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Chapter |

For the first time in many days, the west wi nd died

away wWith sunset. It was fairly warm and very qui et

al ong the edge of the Wi spering Whods. Quiet

enough in the stable that the human boy groom ng

two travel -worn horses could easily make out indi-

vidual voices fromthe Monstone Inn, sonme distance

to the west—and upwi nd—across a neatly tended

courtyard. Mstly dry or downright sarcastic elven

voi ces, but of course, the Monstone was owned by

Wiite Elves. An occasional, coarser human voice rose

above the rest.

Gawai ne si ghed and freed a hand from his present

task to push long, |oose carrot-colored curls back

under the edge of the cloth band, then went back to

currying the horses. Hi s master woul d wonder where

he was, why it was taking himso long to finish such a

sinple task. But | like being in a stable, Gawai ne

thought. Even after four years, | feel like |'ve cone

hone, tending to the horses, breathing the snell of

horses and hay. A |oud burst of |aughter fromthe inn

made himjunp; his gray stepped back nervously and
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he automatically rubbed the heavy neck nuscles, reas-
suringly. "lIt's all right, Thunder; sorry | startled you,"
he said softly. 'They startled ne, though. Sonmehow
you don't expect that kind of raucous noise froman
inn full of Wite Elves."

Probably that had been sone of the hunans.

Though Gawai ne had had to reeval uate his notions of
Wi te Elves when Naitachal brought himinto el ven
country. "I thought they would be —well, |ook at
them tall and beautiful, so long-lived! You'd think
they would all have beautiful souls, too; that anyone
with so nmuch tinme would be nore spiritual. It's just
i ke everything else, Thunder," he nunbled gl oomly.

' Things used to be so sinple." Thunder —naned

partly for his stormcloud color, nostly for the heavy
way he set his feet down —I| eaned agai nst hi m and

i pped his hair. Gawai ne chuckled softly, gave hima
shove so he could get past himinto the open, and pat-
ted his rump on the way by.

Across the aisle, there were at | east a dozen el ven
horses. He smiled and sighed happily. Thunder was

his own horse, and he dearly | oved the cobby dapple

gray, but those beauties . . . they made hi mwarm and
shivery all over. "Look at those long legs, at that gol den
tail, and you," he nmurmured as he wandered down the

aisle. "Oh, you love." The horse in question turned its
head to give hima long | ook from under thick |ashes,
then turned back to its feed. Gawai ne sighed again

and turned back to take care of his Masters bl ack,

Star. What an insipid name for such a nice-looking fel-
| ow, he thought. From another point of view, he'd

been naned by his Master after one of the heroic

steeds froman epic verse —which was really silly

when you got to know the phlegmatic, unexciteable

Star.

Star nunched whil e Gawai ne rubbed, ignoring

bot h the boy and Thunder, whose jeal ousy nade an

hour like this difficult. Thunder caught hold of

Gawai ne' s tuni ¢ and tugged, and when Gawai ne

turned his head to free the garment, |ipped at his hair
agai n, catching hold of the band and pulling it off his
young nasters head. Thick, copper-colored curls fel
across his face and Gawai ne had to shove them back

and hold themwi th one hand while he snatched at the
cloth band. He finally caught it, slid it over his fore-
head and smacked Thunders neck. "Stop that. Behave
yoursel f." Thunder sinply |ooked at him Gawai ne
scow ed as he shoved the last of his hair off his fore-
head and out of his eyes, and noved around to Star's
other side to finish his groom ng.

Anot her burst of |aughter fromthe inn; soneone

was telling lanp-wick jokes in there, fromthe sound

of things: " only one, but the wick has to want to
change!" And a cutting retort topping the laughter,
"How dreadfully witty the entertainnent is tonight!"
Change. Gawai ne stopped rubbing and I et his chin

rest on Star's back. Four years of change for him—
four years that sonetinmes felt nore like a full lifetine.
It was increasingly difficult for himto renenber that
boy who had been one of Squire Tonblys horseboys.

"Si xteen and | ooking for all die world like twelve," he
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murnmured. Star |aid back one ear and Thunder

turned to look at himcuriously. Not that it was nuch
better now, at twenty, he still found that nost of those
around him | ooked at the carroty hair, the slender

build, and those wetched freckles and thought, "Fif-
teen, at nost." It had been worse, though: he had

been short to boot, back then, smaller than anyone

el se on the squires | and save the genuine children
Fortunately, he hadn't been the twelve he'd | ooked,
because before his voice broke, he hadn't been able to

sing two notes in tune together. "I would probably
have still been stuck in that foul-snelling little cel
where Naitachal found me —if the squire hadn't sim

ply executed ne."

Unpl easant thought. For five years —six? —his

whol e Iife had revolved around caring for the squire s
horses. |life had been hard, of course, especially for
the smal | est horseboy, and particularly for one who

| ooked |ike he did —the only pale, freckly redhead,
hal f the size of the others, and especially for sonmeone
as serious as he normally had been, even then. It had
been even harder once he had shown so nmuch of a gift
for dealing with horses and had cone to the persona
attention of the squire's horsemaster. Standing out for
size and | ooks had been one thing; standing out

because he was good at what he did had caused no

end of trouble, with first one and then another of the
ot her horseboys finding ways to nake life mserable

for him

Al the same, it hadn't been a bad life. He'd been
cared for, well fed, and there was a sinplicity to things
he | ooked back at with longing. In that life, a boy per-
fornmed his tasks and did themwell, obeyed orders,

kept to his place and got on with the other boys in the
stable —or at least, didn't fight with them enough to
bring hinself to the attention of the horsemaster. That
was Right; anything el se was Wong. There weren't

any conplications, none of these noral dil enmas one
tripped over constantly in the Real World. No shades

of gray anywhere.

Gawai ne si ghed, righted hinself, and applied the

brush to Star's dusty flanks. Probably that had only
been a boy's view of matters, or what Naitachal called
"l ooki ng back with one blind eye." Things couldn't

have been quite as sinple as all that, however they

| ooked froma distance of four years and a |lot of niles.
They had certainly gotten conplicated with a

vengeance when the squire's prize stallion had van-

i shed —and Gawai ne, as the horse's groonmer and the
only one of the stabl eboys who dared approach the
brute, had been accused of its theft.

"So stupid,” he nmunbled, and Star shifted to | ook

back at him "The horse vanished fromhis stall, it was
so obvious that magic had to be invol ved —and back
then, what had | ever done that someone could think I
had the least bit of nagic? Besides, if |I'd been able to
create Darkness all around the stable, even at night,
and then send the stallion el sewhere, wouldn't every-
one been aware | had that kind of Power?" He | ooked

at Star and shrugged; the horse blinked and went back
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to his feed. "Anyway, what was a nere stabl eboy sup-
posed to do with a horse like Firestorn?' Sell it, and at
a very high price, they'd said. Yes, and how was a nere
hor seboy supposed to account for such sudden

weal t h? That had been npbst conveniently gl ossed over
—everyone ignoring the fact that Gawai ne hadn't dis-
appeared with the horse, or shown any signs of having

a personal supply of coin. The nmage the squire hired

to exanmine the entire stable and all the staff hadn't
been able to locate a cache of coin or find any trace in
Gawai ne's mind of having cached anythi ng —except

the wooden top he had hi dden, years before, to keep

one of the older and larger boys fromtaking it.

Gawai ne grinned, renenbering the | ook on that

mage' s face —and on the squire's —when the com

post heap had been excavated and they had found, not

a bag of silver and gold, but a rotting bit of fashioned
oak. At the tine, he had found that episode al npst

nmore enbarrassi ng than being put on trial for horse

t hi every.

There was no doubt the squire had been deeply
enbarrassed, too: bellowing all those orders, up to his
knees in the hole, waiting for evidence to be pulled
fromthe hot, reeking mess only to find . . . That
moment had ended Gawaine's public trial; Squire

Tonmbly had tronped off, shouting furiously, and his fi-
nal order had resulted in his erstwhile horseboy being
chucked into a cell

Magi c. "Who woul d ever have thought?" Gawai ne

murnured. He hadn't ever given it any thought him

self; so far as he knew, neither had anyone on that
entire vast estate. If it hadn't been for someone saying
what so nmany thought, that the stallion could only

have been spirited out of the stable by magic .

Gawai ne patted Star's neck, ran his fingers through

the long mane to conb free several thorny seed-pods.
That had been the real cause of all his troubles: nagic.
He had only been a minor suspect in the matter unti

that mage showed up. Tottery, white-haired, half

senile, the mage had gone down the |ine of horseboys
and cone back twi ce before stopping in front of

Gawai ne and leveling a trenmbly, liver-spotted hand at
his nose. And on the strength of his word that there
was "sonet hing about this boy" —and no other evi-

dence whatever — the squire had naned Gawai ne

horse thief, and turned himover to the guard.

Gawai ne | eaned agai nst the back wail of the stable
and stared into space; he could al nost see —and

smell —that nasty little dirt-floored chanber, right
next to the goat sheds. Alnpost as if they had known
how very much he | oathed the snmell of goat and

wanted to get in alittle subtle torture. Not Squire
Tonmbly, of course: the squire wasn't a subtle nan at
any tinme, and he had no doubt been heating irons and
consulting with his by-the-day rent-a-nmage, to see
what would hurt the nost —even if the first applica-
tion of pain got a response to the whereabouts of his
stallion. Between the two —the reality and the possi-
bilities —Gawaine's spirits had been very | ow indeed.
"If 1'd been squawking in a boy's soprano, I'll wager
Mast er Naitachal woul d have gone right by —prob-
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ably at double step,"” Gawai ne added to hinsel f, and
grinned. He'd been singing, partly to pass the tine

and nostly to keep his spirits up, and the Dark EIf —
once Necromancer, now a full Bard —Ilater clained

he had been stopped in his tracks by the underlying
Power he felt in that voice. There wasn't any doubt
Nai t achal had been i npressed enough by Gawai ne's
singing, and his potential; as proof of that, he had

i medi ately gone to the manor house to find out who

the singer was, and, when he had gotten that far, dis-
covering what such a singer had done to deserve such

a fate. Learning that nmuch, he had sonehow con-

vinced the squire to keep the hot irons in the firepit
and off his horseboy, and had tal ked | ong and hard
enough to —well, not convince the man of Gawai ne s

i nnocence, but at least to let Naitachal investigate the
matter on his own.

O course, who would dare argue with a Bard?

Naysay him and Squire Tonbly woul d have been

cringing for the rest of his life as his nane was bandi ed
across the kingdomin truly hilarious, em nently singa-
ble, and extrenely unflattering song.

Sonet hing tugged at his hair, Gawai ne started back

into the present and | ooked up to see Thunder, his

|l ong gray head resting on Stars back, gazing nourn-
fully into his face. Gawai ne | aughed, freed his hair and
gave Thunder a shove. "Stop that, you fool," he said.
"You |l ook so silly when you do that. And Star has car-

ri ed enough wei ght today!" Thunder shook his head,
spraying grain fragnents across Star's back; Gawai ne
gave hi m anot her shove, this one hard enough the

gel di ng gave him a reproachful | ook before pulling

back into his own stall.

"Nai tachal ," Gawai ne munbl ed, and si ghed heavily.

Oh, the Bard had gotten himrel eased fromthat grue-
sonme, reeking little box of a cell. He'd found the horse
and —unfortunately —also found the thief: the

squire's own son. "At |east he took me with hi mwhen

he left —and at least he left quickly." The squire
hadn't been wildly pleased to learn his spoiled son had
gone frombeing nerely spoiled to beconing actively
invol ved with the wong kind; Gawai ne was glad his

new Master not only knew all the stories and songs

about the fate of nessengers with ill news, he'd had
the sense to act on that know edge —and to ask as his
reward the services of the boy he'd rescued. "I wonder

how long | would have lasted, if | had renmai ned
there." Not a very good thing to think about.

He | ooked up, brought back to the present once

nmore as several men canme into the stable, two of them
noti ceably weaving. One of these latter was at the
stage of too much drink that he'd become maudlin; his
conpani ons were trying to shush him get their horses
together, and get free of the inn and surroundi ng
country before full dark fell.

"Wetched, snotty elves," one of them whined. 'Tel

a few jokes, try to get people |laughing, and wha'd they
do? They kick us out!" He turned to one of his com
pani ons and clutched his tunic. "Did you ever see such
a dull crowd?"
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"Well, all right, not recently," the second man

al | oned. "Cone on, Robyun, time we went hone." But
Robyun had seen the boy at the far end of the stables;
he pulled free of his friend and cane down the aisle.
He wasn't so drunk he couldn't see Thunder edging a
few steps back into the open, or the shift in the
gelding's withers; he halted two stalls short of
Thunder's and asked cheerily, "Hey, boy! Carrots! How
many Mystics does it take to change a | anp-w ck?"
"Sir?" Gawai ne asked. He coul dn't nmnage any

nmore than that, w thout adding sonething truly abu-
sive. Carrots, indeed!

The man | aughed raucously; his friend cane up and
started to drag himaway, and the drunk shouted out,
"Two! One to change the wick, and one to not change
the wick!"

" —and three to make | oud fools of thenselves,"

cane a sardonic remark fromthe front of the stable.
The nen halted so abruptly their joke-telling friend
fell flat on his face. Gawai ne sent his eyes sideways to
see a long, lean, silver-haired figure propped indo-

I ently against the doorframe, arms folded across his
chest. "Are you not gone yet?' he asked pointedly.
"We're just going." One of the standing nen spoke

qui ckly and I oudly, covering whatever the fallen one
was trying to say. They pulled himto his feet and
hurried down to the horses waiting there —still sad-
dl ed, poor creatures, Gawaine saw with irritation
Wthout a backward glance or remark, the three
mounted —the joke-teller had to be pulled up by one
arm and the neck of his coarse-woven shirt —and

rode out the back way. As they vani shed into the dark-
ness, though, a loud voice slurred out, "Hey! How
many White Elves does it —" The voice was cut off
abruptly, and the only further sound was that of
hooves nmoving quickly into the distance.

As if things weren't conplicated enough, just being
in elven territory —in the conpany of a Dark Elf,
Gawai ne thought tiredly. He went back into the stal

to check that Star had enough to eat and that the
bucket was full and knelt to collect the saddl ebags
Nai tachal had left for himto bring —as usual, all the
heavy stuff, but that was one of the perquisites of
being a Master —then staggered back to his feet. He
was wat chi ng the bags as he juggled theminto better
position, paving no attention to anything else, as he
put a shoulder into Star's withers to get past him A
| ow sound, somneone clearing his throat, and the sound
of a pair of |long shoes not two steps away.

Gawai ne | et out an airless squawk and dropped
everything. He had forgotten all about the Wite El f who
had foll owed the drunks out to the stable, assum ng he'd
gone back inside once they'd left. Apparently not.
"My. Junpy, aren't we?" the elf asked dryly. He ran

a practiced eye over the bardlings travel -stained shirt
and breeches, ending at the scuffed boots, then | ooked
rat her pointedly, Gawai ne thought, at the pile of

| eat her bags between them Hi s stomach tried to fal
into those boots. Don't |et himsee how badly he did
scare you, he thought. He squared his shoul ders and
drew his eyebrows together
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"You weren't exactly making your presence known,

and | was busy,"” he replied shortly.

"Did you expect ne to tronp like a three-I|egged

cow, or a human?" the elf replied. "And are you going
inside with those?"

"Why? Are you trying to say |I'mstealing then?'

I npass. The elf bared his teeth in what could have

been a smle except that it didn't nove beyond his |ips.
"Way would I? O why should | care if one human

steal s the goods of another human?" He took a step
forward; Gawai ne held his ground as the elf |ooked in
both directions, then | eaned close to his ear to mur-
mur, "Or those of a Dark Elf, hnm?" He tilted his

head to one side, waited for sone reaction. Gawai ne

rai sed one eyebrow, sonething he knew many found

very irritating, and waited. "A Necromancer?" the elf
added, in case this fool of a human boy didn't under-
stand. ' The Necronmancer Naitachal ?" he added

hel pful | y.

"You nean, the Bard —ny Master?" Gawai ne

asked with a lips-only smle of his own.

The elf tipped his head to the other side and stud-

ied himfor a very long nonent. He rai sed one

eyebrow hinsel f then. "You —know what he is, then?

And who?'

"If you want to know, if | know his nanme, | have for
the past four years. And if | know the neani ngs of
those terribly long words," Gawaine replied dryly, "the
answer is yes. If you have nothing inportant to say, the
Bard, nmy Master Naitachal, who was a Necromancer

but no longer is, is waiting for his bags."

For a nonent, he wondered if he might not have

pushed his luck; the elf narrowed his eyes and | ooked
genui nel y dangerous. Suddenly, he |aughed, junped

back and gave the bardling a sweepi ng bow, then

turned and left the stable. Gawai ne blotted a danp
forehead with his sleeve, gathered up the bags, and
practically ran for the inn

"What, does that make three of them now?" he

grunbl ed as he had to slow for a very poorly lit section
of path. 'Three White Elves with nmy best interests at
heart and a very low inpression of human ability to

tell nonhumans apart."

Even if he hadn't been able to tell Wite from Dark

El ves —he woul d have to be blind or babe-witted to

not see that —it didn't matter. Because one of the first
thi ngs Nai tachal had done —even before he had | et
Gawai ne swear the oaths that would bind himas
apprentice to Master —was to set the boy down and

expl ain who and what he was, and what he had been

He didn't really have to tell ne, not then; he could have
let it gountil 1'd |earned to trust himfor what he was.
But that had never been Naitachal's way; the Dark Elf
had al ways been totally honest with him and however
much his Master irritated himby shunting aside his
questions about matters nystical and the greater

truths, Gawai ne had to admre his honesty. After all
nost peopl e —nobst bei ngs —went out of their way

to avoid Necromancers. Al Dark Elves, really, since it
was said they all practiced that black art.
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At least this elf had given up after a few nonents of
verbal fencing: The one who had accosted himat the

door had been naddeni ngly persistent. "He used to
practice necromancy, do you know what that is? Wat

it neans? Way woul d he have given it up, entirely?

H s kind don't, you know. " And on and on, halfway to
the stables after a tight-1lipped Gawai ne. Getting no
response, he had finally nade a very rude remark

about his young conpanion's parentage and relative
intelligence, and left him

Oh, well. Gawai ne juggl ed of f-bal ance bags, mnut-

tered a curse under his breath as one of themfell, and
bent down to pick it up, dropping the other two in the
process. "Could be worse," he rem nded hinself. "You
coul d have been inside the whole time, sitting with
Nai t achal and having to cut your way through the

at nosphere in there to get up to the bar for nore ale."
There had been plenty of other times since they'd
crossed into elven territory that the el ves had gone out
of their way to make it clear their absence would be
cause for celebration; here, things had been down-

right frosty fromthe first.

Except for the innkeeper, of course; |ike nobst inn-
keepers, he was willing to put up with just about any
clientele, so long as the coin they carried was honest
and t he guest showed sone sign of reasonabl e behav-

ior. Coin they had, but then, Naitachal had done very
well as far as bringing in coin with his singing, at the
| ast three towns they had visited. And though Gawai ne
had a sneaki ng hunch his Master m nded the cold

shoul der he invariably got fromhis Wite cousins, he
dealt with those at the inn nuch as he did anyone el se
—elven, human, or otherw se —who used the word

"dark" like a curse: with dry, cutting hunor at |east the
equal of any Wiite Elf's.

The path was |lit near the inn, the inn and the door-

way lit as well, but Gawai ne had the bags cl asped high
in his arms and couldn't see his feet at all. He tripped
up the single step; nen and elves at half a dozen tables
close to the open door turned to stare. He righted

hi nsel f agai nst the doorframe, sent his eyes briefly
skyward, and wal ked into the close, dark room

He had to cross the entire comon room Nai -

tachal, as usual, had taken a table in the farthest and
darkest corner of the whole place. And between the
sooty black of his garb and the near-ebony of the
Bard's visible skin, there wasn't nmuch to see of him but
startiingly intense blue eyes. Gawaine got a grip on the
bags, and wal ked over to join him trying to show the
sane cool exterior his master did. Not easy, with so
many el ves casting sidelong, narrowed | ooks into the
corner, watching this nost recent arrival with the sane
suspi ci ous gl ances.

" Mast er ?"

"Hrmm®? Ah. Good, you brought them Keep

them by your chair, will you? There's a good boy." Nai -
tachal waved himto one of the enpty chairs. Gawai ne
felt around cautiously with his foot for the bag that
held his harp and the other that contained their shared
lute, then set the saddl ebags on the floor, pulled the
chair around so his back was to the door —and al
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those specul ative and unpl easant | ooks —and

dropped down with a sigh. He had been on his feet

| onger than he'd thought; the backs of his knees and
the soles of his feet ached.

After that one rather abstracted remark, Naitacha

went back to his conpani on. Gawai ne scooted his chair
forward and planted his el bows on the edge of the table so
he could listen to the | ow conversation. The third at the
tabl e paused, eyei ng Gawai ne si del ong, then staring
openly at the bright red hair. Gawai ne scow ed, the man
bl i nked as though suddenly aware he'd been caught
staring —and probably about to nake sone renark

about fires, or carrots, or sonething else equally
infuriating—and turned hastily away.

The Bard stretched, | ooked up as the innkeeper

appear ed between himand the human with a pitcher

and an extra cup for the new arrival. "Gawaine, this is
Herrick, a trader fromthe north. Herrick, my appren-
tice, the bardling Gawai ne. Herrick has been telling

me about the | ands he's passed through recently, and

he has the npbst interesting story about —well, if you
don't mind telling it once nore, master trader?"
Herrick shrugged, drew his cup cl ose and poured,

sucked the foamoff the rimbefore it could run over
the edge, then drank down half the contents. Gawai ne
wat ched hi m and fought a sigh; he suddenly felt tired
all over. | know full well what this nmeans. | know that
| ook. Master Naitachal has found anot her detour on

the road to the Druids. Another wetched Adventure,
when all | really want is Truth. And after all he had
prom sed, after these last three side trips —/ It's not
fair. He's been around for so long, he's seen and done
so much, but when | ask for answers, he can't or won't

help ne, and he —well, he doesn't |augh, but he m ght
as well. And then, when | ask to go sonewhere where

m ght learn what | want to know, he does this. Again!
Well, there wasn't any use fighting it; only one of

themwas Master, and it certainly wasn't Gawai ne. He
filled his cup, |eaned back in his chair, and tried to
make hinself | ook interested in the man's story.
Chapter 11

If Gawaine had to force hinself to | ook attentive at
first, he becanme genuinely interested as tinme passed:
Herrick had been plenty of places and had an ear for a
good story; better, he could tell one hinself. One
couldn't readily separate truth fromtall tale, but
Gawai ne didn't mnd that: As a bardling, he knew
quite a fewtall tales of his owm —npst of his being set
to a tune, of course —and he |liked a good one. The
one Herrick had just finished, about the |ake full of
drowned nmen who rose to the surface at the full noon
and crept ashore to lure village wonen —wel |, that
just begged to be set to nusic; Gawaine's eyes gl azed
over as he considered a variation on an old, m nor-key
tune that might fit the tale s nood

He cane back to the present with a start as Nai -

tachal kicked his shin under the table. Herrick had
nmoved on to another story and the Masters eyes were
bright. Pay attention. Gawai ne | eaned forward and
nodded once, warily drawing his feet back under the
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chair in case the Bard decided to nake certain he was
with them once nore.

"Now, sone of these things |'ve told you were told

to ne, young nmaster," Herrick said as he turned from

Nai tachal to Gawai ne. ' Though | know well the nen

who told them and don't doubt their veracity. This

am about to tell you | can swear is solem truth, for
have seen this place with ny own eyes, as | swore to
the Bard here." He lifted his cup and tipped his head
back to drain it, let Naitachal fill it for himonce again,
and slid down in the chair until he | ooked no taller
than a dwarf.

"To the north of here, nany days journey above
Portsmith and not a little east, there is a broad, rolling
| and where the peasants are rosy-cheeked, their sheep
and goats fat, the babies plunp, and the grain grows
very tall and thick —surprisingly to my nmind, for the
winters are long and there are many days to each side

of the shortest when the sun barely peers above the

sout hern mountains before it sets again. Then, the

| ocal people say, the snows cone and lie deep in the
val l eys and dells, wind blows it into sharp-edged

peaks, and | akes freeze to a great depth so that a nan
who woul d take fish nmust spend a long tinme indeed
hacki ng his way through ice. The men sit around such

hol es, they say, drinking the clear, oily and viciously
strong liquor they distill fromtubers, safe fromthe
wind in tents which they bring onto the | akes, and they
fish and snmoke, and tell tall tales. The bears which
come down fromthe northern nmountains are very

| arge, and there are nmen who swear to nme they have

seen white bears in particularly cold years.

' The wonen spend the cold season spinning and

weaving a truly splendid wool, sonme of which I carry
with me even now, in hopes of trading it to seanen

who sail in chill northern waters —for the stuff is

wat er proof, thick, and keeps out the worst of winter."
Nai tachal stirred; this corner was dark even com

pared to the rest of the poorly lit common room but

his eyes gl eaned, and Gawai ne bit back another sigh
"Yes, but ny dear Herrick, all this of winter is interest-
ing, but surely no one would go there in winter."
Herrick | aughed, and the elves at the next table who
had been scowing at the three off and on for sone

time made a great show of getting up and noving. The
Bard turned a hand over and sniled faintly as the

| aughter died on the traders lips. "Pay no heed; if we
were out of line, the innkeeper would say so. They are
sinmply paying guests, like us." His voice had risen a lit-
tle on the last words; one of the elves turned to glare at
hi m and Naitachal gave hima cheerfully toothy grin.
"Wl l —what was | saying?" Herrick asked, and

supplied his own answer before either of his conpan-
ions could. "Oh, yes —winter. No, no one would go
there in winter —or try to; he would never reach his
destination, between wild aninmals, creatures that pre-
fer night to day and don't nmind the chill, and the roads
are inpassible in any event. Certainly no one would go
and stay over the winter, who wasn't used to such a cli-
mat e; inmagi ne a hundred days or nore w th nothing

but alittle twilight once a day! | nyself would go nad
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and slay the first man who | aughed within reach of ny
knife!"

"So would I," Gawai ne said, with a neaningful | ook

at the Dark EIf across fromhim Naitachal nerely
grinned once nore and waved the trader to conti nue.
"However, it is a pleasant enough country once the

snow nelts. But that is not the amazing part of the
tale, young bardling. Not far fromthat land, to the
north, there is a valley where sumrer never cones."
Herrick paused dramatically. Gawai ne shrugged,

addi ng when it becane clear the man was waiting for

sonme response, "Well, yes, | have |earned sone of the
songs nysel f, about the land well to the north where
there is ice all year round and not even twilight once a
day during winter."

"You mistake ne," Herrick said. 'This is near to that
northern chne, but no nore so than that where the
peasants grow their grain and sonme of the nost

enor nous cabbages | have ever seen. There are

seasons —ordi nhary seasons —all around the valley,

but intlie valley itself, there is never a spring, never a
sunmer. Snow and ice cover the ground there, even

when the peasants not a | eague away have sheared

their sheep and planted their corn.™

He paused again. Gawai ne | ooked at him "Ch."

There didn't seemanything else to say. H's Master's
eyes were very bright. The trader turned from appren-
tice to Master and spread his arns w de, nearly

knocki ng over his cup

"Well. Anyway, there you have it."

Nai t achal caught the cup, set it upright and refilled it.
"And you saw this place, this valley, with your own eyes?"

"Well —" the trader tenporized "Well, | spoke with

the natives. They don't actually go near it, you understand;
after all, what could cause sonething |ike that but a
terrible curse or sonething”" —he |owered his voice

dramati cal | y—sonet hi ng even worse than that?"

Gawai ne shifted inpatiently, snagged the pitcher,

and poured hinself what was | eft of the ale; it wasn't
much and the jug had long since lost its chill. Flat, too,
probably, he thought gloomly, and sipped at it.

"Wrse," he said finally. "Such as?"

"Now, |ad, don't badger the poor man," Naitacha

sai d cheerfully.

"No, sir."

"Its all right, sir," the trader said. He drank down the

| ast of the ale, wiped his lips on his sleeve, and set the cup
down with a loud click. "As for what caused it —well, they
woul dn't say, and nmy experience with the kinds of nasty
critters that like coldis limted Avoid them if you see what
I nmean. But | did find one young man willing to take nme to
a pkce where | could |l ook out over it —not that he'd go
up onto that hill hinself, mnd! —and though it was a
goodly distance, | could see what | ooked |ike a tower of
sone kind and definitely plenty of white surrounding it."
"White," Gawai ne echoed. "Well, but early enough

in the year, that could be snow that hadn't nelted yet,
couldn't it? O, nmaybe salt, or a glacier . . ." H's voice
trail ed away; the trader was shaking his head gravely.

"I't was high summer when | was there, not spring,
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| ad; there wasn't snow anywhere but on the high

peaks. If what | saw was that nuch salt, the peasants
woul d know about it. According to them there was a
time that valley was sinply another place for their
great grandsires to hunt in the sumer, and ice-fish in
winter. So, no massive salt bed, no | ake —and unl ess
sonmeone has cone up with a way to create a gl acier
overnight and fill a valley with it for no good reason,
not a glacier, either.”

Sil ence for several |ong nonents. The innkeeper

came with another pitcher of ale, collected the enpty
pitcher and departed. Naitachal stirred finally. "Quite
a nmystery," he said softly. "And all within —what
woul d you say? —the |ast sixty years?"

"Perhaps that. They seemto be a long-lived people."

"I —see." H s eyes hooded, the Bard sat in silence

for a while, lips nmoving; his conmpani ons watched him
"And they know this for certain, that summer never
cones there?"

"So they tell ne." Another |ong silence. The trader

poured for all three, then asked, "Sir, you'll forgive ny
curiosity, but —if you are Naitachal, aren't you the
Dark EIf who traveled with Count Kevin, sonme years

back?'

"You know Count Kevin?" the Bard countered.

"Wl | enough." The trader shrugged nodestly. "I go

that way once or twice a year and he always has nme to
dinner, so |'ve heard a great deal about how he cane

to be count, and —if you are indeed Naitachal —how
much of his present situation he owes to you."
Naitachal smiled faintly. "Well —I1 doubt | was as

much good to himas | fear he says; he took fairly good
care of hinself, you know, and he was as responsible as
anyone for reverting Carlotta to the fairy formthat was
properly hers. If it hadn't been for himtaking on his
full Bardic powers just then, | amquite certain

woul d not be here talking to you just now "

"I hadn't heard about that part," the trader said. "At

| east —bits and pieces fromsone of those around

him particularly that amazon warrior Lydia who cap-
tains his guard.”

"Ah, Lydia. How is she, these days?

"I npressive," the trader said shortly. He seened
disinclined to talk further about her. He took a swal -

| ow of ale, |ooked around the inn. "I was going to ask,
since you are the Bard Naitachal, if you plan on per-
form ng tonight?"

Oh, wonderful, Gawaine thought. A human bardling

and a Dark EIf Bard, performing in this particular inn
But his Master was already | eaning back in his chair to
| ook the room over. Gawai ne shifted to | ook behind
himand along the far wall. Not surprisingly, the place
was janmed, but there were nearly as nmany humans as

el ves at the noment, and over near the wi ndows by the
door that led to the road, a few shadows that were

nei ther elven nor —quite —hunan.

The Bard strai ghtened up, glanced at his appren-

tice, and gave a small shrug. "Perhaps." He grinned
suddenly, and his eyes gleaned with brief, anused
malice. "No one | ooks quite ready to feed nme to the

wol ves at the nonent, anyway! More likely, | will |et
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my apprentice do the singing for this evening; this
woul d be a good place for himto perform and in-
crease his reputation.™

"If they don't feed me to the wol ves," Gawai ne

munbl ed under his breath, but the Bard kicked his
shins once again and he fell silent, bending down to
pi ck up the mandolin case while his Master went over
to have a word with the innkeeper.

By the tinme he returned, Gawai ne had the mando-

lin out and was bent over it, fine-tuning the | ower
strings. Naitachal |eaned across his shoulder to nur-
mur, "He says the entertainnment will be wel cone, and
assures nme that no one in the nei ghborhood has sold
overripe fruit of late." Gawai ne glanced up sharply,
and his Master gave hima positively evil grin. "Kjoke,
apprentice mne."

"Ch. O course."” And probably neant to get him

| cosened up to sing and play confortably; Gawai ne
could feel his throat tightening the way it still did, now
and agai n.

"Start with sonething about warfare," the Bard

went on thoughtfully. 'To get their attention. Maybe
the new one you wote about the sea battle, Anmazons
agai nst pirates, and that dragon?"

"Its not really finished —" Gawai ne began doubt -
fully. Naitachal cleared his throat om nously and he
added with haste, "Yes, of course."

"Fromthere, you can probably go to one or two of

the classic | ove ballads, maybe another heroic or
adventure song —nothing too long, mnd, | don't

think at this hour you'll find nuch of an attention span
out there!" The Bard stood |istening as his apprentice
finished tuning the mandolin, and finally shrugged. "If
anyone has any requests, use your own judgrment. Fin-

i sh with sonething hunorous, always best to | eave

t hem | aughi ng. "

"Yes." Gawai ne shoved the chair back and got to his
feet. Silence fromthe tables around them rapidly
spreadi ng across the room

He sang the sea-battle song first —even though it

made hi munconfortable, perform ng sonething he

wasn't ready to share with the outside world yet. But
when he finished, the roomwas very still; the silence
was followed by |ong and | oud appl ause and even a

few scattered bravos. He stood, bowed to the room

back in his corner, he could see the Bard giving him
that |look that said, 'Told you so." He kept the smile in
pl ace sonehow, sat back down and the room went

qui et as he touched the strings.

Love songs —he sang one of the truly tragic ones,

foll owed by a hunorous tale of lovers parted by a pair
of snooty fathers, reunited only after a series of wld
adventures invol ving disguises, msunderstood letters
and passwords, and counter-di sgui ses. M dway

t hrough, he executed a rather conplex run on the
mandol i n, and when he dared | ook up once nore, he
could see that a few of the nearby el ves were paying
close attention and —he woul d have sworn —even
smling, while nost of the humans were cl appi ng or
tappi ng the table.
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He finished with ' The Mai den, the Mage and the

Blue Earring." It was an ancient piece, and as far as
Gawai ne was concerned, extremely silly —the vain

and arrogant young worman who covets sonet hi ng

she's never seen, the supposedly rare and wondrous

bl ue earring, and the young | ovel orn nmage who deliv-
ers it: a gold-colored circlet that turns her ear bl ue,
and a smack al ongside the head that nmakes it ring...
Wl l, he mght consider it silly, but his audience didn't.
Quite clearly some of them had heard it before and
others hadn't, but all of them |l aughed so nuch he had
to pick a repeat phrase on the mandolin at the end of
nearly every verse until the roomwas qui et enough for
himto go on with the next one.

He sang one very short song after that, a soft little
ballad that nothers used to put their children to sleep
—a sweet song that quieted the roomand |let him
escape before his throat went dry. He scooped up the
few coins fromthe floor before his chair —dropped
there by sone of the nen nearby, he noticed, though

he hadn't expected any of the locals to part with cash
for the apprentice of a Dark EIf, no matter how well

he entertained them —and went back over to the cor-
ner table. Somewhat to his surprise, there was a new
round of applause out in the room and soneone cried
out, "Mre!" Gawai ne stood behind his chair and took
the full cup the trader had poured for him but before
he could even raise it to his lips, Naitachal was on his
feet, the harp in his |ong-fingered hands.

As the Bard settled on the stool in the nmiddle of the
inn's common room there was silence —an expectant
hush on the part of the humans and some of the others
present, a wary, tight-Ilipped and glowering stillness on
the part of the nearest Wite Elves.

Nai tachal ignored themall, ran his fingers over the
harp strings a few tines, then began a pleasant, if

rat her sad, song about a sailors wi dow. He followed
this with an instrunental, one his apprentice hadn't
heard before, and he |listened as breathlessly as anyone
el se present. The Bard continued to play very quietly
under the appl ause as the song ended, then broke into
a rousing run.

The bardlings jaw dropped and he stared. He

woul dn't dare sing "Althiorian's Last Charge" —in

the Moonstone? But that was exactly what his Master
was doi ng, and astonishingly enough, everyone in the
room including the Wite Elves, was |istening
intently, and with every sign of pleasure as the epic
wound up to the great battle and then down to the
moment when the great elven hero killed the | ast of

hi s undead eneny. Gawaine could feel his heart beat-
ing faster, the blood warning his cheeks.

And then it was over; Naitachal ran his fingers

down the harp strings, stood and bowed. Deathly, total
silence, followed by thunderous appl ause and the ring
of coins. The Bard bowed once nore, snmiled as he
straightened, and turned to take in the entire audi-
ence. He was still smling as he returned to the table,
and as he brushed by his apprentice, he nurnured,

"Just go and pick up the take, will you?"

Gawai ne scowl ed. "You woul d take noney from
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those who have been | ooking at you like that all eve-

ni ng?"

"Way not?' The Master clapped himon the back

"It spends as well as friendlier coin, don't you think?"
"Hypocrites," the bardling grunbled, but Naitacha

nmerely | aughed, cl apped himon the back again —this

time with enough wei ght behind the gesture to shove
himaway fromthe table —and went to resune his

seat and repack the harp.

Chapter 111

Nai t achal | eaned back in his chair and shoved his | ong

| egs out before himas Gawai ne settled into his first song
and the common room of the Monstone went quiet He

sent his eyes sideways toward the trader, watched
thoughtfully for a nonent or two. The man was

i npressed by the boys skill with that mandolin, and by his
voi ce, no doubt of that —partly, the Bard deci ded,
because he had pl aced Gawai ne sonmewhere around 15

and coul dn't believe soneone that age woul d have so

much honed talent. A glance the other direction assured
the Bard that his apprentice had the attention of nbst of
those in the room even the innkeeper had stopped

washi ng cups and carrying ale, and had propped his

el bows on the bar so he could rest his chin in his hands and
pay heed to the tale.

Very nice. Very —technically correct. The Bard slid

a hand off the table to surreptitiously scratch his ribs. If
his bardling had been doing a real job of it, he would
have been able to lack off his boots and scratch his feet;
no one nearby would have paid the | east attention

But Gawai ne's nusic, for all the flaw ess technique, the
constant practice, the voice that never broke or slipped
froma high note —his nusic was about as exciting as an
accountant's columms. This thing he'd just witten, now
Nai t achal repressed a sigh. He hinself could find half a
dozen places in the first few lines where he would be abl e
to send nen's bl ood beating and have them fl ocking to
sone |lord's banner —three or four others in those sane
lines where he'd have themall weeping, or cowering

under a bench.

Who woul d have thought two young humans coul d

be so very different? Kevin —now Count Kevin, of

course —had been the sane sixteen years Gawai ne

was when his Master found himand pulled himfrom

a very tricky situation. They'd both had red hair, both
had obvi ous talent and that undercurrent of nagic

buri ed deep down that was enough to nake any Bard

say, "Aha!" and grab the boy before another did.

But the simlarity ended right there. O course,

Kevin had been old Aidan s bardling —his | oose can-

non, when Naitachal met him because the Master

had sent his apprentice out on his own. To copy nanu-
scripts. Kevin, mad for adventure and with a distinct
propensity for calling down all manner of bad | uck,

had managed to get hinself in hot water right up to his
neck fromthe first. Imgine, a bardling wanting to

fight with a sword. Worse, with his fists/ Well, one

good punch with his right had cured young Kevin of

that particular notion; so far as Naitachal was aware,
that first punch had been his |ast.
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The real problemwas that Kevin had been so inse-

cure, unsure of hinself in so nany ways —though he
did a good job of hiding fromnost of his conpanions
that he'd never done anything nore dangerous than

sit at his Masters feet and |learn bardry. Naitacha
grinned and settled even lower in his chair as the first
song ended and the room erupted in appl ause.

Couldn't hide the truth froma Dark Elf, though

Unli ke Kevin, Gawaine had not had all that early
training in voice and lute; Gawai ne had spent his
chi | dhood years feeding and currying horses, and his
musi cal talents had been very nuch undevel oped —

raw talent, no skill —when Naitachal found him

Still, both boys had grown up in backwaters, neither
had actually been inside a city in all his childhood.
Unwor | dly, both. A personal attribute, Naitacha
feared, Gawai ne clung to as much as Kevin had

wanted to shed it. And there was a passion in Kevin
that was sorely |acking in Gawai ne; Kevin had wanted
full power —even though it had frightened himso

much when it finally cane that he'd nearly backed

away fromit. Gawai ne, on the other hand: Gawai ne

had the power, Naitachal thought gloonmly. Wether
he'd ever bring it to the surface was another thing en-
tirely. Gawai ne would much rather sit at the feet of
some holy man and suck down U timte Truth. Poor
little thing; to think he actually once thought he'd get
that fromme. On sober thought, Naitachal wasn't ex-
acdy certain Gawai ne had stopped believing his

Mast er had the answers.

Laughter all around the room the Bard roused

hi nsel f to check what his apprentice was doi hg now,
then rubbed his shoul ders against the chair, |eaned his
head into the hard, carved wood and settled back into
hi s thoughts. Maybe |'ve been pressing the kid too
hard in one direction —too nuch practice night be
what's keeping himat this level. Wat with Gawai ne
longing to go in search of Utimte Truth —and his
Master, older by far and rmuch nore sensi bl e about

such things, doing his best to keep himfocused on
what counted —nmaybe that was the whol e probl em
Alittle excitenent, a little adventure, something to
take the bardlings nmind off Druids and ot her nystics,
magi cal sites where a man sat all night and cane away
with all the answers...

Get himout of the cities anyway, out of the popu-

| ated areas where con nmen posed as holy anchorites

and fleeced the unwary for everything they had.
Force-feed hima little real life, warts and all, and with
alittle luck and sonme hard work on the part of his
Master, peel a little of that rosy veneer off his eyes and
his m nd. To say nothing of his soul.

"Besi des," Naitachal nmumbled to hinself as the

| aughter rose around him "I could use a little adven-
ture nyself, a bit of travel, see some new people and
sights, maybe pick up sone new songs or sone odd
instrunments." Like that |ong-necked gourdish thing
with four strings he'd bought out in Silver Gty a few
years ago, that was supposed to be from sonewhere

well to the north. Pity he'd never been able to work
out how it was properly tuned. O strung.
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The nere thought raised his spirits, nore than he
woul d have thought possible —as though he hadn't
realized hinself what a rut they'd gotten into lately
until the consideration of new lands and a little trave
cane into his mnd. Wen Gawai ne canme back to the
table with a few bits of silver and copper coin and a
flushed face, Naitachal even felt pleased enough with
hinsel f and the situation in general to take on a tough
audi ence.

The noney the tough audi ence gave hi m was

enough to pay for a proper neal and a good room at

the Moonstone, and two nights at a decent inn on the
edge of Portsnmith.

The road between the Monstone and Portsmith

was a clean, broad and well-tended one; unlike sone

pl aces they'd travel ed, Gawai ne knew he didn't need

to worry about their being junped by bandits any-
where along the journey, or attacked by unpl easant

bei ngs. Between the Wiite Elves and the King' s nen,
such instances were rare indeed.

Hi s stomach had hurt the entire day, and he had to
keep rubbi ng danp hands down his breeches.

Portsmith. O all the places | would really rather not
go/ Besides this northern valley, of course. Unfortu-
nately, so long as he was the bardling and Naitacha
the Bard, he didn't really have any choice

Oh, leave his Master and strike out on his owmn —
maybe. Gawai ne had no intention of going off by him
self, in awrld like this (and unworldly as he knew he
still was, even after four years; in the conpany of a
Dark Elf) a young man wouldn't |ast |long. At |east,
woul dn't last long the way | am Gawai ne thought

gloonm |y as the horses plodded north. He'd wind up in
di e conpany of thieves, or the prey of worse —and
there would go all chance of a pure soul and the quest
for Truth.

He shifted the harp case a little higher on his back,
kneed Thunder forward at a slightly faster pace. Nai-
tachal, who had been sitting with his right |leg thrown
across the saddle so he could fiddle with the lute,

| ooked up as Star whickered. "Easy, boy! Wat's the
hurry?"

Gawai ne rei ned back and sighed. "Just —to get

into Portsmth and away again."

The Bard considered this, then sent his fingers

down the strings in a conplex mnor run. "Ah. | forget;
your old Master's holdings are on the outskirts of
Portsmth. It's been four years, lad; surely you don't
think he holds a grudge, do you?"

"Not the squire," Gawaine replied gloomly. H's

Mast er | aughed, freed a hand and | eaned perilously
sideways to clap a hand to his shoul der, hard; Gawai ne
had to lunge across to catch himand the |ute before
both fell to the road. Naitachal settled properly into
t he saddl e.

"Well, then! There isn't anything to worry about, is
there?" He glanced at the sky, slid the lute around to
his back and settled his feet in the stirrups. "Al the
sanme, there is no point to spending two nights in
Portsmth, if we need not. The good inns are expen-
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sive, while the inferior ones are definitely not worth
any coin at all." He | ooked over at his conpanion and

| aughed once nore. "You | ook as though you're riding
to that execution | saved you from Don't worry so
much! | would not have bothered with the town at all,
but we will need things to go on north, there aren't
many pl aces above Portsnith where strangers can

repl eni sh their supplies. Besides —who knows how

far we will wind up riding, or howlong it will take?"
Gawai ne cast his eyes heavenward and did not answer.
Nai t achal chuckl ed softly, kneed Star to a trot, and
Thunder cane after.

Al the sanme, Gawai ne thought as he tried to rel ax
into Thunder's bone-jarring trot, there was plenty of
bad bl ood over the horse theft, particularly once Nai -
tachal found the real culprit. A Dark Elf, accusing a
squire's son, would have been bad enough; being

proven right, though . . . And it wasn't as though four
years had changed either of them enough; his Mster,

i ke nost elves of either Wiite or Dark persuasion,

was so long-lived four years neant nothing to his
appearance. And |'ve grown considerably, but sone
things just don't change. He ran a hand through red
curls and si ghed heavily.

Their luck turned ill right fromthe first; Gawai ne
saw two of the ol der stablehands in the conpany of

one of the old squire's arnmsnmen, com ng out of a
shabby tavern —worse, all three saw him He didn't

dare turn to l ook at them but the brief glance he had
was hardly reassuring: One nudged the second, who
excl ai med al oud, and all three stopped cold to stare at
the two riding by. It wasn't a nice stare. "Um Master,"
the bardling nurnmured tentatively.

" Hm "

' Those nen just now, did you see then®?

The Bard had been staring into space and nmum

bling to hinself. "See —oh. Yes. So?" Gawai ne
expl ai ned. Naitachal considered this in silence for
sonme nonments, finally shrugged. "M ght have been

bad ale. Don't fret it; men who drink at a house as
poor as that won't be staying in a good inn, will they?"
Gawai ne gave him a sidel ong, baffled | ook and shook
his head. "Wy don't you nmuffle the beacon," Nai -
tachal continued, a wave of his hand indicating his
young conpanion's hair. "And then even if the squire's
let all his stablemen conme into town for the day, none
of themw Il recognize you, will they?" The bardling
gave him anot her of those | ooks, possibly to see if his
Mast er was ki dding him he sighed faintly then and
pul l ed the hood over his hair and right down to his

eyebr ows.
It was the Bard's turn to sigh: Gawai ne | ooked |ike a
furtive creature with sonething to hide now Well, all

right, so he does have sonmething to hide. Wth all that
carroty red hair, one can al nost hear hi m com ng.

He' d spoken lightly enough just now, but he had seen
those three grimfaces —and a coupl e of other nen
pointing right at themas they crossed a broad square
and turned down a side street. You know, there just

m ght be trouble. | surely do hope not —all | need just
nowis a brawm. It wasn't so nuch that he couldn't take
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care of hinself in a fair fight —fair neaning face to
face and wi thout having to resort to bruising up his
hands. It was the other thing, the side of hinself that
he kept even from Gawai ne: He knows | was a Necro-
mancer; he knows | was born a Dark EIf and raised in
the | ovel ess, cold environment of such folk. Wat the
boy didn't know was the sneaking little core of self-
know edge his Master harbored, the dreadfu

tenptation that had come upon himonce or twice in
past years, since he'd becone a full Bard but before he
took on this first apprentice: the tenptation to use the
dark magic he'd known since his earliest days —par-
ticularly when he was in a situation heavily |oaded in
favor of the opposition. Fortunately, there hadn't been
any situation yet he hadn't been able to handle with-
out using dark magi c, and none so dire he'd even been
tenpted to turn to necronancy once nore —yet. |If
things got ugly enough here . . . Wll, he wouldn't |et
hi nsel f think about that. Think about Gawai ne

i nstead, about soothing his nerves; the poor boy's go-
ing to nake hinmself ill with all this fretting.

He | eaned over and touched the bardling' s knee.
Gawai ne let out an airless little squeak and he junped
hi gh enough that his body left the saddle. "Ah! Don't
—please don't do that!"

"Sorry. Wasn't aware you had gone away."

"Wasn't —hadn't," the bardling gasped. He sucked

in air, swallowed, and tried again. "I was thinking."
"Wel |, stop thinking. W're about to stop, consider
how much grain we'll need, and whet her you have

enough spare coin fromlast night to help ne cover a
pack beast."

There wasn't anywhere near so nmuch coin as that,

and Naitachal knewit; at least it served to get

Gawai ne's nmind off their present situation.

The sun was nearing the western forest, and they

had al ready made several stops —for feed, for trave
wafers and dried neat, fruit and skins of a w ne that
woul d survive | eagues bounci ng around on the back of

a horse; for thick woolen shirts, breeches and foot

wr appi ngs, and extra bl ankets —when the Bard

turned down yet another side street and then down a
very narrow al |l ey between two buil di ngs, and drew up
inatiny courtyard that was nostly smthy. "Wapons-
master!" he shouted to his conpanion; he had to
bellow, to be heard over the din. "If we're going into
the unknown, we'd better be arnmed agai nst at | east
some of the possibilities!" Gawai ne, he was pleased to
see, was brought out of his funk at once by the nere
thought. More like Kevin than | thought, maybe.

Unl i ke nost such shops, this one was not run by
dwarves, and the new pieces were of hunman-craft,

made by the smth and his hel p out back. There were

pl enty of used itens, though, fromall parts of the

| and.

Swor ds, daggers, spears, and ornate hal berds ran in
ranks down the walls, with a few of the fanciest (and
nost expensive) at a man's shoul der height, ready to
catch the eye and where they could be caught up and
tested. Gawai ne stopped so short his Master nearly

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...Fortress%200{%20Frost%20And%20Fire%20[UC].txt (19 of 168) [2/2/2004 2:20:39 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/L ackey,%20M ...20T al €%62002%20-%20Fortress%200f%20Frost%20A nd%20Fi re%20[ UC] . txt

ran himdown; he was staring at a gold-hilted, single-
edged cavalry sword, the hilt an ornate basket
smothered in fine brilliants and rubies, the bl ade
slightly curved and etched. Hi s fingers reached, ran
along the cross-grip, and he sighed. His heart was in
his eyes.

"Yes, lovely," Naitachal said, and gave hima little
shove farther into the room "If you |like, we can spend
the next fifty days here earning you enough gold to
buy the thing, and then another nine hundred and fifty
so you can learn howto use it."

"Ch." Gawai ne shook hinself, cast one last, |onging

| ook at the marvel ous blade, and | et hinself be pushed
on to the counter

The man who stood behind it was so short and

stocky he night al nost have passed for a dwarf —at

| east, his shadow mi ght have. Hi s face was undeni ably
human, though, and one of the ugliest human faces
Gawai ne had ever seen. Even the broad snmile when

he | ooked behind the bardling to see the Bard couldn't
make such a face even renotely attractive, Gawai ne

t hought. "Hey —I haven't seen you in years! Nai-
tachal, isn't it? Lost track of you —when? —six, eight
years ago? Mrre than that, because | heard not |ong
after you went off on sonme fool's quest for Count Vol -
mar, rescuing his niece on account she was supposedly
ki dnapped by sone of your kind. How d that turn

out ?"

Gawai ne snmothered a groan and turned aside to

exam ne a tray of daggers. At this rate, they would be
here for what renmained of the daylight hours, and

hal fway into the night.

To his surprise, Naitachal nerely |aughed and said,
"It's a long story, Fritton; tell you when we cone back
this way."

"Hah, another ten years from now. "

"What's ten years?"

"Ten years to an elf, or to an old man |ike me?" Frit-
ton denanded. "You didn't cone just to say hello to an
old fighting pal, though. What can | do for you?" His
voi ce dropped to an unfortunately very carrying whis-
per. "Say! Isn't that the boy who —?"

"Just so," the Bard cut himoff very firnmy indeed.
"As to what you can do for us, we're off on a little jaunt
into uncharted country, and | thought we shoul d prob-
ably go armed."

"You' ve gotten sensible in your old age," Fritton

said. "You still like knives?
Gawai ne turned to stare; his Master was grinning
broadly. "I still like them Wat do you have —that |

can afford?

What Fritton had was a strap that went from

shoul der to hip and held half a dozen wi ckedly sharp,

t hi n-bl aded t hrowi ng knives and one pommel - handl ed
doubl e- edged kni fe no | onger than Gawai ne's hand,

finger to wist, and nearly as broad where it joined the
hilt. Fritton drewit, sliced a piece of thick |eather he
kept on the counter for such denonstration purposes,

and grinned at the bardling. "Make a hole in soneone
that will definitely sl ow them down, eh?" Gawai ne, his
mout h suddenly dry, nanaged to nod. Fritton set the
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strap aside. "Now then, anything else for yourself, or
shall we nobve on to your conpani on?"

"I'"l'l do well enough with that," Naitachal said

m |l dly. The weapons deal er cast hima keen, sidelong
gl ance.

"Yes. Probably one would need to be deaf and fool -
witted not to know about the Dark EIf who gave it

over and becane a Bard. |I'd not quarrel with any

Bard, | et al one one who —" He caught hinsel f
abruptly, bent below the counter. Wen he cane back
up, his face was red. In his right hand were severa
wooden shafts. "Boar spears,"” he announced. "You,

lad, you're fromthese parts, aren't you?" Gawai ne
nodded warily. "Well, then, you'll know how these
work, won't you?' The bardling nodded again. "Good.
Then let's find one to fit your hand and your nuscles."
Hi s eyes shifted. "He's riding, isn't he, Naitachal ?"
"Ri ding. Yes."

"How s the horse, then, boy? Placid, or nore |like —
The weapons- master caught hinself again. In spite of
hi nsel f, Gawai ne | aughed.

"Nothing like the stallion | was supposed to have
stolen, sir." Fritton gave hima sheepish gl ance, busied
hinself with spreading the spears across the counter
"He's well behaved —a little excitable, but only when

he hasn't been ridden in a day or so."

"Ah. Well, then, what you need..." He sorted through

the spears, fished two fromthe stack. 'Try this first—no,
forget that one, too long —try this instead. Main reason |
asked is because of the case; there've been a few horses
conme through here sinply won't have a spear case that
rests anywhere near the shoul der."

Gawai ne hefted the spear, then another at the

man's insistence. He couldn't feel any difference, but
Fritton clained to see one; he set the first aside, bent
down and di sappeared bel ow the counter for severa

nmonents, to reenerge with a worn bl ack | eather case

and a set of straps and ties to fasten it to the saddl e.
"Experiment," he urged. "Make certain you find a

pl ace where you can free the spear without it catching

on anything; your life mght depend on it."

Nai t achal had been wandering around the room

hands cl asped behind his back. As Fritton pulled the

rest of the spears together and returned themto the

tub behind him the Master said, "Better set himup

for a bow, also. Sonething | can use, if need be, but
primarily for his arm"”

They energed fromthe rear of the shop just as the

| ast rays of sun were | eaving the roof and upper walls
behind them Naitachal had already settled the strap

of throw ng knives under his outer garnments, where

he could reach themif necessary but where they

woul dn't show, Gawai ne carried the bow and the

sheat hed boar spear | oosely in one hand, the quiver
containing arrows and two spare strings across his

back, where the harp usually sat.

He felt very sel f-conscious; even though the weap-

ons were used and the cases scratched and stai ned

with age, he had never carried such things before —

had never thought to go openly arned. They rode
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back to the main street in silence, and Gawai ne fol -

| owed as his Master |ed the way through the center of
the market and out nobst of the way to the northern
gate. Fortunately for his peace of nind, it was al nost
too dark for himto recogni ze anyone around them

and probably therefore too dark for anyone to recog-
nize him his hair was circunspectly covered once

more —though Naitachal, with a vexed little remark
under his breath, had pulled the hood back off his face
before they left the smithy yard. He finally caught up
with the Bard as they eased the horses through thick
foot traffic near an open-air ale stall. "I didn't know
you had fought with bl ades, Master. O that you stil
did." H s eyes shifted toward the |ute hangi ng across
the Bard's back. Naitachal |aughed, and his eyes

gl eaned.

"I never really did —I never needed to. And | stil
don't. | just like knives."

Chapter 1V

The Sylvan d ade was i ndeed one of the best public
houses in all of Portsmith, which was sayi ng sone-
thing, since Portsmith, as a |arge trading center, had
pl enty of outside custom and therefore needed many
inns. Like many of its kind, Gawai ne thought as they
di smounted and | ed the horses back to the stables, it
had been misnanmed to the point of ridiculous: The inn
sat, as it always had, right in the midst of a very busy
avenue on the north highway, and there wasn't a tree
or even a scrawny bush in sight.

It did boast roons where a custonmer could sleep

the night and not itch for the next twenty nights —
and nore inportantly, be assured of waking at all,
whether in the private chanbers or the larger and | ess
expensi ve conmon sleep roomwith its thirty pallets.
The food was not only clean and edible but excellently
prepared; the wines and beers of decent vintage, the

| arge common room confortable and snelling only of
warm bodies, a little wood snoke, an excellently
herbed roast and a rack of spiced fows currently turn-
ing on the spit. The cost of a private sleeping room
made Gawai ne blink, but Naitachal nerely paid and
gestured the bardling to followwith their bags as he
wal ked behi nd the innkeepers young son

They remai ned only | ong enough to wash and shed

their cloaks; the snmell of food rem nded Gawai ne how
long it had been since he had eaten anything. Not that
I could have kept anything down, earlier. The | ook of
the common room had gone a | ong way toward easing

hi s nerves, though —it wasn't a place one would asso-
ciate with brawls and barroom fi ghting. And unless the
squire had increased wages by an inpossibl e anount,

it was well beyond the pocket of any of his stable-
hands. Mre inportantly, Gawai ne hadn't seen any

fam liar faces here, and even though the Master had
shoved his hood onto his shoul ders when they cane

i nside, no one had paid any attention to him other
than the usual |ooks the hair got.

It isn't fair. Al the tales about the great Druids, the
nmost holy of the Pal adins and the heros —they're all
tall and | ean and darkly handsone, every last one. And
maybe that isn't so inportant, but how far woul d Rey-
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dun the Brave have gotten if he'd | ooked like a
freckle-faced |l ad often with too nmuch hei ght?

One of the wonmen who did washing for the squire

had | aughi ngly suggested a rinse concoction, he re-
call ed —sonething involving wal nuts and sage. Back
then, he woul d never have dared such a thing, know
ing the rest of the horseboys woul d never | et himhear
the end of it. He cast a sidelong, thoughtful | ook at
Nai tachal as they settled into a table near the fire. Save
the idea, he thought; Naitachal's sense of hunor was
definitely elvish, which nade it at |east the equal of a
pack of rowdy young boys. Wrse: The Bard had a
considerable wit to put behind his barbs.

Later, though, when he becane Bard, and struck

out on his own ..

Hi s thoughts were pleasantly interrupted by the

arrival of cups of a fruity red wine, a warmloaf, and a
platter of freshly sliced neat.

The i nnkeeper cane over hinself with a jug of w ne

as they were finishing the neal, quite sonme tinme later.
He cast a woul d-be casual glance at Gawai ne, inclined
his head in Naitachal's direction. "Some of those here
tonight bid ne ask: Is it possible the Bard woul d per-
formfor us tonight?"

Nai t achal fi nished chew ng, swall owed, and | eaned

back in his chair. "Perhaps. Not just yet, with so nuch
good food in place." He | ooked across the table;

Gawai ne' s eyes wi dened in sudden horror, but the

Bard nerely grinned. "In a while." The innkeeper
nodded, then bent his head again and hurried across
the roomto replenish other cups. Naitachal |eaned on
his el bows and | aughed quietly. He gl anced up, keen
eyes neeting those of his apprentice. "You saw his

pur pose?"

"To make certain of me —that | was who he

thought | nust be." Gawai ne swal | owed; his nouth

had gone dry and the excellent neal was sitting like a
rock in his stomach. 'Tor a nonent, | thought —"

" Thought | intended to send you to sing in ny

stead?" Naitachal's eyes gl eanmed w ckedly, and so did
his teeth. "It would be an excellent |earning experi-
ence for you —but, no. | do not engage in torturing
young nen, you know that."

Oh, yes? Gawai ne thought sourly. His heart was stil
racing.

"I merely wonder whether the innkeeper was assur-

ing hinmself, since he got a | ook at you when we first
arrived, or if he was exam ning you for soneone el se.
Don't ook at nme like that and don't worry so; this is no
docksi de hol e. People who can afford an inn like this
tend to behave thensel ves."

"There are al ways exceptions to every rule,"”

Gawai ne replied pointedly. "As you yourself so often
tell ne."

Nai t achal shrugged and smled. "Don't worry so,"

he said again. "And drink your wine. Unless the inn
mast er cones asking again, | intend to be curled up in
his nice clean bed before nuch | onger, and asl eep

|l ong before the late drinkers cone through that door."
He stifled a yawn neatly agai nst the back of one | ong-
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fingered hand. "W should get an early start

tomorrow. | would very nuch like to be beyond the
northern gates before the sun warns them™"

"Wth that, | heartily agree," Gawai ne said. He

shifted his chair so he could watch the rest of the room
alittle better —without appearing to —and sipped

his wine with caution. A sweetish red like this would
gi ve him a headache, if he drank too much or too fast.
And despite Naitachal's assurances, he didn't feel that
confident anywhere within Portsmith or within five

| eagues of Squire Tonbly s horse barns. Better, alto-
gether, if he kept a clear head.

It would certainly nmake the ride out at such an

ungodly hour a lot easier. Thunders trot, with a hang-
over . . . He shook his head, set the cup down. Didn't
bear thinking about.

He had nearly finished, washing down wine with

the last of the now cold bread, when the door

sl ammed open and four young nmen cane in, |aughing
uproariously and clappi ng. One of the group bowed,
accepting the appl ause; another, taller than the rest by
nearly a head and neatly bearded, el bowed one of the
others —an elegandy slimfellowin bright red, his
hair so pale as to be nearly white. "Hey!" the tall one

shouted. "I know that one! Seven Druids —one to
change the | anp-wick and six to share the Truth of it!"
Gawai ne groaned and let his head fall into his hands;

there was scattered |aughter but several voices topped
the four, bellow ng, "Shut —the —door!"

"Shut it yourself, peasant!" cane the high-pitched
retort. Gawai ne sat bolt upright, as though he'd been
stung and the color left his face so abrupdy the Bard
| eaned over to grab his forearm

"Are you all right?"

"Uh." Gawai ne swal | owed, sent his eyes sideways.

"Uh. Al right. Sure."

"I take it you know then®"

"Uh." He swallowed again; it didn't help much.

"Uh. Know them Sure."

"Wake up, lad," Naitachal hissed, and |ong fingers

dug into his forearm "Wo are they?

Gawai ne wi nced, and the Bard let go of his arm "I
don't renenber nanes, really; they used to ride with
the squire's son. The one with the pale hair and that
voi ce, though; he was right there when the horse was
found nissing. He was the one who got the squire

t hi nki ng one of the boys had been responsible."

"Ch." Naitachal considered this in silence. "Cho."

"l don't suppose," Gawai ne asked casually, "that we
could sinmply go back to the roomnow, and get a start
on that fufl night's sleep?"

"Stay put,"” the Bard said flatly. "See where the

i nnkeeper's settling then?' Gawai he groaned As | arge a
roomas this was, the four had been placed only two tables

away fromthem "Mve, and you'll draw attention to
yourself. Sit still; they're too energetic to stay in one place
very long." The bardling cast hima dark, disbelieving |ook

Nai t achal shrugged and went back to his w ne.

O all the low, rotten luck, Gawaine thought

gloonily. / knew we shoul d never have cone this way!
Try and tell his Master that, though! H's stonmach hurt,
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and his digestion wasn't at all inproved by the thing
he'd just renmenbered: The tall fellow with the neat
little point of a beard was call ed El don; El don even
four years ago had been a master fencer, and before he
was seventeen, he had al ready bl ooded his bl ades.

Wrse still: Eldon and the fellow at his el bow, Waron
had gi ven exhibition fencing matches at the | ast
Harvest Fair Gawai ne had attended, and Waron had

been at | east as good as El don. Even worse: He had
taken care of both their horses often enough that

Waron had known hi m by nane.

His throat was tight and beginning to ache in ear-
nest. He poured hinself half a cup of wine and took a
deep swal l ow. Not nuch hel p; anything it m ght have
done for himwas cancell ed when El don got hal fway

to his feet to call for nore wine. Firelight glinted off
the finely worked netal of the sword-sheath that hung
|l ow and efficiently on his hip.

But tinme wore on, and the four did nothing save

drink, laugh loudly and tell nore of those awf ul

groan- maki ng | anp-w ck j okes. Gawai ne gl anced at

Nai tachal ; the Bard shrugged gloomly, as if to say, "I
know, puerile hunor, but what can you do?" and

applied hinself to another cup of wine. Wth El don al -
nost facing themand the dandy with the pale hair —
Kirland, wasn't it? —staring straight into the flanes,
Gawai ne was nearly afraid to breathe, let alone try and
stand unnoti ced.

If Naitachal got up first, and got between ne and

them we just mght nmake the room wi thout them see-

ing me. O course, it mght all be foolishness on his
part; no one had actively threatened him Then again,
these were friends of the young squire, and at the tine
his friends had been incandescently angry that a nere
servant had dared to be proven innocent, that a dirty
little horseboy had gotten away scot-free, that what
they tried to pass off as "just a silly prank" had resulted
in the young squire getting into very hot water indeed.
I have a swell idea; let's not find out how they feel,
Gawai ne told hinself, and tried to think hinself invis-
i bl e agai nst the stone and rough board wall behind

hi m whil e he consi dered how best to get the Masters
attention and nmake his suggestion about beating a
retreat.

Then again: Dark EIf and Bard —probably the

people glaring at me earlier out there knew full well
who he was, too. It's not exactly a common m x. And
Dark Elves thenselves weren't that common in inns

like this. Get his attention, do it fast.

Bef ore he coul d conplete the thought, the inn-

keeper cane by their table with another jug of w ne,
and Waron, who had been inpatiently waving an

enpty cup over his head for all of the space of one
deep breath, junped up and cane stal ki ng over

"Master Redin, a nan could die of thirst in your com
mon roomtoni— Hs voice faded away and his jaw
dropped; his eyes went very w de. The innkeeper,

awar e that sonething was wong and quite possibly
aware what —but not quite certain howto deal with it
—murnmured sonething no one could quite nmake
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out, shoved the pitcher into the young nobl eman's
hands, and practically ran all the way back to the bar
Waron continued to stare for sonme nonents; the

room had gone qui et as nen stared after Redin or in
the direction he'd cone running from to see what had
upset the man so. Only Waron s other three conpan-

i ons seenmed not to have noticed anything, but from

the sounds of their voices, they had reached a stage in
their drinking where they wouldn't notice much out -
side their own party and the bottomof a w ne cup

wi t hout sorme maj or event to distract them

"Hey! Waron! Hoggi ng the drink again?" Kirland

shouted. "C non, bring it here, share wi' your friends!"
Waron backed away one step, a second, then turned

and hurried back to the table, setting the w nejug
down with exaggerated care. He gestured prenptorily,
then, bent | ow and began tal ki ng. Gawai ne si ghed,
exchanged | ooks with Naitachal, who shrugged.

' They' ve seen us; we can | eave now, right?" the
bardl i ng managed at | ast

"W could," the Bard allowed. "Although | amquite
frankly loathe to allow nyself to be driven froma com
fortable seat by the fire and a pl easant cup by four
arrogant young sots. And," he shrugged again, "per-
haps they' |l |eave us al one."

"Perhaps," Gawai ne replied sarcastically, "Druids

can fly."

The Bard's nouth quirked, and his eyes gl eaned.

"Wel |, perhaps sone can," he replied softly. "If they

are sufficiently pure." Gawai ne | ooked at himin pat-
ent disbelief and the Bard's nouth quirked once nore.
"It was a jest. Better than those | anp-w ck ones, don't
you think?" He pulled the jug across and tilted it,
shook his head. "I wonder if the innkeeper plans to
cone back over here; there's alittle left, but not
enough for both of us."

"I don't —" Gawai ne | ooked up as a shadow fell
across the table. A very |l arge shadow, conposed of
four very tightly grouped, grimfaced young nen.
"Told you it was them" Wiron said; his voice held
the edge of a whine, and Gawai ne suddenly remem
bered he had whined a good deal before his voice
changed. El don gave Waron a shove that sent him

staggering into the wall, and he pushed forward, stop-
ping only when he was directly over the bardling. Oh,
wel |, Gawai ne t hought, and schooled his face to a

conpl ete bl ank before he | ooked up. Eldon's brows

were drawn together, his lips set in a tight line; unfor-
tunately, he was having a little difficulty standing up
straight and his eyes weren't quite tracking. Gawai ne
bit the inside corners of his mouth, hard; |augh now
and El don would surely interpret it in a fashion that
woul d go hard on a nere unarnmed apprentice Bard

"What are you doi ng back here?" El don demanded

rudely.

' Tassi ng through," Gawai ne repli ed.

"Yah. Steal any good horses lately? The other three
found this hilarious; Eldon junped when they burst

into laughter, then squared his shoul ders and | ooked
proud of hinself. "Send any away —poof! —late at

ni ght ?" He | ooked around at his conpani ons, who
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dutifully | aughed.

Gawai ne waited until the general hilarity had died

down. "I was cleared of any part in that incident," he
sai d evenly.

"Incident!" Kirland shrieked. El don wi nced at the

shrill sound and gave hima shove. Kirland was a little
steadi er on his feet than Waron, though; he brushed at
his fine shirt and then shoved back. "Keep your hands

off the fabric, you clod; |'ve already told you the stains
don't come out." He spun hal fway around and pl ant ed

bot h hands squarely on the table, shoved his face into
Gawai ne's. "How dare you call it an incident? Al aine

was | ocked in his roons with only a cleric and a tutor
for conpany —for a full yearl And even now his

father keeps a close eye on him and an even tighter
rein on his purse! And you call it an incident?"
"Yeah," Waron chinmed in, and the fourth of the
conpany wobbl ed forward to nod vigorously.

"S'if the old man din't —didn't realize it was
because Al ai ne needed noney in the first place —
"Yes, yes, we know all that, Bertin. Keep still, can
you?" El don demanded. Bertin bel ched | oudly and

st epped back. Kirland swore and sent him staggering

the other way, into the table.

Gawai ne risked a gl ance at Naitachal, who was

showi ng every sign of enjoying hinself. Beloved gods,

I can al nost hear himsorting through the rhymes for

a new song out of this —yes, call this an incident, too
He coul d feel the color warmng his cheeks; his very
sel dom tenper was rising. Eldon had turned to | ook at
hi m and now fol ded his arnms, as though awaiting sone
further cooment. "I was proven to have no part in the
horse theft," Gawaine said finally; a corner of his mnd
wondered at how cal m he sounded.

"Proven!" Eldon scoffed. "Ask ne, it's a question of
one nagi cian s word agai nst another's, and what nan

of sense will trust sonething |ike that?"

"Yeah." Bertin was still in the process of cautiously
righting hinself. "How d'we know it —wasn' your

idea all along? N —n —an' nmaybe you took sone a'

what cha got for that horse to buy a magician, say you
din" do it, and Alaine did. Huh? How 'bout that, Car-
rots?"

Kirland visibly brightened. "Say! Maybe he did hire
that Bard, and everyone knows about Bards! He could
have done sonmething to the ol' squire, nake 'imthink
Al ai ne responsi ble when all along it was —"

"Ch, but," a soft voice cut through his piercing one

wi t h dangerous ease, "but then, ny very drunk

| ordling, such a Bard could sway four young fools to
per haps think thensel ves —say, goats, in a field?" As
one, the four turned to stare; they had been so intent
upon harassi ng Gawai ne, they had forgotten his com
pani on entirely.

"Hey." Waron blinked finally and licked his lips. "It's
that Bard fellow, the dark one."

"Real | y!'" Naitachal applauded silently. "How per-

spi caci ous of you, dear lad. And now that we've all

i ntroduced ourselves, why don't you go back and drink
your wine, and let two tired travelers relax a little?"
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For a nmonent, Gawai ne thought it mght even

work; the Bard's speaking voice could be very persua-
sive. Two of the four —Bertin and Waron —actual ly

had st epped back fromthe table and | ooked ready to
turn away. But Eldon and Kirland, perhaps a little |ess
drunk than the other two, or at any rate |l ess influ-
enced by it, didn't nove, and El don caught his two
retreating conpanions by the arnms. Hi s narrowed

gaze remmined fixed on the Bard; Kirland divided his
attention between Bard and bardling.

The room had gone very quiet; so still that Gawai ne
could hear the fire crackling for the first time all eve-
ni ng.

"How dare you order a nobl enan around?" Kirl and

said finally. "W will go where and when we pl ease,
and how we please. As for you," he spat in Gawai ne's
direction, "we are not done with you, horseboy. Stand
up and cone here."

"He is not your property," Naitachal said very softly.
"I'f anyone's, he is nmine, and if | were you, | would

| eave him al one."

Property. Gawai ne felt his face flanme, and he knew

it must be as bright as his hair; his hands clenched die
edge of the table. The Bard's foot crunched into his
shin; he pulled his | egs under himand ignored the
war ni ng. Waron nudged El don and | aughed | oudly.

"Hey. Lookit the horseboy, he din't |ike what you said"
"Amwww, " Bertin chined in. "Poor Ii'l thing, is it
angry?"

"Awwy, ' Waron repli ed.

"Enough," Kirland shouted over their |aughter. "I

sai d stand up, horseboy. Take what's conming to you."
Gawai ne | aunched hinmsel f up and out, fists ready;

hi s hands and nose cane into abrupt contact with an

unseen barrier. "Damm all, let ne at thenl" he bel -
| oned.
"Sit down and be still," Naitachal replied. He spoke

so qui edy, Gawai ne shoul d not have been able to hear
him but the words echoed between his ears, ratded

hi s breastbone, and knocked the I egs from under him

He fell, a boneless bundle, and only by |uck cane
squarely down on the chair.

Nai tachal flowed to his feet; the four youngnobl emen

bl i nked at himand stepped back as one nan, but there
seemed to be some barrier behind themas well as before
them The Bard smled, a seenmingly pleasant smle if one
were not near enough to see the look in his eyes, and
raised his arnms. Hs |lips noved, but for sone |ong
monents, nothing el se and no one else did. And then,
with a collective sigh, the four slid soddenly to the floor,
four sets of eyes closed.

The barriers dropped away, Naitachal |owered his

arnms. There was a deep, long silence all throughout

the common room broken by the innkeepers fright-

ened wail. "Ah, no! Wat have you done to thenP"

The Bard resumed his chair and made hinsel f

confortabl e before he bothered to | ook up. "On.

Not hi ng nuch. They'll sleep a few hours, nothing

more." As if to prove his words, Bertin began to snore
| oudly. Naitachal nudged himwith a foot, and he
stopped. "If you have them taken outside, | doubt
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they'll even recall the past hour or so." He drew a

deep breath and expelled it in a loud sigh. "If | did that
spell right, they won't. It isn't sonething | need very
often, though."

"Ch, no, oh, no." Gawaine wondered if the inn-

keeper had even heard half of that; he was gazing

down at the pile of young noblenmen and winging his

hands. But he finally knelt, tested all four pulses. He
drove both hands through his hair then, and | ooked

up. "I can't toss themout —I wouldn't dare! If they
remenbered after all! O if —or if sonmeone on the
street robbed them or did themharm —" They'd

have earned as nuch, Gawai ne t hought spitefully. He
shook his head then and forced such tainted thoughts
fromhis mnd. The innkeeper drove his hands

through his hair again and tugged at it furiously. "But
even if they didn't renenber, there are thirty or nore
men in this roomwho heard everything that was said."
"That's true,"” Naitachal said thoughtfully. "But there
won't be any trouble, because we'll be gone at sunrise.”
"Un." The innkeeper blinked rapidly, and Gawai ne

t hought he had never seen such an unhappy man in all
his days. "Um sir, I'mafraid that won't be possible.
You and the boy will have to | eave at once. Now. "

"Ch, dear." The Bard's voice was deceptively mld

his very blue eyes boded no good for the innkeeper,

t hough. "Well, then, you will have to return ny coin.
Al of it."

The i nnkeeper nearly junped through the ceiling at
the very thought. "You —I can't! "

"All of it," Naitachal said firmy. "OfF course, you

m ght let us stay the night. Consider that if | nust ride
the night, I will need sonething to keep ne awake —
conposing a set of verses about provincial Portsmth
and its so-called finer inns mght just serve to do it."
"Ch, lords of light." The innkeeper let his head fal
back. Tl ease, sir, please don't "

"Consider a man such as yourself, catering to young
fools of nobles the way your grandsire nust have.

Most of us have long since risen above such tines, but
then, in a backwater such as Portsmth . " The inn-
keeper's jaw was hangi ng. Naitachal smled and gently
reached over to shut the man's nouth. "Such songs are

al ways in demand, you know. hunor, and the chance

to | ook down upon your rustic neighbor. ..." He

paused for effect; the innkeeper groaned and buried

his face in his hands. Bertin let |oose wi th another
rafter-rattling snore, and half the customin the still si-
| ent room junped convul sively.

"Master —Bard." The innkeeper's voice canme as a

munbl e between his clenched hands. "Sir, I'mtruly
sorry, but —what can | do? This isn't Silver City. The
squire and the | ocal nobles keep a tighter rein on
things here than where you're used to."

"I?" the Bard inquired mildly. "I amused to every-
wher e, innkeeper."

"If you stay the night, and sone of their friends

conme, if they were expecting others, or if soneone
sinmply stunbled across them" the man droned on

through his hands, "or if sonmeone here has al ready
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gone | ooking for any of their friends in hopes of caus-
ing trouble, or if—=

"Yes, yes," Naitachal said hastily. "I get your point,
you needn't continue. Oh, do stop, we'll |eave! At

| east," he added sternly as the innkeeper | ooked up
hopefully, "we will |eave now, and before any nore

trouble falls upon you —with a full refund, to the |ast
smal | copper coin | gave you."

"I —yes, all right." Having nmentally relinquished

his precious profit, suddenly the man nodded so vi gor-
ously his hair fell over his eyes. He got to his feet,
started to wal k away, and stopped as though an idea

had just occurred to him "And you won't —won't

wite any verses?

"Dear man, | ama Bard; | wite what nmust be wit-
ten, when inspiration falls upon ne."
"I''l'l be held to blame —" the innkeeper npaned.

Nai t achal | aughed unpl easantly and waved a di smi s-
sive hand in his direction

"Well, since you cannot win in any event, why don't
you fetch nmy coin? Before | become inspired right

here. We shall go retrieve our things and neet you by
t he door."

“I''I'l be blanmed," the innkeeper repeated unhappily.

He cast a glance at the four young nobles spraw ed
across his floor, turned and fl ed.

"Poor thing," Gawai ne growl ed. H s Master

| aughed, nore cheerfully this time, and reached across
to pull himto his feet.

"Yes. You coul d al nbst see the cogs meshi ng,

couldn't you? Trouble now, or trouble later. Perhaps
he hopes | will forget the whole thing, and fears they
won't." He gave the fallen four one final indifferent

| ook, then turned away and strode fromthe room his
apprentice right on his heels. As soon as they were out
of sight, Gawaine could hear the explosion of relieved
conversation behind them

Chapter V

Gawai ne wasn't able to take a deep breath unti

they were actually on their horses and out of the inn's
courtyard. But once they had ridden past the Sylvan

d ade, Naitachal drew Star to a slow wal k and turned

to his apprentice. "Well. | did get the entire price of
the room back. And the neal. We could see if there is
anot her "

"No, " Gawai ne broke in, very firmy. The Bard

si ghed.

"Yes, | suppose you are right. It isn't a good hour,

and if those four didn't cone |ooking for us, it would
only be because they had gone for the authorities." He
si ghed again, cast Gawai ne a sidel ong, appraising | ook
"I fear we are somewhat noticeable.”

"Yes, | fear so," Gawaine replied dryly. It was his
turn to sigh. "Well. Nowwhat P

"Now? If we have bad luck of one kind, the city

gates will be shut for the night."

"Ct herw se?

'They won't be," the Bard said gloomly, and kneed
Star forward. They rode in silence for sone nonents,
down the broad avenue and past two keen-eyed

guards who were keepi ng massive doubl e gates
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pressed nearly together. After a nere glance at the
two, one of the nen shoved the right side open

enough to permt the horses through, and pulled it

cl osed again as soon as they had passed. "I truly
despise traveling at night," Naitachal said finally, the
first thing he had said in a long tinme. 'The only thing
worse than travel at night is canping at night —unless
you have tine to prepare for the worst before the sun
sets."

"Yes, | know," Gawai ne said. "W have done it

before, after all."

"Yes." Naitachal seenmed to shake hinself, and

when he spoke agai n, he sounded al nost cheerful

"Yes, we have —haven't we?" Silence for a distance;
the Bard broke it by chuckling. 'The | ook on that

young sot's face!" Gawai ne, who had grown increas-
ingly tense as they left the lights of Portsmth behind,
let hinmself relax. If Master Naitachal showed no sign
of worry, after all..

At his side, and just a little ahead, however, Nai-
tachal was —if not truly worried, sonewhat

concerned. Things in the night; things that prow the
woods, things that bunp across the sky. Things that
hunt the night. There were entirely too many of each,
and only two of themto deal with such things. And

one of them —despite his previous experiences with
canping in a wods —was totally untutored in the
possibilities out here. Naitachal, who had only put

asi de necromancy a bare few years earlier, stil
retained an active sense of what could be awaiting
them out here. Pray | don't need it. But | amgl ad

took the lute out of its case and slung it bare across ny
back. The strings and the instrument itself m ght take
harm from the danp, but if he needed the thing in a
hurry, having to free it up mght cost himhis life.
Fortunately, his inner sense really hadn't dulled

much; he was aware of the banshee before it struck
Enough before to throw up a barrier that probably

saved Gawaine's life.

Gawai ne had been letting Thunder follow Star,

keepi ng conpany with his own gl oony thoughts,

when Star stopped abruptly and reared. Thunder

danced si deways; Gawai ne shouted in surprise and
tightened his grip on the reins. H's knee and foot
slammed into sonet hing hard; he could see trees

through it. "What —?"

"CGet down and hold the horses!" Naitachal shout ed.

"And don't neet its eyes!" He waited only until he
sensed his apprentice fall out of the saddle, and felt
the yank on the reins as Gawai ne snatched hol d of
Star's bridle and pulled at his head, trying to turn both
animals away fromthe threat bearing down on them

at terrifying speed. The Dark EIf threw hinself to the
road, drew the |ute against his chest, and waited.

Fair face, holloweyes . . . and a voice to drive nmad
any who listen to it. He heard the horses, Gawai ne's
trenbling voice as he tried to soothe them Not very
successfully. Wthout daring to turn fromthe creature
nearly upon him the Bard said, 'Take them back

down the road a dozen paces and no nore! Wait and
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do not | ook on it!" No answer, except the sound of
hooves retreating.

He drew his fingers across the strings, experinmen-
tally. The banshee threw herself down upon himfrom

a great height, and the sound of that wailing, penetrat-
ing voice stood his hair on end and touched sonething

he had not realized still lived, deep within him "Crea-
ture of night," he nurmured. "I could take you, nold
you to nmy will, if | so chose. The power is in me, thing

of piercing beauty, to control you and set you to what-
ever tasks 7 choose." He could; oh, he could! A
banshee, the power to drive all living creatures mad,
all to nyself!

The banshee withdrew a little, perhaps scenting the
once- Necromancers |ong buried power, perhaps even
hearing his words and understandi ng them And then,
with a how to break stone, she threw herself against
hi m

"Master!" Gawai ne's voice cracked like a boy's and

the horses screamed with terror. Naitachal shook him
self and tightened his grip on the fret-board.

"I could —but | no longer w sh for such power," he
said softly, and then began to sing. The Bardic power
snot hered tenptation, taking everything with it as it
al ways did; his voice gained strength and power as he
focused upon what he nust do. Drive the creature

away, |est she drive us all mad; drive her hence and

| eave qui ckly. He sang, and his hands drew song from
the lute for what seened hours. The banshee hovered
before him on one side and then the other, above

him but could not find a way past his song. She

shri eked, how ed, and wailed at himand showed no

sign of weakening. | do not, either, he remnded him
self. And yet, | can feel the strength drainingfrom ne.
She cannot hol d forever. She might be able to hold
until daylight, though; Naitachal was not at all certain
that he could. But just as he was beginning to think
she could not be routed, with one final, horrid wail,
she vani shed.

H s ears rang and his knees didn't want to stay

| ocked; he shook out his hands, and with a sigh, sank
cross-| egged to the road.

"Mast er?" Gawai ne' s anxi ous young voi ce —and

Star's cold nose against the back of his neck —
brought himback to the noment. He took the

bardling's hand, caught hold of the stirrup, and used
both to pull hinself to his feet. It was dark, but not
totally so, and he coul d see how anxi ous and drawn
Gawai ne's face was. "Master Naitachal, it's gone. You'd
better rest a little."

The Bard shook his head, clutched two-handed at the
stirrup when the world around hi mwheel ed sickeningly.
"As nmuch noise as we made just now? | think not. It isn't a
good idea to stay where a banshee was anyway, but there
could be—ether things as well."

"OGther —things." To his credit, Gawai ne said noth-

ing else; he nmade a cup of his hands for the Bard' s foot
and heaved himinto the saddl e. Naitachal managed to
shove the lute across his back and wrapped both hands
around the reins and Star's mane. 7 wonder how many
hours now, until dawn? he thought tiredly.
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It wasn't very many. They foll owed the narrow road
through forest which began to thin as they clinbed a | ong
sl ope. The road went down to a faint track once they
crossed this; the trees were replaced for the nost part by
rolling neadow. A second hill, a third. The sky was
growi ng light, and the horses whickered, scenting water.
There was a streamrunning al ong the base of this |ast
hill, a series of flat stones to cross it, and the trail ran up the
far side, vanishing alnost imediately in thick, bright
green brush. Gawai ne | ooked at his Master. Naitacha
sighed, reined Star to a halt, and slid fromthe saddle. "It's
nearly day, there is shade here, and water, and | haven't
sensed anythi ng anywhere about us for a goodly distance.
And we coul d use the rest"

"Al'l right." Gawai ne, Naitachal noticed with a cer-

tain degree of annoyance, didn't |ook as though he

needed rest. Ah, to be twenty, and full of oneself, and
to not have battled a banshee, he thought sourly, and

|l et his apprentice |lead the horses down to the stream

for a brief drink.

Sone adventure. He let hinself down onto |ong,

soft grass, pulled the lute strap over his head, and laid
flat with a little sigh. / thought a little travel, a little
excitenent. . . the wong gods nust have been hover-

ing over ny shoul der when | thought that. He was

asl eep before Gawai ne cane back with his bl ankets.

Gawai ne stopped short when he saw his Master flat

on the ground, eyes closed, breathing deeply. He cast

his own eyes heavenward and sighed. "W coul d have

gone a little farther," he nmuttered. "Ch, well." He

broke out the packet of travel wafers and his cup,

wal ked back over to the streamto get a drink, sat for a
time with his back to a tree trunk with his fingers trail -
ing in the water as he nunched and drank. The sky

bri ghtened, the sun rose. He tended the horses. Nai-
tachal slept.

Gawai ne got to his feet, wal ked up the streama

ways, back the other way. He checked the horses,

moved theminto shade where there was nore

grass. Took them back for a deeper drink. Checked

their goods. Naitachal still slept. Gawai ne sighed,

| ooked back the way they'd cone, down and

upstream at the horses, and finally nade up his

mnd. "I'"ll just go | ook around while he sl eeps. See

if there's any better place to canp nearby, or if

there are berries ripe. Wiat's on the far side of this
hill." He knew the likely answer to that: another

hill. But the distant ridge was beckoning to him

He checked his boots, shed his cloak, and

practically ran across the stepping stones.

The hill was plenty steep, the air close where brush
hugged both sides of the trail. He was noving very

slowy and panting by the time the ground under his

feet began to level out. But now there were rocks
everywhere, a |arge outcropping of stone and fallen

stuff —everything from boul ders edgi ng the now

winding trail to | ocose rock in the mddle of it, and
treacherous piles of scree everywhere. "Have to | ead

the horses through this," Gawai ne nuttered to hinself.
"Especially Star, poor old brute." For all his lean racing
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lines, Star could be just as stunbl e-footed as an aged
cart-horse. He shook hinself, |ooked back the way he

had cone, shielded his eyes with one hand to gl ance at
the sky. "Well! Hasn't been nearly as long as | thought,
m ght as well see how far this ness extends —and

what's on the far side of it!" He swng his arns, drew a
deep breath, and strode on down the trail

A turn, another turn, and a short, steep ascent, lit-
tered with hand-sized stones. Gawai ne slipped back

every third step; he was sweating freely by the tinme he
reached the crest, and the shade of an enornobus over-
hangi ng | edge of granite. The trail took a couple of
sharp bends around nore of the same granite, then
dropped preci pitously.

The sun was nearing nid-norning, and al ready the day

was entirely too hot for Gawaine's taste. "It's these
northern | ands, the heat cones nuch too late in the
afternoon," he told hinself, then junped and nearly fell as
a large red-tailed bird screeched and took flight, al nost
across his face. He fell back into the |edge, panting, then
caught his breath and held it. There had been voices —
surely he had just heard voices down there?

Voices in the wilderness could be anyone; Gawai ne

was nowhere near as experienced as Naitachal, by

many a | ong year, but he had enough wit to realize that
whoever spoke down there wasn't necessarily a friend.

He dropped to hands and knees and crept forward un-

til he found a place where he could see a large portion
of the valley.

Silence, save for the nowdistant cry of that hawk.

He held his breath. Nothing to see, either. Gawai ne
edged cautiously up onto his knees, and then got slowy
to his feet. Horses —six horses, attached to a cart

made up of thick branches —no, of nmetal bars. His

eyes didn't want to accept what they saw, at first. Bars,
and clinging to those bars, hands, human and ot her.

And behind the cart. . . He caught his breath. A long
line of men sat, heads down, close together. It needed
a keen, young eye, like the bardling's, to see the |ines of

chain that bound the nmen together. Coffle. Men and
others, trapped inside a cart. It could only nean...
Two Sl avers cane into his line of vision. Horrid,
horrid, ugly —they slid snoothly along the ground
besi de their sal e goods: snakelike | ower bodies,
human upper bodies, with human arns to hold

weapons and human ninds to control those they
preyed upon. They said there were no nore Sl avers!
was Gawai ne's first outraged thought. They had

been driven fromthe civilized | ands —Ki ng Anber
had sworn they would be —and now, this! He

glared down the hill, a corner of his mnd railing
furiously at his king, at those who had assured the
nai ve there were no Slavers to haunt the lives of the
honest. Fortunately, the rest of his mind was al so
working, and it assured himthat alone —even if
he' d brought his bow and boar spear, even if he'd
been good with them —he stood no chance of any

ki nd agai nst "only" two Sl avers.

But the citizenry of Portsmith and the guards who
served there would surely be just as outraged as he
was. And there woul d be enough arned nen anong
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themto see justice done here. Gawai ne cast one | ast
snol dering gl ance down the hill and cautiously wth-
drew. He ran nost of the way back to the stream
Nai t achal was awake, sitting with his feet in the
streamwhile he ate. He'd plunged his head in the
water, his hair and beard were soaked —and he'd

shed his cloak and the heavy overshirt he usually wore.
Very dark arns, as deeply near-black as his face,
showed al nbst ebony agai nst the dark gray sl eevel ess
vest. He nmerely nodded as Gawai ne slid down the | ast

of the hill and splashed across the stream wi t hout

bot hering about the stones. "You have news of sone
kind, | gather."

"News, " Gawai ne panted. Naitachal chewed his

breakfast and waited. "Slavers —there." He stabbed
with one hand, then bent over to catch his breath and
let his vision clear.

"Slavers," Naitachal said thoughtfully.

'They have —at least thirty —taking them —
somewhere. |If we go back to Portsmth, get help —"
"Your young friends of last night would |ike that"

the Bard said. Gawai ne shook his head, flapped a

hand.

"Doesn't —doesn't matter! Get some of the guard

— Master, this is inportant] W can't |let those —
those filthy —"

"Yes," Naitachal interposed hastily. "Yes, those filthy
—whatevers. Al the sanme. You might consider this,
apprentice mne: How near we are, still, to Portsmith.
And how di stant any other town. And, therefore,

where that caravan m ght be bound?

Gawai ne | ost color precipitously; he sat or fell flat
onto his backside and stared blankly at his Master.
"Ch, no."

"Well, why not? Are all the nmen in Portsmth any

nmore holy than nen el sewhere, or do they put their
breeks on a leg at a tine, like the rest of us? The city
guard shoul d patrol out this far. According to the king's
statutes, it quite likely does, to protect those who farm
and herd outside the walls but still within the bounda-
ries held by the city masters. That a Sl aver caravan
dares conme so near the city says to nme that caravan
quite likely has a guardian within the walls." Silence.
Nai t achal finished his breakfast. Gawai ne worked at
getting his | abored breathing back under control

"How many of them were there?" the Bard asked

finally. "Slavers, that is?"

"l saw two."
"Two of them —two of us," the Bard nused. He
grinned broadly. "I would say the odds were very

much agai nst them™

"Al right," Gawaine replied steadily after a

monent. He held up a hand and began enunerati ng.

"My bow, the spear, your knives —" But Naitacha

was al ready shaki ng his head.

"W won't need weapons against a nere two Sl av-

ers." Gawai ne stared at him sl ack-jawed as Naitacha
grinned. "We can take them nmuch nore easily —and
just by playing stupid." He explained; by the tine he
was finished, the bardling was grinning as broadly as
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the el f.

Chapter VI

It took a little time —repacking all the things that
Gawai ne had taken off the horses to let themrest also,
getting themup that steep trail and through nost of
the stone obstacle course of the flat top of the hill.
Fi nding a place where the horses would have a little
grass, and where they could again unsaddl e them and
cache the supplies and their weapons. Gawai ne gazed
down longingly at the boar spear in his hand, shook

hi nsel f and sighed, then set it with the other things in
the shelter of an overhangi ng | edge behind a few
stunted bushes. He patted Thunders warm wi thers as

he passed, and nunbl ed, 'Take it easy, old boy. And
keep quiet, all right?" Thunder brought his head up
and around, blew hot air over the back of his neck
Gawai ne rubbed danp pal ns& down his breeches and

| ooked over at Naitachal, who was waiting for him
Funny how great this plan sounded just a little while
ago, he thought sourly, but drew a deep breath and

foll owed his Master down the trail

The wagon and the coffle were still there. At |east
there was that, Gawaine told hinself. Renenber al

those sentient beings down there, held captive by those
filthy —those foul —Hi s inmagination couldn't con-
jure up the words at the nmonent, though he'd

certainly heard enough of them back in Squire Tom
bly's stables. He followed Naitachal when the Bard cut
to one side, away fromthe trail, to slide down a very
steep dirt ganme track. They cane out onto the road

the Sl avers were using a bend behind the caravan
Nai t achal touched Gawai ne's shoul der to gain his
attention, and his eyes held warning. The bardling
nodded once shortly. Naitachal smiled, very faintly,
and broadly bowed, gesturing to his conpanion to
precede him

They nade it all the way around the bend, and nearly
to the last man in the coffle, where the Bard halted with
| oud excl amati ons of surprise and horror. The two

Sl avers cane out of brush along the side of the road to
grab them "Nnnnhh! You —do not nove, now" The

words were hard to nmake out, the voice uttering them
was so gutteral. "Or —nnnnh! —we shall —hurrrrrt
you! Verrry nmuch!" Gawai ne gasped as hard humanli ke
hands bit into nuscle; he subsided at once.

Behi nd him he heard the Bards voice soaring into

a dramatic falsetto: "Ch, no! Pray do not harm us!

I nnocent travelers, we —"

Shut up! Gawai ne thought desperately. The Sl aver
hol di ng hi mturned, and he and his conpani on

barked, in unison, "Silence, slave!"

"P-p-p-pl ease, don't hurt us," Gawai ne managed to
stutter. "Let us go, we won't —"

"Qoooh, no! We are dooned!" Naitachal hoot ed,

topping him he rolled his eyes heavenward and waved
his arms wildly over his head. The Sl aver hol di ng him
gestured inperiously.

'Take the youth with the fiery hair to the fore,

shall keep this one at rear of line, where | can watch it.
You, slave, hold yourrr —nnnnh! —yourrrr tongue,

or I will have it out of your nouth! You, take the youth,
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go! We | eave at once!" Gawai ne cast one despairing

and frightened | ook at his Master as he was jerked off
his feet and dragged to the head of the coffle; it was
not, precisely, acting on his part.

The Sl aver prodded and sl apped the hal f-unconsci ous

men at the head of the coffle until he had room for

anot her. He hooked Gawai ne into throat and wi st chains,
then drew a nasty-looking whip fromhis belt, holding it
under the bardling s nose. "You —nnnnh! —you w ||l
wal k! As long as | say walk! Orrr —+" He rolled the |ast
word dramatically and brandi shed the | ash. Gawai ne
swal | owed audi bly and wi dened his eyes as far as they

woul d go.
"Yes, yes, of course, whatever you say!"
"Yes, yes, whateverrrrr —nnnnh! —you say!" the

creature m m cked unpleasantly, and slid toward the
front of the wagon to get the procession underway.
Gawai ne cast a cautious glance at the nen next to him
but at once gave up any idea of forewarning them al
three were overly thin, stoop-shoul dered, and bore

the expressions of nmen who had utterly | ost hope.

A sense of sonething buzzed at his ear, like an invis-
i ble bee. The cart jerked forward, nearly jolting his
arnms fromtheir sockets and knocking his head back-
wards. It took a nmonent for Gawai ne to get his feet
properly under him to adjust —not to the idea of
being fettered but to the awkward actuality of wal ki ng
wi th his hands bound and a strap pressing unconfort-
ably against his wi ndpipe as the nmen behind hi mand
those at his side noved with a slightly different pace.
He put thought of that, together with the outrage try-
ing to force its way into his mnd, all aside. Mre

i mportant things just now. He began to softly hum

The long |ine of bound slaves clinked and shuffled

al ong for several nonments, then stopped abruptly.

Loud voi ces and extravagant curses filled the air as
those inside the wagon fell heavily onto one another
Gawai ne bit back an exultant grin as the prison cart
tottered under the double burden of all that

of f-bal ance weight and the |eft rear corner that quite
suddenly had no support under it. The iron-shod

wheel that had been there rolled a few paces away and
toppled into the ditch.

Was that really his Master, already working dirty
tricks on this dirtiest trick of themall? Well, no time
like the present, is there? Gawai ne took his cue from
the man next to himand crouched down as the two

Sl avers met beside the cart and went into a | ot of hiss-
ing, snarling and armwavi ng at each other, rem nding
the bardling of nothing so nuch as the squire's breed-
ing master and his horsenmaster carrying on over who
was responsible for the condition of the breedi ng pens
and the fences enclosing them He had to | ower his
head quickly, lest the two catch the anused | ook on his
face and turn on him

The nen and other beings in the cart were stil

pil ed atop each other in the corner —those who

hadn't been shackl ed on short chains to the netal bars
—and those on the bottomwere howing or cursing in
pai n, while sone of those on top were trying to extri-
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cate thensel ves and cursing loudly, while still others
cursed all of their conpanions and tried to get enough
of the occupants to nove toward the opposite side,

and those who had been fastened to short |eads hung

hel pl essly and cursed in strangled voices. At last, the
two Slavers turned to snarl out, in unison, a nasty
enough sounding warning in their own | anguage that

even the nost hardened-| ooki ng occupants of the cart
fell abruptly silent.

The Slavers were quiet for a very |ong nonent,

al so; finally, the senior of the two —the one, at |east,
who had held onto the Bard and ordered the other

around —set thick fists where a man's wai st woul d be
and glared at the head of the coffle and then at the
occupants of the cart. "You —you, all of you inside!
You will —nnnnh! —wi Il nove away fromthe axle!"

It wasn't easy or fast; after all, the occupants of the
cart had been trying to get out of the corner for sone
monents. Gawai ne coul d see the patent disbelief and

the sense of, "oh really?" on the broad cl ean-shaven
face of one of the nmen. But when the second Sl aver

came close to the tipped corner and began proddi ng
through the bars with a short-hafted spear, they sorted
thensel ves out right away. Unfortunately, even with
everyone who was free to nove about the cart in the

far corner, the weight shift still wasn't enough to bring
the conveyance back to | evel

And neither of the Slavers seened anxious to dirty

hi s hands on a wheel. Another furious consultation;
finally the | ead Sl aver barked out orders. "You in the
cart!" He wal ked around it, pointing to first one and
then another of the occupants. "You that | choose wll
be let out in tw groups. The first will hold up the cart,
the second will put the wheel where it belongs. You
will —you will then return to the cart. Nnnnh! O we
will hurrrt you! Very much!" Gawai ne risked a | ook at
the still sloping cart. Mst of the occupants were

ei ther thoroughly cowed by the Slavers and their

whi ps —or very good at playing the part. Probably the
fornmer, he thought unhappily. Just this short while
chai ned up had given hima sense of hopel essness that
was hard to fight.

On the other hand, there were sone rather inpres-

sive specinens in there; surely the Slavers hadn't
beaten the resistance out of all of them

He felt that famliar buzzing sensation once nore,
sonewher e between his ear and his mnd. He bent his
head to hide a smle. "Only" two Slavers. Qite

enough to control a coffle of beaten nen, a collection
of chained and inprisoned creatures, of course.

Qooooh, no —to quote Naitachal. These two had | eft

the Bard to his own devices for an awfully long tine.
The master Slaver noved back a di stance and held

his whip promnently; in his other hand, he held a
throwi ng knife that rem nded Gawai ne of the broad-

bl aded piece his Master had on that strap of his. Put a
hol e in soneone that woul dn't be easy to close, that
ugly friend of the Bards had said. The bardling shud-
der ed.

The second Sl aver already had his whip in hand

when he opened the cart and edged back to let ten
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of the prisoners out. Shoul ders slunping, faces

averted and heads | owered protectively, those who

had been inside | owered thenmselves to the road,

nmoving carefully as the orders were shouted at

them Seven of them came around to the side of the

cart and braced their backs against it so they could

lift it when the order was given; two others fetched

the wheel, and one of them scrounged around on

the road, searching for the pin that would hold it to

the axle. The Slavers shouted; the underling sent his
whi p cracki ng over heads and his superior yelled at
himfuriously. "Do not mark that one! | have a buyer

for him but only if the skin is —nnnnh! —undam

aged!" He gestured; the prisoners backed agai nst

the cart groaned and grunted, and lifted, then jock-

eyed for position and for better footing as the whee

was rolled into place.

Now. He sensed the Bard back there, singing quietly

so the Slavers would not hear him sensed the power of
what Naitachal was doi ng. Gawai ne bent his head stil

| ower, and began to hum Power tugged at him invaded
himand drew on his strength; leaving himbriefly giddy
and |ightheaded; he shut his eyes, set both hands flat on
the rock-strewn surface of the road and conti nued. He
could feel novenent at his side, sensed the prisoner
there turning to stare at him Wll, he nust have
presented a strange sight, even without the soft hum
even without his lips noving, form ng words. "Open,

part, fall away, give these two a very bad day."

"dink!"

"dink, dank!" Al the way down the line, he could hear

| ocks snapping open and chains falling fromwists and
throats to hit the hard surface of the road The chi ef Skver
| ooked up at the sudden and unexpected —but not

unfam liar —sound, and found hinmself staring at nmen

who in turn stared blankly at each other or at their
unfettered bodies. He yelped as his mnd took in what his
eyes saw. A nonent |ater, both Slavers bellowed in

astoni shrent as the lock on the cart exploded in a flare of
green |light and ear-ringing sound. The door sl amed

asi de; several suddenly unshackl ed and enornous nen —
and at | east one lizardman —threw thensel ves onto the
road with a roar of fury and defiance. Gawai ne junped to
his feet, ignoring the bl ackness that teased his vision, and
pitched his voice the way he had to in a | arge crowded hal
"A'l of you! Join ne, let us see an end to these two!" The
men who had been chai ned together rose as one.

He hadn't m sjudged the coffle; npbst of the nen

who had been chai ned together huddl ed well back

fromthe fighting, but there were still enough to over-
whel mt he subordinate Slaver —he was still staring in

di sbel i ef, jaw hangi ng, when five nmen hit himand

knocked himflat. He fought his way back up, but an-
other ten threw thenselves into the fray, and the

Sl aver went down once nore. Soneone yanked the

whip fromhis hand and threw it aside; another cane

up with the short spear and a nonment later returned it

to him—point first. Gawai ne turned hastily away as

the attackers backed off, leaving the still-tw tching
body in the mddle of the road. Men | ooked at each
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ot her doubtfully, and then, as if sonmeone had given an
unseen signal, they ran —sone up the road in the di-
rection they had been going, nost back the other way.

The occupants of the cart had nostly vani shed

al ready; half a dozen or so renmined, dealing with the
mast er Slaver, who was apparently nore of a foe than

hi s subordi nate had been. Though not for very | ong.

In the end there was an enpty cart, still listing badly to
one corner, atriple line of chain with shackl es hooked
into it at close intervals, and two very dead creatures
that in death bore nore resenbl ance to snakes than

they had in Me. Gawai ne shuddered, then junped as a

hand came down across his shoul ders.

"Ni cely done, apprentice," Naitachal rmurnured.

"Very nicely done." Gawai ne nodded; the Bard's sud-

den and qui et appearance had taken the breath right

out of him "I do trust none of those we freed went up

the slope," he added. "Or that, if they did, they |eave
anything they find al one. Say, our things?"

Gawai ne groaned and cl osed his eyes. "I don't think any

of the men in the coffle would have had the strength to
take on a path that steep. The ones | could see stuck to the
road. But | guess | had better go and —"

"Wait," Naitachal advised. "Catch your breath.

Li kely you' re right. Besides —we have conpany." He

gave his apprentice a sidelong glance and | aughed qui -
etly. "Don't look like that! | meant these." He turned
Gawai ne around and gestured broadly.

Gawai ne blinked. Nearly all of the slaves and prisoners
had vani shed, but a few —a very widely diverse few —
remai ned a short boy who couldn't have been as old as
Gawai ne, with an unlined and beardl ess face under a

thatch of poorly cut blue-black hair; a dwarf in what had
once been costly black silk; and | ooning over his shoul der,
a lizardman who still wore the painted red-|eather crossed
straps of a nobl enman, though the jewels had been pried

out of their fastenings. A brown man, clad in torn Druid's
dark green, nost of his |ower face hidden behind thick
brown beard and droopi ng nustache. Another,

br oad- shoul dered and | ean-hi pped, with blond hair cut
fashionably to turn under at his shoulders and a neat little
poi nt of reddi sh beard, a brief line of ruddy nustache just
above his lip. Hs jerkin had been torn, but otherw se his
cl ot hing was inpeccable. The |ast of those who renanined
was well built also, but |ess obvious about it. Probably |ess
taken with hinsel f, Gawai ne thought. You don't know any

of them don't judge, he reninded hinself. After all, so
many did that with him the hair, the freckles..

He becane aware he was staring and sent his eyes

sideways to | ook at Naitachal, but the Bard was rub-

bing his chin thoughtfully and gazing fromone to

another. "I amthe Bard Naitachal," he said finally,

"and this is ny apprentice, Gawaine."

The nuscul ar fellow took a step forward and bowed
extravagantly. "A Bard, is it? Was it your work sorme-

how broke the | ocks? The God told ne it was, just

now. Sir, nmy undying thanks. | amArturis," he bowed
again, "Paladin and hero, and | owe you a very great
debt . "

"So do we all, if this is so." The |izardnman spoke up;

hi s speech was surprisingly unaccented —at least to

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...Fortress%200{%20Frost%20And%20Fire%20[UC].txt (40 of 168) [2/2/2004 2:20:39 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/L ackey,%20M ...20T al €%62002%20-%20Fortress%200f%20Frost%20A nd%20Fi re%20[ UC] . txt

Gawai ne, who had net very few of that race. "I am

Tem Tel ek, and this" —he turned over a hand,
extending a long digit in the dwarfs direction —"is
my val et and personal artificer."

"Wil fgar, at your service, oh Bard," the valet said
readily.

"Cedric," added the other blond man. He drew on

the strap that crossed his chest; an enpty quiver rode
hi gh on his shoul der, then dropped out of sight as he
let go the strap. He smiled ruefully. "Until recently, a
chanpi on archer. Just now —well, a man alive, which
is something. My thanks to you, sirs. And this, if |
recall rightly, is Raven."

The dark man in green bowed his head and

Gawai ne sucked in a sharp breath. "You —you're a
Druid, aren't you?" he asked in an awed whi sper. Nai -
tachal scow ed at himand then at the Druid, who

nodded. "But, | thought you all lived —"
Nai t achal sighed heavily; Raven shrugged. "Mbst of
us live well to the south and east of here, yes. | have

spent the past several years in the north, studying the
vast wilderness and learning its nmysteries. My thanks
al so, for saving ne."

The | ast of the group stepped forward and bowed

rat her sel f-consciously; his cheekbones were red and

he alternately snmled and chewed on his |ower lip.

"Un, well. They call ne Ilya in ny village. | had cone
south to sell hides and found that the tales we have are
true: This land is full of danger.”

"Not so much as all that," the Bard replied mldly.

He cl apped his hands together and rubbed them

briskly. "Well! Now that you are free to go about your
busi ness, we two have a long way to go before the sun
sets today. So, if you don't mind —"

"But —!" Four of the six spoke at once, stopped to

| ook at each other. Arturis waved his hands for silence
and stepped grandly forward.

"Sir, such a debt as | owe you cannot possibly be
repaid with nere thanks, and so the God tells ne as

well. Unfortunately, | had little or no coin in nmy pouch
when these creatures caught nme off-guard and put ne
in that cage, but | do have an undoubted skill with

weaponry, and though it is obvious you have great
power, could you not do with a sword to guard your
back? And the power of the God to aid you?"

Whi ch of the gods, with so many to choose fronf
Nai t achal thought dryly. He stopped |istening as the
Pal adin ran on about honor and his God and holy
visions. Fortunately, he wasn't the only one irked by
the self-styled hero's God-on-ny-side, holier-than-all-
of -you style (though a quick glance nmade it unhappily
clear to him Gawai ne was gazing fromPaladin to

Druid with the | ook of the desert-stranded com ng
suddenly upon water). Before Arturis could get nuch
further with his inpronptu conbination sernon and

sal es pitch, Tem Tel ek cl osed t he di stance between
them | ooked down his form dabl e nose at the Pal adin
and suddenly barked out, "Be still —you nmake ny

head ache!" And, while Arturis was gaping at him too
stunned to forma reply, the lizardman turned to the
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Bard and said, 'The nan speaks for ne, though I

woul d not prattle so. My valet and | do not know this
part of the world well, but it seens distant from any
cities, or any arned conpani es of King's guard. There
are al ways dangers upon the road, as Wil fgar and

can surely attest now. All of us can. Mght we not
travel together for the nonent?"

"What ever the Slavers took fromeach of us," Raven
spoke up diffidently, "will be in the front of the wagon
At |east, that was where they stowed ny staff. And
likely," he turned to |l ook at Cedric, "your bow and
arrows. "

Cedric turned and ran to the front of the wagon;

they could hear the creak of hinges and the slam of
sonet hi ng heavy and wooden hitting sonething

ungi ving and nmetal, and then the archer shouted, "I
found it! Conme and | ook, all of you —there are
enough weapons here to arma conpany!" Arturis was

al ready on his way. At a gesture fromhis Master

Wil fgar went to join them returning shortly with a
sword and a heavy-hafted axe, and a small |eather
pouch, which he handed to the noble.

Tem Tel ek peered inside, sniled and shoved the

pouch inside his tunic. "You can put the jewels back on
the straps when we stop tonight, Wilfgar."

"Of course, sir," the dwarf replied loftily. "Cannot
have you traveling about like that. Very —uncivilized
it looks."

Gawai ne spared a look for his Master; Naitachal's
dark face showed nothing, as usual. He hinself was
ecstatic: A holy Paladin and a Druid —and they w sh
to conpany with us! My fate has taken a turn for the
better, all at once! He had just known it was the right
thing, to go after those Slavers. He just hadn't
expected the reward so soon —or for it to cone in
such a form

Nai t achal fought a sigh. A Druid and a Pal adin
Weren't Slavers bad enough? Well, of course, in good
conscience | could not have turned aside and let the
nasty brutes go on with their wetched cargo. Any
more than | could have let the I ad race back to
Portsm thfor help —odds are, he'd never had nmade it
out of the city gates a second tine.

I wonder which of the nobles of Portsnmith was
expecting a shiprment of cheap dockside |abor? O
cheap field hands?

More inportantly, why do none of these show any
distress at nmy presence? After all, a Dark EIf... Gati-
tude, of course. Al the same, not even one sidel ong
| ook, even fromour holy Pal adin, and such nen are as
not ori ously narrow of thought as they are broadly

be- vi si oned.

And nost inportant of all, howdo | get rid of these
characters —particularly that | oud-nouthed wetch

of a so-called pure-ninded hero —so the boy and

can be on our way once agai n?

Chapter VI
Wth a visible effort, the Bard roused hinself from
his dark thoughts and turned to his apprentice. "I wll

consi der how best to deal with such thanks as these
offer us. Wiile | do that, and while they seek their
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personal things and arns, why don't you go get our

goods and our horses —so we can be about our busi -
ness?' Gawai ne nodded and repressed a sigh. He had

been nore than half afraid that | ook on the Master's
face earlier neant he didn't want any of this additional
conpany. Including the Druid. It isn't fair, he thought
rebelliously, but a whole |ife of obeying orders told —
he was al ready trudging up the road, |ooking for the
head of the regular trail that would | ead to the rocky
crest. That deer track had been bad enough to slide

down —going up it would be next to inpossible.

As he slowed, just around the bend, to begin exam

ining the hillside, he heard a tentative call behind him
The big pale-haired fellow now carried a | ong bow,

and the quiver slung over his |eft shoul der bristled

with brightly fletched arrows. "I heard the Bard tel
you to fetch your goods, and thought you m ght wel -
cone help."

Gawai ne hesitated, but the archer's snile was broad
and infectious. He sm|ed back and shrugged. "You've

|l et yourself in for a nasty clinb," he said and pointed
toward the distant rocks. Cedric loudly expelled a
deep breath.

"After so long sitting in that cage —or trying to,
there wasn't really enough room for above four or five
of us to sit at once —I wel cone the exercise." To
Gawai ne's surprise, he nade no attenpt to lead, sim
ply followed along as the bardling sought and finally
found the trail head.

"How |l ong did they have you?" he asked breath-

| essly as they paused about hal fway up. "If —if you
don't mnd ny asking, of course," he added hastily.
"Ch —I1 don't mind. It's Gawaine, isn't it? Cedric,
that's mne —in case you forgot. Wll —hard to say,
really, but | was injured a while back and had to find
other work than archery, until | healed. Man has to
eat, you know. Well, | took on with the wong caravan

—and when | realized what and who they were, and
tried to | eave, they turned nme fromdriver into ner-

chandi se. "

"Not very pleasant for you," Gawai ne said. He
turned and set out up the hill again.

"Not very," Cedric agreed cheerfully.

The horses were where he and the Bard had | eft

them and Thunder was very glad to see him Star |et
Cedric saddle himw th reasonably good grace, and
before | ong the supplies, weapons and instrunents

were stowed before and behind the saddl es. Gawai ne

gl anced at the sky and sighed; it was already well past
m dday. They woul dn't get nmuch farther today. He got
Thunder turned and out onto the trail. "I would stay
back a little, if I were you," he cautioned Cedric. "Let
me go first. Star's not as graceful as you m ght think
| ooking at him™"

"Ah." The archer |eaned back to give the black

horse a wary | ook. Star blew at him shook his head,
and suffered hinself to be |ed.

It was al nost as bad as Gawai ne had feared, getting
them down that narrow and steep trail, and he was
winging wet by the time they hit | evel ground once
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more. His legs were trenbling enough fromthe exer-

tion, he didn't dare try to nmount in front of this
stranger, lest he do something enbarrassing like slip
and crack his chin on the saddl e.

There was Naitachal, standing in the mddle of the

road, face averted so he could stare at his hands. Still
sorting things out? Gawai ne wondered. As they cane

up, though, the Bard turned and Gawai ne coul d see

what occupi ed his Master: another strap of knives,

only four this tine, but fancy enough to have bel onged
to sone noble or other. Naitachal was virtually cooing
over a pair of gold-washed and ornately shaped hilts

that held very slender, highly polished steel bl ades.

The Druid was seated on the end of the cart, a long staff
in his left hand; off to one side, the boy Ilya was hel pi ng
Arturis shift the harness on the horses that had pulled the
cart, so they could be ridden. Gawai ne went over to hel p;
after all, he probably knew nore about harness than
anyone el se here, and it certainly wouldn't hurt if he had a
good | ook at the poor creatures.

To his surprise, they showed no signs of ill treat-

ment or poor feeding. There were even several small,
coarse sacks of oats under the seat —sacks no one had
bothered to fetch, Gawaine thought tiredly. O course,

if none of these five were horsenen, they m ght not

have realized the stuff was there. Mre likely, no one
had figured on Slavers providing good feed for their
horses. But Sl avers had excellent reason to take good
care of the animals that pulled their nerchandise to

mar ket. Those —those filthy —those foul —Gawai ne
renenbered plenty of words now, but none | ow

enough to apply. He made sone suggestions about the
rigging of riding straps and the judicious use of blan-
kets to protect both riders' backsides and | egs and the
horses' backs, waited | ong enough to be certain Ilya
under st ood what he needed to do, and went back over

to check the cache box. Two spears rested in the bot-
tom Gawai ne shrugged, took themto put in the

| eather case with his. Snug fit —but probably a better

i dea than for the single spear to flop around | oose the
way it had. He could envision half a dozen circum
stances where the thing m ght catapult out of the case,
and every one of those was one where a man woul d

want hi s weaponry in his hand.

Tem Tel ek' s val et was hung about with severa

sword belts, dagger belts, and a spear with a throw ng
strap hal fway up the haft was bal anced agai nst his

thigh. Just now, he had a doubl e handful of thick-Iook-
ing fabric. The lizardman had al ready donned the

| egging portion of this stuff, and with Wilfgar's help

was struggling into the sleeves. A small-Iooking hood
dangl ed down his back, straps hung | oose at the wists
and so did small, |unpy-Iooking bags. 7 wonder what

all that is? Whatever it was —sone form of arnor,
perhaps —the lizardman was certainly in a hurry to
don it, and he breathed a | oud sigh of relief when the
dwarf clipped the last fastenings across his chest. A
crossed pair of red-I|eather weapon-straps —one for a
pair of |ong daggers, the other for a matched sword —
went atop the odd suit, the spear into a special case
built into the suit that left it high enough on Tem
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Tel ek' s back so he could easily reach it

Arturis practically bristled with bl ades and a short,
thi ck horn-bow hung from his wai st. He had neat ened

the tear in his jerkin and now wore a hel m and body
arnmor —a set of four connecting iron circles that cov-
ered his heart and belly —which he was busily
polishing. |Ilya appeared not to have had any weapons

at all on himwhen he was captured; Wil fgar was
pressing a sword on the boy, and when he woul d not

take that, offered hima | ong dagger instead. Ilya eyed
it warily, finally shrugged, and let the dwarf hang it
fromhis belt.

They had all been tal king in hushed voices; all at

once, all conversation ceased, and the six ex-slaves
turned to | ook expectantly at Naitachal

The Bard sighed very faintly and | et his eyes close

for a nonent. When he opened them again, he |let

them nove fromone to another of the waiting six,

back down the line the other way. "I gather you all fee
as Tem Tel ek does —that traveling together will bring
alittle safety." He paused and was answered by nods.
"Well, then!" He clapped his hands together and

rubbed them briskly. "There are six of you, all quite
wel | prepared for the worst, should it strike. There are
seven horses and six of you —if you do not object,
think we will take the |ast horse ourselves as paynent,
if you like, and al so because we nay have need of an
extra beast where we go."

Sil ence. The six eyed each other, turned back to

| ook at the Bard expectantly. "And that is —?" Arturis
said finally, when it becane clear Naitachal wasn't
goi ng to say anything el se.

Nai t achal shrugged, shook his head. "Well, we do

not actually know. W go north, cross-country nost of
the way, | think. Away from Portsmith, which is that
way and away fromany town | know, cone to that."

He waved a hand in a vaguely southerly direction. His
voice was a low, slow drone. "Well to the north," he
went on after a nonment, and his eyes were now

slightly gl azed.

"Well, yes," Arturis pressed after another silence.
"But why that way?"
"Ch, because . . ." The Bard's voice faded. 'There

may be things up there to give ny apprentice

sonmething to wite about. O —nmaybe not. It will be
cold, very cold, of course.”

Gawai ne fought a yawn, and then a grin. He could

tell what his Master was doi ng now —and a very

good, subtle job he was making of it. Dissuading them
all, making die journey sound so boring that none of
them woul d want to cone al ong. The bardlings

amusenent faded as he realized those being dis-

suaded included two who might well hold the key to

the Truth. If at least the Druid came with us, he
thought wistfully. But if Naitachal was dead set agai nst
them ..

O course, the Master hadn't cone out and told
themall to ride off; he was sinply trying to persuade
themto do so

And he had apparently, this once, net his match in
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all six. And clearly he hadn't the heart to use his magic
to chase off the sad-sack |ot of them

"Ch, well, alittle cold weather," Tem Tel ek said

carel essly. He ran capabl e hands over the odd suit; his
skin stood out very dark green and nonhunman agai nst
the pale fabric. "But consider, Master Bard, that
already | amfar beyond the |lands that woul d be mnine
—wel | beyond clines where one such as nyself

woul d be confortable. This was crafted for me by ny

val et, before we ever left those warmer clines."

"Col d," Naitachal droned on drearily. "Cold |like you
cannot begin to imagine...."

"My imagination, if not quite the equal of a Bard's,

is not so poor a thing as all that," the lizardman broke
in coolly. "Nor is the extent of ny honor. WIIl you
shame ne, leaving ne with a debt undi scharged?"

The Bard spread his hands wide, finally turned to

| ook at the dwarf. "And you?"

"Alittle cold is no problemfor me," Wl fgar said.
"Nor even a great cold. Besides, | too have a sense of
honor, and even if | considered my debt to both of you
di scharged by a sinple thank-you, | would certainly
never |eave ny Master. Soneone has to nake certain

his garb is clean and nmended —and besides, | have to
repair his caste-straps, which will certainly not be ac-
conmplished in a single night." Gawaine did not think
loyalty required expl anations, but did not say so.
"North, do you say?" Cedric nused. "I have heard

for nmost of nmy days that there are bows in the north so
powerful and accurate that they mght as well be

magi cal . Think then, what such a weapon woul d mean

to one who earns his coin by shooting at tourneys!

No, " he added hastily as Naitachal stirred, "do not

t hi nk of dissuading nme, for such a bow —for even the
chance that such a weapon exists out there and

m ght grasp it —I would dare nuch. And it may be

that ny skills will be of use to you, Bard though you
are. For there are other stories fromthe north, of evi
things and evil men who haunt the roads, of beasts

that can tear a strong man asunder "

"Yes. Well," Naitachal said hastily. "But where we

are bound, it is said there are no cities, no towns.
Where you expect to find such a bow —"

"Well, | need not stick with you forever, need |?"
Cedri c demanded reasonably. "But where is this you

go, where there are no cities or towns?"

Gawai ne opened his nouth to speak, but Arturis

got there first. H s eyes were wi de and he was wavi ng
his arnms excitedly. "Yes! Wat the archer says is true,
great evils and dire creatures, horrid beasts, and

must go to fight them"

"Must you?" Naitachal nurnured, and he turned

his head away to cast his apprentice a broad w nk.

"But | have never heard of such evils —"

"l am never wong about such things," Arturis
announced confidently. 'The God has sent nme so

many tines upon quests agai nst such evils and dread

bei ngs, always he grants ne a vision, to warn that |
must —nust —aaaaaiiigh —!" His voice rose to a
sudden screech and he fell to his knees, swaying and
muttering unintelligible words; his eyes rolled back
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and then closed. Gawaine, with a vexed and worried
little exclamation, started forward, but the Bard
caught his arm

"Now, apprentice," he murnured, "it is a vision; did
you not hear himwarn of it?"

"Vision —" Gawai ne breathed, and his eyes went

wide with awe. Fortunately, his attention was fixed
upon the Paladin's working face and the sudden tears
runni ng down his cheeks and into his beard from

under nostly closed eyelids, and so he did not see the
exasperated | ooks Tem Tel ek and his val et exchanged,

or the tired expression on Ravens face. Arturis ram
bled on to hinself for a few nore nmonents —or to

his God, if it was not the God using his voice and lips
to convey the nessage. He finally stirred, opened his
eyes and blinked, |ooking fromone to another of those
around him "Were —?" he asked vaguely, then

tossed his head back to throw the | ong gol den hair
over his shoulders and | eaped to his feet. "Yes! There
are indeed dread beings and things of no formthat

way, Master Bard, and against themyou will have no
protection save that of nmy God and Master, and of ny
strong hand! But even if | do not ride with you, that
way | nust go, to nmake a valiant quest against such
things, that | may overcone themfor the glory of the
God and for the purity of my soul!"”

"Yes, yes," Naitachal said hastily. "Lower your voice,
pl ease, you nmake ny head ache now. Cone, certainly,

if you nust." He | ooked at the Druid rather thought-
fully. "You say nothing."

"No," Raven agreed, just as quietly. "But | would

say sonething now. The way you indicate is barely

i nhabited, and there are few roads. | have |ived many
years well to the north of this place, and there is little
do not know of the | ands, what can be eaten and what

not. | have travel ed many of the forests where there

are no tracks, and a man night starve before he found
his way out again. | can guide you —if you will |et

ne. "

The Bard cast another glance at his apprentice; he
coul d al nost hear Gawai ne's fervent thought: Ch, yes!
Gui de nme! But perhaps he and that Pal adin woul d
cancel each other out; and there was no doubting the
Drui ds services would be useful if he knew hal f what
he sai d he did.

"Just where is it you go?" Raven asked

"A valley," Gawai ne broke in before Naitachal could
say anything. "A valley where sumrer never cones."
"But | know that valley!" Ilya cried excitedly. "I
know it well —it is not a days ride fromnmy own vil-
| age! "

"Do you?" The Bard was actually smling at the

young peasant. "Well then!" He gl anced upward. "This
day is not going to last nuch longer, and | got little
sleep last night. | would greatly prefer sone tine to
prepare a perinmeter before the sun sets, and —" he

gl anced neaningfully at the fallen Slavers and the
mess all over the road " —I cannot inmgi ne any rea-
son, including a holy vigil, that would keep anyone
here for the night." Arturis cast hima sudden, narrow
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eyed | ook. Naitachal |ooked back at him sniling

bl andly, then turned away to nmount Star. He | ooked

down at the assenbl ed conpany, and at Gawai ne who

now sat on Thunder next to him "Whichever of you
intends to come with us, let us go now. "

He was scarcely pleased —but not at all surprised
—when all six of those they'd rescued nmounted up at
once and fell in behind him

It was nearly sundown by the tine they found a

pl ace sheltered fromthe ni ght winds that Raven said

bl ew nostly fromthe east around here, where there

was water, and where a fire could be built w thout
drawi ng attention froma |ong ways away. It was fully
dark by the tine Cedric and Wil fgar got a fire going,
Gawai ne got the horses settled, and Naitachal set a
proper nagi cal boundary all around the canp, the

horses, and right down to the water —a shall ow, fast-
movi ng creek that dropped over a stone falls into a

pool and vani shed into the ground not far bel ow that.
The bardling came back fromhis tasks to find

Raven had al ready gone through the food packets and

had foraged before it got properly dark, and was in the
process of fixing sone |and of stewike nmess. Wt hout
the meat, which was causing a little argunent anong

his fell ow ex-slaves. "I can keep you fed and well fed at
that," he said flatly. "But not with neat. Not fromliv-
ing creatures.”

"This will do very nicely for tonight," Naitacha
interposed flatly, before Arturis could invoke his god's
views on the place of |esser creatures once nore. "l
personally do not care if there is nmeat or not, so |ong
as the food snells as good as this. If you w sh roast
boar or anything else, Paladin, fetch it yourself." O go
away and eat whatever you please. The thought was as
clear as if he had spoken it aloud; the Pal adin gave him
a wary | ook and subsi ded

"Yes. Well, certainly there are tinmes a man does

without flesh in order to purify his soul for sone
greater task." Naitachal sighed loudly, interrupting

hi m once nore, then | eaned forward and pointed

across the fire to where Ilya sat nunching a piece of
dark, rather stale bread. 'Tell us about this valley, why
don't you?"

Il ya nodded vi gorously, chewed and swal | owed.

"Well, in ny grandnother's day, she says it was a
meadow —grass, flowers, just like in our village and
all about it. WId onions growing on the hillside, a
stream and a pond, where geese | anded in spring and
fall. But there cane a winter, a grandfather of all win-
ters, with snow up to the eaves of every roof and

wol ves and white bears prowling the road, or scratch-
ing at the very doors. And in the very mdst of this
dreadful winter, in the tinme when there is only so

much sun," he indicated with two hands held parall el

to the ground, a long fingers-worth apart, "on a |ong
and dreadfully cold night, there was a wind to rattle
the chi meys and send soot across the floors, that
scoured snow fromthe road right down to the dirt.

Wl Il People huddled in their houses and awaited yet
anot her storm whi ch woul d surely crush every hut and
shed in the village, and yet, when norning cane the
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village stood as it always had, with only scoured pl aces
in the snow to show where the wind had cone and

fled —and there was a nysterious white wall all about
that valley.

"Peopl e were curious, of course, and a few went to

see what it mght be about, a wall where there had
been no wall, and all overnight. My grandmama says

that there were those who went and touched it, and
canme back to report that it was real and true, and that
it froze the hands of any who touched it. And there
were those," his voice dropped to a whisper, "who
clinmbed across it —and never returned."

Si |l ence, save for the snapping of the fire and the
soft, plopping bubbl e of whatever Raven was cooki ng.

"Sumer cane," llya went on finally, and in a nuch

nmore normal voice, "but the wall remained where it

was, and there was ice upon it, still, even in the heat of
m dsunmer. Even now, there is ice, and when | was a

foolish boy, | stood upon the shoulders of a friend and
gazed across that wall. There is snow and ice, and

within there is a tower or a castle, perhaps. Difficult to
tell, for it is white and so is all the ground about it. But

others have al so | ooked into that valley, and they, too,
have seen just what | saw. "

"And those who go in there?" Naitachal asked.

Ilya finished the |ast bite of bread, |ooked into the
fire for some nmonents, then roused hinself and net

the Bard's eyes. "I said | would take you there, Master
and so | will. But —to where you can see that wall —
only. To ny village, and perhaps a little beyond. But no
farther. Because those who go beyond the wall do not
return, ever again."

Chapter VHI

The Bard | ay open-eyed for sonme tine after the rest

of his suddenly greatly expanded conpany sl ept.

Magi ¢ bows, he thought sourly. Wll, as alie it was a

| ot better than that vision Arturis had. The | ook on ny
apprentice's face when he went into that act! And act it
was: Gawai ne m ght be young and unworldly, and ut-

terly mad for nystics, but his Master had been around

a lot longer. Naitachal knew a fraud when he saw one.
Perhaps not a fraud; Arturis could be deluding him
self, also. The world held as nany of that kind as it did
charl atans and fal se prophets. "All the sane," the Bard
whi spered to hinself. "All the sane, | think I will keep
a very close eye on this as-it-were Pal adin, to nake
certain that he does not nake off with anything here
which is not his —including ny coin and ny

apprentice!"

One thing was certain —after that story of Ilya's

there woul d be no getting rid of any of them it didnt
take a Bards training to read all those faces and see
how i ntrigued every | ast one of them was.

Even Gawai ne. Naitachal grinned suddenly. / will

wager ny lute on it, the lad didn't believe the least in
that valley until he heard the peasant's tale! Wll, he
certainly believed it now The Bard shifted, reached
down to dislodge a stone fromunder his hip and tried

to get confortable. Question was —did he believe the
tal e hinsel f?
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Didit mtter? It mght be nerest fable, |ike the one
about the drowned nen in the haunted | ake —he had
personal ly heard that tale fromtwenty different nmen
intwenty totally different parts of the |and, each one
clainmng to have known one of the wonen who had

been lured into the water. That one's so old it's grown
a long gray beard. Could be this was the | atest one
maki ng the rounds, |ike those gruesonely awful | anp-

wi ck j okes.

He grinned, settled his shoulders, and closed his

eyes. It really didn't matter; his nmain intent was to get
Gawai ne away and give hima chance to see sonething
real, to force himto live life instead of just watching it
pass. If there wasn't an ice valley —if that had sinmply
been Ilya's way of joining them —well, fine. Besides,
if things went on as they had started, it wouldn't nat-
ter what was there, just getting there would be nore
than half the fun.

"How many?" The Pal adin stared bl ankly. They had

nearly finished the packing before Arturis asked Ilya
how many days it had taken himto cone south.

The peasant | ad shrugged. "I counted ny fingers and

my toes and then began again, went through, and touched
this many" —he held up his right hand with the thunb
fol ded over index and middle fingers—before | cane to
that village where | sold nmy hides—and a worman told ne
there that if | wished a better price for them | should go to
Portsmith, but it would take nme four days nore to wal k
t he distance. "

It was Gawaine's turn to stare now. "You cane

within four days of a city that large —after coming all
that way south —and you didn't travel on to see it?"
"Why?" |lya asked. 'There were seventeen houses

and a tavern where | sold, | counted them a snmall

mar ket once every five days. What nore could this
Portsmith have than that?" He | ooked from one bl ank
face to another, finally turned to | ook at Naitachal. The
Bard's face was rather grim "Did | say sonething

wr ong?"

"Not hi ng wrong," Raven patted his shoul der and

turned back to the straps he was tightening. "For sone
of us, there is nore than city life —"

Arturis shook hinself. "Well, of course there is!

Only ook at the life |I lead, followi ng the ways of ny
CGod and taking upon nyself the wondrous quests he

sets before me —"

"Yes, yes, yes," Naitachal broke in hurriedly. H's
forbi ddi ng expression had nothing to do with Ilya's
prattling; he had never nuch cared for early hours,

and having to get up before the sun nmade him cross.
"Wy do you not save this wondrous tale for later —
after we are ready to ride?" And after | amout of ear-
shot, his narrowed eyes said.

Somewhat to his surprise, Arturis inmediately went

qui et, except for a chastened, "Of course, sir." The
Pal adi n turned, scooped up a cloth bag, and went to
load it onto the spare horse. The Bard stared after

him frowning. He finally shook his head, turned away,
and knelt to finish rolling up his blankets.

"Forty days, or a little nore." Cedric was thinking

al oud, quiver hanging | oose and forgotten in his hands.
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"And with not nmuch food for eight of us —" He

bl i nked, became aware Raven had fini shed his pack-

ing and was wat ching him

"There are a good many plants in the northern wilds,"
the Druid informed him "Thick tubers and other foots
whi ch nake good soup, |eaves and the like. | nyself have
lived on the land for a long time and" —he gestured
broadly with both hands, indicating his person —"and
do not think | | ook particularly starved"

"Well, no," Cedric replied doubtfully. 'Though

roots and berries are not precisely ny idea of a proper
meal . "

Raven si ghed and cast his eyes upward. Naitachal,
havi ng given his bags to Gawai ne to fasten onto Star's
back, sighed in turn, nuch nore loudly. 'The bardling
and | brought dried nmeat, and | nust say, Raven, that

I have no objection to having fresh, if there is soneone
able and willing to bring down game for us. In fact,
amquite fond of a decent roast, or a few chops now
and again, or even a hot stew at the end of a | ong day."
The two scowl ed at each other for several |ong no-
ments and the rest of the group | ooked at them even
Wil f gar, who had paid no attention to any of them so
early in the day, came around his Masters horse to

wat ch. Raven shrugged finally. "As you will. So | ong as
it is not expected that | —"

"You, and anyone el se, may eat what —and as —

he chooses,"” the Bard replied, biting off the ends of
his words. He | ooked at each of themin turn. "If that
is settled, then? Can we be gone?"

Gawai ne settled onto Thunder's back and |l et the

rest of the party precede him by hinself at the rear,
he heaved a sigh of relief. He had been utterly certain
Nai t achal was going to find a way to get rid of the oth-
ers this norning; he hadn't managed it, though. A

Druid and a Paladin —and at least forty daijs to learn
fromboth! H's Master turned to see where he was,

then reined Star in so they could ride side by side.
"You | ook uncommonly pleased with yourself this
norning," the Bard grunbl ed. Gawai ne smled. He

knew Nai tachal's ways, and why he snapped at every-

one —nornings didn't bother him and he'd | ong

since gotten used to avoiding the Bard until he was
properly awake.

"Well —vyes. Do you know, | think | am" The Bard
munbl ed sonmet hi ng under his breath and gave Star a
nudge. For some time after, until the sun was well on
its way to mdday, he rode by hinself in the mddle of
the conpany, spoke to no one, and was |eft severely

al one.
The | and stayed hilly for some days, and despite
Arturis's assurances that he knew this area well —and

that his God would point the way to the nearest road
—they never did find anything but a narrow footpath

that wound around the bases of the hills. Eventually,

t hese became |ower and | ower, and full streans |ess
frequent, until by the fourth day they found them

selves at the edge of a rolling | andscape, dotted with
clusters of trees in the mdst of tall, bright green grass.
The horses were pleased; the humans, the dwarf,
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and the lizardman nuch | ess so. The trail went straight
for as far as they could see, toward a distant, jagged
Iine of something dark. Raven nudged his nmount to

the fore and waved a hand across the grass. "Sensible
folks would cross this in one ride and be beyond it
toni ght; sensible beings would al so stay upon the
track. This is not precisely a bog, but the ground is
very wet; there are pools in places that you cannot see
for the grass grows atop sonme of them There can be
boggy places, and if | amright about our current |oca-
tion, there may well be places where a man and horse
could sinply vanish."

"Ch." Tem Tel ek shook his head. "I am not worried

by a swanp; | know swanps. However, this trail —

who nmekes trails in such a place, and do those who
make them wi sh such as us wel|?"

Arturis nudged his horse forward and nade as if to
dismount. "I can lay hands upon the dirt," he
announced, "and the God will tell ne —"

"Yes, yes," Naitachal and Raven said in chorus. The
Bard had already slid from Star's back and was gazi ng
across the tall grass. "The trail itself seens to ne to be
safe; this land may not be if we are caught in it after
dark. There are things which inhabit such places, but
are only freed by night."

"Well, but —" Arturis spluttered. Naitachal turned

to smile at him rather unpleasantly, and his eyes

gl eaned.

"\What ever your God tells you of this place," he said
evenly, "I can tell you of Dark Things, and things
which will eat your soul, favored of a god or no. You
know what | am Pal adin."

Gawai ne held his breath. The Pal adi n ducked his

head and stayed put. It was Raven who responded.

"You are a Dark EIf —and were a Necronancer,

and are now a Bard. Even one who has spent |ong

years in the waste knows who and what you are, Nai -
tachal ." The two gazed at each other, and Raven
suddenly snmiled. "And were. | see no cause to doubt
your word. But we nust pick a way across this place
before the sun has set."

"Of course not," Tem Tel ek said calmy. "Even a

hi de such as nine is not proof to insects, and let ne
tell you, at dawn and dusk, you would not be able to
see anything from here, save clouds of them"

"Yes. O course." Cedric waved aside insects and

stood in his makeshift stirrups to peer northward. "But
as we can see sonething now —Wat is that, Raven
—forest?"

The Druid nodded. "Forest. And again, if we are

where | think we are, that is a very vast wood, and

largely trackless. But | knowit well, and will be able to
find ny way through it from any side."
"Well, then —" The Bard came back and nount ed

Star. "Since this is land you know, you go first." He
gave a subdued Arturis another of those rather mali-
cious smles. "And since you may w sh to commune

with your deity, why do you not bring up the rear?"
Arturis ducked his head again and nunbled, "Sir,
certainly." Gawai ne gave hima puzzled | ook as he

rode by, but Arturis had closed his eyes and was payi ng
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no attention to any of them Communi ng al ready, no
doubt. The bardling scow ed at his Master's back. Had
not Naitachal inpressed upon him often, that it was
not polite to make fun of another's beliefs?

Anot her thing suddenly occurred to himas he

pul led Star back into line and away fromtenpting
grass: If Arturis was as deeply devout as a Pal adin
surely must be —particularly one so frequently smt-
ten with visions —why did he not take offense at the
Bard's tone of voice? For that nmatter, why not cal
down his god with lightning and fire to fry this disbe-

liever? After all, an excellent Bard Naitachal mni ght be
—but he was just that, a Dark EIf, a Bard, and even if
he had been a Necromancer still, he wasn't a god Nor

under the personal protection of one.

So why did Arturis show every sign of being afraid

of Naitachal ?

Gawai ne could hear the Pal adin just behind him
muttering to hinself, and he repressed a sigh. And if
he is as holy as he surely nust be to be a Pal adin, why
do | feel nothing in his presence but a strong desire to
strangl e hinf

He set his teeth; alnost as if he could read

thoughts, Arturis had cone up close behind him "Ho,

| ad, how goes it?"

"Wel | enough,"” Gawai ne replied neutrally. Silence.

He added, rather unwillingly, "And with you?

Arturis sighed dramatically. "Well enough, though

the burdens | bear are enough to bury a | esser man.
And once they woul d have buried ne, when | was but

an ordinary nortal |ad —why, such as yourself,
bardling, given to wine and carousing, and —"

"I hardly have the opportunity to carouse,"”

Gawai ne broke in. "Before | apprenticed to Naitachal,

I was a horseboy in a nobleman's stable, and | worked
hard for ny bread and four coppers a year."

"Ch, | didn't nean you," Arturis replied hastily.
"Personal | y. Though," his voice becanme rather tearful,
and Gawai ne turned away, hideously enbarrassed by

such a show of enotion by a grown man, "once / was
such a nortal |ad, and what dreadful things did | not
do? | freely drank red wine, and conported nyself at
taverns with the nost vile of men —and wonen!" He
made a sound that brought Gawai ne hal fway around,
certain the man had swal | owed sonet hi ng and was

choki ng. Tears had nade streaks down the Pal adin's
grubby cheeks and were dripping fromhis beard.
Reddened eyes fixed on the bardlings face; Gawai ne
turned away hastily. "Wonen," the tearful voice

droned on. "I was one of those who sought | ow

worren. | sank | ower than the | owest, and yet, | ook
upon me now " Gawai ne nodded hastily and hoped he

| ooked busy keeping Star firmy on the trail. 'The God
found ne, in evil conpany, and he opened ny eyes,

and sent ne upon ny first quest to purify ny heart,
and so | have kept it ever since." He sniffed |oudly and
nastily. "And so you mnust think upon yourself,
bardling," he went on briskly. "And upon your own
life, whether you will keep a pure heart and avoid vile
conpani ons, and so conme to the Truth."
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"Ah —yes, of course," Gawaine stood in his stir-

rups. The trail w dened just a |itde ways ahead,

enough so that three could ride abreast. "Ah, listen, |
think I hear ny Master calling me. | had better go see
what he wants." Star protested as the bardling kneed
him he had al nbst gotten his teeth in grass and wasn't
pl eased at having it taken away. Gawaine patted his
neck as they left the Paladin behind. "Sorry, old fellow,
I"ll see you get sone later, | swear it." He sent his eyes
si deways, but didn't dare turn to see how far back
Arturis was. "But | fear that murder would do very bad
things to ny purity level, don't you?

Nai t achal hadn't been calling hinm he was gl ad

enough to |l eave off mediating an argunent between
Cedric and Raven over whether Cedric should try to

bag a few of the ducks he'd seen and talk to his
apprentice instead. "I don't understand," Naitacha
munbl ed. "From what Tem Tel ek says, those two

were quite friendly toward each other in the Slaver's
cage, and now listen to them"

Gawai ne did. Raven was glaring at the archer, who
stood in his stirrups to gaze out ahead of them and off
to the west, where they could hear a large fl ock of
ducks. "You said you were a conpetitive archer, that
you won prizes with your marksmanshi p —not that

you killed things!"

"I don't —" Cedric dropped back into the saddle

and bared his teeth at the Druid. "I don't sinply go
around killing things! Don't be so stuffy, and don't act
as though you' ve never been outside your Druids glen
before. You know full well that though you folk don't
ordinarily eat nmeat, others do. And | prom se you
there have been times when if | hadn't been a neat-
eater, | would very probably have starved to death."
"Nonsense," Raven replied warmy. "If you weren't

a neat-eater, you would know what plants were good

to eat, and you' d harvest theminstead of mnurdering

i nnocent beasts —"

"Well," Cedric grow ed, "I happen to like the flavor

of sonme beasts, and | don't particularly care if they're
i nnocent or not."

Raven gazed down his long, |ean nose at the archer

for sone nonents. "Have you considered," he said
finally, "that you nmight well develop better arm
strength and a steadier pull, if you didn't eat neat?"
Cedric gaped at him conpletely at a | oss for words.
Nai t achal | aughed. "Ah, yes. Pay no heed, archer.

have had Druids tell ne my singing voice would

improve if | didn't eat neat. It's a common flaw in an
ot herwi se pl easant fol k. Raven, how nuch farther do

we have to go?" It was a definite and firm change of
subj ect; Raven eyed the Bard sidelong and finally
shrugged. "WII we reach forest by nightfall at this
rate?"

Raven turned to | ook out ahead of them "Can you

not see how near the first line of trees is now?"

"You forget, | eat neat and so ny eyes are not as
sharp as yours," the Bard replied sarcastically. Raven
turned to look at himfor a |long nonment, then sighed,
and Naitachal flashed hima quick grin. 'To answer

your question, | amnot a woodsman, and | have no
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way to gauge how trees and woods | ook in what |ight-

ing conditions and from what distances. You, by your

own words, have."

"W shoul d reach themwel | before sunset," Raven

said. He cast Cedric one last, sidelong hard | ook. 'That
is, if we have no long halts."

"l do not need a full conpany to shoot a brace of

ducks," Cedric said patiently. "And personally, | would
rat her have no help at all, particularly not the kind of
help that glares at ne the entire tine. | thought you

said you were a holy man, Raven. Does not such a

man | eave his fellows al one?"

"I ama Druid," Raven replied. "And | personally

prefer that all living things remain living —even those
whi ch others see as convenient to eat, or to kill for gain
or profit, or for trophy." His lips tightened. "Even

t hose which enslave others."

There was a nonentary, nasty little silence. Cedric,

to Gawai ne's surprise, broke it by tilting his head back
and | aughing. "Ah! Well answered! And unlike sone

who shared that cart with us, and spoke alternately of
his god and of how he would nurder those Slavers if

he had hal f a chance. Well, never nmind. You are defi-
nitely a holier man than I, Raven. Go on, all of you. |
won't be very far behind, and there will be neat
tonight —for those who want it."

Chapter 1IX

True to Raven s prediction, they made it out of the
wet | ands and nearly a | eague into the woods before

the sun went down. Cedric proved as good as his

word, also; he caught up with the rest of themjust at
the edge of the forest, four |arge ducks dangling from
the back of his saddle. Raven pulled his nouth into a
di sapproving line, but said nothing, for which

Gawai ne was grateful. He was very inpressed by the

Drui ds know edge of the | and, over and above any

hopes he had of learning fromDruids in general and
this one in particular.

At the same tinme, he was hungry —and very fond

of roast duck.

Wil f gar, who had been largely silent since the jour-
ney began, came over to inspect them and he

whi stled thoughtfully. "Good shooting, that. Takes skil
to skewer a bird so neatly."

Cedric nodded shortly. "I don't like things to suffer;
I am a good enough shot that they don't —and
woul d not shoot anything, if |I could not kill it swiftly."

He cast Raven a dark | ook, but the Druid was already
riding ahead The archer sighed faintly. "Any we don't
eat won't keep, unfortunately, and there isn't tinme to
snoke neat, so we eat well tonight and finish what-
ever is left in the norning.

Wil f gar | aughed. "Won't hurt ny feelings one bit.

And nmy Master quite likes gane bird."

They set up canp in a large clearing, flanked on

three sides by tall, enornously thick-trunked conifers,
and on the fourth by a streamand willows. Naitachal,
who had been growi ng restive as soon as the sun

began to near the horizon, breathed a sigh of relief
and dropped to the ground at once, letting his appren-

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...Fortress%200{%20Frost%20And%20Fire%20[UC].txt (55 of 168) [2/2/2004 2:20:40 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/L ackey,%20M ...20T al €%62002%20-%20Fortress%200f%20Frost%20A nd%20Fi re%20[ UC] . txt

tice take their horses. He | ooked around the clearing,
nodded briskly. "All right, it's late and | have nmuch to
do, to see to die safety of the perineter. Cedric, you
have the neat to manage; Raven, why don't you take
young |lya and gather whatever we need to go with it?
And for yourself, of course," he added hastily, to fore-
stall any conmment the Druid nmight have had. Raven
merely nodded, gestured for the peasant |lad to cone
with him and |l ed the way down to the stream "Just
don't go very far," Naitachal raised his voice so he
coul d be heard over the sound of the water, "because

do not want to have to repair the wards once | set

them Tem Telek." He gave the lizardman his usua

nod in lieu of a full bow —a politeness that took into
account both the casual ness of the present circum
stance and that the |lizardman was noble. "If you

woul d set up a firepit and stakes for the birds, and | et
your servant help Gawaine with the horses ..."

The |izardman bobbed his own head once, polite-

ness itself, and glanced in the dwarfs direction. "You
do not mind, Wil fgar?"

The dwarf stretched. "I never nind caring for the
horses, Master. Besides, | need to get your cup."
Arturis shifted restlessly fromfoot to foot. Tem

Tel ek barely gl anced his way as he added, "And if you
will fetch firewbod, Paladin, that should take care of
all for the night."

The Pal adin shook his head. "I had intended to

spend an hour or so in prayer, before the food was
ready —to keep the God's watchful gaze upon us al

this night." He brought his chin up to give Tem Tel ek

a down-the-nose stare; the lizardman returned it in
full, and froma greater length of nose. "Besides," the
Pal adi n added, "there is no need for me to risk splin-
ters to ny sword hands when there are two here who

are servants, and —"

Nai tachal interrupted himvery firmy indeed

'There are none here, Arturis, who are servants of al

of us. If you would eat and sleep with the rest of us,
you wi Il do your share of the canp chores. Wod. And
shoul d you fetch enough before the rest of us are done
with our share of the chores, you nmay bring water."
"Ch." Arturis stood very still for a |ong nonent,

then sent his eyes sideways, cautiously. "Yes, of course,
sir. At once." Naitachal watched himout of sight

anong the trees before settling hinself cross-Iegged

on the ground. Every single tine, every blessed single
time, whatever chore he is offered he objects. Wll, for-
tunately the Paladin hadn't discovered the nerve to

obj ect when | tell himwhat to do. Jet. The Bard
shifted around a litde until he found a nore confort-
abl e seat, and cl osed his eyes.

Gawai ne, who had just conme back fromthe horse-

tether with their instrunents, gazed after Arturis; a
frowm etched his brow It really was odd: Very clearly
the Paladin did not |like having to do anything for him
sel f, and he argued with everyone about it when he
wasn't sinply whining about whatever task he'd been
asked to handle —or taking any watch but the first, so
he coul d have an unbroken sl eep once he was done.
Argued with everyone, that is, except the Bard.
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Maybe, Gawai ne thought, his god protects hi m agai nst
anyone except a Dark EIf? He i nmedi ately pushed

the thought aside as inproper —certainly nore |ike
the sardoni ¢ Naitachal than hinmself —and went back

to hel p Wil fgar.

After all, yesterday or the day before, Arturis had
spent a very long hour explaining to himhow the pure
in heart did not ever use sarcasm "It is a weapon
whose sol e purpose is to cause the pure and noral

man di sconfort, and so the God does not smle upon
scoffers and the sarcastic." Gawai ne sighed Fromthe
sounds of things, Arturis s god was a rather hunorless
sort, all around.

It was fully dark when they finished eating. Raven

had found | eaves for a tart but pleasant tea, and had
gathered roots earlier in the day, as they rode, for a
sour bread while Ilya had |located fanmiliar roots al ong
the bank of the streamthat he peel ed and cooked in
the coals. The others ate nmobst of the roast bird; Raven
contented hinself with tea and bread, and a | eathery
strip of dried fruit. Naitachal finally set aside his cup

and stretched. "Well, Druid. This wood —are we
where you t hought ?"
"l believe so," Raven said cautiously. "In fact, | am

nearly certain that | know this stream though at a

point well to the west. Tonmorrow will prove it. And if

we are, then it will take us four days of steady riding to
get through, but there will be safe places the next two
nights if 1 can place us."

"Good." The Bard snothered a yawn and stretched

"It sounds like a long ride, in any event. | suggest we
choose the watch and the rest of us get sone sleep.”
Arturis licked his fingers and spoke up. "I will be

glad to take the first
"You had the first watch last night,"” Cedric told him
pointedly. "And we all agreed the m ddl e watches

woul d be divided so everyone could have a full nights

rest sone of the tine."

"But —"

Nai t achal cleared his throat om nously and scow ed

across the small fire; both men went very quiet. "That is
better. Cedric, you take the first watch tonight, both as
reward for the excellent neal, and because you had the
mddle last night. Arturis, dear fellow, is it not true that
nost gods reveal thenselves to their beloved children in
the small hours, when no one else is awake to see? O,

have you never heard of vigils?" The Pal adin opened his
mout h, closed it again w thout saying anything. "I nyself
will take the last; the rest of you portion out the renmining
hours however you will, nmy stomach is full and ny eyes

about to fall fromny head." He turned away fromthe fire,
wr apped his cloak around himand |lay down. "I trust," he
added gently, "that you will find a quick —and quiet —
means of deciding." Gawai ne gl anced back at his Mster,

| ooked around the fire and shrugged. Raven gave hima

very faint smle. Cedric was busy stowing the |last of the
meat, and Arturis had gotten abruptly to his feet. They
could hear himdown at the stream splashing noisily.

Tem Tel ek reached into an inner pocket and drew

out several thin, brightly colored sticks of various
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| engths. He chose six, put the rest away. "I doubt any
of you will want to ganble on this journey —"
Raven smil ed again and shook his head "I sel dom pl ay

with tossing sticks, and | do not believe | would ganble —
how can | put this politely? Absolutely never with one who
carries his own personal set of sticks." The |izardman gave
hima very toothy snmile in return

"For an unworldly Druid, you know consi derabl e

about worldly things, Raven. And it is true that few who
are not of ny race ever try to get the best of us at the
tossing sticks, and fewer succeed However, they may

serve anot her purpose." He turned to Ilya, who was
cracking a long leg bone with his teeth. "Here, youngling,
shortest two sticks take the hours flanking the gall ant

Pal adi n, the others can choose fromwhat is left." He drew
them sharply back as the young peasant reached for the
sticks; his fingers were shiny with bird-fat. "Wiit. Better,
you name one, and | shall pick it for you."

In the end, Gawai ne found hinmsel f hol ding the

hours between Arturis and Raven, who would in his

turn waken the Bard for the last watch

It was cool under the trees, and danp; the sound of the
stream bl ended with a constant light wind in the high
boughs, just enough so he could never be certain if he
heard anythi ng besides trees and water. "The Master set
wards, they will hold agai nst anything," he reassured
hinmself. It was only a partially effective thought.

Real |y, though, with the protection in place al

around them all the watch had to do was keep an eye

out for sonmething trying to cross the boundary

Nai t achal had set —and such an action, the Bard

assured themall, would trigger a very bright and
unni st akabl e response. O course, Gawaine told

hi nsel f, Thunder and Star would certainly alert himif
there was sonething real out there, trying to get past

Nai t achal ' s wards

He wandered over to run his hands over Star, to

check Thunder's legs and feet and | ean against himfor

a monent or so, and finally hurried back to sit next to
the coals of the fire, where it was margi nally warmner.
Arturis had been sitting just here, head sunk on his
breast, when Gawai ne cane awake as and when he

had ordered hinself to waken. The Pal adi n had

junped nearly out of his skin when the bardling

touched him —comuning with the God, naking

certain they all stayed safe, was what he said he had

been doing. If it had been anyone el se, Gawai ne woul d

have been certain the man was sl eepi ng instead.

"Unworthy thought,"” he told hinself firmy. "And

unpure. You cannot arrive at the Truth that way, by
scoffing. If Master Naitachal does not want to seek out
the Truth —well, that is his business, and | suppose

he has the right to give the Paladin a difficult tine. But
I cannot let the Masters attitude influence ne agai nst

a holy man."

Gawai ne gl anced around the firepit, taking an

automati ¢ count of his conpanions. Tem Tel ek | ay cl osest
to the fire, bundled into his warmsuit, an extra bl anket
covering all of himbut a little of his forehead, and the val et
sl ept between hi m and whatever night cone across the
wards. Cedric dozed with his head on the enpty quiver
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his bow and arrows resting on his cloak under his

out stretched hand, where he could reach themif there

was need Ilya snored softly a distance apart fromall of
them still rather shy, Gawai ne thought; after that initial
candi d burst about the valley, he had |apsed into a

di sconcerting habit of nmunbling and bl ushi ng whenever
spoken to, and never speaki ng ot herw se.

Raven, he knew, had gone to sleep under the | ow

canopy of a willow, near the creek; the Druid had

poi nted out his blankets so Gawai ne coul d waken him

for his share of watch. Clearly he preferred to sleep a
little apart fromothers; he had said as nuch the first
night. Naitachal, of course, slept as he always did —

on his back, hands fol ded upon his chest hi ke an onyx
stone engraving of a dead knight on the |lid of a coffin,
utterly still, only the slowrise and fall of his breast to
show he lived. Arturis lay flat on his stomach, face
turned away fromthe firepit; Gawai ne was gl ad for

that, for when the Pal adin slept on his back or side, he
snored. And not anywhere near as quietly as Ilya.

The bardling sighed, very softly. Four days in this

| arge conpany, four |ong days. He had not thought it
woul d be so difficult, traveling with so many. After all
he had heard about Master Naitachal's journey with

Count Kevin, all those years ago, and the Master had
never said anything then about all this bickering and

so many petty m sunderstandi ngs.

I ncludi ng, apparently, his own. He certainly thought he
had made it clear to Raven that he was seeking Truth —
that he sought not sinply answers as so many did, but the
Answer, that he wanted to know hinsel f, to raise hinself
above the nundane, the petty, the everyday. So far, the
fewtines he'd had a chance to really talk to die Druid,
he' d | earned about edi bl e nushroons ("assume none of

them are, unless you know'), howto find ripe tubers, and
what grasses were good to eat or for seasoning a tea. How
to start a fire with danp wood or in a downpour —but
nothing inportant. So far, the bardling had found hinself
cautious of his Masters sardonic eye and a little too
abashed to sinply ask direct and pointed questions about
the Meaning of Life. Those fewtentative questions he had
asked had either gone unanswered, or Raven had tal ked

all around them Ileaving himnmonentarily certain he had

a grasp on sonething vital —only to discover kter that
he'd | earned nothing at all

Arturis, on the other hand... He' dbeen wildly eager to
convert Gawai ne —or anyone el se, including Raven, to

his own brand of religion and his god. But —"Ch, drat,"
Gawai ne nmunbl ed softly. "He speaks religion and a god

and nothing el se, except to parade his own previous
unwort hiness and evil ways and weep over them and to
prate that his god and his way are the only proper ones. If
he is right, then what he tells nme holds the Answer, his way
and his god nmust be nmy way to purity and good, and from
there to the Truth. And yet —" And yet The things
Arturis said seened to have nothing to do with anything
Gawai ne wanted; Arturis and his shanel ess

br east - beati ng and weepi ng made hi m excruci atingly
unconfortable. And this afternoon, when they first
started down that trail into swanpy ground, the Pal adin
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had gone right over the edge.

Not that the previous day had been any better; in

answer to a sinple question about how pure was

sufficiently pure, Arturis had spent the entire norning
telling Gawai ne how pure he hinmself was and repeatedly
assuring the bardling that what he really needed was a

good rol e nodel —Arturis hinmself. "Pattern your

behavi or and your thoughts even as | do, lad," he had

concl uded, "and you, too, can achieve a clean heart and
pure thought." After a very long norning of that, the only
rational thought Gawai ne had was, / would rather die. He
had kept that to himself, though, and Arturis apparently
had not noticed how qui et his companion was. O course,

he noticed nothing but hinmself, once he got on one of his
tirades.

The Bard had noticed, Gawai ne thought resent-

fully. He cast his peacefully sleeping Master a very

bl ack | ook indeed. Had noticed and had turned, fre-

quently, to give his bardling an anmused gl ance that

clearly said, "If you will ask a fool a sinple question —
particularly that question of this particular fool —I ook
to get the answer you deserve."

It had been m dday before Naitachal had finally taken

pity on himand had sent Arturis downhill to the stream
they all could see to fill their water bottles. Arturis, halted
right in the niddle of a word, hadn't reacted furiously the
way he had when Cedric had ridden by sonme tine earlier

and nuttered, "G ve the poor |lad a break, you're wearing
his ears to nubs." No, Arturis had ducked his head at once,
said, "OF course, at once, sir," and gone off with the string
of | eather bottles.

At the tine Gawai ne hadn't felt anything but relief—

and just naybe a leftover ringing in his ears. Now it struck
himas quite odd, and the question that had occurred to

hi mearly on cane back: Wiy should Arturis be so

seem ngly afraid of another mere nortal, if his purity was a
tenth as great as he nade it to be, and his god that
powerful ? Somehow, it didn't seemlikely that the

Pal adi ns mot her had instilled such nice nmanners in him
—particularly not when one bal anced hi s behavi or

toward all the others against his extrene agreeabl eness
whenever the Bard set hima task, or a watch

All the same ... Gawaine turned matters over in his

mind for a while |longer, then brightened. "Mybe he

just has difficulty voicing the Truth that has been
revealed to him Mybe he hasn't served his god | ong
enough; when someone argues with him he isn't able

to forma proper response yet." There, now that nade

better sense. If the Paladin were still searching for the
Answer hinself, or if he had it but still felt unworthy of
the god's attention —well, he might sinply be
enbarrassed to say so. "I will not give up," Gawai ne

told hinmself firmy. "A Paladin is a holy man, even |
know t hat nmuch. And —yes! —nmmybe this is a test!

One which he has devised for all of us, to see which has
the strength to pursue know edge, whatever the

barriers he raises." Yes, that nust be it. He | eaned back
fromthe warm stones around the firepit to | ook into

the sky; the stars had noved enough; it was tine to

rouse the Druid.

He checked the horses on his way down to the
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stream Star was stanping his feet resdessly, but
Thunder stood phlegmatically and the ot her horses

gave no sign of anything am ss or untoward. It was too
bad that a tinme like this was the only one when he and
Raven were alone; with all these sl eeping around

them he wouldn't be able to talk to the Druid. Raven
seened rat her distant anyway. Gawai ne waited unti

he had spl ashed cold water on his face and | ooked rea-
sonably awake, then sought his own cloak and | ay

down next to his Master.

Chapter X

The Druid had been nore off course than he'd

t hought, but less than he and Naitachal feared; by late
afternoon the next day, he was able to find a trail he
recogni zed that took themto a good place to canp.

They rode into the clearing well before dark and the
Drui d waved an armthat enconpassed the area

"There are plenty of roots, and it is still early enough in
the season for ground berries. There is water that way"
—he indicated a narrow animal trail which went

north into thick brush —"and there are cresses, or
were the last tine | stopped here.”

Nai t achal di snobunted rather cautiously —he had

found hinself stiff when the Druid woke himearly

this nmorning for the final watch, and he hadn't yet
been able to ease the disconfort. He cast a dark

gl ance at the back of the bardling's head as Gawai ne
threw one | eg across Thunder's back and dropped

neatly to the ground

"I will tend the horses, unless anyone objects,"” the
bardl i ng of fered.

Raven smil ed and handed his nakeshift reins over

"When you care so well for ny poor beast, why should

I mnd? Unless —Bard, if you have a better sugges-
tion?" Naitachal |eaned on Star's back and | ooked at
them both bl ankly. The Druid repeated his question
"Eh? Oh, certainly, whatever you like. " As Gawai ne
turned away, hands full of reins, the Bard caught
Raven's eye and beckoned. "As soon as | have set the
wards and eaten | will sleep until my watch. Unless
you have a difficulty with this holy nan of ours," he
added very softly. "If so, then rouse ne."

Raven s brow puckered. "Is there any probl en? You

seem —di stracted. "

Nai t achal nmanaged a faint chuckle and a smile he

didn't particularly feel: The Druid had put his finger
on the problemall too neatly. 'Just a feeling of some-
thing about that does not wish us well, nothing nore
specific than that."

"l see." Raven considered this in silence for sone
nmonents, opened his nouth to speak, but closed it

again as the lizardman and his val et passed cl ose hy.
He sent his eyes one way and then the other, nade
certain they were alone again, and | owered his own

voi ce prudently. "Perhaps there is nothing | can do to
aid you, but if there is, please tell ne what —and how.
Meantinme, | will rmake nmy own watch. Though," he
shrugged, "we are in the mdst of a very old forest, one
whi ch was old when ny many-tines great-grandsire

was born. And in such a woods, particularly so far
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north —well, there are always things which do not
understand the |ikes of us, and others which actively
ill-wish us." He smled, spread his hands in a shrug.
"Still others which mght consider us and our nounts

a fine nmeal." Naitachal cast his eyes heavenwards,
though in this clearing the treetops were so far over-
head and so thick, there was in truth very little sky to
be seen. The Druid | ooked around. "Here cones your
apprentice and the peasant lad. | will fetch water and
cresses," he said alittle nore loudly as Gawai ne and
Ilya came up to unsaddl e the renai ning horses.

"Are you all right, Master?' Gawai ne eyed himcuri -
ously. Naitachal nodded sharply.

" Thi nki ng, apprentice,” he  added poi ntedly.
Gawai ne reddened and hurried away, taking Uya and

the horses with him They nearly tripped over Arturis,
who had gone to his knees right in the center of the
clearing and closed his eyes. Naitachal smiled as the
two | ads tugged at tired horses; Gawaine finally had to
hand over two of those he led to Ilya, so he could drag
Star well o,ut and around the Paladin. Star could see
Thunder tethered not far away and was in no nood to

be led away from his conpani on. The | ook Gawai ne

gave the unseeing Arturis as he passed . . . Naitacha
grinned broadly and settled down where the Druid

had left him well to the east edge of the clearing,
where the ground was thick with dry needl es and

| eaves. He still w nced as his backsi de made contact

wi th the ground.

Maybe it hadn't been such a bad idea to let Arturis
travel with them after all. Gawaine was rapidly |osing
his gl assy-eyed awe of the supposed holy man, and this
past afternoon at |east had gone well out of his way to
avoi d anot her of the Paladins |ectures. Now that the
bardling's seen nost of the way through this clod,

t hough —how do | get rid of hin®

Raven wasn't nearly the sane problem and as tine

went on, Naitachal found hinself nore and nore
approving of the Druid. He'd proven useful in finding
trails, avoiding soft sand and bogs —providi ng food,
whi ch woul d have definitely been a problemwth so
many and only those supplies he and Gawai ne had

pi cked up in Portsmith. Raven was soft-spoken and
polite, pleasant in a company that included the out-
spoken Tem Tel ek, the one-sided Wil fgar, the

extrenely narrownmnded Arturis —and two inno-

cents |ike Gawai ne and Ilya, who all too often brought
up subjects any experienced grown man woul d know
better than to nention in such m xed conpany. Raven
had even nmanaged to keep a cap on any tenper he

m ght have, even when Arturis prated at him (And so
far as Naitachal knew, tenper wasn't sonething the
Drui ds gave over as against their religion, the way
sonme sects did. His experience with Druids had cer-
tainly been otherw se.)

More inportantly, this Druid had had a gift tossed
right in his |ap —Gwai ne' s al nost puppyl i ke eager -
ness for Truth —and he hadn't gathered it up. Oh, he
was polite enough when Gawai ne spoke to him

answer ed what ever questions the bardling asked, but
had never said anything to Gawai ne that woul d even
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hint the Druids had a corner on the Truth market.
Nai t achal knew. He'd nade very certain he was close

by whenever the two were together, and he kept an in-
ner sense tuned to his apprentice when he slept.

And unlike Arturis, Raven gave no signs of fearing

the Bard. Useful as Naitachal found the Paladin's atti-
tude, he sonetines wanted to strangle the man out of
sheer frustration at his tinorousness. At the very |east,
to give hima real cause for fear

He cast an eye heavenward. It was darker up there,
suddenly, and he'd been wasting time —nearly as

much of it as Arturis, who hadn't noved an inch from
his trance pose. "And pose it is," Naitachal assured
hinself grimy, "or I'"'ma Paladin nyself!" Well,
soneone el se could deal with the man for the nonment;

he had a spell to work for the overnight safety of the
canp. Not that it would keep out anything detern ned

to get through, of course. But nobst of the others didn't
know that, and so slept better because of it; and
anything that did nmanage to cross his lines would find
it difficult to sinply step over and enter the canp.
Besi des, the ripples cast by anything even com ng cl ose
woul d bring the Bard awake at once. Particularly since
he' d bested that banshee, he didn't doubt he could

take on anything that mght be out there.

"Pl easant thought," he grow ed. The hairs on his
forearns lifted, |aid back down as he drew a deep
breath and let it slowy drift away, and ordered hinself
to relax. The spell was tine-consumng at best; it was a
royal, exhausting pain to work if he was tense.

He wasn't halfway into it when Ilya s distant, terri-
fied shriek brought himto his feet. Gawai ne's
Bard- pi tched yell topped the peasant's cry as easily as
his singing voice could rise above a tavern full of |oud
drunks: "Wl ves! There are wol ves, across the stream
comng -+ llya, get up, cone on, now" A crashing in
the brush: Both | ads pelted straight back to canp,
ignoring the trail, and an enpty bucket hung forgotten
fromllya's fingers. Minents |ater, Raven cane sprint-
ing up the trail; he spun back around as soon as he
reached open ground and rai sed his hands above his
head. Cedric cane fromthe other direction, dropping

| arge chunks of wood possibly in an effort to trip or

sl ow what ever m ght be behind him hands now

enpty, he knelt and dragged the bowcase across his
shoul der.

Arturis was clinmbing slowy to his feet, as though
dazed. Tem Tel ek nudged himso hard the Pal adin
staggered and swore a nobst unholy curse. A nonent

| ater, Wil fgar brushed by him and this tine he fell
flat on his back.

Gawai ne raced over to where Naitachal sat, to fish

out his boar spear and quiver fromtheir pile of

bel ongi ngs, and the Bard snapped, "Next tine set
thematop the rest!"

"S-s-sir," the bardling stuttered.

"Never mnd that, get it out and ready —and tel

me where | set the lute case!" Naitachal cane to his
feet as Gawai ne wordl essly pointed; the boy yel ped

and he nearly dropped the case froma hei ght that
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woul d be deadly to the instrunent. But when he

| ooked up to shout at his apprentice, the words died in
his throat. | surely cried out like that, the first tinme |
saw so many wol ves. The Bard threw the cloth lute-

bag aside, swallowed hard, and settled his fingers on
the strings. There were at |east twenty wol ves —Il arge
wol ves.

Gawai ne' s knees shook, and so did the hand hol di ng

the boar spear, but his voice sounded steady as he
shouted for Ilya. "Conme over here, by ne, we have to
guard the Master until he can come up with a spell!"
"Hurry, then!" Tem Tel ek shouted over |oud voices,
terrified horses, and the howing of wolves. The lizard-
man ran si deways, caught hold of Ilya's arm and shook
him gave hima shove in the right direction. Gawai ne
shook his head as the young peasant nearly careened
into him the boy had no weapon of any kind.

"Here!" Gawai ne shoved the boar spear into his

nervel ess fingers and knelt to string his bow. "Can you
use that?"

"Use?" Ilya was staring at the spear as though he'd
never seen one before; Gawai ne rapped his armw th

the bow and he nodded. "I have used such a weapon,

agai nst wol ves, but so many —"

"Then kill themone at a tinme!" Tem Tel ek roared.

He and Wil fgar were back to back a short distance

away, the lizardman brandi shed a broad-bl aded,
doubl e- edged sword while the dwarf held a

| ong-hafted axe and practiced |aying about himwth
vicious half-circle arcs. Arturis had drawn both his
swords and stood waving themin the niddle of the

cl earing; he was shouting sonething, rapid words in an
unfamiliar | anguage. Cedric had his bow strung and a
dozen arrows stuck in the ground before him and he
knelt to begin firing as the beasts cane nearer

Gawai ne gave the archers back a nervous | ook and

hoped he'd manage to put hinself at a safe distance
fromTem Tel ek s sword and the wild-1o0king sw ngs
Arturis was taking.

And then, he had no time for further thought; wth

a wild how and a bound, three of the wolves found a
way around the front |line and | eaped straight for him
Sonehow, Gawai ne renenbered the object in his

hands was a weapon. He drew back on the bow and

rel eased his arrow, the wolf howl ed and fell right at his
feet. Dya fell upon the next nearest with the spear, but
was nearly taken hinself when the third attacked as he
was trying to free the point. The wolf he'd pinned
wasn't dead; a nmassive head that | ooked to be half
teeth cane snapping around after him Ilya squawked

and | eaped back. Fortunately, he'd kept his grip on the
spear, nore by accident than intent, and it cane with
him He brought it through in an underhand arc, and
this time the wol f went down and stayed down.

Gawai ne' s hands were shaking as he fit another arrow
to the string, but before he could | oose it, Cedric bel-
| oned, "Down there, you lads!" and his own

red-shafted bolt cane streaking across the clearing.
The wolf fell over, twitched and lay still.

Gawai ne pull ed hinsel f partway up once nore,

eyes searching the clearing as his hand felt across the
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dirt for the arrow he'd dropped. Ilya knelt next to him
spear caught between two trenbling hands. Behind

him he could hear the Master, his fingers running
across the strings, his | ow voice working up sone spel
or other. The air crackled with magic; Gawai ne was

too shaken to foll ow what the Bard was doi ng, though
Across the clearing, near the path he'd taken to the
stream he could hear Raven shouting furiously at
Cedric. "You're killing them You do not need to nur-
der themall!"

' Then do sonething," the archer bell owed back
"Arturis, watch that sword, you nearly had ny head!"
The Pal adin was still shouting, or chanting, in sone
al i en tongue and apparently heard nothing save him
self. Cedric slew another of the wolves and the Druid
screaned at himin helpless fury. "I do not intend to
die for your beliefs, Druid!" Cedric yelled. A nonent

| ater, though, the remmining wolves drew nervously
back as Naitachal's voice filled the clearing. A bubble
of red formed m dway between Cedric and Gawai ne,

and enl arged to enconpass all of them driving the

wol ves into the woods. A nonent |ater, the conpany
heard frightened how s and a crashing that faded into
di st ance.

Arturis dropped his swords and fell to his knees, |et
his head fall back and said sonmething unintelligible.
Cedric gazed down at him a |ook of disgust on his
face. "Qur thanks, nost blessed God, that heard his
hunbl e Pal adin and —"

A crash of discordant strings silenced him Arturis
turned partway around, jaw hangi ng and eyes wi de.
Nai t achal stood and cl osed the di stance between

them lute still cradled in his arns. "I had no idea your
bl essed God went in for Bardry," he said pleasantly,
but there was an unpl easant gleamin his eye. "And
what was that | anguage you were using, that disrupted
my concentration for so dangerously | ong?"

"Uh —uh, |anguage?" the Pal adin asked. He nman-

aged a weak smle, but it faded as the Bard continued
to look at him "I —I was not aware | spoke, | —oft-
times the God speaks through ny hunbl e instrunment,

in his owm nmany tongues."

"Ah." Naitachal's teeth gleanmed white in the
encroachi ng gloom 'Tongues. O course. Wy did

not realize? Well!" He turned away and started back
toward the edge of the woods where he had been

seated earlier, stopped as if he had just thought of
sonet hing, and | ooked over his shoul der at Arturis.
"Al'l the sane, perhaps you woul d suggest to this God
of yours, that the next tinme we entertain such —
guests, if he uses your instrunent to speak in tongues,
I shall use mine to give you sone other gift. One | do
not think you will like at all."” And with a final gl eam of
teeth, he wal ked off.

Arturis gazed after himin silence for sone

monents, finally rousing hinself and getting to his
feet. "He nocks the God," he began in a resentful un-
dertone. Wil fgar tapped his arm and when the

Pal adi n canme around to | ook down at him the dwarf
shook hi s head.
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"Wul dn't say anything, if | were you," he suggested

flatly. "I was distracted nyself, and | do not |ike dis-
traction when | am hel ping ny Master protect

hi nsel f."

"Nor |," Cedric added grinmy. He had slung his bow
across his shoul der so he could drag dead wol ves from
the clearing and a distance away fromthe canmp. "If

you need sonething to occupy yourself, Arturis, |
could use your aid in renoving these. Unless you think
t hey make good conpani ons for the night."

"I —I1 thought to seek guidance," the Pal adin
began, but the look in the archers eye stopped him
"Yes, all right. But it is getting dark out there —
"Wel I, then, close your nouth and nove your feet,"
Cedric replied. Arturis cast hima resentful |ook but
sai d nothing else. Cedric went to another of the dead
beasts, pulled his arrow free and dropped it with the
rest of his points, then caught hold of the beasts hind
| egs and dragged it away.

Gawai ne | ooked around and made certain no one

was paying any attention to himbefore he tried to get
to his feet. He was shaking so hard, he wasn't certain
he' d be able to stay on themonce he did get upright.
Ilya was a little ways away, hel ping Wil fgar gather the
wood Cedric had scattered earlier, and Tem Tel ek was
gathering stones to build a firepit.

The bardling started and caught his breath in a gasp

as a hand touched his shoul der, but it was only Raven
The Druid nodded in Naitachal's direction —the Bard
was sitting cross-legged at the edge of the trees, lute
held in still hands, his eyes closed and head bowed,
finishing the surround-spell. "Unless he needs you to
help himw th what he does, why do we not go and

fetch water?" Gawai ne could feel the blood draining
fromhis face at the very thought of broaching those
dark woods, follow ng that narrow path. The Druid
patted his shoul der and nodded. "It is all right; | have
no magi c |like your Master has, but | can sense when
living things come near to ne. And we need water, for
ourselves to drink and for the soup. For the horses."

' The horses!" Gawai ne said with a pang; he had
completely forgotten the horses. But when he hurried
over, they were all still where he had tied them —one
and all restless, and Star was prancing back and forth
as far as the lead would allow himto nove.

"They are less frightened than | woul d have ex-
pected." Gawai ne ran a hand over Thunders fl anks.

"I did what | could, just now, " Raven said, "to

soothe them" He caught hold of the bardlings shoul -
der and |l ed himback over to the head of the trail. "I
will help you tend them once we have water."

They had to step aside as Arturis and then Cedric

came out of the woods. Raven cast the archer a very

bl ack | ook indeed. "You nisled ne, back in that

Sl avers cart. You said you were a man of gam ng skills,
not a nurderer!"

"Murderer, is it?" Cedric drew himself up to his ful

hei ght. "And what would you or | have been just now,

if I had not had the talent | have, to hit a fast-noving
target?"

"Those were not targets, those were living beings!"
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Raven snapped.

"Ch, yes?" Cedric snapped in turn. "And what am

1?7 Am|l not also a living being? Do | not have the right
to defend nysel f agai nst beasts? Beasts which woul d

eat nme?'

"You —we might have frightened them away, "

Raven replied sharply.

"Well," the archer huffed, "you think on that, and

sort out a way, and next tine put your plan into prac-
tice before | have to make noral decisions about
whether | live or a wolf does! Though | warn you, it
will still be me that lives and the wolf that dies, if there
is a choice!"

The two gl ared at each other. Gawai ne cl eared

his throat, and when they turned to | ook at him he

said rather timdly, "Unh, Druid —Raven? About the
water —?" Raven nuttered sonething under his

breath and turned to | ead the way down the trail

Behi nd him Gawai ne could feel Cedric glaring

after them and heard the archer nunbling —too

quietly for what he said to be clear, fortunately.
Ravens shoul ders stiffened, but he kept on going.
Chapter Xl

Gawai ne didn't sleep at all well; a part of his mnd
jibbered away at him another part junped at the |east
noise, and in the few nonents of sleep he did catch,
his dreans were all wolves and teeth, and wol ves'

bl ood everywhere

The canp reeked of wolves' blood, of course; it was
amazi ng the horses weren't in a heat of panic the
entire night, and no surprise his stomach was so
queasy. Even nore amazing that all the other crea-
tures in the wood which ate neat did not conme down

on them with blood so thick on the ground.

They were on their way very early the next day,

before the sky was fully light, taking only enough tine
to saddl e the horses and restow their supplies. Raven,
who knew t hese woods at least a little, led them as
they marched, on foot and in single file, until the sun
rose and they could all see the narrow trail |eading
north. A short tine later, they cane to a waterfall and
pool, and Naitachal called a halt to allow themto

wat er the horses properly, to make a snmall fire and
brew tea, and to |l et Wil fgar soak his Master s overshirt
fromthe previous night, for both sleeves were darkly
red and stiff with wolves' blood. But the right arm of
the silky thing was ripped fromcuff to shoul der, and
the dwarf munbl ed over it vexedly as he scrubbed.

Once the fire was put out and the conpany ready to

move on, the Bard handed around travel wafers, two
each, and said, "Conserve these; one at m dday, the
other sonme hours later; we will nmake no stops the rest
of this day save briefly for the horses.”

"For which you have ny bl essings,"” Tem Tel ek said
shortly. H's armwas bound near the wist, and

Gawai ne shuddered as he | ooked at the narrow white

band on that dark green, thick-skinned arm know ng

his own woul d have been sliced fromthe fingers al

the way up, probably right to the bone. Tem Tel ek
huddl ed back into his thick cloak, wapping wool
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snugly around hinself once he was nounted: Wil fgar

had i medi ately stitched the rent in his Master's col d-
weat her garnent, but Tem Tel ek had been unable to

bear the pressure of the snug cuff against the bandage,
and Wil fgar had had to roll up the right sleeve. It was
not particularly cold, Gawaine thought, though he
himsel f had left his cloak across his shoul ders even
when the sun rose to m dday, and he gazed at the
I'izardman in wonder: to have such blood that one's

body coul d not bear even pleasantly cool air. And for
the first time, it occurred to himto wonder —why
woul d Tem Tel ek bear such disconfort to journey

with then? What dire purpose would send hi mnorth,

when anyone of his kind (and anyone with a sense of

sel f-preservation) shoul d have gone south the nonent
he'd been freed fromthat Slavers cage?

One thing was certain: Neither Tem Tel ek nor

Wil fgar had given the | east hint of their purpose, and
it was unlikely a nmere bardling would tease it out of

ei t her.

He brought hinself back to the present nonment as
Nai t achal nounted Star and took the reins fromhis
apprentice's hands. "l agree, no unneeded halts,"

Raven said flatly as he enptied his tea-nmaking tin onto
the ashes of the fire, filled it with water, and poured
that all around the edges. He shifted bl ackened sticks
with one toe and turned away to put the tin in his
pack. "Let us go. The next canping site is a distance
fromhere, and the sooner we are free of the woods

the better. There has been a change in this forest since
I was |ast here, and besides," he added with a resentfu
glance in Cedric's general direction, "I do not w sh any
further loss of life of any kind upon my conscience.”
He mounted and rode off. Cedric rolled his eyes but
sai d not hi ng.

That night, Gawaine was at |east as stiff as Naitacha
had been the day before and nearly too tired to stay
awake for the evening neal —another of the Druids
soups, his own portion topped with a broken-up stick

of dried neat. The whol e ness was singularly taste-

| ess, but he didn't have the energy to hunt through his
pack for the tiny paper of salt.

He didn't sleep nuch better with a day's ride

bet ween himand the | ast canp; wolves were notori -
ously fast and tirel ess runners, and anyway there were
ot her wol ves —and ot her worse things than wol ves —
about in these woods.

Al'l day he had dreaded his share of the watches, but
once they had eaten, Naitachal spoke up. "W will

watch in pairs tonight."

"But that will mean a |onger watch at a tinme —
Arturis began. The Bard turned to |look at him and he

subsi ded.

"In pairs," the lizardman said thoughtfully. "Yes, |
think so. A bad night for the guard to fall, | think."
"If you nmean to inply that | would sleep on ny

share, knowing my responsibility to the —" the Pal a-

din began frostily, but Wl fgar nerely | aughed.

"I amcertain your god would never |let you sleep on
the watch," he said sardonically. "But | amnerely
mortal, and very tired to boot." He glanced at his Ms-
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ter, who was using a sharpening stone on one of his
daggers. "I shall watch with you, of course, sir. And
you should let nme do that sort of work."

"There is a rent in ny cloak, besides the one in ny
sleeve, if you need a task," the lizardman replied. 'The
edges on ny weapons are a matter for ny tending

whi ch you well know." The dwarf nade a runbling tch

and fished in his belt pouch for his sewing kit.

"You should tell ne these things," he said reproach-
fully, "rather than going about with your garb in
disarray. It reflects badly upon ny tending of you, and
upon your regard for your own noble rank. Hand the

cl oak here, nove nearer the fire. If no one objects, we
will be first pair. Set the rest as you will, Bard."
Gawai ne had the middle night hours with a quiet

and clearly nervous Ilya, but the |argest and | oudest
thing either saw or heard was an owl, diving on a snall
rodent that had crept fromits hole —Ilured out per-

haps by the snell of the sour flat bread Raven had

baked, or by the travel wafers Arturis had left |oose in
hi s open bag next to his bl ankets.

Nai t achal canme awake at the bardlings first |ight touch
to take the next watch with a silent and sel f-contained
Raven, who vani shed into the woods now and again. The
Bard was aware of him though, noving between the

trees, stopping to | ook at the horses, stepping back into
deep wood-shadow to conmune with sone night bird or
other, perhaps testing the night air for sone nmessage. The
Bard stayed near the enbers of the fire, for he found the
air chill, and he had no need to nove about to sense any
possi bl e presence. Just now, there were plenty of small,
timd beasts out there that wouldn't be within | eagues of
this canp if there were wol ves or other unpl easant things
about. Besides, he'd know if there were wol ves.

This time. If he hadn't been caught in the m ddle of

all that bickering, he'd have sensed themwel|l before
they'd attacked the canp. If he'd been |l eft alone to set
the wards around the canp. Wetched Arturis; he was
proving to be nothing but trouble.

Finally, Raven cane back to the fire and Naitacha

sent himto his blankets; he went then to waken

Cedric and drew himoff to one side. "It's been very

qui et," he whispered. "And | doubt you'll have any
problenms. Al the sane, keep an eye to your watch-

mate." Cedric sighed heavily, and went to waken the

Pal adi n.

Anot her day and ni ght of woods; midnorning the

day after, they cane out of thick forest and into heavy
brush and tall cottonwood. A swift-running river cut
across their path, its water the opaque, bone-chilling
green that neant it had cone straight froma not-too-
distant ice field. But Raven said he knew for certain, at
| ast, where they were, and to prove it found a shall ow,
rocky ford not far upstream He |led them across and

up a crunbling bank to a broad track, nearly w de

enough for a cart and definitely for two to ride abreast.
The trees thinned a little, and changed from cotton-

wood to | ow al der and silver-green bushy things with
dark berries the Druid said were good to eat. Gawai ne
tried them and found themrather tasteless but filling.
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They were better than the tart red knobs grow ng at
the ends of thorny rosebushes, but he obediently ate a
few of these as well when the Druid insisted. 'They

keep you fromfalling prey to the small illnesses that
pl ague the cold regions. They taste better in a tea, of
course. "

"OfF course," Gawai ne echoed, "I —Master Raven,

why do you spend so nuch of your tine gathering

know edge of this sort? Learning about plants and

dunmb beasts, when there is —I| nmean, when you

could —I nean —" He faltered to silence as the

Druid gazed at himin nmild curiosity, and he could fee
the heat in his throat and face. | nust be the col or of
nmy hair, he thought niserably, and would have kneed
Thunder forward or reined himback. But the Druid
touched his leg to get his attention, and when he

ri sked a glance, Raven didn't |look at all as though his
young conpani on had asked too personal a question

"Way do | not spend ny tine instead seeking the

one great Truth, you nean?" Head ripped to one side,
Raven studied him Gawaine, his face still very red,
nodded. "Well, |1 enjoy discovering the things |I learn
about plants and ani mal s, and how thi ngs grow and

what purpose they serve in the greater schene of
things. You could | ook upon that as part of Truth, if
you like." Gawai ne eyed him openly sceptical, and the
Druid shrugged. "Besides, if | do not keep nyself alive
and in good health, howw Il there be any Raven to
search for this greater Truth?"

"You are laughing at nme," Gawai ne protested

unhappily. "I deserve it, of course, | know —"

"No," the Druid said. "I do not call you a fool for
wanting to know the things you want to know. | nerely
tell you what is, and if you seek for an answer behind
the answer | give you, | fear you will seek in vain."

There was a small silence as they rode on. "Well, "

the bardling said finally. 'Thank you for as nuch
answer as you have given nme, Master Raven." A short

di stance behind them Naitachal watched his appren-
tice ride ahead, and he snmled

Raven, ever sensitive to his surroundings, waited
until the bardling struck up a conversation wth
Cedric, then pulled his horse up to let the Bard catch
up with him They rode in compani onabl e silence for
sone time. Naitachal stirred, shifted unconfortably. '1
amnot half so elderly that a sinple ride such as this

shoul d wear on ny backside. | think | nust |ook out a
better saddle when the lad and | return to civilized
| ands. "

Raven smiled. "You can call themcivilized if you
like."

"Yes. As long as | have spent wandering about

them 1 should know better." Another silence. Raven
broke out his water bottle, drank and proffered it; the
Bard took it, drank and handed it back. "M/ thanks, by
the way."

"What —for not attenpting to steal the boy? But

he is your apprentice —and even a nere Druid can

see that the gift he bears is suited to your teachings,
and not ours."

"Not everyone can see it," Naitachal said. He ges-
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tured up the road, where Arturis had turned hal f way
around on his horse so he could join the conversation
behind him Just now, he was speaking in a voice too
lowto carry very far —for once —and wavi ng both
arnms wildly. Gawai ne and Cedric, beneficiaries of this
one-si ded conversation, cast each other a resigned

gl ance; the archer shook his head but Arturis appar-
ently didn't notice. The Druid | aughed softly.

"No, not everyone can see it. But the Paladin's
blindness is —well, why bother to speak of it, since
such speech changes not hi ng? Though, if | could wi sh

a change in our conpany, one only, | would send those
two —Arturis and that archer el sewhere. Anywhere

el se."

"Ch, Cedric is not so bad," Naitachal said mldly.

"I —oh, well," Raven replied. @ oomseened to

settle on him all at once. Terhaps not. Al the sane,
he is entirely too free with those arrows."

"He has not actually killed nore gane than we

woul d happily eat, you know, and as for the wolves, he
st opped shooting once they fled." He glanced at the
Druid, but could tell nothing fromhis face. ' Think on
that, why don't you?" Naitachal urged. "Wiile | go and
rescue ny poor 'prentice."

A short while later, with Gawaine at the fore, Ilya —
who clainmed to recognize the distant line of hills —at
his side, and Arturis safely on rear-guard, Naitacha
rode for a while by hinself and let his m nd wander.
He was roused by a hard, dark finger poking at his
forearm Tem Telek's face was gri mindeed; the Bard
blinked at himand tried to collect his thoughts. "Your
pardon, Bard, but | nay not have such an opportunity

again for who knows how |l ong. | suggest to you,
strongly, that we find a way to be rid of that wetched
Pal adi n. "

The Bard opened his nouth, but before he could

speak, Wil fgar had reined back to his other side and
demanded, "Here, you, Bard! Isn't life |ooking short
enough, without the kind of help Arturis is? Wy don't
we dunp hi nP"

The Bard | et his head fall back and began to | augh.
"Ah, the nminds of the great!"” he managed finally.

"Never mnd, ny friends. | was not |aughing at you, |
promi se you that! As to this so-useful Paladin —well,
I will speak to himthis evening. | cannot think he is

confortabl e anong us. Perhaps he only needs the

| east of shoves to be pushed upon his way."

But when they finally halted for the night, at the

very northern edge of the woods, Arturis was not at al

eager to | eave them "No!" he announced | oudly, and

flung his arns wide, nearly knocking down Ilya who

had conme up behind himwith a | oad of sticks. 'The

God has set a higher purpose for ne than nere per-

sonal confort, and that is to aid you in this quest! To

fail in ny bounden duty —"

Doubt | ess he woul d have gone on as |ong as he had

breath, and ready tears already edged his voice; Naitacha
hastily forestalled him "Yes, yes, yes, as you say, bounden
duty, of course, yes, | understand, it was only a thought for
your ease. Well! Yes! If you will have no thought for
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yoursel f, then, why do you not go help fetch the water?"
Arturis opened his nouth, closed it without a word and
went | ooking for the buckets. The Bard gl owered after
him then turned away nunbling, "Bounden duty.

Bounden duty, my grandnothers feet!"

But the Paladin, for all his wildly dramatic

speeches, did seemto be sincere in his belief, the
Bard thought gloonmily. It was enough to make him

feel the least, tiny bit sorry for the poor fellow, and
because of that, when he portioned out the watches,

he gave the first to Arturis.

It was cold out here between the northern edge of the
woods and the undul ating, brown scrubby plain that

sl oped up and up toward distant snowti pped nountains.
Gawai ne found hinsel f unconfortably chilled despite the
t hi ckness of his blankets, and he had left on his

f oot - wr appi ngs and wrapped his toes in his spare shirt.
More nman that, he was restless: always a little stiff from
sl eeping on hard, cold ground and riding so many hours at
atime. He tried to renenber the last time he had
practiced the mandolin and couldn't, and then wondered

i f his hands woul d even nove properly across the strings.
Tried to renenber the last tinme they hadn't been so

m serably stiff that it was nearly inpossible to nake fists of
themthe first hour or so he was awake of a norning. Hi s
| ower back ached, and there was a cold wi nd bl owi ng
across his neck

He rolled to one side and drew up his knees, tugged

at the blanket to get it over his shoulders. The arm
under himwas goi ng nunb. He sighed, rolled over the

ot her way, fought the bl anket around himagain, tried
to recall the lyrics to that war-song he'd sung in the
Moonst one, hopi ng the exercise mght ease himinto

sl eep. But only fragnents canme back to him and now
with his mnd scurrying and chattering busily after the
rest of the tines, sleep was gone for good.

A snmal | distance away, he could see Arturis sitting at
the fire, which still burned, though it had sunk a ways.
The Pal adi ns shoul ders and perfectly conbed hair

wer e unni stakabl e, even in outline; he was apparently
staring into the flames or just beyond them not nov-
ing at all.

He didn't nove when Thunder and Star nickered

softly, or when one of the other horses at the opposite
end of the horse |line began noving restlessly.

Gawai ne cane silently up onto one el bow, then pulled
the bl anket snugly around his shoul ders and got to his
feet. Thunder nickered again, and Star thudded into

him snorting nervously.

Sonet hi ng was wong, sonething —Gawai ne

turned, picked out his Master, and hurried over to

grab his shoul der. Naitachal canme awake and al ert at
once. "Something out there," Gawai ne whi spered.

"The horses —that's odd," he added as he turned

back. The Pal adin still hadn't noved. He did junp

convul sively, and yell in what was clearly surprise,
when Gawai ne shouted out, "Wke up, die camp!"

Thunder screaned at nearly the sane nonent and

reared. Wth a yell of their own, half a dozen nen
charged the clearing fromsix different places
"Bandits!" Raven shouted. "Wake up!" He was on
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his feet, staff held between his hands at the ready, and
the first man to cone within striking range caught the
end under his chin. He went down in a bonel ess heap
and lay still. Raven | eaped over himand went for the
man who was trying to break the bardling s horse |ine
and steal the horses, but before he could get there,
Thunder reared once nore and knocked the woul d-be
robber flat. The man who had caught the Druids staff
on his chin canme nobaning to his hands and knees and
began to crawl away; Tem Telek, with a horrid oath in
his own | anguage, spitted the fellow.

Gawai ne stared in brief horror at the |inp body,

then forced his eyes away as he scooped up his strung
bow and fit an arrowto it. Cedric's idea —keep the
weapon ready throughout the night —but he'd have

done it anyway, after the wolves. His first shot went
wild; the second and third sent a dark, short man with
wild hair and tangl ed beard screani ng and staggering
back into the woods. A nonent |ater he heard him
crash to the ground and becone bl essedly silent.

If there were nore than that six, they never showed

t hensel ves; after four fell dead, the other two turned

and fl ed.

Chapter Xl|

"Well." Naitachal stalked over to the dying fire,
where he squatted and concentrated on feeding it
smal |l sticks until it caught once nore. He cane part-

way up, |ooked around the clearing, grinmaced with
obvious distaste. 'There is a ness here. |Is there no one
who will clean it up?"

Cedric cleared his throat; Gawai ne junped and | et

out an airless little squawk. The archer barely gl anced
in his direction. "Apologies, lad; didn't nean to startle
anyone. Arturis, perhaps you can explain how the ness
came to be here in the first place?" Gawai ne turned to
follow the archer's grimlook. Arturis sat hunched over
his knees on the far side of the firepit, to al
appearances conpletely spent. Cedric folded his arns
across his chest and waited for a reply. The Paladin

| ooked up, his eyes narrowed and his col or was high

"Do you accuse nme? You dare accuse a holy man of
consorting with such —such creatures?"

"Now, Cedric," Raven began mldly, but the archer

waved himto silence.

"OF consorting? Not necessarily. But | find it inter-
esting that it was your watch when those nen attacked
us. In fact, Arturis, nore than once | have wakened
during your watch —or shared one with you —and

you have been so still and so |inp, one mght think you
sl ept, instead of guarding as you ought."

Arturis gaped at him Naitachal glanced over at the

Pal adi n and sent his eyes heavenward. 1-you dare]"”

the Paladin spluttered finally, and he leaped to his
feet. "But what el se can one expect of such a godless
man and such a godl ess conpany, that they do not see
what is there before themto be seen?"

"l see dead nen," Cedric replied grimy. "Four of

them Who were not part of our godl ess conpany, but

a godl ess conpany of their own."

The Bard stirred. ' They woke ne when they
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crossed the barrier, but with so nmuch dry brush and,"
his nose winkled fastidiously, "and considering that
none of them has bathed in the past year or nore,
fromthe nessage the wind brings ne, | do wonder
nmyself that ny barrier was the only warning."

There was a nasty little silence. Arturis |ooked from
one grimface to another, and his own showed not hing
but bewilderment. 'It wasn't —exactly the only warn-
ing," Gawai ne vol unteered. As one, the rest of the
conpany turned to look at him and he stuttered, "I —
I wasn't sleeping very well, and —and, well, | heard
Thunder, the —you know, Master, how he gets when
there are those about that he doesn't know "

Nai t achal nodded once, sharply. "Restless. And

noi sy enough to warn anyone already awake."

Wil f gar was bendi ng over one of the men, peering

into his face. "I nyself heard the brute, |ad; wouldn't
ordinarily have wakened nme, but | was only dozing
just then."

Arturis's eyes were shifting rapidly fromone to an-
ot her of his conpani ons, and now he began shaki ng

his head. "You —you ill-speak ne, if you say that |
sl ept through the watches! | was praying, seeking an
answer fromthe God, how far this nmy quest follows
your own secul ar search. He vouchsafed ne a vision,
and lo! | was unable to break free of it —"

"Which am | to suppose,” Wil fgar broke in testily,
"that your god did not see the peril creeping upon you
and your godl ess conpani ons, or that he did see but
did not care to warn you?" He nade an uncouth noise
and turned to stal k away, but added across his shoul -
der, "I nyself would prefer to worship a god who cares
for the welfare of those who pray to him"

"Bl asphener,"” Arturis hissed. 'The God did warn

me! But before | could declaimhis warning, the boy
began yelling —and quite shattered ny vision," he
added, staring at Gawai ne in sul ky di scontent.
Gawai ne turned away wi thout even trying to conme up
with a reply, and went over to help Wl fgar drag one
of the dead bandits out of the clearing.

Cedric | ooked around, net Naitachal's |evel gaze, and
bot h shrugged. Tem Tel ek had turned his back on them

all, and Raven had vani shed from canp sonewhere in the
past nonents. Wil fgar and Gawai ne were dealing with
one of the bodies; Ilya had another by his feet and was

dragging himaway fromthe firepit.

Silence for sonme tinme, except for the whispery sound of

doth bei ng dragged over dusty ground, and the horses
shifting back and forth on their line as they settled down
once nore. "Arturis," the Bard said softly, and the Pal adi n
junped "Surely you are not happy in our conpany. W do

not worship your deity or—byyour |ights —respect him

We are all obviously very different fol k, but you al one
seemto have great difficulties in fitting in with the rest of
us. | will not blame you if you choose to | eave andfind your
own way."

But Arturis lifted his chin and gazed at Naitachal,

and there was defiance in his eyes. "WIIl you send ne

into the night alone, with wolves and nen abroad?"

Nai t achal sighed heavily. "You nust know all of us

better than that by now You fool, of course we will not
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force you away. | nerely said —"

"My God has spoken, and his word is above yours.

Though | would not remain where | was not wanted.

But if you will not throw ne out to die at the hands of
rough nmen, or by the teeth of denpbns and wol ves,

then | will not |eave," Arturis said flatly. He got to his
feet and stal ked off into the darkness. Bard and archer
gazed at each other helplessly. And then Cedric
grinned broadly, and quite suddenly began to | augh

"It is not amusing," the Bard said.

"Much you know," Cedric replied. He considered

this, laughed sone nore, and cane over to the firepit,
| owering his voice cautiously. "Cbviously we dare not

| eave the man to hold a watch by hinself again; one of
us will have to either sit up with himor remain awake
at his blankets. But | think I know how to get rid of
himduring the hours we ride." He glanced cautiously
over his shoulder, |owered his voice and spoke rapidly.
Nai tachal listened in silence, but a wide grin split his
face, and then he, too, began to chuckl e.

The next norning, the Bard approached Arturis,

who eyed himwarily across a saddled and partly | aden
horse. "You know, Paladin, | fear we owe you an apol -
ogy." Tem Tel ek and Wil fgar cane upright fromtheir

pl aces at the fire and stared. Wil fgar woul d have spo-
ken, but Cedric reached across to touch his shoul der
and when the dwarf | ooked his way, Cedric shook his
head war ni ngly.

"If you say so," the Paladin said shortly, but Nai-
tachal thought he could see pleasure in the man's eyes.

"After all, it is not often a nan of your piety and

your strength cones along," the Bard went on. "And it

is only natural that the rest of us mght —well, resent
is possibly too strong a word, but you take ny

meaning, | amcertain.”

"It is sonething a man such as nyself nust |ive
with," Arturis said, and he shook his head sadly.
Gawai ne, who was busy checki ng Thunders | egs, bit
the corners of his nouth to keep from | aughi ng al oud,
and he could see Cedric bend down, ostensibly to dea
with the fire but actually to clap a hand across his
mouth. ' That | am stronger than nost, and —not

nmore holy, of course, but mat the God has singled ne

out for —"
"Yes, yes, quite," Naitachal said quickly. "My con-
cern, you see," he lowered his voice a little, "is that the

dangers agai nst us have multiplied in the past few
days, and the road north is grow ng unsafe. And —

wel |, ook at us. None of us are so weapon-crafty as
you, and sone |ike nyself and the bardling, and the
peasant |ad, we have no real skill in fighting at all. So |

wonder ed how you woul d feel about riding in the fore,
to scout out the dangers for us?" Arturis gazed at him
bl ankly, and Naitachal snmiled a deprecating smle,
spreading his arms wide. "I would not blame you, of
course, if you said you would not. After all, we have
not given you an easy tine of it recently, and you
woul d be within your rights to say to ne nay, and
rudely at that."

"Ah." The Pal adin shook hinself. "But for a godly
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man, a noral and upright one who serves the God and
seeks purity and the True WAy —oh, no, Bard, that

m ght be your way, but it would never be nmine! | wll
do what you ask," he added grandly.

"Ch, thank you, thank you, thank you," Naitacha
murrmured fervently. "We will be sonme nonments see-

ing to the packing still; and of course, it would never
do for you to get too far ahead of us —"
"Well, if | amto scout," Arturis began doubtfully, "I

shoul d be a fair ways ahead of you."

"But not so far mat you cannot call upon us for aid,

if you need it," Naitachal added quietly. The Pal adin
snorted inel egantly.

"Aid! The God is ny aid in all things, and so it

should be for all who are pure in heart!" He threw the

| ast of his goods onto the horse, and threw hinself into
the saddl e, drawing his sword as he caught up the

reins. "I shall ride along the road north, and by afl that
is right and holy, | shall protect you all with ny very
lifel™

It spoiled the effect a little that he had to wait for
Gawai ne to conme and undo the hobbl e ropes that

bound the horse's front feet. Arturis feigned not to
noti ce anything but a spot sone distance away, and
when the bardling stepped back, he urged the horse
forward at a canter, and shortly vani shed down the
road. There was a | ong, deep silence as the hoofbeats
di ed away, followed by the sound of many | aughing.
They hadn't lost himentirely, of course; as Nai-
tachal said, it would have been too much to hope for
that. Now and again they could hear himin the dis-
tance, flushing game, and once bellowi ng out a

warning as he found nen waiting at the side of the
road. At that, Cedric sighed and drew out his bow and
an arrow. "l suppose | really had better go and rescue
the fellow Oherwi se, he'll probably find a way to
cone back and haunt us all."

"What a horrid thought," the Bard said, with an

af fected shudder. "Go, then, but be careful."

"Ho —you shoul d take conpany to watch your

back," Tem Tel ek said. "Wilfgar, go and aid him And
call if you need ne as well."

"Your wi sh, my conmand, Master," the dwarf said
easily, and drew his axe as he spurred after the archer
The rest of the conpany canme up a short while | ater

to find several nen dead al ong both sides of the road
where it rose above the rest of the | andscape and there
were deep ditches. Cedric and Wil fgar waited for

them there was no sign of Arturis. The archer

grinned. "Said he had a vision, nore trouble ahead, he
woul d go and —"

"Enough," the Bard said firmy. "Bad enough |

must listen to Arturis talk that way, there is no need
for you to quote him"

"Yes." Cedric sighed. "The only difficulty, really, is
that he has frightened all the gane away fromthe
road."

"And that," Raven said, "is the best reason so far for
sending Arturis on ahead" It was the first thing he had
sai d since kte the night before —and for the first tine
Gawai ne coul d remenber, the Druid sounded abso-
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lutely cheerful

Arturis came back to join themat sundown, his face
flushed and his hair runpled. He chattered on for a

while, and finally was persuaded to go with Ilya, who
clainmed to know the | and hereabouts very well.

"There is a streamjust a little that way, and in it, very
|large fish. | can catch a fish for us, if you like, sirs." He
gave the Druid a doubtful |ook fromunder his thatch

of black hair and turned to Naitachal. The Bard nod-

ded.

"I would not mnd fish. And perhaps Raven will not

mnd quite so much if it is fish instead of deer or bird."
"I will not be baited,"” the Druid said mldly. "But if
there is a stream then there may be cresses, and

m ght also find root for flour. W could use bread."

"We coul d use food," Naitachal corrected him "O

all lands. Ilya, how nmuch farther to this village of
yours?'

The peasant considered this in silence, finally
shrugged. "I would need two full days afoot to reach it.

Wth these horses, it may be we can cone there by
evening tonorrow. | do not promise this. But —yes, it
may be."

He led Arturis and Raven around a stand of willow

and off toward the setting sun. The Bard si ghed and
sank to the ground. "It may be | will strangle himif he
does not give ne a straight answer."

Cedric | ooked up fromthe rock ring he was buil d-

ing for the fire, and he grinned. "I think, Bard, that
you have had enough of travel for the nonment."

"I think you are not wong," Naitachal grunbl ed.

He stretched cautiously, munbling to hinself when
joints and mnuscles protested. Finally, he stretched out
his | egs before himand wat ched Gawai ne, who had
unsaddl ed the horses, hobbled and tethered them

and was now running a curry brush over Star's bl ack
flanks. The bardling was com ng al ong, he thought.
Still far fromready to strike out on his own, but Nai-
tachal thought he could finally begin to see the Bard in
the boy. Just keep himaway from Arturis and his kind.
Then again —of all die things the Bard had

i ntended to expose Gawai ne to on this journey, the
Druid and the Pal adin woul d have been the last on his
list. The Druid and his influence on the boy were stil
a question mark; but Naitachal was nearly certain that
Gawai ne had al ready begun to question whet her

Arturis was what he said, whether the man's god and
religion were what he said, whether what Arturis

of fered should be swal | owed whol e, or taken apart and
exam ned.

Nai t achal knew sonet hing hinsel f about the quest

for truth —not the Paladin's Truth, nor yet the Truth
the Druids normally pushed, but the one a Bard

sought all his life, through his nmusic, his magic, just
fromliving and experiencing life. Wth any | uck,
Gawai ne woul d cone to realize that what he sought

woul d be a very long search indeed —and worth

every nonent of it.

He roused hinself as the bardling finished groom

ing the horses and canme over with an arnful of their
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goods, the mandolin case dangling by its strap from
one hand "Were did you wish to sleep tonight, Ms-
ter?" Naitachal pointed, Gawaine carried the things,
set the mandolin carefully aside and dunped the bl an-
kets. 'Think of it," he said, and fetched a little sigh
"W night have a real bed to sleep in tonorrow. "

"Aye, we mght." Wnderful thought. "But don't set

your hopes too high; consider our friend Ilya. He does
not look to me as though he knows what a properly

soft, clean bed is."

"Chhhh." The bardling groaned, knelt to spread out

his bl anket, and set the mandolin atop it.

"I just warn you," Naitachal said mldly. "So you
aren't too disappointed.”

"Believe ne," Gawai he said, "anything will be bet-

ter than rocks and tree roots. Anything at all."

The Bard | aughed. "I hope those words don't cone

back to haunt you. Were did you put the other

i nstrument s?"

"There. Wth the food bags." Gawai ne poi nted.

"Stay, rest a nonent. | will fetch them | want a

word with Tem Tel ek anyway." And | hope you didn't

call down one of those mnor curses on yourself, boy,
he added to hinself as he wal ked away. Anything at all,
i ndeed! Nothing |ike asking for trouble, was there?
How rmuch troubl e, he couldn't have possibly fore-

seen.

Late the next afternoon, when they rode into Ilya's
village, a deep foreboding struck the Bard, though at
first he could see no reason for his unease. There were
peasants everywhere: abandoning their plows and dig-
ging sticks and conming at a run to see who cane
calling; coming fromdrafty-looking little huts, and
froma pen where a clutch of young pigs were rolling
in mud. And then fromall directions, calling Ilya's
name excitedly.

The Bard | ooked all around. Qdd, there seened to

be no lord' s house —no mansion, of course, but there
shoul d have been at |east a house better made than

the rest, larger certainly, where the village naster
lived. Gawai ne, who was riding at his side, |eaned over,
hi s brow puckered, and asked in a |ow voice, 'There's
not hi ng here but people like Ilya! That isn't right, is
it?" Naitachal shook his head, but before he could say
anyt hing, they had reached the square —a broad
stretch of nuddy ground as opposed to the |ong nar-
row stretch of nuddy ground that was the street. llya
drew his horse to a halt and threw hinself fromthe
saddl e; he was surrounded at once by farners and
herders and the nuddy boys who had been in the pen
with the pigs.

"Qooooh! Ch, Katya, | ookl Look at his lovely red

hair!" Gawai ne | ooked down, and his jaw dropped.
Nai t achal | ooked all around their horses and cl osed his
eyes. The two of them were surrounded, at |east two
deep, by young wonen.

Chapter XHI

"Ch, ny," the Bard breathed reverently; there was

a gleamin his eye. But Gawai ne stared in w de-eyed
horror at the sea of appl e-cheeked, bl ond-braided, sol-
idly constructed peasant mai denry surroundi ng
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Thunder, and seened beyond heari ng.

Ilya waded back through the nob of young wonen,

caught hold of his knee, and shouted out happily,

"Now, ny friend, do not be stuffy, | have told ny
uncles all about you, and you nust cone down and

nmeet all ny |ovely cousins!”

"Your —cousins?' Gawai ne sai d weakly.

"Go on," Naitachal urged fromhis other side, and
shoved hi m of f-bal ance. "Not hing coul d possibly be
worse than sl eeping on hard ground, after all —go

and be friendly!" Gawai ne shot hima nasty |ook; the
Bard smled blandly and gestured. "You are being
stayed for," he said pointedly. Gawai ne drew a deep
breath, fixed a smle on his lips, and slid from Thun-
der's back. The concentrated odor of onions nearly
dropped himin his tracks, and only a determ ned
effort kept the snmile in place as Ilya clapped himon
the back and turned himto face the expectant sea of
young wonen. At ground |level, they were even nore
daunting —the smallest of them would nake two of

him and they were one and all smling at himin a
nost unnerving nanner. "My cousins," Illya

announced cheerfully, and he pointed as he raided off
nanes: "Kayta, and her sister Marya, and the daugh-
ters of ny uncle lvan, Marya and Katya ..." Gawai ne

bl i nked at himin astonishment; unless his hearing was
goi ng bad, nost of the girls were named Marya or

Katya —or if there was sone subtle variation, it was
beyond him Hard to tell, when he was being eyed |ike
that. "And the daughters of ny uncle Ivanya," llya fin-
i shed triunphandy, "Katya, Marya, and Getal"

Twenty or so young woren and one boy gazed at him
expectantly. Gawai ne snil ed weakly.

"Ah. Greta! What an —unusual nane!"

"Well, they are triplets,"” Ilya replied at once. "W
are not so far renoved fromcivilization as all that, you
know —of course they all have different nanes!"

"Gawai ne," Greta cooed, and fluttered pale eye-

| ashes at him He held his breath, nodded. "Qooh, you
do have the nost beautiful hair, all the color of carrots
and so curly!" One pudgy hand reached out toward

the hair that had fallen across his forehead; another
sl apped hers away. Onion. | shall never eat another so
long as | live. They nust use them for perfune!

"For shame, Greta, he did not give you permssion!"
"Now, Katya, he spoke to ne," Geta replied in a

very injured voice. "And not to you."

"Ch, but he has not had the opportunity to speak to
poor little Katya." The sl apper pouted and edged
neatly between Greta and the bardling. "Ooooh, but

his eyes are such a pretty green!”

Ilya beamed. "I knew they would |ike you, ny

friend."

"You —you did?"

"Well, even if you had been quite plain, which you

are not, of course!" He |eaned close and nurnured,
"After all, it is difficult for the girls here within the vil-
lage. If a man is not unwedabl e because he is an uncle,
it is because he is a cousin." Wd? |If Gawai ne had not
been held up by so many warm solid young wonen,
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hi s knees woul d have given way. Ilya flung his arns

wi de. "Such wealth! Such a splendid choice for any

man, how | could envy you —+"

"Now, cousin," one of the Maryas —or was it a

Katya? —put in with a shrill giggle. "Go away, and |et
us set the young nman at his ease. You nake him
unconfortable.”

"Qoh, yes!" soneone well back in the crowd

squeal ed. "Look, he has gone all red in the face!"

"Ch, like his hair\" someone else cried out, and the
whol e pack dissolved in shrill giggles. Gawai ne | ooked
about wildly, but Naitachal and Star were no | onger at
his side; sonmehow, in the past few nonments, the Bard
had | eft him and he hadn't even seen him go. Master
I"1l get you for this! There —Naitachal had reined
Star in so he could disnount; Gawai ne could see him

in earnest conversation with one of the older men. /'//
get you —if | don't die of onion first! If he did, he'd
haunt the Bard for the rest of his very long life.

In the neantine, the girls were all trying to talk to
himat the sane tine —those who weren't whispering
and giggling with each other and eyei ng hi m si del ong.

/ knew what Ilya was —why didn't | think it through,
what his village nmust be |ike? He knew the type, of
course; he'd been country hinself, if not small-village
peasant. These shoul d have an overl ord sonewhere
—obviously not living in this village, unless he was
|l ess lord than nost, for there was nothing in sight but
pi g sheds, tanning sheds, the piled-dirt-slanted-doors
configuration that neant root cellar (probably full to
the brimw th onions, Gawai ne thought gloonily), and
huts where people nust live but that in truth didn't

| ook much better than those storage and beast sheds

in the mddle of the small pig fields. He | ooked over
the sea of solid, massive, blonde pulchritude, and a
rude old saw of his fathers cane back to him "Strong
like bull, dumb like ox, hitch to plow when horse dies,
good hips for babies..."

Be fair, he urged hinself. They were probably nice
peopl e, nobst such villagers were —share their |ast

| oaf with you (or their last onion), give you shelter (and
a marriagabl e daughter). He was breathing a little too
fast and despite the cool afternoon breeze could fee
sweat breaking out on his brow.

One of the Katyas —a Marya? —slipped her arm

through his and patted his cheek. "You aren't paving
attention, you silly boy. | asked if you would like to
take a walk with ne this evening." Several of the other
girls began to protest, the rest to giggle and whi sper
anong t hensel ves.

"Wal k." He blinked as she | eaned close to his ear to
whi sper; her breath nmade his eyes water

"Wal k. O do you not know how, and instead ride

that great horse all the time?' Mre giggles. "There is
a very nice field 1 would like to show you, this very eve-
ni ng." Soneone behi nd hi m gasped.

"Katya, how dare you?"

"l asked!" Katya shouted over his shoul der, bl ow ng

a gust of onion all over him Gawaine freed his arm
and coughed into cupped hands. Katya and half a

dozen ot hers began poundi ng hi mon the back with
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strong, neaty hands. "I have a right to ask, just
because | thought of it first, and you did not —oh,"
she finished in a small voice as he | ooked up questi on-
ingly. She smled then. The wolves sniled a lot like
that, Gawai ne thought nervously, and now his hands
were sweating, too. "Wat do you say, Gawai ne of the

| ovely red | ocks?" Her voice had gone all coy again.
Who told these girls that fluttering eyel ashes was at-
tractive? He had never seen anything sillier, and with
so many of them he could alnpost feel the air swirling
around him the way they were fanning it. "WII you
walk with me this evening, across the fields, and tel
me of your world?"

They were all waiting. Wth baited breath, Gawai ne

t hought gl oomly. Waiting, though, it suddenly and
unnervingly occurred to him like so many cats waiting
for a single nouse to poke his head fromthe hole...

Tr ap.

"Un. Uh. Well." He had never thought faster in his
life. "My Master will need his nusical instrunents
readied for this evening, so we may sing and play for
you all," he inprovised rapidly, "and | nust nake cer-
tain of the strings, or he will beat ne."

"Chhhhh," froma dozen or nore throats, and one

of the Maryas ran her fingers down his near arm

"Qooh, not beat such lovely, lovely skin? Ch, what a
horrid and cruel man he nust be, this Master!"

"Un well, he does not usually —I nean —"

"Ch," the Marya said, and | eaned close to his other

ear. "If it is that you do not wish to walk with my cousin
Karya, | will neet you at sundown. There is a place —"
"Well, ah, I —"

"Maryal!" Another of the girls grabbed her arns and
pul I ed her away, but before Gawai ne could catch his
breath, she had neatly interposed herself in the other
girl's place. Coser to him if anything. "Pay no heed to
her; she is a terribly forward girl," this one nmurnured.
"My uncle is a strong nman. If you wish to be rid of this
Master, he will aid you. Let me take you to him and
while he is dealing with the man, you and | can strol
about the village —there is a field of flowers, just over
there, and fromit the sunset is so lovely —"

"Ah, yes, | amcertain it is." Gawai ne bent his head

to cough and surreptitiously blotted his brow "But —
but the Master is ny own uncle, and | amquite fond

of him Besides, ny father who is his brother would be
greatly distressed if sonething befell his brother."
"Ch. A brother. Famly. Ch." Grls |ooked at each

ot her and frowned, as though uncertain how to con-
tinue. The only Greta (so far as Gawai ne could tell
anyway), giggled then and tugged at his arm "Wy do

you not come with nme? You nust be tired and thirsty,
there is nmy house just yonder, and nmy nother will give
you soup while | fetch fresh mlk for you."

"Way, how kind of you to offer. But | amnot hungry

or thirsty just yet, and —"

"My nother raises the finest pigs in all the village,"
the Greta topped him and a discontented nurnur

ran all around them "And her pasture backs upon the
field of flowers nmy cousin just spoke of. | amcertain |
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could show you a nuch finer viewthan she —
"Ch, yes, well, how very kind." Gawai ne coul d see

Ilya a short distance away, talking to one of the grubbi-
est old nmen he had ever seen —save for the two even
grubbi er old nmen flanking him—and the boy, as

though aware of the bardlings gaze, turned and snil ed
broadly, then spread his arns in a very w de shrug.
Gawai ne only just managed not to shake his fist in

reply. Think, he rem nded himself hastily. The young
worren were pressed agai nst him and he was uncom
fortably aware of the presence of nore (fortunately

clad) fermale flesh than he had ever felt before in his
young life; two of themwere fingering his hair again,
and now soneone was running chubby fingers lightly

al ong the back of his neck 'Well, yes, what a wonder-

ful offer! And | cannot thank you all enough, but ny
Mast er has need of nme just now "

"l heard no call," one of the Maryas —a Katya? —
replied wonderingly.

Gawai ne shook his head, w nced as several strong

fingers caught in snags of his hair. "I instinctively~efe
it," he said.

"Oooh, what a wonderful gift!" a Katya —or possi-

bly a Marya said, clapping her hands together. "How
seldomit is we poor girls see a man with such sensitiv-

ity!"
"But your hair is so tangled, you nust let ne conb
it," another murnured against his ear. | thought | had

| ost my sense of snell for a nonment there, Gawai ne

t hought as oni on washed over himin waves.

"Ah —yes —well, no, you cannot do that, it is —a
—vyes, it is an oath | have taken, not to conb ny hair
until a certain event cones to pass," he inprovised
rapidly.

"An oath —ah, perhaps,"” another said, "until you

have wed?" The whol e group dissolved into shrill gig-
gling and began to whisper to each other. Gawai ne
gaped at themin open horror, but rapidly conposed

his face as wonen turned back to him

Renenber how the squire used to be rid of nen,

that voice he used. "Well," he said, brightly and firmy
at once, "I cannot tell you how pleased | amto neet
all of you, and | trust we shall have an opportunity to
all neet later." AHis the word for it, he thought fer-
vently. "But | really nmust go now, so that there is such
an opportunity, otherwise nmy Master will not give ne
any tine to nyself." Discontented young wonen

gazed at him sonme pouted openly, none of them

moved. He added, "Really. But |later —"

"OfF course!" One of them clapped her hands

together and junped up and down. "It is not as

though he will vanish overnight, girls! If you will not
go wal king with Katya this evening, though, fair

Gawai ne, then do think of me, and renenber that |

was the next to ask if you would wf'k with me."

"I —well." He spread his hands and shrugged hel p-
lessly. "It is for nmy Master to say —"

"Ch, but surely, he does not take up all your tine?"
anot her asked, and batted very round bl ue eyes at

hi m

"And if he does ..." said another, and dissolved into
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gi ggl es before she could get another word out.

"And if he does, you can always sneak out when he

is asleep,"” two others finished for her, in chorus.
"Well. Well, yes, but that is a greater difficulty, since
he sets nme a task each evening, and if it is not done
when he wakens ..." He pulled such a very grimface
that two of the girls who were still running their fin-
gers through his curls skipped back, squealing.

Gawai ne t ook quick advantage of the opening to wade
toward Thunder, who stood just out of reach a few
short paces —a few very solid bodies —away.

"Ch, how dreadful —"

" —awful —I"

"Horrid!" one of themfinished |loudly, then bent

her head and cl apped both hands across it as the rest
shushed her.

A monent |l ater, a gruff nale voice shouted out,

"And what is this? Do the cattle drop mlk in the buck-
ets by thenselves, and does the mlk turn itself to
cheese?" Shrieks and giggles enough to set his ears
ringing; Gawai ne found hinself suddenly able to

nmove and breathe once nore as girls scattered in al
directions. But as first one and then another passed
him they paused to hiss against one ear or the other
"If 1 please you, a walk this evening?"

"I'f ny | ooks gl adden your heart, will you walk with

me?'

"Renenber, | asked you first!"

"Ch, Katya, you lie, | asked himfirst!"

"No, | did"

"Let them argue, sweet, while you and | go forth
this evening. | know of the loveliest walk —"

The ol der man cast hima furious glare and

shoul dered by wi t hout speaking. The snell of him

was nearly enough to knock the poor bardling flat,

even after such a surfeit of onion: He could not

have bathed in nonths, or even possibly years.

Gawai ne nmunbl ed a very uncouth renmark under

his breath. As if | had encouraged them

One thing was certain —wal ks were out, and so

was this field, nmere nention of which set themoff the
way it did. Any Bard or bardling worth his salt knew at
| east a handful of songs about such places and such

wal ks, after which the parties were as closely bound as
if the words had been spoken over them and the mar-
riage knot firmy tied. By all the gods, including that
Paladin's, 1'd rather die, Gawai ne thought devoutly.
Hi s knees had finally stopped trenbling; he gath-

ered up Thunders reins and set off to join the Bard
and the rest of his conpanions. A grinning Ilya cane
across to clap himon the back once nore. "So! How

do you like ny village?

"Un Ah —very nice."

Ilya chuckl ed appreciatively, nudged himstealthily
inthe ribs. "Very nice, yes! And such lovely, ah —
scenery, don't you agree?" he added nmeaningfully wth
anot her nudge.

"Ch. Ah —yes. O course. Very nice."

"W know how a woman shoul d | ook, hereabouts;

not |ike those skinny poor creatures to the south. Any
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of my cousins is solid enough that when you hug her

you know you have hugged sonething —and on a

cold winter night, what better than two bl ankets and
such a wonderful —heh —bol ster?" Gawai ne backed

of f hastily before Ilya could el bow himagain. 7 wonder
how those girls |Iike being thought of as spare bl ankets
and bol sters? he thought in sudden indignation; his
shoul ders sagged then. Probably think they were

bei ng given the greatest conplinment possible. He

bl i nked; Ilya had been babbling on, but now he | ooked
up expectantly. "I understand," I|lya said, nodding sym
pathetically. He laid a hand on the bardling's arm "So
much beauty, so unexpectedly, ny nmind would be in a
whirl also. If you need to get away this evening —you

know' —he wi nked broadly —"I will do all | can to
distract the Bard. If you wish it."

"Ch." Gawaine forced a snile. "Vell. | will —ah —
certainly keep that in mnd."

"I amso glad you like my village," Ilya went on ear-
nestly. Gawai ne began to | ook around, openly
desperate for Naitachal —or anyone who night res-

cue him As if in answer to a prayer, Cedric came up.
"I'lya, the man who lives there wants to speak with
you, a matter of his hides and the coin you got for

then?' |lya glanced at the door in question and nod-
ded.
"Ch! Then, | nust go at once. That is ny uncle Ilya

and it would not do to keep hi mwaiting. Renenber,
t hough," he added neani ngfully, and w nked at
Gawai ne once nore. Cedric waited until the peasant
had vani shed through the black opening into the wn-
dowl ess little hut, then chuckl ed

"Renmenber ?"

"l have al ready forgotten
"Get me away from here."
"Away? How far?"

'Take that silly grin fromyour face," Gawai ne
replied, too upset to hold his usual courtesy for the
archers greater years and undeni ably greater talent
with a bow "Portsmith would be preferable at the
monent —but wherever ny Master is will do."
Unfortunately, there were four of the young wonen

in the house with the Bard, two bringing himrefresh-
ment while the other two stood agai nst the back wal

of the room and gi ggl ed behind chubby little hands.

Nai tachal nerely glanced at the girls and then at his
apprentice and renmarked under his breath, "Serves

you fair for your unthinking remark |ast night. Next
time, watch how your words cone out."

Gawai ne groaned very softly and held his head in

hi s hands, but all four girls imrediately crowded
solicitously around him and a babble of questions —
and t he acconpanyi ng fragrance of onion —snote

him "Bard, is he well?"

"Gawai he, you are not ill, are you?"

"Sister! A great, strong lad such as he, ill?"

"l but asked, sister! Bard, is he —"

"Yes, yes, yes!" Gawai ne stayed where he was, this
time to hide a smile. Naitachal sounded as harassed as
he hinself felt, and he sounded nuch as he did when

he was trying to shut Arturis up. "Everything is fine —

Gawai ne said grimy.
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my apprentice is fine."

The smile faded; there was absol utely nothing

funny about the situation. Wonderful, Gawai ne

t hought wearily. He might have at |east said | had

sone dread di sease, preferably something that could

be spread about, particularly by close contact! Well,
but unless he had greatly m sjudged his Master al

these years, Naitachal wouldn't actually abandon him
to the tender nercies of this bevy of plunp beauties.
Not that he wouldn't have his fun first. H's idea of fun,
anyway. Gawai ne bit back a groan and, greatly daring,
brought his head up once nore. Four young wonen

were eyeing himclosely, but as he | ooked at them

they squeal ed and giggled shrilly, and bl essedly scat-
tered.

The hut itself was wi ndow ess and dark, but still far
fromairtight. Fortunately. Gawai ne wondered how

| ong he could hold his breath. The Bard nudged hi m
inthe ribs with a sharp el bow. The girls were gone,

t hough he could hear them outside, and what nust be
their parents were outside, conversing rapidly just past
an unusual ly broad doorway that led into a snall

fenced area hol ding an enornous pig and a nunber of
piglets. Beyond that, there was a slightly larger fenced
area where a bony cow and two goats grazed. The two

ol der fol ks cane back toward the house and the rea-

son for the oversized entry becane obvious: the wife,

at |least, could never have nade it through an ordinary
doorway, and the husband had not much less girth

than she. "Think," Naitachal murnured against his

ear, "what you would have to look forward to in a few
short years. They say nany wonen becone their

not hers, given tine." Gawai ne cast hima | ook of pur-
est horror; the Bard grinned.

A shrill shout fromwell out in the cow pasture, and
the couple turned aside to see what the matter was.
"Short?" Gawai ne sent his eyes toward the | ow ceiling.
"Short years? Two days in this pkce will be nore than
all ny previous lifel"

"Never mnd, we have a nonment," the Bard said

soot hingly. He glanced toward the doorway and patted
his apprentice on the shoulder. 'That was a bit rough,
wasn't it? And unkind of ne, | know "

"Yes," Gawai ne said grimy.

' The | ook on your face, though! My poor unworldly
apprentice, did you not know what sort of wonen

such a village breeds?"

"And how woul d | have | earned this?"

"Alittle worldly experience —which," the Bard

added cheerfully "I amseeing that you get. Well, relax
alittle, Gawaine. | promise | will not |eave you al one
with any of them if |I can help it. Do avoid being al one
with any of them if you can." Gawai ne turned to | ook
at him and the Bard sm | ed

"Alone —with any of thenf? Are you nad?"

"Yes, well. | see you have already gl eaned the

i mportance of avoi ding —conprom sing situations,

shal | we say?"

"Yes. Let us say that."

"W will stay here the night, but no longer; Ilya wll
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guide us to the valley tonorrow early. Watch your face
when the farmers brother conmes back in."

"How am | to know which is the brother?"

"Or any of the unwed nen," Naitachal said

patiently. "Many of whomw |l cone for soup tonight,

to see the outsiders and to hear nusic, which | have
promi sed fromboth of us. Mdst of these bachel or nmen
do not bathe, or wash their clothing or their bedding
until high sumer."

" AR

"Conpose your face, here cones the farner and

one of his daughters! O course not; a man could die of
drafts across danmp beddi ng, you know At |east, they
know it, and act accordingly."

"Ahhh —ah, sir." Gawai ne nanaged to pull hinself

t oget her enough to scranble to his feet and extend
both hands for the older man to cl asp between rough
and chapped ones. "Thank you for your kind hospital-
ity." The man nodded, turned as his wife cane in,
stepping aside to let one of her daughters pass with a
heavy crockery bow on a pai nted wooden tray. "And
soup —onion soup." Gawai ne kept his voice deter-

m nedly bright as a by-now fanmiliar fragrance hit him
fromseveral directions. "Wat a surprise! And how
very, very kind."

Chapter XIV

Nai t achal and Gawai ne perforned | ater —or, at

| east, Naitachal did, and Gawai ne attenpted to. There
was so rmuch whi spering and giggling throughout that

it quite put himoff his stride, and he had to put in
extra neasures of strunming nore than once while he
recall ed the words, or read die Bard' s exaggerated |ip-
pi ng of them across the crowded, torch-lit square. Hs
hands were stiff, as though it had been a year instead
of nmerely days since he had | ast properly practiced,
and after only two songs, his fingertips began to throb
frompressing strings to the board. Fortunately, his
Master was lenient with himfor what had been surely
his worst performance in all his four years. Easier than
Gawai ne coul d be on hinmself; he could have craw ed
fromthe dusty square into the night, and never cone
back.

The villagers didn't seemto notice his slips; prob-
ably it was the first entertainment they'd had in years,
and he was all too unhappily aware that as far as the
vill age nmai dens were concerned, anything he did sim
ply shone with perfection.

Their traveling conpanions cane with the rest of

the village for the concert, and they spoke briefly
afterward, before splitting up and going to the individ-
ual houses where they woul d be sheltered for the

night. "W |eave very early," the Bard said as the
square finally began to enpty. "So | suggest any of you
who mi ght otherw se sit up gossiping and drinking

wi th your hosts forego that pleasure."

"Pl easure," Tem Tel ek said fastidiously. "Do you

know what they nake their |iquor from here?"

"Oni ons?" Gawai ne asked in a snall voice. The

i zardman snort ed.

"Worse soil —fromugly brown tubers!"”

"Yes, but they drop small onions in the cup,” Raven
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put in, "with the Iiquor."

Arturis stirred. "Well, | certainly do not need such a
warni ng, since | do not indulge in such an unwhol e-
sone substance as —"

"Yes, yes, we don't doubt it," Naitachal broke in

and under his breath added, "Wy does it not surprise
me he does not drink?" Aloud, and with a sidel ong

gl ance to nmake certain none of the villagers were
within hearing of his very |ow voice, he added, "And
woul d avoi d the young wonen, as well. If you would
press on tonorrow, that is."

"They are not likely to speak with either of us,"”

Tem Tel ek said, a wave of his hand taking in hinself
and his val et.

"I would not wager that, sir —not in this place."
Cedric grinned, Raven cast up his eyes. Arturis nerely
| ooked puzzl ed.

"Well, but | was asked to take a walk this evening to
expl ain about the God, and the quest he has set before
me —why do you | augh?" he denmanded "Bard, your
apprentice needs instruction fromyou on the defer-
ence due one such as nyself...." His voice died away
as he realized the Bard was grinning broadly. And so
were Cedric, Tem Tel ek, and Wil fgar.

"I would avoid the young wonen." Naitachal w ped

his eyes and chuckl ed.

Arturis gave hima |l ong, dubious |ook, but finally
nodded reluctantly. "Of course, one such as nysel f—
"Yes, yes, of course. | believe your host is awaiting
you; perhaps he also would | earn sonething of your
quest ?" Naitachal gestured across the square. Arturis
turned and peered into the gloom —wth the torches
guttering out, it was getting hard to make out individ-
ual faces. He finally shrugged and went. Cedric

cl apped a hand over his nouth.

"For shane, sir Bard! A perfect opportunity, and

see how you wasted it!"

Nai tachal was still grinning, and his eyes were w ck-
edly bright. "Yes. But at what cost to nmy own soul to
put a man in such peril as that? | could not do it,
tenmpted though I was. Were do you sleep this

ni ght ?"

'The archer and | have a corner in the house of
Ilya's uncle Ilya," Raven answered for them both. He
considered this, shook his head doubtfully. "Do they
know only seven names in all? | would swear in this
entire village there are no nore nanes than that."
"What matter, since they all |ook the sane anyway?"
Cedric | aughed cheerfully. He clapped the Druid on
the back and they set off. Tem Tel ek snothered a
yawn.

"Wil fgar, have you ny knives?"

"Master, of course. And ny own." The dwarf

gl anced at the enpty square at the few di moutlines
farther up the street, |lowered his voice anyway.
"Inmpolite, to distrust offered hospitality. Al the
same —"

"Polite, inpolite — The Bard shrugged. "Wo can

say what hospitality nmeans in a place like this, so far
from anyt hing any of us know —save, perhaps,
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Raven?" He cast his apprentice a cheerfully nalicious
gl ance. "And when nothing nore than a wal k across
cowpats and nushroons and danp grass equal s

betrothal —=

"Don't," Gawai ne inplored. "Please don't!"

"It was a jest, bardling. Besides, have | not already
agreed to let you sleep against the wall, with ne

bet ween you and whatever —but | see the subject

di stresses you. Cone, they surely rise with the sun in
such a place as this; we must be keeping themup | ong
past their usual hour."

Gawai ne groaned as he trudged in the Bard's wake.

He himself woul d not sleep the entire night; he was
certain of it.

He did sleep, but very poorly indeed, and his few
fitful noments were broken by nightmares —npst a
replay of his arrival in llya' s village, though there were
other horrors, nearly as dreadful. He could only recal
one of those the next norning, but in daylight it held
no terror, and was now nerely a puzzle: sonmething to
do with an enornmpus, white and fanged cl oud that
swooped | ow across himand sent himfalling into snow.
It had been decidedly odd, sleeping within four

wal | s and under a roof; npbst unpleasant to share such
quarters with constant chill drafts and the by-now
nearl|y unbearabl e odor of onions: cooked onions,

heavi |y herbed oni on soup, raw onions which their

host had eaten |ike appl es die whol e evening.

Ilya was waiting for them nmounted on the horse he

had taken fromthe Slavers' wagon, when they stum
bled into the first rays of a rising sun and a very coo
nmorni ng. He waited nervously for themto saddle up

and stow their goods. A silent crowd of villagers had
gathered by the tinme the conpany was nounted, in-
cluding a bevy of tearful young woren. "You wll

cone back this way?" one of them asked tentatively,

but half a dozen others vigorously shushed her

"I''l fortune, to speak of such things!" one of them

hi ssed, and the nen who stood nearby and had heard

the interchange glared all of theminto silence.
Nai t achal thanked their hosts very prettily, avoided any
comrent about return trips. For some reason the

mere idea of return seened to cause a

di sproportionate upset anong the ol der villagers.

The sun clinbed the short distance from horizon

into thick, gray cloud that now covered nmost of the

sky. "I hope that isn't an omen," Wil fgar grow ed.
Tem Tel ek shushed him They ordered” thensel ves
out, then: Ilya at the fore, Raven at his side, the Bard

and his apprentice, then Cedric and the Pal adin. The
I'izardman and his val et brought up the rear. Wth

Ilya's horse already cantering, space opened quickly

bet ween the pairs of riders.

They rode past the | ast houses at a near gall op,

slowed only a little as they turned onto a deeply rutted
cart track. Gawai ne was nunbling to hinself, "Cone

back this way? I'll die first."

"Now, apprentice," the Bard nmurnured, "speak not
ill-omened words. Besides with so nuch open | and al

about us, why should it be necessary for us to return to this
village? Unless you would |like to restock there —?"
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"I think," Gawai ne said, clipping his words, "that |
have enough oni on bread and oni on pasties and onion
pie inny bag to last ne for two lifetines." He cast
Nai tachal a dark, sidelong | ook and added, "Master."
"But, bardling, you took none of the onion pudding,
or the herbed goat cheese." Cedric had ridden up next
to him unnoticed. Gawai ne cl osed his eyes and

shuddered; the archer |aughed quietly. "I took a net of
the cheese, should you change your mnd. It has the
nost interesting aroma —I think they may have put

onions init." He stood in his stirrups to gaze ahead,

and turned to | ook behind them to where Arturis was
regailing Wil fgar and Tem Tel ek with some adventure

or other. "It is a wonder to nme he does not fall from

that horse, the way he flings his arns about," the

archer said thoughtfully. Naitachal turned to | ook, and
turned back shaki ng his head.

"More a wonder to ne that our scaly friend doesn't

knock himfromit"

"Hah," Cedric replied "He is noble; he would tel

Wil f gart odoi t f orhi m Look—we seemto have run out

of even the cart track." Ilya | ed themon, across a neadow,
over a rock-strewn slope, and through another meadow
covered in very |ow, waxy-petaled yellow flowers and a
deep red, ground-hugging plant that | ooked |ike rust

rat her than vegetation fromeven a short distance. There
was not so nuch as a goat trail here. "I think I will go ask
how much farther this valley is." Cedric touched his
horse's flanks and rode on ahead, catching up first to
Raven and then to flya, who first shrugged, then shook his
head, and finally nodded and pointed toward a | ow, brown

hill sonme di stance ahead
It was nearly midday when they reached the crest
of the hill and rode along a face that sloped gently

toward the north. A short distance on, the face took a

st eeper angle down, flya halted, |let the conpany catch

up to him He pointed down the ridge.

'There —can you see where the trail is? You can

see the head of it just there."

"l can," Raven said.

"Good. And that way —" He waved an arm

snatching it back al nbost as soon as he'd pointed out
across cool midday air, generally toward the north.

Al nost as though he feared sonething would catch

hold of his extended finger —or bite it off.

They turned as one and | ooked At |east two | eagues

away, in the mdst of a brow, rolling |and dotted here and
there with patches of grass or the rusty red plant that
covered nost of the |ast neadow, was an enornous bl otch
of white. It seened to be fogged, by distance or perhaps
by the overcast, so that however |ong they stared, they
could not, quite, nmake out the shape of what they saw. "A
spire, inthe mddle, |I think," Naitachal said finally. "And a
great wall about it, perhaps.”

"Ah, sirs," llya broke in nervously; despite the coo
breeze and the lack of sun, there was sweat on his

cheeks and his hair clung to his brow "Sirs, | think you
can see your way clear fromhere, and so | have done

what | said, to bring you in sight of that cursed pl ace,

i n exchange for your conpany upon the road."
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"You have fulfilled your promse," Raven told him

but his eyes were fixed on that distant patch of white.
"Then," Illya said anxiously, "if | may |eave you now?
My grandnot her Katya has made nme a pot of her best

oni on soup as a welcoming gift, and I would really |ike
to get home to it." Wth an effort, Naitachal roused

hi nsel f and turned to clap the boy on the shoul der

"You have done just as you said, and you are free to

go —with nmy thanks. It may be we will not cone back

t hrough your village when we are done, and so, this is

farewell, | think." The peasant |ad gave hima very odd
| ook, but in the end nerely turned and rode off. "Yes.
Well." The Bard rubbed his hands together and went

back to his study of the distant valley.
"Superstitious peasants,” Arturis nmuttered. "A true
man of God woul d never —
"A true man of sense would hold his tongue," Tem

Telek said nmildly, but with an unpleasant gleamin his
eye, "so that others mght think and deci de how best

to approach this wonder." Arturis scowl ed at hi m but
closed his mouth with an audi bl e snap

"Approach —yes, well, why not sinply do that?"
Nai t achal asked. No answer, except for a shrug from
Raven, who turned his horse and started down the

narrow trail. It was farther than it |ooked, both the

di stance to |l evel ground and the distance to the valley.
It was m daftenmoon before they reached it.

Alast, lowridge hid their goal; they had to dis-

mount and | ead the horses across broken stone and

| oose rubble. At the top, Cedric, who was | eading,

st opped short, blocking the way until Wil fgar's

grow ed curse got his attention. He clinbed up,

started down again, and was abruptly still. The Bard
came next —he uttered one mld, very astonished

oath. Then Arturis, who stopped mid-track as Cedric

had, and had to be pulled aside by the archer

What nmanner of thing —? Gawai ne thought nerv-

ously. But when he reached the crest, he, too, stopped
cold and stared The narrow rut of a trail they had fol-
| owed | ed down an incline and across flat ground. It
came to a dead end against a wall —a white wall as
hi gh as three nmen standi ng upon each other's shoul -
ders. And by the feel of the breeze that blew across it
and down fromthe north, the stuff he could see coat-
ing that wall and hangi ng here and there in |ong,

Vi ci ous- 1| ooki ng points was indeed ice.

They stared at it in utter silence for a long tine.
Finally, Naitachal pushed past Cedric and Wil fgar to
take the lead; the others followed him stopping and
spreadi ng out as they cane up to the base of the wall
"How curious," the Bard nmurnured, "that the track

seens to have been here before the wall —for | ook

how the wall crosses it!"

"And | ook how old this wall appears,
softly.

"And how tall," Cedric said quietly.
"But there is no snow or ice anywhere else in sight
—save upon this wall," Arturis protested, but even he
spoke in a whisper.

"How very, very odd," Naitachal said.

Gawai ne gl anced at his Master, at Cedric and Raven

Raven sai d
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standing just beyond him at Arturis who stood a little
apart, past them and nearer the wall, and the other
way, where Tem Tel ek and Wil fgar stood |ike
pose- mat ched statues, arns fol ded, heads tilted, faces
very thoughtful. He turned back, took a step forward
"Such a wall," he breathed. "I wonder what does lie
beyond it"

"You speak for me, bardling,"” Cedric said readily.

Yes/ What was on the other side —a tower? Treas-

ure? And yet, Gawai ne thought, what sensible man

woul d want to scale such a dreadful, treacherous sur-
face? You do, an inner voice replied readily. But,

anot her voi ce whispered, This is not right, not —nor-
mal Wiy shoul d you want to perform such an odd

thing as to clinb a wall in a place where no watt should
be? "Because it is there," he whispered, and the inner
debate was silenced. He took a step, another, laid his
hand agai nst cold, white stone.

"I wonder ..." The Bard rubbed his chin thought-
fully. 'There nust be a way over this, don't you
suppose?"

"We might |ook further on; it might not be so high

i n anot her spot," Raven replied at once.

"But we mght not find such a place right away,"

Cedric put in.

"Very true," Naitachal said. "And | want very nuch

to see what is on the far side of this height, now that

we are so near."

"You speak for me." Arturis was running his hands

over the wall as far to each side and as far overhead as
he could reach. "I would like to clinb this now Surely
there is a wondrous adventure awaiting —"

"Or great treasure," Cedric said

"Or know edge," Raven said, and took a step for-

war d.

"Or know edge," Gawai ne echoed. He was feeling

for handhol ds, and findi ng none.

"Or only the top of an ice-laden wall, where none

shoul d be, but even that woul d be quite wondrous,"
Nai t achal said. He strode down to the wall. "Yes,

think I nmust see what is there."

"There was a tower —I| thought," Raven corrected

hinself carefully, "that | sawthe tall spire of a tower.
O a palace. If there is indeed such a tower, | would

| ook upon it, and if it was a trick of distance and ny
eyes, | would still look, to see what | mstook for a pal -
ace where none shoul d be."

"You speak for nme. After all,"” Cedric put in, "it is

still daylight, and the wall is not that high."

"H gh enough,"” Naitachal said, and Gawai ne hel d

his breath, afraid the Master woul d change his mnd,

but just then Tem Tel ek spoke up for the first tine.

"Wil fgar, have you those netal points? If you could
put those together with sonme of the spare |eather
straps, we could bind themto our feet and hands —
"I can make clinbing spikes," Wil gar replied readily.

Cedric cane back "Here, | will aid you."
"And |," Arturis volunteered. Everyone stared at
hi m

The dwarf haul ed down his bags, the two nen
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came to join him and all three squatted over the pile
of straps and clinking nmetal pieces. Tem Tel ek

remai ned where he was, a little apart fromthe others,
gazing at the wall with a curious half-snile on his face;
Gawai ne saw both that and the puzzl ed | ook on Mas-

ter Naitachal's face as he gazed at the lizardman. He
forgot both then, as the wall clainmed all his attention
A short while later, a jingling of metal roused him
Cedric tapped himon the shoul der and held out a set

of straps studded at intervals by solid-I|ooking netal
spi kes. ' Tut one on each of your feet; | will help you
with the hand ones, if you like." He had to —

Gawai ne's fingers were so cold fromrunning them
across the icy wall, it was a wonder he had enough
feeling left in themto grip anything. Cedric gave him
a boost up and held himin place until the bardling
found a hold for his feet and hands, then sat down to
attach his own straps.

Gawai ne | ooked back only once; it made himfeel

di zzy, |ooking down fromeven a short nman's hei ght off
the ground, for sone reason. Besides, he couldn't

climb like that. He tilted his head back, banging it
agai nst the mandolin in its heavy cloth bag. The wall

| ooned steeply, but fortunately not quite straight up
and down. He could see gray sky above it, and when

he brought his eyes down to the surface in front of his
face and a little above it, he could see fine cracks —
and others not quite so fine that m ght take the spikes.
They did; he noved his feet cautiously, but after a
monent or so di scovered that they seenmed to have

eyes of their owm —at |east, they quickly sought out
cracks, and in no time, his hands were curled over the
top of the wall

He haul ed hi nmsel f up, hooked a knee over the

snoot h edge and only then | ooked back. The Bard was

to his right and nearly to the top, Cedric was only just
behind him and as he | ooked the other way, Arturis
grunted and pulled hinmself over the top and onto his
belly. Raven had one hand upon the top of the wall

now, and Wil fgar was on his feet, turning back as he
stripped off one of the sets of spikes so he could
extend a hand to his Master, who was the farthest back
of themall. Gawai ne brought the other knee up, stood
cautiously, and gazed nort hward.

A truly amazing sight met his eyes, and his jaw

dropped. "It's —there's another wall, look, and it goes
on —"

"Taller," Naitachal said, and he sounded nearly as
surprised.

"But | ook, between!" Arturis shouted. "Look down

there —a passage, and it fades into a point either way.
It must go on for twenty |eagues in both directions —
why, surely this is a nmost wondrous quest —" He fell
silent. Al of themstood in that silence, |ooking toward
the newy revealed wall or up and down the corridor

that |ay between them

"There is snow down there," Raven said thought-

fully.

"Or ice," Cedric said.

"Or both," Wil fgar added rather inpatiently. 'Wll

now what do we do?
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Arturis turned to stare at himrather blankly. "Do?
Way, we go on, of course! Into that alleyway, to find
what there is to be found —"

"Well, certainly," the Bard broke in inpatiently.

"But —"
"Well, then, let us go!" Arturis shouted joyfully, and
practically threw hinself down the wall. He slipped

and skidded and went flat on his face at its base, but
pi cked hinself up a nonent later, apparently unhurt.
Gawai ne was not far behind him the Bard right on his
heel s. The rest followed. "I say we go that way,"
Arturis began inmportantly, and pointed to his left.
"Why?" Cedric got between the Pal adin and the

way he wanted to go before he could sinply take off.
He pointed the other way. "Wiy not that way? It | ooks
flatter to me —"

"How can you possibly tell?" Gawai ne denmanded.

"I't looks flatter," Cedric replied stubbornly.

"But | amsworn to fight in the honor of the God,

and left is the direction of all evil things!" Arturis
shout ed.

"Al'l the nore reason to go the other way," Naitacha
said. "Since | have less interest in evil things than in
di scovering what else nmay be here." He | ooked

around. ' Tem Tel ek, what do you think?"

The |izardman shrugged and drew the hood of his

suit closer over his brow. "Whichever direction the
rest of you think. | hardly care.”

"I go with you," Wil fgar said i mediately. "O
course. "

Tem Tel ek smiled very briefly. "OF course.”

"And Raven —?" the Bard went on. The Druid

shrugged, rolled his eyes heavenward. "Well, then, |
say we go —"

Gawai ne sighed as Cedric and Arturis shouted him

down —I| ess shouting at the Bard, he thought, and
nmore at each other. But now Naitachal had taken

of fense and was shouting inpartially at both of them
Raven si ghed heavily, stepped aside, and folded his
arns. Gawai ne was rem nded of the old squires horse-
master, com ng upon a pack of squabbling boys. "W

m ght be here forever at this rate,” he nuttered
resentfully. He | ooked around, avoiding Ravens overly
patient eye and the |izardman s anused one. His eye
lit on the far wall. Why bother with left or right, when
there is forward? he decided, and wi thout further

t hought crossed the corridor and began cli nbing.

Hal fway up, he glanced down at his conpani ons: The
archer, Arturis, and his Master were now nose to nose,
each waving his arns and trying to shout the other two
down; Wil fgar had joined in and was junping up and
down, trying to be heard, and Tem Tel ek was trying to
get his servants attention, w thout success. Raven
remai ned where he had been, a little apart, except
now there was a sardonic smle on his |ips.

The ground seened to shift and blur; Gawai ne

hastily turned his attention back to the wall before
him and a few short nonents later, he was atop it
"Master," he called down. "Hey —Master!" Naitacha
turned all around, and finally | ooked up. The others
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fell silent and gazed at the bardling expectantly.
"What's on the far side? the Bard demanded But
Gawai ne had come up onto his knees, and in turning

to get to his feet had caught novenent out westward;
he was staring w de-eyed along the corridor

He pointed. "Un. Better ask what's out there, to

your left." As one, Naitachal and the others turned to
| ook. At sone distance, but nearer themthan the far-
thest point they could see —unconfortably nearer —
the space between the two walls was filled with enor-
mous, ugly nen in black | eather and heavy arnor, and
every one of them held a drawn sword.

"There must be fifty of them" Cedric whispered.
"Where did they conme fronP"

"Uni nportant,"” Naitachal snapped. "Were we go,

that's what's inportant right now. Up and over the
wal | , everyone!"

But he reckoned wi thout Arturis. The Pal adin gave

a great and convoluted cry in his "tongues," then
shout ed, "For honor, and the greater glory of God!"
and, drawing his sword and a long knife, ran straight
for them

"They will kill him" Raven cried out.

'They had better, or I will kill himnyself," Nai-
tachal said grimy. 'There won't be tinme for all of us to
clamber up either wall before they're on us."

"No," Cedric said calmy

"And no sense in dying for no cause," Naitacha

added.

"No." The archer had reached for his bowcase, but

he et go of the strap and his hands fell to his side.
"Not when we do not know what their intentions

are," the Bard finished. He glanced briefly up, net
Gawai ne's frightened eyes as several of the arned nen
surrounded Arturis and the Pal adin went bl essedly
silent; the rest were comng toward them across ice,
snow, and faded brown grass at a ground-eating trot.
"Boy, drop down to the other side, out of sight —don't
you argue with nme, just you do it!"

"Sir!" Gawai ne was suddenly trenbling so hard he

had to crawl across the top of the wall. He sat on the
far edge, scrabbled with his feet for a toehold, then
turned and began letting hinself down as carefully as
he could. A yell fromthe other side startled him his
hands ski dded of f thick ice, and before he could stop
hi nsel f, he was sliding at high speed down the wall
And then falling. He never renenbered hitting the
ground

Chapter XV

The Bard heard a slithering, scraping sound, nuted

by the wall to his right. He winced as Gawai ne's star-
tled shout faded rapidly and was abruptly cut off.
Hope he's all right, he thought worriedly. There wasn't
time for anything else; they were surrounded and two
of the bl ack-clad guards grabbed him

"Rope!" one of them shouted hoarsely. A coil of it

was passed over. Cone, that's a heartening thought,
Nai t achal decided. Men arnmed |ike these didn't carry
rope unless they intended to capture, rather than kill
A short distance away, he could see Arturis, who was
trussed |like a game bird, gagged, and thrown across a
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massi ve shoul der. The Bard held his arnms w de, hands
extended so their captors could see he held no weapon
—just in case —and |l et one of themgo through his
clothing without coment. The man ran his hands

across both straps of knives, touched the short sword
Nai t achal had appropriated fromthe Slavers' cart, felt
down his | eg and brushed the boot dagger. But he took
none of them He also left the lute where it was, across
hi s back, then bound the Bard's hands together before
himand left a length as a | ead.

Nai tachal gl anced at the inner wall and sighed as he
was tugged to a brisk wal k. Hope the boy's all right.

Anyone' s guess what was across that wall; probably
anot her, the way things | ooked. He gazed t houghtfully
at the outer wall then, watching it slide past. | can't

think why it was | wanted to cross that in the first

pl ace. Odd. Extrenely odd. As though sonethi ng had

invaded all their mnds —his included (and | should

be proof against such a thing), and nade it irresistable.
It certainly wasn't irresistible anynore; Naitachal felt as
though he'd just ridden out of a thick fog, and the wall on
both sides of himwas all at once nothing nore than a
puzzle. Interesting, certainly; nysterious, to be where it
was, with no explanation. Not worth dropping their guard,

| eaving their horses and food, and crawling over it O
standing and yelling at each other, clear targets for anyone
who wanted to take them

He gl anced ahead, and then to his right. One of the

guards still carried Arturis, who was struggling feebly.
Raven wal ked just before him wth Cedric at his

el bow. The bowcase still bounced on his shoul der

They did not take any of our weapons. They carry

weapons of their own, so they know what the things

are. This is not good, if they do not fear what we ni ght
do. Perhaps they sinply had no specific orders to dea

wi th weapons, and would not act on their own. But

that was as foolish as —well, as foolish as |eaving
strangers arnmed whom you clearly regarded as eneny.

More |ikely, these men had no cause to fear their snal
conpany, arned or not. Depressing thought, that.

Nai tachal forced his mnd el sewhere

Wil fgar trotted along next to him and at his side, the
|lizardman, who was positively snothered in coils of rope.
As if aware of the Bard's contenpl ative gaze, Tem Tel ek
turned his head, nmanaged a faint smle and the | east of
shrugs, then turned back to watch his footing.

Not a bad idea, Naitachal thought; there were snall

stones here, half-buried in frozen ground, naking footing
suddenly hazardous. He applied his eyes to the path

before him but his thoughts were still with Tem Tel ek. O
all the curious events of this cL-y, this had to rank high
anong them He hinself had been caught off-guard from

the first, but the lizardman did not seemat all surprised.
And what is he up to? | wonder. . . . Wat about that

col d-weat her suit Wil fgar had constructed for him or his
refusal to part conmpany with them

Oh, nost fol k thought of I|izardnen as having
expressionl ess faces —it was why nost humans woul d

not play ganes of chance with any of Tem Tel ek s kin-

dred. But Naitachal knew better than that: He had
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spent the better part of a year in one of their villages,
gathering magi ¢ and songs, and he knew the great

Tu-Turo well. Tem Tel ek wasn't keeping a ganblers

face on a startling situation; he sinply wasn't startl ed.
He expected this —or sonething like it. Well, if

there was any opportunity at all, Naitachal thought
grimy, he would find out what it was that Tem Tel ek

had expected. He m ght have warned us —warned

me! He hadn't —and Gawai ne was back there. Sone-

where. I n who knew what condition, provided the boy

was still alive. The Bard sighed faintly. He is young for
his years, and naive; | mnmust not forget he was al so self-
sufficient at a very young age, and can physically take
care of hinself as well as anyone. It wasn't as confort-
ing a thought as it might have been

The guards sl owed, then stopped. Naitachal stirred

and woul d have asked a question, but the guard who

had the other end of his rope turned such a fierce face
in his direction that he prudently closed his nouth and
waited. After a nonent, they began noving once

more, up a |l ow slope and then through a broad open-

ing in the right-hand wall. There was a thick fog here,
as though it had been trapped under the heavy arch —

or as though someone or sonething wanted to keep

sonme secret fromthe prisoners. Wen he blinked the

| ast of the fog fromhis eyes, Naitachal saw they were
in the mddle of an enornous, bare stone courtyard.

In the distance, all around the perineter wall, stood
statues: nen, beasts, and there, surely, a |lizardman.

No grass, nho tree, no bush grew here, and the air was

wi nter-cold. Tem Tel ek shuddered and rubbed one

side of his face and then the other against his shoul -
ders, as though to warmit.

'"The Great One wi M see them at once." Unnoti ced,

anot her of the guards had come toward them He

wore a tunic over his black | eathers that bore a curious
device: a large and intricately faceted crystal that gave
off glints of light as the pale, wintery sunlight touched
it, and surrounding this, a white coiling shape, sone-
thing Iike a snake and yet —not quite. Before

Nai tachal could get a better look at it, they were hus-
tled across the courtyard toward a broad, |ow set of
steps, up these and through a nassive set of doors.

And then a second; down a long, white marble corri-

dor lined with statues, and through a third set of doors
into an enornous chanber. The doors struck the walls
with a brassy clang that bounced, echoing, off the dis-
tant ceiling.

"Great One!" a deep voice intoned formally. "I

bring you guests!"

"Bring them" The voice that answered was deeply
resonant and set an overhead chandelier of a thousand
faceted crystals to shivering. Fully a hundred candl es
were set into the chandelier, and in the four which

were spaced evenly and hung low fromthat great, dis-
tant overhead vault. Naitachal gazed upward into

light, and rainbows of light, to a distant, exquisitely
pai nted and gilted ceiling.

He staggered as the man | eadi ng hi mtugged,

brought his eyes down to the floor, which was a

par quet of gol d-vei ned narbl e, upon which had been
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scattered priceless rugs. Here and there, in seeningly
no special arrangenent at all, stood tables and shel ves,
the surfaces of which were buried under fringed

silken cloths and delicately carven boxes, gol den bas-
kets and wondrously gl azed vases, crystal bottles and
enanel ed wi cker boxes woven with thread of gold
fromwhi ch depended brilliants and faceted stones of

bl ue, red, and snmoke, or enornous beads of amber.

The guard tugged again to get his attention; in the

very mdst of the marble floor stood a huge fountain,
with ebony figures of mythic beasts to hold up the

bow, a pillar entwined with gilt snakes and vines, al
supporting a smaller bow of pure, clear amethyst.
Through that pal est | avendar, Naitachal could see the
filial: a dianond the size of his fist.

There was no running water. It had frozen into

streaners that rose high above the amet hyst bow and
spilled dowmn to the gilt one bel ow. The | arger bow

was encrusted with pearls and rubies.

Beyond it, nore tables, sideboards, high shelves

and | ow, snothered in precious itenms, and every-

where, scattered anong the pricel ess goods, wondrous
statues —of plain, pale stone, these, nmarble or sone-
thing simlar, but eerily lifelike, to the very expressions
on their faces. Sone held boxes from which dangl ed
strings of jewels, while others held ornate and

begemmed candel abras, or single gol den candl esti cks,

and yet others garnents across outstretched hands —
garnments of the finest silks and cloth of gold, into

whi ch had been set rubies and eneral ds, or scores of
tiny brilliants, or thousands of tiny round, gold-veined
mrrors. Two other statues held matching oval mrrors
with intricately carved and gilt franmes, reflecting each
into the other, an endl ess procession of guards and
Bards fading into unguessabl e di stance. Naitacha

glanced at it, | ooked away at once; he was famliar with
t he phenonmenon, and it invariably nmade himdizzy.

Besi des, there were nore rugs and carpets here, and
goods strewn across the glassily snooth marble floor,
maki ng footing trickier than ever.

Heaped boxes and carved wooden chests bl ocked

their view of the far end of the chanber: boxes from
which spilled nore exquisite jewelry, nore fine cloth
nore priceless goods. The Bard wrinkled his nose.

Any of these objects, taken by itself, would have been

a pure joy to | ook upon, to touch —possibly to wear or
sinmply to place upon a wall or a floor and behol d.

Taken all together, though —it was the worst excess of
appal lingly poor taste he had ever seen in his life, and
for the first tine, he found hinsel f wondering what
manner of being surrounded hinself with such an

excess of mmterial possessions.

They skirted the boxes, threaded their way two at a
time along a narrow passageway toward a wall hung

with a single panel of tapestry —stiff with gold thread
and jewels, of course —and finally came into a snall
square of open space before a | ow dais.

It was hung about with cloths, surrounded by nore

of the beautifully nade statues, and strewn with pal est
silvery blue carpets worked with a pattern of what
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m ght be real platinum The finest of these | ed up four
shal | ow steps, stopping at the base of a nassive throne
that | ooked to be carved froma single piece of flaw ess
rock-crystal. The back rose to great height; Naitacha
frowned and peered nore closely. Near the very top,
where the crystal had been carved into a conpl ex pat-
tern, a plain silvery box was suspended within the
stone itself.

Just beneath the box, however ... The Bard caught

his breath in surprise; so still had the creature been, he
had not noticed his presence until this nonent.

I't might have been a lizardman, with all color

washed from his |inbs and body —but, then again,

not quite. For one thing, it was |arger than Tem Tel ek
by at least half: Its arms and | egs were | onger, and they
tapered to exquisitely small, |ong-fingered hands and
very tiny feet shod in silver slippers. The whol e body
gl eaned like a polished pearl; the eyes were so pale a
blue as to be colorless. As he net those eyes, the crea-
ture stretched its nmouth in what m ght have been

meant for a smle, revealing many | ong and very sharp
teeth.

There was a long silence. Finally, the enthroned
creature waved a hand, and runbl ed, "Rel ease them

And go away."

Not good, Naitachal thought as the guard undid the
knots that held his hands together, then stepped back
and vani shed the way he had just cone. He nust know

he can best all of us, readily. He let his eyes npbve cau-
tiously to one side, then the other. They were all there
—save, of course, the poor bardling. Cedric and

Raven stood shoul der to shoul der, quietly and warily

wat ching the throne and its occupant; Arturis had

been deposited on his backside, and still sat where
he'd found hinself, staring at the dais as though
stunned. Wil fgar was fussing with his Masters cloak;

Tem Tel ek stood very still, arns fol ded across his
chest. If anything, he | ooked nerely thoughtful. Still,
the Bard was certain, not surprised. W nust talk, we
two, he thought grimy, and then wondered if they

woul d have any chance for conversation, any time

eyond the next few monents for anything at all

Arturis interrupted his gloony thoughts by spring-

ing to his feet and drawing his sword —nearly
beheadi ng Cedric, who junped back with an angry

oath. "I demand to know why you have brought us

here!" he shouted. The creature turned that

unnervingly pointed snmle on himand said not hing.

Raven caught hold of the Paladin's sword arm and

mur mured sonmething in his ear, but Arturis shook him
off. "You are no one to inprison us, and you have no
right to lay black hands upon the servant of the true
CGod!" The creature stirred at this, but only to hold out
his very small and pal e hands and fix a thoughtful eye
upon them He |ooked up as Arturis began spluttering
once nore. "Against the one God, the |egions of Evi

are hel pless, and right shall prevail!" H's voice set the
crystal chandelier far overhead to tinkling. The crea-
ture glanced up, then setded his shoul ders nore
confortably against his crystal throne and fixed a very
i nterested gaze upon the Pal adin.
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Arturis went on at sone length, finally faltering to a
dry-voiced halt. The enthroned creature crossed one

|l eg neatly over the other and fol ded his hands upon his
knee.

"Yes. Are you done?" Arturis gazed at him w de-

eyed. Before he could reply, if he indeed intended to,

the creature went on. "I am Voyvodan, and this | and

—all the land within these great walls and all that sits
upon them and all the goods widiin —it is all mne.

And so, | suppose ny question is, where have you

conme fron? And why do you dare to trespass here?"
"Trespass?" Arturis shouted. "W —trespass?"

"You are nothing | had brought here," Voyvodan
replied calmy. "But, then, | do bring in a great many
things, so it is possible —I will ascertain. You are in no

great rush, are you?'

Arturis gaped at him and Raven spoke up. "None,

sir. None at all."

"Polite. It is good to know you are not all going to

be so hard upon ny crystal." He raised his own voice
just alittle. "Cone!"

A rustling behind the throne, footsteps clicking on
mar bl e, nounting the steps back there —and then a
famliar head, a very famliar thatch of ill-cut black
hair, and under it, Ilya s sheepish grin.

"Ah." Naitachal spoke up for the first tinme. There
didn't seemto be any advantage in keeping quiet, any-
way; this Voyvodan knew quite well he was here. He

met the pale eyes with a | evel gaze of his own. "And
now many things are revealed. | do not think, all the
sanme, that that," he jabbed a finger in Ilyas direction,
"is your property."

"No?" Voyvodan returned his |l evel stare for a | ong
monent, glanced at the red-faced Ilya, and shrugged.
"But if |I recall the rule correctly, possession is nine-
tenths of the law, is it not?"

"The law," Arturis nunbled. 'The |aw? You dare

—unholy, dread creature, you dare to flout the King's

| aw? You dare speak in such carel ess disregard of the
God's law? | shall show you law, | shall " H's voice
rose to a shout once again, and he brought up the

sword, evaded both Raven's and Cedric's snatching

hands, and threw hinself forward. Voyvodan nerely

| eaned forward, smiled and, as Arturis | eaped up the

| ast two steps and rai sed the sword above his head, he
made a curious, deft little gesture. Arturis froze; a fog
or a mst enveloped himfor the | east of nonents, and
when it cleared there was a heroic stone statue upon
the top step, stone sword uprai sed and a | ook of purest
fury upon its face.

"Ah." Voyvodan edged a little further forward to

i nspect his new statute, ran a hand down the

counterbal ancing arm then | eaned back. "As | believe

I was saying? Possession is nine-tenths of the law. The
other tenth is scattered about ny courtyard or in here,
hol ding the prettiest of nmy favorite goods." He turned
to | ook over his shoul der, past Ilya, and raised his voice
once nore. "Cone!" Three guards hastened around

the dais and then onto it, lifted the statue that had been
a Pal adin, and bore it a short distance away to a square
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pillar. One of themtook the sword fromits fingers
whi |l e another went into the nmain part of the room and
cane back with a dreadful ornate candel abra, which he
hel d up inquiringly. Voyvodan nodded energetically.

The candel abra was placed in the uprai sed hand, the
candles lit

Voyvodan frowned. 'Turn it a little this way —no,

too far, back. Perhaps if you drew it out back fromthe
carpet —better, but nowit is too far turned away from
my throne." Naitachal tuned himout; this could go on
forever, and he wanted sone answers while he stil

had a chance to hear them He folded his arns and
fixed Ilya with a black eye

The boy gknced at Voyvodan, then back, nervously,

at his forner conpani ons. The Bard cleared his throat
om nously. "You lured us here."

"I —ah —well," Ilya tenporized trenul ously.

"Lured us here, and then put Voyvodan's geds upon

us, so we would clinb that wall and then argue among
oursel ves | ong enough for those nen to capture us.

D dn't you?"

Ilya swal |l oned, | ooked right and left. Shrugged "It's
better than being a candl estick," he said sinply.

"I —well, possibly," Naitachal admitted.

"You were comi ng here anyway," |lya pointed out
reasonably. "If you hadn't been down between the

wal | s, arguing, there wouldn't have been any capture
like this. Just —a whole new bunch of statues." He
was | ooking fromone to the other of them visibly puz-
zled, and die Bard's heart sank. He knows there is one
of us mssing —Or naybe not. As |lya peered at

them the Bard noved casual ly, as though bl ocking the

| ad's view of sonmething or someone.

A nonment | ater, Voyvodan clained his attention

"You nmay go now, peasant," he said indifferently. "But
hol d yoursel f ready, should |I ask your services at

anot her tinme."

"Master, | shall.” Ilya imedi ately prostrated hinself
on the top step of the dais, scranbled to his feet as the
creature began tapping one foot inpatiently, and hurried
back down the steps behind the throne. Naitachal heard a
rustle of draperies, saw the long tapestry nove, and
allowed hinself a faint sigh of relief. Whatever Ilya
suspected or thought, he was gone, and to all appearances,
out of Voyvodan s thoughts entirely.

Voyvodan was i ndeed concentrating upon the com

pany before him Finally, he extended a |ong,
attenuated arm and pointed at Wil fgar. "You. Dwarf.

Can you make things of beauty?"

Wil fgar drew hinmsel f up proudly. "Certainly I can."

Tem Tel ek edged forward. "And | am his assistant,"”

he pi ped up eagerly. The Bards eyebrows went up;

Tem Tel ek positively gushed. Mst unlike him

Voyvodan nerely nodded and said, 'Then you nust

stay with him of course. | shall come back to you two
|ater. You," he went on, and this tine pointed at
Cedric. "You wear a bowcase that is worn but well
tended, and a bow whi ch bespeaks itself as a well-used
item Is this a weapon with which you are skilled?"
"Skilled beyond any man in your service," Cedric
replied with a sweeping bow. "I have won great tour-
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nanents, and supported nyself by ny w nnings for

many a year. There is no target so snall, and none so
craftily hidden or magicked, that | cannot strike its
very heart."

"Ah." Voyvodan smiled and sprawl ed back on his

crystal throne. 'Then we, too, shall speak at a |ater
time, for I amvery fond of tourneys and contests of
skill. And you, Druid. What skills have you that may be
of interest to one such as nysel f?"

Raven spread his hands in a broad shrug. "Wether

they will hold interest for you, | cannot say. | ama stu-
dent, and a | ore-keeper."
"A student —ah, yes, | see!" Voyvodan chuckl ed

deeply, setting faceted crystal all over the chanber to
chimng. "You Druids are ever given to soft speech
concerni ng yourselves. By your words, | shall assune
that you have indeed vast know edge and a great

source of lore at your fingertips. W shall discuss this

in the near future, you and I. You," he went on, and his
eyes net Naitachal's. "Just set that hood back upon

your shoulders, if you will." The Bard let it fall, and the
two gazed at each other in silence for sone nonents.

"You bear an instrunent, | think, in that case upon

your back."

"I carry with ne a fine lute," Naitachal said softly.
"Are you then a Bard?"

"1 am"

"What —no further word to tell nme how great your
skills and talents?" Naitachal smled very faintly and
shrugged. Voyvodan | aughed. "Yes, well! Only a very
great Bard woul d behave so, | think. And —a Dark

Elf, and at one and the sane tine a Bard! How truly
fascinating! W nust talk, you and |, about how such a
blend is possible —"

"I am counted as a Master," Naitachal broke in,
finally stung to words. The creature folded his oddly
smal | hands together and the faint smle becane a
smirk. It faded as he | ooked fromone to another of his
prisoners, and then he waved a hand and sat upright.
"WelI'! Each of you fascinates ne —how truly

pl easant a change of affairs. | wll consider your fates
For now —go."

Cedric | ooked bl ankly at Raven, who turned to gaze

at the Bard, but a nonment |ater, guards cane and
surrounded them and |l ed them down the |ong throne
roomand out into the hall.

Chapt er XVi

This time the guards nerely escorted them rather

as though they were honored guests instead of prison-
ers. But since none of us know the way outside from
here, and since we are nany tines outnunbered, Nai-
tachal thought gloomly, it scarcely natters whether

t hey bear weapons openly against us or not.

He fully expected a cell at the end of this narrow
corridor, and only hinmself to occupy it, and it was with
great surprise that he found hinself ushered into a
vast, high-ceilinged chanber hung with beautiful tap-
estries and Iit with fine |lanps and —even better —a
great fire upon the enornous hearth. Even nore sur-
prising, the rest of the conpany was ushered in after
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him and only then was the door closed Al the same,
his keen ears caught the snick of a key turning in a
heavy netal | ock.

There were thick, cushioned chairs flanking the

fire, and a table in the center of the roomwhich held
bread and fruit in golden bows —and an enor nous
covered dish which sat over a flame and fromwhich a
very pl easant steamissued. Tem Tel ek murnured
sonet hi ng under his breath and hurried over to the
hearth, where he stood for some nonents, hands

ext ended, soaking up warnmth. Wil fgar busied hinself
with locating the supply of sticks and |ogs, and built
the fire even higher, while Cedric wandered over to
the table and lifted the cover of the pot. The fragrance
of a hearty soup filled the chanber; Raven -went over
at once to join him

"We nust talk, you and |I." Naitachal canme up to

stand beside the lizardman, though the fire was nearly
too hot for him Tem Tel ek gazed at hi m apprai singly.
The dwarf shoved a last log into the flanes with his
foot, looked fromlizardnman to Dark El f and back
again. "Master. You wll have soup?"

"I certainly shall," Tem Tel ek replied vigorously.

"My innards are nearly frozen solid!'" He |l et Wl fgar
bring a chair and settle himclose to the flanmes. Nai-
tachal took another and drew it not quite so close,
then waited patiently until the valet brought a board
with two plates of soup, fresh warm bread, and sliced
meat and cheese which he set on a snall table

between them let himfuss over the lizardman for a
few nmonents, then gently cleared his throat.

The dwarf eyed himnarrow y, gave the |east of

shrugs, and tucked a snowy white cloth in the throat of
Tem Tel eks col d-weat her suit. "If you need anything

el se, Master, you or the Bard, | shall stay near,"

Wil fgar murnured, and |l eft them

Tem Tel ek sniffed carefully, then dipped a spoon

into the thick broth. "Quite well prepared.”

Nai t achal di pped bread in the soup, tucked a | arge
bite in his cheek and said abruptly, "Yes. However, |
did not cone over here to be warnmed and tended to

and fed soup.”

"No, of course not." Tem Tel ek took another sip

of broth, nodded, swallowed. "You saw beyond ny
facade of common traveler with a debt of honor to

di scharge, and you want to know what ny

intentions are."

The Bard waved that aside. "I little care about

your intentions. | ammuch nore curious as to what
that thing is, howit has cone by such a disgusting
ostentation of wealth, and why it is that you al one
were not surprised by its presence here."

Tem Tel ek | ooked at himfor sone nonents, then

went back to his soup. "You did not know?"

"If 1 did, would | be asking you?" the Bard

demanded testily.

"Voyvodan is a Snow Dragon," the l|izardman said.

"And as to the rest of your question —I| was surprised,
but not so nmuch as you apparently were. | knew there
must be such a creature here, though not its name."
"Snow Dragon —i npossible," the Bard snorted.
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"Not inpossible," Tem Telek said mldly. "Eat your

soup before it turns cold, it is really too excellent to
waste like that." He waited until Naitachal took severa
spoonful s, and ate sonme of his bread, then went on

"He is a Snow Dragon, a creature of the lands far to
the north, and he has all the powers of that clime at his
di sposal : snow, ice, cold, and storm So much | knew. |
suspected he might also have other powers, as he

showed us with that poor Pal adin." Tem Tel ek si pped
nmore soup; he did not sound particularly sorry for
Arturis. "Gven that he is as long-lived as any Red
Dragon, he has doubtl ess had nany years to acquire

such powers and skills, along with his undeniable
wealth." The |izardman considered this |ast comrent
thoughtfully, swallowed bread, and corrected hinself.
"Undeni ably atrociously arranged weal th."

"Arranged,"” Naitachal snorted. "He has sinply

throwmn it down as it has come to him nothing nore."
"By that al one, you should have known himto be a
dragon. "

"Dragon —lizardman, in all my very long years, |

have never heard tell of or seen any such beast which
was not red and a dweller in hot dry clinmes! Nor have
ever heard tell of any which resenbl ed no dragon but

rat her a bl eached, skinny-linbed version of—well, of
yourself," he finished nore mldly. Tem Tel ek nerely
turned up the corners of his nouth briefly and indi-
cated the Bards neglected soup with a small gesture.

"I admt, Bard, they are not common, nor

commonly spoken or sung of. Al the sane —Ilike a

Red Dragon, he collects beautiful things; not nerely
treasure, but other things of beauty. Unlike a Red
Dragon, a Snow Dragon has three forns, of which you
have seen one —the humanoi d. He al so has an
intermediate form of which | know little. In his
dragonoi d shape, he is vast —as long as ten nen laid
end to end."

"But how —"
"How did | know he was here? As | already told
you, Bard, | did not know that this particular Snow

Dragon was about, nerely that there was one. And

that was a sinple matter: \Wherever a Snow Dragon

makes his lair, sumer never cones." He nmade a

smal | shrug, smled, and picked up his soup plate to
drink the last drops. "I amglad that his collection of
fine things extends to the supplies in his kitchens, and
to his cook." He shrugged again, held out the plate,

and waited until Wil fgar cane to collect it, refill it,
and bring it back. "But | really had not intended to be
t aken. "

"Yes," the Bard replied dryly. "Nor had I, by what-
ever mght have been here. The creature has strong
magi ¢ i ndeed, though. | had no nore idea | was under
his conpul sion than —well, | had no notion of it."

"Of course not. Voyvodan is quite old, and has
therefore had many, many years to hone his abilities.
O der than any elf, Wite or Dark," he added, with a
sharp gl ance at his conpanion. "He is a dilettante, of
course, like nost of his kind —easily anused but al so
easily bored."
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"And he collects costly things," Naitachal said as he

wi ped up the last of his soup with the last of his bread.
"And beautiful ones."

"Yes. But beauty to him does not nean quite what it

does to you or to ne, Bard. O even to a Red Dragon

In his case, it neans quality of any kind —Ilike intelli-
gence, or skills such as Cedrics or Wilfgar's. O yours,
of course."

"COfF course," the Bard replied He heaved a gl oony

sigh. "He may sinply turn us all into statues tonorrow "
"Possible," the lizardman replied judiciously. "But
unlikely. I think it nore likely by far that he will set us
probl enms to solve, according to the skills he perceives
in each of us, or those we have claimed. Wichis

good, because if you can hold his interest, or pique his
curiosity, he will keep you alive."

"What if he loses interest?" Cedric had conme up

behind them unnoticed by either

Tem Tel ek shrugged. "I would not let himdo that,

if I were you. If you can no |longer hold his interest by
your talents, then you will do so by his own nethods
—much as a cat entertains hinself with a nmouse.”

"Ch." Cedric considered this. "I do see your point."

"Of course, the nouse can either allowitself to be
batted around,” the |izardman went on thoughtfully,

"or he can surprise the cat, and extend the period of
play. For a very long tinme, with any good luck at all

Pl ease," he urged as Raven and the dwarf cane over

to join them "I do suggest you keep that in nind.
Because renenber, if he loses interest in you —well,

he is a dragon.”

"Ah." Raven and Cedric spoke together

"l have no desire to becone anyone's —or any

things lunch,"” Cedric added firmy. "I canme to tell you
there are two adjoi ning chanbers with warmfires and
soft beds. Quite as fine as the best inn | have ever
stayed at, and at |ess damage to nmy purse."

"You may find the cost higher than nere coin,"

Raven rem nded him

"Quite likely will, unless we can find a way fromthis
place," Cedric replied with a shrug. "And | will not
gi ve up hope of that, until it becones clear | nust."

Wil f gar gave a short bark of |aughter. "Wat —un-
til you are that near the creatures teeth?"

"If need be," Cedric replied soberly. He turned to
the Bard. "Gawai he —what becane of him have you
any notion?"

Nai t achal shook his head. "I heard himfall —or,
rather, slide down the far side of that wall. | think if
Voyvodan had taken him he would have put himw th

the rest of us. If heis still alive."

"If he slid down the wall, he nay well be alive,"

Tem Tel ek replied. "Particularly since his blood is
nothing like my owm. And renenber, as powerful as a
Snow Dragon is, it is not all powerful. He cannot read
your thoughts, and he cannot see into every corner of
his realmfromwhere he sits. It is quite possible that
so snall a thing as a nere bardling may escape him™"
"You reassure ne," the Bard said sarcastically.

Gawai ne groaned and patted the ground gingerly

with both hands, then felt his arnms cautiously. He
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ached all over, and he was half frozen fromlying on
the dirt and ice. Opening his eyes wasn't nuch hel p:

As far as he could see in the direction his body was
poi nted was a corridor nuch |ike the previous one. He
groaned again and nmanaged to sit up by clinging to the
wal | and then | eaning against it. The other direction
was no better: Two tall walls ran far into the distance,
converging finally in a point.

At | ength he sighed and pushed slowy and cau-

tiously to his feet. There was a constant frigid breeze
bl owi ng here, his backside had | ong since gone nunb,
and his feet were going to sleep. There was no sound

anywhere, save the faint shrill sound of w nd hissing
across the wall high above him or whispering through
| ong-dead grass. "Well, then, if anyone is to save ne, |
guess it nust be nyself." At least the clinbing spikes
were still firmy attached to his hands and boots. "A

wonder | did not inpale nyself on themwhen | fell, k"
he grunbled. Hi s ear stung, and when he touched it
his fingers cane away with flecks of frozen, dried
blood clinging to them apparently he had scraped it
on the way down, but fortunately couldn't have bl ed
very much. "The blood is half frozen in ny veins, any-
way, by the feel of it. Ah, well. Forward or back?"
But the wall he had slid down was nearly straight up
and down here, and he could see no cracks anywhere.
No wonder he had slipped. The inner wall, then. He
staggered over to it, caught hinself on the pal ns of
bot h hands agai nst the spi kes, and | eaned agai nst the
wal | for a nonent, eyes closed, to catch his breath.

Better. "Well —not really better, but not so bad as it
could be, | suppose." He opened his eyes and studied
the wall. A long crack ran diagonally past his nose, and

anot her crossed it not far above his head. "As though it
were neant for me —now there's a truly unpl easant
thought!" But he could see nothing else for it. He
drew a deep breath, let it out in a gust. Felt over his
shoul der to di scover the mandolin had apparently

come through the fall intact. "Small wonder, with ny
entire body to cushion it. But Master Naitachal would
have ny ears if | broke it." Well, he would if he was
still alive.

He shook hinsel f, which set his head to poundi ng,

| eaned against the wall until it subsided. "If you cannot

think a single pleasant thought, then nove!" he

ordered hinself, and reached up to fit the spikes into

t he crack.

It was a slow clinb, even though the wall was nowhere

near as high as the last one, and it sloped so he night

al nrost have nmade it without his spikes —at least, if he'd
been less chilled and stiff. He finally rested on the top,
eyes closed, and stayed there until his breathing slowed.
The breeze was much stiffer here, though. He sat up,

flung a |l eg over to the other side of the narrow wall, and
found hinself |ooking down into a little box of a courtyard.
There was no ice or snow down there, which he found

i medi at el y heart ening.

Instead, there was a plot of well-tended spring-

green grass, and in the very mdst of that an apple tree,
and anong its dusty green | eaves a gl eamof red. Ap-
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pl es. The tree drew him He dropped down fromthe
wal | and hurried over to it, laid a hand agai nst rough
bark. He had never in his life, he thought in awe, felt

anyt hing so wonderful, so real —as though every
other apple tree he had ever touched in his |ife had
been a fraud, this one the only true. "I wonder what

the apples are like," he nurnured, but as he | ooked

up into the branches in search of a ripe piece of fruit,
nmovement caught his eyes.

Sonet hing on the far side, well up in the branches;
sonet hing | arge, something bright, struggling. He
stepped away fromthe trunk and shielded his eyes. A
share —soneone, he realized indignantly, had set a
share and caught a bird. "Wio would dare to set a trap
in such a tree as this?" But that was uninportant at the
monent; the bird was flapping its bright wings frantic-
ally, and would surely do itself harmif he could not
free it at once

But what kind of bird was so enormous, and had

fl ame-bright wi ngs such as this one?

"Bird? It's —no, it's a —a wonman?' He was gapi ng
openly now. Bird —worman —he coul dn't deci de.

But his | ow words had drawn the creature s eye, and

it was a worman's voice that cried out, "For your own

|l ove of life, fair youth, free nme!"

"I shall!" he cried, and ran back to the trunk where

he shed the clinbing spikes and the nandolin case. It
was only the work of a nonent for himto swarm up

into the branches, but it took hima little nore care to
edge out onto the high branch where the snare was

set, and he had to bal ance hinmself carefully to free the
knife fromhis belt and hack at the net until the bird
could fly free

He sighed, edged cautiously backward and down

the trunk, put the spiked straps in his bag, and picked
up the nmandolin to sling it across his back once nore.
But when he stepped out from under the canopy of

the apple tree, the bird fl ew down and sat upon the
grass, plainly awaiting him She extended her w ngs as
he went onto one knee before her, and said in a clear
worman' s voi ce, "Do not bow, youth. Sit instead, and
speak with ne a little."

"Lady, | shall." He might have been in one of his

own songs. He sat cross-|egged upon the grass and the
bird —nearly as tall as he when he sat —stood upon
the grass before him so near he night have touched

her flame-feathered breast, had he dared. "I am

Gawai ne, bardling to the Master Bard Naitachal. How

are you cal |l ed?"

"l am Feni x. "

Gawai ne | ooked around him at the walls enclosing the
tiny garden. "Wat-—what is this place, and how do you
come to be init? And —there were others with nme, ny
Master and three men, a lizardman and a dwarf."

"A wondrously m xed conpany," Fenix said gravely.

"But this place —this is the castle of the Snow Dragon
Voyvodan, and the walls and spires are his. As are your
conpani ons, | fear, for Voyvodan takes as prisoner all who
venture within his domain. This garden and the tree are
nmne, as this valley once was, before the Snow Dragon
cane and set his spell of never-ending winter upon it. He
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set that snare for ne, knowing | nust cone back to ny
tree when the apples were ripe."
"Why? Are they —are they nmagi c appl es?"

Feni x made a snmall, tinkling sound that nust be
| aughter, and he felt hinmself blush. "Do not be
enbarrassed," she said at once. "It is a fair question,

since you do not know. They are not nmmgic. They are
appl es." He | ooked at her in confusion, shook his
head, and Fenix said, "Go, and take one, and bring it
back." He got to his feet and wal ked under the canopy;
the heady scent of apple surrounded him He

searched anong the | ower branches until he found a
good-si zed and bright red fruit, pulled it fromits
branch and went back to sit before the bird, apple in
his outstretched hand. "Eat it," Fenix urged.

He eyed it nervously, but the odor was nmaking him
terribly hungry. He bit into it; juice ran down his chin
and his eyes went wide. "Apple," he breathed in awe.
"Just so," the bird responded. "It is perfect, no one
who bit into such an apple could ever resist them
again. So the Snow Dragon knew, and so he pl anned

the one trap which | could not evade."

"Perfect apples.” Gawai ne gazed at it, then took

anot her bite. Sonething Raven had said, about truth in

the least of things —? He couldn't recall. But if there was
such a thing, there was surely the truth of apples in this
fruit He finished it, licked his fingers, set the core to one

side. "What will you do, Fenix?' he asked finally.

"l do not know." She sighed, and he thought he had

never heard such a sad sound in all his life. 'This was
my valley, as | told you, and this tree mne, and even
though the Dragon is a dread threat, | cannot |eave
them But nmore —there is also here a scroll, and set
within it, Absolute Truth. The gods thensel ves put

that scroll within a platinumbox and sealed it inside a
great crystal chair, and they gave to ne the task of
guardi ng both chair and scroll. Now," she sighed

agai n, "Voyvodan sits upon the chair, and fills his pal-
ace with gaudy and costly things, and riches of all kind,
and yet the greatest wealth of all hangs just above his
head, suspended in the crystal, and he has no notion
that it is there."

Gawai ne considered this in stunned silence. Before

he coul d ask anything el se, Fenix uttered one fina

sigh and fl ew away.

He sat where she left him "She might have been a
little nore hel pful,” he nunbled. "After all, | did res-
cue her." Ch, well. Master Naitachal had told him
enough of his own experiences —enough so he that

knew one couldn't really count on nmgi cal creatures.

He funbl ed through his bag and pulled out the spikes,

| ooked at them and sighed hinself. "Well, she did tel
me what to look for. | suppose it is up to ne to find the
others and rescue them" Easier said than done, he

was certain, but he had to do sonething. At |east, at-
tenpt to do sonet hing.

It was hard work, getting the |eather straps snug
around his hands wi thout anyone el se's help, but he
finally managed it. He got to his feet then, and turned
slowy in place, studying the walls each in turn. 'That
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one, | think. Goodness only knows which direction

that is —or which one of those |I canme down."

He had lost all sense of direction, but when he
reached the top of his chosen wall, he discovered
direction didn't really matter. For as far as he could
see in all directions, a hundred or nore walls
stretched, and turned, and bent back on thensel ves

and each other, and went on, as near as not, forever.
Chapter Xvi|

In later years, he never could recall that time very
clearly: It seenmed forever that he clinbed walls,
scranbl ed over walls, and stood upon walls to | ook
across a nyriad of other walls. There was nothing el se:
The sky and its thick blanket of uniformgray cloud did
not change, the wind was a constant, chill presence,
the walls all alike —a bland white, the only differ-
ences being whether they were coated with ice or not,
their tops draped in snow or not, whether he skidded
down into a corridor, a box, a rectangle. Now and
agai n, he thought, he slept. A fewtinmes he paused to
eat sparingly of the few supplies he had left, or to take
a swal l ow of very cold but rather stale water. It nust
have been days —many of them the way it felt —or
maybe time was stretched oddly, like the corridors
that seened to go on forever, for there had been no

ni ght that he could recall

Once he found a snmall six-sided area, but like the
rest of the nmaze, it was surrounded by steep-sided
white walls, barren within and without. There was no
other place like Fenix's courtyard, with its grass and
growi ng tree, and he began to regret that he had not
thought to take at |east one nore apple.

Anot her upsetting thought struck him Poor Thun-

der. | wonder how he is? Had the Snow Dragon found

the horses? Had his nmen? | hope the latter; that some-
one has found them and unsaddl ed them taken them
somewhere out of the chill and fed them and cared for
them He didn't have nuch hope of that, really. Think-
ing of his horse took his mind off his own troubles,
though. Alittle.

He had no idea any | onger which way the outer-

nmost wall of the nmaze might lie, where the spire they
had seen so long before fromthat high ridge was, or
how | ong he had been searchi ng. Days? Hours? Wo

could tell? The heroic purpose that had noved him
under Fenix's tree, that had sent himclinbing the

nearest wall in hopes of rescuing his Mster and the
others —and just possibly destroying Voyvodan —
now seened very foolish indeed. "I amno hero," he

munbl ed gl oom ly. "And cannot even recue nyself."

He coul d not even nmake use of what small magic he

did have, for his hands were so stiff and frozen he
coul d not have touched the mandolin strings, even if
he had been able to croak out song —even if the cold
air all around hi mwuld not have snapped the strings
at once, and quite probably danaged the instrunent

for all tine.

He was so weary, he scarcely renenbered the

mandol i n hangi ng at his back, save that he remem
bered to clinmb and descend in such a fashion as not to
cause it nmore harmthan the cold was surely causing it.
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He was weary enough that nothing of a song even

canme to his mnd now —there was not hi ng anywhere,

had never been anything but this maze. Wuld never

be anything el se, evernore. He struggl ed on.

Sone short while later, he stunbled upon yet

anot her snmall box of a courtyard and discovered this
one to be occupied: A dozen or so little brown mce
had sonmehow gotten into this barren hole and becone
trapped. Gawai ne stood upon the wall and | ooked

down at them the mice stood upon their hind |l egs and
gazed up at him and their whi skers and noses

twitched. "Ch, poor creatures,"” Gawai ne said sofdy.
"You will starve here." He noved al ong di e edge of

the wall and the mce followed him so that at length
he finally had to turn and catch hold of the wall, and
| et hinmsel f down, hoping they woul d nbve asi de when

he et go. And then, once he was within the little box
courtyard, he wondered how he would catch such wld
creatures, but the mce sinply crouched down by his
feet and gazed at him "Poor creatures," he said once
nmore, and crouched down hinsel f, extending a hand.

The mice sniffed at it, and showed no fear of the fin-
gers. "Here," he said "It nust surely be tine for sone
meal or another; let us share what is |eft of ny bread,
and then | will free you fromthis place —at |east,
fromdiis box of a courtyard, if not fromthe maze
entirely." He broke up the bread, which had gone

hard, and scattered it before him and scraped a little
hol e into which he poured a spoonful of his water. The
m ce ate the bread and drank the water, while he ate a
travel wafer and drank a scant swallow from his botde
Wien he was done, the mce suffered diensel ves

to be picked up widiout so nmuch as a squeak; he set-
tled diemsecurely in die bag at his waist diat had held
bread, dien clinbed out and rel eased diemin yet
anodi er of die seemngly endl ess corridors. "Good

luck to you," he said as he let the last of diemgo "and
hope you fare better dian I, and diat you do not trap
yoursel ves again, for next tine diere may be no one to
save you." One of die mce stood upon his hind |egs
and caught hold of die bardling s boot, dien diey al
turned and scurried off.

Gawai ne wat ched di em go and | aughed ruefully. "I

must be going mad, talking to mice as diough diey
coul d understand what | said!"

He wal ked a ways along die corridor, but after alit-
de tinme, clinbed one of die walls again. He had

al ready discovered that he could wal k as far as he
chose, in any direction, along one of these narrow

| anes, and it would neither bend nor end —and they
were colder by far than any of the little box areas, or
even than the tops of walls.

There were nore of the corridors, though, parallel-

ing this one, or going off at their own strange angles —
and nore courtyards, and nore again. In sone of

these, he could just see rare and wondrous things, and
now and again he stunbled into courtyards which

hel d such treasures: a tree whose | eaves were green
stones, and the berries upon it rubies; a w nged horse
so real to the eye, but which felt |ike cold stone when
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he laid a hand against it; a vine with | eaves as |l arge as
hi nsel f that reached up into the sky —and yet, he
could only see it when he stood beneath it, not when

he was upon the wall, and he could not touch it at all,
t hough he was certain he could hear harp nusic, high
above him A round glass ball, taller than he, and

within it water, and a gol den fish which swam up and
down, and | ooked at himw th bul gi ng eyes. Statues of
three odd litde nen with enornous ears and short

pants, each holding a flat, round object on a stick, and
at the feet of one, a tiny, incredibly ugly stone dog.
Anot her statue, this of a panther, hung about the
throat with strands of gold and pearl, and in another
pl ace, one of a wolf or an enornous dog, this hung
with chains of silver and ice-blue faceted sapphires. A
ring of iron holding up a filigree ball, and a creaking
mechani cal cl ockwor k beast, which |unbered up and

down a long, narrow courtyard with a deep path worn
inits mdst.

So many and varied were these wonders, so rich or
sinply curious, that at first he had stared in awe or
astoni shment or pure anmazenent at such carel essly
strewn wealth and beauty. After a while, he took little
note of them and passed by the nost costly of them
with a nere gl ance.

There were other living things, too: a stallion so
enornous, and so wild of eye and stance, that he dared
not attenpt to approach it but left it where it was; a
pant her which paced up and down a | ong passage that
fortunately for himwas one of the very few that was
crossed by a bridge, a high-arced, foot-narrow silver
passageway —and that beast, too, he let be. But not
far beyond the panther, in another square wall ed

space, he canme across a snmall wire cage and found
within it small birds —Ilinnets. "Poor sweet things,
what harm have you done any?" The cage m ght have

been made for mce, he thought; perhaps the birds had
strayed into it, drawn by corn, though nostly they ate
fl axseed. Poor, hungry, prettily bright little linnets, no
nmore magi cal than the mice had been —no nore than

he was hinmself. He fed thema little crunbled trave
wafer —all he had left now, and watched as they flew
into the gray sky, red and yel |l ow agai nst the gray.

It heartened him sonehow, watching sonething

escape this nmaze. But when he clinbed onto the wall
monents |later, he could see the spire in the center for
the first time in a very long tine.

"That is the way | nmust go, then," he whispered.

The air seened suddenly nuch colder than it had. He
cast the tower another glance and dropped down into
the next corridor.

The sky remmi ned steadfastly gray, and once again

he lost track of time, and of the nunber of walls he
had scal ed. But now and again, he could see the
dragons fortress, and it |ooked to himas though —
just nmaybe —he was conming closer to it.

He edged across one very thick wall, down into

anot her of those endl ess corridors, and debated
resting a nonent or so, but he had scarcely sat down
when he heard voices. Men's voices, many of them —
harsh, deep voices. Panicked, he | eaped to his feet,
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| ooked both ways wildly. He couldn't tell where the

voi ces were comng from but they were surely |ouder
than they had been a nonent before. Hide. He

scranbl ed up the next wall and threw hinself over it
just as twenty nen cane marching by twos down the

| ane he had just left. Hide, this is notine to go weak-
kneed! he ordered hinself furiously, and threw

hi nsel f down the other side of the wall, up and over
the next one and down it, before he even dared stop
nmovi ng. Reaction buckl ed his knees, then, and he slid
down the wall, rough stone catching at his shirt and at
the mandolin case. He let his eyes sag shut. The in-
sides of his lids retained a curious vision, a
man-turreted and spired pal ace of white stone that
shone and glittered, but was no larger than a decent-
sized cottage or inn. Grass and a hedge —and bri ght
col or, perhaps flowers?

Possi bly nore beasts. But he had knocked the

breath fromhinself in falling, and he'd gone utterly
linp at escapi ng those guards; he could no nore nove
than open his eyes for the nonent. Whatever was

here, even a panther or a wolf —even his death —it
woul d have to wait.

The sweet scent of roses and spice brushed agai nst

his nostrils; he heard the soft whisper of fine cloth, and
then a |l ow, sweetly resonant worman's voice: "Sir. Sir,
are you capabl e of novenent ?"

Sheer surprise opened his eyes, and his jaw

dropped: Surroundi ng himwhere he sat with his back
agai nst the highest wall he had yet come down were
worren —at | east twenty of them one as different
fromthe next as rubies from sapphires, eneralds from
di anonds, or roses from peach bl ossons. And each

was the nost wondrously beautiful girl he had ever

seen —in his life. "Like the apples,"” he said softly.
One of them —a girl who could not have been as

old as he, with gloriously dark red hair and the green-
est eyes he had ever seen —turned to another,

possi bly even younger, who was gazing at himthrough
enornous chi na-bl ue eyes, fromunder a fall of white-
gold hair. "Ariana, did he call us apples?"

"Smal |l wonder he is delirious," Ariana murnured

gently, "if he has conme all the way fromthe outside
world to this our prison." At that nonent, another
pressed the two aside and knelt before him Bl ack,
straight hair fell fromunder a sky-blue and gold sheer
veil; the stuff brushed against his hand as she | eaned
toward himand fixed himw th bl ue-black eyes that

hel d a worried expression

"I am Lyrana, and your life is in danger. The guards
who just went by will surely cone here in a nonent,

and if they do, and if they find you . . . WII you put
yourself in our hands and trust us?" He | ooked from
one to another of the three nearest himand nodded at
once. "Good, | amglad to see you are sensible. Ariana,
Edorra, we three are the strongest —let us aid himto
his feet. Mritas and Dul cena, go and spread the cloth
carefully over the small table in the gazebo, quickly!"
Wth a flurry of many-colored skirts and a heady scent,
young wonen scattered, while Lyrana and the other
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two tugged and finally got the bardling to his feet.
"You are worn, |ean upon ny arm" Lyrana directed,

and | ed himacross open garden and soft grass to a
smal | pavilion wound with flowering vines. Up two
steps, and now he could hear men a di stance away,
roughly demandi ng entry, but Lyrana calmy hel ped
himup the | ast step, across the pavilion, and she thrust
hi munder a low, long table. She caught at his arm as
he scuttled under. "Keep up your courage. If it is pos-
sible to save you, we will. Keep utterly still, and if you
feel a foot press against you, then nove, as quietly as
possible, to the other end of the table. Go!"

He did, settled onto an extravagantly thick rug,

warm for the first tine in ever so long, and got his
breat hi ng under control as |oud, harsh voices came
near, and then heavy footsteps clonped across the pa-
vilion. "Yes, Captain?" Lyrana's voice, he thought,
polite but cool. "Does the Master cone, or perhaps

wi sh to see one of us?" He heard a chair scrape back,
and then another, saw first a daintily small blue-slip-
pered foot peek under the long cloth, and then

anot her —sl ender, this one, but not inprobably tiny,
and the shoe itself | ooked al nost practical. As he

| ooked at it, it swng forward and nudged agai nst his
shoul der; he gl anced down and through his |egs,

began edgi ng cautiously back.

The nman s voice |lost nost of its edge and becane

al nost deferential. Ah, but who could be rude to such

beauty? Gawai ne thought. "Your pardon, miss, |'m

sure, but —well, one of nlads saw a nan, or thought
he did, com ng across the walls, and of course, we had
to check —"

"A man!" Anot her voice, one he hadn't heard

bef ore.

"A man!" Several other voices, and the first one
chimed in, "Not an armed man! Ch, Captain, how for-
tunate you were nearby! He could —why, he could be
anywhere!"

"Un, yes, well, you'd not miss him if ny nan saw
rightly, for he had the reddest hair you can inmagine."
Yet another girl uttered a small shriek. "Red hair —
ah, lud, there was a man with fire-red hair in nmy vil-
| age, once; he nurdered five wonen before they

caught him A devil, they said, and | believe it!"

"A devil!" Another girl exclained.

"This is terrifying," Lyrana said; it was her foot,
Gawai ne deci ded, that had nudged himdown to this

end of the table. "You nmust search carefully, Captain.
We do not all want to be nurdered in our beds!

"Yes!" Ariana chined in quickly. "W have been at

tea this past hour out here. Wo knows what manner

of thing m ght have invaded the bedchanbers?"

"Or the kitchens," another cried out, and Gawai ne
suddenly grinned. They were doi ng an excellent job of
acting, but an act it surely was; a girl half as clever as
Ariana had | ooked woul d not have been carrying on

so. She sounds nore like all those Maryas and Katyas,
and he had to bend down and bite the side of his hand
to keep from |l aughing aloud. He froze in place as
Lyrana spoke.

"Wy, he might even be under the very table, Cap-
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tain —you had better |ook!"

The captain | aughed, and his voice rel axed, becane
downri ght avuncular. "Wiy, Mss Lyrana, you girls al
sai d you had been at tea this past hour. How would a
man with flanme-red hair have sneaked past you to hide
under the table?

"Ch, you will think me foolish, Captain," Lyrana

sai d, and she sounded terribly enbarrassed, "but the
very thought of a man, here —besides yoursel f, of
course, for we know how well|l Lord Voyvodan cares for
us."

"Un —yes, well." Gawai ne could just see the cap-
tain s enornous scuffed | eat her boots shifting beyond
the cloth. "Well, tell you what, mss —ladies —we'l|
just check the house itself, nmake certain there's no one
about. If you should see a man with very red hair,

t hough —"

"Way, if | see him | shall scream™ the girl who'd
spoken of redheaded mass nurderers announced

firmy. "Like —like this!" She illustrated; Gawai ne
caught his breath sharply, but fortunately the girl's
noi se —and the resulting babble fromthe rest of the
girls and the guardsmen —covered him

"Well —well, yes, miss,"” the captain replied, "you
do just that, and wherever we are within the Msters
walls, | amquite certain we shall hear you."

"So long as you cone to our rescue in tine," Lyrana
replied coolly. "Can you not |eave us a guardsnan in
the house, for protection?

"Wll —miss —um You know how the Master

feel s about nen here. Any nen, even nmine. | can set a
pair of guards outside the gate for you, though. That
way you'll be certain to have protection. Just in case."
"l understand." Gawai ne watched as Lyrana with-

drew her feet fromunder the table, and her voice
faded a little. "We do truly appreciate it, Captain. You
understand —the Master does care for us quite well,
but so often we are alone for such a long tine, and it is
worrying to nost of us."

"We'll care for you," the captain said. "O course,
you know we will. The Master would not care to see
any of you distressed."

There was, perhaps, a question in his |ast renark,

and Lyrana replied, "W know you do your best, Cap-

tain. | shall certainly say as nuch to the Master, if the
matter ever is brought up. Shall | walk you to the
house?"

"l can manage, mss. You finish your tea, and try not
to worry, all of you." Enornous boots cl onped away.

A low, female voice murnured, "He is not yet gone,

nor those who serve under him Stay quite still." Alit-
tle while later, the sanme voice said, 'They have gone
through the gate and barred it. Wait to a count of ten,
and then come out."

He did, to find young wonen scattered casually

about the grass, walking armin armand chatting
nearby. Four of themwere still seated around the
table inside the pavilion. And Lyrana, standing at the
end of the little table, gazing toward the gates.

She had the nmost wonderful hair he had ever seen
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bl ue- bl ack, heavy and straight, it hung nearly to her
knees. Her face was the clear white of finest cream
her eyes enornous, very slightly tip-tilted at the out-
side corners, and the darkest m dnight blue he had

ever seen in eyes. "Now," she said briskly, resum ng
her seat and waving himto the one next to her, "if you
will wait for just one nore noment, while we nake
certain there are no guards about save the two at the
gate, we will have sonme explanati ons —on both sides,
poor man," she added with a snmile, "for you nust have
as many questions as we."

Chapter Xvil|

Ariana came striding across the grass, brushing her
hands briskly. "Well, they've left. And those two boys
the captain put on guard are such bl ushi ng babes, they
will never dare enter —unless we screamfor them"

She | ooked at Gawai ne. "And there is a trick of the air
here, or these walls. They cannot hear us beyond

them unless we do scream"

"Thank you for telling nme," Gawai ne said sinply.

Lyrana had been studying his face, and he coul d

feel the color spreading out fromhis cheekbones.
"Questions, | think, can wait," she said at last. "You
| ook utterly exhausted, poor man. Wen did you | ast

eat a proper neal ?

"Proper?" He laughed faintly. 7s this to count that
stuff inllya's village? "If you accept onion soup and
onion bread as food, well then —"

Lyrana smled and shook her head. "Ariana, see if

there is sonething for this poor man to eat, will you?
O," she added quickly as the girl frowned the |east bit,
"if you would rattier stay here, find Irene —she knows
the kitchen better anyway." The snile w dened as Ari -
ana practically ran across the grass and spoke to
another of the girls, who at once vani shed through a
finely carved door, into the small palace. Ariana
returned at once and clainmed a chair —not at his el-
bow as he ni ght have expected, but across the table
fromhim so he could see both young wonen wi t hout
shifting. And | would swear, she knows it would nmake
me unconfortable to have two such |ovelies so close as
that —any unwed wonen, after that village —and

she is being polite. Ariana snmiled at himas she sat
down, but the smle was just friendly, and even a sus-
pi ci ous male could have read nothing in it. No walks in
onion fields at sunset here, he thought, drew a deep
breath, and rel axed agai nst the cushions of his chair
for the first tinme. "You nust not be unconfortable

anong us," Lyrana said. "W do not nean ill when we
stare, you know, and really, we do not nmean to stare,
but it is that —well, it has been some tinme since any

of us has seen a man, unless you count Voyvodan, in

his prime form and even at that there is little human
about him" She shuddered a little, but waved a hand

when he woul d have surged to his feet with a confused

t hought of protecting her, conforting her —perhaps

bot h. Touching her, at the very least, he thought in

even nore confusion, and now his ears were hot. "As

to your question,"” Lyrana went on calmy, "the people

in the village where | canme from consider onions

pal atable. | ate them of course; a village girl in ny end
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of the kingdomlearns early to eat what there is, and
not to fuss over what she woul d rather have." She

ti pped her head a little to the side as he stirred and

| ooked surprised. "What?"

"I —I1 amsorry, | " Gawai ne swal | owed, drew a

deep breath, and said in a rush, "I thought you al

noble —"

He stopped. Lyrana |l et her head fall back and she

| aughed, but sonehow, because of it, he felt nore at
ease with her —the laughter, he felt certain, was not
at him "Fine clothing, and so on, yes! WlI, one or two
of us are noble, or at |east gentry. And others before us
have been." The smile left her face, but before either
of them could say anything el se, a pair of young

worren appr oached, each bearing a |laden tray. "lrene,

and her twin sister, Iris," Lyrana said as the two cane
into the pavilion and began | aying out plates, cups, and
food and drink before him "Though you woul d never

know themtwi ns to | ook, would you?"

"Ladi es." Gawaine slid back fromthe table and

sketched them a seated bow. Iris | ooked at Irene and

I rene back, and they | aughed cheerfully, then gave

hi m mat chi ng bob-courtesies in return. He woul dn't

even have thought them sisters, except by the hair:
wonder ful stuff, the same shade of brown each with
strands of red init, so that lantern |ight nade it cop-
pery. Iris wore hers | oose, and it rippled down her

back to her waist. Irene had hers in a thick plait that
hung so long she could surely sit upon it, and it was
worked with pale blue ribbons to match her gown.

Her face was snoothly round and wonderfully cheer-

ful; her light brown eyes had greenish flecks and a very
shrewd depth to them Iris had a longer face with a
dusting of faint freckles across a sl ender nose and
prom nent cheekbones, a w de, cheerful nouth, very

dark brown eyes that gave her a thoughtful |ook, even
with that delightful smle. Both girls plied himwth
food —a cold green soup, a platter of hot sliced bird
slathered in gravy, a bow of sone |and of green and
red pickle that was chilled but hot on the tongue, and
one of the finest white | oaves he had ever tasted.

He hadn't realized he was so hungry until the food

cane; he ate, and ate nore, and none of the wonen

spoke to him or asked himany questions save, "Mre

of that?" or "Another cup of wine?" until he was full.
He was profoundly grateful; he couldn't have replied

wi thout putting aside his fork or his bread, and they
could see that, despite what nust be a near over-
whel m ng curiosity about him—and gave himthe
courtesy of allowing himto sinply eat, unlike the
Katyas and Maryas and that Greta. He sighed happily.
There was certainly nore to beauty than nere | ooks
—say, intelligence?

Once he was finished, he nade a bare-bones story

of his arrival here, and of his separation fromthe rest
of his conpany, with only a bare nention of Fenix and

her apple tree. "I cannot think where the others m ght
have been put," he said finally. "I have | ooked and
| ooked, and found nothing but walls and corridors and
courtyards and dreadful cold —well," he added with
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an abashed snile for the women surroundi ng him

"that is, until just now. Thank you for the food. But |
had better | eave, before | amfound here and get you
into terrible trouble.”

"Ch, | think we can deal with that," Lyrana said qui-
etly. "We are given hours of warning before Voyvodan
conmes, of course —he would be very displeased to

find any of us in less than perfect state, but even he
realizes that it is not quite possible to hold oneself in
court-perfect readiness at all tines. And the guards do
not come in here without a knock of warning and an
invitation fromone of us. Voyvodan, you night well

i magi ne, would be | ess than pleased to have his fair
possessions mstreated by so much as an unsoft word

or rude deed, and the guard seens to believe we go
about in here not always clad to receive them"

"Ch, Lyrana!" Iris gasped, and then |aughed cheer-
fully. "Is that how you nanaged that poor guard?"

"And does he really think we wal k about unclad in
here?" Irene asked. "But what a clever idea!"

Lyrana shrugged and grinned at the twins. "d ever

only because it worked." She | ooked at Gawai ne and
actually wi nked. "So, there would be tinme to hide you,
if there is need."

"Do stay a little," Ariana said, and Irene added,

"Pl ease do. It is so nice, having sonmeone new to talk

to. O course, there are always new girls, but —" She
stopped in confusion, and her sister patted her shoul -
der.

"I amcertain the Bard understands what you nean,
dear."

"I amglad to give you nmy conpany for a little

while," Gawai ne said with another smle all around.

"And | fear it is bardling, not yet Bard. Unfortunately,
I do not dare play my mandolin for you, |est the guards
or the Snow Dragon hear ne, and for that | am sorry,

for often | do sing for ny supper."” Al at once, he felt
quite confortable in the middle of so many fair ones,
not at all his stunble-tongued and easily abashed self.
It is this place, and food after so long on short com
nmons, nothing nore, he told hinself. It must be; he
certainly did not feel the least like his normal self. "But
tell me sonething of yourselves. Wiy have you cone

her e?"
Monentary silence, as young woren | ooked at
each other and then at him "WlIl!" Ariana said. "I was

second daughter to a count, and about to be forced
into a marriage | did not want, and so one afternoon |
took nmy horse and rode out to a hilltop to decide
whet her | should do as ny father ordered and nake
the best of a bad bargain, run away by nyself, or if |
should trust nmy tutor, who clainmed to care for ne
enough to run away with nme." She shrugged. 'There
was a flash of light, a blast of terrible cold, and ny

horse threw ne. | renenber nothing else until |

awoke here."

"We," Irene said, "are a farnmers daughters, and we
experienced the sane flash of light and chill upon the

road to market with two of Father s goats.'
"And | was tenth child of a poor herder," said
another girl, a ravishing white-blonde with skin so pale
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the bl ue veins showed over her tenples. "And | had
taken the geese to the stream when | saw the water

was frozen solid, in the very mdst of sumer. And an
odd man stood upon the far side, a very white man,

and he offered me a place here, instead of what | had."
She shrugged. "Well, think of it: In exchange for a
hard life, little food and a barren cottage that was sti -
flingly hot and snelly in sumer, cold and drafty in
winter, he offered nme silks and jewels, a wonan to
dress ny hair and care for ny clothing, servants to
feed nme choice dainties. What girl of sense woul d not
accept? | did —and found nyself here, with no mem
ory of how!| came to be here." She sighed. "It was
truly wondrous at first, having nothing to do but re-
nmove the wear of years upon ny hands, nake friends,
and play ganes or enbroider. Now, even with so many
friends and so many things to hold nmy attention, | am
bored. "

"Bored?" Gawai ne blinked at her

"Certainly," Lyrana said. 'There is nothing to do

save play at nobl ewonen's ganes and hobbi es. There

are no books, though |I have asked for them nyself. He
will not permt us a tutor, though many of us are |et-
tered and have done their best to teach the rest of us.
Though | think even with books and readi ng, one

woul d becone bored after a while, for worst thing of
all, once a girl wakens in this courtyard, there is no
goi ng out again." Several of the young wonmen stirred
and Lyrana added, "Well —not to | eave this palace, or
these walls, we are certain of that." Gawai ne's brow
puckered, and Lyrana added gently, "After all —he is
a dragon, you know. "

"Ch —ah, no," Gawai ne whispered. Wth a groan,

he I et his eyes close and | owered his head down onto
hi s hands. Lyranas voice went on above him

"I am el dest of us here, and have been here | ongest
—though | ambut twenty. There are five of us who
canme not long after | did —and there were fourteen
here before me, who no |onger are. Voyvodan sent for
them you see, and they never returned."”

"And you think —" He could not finish the sen-

t ence.

"Each of them was ol der than Lyrana is now," Irene
sai d sinply.

"Yes. And no longer a beautiful, fresh-faced girl of
that age and dew ness that nakes ol der nmen becone
foolish over them" Iris added shrewdly.

"He is a dragon, and therefore collects things of
beauty, and perfect things," Lyrana said after a
nmonent. "But once those tilings |oose that bl oom of
perfection —well, he has al so had the roses dug up
twice and replaced since | have been here. And there
was nothing amiss with thembut that the flowers were
no longer quite so huge as they had been, and there
were tiny brown spots upon the | eaves." She consi d-
ered this quietly, and many of the girls sighed. But
bef ore Gawai ne coul d say anyt hing —or even think of
anything to say (sonehow, "I'msorry" doesn't seemto
cover being eaten by a dragon because you reached

the ancient age of twenty-one, he thought unhappily)
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—Lyrana stirred and | ooked around, and then sniled

at Gawai ne, who sniled back and went very slowy
bright red. Qut of the corner of his eye, he could see
Iris and Irene exchange know ng gl ances, Ariana cast
her eyes upward, and several sets of fair, and fairly

clad, shoul ders sagged. "I think," Lyrana went on,
"that perhaps 7 shoul d show hi mabout, while there is
still alittle light. Unless anyone objects?"

I rene shook her head and Iris |aughed. "W both

have eyes, ny dear. And you are senior here, after all
Go."

"Thank you. Gawai ne?" Lyrana rose gracefully and

hel d out an armas neatly as any countess, which he
took as deftly as any count. She led himout of the
pavilion, across the neatly tended grass. But as they
came up to the litde palace, she turned to the right

and led himalong a graveled path, all the way around
to the back. 'There is a grate, just here," she nur-

mur ed, keeping her voice |low and a glance to their

right rem nding Gawai ne that the wall was very near
here. "And it leads to a tunnel —but you will see."

He watched in great surprise as Lyrana gat hered

her hair back and wrapped a ribbon around it, tucked

her skirts in the sash at her waist to keep them from
trailing, and then bent to tug at a ring which lay in the
m ddl e of a grate. She pulled her gown close before

her, raised her eyebrows and snmiled at him then

turned and rapi dly descended. Gawai ne fol | owed,

catching hold of the grate at her instruction fromthe
dark below, and pulling it back into place. He went the
rest of the way down slowy, for the steps were oddly
constructed and not at a height his feet and | egs recog-
nized, but finally he reached ground once nore, and a
hand touched his shoul der. Lyrana, he knew at once,

even in the dark. Her scent, which was spicy and fruity
at once, brought a sense of her. She brought forth a
tiny light fromsomewhere, a candle flame caught in a
glass ball, and held it aloft. It was just enough to guide
their feet.

After alittle while, they cane into dimlight; severa
of the little balls had been set into curiously shaped
wrought iron holders —tiny dragons with their hands
spaced to hold one, or birds which held one between
them and others just intricately wought with no rea
formto them Al about were stacked boxes and crates.
Lyrana indicated these with a wave of her hand as they
passed by. "It is one of Voyvodan's storage roons for
things he no longer wants i nmredi ately to hand or eye.
Cone, diis way."

Left to hinself, he would have been even nore | ost

here than he had been above, but Lyrana wal ked

quickly and tirelessly, |eading himthrough a nmaze of
corridors. She paused at a plain door and said, "W

wi Il come back here, shortly, for this is a safe place for
you to sleep the night."

We? He liked the sound of that very nmuch, and by

the | ook she gave him he didn't think he had nisun-
derstood her nmeaning. Al the sane, this was no tavern
girl to love and | eave. She has |earned to take each day
and live as nuch as she can init. But, if | could sone-
how save her from Voyvodan . . . That unfortunately
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rem nded him There were a few others who needed
saving fromthe Snow Dragon —Ilike his Master. And
what if the dragon cane visiting that courtyard and
could tell that one of his bevy of naidens was no

| onger —ah, exactly . . . Gawai ne sighed very quietly,
and foll owed Lyrana along the corridor.
She didn't take himnmuch farther —just intoalit-

tle, square room with grates set in the lowceiling on
opposite sides, and two doors |eading away on the

other wall. "Here," she murnured very quietly, "is

how we see what is going on, here and in other parts of
Voyvodan's naze. That is his throne room so you nust

be very quiet until | amcertain he is not there." She
peered upward for a tinme, finally nodded and beck-
oned.

Gawai ne rested his weight on both hands, and with

his nose practically against the heavy grate, |ooked
across the floor of the Snow Dragons throne room

H gh above, he could see a beautifully painted and
gold-trimed ceiling that rose and fell in vaults, and
bel ow that, long windows clad in the richest vel vet and
gol d drapes he had ever seen. Bel ow that, spread

across the floor, chests, boxes, crates, epergnes, stat-
ues, jewels, gens, cloth —the nobst dreadful welter of
costly and rare things he could ever have inagi ned.

"How does he find anything in all that?" he whispered.
For answer, Lyrana touched his arm and indicated

the way they had cone with a nod of her head. She |ed

hi m back down the corridor and stopped at the plain
door. Wthin, there was a small w ndow ess roomt hat
held only a bed covered in thick furs and pillows, a lit-
tle table, and under the table a small and unfigured
wooden chest. Gawai ne breathed a sigh of relief. This
was better than Voyvodan's throne room by far. This
was —familiar. Confortable. Wat he knew

Lyrana m ght al nost have read his mnd. "I like this
little room it remnds ne of hone. Better, from your
perspective, it is quite safe," she added as she cl osed
the door behind them "for the dragon cannot cone

down here, and his men al nost never do, and then

only to bring sonme object he desires and has left fallow
for a tinme. They nmake a great noise then, and hurry
along the tunnels and return at once —they are said

to be haunted, | amtold." She pushed himonto the
bed and knelt before the chest. "I have a few nedi-
cines in here, and | nost certainly heard you strike
your head when you fell. Set aside your bags and lie
back."

He stood the nandolin upright against the wall, set

his pack, his cloak and the belt bag, and then his weap-
ons before it, then sat back. It nade hi mnervous, all at
once, sitting in this very strange place; nore nervous
when Lyrana came over with a bottle and strips of

white cloth and | eaned very close to himwhile she

exam ned his head. "Wat wonderful hair you have,"

she said suddenly. "So unlike the men | knew in ny
village —red as a flame and so thickly curled. You

must have a dreadful time keeping the girls out of it."
She didn't wait for a response —which was just as

wel |, Gawai ne thought —but went on at once, "You
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have a bunp, just here —does that hurt?" He inhal ed
spice-and-fruit and clean warnth, and rather dizzily
shook his head. "Well, that is good, | think," Lyrana
said doubtfully. "But | will clean it all the sane, and
then you must lie back and rest."

"Mmm Yes —ouch! —yes, | think so. | am —

awfully tired all at once."

"Tired!" She pulled back fromhima little, and he
realized with a start that he had put his armnms around
her —to keep fromfalling over, he told hinself hast-
ily. He started to nove them but she freed one of her
own hands, placed his together at the back of her waist
once nore, and went back to her task. "I should think
you are tired, with all you have done of late," she said
after a confortable silence.

"I shall kill that dragon for you," Gawai he rmum

bled. But at that, Lyrana | eaned back once nore,

bottle in one hand and danp pad of cloth in the other,
and her eyes were very w de.

"Now, you nust absolutely give over that idea at

once," she said flatly. "Here, wait, let ne finish, and
then | can give ny whole nind to the subject. And you
can lie down, before you fall." She patted at the back
of his head with the cloth; the stuff stung, but not too
badly, and when she was finished, she freed herself
fromhis grasp and gave hima shove so he fell over
onto the bed. She returned the medicine to the box,

wri nkl ed her nose at the used bandage and stuffed it
into the box, too, then canme over and sat on the edge
of the bed. Gawai ne slid over to nmake room for her

She edged farther onto the covers and slid pillows
under his head. "Are you awake enough to |isten?"
"Fine," he insisted —not very truthfully. "Wy not

loll that dragon? Sol ve everyone's problem right?"

"If you could, perhaps. But you can't. No one can."
That brought hima little nore awake. "Wy not?"
"Because he doesn't keep his heart in his body." She
gave hima very wary | ook, then, as though daring him
to | augh. What she saw apparently satisfied her, for she
went on at once. "Because he does not keep his heart

in his body, he cannot be killed by any weapon that
strikes him™"

"But if one used the weapon agai nst his heart,"

Gawai ne began, and Lyrana | aughed and shook her

head.

"Ch, yes! If one did! But it is well hidden, some-
where in the palace. Mst likely somewhere within his
throne room since he works nmagic there, and he nust
have it near for that." She sat back and | ooked at him
Gawai ne frowned, concentrating as hard as he ever

had in his life.

"Well then, it would only need someone to find it,

and if it is in the throne room..." H s voice died away;
that throne room There was enough —stuff —in

that throne roomto fill five palaces, and with no order
to any of it.

Lyrana nodded and her fair face had gone grim

"Exactly. And anyone who cones near enough to do

hi m damage —wel |, if he does not eat them or step
on them he turns theminto statues."”
" St at ues?"
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"Later. | nust | eave before much longer. Al the

same, it was clever of you to figure out that killing the
heart might kill the dragon. So, why don't you use

sone of that cleverness and help all of us find a way to
escape this place? Your conpanions, and m ne —and

you and |?"

He woul d have argued with her, but there was

sonet hi ng about her eyes, about her face, and with a
sudden pang he renenbered that she might be num

bering her days before Voyvodan cane to take her

away. "Oh. Lyrana, | swear | will."
"CGood" Her face snpoothed out and she becane al
briskly business. "I have spent a long tine here, you

know. Perhaps | will be able to help you. Once you
have slept a little, we will find your Master and the
others —will that ease your rest?"

"Yes, thank you. And after all, ny Master is a Bard.
And a Dark EIf. He may have sone ideas of his own."

He coul d have bitten his tongue; ordinarily, this was
not a good thing to informanyone right away. But
Lyrana nerely nodded.

"Yes —they are as long-lived as any elf, are they

not ?" She considered this, smled. "Al the sane, what
an unusual conbination; they do say nost Dark Elves
turn to necromancy if they choose magic. Did you say
sonet hi ng?"

"I? No. Un Dry throat, | guess. | think | set ny
water bottle on the floor —thank you." He drank

warm |eathery water fromthe bottle she handed to
hi m conscious of her warm searching gaze on his
face, then lay back down and settled his shoul ders
agai nst the furs and cushions. Lyrana set the botde
where it had been and | eaned forward to |l ay a hand
over his forehead. He sighed happily and cl osed his
eyes. "Sleep," she said softly. "I will try to be here
when you waken, but if | amnot, stay here and | wll
not be long. Promise ne."

"I —mm —prom se," he nurnured, already

hal f asl eep. He thought he felt her |ips brush against
his forehead, but that m ght have been wi shful think-
ing, or a dream

Chapter XX

Nai t achal cane slowy awake fromdreans that |eft
himwi th a strange, m xed sensation: pleasure and

i mpendi ng doom in equal parts. For severa

monents, he lay as he found hinsel f, eyes cl osed.
There was a mattress under himinstead of tree roots
and stones, soft warm bl ankets over himinstead of

t hose i nadequate things he and Gawai ne had bought

in Portsmth, and his own inadequate cl oak

Gawai ne. He sat bolt upright, blinking furiously as a
brilliant light like winter sun on snow hit himfrom al
sides. The roomslowy cane into view ice-blue walls,
pal e vel vet drapes, ice-blue carpets scattered about a
hi ghly polished wooden fl oor of intricate parquet-work
—what he could see of it fromthis bed, he thought
gloom |ly. Probably the rest of it was inlaid with

sem - preci ous stones, or he would | ook down to see the
| ost Gol den Cal endar Medal | i on of the Horonigas

under his feet when he put themover the side. In such
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a place as this, nothing seenmed too fantastic.

Gawai ne. "Ah, poor lad, | forgot all about him and
slept like a lanmb while he probably lies frozen out
there —sonmewhere. "

"You had better worry about yourself just now,

Bard." Raven cane quickly into the room 'This Voy-
vodan has sent servants with food and clothing for al
of us —and a politely disguised order to eat quickly so
he can speak with us."

"Ah. Yes." Naitachal was al nost disappointed to

find the floor where slippers had been placed for him
was a plain length of carpet. He stretched, got to his
feet and followed the Druid into the main room

where Wil fgar or soneone had already built up the
fires. He would have to put Gawai ne fromhis nind

for now, the Bard decided; Raven was right. Get all of
t hem sonehow out of this predicanent and then he

coul d devote his energy to finding his |ost bardling.
It was al ways possi bl e Gawai ne had won free of the
maze anyway, gotten to the horses and escaped. The

t hought cheered hi m nost of the way through an
excel | ent breakfast.

Sonewhat to his surprise, the usually deferential
Wil f gar was not waiting upon Tem Tel ek, and with

the lizardman s cloak tossed over the chair back, Nai-
tachal could plainly see the noble had renoved what
gens he could, and both his red | eather straps. He
renenbered then: Wil fgar was to be the Master

here, the |izardman his apprentice. To his anusenent,
Wil f gar appeared to be enjoying hinself, and he put

on a rather bossy voi ce whenever the servants cane

wi t hi n hearing.

"Now, just you don't enbarrass me," he said gruffly.

"I know how you are, and it can't be hel ped, nore's the
pity, but just the same, you don't talk around this big
feller unless | say. Or he does, a'course." Tem Tel ek
bowed his head deferentially, but the Bard saw a

wi cked gleamin his eye, as though he, too, was getting
a certain amount of fun out of the deception. If they
can pull it off, that is.

The clothing was a pl easant surprise —well-nmade

and good quality, practical clothing rather than the
fancy silks the Bard had half feared

The t hrone room caught himas nuch by surprise

as it had the previous day. The Snow Dragon was
sprawmed in his throne, waiting for them "I shall set
you tasks," he said abruptly, before they could all finish
bowi ng. "According to what you have told ne of your-
selves." He smiled toothily at each of themin turn
"Pl ease nme, and finish the things | ask of you, and per-
haps | shall let you go. You, dwarf. You and your
servant, come forward." H's eyes narrowed as they
swept over the pair, and for one awful nonment, Nai-
tachal feared all was up, but Voyvodan nerely smrked
and waved an arm Four servants cane forward, two
carrying a clockwork man of polished brass and steel,
the other two a huge and heavy box full of cogs, pins,
hooks, fasteners —and nost curiously of all, a large
chessboard of alternating brass and steel squares. The
Bard, standing on tiptoe, would have sworn he could
see an exquisitely detailed brass king, and a stee
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kni ght nounted on a polished black stone horse. "I —

ah —1 acquired this a time ago," the Snow Dragon
said carelessly. "And it broke. It is a goliwak, an
aut omat on whi ch plays chess. Fix it for ne —if you
can."

Wil f gar was al ready peering into the box and pok-

ing at the clockworks. He shrugged. "Certainly. A

mere nothing, it should be. But | cannot work here."
Voyvodan nodded. "Certainly not! The servants wl|l

take you to a workroom Wen you are finished with this
—mere nothing, you can rejoin the others." Wil fgar
inclined his head and poked Tem Tel ek as though

rem nding a gawky apprentice to bow, then took hold of
the dark shirt the |izardman was wearing over his cold-suit
and pulled himfromthe chanber in the wake of the four
servants and the goliwak. Voyvodan watched until they
vani shed behind the fountain, then | eaned back and
stroked his chin. "Ah," he said finally, got to his feet and
strode across the dais, shoul dered past Cedric, and

cl apped his hands together. The sound rang crysta
chandeliers all up and down the room and echoed agai nst
the high ceiling.

And Arturis, suddenly again a very human Pal adi n

atop his stone pedestal, finished his nmassive swing —
with the now guttered-out candel abra. He stared at it

bl ankly, then at his surroundings, and blinked as the
Snow Dragon began to | augh. The Pal adin's face went

a deep unlovely red and he gripped the fancy thing,

| eaped down fromthe pedestal, and began to stalk for-
ward. Voyvodan at once stepped back. "Ooooh, noooo,

it frightens me!" he lisped in a high, shrill voice that
rem nded Naitachal of one of Ilya s cousins —or all of
them "Qooh, don't hurt me, | amso afraid of candle-

wax!" Arturis stopped and gazed at him now as nuch
bewi | dered as angry.

"Way do you nock ne?" he asked. But there was

know edge in his eyes, and anger again, and when he
spoke agai n he sounded like hinself once nore. Un-
fortunately, Naitachal thought, and cast his eyes
tiredly ceilingward. But why would the beast free him
at all? "How dare you nock ne, godl ess creature?"
Arturis shout ed.

"Ah —well, let nme think," Voyvodan replied ear-

nestly. "Because | |ack anusenent, or because there is
no point to a Paladin who is not active and about to act
heroic —or to slay dragons?" he added slyly. "O per-
haps | did not want a heroic statue where you were —
or perhaps you are not a hero at all," he added point-
edly.

"I —not —I not a —?" Arturis spluttered.

"Be careful, you are spitting all over yourself and

my floor," Voyvodan pointed out.

"Be dammed to your floor and to you!" Arturis

shouted. ' The God knows ne for an unholy man and

yet he protects ne, for one day | shall find his holy
light —"

"Ah, stowit," the Snow Dragon grow ed, and the

floor runbled. Arturis, as startled as anyone else in the
throne room fell nonmentarily silent. "Well, then
Unholy, is it? And a Pal adin, and servant of a god, and
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such a servant that this god bespeaks himregularly.
Does he send you notes, or whisper into your ear, or
per haps bathe you in pink Iight and then send you —
dragons to slay?" A flash of nany pointed teeth;
Arturis swall owed and abruptly lost his high, nottled

coloring. "Well, Paladin, this hall has excellent acous-
tics and | amcertain your god is nearby. Tell you what,
you call upon himto aid you, and then —well, then,
shall try you nyself, and if he has protected you | shal
not be able to eat you, shall [?"

"Eat —you eat —I, you, eat?" Arturis babbled in a

hi gh, breathy voice. The Snow Dragon snorted; pale

bl ue snoke wreathed the Pal adi n, who suddenly

| ooked as though he might fall down.

"Eat," Voyvodan said cheerfully. "You know —you
yourself do this to neat, don't you? And if you are not
the chosen protected Paladin of this god, why, then
what are you to ne but nmeat?" Arturis gaped at him

"l usually," the Snow Dragon went on thoughtfully,
"begin with the feet. Are yours dean? Nothing quite

so unpl easant as unbat hed feet —perhaps we had

better have a servant in here to deal with them now.
Just in case, you know." He paused, tilted his head to
one side as though expecting a response. "I could
begin at the other end," he went on after it becane
clear Arturis was nonmentarily beyond speech, "but

that is so dull! They only scream once when you bite
the head off first, you know. But —should you not be
kneel i ng, and waving your armns, and calling upon your
god? | haven't all day, you know, plenty to do, and
there are still these others to deal with."

"Chhhhhh. Ch, no. Oh, no." Arturis closed his eyes

and began to sway. The dragon let himgo on for a
while, but finally sighed |loudly and tapped himon the
shoul der, at which the Pal adin screanmed and | eaped
backwards. Voyvodan gave hima little silent applause.
"Sanctinmonious prig," a voice whispered against the
Bard's ear; he started and cast Cedric a reproachful

| ook. "Well?" the archer demanded softly. "He's a
phony, a fake. No nore Pal adin than —than Voyvo-

dan is. | can handle much in this world, but not a
hypocrite!"

"I't may be he's as deluded as anyone el se,” Raven

put in quietly fromcCedric's other side. "Look." Voyvo-
dan was wal king all around Arturis, studying him
thoughtfully. Arturis had fallen to his knees, his hands
over his head, and had gone into a by-now famliar |ine
of babbl e, his so-called "tongues" interspersed with
real words, and Naitachal, who disliked the man as
much as anyone, had to admit Arturis seened to

believe in what he was doi ng.

The Snow Dragon was keeping up a running com

mentary, a basso counterpart to the Paladin's tenor

mel ody: "Bah. This god of yours couldn't turn cream
into butter, and you yourself wouldn't know butter if it

bit you. If this is a true trance, | ama Pal adin nyself.
Well, where is this god of yours? Look, you started
when | touched you —I1 can still touch you, Paladin.
Wl |, now, why are you |ooking at me? | have al ways

heard that in a true trance, a pure nman —so0 sorry, you
are not pure, you said so and at length —but a god's
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pet Pal adin shoul d be oblivious to anything el se. Your
trances are fake, Paladin."”

"The God will strike you dead," Arturis began
angrily. Voyvodan began to | augh.

"He has a | arge enough target, why does he not
sinmply do so?"

"You deny the God, you evil —you evil "

"l deny no gods, Paladin," Voyvodan replied easily.
"I amwell aware of many gods. | have seen a fewin
my day, and it nay be your personal god was one of
them One loses track, after a while, you know "
Arturis blinked at him stunned into nonentary si-

|l ence. "No, | nmerely deny that any deity would have
anything to do with a bonbast such as yourself."

"You —I —"

A very testy snort silenced him "Ch, do be still! |
wager when | eat you, | will find you taste of neat and

wi ne, and fine foods, that your flesh is soft as a Pal a-
din s and a hero's shoul d never be. Because | wager,
little nman, that you have taken the easy way: |ip service
to a higher way of life and no substance behind it. You
want nmen to call you Pal adin and hero, and wonen to

swoon at your coming, but | doubt if these conpan-

ions of yours could tell ne of one heroic thing you

have done in any of their presences." Naitachal | ooked
fromthe corner of his eye at Raven and Cedric, who

were gazing at each other in open surprise.

"That is a vicious lie, not true at all," Arturis whim
pered, and the all-too-easy tears began to run down

his cheeks. "It is a test, set to ne by the God, to find if
| amstrong. And | amstrong, and | will not fear this
evil, nor give in to any tenptation, and I will greet ny
death as a noral and upright servant of the God —"

Hi s voi ce was gaining strength as he went on, repeat-

ing fam liar words and phrases, and no doubt he

woul d have continued for hours, but Voyvodan began

to | augh.
"Way, this is nost anmusing, quite the best fun
have had in a very long tine! | do quite enjoy the mar-

tyr's speech —do you know it well? WIIl you be able
torecite it again, if | ask? Say, tonorrow, when | dine?
G ve nme again the bit about noral and upright, that is
particularly funny."

What is he doing? the Bard wondered uneasily. The
dragon had stal ked partway around Arturis once again,
and the Paladin was pivoting to keep an eye on him

his color was alarm ngly high and his hands cl enched
into fists. "Funny?" he shouted suddenly. "I wll show
you funny! This is funny!" And, snatching up a spear
froma nearby open box, he threw it at the dragon. At
that distance, he could not possibly have m ssed.

"Ch, good shot!" Voyvodan appl auded. The ot hers

stood gapi ng: The spear had gone halfway into his

chest and the haft was still quivering. He w apped one
of his long, white hands around it and tugged; the

poi nt cane free. No bl ood, anywhere. "I like this gane
even better. My turn, | think?" Arturis turned as white

as Voyvodan was nornmally, and he stunbl ed back a
pace. Voyvodan brought up the spear, cocked his arm
and, the Bard noticed, nade a curious gesture with his
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other hand. Arturis was once again a statue, this tine
with his arnms out in a futile effort to ward off the
spear, and a |l ook of utter horror on his face. The Snow
Dragon dropped the spear and rubbed his hands

together. "I sinply love it when they freeze that way.
Look at his face, isn't it wonderful ?"

"Um yes. Wonderful." Naitachal cleared his throat

and slipped the lute free of its case. He had never
thought so fast in all his life. Sing, entertain —anuse
the creature. See how | ong you can keep hi m side-

tracked. "I wonder, have you ever heard the tale of
Beatrice and the Manticore?"
"Beatrice —I| don't believe so. Do you know this?"

Al'l four thousand, seven hundred twenty-four

verses of it, sonny boy, the Bard thought grimy, but he
kept his face pleasant and nerely bowed as the Snow
Dragon resunmed his throne, straightened up and

began to sing one of the silliest, nobst convol uted songs
that had ever cone to his attention

For a while, he alnpst dared think it was going to
wor k. But somewhere around verse three hundred
seventy, Voyvodan waved a hand, and Naitachal dis-
covered he could nove his lips all he Iiked, but no
sound woul d cone. "W can cone back to this later

Per haps, " he added neani ngfully, and beckoned to
Cedric and Raven. "You both |ook to ne |ike nen who
woul d |ike puzzles."

"Puzzl es?" Cedric asked. Raven nudged himin the

ri bs and nodded.

"Any Druid worth his grove enjoys puzzles, sir."

"Well, then! W know you will enjoy them and of
course, you cannot go wi thout conpany, that would
never do. Solve the puzzles you find in ny naze, and
you may go free."

"If not?" Cedric asked.

"Ch." The Snow Dragon smiled unpl easantly. "I

think the puzzles thenselves will take care of that little
difficulty." He gestured, and several guards canme up
to bustle the two of them away. Naitachal sighed and
wat ched them go. Wen he turned back, Voyvodan

was sprawl ed back in his throne, watching him After a
monent, he waved his hand and | eaned forward.

"Well, Bard?"

"Wel I ?" He could talk again. "About the rest of this
song, how," he said rather firmy, but Voyvodan inter-

rupted him

"Stuff silly Beatrice. | amheartily bored with Bea-
trice. Know any funny songs about Pal adi ns?"

Chapter XX

Gawai ne lay very still when he woke, and gazed

wi de-eyed i nto near-darkness. There was one of those
smal | globes with a candle flane locked in it, set on
the floor near the door.

Unli ke his Master, he recalled at once where he

was, and why. He smiled at the little glass ball —as
clear an "1'll be back" as any witten message m ght
have been, and stretched, hard. Lyrana. Beautiful,
clever —and she likes nme. Or what she thought he
was, maybe; but before he could follow this line of

t hought and becone t horoughly depressed, there was

a tap at the door and Lyrana slipped into the room "I
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hope | didn't wake you, you certainly needed rest," she
began. "But | thought you would like to see what is
happeni ng in Voyvodan s throne room"

Gawai ne | eaped to his feet. "He's there?"

"He is. And sone nmen, and | think a dwarf and

what nust be your Bard. Hurry, if you can," Lyrana
added, "because it is always hard to say how | ong Voy-
vodan will keep at anything."

Gawai ne ran his fingers through his hair. "I am

ready now." In the hallway was another bl ack-haired
young woman whom he had seen the previous day.

"This is Rianne," Lyrana said hurriedly. 'The tw ns

and Ariana are at the grate. Conme, let us hurry."

Iris and Irene were watching the throne room

through the grate, Ariana peering over their

shoul ders. As Gawai ne cane up, they stood asi de and

let himlook for a nonment. Gawai ne | ooked up on the
figures of his Master, the Druid, and the archer —and
a curiously white lizardman-1ike creature, who was

wal king in a circle, clearly baiting Arturis, who had
gone into one of his trances —or sonmething sinilar.

I rene was wat ching over his shoul der, and she turned

to her sister and winkled her nose. Lyrana got his
attention then and whi spered against his ear, 'There is
a better place, where we can talk if we are careful, and
all of us can watch. Cone."

She led the way at a very quick wal k, Gawai ne ri ght

on her heels, the other girls bringing up the rear. They
went out the |eft-hand door, up a precipitous —and
fortunately well it —flight of stairs, along a narrow
corridor, and canme out opposite a high, clear wall.
Gawai ne stopped so dead one of the girls crashed into
his back. Lyrana | eaned close to his ear again. 'This is
the back wall of the throne room or a part of it; from
the other side, this roomcannot be seen, and there is
no way in but the one we cane. They cannot hear us

out there, either, though we can hear them™

Gawai ne nodded; he was intent upon Arturis and

the Snow Dragon for some nonents, but his eye was
caught by the throne —and sonet hi ng hi gh up,

enbedded in crystal. The box. The box which holds the
scroll of Utimate Truth. Fenix did not lie to me. Hs
fingers itched. Ch, for a way into that chanber, to
sonehow | ay hands upon that box! He came to his

senses abruptly as Voyvodan changed Arturis into

stone —the first time Gawai ne had seen this done.
Lyrana laid a hand on his arm and her face was sym
pat heti c.

"What a fool, sister," Irene murnured.

"Who —that Pal adin? | said as nuch yesterday,

when Voyvodan first nmade hima statue. But oh, do

|l ook at the tall blond fellow, is he not handsone and
brave?"

"Well, all right, yes," Irene said rather grudgingly.
"But his conpani on, such wonderful dark eyes, and a

Druid to boot. | do so admire a man of learning." A
monent | ater, she added, "Ch, no! He is sending them
into the maze —1| feared it."

"So didI." Iris sighed and realized Gawai ne was

| ooking at her. "He always sends the bravest ones into

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...Fortress%200{%20Frost%20And%20Fire%20[UC].txt (127 of 168) [2/2/2004 2:20:41 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/L ackey,%20M ...20T al €%62002%20-%20Fortress%200f%20Frost%20A nd%20Fi re%20[ UC] . txt

the maze," she said sadly.
I rene squared her shoul ders and brought her chin

up. "Well, sister, this time it will not go all his way.
After all, what can he do to us? Make us statues? Have
us for "

"Hush," her twin said vigorously. "Enough of that!

You are right; let us go and see what we can do to aid
them" The two hurried off. Ariana and R anne gave

each other a very resigned | ook, and Ri anne | eaned

close to Lyranas ear to nurnur sonething; nmonments

| ater, they, too, were gone. Gawai ne frowned, turned

to see what was wong, but Lyrana gave hima con-
spiratorial grin, and he smiled back and took her hand.

Hi s Masterwas singing, the dragon listening with every

sign of interest. Gawai ne began studying the chanber as
best he could, but after a while he had to give it up; there
was absol utely no way anyone could find a dragon s heart
inall that. It could be anywhere. But —"There is a way,"
he whi spered, "to find the dragons heart. If the dragon

hi nsel f were to show us—

"Show us —?" Lyrana caught on at once. "O

course. Trick him or find another way to expose its

hi di ng pl ace!"

The Master finished his second song, and the dragon
chuckl ed and appl auded, but when Naitachal asked, "And

now, if I mght finish the song | started —?"

"Bot her Beatrice," Voyvodan said rudely. "And go

away, | amtired of nusic. Back to your rooms. | will

send for you when | want you." He gestured and

guards cane to escort the Bard away. Gawai ne

wat ched hi m go and sighed heavily; his Mster | ooked

smal | and rather defensel ess between those two hul k-

i ng, black-Ileather-clad brutes.

Lyrana tugged at his hand. "Come, | know where

he is. | found themthis norning quite early. | wll take
you there."

"You can't, it isn't safe,
| aughed and tugged agai n.
"Not into the room through another grate, silly!

Cone on."

They reached the grate only nonents after Nai-

tachal was put back into the roonm Gawai ne coul d

hear the click of the lock and the retreating tranp of
heavy boots. He | ooked around as best he could

through the grate; it seenmed to be built into a hearth,
next to and partly behind a stack of sticks and |ogs for
the fire. There were bits of bark and sawdust every-
where, drifting down through the bars. He waited

until Naitachal canme over to warmhis fingers at the
fire, then hissed urgently. "Ssst! Master! Here, behind

Gawai ne began, but Lyrana

t he wood!"

Nai t achal stood very still for a long nonent, then a
slow grin spread across his face. "By all ny buttons,
and every spare string | possess, | think it must be
Gawai ne. "

"So it is."

"You can't think how glad | amto hear your voice,
| ad. How are you?"

"Wl | = Gawai ne gave him an even briefer summary
of events than he had the young wonen, then listened in
turn to Naitachal's tale. "I did see the last of it, in the throne
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room Listen, though —this —um this is Lyrana, one of
the girls | found in that little palace."

Nai tachal 's eyes gl eaned so that Gawai ne feared

sonme enbarrassing remark fromhis Master —the

kind of remark Naitachal would ordinarily make if he
found his apprentice with a pretty girl —but this tine
he merely smled and inclined his head politely. "I am
very pleased to neet you, ny dear Lyrana. And ny

thanks for taking such good care of Gawai ne. Were

are you two, by the way, and how did you get there?

"Yes, well, Master Naitachal, that could be a | ong

story, but it's all tunnels down here, under everything,
and Lyrana knows nmany of them Including about the

throne room And listen —" He went on for sone

monents, and Naitachal finally interrupted him

"Yes, yes, | know all about dragons' hearts; it would not
have surprised ne to learn he hid his el sewhere, even
before | saw that poor fool Arturis try to nurder himand
fail so shockingly. And do you know its whereabouts, ny
dear girl?" he added politely, as though just recalling that it

11 i i
woul d not do to alienate this young wonan.
"Well, that's what | was about to tell you —listen,"

Gawai ne sai d, and expl ai ned. Wien he had fi ni shed,
Nai t achal sighed very deeply and shook his head.

"l shoul d have expected sonething of the sort. Ah,
well. That would seemto be ny problem wouldn't it?
A way to get himto reveal where he hides it —why
not ? How sinple? No, never mind nme, lad and girl,
I"'mmuttering to nyself. Wiy don't you | eave nme to
that litde nmatter, and go see what you can do for
Wil f gar and his new apprentice, TemTelek —if you
can find hinf Voyvodan set thema truly dreadful task
and | don't know if even a dwarf is the equal of such a

ness.
"l saw that nyself, before Gawai ne awoke," Lyrana
said calmy. "Very nmuch a ness, | agree, but we shal

do what we can. Good thinking to you, Master Bard."

' Thank you, dear girl," Naitachal said. He cl asped

hi s hands behind his back and began pacing the fl oor
as they withdrew fromthe grate. Lyrana considered

for a nmonment, then nodded and took Gawai ne's hand

to | ead hi mdown yet another corridor

Farther than the throne room this, but better lit

and wi de enough they could wal k side by side the
entire way. Wen Lyrana halted beside one of the now
famliar grates, Gawaine grinned. There was no m s-
taking Wil fgar's voice, even if the tone of bossiness
was as unfanmiliar as the ingratiating, "Yes, Mster,"
that Tem Tel ek tossed i nto each pause.

"Just hand me that driver —no, not that, the other!
No —well, yes, that one will do, if you find ne two
nmore cogs just like this one in the box. And a pair of
screws like this."

"Yes, Master. |I'msorry, Master."

"Here, it isn't your fault, it's just how you are. You can't
hel p not being a dwarf and having such great clunsy
fingers —are they still out there, sir?" Wil fgar added in a
much nore normal —and nuch softer—voice

Tem Tel ek' s was al so very prudently |l owered. "I
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haven't seen a guard anywhere. Al the sane, there
may be sound ducts directly to the throne room This
grate, for instance —

"Well, then," Wil fgar said softly, then raised his

voi ce once nore. "Have you found those bits yet? Just
you keep looking, and I'll —yike!" he squawked, as he
peered down into the grill and cane face to face with
Gawai ne. "Where did you cone fron?" he hissed

"And was it necessary to scare ne half silly?"

'There are no speaking devices," Lyrana began

"Who are you?" Wilfgar interrupted in a fierce

whi sper, and then, as her words sank in, he glanced
over his shoul der and bent down to murnur, "Shhh.

Don't tell "im He's enjoying 'isself, and so'm1l."
"Good, " Gawai ne whi spered. Tem Tel ek cane over

to see what was goi ng on, and the bardling gave hima
thunbs up. The lizardman grinned, | ooked toward the
door and wandered away. They coul d hear himsorting
through the box of parts. Wil fgars face fell.

"Just as well it's come to a ganme right now, it's a
game we'll | ose soon enough. There's a bit gone m ss-
ing fromthe box, and | think that nasty critchur took it
a' purpose. Though | suppose with so much junk up

there, he could have sinply lost it. Either way, doesn't
matter. We'll never get this goliwak working without it,
and if we don't —well, he didn't |look so hungry to ne,
but they say | ooks can deceive, don't they?

Gawai ne opened his nouth and closed it again; he
couldn't think of anything to say. But Lyrana tugged at
hi s hand and put her own face up to the grate. 'We'l

be back. We'll think of sonething."

Wil fgar merely nodded, too sunk in his own gl oom

to show any surprise at the bardlings conpanion. "Yes,
you do that. W'll work on what else we can." He
squared his shoul ders deliberately and turned to shake
a finger at the lizardman. "Now, then! Haven't you
found those cogs yet? | know, you're none too bright
and all | could afford for an apprentice, but you just
apply yourself, d'ye hear?"

"Ch, yes, Mster," Tem Tel ek responded fawningly.
Gawai ne and Lyrana tiptoed away. He was fighting

| aughter; the lizardman nmust have studied acting

under the same Master that Naitachal had, because

just now he reninded the bardling powerfully of Nai-
tachal's act with the Slavers. Well, it had fooled them
it would probably fool a Snow Dragon, too.

Lyrana led himup a flight of steps and into the

open. They were in a snall garden, grass surrounded

by intricately patterned beds of flowers, and a w ought
iron frame that held two clinbing roses, a red and a
white. Lyrana settled into the shade of this and patted
the grass next to her, but before Gawai ne could sit, his
ears caught the sound of wings.

Could it be —? It was. Lyrana caught her breath

and cl apped her hands softly together as the wonder-
ful, flane-colored bird | anded upon the grass.

Gawai ne went onto one knee and expl ai ned about the
goliwak, the two working to reassenble it, the mssing
part. Then held his breath. Fenix flapped her wings,
and for one heart-stoppi ng nonment he thought she

would sinply fly off and | eave him but she furled
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them and said, "Ask the nmce." And then she did go,
vani shing i nmedi ately beyond the walls.
"Ask the mice," Gawai ne echoed. "Ch, wonderful."

"Well," Lyrana asked reasonably. "Wy not ask the
m ce?"
"For the first thing — Gawai ne began as he turned

around, but he never conpleted the sentence, for

there at his feet were two mice. He cautiously edged
hi nsel f down cross-1egged, and one of them stood on
its hind |l egs and caught at his boot, looking into his
eyes, he would have sworn, while he explained the
probl em once again. "Can you hel p us?" he asked sim
ply when he was done.

He al nost expected themto answer, and was

vaguel y di sappoi nted when they sinply turned and
scurried away. He shifted around so he also sat in
shade, next to Lyrana, and she took his hand again.

"I feel so silly," he said finally.

"Why don't you wait a little, and see if they cone
back?" Lyrana asked. "I think that —oh, |ook!" She
poi nted. The mice were back, dragging a little cloth
bag between them and this they brought over to lay at
Gawai ne's feet. He took it up, turned it over, and
finally poured the contents into his hand. Lyrana

| ooked over his shoul der, and they both gazed at a
conpl ex brass and steel cog.

He recalled hinself with a shake. Not ordinary

m ce, these. He bowed as well as he could, seated, and
sai d, 'Thank you, ny friends."

"Yes, thank you," Lyrana added gravely. She got to

her feet. "W had better take this at once, before the
dragon sends to find out how they are doing."

The tunnel s seemed dark and airless after that little
garden, and Gawai ne was getting very tired of them

but the I ook on Wil fgar s face when he handed the

cog through the grate was truly gratifying. He turned
to |l ook at his conpanion. "Should you go back? O is
there time to check on Cedric and Raven?"

"Your maze-solvers?" Lyrana nodded. 'Tine

enough. And they may need us." She | ooked up and

down the corridor, finally |eading himback the way
they had cone earlier. Gawai ne, by now thoroughly
turned around, held onto her warm fingers and

al l omwed hinself to be |ed.

Cedric and Raven weren't in the first place she ex-
pected themto be, nor the second, and he thought she
| ooked a little worried, but as they came up to the
third grate, Gawai ne saw figures huddled there —
Irene and her sister, gazing nervously up and into the
passageway. Iris tapped her twin on the shoulder to
get her attention, pulled her alittle aside so Gawai ne
and Lyrana could | ook, and Lyrana's brow puckered.

"Ch, dear, this isn't very good."

"No, | know," Irene said.

Gawai ne | ooked The two nen were surrounded by a
veritable | egion of roughly arnored, huge-nuscled brutes
who | ooked |i ke they belonged in arenas, fighting each
other for coin and fame. Probably all lost their jobs when
Ki ng Anber cane into power, he decided. The king had
definitely been against gladiatorial contests. Cedric had
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the bow and arrows he had taken fromthe Slavers' wagon,
but Raven only his long staff; they were not only

out numbered, but it seemed even Cedric couldn't do

much agai nst such a nobnstrous nob.

Soneone tugged at his sleeve; Irene was trying to

get his attention. 'There's a place, a little on, not very
far, | think. A kind of a hole in the wall and rough steps
ontoit. It isn't very high at that point. If—4f he could
get above them would it nmake a difference?"

Gawai ne nodded at once. "Now, if | can only get his
attention!" Cedric proved inpossible, but Raven

finally glanced toward the grate, and nmore by accident
than chance, Gawai ne caught his eye. There was a | ul

in the fighting; the gladiators had drawn back a little
and were discussing sone kind of strategy —and

tending to a couple of wounded nen Cedric had hit

during this last sortie. Raven whi spered sonet hi ng

agai nst Cedrics ear; Cedric nodded once and the

Druid noved casually away fromhim stopping with

his feet just short of the grate, then kneeling down as if
to tighten his sandal. Gawai ne whi spered instructions

as quickly as he could; Raven finally got up and wal ked
away, and the bardling watched hi manxiously, uncer-
tainif he'd taken it all in. Knowi ng the man woul dn't
have dared speak or even nod didn't help nuch just

now. But a nonment |ater, Raven spoke softly agai nst
Cedric's ear once nore.

Cedric loosed five arrows in quick order at the

clutch of nen, and then three all at once. The gl adi-
ators bellowed in rage, but their inmrediate forward
progress was slowed by the three fallen nen who

withed on the ground at their feet. By the time

enough of themcould clear the wounded, Cedric and

Raven were wel |l ahead of them and then |ost around

a bend in the corridor.

Irene and Iris ran ahead, pacing them down the

tunnel, and Gawai ne came pounding right after,

Lyrana's hand secure in his. At length, Iris stopped and
pointed at a grate, and Gawaine ran over to it, stood as
tall as he could and thrust his hand up through the

bars. "Straight across fromhere," Iris hissed at his left
ear. "Point it out to them quickly; | hear the others
com ng!"

Anyone coul d have heard them coni ng. Gawai ne

wi thdrew his hand hastily as poundi ng feet cane near.
The pack of enemy stopped cold as an arrow struck

the ground in front of their feet, fired from above.
Gawai ne | ooked: Raven crouched on the wall | ooking
first one way and then another, but Cedric stood

behind him another arrow fitted to the string. "You
had better go away now," he said mldly, though he

had to nearly shout to be heard. "Or | will kill you all
At such a distance as this, | could not possibly mss a
sparrow, |et alone such enornmous nen as yoursel ves
Still, |I bear you no ill wll —"

"No?" one of themsnarled furiously. "Well, we see

it different |ike! Come down fromthere and we'll kil
you qui ck, both of you!"

"Don't think so," Cedric said calmy. He drew back

on the bow and | oosed anot her arrow, and anot her was
fitted to the string before the nan he had shot,
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squarely in the chest, realized he was dead and fel
over.

"Don't |ook," Gawai ne whi spered.

"I must," Iris said, and Irene nodded her head. "I
cannot desert such a valiant hero. Why —I ook, " she
added in sudden wonder. "Little birds —bright little
birds! What are they doing out there?"

"Linnets," Lyrana said as she | eaned agai nst

Gawai ne's back for a better |ook. "But —oh, | ook what
they are doing! They are distracting those nen, so the
archer can shoot them™

They were. My linnets, Gawai ne thought proudly.

Hs friends, at least. Cedric's and Raven's friends,
undoubtedly, for they were swooping wildly at nen's
heads, diving at their eyes, and Cedric's arrows were
going true. Finally, when there were as nany nen

dead on the ground as standing, one of the remaining
gl adiators drew the rest off, and without a word they
turned and left.

Cedric clinmbed dowmn and | ooked at the men he'd

slain, then cane across to the grate. "Feared you

m ght be dead, lad. I"'mvery glad to see you are not.
Hel | o! " he added softly. "And in fair conpany as well!"
"I't's because of them| amhere at all," Gawai ne

said. 'This is Lyrana behind nme, and these Iris and

I rene. They knew about the wall and got ne here just
intim."

"Then | must thank you, ladies." He turned a little.
"Ho, Raven!" he said. But the Druid was intent upon

sonet hing across the wall. Cedric turned back with a
shrug. "I'll get himdown to give you his thanks al so
But —is this a safe place for you to be? | would find it

distressing if any harmcane to you on ny account."”
Irene gave hima smle so dazzling it broke his con-
centration, and whatever speech he had intended to
make went unsaid. "Do not fear for us, brave archer,
for we know this nmaze well. Consider us a weapon,
instead —for | think it is often the unexpected
weapon that wins a battle, is it not?"

"Ch, well spoken indeed, ny lady," Cedric said

softly, and his color was very high indeed. He gl anced
over his shoul der. "Raven! Hssst, Raven! Cone here!"
The Druid was already down fromthe wall, however

and com ng toward them quickly. "Wat," Cedric

asked anxiously, "are there nore of those nmen com ng
back?"

"There is a tiger in a courtyard,” Raven said. "A
great handsonme beast, bound in chains and nuzzl ed

as well. If we do not free it, | think it my well die."
Cedric gazed at himfor some nonents, and finally

said, "Atiger? Free it? Are you nmad?"

"I can control it," Raven replied calmy. "I think I
can." He shook hinself and | ooked down at the grate.
"Gawai ne, is that you? | was quite surprised to hear
your voice. Pleasantly surprised. | fear we all thought
you dead Does Naitachal know?"

"Yes. Listen," Gawaine said hurriedly. "This is Iris,
she is a captive here |like her sister Irene and many
other girls, including Lyrana here. They are willing to
help us, if you will et them" He quickly gave Raven
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t he expl anation he had given Cedric. The Druid

mer el y nodded.

"I will not lecture anyone who is captive of that
Snow Dragon on safety, or living |ong; we nust free
ourselves, certainly. Al of us. | will be very glad of your
hel p, fair one." He put his fingers through the grate,
and Iris gave them a squeeze of her own. He stood
then and turned back to the wall. "Speak of freeing
things," he added firmy, and strode across the corri-
dor and began clinbing the wall. Cedric sighed and
shook hi s head.

"He will get us both killed. Surely even a Druid
cannot control a half-starved tiger! Well, | suppose
must do what | can to back himup." But as he stood
up, Raven dropped out of sight. There was a roar
moments | ater, and then Raven came back across the

wal |, scarcely hurrying at all. He clinbed down, and as
he reached the ground, a huge, golden furry object
hurdl ed across the wall in a single bound. Cedric

caught his breath and took a step back; Raven stood
wher e he was.

The tiger inclined its huge head and in a deep voice
said, "My undying gratitude to you. | would have
slowy died in that place, but now!l amfree. Your ser-
vant, sirs."

"You tal k!'" Cedric whispered. The tiger gave hima

si del ong | ook.

"Anything can talk, if it chooses," it replied, and
turned to Raven. "Set me a task, that | may prove ny

gratitude."
"Easily chosen," Raven said readily. "It nears night-
fall, and it seens we two nust stay within this nmaze

until we overcone it —or it kills us. If you would con-
sent to guard us this night, while we sleep..."
"Easily granted," the tiger replied.

I rene spoke up then. "And we know of a place, not

far fromhere, where you can at |east sleep free of
drafts. It is the way you were going —cone, we'l]l
gui de you."

"Cone," Lyrana said softly against Gawai ne's ear
"Your friends will be well cared for this night. Let us
go and tell your Master what has happened, and see if
he thought of anything." Gawai ne nodded and | et
hinmsel f be led away. Iris and Irene, he thought with
anmusenent, scarcely heard them say goodbye. Then
agai n, neither had Raven and Cedri c.

Chapter XXl

Nai t achal had not thought of anything, however,

and he was extrenely cross because of it. Gawai ne
passed on nessages fromthe rest of the conmpany and
drew Lyrana away quickly, before the Bard could for-
get his manners.

It was very pleasant to be back in the gazebo,

rather |ike coming hone. He and Lyrana ate, and

then Lyrana expl ai ned what they had done during

the day, with a few words from Gawai ne, here and
there, and then sonme of the girls who had

remained in the courtyard the day tal ked, though
they had very little news of interest. Still, what
news they had was all good: The guard had been
pulled fromtheir gate, and no nessage had cone
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fromthe Snow Dragon.

Later on, just as the noon rose, Ariana cane from

the small palace with a harp, which she held out to

him "None of us can play it very well, though I think it
is a very good one. If you were to play for us and not
sing, any passing guards nmght not hear, and even if
they did, they would only think it one of us."

Gawai ne settled it on his knee and ran his fingers
experinmentally across the strings. H's jaw dropped.

"Ch, great Master of us all."

"It is a good one, then?" Ariana asked anxiously.
Gawai ne began to quietly |augh, and shook his head

hel pl essly.

"I think he nmeans yes, very nmuch so," Lyrana said
softly. Gawai ne managed to nod, finally sat up straight
once nore and drew his hand across the strings.

Sweet, sad song filled the courtyard He only put die
harp aside much, much later, when his fingertips were
beginning to hurt in earnest, and reluctantly put the
instrument into Arianas hands.

"You shoul d keep this," she said, and tried to hand it
back, but she shook her head then. "No, of course,

was not thinking. It is safer by far here, indoors and in
its case, and if Voyvodan should cone |ooking for it..."
"Just so," he said, and stifled a yawn agai nst the back
of his hand. Lyrana stood and tugged himto his feet. "I
think I had better go now," he rmunbl ed sl eepily.

She nodded. "Yes. Cone, | wll guide you." He

knew the way to that small sl eeping chanber by now,

but at the nmonment, it seened terribly rude to say so.
Lyrana took his hand and | ed himacross the grass,

wal king slowy at first so each of her conpanions could
wi sh the bardling a good night, then nore quickly as
they stepped onto the gravel path. He was practically
asl eep on his feet by the time she opened the door to
the little room and |ater he could not have said if he
found the bed by hinself, or if she had tucked him

into it. She was gone when he woke.

In later years, he could not say how many days passed
whi |l e the conpany was spread about trying to acconplish
i mpossi bl e tasks for the dragon, or trying to bring about his
downfal |l —er |lying sprawl ed across the floor on his stone
backsi de, hands cl asped inploringly over his head, for
Voyvodan had unfrozen Arturis once nore and teased
himuntil the ersatz Pal adin had begun to retreat fromhim
interror, had finally tripped on a spill of silk and lay waiting
to becone a midday snack. Gawai ne slept in the little
chanber and ate the breakfast that Lyrana brought him

or wal ked the corridors at her side while she tirelessly
moved fromthe back of the throne room to the little
room where Wil fgar and Tem Tel ek were putting the
chess-pl ayi ng goliwak together, to the vast chanber
Nai t achal occupi ed al one nost of the tine.

O to the corridors where Cedric and Raven fought

gl adi ators and nercenaries, wolves and dreadf ul

beasts who | ooked |Ii ke nothing any of them had ever

seen before, snakes and great flying things |ike bats.
Each of these enem es pronptly vani shed at sundown,

t hough; food and bottles of water were tossed over the
wall to them and they were left alone until sunrise.
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Left to it alone, even two such determnined men as
Cedric and Raven m ght have been | ost |ong since, but
the tiger canme faithfully back to guard them each
night, and Iris and Irene always found a nearby grate
where they could talk for Iong hours before the two
men nust get a little sleep. Al ways, one of the twins at
| east remmi ned close by, to give what aid she could —
suggesting a place ahead where it might be easier to
hold off a horde of men, or an overhang where nas-
sive bats could not swoop upon them But neither girl
left the nen unless it was to scout out a place ahead,
or to fetch nore and better food than the pittance the
dragon had tossed to them

It was, all the sanme, terribly wearying —particu-
larly when there was no end in sight but one which
woul d prove ill for Druid and archer.

It was curious, Raven thought, that in all his days of
seeki ng know edge it should cone to this: battling and
killing men and other things, to stay alive. There had
been many tines in his life —even on this journey —
where he woul d not have defended hinself so fiercely,
and killing anything woul d have been unt hi nkabl e.

But now and again, he could catch a glinpse of Iris's
pal e, anxi ous face agai nst one grate or another, and he
would grow truly fierce in his determnation to break
free of this maze and sonehow rescue her from her

own fate.

Cedric, of course, had no such conpunctions about
slaying enenmies as the Druid did; but he was grow ng
weary of this whol esal e slaughter, and often only

t houghts of his conmpani on —who woul d fare badly
without a skilled archer at his side —and of Irene,
who worried so terribly for his safety, kept him going.
He and Raven spoke about it, now and again —

mostly in lulls in the fighting. 'This grows boring,"
Cedric said once.

"Yes." Raven sighed. "I think back to the grove

where | was first taught "

" —ny first Master," Cedric said |ongingly.

"And then the northern woods, and | think, how
peaceful . But how | onely —"

"Lonely," Cedric agreed quietly. "A man shoul d

have conpany."

"Conpany, yes. A fair, clever lady —one with wit

and beauty both, and a cottage —"

"A vine-covered cottage."

"Wth roses all about, and an herb garden," Raven

went on thoughtfully.

"A shooting range," Cedric said dreanily.

"No onions," Raven said suddenly. Cedric turned to
grin at himand both nmen | aughed, suddenly cheered.
"No onions. But —think of it, no nore wandering,

no nore living fromday to day, hand to mouth —"

" Sl eepi ng under the trees," Raven put in.

"Just a house, and a fair partner —children, of
course. One or two."

"Or so," Raven agreed. "Perhaps start a small grove

of our own —is that sonething com ng?" he added
sharply. Cedric stiffened, |istened for sone nonents,
shook his head finally.

"Not yet." He sighed.
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"Smal | grove." Raven picked up the thought where

he'd left it.

"Archery school," Cedric sighed again, "with Irene

to help ne teach the youngest pupils.

"Iris,"” Raven murnured. They sighed in unison,

and Cedric peered out along the corridor, held up a
hand and said, "Hold that thought." Haifa dozen crea-
tures —nmanli ke except for the snakiest necks either
had ever seen —cane thundering along the corridor,
wavi ng spears and shouting. Cedric |aughed grimy

and set an arrowto his string. "Lovely targets, those —
long as ny forearm three tines as thick and not even
arnored!" And in fact, it took but one arrow each, as
qui ckly as he could shoot them before the corridor
was again free of all life save their own.

In the throne room Voyvodan sat at the edge of his
crystal throne and gazed eagerly at the wal king goli -
wak that cane toward him flanked by Wl fgar and

Tem Tel ek. He tapped |long nails against the arnrest
whi |l e Wil fgar expl ai ned the row of buttons on the
thing's back, waited for a guard to bring it a table and
chair, then pressed the buttons that woul d cause the
automaton to sit, put the chesshoard down, place the
pieces in correct order along both sides and nove one

forward. "King's pawn to King-Four," Wl fgar ex-

pl ained. "First level of skill, but of course you can set it
for however good you are."

Voyvodan eyed himin clear astonishment. "I do not

pl ay chess, dwarf!"

"Well, no. But in that case,” Wil fgar pushed

anot her button, "the blue button will cause it to play
itself, ganme after ganme, until you press it again."

"Ah." Al three of themwatched for a while as the

goKwak made a nove with the steel pieces, then turned

the board around, gazed at it a while and finally noved a
brass piece. Turned the board again. Voyvodan si ghed
happi |l y; Wil fgar and Tem Tel ek eyed each ot her

sidel ong. The Snow Dragon turned his head and call ed

out, "Cone!" Servants canme from behind the dais with

anot her hal f-assenbl ed goliwak, this of steel and bright
copper, with pink slippers on its feet, a stiff skirt about its
wai st, and anot her huge wooden box of cogs, bits, pieces,
screws, ends, and fittings. "It cane apart awhile back," he
said with a helpless little shrug. "Fix it, and we shall see
what we shall see." Wil fgar nerely bowed, then tugged at

a suddenly very indignant lizardman s el bow to rem nd
hi m who and what he was supposed to be and get him

movi ng. The servants followed, carrying the dancer and

the box of parts.

Voyvodan wat ched the chess player for a while,

finally got up and wal ked around behind it, and

pressed the blue button. The goliwak fell over, face

first, into the board, scattering pieces everywhere. The
Snow Dragon gestured to one of the servants to pick

up the ness and | ooked around thoughtfully. Finally,

he sent one of the other servants for a guard. "Have

you been throwi ng food and drink to the fearl ess maze

hunt ers?" he asked. The guard nodded. "Not quite

enough to keep themgoing at full speed?" The guard

nodded again. "Well?" the dragon asked.
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"Well, sir, they're still fighting. Quite hard. They j ust
took out a brace of your snakenmen. Sir."

"Ah." Voyvodan drew hinself up to full height; the

guard cringed, but the dragon nerely said, "Well

How anusi ng! Let us go and see, shall we?"

Behi nd the throne room Lyrana squeezed

Gawai ne' s hand and nodded toward the stairs. They

took them two at a time, and raced down the

corridors, coming up behind Irene and Iris at one of

the grates just as the dragon cane striding along the
corridor to confront Raven and Cedric. "Cho!"

"Sir," Raven said quietly. Cedric w ped the |ast of

his arrows against a little dried grass next to the wall,
shoved it into the quiver, and got to his feet. The
dragon ignored both of them he was wal ki ng around

t he dead snakemen, eyeing the bodies thoughtfully

and making little vexed noises with his tongue and

teeth. Iris, who was nearest the grate, stepped back to

| et Gawai ne forward, and buried her face against her
sister's shoul der.

"l do wonder at such talent as yours, archer," the
dragon said finally, and very pale eyes net |evel blue
ones. "Are you so skilled always, or were these a fluke?"
Raven touched his conpani ons arm and behind

Gawai ne, he heard Iris or Irene murnmur, "GCh, no! Don't
answer that!" But Cedric drew hinself up to full height
and said, rather grandly, "I told you | was skilled Is this not
proof enough? Wiy do you not |et us go?"

"Hah." Voyvodan let his head fall back and he | aughed
Gawai ne bl anched and tyrana s hand clutched his tightly.
"Well, then! A true test of such—talent! You, Druid You
will go stand against that wall —do you see, there is a
wooden gate, just there? You will stand there, and this
archer will outline your body in arrows." Cedric gasped
and the color left his face. "You will do this," the dragon
sai d nmeaningfully. "O el se—=

"W shall do it," Raven said quietly before Cedric

could find his breath once more. "If | may speak to ny
friend a nonent, however?'

Voyvodan gave hima very toothy grin. "Wy, cer-

tainly. After so much tine together here, | amcertain
you will wish to bid each other a fond farewell!"

Raven drew the archer aside and patted his cheek

hard. Wen that had no effect, he pinched the other s

ear| obe. "Raven! Raven, | cannot! | can't do that —if |
m sshot by only the least hair, if you flinched, or if
there was a breeze when | released —| cannot —L"

"You can," the Druid said flatly. "Do not, and we are

both dead, do you doubt it? Do it—why, | nyself wll sing
your praises about the land when we win free of this

pl ace!" He | eaned back to | ook at Cedric, who gazed at

hi min agony. "Please, do not worry so nuch, my friend

You have missed nothing in all the days | have known you
Truly you are as good as you say. And | will not nove, not
so much as a hair's worth, | prom se you that. Conme, he is
wai ting. Courage!" Cedric nerely shook his head His

eyes were dark with msery, but Raven pattedhis shoul der
encouragi ngly and wal ked steadily to the wooden gate,
turned and set his back against it, folded his arms across his
chest and wait ed.

If he felt the |least fear, there was no sign of it in his
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stance or his eyes, and sonehow, this gave the archer
back a little of his nerve. He took out an arrow, set it to
the string, sighted —and shot. It went just where he
had intended it to go, a fingers worth from Ravens

right ear. The Druid gave hima faint smle and a w nk,
and did not nove.

Cedric set his teeth in a mrthless grin, returned the
wi nk and pulled out another arrow. He was terribly aware
of the dragon, watching eagerly for the shot that would
skewer Raven to the gate. And he was aware of Iris and
Irene at that grate. He put the twins fromhis nmind with a
terrible effort; this was not the tine to dwell on what they
would think if he failed The dragon cl eared his throat
om nously. Cedric sighted, and shot.

He gained a little nerve as he went on, and Raven

stood quite still, arms folded, grave eyes fixed on his
face, and finally he reached for an arrow and found

the quiver enpty.

"Hhhnph!" the dragon snorted, and he | ooked as

uneasy as he did angry. Raven stepped steadily away
fromthe gate and turned to look at it. Cedric cane
across to begin pulling arrows fromthe wood and

Raven hel ped. By the tine they were done, the

dragon had quite vanished. Cedric stuffed the last ar-
row into his quiver and staggered; the Druid caught

hi m before he fell over and hel ped himover to the

wal | where the last rays of a |late afternoon sun stil
shone next to the grate. Raven touched his conpan-

ion's armand nodded significantly; a capable little
hand had reached through the grate, as far as it coul d.
Cedric sighed, closed his eyes wearily, and caught hold
of the fingertips —all he could touch through the nar-
row bars. Raven cane around to the other side and

| eaned down to ask, "Are you both all right?"

"I think so," Iris said softly. 'That was so bravely
done of you, to sinply stand as you did. | doubt I

coul d have."

"I't wasn't so awful," Raven said with a faint smle.

He took the fingers Iris reached to him and settled
down on one el bow so he could put his face as near

the grate as possible. "I had sonmething else to think of,
and keep before ny eyes, than arrows. And | knew he
woul d not mss."

"More than | did," Cedric said faintly. H s eyes

were still haunted. "I thought when we first cane here
that | was invulnerable to anything that creature n ght
do. Now —" His fingers closed around Irene's.

"He does not know of us, at least,"” Irene said in a
vi gor ous whi sper. "And shall not."
"No," Iris added.

"No," Cedric said. "But the threat that hangs over

you —
"Was there before you cane," Irene broke in. "And is it
not better to have been in such peril as this and found —
wel |, what we have found, ny sister and | ?—than to have

simply remained in our old life and grown ol d know ng

not hing of such matters?" Cedric | ooked down at her and

t hought her face flushed, but she was smiling up at him
with a |l ook that nade his heart turn over. "Wen we are
old, you and I, we shall look back on this," she said very
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softly, "and think, how wonderful and how strange, that
we shoul d have been so afraid."

He smiled in turn, and tried to put fear fromhimso
she should not see it in his eyes. "So we shall."

"W had better go and find food for you," Iris said.
"W will not be gone for long, though." Fingers were
withdrawmn fromthe grate and the two hurried off.

The snile slipped fromCedric s face and he held out a
hand to Raven, who clasped it over the grating.

"l have slain nmany a beast and many a nan in ny

day," Cedric said softly. "But the fear this day, that I
should miss the mark and kill ny friend —"

Raven shook his head. "But | knew ny friend woul d

use such great care that ny life would be in no rea
danger at all. Look," he added, "they are tossing our
usual banquet across the wall, and the tiger is comng
to guard us for the night."

Gawai ne and Lyrana had slipped away silently once

they were certain Raven had not cone to harm

Gawai ne finally drew his conpanion to a halt and

| eaned against the wall. Lyrana smled faintly and
canme into his arms. They stood there for sone

moments, and finally the bardling stirred and said,

' Thank you."

"Yes," Lyrana said softly. "I needed just to hold
sonmeone, too. | amglad it was you. Cone," she added
as he let her go, "I fear the dwarf and his conpanion

may need hel p again."

"No doubt of it," Gawaine said grimy.

"One thing good of all this," Lyrana said with a

smle. "Voyvodan is so very busy running fromone to
anot her of your people, that he has had no tine for us."
I woul d she had not reninded me of that, Gawai ne

t hought, with a sudden sinking sensation in his stomach.
But then he, too, had had no chance to think of it—guite
possi bly Lyrana had not either, and that was sonmething to
be grateful for.

'The twins seem quite happy, don't you think?"

Lyrana said after a while. "And those two —Raven

and Cedric —"

"AMully nice fellows," Gawai ne said as she hesi-

tated. "You could not ask for nicer fellows."

"l thought so," Lyrana said, but turned to flash him
agrin. "Wth a certain exception, of course.”

Wil fgar and Tem Tel ek were in trouble once nore

—but trouble of a different sort, as Tem Tel ek
expl ai ned while Wil fgar stonped about the workshop

and swore in half a dozen colorful |anguages. 'The
thing was intact, apparently, and the whol e box of

parts and so on a nere sidelight, the dragon's sense of
hunor, if you will." He snorted inelegantly. "But there
is sonmediing inside which is frozen, and the cl ock-
works of this piece are so delicate even ny artificer
fears to take it apart.”

Lyrana and Gawai ne | ooked at each other, at Tem

Tel ek's drawn face, back at each other, and as one,
said, "Mce." Before Gawai ne could turn away to head
back up to that snmall garden, though, he felt a now
fam liar tugging at his breeches and | ooked down to

see three mce. He knelt, explained the problem —
feeling extrenely silly, still, the whole time. But the
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sense of foolishness vani shed at once when he held

down his hands and the mice scranbled onto his

palm let himlift themto the grate and through it. He
heard Wil fgar's startled, "Huh?" and Tem Tel ek's | ow
murnur, but by the tinme he got to his feet, there was
not nuch to see —a dancer held against the wall by
wires, a table full of tools next to it, and before it
Wil fgar, hands on hips, glaring at the thing's mddle,
just above the fluffy skirt.

A nmonment |ater, there was novement about where

the belly button should be on a human dancer, and a
smal | brown shape came scurrying out with sonething
inits teeth. Wil fgar, who | ooked rather stunned, took
it, turned it over in his fingers, then reached out blindly
and touched the button in the danci ng goliwaks

shoul der. Arns and feet began to nove. Tem Tel ek
hastily pulled it down fromthe wire framework, and

the steel and copper figure began twirling its way
across the little room Wth a mghty oath, Wil fgar
stunbl ed out of its way, then ran to get the door. "Hey,
apprentice!" he bell owed over his shoulder. "Get up
here, and help ne catch this wetched thing!"

Gawai ne | ooked up at the grate to neet three sets

of very bright shoe-button eyes. 'Thank you, little
friends," he said gravely, and held up his hands so the
mce could clinmb onto them

Lyrana was | aughi ng hel plessly. "Ch, ny," she said
finally, and wi ped her eyes. "Oh, ny. We had better go
check on your Master, and find something to eat our-
selves, don't you think?" Gawai ne, by now fairly
famliar with this part of the underground nmaze, took
her hand and | ed the way back to the grate under the
firewood.

Nai t achal was not there. A nonent |ater, when they
stopped at the grate overlooking the throne room though,
they found him he was playing the lute and singing a very
per suasi ve soundi ng song about the sinple life, the

pl easures of the pastoral, the purity and joy of open spaces.
Gawai ne grinned, and | ed Lyrana on.

Chapter XXl I

Voyvodan was not nearly so pleased with the dancer

as he perhaps shoul d have been, though he spent

sonme time watching it spin and | eap about the

crowded throne room while Wl fgar and Tem Tel ek

wai t ed nervously, and Naitachal stood by concealing

i npati ence as best he could by tuning his lute. Finally
the Snow Dragon sighed heavily and | owered his chin
into his long-fingered white hands, and gazed nar-

rowmy at the artificer. "Cone," he said |oudly.

A servant cane frombehind the dais, a silver tray in
hi s hands, and upon the tray a clear glass botde. He set
it on the table where die goliwak chess player still sat,
head bowed over his board. Wil fgar |ooked at die bot-
de, then at Tem Tel ek, and bit back a sigh of his own.
Wdiin die botde was an extrenely delicate nodel of a
ship —any part of which would be well beyond die

grasp of his stubby fingers or die |izardman's eidier,
even if eidier could get such a digit into die botde.
Voyvodan confirmed the dwarfs worst fears: 'The rig-
ging is supposed to go up and down and di e rudder to
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work, but it does not. Sonmeone apparendy | oosed die
di read which is supposed to hang outside die botde.
Fix diis, why don't you?"

"And di en come back?" Wil fgar asked radi er wasp-

i shly. The dragons eyes narrowed to nere slits.
"Why —woul d you radier not?"

"Ch, oh, well," die lizardman interposed before die
irritated Wil fgar could forma reply that would serve both
of themill, "weE, do you know, | have never enjoyed

mysel f so much, so many wonderful things to do, so nuch
I amlearning." He chattered on brightly for sone
monents, falling silent only when the dragon cleared his
throat om nously. Wil fgar gathered up the tray, bowed
neatly if not very deeply, and turned to stalk fromthe
throne room Tem Tel ek right at his heels. Voyvodan

wat ched them go, then turned to | ook at Naitachal

"I fear they do not like ne, Bard. And you —how

do you feel ?"

The Bard shrugged and gestured broadly, taking in

the lute he held. "You give nme this wondrous instru-
ment to replace ny old battered one, and you think I
will not sing your praises forever?"

"Mmm yes. O rather," the dragon added hastily

as Naitachal nodded and struck a chord, "do not do

that. Not just yet. Sing nme sonething, ease ny bore-
dom | am bored, Dark Elf."

"Ch. Well, this," Naitachal struck another chord,

"was quite the rage when | left Silver City, perhaps
you will like it." He ran a conplicated run up and

down the strings and began, "Ch! The life of a lord is
no longer for nme, | shall shed my possessions, nmy sou
shall be free, where the deer and the turtl edove run,

so shall 1, and sleep with a shepherdess under the sky."
The dragon snorted; Naitachal risked a glance in his
direction, then | ooked at himin surprise. Voyvodan

was shi ckering, holding his sides. "Do go on, why do
you stop? This is the funniest thing | have ever heard!"
Nai tachal smiled deprecatingly, played the

i ntroductory notes again, and sang, "l shall cast off ny
jewels and take up a crook, and set aside riches to sleep in a
nook Wth the possum | shall becone friends, and the
mol e, for material things are such —a drag on ny soul."
He went on in the sane vein for quite a while. The
dragon was still [aughing hel pl essly when he disnissed
hima very long tinme later. Back in his chanber, the
Bard bl otted a danp forehead and col |l apsed into a

chair. "Gracious!" he nuttered. "I must cone up with
sone nore verses to that. | was nudging at himw th
enough Bardi c power to knock over a barn, and he

never even noticed!"

Per haps because it wasn't working —well, he

woul dn't think about that.

He stared gloonily into the fire for sone tine, and

at length was roused by a hissing anong the sticks and

| ogs: Gawai ne, and the | ovely young wonan who had
become his shadow —and vice versa, of course, Nai-
tachal thought, and realized with a pang that he m ght
wel |l lose his apprentice before the bardling ever had a
chance to becone a Bard. Not if | can help it, though,
he told hinself grimy, and bent over the grate to hiss
urgently, "Hey, Gawaine! You can't think how gl ad
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amto see you! How about maki ng up sone verses to

The Shepherd, the Shepherdess and Lord Eneral d"

for me? I amrunning out of ideas —fast!"

A di stance away, Wil fgar and Tem Tel ek stood on

opposite sides of their table and gazed gloom |y at the
bottle. "You know, we need another of Gawai ne's

mce," the lizardman said finally. "Were is that |ad
when you need hin®?

"Who," Wil fgar replied softly, "is to say we do?" He

poi nted; his Master stared. Two fat brown mce stood

on their hind feet, tugging at the dwarfs sl eeve, and
bet ween them one of the smallest baby mce either

had ever seen. "I feel like an idiot." Wil fgar |ooked
around the chanber. "However. Sir and madam if

such you are, and young master or m stress, whichever
you are —as if anyone but a nouse cared," he added
fromthe side of his nouth to his Master, who grinned
inreply. '"This wondrous toy is said to have a thread
within that nakes the sails go up and down, and by

such action to keep us alive. If we do live, |I shall see
that the best of my bread is yours, this very afternoon.™
He stared; the two |large mice dropped to all fours and
seened to be talking to the baby, which —with a little
prodding —crawl ed into the narrow neck of the bot-

tle. One of the adults poked its nose in after the baby,
all of it that would fit. Wil fgar and Tem Tel ek

wat ched breathlessly as the little one slid and fell all
around the ship, finally caught hold of a bit of near-in-
visible thread with its teeth, and slipped and slid back
to the neck. Wilfgar had to tip the bottle so the little
creature could get back out, but when it cane tum

bling to the table, it still held the thread.

The dwarf took it and bowed generously to all three

m ce. Tem Tel ek was patting his pockets, and he

brought out a chunk of bread and a tw sted paper of

rai sins, both of which he set on the table. "CQur
thanks," he said very formally. The mice began to

chew on the bread. The lizardman | ooked at his artifi-
cer, who | ooked sonberly back.

' Thanks, yes," he said softly. "But | wonder how

that dragon will feel about it?"

T have an idea," the lizardman said after an uncom
fortable little silence. "Let us not go in search of him
with this repaired wonder just yet. In fact, let us not go
at all, until he sends for us, and needs nust."

Raven and Cedric were very thirsty; the previous

ni ghts food had been tossed over the wall to them but
there had been only half as nuch water as usual, and the
grates here were of a tightly neshed wire, through which
the girls could pass them nothing save conforting words.
By m dday, they were very thirsty indeed, and not a little
hungry.

Also nore than a little surprised: after nearly non-
stop fighting for days, there had been no one to battle
at all —nerely a large wall of netal and spikes that
had pushed them along the corridor and | eft them

Raven gl anced around and sighed faintly. The grates

here were no better than those they had | eft behind —
there woul d be no extra drink or food through them

He smiled then; Iris and Irene had pressed their
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hands against the grate so they could be seen, and he
t hought he could see Iris's bel oved, grave face down
there in the dimy lit tunnel

Cedric touched his shoul der. "Look," he said softly.
Raven felt the hackles conme up on the back of his
neck. He turned and saw Voyvodan, sitting where the
metal wall had been. "It just —went," Cedric said
even nore softly. "And he was there instead." Both
men gazed at the Snow Dragon. Voyvodan snmil ed

broadly and gestured, beckoning themas he sum

moned a table, covered in the finest white damask,
and upon it three begenmed gol den cups with match-
ing saucers, and a truly hideous teapot, tall as a mans
armand wapped in little fat wi nged figures, vines,
roses, trunpet flowers, tiny birds dining on the nectar
of those flowers, and stylized bees.

Raven | ooked at Cedric and Cedric at Raven; the

two finally shrugged and approached the tabl e,
sitting as Voyvodan sunmoned delicate little
silk-striped chairs and a quartet of silk-clad nen,
who pl ayed upon viols and flutes behind him He
gestured; the three cups were filled with a clear,
fragrant tea. Raven's nmouth watered: rose hip and
citrus grass, he thought; one of his favorites. But he
was thirsty anyway.

Cedric swallowed dryly: orange and spice, how had

the dragon known what he |iked best? And his nouth
was so dry...

Voyvodan chuckl ed softly. 'Three cups, two of you
—and only one of themsafe."

"Saf e?" Raven asked, as softly.

'The other two —well, | wonder," the dragon

asked of no one, rather thoughtfully, "how | ong a nman
mght withe in pain froma truly dreadful poison
before a friend saw himfrom his agony?" Raven went
so white, Cedric thought he mght faint dead away.

But the Druid squared his shoul ders and said, "Wy,
no time at all. Did you not know the truest test of
friendshi p?" Cedric closed his eyes; he would have
wept, but there wasn't enough noisture in himfor
tears. "I will test the liquid," Raven added firmy. Ce-
dric's eyes flewwide in alarm and he woul d have
deni ed the Druid, but Raven nmet his eyes, warning in
them "I am after all, a Druid. If |I cannot tell base lig-
uid fromgood, why then, all my |earning has been for
naught, and | will be glad to die." The dragon gl ared at
him then shrugged and sat back. "How |l ong have | to
choose?" Raven asked, and he sounded quite calm

"As long as you like —so long," Voyvodan added
thoughtfully, "as | do not becone bored waiting for
your choice, of course.”

"Of course," Raven echoed, and bent over the cups.
Scent. There were plenty of substances which

hel d no scent and others that did, any of which

could readily loll a man. He snelled nothing. That
meant not hing. Color, then: but that was not as

much help as it could have been, for each of the

cups was not —quite —the color of the others.

He gl anced up, then sideways. Voyvodan was

gazing into the sky, at the walls on each side,
slewed to | ook at the nusicians behind him Cedric
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| ooked very, very tired.

Per haps there was nothing for it but to set the cup
and the liquid to his lips, and see if any of them
nunmbed skin or had an odd taste. But sone noise

down the corridor was distracting the dragon, and
Raven stared as a brown bird no | onger than his

thunb fluttered swiftly between himand Cedric, |it
upon the center cup and took a drink fromit. The bird
sat back up, a bright eye net the Druids with what he
was suddenly sure was intelligence and neani ng, and
then it hopped once and flew quickly away.

| stake ny |ife upon what | have sought to learn al

my days, and what a Druid is supposed to know —t he
ways of beasts and birds, Raven thought rather grimy.
As Voyvodan turned back and began to tap his nails
agai nst the tabl ecloth, Raven picked up the middle
cup, inhaled warmsteam and took a sip. "Ahhh." He
set it down again and smled. "How very nice of you,
sir. That is ny favorite flavor, how did you know?" No
reaction at aft, he thought in sudden relief. H's tongue
and throat told himthe sane story, as did his stonmach:
there was nothing in the cup but water, heated and
steeped in | eaves, rose hips, and the tart grass that he
| oved so. He smiled and pushed the cup into Cedric's
fingers. "Here, have sonme. It is wonderfully soothing."
Cedric gazed at hi m anxiously. Raven nodded once,

and the archer closed his eyes and drained the cup.

It was Raven s turn to watch closely now, but Cedric
si ghed happily, sniled and said, "How pleasant, the
very best tea | know, spices and orange!" \Wen he
opened his eyes, and Raven turned to | ook, the dragon
was gone. So were two of the cups and the entire
quartet. The ugly teapot renmai ned, now on a bare,
rickety table, but when Raven stood to pour another
cup of tea fromit, there was only cold water within.
"Water is just as good," Cedric assured him "Listen,

t hough. Do you hear anythi ng?"

"Hssst!" It was Gawai ne, down in the tunnel wth
Lyrana and the twins; he was trying urgently to get
their attention. "How did you know t hat was safe,
Raven?" he asked

"Ch." That bird might have been delirium or ny

own inagination. He wasn't going to bring it up unless
soneone else did; the last tiling Cedric needed just
now was to think his stout |eft shoul der was goi ng
mad. "Well —1 did ny best, widi the know edge al

Drui ds have, of course. But —well. If | had guessed
wong, Cedric would have at | east known one cup was
the wong one."

He flushed then, deeply touched as Cedric

wr apped his arns around him "My friend, | cannot
repay you, ever."

"Nonsense, " Raven said gruffly, and gave the archer

a hard enough enbrace to drive the air fromhim

"You have saved ny life nore than once, already. | but
repaid a little of the favor." He | eaned back; he could
feel noisture in his eyes, and Cedric's were suspi -
ciously wet. "All right?"

The archer nodded. "All right." He knelt to ky his
fingers against the grate. Irene held hers agai nst the
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other side of the wire, but it was so finely wought nei-
ther could touch the other. "Gawaine, has the Bard

made any progress?"’

"Beyond what we know about the dragon's heart?"

"Toward finding it," Raven corrected himgently.

H s eyes were fixed on Iris's, and though it was hard to
tell through so nmuch nesh, he thought she was sml -

i ng.

"Not that | know of," Gawaine said "W will let you
know i f he does."

"Yes, well," Cedric said with a deep sigh. 'Tell him

if there is any way he can hasten things along a little —
my friend and | here would greatly appreciate that."
"Well." Gawai ne shifted fromfoot to foot uncom

fortably. What could he possibly say to these two,
situated as they were? Particularly with the twins on
either side of him both with their hearts in their eyes?
"We shall tell him" Lyrana said calmy. "And do al

we can to help himand you, of course." She squeezed

the bardling's ringers to get his attention and indicated
the corridor with a jerk of her head. Gawai ne foll owed
her, leaving the twins in the tunnel and the two fight-
ing nen above. He gl anced back only once; the whol e
situation threatened to break his heart and freeze his
thoughts in a sea of msery —he would be no use to
anyone if he could not think. 'Though," he whispered

so quietly even Lyrana could not hear him "even if |
could think, who is to say it will help?"

There was no sign of the Bard, either in the throne
roomor in the chanber with the firepl ace.

Nai tachal lay at full length on his back on one of the
beds in the next room eyes fixed unseeing on the dis-
tant ceiling, and he thought furiously. "So far as | can
tell, the songs are not working," he nunbled to him

self. "Though it is too early to be certain. But it is such
a roundabout nethod for conquering the creature,

and tine grows so short, and all seens to depend upon

what | do here. . . ." He sighed, let his eyes close. 7
could yoke himto my will. In ny old life, |I knew a

nmyriad of spells which would control a nere dragon,

even one of vast size. | could take hold of him force
himto rel ease those hapl ess young wonen, mny

bardling, all the others. | could..

He sighed again and tried to think of sonething

el se. Anything else. It wasn't working. "It is a good
thing the boy isn't here," he nmuttered, "to see how

near the surface the old way still is. If it causes ne dis-

may, what would it do to an innocent |ike Gawai ne?"
He gazed up at the ceiling for a very long tine.

Finally, he sat up. "Yes, | could doit. | think I could do
it. Provided | could cone up with a certain salve, an-
other certain paste, a bottle of —yes, well, that is the

whol e rub, isn't it?" A dead body, or several dead bod-
ies —or one which the Necronmancer kills hinmself —

to create the bottle of liquid, to seal the spell. "Wom
should | kill, then? Even in the old days, when | saw
no other way of life for nyself, | never did that." It

nm ght even have been the one thing that |et himbreak
free froma life ordained to himby his people since
birth. "And once | begin, well, where would it end?
Besides —" He considered for a while, turning down
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fingers one at a tinme, and finally | aughed sourly. "Not
even that wetched Pal adin! Worthless as | find him
he finds worth in hinself. How could | do it?"

Keep at the songs, he told hinself firmy. And —
hurry it up. He grinned suddenly. "Yes. And the next

i mpossi bl e thing before breakfast?" That rem nded

him He hadn't touched the excellent breakfast the
dragon's nen had brought him The bread was prob-

ably stale, but there had been a wonderfully ripe
peach.

Chapter XXII1

Gawai ne didn't sleep very well that night —the

room seened too stuffy, the mattress |unpy. He knew
that was nothing to keep a man awake, though, not
after as nuch distance as he'd covered up and down
those tunnels and all about the Snow Dragons naze
these past days. He was deeply worried: about Lyrana,
about Cedric and Raven, and about the tw ns, who

were becom ng increasingly attached to both nen.

But there is so nmuch danger in that nmaze, how can it
possibly be they will live |long enough for Master Nai-
tachal to save then®? Save all of them He was not
worried for hinself, of all of themthe only safe one.
But Wil fgar and TemTelek ... Al of the young

woren, Lyrana's conpani ons, who had done not hi ng

to warrant their present placing.

At first light, Lyrana brought himtea and cakes as
she always did —and a nessage. "Wl fgar and Tem
Telek finally had to deliver the ship bottle very late |ast
ni ght. Voyvodan was not pleased. And he has set them
anot her task, one in which | fear the mce will be no
aid." Gawaine stuffed a cake in his nmouth, swallowed a
litde tea to wash it down, and staggered to his feet
"W had better go, then," he said. Lyrana gazed at

hi m anxi ousl y.

"You are becomng worn, did you sleep at all?"

He m ght have said the sanme thing of her, he

t hought unconfortably. Lyrana | ooked wan and edgy,
conpared to when he fell over her wall. Then, she was
nowhere near as drawn-appearing as the twins. He

was not certain either of themhad slept in days. But
he coul d not send Lyrana away; even if he had wanted
her to go, she would not leave. It is ny life, too, she
had sai d vigorously, and thereafter refused to discuss
the matter at all. Irene and Iris very nuch felt the
sane, and would not be nmoved for considerations of
their own safety. "If we do one snmall thing in all this
time to save either of those poor brave nmen," Irene
had added, "then it is worth all."

"I will not |eave Raven in any event," Iris had said
Gawai ne shook his head to clear all such gl oony

t houghts, and ran fingers through his hair. Lyrana gave
hi m one nore worried | ook, then shrugged and | ed

t he way.

She took another branch just before they got to the
wor kroom where the dwarf and |izardman had toil ed

so many days. 'They were noved to anot her chanber,

one the dragon could reach hinself, for near the main
gates and large courtyard, the corridors are |arge
enough for himto walk in his nan shape."
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She halted at a grate; Gawai ne cane to |ook. This

set of bars was set a litde above floor level. Both his
conpanions were up to their ankles in glittering saw
dust that filled the entire room and even the corridor
was fragrant with the snmell of cedar chips. He could
see Tem Tel ek, who | ooked upset enough for it to
clearly show on his normally expressionless face. 'The
nm ce cannot hel p us, Gawai ne cannot hel p us —what

shall we do? Uh —Master," the |izardnman added hast -
ily. "Separate this stuff fromthe gold, or we die, and
doubt that creature will give us very long!"

He stared then. Wil fgar had let his head fall back,

and he was | aughing heartily. "Ch, conme, now Master,

I could free us froma trap like this with both eyes

cl osed —yes, and asleep, too! Here," he added, with a
return to his Master personna, "just you | eave off

wri ngi ng those great grubby hands of yours and find

me a board, |ong enough to block that entry. Here,

now, quit that fussing! | know, | know, you can't 'elp it,
it's how you are, but all the same, you find that board,
and set it across the doorway to block it. 'Ere, let ne
see. No, that's all right, the floor dips a bit just there,
it's all we need Go on, go on. And Gawai ne," he raised
his voice a little sharply, "if there should be any such
bei ng about, should quit the canp, as they say, and
make certain he is nowhere that water mght collect”
"Water?" Lyrana asked. Gawai ne thought for a

monent, nodded and tugged at her arm

"Water. He is going to flood the chanber fl oor,

think. | have seen it done, when one of my old squire's
men found garnet in the quarry: Pour water across two
separate kinds of thing, and the heavy one will settle,
the other float away."

"Ah! O course!" She cl apped her hands toget her

once. "Sawdust is nmuch lighter than gold, of course,

but how clever of himto think of it, and under such
pressure, too!" She peered doubtfully all around them
finally led the way down another tunnel and out into
the open, where Irene and Iris sat huddl ed together
rather m serably.

"There is another corridor just across there," Iris
said, "where they are. But there are no nore tunnels
under here, only one snall hole in the wall a little far-
ther on, and the best we could do |ast night was to talk
tothema little." She sighed and rested her head

agai nst her sister's shoulder. Irene patted her hair
absently and finally tugged at her armto get her atten-
tion. Iris sighed once nore. "I know, we nust go back

a while to freshen up, and get some food and water, in
case there is a chance to throw it over."

"You certainly had better freshen up," Lyrana said,
eyeing both of themcritically. "If Voyvodan saw either
of you now, you would be no use at all to your nen.

He woul d have you washed and eat you at once," she
added flatly, and Gawai ne wi nced. But the brutal
approach worked: Iris scranbled to her feet, hel ped

her sister up, and with only the least |onging | ook at
the wall, they hurried away.

Lyrana and Gawai ne stood |istening: sounds of bat-

tle, men shouting angrily or in pain, an occasiona
shrill scream but over all, Cedric's strong, cal mvoice
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and now and agai n, Ravens equally rel axed reply. Nei-
ther of the listeners could nmake out anything the two
men actually were saying to each other, or to those
they fought, and Gawai ne finally shook his head and

|l et Lyrana lead himover to the crack in the wall the
twins had nmentioned. Fortunately, she knew this area
better than he, even if not very well. He m ght have
been an hour or nore |locating die space. If he pressed
against it and stood a little off-side, though, he could
see a very narrow edge of the fighting on the other

si de.

Cedric | ooked particularly haggard as he turned

now and again to fire an arrow into their pursuers;
Raven's face was expressionless, but there seened to
be little he could do just nowwith his own talents to
aid them He had a belt of throw ng knives and a bow
of his own, shorter than Cedric's, with a pack of

gl eaned and wildly m snatched arrows. He was not

very good with any of them at any distance; only so-so
when one of the pack broke free to cone close. Just
the fact of his having weapons hel ped keep the eneny
from blindsiding Cedric, though

Gawai ne noved a little, went on tiptoe and then

down into a squat at the crack, until he had a sense of
the terraine in there. Dear lords of light, they wll
never win free of that! Voyvodan had set them a course
i ke nothing he had ever seen: pipes to run through,
inclines to run up, ropes to swi ng across or go over
hand over hand, rope ladders to clinb ... and behind
them well ahead of the pack, four hul king brutes who
were astonishingly ninble for the size of them

By the cheerful -sounding chatter Cedric was toss-

ing one way and Raven the other, he gathered

Voyvodan had i ntended that one | eave the other

behind as brute-bait. But the two nmen were taking

care of each other, cooperating in getting one other
over the awful barriers or watching each other's backs
and flanks. As the bardling watched anxi ously, Cedric
cl anbered deftly to the top of a flat, narrow wall that
ran taller than he and side to side across the tunnel,
kept a drawn bow and a keen eye on the four brutes
until Raven nmanaged to pull hinself up by the rope
that hung down the mddle of the wall. Raven caught
his breath, pulled the rope |oose, and dunped it down
the back side of the wall. He grinned at Cedric, who
gri nned back and gave the nuscl e-bound quartet a

very gal |l ant bow before he and the Druid junped

down fromthe wall and vani shed.

Gawai ne drew a deep breath, |eaned briefly against

the gap, and finally shook hinself. "Well, they nmade it
out of that section."

'The dragon will not be pleased,"” Lyrana said

unhappi | y.

"No." Not at all pleased, Gawai ne knew. The two

were still alive, but Voyvodan was certainly going to
step up the odds once nore. "Cone, we'd better get
you back. "

When they returned to the grate leading into the
gol d and sawdust room there were puddl es and pool s
of water everywhere on the tunnel floor, and water
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dri pped fromthe netal bars; inside, Wlfgar was
rubbi ng his hands together and chuckling, while his
so-cal | ed apprentice used a scoop to gather up the
gold. "All so sinple," the dwarf said, "if one knows that
gold is heavier than nearly anything else. | nerely
danmmred the doorway, appropriated sone piping from

the hal lway, and used it to flood the chanber. Sawdust
floats, gold sinks —and so it goes, eh?"

"Yes, Master," Tem Tel ek said, broadly fawning as

al ways, but Gawai ne thought there was respect in the
words this tine.

They stopped to check on his Master. Naitachal was
paci ng before the hearth, munbling to hinself, sort-
ing out rhynes for yet nore verses, and it was an

i ndication of his nmental state that he wel comed the
interruption to the creative process. He didn't |ook
very good, either; the bardling had never seen him so
thin, gray-faced and harassed. But he dredged up a
genuine smile as Lyrana hissed a greeting. "Ah, well,
what news for nme, Gawai ne? And good norning to

you, Mss Lyrana." He |listened, sighed when Gawai ne
finished telling himabout the gladiators, grinned
briefly over Wil fgar's success, frowned a little at the
bardling's description of the twins. "Not good. They
had better take a while for some rest, or they will be
| ess than no use to Cedric and Raven."

' They know, " Lyrana sounded resigned. "I told
t hem "
"Yes. Well, remind themthat if they join irreversibly

with that Snow Dragon, flesh to flesh as it were, it wll
probably be the end of their bel oved nen, because
they'll both give up."

"l hadn't thought of that," Lyrana said, and nodded
once. "Yes, that should convince themto hold back for
an afternoon."

"Sleep," Naitachal urged softly. "Or at |east rest;
decent food, a glass of wine, sone tine before the
mrror, clean clothing and re-dressed hair. Certainly
their young nmen will appreciate the effort also, won't

t hey?'

"If they cone again to a place where they can see

the twins," Gawai ne put in doubtfully.

"Ch, bother that, they will hear the difference in

the girls' voices. | mght suggest," Naitachal added
mldly, "that you yourself could use a little such care,
my dear Lyrana. | think nmy apprentice would be a tri-
fle displeased if sonething untoward happened to

you. Such as winding up a Snow Dragon's —"

"Yes," Lyrana said quickly. "I do see your point, Sir
Bard. "

"Good. Do not forget it once you | eave ne, please.
However" —he shook hinsel f —"have you thought

of any more verses for this wetched song?"

"W cane up with another |ot |ast night. Here."
Gawai ne pushed a thinly rolled strip of paper through
the grate. Naitachal unfurled it, letting the end drag
on the floor as he read the first lines. He chuckl ed,
shook his head, read a little further and | aughed sone
more. "He hasn't tired of it yet?" Gawai ne asked, and
he sounded nore than a little astoni shed.

The Bard snorted. "Do you realize The Shepherd,
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The Shepherdess and Count Eneral d’ now has nearly

twice as many verses as 'Beatrice and the Manticore' ?'
"Good |lord and great Powers," Gawai ne replied

devout | y.

"Well may you say," Naitachal replied testily. "It is
wor ki ng, the throne roomis only half as full of things
and stuff as it was, but it is still such a welter of nate-
rial possessions as to nake a devout priest with vows of
i mpoveri shnment out of the nobst hardened. | have to

work as hard at keeping ny tenper these days as | do

at creating nore song."

"Yes, sir. But there is one other good thing: The

dragon i s enough under your spell that he no | onger
becones bored and sends you away —and he hasn't

put you under a silence spell since that first tine, has

he?"
"No. | alnpbst wish he would,"” Naitachal said
gloomly. "I know, | know, wouldn't do, would it?

We're running out of time, apprentice. If you have any
time to spare fromwiting verses, you mght think of a
god to pray to. Besides Arturis's."

"I —ah, yes. Well. You know, | think Fenix is the

one hel ping us —you know, the mice and the linnets,

all that. Maybe she can do nore, maybe she —"

"Talk to her, if you can, Gawai ne. Though | do fear
it's less a matter that she doesn't want to help nore, or
that ordinarily she could not. The dragon has her

power bl ocked by his own, sone spell of his own. And
the only way to break such a spell " He paused
expectantly. Gawai ne sighed and the two finished, in
chorus, " is by killing the dragon."”

"I''"l'l talk to her anyway, Master."

"Do that. | had better ready nyself; Voyvodan ordi -
narily sends for ne about now You take that young
worman back to her courtyard and see she gets sone-
thing to eat. There is no point in having her so thin she
could slip through these bars, is there?"

"No point," Lyrana said before Gawai ne coul d think

of anything to say. "We'll return, later."

"Yes." Naitachal sighed and turned his eyes back to

the long strip of paper. "You do that. You know where

I will be." As they turned away, they could hear him
chuckling at something el se one of themhad witten.

But when he heard the |ast sounds of their foot-

steps, Naitachal turned away fromthe grate, let the
sheet drop to the table, and his face went very grim
"There are spells,"” he whispered to hinself. "Spells to
cause di sease, any of which just might elimnate
Voyvodan. O perhaps those which set deadly acci-

dents in the path of an eneny, and it nay be one of
those would at |east distract a Snow Dragon | ong

enough for ne to free that Fenix. And any of five sepa-
rate spells | can think of, just off the top of ny head,
right now —any of those mght kill himand free the
Feni x. And us."

Yes. Oh, yes. He sipped a cup of now cold soup
gloomly. Just kill soneone el se. Sonmeone he knew.

And whom shall | choose? Gawai ne? H s bel oved?

One of those poor girls who foll ow Raven and Cedric

and have worried thenselves to threads over the two?
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Wil fgar? O Tem Tel ek, who is after all "only" a
|'izardman?

As wel|l decide to sonehow reconstitute Arturis and

use him there was no "only" to Tem Tel ek, whose

sense of humor was so like his owmn. O Wil fgar, who

was cl ever as a cageful of nobnkeys and who was as

much a pl easure in conmpany as Raven —or as skilled

in his own way as Cedric. Naitachal groaned and | et

his head fall into his hands. Keep at it. At |east, you
have not yet run out of notions for verses to that horrid
song; and Gawaine is truly comng into his ow at |ast,
now that |ives depend upon what he does. Who woul d

have t hought of such a thing to focus his attention?
And the dragon is still interested...

He brought his head up as soneone tapped at the

door. A servant stood there. "Master Bard, the G eat
One woul d see you. He wishes to know if you have
renenbered nore of your wonderfully funny song —

and if you will sing it to him"

The Bard brought up a snmile from sonewhere, got

to his feet and gathered up his lute. "Sing—why, what
woul d give ne greater pleasure?”

When he arrived in the throne room he blinked

and stopped dead in his tracks. He could now see al

the way fromthe double doors to the throne, and

there was clear floor all the way to the w ndows, nost
of the way fromdoors to throne; on the right side, he
coul d see a goodly stretch of open flooring. The
dreadful fountain was nowhere in sight.

There was still enough costly and rare stuff in here

to pay the salaries of all the King's troops for the next
thousand years. Naitachal sighed, squared his shoul -
ders, and wal ked down the | ong —now very plain —
carpet to the throne.

Chapter XXV

Gawai ne woul d have left Lyrana right at the end of

the gravel path, but she would not |et himago, instead
| eading himover to the pavilion where he had first

hi dden. "Ariana, | nust go freshen up. Has Voyvodan
sent any nessage?"

The girl shook her head. "You know he has not, you

were here last night. It is nearly tine for tea and sand-
wi ches, Gawai ne, surely you will stay and eat with us?
It seens quite a long tinme since nost of us have seen
you. "

He hadn't eaten much the night before, and the

very thought of food reninded himhow little of his-
breakfast he had: two deep swall ows of tea, one very
smal | iced cake. Besides —it really wasn't fair to the
rest of these poor bored young wonen to only spend

his time with one, however nuch that one nmeant to

hi m above and beyond the rest. He nodded. Lyrana
squeezed his fingers and left him returning a short
while later with nost of the other girls and the tw ns
—who bore trays of sandwi ches, nore of the snall

cakes, a basket of ripe fruit and a plain, large silver pot
and cups. Lyrana set a plate in front of Gawai ne and
began pointing out the variety of sandw ches, while
Iris, who had changed froma dark blue to a very pale
pi nk gown, and who had redone her hair in a high

crown of plaits, began to pour tea into the row of cups.
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I rene, who was passing the cups out, froze. The

fragile porcelain struck the step and shattered. "Ch,
no!" she whispered in horror. "Ch —oh, |ook!" Ariana
gazed over her shoul der and when Gawai ne woul d

have gotten up, she vigorously gestured hi m down

agai n.

"I't is Voyvodan! Wat shall we do?

"Go on pouring tea," Lyrana said steadily, though

she was even pal er than normal and her eyes were

huge. "Here, those of you sitting around, stand up, go
and | ook. Create a barrier, for goodness sake!" A flurry
of skirts. Gawai ne sat alone at the table, gazing dum
bly at the plain woden surface —today, no one had
brought a doth, no place under there to hide. A tug at
his hand roused him "Up!" Lyrana hissed, and

poi nted. Above the table, in the very mdst of the
pavilion, was a trap door. "Hurry —no wait, let ne,
first!" She clanbered onto a chair at the far end of the
table, giving herself a clear view over the other girls'
heads and al so bl ocking any view into the m ddl e of

the little open-sided building. "Here he cones!" she
added anxiously, but behind her she heard the

extrenely faint whisper of wood sliding agai nst wood.
She gl anced qui ckly behind her —no sign of Gawai ne
—then scranbl ed down as the Snow Dragon cane

across the | awn.

Gawai ne, by putting his face against a gap in the lat-
ticework just under die roof, could see quite clearly
and w thout much danger since one of the clinbing

roses was sprawl ed all over this side of the pavilion. He
fought a sneeze, finally pinched his nose hard and

breat hed through his nmouth. The floor of this litde
garret was thick with dust and pollen, and the rose was
a very strong-scented one. He settled down cautiously,
avoi ding the scattered heaps of cups, teapots and

pl ates, clodis, several balls, and a stack of badly

war ped racquets.

Voyvodan topped even Lyrana by two heads' worth,

but he woul d have stood out anyway as the young

wonen cl ustered around himand call ed out cheerful -
soundi ng greetings. "Ah, well," he purred, turning to

| ook at each of them "it struck ne all at once how | ong
since | had seen you. Probably would not have

t hought of you at all for several nore days, ny dears,
but ny new Bard —wonderful nan, | nmust send him

to you sonmetinme —well, he has been singing to ne
|lately, quite a lot, and today he nmentioned beautiful |a-
dies, and do you know, it remi nded ne how | had

been negl ecting you." Gawai ne stifled a groan and
closed his eyes. That had been one of his verses, de-
signed to start the dragon of thinking about divesting
hinself of his collection of girls. Mstake. "Let ne

see, " Voyvodan went on. "How are you all doing?

Stand still so | may | ook at you —here, spread out a
little, can you not? | grow dizzy the way you all nove
about . "

Grls stepped back a little and stood quite still as

Voyvodan wal ked around each of themin turn, gazing
earnestly into one fair face or another, muttering to
hi nsel f now and again. At length he canme to the twins
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and Lyrana, who stood together nearest the pavilion
steps, and he frowned, then beckoned and put his face
quite close to theirs. "How curious. It cannot be so
long as that since | last saw you; surely you tw ns were
fresh-faced babes the last tine | canme to visit and you,
with all that lovely black hair —Lyrana, isn't it? —
why, ny dear, is that a |ine between your brows?"

The twi ns | ooked at each other in clear panic, but
Lyrana cleared her throat, folded her hands behind

her back and said softly, "It is just possible, sir.
Though, really, it has not been terribly | ong since you
were here last. There has just lately been —oh, | am
not quite certain howto say —" She hesitated, and

Voyvodan tipped his head to one side. Lyrana

shrugged rat her hel pl essly.

"l see. You perhaps do not feel well? O are you
unhappy? |Is the food not good, or the variety not as

you would like it? The w ne, perhaps?" He let his

voice trail away.

"How ki nd of you," Lyrana exclaimed. "And how

clearly you see things. In truth, we have not felt par-
ticularly well lately —at least, at first, | did not, and
then the twins nursed me and | fear that they now fee
worse than | did at first."

"Not sneezi ng? Fevered?"

"Ch, no, sir, nothing so dreadful as that. It is just —

wel |, food has no taste to speak of, and wi ne gives ne a
horrid headache; ny stonmach is not taking food very
well, and so | find | have not nuch appetite."

"Sleeping at all well? Too nuch?"

"Ch, no, sir. That is —I| sleep very little, it seens,
and when | do, | have such awful dreans! Wen |

waken fromthem | scarcely care to try to sleep once
again."

"And you both have this same —difficulty?" Voyvo-

dan asked the twins, who nodded in unison

Iris nodded. "It is difficult for me to keep whatever

| eat in place, even plain bread. My stomach is just
upset all the tinme."

"My poor little ones," the Snow Dragon said, and
patted first one and then the other on the back, quite
gently. "How terrible. You should have sent at once to
| et nme know you were unwel | ."

"But it seened such a small thing, nothing to worry
you about," Lyrana objected. "After all, we know full
wel | how busy you nust be, managi ng your affairs in
order to keep us all in such fine estate."

"Ah, but," Voyvodan said snoothly, "I amnot keep-

ing you in fine estate, ny dearest, if you are unwell.
Here, | shall order special delicacies sent to you from
my own Kkitchen: sweet bread and candi ed violets,
frosted grapes and a very finely prepared white fish,
with even the tiniest bones already taken out for you.
WI1l that hel p?"

Lyrana shrugged; the tw ns, Gawai ne thought, were
beyond speech. "We can but hope. It certainly does
sound tasty —but," she waved a hand to take in the
tea table and the sandw ches and cakes there, "so did
that neal, and | find myself scarcely able to eat any of
it."

The Snow Dragon nounted the two steps, bent
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over the table to examne the food and the teapot.
"Well. This all |ooks fine, but you should have differ-
ent teas, you three. | will have ny physician prescribe
heal i ng teas which soothe distressed stomachs and
others which |l et one sleep and keep ni ghtmares at bay.
And here," he added as he stepped back outside and

cast a glance upward. Gawai ne froze, closed his eyes
tightly and waited for discovery and the end, but after
a nonent opened themagain to find Voyvodan was

peering into the distance and waving his hand. For the
first tinme in as many days as the bardling could recall
the sun canme out and cast hard-edged shadows from

the pavilion to the grass. "You shall have sunlight and
bl ue sky for the next several days, does that suit you?"
"Ch, vyes, sir," all three girls answered in chorus.
"Good. Then | shall take ny | eave, there is nmuch

work to be seen to this day. But all of you, take care
that you do not also becone ill, and if anyone el se
does, send at once so that | may have you cared for

And you —twins and you, Lyrana —eat and drink the
things | send, wal k about in the sunlight and take very
good care of yourselves. You nust," he added nean-
ingfully, "preserve your beauty."

"OF course, sir," Lyrana said respectfully. Voyvodan
wal ked all along the line of girls, giving each a cl ose
| ook. Then he turned and went back across the | awn

and out the gates. The guards closed themtightly

behi nd t hensel ves.

"Ch, nmy. | think | really will be ill," Irene said qui-
etly. Iris, who had buried her face in her sister's
shoul der, seened incapabl e of responding. Lyrana

smled faintly.

"Pl ease don't be ill, we've cone through for the
nmonent . " She gl anced up at the top of the gazebo and
nodded once. Gawai ne was al ready on his way across

the dusty floor and funbling with the trap.

"I thought we were all three dead,” Iris nmunbl ed
against Irene's shoulder. Irene patted her hair
absent|y.

"So did |, sister. Fortunately, one of us was capabl e
of thinking. Lyrana, how did you do that?"

"Way did you?" Gawai ne asked as he cane down

the steps, brushing at his clothes.

"Well, if he had sinply thought us, let us say, getting
old," Lyrana said with a twist of her lips, "he m ght
have decided to fetch replacenents and —well, any-

way. However, if he thinks us only a little unwell, and

possi bly contagi ous, he would be nore likely to do

what he did: try to get us well once nore. He certainly
isn't likely to eat us if we're sick." She spread her hands
wide. "He really is quite lazy, you know. It is bound to

be simpler for himto heal sick girls than go | ooking for

new ones. "

"You terrify nme," Gawaine said sinmply. "I feared the
wor st . "

"Well, sodidI. It clarifies one's thinking to an amaz-
i ng degree, though, staring death right in the face."
Lyrana gave hima broad smile and took his hands. "It

al so gives one a fierce appetite. Let us go and see
about those sandw ches."
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Sone hours | ater, she overrode Gawai ne's objec-

tions and went back with himto look into the throne
room The Bard was just being escorted out, Voyvodan
sat on his crystal throne, and servants were worKking
furiously to shift goods fromthe chanber. Bardling
and girl stared at each other in amazenent; there was
nothing left but bare walls, a few unfigured carpets,
two stacks of chests, and one truly hideous carved

si deboard holding a silver tea service in an extrenely
ornate pattern. "By my gruesone hair, it's working!"
Gawai ne breathed. Lyrana sinply grinned and ges-

tured toward the stairs with her head. They took them
two at a tine.

Nai t achal was pacing the hearth, stopping now and
again to gaze anxiously at the woodpile; his shoul ders
sagged when he heard the now fanmiliar hiss. "W're
very nearly there, apprentice.”

"Fortunately," Gawaine replied grimy. He

expl ai ned. Naitachal fetched a deep sigh

"Yes. Time is running out, for all of us. But he asked
that | return shortly. | got his |leave to cone back for a
di sh of soup and sone bread. Get your nandolin, get
yourselves to that grate, and hold yourself ready."
"Sir? Wat are you going to do?"

"Who knows?' the Bard replied gloomly. "But," he
added and pushed asi de his cl oak; Gawai ne coul d see
the glint of netal there —one of the straps of knives,
"what ever it conmes out to be that | do, | will be ready
for it." Gawai ne nodded and the two ran off. Naitacha
si ghed again and added, very softly, "I hope." He

t hought back on what he'd just said to them and shook
his head. "I have spent entirely too much tine around
that creature; nmy sentences don't scan any better than
hi s anynore."

Gawai ne stopped by nonments later, rather out of

breath, and in his hands he held a wonderful harp. "I
brought this instead. Lyrana's waiting for the tw ns.
She'll be a moment or so, and when she comes | want

to go with her and warn Cedric and Raven what we

are doing, if |I can." Brief silence. "Um WMaster? Wat
are we doi ng?"

"Do you know your own words to this —dratted epic?"
Nai t achal asked. "All the ones you and that sweet

bl ack-haired child wote? And —can you sing that with
full Bardic power?' Gawaine shifted, and his face had
gone so pale the freckles stood out clearly, even through
the grate. Naitachal held up a hand. "Wait. Think instead.
As though ny life, and yours —and that of your young
worman —depended upon it?" Gawai ne gazed at himfor

a nonment |onger, finally nodded.

"I —1I —they will. That's what you're saying, isn't
it?"

"That they may. But anything | ess than what you

are capable of, Gawaine —no. It will not do this
tine."

Then —then | can." The bardling gl anced behind
hi m and added hurriedly, 'They're here. 1'll be back as
qui ckly as | can, Master."

"Go, then." He spoke to thin air; Gawai ne was

al ready gone.

Raven and Cedric sat in the mddle of a corridor,
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upon bare ground, serving as each other's rear-guard
and as a prop. "My friend?' Raven said finally.

"My brother?" Cedric replied.

Raven smiled, though there was no one to see it.

"Yes. My brother." The smile faded. "Tine is running
out for us."

"I know it." Cedric sighed. "At | east we have had

sl eep, all thanks to you for freeing that tiger. | would
never have done it."

"No. But | could not have protected us fromthose
snakenen. "

"And | woul d never have known which cup was the

safe one to drink from™

Raven nodded. "Yes. But between us..."

"Yes. Between us. Al the same, you are right, ny
brother. Tinme is running out rapidly."

"And not only for us," Raven said gravely. 'The

twins —they near twenty, you know. "

"I know." Cedric sighed again. "Likely we will be

dead long before they, all the sanme."”

"Or perhaps we wJl all win free of this place," Raven
said "Do not discount the Bard, or that boy Gawai ne."
"I forget them" Cedric replied sinply. "It seens
sonetines there never was a life when | was a naster
archer and won prizes and acclaim —"

"To think," Raven said softly when the archer's

voi ce faded away, "that | once thought you a boaster,
and one who wanted nothing but things to kill." He
turned partway, and Cedric slewed partway around to
look at him "But it is often in this world that a man
m sunderstands his brother, as | did you."

They turned back to watch up and down the corri -

dor. Cedric broke a long, tired silence. "Do you know
what | will do when we all get out of here? | will take
Irene, and together we will go in search of one of

t hose wondrous northern bows the tal es spoke of. Not
magi cal , of course; what man woul d want such an

unf ai r advant age?"

"Or need it, if he is you?" Raven murnured.

" Thank you, ny brother. And when |I find that bow,

I will wed Irene, and win as nuch noney as | can, as
qui ckly as possible, so that we may found a school of
archery —ust a snall one, but exclusive, so that the
sons of counts and kings and earls will cone, and | can
af ford such costly things as she deserves."

"Yes." Another |ong, exhausted silence. "Do you see
anyt hing that way?"

"No. Do you?"

"No. Have you any water?"

"Alittle —enough. Here." Cedric passed the bot-

tle. He tensed then. "Did you hear sonething?"

Raven cane partway around, listened intently,

finally nodded "It is Gawai ne. Hist, |ad! How goes it?
"Dare | tal k?" Gawai ne asked, and when Raven

reassured him he passed on all his nessages and
added, "I think you are nearly free of this place, for I
just found a small courtyard | have not seen since that
first day across the walls."

"You are sure of this?" Cedric asked.

"Uterly certain," Gawaine replied. "Or | would
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never have said. You are within two corridors of the
outernmost wall, and freedom"

O whatever the Snow Dragon will throw at us

there, if we get so far, Raven thought, but he said only,
"Good work, lad. And —Iris, howis she?

"She and Irene are comng, as soon as they can get
away with food and water. They both send their |ove,
and Iris said to tell you that she knows you will find a
way out very soon." A small silence, and when
Gawai ne spoke again, he sounded rather anxious. "You
both seem so worn down. Are you going to be al
right?

"Of course," Cedric said.

"I amsorry, that was a fool's question."

"No, | took your neaning. We're still holding
strong. "

"And with the news you just brought us," Raven

said, "I feel nmuch better than | did."

"Wel| —good. | have to go. Good luck to both of

you, and hold on as best you can."

Raven | eaned against the wall and gazed at Cedric,
who was | eaning into one shoul der, gazing back at him
They listened to the bardling' s recedi ng footsteps.
Cedric finally straightened up, took back his water
bottl e and pointed. "W had better nove on, | sup-
pose. You know how Voyvodan is."

"Tosses really horrid things our way when we

decide to rest," Raven agreed. "How he knows, every
time, though ..." He started forward. Cedric canme up
beside him and they wal ked down the corridor

t oget her.

Somehow t here was a bend ahead of them where

there had not been one before. Cedric hesitated, but

Raven nodded himon. "I think | hear soneone
behi nd us, anyway; let us see if we can't set a trap for
them"

"Let's," Cedric said. But as they rounded the coner,
it becane imediately clear the trap had already been
set; and not by them

Bodies littered the ground along both walls and |ay

t hi ck everywhere between. Behind them they coul d
definitely hear sonething —lots of men or others —
running toward the corner. "Go on, quickly!" Raven

hi ssed. 'This is no place for us!"

Too late. As Cedric ran |ight-footed between dead
men, he slamed into an invisible barrier and fell flat,
all the wind knocked fromhim A resonant |augh rang

fromwall to wall. Raven, who had cone to help his
conpani on back to his feet, turned. Behind di em
were nen —little men, fully a hundred of them fill-

ing all the space between the walls, arnored so

not hi ng of them showed save the shape in | eather and

bl ack metal, each arnmed to the teeth. Behind them

t he Snow Dragon, who bared his teeth and | aughed

agai n. "You have entertained me well, for a goodly
time," he said. "But you will never pass the barriers on
this place —not on your feet," he added neaningfully,
and vani shed.

Cedric scranbled to his knees and jamred all the

arrows he could fit a hand around into the dirt before
him pulled out another and fit it to the string. "I fear
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he nmeans it, Raven."

"I fear he does," the Druid said steadily. He was
standi ng, bow strung and an arrow at the ready. He
freed one hand to set it briefly on Cedric's shoul der.
"It has been a very great pleasure to know you."

"Ah. And will continue to be," Cedric said. He

| aughed quietly. "Here, or in another place. If you sur-
vive this day, and | do not, give Irene ny |ove."

"And the same for ne. But | think we will live or die
t oget her. "

"Quite likely. Here they cone!" Cedric shouted, and

| oosed three arrows in quick succession. The three nen at
the fore fell, but others skirted them and cane on. Mre
died, and then nore. Cedric | aughed as their eneny
paused. "All those bodi es inpede their progress!”
"More inportant, to ny mnd, they shoot no better

than they do," Raven said.

"And so few are arnmed with bows," Cedric agreed

To stretch the drama, no doubt —+ook out, here they
cone! "

Anot her fierce fight; the remaining snall nen wth-
drew, but could go no farther than the turn in the
corridor. Another of Voyvodan's invisible barriers, no
doubt. Cedric canme up onto one knee and a foot, shot
again; a nan staggered away and fell, vanishing

beyond the barrier. "Qdd," Raven said. He was stil
standi ng and could see farther. "He went through."
"Dead or unconsci ous —perhaps that nakes the
difference," Cedric said. "Can you hold thema

moment or so? | need nore arrows, and | see at | east
one dead from here who has a quiver."

"Go," Raven said. He brought his string back, stood
ready while the archer felt his way across the nearby
bodies. He came up with three quivers, plenty of
arrows fromall around them and then he gasped.

"What is it?" Raven asked "I dare not |ook."

"No, don't, I'mcoming back." Cedric canme running
back, eyes wi de and a bow held out before him "Oh,
you beauty," he whi spered, and ran his hands over the
snmoot h horn and wood surface. "You perfect, perfect
beauty. If your string is only good —wait." He turned

one of the quivers upside down, spilling arrows every-
where, felt in a pocket that covered the base, and
brought out a coiled string. "I knew a northern man

who kept his spares just there." He bent down to
string the weapon, held it up again. Raven risked a
glance: It seened to himjust another bow, nuch |ike
the other Cedric had, save this was half again as |ong.
But the archer's heart was in his eyes, and his col or
very high. "Wth this in nmy hand, | surely cannot | ose
the day. Wth this to rout die foe, ny brother, we shal
win free of this dread hole and the walls entirely."
Raven drew a ragged breath and spoke past a sud-

denly very tight throat. "So we shall. 'Ware, brother
they are coning once nore!"
"So they are," Cedric replied calmy. "Wiat is that?

Oh, no, Raven, look!" He pointed. The Druid took his
eyes fromthe approaching nen to stare at the litde
bare patch of dirt Cedric indicated. A voice just
touched his ear, "My brother, I amso sorry." And then,

file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...Fortress%200{%20Frost%20And%20Fire%20[UC].txt (159 of 168) [2/2/2004 2:20:41 AM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/L ackey,%20M ...20T al €%62002%20-%20Fortress%200f%20Frost%20A nd%20Fi re%20[ UC] . txt

Cedric's hand came down across the back of his neck

and he fell, stunned and, very briefly, unconscious.

When he came to hinmself, the eneny was still working

its way toward themthrough the piled bodies and dis-
carded weapons.

Cedric knelt, back to him bow up and arrow to the

string. Raven staggered to his feet, dizzily fell forward.
Into the barrier. It suddenly becane horribly clear

Cedric had knocked himout to roll himpast it. "No!

Cedric, no!"

The archer turned to give hima quick, rueful smile

bef ore he went back to his watch. "One of us will live,
my brother."

"No!" Raven cried. "How long do you think I wll
survive if you are not there to help nme?"

"Long enough," Cedric replied softly. "I will not see
my brother die. And it nay be | can hold them off

I ong enough for the Bard to do his work. If not —
wel |, then, remenber ne, Raven." Raven swore and

cried and beat on the barrier with his fists, but Cedric
turned and sniled at himonce nore, and said, very
softly, "Be still, you will distract ne. Gve lrene ny
| ove. "

Raven beat on the barrier with his bow and, when

that broke, with his bare fists. The enemnmy gave a great
roar and suddenly | eaped forward. A nonent |ater,
Cedric was surrounded, and then down.

Chapter XXV

Wien the tap canme on the door, Naitachal caught

up his lute and said, "Cone in, please," fully expecting
Voyvodan's servants on the other side. H's jaw

dropped when it opened and Gawai he cane in, fol-

| owed by Lyrana. "CGet out! At once!" the Bard hissed
urgently. "If you are found here —"

"If we are, so what?" Gawaine said flatly, and Nai -
tachal stared at him startled into silence. "W are all
dead, is that it? But we are all dead anyway, why play
at it, and draw it out as poor Cedric and Raven do?
Have you seen Iris and Irene |ately, Master? Voyvodan
nearly had themfor |unchl”

"I know it is bad," Naitachal began uncertainly, but

he fell silent again as the bardling chopped a hand

"It is bad. But what you intend —oh, Mster, | saw
what you carry, but you already know you cannot Kil

him Not by nmanmade weaponry."

"I know that."

"What ever you do —all right, say you find a way to

get himto reveal his heart, and you throw one of those
dreadful blades right through it and he dies of thatl"
Gawai ne said. "What then?

"Then he is dead," the Dark EIf said steadily, but his
eyes fell before his apprentice's did

"Yes," Gawai ne said very softly. "And you, who are a
Dark EIf and were a Necromancer, and who spent al

these years in beconing a Bard and then wi el di ng t hat
magic, in training ne so | could in turn become a Bard
—you will chance falling back into that dark study and
that foul, dead and undead nagi ¢ once nore."

"And if | said that any cost to ne was worth Kkilling
Voyvodan?" Naitachal asked. Gawai ne shook his head,

but Lyrana answered for them both.
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"No. Because those |ike Gawai ne who | ove you and

who live on to recall your nmenory daily —as those

who | ove you nust —they will know what cost you

paid, and they will regret it every day that is left to
them Because whatever cost you think to trade for

your own life is too great for themto bear. Can you not
under stand t hat?

Silence. The Bard | ooked from one to another of

them They gazed levelly back. "No," he said finally,
and sighed. "But | will give over ny plan, and perhaps
I will live long enough to | earn the neani ng of your
words. WIIl that satisfy you?

"Wel | enough," Lyrana said. "Gawai ne, tell him

what we deci ded."

Alittle nore reluctantly, Gawai ne spoke, but as

Nai tachal's face cleared and he began to show ent husi -
asm for the plan, the bardling took heart. "If you wll
at least let us try, sir," he finished.

Nai t achal gazed at himfor a long nonent, finally
nodded, and cl osed the distance between themto

clasp his apprentice's arm "Yes. Al right."

"After all, sir," Gawaine added with a rather

abashed grin, "you will still have your knives, if | fail."
"Yes." Naitachal actually w nked at him rather

gravely. There was a tap at the door, and he squared
hi s shoul ders and said, "Yes?" A servant stood in the
wi del y open doorway. Naitachal ignored the two pairs

of feet just behind the slab of carven oak and repeated
hi nsel f: "Yes?

"Sir, Voyvodan would see you now, if you are pleased."”
"Pleased. | think," Naitachal said thoughtfully, "that
he has never chosen his words better. Lead on, ny

man. | will follow " The servant |ed the way down the
corridor. The Bard canme on behind him conscious of

i ght footsteps behind them both.

The man woul d have hel d the door for him and

wai t ed outside, but Naitachal bowed himin. "Please.
Here, carry ny harp, ny shoes are so snoot h-sol ed

these days, and the floors so slippery between here

and the throne, if | drop that, we are probably both
dead." The servant bl anched, took the proffered
instrument, and |led the way down the now rugl ess

mar bl e fl oor, past w ndows where no draperies now

hung. Past a circle on the floor where the fountain had
been, and then past the hideous sideboard, which had
been cleared of its display of atrocious silver service
but which was too heavy for any less than ten servants
and a hand-cart to shift. Naitachal stopped and

cl apped his hands together, as though in astonished
amazenent and praise of the newly barren chanber
—inreality to both search for any remaining itens in
the throne room (besi des anything that m ght be hid-
den inside that dreadful teak cabinet, which would be
Gawai ne's and Lyrana's problem not his) and to give
those two a chance to sneak up behind him and take

shel ter behind that sideboard. Providence, he thought
fervently, what a lovely provider of small mracles, to
clear an entire roomof a world's wealth and | eave
behind one small barrier,

He had no nore tinme for thought. Voyvodan sat at
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the very edge of his chair, nails of both hands tapping
the crystal. The Bard gl anced at the box suspended in
cl ear stone above the Snow Dragon s head. And | once

t hought that was his heart. Little chance, caught in
stone as it is. | sinply hope Gawai ne has no desi gnhs on
it. The gods would not take it well, that a green boy
chose to bypass a life's experience and sinply steal the
one great Answer. He turned his eyes away fromthat,
then, as well. No point in letting Voyvodan know t he
thing was there, if he had forgotten it.

"How wonderful this is, s;r," he breathed softly.
"And how fair!"

"Yes," Voyvodan agreed, rather snmugly. "Soon | shall go
in search of a shepherds crook, and nmany sheep to keep
here with ne." Oops, Naitachal thought "Meanti ne,

have you anything else to sing for ne?

"Well, if you really do not want any nore of the |ast
song?" Naitachal asked, rather suggestively, and held
his breath. He wasn't certain he could recall any of
those new verses, and he'd left the sheet behind in his
astoni shnent at the change in Gawaine. To his relief,
Voyvodan shook hi s head.

"Ch, no. | think we have had enough of that, don't

you? Sonething else, to celebrate this new sinplicity.
You choose, ny Dark EIf Bard, and if | do not |ike

what | hear —why, | shall ask you to sing another," he
finished with a broad, toothy smle.

"Ah. Good. | amso glad to hear that," Naitacha

said, and ran his fingers across his lute. '"This is a
rat her sinple song, even for Your G eatness's hew
style of life, perhaps —however!" he added hastily as
t he Snow Dragon gl ared hi m down, and began to sing

the lullaby Gawai ne had used to close his perfornance
at the Monstone what seened a lifetine ago.

After two verses, Voyvodans eyelids began to flutter,
and after a third, he stifled a truly terrifying yawn agai nst
the i nadequate back of his hand. After a fourth, Gawaine
began to sing with his Master, and at the fifth, Naitacha
st epped back to let the bardling cone up behind himw th
the harp. Voyvodans eyes fluttered again, and closed. H's
chin sank to his breast, and with one deep, shuddering
breath, he seened to sleep

"What now, apprentice?" Naitachal demanded in

an urgent whisper. Gawai ne shook his head, glanced
meani ngful ly at the throne where the Snhow Dragon

was stirring once nore.

"Help ne sing this child to rest," he warbled, and

Nai tachal dutifully picked up his lute and sang on.

It was no good; they could put himdeeply to sleep
—but not for very long. They could keep him snoring

on that throne only so long as both were able to sing
and play. No |longer. Naitachal glanced at his bardling,
cast his eyes upward, and then froze and nudged hi m
hard. Gawai ne scow ed, but | ooked where Naitacha

was | ooki ng: Hi gh above them in the space which had
been a vault between two truly gruesonely ornate

candel abras, there hung a brilliantly decorated, gilt
egg. The bardling never missed a note, to his credit,
but he | ooked a question at the other. Naitachal nod-
ded energetically, then shrugged as nuch as to say, A
right, what's next?
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Gawai ne ran an extra line of riff, and then a second,
and then, with one wary eye to the throne, a very |ong
and conplicated run. Voyvodan sl unbered on. Sud-

denly, he broke into song again, and this tine, the
words were sone Naitachal had never heard fromthe

boy before —and there was full, hair-hackling, power-
strong Bardic strength behind them "Ch Bird of Fire,
upon the wind, who flies to her hone, and aids her
friend, who brings to the world the warnth of fl aneg,

and nelts the frost, and ends the gane." He paused

once nore, then sang other words, but Naitacha

could not evernore recall what they were, for through
one of the tall w ndows cane an enornous, flane-col -
ored bird, and as the bardling strummed and sang, she

fl ew about the chanber three tinmes and then directly

to the gilt egg suspended fromthe ceiling.

Nai t achal roused hinself and began to play; at |east

he coul d provide counterpart for the lad' s magic, he

t hought, but with one el bow he managed to shove his

cl oak aside, freeing the strap of daggers —fust in case.
Feni x had the egg, a series of yellow strings caught

in her beak, and now she was trying to use those pow
erful, long wings to slow her descent, but she could
clearly not decide which way to go. The Bard nudged

his apprentice. Gawai ne nodded vi gorously, but after a
monent s strumm ng shook his head and shrugged.

Just | ong enough, Naitachal thought happily, and he
took up the lullaby: 'The bird of flane brings dreans
and al one, she sets a pillow beneath the throne." It
wasn't going to work, he thought anxiously, but Fenix
fluttered dowmn to the floor, tugged mightily, and
finally managed to slide the egg beneath the footstoo
at the Snow Dragon s very feet. 'The bird of flane,"
Nai t achal sang quickly, "flies far away, but hol ds cl ose,
| est she al one nay save the day."

"Doesn't scan," Gawai ne nmunbl ed under his

br eat h.

"Doesn't matter, if it works," Naitachal sang softly,
and watched as Fenix flew up to the ceiling, where she
circled. He added in song, "The sky falls," and finished
the line with a truly horrid crash of strings.

Voyvodan shook hinsel f; he had, perhaps unfortu-

nately, let his head fall back so the first thing he saw
was a barren ceiling, with only three golden threads
swayi ng in the breeze wought by a flame-col ored

bird He let out a roar and |leaped to his feet. Naitacha
turned and fled strai ght down the room hoping the
young peopl e woul d have the sense to hide behind the
sideboard. At least | can draw the dragon off, he told
hi msel f. But there was such a horrid crash, the Bard
spun around and gaped.

The dragon stared at the pile of kindling that had

been a footstool and at the silvery fog com ng from
under it. "Ah, no," he said, very softly, and fell over,
dead.

'The scroll!" Gawai ne shouted, but Lyrana had his

arm and was tugging furiously.

"Leave it or you will die!" she shouted in turn, "and
so will your Master and so shall I, for |I refuse to | eave
you!" That caught him Wth a groan and then a | ow
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curse, Gawai ne turned fromthe throne and pulled

Lyrana toward the doors. W ndows shattered; he |et

go of Lyrana to grab Naitachal's right arm and she
sonmehow caught hold of his left in both hers. Between
them they haul ed himoutside as the ceiling groaned

and fell, and the walls began to coll apse inwards.
Sonehow, nmonents later, they stood out in the court-
yard, shivering a little in the bleak sunlight, and stared
bl ankly as the spire sinply nelted, the walls of the pal-
ace vani shed into a fog, and the white walls all around
them began to nmelt and fade. Alittle while later, there
was not hing around t hem but a barren neadow of

sere grass dotted here and there with stone statues, a
very few low white brick walls and the little pal ace that
bel onged to the girls.

Gawai ne pi cked his way through the rubble, Lyrana

right behind him in what he prayed was the proper
direction. Too |ate. He slowed uncertainly, then stepped
over the brow of a very low hill to find Raven seated upon
the ground, head bowed, and resting agai nst his breast
Cedric, pierced by many arrows and bl eedi ng from nmany
wounds. "We won," Cedric whispered.

"Of course we did," Raven said, and there were

tears in his voice. "Did you ever doubt we woul d?"

"Gve —Ilrene ny love," Cedric whispered and

coughed harshly.

"She is comng, | see her now, " Lyrana murnured.

But Cedric coughed one last tinme, just alittle, and
quietly died. Raven bent his head | ow and wept.

Gawai ne stood and notioned the twins on —they

woul d know eventual Iy, better they know now, he

t hought, but he turned away from them before he

must speak, knowi ng he could not. Lyrana gripped his
hand and let it go, and stayed to confort her friends.
Back in the courtyard, Naitachal sat cross-1egged

now, talking to a slender woman with astoni shing hair
the color of a bonfire, and eyes of the deepest, purest
green. "I fear | can give you no other thanks," she was
sayi ng as Gawai ne canme near, "than to give you the

power to free these who were caught by the dragon s
power, and now need not be so." She bent to take his
shoul ders between | ong-fingered pal e hands and

spoke against his ear. 'That is —that's all?" the Bard
asked in wonder.

"Do not the nbst arduous spells sonetines prove

to be the nost sinple?" the Fenix asked him and

wi t hout further comment she bent her knees a little,
sprang into the sky, and was transforned once nore

into bird shape. "Farewell, for this tinme!" she cried
out. "But not forever, my friends!"
"Farewel |, fairest creature,” Naitachal murrmured in

wonder, then shook hinself as Gawai ne knelt before

him "Here, hold out your hand," he ordered.

Gawai ne did; the Bard took it, let it go. Gawai ne gazed
at it blankly, for he had felt nothing, but Naitacha

said, "I have just given you her power, to change any of
these who are stone back to living. Touch them it is
done. "

Somewhere along the Iine, Wlfgar andTem Tel ek
wandered out of the rubble. Naitachal clasped hands
with both of them and sent themout to transform
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stone to living beings, for there were nmany, many of
these scattered all about the space that had been the
dragon s courtyards and maze. At sone point, Gawai ne
could not precisely recall, Raven joined them the dead
Cedric borne in his arnms, Iris at his side, and a

di straught Irene followi ng. But Raven, when he found
out what they were about, set his friend and

conpani on down and insisted for his part in the

retrieval. "Cedric would not be angry that | saved other
living beings, though I could not save him"
"Because he would not let you," Irene sobbed. She

fell on her knees at the archers side and began to
conpose his body, and Iris turned to aid and confort

her as best she coul d.

At length, they all stood in the very mddl e of what

had been a great courtyard and only one statue

remai ned: Arturis, frozen once nore in heroic stance,
this tine with a newly bl ooned daisy clutched in his
uprai sed fist. "And what," Naitachal demanded softly,
"shall we do with this?

"If you say take it back with us," Wl fgar said, "I
shall kick you all the way fromhere to Ilya s village."
"You speak for me, Wil fgar," Tem Tel ek sai d.

"l cannot think what sort of fool you take ne for,"
Nai t achal began vigorously, but he was stopped m d-
word by a hail. They turned as one to see a nunber of
men, peasant-clad, com ng down the steep trail and
across the neadow, |eading the horses that had been

| eft outside the walls what seened a lifetine before.
Star snorted and Thunder whinnied a wel cone. Nai -

tachal folded his arns, stepped back and wait ed.

Ilya, his color very high indeed, gave hima faint smle
and said, "How gkd we all are to see you again! And wll
you be pleased to rest in our village for a while?

"I had rather die," Gawaine said flatly before Nai-
tachal could think of anything to say. The boy gaped at
hi m Gawai ne gave hima scorching | ook and went

back to rubbing Thunder's heavy gray neck.

"Me also," Wilfgar said

"Do you know," Naitachal added softly, "what you

have done? Al of you? Wo not only let us go

unwarned into this place but actually brought us

her e?"

Ilya lost his high coloring precipitously. "But we had
no choice but to bring himpeople! He woul d have

eaten ne, and all ny uncles and cousins —L"

"Yes. You could have warned folks that it was not —
precisely —a safe place to go." Naitachal folded his
arns and gl ared down at the boy, and then at the

uncl es flanki ng hi m when the nen woul d have pro-

tested. Silence, except for the sound of one young
worman weeping. "I shall tell you, though. I amwilling
to spare all your lives. If!" He held up a hand, and the
boy and the uncles who were about to swarmhimwth
back-sl aps and praises fell silent once nore, and gazed
at himnervously. "If, you take a gift fromus. In fact,"
he added rather mldly, "there is bound to be a young
worman anong you who will think himquite a gift." He
gestured grandly. "Arturis."

"He is stone," llya said reprovingly. "Very much
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stone. "

"He will not be when you get him" the Bard

replied sternly. "And he is yours for life."

"But —such a great Paladin, he will not wish to
remain with the likes of us!"

"Ch," Naitachal grinned, "do you know, | believe he
will?" Silence again. The uncles and Ilya | ooked at
each other very warily indeed, but finally nodded. "I
trust you will keep in mind that you are about to be
di scovered by the outside world. Mst of those who
were here as statues are already gone —back to the
south, or wherever they cane from?"

Except that poor boy, Gawai ne thought, with a

gl ance at the twins, and the boy who had cone from
their village after they had sinply vani shed. "She won't
renmenber ne, | don't think, sir," he had told the Bard
"Not after so long, and so nuch grand |iving, and

weal th and fine things. But —well, Irenes nother

was so worried for her, and for Iris of course, but
Irene s nother knew | had al ways nmeant to speak for
her." He had gazed at the distant, weeping girl and
sighed for her pain, and shaken his head then —a
fine, handsone head, Gawai ne thought judiciously,

and not just a pretty one, but a sensible brain within it.
"Poor sweet, how terribly she has suffered But | shal
see she is escorted safely to her nother —and the

hero's body as well, if she would bury it in our grave-
yard. And if Iris and the Druid her intended choose to
stay a while with us, well, it is long indeed since we

have had anyone to teach the children." Perhaps,
Gawai ne thought, and felt as though he saw everyone
and everything with new eyes. There was sonet hi ng

new in his breast, a core of power that bubbl ed al
around his heart, that could surge out through his fin-
gers when and if he chose, that could spill into the
words he used to shape songs. How very odd, after so
many years of seeking, to suddenly find it, and not at
all the one thing | thought | would find. Truth: Truth
was a thing of many parts, each comng at different
monents to catch a man of f-guard, he deci ded. Warm
fingers squeezed his. Case in point. He sighed, deeply
contented, and turned to Lyrana, who w apped her

arnms around him Her eyes were still red with weep-
ing. But that was only right. Poor Cedric. Mre
properly, he realized, pity those who still live and

cared for him Raven. Irene. Hi mself, though he had
known the man for such a short time. But | won't for-
get him he told himself. He could already feel the
words joining thensel ves, one to another. By the tine

he was finished, no one who heard his song woul d

ever forget the beloved, great archer who was al so a
true friend

He cane back to the present once nore. Naitacha

had sent the villagers a distance away and was wal ki ng
all around Arturis s statue, frowning at it and stroking
his chin. Gawai ne went to join him "Master. Wat do

you intend next?"

"Next ?" The Bard shook hinself. "Wy —a return

to civilized and warm | ands, where onion is used very
sparingly indeed in an occasional jar of pickle, where a
Bard's fingers do not freeze upon the strings and the
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fret-board, and where there are Wite Elves in tav-
erns such as the Monstone to give a difficult tine.
But, you should no |onger call ne Master, you know. "

"Ch, | know," Gawaine said calmy. "Al the saneg,
there are things you know | have not had tinme to
| earn, and if you have no objections, | would remain in

your conpany a while to find themout —and to over-
see your choice of a new apprentice."”

"Ah." Naitachal |aughed quietly. "And your very

fine young woman?"

"Ch," Lyrana said easily. "Wll, fromall Gawai ne has
told me, you two have not lived a particularly ordinary
life so far, nor have either of you been terribly good at
practical matters. Now, | amcertainly glad he has the
sense to stay with you and |earn the rest of what a Bard
must know before he goes out to seek our fortune. And
so long as he does remain with you, Bard, | think you
will be quite glad of nmy conpany, for if ever there was
a practical person, that person is Lyrana."

"Ah. Well, with such an offer before ne, how can

refuse either of you —for now, at |east?" Naitacha
asked, suddenly quite cheerful. He turned back to

glare at the statue, but Tem Tel ek was now wal ki ng al
around it, gazing thoughtfully at the stone Pal adin.
Finally he nodded and gestured to Wil fgar

"I like your idea, ny friend. Inplenent it, so pl ease
you."

They all turned to | ook as Wil fgar bent down and

opened a very plain nmetal chest, set within it the larg-
est boul der he could carry or fit within, closed the lid
once nore, and fastened it about with as nmany chains
and locks as it would possibly carry. He stood and nod-
ded. Tem Tel ek reached out, lightly lifted the daisy
fromArturis s fingers, and touched him

The Pal adi n shook hinsel f, shook his head, gazed

around bl ankly. "You have done it, oh servant of the
one God," Wilfgar said blandly. 'The dragon is slain,
the palace and all the maze destroyed —you have

saved us all."

Arturis blinked at himfor a very |ong nonment and
finally smled. "Yes. Well, of course, | knew that |
woul d conquer himeventually. Because, just listen, |
will tell you in full howthe God —"

"Yes, yes," Naitachal said hastily. "Well, it is not
entirely over, for when you and your deity slew him
there was |left over one small thing."

"Yes?" Arturis cane down off his pedestal and

frowed at the trunk.

"It is the Snow Dragon's power. Even the nobst

power ful god cannot destroy it, and if any should real -
ize what is in there, and seek to use it.. ." Naitacha
gazed at the Pal adin, nock horror w dening his eyes.
Gawai ne cl osed his. He acts no better than he did for
those Slavers. But Arturis was no nore discerning an
audi ence. He nodded vi gorously.

"Why, we dare never let this anywhere near the

southern | ands!" He exclai ned. "And-why, yes, it is al
comng clear. | see ny task: | nust stay here and guard it,
and these ruins, and | nust never fail in ny vigil."
"No one but you could do it," Tem Tel ek nur-
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nmur ed.

"Yes, that is so," Arturis broke in, and doubtl ess he
woul d have gone on for sone tinme, but there was a tap
on his shoulder. He turned to find Ilya | ooking at him
anxi ousl y.

"Sir, die Bard warns of people comng to raid these

| ands now Voyvodan is dead. WII you not stay and
protect us with your great strength?" Arturis gazed at
him then at the trunk between his feet, and finally
turned to nod. Ilya smled and sighed with relief. "I
amso very glad to hear it, and so will everyone be!
There is a place for you and that chest, already pre-
pared," he chattered on, and two of the uncles cane to
pick up the trunk and bear it before the benused

Pal adin. "But just now, | think you nust be hungry
after so great a quest. W would all be so glad to hear
of your adventures over dinner. My cousin Katya

makes the best onion soup...." The voices faded into
the di stance. Gawai ne watched themonto their

horses, onto nules and into wagons, watched them
drive and ride away. He turned back to find Tem

Tel ek and Naitachal clinging to each other, |aughing
hel pl essly.

"Yes," he said firmy. "I amglad we are not done

with each other yet, Master. Because diere is somne-
thing to be said about your sense of hunor...,"

"Ah, stuff mnmy sense of hunor," Naitachal said and

wi ped his eyes. "Let us gather everyone together who
is going with us, and begone. | think, Gawaine, there is
surely sone adventure or other awaiting us well to the
south of this place."

"Adventure," Gawai ne groaned, but he wapped his
fingers around Lyranas, and they smled at each other

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...Fortress%200{%20Frost%20And%20Fire%20[UC].txt (168 of 168) [2/2/2004 2:20:41 AM]



	Local Disk
	file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20&%20Emerson,%20Ru%20-%20Bard's%20Tale%2002%20-%20Fortress%20Of%20Frost%20And%20Fire%20[UC].txt


