murnured, and then, in wld
angui sh, "Eliathanis, no!"

Even as Naitachal forced his horse forward, Kevin

saw an arrow flash, saw Eliathanis fall. Heartsick, he
wat ched the Dark EIf |ean | ow over his horse's neck,
urging the animal to greater speed. Naitachal dropped
the knotted reins on the horse's neck, then bent out
and down, catching the fallen elf and pulling himup
across his saddl e bow. As Kevin watched, breath caught
in his throat, the Dark EIf cane thundering back in a
stormof arrows. To the bardling's horror, he saw

Nai t achal suddenly seemto falter in the saddle.

He's been hit, too! Dear Powers —

Al nost directly before them the Dark Elf's horse
went down. Naitachal fell free, Eliathanis in his arns.

Lydia was first to reach their side, kneeling in the
mud, staring at the Wiite EIf. Kevin heard her sharp
i nhal ati on and saw her face pale beneath its tan.
"Nai tachal, cone on. W've got to get out of here.”
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The Dark EIf glared up at her. "W can't |eave
El i at hani s!"

"We nust"”
"Nol

"Nai tachal, ook at him" Her voice quivered with
pity. "Look. More than one arrow caught him He's
dead, Naitachal. Eliathanis is dead. He nust have died
al most instantly."

The Dark EIf was too well acquainted with death to
deny its presence now. "Damm them" It was so |ow a
grow Kevin alnost didn't hear it "Ann, dam them"

Very carefully, Naitachal let Eliathanis' body sag to the
ground, then | ooked up. And for once his eyes were the
terrible, cruel, enpty eyes of a true Dark EIf. "If they want
death," he nmurnured, "then death they shall have."

"Ch, don't!" the bardling cried in sudden panic, ter-
rified that they were about to | ose Naitachal forever Bo
Dar kness, terrified of what evil he m ght rel ease.

But the elf was already on his feet, striding boldly
forward into the open. Heedl ess of the arrows raining
about him he called out harsh, ugly, commanding

Words, catching the stormwi nds, twisting themto his
use, heightening them focusing them turning themto
a savage, terrible frenzy. The attacking arny was swept
back by the whirlw nd, horses scream ng, nen shout -
ing as they were hurled off their feet. And still the
wind's fury grew until —
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"No! Naitachal, stop it!" Struggling beneath the

wei ght of wind tearing at him whipping the hair pain-
fully into his face, dragging the very air fromhis |ungs,
Kevin fought his way to Naitachal's side. "You ve got to
stop this!"

The Dark Elf's eyes were blazing with sorcerous
Power, totally wild, totally w thout mercy. He showed
not the slightest sign he'd heard Kevin.

"Naitachal, listen to ne!" Kevin shouted with all his
m ght to be heard above the roar of the storm "Those
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men aren't evil! They don't have any choice in what
they're doing! Cariotta enslaved them"

"They slew ny friend." The Dark Elf's voice was
i nhumanly chill. "I shall slay them™"

"And nme?" Kevin grabbed Naitachal's arm only to

be flung aside as if he was wei ghtl ess. Gasping, the
bardling forced his way back to face the Dark EIf direct-
ly. "Are you going to kill me, too? Are you going to kil

Lydia and Tich'ki? You will, if you don't stop this storm
Do you want us to die? Wll? D-dammit, answer ne!
Do you want to kill us?"

Aglimer of life flickered in the terrible eyes. "No,"
Nai tachal said, and all at once his voice was his own
again, and infinitely weary. "No. O course not."

As he renmoved his will fromthem the unnaturally
fierce winds faded... faded... were gone. In the sud-
den stillness, Naitachal staggered, and Kevin cried out;

"You're hurt!"
"Not badly. Not as badly as... as..."

"H he can't be hurt now," Kevin said awkwardly.

"But we can." He put a tentative hand on NaitachaTs
arm and when the Dark EIf didn't push himaway,

began to pull Naitachal with him "It's going to take
some time for the soldiers to regroup, but we've got to
get into the forest's shelter before they do."

"Yes." The Dark Elf's voice was dull w th exhaus-
tion. But he stopped by Eliathanis' body. "W cannot
| eave him here."

Lydia tried to take Naitachal's free arm only to let go
when he hissed with pain. "There's no tinme to bury
him" she said gently. "W don't have a choice."

"Nai tachal, cone on!" Tich' ki added. "I don't think
Cariotta hung around to watch, but she could be
anywhere! And her guys are going to cone after us
W' ve got to get out of here!"
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"W cannot |eave himhere! Not like this!"
"But what —=
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"Stand back." The Dark Elf's eyes were wild with
angui sh. "Stand back, | say."

So fierce was that command that Lydia and Kevin
hurri ed aside, and even Tich' ki kept sdll. Naitacha
began his harsh spell once nore, but this tinme the
bardling coul d have sworn sone of the Whrds were
different.

He was right. Lightning | anced down out of the stor-
my sky, enfolding Eliathanis' body in blinding
blue-white fire.

Nai t achal gave a |ong, shaken sigh. "I don't know the
burial customs of his clan. But surely they would find
no shanme in a funeral pyre of sky-born flame."

"Surely not," the bardling nurnured.

This dnme when Kevin hesitantly pulled at his arm
the Dark EIf went willingly.

Chapter XXl |

This was not, Kevin nmused wearily, the type of adven-
ture of which the Bards sang. Oh, Carlotta wasn't nmaking
any further nove to stop them at |east there was that.
For all the bardling knew, she had been bl own asi de by
the whirlwind Iike her soldiers, or so exhausted by her
magi cs she needed to rest But that hardly made matters
easy. They had only two horses left, tired horses, one of
them burdened with both Kevin and Naitachal. And as

the animals forced their way into the dense underbrush

of the forest, Lydia said suddenly:

"This isn't working. W've got to let the horses go."
"No!" Kevin protested.

"Yes. They can barely keep their feet as it is. And this
is pretty dense forest: a horse can't get through w thout
leaving a trail any child could foll ow. Besides, we can
hi de better on foot."

"But Naitachal's too dred!"

"I can manage," the Dark EIf nmuttered, slipping off
hi s nmount

Rel uctantly, Kevin followed. Lydia slapped the

horses on their runps, and the animals trotted wearily
away. Watching them go, the bardling thought with a
flash of wy hunor:

It's not fair! Heroes aren't supposed to scutile through the
under br ush!

Yes, and by any rights at all, Naitachal's sorceries
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shoul d have torn the stormapart, too. Instead, the rain
continued to pour unrelentingly down, and the stub-
bornly storny sky turned the forest into a nearly
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ni ght - bl ack nmaze of roots and thorns, all of which
seenmed deternmined to trip up the intruders or tear
their flesh.

"I"ll scout ahead," Tich' ki said shortly. "I'm not
night-blind |i ke you humans. "

As she flew, though, she trailed behind her a steady
stream of what Kevin assuned could only be curses in
her native tongue: even though the thick curtain of

| eaves cut off the worst of the rain, her wings were
plainly still sodden enough to hanper her flying.

"Come on," she shot back. "No | aggards,"”
"SucA a caring, gentle friend," Lydia nuttered.

She and Kevin followed after as best they coul d.
Nai t achal , dazed and exhausted, sonehow managed to
keep pace with them

But if we don't find shelter soon, Kevin realized, he's
going to collapse—and wwith him

But just when the bardling had decided they nust

have di ed and been condemmed to an eternity of dark
and wet and endl ess, thorny paths, Tich'ki canme flut-
tering back. She | anded on Lydi a's shoul der, panting,
Wi ngs drooping wearily. But Kevin saw her sharp little
teeth flash in a grin.

"ShelterF she crowed. 'Just up ahead: a big old shel
ofa tree. Hurry up, you' U see."

She was right The oak must have been truly andent,
incredibly vast in girth and all but dead. Tinme and age
had worn a deep hollow in the base, a natural cave just
bi g enough for two humans, one elf and a fairy to fit in-
side. It snmelled strongly of aninmals and decayi ng wood,
but it was blessedly dry and carpeted with a thick | ayer of
crumbl ed | eaves. Kevin, sure he was soaked to the very
bone, couldn't nmake up his mnd whether to renove his
doak and freeze or keep die soggy thing wapped about
himand stay wet. Hopefully, he thought, the conbined
body warmth of four living beings would warmthe tree-
cave soon enough.
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"Nai t achal —

The Dark EIf had fallen to his knees with a faint
groan. Lydia hastily dropped to his side. "All right, |
know you're hurt. Let ne see that arm"”
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"I'n here?" Tich'ki cut in. "Thought you humans
coul dn™"t see in the dark." She added in sudden al arm
"You're not going to try lighting a fire?"

"In a tree? Dyou think I'm mad?"
"I —No. That's too easy a jest"

Kevin bit his lip nervously, just barely able to nake

out NaitachaTs crunpled formin the darkness. "I'Il try
t he Wat chwood Mel ody again," he said in sudden
inspiration. "You know, the light-spell. |... think | can

get it to last longer this tine."

There wasn't much roomto take the lute out of its

case, let alone play it, but by squirm ng his way back
into the tree-cave, Kevin managed to hit the proper
notes and chords. He began to sing, hesitantly at first,
his singing voice feeling rusty fromdi suse, then nore
strongly, secure that the storm outside would drown

out the sound and praying that his small magics

woul dn't be noticeable to Carlotta.

And Bardic Magic stirred within him The tree-cave
began to glowwith a feint, steady light, and Lydia
nodded in satisfaction

"Now, " she told Naitachal, "you will let nme see that
arm"

The Dark Elf, eyes dosed, nmade no nove to stop her.

Kevin wi nced at the sight of the long slash running
hal fway down Naitachal's upper arm but Lydia didn't
seem particularly worried.

"Arrow just grazed you. That arnis going to be sore

for a tinme, but hopefully that'll be about the worst of it."
She paused. "You aren't hiding any other wounds, are

you?"

"No." It was a weary whisper of sound. "M cloak

cook nost of the damage.'*
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**Ah, so it did. Look at those holes." The worman held
up a fold of black fabric and gave a soft whisde. "You
were lucky, nmy friend."

Nai t achal wi nced. "Another was not," he murnmnured

faintly.

"Ah. Well. | —uh —don't think Eliathanis would
begrudge us a”Aiance to take care of the living before
the —before we —*

"Before we nourn the dead. Lydia, do what you
think necessary to this slash, then let ne rest”

She blinked at his suddenly cold tone. "Sure." The
woman hunted through the pouches hanging from

her belt for a time. "Ch damm. My healing herbs are all
back in the castle. Some oh so helpful |ady's maid nust
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have tried to 'neaten up' ny stuff when | wasn't watch-
ing." Lydia paused, holding up a small flask. "I do stil
have this, though."

"Water?" Tich' ki piped up. "Should think you'd had
enough of water by now. "

"It's not water, believe nme."
"Ah, the brandy! How d the naid m ss that?"

"l don't know, but it's a good thing she did.
Nai t achal , you want to take a good swig of this, then
bite down on sonething. This is going to hurt |ike hell
but at least it should ward off wound-sickness."

Kevin winced in synpathy, nearly losing his hold on the
light-spell, as she poured the brandy on the arrow gash

Nai t achal never made a sound. |nstead, endurance
finally exhausted, he sinply fainted.

"There, now," Lydia said after a nmonent. "That's
bandaged as best 1 can manage, what w th nothing
really dry. You can stop singing now, Kevin."

The light was already fading, because the bardling' s
voi ce was quavering so much he could barely hold the
tune. He broke off abruptly, and the tree-cave was
pl unged back into darkness.

"Kevin? Wiat is it, boy? Wat's wong?"
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"I d-don't... I... Eiathanis..."

"Ch hell, kid, don't be enbarrassed. Nothing wong
with grieving, be you wonan or man."

But Kevin battled with himself till he'd fought back
the tears. "I —I don't understand him"

"Who? Naitachal ?"

"How can he suddenly turn so ... cold? Eliathanis
was his friend! Wiy isn't he grieving?"

"Ach, Kevin." Lydia's voice was very gende. "He is.

That col dness was to hide his real feelings. Look you,
I'"ve seen a |l ot of people die. Too many," she added soft-
ly. "That's part of being a warrior. |'ve nourned a | ot of
them too, and that's also part of being a warrior. True
grief isn't sonething you can command. It comes out

when and where it will."

Al'l at once Lydia gave a long, tired sigh. "You know
sonething? | enjoy travelling and all that but, tinmes |ike
this, | really wish | had a place to cone hone to."

She stopped for a thoughtful nonent, then added

with an enbarrassed little laugh, "Like diat castle we
just left. If it wasn't already inhabited by that bitch-
wi tch and her buddy, it night nmake a good place to
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settle. Despite all the hassle, the place itself had a nice
honey feel to it. O do you think that's too crazy?"

"Not at all." Kevin straightened, staring in her direc-
tion in the darkness. "There were tines in that casde
when | was really miserable; | adnmit it. But underneath
it all, even with those two running things and those

spoiled brats of squires, there really is sonething there
that could nake it a good place to live!"

Worki ng by touch, he fit the lute back into its case.
"Ah well. Let's not dream about catching the noon, as
Mast er Ai dan woul d say."

Lydi a chuckl ed softly. "COh, | don't know about that
Dreans aren't such a bad thing to have. And sorme-
times —who knows? Sonetines you do catch that
moon." Kevin heard the dried | eaves rustle as she
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stirred. "Conme on, kid, enough talk. 1 have a suspicion
we're going to be leading an active life in the next few
days, so let's try to get some sleep while we can. If we
huddl e together with Naitachal, we should be warm
enough. Hungry, bruised and battered," Lydi a added
wyly, "but warm enough."

" Kevin!™"

The fierce hiss brought the bardling awake with a

start. "Naitachal ?" The tree-cave wasn't as totally dark
as it had been, but even so, the Dark EIf's eyes stil
glinted with their eerie red light. "What " Kevin sat
bolt upright. "Carlotta! Has she —"

"She hasn't found us. Not yet. But | felt her sorcery
brush us just now. And she has set |oose her hunters."

"Not human hunters," Tich'ki added, perching
besi de Kevin for a nmonment, "not all of them | sensed
that, too."

"And | don't think we care to neet any of them" the
Dark ElIf added wyly, "so cone! We nust hurry."

At least it had stopped raining; they were given that
much of a boon. But the day was a waki ng ni ghtnmare

of being forever on the run, slipping on nud and wet

| eaves, struggling through underbrush so dense it
seened inpassible, with hardly a chance to snatch a sip
froma stream hardly a chance to swall ow a handful of
berries. Lydia, experienced hunter that she was, |ed
the way, showi ng them how to throw off anything that

m ght be follow ng by scent by crossing and recrossing
streans, how to avoid | eaving footprints by running

al ong rock or fallen trees.

"Ha, why didn't | think of this before?" Tich' ki sud-
denly excl ai med during one of their brief pauses to
rest. "I can help! I'Il hide our trail altogether!"

"Not by magic," Naitachal warned sharply, gashed
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armcradl ed against his chest. "Carlotta will surely
sense the use of any spells."
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"No, no, you don't understand! You know the trick

have of influencing mnds? The way | did with the guards

back in Westerin? Well, that's not magic, stricdy speaking,

not really; it's a —a skill of die nmnd, sort of an unmagk to
make peopl e unt hink." She shook her head inpatiendy. "I

can't put it nore dearly in human terns. But | should be

able to make the trackers unthink the trail —and there
won'tbe a trace of magic for Cariotta to find!"

"Carlotta," Lydia rem nded her dourly, "is part fairy.
I"mnot taking bets on anything she can or can't do. Go
ahead, Tich'ki. Try your unthinking unmagi c. The rest
of us are going to keep right on watching our steps."

Tich' ki grinned and darted off.

"Eh, all right, Kevin, Naitachal," Lydia snapped, get-
ting to her feet. "Rest tine's over. W have sone nore
hi king to do!"

By the tine darkness began to fall, Kevin was only

too glad to sink to the ground in the rocky litde grove
Lydi a had found. Beside him Naitachal sat in weary
silence, shrouded in his cloak, but the worman paced
restlessly about, checking the lay of the land in her
usual wary fashion

"We're not likely to find a better place." The Dark
Elf's voice rose eerily out of the shadow of his hood.

"No," she agreed, hands on hips. "It's a pretty good
spot for canping. Easily defended, too, what with the
rocks making a natural wall on one side.”

"And there is a stream nearby," Naitachal added.
"Possibly with edible water plants."

Kevi n hadn't thought anything could have gotten
himto his feet, but the thought of sonmething to eat
made himscranble up. "I'Il go."

"No, kid. You wouldn't know what's safe to eat. Fl
go." She glanced around at the ever-darkening forest
"You think you can manage sonme sort of snokeless lit-
de fire, Naitachal ?"
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"COf course.”

When Lydia returned with double arnfuls of

vegetation, it was to a rabbit cooking over the barely
visible canmpfire the Dark EIf had concocted, "Where
did that come fron?' * the woman asked.

"It popped its head up to look at us," Kevin said. He
added nodesdy, "I threw a rock at it |I was lucky."
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"So-o0!" Lydia's teeth Sashed in her indonmitable grin.
"Tonight, we feast!"

A whir of wings marked Tich'ki's return. "Just in
time! 1'mstarved. "

But it was a strangely sonber neal. Now that he had a
moment to relax even a little, Kevin found hinself con-
standy expecting to see Eliathanis. He caught hinself
thinking. W nust renenber to tell himabout—erl wonder
what he woul d t hankabout —and had to force hinmself not to
keep | ooki ng over his shoulder for the Wite EI£

At last, after their scanty dinner was done and the

fire had been banked to coals, the bardling couldn't
stand it any nore. Hardly aware of the others, he took
out his lute and let his fingers nove across the strings.
At the back of his nmind Kevin was vaguely aware that

he wasn't trying for Bardic Miusic: he wasn't even

trying for any nusic worthy of a Bard at all. But some-
how rusi ¢ took form beneath his fingers and here was

El i at hanis stopping in surprise, the sun turning his
hair to nolten gold, and here was Eliathanis bending in
worry over the fallen Naitachal, and here was Eliathanis
grinning at the Dark Elfin sudden friendship..

And here was Eliathanis freely, joyously, giving his life
so his friends mght live.

Al'l at once Kevin's vision was blurring and his hands
wer e shaking so much he couldn't play any nore. Face
wet, he stilled the strings to silence with a palm then
took a deep, shaken breath and dried his eyes, drained
and a little awed by what his mnd and hands had

evoked.
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He gl anced up, aware of the others only now, and

slighdy enbarrassed at their regard. Lydia, too, was

Wi pi ng her eyes, and even Tich'ki was sitting still, w nes
wr apped about her like an irridescent cape. Naitacha

had his back to themall, huddl ed nearly double in his

bl ack cloak, so silent that the bardling wondered if he
had even heard the nmusic. But then Kevin heard the

Dark EIf murmur fiercely, as though angry with

hi nmsel f:

"There is no tine for this!"

"' There never is," Lydia retorted.

The shrouded figure straightened slightly at that,

and Kevin caught a Hash of angui shed eyes. But

i nstead of the sharp reply the bardling was expecting,
Nai t achal asked sinply, "Does it always hurt |ike this?"

"Al ways." Lydia paused, frowning slightly. "Wat,
have you never lost a friend before?"

Nai t achal gl ared. "Have you forgotten who and
what | an? | have never Aarf a friend before."
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"You have sonme now," Kevin rem nded himsoftly.

But the Dark Elf, plainly enbarrassed by his own

grief, pulled his hood savagely forward, hiding his face
once nore. "l intend to sleep,"” Naitachal said shortly.
"1 advise you to do the sane.”

Kevi n and Lydi a exchanged wy gl ances. The

worman shrugged. "He's got a point." She hesitated for

a long, awkward while, then added qui edy, "Kevin, for

the nusic and all that, 1... Ah, hell. Wat I'mtrying to
say is, thank you."

The huddl e of black cloak stirred faintly. "So am|,"
Nai tachal admitted softly, then was silent once nore-

Chapter XXI11

Ni ght passed into day, and day into night, and the
fugitives continued to flee through the forest. Tich'ki's
"unmagi c" did seemto be throwing offCarlotta's aim
when it canme to any direct sorcery, but her trackers
remained grimy on the trail. Once Kevin, hiding flat in
t he underbrush, not even daring to breathe, caught a
glinpse of them squat, powerful, sharp-fanged

bei ngs, nonstrous human-ogre hybrids that sniffed

the ground |ike so nany deadly hounds. If he fell into
their ugly hands, the bardling was pretty sure he

woul dn't have to worry about Carlotta any | onger

That dne, the trackers missed their prey conpletely.
But no place was safe for |ong. Kevin thanked the
Powers for Tich' ki, who confused those trackers as best
one fairy could, and for Lydia, who sonehow kept

nmovi ng her friends from conceal nent to conceal nent

wi thout their getting caught, skillfully doubling back
and forth on their tracks |like some hunted wild thing.

Wi ch she is, Kevin thought wearily. \Wich we aUare.

can't renmenber the last time | had, a good neal, orafti Urghl's
sleep. Ha, andif | don't getabcUhpretty soon, those trackers B
going to be able to just nose ne out!

What was truly frustrating was knowi ng he bore the
manuscri pt hokiingthe spdl to destroy Cariotta —and yet
not being able to do anything about it. Wen they canme to
a tenporary hiding place, a crushed-down thicket that
deer had used for a bed, Kevin pulled the manuscript out
in desperation and showed itto Naitachal

"What do you neke of that?"
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The Dark ElIf had grown al nbst haggard during the

chase, skin drawn tightly over the hi gh cheekbones

and eyes glittering eerily fromunder the shadow of his
hood. "Let ne see."

He barely noved the armthe arrow had grazed, and
Kevin felt a little pang of worry shoot through him
"Nai tachal ..."
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"I't"s nothing," the Dark ElIf insisted, as he had every
time one of the others had tried to exam ne the wound.
"G ve ne the manuscript"

He studied it for a long, puzzled nonent, then
rai sed his head, frowning

"I can't nake anything of the text, Kevin. And | nean

that quite literally. There's nmagic here, all right, but it's
keyed stricdy to you. The glyphs won't hold still |ong
enough for ne to read them Only if you can copy the

spell out for ne can | hope to do sonething with it." The
Dark Elf's eyes glittered with a sudden cold rage. "And
once the spell is deciphered, | shall be the one to deliver
it" Hs words were made all the nore chilling by being
delivered in a quiet, totally controlled voice. "W owe

Eli athanis this nuch; his death shall be avenged in ful
upon Cariotta and the traitor count her ally."

"Uh,y-yes. It shall."

Kevin was al nost positive that the weird, unex-

pected words in elfish had to be the components of the
spell. He could copy those out, all right. But on what?
And with what?

Wait... when | was naking the copy back in the library, |
tucked the parchnent into ny lute case for safekeeping.

Ha, yes, it was still there, in the pocket neant for
musi ¢ scores, and with it a snmall flask of ink as well. A
twi g shoul d nmake a decent enough brush

And so, every dme Lydia deened it safe to stop

Kevin worked feverishly to extract the spell fromthe
manuscri pt,, making as many copies as he coul d, hiding
one each tinme the party had to nove on-
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The trackers can't possibly discover all our shelters. And
hopefuily sormeone wU fnd the spell and be abk to conplete it if
we' re caught or —or fail ed.

But what a weird spell it seemed to be! Kevin,
curious, showed Naitachal one elfish glyph, and wasn't
really surprised when the Dark Elf shook his head.

"I't | ooks sonmething Iike elfish, yes, but you nust

have nade sonme m stake. That odd notation just to the

|l eft of the glyph doesn't belong to any dialect of elfish I
know "

"That's just the way it's witten in the manuscript!"
Kevin protested. "See —Ah, never nind, | forgot I'm
the only one who can see it"

Just what he needed; another worry, this one that
somehow he was copying the whol e t hing wong,

maki ng the spell useless! But there wasn't anything to
do but conti nue.

And at last, at their next brief sanctuary, Kevin
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breathed a great sigh of relief. "It's done. |'ve got the
whol e spell copied out. Naitachal, now you can —
Nai t achal ?"

The Dark ElIf was saggi ng against a tree, as though
all at once coo weak to nmove. "It's nothing ... a
monment' s di zzi ness. "

"Not hing, hell!" Lydia erupted. "It's that arm of
yours, isn't k?"

She made a nove towards it, but Naitachal waved

her away. "We don't have the tine for this." He stepped
away fromthe tree, now quite steady on his feet "Let
me see the spell," Taking the scrap of parchnent from
the bardling, he added, "Once | have it nenorized —"

The Dark EIf stopped dead. "Wat in the name of al
the Powers is this thing? This matches no spell 1've ever
seen! Al these weird notations..."

Kevi n strai ghtened so suddenly he nearly rapped

his head on a | ow branch. "Notations," he echoed.

"Regul ar notations in front of every word -.. what
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if...?" Suddenly wild with suspense, the bardling

cried, "Let nme see that again! Yes ... yes ... Dear
Powers.yes! | never stopped to really think about what |

was copying but: do you know what these notations

are? They're nmusic notes'. This isn't elfish at all. No, no,
it's Bardic Magic, and this spell is nmeant to be svngi"

Nai tachal's eyes flashed with excitenent. **0f course
it isl | should have realized —But it's also untried. You
realize what that nmeans, don't you?"

"That it's dangerous... ?"

"Ch, indeed. You will have to get very dose to Car-

lotta to even try it. And then, if it backl ashes, as some
spells do, it could kill you. If it doesn't work at all, Car-
lotta certainly will kill you!"

After all that had happened so far, Kevin knew he no

| onger thought of hinself as a hero. not even as being
very brave. But bravery had very litde to do with this.
Carlotta had killed a friend, and woul d surely kil
many, many nore people if she made her bid for

power .

"Il deliver the spell,’
matter what it costs.”

the bardling said quietly, "no

"Sure, but how?" Lydia asked. "We're stuck here in
the forest, and even though we haven't seen a trace of
(hose damed persistent trackers —"

"We' ve shaken them" Tich'ki interrupted-

"You dunk. I'mpretty sure they're srill after us."
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"And we cannot risk letting ourselves be captured.”
Nai tachal 's voice was all at once so thick with strain that
Kevin stared at himin al arm

"Are you—=

"Yes, yes," the Dark ElIf said inpatiently. "I'mfine. As
fine as one can be w thout enough to eat or enough

time to rest."” Naitachal nade what was obviously a

m ghty effort to rouse hinself. "If we are taken, there is
a good chance none of us will live long enough to even
seeCariotta."
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"True." Lydia shrugged. "What will be, as the saying

goes, will be. It looks like the only thing we can do is just
go on, and hope we neet up with someone al ong the

way who can help us."

"Time for scouting duty!" Tich'ki said wyly, and
darted ahead.

As Kevin and Lydia foll owed on foot, Lydia

whi spered in the bardling's ear, "I don't like the |ooks
of Naitachal. If he isn't ill, I'll trade my sword fora
| oom"

"I know," Kevin murnured. "Even his eyes | ook
tunny."

"Yeah. Fever-gl azed."
"Lydial W've got to do sonething!"

"Got any suggestions? He denies there's anything

w ong, and he won't even let ne ook at his arm" The
worman gave a wy little shrug. "It's that damed
sorcerer's pride."

And as the day progressed, it was surely only a

sorcerer's will that kept Naitachal going. But all at once
a fallen branch tw sted under the Dark Elf's foot. As he
struggled to catch his bal ance, his wounded arm struck
against a tree trunk. Wth a choked cry, the Dark Elf
col | apsed to one knee.

"Ch hell." Lydia tore at the nakeshift bandage even

as Naitachal weakly tried to fend her off. "Stop fighting
me! You're burning up with fever and —GCh hell," she
repeat ed hel pl essly, staring.

Nai tachal's dark skin hid any sign of inflammtion
but the swelling around the sdll rawl ooking gash was
obvi ous even to the untrai ned Kevin.

"Wound- f ever, '
say sonet hi ng?"

Lydia nmurrmured. "Wy didn't you
"What could | say? Wat could you do?"

"l could have done something' . | knew the brandy
wasn't enough. Wy didn't | —"

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...stle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (176 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:48 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

"No. This is not your fault, Lydia." Naitachal sighed.
CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON
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"My peopl e have somewhat nore immunity to iron-
wounds than do the Wiite Elves, possibly fromliving
as close as we do to the inner Earth Dark. But such
things are sdll perilous to us."

"You still should have said —"

"No." Naitachal struggled to his feet. "To stop is to
die, as sinply as that Conme. | will keep up."

"l doubt it." Lydia nmuttered under her breath.
"There's a limt even to a sorcerer's wll."

"I will keep up," the Dark EIf repeated flatly.

Just then, Tich' ki cane whirring back. "Strangers! A
whol e troop of people and wagons up ahead!"

"Wagons!" Lydi a shook her head, puzzled. "Can't be
sol diers or those cursed trackers. Tich' ki —"

"I know. Find out nore about them 1'mgone."

She was back within a short dme. "Forget any help
fromthem They're nothing but sonme travelling
mnstrels.”

"Bah." Lydia turned awayi ndi sgust "They're usel ess.™

But Kevin, nmoved by a sudden wild hope, told
Tich' ki, "Go on. Wat else can you tell us about thenf"

The fairy shrugged in md-air. "What can | say?
They're a colorful lot, and their |eader's a sharp-faced
felloww th bright green eyes."

Kevin started. It couldn't be, could it... ?"D-didyou
happen Co catch his nanme?"

"Ber-sonmething, | think."
" Ber ak?"
"That's it!" The fairy stared at him "You know hi n?"

"In a way." Scunbling over his words in sudden
' eagerness. Kevin stammered, "L-listen, everyone:

Berak and his troupe is —are —friends of Master
Aidan. We can hide with themfor a while!"

"Look," Lydia said shortly, "we've been lied to and
tricked along every step of this tittle adventure of ours.
Do you really think we can trust thenP"

"W can! | can be fooled, even you can be fooled —
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but my Master's a full Bard. No one's going to fool him
Cone on! Maybe we can actually beg a hot neal out of
Berak- And he and the troupe night even have sone

val uabl e news to share!"

Lydi a shrugged. "On your head be it, kidi"

For one brief, startling nmonent, Kevin could have

sworn no tine at all had passed since he'd first left
Bracklin. There were the sane gaudy red and bl ue
wagons, the same cluster of brightly dressed nen,

worren and chil dren gat hered around a comunal

canpfire, and the bardling was overwhel med by such a
sudden surge of honesi ckness he nearly staggered.

There was Berak, exuberant and arrogant as ever,

pacing restlessly back and forth, as though he bore too
much pent-up energy to be still.

He stopped short, staring at Kevin. "Ha! So there you
are!"

"You... were expecting me?"

"Ch, eventually! At least | was hoping you' d show

up! You've been stirring up enough excitenent in
recent days for a dozen bardlings."” The sharp green
eyes noted Naitachal —conpletely hidden in his by
now tattered black cloak —and cane to rest on Lydia.
Berak swept down in a theatrical bow. **I had no idea
you were travelling in the conpany of such a lovely

| ady. "

"Ha," Lydia said, but to Kevin's astonishnment, she
reddened slightly anyhow.

"Ah, but fromthe | ooks of the Iot of you," Berak con-
ti nued without mssing a beat, "you could use a good
meal . Come, join us."

But Nai tachal never noved. "Kevin," he said faintly,
"Renmenber when | boasted | could keep up? | can't.

In fact," the Dark EIf added, swaying slightly, "if | don't
sit down, right now, | think | may do sonething foolish

Li ke faint."
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Kevin and Lydia caught himjust in time. In the next
monent, they were surrounded by the minstre

troupe, hel pi ng hands reachi ng out. Berak worned
his way through the crowd and slipped a supporting
arm around the Dark El £

"Back offl" he shouted to the others. "G ve the nan
roomto breathe! You and you, drag that bench over
here. Soneone go get Seritha. And you..."

Berak's voice faltered for an instant as Naitachal's
hood slipped back, revealing his unm stakably Dark Elf
features. But then the minstrel shrugged and shouted,
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"Seritha! Seritha, hurry!" He added to Naitachal, help-
ing himto the bench, "She's our Heal er. Have you up
and well in no tine."

To Kevin's surprise, Seritha turned out to be the

pl unmp, notherly woman he'd first seen in buttercup
yellow. hardly the sort, he thought, to harbor any sort
of Power. But she laid bare the arrow gash wth quiet
skill. And as soon as she placed her hands on the
wound, Kevin saw Power well up about her, endrcle

her in a pale blue cloud, brightening to dazzling bl ue-
whi te where her hands touched Naitachal's arm The
bardl i ng thought he saw unheal thy fl esh sl ough away
under that touch, and felt his too-enpty stomach | urch
in protest. He hastily turned away, but after a time
sheer curiosity made hi ml ook once nore.

Seritha, |ooking worn but satisfied, was strai ghten-

ing- Naitachal, eyes wild with relief, was getting to his
feet—and not a mark marred the snooth skin of his

arm At Seritha's wave, a little boy brought them
flagons of sonething that snelled sharply herbal and

was presumably strength-restoring. Both Heal er and

Dark EIf drank thirstily then smled at each other
Nakachal bowed.

"I am forever in your debt, |ady."

She beaned. "lI'mhardly a lady. And | only did what
any Heal er should do." Seritha made a shooi ng
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gesture with both hands. "Of with you now. Go reas-
sure your friends."

Nai tachal grinned. "I hear and obey!**

As the Dark Elf approached, Kevin asked breat h-
| essly, "How —how do you feel ?"

"Heal ed. Absolutely, totally healed."

"Now that's truly amazing," Lydia said. "I never
t hought an ordinary human could wield that type of
Power . "

"No," the Dark EIf nmurmured thoughtfully,

"neither did I." H's glance | ocked with that ofBerak
But then Naitachal shrugged. "So be it," he said, so
meani ngful Iy Kevin could have sworn he'd neant to
say, |'Il keep your secret.

What secret? What was goi ng on between those two?

But then the wonderful aronma of roasting nmeat hit
his nostrils, and Kevin forgot all about secrets for the
nonent

"Don't gobble," Lydia warned him "Your stonach's
shrunk. You'll make yourself ill."

Ch, but it was a struggle not to wolf down the neat
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and bread and cheese, the wi ne and sweetneats. At

last, feeling alive again for the first tine in he didn't
know how nmany days, Kevin sat back with a contented

si gh.

"My friends," he told the mnstrels, "we can't pos-
sibly repay this."

They | aughed. "No need! No need!"

"But," the bardling added, as casually as he could,
"we... ah... separated a good nany days ago."

"Separated!" someone teased. "You ran off, is what
happened! "

"Uh, well, yes,"” Kevin admtted reluctantly, aware of
Lydi a's anmused gl ance. "But now, what have you been
doi ng since then? Have any news?"

Berak shrugged. "O d news by now Count Volmar is
going to be hosting a najor fair at his castle shortly."
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"And we're to performat it," a boy piped up. "Before
the count hinsel fl"

Berak grinned. "That's right, R ki. Before the count
hinself." H's grin faded slightly as he turned back to
Kevi n- "You know, there are odd runors these days.
Runors that Count Volnmar is going to nmake sone sort of
maj or announcenent- You know anyt hi ng about that?"

"N-no. Not really."

"Indeed. Well, rumor or no, the truth is that cer-
tainly every liegeman and ally the count has is
streaming in for the grand event. Watever it may be."

Kevin nmet Berak's inquisitive stare as innocently as

he could. Forcing a grin, the bardling said, "Wll, it's
been a long day. If you don't mind, we'll spend the

ni ght here with your people."

Berak was pl ainly di sappointed not to have | earned
any deep secrets fromhis guests, but he bowed from
the waist. "Qur canp is, of course, your canp. Mke
your sel ves at hone."

As soon as they were alone in the shelter of a wagon,
Tich' ki popped out of hiding. "You could have slipped
me nore food!" she conplained to Lydia.

"And have everyone wonder why | was feeding ny
hai r ?"

Nai t achal ignored them "What of Berak's news?
That sounded truly ominous to ne."

"Me, too," Kevin agreed. "This isn't just sone litde
tourney the count decided to throw, not if he's calling
inall his allies to hear sone grand declaration."
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"Exactly." The Dark EIf frowned. "It just mght be
that Volmar is gambling on Carlotta's behal f, staking
all, as the saying goes, on one throw of the dice."

"If that's true," Lydia nused, "then | osing one Hole

bardling —sorry, Kevin —and one spell isn't going to
stop them They nmust have had this plan in notion for
nmont hs. "

"Sure," the bardling added, "and |I' m one very snall
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fly in the ointnment- One they think they can afford to
renove at their leisure." He fought down the surge of

i ndi gnant pride: he was small and insignificant —so far
"This could be just the chance we need to deliver the
spefl."

"If we can take these folk into our confidence,"
Nai t achal sai d.

"If we dare," Lydia muttered.

"If we can," Kevin added quietly, "in good con-
sci ence expose themto our own danger."

"Ah. Well. There is that."

The bardling gl anced at the others. "I think the best
thing is for you to split up and go into hiding, first off.

"That's ridiculous," Lydia said. "W're not going
to—

"Pl ease, let nme finish. There's no point in you going
i nto danger because —well, even if this spell works,
even ifCarlotia is disabled. Count Vol mar won't be.
And anyone who's with me is going to be in big
trouble.”

"For a change," Lydia said drily.

"Youll be in that trouble, too," Naitachal reninded
thebardling. "lI've already... lost... one friend. | don't
want to | ose another."

"I don't want to be lost, either' But..." Kevin shook
his head. "To put it bluntly, I'mgoing to be worried
enough as it is. | don't want to have to worry about

anyone else. Particularly not those | care about. O
those who' ve hel ped us, either."

"The mnstrels."

"Exactly. 1'd like to travel to the castle with them it
does seemto be the obvious way back in. But | really
want to keep their involvenent in all this to an absolute
m nimum" Kevin gave a shaky sigh. "There's not

enough tine for anything other than what | think

kni ghts call desperation noves. There won't be any

heroes comng out of this."
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"Sounds |ike you've gained sone sense at |least," said
a sardoni c voice. "Maybe even enough to keep you

frombeing killed."

Kevin nearly sprained his neck tw sting about in
shock. That voice ... It was only Berak who stood
there, and yet..

"Don't you think the masquerade has gone far
enough?" Naitachal asked the mnstrel

Berak grinned. "You knew what | was right away,
didn't you?"

The Dark EIf grinned in return. "Even as you recog-
nized nme."

Lydi a | ooked fromone to the other. "Wat are you
tal ki ng about ?"

"[ust this." Berak murnured a quiet Word. And... it
wasn't so much that his face and formchanged as it was
that a masking gl anor seenmed to fall away. Kevin
stared. How coul d he ever have nissed how high those
cheekbones were» how sharply sl anted those eyes? And
that hair was surely far too silky to be human hair—

"You're an elfi" Kevin gasped in alarm "You're al
el ves!™

Chapter XXV

Berak chuckled, "W're all elves," he agreed, "all ny
troupe." The minstrel gestured to where they, |augh-
ing, had also shed their glanor of humanity.

Tich' ki wiggled out of hiding. "So that's it!" she
excl ai med. "Cl ever disguises! So obvious, right under
the humans' noses and not one of them ever noticed!"

Berak's eyes wi dened ever so slightly at the fairy's
sudden appearance, but all he did was dip his head in
polite acknow edgenment and say snoothly, "Humans

do tend to see what they expect to see.**

Lydi a snoned. "No wonder Seritha's Power was so
much nore than anything a hunman could naster!"

"Exactly."

But Kevin was still staring. "1 know you! You're the
group who surrounded nme in the forest that night!
Yes, and scared the life out of nme, too!"

"W were trying to scare the life into you, young-
ling," Berak corrected drily. "You were much too cocky
then for your own survival."

"l don't understand sonething," Naitachal cut in.
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"You are very obviously Wite Elves, aD of you, and yet
you never hesitated to help an eneny."

"A Dark Elf, you nean?" Berak raised a brow "And
are you our eneny?"

"No, of course not. But —" Naitachal gave a snall
sigh of confusion. "I really don't understand. Wat
dan are you? What clan can you possibly be that you
don't share the usual prejudice against ny kind?"

"No dan at all, or one of our own imagining."
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"And what does that nean?"

Berak smiled. "Sinply that we are the bits and tatters

of many dans, the outcasts, the ones who couldn't fit in
with all the staid and sonber old traditions. W like to

| augh, to rove, to sing and play our songs for others, elf
or human, and share our joy with them It anuses us,

just as it amuses us to disguise ourselves as humans."

"My Master knew, though, didn't he?" Kevin asked.
"What and who you really are, | nean.**

"Of course." The green eyes narrowed slightly. "And
it's past tine you started thinking about that Master
W' ve been crying all this tine to track you down!" He
shook his head. "W woke, and you were gone. W

reached Count Volnmar's castle, and you were gone
fromthere, too. W went back to Bracklin, only to | eam
you had never returned. Master Aidan has been frantic
with worry. Wiy, he even considered going after you

and the spell hinmself, despite his too-sudden age and il
heal th."

Il'l health? Master Aidan? It was the first Kevin had
heard of that. And yet... with a sudden surge of guilt
he renenbered all the times he'd thought the old Bard

| azy or afraid, remenbered how he'd seen his Master's
pal l or and shrugged it off as the result of too rmuch of
an indoor life. The signs of carefully concealed illness
had been there all along. He'd sinply failed, in his

i npati ence and arrogance, to notice them

Wait, now, what el se had Berak sai d? "Too-sudden
age?" the bardling asked hesitantly. "I don't—

"Thi nk, boy!" Berak snapped. "Aidan was a young-

I'ing when he rescued the king, not all that much ol der
than you. Only sonme thirty years have passed. Even for
you short-lived humans that's not such a vast span."

"But —but he's old!'" Kevin insisted. "He's been old
ever since |'ve known him"

"Ai-yi, Kevin! Who do you think created that spell to
destroy Cariotta? Bardic Magic is a Powerful, perilous
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thing: it created the spell, yes, but in the processA dan was
forced to de up his age and health within the thing until he
not onger had thestrength to do anythi ngaboutit”

"Then speaki ng the speB—

"May restore him** Berak shrugged with true elven
fatalism "O it may not. But either way, you nust
make his sacrifice worth it"

"I will," Kevin said softly. And 1'll make it up to you,
Master Aidan. "But there's something | nust do, here
and now. Take these, please." He gave Berak all but

one of the remaining copies he'd made of the spell. "At
least this way it won't be lost with nme."

"What... is this thing?" Berak peered at the parch-
ment. " Elfish, yet not quite elfish...."

"It is, we pray, the spell that shall put an end to Car-
iotta," Naitachal said. "Berak, if you will permt it, we
will ride with you. And together you and | and Kevin

can set about deciphering the thing."

"Why?" the mnstrel asked suspiciously. "Wy
Kevi n?"

The bardling sighed. "Because the spell's Bardic
Magic. But | can't read elfish. And unless you and
Nai tachal can tell ne how to pronounce the glyphs
properly, 1'll never be able to sing them"

"You!" Berak glanced sharply fromKevin to
Nai t achal , then began speaking very rapidly in the
el ven tongue.

Nai tachal held up a hand. "Kevin and | have gone

over all the dangers. | agree, it's an incredibly risky
thing for himto try. But neither you nor | are qualified
to handl e Bardic Magic. Kevin is."

"But he's not a Bard! The boy is just a bardling!"

"Still, I'"'mas dose to a Bard as we're going to find in
such a short time- And we've wasted enough of that
time already. WII you help us, Berak?"

"So-o! The cub grows fangs! Yes, youngling, | wll
hel p you. And pray for you as well," he added wyly.
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It wasn't an easy deci phernent. As the wagons rolled

and ratded their way toward Count Volmar's castle, the
two el ves spent nuch of the next day bent over the
parchment, arguing "It says teatal" or "No, no, that has
to read sentaila, not sentailach \"

When they were satisfied with each glyph, they
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made Kevin recite it till they were sure he had the in-
tonation correct, then sing it to the corresponding
not e.

"When do | get to put the whole thing together?"

"You don't!" Naitachal said in alarm "Do you want
to trigger the spell here and now?"

"Uh... no. But if | can't rehearse the spell now, how
am| going to know |'ve got it right?"

The Dark EIf grinned without hunor. "Therein," he
said drily, "lies the adventure."

"But | think you do have the conponent gl yphs

properly nenorized," Berak added in what was

presumably neant to be a conforting tone. "Naitachal,
there is one unwoven thread to all this that bothers ne.

"Eh?"

"You say Cariotta is disguising herself as the count's
ni ece. Wll then, what happened to the real Charina?
There was one, after all..."

The Dark Elf shuddered as though a sudden col d

draft had hit him "I think I know what happened," he
said at last. "I.. .just could not bear to..." Naitacha
turned sharply away. "I was afraid to cast this spell
Afraid that | mght find nmyself instead tenpted to drag
El i at hanis back from —I didn't dare, do you under-

st and?"

"l do," Kevin murnured. "But Naitachal, what are

you saying? That —that the real Charina is ... that
Cariotta... that Charina... Powers, what if her spirit's
ensl aved?"

"I thought of chat." The Dark EIf slunped in
248 Mer cedes Lackey”JosephaSher man

resignadon. "So be it | will do what | nust- Berak, |
will need a clear, sheltered place this evening, and as
few di stracti ons as possible."

The White EIf nodded. "You shall have that"

The night there in the forest grove was very dark,
the only hght coming fromthe single small canpfire
built between the vee forned by the two wagons. The
troupe was hidden in those wagons, or out in the
forest, but when Kevin and Lydi a woul d have gone
with them Naitachal called out:

"Wait You, as well, Berak. Say nothing, do nothing,
only sit where you are until | signal you to leave. | wll
need your presences as an anchor."”

An anchor to what? To life? Kevin felt a cold chil
steal through him What if Naitachal was dragged over
the border into death? How coul d they possibly pul

hi m back?

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...stle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (185 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:48 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

But the Dark EIf didn't seemparticularly worried,
though his face, picked out in stark relief by the danc-
ing flanes, was grimand his stance tense. Wthout
war ni ng, he began a chant, so softly Kevin al npst
couldn't hear him Berak heard, though; the bardling
coul d feel him shudder.

Sonehow, soft though the words were, they weren't
qui te obeying natural law. They weren't fading.

Instead, like so many | ayers of woven doth, each new
phrase fell atop the one before it, never fading, slowy
filling up the night, slowy filling up the very air, call-

i ng, denandi ng, sunmoni ng. .

And suddenly they were no |onger alone in the

clearing. Kevin was only dimy aware ofLydia's gasp,

only dimy heard his own sharply drawn in breath.

Lost in a nmix of amazenent and terror, he stared rill his
eyes ached at a pale glow all at once there above the
fire, slowy condensing into the figure of a girl...

Charma' s ghost. ..
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She wasn't as extravagantly lovely as her counterfeit
Her hair was pale yellow, not spun gold, her face
merely pretty rather than beautiful. And yet she was so
much the nore charnming for not being perfect that

Kevin felt his heart ache as though it would break, felt
hi s cheeks suddenly wet with the | oss of Wat M ght

Have Been.

"Who are you?" Naitachal said in the human
tongue, his voice the essence of gentl eness.

*T . . . was ... | am..." The ghostly blue eyes
widened in fright. "] don't remenber . . . Wiy am|
here? Where am | ?"

"You nust renenber. Who are you?"
"I...l...can"t..."
"You nust- Who are you?"

"I can't

Kevin ached to shout out, "Leave her alone! Can't
you see she really doesn't know?" But sonehow he

managed to keep from maki ng a sound, and Naitacha
continued relentlessly:

**Whoar eyou?"

"Charina!" the ghost screaned all at once. "I am
Charina!"

The Dark Elf's head drooped, and Kevin could hear
hi m gasp for breach. After a nonent, Naitachal con-
tinued, his voice gentle once nore:
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"Where are you, Charina?"

"I... don't know... It's so dark... dark and col d..
socold ... | don't want to know"

"Never mnd," the Dark ElIf crooned. "Go back
Back. See the day as it was. The day before the dark-
ness. Do you see it?"

Her frightened face seened to tighten. "Yes."
"\Where are you, Charina?"

"The castle. My uncle's castle. | amup on the ram
parts and —oh, look at the pretty thing!"

"What are you doi ng, Charina?"
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"Leaning forward to see the —No! No! Pl ease,
don't! No!"

The sheer terror of that screamcut Kevin to the
heart. Oh, Naitachal don't'Lei her be!

But the Dark EIf continued softly, "Wwo is it,
Charina? What is he doi ng?"

"Uncle! Uncle, please! | won't tell anyone! You don't
have to kill me!"

"Who killed you, Charina?"

"No, no, there's been a mstake, it's all a mstake. |I'm
alive and —"

"Who killed you, Charina?"

"I —My uncle killed ne! He pushed me fromthe
ranparts when none could see! He nurdered ne and
threw ny body down a refuse shaft!"”

She burst into an angui shed keeni ng, rocking back

and forth in md-air. Wthout taking his glance from
her, Naitachal fiercely waved the watchers away. They
scranbl ed up and behi nd the wagons wi thout any

ar gunent .

"Ch, that poor kid!'" Lydia whispered. "She didn't
even get a chance to live before that bastard —

Berak waved her to silence. "Now cones the nost

difficult part." H s voice was so soft it barely disturbed
the air. "Now he must help her deal with her own death

and at last find rest."

They waited in silence as the tine crept slowy by.

And at | ast Naitachal staggered out to neet them He
said not a word, but sank to the ground, head in hands.
Berak moved to his side, murmuring in elfish, and
Nai t achal nodded. The Wiite E f nodded as well, and
returned to Kevin and Lydi a-
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"I't's done," he said softly. "That poor lost child is
gone. "

Nai t achal continued to sit where he was, black cloak
li ke a shroud about him and all at once Kevin couldn't
stand it. Seritha was already brew ng one other herba

CASTLE OF DECEPTI ON
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teas, and the bardling took a flagon from her and hur-
ried to the Dark Elf's side

"Nai tachal ? Naitachal, it's nme. Kevin."

The Dark EIf slowy raised his head, his eyes enpty.

"H here," the bardling insisted. "Drink."

For a nmonent he wasn't sure Naitachal was going to

obey, but then a hand cold as the grave took the flagon
fromhim The Dark EIf held it for a noment in both

bands, gratefully absorbing its heat, then drank. For a
dnme he sat with dosed eyes. Then Naitachal turned to

| ook at Kevin again. And this tine life glinted in the sor-
cerouseyes.

"Thank you. | was w se to name you an anchor."
"And... Charinais..."

"Gone. Though gone where | can't say. And no," the
Dark EIf added with a hint of returning hunor, *Tm
not bei ng netaphysical. She was a gende girl, but she

did, after all, come of warrior stock. | dare say we've not
seen the | ast of her just yet.**
"What... ? "

But nore Naitachal wouldn't say.

"The best way to be invisible," Berak said with his

usual dramatic flair, "is to be obvious. If we try to sneak
into Count Vomar's castle like thieves with sonething

to hide, Carlotta is sure to notice."

Nai t achal nodded. *5ust as she'd be sure to notice
any manner of magi c-working." He glanced at Kevin
and Lydia. "Now, those two should nmake convincing
enough menbers of your troupe."

"Wth a little judicious dying of hair," Seritha added,
eying Lydia's curly black |Iocks, "and sone nice,
mnstrelly recostum ng. But as for you," she added,
studyi ng Naitachal, "hmm.."

"I amno(," the Dark EIf said flatly, "dressing up as a
dandng girl- Once was quite enough, thank you."

Berak gave a shout of laughter. "AaAo<?"
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"You heard ne. We nmde a pretty group, the lot of
us, Kevin here and Lydia and Eliathanis —"

Nai t achal broke offin nid-sentence, pain flashing in
his eyes. Kevin wi nced, renmenbering the Wite Elf's
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enbarrassnent and the Dark Elf's teasing, remenber-
ing that silly, happy dne that seenmed so | ong ago.

Berak's sharp, clever gaze shot fromthe bardling to
Nai tachal . "Never mnd," he said gendy. "W won't
need anything quite so ... ah ... drastic. Hey-o.
everyone! Prepare to ride!"

The elven minstrel troupe paraded into Count

Vol mar's casde with cynbals clashing and trunpets

bl aring, and sec up canp, along with all the other
groups of minstrels, acrobats and stage-nmagicians, in
the increasingly crowmed outer bailey.

"How do you think | |ook?" Lydia, grinning, tossed
her newy dyed, brazen hair, and Naitachal shook his
head wryl y-

"About as elven as Count Vol mar. But definitely not
i ke that wanton warrior woman."

"Wanton!" She tapped himw th her fan. "I'll give
you wanton, you stage-nagician, you!"

The Dark ElIf | ooked down at hinself and | aughed.

" St age-magi dan," he said ruefully. They had deci ded

to play up Naitachal's dramatic col oring by dressing
himin the gaudi est of red robes, a gold-threaded scarf
draped theatrically about his head and face.

Kevi n, who was dressed in fairly gaudy yell ow and

purple hinmself, wasn't really listening to their nervous
banter, instead, he stared thoughtfully up at the
various casde towers. "There," he murnured sudden-

ly, "beside the Great Hall."

"The chapel ?" Berak asked. "Wat about it?"
"Not the chapel. The bell tower next to it."
"\WWhat ar eyou—Ah. You're thinking of acoustics.”
"Exactly." Kevin studied the tower for a |ong
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monent. It was plain and square-sided, with no w n-
dows save for the great arches at the very top. "The bel
can't be rung. | renenber soneone saying it had

cracked and they hadn't gotten around to getting it
down and recast"

"But that's still a pretty-looking sound chanber it's
hanging in." Berak smled faintly. "Quite nicely

desi gned. Anyone standing in it who decided to start
singi ng woul d be heard all over the casde."

"He woul d," Kevin agreed. "And if | have any say in
things, he will be."

"That officious servant told nme ny troupe isn't to
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performuntil sonme time tonmorrow. And of course the
site of the performance, of all the perfornances, is
going to be in the courtyard. Coincidentally, right in
front of that chapel. Wth its oh so pretty bell tower."

Ber ak and Kevi n exchanged conspiratorial grins.

But even as he tried to act the role of a minstrel
without a care in the world, calmy helping the others
prepare for tonmorrow s show, Kevin's hands shook

Hi s heart pounded so fiercely he was sure the casually
wat chi ng guards were going to hear it and drag him
away for questioning. Berak had sent nmessengers off to
Ki ng Anber and Master Aidan with word of what had
happened, but the bardling knew he couldn't count on
themto get here in time to do anything.

It—+t's all up to vs. To ne.

CGods, gods. he couldn't make a nove until after

dark, and here it was only afternoon! How was he ever
going to get through this day? And even after the night
came, if it ever did, what if he couldn't get into that bel
tower? What if Count Volmar had | ocked it, or set a

guard, or—

Kevin battled widi his growing panic. This was stupid.
After all, the whole thing cane down sinply to this:

Tonorrow he, Naitachal and Lydia woul d be heroes —
O they woul d be dead.
Chapter XXV

There was sone nercy, Kevin thought: at |east there

was no noon this night. It wasn't difficult, thanks to
Nai tachal 's el ven night-vision, for three people to stea
across the crowded courtyard to the bell tower without
waki ng anyone —and without any merely human

guard being able to spot them

The bardling paused at the base of the bell tower to
| ook nervously up and up its height: a starkly bl ack
mass agai nst the star-filled sky. The tower hadn't
seenmed quite so tall fromthe outer bailey..

Don't be silly, he scolded hinself. You -were higher than
that when you were up on the castle tower

Sure, he answered hinself. And | ook how t hat turned
out!

Nai t achal , who was quietly testing the cower door

drew back with a sudden hiss. "Curse the man and his
suspicious mnd!" It was a savage whi sper. "I know
bronze is expensive, but does he really think someone's
going to try stealing a heavy bell ?"

"Wh-what's the matter?" Kevin asked.

"He's bolted the cursed door!"
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Lydi a gave a frustrated sigh. "Can't you cast sone
sort of spell—=

"I'"'ma necromancer," the Dark EIf said flady, "not a
| ockpi ck. Besides, you know any use of magi c woul d
bring Cartotta down on our heads."

"Wonderful ," Lydia repeated. "Now what do we do?**

A sni cker cut the sudden silence. "Hel pl ess
creatures!”
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"Tich' ki! What—

"Here, help nme. This thing is cursed heavy!"

The fairy had stolen a whole coil of rope. "Tich ki,
this is great!" Lydia whispered. She craned her head
back to study the tower. "Now, how are we going to get
it up there?"

Tich' ki sighed in nock exasperation. "Do | have to
do everything around here?"

She snatched up one end of the rope and started

fl appi ng her way up, struggling against its weight.
Nai t achal , watching closely so he woul dn't entangle

her or destroy her bal ance, played the rope out, coil by
coil.

"She's at the top," he nmurrmured. "Ah! She has it!"

Tich' ki cane spiralling down. "That's that- |'ve tied
the thing strongly enough to hold even your wei ghts!
Now it's up to you."

Lydia's teeth flashed in the darkness. "All right, let's
go! Me first, | chink, then Kevin, then you, Naitachal in
case the kid has trouble.”

"I won't —" the bardling started, but Naitachal cut
in calmy:

"Agreed. "

Bef ore Kevin could say anything nore, Lydia was
swarnming up the rope with, he thought, disgusting
ease.

"She nmade it," Naitachal whispered after a few
moments. "Your turn, Kevin."

Just what | need: another chance to ruin ny hands, this tine
with rope buns. Ah well, better ny hands than our I|ives!

He took a firmgrip on the rope, braced his feet

agai nst the side of the tower, and started to clinb. To his
relief, the rope was knotted, giving himsomething to
grasp. But he'd never done anything like this. Powers,

he hadn't even clinbed trees when he was a child, not
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once he'd started studying nusic and had to be con-
cerned about his hands! He could feel the ache in his
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arns and thighs already, and even the fam liar weight
of the lute on his back was threatening to pull himover
backwar ds

Cone on! Don't be a baby! IfLydia can do it, so can you

Hey, he had made it! Kevin scranbled up over the

rimof one of the arches and stood aside so Naitachal —
who al so swarned up the rope with disgusting ease —
could join them

"It's about tine!" Tich'ki jibed. "Watch your footing.
There's only this narrow strip of stone and the stairway
down." She fluttered in nmid-air. "The whole tower's
hol | ow "

Kevi n shrugged. "OF course it is. They never
expected anyone to stay here for very long. The bel
woul d deafen anyone caught up here."

"That is, if it wasn't cracked so badly it couldn't be
rung," Lydia said with a grin. "Lucky us!" She gl anced
around. "Naitachal, you don't need a dear view of the
courtyard, do you?"

"No. 1 sense cast magic and shield Kevin fromit
wherever | stand."

"Fine. Then you take the left side, over here. |I'lIl be
on the right, where | can get a dear shot at any woul d-
be snipers. And you, of course, Kevin, get the place of
honor here in the center." She grinned. "Now all we
have to do is wait."

Tich' ki tittered. "N ghty night, everybody! Try not to
fall off the ledge in your sleep!"

"Thank you, Tich'ki," Naitachal nuttered. "Thank
you very mnuch, "

"You're wel cone!" the fairy |aughed, and darted
away before he could hit her.

It mght not have been the single nost miserable

dne he'd spent; there certainly had been worse during
their adverurings. But Kevin, blinking blearily in the
chill light of early norning, not at all rested and not
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quite daring to stretch lest he |ose his bal ance deci ded
he had to rate this cold, hard, precarious night just past
right up there with the worst

Nai t achal was already on his feet, gaudy finery
repl aced sone dne in the night by his usual sonber
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bl ack, and Lydia, stripped down to her preferred war-
rior garb, bow and quiver within easy reach, was

I'i mbering up her nuscles as best she could in that nar-
row space.

/ wish we had sonething to eat other than a flask of water
and sone bread and cheese, sonething warm Kevin thought
wi stfully. Ha, he added, |ooking gingerly down into the
depths of the tower, and I wish we had... ah... nore
refined sanitary facilities, too!

Ah well, at least it was norning, and the sun woul d

soon be warm ng things up. The norning he would

win or die —No, curse it, he wasn't even going to think
about that, not yet!

"Good norning," he said.

Lydi a snorted. "More or less!" She | eaned daringly

out to study the courtyard far below "At least we're
going to get a splendid view of the whole event. That's
got to be the count's chair, there on that dais, under the
canopy- Now, if only Carlotta will just cooperate by
showing up with him..."

She did. Kevin tensed as the false Charina, pretty in
blue silk, sinpered out to take her place beside Count
Vol mar, who was dad in rich robes of dark red-violelL

That's al nbst royal purple! Kevin thought indignantly.
They really are planning to nmake a nove towards the throne!
Well, not if |I have anything to say about it!

Then he had to laugh at his own bravado.

Not if I"'mallowed to have anything to say about it, the
bardling corrected wyly.

Lydia was right They really did have a splendid view
of the whole event- And an endl ess event it was, too,
with minstrels being replaced by acrobats being
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replaced by nore mnstrels being replaced by —Kevin
fought back a yawn, astonished that he could fee

bored even while he ached with tension. And had he

really been cold before? Now it was hot in this tower,
baking as it was directly in the sun, so hot the bardling
envi ed Lydia her scanty garb

Powers, woul d Berak's troupe never get to perfornf
Kevin took yet another small sip of water, trying to
keep his throat noist. Were they going to be stuck up
here undl they starved or died of thirst? Wuld they
never get to even try the spell that had cost them so
much al ready and —

"There they are.” Naitachal's voice was right with
tension. "Be ready, Kevin."

"I 4+am "
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Bet ween the hopefully fine acoustics of this sound

chamber and with —again, hopefully —his own Bar-

dic Magic to provide the rest, there should be no way

for Carlotta to escape the sound of his voice till the spel
was cast

Oh pl ease, he prayed to all the Powers, let it be so!

In order to nake the best use of the chanber's

acoustics, Kevin realized, there was only one place he
could stand: squarely in front of the bell, in plain view
—and bowshot —of the crowd. If Lydia or Naitacha

failed to protect him..

No. They'd been through so nmuch together already;
he woul dn't doubt them now.

Berak's troupe were performing with all uieir elven
skill, "carrying the crowd," as Berak would put it,
taki ng them through rousing heroic ballads and songs
so light and hunorous that waves of |aughter surged to
Kevin's ears.

Cone on, he begged them You don't have to put on
quite so good a show, do you? O so |ong?

But Berak was a true showran, after all. No matter
how tense the situation, he wasn't going to | eave an
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audi ence unsatisfied. By the time he finally sang the
openi ng notes of the ballad he and Kevin had agreed
upon, the ancient, tragic "Song of Ellian and Tens
that tale of dooned young | ove, the bardling was al-
nmost too nunb fromtension to recognize it.

Berak and his troupe sang with exquisite sinplicity,
barely ornanmenting each line, tracing the words deli -
cately with harp and flute, their every word filled with
qui et grief and tenderness. And the noisy, restless

crowd, bit by bit, fell still. The ballad cane to its bit-
tersweet ending- The |overs sank into each others

arns, their lives slowy, peacefully ebbing away....

It was done. The stunned audience paid Berak's
troupe that rarest, greatest of tributes: absolute silence.

They' Il start cheering in a nmonent, Kevin knew. It's got to
be now

Oh gods, the bardling thought in a surge of panic, he
wasn't ready, he couldn't renenber the words, his
voi ce wasn't going to cooperate —

But then Kevin realized he was doing it, he was sing-
ing out his spell, the sound chanmber anplifying his
voice so it rang out over the courtyard

Yet even in that nonment he knew, fromthe heart of
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his rusician's being, that what he was doi ng wasn't
enough. Ch, Powers, why hadn't he realized this

bef ore? The spell needed nore than bare recitation to
work! 1t needed heart, it needed belief, it needed a
Power he sinmply didn't possess. The very soul of the
musi ¢ was nissing, and without it Carlotta would stil
triumph —

No, ah no! All those poor people will die!

And all at once sonething seened to tear |oose

within Kevin's heart. Al at once he couldn't be afraid,
not for hinself. Wld with this sudden flanme of hope, of
pity, he sang for Eliathanis, he sang for Charina, he
sang for all the good, kind, ordinary people whose |ives
Cariotta woul d destroy.

260
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And magic, true, strong Bardic Magic fully grown at

| ast roused within him Feeling nothing but the fire suig-
ing through him hearing nothing but the sound of the
spel | -song, Kevin was hardly aware of Carlotta's shriek of
di sbelieving rage or the count's shouts to his archers. A
few arrows cut the air about him but then Lydia and

Nai tachal were retaliating, fending off attack.

Suddenly the spell-song was done. Kevin sagged,

drai ned and gasping for breath, only Naitachal's firm
grip on his armkeeping himfromfalling as he stared,
as they all stared...

TTie silence that followed was the worse thing Kevin
had ever heard —because nothing at all happened to
Cariotta.

Itfailed after all. The spell failed.

Al at once Kevin was too weary to care. He stood
passively waiting to die, either fromsorcery or the
spell's own backlash. Dimy, he heard Cariotta's scorn-
ful laugh....

But then diat |augh went wong, too shriB, too high
in pitch! Kevin came back to hinmself with a jolt, shout-
ing, "Look! Dear Powers, |ook!"

Despite all her frantically shrieked-out spells, Carlot-
ta was shrinking. Wthin nonments, though she stil
struggled to ding to Charma's form she had shrunk to
the size and shape of a fairy.

Stunned silence fell, through which Count Vol mar's
voice cut like a whip. "CGuards'" Pointing up at the bel
tower, he shouted, "Those foul sorcerers have attacked
nmy niece! Stop them™

"Have to admire his presence of mnd," Naitacha
nmut t er ed.

But Berak and his troupe were ready. As the guards
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rushed forward, the Wiite Elves swng tent poles |like
quarterstaffs across unprotected shins. The first rush
of men went hurtling to the ground, and the next wave
fell over them
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"Conme onl" Lydia yelled. "Let's get out ofhere while
we can!"”

The three of them scranbl ed down the rope, Kevin

not even stopping to worry about his hands, and set off
across the crowded courtyard at a dead run, people
squeal i ng and scrabbling away fromthe "fou

sorcerers."

We're gong to make it, we're really going to—

"Ch hell," Lydia nurnmured. "Well, we gave it our
best "

A long line of the count's nmen had broken through

the crowd, standing between the three and safety, eyes
cold, pikes at the ready. Count Vol mar strode forward,
pushing his men aside, face so florid with rage a comer
of Kevin's mind wondered if he meant to kill his foes
hi nsel f.

-Logi ¢ woul d have insisted there was no way out.

Kevin, still caught in the power of his own nusic,

wasn't ready to listen to logic. Instead, he did the only
thing he coul d do:

He sang. He sang with all the force of his newmy born
magi ¢ of an innocent girl nost foully slain, of a sweet
young life that was the price of a man's anbiti on —of
Charina nurdered by her uncle, by the count hinself!

The long, gleam ng Iine of pikes swayed as the men
mur mur ed uneasily anong t hensel ves.

"Don't listen to him" Count Volmar blustered. "He's
a —a sorcerer trying to trick you!"

But then one of the guards cried out in shock,
"Look! Look!"

The ghost of Charina, a pale glimrer in the

daylight, was slowy formng, as if called by the song.
But this time there was nothing soft or weak about the
specter.

"Behold the nmurderer!" Her voice rang out, fierce
as a hawk's cry, echoing in the suddenly still air.
"Behold nmy uncle who slew nme so he m ght steal a
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throne! My curse upon you, Uncle! | have cone for
you —and | shall have ny revenge!"

She thrust out her hand as though casting a spear.
Count Vol mar gasped, clutching his chest, eyes wld
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wi th sudden agony. For one | ong noment he stood

hel pl essly convul sed in pain, trying without breath to
cry out for aid. But before any could nove, he
crunmpled to the cobbl estones and lay srill.

"l am avenged}" the specter shrilled m savage joy, and
vani shed in a dazzling flash of |ight.

By the tinme Kevin's sight had cl eared, one of the
guards was kneeling by Count Volmar's side.

"He —he's dead," the nan gasped. "Count Vol mar
is dead."

Kevin and Lydia stared at Naitachal. The Dark Elf
shrugged. "Wasn't ny doing. | told you Charina came
fromwarrior stock!"

"Wl |l now, would you |ook at this?" Lydia nur-
mur ed.

The guards were all staggering back |ike nen
waking froma foul dream

"I was right," Kevin said, "Carlotta really did have
themall under her control. Her spell must have Just
about worn off." He stiffened in sudden alarm "Yes,
but where is she? If she got away —"

"Ha, don't worry about her!" Tich'ki suddenly tit-
tered in his ear.

"But —but she escaped!"
"For what good that'll do her!"
"What —

Tich' ki pinched his cheek. "Kevin, lad, | may not be

on the best of terns with ny fairy kin, but they vhQ still
heed ny nessages. | sent out a spell-call to them to all
of them Every hill, every dun, every fairy cairn is dosed
to Carlotta. No one will shelter her, none give her aid.
She is powerless, bound in fairy shape forever —and
forever shall be in exile!"
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"Uh, that's all well and good," one of the guards said
hesitantly. "And we're not exactly sorry to see the end
of Count Vol mar, either, the nmurdering traitor. W're

| oyal to King Anber, we are!"

"W know that," Kevin said reassuringly.

"But... well... what do we do now? | nean, who's

in charge and —"He seened to notice Lydia's warrior
garb for the first time. "Lady, you' re the dosest thing
we' ve got to a commander right now. WIIl you accept

our surrender?' *

Lydi a strai ghtened, despite her gaudy, dyed hair
| ooking every inch the mlitary figure. "I will, indeed,
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and hold your trust in safety till King Anber does ap-
poi nt a new overlord."

But then she whispered to Kevin, "How s that?
Sound properly high and nobl e?"

He al nost spoiled the whole thing by bursting into
hel pl ess laughter. "Ch, it —it does, indeed!"

"This is all well and good," Naitachal rurnured.
"But what happens now?"

"W get the crowd out of here, for one thing," Lydia
sai d, and snapped out commands to the guards, who,
only too glad to obey sonmeone, began to nake order.

"And soneone has to take care of Count Vol mar's
body, " Kevin added.

"That, | shall do," a precise voice said.
"D Krikas!"

The seneschal bowed as best an Arachnia could. "I
| et nyself refuse to see what was truly happening.
stai ned ny own honor by sheer blindness. You have
deansed that honor, and won ny gratitude."

"Uh... yes," Kevin said uncertainly. "But—"

Abl are of trunpets cut into his words. Acolum of
horsenen came riding into the courtyard beneath
Ki ng Amber's gold and crimson banner.

"Wel |, what do you know?" Lydia said drily. "Looks
like the cavalry has arrived."
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The Great Hall was crowded with royal guards,

casde folk —and of course, Berak's troupe, all wi de-
eyed with excitement. At the Hi gh Table, Kevin sat
with the captain of the royal troop, a strong-faced,
fierce-eyed man who expl ai ned:

and so, when ny royal naster received your
message, he knew no man could reach this casde by
nornmal neans. The court w zards, working all as one.
cast a spell to transport us, nen and horses, here as
swiftly as they could."

"They transported sonmeone else," a fam liar voice
added.

Kevin sprang to his feet so suddenly his chair over-
turned with a crash. "Master Aidan!"

He raced to the Bard's side, then staggered to a stop,
staring. This was still plainly Master Aidan —but he was
now a man of mddle years, his hair and beard only
slighdy streaked with gray. "Iltworked/' Kevi nbreadi ed.
"Casting the spell really did restore your years."

"It did."

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...stle%200f%20Deception%20-%20Bard's%20Tale.txt (198 of 200) [2/2/2004 1:24:48 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20+%20Josepha%20Sherman%20-%20Castl €%6200f %20D ecepti on%20-%20Bard's%20Tal e.txt

Kevin couldn't stand on cerenony a nonent |onger.
He caught the Bard in a fierce hug. Mster Aidan
chuckl ed. "Lad, lad, you're cracking ny ribs!"

"Ch! S-sorry! But Berak told me you were ill. How
do you feel ?"

"Ah, Kevin." Mster Aidan touched Kevin's cheek

tenderly. "Amazingly well, now. Wen | sent you to
retrieve the spell," he added with a laugh, "I never
expected you to be the one to cast it! And you cast it so
successfully, ny young Bard."

"Wh-what did you —what —"

"l called you Bard, Kevin, and Bard you nost
assuredly are."

"He's nore than that," the captain of the roya
guards called out. "If you would. Bard Kevin?"

Bard Kevin! Struggling not to grin like an idiot,
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Kevin returned to his place at the Hi gh Table. The cap-
tai n continued:

"My royal master suspected that even with the spel

of magical transport, we nmight well arrive after dungs
were... ah... settled, one way or another. And since
you have proven yourself a |oyal subject of the Crown,
a nost brave and worthy subject fromall we've been
told, I have orders fromthe King hinmself, may the gods
favor him"

"Want to cut through all the courtly talk?" Lydia
asked. "Kevin's brave, all right, and worthy as they
cone. Get on with it, mn!"

To Kevin's surprise, the captain grinned. "Anydiing to

oblige a lovely lady," he said so urbanely diat Lydia actually
| ooked flustered. "OF course. Bard Kevin," the captain
continued, "you'll have to go to the royal palace to get this
all done properly, but King Arber, in gratitude for service
rendered, hereby cedes to you (he rank and all the | ands

and honors pertaining to the late traitor, Vol mar"

Kevin stared. "Wh-what are you sayi ng?"

"He's saying that you're a count now, kid!" Lydia

told him "Looks like this castle really is going to be
your hore."

"But what about you?"

"Ch, | guess |I'lIl just go on travelling." But a hint of
| onel i ness was in her voice.

"The hell you will!" Kevin exploded. "Look you, I'm
going to need sonmeone | can trust to oversee the casde
guards. What do you say, Lydia: do you want to be ny
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conmmander - i n- chi ef ?"

She broke into a slow, happy grin. "Sure, kid!
Soneone's got to keep an eye on you."

"And |, Bard Kevin," D Krikas added, "will serve you as
wel | ." The bei ng paused uneasily."” If you will have ne."

"I can't see nyself running a casde wi thout you."

"Ch, | shall have help." Hunor glinted in D Krikas
great eyes.

266 Mer cedes Lackey ~Josepha Shenmm
"He means ne!" Tich'ki piped up

"Exactly." D Krikas gave a short chitter, almost a

chuckle. "I was fool ed once by a count who feigned
nobility and by you —a natural noble who feigned
commnness. Wth this little one by my side, | shall not

dare slip into conpl acency again."
Kevi n | aughed. "Agreed!"
"But what about Naitachal ?" Lydi a wonder ed.

Kevi n gl anced down the cable to where the Dark Elf

and Master Aidan were deep in discussion. The young

Bard coul d have sworn he heard Naitachal mnurnur

"But I won't fetch your laundry. I'ma bit too old to be
an errand boy." And surely Master Aidan was chuck-

l'ing and agreeing?

"Nai tachal ?" Kevin called, and the Dark Elf | ooked
up. And for the first tinme since the young Bard had
known him true, peaceful joy shone in his blue eyes.

"Kevin, Master Aidan and | have conme to an agree-

ment | amgoing offwith himto nice, tranquil Bracklin
—as his apprentice. | shall take your advice, ny friend,
and study to becone a Bard." His smile was a beauti ful
thing. "I've had quite enough of Death," Naitacha

said. "I want to try the magic of Life for a change."

Kevin smiled in return. "And may you enjoy it, ny
friend."

"That's that," Tich'ki said in satisfaction. "All the
| oose ends are nicely tied up. Al right, everyone,
enough tal k. W' ve sone heavy celebrating to do!"

THE END
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