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One

Uark, still water reflected darker trees and a shadowed sky. As he rode along the take, Entrcck

studi ed the scene, wondering whether he could capture it in words. It would make a good openi ng
fora tragic song, and he'd been thinking of trying to do a new arrangenent of "Corryn's Ride." He

hunmed the first line of nusic and paused to fit words around it. Dark water, still water, darker
yet the sky ..

"Emereck!" Flindaran's voice jolted himout of his reverie. "Is that an inn, or am| seeing

t hi ngs?"

Enereck glanced at his friend, puzzled. He |ooked at the | ake again, and for the first tinme becane
aware of the town farther down the shore. It was a small village, hardly nore than a cluster of
cottages, but even at this distance, Enmereck could see the bulk of an inn at its center. "For once
you seemto have gotten sonething right. It's an inn. | take it you nmean to stop?"

**Of course! | think we've earned a few small conforts after all this riding. A jug of Brythian
wine, a pretty girl, alittle entertainnent..."

Enmereck | aughed in spite of hinself. "Beer and bed is all you're likely to find here. And if there
is any entertainnent, we'll probably be providing it ourselves."
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Fl i ndaran | ooked at hi m suspiciously. "You don't expect me to sing for them do you?"

"How el se would we get a neal and a roon®"

"W could pay for it."

"Wth what?"

"I'"ve got nore than enough to pay for both of us, if you weren't so sticky about—

"W' ve been™hrough that argument before, and you never win. Besides, this tine it's not what |
neant . "

"It's not? That's a first."

Emereck ignored him "If you're going to pretend to be a minstrel, you'll have to act |ike one.
And no minstrel would pay for dinner if he could sing for it instead."”

"Then I'Il be a smith, or a soldier, or sonething instead."

"You'd give yourself away inside of three sentences. At |east you know a little about nusic."
"After two years at the Garon Guildhall, | ought to," Flindaran nuttered.

"Don't worry, you'll only have to do a few songs. Just enough so people don't wonder."

"They'll wonder if they hear ne sing."

"You' re exaggerating; your voice isn't that bad. But you don't have to fake it unless you want to.
We could ' just tell themthe truth.”

Flindaran eyed himwi th disfavor. "You take all the fun out of things," he conplained. "Besides,
you' d still make me sing."

"Probably," Emereck said cheerfully. "So it really doesn't matter, does it?"

"All right, all right!" Flindaran heaved an exaggerated sigh. "The things | do for ny friends."
"Ch? Whose idea was this? For that matter, who suggested | eaving Goldar's caravan in the first

pl ace?"

"Don't remind ne! 1'll hear enough about it fromny father when we get to Mnathlan."

"Then why were you so pi gheaded about taking this shortcut?"
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"Because |'d rather be unconfortable than bored. And' the only thing nore boring than spending
four nore'
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weeks with a caravan of Traders is being a Duke's son and spending four nore weeks with a caravan
of Traders. I'msick of their bowing and ny-1lording?. Besides, the girls were all either too old
or too young."

"I thought that night have something to do with it."

Flindaran grinned. "So |'mgoing to be a mnstrel for a while. Cone on, let's see what this inn
has to offer."

The two nmen nudged their horses to a faster walk. Alittle farther on, the nain road sl anted away
fromthe village to skirt the end of the lake. A snaller road, little nore than a path, branched
off toward the town, and in |less than an hour they had reached their destination. The town was
just as small as it had | ooked froma di stance, but the people seened used to travelers; only the
children paid any attention to the two riders as they passed through the town and stopped before
the door of the inn

As they disnmounted beneath the faded sign, a bl ack-haired wonan cane out to neet them She was
smal | and neat and quiet-1ooking; a far call fromthe usual innkeeper, Enmereck thought. Her eyes
swept over the horses and their riders in cool evaluation, then she nodded. "Good day to you
sirs," she said in Kyrian. "And what do you wi sh fromthis house?"

"What ever you would willingly spare a pair of nminstrels in return for song and story," Emereck
said in the sane | anguage.
"Song and story are very well, but there are few guests to be entertai ned tonight and the fol k of

this town have a choosy taste in such things."

"I ncludi ng yoursel f?" Flindaran asked.

Enereck frowned, but the woman did not appear to be offended. "Perhaps, though I think ny |ikes
are somewhat different fromthose of the people of Tinbri," she replied calmy

"You don't consider yourself one of then"

"There are those who've lived half their lives in Tinbri and don't consider thensel ves townsfol k.
But no, this is not my hone. |'mkeeping this inn for atine as a ... favor to a friend."
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"If songs are unwel cone, is there sone other way we mnight earn your hospitality?" Emereck said. He
heard Flindaran shift unconfortably, and shot hima warning | ook. Two wandering minstrels would
never offer to pay for a roomin hard coin, and it was too late now to change their story.

The woman did not notice. "If you and your brother are willing to work, | think I can arrange
sonet hi ng. "

Enereck did not correct her mstake, though he grinned inwardly. He and Flindaran had frequently
been taken for brothers during their two years in Caron, for they were both tall, brown-haired,
and trimy built. Though they were not even distantly related, their resenbl ance had been of use
to them before. Enereck gl anced at Flindaran and said, "W're willing to do whatever's

reasonabl e. ™
The wonan | aughed suddenly. Emereck blinked. There was music in that |laugh, and a startled

amuserent, and the shadow of a joy as pure as sunlight, and... and his inmagination was running
wi | d again. Emereck shook his head as the wonan said, "And we nmay differ sonewhat on the
definition of reasonable?, Well, | will try not to be too stem M stabl eboy has been ill three
days, and the stable needs cleaning. O there is wood to split, or you may help in the kitchen if
you prefer. Is that to your liking, or shall | keep nam ng chores until you neet one that suits
you?"

"No need!" Enereck protested, |aughing. He glanced at Flindaran and nade a qui ck, questioning
gesture toward the horses. Flindaran nodded slightly, and Enereck | ooked back at the innkeeper
"By your leave, we'll begin with the stables.”

"And see your own horses tended as well, | suppose. No, | do not nmind; it does you credit that you
think of your beasts before yourselves."

"If you'd rather choose the work yoursel f—

"As long as the stable ends cleaner than it began, your notives are none of ny concern; Fmsinply
glad it will be done at last. Wen you're finished, cone to the kitchen and Til show you your
room And if any
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question you in the nmeantine, say | sent you. I'mcalled Ryl."

Ener eck bowed and gave her their nanmes in return. Ryl smled and directed themto an encl osed
courtyard at the back of the inn. The stable was set on the far side, opposite the only gate into
the courtyard. A large, sweaty nan was forking hay into a small wagon just outside the stable
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door. He | ooked at them suspiciously, but when they nmentioned Ryl's nane he grunted and went back
to his work. Flindaran | ooked at Enereck and raised his eyebrows. Enereck shrugged, and they went
on into the stable.

I nside, they found five enpty stalls and two occupi ed ones. The enpty stalls were clearly in need
of cleaning, but the occupied stalls had recently been swept out. Judging by the condition of the
gear hangi ng besi de her stall, the sturdy brown nare was a recent arrival. The roan gelding in the
ot her showed signs of |onger residence.

A variety of shovels and rakes were hanging on the wall beside the door; they each selected one
and began on the stalls nearest the door, where they planned to put their own horses. Flindaran
was in an excellent npod, since it appeared he would not have to sing for his supper after all.
"This is going to be even nore fun than | expected," he said, pulling a clunp of noldy straw out
of one of the stalls with a |ong-handl ed rake.

"You call this fun?" Emereck | ooked skeptically at his friend.

"Not this, half-wit! The trip, the inn, the whole evening."

Emereck heard a famliar note in Flindaran's voice, and shook his head in anmusenment. "And Ryl ?"
"What ? No! | —6h, blast you, Enereck, you know ne too well. Yes, and Ryl."

"I'd be careful there, if | were you," Enereck said thoughtfully. "She certainly isn't what 1'd
expect to find in a village like this."

"Weren't you listening? She's not fromthis village."
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"She al so speaks as if she's well-born."

"She's probably fromKith Al unel; everyone there sounds |like a noble or a minstrel or sonething.”
"I't's possible. But—

"Ch, pack it up!" Flindaran poked his head around the end of the stall Emereck was working on and
scow ed at him "You know, what you need is a girl of your own to worry about, instead of picking
on mne."

"Don't start that again! Al right, I'll quit annoying you. But | still wish | knew why Ryl didn't
want us to sing."

"I's that what's bothering you? You ought to be glad I won't be ruining your reputation. Watch
where you're stepping!"

Emereck gl anced down and sidestepped. "It's not ny reputation that's worrying nme at the nonent,
it's Ryl. Innkeepers are usually happy to have a mnstrel stay the night, but she wasn't even
interested."

"Maybe she's just being careful about how she runs her friend' s inn."

"Maybe." Enereck did not believe it, but he could think of no argunent that would convince

Fl i ndaran. Particularly when Flindaran was clearly deternm ned not to be convinced; Emereck had
caught the note of stubbornness in his voice. He shook his head and said lightly, "And maybe she
doesn't like minstrels. VWere wuld that |eave your plans for tonight?"

"Ryl may think she dislikes minstrels,” Flindaran said with dignity, "but | intend to convince her
ot herw se. ™

"Ch? How?"

"CGood | ooks and irresistible charm of course.”

"I's that what you tried on that farmer's daughter in Harnmalla? The one who bl acked your eye?"
"I"'msure Ryl has far nore discrimnating taste. You realize, of course, what a favor I'll be
doing the Mnstrel's Guil d?"

"1"I'l make sure to let the Master Singer in G aron know as soon as we get back."

"Thank you. No doubt the Guild will find a way to return the kindness."
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"Ch, if that's all you're worried about, Til wite you a ballad," Enmereck said, bow ng.

"You already owe me four ballads and a drinking song, and | haven't seen any of themyet,"

Fl i ndaran sai d, uninpressed. "How |l ong do | have to wait?"

"Quality takes tine. But if you're in a hurry, | suppose | could dash off a third-rate epic poem
or a few scurrilous couplets.”

"What |'min a hurry for right nowis dinner," Flindaran said. "So pick your feet up! |'m ahead of
you already, and | don't intend to do all the work."

The sun was setting when they finally finished in the stable and haul ed their packs to the kitchen
where Ryl awaited them She studied thembriefly with the same cool appraisal she had given them
when they arrived, then led themto a roomon the upper floor. The roomwas |arge, with a w ndow
overl ooking the | ake, and to Enereck's surprise, a tub of steaming water was waiting for themto
wash of f the dust and stable snells. By the tinme they descended the stairs once nore, Enereck was
willing to admit even to Flindaran that their hostess did not seemto dislike nminstrels.
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When they entered the kitchen, Ryl was stirring a large pot of sonething dark and spicy-snelling.
She gave them each a bow of it and sent them back to the taproomto eat, pointedly ignoring
Flindaran's attenpts to strike up a conversation

The taproom snel |l ed of beer, onions, and snpoke. Several of the rough-hewn stables were already
occupied. A tall blonde girl noved anong them serving beer and stew with bored efficiency. Mst
of the custoners were clearly locals, but a wiry, white-haired man in a faded green | eat her

uni form caught Enereck's attention. He nudged Flindaran and pointed hi mout.

"So?" Flindaran said after glancing toward the corner table where the nman was sitting.

"So what's a Cilhar doing in a place |like this?"

"Spendi ng the night, the sanme as we are."

"I didn't think C|har traveled nmuch on the east side
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of the Mountains of Mrravik." Enereck studied the nan speculatively. "I wonder if he knows any of
the Wtrian song cycle."

"The what ?"

"The Wtrian song cycle. It's a series of Cilhar songs based on the Two Century War. | heard part
of it froma C|har woman who stopped at the Quildhall |ast sunmer, and |'ve been | ooking for a

chance to learn the rest ever since." Emereck set his bow on an enpty tabl e and paused
uncertainty.

"You' re not thinking of asking himabout it, are you?" Flindaran demanded.

"Why not? | may not get a chance |ike this again.**

"Most people don't have your passion for obscure old songs. He's probably never heard of it."
Enereck started to reply, then paused. "Wat's worrying you? All | wanted to do was ask a few
questions. "

"I don't think it's a good idea to bother a G lhar," Flindaran said with an uneasy shrug. "They
l'ike privacy, and it's not exactly healthy to argue with one of them"™

"I see." Enmereck felt a sudden perverse desire to walk over and strike up a conversation with the
Cilhar for no other reason than to annoy Flindaran. He suppressed the inpulse; irritating
Flindaran did not seema sufficient reason for ignoring his advice. He gl anced specul atively at
the Ci|lhar as he seated hinself at the table. Perhaps he could persuade Ryl to introduce himto
the man before they left. That ought to ease Flindaran's objections. Enereck shoved the matter to
the back of his mind and began eati ng.

The stew was excellent, and they finished it quickly. Emereck accepted a refill fromthe bl onde
girl, but Flindaran, after a nonent of indecision, shook his head. As the girl left, Emereck

| ooked at himcuriously. "Sonething wong with your appetite?"

"Not at all," Flindaran replied, grinning. He picked up the enpty bowl and balanced it on his
finger, then flipped it into the air and caught it in his other hand.
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"But you don't expect me to miss an opportunity like this, do you?"

"Qpportunity?”

"I"'mgoing to get ny refill in the kitchen. Didn't you hear Ryl say we coul d?"

"Yes, but | got the distinct inpression that she was interested mainly in getting you out of the
kitchen at the tinme. And the stew s the sanme in both places."

"It's not the stewl'mafter, idiot. | want to talk to Ryl."

Emereck stared at him then shook his head. "Wwy don't you talk to that one instead?" he said,
noddi ng at the blonde serving girl. "She's at |least as pretty as Ryl is, and probably a |lot nore
approachabl e. "

"Ryl's a challenge." Flindaran paused and | ooked from Enereck to the blonde girl. "Wy don't you—
"No. "

FI i ndaran | ooked at hi mand shrugged. "All right, then. See you later."
Emer eck shook his head as Flindaran grinned and started to rise. He glanced toward the kitchen

door, saying, "Well, | w sh you— He checked in md-sentence as Ryl came through the door, w ping
her hands on her apron. "—had better tinmng, | think," he finished, nodding in the i nnkeeper's
direction,

"Ch, denons!" Flindaran dropped back into his seat, |ooking disgusted. "Now I'l|l have to think of

sonet hing else. And on top of that | have to sit here and watch you eat while | do it."

"I didn't think it was food you were interested in."

"You have a | ow mind."

Enereck grinned and went on eating. A nonent |ater he heard Flindaran nutter, "Denons take it!"
Enereck | ooked up in time to see Ryl seat herself across the table fromthe C | har he had noticed
earlier. "Try to be a little patient; she'll have to get up eventually."

file:/lIG|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20L...%20-%20The%20Harp%200{%20Imach%20Thyssel.txt (4 of 94) [2/14/2004 1:07:44 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%620-%20L yra%20Universe%6203%20-%20The%20Har p%200f %620l mach%20T hyssel .txt

"So? You don't think 1'd cross a G lhar, do you?"

For a nonent, Enereck could not believe Flindaran was serious. "He's old enough to be her father!
Maybe

10 Patricia C. Wede

even her grandfather."

"What does that have to do with anything? Besides, he nmight be her father, and then where woul d
be?"

"You' ve managed before.”

"Not when a Cilhar was involved." Flindaran stared pensively at his enpty bowl . "You know, | think
I'd better ask for sonme nore of that stew after all. No reason to starve nysel f."

Enereck | ooked at him suspiciously. Flindaran grinned, then turned and started trying to signal to
the blonde serving girl. Wth a resigned sigh, Emereck went back to eating.

™V

iwo beers and anot her hel ping of stew later, Flindaran and the serving girl were clearly well on
their way to a nmutual understandi ng. About the middle of the evening, Emereck |eft and went
upstairs. The flirtation would keep Flindaran occupied for several hours at |east, and Enereck
wanted to practice.

He unpacked his harp and tuned it, then began with half an hour of the exercises Flindaran hated
listening to the nost. He worked for a while on the conplex runs in the mddle of "The Lay of Long
Tornoran." When he was satisfied with his progress, he stopped and stretched.

He paced the room then paused at the wi ndow, unable to decide what to do next. A glint of
moonl i ght on the | ake caught his eye, and he renenbered the song he had started on the ride into
Tinbri. Wth renewed ent husiasm he went back to the harp and began picki ng out chords, pausing
frequently to try different variations of words or nmnusic.

Flindaran did not return until nearly mdnight. Wen he arrived he was clearly well pleased with
hi s evening. As the door closed behind him Emereck |ooked up fromthe small harp. "Flindaran
Listen to this and tell me what you think."

11
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"Dark water, still water, darker yet the sky;

Shadowed was the path beyond and cold the wi nd on high

Bl ack forest, clouded road, where still the bloodstains |ie;

Dark the day and dark the way when Corryn went to die."

"I like the tune," Flindaran said.

"I think there's sonething wwong with the third line."

Fl i ndaran shrugged. "It sounded fine to ne. But don't you ever wite any cheerful songs?"

"I should know better than to ask you for criticism" Enmereck set the harp down. "Wat are you
doi ng back al ready, anyway?"

"There are still two custoners |left downstairs, and Sira won't be available until they' re gone. So
| left, to provide thema good exanple."

Enereck shook his head, half in envy, half in admration. "I don't know how you do it."

"Tal ent, hard work, clean living ..."

"Luck, nore likely. Mich nore likely. Though, knowing you, I'd be willing to believe you'd stacked
the odds in your favor sonehow. "

"Certainly not," Flindaran protested. "I cone by it honestly, whatever it is."

"How can you cone by sonething |ike that honestly?"

Fl i ndaran shrugged. "It runs in the famly. Father has seven or eight half bloods at hone, and

Gendron has been flipping skirts for years."

"You nmean your whole famly is as bad as you are?"

"Ch, no. Gendron's the heir; he has to keep up famly traditions. Graven isn't nearly as bad, and
the girls are too young."

"l can see it's going to be an interesting visit," Emereck said dryly.

"You're too stiff in the backbone. Now, if you'd just—

A loud shout fromjust below their window interrupted Flindaran in m d-sentence. Enereck gl anced
toward the
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wi ndow, but Flindaran shook his head. "Drunks," he explained, "only get noisier if you shout
back. "

"Who's shouting? And if you're going to talk about drinking, | think you ve—~

This tinme the interruption was a scream ending in a choked, gurgling sound. Flindaran and Enereck
| unged for the wi ndow.
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Two arnored nen stood in the courtyard below. One held a drawn sword that glistened wetly; a body
sprawled in front of him half in, half out of the pool of light that spilled down fromthe

wi ndows of the inn. As the swordsman bent to wi pe his blade clean, Flindaran stiffened and sucked
in his breath. "Syaski!"

"What ? They can't be!"

"No one el se wears that kind of arnor; | got a good | ook when he | eaned over."

"Maybe they're just a couple of stragglers," Enereck said, but even as he spoke, four men rode out
of the darkness to join the first two.

"So much for that theory. That neans there are at |east eight of them they've probably left two
nmore in back of the inn."

"I don't believe it," Enereck nuttered as the six nmen in sight spread out around the front of the
inn. "Syaskor is nearly a week's ride north! And they wouldn't risk provoking Kith Al unel |ike
this."

"Tell it to theml' Flindaran said grimy. "But keep a dagger handy while you do. They don't Jook
much |ike fignments of your inmmgination to ne."

"What're they after in a town this snall?"

As if in answer the Enereck's question, one of the men outside shouted. "Ho, Narryn! Cone down and
play!"

"Come fight, Clhar scum" added another in a heavily accented voice. "O we burn you out."

"Now you know." Flindaran stepped back fromthe wi ndow and gl anced around the room then began
scoopi ng their belongings into their packs. Enereck stayed where he was, frowning down at the
soldiers and listening intently to their continued taunts. Sonething
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was wrong about this; he was sure those weren't Syaski accents, though he couldn't quite place
them Then the Iight outside changed, and he tensed. "Better hurry up," he said over his shoul der
"They' ve set the building on fire."

"Bl oodthirsty half-wits." Flindaran buckled his sword-belt in place, then shoved the packs and the
harp case at Enmereck. "Here, take these. I'll go first."

Fl i ndaran pushed the door open. The hallway was dark and already filling with smoke. Mittering
curses, he stepped out of the room Enereck followed as closely as he dared. He could hear shouts
and screans fromthe | ower floor, and the sounds of fighting outside. He tried to ignore them and
concentrated i nstead on the steady, nmuffled cursing ahead of him I|f he lost Flindaran now, they
m ght never—The cursing stopped. Enereck hurried forward and al nost i mediately ran into his
friend from behind.

"Quch! Denobns take it, can't you watch where you're going?" cane a furious whisper

"I'n the dark? Anyway, why'd you stop?"

Fl i ndaran hesitated. "I think we've nissed the stairs:"

"Keep going. There ought to be a service stairway at the end of the hall, and we still have a
little time before the fire gets here.”

Toget her they bl undered on. Wen they reached the end of the hall there was a nonent of confusion;
then Flindaran found the right door and they half fell into the narrow stairwell. Emereck shoved

t he door closed, shutting out nost of the snoke. They groped their way to the foot of the stairs.
The door at the bottom was cl osed, but sounds of fighting came clearly through the cracks around
the edges. Cautiously, Flindaran eased it open far enough for themto see what was happeni ng on

t he ot her side.

They were standing at the rear of the kitchen near the back door of the inn. Ryl and the white-
haired C | har stood on the other side of the room Three Syaski faced them their backs to

Fl i ndaran and Enereck. Wsps of snoke curled up fromthe edges of the far wall. The door
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| eading to the main taproomwas al ready abl aze. Ryl was fending off one of the Syaski with a |ong
chopping knife, while the G lhar's sword danced back and forth between the bl ades of the other
two. A fourth Syask |lay notionless on the floor beside the G| har

Enereck had only an instant to absorb the scene; then Flindaran flung the door open with a crash
and | eaped forward. Enereck followed, w shing nonentarily that he had sone weapon. He saw

FI i ndaran pounce on one of the Syaski. Another was a fraction too slowin recovering fromhis
surprise, and the Cilhar ran himthrough. The third Syask stepped back and gl anced qui ckly around.
Aut omati cally, Emereck shifted his weight and swng one of the packs in a slow arc. It hit the
man's head with a satisfying thud just as he opened his nmouth to give the alarm He coll apsed with
only a huff of air. Feeling a little surprised, and rather pleased with hinself, Enmereck hefted

t he pack and | ooked for another opponent.

There were none. Flindaran was just dispatching the last of the Syaski. The C | har wi ped his sword
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on the cloak of one of the fallen Syaski, then glanced at the burning wall behind him He | ooked
at Ryl. "I don't suppose—

"It would take too nmuch concentration/' Ryl said.

"Then we'd best get out of here. Quickly."

Enereck did not wait for the suggestion to be made twice. He took a firmer grip on the two packs
and the harp case, and kicked the outer door open. A nonent |ater he was standing in the courtyard
behind the inn, waiting for his eyes to readjust to the darkness and hoping fervently that none of
the Syaski would spot himin the interim He heard the others behind himand turned.

Fl i ndaran and the C | har came out of the doorway first, their swords held ready. The Cil har seened
to have no trouble adjusting to the relative darkness of the courtyard. He scanned the shadows

t horoughly, then sheathed his sword with an absentm nded flourish. An instant later, Ryl appeared,
draggi ng the body of the
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Syask Enereck had knocked down. Emereck | ooked at her in surprise as she dropped the man in the
shadows a short distance fromthe doorway.

Ryl saw himand frowned. "You'd rather | left himto burn to death? He'll not wake until we're
gone."
Enereck's lips tightened, but he did not feel |ike explaining that his expression had been caused

by Ryl's strength, rather than her actions. Dragging an arnored Syask for even a short distance
woul d be a heavy task for a large man, nuch less a small woman, but the innkeeper wasn't even
breathing hard. Then the | ast half of her statement registered, and he said, "No, he should be
comng to any minute now. | didn't hit himthat hard."

Ryl 1 ooked at him "I did. Now, shall we get the horses?"

As Enmereck turned toward the stable, he heard Flindaran ask, "Were's Sira?"

"Headi ng for the woods with the rest of Tinbri," Ryl said. "She fled while we were holding the
Syaski. You need not worry about her; she's safer now than we are.™

The four headed for the stable. Their luck held; none of the Syaski appeared before they were
safely out of sight. Inside the stable, they saddled their horses as quickly as they could. Even
so, Enereck took tinme to nmake sure his harp case was securely fastened to his saddle. As they |led
the horses to the door, the G lhar said, "I have not thanked you for your assistance. WII| you
gi ve me your nanes?"

"Emereck Sterren of the Mnstrel's @uild," Emereck replied, and glanced at Flindaran.

"Flindaran Sterren," Flindaran |lied, bowing. "Both fromthe Guildhall in Caron."

The Cil har raised an eyebrow. "I aminpressed by your training. It is unusual to find a ninstre
who is al so such an excell ent swordsman. Your skill does you credit."

Flindaran flushed with pleasure. "I am honored by such praise, especially froma C | har."

"I owe you a life," the Glhar replied. "And if chance
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ever takes you to the Muntains of Mrravik, claimhospitality there in the nane of Kensa
Narryn."

"First we have to get away," Ryl said. "And if there are nore Syaski comng ..
Fl i ndaran | eaned forward and peered out a crack in the stable door. "Looks quiet; they nmust still
be around front."

Kensal Narryn shot a sharp look at Ryl. "When we're clear of the yard, turn to the left and head
sout heast around the | ake toward the woods," he said as they left the stable. "If there are nore
of them they'll be comng down the road on the west side of town, and we'll gain a little tinme."
Fl i ndaran nodded and swung hinself onto his horse. "Anything that keeps us out of the way is fine
by—th oh."

Four Syaski stood by the corner of the inn, silhouetted against the flames. Enereck nounted
hastily, hoping that they still had a chance of escaping if they noved quickly enough. Wen he

| ooked again, the Syaski had not noved, but a row of nmounted men had joined them conpletely

bl ocking the only exit fromthe courtyard.

"So there was a sentry," Kensal said calmy. He and Ryl had not yet nmounted, and he had to | ook up
to study the horsenen.

"Of course," said the man on the end of the line. "Now, throw down your weapons, grandpa, and
we'll let you live."

"WIIl you indeed?" KensaPs voice expressed nmild curiosity. Hs lips curved in a faint snile

Enmer eck t hought he had never seen anyone | ook so dangerous.

"Even a Clhar can't win against ten nen at once. And there are your friends to—

The Syask's speech was interrupted by a shout fromthe other side of the inn. As he turned in his
saddl e, another Syask appeared, running toward his nounted conpanions. He called a warning as he

file:/lIG|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20L...%20-%20The%20Harp%200{%20Imach%20Thyssel.txt (7 of 94) [2/14/2004 1:07:44 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%620-%20L yra%20Universe%6203%20-%20The%20Har p%200f %620l mach%20T hyssel .txt

cane, and Enereck stiffened as he recogni zed the | anguage. "Lithmern!" he blurted in shock
"That's why the accent was wong. These aren't Syaski, they're Lithmern!"

18 Patricia C. Wede

Fl i ndaran turned and stared at Emereck as if be had gone mad. Kensald | ooked at Ryl, his face an
expressionl ess nmask. The innkeeper herself stood notionless beside him staring with tense
concentration at the riders.

The | eader of the false Syaski glared at Enereck, then transferred his attention to the runner
"Wl | ?" He spoke in Lithran; apparently he had decided there was no further need for pretense.
"The sentry's back," the runner panted. He took a deep breath and poured out a stream of Lithran
Ener eck caught the words "Syaski" and "road," but nobst of the speech was too rapid for his neager
know edge of the |anguage.

The | eader gestured inpatiently and the runner fell silent. The | eader sheathed his sword and
reached under his cloak. He drew out a small pouch, opened it, and sprinkled a pinch of black
powder out of it into his hand. Carefully, he closed the pouch and replaced it, then hesitated and
glanced at Ken sal. "I'mafraid we're out of tinme. My apologies; | was |ooking forward to the
fight;"

Wth his last words, he stretched his hand out to one side and began to chant. The words were
harsh and repetitive, and they bore no resenblance to any | anguage Enereck knew. He could tel
fromthe way the sol dier spoke that the words had no neaning for himeither; he was speaking from
menory al one. Emereck gl anced uncertainly at his conpani ons. He saw Kensal half draw his sword,
but Ryl put her hand on his arm and stopped him She said sonething in a | ow voice, and then
Enereck's attention was jerked back to the chanting Lithnern.

A thread of blackness noved in the man's upturned palm I|ike a wisp of snoke or a thin black
snake. It curled and coiled around the LithmenTs hand, noving alnost too rapidly to follow
Emereck' s horse noved uneasily, and the riders nearest the spell-caster shifted nervously in their
saddl es. The snoke began to grow, and the |eader flinched slightly, though his voice did not
falter in the chant. The bl ackness thickened, and the
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man's arm sagged with the weight of it. Suddenly the blackness dropped to the ground and fl owed
toward Emereck and his conpanions |like a carpet of clouds unrolling rapidly.

Emereck' s horse reared, and he al nbst |ost his seat. The bl ackness rippled slightly and came on
The horse cane down fetlock-deep in "darkness, and stuck fast. Enereck could feel the animal's
muscl es straining, but not a foot stirred. Flindaran's horse was caught, too, and the snoky car pet
had al nost reached Kensal and Ryl. Kensal was eyeing it measuringly, as if trying to decide

whet her his chances were better if he remamined standing or tried to nount his skittish horse. RyPs
eyes were closed; she seened to have withdrawn conpletely.

The bl ackness touched the hooves of Kensal's nmare, and the aninmal rolled its eyes in fear
Suddenly, Ryl's voice cut across the chanting, crying out in a |language that pulled at Emereck

t hough he knew he had never heard it before. "Mranar! N terbarat cebarrelja rykar rinarnth!"

The chant faltered, and the advance of the bl ackness sl owed. Nothing nore seened to happen. Kensa
and Ryl stepped back a pace, then another, until their backs al nbost touched the stable wall. Then
Ener eck saw sonet hi ng nove out beyond the fence that encl osed the courtyard; a fog on the surface
of the lake. It thickened into a dense wall of gray wool and swept toward them |n another
instant, it reached the fence that surrounded the courtyard and covered it.

The Lithmern | eader faltered again at the sight of the unnatural wall of mst, then redoubled his
efforts, chanting nmore loudly than ever. It had no effect. The mist rolled on over the courtyard
Enereck saw Ryl snmile as she vanished into it; then Kensal and Flindaran were swal |l owed up as
well. Enmereck had tine to hope that he would be as pleased as Ryl by this unexpected devel opnent,
and then the fog engul fed him

The mi st was warm and danp and snelled, inmpossibly, of halaiba flowers. Emereck could nake out a
few di m shapes where the Lithmern stood; then the mi st thickened and they were gone, |eaving only
an orange glow on his
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right to mark where the burning inn stood. He could hear the | eader's voice calling instructions
to his men in Lithran, and the answering shouts of the soldiers. Wndering what good a concealing
nm st would do themif they couldn't nove, he | ooked down. The bl ack snoke was sl ow y dissolving
where the mist touched it. As the last of it di sappeared, Enmereck's horse reared again, scream ng
and bol t ed.

Al'l he could do' was hang on and hope that the horse was still heading toward the courtyard gates.
He passed Flindaran in a rush and was anong the Lithnern. One of the soldiers started to draw a
weapon; another tried to grab his horse's reins. Then he was through them and out of the
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courtyard

Behi nd hi m he heard shouting and the clang of steel on steel. He hauled on the reins, but the
horse ignored him Gadually, the sounds faded into the di stance. He hoped fleetingly that the
horse woul d not stunble; at this speed they'd probably both break their necks if it went down.
Suddenly the horse shied violently, nearly unseating him As he struggled for bal ance, Enmereck
glinpsed the startled face of an arnored rider. He saw the man's sword coning down, and tried to
twi st away, but he was not qui ck enough. The shock of the blow grated along his ribs. Pain |anced
through his side. His horse gave a shrill, frightened whinny and bolted into the ni st once nore.
Gimy, Enereck clung to the saddle. He had never been nore than an adequate horseman; staying
with his terrified mount taxed his ability and the pain of the wound only nade matters worse. He
had no idea what direction they were going, for the mst hid everything. The ride quickly becane a
ni ght mare of figures |oom ng unexpectedly out of the gray darkness and then vani shing again. Sone
were nen; some were trees; some, Enmereck was sure, were only his inagination

He did not know how long it was before his horse slowed at |ast. He was vaguely aware that the

ani mal had settled into an exhausted plodding, but by then it took npbst of his concentration just
to stay in the saddle. He had | ost a good deal of blood, and he was having
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difficulty thinking clearly. He knew he should stop and rest, but he was afraid that if he did, he
woul d be found by the Syaski or the Lithnern or whoever they really were. Besides, he doubted that
he woul d have the energy to start again once he stopped.

As he went on, the m st changed, so slowy that at first he did not even notice it. The air grew
coFd, and the snell of flowers faded. The mist thinned fractionally, barely enough for Enereck to
tell that he was noving through trees. It seened to be darker as well, though that was probably
only his imagination

Along tine later, he realized that the horse was no |longer noving. If I'"'mnot riding | should

di smount, he thought fuzzily. He tried to swing his leg up, but his nuscles did not seemto be
wor ki ng properly and he overbal anced. He felt hinself falling, and then the ground hit himand he
| ost consci ousness.

Shal arn sat in the darkened room staring at the dying enbers in the brazier. Her black hair hung
| oose around her face, and her hands were clenched in tense concentration. The roomwas sil ent
except for the sound of her breathing and the occasional faint crackle of the fire.

Slowy a picture formed in the air before her, framed in swirling snoke. Men in arnor stood before
a-l arge building, shouting words she could not hear. The scene shifted. Firelight flashed on
steel, and a nman fell. Her eyes narrowed angrily; she had ordered themto avoid fighting! Wth
effort she controlled herself before she |Iost the vision, and saw that the scene had changed
again. Aline of mounted nen bl ocked a courtyard gate, and dark snoke flowed out fromthem

Shal arn | eaned forward eagerly. They had found him then! She tried to shift the viewpoint, and
caught a glinpse of two young nmen on horseback just in front of the Iine of soldiers. Behind them
was a shadowy blur. She struggled to focus the spell, and suddenly a curtain of m st hid the
scene. Shal arn gasped. Even through the seeing-spell, she could feel the echo of sorcery.

The m st swirled, then parted to show one of the young
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men fromthe courtyard. His side was wet with blood, and he was al one. As she watched, he swayed
and fell fromhis horse.

On inpul se, she murmured anot her spell. The picture shivered, and the other nman appeared. The room
faded from her awareness as she concentrated on him drawing himin the direction she had chosen
It was much easier than she had expected. She brought himto a point alnpbst on top of the wounded
man, then let go of her spells. As the picture vani shed, she wondered absently whether the two nen

even knew each other. Well, she had done what she could, and those bl undering sol diers would have
much to expl ain when they returned.
Wth a sigh, she released the last threads of the seeing-spell. She would | earn no nore tonight.

She stretched her cranped nuscl es and sat back, wondering whether she should try again the

foll owi ng night. The seeing-spell was unreliable at best, and it required considerabl e power.

Then, too, there was al ways the chance that Lanyk woul d di scover what she was doi ng. Her nen woul d
return in seven or eight days; perhaps she should wait until then for an expl anati on.

Shal arn frowned. The raid had failed; that at |east was clear. And there was sorcery involved,
strong sorcery. The Gl har had wi zard friends, then. Perhaps that was the key to his inportance.
O was he hinself the w zard?

Her frown deepened. There was still too nuch she did not know. The thought of a foretelling
crossed her mnd, but she disnmissed it at once. She knew from bitter experience how m sl eadi ng
oracl es and auguries could be. Again she considered making a second attenpt at the seeing-spell
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But a sorcerer might detect it, and that could bring everything to ruin once nore.

Shal arn strai ghtened in sudden decision. She would wait the seven days for her explanation. In the
meanti me, she would build her strength for whatever confrontation m ght conme. Her face rel axed
into a smle, and she rose and left the room Behind her, a wi sp of snoke curled up fromthe
brazi er and vani shed as the last of the fire w nked out.

Thr ee

j Crereck awoke to the snell of snoke and the hissing sound of fat dripping into a fire. For a
monent, he was sure that this was their previous canp and the entire episode of the inn had been a
dream then he tried to nove and the pain in his side told himotherwi se.

He opened his eyes and | ooked down. His chest had been crudely wapped in the torn remants of his
tunic. He blinked, then rolled cautiously onto his good side and raised hinself up on one elbowto
| ook around.

Judging fromthe sunlight, it was late nmorning. He was |lying under a tree in the niddle of a
forest or a grove of trees. He saw no sign of the mist, the lake, or the village. H s horse was
tethered nearby, along with another nount he recognized as Flindaran's. Flindaran hinself was
sitting on the opposite side of a small fire, scowming at a rabbit he had suspended over the
flames. Enereck stared at himin disbelief.

At the rustle of Enereck's novenent, Flindaran |ooked up, and his expression |ightened. "Emereck
You haven't—+ nean, you're ..."

"Fl i ndaran, what are you doi ng here?" Emereck denanded.

23
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Flindaran's answering grin held profound relief. "Taking care of you, you ungrateful croaker
You're lucky | found you."

"I"'mnot sure Miucky' is the right word." Enmereck pushed hinmself up to a sitting position, w ncing
as he did. "What happened to Ryl and Kensal ? And how did you find me in all that mst?"

"I don't know. W had to fight our way out of the courtyard. | lost Ryl and Kensal just outside,
so | turned left and headed for the woods, the way Kensal suggested. | thought | saw Ryl ahead of
me a couple of tines after | got into the trees, and | tried to follow her. | |ost her again just

before the mist started to clear, and then ny horse practically tripped over you. It was nore | uck
t han anyt hi ng. **

The expl anation sounded a little odd to Emereck, but it was no nore unlikely than some of the

thi ngs Flindaran had done in the past. Emereck shook his head. "I can*t get rid of you no matter
how hard | try."

"Just for that, you get the burned section when the rabbit's done."

"You nmean there's going to be a part that isn't burned? Your cooking nust be inproving."

Fl i ndaran made a face at himand reached quickly to turn the rabbit. "Now tell nme what happened to
you. You went galloping through those Syaski |ike one of the heroic idiots in those tragic ballads
you're so fond of; | was afraid you were going to get killed."

"They weren't—wait a mnute, you don't think I took off I|ike that on purpose, do you?"

Fl i ndaran st ar ed.

"My horse ran away with ne."

A reluctant smile began tugging at the corners of Flindaran's nouth. "Well, you never have been
much of a horseman. Go on."

Emer eck described his encounter with the swordsman, but skipped lightly over nost of the
nightmari sh ride that followed. Wen he finished, Flindaran shook his head. "I keep telling you
and telling you, you ought to |learn how to handle a sword. Maybe now you'll listen to ne."
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"I"1l think about it."

Fl i ndaran grinmaced. "You' re lucky all you got out of it was a scrape on the ribs! I'mnot Phil onel
the Heal er, you know. "
"Just a scrape?" Emereck shifted, and winced again. "It feels a lot nore serious than that to nme."

"That kind of wound usually does." Flindaran paused, |ooking worried. "I tried to clean it off a
little, but I'mnot sure how good a job | did. And | wasn't sure which of your herbs were supposed
to be good for bleeding, so | didn't use any."

"It's just as well, though |I suppose you'd have nmanaged not to kill ne. But it sounds as if you
did all the right things." Emereck stopped and studied his friend. "Don't worry so rmuch. It would
have been worse if things had happened the other way around."”

"What do you nean?"

"What woul d your father say if the two of us rode up to his castle and you were the one with his
chest wrapped up like this?"
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"He'd probably say | deserved it. And he'd be right; those Syaski were |ousy swordsnen."
"They weren't Syaski."

Fl i ndaran shrugged. "Mybe the first bunch weren't, but 1'll bet you a new harp the second batch
were. "
"The second .. . That's what he neant!" Enereck said, startled.

"What who neant ?"

"The sol di er who came charging around the inn right before the one on the horse started doing ..
whatever it was. | only caught a few words of what he said, but it fits. He nmust have been warni ng
the Lithnmern that there were real Syaski com ng down the road!"

"You're sure they were Lithnern?"

"Positive. Their accents were right, even if their armor wasn't."

"Maybe they're just hiring their swords to Syaskor for a while. That would explain the arnor."
"Lithmern working for Syaskor?"

"Sure. Half the Lithmern army has turned mercenary
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in the past couple of years. There wasn't nuch el se they could do after Al kyra wi ped out their

i nvasi on. "

"It's a pity Lithra and Syaskor aren't neighbors," Emereck commented. "They deserve each ot her
But if the Lithmern we saw were working for Syaskor, why were they worried about nore Syask
showi ng up?"

"I don't know." Flindaran frowned. "I don't like the snell of the whole thing. Lithmern in Syaski
arnor, real Syaski who can't fight—Aone of it makes any sense!”

"Don't forget the nagic."

" Magi c?"

"What do you think Ryl and that Lithmern were doing, reciting Varnan poetry?**

"Ch, that. That's not what | was tal king about; nagic never makes any sense."

"At |east not to swordsnen.”

Fl i ndaran ignored him "I wish | knew why they thought Kensal was inportant enough to send a
raiding party for him™"

"We could go back and | ook for hinm naybe he knows."

"Are you out of your nmind? W barely got away as it was."

"I't was just a suggestion."

"Your curiosity is going to get you killed one of these days. Besides—are you sure you shoul d
ride?"

"I don't have nmuch choice. We can hardly canp here for a nonth while ny side heals."

"W have a couple of weeks to spare before we'll be nissed at M nathlan; Father's expecting us to
come in with the caravan. At the rate Goldar was going, it'll be at least three and a half weeks
before they get there. W should be able to do it in a week, once your side is heal ed."

"You'd go out of your mind fromsitting here doing nothing, and I'd do the sanme from watchi ng you
Ri ding may wear ne out, but | doubt it'll do me any real harm?"”

Fl i ndaran | ooked at himsharply, then grinned. "All
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right, then. We'll head for Mnathlan. But first we eat.'
rabbit.

It was mid-afternoon by the tine they were ready to | eave. Flindaran hel ped Enereck nount, then
swung hinmself into his own saddle. "All right, pick a direction."

"I thought we had decided to go on to Mnathlan."

Fl i ndaran grinned. "Yes, but which direction is that?"

"You nmean you don't know where we are?"

"I haven't the foggiest notion."

"Ch, we've mist our way?"

He | eaned forward and reached for the

Fl i ndaran groaned. "I surrender."

Ener eck shook his head. "Why didn't you nention this earlier?"

"What difference would it nmake? We'd still be lost."

"You and your shortcuts. | don't suppose you have any idea how to get us out of this?"

"Well, we don't want to go back to Tinbri, and | think that's west of us. M nathlan ought to be
somewhere north and east. So why don't we ... why don't we .. ." Flindaran frowned, staring into

the trees. "That way," he said suddenly.

"What ?" Enereck squinted up at the sun, then |looked at Flindaran in puzzlenment. "But that's al nost
due east; you just said we have to go northeast to get to M nathlan."

"It feels right."
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Enereck stared. "Wat are you tal ki ng about ?"
"It feels right," Flindaran said stubbornly. He hesitated, then continued with nore confidence,

"Besides, it'll be easier to find out where we are if we go east.”

"Ch, really.”

"There's a road the caravans take that runs northeast fromKith Alunel; we should cone to it
before too long. Then all we have to do is followit and we'll get to Mnathlan."

"That sounds as if it makes a little nore sense.”

"And when we get to the road, we'll be on a regular route again."

"You just convinced ne."
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Fl i ndaran nodded absently and they started off. Flindaran went first, and Enereck foll owed,
gritting his teeth. Despite his reassurances to Flindaran, he was in no condition to enjoy the
ride. Even at a deliberately slow walk, his side was painful. He tried to take his mnd off it by
wat ching the trees, but it only made matters worse. The trees all |ooked the same; watching them
gave hi m a headache.

Fl i ndaran noved surely through the forest, seldomchecking their direction. After a tine, Enereck
began to feel uneasy. How could Flindaran be so certain of their way? Enereck | ooked up, trying to
determ ne the position of the sun for hinself, but the heavy canopy of |eaves made it al npost

i mpossible. Finally he rode up to Flindaran and asked bluntly, "Are you sure you' ve never been in
t hese woods bef ore?"

"Of course |I'msure. Wat kind of question is that?"

"1 just thought— Enereck was suddenly at a loss for words to explain his nebul ous suspicions.

"Never mind. I'll just be glad when we're out of this forest."

"You will? Why?" Flindaran's voice was surprised and puzzled. "I like it. It's so green." Emereck
did not reply, and Flindaran went on in a nusing tone, "You know, my grandfather clainmed our
famly originally cane from somewhere around here, back when Mnath-lan was still desert."

"Really? | didn't think there were any records that went back that far."

"There aren't. It's just a fam |y | egend about sone ancestor who left this area and settled in

M nathl an." Flindaran | ooked up at the trees. "No doubt he had a good reason," he added sourly.
Enereck swallowed the reply he had intended and said nothing. Flindaran did not speak often of his
hone, but Emereck had heard descriptions frommnstrels who had been there. Mnathlan was a fl at
country with fewtrees, tending to a dusty yellowbrown in sumer and a rmuddy gray-brown in

wi nter. The | and had been reclaimed fromdesert many centuries before by sone anonynous wi zard,
and the Dukes of M nathlan had worked it well since then. But neither magic nor
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diligence could coax nmore than a nediocre harvest fromnost of the |and, and though M nathl an was
not poverty-stricken, it was far from prosperous. Enereck did not find it surprising that

Fl i ndaran preferred the forest.

They rode on in silence. Enereck's headache receded, but his side still pained him He bore it as
long as he could, but finally he was forced to call a halt. Though it was still early they nade
canp, and Enereck fell quickly into an exhausted sl eep

In the norning they went on. Though Flindaran was as sure of their way as ever, they rode for nost
of the norning without finding any sign of a village, a road, or even of the end of the forest.
"Are you sure we haven't been going in circles?l* Emereck asked at last. "I thought we shoul d have
found that road of yours by now, even at this pace.**

"No," Flindaran said absently.

"No, we're not going in circles, or no, we shouldn't have found a road?*

"I meant— Flindaran stopped and his head turned. "Wat was that?"

Enmer eck paused, listening. The forest was silent; not even a breath of wind rustled the | eaves. "I
don't hear anything."'*
Flindaran pulled his horse to a halt and gestured. "It was over that way."

Shaki ng his head, Enereck peered into the trees. A sudden gust of w nd swept through them
bringing with it, faint but clear, a whisper of nusic.

"There!** Flindaran said. "Did you hear it?"

"I heard it."

"Who woul d be playing flutes in the mddle of a forest?"

"I don't know. But those weren't flutes, or any other instrument |'ve ever heard. And if you don't
mnd, |'d like—=

"—+o0 go find out what they are,"” Flindaran finished. "And you claim| have a one-track nind!"

"It didn't sound as if they were too far away," Emereck offered.

The two nmen | ooked at each other. Flindaran grinned. "Let's go, then." They swung their horses
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around and started off in the new direction.

Four

yis they went on, the stirrings of wind becane a steady breeze and the music grew gradually

| ouder. It was a haunting tune that changed constantly just as it seenmed about to slide into a
fam liar ballad or song. It nade Enereck uneasy even as he admired the skill of whoever was
inmprovising it. He thought of the |egendary swanp-spirits of Basirth, whose flickering lights
lured unwary travelers on until they becane hopel essly I ost. The nusic behaved simlarly; whenever
Emereck and Flindaran began to drift off the path, a breath of wind would bring them anot her

snat ch of rmel ody.

Enereck shivered. He realized with a start that he had fallen well behind; Flindaran was j ust

di sappearing over the top of a lowrise. Emereck called to himto wait and urged his horse
forward, heedless of the pain it caused in his side.

At the top of the rise, the trees stopped. Enereck squinted agai nst the sudden sunlight and took a
deep breath, then coughed at the heavy, unexpected scent of flowers. Belatedly, he realized that
the sl ope below was a solid mass of blue halaiba flowers. A wake of crushed and bent plants marked
Fl indaran's route down the hill, and

30
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the air was sweet with"heir scent.

The flowers ended at the base of a long, high wall alnpbst in the center of the open area. Even
fromwhere Enereck stood, the mlky stone of the wall showed signs of weathering. Treetops showed

above the wall, and Enereck could see a flash of white further on that nmight be a tower. The scene
had an air of unreality about it, like a nountain seen through bright haze on a sumrer day.

Fl i ndaran stood beside the wall, studying it, while his horse placidly cropped flowers. He | ooked
up and waved. "The nusic's coming frominside," he said as Enereck came up beside him He | ooked
back at the wall. "I think I can clinmb it."

"Well, | can't, and you're not going in there without ne. Besides, | think we'll get a nmuch warner

welconme if we're a little nore conventional about getting inside. Don't be so inpatient. There has
to be a gate sonewhere."

"You have no sense of adventure," Flindaran conpl ai ned as he renopunted.

"You just want to have all the fun."

Fl i ndaran grinned and denied it, and they started around the wall. About a third of the way around
they found a nmassive iron gate, which swng snoothly open at Flindaran's touch. As they rode

i nsi de, the mnusic changed sharply. Enmereck gl anced around for the players, and froze in surprise
They stood at the edge of a garden, sonewhat overgrown but still lush and green. The trees were

i mense, and a steady breeze added to the inpression of shady cool ness. Scattered al nost at random
anong the flowers and trees were a nunber of stone pillars and spirals and abstract forns. Enereck
realized with shock that it was the wind blowi ng through the various shapes that made the nusic
they had been hearing. He heard a | ow whistle beside himas Flindaran di scovered the source of the
music. "Emereck ..." Flindaran said.

"I noticed."

"I't gives a whole new neaning to the idea of wind instrunents, doesn't it?"

"You could say that." Enereck was only half-listening
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to Flindaran's words; he was intent on the music. "Wait for me a nonent, will you? | want a cl oser
| ook at them"™

"Shoul dn't you check with whoever lives here first?"

"Lives here?" Enereck said blankly.

Fl i ndaran gestured. For the first tine, Enereck noticed the building in the center of the garden
hal f - hi dden by trees and vines. Though it was | arge enough for a castle, it was nore open and airy-
| ooki ng than any castle Emereck had ever seen. It was nade of a snooth, alnpbst translucent white
stone. The door facing them appeared to be nade of carved and tarnished silver. No steps led up to
it. Instead, an area the size of Ryl's taproom had been covered with the sane white stone as the
building, forming a terrace just in front of the door. The place | ooked abandoned. One wi ng had
col I apsed, and anot her seenmed on the verge of it.

"You really think soneone nmight be living in that?" Emereck said.

Fl i ndaran shrugged. "W might as well look." They dismobunted and tethered their horses to the
gate, then wal ked toward the building. The door was ajar. As they approached a small bird fl ew out
of it, scolding angrily. They found no sign of a knocker or bell-rope, and no one answered their
cal I s.

"Let's go in and | ook around," Flindaran suggest ed.
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Emer eck shook his head. "No, thanks. | don't want the roof coning down on ny head," he replied,
gesturing toward the ruined wing. "Besides, | want to get a | ook at those w nd-nusic makers first.
I"ve never heard of anything like them and I'l|l wager no one else in the Quild has, either."

Wthout waiting for Flindaran to answer, he started for the nearest scul pture. He exanined it
carefully. He got no better idea of how it had been nade, but his opinion of the designer rose
even higher. The stones were old, ancient, yet the wear of tinme had not dimnished the quality of
the nusic they made. He finished and started toward the next scul pture, wondering whether the w nd
ever ceased. It might not matter; the scul ptures seened to be scattered all around the centra
bui l ding, so no nmatter
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whi ch way the wind blew, sonme of themwould .

Enmereck stopped. Slowy, he scanned the garden, sorting out the conplex nelody in his mnd. He
paused, staring at the trees on either side of the castle, and realized that Flindaran had joi ned
him "Have you found sonething?" Flindaran asked

"The wind," Enereck said. "Look at the way the wind is bl ow ng."

Fl i ndaran gave hima puzzled look. "It's blowing the sane way it was when we got here, from..
."Hest opped, just as Enereck had done, staring. "Denons in a chanber pot, it's blowing in a
circlel™

"I"'mglad I'mnot imagining that. Conme on. | want to | ook around the other side of this place.*'
Slowy, they circled the castle. The grounds were nuch the sanme: attractive, slightly overgrown,
and dotted with the nusic-naking statues. Enereck stopped several tines, as nuch to rest as to
exani ne the scul ptures. He had not realized howtired he was. As they returned to the gate, he
stunbl ed and nearly fell.

Fl i ndaran was beside himin an instant. "Emereck, you idiot, why didn't you say sonething? Here,
sit down, let ne get—

"Stop fussing! |I lost ny balance, that*s all."

"People don't turn white just because they |ose their balance. You're being an idiot."

"You said that already."

"Great truths bear repeating." Flindaran hel ped Enereck to the nearest tree. "There! Sit still,
and don't do anything stupid. 1'mgoing to make canp."

"Already? But it's not even noon!"

"So? We don't know where we're going; it won't matter if it takes us a little |longer to get there.
And you don't look as if you're in any shape to do nore riding today."

Enmereck considered the justice of that comment. "You're right, | wouldn't mind resting. But are
you sure naking canp is a good idea?"

"Way not? | thought you'd want to do some exploring later."
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"I'minterested in exploring, all right. I"'malso worried, | don't think even one of the adepts
fromthe Tenple of the Third Moon could build something Iike this, and |'mnot sure it's safe.”
"It's safer than canping in the woods."

"l suppose so. But don't go |ooking around without ne. You mght turn into one of those statues or
sonet hing, " Emereck said, hal f-seriously.

"Don't be ridiculous. Besides, |'d be off-key and they'd change ne back right away." Flindaran
grinned at Emereck's expression. "Stop worrying. | won't let you miss anything." Emereck nodded
reluctantly, and Flindaran left to unsaddl e the horses.

Emereck was nore tired than he had admitted, and the throbbing in his side was worse than it had
been the previous day. He spent nuch of the afternoon falling in and out of a fitful doze, but by
|ate afternoon he felt nore like hinself. After they had eaten he got out his harp. He tuned it
and ran a quick scale, then settled down to sone serious practicing.

For a long tinme, Flindaran sat and watched. Finally, during one of Enereck's pauses, he said,
"Emer eck, what woul d have happened if you'd broken your armfalling off that horse?"

"1"d have been rather badly in need of practice once the splints cane off. Wy?"

"I just wondered whether there was anything that woul d keep you from pl ayi ng those inferna

scal es. "

Emer eck | aughed. "Sorry. How s this?" He began inprovising a harp acconpani ment to the strange
tune the wind played on the garden statues.

Fl i ndaran | eaned back and smiled dreamly. "Mich better," he said. "I don't think |I've ever heard
you play so well. How do you do that?"

"I nmprovise? Practice, that's all. It—

"No, no! | nean, how do you make it sound |ike two harps?"

"Two harps?" Enmereck listened closely for a nonment, then abruptly nuted the harpstrings with his
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the sound di ed, he heard what he was listening for. Beneath the constant swirling of the w nd-
musi ¢ was the small, silvery echo of another harp. He | ooked at Flindaran. "That wasn't ne! Did
you hear it?"

"I think so," Flindaran said cautiously. "Try it again."

This time the echo was nore distinct. The sound pulled at Enereck like a cherished nmenory, and he
could tell fromFlindaran's expression that it drew himas well. As the echo died, Flindaran rose.
"It's coming frominside," he said, taking a step forward. He hardly seenmed aware of Enereck at
all. "Do it again; maybe | can follow the sound."

"No." Enereck forced the word out, and his own longing to run into the castle in search of the
harp di m ni shed

"Why not?" Flindaran spoke without turning, but Enereck could hear the tension in his voice.
"Perversity."

"What ?" Flindaran turned sharply. "Emereck, that's the stupidest reason |'ve ever heard."

"At |east you heard it."

"What are you tal king about?"

"Do you still want to go charging in there after that harpist, or whoever it is?"

Flindaran frowned. "I'mstill curious, but... no, | don't. At least, not the same way | wanted to
a mnute ago." He | ooked up, puzzled. "What—=

"I think we were both spell-struck."

"l see. And | thought this place felt so friendly."

There was a long silence. "Now what do we do?" Flindaran asked finally. "Watever it is, we can't
just ignore it."

"I know. Well, naybe we can find it without the nusic."

Fl i ndaran hesitated, eyeing the castle dubiously. Then he shrugged. "You're right; let's go. But
you'd better bring your harp, just in case.”

Enmer eck nodded. Their preparations were conpleted quickly, and they started into the castle. The
slanting rays of the early evening sunlight streamed through |ong
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wi ndows on the west side of the building. Their footsteps echoed through the stone corridors. The
air felt heavy, like a sumer day streaked with the first few drops of a comi ng thunderstorm The
rooms they passed were all but enpty; one held a nassive stone table, another a pair of carved
mar bl e benches, and that was all.

"It looks as if soneone's taken everything in the place,"” Flindaran said. He sounded di sappoi nt ed.
"Or as if everything's been carefully put away so it will be ready when the owner cones back,"
Ener eck sai d.

"What nmade you think of that?"

"I don't know. This place gives ne shivers; | feel |ike someone's watching me behind my back."
Enmereck stopped and swung his harp into reach. Carefully, he plucked a single string.

The echo answered, nore pronounced than it had been outside but sonehow | ess insistent. The sound
still tugged at Enmereck, but not as strongly, and his nind remained clear. He turned in the
direction fromwhich the echo had cone.

They had to retrace their steps a short distance before they found a side passage that led in the
right direction. Twice nore, Enereck stopped and called up the silver echo with his harp. Finally,
they turned down a short, featureless hall, and Emereck stopped short.

The hallway ended in a pile of rubble; beyond was the collapsed wi ng Emereck had noticed earlier.
"Just ny luck; it would have to be sonewhere under all that," Flindaran said disgustedly. He
stepped forward and began |lifting stones aside. Emereck stayed where he was, frowning. How coul d
the ot her harp—f there was anot her harp—ake any sound if it was buried under the rubble? Stil
frowni ng, Enereck reached down and plucked a string of his harp once nore.

The note seened to go on and on, mingling with the sound of the second harp, ringing around him
with a pure clarity. The air brightened; he saw Flindaran begin to turn, slowy, like a fish
trying to swi mthrough honey. A door-shaped section of wall beside himshi mered and vani shed.
As*if in a dream Emereck set down his harp
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and wal ked through it.

The room was washed with gold. Even the air seemed to shimer. In the center of the roomstood a
pedestal of white marble. On it, glimering faintly with a cold, white light, stood a harp. A
corner of Enereck's mind noted the absence of any scrollwork or inlay; this instrunent needed no
enmbel | i shment. He noved forward and reached for it.

file:/l/G|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20...20-%20The%20Harp%200{%20Imach%20Thyssel.txt (15 of 94) [2/14/2004 1:07:44 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%620-%20L yra%20Universe%6203%20-%20The%20Har p%200f %620l mach%20T hyssel .txt

Somet hi ng shot through himas he touched the harp—a flash of power or pain or joy, so intense he
could not identify it with certainty. He stumbled backward, clutching the harp, and tripped. He
fell, and found hinself sprawling on the floor of the hallway, facing a blank, featureless wall of
white stone. He still held the harp

"Emereck!" Flindaran's voice, full of worry and amazenent, shocked hi mout of his daze.

“I'mall right," he said as he picked hinself up off the floor. "Let's get out of here." He
reached down for his own instrument, and realized suddenly that his side no |onger pained him He
swung his left armexperinentally, then stretched it. He did not feel even a twi nge. He scooped up
his harp, and turned to | eave.

Fl i ndaran gave himan odd | ook, but he did not say anything. They left hurriedly. Once they were
safely out of the castle, Enmereck expl ai ned what had happened to him While he tal ked, he exam ned
his side carefully. The wound seenmed to have heal ed conpletely; the only sign left was a band of
white tissue, like an old scar. Mouving his armwas no | onger painful and he felt only a snal

twi nge when he probed the scar with his fingers.

"What is that thing, anyway?" Flindaran said, eyeing the harp with respect and a little wariness.
"A harp. What does it |ook Iike?"

"That's not what | neant, and you knowit."

Enmer eck shrugged. "How should | know what it is?"

"Maybe if you played it. "

"No. Not until | knowa little nmore about it."
"Then Til play it."
"Nol

"But how el se—
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"Magic is dangerous if you don't know what you're doing. This is stronger magic than any |'ve
heard of outside | egends, unless you believe those stories about the way Al kyra fought off the
Lithmern a couple of years ago. And with this, neither one of us knows what we're doing."

"Sitting there won't tell you anything. The |least you could do is look at it."

Ener eck nodded. Reluctantly, he picked up the harp. This tinme there was no shock when his fingers
touched it. The strings seened to glow faintly silver and red and silver-green in the fading
twilight. They were made of an unfamiliar material that was neither metal nor gut, and Enereck saw
with surprise that they were fixed in place wi thout tuning pegs. The body of the harp seened to be
made of bone or ivory, and it had been carved all in one piece, though Emereck knew of no creature
with | arge enough bones to supply a piece of that size.

A snatch of nelody ran through the back of his mnd, and his eyes widened. Slowy and with great
care he set the harp down and stared at it, unseeing. Wth a comer of his mnd, he heard

Fl i ndaran's questions, and he nurnured the words of the song in reply.

"He held the harp, bone-white as dragon's teeth And strung with noonlight's glow. He raised it

hi gh,

And pl ayed, and when at |ast the music ceased Like flowers killed by frost, the cities died."
"What's that supposed to nean?" Flindaran denanded.

"That's part of an old song called 'King Loren's Lay.* It tells how King Loren destroyed |stravar
and two other cities when they attacked him-'

Fl i ndaran stared at the harp. "And you think—=

"I think I know what this is," Enereck said with deadly quietness. "It's inpossible, but it's the
only thing that fits. This is the harp that ballad describes. The Harp of |Inmach Thyssel."

Five

J lindaran | ooked from Enereck to the harp and back. "The Harp of Inach Thyssel? Isn't that the
one Marryl the Avenger used to play the shadows out of Harwood?"

"No, that was Neriwi nd's Harp," Emereck said. Talking was a wel cone distraction fromthe tangle of
enotions the discovery of the harp had roused in him and he went on, "Neriwi nd's Harp has been in
the Hall of Tears for nearly three hundred years, so this can't be it. I wish it were," he added
under his breath.

Fl i ndaran caught the comment and frowned. "Why? |Is there sonething wong about this one?"

"Not exactly. It's just that 1'd know what to expect fromNeriwind's Harp. It was made during the
Wars of Binding, and it's been used several tinmes since then. | know enough of the songs and
histories to have a good idea of what it does and what to do with it."

"And the Harp of Imach Thyssel ?"

"It's even older than Neriwind' s Harp. No one knows when it was made, but it was before the Wars
of Binding. It is nore powerful, too. The Master Mnstrel who first told ne of it said that only
the Lost Gfts of Alkyra might be its equal in nmagic." Unconsciously, Enmereck slipped
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into the formal phrasing of a trained storyteller. "Twice was it used with known purpose: Once to
bring fair winds to the fleet of the Kulseth sailors when their war with Varna failed and they
were forced to flee, and once when Cal zen, Istravar, and Toltan nade war together upon the city

I mch Thyssel, and were destroyed.

"I'n Imach Thyssel the harp was called the Luck of the City, for they said that the presence of the
Harp kept them peaceful and prosperous, and so it was for nmany years. Yet despite the magic of the
Harp, the city was at |ast betrayed and destroyed. Then the Harp of Imach Thyssel was pl ayed for
the third time, and for what purpose is not known. But that day stormw nds toppled the spires of

I mach Thyssel on the heads of the invaders; fire took the city's walls; the earth shook; and at
the end the sea swallowed arnies and city alike. And since that day, none has seen or heard of the
Harp of Imach Thyssel, the Luck of the City."

Silence fell. At last Flindaran shook hinself and | ooked around. "I wi sh you'd warn me when you're
going to do that."

Ener eck | aughed self-consciously. "I"'msorry. It's just habit and training."

"Don't apologize; it was wonderful. But distracting. Are you sure that this is the Harp of |nach
Thyssel ?"

"No," Enereck said without conviction. Flindaran | ooked at hi msharply. Enmereck sighed. "Yes, |I'm
sure. | don't know why. There have been other magi c harps nmade, and for all | know hal f-a-dozen of
themcould fit the description in that song. But I'mstill sure.”

"And if it is .. ."Flindaran | eaned forward and stared at the Harp with grow ng excitenent.

"Emereck, if this is the Harp of Imach Thyssel, think of what you could do with it!"

“I'd rather not."

"What ? Way not ?"

"Lots of reasons." Enereck shifted unconfortably. "If | think about it too much I'll be tenpted to
use it. And | wouldn't trust nyself with that kind of power, even if | knew enough to be sure

woul dn't make any m st akes.™
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"You nmean you don't want it?"

"I want it, but I don't want to want it, if you see what | nean. And there's the price to

consi der. "

"Price?"

"Everyone who has ever tried to use the Harp of Inmach Thyssel has paid a price, and usually a
heavy one. The Kul seth fleet escaped fromthe Varnan w zards, but their Prince was crippled by the
power he had used. King Loren didn't just destroy the armes that were attacking |nmach Thyssel, he
destroyed all three of their hone cities as well, down to the last child within their walls. And
his betrothed had been visiting in Istravar when the war broke out; he never really recovered from
|l osing her. As for Imach Thyssel itself.. ."

"It could all just be coincidence.”

"The Master Mnstrels don't think so."

"Ch." Flindaran paused. "What are you going to do with it?"

"I don't know. | ought to leave it here," Enereck said, knowi ng even as he spoke that he coul d not
bring hinself to do it.

"You woul dn' t!"

"No. But 1'd like to. It would nake things ... sinpler.” The Harp made Enmereck profoundly uneasy.
He knew that finding it marked the begi nning of changes he could not inmagine or anticipate, and he
wanted to run fromit. But he could not explain that to Flindaran

Flindaran remained silent for a long time, staring at the Harp. Darkness had fallen, and the gl ow

of the harp-strings was easier to see. It was a cool, diffuse light that illuninated little beyond
the Harp itself, like starlight, Enereck thought. Flindaran | ooked up and said tentatively, "If
you don't want it, Enereck, | could take it."

Enereck tensed and peered into the gloom trying to nake out Flindaran's expression. "lI'mafraid
that wouldn't help," he said cautiously. He hesitated, then asked, "Did you want it for sonething
speci fic?"

"Well.. ." Flindaran's shoul ders hunched slightly, then he said in a rush, "If it really is the

Harp of Imach Thyssel, and it can do all those things you said,
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thought.. . well, that it mght nmake things in Mnathlan better."

"Quardi ans of Lyra, Flindaran, are you crazy? O haven't you heard anything | just said?"

"I heard you," Flindaran said. He waited until Emereck |ooked and their eyes net, then added
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softly, "It might be worth the price."

Emereck could not answer. This was a side of Flindaran that he had never seen. At |ast he
swal | owed hard and said, "No one should use that Harp until one of the @Quild nmasters has had a
chance to study it."

Flindaran was still watching with that disquieting expression. "Then your answer i s no?"

*4The answer is no."

Fl i ndaran shrugged and sat back. "All right, it's your Harp." He grinned suddenly. "But it was
wor t h asking. You should have seen your face!"

"It's not funny. It's bad enough that one of us will have to pay a price to that thing, wthout
you getting invol ved, too."

"One of us ,.. you nean because it heal ed your side?"

"Yes."

"But you weren't trying to use it. You didn't even play it."

"I don't know whether that matters. But | suppose |I'll find out." Emereck tried to sound cheerful
but he did not succeed in keeping the strain out of his voice.

There was another long silence. Finally Flindaran said, "Well, what are you going to do with it?"
"There's only one thing I can do. Take it back to the Guildhall, and hope soneone there knows

enough about it to deci de what shoul d be done."

"You' re not thinking of going straight there, are you?"

"Of course. The sooner | get there, the less tinme I'll have to spend worrying about it."

"I was right, you' re not thinking. Look, C aron is over a nonth's journey fromhere, even if you
go through the 'Mouuntains of Mrravik instead of around them You have hardly any supplies, and

there are Syaski and Lithnern and denons-onl y-know what - el se wanderi ng

THE HARP OF | MACH THYSSEL 43

around sonmewhere in that direction. You' d never make it."

"You have anot her suggestion?"

"Yes. Come to Mnathlan with ne, the way we planned. It should only be about three or four days

ride. That'll give the Syaski and the Lithmern plenty of time to kill each other off or go away or
sonet hing, and | can give you whatever you'll need for the trip."

"Well..." Enmereck hesitated. He had been firmy resolved to head straight back to C aron, but the
mention of the Syaski and the Lithmern gave him pause. If either of those countries got their
hands on the Harp of Imach Thyssei.. . "All right. I'Il admt | don't like the idea of dodging al
those soldiers, so Mnathlan it is. W' Ill have to think of sone way of wapping up the Harp
though; I'm not about to ride around with it dangling fromthe side of my saddle for ail the world

to see and wonder at."

"That's the first sensible thing you ve said all night," Flindaran said. He poked the coals of
their dinner fire into a cheerful blaze, and the ordinariness of the action nade the whole

unli kely situati on seem nore nmanageabl e. Enereck rel axed, and the converation turned to plans for
the remai nder of the journey. They talked until late that night, and by the tine he went to sleep
Enmereck's niggling sense of worry over Flindaran's request for the Harp had vani shed.

The ride to Mnathlan took nearly eight days, and it was one of the |east pleasant in Enereck's
menory. For the first three days it rained intermttently, and even when the drizzle stopped, the
| eaves above them dripped in cool, heavy splashes on their heads and horses. On the fifth day they
cane out of the forest onto a rolling green plain. Shortly after that the rain stopped and the sun
appeared. The light and warnth were wel come at first, but under their influence the water began to
evaporate, and soon the plain was a steanbath.

To add to Enereck's disconfort, he was not sleeping well. It began as a sinple restlessness and
devel oped through bad dreans into full-fledged nightrmares. Twi ce
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Enereck woke sweating in the early hours of the norning, unable to recall any details of his dream
beyond a deep sense of horror and grief. After that he began taking the second watch, and the
dreans subsi ded

As they drew nearer to Mnathlan, the country grew flatter, dryer, and dustier. Flindaran seened
to stiffen as the |Iand changed, as if he were bracing hinself against sonething. Emereck's

uneasi ness returned, though Flindaran did not bring up the subject of the Harp again. He did not
even nmention its existence, but his request lay like a reproach in the back of Enereck's nind as
they rode past the dry, brown fields. Enereck found Flindaran's restraint profoundly disturbing.

It was unlike him and Enereck began to wonder if he was being wise to bring the Harp to

M nat hl an.

The Ci |l har sifted dead ashes through his fingers while the wind played an endl essly changi ng song
on the statues that dotted the garden behind him "There were two of them | think," he told the
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dar k- hai red worman besi de him

"How | ong have they been gone?"

"About three days. We m ght have gotten here before themif we hadn't foll owed those Lithmern for
so long."

Ryl shook her head. "W coul d have done nothing else. | owed sonewhat to the people of Tinbri for
bringing all that on their heads. Besides, the tine wasn't wasted; we |learned a fair anmount."

"I wasn't criticizing."

"I know. | was talking nore to nyself than to you, | fear. One always has a tendency to justify
one's mstakes, and this will make matters far nore difficult for us."

"Difficult? Their trail's three days old, and the rain will have all but washed it away. It nay
not be quite inpossible to follow, but it's sure to be close to it."

"There will be no need to strain your abilities; | think | know where they are going. Mnathlan."
"M nat hl an?" Kensal |ooked startled. "I hadn't even considered it a possibility. Wy M nathlan?"
"Because at |east one of themis of the family of the
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Duke of Mnathlan. There is no other way they could have found this castle.”

"I don't quite follow your logic."

"Castle Wndsong is protected fromdi scovery by anyone but the fanmly of its builder, and the
Dukes of M nathlan are the only renmi ning branch of that fanmily. An ordinary person traveling

t hrough these woods woul d never realize that there was anything here, but one of the Duke's bl ood-
kin would be drawn to this place tike steel to a | odestone.”

"l see." He |ooked at her curiously, but decided not to coment on their own presence at the

castle. Every rule, after all, had exceptions. "And you're sure they have the Harp?"

"Yes. | think the castle gave it to them"™

"Cave it to thenP"

"Sometines Castle Wndsong has ... a mnd of its owmn." Ryl sniled slightly as if at some private
j oke.

"But why?*'

Ryl's smle faded. "One of them | think, mnmust have been a real minstrel. For such a one to cone
to this place in company with one of the heirs of Mnathlan ... it was very nearly inevitable that
W ndsong rel ease the Harp. | fear the blame is in part ny own for rousing this place, however
slightly. | should not have called upon Mramar so close to here."

"Called on Mranar?"

"In the courtyard of the inn. There is an ancient friendship between the ... spirit of Lake

M ramar and that of Castle Wndsong. | should have thought that waking one night disturb the
ot her."

"You did what you had to, and it's too |late now anyway." Kensal straightened. "Shall we go?"
"\Wher er

"To M nathlan, of course, to get you that Harp."

Ryl smled and shook her head. "I don't think it will be quite that sinple, ny friend. The Harp of
I mach Thyssel does not nove easily fromone owner to another. W nmay have to ... persuade themto
cooperate. And there are the Lithmern to consider as well; it seens that one of them
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at | east has sone inkling of what we seek. Are you sure you wish to continue aiding nme?"

"Everything fun is conplicated. Besides, | owe Valerin alife. Mne. If it will take you and this
Harp to repay him 1'Il gladly help."

"Thank you." She bowed her head in acknow edgenent. "I only hope we will be in tine."

He | ooked up sharply. "There's a tinme-linmt? You hadn't told ne that."

"I't wasn't relevant when all we had to do was pick up the Harp and take it north. But now ... W

shoul d have three weeks, four at the nost. And every day it will become nore difficult."”

"Then we're for Mnathlan, and quickly." Kensal started for the horses.

"Not quite so fast. |I've one thing left to do, unless it will disturb you to ride with one who has
a stranger's face."

He turned, frowning. "A stranger's face won't disturb nme, but is it really necessary?"

"I don7t want one of themrecognizing me when we arrive; | wi sh to study them before they grow
suspi ci ous. "

"You're sure it's safe?"

"' msafer here than anywhere but Silvermist itself, which is why | wish to make the change before
we leave. It will not take long." As she finished speaking, she closed her eyes.

He saw her formbegin to shinmer and grow, there was a ripple of notion, and suddenly a different
worman stood before him She | ooked younger, barely twenty, and her hair was a dark bl onde. Where
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t he dark-haired woman had been al nost beautiful, this wonan was al nost plain. She was taller and

more solidly built, and her novenents were slightly awkward. She snmiled. "WII it do, do you

t hi nk?"

"If | hadn't seen you do it nyself, | wouldn't have believed it. | don't suppose you could teach
me that trick? Particularly the getting younger part..."

Her |augh held an undercurrent of sadness. "I'mafraid not."

"l thought you would say that. Have you anything el se
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to do here? Then we'd better get started.” He helped her to nount and they left the castle w thout
| ooki ng back.

In the highest tower of the castle of Lanyk, Prince of Syaskor, a tall figure in a hooded cl oak
stood staring out a south wi ndow. The infornmation had been correct; sonething inportant was

movi ng. First had conme the arrival of that sorceress, Shalarn, and now there was the business with
the Clhar at the inn. Lanyk's nen had bungled it, of course. They should have waited to attack
until the disguised Lithmern had the man fast. But Lanyk's nen had no nore patience than their
ruler, and they had | ost him

The Lithmern Captain had not done well, either. O course, no one had expected the innkeeper to be
a sorceress. The hooded one frowned. Who was she? The Dark Ones in the north had given no warning
of her presence, but surely they nust have known. Sonmeone with the power to undo one of their
spell s could not have gone unnoti ced.

At | east Shalarn did not know that the | eader of her nen was working for soneone else as well. The
unseen lips curved. Did the Lithmern sorceress really think the Captain could have cast the spell
of black mi st alone? But Shalarn seened to have no suspi ci ons.

So the effort at the inn had not been totally wasted. The Captain of Shalarn's men was now firmy
committed; he would be very useful. And Lanyk was at |ast convinced that nagic woul d be used
against him He would be nore anmenable to reason now, nore inclined to listen to advice. And the
net of subtle power and influence, three years in the naking, would close even tighter around the
Prince of Syaskor.

The hooded one was very patient indeed.

Si x

iJ/mereck's first inpression of Castle Mnath-lan was of a weathered nmountain of gray stone. It
was a huge, al nost shapel ess pile, surrounded by a Uter of thatched huts and a naze of narrow
streets. The people seened friendly, and Flindaran greeted nany of them by nanme as they rode up to
the gates.

Inside the castle courtyard, Flindaran | ed Enereck to a quiet corner and said, "Wait here while I
find out who's here and which rooms are free. Til be back in a mnute or so."

"But not before I've finished unloading, I'll wager."

"Whuld | do thatr

Emer eck nodded as he di smounted. Flindaran grinned and | eft. Enmereck began unl oadi ng the horses,
taking particular care with the bundl e that contained the Harp of Imach Thyssel. He suppressed a
desire to unwap it right there in the courtyard, and reached instead for the case that held his
own harp

"Wl cone to Castle Mnathlan, Mnstrel."

The unexpected voice behind hi mmade Emereck junp, and he al nost dropped the harp-case. He turned
and net the |level gray gaze of a woman standi ng behind him She was young, and her chestnut hair
was pul |l ed
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back fromher face in a severe style. "Fair norning to you, Mstress," he said. He took in her
dusty leather attire and the sheathed sword by her side, and added, "O should | nanme you
Warrior?"

"I'n Mnathlan the proper termis Sword-Wel der, but few here worry nuch about titles." Her voice
was |ight and noncommttal; it nade a sharp contrast to her attire.

"Even so, | thank you for the correction." Enereck bowed.

"Then perhaps you'll take another suggestion. If you've sonmething to keep secret, you'd do well to

train yourself to be less easily startled." Her eyes flickered to the bundle at his feet, then
returned to his face.
"1"I'l bear your words in nmind," Enereck said. Inwardly he wi nced. Had he been that obvious?

The wonman smiled slightly. "Don't worry that 1'll give you away. | know how to keep ny own
counsel . "
"I have no doubt of it. | think—=
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" Kay!"

Emereck and the worman beside himturned to see Flindaran coming toward them across the courtyard
"1 thought that was you!" Flindaran said when he reached t hem

"Wel comre hone, Flindaran," the wonan said. "You're a bit early, aren't you?"

"We hurried." Flindaran grinned, then his eyes dropped to her uni form and he shook his head.
"Haven't you |l et Father pronmpte you yet?"

"lI've been pronoted, in a manner of speaking. |I'ma Free R der now. "
"I mght have known you'd prefer sonmething like that to a captain's job." Flindaran turned to
Emereck. "In case she hasn't nmentioned it, this is ny half sister, Kiannar."

Enereck bowed and murrmured politely. Flindaran ignored himand turned to Kiannar. "This is ny
friend Emereck Sterren fromthe Mnstrel's @uild in G aron. He's even stubborner than you are,
Kay. "

"He's probably devel oped it fromassociating with you."
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"The thing | |ike best about you is your tact. Wio's honme?"

Kiannar rattled off a list of names, nost of themunfamliar to Emereck. He listened intently,
conmitting as many as possible to nenory so that he could quiz Flindaran about them |l ater. Kiannar
finished her recital, and Flindaran frowned. "Craven's not here?"

"He's out with the Riders on the western border." Kiannar's voice was all but expressionless.
"He's whatf That idiot! He's going to get hinself killed, | swear it. Wy does he keep doing these
t hi ngs?"

"He has reasons.”

Enereck | ooked quickly at Kiannar's face. Her expression had not changed. He | ooked back in tine
to see Flindaran press his lips together tightly. The thought flashed across his nind that there
m ght be a deeper reason than he had supposed behind Flindaran's reluctance to speak nuch or often

about his famly, and then Flindaran said, "I know. How s the town generally?"
Ki annar shrugged. "No one's starving; it's been a fairly good year."
"Ki annar— Fl i ndaran began angrily, then stopped. "Never mnd. Does Father still spend this part

of the afternoon with the steward?"

"Yes, he does," Kiannar said, |ooking faintly surprised.-"But | doubt that he's heard you're hone
yet."

Flindaran's jaw tightened. "I need to talk to himonce |I've shown Enereck to his rooms." Hi s voice
sounded strained. "Fare you well."

Enereck barely had time to make a polite farewell and pick up his harp-case and the Harp of I mach
Thyssel before he was hurried off toward the castle. Kiannar nerely smled and nodded, but all the
way across the courtyard Enmereck was sure he could feel her eyes on his back. As soon as they were
i nside the castle and safely out of sight, Enmereck turned to Flindaran. "What's possessed you?" he
demanded. "We |l eft the horses and nmost of our bags just standing there!"

"Ch, soneone will take care of them Probably Kay; she's good about that sort of thing."
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"W coul d have done it ourselves if you hadn't been in such a hurry all of a sudden. Wat was that
about, anyway?"

Fl i ndaran | ooked back over his shoulder. "Kiannar is a grand person, and |'d trust her with ny
life. She also gets on ny nerves every tinme we're together for nore than about a tenth of a

candl emar k. "

" Ch?"

"She's always right and it irritates ne. Besides, | have a lot to do this afternoon.”

Enereck rai sed an eyebrow inquiringly. Flindaran's answering grin was a little |opsided. "There
are a couple of girls | want to renew nmy acquai ntance with."

"I might have known."

Flindaran's grin broadened. "This way."

Enmer eck nodded. He did not ask any further questions, though he was no nearer understanding their
encounter with Kiannar. It was plain that Flindaran did not want to discuss the matter. Enereck
stored the incident in the back of his mind for further consideration and concentrated on
remenbering as nmuch of their route as he could. The castle was even nore junbled on the inside
than he had expected fromits unorgani zed exterior, and he did not Iike the idea of being lost if
he ever had to find his way around it al one.

Finally they reached the room Flindaran had chosen for him and Emereck set down his bundle with a
sigh of relief. He felt as though every servant and guard they passed had stared curiously at the
awkwar d package. Though he knew he was only reacting to Kiannar's unnerving coments, he was gl ad
that he, and the Harp of |mach Thyssel, were safely out of sight.
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As he turned toward Flindaran, the size of the roomregistered and he frowmed. "This is a little
grand for a nere minstrel, isn't it?" he said. H s gesture included the red-gold canopy over the
bed, the tapestries covering the walls, and the gl eam ng wooden furniture that was scattered about
the room

"You're here as ny friend, not as a mnstrel.
expectantly from
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Emereck to the cloth-covered Harp. "Aren't you going to unwap it?"

Enmereck | ooked at himsharply, then reached for the bundle. Flindaran was right; he ought to make
sure the Harp had not been danaged during the journey. As the wrappings fell away, Enereck

bl i nked. The Harp of Imach Thyssel seened nuch plai ner than he renenbered. It | ooked nore |ike the
battered instrument Enereck's first nmaster had used to teach himto play than Iike a powerful
maker of magic. He realized that Flindaran was watching intently, and he bent to his exani nation.
He did not find any new danmage, but he scowl ed at the accunul ation of centuries-old dents and
scratches. None were serious, but still... He would have to have a proper carrying case made for
it before he left Mnathlan. Knowi ng that the Harp was protected by nore than an old cloak or two
woul d be worth the delay. Emereck | ooked up and his eyes net Flindaran's.

"Wel | ?" Flindaran said.

"It's not hurt."

"Good. Then we can go see Father now and get it over with." Flindaran rose and started for the
door.

Fl i ndaran sat down in one of the chairs and | ooked

"I"'mstill not sure | like this idea."

"I thought we'd settled this on the ride here. You can't bring a thing like that," Flindaran waved
at the Harp, "into soneone's house without telling themabout it. Particularly soneone I|ike

Fat her."

"Wl —=

"Besides, he'd find out anyway, eventually."

"Not unless you told him"

"You haven't nmet himyet. He has his own ways of finding things out. Believe ne, we're better off
telling himright fromthe start."

"Al right, but | still don't like it. And |I'mnot going anywhere until the Harp's out of sight."
"Why? No one even knows it's here yet!"

"Fl i ndaran!"
Fl i ndaran shrugged and gl anced around the room "Try sticking it in that chest in the corner; |
think it'Il fit. You can even lock it up if you want to. There ought to be
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a key around sonewhere."

Feeling a little irritated by Flindaran's casual attitude, Enereck noved the Harp of |nach Thysse
into the chest. He covered it with some of the Iinen he found there, then rose and foll owed

Fl i ndaran out of the room He tried to tell hinself that no one except hinmself and Flindaran knew
the Harp was there, but his attenpts at self-reassurance only nade himfeel nore uneasy than ever
Finally he forced the Harp fromhis nmind and went back to menorizing corridors. He thought the
twi sting passages were beginning to nake sonme kind of sense, when Flindaran stopped short at the
juncture between two hall ways.

"Lee!" Flindaran shouted, and took three strides down one of the passageways. Emereck reached the
crossway and saw Flindaran a few steps away, hugging a tall blonde girl.

She was dressed in a blue gown too fine for a servant's but too plain for one of the nobility. She
| eaned back to | ook at Flindaran, and Enereck saw her face clearly for the first tinme. Serious
brown eyes, straight nose, a nouth too wide for prettiness—and then she sniled, and she was

beautiful. "It's good to have you home, Flindaran," she said, and her voice was warm and

wel com ng. Even though she was not speaking to him Enereck felt at home.

Fl i ndaran grinned. "You' ve gotten even prettier than you were when | left."

The girl smled again, and an irrational stab of anger drove all thought of the Harp from
Enereck' s mind. Flindaran should know better than to pay enpty conplinents to a girl like this!
She deserved better than a casual flirtation; couldn't he see that?

"Emereck, | want you to neet Liana," Flindaran said, turning. "Of all ny sisters, she's ny
favorite."

Si ster? Enereck bowed to hide his confusion and relief. "I amdelighted."”

"You nean that, don't you?" Liana said. Her voice was |ight and soft; it nade Enereck think of
distant flutes. Silver flutes, perfectly tuned. "I'mglad. And it wll
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be nice to have nusic again. It's been a long time since a nminstrel came to Mnathlan."

"He'll probably only be here a few days," Flindaran cautioned her. "Don't start planning a feast
or anything."”

"But while | amhere, | will be honored to entertain you as best | may," Enereck said. "I only
hope ny playing will not disappoint you, ny |ady."

Li ana di npl ed, and Enereck felt suddenly |ightheaded. "You are very polite, and | thank you very
much," she said, "but you really shouldn't call me 'ny lady/ I'mnot entitled to it."

Fl i ndaran frowned suddenly. "Wo says so? You're ny sister, aren't you?"

"Not entirely. Don't fuss about it, Flindaran, it's not that inportant.”

"Well, you're ny father's daughter. Isn't that enough?"

Li ana sighed. "It's enough for me; | don't need nore. And it nakes sone peopl e unhappy when you
insist on giving nme courtesies |'ve no real right to."

Flindaran's frown deepened. "Liana, if soneone's been stepping on the hem of your cloak, | can—=
"I told you it wasn't inportant to nme," Liana said alnost sharply. "I just don't |ike making

peopl e unhappy, especially about sonething as silly as a 'ny lady' or tws. Wat difference does it
make?"

"I"'msorry. \ thought... Well, all right, then. | won't say anything."

"Thank you." Liana smiled and curtsied. Then she stepped forward and tucked her hand under
Flindaran's arm "Now, tell nme about your trip. You' re alnost two weeks earlier than we'd
expected, you know. How did you manage it?"

Fl i ndaran gl anced at Enereck. "W took a shortcut."

There was a small pause, then Liana said, "Then it'll be another week at |east before the caravan
arrives? Talerith will be disappointed. She was | ooking forward to the fair, especially the

danci ng. "

"Danci ng? Talerith? She's still a child."

"Maybe she was when you left, but she's seventeen now. Mre than old enough for dancing."
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"A great age indeed," Flindaran said solemly. "Next thing you know she'll be getting married."”
"I believe Lord D ndran has been approached about it at |east tw ce already."
"What!" Flindaran stared at her, then shook his head. "I nust be getting old. Talerith, married!"

Li ana | aughed. "Ch, not for a long tinme yet. Years, maybe. But she's certainly thinking about it."
She paused and | ooked at hi m sidel ong. "You should stop and see her. She'd like that."

"Maybe after Enmereck and | talk to Father," Flindaran said carelessly. "W have sone things to
arrange before Enmereck | eaves."”

"You haven't seen himyet? Then |'ve kept you | ong enough. But you'll cone back later and tell ne
about Ciaron, won't you?" Her smile included them both.

"I'f Flindaran does not, | will be nore than pleased to answer your questions," Emereck said

"Of course we will," Flindaran said, throwi ng Emereck a surprised glance. "Later. Conme on

Emer eck. "

They made their farewells and | eft. Wen Liana was out of earshot, Flindaran sighed and shook his
head. "She really is ny favorite sister, even if she's only half ny sister. | wish | knew why I

get along so well with her and so poorly with Kiannar."

"Way shoul d you?" Enereck said, renenbering the dark-haired warrior. "They're not much alike."
Flindaran | ooked at him "They're twins. Didn't | tell you?"

"Ch. No. You didn't." Enereck fell silent. Flindaran did not seeminclined to continue the
conversation, and they wal ked wi thout speaking until they reached the study door

Seven

Lsoi

>rd Dindran hinself answered Flindaran's knock. |f the Duke of M nathlan was surprised by the
appear ance of his youngest son two weeks earlier than expected, he gave no sign. He greeted

Fl i ndaran and acknow edged his introduction of Emereck with unruffled calm Even Flindaran's
request for a conference brought only a rai sed eyebrow and a nod of disnmissal to the steward.
Enereck studied himas the steward | eft. The Duke of Mnathlan was tall, |ean, and gray-haired.
H s eyes were as dark and bright as a hawk's, and as unreadable. He was dressed with severe,

al nrost ascetic sinmplicity. Emereck found it difficult to reconcile this man with the nental

pi cture of the Duke that he had formed from Flindaran's conversation

Lord Di ndran seated hinself and notioned for themto do |ikew se. Be studied Flindaran briefly and
said, "I see it has beconme the fashion in Caron to cover oneself with dust before presenting
oneself in conpany. You will forgive ne if | am ol d-fashioned enough to prefer the previ ous node
of behavior."

Fl i ndaran flushed. "I beg your pardon, sir. W cane straight here as soon as we arrived."
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"So | observe. To what do | owe this ... gratifying display of haste?"

"It's a long story."

"I amall attention," the Duke said politely.

Fl i ndaran took a deep breath and plunged into the tale of their journey. Lord Dindran |istened
wi t hout conment, his expression unreadabl e. When Flindaran finished, the Duke inclined his head.
"I am conpelled to confess that for once you have surprised nme, Flindaran."

"It was not ny intention, sir."

"Nonet hel ess, you have succeeded admirably. | make you ny apol ogi es; you were indeed justified in
comng directly here.™
"Thank you."

The Duke nodded in acknow edgenment, then | ooked at Emereck. "And | commend your discretion

M nstrel . "

"l fear | do not understand you, ny lord," Enmereck replied.

"It appears fromray son's narrative that the Harp of Imach Thyssel has not yet been pl ayed.
Knowing him | infer that yours was the restraining hand. Consequently, | applaud your prudence."
"My lord is too kind."

A gl eam of anusement crossed Lord Dindran's face, so swiftly that Enereck wondered whether he had
i magi ned it. Then the Duke | eaned back and said, "Just so. Now tell ne, what are your plans for
this inpressive instrunent?"

"My intention is to bear it to the Guildhall in G aron without delay, ny lord," Enereck said
firmy. Sonehow, Lord Dindran's presence nmade hi m nore uneasily aware than ever that he had
neither the experience nor the know edge to deal with the Harp al one.

"I regret that such a journey is not now possible." The Duke sounded only mildly apol ogetic.
Emereck stiffened. Flindaran frowned and said, "Wy not, sir? Frommy experience with you,

expect you have sone reason.”

"You are correct. Your little encounter with the Syaski is only one of nany that have occurred
recently. Though
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appreci ate your desire to turn this Harp over to the Masters of your Quild, |I cannot ook with
pl easure on the possibility of Syaskor obtaining it."
"Sir, the men we met were Lithmern, not Syaski," Flindaran said.

"That is one of the things that makes your tale so fascinating."”

"Then you think the Syaski are involved as well?" Flindaran | eaned forward eagerly. "That they're
getting ready for sonething?"

"There are indications of it."

"Sir, if—=

"I do not believe | have indicated a wish to begin a discussion of the Syaski before | have
finished nmy discussion of this Harp of yours."

"Again | beg your pardon, sir," Flindaran said, clenching his teeth.

"Quite so." The Duke studied him "If you are deternined to discuss Syaskor w th soneone, |
suggest you seek your brother Gendron. He returned from Syaskor barely two days ago. No doubt he
will be willing to indulge your curiosity."”

Flindaran bit his lip and nodded. Lord Dindran smiled sweetly at his son, then turned to Enereck
as though nothi ng had happened. "You see why | nust advise against your inmediate departure.”
Enereck hesitated. "I share your concern about Syaskor, my lord. But | do-not |like waiting here
with no sure course before ne. If the western way is barred, perhaps | may go north into Al kyra,
or south to Kith Al unel."

"I amafraid the northern roads will be washed out at this time of year," Lord D ndran said

apol ogetically. "And | doubt that Kith Alunel is a better choice than Syaskor at the monent."
"Why do you say that, nmy lord? The Quildhall there has a good reputation.”

"Unfortunately, the Quildhall in Kith Alunel is tenporarily enpty. A week ago King Birn banned al
mnstrels fromthe city."
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"What!" Emereck could not suppress the shocked exclamation. Beside him Flindaran stared at his
father in surprise.

The Duke smiled. "Sone trifling disagreenent regarding a satiric verse, | believe."

"A week ago, sir?" Flindaran eyed his father with respectful skepticism "Kith Alunel is two
weeks* ride fromhere, at |east."

"How perceptive of you to realize that,"

the Duke said in a gentle tone that sent chills down
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Enereck's back. "I do not, however, choose to enlighten you as to the source of my information
You will have to take nmy word that ninstrels have i ndeed been banned fromthe city."

"Of course, ny lord," Enereck said hastily. "In fact, if you have further know edge, | would be
grateful to hear it. | have sone concern for ny colleagues in Kith Al unel."

"Forgive ne; | amrem ss. You need not worry for your friends. | believe nbost of them have taken
refuge with Count Kyel-Senrud until H's Majesty sees fit to restore themto favor. | doubt that it
will take long. His Majesty will undoubtedly require nusic for his daughter's weddi ng two nonths
fromnow In the neantine, however, | cannot recommend Kith Al unel as a suitable destination."
"Thank you, ny lord." Enereck paused, considering. "It seems | have no choice but to accept your
hospitality for a tine."

The Duke's eyebrows rose. "I hope you will find it acceptable.”

"Forgive me, ny lord," Enereck said hastily. "I did not mean to sound ungracious. But the matter

of the Harp weighs heavily on nmy nind."

"Quite understandable,"” Lord Dindran said dryly. He paused and | ooked from Enereck to Flindaran
and back. "Be sure | will notify you as soon as your way is clear. In the neantinme, | trust | need
not caution either of you to be wary how you speak of this matter."

"COf course, ny lord."

"Yes, sir."

"Good. You may go."
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They rose, bowed, and left. Qutside, Flindaran heaved a sigh of relief. "Wiew Thank goodness
that's over."

Enereck hal f-nodded. He felt al mbst as wrung out as he had on the day he'd been tested for

M nstrel's rank within the Guild.

"Cheer up. At least nowyou'll be able to stay a while," Flindaran said. He started off down the
corridor.

Emereck foll owed automatically. After a few turns and an unfamliar flight of stairs, it dawned on
himthat they were not heading for his roons as he had supposed. "I hate to ask this, Flindaran
but do you know where we're going?"

"To see ny sister Talerith, _of course. Don't you remenber, | told Lee we would after we saw

Fat her ?"

Emereck was not sure he wanted to face yet another nmenmber of Flindaran's unpredictable fanmly just
then, but he did not say so. "Are you sure we shoul d?" he said instead. "After what your father
sai d about dust and new fashions, | think I'd prefer to clean up a bit before | nmeet anyone else."
"Father's always like that," Flindaran said. "Don't worry; Talerith won't nmind." He stopped and
knocked at one of the doors. After a nonent it opened, and Liana | ooked out. Enereck's mi sgivings
vani shed abruptly.

"Lee, what are you doi ng here?" Flindaran demanded.

"I"'m Lady Talerith's waiting-woman today,"” Liana said, smling. "But come in! I'mglad you
remenbered to stop.”

She stepped away fromthe door, and they followed her into a confortably furnished sitting room
As they entered a black-haired girl |ounging on a couch near the w ndow | ooked up, then junped to
her feet with a delighted shriek. "Flindaran! You' re here! Ch, it's been such a long time. Wat's
Ciaron |ike?"

"It's a city," Flindaran said, hugging her

"l know that! | nmeant, what kind of a city is it? Gendron says they have dancing every night, and
magi ¢ shows, and—

"CGendron hasn't been in Garon for a long tinme."

"Was he only teasing ne? He would!" The girl stepped
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back, and Emereck got his first clear | ook at her. Even wearing a slight pout, her face was
strikingly pretty. Her hair was arranged in an intricate series of curls, and her gown was a bit
over-el aborate for Enereck's taste.

Fl i ndaran, too, was studying her. "Lords, you've grown up pretty, Talerith!"

The pout vani shed at once. "Yes, haven't |1? Come sit down and tell nme about your travels."

She started to draw Flindaran forward, but he pulled back and turned toward Enereck. "First | want
you to neet—=

"Ch, you' ve brought a minstrel! Then we can have nusic at supper tonight.'
Flindaran. "But | don't want nusic now, | want to talk to you."
"Emereck's a friend of mne," Flindaran said, frowning. "Avisitor."

"Ch." She turned and | ooked at Enereck nore closely. From her expression, Enmereck judged she was

Talerith smled up at
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not favorably inpressed. Then she smiled brightly. "Well, if he's a friend of yours, then I4+'m
sure he's very wel cone.”

Emereck bowed. He saw Talerith steal a furtive |look at Flindaran, then she stepped forward and
hel d out her hand. "I'm pl eased—that is, welcone to Mnathlan, Mnstrel."

"I give you thanks for your wel cone, ny lady," Enereck said as he took her hand and bent to Kkiss
her fingers.

The hand was withdrawn as soon as he let it go. "Sit down, please, and tell me about C aron,"”

Tal erith said.

As she turned to take her own chair, Enereck saw her surreptitiously brush her fingers against her
skirt. Suddenly he felt tired, too tired to face a conversation of artificial courtesy. "I beg you
will excuse ne, ny lady," he said.

Talerith's face brightened, then clouded again as Flindaran turned. "Wat? You' re not serious,
Emer eck! "

"I"'mquite serious. I'm... a bit tired."

"l suppose you want to practice some nore of those boring scales.” Flindaran studied him then-
shrugged.
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"Al'l right, then, let's go. |I'll be back in a mnute or two, Taierith."

"Flindaran, you can't!" Taierith threw Enereck an angry |ook. "You just got here!"

"What's the matter with you? Look, | have to go. Emereck hasn't been in M nathlan before; he'l

neverfind his roonms again wthout some help."
"Liana can show him | want you to stay here."

"Taierith—=

"I have no objection to the lady Liana's conpany, if she is willing to | end ne her help," Enmereck
put in.

Fl i ndaran gl anced at himin surprise, and Emereck felt his face grow warm A | ook of sudden
enlightennment replaced Flindaran's slightly puzzl ed expression, and he grinned. "Is that all right
with you, Lee? Go on, then, I'll be by later. He's three doors down the hall by the library.”

Enereck bowed again and turned to go. Taierith shot hima | ook of profound dislike as he left, and
he wondered what he had done to earn her disfavor. Then he was standing in the corridor outside
with Liana. He felt as though he ought to say sonmething, but he could not think of a single remark
that woul d not sound vacuous. Finally he settled for a sinple thank you, which he thought had the
merit of being sincere, even if it was extrenely unoriginal. He cleared his throat. "I amgratefu
for your courtesy, lady."

"Ch, you don't need to thank ne! Flindaran was right; you really do need soneone to show you your
way. Mnathlan is a dreadful maze if you don't know how to get around it."

"Havi ng you as a gui de nakes a pl easure of a necessity."

Li ana | aughed delightedly. "1'd heard that all minstrels had tongues of silver; now | believe it!"
"The phrases cone fromtraining and habit," Emereck said, flushing. "But the nmeaning is sincere."
"l don't doubt it." Liana sniled, then glanced back over her shoulder with a thoughtful

expression. "lIt's a pity you couldn't have . "
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Her voice trailed off, but Enmereck had a fair idea what she was referring to. "It seened to ne
that Lady Taierith would have been ill-pleased by ny presence no matter what | did,"

"Taierith is Lord D ndran's youngest daughter, and she's been alternately indul ged and ignored
since her nmother died. I"'mafraid it hasn't been very good for her."

Enereck considered that a nasterpiece of understatenent. He did not quite feel able to say so;
such direct criticismof his host's daughter would be unwi se at best. He said instead, "That
explains a little, but | confess | do not see why she dislikes me so nuch. O have | entirely

m sread her?"

"I think she woul d di slike anyone she thought night take Flindaran fromher. He's always been her
favorite brother."

"There is nmore than that, | think."
Liana bit her lip. "Taierith is ... very conscious of her noble birth. Too conscious, perhaps."
"I see." Though Enmereck s experience with nobles was slight, he had encountered enough of themto

realize that minstrels were not wel comed everywhere with respect and friendship. Taierith was
apparently one of those who felt that musicians were desirable, so long as they did not attenpt to
mngle with nobility on anything approaching an equal footing. He was silent for the remainder of
the walk to his room and though his parting fromLiana was friendly, his thoughts were el sewhere.
The Duke of Mnathlan sat in his study, thinking. After a tinme, he rose and went to one of the
bookcases that lined the room He selected an ancient, battered volune bound in green |eather and
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returned to his desk. For nearly an hour, he worked his way carefully through the book, turning
each page gently so that the brittle paper would not crack

Finally he closed the book. He sat looking at it, his expression as unreadable as it had been
during his discussion with Emereck and Flindaran about the Harp of Inach Thyssel. Then he pulled a
sheet of paper toward

64 Patricia C. Wede

hi m and reached for the inkwell.

When the letter was finished, he set down the pen and bent toward the thin strip of carving that
circled the edge of his desk. A nonment later, there was a barely audible click. A small drawer
sprang out of what had appeared to be solid wod. The Duke renoved a gold seal and a hal f-burned
stick of sealing wax. Wth these he sealed the letter. The hot wax glowed briefly as the sea
touched it.

The Duke smiled faintly as he regarded the i mage stanped on the wax—a tree with three noons
tangled in its branches. He returned the seal and the stick of wax to the secret drawer and cl osed
it. Then he rang for a servant to arrange for the letter's delivery.

The three dancers | eapt and spun with suprene grace. Shalarn watched with an outward appearance of
attention; it would not do to offend her host even slightly. Inwardly, she resented the necessity
of attending this dinner. She would have nmuch preferred a cold supper in a quiet room and the
chance to ponder carefully some of her nost pressing probl ens.

Chi ef anobng these was the report her men had brought at last. Far from providing the explanations
she had sought, it sinply posed nore questions. The Ci | har's purpose remai ned unknown, and he
seened to have acquired a nunber of conpanions. There were the two young nen who might be nere
counters in this gane, or mght be active players. Then there was the wonman, who was clearly no
nmere i nnkeeper. No sorceress of such ability woul d waste her tinme sweeping and scrubbing for |ong.
Unfortunately, Shalarn had no idea who the pseudo-innkeeper might really be. For three days, ever
since her nmen had returned, she had used every resource at her disposal to discover the nane of

t he dark-haired woman who had destroyed her spell at the inn. She had not succeeded. Shal arn
frowned. Surely soneone nust know her! A sorceress of such power—

"The danci ng does not pl ease you, ny |ady?"

Prince Lanyk's voice was alnost in her ear, and it took
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all her control to keep fromjerking away. "It pleases nme greatly, sire."

"Yet you frowned."

"l was but concentrating, to be sure of following the subtleties of their skill."

"Ah. |, too, admire subtlety."

"It is a valuable trait in a ruler," Shalarn said denurely.

Lanyk smiled and noved on. Shalarn did not quite breathe a sigh of relief. She could see his wife
wat chi ng them surreptitiousl y—what was her nane? Ch, yes, Tammis. It was a neasure of her

i mportance that Shal arn had been nearly a nonth at Lanyk's court and could still be in doubt of
her name. Shal arn dism ssed her with a nental shrug, and turned her attention back to the prince
Was he yet another player in this intricate gane? She thought of the tenuous web of runor and

i nnuendo she had followed. It had taken her two years of patient work to untangle the strands and
trace their hidden nmeanings; Lanyk did not have the patience for such a task. If he played, he was
a newconer to the gane.

But his coments hinted at sonme know edge. Coul d he be aware of her hidden activities, then? Her
eyes narrowed. The Syaski raiders who had interrupted her men at the i nn—she had assuned their
presence was a coincidence. But if it were not? Lanyk was no true sorcerer, but he m ght dabble
enough that her spells had attracted his attention. O there might be a sorcerer in his enpl oy—
that was nore likely.

She studied himfromthe corner of her eye. Yes, it was possible. She had been carel ess. She

| ooked at himagain, and smiled inwardly. Prince Lanyk might rule his wife with a firm hand, and
Syaskor with an iron fist, but Shalarn sa' Rithven he did not rule at all. Nor would he. She could
manage Lanyk.

A timd hand touched her shoul der. Shalarn turned. To her surprise, it was Tamm s. Shal arn

i nclined her head. "Princess. May | aid your works?"

"Ch! No, I+ just wanted to talk."
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"It's only an “expression fromny honme, ny lady," Shalarn said reassuringly. The little nouse
didn't even have sense enough to check up on the custons of her visitors. "Wiat would you say?"
"I = Tanmi s was cut off by a burst of clapping as the dancers finished. "I hope you are enjoying
your stay."
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"Of course. You and the Prince have been nost kind."

"My husband,"” Tammis said, with a barely perceptible enphasis, "is always ... kind."

So the little princess was neither oblivious nor indifferent to Lanyk's wandering eye! "Sonetinmes,
per haps, too nuch so."

"What do you nean?"

"Way, only that it can be difficult for a guest to refuse an unwanted gift when it is offered with
such great kindness."

"Ah." Tamm s inclined her head. "I pray you, do not feel constrained to accept such a gift if the
Prince should urge it on you."

"Be assured, Princess, | will not."

"I thank you, nmy lady Shalarn. You have greatly eased ny mnd.'* Tanm s gave a small, tight smle
and left.

Shal arn stood | ooking after her and pondering on their conversation. Had it been the
straightforward probe of her intentions that it seened, or had Tanm s been playing a nore subtle
gane? Shal arn disni ssed the thought; whichever it was, it did not matter. She had no intention of
becom ng involved with Lanyk. She had nore inportant things to do. She smled to herself, and went
to take a seat as the minstrels began to play.

Ei ght

1 he day after their interview with the Duke, Emereck and Flindaran finally tracked Gendron down.
Emereck found the heir to M nathlan sonmething of a puzzle. Gendron bore a strong |ikeness to

Fl i ndaran, though he was nearly ten years the elder. The resenbl ance was hei ghtened by his
cheerful, careless attitude, but there were occasional disconcerting flashes of the Duke—a turn of
phrase, a gesture, a raised eyebrow.

They found himin a small sitting room and after introducing Enmereck, Flindaran i medi ately asked
Gendron about Syaskor

"Ch, Lanyk's up to sonething all right," Gendron replied.

"Yes, but what?" Flindaran said in exasperation.

Gendron | aughed. "If | knew what he was after, | mght not have had to cone honme so quickly."
"You wanted to stay in Syaskor?"

"You woul d have, too, if you'd seen the woman Lanyk's got visiting him | think he has plans for
her hinmself, but if |I'd had another two days—

"It takes you that |ong? You're | osing your touch, brother."

"You rush things. | have nore finesse. This woman's
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a Lithmern noble, and you don't—

"What!" Enereck and Flindaran said together

Gendron stared at them "She's a Lithmern nobl ewoman. O rather, she used to be. What's so odd
about that?"

"Fat her hasn't told you about our trip hone, then," Flindaran said. Gendron shook his head.

Fl i ndaran frowned and quickly outlined their encounter with the Lithmern at the inn. He went as
far as his finding Enereck in the forest, and finished with, " and we canped for a coupl e of
days and then canme hone."

Gendron | ooked curiously at Enereck. "It seenms that nminstrels are hardier than |I'd thought. You
don't nmove like a nman who's been recently wounded."

"Your brother exaggerates its seriousness," Enereck said, with a warning | ook at Flindaran
"Doesn't surprise ne." Gendron turned back to Flindaran. "Well, now | see why you were interested
when | nentioned Shal arn."

"Who?"

"The Lithnmern nobl ewoman, idiot! But | can't believe she had anything to do with that raid."

"You know of any other Lithmern in Syaskor?"

"No. But Shalarn's too ... too . "

" Good- | ooki ng?"

" too innocent for that."

"Then where did the Lithmern soldiers we fought at the inn cone fronm?" Enereck said.

"She did bring a few of her nen with her," Gendron adnitted reluctantly. "I saw themonce in a
whil e around the pal ace."

"And you still think she had nothing to do with it?" Flindaran said sarcastically.

"Lanyk probably used her nen behind her back sonehow." Gendron scowed. "I wish I'd known; 1'd

have been nore insistent about inviting her here."
"You nmean you asked this Lithnern woman to come to M nathlan?" Flindaran said. "Are you out of
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your m nd?"

"Not that |'ve noticed."
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"Have you told Father?"

"OfF course not! | don't really expect her to cone, especially with the situation on the border the
way it is."
"I'mafraid I amunfaniliar with the circunmstances," Enereck said. "I would be grateful if you

woul d expl ain."

"It's a bit hard to do clearly,"” Gendron said. "Prince Lanyk has al ways been twi tchy about his
borders; that's why Mnathlan has the Free Riders. Lately, though, he's been worse than usual."
"Oh?" Flindaran said. "Father didn't nention that."

"He wouldn't."

"What do you nean by 'worse than usual'?" Emereck asked.

"H s men have been raiding border villages, he's had Trader caravans searched, things like that."
"The Traders aren't going to like that," Flindaran conment ed.

"If it conmes to that, none of his neighbors like it. He hasn't bothered M nathlan nmuch so far, but
Ki annar told nme Father's doubled the patrols.™

"She didn't nmention that to ne!"

Gendron | ooked at him "How long did you talk to her?"

Fl i ndaran reddened slightly. "well.. ."

"You know, you're lucky you came honme when you did. Another week or two and you'd have had to
swing all the way south of Kith Alunel to avoid trouble."”

"What makes you think I'd want to avoid trouble?"

"I thought you had sense. | see | was wong."

"Then you believe travel west is unsafe?" Enereck broke in

Gendron nodded. "At least it is as |long as Lanyk keeps playing these ganes of his."

"And you have no suspicion as to the reasons for Prince Lanyk's behavi or? Since you have come so
recently from Syaskor, | thought—=

"Nobody there knows anything. O if they do, they aren't tal king about it." Gendron grinned
suddenly. "7 think Lanyk's trying to start a war in order to get away
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fromthat Clhar icicle he's married to."

"Lanyk married a Cilhar?" Flindaran said in surprise. "Wen did that happen?”

"A couple of years ago, right after you went off to G aron. Didn't you hear about it there?"
"Yes, but | didn't know the bride was a Cilhar! | thought Syaski hated C | har."

"They do. But that didn't stop Lanyk. Myself, | don't see why he bothered."

" Cho"

"Tammis is the dullest woman |'ve ever laid eyes on. She's plain, she's boring, she never says
anyt hi ng, and she creeps around after Lanyk |like a shadow. It'd drive ne crazy in three days."
"She doesn't sound much like a Gl har."

"She's sone sort of renegade fromthe northern nountains. Lanyk tries to keep it quiet, but it's
conmmon gossip at court whenever he's not around.”

"And you have the biggest ears this side of the Muntains of Mrravik."

Gendron grinned again, unoffended. "That's why Father sent ne to Syaskor in the first place.
Anyway, | think all Lanyk's really looking for is an excuse to get away fromhis wife."

Sonething in Gendron's tone caught Enmereck's attention. "Looking for?"

Gendron shrugged. "The story is that Lanyk's |ooking for sonmething he wants very badly. Mself, |
don't believe it."

"Wy not ?"

"Because supposedly he doesn't know what it is he's |looking for. Even Lanyk isn't that fuzzy-
headed. "

Fl i ndaran and Enmereck exchanged gl ances. "You're right,’
Where'd you pick up a tale like that, anyway?"
"Servants," Gendron said with a touch of snugness. "No one el se ever talks to them but they find
out everything."

"Except why Lanyk's acting like he wants to start a war."
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"He probably doesn't know hinmself. If you ask ne, he's not much for brains.”

They talked for a few nore mnutes, then Enereck took his | eave. As he wal ked down the hall, he
could hear the brothers exchanging uniformy | ow opinions of Prince Lanyk, Syaskor, and the
Syaski . Emereck ignored them The conversation had disturbed himdeeply, and he wanted to set his

Fli ndaran said. "It doesn't make sense.

file:/l/G|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20...20-%20The%20Harp%200{%20Imach%20Thyssel.txt (29 of 94) [2/14/2004 1:07:44 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%620-%20L yra%20Universe%6203%20-%20The%20Har p%200f %620l mach%20T hyssel .txt

t houghts in order.

It was clear from Gendron's coments that there was no hope of leaving for Caron in the near
future. Emereck accepted it, though not wi thout m sgivings. He had an uneasy feeling that

sonet hing was form ng out beyond Mnathlan, a web of intrigue waiting to snare him He could
glinpse its outline only dimy, but he was nonetheless certain it was there.

But the hints he had were so vague! The Lithnern nobl ewoman in Syaskor—was she really a dupe of
the Prince, as Gendron thought? It didn't seemto fit. And was Prince Lanyk | ooking for the Harp
of I mach Thyssel ? It seenmed likely, yet how had he | earned of its existence? And how was it that
he did not know what he sought? Then there were Ryl, Kensal Narryn, and Prince Lanyk's Cil har

wi fe. None of them appeared to fit anywhere in the woefully inconplete pattern Enereck was trying
to devel op, yet he was sure they shoul d.

Enmer eck shook his head. He shoul d have found out nore about the conditions in Syaskor before he
had I eft C aron. There nust have been some ninstrels in the Guildhall who had been there. But how
could he have guessed then what he woul d need to know? Feeling frustrated and confused, Enereck
began | ooking for the way back to his room

Enereck spent the next few days learning his way around Castle Mnathlan and trying to renenber
the nanes and positions of Flindaran's assorted relatives. In addition to Gendron, Talerith,

Ki annar, and Liana, there was another full sister, several half brothers, and a number of nore
di stant kin. Emereck could only be
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grateful that Graven had not yet returned to add to his confusion

H s friendship with Liana progressed well, in spite of Flindaran's heavy-handed assi stance.
Unfortunately, Talerith's dislike had al so becone nore evident. Flin-daran seenmed to be the only
person in the entire castle who was not aware of her attitude. Enereck avoi ded her as nuch as he
coul d, and remained scrupul ously polite when he could not.

In his spare monments, he worried about the Harp. He mistrusted the suave Duke of M n at Man
whose only response to his respectful request for further information had been a raised eyebrow
and a few politely vague phrases. The Harp of Inmach Thyssel would be a tenptation indeed to any
nobl enan, particularly one whose nei ghbors were as troubl esone as the Syaski. He m strusted

Fl i ndaran, who appeared to have forgotten the Harp entirely. Enereck did not believe that was
possi bl e. Mst of all, he mistrusted hinself.

It would be so easy to take the Harp for his own, and use it to nake hinself a hero, a Healer, a
great minstrel. Though he did not believe he woul d be successful in any of those roles, he found
it difficult to banish their seductive pictures fromhis mnd. At times he found hinself w shing
al nost desperately for soneone, anyone to take the Harp away from hi m before he succunbed. As a
result, he grew nore and nore anxious to | eave M nathl an

To add to his nental disconfort, his nightmares returned. On his second night in M nathlan
Enereck woke sweating froma dreamfull of tw sted shapes and screanms. He paced the floor unti
his breathing was nore normal, then | ay down again, but he was unable to sleep. The experience was
repeated again, and again. By his fourth norning in M nathlan, Emereck was beginning to fee

deci dedly out of sorts.

He was al so, apparently, beginning to |look less than well. "Wat's wong with you?" Flindaran
demanded as they left the breakfast hall
"Not hi ng. "
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"Then you' ve been rubbing soot under your eyes."

Enereck | aughed in spite of hinself. "I hadn't realized | | ooked as bad as that."
"Well, you do. So what is it?"
"I haven't been sleeping well, that's all."

Fl i ndaran studied him frowning. "Muybe you shouldn't try to play for the feast tonight. Talerith
wi Il be disappointed, but—=

"Wait a minute! |'msupposed to play for a feast tonight? Wen did this happen?"

"Didn't Talerith tell you?"

"No. She didn't."

"That featherbrain! Ch, well, it shouldn't matter nmuch. It's nore of a fanily party than a feast,
really; nothing el aborate.”

"I see." Enmereck did indeed see. He had no doubt that Talerith had deliberately neglected to
informhim It was a spiteful gesture, nore irritating than truly troubl esone; no mnstrel worthy
of the title would be unable to nanage a spur-of-the-nmonent perfornmance. Unl ess she had sonething
el se planned as well...

"I think it'll do you good," Flindaran said persuasively. "It won't hurt you to show off a
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little.'

"What ? Ch, of course. |I'Il be glad to play, Flindaran. | was just. .. thinking about which songs
woul d be appropriate.” There was a ballad about a proud King' s daughter who was outwitted by a

swi neherd and forced to marry him Wth very little adjustrment, he could nake it pointed enough
that Talerith could not possibly mss the hint. And there was anot her song about a wonman who
scorned her true | ove because he cane dressed in rags. Talerith would be furious. Emereck began to
smle. Flindaran was right; it could well be a very satisfying evening. He | ooked up. Flindaran
was wat ching himw th narrowed eyes. "Somethi ng wong?" Enereck said.

"1've seen that expression on your face before, and it always nmeans trouble for sonmebody. What're
you up to?"

Enereck tried to think of a way of distracting him
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"How woul d you like to do a duet with me tonight?"

"You're mad," Ftindaran said with conviction

"I amnot. It would give you a chance to 'show off a little.
"Al'l the songs | know are the kind that shouldn't be sung in front of |adies."

"You know *The Wandering Kni ght.* And you've done it enough that we wouldn't need nuch practice."
"I'd sound like a crow."

"Nonsense. A raven, at the very worst."

"For the last time, | won't do it!"

"Good. If that's your last refusal, you'll have to say yes when | ask you again."

Fl i ndaran began to | augh. "You nust be the stub-bornest nan east of the Ml yranne Sea!"
"I"'mgood at what | do," Enereck said blandly. "Now, about the duet. .. ?"

"Al right, 1'll think about it."

"You're sure you won't—

"I said I'Il think about it! But don't plan on it."

"l suppose I'll have to be satisfied with that. I"'mgoing to go practice; |let me know when you

meke up your mnd." Thoroughly pleased with the success of his distraction, Enereck took his

| eave.

He returned to his roons and began drawing up a list of songs for the evening, along with a few
alternatives he could use if his audience seened bored with his original selections. He | abored
over it for some time, then set it aside and turned to "adapting" a few of the songs to suit his
pur pose. Wien he finished, he picked up his harp and began running through them

He made a few nore changes to the first song, and began on the next. He fell quickly into the
rhythmof it. He let his fingers nove autonmatically while his mind listened critically to the
musi c. He was playing well today, he thought, very well. It was a pity he hadn't brought a better
instrument with him the little traveling harp was well enough for inns and taverns, but a

nobl eman' s hall deserved sonethi ng grander

Abruptly, Enereck drew back fromthat |ine of
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t hought. He becane aware that he was staring at the chest in the corner of the room sonehow he
had turned his chair as he played without realizing it. He felt suddenly chilled. H s hands were
still moving over the harpstrings; he pulled themaway and the nusic died in a broken jangle. In
the silence that foll owed, Enereck heard the fading silver echo of another harp

Unbel i eving, he stared at the chest. The Harp of Imach Thyssel was inside, wapped in cloth and
covered with Iinen. The strings should be muffled too thoroughly to make a sound. Slowy, he rose
and wal ked forward. He knelt by the chest and raised the Iid. The |linen | ooked undi sturbed. He
removed it and lifted out the bundled Harp

The wapping fell away. He shoved it aside and picked up the Harp. He turned it over in his hands,
running his palms along the ivory surface, feeling the occasional roughness of the scratches that
marred its snoothness. It was plain, heartlessly plain-bone-white as dragon's teeth. Carefully, he
laid a hand flat against the strings. A bead of sweat ran down his back

Soneone knocked at the door. Enereck junped. His hand jerked away fromthe Harp, and the strings
rang faintly. He stared, appalled. He hadn't |ocked the door! "A noment!" he called, but the door
was al ready swi nging inward.

"Denon's teeth, Emereck, what are you doi ng?" Flindaran denanded

"I was .. . checking the Harp," Emereck said lanely. Inwardly, he was shaken. Anyone coul d have
wal ked in and found himwi th the Harp! How coul d he have been so carel ess?

"What for? Oh, never mnd." Flindaran paused, then grinned sheepishly. "I just canme to—well, to
tell you that I'lIl sing after all. If you're still interested.”

"Ch! Yes of course |I'minterested. |'mnot going to let you out of it that easily. Just a mnute
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while | put this away." Wth hands that trenbled slightly, Enmereck returned the Harp and the linen
to the chest and lowered the lid. He et out a long breath, half sigh and half sob,
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then turned to discuss the com ng performance with his reluctant friend.

Ryl | eaned on the windows!!!, her dark blonde hair falling | cose around her shoulders like a
girl's. "lIt's here," she said softly.

Kensal gl ance past her,'to where Castle M nathlan stood at the center of the town. "You're sure.”
"Of course."

"Then what's next? Taking it back?"

"First | nust learn a little about the Duke and his fanm |y, and discover what obstacles we may
face besides the Harp itself. The Harp—

"—does not nove easily fromone owner to another. You' ve said that before," Kensal said, grinning.
"What ot her obstacles are you anticipating?"

"There are many possibilities. The Lithmern who set on us at the inn, for instance. They may be
working for Lithra, or for Syaskor, or for the Shadow born thensel ves."

"Or for soneone else entirely.”

"Yes. And there is the current Duke of Mnathlan to consider. | know little of himpersonally, but
his famly tends to be ... resourceful.”

"I believe the C | har have a sonmewhat sinilar reputation.”

Ryl smiled. "It is one reason | amglad of your help. But | think your part will cone later."

"How nuch later? We only have two weeks left."

"l do not know. Soon, | hope."

"If you plan to stay long, we'll need nore than this." Kensal waved at the tiny, sparely furnished
roomthey had rented.

"That | |eave to you."

"You have other plans for this afternoon?"

Ryl's smile widened. "Castle Mnathlan prepares a feast tonight. They will need extra servants for

it. I believe |I shall offer nyself."

"You nmake an unlikely kitchen maid."
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"No nmore than | do an innkeeper. Cone, | am anxious to begin."

Kensal nodded. They left the roomtogether. Qutside the inn they separated. Kensal started toward

the main part of the town to I ook for news of |odging places, while Ryl began the Iong walk up to

Castl e M nathl an.

Ni ne

1 he feasting hall of Castle Mnathlan was large and I ess than half full. Rich tapestries covered

the gray stone walls, but Emereck could not help noticing that nost of themwere in older styles

of workmanshi p. The linen that draped the tables was snowy white, and the graceful w ne decanters

were polished silver.

The guests included a few notables fromthe town around the castle, but nbst of those present

were, as Flindaran had prom sed, "famly." To Enereck's surprise, the group | ooked little

different fromthe gatherings of nerchants he had seen in G aron. He had expected a richer

at nrosphere anong the nobility.

Talerith had arranged the seating, and Enereck found hinself placed at the | ow end of the side

table. He did not find this as annoying as he might have, primarily because Liana had sonmehow been

seated next to him "This is an unexpected pleasure,” he said as he rose to greet her

"It is? OCh, dear, | thought everyone was told about the seating arrangenments in advance. Talerith
" Liana glanced toward the head table and si ghed.

Ener eck suppressed an urge to volunteer his opinion of Talerith. There was no reason to chance

spoi ling
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Liana's enjoynent of the feast. "It is hardly of great inportance," he said instead.

Li ana | ooked at Enereck and smiled. "At least it was a pl easant surprise."

"Never doubt it."

"Perhaps now | can finally hear about your journey from C aron," she said as she seated herself.
"It was not particularly interesting, | fear."

" Cho"

"One caravan journey is very |like another."

"Talerith has been having a gane with me, | see. |I'll have to speak to her."

"What do you nean?"
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"Ch, she's been dropping nysterious hints about Flindaran's trip hone for the past few days.
There's no harmin it.”

"l see." Emereck | ooked toward the head table. Flindaran sat next to Talerith; he was reaching
forward to till her glass. He said sonething to her, and she | aughed and tossed her head. Enereck
frowned. Surely, Flindaran had enough sense not to trust the secret of the Harp of Inmach Thysse
to such a spoiled child! But Flindaran did have a tendency to boast about his exploits. He m ght
have tried to inpress her with the tale of their fight at the inn."

Liana's eyes followed Emereck's. "I don't think it's Flindaran," she said, nisinterpreting
Emereck' s expression. "He likes Talerith too nmuch to tease her that way."

"Entirely too nmuch,"” Enereck nuttered. He had never actually asked Flindaran not to speak of the
Harp; he'd just assumed . .. And Flindaran had been spending nuch of his tinme with his youngest
sister since their arrival in Mnathlan. He | ooked toward the head table once nore. Talerith
seened to be teasing Flindaran about sonething. How much did she know?

"What did you say?"

"l believe you are correct. Flindaran is unlikely to have been teasing Lady Talerith in that
fashion."

"I wish— Liana stopped. She threw hima quick sidelong glance, then began studying her plate with
a
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pensi ve expression

"I hope |'ve not displeased you,
"Not exactly.*'

Enereck*s heart sank. "Forgive nme, lady. |—
"There isn't anything to forgive." Liana threw hi manother glance and returned to studying her
plate with renewed intensity. "I just wish you didn't feel you had to be quite so fornmal all the
time."

"l beg your pardon?"

"It's the way you speak. Wen you're with Flindaran you rel ax, but whenever you're with anyone you
don't know well, you sound like the Oficer of Protocol at King Birn's court."

"l do?"

"I'"'mnot sure whether it's because you don't trust yourself or because you don't trust other
people, but it doesn't really matter. Maybe it's a little of both."

Emereck hardly heard her. "I hadn't realized."

Li ana | ooked up and smiled slightly. "I didn't think so. Now tell ne about. .. about G aron. Is
the marketplace really larger than the one in Kith Al unel ?"

Enmer eck wel coned the change in subject. He made polite conversation with one half of his nind
while the other half worried about Flindaran, Talerith, and the Harp. He watched the head table
surreptitiously all evening. Talerith appeared to be enjoying herself enornously. Flindaran
flirted outrageously with every wonman who came near him H's father's presence appeared to have
very little effect on his behavior. Gendron seemed nore subdued, but Enereck noticed the lingering
gl ances the serving wonen gave him and decided that Gendron was at | east as successful as his
brother. Only one of the wonen, a tall, rather plain blonde, payed no particular attention to

ei ther of the two nmen.

The Duke of M nathl an observed themall with a detached, slightly cynical air. Several tines

Emer eck saw the Duke glance in his direction. He added Lord Dindran to his list of imrediate
worries. The Duke was not a nan he would care to cross, and if he had plans of
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his own for the Harp .

Ener eck shook hinmself. This was ridicul ous! He was begi nning to suspect everyone of wanting the
Harp. He had no real reason to worry about Lord Dindran, and Flindaran seened no nore interested
in the Harp than he was in listening to Enereck practice. Gendron did not even know of the Harp's
exi stence, unless Flindaran or the Duke had told him Enereck frowned and told hinself sternly to
forget the Harp, at |east for the evening. He was not successful

The nmeal ended at |ast, and Enmereck got up to play. He began with a well-known ballad and fol | owed
with one of the newer songs that had cone east to C aron from Rat hane. Both were well received. He
sang the first of his "adjusted" songs, and grinned inwardly at Talerith's scow. To keep her off
bal ance, he played a couple of lively dance tunes, then swept into an even nore pointed ball ad.
Talerith's face, flushed from danci ng, darkened as Enereck sang. He gl anced at the Duke and saw a
gl eam of anusenent on his face. Flindaran seenmed as unaware of the barbs in Emereck's song as he
had been of Talerith's attitude.

Enereck ended the song. Talerith opened her nouth, then licked her lips and closed it tightly.

Emer eck said, noting her expression
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Emereck was surprised at her restraint. He'd expected her to nake a show of tenper at |east.

Per haps she had sone other plan, but unless she wanted to nake a scene, she would have to wait
until he asked for requests. He | ooked at her again, and suddenly he was certain that was why she
was waiting. Well, he could avoid it easily enough

He bowed and raised a hand, and the hall quieted. "It is a customanong mnstrels to ask now what
songs their listeners would hear," Emereck said. He saw Talerith |lean forward eagerly, and he
smil ed and continued snoothly, "But tonight | plan something different. Lord Flindaran will join
me for the next song—¥he Song of the Wandering Knight.' Flindaran!"

Fl i ndaran rose anm d nuch appl ause, and Talerith closed her nouth in an angry pout. Emereck sniled
as
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his friend joined him and with a flourish he played the opening notes of the song:

"A knight canme riding down the road,

Her arnmor mirror-bright, Her sword was silver in the sun, Her horse was purest white.

"Ch, she was fair and strong and brave

And none could match her might; No warrior, w zard, king or knave Coul d best the Wandering Kni ght.
"She cane to Riven's castle gate

Where seven rivers run. She stayed one night, and when she | eft She stole Duke Riven's son

"The kni ght went on to old Rathane

And stole a Baron's horse, Then sold it to the Earl of Tom For twi ce what it was worth!

"A barman bet she could not drink

A quart of Kingman's Rye. The knight, she nodded carelessly And drained the barrel dry.

"She drove the thieves fromRotrin Wod

Until not one renai ned, And when the town refused to pay She drove them back again

"She fought the Wtch of Mdrlang Isle

From dawn to dusk of day; Then they went drinking in the town Before she went away.

"Six men set on her |late one night To steal her purse away.
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When she killed two the others fled; They're running to this day.

"For she was fair and strong and brave

And none could match her might; No sword that swng in all the land Coul d best the Wanderi ng

Kni ght . "

The | ast chords of the song were drowned in appl ause. Enmereck bowed, smiling, though he knew t hat
the enthusiasmhad nore to do with Flindaran's participation than with the quality of the
performance. Not that they had done badly. On the contrary, Flindaran had done very well indeed.
Enereck nade a nental note to persuade Flindaran to try perfornming nore often. He bowed again, and
noti ced the blond serving woman watching themintently. So she was not as indifferent to

Fl i ndaran's charns as she pretended!

Flindaran returned to his seat, and Emereck announced his next song. Suddenly, he saw a stir at
one of the side doors. He paused. KJannar canme into the hall, her face set. There was a buzz of
conversation, which died as she strode toward the Duke. She spoke to himfor a nonent in a | ow
voi ce, then bowed and stepped asi de.

The Duke rose. "My apologies to you all, but | fear | nust |eave. You will oblige nme by continuing
the festivities in nmy absence." He bowed to the astoni shed assenbly and turned to acconpany

Ki annar .

A babbl e of voices rose around the tables, then was cut short by a piercing shriek. In the open

doorway stood a fat, red-faced wonman, tears running down her face. "It's the R ders! The Free
Ri ders are back, and dear Lord Craven's killed!"
"Quiet, you fool!" Kiannar said harshly.

The fat wonman did not seemto hear. "They've killed him" she cried. "Ch, he's dead, he's dead,
he's dead!"
Ki annar stepped forward and gave the woman a resoundi ng sl ap. The woman threw her hands over her

face and burst into racking sobs. Kiannar took her arm and pushed her out of the hall, then turned
back to the
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crowd. "Craven's not dead," she said in a loud voice. "I saw himmnyself before | canme here."

"What' s happened, then?" soneone shouted.

Lord Dindran | ooked coldly in the direction of the voice, and abruptly there was silence. "A group
of Free Riders have returned fromthe border of Syaskor," the Duke said at |ast.

An uneasy nurnuring rustled through the hall, then quieted. The Duke bowed nockingly. "Thank you
for your attention. My son Graven has also returned. He is apparently gravely wounded—but not,
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beli eve, dead. No doubt | shall learn the truth of this nyself if | amever allowed to | eave."
No one said a word. The Duke*s gaze swept the crowd. "Very good. As your curiosity seens
satisfied, I will now withdraw. My son Gendron will preside until | return."” The Duke bowed again

and left the hall. Kiannar followed, closing the door behind them In the stunned sil ence, Enereck
| ooked back at the head table. Flindaran was white. Gendron was scowing angrily. Talerith sat
hunched over her plate. As Enereck's eyes reached her, she | ooked up

"Play, minstrel!" she said shrilly. "Play something gay. Play sonething!"

Emereck stared at her. He saw the guests shift unconfortably in their seats as Talerith said
again, "Play!" Then he raised his hands. Still staring at Talenth's angry, frightened face, he

pl ucked t he opening notes of the song he'd been working on since the night in RyFs inn

"Dark water, still water, darker yet the sky; Shadowed was the path beyond and cold the w nd

on hi gh.

Bl ack forest, old forest, nmurky, dead, and dry; Dark the day and dark the way when Corryn went

to die.

Barren fields behind himstretched, and dark and enpty roons
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Where lay the young lord's wife and child all silent

in their tonmbs. H's thoughts were set on vengeance then, as he

rode through the gloom Sorrow keen for child and queen drove Corryn to

hi s doom

Past the | ake and through the trees, up to his

brother's door, He nade his way, and—=

"Stop!" Talerith's voice cut across the song. "Stop it!" she cried again, and burst into tears.
Enereck | owered his hands, shaken. \What had possessed hin? "Corryn's R de" was a grimsong at any
time, but now when one of Flindaran's brothers was badly injured and perhaps dying ... He was
dimy aware of the shocked expressions of the Duke's guests, and of Liana hurrying toward
Talerith, but his attention was centered on the head table and Flindaran's tightly controlled
face.

Gendron rose. As he bowed to the guests, his resenblance to the Duke seemed nuch stronger than it

had been earlier. "Under the circunstances, | think it is best to end this evening early. | am
sure nmy father will informyou of whatever news the Ri ders have brought. In the neantime, | ask
your pardon for this unconfortable finish to our feast. Fare you well."

Emereck sat motionless, still watching Flindaran, as the people around himbegan to | eave. Liana
hel ped Talerith out through a private door at the back of the hall. Gendron | ooked at Enereck

"You will answer to ny father for this, nmnstrel."

"Yes, ny lord," Emereck said without turning.

At the sound of Enereck's voice, Flindaran | ooked at himat last. Hi s face was expressionless.
Their eyes nmet, and Emereck swal |l owed. "Flindaran, |-

Fl i ndaran made a chopping gesture with one hand. "Later," he said, and his voice was strained.
"When I've .. . Later." He turned and left the hall. Gendron
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st ood wat ching Enereck a nmonment |onger, then followed his brother

Wth a nmuffl ed oath, Emereck sprang to his feet and all but ran out of the hall. He barely noticed
the bl onde serving woman in the shadows watchi ng himthrough narrowed eyes.

Ten

JJ/ mereck was not sure how | ong he wandered through the castle halls, but it seened as if it had
been hours. The passageways seened nore nazeli ke than ever. He was unable to keep out of the way
of the servants, and even if he had been certain he knew how to find his room he was not ready to
return to it.

Finally he blundered into the enpty courtyard at the rear of Castle Mnathlan. He sighed in relief
as the door closed behind him no one was likely to disturb himhere. He wal ked down the staircase
and seated hinself on the bottom step, |eaning back against the wall. The stone was cool agai nst
his back, even through the cloth of his tunic. Nunbly, he stared up at the stars. Kaldarin had not
yet risen; Elewth was a | opsided silver-green oval overhead. The noonlight gave a faint greenish
sheen to the stone staircase.

He did not understand what was happening to him He knew better than to play death songs in the
presence of the dying, yet he had allowed his resentnent of Talerith to goad himinto playing

"Conyn's Ride." It was a mistake, he told hinmself, only a m stake, but he felt as if he had
betrayed all the teachings of his Guildhall
87
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And why had the Duke's children reacted so violently to the song? It had been in extrenely poor
taste, but that was not enough to explain Talerith's wild burst of weeping, or Gendron*s sharp
anger. And Flindaran—Enereck flinched away fromthe nenory of Flindaran's face as it had | ooked
just before he left the hall. How could he have guessed that they would be affected so strongly?
He heard a door open behind him and he | eaned backward into the shadows. He did not want to deal
with the castle folk yet. He wanted to think before he had to—

"Enereck?" a soft voice said tentatively. "Mnstrel Emereck?"

"Liana!" Enmereck rose and canme forward in surprise. "What are you doi ng here?"

"Looking for you."

"I see." Emereck turned away. "You know | didn't intend—Fhat is, | amsorry about... what
happened. "

"Of course." Liana sounded nmildly surprised. "But it wasn't your fault, you know. Hesta started
it. Though | can understand why she was upset. She was Craven's nurse, you know. "

"No, | didn't." Emereck hesitated. "How is he?"

"Very bad. The heal er has been with himsince he arrived."

"I"'msorry." Enmereck could have ground his teeth at the i nadequacy of the reply. | should never
have cone here, he thought. He was naking one m stake after another, because he didn't know enough
about this place and the people who lived here. He | ooked at Liana. "I could use an expl anation."
"OF what ?"

"Why everyone behaved |i ke madmen when | sang that song,
done it, but—=

"Oh. Flindaran never told you about Oraven, did he?"
"No." Enereck had trusted Flindaran to tell himthe things he needed to know about M nathlan, and
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Fl i ndaran had not. Emereck suppressed a flash of anger at Flindaran's thoughtl essness; after all
part of the fault was his own. He had never asked.

"I thought as nuch,"” Liana said calmy. "That's why | cane.”

Enmereck | ooked at her, startled. Her face was in shadow, and he could not nmake out her expression
"I'd be grateful if you would explain," he said at |ast.

"Cone and sit down, then, and I'Il tell you."

They settled thensel ves on the | ow stone wall that ran along one side of the staircase. Enereck

| ooked at Liana expectantly.

"Oraven is ... special," Liana began. "Special to everyone in M nathlan, even Lord Di ndran, though
he doesn't show it often. He's about five years younger than Gendron, and he's never been as wld
as the Duke's other sons. He's a—a very sweet, generous person, and everyone | oves him. "
Enereck shifted unconfortably. Liana's information did not explain anything. The reaction of the
guests had already told himthat Oraven was highly thought of. Surely there was nore than that?
"Oraven's the only one of the famly who was ever close to all of the others. But he was
especially close to Flindaran, before Flindaran left for C aron. He taught Flindaran how to use a

Emereck said bitterly. "I shouldn't have

sword, and .. . oh, all sorts of things. Even after Oraven nmarried—

"Married?" Enereck said, surprised. "I didn't think any of Flindaran's brothers were married."
"They aren't, now," Liana said softly.

"Ch. | see.™

"No, you don't. Oraven had been married a little over a year when he deci ded he wanted to study
sorcery. Well, | think he'd always wanted it, but he felt he owed something to Lord Di ndran and

his brothers first. So he didn't do anything about it until Flindaran was old enough to be sent to
school in C aron

"Anyway, he went to Kith Alunel to see if he could find a wizard who would teach him Hs wife was
pregnant, but it was still early and he expected to be
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hone before the baby came. Only he was delayed in Kith Alunel, and the baby was early, and his
wife died of it. The child only lived a few hours."

"I"msorry."

Liana smled at him Even in the noonlight he could see that her expression was strained. "G aven

bl aned himsel f, though there's nothing he could have done. | think he still blames hinself. After

Flindaran | eft, Graven gave up the idea of |earning nagic and joined the Free Riders. | think he's

al ways hoped he'd be killed, and now ...
"And now he may have gotten his wish," Enmereck said slowy.
"And everyone knows, but no one really wants to admit it," Liana said, nodding. "So when you sang

* 1

Enmer eck nodded sl ow y. Unknow ng, he had played "Corryn's Ri de"—a song about a man whose wi fe and
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child were dead, and who wanted to die avenging them No wonder Gendron and the others had been
upset! "And Flindaran—=

"He had to leave for Ci aron just one week after Graven cane hone. He wanted to stay and hel p
sonehow-not that there was nuch he coul d have done—but he had to go. He was very unhappy about
it."

"Coul dn't he have delayed it a year?"

Li ana | ooked down. "M nathlan isn't rich. Lord Dindran had already paid for the first year of
teaching. | think he would have let Flindaran stay, but.. ."

"Flindaran would find it hard to ask him | think."

"Yes. So he left."

"I see. Thank you. | understand nuch better now "

Li ana did not answer. They sat for a long tine in silence, while Enereck considered. Finally he
| ooked at Liana. "Wy did you tell me all this?"

"I thought you ought to know," she said sinply. "Especially if—f Gaven
"He's not dead yet, and you said the healer was with him"

"No, he hasn't died. But | think he will. He doesn't want to live."
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Enereck stared. "Were's Flindaran?" he said at last in a voice he hardly recogni zed as his own.

"Wth Graven and the healer and the rest of the famly. At |east he was when | left, and |I don't
thi nk he'd have gone anywhere else. Not now " Liana rose to her feet. "And |I'd better be getting
back in case ... anything happens."”

"I"'mcomng with you," Enmereck said.

" But =

"I have to see Flindaran before 'anything happens.' | have to explai n—=

Emereck broke off as the sound of a single harpnote echoed through the courtyard, soft and pure.
Anot her followed, and another, vibrating in his very bones. He turned and stared at the castle in
horrified disbelief. Flindaran wouldn't, he couldn't have—but the silver sound kept on. The nusic
pulled at himfar nore strongly than it had before. For a nmoment he resisted, then with an

i ncoherent shout, he ran into the castle.

Shal arn's eyes flew open. For a brief instant she lay staring into the darkness, then she threw

t he bedcl ot hes aside and rose. She snatched her robe fromthe bedstand and shrugged it on as she
hurried across to the door of the room where she perforned her sorceries.

A wave and a nuttered word dissolved the | ocking spells that protected her secrets from acci dent al
di scovery. Inside, she paused and concentrated. Yes, she still felt the tug of the nmagic that had
awakened her. She had a little tinme yet. But how nuch?

She pushed the thought fromher nmind and whirled to the high chest beside the door. She yanked two
drawers open and took the things she needed: four candles, a map, a bag of dried herbs, a smal
gol d sphere at the end of a silver chain. In three steps she was beside the table. Her hands shook
with the need for hurry as she spread the nmap flat and set the candles in their places—black to
the north and south, white to the east and west. Carefully, she nade a small pile of the crushed
herbs at the point on the map where Lanyk's castle stood. Then
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she dangl ed the gold sphere above the herbs and began to chant.

A small figure slid silently through the forest south of Mnathlan. Around him rain fell in a

sl ow, drenching drizzle. H s bow and arrows made an oddly shaped bul ge under the green cl oak that
protected themfromthe danp. His face was invisible inside his oiled |eather hood.

Hi s soft boots nade no sound on the wet ground. Though there was no sign of a trail, he noved
surely. Cccasionally he paused to inspect a plant or to exam ne sone nearly invisible mark on the
forest nold.

Suddenly he stopped. He sniffed the night air tentatively, then stood notionless in an attitude of
listening. Water collected in the hollows of his hood and dripped steadily fromthe hemof his
cloak. He did not appear to notice.

The door opened and Kensal |ooked up. "Wl I ?" he said as Ryl entered.

"I'n some ways it went very well."

"I'n some ways?"

"Both of those we sought are there, and they are the two who fought beside us at the inn. One is,
intruth, a minstrel; the other is son to Duke Dindran."

"So all your suspicions were correct."”

Ryl sank into a chair, frowning. "Yes, but | fear it helps us little. The minstrel bears the mark
of the Harp already; | think it is in his keeping."

"Then you know where to find it?"
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"He nust keep it near him or the fear of the burden would not be so clear on him"
Kensal studied her. "You're worried about sonething. Wat?"
"The ot her—the Duke's son. He has been touched as well, though I think in himthe Harp has

awakened desire. | wish | dared | ook nore deeply."”
"I's that necessary? If we know where it is ..."
"Lord Flindaran seens inpetuous. | fear what the
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Harp m ght do in his hands."

"The minstrel seens a nore i medi ate concern,"” Kensal said practically. "He has the Harp, after
all. I"'mglad Flindaran didn't decide to keep it. Taking sonething froma Duke's son could be a
bit awkward."

Ryl smiled and shook her head slowy. "The minstrel is his friend and guest."

“I'f we can get it quickly enough, Flindaran won't becone a problem"

"Do not underestimte— Ryl stopped. Her head turned, and she went pale.

Automati cally, Kensal reached for his sword. "What is it?" Even as he spoke, he knew the answer;
the silver harpnotes rang through the room faint but clear

"He's playing it," Ryl whispered. "By the Four Lights, he's playing it!"

Kensal darted a sharp |look in her direction. Her face was ice-white, and her hands were cl enched
in her lap. She seened to be bracing herself against sonmething, like a nman holding up a falling
wall that threatens to crush him Kensal's eyes wi dened. He junped to his feet and sl anmed the

wi ndow shutters closed. The harpnotes continued w thout change.

Ryl's eyes closed. Her |ips pressed together, and she began to shake. Kensal crossed back to her
and knelt uncertainly beside her chair. He opened his nouth, then closed it again; distracting her
coul d be dangerous to themboth. Finally, he raised his hands and laid themslowy and carefully
on top of Ryl's clenched fists.

Strength drained out of him Ryl's shaking did not |lessen, but it did not grow any worse. He
wonder ed how | ong he could continue to feed her his energy, and what woul d happen to them both
when he had no nore to give. He felt hinself weakening, but he did not nove.

The nusic drew Enmereck through the naze of castle corridors, and he followed it without
hesitation. He passed several servants, all frozen in attitudes of listening, and ran up a flight
of stairs. A door blocked his way, flanked by a half-ensorcelled guard. Before the

94 Patricia C. Wede

man could nove to stop him Enereck burst into the room beyond. He saw Talerith and Gendron
turning toward himw th expressions of benused astoni shment, and an unfaniliar man bendi ng
intently over a still figure in a |large, canopied bed. Enmereck's eyes swept past themto the
source of the nusic.

Fl i ndaran sat beside the bed, holding the Harp of Inmach Thyssel. Some trick of light made it seem
pol i shed and undented, as it nust have | ooked when it was new. There was a | ook of exultation on
Flindaran's face as his hands noved surely over the strings. A detached part of Emereck's mnd
noted that Flindaran had not nade a single m stake in his playing, though he could hardly be
descri bed as even a passable harpist with an ordinary instrument. Flindaran |ooked up and saw him
but his hands never paused.

In three strides Emereck was across the room He jerked the Harp from Flindaran's hands. The nusic
ceased, leaving only a faint echo. He set the Harp carefully on a snall table behind him then
turned back to face Flindaran. "You fool!" he said angrily. "Do you realize what you' ve done?"

As Shal arn began the chant, the four candles lit simultaneously with slender ribbons of fire that
were al nost as long as the candl es thensel ves. Even as their light flared through the chanber, she
felt the faraway tuggi ng cease. Ginmy, she continued the spell, forcing herself to ignore the
cold certainty of failure that was growing in her nind

She finished the spell w thout hope; the silver chain had never even trenbled in her hand. As she
ended the chant, the candl es wi nked out. She lifted the chain and sphere away fromthe map, then
crossed to a chair and sank into it. She sat notionless for several nonments, recovering fromthe
exhaustion of performng sorcery hastily and wi thout proper preparation

And for what? She could try again later to trace the touch of magi ¢ that had awakened her, but it
woul d be a I ong and tedious process. Even if she succeeded, she would be only one of those seeking
for its source; she
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could not be the only wi zard awakened by that pull. She had | ost whatever advantage she m ght have
gai ned by quick action. She slapped a hand against the armof the chair in frustration

Well, it was past mendi ng now. She rose and went back to the chest. Mre by touch than sight, she
found a snall lanmp and Iit it. She replaced the gold sphere carefully in its velvet bag, then
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turned back to the table to put away the map and the candl es. She froze, and then gave a |low cry
of triunph.

The crushed herbs no | onger nade a snall pile above the mark that indicated the castle in which
she stood. They had spread into a thin line that | ed southeast and ended in a second, snaller
pile. Shalarn noved forward to study it nore closely, and her lips parted in a smle. She had not
realized that it was so close. Tonmorrow she woul d nmake her excuses to Lanyk and be on her way to
M nat hl an.

The figure in the forest stood listening for a long tinme. Finally, he relaxed and shook his head
Drops of water flew, striking nearby |eaves and branches and knocking still nore droplets free. He
threw a long, considering | ook northward. Absently, he fingered a snall gold ring that bore the
imge of a tree with three noons tangled in its branches. At last he turned and started back the
way he had come, nmoving swiftly now as well as silently.

Kensal knew he was weakening rapidly, but he clung stubbornly to his post. Finally, the nusic
stopped. He stayed where he was. At last Ryl's shaking stopped too. He let his hands fall to his
side as she opened her eyes. "Thank you," she whi spered.

"You're wel cone,"” Kensal said. H s voice sounded harsh and rusty, as though he had not used it for

along tine. He tried again. "Next tine, you' d better find soneone younger for that. | alnost fee
ny age."

A ghost of a smile crossed Ryl's face. "I will ... try to remenber. Od man." * He licked his
l'ips. "What happened?”

"Sonmeone played the Harp. | was not prepared for
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such a happening."

" Prepared?"

"I will explain later. Now | nust rest."
"You're all right?"

"Mstly." Ryl's voice began to fade. "I need rest now, that is all. Do not worry. | only need to
rest.”

Wth the last word, Ryl closed her eyes. Kensal |ooked at her for a long tine. Finally, he tried

to rise. He alnost fell; he had not realized how weakened he was. He tried again, pulling hinself

up on the arms of the chair, and made it. Carefully, he made his way back to his chair and
collapsed into it.

Along tine later he raised his head. Ryl lay sprawl ed awkwardly in the chair where he had |eft
her. Except for the barely perceptible rise and fall of her chest, she | ooked dead. He sighed and
stood up. This time his legs held him He crossed the roomand placed his arns under her, testing
his strength constantly to be certain it would |ast. He decided it would. He picked her up and
staggered to the bed. Wien Ryl was arranged in a nore confortabl e-1ooking position, he pulled a
chair over to the bedside and settled down to wait.

A tall shadow, cloaked and hooded, stood frowning in Lanyk's tower. So that was what they wanted!
No wonder the Dark Ones had been reluctant to explain fully. And no wonder they had been so free
with information and ... other things. They needed hands to bring it to them WelIl, if they wanted
the thing that had made that mnusic, they would have to find sonmeone else to run their errand.
Sonreone foolish enough to give away such power.

The shadow s eyes narrowed. Time enough for such things |ater, when the nusic-naker was safe in
Syaskor. First it nust be located, and nmen sent after it. Warding spells nust be cast to confuse
any ot her wi zards and magi ci ans who m ght have noticed. And there was Shal arn—she m ght well have
heard the nusic too, and felt its power. She nust be del ayed. That Captain of hers would be usefu
t here. The hooded shadow smiled very, very slightly and slid away to plan

El even

Yhndaran junped to his feet facing Enmereck. H s face was hard. "Move aside, Enmereck."

"No. You have no right—=

"My brother's dying! Mve aside, or I'lIl throw you."

"Nol

Flindaran's lips tightened, and he reached for Enereck. Then, behind him a raspy voice said,
"What's all the shouting?"

"Graven!" Flindaran whirled and knelt beside the bed.

"I mght have known it would be you," Graven said with tired good hunmor. "Can't you do anyt hing
wi t hout naki ng noi se?"

"Graven, you— Flindaran stopped and | ooked anxiously across at the heal er

"Quite remarkable," the little man said placidly in answer to the unspoken question. "He'll need
rest, of course, but | believe the crisis is over." He |ooked speculatively in Emereck's
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direction. "Interesting instrument you have there."

"Not at all," Enereck said coldly.

"l see. Pity." The heal er shrugged.

"Oraven's really all right?" Talerith said breathlessly.
97
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"Yes, of course | am" Gaven said. "Except.
"Except what?" Flindaran demanded instantly.
Graven grinned broadly. "Except that | feel like steeping for a week. Stop fussing over ne,

FI i ndaran!"

"Flindaran, you did it!" Talerith cried. "Ch, you're wonderful!"

Behi nd her, Gendron was eyeing his brother with an expression of surprised respect. Under ot her

ci rcunmst ances, Enereck woul d have found it anusing. Flindaran flushed very slightly and gl anced at
Emer eck, but he did not speak.

"Quite so. But Lord Graven should sleep now," the healer said firnly.

"Not yet," Graven objected. He snothered a yawn. "l've got to talk to Father first."

"Then by all nmeans do so," said the Duke fromthe doorway.

Li ke dolls on strings each head turned toward the door. "Father!" Talerith exclai med.

The Duke surveyed the room "There appear to be a remarkabl e nunber of people present,"” he
comrented. "Since Graven is apparently both out of danger and greatly in need of rest—

"Ch, Father, it was wonderful!"” Talerith said with a gushing enthusiasmthat set Emereck's teeth
on edge. "Flindaran did it all; he found that Harp on his way hone, and—

Sweet denons, Enmereck thought as Talerith chattered on, Flindaran nmust have told her everything!
Hi s anger surged, but he knew he could not confront Flindaran now in the presence of the Duke and
so many others. He fought it down.

"I amquite aware of what Flindaran has done, ny dear,'
his son. "Mre so, perhaps, than he appears to be."
"Sir?" said Flindaran

"l doubt that there is anyone in the city who did not hear your ... er ... performance."

"The whol e cityT" Flindaran repeated nunbly.

"The instrunment woul d appear to carry well."
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"I"'msorry. But | had to do it! Gaven—=

The Duke held up a hand. "Spare ne your justifications, | beg you. | have neither tinme nor
inclination to listen."

"Father, you're not being fair!" Talerith objected angrily. "Flindaran saved Craven's life!"

Lord Dindran | ooked at her. Talerith flushed. "I think it is tine for all of you to go," the Duke
said, and waited.

Gendron bowed i mediately and went to the door. Talerith noved slowy after him Enereck turned
and picked yp the Harp; when he turned back Talerith was glaring at himfromthe open doorway.
"That's Flindaran's harp!" she said angrily.

"Talerith— Flindaran said rising hastily.

"Well, it is! He's just a common minstrel. He can't take it. You can't let him"

Fl i ndaran shifted unconfortably. "I don't think you understand, Talerith. Emereck and | found the
Harp together."

"You saved Graven with it,"'
for Gaven if he'd had it."

"No doubt the two of you find this conversation extrenely edifying," the Duke said. "I, however,
do not. You will oblige ne by continuing it el sewhere."

"But, Father, you can't—=

Lord Dindran said. Hs eyes flickered to

Talerith said stubbornly. "It's yours. He wouldn't have done anyt hing

"Did | ask for your opinion, ny dear?" the Duke said sweetly. "I do not recall it."
Talerith turned bright red. "I beg your pardon, Father."

"Very good. No doubt you will also beg your brother's pardon, since it is his rest you are
del ayi ng. "

"I'msorry, Gaven," Talerith said. She threw her father a | ook of mngled fear and
rebel I i ousness, and swept out of the room

Flindaran started to follow, then hesitated. "Sir, if | may explain—=

"I'n the nmorning. And | shall be less interested in your explanations than in what you propose to
do now that the Harp is no |longer a secret.”
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"Of course, sir." Flindaran bowed and left. Emereck followed his exanple. The Duke did not
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comrent; he did not appear to notice Emereck at all. As the door closed behind him Emereck heard
the Duke say, "Now, Graven, | amentirely at your service."

Fl i ndaran was waiting in the corridor. Enereck wal ked past himw thout speaking, but Flindaran
turned and fell into step beside him Enereck glanced at himand shifted the Harp of Imach Thysse
to his opposite arm

Fl i ndaran flushed. "Emereck ... |I'msorry."

"Sorry!" Enmereck did not try to keep the bitterness fromhis voice. "lIt's alittle late for that,
isn't it?"

"Ch, don't be ridiculous! No real harmls been done."
"Na harnml Everyone in the city knows about the Harp now "
"You' re overdranmati zing."

Enereck stopped and glared. "I heard the nmusic nyself, and | was all the way out in the courtyard.
And I'mnot the only one; everyone in the castle heard it as well."

"Peopl e heard nmusic, so what? If you' d quit shouting about it, no one will know where it cane
from"

"How do you expect to keep it secret? Do you plan to |ock up the guard and the heal er and your

si ster?"

"Ch denmpns, Enmereck, what's so inportant about keeping it secret anyway?"

"How am | going to get it back to G aron quietly if everyone knows what and where it is? | had a
chance when you and the Duke were the only ones who knew about it, but now.. ."

"You' re exaggerating!"

"1 suppose you think no one else would want it?" Enmereck said with biting sarcasm

"Leave it here, then."

"After what you've done? You had no right to take the Harp!"

"I had to! | don't expect you to understand—

"Of course you wouldn't," Emereck said bitterly. "I"'mjust a 'comopn mnstrel.""
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"l didn't nmean that, aniyou know it! You don't have any brothers. How could you understand?"
"Way don't you try understanding? O didn't it occur to you to ask what | thought?"

"Graven was dying! You weren't there, and | didn't have tinme to find you."

"You didn't even try."

"I tell you, there was no time! Wat was | supposed to do, apol ogize to Craven's corpse because
went | ooking for you instead of hel ping hin? | thought you'd be willing to listen."

"You didn't think," Enereck shouted. "You never think! You just go rushing into things wthout
consi deri ng anyt hi ng but what you want. Flindaran, the great hero!"

Flindaran's face was white with anger. "At least | do things instead of just thinking about them
Graven would be dead nowif |I'd stopped to listen to you."

"And what about the price? Did you think of that when you used the Harp?"

"I don't believe there's any 'price' for playing it!"

"And if you're wong?"

Fl i ndaran gl anced back down the corridor in the direction of Oraven's room He hesitated, and his

eyes turned to the harp Emereck held. His face took on a faraway expression. "It was worth it."
"Worth it!" Emereck spat the words.

"Yes, worth it! You'll never know that, because you'll never dare to play it yourself. You're
afraid of the Harp because you're afraid of yourself. | may have nade m stakes, but at |east | had

the courage to try!"

"You'd have done better to have the courage not to

tryt”

"Don't lecture ne! That harp's as much nine as it is yours. We both found it."

"The Harp of |mach Thyssel belongs to the Mnstrel's Guild!'"

"Take it, then! Take it, and nuch good may it do you!" Flindaran spun on his heel and |left.
Enmereck stood | ooking after him Slowy his anger
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drai ned away, |eaving only a nunb resentnent and a tingling sensation where his right armrested
on the Harp. Hastily, he shifted the instrument to his other arm and began wal ki ng toward his own
r oons.

Emereck sl ept very poorly during the remainder of the night, and again his dreanms were night mares
of torture. He awoke determned to | eave M nathlan as soon as possi ble. He spent nearly an hour
conposing a suitably polite message to the Duke, requesting an interview. To his surprise, it was
granted at once, and at mid-norning he found hinself standing in the Duke's study once nore.

"I give you good nmorning, ny lord," Enereck said.
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"And | you," Lord Dindran replied politely, and waited.
"And Lord Graven? How does he do?"

"Consi derably better than m ght have been expected under ... other circunstances."” The Duke
studi ed Enereck for a nonent. "Shall we dispense with this pretense? You asked to see ne."
"My lord. I+ wish to leave Mnathlan. At once. | cane to take ny |eave of you."

"I see." The Duke | eaned back in his chair. "I rather thought it night be that."

"Then you have no objection?"

"I have never had any objection to your |eaving whenever you wi sh. The Harp of Imach Thyssel is
another matter entirely.”

Enereck stiffened. "The Harp belongs in a Guildhall, and the sooner it gets there, the better for
us allt"

"Your faith in your Guild Masters is touching," Lord Dindran comrented dryly.

"You di sagree?"

"Not at all. The Harp of Inmach Thyssel undoubtedly belongs in a Mnstrel's Guildhall—f, indeed,

it can be said to bel ong anywhere. Wich of the Guildhalls will have the dubi ous honor of watching
over it is for themto decide."

"Then | amafraid | do not understand you."

THE HARP OF | MACH THYSSEL 103.

"I am not averse to your departure, with or without the Harp. My objection is to your timng."
"Surely you see why | nust go! Flindaran and |— Emereck hesitated, uncertain of howto finish the
sent ence.

"l amafraid your quarrel with Flindaran, unpleasant as it nmay be, has very little to do with this
matter."

"My lord, | cannot agree. The use of the Harp has nmade nmy position here far nore dangerous than it
has been."

"Cbviously. But | fail to see how | eaving M nat hl an woul d make you any safer."

"But Flindaran— Enereck paused agai n.

"l would also like to point out that none of the argunents agai nst your journey have changed since
yest erday. "

"My |ord?"

"The northern roads are inpassible at this tine of year. King Birn renmains deternined to keep
mnstrels out of Kith Alunel, and the Syaski grow nore active than ever."

"A single traveler may well be able to skirt Syaskor without attracting attention.”

"A single traveler nay al so be easy prey for bandits.™

"M nstrels sel dom have such difficulties, ny lord. Even bandits wel come news and song."

"I will not chance the Harp of Imach Thyssel falling into Syaski hands," Lord Dindran said flatly.
"Nor into the hands of the Lithnern, or of sone band of robbers. Until | amcertain that the Harp
can be noved in conplete safety, it will not be noved at all."

"You're as bad as they— Too | ate, Enmereck realized what he was sayi ng and stopped short.

"l believe | shall forget that remark,"” the Duke said silkily, and Emereck had difficulty keeping
fromcringing. "Provided you do not nmake such a mistake a second tine."

"I amsorry, nmy lord; | amoverwought. | beg your forgiveness."

The Duke studied himthrough narrowed eyes. "I
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have no interest in claimng this Harp. You find that surprising? I do not wish to make M nathl an
the target of every wi zard, thief, and warlord searching for a quick route to fane and power.
Which is precisely what will happen if it becones known that the Harp of Imach Thyssel is here. |
al so have no intention of endangering Mnathlan by allowing the Harp to fall into the hands of

M nat hl an' s eneni es, notably Syaskor. Have | nmade nysel f clear?"

"Perfectly, nmy lord."

"Excellent. In that case, | believe we have nothing further to discuss at present."

"Then forgive nme for disturbing you, ny lord," Emereck said. He rose and bowed, seething inside.
"One last thing," the Duke said as Enereck turned to | eave. "After the events oflast night, |I fear
that the Harp has attracted sonme undesirable attention. | have, therefore, asked my Captain of the
Guard to assign soneone to guard your roomuntil it is safe for the Harp to be noved. | am sure
you understand ny reasoning."

"Of course, ny lord," Enereck said in a colorless voice. He bowed again and left the room qui ckly.
He had no doubt of the Duke's purpose; the guard would protect the Harp fromthieves, but he would
al so prevent Enereck from |l eaving without the Duke's permi ssion. He was still snoldering as he
went back to his room and his tenper was not inproved when he found the prom sed guard al ready
standi ng outside his door. Miuttering curses, Emereck went inside and slamed the door, as if by
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doi ng so he could shut out Mnathlan and all its inhabitants.

TVl ve

I J/mereck did not |eave his roomfor the rest of the day. He was torn between a desire to find

Fl i ndaran and apol ogi ze for his part in their quarrel and a continuing anger that Flindaran had
been so careless with the Harp. Anything night have happened! Bel ow the anger and regret, buried
so deeply Enmereck scarcely adnitted it to hinself, was a strong undercurrent of fear—fear for

hi nsel f, and fear for Flindaran

What price would the Harp clain? For Flindaran's sake, he hoped fervently that the | egends were
wrong, but he did not truly believe it. And no matter what his friend had done, Emereck did not
want to watch what the Harp nust do to him Involuntarily, his eyes turned toward the chest that
hel d the Harp, and he shivered. If only he could | eave now

Unfortunately, Lord Dindran was right. Leaving M nathlan nade no nore sense now than it had two
days ago. But how could he renmain imobilized here, while "thieves, w zards and warl ords"

coll ected and drew nearer? The | onger he stayed, the nore difficulties would await hi mwhen he
left at last. Yet |eaving would be nearly inpossible without the Duke's support, or at
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| east his perm ssion. And even if Enereck could sonehow get the Harp out of the castle, how could
he keep it safe? Emereck felt Iike the shield-bearer in "Verrick's Folly" with "seventeen choices
and all of them wong."

Emer eck scowl ed, wishing for a nmonent that he could give the Harp to the Duke. Let soneone el se
have the responsibility! But he would never be able to cone up with an adequate expl anation for
his Quild Masters. And who could say what the Duke of M nathlan nmight do once he had the Harp? No,
until he reached C aron and the Masters of his @uild, guarding the Harp was Enereck's problem He
si ghed, and picked up his own harp

The chest containing the Harp of Imach Thyssel was securely |ocked, but Emereck watched it warily
as he began to play. No silver echoes acconpanied his nusic, and gradually he progressed from
scales to exercises and fromexercises to ballads. Wth a kind of malicious glee, he ran through
all of the scales and exercises Flindaran hated nost. None provoked any response fromthe Harp
and by the end of the day Emereck began to relax. He was considering whether to go out and face
the Duke's fanily at dinner, when soneone rapped at his door

"Come in!'" Enereck called wi thout thinking.

Fl i ndaran stepped into the room and shut the door quickly behind him Emereck stiffened. Flindaran
| eaned back agai nst the door, watching himwarily, "I came to see whether you were going down to

dinner," Flindaran said finally.

"You are considerate, nmy lord."

Fl i ndaran wi nced. "I suppose | deserved that. Look, Emereck ... | want to apol ogi ze for yesterday.
Last night, | nean." His eyes drifted toward the chest that held the Harp.

Fl eetingly, Emereck renenbered the exalted | ook on Flindaran's face when he played the Harp. He
wondered what it had been |ike. He did not say anyt hing.

There was an awkward silence. "I'msorry, Enereck," Flindaran said at |ast.
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"I believe you nentioned that at the tine."

"I thought |'d better do it again." Flindaran | ooked at Emereck and nanaged a hal fhearted grin.
"Sormehow | al ways have to tell you everything tw ce."

"Well, if you'd ge.t it right the first time . " Enmereck started, and stopped. They | ooked at
each other, and Enereck | ooked away. "How is your brother?** he said carefully.
"Mendi ng. The heal er says he should stay in bed for about a week, but he'll be fine eventually."

Enereck frowned, surprised, then nodded in understanding. O aven's wounds had been serious, and
Fl i ndaran's use of the Harp had been interrupted. It was entirely reasonable that the Harp had not

heal ed Graven as conpletely as it had Emereck. "lI'mglad he's better."

Fl i ndaran nodded, and there was another awkward pause. Finally, Emereck cleared his throat.
"Flindaran, |-Well, it was nmy fault, too. I'msorry."

Flindaran's grin was full of relief, but there was still a touch of hesitancy in his manner. "Then
you' re coming to dinner?"

"I suppose if | don't, you'll stand there conplaining at me all night."

"Not if you' re going to start playing scales again. Don't your fingers get tired?"
"How did you know |'d been practicing all day?"

"I was exercising in the courtyard this afternoon, and | heard you.'
open w ndow.

"I hope you enjoyed it.**

Fl i ndar an nodded toward the
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"I might have if you'd played sonething besi des dah-dah-dee-di-dah," Flindaran said. "How can you
stand doi ng that over and over?"

"How can you stand swinging a sword at a wooden stand over and over?" Enmereck retorted

"I't's not the sanme thing. Conme on, or we'll be late for dinner."

"Practice is practice," Emereck said, as he rose and started toward the door. Flindaran grinned,
bowed, and swung the door open. Together they |left the room and
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started toward the castle dining hall, still arguing with outward am cability.

Emereck grew nore and nore restless as the days passed. The Duke of M nat hlan showed no sign of
allowing himto | eave, and a guard renmai ned outside his door at all tines. Though Enereck's
nmovenments were not restricted, the guard's presence nade himfeel like a prisoner. He wanted nore
than ever to | eave M nathlan, but he could not bring hinmself to | eave the Harp of Inmach Thysse
behi nd, and he could think of no way of snuggling it out of the castle. In the end, he sat in his
room and brooded.

FI in da ran tried to distract himby sitting in Enereck's roomfor hours, talking. Emereck did
not know quite what to make of it, until he noticed Flindaran's eyes drifting toward the | ocked
chest in the corner. Al of Enereck's earlier msgivings returned with redoubled force. He began
to watch Flindaran nore closely, and soon di scovered that whenever Flindaran thought he was
unobserved he studied the chest that contained the Harp

Enmereck | ay awake late that night, trying to deci de whether to confront Flindaran with his

suspi cions. The followi ng norning he corpered Flindaran in the courtyard and expl ai ned what he had
obser ved.

"You're imagining things," Flindaran said when he finished.

"I don'rthink so," Enmereck said quietly.

"Living with that thing in the same roomis affecting your brain. You ought to get rid of it.
"I will, as soon as | get to Caron. The Guild Masters are nore than welcome to it!"

Fl i ndaran frowned. "I nean sooner than that. Wiy don't you have it put in the strongroon"
"Wth all the guards your father has around this castle, the Harp is just as safe in ny room"
Enereck said. He did not add that he preferred to keep the Harp under his own control as nuch as
he coul d.

"Yes, but in the strongroomyou won't have to worry
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about it all the time," Flindaran said inpatiently. "Come on. We can do it now. It will only take
a few mnutes.”

"No. The Harp is nmy responsibility. I'Il be anxi ous about it wherever it is, and |I'd rather have
it somewhere where | can keep an eye on it."

"And | thought nminstrels only cared about nusic!" Flindaran said with a nocking sarcasmthat was
very unlike him

Emer eck shrugged, trying to keep his tenper. "At the nmonent |'mnore worried about you than the
Har p. "

"Worry about your scales, Mnstrel, not about me," Flindaran snapped and stal ked off.

Deeply disturbed, Emereck returned to his roomand his harp. H's fingers ran automatically through
the long-faniliar exercises, while his mind turned over and over the inplications of Flindaran's
outburst. Finally he rose and bolted the door, then went to the chest that held the Harp. He

unl ocked it, and slowy lifted out the linen that covered the Harp. Even nore slowy, he raised
the Harp and set it on the floor beside the chest.

For a nonent he stood staring at the dull ivory. The Harp was destroying Flindaran, and destroying
his friendship with Flindaran, and he hated it. It was powerful, and therefore dangerous, and he
feared it. Yet, despite his hatred and fear, he could understand Flindaran's secretive obsession
with the instrunent. It was as though the Harp had been neant to obsess people, and that nade
Emereck fear it all the nore.

He pulled his eyes away fromthe Harp and clinbed to his feet. He crossed to the tall wardrobe on
the opposite side of the room opened it, and studied the snmall selection of garments inside. He
renoved a sturdy, dark-brown tunic and returned to the chest. After a noment's hesitation, he

pi cked up the Harp and wapped it quickly in the tunic.

When he was sure that no gl eam of ivory showed through the w apping, he carried the bundle to the
war dr obe. He examined the shadowy interior briefly, then set the Harp in the darkest corner
Finally, he
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adjusted his traveling cloak so that the folds hid alnmost all of the dark, oddly-shaped bundl e.

At last he was satisfied. It was not the nost secure of hiding places, but at |east the Harp was
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wel | out of sight. Carefully, he closed the wardrobe door, then crossed the roomand replaced the
linen in the chest. He rel ocked the chest before returning to his practicing.

For the renminder of the norning, Emereck noved restlessly fromone thing to another. At |ast he
was driven out of his roominto the castle hails. Al npbst at once he noticed an unusual |evel of
activity. Servants and guards were noving briskly up and down the corridors. Renenbering the |ast,
di sastrous feast, Enmereck stopped one of the nen and asked the reason for the stir

"Preparations for ny lord Duke's journey, sir," the surprised nman replied, and hurried on

More puzzl ed than ever, Enereck continued wal ki ng. He was about to question another of the
servants when he heard Flindaran's voice hailing him He turned and saw Flindaran com ng toward
hi m

"So you finally gave up on your scales!" Flindaran said with a grin, "Were away now?*1

Enmereck blinked. Nothing in Flindaran's manner so nuch as hinted at the angry words he had thrown
at Enereck that nmorning. It was as though the encounter had been conpletely forgotten, or had
never taken pl ace.

Fl i ndaran' s expression changed. "Uh, did | say sonething?**

"What ? Ch, no. | was just wandering."

"Come down to the courtyard with ne, then. 1've got sone things to do."

"You seema little nore cheerful now than you did this norning," Enereck said cautiously as he
felt into step beside his friend.

"I't's been a good day," Flindaran said vaguely. He glanced down a side corridor, then stopped and
called, "Kay! Father wants to see you before he | eaves."

Ki annar nodded in casual recognition, and they
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continued on. "What's all this about?*' Enereck asked.

"Father's going to be away fromthe castle for a few days."

"This is an explanation? That's obvious. Half the castle seens to be packing things."

"Well, that's about all anyone knows. He hasn't said where he's going or why."

"lI's that wise? Wiat if sonething happened?”

Fl i ndaran shrugged. "He ought to know what he's doing; this isn't the first tinme it's happened.
Besi des—you know him Wuld you want to ask himwhat he's up to, if he didn't want to say?"

"No," Enereck admitted. "But you nmust have sone idea."

"I don't know, and |I'mnot going to worry about it. It's just one of his little nysteries; we'l
find out when he wants us to know. "

A di squi eting thought occurred to Emereck. "Who's going to be in charge while Lord Dindran is
away?"

"CGendron and |," Flindaran said, and grinned snugly.

"Both of you? Isn't that a little unusual ?"

"There's a lot to do, and the healer says Gaven isn't well enough yet to hel p. Besides, Father is
always ... alittle unusual. Hadn't you noticed?"

Enmer eck | aughed, suppressing a twi nge of msgiving. "Congratul ations, then!"

"I't's only for a few days," Flindaran said w th unaccustoned seriousness, "but it's a chance to
show Fat her what | can do.*'

"Have you and CGendron discussed it yet?"

"Of course. He's the eldest, so he'll take over nost of Father's public duties. The steward
handl es nost of the details of running the castle, of course, but there will still be a few things
he can't do, and the townspeople will—=

Enereck began to relax as Flindaran tal ked on. The thought of his new responsibilities appeared to
have driven all thought of the Harp fromFlindaran's mind. And in a few days the Duke woul d
return. Things would be all right in a few days.
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Shal arn knelt beside the broken carriage wheel, picking the splinters apart with her fingers. Over
a hands pan of the rimhad been snmashed al nost beyond recognition by its collision with the rock
Her lips were pressed tightly together in an attenpt to suppress the anger she felt at this |atest

m shap.

"My | ady?"

Shal arn | ooked up into the handsone face of her Guard Captain. "Yes?"

"How much | onger do you expect to spend here? It's a long ride to the next towmn. We'll be lucky to
meke it by nightfall.”

"We'l| stay as long as it takes ne to find what I'mlooking for." Shalarn | ooked down again to

concentrate on separating the pieces of the wheel
"You suspect sabotage, ny lady?" The man's tone was respectful enough, but the question itself was
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irritating. He might as well be trying to distract her. Shal arn sighed noisily and | ooked up
"Yes, Captain, | suspect sabotage. This accident is too convenient. And there was the broken

har ness yesterday, and the delays in Syaskor before that."

"I't may not nean anything, ny |lady.'*

"I think it does," Shalarn snapped. "Soneone is trying to keep ne fromreaching M nathlan."

"None of the men would do such a thing," the Captain said stiffly.

Shal arn ignored him Really, the man was beconi ng i npossi ble. She would have to watch him or the
next thing she knew he would be trying to take her place.

She pulled an old, discolored nail out of the weckage and dropped it, then scrabbled in the dust

of the road to retrieve it. Her finger had brushed sonmething as it fell, a roughness on one side
that should not have been there. She found the nail and turned it over in her hands, then was
suddenly still.

"What is it, nmy lady?" the Captain said.

"Sorcery," Shalarn said grimy. A synbol was scratched on one side of the nail, leaving a thread

of bright nmetal showi ng plainly against the dark surface. Shaiarn's jaw
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tightened as she studied it: four curved lines |ike overlapping half-circles opening away from
each other. "The Rune of Separation. No wonder the wheel didn't hold!"

"My lady?" the Captain sounded wary and fasci nated at once, as he always di d when she was invol ved
with matters of magic.

"The synbol on this nail is one of the seven Change Runes, the rune of breaking. |I'msurprised the
wheel lasted as long as it did carrying this."” Absently, she fingered the nail. Cever to have
used an old one. She had al nbst mssed it entirely. Who had done it? Lanyk was invol ved, of
course; this explained why he had insisted so strongly on her taking this clumsy, ornate vehicle.
Shadows take himand his whol e ki ngdom But Lanyk was no sorcerer, and only a powerful magician

i ndeed woul d have know edge of the Change Runes. Wo was hel ping the Prince of Syaskor? And how
much did they know?

Frowni ng, Shalarn rose. "I think we've lost enough tinme, Captain. We'll |eave the coach; from here
on, I'lIl ride. See to it."

The Captain turned and snapped a comuand. Shaiarn's men | eaped to unharness the carriage horses
and repack the essential baggage. Shalarn sniled. Toni ght she would cast nore specific warding
spel |l s about their canp; there would be no nore delays. In a few nminutes the caval cade was off
again, |eaving the coach an abandoned shell behind them

Kensal pushed open the door of the room and stopped short. Ryl was | eaning hal fway out the w ndow,
| ooking up into the afternoon sunlight. He kicked the door closed behind him and she turned. "Is
that wi se?" he asked mldly. "You' re not fully recovered yet, and the wind is cold."

"I have no fear of wind, and | amvery nearly as well as ever."

"It's the "very nearly' that worries ne. W're running out of time."

"I know. But there is little | can do as yet, and to
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nove too soon mght do nuch harm™

Kensal | ooked at her sharply. "That's another thing. Are you sure it was that harp nusic that nade
you ill?"

"What is it you fear?"

" Shadow- born. "

" It is their doing, certainly, but not recently. The Change they made is always with us, and the
spells that defend nme fromit are ... delicately balanced. The nusic of the Harp carries power,
and it upset that balance. That is all."

"What if one of those young idiots tries playing the Harp agai n?*

"I am better prepared for it now," Ryl replied, but a shadow of worry crossed her face. "The
renedi es you have brought ne are good for nore than fevers."

"That rem nds nme. Here." Kensal tossed a small packet in her direction. Ryl caught it neatly,
opened it, and nade a face.

"I doubt | know which is worse, the scent of this herb or its taste. Are you sure they have no
mara | eaves?"

"This is a small village, and |I've been buying fromthe |argest herb dealer in town," Kensa

replied. "If he doesn't have it, no one else will either.**

"l can accept it for another day or two, | suppose, but | will be glad when the need is over. 11
She rose and crossed to the water jug. Kensal watched as she m xed the herbs with water and drank
She set the nmug down and turned back to look at him "There is sonething nore, | think?"

"The Duke is leaving Mnathlan."
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"What ? When?"

"Today. The market was buzzing with it. He's leaving two of his sons in charge—the el dest and

Fl i ndaran. "

Ryl shook her head. "Were does he go?"

"No one knows. The villagers are all speculating, of course, but they don't know anything, and the

castle folk don't talk much. The Duke ... doesn't encourage it."

"And Flindaran is to share his duties while he is away." Ryl sighed and was quiet for a long tine.
"I do not like this," she said at last. "I do not like it at all."

Thirteen

In spite of the Duke's absence, Enereck's restlessness continued. He was up at dawn the foll ow ng
nmorning. He joined a startled guard on the sentry-wal k atop the castle wall and paced the

peri meter of the grounds twi ce, then wandered through the stables, chatting with the groons.

As he was | eaving, he saw Flindaran and Liana standing near the center of the courtyard, deep in
conversation. He was about to pass by, when Flindaran | ooked up and saw him "Enereck!" Flindaran
cal l ed, waving himover. "Conme here a mnute."

Enereck wal ked over. "Good norning, Mnstrel," Liana said as he joined them and she sniled
warmy. It occurred to himthat she seened al ways wel com ng, always at peace, and that this was
one of the things he |iked about her

"Good norning, |lady," Enereck replied. "And to you, Flindaran. But what are you doing up so
early?"

Fl i ndaran rai sed an eyebrow. "I don't always sleep until noon."
"Of course not," Liana said before Enmereck could reply. "I've seen you up before the sun cl eared
the walls at least three or four tinmes inny life."
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"Are you quite sure you aren't exaggerating?" Emereck asked her.

Li ana's eyes danced. "Well, perhaps it was only once or twice, nowthat |I think of it."

"Denpons take it, don't encourage her, Enereck!" Flindaran said. "I'm having enough trouble with
her as it is!"

"You're taking yourself nuch too seriously,"” Liana told him

"And you're not taking ne seriously enough. How am | supposed to explain to Gendron? And what do
you expect nme to tell Father when he gets back?"

"I don't expect you to explain anything. There's no need for it."

"Lee, have you ever tried not answering one of Father's questions? 1*11 have to tell him
sonet hi ng! "

"No, you won't," Liana said with unruffled calm "If he asks, which he won't, I'l|l be the one who
tells himwhat happened. "

"Far be it fromme to interrupt such a pronising argunent,’
be easier to appreciate if one of you would explain."
Liana turned toward him "I have sonme errands to run in the village, that's all."

"I't sounds like a pleasant way to spend a norning," Emereck said cautiously.

"It's Hesta's job," Flindaran said, frowning.

"Thi ngs have changed while you were in G aron," Liana said gently. "Hesta is getting old, and it's
a long walk. |'ve been doing it for months now " . "This early in the norning?"

"It won't be early by the time | get there. The narket opens at dawn, and the shopkeepers don't
wait much past it."

"Well, you can't go alone. | don't believe Father would allowit."

"Father isn't here. And Mnathlan is not Caron; the village is quite safe.”

"I don't care," Flindaran said stubbornly. "You can't
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go unescorted. It isn't—t isn't proper.”

Li ana | ooked at him m schievously. "Neither am|. Besides, Hesta never took anyone with her."
"Hesta isn't ny sister.”

"Hal f sister, Flindaran. There's a difference."

"You're still mnmy sister, and you're still the Duke's daughter. And | know how Tal erith—=

"Talerith enjoys having guards and waiting wonen around. | just feel silly."

"That has nothing to do with it!" Flindaran ran a hand through his hair in exasperation and | ooked
at Enmereck. "You see ny problen?"

"Yes, you've finally found soneone who's as stubborn as you are."

Fl i ndaran gave hima look. "Well, you're a minstrel. You convince her!"

“I'l'l do better than that. |'Il acconpany her nyself—f she is willing to have nme," Enereck added

Emereck put in, "but I think it would
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hastily. He wondered suddenly why it had never occurred to himto | eave the castle grounds. It
would be a relief to get away from M nathlan, even if only for alittle while.

Li ana studied him "It would make things easier," she conceded. "I warn you, though, | expect to
have a lot to carry on the way back, and it's all uphill."

"Then | nust certainly join you," Emereck replied, bow ng.

Flindaran stared at him "Enereck, | didn't nean to make you—

"You aren't making ne. | expect to have a delightful norning."

" Shoppi ng? For supplies for the castle? In a village* this size?"

"I't will give me a chance to see the town," Enereck said firmy

"Have it your own way, then," Flindaran said. "I have to get back to Gendron. He's got a list of
things for ne to do that will take all day. Enjoy yourselves!" He sketched a bow and started off
across the courtyard. Emereck | ooked after himin surprise, then turned back

118 Patricia C. Wedc

to Liana. Their eyes met, and they both burst out |aughing.

"Poor Flindaran," Liana said as they left the castle. "He tries so hard to take care of his little
hal f sister, only | don't really need taking care of. But all he can see is that I'mlike
Talerith, and—

"You aren't at all like Talerith!" Enmereck said.

"I'"'mnore like her than | amlike Kiannar, at least in the kinds of things | enjoy. Wl king and
tal ki ng and nusic and so on. 1*

"Wal ki ng you shall have in abundance," Enereck said, gesturing at the cobbled road that |ed down
toward the village. "And | will try to fulfill my half of the responsibility for talking. I'mglad
you included nusic as well, though; if | run out of things to say | can always sing."

Li ana | aughed. "Al together a thoroughly enjoyabl e norning."

The mar ket occupied roughly a quarter of the main square of the village with shops and workpl aces
creeping out along its edges. Rough wooden carts piled high with winter wheat, new carrots, and
early greens filled nost of the open center. The narrow aisles between themwere full of people,
dogs, and an occasional chicken or pig. Mst of the crowd was on foot, though now and then a
horsenan coul d be seen over the tops of their heads. The people were mminly tradesnen, peasants,
and farners with a few servants in livery scattered anong them Once Enereck saw a man in silks
and vel vet who could only be one of the town's nobility.

To Enmereck, accustomed to the crowded bustle of Ciaron, the nunber of people seemed unremnarkabl e,
but Liana sighed. "It's busy today. This will take longer than |I'd expected. | hope you hadn't

pl anned on getting back to M nathlan before noon."

"I't nakes no difference to ne," Enmereck said, not quite truthfully. He was relishing his freedom
fromthe oppressive atnosphere of the castle, and already he was reluctant to return
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Li ana nodded and | ed himacross the square. They stopped frequently to exchange greetings with
various citizens of Mnathlan. Liana was clearly popul ar anong the villagers, and Enereck
attracted a nunber of curious glances. Not all of themwere entirely friendly; several of the
young nen they passed appeared to resent Enereck's position at Liana's side. On consideration
Enereck coul dn't bl ame them

Their first stop was an apothecary's. "This will be a long wait, |I'mafraid," Liana said as they
entered. "He takes his time mixing renedies. This way."

The shop was |large and snelled of dust and herbs. Tall racks of glass jars and clay herb pots
conmbined with cluttered shelves of other nerchandise to divide the roominto a series of tw sting

ai sl es. The apothecary hinself was a tall, thin man who peered nearsightedly down at Liana while
she expl ai ned what she wanted. He nodded vi gorously and di sappeared into a roomat the rear of the
shop.

Li ana | ooked after himfor a nonent, then cane over to Enereck. "Wuld you nind watting here

without me? 1'd like to go watch."

"Not at all," Enereck said, though he was a bit puzzled by her curiosity.

"It's not that | don't trust his abilities," she said apologetically. "But it's for G aven, and
well, | just don't want to take chances."

"I understand," Emereck replied, and Liana snmiled and left him A nonent |ater, the apothecary's

assi stant came in. He gave Enereck one sullen, sidelong glance, then ignored himand began

strai ghtening up the shel ves.

Emereck retreated to the far end of the room where he would be out of the way. The herb jars were

fewer there, and the welter of m scellaneous nerchandi se was greater. There was no apparent order

to any of it: three heavy iron kettles were stacked next to a delicate fan nade of feathers, and a

wool en shawl occupi ed the sane counter as a wi cked-1ooking set of hunting knives.
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A shadow on one of the |[|ower shelves caught
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Enereck' s eye, and he bent to | ook nore closely. It was a small wooden drum brightly painted in
the fashion of Rathane. Enereck squatted down and pulled it out to exanmine it nore closely. As he
did, he heard the door of the shop open and close. A nmonent |ater he heard voices on the other
side of the room One of them sounded fanmiliar, and he poked his head around the shelves to see
who it was.

The apot hecary's assistant was handing a snmall packet to a white-haired nan in green | eather
Enmereck blinked, startled. The custoner was the Cil|l har, Kensal Narryn. Enereck started to rise to
greet him then paused. What was Kensal doing in Mnathlan? He and Flindaran hadn't said where
they were going, so Kensal could not have foll owed them deliberately. Unless Kensal knew of the
Harp of Imach Thyssel and was following it... Emereck gave hinself a nmental shake. He was being a
fool; everyone couldn't be after the Harp. The Gl har's presence nmust be nere coi nci dence.

He | ooked up just as Kensal dropped a few coins on the counter, turned, and left. Enereck watched
the door close behind him then rose. He felt an uneasy guilt at his suspicions, but he was unabl e
to dismss them What, after all, did he know about the Ci | har beyond his name? He wal ked over to
the apothecary's assistant and said as casually as he could, "Interesting custoner. |'d not
thought to see a Cilhar so far fromthe Muntains of Mrravik."

"I'd "a been just as happy if he'd stayed there," the assistant growl ed. "Thinks he's better than
everyone el se, he does.”

"I's he difficult to deal with, then?"

"Ch, aye. Knows exactly what he wants and expects it fresh every day, no matter what. Nearly tore
the place apart yesterday when it wasn't waiting forliimwhen he wanted it."

"He conmes in every day? And | thought all Cilhar were healthy as dune-cats!"

"Ch, it's not for him nore's the pity. It's for his lady-friend." The assistant spat.
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"Alady? Wth a Clhar?" Enereck felt a twinge of msgiving. If Ryl had acconpani ed Kensal to

M nathlan, it would be a little too nuch to ascribe to coinci dence.

"A wonder, ain't it? They came to M nathlan about a week ago, and she took sick the night the
ghost nusic played."

Wth effort, Enereck conceal ed his reaction. The assistant did not seemto notice. "He's been down
here every day since," the nman continued, "buying sl eeping herbs and fever potions. He don't need
"emany nore, neither; mnmy cousin who works at the inn says the wonman's nearly well. Does that stop
hi n? No, he conies in with his high and mghty airs . .."

Enereck stopped listening. If what this man was sayi ng was true, Kensal and his conpani on mnust
have cone to Mnathlan barely two days after Enereck's own arrival. They had been here when

Fl i ndaran pl ayed the Harp, and Emereck was suddenly certain that it was the nusic that had caused
the wonman's nysterious illness. But why had she been the only one affected? O had she been?
Emereck slipped a question into the assistant's grunbles, and was answered. No one el se had becone
ill; on the contrary, several healings had been attributed, rightly or wongly, to the unexplai ned
Harp nusi c.

Puzzl ed, Emereck allowed the man to return to his nutterings. Ryl was a sorceress. It was possible
that she was nore sensitive to the influence of the Harp than other people. But Emereck had no
real basis for assunming that Ryl was Kensal's conpanion. He wanted to ask the apothecary's
assistant for a description of the sick woman, but he did not quite dare. If the two were after
the Harp, he did not want word of his interest to reach them He had al ready displayed too rmuch
curiosity about the Cilhar and his | ady.

He shifted uneasily, thinking of the Harp of Imach Thyssel |ying unguarded at the bottom of the
wardrobe in his room Wll, not totally unguarded, but what could Lord D ndran's nen do agai nst
magi c? Perhaps Flindaran was right to insist that the Harp belonged in the castle strongroom
Emereck frowned. He shoul d never
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have cone down to the village. ... No, if he hadn't cone, he wouldn't have di scovered KensaPs
presence in Mnathlan. The thing to do now was to get back to the castle quickly and tel

Fl i ndaran what he had | earned. Perhaps they could think of a way to protect the Harp; at the very
| east, the guards could be warned. Emereck gl anced toward the inner door of the shop. How nuch

Il onger could it take to m x the potion Liana wanted?

Li ana and t he apothecary energed at |ast. Emereck contained his inpatience |long enough to take his

| eave politely, but as soon as they were out of the shop he turned to Liana. "lIs there anything
el se you have to do right away?"
"I have a few nore errands, but they shouldn't take as long as this one. I'msorry you had to wait
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for me this tine."

"No, it's nothing to do with you. I... saw an old friend, that's all, and | need to talk to

Fl i ndaran about it as soon as | can."

"And you want to go back to the castle now "

Enereck hesitated, then nodded. Liana studied him "This is nore inportant than you're saying,"
she said at last. "Let's go, then."

"I"'msorry. | hadn't realized | was being so obvious."

As they started away fromthe square, Liana snmiled. "You' re nearly as tense as one of your own
harpstrings. Is it a secret?"

Enereck hesitated. "Not exactly, but... well, it's a long story."

"Tell ne."

Sonewhat to his own surprise, Enmereck did. He was not really giving the secret of the Harp away,
he told hinmself. Liana nust know somet hing about it already, if only from Flindaran's healing of
Graven. Besides, it was a relief to share the secret with soneone other than Flindaran.

Liana |istened quietly, then shook her head. "Wat are you going to do now?"

"Tell Flindaran, | suppose, and then try to decide what to do about Ken sal."
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"You don't know that he's |ooking for the Harp."

"I don't know that he isn't,1* Enereck said defensively. "And | have to be ready if he is. The
Harp is too inportant not to be careful with it."

Li ana | ooked at him "I wi sh there was sone way you could get rid of that thing right now "

"You nean destroy it?" Enmereck was appalled. "I couldn't do that. The Harp of |Inach Thyssel is one
of the greatest treasures of Lyral"

"Nobody's nmissed it for the |last thousand years or so, have they? But that's not what | neant. |
just wish you could give it to sonmeone el se and stop worrying about it. It's maki ng you suspi ci ous
of everyone."

"Not everyone," Emereck said, |ooking at her

"Well, nearly everyone, then," Liana said, smling. The snmle faded, and she said seriously, "Be
careful , Emereck."

"I'"ll do the best | can. But if soneone |ike Kensal or Ryl tries to take it, I'll have to try to
stop him"

Li ana gave hima sidelong | ook. "That wasn't quite what | neant," she murmured. Enereck | ooked at
her in puzzlenent, but she did not enlarge on her statement. They wal ked the rest of the way to
the castle in silence.

Fourt een

/~“mereck set a quick pace for the wal k back to Castle M nathlan. Liana did not object, and the
return trip took very little longer than the outgoing wal k had taken. By the tine they reached the
castle, they were both panting fromthe exertion. Inside the gate, they paused to catch their
breath. "I think that's the quickest trip |'ve ever nade," Liana said. "They won't be expecting us
yet."

"Where would Flindaran be at this tinme of day?" Emereck asked as soon as he could speak easily
agai n.

"I't depends on what Gendron has himdoing," Liana replied. She frowned, thinking. Emereck gl anced
around and saw Ki annar crossing the courtyard. He waved, and she turned and cane to join them
"Good day, Sword-Welder," Emereck said as soon as she was within hearing.

"And good day to you as well, Mnstrel,"” Kiannar replied. She nodded a greeting to Liana and went
on, "And what service may | do for you and ny sister?"

"I''m1looking for Flindaran," Emereck said. "Have you seen hin®?"

"Yes | believe he was | ooking for you."

"Looki ng for nme?" Enereck said, puzzled.
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"l saw hi m heading toward your roons a few ninutes ago," Kiannar said. She gave hi mone of her
unf at honmabl e | ooks. "Talerith was with him™"

"But Flindaran knew | was— Enereck broke off.

"I may have been wong. Perhaps they were goi ng somewhere el se.”

"Perhaps we should go see," Liana said quietly.

"Yes," Emereck said. He found Kiannar's news deeply disturbing. "Yes, let's go."

Toget her they hurried toward Emereck's room As they rounded the |last corner, Enereck sawwith a
jolt of foreboding that the guard, ordered by the Duke four days before and a fixture outside his
door since then, was gone. He broke into a run. He flung open the door of his roomand stood
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paral yzed

Fl i ndaran was crouched on one knee in front of the | ocked chest in the corner, prying at the |ock
with his dagger. Beside him Talerith bent over his shoulder. Their heads turned as the door
opened, and Talerith's expressi on changed from eagerness to chagrin. Flindaran froze, his face a
mask of sick disnmay. Emereck felt Kiannar and Liana cone up behind him and heard Liana's soft

i ntake of breath as she realized the inplications of the scene, but he could not stir

Slowy, Flindaran rose. "Emereck, ... I..."

"l appear to be back earlier than you had expected," Enereck said around the tightness in his
chest. Behind him he heard Liana slip away fromthe door, and then the sound of her running
footsteps. He wished fervently that he could join her. He saw Talerith tug urgently at Flindaran's
arm and wondered savagely how much of this was her doing.

"I =+ thought | heard someone in here," Flindaran said.

"Yes, and we knew you weren't here," Talerith put in. "So we decided we'd better check."

"That's why your father put a guard outside my door," Enmereck said pointedly. "I don't suppose you
know where he is?"

"How should I? He wasn't there when we canme by."
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Talerith | ooked at Flindaran for support, but Flindaran did not appear to notice. H s eyes never

| eft Emereck.

"How i nteresting," Kiannar's voice said from behind Emereck. She pushed past himinto the room
Her eyes swept past Talerith and settled on Flindaran. Flindaran stiffened. "And when did guards
inthis castle start leaving their posts w thout orders?" Kiannar asked hi mgently.

"Ch, he probably had sone reason or other," Talerith said, tossing her head. "Does it matter? He
wasn't here."

Ki annar rai sed her eyebrows. "And you just happened to be passing by. And just happened to hear
sonet hi ng. And since you just happened to know that Emereck had left the castle, you decided to
come in and see what it 0 was."

Talerith | ooked at Ki annar haughtily. "That's right."

Flindaran's lips twitched, and Emereck | ooked away fromthe expression on Flindaran's face. Hs
nm nd screanmed at Kiannar, finish this! Finish it and go away.

Ki annar stepped forward and touched the scarred wood around the | ock of the chest. "And | suppose
you t hought whoever you heard had hidden in the chest, and | ocked it behind hinP" Her tone was
very dry.

Flindaran's nouth twi sted and he lunged at Kiannar with the dagger he still held. Kiannar

si dest epped and backed away, wi thout reaching for her own weapons. Talerith screaned. Enereck

| eaped forward and grabbed Flindaran's free arm "Flindaran, are you mad? She's your sister!"
Wth a snarl, Flindaran swung around and aimed a stroke at Emereck. His face was contorted with
anger, huniliation, and sonething that night have been shane. Enereck felt a stab of fear; he was
no match for Flindaran in a fight. Light glinted off the blade of the dagger, and he threw hinself
down and sideways to avoid the blow. H s weight swng Flindaran around; then he lost his grip on
Flindaran's armand fell heavily.

The sudden rel ease threw Flindaran out of bal ance. He staggered, attenpting to regain it, and
tripped over
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Emereck's |l egs. Enereck saw the dagger's bl ade flash again as Flindaran threw his hands out in an
unsuccessful attenpt to catch hinmself. Wth a grunt of surprise or pain, Flindaran fell forward
into a chair. The chair went over with a |oud crash, and then there was sil ence.

Enmereck pulled hinself to his feet and started forward. He had no clear idea of what he intended
to do; he felt only a sudden fear that was even greater than his grief over Flindaran's second
betrayal . Ki annar was before him Emereck reached Flindaran's side just as the warrior-wonan
lifted his shoul ders and gently turned himover. "Flindaran," Enmereck began, and stopped as he saw
the spreading red stain around the dagger hilt protruding fromFlindaran's chest. "No," he said in
a stunned whi sper. "Please, no!"

Tal erith screaned again. Kiannar ignored her and |l owered Flindaran carefully to the floor. She

| ooked up at someone behind Enereck and said grimy, "CGet a healer, and hurry."

The room seened suddenly full of people. A guard stooped to exchange words with Kiannar, then
hurried away. Talerith was weeping noisily somewhere in the background, and Enereck coul d hear
Gendron's voice giving orders. Part of his m nd wondered how Flindaran's brother had arrived so
qui ckly. Then Flindaran's eyes opened, and Enereck forgot about everything else.

"Kay?" Flindaran said fretfully.

"Don't nove," Kiannar told him "You' ve got a dagger stuck in your chest."
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"Not yours."
"Your own. You fell."
"Yes. | renmenber." Flindaran grimaced, half in pain, half in disgust. "What a stupid thing to—= A

racki ng cough cut his sentence short, and his face seened to grow nore ashen as Enmereck watched.
Ki annar held his shoulders still until the spasm passed, then wiped a thin froth of blood fromhis
lips. Flindaran's eyes followed her hand with a di spassionate gaze, then | ooked at Emereck. "The
Harp," he said in a fadi ng whisper.

For a | ong, shocked monent, Emereck could only
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i magi ne that Flindaran, even now, wanted to possess the Harp. He stared in disbelief, then

conpr ehensi on canme. The Harp of Inmach Thyssel could heal! Wy hadn't he thought of that hinself?
He started up, then froze as another realization hit him To heal Flindaran, Enmereck woul d have to
play the Harp, and pay whatever price it required. He couldn't do it! But Flindaran... He | ooked
down, and the gray pain on Flindaran's face deci ded him Whatever price the Harp demanded, it
could not be half as great as the one he would pay for not using it. Emereck rose and started

f orwar d.

A second coughi ng spasm shook Flindaran, and Enereck | ooked back. Flindaran caught his eyes and
tried to smle. '"Tmsorry, Enereck," he whispered, and died.

Numbl y, Emereck stared down at Flindaran's face. He was distantly aware of Talerith's hysterica
sobbi ng, of Kiannar's hand gently renoving the dagger from Flindaran's chest, of Gendron's voice
giving orders. They did not reach him He was alone in his mnd with Flindaran's corpse and the
knowl edge that he, Emereck, was to blame for this. If he had thought of the Harp's healing
abilities sooner, if he had not hesitated when Flindaran suggested it... But the Harp had never
been an instrument of healing to Enereck; he had seen it only as a powerful, dangerous weapon to
be saf eguarded and kept fromthe wong hands, never used. Now it was too |late. Even magic could
not bring back the dead. Emereck bowed his head, and tears spilled unheeded down his face.

The sound of a | ow voi ced conversation behind hi mbrought himback to a consci ousness of his
surroundings. It had been going on for sone tinme, but now a snatch of it penetrated. Enereck rose
hastily to his feet and turned. Gendron, Kiannar and Talerith were grouped just inside the
doorway; in the hall behind them stood Liana along with several guards and castle servants.

"I't wasn't Kiannar's fault, Lord Gendron," Enmereck said when they stopped tal king and | ooked at
him 1t
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took all his training to keep his voice cal mand steady, but he succeeded. "Flindaran attacked
her; she never pulled out her own weapons at all."

"1 know," Gendron said.

"You know?"

"Liana brought ne; unfortunately | didn't quite get here in tine. | sawthe end of it, though."
Emereck heard the grief in Gendron's voice, and he | ooked down to keep hinmself from crying again.
He heard Gendron turn away and say, "He's right, Kiannar. It's not your fault."

"No," Talerith said venonously. "It's his fault!"
Startled, Emereck |ooked up. Talerith was pointing at him Her face was bl otched fromcrying, and
danmp straggles of hair hung linply about her neck. "It's his fault!" she said again, and Enereck

coul d hear the edge of hysteria in her voice.

"Be quiet! You' ve done enough for one day," Kiannar said.

"I will not be quiet! That Harp was Flindaran's! If this Mnstrel hadn't taken it, none of this
woul d have happened!"

"Talerith— Gendron started, but she ignored him

"He tripped Flindaran because he was afraid to fight! You were here, you can't deny it."

"I't was an accident, Talerith."

"It was not! He wanted Flindaran to die so he could keep the Harp! That's why he wouldn't use it
to heal him You saw, you all saw Flindaran begged him and he wouldn't! It's his fault."
"Liana, get her out of here," Gendron said over his shoul der

"I won't go! Not until you take the Harp away fromhim It's not his, it's Flindaran's!" Talerith
burst into racking sobs. Liana slipped around beside her and began nurmnuring soot hingly, though

her own cheeks still glistened with tears. Gendron made a sunmoni ng gesture at the guards; two of
t hem st epped forward and began easing Talerith toward the door. "No!" Talerith cried again. "l
won't go!"
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"I amafraid you will," Gendron said.

"You can't let himkeep that Harp!"
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"What happens to the Harp is ny decision, not yours. In the meantime, you will |eave." Gendron's
tone was very like Lord Dindran's. Talerith turned and stared. Their eyes |ocked, a nonent |ater
hers dropped and she grudgingly all owed herself to be | ed away. Gendron's shoul ders sagged very
slightly as she went out of sight. Then he straightened and turned back to Enereck. H s face was
stiff as he studied the nmnstrel. "She has a point, you know," Gendron said at |ast.

"Duke Di ndran has recognized ny claimto the Harp," Enmereck said as calmy as he coul d.

"I't's not your claiml question. But leaving that thing in your hands is asking for trouble, |
think." Gendron glanced briefly in the direction Talerith had taken

"You can't seriously believe—=

"Hear me out. | propose putting that chest, Harp and all, under triple guard in the arnory unti
my father returns. That should prevent any further... mishaps, and it may stop Talerith from
spreadi ng too many runors. You can keep the keys, if you like. Father will be back in a day or
two, and then this can all be settled."”

"But the Harp isn't— Enereck stopped short. "I don't appear to have rmuch choice in the matter,"
he said at |ast.

Gendron seened relieved as he nodded to the remai ning guards. Enereck watched as they tested the
lock to nmake sure it was still secure, then hoisted the chest and |left the room The servants
followed to renove Flindaran's body, and soon the only sign of the recent tragedy was a danp,
scrubbed area on the floor

When the last of the servants was gone, Gendron turned to |eave. In the doorway he stopped and

| ooked at Enereck. "If you'd like a different room..."

"Later, perhaps. Now l'd just... like to be alone.”

Gendron nodded and | eft. The door closed behind himwith grimfinality. Emereck stood staring at
it for a long tine, wondering what to do now He had all owed Gendron to confiscate a | ocked chest
full of linen; the
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Harp itself was still resting safely in the bottom of Enereck's wardrobe, where he had noved it
the day before. He would have to do sonething before the deception was discovered, and there was
no one he could turn to for help. Hs only friend in Mnathlan was dead, and he hinself was to

bl ane. Enereck had never felt so alone in his life.

Fi fteen

/or a long time, Enereck stared out the window wi th unseeing eyes. There was no roomin his mnd
for anything but nenories and grief. At |ast he began to pace. Unconsciously, he avoided the
scrubbed place on the fl oor where FHndaran's body had | ain, though doing so gave his pacing a
crooked track.

On his twenty-ninth trip past the doorway, Enmereck's mnd began working again. He stopped and
stood nmotionl ess for several seconds, then turned. Wth a jerk, he opened the wardrobe and began
enptying its contents on the bed.

He had to | eave. He did not know how he was going to get out of M nathlan; he only knew he nust go
and at once. He hated this castle, had hated it even before FHndaran's death, and now ... He
pull ed the I ast of his bel ongings fromthe wardrobe and lifted out the Harp of Inmach Thyssel. The
sooner he got away fromthis place, the better

He stared at the Harp, wondering how he was going to smuggle it out of the castle. He could put it
in the harp case, but that would nean abandoning his own, ordinary instrunent. Emereck thought of
maki ng the I ong journey to Claron without a harp he dared to
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practice on, and pressed his |lips together. No. The Harp of Imach Thyssel had destroyed his

friendship and killed his friend; he would not let it steal his music as well. He would have to
find anot her way.
If he could disguise the shape sonehow ... Enereck studied the clothes strewn across the bed for a

monent, then set to work. By using every bit of clothing and beddi ng he owned, he eventually

achi eved a | arge, shapel ess bundle that gave no hint of the Harp inside. He was nearly finished
when he heard a soft knock on the door.

"A monment!" he called, and hurriedly knotted the | ast wrappings in place. He rose and dusted off
his knees, then went to the door

It was Liana, |ooking pale but conposed. "lI'msorry to disturb you," she said before he could
collect his wits, "but I"'mafraid it's inportant. May | come in?"

"OF course," Emereck replied automatically, and stepped aside. Too |ate, he renenbered the bundle
sitting in the mddle of the floor, where Liana could not miss seeing it. So much for any chance
of slipping out of the castle unnoticed, he thought, and turned.
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Li ana was staring at the bundle with a bl ank expression. As Enereck turned, she | ooked up and
said, "You're |leaving. Sonmeone was here before nme, thenr

"No one has been here since— Enereck paused. "—since Gendron left earlier.”
"Then why?" Liana gestured at the bundle.

"I can't stay. Surely you see that."

"I understand, but— Liana stopped. "I'msorry. I'"'mdoing this all wong."

"l beg your pardon?"

Li ana sighed. "I cane because... because | don't think it's safe for you to stay here, even if you
don't have the Harp any nore."

"Way not ?"

"Because of Talerith. She— Liana hesitated.

"She continues her accusations, then."

"I"'mafraid so. |I've never seen her like this before!

134 Patricia C. Wede

She' s demandi ng that Gendrori have you | ocked up. She hates you, Enereck.”

"Do you think she will succeed in persuadi ng Gendron?" Enereck asked, trying to conceal his

concern. If he were arrested now, his deception with the Harp was sure to be di scovered and he

m ght never get away from M nat hl an

Li ana shook her head. "It's not that. Gendron knows what Talerith is |like. But Flindaran was

popul ar, and it's no secret that there's been trouble between the two of you these |ast few days.

Tal erith sounds reasonabl e enough, and she's the Duke's daughter. And there are one or two of the

guards who would be glad of the chance to denpbnstrate their loyalty to her, even if it meant doing
sonet hing rash.'*

Enereck stared. He could not believe what he was hearing. Yet... he could think of half a dozen

songs of soldiers and nmen-at-arnms who had di spensed their own justice in a king's absence, or

di sposed of sonmeone who was an enbarrassnent to their lord. "Black Dawn in Tarrabeth," for

i nstance, and "Captain Var ri Astar"—he'd sung that one at Talerith's feast. It was, just barely,

possi bl e.

And if he were killed? Unlike Ciaron and Al kyra, the |ands around Kith Alunel held a nminstrel no

hi gher than any other craftsman. Hi s death would be an unfortunate incident for Duke Dindran to

explain to the guild, no nore. Under the circunstances, no one would ask many questions. A

m nstrel involved in the death of a nobleman woul d be an enmbarrassnent to everyone. Enereck felt

suddenly cold. "Lord Gendron can do nothi ng?"

"He's trying, but things are . .. rather tense. It would be easier for himif you took a room at
the inn for a while, and safer for you."
"I see." Enereck saw i ndeed. Liana night be concerned for his safety, but he had no illusions

about Gendron. The Duke's heir had seen how the Harp of Inmach Thyssel coul d obsess people; he was
taki ng no chance that Enereck might follow Flindaran's exanple
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and try to steal it back.

"I't's just until the Duke returns," Liana went on. "And that Harp of yours really will be safe in
the arnory. Gendron's al ready spoken to the guards. They won't let anyone in until Duke Di ndran
cones home. "

"Lord Gendron thinks of everything,
| eave. "

Liana bit her lip and did not answer. Enmereck turned and picked up his harp case, then hefted the
bundl e that hid the Harp of Imach Thyssel, and followed Liana out of the room

Enereck's horse was waiting in the courtyard. Gendron had clearly been thorough in his
preparations for the mnstrel's departure; equally clearly, he had no intention of giving Enereck
any chance to stay at the castle. Enereck sniled sourly as he took the reins froma sullen guard.
Gendron coul d have no i dea how anxi ous Enereck was to cooperate in this particular plan.
He turned and bowed to Liana. "I thank you and your fanily for your hospitality, |ady,"
formally. "Convey ny thanks to your brother."

"Il come with you," Liana said quickly. Enereck | ooked at her, and she blushed slightly. "To see
you settled at the inn. Gendron will want nme to make sure the arrangenents are satisfactory."
"Lord Gendron is kind," Emereck said with a touch of irony, "but it is unnecessary."

"I think he feels he owes you sonething after all this."

Emereck shook his head. "That's not what | nmeant. | won't be going to the inn."

"But there isn't anywhere else."

"Not in Mnathlan. But there's no reason for ne to stay here, not now "

"What about the Harp?"

Enereck said dryly. "It's as well that I'd already decided to

he said
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"As you said, it's safe enough where it is," Enereck said without nmeeting her eyes. "And sooner or

| ater soneone will have to report all this to the Guild. I'd rather do it sooner and take whatever
penalty they give ne."

"Penal ty?"
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"This whole affair has been a ness fromthe beginning, and it's ny own fault. | should never have

brought the Harp to Mnathlan. And | doubt the Guild Masters will approve of many of the things
|'ve done here."

"Flindaran's death wasn't your fault," Liana said softly.

"It was, but it's not only that." He paused, searching for the right words to explain the |ong
list of his mistakes and failures. He did not find them "There are other things," he said | anely.
Li ana | ooked at him "Couldn't you wait until the Duke gets back? He won't blame you for what
happened. "

"I doubt that," Emereck said, thinking of his encounters with Duke Di ndran. "But that doesn't
really matter. I'mnot |eaving because of your father." Belatedly, it occurred to himthat Liana
m ght have accepted that excuse. The Duke was certainly form dabl e enough to intimdate nost
peopl e.

"Then why do you want to | eave?"

"Because | can't stay! There's nothing to keep nme here." Even as he said the words, Emereck knew
they were not entirely true. Leaving M nathlan would be a relief and a pl easure, but |eaving Liana

"l see." Liana studied himgravely. Finally she sighed. "Then I'Il cone with you."

" Whaft" Emereck's jaw dropped.

"I'"'mconmng with you," Liana repeated conposedly.

"But you can't just |leave your famly and go wandering around the country with no one but a

m nstrel for conmpany!"

"Why not ?" Liana sounded mildly curious.

"You' re the Duke's daughter!”

"One of them |I'mafraid | don't see what that has to do with ny coming with you, though."

"Lord Gendron won't allowit."

"CGendron has no choice in the matter. He can't tell me what to do and what not to do, and he knows
it." Liana | ooked at himwith a glinmrer of amuserment in her eyes. "Which is nore than | can say
for you."
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Enereck swal |l owed and tried again. "Wy do you want to come with ne?**

"You don't know?" Liana | ooked at him "Then let's just say it's ny duty."

"That's ridicul ous! How can it be?"

"You are—You were Flindaran's friend. And sonmeone has to tell your CGuild Masters what really
happened here."

"1"l'l do that nyself."
"You'l | take all the bl ane,
with you, and explain."
"Your father—=

"Duke Di ndran woul d expect it of ne."

Emereck stared, then shook hinself. The thought of the Harp of Imach Thyssel burned in his mnd;
if he let Liana acconmpany him it would be al nost inpossible for himto keep her from di scovering
it. "It's a long, dangerous trip. You can't go so far with only ne for an escort."

"I can, and I will," Liana said calmy

"I don't want your company!" Emereck al nost shouted the lie, trying to make up in volune what he
| acked in sincerity.

Liana's face went very still, then she shook her head. "I'msorry, but you're going to have it
anyway, " she said firnmly. She turned to one of the guards, who had been observing the argunent
with interest, and began giving himinstructions.

Enereck stared at her for a long nonment, trying to nenorize every detail of her appearance. Then
he swung hinmself into the saddle. "Not if |I can help it," he said, and kicked his horse into
notion. He caught a glinpse of Liana's hurt, startled expression, and the surprised and angry
faces of the guards, and then he was through the gate and riding down the hill toward the town.
The horse went faster than was truly safe on such a slope, but Enereck did not draw in his reins
until he was well away fromboth castle and vill age.

He rode south until he was out of sight of M nathlan,

138 Patricia C Wedc

Li ana pointed out. "That's not right, and it's not true. So I'Il cone
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hopi ng that Gcndron, or anyone el se who mi ght be watching, would think he was heading for Kith

Al unel . When M nat hl an was safely bel ow the horizon, he turned off the road and headed west. Soon
he was hi dden anong the grassy, rolling hills, and he rel axed slightly.

He did not nake canp until it was too dark to continue riding. It could hardly even be called
maki ng canp, he reflected; he had no provisions for hinself or his horse, and he did not even dare
to light a fire. If Gcndron had sent anyone after him it would certainly attract their attention
Al'l Emereck could do was gather a few arm oads of the |Iong grass, one for his own bed and the rest
for his horse.

When he finished caring for his horse, he rolled hinself in his cloak and sat staring into the
nmoonl ess dar kness. The w nd whi spered through the dead stal ks of |ast year's grasses, and the
stars were bright and cold. The night had Flindaran's face; even when he cl osed his eyes, Enereck
could not escape it.

Finally Enereck rose and opened his harp case. The polished wood felt warmand fanmiliar to his
touch. Harp in hand, he clinbed a small hill nearby. He seated hinself, facing north and east
toward Mnathlan, and lifted the instrunment. H s hands noved surely in the darkness, playing a
soft, mournful acconpani nent to the w nd.

At | ast he hushed the harpstrings and paused. Elewth was rising, nearly full now, and the night
was quiet, as though it waited for sonething. Emereck bowed his head and began to play once nore
After a time, he realized that the tears were streamnm ng down his face. He turned his head aside to
keep fromwetting his strings, and let themfall as the rmusic of the "Varnan Lanent for the Dead"
hung in the air around him

Shal arn stood in the gathering twilight, arns outstretched, weaving the warding spells around her
canp. At last she |owered her hands, and nodded to herself. The spell would hold against all but

t he nmost power f ul
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of magics, and she was sure to notice if sonething that strong were used against it.

She turned and wal ked wearily toward the fire her guards had made. "You seemtired, ny |ady," her
Captain said as she seated herself.

"Magi ¢ can be wearing," Shalarn said dryly.

"I's it really necessary for you to drain yourself this way?"

"Of course it is necessary! \Woever has been causing these delays has not given up."

"How can you be sure?"

"Three tinmes last night | felt someone lurking around the edges of ny spell, testing it. It is not
the sort of thing I could be m staken about."”

"Yes, ny lady," the Captain said stiffly.

Shal arn | ooked at hi mand sighed. He was her equal by blood, if not quite in birth, and he was her
only real confidant. She did not want to alienate him "Your pardon, Captain. It is difficult to
be polite when | am so exhausted."

"It is nothing. But whom do you suspect ?"

"It has to be soneone from Lanyk's court, but beyond that, | do not know. "

"Could it be Prince Lanyk?"

"I have no doubt that he is behind it, but there nust be soneone else. He is no sorcerer."

"Hs wife, perhaps?" The Captain seened dubi ous even as he nade the suggestion, and Shal arn

| aughed.

"Tamm s? No. Even if she had the courage to try something, it wouldn't be magic. She's sone sort
of Cilhar, and they're warriors, not sorcerers.”

"One of the courtiers, then."

Shal arn nodded. "But which? Think of it, Captain, and if you come to any conclusion tell nme |ater
Right now | wish to rest.”

The Captain nodded and fell silent, but the conversation would not |[eave Shalanms nmind so easily.
Who was tracking her? She had seen no sign of magic during her stay with Lanyk, not even a sinple
wardi ng spell. This sorcerer was either very good or very, very subtle indeed.
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Frowni ng, Shalarn stared into the fire, but that last, unwel coned thought would not go away. She
turned over in her mnd the things this sorcerer had done: the small but effective nishaps that
had del ayed her, the careful probing of her wards, the rusted nail inscribed with the Rune of
Separation. Very good, and very subtle. Shalarn shivered and drew her cl oak cl oser around her
shoul ders, though the night was warm and w ndl ess.

The interior of the tent was dark and curiously silent. The noise of nen and horses nobvi ng outside
was muffled, as if the sound were comng froma great distance. In the center of the tent stood a
smal | table of polished mahogany. A tall figure in a hooded cloak sat beside it, bending in
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concentration over a black mirror

Li ght flared suddenly, hard and col d, throw ng sharp-edged shadows agai nst the canvas walls. The
mrror lit up with a harsh blue-white light that noved like a living thing across its surface. For
an instant, a dim wavering picture formed: a dark-haired woman seated before a fire, pulling a

cl oak nmore closely about her. Then it was gone.

The hooded figure sat back and | et the unnatural light die away fromthe surface of the black
mirror. No use to try it again. The Lithmern sorceress had set her wards thoroughly. It was a pity
she had found the nail. She was suspicious now, and nore careful; it would be difficult to slow
her any further.

Still, the delays had served their purpose. Lanyk should be at |east a day ahead of Shalarn by
now, perhaps nore. As long as he didn't bungle things, the Prince of Syaskor would have the focus
of this power very soon. And once he brought it back, he could be disposed of.

A sl ender hand put back the hood of the cloak, revealing the brown hair and dark eyes of Tanm s
Princess of Syaskor. Her lips were curved slightly in anticipation. Lanyk was in for a very

unpl easant surpri se.
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The Duke of M nathlan frowned into the night. Behind him his two guards were putting wood on the
fire and feeding the horses. At last he turned to join them but he had taken only one step when a
voi ce canme out of the sprinkling of trees behind him "Good hunting to you, ny |ord Duke."

"Ah, Welram" the Duke said, without a trace of surprise. "I had begun to fear you were not

com ng. "

"Your news was irresistible," the other said. He cane forward, and the firelight gleamed on
pointed teeth in a face that was vaguely catlike and entirely unhunan. Dark brown fur covered his
face and arnms, and his ears were the shape of a fox's amid a dark nane of hair. The top of his
head did not quite reach the Duke's shoul der

"I thought the Wrds of Vallafana's Forest would find it interesting. WIl you be returning to

M nathlan with nme?"

"You would find it difficult to keep ne away."

The Duke smiled. "Very good. | will give you nore details over dinner, if you will join ne."

"I would be pleased.” The two turned and went together toward the Duke's nen. As they seated
thensel ves by the fire, a gold ring flashed on Welrami s hand. The design on it was of a tree, with
three noons tangled in its branches.

Ryl let out a long, slow breath and opened her eyes. Kensal relaxed fractionally and handed her a
cup of water. He waited in silence until she set it aside. "WelIl?" he asked at | ast.

Ryl shook her head. "It is as you guessed, or nearly so. Flindaran tried to steal the Harp at his
sister's urging, and was discovered, hi the quarrel that foll owed, he fell on his own knife, and
died."

"You're sure about that? It sounds a little too .. . convenient."

"I amsure. Did | not tell you that the Harp does not nove easily away fromone unwilling to give
it freely?"

"So the minstrel still has it."
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Ryl nodded. "He has it. And he has taken it out of M nathlan."

Kensal raised an eyebrow. "That's hard to believe. Gendron would be a fool to let it happen
especially now "

"Neverthel ess the Harp is gone."” Ryl's voice was calmand certain. "It noves west toward the
Mount ai ns of Morravi k and your hone."

"AH right, then. Wen do we | eave?"

"We do not. The Duke returns tonorrow eve; | would be here when he arrives. There are matters |
wi sh to speak of with him™"

"You make having a little chat with a Duke sound easy," Kensal said. "And | thought that getting
that Harp was inportant.”

"It is. But the Harp of Imach Thyssel is secret no longer. | sensed a presence as |... foll owed
it. Perhaps nore than one, | amnot sure. |If there are to be nmagicians involved in this, | may
need an aid you cannot give ne."

Kensal studied her. "The Shadow born are part of this,"” he said flatly.

"l suspect it."

"And you think the Duke of M nathlan can hel p agai nst then? Wat does he know of magi c?"

"More than you may think," Ryl replied. "There are traces in this town, recent ones. Though I
doubt that the Duke hinself is the source of what | have seen." She snmiled, as though she

consi dered the idea hunorous for some private reason
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"As you will. But | growtired of this waiting."

"Then it's as well | have another task for you; |I would not have you grow bored in ny service."
"Boring is very nearly the last word | would use to describe it," Kensal said with an exaggerated
sigh. "What do you have in m nd?"

"Follow the minstrel. He does not realize how near to danger he is. | think you can overtake him
He has but half a day's start of you."

Kensal grinned fiercely. "I can catch him But what
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dol tell himwhen | do? He's no fool; | doubt that he'll trust ne."

"Tell himthe truth, as nuch of it as he will hear."

"Ryl , are you sure?"

"The tine for secrecy is passing. And | think nothing Iess will convince himof our need in tine."
"I'f he can still be convinced."

Ryl nodded soberly. "Yes. If he can be convinced."

Si xt een

Il mereck lay still, trying to recapture the dream he had been having. It had been inportant, he
was sure, though he could not have said why. There had been nusic init, and tall, gentle people
with gol den skin, and strange nmoonlight... He signed as the nenory slipped away, and becane aware

of a crackling sound nearby, and a snell of sonething cooking that made his nouth water. His eyes
fl ew open, and he blinked in disbelief.

A circular area a few yards away had been cl eared of grass and weeds, and a small fire burned
cheerfully in its center. Two birds, pigeons perhaps, were suspended over the flanes on a snal

but sturdy wooden spit. Liana sat on the opposite side of the fire, watching the birds cook
Beyond, a dappl e-gray nmare grazed besi de Emereck's horse.

"CGood norning, minstrel," Liana said calmy as Emereck sat up, staring.

"Li ana, what are you doing here?" Enereck demanded.

"Cooki ng breakfast,"” Liana replied. "I hope you |ike plains-duck; there isn't nmuch else to be
found around here."
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"That's not what | neant! How did you find ne?"

Liana smiled. "I wasn't nmore than an hour or two behind you. And |'m afraid you' re no plai nsman;

your trail was rather obvious."

Enmereck | ooked at the al nbst featurel ess expanse of grass and weeds that surrounded them "It

was ?"

"For soneone who has grown up around Mnathlan, it was. | caught up with you last night, but I...
didn't think you would want to be disturbed then."

She must have heard his harping. Emereck | ooked at her and becane suddenly aware that he had
fallen asleep in his traveling clothes, still covered with the grinme of yesterday's journey, and
that he was in need of a shave as well as breakfast. He pushed the thought to the back of his mnd
and said, "You shouldn't be here."

"You nmade your opinion rather obvious yesterday," Liana said, studying the two birds intently. She
| eaned forward and adjusted their position, then went on, "But | happen to disagree with you

Besi des, you left w thout taking any provisions, and | thought you might need a few"

"You brought those from M nat hl an?" Enereck asked, nodding at the plains-ducks.

"No, | shot themearly this nmorning." She glanced down, and for the first time Emereck noticed a
bow and a quiver of arrows on the ground beside her

"Ch." Enereck had a hard time envisioning Liana shooting anything, but the evidence was
unmi st akabl e.

"The Duke insists that all of his famly learn to use a bow," Liana said. "lIt's a tradition of
some sort. |I'mnot as good as Kiannar or Graven, but |I'mbetter than Gendron. Talerith is just
hopel ess, but the Duke nakes her try anyway."

"l can inmagine."

"So | went hunting this norning," Liana continued. "I thought we should save what's in ny packs,
in case we can't find any gane later."

Enereck shook his head. "There isn't going to be a later."

"l beg your pardon?"
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"I"mtaking you back to M nathlan."

" How?"

"What ?"
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"How are you going to take me back?" Liana repeated patiently. "You can't very well tie ne to ny
horse, you know, and I can't think of any other way you could nmanage it."

"l don't believe you'll stay out here alone if | head back," Enmereck said, trying to sound nore
confident than he felt.

Liana tilted her head, considering. "No, | don't suppose | would." Enmereck | et out a breath of
relief. Liana smiled and said, "I'd go on to Kith Alunel, alone. Though I'mafraid it would nmake

things a bit awkward for you when you got back to M nathlan; Gendron would certainly want sone
sort of explanation.”

"What will Gendron say about this?"

"Very little, | should think. | talked to himbefore | left, and he said nbost of it then." Liana
bent forward to exani ne the cooking birds. "He was alnost as difficult as you're being, but he
gave in eventually."

"I can't take you with ne!" Enereck had to exert all his willpower to keep fromglancing at the

bundl e beside his horse that contained the Harp of Inmach Thyssel. It was a good thing he had not
taken tinme to nake a proper canp the previous night after all. If he had | oosened any of the
careful wappings around the Harp, Liana would surely have noticed it at once.

"You aren't taking ne anywhere. |I'mconing with you on nmy own," Liana said. "Now, if you' ve quite

finished your objections, why don't we eat? |I'm starving!"

They rode west all nmorning. At first Emereck was silent, brooding over Flindaran's death, and the
Harp, and especially over his failure to dissuade Liana from acconpanyi ng him He had protested

t hr oughout breakfast and breaki ng canp, using every argunent he could think of. Liana countered
themall with an air of sweet reason that cane near to maki ng hi m wonder whet her
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he was the one being irrational

Li ana gl anced at himseveral times as they rode, but did not intrude on his thoughts except to
poi nt out very gently whenever he began to drift fromthe direction he had chosen. After her
second correction, Emereck abandoned the vague notion he had entertained of |eading her in a
circle and so getting her back to Mnathlan. Liana was conmng with him and there was nothing he
coul d do about it.

Actual ly, he reflected, Liana could easily be an asset on the journey. She clearly knew the plains
well, at least this close to Mnathlan, and judgi ng by breakfast, she was a good enough archer to
supply occasional small gane to supplenent their dried provisions. Mst of all, her presence was a
wel come distraction fromthoughts of the Harp, and of Flindaran. He wondered how | ong he could
keep her fromrealizing that he was going to C aron and not to Kith Al unel, and what she woul d say
when she found out.

It occurred to himthat telling her his true destination mght be all that was needed to make her
return to Mnathlan. Surely, she would not insist on acconpanying himso far! He took a quick
specul ative glance in Liana's direction. On the other hand, she was wonderfully stubborn. And she
was sure to ask any number of awkward questions once she |learned the truth. Better to postpone
that confrontation as |long as possible, and sinply accept her conpany in the neantine.

He sneaked anot her gl ance, and found her watching him Their eyes net, and suddenly Liana | aughed.
"I"'msorry," she said al nost at once, "but it seens so silly for both of us to be trying to watch
each other when we aren't 1ooking!'"

Enereck grinned reluctantly. "I apologize for being such a poor conpanion,” he said. "I'll try to
do better in the future."

"1 don't know whet her you should," Liana said thoughtfully. "It never seens to work when peopl e
try to be sonmething they aren't."

"l beg your pardon?" Emereck said, considerably startl ed.
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"Ch, I'msorry! | didn't mean to inply that | think you' re always a poor traveling conpanion. You
couldn't be, or— Liana stopped short.

"O what ?"

"Or Flindaran woul d have conpl ai ned. He—he al ways did, you know, when he didn't |ike sonething."
"Yes." Enereck was silent for a nonent. "Flindaran never had nuch patience." Suddenly he was

i ntensely aware of Flindaran's absence. The journey was too sinmlar to the |last one he had nade
with Flindaran. The countryside, the sound of the horses, the very freshness of the air made him
think of his friend, and know that Flindaran was not there, would never be there again . .. "It
rem nds nme of Ciaron," Enereck said at random

Li ana | ooked fromhimto the enpty grasslands and back. "This is like C aron?"

"Well, not really. "

Liana smiled. "Tell me about G aron."
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"It's large and crowded, " Emereck replied, grateful for the distraction. "There are always at

| east two Trader caravans passing through. There's a kind of permanent canp for them just inside
the walls."

"Do the noblenmen really put dianpnds on their carriage wheel s?"

"You' re thinking of Rathane," Enereck said solemly. "Ciaron is nuch nore conservative; they never
use anything nore expensive than quartz on their carriages."”

"You're joking!"

"Not at all," Enereck said, but he was unable to keep his face straight, and Liana | aughed agai n.
She had a very nice |augh, Enmereck thought.
"All right, I won't ask foolish questions," Liana said. "But you will have to tell me what G aron

is really like, and no nore well-stretched stories!"

Enmereck was quite willing to do so, and they spent the rest of the norning and much of the
afternoon in conversation. He told her about the marketpl ace, where goods fromall the |ands
around the Melyranne Sea were available for a price. He described the fish houses that surrounded
the harbor, and the harbor itself, where the
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great ships floated carefully above the sunken ruins of an older city. He told her of the two-
copper nmgi ci ans, who performed by sleight of hand rather than by true magic, and of the

M nstrel's Guildhall that was one of the best on Lyra. Flindaran's menory was a nuted counterpoint
to every part of Emereck's narrative

They passed no villages during the day, and few houses. At |east one of the houses they saw had
been abandoned and was in the process of falling to pieces. Several birds flew out of the

crunmbl ing chimey as they approached, and the walls seened to be saggi ng under the weight of the
roof. They did not stop to investigate.

They travel ed farther than Enereck had expected. By late afternoon they were passing occasi ona
clumps of trees, harbingers of the forest for which they were headi ng. Near dusk, they chose a

pl ace and set about meking canp. As they grooned the horses, Enereck wondered how he coul d
unbundl e hi s neager bel ongi ngs wi thout revealing the Harp to Liana. She would certainly think it
strange if he slept another night in the clothes he was wearing, and it would be far from
confortable

He was tenpted to sinply tell her he had the Harp, but the bitter | essons of recent experience
hel d hi m back. Besides, they were still too close to Mnathlan, and all Liana's loyalties nust lie
t here.

He lowered his saddle to the ground next to his harp case and the sonmewhat bul ky bundl e t hat
contai ned the Harp of Imach Thyssel. Perhaps if he asked Liana to hunt sonething for their dinner
she woul d be gone I ong enough for himto take care of his own needs and hide the Harp once nore,
as well as set up canp. It occurred to him suddenly that there night be sone awkwardness about
their sleeping arrangenments for the night. After .all, Liana was a Duke's daughter, however
illegitimate, and Flindaran's sister as well. Not that he, Enereck, would presune ... but would
she know that?

Enereck gl anced back toward the horses. Liana was standing on the other side of her mare. Al
Enereck coul d see were her boots and an occasional flash of her
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hair as she curried the horse's neck. He cleared his throat, then paused, not knowi ng how to begin
or even what he wanted to say. He coughed, and cleared his throat again

"Are you all right?" Liana called.

"Uh, yes, of course," Enereck said hastily.

"Wel |, you sound as if you're catching sonething." She | eaned around her nmare and peered at
Enmereck. "Maybe | should try to find sone horehound. There's bound to be sone around; it grows
practically every-where."

" Hor ehound? Why?"

"Horehound tea is good for coughs.”

"I don't need—that is, there's no reason for you to put yourself out."

"Maybe you don't think so, but I'd rather not travel all the way to Kith Alunel with soneone who's
coughi ng and sneezing." Liana cane around to Enereck's side of her mare and conti nued her
currying.

"Ch." Enereck shifted unconfortably, wondering why he felt so flustered. "I, urn,
st opped.

"What ?" Liana | ooked over her shoul der, then turned and studied himfor a nonent. "You were going
to say sonet hi ng?"

"I was wondering," Enereck said carefully, "where you wanted your bed laid out."

he said, and
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"It doesn't matter, as long as it's reasonably free of rocks and thistles. Wy?"

Emereck felt his face growing warm "l just thought you m ght have a, er, preference.”

Liana stared at him then smled. "Ch, now | see what's bothering you! I"msorry; |I'mnot usually
so dense."

"Actually, | wasn't worried about nyself."

"Wl l, you needn't fret on my account. | have quite a few brothers, and |'ve been canping with

them before. You don't have to worry about 'offending ny nodesty,' or whatever the phrase is in
G aron."

"lI"'mnot your brother," Enmereck said w thout thinking.
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Li ana gave hima brilliant snmle. "I know "
"I didn't nmean—
"That's all right. | did." Liana grinned at his confusion. "I'mgoing to find sonething for

di nner. Put the beds wherever you want them" She gave hima m schi evous | ook, picked up her bow
and arrows, and was out of hearing before Emereck could think of an adequate response.

Enereck stared after her, then realized that this was his chance to unwap the Harp. Wt hout

ent husi asm he went over to the snmall pile of his belongings, knelt, and began untying the knots
that held his careful campuflage together. Hi s thoughts were full of Liana; he hardly even noticed
what hi s hands were doi ng.

Had she known what she was offering when she told himto put the beds wherever he wanted thenf? She
must have; Liana was no fool. H's breath caught at the thought, then, regretfully, he laid it

asi de. He had been the cause of trouble and division in her famly since his arrival in M nathlan;
he was responsible for her brother's death; he had taken the Harp of Imach Thyssel against her
father's expressed commands. He had lied to her about where he was going and why, and because of
those lies she was deternmined to come with himon this |ong and dangerous journey. He coul d not
add to the list, of wongs between them by taking advantage of her offer now, however much he

m ght want to. His fingers noved on the harpstrings to pluck the first sad chords of "The
Swordsmith and the Lady,"” when he realized just what he was about to do.

He dropped the Harp and was on his feet in an instant. He stood two paces fromthe Harp, staring
down at it, and waited for his shaking to stop. How could it have happened? He had been about to
play the Harp of Imach Thyssel as if it were an ordinary instrument with no purpose but to nake
musi ¢, and he had not even noticed. He mi ght have brought every w zard and thief between Kith

Al unel and the Kathkari Muntains down on their heads. He m ght have told Duke Di ndran what he had
done and where he was. He m ght
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He ni ght have played the Harp of Imach Thyssel

Sormehow, the thought did not terrify himas much as it had barely a few days before. H s own

carel essness frightened himfar nore than the Harp. He stepped forward and picked up the
instrument. The ivory was cool and smooth against his palns, but he felt no urge to play it. That
obsession had died with Flindaran

He set the Harp down and covered it, then set about naking canp. By the tine Liana returned
carrying a brace of rabbits, the Harp was safely rew apped and Enereck was seated before a snall
fire, staring into the flames. She did not refer to their earlier conversation, though she nust
have noticed the two piles of grass on opposite sides of the fire. Enereck, watching her skin the
rabbits she had brought, could not decide whether he was glad or sorry that she did not nention
it.

Sevent een
C/ nereck was shaki ng—o, soneone was shaking him H's eyes flew open and he saw Liana's face above
him washed in nmoonlight. But the nightmare still clung to him she seemed to be nelting into

darkness as he watched. He sat up with a breath that was half sob, and realized that it was only a
cl oud crossing one of the noons. He waited until he was sure his voice would be steady, then said,
"Thank you."

"You're wel cone,"” Liana said. She hesitated, then went on, "I wasn't really sure whether | ought
to wake you, but..."

"I'"'mglad you did. | nmanaged to mss the worst part this way."

Li ana hesitated. "This has happened before?"

"Yes, nearly every— He stopped, staring into the night, going backward in his nind. "Nearly every
ni ght since we found that cursed Harp," he said slowy.

"How can it be the Harp?"

"I don't know. But it's the sane dream every night, and it started when we found the Harp."

"What do you drean?" Liana asked softly.
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"I see a city, and tall people with golden skin and eyes. It is night, and Kaldarin is rising.

El ewyth is just
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ahead of it, but nost of the Iight cones froma silver noon that's bigger than either of them
Then somet hi ng reaches out and touches the silver moon, and it... hurts. The air goes dark, and
everything starts twisting. | see the golden people nelting and ... changing, and | know they are
scream ng but | can't hear them It goes on, and on, and the silver noon cracks and falls and
everything is dark, and it still won't stop—

Liana laid a hand on his arm For a long time they sat in silence. At |last Liana shook herself,
"I't doesn't sound to ne as if it has anything to do with the Harp. But | think it's just as well
you had to leave it in Mnathlan."

"Yes,** Enmereck said after a pause during which he carefully did not | ook at the place where the
Harp | ay hidden anpbng his bel ongings. "I suppose it is.”

They broke canp as soon as it was |light and went on. The |l and was dry and dusty; here and there,
great outcroppings of stone reared starkly above the plain. They rem nded Enmereck of bones, the
bones of the world poking through a dry, dead skin. He decided that his nightnares were naking him
nmorbid, and tried to stop thinking about it.

Near m d-norning they stopped to rest the horses. Enmereck paced restlessly while the aninals

grazed, unsure why he was so nervous but unable to keep still. Finally he left Liana sitting in

t he neager shade of one of the stones and clinbed a snmall hill. He stood | ooki ng out over the

pl ain, thinking of the Guildhall in G aron, of the songs he needed to practice, of anything except
the Harp and Flindaran and the |ast few days at Castle Mnathlan. At last he turned to rejoin

Li ana. Hal fway down the hill, he halted abruptly. There was a snmall cloud of dust on the northern
hori zon.

Enmereck ran the rest of the way. Liana |ooked at himin surprise until he pointed out what he had
seen. She studied it briefly, then nodded. "Horses," she said. "Probably five or six of them
comng this way."

"One of your border patrol s?" Enereck asked w thout nuch conviction
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"No, we're well past the borders of M nathlan by now "

"Then Gendron must have—=

"I don't think so. They're conming fromthe wong direction to have ridden straight fromthe
castle.™

"Wel |, who do you think they are?** Enereck said crossly.

Li ana frowned. "I suppose they could be froma Trader caravan, but | can't inmagine what would
bring one out here. O they could be travelers."

"Or bandits," Enereck said. Or w zards, he added silently, or thieves, |ooking for the Harp. "And
I don't want to stay here and find out which of us is right. Maybe we can outrun them"

"Running will just attract their attention," Liana objected.

"AIl right, we'll ride slowy," Enereck said over his shoulder as he wal ked toward the horses.
"But let's go!"

They rode sout hwest, angling away fromthe approaching riders. For a tine it seened they had
succeeded in keeping clear, but soon it became apparent that the riders had changed direction to

intercept them "I don't like this," Enereck said. "Cone on."
He kicked his horse into a trot, then a canter. Liana followed. A few mnutes |ater, Enereck heard
her call, "They're gaining on us," and then, "Syaski soldiers!"

Enereck gl anced back. He saw with shock how cl ose the riders had gotten, and only then did he note
their uniforns. He gestured at Liana to hurry and | eaned forward to urge his own horse to greater
speed. Together they crashed on through the tall grass. Enereck's world narrowed down into the
heat of the sun on his back, the snmell of dust and horses, the sea of waving grass ahead, and the
sound of hooves like funeral drums, grow ng |ouder as the Syaski gai ned on them

Enereck's horse began to falter. Desperately, he dug his heels into the aninmal's sides, but even
as he did one of his pursuers passed him Enereck twisted his reins, hoping to put a little

di stance between hinself and the
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Syask. His tired and thoroughly frightened nmount did not respond in time. The Syaski horseman
swerved in front of Enereck.

Enereck's horse shied, then plunged sideways. For the next several mnutes, Enereck was conpletely
occupied with trying to stay in the saddle; he had no attention to spare for what was happeni ng,
or even for thoughts of escape. Wen he finally succeeded in bringing the terrified horse under
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control, he and Liana were surrounded.

There were seven Syaski, all wearing simlar unifornms of |eather dyed a dark blue. Their horses
forned a circle around Enmereck and Liana, and a smallish, brown-haired man rode forward. Enereck
saw Liana's eyes widen. "Wat is it?" he whispered.

"That's Prince Lanyk!" she hissed back, then fell silent as one of the soldiers fingered his sword
hilt suggestively.

Lanyk studied themfor a nonent with the narrow eyed gaze of a cat studying a nmousehole. "Wo are
you?" he said at last. His voice reninded Emereck of a poorly-made nelar—all surface polish and no
depth of tone.

"Mnstrel Enereck Sterren of the Caron Guildhall, ny lord," Enereck said, half-bow ng.

"And the | ady?"

"Liana Dinfar, mlord," Liana replied.

"And what are you doi ng out here that makes you so eager to avoid our conpany?" the Prince asked.
"Is it surprising that two travelers prefer not to encounter a larger group they know nothing of ?"
Emereck countered. "There are bandits—

"Very few on these plains," Lanyk said, cutting himshort. "Wich you know, or you would not be
traveling as two alone. Try again."

"Ch, tell him Enereck," Liana said.

Enereck turned, surprised by the petulance in her voice, and intercepted a sharp | ook of warning.
"But, Liana— he began uncertainly.

"Then | will!l" Liana turned to the Prince, and sniled.
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"W t hought you were from M nathlan, you see."

"From M nat hl an?" Lanyk stared at her, nonpl ussed.

"Yes, fromMnathlan. | was one of the waiting |ladies for the Duke's daughter, Lady Talerith, and
M nstrel Emereck has been playing there this past nonth, and we, well, we becane friends." Liana

| ooked down nodestly, and one of the soldiers snothered a snicker

Enmereck held his face in a mldly anxi ous expression he hoped woul d be suitable for whatever tale
Li ana was spinning. Inwardly, he marvel ed at Liana's performance. She sounded flighty,

t houghtl ess, entirely enpty-headed, conpletely incapable of deceiving anyone. He wondered how nany
ot her unexpected tal ents she possessed, and whether she would be able to persuade Prince Lanyk to
| et them go.

"I don't see what M nathlan has to do with your running away fromus," Lanyk said.

"But the Duke didn't like it!" Liana said as if it were the nost obvious thing in the world.

"Li ke what ?"

"Emereck and nme! So we ran away. And of course when we saw you, | thought he, the Duke, | nean,
had sent you to bring us back. You can't inmagine howglad | was to be wong." Liana gave the
Prince of Syaskor another dazzling snile.

"And where are you running to?" Lanyk asked smoothly. "Not Kith Alunel, certainly, the way you
wer e headi ng. "

"Ch, that was Enereck's idea,
be able to find us so easily."

"I see." Lanyk's snile held the faintest suspicion of a sneer. He turned and studi ed Enereck.
Enereck tried to | ook innocuous. Lanyk's sneer grew nore pronounced. ."Forgive me for not offering
to escort you on your way, but | have other business to attend to."

One of the soldiers, a small nman wearing a sonewhat nore el aborate uniformthan the others,
cleared his throat. "My lord, shouldn't we go on? These don't seemto be the ones we're | ooking
for, and you did say there
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wasn't much tine."

"In a moment," Lanyk said without turning his head. *'I wish to make certain." He reached inside
his cloak and brought out a small box. He flipped it open, glanced down at it, and stiffened in
his saddl e. Wien he | ooked up, his eyes were hard and cold. "They have it. Get themoff those
horses and search their bags."

Enmereck felt the words like blows in the stonmach. To have been so close to escaping and then to

| ose everything ... The Syaski were certain to find the Harp; what else could they be | ooking for?
He hardly felt the hands pulling himfromhis horse. He had failed again, and in sone ways this
was the worst failure of all

One of the Syaski held the horses while the others tranped down a circle of grass and began
spreadi ng out the contents of the saddl ebags. They unw apped the Harp of Inmach Thyssel al nost at
once, but to Emereck's anmazenent, they continued their work as though it was of no inportance.

Liana said blithely. "If we don't go straight there, the Duke won't

file:/lIG|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20...20-%20The%20Harp%200{%20Imach%20Thyssel.txt (63 of 94) [2/14/2004 1:07:44 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%620-%20L yra%20Universe%6203%20-%20The%20Har p%200f %620l mach%20T hyssel .txt

Li ana gave Emereck a single, sidelong | ook when she sawit, then returned to contenpl ating her bow
and arrows, |lying just out of reach.

Lanyk grew visibly inpatient as the work progressed. Finally he di smounted and wal ked anong t he
clutter, watching the box in his hand. He hesitated briefly before a small bag that belonged to

Li ana, then went on. Wen he reached the Harp, he stopped and his |ips parted in a hunorless
smle. "A harp," Tie said. "How appropriate.”

"I don't understand. That's just—

"Stop your games, nminstrel!" Lanyk snapped. "It was clever of Dindran to hide it ampong a
mnstrel's belongings, I'll admt. Pity he wasn't clever enough to guess |I'd have magi c of ny own
tofind it with." He waved the box in Enereck's direction, then flipped it closed and bent forward
to pick up the Harp.

The air sang a hard, high note. Lanyk straightened, clutching at his throat. Emereck caught a

gli mpse of sonething black and sharp and spi ky, and then Lanyk made a gurgling noise and toppl ed
slow y sideways. Enereck stared, unconprehending, while the soldiers around himdrew their swords.
He cane out of his shock
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only when the man hol ding himjerked, choked, and fell to his, knees, another of the black weapons
enmbedded in his throat.

The man guardi ng Li ana was down as well. "Run!" Emereck shouted. He dove toward the Harp of | mach
Thysse!, hoping that whoever was throwi ng things would be too busy with the Syaski to worry about
a nmere mnstrel

One of the soldiers shouted as Enmereck snatched up the Harp. Another swung at him Enmereck ducked
and kept on running. Fromthe corner of his eye he saw Liana running toward him closely foll owed
by one of the Syaski. He turned to shout a warning, and sonething swept his feet fromunder him
As he went down, he twisted frantically to keep fromfalling on the Harp. He heard a | oud cl ang
above him the sound of two swords neeting, and then he | anded heavily on his side. He lay half-
stunned, only distantly aware of the fighting going on imediately in front of him H's head began
toclear alittle, and he tried to push hinself away fromthe conflict.

Sonet hi ng swi shed through the air above him A Syask Enereck hadn't noticed before pitched forward
across his legs, pinning them The black tip of one of Liana' s hunting arrows protruded fromthe

Syask' s back. Emereck shoved at the body, but the fighting was still going on in front of him and
he did not dare raise his head and arms enough to get good | everage.
He gl anced quickly upward just as the Syask swordsman fell, run through, giving Enmereck his first

clear look at the other fighter. Emereck froze. It was Kensal Narryn.

There were only two Syaski left. One was directly in front of Kensal; the other was hovering

i ndeci sively hal fway between Kensal and Liana. Kensal pulled a dagger fromhis belt with his |eft
hand and faced them "You know what | am" he said. "You had better |ay down your weapons."

One of the nen wavered visibly, but the other |ooked at Kensal with hatred fueled by fear
"Surrender to a
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Cilhar? W are Syaski! W'll die first."

"As you will have it, then,1' Kensal replied, and stepped forward. His sword seened to blur in his
hand; Enereck did not even see the stroke that ended the Syask's life. An instant |ater there was

a dull thud, followed by a cry, and the last Syask fell, Kensal's dagger buried in his chest.
Kensal bent to wi pe his sword, and Enereck saw hi m shake his head. Then Liana's voice, slightly
shaky but still clear, called, "Don't nove, Clhar. Not at all."

"Certainly," Kensal said. "Anything to be obliging."

"Emer eck? Enereck, are you—

“I'mall right," Emereck called, wiggling out fromunder the dead Syask. "Alittle battered,
that's all." He braced his legs to keep fromtrenbling with reaction, and stood up

Li ana, white-faced but deternined, stood ten paces away, aiming an arrow at Kensal. "Enmereck ..."
"l would appreciate it if you would ai mel sewhere, lady," Kensal said in a conversational tone.
"Failing that, | would at least like to straighten up. This position is somewhat unconfortable."
"Drop your sword, then," Enereck said.

Kensal opened his hand and the sword fell. "And now?"

"You can stand up." Emereck picked up the Harp and nade a wide circle around Kensal to Liana's
si de. Kensal watched with an expression suspiciously like anusenment. Enmereck wondered what to do
with the Clhar. They couldn't stand there watching himall day.

"What are you doi ng out here?" Enereck denmanded at | ast.

"Fol | owi ng you," Kensal replied pronmptly. "And it seens to be a good thing | was. You'd be dead
and Lanyk would be riding north with that Harp by now, if |I hadn't."
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"You're after the Harp, too, then," Enereck said wearily.

Kensal hesitated. "In a manner of speaking. But |I'mnot fool enough to try to steal it fromyou or
take it by
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force. I'll swear to that, if you like."

Liana's arnms were beginning to trenble fromthe strain of keeping the bow drawn. Enereck sighed.
" Swear . "

"I swear before the Mdther of Mouuntains that | will not take the Harp of Imach Thyssel from you
unl ess you give it to nme freely and in full know edge. Is that sufficient?"

Ener eck nodded, and Liana | owered her bowwith a sigh of relief. Kensal snmiled, then bent and

pi cked up his sword. He wiped it carefully before sheathing it. Then he | ooked up. "I suggest we
clean up a bit and then find a place to sit down and be confortable. | think we have a lot to

di scuss. "

Ei ght een

il ensal began his "cleaning up” by retrieving his dagger, wiping it carefully, and returning it to
its sheath. Then he crossed to the nearest body and renoved the spi ked throw ng weapon.

"What are those things?" Enereck said.

"They're called raven's-feet." Kensal plucked another of the black spiky-Iooking things fromthe
next Syask's throat and held it out for Emereck's inspection

Emereck swall owed and took it. It was deceptively sinple. A small steel ball forned the center
fromwhi ch four slender spikes protruded, each as |long as Enereck's middle finger. The spi kes were
arranged so that no matter how the thing was dropped, it would rest on three of themwth the
fourth pointing straight up. One of the spikes was wet with blood. Hastily, Emereck handed it

back, and Kensal went on with his task

"Do you want your arrow?" Kensal asked Liana when he had coll ected his arsenal

"No," Liana said. "I never want to see it again.”

Kensal turned and studied her. "It's not the fault of the arrow that the man is dead."”

"l know." Liana still |ooked rather white. "But |—I1"'ve never killed a person before. |'d rather
not be rem nded."
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"These," Kensal pointed out, "are Syaski."

Li ana turned away. Enmereck glared at Kensal. "You could at least try to understand, C | har."
Kensal shrugged. "1 understand that they would have killed you if | hadn't been here. Don't ask a
Clhar to grieve for Syaski; we have seven centuries of reasons not to."

"It's all right, Enereck," Liana said hastily. "I nmean, it's too late to change now, so there's no
point in nmy fretting about it."

"You' re sure?" Emereck said.

"Yes." Liana straightened her shoul ders and | ooked at Kensal. "And I'Il take my arrow back."
Kensal smiled and handed it to her. "And perhaps you would be kind enough to retrieve your
horses." He waved at the Syaski nounts, which had scattered during the fight. Liana | ooked at him
wi t hout novi ng. Kensal sighed. "Soneone must do it, and | don't know which horses are yours. W'l
be on our way nore quickly if you collect themwhile your friend and | take care of the bodies."
Liana bit her Iip. "Al right, then."

"What's your hurry?" Emereck asked Kensal as Liana started off toward the horses.

Kensal gave hima look. "If you think Prince Lanyk was wandering around this far fromhone with
only six guards and no |uggage to speak of, you don't know nuch about rulers.”

"You nean there are likely to be nore of thenP" Enmereck said.

"I't's not likely, it's certain. Cone help ne with these." Kensal bent over the nearest body and
began dragging it toward one side of the tranpled circle.

Rel uctantly, Enereck nmoved to help with the unpl easant task. They piled up the bodi es and covered
themw th the cloaks the Syaski had been wearing. It was all they could do; there was no tinme to
dig a grave or build a cairn, and no wood for a pyre. By the tinme they finished, Enereck was
feeing queasy. He also had a vivid understandi ng of why nbst heroic ballads stopped with
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the hero victorious on the field of battle, without detailing the afternath.

"Whew, " Kensal said when they finished. "I'mgetting too old for this sort of thing." He sat down
and began cleaning the raven' s-feet. Emereck turned to gathering up the bel ongings the Syaski had
scattered over the ground. He was nearly finished when he ran across the small box Lanyk had used
to identify the Harp. He picked it up, wondering whether he should keep it or destroy it. As he
hesitated, Kensal |ooked up. "Found sonething?"

file:/l/G|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20...20-%20The%20Harp%200{%20Imach%20Thyssel.txt (65 of 94) [2/14/2004 1:07:44 AM]



file:///G|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20L yra%20Universe%203%20-%20T he%20Harp%%200f %20l mach%20T hyssel .txt
"I'n a way," Enmereck said, and held up the box. "Lanyk seemed to be using this to track us."
"Interesting," Kensal said. "May | see it?"

Emereck hesitated, then handed it over. Kensal held the Iid shut and turned the box over in his
hands. "The style of carving is Lithran," he said, frowing. "I don't like this."

"Lithnmern are no worse than Syaski," Emereck said.

"If you'd said 'no better* |I'd have agreed. O don't you believe what your CGuild Masters tel

you?"

"What are you tal king about?"

Kensal did not seemto hear. "Well, no sense waiting," he nuttered, and flipped open the lid of
the box. He glanced inside, and his expression hardened. "Shadow scum " he snarled. In one fluid
nmovenent, he dropped the box and rose to his feet. Before Emereck coul d protest, he crushed box
and contents together beneath the heel of his boot.

"What —

"Look there," Kensal said, indicating the shattered remains on the ground. Enereck |eaned forward.
Amid the splinters of the box were several shards of snobky black crystal. He reached out to pick
one up, and Kensal knocked his hand away. "Don't touch it!"

"Way not? Why are you so— Enereck saw Liana approachi ng, and broke off. She was | eadi ng the
horses she and Enereck had been riding, along with one of the Syaski nobunts.

"Here they are," she said as she joined Enereck and
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Kensal . "W can | eave any tine."

"Good," Kensal replied. His tone was grim

"Somet hi ng' s wrong?"

"Yes."

"No. "

Li ana | ooked from Kensal to Enmereck. "I see. What did 1 mss?"

"This," Kensal said, nudging the crystal shards with the toe of his boot. "Have you seen anything
like it before?"

"No," Liana said positively. "Wiy?" x Kensal sighed. "Good. | think. It will make it harder to
expl ai n, though."

"What is it?" Enereck demanded.

*TH tell you as we ride." Kensal was already tying Emereck's saddl ebag to one of the horses.

"Ri de? But—

"Unless | am nmuch m staken, we need to get away from here, and quickly. | don't know just how much
time we have."

Enmer eck opened his mouth to object, then closed it. Kensal had saved their lives, and it was clear
fromhis nmanner that he felt this was urgent. But could he be trusted? He knew too nmuch about the
Harp for Emereck's confort. And how had Kensal nmanaged to be out in the nmiddl e of the plains at
precisely the right time and place to save Enereck and Liana fromthe Syaski ? He had proni sed not
to take the Harp hinself, but he could still lead theminto a trap

Li ana settled the matter. She studi ed Kensal briefly, then handed Enmereck the end of the I eading
rope and began packi ng her own things. She wasted very little tinme; she sinply scooped nost of

theminto a pile and janmed the pile into a saddl ebag. "I didn't find your horse," she told Kensa
as she worked. "I brought you one of the Syaski ones instead."
"Let it go," Kensal said. He grinned, and gave a shrill, carrying whistle. A few nonments |ater

Emereck saw a sturdy brown mare round one of the stone outcroppings and head toward them Liana

| ooked up, nodded, and
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began untying the Syaski horse. Kensal turned to Erne reck. "Get your harp, and let's be off."
Feeling frustrated, angry, and a little afraid of what m ght happen next, Emereck did as he was
told. Kensal watched in silence as Enereck wapped the Harp of Inach Thyssel, tied it to his
saddl e, and carefully checked the knots. Emereck was irritated that Kensal did not give himan
opportunity to refuse an offer of help. He finished the knots and swung into the saddl e. Beside
him Liana plucked a handful of long, stiff grasses and switched the extra horse to nmake hi m nove.
"Pick a direction," Kensal said, "and let's go."

Enereck | ooked at the G lhar in surprise, then understood. |If he, Emereck, chose their path, there
could be no question of Kensal's leading theminto a trap. The know edge only irritated Enereck
nmore. He scowl ed and pointed. "Wst. W can make the forest in another day if we push, and it'l|
be easier to hide if there's trouble." He | ooked challengingly at Kensal

The Ci| har nodded gravely. "It is always easier to avoid trouble. If possible." He nmade a cl ucking
noise to his horse, and started off. Liana threw the switch after the Syaski horse and fol | owed.
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Feel i ng vaguel y dissatisfied and thoroughly unhappy, Emereck kicked his horse into notion and went
after them

Wnd rustled the branches of the trees outside the tent, casting shivering shadows across the
wal | s and roof. Inside, Tammis, Princess of Syaskor and sonetine sorceress, paced angrily up and
down between a cot and a snall nmahogany table. On the table lay a black mirror that reflected none
of the tent's interior, only a clotted crinmson stain.

Lanyk had failed. Wrse, the secondary |ink had been destroyed. And they had been so close to
success! Mther of Muntains, how could he have bungled it? He had been within reach of the power
they sought, might have been actually holding it. So cl ose—and now this. Her small mouth was set
inathin line.

The situation was intol erable. Lanyk was dead, the
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patronizing little fraud, and she had not even had the satisfaction of killing himherself. As
soon as the Syaski found out, what little direct influence she had woul d end, unl ess she was
prepared to use raw power to enforce her claimto the throne.

The corners of her mouth relaxed slightly as she pictured the consternation of the courtiers. Mst
of them had believed in her carefully planned nousiness. Did they really think a C|har woul d be
so hel pl ess? The snile faded and she shook her head. It was too soon. vShe could not ensorcell an
entire country, not without help. And to get the hel p she needed, she had to have the .

what ever it was. She ground her teeth in frustration. Lanyk could have at |east used the link to

| et her know what he had found before he got himself killed

Firmy, she brought her nmind back to the inmediate problem Once the Syaski heard of her husband's
death, it would be only a natter of tinme before sone anbitious general or courtier decided that
assassi nating an unpopul ar C | har princess was the quickest way to the throne.

Very well, then; they nmust not hear of Lanyk's death. She could manage that, at least. But how
long would it be before the soldiers grew restless anyway, waiting for their precious Prince to
return? That was easy; they were restless already. She could handl e them but.

Tamm s's frown deepened. She could hold the Mother-1ost soldiers, but to do so she would have to
stay here, watching her chances of reclaimng her birthright fade as the real prize slipped out of
reach. And sooner or |ater her hold would slip, too, and the Syaski hatred of Cilhar woul d take
over. No, it made no sense to stay. Better to risk everything on the chance of seizing the thing
for herself. Wth careful preparation, it could be done. She was no bungler.

She turned to the table and passed her hand over the surface of the black mirror. The red stain
faded and was replaced by a nurky reflection of the tent's interior. Satisfied, Tanm s wapped it
carefully in a piece of silver-colored silk, then placed it in a flat oak box. She
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seated herself beside the table and frowned in concentration. There was that boringly single-

m nded Shal arn and her soldiers to deal with, as well as the group she was seeking. And soneone

el se had brushed her nmind recently; that one would need special handling. Tanm s smled and began
the list of the things she would need to take with her

In the study of Castle M nathlan Duke Di ndran sat behind the polished desk. H's face was an
expressionl ess nask, but the lines around his nmouth seened deeper than they had been. Beside him
sat the Wrd, Welram on the shortest chair the servants could find. Gendron was across fromthem
wat ching his father. Wen the silence becane unbearable, he cleared his throat. "Sir, |—=

The Duke cut himoff with a wave. "I do not blame you for what has happened, CGendron."

"1 shoul d have watched Flindaran and Talerith nore closely. And | should have guessed that the

m nstrel would never |eave without that Harp."

"You coul d not have predicted Flindaran's actions."

"The responsibility is still mne."

"I left you and Flindaran in charge. It is as nuch ny fault as yours. Mre," the Duke added, half
to hinmself. "Practice at raising children appears to have made ne worse at it, not better."”
Gendron | ooked at himin concern. "Father, I..."

"Dindran!" Welram was staring toward the door, his ears pricked forward like a fox hearing a
rabbit in the underbrush. "Soneone cones."

"No one will get past the guards," Gendron said, torn between irritation and respect. "The
orders—

"Quards and orders cannot stop magic," the Wrd said. "And there is a very powerful and subtle
magi ci an com ng this way."

Gendron | ooked at the door as though he had just been told it was nade of human bones, then | ooked
back at Welram "You're sure? How can you tell?"

"One mmgi ci an knows anot her."
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"Enough, " the Duke said. "Welram how | ong— He broke off as someone knocked at the door. A nonent
| ater, the door swung open and a | anky bl onde woman wearing servant's garb stepped inside. She

gl anced at the Wrd without surprise, closed the door behind her, and stood waiting with a serene
confidence that was out of keeping with her appearance.

"I't seens that you were correct, Welram" the Duke said.

, "It is no fault of your guards and servants that | amhere,” the woman said. "l arranged
matters nyself."

"Did you. You rmake yourself quite free of ny hone."

"I't was necessary. | apologize for disturbing you, but I have need of a few words with you and
your guest."

"I ndeed." The Duke | eaned back. "And would it be presunptuous to inquire who you are?"

The woman sniled. "I amone of the Five who have been Watchers and Guardi ans of the world since
bef ore Varna sank, since before the Shadow born were bound, since before Tyrillian fell. | am one

of the last of the Eleann, and ny nane is Rylorien
bell tolling.

There was a nonent's silence; even the Duke | ooked slightly shaken. "QGuardi ans?" Gendron said at
| ast. "What Cuardi ans?"

Wel ram answered himwi thout taking his eyes fromthe woman before them "Wen the third moon fell
and the El eann died, they left five Quardi ans behind them Their names were El asi en, Amaranth,

I ranian, Valerin, and Rylorien."

"Anyone may claima hero's nanme," Gendron said uncertainly.

Ryl orien | ooked at the Duke. "Your library proclains you a scholar, |ord Duke. Have you studied

The words rang through the chanber like a

the small . green book that opens only to the touch of the Dukes of M nathlan and their Kkin?"
"How do you know of that?"

Rylorien smled. "I was there when it was witten. Have you studied it?"

"I have."
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"Then watch." Rylorien raised a hand. Her form shi mered, grew, changed. Her skin was a pale

gol den col or, her slanted eyes a golden brown, her hair the color of clear honey. She stood a head
taller than the Duke. Dindran stared for a | ong nonent; then he bowed. Rylorien snmled and began
to change again. The gol den shape shimered and ran, and then a small, dark-haired worman st ood
conmposedly before them Gendron closed his nouth and swal | owed hard

The Duke studied the dark-haired woman for a nonment, then raised an eyebrow. "Your first
denonstration was quite convincing. There was no need to display your, er, adaptability further."
"This is the formin which the minstrel Enereck knows ne. If we are to seek him | think it w sest
to make recognition easy for him"

Gendron | ooked at his father. "You're going after that Harp?"

"Welramand | had intended it," the Duke replied. "You will remain in charge here."

"You' d trust ne after what happened |l ast tinme?"

"I'f I did not, |I would not have nade that decision." The Duke | ooked at Rylorien. "Have you an
obj ection to such an expedition?"

"None at all. | wish to come with you. There is magic gathering agai nst the Harp, and | think we

may hel p each other."

The Duke inclined his head. "An excellent idea.”

Shal arn rode at the center of the small colum of nmen. Behind the silk scarf that kept the dust
out of her face, she was frowning. In another three or four days they would reach M nathl an
Everyt hi ng had gone snoothly since she had begun her warding spells, yet she was uneasy. The
feeling had been growi ng since the previous day, and she knew better than to ignore such hunches.
She turned in the saddl e and beckoned to her Captain, "W will stop here for a few minutes," she
sai d when he pulled his horse up beside hers. "There is something | wish to investigate."
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"Yes, ny lady."

As he turned and began giving orders, Shalarn pulled her horse to a halt and slid to the ground.
Whil e her men and horses rested, she took a map, a box of herbs, and a black velvet bag fromtheir
speci al places in her saddl ebags. She went a little way off the road and set up the spell, slowy
and with great care. She did not want to waste even a fraction of her power.

When the preparations were conplete, she took a small gold sphere on a silver chain fromthe

vel vet bag. She dangled it carefully over the map, and spoke the words that set the spell in

nmoti on. There was a flash of heat and the pile of herbs under the sphere crunbled into ashes.

Shal arn finished the spell and | owered her hand. Her eyes w dened, though she had hal f expected
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the result. The source of the power for which she searched had noved. The |line of ashes pointed
west of M nat hlan now She studied the map until she was certain she had nenorized the pattern,
then cleared away the traces of the spell

She rose to her feet, dusted the last traces of ash from her hands, and wal ked back to her nen.
"Captain!"

"My | ady?"

"My plans have changed. W will go southwest fromhere, instead of continuing to Mnathlan."

The Captain | ooked at her with wary curiosity, then nodded. Shalarn smiled as she renpunted. She
and her men could overtake these others in a day or two. Provided the ones she sought had no nagic
to hurry them al ong, she rem nded herself. She would work the tracing spell every night when they

canped to nake sure she had not |ost them Wen she caught up to them—well, she woul d choose that
road when she reached the crossing.

Ni net een

yl s soon as they were well underway, Enereck rode up beside Ken sal. "I believe you promni sed us an

explanation, Clhar," he said.

Kensal sighed. "So | did. You saw the pieces of crystal?"

"I saw them™"

"That was a shadowstone. It's a kind of link to the nastiest bunch of sorcerers | know of."

"A link?" Liana said.

Kensal nodded. "Under the right conditions, the sorcerers can use their power through the stones,
cast spells through them perhaps even travel through them sonmehow. And they and their servants
can find one of those stones anywhere on Lyra.”

"That's why you smashed it," Enereck said nunbly. "To keep themfromfinding us."

"Yes. Soldiers and fighting nen | can handle, if there aren't too many of them but w zards are
another matter. Magic isn't ny specialty."

"Then why are you hel pi ng us?"

"I owe you a life for your help at Ryl's inn," Kensal said after a nonment. "And even if | did not,
|l ama Cilhar; | would do far nore than this to keep the Harp you carry out of Syaski hands."
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Kensal ' s expl anati on sounded reasonabl e, but Emereck was sure the man had not told himall his
nmotives. He frowned, searching for the right way to ask the question, and Liana said suddenly,
"Who are these sorcerers you spoke of ?"

"They are called Shadow born. They're the ones responsible for the Lithmern invasion of Al kyra a
few years back."

"The Lithnmern were defeated," Enereck pointed out.

"Def eated doesn't nean wi ped out. The Lithnmern are still there, and so are the Shadow born.*' /
"But if the Alkyrans killed some of them=

"They didn't," Kensal interrupted, shaking his head.
only bound."

"Can't be killed?" Enereck said incredulously. "That's ridicul ous!"

"Ridiculous it may be, but it is true nonetheless." Kensal |ooked at Emereck curiously. "You're a
m nstrel. You must know the songs."

"What so— Enereck stopped. "The Pallersi Cycle? TheWarsof Bi adng?"

"Exactly." Kensal |ooked pleased, |like a Master M nstrel whose apprentice has just correctly
answered a difficult question.

"But those wars were three thousand years ago!"

"What is tinme to things w thout bodies?"

"No bodi es?" Liana said. "I thought you said they were w zards!"

"They are," Kensal replied cheerfully. "They just aren't human wi zards. O Shee ones, or Neira, or
Wrd for that matter. It's a pity in a way; Shee or Wrds would be easier to deal with."

"No one's seen a Shee or Neira or Wrd for centuries!" Emereck said, feeling nore confused by the
m nut e.

Li ana | ooked as if she were about to say sonething, then changed her m nd. Kensal shrugged. " Shee
and Wrds and Neira are just as real as Shadowborn. And it's not true that no one has seen them
for centuries;
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they' ve been all over Al kyra for the |ast four years.™

"I —= Emereck shook his head. He knew there were Guildhalls that considered the songs of the

Pal lersi Cycle to be literally true, but he hinself had al ways thought that the songs and stories
of the ivars of Binding were half poetry and half nyth. Oh, there had certainly been some great

Apparently the Shadow born can't be kill ed,
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magi cal conflict, but most of the Master Mnstrels of G aron felt that it nmust have been an
interracial war. Hadn't the three nonhuman races—the Shee, the Wrds, and the Neira—withdrawn from
humans after the war? The "Shadow born," according to this interpretation, referred to those
menbers of the Four Races whose hatred had begun the war. Sone of the Masters even regarded the

t hree nonhuman races as nyths, though there were Al kyran records barely two hundred years ol d that
nmenti oned Shee and Wrds. "I would have heard of it in Garon if what you say is true!"

Kensal shrugged. "Talk to the Alkyrans. Talk to the minstrels who were there during the invasion.
Your Grand Master hinmself crowned the new queen of Al kyra. Talk to him™"

"1 know, but..." Emereck's objection trailed off. If Shadow born were real beings, not netaphor

"But what are they, really?" Liana asked. "These Shadow born?"

"Powerful, anbitious, and dangerous," Kensal replied pronptly. "I don't know nuch nore than that,
and | don't want to." v.,»

"And you think they're follow ng us?" Liana persisted.

"The Shadow born? No. One of their servants, perhaps. But that could be al nost as bad."

"How do you know all this?" Enereck asked suspiciously. "You said yourself you're a fighter, not a
wi zard. "

"Ryl told nme when she asked nme to help her get the Harp of Inmach Thyssel."

Enmereck' s head snapped in Kensal's direction. For a nonment he sinply stared, trying to absorb the
i mplications of Kensal's statenent. He and Ryl were working
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together, and they were after the Harp. But why had Kensal admitted it? He must know how Enereck
woul d react. He might be trying to denonstrate his good faith. O was he only trying to foo
Enereck into thinking he was bei ng open? "Pl ease explain," Enereck said at |ast.

"Ryl is one of the Five El eann Cuardi ans," Kensal began. "I don't know rmuch about them but one of
their main jobs seems to be keeping an eye on the Shadow born. Other than that, they don't meddl e
much in the affairs of the Four Races.

"The Harp of Imach Thyssel was one of the exceptions to that rule. Sonehow when | nach Thyssel was
destroyed, the Guardi ans got hold of the Harp. They couldn't or wouldn't destroy it, so they hid
it in Castle Wndsong."

Enereck nmade a choki ng noi se. "How do you know about —

"I'mtelling you. Now, Ithink |I mentioned earlier that the Shadow born were behind the nost recent
Li thmern invasion of A kyra. The Lithmern were | ooking for a quick way of working sorcery and they
rel eased about fifteen of them They nust have thought they had a chance of keeping fifteen under
control. The rest—

"The rest? How nany of these things are there supposed to be? And what does this have to do with
the Harp?" Enereck said, bew | dered.

"I'Il get to that. There are several hundred Shadow born, | think. Mst of them were bound under
Lithra; there are a few others scattered across Lyra in other places. May | go on?"

Enmer eck nodded, not trusting hinmself to speak.

"The rel eased Shadow born got out of control rather quickly. For sone reason they didn't unbind
the others right away, just weakened their bonds or sonething. Maybe they didn't want to share
their freedom maybe that's just how Shadow born think. Anyway, they |oosened the spells holding
t he ot her Shadow born, then went off to war with Al kyra and got beaten."

"How coul d the Al kyrans defeat those things, if they're as bad as you say?" Enmereck demanded.
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"That's what the Four Gfts of Alkyra are for," Kensal said inpatiently. "Surely you knew t hey'd
been found agai n?"

"Yes." The tale had been a sixteen-days wonder at the C aron Quildhall. "But—

"Who's telling this story? The A kyrans used the Gfts to bind the fifteen Shadow born who'd come
with the Lithmern arny, but they didn't do anything about all the others under Lithra. | don't
think they guessed there were nore. And, after a few years, the Shadowborn in Lithra started
wor ki ng | oose, and the Guardians had to go down and stop them"

"I still don't see what this has to do with the Harp."
"Patience. The Guardi ans got to Lithra before the Shadow born had gotten conpletely free, but they
still had a hard time getting the Shadow born thoroughly bound again."

"I don't see why,'’
Shadow born. "
Kensal |ooked at him "The Quardi ans are very powerful. Unfortunately, they have to use nost of
their power to maintain the spells that keep themalive and whole. If they're distracted too nuch,
or if they're forced to use a spell that's too powerful, they ... Change. It's sonething the

Emereck said sarcastically. "There were five of themand only a hundred or so
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Shadow born did to thema long tine ago. They twist and nelt and . . . it's not pleasant. | think
that's why there are only five of themleft, and why they hate Shadow born."
"l can understand it," Liana said, shivering.

"You believe this .. . this fairy tale?" Enereck denanded. H s voice was harsher than he had

i nt ended; Kensal's description rem nded himof his nightmares, and he did not want to be reni nded.
Li ana | ooked at himoddly. "I am of the blood of the Dukes of Mnathlan. |'ve seen sone of their
private histories. I'mwlling to listen, and |'m surprised that a minstrel isnt."

Emereck felt as if he had been slapped. He wanted to say that it was not his training that nade
hi m skepti cal
THE HARP OF | MACH THYSSEL 177

it was the Harp. Kensal's tale sounded unreal, |ike fragnents of ancient ballads and songs strung
together, a story nmeant to beguile a minstrel. He could not speak, and after a nonment he realized
it was just as well. Anything he said would sound defensive or self-justifying, and neither would
do himany good in Liana's eyes. He turned to Kensal. "Go on."

"The Shadow born fought back when the Guardi ans sought to keep them bound. Even though they
weren't wholly free, they were very powerful. And there are quite a few of them Before the
Guar di ans bound them di e Shadow born nanaged to distract one of thema little too nuch.”

"That spell you nmentioned?" Liana said.

"The Change. Yes. To save his life the other Cuardians cast a spell that threw himinto a ..

pl ace where tinme itself is frozen. He nust remain there, like a noth trapped in resin, until the
other Guardians find a way to bring himback without letting the Change finish him" Kensa
paused. "Hi s nane is Valerin. He is—er was—a good friend to ne."

"I"'msorry," Liana said softly.

"The Harp of lmach Thyssel is the only way the Guardi ans have of freeing Valerin safely. Ryl asked
me to help her retrieve it. If it hadn't been for those Lithnern at the inn, we'd have been at
Castl e Wndsong before you, and none of this would have happened."

"I wish you had," Emereck said bitterly, thinking of Flindaran.

"Then you'll give us the Harp?"

"Nol

"I"'mgoing too fast for you, | see. My apol ogies."

"Emereck ..." Liana said.

"I won't do it," Enereck said flatly. Liana |ooked hurt, but he did not try to explain. He was not
really certain he could. He had been al nost forced to accept responsibility for the Harp. Having
done so, he could not sinply relinquish it to a person he barely knew on the basis of a story he
only half believed. The real problemwas that he was beginning to |li ke Kensal. He
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wanted to trust the Clhar, but he did not dare. He had trusted Flindaran ... "If it's Ry! who
wants the Harp, why isn't she here?"

"Ryl stayed behind to talk to the Duke; | assune she'll be following us later. She sent nme after
you because she feared you were in danger. | think circunstances have shown that she was right."
Kensal paused, frowning. "I w sh there were sonme way of warning her."

"Warni ng her?" Liana asked.

"About that shadowcrystal. She could be terribly vulnerable, if one of the Shadow horn's servants
finds out who and what she is."

Emereck was silent for a nonent, then he said, "Wiy didn't you come to me in Mnathlan and tell ne
all this?"

"What did we know of you? You arrived at the inn just before the Lithnmern attacked. You |lied about
who you were, or at |east one of you did. And you went straight to Castle Wndsong and took the
Harp, Wul d you have trusted us, if that were all you knew?"

"No," Enereck admitted. "But in that case, why are you here now?"

"There was no other choice," Kensal said sinply.

"You could have stolen it."

"Ryl knows nore of the Harp of Inach Thyssel than anyone. And she clains force and trickery are

difficult and .. . unwise ways to try to take it. After what |'ve seen, | believe her."
Enereck | ooked at himsharply, then realized he was referring to the dead Syaski, not to
Flindaran. "In that case, why did she send you after us?"

"I said it was difficult to take the Harp by force, not that it was inmpossible."

"Ch." Enereck frowned, digesting that.

"I don't suppose you'd consider—

"No," Enereck said sharply. He saw Liana | ooking at himand said, nore to her than to Kensal, "I
need tinme to think."
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Li ana smiled, and Kensal nodded. For a tine the conversation |agged. Emereck's horse drifted a
little
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away fromthe others, and he nade no nove to stop it, Kensal's tal k of Shadow born and Guardi ans
had confused and frightened him These were natters for the Quildmasters, even the G and Master
hinsel f, not for a nere wandering minstrel barely out of his journeyman's rank. Enereck could
hardly believe it was true. Yet if the | egendary Harp of Imach Thyssel were real, why not other
things fromthe ancient songs as well?

The thought shattered the |ast remmant of Emereck's conposure. His thoughts ran in endless circles
and reached no conclusion. Wat conclusion could there be? Against the power of the Shadow born

wi zards, he woul d be hel pl ess. No, not helpless, for he had the Harp of Inach Thyssel. But could
he bring hinmself to use the Harp, even in a tine of need? Wuld he dare not to use it? And what of
the price the Harp woul d denand? He shook his head, and Flindaran's voi ce sounded suddenly in his
menory: "It might be worth it."

Emereck swallowed a lunp in his throat and gl anced over his shoulder toward the Harp. It made such
an ordinary |lunp hanging fromhis saddle. Yet it had cost so nmuch already. He scowed at it,
wonder i ng how nuch of what had happened was the Harp's doing. He was beginning to think of it

al nost as a person, he realized. He snorted and turned back to his horse and his brooding.

Li ana gl anced over at himseveral tines, but Emereck deliberately showed no response. Finally, she
started a conversation with Kensal about life in the Muntains of Mrravik, and soon she was

| aughi ng at some comment the Gl har had nade. Kensal certainly seemed to be popular with one of
them Emereck thought sourly. He turned away. Liana could afford to trust Kensal. The Harp wasn't
her responsibility. She—

"Enereck," Liana's voice said beside him

He turned, startled, and saw that Liana had pulled her horse over to his. "Yes?"

"I said, isn't it alovely day." There were lines of suppressed |aughter around her nouth.

Emereck blinked. "We're out in the middle of the
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plains with nowhere to hide and we're being | ooked for by Syaski, Lithmern, and possi bly Shadow
born, all of whom probably want to kill us. You think that's |ovely?"

"Well, no, it isn't. But it has nothing to do with how lovely the day is, either." She grinned at
him "And since we can't do anything about any of it anyway, we may as well enjoy the weather
So—+sn't it a lovely day?"

Rel uctantly, Enereck smled back. "Yes, | suppose it is."

"Then stop sul king and cone tell Kensal the nane of that song you sang at Talerith's party. The
one about the dragon and the blacksmth. He says it sounds |ike sonething he heard once in Co
Sador, but | didn't think it could be." She sniled again, and Enereck put aside his worrying for

t he nonent, and joi ned her.

Tt oenty

I hey rode until late in the evening, pushing the horses as hard as they dared. Enmereck felt
exposed on the plains, and he was anxious to reach the cover the forest would provide. He al so had
a feeble hope that Kensal would | eave them once they gai ned the woods. He appreciated the Cilhar's
protection, but he could not rid himself of a certain uneasiness about the man.

When they stopped at last, it was Kensal who chose their canpsite. It was a small hollow forned at
the base of three hills, out of the wind and partially hidden fromview It was a good spot, but
Emereck was irked by Kensal's casual assunption of comand. He did not say so; the journey was
unconfortabl e enough without adding to the friction between hinself and the G| har

They took turns watching that night. Liana took the first watch and Enereck, the last. H s dreans
were chaotic and unpl easant, but the recurring nightmare of the nelting city had not begun when
Kensal woke him Enereck breathed a quiet sigh of relief and rose to take his watch. The thought
of explaining the dreamto the inperturbable G| har had not appealed to himat all

He clinbed the nearest of the hills and settled down to his vigil. The stars were bright above
him the waning
™7
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hal f-circle of Elewth was | ow on the western horizon, with Kaldarin's dull red crescent |agging
reluctantly behind. A warm breeze rippled the grass, tossing it like the waves of the Ml yranne
Sea in the noonlight. Enereck felt small and insignificant surrounded by so much space, yet

curiously peaceful as well. Whatever happened to hinself and his friends, whatever happened to the
Harp of Imach Thyssel, the stars and the night and the whispering wind would still be there,
unchanged.
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Emer eck | eaned back and stared out across the waving grass. Flindaran had | oved these plains. The
unbi dden t hought brought with it a sudden, vivid inpression of Flindaran's presence. Emereck found
hi msel f | ooki ng over his shoul der, half expecting to see his friend clinbing up the hill toward
him calling some remark about dreaners with their heads in a fog. There was only the wind and the
darkness, and again Enereck felt a dull ache of |oss.

He rose to his feet and scanned the plains, half hoping to see sonething that would distract him
fromhis thoughts. There was nothing, but the action itself helped. Slowy, he turned and clinbed

down his hill and up the next, watching the moonlit grass. The light was fading now as El ewyth
set, and the night seermed col der as well as darker

At the top of the hill Enereck stopped and turned in a full circle, peering uneasily out across
the plain. Still he saw nothing. Hi s disconfort grew as the silver-green noon sank | ower, and he

remai ned standing. As the last sliver of Elewyth vanished bel ow the horizon, |eaving Kaldarin
alone in the sky, Enereck saw the city.

It stood, inpossibly, where there had been nothing but grass a nonment before. The el egant spires
seened nade of crystal mist; even in the dimlight, he could see the grass wavi ng through the
walls. Wth a shock of fear, he recognized it. It was the city of his nightmares. He stood

paral yzed, wondering if he were going nad, as the sequence of the dream began to play itself out
before him The graceful people of the city appeared: tall, transparent images in starlight. Then
t he expl osi on, and
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the i mages began to withe and nelt, their nmouths open wide in silent screans. Wth a noan,
Enereck closed his eyes to shut out the sight. When he opened themthe city had vani shed.

Shaken, Enereck stared at the enpty plain. Had it been a vision, or a kind of waking dream or was
he goi ng mad? And what could he do about it in any case? Denons take the Harp of |nmach Thyssel and
all its works! Wy was it doing this to hinP

He di scovered that he was trenbling and sat down abruptly. He closed his eyes and forced hinself
to breathe in long, slow breaths until the shaking stopped. Then he opened his eyes and sat
scow i ng at the night.

The city he had seen wasn't Inmach Thyssel, he was sure. The bits of description in "King Loren's

Lay" did not fit the dreamcity at all. The people, too, were unfanmiliar in appearance. Their
hei ght and slightly slanted eyes fit descriptions of the Shee, but their coloring did not. Neira,
then? But that was no underwater city he had seen. And three noons in the sky .. . Emereck wi shed

fervently that he had listened nore closely when the occasional adept of the Tenmple of the Third
Moon had stopped at the Guil dhall

He wracked his brain for hours, but he could find no clue to the neaning of the dreans. The only
things that seemed to fit at all were the scraps of information Kensal had dropped about the
Guardi ans and the "Change." Enereck grinmaced. He was beginning to think he would have to tel
Kensal about the dreans after all. Perhaps the Gl har could give hima clue as to what was
happening to hi mand why. Enereck resolved to try, come norning.

When norni ng canme, however, Kensal was very little help. He listened to Enmereck's tale with no
conmmrent and an increasingly worried expression. "Ryl said nothing of this to nme," he said when
Enereck finished. "And | amafraid | have already told you as nuch as | know of the Guardi ans and
the Change. | amsorry."

"Perhaps we should wait here for Ryl, then
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"No," Enereck and Kensal said together
Enereck | ooked at Kensal in surprise, and the Clhar smled slightly. "Ryl will catch up with us
when she chooses," he explained. "Right nowit is far nore inportant for us to avoid the rest of
Lanyk's nen."

Emer eck nodded. Hi s own reasons for wanting to postpone an encounter with the innkeeper-sorceress-
Quardian were |l ess practical and nore enotional. He had expected to neet people who would try to
take the Harp of Inmach Thyssel fromhimby force or trickery before he reached the Guildhall, and
he had been prepared to guard the Harp fromthemas well as he was able. He had not expected to be
asked calmy and politely to give the Harp away. That decision was for the GQuild Masters to nake.
Yet if KensaFs tale were even partly true, Ryl was the rightful guardian of the Harp, and Enereck
had no right to keep it fromher. And that was a problem Enereck did not want to face just yet.
The menory of his waking nightmare stayed with Enereck through the day's ride, making himtense
and irritable. Hs training enabled himto nmaintain a civil manner, but as soon as they finished
maki ng canp that night he picked up his harp and | eft, nuttering sonething about needing practice.
The famliar routine of tuning the harp relaxed him He set his hands to the strings and let his
fingers wander. He was hal fway through the second verse when he realized that he had unconsciously

Li ana suggest ed.
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begun with one of the ballads Flindaran had hated nost, as he always did when his friend was not
present to be irritated by them H's hands faltered, and then the rhythmfirned and the notes

fl owed on. But as soon as he finished the verse, he stopped and began a different tune.

Sone tine later in the mddle of a conplicated sequence from"The Song of Gasinal," he heard a
rustling behind him He nuted the harpstrings and turned. Liana stood behind him holding a
battered tin bow. "I thought you might want something to eat," she said.
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"Thank you," Emereck replied. He set his harp aside and took the bow fromher. She stood watching
himas he began to eat, then dropped to sit in the grass beside him

"Emereck .. ." she started, then hesitated. He | ooked at her inquiringly, and she said, "Wy are
you so unfriendly with Kensal ?"

"I'msorry. | didn't think it was that obvious."

"It isto nme. You aren't still worried that he'll try to steal the Harp fromyou, are you?"

"Not exactly. But he still wants it, and he expects to get it. He's too sure of hinself."

"Emereck, no Cilhar would break an oath on the Mdther of Muntains! Can't you trust hima little?"
"I trusted your brother— The words were out before Emereck thought. He cut hinmself off in md-
sentence, appalled by what he had just said.

Liana stared at him "No," she said slowy, "you didn't trust Flindaran. That was part of the
probl em "

"What do you nean?"

"I'f you trusted him why didn't you ever talk to himabout the Harp? Wiy didn't you discuss your
pl ans with hin®"

"What makes you thi nk—=

"I heard sone of his talks with Talerith. He was worried about you, Enereck."

Enereck stared. "Wrried about net But he was the one—=

"How do you know?"

"The way he was acting .
"Was it so different fromthe way you were acting?"

"He never said anything."

"Neither did you. That's what | nean." Liana shook her head. "You don't trust anyone when it cones
to that Denon-cursed Harp."

Emer eck blinked, surprised and hurt by the bitterness in her voice. "I+ trust you, Liana."

"Do you?" Liana said evenly.

"You're the only person | know doesn't want the Harp."
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"Do you?" she said again. "You haven't been acting like it."

"I don't under— Enereck stopped, then went on in an altered tone, "I couldn't tell you |l had it
with me. Surely you see that! It was too dangerous."

"Was it any |ess dangerous for me to conme with you not know ng about it?"

"l tried to make you stay in Mnathlan!" Emereck responded, stung. "But would you listen? No, you
insisted on follow ng me whether | wanted you to or not! You're stubborner than Flindaran ever
was. "

"Probably," Liana said calmy. "But | wasn't conplaining about the risk. | was sinply asking
whether this trip would have been any nore dangerous for nme if you'd told me about the Harp that
first norning, when | caught up with you."

"l suppose not," Emereck said after a nonent's hesitation. "But the Harp isn't..

Li ana made a snall, exasperated noise. "If the Harp of Imach Thyssel is too powerful to even talk
about with anyone else, then it's too powerful for you to handl e al one."

"Do you think | don't know that? Al | want is to get back to the Guildhall in Caron and let the
Masters have it!"

"And in the neantine you're going to curl up in a shell like a garden snail ?"

"The Harp of Imach Thyssel is too inportant to take chances with."
"So you trust me as long as it isn't too inportant." Liana stopped and her expression changed. She

shook her head in apology. "I'msorry, Enereck. | didn't mean that the way it sounded."

"I deserve it," Emereck said. "I wanted to tell you about the Harp, but we were still so close to
Mnathlan. ... | should have trusted you, but | wouldn't let nyself. |I couldn't take the chance."
"The way you want to trust Kensal now, and won't |et yourself?" Liana said softly.

"l —= Emereck paused. "I don't know." He | ooked at
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Li ana t hrough the growing gloom "Do you think |I should give the Harp to Kensal, then?"
"No. But | think you ought to think about it a little nore, instead of just rejecting it out of
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hand. "

Silence fell. Slowy Emereck finished his neal. Liana nade no nove to | eave; she sat gazing into
the deepening twilight with a | ook of abstraction. Enereck sighed. How could one snmall wonan,
hardly nore than a girl, make himfeel so confused and uncertain? He wanted to shake her; he
wanted to shout at her; he wanted to tell her . .. tell her ... he didn't know what he wanted to
tell her.

His eye fell on his harp. Al nost w thout thinking he picked it up and began to play an old country
song from sonewhere in the north

"Ch, where are you going this warm sunmer day? How long will you travel alone on your way? \Wat

wi sh set you wal ki ng on what private quest That keeps you from dancing at honme with the rest? \Wat
goal do you look for, that drives you so fast? And what will you do when you find it at last?

"I go where ny |ove goes, | follow her song. I'Il walk "til | find her, no matter how long. | wi sh
for her laughter, the snile she can't hide; | lost it because of nmy anger and pride. My love is ny
goal, and that we'll never part 1'll ask her forgiveness, and offer ny heart."

The | ast notes of the plaintive nelody seened to linger in the air. Emereck | ooked up to find

Li ana watching himwith a slight smle. He set the harp carefully aside, as though it was the harp
and not the nood that he feared would break. There was a long silence. Finally he took a deep
breath. "Liana, |I-¥ll, I'msorry about everything—the Harp, and Flindaran, and . "

There was a rustle in the darkness as Liana | eaned forward. "Hush," she said, and kissed him

For a | ong noment Enereck forgot about Flindaran
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the Harp of Imach Thyssel, the Syaski, and everything else. Then, reluctantly, he pulled away.
"Liana, I... If it weren't for that blasted Harp ..."

Li ana | ooked at him "I don't see what the Harp has to do with it."

"It has everything to do with it." Emereck swallowed hard. "I can't nake any pronmises until this
business with the Harp is settled, one way or another."

"Why not ?"
"Because | might have to break them or worse. |'malready responsible for Flindaran' s deat h—
"That's the silliest statenent |'ve ever heard. In the first place it was an accident, and in the

second place he was trying to steal your precious Harp. If anyone was responsible for his death it
was Flindaran hinmself! And | don't see what it has to do with kissing nme."
"WIIl you listen? I"'mstuck with the Harp. Wth all the wi zards and Syaski and who knows what el se

| ooking for it, there's a good chance I'll be killed before we get to G aron. And even if | make
it. ..

"Yes?"

Enereck sighed. "lI'ma minstrel; nusic and stories are all | know After the way |'ve bungled this
whol e business, |I'll be surprised if the Guild Masters don't throw ne out."

"You' ve done the best you could. They'll know that."

"Maybe. And maybe not. But either way, | can't make promi ses or ask for themuntil... | know

whet her | have anything to offer.”

Li ana | ooked at himuntil he was forced to nmeet her eyes. "I don't need prom ses, Enereck," she
said softly.

"I do," Enereck whispered.

Li ana was silent. Then she said slowy, "I think | understand. | don't know whether you're right
or not, but I think I understand." She lifted her head and smled at him then | eaned forward and
ki ssed himagain. "I'll wait."

Bef ore Enereck could think of an adequate reply, she rose to her feet, picked up the bow, and
went down the hill toward the canp. Emereck sat |ooking after her for a long tine.

Tt oenty-one

1 lext norning, Enereck found that he had nore difficulty in facing Liana than Kensal. The need to
keep her at a distance angered and frustrated him He took refuge in irritability, but Liana did
not seemto notice. Eventually, her casual conversation coaxed hi mout of his dark nood, and by
the tine they reached the outskirts of the forest he had pushed the problemto the back of his

m nd.

Once they were past the bushy growmh at the forest's edge, Enereck relaxed at |ast. He had not
reali zed how nervous the wi de openness of the plains had made himuntil he left it behind. Hs
troubles were far fromover, he knew, but at |east there would not be a repeat of the hopel ess
flight fromLanyk, with nowhere to run or hide.

Kensal took the lead for the afternoon's ride, and for once Enereck was pleased to let him Hs
own skills as a woodsnan were adequate to the needs of a wandering minstrel, but no nore. The
Clhar's expertise was obvious, and the snall group of alnobst-fugitives mght need every advantage
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they could get.

Next norning, they continued west. The trees were large, and their heavy canopy of |eaves hid the
sun

189

190 Patricia C. Wede

al nrost conpletely. At first Enereck enjoyed the shade, but after a while he becane uneasy. He felt
eyes on his back, watching him waiting for himto nake a mistake. He tried to disniss the
feeling, but it would not go away.

"l's something wong?" Liana asked, after he had | ooked over his shoulder for the fourth time in as
many ni nut es.

"I don't think so," Enereck said apol ogetically. "These woods just make ne nervous."

She raised an eyebrow. "I thought it was the plains that bothered you."

"This is different. There, | was worried about being found by Syaski. Right now!| feel as if the
trees thensel ves are watching nme."

Li ana | ooked thoughtfully at the woods. "Maybe they are, but | don't think it's anything to worry
about . "

"You feel it, too?"

"I'n a way. | thought at first it was just because there aren't nmany trees around M nathlan, but
it's nore than that. This place is ... alive sonmehow. "

"Mpst forests are,"” Kensal put in.

"I don't nean just growing! | mean—well, awake and aware."

"I don't like it," Enereck said.

"It isn't threatening or evil or anything," Liana said, surprised. "It's just there."

"I still don't like it. Maybe we should head farther south and try to go around it."

"I don't think we can," Liana said.

"And | don't think we should try," Kensal added. "W don't know anything about this whatever-it-is
you're feeling. Turn south and we could be heading farther into it, instead of out."

"l suppose so," Enereck said reluctantly. "But it makes me—

"Shhh!" Liana said suddenly. She pulled her horse to a stop and noti oned Enereck and Kensal to do
i kew se.

"What =

"Quiet, please! | thought | heard sonething."
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Al three of themsat notionless, |listening. Enereck heard nothing but the small noises of a
forest: |eaves whispering quietly in the breeze, birds twittering at each other, the rustle of
sone snall animals passing. "I don't hear anything," he said at |ast.

"Nor |," Kensal said.

Liana frowned. "It's that way," she said with certainty, pointing slightly north of their westward
pat h.

"Un" Kensal |ooked at her. "Wat was it you heard?"

"I"'mnot sure. Pipes, | think, or—

"Pi pes?" Emereck's stomach felt suddenly hollow. "You nean, nusic?"

"Well, yes, but not like anything |I've ever heard before."

Kensal | ooked at Enereck. "Are you thinking what | think you' re thinking?"

"It can't bel" Emereck said with a vehenmence that surprised him "W aren't anywhere near that
castlel™

Li ana's eyes widened. "You nean the place where you found the Harp? That's what | heard?"
"That's what he neans," Kensal said. "Castle Wnd-song."

"But how can | be hearing it? And why coul dn't you?"

"You are of the blood of the Dukes of Mnathlan," Kensal said with a shrug. "According to Ryl,
that's all it takes."

"l don't believe it," Enereck protested. "That castle was at |east four days' ride fromthe edge
of the forest, naybe nore. W haven't cone anywhere near that far."

Kensal smled wyly. "Castle Wndsong has a mnd of its own, indeed."

"I't isn't possible! Castles don't junp around from place to place like frogs!"

"Perhaps this one does. There's only one way to find out." Kensal turned his horse in the
direction Liana had indicated.

"No!" Enereck said firmy

"Enmereck, what's the difference?" Liana asked. "It's
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not far out of our way."
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"This isn't a pleasure outing! There are Syaski hunting us, renenmber?"
"W don't know that for certain,"” Liana replied mldly.

"And if there are, Castle Wndsong may well be the safest place for us,
famly of the Dukes of Mnathlan can find it."

"And if it isn't Wndsong? It could be a trap," Enmereck said.

Kensal said. "Only the

"I doubt it. | don't think even the Shadow born could inmitate Wndsong well enough to fool one of
the Duke's kin."

"It doesn't feel dangerous," Liana put in. "And if it is Wndsong, |'mcurious about it."

"Then go by yourself. |I'mnot going back there." Wth a jerk that made his horse toss its head in

protest, Enereck pulled the aninmal around and started off, heading al nbst due south. After a few
nmoments, he heard the sounds of the other horses behind him but he did not turn. He was ashaned
of himself, and appalled by his |oss of tenper.

But how coul d he explain? He had found the Harp at Castle Wndsong. The chain of events that ended
with Flindaran's death had begun at Castle Wndsong. He was afraid of the place: afraid of falling
victimto its magic and its nusic; afraid of finding Ryl there to denand the return of the Harp
afraid of losing Liana as he had FHndaran.

The thought froze him He hunched his shoulders, trying to relax nuscles that had gone taught as
harpstrings stretched to breaking. He told hinself firmy that it couldn't be the same castle. The
pl ace they had found the Harp was miles away, farther north and nmuch further west. Liana was safe
from—He jerked in the saddle as the wind brought himan echo of unm stakabl e nusic.

"There it is again!" Liana said.

"It's definitely Wndsong," Kensal conmented. "And we seemto be getting closer."”
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"I heard it," Enereck said grimy, and pulled his horse to a stop. At the sane nonent he realized
that the sound had conme fromdirectly in front of him He |ooked angrily at Liana. "I thought you
said it was coming fromback there!"

"It was, then."

"l suppose you're going to tell me it noved."

Li ana | ooked at him "No. |I'mnot going to tell you anything at all."

Savagel y, Emereck turned his horse west. "Keep this up much |onger and we'll be going in circles,"
Kensal commented. Emereck ignored him The breeze died, taking the nmusic with it, but only for a
brief tinme. Wien the wind and nusic resuned, both were com ng fromthe west. And the nusic was

| ouder. Enmereck reined in once nore.

"l think you mght as well give up,"” Kensal said.

"Are you doing this?" Enereck denanded.

"Of course not. |I'ma soldier, not a nagician."

"Then how—+

"None of us can answer that unless we stop trying to avoid it,'

Li ana sai d.

Emereck | ooked at her. "I suppose | really don't have much choice,” he said at |ast.
"Then let's go," Kensal said, and lifted his reins. His mare started forward. Liana foll owed;
Enereck, still fumng inwardly, brought up the rear. He still did not understand haw they could be

headi ng for the place where he and Flindaran had found the Harp, but he did not doubt that it was
so. He feared the castle and nmistrusted it, the sane way he feared and mistrusted the Harp. Yet
there seened no way to avoid it now

He heard Liana gasp and urged his horse forward. The others had stopped at the top of a low rise
He pulled his horse to a halt beside them and | ooked down. Below was the field of halaiba flowers
and the high, white wall surrounding the castle and its gardens. He noted absently that this tine
the gate was facing them They would have only a short ride through the flowers to reach it.

Enmer eck frowned suddenly. How | ong had it
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been since he and Flindaran were here? Nearly three weeks, and the hal aiba were still bloom ng. He
gave a nental shrug and added it to the list of strange things in and around the castle.

"It's beautiful,"” Liana said softly.

Enereck gl anced at her uneasily, wondering what she saw that he did not. A white wall rising from
a sloping sea of blue flowers certainly nade a striking picture, but beautiful ? He remenbered
Flindaran's reactions to the forest and the castle, and his uneasi ness grew. "Liana, maybe we
shoul dn't go on."

"l don't think we can stop now," Liana replied, giving himan odd | ook. "Besides, we haven't found
out anything yet." She urged her horse forward without waiting for Enereck to answer, and the
sweet scent of crushed hal ai ba rose strong and heavy in her wake. Kensal glanced at Enereck and
foll owed her, leaving Enereck little choice but to join them Al the way down the hill Emereck
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felt the eyes of the forest on -his back

The gates opened at Liana's touch. They rode inside and di snobunted. The garden was as green and
cool as Enereck remenbered, but he did not find its sanmeness conforting. Liana, however, was
delighted. "I've never seen such lush plants!" she said. "And are those the scul ptures you told ne
about? WII it hurt anything if | |ook at thenP"

"I doubt it," Enereck said. "I did it last time." He watched her for a while as she went from one
of the statues to another. Then he turned to Kensal. "Wll, what do we do now?"

"l suggest we nmake canp. This is the safest place | can think of, and |I suspect Ryl will be here
soon. W nmay as well wait."

"Ryl. OF course.”

"You'll have to face her sonme tine, you know "

Enmereck | ooked away. The Cil har seened to have read his thoughts, and it was not a pleasant
feeling. Furthernmore, the man was right, and adnitting that, even to hinself, was not pleasant
either. What was he going to do with the Harp of Imach Thyssel when Ryl
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asked for it? Wwuld he have any choice? He scowl ed. "Go ahead and nmke canp," he said.

Whi | e Kensal unl oaded his nmare, Emereck went over to his own horse. He unstrapped the Harp and
stood looking at it for a long tinme, as if by doing so he could sonehow det erni ne what he ought to
do. Finally, he shook hinmself. He started to set the Harp down beside the rest of his bel ongings,
then paused. The habit of conceal ment was still strong; he did not feel confortable |eaving the
Harp in plain view, even if Kensal and Liana were the only ones around to see it.

Wth a sigh, he picked up the Harp and carried it to one side of the low stairs |leading into the
castle. He opened his saddl ebag and piled clothes and bedding over the Harp until it was

t horoughly hidden. Feeling a little foolish, he went to get his own instrument. Perhaps a few
hours of practicing would hel p himthink

As soon as they were well within the forest, the Duke pulled his horse up next to Ryl's. "Have you
sonme i dea how far ahead of us they are?"

"A day's ride, at l|least, though we have gained sone tinme thanks to your horses.™

"And thanks to Welramis work with them" the Duke replied, nodding to the Wrd. "I w sh ny groons
had your talents."

Wl ram grinned, showi ng white, pointed teeth. "Sone skills come naturally to certain people.”
"Quite so," the Duke said dryly. "If one happens to be a Wrd. But how much nore time can we gain,
and how qui ckl y?"

"That depends."

"Of rwhat ?"

"On how much you val ue your horses. There are linits even to the magic of the Wrds."

"I see." The Duke glanced at Ryl. "I don't suppose you might be able to do sonething about the
probl em "

"I fear not, but it is uninportant.”

"Uni nportant ?" The Duke rai sed an eyebrow.

"Now that we are within the forest, you can bring us
196 Patricia C. Wede

to our goal. O rather, bring our goal to us."

Duke Di ndran stared at her, for once nonplussed. "|?"

"W have passed the border of the |lands that once were ruled from Castle Wndsong. You are of that
line of rulers; within these |lands you can call it to you, if you will. And the ones we seek are
there. "

"1... see.”

"Can-you not feel it?"

"l believe there is sonething."

"Perhaps we are still too close to the border," Welram suggest ed.

"That is possible," Ryl said, frowning. "The castle should grow easier to call as we cone nearer
toit. Wait, then, and try againin a little while."

"As you request," said the Duke.

Shal arn's Captain rode toward her through the trees and pulled his horse to a halt. "W have found
them ny lady," he said, bow ng.

"Good! How many of them are there?”

"Only three. One is a mnstrel, one a young worman." He paused. "The third is the C | har warrior we
caught at the inn."

"Kensal Narryn! You are sure?"

"I cannot swear to his nane, ny lady, but | amcertain it is the sanme nan.
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"And the woman—was she his conpanion at the inn?"

"No. | have never seen her before.”

Shal arn frowned, wondering what this m ght nean. "How far away are they?"

"Just ahead, about ten mnutes ride. W took care that they did not see us, as you commanded. "
"Then we will followthem And we will continue to avoid being seen.™

"My lady, there are ten of us. Even a Ci|har cannot—=

"That is what you thought last time," Shalarn said sharply. "Your mnistake has made ny task nore
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difficult. | amsure the Clhar will renmenber you. | cannot force himto help me, and after the
way you treated himat the inn he is not likely to trust ne."
" But —

"Enough! W& will follow themw thout being seen, while | test their abilities. Then / will decide
the tine and place to neet them"

"Yes, ny lady!" The Captain turned and gave the orders. Shalarn snmiled inwardly. He was a trifle
over-eager at times, and he had a regrettable tendency to think he knew nore than she did. Still,
he had a deep respect for her nore unusual abilities; she would have no further trouble with him
t oday.

For the rest of the norning, they followed the Gl har, the nminstrel, and the wonman. Shal arn rode
in a kind of half-trance, letting her body's reflexes keep her in the saddle while her nind cast
tiny, questing spells at the group ahead. The C | har and the worman noticed nothi ng, but the
mnstrel felt sonething; she could tell by his growi ng nervousness. She had al nost decided to stop
her efforts, when she felt the first glimerings of a new spell. She called her men to a halt at
once.

"W ride into magic," she told them "It is a spell of confusion to nmake us | ose our way, and it
is very old and very powerful. Stay with me and follow ny |lead, no matter how strange it seems, or
you will be lost."

The men nodded. Shal arn turned and began the sl ow task of picking her way through the forest. She
quickly realized that her only hope was to follow the Cilhar and his conpanions. She had no tine
to cast a proper spell; she would have to do the best she could wi thout the benefit of her tools.
She cast a tenuous linking spell to hold her nmind to their path. Twice the fragile thread fail ed.
When it caught hold at last, she clung tenaciously to it, tracing it slowy and carefully to avoid
Il osing or breaking it.

The work seened to go on for hours. Then, suddenly, it was over. Shal arn opened her eyes. Her
horse stood at the top of a small rise | ooking down over a wide clearing filled with shrubby bl ue
flowers. Strange nusic rose
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froma large, walled area in the center. The whol e pl ace reeked of nmagic.

Shalarn smiled in satisfaction and turned to her nen. The smile vanished. Only three had nmanaged
to stay with her during the long, twisting ride while she sought the path through the forest. Only
t hr ee.

"What are your orders now, ny |lady?" the Captain said.

Shal arn's eyes narrowed at his tone. "Wy, the sanme as before. Though now | amcertain you wll
agree with them Three nen are not good odds against a Clhar."

"Yes, ny lady."

"All three of you will conme with me. You will not provoke them and you will rmake no threatening
move unless | nyself amactually attacked. Have | made nysel f cl ear?"

"Yes, ny lady."

"Then come." Trying to | ook nore confident than she felt, Shalarn rode down the hill to the gate.

The massive iron door was not |atched; she waited until her nmen caught up with her, then pushed it
open. "Disnmount," she comranded. Leading their horses, they wal ked i nsi de.

They stood in a garden surrounded by nusic and greenery. Shal arn gl anced qui ckly around, and her
eyes found the Cilhar alnobst at once. He had risen at their approach, and stood watching them

t hrough narrowed eyes. Behind himan unfamliar girl slipped away through the trees. O the

m nstrel there was no sign.'

Shal arn notioned to her nen to stay where they were. She stepped forward two paces and stopped,

careful to keep her hands in sight. She waited, but he said nothing. Finally, she nodded. "I am
the Lady Shalarn sa' Rithven, lately of Lithra. If you are Kensal Narryn, | would like to talk to
you. "

TWenty-two

C/ nereck was just finishing his third pass through the bridge of "Darneel and the Firebird" when
the music of the singing statues changed dramatically. He stopped his own playing and |istened

file:/l/G|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20...20-%20The%20Harp%200{%20Imach%20Thyssel.txt (79 of 94) [2/14/2004 1:07:44 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%620-%20L yra%20Universe%6203%20-%20The%20Har p%200f %620l mach%20T hyssel .txt

careful Iy, wondering what had caused the change. The nusic still sounded |ike the work of a master
i mprovi ser, but the key had risen a full step, and the style of playing was conpletely altered.
Emereck frowned. The wind did not seemto have changed, and the statues were fixed in place. How
coul d the nusic change so suddenly?

He | ooked up and saw Liana hurrying toward himaround the ruined wing of the castle. He rose
hastily. "What is it?" he said as she approached.

"Four people just cane in—at least | think there are only four. Three soldiers and a nobl eworman.
They're talking to Kensal now. "

"RyH And you left her with Kensal and the Harp?"

"I thought you would want to know. Besides, | don't think it's Ryl. Kensal didn't seemto
recogni ze her."

Enereck stifled a curse. So much for Kensal's assurances that no one but Ryl could find Wndsong!
He snatched up his harp and ran through the garden toward the gate, Liana at his heels. \Wen he
rounded t he end of
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the m ned wing, he went nore cautiously, keeping out of sight behind statues and clunps of bushes
and notioning Liana to do the sane. He stopped when they had worked their way close enough to
hear. Panting slightly, he peered>around the edge of a bush.

A striking, dark-haired woman stood several paces in front of Kensal. She was dressed in an

el aborate riding costume of red silk and brown velvet, trimed in gold, and her hair was coiled on
top of her head in the fashion of Lithnmern nobl ewonen. Behind her, just inside the iron gate,
stood three nen in unifornms, holding horses and watchi ng Kensal through narrowed eyes. Two of the
men were conpletely unfamiliar. The third Enereck recognized at once, and a chill ran down his
spine. He was the | eader of the Lithmern who had attacked Ryl's inn

"You can hardly expect ne to believe that," Kensal was saying. "This is not the sort of place one
comes to by accident."

The woman smiled, |ike a cat discovering the cream untended. "Just so. And you and your conpanions
had as nmuch purpose in conmng here as I."

"W will |eave ny conpanions out of the conversation for the nonent," Kensal replied. "At the risk
of soundi ng inhospitable, |I must point out that you are the ones who rmust explain your presence.
And before you spin ne any nore fairy tales, | will tell you that | have recogni zed your Captain.”
"I regret the inconveni ence he caused you at your |ast neeting," the woman said. The | ook she gave
the unfortunate Captain woul d have cracked stone. "He overstepped his authority.”

"Real ly." Kensal's voice was politely nonconmittal

"I wished only for the opportunity to speak with you."

"You have it now. "

"l have heard that you know something of interest to ne."

"Anything's possible. But I'mstill waiting for an explanation of your presence here."
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The wonan sighed. "I am seeki ng sonething."

"Which isT*

"A way to destroy the Shadow born."

Enereck stiffened, and his hand tightened involuntarily on the branch he was hol ding. The wonan's
head turned toward the faint rustling, and she said, "Your conpanions seemto be returning at

last, Clhar."

Enereck went forward at once, feeling a little foolish at being discovered so easily. Liana
followed at a little distance. The Lithmern woman's eyes widened slightly when she saw him as if
in recognition. Enereck studied her unobtrusively, but he was certain he had never seen her

before. He wondered who she thought he was.

Kensal nodded as Enereck joined him and said, "Enmereck, meet Shalarn sa' Rithven of

Li t hra—obl ewonan, sorceress, and the person behind that attack at Ryl's inn."

"Not the best reconmendation |'ve ever heard," Enereck said, trying to match Kensal's tone.
Inwardly, he felt nunmb. This was the wonan Gendron had nentioned, who had been staying with Prince
Lanyk. Had they been working together? Was she aware of the Prince's death?

"I have already apol ogi zed for the overzeal ousness of ny nmen," Shal arn sai d.

"Quite so," Kensal said blandly. "You were about to explain who or what these Shadow born are that
you wi sh to destroy."

"If you seek to test ne, Cilhar, | shall pass," Shalarn replied with a touch of inpatience. "The
Shadow born are things w thout bodies, powerful and intelligent beings that |live bel ow the surface
of the earth. To walk in sunlight they nmust use others' bodies. They are old beyond i nagi ning, and
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wi se in magic."

"And your reasons for wi shing to destroy these w se, powerful, and ancient beings?"

"They are responsible for the loss of ny hone and the current unfortunate position of ny country."
Her voice was even, but Enereck could hear the undercurrents of anger and hatred.
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"Un." Kensal studied her. "l suppose it's possible."

"It is nore than possible! You are familiar with the details of our war with Al kyra a few years
ago?"

"We have heard of it," Kensal said, glancing sideways at Enereck

"Qur king knew the war was com ng, and he knew that the Al kyrans are sorcerers. So he prepared
sorcery of his own to counter their nmagic, and encouraged others to assist him He called on the
Shadow born for help, but they betrayed him They destroyed our sorcerers and took conmand of the
arny, then led it into a trap."

"And howis it that you managed to escape?" Kensal asked nildly.

"1 was lucky," Shalarn replied sinply. "I had friends who helped ne, and | was careful not to use
magi ¢ until | was out of Lithra. Since then | have sought for a way of punishing the Shadow born
for what they have done."

"I see. And just how do you expect a Cilhar soldier to help you?"

"You have a ... thing of great power. You cannot deny it. | have felt its presence, and | have
tracked it since you or one of your friends made use of it a week ago in Mnathlan.”

"And you want it."

"l want it. | am being open with you, you see.”

Enereck tensed. Kensal shot hima warning glance, and he forced hinself to relax. Shalarn seened
to think Kensal had the Harp; he nust do nothing to correct that inpression. Kensal turned back to
Shal arn and said, "Wat nakes you think I would give it to you? Assum ng, of course, that | have
such a thing to give."

Shal arn smiled and | owered her eyelids. "I have learned a great deal in four years of searching.
You are an eneny of the Shadow born. | think you will help ne because our ains are the sane."”
"Perhaps," Kensal said. "And perhaps not. You will allow ne tine to consider?"

"Of course."
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"In the meantinme, let me show you and your nen around the gardens. They are quite fascinating."

"I would be pleased.” Shalarn turned and notioned to her men

"Show her the gardens? Kensal, are you nad?" Enmereck whi spered as soon as her back was turned.

"I want to see how her nen nove. The Captain |looks as if he mght be good; if it conmes to a fight.
1 want to be prepared.”

"W can't just let themstay here!"

"How woul d you suggest we get rid of then®"

"I don't know, but there nust be sonme way. They're after the Harp
"Of course they are!" Kensal sounded exasperated. "But as long as we know that, it's safer to have
them here where we can watch—Are you ready. lady? This way, then." Kensal started around the
castle. Shalarn and her nen trailing in his wake.

Enereck scow ed after them wondering what he could do about them After a nonment. Liana joined
him "Do you believe her?" she asked.

"I believe she wants the Harp. | don't know about the rest of it."

"She nakes the Shadow born sound very different from what Kensal described.”

"She's Lithnmern. But frankly, right nowI'mnot sure who to believe. O trust." Enereck stared
after the little group disappearing anong the trees.

Tanmi s rode slowy through the forest, half-hidden from acci dental discovery by the | eaves and the
speils she had wapped around herself. She could feel nagic ahead, the strong fire of the thing
she sought and anot her, nore nebul ous presence that pushed her, trying to turn her from her path.
It required all of the skill she had |earned during the long years in the north to keep herself on
the right heading. If she had not been warned of something like this, or if she had not had the
beacon of the power she was | ooking for, she knew she woul d
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have [ ost her direction, possibly without ever realizing she had gone astray.

The t hought made her concentrate all the nmore. Her progress slowed, but even at a snail's pace it
grew harder and harder to keep her horse on the correct path. Finally she realized that she nust
abandon the horse or | ose her way. She hesitated only briefly. If she succeeded in her task, she
woul d have no problemin obtaining a new nmount; if she failed, it would not matter.

She di smounted and stood notionless until the horse was out of sight. Then she renewed her

file:/lIG|/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%20-%20...20-%20The%20Harp%200{%20Imach%20Thyssel.txt (81 of 94) [2/14/2004 1:07:44 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Patricia%20C.%20Wrede%620-%20L yra%20Universe%6203%20-%20The%20Har p%200f %620l mach%20T hyssel .txt

concentration. Carefully, she felt out the path through the invisible maze that hemred her in. Her
progress was slow, her eyes told her that she was wal king in a drunken circle, while her magic
said she was drawi ng closer to her goal. She forced herself to ignore the evidence of her senses,
and went on.

Finally she reached the top of a low rise, and knew her journey was at its end. Below, treetops

showed above a long, white wall, and she could hear nusic fromthe other side. Wat interested her
nmost, however, was the bright flame of the power she had followed so far. It was there on the
other side of the wall; she could feel it. She smled a small, cold snile, and started down the

sl ope toward the gate

She paused when she reached it and |istened. She heard nothing but nmusic. Cautiously, she pushed
at the gate. It swung open; the fools were depending on the magic to guard them She slipped

i nside and gl anced quickly around. She counted seven horses, four of themstill saddl ed, but no
peopl e.

Her eyes narrowed suddenly. That gray was Shal arn's horse, she was sure of it. So the Lithmern
sorceress had managed to get here first! And the brown nare was a Cilhar's nount; she hadn't seen
one of the small, sturdy animals since she'd | eft the nobuntains.

Her eyes swept the garden once nore and fastened on an untidy pile of clothes beside the stairs.
She al nost | aughed al oud. That was a hiding place? She started forward, but she had taken only two
steps when she
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heard the sound of voices approaching through the trees. She hesitated; it was so closel But she
had no tinme. Cursing beneath her breath, she slid away i nto the bushes.

"How far do you want to go before you try agai n?" Wl ram asked

*Tmafraid you will have to ask Rylorien," the Duke replied. "I've never done this before."

"Not far, | think," Ryl said. "In fact— She stopped. The Duke was not |istening. He was | ooking
intently into the forest ahead of them his eyes narrowed and his |ips pressed tightly together
Wel ram dropped his reins and reached for his bow "Wat is it?"

"l don't know," the Duke said slowy. "But sonething seems to be wong."

Ry! frowned, concentrating, Wen she | ooked up, her eyes were full of concern. "Something is wong
i ndeed. Tine grows short. Call Wndsong now, if you can, or we nay be too late."

The Duke nodded. He sat notionless for a long nonent, staring at nothing. Then he shook his head
and his eyes focused. "This way," he said, turning his horse. "It's only a few nminutes nore."
Werram cocked an ear at the Duke. "You're quite sure? | thought you hadn't done this before.™
"Sone skills cone naturally to certain people,"” the Duke said blandly.

"Quite so," Welramreplied with a fierce grin. He | ooked at Ryl and picked up, his reins. "Well

if there's trouble ahead, we don't want to keep it waiting. Let's go."

Twenty-three

rir hen Emereck caught up with the others, Shalarn was chatting easily with Kensal. Her men seened
no nore pleased by this than Enereck, particularly the Captain. Enereck found hinmself trying to
split his attention three ways so that he could watch Kensal, Shalarn and the Captain with equa
care. He was not particularly successful. By the tine they cane in sight of the gate once nore, he
had | earned not hi ng whatever and he was begi nning to get a headache.

" Emereck. "

Li ana' s voi ce roused himfrom his nusings and he turned. "Wat is it?"

"Did you see sonething just now by the gate?"

"No, but I wasn't really paying attention." He glanced at the gate and frowned, puzzled, "It does
seem di fferent, sonehow. "

"No, no, | didn't nmean that it |ooked any different. | thought | saw sonething nove."

"There's nothing there now. Mybe ..." Enmereck's voice trailed off as he realized what it was that
made himthink the scene had altered. "The nusic's changed again!"

"Has it?" Liana was still staring toward the gate.
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"Not much, the key's the sane. But the style is—

"Sonet hing's wong."

"What ?" Enereck | ooked around. Shal arn and Kensal were standi ng besi de one of the w nd-nusic
statues, still talking. The rich silks and velvets of her riding costune nade a sharp contrast to
the faded green |l eather of the Clhar's uniform and the curving shape of the bone-white statue
besi de them added a touch of strangeness to the picture. Shalarn's nmen were scattered through the
near by garden, | ooking unconfortable and extrenely out of place against the rich greens and browns
of the lush plants. The two guards were watching Kensal w th obvious unease; the Captain was
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edging toward the horses just inside the gate. Enereck | ooked back at Liana. "I don't see
anyt hi ng. "
"l don't know what's wong. And | don't know how | can tell, either, so please don't ask."

Enereck gl anced back toward Kensal and Shal arn. "Can you at |east— He stopped and blinked. Al of
the shadows in the garden had just shifted. He spun and | ooked up at the sun. It was a good three
finger-widths to one side of where it shoul d have been

"What was thatT' Liana said breathlessly.

Emereck' s head jerked down to | ook at her again. "You felt sonething?"

"Didn't you?" They | ooked at each other. "If you didn't feel anything, why did you junp like
that ?" Liana said at |ast.

"I saw t he shadows change. | think the castle may have noved again."

Li ana | ooked over her shoul der at the sun. "I think you're right. |I wonder where we are now?"
"I'mnore concerned with why it happened. Look, will you make sure Kensal knows? And try and find
out if that worman noticed anything. |I'mgoing to check the Harp."

Li ana nodded and started toward Kensal and Shal arn. Emereck turned and wal ked swiftly toward the
front of the castle. The pile of garnents that hid the Harp | ooked untouched; with Shalarn's nen
wat ching he did not dare

208 Patricia C Wedc

check nmore closely. He breathed a quiet sigh of relief and wal ked on, trying to look as if he had
been heading for his horse all along.

The Captain scow ed, but stepped back to let Emereck pass. At the edge of his vision, Emereck saw
Shal arn approachi ng from what was now the south side of the gate. Liana and Kensal had fallen a
little behind her, and Shalarn's two guards had noved in to flank them Emereck frowned, wondering
what they were planning. Then his attention was jerked away by a ripple of novenent ahead of him
The castle gates were swi ngi ng open

Emer eck stepped back a pace. Behind him he beard the soft ringing of a sword being drawn fromits
sheath, and then the gates were open far enough to reveal the riders on the other side. Enereck
recogni zed the Duke of M nathlan and Ryl at once, but the sight of the third rider drove all other
t houghts from hi s head.

H s face and arns were covered with a fine, dark brown fur. Froma mane of the same col or energed
two ears shaped like a fox's but with short tufts of hair at their ends. He wore a | oose tunic of
dark green, belted at the waist. He carried a bow and a quiver of arrows at his back, and he rode
bareback on a shaggy pony.

Enmereck closed his mouth and swal |l owed hard as the three rode inside. A Wrd! And riding with the
Duke of Mnathlan and Ryl. He tried to force his stunned mnd to think, to consider the

i mplications, but he could not do it. He could only renenber the | egends: the Wrd attack on
Basaraan during the Wars of Binding, their cities made of living trees, their nmagic and their
songs.

The riders disnounted, and Enereck shook hinself and gl anced around. Shal arn and her nmen were
staring in wonder at the Wrd. Liana seened | ess astoni shed, though she watched the Wrd with
curiosity. Only Kensal showed no surprise; his lips quirked in a wy smle as he bowed to Ryl, but
that was all.

The Duke's eyes swept the conpany, and he gave a small, stiff nod of recognition in Enmereck's
direction. Enereck bowed in return. The Duke's lips tightened;
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then Liana stepped forward, and the |ines around his nouth softened fractionally. "I amglad to
find you well, ny dear," he said.

"Thank you, sir," Liana replied, and curtsied. "Allow ne to present mnmy conpani ons: the Lady

Shal arn sa' Rithven of Lithra and her guard, and Kensal Narryn oftheCil har."

Shal arn darted a sharp |l ook in Emereck's direction when it becane apparent that Liana was not
going to continue. The Duke's head turned to |l ook at her. "Lithra. | see." He |looked at Ryl. "I
beli eve we have found the source of that wongness we were discussing earlier."

"I think not," Ryl replied. "She bears no taint of shadow. "

"You are sure?"

"I am Open yourself to the castle and you will be sure as well."

"She clainms she is looking for a way to destroy the Shadow born," Kensal put in.

"And so | am" Shalarn said, controlling her anger with obvious effort. "You cannot deny it."
"True," Kensal said. "But | also can't confirmit. W have only your word, either way."

"The Wrd dens of Al kyra sent word long ago of Lithra's dealings with the Shadow born," the Wrd
said. His voice was deeper than Enereck had expected fromso snall a person

"Do you think everyone in Lithra believed their prom ses?" Shalarn said. "And do you think we all
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believe themstill, after they destroyed our sorcerers and forced our arny into the trap at

Col dwel | 2"

"*Who can be fool ed once, can be fooled again,'" the Wrd quot ed.

"Peace, Wlram" Ryl said. "Have | not said she is no know ng servant of the Shadow born?"

"Knowi ngly or unknowi ngly, | serve no one but nyself!" Shalarn said. "I seek to destroy the Shadow
born. They will pay for what they have done to ne and to Lithra."
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"Revenge is overrated," the Duke said. "As well as being rather difficult in this case. The Shadow
born are not lightly disturbed.”

"Nevertheless, | will do it! That is why— Shal arn stopped and gl anced at Kensal

"That is why she has been followi ng ne," Kensal said. He | ooked at Ryl. "She wants what we cane
for."

"Ah." Ryl looked at Shatarn, and there was sonething like pity in her eyes. "If what you say is
true, I amafraid it would do you no good. If the Harp of Inmach Thyssel could destroy the Shadow
born, we would have used it long ago to do so."

"The Harp of Imach Thyssel!" Shalarn's eyes flew from Kensal to Enereck. "So it is the nminstrel
want "

"No," Ryl said gently. "Did you not hear ne? The Harp can undo certain of the works of the Shadow
born, for it is older even than they, but it cannot harmthe Shadow born thensel ves."

Shal arn turned back to Ryl. "How do you know?"

As Ryl started to answer, Enereck took one step backward, then another, until he was standing
outside the little knot of conversation. He saw Kensal's eyes flicker, then the C | har stepped
casual | y between Shal arn and Enereck. Emereck |l et out a slow breath and turned slightly, so that
he coul d watch the hidden Harp as well as Shalarn and her two guards. He frowned suddenly and

| ooked qui ckly around. Shalarn's Captain was nowhere in sight.

Uneasily, Enereck took another step backward. Where had the man gone? Shalarn was still arguing
with Ryl. She did not seemto have noticed him but Wl ram and Liana were both | ooking at him
curiously. He shook his head, hoping fervently that they would | ook away before Shal arn noticed
and turned to see what they were staring at.

Enmer eck gl anced around once nore and saw the bushes to the right of the gate quiver. A noment

| ater, the missing Captain appeared from behind them Enereck's vague fears vani shed and he felt
foolish; the man nust have gone into the bushes to relieve hinself, that was all.
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The Captain cane forward, sw nging wi de around the little clunp of people. Enereck backed up
again, so that the Captain would not pass between himand the Harp. The Captain ignored him
Enmereck' s m sgivings returned and he frowned, wondering what the man was up to. The Captain's
attention seened concentrated on Kensal, as though the Cilhar was the only one of the group who
real ly existed.

Emereck' s eyes shifted to Kensal. He waited for the G lhar to turn, to shift, to show by the nost
i nperceptible change in position that he knew the Captain was there and that he was ready for him
Kensal did nothing, and Enereck's frown deepened. The Captain was directly behind Kensal now, and
nmovi ng forward; he seemed to be heading for a position between Shalarn and the Clhar. It was an
em nently reasonable thing to do, and yet... Enereck took a deep breath, intending to add sone
conmment to the conversation and thus call Kensal's attention to what was happening behind him An
instant later, he let it out in a cry of warning.

He was not quite in tine, but he was not quite too late, either. Kensal started to turn, and the
Captain's dagger struck his left side just bel ow the shoul der, instead of his heart. Kensa
staggered. His right hand flickered once, then reached for his sword. The Captain cried out and
clutched at his left shoul der. One of the black, spiky raven's-feet protruded fromit.

At al nost the same instant, Shalarn gave a cry of pain. Enmereck turned his head and saw anot her of
the raven's-feet buried in her right arm H s eyes junped back to Kensal; could even a C | har have
thrown two of the weapons so quickly?

Shal arn's Captain had no such doubts. "Ci | har treachery!" he shouted. "To ne, and defend the | ady
. Shal arn!"

Shal arn's other two guards sprang forward, drawing their swords. "Treachery indeed," the Duke
grow ed as he pulled out his own weapon and stepped forward to neet them

"Stop this!" Shalarn cried. "Stop it at once!"
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Her nen ignored her and kept on. Kensal was already engaged with the Captain, their swords noving
nore rapidly than Enereck woul d have believed possible. Enereck shook off his nonentary paral ysis
and dove for his bel ongings. There was a dagger in there sonewhere, a gift from FUndaran | ong ago;
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he spared a nental curse for his stupidity in not wearing it. Wthout a weapon there was not hi ng
he could do to hel p Kensal and the Duke.

It took only a nonment to find the dagger. As his hand closed on the hilt, he heard Liana cry out.
He whirled and started back before his eyes had tinme to take in what was happeni ng.

Li ana was unharned. She had evidently been circling the conbatants, possibly with the sane idea as
Enmer eck; she was standing hal fway between the fight and the bushes where the Captain had energed.
Kensal and the Captain were still engaged, though both seemed to be tiring. O the two, Kensal was
in worse condition; the left side of his uniformwas soaked with bl ood. Duke Di ndran stood nearby.
Hi s sword had been dropped or wrenched away. He stood weaponl ess, one hand pressed agai nst his
side. Atrickle of red crossed the back of the hand, and Emereck caught a glinpse of a black spike
proj ecting out frombetween the fingers. One of Shalarn's guards lay unnoving in front of him The
other had his sword raised for a death stroke at the Duke.

There was no way Enereck could reach themin tinme. He cried out in frustration. The guard' s sword
started down—then dropped fromhis suddenly linp hand. The nman stared in dumb surprise at the
smal | wooden dagger hilt sticking out of his chest, then toppled. Beside Ryl, Wlramgrinned
fiercely and lowered his throwng arm He said sonething Enereck could not hear, and pointed
toward the bushes.

Ryl nodded and raised her arnms. "Ri shew fin niterbarata ilfinagarhan tasa!"

The bushes shivered, and Enereck heard an angry cry. Wth a rustle and a crackle, a wonan cane
through them wal ki ng as though she were bei ng dragged. Her
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hair and eyes were dark. She was tall, taller than the Duke; a |oose cloak hid nost of her figure.
Her right hand held a raven's-foot poised to throw, but she seened unable to nove it. Her left was
clenched in anger. Her face showed no trace of fear, only fury.

"Tamm s?" Shal arn sai d incredul ously.

The Captain's head turned toward the new arrival, and his eyes wi dened. "No! You said no one would

know, you— The sentence ended in a gurgle as Kensal's sword ran himthrough. Kensal pulled the

weapon free, breathing hard. The Captain fell, still staring reproachfully at the woman call ed
Tanmi s.
Ryl's eyes had not left Tanmmis and the raven's-foot 1 she held. "Drop it," Ryl commanded, then

when the woman did not obey, "Bespyl port!"

The raven's-foot fell harmessly to the ground. Emereck saw a flash of surprise mingle with the
fury on Tammi s's face, then her eyes narrowed. "Wo are you?" she demanded, staring at Ryl.

"We mght ask the same of you," the Duke pointed out. He had renpoved the raven' s-foot fromhis

side, but kept his hand pressed to the wound. It did not appear to have any effect on his usua

nmanner .

"That will not be necessary," Kensal said. He had

turned to face Tammis, and his voice was col der and

harder than any Enmereck had ever heard. "I know who

"olee she is. Tamm s Fenrel, traitor and renegade. The C | har

f bani shed her ten years ago for deliberately |eading her

; attack teaminto a trap."

"That's ridiculous!" Shal am said enphatically. "She's '« the Princess of Syaskor!" ,'i;
"Maybe, but she's also a G lhar outlaw "

Tanmm s | aughed suddenly. It was not a pleasant sound. "Kensal Narryn. | should have guessed; only
you woul d still care about such ancient history."” She smled nockingly.

"I wish you had chosen to do your fighting yourself," Kensal said. "I would have enjoyed beating
you. "

"Easy enough to say to a woman who can't nove."

Kensal turned. He seened to be hol ding hinself
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upright by sheer force of will, but he still nanaged to lift

his sword and say, "Let go of her, Ryl,"

"No. Wbunded as you are, you would be no match for her, and I would not have you die to no
purpose. And she is the source of the evil | have felt here." Ryl's voice was calm but her face
was tense with concentration

"She serves the Shadow born?'" Ryl nodded.

Kensal | ooked at Tamm s as though she were a snake three days dead and crawling with maggots. "You
shoul d have been killed ten years ago. And paralysis or not, I'mgoing to do it now"

"I think not," Tammis said. Her smile w dened fractionally. "Not when |I know exactly who your
conpani on is."
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"You can't," Kensal said flatly. "You forget—+, too, know the traditions of the G lhar. And you
shoul d not have chosen such an obvious alias for such an exceptionally powerful sorceress." Tamm s
inclined her head very slightly in Ryl's direction. "She can only be the Guardian Rylorien."
"There's nothing you can do about it." Tamm s | aughed again, "I've |learned nore than you think

since | left the Mountains of Mirravik. | know the weakness of the Eleann.”

The fingers of her |left hand began to uncurl, one by one, and Emereck saw that she hel d sonet hing
within it. Kensal started forward, but before he could reach her, Tamm s cried |oudly, Arsklathran
Jinf" and pointed at Ryl. At the same nonent, Emereck saw exactly what she held in her hand. It
was a sl ender crystal of snoky bl ack.

Tt oent y-f our

yls Tanm s spoke there was a sudden wailing discord fromthe nusical statues. The air darkened and
grew colder. Aripple of distortion seemed to nove outward fromthe crystal Tammis held. As it
reached him Enmereck felt a twisting stab of pain in every bone and nuscle of his body. He wanted
to cry out, but he could not nmove. Then the ripple passed, |eaving himgasping. A nonent |ater Ryl
screaned.

The sound froze Enereck's blood. He knew it, recognized it, though he had never heard it before.

It was the scream of the gol den people of his nightnmare as they tw sted and nelted and changed,
the scream he had never quite been able to hear in the dream but had al ways known was there.
Slowy, reluctantly, his head turned, and he | ooked at Ryl.

She was lying on the ground, curled in on herself, her dark hair falling in a tangled veil around
her. Her body shimered and slipped out of focus, then solidified briefly. The outline of her form
seened to blur and run like butter nelting slowwy on a hot griddle. Her shape firned again, and
for a noment she |ay gasping on the ground. Enereck had a nonentary hope that she had succeeded in
throwi ng off whatever was happening to
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her, then the cycle began again.

Kensal , too, had glanced at Ryl. He hesitated, apparently torn between rushing to help her and
attacking Tamms. Then Welram threw hinself to his knees beside Ryl and took her hand in one of
his. H's eyes narrowed to thin slits and he bared his teeth; it was a nmonment before Emereck
realized that the Wrd was concentrati ng on sonething

That was enough for Kensal. He lunged toward Tamr s, sword outstretched. Tanm s raised the
crystal. A shaft of blackness darted fromher hand to Kensal, and the G | har crashed to the ground

in front of her. She | ooked down. "Ad fool," she nuttered.
When Kensal |unged, Enereck had begun edging slowy toward the overgrown garden on his right. He
still had his dagger. If he could get behind Tamm s, perhaps he could stop her. He knew it for a

faint hope, at best; he was a poor fighter by any standards while she was both Clhar and a
sorceress. But he had to do something. Ahead of him he saw Liana noving with the same caution
toward her bow and quiver. He woul d have sm | ed encouragenment, but he did not want to distract her
or to draw Tammis's attention in their direction

As Kensal fell, the Duke started forward. Welram caught at himwith his free hand. "Not with
swords," the Wrd gasped, so |ow Enereck could hardly hear him "Need nagic. Use W ndsong."

"You!" Shalarn's voice surprised Enereck; he had al nbost forgotten her presence. She was staring at
Tanmi s wi th undi sgui sed | oathing. "Servant of the Shadow born!"

"How cl ever of you to notice," Tamm s said. "Yes, | serve them As you have."

"No! | hate them™"

"You have served them nonet hel ess. How do you think | found out about all this in the first place?
Your Captain was hel pful, but hardly know edgeabl e enough to lead ne to this."

"My Captain?" Shalarn stared down at the man's body.
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"Your Captain," Tanm s said, mmcking Shalarn's tone. "Why do you think he started this fight?"
"Kow told himtor

"Very good. There were a few too many of you for me to handl e al one, but you killed each ot her off
quite nicely. Rylorien was a surprise, but she's no threat now "

“I'11 Kill you!" Shalarn's fingers curled into claws.
"I think not." Tammis smiled with maddening certainty. "lI'mafraid | took the precaution of
snearing poison on nmy raven's-feet. Neither you nor the Duke there will last much—=

Tanmmi s broke off, and her head snapped in the Duke's direction. "Wiat are you doi ng?"

Duke Di ndran had not noved, but somehow he seenmed to have grown taller and nore substantial. H's
expression did not change, but his eyes net Tamm s's and she swayed as though she had been struck
Shal arn gl anced quickly from Tammi s to the Duke, then reached into a black vel vet pouch by her
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side and withdrew a small gold sphere. She breathed on it, then closed her eyes and nuttered
sonet hi ng under her breath.

Tamm s was concentrating on the Duke. She raised the snoky crystal, and the darkness in the air
intensified. The Duke's |ips tightened as though he were bracing hinmself for sonething. At that

i nstant, Shal arn opened her eyes and threw the gold sphere |like a dagger at Tamm s.

Wth a brilliant flash of light, the sphere struck the blackness that surrounded the Cil har
sorceress. Tammi s jerked, and the bolt of black energy she had intended for the Duke ski mred over
his head and denolished part of a tree. The nusic of the wi nd-scul ptures grew | ouder, and the

dar kness t hi nned.

Tammi s whirled. Shalarn's face was pale and tense with concentrati on. The gol den sphere hung
coruscating in the air, slowy eating away at the shadows Tammi s had made. Wth a snarl, Tamm s
struck at it with her crystal, then spun back to face the Duke once nore.

The sphere exploded in a shower of brilliant sparks.
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Shal arn turned chal k-white; as Emereck watched, she swayed and slid slowly to the ground. The
Duke's eyes narrowed. The w nd-nusic skirled angrily, and the darkness around Tanm s thinned stil
nore.

Enmereck was al nost cl ose enough to strike. He | ooked quickly around. Liana was barely two paces
fromher bow. Ryl was still fighting the spell Tanmis had thrown at her, but it was clear that
both her strength and that of the Wrd was dw ndling.

Emereck's eyes flew to the Duke, but Lord D ndran showed no sign of weakness. The invisible battle
conti nued unabated, with the shadowed air and the swirling changes of the wi nd-nmusic the only
outward indications of its progress. Tammis took a step backward, then another. Enereck held his
breath and raised his knife.

A ray of blackness licked out fromthe crystal Tanmmis held, but it struck Liana, not the Duke. The
arrow Li ana had been aimng went wide. "No!" Enereck screanmed, and brought his knife down. Tanm s
dodged in a sinuous sideways notion, and Enereck's bl ade caught only the edge of her cloak
"Stop!" Tamm s cried. "One nore nmove fromeither of you and the girl dies.”

Enereck froze. Hal f-unbelieving, he | ooked at Liana. She had not fallen; relief nade his knees
weak. Then he saw the dark glow that surrounded her |ike a bubble of black glass. His skin

crawl ed, and he | ooked back at Tanmis in horror. She was panting slightly, her hand still holding
the crystal high. Her eyes were fixed on the Duke, who had turned to | ook at his daughter.
Duke Di ndran turned back, and his face was grim "No," he said. "I cannot—=

As he turned, Tanm s gestured. One of the black rays stabbed at the Duke. He reeled and fell to
his knees. Emereck tried to lunge at the sorceress, but found hinself unable to nove. Tamm s
struck again. The Duke raised an armas though to block her, then toppled. The nusic of the garden
sl owed, became a dirge. Breathing hard, Tanmi s | ooked at her erstwhile opponent.
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"You al nbst won," she said, half to herself. "I can see | will have to |l earn nore about this
castle.™

She turned to Enereck and gestured. He staggered and alnost fell as the spell hol ding him

vani shed, then he struck at Tammis. She avoided himeasily and rai sed a warni ng hand. "Not so
fast! Have you forgotten?" She clenched her fingers around the black crystal and squeezed. Liana
screaned.

"Stop it!" Enereck shouted.

"Drop your knife."

Enereck did. He felt nunb and dazed. "Wy don't you just kill ne?"

"There's no need. You're no threat to me, and | dislike neaningl ess waste."

"What do you call all this?" Enmereck said bitterly.

"Necessary." Tanmis smiled coldly. "Now, bring me the Harp."

"Nol

"Do as | say, or. Tamm s cl osed her hand, and Liana screamed again

Enereck shut his eyes in pain. "AH right! Just stop it."

Tamm s nodded in satisfaction, and the scream ng stopped. Enereck's shoul ders sagged in defeat as
he turned and wal ked toward the Harp's hiding place. He had failed again, and this failure was the
worst of all.

He bent and brushed the concealing clothes and beddi ng away. Underneath, the Harp | eaned agai nst
the white stone of the terrace. It was shinmering faintly with a cold, white light, and Emereck
hesitated. It seened a desecration to give the Harp to Tanm s, but what el se could he do? He was
neither a warrior nor a wizard, only a nminstrel.

"Bring it!" Tammi s commanded.
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Enereck bent and picked up the Harp. A flash of power shot through himas he touched it, like a
joy so intense that it was painful, bringing with it a crowmd of nmenories. Flindaran's voice: "It
m ght be worth the price.” The Duke: "I will not chance the Harp of Inmach ThysseFs falling into

Syaskt hands." The exaltation on
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Flindaran's face as he played the Harp. Liana: "Be

careful , Emereck."

Emereck rose and turned, holding the Harp of Imach Thyssel. For the first tinme since he had found
the Harp, he felt certain of what he nmust do. He smiled in pure relief, and drew his hands across
the harpstrings.

The Harp cane alive in his hands. Power crackled through himas he played. He felt it spreading
out through the castle and gardens around him shreddi ng the darkness of Tamis's spells and
making the air sing like chimng crystal. For a nmoment he thought he had won, then he saw Tammi s
turn with the slowinevitability of a dream and clench her fist around the snoky crystal

Enereck tensed as a wave of darkness swept toward him but his fingers did not falter. The shadows
cl osed around himand he could no | onger see the garden or Tamm's, but it could not nuffle the
song of the Harp. The nusic buoyed Enereck up. As the darkness touched him he felt only a distant
twinge, like an old menory of pain O the faint echo of a broken chord. He al nost |aughed al oud.
Tanm s could not reach him He plucked a chord of triunph, then began a run of notes to dispel
the cloud around him And then he heard Liana scream

Fear stabbed him The Harp seened to catch at the enotion and intensify it. The darkness that hid
the garden was swept away in an anxious ripple of notes. He saw Tanmi s's tight smle as Liana
crunpled to the ground, and his fear exploded into nurderous rage.

He stared at Tammis, and with a sudden, sure know edge shaped nightmares in nusic. The Harp sang
of loss and power and revenge beneath his hands: deep notes of nenace, eerie mnor chords of fear
a steadily building rhythm of anger and hatred. He saw Tammis |ift her hand once nore, and he

pl ucked a single high note on a string that shimered with a faint silver-green light.

The bl ack crystal shattered in Tamm s's hand, showering her with tiny slivers. Her face twisted in
terror, and Enereck grinned in savage triunph. Wth all the power
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that ran singing through him he sent her worst fears back to her in nmusic, willing themto
destroy her.

The garden began to shinmer and fade around him Enereck saw only Tamm s, drowning in the sea of
musi ¢ he was nmaki ng. Exultantly, he forced his fingers to nove even faster. Tamm s screaned,
withed, then faded, |eaving Emereck alone with his song of nadness and revenge. Enereck | aughed,
feeling the power of the Harp of Inach Thyssel. His harp. He played on

Faces began to formin the haze around him a GQuild Master he disliked, a fell ow student who had
been deliberately offensive, a merchant who had cheated him Enmereck smiled. Wth the Harp to cal
on, he could send retribution on themall. He could do anything, he coul d—

Anot her face forned in the mst before him Emereck's heart lurched and his fingers slowed. It was
Fl i ndaran. He | ooked gravely at Enereck, w thout speaking. The nenory of Flindaran's betraya
swept over Enereck, bringing with it a mad desire for revenge.

Enmereck drew a sobbing breath. The other inmages di sappeared; Flindaran had done far nore to hurt
Enereck than any of them The face hung in the air, waiting, while the strings of the Harp pul sed
with a song of revenge and hatred and insanity. Waiting for Enereck to set the magic of the Harp
free to do its work.

"No, " Enereck whispered, and nuted the droning of the lower strings. Hs mnd cleared a little,
and he /shuddered at the thought of what he had al nost done. He was worse than Flindaran; his
friend had never sought to use the Harp in anger and hatred. Emereck | ooked up. "I'msorry," he
said in a |l ow voice. "About everything."

The | ast shreds of the hunger for revenge left him Flindaran sniled. As the haze around Enereck
began to clear, the smle becane Flindaran's old, mschievous grin, and then the apparition

vani shed.

The Harp of Inmach Thyssel still hunmed beneath Enereck's fingers. He | ooked up from his playing,
and saw Tammis lying notionless in front of him Invol un-
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tarily, his head turned toward Liana, and the Harp sang sorrow in his hands. Then, as he started
to turn away, he saw her fingers twitch

Al nost without his willing it, the nusic of the Harp swelled once nore. H's nmind seenmed to spread
out along withit, filling the garden. He could hear the song of the castle, powerful and
conplicated and constantly changing. Held within it was a soft, fading nelody that was
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Liana's.link to Wndsong. He heard another simlar nelody as well, deeper and stronger but slowy
wani ng; the Duke, too, was not yet dead. Only the magic of Castle Wndsong had kept them both
alive this | ong.

Qui ckly Enereck plucked two high, sweet chords, sending a surge of healing toward Liana and

anot her toward the Duke. The nagic did its work alnost instantly; he could hear their new strength
in the nusic that was Wndsong. Then he renenbered Kensal and tried to find him There was
not hi ng, not even a dying echo. Enmereck felt a stab of sorrow, but he had no tinme to indulge his
grief. There were still Ryl and Welramto consider. Emereck turned his attention in their
direction.

Instinctively he recoiled fromwhat he heard. Ryl was trapped in a harsh jangle of sound, a

twi sted parody of music that should never have existed. He heard it below the nusic of the Harp
behi nd the music of the garden, as a greedy, strident discord. A delicate web of harnmony was al
that kept the deforned spell away fromher. Wlranm s nagic was a steady acconpani ment supporting
the fragile defense, but it was clear fromthe slowing tempo that the Wrd was al nbst exhaust ed.
Cautiously, Enereck plucked a chord, then another. Power vibrated through the Harp, but he dared
not add it to Welranmls efforts. The bal ance of harnony in Ryl's defenses was too delicate; one
wong note, or one played a fraction too loudly or too late, and the protective nel ody woul d be
drowned out by the twisted horror around it. Emereck paused, listening to the inaudi bl e echoes of
the spells. Then he began to play, inprovising an acconpaninment to the distorted nmusic of Tamm s's
twi sted spell.
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It took all his skill to follow the changi ng di ssonances, but he made no m stakes. His fingers
danced over the strings, resolving phrases the s pel He ft hanging, nodulating fromone key to
anot her, shapi ng the di sordered cacophony into sonmething |ike nusic.

Power poured fromthe Harp as he played, reshaping the spell as he reshaped the nusic. As the

har shness of the noise began to soften into nel ody, Enmereck added a run of high, sweet notes,
sendi ng healing toward Ryl and Wl ram as he had done for the Duke and Liana. The sounds of their
magi ¢ grew stronger, surer. And slowy they began to w n.

Finally it was finished. Ryl sat up, blinking; beside her, Welramrelaxed in relief. Emereck
smiled and let go of the magic that flowed into himfromthe Harp. But the nmusic did not stop
Enmereck's snmile faded, and he tried to stop playing, to pull his fingers fromthe strings, to
throw the Harp aside. He could not do it.

H s hands continued to play without his willing it. He | ooked up, and the garden was changed. Mre
clearly than ever, he could hear the web of magi c woven through it, molding the wind and the nusic
of the statues. Liana and the Duke were part of it, focal points that fit seamessly into the
overall harnony that was the castle. Welramwas a warm deep sound, |ike a set of bass pipes. And
Ryl... if there was anything Ryl resenbled, it was the nusic of the Harp itself, clear and pure
and powerful.

Again Emereck tried to stop playing, wthout success. He could not halt the magic that fl ooded
him He could feel hinself drowning in the nusic, as Tamr s had drowned, and he was afraid. He

t hought of the price the Harp exacted, and of the Prince of the Kul seth who had been crippl ed by
the power of the Harp. Perhaps this was what had happened to him the Harp out of control and the
power of its nusic building and building, until at last it burned himup fromthe inside. Enereck
swal | owed hard, wondering how long it would take.

He coul d hear nothing now except the nusic of the Harp, and the ringing power in his ears, and,

very
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faintly, the song of the wind on the scul ptures. The song of the wind ... Enereck's eyes w dened

i n sudden hope. He could not set the Harp down, but he might be able to control what he played.
And if he tried to play sinply to nake nusic, instead of to use the Harp for revenge or healing,
per haps the power woul d stop

Enmereck | ooked down at the Harp, trying to shut out everything except the novenent of his fingerr
and the nusic of Castle Wndsong. He began to inprovise nore consciously, choosing notes hinself
rather than allowing the Harp to direct his fingers. He ignored the power that filled him then
forgot it. Hi s whole being was concentrated on the nmnusic.

The harpnotes wove in and out of the nelody the castle played. After a few noments, Enereck
realized that the nusic of the castle was changing, adapting with the skill of a Master Mnstre
to what he played on the Harp. Enereck grinned. This was a ganme he knew well. At the Guil dhal
students had often displayed their skills by inprovising a duet, each trying to outdo the other
Hs fingers flew over the strings, and nusic swirled through the garden

A small part of his mnd was aware that his ganble had succeeded; the power of the Harp was
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drai ning away. Enereck no |l onger cared. He was a minstrel, and the Harp was neant to nake nusic.
Not hi ng el se mattered. He called on all the skill he possessed, for no reason but the sheer joy of
creation.

At | ast he stopped, exhausted. H's fingers hurt from plucking the harpstrings; his arns were sore
fromholding the instrunent for so long. He sighed in satisfaction and set the Harp on the ground,
then lowered hinself to sit beside it. Only then did he realize that Ryl, Liana, Wlram and the
Duke were standi ng beside the castle gate, watching him

Ttoenty-five

fiyl broke the silence. "Wl | done, mnstrel, and very well done. | did not think it possible for
anyone to do what you have just done."
"I didn't do anything," Enereck said, still feeling sonewhat benmused. "It was the Harp."

"The Harp of |mach Thyssel has great power, but your mind and will directed it."

Emer eck | ooked at the bodies sprawl ed behind her and shuddered. Shalarn |ay face down where she
had fallen. Slightly ahead of her the three crunpled heaps of the Captain and his guards formed a
hal f-circle around Kensal. Just beyond was a body so twisted that it was only by eliminating
everyone el se that Enereck could identify it as the Clhar sorceress, Tamm s. Enmereck thought of
the music and the nmadness and the glee with which he had hurled nightmares at her. He | ooked away,
feeling sick.

Liana's eyes followed his. "You can't blanme yourself for all this, Emereck," she said.

"Can't 1? None of it would haye happened if | hadn't been fool enough to take the Harp."

"Then remenber that there has been healing here as well as death,"” Ryl said sternly, "and do not
seek to
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carry nore blame than is your share.”

"There has been healing," Enmereck said in a |l ow voice, "but not enough." H's eyes sought Kensal's
body once nore.

"Kensal told ne that few Ci | har die peacefully,” Liana said half to herself. "I don't think he
really wanted to be one of them"
"He chose his death,"” Welram put in unexpectedly. "I sawit in his face."

"Yes." Ryl's voice held a distant sorrow. "He knew nmore than to expect a sword to be of use
agai nst such magi c as Tammi s wi el ded. "

"Then why did he attack her?" Enereck said.

Ryl | ooked at him "Wy did you?"

Enereck glanced at Liana and felt his face grow hot. "I had to," he said shortly.
"As did Kensal. | think he hoped to distract Tamm s enough to allow one of us to defeat her." Ryl
si ghed She | ooked back at Kensal's body, and her expression becane renpte. "I will renmenber him™"

There was a nonent's silence. Then the Duke of Mnathlan said, "My synpathy is yours, lady. But do
you have any objection to disposing of the bodi es now?"

Ryl did not respond. The Duke seermed about to repeat his question, when there was a brilliant
flash of light fromwhere Kensal's body lay. A wave of heat struck Enereck. Wen the brief dazzle
cleared fromhis eyes, KensaFs body was gone. A dusting of ash hung in the air, to be dispersed

al nost at once by the singing w nds.

"The G lhar burn their dead," Ryl said. "So nuch, at least, | owed him Do as you will with the
others.™

The Duke nodded. Enereck clinbed to his feet, foreseeing an unpl easant interval of hauling bodies.
Then he stopped. The Duke had not noved, but there was a line of concentration between his
eyebrows. Behind him the bodies of Shalarn and her nmen were sinking into the ground, slowy but
steadily. Emereck stared until the surface of the grassy courtyard cl osed over them and snoot hed
out into firm hard ground
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once nore. Only Tammi s's twi sted corpse remained to show t hat anyt hing had happened.

"Very good for a beginner," Wlramsaid. "But what about the |ast one?"

Duke Di ndran frowned. "I have no desire to allow such as she to renain in ny |ands, even in death.
Yet | confess | amnot certain of the best way to renove her." Wl ram gave the Duke one of his

poi nted-tooth grins. "Perhaps Ryl and I can help you. | think it's safe enough now?" He added the
last with a questioning look at Ryl. "It is safe for alittle tinme," Ryl said. "Cone, then." She
hel d out her left hand, and Welramtook it in one of his owm. Wth her right, she sketched a
figure in the air. "Avoc arat!" she said. Enereck felt the words pull at him and Tanmi s's body
vani shed. "My thanks," the Duke said, bowing. "It is a snall enough thing to do for the prince of
Castl e Wndsong," Ryl replied.
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"I don't understand," Liana said. "Wat did you do?"

"W sent the body away to an enpty part of the plains on the other side of Mnathlan,"” Wlram
said. "Yes, but why?"

"Tamm s was a servant of the Shadow born," Ryl replied. "Al her nagic, she learned fromthem and

much of her power cane through the link she carried." "The black crystal!" Enereck said. "Yes. She
bore the taint of shadow willingly, and even in death it would not |eave her. To bury such a one
in a place of power would be ... unwi se, at best."

"I't could have given the Dark Men a way into Wndsong," Welram said.

"Or a way to destroy it," Ryl added. "Wndsong has | ong been a stronghold for the enenies of the
Shadow born. "

".Then why was it ever abandoned?" Enereck asked. Ryl snmiled a little sadly. "It was not
abandoned, exactly. The princes of Wndsong becane one with their domains; they are the castle and
the lands around it. The last of themmerged with the [and centuries ago."
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"1 thought they had gone to Mnathlan."

"M nathlan was settled by a younger son at a tine when the famly was nunerous. There were ot her
such col onies, but they have all died out over the centuries. The Dukes of Mnathlan are the

| ast."

Li ana | ooked at the Duke. "And you nean to live here, mny |ord?"

"To claimit at |least. There appears to be no one else who can do so with any justification."
"But M nat hl an—=

"l believe | amsufficiently aware of ny responsibilities that you need not rem nd me of them"”
"Then what will you do with Wndsong?" Liana persi sted.

"As | understand it, the only requirenent is that one who is *of the blood of the Dukes of

M nathlan rule here," the Duke said and paused, | ooking pointedly at

Li ana.

"It would be a good job for Graven," Liana said hastily. "He's needed sonething to distract him
for along tine."

The Duke rai sed an eyebrow. "An excellent suggestion. | do not think he will refuse the offer."
Ryl smiled. "Then one good thing, at |least, has come of this confusion. It will be good to have
W ndsong occupi ed again."

"That remi nds nme." The Duke turned and | ooked at Emereck

Emereck stiffened. "My | ord?"

"l believe you are in sonme neasure responsible for '"this confusion.* Now that things have, er
qui et ed, perhaps you woul d be good enough to explain how you happen to be here wi th ny daughter
and the Harp of Imach Thyssel ."

"Of course, ny lord. But the story is a long one. WIIl you be seated first?"

"When did a nminstrel ever tell a story briefly?" But the Duke noved toward the paved terrace at
the front of the castle, and the others foll owed.

Enmereck brought the Harp with him and set it close
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besi de hinsel f. When everyone had found a place, he began his tale. For Welranmis benefit, he began
with a sunmary of the fight at RyFs inn, the finding of the Harp, and the events leading up to
Fl i ndaran's death. He covered his escape from M nat hl an and the journey across the plains in
greater detail. He was interrupted only once. Wen he tried to gloss over Liana's presence, she
broke in and pointed out with great firmmess that comng with himhad been her own idea.

At last he finished. The Duke | ooked at him "Well, mnstrel —=

"My lord," Liana interrupted. "May | speak?"

The Duke raised an eyebrow. "I seemunable to prevent you."

Li ana smil ed, conpletely unabashed. "Thank you, my lord. Enereck does not do himself justice in
hi s account.”

"l see." Duke Dindran | ooked at her. "And what interest do you have in the matter?"

"I wish to marry him Father, with your blessing."

Enereck's head jerked toward her, the Duke forgotten. "Liana!"

Li ana rai sed her chin. "You nust have heard ne, or you wouldn't ook so shocked."

"Liana, this isn't the time for—

"It is, too. If my father agrees." She |ooked at the Duke.

"And if | don't, you will be sweet and reasonable until | change ny mnd," the Duke said. He
sighed. "In sone ways you are very |like your nother, Liana."

Li ana rose and curtsied. "Thank you, ny lord."

"My lord, you can't let her marry ne!" Enereck said.
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"Way not ?" Liana demanded. "Do stop meki ng objections, Enereck."”

"Way not, indeed?" murrmured the Duke. "It seens . . . fitting." He smled blandly at Enereck's
shocked expression. "After all, | appear to owe you both ny life and ny daughter's.™

"Thank you, Father," Liana said denurely.

Enereck | ooked at Liana, and a crescendo of joy
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began building within him "I—+ thank you as well, ny lord. Wth all ny heart.'
and his hand brushed the Harp beside him

The joy froze within him He had played the Harp of Imach Thyssel; now he woul d have to pay the
price. And if Liana's |ife becane part of that price, he could not bear it.

"Enmereck, what is it?" Liana said.

"The Harp," Enmereck said dully. "There is a price for playing it, and until | have paid it |
cannot —

"No." Ryl was shaking her head.

"What ?" Emereck turned to | ook at her

"There is no price. The Harp is a tool, no nore."

"How can you say that?" Enmereck demanded. "Everyone who has ever played it has payed! King Loren

He | eaned forward,

and the Prince of the Kulseth . .." And Flindaran, he added silently.

,M,"And Karth of Rathane, and Vel eday of Tyrillian before that. But it is not the nature of the
Harp that extracts a price for its use.”

"Then what ?"

"It is the nature of nmen."
"How do you know?" Enereck denanded, torn between his desire to believe her and his fear of the
consequences if she were w ong.

"I know the Harp." Ryl smiled. "I played it once, long ago, before the first ancestors of those
who built Imach Thyssel wal ked the ways of Lyra. Before the Shadow born brought the Change down
upon us all."

Enereck stared. "Kensal's tale was true, then. You are one of the Eleann.”

"Did you doubt it after what you have seen and done?"

"l don't understand," Enereck said, bewildered.

"It was the Change itself that you beat back with the nusic of the Harp. Tammis called it down

upon ne when she realized what | am" Ryl shook her head. "It was a foolish and dangerous thing to
do. Once it is awakened, the spell is inmpossible to control; it could easily have struck her as
well."
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Wlram s ears twitched. "I doubt that the ones she served would have told her that," he said

dryly. "No nmatter how well they know it thenselves."

"The moon expl odi ng, and people nelting," Enereck murnmured, and shivered.

Ryl | ooked at himsharply. "You have seen visions of the Changer*

"1 thought they were only dreans,"” Enmereck said. "No, not dreans. N ghtmares.™

"Nei ther dreans nor nightmares, | think. | should have guessed that the Harp m ght have such an
effect on you."
n \My?ll

"You are the first true nminstrel to hold the Harp of Inmach Thyssel since Iraman and his friends
breached the Valley of Silence. You are suited to it by your profession, and thus nore sensitive
to its sendings.”

"Sendi ngs?" Enmereck said uneasily.

"The Harp was made before the Change. Anong its powers is that of holding and anplifying the

enotions of the one who plays it. The Change was ... an extrenely enotional time. It does not
surprise nme that the shadow of that event engraved itself on the Harp. As | ong as the Change spel
lingers those enmotions will resonate in the Harp, sonetinmes nore strongly, sonetinmes |ess so. Wen
they were strong, you had your dreans.”

"As long as the Change lingers?" Liana said. "I thought that was over centuries ago!"

"No," Ryl said. "The Change was not so sinple a spell. It still endures. Even now the few El eann
who are left nust be constantly on guard against it. If we turn too nmuch of our power away from
the spells that protect us fromit, we ... change. As you saw. " She paused. "Valerin was
distracted. W ... sent himaway to save him""

"And the Harp of Imach Thyssel is the only way to bring himback safely,"” Enereck finished,
renenbering the story Kensal had told them

"Yes. And | have little tine left. If | do not return with the Harp today, or tonmorrow, it will be
too late."
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"How many El eann are there?" Liana asked softly.

"There are only five of us left now, of all the Eleann.” Ryl |ooked at Enereck. "Only four, if you
will not give ne the Harp."

Enereck hesitated. Welram put a hand to his bow. Enereck*s lips tightened. "I seemto have little
choi ce. "
Ryl shot a glance at the Wrd. "No. | will not have it taken fromyou. Speak your will, and we

shall abide by it."

Enmereck thought fleetingly of the Guild Masters, then set the thought aside. This decision was his
al one. He | ooked down at the Harp. He had lost his fear of it, and he no |onger desired its power,
but he wanted it now nore than ever. Not because of its magic, but because it was an unsurpassabl e
instrument. He renmenbered the feel of the strings beneath his hands, warmand alive with nusic.

He | ooked at Ryl. "Take it."

Ryl smiled and rose to her feet. "Thank you," she said, and the joyous relief in her voice nade
Emereck forget to worry about what he was going to teil the Quild Masters.

She cane forward. Enereck picked up the Harp and rose to neet her. He held out the Harp, and Ryl
took it fromhim As the weight of the instrunent passed to her hands, her form began to shi nmer
and grow. Enereck cried out, renenbering his nightmares and all Ryl's warni ngs about the Change,
but al nost before he could begin to worry the shape before himsolidified. Enereck | ooked up in
awe.

She was tall, nearly seven feet. Her skin was a transparent gold; her long hair was the col or of
mead. Her brown eyes slanted slightly upward above a strai ght nose and small nouth. She wore a

| oose robe of dark green trinmmed in pale silver. Her hands on the Harp of Inmach Thyssel were
graceful and | ong-fingered. Good hands for a nusician, Enmereck thought.

"Rylorien," Welram said, and bowed.

Rylorien smiled at him "I thank you for your help; without it | could not have held off the
Change so long as | did."
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"Any of us would have done the sane."

"Still, I was grateful for it. And for your help, Lord Dindran, as well. | amglad of your
friendship."

"And | of yours," the Duke replied.

"Liana." Rylorien |ooked at her and smled. "I w sh you well with your mnstrel."

Li ana curtsied wi thout speaking, and Rylorien turned to Emereck. "Again, | thank you, mnstrel. Do

not worry about the Masters of your Guild; we have sone little influence anong them"

Enmer eck nodded and bowed, hardly realizing what he was doing. He was too dazed by the rapid turn
of events.

Rylorien's snile broadened, but it was not unkind. "Fare you well, my friends." She set her hands
to the harpstrings and began to play. Enereck was inmedi ately absorbed in the nusic, though he
could never after remenber it. A bright haze began to grow around her. Through it Enereck caught a
glinmpse of a slender bridge of silver-edged crystal arcing across a sea of mist, and a shining
silver castle am d the gardens beyond. Then the haze grew too bright to look at. A noment later it
was gone, and Rylorien and the Harp of Inmach Thyssel with it.

Enereck stood blinking at the enpty air. "I wonder whether the Harp will actually do what they
want it to," he said at |ast.

Liana smled and came over to his side. "I think she'll find a way to | et us know," she said.

"I, for one, have no intention of standing here waiting for it," said the Duke. "It seens we shal
be spending the night here, and as the castle does not appear to be habitable as yet, | think it
woul d be wi se to set up sone sort of canp.”

"I'l'l join you," Welram said, with a glance at Emereck and Liana. Wrd and Duke set off into the
gardens. As soon as they were out of sight, Enereck took Liana in his arms and ki ssed her.

"Much better,"” Liana said breathlessly a few nonents later. "I take it you're willing to marry ne
after all?"
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"WIling!" Emereck provided her with another demonstration of his enthusiasm

"How soon can we be narried?" Liana asked a long tinme |ater

"As soon as we can get a minstrel here fromKith Alunel to performthe cerenony,"” Enmereck said,
grinni ng.

Liana smled back at him "And where do we go then?"

"Back to Ciaron, | think. | owe the Master Mnstrels sone explanations, even if Ryl thinks she can
make everything right with them" Emereck's snile faded, and he stared off into the setting sun
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"So much has happened. "

Li ana | ooked up at him then snuggl ed closer and rested her head on his shoulder. "Yes, it has. It
will make a wonderful song."

Enereck blinked. It hadn't occurred to him but Liana was absolutely right. He would nake it a
menorial for Flindaran and Kensal. How should he start it? Long was the road to the castle gate,
Wherein the Harp did lie ...

He felt Liana snmile against his chest and realized he had spoken aloud. He tightened his hold on
her. "It will be a wonderful song," he said. "It certainly will."
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