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Chapter | Old Friends

Swords clashed together, the hard, clear sound cutting through the cool morning air, echoing off the
castlewadlls. Kevin, once merely alowly bardling, now Count Kevin, Bard Kevin, struggled to keep the
upper hand, but the dark-clad, hooded figure he fought continued to drive him inexorably back across
the smooth cobbles of the courtyard. All around him, Kevin knew, various guards and servants were
keeping abemused eye on their lord as they went about their work.

Wonderful. And dl 1 seem to be doing is parrying and parrying again. He's just too inhumanly fadt,
curseit!

All at once, though, his opponent stepped back and lowered his sword. "Not bad, Kevin. Not bad
adl"

"Not bad!" Kevin echoed wearily, brushing back damp reddish strands of hair from hisface with his
free hand. "Naitachd, thisisridiculous. All we did just now was wear ourselves out. It wasn't working at
ai"

"Hush, now," the other murmured. "It was."

"Oh, nonsense.”

"It was, | say." Naitacha pushed back hishood, shaking free aslky, silvery fal of hair, reveding a
dark-skinned, ageless, sharply planed face: the classic, coldly elegant face of aDark Elf. Only the clear
blue eyes, bright with joyouslife, proved that he, done of dl hiskin, belonged to the Light. Slipping a
companionable arm around Kevins shoulders, the elf added softly, "We agreed that till we had hard
proof no one e se should think thiswas anything other than aduel between friends.”

"Well, yes, but—"

"And it was only atheory, after al."

"Yes, but..." Frustrated, Kevin let hisvoicetrail off asaservant approached, and he wiped his blade
clean with asoft scrap of cloth the man offered him. Thiswasn't awar sword, of course, though for a
practice blade it was sharp enough; the White Elves never did anything by half measures. Still, Kevin
admitted, glancing down at the intricately woven guard, he never would have dared study advanced
swordplay a dl if it hadn't been for this beautifully wrought gift of theirs. It very cleverly shielded his
precious hands, which, ong with talent, were amusician's most important asst.

The practice blade, and its matching war blade, had come from the Moonspirit Clan in gratitude for
the kindness he had shown their deceased kinsman. Eliathanis, Kevin thought with a sudden sharp little
pang of sadness, remembering the proud, heroic, doomed elven warrior, then determinedly blocked the
past from hismind. It had, after all, been over four years since he and amismatched little group of
adventurers, including Eliathanis, had set out to rescue a count's stolen niece and ended up defeating the
haf-fairy, thoroughly evil, Princess Carlotta.



"Naitachd," he said suddenly, "thisisn't all some sort of even jest, isit? Do you redly believe we
can turn my swordplay into aform of Bardic Magic?'

Naitachal shrugged. "Why not? It's not any stranger than aDark EIf turning Bard!"

Kevin had to grin at that. Naitachal was most certainly the only one of hisland ever to harbor alove
of mugic, let done show ablazing taent for it. "Y es, but—"

"Y ou're beginning to sound like a poorly trained parrot,” the Dark Elf teased. ™Y es, but, yes, but.’
Why do you think Master Aidan let me come here?!

Kevin laughed outright. "Because you've been driving him mad.”

"Oh, | have not!”

"Don't give methat look! | received amessage from him afew months back al about you." The
message, conveying the Master Bard's wry tone beautifully, had told Kevin, " A fanaticaly determined elf
with equdly phenomena raw tdent can learn askill far more quickly and thoroughly than any mere, lowly
human. He'safull Bard now, just like you—and he'sjust as much of alet's go have an adventure
nuisance!”

"Never mind. Kevin, we went over thisbefore: Since swordplay hasits own definite rhythm, and
sgnce you are a Bard who has mastered the basic moves quite gracefully—for a human—you may very
well be creating anew form of Bardic Magic just by duelling. And it wasworking,” Naitacha continued
serioudy before Kevin could interrupt. " Something happened when you used the Maadan Maneuver."

Kevin raised a skeptical eyebrow. "Such aswhat?"

"Such asthe fact that just for amoment | found you drawing meinto adancelike pattern | couldn't
help but finish. For that matter," the ef added thoughtfully, "at that same moment it was actualy difficult to
look at you."

"That's because hésahuman!™ came a shrill taunt. "The ugly things are dwaystough to look at!"

Kevin glanced up at asmdll, sharp-faced figure, her glittery wings an iridescent blur as she hovered
just out of reach. By now, he knew better than to retort. These days Tich'ki might be the aide of
D'Krikas, the castle seneschd, but that rank had hardly dampened her quirky, nasty sense of humor. She
remained asfiery-tongued alittle menace as ever; asfar as Kevin knew, only the woman warrior, Lydia,
Tich'las sometime travelling companion and now the castle's com-mander-in-chief, had ever managed to
get the last word.

"Not al of us have the degance of afary,” the Bard told the fairy with wry courtesy, and heard her
nicker.

"Or the nuisance factor,” Naitacha added drily, brushing Tich'ki away asif she was abothersome
insect. "Kevin, if you can do that sword-dance to an enemy, entrancing him into predictable moves..."

"I'd have him," Kevin finished, then shrugged. "It's anice thought, but who knows? We're making up
the rules here, and—ah, now what?"

It was usudly pleasant being a count; Kevin couldn't deny he enjoyed holding anobletitle and
overseeing the running of acastle, particularly sncein these four years he hadn't made any redly bad
errors. People here seemed to truly like him. But there were times when he could dmost wish hewasa
nobody again, responsible for no one but himself. Folks were dways after acount! If D'Krikas wasn't
cornering him to discussin tedious detail thisedict or that, it was Commander-in-Chief Lydiawanting him
to oversee the new guard'stesting. Or maybe it was the castle baker, bypassing the senescha to
complain directly to the count about the quality of wheat (arguing that since D'Krikas didn't eat bread,
D'Krikas could hardly understand the fine points of its baking), or the farrier worrying that the current
shipment of iron was underweight (even though D'Krikas could judge each ingot'sweight to a
hairbreadth's accuracy), or—or—

Kevin bit back afrustrated sigh. First and foremost, he was a Bard, with the music burning in him,
aching to be used. But now that he'd finally earned that status, now that held mastered Bardic Magic,
there was barely enough freetimein aday for him to kegp hisfingers nimble enough to play anything!

And now here came this messenger from the royal court—no. This road-weary man wasn't wearing
King Amber'slivery. Puzzling over just who outfitted their servantsin quartered blue and yelow, Kevin
watched Lydia, her decidedly femae form nicely outlined by her just-this-side-of-tight leather armor, her



curly black hair barely restrained by aleather circlet, lead the man thisway. The woman was a coolly
competent warrior, but she had her rough, bawdy side. And Kevin didn't like the mischievous glint he
saw in her dark eyes.

"That would be Count Trahern'slivery," adry, precise voice said suddenly. Kevin glanced back
over hisshoulder to see atdl, never-human form towering over him, its shiny, chitinous green skin glinting
in the sunlight. D'Krikas, seneschal to Kevin and the two counts who'd preceded him, was Arachnia, not
human, totally honorable and as coolly logica and fastidious as dl that race. "And that ismost certainly
Count Trahern's coat-of-arrns on the man's breast," the being continued. "Y ou do remember who Count
Trahemnis?'

It wasimpossible to read expression in those glittering, segmented eyes, but Kevin frowned & the
touch of condescension in D'Krikas voice: the Arachnia had a seemingly inexhaustible knowledge of
courtly detail— and expected the same of Kevin. "Of course" the Bard said shortly. "Hislandslie due
north of here"

"Indeed. Now, let us see.... Hismessenger carries no parchments with him, nor do any of his
servants. Count Trahern has one child, adaughter. | believe her nameis Gwenlyn, and sheis of what
humans consder marriagesble age. Therefore," D'Krikas decided, "the man has most likely cometo this
castle with aminiature of that daughter, and most probably an offer of marriage.”

Kevin groaned. "Not another one!”

Lydia had come close enough to hear that, and grinned widdly at him. "That'sit. Another lovely,
londly lady languishing for your love."

Naitachd, eyesfull of amusement, gave her a sweeping bow of gppreciation. "Couldn't have said
that better mysdf.”

Kevin glared a him. "I thought you wereon my side.”

The Dark Elf blinked innocently. "But | am! | think a bit of romance would be just the thing for you.”

"A bit of romance!” Kevin squawked. "Naitachd, they'redl trying to get me married!”

"Indeed." D'Krikas, segmented armsfolded nestly, was the very image of propriety. "Have we not
been discussing this matter for sometime?”

"Ohhyes" The senescha had been inggting for daysthat it was high time Kevin found himsdf a
bride.

"Surely you see the need for such athing?' D'Krikas asked in avoicethat said hed beafool if he
didn't. "After dl, you areacount. A count must have an heir, and as quickly as possible, to ensure the
succession and protect his people.”

"l know, | know." For sometime Kevin had been flooded by other miniature portraits of other
unmarried daughters. He might, the Bard thought cynicdly, be of humble origin, but there wasn't a
nobleman out there who didn't think this upstart young count, King'sfriend that he was, would make a
vauable palitica dly. "I understand the whole thing, believe me. It'sjudt...”

"He's scared!” Tich'ki jibed from overhead. "Poor little boy doesn't know what to do. Wouldn't
even know whét to do if awoman was plopped down in hisbed!"

To hisdisgust, Kevin fdt hisface reddening. At nineteen he was hardly the innocent held once been,
but he had yet to learn how to keep his cursedly fair skin from betraying him. "I am not scared. I'm
merdy—"

"Terified”

"No! | only meant that—"

"I'm right, he wouldn't know what to do! Woman had better bring a deck of cardsto keep her
amused—"

"Enough, Tichki!" Kevin snapped, and heard Lydia chuckle. Furious & himsdlf for getting so
flustered, Kevin snatched up the miniature the bewildered messenger was offering. Like dl the others, the
small portrait was far too stylized to show the young count much: the usud perfectly ova face, the usua
perfectly groomed hair, dark and wavy in this case. Kevin was about to hand the miniature back with the
blandly palite refusal held perfected during the last deluge of miniatures, but to his surprise found himself
glancing down at it again. Funny, it redlly didn't tell him much, but there was something hinted at in the st



of those deep blue eyes that—

"Y ou don't haveto memorizeit," Lydiateased. "No matter how hard you stare, it isn't going to
move."

"Naw, it'snot that!" Tich'ki sneered. "He'stoo scared to think, that's al. Doesn't know which endis
which!"

"1 said enough, Tich'ki!" Kevin snapped, glaring up, staring back down &t the miniature, praying to
stop blushing. There redly was something intriguing about the set of those blue eyes, but he could hardly
change hislife because of astylized portrait. Hed giveit back and—

But just then Tich'ki drew in her breath for yet another taunt, and Kevin, to his shock, heard himself
blurt out, "All right, the Lady Gwenlynit shal bel"

Oh curseit all to Darkness, what made me say that? What have | gotten mysdlf into now?

Too late to back down. Everyone around him was cheering, and Lydiawas dapping him joyfully on
his back. The messenger, face wreathed in smiles, bowed and bowed again.

"My master, Count Trahern, will betruly ddighted, my Lord Count. Assoon as| may, | shdl return
to him with the joyous news. Oh, and a portrait of you, of course, Count Kevin."

"Of... course.”

But Kevin couldn't help repesting in silent panic, What have | gotten myself into now?

Asthe days passed, Kevin found himsdaf growing increasingly nervous. What had he done, what? A
betrothal was as good as amarriage, everyone knew that, and by making that stupid declaration he'd as
good as betrothed himsalf to—to whom? The Lady Gwenlyn? All he knew about her wasthat she was
Count Trahern's daughter, and he didn't even know anything much about Count Trahern!

Meanwhile, of course, castlelife had to go on. He had to continue being Count Kevin. Even if it
meant being faced with the most awkward, embarrassing tasks. Like this one:

"Uh... Naitachd."

"I'm glad to see you remember my name,” the Dark EIf said drily. He sat sprawled at his ease,
looking impossibly graceful even so, making Kevinfed very clumsy by comparison.

"Do you... have you any ideawhy ... uh... asked you to meet me here?"

Naitachal glanced about the private little audience room, with its one window overlooking empty
gpace and the bare stone walls that offered no hiding space for spies. "Offhand, 1'd say you wanted to
discuss something in private.” Irony dripped from the e egant voice.

"Uh... yes. Y ou—you've been living among humans for four years now."

"So | have. Bracklin has proved mo<t... interesting-"

"Interesting” was hardly the word Kevin would have applied to the quiet little backwater village that
was the home of Master Bard Aidan. But that very peace-fulness must have been wonderfully soothing
to aDark EIf trying desperately to turn from the necromancy that had been al held known for untold
yearsto the magic of musicingtead. "I—I'm sureit has," Kevin said belatedly. "But | didn't mean to ask
you about that. Y our people don't believe in—in love, do they?'

The bright blue eyesturned suddenly hard and cold. ™Y ou know that," Naitachd said flatly. "No
Nithathil, no Dark Elf, trusts another. No one of us dares. We come together only for mutua profit or
procregtion.”

Kevin winced. "Then human ways must still seem very strangeto you.”

The coldnessfaded. "After only these four years or so of living fredy among your kind? Oh, yes.
Kevin, what isal thisabout? Y ou didn't ask me here for lessons on Nithathili life." Naitacha paused,
studying the young count thoughtfully, and adow smile formed on hislips. " So-0. Judging from the
embarrassed looks you're giving me, this has to do with those happy, silly games human men and women
loveto play together: the not-quite-true flattery, the not-quite-true lugt.”

"Y ou've been playing those games, too."

"Hirting, you mean? That isthe term?Why, yes." Naitachd's teeth flashed in aquick grin. "The good
folk of Bracklin don't go in for such silliness. But the women here seem to enjoy it. And frankly, sodo 1.
It's such anovedty to try such afrivolousthing.”

"Ahwdll, yes, but... it's not amatter of the—the games themselves, but—"



"But of whom | play them with? Yes?1 thought that didn't matter with such frivolities™

"Wdl, no—yes—" Kevin floundered to astop, dl at once aware of the amusement flickering in the
elven eyes. "Naitachd..."

"l know, | know. Stay away from the married ladies. I'd aready come to that conclusion after some
idiot man tried to challenge mefor amiling at hisfat little hen of awife. And it'snot fair of meto tease you,
not when you're being so earnest. Not," the elven Bard added ddlicately, "when you have your own
potential romance to concern you."

"Oh. That."

"The thought does frighten you, doesn't it?'

"Gods, yes" The words burst out before Kevin could stop them. "I—I know I'll have to wed
sometime; that's part of the duties of a count, after all. B-but | never thought, not redlly, that I'd wind up
tyingmy lifeto atotd stranger!”

"Y ou're about to suggest something. What isit?’

Kevin licked suddenly dry lips. Leaning forward in hischair, he said, "I was playing with theidea
of—of going off, secretly, that is, to Count Trahern's castle, so | can meet the Lady Gwenlyn for mysdf.”
He sat nervoudy back, watching Naitachd intently, haf hoping the Dark EIf would talk him out of it. " So.
What do you think of that?'

To hisshock, he saw Naitachd grin. "l likeit. A most excellent suggestion.”

Wha—"

"What better way for you to get to know your lady than to appear on her very doorstep after a
weary journey to meet her? What young woman could refuse you after that? Why, it sthe very essence
of romance!”

Romance, Kevin thought drily. He should have known better. Naitachad, of course, could never
have known romance, not with his harsh background, but now that he'd discovered the joys of flirtation,
hisquicksIver df mind must befull of fanciesworthy of any lovesick mingtrd.

"Don't you think," Kevin began warily, "that maybe we should think this over? It might be dangerous
to—"

Naitacha waved that off impatiently. "What danger could we possibly run into on ashort trip
through civilized lands?'

"Ah—we?'

"Y ou didn't think I'd miss a chance to see human courting behavior, did you?"

"There may not be any courting,” Kevin reminded him between clenched teeth. "And isn't it going to
berisky for you?'

"AsaDark Elf, you mean? Naitachd shrugged. "I've hidden my true identity from humans easily
enough before thiswith long deeves and ahooded cloak. No insult meant, Kevin, but your folk reglly do
see only what they expect to see. So. When we leave, we can't let Lydiaknow what we're doing.”

"Why not?'

"Do you redly want to meet your lady fair surrounded by a battalion of armed guards?’

Kevin held up ahand in wry surrender. Lydiawas an efficient commander-in-chief, al right, far
more efficient than Kevin could ever have predicted four years back when he'd appointed her. She had
most definitely taken her job to heart!

Ahwdl, Naitacha was probably right. What danger could there possibly be for two full Bards
trained in Bardic Magic? Besides... heredly did want to see this Gwenlyn... find out what he was
facing....

"All right,"” Kevin said sharply before he could change his mind. "We need some good excuse. Ha, |
haveit." Snatching a pen from an inkstand, he hunted for a scrap of parchment and began to write. "I'm
leaving anote claiming you and | are... mmm... going off into the surrounding forest to... to..."

"To practice music and Bardic Magic,” Naitacha continued, and Kevin nodded eagerly.

"Exactly. To practice our Art without any distractions.” He stopped short. "“Oh, what awonderful
thought thet is."

Naitacha smiled softly. "No reason we can't include some music in our journey.”



"No reason at dl." Kevin bent over the parchment, scribbling hurriedly. "There. I'll just Sgn it, thus,
mark it with my sedl, thus. A servant can ddliver it to D'’Krikas." Kevin grinned. " Shdl we be off?"

Naitacha bowed extravagantly. "We shall, indeed. Come, my friend, romance awaitsyou."

"Uh... sure," Kevin said in sudden wild doubt, and followed.

Chapter Il The Battle s Joined

The young page stood frozen in horror, listening to the sounds of violencein disbelief, then turned to
run for help. But before he'd gotten more than afew steps, hands clamped down on hisarms, dragging
him to ahdt.

"Whoa, now," amused voices asked, "where do you think you're going in such arush?

"There—the sounds—battle—my Lord Trahern isbeing attacked, and Lady Gwenlynis—" The
page broke off to Stare at the squires who'd caught him, trying desperately to place them; pages didn't
associate much with squires, who were, after adl, several years senior. A stocky towhead, a skinny,
brown-haired boy, adark-haired, dender fellow: Ah, hehad it! "Matt, Garin, Wellan—what are you
laughing &?'

"That's no enemy, you idiot!" said towheaded Matt. "That's His Lordship, yes, and Her Ladyship,
too, having a each other.”

The page blinked. "A—afamily quarrd? Isthat dl it is?"

"You new inthis castle? Y ou must be new if you

haven't heard them fighting before this. Those are two of the most hot-blooded stubborn folk you
could care to meset, and when they disagree—whed"

"B-but they're noble!™

The squireslaughed. "Does that mean they aren't allowed to get mad at each other? brown-haired
Garin asked.

"Wél, no, but..."

A crash madethem dl start. "Now what?' Wellan wondered, quickly brushing wild black hair out of
hiseyes. "Have they started throwing things at each other?"

Matt shook his head. "Not a chance. Throwing thingsisn't their style. They are noble, asthe kid here
says." The squire heditated, listening. " Can't quite make out what they're saying. What do you think
they'refighting over thistime?'

"Her betrothd," Wedlan said with certainty. "What else could it be?!

"Her betrothal," Matt echoed with wonder. "Who would dare marry afierce one like that?'

Garin shrugged. " Someone 'smitten by her charm,’ asthe minstrels put it. Hey, don't give methose
looks. Our Lady Gwenlyn may not be one of those pretty little perfect creaturesthe mingrelsrave
about—"

"Y ou mean, those perfectly brainless creatures,” Wellan corrected drily. "Onething our Lady
Gwenlynigntisbrainless”

"She sureisn't. And maybe sheisn't araging beauty, or whatever they cal it, but Lady Gwenlyn isnt
exactly hard to look at, either.”

"Besides," Matt added, "she's got agood heart underneath dl that fire. A pretty clever wit, too.”

"Right," Garin agreed. "Our Gwenlyn can manage to charm anyone she sets her mind to, and you al
know it."

"Huh. Anyone save her father," Matt muttered.

Angry voices dtill roared and rumbled in the background. Garin shrugged "Five to one her ladyship
winsthisone" hesaid.



"Thisisridiculoud Ridiculous, | say!" Count Trahern, tall and € egant and blazing with rage, was as
impressive as agreat, handsome bird of prey.

Gwen—Lady Gwenlyn Mared Rhona Gwinerya— wasn't impressed. "Ridiculous, isit? Thisismy
futurewerediscussing, my lifel”

"Don't be so melodramatic!”

"What do you expect of me?'Y ou've bargained away my entire future!”

Her father gave agreat sigh, visbly struggling to cam himself. "Y ou knew the day of your betrothal
would comeeventudly.”

"Of coursel did, curseit!”

"Gwenlyn!"

"After dl," sheforged on, "I'm nothing much, am 1?2 Nothing but agirl. Why should | expect to have
any say in what happensto me? It's not as though | was actudly worth something. Except asapawnin
political games, of course. I'm just a—a—cursed bargaining chip!”

"Don't bea—"

"Don' try to deny it! We both know—"

"Stop this stupid self-pity right now!"

“It'snot—"

"l sad, gop it! Gwenlyn, | could have married again, | could have fathered another child—"

"l wish you had!" But then Gwen added, almost softly "1 know you've been londly since—since
Mother died. And I—I hate seeing you aone. It's been nearly twelve years, Father. | wish you would let
yoursdlf find someonedseto love™

She saw painflicker in hisdark eyes, but the count answered with cold dignity, "What | do or do
not do with my lifeisnot your affair. | have no other child, and that isasitis. | raised you asmy heir, |
gave you the best education. | even, curse mefor afool, encouraged you to use your brain."

"Yes. That'swhy—"

"Then useit!" he shouted. "I could have married you off to some doddering old idiot or amonster
who'd beat you every day. Instead, | go out of my way to arrange afine match for you—"

Herewego again. "A fine match!" Gwen yelled back. "He's nothing but aboy!"

"Hal That boy, asyou cdl him, isafull year your senior.”

"But he'sanobody,” Gwen protested, "acommoner without one drop of noble blood.”

"Let meremind you," her father countered, "that he is both afull Bard and ahero.”

"Some hero,” Gwen sniffed. "He was made count just because he happened to bein theright place
a theright timel”

"And knew what to do about it when that time came. And won royd favor, | might add. Gwenlyn,
likeit or not, heisan important politica figure. And | will not have you make us both look likeidiots!"

"ldiots, isit? Hesthefoal if hethinks hell marry me!™

With that, Gwen stormed off before her father could shape a suitable retort, hardly noticing the
squires she hurried past. But their whispers reached her: "A draw, by the gods, atrue draw!™

Why, those little idiots were wagering on us!

For an ingtant she wavered, torn between raging at them and laughing at their nerve. But if she
stopped now, her father would almost certainly overtake her, and Gwen just did not have the heart to
continue the battle.

"We're dways fighting these days, she thought wearily. Over palitics, over castle affairs—even over
the state of the westher!

It hadn't dways been like this. Gwen could barely remember her mother: twelve years was, after dl,
along time. But surely there had been peaceful days back then. She seemed to recall days when father
and mother and daughter were one harmonious, cheerful family. And even after, there had been times
when she and her father had laughed together more than they fought. Days when they weren't dways
chalenging each other. Days when they were happy. Her vision suddenly blurred, and Gwen fiercely
blinked and blinked again, refusing to weep.

7 don't want it to be like this! | don't want either of usto be unhappy, truly | dont. | try to be



properly meek and submissive, but I—I just can't be that way. Father, Father, | love you dearly, but if
this goes on much longer | swear one of usisgoing to kill the other!

How could she possibly escape thistangle? By forcing hersef into a submissive mold, no matter
how much it hurt? Gwen snorted, refusing to lie to hersalf. As soon ask a hawk to turn into adove! She
was never going to fit into the dull little niche society seemed to demand of a noblewoman. But what else
was there for her to do? Marry? Marry thaknobody?

Ha Hed probably try to rule over me like atyrant, the arrogant son of a—

"Bah!" Gwen said doud and, heedless of her finelinen gown, threw herself down on her knees.
Every castle had its herb garden, ruled over by the castle lady, and she, perforce, ruled this one—and
spent agood ded of timetaking out her frustration on it. Tossing her wild black mane impatiently back
over her shoulders, Gwen began savagely to pull weeds.

But dowly her fierceness faded. What was to become of her? A commoner could do pretty much
anything she dared. Gwen had even seen afew women warriors.

Oh, right. Somewarrior I'd make. What would | do, terrorize enemieswith my little belt knife?

No. A forced marriage or acloistered life—there really weren't any other choicesfor a
noblewoman. There certainly wasn't any choice she could imagine that included... happiness.

Surrounded by greenery, Gwenlyn saw none of it. She sat staring instead at afuture that looked all
too bleak.

"Oh no, my lord, oh no, my lord, | shal not marry thee. For | shal bed my bandit bold And live both
wild and fred!"

Kevin and Naitachd, riding side by side through the forest, roared out that last stanza together, then
burgt into laughter.

"Fortunate none of the courtiers heard that,” Kevin gasped out, and Naitachal corrected:

"Fortunate Master Aidan didn't hear that!"

"Oh, yed" Kevin agreed. "I can just see his scowls. Trying to prove Bardic Magic doesn't work on
the tone-deaf, are we? But hey now, aBard can't be elegant dl thetime!™

Naitachd grinned. "Wejust proved aBard can't bein tune dl the time, either! Lucky our horses
didn't throw usinindignation.”

"Speaking of horses," Kevin added, patting the neck of his mount, "it'stimeto give them another
reg."

Naitachal dipped gracefully to theforest floor. "They earned one, ligtening to us.”

Kevin followed, stretching stiff muscles. " There's nothing wrong with the occasond bawdy balad,
and— what isit?'

The df had been glancing warily about, alert asapredator. "Nothing," he said after amoment. "l
wasjust being cautious. Remember how Lydiawould scout out escape routes every time we stopped?’

Kevin nodded. "1 thought it was silly back then. Not any longer." He snapped lead ropesto the
halters the horses were wearing under their bridles, then looped the ropes securely about atree near a
good stand of grass. "There. Graze a bit."

Thejourney so far had been more like one extended camping trip than anything else. Kevin paused,
redizing with ajolt of surprisethat he never had had a chanceto travel just for thejoy of it. Now, done
with agood friend and the chance for good music, the Bard could lmost trick his mind into thinking this
was alight, ram-bling-for-the-sake-of -rambling trip.

Almogt. If it wasn't for the nagging guilt hefdt at up and abandoning the castle that had been given
into his charge—even if said castle could function quite well without him.

Andif it wasn't for the quiet little fact that there was, indeed, agod to thistrip: adark-haired,
keen-eyed potentia bride to whom he just might haveto tie hislife forever—

Oh gods.

Naitachd had settled himsdlf comfortably on agrassy knall, fingersidly running over the strings of his



travelling harp, waking soft, sweet fals of notes. Kevin forced thoughts of What Might Be out of hismind
as best he could, and sat beside the even Bard, taking hislute out of its protective case, tuning it with
what was by now unconscious ease. There weren't too many compositions for harp and lute, particularly
sncethelittle travelling harp had no sharps or flats, but that hadn't Sopped them so far. After afew fase
garts, the two Bardsimprovised a cheerful, deceptively smple melody that sent asmall shiver of delight
up Kevin'sspine,

What of Gwenlyn, though? Did she like music? What if she was tone deaf? Worse, what if she
actudly hated music and—and—

Kevin'sfingers sumbled on the strings. Thinking about your intended?’ Naitacha asked dyly.

Trying not to. Naitacha, what do | do if | can't tand her? Or if she can't tand me?”

"Don't look a mefor an answer! I'm hardly an expert on your human romances. Or on any of your
human ways, for that matter."

" thought at Bracklin—"

"Thefolk of Bracklin accepted me because | was clearly afriend and student of Master Aidan, but
that didn't mean they took meinto their confidences. Besides," the Dark EIf added with agrin, "I doubt
that the matters of commoners and nobles have dl that much in common.”

"But I'm not—I mean, | wasn't born noble, | don't understand how noblesthink, ether,
and—and—"

"Hush. From everything I've seen, Kevin, you're doing afinejob as count. And if this Gwenlyn
doesn't gppreciate what she's getting,” Naitachal continued, humor glinting in hisblue eyes, "well then, she
doesn't deserve so finealad!"

"Huh." Studying hislute, Kevin said with forced lightness, "What do Dark Elves know about human
women, anyway? They're so wrapped up in their sinister plots they wouldn't know a pretty woman
from—"

"Stop.”

Kevin glanced up in surprise a the chill tone. Naitachal's face had suddenly gone cold and till. "Do
not jest about them,” the Dark Elf warned quietly. "The Nithathili are still my kin. And they hate mefor
escaping what they saw as my destiny as a Necromancer— and for denying them my share of Dark
Power."

"They... aren't hunting you, are they?"

Naitacha shrugged dightly. "Not yet. Not asfar as| know. But who knows what may happen? In
their eyes, particularly those of my own clan, | am the worst kind of traitor, one who haswillingly turned
from the Darkness they worship to the Light. If they ever should choose to hunt me, if they should catch

He shrugged again, eyes so bleak and empty that Kevin shuddered, remembering with a shock, this
isthe sorcerer who could age aman to instant death with atouch, just for amoment not at all sure that
Naitachal had quite banished dl traces of Necromantic magic. "Wdll, then," the young count said with all
the defiance he could muster, "we won't let them catch you!"

To hisrdief, he heard Naitacha chuckle and saw life come back in to the blue eyes. "Thank you, oh
great and mighty hero.” The df got to hisfeet, dipping his harp back into its protective covering. "So
now, our horses ook rested enough. Come, let's continue our ride.”

Kevin scrambled up. "Ah, wait, | have athought. We're pretty well travel-stained by now."

"True" Natachd agreed with afagtidious sniff. "And wereek of horse. | trust your lady will have
enough patienceto let us clean ourselves up a bit before you start your wooing.”

"She'snot my lady. And you're missng my point.”

"Whichis?'

"We were planning to arrive at Count Trahern's castle as Count Kevin and Bard Naitachd "

Naitacha raised awry brow. "Which, | takeit, we're not going to be any longer?'

"No. I've changed my mind abouit that. If | meet Lady Gwenlyn as a count, as her—uh—nher
betrothed-to-be, we're not going to be able to be honest with each other. Well be forced to play the
roles noble society ingsts upon: polite, formal and totaly artificial. But I—I want achance to judge her



honestly, and to let her judge me, without rank getting in the way."

"l don't think | like the sound of this."

"Wait, hear me out. We won't enter Count Trahern's castle as nobles, but as common musicians,
wandering mingtrels, the sort of folk who are usualy welcome anywhere but who aren't really noticed
unlessthey're actualy performing.”

"And you think your lady won't notice you until you want her to notice you." The Dark Elf svoice
was carefully empty of emotion. "So you'll have a chance to watch her without any artifices getting in the
way."

"She'snot my lady. And yes, that's exactly it."

"I'm not too sure about this. 1f—"

"It'll be easy!" Kevin interrupted hadtily. "We've done enough successful role-playing when we were
out trying to rescue poor Charina."

Humor flashed in Naitachals eyes. "Indeed. | seem to remember that you made quite afetching
dancing girl."

Kevin shuddered. "Uh, well, we did what we had to do. We won't have to do anything as dragtic as
that thistime around.”

"Count Trahern has never actudly met you, has he?'

"He's never even seen me. Except, of course, for that stupid, stylized miniature his servant ingsted
on taking. And asfor you... well... you aren't the easest person to ignore,” Kevin said tactfully, "but...
ah."

"But four yearsisn't enough time for everyone to have heard of the oddity, the Dark Elf who'sturned
Bard,” Naitacha finished blandly. "The one who was the companion of Kevin, the hero Bard. True
enough. Our clothes ook tired enough to be credible as mingtrels wear, and it's smple enough for meto
hidewhat | am with ahooded cloak and along-deeved tunic. But how are you going to explain away our
swords and these fine-blooded horses?’

Kevin grinned. "That's easy. They're the gifts of grateful patrons. Y ou see? Itll dl bejust aseasy.”

Naitachal shook hishead. Y ou makeit al sound so smple. But | think you're missing an important
point: starting off arelationship by pretense just doesn't seem wiseto me."

"It'snot pretense, not really. And there may not be any relationship unless| get that chance to know
Lady Gwenlynfairly."

"Fairly," the Dark EIf echoed.

"Oh, come now, Naitachd! It'sonly asmall decet, avery smdl deceit. And... well... thingswill turn
out fine, you'll see”

"You hope," Natachd said drily, and swung into the saddle.

Chapter 111 In The Realm Of Darkness

The cavern was dark and chill, far below theworld's surface asit was, lit here and there with the
dim, smokeless, sorcerous blue flamesthat were dl thelight the Dark Elves, the Nithathili, needed. No
ornaments marred the smoothness of the stone walls, no noise marred the heavy quiet. Servants moved
with slent, careful grace through the dimnesslike so many black-robed shadows. These were men and
women of the lowest castes, coldly beautiful astheir betters but expendable, subject to regd whim or
sacrifice. They glanced warily at the regal figure dumped on the obsidian throne as they passed him,
sensing the dark waves of histhoughts, not daring to disturb him, not daring to do anything &t all that
might rouse hisinterest in them.

Another had no such fears. Tanarcha strode boldly forward, black cloak swirling dramatically about



him. He stopped at the proper Distance of Respect, which wastechnicaly just out of reach of thrown
wegpon or spell, and granted the enthroned figure the Ninefold Dignities bow, not quite showing respect,
not quite showing contempt. "Greetings, my Lord Haralachan.”

Haralachan, lord of the Nightblood Clan, wastall, ageless and elegant in a hard-edged, chill,
predatory way, asdl hiskin. Hisskin was dark as hissilky robes, his hair astartling mass of slver; his
sharply danted blue eyes, fully adapted to the darkness, glinted with reddish light. He did not stir at
Tanarcha's greeting; to have straightened would have shown too much respect to this arrogant creature.

Thisambitious creature, Hardlachan thought. Walk warily, Tanarchal.

Tanarcha showed no such inclinaion. "My lord, | was wondering when you were planning to hold a
new hunt."

"When it pleesesme," Hardlachan murmured.

"Ah, of course. But I—and | speak for many of the clan in this—I was wondering when one specific
hunt would be held. A hunt for thetraitor, for Naitachal.”

Hara achan betrayed nothing of hisinner start. That will come.”

"But when, my lord? Y ou are far too wise and cunning to let the traitor escape vengeance. Y our
kinsman," Tanarchd added delicately, "though heis™"

Now Haradachan did straighten on his obsidian throne, casting chill waves of menace at the
nobleman, seaing him flinch ever so dightly. "Vengeance will betaken," the Dark Elf lord said flatly. "Do
you doubt me?

"I?Not I, my lord." But the glint in the danted eyes said otherwise, and Haralachan added coally,
"Do you not? Do you not, indeed?"

"My lord?'

Haralachan rose, drawing Power about himin aswirl of Darkness. "Do you chalenge me,
Tanarcha? Do you dare?’

Hefdt the other give way before the diplay of greater Power. "No, my lord,” Tanarchal murmured,
and it wasn't quite asnarl. "Of course not.”

"Wise" Hardachan settled back in histhrone, "Be assured that treason shall be punished. All
treason, Tanarchd."

Tanarchd's bow of submission was perfect and precise. "Of course, my lord. | never did doubt it."
But as heleft, the nobleman added onefina sdly: "And may the day of vengeance come soon.”

Hara achan dumped, losing himself in brooding once more, only vaguely aware of the wary servants.
No, they were nothing, hardly worth athought. Even Tanarchal was bardly of importance; he could
always meet with a quiet accident should the need arise, or be tricked into outright treason. It wasthe
true traitor who held Haralachan's attention once more, the traitor Naitachal, he who had been of such a
high caste that treason—particularly of such adisgusting, formerly unthinkable form—had seemed
impossible. After dl, had any Nithathil ever considered, even for the dightest moment of softness, turning
from the Darkness that was his proper heritage?

There was worse than the existence of atraitor, Haralachan thought bitterly. As Tanarchal had so
gracioudy reminded him, as many a Nithathili nobleman had been reminding him dl dong—asif hed ever
thought to forget—Naitachal was his clansman, his kinsman. To be kin to such aonewasto come
periloudy close to weakness. While Tanarcha had, of course, not dared risk achallenge, knowing
Hardachan to be so much the more Powerful, héld issued avery clear warning: even the mightiest of
lords could be overthrown were that treacherous kinsman not punished.

Always assuming, of course, that the traitor could actually be located and captured. In al the days
snce the betrayd of his people, not one trace of Naitacha had been found.

Hara achan straightened with ahiss. Enough of thisusdess brooding! "Y ou.”

His hand stabbed out at one servant. The chosen one froze in such wide-eyed, tota terror that for a
crudly ddicious moment the Dark Elf lord toyed with the thought of saving this one for the hunt.

No. Not yet. Fird |et the creature serve amore current use as messenger. "Bring Rudath to me.”

No Nithathil trusted another; such aweakness as trust was the essence of stupidity. B ut of course
asclanlord he had his consort: Ruaath, chosen as much for her sorceriesasfor her caste—almost as



high as his own—and her potentid fertility, so important in a predominantly infertile race. Rudath
specidized in srange, experimenta magics. Sometimes they failed in most bizarre ways, but just as often
those magics resulted in new, delicioudy twisted forms of Power: Power which of course she shared with
her lord in exchange for the politica pride of place he deigned give her.

The servant cringed even further. "B-but, lord, your lady consort isin the midst of her sorceries...."

Aaah, yes, this one would make fine hunting prey. "I have given acommand,” Haralachan said with
deceptive mildness. "Obey it."

Slumped on his obsidian throne, he watched with half-lidded, predatory eyes asthe terrified servant
scurried to obey.

The room was smdll and dank, further below the surface even than the audience cavern; the thin
drafts of air that stole their way within smelled strongly of ancient rock and older sorceries. There were
no furnishings save for heavy, unornamented chests full of sorcerous scrolls and artifacts, seded tightly
againgt damp and possible spies. The only light was cast by three dull red flames from candles of black
wax set in acarefully spaced triangle on the bare stone floor.

Tdl and coldly lovely, Rudath stood precisdly in the center of thetriangle, her dark skin and robesa
darker massin the dimness, her long, straight fall of silver hair tinged asred as her eyes by the candle
flames; she smiled thinly in satisfaction. Before her, abook lay open to apage marked in convoluted
sorcerous equationsin her own handwriting, and alittle ground squirrdl squedled in terror in her hand as
she stroked it absently.

Yes, and yes... the spell had dl the ingredients it needed, or so her experiments had revedled so far,
al theingredients save one, and the small creature she held would provide thét.

Ruaath took a deep, steadying breath, cold blue eyes shutting for amoment as she focused her
Power, then began her chant. The twigting, ugly syllables whispered and echoed through the chamber as
the magic grew... grew. Without dowing her chant, she drew aknife of black obsidian, caught the
squirre inafirmer grip and—

"My lady! My lady Rudath!"

Her concentration shattered. The channdled magic spilled away and was lost. The squirrel twisted in
her hand, sinking sharp little fangsinto her thumb, and Ruaath snarled in frugtration, hurling the animal
asde so hard it broke againgt awall. She whirled on the servant, who sank to hiskneesin abject
surrender.

"What? Speak, foal, or you take that beast's place now! What do you want?"

Head bent to the stone floor, not daring to so much as ook up at her fury, the servant ssammered
out, "Th-the Lord Haralachan bids you c-cometo him."

Ruaath glanced about her sorcery room impatiently. That he should cdl her now, when he knew she
wasin themidst of her experiments, and cal her asif shewas some erring subject! And yet, and yet.,.
wasthis, she wondered warily, atrap? Ruaath never considered that he might havetired of her; there
had never been anything like the soft stupidity of love (she thought the word with distaste) between them.
No, no, just as Haralachan needed her sorceries, so much greater in their way than his own, so he had
his uses. Power, Rualath thought, and for once didn't mean sorcerous strength.

Ahwell. Haralachan's summons was inconvenient at best and amargina insult a worgt, but she
would answer his summonsfor the sake of that power. With aglance at the shuddering servant to fix his
face in her mind for future use (how much stronger the life force of even such aninferior Nithathil than a
mere animd), Ruaath swept from the chamber, which neatly locked and seded itsdlf away as shelft.
The corridors of the Nightblood Clan rellm were as blank of any wasteful ornamentation as the audience
cavern, barely lighted since any who belonged here knew every trap and every safe way. Any who did
not—such fools never regretted their mistakes for long.

Ruaath entered the audience cavern with every sorcerous sense dert.

There sat Haralachan on hisblack throne. Her own throne, ever so dightly smaler, ssood empty
besdeit. As Rudath entered, feding hiswary sorcery sweeping over her, hunting for spells,
wegpons—even as she, equaly wary, was doing the same to him—he gestured to her to sit. So. He had
no intention of replacing her. If he had, another would have already held that seet. Rudath sank with



conscious grace to die smooth, cold hardness of the obsidian, smoothing her skirts about her dender
form. "What troubles you, my lord?'

"Thoughts of atraitor."

"Ah?"

"One particular traitor." Hardachan paused ddiberately, then continued, " One who is—was—of
our clan, our caste.”

"S0... Naitachd."

"Naitachd."

Ruadath smiled without humor. The nobles have been after you again, my lord, havethey?"A wadte,
that. He had shown signs of being one of the mightiest Necromancers our clan had ever known."

Haralachan glared at her, eyeslike blueice. "More than awaste! Do you not reglize what hisloss
meansto us? With dl that Power at hiscdl, he willfully betrayed us, hisblood-kin, his people! He
deprived us of that Power and the chance to use it againgt the humans and those soft, light-loving White
Elves"

"Yes. Thereisthat, of course." Rudath winced ddlicatdly in distaste. "Why did he do it?' she
wondered softly. "What appeal could thewesk, garish light possibly hold for him? And this... music.” She
used the human word, since the Dark Elves had no word for something that was unknown to them; they
aoneof dl theeven folk had no music. "How could he take pleasure, and to such an unseemly extent,
in—in mere sound?

"Y ou wander from the track.” Haralachan's voice was chill. "He betrayed us. He stole Power from
us. Heturned from his clan and honor to the soft, foolish forces of light—and by all the Ways of
Darkness, we must see that he paysfor histreason.”

"Oh, indeed. But how?' Ruaath paused, consdering. "Naitachd is skilled enough in magic to have
kept usfrom tracking hisauradl thiswhile, and by now it has become hopelessly entangled with that of
the humans with whom he consorts.”

"That," Haralachan said coldly, "isyour concern. Y our sorceries are stronger than his." He glanced
her way, elegant slver brow raised. "They are, arethey not?"

Ruadath met that suddenly speculative glance with afirm, chilly stare. " Of course they are. What
would you have me do?'

"Snare him, bring himto us, | care not how. Only do it."

Oh, 0 easily said, my dear lord, Ruaath told him silently. Asif you didn't know | have dready tried,
and failed, to catch thetraitor. Y es, my lord, sngp your fingers and watch the trained animal run through
itspaces. If | did not need you, my lord...

But shedid, for now. The nobleswould follow Hardachan till they found some weaknessin him.
And neither they nor she had found that weakness yet, so: "I accept the challenge, my lord," Rudath said,
carefully putting into her voice not the servant's humility but the hunter's eagerness. "1 shdl bring Naitacha
beforeyou."

Oh, yes. | shdl. Somehow.

Chapter IV Minstrels

"Pacing back and forth within a confined space seems an odd means of relieving tenson to me."

Lydia stopped short at D'Krikas quiet words, turning to glare a the seneschal where the Arachnia
sat neatly folded behind his desk. It was often difficult to tell from that dry, clipped voice whether or not
D'Krikaswas being sarcadtic, but those insectlike eyes were blinking in what was very obvioudy fase
innocence. "Where arethey?' she snarled.



"Towhom do you refer?' D'Krikas asked with infu-riatingly precise Arachnialogic. "Do you mean
Count Kevin and the even Bard?'

Lydiajust barely kept from spitting out asarcastic, No, | mean the Two Lost Kings of the Western
Empire. "Of course | mean Kevin and Naitachd, blagt it! Where are they?"

The Arachnia paused to choose a sugar cube from the small bowl on hisdesk and pop it into his
besked mouth. Lydiaknew hisland needed to egt frequently, but that didn't make waiting for him to
finish his ddiberate munching any eader. At last D'Krikas swallowed,

wiped hisbeak ddicately with ascrap of cloth, and said, "We have their note.”

"Y eah, sure. Weve gone off into the forest to practice our Bardic Art.' That tellsusalot, doesn't it?!

"It tdlsus everything." D'Krikas paused again, folding his segmented arms precisdy across his
chitinous chest. "The creative mind isan odd thing; particularly, it would seem, in ahuman. Suchamind
cannot thrive under close confinement And it is quite true that Count Kevin has had scant time to be what
he primarily is. aBard."

"And you aren't even alittle bit worried?'

"Why, no. Heisnot in enemy territory, after al, nor ishe done."

"Sure" Lydiasad flatly. "He has Naitacha with him. Now that redlly fills me with confidence!”

D'Krikas cocked his head to one side in the sharp Arachniafashion that meant surprise but dways
reminded Lydiaof apredatory insect about to pounce. As she schooled hersdlf not to flinch, the
seneschd asked in what sounded like genuine confusion, "Why should it not? The elf isno longer a
Necromancer."

That's exactly my point! At least while he was practicing that cursed death magic, he kept himself
rigidly under control. Maybe you couldn't quite trust him not to work Necromantic spells, but at least he
acted like aresponsible adult! Now that he's turned into a Bard, he's gotten just as unpredictable as
Kevin."

"Ah. No. Y ou misunderstand. The df isacting like one newly released from prison, drunk with
freedom. It isatemporary condition and does not make him untrustworthy. And at any rate," D'Krikas
added severdy, "Count Kevin isno longer achild in need of care”

"Why, that's ridiculous. HeEs il just akid.”

"Heis nineteen. In human society, that makes him quite legally responsible for hisactions, doesit
not?'

Lydia hesitated, then sighed. "Y ou know it does," she admitted reluctantly, brushing a straying black
curl back from her face with an impatient hand. "And yeah, | guessyou're right. He doesn't redlly need
watching over, not anymore. He and Naitachd are probably off in some nice, pretty grove playing nice,
pretty music together.”

"Exactly. They will surely be back in ashort while. And then,” D'Krikas added with the dightest
edgeto hisvoice, "it will betimefor worry, for then we shdl haveto listen to whatever new songsthey
have composed.”

Lydia, who had heard in her travels some of the atona dronings the Arachnia considered the only
proper music, barely managed to bite back alaugh. "You got it," she said.

But for al her amusement, for dl D'Krikas inhuman cam, a shadow of worry remained to haunt her.

Kevin craned his head back and back again, looking up at the grim grey wallstowering over him on
the equaly grey rocks. "Now that," he said, "ismost definitely awar castle.”

"Oh, indeed," Naitachal agreed. "Count Trahern s ancestors must have led some interesting lives.
But times are far more peaceabl e these days, the logt, unlamented Princess Carlotta notwithstanding. Are
we gtill going to keep up thisridiculous pretense?”

Kevin shot aglance Naitacha'sway. The Dark EIf was completely shrouded in his cloak, only the
harp dung across his back breaking the somber, anonymous mass. "We are, indeed. Unless, of course,
you'd rather not continue with me?”'

"What, and give up the entertainment business?"

Ignoring Naitacha s sarcasm, Kevin kicked his horse forward and started up the twisting road to
Count Trahern's castle,



And, he thought uneasily, to Gwenlyn.

Now, where were minstrels supposed to enter? At his own court, he gave wandering musiciansa
friendly greeting, being aBard himsdf. But who knew how Count Trahern felt about such folk? For want
of an answer, Kevin rode right up to the main gate, amassive thing of heavy oak beams and heavier iron
grating. Besde him sat Naitachd. The Dark Elf had dipped into the role of ahunched-over, submissve
nobody with the ease, Kevin thought bemusedly, of someone who'd once managed to fool an entire
squadron of guardsinto thinking him no more than aharmless dancing girl.

Two great watchtowers loomed over the gate, and the young count glanced up, suddenly very much
aware of watching eyes. So. Herewe go. "Ho, the castlel" he yelled.

"Who cdls?"

"Two mingres” Kevin began, "who—"

But before he could get any further, the unseen guard svoice cut in flatly. " Servants entranceis
around back that way. Useit"

Kevin sat gape-mouthed, taken aback by the unexpected rudeness. Beside him, Naitachal
murmured, "Thiswas your idea." Such amusement hinted in the elven Bard's voice that Kevin said
shortly, "It'sdl right. A little humility isn't going to hurt us.”

"Oh, indeed.”

But asthey rode dong the curve of the castle towers, Kevin couldn't quite quench ahot little flame
of anger, remembering al too clearly another time when held ridden just as boldly up to acastle, only to
be humbled just asthoroughly. Ah yes, but back then held been truly naive, those four incredible years
ago, back when becoming a Bard was only adream and he'd never imagined such folk aswarrior
women or Dark Elf dlies could exist. HEd been plain Kevin in those days, alowly bardling sent on what
he'd thought was a boring errand to copy out amusty old music text.

Hal Boring wasthe last thing that errand turned out to be. What with sorcery and undead and—

"Kevin."

"Ah." Logt in memory, he had dmost ridden right past the servants gate. Standing in the tirrups, the
count rapped sharply on the thick oaken door. " Anyone within?"

"Who'sthere?" The voice sounded thoroughly bored, as though, Kevin thought uneasily, its owner
might bar strangers from entry just for the sake of something to do.

| don't need this. | just want to meet Gwenlyn and get it over with. | don't need anyone playing
gameswith me. Two mingrels," Kevin answered as pleasantly as he could, "come to entertain Count
Trahern and hisfolk."

‘Why?'

That was the last thing held expected. "I... uh... I... "

Wasthat achuckle from Naitacha? The Dark EIf wasn't making the dightest moveto help him at dll,
s0 Kevin said defengively, "Why, because we're good at what we do! We are—we are fine musicians
and tdented entertainers. And | assure you, Count Trahern will enjoy meeting us.”

True enough, that last,” Naitacha murmured wryly, so softly Kevin dmost couldn't hear him. "Even
if it'sfor different reasonsthan you clam.”

"Weve had musicians herein plenty,” the voice continued from the other side of the door, "some
good, some not. Lady Gwenlyn loves music, and so does her noble father.”

Wl now, that sounded hopeful enough. But before Kevin could reply to that, the voice added
scornfully, "So why do we need you?'

Oh, thisisridiculous! "Because, curseit dl, were not like other mingtrels—"

"Clowns, areyou?'

"No!" Naitachd was definitely chuckling now, and Kevin only just kept from childishly kicking the
door—-or the Dark EIf. "We," he said with great restraint, "are true musicians, not mountebanks, not
Street corner entertainers, and as such are covered by the Laws of Hospitality." Kevin was aware he was
bluffing wildly now, but hopefully the guard on the other side of the door knew even less than he about
archaic pointsof law. "If you wish to examine us, fine. If you wish to hold our wegpons for security, fine.
Judt let usenter!™



There was along pause. Then the door dowly groaned open. "Enter," the bored voice said as
though doing them afavor. Kevin bit back asharp retort, knowing all too well why the unseen guard had
let themin. It hadn't been because Kevin had convinced him of anything, but smply because the guard
had gotten tired of hisgame.

Never mind, never mind. Wereinsde, and that'sal that matters.

Kevin glanced quickly about the castle courtyard, trying to orient himsdlf. Theyard, likethet of his
own cagtle, was full of people, stablehands, farriers, merchants, servants rushing here and there on
mysterious errands. Not al were human; Kevin spotted two Arachniatraders chirring and clicking to
each other in their native tongue as they strolled dong.

Huh. Bet they didn't have any trouble getting in.

At thefar end of the courtyard rose the massive keep, square-sided and severa stories high, topped
by lead sheathing. This building would surely hold the audience chamber and Count Trahern s private
living quarters. And those of Gwenlyn...

"That'swhat we want," Kevin told Naitacha and dismounted, tossing thereinsto a stable lad.
Suddenly overwhelmed by the need for this whole business to be over, he strode fiercely forward—

"Hey! Watch it!" awoman's voice snapped. Kevin, caught off balance, staggered on onefoot for a
moment, struggling not to fall. "L ook out, you clumsy oaf!" the woman shrilled. ™Y ou're stepping dl over
them!”

With awild, gracdesslunge, hefindly recovered hisfooting and glanced down to find himself
standing in the middle of an herb garden, some of the tender green sprouts crushed under his boots.
Ayoungwoman in theworn, plain, comfortable clothes of agardener was knedling to one side, trowel in
hand. She was no great beauty: her face was red from work and sun and stresked with dirt, unkempt
strands of hair were straggling out from beneath the faded blue scarf covering her head—

And shewas glaring up at him with undisguised rage. Embarrassed, Kevin began, "'I'm sorry—

"Y ou should be sorry, you lout!™

It was bad enough to lose dignity in afight with a gatekeeper. He was not going to let a—a common
gardener yd| a him likethis. "It was an accident,” Kevin said carefully. "Besides, these arejust plants,
and—"

"Hmph." Studioudy ignoring him, shetried to straighten the seedlings held crushed. To hissurprise,

Kevin found himself staring at her hands. These weren't the elegant white fingers of alady who'd
never done agtitch of work in her life, but undernesath al the dirt they were charmingly graceful and
amazingly gentle—

Far gentler than her tongue. "'Just plants,™ she muttered. " Say they're just plants when you've got a
wound that won't heal and thereisn't any comfrey to soothe it because some stupid idiot of a—" She
glanced sharply up at him again, blatantly disapproving of histravel-stained, rumpled sf— "Of a
whatever you are—"

"A mindrd."

"Good for you. It took me weeks to get some of these seedlings started, and here you come along
and—"

"For thelast time," Kevin snapped, "it was an accident. If you'd put afence around the whole thing,
thiswouldn't have happened!”

"Hah! Y ou'd probably have fallen over it!" Her eyes were the most astonishing shade, the exact
indigo held seen in summer thunderclouds. Gwenlyn's eyes were blue, too, at least according to the
stylized miniature that had tarted this mess, but they couldn't possibly bethiswild, thisfierce....

"What are you saring at?' the young woman snarled, and her eyeslost dl their gpped for him. "Go
on, get out of herel™

"Gladly!" Gods, what sort of place wasthis? Were al the servantsin the castle this obnoxious? And
if so, what oh what could the count and his daughter be like?

"If you'vefinished arguing with the help,” Naitacha murmured smoothly, suddenly a hissde, "follow
me. I've arranged lodging for us. Tonight we are to sing before the count and his court.”

"Wonderful," Kevin muttered.



"Therés dill timeto give up thismasguerade.” "No!™

The dining hall was as crowded as his own, lined with rows of trestle tables covered with white linen
and set with bowls and ewers of dully gleaming pewter and brighter silver. Not ostentatioudy wedlthy,
Kevin thought, but wedthy. Fresh rushes rustled underfoot, giving off aclean, herba scent asheand
Naitachd, the elven Bard till so shrouded in his cloak and long-deeved tunic none of histdlltale dark
skin could be seen, wormed their way through to aplace a one of the lower tables. Sharing the table
with them was amixed lot of servants, merchants and entertainers, one of whom kept nervoudy juggling
whatever bits of bread came hisway and dropping most of them.

"1 hope no one lets him too near any knives," Naitachal murmured wryly.

Kevin hardly noticed. He was too intent on staring at the two blue-canopied chairsthere at the far
end of the hall. "Where are they?' he asked unessly.

"Wheréswho?" ared-bearded servant dtting to hisleft asked without much interest "Ah, you mean
Count Trahern and his daughter! They'll be here shortly, never fear." He looked Kevin up and down.
"You amingtrel, hun? Don't worry. Y ou'E get fed proper before you have to perform.” A blare of
trumpets broke into the last of hiswords, and the servant glanced casualy up, adding, " See? Here they
come now."

Kevin looked, looked again, and nearly shot to hisfeet in shock. Only Naitachd's hand clamping
firmly about hiswrigt kept himin his seat, staring wildly at the two eegant figureswho'd entered. Count
Trahern was atal, lean, handsome man in hisrichly blue, gold-embroidered robes, his glossy black hair
and beard dramaticaly touched by grey. He looked every bit the sort of man about whom ballads should
be sung.

But Kevin gave him only one cursory glance. For at the count's Side sat adender, dark-haired
young woman, her deek, silky gown as deeply blue as the count s robes, awoman with the most
incredibleindigo eyes, visble even at this distance, awoman who—

"Dear gods,” Kevin breathed.

Naitachd glanced hisway. "What'swrong?'

But Kevin could do nothing but shake his head in Slent, dazed dishbdlief. Though her clean-scrubbed
face no longer showed the dightest streak of dirt, though her black hair now flowed smoothly down her
back, that finely dressed young woman was none other than the sharp-tongued, shrewish gardener with
whom hed fought.

"No, ohno..."

With agroan, Kevin hid hishead in hishands.

Chapter V Young Love

Head buried in his hands, Kevin moaned, "What am | going to do?'

"Eat," Natacha said without atrace of sympathy. "Then perform. That iswhat common mingrels
do, isn't it? And we are common minstrels, are we not?'

"Y es, but |—she—|—"

"That isthe young woman gardener, isit not? The gardener who isaso, it appears, Count Traherns
daughter. The one with whom you argued so strongly.” Naitacha paused, then added with just the
faintest touch of ddlicate even mdice, "My, what strange judgment you humans show.”

Kevin looked sharply up &t that, glaring at the df. "How was | to know who shewas? Y ou saw
what happened. She looked and acted like—like afilthy gardener!”

"Hey," aservant two seats to the right complained, "watch it. I'm agardener.”

"Sorry," Kevinsadtightly. "I didn't mean any insult.”



He heard the faintest of chuckles from Naitachd. "Awkward Situation, isn't it?" There still wasn't
much sympathy in the elven Bard's voice. "The sort of awkwardness that seldom happensto nobility.
Only to... common mingrels.”

Kevin winced. "Y ou're not going to let me forget my mistake, are you?"

"Mingrelsy wasn't my idea, now, wasit?'

"At least she hasn't recognized me yet. I... uh... don't suppose you'd care to lend me your hood?"

"And reved to everyonethat a Dark Elf sitsamong them?' Naitacha murmured drily. "Not a
chance."

"Ah. No. Of course not." Kevin shook hishead ruefully. "Sorry. | wasn't thinking."

"That much seemsclear.”

"All right, al right, you were right about the whole thing and | waswrong. Naitachal... what am |
going to do?'

The bright blue gaze softened dightly. "Why not just go up there and confess the truth to the young
lady and her father?'

"How? Without looking like an idiot? More of anidiot than she dready thinks me, | mean," Kevin
added hitterly. "Besides, you saw what happened earlier between Gwenlyn and me.”

"To pargphrase what | said amoment ago, you two didn't exactly seem to be getting along.”

"Hal She hasthe sharpest tongue I've ever heard: | swear, she could give Tich'ki lessong!”

"And you, of course, were the modd of gentility.”

Kevinignored that jibe as best he could. If only he could just quietly sneak out of here... no, that
was ridiculous. Evenif he got out of the hdl, he could hardly snesk out of the betrothd. Might as well
make the best of this uncomfortable situation. Maybe Gwenlyn had just been short-tempered because of
the heat and— and—

"And maybe swine can soar,” Kevin muttered.

"They'reroogting in the treesright now,” Naitacha said. "Waiting to hear us perform. Courage, my
friend. Into battle we go."

Ahwdl, maybe shewouldn't recognize him.

Not achance. Kevin saw her indigo eyes widen as he approached and waited for her to tell the
world he was the lout who'd sscomped all over her herbs. But she said nothing. Probably waiting for meto
make afool of my sdif dl over again.

Wéll, he wasn't about to oblige her. Kevin swept down in as elegant abow as held seen aminstrel
perform. "My lord, my lady, thank you for the most gracious kindness of your hospitality.” Wasthat
suitably minstrel-like? "But now my partner and | would try to repay you, at least to the best of our
humble gbilities”

He saw twin spasms of distaste cross the faces of both the count and his daughter: too late, Kevin
redlized they must be thoroughly bored with such flowery nonsense, the sort of thing they'd hear from
every courtier seeking favors. Wonderful. Another blunder.

Nothing elseto do now but play. Kevin ran ahand over the strings of hislute, then made hasty,
delicate refinements to the tuning; luteswent out of pitch fairly easily. Beside him, he could hear Naitachd
doing the same with hissmall harp.

"The Lover True," Kevin murmured to him asthe df finished, and they broke together into the
opening chords. Asthey finished the introductory measures, Naitacha gave alittle dip of the head, saying
asplain aswords, You takeit.

Good enough. As hed reached his mgority, Kevin's voice had darkened ever so dightly into adeep
tenor that still secretly deighted him. As he sang the gently tender verses, he subtly studied

Gwenlyn for areaction. She wasn't pretty, not by the bland, conventional standards. No, there
wasn't anything bland about her at dl, least of al those incredible eyes.

The eyesthat right now were sparking with something approaching contempt. Kevin finished his
song to enthusiastic applause—save from her. Hers was dow and deliberate enough to be blatantly
sarcadtic. "You didn't like the song, my lady?' Kevin asked wryly.

"Very pretty, mingrel," she said without expression.



"Not as—"

"Oh, please. You're not going to say, 'Not as pretty asyou, are you?"

"l was about to say," Kevin lied hagtily, "not as pretty asthe song itsdlf.”

"Ah, clever. The mingre is more graceful with hiswordsthan heiswith hisfeet."

"I could say, my lady,” Kevin began with a desperate stab at gdlantry, "that | was clumsy only
because your beauty dazzled me.”

“That'srot."

"Gwenlyn!" Count Trahern whispered in disgpprova, and she glanced hisway. "But it isrot, Father.
| was covered with dirt and wearing my oldest clothes.” Gwenlyn turned back to Kevin. "'l hear fase
praise enough from your betters, mingtrel. | don't choose to suffer it from you, too."

Fighting back sharper words, Kevin said carefully, "If you consider my words, my lady, you'll seel
didn't actudly cast fse praise on you."

Dak browsraised in surprise. "No," she admitted drily after amoment, "you didn't. | could say
'how flettering.”

Her sarcasm stung. "If you want flattery,” Kevin exclaimed in a sudden burgt of impatience, "you
aren't going to get it from me. A rose with too many thornsisn't going to have too many admirers.”

"A rose with too many thorns," she snapped back, "retainsits freedom.”

"Freedom to wither on—"

"That'senough!" Count Trahern cut in angrily. "I've tried to make excusesfor cregtive foolishness,
but mingrel, this nonsense has gonetoo far!"

"l didn't mean—" Kevin began, only to be interrupted by Gwenlyn'sindignant, "Father, | can take
careof mysdf!”

But the man silenced them both with an angry wave of hishand. "1 cannot alow acommoner such
h'cense. Mingrel, you surely know you cannot be alowed to insult awoman of noble blood like this. My
regrets, but I must ask you to leave before | am forced to—"

Oh, curseitdl! "But I'm not amingre," Kevin admitted reluctantly.

"What are you, then?' Gwenlyn'svoice dripped scorn. "A Bard?'

"Exactly!" Too late to stop now. "I am aso not acommoner, but Count Kevin, your—the one
who—the one who accepted your portrait.”

"So much for dashing disguises" Naitachad murmured, with just atouch too much amusement in his
voicefor Kevin'sliking.

Count Trahern and Gwenlyn both were Stting bolt upright with shock. The portrait,” the man
whispered fiercely to hisdaughter, "his portrait. Let me seeit.”

"Doyouthink | carry it with me?' she hissed back.

Kevin sghed. "I know | don't look particularly nobleright now. | don't fed particularly noble. But |
can at least prove my friend and | redly are Bards."

Count Trahern raised a skeptica eyebrow. "Do s0."

With awary glance at Naitachal, who looked the very image of innocence—if innocence were
shrouded in solid black—K evin lifted his Iute once more and began the gentle song known as " Quiet
Friendship'sMdody," which held within it the possibility of soothing roused emotionsand dlaying
suspicions. Naitacha added his harps counterpoint to the soft, intricate melody but nodded at Kevin,
sgnaling him once again to carry the words. As he sang their gentle smplicity, the young count felt
Bardic Magic rousing within him, warm and heady aswine, and had to fight with himsdlf to keep the
power of the spell-song at only half-strength. He wanted to soothe the count and his daughter, not
ensorcd them! Kevin saw Count Trahern settle back in hischair, saw even Gwenlyn'sfierce blue stare
soften, and dared asmall smile.

But just asthe magic was taking full control, Gwenlyn shot to her feet with afrantic "No!" Her shout
was fierce enough to bresk through Kevin s Bardic trance. Startled, helost his hold on the song and the
fragile spell, and the music faltered into silence. Before he could recover, Gwenlyn raced from the room.

"What did | say?' Kevin asked in confusion, dazed from the suddenness of the spells breaking,
struggling to reorganize histhoughts. "What did | sng wrong? | didn't mean her any harm.”



Count Trahern shook his head. "Nothing was wrong, save, perhaps, my daughter's fancies. You
sang most wondroudy fair, Count Kevin. And yes," he added wryly, "1 do believe you are who and what
you clam; | felt the power of your song.” Almost apologeticaly, the count added, "My daughter isafiery
spirit; | can't dways understand what moves her. Go after her. Speak with her. Seeif, perhaps, you can
soften her heart.”

Oh Of course. Just what | want to do. Kevin glanced at Naitachai, uneasy about leaving a Dark
Elf—Bard or no Bard—a one among possibly hogtile strangers. But Naitachal, till virtualy radiating
elven amusement at human foolishness, waved him on.

Human stupidity, rather, Kevin thought drily. | don't even want the woman.

But he couldn't very well say that to her father. "I can only try," the young count said evasively, and
st out after Gwenlyn, After some quick questionsto various guards and servants, hefindly caught up
with her on the castle ramparts. She was staring fiercely out into the surrounding forest.

Now, what? Kevin wondered doubtfully. "My... uh... lady."

Sheturned sharply to him, her eyes so wild with rage that for amoment he was sure she was going
to try tossing him over therim. "How dare you!"

"| beg your pardon?"

"How dare you not tell me who you wereright from the art!"
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"What were you trying to do? Let the slly girl make afool of hersdf?"

"No, I—"

"That'sexactly it, isn't it?"

"Why would | want to do athing like that?'

"Why? Because you wouldn't be the first! Men don't like women who aren't properly meek, do
they?'
"That'sthe mogt ridiculous thing I've ever—"

"No, no," Gwenlyn rushed on, "al they want of a noblewoman isthat she not be noticed except
as—as aprizeto be shown off like a pretty, brainless brood mare!™

"1 would never treat awoman like that!"

"Hal Y ou certainly aren't going to treat we like that!"

Gwenlyn broke off to catch her breath, then continued in adightly camer voice, "Look you, | know
| have a sharp tongue. But what other wegpon isthere for someone like me? Y ou don't really think
yourethefirst of my would-be suitors, do you? The others have come wooing my father's wedlth and
gatus practicaly sncethe day | wasborn. But al of them raced away the minute they found out they
couldn't cow me— after each one of them did his best to humble me. And that's exactly the path you
werefollowing!"

“No!"

"Yed Y ou wanted meto make afool of mysdlf soyou could laugh at me and be oh so superior!™

A stab of sympathy shot through Kevin. "I'm sorry you think that way. But | sweer | didn't mean to
hurt you."

"Ohno, of course not,” she drawled. "Y ou were playing that ridiculous false role because you were
trying to make mefed at ease.”

"l wastrying," Kevin said with as much sdf-control as he could muster, "to give us both achanceto
know each other without rank getting in theway. But | can see that isn't going to work out.”

"On the contrary,” Gwenlyn snarled. "It'sworked out dl too well. I've dready learned I'd as soon
link my name to—to adog baying at the moon as marry you."

"How poetic. And 7 would much prefer to hear that dog how! at me than listen to one more word
from Y our Thorniness"

"Oh, bewary of my thorns, indeed!"

They broke off, glaring at each other. "Better to know how we fedl about each other now," Kevin
sad at last, "beforeit'stoo late."

"Much better. And since we do know it, you have no excuse to linger here. So go!"



"Gladly!

Kevin bowed his curtest bow and stormed off, swearing under his breath. Curse the woman, curse
his own stupidity, curse thiswholeidiotic busness! Part of him still couldn't help but fed sorry for
Gwenlyn, trapped in the snare of her socid status as she was. But he didn't love her, he was most surely
never going to love her, and he doubted the prickly creature would ever let hersdf love anybody.
Besides, just because he pitied her it didn't mean he wanted to tie himself for therest of hislifeto
someone who would as soon stab him with words as kiss him!

Now, isn't thisalovely mess? Kevin mused bitterly. 7 don't want her, she doesn't want me, but |
can't smply bresk off thisamost-betrotha, not without offending Count Trahern.

And that would be amost perilousthing to do. Offending such an important noble, Kevin knew,
would dmost certainly trap him in the midst of who knew what politica tangles.

Theyoung count let out hisbreeth in along sigh of frustration. Right now, hed give anything to be
back in the old days, out on the road with Lydia, Tich'’ki and the others with an open world of adventure
ahead. But swordplay or Bardic Magic wasn't going to help him now. He'd once fought bandits and the
undead and triumphed, but there wasn't anything he could do to get himself out of this more prosaic peril.
In fact, Kevin thought dourly, there was only one thing he could do right now. And by al the Powers, he
meant to do it: go home!

Chapter VI Gate Building

Alonein her dark little sorcery laboratory, Ruaath stood along time lost in thought, even as she had
been doing again and again since boldly making her vow to Hard achan about snaring Naitachd. What
was she going to do about fulfilling that vow? She couldn't afford to waste too much more time. Soon
enough the Dark EIf lord would be wondering what she was about, and if she didn't have something to
show him—

Wait. Panic wasridiculous, weak. Take the problem point by point. Naitachal, now... she could not
clam to know Naitacha very well. Even though they shared clan and caste, he had aways been a
Srange creature, kesping to himsalf as much as possible, never redly letting himsalf beinvolved in any of
the convoluted, endless tangle of Nithathili plots, save those necessary for hisown surviva. But even asa
child he had attracted the attention of those whose task it wasto train promising young sorcerersin the
proper science of Necromancy, the potentia for Power radiating around him, strong and dark.

No, Rudath corrected hersdlf drily, it would appear that his Power hadn't been truly Dark after al.
Though at the time he had seemed most perfectly born and bred for the role of Necromancer, absorbing
every harsh lesson of the art without complaint or weakness, Naitacha had most definitely perverted his
tdents.

"Music." Ruaath said that foreign word with distaste, then shook her head. How could he possibly
take such deep pleasure in arandom collection of sounds?

No. Never mind that. Naitachd's bizarre tastes hardly mattered. No matter how fiercely he might try
to deny his heritage, he was till afully trained Necromancer. That made him adangerous foe—but a
predictable one. Other Necromancers had challenged Ruaath in the past, seeking to supplant her as
Haraachan's consort. She had destroyed every one of those who'd dared challenge her. No, the
difficulty would not be so much in fighting and besting Naitachd, but in finding away to lure him back to
the Darkness in which he could be conquered.

Oh, indeed. And how was she going to find such away? With an impatient hiss, Rualath knelt and
released the magical clasps of chest after chest, crouching to rummage yet again through the scrolls that
represented long years of study and experimentation.



But at last she sat back in helpless frustration. Nothing! There was sill nothing she could use! If
Naitachal was till of the Darkness, there would have been haf ahundred strategies she could have used
to snare him. But what could lure him now? What had he become, thisimpossibility of Darkness turned
Light? How did he think? What would he, what could he want?

Ae, but she could hardly come before Haralachan with aninane, "I'vefailed.” That would be as
good as offering him asacrificid knife and lying meekly down on the dtar. No, no, there had to be
another solution.

All right, then. Think. If thefinished, set magics she'd previoudy created were useless, perhaps one
of her experimental, untested spells might serve, instead. But... which?

With asudden snarl of impatience, Rualath got to her feet, Sraightening her robeswidi brusque
hands. If her mind refused to help her here, perhaps a change of scene—and just possibly abrief hunt
should some prey, animal or servant, cross her path—would clear her thoughts.

Rudath silently prowled the chill, dark caverns of her lord's realm, seeing no one, hearing no one.
But then she stopped with a soft, startled hiss, staring into utter blackness that even Nithathil sght could
not pierce, her every magica sense dert and on guard. Another was here, another sood silent in the
darkness. Why? A threat? Rualath drew defensive Power to her, ready to cast.

"l anaone" A shrouded figure moved dightly forward, just enough for Rudath to see it assumethe
posture of Courteous Submission to an Equal: arms out from sides to show no weagpons hidden, palms
held parallé to the stone floor to show no spells being worked.

Ha, she knew the auraof thisone. "Tanarchd. What do you want?"

If he was surprised at the ease with which sheld identified him, he showed no sign, calmly pushing
back the hood of his cloak to meet her gaze. "1 am overcome with admiration,” he said.

"Meaning?'

"Y our sorcerous skill. And strength of will. | would not have the courage to experiment with Power
asyou do."

"Y ou would not have thetaent,” Rudath said flatly. "I ask again: what do you want?'

"What do you want? So much Power, so much talent... what do you want, Rualath?’

Sheraised a skeptica brow. "I am consort to our ruler, free to work whatever experiments | wish.
What more could | want?'

Histeeth flashed in the darknessin apredatory grin. "I hardly expect one such asyou to show
weskness."

"Wegkness!"

Tanarcha kept his palmsflat and outstretched. "1s not innocence aweakness?”'

Ruaath gave asharp little laugh of contempt. "Don't attempt to condescend, Tanarchd.”

"Never that. Not to someone who just might remember those who knew her before she... ah, but
you surely have no desire to ascend the throne.”

"Thethroneisdready occupied,” she reminded him reflexively, but the faintest spark of darm
shocked through her. Wasthis agenuine attempt at an dliance? Did Tanarchad truly mean to help her
overthrow Hardachan? No Nithathil aided another without an ulterior motive: did Tanarcha see himsdlf
asthe power behind the throne? Or... could he aready have made some manner of aliance with
Haralachan? Wasthisatrgp? A test of her loyaty? There was never aNithathili plot laid without a dozen
interlacing possibilitiesand pevils.

Hara achan is so much more powerful than this ambitious youngster, Ruaath reasoned coldly. He
holds the support | do not yet command and Tanarcha never will. Ambition and inexperience are
perilous companions.

S0, then. Better Haralachans dangerous arrogance than the need to forever be watching her back
without respite that would come with an dliance with Tanarchdl.

"No," she said doud. "Find another tool." Hissmiled thinned ever so dightly. "A chalenge?' "Againgt
you?' Ruaath let contempt flavor her words ever so delicately. "No."

He bowed shortly, rdlief just barely velled, hiswary gaze never leaving her facejust in case she
might choose to attack without formal warning, then he backed away into shrouding blackness. Ruaath



stood with predatory patience for along whiletill she was sure shewasin no peril from his sudden
ambush, then walked away with dow, studied grace, radiating total lack of concern with every step. It
wasn't acomplete act: since he had forgone attack here and now, there wasn't any redl threat from
Tanarcha; he knew aswell as she that she wouldn't betray him to Haralachan. No, if Haradlachan wasn't
strong enough to hold off Tanarcha or any other would-be usurper without help, then he didn't deserve
to keep the throne.

Ahh, yes. But if Haralachan continued to hold power, then the problem of Naitacha remained
unsolved. Rualath let out her bresth in along sigh, and turned back towards her sorcery study, part of her
mind forever wary against possible danger, the rest contemplating magic. There must be asolution, there
must!

Haraachan dowly lowered the smdll, intricately cut gemstone from hiseye, letting it fall back on the
thin chain about his neck. So, and so... interesting. Interesting that Ruaath should choose to cleaveto
him. She must have been sorely tempted for amoment; he was very much aware of her ambition, just as
he was aware that she knew only too well that with him rested political might.

For now, whispered ady corner of hismind, and Haralachan's lipstightened ever so dightly. Yes.
For now. For now and for aslong as he wished to hold that power. Tanarchal? Now and again a
Tanarcha arose, more willfulness than sense. Others before him had come and gone. And Tanarchd, in
turn, would someday serve hislord and the Darknessin the hunt or on the dtar. In the meantime,
Haralachan would et him live, for the possibility of that future :i entertainment.

Ruaath, though. There was a degper threat—but aso the greater promise of excitement: long
Nithathili I lives soon led into boredom without the thrill that came from such potentia danger from such
intimate companions. Haradachan smiled languoroudy, coldly. If shefailed him now, in the matter of
Naitacha, he would, of course, take her life. If she succeeded, why then, she became dl the more
dangerousto his security— and al the more exciting.

Entering her study, Rudath barred the door with acommanding wave of her hand, then, safely
aone, fel back againgt awall. Ignoring the coldness of the stone stedling through her, she sood grimly
hunting through her mind, remembering every sorceroustest shed ever made, finding and anayzing and
rejecting concept after concept, until... until...

Hal, yes The answer hit her so suddenly Ruaath straightened as though she'd been dapped, nearly
cried out in startled triumph. Y es, oh yes, indeed! Pausing only long enough to will her thoughts to proper
coolness, she sent amentd call.

"Yes" came Hardachan's cool answer. "What?'

"l haveanintriguing littletaeto tdl you."

"Wdl?What?'

"Deding with our wandering traitor. May | join you?'

"In the audience cavern, yes. Now."

He broke the mental contact so brusquely Ruaath bared her teeth in asilent snarl. Oh, shed truly
named him arrogant! How dare he summon her as though she were nothing more than an erring dave?
And forcing her to meet him in such a public place—Hara achan was most surely making certain she
didn't darefail him, not with potential witnesses certain to be dl about.

"l will not fail," Ruaath promised softly. "And may the day come when you regret that fact.”

Her walk smooth and deliberate as a predator's stalk, she returned to where Haralachan sat at ease
on his obsidian throne and paused amoment to study him. Ah, what an image he presented. Hislong legs
were outstretched and crossed at the ankle, the lazy pose contrasting sharply with the darkness half
hiding his lean form and the waves of cold, casud Power radiating from him.

Savethetricks, Rudath thought wryly. I've seen them all before.

"Well, my dear consort?' Haralachan asked with ddlicate irony, looking at her over steepled fingers.
"What have you?'

Rudath smiled dowly. "As| hinted, | have an intriguing little solution to our... problem.”

"Naitachd, you mean. What?'

"Ah, then you areinterested, my lord?"



His eyesflickered with impatience, glinting red in the dim light above the e egant hands, but
Haradachan's coldly perfect face remained impassive as stone. " Speak."

"l cal my magica creation Smply aGate Spell.”

"There have been other Gates"

Rudath narrowly kept from frowning at the casual scornin hisvoice. "Of course there have," she
replied smoothly, "but none quite like this."

"Ah?How s0?'

"ThisGate," Ruaath purred, "shdl be a sorcerous doorway, yes, but it shall,” if the magic works
correctly, she added wryly to hersdlf, "be keyed specificaly to Naitachd. It will be designed to snare him
the moment he passes through the Gate, or even too near to it, and pull him, helplessasadave, straight
into our arms.”" She paused with adight smile, just barely keeping it from turning into atriumphant grin.
"Doesthat intrigue you, my lord?"

Even though hisface still showed not the dightest trace of emotion, Ruaath saw the mingled relief
and caution glint in hiseyes. Yes, my lord, she purred silently, respect me. Fear me, even.

Oh, granted, the Gate Spdll was till very much in the experimentd stage, with agood ded of
potentia for its going wrong or failing atogether. Ruaath admitted to hersdlf that she hadn't yet been able
to send arat through the Gate she had created in tests without the whole thing shattering uselessy. But
showing hersdf asfaliblein any way before Hard achan would be worse than inane: it would be suicidd.

And that, Ruadath told hersdf, | most certainly am not. Asfar as Hardachan may know, my spells
never fall.

"Yes," Hardachan said at last. "It doesintrigue me. Go, my good Rualath. Begin your spell. The
traitor shdl beoursat last™

Y es, he shal, my meodramatic consort. But when heis snared, Rudath thought with an inner amile,
the glory of that snaring, when noneelsein al your relm could catch him, shal al be mine.

Chapter VII Pilgrimage

"How dare you!" Count Trahern thundered at his daughter where they stood aone on the castle
ramparts. "How dare you act like that to such an important guest!"

"He brought it on himsef!" Gwenlyn countered fiercely.

"Don't argue with me! How dare you act like such a—a—a— Bah! | can't even find the words!"

"Like aspoiled child? Gwenlyn shouted back. "How ese did you expect meto act? Y ou've been
treting melikeachild!"

"Nonsensg!”

"Oh, isit? Can you actudly claim you gave me a chanceto act like an adult anywhere aong the
way?'

"Of course| have, curseit!”

"Y ou most certainly havenot!" Glaring a her father, Gwenlyn continued, " All through thisridiculous
non-courtship and non-betrothd | haven't had asay in anything! Y ou've been busly trying to force me
into what you want me to be, what you want meto do, asif | couldn't be trusted to make my own
decisond” That's not quite true, part of her mind inssted, up till now he's dways et you be your own
person. Oh, indeed. Till now. Suddenly furious at hersdlf for feding aridiculous urge to weep, Gwenlyn
shrieked ingteed, "1 will not be your helpless, mindlessdavel™

"You arent adave, you littleidiot, you're my daughter! And as my daughter, you will do as| say!"

"And that iswhat? Are you redly going to command meto marry that lout?"

"Y ou will marry that 'lout, as you so stupidly call him, or anyone ese | order you to wed!"



"Hal Rather than beforced into atrap likethat, | would sooner stay amaid alonetill theday | die!™

"That isnot one of your options, girl," Count Trahern said darkly. "Y ou are my only heir, and the
family line must continue through you. likeit or not, you must marry. Y ou will marry—and the man you
wed will be Count Kevin!™

"It will not!"

"Dammit, Gwenlyn, siop answering back!"

"How can | keep quiet? Thisismy life you'd bargain away!"

Count Trahern glanced heavenward with an angry sigh. "Why?" he asked unseen forces. "Other
fathers have nice, sengible, dutiful children. Why was | given such asharp-tongued, sharp-willed,
hopelesdy stubborn creature instead?’

"I'm my father's daughter,” Gwenlyn snarled.

The count lowered his head at that to glare at her. "Weve been over dl this ground before.”

"Gods, yes! Look you, of course | know I'll have to marry. But—Dbut can't | have any say inthe
metter?'

"I've given you too much say, there's the problem! Stop shrieking at me like aservant just for a
moment and start thinking like my daughter, like the heir of acount. Count Kevinishighin theroya
favor. You know it aswell asl. Heisfar, far too vauable an dly to offend—ha, yes, and yet you've
aready managed to drive him away!"

"Heleft of hisown accord.” That isn't quitetrue, ether, her mind ingsted. You redly didn't give him
much of achanceto stay. And... he hadn't seemed like such abad sort, not as bad as the others, surely;
his face hadn't been a minstrelsimage of handsomeness, but his eyes had been so full of lifeand
friendliness—

Not that shed given him much of achanceto befriendly.

"It'shisown fault,” Gwenlyn muttered, as much to hersdlf asher father. "If only he hadn't tried that
ridiculous masguerade, if only held been honest with me from the start, maybe—" She brought herself up
short. "That's neither here nor there. | am not going to marry him, and therésan end to it"

"Thereisnottheendtoit at al!" Count Trahern caught his breath with an audible gasp. "L ook you, |
could have married you off long before this. Y ou could have been wed to an old man or acruel onelong
before you'd reached the age of consent. But no, | cared for your welfare, | waited till you were old
enough to—yes, to have some say in the matter. Bah! | wasafool!"

"That'sridiculous Why—"

"Dontinterrupt! | let you regject suitor after suitor—"

"Because each one was worse than the next, and you know it! They didn't want awife, not one of
that glittering, empty-brained lot, they wanted a—a showpiece, apretty creature who could breed them
heirs and keep her mouth shut!”

"And keeping your mouth shut is something you've never been ableto do!" the count snapped. "1 tell
you, Count Kevin is known as agood, land young man, aBard—and | will not have you turn down
someone who hasthe King's own ear!”

"That'sthe heart of it, isn't it?" Gwenlyn shouted back. "Y ou don't care about whether or not I'd be
happy, not anymore. Oh no, you're so dazzled by the thought of possible roya favor spreading your way
you can't seewhat'sright in front of your nose!"

"And what, pray tell," her father said in adangeroudy low voice, "isthat?"

"Don't you know? Y ouvefdlen so madly inlove with theidea of having Count Kevinin thefamily
that you refuse to see the truth: he's a—a stupid, arrogant nobody | And no matter what you do or say, |
will not marry him!*

"Enough of thisnonsensel” the count roared. ™Y ou will marry Count Kevin, you will not answer me
back— and you are going on alittle journey, right now!"

Before Gwenlyn could do more than gasp in surprise, her father grabbed her by the wrist, dragging
her after him as he shouted for his servants. Asthey came scurrying up to bow and stare in astonishment,
Count Trahern told them fiercely, "My daughter is about to leave on a pilgrimage to the retreat of Saint
Verdain for aperiod of meditation.”



It was atrip commonly made by brides-to-be. Asthe servants buzzed in surprise and excitement,
Gwenlyn opened her mouth, shut it again, so overcome with fury and shock she couldn't say anything
coherent. Her father glared at her, tightening his grip on her wrist so much the tears came to her eyesand
choked off any possible protests. "Y ou will do as1 say," he whispered. "Isthat understood? Y ou will
return in amore suitable frame of mind. Isthat understood? Y ou will return in a more suitable frame of
mind—or, by al the gods, you are not to return here at dl!"

The day was cool and clear, with just enough of agentle breeze to keep off any annoying insects,
and the sweet smdl| of spring was all around. Gwenlyn, Sitting on her smooth-striding pafrey, surrounded
by her fathers guards, atimid maidservant on amule beside her, was fuming. She knew that had thisbeen
any other outing—even though her father had put repulsive Captain Degalth in charge—she probably
would have been enjoying hersalf immensdly. But how could she possibly enjoy being forced into a
journey she didn't want to take? A journey which was going to end in her being trapped into making a
decison she didn't want to make?

How could he do thisto me? How could Father virtualy send meinto exile?

Eadly. Heredly had been amazingly tolerant up till now, alowing her to refuse any and al suitors.
Gwenlyn admitted that freely; any other noble's daughter would never have had so much freedom. That
was what had made his sudden decision that Count K evin was the one she'd wed and no argument about
it so gartling. Gwenlyn shook her head in frustration. Did her father really expect her to return home
nicely humbled, al ready to be married off to whomever Daddy picked?

Hal Not a chance of that!

But at the same time, Gwenlyn uncomfortably knew there redly wasn't much of an dternative. Short
of taking rligious ordersat St. Verdain's, of course. And | can hardly see mysdlf asacloistered holy
woman! Gods, no, I'd have even less freedom there than | would as awife.

Her restlessnesswas communicating itself to her palfrey, which had begun pacing nervoudy, and for
atime Gwenlyn had to turn dl her attention to the horse, welcoming the distraction.

"My lady?' one of the guards asked warily. "Would you like one of usto take the reins?”

"No!" Gwenlyn snapped, and told the palfrey with hands and body to behave itsdlf now. Thelast
thing she wanted was to have even thislast tiny bit of sdf-reliance taken from her by overly solicitous
guards.

Oh, curseit dl, I'm not against marriage, not to someone | could love, or at least like and
respect—but can't | have achanceto live my own life at least alittle first? I've never actually done
anything, not on my own, not as my own, individual self. Am | never going to have achanceto do
anything interesting before | wind up going from count's daughter to count's wife?

Am | never going to have any adventuresat al?

Surrounded by the splendid spring day and the attentive guardsin their blue and gold livery and
glittering mail, Gwenlyn brooded.

Captain Degdth, solid, solid, and totaly without imagination, glanced uneesily Sdeways at hisnoble
employer sdaughter. At least the sharp-tongued creature had fallen silent—for the moment—abut it was
just amatter of time before she attacked again, making things miserable for him. It wasn't hisfault Count
Trahern had decided to send the little shrew off to St. Verdaing! If it had been up to him, Degalth thought
angrily, he would have had her sent off gagged and bound.

A woman has no business acting like this, thinking for hersdf and trying to lead her own life. What
garbage! Everyone knows no woman can act or think aswell asaman—they just aren't up to it, the
delicate things. Childbearing, that's what they're made for. And that's what my Lady Gwenlyn needs, too:
ahusband to keep her in line and ababy or two. That'll settle her right down.

But of course he didn't dare say anything like that to her. Even though it grated to act properly
humble to amere snip of agirl, Degdth had no intention of getting Count Trahern angry a him. Even
though he secretly thought the count afool for giving his daughter aboy's educetion, letting the girl get
such high-and-mighty ideas as freedom and independence into her sharp-tongued head.

Asthough she was aware of histhoughts, Gwenlyn glanced quickly hisway. Degdth grit histeeth.

"lssomething wrong, my lady?"



"Nothing," she snapped, "save for thiswhole journey,” and turned just as quickly away.

Bethat way, Degdth told her slently. Keep up the shrewish behavior, my lady. And dl my
sympathies to Count Kevin or any other man who's unfortunate enough to be stuck with you.

Theway Degdth wasright now. Suddenly he knew he couldn't bear having the hot-tempered girl on
his hands one moment longer than he had to. Standing in the stirrups, Degalth studied the way ahead. If
they stayed on this broad main road, they would have a perfectly safe, perfectly dull ride, and it would
take severad daysto reach St. Verdain s. But there was another route through the forest looming up on
their left. Granted, it wasn't aswide or comfortable, and technically not as safe as the main road—buit it
was most definitely ashortcut that would take at |east two days off their journey.

Why not try it? Degdth mused. After dl, it'snot really dangerous; | wouldn't ddliberately take Count
Trahern's daughter into peril. But there aren't any animals big enough to threaten armed men, and there
haven't been any banditsin these partsfor years.

Gwenlyn was snapping at one of the guards who wastrying to take the reins from her. Degdth
looked at her stormy eyes and nodded.

That did it. The shorter forest route it was!

He saw Gwenlyn straighten in her saddle. " Captain Degdth, where are we going?"

"Why, to theretreat of St. Verdain, my lady!"

"Don't patronize me, Captain Degdth. Why are we leaving the main road?”

Thisisamore direct routeto St. Verdain's, my lady. | know it's not quite as broad or flat asthe
main road, but I've travelled it before, and | assure you it's quite safe and comfortable.”

Gwenlyn s gaze was sharp and wary. Hell, she was going to order him back onto the main road, he
knew it. But then she sighed and shrugged. ™Y ou would know that better than I. So beit.”

Hadtily, before she could change her mind, Degdth led the way into the forest, his horse picking its
wary way down the narrow trail. It was cool in here, and dim, with isolated sparkles of sunlight; so much
ancient leaf mold carpeted the ground their horses hoofs thumped dully rather than clopping. Degath
glanced back to see how Gwenlyn was doing, and was astonished to see her actudly smiling, her face for
once empty of anger. Asabird darted by overhead, trilling, shelooked up sharply with alittle cry of
ddlight.

Shelikesitinhere! | bet shethinksit'sal pretty birds and deer and—

A branch dapped him full in the face. Clawing free, spitting out leaves, Degdth could have sworn he
heard Gwenlyn chuckle, and only barely managed to stifle a curse. The sooner hewasrid of this affliction
of agirl, the happier hed be! Pulling leaves and twigs out of hishelm, he Sgndled afaster paceto the
others.

They rode on in slence for what Degdth guessed was quite awhile, though it was difficult to judge
time when you couldn't redlly see the sun. He was just beginning to wonder if they should stop to let
Gwenlyn rest—though she seemed to be holding up aswell as any of the men—when one of the guards
forced his horse up through the bushesto Degalth's side.

"Uh, Captain,” he murmured, "don't want to darm the lady, but... well... | could swear someone's
watching us™"

"Nonsense. Who's going to watch us, adeer?’

"Wdl.."

"Look, therésno oneliving in the forest, not around here anyhow, not even a peasant.”

"Bandits—"

"There have been no banditsin thisregion for years,” Degath snapped. "Now get back to your place
and keep your mouth shut before you start scaring the lady!™

Not that alittle thing like bandits are going to scare thislady, Degdth thought. Naw, nothing short of
the end of the world would bother someonelike her.

But suddenly it wasthe end of theworld for him. Asthe arrow dammed into his chest, hitting just
above the edge of hismail shirt, Degdth had time only for one quick, last, regretful, Oh hell, looks like the
guard wasright.

And then there was nothing to think about at all.



For one bewildered moment, Gwenlyn thought Captain Degath had somehow simply managed to
fal off hishorse. Then she caught aquick glimpse of the arrow, the blood, while dl around her, the
guards were whipping out their swords and suddenly men were shouting, screaming as arrows cut them
down. Her maidservant was screaming, too, along, shrill shrieking that hurt her earstill it was abruptly
cut short. Gwenlyn fought her terrified horse, just barely keeping the saddle as it bucked and plunged.
The young woman turned her head thisway and that, trying to find away out, seeing only death and
blood. There were wild-eyed, savage faces al around her, cutting off her escape.

Outlaws! And our guards were So—so damned complacent they weren't prepared to fight, and
|—I—

Asaguard did limply from the saddle, sivord faling from his hand, Gwenlyn grabbed for the hilt.
The sword was heavier than sheld expected, so heavy she needed both hands to steady it, but somehow
she managed to dash out at the hands reaching for her. But she couldn't hold the sword and thereins at
the sametime, and the pafrey, unused to battle, was wheding and legping wildly, throwing off her am
and baance. As Gwenlyn franticaly tried to dash out again, hands clamped shut on her arms, her
shoulders, pulling her over backwards off the saddle. The sword went flying as she hit the ground with
enough forceto drive the breath from her lungs. For atterrifying moment al she could do was gasp for
air, theleering, filthy faces of her captorslooming over her, and think, Thisisastupid way to die.

But then avoice shouted, "No, you idiots! That'salady you've got there, and she'sworth alot more
undamaged. Hurry up, this place isn't going to be safe for long. Take her with ugl”

Asthey dragged her to her feet, Gwenlyn kicked and bit and clawed frantically. But she might as
well have been achild trying to hurt agiant for al the good that did. Someone threw adirty, bloodstained
cloak about her, wrapping it tightly despite her struggles, pinning her armsto her sdes. Strong hands
grabbed her shoulders and pulled her forward. As she was dragged hel plesdy off into the depths of the
forest, Gwenlyn told hersdlf wryly:

Y ou wanted adventure, you fool. Now you've got it!

Chapter VIII The Gate Opens

Ruaath stood donein her sorcery workroom, panting. All around her, the eements of her
spdlcasting littered the room: bits of feethers symbolizing air, glints of stone symbolizing earth, eerie,
convoluted twists of rock and metal and sorcerous substances unknown to the outsde world lying
seemingly at random. Intricate, eye-hurting symbolswere chaked over every available surface, and
black-flamed candles burned at thefive cardina points. Two mice huddled in asmal cagein one corner,
test subjects; there had been four when Ruaath had begun.

But for al the complicated arrangements, for al the convoluted € ements of the spell, so far her
efforts had ended in totdl failure.

Thefirgt version of the Gate Spell had caused only the dightest, most useless wavering of theair,
and thefirst mouse had walked right through it with no effect at dl, on either mouse or spdll.

The second version of the Gate Spell had created aminiature whirlwind that had nearly torn apart
her sorcery supplies before Rualath could dispd it and left the second mouse alifeless, bloody mass. The
sorceress thought of Naitachd suffering such afate, dying so quickly and relaively easily before proper
vengeance on atraitor could be taken, and shuddered. Should she be guilty of such failure, allowing the
prey to escape, Hard achan would most surely accuse her of treason.

I will not fail, Rualath vowed fiercely, and refused to admit that what she really meant was: | dare
not.

So, now. Think. She had aready managed to rouse some Power; the shattered mouse had proven



that. What if she dtered this Rune of Trangport just atouch, changing the points of orientation ever so
dightly?Yes, that might proveinteresting... and now if she shortened the distance between diiscandle
and the outer edge of thefirst chalked circle to balance the change... yes, again. That balanced very
nicely, indeed. And if shetried adding thisRune... yes, and added atwist to thisone... yes, ah, yes...

She could hardly forget the danger of failure hanging over her. But suddenly burning with an
explorer'sfervor, Ruaath set about her hasty rearrangements, scribbling the changes she was making on
aparchment so they'd be safetill proven effective and worthy of committing to memory.

There! The new version was completed, leaving nothing left to do but activate it. Fedling her breath
catch in her throat, Ruaath snatched up one of the mice, gasping out the words that should, if therewas
any Dark Power in the world, activate the Gate Spell.

Y es, oh yes, it was happening, thistime it was happening correctly! Rualath shivered,/eg/mg magic
dirring properly, fiercely, wild and o filled with Power it nearly dazzled her. Refusing to yield control to
her creation, she watched asmall shimmering form in the exact center of theinnermost circle, exactly like
that which formed in heated air over molten rock. Thistime | shal succeed!

Hadtily, Ruaath bent and placed the mouse near the shimmer. A sharp pinch made it jump
forward— and regppear, without any agpparent harm at dl, on thefar sde of the outermost circle.

"It worked," Rudath bresthed, and then again, morefiercdly, it worked."

Granted, there was still work to be done. The spell must be enlarged to let an dlf pass; no lack of
davesfor that test. Then it must be twisted and refined so it could be cast from &far... difficult, but she
had cast other pells successfully from considerable distances. This should be no different. Most
importantly, the Gate Spell must be set to specifically lure and catch Naitacha—no problem, that last,
Ruaath thought wildly, there surdy must still be some bits of his possessions about, even if no one had
yet been able to use them to snare him. Granted, the spell was il very, very experimental, granted she
wasn't sure of dl the possible variationsits casting might creste—

But it had worked, the Gate Spell worked. Not only was her life safe, but now new power, new
status, would be hers as the creator of such magic, the one who had caught the traitor when al others
had failed. At last the time would come when she no longer must humble hersalf before Haralachan but
would be histrue equa, even his superior!

Eyes blazing red with the force of her excitement, Ruaath set about perfecting her spell.

"l will never," Naitacha exclaimed to his horse and the surrounding forest, "never, do you hear me,
never understand how humans think!"

Kevin, riding beside him, both of them heading back towards his castle, stared resolutely straight
ahead. "Aren't you ever going to get tired of the subject? Weve been over the whole thing severa times
dready."

"Ohbvioudy not timesenough! Y ou il arent ligening to me.”

"That'sright.”

"Ae, humang!" Naitacha reached out to snatch the bridle of Kevin's horse, bringing both mountsto a
stop. Santed blue eyes glared into Kevin'sown. "What is the matter with you? The woman is young,
pretty in her own unique way, and decidedly intelligent.”

Theyoung count determinedly dragged his gaze awvay—not an easy thing when an elf was Saring at
you with amogt sorcerous fervor. "'Thewoman isashrew.”

"Oh, you can't tdl me she doesn't have judtification for being a bit sharp-tongued!”

"A bit!"

"Well, perhapsthat was alittle understated. But that is one of the most unhappy young people | have
Seen among your kind."

Kevin tried and failed to pull the bridle free from Naitachd's hand; elves could, when the fancy took
them, show a supple strength far beyond human ability. With asigh, the young count sprang from the
saddle, trying to pretend that resting the horses was what he'd had in mind al along. Naitachal lesped
down to join him, walking beside him, ignoring Kevin s attempt to ignore him. He looped the reins over
one dark arm, the horsestrailing after.

Kevin, fuming, knowing there was no way he could outwait hisinhumanly patient friend, findly



snatched back the reins of his own horse and admitted, ™Y es. Of course | noticed the unhappiness behind
her anger.

How could she not be unhappy, trapped in that rigid world of rules?’

"Oh, indeed" Kevin heard asudden hint of hardness dip into hisfriends voice and glanced hisway to
seethefantest hint of sorcerousred glint in Naitachas eyes. "I know something of rigid rules,” the Dark
Elf said softly. "Therulesthat force you onto one path no matter what €l se you may wish. Therulesthat,
if broken, mean death. Or worse."

Naitacha seldom gave more dian reluctant hints asto what hislifein the Nithathili caverns must have
been like. Looking at the Dark Elf s carefully impassive face, Kevin wondered suddenly how it might
have been if he, too, had been born into acertain race, acertain socia class, forbidden to wander fredy
or— far, far worse—to study music, and shuddered. "1 do fed sorry for her," he said defensively, "but
that doesn't mean | want to tiemy lifeto herdl”

"You could, a least, have taken some more time before rushing to that conclusion.”

"| tried! Shewouldn' listen to anything | had to say.”

"How could shetrust you? Sheld aready seen you change from one guise to another—for al the
young woman knew she gill hadn't seen thered Kevin."

Kevin glared. "Haven't you gotten weary of those'l told you so'syet?

"Hardly."

"Ha" Kevin's attempt to storm away was checked by his horse stopping suddenly to grab atasty
leaf and nearly pulling him ignominioudy over backwards. As he caught his baance, he saw Naitacha
watching with face carefully bland, and snapped, ™Y ou can keep on with your nagging dl you want. But
that doesn't mean | need to listen!”

"Humans," Naitachd said conversationdly to his horse. "Quite mad, thelot of them. They hunger
after dvesand éven magic like so many children after sweets—but |et an df try to give advice to one of
them and suddenly that one turns most miraculoudy desf."

"Ha," Kevin repeated. Jerking his horses head up, he managed thistime to successfully stk away.
Naitacha, chuckling, followed.

But as they walked, more or lesstogether, the Dark EIf al at once stopped short, breath indrawvn in
asharp hiss.

"Naitachd?' Kevin asked warily. "What—"

Thedf curtly waved him to slence, sanding asfiercdy till asaquesting hunting hound, eyes blazing
with sorcerousforce. "Magic..." he murmured at last. "Magic in ashape | have never known before.”

Kevin bit back agroan. Elven curiosity was so much stronger than anything ahuman felt, strong
enough at timesto quite overwhelm little things such as persond safety and common sense, and right now
every bit of Naitacha's curiosity was plainly aroused.

"Don't you think—" Kevin began warily, but the Dark EIf was dready moving silently forward. The
young count followed nervoudy in hiswake, trying again. "Uh, Naitachd... don't you think you might be
being just alittle foolish? 1 mean, do we redlly want to investigate something thet... well, maybe it doesn't
want to be disturbed?!

"We cannot know that."

"We can't not know that, either! Look, if it'satype of magic you don't recognize—"

"Stay hereif you areafraid,” Naitachd cut in, but there wasn't any sting in the words; his voice was
distracted, attention al on whatever lay before him. Without even glancing Kevin'sway, he continued
gaking.

"Oh, right. Let you walk blindly into peril. Of course," Kevin muttered, and followed.

But dl a once Naitacha stopped, so abruptly Kevin nearly crashed right into him. "L ook at that!"
the Dark EIf hissed. "Look! Do you seeit?

Kevin stared. "See... what? It's a perfectly normal glade.”

"Look!" Naitachd inssted impetiently.

"All | seethat'sat dl unusud isa—afant shimmeringinthear. And I'm not even sure| seethat.
Naitacha, stop playing games. What am | supposed to be seeing?’



The shimmering isexactly it! What you seeisa Gatel”

"A...gae"

Naitacha shot him aquick glancethat said, plainly aswords, oh, you ignorant human! "A Gate, a
sorcer-ous porta through time and space. Although..." he added thoughtfully, taking an intrigued step
forward, "I admit I've never seen one quitelike this™ Kevin could dmost have sworn he saw hisfriend's
elegantly pointed ears prick forward. Fascinated as a hunting hound on a scent, the Dark Elf continued
forward, eyesintent on what was clearly more than just avague shim-meringtohim.

"It fedshighly experimental,” Naitacha commented after amoment, then stiffened. "Ae, yes, and
darmingly ungable!”

Oh, wonderful. And yet the df showed every sgn of wanting to investigate the thing more closdly.

And he thinks humans are foolish! Kevin bit hislip nervoudy, wanting nothing so much asto get out
of there this very moment. But he could hardly abandon his friend—foolishness or not—so he reluctantly
hurried forward to grab Naitacha by the arm. "Uh, don't you think we should move back just a bit?'

But just then Naitachd cried in sudden darm, "Rudah!™

"Who?'

"Never mind! Unstable magic, weird design—it hasto be her work! Hurry, Kevin, we must get
away from here before—"

"D-dont think | can..." Kevin murmured in misery. "Gods... I'm dizzy... suddenly so dizzy."

"Yes, of courseyou are. Y ou're only human, you can't stand the sorcerous aura of aNithathil Gate.
Come, Kevin, hold fagt. I'll help you out of range—Kevin!"

Somehow he had logt his grip on Naitachd's arm. Somehow he couldn't find the df or the right way
to move, and sky and forest were swirling crazily about him. Either the ground was stirring aswell, or
€lse he was sumbling like aman drunk beyond standing.

| c-carit move, | haveto sit down, lie down...

But suddenly awild shimmering of magic wasal around him, bright enough for even ahuman to see.

The Gate! Kevin redized with aterrified flash of clarity. I'm going to fdl throughiit!

He heard Naitachd shout in despair, "Kevin!" And then he was hurtling through the Gate—

—and landing with jarring force in an unfamiliar sretch of forest.

Where am |? Where's Naitachal P

Exhausted, dazed, and terrifyingly aone, Kevin made one vaiant attempt to stand. But then hislegs
gave out under him, his senses swam sickeningly, and he collapsed.

Chapter IX TheHunters

Lydia, once free wanderer, now commander-in-chief of Count Kevin stroops, stood in her office, a
plain, sone-walled room furnished with a plain, comfortable chair and asmple table littered with military
reports, and glared at the nervous soldier. "What do you mean, theres no sign of them! They're two
grown men, Kevin and Naitachd, even if one of 'em san €f. They can't just have disappeared!”

"Sorry, Commander. We searched, dogs and dl. But there wasn't so much as afootprint to be seen,
just like before, and not a hound could get a decent scent.”

Hehad no reasonto lie. Lydiasighed and waved him away. " Go get some food and drink for you
and your troop. And get something for the hounds, too."

Alone, sheran ahand roughly through her curly black hair. Where were Kevin and Naitacha ?
When they hadn't returned after that first night, she'd sent out men to look for them, no matter how
foolish D'Krikas might have thought her. But the men had come back—as had each successive
troop—without so much asthe dightest clue.



"Gods, | hatethis sort of thing!" she said to the air.

"Playing anxious mommy again? asked a hrill voice from overhead. Lydia glanced sharply up to see
Tichki hangingin theair like ahovering insect, wings aglittery blur.

"Youthink I likeit?" she snapped at thefairy. "Hell, if I'd wanted therole, | would have had lads of
my own!"

Tich'’ki came down to atiptoe landing on the chairback. "Missthe old days, do you?'

"What?Y ou mean the days of wandering about without a place to call home? Not really. No more
than do you. Let'sfaceit, Tich'ki, no matter how much fun it isto wander around without any tiesto
anyone, it'sredly good to have ahome, friends.”

"And responghilities.

"Bladtit, yes. Inthe old days, | didn't have to be responsible for anyone but mysdlf!" Lydia
shrugged. "Even nowadaysit's not too bad. The guards| head up are usually smart enough to take care
of themselves; they wouldn't have gotten hired otherwise."

"But then therésKevin."

"Yeah, right,” Lydiamuttered. "Then theres Kevin. Wherethe hell ishe?

Tich'ki shrugged. "Who knows? He's ahuman. Never can tell what one of your folks are going to
do. Thought that Dark EIf had more sense than to get lost, though.”

"I hopethey'reonly lost!" Lydiastared at the fairy, who took wing in darm. "Come on, Tich'ki, you
can't tell me you're not worried, too."

"Why should | be? They're big boys, both of them. They can take care of themsalves.”

"Uh-huh. Unless Naitachd's gone back to hisbad old ways."

"As aNecromancer, you mean? Not a chance. He's much too happy as aBard to do something so
supid." But then Tich'ki paused, hanging amost motionlessintheair, only her busy wings blurring with
iridescent color. "Unless..." she began thoughtfully.

"Unlesswha?'

"Unlessmaybe hiskin isafter him?"

"Oh, grest," Lydiagroaned. "Just what | needed, something €l seto worry about!"

Tich'ki darted down to toude her hair, grinning at Lydias annoyed swipe as she quickly whirred
back up out of reach. "Forget it, Lydia. If they haven't been able to snare Naitachd in the past four years,
they're not going to catch him now."

"Sure. Of course. Then whereis he? And whereis Kevin?' Lydia started pacing, then stopped
short. "Oh hdll, | giveup! | don't care what anybody says: I'm going after them.”

"Just like that, huh? What about your duties here?"

Lydiagared up at thefary. "Since when have you devel oped a sense of respongbility?”

Tich'ki shrugged, plainly embarrassed. "l likeit here." Then she swooped sharply down to pinch
Lydiasarm. "But don't think that makes me soft!"

"Not achance of that," the woman muttered, rubbing her arm. "Y eah, | guess| should stay here and
'mind the shop,’ asthe saying goes. But, dammit, Tich'ki, someone's got to get Kevin back here.”
Besides, it's been too long since I've actudly had an adventure.... No, never mind that. It's Kevin you've
got to think about, only him.

Hurrying to the doorway, Lydiayelled for aguard. "Get Captain Sandroc in here now!" Assoon as
that grizzled veteran entered, Lydia began snapping out orders. "I want you to get together atroop of
guards with forest experience, fiveto ten of 'em, and | want 'em ready to march out in two turns of the
hourglass. "

Sandroc must have wondered what his commander-in-chief was up to, but he saluted smartly
enough and hurried to obey without question. And in an admirably short time he was back, saluting again.
"The men are ready to march at your orders."

"Fine." Nothing like an old soldier for efficiency. Lydia had taken advantage of the brief interva to
dipinto her old leather armor. It was admittedly getting rather on the worn and battered side but it fit her
body so comfortably she hadn't even considered replacing it. Sword afamiliar weight at her sde, bow
and quiver dung over one shoulder, Lydiacaled to Sandroc, "Y ourein charge heretill | return.”



The soldier didn't show by the dightest quiver of amuscle that he was surprised. Weatherbeaten
facetotaly impassive, Sandroc asked only, "Might | ask where you're going, maam?'

Tofind Count Kevin." And bring him home even if 7 haveto haul him back by his ear!

"You see?' thetracker said plaintively, glancing up from the foresty ground on which he crouched.
"Somebody must have stopped here in this glade pretty recently, because there are till some traces of
hoof-prints and signs that two human bodies—or maybe one human and one elf—rested here. See how
the grassisdl disturbed? They weretravedling fairly lightly, judging from how shalow the prints are, and
at aguess|'d say they were both young and dender, or at least moved with the ease of young men.”

"Yes, of course” Lydiasaid impatiently, leaning on the pommel of her horse's saddle. "1 can see that
much from up here. But can't you tdll if those bodies belonged to Kevin and Naitachd ?"

The man shook his head in frustration. " Sorry, maam, but theré's no way to tell that, or even if the
hoofprints were |eft by the horses Count Kevin took from the stable. And asto where they went..." The
tracker shrugged. "We can follow 'em through the forest dl right; the horses broke off enough branches
asthey passed to have left aclear trail. But we can't be sure we'd be following the right folks.”

Lydiajumped down from her horse. She was afine tracker in her own right, but after only ashort
while she straightened with asigh, reluctantly admitting the man was quite right. Without magic, there
wasn't any way to prove just who'd stopped here. Wonderful to follow thetrail al day and find out wed
wasted timetrailing two common mingtrels. Y ou'd think Kevin would have been thoughtful enough to
leave ascrap of cloak or abroken lute string or something, she thought in disgust. "All right, I'm open to
suggestions. Where could the two of them have gone?!

"Where do you think? asked a sharp little voice from overhead. AsLydiaglanced up, Tich'ki darted
out from among the treeslike adragonfly. Hovering, sunlight sparkling off her wings, she shrugged. "
couldn't stand waiting a home, ether.”

"Oh, right. What about your duties?'

Tich'ki shrugged again, obvioudy annoyed at Lydias prodding. "Oh, | think D'Krikas can manage
without mefor ashort time," she said drily. "Besdes, did you redly think you could go off onan
adventure without me?"

Aware of the soldiers staring at them, Lydiamuttered, "It isn't an adventure, dammit, it'samission.
Now, where do you think Kevin's gone?"

Thefairy swooped down to alanding on Lydias shoulder, steadying hersdlf, nearly weightlessasa
bird, by grabbing ahandful of hair in one samdl fist. "Where do you think? The kid'saromantic, dways
has been; dl of those Bards are. Ha, and that includes our music-loving Dark Elf pa aswell."

"Oh, they wouldn't have—ow!"

Tichki had given her hair apainful tug. Launching hersdf into theair too quickly for Lydiato swat
her, thefairy said over her shoulder, "Y ou bet they have! Thetwo of them have gone off to see our
Kevin's progpective bride. Don't believe me? Follow me and I'll prove I'm right!™

Lydia hestated amoment, wondering. If she followed Tichki, and this turned out to be nothing but
one of the fairy's unpredictable pranks, she was going to look like afool infront of her men. But without
any other clues, there redly wasn't anything else to do but follow.

ToLydiasrdief, Tichki brought them straight to Count Trahern's castle. As the woman looked up
at the massve walls, she heard the fairy whisper in her ear, "Done my bit. Y our turn now."

At Lydiassignd, one of the soldiers, afdlow with avoice loud as atrumpet, caled up to the castle
guardsto let themin. Rather to Lydias surprise (she wouldn't have let Strangersin so easily), at the
mention of Count Kevin's name, the gates swung open asif by magic.

Wil now, lookslike Tich'’ki was right. Kevin must have made quite an impression on these people!

Even moreto Lydias surprise, as she and her men clattered into the cobbled courtyard, atal, richly
dressed man who could be none other than Count Trahern himself came down from his keep to meet
them.

Asthe man came closer, Lydiafroze, saring at that e egant figure with itsdark hair so fetchingly
touched with slver and its strong, finely planed face, and heard something deep within her say softly, Oh.
My. And amoreirreverent corner of her mind chattered, Mommy, buy me one of those! Count Trahern



didn't look like the sort of fellow who knew how to relax easily, but she was secretly delighted to spy a
dartled little glint in hiseyesthat said he, too, was pleased with what he saw.

Evenif I'minthisold armor of mine and probably reek of horse. Well, well, isn't thisinteresting!

First thingsfirg, though. "My lady," the count said politely, even though Lydiaknew there wasn't the
dightest thing ladylike about her right now, "might | ask if Count Kevin has sent you?”'

"Kevin!" Lydiaexclaimed in shock. "No—he—I thought he was herel™

"Hewas here," Count Trahern corrected, frowning dightly, "but he left sometime ago.”

"And, uh, what about your daughter?'

The frown deepened. "Asfar as| know, my daughter is off at the shrine of Saint Verdain."

"Or...isshe?' Lydiawondered. "Look, I'll be honest: | came here looking for Kev—ah, Count
Kevin, because he never came home, neither he nor hisBard friend. And before you interrupt,” she
added, hatily holding up ahand, "no, we found no signs of violence anywhere between his castle and
yours."

"Uh, | don't mean to bring up anything delicate, but... well... could you tel meif anything...
happened?’

"Happened.”

"Between Count Kevin and your daughter—"

"Count Kevin and Gwenlyn," the count said flatly, "didiked each other from first Sght. They both
made that most painfully clear.”

"Oh"

"Soif you aretrying to imply that the two of them threw off their proper responsibilities and went
running off together in some burst of childish exuberance, pray forget it."

"Unless..." Lydiastopped with asigh. "Look you, Count Trahern, we're both adults. We both know
therésthat proverbid fineline between love and hate. | don't mean to worry you, but are you sure your
daughter'sgoneto Saint Verdain's?'

"No, curseit, now | am not sure at al.” Count Trahern paused a moment, then snapped at his
servants, "Prepare my fastest horse. Y es, yes, the grey will do. Gather me an armed escort aswell.”
Turning to Lydia, he bowed curtly. "My lady, | know you and your men have had little chance to rest, but
| think we had best ride to the shrine ourselves, just in case.”

"Just in case," Lydiaagreed, trying her best to ignore Tich'ki, who was hidden in the wilderness of
her hair, whispering, "Bet our boy's having agood time rolling around with the girl right now! Just like you
wannado with her daddy!"

Damnthefary! Andif shewasright and that waswhat Kevin redly was doing, getting them dl
terrified for nothing—well, then, damn thet little Bard for anidiot, too!

"Come, Count Trahern,” she said grimly, "let'sride.”

Chapter X In The Greenwood

The day was edging towards |ate afternoon, judging from the angle of the sunlight filtering down
through the thick celling of leaves. Gwen, Stting rumpled and uncomfortable on the forest floor where
sheld been unceremonioudy dropped, watched the bandits moving about the mingy little campfire they
were building and nervoudy told hersdf not to beafoal.

They look nasty, but they won't hurt you. Y ou heard their leader: "undamaged" goods are worth
more. Gwenlyn wasn't naive; she knew exactly what that "undamaged” meant. Father will probably be
furious about this whole thing; he probably won't want to let me out of hissght again till the day I'm safdy



married off. But that's better than being dead or... or anything else. Of—of course hell ransom me. And
of course none of these scum will hurt metill he does.

But did they have the patience to wait that long? Their leader, atall, skinny fellow who looked as
though he didn't have one sound tooth in his head, wasn't exactly an awe-inspiring hero out of legend.

Gwenlyn doubted he would hold the othersin line very long if they didn't agree.

And those others weren't any more heroic in gppearance. Gwenlyn glanced from athin, poxy-faced
boy to an older man whose dark, narrow face was crossed by alivid white scar to aman of
indeterminate age who had the nervous, cruel eyes of a predator. Catching this man staring back at her,
Gwenlyn hastily looked away, and heard him chuckle. None of the others looked any more civilized; far
fromit. Gods, what filthy, half-starved, desperate-looking creatures these werel

Andif | livelong enough to hear amingirel ever dare sng of noble outlaws again—

Bah! Therewas nothing of aminstrel's romances about this group: they had al the charm of scruffy
wild things frantic enough from living with daily fear and want to be dangerous. They'd attack out of sheer
panic.

Or out of sheer malice. That crud-eyed fellow waswatching her again, till chuckling softly,
mindlesdy, to himsdf, and Gwenlyn fought down a shudder. If only theréd been awoman or two among
the group, she thought, she might fedl at least atouch more at ease, because that would mean a settled
band with at least a shred of civilized organization about it. But these men looked far too desperate to
have even thought of forming such aband.

And would such creatures redlly be able to keep themselvesin check? Would they redly be ableto
wait long enough for aransom to be paid? Would they even want to wait?

Oh, dear gods. Gwenlyn shrank into the shelter of her ragged cloak, fiercely refusing to let any fear
show on her face but al at once more terrified than she'd ever beenin her life. Shewasaonein the
middle of the forest with these wretched creatures, totally at their mercy. There was nothing to stop them
from doing whatever they wanted—

Stop that. Start panicking now and you may aswell tell them to cut your throat now.

Which they'd do after they'd had their fun. Grimly Gwenlyn forced herself to cometo gripswith
redity. Theideaof aransom wasdl nice and civilized, something to be arranged between noble foes, not
with ragged men like these, ruthless smply because they had nothing left to lose. No, she couldn't Sit
around waiting for amessenger to arrive with payment She didn't dare.

And, Gwenlyn thought with aflash of spirit, damned if I'm going to be stupid enough to try waiting
for some gdlant to miraculoudy show up to rescue me!

So. She had to get out of this herself. Gwenlyn swallowed drily, struggling to squash her growing
panic. Think, shetold hersdf fiercely. Think, dammit! What advantages do you have?

All right. Start with the most obvious things. Her riding clothing was good, sturdy stuff. An asset: she
wasn't going to freeze. Her boots were reasonably suited for walking. Another asset. But she had no
weapons, not even abelt knife, and no means of making fire. That was most certainly not good.

Wait, now. Gwenlyn, subtly moving her hands under cover of the cloak, froze suddenly, redizing for
thefirgt time that the bandits had done adoppy job of binding her arms. And they hadn't thought to
bother tying her feet. After dl, they must have reasoned, where would she go whilethey were dl wide
awake to watch her?

Awake. Gwenlyn fdt alittle shock run through her, alittle spark of memory. When sheld been a
small child, missing her mother, too londly to fall adeep, her old nurse (who, it was rumored, had adrop
or two of elven blood) used to sing an odd little melody, the tiniest of magic charms, to make her deep. It
had worked every time, whether Gwenlyn had wanted to deep or not. And one day, when Gwenlyn was
abit older, her nurse had taught her the tune and words.

| haven't needed them for years. Can | possibly remember them? And oh, can they possibly be
strong enough to work on grown men?

No way to know without trying. Doing her best to ignore the bandits, more of whom seemed to be
garing at her with every moment, Gwenlyn tried to put herself back into the mind of the child sheld been,
listening to her nurse, hearing... hearing what? A trace of melody. Something likethis... yes.



"Hey!" someone snouted. " Stop that stupid humming!™

A rough hand dapped her, hard enough to send Gwenlyn sprawling, tears of pain and shock
gpringing to her eyes. Someone chuckled. Someone el se started to laugh, then fell to coughing, harsh,
ugly soundsthat probably meant the onset of lung disease. Struggling back to asitting position, Gwenlyn
hastily wiped her eyes dry: dangerous to show signs of wesakness to wild beasts. And obvioudy the
bandits ideaof "unharmed" didn't include alittle rough handling.

But | have the melody in my mind now. At least 7... think | do. Now, if only | can remember the
words, too!

They never had made too much senseto her; presumably they were human corruptions of elven
words. But she'd better think of them, and think fast, because from the smoldering light in the bandits
eyes, they thought the idea of dapping a noblewoman about was afine bit of fun. "Lessen soring, fashion
ring..." No, no, that wasn't right! "L essen spring, fleshen sing Y es, that was it, and—and—oh gods, she
had the rest of the song now, too!

One of the bandits was getting to hisfeet, muttering something to the others that made them snicker.
Seeing him gtarting towards her, Gwenlyn hastily began to sing. No, wait, her nurse had aways sung the
charm at adow, deliberate pace. Even though every nerve was shouting at her to hurry because the
bandit was coming dangeroudy close, Gwenlyn dowed her song as much as she dared.

And to her ddighted astonishment, as she sang the nonsensica, Powerful words, shefelt asmal,
oddsome-thing gtir in the air between them. The bandit stopped suddenly to give an enormous yawn.

'Yes, oh yes, it'sworking!

As Gwenlyn continued her song, the man sat down where hed stood, blinking ather likea
bewildered, deegpy owl. The other bandits were yawning and blinking, too, and as Gwenlyn, hardly
daring to believe what was happening, kept singing, repeating the charm over and over, they dropped off,
one by reluctant one, into dumber. Even though by now she was thoroughly sick of the silly words,
Gwenlyn sang the whole song through one more time just to be on the safe Side, then fell slent, Saringin
astonishment at the crumpled hegps of snoring men.

[t—it worked! | don't believeit!

Y es, but she was no trained spellcaster, and whatever magic was in the song was dight at best. It
wasn't going to hold awhole group of grown men for very long. Gwenlyn fumbled with the ropes holding
her till shed squirmed free, and scrambled to her feet, glancing quickly about the forest. Gods, she hadn't
the vaguest idea of which way to go!

No timeto worry about it. Already one of the bandits stirred in his deep as though he was about to
wake up. Gwenlyn turned and ran. Ohgods, theyreaOywerewakmg up behind her! Hietiny spell had run
its course dready.

" She bespdlled ud™ afrightened voice cried.

"Never mind that!" someone €l se snapped. " She's getting away!"

“Let her!”

"No, you idiot! Want awitch loosein the forest to get revenge on us?'

With aroar of fear and fury, they started after her. Terrified, Gwenlyn raced on. She couldn't find a
safe place to hide, not with them so close behind her. All she could do was run with al her might, and
pray she wouldn't break an ankle or her neck!

How am | going to get out of this? she wondered. Dear gods, how am | ever, ever going to escape?

Rudath hissed in fury. But her rage was bluster; she was struggling to cover the cold terror seizing
her heart.

The Gate Spell, the risky, experimentd, not-tested-enough Gate Spell, had gone wrong, wrong! It
had nearly caught its prey, but "nearly” was as useless—as dangerousl—as a clean miss. Somehow
Naitachal had eluded the Gate, somehow he had escaped.

Rudath clenched the scrying crysta so fiercely the facets nearly cut into her hands. Who would have
predicted a—SL.—human would interfere? When he had passed through the Gate instead, curse him to
the Utter Dark, the fragile spell had shattered like amirror. Shards of its magic were spiraling wildly out
and out, fracturing into ever smaler, ever more chaotic Gates spilling throughout the forest! If the whole



thing hadn't been of such vital importance to her, Rualath knew she would have been watching the
disntegration in pure scientific fascination. How incredible! Those ever-changing Chaos Gateswere
confusing distance and direction throughout the forest in such unpredictable fashion. Anyone or anything
passing through one of them would be thrown into odd, random tel eportation jumps.

What do | do now?How do | explain to Hardlachan that my spdll failed and—

"S0..." purred avoicein her ear, and Rualath drew in her bresth in sharp shock. Haralachan! "
never thought your spell would cause such widespread effects.”

Neither did I, curseyou. "Intriguing, isit not?' Ruaath said, thinking busly. "We have the chanceto
wesken an entire forest.”

"What apity that isn't what you meant to do."

Rudath glanced sharply hisway. "Do you question my sorceries, my lord?"

"Not the sorceries, my lady. Merdly their result. Whereisthetraitor?”

"Ah, that."

"WhereisNatachd, Rudath?"

Where, indeed? "It would have been far too smpleto just bring him straight here," Rudath bluffed.

"Oh?

Y es, yes, she had it now: even though Naitacha might have escaped the origind Gate, it had ill
been set specificdly for him; he must still have been weakened by it. That meant there was ill achance
one of the chaotic facets of the shattered spell would drag himin. "Indeed," Ruaath said smoothly. |
have snared him with the merest touch of my spell. And thisway he knows he has been snared, yet has
the merest illusion of freedom, the merest fal se hope he can escape. Soon, soon | will draw himin.”

Would Hardachan accept that? He was guarding his thoughts so thoroughly she couldn't sensethe
faintest hint of emation, and hisface wasits usud sculpted coldness. "Make it soon,” the Nithathil leader
sad shortly. Glancing past her at the scrying crystal, he added, "What of the human? The fool who
passed through the Gate?!

~Y ou don't redize the Gate shattered, do you? What of the human, indeed? Studying that far-off
figure, Straining every sorcerous sense to puzzle out who and what he was, Rudath felt alittle shock of
redlization shoot through her, and smiled athin, cold, pleased smile. "Don't you recognize him, my lord?
That isthe human Bard, the one known, | believe, asKevin."

"Thetraitor'sfriend?' Hardachan asked increduloudy. "Why, yes, itishe! And | dready havea
game piecein place to snare him, and Naitacha through him. Clever, Rudath, most clever.”

She hadn't the vaguest ideawhat he meant. But Ruaath was hardly about to admit it. Well, now,
in't thisinteresting? Maybe my spell haan't failed after dl!

"Come, my lord," Rudath purred, resting along-nailed hand lightly on Hardachan'sarm. "L et us
watch the game together.”

They're dill right behind me, Gwenlyn thought in despair. Aren't they ever going to give up? Arent
they—

"Aid"

It was adtartled cry, because dl at once the forest had shifted around her, tossing her ssumbling out
into—

Into avery different part of the forest. Before, the underbrush had been dense, the trees mostly oak.
Now, impossibly, there was dmost no underbrush, and pine trees towered al about.

It can't be, it can't—

But the bandits were staggering out behind her, and if they'd been determined to catch her before,
now, wild with terror, they were twice as determined to destroy the "witch" they were sure wasto blame
for dl thisweirdness. With asob, Gwenlyn hurried on and on and on, gasping, heart pounding so hard
she thought it would burst, snagging her hair and clothes on branches, stubbing her toes on roots or
rocks.

And, so terrifyingly unpredictable, the forest kept changing about her again and again, tossing her
into swamp or thick bushes or tall-grass meadow. Thelast change brought her sartlingly out from dense
forest into an open world of rocky outcroppings. Blinking in the sudden bright sunlight, glancing back



over her shoulder, Gwenlyn saw the bandits ftill close behind, following her now with blind determination:
By now, Gwenlyn redlized with a sob, she was the only unchanging fact in their lives, they were never
going to let her escape.

I—I can't run any more, | just can't.

But what €l se could she do? To fdl into the hands of men gone completely mad from fear would be
to die. Y et ahead was nothing but rock and—and—

A hivel Ohyes, please, yes, that cave-like opening was just too smooth and round to be natural. It
had to be the entrance to an Arachnia hive—yes, yes, thank you gods, she could see two of the
nonhumans, guards as fierce as any predators, prowling back and forth. Maybe someone el se might find
them aterrifying sght, but Gwenlyn had grown up with the sght of Arachniamerchantsvisiting her father.
Shed quickly learned that even though the beings might look frightening, they were quite polite, even
kindly, to those who treated them with honor. As her father had aways treated them.

They used to bring me honey candy. But—but that was adifferent hive from this. At least | think so.
Will they know my father here?

It didn't matter, Gwenlyn told hersdf. Sheld much rather take her chances among unfamiliar
Arachniathan human bandits! Forcing her weary body forward, she gasped to the soldiers, "I—I am
Gwenlyn, d-daugh-ter of—of Count Trahern, and—and oh, | ask for sanctuary!”

The guards, who had frozen in postures of startled menace, their powerful, ssgmented arms raised,
hastily turned to chitter to each other, glancing her way with sharp, insectile jerks of their heads,
segmented eyes studying her. Suddenly they shot back into their fierce defensive poses as the bandits
broke out of cover.

"Oh, hurry, please,” Gwenlyn moaned.

"Yes," one Arachniasoldier said crisply. "We know of your father.”

"Yes," sad the other. "Enter. We cannot promise you sanctuary; that isfor our Queen to decide. But
we give you leave to spesk with her.”

With asob of rdief, Gwenlyn dove into the hive. The Queen might not like having ahuman in her
hive, the Queen might not give her sanctuary—Dbuit at least for the moment she was safel

Chapter X1 The Maid Of The Forest

Kevin groaned. Sowly he felt consciousness stedling back into him, which wasn't atotaly good
thing, because it was letting him fed exactly how sore his body seemed to be, as though someone had
very deliberately beaten every bit of him, then dropped him down on...

On what? Where was he? In amoment, he'd have to open his eyes and find out, but right now it
seemed far easier tojust lie fill and try to puzzle things out.

Thelast thing he remembered was staggering out into forest that hadn't looked at dl like the patch
held just Ieft. The Gate... yes. Hed falen through some sort of sorcerous Gate. But surely he couldn't
possibly be lying cradled against something wonderfully soft, something wonderfully sweet-scented....

What was this? Kevin came fully awake and aware— and found himsdlf lying in thearms of the
most beautiful young woman he had ever seen. For a breathless moment he smply stared, upside down,
at afine-boned, narrow face, the skin pale and flawlesdy smooth, framed by long, silken golden hair.
Elegantly danted eyes, the most extraordinary, glowing shade of green, looked tenderly down at him.

"I'vedied,” hemurmured at last. 'That'sit. I've died and gone to the Hereafter. Never thought I'd
warrant my own angel.” Ugh. Y ou sound like ame odrameatic minsirel

But the young woman didn't seem to mind the overblown language. Her laugh was sweet as Slver
bells. "l an not anangd.”



No, Kevin redized with a shock, and she wasn't human, either! "Y ou're an f," he gasped in sudden
wonder, seeing the ddlicately pointed ears peeking out from the mass of golden hair. He twisted free (not
without apang of regret) to look at her rightside up: the view was even nicer thisway around. "You'rea
White EIf."

"Andyou," she answered with atiny smile, "are ahuman.”

Oh, what alovely voice thiswas, soft and shy and filled with the most wonderful music! (And, a
morerationa part of hismind added in wild rdlief, to find a White EIf here, amember of arace that was
the very opposite of Darkness, meant that wherever the sor-cerous Gate might have thrown him, now,
aurdly, hewas safe.) "Uh, I'm Kevin," he remembered to say after amoment more of mindless staring,
adding as a stunned sort of afterthought, "a Bard."

"A Bard!" shecried in delight. "I've never met ahuman Bard before. Oh, but I'm forgetting courtesy:
my nameisAmaranthia.

That was dl? It was acharming name, Kevin thought, but asfar as he knew (and he admitted he
didn't know al that many of her race), eves dwaysincluded their clan namein introductions. But this
charming young woman was plainly too shy to boast. Or maybe she came from ahumble clan. Wéll, he
could understand her modesty, being of common blood himsalf; he wasn't going to push her about her
clan or anything else, or—

Oh, stop that. Y ou sound like a babbling idiot. But... sheisso very fair... "You... ah... live around
here?' Now theré's an inane thing to say! Why not ask her for her birth sign, too!

Amaranthiadidn't seem to mind. "No. And I—I don't think you do, either.”

"Hardly. | got here by—waell, I think what | did was pass through some sort of Gate."

Her eyeswidened. "So! That would explainit. | found you lying here unconscious, surrounded by
the oddest residue of magic." She shuddered most ddli-cioudy. "Dark magic.”

"l didn't have anything to do with that," he assured her hadtily.

"Oh, | know that. Thereisn't anything of Darkness about you."

For an instant her clear green eyeslooked right into his own. Kevin froze, unable to look away, not
redlly wanting to. Eliathanis, he thought without warning, my poor deadfriend, what would you think of a
human daring to—to do whatever it is1'm doing or... going to do... with one of your own peopl€'s
women?

The White EIf would probably frown on the whole thing. Or else give Kevin apolitelittle smileand
lecture him al about chivdry.

Thelast thing Kevin wanted to be right now was chivarous. But Amaranthiawas o plainly a
gently-bred maiden—albeit of a magical, nonhuman race—that even though his body was screaming at
him to saize her here and now, he found himsalf saving with apolite restraint that rather amazed him, "I'm
glad you know I'm not of the Darkness. | could never be anything that might hurt you.”

Oh, gods, you sound like alovesick poet!

She didn't seem to mind that, either. Blushing ever so dightly, Amaranthialowered her gaze. "l—I've
never met anyone quite likeyou.”

Ahwell, go ahead. Be sappy. She seems not to mind your silly babblings. "Nor |, you," Kevin
murmured tenderly.

"l... no. It'stoo foolish."

"What is?'

"We've only just met, and in such strange surroundings, too. We don't know each other at all. And
yet..."

"And yet?' Kevin prodded.

"And yet | think | would like the chance to—to know you alittle better.”

"Oh, sowould I!" It was a heartfelt cry. Kevin edged towards her, as cautious asif shewasabird
that would fly if he moved too quickly. Amaranthianever moved, saveto shyly vell her green eyeswith
long golden lashes.

"I've never been so close to ahuman before,”" she murmured, the faintest of blushes coloring her fair
cheeksaddlicate pink once more. "Isit true what the elves say about your kind?"



If he moved just afraction more, he would be able to put hisarm around her, and then... "What do
they say?"

She glanced innocently up a him. "That you all are very hot-blooded. Quick to mate. Likethe
animas”

Kevin straightened indignantly. "We are not!" he began, then stopped short because Amaranthiawas
giggling. "Y ouwereteasng mel"

"Forgive me. |—" But suddenly Amaranthiagtiffened. "Oh, Kevin," she whispered, "l sense more
hints of the Darkness. | don't likethisforest.”

It looked perfectly normal to Kevin. There were even the ordinary little chegps and chirps that
meant the bird life wasn't being disturbed by intruders. "What isit? What do you sense? Specificdly, |

She shook her head. "It's gone now. I'm probably being silly. | admit it, I'm not used to being out on
my own. Infact, if my clan knew where | was, and with whom..." Amaranthias voicetrailed off as she
studied Kevin, and her green gaze brightened. "Why don't you come back with me?”

"Toyour clan? Uh, isthat such agood idea?'

"They—they don't redly didike humans, they just don't know your kind very well. I'm sureyou
could charm them over in amoment. And—and we'd have a chance to spend some better time together.”

Oh, hewanted to say yes, he wanted that o very much! To Kevin's horror, he heard himsalf saying
instead, "I'm sorry." Oh, you idiot, what are you doing?"I'm acount aswell asaBard.” No, no, no, don't
be so stupidly honorable, not now! "And, well, | just can't up and abandon my dutiesat home. | am
sorry,” oh, I am, | am, "but before | can even think of anything else | must find my friend, and then—"

Amaranthiagraightened. "Y our friend? Who ishe? A human like you?!

"Uh, no," Kevin said warily, alittle puzzled at her sudden sharp interest. "He'saBard like me, but...
ah...hesandf.”

"A White EIf?What clan?"

Oh. Now what?"Heisn't exactly aWhite EIf," Kevin hedged.

"What else could he be? Kevin, what are you trying to say?"

... wdl.."

"You're not going to tell me helsa—aDark EIf?"

"Wdl..."

"Ohno," shelaughed, "he can't possibly bethat! It would be too ridiculous, aNithathili Bard."

"Ridiculousor not," Kevin admitted, "a Dark Elf isexactly what heis. But Naitacha's not evil!" he
added hastily as Amaranthia scrambled to her feet in horror. "Please, don't be afraid! Neither one of us
aredlied with Darkness. He's no longer a Necromancer, honestly! | know it soundsweird, but Naitacha
redly isaBard."

"That'simpossble,” Amaranthiasaid flatly.

Ah. He should have expected this. She had dl the standard White Elf prgudices against Naitachd's
kind, just as Eliathanis had origindly had. "But he—"

"No!" Amaranthiasaid sharply. "I won' listen. No Nithathil has any music, everybody knows that.
And they're dl followers of the Darkness, every one of them. I've never heard of one who would even
think about turning to the light.”

She was shrinking dowly away, as though she meant to run if he made one wrong move. "Oh,
please" Kevin cried, "don't go!"

Hetried to get to his feet—but as suddenly asthat, such awild wave of dizziness swept over him
Kevin couldn't even see straight. As hefell back to one knee, struggling not to be sick or faint outright,
Amaranthiagave aoft cry of dismay and kndlt at hisside, her arm going gently about his shoulders. "It's
al right," she soothed. "Merdly aftereffects of that strange, strange Gate Spell. Nothing to worry about.”

“l... 1 cant..."

"Don't be afraid. Just lie back down. Put your head in my lap. That'sright. All you needtodois
res... just rest alittlemore... just rest alittle more..."

Her hand was softly stiroking his brow, so gently, so very gently. That, and the croon of her quiet



voice sent Kevin spiraling helplesdy off into dumber.

As Amaranthiawatched Kevin deep, her lovely face dowly lost itslight, going cold and hard. The
littlefool! Did heredly think she was so—so vapid? Did heredly think she would ever be attracted to
someone like him? A filthy human—and aBard! All her people— her former people, Amaranthia
corrected flatly— would fal al over him, begging himto play for them.

She shuddered at the thought of that music. They dl, every one of the White Elves but she, swore
that thisthing called music was wonderful, one of thefinest thingsin al the world.

How can they be such fools?

She could never understand them, never! Amaranthiaknew, after long, tedious years among the
White Elves, that there was nothing to this music they raved over but sounds—ugly, meaningless sounds,
painful sounds that forever surrounded her no matter how she tried to escape them.

Musicisnothing, nothing! And anybody who claims otherwiseis either aliar o—or asdf-deluding
idiot!

Ae, and thelife surrounding that stupid, ugly music wasjust astedious. no real Power, no real
excitement, just a peaceful, timid day-after-day of following only theway of that pale, ingpid Light.
Wherewasthe challenge in it? Where was the fun in something that dull ? In never risking everything there
was or knowing the triumph of escaping disaster again and again?

Amaranthia shook her head impatiently. Not one of her clan—her former clan—sought adventure,
not as she saw adventure. Not one of them dared try even the dightest of spellsthat might bring them
even the smdlest of stepsaway from that boring light.

None, Amaranthiathought with alittlethrill of delight, save she. Oh, granted, she had no intention of
ever going so far that she would become truly enthralled to the Darkness. That was never going to
happen; she was too wise for such athing. But it was so exciting to see how periloudy close she could
cometo the edge! Besides, there were those who dwelt in the Darkness who could teach her how to
thrive on their wild, chaotic life, those who, most wonderfully, knew nothing of the dull Light—or that
supid, boring, painful, meaninglessmusic!

Amaranthia snatched up the pretty blue crystal pendant she wore on a ddlicate golden chain. But as
she hdd it, the pretty surface darkened to a plain muddy grey. The greyness cleared as she murmured
certain twisting Words.

"Ah, Amaranthia," purred avoice.

She amiled. "My Lord Hardachan," said Amaranthiaand bowed. "Have | donewel?"

"Very wdl, Amaranthia The human suspects nothing?'

"Nathing."

"S0..." Theimageinthe crystal was smdl, distorted by the gem'sfacets, but Amaranthia could il
make out Hardlachan s cold smile. "Y ou know, of course, who heis."

"Yes, my lord. Thishuman Bard, this... Kevin, isafriend of thetraitor Naitachd. Hetold methis
himsdf."

"Exactly. A friend."” Hardachan said the word with careless disdain. "Bard or not, a human shal be
far eeser to control than aNithathil Necromancer.”

A Necromancer?"B-but isn't he a Bard now, too?" Amaranthia asked hesitantly, nervous about
correcting the Nithathil Lord. "Didn't he forswear Necromancy?'

To her rief, then her darm, she heard Hard achans chuckle, achill, mirthless sound. "Do you redly
think he has forsworn such immense Power?" the Dark Elf asked. "For what? For music?' Voice
dripping with scorn, he used the White EIf word, there being, Amaranthia knew, no Nithathil equivalent.
"No. No one abandons Power willingly. No matter what he claims, Naitacha isill very much a
Necromancer. He can be nothing ese. But that fact will not save him: | have conquered Necromancers
erethis, ashas my dear consort. With the traitors human friend in our caverns, ah, then we shall surely
lure Naitacha to us. And then," Haralachan added with delicate, crud relish, "we shall seethat he meets
atraitor'sfate.” He paused, eyebrowsraised. "Why, what isthis, Amaranthia? Shivers? Areyou afraid,
Amaanthia?'

"Of course not, my lord," shelied hagtily. "But, my lord, what now?What am | to do?'



"Now, my paelittle one, | send out guardsto help you bring Kevininto our realm. Y ou shdl wait,
and do nothing €l se save disappear when it seemsdiscreet. Do you understand me, my Amaranthia?’

She bowed again in seeming submission, but her heart wasracing at the thrill of danger, at the
knowledge that one wrong word could bring hiswrath down on her. "Yes, my lord,” Amaranthia
murmured, and smiled in secret delight.

Chapter XI1 At Sword's Point

He gtirred dowly, rolling over on his back, staring blankly up at a shifting canopy of green. What
was that? L eaves? Forest? Where was he? Who was he? If he tried to catch fast to memory it seemed
that he could dmost puzzle out...

No. It was gone. Hewesarily raised an arm, turning it thisway and that, studying it asthough hed
never seen it before, hunting for aclue. Smooth, dark skin, along, tapering hand... an eegant hand, the
hand of a sorcerer... no, why should he think that? It was a musician's hand, someone had once called it
that, aperfect musician's hand, and thinking that felt better than thinking of sorcery....

Music, yes... there was something about music....

Ah, no. He couldn't hold on to that, either. But now he could fed that something was lying beside
him. He reached out one hand (amusician's hand... ) and touched strings, heard asilvery trill of sound—

A harp. It was aharp. His harp. He turned his head dowly, fighting dizziness, to sare a the harp,
knowing it, knowing...

Bard. Something about... yes. Hewas aBard. Hewas...

Ae, yes. He was Naitachal. Naitacha, and the Gate, the weird, chaotic Gate had been set for him,
by... by Rudath.

Y es. Now he remembered. It had been impossibleto fight the Gate's force; Ruaath's spells had
away's been eerily unique. Unless you knew the shagpe and name of aspdll, you couldn't redly fight it.
Instead, he had done the only thing he could and fled, just barely in time to escape being dragged through
the Gateinto... into where? The dark caverns of hiskin? It seemed very likdly they'd till be hunting him.
Far too likely. Naitacha shuddered at the thought, but couldn't quite manage to focus any genuine
concern yet. He couldn't focus on any true emotion yet. Enough of that Gate's bizarre sorcery must have
brushed hismind to tear him from consciousness, and it was continuing to confuse his senses.

That must beit. Hewas vaguely aware of till not feding like himsdlf or thinking coherently; agood
dedl of that sorcery must still be loose within the forest. He would probably have to do something about
it. Later.

Someone dsewas missing... afriend----Fighting off what fdlt like clouds of soft mist enfolding his
mind, Naitachd struggled to redize who that someonewas.

Kevin. Kevin didn't move back when | did. | lost my hold on him. He must have been pulled right
through the Gate. He seemed to remember fedling the force of Kevin'saarm. | must find out where heis.
If Ruaath gets her hands on him... | must find him first, and... and...

Ae, no. | can't doit just yet. Can't do anything yet... I'mtoo tired yet, just too tired....

Rudath. He must keep remembering that Rudath was hunting him. He mustn't..

But right now she obvioudy hadn't found him and couldn't find him, and he... just couldn't worry
about it for the moment

Cushioned on thick moss, fingers curled protectively about his harp, Naitacha dipped back into
dumber.

Kevin woke with agtart, thistime with mind clear and body no longer aching. But thistime hefound
himsdf lying on hard ground, one hand reflexively clutching hisluteinits case. And when heraised himsdlf



up on one elbow to look around, the Bard redlized he was a one, surrounded by dense, silent forest.

| couldn't have dreamed her, | know she wasred— "Amaranthia?' Kevin caled warily. "Are you—
Amaranthial"

A cold chuckle was his only answer. Soundlessy, the warriors stepped out of hiding, ringing him
round: warriorswith silver hair, dark skin, cold, danted eyes glittering like so many sgpphires—

"Dark Elves" Kevin hissed in shock.

"Nithathili," one of them agreed sardonicdly, and the whole ring of them drew their swords as one,
as smoothly as though they'd rehearsed it.

Why me?What did | do? It hasto be something to do with Naitacha—He wasn't exacdy about to
ask them that, or anything el se; you didn't dare show anything as"soft" as confusion to Dark Elves.

Particularly not Dark Elveswho had, for whatever reason, chosen you as prey. Kevin turned dowly,
looking for agap in the perfect circle of swords, finding none. Ha, look at those cold, sdlf-confident
faces! Did they expect him to meekly surrender? Oh, no, Kevin thought fiercely, not a chance of that!
Thanks to what bits and pieces of Nithathil life Naitachal had told him, he had a pretty good idea of how
Dark Elvestreated their captives. Better, far better, to die cleanly here and now!

But I'm not going to die, dammit, not if | can helpiit!

Ridiculousto try drawing his sword, not while he waslying in this awkward position. But elves
wouldn't know anything about human dirty righting. The Bard got hisfeet under him and lunged up, under
one startled dfs sword, ramming his head into the elfs gut. Asthe Dark EIf doubled over, choking and
gasping, Kevin raced through the opening hed made in the circle of swords—

But the Dark Elves could react far more swiftly than any human, smoothly closing ranks, sedling him
inagan.

All right, Kevin thought, trapped, well try thisthe heroic way, and whipped out his sword. The odds
wereredly terrible; it was only in ballads that one man defeated adozen in Single combat. But there
wasn't anything elseto do, save let himsalf be taken or die, 0 he attacked with desperate courage.

The Dark Elves grinned coolly, stepping back just out of range every time he lunged. Thewhole
dozen could have hacked him down in amoment or smply swarmed over him. Instead, the idea of
twelve predators againgt one prey was apparently rousing some sort of sadistic Nithathili delight, because
now they were choosing to close with himin little groups of one or two, toying with him, giving him
merdly scratcheswith their blades whenever they got past hisguard, never quite hurting him, smply trying
to wear him down.

And they're going to do it, too, curse them!

Straight swordplay was going to get him killed. But the Dark Elves very crudty, Kevin redized with
alittle shock, just might give him an edge. A flash of memory:

Naitachal and he, back in his castle, trying out that new form of Bardic Magic swordplay. It had
worked back then, or dmost. What if he could work it, strange and experimental though it was, here and
now? What wasit we did back then? Yes, I've got it.

He had to settleinto a definite rhythm, a definite sword dance, thrusting, parrying, cutting, parrying,
thisfoe, that foe, adefinite rhythm... yes and yes and yes, he had it now, adance, a sword dance, here
and there and here again...

Kevin wasn't quite sure what he was doing, he wasn't quite sure how to contral it, he didn't even
darethink too closely about what he was doing or held lose the rhythm—but al at once something odd
was definitely happening. EIf after ef missed achanceto dtrike, df after €lf, eyes gone misty and
confused, lunged and followed through where Kevin had been amoment ago but wasn't any longer, as
though he and they were not quite sharing the same time frame. When he started a pattern, Kevin realized
in astonishment, they had to complete it, whether he was there to be struck or not!

All right, herewe go. Let'sseeif | can get one of them to gtrike this way—ha, yed!

Asone Dark Elf sword helplesdy followed the pattern, moving out of line, Kevin thrugt, feding his
sword cut flesh, hearing a choked snarl of pain. He dashed wildly out before the pattern could loosen, hit
another target, saw the circle of foes dissolvein confusion and dove through it before the Dark Elves
could recover.



Unfortunately, they recovered dl too quickly. Hearing them running right behind him, painfully aware
of that faster elven reaction time, Kevin ran like amead thing, struggling to get hissword back inits
scabbard, fumbling to get the lute cord safely dung across his chest, feding the lute whacking him in the
back as he raced on, leaping logs, dashing through underbrush, heedless of thorns scoring his flesh, rocks
bruising hisfeet. Gods, oh gods, he dared not stop, he dared not fall or even stumble, they were so close
behind. If one of them had any sorcery at dl, hewaslogt; the spell would surdly cut him down and—

"Anmnl”

For one wild moment Kevin was sure aspell redly had hit him. But no, he must have run right
through the Gate again, or asmaller, weirder cousin, because the forest had suddenly been exchanged for
open meadow, the sunlight hitting him like ablow.

Unfortunately, most of the Dark Elves had followed him through aswell. Fortunately for him, though,
Nithathili eyes were darkness-adapted. Judging from the startled cries of pain he heard, the sudden
sunlight was even more of ashock for them. Of course, Kevin thought wildly as he staggered on. Even
Naitachd Hitt hastrouble with direct sunlight.

No timeto think of Naitacha now. Kevin's lungs were beginning to burn, hislegsfelt like two lead
welights, but sheer desperation gave him anew burst of energy that let him open up awide margin ashis
pursuers staggered and swore behind him.

But the Dark Elveswere driven by their own inner demons. Glancing over his shoulder, Kevin
groaned to see them coming after him once more, hoods pulled protectively over their eyes, running
through the open meadow like so many sprinting deer.

Blast it. Where can |—oh, not—

—again!

He'd been hurled through another fragment of the Gate Spell, back into forest dimness so suddenly it
staggered him. Thistime he was the one at the disadvantage because his human eyes couldn't adjust to
sudden darkness quickly enough. A Dark Elf laughed. A hand clamped roughly shut on hisarm, but
Kevin drove hisebow back with al hisforce, hitting flesh, and heard agrunt. The hand lost its grip and
hetorefree, forcing himsalf on, struggling through forest so dense he felt like someone caught in a
nightmare, gasping, aching, legs trembling, unable to hurry even though something monstrous was right
behind.

But the Dark Elves, quicksilver swift though they were, were dtill in tangible bodies; they couldn't get
through that tangled underbrush any faster than Kevin. Hislead narrowed dangeroudy, but it remained a
lead and maybe he—

"Aid"

Hed dipped through another shard of Gate—and suddenly there wasn't anything beneath his feet!
Theforest herefell away into asharp canyon, ariver roaring far below. Sliding over the edge, Kevin
twisted desperately about, grabbing blindly at whatever he could close his hand on, roots and earth,
clawing hisfrantic way back up to solid land—

He madeit. For amoment Kevin could do nothing but lieflat, clinging to nice, solid ground.

But he was being watched. With amoan, Kevin struggled back to hisfeet and found himself facing a
wall of coldly smiling Dark Elves.

Oh, damn. They must have been watching his entire struggle, waiting with inhuman patience to seeif
he climbed back up or fel.

Probably enjoying it. Maybe even making bets on it, Kevin thought dourly.

For along moment he and they smply stood staring at each other. They were, Kevin saw with a
touch of relief, dmost aswinded as he. Elves, though they might not admit it, could get astired out as any
other living creatures, and al he and they could do right then was keep staring at each other and pant.
There was hardly aneed for the Dark Elvesto rush into action: they had him trapped against empty
Space.

"Got you, human,” one of them said at lat, grinning.

"Like hdl you have," Kevin snapped.

Only one dim hope for escape. Hadtily offering up aquick prayer to Whomever was listening that



the river was degp enough, he jumped out into space. Wind whistled madly by his ears, theriver's roar
surged up, but then suddenly—

—it wasn', and he was landing with enough force to knock the air out of hislungs on something that
wasn't water but turned out to be amercifully thick bed of moss. Stunned with the shock of impact and
of ill being dive and on dry land, he struggled wildly up to look around.

Forest. Forest on al sides.

Kevin fdl back with agroan. Another shard of Gate. Hed fallen through another shard of Gate. At
least that |ast desperate legp seemed to have left his pursuersfar behind. Wherever "behind” might be.
Wherever "her€’ might be, for that matter.

For the moment, at least, he was perfectly safe.

And perfectly, totdly log.

Chapter XIIl TheRational Life

The Arachniasummoned by the guardsto guide her through the maze of the hive moved swiftly
forward, the seemingly awkward stiltlike legs folding and unfolding with silent, eerie grace. Gwenlyn
followed inthetall, dien figures wake, feding hopelesdy clumsy by comparison, hearing her boots
echoing loudly on the smooth earthen floor. On ether Sde, the walls were smooth, too, hard-packed
earth like the floor, or so she guessed, but whitewashed and polished to a soft gleam, ornamented at
unpredictable intervalswith intricately worked geometric reliefs. The designs meant nothing to Gwenlyn:
for dl she knew, they told an epic saga of Arachniahistory.

Assuming they go in for anything as dramatic as epics.

Or maybe they didn't mean anything at dl. It waswarm in here, but not unpleasantly so, and the air
smelled ever so faintly of the spicy scent that seemed natura to the Arachnia people; Gwenlyn wondered
how they kept the temperature so nicely uniform.

And why, for that matter? The adults I've seen in my father's castle didn't seem to mind the cold. |
guessthe youngsters orlarvae or whatever the baby Arachnia are called need more warmth.

Thetunne they'd been following crossed awhole maze of others, each precisaly the same width and
height. Asthey travelled deeper into the hive, Gwenlyn tried and failed to keep track of the maze, and
soon gaveit up. She'd just haveto trust to the stern Arachnia code of honor to get her out of here again.

They... would get her out again, wouldn't they?

She and her guard were passing other Arachnianow in the maze of tunnels. Although no heads
turned her way, Gwenlyn was very much aware of those greet, segmented eyes watching her with cool
curiogity. But not aword was raised in greeting or protest. In fact, other than the sound of her own
footsteps, there wasn't much of anything to be heard save for adistant, atona droning that Gwenlyn
guessed was Arachniamusic, from what she'd heard from the merchantswho'd visited her father.

Eerie Alien.

Gwenlyn refused to start looking over her shoulder. Y es, she was being constantly watched; of
course she was being watched. She was the alien here. But of course she knew no one here meant her
any harm.

Or at least she knew that with the rationa part of her mind. The rest of it wasn't so confident.
Gwenlyn sternly reminded hersdlf that she never had been bothered by close places before this. And the
tunnesredly weren't that close; afull-grown Arachnia stood too tall for that. But awindow or evena
calling shaft letting in sunlight would have been oh so nice.

And without sunlight how do they get this—this quiet sort of light in here? | don't see—ah, yes. Light
globes of sometype. Magica? | guess so. And—"What isit?' she asked adoud as her guide stopped



short, and was startled by the sound of her own voice.

"We have reached the first turning of the second corridor of the third way."

"| see. But what doesthat mean?'

"It meansthat thisisthe end of my didtrict. Another guide will leed you now."

"Oh. Uh... thank you."

Thetwo Arachniaguides chittered amoment. The second guide gestured for Gwenlyn to follow,
looking, at least to her human eyes, exactly like thefirst: same grey cloak, same golden gorget. But that
gorget bore adightly different geometric pattern onit.

Status, | guess. Or different job title. Or something.

The guides changed three different times before Gwenlyn, footsore and weary, a last found hersdlf
stopped before agreat golden curtain. "'Wait here,” said her latest guide, and disappeared behind the
curtain. Gwenlyn, with no other way of judging the passing of time, tried to keep track by counting, but
gave up somewhere between three hundred and three hundred and fifty heartbeats. After what might
have been ashort or along time, the guide (or one who looked exactly like him) poked a head out from
behind the curtain.

"The Queen waitsbeyond," he said in his precise voice. " She has given her permission. Y ou may
enter.”

"Ah, th-thank you."

The curtain was drawn aside. Gwenlyn stepped into the room beyond, then froze, suddenly too
overcome by panic to go any further. Theroya chamber was smaller than sheld imagined—or maybeit
was just that the presence within would have made any room look small.

The Arachnia Queen was... vast. Not fat, Gwenlyn thought wildly, but, well, abundant, looking as
though she could bear a hundred hundred young and not be weakened. She done of her people wore no
golden gorget or any other jewels. But then, she needed no artificia ornamentation: her own chitinous
skin was ornament enough. Where every Arachnia Gwenlyn had ever seen had skin of ashiny
grey-green, the Queen was arainbow of iridescence. Her segmented eyes, too, shone Like
many-faceted gems, and it was only after a startled moment that Gwenlyn realized from the way her head
was turned, danted sharply and not quite towardsthe girl, that she was quite blind.

The Queen didn't seem to find it atrue handicap. Whether the Queen scented her or felt her body
hest, after that first moment the elegant, jeweled Arachniaface turned fully to Gwenlyn. "Enter, human
child. You shal not be harmed.”

Her voice was higher than those of the Arachnia merchants Gwenlyn had known, but piercingly
swest. Not sure if she was being foolish—after all, it wasn't as though the Queen could see her—she
made her degpest curtsy. "Your Mgesty.”

"Ah, ahuman title." Amusement tinged the sweet voice. "Come closer, human child. Sit.”

A segmented arm touched the mound of silky cushions on which the Queen reclined. "As—asyou
wish, Your, uh, Mgesty," Gwenlyn sammered, and sat, very much aware of the Queen's scent, strong as
cinnamon, and trying not to flinch asthat arm touched her hair, her face with ddlicate care.

"S0..." the Queen mused. "Y ou are very young. Y oung as my own D'Senna, my Not-Queen.”

That meant nothing to Gwenlyn. "Please, Y our Mgesty, I—I request sanctuary.”

"From those unpleasant humans lurking near the hive entrance. Y es, so my guards have told me.
They are persstent, those humans. What can you have done to them?'

"| did nothing to them,” Gwenlyn said indignantly, "they tried to kidnap me!”

"Indeed. How very unpleasant. But why do they linger? Surely they know they have failed?

Theirrepressble Arachnialogic—and curiosity. Gwenlyn hesitated. "l wish thiswas easy to explain,
Y our Mgesty. But, well, strange things have been happening out there in the forest. Sorcery, | guess.
There are places now that jump you to other places without warning. And the bandits—the humans
following me— think itsdl my fault.”

"Nonsense. Thereisnothing of sorcery tainting you. Y ou should have told them so a once.”

"They weretoo busy tryingto loll me" Gwenlyn said drily.

"Ah. Of course. | forget the violence that seemsapart of human nature. It islong and long sincell



have visited the surface world." The Queen gtirred dightly on her silky cushions. "No matter how foolishly
sureyou are to blame, the humanswill eventualy redize they arein error. Or at least that further wailing
isfutile. Till then, child, you are, of course, granted sanctuary. It would hardly belogicd to turn you over
to thosewho areruled by illogic. D'Senna, come.”

A smadler Arachnia head poked up from out of the cushions. Gwenlyn, who'd thought they were
aoneintheroom, started. A dimfigure, her skin mostly the standard Arachnia grey-green but sporting
hints of iridescence here and there, sprang to her fegt, bending her lanky body in an intricate bow.

"M other-Queen, what would you?'

"See that our human guest is given comfortable lodging and food and drink fit for her species.”

"Indeed, Mother-Queen. Come, human guest, if you would."

But as soon asthey were outside the throne chamber, D'Senna cluttered in the Arachniaversion of a
giggle. "Youre afemae human, aren't you?' At Gwenlyn s puzzled nod, the Arachniaadded eagerly,
"Not an adult yet. A youngling, likeme."

Her cheerful chirp made Gwenlyn smile. "1 guess so. Oh, but aren't you a princess? | mean, your
mother's the Queen and—"

"Did you not hear her words? | am a Not-Queen. A—atoo young, too extrafertile femae.”

Did that mean that most of the Arachniawere either males or neuter males and females? But there
was no migtaking the unhappiness in D'Sennds voice, so Gwenlyn admitted, "I'm sorry, but | don't
understand.”

"The hiveislarge. Thereis more than enough room for our people. Were it otherwise, were we
badly crowded in this space, with too many of ustoo closdly related, then anew Queen would be
trained, then driven off to lead some of our people out to find anew hive. But thereisno need yet for a
second Queen, nor isthere likely to be for many acycle. And | am not even a second Queen! Thereis
an eder sster. And s0," D'Senna finished with astiff Arachniashrug, "'l have no use.”

"I'm sorry,” Gwenlyn said because she didn't know what else to say, and D'Senna chittered a
nervouslittiegiggle

"1 didn't mean to put my life on yours. Come, | will find you anice placeto stay.”

The room was a clean, comfortable chamber, even if the bed was, in Arachniafashion, only apile of
cushions, and there was no window. Thewallswere... white. (All the roomsin the hive seemed to be...
white)) They were ornamented with nest, precise geometric designs. (All the hive walls were ornamented
with neat, precise geometric designs.) Gwenlyn was sure the precisely worked patterns meant something
to the Arachnia, but she would have given amost anything to see atapestry, afresco, or anything with no
geometric designs and some good, honest color to it.

Oh, at firgt, Gwenlyn admitted, she had been fascinated by the orderly, quiet, clean underground
Arachnia society, in which each member knew his, her, or itsrole perfectly. But they were dl so
incredibly, rentlesdy literad-minded and logical! Head in hands, Gwenlyn mused that an Arachnia could
take the smplest satement, such as"Thegrainisripe" and turn it into an intellectua study of the meaning
of "grain” and "ripe" and how one should properly harvest that grain to maximize efficiency and minimize
loss! 7 know | shouldn't complain. They've been very kind to me. But if | don't get out of here soon, |
think I'm going to go crazy!

It wasn't helping her mood that Gwenlyn had no idea how long she'd been here. The Arachnia
had—of course—a perfectly logicd, precise way of marking time, but it bore no resemblance to anything
used by humans, and since they ate whenever they grew hungry (which, she mused, was dl thetime), she
couldn't keep track of days by the number of medls, either.

It can't have been that long, Gwenlyn thought wryly. My hair hasn't grown.

"Gwenlyn?' asked avoice suddenly, and Gwenlyn brightened. At last! The only person other than
hersalf who had somelife about her.

"Comein, D'Senna."

Theyoung Arachniahurried in, folding her dender form down on the cushions beside Gwenlyn.
"They're fill out there. The human bandits, | mean. They seem to be making acamp for themsdavesin the
fores, just out of reach of our entranceway guards, and they just will not stop watching for you."



"Wonderful. I've encouraged them to livea sdttled life.”

D'Sennablinked. "That was meant as the human form of sarcasm, yes?'

Gwenlyn sghed. "It was."

"It must be very dull for you here." When Gwenlyn hesitated, not wanting to offend her hogt,
D'Sennaadded impulsvey, "It isfor me."

"Y ou don't want to be a Queen, do you?"

D'Senna shuddered as much as her tiff Arachniabody would permit. "Would you? Losing your
sght, losing your mobility, serving only to keep our race renewed—no, no, | do not wish such afuture.”

"Ugh. | don't blame you. But you told me you're the second daughter. Can't you just leave?”

"Where would | go? What would | do? | have been taught much as a Queen's daughter—but there
isnot one thing among that learning that would help melivein the outsde world.”

"Now, that problem | truly understand. I'm not trained to do anything much—other than run acastle,
| mean—either."

"But surely human women don't transform physicaly into Queens?'

Gwenlyn laughed shortly. "No. That requires a court ceremony and a crown that—ach, never mind.
No, we don't get cooped up like your blind Queens. But, well, if | accepted my 'proper’ noblewoman's
role, I'd wind up ameek, dutiful wife and mother, unable to do anything save what my husband alowed.”

"That does not sound like... what isthe human word?... fun." D'Sennatilted her head to one Side,
Sudying Gwenlyn. "'Tm thinking thet we are, despite our different forms, not undike.”

Gwenlyn grinned. "I've been thinking the same thing!"

"Do you know what | would redlly liketo do?' the Arachniaasked conspiratoridly. "Go off and
have an adventure, ared adventure, somewhere above ground. Does that sound too foolish?”

"Oh, no," Gwenlyn said yearningly. "1 would love to do something heroic and exciting mysdf. But |
can't do anything cooped up herein the hive. Not that | don't appreciate your people s hospitaity, but—"

"But you want to get out of here. Sodo|."
"Right, but how?1 certainly can't escapetheway | camein, not with those bandits refusing to give
up.”

"No. | should think you would be avaluagble prize to them, noble-daughter that you are.”

"Or avauable scapegoat,” Gwenlyn muttered.

"Wait, now... are you serious about adventuring?'

Gwenlyn glanced at D'Senna, and could have sworn the young Arachniawas nervous. "What are
you proposing?’

"l—I never quite dared to do anything about it, not done. But thisisn't the only exit from the hive.
Therés another one, at the far end of one of the less-used tunnels. The only difficulty isthat | am not sure
whereit leads."

Gwenlyn thought about spending more time down here amid dl this nonhuman peace and unending
logic, and burst out, "Let'sfind out!"

They made ahurried stop at the Arachniafood storage ares, filling two sacksfull of dried mest and
grain and two flasks of water. D'Senna paused long enough to add a pouch full of the high-energy food
cubesthe Arachnia carried to satisfy their never-ending need for food, then glanced at Gwenlyn. The
segmented eyes could hold no human expression, but Gwenlyn could have sworn she saw them glint with
excitement.

"Shall we?' D'Senna asked.

Gwenlyn bowed. "After you," she said.

The tunnd plainly hadn't been used for ages. Here and there earth had fdlen from ceiling and walls,
and theinevitable white paint was flaking and stained. "Are you sure thiswhole thing isn't going to come
down on our heads?' Gwenlyn asked nervoudly.

"Quitesure. | am asgood atunneller asany of my folk," D'Sennasaid without false modesty. "This
tunne will hold. And thereisthe entrance.”

It wasanarrow little opening, barely wide enough for Gwenlyn to squirm her way through. She
turned to help D'Sennawork her way through. "I think I know where we are. Come on, let's—no-c-0!"



The sorcery had seized her once again, whirling Gwenlyn and D'Senna both from where they'd
been, dropping them roughly inasmal, dark glade.

"What... wasthat?' D'Senna asked.

Gwenlyn sighed. "I don't know. Some sort of spell. It's been affecting the whole forest™

"Never mind that for now. We have amore urgent problem.” D'Sennadrew hersdf up to her full
height, afull head taller than Gwenlyn. "I don't see any sign of the hive, or of anything ese | know. What
about you?'

Gwenlyn shook her head. "At least we've gotten away from the bandits. But asto wherewe are;
D'Senna, | haven't got aclue.”

Chapter X1V The Bandit King

"Jwill find you, Naitachd," Hardachan hissed. "1 will find you, traitor, no matter how you try to hide,
no matter where. | will find you. | shal seethat you shdl suffer thetraitorsfate.

"1 will find you.

"Y ou are doomed, traitor. Y ou cannot escape.”

"I will! [—"

Naitacha came awake with astart at his own shout, Stting bolt upright, his heart racing, hisinnate
Power gleaming about him. All around him, the disturbed forest had falen silent, but after amoment the
normal little chirrings of the night resumed, and the Dark EIf let out his breath in ardlieved sgh, caming
his Power back into quietude. It had been only adream, not some new spell Rudath had thrown
together, as sheld thrown together that cursed, chaotic Gate Spell.

That Chaos Gate, Naitacha thought wryly. There was agood name for the thing. What with the
shards of its sorcery spreading unpredictably throughout the forest, teasing at hismind, confusing his
thoughts, he/d had so few lucid moments ktely that he was beginning to fed like some poor feverish
human wandering helplesdy in and out of ddirium.

If only my mind would stay clearly focused long enough for meto do something! | could find my
way out of reach of the spell—yes, and find Kevin aswdll!

Naitacha shook hishead in bitter despair. If the Nithathili had hisfriend trapped in their caverns,
what could he possibly do about it? Not smply leave that friend snared in Darkness, surely. And yet, and
yet...

Suddenly he was s0 cold he grabbed at hisdark cloak, pulling it tightly about himsdlf. ‘Thetraitors
fate" Whatever might be done to Kevin, no matter how horrifying, how terrible, surely it would have this
onemercy toit: it would befinite. Humans could not last long under even the most subtle of Nithathil
torments. But... "thetraitor'sfate."

Naitachd shivered anew, remembering the time of being truly of the Nithathili, of darkness he had
never shared with anyonein thisworld of sunlight and music, of memories so crud they still—though he
had confessed it to no one and never would—haunted his dreams.

| may have escaped that life, Naitachal mused, rubbing ahand over hiseyes, but oh, it does haunt
medill. And... "thetraitor'sfate.”

A Dark Elf would not be aslucky as ahuman, to escape Nithathil torture through desath. And the
torment would never end.

But | can't leave Kevinin their hands! | can't! Damn Haralachan and Rualath and the entire clan to
the Darkness they so adore—if | could, | would send them al screaming down into the Fit!

He could fed the old, dark Necromantic glory rousing within him at these hat, fierce thoughts of
hatred, the Necromantic Power he had vanquished but could never redlly quite destroy. It was apart of



him, likeit or not, its strands woven so deeply into the magical part of him right from the earliest days of
childhood that to banish one would surdly be to banish the other.

And evenif it could be done, did he redlly wish to banish his Necromantic skills? How wondrousto
touch Haralachan, Rudath, any of hisformer clan who dared stand before him, how wondrousto see
them scream and plead and shrive into dust—

"No!" Naitachd gasped, sickened a himsdf. To fight Darkness with Darkness would be worse than
suiciddl, it would be ddiberately turning to evil. Using Necromancy once more would be the death not
just of hisbody but of who and what heredlly was.

With awordless cry of despair, Naitachd snatched up his harp, bringing the brightest music he knew
from the strings, playing on and on, feding the glory that was music dowly steding through him, quelling
Dark Power, mdting theinner chill.

At lagt, with asigh, he put away the harp and got to hisfeet. So far, at least, his Bardic—or wasit
sorcer-ous?—will seemed to have been strong enough, even during his most unfocused, to keep the
fragmented spell from drawing him into its Power. But what if hiswill failed? What if hewound up
walking dizzily into Rudath's hands?

Stop that. Y ou sound like atimid little human.

But what could be done? He could, Naitacha mused, try smply staying in thisrelatively safe spot
and waiting out the spell. Judging from the way the thing was fragmenting, it was just ametter of time
beforeit would shatter to the point of Powerlessness.

But who knew for sure what would happen with one of Rudath sweird, experimenta spells?
Naitacha gave adour little laugh, thinking that even Rudath could never truly gauge their length. Waiting,
he might well starve to desth before the Chaos Gate ran out of strength!

Lifeisfull of little uncertainties, isnt it?

So. That meant there wasn't anything to be done but head once more into the forest, accepting the
risks. If hewaslucky, he'd find asafe way. If not, hed be heading once more into madness.

Or at least, Naitachd thought wryly, into vagueness.

The bandits stirred uneesily. " She's not coming out,” scar-faced Grenik muttered.

Brennid, the bandit leader (Ieader only because no one else really wanted the job) snapped, "Don't
be anidiot. She's got to come out sooner or later."

"Why?' Grenik asked. "She'sawitch, right? And the Bugs aren't human, right?"

"So what's your point?"

"So maybe she doesn't have to come out. So maybe the Bugsve been tunnelling like they always do,
see. And maybe thistime they've tunnelled alittle too deep. They're not human; we don't know who
they'rein league with. Or what."

"What, you saying they came across demons?”’

"I'm not saying nothing. Just that awitch and demonswould get along red fine. Red fine."

There was an awkward slence while they all considered that.

"If she brings demons up here," skinny young Kem muttered, "I'm not gonnabe waiting for them.”

"Me, neither," Grenik agreed.

Brennid thought about it for only amoment. He hadn't wanted to be here at al; the Arachniagave
him the cregpswith their big, weird eyes and those nasty-looking arms. Like abunch of big insects. The
flesh-egting land.

But he could hardly have confessed hisfearsto the others. Things had been going badly enough asit
was, with barely enough to eat and no place warm and dry to deep; there hadn't been anyonetorobina
fortnight, and even if there had been, none of them dared show hisface in town to spend anything. 7
didn't ask to be leader! Brennid thought wistfully. | didn't even want to be leader!

Couldn't get out of it now. They'd turn on himin aminuteif they thought he was afraid. "Naw,"
Brennid said as casualy as he could. "It's not worth therisk. Besides, I'mtired of watching them ugly
creatures watching us. Comeon, let'sgo.” Trying to cheer everyone up, he added, "Maybefind usanice,
rich, stupid merchant or two," and heard afew weak chuckles.

It'snot going well, it'snot going well at al. But how do | get out of this mess?



He couldn't find an answer to that, particularly not when Kem sidled up to him and whispered, "She
an't thereno more."

"What?"

"Struth. Heard two of the Bugs mutter something about her running off with one of them.”

Brennid just barely stifled agroan. Just what they didn't need—awitch on the loose and maybe out
for revenge on them for keeping her pent up. Wonderful.

Naitacha staggered dizzily out of yet another bout of mindlessness, too groggy to know exactly
where he was or where he was going—and found himsalf facing the scruffiest, most disreputable humans
he had ever seen. And judging from their fierce, terrified expressions, they'd recognized him asaDark
Elf—and weren't happy a what they saw.

"A sorcerer!”

"He'sapd of the demond™

"Get him!" "Kill him!" "Kill him!"

Bandits... can't fight them... haven't the energy to run...

Seeing the weapons drawn, counting hislifein seconds, hardly knowing what he was doing,
Naitachal began to talk. And elven charm and Bardic Magic glittered in the words.

"Just the men I've been hoping to find."

They stopped short, blinking. "Huh?' one of them said intelligently.

"Oh, indeed. But, tsk, aren't you the sorriest looking bunch of men I've ever seen?" he scoffed as
gently as though speaking to children, and saw them starein now tota astonishment, bewildered by the
smooth charm of hisvoice. "Look at you, al ragsand dirt and fright. Look at you, | say! Isthisany way
for mento live? Wdl, now, isit?'

"No," someone grunted. And, "No," they al muttered.

"No, of courseitisnot,” Naitacha agreed smoothly. "'Tou know that. Y ou do, indeed. And you wish
to liveinfiner fashion. Of course you do. Y ou wish to live like men, not beasts.”

Part of hismind was rather amazed at how smoothly the words were coming out, how musicaly, full
of that astonishing even charm and delicate trickery, full of that most wonderful Bardic persuasion. Ah
yes, Naitacha mused, he was probably, when he had his full senses about him, going to be astonished at
his own nerve. But for now it was the easiest thing to smply keep pouring out the wordsthat were a
magica barrier between him and the wegpons.

"l can hep you," hetold them smoothly. "I and | aone canshowyouthewaytobetteryourlot. Hush,
now. Wait. ] Just listen to me, listen and learn what | can do for you." |

"What're you offering?' one of the ugly creatures asked, and Naitacha smiled charmingly.

"Now, what do you think?" he purred. "A happier life. A better life. A wonderful, glorious,
richesfilled life"

What human could stand before that? And what human, al magickless and unsuspecting, could
res s, beneath the smooth surface, the hidden message. | am friendly, it soothed, and the bandits, hardly
knowing why, dowly lowered their arms, letting their weapons waver. 7 am strange and magica and
Powerful, the Bardic Magic indsted, and the weaponsfell from lax hands, one by one. He should stop
now, Naitachd redlized dimly, he should surdly stop before it wastoo late and he said something far
beyond what he meant.

But by now, haf-drunk on Bardic Magic and e ven charm and sheer weariness, he couldn't stop.
Instead, Naitachd heard himsdlf adding so very convincingly, 'Y ou need meif you areto survive. With
your skillsand my Power, we can—we will—form anew fellowship against whom no one can stand.”

And, You need meto survive, the secret words whispered, you need meto lead, you need meto
lead, you need meto lead—

Naitachd cameto himself with ashock. Ae, what was he saying? What had he dready said?
Whatever it was, hereally must have overdoneit, because al at once the bandits were cheering and
swarming about him, clasping his hand, patting him gingerly on the back, their eyes bright with an amost
childiike enthusasm.

"We're mean, were tough,” they chanted, "we got something no other outlaws got: we got ourselves



aDark EIf leader!”

A€

"Won' haveto livelike wolves.

'Well havefood!"

"Food, hdl! Well haveriched!"

"Riches! Well have respect!”

"Y eah, yeah, well have respect! No one's gonna stop us, no one s gonna chase us off. Wefindly
got ourselves ared leader!”

"A Dark Elf leader—yeah! Who's gonna dare challenge any band tough enough to have a Dark EIf
leader? We're gonna have everything we ever wanted, everything! Right, boss?"

Good gods, Naitachd thought in dismay. | really did overdo it. Theseidiots have made metheir
chief.

Now, wasn't this ridiculous? Necromancer, Bard— now bandit king! And what, in the name of dl
the Powers, was he supposed to do with these noisy, smelly subjects?

| can't just tell them to—to shoo!

Wait, though... yes... they just might have a use after al. These unexpected alies might belessthan
elegant, but they were fully human. Being in their midst would confuse what was | eft of Ruadath's spell and
what new spdlls she might attempit to locate him. With their aid, he would have no need of solitary,
perilous assaults on the caverns of hiskin.

If Kevinisanywherein thisforest, or anywhere at dl that he can be reached, we shdl find him!

Now, al he had to do was convince the others. "A piece of cake," asthe humans might say: if he
could turn himsdf into abandit king, the even Bard thought wryly, he could do anything!

"Ligtentome," Naitacha said, throwing up hisarmsdramaticaly. "I hold out phenomena hopeto
you, achance for wondrous reward: the count and Bard known as Kevin islost somewherein the
forest.” And nat, let ushope, in Nithathil caverns. "I intend to find him, and | wish your aid.”

"What's a count to us?' someone growled.

Naitacha quickly located the man who'd spoken, and shot out an arm, pointing so suddenly the
bandit flinched. "What's a count to you? Freedom, man! Freedom!”

Helet them mull that over for abit, listening to their bewildered murmurs, then said briskly, "Heré's
the agreement: help meto find Count Kevin—and you will al win pardong!™

Now what made me say that? the Bard thought in dismay. Ridiculous: | haven't got any sort of lega
authority!

Too lateto try denying the whole thing now. And obvioudy the bandits didn't know he had no such
authority. Naitachd, watching them in confusion, thought surdly they were going to fal to their kneesin
worship. "Full pardons?* someone asked in genuine awe, and he nodded.

Ahwell. Might aswell be caught inabig trick asasmdll.

Look at them staring at him with those radiant eyes! The bandits had aready madeit clear that they
thought the idea of a Dark Elf leader was exciting, but now they plainly believed he was awonder
worker aswdl. With atiny pang of guilt, the elven Bard thought, | sincerely hope Kevin doesn't make a
liar of me, then added, / hope Kevin has achance not to make aliar of me! Ah wett, here we go.

Feding very much like afather duck being followed by an eager string of ducklings, the bemused
Naitachd led hisodd new alies off into the forest.

Chapter XV Pilgrims

Lydiastood in the stirrups, staring over her horse's head in amazement at the busy throng ahead.



"That'sthe shrine of Saint Verdain?'

Count Trahern, riding beside her, glanced at her, one dark brow raised. "I take it you've never been
here before.”

Lydiagrinned at him. "Do | ook like the sort of woman who'd be spending alot of time around a
ghrine? Let done aretreat for gals about to get married?

"You," Count Trahern said with easy gdlantry, "look like the sort of woman who would grace
whatever place she choseto vist”

To Lydias absolute amazement, she felt her face reddening. Score onefor you, Trahern, she
thought. 7 haven't blushed in years. "Uh... thank you," she said uneasily, trying to ignore Tich'ki, hiddenin
her hair, snickering in her ear. "Oneword out of you," she murmured to the fairy, head turned away so
the count wouldn't see her face and think she wastaking to hersdlf, "and | swat you like afly."

Tich'ki only snickered that much harder. Lydiadid her best to ignore the fairy, and pretended to get
very interested in the sights ahead.

"Seethat plain stone building? Count Trahern said suddenly. "That housesthe origina spring. The
onea which Saint Verdain is said to have drunk and left her blessing.”

"Yeah. | seethe pretty brass sign they've put up." Can't read the thing, but | seeit. She wasn't going
to admit her lack of book Iearning to a man who probably read a dozen books ayear. "Building looks
antique enough to be from back then,”

"Itis. And beyond it, behind that high wall, are the buildings of the retreet itsdlf.”

By standing as straight in the stirrups as she could, Lydia could just make out hints of red-tiled roofs.
"Right." But the shrine of Saint Verdain was supposed to be, according to dl the stories, asmple,
tranquil place. Whoever had started those stories had either lived avery long time ago or been amarvel
of mis-statement. "And everything ese?' she asked with only atouch of sarcasm. "What's dl this outsde
thewals?'

Trahern gave her awry little grin. Y ou can hardly expect asite, even aholy one, that's set at the
junction of two trading routes to go unchanged over the years.”

"Mmm. No." Lydiashrugged. "Looks like Saint Verdain sisworth the seeing, whether you're
interested in religion—or bargains.”

The count nearly choked on alaugh. "True," he admitted.

Over the years awhole town of eaborate outbuildings had grown up around the shrine, ajumble of
temples and inns and as many merchants stands as Lydia had seen crowded in asmal city. Everyone
seemed to be loudly hawking something to do with

Saint Verdain, no matter how remote the tie, from medals imprinted with what they claimed wasthe
sant strue visage (asif anyone knowswhat she looked like! Lydiathought cynicaly) to pretty
embroidered kerchiefsworked with the daises the merchant sdlling them claimed was the saintsfavorite
flower. Eager hands pulled at reins and saddlecloths; eager hands thrust up holy medasor "true
fragments of Saint Verdain's holy robe, honest.”

"Then why isthat one marked with a Sesteni trademark?' Lydia snapped, and heard Count Trahern
chuckle. "Get back!" she added sharply, dapping at one too-enthusiastic hand. "I said, back off—hey,
you! What the hell do you think you're doing?"

A well-placed kick sent the man sprawling. "Lydia" Count Trahern exclaimed. "That's hardly die
way to treat an honest merchant.”

Lydiaglared a the amusement in hiseyes. "Honest, hell! The guy wastrying to swipe your purse!™

The startled count dapped his hand down to it, giving asharp oath when he found the strings aready
untied. "l didn't fed athing,” he admitted. "My apologies. Come, let's get to the retreat before someone
gteds the horses out from under us.”

Feding like afish trying to swim upstream, Lydiaforced her mount dowly forward, trying to keep
from trampling anyone and determinedly ignoring voices urging her to "try this candy, direct from Saint
Verdain'sfavorite candymaker,” or "sample this perfume from Saint Verdain s home town, just the thing
for apretty lady."

"I'm neither,” she snapped.



"Y ou belittle yourself,” Count Trahern murmured. "If you're quite finished terrorizing the populace,”
he added before she could react to that

casud compliment, "the way to the retrest is up this passageway.”

"Uh, sure” Dammit, she was blushing again! Curse the man, is he going to constantly keep me
offbalanc.e? I'm not some green little girl!

But then, he wasn't exactly alittle boy, either. Admiring histall, straight-backed el egance out of the
corner of her eye, Lydiafound hersalf beginning to enjoy the ride. All too soon, asfar as shewas
concerned, they had arrived at the heavy oaken door barring the entrance to the retreat. At asigna from
the count, one of his men rapped sharply on the door and exchanged quick words with the grey-robed
woman who answered. She frowned, blinking nearsightedly up at the count.

"Count Trahern?

"Y es, madam." He bowed courteoudy in the saddle. "I have come to see my daughter Gwenlyn."

The priestess blinked again. "Gwenlyn?' she said thoughtfully. "Gwenlyn?" A long pause, then adow
shake of the head. "I'm sorry, my Lord Count. | don't recal the name. Wait here, if you would. | will see
if the other ssters can help you."

With that, the priestess scurried away, letting the door close behind her. "Moveslikealittle grey
rabbit," Lydiamuttered, and heard Tich'ki titter in her ear and the count barely stifle alaugh.

"For shame, Lydial That's no way to speak of aholy woman."

She shrugged. "Saint Verdainisn't my saint. And my people don't believein hiding from theworld.”

He gknced her way. "No. | can seethat. Fortunate for those of uswho enjoy the sight of attractive
women."

Lydiasighed. "Look, | know you're used to giving easy compliments. It's the sort of thing nobles do:

flatter noblewomen. But I'm not a noblewoman of any sort. And I'm not afoal, either. | know I'm no
raving beauty."

"No," he agreed so frankly it made Lydiastare, taken aback. "Y ou are something far finer than a
trite beauty, my dear Lydia you are afree, honest origina."

Woom

But what she would have said—and Lydiawasn't sure what it would have been—was cut short by
the return of the priestess.

"I'm sorry, my lord. None of us have seen agirl named Gwenlyn."

Trahern sighed impatiently. ™Y our pardon, madam, but you can hardly be expected to remember the
name of every girl who stops here, even one who comes with an armed escort. If we could just check
with whomever keeps your records?'

"Forgiveme, my lord," the priestess said, blinking timidly. "I fear | cannot grant you admission.”

"In the names of dl the gods, why not?!

"Because you're aman, my lord! Men areforbidden entry to the retreat.”

"Yes, yes, | know that! I'm not planning to stay in there, or do anyone any harm! All | wishtodois
check the records—"

"I'm sorry. Therules, you understand” As Count Trahern, eyes blazing, opened his mouth to argue,
the priestess added hastily, "The, ah, woman beside you could enter, of course, if shed give up her
sword."

"Thewoman besde him," Lydiasaid shortly, "has no intention of giving up her sword.”

"Please," Count Trahern murmured. "I'll hold the weapon. Just go check the records. No onein
thereisgoing to harm you.”

Oh, those serious, beautiful eyes of his! Shaking her head at her own foolishness, Lydia unstrapped
her swordbelt and handed it to the count, ignoring Tich'ki s sneers of "He's so pre-e-t-t-y," then swung a
leg over the saddle and dlid to the ground. "Lead on,” shetold the priestess.

It was startlingly quiet within the walls. Lydiafollowed the priestess down anarrow peth lined by
neetly pruned flowering bushesthat scented the air dmost too sweetly, gravel crunching benesth her
boats, feding very much out of placein dl thisnicely groomed tranquility.

Nat so much as ablade of grass out of place. Ugh. How do they stand it in here?



She caught afew quick glimpses of other women, girlsin white robes who were presumably
postulants and others in more elaborate dresses who were probably brides-to-be. All of them glanced
surreptitioudy at Lydia, plainly astonished a seeing thiswarrior in their midst, making her fed even more
uncomfortable.

"All the retreats records are kept in here," the priestess said suddenly, standing before a squat stone
building. "Sister Acted? she cdled insde. "Oh, Sister Acteil, there's someone here to ask about the entry
records.”

If thefirst priestess|ooked like arabbit, Lydiathought wryly, the second looked like atortoise
caught blinking deepily in the sun. Pushing back wire-rimmed spectacles, she asked Lydia, "Who isit you
seek?

"The Lady Gwenlyn, daughter to Count Trahern. She's supposed to have arrived here afew days
back with an armed escort.”

Thetortoise blinked again. "That's odd. | don't remember anyone coming to me with any record of
cort."

felt her patience fraying, strand by strand "But sasy cu- ___ >0. somerecord of the girl!"

"Ah. Possbly. A few days back, you say. Let me check." She glanced at Lydia, and the faintest
gpasm of distaste crossed her face. "Wait out here.”

Yeah. I'd probably get red lifedl over your prim tittle records, Lydiathought, but she waited.

And waited.

And waited, fighting the urge to go barging insde. It wouldn't do any good, blagt it: even if shefound
the records, she wouldn't be able to read the things!

At last Sster Actell regppeared, whispering in the first priestesss ear. The priestess stared at Lydia
indismay. "Oh, dear. Oh, dear. | fear we must tell thisto the count himself."

Thenwhat the hell did | comein herefor? Lydiafumed, but she followed her little grey rabbit guide
back out down the narrow, precise path to where Count Trahern waited. Swinging into the saddle once
more, she accepted her swordbelt from the man.

"Wel?" he asked sharply.

Fastening the belt around her waist, Lydia gestured with her chin. "They wouldn't tell me athing.
A her."

The priestess bit her lip nervoudy. "Ah, my Lord Count, | fear | have some disturbing newsfor you."

Count Trahern straightened in the saddle. "What?"

"Sigter Actell, our record keeper, checked very carefully. Thereisno record of anyone named
Gwenlyn having arrived here.”

"But—that can't be! Have her check again. There hasto be some mistake. Ah, | know! Gwenlyn
was angry enough: maybe she gave afdse name.”

"Y eah, and what about that escort of soldiers? Lydiaadded. "1 bet she didn't check for them!™

"The escort, yes!" the count exclaimed "There must be some record of their arrival. Go check again,
pleasal”

But the priestess was shaking her head. "'I'm sorry, my Lord Count. Sister Acteil did check. Thereis
no record of any girl, noble or common, having arrived at this retreat within the past two fortnights.”

"But..."

"I am sorry, truly. | wish | could help, but... thereisnothing | can do. Save pray." With that, the
priestess dowly closed the heavy door. Lydia heard the bolt dide shut with adull findity thet gave her a
uperditious shiver.

"Hell, maybeit'snot so bad," she said briskly. "Maybe | wasright al along. Maybe she and Kevin
did come to some sort of an understanding and run off together. | mean, they're both hot-blooded lads.”
Y eah, but even so, Kevin would never be that stupid, never! "I bet that's al thereistoit. They'll show up
at his castle or yours, shamefaced and ready for anice, happily-ever-after wedding."

The count shook his head angrily. "Y ou don't believe that any morethan do I. No, Gwenlyn set off
for here, and—oh godd!"

"What isit?"



"Theré's more than one way to reach this shrinefrom my lands.” He stared at Lydia, stricken. The
road isthe safest route, but it's dso the least direct. The shortest way— No, | can't believe held be that
Supid'"

"He? Who?'

"Captain Degdlth, the one who was in charge of Gwenlyn's escort. He's not exactly a bright man. but
he's dways been agood soldier, athoroughly reliable one. He can't have done something like that, he
would never haverisked my daughter's safety, never!™

Lydiareached out to grasp the man by the arm, asfirmly asthough he were afrightened young
recruit. "Stop that,” she said flatly. ™Y ou're working yourself up to hysteria. And that's not going to help
your Gwenlyn."

The count took a deep, steadying breath. "No."

"Now, what are you trying to say?"

She felt him shudder beneath her hand, but his voice was deadly cam. " She has never liked Degalth.
What if she and Degalth quarrelled? What if he decided to hand her over to die priestesses as quickly as
possible? What if Degalth took my daughter by the shortest route—the part that runs through the densest
part of theforest?' Trahern groaned. "If he'sdonethat, | swear I'll have his head! There haven't been any
banditsin that areafor years, o my guards assure me. But what if they're wrong? Oh dear gods, what if
they'rewrong?'

"Only oneway to find out," Lydiasaid grimly. "And that's to go look. Lead the way, man. Don't
worry!" she added in as cam avoice as she could manage. "Well find your daughter. And Count Kevin,
too."

But, Lydia added to hersdf, will wefind them dive?

Chapter XVI Strangersin The Night

Kevin sank wearily to arock, looking around at forest and yet more forest without much hope of
recognizing where he was. He'd been wandering in confusion for what seemed an age, every now and
then faling through those jarring bits of Gate without warning and getting thrown, gpparently at random,
from placeto pkce.

At least | haven't been tossed off acliff or into awall. But isn't the supid spell ever going to run
down? Naitachd told me once even the strongest magic runs out of power sooner or later.

Ah, andif only | could get out of this cursed forest! If only | could find the road back to Count
Trahern's castle or my own!

And what of Naitacha? Where was he? Kevin hadn't seen so much asahint of the Dark Elf Bard
sincethisinsanity had begun. The Bard clenched hisfids, refusing to even consder the possibility that
Naitacha might have fallen into the hands of his Nithathil clan, that he might already be undergoing
whatever horrifying cruelty they might have devised for someone they thought atraitor—

No, no, surely Naitachd wasfar too clever to be snared like that. After dl, Kevin told himsdlf
sharply, hadn't the Dark EIf easly eluded hiskin for four years? Granted, that was just an eyeblink of
timeto eves, but Naitachal surely wasn't about to get careless now.

Yes, but whereishe?

Ah, and wherewas Amaranthia? A little pang of longing shot through Kevin at the thought. What,
oh, what had happened to her? And what had that whole strange, wonderful episode been about?

Kevin shook hishead in confusion. It had al happened so quickly, dmost as though held been
struck by aspdl, while she... no, it didn't make sense. Easy enough for ahuman maeto be smitten by a
White EIf maid, Kevin admitted that fredy. But what about Amaranthia? First she had dl but sworn



undying love to ahuman sheld never seen before and only known for afew moments (And you, you
idiot, Kevin snagpped at himsdlf, were dl set to act like some lovesick swain out of one of your own
songd!), then she had disappeared without so much asaword of farewell, leaving him helplessy adegp—
to wake surrounded by foes.

Kevin winced at the memory. They had come darmingly closeto taking him prisoner then and there!
Amaranthia must have been aware how near they were; she was an df, after al, with an efskeener
Senses.

Maybe she was just too terrified to think, aWhite EIf dl donelikethat.

But Kevin redized he didn't really want to try defending her, not after what had happened. No
matter how terrified Amaranthiamight have been at the gppearance of so many Dark Elves, she wouldn't
have been in any danger if shed just bothered to wake him before she ran. Abandoning him like that,
while he dept—it was dmost, Kevin thought uneasily, as though she wanted the Dark Elvesto—

"Ohno," he murmured. "Oh no, not that."

It could never—she could never—it wasimpossible. A White EIf would never work with Dark
Elves. A White EIf would never, ever, even think of turning to evil!

Right. Just asa Dark EIf would never, ever think of becoming aBard. Impossible things had away
of happening, regardless.

Kevin shivered suddenly, remembering another White EIf, four years back in the city of Westerin, a
dead-eyed, thoroughly debased White EIf turned gang leader, an evil White EIf who had tried to kill him.
Such foulness could happen. It had happened that once. And... like it or not, maybe it had happened
agan. There werejust too many strangenesses here: aWhite EIf girl dl donein the wilderness, refusing to
name her clan, asking so many strange questions about Naitachdl...

Y es, and disappearing so conveniently just before | was attacked.

Ah, yes. Heredly had been acting like afool to trust her so easily! But then, Kevin argued with
himsdlf, he had still been shaken by the Gate Spell. And shereally had been so very beautiful, and he
was, dfter dl, only human—

Nevermind her beauty, he scolded himself. Use your brain instead of your—your heart! How wasit
that Amaranthia had known so much about the Gate Spell being a Gate Spell, when even Naitacha had
sad theform of the magic was new to him? How could she have known anything at al about it—unless
shereally had been on the side of Darkness?

With agroan, Kevin got to hisfeet. He didn't want to believe it, but there wasn't athing he could do
about Amaranthiaright now. Possible treachery or no, al he could do was wander on, eating what he
could snare, resting wherever he could find a safe corner in which to hide, and hope that somehow,
eventudly, hewould find the way out of thisforested trap.

"Gwenlyn?' D'Sennadlicked her beek nervoudy. "Areyou dl right?"

Gwenlyn glanced up from the log onto which sheld collapsed. "Fine," she drawled sarcagticaly, "I'm
just fine. Tired and hungry and lost and sick to death of this—this damnable sorcery diat keeps hurling us
around like two dolls—but fine."

D'Sennafolded her lean body down a Gwenlyn's side with the softest of sighs. "1 am not happy,
ather," the Arachniasaid softly. "I cannot find the scent of the hive again, or of any of my people, and |
know nothing of thisforest.”

All a once contrite, Gwenlyn glanced guiltily at the Arachnia. "I'm sorry. | waan't thinking." She
reached out an impulsive hand to touch D'Sennas arm, fedling the cool deekness of the chitinous skin.
"All thismust be much worse for you than it isfor me, much more frightening. At least I've been out inthe
world before, at least alittle.”

"l amnot afraid,” D'Sennasaid. "Not quite. | am just... very confused.”

"Aren't we both!" Wearily, Gwenlyn got to her feet. "I don't know what's been going on. | don't
know whose spel| has been causing dl thisnonsense. But at |east we can grab some comfort out of all
this"

v

"So far no one's actually hurt either one of us.”



"Thereisthat.” D'Sennaunfolded to her full height once more, over ahead taler than Gwenlyn but
dimasaracing hound. She chittered softly. "And to think | was discontent with my life. | would amost
welcome the old boring uselessness”

"Me, too," Gwenlyn agreed, then grinned. "Almost. At least no oneistelling uswhat we can and
cantdo."

"Indeed. That isamost pleasant change. Even inthe middle of dl this. Even if we are most
thoroughly logt."

"Y ou're the one who kept arguing that the forest was afinite thing,” Gwenlyn said sharply.

"True, true. And if we Smply keep moving in as straight aline aswe can, sighting from treeto tree as
you did before that last... jump... we must, eventualy, come out to some place you know."

"From your mouth to the gods ears,” Gwenlyn said wryly. "Let's only hope they're listening! Come,
my friend, timeto moveon.”

Kevinfrozein thetwilight, ligening with dl hismight. The birdsthat had been cheeping deepily as
they settled down amoment before had al suddenly gone silent. Why?

Someone's staking me, he realized, not Dark Elves, oh please, not them again...

Kevin moved warily forward, testing, then stopped, straining to hear. Ach, useless. Can't hear a
thing. But elves wouldn't make a sound.

They werethere, though; it wasn't hisimagination, not with dl the smdl wild thingsremaining
absolutely silent. And he could fedl, with some obscure Bardic sense, the elves presence as surely as any
saked animad knew itshunter. All right, curse you, here we go again.

Without warning, he burst into arun, dashing through the forest as best he could, stumbling over
roots, struggling to stay on hisfest, haf-blind in the ever-darkening twilight, thistime hunting, praying for
ashard of the Gate. All dong he'd been trying to avoid the damned things, now that he wanted one, they
al seemed to be avoiding him! Behind him, the Dark Elves had abandoned subtlety, racing after him.

Oh, I can't go through another one of these stupid chases, |—

With agtartled ydl, Kevin went plunging through ashard of Gate Spell and collided with someone
who screamed as they both crashed to the forest floor. The someone got in agood lack to hisshin,
nearly raked his eyes with what seemed like talons, then squirmed free, struggling to his—to her feet like
awild thing, panting, hair atangled dark mass, clothing ragged. Behind her, the dim figure of an Arachnia
loomed, segmented armsin a pose of definite menace.

Grest, Kevin thought wildly, struggling to hisfedt, trying to catch his breath. Just what | needed:
another treacherous woman.

She wastrying to gasp out something, but he held up ahand, listening fiercely, then et out his breath
inadgh of relief. The Dark Elves had not followed him through the Gate. At least for the moment.
"Lady," he began, though thisragged creature didn't look anything like alady (and he, he admitted,
probably looked like aderdlict), "I—"

He stopped short, looking behind the dirt, redly seeing her for the first time. Judging from her
astonished expression, she was doing the same. Smultaneoudy, they cried out in dismay: ™Y ou!”

"Count Kevin! | thought you were another bandit! Whet are you doing here?"

"What are you doing here, Lady Gwenlyn?'
woom

"The Gate—"

But the Arachnia suddenly chittered in excitement, "Not now, not now! Someone's
coming—enemied”

Kevin whirled, and groaned a the sight. "Oh hell. They did follow me. I'm sorry; | didn't intend to
get you involved.”

"That doesn't matter now," Gwenlyn said grimly. "They're here now. No place to run. Give me your
dagger.”

Wha—"

"Give meyour dagger! Y ou've dready got your sword and D'Senna has her Arachnia strength—I
don't have any wesgpon!"



Kevin hagtily passed her the knife, thinking it wasn't going to be much use againgt Dark EIf swords,
vowing he wasn't going to let agently bred human lady fdl into Nithathili hands. Asthe Dark Elves,
amiling coldly, their danted eyes glinting red in the growing darkness, began to closein on them, the Bard
heard Gwenlyn draw in her breath sharply.

At least she's not dissolving into hysterics.

But he hardly expected what came next. She snapped at him, "Follow my lead,” and boldly charged
the elves, screaming like ademon. They sprang back in ingtinctive shock from thisfierce, shrieking mad
thing, and Kevin laughed and charged with her, yelling as madly as he could himself, dashing out savagely
with hissword, seeing sheer confusion flashing in the Dark EIf eyes.

They don't know what to do! Humans aren't supposed to act like this! Off to hisright, the Bard
glimpsed the Arachnia—D'Senna, was it?—snatching fiercely at the foe with her powerful claws,
segmented eyes glittering in the darkness as she hrilled her own fierce war cries, while beside him,
Gwenlyn, till screaming insandly, stabbed at any Dark Elf who wasn't quite quick enough to get himself
out of theway.

But shock isn't going to hold them dl off forever. No time for stupid heroics. weve got to get out of
here, now!

"Run!" Kevin hissed, even while his overtaxed body was moaning silently not again. Grabbing
Gwenlyn firmly by the arm, he charged forward into the night, nearly damming into atreein the darkness,
tearing through bushes, very much aware that to the Dark Elvesthe night wasn't dark at al. D'Senna,
with her long legs as swift as any human, kept up with him with ease, clamping down on his shoulder with
just thisside of painful force. "l do not... wish to be... [eft behind," she gasped, "if the spell seizesus
agan."

"And ... don't want... my shoulder broken!" he panted.

"Save... save your breath!" Gwenlyn snapped. "They're... right behind us, and—"

She screamed, suddenly falling, snatching franticaly at Kevin. Overbaanced, hefdl with her, and
D'Sennawith him, dl three of them tumbling down towards arumbling roar.

Oh gods, the Bard redlized in sudden horror, it's the same canyon, the same river—but not the same
place! Theré's not going to be any lifesaving Gateto fal through thistime. We're doomed!

But D'Senna s powerful Arachniaarm closed about a protruding root. She was brought up short, as
were Kevin and Gwenlyn. Pulled between D'Sennaand Gwenlyn, Kevin gasped, fegling for amoment as
though his shoulders had been snapped from their sockets, then had the terrible pressure released in the
next as he and Gwenlyn smacked into the earthen side of the canyon, scrabbling for purchase, terrified
that D'Sennawould lose her grip.

"A cavel" Gwenlyn gasped. "Here, to my left, acave.”

It was hardly that, barely more than an indentation where the earth had worn away. But, edging their
wary way Sdeways, the three fugitives managed to wedge their way inside.

"Not asound," Kevin whispered, and they froze in atangle of limbs, hardly daring to breathe as, far
overhead, the Dark Elves hunted for them.

If they have amage with them, werelogt.

But these were magickless warriors. Even their night-sighted eyes could see nothing of their prey.
And after an agonizingly long time, during which Kevin was sure the Dark Elves were merely toying with
him, waiting to pounce, he heard what could only have been Nittiathil profanity. Someone snapped out
what he prayed was, "Theriver must have taken them.”

Then the Dark Elves were gone, moving downstream.

"Wait," he whispered.

"l can't!" Gwenlyn whispered back. "Y ou're slanding on my hand!"

"Sorry." He shifted ever so warily. "Better?"

"Wonderful."

"Shh." That was D'Senna, one lanky arm wedged around Kevin's shoulder, one long leg crooked
around hisown. "'l am not comfortable, either. But, shh!"

After an endless agony of slent waiting, Kevin dared stick hishead out of the cave, listening, wishing



there was some way to use Bardic Magic without making awund, trying to use Bardic sensesto see....

"They're gone."

D'Senna poked her head out beside his, looking over hisshoulder. "They are.”

"Then will you both please get off me?* Gwenlyn asked plaintively.

"Let megofirg," D'Sennasad. "l will cut handholds.™

Moving very carefully, the Arachniadisentangled herself from the two humans. Very carefully, they
followed her out, catching at the holds she dug in the earthen wall, working their weary, wary way up till
alast

"Solid ground!" Gwenlyn exclaimed, throwing hersdf flat.

Kevin, stretching out on his someach, lute afamiliar weight on his back, only groaned. But after a
time, hefdt laughter welling up in him and &t last had to chuckle aoud.

"L o, the conquering heroes enjoy their reward.”

He heard Gwenlyn giggle. "Theridiculous heroes, you mean.”

Kevin dowly sat up, feding every muscle protest. " That was a beautifully clever thing you did,
screaming and legping at them like that. Totd lunacy wasthe last thing they'd expected!™

He saw her teeth flash in agrin in the darkness. "'l couldn't think of anything elseto do. It was pretty
clever of me, wasn't it?"

Kevin grinned back, and heard D'Senna chitter. He reached out a hand and tapped Gwenlyn on the
shoulder. Thereby dub thee knight.”

"Sir Gwenlyn, eh? Some knight. Nightmare is more like it. We look like three homeless vagabonds.”

"A hero," Kevin quoted pompoudy, "is not to be measured in terms of hisfine clothing—"

"But interms of deep inner worth,” Gwenlyn finished. "I know that one, too. Bennishthe Wise,
Second Book of Thoughtful Musings. Bet he never had to pounce on Dark Elves."

Kevin laughed. "Thereésathought! | saw aportrait of him once."

"Sodid l." Gwenlyn paused thoughtfully. "Fat, wasn't he?"

"Likeamountain.”

"Couldn't have pounced on anyone."

"Nary aone."

Kevin and Gwenlyn broke off, grinning at each other.

Ay me, the Bard thought with alittle pang of regret, thisisn't red, thiscan't last.

Of courseit couldn't. What they were fedling had to be just the camaraderie of comradesin ams
who've survived a battle; held felt this sort of thing before. All too soon it would fade away and they'd go
right back to their former didike.

But to hisvast surprise, Kevin redized he wasn't |looking forward to that return.

Now, what...

Ahwel, dl thiswasfoolishness. Unlessthey could find away out of the forest and away from the
Dak Elves, how they felt about each other wasn't important. Unlessthey could findly escape the Gate
Spell, none of thiswas going to matter.

Chapter XVII Schemes

Hara achan prowled hisream in furious silence, wrapped in sorcerous Darkness, invisblein the
natura darkness, hisface afrozen mask reveding nothing of the rage within, dimly aware that his subjects
were desperately staying out of his path.

Fool, fool, to have given her free rein, to have believed Rualath's boastings, to have let her cast that
cursed spell!

A davetrudging adong down alonely corridor had not heard the whispered warnings. He had time
enough only to sense darkness amid darkness, to make one frantic effort to get out of the way.



Haralachan swept the living obstacle aside with a sorcerous blow, casual as one crushing an insect,
leaving the davein acrumpled, broken hegp without truly noticing.

Ohyes, the spell aimost worked—phaugh! Almost is as usaless as nothing at all. Worse!

All his subjects knew what had happened, knew his consort had sworn to bring the traitor to him,
knew how she had failed. She, and through her, he,

Hardachan theruler, mugt find away to turn thisfailure into triumph, and swiftly!

What if | condemned Rudath in Naitachd's place? Claimed that she had deliberatdly failed, that she
was actudly secretly in leegue with the traitor?

No, no, that was atruly double-edged blade. Either it meant he was too weak to notice his consort's
treachery, or it was as good as openly declaring hewas using her asavictim to hide hisown failure.

The Darkness rend her!

Much asright now he'd love to see Rudath scream away her life on the dtar for the trouble shed
caused him, Haralachan reluctantly considered and accepted the true: It was far better politically to keep
his consort dive asafocusfor blame.

Besides, curseit, there was ill the matter of her sorcery. Y es, this spel—this particular, vital
gpell!'— had failed, but there had been others before this that had not failed, secret spellsno one could
trace since they were hers done, spellsto weaken hisfoes and help him hold power. There wasthe
promise of useful sorceriesin the future.

Hara achan cursed softly, a chill whisper in the darkness. Live, Rualath. For now. But if you cannot
find away to correct this perilous error of yours, if you cannot, indeed, bring Naitacha to me, then |
think your usefulnessto meis ended.

Alonein her study, Ruaath paced impatiently back and forth. The Gate Spell had come so closeto
succeeding! There must be some way she could reestablish the frustrating thing into a functioning wholel
Therewere till enough shards of the spell spirdling through the forest that surely she could devisea
method to draw the pieces back into one.

Y es, she could deviseit—it only she was | eft done!

Oh, yes, might aswell wish for Naitachal herein my grasp asthat, Ruaath thought in fury. No
chancefor privacy with Haralachan forever after her! He hadn't yet accused her outright of treason or
falure, but he had indgsted on questioning her not once but thrice within the last two turns of the glass;
every time she had started to gather the bits of auseful spell in her mind, Haralachan's interruption had
broken in to send the spell whirring away out of her memory.

Cursehim! It'samost as though he wants me to fail-Was that the case? she wondered. Could it be?
But why such adippery, treacherous thing? What purpose could her failure possibly serve? Did
Hardachan wish to humble her, perhgps? But such ahumbling would be at the risk of losing personal
honor for letting the capture of atraitor come second. Bah, no, he would never take such arisk!

And yet, and yet... Rudath refused to waste time considering that Hardachan smply didn't trust her;
of course hedidn't trust her! He wasn't that great afool. At least, no matter what devious plans he might
be considering, the man hadn't taken a certain drastic step: held not been angry or imprudent enough to
take another consort.

No, Ruaath mused, smiling thinly, think whatever he might of her, Haralachan still needed her, they
both knew it. Or rather, moreto the point, he till needed her magics—

Aeg, yes, but how much longer was he going to keep needing them if her spdlskept failling him?

The Gate Spell. The cursed Gate Spell. There must be some way to correct it... maybe adightly
atered proportion of flameto earth... Yes, what if shetried one gram of micainstead of two, half the
intengity of fireand... yes... that might prove interesting... and then... and then...

"Rudah!"

She flinched as that sudden menta shout tore into her thoughts. “Not now, you idiot!"

Too late. Therenovations she'd considered for her spell had fled her mind yet again before she
could safely note them down. It had been one gram of mica, and... and...

"Rudath," the menta roar continued, heedless, "7 wish to see you. Now!"

"Yes, my thrice-cursed lord," Rudath snarled, but only to hersdlf, "at once, my thrice-idiotic lord.



What €lse do you want, my idiotic lord? Shal | surrender my magics? Shdl | give up trying to work my
spdIs atogether? Would that please you, my cursed, idiotic, perilouslord?’

But of course she could not refuse the summons. And of course none but she would know her rage.
By the time she had reached the roya cavern, Ruaath knew that none could have told her inner fury from
the composed mask she presented. Moving smoothly to where Haral achan stood beside his obsidian
throne like adark, silver-haired statue, the sorceress asked coally, "My lord? What would you?"

He stared at her. ™Y ou know what | want. And you have yet to deliver himto me."

Because you keep interrupting me at my work, you great fool! "1 would, my lord,” Rualath said with
immense redtraint, "were | left aonelong enough to repair the spell.”

"The spell that, had you fulfilled your boasts, should not have shattered in thefirst place.”

"The spell, my lord, that we both knew was experimentd. | never denied that fact to you.” | merely

failed to stressit. "No true advance in magic can ever be made without trid and error.”

"Therewas no room for error inthigl"

"Perhaps,”" Ruaath snapped, "there was no error!”

Hara achan tensed, eyesflickering dangeroudy red. "Choose your next words carefully, Ruaath.
What did you mean by that?"

Rudath felt the menace of hisrousing Power, but felt her own Power stirring angrily aswell. "I mean,
my lord, that you have been interfering with every step of my work," she said coldly. "Perhaps, my lord,
youwishto explan?'

"1?1 need explain nothing."

"Ah? So dramatic? Perhaps that is because the fault isyours!”

Haralachan drew in his breath in asharp hiss. "Do you dare accuse me?' he asked in asoft, deadly
voice. "Me? Of what crime?

"Oh, | can hardly say. Perhaps of envy. Or fear."

"Fegr!"

Ruaath smiled without the dightest trace of humor. " Can you swear to know no fear of me? Can
you? Perhaps, my lord, you are guilty of smply wishingmeto fail!"

"Youwill not shift your guilt to me!™

"Am | doing such? After dl those interruptions, my lord, what else can | think but that you have
deliberately, for whatever reason, been trying to sabotage my efforts?’

"If thereis a saboteur, my lady, | think surdly it must be you!™

“I!'l am not the one so suspicious of hisown consort hewill not let her work the dightest trace of a
spell without spying on her!™

"What | do or do not isnot for you to question!

And if, perhaps, | have spied on you when it seemed paliticaly wise, it has not been done without
reason. Y ou have been known to associate with proven foes of the Realm!™

"If by that portentous statement you mean | have spoken with foolslike Tanarchd, yes, of coursel
have. What, would you have me pretend to ignore them instead, and have al say, Theroya consort fears
her lord sfoes, the roya consort reflects his fears? Would you give them such suspicions of your
drength?’

"Smooth words, Ruaath. But only words! Whereisthetraitor, Naitacha?'Y ou sworeto bring him
to me. Y et, whereishe? Are you yoursdlf atraitor to me, Ruaah?

"And do you dare to challenge me, my lord?' Rudath purred. "Isthat what dl thisisfor? Areyou at
last daring to offer me the true Challenge? Are you that curious to see the full scope of my Power?"

"Y our vaunted Power," Hardachan said in avoice subtle with rage, "'is an entertainment, nothing
more than atoy to while away along night. It hasno true—"

"Doesit not? Shal we learn the truth, here and now?"

"Areyou so eager to die, Rudath? Or—"

"Ah... my lord," cut in asoft, nervous voice. Haralachan and Rual ath both turned with predatory
swiftnessto see severd of the over-servants, severd steps up from davery but still not of noble blood,
standing before them, heads bowed, arms crossed &t just the proper angle of submission in front of their



bodies, palms defensaesdy turned out in the full Gesture of Humblest Beseeching of Underling to Lord.

Ruaath and Hard achan exchanged a sharp glance, and ahint of wry humor glinted beneath the rage.
Wereit not for that Gesture, Ruaath knew, they both would have blasted the servants where they stood
for the effrontery of their interruption. But the Gesture was quite properly presented, without the dightest
flaw of angle or pose, and so Hardachan snapped instead, "What isit?"

"My lord, my lady, we... al know and fear your Power."

Y ou should. Continue.”

"Ah..." The servant who'd dared to speak glanced nervoudly at his fellow, then continued in avoice
that dmodt failed to shake, "But if you act upon the full Challenge now, surely one of you must fall.”

"That isthe whole point of full Chadlenge. What of it?"

"We do not havethetraitor, Naitachd. If Challenge happens, my lord, if one of you fals, your royd
Power, one way or another, will be haved. And... wel, we sill will not have the traitor Naitacha.”

There was along, thoughtful sllence. And then Rudath dared a soft laugh. "He'sabravelittle
cresture, isn't he?'

"Indeed. But heraises an intriguing point.”

"S0 he does. What say you, my lord? Shal we postpone our excitement?”

"So we shall. Aswe have just been reminded, we dare not dance the fina dancetill thetraitor is
ours." Haralachan waved the over-servants away, hisface dl a onceicily composed, hisemotions
controlled with elven speed. As, Rudath knew, were her own. "So now, my consort,” the Dark Elf lord
said once they were done, not the dightest of inflections coloring hisvoice, "counse me. How may we
yet salvage something out of this unpleasantly shattered Stuation?”

How, indeed?

"Kevin," she said in sudden inspiration.

"Ah, the human! The human who has so far euded you.”

"Thespdl," Rudath reminded him flatly, "was set for Naitacha, specificdly for Naitachd. While
anyone el se could pass through the Gate, only his mind wasto be confused. That the spell affected the
human smind aswell only provesthat they are linked—through friendship.”

She said that last word with contempt and atouch of sheer bewilderment: how could anyone
ddiberately weaken himsdf like that? To profess agenuine liking for another, and not even for any sort of
gain! How could even adebased traitor of aNithathil sink to friendship—and for a human?

"They arefriends,” Rudath repeated. "A fact, my lord, we can most definitely use. And it was your
warriors, my lord," she added coldly, "not my spell, who failed to snare him."

He acknowledged that with the barest dip of his head. " And what would you have me do, my
consort, to solve that problem?”

"Send out more warriors. Not some foolish huntersthistime, but afully trained troop.”

Haralachan raised awry brow. "So many after one mere human? Do you think so poorly of my
warriors?'

"Would | be so indiscreet, my lord? But since you hunger so for the blood of thetraitor, and since
we know without doubt that the human is linked with him, then why take the admittedly smal risk that he
might dude you? As" Rualath added delicately, "he has duded you so far.”

Haraachan's amile bardly moved hislips. "So beit," he murmured. " Surdly they will be ableto find
this human, thisKevin, easlly enough—since surely you have had time enough to focus your so
impressive Power on hisaura.”

That stung. "Of course | have, my lord," Ruaath purred, lying gracefully, and privately wished
Haraachan to the deepest, crudest, most permanent torments of Darkness. "Kevin shal be yours. And
then, my lord, thetraitor Naitachal shall be yoursaswell." She added with cool, deliberate melodrama,
‘Thistime, my lord, we can rgoice. Thetraitor and his human friend shal not escape us.”



Chapter XVIII ComradesIn Arms

Kevin stopped short, garing. " Gwenlyn? What's the matter?'

"I'm sorry," she said, suddenly sinking to the ground. "Thisisit Thisisasfar asl go."

D'Senna chittered anxioudy, bending over her friend, then straightening to glance nervoudy about at
the forest, then bending again. Y ou cannot stop now! Not here! We arein the middle of—of nothing!

Y ou cannot s mply—tchk, tchk, what isthe human term?— give up!”

"I'm not giving up." Gwenlyn's voice was perfectly reasonable. "I'm just not walking any more.”

Kevin sguatted beside her. "Ach, look, | know you're tired—"

"Not just tired,” she corrected, still in that too controlled tone. "Hopeless. | just can't bear to go
through another one of those stupid, usdless, horrible spdllsthat—" She broke off, blinking fiercely.
"Damn. | sound likethewispy little girls| despise.”

Kevin sghed, shifting to Sit beside her, pulling hislute around to liein hislap. "No, you don't. Wispy,
my

dear young woman, isthelast thing you are.” To hisrelief, she chuckled at that. "Frankly," the Bard
continued, "I don't think | could stand much more of this being tossed about at random, either.”

"Gods, what are we going to do?"

Kevin glanced about the forest with acritica eye, then gave his most nonchalant shrug. "Why, go
camping, of course.”

Gwenlyn and D'Senna both stared at him as though held gone mad. "Ah, what?'

Kevin grinned. "Just what | said: go camping.”

"But..."

"Yes. We're going to find us anice, sheltered spot— and | think this should do nicely—with agood
source of water."

Thereisaspring nearby,” D'Sennacut in. "l fed thewater. | could dig it freefor us."

"Aha. Therewe are." Kevin waved acasua hand. "Lots of firewood all around for the asking. |
know how to set shares, so we should have something fresh to eat"

Gwenlyn was dill staring a him as though held gone mad, but she contributed warily, "1 know which
plants are safe to eat at thistime of year. Oh, but what good isdl this nonsense? We cantt live herein the
wildernessforever!"

"Ah, but we won't haveto. At least,” Kevin added with reluctant honesty, "1 hope not.”

"Uh-huh."

"Look you, | haven't gone mad. But we're never going to find our way out of the chaotic messthe
spdl's made of the forest. We know this spot is safe. We haven't been touched by the Gate for some
time"

"Yes, but... ah." Gwenlyn'sface brightened dightly. "Y ou think the spell isgoing to just run down by
itsdf?'

"With enough time, yes. At least,” he corrected with

aweek smile, "l pray it will, and somewhere within our lifetime."

"Oh, aren't you the optimist.” But Gwenlyn grinned suddenly. "Ah wel, anything s better than
walking any more! Come on, D'Senna, I'll help you dig out that spring.”

But as she started to her feet, Kevin held out arestraining hand. Shefrowned at it. "Now what?'

"Just because we haven't falen through the spell in awhile doesn't mean it isn't lurking around here
somewhere. From now on, everything we do, we do together."

Gwenlyn raised awry brow. "Everything?'

To hisdisgust, Kevin felt himsdf reddening. "We can't afford to be squeamish, not unless we want
the spell to separate us. | don't know about you, but | redlly don't want to be left done again.”

She shuddered. "No. Ah well, they do say togethernessis good for the soul!”

"S0, tell me, D'Senna,” Kevin said suddenly, "what'sit like being an Arachnia?”'



Thethree were sitting in relative comfort about asmall campfire, idly watching the sparksriseinto
the night. Kevin had managed to catch arabbit, by pure luck whapping it over the head before it could
escape, D'Senna had decapitated a second with anest click of her claws, and what with that and the
plants Gwenlyn had found, they were feding at least alittle better about life.

"What isit like?' D'Sennamused. "Boring," she decided at last. "At least for me. | am, as Gwenlyn
knows, a surplus young Queen, one who will never have her own hive—and never wants onel”

"Adventure hungry, are you?"

D'Senna.clicked her beak uneasily. "Not anymore. | would very much like to find mysalf some place
where| can live and be useful and happy.”

"Like D'Krikas. He moved out of hishive, hetold me, because of overcrowding.”

"Yes. There are more surplus males, fertile or not, than femalesin ahive.”

"Ah. Well. At any rate, now he'smy seneschd, and he seems very happy about it. I'm happy about
it, because frankly, | don't think | could manage the castle without him. I'm not exactly,” Kevin added
with awry glance at Gwenlyn, "to the manor born." But then he straightened. "Hey now, herés athought:
D'Krikas can dways use more help, even with Tich'ki around. Never mind who sheis. Do you think
you'd liketo train as his ass stant?"

D'Sennatensed. "A purpose? A true purposein lifefor me? Akkk, yes! Yes!™

"Great." Kevin dumped. "Now al we haveto do isget out of thismess.”

But Gwenlyn waswatching him oddly. "What?' he asked.

"Y ou surprise me. | never thought you were the sort to worry about the happiness of others.”

"Wadl, we didn't get much of achance to know each other at dl, now, did we?"'

She had the good grace to blush. "No." Gwenlyn brushed back her disheveled black hair, then
added frankly, "L ook you, Kevin, I'm sorry for theway | acted back in my fathers castle.”

"It'sdl right. | understand.”

"No, curseit, you don't. | acted like aspoiled child, and there's no excuse for that.”

"Y ou were scared. Of being trapped, | mean.”

"Ha, yes. So wereyou."

Kevin grinned sheepishly. "Wasit that evident?'

"It was."

"Uh, well, it was something very new to me. The thought of getting married, | mean. Of having to
wed, having to Sire an heir. 1... never had much of a chanceto sit down and think about it, not after |
became count and found | had awhole castle and the lands around it as my responsbility, most certainly
not before that!"

"How did you become count? Oh, not the officid story. I've heard dll that."

"What do you want to hear? That | was a brave adventurer who overcame al sorts of terrible odds
to become ahero?' Kevin grinned. "It wasn't anything like that. | was a green kid, abardling aching to do
something, to become afull Bard, who happened to run into the right sort of friends. They kept me alive
50 Carlotta could be defeated.”

"Oh, you say it 0 easily!"

"That part of it wasn't easy at al! And... not al our party survived. But we did put an end to her evil,
hopefully forever." He paused, considering. "And on apersona level it wasworth al therisk: | wound up
ganing Bardhood." Kevin let his hand rest affectionately on the body of the [ute.

"That'swhat really means something to you, isn't it?" Gwenlyn asked softly. "Not thettitle, not the
fame. Themusc."

Kevin nodded. "It is, asmpligtic asthis sounds, what | am. | won't say | don't enjoy being a count and
al that goeswith it. But | could not be mewithout my music.”

"Gods, | envy you!" she exploded.

Wha—"

"I've never done anything, gone anywhere—this," her sweep of the arm took in the night-dark forest,
"isthe only adventure I've ever had."

"I'd have passed on this one, thank you.”



"Oh, sowould I'! But you miss my point. Y ou've aways been allowed to do what you wanted.”

"Within limits. It was Magter Aidan, the Bard who taught me, sending me off on an errand that
darted the whole thing.”

"Y es, but you didn't have anyone saying, Tm sorry, but a noblewoman doesn't do such things as
have adventures or go places, a noblewoman isn't supposed to do anything but stay at home and learn
how to be a proper wife and mother and how to run her husband's castle so the dear man isn't bothered
by mundane matters. It'sasin if she has abrain because everyone knows noblewomen aren't expected to
think!"

Gwenlyn stopped short, staring angrily into thefire. "I'm not going to kegp whining," she muttered
after atense moment, "l promise you."

"It wasn't whining."

"Dammit, don't dart pitying me!"

Kevin threw up hishands. "Hey, I'm on your Sde!"

"Ah. Right." Gwenlyn drew up her legs, arms around them, resting her chin on her knees. "I don't
mean to bite, truly | don't. And I'm not stupid enough to wish myself nothing but ‘asimple peasant lass.'
Simple peasant lasses tend to look old arid die young. It'sonly... | am so hopelessly/rastfrctoi!”

"l don't blameyou.”

She glanced sharply at him. "Y ou mean that, don't you?"'

"Of course. If | was being so stupidly restricted, | think | would start trying to tear down die castle
with my bare hands.”

"I've conddered it." Gwenlyn cocked her head. "Y ou know, thisisthe first timeI've been ableto say
something this honest to aman. My father and | would be

screaming at each other if | just mentioned 'boredom,’ and the idiots who came courting
me—present company excluded, of course,” she added with agrin.

"Of course." He bowed from thewaist, no easy thing with alute in the way.

"Anyhow, they were more interested in making sure | would be a proper brood marein mind and
body." She uncurled suddenly, her tattered riding outfit giving Kevin an intriguing flash of barelegs. "Ach,
enough. What is, asthe saying goes, is."

"I would never treat awoman like amindless brood mare," Kevin said very carefully, not quite sure
why hefdlt it was S0 very necessary she know that.

She stared a him with a disconcertingly steady gaze. "No. | don't think you would."

For amoment Kevin could do nothing but ook into those amazing indigo eyes.... Suddenly
embarrassed, he straightened with alaugh. "Lydia—that's my commander-in-chief—would never dlow
it!"

"Y our commander-in-chief isawoman?' Gwenlyn asked increduloudy. "How marveloudy strange!
I've only seen afew warrior women, and only from adistance.”

"Oh, you'd like our Lydia. Tough and free-spirited as they come—shed probably have you learning
sword-play the moment she met you and be lecturing you on your rights as afree and independent human
being a the sametime.”

Gwenlyn giggled, addiciouslittle sound that seemed to shiver right through Kevin. "1 think | might
likethat. And | bet I'd like her! And what about the friend you had with you? The mysterious harpist in
the black cloak? Ishe aBard, too?"

All laughter did away from Kevin. "Yes" he murmured, feding the night turning chill. "Hisnameis

Naitachal, but I... don't know where heisnow. | can only pray he's safe.”

"| takeit he got caught in this stupid spell, too."

"Worse. | havethe horriblefeding it was set specificdly for him." Kevin hesitated uncertainly, then
added, "Naitachd isaDark Elf," and braced himsdlf for her reaction.

But to hisimmense surprise, dl Gwenlyn said was, "Oh, ishethe one?"

"l beg your pardon?"'

"I hadn't known he'd become aBard. And don't give me that bewildered stare! He'sin the officia
story of Carlotta's defeet, too, you know."



"Ah. Of course.”

"How terribly difficult it must have been for him to change hisentirelife like that. And how wonderful
that he succeeded!”

Hearing the sympathy in her voice, Kevin astonished himsdf by feding alittle stab of—oh, no, it
couldn't possibly bejedousy—could it?"Yes, it was difficult,” he said gruffly. "But hedid it. | only hope
hiskin havent caught him."

She stared a him in dawning horror. "The—the Dark Elves? Good gods, | hope not! Ach, Kevin,
forgive me. Here am babbling on about how frusirated | am with my lifewhen all thetime you're
worried about your friendsvery life!™

"It'snot knowing if theré's something | can do, something I'm missing, that'sthe worst of it."

D'Senna, who had been standing restlesdy nearby, asked suddenly, "Have you tried music?'

Kevin glanced up at her. Shelooked very inhuman indeed in thedim light, the fire glinting weirdly off
her segmented eyes and turning the hints of iridescence on her skinto smal rainbows of glittering color.

"What, Bardic Magic, you mean?' he asked her. "Oh, yes. Whenever | could be surethemusic
wouldn't bring enemies down on my head.”

"And?"

"Nothing. Wherever Naitachd is, he's beyond the range of my music.”

"Y ou could try again," Gwenlyn suggested. "Right now. Who knows? Thistimeit just might work."

Kevin forced alight smile. "Can't refuse two lovely ladies, now, can |?"

At firgt, hefdt incredibly avkward with Gwenlyn watching him, self-conscious as he hadn't felt since
the old days of being abardling. Y ou idiot, what's the matter with you? Are you aBard or not?

Covering his confusion as best he could, Kevin took along, careful time tuning the lute's strings.
Finaly, though, he could stal no longer. Raising hislute, he began to play.

And amogt from thefirst notes, the wonder happened, asit dways did. The music began to take
over, wiping out nervousness, losing himin its shape and sound. Little by little, Bardic Magic roused as
he played, taking shape, caling to Naitachd, cdling...

Nothing. Not the dightest psychic response from Naitacha. Kevin sghed softly and let the music
trail away.

"l fetit,” D'Sennasad softly. "l felt the magic of the call shivering through me."

"Sodid1," Gwenlyn murmured, eyeing Kevin with new respect. "But there wasn't an answer, was
there?"

Kevin shook hisheed. "Wherever heis, its beyond my reach.”

"Oh, but that doesn't mean anything. Remember this Gate Spell or whatever you cal it. There's
probably enough weird magic dready loosein the forest

to confuse any other spell.”

Kevin stared at her, then let out alaugh of relief. "Yes, of course! Gwenlyn, thank you! It's such an
obviousthing, but | missed it completely. Of course you'reright. Ha, yes, with so much chaotic magic
swirling about, it's no wonder Naitachd can't hear mel™

Because he was blazing with this sudden new hope, Kevinlet out hisemotionsin music, playing this
timejust for Gwenlyn. Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw D'Sennamove off into shadow, chittering
ever S0 Softly in amusement. Now what did she find so funny? He could have sworn he heard her
murmur something about " Something interesting Sarting... one of those odd soft-bodied matters.”

Between me and Gwenlyn? Oh, nonsense.

Kevin ddiberately picked some of the brightest, most cheerful tunes he knew, tunes that sounded as
though the music was giggling to itsalf or dancing wildly, and was ddighted to see Gwenlyn's eyes sparkle
with pleasure. Sheliked music, yes, she did! Buoyed by her delight and by a strange new joy he couldn't
quite define, Kevin played on and on.

But bit by hit, the music changed. Asthe Bard glanced up from time to time and saw Gwenlyn's
eyes o bright, her lips ever so dightly parted in asmile, the melodies grew ever so dowly more tender,
more romantic. Ah, foal, fool, why had he not noticed before this just how beautiful those bright eyes
were? Why had he not noticed just how lovely she was?



The music faded and was gone. Kevin and Gwen leaned tentatively towards each other. Hardly
daring to beieve what was happening, he fdt hislips brush hers—
"Enemied" D'Sennadhrilled. "Enemiesare coming!”

Chapter XIX Warriors

Alonein his private chambers, well-warded roomsin which every sonein every wal, the celling and
floor, was guarded by threefold spellsto which only he knew the secrets of setting or releasing,
Hardachan lounged in apparent ease on a couch covered in priceless black spidersilk, hisfingers
steepled under his chin. But there was nothing at al restful about his thoughts.

Y es, curse her to the degpest Darkness for her cleverness, Ruaath had been right. The human, the
traitor sfriend, this... Kevin... was amost certainly the key to capturing Naitacha . Haralachan paused to
reflect once more on that bizarre weakness so foreign to proper Nithathil thought and action: friendship.

As best Hard achan could understand the concept, it meant something that bound you to another,
uselesdy, not for gain of any sort.

And when that other chancesto fal, asmust al weaklings, so, perforce, do you—phaugh, what a
ridiculous obscenity!

But he had never been one to scorn something that might prove of use. Thisfriendship wasa
weakness,

yes, something to be scorned by any sensible Dark Elf—but aweaknessthat, since it affected the
traitor asit did, would be most decidedly useful.

Stll, it had been a definite mistake to underestimate the youngster, Kevin, mere human though he
was. Common hunters should never have been sent after him. Ah, no, full warriors should have been sent
instead—though of course, Haralachan thought dourly, he would never admit to having made that
mistake.

But, the Dark Elf lord mused, are even my warriors going to be sufficient? Of course atroop of
them would be more than powerful enough to capture one lone human. One ordinary human. But from
everything heldd heard, the traitor's friend was not exactly ordinary.

Hara achan frowned thoughtfully. The human is said to be aBard, even as Naitachal has become.
We know so little of this music, these strange sounds our foolish White EIf kin and the humans seem to
enjoy so much. Odd, odd, to enjoy amere progression of tones....Haralachan waved that away as just
one more example of his people s superiority over others. But he wouldn't wave away the subject of
Bardsaswadll. Yes, aBard issaid to be one skilled in performing music. But surely thereis moreto such
acreature than mere showmanship? I know what Necromantic Power Naitacha possesses. But what of
Kevin? What odd Powers might a human Bard possess? Powers of which we know nothing?

Ridiculous to worry about what a human might or might not do. Still... there had been one mistake
made aready. There must not be—would not be— another. Perhaps, Haralachan mused, leaning his chin
on his hands, he should add another wegpon to his plan. One that had proven the only useful aspect of
the Stuation sofar.

Yes. It would be done.

Moving as slently as she could dong the quiet corridors, dl her sensesdert, Amaranthiashivered in
deliciousfright. The caverns of Lord Hardachan were so incredibly dark, particularly for one without
Nithathil night-vison, and so intriguingly full of who-knew-whét perils.

Adding to the strange, frightening thrill of potential danger was the knowledge that should she
happen to fall afoul of one of the lord's more risky subjects—an darmingly number of whom seemed to



show quite anasty interest in this White EIf who dared stray into their relm—only Hara achan would
rase ahand to help her, and that only if the whim so moved him. Down here, there was no family clanto
shield her, no oneto protect her. Shewastotaly on her own, rdliant only on her own cunning and
couragefor survival.

"Ah, look," said asudden voice behind her, and Amaranthia, who had thought herself quite alone,
nearly screamed in shock, turning so sharply she nearly fell. A tall, eegant figure stood before her,
bowing with intricate, mocking grace. " Our little White EIf cousin graces our corridors.”

Ah, now she knew him. And wished he/d chosen some other corridor to prowl. But she would not
show him any darm. "My lord Tanarchd." Amarantibialet the wordsfdl coldly from her lips. "Areyou
not far from your place?’

Heraised a hand to lightly touch her long, golden hair. "My place, child, iswherever | chooseto
mekeit."

"Your place," she snapped, pulling sharply back out of hisreach, "iswherever my Lord Hardachan
dlowsittobe”

Perfect even teeth glinted whitdly in the darkness

in asmile absolutely without humor. " Such abravelittle one, trying to play our games, trying to ape
our ways. Never once seeing just how big afool sheis."”

Amaanthiagtiffened. "Y ou go too far, my lord!"

Tanarchd chuckled. "Brave and daring, too. What, will you dap mefor theinsult, like some delicate
human lady peeved at her human lord? No. Y ou are surely not quite that foolish." He paused, studying
her."Ah, sherages. But anger will not change thetruth, child. Silly little White EIf, can you not seeit?"

"What are you taking about?"

"Simply this" Hiseyesglittered coldly. "Keep up your silly games. Try al you will. But no metter
how much you wish it, no matter how hard you try to play therole, you will never change one
far-skinned, fair-haired bit of you. Y ou can never be aNithathil, girl."

"That'sridiculous! | don't want to be one of you!"

"Don't you?'

"No! I am mysdf, curseyou! | don't—"

But Tanarcha had dready turned and strolled away, contemptuoudly presenting his back to her as,
she knew, he would never have dared do to one of his own race. And she—oh, shelonged so fiercely to
stab a knife through that mocking back she could dl but fed the hilt of the blade in her hand.

But, no. Haralachan had warned her once againgt it. Tanarchd, he had hinted to her, washis
prey-to-be, and no one el se dared stedl that prey from him.

"Amaranthia," a soft voice murmured, and she Sarted, hand going to the magical gem onitschain
about her neck amogt guiltily. Glancing down &t it, she asked warily, "My Lord Haralachan. What would
you?”

"Cometo me, Amaranthia. In my chambers.

Ae, had he been spying on her? Had he seen her

with Tanarcha? But surely then he knew she hadn't been plotting againgt him!

7 wasn't plotting anything!

"Amaranthia. | shal not repeat mysdlf. Come. To my chambers.”

Who knew what strange, dark things might take place behind those spell-guarded walls? But one
did not even dream of arguing with Haralachan. " At once, my lord,” Amaranthiasaid, and hurried
forward.

The doors opened silently at her knock. Amaranthia stepped cautioudy inside, seeing next to nothing
in the darkness, heart pounding, wondering for a panic-stricken moment if Haralachan had grown bored
of her presencein hisrealm or decided she had somehow betrayed him, if he meant to casualy destroy
her.

"Here," said aquiet voice.

Hewaswaiting in his smdl audience chamber, dimly lit by two blue-flamed candles, lounging & ease
on his black slk-covered couch. "So, my paelittle one,”" the Dark Elf lord purred, and gestured to her to



gpproach. Amaranthia obeyed, falling submissvely to her knees before him.,

"My Lord Hardachan."

Head bowed in wary respect, she fdt his hand touch her hair, stroking it with just atouch too much
forceto be pleasant. " So fearful, my paelittle one." Hisvoice was till as silken asthe couch. "Have you
something, perhaps, about which to be fearful ?*

His hand closed with sudden, painful force on her hair, pulling her head back. Forced to look up at
him, Amaranthiabanned al thoughts of Tanarcha from her mind and said with al the fervor she could
muster, "No, my lord! Never!"

"Hmm, now, | wonder..."

He was merdly toying with her, Amaranthiaredized

with arush of rdlief, playing at cruelty as he sometimes did, without any real anger behind the words.
But that didn't make the hand tangled so harshly in her hair any easier to bear. Struggling to keep the
tears of pain from her eyes, Amaranthiatold him as steadily as she could, "My Lord Haralachan, | have
been totaly faithful to you. Surdly you know that. | have done everything you requested of me."

"Ahyes. My loyd little game piece." Without warning, he released her hair. But before she could
pull away, one degant finger with its sharp-pointed nail not quite gently traced down the line of her cheek
and jaw, making her shiver. "Y ou shdl be rewarded, Amaranthia."

In that moment, she wasn't 0 sure she wanted such athing.

But then Haralachan abandoned hislanguid pretense, straightening like asuddenly aert predator.
"But firgt, my palelittle one, before any hope of reward, you must perform one more servicefor me."

"Anything, my lord."

"Oh, indeed. Listen, my dear, and obey."

"Enemied" D'Senna dhrilled, and Kevin and Gwenlyn started. "Enemies are coming!™

"Oh my gods," Gwenlyn breathed in horror, and Kevin silently echoed her. The foeswho had so
suddenly stepped out of the night were not the Dark EIf hunters who had pursued him with such sadistic
glee but who had been, despite the determined way they'd followed him, relatively easy to escape. No,
he could see dll too clearly, even in the darkness, that these were true Nithathil warriors, grimly
purposeful, not the sort to be swayed from their mission by pleasure or rage. They were clad dikein dull
black mail and lightwelght helms that he suspected had been strengthened by sorcery, and

they carried their swordswith chill efficiency, their eyeslike so many hard blue gems. To try fighting
thislot with sted, one againgt their many, would be far worse than facing the hunters, far worse than
hopeless.

But Kevin, for dl hisdarm, was gill haf caught in the spell of hismusic. Without sopping to think
thismight network, Dark Elves don't even have music, heraised hislute and began to play.

Yes, but play what?

There weren't any specific Bardic songsto handle this situation: Kevin knew he could create fight or
ward off mongterswith his music—but Dark Elves weren't going to cringe from that cool blue magical
light and weren't mindless mongters. Desperately, he began the most soothing, mesmerizing songs he
knew, willing softness on the e ves, soft helplessness.

And to hisimmense rdlief, the magic gradually began to work, so subtly the warriors plainly weren't
even aware of what was happening to them. The swords began to waver in their hands, their fierce eyes
to glaze. A little more Bardic song, just alittle more, and they would be adeep on their fest....

"No, you idiotsl" awoman's voice screamed. "It's noise, just noise! It has no power!”

Amaranthial 1t was Amaranthia, proving without further doubt with whom shewas dlied, rushing
forward in ablur of white slk to grab Kevin sarm, pulling his hand away from the lute strings, bresking
the spell. Both he and the Dark Elves were equaly stunned by the suddenness of the magic s
shattering—but it was the Dark Elves who recovered first. Before Kevin could drop the lute and whip
out hissword, they were swarming over him, bearing him down, pinning him helplesdy againg the
ground.

"Run!" heydled to Gwenlyn and D'Senna.

Then someone was hissing strange, alien wordsin his ear—the words al too clearly aNithathil spell



because all at once redlity dissolved into colored sparks, then darkness.

"Kevin!" Gwenlyn screamed, but D'Senna's hand had aready clamped securely about her arm. "No,
wait, we can't abandon—"

"Wemus!"

D'Senna, young Arachniathough she was, was far stronger than any human woman. Gwenlyn,
cursing, sobbing, was dragged helplesdly after her like achild after its mother until at last the truth sank in
and she ran dong with the Arachnia. They forced their way through thick underbrush, at last taking refuge
under amass of tree roots and leaves, huddling together, trying to gasp in air without making a sound.

For along while nothing happened. The forest seemed to settleinto its norma tirrings and rustlings.
At last Gwenlyn dared straighten enough to Stare out into the night.

"It'sdl right," she said softly. "No onefollowed us."

D'Senna shuddered as much as her iff Arachniaform would permit. "That is not agood thing.”

Gwenlyn stared. "Did you want to be chased?"

"No. But that they did not even try to follow us meansthe Nithathili came here specificdly to catch
Kevin."

"Oh dear gods, it does. D'Senna, we can't |et the Dark Elves have him, we can't!”

"No. Of course not. But... what can we do? They are many, and we are only two—and hardly
trained warriors, either of us"

Gwenlyn sat down with adespairing Sgh. "No. Hardly that. We haveto find help. But—where? Oh,
D'Senna, where?'

Chapter XX Lost...

Count Trahern, Lydiathought, was riding with al the grim, slent determination of aghostly
horseman. In al thistime that they'd been travelling back from the shrine of Saint Verdain, he hadn't said
more than one word to her, to anyone.

Can't say | blame him. If it was my kid who'd disappeared, | wouldn't be feding so chatty, either.
Poor guy. And what can | possibly say to him?"It'sdl right, your daughter's just disappeared in the
middle of the wilderness without any supplies, nothing to worry about, and for al | know, Kevin'saslost
and out of luck as Gwenlyn?' Ha. Wouldn't that be comforting!

"Here's the head of thetrail," the count said so suddenly Lydia started. " The one my daughter and
her escort might have followed from my castle.” Helooked helplesdy around. "Damn! If only we had
some decent trackerswith ug!"

"l can follow atrack pretty well," Lydiadrawled. "Allow me."

He shot her an amazed gknce, eyebrows raised. "Y ou never do fail to surpriss me.”

"Good," sheretorted. "1 like kegping my men off balance.”

Blast it, | didn't mean to say that. Now hell think I'm being—Powers Above help me— coy!

"Cute," Tichki muttered in her ear. "Very cute. Next you'll be fluttering afan and batting your pretty
littleeydlashes & him.”

Lydia opened her mouth, closed it again without saying anything. If she answered the fairy, Count
Trahern would almost surely think sheld gone over the edge and was talking to her hair. Huh, she thought
angrily, you'd love to see me make atotal fool of mysdlf, wouldn't you? Particularly if you could help.

There were disadvantages to having afairy for afriend. One of them being the fairy love for nasty
practical jokes.

Right. | haven't forgotten that time we were riding guard for that caravan, you, me, and that very
nice-looking blond fellow. Just when we findly managed to get afew moments alone, him and me and—I



thought—no one el se anywhere nearby, your spear just happened to stab him right in the rump. An
accident, you swore. Sure it was.

Ah hdll, the guy had been pretty brainless anyhow. And hislook of sheer shock and outrage was
kind of funny, now. But Lydiawasn't ready to stop being angry yet. And where were you, you cursed
little fairy nuisance, shewondered hotly, whilel waswasting timein Saint VVerdain's precious shrine?
Trying to help me? Not achance! Y ou were probably off trying to pick some merchant's pocket and—

"Lydia" Tichki cried sharply, al mockery gone, "watch out! Don't go any further!"

But Lydias horse, shying at the shrill little voice, had already stepped forward. The anima suddenly

stumbled, then flailed about in panic, screaming, nearly unsesting her, asthe world blurred wildly
about them. Before she had a chanceto redly panic aswel, her horse had caught its balance again and
stood trembling, earsflat back.

Lydialooked around in sheer dishelief, seeing trees that weren't exactly the treesshed seen a
moment ago, trying desperately to regain her sunned senses. The others had falen through... whatever...
with her, and for atimethe air wasfull of the frightened squedlings of horses and the cursing of men, not
al of whom had managed to stay in the saddle,

"What," Count Trahern said, struggling to soothe his own horse, "'in the name of al the demons of
the Seven Hells, wasthat? And where, for that matter, are we?"'

"Another part of theforest, | think," Lydiatold him uneasly. "Literdly."

"Don't you get the point?' Tichki shot out of hiding, wings an iridescent blur. That wasa Gatel A
sorcer-ous Gatel"

"A fairy!" the count exclaimed in shock, snatching for aweapon.

"A human!" Tich'ki sneered, fluttering out of reach.

"A friend," Lydiaadded. "More or less. Tich'ki, what do you mean, a Gate?"

"What part of 'Gate' didn't you understand?' the fairy snapped. But after amoment of watching the
humans confusion (and probably, Lydiathought, enjoying it), she reented enough to add an explanation.
"'Someone must have cast open asorcerous portal awhile back. Y ou know, the sort of thing that letsyou
step from here to there without wasting time going in between. A Gate. Don't see them too often.”

"Well, thank the godsfor that," the count muttered.

"Y eah, right, whatever. Anyhow, the reason you don't see Gates too often isthat they take alot of
Power to open and keep open. They're not very stable at the best of times. My guessis, something went
wrong with this particular Gate and the whole thing shattered. And whoever set it wasn't too careful
about picking up al the scattered bits of the broken spell. Asfor us..." Tich'kki shrugged expressively.
"We were the lucky folkswho fell through one of those bits.”

"Oh. Wonderful. Trahern, do you have any ideawhere we are?"

If held noticed Lydiadropping histide, the count didn't comment onit. "I think | know wherewe are
now," he murmured, sanding in the stirrupsfor abetter look around. "Mmm, yes. | do. If I'm right, and
we keep due west for perhaps haf aday, we should come out not too outrageoudy far from the trail we
need. We should even end up closer to my castle. Unless... fairy, ah, Tichki, do you know if were likely
to come across any more of those broken spell bits?'

She shrugged in midair. "Not my sort of magic. I'd say the best thing to do isjust keep going and see
what happens. Well know if they're around if wefadl through them.”

"Charming thought." Count Trahern glanced back at his men, who had dl managed to remount by
now and seemed reasonably under control. "Everyonedl right? Yes? Then let'sgo on.”

But he rode with weapon to hand. Asdid they dll.

"Fat lot of good swords are going to be against sorcery,” Tich’ki muttered in Lydids ear.

"Huh. That'swhy you've got your own spear out? Or maybe you're going to useit asamagic
detector?'

Tich'ki jabbed her in the shoulder with the spear, just hard enough to sting, and darted away before
Lydia

could retdiate. "Can't be too careful now, can we?' thefairy taunted. "We don't dl havenice,
handsome noblemen boyfriendsto protect us!™



Oh, damn, now she was blushing again. Bad asagirl with her firgt crush, Lydiathought in
sf-disgust.

Trahern glanced her way. "If that isafriend of yours," he murmured, "1 don't believe | wish to see
your enemies.”

"Don't haveany," Lydiaretorted sharply.

"B

"Living, thet is"

Satisfied she'd restored at least some of her warrior honor, she rode on.

Naitachal glanced back at hisfaithful adherents. Still there, the scruffy lot of them, ill determinedly
following him. Not one of them seemed to realize— or at least be bothered by—the fact that their leader
sthoughts faded in and out of redlity from timeto time.

Moreto the point, he thought drily, they seemed to believe his occasionad vagueness dl part of his
auraof fearsome sorcerous Power. When he went fuzzy on them, they thought he was concentrating on
focusing his magics or memorizing his spells or something aong those lines. Bah, he redlly was beginning
tofed like aduck being faithfully trailed by its ducklings.

I've had to fight off so many waves of that cursed Chaos Gate I'm surprised | till have any more
brains than a duck.

But the spells Power did seem, at last, to be dissipating. Today he had actualy been able to keep
more than one coherent thought in his head at atime.

For what good that served. No matter how | struggk, | can't seem to focuson Kevin'saurayet. 7...
hope

that's just because of the interference from al those wandering bits of sorcery.

Someone was pulling at hisdeeve. Naitacha whirled with el ven speed, more angry a himsdlf for
being startled than at the human for startling him, and fixed the offender with as sorcerous aglareashe
could manage. The bandit shrank back with agasp. "Sorry."

"What isit?" Naitachal snapped. "Y ou have disturbed my thoughts of sorcery. The reason for that
disturbance had best be something of worth."

"Uh... well... wewere... uh... dl of uswere wondering—"

"Wondering what, you idiots? Wondering why | don't strike you down where you stand?”’

They flinched at that, and some of them, particularly the scrawny youngster, Kem, actualy blanched.
But the bandit who'd pulled at his deeve continued doggedly, "WEell... uh... you said we were going to
find that Count Kevin."

"Andsoweae."

"Uh, yeah, sure. Were not arguing, see. Only... al we seem to be doing so far isalot of waking,
and—"

"And what?" Naitacha snapped.

But hewasfar from feding as confident asthe chill Nithathil image he was projecting. Humanswere
often atricky lot, particularly those of such adesperate, low class. Thiswasthefirst sign of rebellion from
them; small though it was, he knew if he didn't stop it now, the fickle creatureswould turn on him, his
bright promises of a pardon notwithstanding.

"Areyou accusing me of lying to you?' Naitachd asked coldly. "Areyou actualy daring to accuse
me of anything?" As he spoke, Naitacha did subtly into shadow, knowing from previous experience with

humans that normal elven reflexeswould cause hiseyesto glint redly asthey adjusted to the
darkness. Judging from the sudden new terror on the bandits faces, the effect wasworking very nicely.
"WdI?" he chdlenged, glaring. "Answer me! Do you dare accuse me?"

"No, no," they dl ssammered out in atangle of voices, "of course not!”

He held up astern hand, and they al fdll obediently silent. "I need not depend on anything asdow as
foot travel. Surely even such asyou understand that. But you are human, only that. We have no steeds of
any sort, nor could I magic any that would bear your land.” Nor could | magic any steeds, Naitachal
added to himsdlf with wry honesty. Never was onefor that type of magic. "If you know of any faster way
for humans on foot to travel, peak up now."



Slence

"S0." Hefixed them dl once morewith his most sorcerous glare. "'l am your leader or | am not.
Whichisit to be?"

They assured him in an eager babble that of course he was their leader, they were honored that he
wastheir leader, they would never even dream of challenging him again. With athin smile, Naitacha
turned his back on them (not without an atavistic tingling between his shoulder blades; he still wasn't used
to being able to safely turn his back on anyone, and these were hardly trusted friends) and stalked on.

One more battlewon. Evenif it was against these creatures. Nothing to do now but keep leading his
adopted band of robber scum in aslogica a path as he could manage. Eventually what was | eft of the
Gate Spell would vanish completely and give him achanceto find Kevin.

| hope.

And, he hoped, before the bandits woke up to the fact that their new leader wasn't bringing them
any closer to riches or that pardon.

Ahwell, if theworst comesto theworg, | suppose | can sing them all to deep long enough for me
to make my escape. Naitacha grimly blocked sudden memories of earlier, darker days when
Necromancy would have put amore definite end to any such human nuisances. He fought to ignore the
dy little urgetelling him that it would be so easy, just afew Words, afew quick, deadly touchesto fragile
human flesh—

No! He was not a Necromancer any longer! Come what may, he refused to be a Necromancer!

There are advantages to being aBard, Naitacha thought dourly. Unless, of course, one of the
bandits turns out to be tone-deaf. From everything Master Aidan told me, Bardic Magic can't dideits
musica way into the mind of someonewho istotaly tone-desf.

Naitachal shook hishead in wry amusement. He had troubles enough without starting to imagine
more.

"Onward, my galant band,” he said with adeliberately melodramatic sweep of arm. "Onward to
gory."

Or whatever.

Chapter XXI And Found

Tich'ki came whirring back to Lydiaso fast the woman heard the thrum of her wings. "Dead men up
ahead," the fairy panted. "L ooks like someone ran into an ambush.”

"Oh gods," Count Trahern murmured. "Wasthere... ayoung woman among them?"

Thefairy hestated, looking uneasy for one of the few times Lydia could remember. "I don't want to
scareyou,” shesaid at last. "I don't know what your daughter lookslike. So | think you'd better see this
for yoursdf before—"

But with an anguished shout, Trahern kicked his horseinto agalop, shooting past her with such
force she swayed inthe air."—you go into apanic,” shefinished weskly.

"Comeon," Lydiasad grimly. "Might aswell learn the truth and get it over with."

Tich'ki wasright. These men definitely had been ambushed. Most of the bodies bore arrow wounds
and sgnsthey'd been dragged from their horses without having m uch of a chance to fight back. Count
Trahern

searched them wildly. "Deran, Terek, yes, yes, and here's Degalth, you damned idiot." He glanced
sharply up at Tich'ki. "Whereisshe?"

"Over here. But [—"

Trahern was dready turning over the sad little body. He stared amoment, then let out asigh of



relief. "It'snot Gwenlyn. Thisisone of her maidservants, the poor unlucky..."

Hisvoicetraled into slence. If Gwenlyn wasn't here, the odds were overwheming that she had
been carried off by the bandits. And that meant the dain maidservant might be the lucky one.

"WEell find her," Lydiasaid confidently into the sllence. "Y ou, and you, get out of my way."

Crouching, she studied the torn-up earth. Lots of frantically milling horses trampling about. But yes...
these were definitely the footprints of the bandits, not the well-shod feet of acount's guards but men
wearing makeshift sandals or worn-out boots. Now, if she could only find... hah, yes, look at this, here
were the dainty prints of awoman's booted foot. Had to be Gwenlyn. Mm, yes, and judging from the
disturbed earth here, sheld put up quite agood fight. Lost it, of course, one girl againgt al those bandits.
No sgnsthat they had... ah... harmed her.

But where did they go? They had to have lé€ft... ah, yes... here were the signs showing which way the
bandits had gone, amass of footprints, with one small, eegant footprint in their midst showing the bandits
had, indeed, carried Gwenlyn off.

"Thisway," Lydiasaid shortly, il studying the ground. Light wastricky in aforest, what with
swaying branches and lots of shadows, but natura light gave atruer picture for trackers than did torch
flames, which flattened everything out, and she wanted to get asfar
as possible before sundown. " Someone take my horse. Hey, you! Stay behind me. Don't block my
gght’

Thetrail was clear enough. Although one of the bandits had made a rudimentary effort to wipe out
their footprintswith abranch, hed been nicely clumsy at it. Lydiamoved smoothly along, reading broken
twigs here, clear footprint there, scrap of cloth on this branch.

Then Tichki was suddenly screaming, " Sorcery! Stop!™

Lydiadid stop, throwing hersdlf franticaly backwards—but die others didn't stop, not quitein time,
and they pushed her with them through yet another blurring of the world to come out to ajarring landing
in—

"Oh hdl," Lydiasadin disgust, scrambling up and brushing hersdlf off, looking about a an unfamiliar
glade, hearing an uproar of terrified horses and men behind her. "Now where are we?'

Count Trahern was afoot, clutching his panicky horse sbridlein adeathlike grip, his eyeswild with
despair. "Why now, dammit?" he cried to no onein particular. "Why, just when we'd found the track—"
With avisible effort at self-control, the count answered Lydiain achoked voice, "I don't know. Some
other corner of forest. Ah gods, why? Now well never find her! Now well never find my little girl!"

Not knowing what e seto do, Lydiaput acomforting hand on his shoulder. His own hand closed
firmly on hers, and just for amoment she was sure he was going to brush her fingerswith hislips. But
then he released her, amost brusquely. "Therésno hdp for it," the count said grimly. "We must go
forward."

"Y eah. Theforest doesn't go on forever. Well find our way back." Eventually.

Tichki, who had been ranging ahead of them, came

speeding back like afalcon, zooming down for alanding on abranch just over Lydias head.
"Waeird."

"What'sweird?' Lydiaasked in darm, craning her head back.

Thefairy shrugged, the shivering of her wings giving away her uneasiness. "I'm not sure. Could have
sworn | just sensed our Dark Elf friend—"

"Naitachd! Where?'

"Who knows?1 think | sensed him, but | sure don't see him anyplace. He could be anywhere! With
al this broken-up magic wandering about, it'srealy rough to figure anything out.”

Lydia, dl set toretort, It usudly isfor you, bit back the easy jest. Instead, she found hersdlf glancing
back at Count Trahern. "Yeah," she said softly. "It sureis.”

Naitacha admitted wearily to himself that by now he was thoroughly sick of forest and forest and
yet more forest. At least the spell's pull had deteriorated sufficiently for hismind to stay clear for
reassuringly long stretches. And he was managing to lead the banditsin ardatively straight path.

But what good isthat? Where are we going? | don't sense Kevin anywhere!



There hadn't been any more open signs of rebellion in the ranks, but he could hear the faintest
discontented murmurings andfed their restlessness growing.

In afew moments, Naitacha knew, he was going to have to turn and confront them again. But
intimidating them now, he thought with asilent sigh, would be atemporary measure at best. Sooner or
later he was either going to have to show them something positive, or € se give up on thewholeidea of
using them to help him, and smply find away to escape the tedious, usdless|ot of them.

But suddenly Naitacha stopped short, staring, listening, with sensesfar beyond the human. Could
that be... yesl Magical blood aways called to magical blood, and he could swear he sensed none other
than that quirky little Tich'ki! Tich'ki! he shouted mentaly. And again, Tich'ki! I'm herel Where are you?

"l don't believeit!"

Lydialooked up at that startled cry to see Tich'ki freezein midair, dropping agood hand before she
recovered and got her wingsworking again. "What's the matter?"

Thefary swooped down to land on her shoulder, hanging onto her hair. "Naitachd just called to
me! | don't see him anywhere, but | swear | heard him!”

"Canyou cast any sort of spell? Get him here?"

Tich'ki shrugged. "Never was much of amagician. Y ou know that. Still... | wonder... uh-huh. Worth
atry."

"What?"

"Remember how | located the jewe sthat thief of amerchant was hiding?’

"They were hisjewds" Lydiamurmured.

"Detals, mere details. Anyhow, remember what | did?’

"Nearly got me arrested, if memory serves.”

"That was after! How was | to know the guard would wake up and sneeze when he did?"

"How could he helpit?1 told you not to use that feather to snare the keys—"

"Never mind, never mind. What I'm trying to say isthat | did use aspell back then, aFinding Spell.
It's not much of aspel, | admit it, not the sort of thing you want to use to find something asbig asan €f.
But who

knows? Everything el se around here has been so weird and unpredictableit just might work."

"Wdl?Try it

"All right. Herewe go." Tich’kissmall form went rigid on Lydia s shoulder, and the woman guessed
shewastrying to cal to Naitacha, mind to mind. "Ahh," thefairy murmured after amoment, so softly
Lydiaamogt didn't hear her. Glancing Sdeways, she saw Tich'kis gaze go fierce and remote.

She sreached Naitachd, al right. At least | hopeit's Naitachal she's reached!

Tichki was muttering odd, odd syllablesin the fairy tongue. Lydiawasn't sure exactly what spell she
was casting—it didn't quite sound like anything Tich'ki had ever tried before—but whatever the spell
was, it wasworking. Or at least, Lydiathought warily, it was starting something, an odd prickling of the
ar around thefairy, astrange, smadl tenson that was beginning to fed very annoying. Lydiasighedin
relief when Tich'ki suddenly launched hersdlf into theair, flying blindly forward. And suddenly the air
before the fairy shimmered so strongly Lydiablinked, dazzled.

"Tichki, be careful...”

But as suddenly asthe dropping of avell, the shimmer was gone, revedling yet more forest beyond
it, and— "Naitachd!" Lydiashouted.

Count Trahern hurried to her side. "What are you doing?' he whispered fiercdy. "That'sa Dark EIf!"

"Yeah, of courseit is, our Dark EIf. Naitachd, 1'd like you to meet Count Trahern."

The ef swept down in an elegant bow, his blue eyes amused. "We have, though | doubt the count
redizesit, dready met."

"Y our pardon." Count Trahern was hardly about to let a Dark EIf top him for courtesy. "If so, | fear
| truly do not remember."

"Thefault ismine." Only someone who knew Naitacha could have detected thetiny edge of
mockery in hisvoice. "l never was actudly introduced to you, after dl. But | wasthe Bard who harped
while Count Kevin sang.”" Ignoring Count Traherns start, he added to Lydia, ™Y ou... wouldn't happen to



have seen him, would you?'

"I was kind of hoping you had. Naitachd, what—"

But Lydiawasinterrupted by the count s men rushing forward to encircle and drag forward a
scruffy, nervoudy struggling group of men. "Ah," Natachd said mildly, "I seeyou'vefound my loyd
followers”

"Followers!" Lydia snapped. "Areyou crazy, Naitachal ? Those have got to be bandits!”

"Weadl have our littlefaults.”

But Count Trahern was stalking fiercely forward, asking them, "My daughter, damn you, whereis
my daughter?'

They shrank before hisfury, sammering, "N-never saw her." "Don't know whatcha talking about.”

But one scrawny youngster cut in, just amoment too late for hisvoiceto belogt in the others, "We
didn't hurt her."

Hefdl slent, horrified at what he'd just as good as confessed, and the furious count grabbed him by
the neck of hisfilthy tunic, amogt lifting him from the ground. "Whereis she?" Trahern roared. "What
have you done with my daughter?"

"Y ou're choking the boy," Naitacha said quietly. "Let him go. | can learn the truth far more easily.”
Therewasjust the faintest hint of dark menace in the smple words. "Come, let him go.”

Reuctantly, the count complied. As Naitachal moved

softly forward, Kern'sterrified glance shot hisway, full of frantic pleading. "Kem. Listen tome. You
will not be hurt if only you tell me exactly what you and your fellows have done. Did you, indeed, carry
off this man's daughter?'

Held helpless by the sorcerous blue gaze, Kem at first could only nod But then he croaked out,
"D-didn't know who shewas, only that she w-was a hoblewoman.”

"l see. And did you or your fellows harm her?’

"No! | swear it! N-not redly. | mean," Kem added hastily, seeing Count Trahern tense, "she put up
afight, we mighta bruised her abit, but there wasn't nothing serious, honest. Wedidnt... uh... you know,
do anything ddliberate-like."

"Ah." Naitacha glanced at the count. "I think you may just have earned back your life with your
honesty. If you answer the next question aswdll, that is. Whereis she?'

Kem licked hislipswith anervoustongue. "Dunno.”

"What?' Count Trahern cut in savagely. "How could you not know?"

"l don't! | swear it!"

Naitacha held up ahand before Trahern could interrupt again. "What do you know of where she
went?'

Theboy shivered. "First shewent down into ahive.”

"An Arachniahive, | takeit."

"Sheld be safe down there," the count muttered. "I've always had fair dealing with the Arachnia.”

"Andisshe dill there?' Naitacha asked the boy.

"N-no. Sheleft. That'swhat | heard the Bugs saying before we ran off. She and one of them went
off into theforest. And that'sdl | know. It'sthe truth!”

"Soitis" Naitachal agreed after amoment's intense study of the boy. "It would appear we have not
onelogt

soul to find but two." The df turned with asigh and walked back to where Lydia stood watching.

"How did you get hooked up with that lot?" she asked sharply.

"Not intentiondly, | assure you. They weretrying to kill me, | wastrying to save my life, and one
thing led to another. They seem to have adopted me. And by thispoint | can't redly be easily rid of them.
|— ah—promised them something, you see."

"What wasit?" the count asked flatly.

"Ahwdl, afull pardon—"

"What!"

"—if they agreed to help me find Count Kevin. Count Trahern," the éf added coolly, "1 am not



about to cast off anyone who might help usfind Kevin or, now, your daughter.”

He held the count's glance transfixed until at last Trahern managed to tear hisgaze away. "True," the
count muttered "So beit." Turning to the warily watching bandits, he said with full nobleforce, "I add my
promiseto that aready given you. Anyone who helps us find my daughter Gwenlyn and Count Kevin
will, indeed, be granted afull pardon. Y ou have my word on it, and through me, the regdl word aswell.”

The bandits cheered him, cheered Naitachal, cheered Lydia and the guards, cheered with the
thorough, wholehearted enthusiasm that only men who had been given back their lives could know.

Chapter XXII TheBard Of Darkness

Kevin blinked and blinked again, struggling to gather his stunned senses back together. A spdll... the
last thing he clearly remembered was someone casting aspell over him....

Bit by bit the magic-caused confusion wore off, and Kevin realized he was being haf-dragged,
half-carried dong by someone or oneswith singularly cold, strong arms.

Wish they'd stop for amoment... let me get my mind working clearly again... He hadn't redly lost
consciousness, had he? Kevin had avague memory of this haf-dragging, haf-carrying having gone on for
sometime. And he couldn't have been totdly out of things, surdly, not redly, at any time, because
somehow he had managed to cling to hislute dl the way, so fiercely hisfingers ached.

All theway to where? And if this was consciousness, why was everything so chill and dank and
downright dark? There was just the dimmest glimmer of light and—

Oh gods. Of course it was dark. With a sudden rush

of panic, Kevin knew exactly where he was. HE'd been captured by Dark Elves and was being
dragged down by them to their sunlesshome. Helpless againgt their strength, Kevin did the only thing he
could. Fighting an inner battle with his growing terror, he stayed limp, flatly refusing to let his captors
know hisfear.

And I'd bet anyone they just happen to be members of Naitachd's clan. Of course they are. They
couldn't catch him, so they've settled for nabbing his human friend instead. A new thrill of horror shot
through him at the thought. Well, I—I refuseto betray him. They're not going to get Naitachd through
me, come what may.

Brave thoughts. But dl the hints of dark crudlty held ever heard from Naitacha indsted on squirming
into hismind, telling him, Y ou can't escape, you can't resst, you haven't a chance against so much cruelty,
S0 much casud evil.

No, dammit! He was not going to let his own thoughts defeat him!

Just then his captorsrealized that Kevin had fully regained his senses. With arough shove, they
gtarted him forward under his own power. They had left him unbound, and after aquick flash of puzzled
hope Kevin became only too well aware why they hadn't bothered with ropes. Even should he somehow
manage to evade this lot of warriors, there were certainly other Nithathili nearby who'd take great delight
inagame of Hunt the Human through the maze of Darkness. The Darkness that was no barrier a dl to
them.

Kevin tried to speak, coughed drily, tried again, findly managing to get the words out. "Do | dare
ask where we're going?' Ah, good, his voice sounded reasonably steadly.

Someone chuckled, an absolutely humorless sound, No one else even tried to reply.

Mind games, Kevin thought. They're trying to work on my nerves. But | refuseto play along.

Trying to keep himsdlf from being aliar, he glanced about, dyly ét first, then more boldly when no
one stopped him. His captors were beautiful asal elveswere beautiful, and grim as al warriorswere
grim. There was absolutely no emotion on their fine-boned faces, making them look like so many



slver-haired living statues of dark stone. No surprisesthere.

But the caverns of this Dark Elf clan were hardly what hed imagined. Kevin found himsdf dmost...
disappointed at what he saw. He had rather expected, since the Nithathili were, after al, elves, that their
realm must reflect the elven love of beauty, no matter how warped, that it would be ornamented with
depraved, utterly evil but strangdy beautiful designs.

But there wasn't S0 much as a statue or tapestry. Everything was grimly plain, and the lack of even
the dightest trace of ornamentation was somehow worse than the most detailed scenes of torment would
have been: it made the Dark Elves even colder and more aien than he could have imagined.

Now | can believe they have no music.

Poor Naitachd, growing up amid dl this... emptiness. How miserably unhappy he must have
been—and how incredibly strong of mind and will to have survived with his sanity and hislove of music
intact.

He probably hadn't even known music existed till he reached the outsde world. And then—how
wonderful to finaly feed ahunger he wouldn't have known till then how to satisfy! Odd, how things work
out. Music was—

Music, yes, Kevin thought, suddenly warily curious. Why had die Dark Elves|eft him hislute? Surely
they'd

seen him work Bardic Magic on them? Surdly they'd fdlt it hit them?

Ha, yes, heredlized with ashock, but they're totally ignorant of the wholeidea.of music! They've
probably never heard music before, never seen it performed—how could they ever have reasoned that
any power lay intheluteitsef?

Well, it didn', of course, not redlly, but most no Bard could work efficient Bardic Magic without
some musicd insrument adding its resonance to the spell.

The eves wouldn't have understood that. They probably thought | just was using my lute to keep my
voice steady while | worked some weird spell casting. | bet they thought only the words were important!

And of course since no one herewas going to let him get out so much asa syllable of song, they
would have taken ddlight in tormenting the human by leaving him his—to them—powerlesstoy.

Will, now, they'd made their first mistake. It was up to him to see what he could do about—

"Ahl"

It was an involuntary exclamation, because they had suddenly come out into what could only bethe
clan'sthrone room. Again, therewasno sign at dl of any softening decoration, nothing but blank stone
wallsand two blank stone thrones, one set dightly higher than the other.

But the figures occupying those thrones were powerful enough to catch and hold the attention at a
gknce. One, aNithathil man in silky black robes, lounged dn the higher throne, hislean, degant figure like
that of apredator feigning rest. The other was awoman as elegant asthe man, clad in adark gown of
starkly somber cut and sitting sternly erect on the lower throne.

With ajolt, Kevin recognized a definite family resemblance to Naitachd in thelords proud, coldly
beautiful faces.

| never knew he wasrelated to royalty! Though | can understand why he wouldn't want to be
associated with thisroyaty.

Where the severely eegant lines of Naitachd sface were tempered with warmth and humor, these
two bore not atrace of any softening emotion. They were, in al senses of the word, Kevin thought
uneesily, powerful, totally merciless, and totaly crud. And he knew in that moment that his only possble
hope for survival wasto bluff hisway into seeming every hit as cold and ruthless asthey.

"Who are you, human?' the Dark Elf lord purred, surprisingly in the human tongue, the casud crudty
in hisvoice dl the more shocking for its beautiful accent

Asif you don't know perfectly well who | am! Kevin retorted silently. But he bowed his most coldly
perfect Bardic bow and said, "My name, my lord, isKevin; my title, count. And | must congratulate you."

A slvery brow raised in what might have been surprise or mockery. "Indeed. And what might you
mean by that?"

"Why, | congratulate you for seeing what worth | may be to you—and what worth you, my lord,



may beto me."

"S0-0," the woman murmured, "the mouse dares chalenge the owl."

"Y our pardon, my lady," Kevin said smoothly, "but | amno mouse. If | have fromtimeto time
played the humblerolein my lifeit was... for areason.”

The thinnest of cold smilesformed on the lordslips. With aquick glance a his consort, hetold
Kevin, "Very wdl, human, | shdl play thislittle guessng game of

yours. But only aslong asit pleases me. Once you ceaseto be amusing..." The sudden crud glintin
his eyes made the rest of that sentence unnecessary.

Ohgods. "So beit," Kevin said with acasud wave of hishand. Blessing Naitacha for having told
him at least alittle of Dark Elf customs, he added, "But first, may | not know your regd use-names?
Congtantly caling you merely ‘'my lord' isinsulting to you. | would not do anything to lessen your honor."”

If that wording—elven in form though human in language—surprised the lord, he showed no sign.
"Daring little mouse, my use-name is Haralachan, as my consort's use-nameis Rudath. Seek to learn
more of usand that shall be the end of you."

Kevin refusad to let himsdif flinch. "Clear enough.”

"Fortunate," the elf drawled. "Why are you so eager to vist our relm? Most humans are terrified at
the very thought of Darkness.”

Ohh, yes. Includingthis one. But Bards were trained to perform for dl audiences. Even potentidly
hostile ones. Without missing abeat, Kevin retorted, "I am not like most humans. Granted, | never
thought to find mysdf viditing here, asyou say. B ut now that | am here... my Lord Hardachan, surely
you know the sweet, sweet taste of Power. It isataste known to humans aswell.”

"Should the ways of humansinterest me? Do you, perhaps, mean to lecture me?"

"No, no, | would never waste your time on such folly! | merely wished you to seethat |, too, enjoy
what Power | have been able to gather so far.”

"Indeed.”

I'mlosinghim. Got to be colder about this. "We both know how useful others can be, what finetools
they can make for onewho is properly ambitious.”

"A tool," Rualath said softly, eyeslike those of acat about to pounce, "such as Naitacha ?*

Kevin hid hisstart with afierce, "Bah! He wasthe finest tool of al!"

"That isnot how | have heard it," Haralachan murmured. "1t would seem from al | have gathered,
that you and heare..." he paused, then finished thoughtfully, "friends."

"Come now, my lord!" Kevin forced as much scorn into his voice as he thought would sound
believable. "The manisatraitor to hisown kind!" Forgive me, Naitachd. "If he betrayed you, he might
wdll betray me someday, too."

"Tsk. What athought,” the woman said in quiet mockery, and Kevin glanced her way. She was so
very lovely with that dark skin framed by that silky, silver hair. But her eyeswere every bit as cold and
crud asthose of thelord, and the Bard quickly looked away.

"Human though | am," he said to both dves, "I am not foolish enough to fall into the trap of trusting
anyone as potentiadly perilousasatraitor.”

"Indeed. Then why wereyou in his company?'

Kevin feigned asmile, hoping it looked properly sardonic and not merdly scared. "1 used him, my
Lord Haralachan, | used him and his magic to get me what | wanted.” Waxing to histheme, hesad
passionately, "Maybe you don't understand such things, being of high birth asyou are. But | wasborn a
commoner, anobody."

"How sad," Hardachan said blandly.

"How tedious" Kevin corrected. "But | had no intention of staying nothing.”

Quickly, watching Hardachan warily for the first sgns of boredom, the Bard summarized the
beginning of his career, rather sickening himsdf by how easily he

could dant everything in the story, from getting his parents to send him to amusic teacher to that
teacher gpprenticing him to Master Aidan, to look as though he'd used everyone held met, asthough held
coldly befriended then discarded one person after another. Ugh, what anasty bit of scum | was! he



thought wryly.

"And s0," Rudath murmured, "you became a Bard. Was that not sufficient reward for ahuman?”

Kevin just bardy kept from betraying himself with alick of dry lips. | can't let them know about
Bardic Magic, he suddenly knew. 7 can't possibly take them al on, no matter what spell | sing. And so,
forcing himsdf to show absolutely no signs of fear, he began what he knew would be the most daring lie
of all.

"A Bard isamere wandering musician,” Kevin said with carefully feigned distaste, "onewith afine
name but no real satus.”

Would they accept that? Y es, they knew nothing of music, but did that mean they knew nothing of
what it meant to be aBard aswell? He waited, heart racing, for the warriors who'd captured him to
interrupt, to tell their Lord al about the Bardic Magic he was denying, the magic that had nearly
overwhelmed them.

But to his astonishment, they said nothing. Ha, of course not! he redlized with aflash of rdlief. They
would never confess they'd been overcome by amere human! Admitting to such weakness would almost
certainly bethe end of them!

"And s0," Kevin continued boldly, "I decided heroism wasthe only path to take. With suitable
friendsto meet therisksfor me, naturaly.”

"Naturdly," Hard achan echoed smoothly. "Friendsincluding Naitachd. Y ou, then, were the one
who introduced him to music.”

Uh-oh. "Of course," Kevin said lightly. "It wasjust a matter of time before he discovered it by
himsdlf, and | needed his magic. Asyou see, | made good use of him."

"So you wormed your way up into the rank of count, eh?' Dark humor glinted in Hardachan's eyes.

Kevin shrugged. 'The late, unlamentedCarlottawas so convenient. With everyone else to keep her
occupied, it was very easy to turn mysdf into ahero.”

"A pretty tae. But dl the tale-spinning that ever was will not be enough to save you if you do not tell
mewhy ahuman is apparently so ddighted to be here.”

I'd rather bein the dankest svamp than herel "Because, my Lord Hardachan," Kevin said, leaning
forward like aracing hound eager for the start, "I have larger dreams than being amere count. Dreams
that cannot be fulfilled without true Power backing me." He paused dramaticaly. "'l seek acrown, my
Lord Haraachan, or rather, | seek King Ambers crown.”

"Do you, now?" Hardachan amiled lazily a Kevin. "What are your little human ambitionsto me?"

What, indeed? For one terrifying, ssemingly endless moment, Kevin couldn't find aconvincing
answer to that. Then ingpiration struck. "Why, my lord, you may be supreme Lord over thisrealm, but
can you redly tell me you are content with only onereamto rule?' The faintest spark of interest in the
cold eyestold Kevin heldd guessed right. "Y et aslong as King Amber reignsin human lands, my lord,
those lands are—" Closed to you? No, no, he didn't dare imply that Haralachan's power was less than
total! "—too costly for you to possess.”

"Costly? Hardachan's smile thinned ever so dightly. "Do you think me as weak as one of your kind?
Doyou

think such as| would worry about how many lives might be lost in conquest?

"Oh, hardly!" Kevin countered hastily. "But why needlesdy use up any of your resources? Were |
Lord in King Amber's place, why how much more vauable to both of us might an—shdl we
say—dliance prove! Of course you would leave my lands alone. But think of al the other lands open to
joint attack!”

Haraachan chuckled coldly. "Why, what an ambitious human it isl And how far-reaching that
ambition!"

Oh gods, he's going to believe me!

| think.

"Then we have apact, my Lord Hardachan?Y our hospitality and help now in exchange for mine
later?’

The cool blue eyes narrowed ever so dightly. He doesn't believe, Kevin thought in despair.



But ruthless ambition was plainly something the Dark EIf lord fully understood and appreciated.
"Perhaps," Haralachan said smoothly. "Perhaps. For now, my daring, devious little mouse, | welcome
youtomy relmasa... guest.”

But hischill smiletold Kevin very clearly that "guest” waan't quite the right word.

Chapter XXI11 Reunion

"Wecan't just give up,” Gwenlyn said, not looking up from the rock on which she dumped.

"No, we cannot,” D'Senna agreed, not looking up from where she sprawled on the ground.

"We have to do something to get out of here. Oh gods, and help Kevin. We c-can't just abandon
him."

"Agreed. But what isthere to be done?' the Arachnia added hitterly. "We cannot even help
oursalves”

"I don't know what!" Gwenlyn bit her lip, struggling for control. "I'm just so scared for him.”

"Soaml."

"And |—I'm so very tired of this stupid, uselesswalking to nowhere | want to scream. Except,”
Gwenlyn added with weary honesty, "that if | Started screaming now, | don't think 1'd be able to stop.”

"It has not been walking to nowhere," D'Senna corrected with Arachnia preciseness, "but rather,
walking from patch of forest to patch of forest. | am so very tired of trees.”

"And eating berries.”

"And frogs"

"Ugh, yes. | would give anything for ared med. And abath. Oh, yes, along, hot, wonderful bath..."
Gwenlyn sighed wearily. ‘Thisisridiculous. Were both healthy, reasonably intelligent... ah... beings.
Between us, we should be able to figure out away to escape this gods-cursed endless magicd loop and
rescue Kevin."

D'Sennalowered her head in the Arachniagesture of helpless shame. "I know. I, for one, should
have done better. My people are so famed for their sense of logic, yet ... 1..."

Gwenlyn looked up & the sudden thoughtful change in the Arachniasvoice. "What isit?’

"l think I may have just found usaclue." D'Sennadowly unfolded to her full height. "Possbly avery
useful clue. Gwenlyn, have you not noticed something odd about the spell upon thisforest?”

"That it never quite goes avay?"

"Yes, of course, that. But lately the jumps have not been truly random.”

"Yes..." Gwenlyn said dowly. Thereredly has been asort of pattern to them lately, hasn't there?
Almost asthough the spdll isfdling apart in..." She stared at D'Sennain sudden hope. "In adefinite spiral!
Oh, D'Senna—"

"A moment, plesse. If we areto make use of thiscluel must seeif | can calculate the precise
measurements of that spird.”

"Uh, sure”

There was a pause while D'Senna stared blankly into space. All a once she exclamed, "Hal" so
sharply Gwenlyn started. Triumphantly the Arachniaadded, "I have worked out the mathematics of the
soird."

"Jud likethat?' Gwenlyn said in dishdief. " So quickly? Without writing anything down?”

D'Sennablinked. "1 do not understand why you wonder. It was but asimple matter of caculating the
width and breadth of the spiral, the speed of dissipation, and the angle of enlargement. Smple,” the
Arachniarepeated. "I should have thought to caculate it out long ago."

"Uh, right. But what does dl that actudly mean?'



"Firgt, we have aready decided that the forest isfinite and that the spell is confined to the forest
precincts. That isagiven."

"So then, Sncethe spell isdisspating inaspird, my caculationstell methat, regardless of which
way we are thrown by the fragments of that spell, we must keep turning sharply to one direction. To the
right,” she added cautioudy, "1 think."

"Andif we do?'

"If we do, sooner or later, given the spird and the finite nature of the forest, we must come out in
some spot one of us recogni zes.”

"Its certainly better than aimlesdy wandering.” Gwenlyn got to her feet, stretching tired muscles.
"Come on, my mathematica genius, let'stry it."

"l am not agenius," D'Senna protested in confusion. "My one-generation-older nestmate, D'Lerak,
can calculate in four dimensions & once."

"How nicefor D'Lerak," Gwenlyn said drily. "But D'Lerak isn't here, and you, most modest
D'Senna, are. Forward!"

D'Senna chittered in what Gwenlyn was sure was embarrassment. "Forward!" the Arachniaagreed.

"I'm not getting athing,” Tich'ki spat in disgust, settling with weary force onto Naitachal's shoulder.
"What about you?'

The Dark Elf glanced over his shoulder at the wary, hopeful humans. Count Trahern in particular
was watching him with such afierce, desperate stare he could dmost fed it burn his skin. Naitachd
sghed and turned away.

"l haven't sensed the dightest trace of either Kevin or Gwenlyn," he admitted in the elven tongue.
"I... am beginning to fear very strongly that we're not going to locate Kevin at al. Oh, | suspect he's il
aive" he added at Tich'ki's alarmed start, "but... quite out of reach of our magics.”

She gave him asharp glance. Y ou redly do think the Nithathili have him."

"|—yes"

He jumped as Tich'ki pinched his shoulder sharply. "Stop that!" she snapped "Even if they've got
him, don't you dare start panicking! Well get him out of trouble. Always have before.”

"My clan wasn't involved before.”

"So what? They couldn't catch you. They couldn't do anything about your becoming aBard and
leading your own life. They're not perfect. Well get him back.”

"l pray youreright."

Tich'ki pinched him again, so hard he swatted her off his shoulder without thinking. Taking to the air
in an angry buzz of wings, she snapped, "Of course I'm right, you stupid even doubter! Now, asto
finding Kevin s sweetheart—"

Naitacha couldn't help but chuckle at that. "*'Sweetheart' is hardly the word | would have used to
describe her. Y ou never saw the two of them together.”

"Sparks, huh?"

"Whole eruptions. But that's not the point. | think the main reason we haven't been ableto find
Gwenlyn

isthat neither one of usisredly acquainted with her aura.”

"How could we be? | haven't even seen her. But what can we do about it? We can hardly include a
human in our splls™

"Cant we?'

Tich'ki dropped a hands breadth in shock before she resumed fluttering. "Add ahumanto an
df-fary spdl? The damn thing's unstable enough asit ig”

"I've noticed. All the more reason to strengthen it.”

"You'recrazy."

"Just desperate.”

"But—but it's never been done before!”

"Thereis, asthe human saying goes, afirst timefor everything."



"Sure, right, whatever, but thisisn't the time for experimenting!”

"Someone," Naitachd said darkly, "should have told that to Rudath." Switching smoothly to the
human tongue, he called, "Count Trahern, would you please come here? | will do nothing to harm you,
my word onit." Placing his hand on the man'sright shoulder, feding Trahern's muscles tense though the
count stood obediently till, he added, "Tichki, if youwould kindly land on hisleft shoulder?"

"Idiot," she muttered in thefairy tongue.

"| speek Fairy," the df reminded her.

"l know."

"Jug doit."

With agreat sigh of rductance, Tich'ki obeyed. Placing one hand on the bewildered human's
forehead, Naitacha glared a thefairy till she copied him. Hetook her free hand in his, the smal fingers
utterly dwarfed in his, to form aclosed circle.

"Now, Count Trahern, | wish you to close your eyes

and think of Gwenlyn. That'sright. Close your eyes... think of Gwenlyn... think only of Gwenlyn...
thereisonly Gwenlyn..."

Once he was sure the human was entranced sufficiently to think of no one else, Naitachal, echoed
by Tichki, began to murmur the words of the strongest Spell of Finding they both knew, repesting it over
and over again. It would work, it must work—it would work!

Therewas never going to be an end to this, Gwenlyn thought, too tired for rancor. She and D'Senna
were just going to keep trudging on and on forever. They had been turning right and right again through
each eddy of the spell for what seemed an eternity, and the only bit of hope she could find about the
whole weary businesswas that with each turning she could swear she sensed something starting to
unravel.

Unlessit'sjust my mind that's going, she thought dourly. | just hope we don't land on that waterfall
agan.

All a once the young woman froze, too stunned with sudden shock to move,

"Gwenlyn?' D'Sennaasked sharply. "What isit?'

Gwenlyn hastily waved the Arachniato silence, listening to—to what? Oh dear gods, what was
happening? Maybe her mind was beginning to fail, because dl a once she could fed someone pulling at
her mind, caling her. Hear my voice where you are. Come to me. Come to me, Gwenlyn.

"Father?' she said doubtfully. It amost seemed like... no. Whatever it was, it wasn't hisvoice, it
wasn't aphyscd cdl at dl, just a—afeding, apulling, tickling at the edge of her thoughts. Hear my
voice. Cometo me, thisway, Gwenlyn, Gwenlyn, cometo methisway, thisway...

"Gwenlyn!" D'Sennaexclamed in darm. "What'swrong? Where are you going?'

"] d-don't know."

Hear my voice, Gwenlyn, cometo me....

"But you can't just—"

"l don't know what's happening!" Gwenlyn cut in franticaly. "But | haveto go thisway."

"No!" D'Senna snatched at her and missed. "Gwenlyn, stop! That path is off the proper equations of
the spird!”

Cometo me, Gwenlyn, thisway....

"I can't helpit, D'Sennal | don't have achoice! It doesn't matter what your equations say, | haveto
go thisway!"

Cometo me, Gwenlyn, thisway, Naitacha repeated yet again, his Power linked with that of Tich'ki,
his thoughts linked with those of Count Trahern. Cometo me...

Ae, thiswas no easy thing! By now his head was beginning to fedl asthough it would explode.
Tich'ki was right; combining magic with amagickless human wasfoolish, impossible. It could never work,
he would have to give up, he would never, ever be ableto—

"| fed her!" he gasped suddenly. "Y es, yes, we have her!"

And with asudden whirring of air, awild-eyed, bedraggled young woman, dark hair atangled cloud
about her, adender, equaly young Arachniabeside her, stlaggered out of sudden shimmering air into



solid redlity. Shetook onelook at Naitachd and screamed in fury, hunting frantically about for awesgpon.
But Naitachal and Count Trahern said asone:

"Gwenlyn!"

She froze, garing from the Dark EIf to the count.

"Father... 7" the young woman said hesitantly, and then, more forcefully, "Father!" and threw herself
into hisfierce embrace.

For atime daughter and father could do nothing but cling to each other and gasp out broken, joyous
little phrases of love. But at last Gwenlyn pulled away, brushing back her mass of tangled hair with ahand
that wasn't quite steady. "I crave your pardon,” she said to Naitachal. "At first | mistook you for an
enemy. But obvioudy you can't be such, not if you're with my father."

"l am no enemy," the df assured her gently. "My nameis Naitachd, and [—"

"Naitachd!" shecut in."Y ou're Kevin'sfriend!"

Heblinked in surprise. "Yes, | am. But the only way you could have known that isif Kevin told you.
| takeit you didn't learn about me from him in your father's castle.”

"Ah, no." Sheflushed dightly. "He probably told you how disastrous our first meeting was. But
Kevinand | met again in the forest, when we were both caught in thisweird, weird spell, and we... had a
better chance to learn alittle about each other.”

Naitachal smiled at the sudden softnessin her eyes. "And it was amore agreegble learning, | takeit.
But whereis he now?'

The softnessfled. "Oh gods, | wish | knew! We were set upon by Dark Elves—y-your pardon,
but—"

"They aren't exactly my dearest friends,” he assured her drily. "Go on. What happened?’

Gwenlyn shuddered suddenly, hugging her arms about hersdf. "W-we fought the Dark Elves as best
we could. Thefirst time, we—we managed to escape them. The second time they attacked, adifferent,
colder group thistime, we... weren't o lucky."

Gwenlyn bit her lip, then continued, in avoice that was amost even, "Kevin played what | guesswas
some form of Bardic Magic, the most soothing music I've ever heard. It began to put the even warriors
to deep, and for amoment | thought we were going to escape again. But then..."

The young woman broke off, shaking her head in confusion. "I could have sworn the woman was a
White EIf. But that's not possible, isit? | mean, aWhite EIf would never dly hersdf with Dark Elves...
would she?'

Naitacha shrugged impatiently. "Anything, asyou humanswould put it, ispossible. Go on. | tekeit
she broke his spdll?”

Gwenlyn nodded. "I was nearly adeep from the music. But she didn't even seem to hear it! She
yelled at the Dark Elvesto wake them up and pulled Kevin's hand from hislute.”

"S0, now. It would seem that Master Aidan isright; musica magic really doesn't work on the
tone-deaf." Even—bizarre thought—on atone-deaf White Elf. "Never mind. What happened to Kevin?'

"l don't know! In dl the struggling, D'Senna—that's my Arachniafriend here—D'Sennaand | had to
run for our lives." She added with afiercely repressed sob, Thelast | saw of Kevin, the elveswere
bearing him to the ground. I think they carried him off to—to whatever Darknessthey call home."

"Asl feared,” Naitachd murmured in despair.

"All right,”" Tich'ki cut in sharply, "enough of this. Yes, yes, girl, Arachnia, you're not sseing amirage.
I'm afairy, my namesTichki, 'man aly. Got al that? Good. Now dl we haveto do isget Kevin out.”

"From a Nithathil fortress? Naitachal asked. That isnot going to be an easy thing to do.”

"We can't not doit!" Lydiasnapped.

"No," the df agreed with anod in her direction, "we are most certainly not going to leave Kevin
there”

"We can't!" Gwenlyn added with such force that her father looked at her in surprise.

"So!" he murmured. "Have things changed that much?

Sheglared a him. "What do you want meto say? That | waswrong and you were right? All right, |
admit it! Look, we can argue about this some other time. Right now we have got to rescue Kevin—and



whether or not you help, I will!"

"Of courseI'll help,”" the count said firmly. The only questionis: how?' He glanced dubioudy &t his
guards and the nervous cluster of bandits, then shook hishead. "I rather doubt we have enough men here
for afrontd attack."

"No!" Natachd exclaimed. "Anything asbold asafrontd attack isonly going to get every one of
you humansdan.”

"What about magic?' Tich'ki asked.

"No, again. Haralachan and Ruaath, my clans Lord and his consort, will surdly sense anyone's
attempt to work magic againgt them."”

But Naitachal's mind wasn't redlly on hiswords any longer. No, his mention of Rudath made him
think of that chaotic Gate Spell. She must have used an extraordinary amount of magica forceto cast it.
So much force in such experimentd form... interesting, very interesting... there was something about it,
something potentialy useful, something lingering just at the edge of hismind...

"Yes," hesaid in sudden satisfection, "I haveit,” and saw the others stare. "Don't worry. | haven't
suddenly gone mad. It'sjust that al at once I'm finding

something very intriguing about this Gate Spell, this magic that's scattered about o strangely.”

"Intriguing, he cdlsit,” Count Trahern said.

Naitachal ignored him. "It has been fracturing into weaker and weaker pieces, as|'m sure you've
redlized. But the origind spell was amazingly Powerful. If | can only reach itssource, | just might be able
to gather the spell back together.”

"Why in hell would you want to do that?' Lydia asked bluntly.

Naitachd gave her agrim little smile. "Because, my dear woman, if | can master the Gate Spell, |
might be ableto reverseit. That would save Kevin and—"

"Areyou insane?' Tichki shrilled. "The only way you can do that is by coming face-to-face with the
crazy Nithathil who cast it!"

Naitachd shrugged with feigned cadm. "Beieve me, | am not thrilled by the idea of facing down
Rudath, either. But then, no planis perfect.”

"You areinsane!”

"Possibly,” he said. "But while| confront Ruaath, shewho cast the spdll," he said to the others, "I
will be providing thelot of you with adistraction. That will be your chance to get Kevin—and
yoursadves—in and safely out again.”

"Yeah, sure” Lydiasnapped. "I'm sure theré's anice, safe back exit just waiting for usto useit.”

"Something likethat,” Naitachd murmured.

"Uh-huh. And what about you?'

"Triteasit sounds, | can teke care of mysdf.”

"Right," she sad flatly. "Of course.”

Naitacha turned to her in sudden fury. "What else would you have me do? Give up? Run away and
leave Kevin to the fate they mean for me?”"

"l didn't mean—"

"Have you a better plan? No? Do any of you have a plan? Well? Do you?

Therewas along, awkward silence. "So," the ef added, more softly, "you see. Thereis no other
way." Forcing hisface into acold mask, Naitacha sad flatly, "Enough of this. If we areto save Kevin,
we dare waste no moretime.”

Chapter XXIV The Guest



Kevin, fiercely pretending to be as casua asthe Dark Elves around him, prayed that none of them
were magically skilled enough to pick up any trace of his suppressed terror. If Haradachan or any of them
reglized just how fragile his act of ruthlessnesswas, they would be on him like wolves on awounded
dag.

No, enough of that, he told himsdlf severdly. Remember that you aretotaly ruthless. Y ou carefor no
one. You have noloveinyour heart a al.

Right. Gods, if he got away with this, he would give up being aBard and take to the stage!

Kevin stole a subtle glance at the Dark EIf who had been assigned as a guide to wherever
Harad achan meant to put him. Thefdlow was, judging from his plain grey clothing, of no particular Satus,
probably a servant (he lacked the cringing terror Kevin had seen on the faces of the out-and-out daves),
but he had every bit of the true Nithathil arrogance.

"Follow me, human,” the df said shortly, hisannoyance at having to guide amere human very
evident in hisvoice. "Touch nothing. Stare a no one. Make no

eye contact. And do not try to escape me. Even though | am not granted warrior weapons, there are
those waiting who are, those who will eagerly hunt down any human foolish enough to run.”

"l have no intention of running.”

"Fortunate,” the df said, and said nothing moretill they had reached a dark-painted door, blank and
unornamented as everything ese around them. At atouch and amurmured Word said too softly for
Kevin to hear, the door opened, reveding a surprisngly spacious room within, dimly lit by lampsthat
burned with cold bluelight.

The df stood aside. "Enter," hetold Kevin.

But Kevin wasn't quite so ready to walk into what just might be atrap. Struggling to keep hisvoice
from quavering, he said aslightly as he could, "L ooks abit roomy for aprison.”

That earned him an upward quirk of aslvery eyebrow. "Prison? Did you hear my Lord Hardlachan
order you to be imprisoned? No. Y ou are not a prisoner, but a... guest.”

Right. And you're apretty pink butterfly. "Indeed," Kevin said noncommittaly. Since he couldn't
keep standing out here forever, he offered a quick prayer to Whomever might be listening, and stepped
ingde. The Dark EIf, disconcertingly, didn't follow but remained standing stock-till just outside. Kevin
glanced back at him asthe ef started to close the door, and added in sudden new panic, "Ah, wait, |
don't see ahandle on theinside of thisdoor.”

"Of coursethereisnone." The dfsvoice was cold with scorn. Do you think us mere, magickless
humansto need such things?"

"Hardly,"” Kevin said just as coldly. "Mind teaching me the door-opening spell aswell?!

"It is not something humans could master.”

"Try me”

"Y ou will have no need to leave these chambers unaccompanied. The corridors of our realm are
perilousfor an unwary human.”

"V es, but—"

Too late. The door had aready closed. With asigh, Kevin turned to examine his new
accommodeations, heart pounding.

But there redly wasn't anything openly menacing about this place, nothing that screamed trap at him.
The main room contained nothing more than atable of black stone, perfectly utilitarian and totally
unornamented, and a chair of black wood, uncushioned and aso unornamented, set upon asmoothly
polished stonefloor. A beautifully arched doorway—the first thing held seen so far in thisrealm that had
even the dightest trace of beauty about it—|ed to asecond, dightly smaller room. Here Kevin found a
bed, a surprisingly luxuriousthing with athick mattress and silken coverings and hangings.

Now, if only they were of something other than thisunrelieved black! Don't they like any color inthis
relm?

He reached out ahand to gingerly touch the thick, smooth fabric of the hangings. Silk, he guessed.
Maybe avariety of that tough, lightweight even spidersilk held seen Naitachal wear when he traveled.

Practica stuff, he thought. Wearswell, doesn't stain easily. But does it al have to be so incredibly



plainin here? They didn't even try to add any variety to the weave!

He shuddered. These elvesreally did seem to lack any trace of poetry. No wonder none of them
weremuscians

Save Naitacha— no. For safety's sake, hewouldn't let himsdlf even think of hisfriend.

Tedting the luxurious bed, Kevin grunted in surprise at its softness. Hardly something ahumble
prisoner would be alowed. Exploring on, he found ablank stone chest at the foot of the bed, presumably
for belongings, and aniche containing the Dark EIf version of sanitary facilities, workable, Kevin guessed,
by apreset spel that needed only aflash of will to operate. There was absolutely nothing else of notein
ether room.

Probably the Dark EIf ideaof luxury. Smplicity of design and dl that. | wish there was awindow,
though. Ha, whatever for? 1'm probably surrounded by solid rock!

Now, wasn't that a comforting thought? At least air wasfiltering in from somewhere, though he
didn't see any obvious vents. At least, Kevin tried to convince himsdlf, he wouldn't have to worry about
suffocating. Unless, of course, Haral achan decided to block off that air—

No. Hewould not let himself sart dwelling on—on possibilities. Kevin prowled around his suite
once moreto take hismind off such things as treachery, thistime hunting for magica or mundane spying
devices, but found not aone.

Which, of course, didn't mean he wasn't being watched in some way he couldn't sense.

Ay me. So much for the entertainment aspects of the place. Now, what am | supposed to do with
mysdf?

Hewaited abit, half expecting arega summons. He waited a bit longer for anything at all to happen.
At lagt, for want of anything else, the Bard sat down on the hard, straight-backed chair and took hislute
from its case. For amoment he could do nothing but run a

caressing hand over the smooth wood, taking comfort in thisone smdl bit of normalcy. Then, after
carefully tuning the strings, taking along time about it, he began hisnormal daily practice of scaes. Every
musician, no matter how professiona, needed to keep up such adally routine but, Kevin admitted, it was
aritua held been sadly neglecting of late.

Hisfingers dowed, then came to a stop on the strings. Ah, gods, how could he possibly keep up this
pretense of cdm? He was like aman baancing on the edge of aprecipice! All it would taketo bring him
and his pretty picture of ruthlessness crashing down in ruinswould be one of the warriorswho'd caught
him finaly admitting the truth about that firsthand experience with Bardic Magic.

They ,.. won't doit. If they haven't said anything yet, they won't dare say something now. | hope.

Kevin shook hishead at the stupid irony of it al. Here he was afull Bard, in full possession of
Bardic Magic—yet he dared not use any of his powers! He could probably sing that door open, he could
probably use song-spellsto control the minds of afew Dark Elves—but he would never get the chance!
The dightest start of the dightest magical song would be enough to scream out the existence of his
powersto al these magic-sengtive enemies around him. The only things he dared perform right now,
surrounded by foes as he was, were lute practice and plain, unmagical music.

Particularly snce evenif | wasalowed to finish aspell, I haven't ahope of controlling everyone.

Ahwell, he thought with desperate humor, therewas till acting. Aslong as he could keep
Hara achan thinking this odd human would make a better dly than victim or lure for Naitacha, he would
be safe. Or at least, Kevin added wryly, in atouch less peril. With

any luck at dl, this... enforced visit would turn out to be something less than horrifying and morelike
along, boring stay in anot too uncomfortable prison.

Consdering the alternatives, along and boring stay might not be so bad!

Haralachan lay at easein his silken bed, his consort beside him (at ease save, of course, for the
defensive spell he kept at the ready, even while adeep, just in case; one could, naturaly, never betoo
sure of one's consort), idly deciding what dave might be worthy of today's hunt. But he was suddenly
aware of Rualath s gaze on him and asked shortly, not looking at her, What?"

"Y ou have the human. Kevin. Thetraitorsfriend. What are you planning to do with him?"

Now Haralachan did turn to frown coldly at her. "Whatever it pleases meto do."



"BU"

"Thetrapisset, Rudath. Thebait isready. If'friendship’ isas strong a pull asour studies
indicate—and our scholars had best be telling the truth about that— the traitor will not long leave his
human in our hands. Have patience.”

He heard her sgh dl but soundlessly. "There are those who are not as patient as1, my lord. Those
who may, perhaps, begin asking odd questions dealing with—"

"Withwhat?' Hardachan's hand closed with such sudden force on the eegant curve of her shoulder
that he heard her involuntary gasp of pain. "Were you about to say ‘weakness?' he asked quietly. There
isno weaknessin me, my consort. None. Remember that.”

After the smdlest of hestations, hefdt her sag in submission. "Of course thereis none, my lord.”

Haradachan held her caught amoment more, savoring her helplessness and anger, just long enough
to emphasize his point, then released her, swinging from the bed in one smooth movement. He glanced
back at where Rualath lay propped up on one elbow, her eyes glowering. But she was not going to
attack him; he felt her irresol ution beneath the anger. He turned away with a contemptuous flourish to
release thetriplefold Spells of Locking on inner and outer doors with aflash of will, and snapped out a
command for servants to enter and bathe and dress him.

Asthe humble creatures scurried in, terrified of doing even the dightest thing to displease their
master, Hardlachan added over his shoulder to Rudath, voice hard with meaning, "I have dready planned
what is needful for best making use of the human. And what is planned, my consort, shall be done.”

"Oh, it shall," she agreed softly, "it shdl, indeed,” with just enough ambiguity in her voice to make
him glance warily back &t her.

But Rudath merdly... smiled.

Sometime later, Haralachan strode from his chambersin his eegant dark robes, the very image of
controlled, cold-eyed roydty. But histhoughts were far from controlled.

Curseyou, Ruadath. | must find away to keep you from asking such... uncomfortable questions.

Hewas not yet ready to send her to the dtar. But there were times—Oh, he had surely done a
convincing job of feigning cool cunning with her, pretending clever plotting, but the fact wasthat asyet he
redlly hadn't decided what to do with the human at all.

How could it be otherwise? A rulerslife hardly dlowed for idle time for thought. There had been
spies

to send forth, suspected traitors to be watched, punishmentsto be levied. The one thing there had
not been was enough time for a chance to puzzle out the truth about the human, even though of courseit
was dangerous to leave any puzzle unsolved.

So. Kevin must be used to snare the traitor. And so the traitor would be snared. That was certain.
Naitachal was amost certainly plotting how to retrieve hisfriend even now.

And yet, the human had shown such charmingly intriguing cynicism and arrogance, such amost
Nithathil contempt for others. It might dmost have been genuine. And if it was, he just might prove more
useful asapuppet dly than asmplelure. Finding out the truth, though, would not be an easy thing.

Torture? No. One did not torment an aly—even one aslowly as a human—and then expect to be
forgiven. Magic? Difficult. Oh, aspdll strong enough to worm benegth the human s defenseswould be
smple enough to work. But one delicate enough to leave his mind unharmed was another matter. If
Kevin redly was as empty of human mordity as he clamed, ah, what auseful tool he might make!
Almost as useful asthe arrogant little creature claimed.

But how could one learn the truth without destroying that tool? And how, for that matter, could one
be sure the tool would not turn in his hand?

Haradachan stopped short, staring. And athin smile cameto hislips. So, now, this might prove
interesting. Perhaps no spell would be needed after dl!

He moved forward again, softly staking. She was facing away from him, thelittle fool. For dl her
pretenses, she had yet not learned al the caution it waswise for such assheto learn.

"Amaranthia," Haralachan purred, and pounced

before she could turn. Oh, how satisfying her startled scream as his hands went so smoothly, so



gently, about her neck, how satisfying her struggle for cam.

"M-my lord," she managed to gasp out, "I didn't hear you coming."

"No," he agreed softly, tightening the pressure ever so gently for amoment, not quite cutting off her
breath, savoring her sudden terror, her redlization of danger. He held her like that for amoment more,
then dropped his hands to her shoulders, turning her with gentle force to face him. ™Y ou will not long
survive hereif you continue to act so incautiously. Never leave your back unguarded, little one, not even
fromme"

Her eyes, asaways, intrigued him. So wide, so frightened, yet so perversaly delighted in her peril
they sent alittle prickle of amusement through him. "I will not be so foolish again, my lord"

"I wonder. But no matter for now, my little pae one." He touched afingertip lightly to her chin. "l
wish you to try asmal experiment for me. One, | think, you may even enjoy.”

Quickly hetold her what he meant for her to do. Amaranthialistened, nodding, till he wasfinished,
then giggled softly. "It shal be apleasure, indeed, my lord."

Chapter XXV The Visitor

How long had he been stuck here in this not quite prison? Kevin knew he'd eaten twice, dept twice
in that surprisingly comfortable bed and needed a shave once (scary that, having to trust histhroat to a
Dark Elf servant with arazor; if he stayed here much longer, Kevin decided, held consider growing a
beard), but without a sun or any timekeeping device it wasn't easy to keep track of things.

All I know for sure, Kevin thought sardonicaly, isthat my stay has dready been long enough—far
too long! It wastoo long from the moment | got here!

In dl thistime—however long or short it might have been—there hadn't been so much as another
glimpse of Haralachan or that equally cold-eyed consort of his. What Dark Elves Kevin had seen had dll
treated him with such careful courtesy it was definitely meant as mockery. They had spoken dmost
nothing to him, but had ever so palitdy provided him with nourishing if bland—but apparently quite
undrugged or magicked—food and alowed him the occasiond chance to exercise hislegs by walking

about the dark, dank corridors—aways "suitably escorted,” of course.

Kevin mused darkly that he should be flattered they would send so many warriorsto guard him.
Even if each and every one of the humorless creatures was just waiting, or more probably out-and-out
hoping, for the human they were watching to make somefoolish, fata mistake.

Huh. It'sliketaking agtroll in the middle of apack of haf-starved hunting hounds.

And what about Haralachan? He'd been intrigued by Kevin's apparent fearlessness, the Bard knew
it. Elveswere practicaly born curious, Naitacha had proved that fact over and over again. Kevin
snorted. Hewouldn't even bein thismessif Naitacha hadn't been driven by even curiosity to investigate
that cursed Gate Spdll!

Then why had there been nothing from Haraachan, not the dightest message, not the faintest hint of
asummonsor of any interest at al?

| can't believe hes smply forgotten dl about me, the foreign eement in the middle of hisredm.
That's out of character for any ruler, let done aDark EIf onel

What, then? Was he being used, Kevin wondered uneasily, only as bait? As nothing more than a—a
lure set out to snare Naitachal ?

That idea doesn't redly work, ether. | mean, yes, they want Naitachal. But | can't accept that
Hara achan would totaly ignore that whole beautifully nasty story | wove for him. Hewasinterested init,
| know hewas. And | don't careif heisaDark Elf; he'sstill closer to the White Elves than to humans.
From everything I've learned from Naitachd, from Eliathanis, from al the vesI've ever seen and spoken
with, their kind, White or Dark, just do not



abandon puzzles! Their curiosity won't alow them to do that.

Or... could it be Hardachan had come to his own solution of this human puzzle after dl?Had he, for
whatever dark-souled reason, decided to smply let this troublesome, not-quite-prisoner, not-quite-guest
rot?

Kevin swdlowed drily. Pine away, was more likeit, from lack of sunlight. How long, he wondered,
could ahuman go without the sun?

And am | going to live long enough to find out?

He shuddered. At least Naitachal was gtill free; someone surely would have stopped by to gloat
wereit otherwise.

Stay away! he slently cried to hisfriend. In the name of al the Powers, don't worry about me, don't
even think of me—please, please, just stay away! Stay free! Stay free as |—I—I am not!

Suddenly theterror Kevin had been keeping so sternly under control for what seemed an eternity
was tearing free, totally beyond al bearing. Suddenly there was only darkness around him, the heavy
weight of stone crushing him benegth it. He would never get out of here, never bregsthe free air again; he
would die aone, forgotten, in thisgrim, terrible, sunless place, shut away forever from the green, living
world—

With a desperate gasp, Kevin snatched up hislute, practically tearing it fromits casein his haste,
furioudy trying to lose himsdlf in music, thinking that maybe thiswas Hard achan's pkn, to torment the
human with idleness and endless waiting and ever-growing hopel essness to wear down hisresistance.

Andit'sworking, oh, it isworking, curse him.

Gradually the shapeless storm of music settled into mannered shape. Gradudly it beat back despair
and won Kevin at least some measure of calm. But the

terror gtill waited, lurking at the back of hismind. He could fed it like aweight on his spirit, waiting
for hisguard to lower again, waiting to drown himin the darkness.

And if the terror won out again, Kevin decided with sudden ferocity, if it finaly went beyond all
endurance, he would use Bardic Magic, no matter how hopeless the odds. He would not betray
Naitachad. He would not surrender his soul. He would use Bardic Magic, and havethefind grim
satisfaction of going down fighting.

The door opened soundlessly, and Kevin shot to hisfeet in darm. A dim, white-clad figure dipped
indde, and he stared in dishdlief. "Amaranthial”

She put anervousfinger to her lips, glancing hagtily back to be sure the door had completely closed
behind her. "They don't know I'm here," she explained softly. "But I—I had to come.”

"Oh, right. Of course," Kevin snapped. "I'll believethat. And I'm hereto test out Dark EIf guest
facilities. Didn't you know? Were thinking of building atravellers inn down here. Amaranthia, what the
hell are you doing here?'

"| told you, | had to—"

"Stop that! Stop acting the innocent! Look you, | know you're in league with the Dark Elves. | know
everything you said and did back in the forest was alie—"

“Notdl."

"Liar, | say!" For amoment his hand was raised, for amoment he dmost could have struck her. But
she stared up at him asfearlesdy as adeer cornered by wolves and gone quite past the point of terror,
looking so lovely, so patheticaly lovely, the breath caught in histhroat, and Kevin found himself helplessy
lowering

hishand again. "What | can't understand,” he murmured, "iswhy."

"Why? Because | wasafool."

Kevin turned sharply away. "Oh please. | dedl with enough wordsin my songs; | know when there's
no red emotion behind them.”

"That's not true!”

"Nonsense.”

"It'snot! [—Kevin, wait!"

Hetried to brush her away, but Amaranthiafollowed him as he paced, dipping in front of him to



face him before he could turn away again. With an uncomfortablelittle pang dmost of guilt, he saw that
her eyes were suddenly very bright with unshed tears.

"Amaanthia...”

"Kevin," shemurmured, "I know you have no reason &t al to believe anything | say, but... 1... had to
come here. | had to tell you h-how sorry | am..."

"Oh gods!" Kevin threw back hishead with agreet sgh, leaning back against acool sonewall,
garing blindly up at the smooth stone celling. He knew that Amaranthiawas dlied with the Dark Elves,
he knew she was most certainly not to be trusted. He wanted to hate her. And yet... ah, and yet, there
was something so unutterably sad about her now.

Maybe I'm the fool here, not she!

But even s0, even knowing what she was, knowing how she'd betrayed him, he still couldn't hate
her. He till couldn't help but ache with pity and regret for this beautiful, lost creature.

"Amaranthia," Kevin began again, then stopped, looking down at her in confusion. "l want to believe
you, Amaranthia" He had fully meant to ask her to leave. Instead, Staring into her lovely eyes, Kevin
found

himsdf adding instead, amost pleading, " Give me some reason to do so."

Amaranthiawas sllent for along time, head drooping, golden hair faling about her facein asilky
cloak. "l loveyou." It wasthe barest whisper.

"Oh—nonsense.” Hetried to walk away, but she stopped him, blocking his path.

"It'strue.” Her eyeswerefull of despair. "I never thought to say it, not to ahuman, but..." She rested
agraceful hand softly onhisarm. "'l do loveyou."

Thetouch seemed to burn right through his deeve. Kevin shivered despite himsdlf, jerking out of her
reach, and said, alittle more roughly than he'd intended, "Odd words for someone who's dlied hersdlf to
her peopl€e's bitterest enemies.”

She cried out in pain and turned away. Kevin reached out to catch her by the shoulder, forcing her
to face him, continuing relentlessly, "If you could betray them, you could betray me aswdll."

"No! | would never betray you!"

All at once shewasin hisarms, her beautiful, yearning face so temptingly closeto his own. For one
breathless moment Kevin could think of nothing but how much he ached to kiss her, to love her, to—

"Why?" he gasped. "Amaranthia, why did you do it?"

She drew back alittlein surprise. "|—I don't understand.”

Maybe, oh maybe she wasn't totally lost to the Darkness. Maybe he could still rouse some shreds of
White EIf decency in her. Maybe they could both escape and be happy and—and— "Why did you turn
from sunlight and music and joy?"

"I had no choice, [—"

"Thispkceiscold and dank and sterile, beyond

anything as smple as ugliness. Thereés nothing to seein thisredm, nowhereto go inthisream.
There's nothing to do here but hate, nothing to feel here but cruelty and empty ambition." Hetook her
facein gentle hands. "Y ou had alife full of light and laughter, Amaranthia, alifefull of beauty and
freedom. Here, thereis nothing. Y ou have nothing!

"| ask you again: why did you doit?"

All a once something seemed to break within her. With acry of anguish, Amaranthiatore free from
his grip, gasping out abroken string of words. "No, you mustn'... | wont... it'snot true! It's not true!™

"Amaranthia—"

"How dare you remind me of—no! | don't missit, | don't!"

"Amaanthial Wait—"

“No!"

Before he could take more than a step after her, she was gone, and the sound of her sobs was cut
off by the relentless closing of the door behind her.

Kevin fdl back against awall with agasp of frustration. So close, curseit, he'd been so very closel
Why had he been so—so fierce about it? Why push her like that? Why, oh why, hadn't he been more



gentle? Amaranthia had dmost reveded what was left of the Light in her, he knew it! If only held been
just alittle more careful, she might actualy have been convinced to help him, to help them both.

Now the chance was forever lost.

Ahwell, Kevin thought ruefully. 7 redly did want to seeif there was anything left of the true White
Elf buried within her. | guess| can safely say thereis. But it looks as though it's not going to do either of
usany good a all.

Chapter XXVI Conflicts Escalate

Amaranthia stopped short in the corridor outside Kevin's chambers, choking on her sobs, struggling
for sdf-control. To her immense relief, no one else was around to see her. To show any such weskness
asweeping in public was perilous, so perilous. (Nothing like the way it was among the White Elves, her
mind told her, unbidden. Among the White Elves dl emotion, tears or laughter, joyous, free laughter, was
seen as natural, not as aweakness—)

No! I will not think of that! | am in the Nithathil realm now, | want to bein the Nithathil rem, and
have the proper status and have power over them, true power and—and—

"So, my little pdeone," purred an dl-too-familiar voice without warning, and Amaranthiaamost
screamed in despair.

Oh no, not now, please not now! But to her relief, her voice sounded relatively composed as she
murmured, "My Lord Haralachan."

His smile was sharp asthe edge of ablade. "I can see that your encounter with the human wasa...
rather

strenuous one. But wasit also a successful one?”

Amaranthia swallowed drily. What can | say? How can | possibly convince him that— "Most
successful," shelied desperatdly, forcing asmile. "For a—afirst meeting, that is"

"Hrg?"

"Why, yes, my lord! Humans are—as of course you know," she added prudently "—amost peculiar
breed, as much interested in the hunt asin the outcome.”

"They are not doneinthat,” the Dark EM" murmured, and Amaranthiajust barely bit back a
panicky little cry. Oh, why had she reminded him of the hunt? Why, when she had seen a Nithathil hunt
and thanked whatever Power there might be that she wasn't the prey?

"Ah, well, yes, of course,” Amaranthia hurried on. "But with humans one cannot hold their interest by
ceding too much to them too quickly. Kevin was... very interested in me. Very." That much, at least, was
true. "But it was | who caled an end to the session.”

"Did you, now?'

"Y-yes. Yes" Thinking frantically, Amaranthia continued as matter-of-factly as she could, "Humans
thrive more on anticipation than acquisition. Thisfirst encounter was to begin 'softening him up,' asthat
digtasteful human phrase would haveit. Now Kevin will belonging for my next vidt, longing for meand
for what he doesn't redlize | will not grant him. Once he has been tantdlized sufficiently, Kevin will say or
do anything to win me. Anything, my lord," she added with downswept lashes, "that you may wish himto
say or do, that is"

"Cunning, my little pdle one, most cunning. If true”

Amaranthia struggled with hersdlf to kegp amiling,

terrified that the smile must ook asfalse asif it were painted. "Now, why would | lie, my lord?1
could hardly have acted any more swiftly. Heisn't acomplete fool, human though heis. | couldn't make
thingslook too obvious, now, could 17"



Haralachan chuckled. "No. | would suppose not.”

With aswirl of hisblack cloak, he was goneinto the darkness. Amaranthiascurried off to her
chambers. But as soon as she was a one within the barren little rooms, she collapsed in despair.

Why now? Why thisface? Why ahuman, and in thisplace? In dl her years (admittedly brief by
elven standards), she had never felt anything even remotely resembling this strange, warm surging
of—of—

Oflove?

Nonsense, oh, nonsensg, it can't be love, not with him, it can't bel

And why did this bizarre softness have to hit her now? The human wasn't even particularly
handsome, not by her peopl€e's sandards, and he was—he was human!

All her life, Amaranthia thought in despair, she had sneered at the White Elves soft, light-loving
ways and their music that had brought her nothing but discomfort. All her life, she had been looking for
someone who would understand, who could give her the perilous, wonderful, exciting existence she
craved.

Thiscan't be the one! He smply can't!

She was not going to endanger the status she'd managed to gain in Haralachan s eyes, not now, not
for a— ahuman!

Andyet, and yet...

Head buried in her hands, Amaranthia gave up al pretense of control and wept.

* * %

Dark Elf lord and consort sat alone in his chambers, studying aspell scroll. Or at least pretending to
study it.

"Do you believe her?' Rudath asked suddenly.

Haralachan glanced at his consort with a serenity that was most carefully schooled, then looked
down at the scroll once more. " Our little White EIf, you mean?' he asked, tracing a convoluted rune with
an degant forefinger. "Not a all. Rather than her toying with the human as shetold me, the odds are far
more likely that the human, too, refused to believe her and, for al her undeniable charms, threw her out.
They may be closeto the animals, those humans, but they are not totally without intelligence.”

"She hasfailed you. Why do you let her go unpunished?’

"Why, Rudath!" Haralachan said, glancing up again with cold delight. "One would amost think you
jedloud”

"Of that?' she asked succinctly. "Come now, my lord, you insult me. | am merely expressng my
curiosty. Why do you let the White EIf go unpunished?!

His amilethinned ever so dightly. " She amuses me," Hardachan said with rare honesty. "And such
continual entertainment i, as you know, dl too rare for such aswe. She amuses me with her hopes and
fears and thoseridiculoudy desperate attempts to be truly one of us" He shrugged. "The timewill come
when she ceases to amuse me. Then and only then | shdl rid mysdlf of her. Leave the matter at that, my
consort.”

Ruadath sraised brow said volumes. But then she, too, glanced down at the scroll asthough finding it
fascinating. "Obvioudy the girl could hardly have been part of your plansfor the human. Now, my lord,
will you not share those with me?"

Hardachan, well aware that he was being delicately baited, ached to smply snap out arefusal. But
displaying such foolish anger would leave him the loser in thislittle game they were playing. Instead, he
paused thoughtfully, considering. And rather to his surprise, the perfect idea came to hand.

So, now! This might actualy work. At the least, Haralachan mused, it would put the burden back on
Ruaath s shoulders. With the subtlest of smiles, hetold her, "Y es. Of course. Listen, my consort. Listen
and perhaps thistime you may be more successful in your magics.”

To hisddight, sheactually flinched. But as Haralachan murmured his newly formed plansto her, his
pleasure at catching her off-guard dowly faded. What good was al this nonsense about the human if the
traitor, if Naitachal, did not come to save hisfriend? Hewas at the heart of this, not the human.

Bah, he must come here. All the Nithathili scholars swore that friendship tieswere so incredibly



strong Naitachad smply could not endure leaving the human in this cage.

Andyet... what if the scholars were wrong? They had never actudly fdt the pull of friendship, after
al. And Naitachal, no matter what new perversons he might have learned from the humans, was till of
Nithathil blood, with al the cold will for serf-preservation that implied. What if heflatly refused torisk his
lifefor another?

Then every one of those scholars shall die screaming their regret for failing me, Hardlachan thought
fiercdly.

But that would not wipe out the stain to his own honor.

There must not be another failure, Haralachan mused. L et the traitor cometo us, and quickly!

Tichki landed heavily—for her—on Naitachd's shoulder, panting faintly. "L ot of weird magic il
out there, isn't there?' she asked, wiping her brow with a hand.

No answer. Tich'ki tried again.

"Bealot easier if we had more horsesto go around. All those men on foot are dowing us down.”

No answer.

"Kegping on theright path is not easy, isit? Not even with the two of usworking oniit.”

Still no answer. Tichki Sghed loudly.

"That sorceress of yours certainly knows how to set a spell.”

"It failed."

"Ha, he speaks! Sure, it failed, but look how long the bits of it keep hanging around!™

"Mm.

Tich'ki twisted about to sareinto hisface. "Hello? Anyonein there?'

He waved her away absently. "Stop that, Tich'ki."

"You'redill working oniit, aren't you? That'sit, isnt it? Y oure ill trying to figure out the shape and
root of that spdll.”

"Mm."

"Naitachd! Comeon, you big fool of an éf, I'm just trying to keep you from doing something
Supid!”

"Areyou?'

She grabbed hold of alock of slvery hair with both smal hands, forcing himto look at her. "I don't
want to see you die on some Dark Elf dtar. Got that? Y ou've got to give up on this—thisidiocity!"

“No."

"But—"

"Hush. Let mework."

Shethrew up her handsin disgust. "Sure. Anything you say. | give up." Asthefairy launched hersdlf
into theair again, she yelled to the whole party, "Suicidal. Never suspected it before. Themanis
downright suicidd.”

A auicidd df, Count Trahern thought. Just what this farce needed.

He glanced about at his men as he rode, and bardly bit back alaugh. His men: ahandful of soldiers,
awarrior woman (maybe the most competent of the lot and certainly, a hot-blooded corner of hismind
inssted, the mogt attractive), an Arachnia, and afilthy, raggle-taggle group of bandits, wild-eyed as so
many fearful animas, who would probably run at thefirgt hint of danger. Now that he thought about it,
there did seem to be fewer bandits than before.

Wonderful. They've aready started dipping away. And | don't doubt that more are going to follow.

No great loss, surely, except for the old saw about there being safety in numbers.

What an elegant army. Fit for amingtrel's song. If the minstrdl were haf-blind from drink, maybe.

At least he had Gwenlyn with him once more, after al the doubt and terror, Gwenlyn safe and
unharmed. The count glanced over at his daughter, who was riding double behind Lydia, and his sardonic
gaze softened. Ah, look at the girl, so fierce, so ragged, so very determined. He had wanted to send her
safely home, but Gwenlyn had pointed out, unfortunately quite correctly, that he could hardly spare
aufficient men to give her alarge enough escort. She must be incredibly weary by now, poor thing,
particularly after dl the hardships



shed undergone, but the count couldn't find the dightest Sign of flagging will in her. Every scrap of
Gwenlyn senergy must be focused on this one perilous mission.

Love, hethought in wonder. That'swhat must be driving her. It must be love, even if she hasn't
accepted it yet. | never thought | would see the day, but here we are—my fiery, stubborn, strong-willed
daughter isfindly inlove.

And with aman who, praise al the Powers, was the perfect suitor for her, not only one who seemed
genuindy kind and witty but one who had the ear of the king himself. Ah yes, aperfect suitor in every
degree.

Or, the count remembered with ajolt, someone who should be the perfect suitor, were there any
justice. Unfortunately, Kevin was instead a man who had been imprisoned by the crudest, most inhuman
of foes.

Ah gods, Trahern thought with asudden shudder, even if we do, by some most miraculous of
chances, manage to rescue him—what are we going to recover?

Gwenlyn felt her father s gaze on her yet again, and frowned dightly. She could amost prefer their
old, quarrel some relationship to this new gentleness. Did he think she'd been turned into some fragilelittle
thing by her ordeal? On the contrary! With atiny touch of pride, Gwenlyn knew the forest had toughened
her, gotten rid of the softness that came with a privileged life. Oh, not asthoroughly asthe warrior
woman she sat behind; Lydiawasdl lithe power, strong, Gwenlyn didn't doubt, as any man when it came
to combat. She was also undeniably female and plainly enjoyed that

fact, and Gwenlyn glanced a her father again, thistime with a speculative eye. There was something
intheway he and Lydiakept exchanging dy glances, something decidedly interesting....

Do they even know they're flirting? Father's been out of practice so long!

And does he think that I—that Kevin—that we—

Hedid, to judge from those tender 1ooks he kept shooting her. He thought she was doing al thisfor
love of Kevin. Well, it wasn't love, not yet, not quite. It was— she wasn't quite sure what it wasyet.

But damned if she was going to abandon him to evil before they'd even had a chanceto learn the
truth!

"Lydia" Gwenlyn said suddenly, "will you teach meto fight?

She heard the woman chuckle. "What, in just acouple of days?'

"1 don't mean anything professiond, | know that's not possiblein ashort time. But, well, there must
be some sdlf-defensive tricks you can teach me before we... get to where werre going."”

Lydiaglanced back over her shoulder. "Worried about him, too, aren't you? Hey, don't ruffle your
feathersat me, kid! I've been in that sorta Situation before, where you don't know if you want to marry
the guy or just pull him down into the clover with you."

Gwenlyn could fed her face reddening. "But can you—"

"Yeah, kid. Sure." Lydias voice was sympathetic. "I'll teach youwhat | can. | only hope you don't
haveto useit."

Naitachd kept hisfacerigidly impassive, the hood of his cloak pulled sternly forward. Y es, hewas
concentrating amost entirely on the spell fragments,

puzzling over thefed of them, trying to tease out the psychic shape of each and solve the question of
thewhole. Heredlly didn't want to carry on aconversation with Tich'ki or anyone el se, though he could
have done so had it been truly necessary. Not being a human, he didn't need to turn al his thoughtsto
any one task—save outright spell casting, perhaps— to succeed at it. Even while concentrating on the
Gate fragments, there was gtill more than enough room in his consciousnessfor... other thingsto dip into
hismind.

Things such asfear.

He would not have admitted it to Tich'’ki or Lydiaor anyone else, but with each step that brought
him closer to that find, fateful confrontation, the terror grew. Worse, the old Naitachd, the true Nithathil
who il hid degp within him for al hisforswearing of that bitter, former way of life, whispered to him that
none of thisis needed. Heis ahuman, nothing more, you need not risk your life for him, for any human.

Heismy friend, Naitachal countered slently. | will not let him diefor me.



But the inner whispers continued no matter how fiercely he sought to block them:

Remember how it was when you were among your clanfolk.

Remember the harshness, the lack of love or trust or laughter. Remember the punishments.

Remember the dtar and the screaming of the sacrifice or the failure, remember the darkness and the
coldness and the pain echoing throughout the caverns.

Therewill bethat painfor you if they take you, that endless pain, that endless torment, there will be
no

escape for you, there will be endless torment for ahuman's sake.

Heismy friend, Naitacha repeated, and whatever fate may wait, | will not abandon him.

Haunted by the past, he grimly pushed on.

Chapter XXVII Alarms And Attacks

Rudath sat hunched over her sorcerous scralls, pausing only long enough to impatiently braid her
long slver hair out of her way, then returned to studying each twisting rune, each notation she'd added,
hunting for a specific spell that would accomplish al that Haralachan had ordered.

No. That spell wasfar too dangerous; she cared nothing at al for the safety of the human, but
Hardachan had forbidden her to actualy harm him.. Drugging the human'sfood or drink would have
been an easy way out, but again, Haralachan had forbidden her to do anything that might permanently
injure Kevinsmind.

Thisspdll, then? No, again. It was so lightweight the human would never believeit. He would
probably laugh at the thing!

Ae, you wouldn't set me asmpletask, would you, my lord?

But then again, Ruaah admitted with atouch of pride, her abilitieswere dso far from smple. Any
lesser sorcerous task would have been an insult.

So. Ruaath bent over her scrolls again, hunting something subtle, something effective, something
terrifying yet bascaly harmless....

All a once she straightened with athin smile, one finger tapping the chosen spdll. Ahyes, what an
interesting thing! Just enough Power to be effective, not so much it would drive the human mad—not for
along time, at any rate.

Bending over the scroll once more, Ruaath began to chant the Words of the spell, softly at first, then
more loudly and ever more loudly till, feding the Power gathering, chanting the Words over and over
and—

Yes Yesl With agasp, Rudath hurled the Power away—siraight at the human, Kevin.

Kevin dtirred restlessly in his deep. He had been dreaming of wandering peacefully in the woods,
hearing the sweet chirpings of the birds, trying to turn the bits of their songsinto music. But the chirpings
were subtly changing to whispers he couldn't quite understand no matter how much he strained, the sense
of them not quite percelvable yet filling him with such afeding of growing menace that the Bard awoke
with agasp, staring blankly up at the black silk canopy, adarker mass in the room s darkness, his heart
pounding fiercely.

A dream, hetold himsdlf. That'sdl it was. Theré's no one else in the room, no one menacing me. It
wasjust afoul dream.

After atime, hisracing heartbeat dowed to normal. Kevin sat up, rubbing aweary hand over his
eyes. No wonder he was starting to have nightmares, trapped in this place!

Ahwedll, he wasn't going to be able to get back to deep, not after that dream. Besides, he wasn't
redly deepy any longer. Since there wasn't anything like night



and day down here, it redly didn't matter if he arbitrarily declared thisto be early morning.

Y awning, Kevin got to hisfeet, sretching luxurioudy. The dim blue magicd lampswould light as
soon as he started moving around with sufficient vigor; he'd learned by now that they awaysdid. Kevin
stretched again—

Andfrozeinthemiddle of it.

What was that? There had been the softest, most furtive of sounds coming from the outer room.
Heart racing dl over again, Kevin fumbled around for aweapon in the darkness, trying not to make any
noise or enough movement to trigger the lights and revea him to the foe, but came up only with hislute.
Ah no, he wasn't ready to give away the secret of his Bardic Magic, not yet. And he could hardly use the
Iute to hit someone! Carefully putting the instrument down on the bed, he warily stalked forward. Thedim
lights suddenly flared into life a his movement, but there wasn't anyone to see. And yet someone was—

Behind him! Something cold and dank wrapped itself about histhroat with terrifying strength,
dragging Kevin over backwards, struggling wildly to fight back, hisflailing arms finding nothing but empty
air asthe coldnesstightened, tightened... the blood was surging in his ears, he couldn't breathe, couldn't
see, couldn't even—

It was gone. So suddenly he staggered and fdll to the cold stone floor, the Something was gone and
he could bresthe fredly again.

For along time, Kevin sprawled where he had falen, too busy with drawing air back into hislungs
to worry about anything else. Surprisingly, after that near strangulation, it didn't hurt at al to bresthe. He
raised a shaking hand to histhroat, expecting to find bruises.

But to his bewilderment, there wasn't so much asthe dightest sorenessthere, either. Assoon ashe
could manage his quivering legs, Kevin scrambled up, looking wildly abot.

Nothing had been disturbed. There wasn't the dightest sign anyone but he had ever beenin here.

A... dream? he wondered doubtfully. After all, some of them could seem pretty redistic. Maybe
waking and hearing the noise, and fedling that weird, impossible attack had dl been part of the same
dream.

And | don't believe that for amoment.

A genuine attack? Then why break it off just when he was about to pass out? Someone'sidea of a
jest? From dl held seen so far, the Dark Elves didn't have much of a sense of humor, or at least not
something humans could recognize as a sense of humor, but for al he knew, something this sadistic might
be just their idea of a hilarious prank.

Kevin sank to the bed, pulling the lute into hisarms. For amoment his hands hesitated over the
grings.

Oh, right. What was he going to do? Revedl his only wegpon prematurely? Waste Bardic Magic
warding off something that wasn't there? Kevin bit hislip, wondering, then settled for playing smple,
Powerless exercisesinstead.

Gradualy the quiet discipline of the scales calmed his nerves. Kevin bent over the lutein earnest,
playing every song he could remember that had to do with sunlight and joy and life. And just then, the
only magic in hismusic wasthe pure glory of music itsdf.

Kevin sat wearily on the edge of hisbed, hishand rubbing eyesthat felt full of sand. Thiswas getting
ridiculous! Every time he had managed to fal adeep, his dreams had taken adark turn, sometimes

becoming merdly depressing, sometimes downright terrifying. At least there hadn't been anything as
bizarre as that maybe-dreamed attack on him by the Whatever-1t-Had-Been.

There doesn't have to be anything that dramatic. If | don't get one good, unbroken stretch of deep.

Theworst part of it was that he knew enough Bardic Magic songs to ensure a peaceful night's
rest—but using any of them would scream out spellcaster to anyone with psychic hearing.

Ahwdll, thelonger he spent worrying about it, the less likely sweet degp would become. Thistime
hewouldnt let himsdlf even think of the possibility of foul dreams.

Right. It'slike the story of the rnan who's not supposed to think o the, right wing of the eagle. Just
try not thinking of something if you want it to redly haunt you.



Kevin sighed and lay back once more, staring grimly up a nothing till a last he dipped into deep
once more.

Kevin started awake, surrounded by blackness, feding it pressing down on him on al sides,
smothering him, crushing him. Where was he? What wasthis—

"Why, what isit, human?' a sneering voice asked, and Kevin nearly cried out in shock, gasping out a
confused, "'1—"

But suddenly reality came flooding back over him and Kevin knew where he was, and why. He had
been walking the endless dark corridorsfor what little exercise was alowed him, with hisusud armed
guard in attendance, and—and for amoment he actualy must have been hypnotized by the smooth,
unchanging expanse of walson dl sdesinto falling adeep on hisfeet. Not an unlikely thing to happen,
Kevin thought

bitterly, consdering the lack of solid deep hed had lately.

"l waslogt inthought,” he said feebly, and did his best to ignore the contempt fairly radiating from
the guards.

That was astupid thing, the Bard scolded himsdlf asthey walked on. They think you their inferior as
itisjust because you're human. Why not finish the job and scream out, "I'm aweskling! Destroy me!™
whileyoureat it?

Grimly dert, Kevin staked on, surrounded by his disdainful escort. At least there was some
variation now, afew jagged placesin wallsand ceiling. The Dark Elvesweren't perfect after al! And the
jaggedness showed a hint of die natural world that was wonderfully comforting after dl the Serile
perfection. Kevin nearly stubbed histoe on arock, but amaost welcomed the pain that at least reminded
him there was aworld outside. A sudden groaning made him glance sharply up— and gasp in horror.

"Look out! The celling's cracking!™

He sprang back into atangle of warriors, nearly knocking some of them over. They cursed a him,
shoving him rudely forward again.

"No! Don't you see the whole thing s about to fall on us? Weve got to—"

Someone shook him, hard. "L ook, fool. Look!"

"But—"

"Look! Do you see the dightest crack anywhere up there? Well, human? Do you?"

Kevin looked. The ceiling was totally smooth, smooth asthewals. Therewasn't somuch asa
pebble out of place.

"But |... stubbed my toe on arock. | felt it."

" Stubbed your toe on empty air, morelikdy," a

warrior muttered, and added something sharp in the elven tongue that needed no trandation.

| wasn't adeep that time, | know it. And I'm not so far gone that I'm hallucinating. That could only
mean someone really was working aspell on him. But dammit, | am not going to be caught again!

"Stop, you idiot!"

Suddenly hard hands were dragging him backwards, nearly pulling him off hisfeet. Startled, Kevin
garted to struggle againg their bruising grip, then froze in shock.

He was standing on the lip of anarrow stone bridge over a chasm like a bottomless black pit. If the
guards hadn't grabbed him when they had, he would have stepped right off the edge.

"Dear gods," he breathed.

The guards muttered something in their own tongue. Kevin didn't doubt they were cdling him afool
who didn't deservetolive.

And | amost proved them right, he thought with a shudder. Someone was bespelling him, dl right
But why? To wear him down? Seeiif he betrayed himsalf— or, more likely, Naitachal? So much for
guest gtatus, if | ever believed that stupid fiction. But who's casting the spell? Impossibleto tell thatina
whole realmful of potential spellcasters. And how do | get them to stop?

"l wish to return to my quarters now," Kevin said with as much dignity as he could mugter.

Oncethere, he snatched up hislute, staring at it, aching to summon hisfull Bardic Magic powers
and—



And do what? Take on an entire reelm of Dark Elves, one against who knew how many? Kevin felt
new shudders rack him, knowing al too well that his endurance wasn't going to last forever. Unless he
did something more than wait, and quickly, his enemieswere going

to wear him down to the point where he couldn't act &t all.

Easy for them to do, too. All they need to do is keep me from deeping.

But what could he possibly do in self-defense? Bitterly, Kevin redlized why Harakchan had made no
attempts to see the human "guest,” and why al of Kevin's requeststo meet with the Dark Elf lord had
fdlen flat; Haralachan plainly had no intention of seeing him till after held broken.

And | can hardly go hunting Haralachan instead.

Of course not. Even if he could somehow miraculoudy eude the warriors watching over him, he
certainly wasn't going to be able to find Haralachan on hisown, not in al that dark, perilous maze of
corridors.

There was only one way out of this mess. Kevin would have to force the issue. Danger or no, he
needed hismusic. And so, not giving himself achance to think twice about it, the Bard raised hislute
again, tuning the strings as though hislife depended on it—which, he thought darkly, it did—and began to
play. After amoment, once the melody was firmly estabk'shed, he added hisvoicetoiit.

And thistime Bardic Magic glittered in the music. All a once, with a satisfying crash, the door flew
open, and astonished warriorsfilled the opening.

Kevin smiled at them. Take me," he sang sweetly, "to your leader.”

Chapter XXVIII Bardic Songs

Asthey hurried him aong down the dark corridors, servants hastily squeezing back out of their way,
Kevin noted with dour humor that though the Dark EIf warriors kept him closaly surrounded, watching
him like so many eager predators, not one of them dared to so much astouch him.

They're afraid of me! heredized with ashock of wonder. Why yes, that's it exactly! The door
bursting open like thet, so blatantly magica, sartled the wits out of them, and now none of them knows
what to expect of me.

Y et now here he was singing and playing away ludtily as he walked, obvioudy doing something
magical—but they couldn't figure out what it wad!

Without warning, one of the warriors, bolder or more foolhardy than the others, made a sudden
snatch for the lute, and Kevin dodged just in time, hastily improvising anew song, putting as much raw
Bardic magic into it as he could force so that the elves would sense something magical happening:

"The lute of aBard is sharp as bone,

Hard as stone,

Minedone.

Thelute of aBardisfierce asflame,

Barbed as shame..."

Came, lame, tame... what rhyme makes sense and—ah.

"Dangerousfame,

Not yoursto tame."

Bad line, that. But he couldn't do anything about changing it now. Besides, thiswasn't a poetry
contest! Kevin sang hadtily on:

"All folks save Bards who touch astring,

Shdll fed thedting

Its song can bring.



All folk save Bards shdl moan and sigh

Yet never die

Although they cry

For ending of their fearful pain,

Agan, agan,

A harshrefran.”

Could be better. Has to do. Now how do | end thething? Ali... yes, I've got it.

"The Bard done may wield its song,

Its Power song,

So fierce and strong.

TheBard done may widld its song,

Its Power song,

So fierce and harsh and sharp and strong.”

Terrible poetry, just terrible! he added in Sllent disgust

But the Dark Elves weren't in any mood for literary criticism. The warrior who had reached for the
Iute snatched his hand back again as though he'd been

stung, and Kevin could have sworn he saw some of those humorless dark faces actudly grey alittle
in shock.

S0, now. Respect me alittle more, do you? If only your master fedls the same way!

Without saying aword, the warriors hurried the Bard on to the cavern of the thrones. There sat
Hardachan and Ruaath, not the coolly degant figures held first seen, but looking strangely ruffled, as
though they'd only just received word of what was happening and had needed to rush to get hereand in
place before him.,

That didn't make them any less perilous. Kevin fdt his heart fater amoment at the cold warinessin
their eyes and the hint of rising Power he sensed growing about them. But Bardic training wouldn't allow
aBard to panic in front of an audience, and even hostile ones.

All right, let's give them a decent performance.

With that, Kevin managed to smoothly switch melody and words over to astronger, more
legitimately magica song. It didn't redlly have aname asfar ashe knew, though held heard hisold Bardic
instructor, Master Aidan, casudly refer to it once asa " Safety Song," one that was meant to keep a
Bard's enemies confused, unable to attack him. But it had been intended for near-mindless crestures.
Whether or not it would work on intelligent, magical foesaswell...

Ha, yes, it wasworking, at least in part! Look at that helpless fury suddenly blazing in Haralachan's
eyed

"Take that—that thing away from him!" the Dark EIf lord ordered a servant, clearly struggling to get
the words out.

Oh, I don't think so, Kevin thought, and switched back to hisfirst threat-song, adding thistime
(since he'd had a chance to work on it in his head a bit)

some downright vicious verses graphicaly detailing the endless agonies waiting for any Dark EIf
foolish enough to so much as brush the lute's strings, improvising as he went aong everything from dow
corruption to instant incineration.

If they redize thissong isn't fully magicd, I'mintrouble....

It couldn't be fully magical, not thrown together on the spot theway it was. But to Kevin srdlief, his
threats were just bizarre enough. No one dared not believe them. As he continued to detail the horrorsin
ascadm avoice as he could sng—very well awvare he was making those horrors seem dl the more
plausiblefor the very lack of dramain his ddivery—all the servants shrank back in outright terror, the
warriorstightened their hands nervoudy on their weapons, and even cold-eyed Haralachan drew back a
bit on hisblack throne.

Servesthem right for not knowing anything about music; they have no way of knowing I'm bluffing!

Y es, but he couldn't keep this up forever! Kevin switched hagtily back to the foe-lulling song, the
genuinely magica Safety Song, before anyone could sense he hadn't actually been spellcasting.



But just then awhite-clad figure moved dightly out of the shadow of that throne, and Kevin s hands
nearly fumbled on the gtrings.

Oh gods. Amaranthia.

She aone knew about music, White Elf that she was. She done would know there was nothing
perilous about hislute. And she would aso know just how easy it was to Sop amusician, no matter how
magica he might be: grab hisarm the way shed aready done once, snap the strings—oh, the possibilities
were endless.

I'm doomed, Kevin thought with calm certainty, and waited, almost resigned but till snging and
playing

with dl hismight, for her to betray him oneway or another.

But Amaranthia—said nothing. The Bard stared at her in confusion as he pkyed. Why? Why was
she keeping slent? She had no reason to fed anything but anger or maybe even hatred towards him after
the way he'd acted. Why was she protecting him?

Love?

No way to find out the truth, though, not right now. He didn't dare stop playing for an instant.
Amaranthiamet Kevin's glance only for asecond, her eyestotaly unreadable, then dropped her gaze and
dipped back into shadow. Maybe she was only tormenting him, he thought wildly, by postponing the
inevitable. Maybe that was it, maybe she meant to watch him to keep holding off everyone until he
dropped dead from exhaustion.

And maybe sheld get to seejust that. Gradually the triumph of holding them all at bay was wearing
thin. Hewas only mortd, after al, and surrounded by foes, and dready weary. Oh yes, thanksto
Amaranthias sllence, Kevin thought in growing despair, he was safe—but that safety was going to last
only aslong as hisvoice and fingers held out.

And that wasn't going to betoo long at al.

Naitachd stopped dead, staring fiercely at the rugged country aheead, feeling the Power radiating
from the rough, mountainous terrain so strongly he was amazed the humans couldn't senseiit,
too—feding, aswdll, hisheart pounding with such sudden terror he nearly staggered. "There.”

"There?' Lydiaechoed. "What do you mean, ‘there ?"

"That iswhat we seek."

"That'sit? Y our clan's hiding out somewhere in those rocks?!

"Under them, rather."

Lydiadid from her horse, shaking her head in disbelief, protesting, "But it &l 100ks so—so normal!"

Heglared at her. "What did you expect?'

"Wdll... | don't know! Something more—"

"Morewhat?" Naitacha snapped, too on edge for patience. "More dramatic? A towering fortress of
blackest stone, perhaps? Or some other such melodramatic garbage? Ae, and wouldn't that be a
ridiculoudy eesy target for dl Nithathili foed"

"But—" Lydiastopped short. "Uh, yeah, right. | guess so."

"And too," Naitacha continued, ill staring at the rough landscape before him, "we—ah, they—are
hardly araceto enjoy living amid sunlight." He glanced a Lydiawith aquick, sardonic smile. "Besdes,
what lies under those rocksis only partly within thisrealm you humans know. Believe me, thereis nothing
even remotdy 'norma’ about the caverns of the Nightblood Clan."

Her eyeswidened & his chill tone. "Y ou redlize what you're saying? The place isn't evenredlly in our
world? And you're going in there? And aone?’

Naitacha sghed soundlessly. "I thought weve already established that. Yes. | am. Alone.”

"But you—we—you cant—"

"l can. | will."

"No, dammit! Y ou can't just—you—"

"Lydia"

"Ah, hell!" she exploded helplessy, eyes suspicioudy bright. "Go aheed, you idict, kill yoursdf if you
want to!"



"1 have no intention of killing mysdlf.” No need, he

added dourly to himsdlf. The odds are rather good that Hardachan or Rualath will do it for me.

"Glad to hear that,” Tich'ki cut in sharply. "But how're you going to prevent it?"

"Why, I'm expecting that you will—"

"Will what? What about the rest of us? How are we supposed to get in there? Maybe | could hidein
your cloak or something—"

“No."

"—but the others sure couldn't!”

"Thefary hasapoint,” Gwenlyn added. "How do we get in?"

"Wel"" her father echoed in dismay. " Surdy not—"

"Surely yes. Father, what €l se were you planning to do with me? Leave me out here with an armed
guard?'

"Of course! A battleishardly the place for—"

"You're not going to say, Tor agirl, are you? I've dready been through enough fighting and escapes
to qualify asawarrior—yes, yes, not afully trained one, far from it, but—wel|—"

"If you leave her out here," Lydiacut in quietly, "you'll haveto divide your fighting force. It dso puts
her in the very redl peril of being taken hostage by the elves.”

Count Trahern glared at Lydia as though she'd betrayed him. But then his shoulders sagged. " Danger
if I allow it, danger if | don't. The gods protect you, Gwenlyn, for | fear | cannot.”

"Oh Father," Gwenlyn murmured, "al will bewdl, you'll see.” But then her voice sharpened. "Back
to thered problem: How do we get in there? We can't just walk boldly in the front door behind
Naitachd."

"Hardly," the Dark EIf agreed angrily. It wasthe one flaw in his plan hed not yet been ableto fix.
How

arethey to get ingde? And without setting off any magica traps?

"I might be ableto help,” D'Senna offered suddenly. AsNaitachd turned to her in surprise, she
continued, atouch of embarrassment in her voice at the need to praise hersdf, "I am consdered a—a
decent tunndller among my people.”

"Areyou, now?" Natacha grinned sharply, al at once feding the faintest stirring of hope.

"Well, | cannot dig through solid stone, of course. But—"

"But you can handle earth, | takeit? And rather swiftly if need be?

"V es, but—"

"What aclever young Arachniayou are! Hurry, follow me, around behind these rocks. Now, do
you see there, and there?”

D'Sennafroze, studying the region with her greast compound eyes, sniffing the air, for al Naitachdl
knew actudly tasting the emanations of the earth on the breeze and feefing with some Arachniasensethe
depth and breadth of the hidden caverns.

"Thereis earth between the rocks here," she mused after amoment, her voice abstracted. "More
earth than, rock in places. And do not look at mein such shock. Only an Arachniawould be aware of it."

He was shocked at theidea of his clan's security being so easily broken. Arrogance does lead to
cardlessness. "But can you do it?"

"Tunnd into the cavernswithin?| think so...."

"Don't think! Kevin'slife—and my own!—depend on you. Can you do it?"

D'Senna hesitated a maddeningly long time. But then she dipped her head in a solemn Arachnianod.
"Yes. | could tunnd into the caverns, and fairly

swiftly—aslong as those within were distracted.”

"Asthey shal be" Naitachd promised her with asavage grin. "Come, let me touch your mind... the
gmallest of gpells, D'Senna, just to give you the sense of where, exactly, to tunndl... There, now. Do you
haveit?Y es? They've made amistake, my dear kinsfolk, been too confident in their Power to guard their
backs. So beit!"

Hastily he returned to the others, hastily told them his plan, refusng thistimeto lissento so much asa



word of argument.
And then, though he ached with every terrified nerve to smply turn and flee, Naitachd, once of the
Nightblood Clan, now aBard of the Light, strode with al outward bravado into the jaws of the foe.

Chapter XXIX The Intruder

AsNaitachal stalked with apparent boldness through the cavern mouth into hisonce-clan s
stronghold, hisblack cloak swirling dramaticaly about him, he held histerror firmly repressed behind a
rigid mask of deadly calm—the face of atrue Nithathil noble and Necromancer, one who never reveds
anything of hisemotionsand is perilousto cross.

It was amask hefound distressingly easy to reas-sume.

Naitachal passed warriors, servants, daves as he walked, and knew from their reactions that they
recognized him. But not an elf of them moved to stop him. Instead, they dl, regardiess of rank or atus,
stared with the same open-mouthed disbelief.

He knew exactly what they were thinking: who would be stupid enough to be so bold? Of course
theidea of sdlf-sacrifice for another wastotally dien to them.

Inaway what I'm doing isfor persond gain, Naitacha thought with aflash of dark humor. 1t will be
immensdly persondly satisfying if 1 can get Kevin and mysdf out of herewholein body and soul!

Ahh, the Gate Spell... he could fed itsauraal around him, stronger now that he was closer to its
source, and if heturned apart of his consciousnessto it, he should be able to continue unravelling the
puzzle of its cregtion....

If helived that long. Ashe waked on, determinedly projecting that aura of absolute calm and quiet
danger, the astonished crowds closed in behind him, following him, and Naitacha battled the suddenly
roused Nithathil ingtinct that was screaming to him not to let anyone come up behind him.

But it wasfar, far more effective to ignore the followers as best he could, announcing without words,
| am so far above you | scorn you. Y ou cannot be athreat to me. After dl, the Bard tried to convince
himsdf, he wasn't in any mortal peril from them, not yet. At least not till they'd learned what he meant to
do.

And at any rate, heredly didn't need threats; his own mind was doing its best to jeopardize him.
With every step further into the caverns, more and more old memories roused, no matter how Naitachal
tried to quell them. He had, after al, spent little more than five years outside, safe amid the Light, such a
tiny, tiny span. How could he so easily forget dl thelong, hopeless years that had been hislife before
thet?

There had been only Darkness about him back then, only the hatred and cruelty and cold mistrust
that was the Dark Elf s heritage. He had fought and fought with himself down through the long, bitter
yearsto prove himsdf truly Nithathil. And yes, if he wastruthful with himsalf, he had to admit there had
been adark satisfaction in controlling the only sorcery held been permitted, the magic of death. Y et even
at hismost powerful asfull Necromancer, he had never quite succeeded in hardening his spirit.

Naitacha s mouth tightened ever so dightly in pain, the only trace of emotion he dared let himsdlf
display, Ae, he had spent so much time in these grim corridors, done, dways done amid the cold, silent
darkness, desperately trying to hide his so shameful misery, burdened by the knowledge that helived a
lie, hating the Darkness yet knowing no way to fleeit.

But now he was seeing the reslm for the firgt time with an outsider seye, and realized with a sudden
shock that what had seemed so coldly terrible when held been young was now smply dark and dank
and... empty.

One of the more delightful agpects of the humanswastheir joy in ornamenting every artifact that



cameinto their reach. Maybe some of the results were gaudy, but they al radiated avitality lacking here,
aclear, purelove of life. And best of al the wondersthey took for granted was music, glorious music,
and the unmeasurablejoy of its creation! Naitachal glanced around the dark, joyless, musiclessredm
about him and fought down a shudder, redlizing only now just how far he had comein the last few years
from what held been.

Keep waking. Just keep walking. No one must learn of your uncertainty.

But his confident steps faltered just for amoment as a series of sounds, muted by distance but il
gtar-tlingly recognizable, drifted up the corridor towards him. Music? Here?

Kevin! It could be no other.

Naitacha strode forward again with new determination, his curious, bewildered audience following.
But still no onetried to stop him from striding right into the cavernous throne room, crowded with
warriors and scholars and obsequious servants.

Thereinthe midst of them al stood Kevin, Snging in avoice that sounded strained and weary yet
dill

held ashimmering of Bardic Magic. Naitacha recognized the song he sang as one of the " Safety
Songs," and smiled inwardly at the human Bard's sheer nervein trying to ward off an entire Dark EIf clan.
And hewasdoingit, at least for the moment.

Someone girred, catching Naitachd's attention. He looked, and froze, finding himsdf staring right at
Haralachan and Ruaath on their black thrones. They haven't changed, not in the dightest, he thought
uneasily, remembering despite himsalf the huntsthey had led, the hopeessvictims screaming and the
blood, and himsdlf, the ruler's kinsman, forced to be in attendance lest he, too, despite his status, wind up
the hunted. He had fiercely struggled to hide his disgust no matter how cruel the hunt, even when
Hara achan, amiling coldly, had compelled him to make thekill. The captive's frantic eyes, pleading with
me for mercy | dared not givelest 1, too, bedain—

No, curseit! Hewould not fal prey to hisown memories!

Held by the music's spell, neither Hardlachan nor Rudath had noticed him yet, perched there on their
thrones like a pair of sardonic predators just waiting for their human quarry to make adip.

And, judging from the wearinessin Kevin's voice, that dip was going to happen a any moment.

So, now, herewe go. Showtime. "Enough,” Naitacha said coldly, his voice cutting acrossthe music,
and stepped forward.

The stunned Kevin's fingers fumbled on the strings, breaking the spell. Chaos erupted at the sight of
the interloper, the brazen traitor. At aquick gesture from Hardlachan, magica barriers dammed shut,
blocking every corridor into the audience chamber. Within the now-confined space, the Nithathili swirled
likea

disturbed swarm of ants, servants and scholars milling about, getting in each other'sway, blocking
the warriorsfrom drawing their weapons. Naitacha saw Kevin'slute torn from hisarms by adaring
soldier, and quickly held up acommanding hand. To hisrdlief, everyonefdl slent, dl of them watching
the Dark Elf, fiercely curious.

Ignoring Kevin completely (save for noting that the young man looked unharmed and, despite his
adam, very, very relieved to be able to stop playing), Naitachal glided silently forward. Stopping before
the throne at precisely the proper distance to show respect, neither too rudely close nor too cowardly
distant, he paused dramatically, keeping hisface absolutely ill, then gave the Triple Bow of Noble
Courtesy, thankful he could remember al theintricate twists and bendstoit.

There was utter silence for perhaps a dozen heartbeats time. Then Hardlachan hissed, 'Tou dare
come herel”

Naitachal raised acool eyebrow. "Why, of course, my lord. Why should | not?"

"Why, you—traitor! Y ou—"

Traitor for areason," Naitacha cut in smoothly, and saw the faintest hint of curiosity flicker behind
the outrage. "'l pray you, my lord, will you not hear my tale?| am sureit will... entertain you."

Haralachan sface went completdy ill, hiding dl emotion. "It had better,” he said shortly. "I giveyou
leave to speak.” While yet you can, went the unspoken words.



Naitachal forced athin smile onto hislips, hoping it looked properly chill, stalling desperately ashe
organized histhoughts. "My Lord Haraachan," he began coolly, "when our people were accused of that
ridiculous crime of kidnapping a human girl—Count

Volmar's niece, dready murdered though we knew it not—who was it chose me as the emissary
from our people to the humansto clear our name?'

"l did, of course! Y ou had sufficient Necromantic skill to do the task. But | never gave you
permission to try becoming one of them!™

Naitachd raised ahand in polite protest. "Why would | wish to do such atasteless thing?'

"No games, traitor! Y ou had no reason to linger with the humans—yet you did! Y ou cannot deny
you have quite voluntarily lived among their [and for years. Y ou cannot deny you have—again, quite
voluntarily—even taken up that—music. Become aBard."

"Why, my lord!" Naitacha protested mildly. 'What better way to win their trust?"

"The human," Hardachan sjerk of chinindicated Kevin, "dready spun me a pretty tae of greed and
betrayd. | do not wish to hear more storytdlling fiction.”

"l shal not waste your time," Naitachal retorted. "Hear me out, my lord, | pray you.

"When first I met the humans, my initid thought was disgust. They are, aswe both know, noisome,
nasty creatures. But they do own more land than seems gtrictly politic, and there is always the chance of
an dliance with our cousin dvesof thelight." There wasthe softest gasp at that; Naitachd just barely
kept back agtart of surprise a the sight of the dender White EIf girl hiding in shadow. Now, what... "No,
my lord, I am not about to lecture you in matters you aready know. But as | lingered among the humans,
| realized what awonderful position | had, not merdly to turn their attention from us and what we plotted,
but to learn what they thought and plotted.”

"And s0," Hardachan cut in, voice dripping with scorn, "you decided to infiltrate their ranks.”

"Hardly. Do | look even remotely human, my lord? They never welcomed me. They feared me!”
Naitacha let genuine anger show in hisvoice, remembering the prejudice heldd found even among those
held tried to help. "They feared me with good cause.”

"Y et you Stayed.”

"Oh, | stayed. And | learned.” What did | learn? he thought quickly. What tales can | weave that are
more believable than those Kevin tried? The humans never welcomed me, it'strue. But their land are
creatures of habit; give ahuman long enough and he will come to accept even the most bizarre of
circumstances.

"And s0 | made sure the humans saw me every day but never once saw even the dightest of
sorcerous threats. Eventualy, they did come to accept me. And after | had succeeded at that lengthy,
tedious chore, my lord, and | no longer feared they would turn against me or try nating mein my
deep, my true work began,”

"Which was?' Hardachan drawled.

Naitachal alowed hiseyesto show just the faintest hint of ambition but kept his face absolutely cold
and dtill, hisback absolutely straight, the Pose of True Nobility. "Which was, my lord, that | began paving
the way for the Nightblood Clan, for al the Nithathili clans, to leave these narrow cavernsand rule dl the
relmsof df and human.”

"Impressive.”" Theword was laced with mockery.

Do not react, Naitachd warned himself. Hold to the Pose. "No, my lord, not impressive at dl. It will
only beimpressive when my words become solid truth.

"And how shal that be done, you ask? Listen, my lord.”

With that, Naitacha launched into a hastily improvised speech of where held been, what held done,
and

why, spinning the story out asfindy as he dared without |osing Hardlachan sinterest, delicately
developing each and every point: what each human redlm was like, who ruled what, where their strengths
lay, carefully glossing over only their weaknesses. As he continued building his careful web, Naitachd
thought that it was all too easy to fal back into the old pattern of subtle haf-liesand amogt-truths, dl the
cruel and devious ways of speech that had once been such anecessary part of his—of any Dark



Elfs—surviva.

And hewasdoing it so wdl! Judging from the uneasy expression on Kevin sface (the human,
Naitacha knew, understood just enough of the elven tongue to be following the gist of this), hewas giving
the human Bard some nervous moments. Kevin was probably starting to wonder if just maybe Naitachal
meant what he was saying, particularly, Naitacha noted, when the elf spoke of the Gate Spdll with
gniger rdish.

Asif | could rdlish anything about that abomination—except, perhaps, its unravelling and reversal!

Ha, look at thisl He really must be spinning afine web, because the cavern wasfilling full with an
enormous, darkly amused crowd.

But then Naitachal saw how the eyes of Hardachan and Ruakth glittered dangeroudy, and helost
any sense of triumph. They didn't believe him after dl. They didn't believe aword of what he said. But for
the moment, at least, Naitachd realized, he was entertaining them, enough so that they made not the
dightest moveto stop him.

Probably waiting for me to hang mysdlf, asthe humans say, the Bard thought. Hear me cdll to you,
D'Senna. Fed me pull you. Tunnd quickly, D'Sennall can't keep this nonsense up forever—and they are
not going to listen much longer!

Chapter XXX Attacks

Surrounded by earth and rock, the smell of dank soil heavy in her nogtrils, D'Sennartried and failed
to hold back a chittering little sound of sheer weariness. Her arms ached, her claws ached, her whole
body ached.

Oh, how could she ever have been so proud? No, no, not merely proud: how could she ever have
been so incredibly foolish asto think she could manage dl thistunndling by hersdf?'Y es, the humans
were helping her as best they could, following closely behind her, clearing out the dirt she loosened by
passing it back hand to hand in makeshift cloth scoops. But there was alimit to what they could do. The
main burden, al the actua digging and digging and digging, could only fal upon her.

Gwenlyn, who wasright behind her in the narrow tunndl, said suddenly, "Wait amoment.” She came
squirming up beside D'Senna, barely ableto fit in those tight quarters, and managed to give the Arachnia
acomforting pat on thearm. "Don't worry, well get thereintime.”

"How?

"What do you mean, how? Y ou're doing an amazing job. Look how far we've come aready!”

D'Senna fought down the flash of anger that would have made her shout a her human friend, Don't
patronize me! and contented hersdlf with aflat "It is not enough.”

“Itwill be!"

Thistime D'Sennadid crane her head about to glare. But humans, with their soft, flexible faces,
aways had found it difficult to puzzle out the subtler Arachniaexpressons. Gwenlyn only smiled with
great enthusiasm and patted her again on the arm. D'Sennaexhded in aweary, angry little hiss. "Go back
with the others" she said shortly. "Thereis only room for one of usup here."

Gwenlyn grinned. "I know. But at least by getting you angry a me, | got you to teke arest.”

With that, the girl squirmed back to her place, leaving D'Senna speechless. Tchik, tchik, humans
were aways unpredictable, and sometimes unexpectedly kind! Ah well, what was there to do after thet
but tunnel on and on and on?

If only we areintime, sheworried. If only we arein time and can actually do something ussful!

As she dug, D'Sennawas flooded with sudden fierce longings for her home hive. Ah, to be back
therein the quiet, egant smplicity! In the hive there would be none of this endless, exhausting labor,



none of that nerve-wrenching terror of what was so lightly caled "adventure.”

No, in the hive, things were dways serene, controlled, safe. Everything was done together; no one
ever had to act aone. If shewas back there, D'Senna thought with renewed longing, she would still be
part

of that gentle, never-changing, dways safelife—

That boring life, she reminded herself sharply. Thelife you couldn't wait to leave and which nearly
drove you as mad as any one of these wild-minded humans.

Besdes, there were perfectly happy Arachniaout there in the world beyond the hive. Arachnia
actudly doing thingswith their lives. Like Kevin'sown seneschd, D'Krikas.

D'Sennasighed. What awonderful, fascinating being this D'Krikas must be! How exciting to
manage the affairs of an entire castle—rather like being a Queen without having to endure dl the
unpleasantnesses of blind captivity. It would be an honor, indeed, to apprentice with D'Krikas. If he
accepted her. And, of course, if she survived.

Which you won't, D'Sennasnapped at hersdlf, if you don't stop acting like a soft-shelled idiot and
dig!

Just how long, Naitacha wondered, was he going to be able to keep up this ridiculous monologue?
Moreto the point, how long was Haralachan going to let him continue? So far, the ruler had shown not
the dightest sign of boredom, but that could very well be merely part of atypicaly Dark EIf ploy.
Hardachan was amadter at the sadistic Nithathil game of putting avictim's mind at ease, waiting with
delicate caretill that victim dared begin to hope— and only then attacking.

Not now, Hardachan, not yet.

Now that he had set hismind into the flow and pattern of his speech, Naitacha didn't really need to
concentrate on it totally. He could continue his guiding mental call to D'Sennaand alow atiny part of his
consciousness to warily search for the residue of the one specific magic he needed, sensing the source of
the

Gate Spdll il radiating, as held expected, from Rudath.

Ha, of course she still bore the traces of the spell! Cast magic aways left some residue about the
spellcaster, and that had been asingularly Powerful spdll the woman had loosed. There was enough | eft
to selze upon—if he ever got the chance to concentrate fully onit.

But how can | possibly do that while | have to keep up this preposterous speech?

If only he could somehow let Kevin know...

But even if Kevin had no way of knowing what Naitacha wastrying to do, he could certainly
understand from the df'swary little sdeways glance that hisfellow Bard needed a chance to rest. Out of
the corner of hiseye, Naitacha saw the young man erupt into afrenzy of motion, risking his precious
musician's hands to punch the startled Dark EIf warrior smack in the face and snatch back his lute, fingers
fumbling on the stringsin hishaste. Wincing dightly (histired and now probably bruised hands must be
complaining) he burst into song once more. The human's very desperation put anew, bitterly sharp edge
of Power on that song, and dl the Nithathili cringed back in shock, Naitachad—acting with dl his
might—among them.

But even as he pretended to flinch, Naitacha flung al of hismagica will towardswhat was eft of the
Gate Spdll, trying in that moment when everyone el se was too stunned to realize what he was doing to
andyzeit, trying to captureit, carefully puzzling out thistwist of the spdll, thet turn, ddlicately, ddicatdly...

By dl the Powers! Naitachal was s0 astonished he nearly cried that doud. It'sa Spirdl, that'sal the
cursed

thing is, nothing but aBasic Magica Spiral with some eccentric twists worked onit!

Clever of Rudath: aBasic Spird was one of the easiest foundations on which to hang a spdll, but
onethat alowed for infinite variation. Still, even with the bizarre changes sheld worked on it, Naitacha
knew he would have the shape of it caught firmly in hismind in just another moment, if only he could
manage to—

But held been too eager. His menta touch, Naitacha redlized a bare instant too late, had suddenly
been noticeable. Rualath sprang to her feet with so fierce ashriek of alarm that Kevin started, his hands



dipping on the gtrings, shattering his Bardic spell.

Ahwidl, Naitachd thought with elven fatalism in the sudden tense silence, it dmost worked. Here's
wherewedie.

With each painful bit of ground gained, the air in the tunnel grew more and more stale. D'Senna,
choking on dust, knew with bitter certainty that she wasn't going to get much further. The Arachniacould
survive on far less air than the humans, but they till did need to breathe! 1f she ran completely out of air,
her body might go into involuntary hibernation—or it might shut down atogether.

7 can't back out, D'Sennarealized, not with al those frightened humans behind me. 1—7 can only
go forward.

Closed-in placeslike thisdidn't frighten Arachnia, but someone had told her once that humans were
scared of them. What if these humans panicked like aswarm ofchakchik and jammed her into acorner
where shedidn't have room to dig? What if they al got stuck in here and—

D'Sennafroze, ligening. Behind her, the humans were complaining at her sudden stop, but she gave
them afierce hissand they fell slent. Wasit imagination, or did sheredly hesr...

Y es! She could hear sounds, voices. And they were just ahead of her! Just alittle more digging, she
urged hersdlf, just alittle more digging and you're done.

But the earth up ahead was more firmly packed, almost rock-hard. Her claws scrabbled on i,
bardly ableto find purchase, and D'Senna nearly shrieked adoud. So close, so very close! Would she
ever be ableto break through? Would they ever, ever get therein time?

No need to pretend anything now. Naitachal moved smoothly to stand back to back with Kevin.

"Sorry about this" he murmured to the human.

"Not your fault,” Kevin shot back. "We gave it agood try, anyhow. At least now we have a chance
todiecleanly.”

"l don't intend to die.”

"Wel, I'm not exactly thrilled by the thought either, but we don't really have much of a—herethey
come.”

But even asthe Dark Elves started grimly towards them, atremendous crash reverberated
throughout the cavern and agreat choking cloud of dust filled the air.

"D'Senna," Naitacha gasped, "bless her Arachniaclaws. Were not going to diethisday after dl!"

Asthe Dark Elves closed in, Kevin had hastily dung his lute over his back in a desperate attempt to
protect it, thinking that a least it might have achance of survivd evenif hedidn't.

But then came that astonishing crash and the dust, and Naitachal's bewildering words. Before Kevin
could believe what he saw, a mad swarm of humans, some

inuniform, somein outright rags, came rushing into the cavern before the dust had settled, shouting
wildly. They attacked the startled Dark Elves with what looked to his astonished gaze like hysterical
ferocity, fighting so suddenly and fiercely none of the Nithathili could muster control enough for spdls.
The air was heavy with shouts and the clang of blade on blade.

Did | just see—isthat Gwenlyn?

It looked very much like her—awild-haired Gwenlyn screaming like afury. But before Kevin could
seefor sure, the frenzied crowd swept her aside like a chip of wood on aflood. Trying to find her again,
he caught quick glances of aDark EIf warrior and ahuman guard in hand-to-hand combat, severa
ragged humans armed with clubswhaing away a awhole crowd of Dark Elves, awomaninworn
leather armor— Lydia, by the gods—handling asword with practiced skill and most elven grace—

Kevin dodged back in shock asa Dark EIf sword nearly spitted him. Oh, you idiot, standing here
gawking in the middle of a battle!

He hadtily retreated before the attack, dodging back again and again asthe éf cut at him, not caring
at the scorn in his opponent's eyes, hunting for aweapon. Who cared what a Nithathil thought of him? If
he didn't find aweapon in the next few moments, Kevin decided he was just going to run and to the Pit
with any ridiculous—

Ah! Someone had dropped asword, aDark EIf sword from the looks of the odd glint of the metal
and curve of the hilt, but onethat, Kevin's Bardic sensestold him, was mercifully free of sorcery. He



snatched it up with agrateful gasp, struggling to find the balance of aweapon that was both longer and
lighter than those he knew, and just barely managed to parry in time, the

shock of blade hitting blade nearly staggering him.

But suddenly the Dark EIf broke off the attack, his gaze shifting to a point just beyond Kevin's
shoulder. Thewarriors eyeswidened in dlarm and he hadtily retrested.

"Human," said acold voice, and Kevin whirled.

Oh, hell.

No wonder the warrior had fled. Kevin was facing none other than Haralachan himsdlf, the very
image of degant crudty, hissmilethin and chill, hiseyes glinting a predatory red in the dim, dusty light.

And in his hand he hed adull black wegpon that made Kevin sown eyeswiden in horror.

" S0, now, human," the Dark EIf purred. "Y ou recognize aNithathil Desth Sword, do you? Splendid.
That will make our little game dl the more interesting.”

Wonderful, Kevin thought. He was facing a Dark Elf lord whose reflexes were faster than human,
who'd had untold agesto perfect his duelling techniques— and who held a Necromantic weapon that
could kill himwith ascratch.

Ahwell. Nobody ever said lifewasfair. Kevin raised the unfamiliar sword and saluted Haral achan
with a desperate galantry, then sprang to the attack. The Dark Elf parried his every move with ease,
smiling each time the blades clashed together, his greater reach and strength pushing Kevin back each
time. But Kevin wasn't worried about being driven back just yet; he was smply trying to establish a
definite pattern, a definite rhythm, trying to work his stepsinto his till so very experimenta sword dance
Bardic Magic.

Experimental, maybe. But right now, likeit or not, the young Bard knew it was hisonly chance for
urvivd.

Chapter XXXI War

Naitacha was only dimly aware of the fierce battle raging al about him, seeing only Rua ath towering
over him, standing on theroya dais as she was, feding only her mind beating againgt his. She was strong,
she had dways been strong; her will was afull flood of sorcery like the blackest of waves crashing at his
senses. To hishorror, Naitacha felt his old Necromantic skills, so fiercely repressed, rising to the surface
of hisbeing in reaction.

No! I will not!

But the Darkness called to him, so temptingly, the black flood pulled at him, telling him respond,
respond.... And... where would be the harm? Thiswas afellow Nithathil, after al, whom he battled. Why
not use Nithathil sorcery againgt her?

Because, Naitacha answered himsalf with grim certainty, if he once started using the spells of
Darkness again after he had fought so hard to subdue them, he would never be able to stop using them.
Hewould never again be ableto return to the light.

Besides, Naitacha added with atrace of irony, she

knows haw to deal with Necromancers. It's Bards who are foreign to her!

But shewas strong, indeed, so strong, tearing rlentlesdy at thewall of hiswill, that he wasn't sure
he could hold her off. Worse, even as he was trying to defend himself, Naitacha dared not surrender
what held aready gained of the Gate Spdll. If helet go now, the backlash of the newly freed bits of
Power would tear gpart hismind as surely as Rudath hersalf would.

Powers, Powers, whatever had made him think he could survive this? Whatever had made him think
he, or anyone, could manage not one but two magicd feats a the same time? Naitacha threw more and



more of hiswill into the psychic wall of self-defense held thrown up but, torn between the two forces of
Rualath and the Gate Spell, he could fed his strength dready starting to shred.

Unless he gained control of the whole Gate Spdll, and quickly, Naitacha knew hewaslost.

Amaranthia huddled in the shadow of Hardlachan sthrone, staring at the chaos about her in sheer
terror. In dl the time she had spent among the Dark Elves, she had witnessed many acts of crudty, many
actsof carefully planned violence. But she had never seen anything like this—this open warfare! All
around her eves and humanswere fdling, dying, splashing their blood on the cold stone, trapped within
the confines of the audience chamber by the magical gates Haralachan had set, and her ears ached from
the clamor of blade on blade, of shouts and screams and moans. She shrank asfar back againgt the
throne as she could, wondering how she was going to survive this madness, wondering if anyone was
going to survive.

If the humans catch me, I—I'll pretend | wasa

captive here. Surely they won't hurt me then.

But what if Kevin lived through the battle? (He musgt, atraitor thought whispered, oh he must!} He
would know the truth about her. And then— Amaranthia had heard her share of horrifying tales of human
cruelty. Nothing to match anything known to the Nithathili, of course, but—but the dishonor of it was
urey—

Amaranthia screamed as ahuman crashed into her, and continued to scream ashe did dowly past
her to crumplelifdessy on the floor. His blood had stained the hem of her gown, but Amaranthia barely
noticed. Hardly aware of what she was doing, she bent and tore the dagger from hisflaccid hand. A
weapon, at least she had aweapon.

Amaranthiafroze in sudden disbdief, staring, knife clutched in onefist. Who wasthat girl, thet
human girl? Her aurawas s0 clearly reveded by strong emotion, and part of that emotion was surely
love. For Kevin.

No, curse her, no |

The madness dl around suddenly seemed to swirl up over her. Drowned in it, Amaranthialegped to
the attack.

Gwenlyn, armed with a stave dropped by one of the bandits, fought to keep her mind clear of
anything but those hasty lessonsin defense Lydia had taught her. Parry this sword like this, whirl, crack
the end of the Stave over that efs head like that, spin and circle and never let any weapon catch her or
the stave, never stop to think of what she was doing—thrust to an unprotected throat, blow to an elven
wrist—or of the deafening, deadly chaos happening al about her.

And then dl a once awhite-robed demon was

legping at her, screaming. A girl, Gwenlyn had time to think in astonishment, aWhite EIf girl—with
aknifel

Then the girl wasthrusting a her. Gwenlyn, remembering Lydias lessons, stepped quickly back out
of reach and brought the stave down with al her force on the df sfist. The White Elf screamed in pain,
losing the knife, and for an instant Gwenlyn wanted to say aninane, I'm sorry. But the élf dove at her,
ducking under the stave before she could bring it down, nearly knocking Gwenlyn off her feet.

Thisiscrazy! Gwenlyn thought, struggling to keep the efs hands from her neck, very well aware of
elven grength. Particularly the strength of one who seemed to have goneinsane.

Oh, don't be sllly, Gwenlyn snapped at herself, and ddlivered ablow to the White EIf that sent the
girl sprawling.

D'Senna stood surrounded by bloody, noisy chaos, trembling in shock. With one last great effort
and asurge of triumph, she had broken through the remaining wall and gone tumbling out into the cavern
inacloud of dust, but before she could catch her breath or her dazed senses, the humans had poured out
of thetunnd, racing past her like ahorde of outraged warrior Arachnia. No | They can't—they mustn't—

She had never seen violence before, never anything asterrible asthis. The hive had aways been a
peaceful place; she had even once overheard the Arachniawarriors complaining about the lack of foed!

L et themsee this, D'Senna thought, oh, let them see this. She couldn't seem to move or act or do
anything but stare at the sheer ferocity blazing up about her.



But even though she had been raised asthe "spare’

daughter of a Queen, D'Senna gtill was of that royal blood. And deep within her wereaQueen s
grong ingincts for survival. When asnarling Dark Elf lunged at her with his sword, the young Arachnia,
reacting totaly without thought, snapped out with her claws with flawlessaim. And to her horror, she
learned in that moment that those claws, powerful asthey were and so useful for tunnelling, were equaly
useful and quite deadly when they closed on Dark EIf flesh.

But there wasn't time to think about what she'd just done, even though she wanted to chitter in panic
like amindlesslarvaand scrub and scrub the stainsfrom her claws. The battle was till raging about her.
Unless she stayed in control of her fear and continued to defend herself, she would surely be dain.
Allowing hersdf to dielike ausdlessthing, D'Senna scolded, would hardly be logicd. Logic wasthe
keystone of life. Logic was the beginning and the al. Logic was the mortar that held the world together.
Logicisapaininthe pogterior regions, D'Sennathought defiantly. But cursed if I'm going to let lack of
logickill me!

And so, closing her mind to horror, the young Arachniawaded into the thick of the battle, aquiet,
efficient, and very, very deadly predator.

"Watch your back!"

Count Trahern whirled a the sudden shout, just in time to see Lydia party the Dark EIf sword that
would have cut him down. "Back to back," she snapped before he could thank her, "quick.”

Gods, how long had it been since he had needed to lift asword in salf-defense? Trahern hastily
parried, thrust and missed, parried again and then again, fedling the impact of sword against sword
shivering al the way up to his aching shoulders. These cursed elveswere

s0 cursedly quick! And so damnably strong. Y es, hetried to work out with sword and knife every
day, but exercise againgt afriendly opponent who had no intention of hurting you was hardly the same as
coming up against someone who wastrying hisbest to loll you.

The Dark EIf held been fighting was suddenly jostled asidein the crush, giving Trahern abare
moment to catch his breath before another warrior closed with him. Behind him, he could fedl
Lydiafight-ing with adancer's easy grace, and felt apang of envy.

Ha, wait! The df, quick diough he was, had been too hasty to attack. He was | etting hissword dip
out of linejust enough, and with asharp cry, Trahern hadtily lunged, feding his blade cleave flesh, then
nearly had the sword jerked out of his hand as his opponent fell. Grabbing the hilt with both hands, he
just bardly managed to pull it free in time to meet—

A breadiing space. Thetides of battle had surged avay from Lydiaand him for the moment.
Panting, Trahern asked over the clamor, "Areyou dl right?*

"Uh-huh. You?'

"Winded. At least no more elves seem ableto get in here.”

"Y eah, but how die hell do we get out?"

"Naitacha will take care of that. | hope."

All around them, the battle raged on. Trahern searched, suddenly panic-stricken, lor his daughter.
Ah, thank you gods, there she was, out of the thick of things and apparently quite unhurt. The count
noted with gpproval that his men were fighting with the grim efficiency of warriorstoo seasoned to let
even the most bizarre surroundings get to them. Hardly the case with the bandits. Not at al seasoned and
far past the point of ampleterror, they were fighting with such wild

hygteriathat the Dark Elves couldn't handle them.

"Good for them!" Trahern muttered. "They're earning that pardon.”

"Never mind that,” Lydiasaid. "Here come the bad guys again." With asudden grin, shetwisted
about and planted aquick, fiercekisson hislips. "For luck!"

"For luck!" the count agreed breathlesdy.

Kevin cut and parried, thrust and parried, arms aching with the strain, praying his musician's hands
wouldn't be damaged, praying he wouldn't be damaged, struggling to establish a settled sword dance
rhythm that would spark his peculiar sort of Bardic Magic. It wasworking at least alittle; Haralachan's
attack had grown just atouch dower than it might have been.



Right. Now hes moving only twice asfast asahuman.

Hadtily tossng damp hair back from his swegty forehead, he caught a glimpse of Naitachd facing the
Dark Elf woman he had named as Ruaath. Haralachan's consort. The sorceress who had set the Gate
Spell. Nothing dramatic seemed to be happening between them, nothing at al. But Kevin knew that tense
immobility, thoserigidly locked stares, could only mean someterrible magical battle was being fought.

Can't do anything to help him. Can't even do much to help myself right now.

Asif thisdue wasn't bad enough, Kevin had goneinto it aready weary—but the Dark EIf lord was
not. His cold, sorcerous swordplay gradually beat down Kevin's ever more frantically improvised Bardic
Magic, and the eerie black Death Sword in Hardlachan's hand had begun its soft, chilling chuckle,
anticipating blood. One scratch from it would be fata to body, and for dl

Kevin knew, soul. Haralachan was starting to smile, sure of victory, but Kevin refused to let himsalf
despair, tdling himsdlf, struggling to believeit:

| il live. And, dammit, | will continueto livel

Ruaath was never going to weaken, Naitachal thought wearily. Her attack was going to go on and
on, and he—ah, he was aready trembling with strain, struggling to hold off the relentlesswaves of her
sorcery, struggling to capture dl the bits of the Chaos Spell and makeit his. Thewall of hiswill was il
holding firm, but it was beginning to crack here and there. Dark images were beginning to seep through,
confusing trickles of memories, of terrible, terrible scenes from his past, of the harsh, cold thingshed
been forced to do to survive....

Thedtar and the sacrifice, and the knife clutched in hisfigt...

The noble who had challenged him turning to ash from the merest touch of hishand...

The daves he had been forced to hunt to show he was atrue Nithathil noble worthy of life...

The Desth Magic running, cold and terrible and splendid, through hismind, giving him the strength he
must have, turning him into afigure of awe and terrified respect...

The Death Magic that till whispered a him to useit, useit—

No! Naitachal cried silently. | didwhat | did for good or ill, but what | did ispast! | am no longer
who or what | was—I will not bewhat | was!

Grimly, Naitacha clung to the Gate Spell shards, grimly clung to theforce of hiswill, grimly clung to
hisvery sanity.

Gwenlyn drew back, gasping. No matter what she did, she couldn't get the White EIf to surrender!
And the df was so much swifter than ahuman, so much stronger. Gwenlyn sbody ached from kicks and
daps, and even though she knew she'd gotten in some good blows hersdf—L ydia, she thought with a
flash of wit, would be proud of her—she just couldn't find away to end this stupid fight. What made it
worsewasthat al around them deadly battles were still going on, and the more attention she had to give
to the df, the less attention she could pay to keeping herself out of the reach of Dark EIf swords.

Wait, wait, what if—yes.

"Come on, you pdlid little fool!" Gwenlyn taunted. "Want Kevin, do you? Asif hed want anything
to do with ascrawny littletraitor like you!"

By the gods, the White EIf understood the human tongue. With a scream, she rushed at Gwenlyn—

Who threw hersdlf over backwards, bringing her knees up, kicking out, and—Hal 1t worked!
Gwenlyn scrambled to her feet in astonishment. It had actualy worked, just as Lydiahad told her! The
White EIf had gone hurtling nestly over her head to crash to the floor some distance away.

But then Gwenlyn's triumphant laugh faded. Oh no... oh dear gods, no.... The sorcerers among the
Dark Elvesat first hadn't had a chance to gather their magical concentration thanks to the sudden human
attack. But by now they had recovered enough to work their spells. As Gwenlyn watched in wide-eyed
disbelief, she saw one dark hand merely touch a human shoulder—and that human withered to dust on

the spot.

Gwenlyn gave a choked sob of horror, hands at her mouth. How are we ever going to survive now?
* % %

Asthe Death Sword came whirring down at him, Kevin threw himsdf franticaly to one sde, hearing



the blade clash againgt stone again and again as hefel, rolled, feding the lute banging painfully againgt
back and hip, and scrambled up again. For amoment hiswild gaze met Gwenlyn's glance hafway across
the cavern, for amoment—like loversin one of those mawkish ballads, he thought—the battle around
them seemed to disappear, leaving only them, Staring at each other in dazed wonder. And then Kevin
cried out in horror, "Amaranthia, no!"

Then Hardachan was after him once more, the Desth Sword narrowly missing the sde of his head,
and Kevin could do nothing but smply try to stay dive.

Was| in time? he thought in anguish. Oh gods, oh gods, was| in time?

Gwenlyn stared in horror. That was surely the Dark Elf lord Kevin fought—and from every tae she
had heard, that dull black blade was an evil Death Sword. No, oh no—

And, like an echo of her thought, Kevin shouted, "Amaranthia, no!"

Gwenlyn whirled at that frantic shout, just in time to meet the White EIf (Amaranthia?—and an
upraised dagger. Idiot, Gwenlyn found hersdlf thinking, you stab someone underhanded, not over.

She dove at the dfs knees, sending them both tumbling to the floor, Amaranthialanding on her back,
Gwenlyn on top. Screaming, Amaranthia stabbed up at her. Gwenlyn scrambled back to avoid the blade,
tripped over someone'sfalen hadm, and

landed flat on her back with enough force to make sparks flash across her vison. But beyond the
sparks blazed Amaranthias savage green eyes—and the gleaming blade.

Asthe knife came flashing down, Gwenlyn, still dizzy, shot both hands up in adesperate bid at
defense. She missed Amaranthias wrist completely. But just by luck one hand caught one of the éf s
dender fingersingtead.

Ha, yed

With aferocity that might have horrified her if sheld thought about it, Gwenlyn bent Amaranthias
finger back with @l her strength. Something gave. The lf screamed in pain, losing her hold on the dagger,
and Gwenlyn triumphantly snatched it asit fell. Scrambling to her feet, she raced straight for the Dark EIf
lord, blade pointed at his chest.

Kevin saw Gwenlyn rush forward, saw the knife flash. But Hardachan sreflexes were swifter. He
backhanded Gwenlyn with inhuman speed, avoiding the blade—and gave Kevin the barest ingtant of free
time. If he attacked Haral achan—

No! Whatever else Naitacha was doing in his sor-cerous dudl, he was dmost certainly trying to
wrest control of the Gate Spell from Rualath. He'd need an unhampered moment for that—so Kevin
hurled his sword straight at the sorceress.

Rualath screamed in shocked pain as Kevin's blade dashed her, and lost her hold on her sorcerous
concentration. Freed without warning, Naitacha staggered asthe full force of the suddenly released Gate
Spdll hit him. He couldn't hold it, he was too weary, too dizzy—

Youwill holdit, fool, you haveto haldit! Y ou can collapse afterwards!

The Darkness was swirling about him, crushing him, strangling him, trying to make him onewith it or
day him. No, damn it, hewould not die, he would not surrender, he would not turn to evil— Hewould
not stop being Naitachal the Bard!

Clinging with dl hismight to will and consciousness, Naitacha shouted out the ugly, twisted,
Powerful syllables, feding them tear painfully at histhroat, activating the Gate Spell—in reverse.

"Get out of herel" he shouted to the humansin ther tongue. "That way! All the barriers have fdlen.
Get out of here, now!"

The sheer desperation in Naitachd's voice left no room for argument. The humansal broke off
combat as cleanly asthough they'd rehearsed it, catching the Dark Elves by surprise, and ran for their
lives down thelong, dark corridors, aiming for the dimly seen light so far ahead. With shouts of triumph,
they burst out of darknessinto the wonderfully free air and forest outside the caverns.

"Naitacha!" Kevin gasped, looking wildly about. "Whereishe?'

"l don't know," Lydiacried. "He was somewhere behind us. Gods, if he still in there, dl adone—"

But just then Naitachal gppeared in the mouth of the cavern, shouting out what were blatantly the
final spdll-syllables of the Gate Spell as he went.



"Down!™ he shouted hoarsdly to the staring humans. "'Everyone down!™

He hurled himsdf to the ground asthe reversed Gate Spell roared into effect. The world went wild:
branches,

earth, and rocks went flying, and the humans and D'Senna clung frantically to the ground, struggling
not to be dragged off aswell.

At last the sorcerous storm died away, and there was silence:

Totd, terrible slence.

Chapter XXXII After The Storm

"Naitachd?' Kevin asked, his voice sounding very smdl and weak againgt dl the sillence.
"Natachd!"

He struggled to hisfeet, staring at the mound of rubble where the cavern had been. Gods, the whole
sde of the mountain had come crashing down! If the elven Bard had been buried under dl that, he was
urey—

"Naitachal!" Kevin raced forward as adark hand emerged from the debris. " Someone help me!”

Lydia, Trahern, even little Tich'ki joined him as he franticaly dragged rocks asde. At last Kevin
managed to claw the even Bard free. "Are you hurt? Are you badly hurt?’

Coughing, gasping for breath, Naitacha could only manage to shake hishead. With Kevinsaid, he
managed to stagger to hisfet, filthy and tattered, historn clothing stained here and there with blood.
"Not badly hurt," he rasped. "Just bruised. And weary to the point of collapse.”

"Come on, we've got to get out of here before—"

But Naitachal held up ahand. "No need. Firgt, rest.”

Hisvoicewas plainly paining him. No wonder, Kevin thought, after shouting out that ugly-sounding
spdl. "Then I'll explain.”

Much later, Naitacha stirred from the bank of moss onto which he'd fallen and dowly sat up. "How
do you fed?' Kevin asked. "How's your voice?"

"Sore," the df said hoarsdly. "Me and my voice both. But functiona." He touched his neck gingerly.
"That spell really wasn't meant for el or human throats. How is everyone?'

"We lost seven of Count Trahern's soldiers and maybe five of the bandits. Can't be sure about that
part; I'm not sure how many ran off during the fight. But we were rdatively lucky: No one who survived
isredly too badly hurt."

"Ah. Fortunate."

"Never mind that," Lydiacut in suddenly. "What happened,” her gesture took in the entire mound of
falen rock, "back there? Where are dl the Dark Elves?"

"Nowhere near." Naitacha staggered to hisfeet, looking at where the caverns had been, hisface
gone suddenly quite blank.

"Naitacha?' Kevin asked warily. "Areyou dl right?'

The elven Bard shuddered. "Dazed abit, that's dl. It just struck me. | no longer haveaclan. | am
now quite clanless.”

What—"

"Wait. What | did, Kevin, was capture the Gate Spell—and as I'm sure you've figured out, it was an
extremely Powerful spel—then cagt it inreverse.”

If aGate Spell opened magica doorways, then a Gate Spell cast in reverse would surdly— "Clever.
Anddidit... ?'

Naitacha shrugged, alittle too casudly to be convincing. " There was more than enough Power in the



thing to sedl off the Nightblood cavernsfrom the rest of thisream. Possibly forever.”

"But that'sagood thing!"

"Oh, rationdly | know that." But Naitachas eyes were still bleak. "We are used to our clans, my
people. | know it sounds odd, but... | will need sometimeto get used to the idea of being clanless.” He
paused. "Bizarre, isn't it? In amanner of speaking, I've been more or less clanless ever since | choseto
turntothelight.”

"Natachd..."

"Don't worry, my friend. I'm hardly about to pine away for lack of clan like aforlorn woodsprite.
And | mogt assuredly am not sorry at the thought of never seeing Haradachan or Rualath again, may they
forever vent their spite on each other.”

"Then you redly are safe from them. Y ou... are, aren't you?"

Naitachd smiled dightly. "There are ill Dark Elves around, of course, and | don't doubt one or
more of them will try to attack me for being what | am. But my own—my former clan will never bother
meagan."

"And Amaranthia?' Kevin asked suddenly. "Isshe... 7

" Sedled away with the others? Oh, indeed.”

"Ah"

Naitacha glanced at him, silvery eyebrow raised. "Now, don't tell meyou fed sorry for her."

"How can | not? She was such a—asad cresture.”

"A cresture who willingly chose her own path. | cannot find it in meto pity such aone.”

"Neither can 1, Gwenlyn cut in. "Not after she did her best to cut me into pieces.”

Kevin stared at her in dismay. "That'sright, | saw her try— She didn't—"

"Hurt me? Not redly. Thanksto Lydia. Shedidn't have much timeto doit in, but she taught mea
little bit about fighting." Gwenlyn grinned at Kevin. "So watch your step with me, my friend.”

Hehad to laugh at that. "I will. But whereis Lydia? She was here amoment ago."

"And where, for that matter, ismy father?'

Naitachd chuckled. "I wouldn't worry about either one of them.”

Thisisridiculous,” Count Trahern murmured, and without further ado, took Lydiain hisarmsand
kissed her with al the pent-up fervor in him.

"Sureis," Lydiaagreed, coming up for air sometime later, and kissed him back so fiercely for a
while neither of them could think about anything at al.

But at last Lydiareuctantly pulled away. "Heluva place for anything more. Someone's bound to
sumble over us."

"True." Count Trahern wasfinding it difficult to catch his breath. "Unfortunately.”

"Begdes, thisisn't redly going to work, isit?'

"Y ou and me, you mean?' Trahern sighed. "I'd like to give some gdlant, easy answer, but I... don't
see how it can. We'd make aterrible couple.”

"Different worldsand al that."

"Exadtly."

"1'm not going to give up being what | am.”

"And | can hardly stop being acount.”

"But I'm not ready to just say good-bye and mean forever, ether.”

"Gods, no," Trahern said emphaticaly. "Ach, what amess. What are we going to do about it?"

Lydiagrinned. "Stop being so dense, Trahern.”

"Dense!" he echoed, stung.

"Hdl, man, think! Y our land's not so far from Kevin s, now, isit?’

Trahern suddenly mirrored her grin. "Not far at al. We might make aterrible couple, but there's
nothing wrong with alittle... ah... back-and-forth vigting, isthere?'

"Nothingwrong at dl," Lydiaagreed, and linked her aram in his. "Come, my gdlant, let'sgo find the
others

Kevin glanced at D'Senna, who was standing forlornly alittle bit apart from the others, and went



over to give her arm apat. "Hey, don't look so lost! | haven't forgotten about you. Are you still interested
in goprenticing with D'Krikasin my castle?’

She quivered with sudden excitement. "Y es. If—if you redly meaniit."

"Of course | meanit! None of uswould be hereif it wasn't for you. | owe you that gpprenticeship!”

Asthe Arachnia chittered happily to hersdlf, Kevin felt Gwenlyn tap him on the arm. "We need to
tak," shetold him.

"Ah... yes. Wemost certainly do."

While the amused Naitacha got the attention of the others on a pretext of checking names, Kevin
and Gwenlyn dipped off into the forest together. For along while they walked side by sdein silence.
And something seemed to break within Kevin as he looked at Gwenlyn. Tired, ragged, dirty though she
undeniably was, she had never seemed so wonderfully dive to him, so heartstoppingly lovely.

And because he redlized with sudden stunning findity that he loved her—prickles and temper and
al—Kevin knew what must, of honor, be done, athough he could have wept at the thought of it.

"Gwenlyn," Kevin began, then had to stop.

Ach, he couldn't back down now. There was only the one decent thing to do after al they'd been
through together and al held learned about her hopes and dreams. And that wasto cal off the proposed
marriage and give her back her freedom.

| cant! hecriedin dlent anguish. | can't give her up, not now!

But then Kevin told himself sharply, Nonsense. Maybe you do love her, but—but she doesn't love
you. It would never work out. Y ou'd only make her miserable. Besides, she—she deserves so much
better. A prince, maybe, aking, someone fine and noble and— and—oh gods, it does hurt!

"Gwenlyn," Kevin began again, miserable, "when | first met you, we both knew things weren't going
to work out between us. Now... wdll... | know it soundstrite, but | really do want you to be happy. And
that means,”" he continued bravely, "that I—Il—I don't want to force you into amarriage you don't want”

But to hisamazement, Gwenlyn burgt into asmile, her astonishing indigo eyes gone most wonderfully
warm. "Who says| don't want it?"

"What—Gwenlyn, think! A Bard spends haf histime with hishead in the ether, listening to music no
one ese can hear, or throwing things around the room because the right words just won't get pinned to
the parchment—"

"I've been known to throw afew things, too,” Gwenlyn said. "And if you're going to keep your head
in the ether, you need someone to keep you connected with the earth, don't you? We're probably going
to have some spectacular fights, you and |, but let'sfaceit: we'd both be miserable living apart. AsLydia
would put it, we make too good ateam to think of disbanding now.” Kevin stared a her in dawning,
disbelieving hope.

"Then you——we—"

"Exactly,” Gwenlyn sad. "'l loveyou, too."

And before Kevin could say another word, shekissed him firmly.



