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Mer cedes Lackey and Ell en Guon
Kni ghts of Chosts and Shadows

Tom O Bedl am
"Sel fish, inconsiderate, irresponsible—=
Maur een' s voi ce had been rising all through this tirade;

by now she was hitting A above high C, and everyone in

the Faire could hear her. Eric Banyon w nced, and w shed
she'd get to the point, since it was pretty clear he wasn't
going to be able to patch up this fight.

Christ, it would be nice if she'd tell me what it is |I'm
supposed to have done that was so awful

She stanped her foot, and got angrier—f that was
possi bl e—~when she nmade no inpression on the hard-

baked adobe. "Shit, Eric, | can't take you anynore! You,
you, you, that's all you think about! Were you want to
go, what you want to do, when you want to screw-Row
this—this—

Now wait just a cotton-pickin mnute here—Her accu-

sations bew | dered—and angered-him Wat is this shit?

I'"ve never asked her to do anything she didn't want to. |'ve
never gotten her into anything she didn't okay first! So |I'm
doing the Fairesfor a while—+'ma nusician, damrmit, and

so is she! What's the big deal about nmy taking a couple of

gi gs?
Maureen's long red hair was comng | oose fromits knot;

strands of it flew around her face as she gestured at the
messy area back of the Elizabethan Faire mainstage. Eric
presunmed, however, that she was including the whol e of
the Faire in her gesture.

"Damit, | have had it with you!" she screaned, com
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ing into full operatic voice. "I have "AA

sel fishness and | have had it with this grubby little dunp
and | have had it with you!"

"But— he said weakly, unable to conpete with a voice
that could fill the Greek without even using the push ot

anger she had behind it now.

"You can just take this stupid gig and all the rest ot it,
and you can ... can ... keep it!" she shrieked at the top
of her range, probably shattering glassware in the taverns

and booths out front. "I am/| eaving'

And with that, she threw down the bodice and skirt he d
tal ked her into wearing and storned off in the directionof
the parking lot, every visible inch other pink with rage—
and™n the scraps of shorts and halter she was wearing,
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there was a | ot of her visible.

She nearly collided with one of the Gypsies, who was

| aden with costumes and couldn't see her. He halt ex-

pected her to turn on the girl, but she was so angry she
didn't even notice the w de-eyed dancer/nusician; she Just
storned on past, leaving the faint scent of scorched earth—
and scorched Eric—+n her wake.

He wanted to run after her, but Beth was in the way,
and he'd have to bow her over to get to Maureen in tine.

Al ways assum ng Maureen didn't deck himin full view
of the "travel ers" when he caught up with her

"What in hell was that all about?" The dark-haired,
dusty dancer put her arm oad of clothing where it be-

Il onged in the Costunmes storage, and gave himan incredu-
| ous | ook. "Who was that nadwonan, Banyon?"

Eric sighed, and picked the skirt and bodice up out of

the dust, beating the worst of the dirt off them "That was
a ... personality conflict," he said, choosing his words
carefully. "Half of it was ny fault, | guess. And the other
halt of the conflict was Maureen Taylor."

"That was your girl? The man-eating soprano hersel f?"

Ex-girl, Eric replied bitterly. "At |least at the nonent.
She made that abundantly clear just now. She doesn't like
theraire in particular and ny itinerant lifestyle in genera

But —Eric, everybody knows what you're like
Maybe she thought that when she noved in with ne
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 3

I'"d change? She never came out and told me that but—
maybe she thought 1'd settle down. Get a job. Join the
Mbose Lodge." He ducked behind the burlap curtain and

set the costune down in a stack of others. He turned
around just in tinme to catch Beth's sardoni c expression
through the open door flap. "Well, go ahead, you m ght as
wel | say whatever it is you' ve got trying to beat its way
t hrough your teeth."

"Do the words 'fat effin' chance' translate properly?" she
replied. "You' ve been a footloose street busker for as |ong
as |'ve known you, Banyon. You're a darlin' man," she
continued, slipping into her Faire dialect, "But 1'd ne'er
be after chasin' ye if were ye the last stallion in all of
Eire. Jaysus, O Banyon, but ye've got the wanderin' foot

an' the rovin' eye, ye do, an' 1'd ne'er trust ye wi' a puir
maid's heart. Not t'nention the uither fairer portions of
mesel f..."

"Gve ne a break," he said, wincing alittle. "I just like

my freedom"

"Yeah, and | just like to know where ny nan is once in

a while." But she took a closer |look at him and her
expression of irony softened to something a little like pity.
Not quite—but it was at |east nore synpathetic. She
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patted his hand. "Hey, c'non, Eric, |I'msorry. You just
had a rather spectacul ar breakup. That was a stupid thing
to say. | didn't intend to nmake fun of you."

"I't's okay," he said, only now beginning to feel anything
besi des confusion and pure enbarrassnment. The full im
pact of what had just happened started to hit him Mu-
reen was gone.

Wrse than that. Really gone this tinme. She'd never

wal ked out on an argunent before. Not ever. He'd al ways
managed to get her cool ed down, they'd always talked it
out. Not this time. She hadn't given hima chance to get a
single word in. He still didn't know what he'd done—but
he'd sure stepped over the |line sonehow. And it started
here, with the Faire.

Like he'd said to Beth, the Faire in particular and
buski ng i n general

VWhat's wong with being a traveling nusician? he asked
4 Mer cedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

himsel f angrily. Wat's so inportant about having a nun-
dane job? Shit, 1'd rather die. | get by just fine. 1 did
great before | got to LA, I'mdoing all right now, and ||
do okay when | nove soneplace else. If she wanted a CPA,
she shoul d have noved in with one.

He punmel ed his nenory, trying to remenber exactly

when she'd Brst put up the storm warnings. Ckay, she was
getting zoned, and | showed her the canp—that's when

she just canme out and asked me how |l ong | planned on
keeping this gig going. And how |l ong 1 planned on staying
in LA wth her.

So | told her.

Dam. What did she expect ne to do, lie to her? It's not
like I wouldn't be coming back eventually. Wy does she
want a | eash on ne? What woul d she have that she doesn't

have now?

He kicked at a conmer of the stage, and checked for

"travel ers" before venturing out into public pathways. Just
what | need right now, a bunch of custoners wanting to

hear ne play "Creensl eeves" for the mllionth tine.

He ducked through the burlap doorway, and into the
dusty Faire "street."

I thought she'd figured out I don't |ike being pinned

down, l|ike the way ny parents nanaged to pin me down
for so many years. 1've had ny fill of being tied hand and
foot, like a poor little lanb about to get his throat slit.

Sacrificed on the altar of Geat Art. Bullshit. No nore.

1 wonder if she's heading straight home to clear out her
hal f of the apartnment? Or are we going through this al
again as soon as | get hone? Goddamm t, Maureen, you
knew what | was |ike when you noved in with ne!l Wy
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did you have to pull this shit on nme now?

Bet h put her arm oad of costunmes away and changed out
to jeans and a T-shirt with "Gentle Ladies of Death and
Destruction ™ enbroidered in pink and | avender on

the front.

Poor Eric. He is going to be in real deep kirn chee when
word of this gets back to Admin. She pulled the shirt over
her head and shook out her hair. The audience didn't

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 5

know whether to listen to the show or Madenoiselle Mmi.
At | east he doesn't repeat his mstakes. Tract just went
away. Donna married her shrink and left an invite to the
weddi ng on his coffee table. And Kat hi e—the bitch—drove
hi m out of Texas Faire. Even if that isn't the way the
rumor-mll has it.

She hung her mni-ocarina around her neck and nen-
tally slapped her hand. It was itching for her Fender—

We have a gi g Wednesday ni ght and rehearsal s Monday

and Tuesday. Stop thinking heretical thoughts! Guitars

al one coul d get you burned at the stake by the Renai ssance
Purists at this place, Kentraine. Electric guitars, oh horrors!

She poked her head out into the street, and saw Eric off
in the distance, shoul ders slouched, head down.

Lawsy. It's hit him Now we're going to be in for at |east
twenty-four hours of 3 oom Despair and Agony.

Eric slowy wal ked down the Tinker's Lane, past the
wooden boot hs, decorated with colorful ribbons and cl ot h,
where the Faire nerchants were al ready closing up shop
for the night.

Irish HIl. It's quiet up there this tine of night. Nobody
to bother, or to bother ne. | could play a bit, get ny head
strai ght —

A few "travel ers" were still wandering the Faire, gently

herded towards the exit by the red-tunicked Faire Secu-
rity. Mostly only the Faire folk were out in the narrow dirt
streets, dancers and nusicians returning fromtheir |ast
shows, actors carrying their props back to Lockup

The road continued on in a marginally straight line up to
the Hill, his usual post-Faire hangout. But he coul d see
that sonet hing was happening up there, a group of Faire
fol k gathered around a table the burning candles visible
even at this distance. Their bright costunmes were now
repl aced by cow ed dark robes. A neo-pagan Wccan Cov-

en was in session, and it was | ooking pretty serious.

Tonight is May Eve, Beltane, that's right. 1'd al nost
forgotten. H gh Holy Day. Lord. If you want to raise an
occult ruckus, seens to ne this would be the place for it. |

6 Mer cedes Lackey and Ell en Guon
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wanted to sit on the H Il —aw, they're already in Crcle,
I'd better not disturb them 1'Il find another place to play.

He trudged up the slope to the Travel er's Road, that

met the Tinker's Lane just below Irish Hll. He could hear
the soft words fromthe HIlIl: "... Geat Goddess, save

our Fairesite, keep those who would destroy it at bay.

This is all we ask. Great Goddess . . .".The chant faded as
Eric wal ked down Traveler's Road towards the Wod, the

dark oaks hiding the last glinpse of red-gold sunlight.

So it's bad enough that they're praying for help. | didn't
know it was that grimsounds |like the death knell. Shawna

and her bunch are into "the Goddess hel ps those who hel p
thenselves," and if it's gotten to the point that all they can
do is pray—He shook his head, stopped, and | ooked

around, the fam liar booths and stages of the Faire, the

st ubby brown grass, ancient oak trees, the shadowed Sout h-

ern Califoman hills rising above it all. Damm shane. Just
because sone devel oper thinks this would be a terrific

pl ace for shopping nall

I wi sh somebody really could save it. This is the best
Faire |'ve ever seen; it's so alive, always nusic and

| aughi ng—But when a corporation gets sonething into its
collective head, there ain't much you can do about it. Not
when they've got all the noney, all the pull they need to

make whoever owned the land sell it. Possession being
nine-tenths . . . and | know | saw surveyors out here
Fri day.

General depression piled on personal depression

/[ don't knowif |I want to stick around and see this place
turn into another shrine to McDonald's and Sears Roe-
buck. Maybe this is a good time to nove on

Maur een sure wouldn't mind seeing ne | eave LA

Eric sighed and continued wal ki ng, dodging three

drunken travelers, two guys in shorts and T-shirts, each
carrying stacked paper beer cups, at least fifteen each—
and keeping their bal ance despite the added burden of the
third nmenber of their party, slung over one guy's shoul -
der, out cold.

No wonder he's DOA. Their bl ood nmust he at |east sixty
proof. He felt sorry for the Security guy, trying to push
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the three in the direction of the Faire exit. Not ny idea of
a fun job.

The Wbod | ooned before himnow, oak branches curv-
ing overhead to create thick darkness beneath. Dark and
forbidding, to anybody who didn't knowit.

But it was as familiar as an old friend to Eric, who'd
pl ayed there for years: on the Wod Stage, and on the
streets filled with travelers and Faire folKk.

H s pace slowed, and he felt a pang, thinking about how
this would all go under a bulldozer's blade. God, but I
love this place. It's the only place |I've ever really felt at
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hone—even when | want to escape from everything, there's
that grove, hidden at the edge of the Fairesite

It occurred to himthat since Irish H Il was occupied, he
m ght want to play there for a while tonight, just get
away from everybody and everything and play until he
couldn't think or feel anything anynore

Dam it, Maureen, everything was fine! How could you
wal k out on ne like this?

He wal ked to the edge of the haybale rows that were

the seats for the Wod Stage. A group of rnusicians was
seated on the stage, playing. Eric snmled sadly, recogniz-
ing the tune even before he saw the players. "Banish

M sfortune"” . . . yeah, | wish it could.

The reality of the fight—and what it neant—hit him

He began to feel enpty inside, and lost; like he'd |ost
more than just Maureen. Like he'd lost his way and he'd
never find it again. Black despair came down on him so
pal pable that he was mldly surprised that he wasn't sur-
rounded by a dark fog like a cartoon character.

God. | don't know where |I'm goi ng, what |'m doing.
Not hi ng nakes sense anynore .

Al of the Celtic nusicians were on the stage, sone stil
wearing their Faire costunes, others in denimjeans and
sweaters. Al his friends, his favorite people. Linda and
Aaron, fiddling |ike crazy, with Ross and red-bearded | an
poundi ng out the fast tenpo on their Irish war druns.

Judy standi ng over her dulcinmer, the hand-held hamers
moving so fast they blurred, with Jay sitting next to her,
pl ayi ng tinwhistle.
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And four of the visiting Northerners, two fiddler girls

| ooking like a natched set, one with short curly hair, the
other a blonde; off in the back, a serious dark-haired
worman concentrating on an intricate rhythmon a dunbek

and t hat bl ond bearded fellow playing the bouzouki

Toget her they sounded better than any professional group
Eric had heard in six years of busking, and the nusic was
magnetic, drawing himto them He half-reached for his

flute, then sighed. Not tonight. | can't pretend that noth-
i ng's happened, pretend to be cheerful and happy. They'l
know | ' m pretending, they' |l hear it in my nusic. No,
they're having fun. Better not to spoil it.

"Hey, Eric, you crazy whistler, come down here!" Judy
called to him

He forced a | augh and shook his head, calling back to
her over the loud nusic. "Not tonight, sweetheart, | have
a previous engagenent." He grinned. "Mybe afterwards.

Judy | aughed and said sonething he didn't catch, though
fromthe | ook on her face it was probably sal aci ous. He
just kept his nmouth stretched in that phony grin and
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hurried past them hoping none of them would decide to
foll ow and haul hi m back.

"Hey, Eric!" Beth hailed himfrom behind.

Oh shit. | didn't want to talk to anyone—especially not
sonebody who saw the fight.

Beth could hear Eric groan, but he stopped, and turned
to face her.

"Beth, I'"'mnot in the nood— he began. She shoved a
flask into his long, fine-boned hand before he could finish
hi s statement.

"Have a pull on that," she ordered. "I only heard the
tail end of the fight, but | suspect you need it. Besides, we
can stay here and talk about it, if you want. | nmay have to

go take care of the runor-m Il after that ruckus."

And | want to know, because you don't usually go

around maki ng worren screani hg nad on purpose, Banyon,
she thought wyly. You may not think about things before
you do them but you don't screw up on purpose. And
don't think you woul d knowingly hurt a fly.

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 9

Bet h renmenbered Kathie, and how she'd used this | ad
to get herself into the Texas Faire, then into a pro band,
then dropped himlike a hot rock

In your own peculiar way, you're the gentlest man |
know. And, in your own peculiar way, the nost forgiving.
You forgave Kathie, and | never would have. Hell, | stil
haven't, and | wasn't the one who got it in the teeth.

"I'"d almost rather not talk about it," he said plaintively,
shaki ng his shoul der-1length chestnut hair out of his eyes.

Cod, how can anyone be that pretty? He | ooks like
Sophi a Loren at sixteen. Wth the appropriate nmal e accou-
trenments. Very . . . nice

Down, girl. He's also as feckless as they cone. He's no
good to you or hinself as he is.

"You want to live till rmnorning?" she retorted, hands on

hi ps. "Look, maybe | can scotch sone of the worst ru-

mors. Tongues are already clacking, and they're not being
real flattering to you. Besides, you've never hesitated to
talk to ne before, right?" He gave her an open, vul nerable
| ook that al most nmade her want to take himin her arns

and give himthe best kind of confort for a broken heart.

Al nost .

She continued, trying to keep her thoughts where they

bel onged—eut of the gutter. "And naybe | can help you
figure this thing out, keep you fromgetting into any nore
scream ng break-up fights behind Mainstage . . . during
the five o' clock show, no | ess."
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H s eyes widened. "You nmean . . . could they hear us
out there on the haybal es?"

"To the tenth row, mfriend."

"Shit. Sonebody from Admin is probably going to toast
my tail for breakfast." He uncorked the flask, and took a
mout hful . Hi s eyebrows rose, and he took a second.

Wel |, at | east he appreciates ny whiskey.

"Thanks," Eric said, pausing |long enough to come up

for air. "This helps a lot. | think G enfiddich can cure
al most anyt hi ng, even broken hearts." He took another
swal | ow, and Beth waited until he recorked the flask

"Ckay," she said, "You and Signorina Tosca seened to
be doing all right around noon—what happened after that?"

10 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon
He shuffled his feet in the dust, and | ooked sheepi sh.

Too dam cute for his own good, that's Eric Banyan. He
attracts too many wonmen who think that sweet face neans

he's nmal | eable. They don't | ook past the face to the eyes,
the eyes watching for sonebody who nmight put fetters on

him They |ook at the generosity, and they think he's theirs
for the taking. He'll give you anything, all right; anything
but hinmsel f. That part of himthat he won't | et anyone see,
or touch .

"She was getting hot, | guess, and sweaty, and she

want ed to know how nuch | onger | was going to be out
here. | told her all weekend. Then she wanted to know
where the nmotel was. | said there wasn't one, and | told
her about ny canpsite."

Oh boy, the operatic soprano hot house-plant neets
reality.

"I can hear the stormbrewi ng already," Beth renarked
sagely, since he seenmed to be waiting for her to say
sonet hi ng.

"Yeah." He took another swig, and his eyes took on

their habitual expression of wariness. "Then when | was
checki ng the schedul es backstage, she wanted to know
how | ong this was gonna go on. | told her. Then | said

was thinking about hitting Northern Faire in the fall

maybe stay up in SanFran after, if the busking was good. |
didn't get a chance to tell her |I'd be back by Thanksgi vi ng,
‘cause that was when the excrenent hit the rotating bl ades."

Bet h shook her head, and recaptured her flask. "Eric,
Eric, you |ovabl e idiot " She took a swig. "If | was
pl anni ng on setting up a fight between the two of you,
couldn't have nmanaged it better. You probably punched
every button she has."

This one is obtuse even for you, sweetie. First you |let
her think you're planning on a |ong-termrelationship,
then start wandering off at odd intervals, then casually
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tell her you may be cruising on out-—w thout her—this
fall. Banyon, you definitely take the prize.

"l don't see why," he said, obviously nettled. "She knew
I was a street busker, that was how we net! Right at the
downt own YMCA. | was playing the street; she was com

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 11

ing back froma rehearsal at the Pavilion. She knew exactly
the kind of guy I am fromthe minute she net nme."

"Allow the G eat Madanme Zarathustra to read the past,"”
Beth intoned in a cheap gypsy accent. "Tell ne, in the
past several weeks has she, or has she not, been nmaking
hi nt s about how you shoul d go do some serious auditions?"

"Well, yeah ..." The eyes were warier.

"Has she not, in fact, set up a couple of auditions? Like
the one you were telling nme about a few weeks back, with
that chanber orchestra?"”

"Well, yeah ..." He wouldn't |ook at her.

"Did you not, in fact, go to those auditions? And get job
of fers?" Taking the line of |east resistance, you | azy
sonuvabi tch. Avoiding a confrontation, and inadvertantly
| eadi ng her on—

"Wel |, yeah—but | didn't take any of those jobs!"

"VWich | ooked |ike what? That you weren't interested?

Hel | no! Like you were waiting for something better."

Beth ran her hand through her hair in exasperation. Banyon
actual |y | ooked perpl exed. "Look, dumry, anybody with

hal f an ear knows how good you are. Madanme Butterfly

has considerably nore than half an ear. She figured you
saw how wel |l those piddly auditions were going, and you
were gonna go for something bi g—and then settle down

with her."

"Aw, come on, Beth—+ never—I| nean-she's the one

that noved in, she's the one that started the thing in the
first place. It's not nmy fault, dammt! You know it isn't!
Conme on, Beth ..."

He finally wound down, and sighed. "Shit. | did let her
think I was planning to stick around and take a serious gig,
didn't 1?"

No shit, Sherlock. "I think that's a pretty fair assessnent."

He | ooked down at the dirt of the path for a nonent,

and when he | ooked back up at her, the haunted expres-
sion in his eyes finally made her feel a bit nore synpa-
thetic. Maybe nore than synpathetic—

Hold on there, girl. Don't let that pretty face and those
bi g brown eyes nake you forget. He's the original Love-
"emand-|l eave-'em Mster Drifter. He likes hav'ng no ties.

12 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon
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Though | don't think he likes the feeling of having sonmeone
I'i ke Maureen wal k out on himthey were a pretty tight
little item and the chem stry sure seenmed to be there

"I didn't nmean to, Beth," he said quietly. "I didn't nean
to string her along. If she'd said sonething, |1'd have told
her . "

She sighed. "I believe you. | just wish for once you'd

| ook at what you're doing before it gets to scenes like this.
Hol y Sai nts Paddy and Bride, you never do things by
hal ves, do you, Banyon?"

She shook her head; he hung his.

"A'l right, now that | know what happened, | can at

| east see what | can do to keep your reputation out of the
mud. 1'I1 try to put in a good word for you with the Adm n
peopl e, too, convince Caitlin that you couldn't avoid it,
wasn't your fault." He started to turn away. "And by the
way—-

"What ?" he replied, lifelessly.

Cone on, bucko. Keep | ooking down in the dunmps, and
I may bed you just to cheer you up. Pure therapy.

Sure, Beth, and |'ve got this beachfront property in
Nevada .

"W've got another gig over in that place on Van Nuys,
and we'll keep a corner of the stage warmfor you. You're
wel come to cone on by, usual split. It's been a while—
woul d be nice to have you back, you and that whistle of
yours."

He gave her a miserable attenpt at a smile. "Thanks,
Beth. | just may do that. Hey, Spiral Dance is a helluva
| ot better than that dunp deserves—how cone you keep
goi ng back there?"

"W have our reasons.” Wiich | wouldn't tell anyone
unl ess they're one of us. Not even you, mfriend. 'Sides, |
bet you wouldn't believe it anyway.

" 011 "

Beth passed himthe flask for a | ast swig, then headed
back the way she had conme, towards Wods Stage and the
jam

But as she wal ked down to the stage and pull ed out her
ocarina, she spared a last, pitying thought for the lonely
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figure trudging off into the dusk. He really doesn't under-
stand it at all. He tries, but he doesn't. Banyon, Banyon,
when are you ever going to grow up?

Bet h al ready had her ocarina out, adding the tiny wooden
whistle's voice to the jam session's version of "Kesh Jig"
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bef ore she even reached the stage. Eric watched her join
the others, then sighed.

Yeah, dammit, she's right. But what am | supposed to
do? | can't lie. | can't. And | don't want to change

Fromthe stage, Beth glanced up at him as though
asking himif he wanted to join the circle of friends and
nmusi ci ans. He sighed again, and turned away.

No. Not tonight. | just want to be al one.

He headed farther into the Wod, where the gnarled

oaks clustered closely. Far away from everybody, that's
where 1'll go. The edge of the Wod and beyond. "Ten

| eagues beyond the wide world's end ..."

Most people woul dn't cone back this far, past the | ast

pal mreader's booth and the faint |ingering chem cal reek
of the porta-johns. Dirt and trees and ne. Seens real good
ri ght now.

It was in a snall grove of oaks, set back agai nst the
hillside, where Eric finally set down his flute case on a
handy rock. He sat on the ground beside it, opened the

case and took out the silver pieces of his flute, carefully
fitting themtogether, as if, by taking especial care with
the task, he could put his |ife back together again. For a
moment he just sat there, the chilled netal slowy warm

i ng against his fingertips.

This wasn't the first time he'd broken up with a girl, but
it had to be one of the worst. Maureen had been—ice. Not
pushy. Always there for himthe way he'd tried to be
there for her.

Only it was pretty likely she wasn't going to be there
anynore. Until this nonent, he hadn't realized what that
meant in terns of |oneliness. He'd gotten used to not
bei ng | onely.

CGod, it hurts inside, it hurts. | can't believe she's left
me. | just can't. We were so tight . . . Maureen, Maureen,

14 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

I"'mso sorry. | didn't nean to hurt you. | didn't want this
to happen.

H s fingers noved gently on the faniliar flute keys;

renenbered patterns so deep he didn't have to think
about them bringing back other nenories, of nusic, |augh-
ter, late evenings with his friends, drinking and pl ayi ng.

God, it hurts

He brought the flute up to his lips, taking a deep breath
and playing a soft note, hesitant. It hung in the air for a
morment, followed by another note, quavering, equally
uncertai n.

Then the notes grew stronger, |ouder, nore confident.
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He began to play an ancient Irish air, "Brian Boru." It was
a nmel ody created a thousand years before he was born, by
soneone el se who was al so nourning, hurting. Soneone

el se who had | onged after something that had been—er

was it something that coul d never be? The tune seened to
hold all of his heartache.

The last note drifted away, fading into the darkness
around him Damm. |Is this what it always cones to, sitting
al one, playing sad nusic? Trying to say whatever's inside
me, when | can't say the words out |loud? 1 always end up
in a place like this, alone and lonely, no one in sight.
Christ. Is this how |I'm gonna end, too? What's the use?
VWhen am | ever going to find sonmebody who can hear

what I"'mtrying to say, instead of hearing what they want
me to say?

His fingers shifted on the flute, as though of their own
accord, formng the first notes of "Sheebeg Sheenvore."
Yeah, old O Carol an, now there was a nodern bard.

Crazy old blind guy, wandering the Irish countryside and
witing nelodies for his friends. Like this one. Wat a
story, you don't even need to know what it's about to fee
it. The elves of Eire, two rival groups of Faerie—kind

agai nst kind, kin against kin. Maybe even once-love agai nst
once-love, |love gone sour and turned into hate.

But it's a pretty nelody, not |ike "Boys of Ballysadare,"
where you can al nost see the Scottish bodies piling up. |
guess elves don't believe in really ripping each other apart,
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not |ike us humans. Not |ike Maureen, anyhow. Yeah, a
beautiful song, even if there's no such thing as Faerie.

He could feel the nusic starting to change as he stopped
thinki ng about it; just playing, trying to take what was
aching inside himand transformit into the nmelody. It

was as though sonething had taken hold of his mind and

body, and that sonething was flow ng through himand

the music. Like his soul was talking directly through the
flute, pure, unanmbiguous. It was the feeling he had once in a
| ong while, when he was playing and everything was worKk-

ing and it just clicked.

And it was happeni ng now, as he played the O Carol an
tune, every note flaw ess and clear as crystal, every
inflection and trill absolute perfection. But not a cold
perfection, nechanical —Ao, this was nusic straight from
his heart, all enotion, with no unhuman intellectualism
i nt erveni ng.

Eric felt a hush, a quietude, as though the grove itself
was suddenly still, not a single bird echoing his flute, as
though the night itself was holding its breath. As though
everything that could hear his playing was |listening to
him to the nusic, to what the nusic was saying; |istening
with every pore, and watching him The ancient oak trees,
branches gnarl ed and bent, seened to draw closer to him

as though concentrating intently.
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He closed his eyes, ignoring them Wat an illusion
Cak trees can't move. Too much whiskey, Eric, ml ad.

He continued playing, adding all the extra trills and
ornanents he'd al ways wanted to, but never dared try.
Then he reached the | ast delicate run, straight down the
scale, that was the end of the tune—

—and he kept going. Something inside him all the pain

and sorrow, was suddenly in the nusic, and he coul dn't

stop. It was a different nelody now, his own, original. And
the nmusic was flowing through him wld and fey, relent-

| essly pulling himonward.

It built to an inpossible climax, a last fiercely defiant
hi gh note that seemed to shatter the still air, then—

—sil ence. Profound and absolute. As though the world
was waiting, watching for something to happen. Nothing

16 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Cuon

marred it, it was the kind of silence born of anticipation, as
t hough a door was openi ng, and everything paused for a
monent, expecting Soneone to step through—

Eric took a deep breath, hearing a quivering echo from
the trees as the | ast notes faded away. Hi s heart was
poundi ng, his fingers clenched tight upon the flute,
trenbling. Dam. Was that really me?

God, 1 should have sone |ady break ny heart nore
often, if that's what it does to nmy nusic!

Sonething startled him and he sat up suddenly. For a
moment, Eric thought he heard something, an answering

song fromthe grove, not just the |last echoing notes of his
mel ody.

Then the wi nd ki cked up, sending swirls of dust and

dead | eaves scattering around him FEric's eyes began to

sting fromthe dust—as he blinked to clear them he saw

somet hing glinting across the grove, a brief flicker of green
I'i ght.

Green light?

He felt a chill run down his back; a thrill of wonder and
expectati on—then his good sense kicked in and brought
himright down to earth again. Probably sone Faire kids

pl ayi ng Jedi Knight with lightsticks on the hillside. And
scaring the local rattlesnakes half to death, |I'msure. Don't
they know that no one is supposed to go up into the hiUs?

B' Jaysus. Were in hell are their parents?

He | ooked down at the flute, still cradled in his hands.
wish | had a tape of that. Damm. |'I| probably never play
i ke that, ever again.

Eric took the flute apart, noving carefully in the dark,
repl acing each piece in the case by feel. There were tines
when he | oved that instrunent nore than any human. He

woul dn't play any better than that tonight, and he wasn't
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going to try

He stood up, dusting off his jeans. Mght as well call it a
night. 1've got that bottle of Irish back at camp, and
think this is a good time to start on it. A real good tine.

Eric felt his way to the edge of the grove, walking with
care to avoid tripping over anything, then glanced back
Sonet hi ng gl eanmed anong the oak trees, another glisten-
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ing trace of pale green light, as verdant and alive as spring
| eaves. It swirled right where he'd been sitting for a no-
ment, then vanished. It reappeared a heartbeat | ater, half-

hi dden behind a sprawling oak tree, then faded again.

Kids. | wonder if they're playing at saving the universe?
Must be too young to realize that you can't.

He headed down the dirt road towards his canpsite.

Eri c managed to avoi d neeting anyone by carefully

pl anning his route, but it took a | ot of detours. He was
tired and footsore by the tinme he reached the canping

area, and feeling the effects of the long and stressful day
i nsi de and out si de.

An hour later, Eric was tunbled in his sleeping bag in a
faded blue tent that had seen too many Faires, groping for
his bottle in the darkness.

ZfJ make a light, they'll know |I'm here. No, not tonight.
Not toni ght.

H s hands cl osed on the cool neck of the bottle, and he
set hinself for a bit of serious drinking.

A half hour later he was falling asl eep—er passing into
unconsci ousness-—with the better part of a fifth of Bushnills
becom ng one with his bl oodstream

And since he was the only one with a vantage poi nt—

and the only one not engaged in nocturnal activities that
precl uded idl e observati ons—he was the only one of the
Faire fol k who noticed the activity over the hill. The
verdant green glow that flickered and vani shed between
the trees, in the hidden oak grove he had left to sing to
itself.

Eri c woul d have chal ked up the effect to the Bushmlls,
except that he'd seen it start before he took his first drink

It was still playing its little ganes anbng the tree trunks
as he passed out, and his | ast coherent thought was to
wonder if it would continue until dawn.

. 2 .

Echoes From t he For est
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"Shit! Quarter till nine, and | can't find ny goddam
socks!"
"Damation, Seanus, |'ll ne'er be o'er thar in tinme! Run

on w ‘out ne, |addie!"

Eri ¢ Banyon awoke to the absol ute cacophony that was

the usual "norning song" of Faire. The assorted cries and
shouts of the actors and nusicians in the canpsite ningled
with the clanking of pots and pans. The gabble of voices in
a dozen conversations nearby echoed vilely in an unholy
concert with the pounding in his head. He opened one

eye warily, felt the bright sunlight kick himin the face,
and cl osed the eye agai n.

CGod, I'mgoing to die. Please God, let me die. | think
drank too nuch. No, strike that—+ know | drank too
much.

If 1'"'mgoing to die, | sure hope it happens soon

He reached a hand out w thout opening his eyes, and

felt around the floor of the tent; when his hand encoun-
tered the cool ness of glass, he picked up the whiskey
bottle, shaking it slightly.

No, strike that agai n—+ couldn't have drunk too mnuch.
There's some still left in the bottle.

He opened his eyes | ong enough to take a healthy

swal l ow fromthe hal f-enpty whi skey bottle. Mm good

old Irish Breakfast. |I'Il bet this is the only reason they
never conquered the worl d.

He swi gged agai n, and si ghed.
19
20 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Guon

/ think I"'mgoing to live. Wich neans |'d better get on
"site.

He pried both eyes open again and craw ed out of the

sl eepi ng bag, blinking blearily. Eric found his faded brown
breeches on the other side of the tent, where he had

di scarded them | ast night, then rummged through his
backpack. A fresh Faire shirt, one that used to be white
but now was a shade between gray and brown, replaced

the one he had slept in last night. He pulled breeches and
shirt on, and scratched his head, trying to renmenber what
came next.

Feet. First, find your feet. Then find what you put on
your feet. New socks canme out of the bottom of the pack;

he pulled his noccasin boots on over themw thout jarring
his skull too nmuch. After a brief nonent of panic, he
found his belt beneath the junble of assorted props and
costunes on the floor in the "storage" comer of his tent.

Erie fastened the noney pouch, wooden comnb, and
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flask on the belt, took another sw g of whiskey, and he was
ready to face the world again.

Vel l, maybe not, but I'Il give it atry .

Taki ng a deep breath, he unzi pped the door to the tent,
stepping outside. As he expected, it was a beautiful nom
ing, clear blue skies over the green-brown hills, with

al nost everyone in sight already in costune and headi ng
into the Fairesite.

He staggered to the large water tank at the edge of
canpsite, and braced hinself.

Here goes—

He stuck his head beneath the faucet and turned it on

The water, cold as a nother-in-law s heart, hit himlike a
hamrer on the back of the skull, and froze himall the way
down to his toenails. He was shivering when he straight-
ened up again.

Much better. | think.

He used the netal side of the water tank as a mirror as
he conbed his hair, trying wthout success to make the
shoul der -1 ength brown nop | ook presentabl e.

Sone day I'Il shave it all off, honest to Cod. Hell, it worked
for Yul Brynner, didn't it?
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"Good norning, Eric!" one of the dancers fromthe Irish
show called to himfromacross the sink

Sone people are just too damm awake in the norning.

"Bah, hunbug," he replied, somehow nanaging to sound
cheerful enough.

Brigid, that's her Faire nane, if |I'mrenenbering cor-
rectly. Don't renenber her Miundane nane. He gave her

a long, appraising | ook as she sauntered away fromhim

with a definite swing to her hips. Scenic. Very scenic.
Lovely fromthe front, lovely behind, terrific dancer's |egs.
Well, now that I'm a bachel or again .

Ch, hell. Maureen, that should be you wi ggling your
hips at nme .

He wat ched the dark-haired dancer start towards the
Main Gate with norose appreciation for a nonment, then
returned to his tent for his flute.

Besides, Brigid s a norning person. | could never cope
wi th sonebody who's that happy at nine in the norning,
never.

He slipped the flute case into his enbroidered gig bag
(gift of Kathie, late of the Texas Faire, two girlfriends
bef ore Maureen) and started down the hill towards the
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Mai n Gat e.

I'"ve had ny Irish Breakfast; |1'd better get a real one
before | fall on ny nose.

Eric expertly dodged through the thickening Faire

crowds, a tankard of coffee and a stack of hot sticky cinna-
mon buns bal anced precariously in his hands. He found a
qui et haybal e near one of the smaller stages, and sat down
to break his fast.

Three Commedia dell' Arte actors were on the stage,
wearing the brightly-painted | eather nasks of the |egend-
ary Iltalian conedians.

| sabel l a, don'tcha know you're a-breakin' mny
heart ?"

"An' that isn't all 1'll break, Harlequino!"

Eric |aughed with the travel ers seated around him as
dai nty Isabella chased Harl equi no around the stage, wav-
ing arolling pin with wild enthusiasm

22 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Cuon

Except Isabella's hair was long and vivid red, and her
voice was a little too strident.

Al nost operati c.
A piece of cinnanpn bun stuck in his throat.

Eric stood up abruptly, |eaving the show even as
Harl equi no protested his innocence to the furious |sabella.

He wal ked through the Faire, eyes niostly on the dirt

road littered with pieces of hay and sawdust. "Boot hi es"
were briskly doing business with the crowd of travelers,
haggl i ng over handnade jewelry, |eather pouches, intri-
catel y-decorated costunes. Hawkers were already calling

to potential custoners: "lce cold mlk and hot fruit pies!"
"Turkey legs!" "Beef ribs, two hundred pence!"

/ don't have anywhere to go, anything in particular that
| have to do, at least not until the 11:30 show. Christ.
Nothing to do at all. . . except brood.

Vell, if 1'"'mgoing to brood, | mght as well do it
mel odi cal | y.

He took his gig bag off his shoulder, renpving the flute
case. He fitted the flute together, slinging the bag back to
its confortable place at his side.

The travelers | ooked at himpeculiarly. It wasn't all that
odd to see a costuned nusician wal king the Faire, but a
flautist was a rarity, and the norose nel odi es he chose
were definitely out of keeping with the "nmerrye spirit of
A de Engl and" that everyone el se was projecting.

Eric finished a rendition of "Coleraine"—Funny, you
never think of how an Irish jig could be so depressi ng—
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and began anot her sl ower, even sadder tune. He was so
lost to the nelody and his own depression, that he really
didn't notice the two step-dancers that smoothly noved in
and escorted himaround the coner.

Until they each grabbed an el bow.
"Hey, wait a—

"Cch, don't ye be frettin'. Master Eric," one of the
dancers said with a wicked grin. "W've been sent to fetch
you, we have."

" But —
"No argunents, sar, we shan't listen to them"
" But —*
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One of themcarefully took the flute fromhis hand,
replacing it in his gig bag before they hurried himthrough
the crowmded "streets."

Suddenly he realized where they were taking him Eric's
eyes w dened.

"No, not the washing well!" He tried to pull free, but
the two young wonen had hi m past escapi ng—dnl ess he
wanted to take this out of the realmof a street bit and
practical joke and into a serious scuffle.

"We've brought him Mstress Althea!"

The heavyset woman, her dark hair tucked up into a

clean muffin cap, |ooked himover with a practiced eye.
"Well, then, he does seemtruly the scruffiest of mnstrels.
W can't have this. Before we take "imover, first we'll
need to give "ema bath ..."

No, not a bath! Not in the godforsaken filthy washing
wel | !

Mstress Althea took himfirmy by the ear, pulling him
over to the washing well to the vast anusenent of the
onl ookers. "1'll get even with you for this, Susie," he
whi spered, too low to be heard by the mundanes.

"But not till after I've had a good chance to wash your
ears," she whi spered back, barely able to keep a strai ght
face. "This'll teach you to clean up your act before you

cone on 'site."

Eric suffered through having a scrap of cloth, dipped in
the well, rubbed over every inch of his face.

Finally, M stress Althea pronounced hi mcl eansed, and
fit for human conpany. "Now, girls," she said sonorously,
"do take himonward to his next stop.”

My next stop? Al right, who's playing ganes, here?
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Eric let the two girls drag hi monward, down the dusty
road to the stage where Sunday Mass was in progress.

Fat her Bob, wearing a Roman collar over his Elizabe-

than costune, dutifully blessed Eric as the girls paraded
himup to the front of Mass. "In the nane of the Father,
the Son, and the Holy Ghost, Lord, who watches over

fools and children, wilt Thou see that sonebody please
keeps an eye on this minstrel boy? Thank you very much,
God. "
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Eric stared backwards at Father Bob as the dancers

pul l ed hi maway again. The priest was trying not to break
into laughter. Yes, sonething definitely strange is going on
here .

The two girls—Eric realized he didn't even know their
nanes—pul | ed hi m down the | ane, past the gl assbl ower's
booth and the stall hanging with dozens of bota bags,
directly towards the Kissing Bridge

Now wait just a second—

Bef ore he could react, they were hal fway across the
bridge, beneath the colorful garlands and ribbons that
fest ooned the wooden archway. They stopped, keeping

hi mtrapped between them and the two dancers ki ssed
hi m expertly, one after the other.

More than a bit benmused, Eric let them After his initial
surprise, he hel ped them

Well, this is definitely an unusual experience

Then they tugged his hands to draw hi m onward, across

the bridge and down the | ane to the Laughi ng Fool Tav-
ern. And there was Beth, waiting with the other nusicians
by the gate.

Oh, nowthis is all starting to make sense

The two dancers delivered himto the tavern gate, bob-
bing a quick curtsy to Beth. "An" here he is, mstress,
cl ean and bl essed. And warnmed up. As 'twere."

"Why, thank you, ny dears," Beth said, her eyes never
leaving Eric's. "I do truly appreciate your efforts." She took
Eric's arm leading himinto the tavern

"Beth . . ."he nmuttered, "I'Il get you for this."

She let go of his hand and stepped up onto one of the
rough-hewn tavern tables, calling out for silence in a clear
voice. "Mlords and | adies, we have here a | ad who has

been well and truly heartbroken, who spent |ast night all
alone with only a bottle for confort . . . and we all know
that a bottle is a rather cold and m serabl e bedmate, not

Ii ke a saucy wench!"

Eric felt hinmself blushing as the crowd of travel ers out-
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side the tavern cheered rowdily.

Beth sm | ed. "Seens he needs a hand. So, what shal
we do for this poor lad, | ask you?"
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"Gve himto the German nercenary wenches!"
"Sell himto the gypsies!"

"Make hi mplay us dancing nusic!"”

Beth turned to him her voice slightly softer. "Wl|
sirrah, what shall it be?" She | ooked himup and down. "I
dare say we shouldn't get nuch for you fromthe gypsies
Too skinny, nmethinks. So, it's the girls, or the tunes. A
spritely dancing tune, or the neaty paws of the Gernman
wenches?" Beth grinned evilly, and added in an under-

tone, "lI'd play the tune if | were you, Eric. Karen
Wl f sdottir has been yearning to get her nmitts on you all
season.

Eric was already reaching into his gig bag for his flute.

The first tune he played was "Bani sh Msfortune," as
lively and cheerful a nelody as he could think of. The
Faire folk, seated at the wooden trestle tables, began to
clap and pound the table with their tankards in rhythm
with the tune, and then he saw | an and Li nda sneaki ng up
fromthe back of the tavern, drumand fiddle already in
their hands. Ch, Bethie planned this one in advance,
met hi nks! Okay, then, let's do it right!

He | eaped up on the table wi thout nissing a beat,

startling the two peasants playing a ganme of Cathedral next
to him Wth [ an hol ding the beat steady on his bodhran
drum and Linda deftly carrying the nelody for him Eric
continued to play the flute, but also began to hop and skip
down the long table, to the raucous cheers of the onl ook-
ing travelers. Beth clapped her hands in gl ee, watching
himfroma precarious perch atop the tavern fence and

I aughing wildly.

W nded, he junped off the edge of the table, landing in

the straw next to the two giggling dancer girls who had
brought himthere. He stopped the tune in md-note and
grabbed the older of the two girls, the one with the |ong
red-gold hair and w cked green eyes, and ki ssed her soundly
before letting her go. She | anded on her posterior in the
thick hay, still | aughing.

Eric doffed his cap at her and her conpanion. "I thank
ye both for bringing ne here," he said in his finest Eliza-
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bet han accent. "You're both lovely lasses, and | inplore
you to dance for us all!"

The two girls | ooked at each other uncertainly.

Beth called fromher position on the rickety tavern
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fence. "Ch, and conme on with you now, |asses! Show us
what ye can do!"

And they did.

Eri c appl auded and cheered with the travelers and Faire
folk as the red-haired girl hel ped her conpanion up onto
the table. Then they noved into proper stepdancer posi-
tion, arns |inked, one foot raised with the toes delicately
poi nted forward.

Li nda and | an were watching himfor the signal. "Athol

Hi ghl ander's!" he called, then hit the first note of the
rollicking Scottish jig straight on, Linda joining in a no-
ment later with as sweet a bit of fiddling as he'd ever heard
her play, then lan tossing off a few clicks on the rimof his
bodhran before settling into sone serious drunmm ng.

The girls danced down the |long table, skipping and
pirouetting to the shouts and calls of the audience. Then,
as the tune wound to a close, they also | eaped off the
table, startling Eric so much that he flubbed the | ast note.
They both | aughed with him as he shook his head in

di sbel i ef.

It only got better after that.

After several nore dances and tunes (including a very

bawdy Elizabethan song that sounded al nbst prim when

sung sol o, but when you sang it in a round, the words

made the nost anmazi ng sentences), Eric rel axed at one of

the tables. A tankard of the Fool's best was in front of him
as he watched the expert belly dancer strutting her stuff to
a Scottish strathspey.

Well, it may not be "period," but who cares at this
poi nt ?

Beth sat down next to him taking the mug fromhis
hand and draining a long draught. "Is life treatin' you
better now, Banyon?"

He sighed and reclainmed the tankard from her hand.
"Well, | still think telling Susie to wash ne in the well was
arotten trick ..."
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"Agreed. But | couldn't let you in here with dirty ears."
She | eaned close to nibble on his right ear. "Do you see

why?"
He took a noment to recover. Unh, yeah.

"I"'mglad." She stood up, taking his hand. "I think
we' ve caused enough mischief for one norning. Want to
take it el sewhere?"

Eric glanced up at the main trestle table, where the two
dancer girls had ki dnapped two Spani ards and were trying
to teach themto stepdance, to the |aughter of all onl ook-
ers. "Sounds good."
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Beth | ed hi m behind the tavern, through the back gate
and across the lane. Directly towards the Kissing Bridge.

Ch no, not the Kissing Bridge again .

She pulled himonto the Bridge, already popul ated with
Iingering couples. "There's only one cure for a broken
heart, Banyon, and |'ve taken it upon nyself to adninister
it. Don't take it personally. This is for purely therapeutic
reasons only."

" Bet hi e—
And she ki ssed him

A significant anount of time later, he managed to find
his voi ce again, "Uh, Bethie—=

"Mmm®?" She cuddl ed even cl oser.

"You know, | have half of a perfectly good apartnent
that's free for the taking, anybody could nove in. And it
could really use soneone with a nice feninine touch—=

Beth suddenly stiffened in his arms. "Don't even think

it, Banyon. Soneday you may find soneone who's right

for you, but I"'mnot that |ady. Don't get me wong, | like
you a lot, but let's not conplicate it past that, all right?"

"Ckay." He kissed the tip of her nose, making her
giggle. "I just like you a lot, too." His |lips noved | ower,
down her neck. "The offer's there if you want it, all right?"

An apol ogetic voice, somewhere next to his left ear,

i nterrupted what had been a fascinating progressi on down
the strong line of her shoulder, "Er, ah. Mstress Beth,
they're about to start the Miinstage show, and Carl really
is wondering if you're planning on joining us today."

"Ch, damm." Beth retrieved herself fromEric's arns,
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qui ckly straightening her costune. She gave hima wy
grin. "Well, duty calls. Master O Banyon. |'Il look for you
after the show "

Eric watched regretfully as Beth and her showrate

di sappeared into the crom of travelers on the street. J
never can manage to hold on to that girl for nore than

five mnutes at a tine. That's all she's interested in with

me. | guess sonme guys would like that, a lady who's just a
good friend and a willing bedmate. The perfect situation,
right?

Dam.

He wal ked away fromthe Bridge, wandering aim essly.

After a while, he realized that he was back on the road
above the Laughing Fool. Since he and Beth had left, the
tavern had returned to its usual quiet state, a few actors
conversing over a nug of ale, sone "peasant wonen"
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eating lunch at another table.

Eric found hinself an enpty haybal e near the tavern
gate, sat down, and took out his flute again. He touched
the keys lovingly, as the netal warmed to his hand.

Hello, old friend. Just you and nme again. He renmem

bered how he had argued with Adm n over playing a netal

flute at a "period" Faire. / don't know what 1'd do if they
hadn't given in. | can't see doing a gig without you. | think
they knew that, and decided they'd rather keep ne and be
anachroni stic than watch nme wal k out. He played an
experinmental run, thinking about how the red-haired dancer
had | aughed after he had kissed her. | should wite a tune
for that |ovely, sonething she and her friend can dance to.
He smled as a tune began to shape itself in his mnd and
fingertips, alively little nelody that brought pleasant im
ages, recollections of Faires past; of laughing girls, dainty
feet tapping out an intricate highland dance, and of chilled
ale on a hot Faire afternoon

Then his spirits dropped again, and he settled down to
some seriously norose nusic.

"Cdiffs of Mher," there's a good one. And "Kid on the
Mountain," that's chall engi ng and depressing.

Wthout his realizing it, Eric's sad fluting brought in a
crowd of listeners to the edge of the tavern fence. He
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| ooked up to see the travelers listening intently to him
and smled sadly to hinself, thinking: They don't under-
stand. He continued to play.

Eric | ooked up again. Something in that nmass of faceless
travel ers had | ooked strangely famliar

yeah, that skinny guy, the tall blond, the one with
the enbroidered cloak . . . wait a minute-his cloak—ny

cl oak!

Eric | eaped up fromthe haybal e, diving over the wooden
fence |i ke an avengi ng angel. The young man in the shroud-
ing cloak took one look at Eric's snarling face and ran like

hel | .

A matronly femal e customer screaned as Eric cata-

pul ted past her, one hand reaching for the trailing edge of
the ankle-length cloak. Qther travelers scattered out of the
way as Eric pursued the young man past the astoni shed
washerwonman at the well and right through a col orful

troupe of norris men dancing in the mddle of the dirt
street. Angry shouts and the sound of clattering | eg-bells
fol |l owed them down the road.

The thief crashed through the bota-bag booth, sending

the hanging wi neskins flapping wildly at their tethers. Eric
followed close on his tail, waving his flute like a deadly
weapon. "Stop, you lousy bastard! Thiefl Thief!"
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The cl oaked robber dashed under a nonger's carefully

bal anced tray of fresh tripe and crossed the Kissing Bridge
in one desperate leap. Eric vaulted after him thoroughly

di srupting the anmorous affairs of the kissing couples on the
Bri dge.

Then he saw the kilted Scottish troop directly ahead of
him carrying their pikes at attention as they narched
down the street. Eric skidded to a stop, not wanting to
crash into the Scottish warriors—and their six-foot spears.

But the cl oaked nman kept running.
Ri ght through the formation of marchi ng pi kesnen.

Eric stared in disbelief as the ninble thief danced past
the warriors and their deadly spears. Sonmehow he made it
| ook sinple and easy as he dodged between them Then

the thief was across, on the other side of the formation
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wi t hout so nuch as causing a single pikesman to mss a
st ep.

Several of the watching travel ers appl auded, doubtlessly
thinking this was part of a show. Eric just stood there,
staring after the escaping thief in amazenent.

Nobody shoul d be able to do that.

Eric took a deep breath and ran after him straight into

the pike formation . . . and three seconds | ater, he found
hi nsel f sprawl ed on the dirt with several pikes |ying around
him and a hal f-dozen irate Scotsmen glaring at himin

di sgust .

Then the dark-bearded Scottish chieftan hinsel f wal ked
over and | ooked down at FEric.

"Ch, Eric, lad, you' ve done yerself quite a turn this
time, ye have," the Chief said sadly.

"Sorry, Boss," Eric nmuttered, trying to stand up wth-
out much success. His ankle hurt. Not to mention his
pri de.

After yesterday, there wasn't anything left of his dignity
to hurt.

The Chief crouched down in the dust close to Eric. "By
the way," he said in a quiet voice entirely devoid of
Scottish accent, "Caitlin wanted to see you in Adnin.
Sonet hi ng about the Mi nstage show yesterday."

"Terrific," Eric said norosely. One of the Scots hel ped
hi m stand, dusting himoff. Eric thanked him then scanned
the crowmd for any sign of the thief.

Nowhere in sight. Dam.

So much for ny favorite Faire cloak. | wonder how that
little rat got past Security and into ny tent?
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The pikesnen lined up into their formation. The Chi ef

gave Eric one last, pitying | ook, a | ook Eric caught out of
the corner of his eye as the troop of Scotsmen marched off
towards their encanprent.

Well. Better get it over wth.

He headed for Admin Hi Il and the offices directly be-
hind the large brightly-colored Faire nural.

Caitlin's a good | ady; she usually understands these
things. | mean, she's the one who got ne out of that jam
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| ast year with the Maypol e dancers. They're not going to
can ne ... | hope.

Eric noved carefully through the thickening traffic on

the dusty |l ane, past the travel ers haggling with the boothies
over their wares. He stepped carefully over three peasants
spraw ed out "drunk" in the street and doffed his cap at

the bored Security guard at the office entrance.

I nside the musty, crowded office area, costuned actors

and nusi ci ans were rel axi ng, several snoking some defini-
tively non-period Marl boros, others drinking sodas and
catching up on gossip. Eric crossed to the hanging burl ap
flap that was the door to Caitlin's office, and took a deep
breath. "Caitlin?"

Atired femal e voice answered. "Cone in."

Eric wal ked into the nakeshift office. Caitlin | ooked up
fromthe stacks of paperwork on the table, her ever-
present can of diet soda in her hand. "Hello, Eric. Is it
Fate or bad luck that you always end up in nmy office?"

"A bit of both, I think." He sat down on a folding chair
across fromher. "Does it help if |I tell you that | really try
to avoid this sort of thing?"

"Yes, a little. | was starting to wonder if you got in
trouble just so you could flirt with ne in nmy office." She
| eaned back in her chair, wearily running her hand through
her short auburn hair. Her long blond wig, with the floppy
hat she usually wore as part of her costume, was |ying on
the tabl e near the papers.

Eric stared at the wig to avoid neeting her gaze.

"So, Eric, you and your girlfriend decided to break up,
right behind the four-thirty M nstage show yest erday.
Made it quite interesting for the audience. | understand
your ex-girlfriend has quite an operatic voice."

Eric winced. "Yes, she does. Great projection, too
Caitlin alnost cracked a smile. "You're classically trained

too, aren't you? Sonebody told nme you studied at Juilliard.
Is that true?"
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"Yeah, | was at Juilliard. Two years." He shifted uncom
fortably, a knot already beginning to tighten in his gut at
the mere thought of those two years. He flashed on his |ast
recital —
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Pl aying better than he ever had in his life; playing his
heart out. Then putting the flute down. Announcing to the
panel —Today was ny birthday. Last night sonebody-

threw rocks at nmy window all night long to keep ne

awake. This norning sonebody el se jamred the | ock on

my door so | had to clinb out ny windowto make it her a
ontinme. | can't take this shit anynore. |I'm ei ghteen and
my parents can't do a thing about nme now. Gentlenen,

| adi es, you can take your goddammed cl assical education
and shove it."

And the long, absolute silence as he wal ked out.

Si x nonths before | could bear to touch the flute. Eight
before | could play again. Three years before |I could even
listen to Bach.

Dam. | really wi sh people wouldn't ask nme about that.

Caitlin was watching himw th knowi ng eyes. "FEric,

you're a sweetheart, and one of the best nusicians we've

ever had here, but somehow you're always getting hi

trouble. 1'Il clear you on this one, cover you for the people
Upstairs, but—try to avoid this kind of thing in the future?
Just try, all right? Pronise ne?"

He sighed. | don't know whether to be relieved that she
let nme off easy, or enbarrassed because | know she's
letting me off just 'cause |'mgood. Cuess |'d better just
count ny bl essings.

"Thanks. I"'mreally sorry about this." He stood up to

| eave. Caitlin's voice stopped himbefore he reached the
door.

"Eric?"

He turned back to her.

"l know you're going through a rough tine, your girlfriend
wal ki ng out on you and everything. Just don't . . . |eave,
okay? | heard what happened in Texas, when you had
girlfriend problens there. Don't just wal k out on us, FEric.
I"d really like you to finish out the season with us, okay?

He nodded, and lifted the burlap flap, wal king out of
the relative quiet of her office into the overwhel ning noise
| evel s of the Admin area.

So. Sonebody told Caitlin about nmy Texas adventure.
Shoul dn't be surprised, | guess.
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- Damm it, what's so terrible about just packing up and

| eavi ng when things go that wong? God, if |I'd stayed at
Texas Faire—between us, Kathie and ne, we'd have had the
place divided like the Gvil War all over again. So 1 split,
and now everybody treats it |ike sone kind of sin. And
Caitlin, she's acting like |I'm about ready to run from
Southern California. She doesn't have any reason to think

that. Except—

—except, well, maybe | did think about it |ast night.
Ckay. So maybe | have a tendency to get out while the
goings good. It's not like I"'mthe only nusician they've
got. Wiy should | stick around anyhow? Maureen's |eft

me, probably already noved out all her stuff fromthe
apartnent. | could | eave next week, no one woul d care.
don't have a steady gig here, they don't need nme for the
show. Nothing | prom sed to do, just Bethie and Spira
Dance once in a while, and this Faire, and both of them
could keep running fine without ne ...

Caitlin's words echoed in his mnd: "Just don't wal k out
on us, FEric."

And Bet hie, sure, she'll give ne aroll in the hay, but
nothing nore than that. | may not be M ster Conmitnent,

but I'dlike alittle nore than just that in a relationship,
y' know? Maybe not True Love, but—Serious Like? Honest

Lust ?

He left the Admi n building, walking through the crowded
streets. At least Caitlin didn't throw nme off the Fairesite
Thank God for that, 1 guess.

He sidestepped a group of Faire children playing tag in
the mddle of the lane; narrowy missed a collision with a
bl ack-vel vet ed nobl ewonan and her retinue.

"Qops, mlady," Eric said respectfully, doffing his cap,
Lady Anne M Il esford (AKA Terri Leiber of R verside,
California) just gave hima disdainful ook and fl ounced

onwar d.

Then he heard them the exuberant Gaelic shouts and
keeni ng and general noi se, approaching fromtwelve o' clock

hi gh.

Oh shit, | forgot about the show
He dashed through the crowd of travelers and Faire
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folk, towards the Scottish parade marching past. The dou-
ble line of Celtic warriors, the Chief and his househol d
wal king within the protective row, processed past the
washi ng well as Eric caught up with them Wth an expertly-
timed nove that he had down perfectly after years of

al ways being late for stage shows, he ducked under the

cl osest Scotsman and slipped into his proper position with
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t he ot her nmusici ans.

He holl ered the Gaelic gibberish (that he really didn't
understand) along with the rest of the marchers, the ulu-
lating cries of the wonen echoing in his ears. As they
mar ched up to Mai nstage, he joined the other rnusicians
on stage right. The Chief began the show patter: W're
travel i ng through Engl and and Donal just up and croaked,
so we're holding a party—+ nean wake—for 'im

The frazzl e-haired Dancem stress ran through the show

order as Eric and the others did a last mnute tuning
check, ticking oS the nunbers on her fingers. "Jig set,
two-hand reel, slipjig solo, Gaelic song ..." She turned to
one of the other dancers. "Hey, rem nd everyone that

we' re doing 'John Ryan's'—you know, 'Boom Boom —i ght

after the song, so everyone should line up fast." She
enphasi zed the "Boom Boont' with a quick shinmy of her

hi ps, and the dancers laughed. "All right, let's do it!"

The dancers ran out to center stage, grabbing partners
by the hands and form ng sets.

Looks so inpronmptu, they never guess we practiced
these routines for four weeks.

Li nda ki cked off the tune, a lively fiddl e version of "Top
of Cork Road," and Eric joined in with lan on the fifth
neasure.

It was a good, solid show, one of their best all season
The audi ence appl auded and | aughed at the right places,
the nusic was at the right tenpo, no one tripped or

m ssed a step in the strathspey-reel, and—Fhank God—
none of the stepdancers sprained an ankle. Not |ike |ast
weekend, two casualties in the Saturday 11:30 show al one,
not to nention the three the weekend before.

And Maur een's conmmrent when he told her about the
sprai ned-ankl e victins: "Probably woul dn't have hap-

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS

35
nened if they did decent warmups, like we do at the
Chandler ..."

"Cch, and now we'd be after hearing our fine nusicians
play us a tune, indeed we would!" the Chief called out in a

voice that carried to the last row of haybal es.
Musi ci ans' solo tine. Well, here we go again .
Eric and the other minstrels noved to the front of the

stage. " 'Banish Msfortune' into 'Drowsy Maggie,' two
and three," Linda call ed.
Eric gazed at the audience, row after row of attentive

faces, waiting, watching him.
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Bright lights, starched collar of ny concert shirt scratch-
ing ny neck, the orchestra ready and waiting behind me,
taking a deep breath and beginning to play..

That dammed program book: "Eric Banyon, flute prod-
i gy, performng Dances Sacred and Prof ane"

Then he heard "Bani sh Msfortune," as w cked and

sprightly an Irish jig as he'd ever played, and Eric realized
in dismy that the band was al ready hal fway through the A
part and he hadn't even noticed that they'd started. He
tossed in a quick trill, hoping that it sounded |Iike he had
meant to join in in the nmiddle of the tune.

Linda's giving ne that "raised eyebrow' | ook, though, I
don't think I fooled her! I'Il probably catch hell for this

| ater

Then Aaron gave the signal and they dived into "Drowsy

Maggi e," half again as fast as "Banish" and twice as lively.
They ended in a flurry of wild notes, and the audience

appl auded ent husi asti cal |l y.

Oh, that was fun. Maureen, you would have liked that
one .

That brought a sudden pain to his gut, his throat tight-
ening. Damm it, Maureen, 1 thought you'd | ove the Faire,

I thought we'd be terrific together, soprano and fl ute.

Vou' d actually get to be close to your audience, see their
reactions, how nuch they |ike your nusic; three feet right

in front of you instead of on the other side of the orchestra
pit. | thought you'd be happy here, and understand why |

| ove doing this, playing Faire

Why did you have to wal k out on ne?
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He marched with the "Celtic bus" hal fway back to the

H1l, leaving the parade formation just outside the Turkish
cof feehouse. Eric waited in line at the counter, already

i magi ni ng how the sweet iced coffee would taste. Then he
reached for his belt pouch to get out sonme cash, and—

—and there were only the | eather strings dangling from
his belt, neatly cut just bel ow the knot.

Ch SHI T!

Sonebody stol e ny noney pouch! GODDAMM T, this
isn't FAIR

He started to get angry—-but he ran out of energy,
hal fway t hrough "di sgusted."”

Fl at-1i ned. Enotional burnout.

Eric left the line, walked slowy to a conveni ent haybal e,
stretched out and closed his eyes in nunb despair.
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What a truly revoltin devel opnent. First Maureen wal ks
out on me, then soneone steals ny cloak, then | dammed
near get thrown out of this Faire, then sonebody cuts ny
belt pouch. Al the noney that | nade yesterday, busking
with Maureen and the others. Gone.

I can't believe all of this is happening to ne.
"But it could be worse."

The | ow rmal e voi ce spoke quietly, directly into his left-
ear. Startled, Eric sat up, |ooking around.

And realized that no one was within ten feet of him The
cl osest person was a four-year-old girl who was busily
sneari ng bakl ava over her face while her mother and a
friend were wat ching the dance show on the small coffee-
house st age.

Terrific. Nowl'mlosing ny mnd, too. Just what |
al ways want ed

The little girl held out a sticky hand to Eric, gravely
of fering a piece of straw coated baklava. He snmiled and
shook his head, then stood up.

Maureen s left ne, he thought at her, as if she could

hear him Then someone stole nmy cloak, | nearly lost this
Faire gig, and a cutpurse got nmy cash pouch. It only had
fifteen bucks in it, not the end of the world, but that was
all the noney | had on ne.

Met hi nks | need sonething stronger than M ddl e East -
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ern pastry, sweetling. But, in the interest of the Faire's
pristine reputation, 1'Il get out of the way before | |ook for

He waited until he was in the hidden grove, far from
the thick dust and crowds, before reaching for the corked

flask at his side.

Then Eric proceeded to becone thoroughly, profoundly
drunk, for the second tine in twenty-four hours.

I love the snell of fresh dirt—but | w sh ny nose didn't
hurt. He opened his eyes a little, and saw—

Br own.

Oh. I'mlying facedown in it. That nust be why it's a
little difficult to breathe. Eric tried to roll over onto his
back, and failed. He tried again, then gave it up as hopel ess.

S okay. 1 really don't want to go anywhere, anyhow. |'ve
al ways wanted to be a worm anyway. Wrnms can have a
good time all by thensel ves and never know the differ-
ence. "Oh, you're ny tail? | thought you were ny

girlfriend."
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He lay there in the dirt and oak | eaves, imagining a
beautiful red-haired woman sniling at him A particul ar
beautiful red-haired wonman.

"Eric, |I've decided it doesn't matter to ne what you do
with your life, all | want is to be with you, always."

Then she | eaned forward to kiss himand ..
Dream on. Barn/on.
Ch, Maureen .

He managed to get his head turned to one side, and
pillowed his cheek in the crook of his arm He blinked
back tears and sniffled, startling a bluejay who had been
i nvestigating himecuriously, doubtlessly wondering if all

that hair would make a good lining for her nest. Geat. |'m
lying in the dirt, conpletely wasted. Now |'m going to
start leaking fromthe eyes. I'mgoing to nake nmud to lie

in. A perfect ending to a thoroughly delightful weekend.
"Bard? Bard? | need to talk to you."

The voi ce spoke softly, |ow nusical tones, definitely
male. Eric tried to open one eye to | ook at the guy, but

decided it wasn't worth it. "Go 'way. 'Mtrying to neditate."
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"Please. It's very serious. | would not disturb your
medi tations, but | rust ask sone things of you."

"Nothing's that serious. Here, have a drink." Eric stil

had his hip flask in his other hand. He blindly shoved the
flask in the direction of the voice. "Feel free to join ne,
there's plenty of whiskey, plenty of roomhere on the
ground. It's quite confortable, really. If you don't m nd
havi ng rocks poking holes in your body."

The voi ce sounded profoundly puzzled. "No, thank you
But please, | nust speak with you. | have nany questi ons,
and you are the only one who can tell ne the answers."

"VWhy? Who put ne in charge? Go ask Caitlin or
somebody. "

"Way? You nust—you're the one who Awakened ne."
The voi ce becane desperate. "Please, Bard—please."

Eric tried again to lift his nose fromthe dirt so he could
see whom he was talking to, then gave it up as a | ost

cause. "S' sorry. | didn't nean to wake you up. | just talk
to nyself when |'mdrinking, can't tell how loud | am

you know, just happens."”

The voice wasn't paying any attention to him "Please,

you must answer ny questions. Your song Awakened mne

|l ast night, and I don't know how |long it has been. | cannot
find any of my own kind here, and ... | heard disturbing
talk. Bard. They are saying that this place will be de-
stroyed soon. You, of all people, you nust know what that
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will do to all of us. And the others—are they still Dream
i ng, or has soniething worse happened to then?"

Either |I'ni”~vrwe drunk than | thought, or this guy is
tal ki ng about sonething really and truly bizarre.

Third possibility. Watever he's doing has sent himinto
another reality. Bad drugs, Eric. Hunmor the man. "Is this
part of some street bit? I'mnot in on it. Maybe you shoul d
save it for the travelers, mfriend."

There was a | ong and profound silence, during which

Eric felt his tenuous grip on consciousness slipping even
further fromhis grasp. Yeah, passing out right now does
seem sonehow | i ke the appropriate thing to do.

Ch, Maureen ...
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He choked on a sob; renmenbered he wasn't al one, and

held it in. Al of it.

Stillness, unbroken by so much as the fall of a leaf. Then
a single word.

n O,]. n
Then sonmeone's hands gently rolled himonto his back,

removi ng the rocks and sharper branches from beneath
him piling |eaves to create a confortable bed for him He
tried to open his eyes and thank the stranger, and coul dn't

manage either.

"Rest now. Forget a little. I will find you later, when
your heart is not in such pain."

Eric smiled as an unseen hand brushed the stray | ocks
of his hair fromhis face. In the al cohol -confused haze of
his mnd, the gentle hand could only have bel onged to one

per son.

Mmm Maureen, that's nice, feels good
The | ast he heard was qui et footsteps, crunching through

the dry oak | eaves as the stranger wal ked away.
When he awoke several hours later, the sun already

fading fromthe | eafy branches above him Eric was al one
in the grove.

e 5 o

The Unfortunate Kake

Eri c managed to pry one of his eyes open, and | ooked
around blearily. God, | feel awful This is getting to be a
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habi t .

He pried open the other eye, and his head reacted with
a predictable stab of pain.

Maybe 1'd better think about changing ny habits.
He sat up. Slowy.
Was there somebody here earlier, or did | dreamthat?

He succeeded in getting into a sitting position and real -
ized that he'd been nestled in a snug little bed of |eaves.
sure didn't have the sense to do that. No, he was real
Guess he went back to Fairesite. H s stomach |urched, and
he | ay back down before it could turn rebellious on him

Wonder who the guy was? 1 didn't recognize the voice

He | ooked up at the darkening sky through oak branches
above him Sun's setting. | must have been here for hours.

Al right, Eric. Time to return to Reality. O, at |east,
the Fairesite. He made a second attenpt at nobility, a
successful one this tine, and staggered to his feet, wi ncing
as he bent down to pick up his abandoned gi g bag. Cods, |
ache all over, just like |I've been—

—drunk aU weekend.
Yeah.
Well, it seened |ike a good idea at the tine .

He beat the dust out of his breeches, and wal ked—
careful | y—back towards the main grounds of the Faire. |
wonder how badly |'ve managed to screw up. | did nmake

41
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nmy show before | went facedown in the bean dip. | didn't
get drunk in a public place. But | wasn't making the
rounds. He sighed. Ch well. The worst they can do is fire
me. Then | will have a reason to head north.

He entered the Faire grounds—autiously. The boot hies
wer e packing up, carrying boxes to the cars and pi ckups
parked in the narrow streets

Andrea and Tom were | oading up the last of their hand-

made costunmes into Andrea's Honda as Eric wal ked by.

"See you guys next weekend," he called to them Andrea

called out a good-bye to hinm it got lost in the noise of one
of the water trucks passing by, liberally soaking everything
inits path with fire retardant. Andrea's Honda joi ned the
line of cars on the dirt road | eading out of Fairesite,
kicking up a small cloud of dust as it chugged up the hill.

Eric wal ked past a small covey of actors carrying their
props, ungainly stuffed hobbyhorses enbroidered in bright
colors, then he saw Judy, struggling to carry her |arge
hamrer dul ci ner.
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"Need a hand?" he asked, catching up with her

She flashed hima grateful snmile. "Thanks, Eric. You're
a sweet heart.”

He took the dul cinmer stand and her costume bag from
her hands, know ng she'd rather carry the nusical instru-
ment herself. "So . . . did you have a good weekend?"

She sighed. "If you don't count that drunken idiot who
tripped over ny Pass-the-Hat bowl, then threw up al nost
on ny feet."

Eri c w nced.

Judy gave hima very direct |ook. "But that was the only
bad spot in an otherwise terrific weekend. | heard you
weren't so lucky."

He shook his head ruefully. "Damm, but bad news trav-
el s fast around here."

"A lot of people were really concerned about you, Eric.
I remenmber what happened out at Texas Faire a couple
years back ..."

He stiffened slightly. "Well, this is different. |I'm han-
dling it just fine."

Just fine, half the weekend drunk off ny ass, barely
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managed to do ny shows, didn't even play street at all
feah, that's really handling it, Eric.

Judy set down the dul cinmer on a haybal e outside the
Tur ki sh cof feehouse. "I1'm neeting sone fol ks here before
headi ng out. Maybe play a few |l ast tunes before returning

to Mundania. Want to join us?"

Eric propped the dul cimer stand agai nst the haybal e,

the costume bag next to it. "No, | think I'mgoing to
wander for a. little |longer, see who's still hanging around
the "site. 1'll probably see you on ny way out, though."

He headed back into the main area of the Faire, not

certain what he was | ooking for, or who.
Looks li ke everyone's packing it up for the weekend. 1

probably shoul d, too.
Two of the Scotsnmen were lifting up stacks of pikes,
| ashing them down in the bed of a faded Dodge pi ckup

Hope they tie those down good. | sure wouldn't want to
be driving on the freeway behind them and suddenly see a
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dozen pikes flying point-first toward ny w ndshi el d.

1 can see the headlines now Man Skewered by Runaway
Medi eval Arsenal ? Killer Scottish Pike Strike Massacre?

Spear Today, Cone Tonorrow?

But 1 bet Maureen's land-tank is tough enough to han-
dle a pike assault. I'll wager on a Chrysler any day agai nst

a Scottish brigade
Ch, dam. Maureen's car—-she was going to give ne a
lift hone. |I'msure she isn't coming back to get ne. |'m

stranded out here.
Terrific. One last |ousy touch on a truly wetched

weekend.
Maybe if 1 can catch up to Judy

He hurried back to the cof feehouse. As he approached,
he heard the faint sounds of hamrered dul ci mer, bodhran,

and fiddle.
Well, that's a break. | probably can talk Judy into

giving me a lift hone.
He recogni zed the tune—=The Butterfly," one of his

favorites. Eric quickly pulled his flute case fromthe gig
bag, and was playing along with the nmelody by the tine
he reached the jam session at the cof feehouse.
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Judy was intent upon her dul cimer, hanmers dancitig
lightly across the strings, but the four other mnstrels
smled in welcome as Eric joined them

The four Northerners, that's right. Damm, but they're
really together, really tight. 1'd bet ny flute that they've
done a | ot of gigs together.

The dark-haired fiddler girl suddenly grinned inpishly
at the others and switched into a harnony that Eric had
never heard before, beautiful and haunting. As the turie
cane back around for a second tinme, Eric smled to him
sel f and began pl ayi ng count erpoint.

For a monent, it was al nost as good as the nel ody he'd

pl ayed in the grove, every note falling perfectly, the cou;i-
terpoint transformng the nusic into sonething nore than

just a tune.

When it was over, the last note fading away, Judy was
the first to speak. "Eric, that was nice."

"Dam good pl ayi ng," the bearded bouzouki player said.
He pulled a flask fromhis belt, offering it around the
circle of nmusicians. Eric took a draught, sniling as the
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Irish Mst burned with a heartwarming fire all the way
down his throat.

He handed the flask back to the nman, then noticed that
the drummer girl was gazing at himthoughtfully. "Were
do you play? Are you touring with a band, or playing
concerts?"

Eric shook his head. "I do Faires, street stuff. Haven't
been in a band on a regular basis in years, or played

concerts ..." since the day | wal ked out ofJuilliard
No nore. Life's too short. "Mostly | just sorta sit in."

"Haven't you ever thought of doing sonething nore
with your mnusic than just busking? You' re a damm sight
better than any flautist |I've ever heard on the Faire circuit."

He shrugged. "This is all | want to do. |I'm happy. That's
all that matters."” He turned to Judy. "Listen, | cane back
because, well, ny girlfriend was supposed to give nme a lift

hone, and you know what happened with that..."

"You're in Van Nuys, right? No prob, although ..
Judy gl anced up at the sun, barely visible above the hills.
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" we should start out soon. The traffic's going to be

sonet hing fierce on 101."

"But one last tune, Judy?" The fiddler's fingers were
twitching. "Not a Faire tune, we've been playing them al
weekend. How 'bout sonething a little different . . . 2"

She rai sed her bowto the strings, and began the open-
ing violin solo from "Danse Macabre."

And stark terror reached out to grab Eric by the throat.
Ch ny God, no, please

He tried, but couldn't block the nmenories rising up in

his mind to drown him He backed up wi thout know ng he

was noving; half fell over the haybal e behind him | anding
on his knees in the straw and dirt, shaking and retching,

unabl e to think or speak
No, it's just nusic, it's nothing, it cant happen

again .
“"Eric!"
"What's wong with hin?"

He heard the concerned voi ces, sonehow di stant, un-

real. The only things that were real were the bright lights
of the stage and the shadowy darkness of the concert hall
and the nightrmare stepping out of his mnd and into

reality .
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It's only a nmenory, it happened over ten years ago, it's
not real. Dammit, it's not real

But he could hear them the whispering voices, could
feel themclosing in, calling to him reaching for him.

Then he felt a human hand gri ppi ng his shoul der, yank-
ing himback into the present. Judy, staring down at him
with eyes that were wide and frightened, her hand cl utched

tight on his shoul der.

“I'm. . . |I'"mokay," he said weakly, looking up at her.

The others were gathered around him worried. "Probably

just food poisoning fromthat damm Hungari an pie booth,"

he said, hoping that his voice sounded calm That it didn't
shake the way he was still shaking inside. "I got sick after
eating there opening weekend, shouldn't have done it

again today." He took a deep breath, steadying hinself.

He managed to stand up, the blond bearded Nort herner
hel ping himregain his feet. "Thanks, man. This hasn't
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been one of ny better weekends. | ... | think naybe

should go honme." He tried to grin, but by the | ooks on

their faces, it wasn't convincing. "Is that all right by you,
Judy?"

"Yeah, sure." She quickly packed her dulcinmer away in
its case, slung it over her shoulder. "Let's hit the road."

Judy's tiny car disappeared around the coner, |eaving
Eric al one on the street, the om nous bulk of his apart-
ment buil di ng | oom ng over head.

Hone to the concrete jungle. Maybe Maureen's up-
stairs, waiting for me to get hone, wanting to talk it over,
wor k things out.

Not bl oody i kely.

He unl ocked the security door, and the children playing

in the courtyard stopped to ook at himcuriously as he

headed for the stairs, fes, kiddies, it's the refugee fromthe
16th century, home fromthe wars

Eri c opened the door and wal ked into his apartnment.
He stepped into the living room took one | ook, then
wearily sat down on the battered couch

No, | don't think Maureen wants to tal k things over

Wth no nore than a gl ance, he knew she was gone. The

Beet hoven statue, the Japanese fl ower vase, that "R de of
the Val kyries" poster with those funny little Vikings clinb-
ing all over it—she's taken all of it. Al of her stuff,

His record collection was neatly stacked on the floor,
next to a now nonexi stent record cabinet. He | ooked through
them briefl y—she hadn't taken a single record of his, from
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what he could see, and she'd even |eft the ones they had
bought together, over the |ast few nonths.

Li ke she didn't want anything to rem nd her of ne .

He wal ked into the kitchen, and saw the note on the

fridge: "I took the cat. You don't deserve her. Goodbye,
Eric."
Geat. Terrific. At least that scrawny furball wll have a

good home. Now there really isn't anything holding ne in
Los Angel es, not even that danmm cat

Maur een, how could you do this to me? Wy?
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He sank down into a chair, his head in his hands. Oh,

{Maur een . .
Sonet hing clicked behind him the sound of a door

closing. Eric sat up abruptly, |ooking around.
My Cod, is soneone in here with nme?
Eric slid to his feet, quietly noving to the dish rack and

pal ming a | arge sharp steak knife.

Al right. 1've been ripped off tw ce this weekend al -
ready, and this is it—+f anybody's in the apartnment, they're

t oast!
He slipped off his Faire boots, padding silently across

the living roomto the closed bedroom door. The knife
clenched tightly in his fist, Eric suddenly flung the bed-
room door open and | eaped insi de—

—and tripped on a pile of his clothes. He barely man-
aged to avoid cutting hinself with the knife as he | anded
face-first on the floor. He sat up slowy, gingerly rubbing

the new sore spot on his chin.

Oh. That's right, Maureen was the one who bought that
standi ng wardrobe. | guess she decided to take that, too.

The bedroom wi ndow was open, the curtains fluttering
in the breeze. That nust be what caused that noise. There's

no one in here.

Just to be safe, he checked the closet. As he closed the
cl oset door, Eric had the strangest sensation, as though
somet hi ng was noving just on the edges of his vision. He
turned quickly, but there was nothing in the room but

scattered cl othes and the unmade bed.

My brain is draining,—+t's turned to yogurt, and it's
draining. I'mseeing little green nmen who aren't there. Bad

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (38 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:22:59 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

booze, FEric.
He returned to the kitchen and opened the fridge,

wondering if Maureen had cleared out half of the food as
well. He reached into the freezer for one of the many

i dentical stacked di nners of genuine frozen food-shaped
plastic, and realized that the bottle of iced Stolichnaya was
m ssi ng.

That was a | ow bl ow, Maureen. Sure, it was a Christ-

mas gift froma friend of yours, but it was to both of us,

r emenber ?
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Eric absently shoved the frozen dinner into the oven,
turning on the gas, then | eaned back agai nst the cabinet,
trying not to feel too nuch.

He took the carton of nmilk fromthe fridge, drinking
straight fromthe container, as he sat down again at the

kitchen table. Well, it's not the End of the Wrld. |'ve
lived through this kind of thing before. I'Il liwthrough it
this tinme.

| always do, whether | like it or not.

H's feet were chilled, bare skin against the cold Iino-
| eum Eric reached down for his Faire boots, and—

—and hi s hand encountered enpty air.
He | ooked down. No boots.
I think I"'mlosing nmy mnd.

No, Eric, you're not insane, just stupid. Okay, you
must have noved them and not thought about it. Absent-
m nded. Pre-Al zheinmer's. And you drank too nuch this
weekend.

He ate dinner in silence. No Maureen, to tell nme al

about the rehearsals at the Pavilion, all the little inside
j okes and gossip. No damm cat, even, trying to steal my
dinner. This is the nost depressing nmeal |1've had in a |ong
time.

Eric finished the pre-packaged di nner, |eaving every-
thing on the table. I'll clean it up tonorrow. Ri ght now,
all I want is a hot shower, and a toke, and crash

Hal f an hour later, drying his hair with a towel and
wearing a second one around his waist, Eric returned to
the kitchen for a glass of juice.

And the abandoned frozen dinner tray had vani shed.

The fork and knife were m ssing, too. After a nonent,
Eric realized that they were in the dish rack, dripping
wet .
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This is very, very weird. | don't remenber washing the
di shes. | hate washing dishes. And why in hell did | wash
the tinfoil thingieP

He shook his head, and | ooked at the di shrack again,

but the stuff was still there. Okay. Too nuch whi skey, too
much stress, and not enough sleep. But, | can cope. Though
maybe |'d better just call it a night now before | start
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speaking in tongues and telling the neighbors to find
Jesus ¢ ¢ o

He returned to the living room and sat down on the
couch. On the low table were a carved wooden pipe and a
smal | plastic bag.

At least she didn't take the stash

Eric filled the pipe with the fragrant weed, it it, and
snoked in silence for a few m nutes.

Uncle Dan's cure for heartbroken i nsomi acs. Wen
see him| should thank himfor scoring this for ne at such

an opportune tine.

He felt his head beginning to fog; the hurt inside started
to seemless inportant. He always seens to cone up with
things |I'mgonna need before | need them 1 wonder if he
knew what was going to happen? Wuldn't surprise me—

Beth, Allie, Dan, all those Spiral Dance crazies, they're all

alittle strange that way.

The pipe went out, and he stared at it in mld surprise.
Amazi ng how fast it goes. Huh. Just like the Bushmlls |ast
ni ght. Now, say goodnight, Eric. Goodnight Eric.

He took pipe and bag and tucked themcarefully into
t he nook under the corner of the couch franme. Paranoia
never hurt. God. Thank God this weekend's over

He stood up, slightly unsteadily, and staggered to the
bedroom He had to wade through the piled clothing to

reach the bed, and had barely enough cogni zant thought

left to pull the blanket over himbefore all of his sorrows
faded away in a deep, dream ess sleep

Dr eam ess? Wl |
There was a voice in his head. Just a voice, though, and

a presence that . . . conforted
Heal , saddened one. You feel the song? It is yours; you

have only to follow .
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A non-dream li ke ones he'd had, a long, long tine ago,
when he was a child and nusic was spun of equal parts of
mel ody and magic, and he could hear things in his sleep-
ing mnd that slipped maddeni ngly away when he woke.

Fol I ow, and find healing
Ch God, it's norning again. Eric blinked at the bright
50 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

sunl i ght shining through the open wi ndow. He gl anced at

the alarmclock on the nightstand. Well, al nost afternoon,

I think. Ten o'clock. 1'd better start noving or I'lIl mss the
I unch crowd downt own.

He stood up, stretching, and | ooked around the room

And found hinself smling. Amazing. | actually feel good

this norning. Al nobst human agai n. He rummaged through

the piles of clothing on the floor, and found a pair of jeans
and a T-shirt that were relatively clean and unrunpl ed.

Tinme to pay the rent, | guess. Energy filled him and he
di scovered he was | ooking forward to getting out on the
street with anticipation. He hummed as he | aced a pair of
anci ent tennis shoes on his feet, and sang a little as he
slung his gig bag over his shoulder. Five mnutes, and he
was ready to head out.

He grabbed a | eftover donut fromthe fridge on his way
out the door, whistling "Banish Msfortune" as he strolled
down to the bus stop. This is really a beautiful norning,

bl ue skies—ell, bluish-brown, this is L.A after all—-and
| feel terrific. Surprisingly good. |I don't even m ss
Maur een—

A lunmp in his throat suddenly sprang up and interfered
with the passage of his donut.

Much. He swal | owed donut and | unp and resolutely
grasped after his earlier cheer. Danmit, | amnot going to
let this ruin the rest of ny lifel

To his amazenent, sone of his cheer returned. Ww.
I nstant sel f-psychotherapy. | wonder if it was Dan's grass?

He saw t he bus approaching the coner and ran for it,

his gig bag bouncing off his side. He caught up to the bus
just as the driver started to close the door, and | eaped
inside just in tine.

Maybe this is to make up for the weekend? Reverse
I nstant Karm?

Eric took the |last seat at the back of the bus, propping

his feet up and gazing out the wi ndow as the bus trundl ed
down Victory Boul evard. Another day, another twenty-

seven dollars and thirty-three cents. At least, that's what |
made on Friday. | sure hope this Instant Karma hel ps with

t he busking, too.

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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He got off the bus at Broadway over an hour later, with
the steep hill ahead of him the unmarked border between
the crowded, dirty downtown area and the cl assy and

i mmacul at e busi ness district.

He found his favorite busking spot and set down his gig
bag on the bench. It was a street corner near the YMCA

with a small outdoor cafe and a snmall |awn area that was
terrific for relaxing and wiggling your toes in the thick
grass. Best of all, |'ve never had a single problemw th the

cops over here.

Most of the "suits" wal king past didn't even | ook at him
as Eric set up for busking, "salting" the hat with a handfu
of dollar bills and quarters, positioning his sign just right:

"Yes, this is ny real day job. Please support the Arts." But
a few of the businessmen and wonen recogni zed him and
smiled or waved hello. Eric snmiled in response as he fitted
his flute together and played a few quick notes to warm

up.
Then he began busking in earnest. Light, lively Celtic

tunes, with the occasional phrase of a classical piece thrown
in for kicks. The serious-faced suits wal ki ng past stopped

to listen; when he finished the tune nedley, there was a
burst of spontaneous appl ause, and no few of them reached
into their pockets for change to toss in the hat.

Hey, not bad for first thing in the norning. And the
lunch rush hasn't even hit yet

He began "Irishman's Heart to the Ladies," one of his
favorite jigs. Several corporate types, apparently on their
way to a neeting, stopped to |isten, and one of the silver-
hai red busi nessnen ki cked up his heels in an inpronptu

jig step. They noved on, but not before the ol der man
dropped a five-spot in Eric's hat.

Eric doffed his cap, grinning fromear to ear at the
departing businessnmen. Al right! Let's hear it for that
ki ndhearted gent and the Instant Karna!

An hour | ater, as the lunch crov/d thinned, Eric's en-
ergy dropped as well. He began to play slower tunes,
trying to find a spot on the corner that wasn't in the bright

sunl i ght.
Too damm hot. He stopped playing in the mddl e of one
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tune to wipe the sweat off his forehead. L.A in My, it
shouldn't be this hot yet. This is alnpst as bad as Faire
| ast year. A hundred and ten in the shade, and all of us
doi ng shows on those bl acktop stages
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He nmustered the strength to play another fast tune,
"Fox Hunt," one of the best slipjigs he knew

"Hey, Msty, listen! He's playing the ' Foxhunter's Jig'!"

Eric | ooked up in surprise at the three suits gawking at
him He finished the tune with extra energy, adding a | ast
trilling ornanent and long, intricate run, then bowed el e-
gantly as they appl auded.

The bl onde worman was shaki ng her head in disbelief.
"A Celtic musician playing on the street! They'll never
believe this back home!"

"Where are you fron?" Eric asked, w ping sweat from
hi s brow.

One of the nen snmiled. "Tulsa, Cklahoma. We're al
Celtic nusic fans, but had no idea that people played
Celtic stuff on the streets of L.A This is quite a surprise."

"Well, there's not many of us," Eric said. Wnded by
the fast-nmoving tune, he sat down to catch his breath.
"Mbost everybody plays at the Faire or in bar gigs, but

there's a few of us that play street as well. There's one
lady, a terrific singer who lives in the South Bay, she sings
traditional ballads. And a few others, like a fiddler that I

know. There aren't very many buskers in this town, not
nearly as many as in San Franciso, but we do all right."

"That's really wonderful." The woman smil| ed, then asked
hesitantly, "Maybe . . . could you play 'Rocky Road to
Dublin' for us? It's one of ny favorites."

Eri ¢ nodded, and took a deep breath. It was one of his
favorites, too—a fast slipjig that was difficult, but not
i npossi ble. He added in extra ornaments on this tune as
wel |, and was very pleased by the wide sniles on their
faces when he finished.

"Thank you, so much. You've made our trip out here
somet hi ng special ." The woman knelt down, setting a
folded bill in his hat. "I really hope we'll see you again."

The younger man handed hima business card. "If you're
ever in Oklahoma, give us a call. Maybe we can hel p you
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get sone gigs, introduce you to people.” He also slipped a
bill into the hat.

"Thank you very nuch," Eric said, pocketing the card.
Wll, that'll be handy if | ever nove to Gkl ahoma. CGod
only knows why |I'd ever want to do that, though

The t hree wal ked away, |eaving Eric alone on his street
corner again.
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Eric picked an easy tune to play next, "Fair Jenny's," as
sweet as an Irish tune could be. A man in a five-hundred-
dollar suit wal ked by, stopped briefly to listen, reached
into his pocket and tossed two pennies into Eric's hat.

Ch, that's cute; Real cute. 1 bet you think you're really
clever, mster, tossing in your two cents' worth. Gve ne a
break. Eric sneered disdainfully at the man's retreating
back. What a twit.

But those Ckies, they were sonething. | wish there

were nore folks like that, in L. A So good-natured and
friendly .

Still, the local business suit types, they're all pretty

much the same. They think the world is theirs. And hell
who knows, they may be right. There isn't nuch an indi-
vi dual can do agai nst the corporations, the governnent,
and the ones with the bucks. Not when they have the
power and the cash to hold on to it.

He finished "Fair Jenny's," and began a fierce, angry
rendition of "Tamin's Reel." Yeah, look at the Faire, it's
goi ng under because sone corporation guys deci ded that

the land would be terrific for a shopping mall. Sure,
people are trying to stop them but |I'mbetting on the
corporation. They al ways w n.

Well, 1've got noney for groceries, and a good start on
next nonth's rent. Mght as well pack it in. Oherwise, this
heat will do ne in. | can just see the Channel 13 news

bulletin: Itinerant nusician nelts into puddl e on down-
town L. A street. News at six, filmat eleven

Eric conpleted the tune, ending on a mournful, unre-
solved C sharp. Yeah, that's how | feel today. Very unre-
sol ved. Though not especially sharp . . . He disassenbl ed
the flute, and replaced it in the case. Tonorrow, naybe
I"lI'l try the bushing outside Century City, haven't played
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there in a few weeks. The business crowd around there is
usual ly pretty good on tips, not like the tourists in
Hol | ywood. He smiled, remenbering the gawking faces of

the Japanese tourists, doubtlessly trying to figure out why
this gaijin was playing classical flute next to the Chinese

Theat er.

He wal ked down to the steep hill, toward a crowd of

rooki e cops | earning howto direct traffic on the comer

bel ow. |1've never seen so many cops in one spot in ny life.

But | bet sonebody's car could be ripped off fifty feet
away and they'd never even noti ce.

Eric strolled past the Chandler Pavilion, with its endl ess
gl ass wi ndows and the huge chandeliers just visible inside.
Maur een's probably in there right now, rehearsing for
"Traviata." And probably listening to that crazy guest
director endlessly screamthings in French. | wonder if
he's figured out that none of them can understand hin?
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Sonehow, though, thinking about her didn't really hurt

at all. He renmenbered when he first nmet her, not far from
where he had busked today; a beautiful red-haired woman
who listened to himplay, then inprovised a harnony to

the old O Carol an tune. How he joined her and her friends
for lunch the next day at one of the hangouts the Pavilion
peopl e frequented, then went backstage with her, clinb-
ing around the hi gh wal kways above the stage. God, we

had fun. Wl king on Veni ce Beach, |aughing as they dodged
the kani kaze roll erskaters. He thought about the late nights
they'd spent tal king, singing inmpronptu duets, making

| ove.

Eric tested the nmenories gingerly, |like someone worry-

ing at a sore tooth, and was surprised to feel no resulting
heartache. Just nenories, good nenories of all the tines

we spent together. It doesn't hurt anynore.

He smled suddenly, clicking his heels in a quick jig
step, and reverenced to the huge Pavilion building. Ave
atque vale, nilady Maureen. | hope you'll find soneone
who' I | make you happy, | really do. Goodbye and good
luck, my mstress of nusic.

The rooki e cops | ooked at him suspiciously as he danced
past, whistling. They probably think I'mon drugs. But |'m
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not. At least | don't think I am | just feel good. As though
everything is about to change for the better—

He waited at the bus stop, and was surprised to see the
RTD bus show up exactly on schedule. Hot dam, sone-
thing is right with the universe. These buses are never on

time .
He stopped briefly at the supernmarket, picking up a

si xer of Q@uinness, two cans of chili, a hunk of plastic-
wr apped cheddar cheese, and a package of Hostess
cupcakes—Yeah, | feel |ike celebrating, tonight. Area
feast. Today was a great day for busking, and | fee
terrific. | think I've even gotten over Maureen

But the nonent he unl ocked his apartnent door, he
knew sonet hi ng was wrong.

Eric glanced around the living room and his eyes nar-

rowed suspiciously. | didn't |eave those books |ying, out on
the floor, 1 know | didn't. And ny |eather jacket, | know
Maureen didn't take that out of the closet. It was hangi ng

there I ast night

Moving quietly, Eric set the bag of groceries down by

the door, and reached for the baseball bat, propped agai nst
the wall. f thought | was just inagining things |ast night,
but | think there really was sonebody in here. And | was
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too zoned to catch them

OCh God. Maybe they're still here now .

He gl anced into the kitchen, then crossed to the bath-
room | ooking inside.

Not hi ng here.

He pushed the bedroom door open with his foot, care-
fully leaning inside to | ook around.

The clothes were sorted. By color. And stacked in care-
ful piles along the wall.

But his bed was a ness, and he'd nade it before he left.
Oh God—whoever was here—+s here—s a serious |oony.

He tried to renenber what drugs did things to your head
like that. PCP? No. Acid, maybe. Acid and THC? Coul d
be—He swallowed with difficulty, and gripped the bat a
little harder. | could be in for a world of hurt here.
He backed out of the bedroomand into the kitchen

The drift of cold air over his feet told himthat his
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intruder had left the refrigerator door slightly ajar. He
edged over to the fridge and opened the door enough to
| ook inside.

There hadn't been nmuch in there in the first place—but

now anyt hing that had been | eft was usel ess. Because
everything, everything in the refrigerator had had one

neat bite taken out of it. Including the appl e-shaped candl e
he kept in there as a joke.

If he'd had any doubts about there being an intruder,
they were gone now.

Oh Cod. Oh God. I'mdealing with a real, genuine
I unatic here.

He shut the door firmly and crept into the living room—

Where the first thing that nmet his eyes was his own
Faire cl oak, draped over a chair. Except it hadn't been
t here when he cane in.

He felt his jaw dropping open; stared at the sweep of
wool —

And a red rage swept over him Maureens gone—ny

purse gets cut—ny cloak gets stol en—and then the bas-
tard that steals it follows nme hone and eats ny food and
sl eeps in ny bed and makes a nockery out of ne!

"Cet out here!" he screaned, brandishing the bat.
"Goddammit, | know you're in here—you get your ass out
here, you bastard!"

Sure, Banyon. Like he's going to—a tiny, cooler comer
of his mnd thought—ust before the young man stepped
into the bedroom doorway, smling shyly.
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He was very tall, taller than Eric; he was very bl ond,
white-blond, hair that was too silken and curled too tightly
to be real. He was nuscul ar, but slim-and he was wear-

ing Eric's clothes.

Eric's jeans, Eric's favorite Faire shirt and Eric's bl ack
| eat her vest—

And nmy goddamm boot s!
That was too much for flesh and bl ood to take.
Eric charged him sw nging the bat. You | ousy sonuva—

The young nman flung out his hand in a gesture of
war di ng—

And nusic. Ht. Hm
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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A wall of rmusic. A chord so pure there were no over-
tones or undertones, no pul sings of harnonics. A progres-
sion of four notes of blue-white, crystalline clarity.
Per fecti on.

Oh, he thought. A nmgjor.
And the floor rose up and hit him

"Bard?" said the soft, frightened voice. "Ch pl ease,
Bard, | didn't hurt you, did I? You startled nme—=
I"mlying down. On ny back.

Cool, slick surface under his right hand, his left lying
across his stonmach.

Unph. He took inventory w thout opening his eyes.

Hi de of nauga, with a lunp just under ny |eft Kkidney.
know t hat | unp. Maureen conpl ai ned about it often enough.
I"mlying on the couch.

" Bar d?"
Wth a nut-case bendi ng over ne.

Eric cracked his right eye open, cautiously. And was
caught in eneral ds.

Eyes, he told hinself. Those are just eyes. You can | ook
away —

Only he couldn't, not until they blinked, and the gener-
ously sensuous nmouth under themsniled in delight and

relief.
They' re eyes. They're green. Like a cat's—

Ohni god.

"Bard?" said the owner of those green, slit-pupiled eyes,
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touching his face, gently.

Bad drugs, Eric. Really bad drugs. Serious bad drugs.
This is a hallucination

The hal l ucination bent |ower, his face shadowed with
concern. Tendrils of that unbelievably white-blond hair
fell into his unbelievably green eyes, and he tucked them
behi nd one pointed ear in an unbelievably graceful ges-
ture of annoyance.

He used the same hand to touch Eric's cheek—
Poi nted ears?

The figment of his fevered i magi nati on frowned, then
bit his lip. "Bard? Can you speak?"
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Poi nt ed ears?

Anot her touch, the concern deepening in the hall ucina-
tion's eyes. But the al nost-caress was no hall ucination,
though it was the lightest of feather-strokes.

Poi nted ears? Like—an elf?

Ohmigod. Eric blinked; then blinked again. Chm god.
Either |'ve gone crazy, or there's an elf comng orr to nme in
my living room

He squeezed his eyes shut. Please Cod, let it be crazy,
and | promise I'll never do drugs again

4 .
the i aerie Reel
Eri c opened his eyes, and wi shed he hadn't.
The el f was still there.

Pl ease, Cod, don't let this be real. This has to be a drug
flashback. 1t just has to be.

"Bard?" Again, that soft, hesitant voice. It bordered on
timd. It was certainly diffident. "Please, talk to e, tel
me you're all right. Bard?

It's not real. I"'mjust seeing things. There isn't an elf in
my living room |'Il close ny eyss, and when | open them
again, he'll be gone, or he'll be a rubber tree, or maybe a
unicorn. Eric shivered, his head throbbing, and closed his
eyes again. If he's still there—+ won't think that. This isn't
happening. If there isn't an elf, if it's all in my head—

It has to be in nmy head. If it isn't in nmy head—those
ni ght mar e t hi ngs—were—

Pieal. No. On Cod. Please, no. Not again. | can't face
themtw ce.

"Bar d?"
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J cant even face an elf. Maybe if | don't talk to it, it'll
just go away.

The hal | uci nati on si ghed deeply, and said sonething

that Eric couldn't understand, a brief phrase in a | anguage
that was liquid and nusical, even if it did sound |ike a
muttered curse

A hand traced a delicate |line down Eric's cheek; rested
on his shoul der

59
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He shuddered away fromthe touch Just go away, please
don't be real

Then an el ectrical shock slamed into him he'd gotten

hold of a live wire once, helping set up for a gig, and this
felt exactly like that all-too-unforgettable incident. Eric
yel ped and sonehow managed to leap into the air froma

prone position, levitating in mdair for a brief nonent
before | anding again in a painful heap on the couch.

He gl ared accusingly at the hallucination, who was sm| -
ing broadly, his grin bright with relief. "Ch, good, you
weren't hurt at all! | was ..."

That was all the elf had tine to say. Eric was goaded

past being afraid. The creature froze at the rage in Eric's
eyes, and then he gurgled as Eric reached over and grabbed
hi m by the throat.

The next exciting thing Eric experienced was the un-

m st akabl e sensation of having his face fl attened agai nst
pl aster as he slamred against the far wall of the living
room Wth a groan, he slid down to the carpeted fl oor.

He did not want to nove. Not at all.
Not for four or five days, anyway.

H s head rang with the inpact and with a strange poly-
phoni ¢ harnony. This can't be a hallucination, he thought
dazedly, tasting salty bl ood where he had bitten the inside
of his cheek. It hurts too mnuch.

" Bar d?"
Ch God, he's still here.

"Pl ease, Bard, you have to stop attacking ne. | don't
want to hurt you anynore."

Eric turned over—slow y—then blinked a few tinmes, as
the room spun wildly around him "Yeah," he nuttered
thickly, "I don't want you to hurt me anynore, either."

He pulled hinself up into a sitting position, and shook
his head to stop the ringing in his ears, then | ooked at his
unwel cone house guest.
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Eric stared in fascination as several identically-blond

el ves noved towards himfrom across the room then

slowy refornmed into a single figure that knelt down beside
hi m

"Let me see," the figure said, and lightly touched Eric's
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forehead. Eric winced at the sudden pain that |anced
through his head, front to back.

"This is ny doing. | shall take care of it," his imaginary
visitor said quietly. To Eric's surprise, the pain began to
recede as a soft nelody (sonmehow as clos& as the wall, and
as distant as the noon, simultaneously) echoed lightly in
his m nd.

I f anybody ever puts that in a bottle—he thought; then

he wasn't thinking, just listening. Listening to nusic that
seened to be beconing a part of himLike the very first

time he'd ever listened to anything on a really good pair of
st ereo headphones, only better, Enchantingly better

It's |ike Bach, all the |ayers of voice, building together

Finally, the nusic faded. Eric sat up with a pang of

regret, feeling as though he had just awakened from a | ong
restful night's sleep. The elf was |looking at himw th those
| arge, emerald cat's eyes, eyes that were darkened with
concern.

This cannot be real Scratch that. It cant be what
it looks like. So what would it be if it wasn't what it
| ooks .

Maur een. She's getting even with nme. And she nust
know a bi zillion people over in the studios.

Those ear s—

The delicate ears, curving to a graceful point—They

have to be fakes, |ike what those Faire kids all dressed up
in wol fskins were wearing | ast season. Eric wondered if

the tips would come off if he pulled on them.

"Try it," the creature said in a voice suddenly cold and
steel-hard, "and 1'll knock you on your backsi de again,
Bard or not."

How di d he know—"No thanks, | think |I've had enough

of that," Eric said hastily. He carefully stood up, gingerly
touching the side of his face that had i npacted so resound-
ingly with the wall. To his surprise, it was slightly sore,
but didn't hurt. Mich.

The el f hel ped hi mwal k back to the couch, and Eric
sank down onto the squeaky cushions with an audi bl e sigh
The el f sat beside him

"This is not going as | had planned," the elf said, |ook-
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ing at himout of the corners of his eyes. "You are not
cooperating. Bard."

Take a different angle, feah. It's not "real" because this
has to be sonme kind of trick. "My nane's not Bard," Eric
snapped. "Who the hell are you, when you aren't breaking
into people's apartnents and bashing theminto walls?"

The elf straightened, pride witten in his staace and
expression. Eric's blue jeans and Faire shirt | ooked incon-
gruous on him |ike a polyester business suit on King

Art hur.

Ckay, so he's an actor, at least. Pretty good one, too.

"I am Korendil, warrior and nmage, second to Prince
Terenil, |eader of the elves of this region."
"Uh huh," Eric replied dryly. "I'm Eric Banyon, street

busker. What the hell are you doing in ny apartnent?"

The hair could be his, could be a wig. Ears are | atex.
Eyes—ontact | enses. You could even do the funny pupils
that way; that's what they did in "Thriller." Korendil
TerenU, they sound |ike sonebody lifted those nanes right
out of Tol ki en. And—yeah. He didn't read nmy mnd, he
read nmy eyes. | |ooked at his ears—he's gotta know that
the first thing anybody would think is, "Are they real ?"
And he's too smart not to figure I'd try to yank on them

"I followed you here," Korendil said, sone of the pride
draining out of his stance. "I followed you fromthe
pl ace-of -festival ."

Cute. "Place-of-festival" instead of "Fairesite." Ch, you're
good, fella. But I'mnot that stoned, no matter what Mu-
reen told you about ny habits.

"You foll owed nme, huh?" Eric sat back and rubbed the
sore side of his face. "Why?"

"I was trapped in the Node-Gove, the nagi c nexus at
the place-of-festival, trapped by our eneny, Terenil's and
m ne, the traitor we once harbored in our mdst."

"You expect nme to believe elves have traitors?" Eric
| aughed. "Cone on! You'll have to do better than that."

Korendil glared. "You, who play 'Sheebeg Sheenore'
with such feeling, how can you be such a great fool as
t hat ?"

"Watch who you're calling a fool, buddy," Eric grow ed.
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He's got the script down good, that's for sure. "Just what
is this guy supposed to have done to you?"

"He caught me unawares and bound ne in sleep in the
oaken grove. Until you Awakened ne."
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"Say what?" Whoever wote this script sure has a weird
i magi nati on. And Maureen sure gave hima lot to work
wi th.

Korendi|l |eaned forward, earnestly. "You Awakened e,
Bard. Wth your song, two nights ago. And you freed ne
frominprisonnent in the grove."

Music, wild and fey, the trees bending closer to listen,
then that nmonent when everything had clicked, that no-
nent

And how the hell did he know that? Maureen wasn't
there. There's no way he coul d know what happened Sat -
urday night.

Ckay, wait a minute. He was at the Fairesite, he stole

my cl oak. He probably talked to people who know e,

knew | tend to slink off to that grove to be alone. Hell, he
probably was hiding in the trees and listening to mne!

Bastard. You alnobst had me falling for it.

But 1 didn't hear or see anyone, and | woul d have.
Wuldn't 17

"You're stoned, mster," Eric said slowmy. "Yeah, | played
in that grove on Saturday night, but | didn't do any nore
than that."

"But you are a Bard—and Bards are the greatest of

mages. Bards control the magic of creation, the magic only
the nost skillful of H gh Adepts can use. Even untutored,
you are a greater mage than | or even the Prince. Untu-
tored, you can break the spells of |ock and ward sinply by
wi shing for freedomas you play."

I wanted freedom-and—

Damm, he's good. He al nost suckered ne in. | wonder
where Maureen found this guy? The annual Screen Actors
Quild Christmas party? "You still haven't said why you
foll owed me home."

"It is along tale— Korendil |ooked at hi mdoubtfully.
Eric spread his hands wide. "I've got nothing but tine.
Humor me."
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The elf cleared his throat, and took on that proud pos-
ture again. "Once we lived freely in this land," he said, his
words sounding as if he was reciting sonme chronicle. "W
canme here fromacross the sea, seeking freedomfromfear
even as your kind sought it. W spread farther and faster
than your kind, and were well settled by the tinme they
came upon us again. W wel comed them Qur groves

were scattered anong the humans' dwellings, and we |ived
in peace with them That changed; in the way of humans,
so swiftly that we were taken unawares. You hunans be-
gan to build with cold iron in this valley, nore and nore
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as the years went past, and slowy our people were cut off
fromeach other."

Eric shrugged. "So? What's that got to do with any-
thing?" Logic; let's have sonme logic here. How d he do
what he did to me? How woul d you fake magi c?

"W have been cut off fromthe Node-Gove, the nexus,
the source of all our magic, by the walls of cold iron you
humans have built. That has weakened our power, and—

"So nove," Eric interrupted. "Do what everybody el se
does. Head for the suburbs." He's SAG J bet Using sone
ki nd of special effects. Bet Maureen can just wi ggle her
hi ps and have forty tec/lies begging to do her favors.

"W are tied to our groves,'
a particularly stupid child.

Korendi|l explained, as if to

Eric bristled a little, and Korendil continued, appar-
ently not noticing. "Wthout the magi c of the Node- G ove,
nost of us are bound to the groves where we anchored
ourselves in your world. W cannot travel far fromthe
hone-trees w thout nuch pain and further weakeni ng.

Only those of the H gh Court, who need no anchoring to
dwell on this side of the HIIl, remained free to nove
They could not, and would not, |eave the others."

Eric was only half-listening, sizing the guy up. He could
be a martial artist. He's got the build for it. That woul d
sure account for himbeing able to toss ne across the
room And if Maureen gave him her key, he could have

been in and out of here all he wanted.

"Unh huh," Eric said vaguely, shifting his weight so that
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the couch creaked. "So, they're stuck. What's so bad about

t hat ?"

"What's 'so bad,' " Korendil said acidly, "is that when
elves are cut off fromeach other and the source of their
magi c, they fall into Dream ng."

The capital "D' was as plain as if Korendil had witten
t he word.

"Dream ng what?" Eric replied, interested in spite of

his anger at the trick being played on him Woever cane

up with this should wite a book. It's better than half the
fantasy schlock I've picked up lately—tike tel epathic horses,
or anci ent Aztec gods invading Dall as.

"Dreaming ... it is a— Korendil groped for words
This part nust not have been in the script.

"It is a state,"” he said, finally. "A state in which only
"now is inportant. There is no nmenory of the past, or
thought of the future. Al that matters is existence and
amusenent . "
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"Sounds like half the kids hanging out at the malls,"
Eric replied, unconfortably aware that Korendil was de-
scribing sonething very like his own life.

"And that is where you find them" Korendil said, nod-
ding. "In the nmalls. What little magic they have left to
them they use to help steal what they want. Things of
amusenent, entertainment, and clothing that catches their
fancy. Surely you have seen them and yet never noticed
them nor noticed that they are not to be seen outside of
your malls."

CGod, what a concept! Eric suppressed the urge to | augh
Mal | - el ves! Tol ki en i nvades Southern California! Christ,
it's as hokey as a Saturday-norning cartoon show Like
that one | saw a while back-what was it called? Jewel ?

Damm, but this guy should really wite a book

"Even the Prince has been |lost to the weakeni ng of

magi ¢," Korendi|l continued sadly. "Even he has begun to
give up all hope. So—+ turn to you. Bard Eric, and | offer
you your heart's desire."

Eric crossed his arnms over his chest, and put his feet up
on the scarred coffee table. Okay, this is too clever and too
consistent to be sone lunatic's private fantasy. So let's
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hear the pitch |I'm supposed to fall for. "And just what is
t hat ?" he asked.

If he has a Taser up his sleeve, that would account for
the electric shock too. | think I've got you figured out,
fella. I'mwilling to play the gane through before | throw
you out Make you work for your noney.

"I offer you," the elf said, proudly, "a cause to fight for."

"What ?" Eric |aughed aloud. "Go around playing rev-
eille for all your little mall-elves?" He shook his head. "I'm
a flautist, not a trunpeter."

Korendi|l's eyes darkened and narrowed. "No," he said
coldly. "Have you heard nothing in the past three days?
The pl ace-of-festival is doomed—and all magic for this
Vall ey originates there at the Node-Grove. Bad enough
that ny people are lost in Dreaning, but if the nexus is
destroyed, all magic here will die. My people, unable to
flee to a new source, will fade and die. And you nortals
stand to | ose as wel |l —sark you. The Node-Gove is the
reason for Hollywood and all that is associated with it
bei ng located here. If the Node-Gove is destroyed, your
connection to nmagic and creativity will be lost, and the
dreans and hopes that nake your short lives worth |iving
will be destroyed as well."

YOM slipped up, fella. One mnute you' re talking forsoothly,
the next, about the Industry. Un huh. GCotcha.

Eric |aughed in the inpostor's face.
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"Sure," he said, deliberately sneering at him "And |I'm
the only person in the whole of L.A who can hel p you.

Ri ght. Where'd you get this idea, anyway? Sone script you
couldn't sell? Well, you can't sell it to me, either.”

"You nean— Korendil| | ooked aghast. "You nmean you
don't believe ne?"

Still playing the part. He's good, I'Il give himthat.
Wonder why | never saw himat Faire before this?

"Dam straight | don't believe you—and even if | did, |
don't see anything in it for me." He shrugged. "And you
can tell Maureen | said she's not gonna be playing any
games with ny head anynore.”

"But —+the nagic here is one of the reasons you play so
well," Korendil cried, his face twi sted with anguish. "You
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respond to it, and it responds to you, don't you see? You're
a true Bard, like Merlin, |ike Taliesen—=

"Like bullshit,” Eric interrupted. "You can tell Maureen

that | didn't find her little trick very funny, and | didn't
fall for it. | hope she paid you a bundl e—you earned it,
that's for sure. But, no matter what she told you, |I'm
usually in pretty good control of my reality. And | don't

like this kind of practical joke, mster. So you can just pack
your act up and get the hell out of ny life."

"But I'mnot— the phony elf started to say.

"Bye," Eric said, wiggling his fingers. "You'll pardon
me if | don't get up. I've had kind of a strenuous day."

Korendil rose fromthe couch—

Probably a dancer, too. Maybe he's in ballet. Too tall to
get a |lead part, though; he nmust be six-five if he's an inch.
Wonder if he's gay? It sure seened |ike he was comi ng on

to ne for a while.

I wonder if that was part of Maureen s little game, too?
Wuld it make her feel better about the breakup if she
found out | was into guys?

"I will be back," the elf-actor said, naking the words a
promse. "I will be back. I will convince you sonehow,
Eri c Banyon. That, | swearl"

Eric shrugged. "Just don't expect Maureen's key to
wor k again. |'m having the | ocks changed."

The el f wapped anger and frustration around himlike a
cl oak, and glided out the door, which—despite Eric's
assunpti ons—di d not slam shut behi nd him

Christ. What kind of an idiot did she take ne for,
anyway? A few special effects and a fairy tale, and I'm
supposed to fall for it. Hell, he wasn't even dressed |like an
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el f, he—
He was wearing ny cl ot hes!
Shit! And he took themwith hin
Bast ar d!

Eric sat up slowy, feeling a residual ache in too many
pl aces. Christ, Maureen, why did you have to do this to
me? | never thought you'd stoop so | ow—

—or that you hated ne this nuch.

The el ation he'd had earlier was gone.
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What did | do to nmake you hate ne |ike this?

He | ooked around the living room seeing only the

enpty places that used to be filled with Maureen's
posters, her Beethoven, all the other rem nders that some-
one else lived here. Funny. Most of the things that nade
this place |look like a hone instead of Howard Johnson's
were hers. Everything 1 care about you could put in a
coupl e of backpacks.

If | died tomorrow, nobody'd miss ne until the rent was
| ate.

Hel | uva not e.

Fromthe high of the afternoon he slid abruptly into one
of the lowest lows he'd had in a long tine. He rubbed his
eyes, as the silence around hi m oppressed him further
still.

I can't stay here alone tonight. | can't. If | do, I'll go
crazy, or drink everything in the apartnment, or do sone-
thing equally stupid. Maybe 1 should call some people, set
up a jam

VWit a m nute—

There's Spiral Dance, they're playing in Studio Gty
tonight. Beth wanted ne to join them the usual split

Hell, the noney would be good, and | sure don't want to
stay here tonight, staring at the ceiling, listening to the
wat er pi pes play percussion sol os.

H's throat felt tight, and he shivered.

Maureen is probably in Wstwood tonight with her
Pavilion friends, drinking wi ne and | aughi ng about that
idiot flautist she wal ked out on

Eric closed his eyes tightly, fighting off the inpulse to
bury his face in the couch pill ows.

Danmmit, | amnot going to cry. I'"'mgoing to get off ny
ass and play a gig tonight, make sone cash, drink a few
with Beth and the Spiral Dance fol ks. And have a good
time. | sure did the last time | did a gig with them
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He thought back to his last gig with Beth Kentrai ne and
her wild crew of fol k-rock musici ans—whi ch had cli maxed
with Beth | aunching herself. Fender and all, fromthe
stage and | anding on one of the tables, nuch to the sur-
prise of the custoner, sitting there.
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She didn't even nake the table rock. God, she's crazed.

He began to snmile, and his depression slowy I|ightened.
Yeah, I"'mup for that. AOd Celtic nelodies with electric
suitor and trap set. Bl ack | eather and studs, and Bethie's
dark velvet voice, singing an ancient, gentle Irish air.

Oh, they're crazy, but fun-crazy, terrific to play a gig
with. Now they m ght have taken that pointy-eared joker
seriously.

That's a good reason not to get tied up too closely with
them though. There's sonething kind of weird about
them+i ke how they cancel a gig if soneone has a bad
feeling about it. Al that weird shit. Like too many people
at Faire, acting like their characters are real. Caught up
in some reality | don't understand.

Hell. They got a right. Beth and the Spirallers are good
peopl e, damm fine musicians. Even if they are a little
wei rd.

That's it. I'lIl go gig with themtonight.

He pried hinmself off the couch, and headed into the
bedroomto |l ook for his gig clothing. H s black |eather
boots, his |east-faded pair of jeans, a dressy shirt, bright
red with little fake-pearl buttons. Yeah, that's ne: Eric
Banyon, the hottest rock-flute player in L. A, and a snappy
dresser too.

I really wish that SAG guy hadn't wal ked off with my
| eat her vest, though. That was pretty cheesy, taking off
with ny clothes. And ny Faire boots.

Damm it, Maureen, that was a low trick! But |I'm not
going to let your stupid ganes spoil ny life, or even one
ni ght.

Eric retrieved his cloak fromwhere the actor had left it,
draped over one of the chairs. He fastened the brass clasp
at his throat, then wal ked over to where his gig bag was
lying on the chair.

And stopped at a tug on his throat. Something isn't
right-

He | ooked down. The cl oak was six inches longer than it
had been the last tine he wore it.

But it used to fit me perfectly, exactly ankle |ength.
don't—wait, that pointy-eared actor was at |east six-two,
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closer to six-five, and I'mfive-ten. Could he have had
sonmebody add nore material to ny cloak, nake it |onger
so it would fit himright?

Eri ¢ exam ned the hem of the cl oak, and shook his head
in disbelief.

Nope. No sign of anything added Not even that the hem
got let out. It's just |onger. Besides, howin the heH could
he have matched the plaid Iining?

kay, okay. It's wool. Wol stretches. He got it wet,
and it stretched. Let's get real about this.

He et the cloak fall, trying to ignore the fact that it was
dragging on the floor with every step he took. |'m not

going crazy, it's just that sonebody is playing m nd-ganes
with me, messing with ny head, and danmt, Maureen, it

isn't funny!

Screw that. I'mgoing to play a gig and enjoy nysel f.

Eric slung the gig bag over his shoul der, and stopped,
one hand on the doorknob

kay, the cloak got stretched—but how in hell did that
guy fit in ny jeans?

Don't ask, Banyon. Just—don't ask.

Deliberately whistling a jazzed-up version of "Banish
M sfortune" with deternination, he | ocked the apartnent
door behind him

The RTD bus bounced and swayed al ong Van Nuys
Boul evard, the driver honking angrily at someone who was
bl ocking the street in rush-hour traffic.

Eri c added that snycopated rhythmto the tune he was
conposing. He smled at the elderly woman in the seat
across fromhim who was glaring silently at himas he

whi stl ed another brief snatch of nelody then quickly scrib-
bl ed the sequence in his notebook

That's what 1 |ike about L.A., everybody is so
friendly .

Eric | eaned against the grim w ndow. Hi s depression

was gone, just as quickly as it had descended. Everything
seemed sonehow brighter, touched by the red-gold of the
sunset, the wi sps of multicol ored cl ouds overhead. The
Hol  ywood hills were a reassuring presence on the right.
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Al'l those rich Industry people, just waiting to discover a
talented musician |ike nmesel f—

Ahead, Burbank and Pasadena vani shed into the thick-

eni ng brown- bl ueness of the sky, the last glint of sunlight
reflecting oS the distant antenna towers cappi hg Munt

W son, high above the Valley.
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Looki ng down at the street, Eric watched the noving
crowd: the shoppers, wei ghed down by packages; the high
school kids walking in clusters, |ike sone nodem ki nd of
herd animal. A policewoman directed cars as a broken
traffic signal flashed its single red light forlornly.

Z don't know what it is, but I like this city. O all the
pl aces |'ve lived, or just wandered through, | really like
L.A the best. Sure, it's crowded, and smpoggy, and dirty,
but there's such a feeling of life to it. Maybe it's the
dreans—al | the hopes and dreans of all the people who

live here make this place cone alive

The little old | ady on the opposite seat suddenly gasped
with surprise. Eric stood up quickly and | ooked out the
wi ndow as two notorcyclists, both wearing skintight red-
and-white racing | eathers, arced past the bus, barely
avoi ding the cars ahead of them One notorcyclist dropped
down on one foot, the bi ke banking sharply, then gunned
the engine and followed his friend down the boul evard.

The el derly wonman nuttered sonethi ng about hooligans

and reckless drivers, and transfixed Eric with a dark,
accusing | ook, as though all of this were his fault. But Eric
barely noticed, watching as the bikers di sappeared into

the late afternoon traffic.

They're crazy. But beautiful. | wish I could do things
like that with a notorcycle. Though that's not too likely,
not unless | could find a bike that sonehow drives itself!
But they really are beautiful to watch. Like dancers

Eric sat back down in his seat, |ooking out the bus
wi ndow. Even through the gl ass, he could hear the pound-
ing beat of a rap song.

A group of kids were breakdanci ng on the sidewal k

Eric watched in disbelief as one boy nmoonwal ked back-
wards, flipped over into a handstand, then rolled to the
concrete in a tight backspin. The kid vaulted back up onto
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his feet, noving aside so one of his friends could take his
turn on the pavenent.

Dam. Another thing | wish | could do! He | aughed
silently at hinself. "If wishes were fishes we'd wal k on the
They nmeke it | ook so easy, but |'d probably kil

sea.
myself if | tried any of those stunts.

A white limousine pulled in between Eric and the side-
wal k, bl ocking his view of the street dancers. Eric tried to
peer over the top of the car—

But his gaze was caught by a nmovenent inside, and he
saw a man in the back of the |lino, gazing out the open
wi ndow. An ol der man, silver hair, strong features—

|'ve seen soneone |ike himbefore, sonewhere. | know J
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have. The curve of his jaw, the high cheekbones—&od, he
| ooks famliar

Then the man | ooked up, and saw that Eric watching
him Their eyes nmet; Eric was unable to | ook away, trapped
by the intensity of the man's gaze.

Green eyes, clouded enerald—falling into a botton ess
pool of water. Jade mrrors reflecting the shadowed ni ght
sky. Sonet hi ng wat chi ng, wanting, reaching out and reach-
i ng i n—taki ng hol d—+taki ng possessi on—

Eric turned away fromthe wi ndow with an effort, shak-

ing his head. What in the hell is wong with nme?, he

t hought desperately. | know what it is. He has the sane

eyes as that actor, Korendil, that so-called "elf," the sane
| eaf-green eyes. No. |I'mseeing things. O else they've both
got the sanme optonetrist.

Against his will, Eric slid back to the w ndow, and
stared down at the man in the |inp again. The man, gazing
up at the bus window, snmiled—-but it was a smle edged in
frost. The emeral d eyes caught him drew himin close,
and refused to | et himgo.

Eyes—

Reachi ng up and through, touching intimtely, exam n-

i ng everything, no matter how secret—echoes of scornfu

| aught er - —sonet hi ng foul and sliny where no one should

ever be able to go—shane—viol ati on—stri ppi ng every-

thing away, all the illusions, all the delusions, |eaving a
rag of self for all the world to see
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A wave of dizziness hit Eric like a wall, blocking out
everything except the feeling that the world was spinning
around him and there was nothing he could hold onto,
nothing that was still him He clung to the window, his
mouth dry, bile in his throat, and clutched for anything
that was real

Not hing |'ve ever done has nmade any difference to any-

one; nothing | do is ever going to make any difference.

could throw nyself in front of a senmi, and no one woul d care.
I wouldn't even rate nore than three words in the obit

col um.

This was nore than depression, this was despair, bleak,
col d, hopel ess.

Nobody woul d ever m ss ne. Maureen wouldn't. My

| andl ord wouldn't. The Faire wouldn't. Beth m ght won-

der where | vani shed to—for about five mnutes. Then
she'd forget about ne. They'd all forget about ne. | mght
as well never have |ived.

Despondency wei ghed heavily upon his soul, and sent
his heart plunmeting downwar ds.

Nobody gives a damm about ne, and nobody ever wll.
I've never done anything worthwhile. |'ve never done any-
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thing right. | nmight just as well take that dive and get it
over with—

When he | ooked out the wi ndow again, unable to keep

from shaking, the white |inp was gone. Nauseated and
sweating, Eric closed his eyes and | eaned agai nst the coo
gl ass, breathing unsteadily.

Christ. What's happening to ne?

I think I"'mlosing ny mind. God, |'mbetter off
dead.

He concentrated on the feeling of the glass against his
forehead and cl osed his eyes until the nausea passed.
When he opened his eyes again, everything had changed.

The breakdancers were still |ounging on the sidewalk,

but now they were gathered around an elderly man |ike
hyenas around a hel pl ess gazelle. Eric stared in horror as
one of the youths shoved the old man hard agai nst the

wal | , sending himspraw ing facedown on the pavenent,

where they proceeded to strip his pockets, riffling through
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the fallen bag of groceries spilling out onto the sidewal k. A
gray- hai red shopkeeper watched in silence from behind

the dubi ous safety of his glass storefront, then turned

away. Even the pedestrians on the street carefully | ooked

the other way as they wal ked past.

What in the hell is going on here?
Everything is so gray, so unreal

Even the Hollywood Hills, instead of their usual green-
brown dotted with houses, seemed to have faded. The sky
had darkened to a sullen gray. No one on the street

| aughed, or smled, or even |ooked as though they were
enjoying life, or were glad to be alive.

They | ooked nore as if they were enduring the | ast few
monents before their own executions.

Eric trenbled and cl osed his eyes, turning away from
t he wi ndow. Cod, what's happening to ne?

A burst of laughter and appl ause drew his attention back
to the window Eric saw the breakdancer bow to the
gathered crowd, as the elderly man, still carrying his bag
of groceries, bent down to put a dollar bill in the card-
board box next to the dancers' tape player.

The bus lurched into novenent again, slowy runbling
down the boul evard, as Eric stared at the recedi ng side-
wal k and the breakdancers. But | know what | saw—

The despair was fading, alnost tangibly.

It's the drugs, Eric. Serious drugs. Definitely too nuch
in one weekend.
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He shook his head, hoping to clear it. First a gay elf,
then Svengali in a linp, then a renake of 1984. Shit. |
hope | can get ny act together for the gig tonight, or Beth
Kentraine is going to kill ne.

L] 5 L]
Par cel of Rogues

The club's name was "Diverse Pleasures,"” but Beth and

the band just called it the Dive. Not to the nanager's face,
of course, but then even the manager must have a hard

time justifying this place. Cheap and pretentious, that's
this joint.

Eri c edged his way past the noisy crowd at the bar,

trying not to inhale the overly-redolent aroma of cigarette
snoke, cheap whi skey, and cheaper perfume—No wonder

this place doesn't have roaches; they have too nuch self-
respect to hang out here—and narrow y avoi ded colliding
with a barmaid carrying an overl oaded tray of drinks. Eric
sm | ed apol ogetically at her, but the bl eached-bl onde just
si ghed, casually sidestepping the drunk reaching for her
thigh fromthe cl osest table.

Sure woul dn't want her job, either

Eric quickly escaped to the relative quiet of the back-
stage area, and the small offices that served as warnup
roons for the bands that played the Dive.

Beth was tuning the Fender, the guitar propped care-

fully on her knee. She |ooked up, surprised, as Eric wal ked
into the cluttered room then grinned. "Hey, you nade it!

I was hoping you'd show tonight." The snile faded. "Dan's
got the flu, so we're down on electric bass tonight. Allie
can try to cover with the DX7, and Jimsays he'll just
pound the hell out of the drums, but three people isn't
much on stage, y' know?"
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"Yeah, | know. " Eric sat down on a packing crate next to
her. "How nuch time till we're on?"

"Twenty, twenty-five. It's a good crowd out there, for a
Monday night. Bo promised to turn down the TV when we
go on."

"That's nice of him Not that anybody would be able to

hear a damm thing once we start playing, anyhow. " Eric
fished his flute case out of the gig bag, quickly fitted the
pi eces together. He played a practice run, and Beth grinned,
echoing the line on the guitar. Even in the relative quiet
of the back room he could barely hear the trill of the
unanplified electric guitar, but caught the touch of bluesy
ornanentation that Beth tossed in with the run

"BEven wi thout Uncle Dan, it should be a good gig
tonight," she said, setting the guitar down. "We'll do a
sound check in fifteen, okay?"
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"Ckay." Eric stood up, his fingers noving absently on
the flute keys, then set the flute back down on its open
case. "l'magetting a drink, 1'll be back in a few"

"Sounds good." He started towards the door, and Beth
called after him "Hey, Banyon!"

He turned. "Yeah?"

"Thanks for showing up tonight. | really appreciate it.
Honest to God."

He nodded, a little enbarrassed by the | ook on her face.

Beth Kentraine, |ooking grateful, |ike she actually needs
me. |'ve never seen Beth look |like that at anyone ever
before. She's always in control of the situation, always
knows what she's doing. Probably the nost "together"
person | know. One helluva | ady .

A real changeling, too. Today, hard-rock |ady, yesterday—

Oh yeah, yesterday. Standing on the Kissing Bridge with

Beth Kentraine in ny arns, now that was the one nice
sideline to the afternoon. | wouldn't mind it if that kind of
aft ernoon becane a permanent part of ny life.

He felt a twinge of pain. | liked that. | liked that a |ot.
But that's all she wants. A casual fling. That, and another
per manent person in her band. Not necessarily another

per manent person in her life.
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And | could never go to bed with someone who only
feels sorry for ne.

At least tonight, | feel useful. Eric flagged down one of
the barnmai ds, requested a Scotch and water, watched as
the brunette shimm ed back toward the bar. It feels right.
And I'mglad | cane. This should be a good gig tonight.

When the barmaid returned with his drink, Eric found a
qui et corner of the club, sat back, and took a | ook around
at the crowd. The Scotch burned a confortable path down
his throat, relaxing him w ping away the | ast vestiges of
stage fright.

I always feel nervous before a gig, don't know why. God
knows |'ve only done a few hundred perfornmances, so far
But | don't think that'll ever go away.

Someone wal ked past him laughing lightly at her com

pani on's words. Eric caught a glinpse of bright eyes,

i ridescent green beneath a tangle of black curls, before the
young wonan vani shed onto the crowded dance floor with

her friend.

Eyes, glowing; like a cat's, emerald green—
No way. It can't be.

How many people in this town are going to the sane
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damed optonetrist?

Eric stood up, noving towards the dance floor. The rock
rhythmheld themall in thrall. Even as he pushed past the
swayi ng bodi es of the dancers, no one even gl anced at

him He noved in closer to one of them a slender wonan
with a riotous mane of black hair, lost in the beat, trance-
dancing with an i nhuman grace.

Her ears

Just visible through the dark curls. Delicate, curving,
poi nted ears.

What in hell is this, anyway? Some kind of fad?

He | ooked around the crowded club, the gathered cir-

cles of dancers on the floor, the tables with clusters of
drinkers, laughing and tal king. He began to count them
the different ones—

The clothing, wild and costuney; the hair done in nore
styles than he could count, like off the set of a sci-fi novie.
The glitter of jewelry: incredible jewelry, rings, belts,
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neckl aces, and things he couldn't define, |ike the dragon,
with enerald eyes just like its wearer's, that perched on
one dancer's shoul der, w ngs w appi ng over her neck and
shoul der and tail down her arm O the necklace that

turned into a breastplate of chains that turned into a belt
studded with thunbnail -sized gens.

This was not the Dive's usual Mnday-ai ght crowd.
Oh, they got sone flashy custoners, maybe as many as
hal f a dozen—but half the cl ub?

My God. They're real. O |I'mnuts. O both.

He stopped | ooking for them and began | ooking at
t hem

They nove very gracefully, that's for sure. Terrific
dancers.

He noticed something el se. You can spot them by the
faces, too. Oval faces, fine cheekbones, sharp chin, and
those eyes

He stared at one table after another, silently tallying up
t he numbers.

Hal f the people in this club Iook |ike Korendil. Elves.
Maur een coul dn't have gotten to this many people. One,
but not dozens. Ch Cod. They're real

This club has been taken over by elves.

I wonder if the managenment knows that they're catering
to non-humans? He shook his head, afraid to believe what
he was seeing.
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That's it; 1'mgoing crazy. |'mlosing nmy mnd. |nstead
of pink elephants, I'mstarting to see green-eyed el ves

But there's a shopping mall here in Van Nuys, only a

bl ock away fromthis club. One of those ol der malls,

where they decided not to cut down the trees but left them
standi ng, a whole grove of old trees—oak trees—

VWhat if I'mnot crazy? Wiat if that guy was telling
the truth?

What if there really are elves, living in Los Angel es?

VWhat if I'mconpletely, utterly insane, and all this is my

del usi on?
I think I1'd rather be insane. | think
But—+they're so ... beautiful —

He started shaking, and had to hold onto a support
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pillar for a monent to keep his knees from giving out
under him

Beth is going to kill nme |'m supposed to play the gig
toni ght, not have a nervous breakdown. Shit.

Eric found an enpty chair, and sat down heavily, drain-
ing his Scotch in a single swallow.

kay, so what if the club is filled with refugees from
M ddl e Earth™ | have to play a show Right, Barn/on The
show nmust go on. Afterwards, you can go crazy. O fstage,

preferably.

He set the enpty glass down on the table and headed
backst age.

Another thrilling night at the Dive. Beth adjusted the

Fender's strap, wi shing that the band could find a better
weekly gig than this club. It helps pay the rent, and we
can use the practice, but | really wish we could find a
better gig.

Maybe there'll be a rich pronoter sitting out there
toni ght, scouting for talent.

She sighed. Mght as well wish for Eric Banyan to
permanently join the band. That's about as likely.

I shouldn't think that waif about him Ch hell, | shouldn't,
but it's true He doesn't seemto think tw ce about getting

i nvol ved with any of his lady |oves, but try convincing him
to take on any other comitment, and he runs |ike hell

He's a damm fine flute player. | just wish he'd get his act
t oget her.

If he ever did—
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No Beth, you'd be crazy to get involved with a man |ike
him G ve himyour heart, and he'll probably | eave town
the next day

But, if he ever did get his act together—

She gl anced at her watch. Strike that. | just wish he'd
get in herel "Sound check!" she called to Allie and Jim
who were carrying the DX7 out fromthe practice room

She Col | owed them out onto the stage, the Fender's pickup
line coiled in her hand. Damit, Banyon, where are you ?

She saw his face, the mop of unruly shoul der-1ength
brown hair backlit by the dance-floor lights. He was wal k-
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ing quickly through the crowd toward the backstage door
For one nonent, it |ooked as if he was gl ow ng.

Ri ght, Both. Saint Eric. Fer sure.

She blinked again, and the gl ow was gone. She shook
her head, nmade a nental note not to try the house brand
of Scotch agai n—

Probably has diesel oil init—
—and headed for the stage.

The Dive's overworked el ectrician/ sound engi neer was
checking a mi ke cable as Beth stepped up onto the stage
"Bo, we've got our flute player with us tonight, we're
using the AKG mike for him | think | wote down the

board settings last tine," she said, plugging the Fender's
cable into the appropriate socket. Bo nodded, junping off
the edge of the stage and heading for the sound board
controls.

Beyond t he darkened stage, the crowd was only a blur,

lit by the colored gl ow of the dance floor and the occa-

sional flash of a cigarette lighter. The noise of Spiral Dance
setting up their equi pnent was | ost beneath the pounding

beat of whatever Top Forty dance-rock song was currently

pl ayi ng over the speakers. No one even gl anced up at the

st age.

Well, let's see if you can still ignore us when we start
pl ayi ng, hey?

At |least there's a good crowd tonight. | don't know what
pulled themin, but it's alnmobst twi ce our usual Mnday
night crowd. And they're all dancing.

This should be a terrific gig

Eric hurried onto the stage, flashing a quick snmle at
Beth. "Are we ready?" he asked, moving in front of the
fourth m ke, where Dan usually stood

What the hell. Let's see what the crowd really wants.

She gl anced up at Bo, hal f-hidden in the shadows, and
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he gave her the thunbs-up signal. The Top Forty song
ended, and the dance-floor |ights faded away. The stage
was still unlit, leaving nost of the club virtually pitch
bl ack, conpletely dark.

Now, let's have sone fun
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Beth nmoved close to the m crophone. "Ladies and gen-
tlemen ... we are Spiral Dance."

Behi nd her, Jimbegan the drumline to "M ssing You,"
starting softly, then gaining in intensity. Allie foll owed
himon the synth, m nor chords building up to an inpossi -
bl e climax.

Beth hit the first notes on the Fender, just as the lights
came up on the stage, blindingly bright. A nonent |ater,
Eric dived in with the descant, leading right into the first
ver se.

Lovely bit of work there, Banyon—

Then she leaned in close to the m ke, and let the song
pour through her. Hard rock, her voice nearly breaking on
the high notes, but strong, the strongest she'd sung in a
| ong tine.

"Too long, too many nights, no reason left to try,
Too far to go to see a glinpse of light.
Don't tell me you don't know. don't give ne reasons

why,
1 don't care, 'cause |I'mmssing you tonight..."

Beth could hear Allie and Jim their voices bl ending
perfectly with hers on the chorus. Then she gl anced up at
Eric, who nodded. Al yours, bucko—

Second verse, and Eric took the solo.

Eat your heart out, |an Anderson! Beth couldn't help

but grin as the flute solo, first | ow and breathy, then
building to a wailing intensity as Eric caught the nel ody
|ine, caught the audi ence and took themwi th him high
with the nusic.

The shouts and whistles after the sol o al nbst drowned
out the words of the chorus. Beth caught a glinpse of Eric,
grinning like crazy, as the crowd cheered wildly.

Damm, but that was good!

The floor was overflowi ng with people dancing, sone

just standing by their tables instead of fighting for space by
the stage. And one young nman, very tall with flow ng
silver-blond hair, just standing near the edge of the stage,
not dancing. Just staring at Eric.
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It's hard to see with the stage lights, but it al nost |ooks
as though his eyes are gl ow ng green—o, that's inpossible,
must be a trick of the lighting. Ye gods, |'m seeing every-
thing in fireworks tonight.

She shifted position just a little, and caught a glinpse of
sonmething in his expression before the crowd swirled be-
tween them

Need.

She started. Ye gods—was he—No, scratch that. It
wasn't sexual. O at least, it nostly wasn't sexual. Not that
Banyon isn't a honey by anybody's standards—

But this was sonethi ng—desperate. Wat has our whis-
tler been up to?

The song finished with a sudden chord, and the lights
cut abruptly.

The appl ause was deafeni ng, and she di sm ssed the
question from her mnd.

This is definitely turning out to be a fantastic gig .

As the lights cane back up, Beth gestured to Allie, who
began the first notes of "Cone by the Hlls," an old
traditional air.

"Cone by the hills, to the |and
where fancy is free ..."

This song was as gentle as the first rock song had been
wild. Eric joined her on the first chorus, the flute weaving
a bittersweet counterpoint around her voice. Then he took
the solo again, a delicate nelody |ine, beautiful and fey,
and achi ng wi th unspoken | ongi ng.

It was hard for her to see the crowd, past the blinding
l'ights, but something was happeni ng out there—

They' re not dancing, they're not wal king away to the

bar, they're just standing there. Standing, and listening,
and swaying with the nmusic. Sonme of them hol di ng hands,

and all of themlooking up at the stage, at us, at Eric. Like
they're in sone kind of a trance.

This is definitely the weirdest crowd we've played to in
a long tine.

Then a flash of nmovenent out on the dance floor; a pair
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of gracefully dancing figures whirled el egantly across the
floor, and the crowd noved back to give themroom

Looks like sone kind of waltz, but not quite-not ballet,
either, but it's close. Damm, but they're good! | wi sh |
could find out who they are—+'d |love to see them dance
when | don't have to concentrate on the nusic. They're
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truly lovely.

Slow y, other dancers joined the pair on the floor, unti
all Beth could see was the beautiful swirling patterns of
col or and novenent, strange and wonderful . Sonething
about their flow ng clothing caught her attention for a
nonent .

God and Goddess—you don't buy that stuff off the

rack! At least not at }. C. Penney's. This is not our usua
draw. Not by a long shot. What in hell happened tonight?
Did we just get discovered by the Rodeo Drive crowd?

What's happening to us tonight? W're so hot, the en-

ergy is so damm good, it's incredible. It's nore than just
having Eric jamm ng with us—t's sonething el se, some-
thing that | don't quite understand—

Four songs | ater, though, she didn't care about under-
standing anything. All | want to do is sit down. Just for a
few m nutes. She glanced around, and saw that Allie and
Jimwere al so | ooking faded, though Eric |ooked |ike he
coul d keep going on all night.

One comer of her nouth quirked up in a |lopsided grin
when she picked up on that.

Dam him he probably coul d!

She signalled Bo, then spoke clearly into the m ke.
"We'l|l be back after a break." Then the stage |ights dark-
ened nercifully.

The break room seened |ike an oasis of calmafter the
set onstage. Beth propped the Fender agai nst one of the
packi ng crat es.

"I think I"'mgoing to die," Alie npaned, and sl unped

down on a wooden chair. 'That far left stage |light has been
shining right in ny eyes all night. | can't see anything
except purple and blue spots.”

"Il tell Bo," Jimsaid, |eaving the room
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"How are you hol di ng up, Bethie?" Eric asked, spraw ed
on the floor.

"They're really a demandi ng crowd tonight," Beth re-
plied thoughtfully. "Really alive. | feel like they're taking
everything we can give themand then a little bit nore."

And they seemto be focusing on you, ny friend, though

you're too nodest and unassuming to notice it. | really

wi sh that you would join Spiral Dance for nore than an
occasional gig. Especially if all the gigs could be like this
one.

"I think I"'mgoing to die," Allie said, staring at her
hands. "There's spots crawing all over my skin."

Bet h reached over and nussed Allie's hair good-naturedly.
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"Cl ose your eyes, hon, you'll live. | played an all-night gig
once, with bright green lights shining right in nmy eyes. |

t hought everyone in the audi ence was an H. P. Lovecraft

Ct hul huoi d after that."

"I"ll get you a wet paper towel," Eric offered. "You can
|l ay that over your eyes, maybe that'll help."

"Anything," Allie said nournfully. "But | won't guaran-
tee that 1'll still be alive by the tinme you get back."

Eri c opened the door, admtting a blast of noise and
cigarette snmoke, then closed it behind him shutting out
t he bedl am out si de.

Beth eased herself to her feet. "I'mgoing after a beer,
Allie. Want anything fromthe bar?"

Sone @ui nness to pour over this poor nusician's grave,"
the keyboardi st said solemmly.

Beth couldn't help but laugh. "All right, 1'll snag you a
@Quinness. |I'Il be right back."

She stepped into the hallway, waiting a noment as

her eyes adjusted to the dimlight. And my |ungs

adjust to whatever in the hell is in the air tonight. Snmells
i ke weed—©od, | sure hope the cops don't bust this

pl ace while we're playing! That's all we need. A police
record would be a real boost to our careers.

Soneone was standing near the entrance to the hallway,
sil houetted by the flickering light fromthe dance floor. He
caught at her wist as she wal ked past.
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"Excuse ne," Beth said, trying to be polite as she
di sengaged her armfromthe stranger's grasp

the man said, his voice | ow and

"Hey, pretty |ady,
hoarse. "You sing real nice

"CGee, thanks," Beth said, attenpting to nove around
him "You'll hear some nore in a few mnutes.” Wwo is
this guy? Jeans, boots, |eather jacket—ene of the usua
bar crowd, and drunker than hell.

Wonderful. This is just what 1 need right now—

Hi s hand tightened on her shoulder, refusing to let go

even as she pried at his fingers. "Hey, we can go out back,
have sonme fun, snoke a little. |'ve got some fine stuff, nice
and dusted. You'll like it."

Smoke? Wth this guy? And pigs fly, ny friend

. dusted? Shit, he can't nean-eh God, get ne out of
this! He's tal king about PCP

"I don't think so," Beth said carefully. This guy's eyes
are so dilated, he probably shouldn't be able to walk
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"That's really not ny scene. Listen, |'ve only got a few
m nutes before we're starting again ..."

She gl anced down the hallway. No one in sight. Shit.
And this guy is dusted, 1 could break his armand he'd
never feel it. | can't handle this al one—

Bef ore she coul d nove, the man suddenly shoved her
away from him knocking her off-balance into the wall.
"VWhaddaya mean, not your scene? You don't like me or
somet hi ng?"

Ch shit.

The nman noved cl oser, bl ocking Beth's |ine of escape.

She pressed back against the wall, [ooking for anything she
could use as a weapon. Nothing in sight. Terrific. Wat

now, Kentraine? If | break his instep with nmy heel he

won't even blink. If | give "ima knee, he night get angry.

"Come on outside with ne. We're going to party, right?
Have sonme fan." The man's fingers gripped her upper arm

tightly, digging in. Beth knew she'd have bruises fromthat
by t onorrow norni ng.

If I get to see tonorrow norning. If | live that |ong
He's drugged out of his mnd! If |I shout for help, who
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knows what he'll do? And if | give in, go outside with
hi m—

Lord and Lady, get nme out of this!

Eric noved quickly through the crowd, trying not to

drip water fromthe paper towel in his hand, and trying
not to look intently at the people around himas he wal ked
past .

Yeah, don't stare at the elves, Eric, it isn't polite.
I know |' m going crazy, noiv.

Wl |, everybody thinks that musicians are crazy any-
how, right?

He dodged a drink-1aden custoner, staggering in the
direction of the Johns, and saw a vivaci ous redhead, eyes
made up like a pair of iridescent butterfly w ngs, |aughing
merrily with sone other friends. G een-eyed, of course.

Dam, but there's a |l ot of green-eyed people in the club
t oni ght

"Bard?"

Eric froze in md-step. / know that voice.

No. It can't be himagain. It can't. | can't deal with this.
"Bard? | nust speak with you."

Eric steeled hinmself, and turned to face Korendil. The
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el f-actor was staring at himbeseechingly, that inpossibly

bl ond hair cascading over his shoulders . . . and ny |eather
vest! Damm it, he's still wearing ny clothes!
Be nice to the man, Eric. O he'll probably knock you

into anot her wall.

"Uh, hi," Eric said eloquently, very aware of the water
dripping fromthe paper towel onto his jeans. "The nane's
Eric, by the way. Renenber?"

The bl ond nan nodded quite seriously. "I know. Bard.

heard your nane at the place-of-festival, when the beauti -
ful witch was trying to aid you. And you told nme again this
eveni ng."

Beautiful witch? Do | know any beautiful wtches? Wo
is this guy?

"Pl ease, listen to ne, Bard. | know you did not wish to
see ne again, but you nust hear ny words." The—elf. He

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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is. H's an el f-—spoke earnestly, his green eyes pl eading
with Eric's, reaching out to him.

Green eyes—an't | ook away—that man in the |inmo—

Eric broke away from Korendil's gaze with an effort,
shuddering at the menory.

What's happening to ne? | thought nobody could be
hypnoti zed agai nst his will!

"Look," he said, trying to think of a way to get out of
this conversation. "I'min the mddle of a show, | can't talk

ri ght now. "

Korendi| gestured at the hallway to the break room and
the back door beyond, where Beth was standing, talking to
sonme guy. "Bard Eric, can we go outside to speak? Just for
a few m nut es?"

Eric shook his head. "Not 'Bard Eric.' Just Eric. And
no, I don't want to go outside, | have to be back onstage in
a few mnutes. "

And if | have to talk to you, | want to do it where
there's witnesses. In case you decide to slamnme into a wall
agai n.

The el f—o0, dammt, he's as hunman as | am it's just
makeup and FI X—+ooked at himin shock. "Do you think
woul d purposefully hurt you? | would never do so,

prom se. But | need your help. W all need your help."

He really neans it. "You're serious about this, aren't
you? You're an elf, and somebody's trying to kill vyour
peopl e, and you need ne to help you?"
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Korendi| nodded, gravely earnest. "WIIl you help us?
Even as we speak, our eneny is nmarshalling his forces,
preparing to destroy that which gives us life itself

Eric tried to keep a straight face. Come on, Eric, you've
got a few friends wth—dnusual —+ealities. This guy's no
worse than any of them Besides, he's trying to be nice,
and you should be nice right back to him |nstead of

I aughing in his face, and then calling the cops.

"I don't know, | need sone tine to think about all of
this, really." Yeah, just get away fromhim that's the first
step in dealing with a | oon—

Sonet hi ng doesn't feel right. A ripple of honest-to-God
88 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Cuon

fear—fear with no cause—rolled down his spine. Some-
thing is very, very wong—

Eric gl anced over the elfs shoul der, and suddenly what

he had seen a nonent before registered: Beth, cornered

by a man near the back door, glint of shiny netal —eh shit,
he's got a knife! He's holding a knife on Bethie!

Korendil's eyes wi dened just as Eric gathered a breath
to shout for help, and the blond man whirl ed—stared—

Less than a m crosecond, Eric would have sworn to

that. Surely not enough to have seen what was happeni ng,
much | ess think of anything to do. Yet suddenly he was
crossing the distance between themand the hallway in a
few qui ck | eaps

Eri c dashed after him pushing people out of his way
How in the hell did he get through the crowd so fast?

He skidded into the hallway, just as the blond actor—
el f 7—di ved between Beth and the stranger, shoving the
man away from her. Enc caught a glinpse of her fright-
ened eyes, then the man with the knife was on his feet
again, facing Korendil. hissing words alnost too lowto
hear .

mess with ne, mster, you don't

The words suddenly faded away, as the nman stared up

into Korendil's eyes. They seened nonentarily frozen, al

of them Beth, crouching back against the wall; Korendil
gazing in the man's eyes; and the stranger, the knife only
inches fromKorendil's face, not noving

What in the hell is going on here® That guy's stil

hol ding the knife, but he's not moving, just standing there,
staring into Korendil's eyes. My God, isn't he going to do
somet hi ng before the guy goes for his neck?

Then the nan dropped the knife suddenly, the bl ade
clattering on the floor. He staggered backwards, hitting
the wall and sliding down into a sitting position, blank-
eyed and shudderi ng.
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Eric stared at the man, who was clutching his hand and
wi mpering, as Korendil noved to Beth, his voice quiet
and concerned. "Are you all right. Lady? Did he harm

pr
your

Bet h was shaki ng her head, w ping tears from her eyes.
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 89

Bethie, crying? |I've never—eh shit, that guy's about to—
Eric shouted a warning as the man on the floor suddenly
moved for the knife. "Korendil, |ook out!"

The el f turned just as the man lunged with the knife.
Freeze-frane.

A flash of fire—no, a rope of fire—

Next frane.

Fire coiling, lashing out at the man's wist—

Musi ¢ up.

A burst of nelody, a discordant B-flat minor that could
break your eardruns—

Resumre speed

_as Korendil's fist slans into the man's face, and the
surprised | ook on his face as he falls—

And the thought, lingering in Eric's mnd: That can't be
real. But it wasn't a special effect. That was real

|'ve gone crazy, the whole world is crazy. |'ve com
pletely lost it.

The stranger twi tched once and then was still, spraw ed
unconsci ous on the floor.

Eri c was suddenly aware of the dripping paper towel,
forgotten in his hand. The bl ond actor—actor?-held Beth
gently in his arms, nurmnuring sonething as he brushed
away her tears. Beth was trenbling, her hands shaking
uncontrol | ably.

The break-room door opened suddenly, and Allie | ooked
out blearily, blinking at the dimlight. "What in the hell?"

Her eyes wi dened as Beth, half-carried by Korendil
staggered unsteadily into the break room "Beth?" She
focused on Eric as he wal ked past her. "Eric, what—=

"l don't know, sone guy attacked Beth," Eric said,
wat ching as Beth, with Korendil's help, sat down on a
packing crate. "He's out cold on the floor. This guy decked

hi m

Beth, her face in her hands, tried to push Korendil away
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fromher. The blond man shook his head, said sonething
too low for Eric to hear, and rested his hand on her
shoul der agai n.

For a monent, Eric thought he could hear a faint
mel ody, echoing from sonewhere in the room

90 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Guon

Very cl assical, sounds maybe |like a variation on the
third Brandenburg Concerto—

Way am 1 thinking about nusic at a tine |ike this?

"Bet h?" Eric asked hesitantly, sitting on his heels at her
feet, and | ooking up at her anxiously. "Are you okay?"

She nodded without | ooking up

Then Beth took several deep breaths, and spoke qui -

etly. "lIt's all right, 1'mokay," she said. A nonent |ater,
her voice was stronger. "Allie, could you tell managenent
that there's an unconsci ous sonuvabitch Iying in the hall -
way? They'll probably want to call the cops.”

She's starting to sound like herself again. Eric tried to
bani sh the image of Beth Kentraine, crying, barely able to
wal k. She's Bethie again, she's okay now. Thank Cod.

Al'lie nodded silently, and wal ked out of the room Eric
shifted unconfortably, |ooking at the way Korendil's hand
was still resting on Beth's shoulder. "Listen, uh, Korendil
I, uh—= Mght as well spit it out. "Look, Korendil, | stil
think you're crazy, but—thanks for being here."

He wanted to say something nore, but the look in
Korendil's eyes stopped himshort. Eric left the room

qui ckly, but he could feel Beth's and Korendil's eyes in-
tent upon himas he closed the door.

The L. A.P.D. officers hauled the man away, sl unped
between them Eric watched fromthe edge of the hall-
way. Damm, but whatever that guy Korendil is, he sure
knows how to deck sonebody in one punch

And whatever he did to disarmthe guy—

No. That wasn't real. You can't hit sonebody that way,
not with fire and nmusic. It didn't happen

Doesn't matter what | thought | saw. It wasn't real. It
didn't happen. It's a drug flashback or sonething.

O sonet hi ng.

Eric glanced at the half-enpty dance floor, and noted
the cluster of people over by the club's restroons.

Amazi ng, how many peopl e suddenly had to go to the

bat hroom when the cops showed up. Eric snickered to
hinsel f. Sure hope they didn't clog up the toilets with al
the stuff they were flushing down 'em—
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He wal ked towards the break roomat the end of the
halI. He stopped outside the closed door, hearing quiet
conversation wthin.

"... what | can't understand is how anyone could profit
fromsonmething like that. | mean, they'd | ose the nmagic,
too, right?"

Bet h' s voi ce.

She's talking to that |oon about—OCnh, terrific. He's
probably telling her how | have to be the G eat Savior of
M ddl e Earth. What did | do to deserve this?

He opened the door. Beth and Korendil | ooked up

"H," Eric said awkwardly, wi shing he had knocked first.
Beth and Korendil were sitting very close together on the
packi ng crat es.

Too cl ose.

"Bo thinks we should start up real soon," Eric contin-
ued, noting the way the el fs—actor's!—-armwas around
Beth's shoul ders. "Take everybody's mnd off all of the
cops that just cane through the club."

Bet h di sengaged from Korendi|l and stood up, dusting

of f her black pants.'"Sounds good." She sniled at Korendil.
"I"'d like to talk some nmore, Korendil. Maybe after the
show?"

Eric felt something tighten in his throat, at the warm
way Beth and Korendil were | ooking at each other, so
intense and intimate.

Dam it, it's her life, none of mny business—
But he's an elf! Not even human

No, he's an actor, with good makeup, contact |enses, all
of that. He's just another guy. Another six-foot-five guy,
blond, built |ike a dancer, and handsone. Even if | don't
swi ng that way, he's damm handsone. | can see why she

i kes him

It's none of my business who Beth Kentraine gets in-
volved with—t's her life, not mne.

Maybe it's just that I'mon the rebound, but it hurts,
the way she's | ooking at him—

"Eric, perhaps you could join us?" Korendil ventured,
gazing at himwith an intent, worried expression. "I would
speak with both of you, if possible."
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Oh, great. Now the loon wants to flirt with Beth and
drive ne nuts at the same time. Very economi cal

| can't handle this.

"Maybe later," Eric said, w shing he was anywhere el se
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but here. Even Juilliard. At |least when | was there, | had
reasons/or thinking I was crazy. "But we have to do the
show now." He started towards the door, not | ooking

back.

Maybe if | wish for it hard enough, this guy Il go back
to Oz or the North Pole or Santa Mnica wherever he
cane from It's worth a try.

I just don't want to think that |1've gone conpletely,
utterly insane, that's all —

—and | don't want this to be rea
« 6 o

Q ue rleYour fland

"Wait a mnute, Banyon."

Eric turned slowy, unwillingly. | don't think I'm going
to like what's com ng. "Yeah, Beth?"

She pushed her dark, ragged bangs back out from her
eyes with a tired gesture. She | ooked wung out.

Not surpri sing.
And preoccupi ed.
Wi ch doesn't bode real well, either.

"I want to talk sonething out with you. Now. Just for a
couple of mnutes. | have this bad feeling that you're going
to vanish the mnute we finish the show "

Eric warily glanced at Korendil, then sat down on a
crate. "What did you want to tal k about?"

Bet h si ghed, giving Korendil a sidelong |ook. "Wat do
you t hi nk?"

They' ve been tal king about the elves, and that "Eric the
Bard" bullshit. Dam it, Beth, how did you |let himsucker
you in so fast? | thought you were smarter than that!

"Uh, | don't know what he's been telling you, but—

"You don't?" Her lips tightened. "Than you're dunber
than | thought, Banyon."

He bristled. "Ch come on! You don't really believe this
guy, do you, Bethie? | nean, look at him He has to be an
actor. And those ears are fake, | knowit—

Eric reached out his hand towards the tip of one of
Kory's ears, show ng through the blond curls.

The fake elf held up his right hand in a graceful, but
93
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dangerous gesture of warning. There was a steely glint in
his green eyes, a definite challenge, as clear as if he'd
spoken al oud.

Touch ny ears and you die, white boy.

Eric hesitated, suddenly renmenbering the pain he'd felt
earlier this afternoon as his face net the wall at high
speed.

He coughed, and turned his own gesture into a shrug.

Vell, maybe | won't demonstrate how the ears are just a
| at ex special effect

He turned to the only ot her—margi nal | y—sane person

in the room "Beth—tisten to ne. You're not a ten-year-
old, or a nenber of Hobbits Anonynpus. You can't really
bel i eve what he's saying. There's no such thing as el ves.
O magic. O any of that crap.”

Bet h | eaned back, crossing her |egs and surveying him
with a faint smle on her lips. "Really? Then how do you
expl ain what Korendil did to that creep in the hallway?
How do you account for three-quarters of the people out
there in the audi ence toni ght? Have you taken a good | ook
at sonme of those outfits? At the way they | ook?"

So she's seen them too. "I don't know, maybe they al

just showed up froma cast party on the Universal lot. It's
a helluva |l ot nore believable than a nightclub full of
dancing elves." Eric shook his head, trying stubbornly to
break through Beth's conviction. "I just don't believe in
Santa Cl aus, the tooth fairy, or elves. As far as |'m con-
cerned, this guy is playing a practical joke on all of us.
think Maureen paid himto do it, she's got enough connec-
tions. And she's always been a bit jeal ous of you. She'd be
perfectly happy to get both of us with her prank."

"I told you he'd be difficult to convince. Lady Beth."
That was from Korendil .

Eric gave hima dirty | ook

The elf sighed, ignoring it "For a Bard, he has a very
closed mind."

That's it! | amsick of hearing that word!
"Goddanmmit, | amnot a Bard!"

The actor turned to face him H's voice was very soft, yet
it demanded attention. "Then what are you?" he asked sinply.
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Eric was silent for a nonment before speaking. "I don't
know. |'m a nusician A reasonably-talented street nusi-
cian. Sonetinmes |'ma conposer. | don't knowif |'m any
good at it. And besides that?" He shrugged. "Not mnuch
rtlCg
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"No." Korendil shook his head solemly, but with stub-
born conviction. "You are a Bard. You nust feel it, the
magi ¢ that flows when you play your nusic Everyone el se

can.

M dni ght, alone in the grove, playing "Sheebeg Sheenore,"
then the nusic taking over, a nelody strange and wild, as
the trees bend down to |isten—

Korendi|l continued relentlessly. "You can heal, and harm
and create with your magic. G inpse the distant past,

or— Hi s voice suddenly took on a tone of desol ation
"—touch the future

The bl eakness of the |ast three words threw Eric into
the waki ng ni ghtmare of that noment on the bus—

Los Angel es, grayness everywhere, no life, no joy, only
msery like a living thing, dragging everything down, de-
stroying all hope—

He shook off the clinging weariness, shook off the de-
spair. How can he know this? How can he reach into ny
t hought s and know exactly who 1 am and what's happened
to nme f1 That's not possible. Nobody can do that. That's—

—Aagi Cc.

Fear made himclench his jaw, nade himtry to deny
that |ast thought.

No. This can't be real
But —
The rope of fire—the nusic—

I wasn't stoned. | sawit, back there in the hallway |
wasn't stoned on the bus, or this afternoon at the apart-
ment. It was magic. And it was real

I can't keep pretending that it's all fake. There's too
many things that have happened, too nmuch to disbelieve
It's real, as real as | am

And if it's real —

Then so are ny ni ght nares.

Oh shit.
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Eric sat down slowy, before his knees went. "Ckay," he
sai d weakly. "You know. | don't know how you know,
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but —yeah, | saw the future. At least, | think it was the
future. It was horrible."

Korendi| nodded sadly. "You probably saw what woul d
happen i f the magi ¢ nexus was destroyed. Now do you see
why that must not happen? That is what this city wll
become. "

Eri ¢ shuddered, thinking of the desolation on the faces
of the people in his vision. "When | saw that—+there was a
man, watching me froma linm. An older guy, with silver
hair, and green eyes |ike yours—=

Green eyes, reaching inside where no one should see,
violation, a hand that fouls all it touches—

"Perenor." The elf's voice was a whisper of apprehen-
sion, threaded w th pain.

Eric | ooked up at Korendil, startled. "What?"

Korendil's eyes were clouded, his face as still and pale
as a death mask. "H s nanme is Perenor. He was one of us,
and now i s our greatest eneny. Wiere did you see hin®
When?"

Perenor. | won't forget that nane.

Eric shivered, remenbering the despair, the hopel ess-

ness that had al nost pushed hi mover the edge. "I saw
hi m on Van Nuys Boul evard, this afternoon. It was weird—t
was |i ke he recogni zed me, sonehow he knew me."

Knew ne, and tried to take ne apart at the seans—and

he knew every button to push. Every tw tch. \Watever

else is going on, | wasn't imagining that—+t was real! Wat
that bastard did to ne, it was real

Korendil's green eyes were troubled with things Eric
couldn't read. "I did not realize that Perenor knew of your
exi stence. Perhaps he felt the magic in the place-of-festiva
when you awakened ne, and decided to seek you out.

Perhaps it was an accident—but | cannot believe that. If
Perenor knows of you, then you are in great danger. Bard.

He will hunt for you, knowi ng that you are the only one

who can stop him"

The onl y—hey, wait a second—Hi s horse sense reared
and snorted in alarm "Wat do you nean, the only one?

You' ve got ot her people who are going to help you, right?
I nean, you're pretty flashy with the magic, mster—

"Not conmpared to Perenor," the elf said, resignedly.

"My power is nothing to his. Believe ne. Bard Eric, the
little power | have is insignificant beside even your own,
untutored as you are. That is why we need you so very

much. "
Bet h gave him a | ook.

]7g—Turn himdown, and | just may deci de never to
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speak to you again." Thanks, Beth.

"Bven if | do help you," he said, trying to keep from
sounding |i ke he was ready to dive under one of the

crates, "you don't expect nme to take on this guy by nyself,
do you?"

Korendi|l gazed at himw th rising hope and eagerness.

"Then you will help us?"

He froze. Ch shit. | just said that, didn't I? Me and ny
bi g nout h.

Vell, if 1'"'mgoing to back out of this one, better do it
qui ck.

He started to open his nouth, started to search for

words to extricate hinself w thout Beth di sowni ng hi m—
then stopped again, struck by sonething he wasn't certain
he understood. A feeling that whatever he chose or said at
this monent was incredibly inportant. And a feeling of
convi ction.

What if | ama Bard, like this guy says? Wiat if | really
do have sone kind of power that his people need?

VWhat if I"'mthe only one who can hel p thenf

If that's true, and | walk away fromthis guy, 1'll be
doing the worst, lowest thing |I've ever done in ny life.

| can't live with that.

Eric | ooked away fromthose too-bright eyes for a no-

ment. "I+ don't know," he replied, haltingly. "I mean,
I"mjust Eric Banyon. |'m not some great hero out of the

| egends, here to save your ass. |'mjust a busker, a wan-
dering musician . . . God, it's hard enough for ne to stick
around one place long enough to finish a run of Faire, let
alone fight a Crusade! Aren't there any other bards around
who can hel p you?"
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Korendi|l shook his head, wearily. "No. Not one. Either

they do not believe, or they do not have the power to aid
us. And nost of the elves are Dreaning, trapped in de-

spair and apathy. Even the great Prince, our |eader, is |ost
to Dreanming. It may be too late to save them | don't

know. But if you will help ne ..."

He gazed at Eric now with pleading, and sonething
akin to worship.

O awe. Great. Now |'ve got an elf who's convinced that
I"'mthe Second Coming of Christ. In addition to whatever
it is that he wants me to do

This really is too weird for words. Even if | really do
believe him |I'mstill not certain | can deal with this

"So, what are we going to do?"
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Eric and Korendil both glanced up in surprise.

Beth Kentraine stretched, standing up slowy. She | ooked
at them questioningly, hands on her hips. "Well? Wat
are we going to do about this?"

"We?" Eric repeated.

"Yeah, bucko. We. Did you think I wasn't going to get
involved in this? Get real, Banyon."

She sm | ed, but her eyes were distant, |ooking off at
someone, sonething that wasn't in the Here and Now

"When | was a kid, a friend of mne told nme about elves
how they were real. How he'd seen them talked with

them how there were maybe even a few of themliving in
California. | believed him he'd never told ne anything

el se that wasn't true, no matter how strange it had sounded
I used to dream about them-but | never really thought

I'd see one."

She turned her gaze back to the present; |ooked from
Eric to Korendil and back again. "Now, | have seen them
Now | know they're real -hell, there's one sitting right
here in front of me—and | hear that they're in real trou-
ble. What the hell do you expect ne to do? O course
I"mgoing to help." She grinned. "Just try and stop ne,
Banyon."

Before Eric could speak, there was a sharp knock at the
door. "Hey, guys, are you in there?" They could hear Bo's
anxi ous voi ce through the thin plywod. "W've got a
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crowd waiting out here, and they're getting tired of the
canned stuff. Are you going to start up soon?""

"lust a sec. Bo!" Beth called to him She turned back to
Eric and the elf. "We'll talk nore after the gig, right?"

"Bight," Korendil said, glancing at Eric.

Yeah, right. Terrific. Now Beth's involved in this |u-
nacu too. | don't knowif this is going to be dangerous or
not—+ don't want her to get hurt—

He foll owed her out the door, heading for the stage,
t hi nki ng furiously.

I"ve got no idea what this is all going to cost. O even
what or who we're going to have to face—+tike that Perenor
euy. He really did ness with ny mind; alittle nore and
woul d have been playing tag on the Ventura Freeway.

What could he do to Bethie?

This could be worse than dangerous. | don't want to
think of himdoing sonething |ike that to her

But as she took her place in front other m ke, he | ooked
at the straight line of her back, and sighed with resignation.

I know her. There is nobody in the world that can
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out - stubborn Beth Kentraine. Once she's made up her
m nd, she won't budge. There's no way |'I|l be able to
convince her to stay out of this.

Terrific. Three of us conmitted to this idiocy: ne, an
el f, and a rock singer. Against God knows what. Shit. W
shoul d be commi tted.

Maybe we shoul d get sone cards nmade up: The Unholy
Trinity. Weddings, Bar Mtzvahs and Parties. Wrlds saved,
only a nodest additional fee—

The Porsche banked sharply around the curve, barely
touching the dividing yellow |line, then swerved back for
the next turn. A professional race-car driver night have
taken that curve at a tighter angle, but no one else.

The engi ne purred as the driver downshifted for the

canyon hills that rose stark and shadowed above the accel -
erating car. The lights of the city reflected off the glisten-
ing black paint, glittering against the w ndshield s gl ass,
brighter than the stars in the night sky above Ml hol | and
Drive.
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Anot her turn, at a speed that npbst woul d consider reck-

| ess. A policeman woul d have called it illegal. But for the
driver, it was only skill, reaching for the edge. Perfectly
controlled. Flaw ess.

A test of excellence.

Ria Ll ewellyn clenched bl ack-gl oved hands on the steer-

ing wheel, ignoring the strands of blonde hair flying hap-
hazardly in the wind fromthe Porsche s hal f-open w ndow,
concentrating on the road, and driving at the limts of her
abilities,

Dam hi

The Porsche banked around anot her tight curve. For a
monent, the sports car skidded towards the edge of the
canyon, the steep stone wall blurring past, only inches
away fromthe Porsche. Then Ria tightened her grip on

the steering wheel, expertly bringing the car back to the
center of the tw sting canyon road.

Right in the mddle of the goddamm board neeti ng.
"Ria, | need to see you. The Japanese restaurant in Studio
City, one hour."

And when | ask himwhat in the hell is so inportant that
I need to leave a critical strategy session at ten o' clock at
night, all he says is "Korendil has escaped . "

She sighed, brushing | ong bl onde hair back from her

face with a gesture of annoyance. As if one person—even a
warrior of the Od Blood—ould nmake a difference in

this. 1 told himwe've secured the land, it's already signed

for, nothing and no one is going to stop it now. Definitely
not a fool who's spent the last ten years asleep under an
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oak tree .

Li ke the rest of those fools. Unable to see the real world
around them Living in Dream ng—hell, living in shop-

ping malls! When everything they could possibly desire is
so close, within their reach—

Li ke Mother, in that commune sonewher e—Mendoci no?

Marin? | don't renmenber. Not that it matters, | never see
her anyway. How coul d she give up everything that Fa-
ther could offer her—for that? What a shamshe is, to
preach about caring, then walk out on us before | was
even in kindergarten. And what did she get? Tie-dyed
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T-shirts, drugs and "love." "Love," what a joke, what

It's all escapism hiding fromreality. That's all these
fools are doing. Like Modther

Except now, it's too late for that. They're going to | ose
everything. Even if Korendil is free, it's too late for himto
do anyt hi ng.

A wailing siren interrupted Ria's thoughts. She gl anced
into the rearview mrror, and saw the flashing red-bl ue
lights of the police motorcycle, close behind her.

A nmotorcycle cop, on Mil holland at night? Unusual. A
bit of bad luck that he spotted ne. But it doesn't really
matter; it'll take only a nonent to be corrected—

She pulled over to the side of the road, waiting for the
hel met ed policeman to dismount fromthe white police-

nmodel Kawasaki. Hi s boots made sharp crunchi ng noises

on the rough gravel as he wal ked towards the black Porsche.

"Good evening, officer.’'
open w ndow.

Ria smled at himthrough the

How pl easant. A handsone notorcycle cop. That curly

brown hair would be quite attractive if he let it grow out a
little longer and got rid of that nmustache. Wiy do all the
policermen in LA have nustaches?

"You driving license and car registration, ma'am |'m
witing you up for reckless and exhibitionist driving—

"Here's ny license." She reached down to the bl ack
purse on the seat beside her, renoved the license from
her wallet and handed it to him

"This says your nane is"—he glanced up at her over the
edge of the | am nated pi ece of paper—Arianrhod Ll ewellyn?
I's that correct?"

She smled, gazing into his eyes. "Absolutely correct."

Brown eyes, ordinary, very human. But reach beyond,
brushi ng past surprise and disbelief, and you can touch,
and take control, and change—
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Brief struggles, like a small bird fluttering in my hand,
trying to escape. They always try to escape, never realiz-
ing that it's already over

The cop stared at her blankly, unable to | ook away, R a's
102 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Guon

driving license trenbling slightly in his hands. His right
hand edged towards the .38 bol stered at his hinp.

No. You are mne, now Be still.

Ri a surveyed the man standi ng besi de her, notionless.
Unfortunately, | do not have tine for you tonight, even if
you are a handsone, obviously virile man. But, if | ever
see you agai n—

She rel eased him breaking the spell. The officer shook
his head slowy, dazed. "I—+, uh, 1"mjust going to give
you a warning, mss. Please drive nore carefully."

"Thank you, officer." Ria smled to herself as the cop
wal ked unsteadily towards his parked notorcycle.

Renmenber ne. Dreamthat one day | will call you.

A pity that Father needs to speak with ne tonight. That
man coul d have proved to be an interesting . . . diversion.

She waited until the cop had left, then started the
Porsche, driving through the shadowed canyon. At Laurel
Canyon, she turned left, and a nonent later the |ights of
the Valley were visible before her, scintillating jewels
agai nst the darkness.

Beautiful, but I would rather be back in Century Cty,
finishing up the contract for the neeting tonorrow—

Danmit, Father, why tonight?

Ten minutes later, she parked the Porsche in front of the
entrance to the restaurant. The val et opened the door for
her. H s eyes brightened when he saw the folded bill she
handed himw th the keys. "Make sure nobody scratches

the paint."

"Yes, ma'am" H s eyes followed her, hungrily, as she

strode to the restaurant door. She smiled to herself and

gave her hips a little extra twitch, just for his benefit. She
could feel the heat of his eyes upon her as she reached for
the | acquered bl ack door handl e.

Dreamon, little man. Only—this dream costs nore than
you' d ever want to pay.

She stepped inside, glancing around the entrance. A
di stingui shed ol der man rose from his seat near the ko
pond, and noved gracefully towards her.

"Good evening, dear," the silver-haired man said, and
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she | eaned cl ose so he could kiss her cheek. "You're | ook-
ing especially lovely tonight."

She offered hima hint of icy smle. Enough so that he
coul d read her annoyance—not enough so that he coul d
read how very annoyed she was.

He took her armto | ead her towards the back of the
restaurant. "Kyoshi's holding a table for us. Have you had
any di nner yet?"

"Not really."

Dam him he really wants something fromme, | can

tell. OF course, he'll never just come out and say it. W'l
have to go through this whole dinner routine first. "Sone
sushi, maybe. And hot sake would be wonderful. It's been

a rough day."

"You'll have to tell ne about it." He maneuvered them

to the table, isolated behind a colorful paper screen and a
smal | stand of potted banboo.

"Sake, Kyoshi," he instructed the waiter standing pa-
tiently beside the table, "and a tray of sushi to start with."

Ria sat back in the chair as the waiter hurried away, and
surveyed her father thoughtfully. WAs it her imagination,

or were there faint lines at the edges of his eyes? Probably
not —he was never | ess than perfect.

As always, his silver hair was inmacul ately barbered,
carefully masking the tips of his long, slightly-pointed ears.
But nothing could disguise his eyes, the cold eneral d-

green, slitted black pupils.

At | east my eyes are human. | suppose | shoul d thank
Mot her for that.

A twi nge of sonething, not quite concern, touched her
briefly. He looks tired. This Korendil affair nust be wor-
rying himnore than |I thought. Unless it's sonething el se
t hat he wants—

| suppose | might as well start the gane nyself.

"As nuch as | enjoy seeing you. Father, | nust admt

that tonight isn't the best night for this. Did | tell you that
we' re about to sign the investnment deal ? Twelve million in
paper, tonorrow at noon. My execs are still at the office,
hamrering out the details. And |'m sure they're wonder-
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ing just what was so inportant that their boss had to
di sappear immediately."

To see her father—

Hi s green eyes glinted with hidden anusenent. "I'm
sure they have faith in you, nmy dear. They probably just
think you're closing anot her deal, right now "
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"Am | ?"
Her father smiled. "Perhaps."

You bastard. Ganmes within ganmes, even with your own
daught er.

I know what he sees. His beautiful little girl. A corpo-
rate executive. Half of the Od Blood, half hunman. Not
quite his equal in power, but damm cl ose. Someone he can
mani pul ate and control, and use in his ganes.

But you taught ne not to trust others. Father. To be-
lieve only in nyself, and what | can do, and never |et
anyone past ny guard. So of course as | grew ol der,
realized that included you as well. You never put that
variable in your equation, did you?

Now you think you can snap your fingers and I'll cone
running to help you—

It'll snowin hell first.

The sushi arrived, with two snall ceram c containers of
hot rice wine. Ria and her father were silent as the w ne
was poured, a brief respite in the verbal fencing match.
Parry, riposte. Feint and feint again.

Ri a si pped the steam ng-hot wi ne, then di pped a piece
of octopus sushi in the small bow of soy sauce beside her,
savoring the unusual texture.

And waited for her father to nake the next nove.
Wi ch, of course, he isn't going to do

Per enor sanpl ed another piece of sushi, then m xed

nore green wasanabe horseradish into his soy dipping
bowl. "Try the crab, nmy dear, it's really quite excellent
toni ght."

He's trying to bait me. And, damm him he's succeedi ng.

I don't want to spend all night sitting here, nmaking polite
conversation, trying to figure out what he wants from ne.
Not when |'ve got twelve mil in paperwork sitting back at
the office.
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She heaved an obvi ous sigh, and gave her head a little
shake. "Al'l right. Father. Wy are you so concerned about
Korendi | ? What does it matter if he's free? He's just one
oerson, and he isn't going to awaken the Dreaners, or
desert themto rouse the High Court; he can't do anything
against us. He isn't even one-tenth of the nage that you

The silver-haired nman was silent for a | ong nonent.

There was an indefinable expression in his enmerald-ice
eyes. "Ria, what would you say if | told you that there was
a Bard in Los Angeles? Atrue Bard, with all the abilities
of the ancient Bards?"

"I'd say that you've been drinking too nmuch sake,"” R a
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said flatly. "There are no nore true Bards. Taliesen was
the last one, and he died a thousand years ago." She
pondered that a noment. "Well, perhaps O Carol an. But

he was a drunkard, and he never used his magic."

Her father picked up another piece of sushi, a pale-
orange fantailed shrinp, and gazed at it thoughtfully. "You
shoul dn't di scount what | say so quickly, Arianrhod."

Ria stared in silence at her father
It's true, then.

A Bard, in Los Angeles. A true Bard.
But that's inpossible—

"Al'l right, you've found a Bard." She shrugged. "And
Korendil is free. That still doesn't add up to any danger
that / can see."

"You still don't understand, do you?" Perenor said tersely.
"Korendil is the one who found this Bard, somehow-er

the Bard found him This one has great potential +too

great. | saw that when | encountered him recognized his
power, and touched the boy's mnd. |'ve taken steps to
neutralize him but | want to be rid of Korendil before he
brings any other players into this game. And for that, |
need your help."

Ri a al nost | aughed al oud. Wy, father mne, you' re not
feeling inadequate now, are you? Alittle bit of self-doubt,
here? Is that why you needed ny hel p so nmany years ago,

to trap Korendil in that grove?

You are getting ol der, even for one of the AOd Bl ood—
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you woul dn't happen to be getting weaker, as well? Your
power fading, even as mine grows in strength? Now, that
woul d be an anusi ng t hought —

"I imagine | could help you with this. Father," she
purred. "OfF course, | would like to know what's in this for

me

Perenor's first slammed down on the table, rattling the
sake bottles. The young couple at the table across from
them gl anced up at themin surprise, then carefully | ooked
away.

He | eaned forward, speaking in a | ow whisper. "Don't

play ganes with nme; and don't forget, daughter, exactly
what is at stake here. This is our chance to finally rid
oursel ves of any who might thwart us. To avenge oursel ves
on those who cast nme out, who refused to acknow edge

you. And to gain such power, power as you've never
dreaned of it—

"l have power," Ria said, cutting through his words.
"Power in the humans' world, true, but it's good enough
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for me. | have ny business, and nobney, and control in

this city. Wiy should | help you? What does it matter to

me what happens to any of the A d Blood? They're fading
now, they're no threat to anyone, least of all to ne. | see
no reason to exert nyself, to involve nyself, just because
you want to anuse yourself with another gane."

He | eaned back a little, his eyes glittering, and toyed
wi th anot her piece of sushi. "Even if, with a little 'exer-
tion,' you could win immortality?"

Breath failed her nonentarily. "Wat are you talking

about ?"

Per enor shrugged. "I thought you knew. You . . . inher-
ited . . . certain gifts fromne, R a, but you are half-
human, after all. Eventually, you'll grow old and die."

An unpl easant smile passed briefly across his lips.

"I"'msure," he continued, "that I'Il still be alive to see
it. That, of course, is one of the reasons | suggested that
we purchase the Elizabethan Faire land. | was thinking
primarily of you, ny dear, though, of course, | will gain a
few benefits fromthis as well. Once we have control of the
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nexus, you'll never have to worry about this again. The
power itself will hold tine at bay and keep you young."

He reached out, touching a strand of her pal e bl onde

hair wi th nocking tenderness. "You're so lovely, such a
remarkable child. | truly would hate to see you grow ol d,
see your beauty wither away."

She tasted the bitterness of being outnanuevered. |'m
sure you would. Father. | know |'d feel just the sane way,
if you were the one who was agi ng and dyi ng.

Very well; for now, our goals are the sane. But, when
this is over

She | aughed lightly. "Father, of course I'll help you. I, |
just thought this was part of your fight against the AQd

Bl ood, and that was why you wanted control of the nagic
nexus. To avenge what they did to you, so many years ago.

I never dreaned it was nore than that "

Perenor | eaned back in his chair, a faint and satisfied
hal f-smile flickering across his handsone features. "Well
now you know." He glanced at his watch. "There's tine
enough to deal with this tonight. | know where Korendi
is—this shouldn't take very long."

The silver-haired man tossed several bills onto the ta-
ble, then stood, extending his armto his daughter. "Shal
we?"

"Of course."

But | won't forget this evening. And, once we contro
t he nexus—
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—we'll tal k again of power and prom ses. Father.
o 7 o
Bel uare/ Ch take Care

Korendi |, Knight of Elfhame Sun-Descending, squire of
the Hi gh Court, Magus M nor, and Child of Danann—

Fine titles, but mll any of that aid ne now?

Korendi | sighed, gathered borrowed hope about himlike
his borrowed finery, and stepped out into the crowded
hall of the place called "Diverse Pleasures." Hope was
such a fragile thing—and it rested upon such fragile nor-
tal shoul ders

He watched the young Bard, Eric, follow the |ovely
witch to their places on the stage. Such frighteningly
fragile nortal shoul ders

The Bard hardly | ooked his part. Taliesen—er so

Korendil's elders had told himhad been as skilled with

bl ade and bow as with his harp. Eric was snmall and thin,
with a face that woul d have been sweet, had it not been so
wary. so marked with distrust. A very attractive young man—

But not a warrior, nor anything |ike one. And just now,
a hesitant man, one uncertain about what he had just
agreed to.

A very young man.

Korendi|l knew exactly how he felt. Korendil was a very
young el f; scarcely two hundred years old as the nortals
counted tinme. There was only one younger than he in all

of the H gh or Low Courts of Elfhanme Sun-Descendi ng

and El fhame M sthold, and that was his cousin to the north.
There were too many tines when he was uncertain; too

many tinmes when he felt a fool. Especially of |ate.

109
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But | cannot just give up. 1 cannot allow this to happen- -
He gl anced about at the Dreaming elves, scatter- .1
through the crowd |like so many exotic butterflies. / could
conjure nmy own garnents, he thought absently, wh'ie
counting the nunber of elvenkind who had sonehow gat h-

ered here, and marki ng those who seened by their eyes to

be the least lost in Dreaming. | would not |ook so out of place
in themhere. Then | could give Bard Eric his property
back . . . He recalled the Bard's resentful stare when the

young nman thought that Korendil was not aware of his
gl ances. They take possessions so seriously, these nortal s--

But if |I did that, | should only need them again before
| eft—and besides, | have already altered themto ny own
use. Would that I knew them well enough to conjure
duplicates. | suppose | could try kenning them now, sc

that | could duplicate themlater
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He took stock of hinmself, first, and decided against the

i dea.

A distinctly foolish notion. I amno kind of a nage, not
really. Subdui ng that madman expended enough of ny

magic as it was. | have little power to waste on kenning.

Not if | am going to have any hope of Awakeni ng any of
t he ot hers.

Perhaps the Bard's nmusic will help. That is surely what
drew themall here this evening. Al though he scarcely
seens to believe it hinself.

Korendil smled to hinself, renmenbering Eric's shocked
expressi on when he had first seen the warrior-elf in his

pl ace-of -dwel I i ng. So young, so eager to disbelieve. Wuld
that this Bard was a Taliesen, older and powerful, ready

and willing to do battle with our Eneny. But if Bard Eric
was as skilled as Taliesen, Perenor would have | earned of
his exi stence before this, |earned of himand taken steps to
di spose of him.

No. Better this way. At |east now, | can have hope that

he will quickly | earn what he nmust do to save us. And
perhaps, if we are very careful, Perenor will not be able to
find us.

He noved out of the little space by the hallway and into
the mlling cromd. His goal was a table near one wall, with
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three brilliantly-costunmed el frmaids on tall stools about it,
like three bright tropical birds upon their perches. Two of
the three he knew, both of the High Court: Variel and
Mayanir, sisters; and both—at |east ten years ago—Awake
enough to know what was happening to them

Awake enough to have begun to fear

And that was before the danger to the nexus, he thought
soberly, easing between two chattering groups of nortals
who seenmed as oblivious to the presence of elvenkind as
the elves were to them If there are any that 1 can
Wake—surely it will be Val and Mai

Loud, discordant |aughter nade himw nce as he passed
the bar. H's sensitive hearing was suffering in this place.

I cannot see how the Bard can tolerate it. The nortal s’
worl d seens to have changed so very nmuch in ten years—

but then, that is the way of their world. He sighed. And
the world of El venkin is different as well. | cannot say that
either of them have changed for the better

He politely declined the advances of a very drunk nor-
tal woman, one with too rmuch flesh crammed into too
little clothing. Monments | ater he declined again—with
more grace, and a touch of synpathy—the advances of a
shy and bespectacl ed young nortal man. He was equal |l y
drunk, but Kory could Read in himthat he had so in-
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dul ged out of unhappi hess, and in an attenpt to bol ster
hi s nerve.

These nortals were all so rawmy open. It was hard to
nmove anong them and feel their thoughts and enotions
jostling his mind as their bodies jostled his.

And so few of them were here out of joy. That was the
saddest of all.

The el ves were still, deep pools of silence in this jungle.
Too silent—but a relief fromthe screeching of the nortals.
Unl ess you needed, as Korendil needed, to rouse them

Finally he reached his goal, the three el fmaids poised
beneath an overhead spotlight. In other tinmes they would
have been lit softly by their own nmagic. But that was
before the magi ¢ was choked off by so nuch cold iron

about us. He stood beside the table, patient in .the shadow,
waiting for one of themto notice him
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None of them did.

Their eyes were bright but vacant, like all the others

he'd seen here this night. They sipped at drinks, |istened
with half an ear to the nusic playing, and giggled conver-
sationally to one another, weaving a circle of attention that
cl osed theminside and Kory out.

He decided to violate protocol. "Val— he said, touch-
ing her blue-silk-clad arm sending a little tingle of care-
fully hoarded power fromhinself to her. '"Val =

She blinked, turned very slowy, and |ooked into his
eyes. She blinked again, and licked her lips. "H ," she
said, uncertainly. "H . | know you—don't |?"

"I't's Korendil, Val," he replied with emphasis, trying to
get her to focus on him "Kory, You certainly do know
ne. "

"Ch, yeah," she said, blinking again. "Hi, Kory. You
haven't been around for a while. Have you been away
somewher e?"

He reined in his tenper, and refrained from swearing.

Is this the depth to which we've sunk?

"Perenor and that hal f-Bl ooded daughter of his trapped
me in the nexus grove," he said as forcefully as he coul d.
"It's been ten years, Val."

"Ch, wow," she said, alittle nore interest stirring in
the back of her eyes, focusing a little better on him "Ten
years? Gods. That |ong? Li ke—you were trapped?"
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"Yes," he replied fiercely, fighting with Dream ng for

her attention, spinning out his feeble magic to try and pul
her back to sonmething like the nmaid he had known. " That

long. Val, listen— she started to gaze off past his shoul der
and he touched her armagain to bring her back. "Listen.

This is inportant. The nexus grove is in danger. Someone

is going to destroy it un—=

"Ladi es and Gentlemen," Beth Kentraine's voice called
over the babble of the cromd. "We are Spiral Dance.
W' re back and ready to rock!"

Kory cursed in every | anguage he knew. The nonent

the first note resounded, he lost Val conpletely. She was off
her stool and onto the dance floor; every word, and even

his exi stence, conpletely forgotten
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He tried again, with another elf he recogni zed. El denor,
a warrior of the High Court, who currently sported a
pur pl e nbphawk and a bl ack | eather junpsuit so tight he
nmust have magi cked it on.

El denor was al one, sitting in a two-person booth near

the bandstand; his eyes fastened on the Bard, drinking in
every note the young man pl ayed. Wen Beth began

singing a traditional Celtic tune, and Eric built a founda-
tion for her voice to soar over, Eldenor's eyes began to
take on a gl ow of here-ness. A sense that he was at | east
focusi ng on sonething. Kory slipped into the other side of
t he boot h.

"El denor ?" he said, when the other took no note of his
pr esence.

"Yeah?" The eyes didn't waver fromthe bandstand.
"El denor, don't you renenber nme?"
"Shit no, nman."

Kory cl osed his eyes, asked for patience, and tried again.
"El denor, it's Kory. Korendil. You helped train ne. To be
a warrior. Renmenber?"

The eyes flickered briefly fromthe stage to him return-
ing to the stage. "Ch, yeah. Kory. You went away."

Kory reached out and seized the other by the el bows,
sendi ng power in the kind of shock he'd used to rouse the
Bard this afternoon. "Eldenor, |I didn't go away. | was

i mpri soned. By Perenor and his daughter— The shock
brought only the barest of responses, and Kory lost his
tenper. "Damm you, Eldenor," he cried, shaking the

other. "This is inportant! The power nexus is going to be
destroyed! "

As if to underscore his words, the lights flickered briefly.
Kory sensed that a storm had begun outsi de.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (93 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:00 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

El denor shook is head, and | ooked at Kory, a faint hint
of puzzlement in his expression. "Hey man, chill out," he
said. "Nothing's all that inportant—=

Then Eric began playing a solo, and Kory | ost him
compl etel y.

He tried several nore, but all with the same | ack of
result, and all the power he used to try and shock them
back into an understanding of their peril vani shed wi thout
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a sign of any reaction. They were so drained of nagic that

it just trickled into them wi thout making an inpression

Any glimer of hope began to fade before despair, and

the depression that failure after failure left himw th. How
can this be, that they are so conpletely | ost? Wat has
happened to themin the ten years since | was inprisoned?

The lights flickered again just as the band finished the
Celtic song, and flickered a third tinme as they began a rock
number. And in the noment between those flickers of

light, Kory caught a famliar lift of a head, a high, proud
profile—and his heart raced

Bl essed Danann. He's here. My Prince—

He shoved his way through the crowd, paying scant
heed to those who swore at himor cast angry gl ances
in his wake. He fought to reach the table at the rear
where he'd seen that glinpse of nmjesty—

Only he reached it to find just how ruined the mpjesty
had becone.

Kory could feel sonething dreadfully wong as he forced
his way between packed chairs to the table at the back
where the Prince was sitting al one. He knew that the

wr ongness went deep when he saw the way the Prince was
sitting, slouched down in his chair, with his eyes bl ank,
and his hand wavering a little as he reached for his drink

But when he recogni zed just what it was that Prince
Terenil was drinking he froze in horror. Dark brown,
ef fervescent —

Coca- Col a.

There was a pitcher of the stuff on the table, and it was
three-fourths enpty.

An elf could drink any five nortals under the table. An

elf could shrug off the effects of nobst of the drugs that |eft
mortal s paral yzed or insane. But this—this stuff that nor-
tals inbi bed with such carel ess ease—this was anot her

thi ng al t oget her.

Caf feine. Soft drinks, coffee, tea.
To the O d Blood it was deadly.

It enhanced Dreaning; induced hallucinations. Destroyed
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will, and renoved the elf that indulged in it from any
senbl ance of reality.
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And Prince Terenil, the pride of the H gh Court on this

side of the Hill, was sitting in a nortal nightclub, his eyes
gl azed, his hands shaking, and nost of a pitcher of cola
plainly inside him

Kory was not even certain that he could hear the Bard's
musi ¢, nmuch |l ess Feel his magic as the others so clearly

di d.

He had thought he had seen despair at its worst when

he had first awakened, and heard the tal k of the place-of-
festival. How at the festival's end the place would be

| evel ed, the groves of oaks destroyed—ncl udi ng the one

that anchored the magic nexus to this side of the HIll. He
had t hought that there was nothing that coul d possibly be
wor se—

Until now.

He | ooked at the ruin of his liege and |ord, and wanted
to howl his despair to the four w nds.

I nstead, he sat hinself carefully by Terenil's side, and
used nost of the last of his magic to try to touch the
Prince's nind.

By Danann, | don't know if | can even find it, much |ess
touch it!

He coul d only imgi ne one reason for Terenil falling to
this state. The Prince had given up any hope of Awakeni ng
his people. It nust have happened soon after Kory, his
friend and cl osest advisor, had fallen prey to that traitor
Perenor, and vani shed fromthe ken of the elves. Perhaps
that vani shnent itself had triggered the Prince's fall

"My lord?" he pronpted verbally, holding his despair at
arm s | engt h.

The Prince gave no sign that he had heard.

Bl essed Danann—s there anything left of the warrior
that once held us all in awe? And if he has sunk so
| ow—what hope is there of saving the rest?

"My lord, it is Kory. I've returned to you, ny lord."

The Prince stared at his hand, and slowy raised the
gl ass of sparkling poison to his |ips.

And dr ank.

Kory restrained hinself from slapping the foul stuff out
of his hand, and spoke again, as gently as he coul d.
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"My lord, | have news. | have found a Bard, a hunman
Bard. A true Bard, and one of such power as | have never
seen. He has agreed to be our Chanmpion, ny lord. He has

said he will help me Awaken the Dreamers and save our
magi c. "

Still no sign that Terenil even knew he was not al one.
"My lord, | did not |eave you willingly. The traitor

Perenor inprisoned me in the Gove, after his daughter
had lured me there and struck me down with trickery.
This Bard that | have found-he | oosed the spells of |ock
and ward, and woke ne out of ny spell of slunber. He
freed ne from Perenor's power, and he is untutored! Just
think, nmy lord, when | have taught himto use his Gft—=

Tereni|l made no response, none at all

If Kory had been al one, he would have put his head
down on the table and wept.

J still may, he thought, swallowi ng hard. Only let nme be
by nyself-—and | shall weep and not be ashaned. Ch ny
lord, ny beloved | ord—

"W have a chance, ny lord. Wth the help of this
Bard, we have at |east a chance."

He stood, as Terenil continued to stare at his hand, the
one holding the glass. Blinking slowy, but show ng no
other sign that he was still conscious.

/ cannot stay here, and still renain sane, he whispered
to hinself. Perhaps | should go and wait for the Bard to
conmpl ete his work—

He began to make his way back across the room when
he felt eyes upon him Eyes with power behind them
wat chi ng himwi th scarcel y-conceal ed venom and cont enpt .

He stopped, as the lights flickered once again; stopped
and turned, scanning the roomwth all his senses, |ooking
for the one who radiated such power and nenace.

The eneny obligingly displayed hinself, noving from

the shadows to the edge of the dance floor. The |ight fel
clearly on him flickering blues and greens illuninating his
mal i ci ous snile.

Kory's despair was quickly forgotten in a wash of sone-
thing far nore personal

Fear .
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 117

Just as there was no m staking the Prince, no matter
how | ow he had sunk, there was no nmistaking this face.
Carefully arranged silver hair, hooded, brilliantly green
eyes, hi gh cheekbones—and power coiled w thin, power

that showed Kory's magics to be the amateur efforts that
they were.
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Per enor .

Exiled traitor from El fhame Sun-Descendi ng. Show ng

hi nsel f arrogantly to the young elf who had been his pris-
oner for so many years, and now was the only functiona
Chanpion in the nortals' world.

The suprenely powerful, saturnine elf had avoi ded

el venki nd since his bani shnent. Perenor hadn't even gone
after Kory hinself; he had sent his daughter, Arianrhod, to
lure himinto his hands.

But here he was—and there could only be one reason
that he showed hinself so plainly.

He knew t hat Kory had escaped from his inprisonnent.
And he was hunting for him

Kory stood silent, staring at Perenor, unable to | ook
awnay.

And he knows |'mhere. He's searching for ne. He
knows that | escaped, he knows about the Bard, and he's
here, searching for both of us—

As he stared at Perenor, the older elfs eyes continued
to scan across the crowd, until they rested upon the object
of their hunt.

Perenor smiled at Kory.

«. Good evening, Korendil. Wiat a pleasant surprise to
find you here.

Kory froze; and found a single phrase echoing frantically
around in his head, a phrase borrowed from nortal s—

Oh shit—

Eric stood silently on the stage, the flute held lightly in
his hands, listening to Beth Kentraine's warm rich voice,

singing the lyrics to an old Gaelic song. To his annoyance,
the lights flickered again, briefly plunging the Dive into
darkness, cutting off a half-second of the nusic as the PA
system bl i nked of f and on agai n.
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Great. The thunderstorm nust be playing games with

the electrical grid. |I sure hope we don't have a bl ackout
inthis club. That's all we need—ten nillion drunken
idiots trying to run for the doors. And who knows how
many drunken el ves doi ng whatever it is drunken elves

do in the dark.

The dancers on the floor didn't even seemto .notice.

Hell, don't worry about it, Eric. Wrry about the solo
com ng up next verse instead. Bethie's already given ne
The Look.

This is the next-to-last song. Thank Cod. Just a little
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more, then we'll be done for the night, | can crash—

—go hone, drink a few, and think about all of this.
About Korendil. An elf, for Chrissake, asking me to save
hi s peopl e.

I"mstill not certain whether | really believe all of this or
not. Maybe |I'Il just wake up tonorrow norning, and all of
this will have been a dream.

Yeah, right. Not bloody likely.

Eric lifted the flute to his lips, a quick breath before the
phrase. It's a beautiful song, needs sonme nice ornanenta-
tion. 1'll just play with it, see where it takes me . . . He
cl osed his eyes and began to play.

The notes were pure and clear, a delicate line slowy

growi ng stronger, like a kite tugging at the string, trying
to break free. Alittle nore, holding that high C for just an
instant |onger, then letting go, falling away, fading. Good.
Now Beth is taking the vocal |ine agai n—

He opened his eyes, blinking at the sudden brightness

of the stage lights. / like that song. W' ve been doing a | ot
of the old trad tunes tonight, nmore than Spiral Dance
usual Iy does. Last gig, we only did two slow ballads, the
rest was hard rock. Tonight, it's alnost half and half.

Very strange.

He | ooked out over the audience, seeing the colorfu
costunmes past the glare, the dancers noving in swirling,
regal patterns amd the colored lights. No, not strange at
all, not for tonight. The whol e evening has been like this,
mysterious and—and magical. Well, | guess that when

hal f your audi ence is non- human—
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—strange things are bound to happen.

| wonder where Korendil is? | can't see himout there in
t he crowd.

Thi nking of the elf made himflush slightly, unconfort-
ably. Maybe | shoul d apol ogize to him 1've been a rea
bastard to everybody, these last few days. And | took a | ot

of that out on him Sure, | thought he was a nut case, but
still, | could have been nore polite about it. O course, he
did steal nmy clothes and he did knock ne into a wall, hut
still —

Then he heard it. A soft whisper, a strange female
voi ce, |ow and breathy, barely audible.
:Bard. Look at ne.:

Eric i mediately glanced up at Beth, singing with her
eyes closed, intent upon the |last verse of the song. Bethie?
No, she's not even | ooking my way. Mist have been sone-
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body el se—
A faint whisper, lightly pulling at him like—+tike a kite
on a string—
:Look at me, look at me .

He | ooked out at the crowd, too far away for a | ow
whi sper to carry that distance. Wat in the hell? Wo said

t hat ?

God, no. I'mstarting to go crazy agai h—
Then he saw her, at the edge of the stage. Watching him

Ch ny.

Red sil k. Tailored, expensive, and very tight around the
right curves. Blond hair, slightly curly, perfectly framng
that face, those vivid blue eyes.

What is soneone |ike her doing at The Dive? She | ooks

like a fashion nodel, the kind of |ady you see in Westwood
or Beverly Hills, escorted by sonme handsone guy wearing

a five-hundred-dollar suit. Not the kind of |ady you see
alone in a sleazy nightclub in Van Nuys!

She's beautiful. Very beautiful
And she's staring right at ne.
Ch ny Cod.

Eric forced hinmself to | ook away, trying to rememnber
what song he was supposed to be playing. Oh yeah, the
Gaelic song. Right. Shit, where are we? Last verse?
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He saw Beth | ooking at him puzzled. Then her eyes
moved past him to the wonman standing in the shadows.

Beth' s eyes narrowed.

The song ended, just as Eric renenbered what key it
was in, and was about to start playing again. He stopped
hinsel f, just in tine.

Terrific. What's happened to ny brain? {. think it's turned
to guacanol e. Thank God, we've only got one nore song

in the show. | don't think | could deal with anything el se
toni ght.

A nmoment of appl ause, then Jimstarted the intro for

the last song, a subtle, light pattern on the rimof the
snare drum Beth joined in a noment |ater: rough, re-
soundi ng chords on the Fender. Then Allie on synth, a
qui ck run, leading into the nmelody. Eric smled at the
intensity of the nusic, fierce and demandi ng, buil ding
with each monent. Damm, but | like this one.

Then Beth's voice, breaking through, taking over
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"Starlight and shadow, end to begin,

Bal anci ng, changing, losing to wn.

Make the choice, take the chance,

Reach for dreans and nore

And in that noment you will know

The spiral dance won't ever let you go!"

First solo was Allie on synth, starting quiet, then letting
it ripinto ajazz run, her fingers noving alnost too fast to
see over the DX7's keyboard. The audi ence roared as Jim

took the next solo, pounding on the drums like a wild

man, his hair flying, looking like it was glowing in the
glare of the stage lights.

He's wrapping it, about to hand it to ne—ow

Eric hit a high Db arasping trill, wailing descant down

the scale. A nonent later, he heard Beth echoing the

flute Iine on the Fender, follow ng himdown. He smled

to hinself, starting a fast jazz break, which she caught and
hel d. Then they went into a counterpoint, the electric
guitar and flute fighting each other, each striving to hit
harder, higher, then finally blending on the | ast note,
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har moni zi ng, matchi ng each other perfectly. Eric tossed
ina final trill, unresolved, a ringing defiant cry.
The |l ast note faded into silence.

The lights suddenly cut out, |eaving themstanding in
shadow. A nonent |ater, the screanms and cheers of the
audi ence began reverberating around them

Now t hat was a nice bit of work .

The lights cane back up. From across the stage, Beth
grinned at Eric, then |eaned closer to the mke. "Thank
you, and good night."

The stage lights faded down again, to be replaced by the
normal club lights. Eric wi ped the sweat off his forehead,
gl ancing back to see Beth hugging Allie and Jim then
starting to help them di sassenbl e the stage gear

Aterrific gig. | should play with Bethie and the Spirallers
more often. This was a fun night. Definitely weird, defi-
nitely wired, but fun

Eric | ooked out at the crowded club, the enptying
dance fl oor.

I wonder where Korendil is? | thought he'd be here,
waiting for us at the end of the gig.

Ch, what the hell. I"'mtoo tired to deal with all of that
"Save the Universe" stuff tonight, anyhow. M ght as well
pack it up and head honme. Maybe | can hitch a ride with
Bet hi e—

A soft murmur, insinuating into his thoughts.
:Yes. You are the one.

Eric | ooked around in surprise. Say what?
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Shit. I'mhearing voices again. Dammit, | had nyself
convinced that I'mnot crazy. This isn't fair.

:No. It isn't. Look at ne.:

Slowy, he turned to the side of the stage, to the bl onde
worman t hat he sonehow knew was still standing there.

He dazedly shook his head. Who is she? | wonder if-—f
she—she | ooks |i ke she mght want to neet ne. Talk to
me. Maybe—rmybe she does .

Eri c wal ked several steps towards her, then hesitated.
I"minmagining things again. This time, instead of an elf, it's
a beautiful blonde, making eyes at ne from across the

stage. Reality check, Eric. You are not her type.
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But her eyes—blue eyes—+t's like she's calling, to me—
He took another step, and another, noving towards the

bl onde woman, unable to | ook away fromthat electric blue
gaze.

Bl ue eyes—reaching out to ne—drawing ne to her—
Sonet hing was wong. Eric tried to renmenber what it
was. Sonething about being on the bus, |ooking out the
wi ndow, and-sonet hi ng—trying to renenber—this has
happened before. Hasn't it? |I—ean't renmenber—

Then the woman smiled, and held out her hand to him
. Look at ne. Bard. Look at ne, and dream.

Eric stepped off the stage, his eyes never |eaving hers
for a monent. He took her hand in his, and touched her
fingertips to his lips. He was not certain if it was his
thought, or hers, that echoed through his mnd, |ow and
seducti ve, beckoni ng.

:Yes—you are the one—

Kory gl anced around the shadowed alley, the rain m st-
ing down on the dark asphalt, turning everything before
himto gray.

I nmust lead the traitor away fromhere, away fromthe
Bard. If he realizes that Eric is here—+f he realizes that
Tereni |l »s here—

Eri c undefended, Terenil conpletely lost in Dreamn ng.
Bl essed Danann, how did everything go so wong so quickly?

The all ey was dark, even to elven eyes, but prom sed a
path to safe retreat.

If I can lead himoff, then lose him | can conme back to
this club and spirit the Bard away to safety.

He could feel the traitor behind him the nmenace, the
carefully control |l ed anger—and above all, the power.

How is it that he has such power when the rest have
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been magi c-starved into Dreani ng? How—

Oh. Fool. He was High Court, and not tied to the

groves. And he has his daughter. She nmust be keeping him
very . . . prosperous. | wonder if she even realizes that
he's using her—dsing all of us—

Anger surged in him and lent speed to his feet. The
heavy rain flattened his hair into his eyes, and soaked him
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to the skin in a few nonments. He ignored the clamy,
clinging fabric, ignored the chill.

I have fought in worse circunstances. | have fled in far
Wor se.

He stumbl ed agai nst somet hing he hadn't seen in the
darkness, and went to his hands and knees. He picked
hi nsel f up i medi ately, but the power that was Perenor
behi nd hi m had gai ned a few precious yards.

If he catches ne, that will leave Eric open to him He
uses the nortals, that was the whol e centerpiece of his
defiance of Terenil; uses them and discards them He

woul d take Eric and twist himturn himinto sonething
foul and shadowed, as evil as hinself-—

Gods. Not the Bard. Anything but that.

The icy rain slashed at him and he stumnbl ed again on
the slippery pavenment. Then a flash of |ightning from
above showed himthe end of the alley.

The end of the alley.
A dead end. At too literally, a dead end.

The passage ended in enornous | oadi ng-dock doors set

into the otherw se blank wall of a two-storied building. To
Kory's right, another blank wall. To his left, a building
with some few wi ndows set too high above the street to
reach fromthe ground, and a few feet of tall privacy fence

If 1 had a mnute, | could clinb that fence, vanish into
the maze of this city.

| don't have that m nute.

Kory whirled, just as he heard the slow, deliberate
footsteps behind him putting his back against the wall of
t he buil di ng.

Perenor had brought his own light with him It illum nated
himsoftly, and Kory saw that he hadn't so nmuch as a single
drop of rain marring the careful arrangenent of his hair

or the expensive gray suit. He was naking it quite clear
that he had power to spare. Power to waste, if he chose

He extended a finger, and lit Kory in nmerciless detail as
well. Kory was all too clearly aware of how he | ooked: hair
straggling in soaked, tangled strands dripping into his face
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and down his back, clothing plastered to his body. He
drew hinsel f up proudly, anyway—

124 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon
Pride is all 1 have left.

"Well, it is young Korendil, after all," Perenor said, his
voi ce subtly nocking. "You used to have better manners,
youngling. Aren't you going to offer ne a civil greeting?”

He is going to kill ne—and destroy everything with ne.

Unl ess | can keep hi moccupi ed | ong enough for Eric to
finish the show and | eave—and when he | eaves', the others
will follow Perhaps. But "perhaps" is all | have

I nmust give Perenor sonmething to anmuse him to del ay
hi m | ong enough for Eric to escape.

"We did not have a civil parting, Lord Perenor," he
replied as coldly, and di spassionately, as he coul d.

He may kill me now, but | won't let himtake Eric and
the others as well.

Perenor shook his head. "Ten years asleep, and no
wi sdom learned in all that tine. Korendil, you disappoint
me. "

I am not going to answer that—except with this—

He used the last of his power to Call his sword. In an
instant, the shimering weapon was in his hand, ready for
battl e.

Perenor |aughed. "Korendil, that is exceptionally foolish
even for you—=

And the el f-nmage extended his hand agai n—and the

sword vani shed in a shower of sparks from Kory's hands,

| eaving himstaring stupidly at the air where it had been
Then Kory noved, drawing |ight and power fromthe air,
condensing it into a weapon and hurling it at the traitor

The ol der elf easily warded off the attack with a single
gesture, a snap of his fingers. The mmgi ¢ dissipated harm
| essly, leaving Kory and Perenor in the glimer of witch-
light, staring at each other

Perenor's smle faded, and his face darkened, a nonent
of calmbefore the fury.

Kory swallowed. | think that maybe | don't anuse him
any nore .

L] 8 L]
Smash t he W ndows
"Enough of this, Korendil."

Perenor's voice was icy. Wen he spoke again, it was
not aloud, but in the silent speech of the el venkin. :Korendu,
don't be too much of a fool. You know you cannot fi ght
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me. Gve up now, and I will nake this painless and quick.

Kory flung his response at the traitor's mnd, ringing
and defiant. :Never! May you rot in the humans hell first,
betrayer of our peopl e—

Perenor shook his head in nock-sadness. : As you w sh.

You know, Korendil, you would have been wi ser to stay in
the Grove, lost in your dreans.; He raised his hand slowy,
his green eyes incandescent with resonati ng power.

Kory edged along the wall, know ng there was no es-

cape, but unable to sinply stand notionless like a frozen
rabbit waiting for the strike that would kill him H's foot
slipped on the wet asphalt, and he fell backwards over a
garbage can, landing on his knees in the spilling refuse.
The Iid of the can clattered loudly in the silence.

No/1 cannot die on the ground like an animal! |Is there
nothing that 1 can use as a weapon, enough tinme to—

Kory sensed the burst of magic an instant before the
blinding light and heat surged towards him

Ch Gods, NO

He groped for anything to shield hinself, anything, and
recoiled at the touch of Cold Iron. Then, disregarding
the soul -scorching pain that |anced through his hands,

125
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he grabbed the netal object and desperately hurled it
t owar ds Perenor.

A silent explosion .

as the trash can |id shattered into a mllion shards of
light, inpacting with the force of Perenor's nmgic.

Kory blinked, then | ooked up to see Perenor warding

his eyes with his hand, trying to see past the glittering
snowfall of nulticolored |ight-specks. Oh, thank Danann,
I"'mstill alwe-~for at |east another ten seconds—

He scranbled to his feet and picked up an abandoned

pi ece of wood, not as long as his elven sword, or as

bal anced, but enbedded with several short, bl ood-col ored
spi kes on one end. By the icy twi nge through his trenbling
hands, he knew that the pointed metal prongs were iron,
possibly the only thing that Perenor mght fear.

1 will not be easy prey for you, Perenor.: Wth a

weapon in his grip, he felt the warrior's fury rising within
himas he cast the challenge at the elf-lord. :Cone and
fight me, if you dare.

Perenor sniled, as if approvingly, and conjured his own

bl ade, the bright elf-nmetal reflecting the Iightning ripping
t hrough the skies above. :I am pleased, Korendil. At |east
you u>ill give me a bit of sport before you die
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Wt hout warning, he struck at Kory, the sword arcing
down towards him

Kory rolled under the edge of the blade, sonersaulting
up onto his feet. | can't let himtouch this stick—that
sword will cut through it instantly, and then I'l|l be un-
armed agai n—

He countered, slashing at Perenor's face with the filthy
board. The el f-nage dodged back, and Kory kicked the
fallen trash can into his opponent's path. Perenor tripped,
falling hard on the wet ground.

Now—whi |l e | have a chance—

Kory ducked in close, bringing the spi ked wood down
sharply. But Perenor reacted instantly, his sword noving
up to bl ock.

The bl ade sliced through the wooden board |ike paper,
then the stroke continued, across Kory's exposed | eg—
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Kory's scream echoed in the silent alley as he stunbl ed
back, hal f-blinded by the pain. Oh gods—eh gods—he

felt the slick hardness of the wall against his back, the
war m wet ness coursing down his leg. He tried to fight off
the di zzi ness and overwhel ming pain, but it was all he
could do to stay on his feet.

He shook his wet hair out of his eyes, frantically tried to
make them focus on where his foe had been. Perenor was
lying on the ground, the elven sword beside him

He's not noving. Please, Danann, |let himbe dead! If
one of those pieces of Cold Iron—

Then Kory saw his eneny stand up and reach for the

killing sword on the ground next to him Perenor |inped
slightly as he shifted towards Kory, and he was no | onger
i mracul at e.

At least | did that nmuch .

Perenor's clothing was filthy and he was dripping wet.
H s face was a mask of fury as he turned towards Korendil.

Kory tried to nuster anything, a last burst of magic,
anything; but all he could do was stand there, fear coiling
in his gut, watching his death approaching, one slow step
after anot her.

Perenor smled, and raised the sword for the fatal bl ow.
: No! Kor endU—
Fire, green and gold, blossoned around them

Kory shi el ded his eyes against the blinding brilliance.
When he coul d see again, Perenor was spraw ed on the
pavenment again, but this tine he was | ooking up with
sudden uncertainty and fear visible—for a brief nonment—n
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his eyes.

Kory foll owed Perenor's gaze to the far end of the all ey,
where another figure stood, vibrant green light still flick-
ering around his hands.

"Leave the boy al one, Perenor."

The newconer stepped out of the shadows, the witch-
light reflecting off his golden hair and pal e features.

Prince Terenil.

Awakened, alert, ready for battle—

—by all the Cods, it's him

The Prince sniled at Perenor, who was staring at himin
128 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Guon

stunned surprise. "I'mthe one you want—+ight? The one
who naned you outcast, who bani shed you fromthe Elfhane
and the High Court." He drew the bl ade sheathed at his
side. "Now is your chance to avenge yourself. Fight nme."

He's Awake, he was only pretending to be |lost to Dream
ing, and now he's going to fight Perenor! He lured Perenor
into this, he nmust have!

Perenor nodded slowly, painfully picking hinmself up off

the gravel. Kory watched silently as the two elven |ords
moved to face each other across the dimy-lit alley, swords
at ready.

Anot her wave of dizzi ness washed over him He gl anced
down, and saw the blood dripping fromthe long gash in
his thigh. He quickly ripped away part of his shirt and
bound it tightly around the wound, clenching his teeth
agai nst the throbbing pain.

When he | ooked up again, Perenor and the Prince were
circling each other, each waiting for an opening, a chance
to Strike.

Even Perenor is no match for the Prince. He never was,
which is why he fled into exile rather than face himthe
last tine they net. Another minute, and Terenil will fi-
nally defeat the Traitor—

Then fear and dread tightened a fist around Kory's
heart .

The Prince's hands were shaki ng.
No—

As he watched, Perenor feinted lightly, and the Prince
responded clunsily, leaving his own side wi de open to a
killing thrust.

Oh no—nho—

But Perenor did not take the opening, only smled and

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (106 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:00 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt
feinted again.
Thi s—+t can't be happening! My lord, ny |iege—

He's—he's falling to pieces. And Perenor s playing with
him GCh Cods—he's going to kill the Prince!

In that instant, Terenil slipped on the wet pavenent,
and Perenor |unged, swinging the flat of his blade agai nst
the Prince's head.

Prince Terenil coll apsed, crunpling on the ground;
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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Perenor | acked the Prince's fallen sword away from him
As Kory choked on a sob, Perenor reached down and took
Terenil by the hair, and forcibly turned his forner liege
over onto his back.

The Prince stared bl ankly upwards, unseeing, his body
shaki ng uncontrol | ably, convul sivel y—

—+i ke a man caught in the throes of drug wi thdrawal
Tears joined the rain on Kory's face.

Perenor set the edge of his sword against the Prince's
throat. "Wat an anusing evening," he renmarked conver-
sationally. "lI've wanted to kill you for sone tine, Terenil
but | never thought it would be this easy."

:NO

The weak burst of magic that hit Perenor was scarcely
more than a flicker of light, but the elf-1ord | ooked up
nevert hel ess.

At Kory, standing against the wall, his hands trenbling.
:No. You can't kill him | won't let you.

"Real | y?" Perenor smled hunorlessly. The renegade el f
rai sed his sword, pointing the weapon at Kory. "And do
you really think you can stop me?" H s eyes narrowed,
bright with eldritch power.

He's going to—
Ch SHI T!

Kory dived for the fence as the wall expl oded outward

in the spot where he had stood; haul ed hinself over the
top, and tunbl ed down again on the opposite side. He
gasped in pain, feeling sonmething snap inside his chest as
he | anded hard on the ground.

Just run—keep runni ng—

The backyard of soneone's house, shadows of trees, a
| ow hedge. Kory vaulted over the bushes and out onto the
darkened street, the pain blinding himto anything but the
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need to run, keep goi ng—

Sweat was stinging in the small cuts on his face and
hands, where he had fallen and hurt hinself before and
not realized it, and he could barely breathe against the
stabbing pain in his chest.

Sonet hing's broken inside—a rib—an't catch ny breath!
Just . . . keep runni ng—
130 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

At the comer, he glanced back once, and saw Perenor
cl ose behind him running at a light, steady pace.

If I can keep himafter ne, naybe the Prince mll be
able to get away. If | can keep running

Ch CGods, it hurts!

Anot her alley, the glimrer of streetlights, far ahead.
can't lose himby running, he'll just track ne down with
his magic. And | won't be able to run rmuch | onger

He'll chase nme until | fall, and then he'll kill nme. And
he' Il go back and finish off Prince Terenil, and then he'l
find Eric, and—

—o! | won't let himwn!

Cold Iron. That would block his nmagic. He wouldn't be
able to find ne, but he'd waste a lot of tine trying.
Per haps even enough tine for the Prince and Eric to get
away.

A glinpse of novenent on the street ahead, a |l arge

vehicle that Kory could snell even at this distance. He
doubl ed his speed, running desperately, and gathered the
last of his strength, channelled it inward, reaching inside,
changi ng—

A small silvery cat, running painfully on three |egs,
suddenly | eaped up at the passing garbage truck, |anding
in the back among the reeking trash.

The searing touch of Cold Iron, burning through his
fur, his skin—

Ch Gods! | can't—the pain!

He clenched his teeth on the feline screamtrying to
escape frombis throat. This is far better than what Perenor
intends to do to me—

The silver-haired cat shrank away fromthe side of the
truck, and found a |l arge plastic bag anong the refuse.
Moaning faintly, the cat collapsed upon the plastic, barely
novi ng.

But it watched with large, frightened green eyes as
Lord Perenor stood al one on the comer, staring in silent
fury at the enpty street before him
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Thi s sure has been one helluva night. Beth Kentraine
flipped down the clasps of the Fender's case, then |ugged
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it toward the open back door to the club, and the waiting
Jeep beyond. Allie and Jimwere already standing in the
rain next to Jim s pickup, quickly loading the |ast of the
trap set into the back

"Beth, we're heading out," Allie said, seeing her wal k-

ing across the wet asphalt towards them The keyboardi st

| ooked intently into Beth's eyes. "Are you—are you goi ng

to be all right, Beth? Bo said you told the police you didn't
want to press charges agai nst that guy."

"No, | don't." Beth managed to keep her voice |evel

' They booked hi mon public drunkenness and fel ony

possessi on"—God, the man was carrying a virtual phar-
maceuti cal business around in his jacket pockets—And |
really don't want to get involved in a court case. He didn't
hurt ne, Allie. Really, he didn't."

Just scared the living daylights out of ne, that's all. And
he woul d have done a | ot nore, except Kory canme to the
rescue.

Kory—+'ve never nmet anyone |ike himbefore. Never
seen anyone who could do what he did, fighting off that
bast ar d.

And he's gone. He |left without even saying good-bye

Is it just bad luck, or do | always fall for the flakes? The
Eri ¢ Banyons and Korys of this world, the guys that

vani sh at the first possible opportunity. Leaving ne stand-
ing out inthe rain, literally.

And Eric—

It's hard to believe what Kory said. Eric Born/on, a
Bard? Sure, he's a terrific nusician, but Eric's so feckless,

such a ... atwit. He can't even bal ance his own check-
book. How in the hell is he supposed to save the L. A
el ves?

And, speaki ng of Banyon .

"Allie, are you and Jimgiving Eric alift hone? It's
al most mdnight, and | think he's mssed the | ast bus
across Van Nuys."

Al lie shook her head. "I haven't talked to Eric since we
finished the gig. | think he's back inside the club."

Figures. He's probably expecting nme to renenber that
132 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Cuon

he's stranded. "All right, 1'Il check on him And I'll see
both of you at practice on Wdnesday, okay?"
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Jimgrinned. "You bet. This was a wild gig tonight,
hey?"

"Yeah." And stranger than you know, m friend.

Bet h wal ked back inside the building, shaking the icy
droplets of rain fromher short hair. Rain in May. Terrific.
If this doesn't dry out in the next couple days, the Faire is
going to look like a nmud-westling conpetition. Not to
mention the fact that I'mgoing to have a helluva tine
getting hone tonight if | don't |eave soon .

She wal ked into the break room and picked up Eric's

gig bag, still lying on one of the packing crates. A nonent
| ater, she found his flute, abandoned on one of the stage
speakers.

What in the hell? Eric never |leaves this flute alone for a
m nute, never. Wat's going on here?

She put the flute in the gig bag, slinging it over her

shoul der, and | ooked out at the shadowy, snoky club

Most of the crowd had left soon after the band finished

their show, but a few were still on the floor, dancing to the
beat of the canned nusic.

Banyon shoul dn't be too hard to spot in all of this. He's
probably soaking up a last free beer, knowing him | stil
can't believe he left his flute onstage. She noved al ong the
edge of the stage, scanning the crowd.

Then she saw him standing on the far side of the room
tal king with someone, a wonman she didn't recognize

Wio in the hell is that |ady? And what is Banyon doi ng
with her?

Beth stared at the vision of blonde, tail ored perfection,

| aughi ng at something Eric apparently had just said, her
hand resting on his with obvious famliarity. And Beth felt
a peculiar enmption rising within her. He's naking time with
M ss America, that's what he's doing.

Jesus C. Frog, |I'mnot getting jealous of Eric Banyon,
am ?

No, not of him O her, nmaybe. She |ooks |ike every-
thing I could never be—beautiful, rich, poised, and el e-
gant. | probably shouldn't even bother to ask himabout a
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lift hone. She | ooks like she'd be nore than willing to take
hi m anywher e.

No. | should ask, just in case. Maybe he's trapped in a
conversation with this woman, waiting for someone to bai
hi m out. Expecting me to show up any mnute to rescue
hi m

Yeah, right. Sure he is, Kentraine. And you're Princess
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Di .
Well, 1 should ask him anyhow .

She wal ked around the dance floor, sidestepped the
gyrating bodies of the two nohawked dancers, wove a

pat h around several others nmerrily rolling across the fl oor
As she noved cl oser, she realized that the wonan was

even nore beautiful than Beth had originally thought.

Lady, you sure know how to nmake every woman in the
roomfeel real insignificant, don't you?

Even her voice is lovely, Beth realized, now cl ose enough
to hear the blonde's low contralto

And to see the way her fingers were tracing little pat-
terns on Eric's hand.

| can't be jealous. That's Eric Banyon, Eric "I'ma twit"
Banyon. It's not like there's anything between us, nore
than just friendshi p—

—so0 why do | want to kill the bitch?

Bet h wal ked uncertainly towards the pair, and stopped a
few feet away. Neither Eric nor the blonde woman noticed
her. What in the hell, am| invisible or sonething?

"—No, |'ve never been to the Elizabethan Faire, FEric,
but | think that's really a narvel ous i dea—

"Hey, Eric," Beth said unconfortably.

Eric glanced at her. For a stunned nonent, Beth thought
he didn't recognize her. Then he snmiled. "Ch, Beth, hi.
t hought you'd left already."

"I wanted to nmake sure you have a ride home first."
Sonething is really strange here. He's not quite | ooking at
me, or her, or anything. If | didn't know better, |'d say
he's had too much to drink. But Eric's not like this when
he' s drunk—he never gets this strange, distant look in his
eyes—
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He gets silly, that's what he gets. O he gets norose

And he can't be stoned, either, or he'd be snoring at her
feet, or panting at themlike a cocker spaniel in heat. You
can set your watch by the fifteen mnutes it takes Eric
Banyan to pass out after he gets stoned.

There's definitely something weird going on in the three
brain cells residing underneath all that hair.

"Thanks, Beth, but I'Il just catch the bus."

Beth's voice tightened with annoyance. "Eric, the |ast
bus went by half an hour ago!" You fool, don't you ever
| ook at your watch?

No. That's not it. There's sonething el se going on here.
I don't know what it is, but . . . something about this |ady
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is making the back of ny neck prickle. That predatory
little smle, the greedy way she's |l ooking at Eric. Sone-
thing is very wong—

"Ch, | didn't realize it was that late." Eric said after a
monent, and sniled vaguely at her. "I guess we should

go, then." He turned to the wonan beside him "I —uh,
I"'mleaving now. It's really been nice talking to you

R a—

The vi xen gave hima warm seductive |look. "I've en-
joyed talking with you as well, Eric. If you'd like, 1=
Her lips curved invitingly. "I could give you a lift
horme ..."

Li ke hell you will, |ady!

The bl onde | ooked up suddenly, as though she had
heard Beth's thoughts. Her eyes met Beth's, intense and
cal cul ati ng.

Where did Eric find this wench, anyhow? Cod, but he
| ooks wasted. Too many drugs, Banyon. |'d better get you
out of here.

Beth took Eric's hand firmy, and was startled at the
chill of his flesh, the way his hand seened nervel ess
agai nst hers. "Cone on, Banyon, we're |eaving."

Do you really want to fight me for him little sister?

Beth blinked, not certain if she'd heard the wonan
speak, or had just imagined the words. No, she didn't say
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it 1 didn't see her lips noving at all. She didn't say
anyt hi ng.

Then—who dw

I didn't take any drugs!
"Banyon?"

Eric had a remarkably stupid | ook on his face, one that
Bet h recogni zed fromtoo many eveni ngs of seeing him
passed out drunk at Fairesite.

Banyon, what in the hell have you been drinking? Stenp?

Well, you can sleep it off. Assunming we don't get caught
on the road. Wodley Park is probably already fl ooded
fromthis storm—

"Ni ce neeting you," Beth called over her shoul der,
starting to walk away with Eric in tow

A delicate hand descended on her shoulder. Beth felt
the elegantly | acquered fingernails digging in, even through
the thickness of her |eather jacket.

"I think you've interrupted a private conversation," the
bl onde said softly, her contralto voice rich with barely
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conceal ed nenace

"No, | think that Eric and | are |eaving now," Beth
retorted, with just a hint of steel in her voice. Get your
mtts off me or you' re going to |l ose them Blondie.

"Are you?" the bitch snmiled, her fingers tightening on
Beth's shoul der. "And what mekes you think that he wants
to go with you?"

Beth glanced at Eric, who was staring off into space,
conpl etely oblivious to everything and anythi ng goi ng on
around him Banyon, what is wong with you? And why in
the hell am | defending your virtue?

No. | know why I'mdoing this | know what this "I ady"

is, | can read her loud and clear. Man-eater. She wants to
take the Banyon-boy under her w ng, anuse herself for a
while, suck himdry, then spit himout again. And | augh as
he falls apart.

I won't let her do that to him He may be a rea
schrmuck sometines, but he's ny friend.

"Because |I"'mhis friend," Beth said, surprised at the
way Bl ondie was gazing intently at her. Like she's trying to
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bum a hol e though me with those eyes. If she stared at me
any harder, she'd probably go cross-eyed. "Besides, he
thinks I'mcute.”

"Does he? So, tell ne, dear, just how do you get that
particul ar kind of hacked-of f-with-a-knife |ook with your
hair? 1've never seen anything like it before, even at ny
coiffeur's in Beverly Hlls. I"msure Eric finds it very
attractive."

Why, you bitch!

"Try hacking your hair off with a knife," Beth retorted.
"And, you know, | really do |ike your remarkable col or

of blonde, while we're on the subject on hair styles. Do
you use Clorox to get that effect, or just hair coloring?
It's really you."

The woman's eyes darkened. "My dear, you're treading
on very dangerous ground."

"So are you, lady." Beth smiled, show ng teeth.

The wonman shrugged. "Be that as it may, | do think
Eric enjoys nmy conpany nore than yours. Don't you,
Eric?" She favored the flute player with a winning snile.

"Uh, yeah, sure," Eric said dazedly, staring at the flick-
ering colored |ights of the dance fl oor

What in the hell is going on here? Beth gave the bitch a
stiletto glare. "Listen, Blondie, we're leaving, and I'm
taki ng Banyon here with ne. | won't |let you take advan-
tage of ny friend, who's obviously too drunk off his ass to
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fend for hinself. You' ve struck out, so why don't you go
find some other happy hunting ground? Like, in another
county?" She bared her teeth again. "Muybe you'd find
sonebody nore your type on Holl ywood Boul evard. O

do you prefer to work in Santa Monica?"

For a monent, Beth thought that Bl ondie was about to

haul off and swing at her. Just try it, and you won't know
what hit you, lady. 1'd | ove an excuse to knock you flat on
your derriere.

Then the woman's eyes narrowed.

.*No. Not that. I'mgoing to do sonething very, very
speci al instead—sonething you'll never forget, you little
bitch—
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And she smled, her eyes locking with Beth's.

Bl ue eyes—cy blue, so cold, so ... nurderous. As if
she's trying to reach out somehow—+trying to do sonet hi ng—

Beth felt a chill run down the back of her neck, a
war ni ng tingle. Those eyes, so cruel, reachi ng—

She gave herself a nmental shake, and glared right back

Well. | hope the silly bitch gets a migraine, staring at
me that way.

Bet h broke eye contact first, shrugged, and saw a visible
ripple of surprise run through the other wonan.

What the hell? Did she expect me to run away scream
ing just because she gave nme a dirty | ook? Honey, |'ve had
nastier | ooks fromny | andl ady.

"Come on, Banyon, we're leaving. It's been a |long
ni ght, and you need to get sone sl eep before heading off
to work tomorrow, right?"

"Work?" he repeated dully, looking fromher to the
ot her woman.

"Yeah, your day job, renenber?" She glanced at the
bitch, still staring at her in shock. "Buenos nachos, Bl ondi e.
| hope you enjoyed the show "

The wonman's astoni shed expression faded into somne-
thing else: a thoughtful specul ative gaze. Then her eyes
wi dened, | ooking at somet hing "beyond Bet h.

Beth turned to | ook, and stopped short.

There was a nman standing on the other side of the dance
floor, a silver-haired man wearing an expensive, stylish
busi ness suit.

Well, it had been an expensive suit. Now the trousers

and jacket were stained and torn, dark with nud. Bl ood
trickled froma small cut on his cheek, mixing with the

wat er dripping fromhis hair, plastered against his face and
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ears.
Hi s pointed ears.

Equal | y unm st akabl e was the burning fury in his green
eyes, seething as he stared at Beth and Eric. Especially as
hi s gaze rested upon Eric Banyon

Green eyes, like Kory's. He's an elf, one of them—

No, that look in his eyes, such hatred and fury—'ve
never seen anything |ike that before. He's not |ike Kory,

138 Mer cedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

not |ike the dancers, there's something about himthat just
feels wong. 1 don't know what it is, but—

—Jesus H Christ, | think I"'min trouble—

The bl onde started and crossed the dance floor, hurry-
ing towards the bedraggl ed silver-haired nman. "Father!
What happened to you? Are you all right?"

Her dad? That figures. They definitely look |ike two of a
kind. Like a couple of exotic snakes.

She turned to Eric standi ng opennout hed next to her,
and punched himlightly on the arm "C non, Banyon, |'m
taki ng you hone."

He | ooked at her as though seeing her for the first tine.
When he spoke, his voice sounded distinctly puzzl ed.
"Bethie? | thought—=

"That's the problemw th you, Eric. You don't think
Look, | want to get hone before dawn. Let's go."

"Yeah." He shook his head. "I just—+ just feel funny—

Terrific. Wth my luck, he's going to end the eveni ng by
throwi ng up all over the inside of ny jeep. Wonderful

Wiy in the hell do | bother with him anyhow?

Because—because he's ny friend. And it was hard enough
wat ching that bitch Maureen tear himapart, |et alone
standi ng by whil e sonmebody el se repeats the performance.
I wi sh Banyon had compn sense. Or better taste in
wonen.

Though | have to admt that on | ooks al one, Blondie
really is a class act—

"Cnon, Eric, let's go." She gave hima push in the
direction of the door, then glanced back at the two across
the room And froze

They were watching her. And Eric.

I've never seen such hatred in anyone's eyes before,
such venonous hatred. And nenace, like all they want to
do is see our blood | eaking out all over the floor.
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Sudden fear crawl ed up Beth's back

He's an elf. | don't know what she is, but she's obviously
with him

Maybe they do want to see our blood all over the
floor

Kory told us about his enenies. No, his Eneny—an
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exiled elven lord, by the name of Perenor. An older elf,
sil ver-hai red.

Silver-haired

Like this guy, staring at ne fromacross the room Wo
| ooks like he wants to vivisect ne and Banyon

Ch shit.

What —what ifBl ondie wasn't just trying to |ure Banyon
into her bed? What if she was trying for sonething el se?

And—
And where in the hell is Kory? 1 haven't seen him

si nce—
Everything clicked in her nmnd at once.
Oh holy shit!

Bet h grabbed Eric's hand and pulled himbodily towards

the front exit. She | ooked back over her shoul der, and saw
the two start across the dance floor. Heading towards her,
towards them striding purposefully through the |ast of the
Monday- ni ght crowd.

Beth signaled frantically at Bo, who was standing at the
bar, talking with the barkeep, and pointed at the pair
com ng up behind them Bo raised an eyebrow curiously,
but nodded and said something quietly to the bartender
who stepped out from behind the counter, w ping his
hands on a cloth.

At the front door of the club, she took a nonment to

gl ance back. Bo, with the barkeep right behind him had
stopped the bitch and her dad and was speaking with

them the words lost in the noise of the blaring Top Forty

dance nusi c.
Thank you. Bo. You'll keep 'embusy for a few ninutes,

at | east

She shoved Eric out the door, steering himaround the
conmer to the jeep, parked in the side alley.

"Bet hi e?" Eric | ooked at her, very bew ldered, the rain
dri ppi ng down hi s too-handsone face.
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"Just shut up and get in the car, Banyon |I" She pushed

hi m headfirst into the jeep, tossed his gig bag in after him
sl ammred the door shut, and dashed to the other side of

the vehicle. Christ, this can't be happening to ne.

No. It's real. That guy is after Eric, .nmaybe after ne,
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and he's definitely after Kory-who has vani shed. | have a
real bad feeling about this—

She turned the key in the ignition, and the Jeep's en-
gine runbled into life. Thank Cod, the Beast is actually
running this week. | want out of here, right now

Soneone stepped out fromthe edge of the building,
sil houetted by the jeep's glaring headlights.

Oh shit, it's himn

Beth slammed the jeep into gear and shoved the ener-
gency brake off Baby Beast, don't fail ne now

And a blinding flash of light hit her right in the eyes.

The worl d vani shed into white, imges searing into her
retinas, inpossible colors and shapes. Beside her, she
heard Eric Banyon noan softly, incoherently. Sonething
about Dmnor . . . Wat in the hell, Banyon?

She cursed and rubbed at her tearing, aching eyes with
one hand. Can't see, can't drive—&od, | can't believe this
i s happening to ne!

Then she heard the quiet footsteps on the gravel, nov-
ing towards the parked jeep

Christ! I amnot staying around to see if he can do
somet hi ng besi des fireworks

She hit the gas, unable to see, but praying. Ch Lady,
take pity on us. Watever happens, |I'mnot going to stop
Either we're going to get away, or Eric and | will be
splattered all over Burbank Boul evard, but |'m not going
to stop. Gods, get us out of this—

She tightened her grip on the steering wheel, expecting
to feel the bone-crushing inpact at any nonent—

A split-second later, her vision cleared. Beth glinpsed a
gray-suited figure diving to the side of the alley, barely
managi ng to get out of the way of the accel erating vehicle,
just as the jeep bounced off the edge of the sidewal k and
onto the street.

Hah! Al nost, but not quite, you bastard!

A red sports car screanmed to a stop only inches from

her, and Beth yanked the wheel hard, the jeep spinning
wildly in a half circle across the wide street. Then she had
control of the vehicle again, and floored the gas pedal
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She gl anced at her passenger, white-faced and shaking
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in the seat next to her. Hs fingers, clenched tightly to the
dashboard, |ooked |ike they would need to be pried off

with a crowbar.
The Nobl e Bard gul ped audi bly as Beth took another

turn at a reckless speed, putting all the distance she could
bet ween them and the Dive.

And the Elf-lord that tried to kill us.

Bet h | aughed, and Eric | ooked at her |ike she was crazy.
Maybe | am But, by the Cods, we're alive!

e« 9 o

The Pl easures of Hope

"—and | still don't understand why you were talking to
her in the first place. Anyone, even someone as dense as
you are, Banyon, could have figured out that bitch was
pure troubl e—=

Bi tch?

Eric blinked, |ooking around his apartnment in bew | der-
nent .

Beth | ocked the door behind them then tossed himthe
key. He caught it unthinkingly and replaced it in his pocket.

How did we get honme? It seens |ike five seconds ago,
was standi ng onstage at the Dive—

Bet h peeled off her dripping jacket and hung it in the
closet next to the front door. "—and of course, |'mthe
one who has to bail you out. Jesus, Banyon, don't you ever
think before you get into these situations?"

Bail ne out? What is she tal ki ng about?

"I'"ve never been in such a shitty situation in all ny life,
and it's all your fault. Wat was that bitch's name, anyhow?"

Eric realized that Beth was |ooking at him apparently
expecting an answer. "Uh, who?" he asked uncertainly.

"The bitch. You know, the ravishing blonde. The one
who cornered you after the show " She glared at him
"The man-eater, Banyon. \Wat was her nanme?"

Eri c shook his head. "I don't know who you're talking
about . "

Wiy do | feel so—wet? He glanced down at hinself,
and did a doubl e-take, startl ed.
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Hi s boots were conpl etely soaked, his jeans wet to the
knees.

When he | ooked back at Beth, she was sitting on the

floor, pulling off her boots and socks, then dropping them
in a danp pile on the carpet. He averted his eyes as her
pants qui ckly foll owed.

Bet h stood up, rubbing her hands together. "Christ, |
think I froze ny patooties off. Can | borrow sone sweats
for the night, Eric? A blanket would be great, too. |
expect that couch gets rather cold at night."

For the night?
VWhat in the hell is going on here?

"Uh, yeah, sure," Eric said, nore than a little confused.
"There's a stack of clothing in the bedroom on the dresser
Hel p yoursel f."

As Beth vanished into his bedroom Eric |ooked down at

his drenched cl othes, then around at the faniliar apart-
ment. Slowy, nethodically, he hung his Faire cloak on the
hook on the back of the door to dry.

VWhat in hell happened to me? What happened to my

m nd? |'ve never blanked out like this before, no matter
what drugs |'d been doing. The worst |'ve ever done was
fall asleep in the niddl e of the bagpi pe practice.

He sat down, prying off his boots and socks. After a
monent's consideration, he peeled off the wet jeans as
well. Beth energed fromthe bedroom wearing a blue

pair of sweatpants and a worn Faire shirt that were both
several sizes too large for her.

"Hey, Banyon, | thought you mi ght want these." She

tossed an arnfiil of dry clothing to him He caught it—
jeans and shirt—and pulled the pants on, fastening them
qui ckl y.

"Thanks, Bethie." Eric picked up the wet clothing, drap-
ing it over the kitchen chairs.

How the hell did we get soaked? Were have we been?

A few feet away, Beth sprawl ed out on the |iving room

couch, closing her eyes wearily. "I'mglad we managed to
get here. For a while there, | wasn't certain if we could
get down Hayvenhurst Street. | still can't believe how fast

the streets over here flood during a storm A foot of water
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in less than an hour. Christ." She opened one eye to | ook
at him and snmiled tiredly. "Thanks for the offer of
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crashspace, Eric—+'d never have nmade it back to Tarzana."

"You're welcone,” he said. | really don't renenber

inviting her to stay over. Not that | don't want Beth here,
it's just | don't remenber inviting her. And—

And | don't renenber how we got hone, either

He sat down in one of the arnthairs, trying to think

kay, we finished the show | was standing on stage,

and then—
—and then, here we are, in ny apartnent. In Van

Nuys.

Hal f an hour's drive fromthe Dive.
And | don't even renenber wal king out of the club
What was | drinking tonight?

CGod, just thinking about this is naking nmy head ache—

"So, what was her name, Banyon?" Beth asked again.

He | ooked up in surprise. "Wose name?"

"Don't tell me you' ve forgotten her already?" Beth's

eyes were intent upon him "The Bl onde Bonmbshell. The

one who was crawing all over you after the show. Christ, I
t hought she was going to devour you without ketchup,

right there on the dance floor."

"Bethie," Eric said slowy. "I don't know if you're going
to believe this, but |I don't renenber a damm thing about

any bl onde worman. "

No, | do remenber sonethi ng—bl ue eyes, icy blue,
smling at ne. A voice. A voice in ny head. "Dream of me,

Bard . . ."
Who did those eyes belong to? The sanme person as the

voi ce?
And why can't | renmenber what happened tonight?
This is definitely too weird for words

Beth was staring at him sober and very thoughtful
"What do you renmenber, Eric?"

He thought about it for a nonent. "I renenber playing

the gig," he said carefully. "That bastard that attacked you
during the break, and then talking with you and Korendil.
And—you buying into Korendil's little war. Me too. Then

we pl ayed the second half of the show, did the |ast song,
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and—and that's it. | don't even renenber unl ocking the

apart nment door just now Honestly, | don't. Bethie,

think I just lost an hour of ny life. And—and | know |

didn't drink anything, not even during the break. Well

one Scotch, before the gig. That's all. | didn't do anything,
uh . . . recreational. And |'m not drunk now. Just . . ,
very, very confused."
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Beth spoke quietly. "You know, this is starting to make
sense, if those two were working fromsome kind of a plan.
First, they do sonething to get Kory out of the way.

don't know what, but he di sappears. Then they cone after
you, nmessing with your mind, trying to get you to | eave
with La Chic Bitch. Then, when | interfere and they think
we're going to escape, they try to kill us both—=

"Somebody tried to kill us?" Eric's voice squeaked on the
word. "Holy shit, Beth, what happened tonight?"

She ignored his words, apparently lost in thought. "O,
at least, | think they were trying to kill us. Probably they
were after you. | suspect | was just an afterthought.”

"Ch, that's terrific. That's just wonderful! Christ, Beth,
what have we gotten oursel ves involved in?"

Beth didn't answer for a long nmoment. "1 don't know,
Eric. Wien Kory told us about this whole thing, how he
needs us to help save the elves, | never thought—4 never

t hought somebody would try to kill me.

She sighed. "Eric, | guess you don't remenber this, not

if that woman was screwing magically with your m nd, but
this elven guy—+ think it was the Lord Perenor that Kory
told us about—-he did sonmething, and |'mpretty certain it
was magic. He threw light at ne; blinded nme, and | nearly
crashed the Jeep." She was shrinking in on herself wth

each word. "It was . . . real scary, Eric. Scarier even than
when nom and dad and | were grabbed by accident by

the Greek cops."”

Wiy, she's trenbling. Oh, Bethie—

He noved closer to her, gently taking her hand. "Lis-

ten, you must have done sonething right. | mean, we're
alive, aren't we? You got us out of there alive and in one
pi ece." He grinned weakly. "You know, that's pretty im
pressive, cone to think of it. I wish I could renmenber it.
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She smled tremul ously, but it faded. "And |'m al so rea
worri ed about Kory. He never cane back after the show—*.

"Hey, | wouldn't worry too nuch about Korendil," Eric

said, giving Beth's hand a reassuring little squeeze. "He
seens |ike a pretty tough guy. Hell, he took care of that
drunken idiot that came on to you, and knocked ne al

over the roomthis afternoon, too. | think he can take care

of himself all right."
Beth snuggled closer to him "I know. It's just |I've—

I'"ve never had anybody try to kill nme with nmagic before.
When it was happening, | didn't have tine to think about
it, or be scared, | just reacted—but now, thinking about

it, | feel kinda . . . spooked."
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"Hey, it's okay." He smiled. "I'd probably be scared
shitless, if | could remenber what happened."”

"Yeah." She rested her head agai nst his shoulder. "Eric—
you're not going to back out on Kory, are you? | know, we
didn't expect anybody to try to kill us, but he's counting

on you to help him"
"No. | gave ny word that | would help him

And | will. | know that now Watever s going to hap-
pen, I won't walk away fromhim Especially after this.

Beth smiled up at him "Have | ever told you you're one
hel | uva guy, Eric Banyon?"

"No, not that | can recall —

"Well, you are. And—and | might as well tell you the
truth now. You should know this. I'ma practicing wtch,
Eric."

He | ooked at her in disbelief. "You' re practicing to be a
wi tch?"
"No, | ama witch, silly. Al of us in Spiral dance are.

That's part of why we're together in the band-we're
trying to conmbine our music with magic, reach out to
peopl e, make a difference. Miusic gets to a helluva | ot

nore people than rhetoric.™

Bethie? A witch. Makes sense, actually. And explains a

| ot of stuff about her. Well, it explains the things she
never woul d explain, or talk about. The other witches |'ve
met, like that group out at the Texas Faire, there were a

| ot of subjects they just wouldn't talk about, either. "Well
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if you know witchcraft, Bethie, couldn't you have just
done sonet hing back to Perenor when he attacked us?"

"I wish | could ve. But witchcraft doesn't work that way.
It's a—oh, shit, it's a pattern, a way you start thinking.

Li ke Zen or sonething." She crossed her eyes, and waved

her hands languidly. "Like, man, you go with the flow=*

When he | aughed she continued, a "little nobre seriously.
"I't's not fireworks and special effects. |'ve never seen
anything |i ke what that guy did to us before tonight. | can't
do that kind of stuff-and, to be honest, |I don't know
exactly what he did. But |I sure don't ever want to be on

the receiving end of that ever again."

"I hate to say it," Eric said, shifting slightly to put his
arm around Beth's shoul ders, "but if we continue hel ping
Korendil, and try to save the L. A elves, we're probably
gonna see a lot nore of that kind of fireworks."
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"Yeah, don't remnd nme, |'ve already thought about it."

Bet h si ghed, |eaning back. "AIl | can say about it is, well,
that Perenor guy may be real flashy with the magic, but

I"d like to see how he'd feel about getting bonked by a

good ol d-fashi oned baseball bat. 'Cause that's what 1'd |ike
to do to him next tine | see him"

"Yeah, me too." Eric smled, his fingers toying with

Beth's punk tail, a single long curl of dark hair. "Though I
wi sh | could renmenber that blonde woman. | nean, she

sounds |ike she was real interesting—

Beth swatted at him "She nust've been. | practically
had to drag you away from her."

"Hey, | wasn't the one nmaking eyes at Korendil earlier
in the evening— Eric waited for Beth to |augh, then he
saw the way she was | ooking away and biting her lip
pensively. "You really like him don't you?" he asked
qui etly, obscurely disturbed.

"He's . . . really something. |'ve never met anyone like
himbefore. It's not just that he's cute—which he is, he's
one of the handsonest nen |'ve ever seen—but there's

also an intensity to him and such openness, honesty—*

He swal |l owed, trying to sound nore easygoi ng about
this. "Yeah, | understand that. He's a really special guy—
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tall blond, and with pointed ears. Wo could resist hinf
Especially the ears!”

Did that come out as bitter as | think it did?

"Eric— She pressed her fingertips to his lips, trying to
get himto shut up, but he shook his head and conti nued.

"Beth, you know |'d rather see you get involved with
someone who's nore your type—ike, a human bei ng—

but if you really want Korendil, that's fine." He took a
deep breath. "Really, it is. Besides, | hate to be tied down
anyway, right? | hope you'll be happy. | know | won't

stand in the way. In fact, you'll probably never see
me—mnunph\ "

Eric had to shut up then, because Beth was ki ssing him

A very serious kind of kiss that nearly knocked himoff the
couch, both from i nbal ance and the surprise of having a
doubl e arnful of Beth Kentraine in his arns.

"Uh, Bethie— he nanaged, when she pulled away
| ong enough for himto catch his breath. "I didn't invite you

over for this. | mean, | don't want you to think that |I—=

She only sniled and ki ssed hi magain. "Methinks the
gentl eman doth protest too nuch," she said teasingly, run-
ning her fingers through his danp and still-tangled hair.

"It's just—mmf," he said eloquently, as Beth kissed
the coners of his mouth, working her way over to his
right ear.
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He sighed, then gave up any pretense of resistance as

her deft fingers began undoing the buttons of his shirt. GCh
wel |, when have | ever been able to deter Beth Kentraine
from what ever she wanted to do?

Not that |'m objecting too nuch to this.
Not that |'m objecting at al

He carefully unfastened the |aces of her Faire shirt.
Then he nmoved his hands lightly over her skin, pausing
lingeringly at the ticklish spot over her ribs.

Beth, resting her cheek against his shoulder, toying with
his shirt buttons, suddenly stiffened in shock, realizing where
hi s hands had stopped. "Eric Banyon, you woul dn't—=

"AAAAAR! There's no nercy for you, wench!" he grow ed
in his best bad pirate imtation, and began tickling her
unmerci ful ly.
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She | aughed, twisting and trying to get away fromhiir
"Eric, no, don't—tet nme go—ack!" Beth tried to pull free
but he wouldn't let her go, holding her closely in his arns
tickling and kissing her until he couldn't keep from I augh-
ing either.

The laughter faded to silence, and a cal mexpectation

that Eric had never felt before. It's as '"if | knew we'd reach
this point, someday. Like |I've known that all along, since the
day | net Beth. It's just—+ never realized it until now

Beth's dark eyes met his. She was smiling gently. Hc
wondered i f perhaps she was thinking simlar thoughts

Her eyes are so serious, and . . . sonehow open, defensel ess
That's how | feel—-as if there aren't any facades or masks
between us, no nore lies or half-truths. Just Eric and
Beth .

She | eaned forward to kiss him a light kiss, barel)
brushing his |lips, but sonehow that nmade the kiss nore
intense, nore intimte and passionate, than anything be-
fore. It's like that kiss is a prom se—a pl edge—

Eric called upon the last bit of rational thought left to
him wapped his arms around Beth and lifted her up. She
| aughed softly as he carried her to the bedroom and
carefully closed the door behind them

"Mrmm Bet h?" Eric reached out, gently touching her
bare shoul der. "Beth, you awake?"

"Umf," she nuttered, turning slightly in his arns.
No, guess not.

He sat up slowy, |ooking around the shadowed bedroom
Pal e sunlight filtered through the blinds, and he could hear
the begi nnings of rush hour traffic on the street bel ow.
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Beside him Beth Kentraine was still asleep, curled up
against himw th one armoutflung across the sheets.

She's so lovely when she's asleep. That little smile on her
lips, as if she's dream ng of sonething w cked. She's beau-
tiful when she's awake, too. Wen she's happy or sad,

frightened or spitting like an angry kitten . . . she's still
beautiful. 1 think I could fall in love with her, given half a
chance. | wonder if she knows that? And | wonder if she

feel s the same way about ne .
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Eric noved closer to Beth, wanting to kiss her, then
shook his head. No, she had one helluva day yesterday,

bet ween that scum who attacked her during the break,

and Perenor coming after us later. | should let her sleep

He smiled to hinself, thinking about last night. | could
set very used to this, real easy. Playing street by day,
Faire on the weekends, evening gigs with Spiral Dance, and

nights with Bethie—

Except she said she doesn't want to get involved with
me, when we were talking at Faire. She doesn't want
anyt hi ng seri ous.

Vel |, maybe after last night, she'll change her nind.

It's just—+ feel that she's a part of ny life, now Wth
everything that's happened to us, | think that if she said,
"Well, it's been fun, Eric, see ya around sonetine," |'d
just want to die. I've never felt that | needed soneone so
much before

He sighed, and snmoothed Beth's short mane with his

fingers.
I need Bethie. | can't just let her wal k away from re.

can't—

He stopped in nmidthought, hearing sonething fromthe
l'iving room

What was that?

Eric listened, at first hearing nothing but the distant
traffic noises. Then he heard it again, a faint, |ow scratch-
i ng noise, coning fromthe front room

VWhat in the hell could that be? G ant mutated Angel eno
m ce?

He stood up quietly, trying not to awaken Beth, and
reached for a pair of jeans, folded on the dresser. Eric
padded out to the living room and |ooked around, trying
to pinpoint the source of the sound.

Then he saw the small cat crouched upon the w dow
| edge, peering at himthrough the dirty glass. The cat's
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pale silvery fur was stained with blood, it's green eyes
shadowed with pain.

Oh, you poor thing. Wat could have happened to you?
You |l ook like you were hit by a Mack truck—

Eri c opened the window, and the cat half-fell into the
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room crawling a few feet before it collapsed on the carpet,
shivering and panti ng.

1"l wake Beth up, then call the vet. There's one on
Sherman Way, we can take this little guy over there right
now.

The cat | ooked up at himwith large, pain-filled eyes,
and t hen—

And t hen—

Bl ur of chords, sounded on an out-of-tune organ by a
nmusi ci an pushed so far past exhaustion that he no | onger
heard what he was doing, no |onger cared, no |onger
really knew—

Eric blinked.
There had been a nutil ated toncat on the fl oor.
Not now.

He stared, not able to really understand what he was

seeing. It had been a cat. Now it was Korendil, lying at his
feet.
Korendil, looking very different fromthe confident war-

rior who had rescued Beth from her attacker, or the elo-
quent speaker who had tried to persuade Eric that his
story about L.A elves was no trick. Even different from
the shy, diffident creature who, in the end, had pl eaded
with Eric to help his people.

This was a Kory who had been through a neat-grinder

He lay in a twi sted, bleeding heap on the carpet of the
bedroom and panted, like the toncat had panted; and his
green eyes were glazed with pain. Not surprising, since
his | eg was slashed fromcrotch to knee, at least an inch
deep. He was bruised and burned, and cut in a dozen

pl aces, and he shook |ike an aspen | eaf.

"Holy shit. Korendil?" Eric's voice sounded incredibly
loud in the sudden silence.

At Eric's words, Kory raised his head. He | ooked up

bl ankly, then focused on Eric. "Bl essed Danann— he
gasped in a horse whisper, his expression warring between
relief and pain. "You're safe"

As if he hadn't dared hope for that.

"Ch ny God!"
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Eric gl anced back to see Beth standing in the bedroom
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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doorway, wearing nothing but a startled and horrified
expression. "Christ! What happened to hinP"

"Perenor— Kory's words were barely audible. "He

knew that Eric awakened me—knew that we were at the
pl ace-of -nusic. | had to draw himaway fromyou, from
both of you, he was going to kill you—

He started to rise—tried to—and cried out in agony.

Both of themreached toward himinvoluntarily. Kory stared
at them his eyes wildly dilated with pain, his hand out-
stretched, like a drowning man reaching for a lifeline.

"Hel p me— he whi spered, with what sounded |ike his
| ast breath.

Eric and Beth touched his hand at the sane nonent.
Musi c.

Br oken nusic. Misic wounded; nusic dying.
Eri c shuddered as the room faded fromaround him to
be replaced by sonething else, an aching pain, a silent

scream of agony, and nusic—

Once, in his first year atJuilliard, one of Eric's teachers
had descri bed Johann Sebasti an Bach's works as "buil ding

cathedrals with nel ody."

This was a cathedral that had been shattered by an
eart hquake, or the ravages of a bonb. The soaring arches—
cracked. The upreachi ng vaul ts—erunbling. The flying

buttresses—falling.
D ssonance. Broken chords. Savaged counterpoint. Mre

of it fading with every nonent.
More of it trailing off into nothing, into dissolution.

Dyi ng.
No!
He reached out, reached in, plunged into the mdst of it,

and began trying to hold it together sonmehow He saw,
then, how the nusic was trying to repair itself; how the
threads of nelody reached for the broken lines, trying to
patch theminto sonme kind of a whol e again.

But | can do that—

He eased hinmself into the consort; gave the fading nusic
a strong foundation to rest on, solid chords, the way he
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pl ayed a foundation for Bethie's voice to soar—
He heard her singing at that nonent, wordl essly, but
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out si de the whol e. She was | endi ng her support to the
music, but fromoutside. It would be nuch better if she
coul d weave herself into the nelody fromwthin—

He reached out without really thinking about it, and
caught her up and brought her in. There was a gasp of
surprise that m ght have been his own, then she was with
them singing strongly, confidently.

Three of them now, three songs that were part of a

greater whole. The two songs that were hinmself and Beth

moved to bracket the wounded one, lending it power,

keeping it fromfading, fromfaltering, filling in the places
it couldn't—quite—+each.

It was like . . . like doing a gig, with one nmenber
havi ng an abysnmally bad day. Picking up for him filling
in for him supporting him

The third song, gathered strength fromthem began to
join with them--l oser—stronger—

Li ke playing a gig? No, not anynore. This was like the
Pachel bel Canon, with three voices interweaving, braiding
in and out of each other, taking joy from one other and
giving it back again, until Eric could no longer tell where
hi s song ended and the ot hers began.

Until they were one song—

And suddenly the music took fire, and now it was Bach
again, in the Toscanini transcriptions—o, Beethoven, the
Ninth, all the counterpoints fusing into the one harnony
—Ao, Dvorak, Mannheim Steanroller, Mhler, C annad,
Rachmani oj f - —

Emer son, Lake and Pal ner. Tchai kovsky. Vangeli s.

Prokofiev. Kitaro. Everything and everyone and none of
themat all. It was Eric setting the nelody, and the others
following with variations of their own. He couldn't tel
where it was going, only it was glorious beyond anything
he' d ever heard before—

—pure, untainted, unall oyed song—a nel odic joy that
raised himto a height he'd never dreaned of -—

And then threw himback into reality.
Ch ny God, what was that?

Eric shook his head slowy. He blinked, seeing nothing
but pi nwheels and bl obs of light, |ike he'd seen staring
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into spotlights too long. His eyes couldn't focus, and he
couldn't seemto catch his breath, either

"Holy shit,"” he said, after a | ong nonment of silence.

"What the hell was that all about?"
"I'm. . ¢ not sure," he heard Beth say faintly, from

besi de him
He blinked again, and finally some of the Iight-show

effects cleared away. Thank God. | can't deal with that
when I"'mtripping on a liquid dose—+ sure as hell can't
deal with it when | haven't even had a cup of coffee yet.

Eric heard the faint sound of something breathing rag-
gedly, and | ooked down. Kory was |ying beside him
sprawl ed on the floor, his eyes closed and his face gray
wi th exhaustion. He still |ooked Ilike he'd been through a
maj or war, and cone out the |oser.

There was a dark, scarlet stain under his |eg, soaking
into the cheap puce carpet.

The | andl ady' s gonna |l ove that. So nmuch for ny cl ean-
i ng deposit

God, how can | think about sonething |like that when
Kory's bleeding to death in front of me?

Get your brain together, Eric. First, a bandage, sone-
thing to turniquet that wound—

Beth reacted first. She snatched at an old T-shirt, lying
on the floor, went for Kory's | eg—and stopped short,
| ooking at the slash in the elfs jeans in disbelief.

The I ong, hideous slash in his |leg was closed. Stil
nasty-1 ooki ng, but closed as neatly as if it had been su-
tured and healing for about a week.

A week, not a few m nutes.

But | saw that wound. He was bleeding like a stuck pig, his
I eg cut hal fway open. Sonething like that just can't vanish

Eric stared at Kory's |eg.

It's inpossible.

Finally he | ooked up, and Beth's eyes nmet his across the
sprawl ed body of the elf.

"Eric— she whispered in tones of awe. "Eric—we

heal ed him"

"Excuse nme," he said, hearing his own voi ce shaking,
"but he doesn't |ook heal ed, he | ooks |Iike hell =
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"I't doesn't happen all at once, idiot," she retorted,
al ready sounding nore |like herself, with a touch of good-
nat ured annoyance in her voice.

" But —

"Look at his leg, Banyon! Look at all that bl ood—and
tell ne that we didn't heal him"

He | ooked at the bl ood soaking into the tacky carpeting
and felt hinself pale. He swall owed.

"Look," he tenporized, "let's just get him patched up
and in bed, okay?"

Beth gave hima sharp | ook. "Wat, don't you like the
i dea that you coul d have heal ed sonebody, Eric?"

The curious tone of her voice nmade the words cone out
that he had been thinki ng—rot words he'd have spoken
under ot her conditions.

"Yeah," he said slowy. "That's the problem Maybe
like it too much."

Bet h caught his thoughtful gaze, and nodded. "Yeah. |
know what you nean." She bent down, and carefully got a
grip on Kory's shoulders. "You get his feet. W'd better
get himinto the bedroom™

Eric sat gingerly on the edge of the bed, |ooking down
at Korendil.

The elf. My elf. The one who practically got hinself
killed, saving ny worthless hide.

Way woul d anybody do sonething like that for ne?

Kory seened to be peacefully asleep. There were dark
bl ue srmudges under his eyes, bruises and cuts still visible
on face and neck. He was so pale, he | ooked transparent.

My Cod, this is real. He got trashed bigtine. He can get
hurt. He can die

Kory's golden curls spilled over his pillow and hal f over

his face. He tossed his head and nmurnured sonething in

that |iquid | anguage of his. Eric reached forward and stroked
his forehead, automatically trying to sooth himback into

pl easant er dreans—

And froze, fingers still tangled in Kory's silky mane.
What am 1 doi ng?

Bef ore he could pull away, Kory opened his eyes, and
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Eric felt as if he was trapped in that enerald gaze. He
onl v shook hinmself free when Kory touched his hand.
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" Bar d?"
"Just seeing if you were all right,’

Eric replied. I'm

trying to be nice to a friend, that's what 1'mdoing. A
friend who damm near got hinself killed to protect ne.
That's all. "Korendil, please don't keep calling nme 'Bard.
It doesn't seemright." Deliberately, he finished the no-
tion he'd begun, snoothing Kory's hair out of his eyes.

CGod, Kory has great hair. 1 know chicks that would kil
for a head of hair |ike that.

"Wul d you call me 'Kory,' as you do in your thoughts?"
The elf smiled hesitantly. "My friends call ne that."

Eric snmiled back. "Sure, if it nakes you happy. |'d

rat her be your friend, anyway, than have you treat ne |ike
some jerk up on a pedestal." / would, too, he thought,
resting his hand on Kory's shoul der. Jesus H This guy

al nrost died to keep nme safe. What did | ever do to deserve

t hat ?

Eric patted the shoul der awkwardly. "You just get sone
rest, Kory. You aren't in any shape to rescue a cockroach

in distress right now "

"And what will you be doing?" Kory's eyes followed him
as he got up and noved toward the door.

"Well, Beth thinks she's got a way to keep the bad guys
fromsniffing you out, so she's gonna do her thing when

she gets back with her stuff. Then we're gonna go talk to a
friend of hers who mi ght know sonething. W' re kind of

short on information. It seens that the Bad Guys know
everyt hing about us, and we don't know jack about them"

Kory sighed, shifted a little, and tried to suppress a
wi nce of pain. Eric sawit in his eyes anyway, and noved

back beside him

"Are you sure you're gonna be okay?" He reached
toward Kory's shoul der again. "You want one of us to stay

with you?"

The elf lifted his owmn hand with a visible effort, and took
Eric's. "No. | shall be well enough. Truly, Eric, | wll.
VWhat | need now is to sleep. But—thank you. Thank you

for everything."
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For what? "Hey, you tried to keep those guys from
killing me last night, and now you're thanking ne?"

"You saved ny life this norning," Kory replied sinply.
"Wt hout being bound to do so, by anything but your
word to hel p save ny people. Yes—=
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Eric shivered, caught in the grip of enotions he didn'f

recogni ze and didn't understand. He's right, | guess. It's
just, well, | couldn't let himlie there and bleed to death. |
couldn't.

It's funny, though—the way he's | ooking at me right

now, it's nore than a little enbarrassing. Like |I'mevery-
thing in the world to him God, if he was a girl, 1'd warr
to kiss him—

Hell, 1'd do nore than just kiss him |'d—eh Cod—why
am | thinking these things? About a guy?

—yes, Eric. | do thank you."

Kory let his hand go, and the noment passed. Eric
hesitated, then brushed Kory's hair out of his eyes again
"Ckay, guy." he said, gently. "Your thank-you is ac-
cepted. And I'mthanking you, too, for trying to save ny
ass last night. Now, just get sone sleep, okay? You |eave
the fighting to us for a while."

Kory smled, and closed his eyes. Eric patted his shoul -
der once nore, and retreated fromthe bedroom before
sonet hing el se he didn't understand coul d happen to him

He sat down on the living roomcouch, his head in hi-,
hands.

I don't understand this at all. Wat's going on in ny
head? Why am | feeling this way about hinf He's an el f,
for Chrissakes, not even a hunman bei ng!

Cod, | think I need a drink.

O several .

O maybe I'Il just finish the whole bottle—
e 10

Fi ghting for Strangers

"Three parts coffee, two teaspoons sugar, one part
Bushmlls ..."

Eri c neasured out the whiskey, then threw another
splash of it in the nmug for good neasure.

After everything that's happened in the | ast twenty-four
hours, | definitely need a little Irish Breakfast—

"Isn't it alittle early in the norning for that?"

Eric | ooked up at Beth, standing in the kitchen door-
way. He shrugged. "Not all that early, by nv standards.”

"Met hi nks you drink too nmuch, Banyon," Beth said,
settling a grocery bag down on the counter. She gave him
a thoughtful, neasuring |ook; then in a |ightning-quick
change of npod, tweaked his nose playfully, and kissed

hi ma warm "hel | 0" ki ss.

For a monent, Eric hoped that the kiss m ght progress
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into sonething nore than that, but Beth pulled away and
shook her head, touching his lips with a fingertip. "Duty
calls, bucko. First this, then we'll go talk with ny friend,
then there's the "Save the Faire" rally this afternoon. I'm
thi nking that we mght be able to find out a little nore
about who's doing what, and where we can throw a wench
into the works." Sonething intense burned for a nonent

at the back of her eyes. "I'msure |ooking forward to
messing up their plans.”

"They," of course, is Lord Perenor and the bl onde, who
1 still can't renmenber. He let go of her reluctantly, and
pi cked up his Irish coffee—which was warm and potent,
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but a poor substitute for Beth. Damm, but | w sh Beth had
|l ess of a sense of responsibility, and nore of a sense of,
well, timng.

Beth turned away from Eric, opened the shopping bag,
and reached into it as the brown paper rustl ed.

"What's in there?" he asked, |eaning over her shoul der
to peer inside. It was quite a junble.

Looks like a | ot of Baggies of herbs, some books, and-a
kni fe? Nasty-I|ooking piece of work, that. Probably street-
illegal; it nust be at |east a foot I|ong.

"My bag of tricks." Beth nudged hi mout of the way,

then rummmaged t hrough the bag and tossed Eric a bright

red apple. He managed to catch it w thout dropping the

mug of coffee. "And breakfast, too. A better breakfast than
that." She nodded at the doctored coffee. "How s our
patient?"

"Sleeping, last | checked. He's a lot better, amazingly
better, really."” Eric bit into the apple in his best Tom
Jones-eating-scene inmtation

Bet h took the | ong-bl aded dagger fromthe shopping
bag, and slipped it, still sheathed, under her belt.

He put a little nore soul into his next hite.
She ignored him
He sighed theatrically.

She continued to ignore him and poured a gl ass of
water fromthe tap, then carefully shook out three shakertuls
of salt into the water.

He gave up, took a swig of coffee, and returned to the
appl e without the additions from The Joy of Sex.

"VWhat are you doi ng?" he asked as he sat down at the
ki tchen tabl e.

She wore a little frown of concentration as she held her
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hand over the top of the glass. "This is to set up a protect-
ing circle. Then I'Il neditate for a while, try to reinforce
the idea that nobody's here, not us or Kory."

He accepted that without a blink. A week ago he'd have
been snickering into his apple.

But a week ago he hadn't been tossed around the room
by magic, or watched a creep get trashed by magic, or—

—or hel ped heal sonebody by nagic.
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go—+ guess I'mgetting used to this. This "circle" sounds
like a good sort of thing to do. I'mglad Beth knows how to
budd this kind of stuff. | guess "build" is the right word. |
just wish 1 understood how it works.

Bet h unsheat hed the | ong dagger at her belt, stirred

the water with the blade of it, then resheathed it and
began wal ki ng around the living room flicking drops of
water with her fingers at the walls. "This is the actua
protection part,"” she said, as if she had overheard his
thought. She flashed hima smle. "Wtchcraft 101, Banyon
Salt and water are very strong protection against things
you don't want around. You draw the circle with the
consecrated salt water, making sure you do the doors and

wi ndows—

"Hey, 1've never had a girlfriend who' d do w ndows

before," Eric teased. Beth gave hima | ook of acute suffer-
ing, then continued. "I don't know whether or not you

believe this'll work, but figure it's like chicken soup—an't
hurt. | believe, and I'mthe one who's setting it, and that's

what counts."

She stopped at the wi ndow, sprinkled water on the

gl ass, then drew t he dagger again. Eric nunched on the
appl e, watching closely as Beth traced a pentagram over
the glass, then noved to the next wi ndow, repeating the

acti on.

Definitely | ooks weird. Huh, | should talk. But—you

know, somehow this whole routine is just |ike Beth. Sharp

as a knife, always knows what she wants, and nore than a
little weird at times. | guess that's part of what makes her
so terrific. His mind drifted back to the astoni shing events
of the previous night—shat he could renenber of them

Li ke she was last night. She's such a conpl ex worman
sometinmes so strong and i ndependent, sometines sweet

and cuddly beyond words. Just |ooking at her makes ne

t hi nk about —

Eric hid behind the coffee nug, glad that Beth was
occupied with the wi ndow, and didn't see how he was
bl ushing. Cod, that's all | ever think about. | just |ook at
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her and want to drag her back off bed again. It's sone-
thing in the way she snmiles, the way she | ooks at me—
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Hi s thoughts faltered a little as a nenory of green eyes
superinposed itself over the nmenory of brown.

What realty seens . . . bizarre . . . was that Kory was

| ooking at ne the same way. So serious, honest—ike he'd
never lie to me, never intentionally hurt nme. And like he
ions worried about nme. The careful -way his hand touched
m ne—

Eri c shook his head, trying to dislodge the unconfort-
abl e menory and the equally unconfortable feelings it was

causing. | don't understand it. Beth, sure—'ve |iked her
for along time, and | could see us getting together, that it
coul d work. But—Kory? He's an elf-—and a guy. | shouldn't

feel that way about him
But —
I do feel that way.

Cod, what's going on in ny head? Wy am| feeling |like
t hi s—about anot her guy?

"Hey, Eric—

Eric glanced up. Beth had finished trickling water around
the living room and was standing at the bedroom door

"I''l'l need some quiet for this last bit," she said. "Don't
conme into the bedroom or open any doors. It'll just take a
few m nutes, okay?"

"Sure," Eric replied, taking another swallow of his Irish
coffee. "I'"Il just stay put out here.”

"Thanks." Beth headed into the bedroom and cl osed
t he door behind her.

Too many strange things have been happening lately,
that's what's going on with nmy nind. And what |'mfeeling
about Kory, that's just part of it. Everything's so com
pletely weird right now Like that big gap in ny nenory.
Li ke the woman Bethie was telling ne about, the one

can't remenber—

He closed his eyes for a minute, as something like a

twi nge warni ng of headache-to-cone hit his forehead. Un-
bi dden, an inmage rose in his mnd, of a beautiful blonde
worman hol di ng out her hands to him

:Bard—are you thinking of ne?:

Eri c opened his eyes, startled, and gl anced around the
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enpty room suddenly disoriented. Wiat the hell? For a
m nute there, | thought soneone was talking to ne.
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But |I'm alone. There's no one here but me—

Must be a TV show in the next apartnent.

Then he heard the voice again, |ow and seductive, as if
sonmeone was speaking right into his ear

:No. | am here, FEric.

Eric blinked, and his disorientation grew. Say what?
: O ose your eyes and dreamof nme, Eric, and | will cone

to you—:
He cl osed his eyes obediently, and then saw her clearly.

Bl onde hair, cascadi ng over her bare shoul ders. Bl ue
eyes, bright as sapphires, and blood-red lips curving in a
smle. She was naked, gloriously nude, and the sight of

her made his breath catch.

;1 have not forgotten you, Eric. | cannot forget you. You
are a longing that 1 cannot deny, a fire in nmy bl ood.
Dream of nme, think of nme for just a nonment nore, and

will find you. And we will be together—

She noved closer to him smling. Froma distance,
Eric thought he could hear nusic, a quiet nelody slowy
building in strength, and another voice, softly chanting.

"By salt and water, blade and W I
Pfone shall harmor wish il

Upon those within this circle round
That wish with my power, | have bound."

What's goi ng on here?, he thought fuzzily. Wy do

feel so strange? He tried to focus his eyes, to stand up, but
sonet hing seenmed to be clouding his thoughts and his

vi sion, slowi ng everything down to a crawl, turning the
world into flitting shadows and i npenetrabl e darkness.

;Do not think, Eric, just feel. Close your eyes, and | will
find you—

Caught by her words, Eric closed his eyes again. Then
he felt the touch of her hands upon him and forgot
everything el se. She was runni ng her hands down his
chest, her breath warm agai nst his skin—Beth? No, she
isn't Beth, Beth's in the other room Wo—
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The di stant chanting voi ce faded away, barely audible

over the pounding of his blood. Al that existed was his
unseen | over, her body entwining with his, warmfl esh

like silk beneath his hands. Lips, touching his in the
darkness, a kiss that nade his heart beat even harder,
Coherent thought fled before the rising fever in his blood,
the I onging and the need—

And the silent voice, whispering in his thoughts.

e.Dream of ne. Bard. Just a nonent |onger, and then |
will be with you—
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:Yes— Eric heard hinself answer. :Yes, | will, | am
wai ting for you—

He coul d feel her silent laughter, the richness of her
t houghts, drawi ng closer to him reaching for him

; So cl ose—anot her nonent —and—
Then Beth's voice, |oud and disrupting.

"By the innernost fire, grant ne this desire
As | will it, so shall it be!"

Li ke a door bangi ng shut, sonething slammed down

between Eric and the other. He caught a brief snarl of
rage, of frustration and thwarted desire, before the whis-
pering voice faded into silence.

Eri c opened his eyes, and blinked.
What in the—did | just doze off, or what?

Christ. That—that was quite a daydream | haven't had
a dreamlike that since | was a teenager and | sw ped Jeffs
father's Pl ayboy.

He | ooked around the living room and slowy shook his
head. Jesus. You'd think that after last night, | couldn't be
t hi nki ng about sex., at |east for the norning!

A nmonment |ater, Beth wal ked out of the bedroom car-
rying the cup and knife. She glanced at him then wal ked
over to the table, setting the inplenents down and | ook-
ing at himclosely. "Are you okay, Eric? You |look kinda
pale."

"I"'mjust alittle tired." He shrugged, then grinned
wi ckedly at her. "Didn't get enough sleep |ast night, |
t hink."
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She hugged him and nussed his hair good-naturedly.
"I bet. Maybe I'Il let you get sone sleep tonight." She
breathed into his ear. "But don't count on it."

He caught Beth's hands, drawing her to himfor a | engthy
kiss. "Do we really have to go to that rally? I can think of a
better way to spend the afternoon."”

"Absolutely," she said. "Besides, our patient is stil
soundly asleep in the bed. | would't want to disturb him"

"Didn't he wake up when you were chanting?" Eric
asked.

Bet h | ooked at hi m strangely.
"Eric—+ didn't say anything out loud," she said after a

nmonent' s pause
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Yeah? Then what did | just hear?

Ch no. The universe is getting weird on ne again. God,

I hate this. Like daydream ng about that blonde, just now.
O how !l felt when | was with Kory, earlier this norning.
I can't deal with this stuff, really, | just can't—

"Does—does Kory | ook okay? Is he sleeping all right?'"

"He seens to be fine," Beth said. "|I guess these elves

are pretty tough. But |I'mthinking that naybe we shoul d

move himto ny place, later—'ve put some serious pro-
tections on it over the years. Alot nore than | can do in a
few m nutes over here." She gl anced at her watch. "Lis-

ten, if we head out now, we can catch my friend at hone,

and still get tothe rally intine. I want you to neet this
guy—he's the one who first told ne about the L. A elves."

"Sure," Eric said, standing up. "Who is this friend of
your s?"
"Ch, you'll like him" Beth assured him as they wal ked

to the apartment door. "He's as crazy as we are. He has to
be—he's an animator."

Phil always made Beth smle, no matter how serious the
situation was. Today was no exception

"Beth, sweetling, it's good to see you again." The de-
ceptively frail-1ooking old man hugged her, then stood
back a pace and | ooked at her intently. "You're |ooking
good, honeybunch—there's a nice glow in your eyes, and

>
AN
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jeez, you're in terrific shape. Keeping yourself busy,
hope?" He gave Eric a specul ative gl ance.

Eric, of course, began to bl ush.
Ch, Banyon, | can't take you anywhere!

"I'mdoing fine, Phil," Beth said, kissing his weathered
cheek fondly. 'This is Eric Banyon, a friend of nmine. Eric,
Phil Gsbom We're here because of another friend of ours,
who isn't doing fine."

"Well, cone in, sit down, and tell ne about it." Phi
ushered theminto the small apartnent, then vani shed
briefly into the kitchen, returning a few noments | ater
with three cans of Coke. He handed them each a can, then
sat down in his favorite old overstufied arnthair.

Beth saw the way Eric was staring at the |iving-room
wal | s, decorated with aninmation eels and original sketches,

and smled to herself. Well, we've |ost Banyan for a while,
I think. | know how | was the first time | saw Phil's
apart ment!
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"Qur friend is one of the elves,"” Beth began, sitting
down across from Phil on the couch.

Phil started, then settled back in his chair, a | ook of
specul ation on his face. "So you finally got your wi sh,
hmm honeybunch?" He lowered his voice for a mnute.
"Shoul d we be tal king about this with your young man
her e?"

She sighed. "He's inon it. In fact, he's further into it
than I am"

"Ch." Phil considered that for a nonent. " Somet hing
tells me your experience wasn't entirely pleasant."

"Most of it wasn't pleasant at all. Uncle Phil." She
frowned, and haltingly began detailing the entirely bizarre
events of the night before.

And it feels like it was a year ago.

"So things are going pretty badly for all the elves," she

concluded. "1 guess you must have known some of that.
Poor Kory got nore than his share of getting dunped on
t hough. "

"Who did for him honeybunch?" Phil ran his hand
thoughtfully through his thatch of gray-white hair. He was
taking her story entirely at face value. Hardly surprising;
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he was the one who'd told her all about the elves in the
L. A hills when she was a chil d—and convi nced her that
they were real when she'd grown up

"He told us it was an elf called Perenor. He seens to be
part of the bunch trying to destroy the L. A Elizabethan
Faire site, the magi c nexus." She took a swall ow of Coke,
and | eaned forward. "I remenbered the stories you used
to tell nme, and | thought maybe you m ght know sorme-
thing that would be useful about Perenor, somnething we
can use to stop him or sonmething we can do to bring the
other elves out of Dream ng so they can get out of here
before the nexus goes."

Phil frowned unhappily. "I hadn't heard about this unti
you told it to me—but then, the elves are so locked up in
Dream ng right now | couldn't shake nost of theml oose
with dynamte. So, sonebody is figuring on destroying the
magi ¢ nexus? That's serious bad news, Beth. Very, very

serious."”

"I know, Phil," she said, patiently. "That's why we're
here. If there's anything you know that m ght help us—

"Beth says that you know a lot of the L.A elves," Eric
said fromacross the room where he was | ooking at a
franed eel of Snow Wite.

Phil raised white eyebrows abruptly, so abruptly it | ooked
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as though they'd junped hal fway up his forehead. "So you
weren't B.S.-ing your old Uncle Phil. This ts another
Bel i ever. Well, well " -He turned slightly to get a
better look at Eric. "So, Beth told you that | know sone-
thing about the elves, hm? Well, that's very true. A lot
of themwere ny friends. Back in the early days, when |
first started working in the Industry—did Beth here tel
you that | created Defender Duck? He's still ny favorite
character. Saving the world from Fasci sm and duck-hunters
ever ywher e—

"Phil," Beth interrupted carefully, "You were telling
Eric about the elves."

"Ch, that's right. Were was |?" He suddenly smled, a
sly, mschievous smle, like alittle boy who's just gotten
away W th sonet hing.

Eric was | ooking at Phil with the stunned expression of
168 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Guon

sonmeone who can't reconcile what's before his eyes with
what he knows.

I's he seeing sonmething | don't?

"Wy don't you tell Eric everything you ve told ne?
That way we'll have a different perspective on things."

Phil smled again. Beth began to suspect sormething.
What, she wasn't sure, but she began to suspect Phil of
trying some kind of conplicated gane on them "Well, |
started in '38 with Waner, then noved over to Disney."

"Uncle Phil—=

"I"'mgetting there! It was years | ater—+ was worKking

right here in Burbank on the studio | ot—hen | saw ny

first elf. W were watching the dailies for one of the early
col or features—you know what dailies are, don't you,

young man?—and | noticed that soneone was sitting a few
seats over fromme, sonebody |'d never seen before.

figured he was one of the execs, dropping in to see what

we were working on, but then—=

The old man's eyes brightened, and softened with re-
menbrance. "Then, when they turned the |ights back on,

| saw himclearly. He was very tall, wearing the strangest
clothing, with lots of golden hair, curling all over his
shoul ders. No one, mnd you, especially not an executive,
wore long hair in those days. My God, he | ooked just |ike
Snow White's Prince Charnming, the way | wanted to do

him Jeez, what a travesty that was. See, the O d Man had
this thing about | ong hair on guys—he'd' ve just as soon
put crewcuts on the G eek gods!"

"Uncle Phil —=

"Right, the guy. He just sat there, |ooking up at ne and
smling. And the nobst peculiar thing about it was that no
one el se seened to see him It was |ike he wasn't there.
That's when | saw the ears, and | had it figured: either he
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was an elf, or | was drunk. And |I wasn't drunk, at |east not
that day. He saw ne | ooking at him and he kept smling at

me. And then . . . and then he | eaned real close to ne,
and whi spered, like it was a big secret: 'Nice work on that
| ast scene, Phil. But you got sonething wong—a uni-

corn's hooves are supposed to be silver, not gold!’
Phil's cackling | aughter rang through the room and Eric
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smled, slowy. "Well, that was the first time | saw Prince
Terenil. | wanted to talk with himsone nore—after all,

I'"d never seen an elf before—so | just told himright back,

'Look, whoever heard of pastel unicorns, anyway? It's
artistic license!" He | aughed, and said we ought to go talk
about it. | tell you, | was just about to bust out wth
excitenent. | nean, nme and an elf. W got some sand-

wi ches fromthe comri ssary and sat under the trees on

one of the backlots, just tal king. Tal ki ng about eveythi ng—
ani mation, art, elves, humans. Turns out he was a rea
cartoon fanati c—+thought it was amazi ng how we created
living characters out of nothing but voices and bl obs of
paint. W had a lot in conmmon, for an ani mator and an

el ven prince." He shook his head reniniscently. "He re-
ally liked the Duck. You know, that Duck was sure ny

fav—

"Uncle Phil—= Beth said wam ngly, having finally fig-
ured out what was going on. "You can put on that senile
act with everybody else, but it isn't going to work with

nme.

The old man raised his cola can to her, not | ooking the

| east bit repentant. "Okay, sweetling. Yeah, those were

the days. W used to neet a couple tines a week |ike

that, sitting in a backlot, eating lunch, and talking." Phil's
eyes clouded suddenly. "Until the big |layoffs, that is."

He sighed, and | eaned back in his chair. "That was a

bad time, for nme, for a lot of people in the Industry.

Leil a—ny wi fe—she was alive then, and working days in a
departnent store. We were all right for a while, living off
her salary and our savings, but then noney started getting
tight. Just when | thought | was gonna have to go back to
being a security guard. Prince Terenil showed up on the
doorstep, with a | eather pouch in his hand. Honeybunch,

did | ever tell you that Leila could see the elves too?
Wonder ful woman, Leila. God, | miss her."

He fell silent for a nonent, and just stared sadly off into
space, so sadly that Beth didn't have the heart to pronpt
him "Best thing that ever happened to ne, was Leila," he
said softly. "She really was. God, | miss her—=

The old man's eyes were so lost, so infinitely Ilonely,
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that Beth finally had to pretend to exam ne her Coke can,
overwhel med by the feeling that she was intruding on
sonet hing very private.

Phil cleared his throat, and took another sip of his cola.
"Yeah, she could see them she and Terenil had a rea
thi ng about keeping me fromnot going off into a gl oom
about the layoffs. So Terenil showed up. He said he

had a sudden craving for a piece of Leila' s pecan pie—but
after she'd fed him he said, 'It's about tinme | returned
alittle sonething for your hospitality.' He opened that

| eat her pouch up over the kitchen table, and then there
were all these sparkling stones on the form ca. A dozen
little gens. | thought ny jaw was gonna cone off, and

Leil a—she started crying, and hugging him. . . He would
never tell us where he got them just that he didn't stea
them Leila sold themto a jeweler, and we had enough
money to live on until the studios started hiring ani mators
again.”

YOM never told nme that story before. Uncle Phil.

"It was right after that he took ne over to the Elfhane
side of... whatever. What they call 'under the HIl." M,
now that was different." H s eyes had | ost their sadness,
and were focused on sonething infinitely |ovely, but very
far away.

"Did you ever neet Perenor?" Beth asked.

The ani mat or nodded, but his cheerful snile faded.

"Ch, | definitely did, Beth. That was quite an afternoon
Prince Terenil and | were at the Elfhame G ove, you
know, the one where they all used to neet and party. W
were eating oranges and taki ng—that was when nost of the

San Fermando Vall ey was still orange orchards, Beth, years
before you were even born—and suddenly Terenil stands
up. He has this intent ook in his eyes, like he's listening

to sonething, even though | can't hear anything but the
birds in the trees around us. Then he starts off through the
trees. | didn't know what was going on, but | followed

him™"

Phil's lips thinned to a hard line. "And there, on the
edge of the oak trees, is this handsone silver-haired elf,
with a human boy. They're just sitting there, not doing
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anything that | can see; but the boy has this ook on his
face like he's drugged out of his mnd. And Terenil starts
shouting at this other elf; about how that's forbidden magic,
that Perenor's hurting the boy and he doesn't even care.
Perenor just shrugged. So Terenil just grabbed the boy

and stormed off with him And Perenor gave ne this |ook,

like he wanted to rip Terenil apart, but wouldn't mnd
killing me instead, so | ran and caught up with Terenil."

The old man stared down into his Coke can, as if search-
ing for an answer that wouldn't come. "That boy was in a
real bad way. Like he was | ost sonewhere inside hinself.
Li ke those kids they call '"autistic,' now. | took him hone
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to his parents, didn't tell them about the elves, just that
I'"d found the kid wandering in the orchards. H's parents
told ne that he'd been a normal child, no, nore than

normal —feally a special kid, a bright little penny, with a
singi ng voice that you couldn't believe. But he couldn't
speak, or hear, not after that afternoon with Perenor. And,
months later, | came back to see if he was doing better

and found out that the kid had been hit by a car. He was
wal ki ng across the street and the driver honked and the
kid couldn't hear it." Phil paused, taking a |long swall ow of
his soda, as if he was washi ng away sonething bitter

"Later, | heard that Terenil had exiled Perenor fromthe
el ven comunity. All | heard of himafter that was a few
years later, that he had found hinself a human girlfriend,
and they had a child, alittle blonde girl. Arianrhod, I
think that's what her name was. Terenil told ne about

her, about how she was going to inherit human and el ven
magi ¢, but | don't remenber exactly what he said. It's
been a good nany years."

Alittle blonde girl—yes, that makes sense! That's the
bitch who was with Perenor |ast night. H s daughter—

Qut of the comer of her eye, Beth saw Eric shudder
slightly. Maybe he's figuring it out too, or renenbering
sonet hi ng of what happened | ast night in the club—dam,
but that Perenor and his daughter are a nasty set of

peopl e.

"You don't know anything el se about Perenor, or maybe
hi s daughter? Somet hi ng about themthat m ght help us?"
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Phil suddenly grinned, raising his can of Coke neani ng-
fully. "Sure. Just take 'emout for a glass of cola, and you'l
take 'emout, fast enough.”

Beth just | ooked at him "Wat do you nean?"

The ani mator sipped his soda, then | ooked at the can
thoughtfully. "It's something that Terenil told me about,
years back. Caffeine. It's just a minor stimulant for us, but
for the elves, it's a deadly and addictive drug. In snall
amounts, it acts like a trank, sends the elves into Dream
ing, even if they' re okay before they down it. Enough of

it, and they'll die from overdose."

"Well." Beth thought about that for a nmonent. "That's
useful information, though | don't know how we can hol d
Perenor down | ong enough to pour some coffee down his
throat." Though I'd sure love to do that to you, you
mur der ous bast ar d—

"Besides, | don't know if it would work on his daughter,
since she's hal f-human."” Phil shifted in his chair, glancing
at Eric. "You' re being very quiet, young man."

"Just thinking," Eric said, obviously subdued. "They're
holding all the cards, aren't they? The people who own the
Faire site have already sold it to a developer, it's going to
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be turned into condos, and that'l|l destroy the nexus.
Perenor's masterm ndi ng that, sonmehow. | nean, he may

be a powerful elf-lord, but he's got a corporation doing his
dirty work for him How can we stop that? You don't stop
corporations with magic, | don't care how good you are."

"That's one thing that doesn't nmake sense to ne," Phi
mused al oud, "that Perenor wants to destroy the nexus.
After all, the loss of magic would hurt himas well as the
others. He'd fall into Dreaning, just |like them and then
when his magic ran out, he'd fade. And then, what the |oss
of that magic would do to Los Angel es—

"What would it do?" Eric asked. "I nean, it would just
hurt the elves, right?"

Phil shook his head. "Unfortunately, that isn't the case,
young nman. You don't realize how nuch we depend on

that magic here. That's why the filmindustry, and nost of
the nusic industry, are located here. That nmgi ¢ nexus
gives the elves what they need to live, but it also powers
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human creativity, the human soul. Wthout it, we mght as
wel |l build cars. Because our filns would have all the sou
of a Chrysler, all steel and Fiberglas."

Eric |ooked at himwith a puzzled expression on his

face. Phil turned the can around in his hands, thinking.
"You know, there's already places where the magi c has

di ed-+ ook at downtown Detroit, where the druggies are
stealing the alum numsiding off the walls of houses. Think
of the Jersey Turnpike. If you lived there, your inmagina-
tion, your soul, would wither and die. Think about it."

Beth did think about it. Maybe that's why I'mstill Iiving
in L.A This place has so much potential, so many creative
people, all trying to do sonething nmeaningful. That's the
magi ¢ that nmeans the nost, the magi ¢ of the human heart.

If that magic di es—

"Now, what | want to know," Phil continued, "is how
Perenor will benefit by destroying the nexus. | think I'Il]
go out and do a little research. Mdst of the elves | know,
like Terenil, are trapped in Dreanm ng. But naybe one or

two of them are coherent enough to talk to me."

"Meanwhile," he said, glancing at Eric and Beth, "I do

think that you should talk to these corporation people. See

i f they understand what they're doing. Wthout naking
yoursel f sound like |loons, of course. I'd really hate to have
to spring you out of a nental institution, Bethie."

"Il try to stay out of trouble. Uncle Phil." She grinned.
"And we're going to a protest rally at the corporation
headquarters this afternoon. |I'mhoping we'll find out

sonet hing useful." And, with any luck, we'll find a way to
stop these bastards—

Eric | ooked up at the towering building, the opaque
gl ass wi ndow exterior hiding everything wi thin. Anything
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could be going on in there, and we'd never know, he
t hought, gazi ng skywar d.

So, this is the home of Llewellyn Investnent Corpora-
tion, the guys who bought the Faire |land—+ wonder if it's
as intimdating on the inside as it is fromout here?

Al'l that stone, that glass—+t made hi mthink of
174 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

prisons. Buildings like this were nmeant to trap, to hold, to
cl utch—

He | ooked resolutely away fromthe intimdating facade.
Caitlin's inside, talking with sone of their execs. She's
really doing her damedest with this. She, of all the Admn
peopl e, really cares about what happens to the Faire.

He gl anced around at the rest of the protestors, |ooking
to see if any of themglowed in that peculiar, silvery way
the old animator did. Was that strange, nmagical |ight just
sonet hing that only people who knew el ves had? And why

was he beginning to see it around peopl e now?

That question triggered another. | wonder if any of

these people know that there's nore at stake than just an
El i zabethan Faire site? Do any of them know about the
magi ¢ nexus?

Near himthe notley group of Faire people (sone wear-

i ng mundane clothing, others in their colorful Faire garb)
mlled around uneasily. Beth was several feet away, talk-
ing with sonme of the dancers from her Faire show.

It's strange, | know so many of these people, but here

am feeling as though |I'm standi ng out here all by nyself.
It's not that anyone's excluding nme, or deliberately not
talking to me. It's just that | feel like |I'mon the outside,
| ooki ng in.

He felt odd, unconfortabl e—and obscurely unhappy.
He wanted to get a little distance fromthe crowd—but he
didn't want to | eave them either.

It's funny, | never thought about it, but | guess that's
how | amw th Faire people in general. The L. A Elizabe-
thans, the Texas fol ks, everyone else |'ve ever played shows
with. | know so many people, but they really aren't friends.
Not really.

He swal |l owed, not liking the direction his thoughts
were taking. Maybe this is what Beth was tal ki ng about
over the weekend, about how | never conmit to anything.

But | don't want to get hurt—

"If | don't let themget close to nme, they can't hurt ne."
Yeah, that's true, but | ook at where | am now. Standing
alone in a crowd.

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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The buil ding seemed to | oomover him gloating at his
unhappi ness. He could al nost hear it in his nmind—

Then he did start to hear a strange, slithery voice in the
back of his head.

"See," it seenmed to say, "see how utterly insignificant
you are? See how utterly neaningless this all is? Wy, you
can't even call any of these people a friend, not really—
and what good are friends, anyway? WII| they buy you

power |ike this?"

Friend . . . The only one | feel close to at all is Beth,
and maybe a few of the rmnusicians. Like Aaron, that crazy
fiddler, over there on the sidewalk with a few of the

ot her Irish.

But sonmehow he couldn't bring hinself to join them

Now that | think about it, | guess this is howny life has
been for a long tinme. Years. Al ways noving on before

can nake any friends, get to know anybody real well.

What kind of a life is that? No commtments, sure, but no
real friends, either. Even ny girlfriends, it's always ended
with nme | eaving town, noving away. | don't know why,

but that's howit is .

"And that's the way it will always be," the voice said in
his ear. The building loonmed silently, staring at himwith a
t housand col d gl ass eyes.

But that hit his stubborn streak. That's just ny own
paranoi a tal king. And hell, maybe | can change that.

Ri ght now. |1'm needed here, to help Kory with whatever it
is he needs me to do. Save the Faire |and, save the el ves.
And, after that? | don't know. But maybe—aybe Beth

woul d want ne to stay here. And Kory—

He shuffled his feet. The very thought of Kory nade
hi munconfortable in a different sort of way.

I don't know what to think about Kory. Already, | fee

like he's a close friend of mine, even though I've only
known himfor a few days. And, yeah, there's sonething

el se going on there, sonething | don't understand. It feels
good, but—+ don't know. | like himin a way that defi-
nitely is nore than "just a friend." | don't know what's
going on there, 1 just don't. How can | feel that way about
a frizzy-haired el f?
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Eri c shook his head, |ooking out at the gathering crowd.
Better not think of it now Looks |ike everything' s about to
get started here.

Caitlin wal ked out fromthe entrance to the Llewellyn

buil ding, with a business-suited man at her el bow. She
stopped at the top of the steps. "Okay, everybody, they've
agreed to hear our grievances. We're going 'inside in an
orderly fashi on—ot |ike the Noon Parade, youse guys! Co
into the conference roomon the right side of the |obby
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and sit down. Sone of their executives are going to talk
with us there."

Eric joined the throng of Faire people noving toward
the | arge doubl e gl ass doors.

Thi s place | ooks normal enough inside. Dozens of suits,
but that's to be expected. God, ny inmagination is working
overtinme. What did | expect? Sorcerers in gray-fl anne
robes?

Then he gl anced around the busy | obby, and saw him

An ol der man, tall, distinguished, talking with another
busi nessman by the receptionist's desk. Perfectly normal,
except —

Except for the tips of his ears. Pointed ears, show ng
through the i mmacul at el y-grooned silver hair.

A flashback of menory hit Eric like a slap in the face.

Sitting on the bus, |ooking out the window at the |ino
And that man, that nan with the green eyes—

Green eyes, enerald ice—gazing at me—and reachi ng—
r eachi ng—

Ch shit, it's hinm That's Perenor

Eri ¢ ducked back through the crowd, trying to put as

many peopl e and as rmuch di stance between hinself and

the Elflord as possible. He tried to signal to Beth, but she
was al ready wal king into the conference roomw th sone

of the other Rennies.

He | ooked around quickly, trying to spot anything he
could use for cover. In another m nute, everybody will be
in the conference room And I'll be out here in the | obby,
with himstanding |l ess than twenty feet away. Shit!

Cod, get nme out of this!
. 11 .
Are You WIIling?

The boardroom was silent except for the whisper of

turning pages. R a watched as her executives |eafed through
the copies of the proposal before them her face a carefully
control |l ed mask.

Thi s one should be a shock for them Linette typed it up
off my notes only ten mnutes before we started this neet-
ing. Right after ny little lunch with WIIiam Corw n.

They don't realize it yet, but if we can muster the cash
to take advantage of it, this'll be the greatest coup |I've
acconpl i shed yet.

The dark-haired man seated next to her was the first to
speak "This—this is a surprise, Ria. Are you sure we want
to go through with this?"
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She nodded. "Believe ne, Jonathan, this one is worth
it."

Jonat han Sterling, Ria's V.P. for Acquisitions, gazed

down at the proposal in his hands, a faint frown-1line be-
tween his eyebrows. "It's just—well, Ra, if we pursue

this, we'll be overcommtting on capital. Negative cash

flow for at |least a nonth, and sone serious interest charges
fromour creditors. If this doesn't pay off, and pay off big,
we'll lose alot. | just think it's too risky."

Oh, Jonathan, you're the only one who's willing to be

honest with me. The rest of themare too scared. But

you're not telling ne anything | don't know already. Ri a

Ll ewel lyn shifted in her chair and tapped the papers stacked
before her with a lacquered nail. "True. It's risky. | know
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that. What | need you to tell me is—an we conmit the

cash right now? Because if we're going to do it, it's abso-
lutely critical that we purchase the Corwin stock before
the end of the week."

Jonat han gave her a curious |ook. "You know sormet hi ng
we don't," he said, a flat statenent.

Fromthe far end of the table, she heard a | ow nutter,
sotto voce. "Oh great, here we go again, another week of
working till mdnight."

Ri a spoke quietly. "Yes, | do know sonething you don't.

And, you're right, Harkness, it probably is going to nean

anot her week of working late." She raised her voice slightly.
"I especially appreciate all of you staying late last night to
finish that purchase proposal. Believe ne, there'll be a

solid bonus for that. And another, when—ot 'if,' gentle-

men, when—we pull this one off."

Ri a continued, very aware that every eye in the room

was upon her. "The reason we need to invest in Corw n
Systens right now is because they're about to be pur-

chased by National Technol ogy, as part of National's bid to
take over the West Coast market share. When that hap-

pens, Corwin's stock will double, possibly triple. W, and
our represented clients, stand to nmake a very, very heal thy
profit. That is, of course, highly confidential informtion,
gentl enen."” She | eaned back in her chair, waiting for

their reactions.

Her executives—
My little worker bees—
—fust stared at her, blinking.

Jonat han was the first to recover. "Ria, how do you
know t hat ?"

She smled. "The usual sources, Jonathan."
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"That's amazing," Harkness, Director of Accounting,
said in a barely audible voice, "if it's true."

"OF course it's true," she said coolly. "My sources are

i npeccabl e, and they're never wong. As you should know

by now. And we stand to nmake a killing on it. Harkness,

do you have sone good, trustworthy people who can handl e

the accounting end of this? I'll also need several analysts to
run projections for the next couple days. Mtchell, if you
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don't mnd, I'mpulling you and Susan off the stock futures
project and onto this. Jonathan, | want you to find them

sonme good assistants fromyour office."

Ten nminutes later, Ria called the neeting to an end.
The executives, already tal king eagerly anmpong thensel ves,
began to trickle out of the boardroom

They took it in stride. Good people, ny execs. | think
they're starting to expect the inpossible fromme. Wich is
fine .

She began gathering up her paperwork fromthe table.

Thi s shoul d generate nore than enough profit to cover

that Faire |and purchase It |looks like we will have to take
a loss on that. The price was just too high—+ still can't
believe it, over ten mllion for seven acres that weren't
even good commercial property. But Father insisted that

we purchase it; just so we can bulldoze it, 400-year-old
oak grove and all.

Father will be pl eased—they shoul d begin construction

on the site in another few weeks. She straightened, as a
t hought occurred to her. If we use that purchase as a tax
loss, | won't even have to take it out of his investmnent
accounts He'd fight nme over that, just to have a fight
going, and 1 don't have the tine to waste.

She slipped her neat stack of notes on the neeting into
her | eather portfolio. He should be quite happy, in any
case. Everything is going so well. Especially with the
company. 1 wonder if he envisioned this, all those years
back, when he suggested that | consider business school ?

She gl anced around the sil ent boardroom-her board-
room—and sniled cynically. He probably knew exactly

what woul d happen, that sneaky old bastard. | imagine he
j ust wanted soneone to nmanage his investnments for him so
he woul dn't have to bother. | knew he was well off, but
that was sonething of a surprise. Quite a considerable
fortune—

And every penny of it gained by business practices even

I woul d consider questionable. | wonder if that sticks in
his craw, knowing |'ve made nore noney than he ever
did, and | never even had to kill anyone to do itp Just by

using nmy wits, and a little sorcery here and there to
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what were the lyrics to that song last night? "Throw the
odds in ny favor "

She coul d see the face of the young Bard without even
closing her eyes, clear and preci se as a photograph. Lips
pursed over the nouthpiece of his flute, soft, dream ng
eyes half-closed in concentration, stage |ights sharply de-
fining the delicate arch of his cheekbones—

Throwi ng the odds in ny favor. Ch, if | had that Bard
beside ne, 1'd do nore than just that. | don't know why,
just can't stop thinking about him

She recall ed the touch of his hand on hers, the dark
dept hs of his eyes, and shivered with self-indul gent pleasure.

Fat her can't go beyond seeing the Bard as a pawn,

soneone he coul d use and toss away—but there's so nuch
nore there, so nuch potential. And there's sonething
about himthat just—+ don't know what it is, but it draws
me to him Power calling to Power, perhaps. Perhaps

Her thoughts drifted off for a nonent, and she called
themto heel sharply.

Besides, if all the legends are true, and | coul d convince
himto join me—with nmy magics as a hal f-Bl ood sorceress,
and his Creation magics, working together in tandem
there's nothing we couldn't do. No one could stop us. Not
even Fat her.

She anal yzed her nenories, paying close attention to

the way he had | ooked at her in that shabby club, and the

way he had responded to her this norning when she had

tried to pinpoint his |ocation. He had been so i medi ately
over whel ned.

He finds nme attractive. That's no great surprise. But
does he feel the sane way | do? Does he realize the
potential, the power that every touch of our hands creates?

Most of the men |I've known are so ... callow Espe-

cially the humans. | have to agree with Father; | can't see
them as anything nmore than tools. But the Bard—he has

such latent power. Even just thinking about him—

She put her hand agai nst her flushed cheek, trying to
cal m her thoughts.

I can't stop thinking about him | have to find him

sonmehow. He was thinking of me, earlier. | would have
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been able to go to him but sonething interfered, | don't
know what. But he'll think of ne again, | know he wll.

And then—then |1'U be able to find hi m—

Ria replaced the rest of her papers in her |eather brief-
case, then sensed a whisper against the sigh of the air-
condi tioning as the door of the boardroom opened, and
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the presence of soneone standing behind her. Jonathan. 1
wonder what he wants?

She turned, giving her veep a warmsnile. "Well, Jona-
than. You |l ook like you have a question for nme."

He gl anced around the boardroom waiting until the |ast
bnef case-toting exec had left. His voice was very quiet.
"Ria, do you know what you're doing?"

She shrugged. "OF course.”

Jonat han's voi ce was even | ower when he spoke. "Ria,
you know what | nean.”

"No, | don't know what you nean," she said inpa-
tiently, closing and | ocking her briefcase.

He rested his hand on hers, not letting her wal k away.
"Insider trading, Ria. That's what |'mtal king about.
know you had lunch with WIlliam Corwin this afternoon."

She shook her head. "No, Jonathan. It's not what you're
thi nking. There were five other people at the table besides
Wlliamand |I. W never even tal ked about his conpany."”

But he thought about it, quite a bit. Poor WIliam that
decision to sell was on his mnd all the way through the
lunch neeting. | couldn't help but overhear it, feel howit
wei ghed on himso heavily, knowing that there'll be layoffs
after the sale. Overhear it, hell -he was broadcasting so
loud, it was al nost deafening. | do feel for him so con-
cerned about his enpl oyees, so conscientious. An admra-
bl e businessman, WIIiam Corw n.

"Five witnesses?" Jonathan repeated carefully, anazed,

then he flashed her a smle. "Wll, Ra, if you' re involved
in sonmething illegal, | have to say that you do this kind of
thing very well. And I"'mglad |I'mworking for you, no

matter how you find your information."

She patted his hand. "You're the best person | have,
Jonathan. But | can't reveal ny secrets, not even to you."

"Ch, why not?" He grinned. "If | knew your tricks,
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then I could start up my own conpany from a ten-thousand-
dol l ar investrment, and have corporate assets of fifty-five
ml in less than five years."

Ria was so startled, she only stared at himfor a brief
monent. Then she | aughed. "Ch, Jonathan, how did you

ever nmanage to find that out? There's no one still working
here who was with ne in the very begi nning."

"I have ny secrets, too," he said, smling. "When |'m
wor king for a sharp cookie like the lovely Ms. R a Llewellyn,
| have to keep on ny toes. O else you'll—=

H s words were lost as Ria stiffened suddenly, over-
whel med by a roar of noiseless sound, a silent inner claxon
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as every nagi cal warning went off sinultaneously in hei-
m nd.

There's soneone near ne—soneone with such raw
power —ot Father, it's a different signature—

Cods, he's in the building, noving towards ne, closer
every second!

"Excuse me, Jonathan," she said breathlessly, picking
up her briefcase and hurrying towards the door. "I've got
to get back upstairs right away."

Yes, get upstairs to ny office. I've used it for sorcery
before, the shielding should protect me from whoever this
i s—od, he's strong! Who in the hell can this be?

She noved past Jonathan, ignoring his startled stare,
through the doorway and into the carpeted hallway. R a
stopped for a nonent, scanning the building with her
inner sight, trying to find the intruder

He's very cl ose—npvi ng cl oser every nonment—he's only
a few feet away fromme right now

She turned, and saw hi m

Eric ran blindly dowm the first corridor he saw.
I have to get out of here before he sees nme. | cant |et

himdo . . . that ... tony mnd again. | can't. And if he
tried to kill me and Beth | ast night. God knows what he'l

try if he sees me now—
There's a stairway sign at the end of this hallway.

Maybe | can hide upstairs for a few mnutes, wait until he
| eaves the | obby, then get out. Maybe—
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The door at the end of the hallway opened, and a

worman stepped out into the corridor, carrying a briefcase.

A stunningly beautiful blonde, dressed inpeccably in a

bl ack silk dress and heels. Eric thought he saw an expres-
sion of sudden fear tw sting those features, but couldn't be

certain.
Then he recogni zed her, and his breath caught.
That's her. The wonman from ny dream—

She | ooked up and saw him and her eyes wi dened with
surprise.

Eric stopped, right in the mddle of the corridor, staring
at the woman in disbelief.

e.Erie? Is—+s it really you?

The voice was gentle and | ow, barely a whisper in his
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t hought s.

Eric couldn't nove; just |ooked at her, bew | dered. How
can this be? I+ only dreanmed about her—how can she be

real ?

She sniled, and held out her hand to him .-Erie, you
canme here to find nme, didn't you? You cane here for
ne . :

Eric felt his heart skip a beat, seeing the transformation
that snmile created in what was already an extraordinarily
beauti ful woman. Wthout thinking about it, he noved
closer toward her, toward that outstretched hand, the
beckoni ng snile.

She touched his hand, and he felt sonmething akin to an
el ectric shock run through him God-what's happeni ng
to nme? | can't think straight—+t's so hard to think at all—

.-You frightened me, Eric. | thought | would have to

def end nyself from some unknown nmenace, and it was

only you.: The voice in his mind spoke lightly, teasingly.
eelet's go upstairs, to ny office.

:Yes,: he answered silently, -.that's ... a good idea—

He | et her lead himback into the | obby, into the el eva-

tor. Upstairs, where their feet trod noiselessly on the thick
vel vety chocol ate carpeting, she drew hi mtowards a cl osed

of fice door; past a male secretary working at his desk, past
,,1,,a young executive who was staring at both of themin

Sg astoni shnent, and into her office
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Inside, a single lit lanp cast shadows on the dark ma-
hogany desk and bookshel ves, the el egant | eather-uphol -
stered chair and couch. She held tightly on to his hand,
not letting go for an instant, |ooking at himw th such
longing in her eyes. ./ never dreamed— never thought
this woul d happen—eh, Eric—

She noved cl oser—waithin inches of hi mthen kissed

him For a nonent, Eric couldn't think, with the woman'

sil k-cl ad body nol ded agai nst himas his arns cl osed around
her in a tight enbrace.

Then a coherent thought flickered briefly through his
m nd. No. That was only a dream | don't know her, |'ve
never seen her before, | don't know what |'m doing here

But somet hi ng was speaki ng stronger than that |ast whis-
per of sanity. And then he couldn't think of anything at al
except the woman who was in his arnms, in his thoughts,
everything fusing and fading into a silent song that only
they coul d hear.

Musi c—two nel odi es, interweaving, very different but
counterpointing perfectly, rising toward sone unknown,
i mpossi bl e resol uti on—
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She broke away from hi msuddenly. Eric reel ed back
several steps, thoroughly shaken by both the fierceness of
the nmusic and the passion of the kiss.

Ww. 220 volts, definitely. If this is a dream | don't
want to wake up, ever.

He blinked, tried to recapture his breath, his bal ance.
Maybe—Amybe that wasn't a dream She recogni zes ne,
knows nme. What if that daydream was real —what if she
really was searching for nme—

The bl onde sat down slowy on the |eather couch. "The
musi ¢c," she whi spered, then | ooked up at him her eyes
mrroring shock and sone indefinable enotion. "Wat are
you doing to ne? | don't understand-why can't | let go,
why can't | think of anything but you?" Her eyes darkened
dangerously. "Is this a gane to you? Playing with ny

m nd? |Is that why you cane here today, to anuse yourself
by turning nmy world upside down?"

He shook his head and spread his hands. "I came here
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because of the protest rally. For the Faire site. That's all.
T_.J' mone of the Faire buskers. |'ve never—+ don't even
know your name." Hi s voice faded to an incredul ous whis-

per. "I thought you were only a dream..."

She was silent for a |l ong monent. "You didn't comne

here to find me," she said at |last. "You' re here because
I"mthe President of Llewellyn Corporation. Not because
of ... nme." Her voice tightened, and her face becane an
expressi onl ess mask. "You don't have any understandi ng of
this at all, do you? OF the games within games, the chess
pi eces noving across the board." Now she | ooked at him
sharply. "Or do you? Did you think you could use me?"

Eric blinked again, his nmouth dry. Wat's she tal king
about ? A chess gane Who—er what —does she think I

anf?

Well, you're here, Eric, in her office. The office of the
President of Llewellyn Investnent Corporation. Here's your
chance to make a stand, try to do somethi ng nmeani ngfu

for a change. Fight for the Fairesite, and Kory .

He cleared his throat awkwardly. "No, | didn't think—+

mean, | don't want to use you, | didn't knowthat . . . this

woul d happen.” He felt his face warmng. Oh, terrific,
now | 'mblushing, too. | really wish | could keep from doi ng
that. He shoved his hands down into his pockets, feeling
awkward and very nuch out of place. "I just wanted—

Come on, Banyon—don't let her bullshit you into tal k-
ing mundanities. Hit her with the real reason why the Site
has to be saved.

"Look," he said, taking his hands out of his pockets. "I
know why you bought the land. You're planning to destroy
the magi c nexus. And that'll kill the L.A elves. You can't
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do it." He crossed his arns, gazing at her defiantly.

"So you came here to plead for your elves?" She | aughed,
her voice brittle. "How quaint."

Eric flushed. She's only laughing at ne now. She thinks
I"ma fool

The bl onde worman noved to her feet instantly. She
reached out, taking his hand. He let her. "No, FEric,
don't think of you as a fool. Untrained, unknow ng, igno-
rant of your potential, perhaps, but never a fool."
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She drew himtoward the couch, still holding his hand.
"Sit down, Eric, and I'll tell you the truth about all of
this."

Hesitantly, he sat down next to her. The truth? Her
truth, or the real one? | don't knowif | should trust her or
not —

—but how can 1 not trust her, when she | ooks at ne
with those eyes—blue eyes, calling to me—

He brought hinself back to reality with a jolt, realizing
that he had been drifting away. J can't nake any sense out
of this—everything is so confusing right now€od, it's
hard to think straight—

The bl onde worman sniled across at him her fingers
lightly touching his. "I—+ don't know where to begin.
Who have you been talking to, Eric? Korendil?"

He nodded dunbly.

The woman si ghed. "Poor Korendil. He nmeans wel |, but

he really doesn't understand what's going on. But you

can, | think." She traced a pattern on the back of his hand
with one fingertip. "Eric, I'll tell you ny secret. You're

the only on who knows this, other than those of the Ad
Blood. I"'mhalf-elven. My father is of the Hi gh Court, a
warrior-mage. My nother was a hunan with nmagi c poten-

tial, like yourself. That's why, when | first saw you in the
ni ghtclub, I knew we had to be together. |I'msure you

could feel it, too. Power calling to Power—

The woman at the Dive—the one | couldn't renenmber—
it's her

He closed his eyes for a nmoment, and frowned, trying to
bring the nmenory back. Standing on the stage, and-and
t hen—

"Listen to ne, Eric. The elves, they're not like us. You
can grow into your power, your potential. You can redefine
your focus. They can't change."

The wonman, standi ng across the room hol ding out her
hand to ne—

Her voice took on an insistence, a weight, that made
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her words sound |like they had to be true. "Through the
years, they've becone nore and nore isolated, trapped
within their groves. The hunans have taken their terri-
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i.orv Eric, and nolded it into a different world, one in
whi ch the el ves cannot exist."

And everyt hi ng—everythi ng was so strange, so unreal —
like I could reach out and touch reality, brush it aside |ike

a curtai n—

"And the nexus—well, because of the preval ence of

Cold Iron in the humans' cities, and the way that the elves
are only tapping into the nexus now through Dreaning, it's
becone—pol luted. It is going to die, Eric; die—er go bad.

If it dies, there'll be no magic left here at all, not for you
to draw upon when you play your nusic, not for any of us.

If it goes bad— She shivered. "Nothing, only desol ation

and despair. So, ny father and | devised a plan—to direct

the magi ¢ through a new nexus."

"A new nexus?" he asked. If the magic dies, |I'll never

feel this way again, like I do now, or | did, that night in
the grove—as if the world is wi de open before nme, all the
chords and harnonies mne to change, to control -1

never feel like that agai h—

But Kory said that his enem es were going to destroy the
nexus. He never tal ked about anything like noving it.

"Korendil doesn't know anything," she said, as if hear-

ing his thoughts. "He's been asleep for a long time, Eric.
He doesn't know what's going on at all. W have to create

a new nexus, or the magic will die or be lost to us forever.
We have to, or watch everything worth having becone
corrupted.”

"But if you do that—the elves will still die, won't they?"
he protested, weakly.

Faint scorn col ored her voice. "Think about them Eric.

You' ve seen them last night, in that nightclub. They're

al ready dead. Lost in Dreaming. Nothing can save them

now. What you're seeing is only the | ast nonent before

they fade away conpletely. Even the Hi gh Court elves,

the ones who do not need the nexus to live, they're all |ost
to Dreanming as well. The only reason Korendil isn't in
Dreamng i s because he's been spell bound for so |ong.

They can't be saved, Eric; they're ternmnal patients in the
| ast days of their illnesses. Korendil won't—an't—admt
that. But | think it would be kinder to themto pull the
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plug, to let themgo. Korendil is the only one worth
saving, and Korendil is High Court. He doesn't need the
nexus. \Wen he sees it's hopel ess, he can save hinself."
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Unbi dden, the inmages of the green-eyed peopl e—el ves

—+n the club last night drifted into his nmind. Lovely, yes, -
but ... as mndless as any brain-dead stoners. Maybe she -«
was right—

"This— he said faintly, "This sounds |ike you're doing

the right thing, but you also tried to kill Kory last night.
VWhat you're trying to do doesn't justify something |ike

t hat =

Her face hardened, her eyes turning to blue ice. "You're
right, it doesn't. That was ny father. He hates Korendi

and Terenil, for reasons that | don't really understand.
And | don't agree with him or his nethods." Her eyes
softened again, the vivid blue of the sky at twilight, on a
perfect spring night. "But—but if you would help ne,

Eric, we could acconplish this without ny father's inter-
ference. No nore harmto anyone, just what we have to
do—hange the nexus."

"Change the nexus— he whi spered, caught in her eyes.

"And if you help ne now, there's so much nore that |

can do for you, Eric. You're a brilliant rmusician, you
shoul d be pl aying on better stages than some rundown
dive in the Studio Gty. | have friends in many places—

you coul d have the kind of mnusic career nost people only
dream of , the recognition and nbney you deserve. It
woul d be so easy—-

Her blue eyes, intense and alive, held his gaze.

:So easy, Eric—all you need do is reach out your hand
and take what you want.:

He couldn't seemto | ook away fromthose eyes. Z—+

don't know what to think. She's , . . so beautiful —and
those eyes, looking right intome . . . All 1 want to do is
say yes, say |'ll never |eave her agai n—

But Kory and Beth—+ can't abandon them | prom sed
I would help them | can't go back on that, either

| don't know what to do—what to think—

She squeezed his hand gently. "Don't make a deci sion
now. Just think about it, okay?" She stood up and noved
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to the large desk, quickly witing down an address on a
notepad. "This is ny hone address."” She handed it to
him f0l1 a nonent, her expression was suddenly very

vul nerable. "I'"Il—+"'1l be there; tonight, if you want to
cone over and talk."

Eric took the piece of paper, and slipped it into his
| eans pocket. He snmiled shyly. "You know, |- don't
even know your nane," he said.

"Ria." She noved closer to him "Ria Llewellyn."

"I'"1l, uh, I'"lIl see you later, Ria," Eric said awkwardly,
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distinctly unconfortabl e under the intense gaze other eyes.

"I"'mcertain you will,"'
of fice door.

she said, walking with himto the

Ri a shut the door, then | eaned agai nst the wood, closing

her eyes and snmiling. She had to exercise every bit of
control to keep fromlaughing aloud. Ch, what incredible
luck! I can't believe it. | thought I'd never see him again,
and he wal ked right into my office! It's alnbst enough to
make nme believe in Fate—

Young, untrained, and very malleable. Not to mention a

few other perks, |ike those wonderful dark, dark eyes.

He's really quite handsone. And, ah, definitely interesting
enough to hold my attention for a long tine .

She tingled all over; with excitenent, arousal—-and Power.
He'll conme tonight, | know he will. And when he arrives at
the door . . . let's see. I'Il greet himnyself, doubtlessly
give hima warmlittle hello kiss, which he'll return with

i nterest, and—and then—eh, what the hell, we probably

won't even nake it all the way to the bedroom Probably
shouldn't even try. I'll introduce himto the Jacuzzi and the
wat er bed afterwards .

Then a chill of doubt froze her. But—but what if he
changes his mnd? Wiat if he never shows up?

She shook her head, stubbornly. No, that's inpossible.
He has to be there tonight. No nman has ever wal ked away
fromne, ever. He'll show up tonight, | knowit. He will.

She smled to herself and stretched luxuriously. He is so
very delicious. I've never felt such . . . anticipation .
before. | just can't stop thinking of him—
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A sharp knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.
"Conme in," she said brusquely, and wal ked back to her
desk and took her place behind it.

The door opened. Ria frowned as her father prow ed
into the plush office. He crossed to the nahogany cabi net
wi t hout even gl ancing at her.

"W need to talk, Ria," Pereiior said, renoving a bottle
of Scotch and a glass fromthe cabinet.

He al ways thinks he can just stroll in here and take
charge! My own dear, sweet Father—"I| just had a very

i mportant neeting. Father, and | really don't think this is
a good—-

"An inportant neeting? Wth the young Bard, per-

haps?" Perenor sniled, and raised the glass of Scotch to

her in a toast. "You're definitely my daughter, R a. You

never |let an opportunity pass by, and you're quick to take
advantage of a situation. |'minpressed.”

Despite herself, R a flushed. "It's none of your concern,
Fat her." None of your damm busi ness, either. 1 know what
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you'd do with Eric if you got your hands on hi mand
that's why |'Il never let you near him

"Ch, but it is my concern." He took a slow draught from

his glass. "Wen ny own daughter consorts with the en-

eny ... By the way, Ria," he said, giving her a cursory

gl ance, one tinged with the faintest hint of contenpt, "your
clothes are in quite a state of disarray. Perhaps you ought
to rebutton your blouse. You nustn't allow your enpl oyees
to see you as anything |l ess than i mmacul ate, true?"

Ria met his gaze squarely, not even gl anci ng down at
her attire. | know what you're doing, you old snake
Trying to unnerve ne, take control, as al ways—

"And you might want to consider, ah, shielding your

activities fromthose of us who are sensitive to such things,"
Perenor continued. "It's quite distressing to be interrupted
in a business conversation by the realization that ny daugh-
ter is seducing a Bard several floors above ne."

Damm him he's doing this deliberately! Trying to fluster
me, to get nme off-balance—+ won't let him Two can play

at this. Father. "It's no worse than some of your own .
anusenents,” Ria said silkily, allowi ng no hint of enotion
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ig"k mto her words. "I've never conpl ai ned about your
phoi ce of compani ons, even when sone of them are dis-
tinctly « « distasteful. Especially the ones who aren't even
human or el ven—

perenor's hand tightened visibly on the whiskey gl ass

AQ.you don't like being rem nded of your own perver-

sions, do you? But 1 think I know where this little gane of
uours is leading—and no, | won't |let you get control of
Eric. No matter what you say or do

"That is not the question here," the elf-lord said coldly.
"The fact is that you are playing a very dangerous gane,
with a young man—a young human man—ef unknown

potential. You're playing with fire—=

Ri a shook her head. "I know exactly what |'m doing,

Father Believe ne, | do." She smled, noting the way his

eyes had narrowed thoughtfully. "Unlike you, |I don't be-

lieve in destroying ny opponents. Not when there're nore
sati sfying ways of wi nning."

Her father was silent for a long nonent, swirling the
Scotch in his glass. Then he spoke, very quietly, "He's
dangerous, Ria. So is Korendil. After | find Korendil, I
will deal with this Bard of yours, | assure you of that."

Her back stiffened, her head cane up. Like hell you

will. Father!
"Don't touch him" she said in a voice like ice. "If you
do—=

Perenor sm | ed.
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She tightened her jaw at the sight of that poisonous
smle As though he just scored a major victory, that old

bast ard—

"Of course, ny dear," he said snoothly. "I didn't realize
you were so ... concerned about this Bard of yours. |
never thought you woul d becone so attached to him so

qui ckly."

"Attached? Hardly It's just—he'll be very useful to ne,"

she said, carefully choosing her words. "That much poten-
tial is far too valuable to be wasted. Father. | didn't mnake
this conpany what it is by squandering profitable property
on nere anusenents.”

She hid a smle as her own dart scored, and Perenor's
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back stiffened. "And he'll be safely under ny control, no
danger to you or anyone. |'ll nake sure of that."
Yes, he'll be mne, mne to control, and to use, possibly

even agai nst you. Father dear—

"How do you intend to control hinP" Perenor asked

idly, sipping fromhis drink. "I would think that control -
ling a Bard, soneone of such unfathonmabl e power, night
even be beyond your capabilities, ny dear."

She shrugged. "I lied to him"

"VWhat did you tell hinP" Perenor glanced at her over
the rimof his whiskey gl ass.

"That we're noving the nexus. That the magic is fading,

and if we don't do sonmething, it'll die. Technically, that is
true—though it won't happen for at |east another thousand
years. And when that does happen, it's likely that the

magic will sinply find another weak point in the vei

bet ween the worlds through which it can flow easily.

Creating a new nexus. O so you instructed ne. Father

dear."

Perenor smled. "Not bad. But what if he | eans the

truth?"
"After tonight, nothing will matter to himbut nme."
Her father |aughed, honey with gall. "You have a | ot of

confidence in your abilities, daughter."”

"I think both of us do. And with good reason." A thought
suddenly occurred to her. "Wat did you nean. Father,
after you find Korendil? Don't you know where he is?"

Perenor cleared his throat uneasily, not meeting her

eyes. "Actually, | don't. For sone reason, | can't seemto
locate him It's nore than possible that he didn't survive
the night, of course. Very likely, in fact. He would have
bled to death fromthose wounds in a few hours."
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Oh ny. Father dearest, have you, of all people, actually

funbl ed sonmething,? Certainly, Korendil is dead—dnl ess
he's alive, and sonehow hiding hinself fromyou. Ch, this
is anusing. | never thought 1'd see the day that youd

admt you were incapable of anything.

"Not that it matters,” her father added, a little too
hastily. "There really isn't anything Korendil can do agai nst
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us My only concern was that young Bard, though if you
feel you have that situation well in hand—=

Ria smled. "Believe ne, | do." In nore ways than one,
Fat her .

Perenor drained the last of his Scotch, setting the glass
on the cabinet. "Well. That sounds quite definite." He
rai sed an eyebrow at her. "I may visit you, Ria, after
tonight, just to see what you do with this young prodigy."'

1"l bet you will. And I bet you'd like to get your hooks
into himas well. Believe ne, | intend to | eave hi mmuch
nor e intact than he would be after sone tine in your

tender hands. 1 have nore in mnd for this Bard than
simply to use himonce and cast himaside. My plans are
much nmore . ¢ . permanent.

She realized her father was scrutinizing her with a very
specul ative gaze. "What if he doesn't show up?" Perenor
asked bl untly.

She froze for a nonent. Whuld he—

No. No man had ever wal ked away from ne.

"He will. | know he will. He doesn't have any choice in
this."
No choice at all, she thought, realizing at that nonent

that this young nan was drawi ng her as nuch as she was
drawi ng him Which she hardly dared adnit to herself,
much |l ess to her father.

No, he has no choice. Not any nore than | do. There's
sonmet hing pulling our |ives together, binding us—Power
calling to Power—

What ever happens, he's mine And no one, not even ny
father, is going to stand between us

He has to come to ne tonight. | know he will. He has
to—

o 12 o

Ho Irish Heed Apply

Eric stared through the grimy w ndow, as the RTD bus
chugged painfully up the hill over the Sepulveda Pass to

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (161 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:00 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

the Valley. Even though it was still early in the afternoon,
the traffic was already slowing to a turtle's pace, creeping
al ong the freeway through the snog-shrouded hills.

Hs mind felt just as snog-shrouded. Nothing seens to
nmake sense anynore

He | eaned agai nst the gl ass, gazing down at the cars
creepi ng past the bus.

Only a few days ago, everything seened so ... nornal.
I was husking days, playing different gigs nights, Mureen
and | were still together, life was fine. Now, in less than

three days—

He sighed, and rubbed the back of his sweaty neck with
his hand. Now there's two wonmen in mmy life. And one elf.

How did ny life get so conplicated so fast?

Eri c wedged hinself closer to the glass and cl osed his
eyes.

Ria Ll ewellyn. Even her nane is magical. Wat a com

bi nati on. What an incredi bl e conbination. Corporation
president, a half-elf, and one helluva | ady. Not to mention
staggeringly beautiful. She's |ike sonething out of ny
dreans. It's hard to believe she's real

But there's sonething about her—

He recalled the odd light, the predatory chill in her
eyes when he'd left her, and shivered involuntarily.

There's a funny intensity there when she | ooks at ne
195
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Like a cat, a cat that's got a nouse trapped, and is

t hi nki ng about playing with it instead of eating it. It's
damm scary—+tike I"'mnothing to her, only a toy, or a

t ool —

A car honked right under the wi ndow, but the sound

seened to cone fromanother world entirely. As if the

world that held traffic jans and the world that held R a

Ll ewel l yn couldn't possibly be the same. He replayed the
scene with her over and over in his mind, concentrating
onit, trying to sift sone kind of neaning out of it, but all
he got were contradicti ons—

—+i ke that other way she | ooked at me, |like she's just a
child, only wanting soneone to hold onto, someone who'l
take the pain away. So lost, so vulnerable. It took every-
thing I had to keep fromtaking her in ny arns right then,
trying to confort her. It's like sonmeone hurt her once,
hurt her real bad, and she's never adnmitted it to anyone,
maybe not even hersel f.

He chewed his lip with frustration. God, 1 can't nake
heads or tails out of it; one mnute she's about to take a
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pi ece out of nme, the next, she's like alittle kid—

And yet another facet of menmory focused. —Fhen she
changes agai n—she | ooks at ne with that little bedroom
smle, those come-hither eyes, teasing—nviting—brushing
her hand agai nst m ne—

He bl ushed, and pillowed his head into the crook of his

arm hoping no one in the bus was watching him | don't
understand that, either. Sure, |I'malways nmaking a fool of
myself in front of wonmen, but she-she's really sonething

Al 1 want to do when she snmles like that is drag her off to
a cave sonewhere. That's not like nme, usually. | try to be a
little nore . . . dignified about ny sex life.

And everything about the neeting was washed in a kind

of glowing fog. The nore he tried to concentrate on sone
menory-fragment, the nore the nenory slipped into a
haze. It's so hard to think straight when |'m around her
It's like everything is wapped in gray fuzz, | don't
know where | am what |'m doing, what to think

And that | ed himback around full circle, to I ast night
and this norning. Those nenories were as clear as crystal,
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everyt hi ng sharp-edged and di anond-cut. That's sure not
like the way it is with Beth. Wth Bethie, | always know
what's goi ng on.

O, at least, | think | do—

He pondered that, and concluded ruefully that maybe
be didn't know what was goi ng on between hinself and

Bet h.

She's got ne going too, | guess. | mean, | thought we

had somet hi ng special, something really nice. Maybe even
somet hi ng permanent. | think she understands me, better

than anybody else. After all, she's kinda |like nme, she's a
gypsy too. | make my way by playing street and gi gs—she

works in TV. A production manager is always between

gigs, noving fromstudio to studio, or on hiatus, like she is
now. She understands how it is.

But when he'd | ooked for her in the | obby, she'd been
gone.

She didn't even wait for ne, back there at the Corpora-
tion. Just left without ne.

Maybe she thought |I'd already taken off—-after all, | did
ki nda vani sh fromthe protest neeting. But she didn't even
| eave a note with the receptionist—

It had been like the tine his nother had forgotten to

pick himup fromschool. He'd stood on the curb forlornly
for an hour, clutching his flute, watching for the car that
never came—dntil one of his teachers took pity on him

and t ook hi m hone.
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Anot her car—er the sane one—honked again, and this

time he junmped. Well, that really doesn't matter, | guess
VWhat matters now is what 1'mgoing to do. | just don't
know who to believe, Kory or Ria. Wich of themis telling
the truth?

Korendi | —-what he'd said—the elf believed his own
words, that was the truth, anyway. But how much of the
truth?

frory—+ really don't know what to think about Korendi

either. Everything is noving so fast, too fast to figure out.
I like himhe's a friend, |ike no other friend |'ve ever
had—

But there's sonething about himthat makes nme feel so
198 Mercedes Lackey and El |l en Guon

unconfortable. The way he | ooks at nme, like I'm
everything he ever dreanmed of, the answer to all of his
prayers. It's nore than a little enbarrassi ng. And what -
ever it is that Ria's got—that magnetism that. . . allure—
he's got it too

God, why am | thinking that? Maybe it's just that he got
hi nsel f so trashed trying to keep Perenur away from ne
and Bethie, or the fact that we healed him but—+ fee

SO0—

He gave hinself a nental shake. Confused. That's how
feel. All of this is so confusing, Kory, Beth, the magi c—R a—

He clenched his fingers in his hair. Cod. Magic. | cant
disbelieve in it anynore. What we did this norning to hea
Kory, me and Bet h—+t happened, it was real, as real as

am Which means that it all is true, the elves, the magic,
everything. It must be true—+ ama Bard. Watever that
means. And—and if that's true, then what happened, al
those years ago, it was real, too—

He shivered, huddl ed cl ose agai nst the wi ndow. The
menory cane back, as clearly as if the living nightmare
had occurred just the night before.

He was standing on the stage, the bright Iights naking
everything | ook so distant, out-of-focus—the orchestra was
beginning the first notes of' Danse Macabre."

Then he began the opening solo.

And the nusic—suddenly it was so strong, so powerful,
better than he'd ever played before; everything com ng
together and clicking into place and perfect—

Then—

Caught in the spell of the nmusic, he began to shiver. The
weird nel ody called up his nightmares, the things of child-
hood; the things that |urked under the bed, behind the

cl oset door, and waited for the light to be turned off-
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He felt unfriendly, hungry eyes on hi m+ooked out of
the coner of his eye at the w ngs—

—and saw t hem

The watchers in the darkness of the theater, the crea-
tures detaching fromthe shadows. Unnoticed by the audi-
ence, gliding toward himlike cloaks of |iquid night, hands
outstretched, reaching for him—

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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He stood there, frozen in place, not believing what was
happeni ng—

Then flung the flute away and ran, ran-his throat so
choked with fear he couldn't even scream—just whi nper—

He opened his eyes, and cl enched his hands on his

knees to stop their trenbling. | ran all right. Ran Iike hell.
The conductor was horrified by the kid prodigy freaking

out backstage; my parents were freaking out al nost as bad

as me. Two years of psychoanal yse, of everyone telling nme

that it wasn't real, it didn't happen. | just imagined it.
Two damm years being told | was crazy that night. Then
the kids at Juilliard found out about it—

More years of taunting, tricks with things being hidden

in his closet, with "practical jokes" and attenpts to scare
himinto another fit of hysterics in public. Notes ad-

dressed to "Loony Banyon." Getting on the mailing list of
every nuthouse in the country. Good old Chuck Mar-

quand, the second-best flautist at Juilliard, setting up phony
appoi ntnments for Eric with the | ocal shrinks.

Begi nning to doubt his own sanity.

But —+f all of this is real, then that was real, too—those
things, staring at ne with such hunger and need, they
were real; creatures that shouldn't exist but did, ad be-
cause of ne.

Because of me—
Because |'m a Bard.
Chri st.

He tried to laugh at hinself. You know, | really w sh
sonebody el se coul d' ve been picked for this honor. How

did | get so lucky? Anybody el se woul d be better for this.
Li ke Bethie; she'd be perfect. She's got it all together,
knows what she wants to do; she never falters or feels like
she can't cope.

He gritted his teeth to keep fromshivering. | do, all the
time. 1'"'mnot the right one for this, for whatever it is |I'm
supposed to do. | feel like I'"'mbeing pulled in all these
directions, with no idea which way | want to go. Everyone
wants so nuch from me—
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But he needed answers, and the only place he was going
to get them—

200 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon
—as from hinself.

I"I'l figure this out for nyself, that's what 1'I1 do. ['IlI
make my own decision, and stick to it That's it.

He gl anced out the wi ndow, and | eaped to his feet,
diving for the rear exit of the bus. Shit, | mssed ny stop

Eric stunbled down to the street,, and | ooked around
sourly On well. It's only a few bl ocks back to the apart-
ment. 111 live.

He trudged across the intersection, sidestepping severa

ki ds on skateboards. Wth the way my luck has been lately,
I"'mlikely to get run over by a rollerskater in Wodley
Park. What el se coul d possibly happen that would conpli -
cate ny life even nore than it is now?

Strike that. | don't even want to think about anything
that mght conplicate my life!

Eric started down Shernman Way, past the spraw ing

Post O fice building. Ahead of him he could hear the faint
roar of a cargo plane taking off from Van Nuys Airport,

only a few bl ocks away. Probably one of those big Wrld

War || bonbers. | think sonme of those pilots are still living
through the war, the way they fly those big clunkers. Not
living inreality.

Hell, who am| to talk about living in reality? Mg, the
Bard, with nmy best friends the witch and the elf. Sone
reality, Eric.

He coughed a bit as a junker grow ed past, burning nore
oil than gas. Mdre had happened to himin the past week
than had happened in the |ast year—

And it had taken sonme of the starch out of him that was
for sure. He was sweating by the time he reached his
apartnent, hot and tired, and a little gritty.

He' d never noticed quite how much of an eyesore the

tacky old pink building was. He couldn't help but contrast
thi s—and the steel and chrome sl eekness of the Llewellyn
Building. And Ria Llewellyn's office—no plastic couch
with a lunp in it for her. Nothing but the best

So what could she possibly see in hin? Gubby little
busker, no noney, no muscles, nothing a woman |i ke that
couldn't have just by snapping her fingers—
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Maybe she saw the sane thing that Beth and Kory did.
What ever that is

He unl ocked the security door and trudged down the
hall to his apartment, suddenly wanting both of them
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around. Needing them Badly.

J need a sanity check. | need to find out how much of
what she said is true—and why she's so hot on me—

But as he unl ocked the door of his apartnent, a voice
spoke fromthe shadowy |iving roombefore he could cal

out.

"They are not here, Bard.

A voice |ike broken nusic.

He opened the door, slowy, carefully.

There was an elf sitting on his |iving room couch.

Bl ond, like Kory, and long-haired, but his hair was
unkenpt and neglected, dulled and brittle. Tall, gaunt,
with lines of pain etched around his nouth and eyes. And
the eyes thensel ves—

If Kory's eyes were crystalline eneralds, and Perenor's
clouded jade, this elfs eyes were reflections of the sea on a
nmoonl ess ni ght. Deep gray-green, and haunted, they gave

Eric the feeling that sonething too terrible to think about
nmoved beneath the surface. Ancient eyes, anguished eyes.

Eric tried to speak, and found he couldn't get his nouth
to work until the elf | ooked away. "Wwhich one are you?"
he stammered, as he shut the door behind hinself "And
where are they?"

"I do not know," the elf replied, again in that beautiful,
rui ned voice. "They had departed before | arrived." He
raised a wing-like sweep of eyebrow at Eric. "I took the
liberty of renmoving the blood fromthe carpet. Dangerous,
to leave it there, and not just for Korendil."

Eric could feel a thousand unspoken, fear-ridden ques-
tions behind the elfs cal mfacade.

"Yeah, well, we weren't thinking about that—=

"No. | would inmagi ne—fromthe anmount— The elfs
eyes closed briefly, and the pain-lines about them deepened.

"Was the boy badly hurt?" he asked, his voice a harsh
whi sper.

"Yeah," Eric began. "Perenor really trashed—=
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The el f opened his eyes, and sea-fire raged in them
Eric flinched away fromhis fury.

"Danann—f he is dead, | swear by nmy honor | wll—=

"He's okay— Eric stamered, interrupting him "Wwe
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heal ed him M and Beth—=

The el f stopped, frozen. "You. Mirtals. You healed hin;.
And you put no bindi ng upon hin?" A darker enotion
lurked in those gray-green eyes, rolling with restrained
vi ol ence.

Eric blinked. "Say what?"

"No, | see that you did not." The fire died in the elfs
eyes, and he slunped a little. "No Bard would, | think. It
was not all Dreaming, then, what the boy said of you
Korendil is wiser than |I." He pondered that for a nonent,
then pl aced one hand on his chest and bowed, with a

smile of self-nockery. "Bard Eric Banyon, you see before
you all that is left of Terenil, prince of El fhane Sun-
Descending. | would ask for your help."

Eric felt his jaw slipping. "My hel p? But—=

The elf rose and wal ked a little closer, and now Eric
could see that he was dressed, incongruously enough, in
stai ned, scuffed, deep-scarlet |leather. Like Robin Hood,
only inred. Eric's jaw slipped a little nore.

"Well . . . that is less than the truth,” Terenil admtted.
"l cane to search out Korendil; | could not sense himnor
trace himwith magic, and | feared—=

Eric felt a chill; if Terenil could find his way to the
apartment, how long would it take Perenor? "How did you
know he was here?"

"The blood," Terenil replied. "Suddenly | could sense

the blood. But when | arrived, he and the witch had

al ready gone. | was not certain what to think; especially
after | found the blood and . . . those—=*

He nodded his head toward the chair next to the door
On it were the ravaged and bl oodst ai ned garnments Korendi
had been wearing. Eric eyed them nournfully.

My best Faire shirt—and nmy boots—

"I't was only nonments later | heard your footsteps. | stil
cannot sense him therefore she nust be shielding him If
he has been hurt, that is just as well—
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"Yeah," Eric said vaguely. They're not here-so they

must be at Beth's place. That neans he was in good
enough shape to nove. Jeal ousy cranped his throat. No
wonder she didn't wait around for ne. Wiy should she?
VWhat am |, conpared to hin? What have | got that he
hasn't got nmore of? And on top of it all, he's an elf.
What'd that old guy say to her? "You' ve finally got your
wi sh"? She's been looking for an elf like himfor years

"Bard—+ still need your help." The elf broke into his
unhappy thoughts. "Please—help ne."

"Why?" Eric spat, suddenly angry at the whole race of
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el ves. Yeah, 1 can guess what Beth is doing, now that she's
found her elf. They're probabl y—

"Because— Terenil's shoul ders sagged. "Because no

one else will," he said raggedly. "Those few of ny

own who are not |ost thensel ves have given ne up

for lost. Even Korendil. I+ failed him last night. | failed
him..."

Eric's anger ran out of him "Hey," he said awkwardly.
"Like, it wasn't your fault. You aren't in real good shape,
y' know?"

Oh shit. That's it—that's probably why she had to nove
Kory in a hurry. He was in |ousy shape, and she didn't
want to risk Perenor tracking them down. Maybe that

blood . . . well, whatever. That's probably why she didn't
wai t .

Though | really wish she'd left me a note

"And whose »s the fault, then?" Terenil asked, his voice
rough with self-accusation. H's eyes caught Eric's for a
monent, just as Kory's had—

Thoughts ran wild in his head, with an underscoring of
| anent, dirge to sonething |ost past recall.

Korendi|l vani shed; nmore of the Low Court falling into
Dream ng by the day. Those of the High Court who had

not gone north to El fhane M sthold or under the Hill, had
sl i pped hopel essly into Dream ng thensel ves. Wt hout
Korendil to rally the Hi gh Court remmants, to help him+t
was usel ess to struggle on agai nst the Dreanmi ng. For he,
who shoul d have been able to protect them who was
responsi ble for protecting them was hel pl ess, hel pl ess
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Only a Bard could have saved themand Perenor had
seen to it that there would be no Bards here.

So why not give up, give in, let Dreamng take himtoo'r
They were all dooned. Better that he would not be capa-
bl e of wi tnessing or understanding the end

Despair too profound even to register as pain nearly
knocked Eric to his knees. Only once had he ever run
across anyone who lived with anguish like that. An ex-

' Nam vet naned Tor, up at the |law school at Stanford, who
used to let Eric stay with himbetween Faire weekends,
feed himand give himcrashspace on the dorm fl oor when

t he busking got too thin—

And who used to get drunk wi th hi mwhen the pain was
too nmuch, and neither of themwanted to get stoned al one.

Wonder what happened to Tor? It's been years. Did he
ever get out to Colorado |Iike he always said he wanted to?

He answered Terenil's despair with Tor's own words.
"Sonetimes shit happens, no matter what you do. Sorme-
times all you can do is try and keep yourself in one piece,
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so you can figure out what happened, and figure out how
to keep it from happeni ng again." Yeah, you had the right
i dea, old friend—

He was rewarded by seeing sone sanity conme back into
the Prince's expression.

"l have done poorly at even that," Terenil replied bitterly.

Eric cocked his had to one side, and took a really close

| ook at him Well, he looks pretty strung-out, but he
doesn't | ook drugged. And hell, enough people have witten
me of f-—+to0o0 many tinmes—

I'"'mdam sure not gonna slamthe door in his face.

"I't happened,"” he said. "Not even one of you incredi-
bly powerful magical type elves is going to be able to
change the past. So, how can | help you out, your

H ghness?"

Terenil raised his eyes to neet Eric's, astoni shnent
erasing sone of the pain-lines.

"You'll help me?" he said incredul ously.

Eric shrugged. "Sure. Wiy not? | think you deserve

hel p. | don't know that | can help you nmuch, but whatever
I can do, | will. I told Kory I'd do what | could for the
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 205

elves, and last time / heard, you hadn't turned in your
uni on card.

The gratitude in Terenil's expression was as hard to face
as his rage had been. Eric had to turn away fromit—and
to cover his | apse of manners, picked up the ruined cloth-
ing and | ooked it over, hoping to find sone sign it could
be sal vaged.

"It is beyond repair, | fear."

The voice was right in his ear, and he junped, dropping

the shirt. "Y-yeah, it's pretty totaled," he agreed. "I nean,
I don't grudge it, but—-how cone he had to take ny
cl ot hes?"

And how the hell did he ever fit into thenf

"Because, Bard, we cannot create with our magic. Alter,
easily. Copy, yes—+f we know the article intimtely. But
not create. Only a Bard or a very powerful Adept can
create sonething from naught but power."

"Ckay—but why ny cl ot hes?"

"He woul d have been rather conspicuous w thout them?"
the Prince said dryly. "Being as he was bespelled wearing
his arnmor—and so woke in the sane condition."

"Lots of people wear armor on the Faire Site," Eric
obj ect ed.
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"Arnmor like this?"

The Prince straightened, gaining at |east two inches in
the process—and began to gl ow .

Eric closed his eyes; the Prince's outline wavered in a
way that was making himslightly ill—-and besi des, he was
heari ng nusi c agai h—

Sl ow, mmjestic chords; a massive pipe organ, like the
one in that chapel in the Santa Cruz hill s—

The nusic faded, and he opened his eyes—and |lost his
jaw entirely.

The Prince | ooked like a Prince now, clad head-to-toe in
sonme fantastic suit of gold and scarl et enanel, chased and
filigreed and articulated so finely Eric had no doubt that
Tereni|l could dance in the stuff. It made the arnor in the
nmovi es | ook nmodest and restrained. Not to mention bul ky
and awkwar d.

Terenil favored himwith an ironic half-smle.
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"Yeah, | see." Eric swallowed. "I guess he would have
been ki nd of conspicuous."

"And he was bespelled ten years ago. The only cl ot hing

he coul d replicate—assum ng he could spare the mage-
power, which | do not think he coul d=woul d have been

bel | -bottoned jeans and |l eisure suits. Bard Eric; or High
Court garb. Equally conspicuous."”

The idea of Kory in a polyester leisure suit made Eric
splutter with | aughter. \When he | ooked up again, Tereni
was back in his scarlet |eather.

"l guess—+ guess | don't nmind so nuch," Eric adnmitted

"Not when you put it that way. But— He surveyed the

bl ood-stiffened boot in his hand with regret. "I'Il mniss ny
boots. Be a while before | can afford another pair."

"If you will permt?" Terenil took the boots fromhim
held themin front of his chest, and frowned at them

A qui ck, staccato chord—

The nopcassin boots were gone. What was in Terenil's
hands was sonething else entirely. Eric had lusted after
the fanobus "Faire boots," tool ed and decorated, hand-
made, customfitted boots, for years. These mmde those

| ook I'ike his worn-out noccasins. Brilliant scarlet, and
enbel lished with tiny netallic gold sunbursts—

Li ke Terenil's arnor.

"Not your colors, | do not think," the elf nuttered; and

as a strange little fluted nel ody played behind Eric's eyes,
he wat ched the tint deepen to wine, watched the sun-

bursts vanish, to be replaced by a sinple vine and | eaf
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pattern, all in silver, threading fromthe sole to the top.

"Here," Terenil said, with a touch of pride, holding the
boots out to him "In sinple things, at least, it seens |
have not lost nmy abilities."

Eric took them This is it. | have gone around the bend
I amno longer operating in this reality—

Nevert hel ess he kicked of f his sneakers and pulled the
boots on. It was alnost with relief that he found themto
be nmiles too big

Thank God. Reality. Next, | find out |'m wearing Baggies
on ny feet, and that he hypnotized ne.

"They' re—=
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"Indeed, | expected. They are, after all, copies of mne."

The elf knelt for a nonent, and ran his hands down Eric's
| egs—

The feeling of Terenil's hands upon hi mwas di sturb-
i ngly sensual

Christ! First Kory—

Then the | eat her noved, tightening around Eric's cal ves
and feet until the boots might have been painted on him
He'd have junped, if Terenil hadn't been holding his
ankl es.

Jesus H—

The elf stood and straightened. "Now do they fit well
enough. Bard Eric?"

Eric swall owed hard. "Uh—yeah, sure."
Too weird for words. Definitely.
I"malmost afraid to think what coul d happen next

The Prince hailed a cab at the curb, directing the driver
to sone place in Beverly Hlls. Eric was too benused to
note the address. He kept expecting his boots to turn back
into Baggies, or into his old, ruined pair.

Al'l this tal king about magi c—but these are real; | can
touch them And Kory being healed was real, too. It's not
talk, it's not FIX [It's happening.

The cab stopped. Terenil produced a fifty from nowhere
(literally), and handed it to the driver, who opened the
door for them Eric found hinmself stepping out onto a
driveway that |ooked like it went on for mles.

The cab pull ed away, |eaving them standi ng beside a
wrought-iron gate with nore security hookups than Eric
had ever seen in his life.
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Terenil idly placed his palmon one of the nysterious
bl ack boxes, and Eric heard a conplicated burst of
twel ve-t one—

And the gate swung open

"I have the feeling that this isn't your house," he said,
nervously. "Are we going to get arrested for breaking and
entering in the next five mnutes?"

Terenil|l raised his eyebrows again. "Are you nore con-
cerned with the inpropriety of appropriating soneone

208 Mercedes Lackey and Ellen Gum

el se's property, or the possibility of being caught at
it?"

"Bei ng caught," Eric said pronptly, with a grin.

"You shoul d have been born one of us." The Prince
pushed the gate conpletely open and beckoned to Eric to
follow him "The owner of this manse is an old friend of

mne. He is currently in Eire, and will be for some nonths.
He has left only one caretaker, who is surfing, and will not
return until sundown. | have convinced the alarns that we
hol d the proper keys. There will be no police here."

The driveway did go on for mles, white and glaring
under the afternoon sun. "So why are we here?" Eric
asked, following the scarlet figure up the hot stretch of

concrete. "I have the feeling you' ve been here before."
"I have," Terenil sighed. "Oten—though not for this
pur pose, precisely. | came here when | ... needed a
place . . . undisturbed."

Eric flashed on a glinpse of one of the elves |ast night,
sitting in a comer stoned out of his wits. He nodded to
hi nsel f. Yeah. Being an elf isn't going to keep the cops
fromhassling you by day if they think you're blitzed.

"So why are we here now?" Eric persisted.

Tereni|l noved oS the white desert of concrete and onto

a path of tastefully arranged stones. "W are here. Bard
Eric, because we need a place undi sturbed. A place of
conbat, and this nmanse has such withinit."

Pl ace of conbat?
"What's wong with the park?"

They had reached a portico of rough-hewn redwood

beans. Terenil played his trick with the door, and it, too,
swung open at a touch. He strode inside as if he knew
exactly where he was goi ng.

He said he did.

"This a place where we will not be conspicuous,"” Tereni
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said carefully, leading the way through the tiled entry and
down a birch-paneled hallway. "My abilities are not

what they were. | cannot nmke us 'invisible,' engage in
conbat, and hold ny nmenories in your mnd, all at once.

Two of the three, yes, but not all three. Here."
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He touched another door and notioned Eric to precede
him and Eric found hinself in a dojo.

Wio the hell's house is this, anyway?

"Wy do | need your menories?" he asked in confu-
sion, as Terenil shut the door behind them

"Because, Bard, | need very badly to regain ny skills in
fighting, both by blade and magic—and to do so, | need an
opponent." He tapped Eric's chest with an outstretched

finger. "You."
"Me?" Eric's voice squeaked.
"1 ndeed. "

The el f-prince placed his hand on Eric's forehead before
Eric could scranble away.

The worl d vani shed with a shout.
e 15 e

Fatee true Loue

"In truth, Terenil, this is indeed schizoid," Eric said
dubi ously, taking his stance where the el f-Prince pointed.
"I don't think I like it. |I feel as though | amne and you,

too. It is quite weird, facing nyself like this."

"I would imagine," the elf agreed; he noved to about

twenty feet away fromEric, and stood with his | egs braced.
He shook his hands to | oosen them and flexed his fingers.
"But giving you nmy nenories is the only way in which

shal | face an opponent of equal strength and skill. | used to
spar thus with Korendil —=

"Well, he's in no shape to do that right now anyway."
Eric shook his head to try and settle all the alien thought-
patterns. They kept floating around inside his skull, intruding

when he | east expected themto. Strange patterns, sonehow
delicate, yet fraught with an intensity he had never—

Oh shit, first | start talking like himmnow |'mstarting
to think Iike these pointy-eared jokers, too!

"Am 1 going to keep this shit in my head forever, or can
you get rid of it when you' re done?" Eric asked plaintively.

"Wthout ny sustaining the nenories, they will fade,

and quickly," Terenil assured himwith a faint smle. "I am
just as pleased to be facing you, in truth—XKorendil is no

ki nd of nmage, and Perenor is both warrior and mage. If |
amto confront himagain, | shall need ny skills at both."
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"Well, how m!| supposed to know what to do?"

"You do not," Terenil said, with just a hint of nalicious-
ness. "You sinply react—=

211
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He pointed his finger at Eric.

And suddenly a there was a burst of trunpet-blare, and
a bright glowing ball was hurtling straight for him

Shi t !
Eric yel ped and dove for the floor

"Interesting, though not particularly effective," the Prince
observed. "Granted, | would not have thought of that."

"But— Eric protested fromhis position on the mat.
"Dodging will not help you a second tinme. Bard—

This time two of the orange balls of flane were com ng
at him He threw up his hands in a pathetic attenpt to
ward t hem of f —

And one of those other nmenories stirred. Wthout un-
der st andi ng what he was doing, he reached for ... some-
thing. And when he had it, he twisted it into a C nmjor
ar peggi o, strong and resoundi ng.

And a ball of red flane intercepted Terenil's two, con-
sum ng them

"Excellent!" the Prince |laughed. "And | woul d not have
t hought of that, either!"

"What's that supposed to nean?" Eric panted, getting
to his feet.

"You have ny nenories of working magi c—but you use
your own powers. Like so—=

Roar of brass. Lightning | ashed dowmn where Eric stood—

Except that he wasn't standing there anynmore. He'd
dodged again, and that sonething inside himacted. He
heard a nusical run like a tronbone cadenza, saw he was
sending a stream ng | ance of fire—ike a flamethrower—
straight at the Prince

Who deflected it (crash of cynbals) but not easily.

Hey, |'mnot doing too bad at this! Eric Banyon, mage-
warrior, just |like sonething out of Tol kien! Hah, take
that. Prince Terenil!

Then Terenil got serious.

After a few nonments of being chased around the dojo,
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Eri c began searching—frantically—for those strange mem
ories, calling themup on purpose instead of being used by
them He began fighting back

The Prince was grinning.
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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And while Eric wasn't exactly rel axing, he was begin-
ning to see what was going on. There was a distant source
of energy, of power, that he could touch, use.

The nexus—

And he could do things with this power. After severa
nmor e exchanges, he began to see the patterns, the rel a-
tionshi ps between what he heard in his nind s ear, and
what was actual |y happeni ng.

"Coul dn't you have nade yourself a robot or some-
thi ng?" he squeaked, when a lash of fire came a little too
close and he realized that Terenil was not hol di ng back

"A simulacrumwoul d not have free will. Bard," Tereni
replied, dodging Eric's return volley. "It would be Iike
fighting a mirror. Not good enough. | do |like your evasive

maneuvers, by the way. Perenor will never expect nme to
drop to the ground to avoid a flamestrike."

"Hey, whatever works, y'know?" Eric yel ped again, as a
little tongue of lightning snuck around behind himand
connected with his runmp—

I''m gonna charge you for these jeans, you pointy-eared
creep!

He fired off a series of things |ike Roman-candl e balls
(staccato bursts of clarinet), none of which connected. But
the attenpt forced Terenil to nove rather briskly, which

at | east was sone confort.

At least I'"'mgiving hima run for his nmoney—

Then Terenil hit himwith the Big One.

A thundering D mnor chord froma doubl e orchestra—
A whirling wall of l|ight descended on him

And the nenories nmonentarily deserted him

He had no idea what to do, how to counter the thing—and
there was no place to run fromit. He reached in desperation,
gathering everything he could find and throwing it—

A maj or.

The wal |l stopped, not two feet away fromhim held
there by the gl owi ng shield he had sonehow erected
between hinself and it.

"Enough," said Terenil, and the |ight vanished. Eric
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stunbl ed backward a few steps, and when he reached the
wal |, coll apsed against it and slid down it.

214 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

He was sweating, and exhausted, and panting hard i<,
catch his breath. It was no conpensation to see that tL&
Prince was in the sanme shape.

"You did very well," Terenil said, |owering hinself down

to the floor beside Eric. "Very well. Better than | h_d
anticipated. Forgive nme; | forgot that you are not a train< r
sorcerer there at the end. | had not intended to use thc-t

bit of nagery on you; it is far nore powerful —even whea
mut ed—than | woul d ever have used in practice agai nst
anyone but an experienced magician."

"Ch," Eric replied, feeling sonehow deflated. "That's
why | sort of lost everything. So you stopped it?"

"Wy . . . no.
"You did.'

The Prince gave him a peculiar | ook

Eric had hardly enough tinme to get his breath back

before Terenil had himdone up in a copy of his ow i

scarl et-and-gold arnmor, facing himw th sword in hand.

The arnor turned out to be no nore unconfortable than z

set of motorcycle leathers Eric had once tried on. The swoid,
however, felt very strange, and very alien in his hand.

But the actual sparring proved to be easier than the stuff
Tereni|l had been putting himthrough up until then. The
menori es he needed here were sinpler; physical neno-

ries only. He could relax, put his mind in neutral, and |et
his body take over. It was kind of fun, actually—

Until it got to be work.
Then hard wor k.
Then painfully hard work.

Finally Terenil called a halt, and nmade the arnor go
away. There was a | ow bench at Terenil's side of the dojo;

Eric sprawed on the floor with his back braced against it,
head t hrown back, eyes closed, getting his w nd back

I"msweating |like a horse. | don't think |I've ever worked
this hard before in ny life.

"Here." He felt the famliar chill of a nmetal can in his
hand, and didn't stop to wonder where it cane from
Tereni| had magi cked it up sonehow, of course—

I'"mbeginning to take this magic stuff for granted, Iike
nm crowaves and tel ephones.
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"Thanks," he said; funbled for the pop-top, and took a

long pull. an wi 111""1 opening his eyes.
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Veah. Nothing Iike a Coke, sonetines.

"And here." Eric opened his eyes at the tap on his arm
Terenil had done the thing with the fifty-dollar bills again;

he held out two to Eric. "I will not |eave with you," the
Prince said. "And you will need a cab, true? Just be very
careful not to spend these in the sane place.”

Eric took a good |l ook at them and realized they had
exactly the sane serial nunbers. He raised one eyebrow

at the elf.
"As | told you," Terenil said shruggi ng. W cannot
create, only copy."

And | bet the Treasury Departnent would love to talk
to you about that..

"So," Eric said, after his second swallow. "Wat's with
all this? Wiy did you suddenly decide you wanted to take
Per enor on agai n?"

The bench creaked as Terenil settled beside him Eric
opened his eyes. The Prince | ooked as conpletely ex-
hausted as he was; hair dripping sweat, the | eather tunic
gone, nuscles trenbling with a little weariness. He was
sl unped over, el bows on his knees, hands w apped around
his own can of soda, |ooking at a point on the floor be-
tween his feet.

"Because | nust," the Prince replied. "You know, you
came very near to defeating nme. Bard. Mre than once.
am not what | was."

"I'"'m not Perenor—

"Precisely." The Prince sighed. "If | were to nmeet him

as | amat the noment, the result would be the sanme as
last night. Al that saved ne then was Korendil's luring
himaway fromnme. |If Perenor has a weakness, it is that he
prefers a noving target to a defeated one."

Eric couldn't think of anything to say. Except—But
you'll still chall enge hi manyway?"

"I nust,’
others. "

the Prince said sinply. "For the sake of the
"You've seen them FEric. Lost in Dreaming—+ think it's
ki nder to pull the plug."
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Maybe not exactly Ria's words, but certainly the sense
of them

"What nmakes you think you can do anything for then?"
he asked bluntly. "I nean, |'ve seen them—-

And | saw you. A real brain-dead stoner, |ast night.
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Terenil wi nced, as if he had heard the thought. "I do
not know that | can, | only know that | mnust try."

It was Eric's turn to wince away fromthe conviction in
his words. He covered it by draining his cola—and as soon
as he put it down, there was a second, water beadi ng on
its sides, on the bench beside him

Yeah, so naybe he can't handle his drugs. But he's not

so gone that he still can't think beyond hinself. He wants
to do sonething neaningful, even if he isn't actually capa
ble of carrying it off. And what have you done with your
Iife, Banyon?

Not nuch.

"What's with this thing between you and Perenor?" he
asked.

The Prince tossed down the |ast of his soda and nmag-

i cked hinself up another can. "Hate," he said. "That is
what is between us." He grinmaced. "One of the two enp-
tions that we are taught to avoid at all costs ..."

" Huh?"

Terenil pulled danp hair behind his ear, and turned his
head a little to look at Eric. "W are virtually inmortal,
Bard. Qur lives are neasured in centuries, not decades.
That can be as much curse as blessing. Firstly, we are few
in nunber. Secondly, strong enotional ties bind for
centuries, not mere decades. Your |egends call us light-

m nded and frivolous in our affections—but think you for a
monent . Suppose you have a love that turns to dislike.

But you are tied to the place where that |ove dwells, and
there are perhaps a few hundred inhabitants of that place.
Try as you will, you nust see that |ove every day. For the
next thousand years. Unless one of you finds a way to

| eave." He shrugged. "So do we avoid both | ove and hate,
granting either only when there is no other choice."

"So, why are you and Perenor—

"A fundanental difference in the way in which we see
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS

217

you and your world. Bard. It began when we journeyed

wi th Maddoc of WAl es, know ng there was another |and at
the end of his sail. W |eft because we were being crowded
by humanki nd. | thought, and the Queen, that if we could
establish oursel ves and put down deeper roots than those
we had aforetinme, we could coexist with your world. Share
it, despite your use of Cold Iron."

"Sounds like a good idea to me," Eric offered tentatively.

"So it has proved, nost places. It was only that here, |
m sjudged in placing the nexus. O perhaps— He | ooked
up at the wall opposite hinself, frowning, then shook his

head. "I cannot recall. It nmay be that Perenor urged the
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pl acenment there. He nmay have been worki ng agai nst ne

even then . . . Well, our Queen took a group north to
establish Elfhame M sthold; | renained here with a sec-
ond, snualler group, nostly of Low Court elvenkind who
must be tied to physical places. | established Elfhame
Sun- Descendi ng. Then Perenor began showi ng his true
nmotives."

"This was how | ong ago?" Eric asked.

"Before the Spaniards." Terenil frowned again. "Per-
haps . . . ten to fourteen of your centuries. Tine does not
hol d as nmuch neaning for our kind."

Jesus, | guess not! Eric stared at a being who | ooked no
more than forty years old, and felt a little stunned.

"So. We had found a place for a nexus; the Queen's
Bard—a human, |ike yoursel f—epened it and created the
anchoring point for it, and the Queen and nost of the

H gh Court had gone on up northwards. Then Perenor

began spreadi ng his poi son. Wiy, he said, should we be
subject to the vagaries of humanity? Wiy should we all ow
their lives to rule what we did? W had magi c at our

di sposal; our lives were infinitely |onger—ahy should we
not rule then"

Terenil took a swig fromhis can, and tightened his lips,
angrily. "He did not nmean only to rul e-he neant to
enslave. | could see that—and fortunately, so coul d nost
of the rest. And that was enough to keep himin his place
for many years."
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"God." Eric shuddered at the notion of having Perenor
as "Master."

Sonebody who can read your thoughts, and touch the
i nnernost part of you .

"Jesus, Terenil, how the hell did you guys see through
hi n? And—+ nean, why didn't you just go along with hin®

Terenil gave hima | opsided grin. "You humans nake poor

sl aves. Bard. Your own history should teach you that.

Soon or late, you rise beneath your chains and go for your
masters' throats. W had all seen enough of history to

know that. And . . . there was still another reason. O al
the wondrous things we can do, we cannot create. CQur
"culture,” if you will, is made up of what we have borrowed
fromyou humans. And a sl ave generally is very poor at
creation. After all, why should he create anything, when it
is his nmasters that have the benefit of it, and not hinself?
There are deeper reasons, too, but these will suffice."

Enlightened self-interest. It never fails. Eric chuckled to
hi nmsel f.

"So, there was m strust of Perenor on ny part, hatred

on his. Your people noved to this valley—and then it al
began to fall apart for us. You noved too quickly for us to
be aware of what was happening. W learned too | ate that
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you were trapping us in nazes of Cold Iron, cutting the
groves off, one fromanother. | and those of the Lesser
Court who were nages worked to find a sol ution—for

wi t hout an Adept, which we did not nunber anpbng our-

sel ves, we could not reestablish newties to the nexus, or
move it el sewhere. | was so preoccupied with this that |
did not watch Perenor. Finally | |earned that he was
wor ki ng forbi dden magi ¢ agai nst the humans, draining
themto his own use. | caught himin the act—

Tereni| stopped, w ped the back of his hand across his
eyes, and finished his soda in a single gulp.

"l caught himin the act of draining a child. A child who
woul d have been a Bard. | realized then that he had

probably been doing this evil for as |long as humans had been
within his reach—and that he had destroyed our chances of
movi ng the nexus by destroying the children who could

have grown to be Bards. That is when | exiled him™"
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"But he didn't | eave—

"Not so. He did, for a brief while. He found a human

worman who coul d have been a great magician if she had
chosen to train her powers, and fathered a child upon
Agr_yes, Bard, that is possible, although it requires the
intervention of magic. He raised that child hinself, train-
ing her in sorcery and elven nmagic. Human nmagic—t is

very rare, but it is powerful. Perhaps because it is but-
tressed by all the potential of your brief lives ..."

Tereni|l brooded down at the floor until Eric got tired of
waiting for himto pick up the story again.

"Then what happened?"

"Ch. Then he returned to challenge ny rule again." He

di scarded the can he was hol ding, and magi cked up stil

anot her. "That was not all that |long ago. | fought them for
days, with young Korendil at ny side. Korendil. He was—

i s—y best hope, you know. He has scarce two centuries,

yet there is such wi sdom and courage in hi mhe anazes

me. Sonetinmes he frightens nme—he is so |like a human-so
passionate. | have tried to warn himfrom passion, from
caring so deeply—

"The fight," Eric pronpted.

"Ch, aye. W fought them and drove them out again,

t hough not without cost to both worlds. | was badly ex-
hausted. We roused things across the Barrier that were

best left sleeping, and the battle itself started a fire, the
one that burned out Bell Canyon." Terenil |ooked at him

and blinked. "Are you old enough to recall it?"

"l read about it," Eric said, half to hinself.

"I thought | had bani shed them | thought ... | don't
qui te renmenber. Danann, it all fades, it all blurs . . . Then
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Korendi| vani shed, and left ne the only one of the High
Court still aware, with all the rest of Sun-Descending | ost
in Dreaming. To try further seemed ... so futile. Perenor
gone, the girl-child gone, Korendil gone. Nothing |l eft—
enem es, friends, all gone—

Too late Eric heard the slurring of his words, the ram
bling. He had seen the faniliar red-and-white cans they
were both drinking frombut the meaning of those soft
drinks had not occurred to him
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Caffeine. Terenil had downed at |east three cans of
Coke as they'd been sitting there, and was working on the

fourth.

"—nothing left,"” the Prince murnmured. He | ooked up
as Eric got to his feet, but didn't seemto recognize him
H s eyes were gl azed and unfocused, his hands shaki ng.

"Mortals," Terenil said sadly. "Don't open your heart
to nortals'—that's an old saw, and | told Korendil that,
over and over. They die and they | eave you. Leave you

al one. Don't you. Bard? You al ways | eave us, no matter
what we do—*

The el fs head sank; his hand | oosened and the enpty

can of Coke fell fromit, to roll around on the floor. As Eric
wat ched, Terenil slid fromthe bench to curl up in a

drunk—er Dreamni ng—stupor on the fl oor

The cab ride home was very depressing. Sunset was
grayed-out by haze tonight; in fact, the whole world seened
grayed-out and lifeless. Eric had never felt so al one.

Cod. Maybe Ria's right, maybe it's better to pull the
pl ug on them Even the best of themcan't stay straight/or
a single afternoon.

He rethought everything Ria had said, conpared it to

what Terenil had told him He couldn't see any flaws in

what she'd told himabout herself, and she'd adnitted that
her father was doing things she didn't approve of. And
yet—yet it didn't feel quite right, as if she was telling the
truth, but not all of the truth.

I need Beth, | need Kory. | have got to talk to them

The cab pulled up outside the tacky pink apartnent

buil ding, and pulled off as soon as Eric paid the driver. He
hadn't asked the cabby to wait, but he had been figuring
he'd just duck into his apartnent, change his shirt, grab
his flute, and warn them he was coni ng.

He got the first two done inside of a couple m nutes—
but when he called Beth's apartnent, all he got was her
answer i ng nmachi ne.

"Bet h?" he said, when the recording ran out. "Bethie,
it's Eric—are you there?"
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There was no answering click of the phone being picked up
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He went blank for a nonent, then took a deep breath

and went on. "Beth, sone stuff happened back at the
denonstration, sone pretty heavy stuff, that's why | sort
of bugged out on you. Beth, I'mon ny way over, |'ve got
to talk to you and Kory real —=

Click. D al tone.

He hung the phone up carefully, and stood there for a
monent with his gig bag dangling fromone hand. Hi s

m nd just wasn't working; he just couldn't picture what
coul d have happened that she woul dn't be there.

Oh God—what if they're in trouble, and I was out

fooling around with Terenil. Wat if Beth didn't make it
here? What if she got arrested back at the Llewellyn

Bui | di ng—

Strike that. Terenil said she was shielding Kory. So she
took himfromnmny place. They were together then, and I'm
pretty sure she wouldn't | eave himal one. Wich neans
they're still together. In her apartnment. And they're not
answering the phone.

VWi ch neans what, Banyon?

He t hought about them closing his eyes the way he had
when Bia had tried to ... contact him—

He bl ushed at the nenory. But he tried it anyway,
reaching out with that sonething he'd been working with,
t hi nking very hard about both of them It seened |ike
there was a "Bethness" and a "Koryness" that were both
tied into himsonehow, a tiny touch, as though they were
both resting a hand on his shoul ders, and that he could
follow that to the real people,

It worked; he started to see very vague images agai nst
the bl ackness of his closed eyes. But not that vague. Beth
and Kory—toget her—

Anger flared and bani shed the i mages from his mnd,

and he could not recapture them He struggled for a
monent to cal mhinself down, but every tine he tried, he
coul d see them—

You' ve been played for a fool, Banyon. Al that talk
about "commitment," being a team and the first thing
Bet h does when she gets Kory alone is junp into bed with
him Damm her!
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His hurt and jeal ousy settled into a burning lunp in his
throat and the pit of his stomach. He clutched his flute
agai nst his chest and struggled to breath slowy.

J ought to—
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No, viol ence never got himanything. Violence wasn't
the answer.

I could be wong. This could be my own | ousy i magi na-
tion. 1 have a dirty enough mnd. | can't stop thinking
about how Kory is such a hunk, how Beth nust be at-
tracted to him That's probably all this is—ust me and ny
overactive imagi nation

He trenbled with suppressed anger and wi th indeci-
sion. J ought to go over there, and see for nyself. | could
be wong. But if I'mright—

The cab ride into Tarzana was acconpani ed by a grow

ing rage, and an increasing sense of betrayal. He had
taken | ong enough for a shower and a change of cl ot hing,
trying to wash sonme of his unhappi ness and anger away. It
hadn't worked, and he spent the ride in silence, his throat
aching, his flute case clutched in both hands. By the tine
he reached Beth's apartnent building, he was no | onger

sure of anyt hing.

"You'd better wait," he told the cabby, as he passed him
the change fromthe first of Terenil's fifties. "There's a
good chance 1'll need you right away."

The cab driver shrugged, pulled out an SF book, and
kept the neter running.

He' d been tenpted, back there in his own place, to
throw the money in the trash and send the boots after

But Terenil hadn't been the faithless one; the Prince
had tried (nobl esse oblige?) to make up for the damages
that had been inflicted on Eric. He hadn't strung Eric
al ong; he'd been honest with him

"Don't open your heart to nortals."

Yeah, guess not. Don't trust themwth the real truth,
ei ther.

Still, Terenil had been fair to him So he had put the
boots on and stuffed the cash in his pocket and call ed
anot her cab.
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He ran up the clattering wooden stairs, stairs that |ed

up the side of the building to Beth's second-fl oor apart-
ment. He was so knotted up inside it felt |ike he was going
to have to double over any nminute. He knew where to go;

he'd been here before. He headed straight along the bal -
cony until he reached the end and the | ast doorway. He
started to pound on the door, but it swung open at his first

knock.
"Eric, if that's you, I"'min the kitchen," Beth called
from somewhere beyond the hal f-open wooden door. "If

it's not, you're in trouble, whoever you are."
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He froze, hand on the door handle. He really didn't
want a confrontation.

Z could go away now, and never know-never have to
face what's been going on.

No. | have to know. He pushed the door open, shoving
it alittle harder where it caught on the carpeting.

Beth's voice floated down the hallway, past the living
room guiding him "Eric, I'msorry | didn't pick up the
phone when you cal |l ed, but we were bus—=

He stepped in through the door of the tiny yell ow

pai nted kitchen and stood staring at her fromw thin the
franme of the door. She was standi ng beside the wi ndow in

a T-shirt and a pair of cutoffs, her hair plastered wetly to
her head, as if she had just washed it. He caught a whiff of
shanpoo-scent as she turned. She took one | ook at the
expression on his face, and froze in md-word.

He felt his nouth twitch, and shoved his hands angrily
down into his pockets. Busy? Yeah, I'l|l bet you were busy.

Bef ore he could get a single word past the hard | unp
choki ng his voice, Korendil (wearing nothing nore than a
towel draped negligently around his waist) strolled

t hrough the other door—

in
The one | eading to the bedroom

The elfs long bl ond hair hung in danp, dripping ring-
lets, and there were beads of water on his shoul ders.

Looks like he's sure nade a full recovery.

Kory didn't seem aware of Eric's presence at all; he
nmoved easily, gracefully, showi ng no signs of any of his
injuries, and no hint of |ingering weakness.
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"Beth— Kory made a caress out of the word, and

| eaned over, enbracing her, to give her a very warm very
sensuous kiss. His mane of hair hid their faces, but Eric
had no doubt that she was enjoying it. She had both her
arns around him returning the enbrace—eblivious to

Eric still standing there.

Like | don't nean a thing to her.

He started to turn to go. The gig bag knocked agai nst

the doorfrane, and Kory broke off the kiss, pivoting quickly
to face him his hands coming up in a gesture of either
attack or warding. Eric backed up a pace.

Korendil's wary stance rel axed when he saw who it
was—but then he saw Eric's expression, and frowned in
puzzl enent .

"Yeah," Eric said slowy, ignoring the elf. "It |ooks |ike you
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were busy, weren't you? Too busy to even think about ne."

"Eri c—where were you?" Beth asked, pulling self-
consciously away from Korendil. "You just vani shed on
me. | looked for you, | really did."

"Uh-huh." He sniffed, and swallowed, and couldn't clear
the lunp fromhis throat. "Yeah. | had to ... | saw
Perenor, Beth. He was in the building. | was scared
shitless, Beth— He blinked his burning eyes to clear
them "Wy didn't you wait for me?"

"I had to nove Kory before ny protections wore off
" Her voice trailed off and she | ooked away from Eri c.

"Sure." Eric shifted his weight uneasily, feeling as if his
skin were off and all his nerves were screaning. Korendi
began toweling his hair, carefully not |ooking at Eric.

Eric's insides knotted up. Korendi| —©od. A hunk by
anybody's standards. Christ, why should they give a shit
about ne? Beth doesn't need nme—not with himaround.

Ckay, he needs this Bardic magic crap. So he's nice to ne.
Big deal, he's nice to ne so he can use nme, just like
everybody el se.

"So, what happened?" Beth asked, too casually.

"Alot," he replied. "I ran into the lady that runs the
corporation. Literally. Her nane was Ria. Ria Llewellyn.'

Qut of the comer of his eye he saw Kory stiffen at ths
mention of that nane.
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"A very nice lady, a very blonde |ady, a very sensible
ladv. She had a lot of things to tell ne. Things that nade a
| ot of sense."

More so now than they did then.
"Eric?" Korendil said very softly. Eric wouldn't | ook at
hi m

"So, all things considered, | guess | don't need to stick
around. You look like you' re doing fine w thout ne. Mybe
you guys had better find yourselves another Bard, huh?
Maybe a girl this tinme." Now he | ooked at the elf—er tried
to. H s eyes burned and blurred and he couldn't really
see. "Yeah, that would be kind of nice for you, Kory. I

it's been real."

Eric pivoted and ran down the hall, down the stairs and
out to the cab. He flung hinself into the back seat, and
funmbled in his pocket for the piece of paper R a had given
hi m

They can find another sucker. It's time | started | ooking
out for nyself.
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He rubbed the back of his hand across his burning eyes,
sniffling, until he could read the address. But he coul dn't—
the letters and nunbers wavered and he coul dn't mnake

t hem out properly.

And he thought he could hear someone calling his name.

"Here— He shoved the paper and the second fifty at
the driver. "Can you get ne there?"

"Eric! Eric, wait!"

The driver glanced at the paper. "Hey, no probl em
What about your friends?"

He gestured at the apartnment building. Beth was pelt-
ing down the stairs, Kory behind her, both of them waving
frantically at the cab

"They aren't ny friends," Eric said, huddled into the
seat cushions, holding his flute to his chest. "Let's go."

i4 e
VIy Darling Asleep

The wi nd whi spered through the trees, ruffling the sur-

face of the swinming pool, rising and falling |ike a soft

mel ody. Eric touched the cool metal of the flute to his

lips, smling to hinself. It is like a song, a little dancing
air. Very Irish, come to think of it

But al though he waited, fingers poised, no nel ody cane

to him only a vague yearning and a sense of indefinable

| oss. He took the flute away fromhis lips, and noved his
fingers restlessly and soundl essly over the flute keys as he
| ooked out over the garden and the crystalline water of the
pool

He sat down on a marble bench near the water's edge,

with the leafy fronds of a palmtree shading himfromthe
bright Southern California sun. To his side was the spraw -
i ng expanse of Ria's house—No, her mansion, definitely a
mansion. |'ve never seen a place like this before. It just
proves what Ria says is true, that we can acconplish so
much with our magic, working together—othing we can't

do—

But the silent flute nocked that bold statenent.

So why cant | think of any new tunes? It's like there's
an enptiness inside me where all the nmel odies used to be. |
haven't been able to wite a new song in days.

Eric sat up suddenly.

Days?

How | ong have | been here, anyhow?

He set the flute down in his lap, trying to figure it out. «
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arrived here |last night—o, it was two nights ago, |ast
night we went to Maxwell's for dinner. O was it three
ni ghts ago? It's hard to renmenber.

The nore he tried to renenber the signposts of the

passi ng days, the nore they eluded him | haven't really
been doing much of anything, just listening to her CD
collection on that fantastic stereo upstairs, exploring the
l'ibrary, and—and sleeping. | don't think we've gone to,

uh, sleep, anytine before 5:00 AM for the |ast few nights

He bl ushed, just thinking about it. Ria, she's—she's
real |l y—quite amazing that way. | wonder how she man-

ages to get through the day without falling asleep at her
office? I know |l couldn't lice on the anmount of sleep she's
getting. Two hours a night? Three? Forget it. | usually
need at |east seven—

An inexplicable chill crept down the back of his neck
That's funny; now that | think about it, | seemto be

sl eeping nore than | usually do. And still feeling tired al
the tinme. Shit, you'd think with all the napping |I've been
doing, | wouldn't be feeling anything but wired.

Hel I, that doesn't matter. Wat natters is that tune
wanted to play, the one that keeps slipping away from ne.
Maybe if | just play sonething | know, rather than sone-
thing of my own, it'll cone to ne by itself.

He brought the flute to his |lips again, took a breath, and
began to play the old Irish air, "Cone to the Hlls." He
stopped after several bars, and | ooked down at the flute in
const ernati on.

VWhat in the hell is going on here? | sound awful. It's
just . . . notes. Nothing special. Like there's nolife to it,
no magi c. Dead.

I"ve never sounded like this before inny life

Sonet hing nore subtle than a recogni zabl e sound di s-
tracted him Eric glanced up, to see the sliding glass door
open quietly. R a stepped out into the garden, wearing a
dark blue dress and carrying her high-heel ed shoes in her
hand.

She glided towards him "H , handsone," she said,
| eaning down to kiss him "I couldn't bear the thought of
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vou here all by yourself, so | decided to come home for an
hour or so. Want to do something interesting for |unch?"

"What did you have in m nd?" he asked, standing up

She gave hima wi cked | ook. Eric |aughed, and pulled
her into his arnms for a lingering kiss, flute and nusic
totally forgotten.
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Ri a touched her fingertip to his lips. Now, now Be-

have yourself, love. | have to be back at the office for a
one o' clock neeting. Ot herw se, |I know exactly how |'d
like to spend the afternoon."

"Better be careful, beautiful," he murnured agai nst her
faintly-scented bl ond hair, kissing her beneath her right
ear. "Or you'll wear ne out."

She pul | ed away from hi m suddenly. "Don't say that,
Eric."”

Say what? Why is she | ooking at me like that?

Ria took his hand in hers, her expression changing so

qui ckly he couldn't be sure he'd seen what he thought

he'd seen. "I was thinking of sonmething else. My father is
inside the house. | wanted to know if you'll join us for

| unch or not."

"Hey, why not?" He picked up the flute lying on the
mar bl e bench. "Let's do lunch with Daddy."

Bi a wat ched her father with veil ed suspicion, as Perenor
speared a piece of pineapple with his fork, and slowy
raised it to his lips. H's eyes never left Eric, who was
busily sawing the last of the neat off a chicken thigh.

"Delicious, Ria," the older man said, coolly. "I always
knew you were talented—a brilliant businessworman, a
gifted Adept; it seens you nmake an excel | ent pi neappl e
chicken as well. What nore could a man ask for in a
daught er ?"

I'"'msure you could think of something. Father dear

Li ke a daughter who wouldn't prefer to see her pet Bard
carving out your tripes instead of a piece of chicken? "I'm
gl ad you approve. Father. You know how much | enjoy

havi ng you visit here."

Eric glanced up, as if hearing something other than the
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spoken conversation, then sniled hesitantly. "I like the
chicken too, Ria. | didn't know you could cook this well."

She smled back at him the adoring look in his dark
eyes warm ng her even from across the table. "Thank you,
| ove."

He bit hungrily into a piece of chicken "Though | can't
figure out when you had the tinme to cook this. | nean,

you' ve been at the office all day, and | know you didn't do
this last night—

"Don't worry about that, Eric." Riarefilled the w ne

gl asses, then sipped hers thoughtfully. / still haven't spot-
ted the reason why Father wanted to cone over today. He

said he was curious about Eric, but it has to be sonething
more than that. If he wants sonething fromne, |I'msure

he'll tip his hand soon enough—
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Her eyes narrowed, as she noted the intent way Perenor
scrutinized Eric. / know what he's thinking. But if he so
much as touches Eric, I'Il Challenge him right here on the
spot. And in ny home, | hold the distinct advantage,
especially now .

Perenor pushed his plate away fromhim "Truly excel -
lent, Ria. | should cone by here for neals nore often."

"That would be nice. Father," she replied lightly. Next
time, maybe I'Il serve sonme steak with anmanita nmushroom
sauce—eor roast beef with aconite instead of horseradi sh

Eric rose and began gathering several dishes in his
hands. "1'll just run these into the kitchen—=

She gestured for himto sit down again. "Ch, Eric, |eave
it be The servants will take care of it."

"No, it's all right, I don't mind." He bal anced severa
gl asses precariously on a plate, then carefully noved toward
the kitchen.

Perenor glanced at her specul atively as Eric di sappeared
through the doorway. "You're doing quite well with him
Ria. |"'minpressed."

She | eaned back in her chair, giving hima patently fal se
smle. "Wiy, thank you. Father. I'mrather pleased with
how t hi ngs are going, nyself."

He chuckled. "I am too. Wat are your plans now?"
"Now, as in the rest of the afternoon, or the indefinite
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future?" She drained the |ast of her wi ne glass, watching
hi m over the edge of the crystal

"You know what | nean."

She shrugged. "Business as usual, | suppose. Wy do
you ask?"

What exactly do you want from nme. Father?

"It's just—+ was thinking of taking a little vacation, now

that everything else is . . taken care of. A visit to the

H gh Court at Msthold. I was wondering if you and your
consort mght want to join ne."

Curiouser and curiouser. Just what are you pl anning,
Father? "Sounds like it mght be fun. W haven't been to
Court in years. |Is there any particular reason why you
want to go now?"

Perenor's eyes were distant, as if |ooking at sonething
only he could see. "Now that everything is under contro
here, | thought | nmi ght—=

So that's the ganme you're playing this tinme. Father!
shoul d' ve guessed—
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"No." Her voice was sharp and icy. "Absolutely not. If

you want to do a power play in the Hi gh Court, you're
doing it without ny help, or Eric's. I'mnot risking every-
thing I have just so you can amuse yoursel f."

He stood up angnly. "You don't understand, R a. It's

the only thing that matters to ne. You have influence and
power over the nortals—that's all very well, but it's nean-
i ngl ess. They're nothing but pawns. It's only wi nning over
those with power that matters."”

She firnmed her chin stubbornly. "I told you no. Father
I mean it. | helped you with the Faire purchase because
there was sonething for ne to gain. | have no interest in

the H gh Court, or ny full-blooded el ven cousins You can
pursue this on your own, if you're determined to do it. |
won't risk nyself or Eric."

"It's not your help that | need," Perenor said quietly,
but with inplicit threat. "Just your pet Bard. | don't need
your help, or your permssion . ."

Ch, really?

She called a small anmpbunt of Power, and rai sed a careful
shield, not quite a Challenge, but sonething to et him
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know she wasn't to be trifled with. "I won't let you use
Eric. Not for this, or anything. He's mine." She calmy

met his furious gaze, the first hot tendrils of Power writh-
i ng around her hands, clenched beneath the table. Push

me any further. Father, and we' U see what happens next—

"I found sonme cookies— Eric stopped dead in the

doorway, a plate of cookies forgotten in his hands, staring
at Perenor and his daughter. She registered his presence,
then dism ssed him ignoring the Bard for the nonent,
keepi ng her senses trained on her father.

There was a nonent of tense expectation. Ria's eyes

hel d Perenor's, unwavering, waiting. The instant | sense
hi mdrawi ng Power, 1'Il strike. He nust know that. If he
does—

Perenor's lips curved slightly, a tiny snile, and he bowed
ironically to his daughter. "Not now, daughter," he said
lightly, then wal ked to Eric and took a cookie fromthe

plate. "We'll have to continue this discussion at a later
date, Ria," he added. "I need to take care of sonme busi -
ness. May | borrow sone tapes fromyour video library,

my dear?"

"Of course. Father," she said. Her eyes never left him

as he wal ked to the stairway. Every day, it seens, we cone
closer and closer to a final confrontation. But, sonehow,
we avoid it each tine. What is going to happen when we
can't avoid it any |onger?
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I wish | knew what Was going on here. Eric set the dirty
pl ates down on the counter and wi ped his hands on a
nearby dish towel. For father and daughter, those two
argue a lot. Not that | blame Ria, her dad is kinda opin-
ionated. |'ve never felt quite confortable around him
either. Sonmething just nmakes ne feel —eh, | don't know—
like I don't want to be near himany nore than | have to—

Sonet hi ng nagged at the edge of his nenory. Sone-

thing . . . inportant. Something he couldn't quite recap-
ture. Geen eyes, like Perenor's—ooking up at me with
such pai n—and bl ood on ny hands, blood on silvery blond
hair, on the carpeti ng—

He dism ssed the image. That's ridicul ous. Mist be
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fromone of Ria's videos. | don't know anybody with
silver-blond hair.

He spent several minutes trying to figure out howto
start the di shwasher, then gave it up as hopel ess. The
servants will take care of it, like Ria said

Servants? That was odd. There wasn't anyone here in

the kitchen. And—'ve never see any of them Not a single
person in this house other than R a and nme. But the house

i s always i mmuacul ate, spotless; the gardens well -tended,
everything in terrific shape. | wonder if they work | ate at
ni ght or somethi ng? Maybe when we're already in bed.

That's just one of so many things that | don't understand—

He wi ped the counter clean with a sponge, then turned,
hearing a sound behi nd him

Per enor stood watching himfromthe kitchen doorway,
several videocassettes held negligently in one hand. The
ol der man smiled. "And how are you doi ng these days,
boy?"

"Just fine," Eric said, his throat strangely dry. "Were's
Ri a?"

"Ch, she's already on her way back to the office," Perenor
replied. "I just wanted to talk to you for a few m nutes
before | | eave, too."

"Uh, sure," Eric nodded. What is it about this man that
makes me feel like | want to run away, as fast and as far
as | can?

Perenor wal ked several steps closer. "W've never re-
ally had a chance to talk, you and I. That's a pity—+'d like
to get to know you better."

"Rira—Ria's told me a | ot about you." Alot that | wouldn't
repeat in polite conpany. She sure doesn't |ike you very
much, even if you are her father.
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"I"'msure she has," Perenor said, his voice sounding
anmused. His eyes net Eric's, brilliant green. "Now, let's—

—green eyes, like ice, deep pools of emerald nothing-
ness. Everything fading, disappearing into that void; fall-
ing in, consumed, ashes and dying fl anes.

He was havi ng troubl e breat hi ng—seei ng—heari ng—

And nusic, a strange warped pol yphoni c sound, rising
up around him It set claws into him dragging himin,
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touchi ng, where no one should touch. He could feel it

di smenbering him pulling away pieces in its claws, pieces
of hinself. He was losing hinself, falling; feeling every-
thing whirling away into nothi ngness—

No! Let ne gol!

Everyt hi ng bei ng wenched out of him everything he
cared about, everything he | oved—

Eric reacted instinctively, drawi ng upon a half-forgotten
nenory.

A clear burst of chord, a strident A najor thrown up
like a shieldwall, shoving the hungry void away from him

a flash of light and sound, illum nating the shadows.

The warped nusic shattered into a thousand notes, fall-
ing away into silence.

He | eaned agai nst the counter, panting, his heart
poundi ng.

Ch God—eh God, what was that?

He blinked several tinmes, conpletely disoriented; the
roomwas blurring around him everything hazy, things
melting into each other.

Wien he coul d see again, Perenor was standing very

close to him but the elf-lord' s eyes were wi de with aston-

i shnment and disbelief. H's hand, with its elegantly mani -
cured fingernails, still rested intimately on Eric's shoul der

He took a deep breath, then another. "Don't—don't
touch ne," Eric said unsteadily, shoving Perenor's hand
away fromhim "Don't touch me.'

Perenor stared at him not speaking. Then he turned,
and strode away. A nonent later Eric heard the front
door sl amm ng shut behind him

Eric coll apsed agai nst the counter, trying not to shake.
CGod, what's happening to ne? | feel like everything is
falling to pieces around nme. Nothing to hold on to, nothing
| can under st and.

He staggered into the living room and sank down onto
the plush couch. I'mlosing it. I"'mreally losing it. I'mso
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tired, it's all so crazy. Nothing makes sense anynore.

Eric stretched out, closing his eyes, the velvet of the
couch soft against his cheek. It's easier not to try to think,
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not to worry about anything. Just let everything drift—
just fall asleep, and it'll all be gone when | wake up—

—busking in a New York subway, trying to ignore the
rancid reek of stale urine fromthe restroomacross the
tunnel, | ooking down at the handful of coins in his flute
case. Sag of despair.

No, that's not even enough to pay for another night at
the Y, nmuch less a neal and a bunk

Qut of the echoing tunnel, that hateful, unforgettable
voi ce, |loud above the dull roar of the crowd.

"Well, if it isn't Loony Banyan—

Looki ng up. That face. Those greedy eyes. Chuck Mar-
quand, the second-best flautist at Juilliard. Looking at
him and smling;, a snug, self-satisfied smrk

"I't's been a while, Eric." A laugh; a braying, trium
phant |augh. "You know, you |ook |ike hell."

Eyes that raked over his clothing: the dirty jeans, |ayers
of plaid flannel shirts against the cold.

"Poor old Loony. Here. Let ne help you out." He reaches
into the pocket of his thigh-length |eather jacket, fishes out
a bill. Drops it in the case. "For old time's sake. Banyan."

I shoul d take that nmoney and stuff it down his arrogant
t hroat .

But it's a twenty, lying there anong the dimes and
quarters.

He can't reach down to pick it up. He can't nove.
Instead, he starts playing again, a fast version of a Mpzart
sonat a.

Chuck | aughs and wal ks away.

The notes fly faster and faster, until the nusic and the
subway are one blur, invisible behind the ceil of tears,
i naudi bl e over the clanging noise of the trains and the
| aught er of the pedestri ans.

Twenty dollars neans a place to stay for the night. A
hot dinner. A bus ticket that'll get me out of this miserable
city.

| should ve rammed it past his teeth.
Oh God, what have | turned into?

Choki ng on sobs, gasping, the flute sliding fromhis
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hands, that dammed twenty burning a hole in his flute
case.

Crying

"Eric? Are you all right?"

He opened his eyes. Ria was standing over him a
concerned frown on her beautiful face. Eric sat up slowy,
hi s head achi ng. '

From cl enching ny teeth in ny sl eep, yeah
"I'"'m+'mfine."

"No, you're not. You were having a nightnare, weren't
you?"

He nodded hesitantly.

She sat beside him and touched his shoul der gently.
"Talk to me, Eric. Tell me about it."

No. No, you woul dn't understand—

"Yes, | would," she said, very softly, and noved over

cl oser on couch next to him "Eric, | care about you, a lot.
If sonething or soneone has hurt you, | want to know. "

She does. She cares, | knowthat. It's just—+ can't talk

about that, not to her, not to anybody—
-.Eric. Please. Talk to ne.:
Ckay. Okay. | will.

"It was years ago, Ria." He buried his face in his hands.

"Not long after | quit Juilliard. | was busking fromcity to
city, barely making enough to live. | was busking the
subway. It was November, and cold. | |ooked up, and

there he was. Chuck Marquand, who was second chair
back in the orchestra—standing there in his fancy suit, his
| eat her coat, laughing at nme. And then-shit, he'd al ways

hated nme, | don't know why—-he ... he gave ne— He

felt the tears beginning to trickle through his clenched
fingers. "He gave me noney, and—cod, |'ve never hated
nmyself so much in all nmy life+ took it, | needed the

nmoney so badl y—

He rubbed his eyes fiercely with his knuckles, |ooked
up at her, and nanaged a wan smile. "Hell, | can't believe
a dreamis affecting nme like this."

She didn't answer; she only | ooked at himw th those
wi de bl ue eyes, bright with tears
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"I't was one of the nost awful tines of ny life," he
continued, after a long silence. "I was starving, but |
woul dn't go back to ny parents, and | couldn't get even a
McDonal d's job. And then Chuck, huniliating ne like
that + wanted to die, | just wanted to crawl away and

di e

"I + know how that feels," Ria said, very quietly. "A

those tines when | was a child, when we would go to the

Hi gh Court and ny father would tal k about ne Iike

wasn't even there. His half-bl ooded daughter, not a rea

elf. The little nmongrel. How useful | would be, when

grew into nmy Power. That was all he cared about, that

he'd have a hal f-human sorceress to use in his little ganes."

"R a—
She's crying. |'ve never seen her cry before.

As if hearing his thoughts, she dashed away her tears

angrily with one hand. "It's all in the past, Eric. You're
never going to have to busk on a streetconer again, ever.
And mny father—-he knows he can't use me now. | won't |et
him™"

"It's not in the past, if it still bothers you," Eric said

slowy. "Like that rat. Chuck Marquand. | can't forget
him You can't forget what your father did to you."

When Ri a spoke again, her voice was renpte, distant.

"You know, | used to be scared, when | was a kid, that 1'd
grow up and be just like him That |1'd enjoy hurting
peopl e She glanced at him tears trickling unnoticed
down her face. "I don't. | don't like hurting people. But

sonetines you don't have any choi ce—=

"Hey, you've never hurt ne," Eric said, carefully brush-
ing the tears fromher cheeks, his own tears forgotten
"You' ve never been anything but wonderful to nme, nore
than | could ever inmagine. Even if you do look like a
raccoon right now, with all of your nmakeup dripping down
your face."

She hugged himtightly. "Ch Eric. | don't know how I

lived before | net you." She smiled, despite the tears.
"I''"ll never hurt you, Eric. | prom se, whatever happens, |
won't hurt you. | just—+ just hope you'll understand
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someday-why | do what | do. And—and that you'll never
| eave nme."

"I''"l'l won't |eave you Rid," he whispered. "I |ove you."

Eric turned the page; trying to read his novel, but

unable to concentrate. It's like |'ve forgotten sonet hi ng,
and it's nagging at the back of ny mind. Something, can't
remenber what it is—

:Bard! Bard, can you hear ne? Eric?
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He | ooked across the roomto where Ria was seated at
her desk, poring over a set of contracts, a pair of wre-
ri nmed readi ng gl asses delicately perched on her nose.

"Ri a?"
She gl anced up and smled. "Yes, |ove?"

Eri c shook his head, slightly bew ldered. "—th, it's
not hing. Sorry | disturbed you." | could' ve sworn some-
body was talking to ne, calling ny name—

He opened the book again, and took another slow sip of
Scotch from his gl ass.

Then an inage cane to his mnd: the noon shining

clearly down on the lonely hills, the chitter of crickets, the
night air cold and crisp in his lungs, with the faintest scent
of the ocean. A perfect night for a wal k—

A wal k—yeah, that would be nice. | |ove walking through
thi s nei ghborhood, all the huge houses, fancy cars in the
driveways. That's a terrific idea. | should' ve thought of it
earlier.

He set the book down, finishing the |ast of the Scotch
"Ria, would you like to go for a wal k outside?"

"Not tonight. |I have to finish these contracts for tonor-
row. But you should go out, if you want to."

"Ckay." He stood up, stretching slowy. "I'Il be back in

a bit."

He left the library, and detoured to the bedroomfor his

j acket before heading downstairs. It'll be nice to get out-
side. |I've been spending too rmuch time indoors, the |ast

coupl e days.

Eric unl ocked the front door, then stopped, just as he
was about to step outside.
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There's soneone out there. | can't see them but | know
it —somebody hi ding in the shadows.

Then a figure noved into the pool of l|ight beneath the
driveway lights. A smallish young woman with bl ack hair
cut very short and punk. She just stood there for a |ong
monent, | ooking at him

Li ke she knows me—

He blinked, then smled, remenbering. OCh, right, that s
Beth Kentraine. W used to play gigs together, do shows
at Faire, that kind of stuff. | wonder what she's doing here

i nBel Air?
And then he saw sonmeone standing next to her, a hag-

gard young man with wild blond hair that curled over his
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shoul ders. That's funny. He | ooks famliar, too. That cloak
he's wearing—+'ve seen that before, too. Kinda |ike ny
boots, in a way.

"Eric— Beth said. Her voice cracked. "Eric, what's
happened to you?"

He just | ooked at her, unable to understand her. "I
don't know what —=

"You don't know?" She wal ked cl oser, and he could see
the tear-tracks down her cheeks. "W didn't know what
happened to you, whether you were alive or dead. You

abandoned us, Eric. Wy didn't you cone back?"

Abandoned her? Say what ?

"W were worried about you, Eric," the nman said,
stepping closer. Eric could see the tips of pointed ears
showi ng through that nop of hair. So he's an elf, like
Perenor. Jeez, that's weird—why is Beth Kentrai ne hang-
ing out with an elf?

"Look," he said, trying to be patient. "Beth, | don't

know what you're tal king about. | haven't even seen you
since that last Faire show. And I'msorry that | nissed
the gig at the Dive, but | never promi sed you |'d show

up—

She stared at him her hands curling into fists.

What ever shit she's on, | hope | never get talked into
trying it!
"Beth, take it easy," he said soothingly. "It's okay. I'm
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alive, obviously, and I'mdoing fine. If that's all you cane
here to find out, then | think—=

"No Bard—you do not think. You are not thinking at
all," the young man said quietly. "You are caught in your
own kind of Dreaning, and you went into it willingly."

He glared at the interl oper.

Just who in the hell do these two think they are?

"Listen, Beth, it's nice to see you and all, but |I'ma busy
guy, y'know?" He turned, and gl ared aggressively at the
strange elf. "And you, mister, | don't even know who you

are, where do you get off talking to ne |ike that?"

They just stared at him Like they're seeing a ghost. O
something that isn't real. Wat's going on here? Wwo is
this guy, anyhow?

"Eric?"

He | ooked back to see Ria standing in the hallway
directly behind him 'Yeah, R a?"

"Who' re you tal king to?" She wal ked cl oser, resting her
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hand on hi s shoul der

Then she gl anced past him and her eyes narrowed
danger ousl y.

And he heard sonet hi ng—sonet hing deep inside his

mnd. In Ra s voice. Wll, well. Uninvited visitors. |
shoul d' ve guessed—Korendil and the little witch, both
here to take Eric away fromne. O did he call you here?
Wel |, that doesn't matter right now—+

Ri a rai sed one clenched fist, her nouth set in a furious
line, eyes burning with anger.

Musi c, a minor descant, starting from absolute sil ence
and building to a thunderous roar in the space of a single
heart beat .

The blond el f reacted instantly, grabbing Beth by the
wist. Before Eric could blink, they vanished, both of
them as though they had never been there at all

What in the—

Eric turned back to Bia, and was startled by the venom
ous look in her eyes. He funbled for something to say.
"Bia, | don't know what you're thinking, but "

Her voice was icy. "I know exactly what you were
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doing, Eric. Don't bother lying to ne. | should never have

trusted you."
"But | didn't—=

"The first time | turn nmy back, there you are, consort-
ing with ny enem es! | should have guessed you woul d do
sonething like this, you traitorous bastard! Dam you, Eric

Banyon!"

She stal ked away fromhim After a nonent, he hurried
after her. In the hallway he caught up to her, taking her
by the shoulder and turning her towards him "But R a,
didn't do anything!"

The ook in her eyes stopped himin his tracks.

.*Traitor. Deceiver. Snake. | bring you into nmy life,
gi ve you everything you could ever want, and this is how
you repay me? | want to throw you to the sharks, drop
you out of an airplane at thirty thousand feet, use your
guts for clothesline. Nobody plays ne for a fool, FErie.

He backed away fromher, into the dining room

You know, | think she's really mad at ne—'d better do
sonet hing qui ck to cal m her down—

Bef ore he coul d speak, the porcelain vase on the table
expl oded into shards, right before his eyes; closely fol-
|l owed by the table itself, which splintered and burst into
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silver and red flanes.
Maybe it's too late for that—

He backed towards the kitchen, unable to | ook away
fromthe fury in her eyes, even as the house fire alarm
began to wail shrilly.

"Now, Ria, don't do anything hasty ..."

"Ch, don't worry about that Eric." She gave hima smle
that chilled his blood. "I intend to take ny tine with this.”

Am dst the roar of flames and the noise of the fire alarm
Eric heard a faint nmelody, gathering strength and speed
with every split second—

Ch SH T!

He dived to the floor, just as the entire contents of the
china cabi net assaulted hi mfrom above. Dozens of dishes
shattered around him jagged shards draw ng bl ood from

his face and hands. Eric rolled to his feet, sliding through
the doorway onto the |inoleumfloor of the kitchen—
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—where every appliance was whirring at high speed.

Eric didn't stop to |ook; he continued his home-run slide
toward the living room bouncing down the three steps and
landing in a heap on the ornate Persian rug.

Oh God—she's trying to kill ne!

He had tinme for a brief thought—this can't be happen-
ing to ne—before the rug attacked him

Eric screaned hoarsely as it wapped around him He
struggled to free hinself, feeling the thick rug pressing
tighter and tighter against his face, choking him then he
pul l ed free and kicked the rug away from him gasping for
br eat h.

Eric glanced back to see Ria, standing in the doorway.
"Was this what you were planning all along?" she hissed.
"To worm your way into my confidence, then use every-
thi ng agai nst me?"

"Ria," he gasped, "I don't—you don't—

"I'"l'l teach you what happens to peopl e who doubl e-cross
me, you bastard!" She slamred her hand down, the sound
barely audi bl e above the ragi ng cacophony in the house.

Pain hit Eric like a fist, doubling himover, making it
i mpossible to breathe, inpossible to do anything.

Musi ¢, disharnonic chords, tearing at nme—have to stop
it, stop her, break free, get away—

HELP ME
He reached—and touched sonet hing. Sonethi ng dark

Sonet hing deadly. It wanted to cone to hi mand he
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opened a door to it.

The pain vani shed instantly, as a darkness noved into

the shadows of the room itself a shadow, gliding from
nightmare into reality. He took it all in instantly: the
sudden stillness, as though the entire world had stopped
moving for a nmonent; the creature, gaining substance and
strength with every nonent that passed. The ghost-hands
reaching toward Ria, and the | ook of absolute terror in her
eyes.

And he realized that he had called this thing—and it
wanted R a.

It's going to—No! Not—ot her! Leave her al one!
The creature turned sightless eyes toward Eric, and
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suddenly he could feel its not-thoughts. inside him one
with his pulse. Hunger and need, hunger and need, and
achi ng enpti ness—

No. Not her, and not ne. Go away!

He pushed at it, at the thin fabric of chords that was the
creature, and felt it unraveling beneath his touch, dissolv-
ing into 'nothingness. Wien it was gone, he | ooked up at

She was still standing in the doorway, clutching onto the
door jamb, visibly trenbling.

"Ria? Ria, are you okay?"
She shook her head once, not |ooking at him

S/, g—she doesn't |ook like she wants to kill me anynore.
That's sonething, at |east.

Eric stood up painfully. His flute case was still on the
living roomtable; he picked it up slowy. He wal ked past
Ria standing silently in the doorway, and out the front
door. Qutside, the cold air seemed to slap himin the face,
a sober awakeni ng.

What now?

I don't have nmoney for a taxi, and |'m sure the buses
don't run in this neighborhood.

Eric | ooked back at the house, wondering if R a would
try to stop him Plead with himnot to | eave, maybe. He
wai ted a monent, then sighed.

Not likely, Eric, not after that last bit of fireworks. |
think I really scared her.

| sure know that | scared ne.
Dam. Helluva way to break up with a | ady.

He gl anced at the lightless hills around him and began
trudgi ng down the |long driveway.
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/ guess |I'm wal ki ng honme tonight.
e 15 o
Tam in's Kee

Vel l, maybe this wasn't the best route for getting to the
Sepul veda Freeway—

Eric | ooked around at the shadowed hills rising around
him the darkened | andscape with only a hint of the noon
peering through the clouds for illumnation. / don't think
I"'mlost. | nean, | kinda know where | am Somewhere
between Bel Air and the San Fernanda Val | ey—

He snorted. Yeah. That's nobst of Southern California.
Face it, Eric, you're |lost.

Eric kicked at a rock, and squinted at the sky. M ght as

wel | keep wal king. Sooner or later I'll have to hit a street,
or a housing tract. The Holl ywood Hills don't go on for-
ever, after all.

But | nmust be the only guy in the world who's stupid
enough to try and hi ke over themat m dni ght—

He wal ked carefully down a dry stream bed, sidestep-

ping the rocks, the wild growths of shrubbery and trees. A
sprai ned ankle, that's just what | need to nake this night
the epitone of stupidity.

t hi

He foll owed the stream bed up the next incline, stew ng

at hinself, and staggered as a wave of disorientation hit
him a feeling |ike—+ike everything had been wavering out

of focus, and now was back in again. Yeah, | sure wasn't
thinking, when | started on this little hike. O wusing ny
brain earlier tonight, either. That—that thing that | call ed,
when | thought Ria was going to kill ne—that coul d' ve
munched both Ria and ne, then gone off to eat the rest
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of Bel Air for dessert. Real bright, Eric. 1"'mjust glad
Beth and Korendil were far away when | did that cute
stunt.

He sighed, and stunbled over an unseen rock. They're
probably real ticked at nme, anyhow. | sure didn't give
them a warm recepti on when they showed up.

I didn't give themmuch of a reception at all—

He sl ogged through another stretch of" scrub oak, using

his flute case to push the | ow branches out of his way. 'l
call Beth when | get hone, and apol ogize. | don't know

what | was doing, treating themlike that. They probably
think I was stoned off nmy ass or sonething, don't know
what .

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (202 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:01 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

O somet hi ng—

He fought off another sudden wave of dizziness. That

was really strange, how | didn't recognize Kory at first.
Must' ve been the bad light outside. It's like, | was just
t hi nki ng about that whole little incident just now, and
renenbered that it was Kory standing there with Beth.

Too weird for words, Eric.

The scrub oak caught at him clawed at him He barely

noticed. Hell, it's been a weird few days, since that scene
at Beth's, Tuesday night. | guess it's none of ny business
who she sleeps with., It's just that, well, it hurt. But then

again, | guess | hurt themby running off like | did. And,
what ever el se i s happeni ng between all of us, they're ny
friends, so they were worried when | didn't surface after a
day or two. Good friends, those two. | wonder how they
tracked me down so quickly?

He sighed, glancing up at the pale aurora gl ow of noon
through the clouds. Miust be way past nidnight by now.

I'"ve been wal king for ages, or at least that's howit feels.
Dam it, | knew | should've just wal ked down through the
streets, instead of trying to shorten the hike by going
through the hills. Stupid, FEric.

A lone ow hooted sonmewhere off to the side. If he

hadn't been so stupid, maybe he coul d be curled up next
to Rla, without a care in the world. J wonder what R a's
doi ng right now, back at the house? |Is she worrying about
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|ike Beth and Kory were worried, or is she glad that
J'mout of her life?

Things had been so good with Bia until this evening.
cNMy .she's really something. But | don't knowif | |ove
her or not. There don't seemto be any real connections

bet ween us— N

Connections. Ties. Commtnents. Hed never wanted
t hem before—and Ria had offered hima life wthout
them B0l sonehow now that seened an awful ly enpty

way to live.

The way | feel about her—t's not the sane way that |

feel about Bethie, or—er about Kory, | guess. | do care a

| ot about those two, it's alittle like being really good
friends, but nore so. Like . . . famly. Like we all belong
together. Even with Beth, now that we've well, spent a

ni ght together. And Kory—God, but | still don't know

what to think about him But it's not this kind of, uh, fiery
enotional stuff that | felt with Ria. Like everything was

i ntense—

Too intense. Unnaturally so. And the, the sex, too, that
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was sonething. But . . . too nuch, sonehow. That was
very strange—Ri a's very strange, that way.

He shook his head, then cursed under his breath as his

hair caught on a branch. Wncing, he tugged it free. |

don't know what to think about that |ady, or the last few

days. Bizarre. | only wal ked out a couple hours ago, but
already all of it feels so unreal. Like it wasn't really me, it
happened to sonebody el se.

As if it all was just a dream—

The nore he tried to focus on it, the nore unreal it
seened. Maybe it was a dream It sure feels that way
Li ke I've been conpletely asleep for the |ast coupl e days—

A pair of clouded jade eyes gazed at himsardonically
frommenory. Ch, shit. Maybe | was asleep. | know

Perenor can play games with people's nmnds, |ike what he
did to me on the bus—what if R a was doing the same

thing to me? She's one helluva good sorceress, | |earned
that for a fact. Yeah, that was alnost the last fact | ever
| earned, that's for sure

And maybe that's why it's so hard to renenber what
248 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

I'"ve been doing for the |l ast few days, why it was so hard to
think when | was in her house.

A menory of blue eyes interposed itself over the green
Bl ue eyes, wet with tears. But she said she | oved nme—

Yeah, well, different people show love in different ways.
Maybe she didn't realize what she was doing to ne. O
maybe she did, but she thought /she was doi ng the best
thing for me. | don't know.

He felt as if his mnd was going in circles. No wonder
Kory and Beth were so pissed at nme, when they saw ne at
her house. They probably figured it out right away: Eric
following Ria around |ike a | apdog, tongue hangi ng out,
wi t hout an original thought in his useless brain. Jesus.
have been acting real brainless lately, haven't 17

Stupidity runs ranpant in the life of Eric Banyon

He swall owed hard. It seemed like all he was doing

|ately was nessing things up. Well, | hope Beth and Kory
will forgive ne. 1'll definitely call themas soon as | get
hone.

A sudden thought made him stop dead in his tracks.

Hey . . . maybe | don't have to wait till then. I'ma Bard,
I'"m supposed to be able to do all of this magical stuff. The
only times anything magi cal has ever happened, it's been

an accident, when | wasn't trying to do anything. Maybe

can do sonething deliberately, for a change. Intelligently.
Use this weird Gft of mne to get in touch with Kory and
Bet h.

He had stopped on the edge of a small valley, a tiny
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ravine with a grove of stunted oak trees visible below him
Eric concentrated hard, thinking of Beth: the sound other

voi ce, her laughter, the way she | ooked at hi mthat night

on the living roomcouch. Trying to reach out to her—

:Hey, Beth, pick up the phone. It's ne, Eric, your crazy
Bardic friend, calling you on the Ma Bell cellular brai nwave
i ne—eone on, Beth, talk to me—

Soneone el se spoke, a low, breathy voice, a whisper in
the silent recesses of his mnd: Wo speaks in ny dreans?
VWho awakens me from ny sl unber?:

Eric | ooked around, bew | dered. Excuse ne?
Wio is it who wal ks silently through these hills, and
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 249

calls to one who is far away? Who are you, intruder into
m»> endl ess ni ght ?:

He sighed. Well, this is no weirder than anything el se
that's happened to nme lately. Eric carefully constructed a
reply, sending it out blindly to the unseen speaker. : Yeah,
hi My nane is Eric Banyon. Sorry, | didn't mean to wake
you up, |'mjust passing through the nei ghborhood.

«.What are you?:

What ? Eric | ooked around in surprise. Wat am|?
That's one hel |l uva question

He thought about it for a nonent before answering.
Well, 1I'mhuman, of course. And a Bard-at |east, every-
one keeps telling ne | am Wwo are you?

The reply canme not in words, but in the rustle of |eath-
ery wings, high above the valley, spreading to bl ock out
the moon and the stars. .-This is what | am:

Eric | ooked at the nonstrous thing | oom ng above him
tattered wi ngs beating soundl essly agai nst the sky, and

gul ped.

Oh shit—+ didn't need this, not tonight, not after every-
thing el se that's happened—

The blind noon eyes, pale white, turned towards him
."You are a Bard, human?.

Wel |, yeah,: Eric thought back at it, trying to keep his

mout h cl osed as he | ooked up at the bulk of the creature

effortlessly aloft in the air above him its sinuous neck
crani ng down towards him

I'"ve never seen anything like this guy before, not even in
my wor st nightmares—+ don't know if | should run |ike

hell, ask himif he likes to play canasta, or what! \Wat do
you do with sonmebody who's a hundred feet |ong, aside

from anyt hi ng he wants?

.*Good. | am hungry..
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Eric blinked once. Shock and sudden fear coursed through
himas the creature's words registered. Unh oh—+ don't
think he's tal king about doing margaritas together at Que
Pasa, here—

The creature suddenly plunmeted toward the ground,
toward him falling fromthe sky like a stooping hawk. Eric
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didn't stop to think, he just ran; right down toward thp
only cover in sight: the grove of tw sted trees bel ow.

A whi sper of foul stench slid past him a hiss of breatl.
and wi ngs passing directly overhead; then the sound of
claws, tearing through the rock where he had stood, unti
the stones screaned in agony.

Eric dived into the scanty cover of ' the trees, feeling a
strange tingle over his hands as he grabbed on to an aged

oak and cowered behind it. This—this is an EIf Gove, |ike

the place at Fairesite. | can feel the nmagic, feel the life in
the trees thenselves. But there's no elves here—He tried

to catch his breath, |ooking around unsteadily.

:No, there are not,: the oily voice nurnured. :Lord

Per enor sunmoned nme here to despoil this Gove, and
have | ong since devoured the last of the A d Blood that
resided here. But | amyet fortunate, for now you have
arrived, a young Bard—

:Hey, can't we talk about this?: Eric protested, glancing
up through the | eafy branches at the creature, now hover-
ing a hundred feet above him :I nean, |I'mnot really
much of a neal for you. Kinda |l ean and stringy, y'know'
Woul dn't you rather nmunch out on a horse fromthe
Equestrian Center or sonething?:

1l amnot interested in sinple neat. Bard. | prefer the
taste of one with Power, such as the A d Blood. Such as
yoursel f.:

Oh, terrific, Eric thought crazily. O all the nonsters
could ve run into, | get the guy with the gourmet palate, a
connoi sseur. He tried again, a different tack. :Look, you
really don't want to do this. | mean, I'mgoing to put up a
fight. It'd be a lot easier just to call it quits, right?:

He | ooked up as the huge creature soared past over-

head, and ducked back into the shelter of the tree as
several droplets of sonething foul and indefinable sizzled
down through the | eaves beside him

.Why shoul d you fight nme. Bard? Wy shoul d you fi ght
at all?: The voice in his mnd was icy, nocking.

1 know you, young Bard. | can see who you are,
reflected in the light of your own Power. You have al ways
drifted, letting the winds of Fate direct your life, letting
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ot hers make your decisions for you. You have never cared
about anyt hi ng—Aow, you do not care enough to run from
N you? You do not care about anything at all, even

your own life . . « do you?:

Eric | eaned back against the gnarled trunk ot the tree,
breathing hard. It's—t's doing sonmething to my mnd—t's
so hard to think strai ght—onfused—

.Come out of the Grove, Bard, where | can see you

away fromthe shrouding wi sps of dying Elf-magic. Let ne
control your life, let nme take away the necessity of deci-
sions, the painful choices. Al you have to do is step away
fromthe trees . o o:

Eri c shook his head slowy, waves of despair and desol a-
tion washing over him Yes—+ shoul d+ should just |et

everything go. It doesn't matter, | don't matter—'m never
effing to do anything neaningful, anything that's going to
make a difference. | might as well just let it all go—

:Yes,: the voice whispered :Yes. Abandon all the pain
that is your life, let the dark oblivion wash it away. Cone
to me now. Bard.

:Yes—yes, | will—

Eri c began wal king toward t he edge of the grove, the
moool it hillside beyond. In his mind he could sense a dark
exul tation, and a dreadful, anticipating hunger

Then an inmage flitted across Eric's mind, of Beth
Kentrai ne standing on the driveway, tears wet on her
cheeks. "You abandoned us, Eric ..."

He stopped, one hand resting on a | ow hangi ng branch
"Bet h—

«.Cone to nme. Bard, cone to nme now—

Anger raced through himlike an electric charge, erasing

the haze that the creature's spell had cast upon him

:Yeah, that's what you want, isn't it? Eric the Bard, your
little mdnight snack strolling right down your throat?

Vell, let's try it the other way—how ' bout me havi ng sone

Caj un-styl e bl ackened nonster for a change?: He | eaped

back into the sheltering trees, just as he felt and heard the
creature's roar of hatred and frustration

Then the grove exploded into flanes around him
Holy shit!
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Eric rolled to the ground, trying to beat the fire off b;s
jacket. Oh God—+'mgoing to fry in here if | don't do
sonet hi ng qui ck—Gasping for breath, he funbl ed desper-
ately with the clasps of his flute case.

He shoved the pieces of the flute together, then gl anced
up through the burning branches, just in tine to see the
wi nged form arci ng down toward the grove for another
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But the creature | anded instead, crashing through the
flam ng trees. The huge cl awed hands, the tentacled nouth
dripping slinme, all blindly | ashing about, searching for the
Bar d.

Who was spraw ed in the snoldering | eaves, less th-in
twenty feet away.

Oh God—eh God—t's trashing the Gove, trying w

find ne. If | run, it'll zeroin on ne in a few seconds
There isn't anything else | can hide behind. And if | stay
here .

Eric brought the flute to his lips, and played for all he
was worth.

"Bani sh M sfortune.” Oh, God, please, if there's any
resident deity around here, get me out of this!

The first notes were inaudible against the screamg

fury of the nonster, the trees shattering in its wake, and
the crackling of the raging flanmes. Then the descanting
mel ody broke through, stilling all to silence; even the
crackling fire dinmed down to nere flickers of flane.

It's—+t's working, sonething s happeni ng—

He clanbered to his feet, still playing the Irish tune,
and noved toward the crouching nonster. The pal e npo"
eyes were turned toward him transfixed.

I"'mholding it, somehow. Now what can | do with it?

If I let it go, it'll kill me, just like it killed the elves, and
probably every hi ker and jogger that's been through these

hills in the last few nonths | guess—+ guess | have to kiH

it. Now, while I'"'mholding it trapped.

A menory: he and Prince Terenil in the dojo, and
I'ightning scorching down, barely m ssing him

That woul dn't have killed ne, though it sure woul d' ve
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been worse than sticking ny finger in a light socket. If |
do that, but with everything |'ve got behind it—
I"'msorry. | wish | didn't have to do this.

He raised his hands, and called the |ightning.

Scream of tortured violins. The sizzling roar shook the
ground around him followed by a reek of stinging ozone.
For a nonent, Eric couldn't see, blinded by the snoke

and |ight—
eFearTerrorPAIN . . . fading, fading

When he coul d see again, the wi nged nonster was |ying
nmotionless, its eyes open and staring. Eric covered his
nose and nouth with his hand, overwhel ned by the reek
of burned flesh and snoke.
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Is it—+s it dead?
. Bar d—ome cl oser —

Involuntarily, he noved forward, caught in the dying
creature's gaze

Yes—+f | nust to die, trapped here by a hated eneny,
unable to fly fromthis valley and slain by a nortal, then
at least | will take you with ne, into the shadows.:

Falling into darkness, falling, dying, every thing fadi ng—
NO

Eric wenched free of the creature's dying mnd with an
effort, shaking. The nonster shuddered once, and was
still.

He stood there for a long nonent, clutching his flute
with fingers that were too nunb to feel it. | think it's
really dead, now. Christ.

Eric staggered away fromthe huge corpse, away fromthe
snol dering oak trees, to the open grass. He gl anced back—

—+0 see the nonster's body changing, dissolving into
somet hi ng el se

The wi nd ki cked up, sending the dead ashes swirling

away fromthe barren trees, scattering the pile of dead

| eaves and ragged bl ack plastic sheeting. The plastic crack-
led in the wind, like the snap of |eathery wi ngs.

It's—+t's really gone. | killed it God

He managed another few steps before falling to his

knees, unable to walk, retching his guts out, trenbling in
every linb, and covered in ice-cold sweat.
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Ch Cod, oh God—'ve never been so scared. But it's
dead, it can't cone after ne again, it's dead, it's dead, it's
gone, it's dead .

Eric stood on the top of the ridge, the wi nd running
invisible fingers through his long hair. The lights of the
San Femando valley glittered beckoningly before him the
wi ndi ng road through a sedate tract of houses | eading

down to civilization.

1"l be hone soon. Only a couple nore nmiles to go, thank
Cod; 1've never wanted to see ny apartnent so nuch in all

my life.

1"l get home, wash sone of this soot and dead nonster
slime off of me, and then call Beth and Kory.

Using the tel ephone, this tine.
Christ, | feel like hel

He wal ked past the darkened houses, down to Ventura

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (209 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:01 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

Boul evard. Even at this hour of night, there was stil
traffic on the street, cars passing himby, occasionally
sl owi ng down to | ook at him

Yeah, | probably look terrific right now. And snel
great, too. Eau de fried nonster. Really |ovely.

After what seened like an eternity of trudging along the
city streets, Eric finally reached his building, and started
up the stairway to his apartnent.

Then, on the top stair, he hesitated.

Ri a—she nust've known where | lived, or she could finel
that out, real easy. | wouldn't put it past her to knou
exactly where | live, ny bank account nunber, the sock

drawer where | keep nmy cash, everything. Wat if-—
Eric, you're getting paranoid.

Yeah, but | want to stay alive, too.

He gazed at the | ocked door for a | ong nonent.

Ckay. Maybe I'mnot going to open the door just yet.
Maybe | should drop in on Beth first. 1 don't think Ria
woul d' ve figured out where she lives, at |east not yet
Especially if Beth's got that nmgical shielding up around

her place—
Dam it, this isn't fair! All | want to do is go inside,
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 255

take a shower, and sleep! Wiy did ny |ife have to turn out
this conplicated?

Eric reached for the door handle, then shook his head.
No. |I'mnot going to push ny | uck.

Then how in the hell am| going to get to Beth's, at this
hour of night?

He | ooked down at his aching feet, and sighed. Ch well.
It can't be nore than seven or eight mles away.

Here | go again

Eric didn't know what time it was when he finally hiked
around the | ast comer and saw Beth's apartment buil di ng

in front of him But it nust be getting close to dawn.

CGod, mnmy feet hurt. If Beth isn't here, I'mjust going to fal
asl eep on her doorstep, | don't care if her landlord calls
the cops or not. I'mso tired—

He found a | ast burst of energy and jogged up the
wooden stairs, two at tine. He hesitated before knocking
on the door.

What if she doesn't let me in? We didn't exactly part on
the best terms, earlier this evening.

She has to. | don't have anywhere el se | can go.
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He rapped sharply on the door, waited, then knocked
again. She's probably asleep. |1'd better keep knocki ng,
give her a few mnutes to wake up. He was about to knock
a third tine, when the door suddenly opened.

She stood, hal oed by the hall |ight behind her, wearing

only a long nightshirt, her dark hair tousled, her dark eyes
wide with surprise. Beth, how could | have left you? Cod,
that was stupid. |+ feel so good, just seeing you now—
just being here—

She reached for the door, suddenly, and Eric knew that
i n anot her hal f-second she was going to slamthe door in
hi s face.

"Beth!" Eric blocked the door with his foot. She backed
away fromhim then whirled and—

—and ran. He shoved the door open and stepped into
the apartment, seeing her stunbling away towards the
l'iving room

"Beth, don't run away from ne!"
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She turned, angrily, and he saw the tears on her face
"Me, run away? What in the hell do you think you did?

God, she | ooks awful. Like she hasn't slept in days. Am
there's white hairs in that black frizz of hers that 1've
never seen before. A finger of cold trailed down his back-
bone. He ignored it, noving towards her

"Look, | know | was acting stupid earlier,’
reasonably, "But |'m back, aren't |?"

Eri c began

"Yeah, you sure are," she said bitterly. "Hooray for
you." She sat down on the sofa, reaching for a half-enpty
bottle of beer, refusing to ook at him

It's Kory. That's what it is, it's Kory. Ch God, |I've |ost
her before | ever had her, and it's ny own stupid fault.

"Beth, listen. I+ need to know-are you in |love with
Kory?" He swal |l owed painfully. "If you are, it's . . . it's
okay, I'Il just leave now. | don't have anywhere to go, but

that's never mattered before. Are you?"

She stared at him as though she didn't understand what

he had just said, then | aughed—enly it wasn't nmuch like a
laugh; it was nmore like a cry of pain. "Wy should you

care, after what you did? And why should I tell you?" She

cl enched her fist, pressing it to her tenple, face contorted
wi th pain.

Then, suddenly, she sagged with defeat, and sw gged
fromher bottle. "Not that it matters, anyhow. "

She's never talked like this to nme before, ever. Wat's
happened since | |eft? Then sonething el se she had j ust
said sank in, along with a | ow heavy feeling in his gut
"What do you nean, it doesn't natter?"
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Her words were nuffl ed behind the bottle. "Kory's

gone, Eric. He-he gave up hope, these last couple nonths
since you left us. He conpletely | ost hope, and now he's
left me." She trenbled, the beer bottle | oose in her hands,
close to spilling. "He left me—=

"Why woul d Kory— Eric began, then stopped short.
"Mont hs? Mont hs? What are you tal ki ng about ?"

She gl anced up at him her dark eyes enpty and cold,
with sonmething brittle and about to shatter at the bottom
of them

"W spent two nonths | ooking for you, Eric," she said
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tightly. "Trying to fight Perenor's people wthout you, to
stop them from destroying the nexus. But we couldn't do
much, not by ourselves. God, we tried. Kory wore hinself
away to nothing, trying. W knew they had you—at |east

for a while. But he couldn't find any trace of you, nothing.
\ Vg—we thought they'd killed you."

She choked back a dry sob. "Then one night Kory heard
you pl ayi ng, somehowso we knew you were alive, and
roughly where you were. That's what led us to you, your
music. Gtherwi se we'd never have known what happened
to you."

Eri c sank down to the couch, his legs refusing to sup-
port him "No. That can't be true. |'ve only been gone for
three days—

Thi nk, Banyan. All those old Celtic ballads about people
being trapped in the Iand of Faerie, spending a night
dancing in an elven circle, then waltzing home to find out
that ten years have gone by. That's what happened to you

Holy shit.
That's what Ria was doing to ne .

He took a deep breath, and another, trying to get his

mnd back into first gear. Not in neutral. \Weels spinning,
but not going anywhere. That's where |'ve been for the

| ast two nonths.

Two nont hs.

"Ckay," he said at last. "Okay. So | lost a bhit of tine.
But why did Kory wal k out on you?"

Bet h shook her head slowy, her voice ragged with

despair, every word tearing at his heart. "You still don't
get it, do you?" she said dully. "It's been nonths, Eric.
They bul | dozed the Fairesite three weeks ago. It's all over."

The bottle fell, a stream of beer cascading into the
carpet, as Beth buried her face in her hands, sobbing. "He
gave up. W knew, the |ast day, we knew when it hap-

pened. He just sort of ... folded in on hinmself when the
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bul | dozers hit the first tree. And he gave up. There's
nothing left. No hopes, no dreans. Nothing. It's over, the
el ves are going to die, Kory's going to di e-he knew he
was going to die, so he left ne, so | wouldn't have to
watch him see himdie slowy, fading like all the others—=
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Eric noved closer to her, gently putting his arm around
her shoul ders. "Ch, Beth."

She | ooked up at him her face streaked with tears. "But

I know he's dying, | can feel it; | can feel himdying alittle
at a time. It hurts, Eric, it hurts so much— He held her
tightly against him feeling the danpness of her tears

soaki ng through his shirt.

Every word felt like a knife in his heart, but nothing
hurt as badly as the know edge that he was the one re-
sponsi bl e for the whol e disaster.

If | hadn't wal ked out on them€od, Beth, how could
have done this to you, to KoryP | didn't knoweh Cod,
I'"'msorry, I'"'mso sorry—

She cried until she had no tears left, dry sobs shaking
her body. She cried herself into absolute and utter
exhausti on.

And all he could do was hol d her.

He carried Beth into the bedroom an hour |later, after

she'd finally cried herself to sleep in his arns. Eric set her
down carefully on the mattress and pulled a bl anket ten-

derly over her. Fromthe doorway, he glanced back at her;

the gleamfromthe streetlight outside filtered through the
bedroom curtai ns, casting | ong shadows on her tear-stained
face.

Eri c wal ked back to the living room his thoughts in
chaos. On the living roomtable was a bottle of Irish

whi skey, half-enpty; he picked it up, opened it, and took
a | ong draught.

Time for drinking and thinking. In that order. | should
probably take a shower, get sone of this filth off of ne,
but I'mtoo depressed.

He sat down on the sofa, the bottle clenched in his
hand. Across the room the television was on, with the
vol unme turned all the way down. Eric crossed over to the
TV, and raised the volunme just enough so he could hear
and not awaken Bet h.

Bl ack and white shadows flickered across the screen. A
'50s science fiction film Terrific. Something mndless to
watch while | get drunk. He sat back down on the couch,
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wi shing the whi skey woul d take effect faster. J want to be
really drunk, really soon—
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CGod. How coul d this have happened? Why didn't |

realize what was happening? | still can't believe it—+two
nmont hs.
Kory's gone, and rmaybe he's already dead. | don't even

know where he is, even if | knew how to help him

fita and Perenor—they' ve won. Last gane of the night,
all the cards on the table, and they've won.

He drank anot her swal |l ow of the whiskey, the fiery
liquor burning a track down his throat.

It's over. There's nothing Beth and | can do.

A tiny voice spoke into his thoughts, an echo of his own
grimthoughts, and the creature he had fought earlier this
ni ght: Yeah. You can wallow in self-pity. Get drunk, get
stoned, get trapped under a Faerie hill, w pe the world
away. That's what you can do. Like you've been doing for
the last two nonths. You can go on doing absolutely
nothing. You're really very good at it.

Eric stopped, the bottle of whiskey half-raised to his
mout h. He hesitated, and his hand wavered, then he
slowy set the bottle back down on the table.

No. No nore. This tine, I'mgoing to do things right.

don't care if it's hopel ess—+'mnot going to give up again.
I've spent too nmany years runni ng away from probl ens

and conmitnents. This one I'mgoing to face.

There's a beautiful, wonderful |ady asleep in that next
room a lady who cares a |ot about ne. I'mnot going to
fail her. And sonewhere out there is a frizzy-haired elf
guy, a guy both of us care about, who depended on ne—

And | | et himdown.

But 1 won't do that again. We'll find him and we'll
make this work out right.

If we can find him
If he's still alive.

Sonet hi ng deep inside himrefused to give up, revolted

at the idea of Kory being gone. He has to be alive. | won't
believe he's dead. If he was, | think . . . | think |I'd know,
sonmehow. | don't think anybody, not even R a, could keep

me from knowi ng that.
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He gl anced at the tel evision screen, where a handsone

bl ond hero was blowing away a killer tinfoil robot with
sonme kind of ray gun. | wish everything was that easy. If |
thought it was, I'd pick up a .45 from a nei ghbor hood
pawnshop and go hunting for Perenor. But that won't
acconpl i sh anything, other than probably getting me kill ed.
I remenber real well what he did to Kory
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The hero-actor posed and gestured |like a wooden pup-

pet, sonehow more artificial than the tinfoil robot. Cod,
but that novie is awmful. Really bad. Not "so bad it's cute"
bad, but just pathetically bad. It's not even funny. Doesn't
haw any magic to it at all

No magic .

Is this what all the novies, all the nmusic, are going to be
like now? So ... lifeless? Like the sane old stupid plots,
repl ayi ng over and over agai n?

That's sonething terrific to look forward to. If | fail at
this, if I can't do something to save Kory and the elves, 1'lI
never be able to sit through a novie, ever again.

Hel I, why am | thinking about novies? If | go after Ria
and Perenor and blowit, I'lIl be dead. Perenor would kil
me with all the hesitation and noral consideration of
sonebody swatting a fly. 1'd+'d like to think that R a
wouldn't try to kill ne, but |I know better than that.

The images on the tel evision changed fromscrolling end
credits to the early norning news, and a video clip of
firemen and police officers clustered outside a burning
buil ding. Eric suddenly tuned his ears into what the an-
nouncer was saying, curious. " and in Van Nuys, fire-
men are still battling a blaze that broke out roughly an
hour ago ..."

Eric blinked, |ooking at the flames rising fromthe ugly
pi nk apartnment building. | really feel for whoever lives
there. That place | ooks just about totaled.

Who'd want to live in that ugly—pi nk—eh ny God,
that's nmy apartnent building! My hone is burning down!

Holy shit!

He stared in shock at the television set, and the green
flanmes rising fromthe pink apartnment building. Geen and
pink, really lovely. | think I'"'mgoing to be sick—
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Wait a second, here. Green fl anes?
Suddenly he recal |l ed another set of green flames. Magic
fl ame. When he and Tereni|l had duel ed—

But Terenil wouldn't have done anything like this—
Even if he coul d have.

Which | eft—
The only other two creatures in this city capable of

wi el di ng that much magi c power.
Ri a.

And Per enor.
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He rose to his feet, so angry he was shaki ng. Damm you!
Dam you! Haven't you done enough to nme? Haven't you
got it all? Do you have to turn ny apartnent into a
bonfire? Wiy in hell can't you | eave us alone? |I'mno

threat to YQOU
He didn't even realize he was screaning the words at

the top of his lungs until sonebody began to pound on the
wal | fromthe apartnent next door

And he didn't care

"Dam you, Perenor! Leave us al one!"
o« 16 o

VWi rl wi nds of Danger

"Dam you, Perenor, |eave us ALONE!"

Soneone coughed behind him He turned to see Beth,
blinking sleepily, staring at himfromthe bedroom door -
way. "Yo, Eric," she said conversationally, in close to a
normal tone of voice. "Could you screama little quieter?
was asleep for the first tinme in three days."

Soneone pounded on the wall.

"And | think you woke nore people up than ne." She
gl anced past him at the television set, and her eyes w d-
ened. "Hey, isn't that—=

"Yes," he said wearily. "Perenor just torched nmy apart-
ment. Excuse me, | think I'"'mgoing into the bathroomto
bang nmy head agai nst the wall and cry."

He started to wal k past her, both hands buried in his
hair. "Everything's gone to hell. Kory may be dead, the
nexus i s destroyed, and everything | own except these
clothes and nmy Hute just went up in snoke. That's it, |
can't take it anynore."

He pivoted and sl amred his hand agai nst the wall.
"Dammit, they've won! Way are they doing this to me?"

A strange expression crept across her face and Beth

caught himby the arm "No. Eric, that's not it. That
doesn't nmake any sense. |f those bastards have really won,
then they wouldn't have any reason to still come after us,
woul d t hey?"

He shrugged, and ground his teeth. "I don't know
Maybe they're just bored, and ruining our lives is nore

263
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entertaining than watchi ng soap operas. Maybe it's just
Bia, wanting to get even with nme for wal ki ng out on her.
don't know. " He gl anced back at the television set, expect-
ing to see another glinpse of his life going up in snoke,
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and froze.

It was a different news clip, with a photograph of a

pretty dark-haired girl, smling at the canera. " and in
the South Bay, another victimof the 'East Side Slasher'

was di scovered |ast night. Octavia—"

Martinez. Cctavia Martinez. Eric conpleted the thought

bef ore the announcer was two syllables into the girl's |ast
nane. Cctavia, 'Tavy to her friends, a fifteen-year-old
who's already a virtuoso on the cello—gifted and bright,
lead cello in her school orchestra—

It was as if he'd known her all his |ife. The details of her
short |ifespan flooded into himtoo fast to really conprehend.

How can | know this? Wat's going on with ny head?

But he knew her, he knew her. Even though they'd

never even matched eyes in a crowd, nuch | ess net.

'Tavy, a beautiful young girl, already an incredible talent,
so happy, always |aughing, loving life so rmuch, her nusic
bringing joy to everyone who heard her—

and police are intensifying the search for suspects,
and now believe that the killer may be using trained attack
animals, such as pit bulls, for these nurders." A series of
phot ographs flashed onto the screen. "Already the Sl asher
has cl ai nred seven |lives since the first nmurder in the East
Los Angel es area three weeks ago."

The words faded away beneath the images forming in

Eric's mind, the still photographs changing to visions of
people, alive and vibrant. M chael, yeah, he was an arti st,
worked in advertising, with a real gift for making his

artwork come to life . . . Sandy Chel sea, solo vocalist with
the Master Chorale . . . Danny, only eight years old, but

al ready well -known as an actor, doing voiceovers for car-
toons .

Al'l of them people he knew as well as his closest friends—
and had never encountered in the flesh. How can | know

all of this? |'ve never heard of these people in ny life, |I've
never even seen photographs of them before!
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"Eric—Eric, are you all right?"

He opened his eyes and saw Beth watching himwth

concern. "Beth, all of those victins ... | know t hem
They were all like me, all of themable to do the things
that | do . . "

"Bards?" Beth | ooked at the tel evision screen, now show
ing a commerci al about vacation honmes in the nountains.

"All of them were Bards?"

Eric noved to the couch and sat down heavily. "That is
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what's going on. Perenor. He's killing off everyone with
the Bardic Gft." He | ooked up at Beth, who was staring at
him w de-eyed, her sleep-runpled hair standing up like a
cartoon character's. "You were right, there nust be sone
way that we can hurt himstill, or he wouldn't have any
reason to do this."

"Yeah. If we could just figure out what—= Beth stopped
in mdsentence, then reacted. "Christ! This neans he
m ght try for Uncle Phil, too!"

For a nonent, Eric couldn't renmenber who Beth was

tal ki ng about, then an inage flashed into his mnd: the
elderly man with the house full of artwork and ani mation
eel s, and how his eyes had shone when he | ooked at

Eri c—o, not his eyes, but sonething behind them sone-
thing that was a part of him reaching out to Eric like an
old friend, speaking to a part of hinself that answered in
har rony. "Yeah, Phil-Beth, he's got the Bardic Gft,

t 0o.

"OfF course he does," Beth said tersely, disappearing

into her bedroom Eric could hear the sound of drawers
openi ng and cl othing being flung out. Beth's voice drifted
to himthrough the open door. "He's an animator, after

all -you just look at his work and you know that there's
nmore going on there than just bl obs of paint on transpar-
ency eels!”

She reappeared a nonent later in jeans and sneakers,
pulling a sweatshirt down over her torso. "Cone on, we're

| eaving," she said, picking up his flute case fromwhere he
had set it down on the table. She gave himan inpatient

| ook. "Well?"

"Hang on a sec, Beth—
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He had to close his eyes; the vision overlaying the rea

worl d of Beth's apartnent was too confusing to sort out
otherwi se. Images: a sleepy little street in Burbank, the
pal e yell ow house, the first glints of sunlight reflecting off
shadowy water, an old convertible parked on the street.

And a feeling of cold and calculating intent, of gathering
willforce, and—

"Holy shit, Beth, | think Perenor's doing sonething
there right now"

She didn't say anything, just grabbed him and ran

VWhat if I'mwong? What if |'mconpletely crazy, if all

of this is just delusions? Wat if |I'minmagining that Perenor
is at Phil's house, planning to do sonething awful to the
ol d guy?

How do | know if what |'mfeeling is real? That |'m not
conpl etely crazy?

H s mnd mght doubt, but his gut knew. This was for
real. The cold feeling in the pit of his stomach intensified,
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as the jeep careened around another corner. He gl anced at
Beth, and saw that her knuckles were clenched tight on
the steering wheel. She feels it, too. Sonething awful is
happeni ng—

Beth fl oored the brakes. The Jeep skidding to a stop in
front of the little yellow house, nearly ramm ng into the
par ked convertible. Before Eric even got out of his seat,
she had vaulted out of the Jeep and was hal fway to the
front door. She pounded on it several tinmes, calling out
Phil's name, as Eric grabbed his flute and hurried across
the lawn to her.

"He's not answering," she said shortly, and reached into
a potted plant for a hidden key. Eric foll owed her as she
hurried to the side gate and into a backyard filled with
assorted junk and pieces of furniture, past a sw nm ng
pool murky with fallen | eaves and debris. "Beth, if sone-
one sees us doing this, we could get arrested— Then Eric
stopped, staring at the back of the house.

O rather, what used to be the back. After a giant had
reached down and ripped off the wall and roof. Pieces of
splintered wood and pl aster were scattered everywhere.
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I have a real bad feeling about this—

Eric tore his eyes away fromthe devastation, to see
Bet h Kentrai ne al ready vani shing through the remants of
a sliding glass door. "Beth, wait! You don't know if—

Shit, she's already gone inside! He glanced at the car-
nage around him then swall owed and foll owed her in.

If possible, the inside of the house was in worse shape
than the outside. Eric saw the Snow Wiite eel that he had
admred, lying on the floor practically at his feet, shred-
ded. Wth all of that sliny black gunk sneared all over
{t—sliny—tike that thing that | killed |ast night—eh shit!
Beth! Where in the hell is she?

He ran into the next room feeling as though every

ni ght mare he had had as a child was upon him every
screaming terror resonating down his nerves. And he saw
Beth, kneeling on the filthy floor, not noving, just staring

at at —

Eric turned away and retched onto the destroyed car-
pet, falling to his knees, shaking hel plessly. On God—eh
my God—

When he coul d, he | ooked back at Beth, still notionless

on the floor, holding the old animator's hand. He nanaged
to stand and took several unsteady steps towards her, then
sank to the filthy carpet beside her, staring down at Phi
GCsborn's face

And tried hard not to | ook at anything other than that
wrinkl ed, surprisingly peaceful face; not at the ruined
body, opened like a butterflied shrinp, ripped flesh and
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exposed internal organs glistening in the dimlight, blood
spreading slowy into the carpet around him Eric felt the
wet ness soaking into the knees of his jeans, and clutched

his gut, trying not to throw up agai h—

—then Phil's eyes opened, |ooking right up at them
and he nearly lost it one nore time. Christ. He's stil

alive. They did that to him and he's still alive. Ch ny
God .

"Beth." The old man's voice was a whispery thread, his
eyes gl azed and very bright. "Beth, listen to nme."
"I"'mhere. Uncle Phil," Beth said softly, kneeling close

to him She rubbed at her eyes with the back of one hand,
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and Eric saw the bl ood and tears and (indescribable filthy
snearing together across her face. "I won't | eave you."

"Both, you can stop Perenor. That's why he' s— Phi
gasped, his chest heaving. "Stop him Bethie. | know you
can do it."

We can? How in the hell are we supposed to stop sone-
body who' U do this, turn another person into a piece of
sushi ?

Then the old man sniled, |ooking at sonething beyond
Eric and Beth, sonmething only he could see. "Leila

The room faded fromaround Eric, as a slow rising chord
echoed through his mind. Power, clear and strong as a
river, reaching out for sonething—a brightness, an inten-
sity, shining |like a beacon fromw thin—and fromfar
away, the hint of another Power, different, yet the saneg,
reaching toward the first.

This is what a Bard is, he realized dimy. This quiet
strength and power, the force of creation held by a living
bei ng, power shining so bright, alnost incandescent.

—and the distant nel ody, draw ng cl oser, strengthening
the faltering notes of the first. Then the two joi ni ng—

—then fading, fading .

And gone

The aged, agoni zed eyes focused on nothing, then ceased
to focus at all. Beth sobbed quietly, Phil's bl oodstained
hand still pressed agai nst her cheek.

He' s dead.

That +hat was him Phil. A Bard. Is that what | am
too? What | look like to Kory—and Ri a?

Eric swall owed, feeling his nausea rising again. And she
and her dad had nme in their clutches for two nonths.
They coul d've done this to ne at any point, exactly what
they did to Phil. Christ.
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He edged closer to Beth, resting his hand on her shoul -
der, wanting to confort her, but not really know ng how.
VWhat do you say to soneone who's just seen an old friend
mur der ed—hel | , taken apart like a | aboratory frog! What
good are words now?

"Eric."

Beth's voice was low, it barely penetrated through the
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clamor of his thoughts. Then she spoke | ouder, stronger
"Eric, | don't want to leave himlike this. | don't want
anyone to see him Not the cops, not anyone."

He nodded, understandi ng what she was sayi ng, even
though he wasn't certain what she expected himto do.
"Al'l right. Stand back a bit, Beth."

She bent | ow and kissed Phil's bloodless lips briefly,
then stood up.

Okay. This time, I'"'mgoing to do it right. For Beth. He
renoved his flute fromthe case, fitted it together, then
brought it to his lips. He closed his eyes, concentrating.

Sl ow notes, a quiet nelody, then building in intensity,
filled with aching pain . . . "OCarolan's Farewel|l to M-
sic," a fitting tribute to a nmurdered Bard, soneone who
hel d power in his human hands, who created life with ink
and paint.

If there's a heaven, this old guy is headed straight for it.
O wherever it is that we Bards go when we die.

Through his closed eyes, Eric saw a bright spark of
light, then a burst of green flame. He opened his eyes,
wat ching as the crackling eldritch fire consuned the old
man' s body. When nothing was left but a fine dusting of
ashes on the floor, Eric let the fire die away.

Strange. The floor isn't even scorched. But the fire was
hot, hot enough that | could feel it fromhere. And hear it,
t he snapping fl anes—

For a nmonent, Eric thought he heard sonething else, a
faint slithery sound, |ike a water hose dragged al ong con-
crete. Then there was silence again, except for the sound
of Beth crying softly.

He touched her shoul der gently. "Beth, we'd better get
out of here. If some neighbor calls the police

She stood up, still gazing down at the small heap of
ashes. "Thank you, Eric," she said quietly.

Eric put his armaround her as they wal ked to the
bedroom door. In the ruined living room Beth bent to
pi ck up a shattered photograph frame. The picture that fel
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out was a bl ack-and-white of a younger Phil and a |l ovely
dar k- hai red woman. She caught it before it touched the
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slimed carpet, rolled it up and slipped it into her jacket
pocket .

Qutside, the first hints of sunlight were breaking through
the cl ouds overhead. There were only nonents left unti
true dawn. Eric and Beth, wal king in silence, picked a
careful path through the debris on the sw ming poo

deck.

"Beth," Eric began hesitantly, 'when Phil called out to
Leila, did you see—=

He stopped, feeling as if soneone was standing just
behind him peering over his shoul der. Sonebody very
cl ose, close enough to touch

Then he screaned as sonething wet and oily coil ed

around his ankle, yanked his feet out from under him and
dragged hi m backwards. He thrashed, trying to free him
sel f, and caught a glinpse of sonething. Sonething huge

and dark and dripping, topped by a rearing equi ne head

with glittering red eyes and di stended fangs. Then the
thing slamred him down on the concrete, knocking the

breath and wits fromhim H's flute case went flying in one
direction as he was yanked in another

Toward the pool

"Beth!" he shrieked, hearing her scream echoi ng behi nd

him Then the water closed over him black and icy cold,

as icy as the scaled flesh against his bare skin. He strug-
gl ed agai nst that inhuman grip, already knowing it was
hopel ess, trying to reach the surface to breathe, feeling
the darkness closing in around himas every second ticked
past.

Cod, please, just let Beth get away, don't let it get her,
t oo—

Then the clawed hand thrust himup into the open air,
and Eric gasped for breath gratefully. Then he saw why
the creature had surfaced, and his heart stopped beating
for an instant.

Bet hl

She stood |ike sone fantasy art heroine, her clothing
soaking wet and clinging to her, a piece of wood splintered
to a sharp point clenched in her hand. He could see where
the tip was stained with blood and a foul greenish ichor as
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she danced cl oser along the slippery rimof the pool,
trying for another stab
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"Beth," he yelled, "get your ass out of here!"

Then Eric screamed again as the piece of wood sail ed

within inches of his nose to enbed itself in the creature's
eye. Wth a shriek that rent the air, it flung Eric onto the
concrete and sank beneath the pool's surface.

Eric just lay there for a | ong nonment, choking and
gaspi ng, and concentrated on sone serious breat hing.

Ch God. I'mstill alive—

Then he realized Beth was pulling himaway fromthe
water's edge. "I'm4' m okay," he gasped hoarsely, trying

to sit up."

She held on to himtightly. For a nonment, he thought
he coul d hear her voice, even though her face was pressed
too closely against his shoulder for her to speak

; | thought I'd | ost you again, |ost you—eh, Eric—
"I love you too, Beth," he whispered.

She kissed him then helped himto his feet. "At |east
you don't reek quite so much now," she said dryly.

A noi se behind them made both of themturn. The

opaque water of the swi mm ng pool was roiling with dark-
ness, seething as though something was thrashi ng bel ow.
They gl anced at each other, then Eric scooped up his flute
case and they ran for the gate. And didn't stop until they
were in the Jeep. Beth sent it accelerating onto the west-
bound Ventura Freeway.

It nmust be dead. How could anything live after getting
drilled through the eye like Beth did to it?

Then again, how can anything like that be alive in the
first place?

Kory gone, Phil dead, the nexus destroyed—&od, | wi sh
this was a bad dream and | coul d wake up

Fat chance. Barn/on

He | ooked across the seat at Beth, and realized that her
hands were shaking on the wheel. "Maybe you should pul
over for a mnute."

She took a deep breath and shook her head. "No. |I'm
okay. It's just—how | ong do we have, Eric, before Perenor
tracks us down and kills us? He obviously hasn't forgotten
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about you. What can we do agai nst a guy who sunmons

creatures |like that sw mm ng-pool thing to take care of his
eneni es?"

O that winged nonstrosity that tried to eat ne | ast
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night in the hills—"1 don't know. Go on the offensive,
maybe?"

"Offensi ve against what? If we go anywhere near him
he' Il swat us like flies, Eric!" '

He thought about it for a nonent. "Wat about the

nexus? Maybe there's still sonmething we can do about
that."

"Ckay," Beth said after a |long pause, "let's go out to
Fairesite."

They bul | dozed the site three weeks ago.

Even knowi ng what to expect, Beth was still shocked
and horrified by what she saw.

They didn't just destroy it, they devastated it. |'ve never
seen anything like this before, done with such . . . mali-
ciousness. Like they didn't want to | eave one single paving
stone next to another.

She | ooked out at the desol ation, seeing in her mnd's

eye what once had stood there . . . Over there, that was
the Mai nstage, where now there's only a heap of splin-
tered wood. . . Irish HIll, they practically leveled it com

pletely, there's nothing | eft except sonme scattered straw
the old Wshing Well, they just left the concrete

foundati on broken, didn't even bother with renoving the
pi eces.

There's nothing left here but dirt and chips of wood.
Not hing at all.

She reached down, picking up a piece of what had once
been a bright green ribbon, now torn and dark wi th nud.
She strai ghtened and saw Eric, noving towards what had
been the Wod.

The Wbod Grove. That's where Kory said the nexus
was, within the circle of ancient oak trees.

CGak trees, torn out of the ground, lying like nutilated
corpses on the dusty ground, dead—they've destroyed it
compl etely. There's nothing we can do here.
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Uncl e Phil murdered, and now Kory is going to die, too,
if he isn't already dead—

Pai n ripped through Beth, naking her clench her eyes
closed to keep fromcrying aloud. Pain |like someone stab-
bing her in the heart—

—or the soul. It's over, Kory must be dead or dying, it's
hopel ess.
Eric's still picking over the mess, wal king through the
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fallen trees, |ooking around. Doesn't he realize that there's
not hing we can do, nothing at all? Wiy doesn't he just
gi ve up?

Eri c di sappeared around the edge of the rui ned Wod,

into the hilly area beyond. Beth foll owed hesitantly, not
certain where Eric was going. That's what used to be the
end of the Whod, there's nothing beyond there, nothing
except a few nore oak trees—

Beth clinbed carefully over the bull dozed trees, trying
to spot Eric. There's still a few oaks |left standing, by the
edge of the Wod. And—

She felt her heart leap with sudden hope, seeing a

cl oaked figure sprawl ed beneath one of the oaks' spreading
branches. Then she ran forward to where Eric was stand-

i ng, |ooking down at the notionless man.

It's him it's Kory!

Now she could see himclearly, that wild blond hair

spilling over his shoulders, mxed with dirt and bl ood and
tears. His slack face streaked with tears and nud, his jeans
and Faire shirt the sane no-col or

And the six-pack of enpty Coke cans on the ground next
to him

Beth slowed to a stop, and stared at the shiny red cans
in horror. But that—that's poison to el ves—

—oh ny Cod, no!

She fell to her knees next to Kory, seized his hands and
touched his face, still danp with tears. H s hand was icy
cold in hers. She noaned, deep in her throat, and began
patting his cheeks, trying to get a response. \Wen nothing
happened, she searched frantically for a pulse. "Kory,

pl ease, no, don't be dead—-

She | ooked up at Eric, who was staring down at Kory in
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stunned silence. "God damm you, don't just stand there,
do sonething! Use your magic! You're a Bard, this is what
you' re supposed to do! Help him™"

He swal | owed, and stepped back a pace. "Beth, | don't
t hi nk—"

"I don't give a shit what you think, Banyon—you're
going to play that fuckin' flute now or I'mgonna ramit
down your throat!" "

"Beth, | don't know how" he said, shouting to be heard
over her rising voice. "The fire—that just cane! This is
conplicated. "

She forced herself to cal mdown, and took a deep breath.
"Ckay. Let's think this through. | think maybe we need
a—a spell of some kind. Maybe what you pl ayed to wake
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hi m up woul d work again."

He knelt beside her and opened the flute case. "I think—+
thi nk maybe | played ' Sheebeg Sheenore.' That's a spell ?"

She took a very deep breath and seized his hand, flute

and all. "A spell, Eric, is a process, and not a thing. A
spel | makes you concentrate your energy on a goal. 'Sheebeg
Sheenore' is about elves, isn't it?"

"Yeah, but—
"It worked last time, didn't it?"
"Yeah, but—

"If you don't start playing," she said softly, clenching
her jaw to keep from screaning at himagain, "that flute is
going to be shoved where you won't like it."

She turned away fromhimas the first notes sang out
into the sunlight, searching Kory's face for a flicker of life,
any sign that he was being drawn back—

Not hi ng.

The | ast notes di ed away, and not hi ng had changed—
except that maybe the pul se beneath her fingers was a
little weaker.

She was about to round on the nusician and denmand
that he try sonething el se, when Eric began 'Tamin's
Reel." He followed that with "Tom O Bedl am "

One tune after another poured fromthe flute, the differ-
ent nelodies filling the stilled air, and now Beth coul d/ eg?
the desperation under the notes, the frantic fear that mr-
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rored her own so exactly that she trenbl ed beneath the
doubl e burden. And still nothing happened, nothing
changed—except the sun rose a little higher, and the w nd
stirred Kory's hair and dried the tears on his face.

Eric could feel Beth's desperation; it was a match for
his. So he tried, poured his soul into his playing, tune
after tune, note after note, everything Celtic he knew—
and not hi ng, nothing happened. Finally he ran out of
things to play, and dropped his aching arnmns.

He's going to die. Kory's going to die, and there's noth-
ing | can do to stop it—

Kory's face was as slack and lifeless as before. Eric could
feel the life in him could see it if he |ooked just right—
flickering, fading .

Dammt, 1 healed him there has to be sone way to

channel this power right! There just has to be! Maybe—
maybe it's me. 1'mnot making the right connections. If a
spell is a process, it probably has to convince ny subcon-
scious. Wiich neans it has to be sinple. And sonething
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can relate to.

Sinple—aell, the Celtic tunes are sonetimes sinple
enough, but do | really relate themto what | have to do?
Maybe 1'd better get down to ny own roots

So what do | want to do?

I want to put Kory back together. To put himback the
way he was. To come out the way he was.

None of the tunes he'd played so far addressed that
need—

Whi ch may be why they didn't work. He frowned,
cl enched his hands on the flute. / need sonething clear,
sonething sinple. 1've got to nake this conme around right—

Then it came to him with those words. It all cane
toget her, making such a perfect pattern that he was blinded
by the clarity of it.

He cl osed his eyes again, nade hinmself very still inside,
and reached—

—and pl ayed.

He felt Beth go still for a nonment, then felt her reach-
ing out to him heard her begin to sing.
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"She danced on the water and the wi nd—

He stopped. She sang another word, and faltered. "Eric?
What ' s—=

"That's wong, Beth," he said around the flute nouth-

pi ece. "Not the pagan version—the original. The Shaker

hym. You said we needed a spell; well, that's a spell. It's
about returning to balance, to what you were and what

you were meant to be."

He heard her swi ft intake of breath, and began the tune
again. She let himplay it through once, then joined him
on the second round.

Tis a gift to be sinple, 'tis a gift to be free,
‘"tis agift to cone 'round where we ought to be—

Yes. That's it. He could feel the power rising now,
danci ng around him followi ng the |lead of his music—and
her s—echoi ng the sinple tune.

"—and when we find ourselves in the place just
right
‘twill be in the valley of |ove and delight."

Now he could feel the fading flicker that was Kory

gai ning strength, reaching for the power. He twined it

once about the elf, twice, three tines, verdant and living,
tying himin vines of nelody, anchoring himto here and
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now.

Bet h poured her heart into the song, into the words.
Eric could feel her strength, a dark fire joining his own
power .

"When true sinplicity is gained,

to bow and to bend we shan't be ashanmed—

to turn/ turn, will be our delight

till by turning, turning, we conme 'round right."

But that wasn't enough. Not yet. Kory was not a sinple
creature, a one-dinensional cartoon elf. He had depth and
breadth and heights Eric couldn't inagi ne—
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So Eric called to the power and the nusic, and reached
for Kory with it.

Touched.

No doubt; this was the Copland transcription from"Ap-

pal achian Spring." Building on the original nelody, weav-
ing in and around it, calling in imges as weU as mnel ody.
Thunderstorms in the nountains. A quiet, secret stream
Song of a single bluebird—and the haunting cries of hun-
dreds of skeins of geese. A towering oak. A tiny violet,
hidden in fallen | eaves. (boe carrying the nmelody with

him a second flute making it a round, clarinets |aughing a
har nrony—

—then the strings—
Cone back, come home, cone round right—

—weaving a braid that turned to a circle that turned,
turned, turned—

He coul dn't hear Beth anynore, but she was in there
too, making the song a prayer, an outpouring of |ove and
passi on.

Now the nusic was returning to what it had been, each

part dropping back to join the flute-line, the nelody, the
sinple line; joining it and reinforcing it. "—ill by turning,
turning, we conme 'round right—=

When they all were one, Eric played it through one
last tine, slowy, with all the enotion he could nuster.

Sil ence. And he opened his eyes—

—and saw Kory, gazing up at himwith those brilliant,
| eaf - green eyes—
Alive.

o 17 o
S\ ocky Road to Qubkn

Eric had time for one coherent thought—He's alive! —
before Kory lunged for him his mailed hands cl osing
tightly around Eric's throat.
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He tried desperately to pry those netal-clad fingers off
his neck w thout success Kory lifted himright off the
ground by the neck and held himdangling with his toes
just brushing the dirt.

"Kory— Eric wheezed, gasping for breath.

"You human bastard," the elven warrior hissed, his
green eyes incandescent behind the gol den sheen of his

helm "I wasn't hurting anynore, | was beyond that, ev-
erything was so peaceful, so painless, and you brought ne
back! I'mgoing to rip you apart, nortal!"

Eric was suddenly aware of Beth pulling ineffectually at
Kory's arm trying to get himl oose—

And beyond her, a circle of elven observers watching
in silence.

Just . . . watching Just curious, mldly interested. Like
it's vaguely entertaining, watching one of their kind stran-
gl e a human.

Then he heard the sound of clapping hands, and a few
scattered conments.

"Alittle higher, perhaps ..
"H's technique is a little sloppy, don't you think?"
"Coul d be—-

"Well, Korendil is out of practice, after all."

Ch Cod, Eric thought as everything began to blur and
279
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fade around him I'mgoing to die to a chorus of remarks
froman el ven peanut gallery, nurdered by ny best fnend.
This really isn't fair.

Kory's not like them he wouldn't do this, just stand by
and watch sonebody get killed—

—+f he wasn't the guy trying to kill ne!

Wth a last burst of energy, Eric kicked wildly at Kory,
connecting with one graves-clad leg; hitting the elfs knee
just above the netal plate. Kory's hands | oosened fromhis
throat for an instant, and Eric slamed his fist into the
side of the elfs helm connecting with Kory's |ower jaw
and |ip. As Kory staggered back, Eric fell to the ground,
choki ng and gasping for air.

He didn't stop to try and reason with Kory, he just

rolled away in the soft dirt and grabbed his flute out of the
dust where it had fallen. Somehow he ended up back on

his feet, facing the furious elf.

Who still looked like he wanted to rip Eric apart linb
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fromlinb.

I could play sonething, use ny Gft against hi mbut
what in the hell would that acconplish? I'mtrying to save
his mserable life, not kill himnyself!

Before either of them could nove. Both Kentraine

st epped between them her hands on her hips. "Al right,
guys," she said in a voice |like ice. "Enough of this. Kory,
what in the hell do you think you're doing?"

Kory wiped a trickle of blood away from hi s nouth.

"Stand aside- Beth. | intend to destroy that traitor."
"WAit a second," Eric began to protest "I was just
trying to keep you fromkilling yourself, you stupid—=

"So you brought me back," Kory finished, glaring at

him "1 never should have trusted you. Bard. The first
chance you had, you ran away to our greatest eneny,
willingly placing yourself in her power Leaving us to die
Now, now that it's too |late, you've brought all of us out of
Dream ng. Wiy? So we can die in agony as the last nagic

of the nexus fades away to not hi ngness? Did she teach you
to savor the pleasures of another's pain?"

"Kory—+ didn't—+ nean, there's got to be sonething
we can do— Eric stammered, backpedaling before the
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| ook of hatred in Kory's eyes. Maybe this wasn't such a

eood idea. It isn't just that he was mad that | left. He's not
eonna |listen to any excuses. He wants to hurt me; really,
seriously hurt me— n v omom )

"There is sonething that Imgoing to do, Kory said
levelly. "I"'mgoing to kill you. Bard."

Oh ny God—

As Kory advanced towards Eric, Beth interposed herself

bet ween them agai n. "Kory, no. Watever you do to him
you'll have to do to ne first. | won't let you touch him"
She glanced at the small circle of elves, also garbed in
bright netal and peacock-colors. "Eric's not with Perenor
He wants to help you. And Eric's the only Bard here, the
only one who can help you."

"If Korendil believes the human nust die, then we wll
stand beside him" one of the elves said. "It is you who
should not interfere, nortal woman."

"Ch, fuck off," Eric heard Beth nutter under her breath.
Fromthe edge of his vision, Eric saw two of the elves
edging closer to her, trying to circle behind her.

Z can see exactly where this is going now Goddammt,
Bet h, why do you always have to fling yourself into these
situations, trying to save ny ass?

I thought | was doing the right thing. Maybe | wasn't.
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Forget the excuses, Banyon. There aren't any excuses
for what you did by wal king out on these people. Just
because one of them happened to be sleeping with a | ady
you | ove—

| guess 1'd better face the nusic.

Eric pushed Beth gently to the side, and noved forward

to stand in front of Kory. "Ckay, I'Il admt it. Running off
to Rla was a real stupid idea. And everything that's hap-
pened since, it's really ny fault, because you were count-
ing on ne to be there to help you. Wll, |I'm here now.

And either you can kill ne, or we can try to figure out a
way to keep you guys alive. It's your choice, Kory." He
managed a weak grin. "Though |'m sure you can guess

which of the two I'd prefer that you chose.™

Kory only stared at him his hands within the gauntlets
cl enching and unclenching slowy. Eric realized that his
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own hand, the one that had hit Kory in the face, was
throbbing with pain. That doesn't matter. Nothing may
ever matter again, depending, on what this guy chooses to

do. If he decides he'd rather kill ne than let nme try to save
his skin—well, |I'd rather be ripped apart by Perenor's
pets. To go into the final darkness, like Phil, but know ng

that Kory sent nme there—wanted nme dead. And didn't
forgive ne .

The despair in the back of Korendil's eyes hurt worse
than his hand-hurt worse than anything ever had before.

He swal |l owed hard and tried to neet those bl eak eyes,

and the pure fire of hate in them At least, if he kills ne, |
won't have to watch himdie |later, when the |last of the

magi ¢ fades away—

Eric winced inwardly, but did not |ook away. That's
really a conforting thought, Eric. Sheer brilliance. No
wonder Kory has no faith in you at all

He tried to find courage in hinsel f—somewhere. But he

shoul d have faith in me. 1"'mgoing to get themout of this

mess, if-—f it kills ne. It's nmostly ny fault that this all has
happened. They were counting on me. And | failed them

He felt a despair to match Korendil's, chilling his heart.
Right. | failed them So | shouldn't be surprised if Kory
deci des to deep-six nme after all—

Then, to Eric's inmense relief, Kory nodded. "I do not
think you did this out of evil intent, Eric." The elf war-
rior's voice was weary. "So | will not harmyou. Leave us
now. Let us fade away in peace." He turned and began to
wal k away.

"So that's it?" Beth said angrily. She ran after him
grabbi ng hi mby the shoul der and forcing himto | ook at
her. "So long, and thanks for the nenories? Like hell
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Kory!" Eric could hear the pain in her voice as she contin-
ued. "I love you, you idiot elf! I won't |eave you here to
diel"

Eric bit his lip, feeling a different kind of pain tearing
through him She loves him | knewthat, really | did, but
hearing her say it—

"And Eric may be an idiot, too, but he's a Bard, and |I'm
sure there's sonething he can do to help you, if you'll just
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let him If you're willing to try sonething other than
sui cide or Bard-nurder. God, why are all the nen in ny
Iife such fool s?"

Kory didn't answer; he only stared deeply into her eyes
{or far longer than Eric liked. And then he nodded again,
sl oW y—and | eaned forward and ki ssed her. As the Kiss

| engthened, Eric felt the seconds ticking by, each like a
sharp stab into himw th every heartbeat. Finally, Beth
moved away from Kory, gasping a little

The el ves were watching with the sane detached inter-
est with which they had viewed the fight.

She loves him That's obvious. Christ, why did | get
nmysel f involved in this? Saving his life just so Beth—

He stared down at the dirt at his feet, his throat so
choked he could hardly breathe, and never realized that
Kory was wal king towards himuntil the elf stopped right
beside him He | ooked up, startled, and saw Kory was j ust
standi ng there, |ooking at himsoberly. Very close. He

| ooks like he's going to say sonethi ng—Aaybe an apol ogy
for nearly tearing ny throat out? That woul d be ki nda
nice, actually. Even if | was a schnuck, it still hurts to
swal | ow.

O maybe sonet hi ng about Beth, how the best man—elf-—
won, but let's still be buddies, hey?

Ch hell, he's ny friend. And if Bethie wants hi m—

Then Kory placed a gauntl eted hand on each of Eric's
shoul der s—and ki ssed him

Eric's startl ed exclamati on was nmuffled, and his first
reaction was to—

—+to0 slide his arns around Kory's shoul ders, to draw
hi m even closer, to lean into the kiss, to hold himtightly
and never, ever |let himgo—

—then Eric pulled free of Kory's enbrace, trenbling.

He turned away fromthe puzzled and hurt look in

Kory's eyes, towards where Beth was standi ng several feet
away, her expression undeci pherabl e.

"I'"'m<4+'msorry about abandoni ng you. Kory," Eric said,
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valiantly trying to gather his wits around him "I+ was a
schmuck. An idiot. | pronmise, | won't let you down again."
He ventured a |l ook at the elf out of the corner of his eye.
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God, no one should | ook that good.

"l accept your apology," the elf said, faint, courtly for-
mal ity accenting his tone. Then a ghost of a smile drifted
across his face. "And | prom se. Bard Eric, that | shal
never try to throttle you again." He glanced at the other
elves. "Well, if we are to live, | suppose we should start
by trying to find a solution to this situation. Shall we?"

For the first time, Eric actually | ooked at the el ves around
him And gaped in surprise.

Uni magi nably bright colors, glittering arnmor and sheat hed
weaponry, thigh-hei ght boots enbroidered with fantastica
designs, flow ng capes over tunics, multicolored skirts and
breeches. Like taking the best of the Faire costunes |'ve
ever seen, then making them a thousand percent better

Al 't hough sonme of them were dressed nore |ike the

types seen on Melrose Avenue, studded bl ack | eather and
dyed nohawks forming an unlikely contrast to the ornate
garb of the others.

And Kory—

Well, at least he isn't still wearing ny clothes—Eric
t hought, gawking at his friends.

Kory—-no, Korendil| —was garbed |ike a character out of

King Arthur's knights, clad head to toe in gol den-hued
arnor, intricate with blue enanel inlay and genstones.

H s bl ond hair cascaded down over a cloak the color of the
sky at midday. There was no nistaking the regal |ook in
his eyes, either: the look of a lord of the H gh Court of
Faeri e.

Eric felt terribly shabby. And grubby.

Next to himl look |ike one of the beggars out of Mnty
Python. Dirty and runpled fromwal king all night, all

slimy fromfighting nonsters, still danp from bei ng dragged
into a swi nmng pool—and he |ooks terrific.

No wonder Beth has the hots for him
I could really hate these elves, given half a chance—

A lovely silver-haired elf woman, clad in flow ng bl ue

silk with a sheathed sword slung over one shoul der, stepped
fromthe small circle of Faerie still gathered around them
She kissed Kory fondly. "Young Korendil," she said, "we,
the mages and warriors of the H gh Court who remain
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here, pledge you now that we will follow your guidance
and that of this human Bard, though death be the end of
it."

"Val ," Kory began, |ooking suddenly awkward and very
young. "I don't know what to say—

Anot her el f, a broad-shoul dered figure in skin-tight black
| eat her, his purple nohawk falling rakishly over one ear,
cl apped Kory on the shoulder. "Then say nothing, Kory.

But you will lead us into battle."

"El denor, you're ny teacher! You shoul d—=

"We are all that is left ofEl fhame Sun-Descending," the
elf said in his |low, resonant voice. "Qur enemies have
nearly succeeded in destroying us. You and the Prince
were the only ones who saw our danger. And now we do

not know if Prince Terenil is still alive. But you are here,
with the Bard you brought to aid us." Eldenor grinned.

"BEven if you were ready to kill hima few mnutes ago."
"Kory," Eric began hesitantly, "I don't know what | can

do, but if you just tell nme what, I'Il do it."

He does | ook ki nda overwhel med. But | know he can
lead this notley crew, if anyone can. And figure out what
we can do to solve all of this. If we can

He resolutely pushed his doubts away. No. W have to
solve this. There's too nmuch at stake here. Kory, he's ny
friend. Maybe—raybe he's even a little nore than that, |
don't know. But | do know that I won't let himdie.

Kory was | ooking around at the devastated grove. "This
is what nust be renmedi ed. Unless we do sonething soon,
despite what you have done with your magic, Eric, we
shall fall back into Dream ng, and then die. That is why
we cane here, to the last lingering wisps of magic."

"WAit a minute," Beth said suddenly. "Sonething just
occurred tonme ... if the magic is all dried up, then
where is our mnstrel boy getting his juice fronP Eric?"

Eric shrugged. "l1've never thought about it before, but
you're right, | nust be drawing it from sonewhere." He
closed his eyes, replaying what had just happened in his
m nd, how he had reached out

and called the power, called it, dram it from—
"From Ri a's house," he said at last, opening his eyes. "It's
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com ng straight fromher place in Bel Air. | guess | can tap
into it, just because"-he felt his face warming, and tried
to quell his enbarrassment before it becanme too obvi ous—
"because, uh, | was so, so close to her, for so |long. They
must have noved the nexus there sonmehow. "

"That nakes sense,"” Beth said thoughtfully. "That's a
terrific way to keep everything under |ock and key: kill the
ol d nexus and plant a new one in your backyard."
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"She is an accomplished sorceress,” Kory acknow edged.

"Wth her father aiding her, | do not doubt that she could
redirect the nexus, once its focal point had been de-
stroyed, since of course she would not be able to create a
new nexus from not hi ngness. This nust have been Perenor's
intent all along, to have all the magic of this region at his
di sposal . "

"But there's one thing | don't understand," Eric said
hesitantly. "How can you pick up a nexus and nove it
around L. A like this? | mean, what is a nexus, anyhow?"

"The nexus is only a tiny gap in the veil between this
worl d and the world of our kind. Bard," a flane-haired elf

worman expl ained. "It nust be small, or it would weaken

the veil. To create such a thing is beyond the skill of all,
except —

Except —

Terenil, sitting around the dojo after that workout,

drinki ng and tal ki ng. and the Queen's Bard, a hu-
man |i ke yourself, created an anchoring point for the
nexus ..."

A human Bard. Like ne.

This is what | can do. This is how | can save Kory and
hi s peopl e.

H s mouth suddenly felt very dry. Except that Perenor
and Ri a have al ready taken control of the nexus. Wich
means |'1l have to fight themfor it—fight R a—

"Kory," he said, slowy, looking at his feet, "I can create
a nexus. Creative magic—that's what Bards do. That's
what the Queen's Bard did when you first came here—=

Only 1'l'l have to fight Rla to do it.

He | ooked up to see Beth watching him "Bout tine
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you figured it out, Banyon," she said quietly. "Think you
can handle it?"

Eric took a deep breath, then another. Kory and the

el ves were watching himas he spoke. "I+ don't know.
I"'mreally not very good at this magic stuff, at |east not
yet. | nmean, | don't even know what | was doing, | just

sort of did it off the cuff. By accident. Inprovising. But
this is something that, if | screwit up, we probably won't
get a second chance—=*

"I think you can do it, Eric," Beth said. "But we've got
anot her problem Even if you can do this whole schtick no
sweat, do we want you to put the nexus back here? This
place is going to be turned into condos in another couple
mont hs. Doesn't seemlike the best place for a magic
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nexus, next to the hot tub and | aundry rooms, y'know?"

"She is very right," Val said thoughtfully. "W need
anot her place for the nexus, one which is not close to the
humans' dwellings, so rife with Cold Iron. And one that is
nearer to those of the Lesser Court, trapped in their
groves. A place that will be safe for many years to come."

Good luck, finding a place like that in L.A This place is
so overpopul ated, even the npsquitoes are having a hard
time finding a place to breed. Everything that's not Fed-
eral or State land is going to be devel oped into housing,
sooner or |ater—

—Federal or State | and—

That wi de, enpty valley, with the oak trees grow ng

anong the tall grass. Federal |and, that no one can touch.
An elven grove in the Hollywod Hills. And a dragon,
starving to death because no one cane near enough to
eat —

—that area wouldn't be so great, it's still too close to the
city. But maybe if we go a little further east—

"How 'bout Giffith Park, in the Hollywod Hills? There's

a lot of land up there where nobody goes except naybe the

real conpul sive hikers. That might be a safe place for the
nexus. "

Kory gl anced at Beth, who nodded. "That's a real solid
idea, Eric. Giffith Park will never be turned into houses
or shopping malls, not so long as the city stands. | can't
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think of any place that would be nearly as good." She gave
Eric a wy grin. "Now you just have to do your nagic
stuff, bucko, and we're back in business."

Eric hesitated as that dark thought reoccurred to him

"What about Ria and Perenor? W know that the opposi -
tionisn't going to let us do this without a fight. | don't
think I can do all of that, restore the nexus and hold off
two sorcerers."” Ria and Perenor, they need the nexus, or
they woul dn't have gone to all of this trouble. They need it
bad enough to kill for it, that's for certain. To kill Phil,
and all those other potential Bards—

Ri a. She used ne, nanipul ated me—but there's still
part of nme that cares about her, that needs her

If Ria comes at ne again, throw ng everything she has

at me—ene of us is going, to die. W can't fight Iike that
again, and not kill each other. But could | really bring
myself to kill her?

Coul d she kill ne?

El denor clasped Eric's armstrongly, breaking into his
thoughts. "We will guard you. Bard. W will keep any
fromharm ng you as you work the Magic. Trust ne-as

you will fight to save us, we will battle to protect you,"
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The nuscul ar el f glanced down as Eric wi nced in sudden
pain. "Korendil, it seens that your stubborn skull is as
thick as ever. Conme see what the Bard did to hinself,
trying to knock sonme sense into you."

"I think it was the helmet, actually,” Eric muttered, as
Kory carefully took Eric's hand in his own. Beth nmoved in
closer to look. Eric saw her eyes widen at the sight of his
hand, bruised and bl oody, two of the fingers already pur-
pling and swollen. Kory tried to bend the fingers, and Eric
bit back a yelp.

Dam, but that hurts!

"This is because of my foolishness, Eric," Kory said at
last. "The place of nmagic is nearly drained, but let nme see
if I can nmend what ny stubboness has w ought."

The elf closed his eyes, cradling Eric's broken hand in
both of his; and this time, when Eric heard the first
stirrings of nel ody, he knew what was happeni ng. The
gentl e interweaving of mel ody, somehow touchi ng him
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invisible fingertips tracing over his hand, through his hand,
knitting together the broken bones, the torn flesh. He was
not surprised to hear Beth singing distantly, silently, part
of the magic as well.

As the nel ody faded, Eric | ooked down at his hand and
flexed the fingers lightly, the fingering pattern for "Sheebeg
Sheenore. "

That's what this is—the two rival groups of elves, just

like in the O Carol an song. Except this tinme, we're playing
for keeps. It's not a song, or a Bard's vision. It's life and
death, and not just for themfor me, and for Beth, too.

Cod. It's so scary that it's al nost beautiful

But | still wish | could wake up, and all of this would
just be a dream—

Terenil floated in the vast nothingness of Dreaming. No
pai n, no hunger—ust oblivion

Soon enough he would trade this oblivion for another—
when the | ast of the nmagic ran out, when his whol e being
thinned and faded away. He had been in Dream ng | onger
than any of the others of the Hi gh Court; would he be
the first to die? He hoped so, when he found the will to
hope.

And what would it be like, this ending? A last fading

i nto not hingness? He had only had enough will left to
conme here, to the place where Elfhane Sun-Descendi ng

had been born, and then he had lost hinmself in his Dreans.
No tine to wonder, no chance to fear. The humans cl ai med
el venki nd had no soul s—+f that were so, then there would
be no knowi ng that the end had cone. It would sinply
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cone, and Terenil would be no nore.
No nore pain, no nore sorrow.
And Perenor woul d have won at | ast.

Something in himstirred in rebellion at that thought.
Stirred, and struggled to wake, struggled to prod himinto
action. Spurred himto listen when the first thin strand of
mel ody sought himin the darkness.

He listened—and it found him fastened on him a mnel-
ody deep with neaning and rich with magic. Bardic magic,
as he had never hoped to hear again.
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To turn, turn, will be our delight, till by turning,
we cone 'round right—

It turned about him tw ned about him fed and nur-
tured his heart in ways he had never known were possible.

"Tis a gift to be sinple, '"tis a gift to be free, '"tis a gift to
conme 'round where we ought to be—

Wt hout knowi ng how the nagi ¢ had reached within

him he found hinself recalling his first days in this brave
new | and, when Maddoc had |l ed themall out to Gwnnedd

How he had stood upon the shore of this western sea and
breathed in the salt air, feeling that there was nothing he
could not do in this new Elfhane.

The nenory was vivid, nore clear than it had been for
years, decades, centuries.

And when we find ourselves in the place just right, "twll
be in the valley of |oce and delight—

This had been the valley of |ove and delight, rich with
peace and prom se. And he had been lord of it all—

And you can be again, the nusic whispered. Turn,
turn, turn again Return to what you were-what goes
around, comes around, good as well as evil.

But | can't—he protested weakly.
But you can, it replied. Turn, turn, return agai h—

I"mdying. This is a death-dream There was no nagic
| eft; Korendil's Bard had deserted them and there was no
hope. This was death's final illusion before dissolution—

—but it was a sweet illusion. So be it. | die in dreans
and Dream ng.

He gave hinself over to the nusic; stopped fighting it.
And it turned him turned hi m—

Ret urned him
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Till by turning, turning, we come 'round right.

There was no transition between Dream ng and waki ng.
One nonent he was lost in the Dream and the nusic,
the next —

Terenil blinked in the harsh sunlight. He was standing,
tree-sheltered, in the shade of a gnarled old native oak on
the edge of what had once been the nexus-grove.

I"'mnot dead. That was his first thought. Hs second—
I"m~well. Wiole. | have not felt like this in—
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—+n far too many years.

Then he chanced to | ook down at hinself. And stared.
My ar nor —

Hi s gold and scarlet arnor glistened as if new burnished,
new nmade. He had not been able to conjure it so since the
last tine he had defeated Perenor. And since that humli -
ating episode in the alley, in the rain, it had been dull,
stained—as if the stains upon his honor had translated
thensel ves into his arnoring

But that was by no means all. For there was none of that
hunger that had devoured himof late, that craving for the
dark poison of the humans' creation. He felt young—strong—

Movenent beyond the trees and the glint of sun on
bur ni shed gold and azure warned himto hide hinself
behind the tree-trunk. Shame kept himthere, as he over-
heard young Korendil's converse with the Bard. Not once
was there mention of him—

Because t hey have | earned they cannot depend upon

me. | failed themonce—+, who should have led them |

| ost nyself in drugged Dreami ng; failed their trust, and
the vows | made to them

Bri ght Danann, what have | made of nyself?

Shane kept himtrapped, huddl ed behind the tree-

trunk, as the last of the High Court consulted with the
humans and pl anned their next nove. He waited, nunb

and paral yzed, as they separated into two parties—the
humans and Korendi|l going for the girl's vehicle, the rest
going to seek out any one of the Lesser Court of Faerie
who m ght yet be awakened.

He wat ched as they vani shed on their two m ssions.
And a slow tear etched its way down his cheek

The distant thread of nusic tugged |ightly at her thoughts,
barely audible, but slowy gathering in strength and
power —

Ria Llewellyn leafed through the thick report and idly
jotted down several notes in the margins. She was seated
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at her desk, relaxed, a cup of fresh-ground coffee at her
right hand next to the sheaf of papers. Jonathan did a good
job with this. He always does. |If anybody coul d keep this
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company runni ng other than nyself, it would be him But

I think his estimate on the interest rates is a little too
optimstic. He'd better check on that before we neet with
the investors on Friday.

Musi ¢, weaving a subtle pattern of words and nel ody,
speaki ng deeply without disturbing the surface of her
thoughts: "—turning, turning, we conme 'round right—

She quickly scraw ed a rem nder in her desktop cal en-
dar about the neeting with the stockhol ders next week.

I'"d better make sure Linette has arranged sonething
with the caterers for this. Lox and bagels, maybe?

Suddenly, Ria was aware of the faint nel ody, building
into a profound harnony, drawi ng inexorably towards sone
unknown concl usi on—

She stopped witing abruptly, listening intently to the
di stant rmusic that only she could hear

Flute, and a woman si ngi ng—
Real i zation hit her like a physical blow
That's Eric! What in the hell is he doing?

Ri a reached out, trying to touch somnething happening
far away, a world away fromthe gl ass-w ndowed office
bui I di ng overl ooking the city.

And drew back quickly, sensing nore than just Eric and
the human witch; the presences of other elves, slowy
awakening fromtheir Dreaning stupor.

No! It can't be!
But it was true
He's doing it. He's awakening the High Court!

She remenbered the ook on his face as he had |l eft her

| ast night, vanishing fromher house into the hills like a
noder n-day Thomas Rhyner. After nearly killing ne. |

can't forget that, either. How he summoned that soul -
devourer, unleashed it upon me—

I've never been so frightened in all my life.

Ria shivered in spite of herself. Father told nme about

those creatures, but | never thought |1'd see one. | stil
can't believe that he was able to control it. | was certain
that. . . thing was going to kill both of us.

But he bani shed it, sonehow. And then he |eft ne.

Left me, and didn't cone back.
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She bit her lip, truly unhappy for the first tinme in years.
Even worse, there was no renedy.

/ shoul d never have let himgo. | could ve stopped him
by force if need be. Letting, himleave was a m stake. W
coul d have worked it out—+ know he was happy, |iving

with ne.

She twi sted her pen in her hands, the cool, matte silver
no confort. | haven't been able to stop thinking about
him Fromthe nmonment | saw him back in that sleazy bar,

I knew he was nmeant to be with ne. W were ... so good
together. It's ny fault he ran away; | was so angry that |
frightened himinto sumoni ng that creature.

Now | don't think he'll ever cone back to ne; at | east
not of his own free will.

She cl osed her eyes in pain. And saw, in her nmind s

eye, the bulldozed valley, oak trees lying like felled war-
riors. And Eric, his brow furrowed in concentration, playing
the silver flute.

Awakeni ng the Faerie.

Wiy is he doing this? He nust know that Father won't
|l et himsave the elves. He's signing his own death warrant,
there in the ruined Gove.

Unbi dden, anot her inmage rose in her mnd: Eric,
spramled in an alley, blood staining his white shirt and
jeans, his dark eyes enpty and |ifeless.

And Perenor, wal king away and w ping the traces of
bl ood from his bl ade, wal ki ng away wi thout even a back-
ward gl ance—

She choked. No! No—+ don't want that to happen. Even
if he wal ked out on ne, | don't want to see hi m dead.

Oh, Eric, how can you be doing sonething this foolish?

I know what you must be pl anni ng—ence the Faerie are
awakened from Dreanming, you'll try to reestablish a nexus
But Father won't let you do that. If you were to succeed,
we woul d | ose control of the nmagic. Father has pl anned
this for too many years, plotting to avenge hinsel f upon
the elves and win control of the magic of this area.

And—+ can't let you do this either. Because if you
succeed, I'lIl grow old, and die—

A secret thought whispered in the recesses of her m nd:
294 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

That wouldn't be so terrible, if you have sonmeone like Eric
to grow old with, to share everything. Even dying. That's a
very . . . human way to live

But |'m not human.
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She cl enched her fist, crunpling the papers under her

hand.

| can't let himdo this. | can't et himtake control of the
nexus.

But if we fight again, like we did |ast night, one of us is

going to die

The silent nmusic continued to resonate wthin her

m nd, the power flowing into Eric, then out, answering
hi s unspoken, unconscious will. And calling an answering
echo from hersel f.

We are still touching. Power calling to Power, even

t hough he wal ked out on ne. | wonder if he realizes that?
Like it or not, we are bound together by nore than just
enmotions. Killing himwould be like killing part of nyself.

How could | live with nyself, knowing that |'ve nur-
dered the only man | nay ever |ove?

VWhat am | going to do?

The clock on her desk ticked away the seconds as R a
buried her face in her hands.

J don't want to kill him There has to be an alternative.

Sonet hi ng occurred to her suddenly, a possible solution

/ can offer to send the elves across the veil, to the Faerie
Lands. Wth the nexus at ny disposal, | could do that

easily. Then there would be no deaths, no need for Eric to
attenpt to create a new nexus, no reason why he couldn't
stay with me, live with ne forever—

Anot her voice spoke silently into her thoughts, a voice
she recogni zed instantly. :Ri a?:

She could see himin her nmind, an angel of shadow,

i nfernally handsonme—and darkly angry. :1 know. Father. |
can hear the Bard's nmagic. He's probably going to nake
an attenpt on the nexus after he brings them out of
Dream ng. :

There was a brief pause before Perenor spoke, and his
words were as cold as the darkness between the stars.
:You know what we have to do, Ri a.
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:Yes. And I'Il help you, but on one condition. Father.
She took a deep breath. .-You'll let me try to deal with
themin ny way. Wthout any killing. 1'll nake sure that

we keep control of the nexus. And—you won't harmthe
Bard. 1 want hi m back.:

Ria felt her father hesitate, if only for a fraction of a
second, before he answered. '.Agreed, daughter. The nexus
is what's inportant; much nore than anything else. ']
contact you again as soon as | know where they're going.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (242 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:01 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

The light touch of his mnd faded. Ri a opened her eyes
slow y, |ooking out the wi ndow at the hills.

Does he nean that? O was he only saying that so
woul d hel p hi nf

It doesn't matter. W've been building to this for a | ong
time. Father and I. A final, decisive confrontation. |If he
tries to harmEric—

I*11 kill him

I love Eric. And | won't risk |osing himagain.
o 18

Come How or Stay

Bet h squeezed back agai nst the apartnent door and | et

the other two precede her. Eric first, battered, filthy, and
mangl ed, with brui ses darkening his throat—then Kory,

| ooki ng thoroughly exhaust ed.

Riding in the Jeep wasn't easy for him Too nuch Col d-

Iron; guess | should have gotten one of those little plastic
Korean cars. He was in pain nost of the ride. He'd never
have managed if he hadn't had his arnor to insulate him

And there's too dammed nuch unfini shed business in
her e.

She cl osed the door and | eaned back against it. "Well?"
she said. "Talk, you guys. The tension in here is sharp
enough to shave with."

Eric eyed her doubtfully. "Tal k?" he faltered. "What
about ?"

She threw t he double | ock on the door—the one only

she had ever been able to juggle open successfully. "You're
trapped, guys. No getting out." She leered. "You're in ny
power . "

Eri c sagged down on the couch. "Oh cone on, Beth—
get serious."

"I am" She flopped down in her favorite papasan chair.
"We've got the msunderstanding translated. Nowtet's
get personal things straightened out anong the three of

us.

Kory started to sit in the recliner—and Beth had a
sudden vision of what all that netal would do to the

297
298 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Cuon

| eat her uphol stery. "Kory!" she yel ped, and he froze; half-
way between sitting and standing.

"Wthout the hardware. Pl ease."
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He flushed, and | ooked pleadingly at Eric. "Bard?" he
said hesitantly.

Eric's head snapped up, his eyes wide and startl ed.

"Pl ease, Bard—+— Kory's flush deepened. "I have no
magic left."

Now it was Eric's turn to blush. "Shit, Kory, |'msorry—
I —eh hell = He funbled his flute out of the case, and ran
through a quick rendition of "Banish Msfortune." Two
verses and a chorus later, Korendil eased down into the
rediner clad in nothing nore harnful than silk.

Hi gh Court garb, Beth was certain of it. One | ook at

him and half the producers in the Valley would be on
their knees to himoffering himcontracts. She grinned to
herself. And the other half of them would be offering him
theire—ahem This is not the tinme. W've got a race of
people to save, and if we can't get our act together we
won't be able to.

But oh—he | ooked wonderful. Flow ng azure silk, vel-
vet, and gold trim and jewelry of gold and sapphires; his
gol den curls tunmbling into those incredible green eyes

and that body under all the finery .

Danmit, Kentraine, get your m nd on business!
"Quys—

"Kory— Eric said, at exactly the same nmonment. And
bl ushed agai n.

She bit back a giggle. Ye gods, he's got a | ow bl ush-
factor. He | ooked at her uncertainly.

"Go on, Eric," she urged.

He bl ushed even redder and hung his head, staring at

his flute. She | ooked over at Kory out of the comer of her
eye. He was col |l apsed bonelessly in the rediner, eyes

hal f - cl osed

"Kory?" Eric said, very softly. "Kory? Listen. Pl|ease
don't call me 'Bard.' Please?"

"But it's what you are,
up at him

Kory replied, wthout | ooking

"Yeah, | know that's what | am+ nean, now | do. For
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
299

a while there, | didn't seemto know rmuch of anyt hing.

But the way you're saying it, it's like we aren't friends
anynore." The sadness in his voice penetrated Kory's
weari ness, and nmade hi m open his eyes wi de.

Beth held her breath as the elf flowed up out of the
rediner and slowy took a single step toward the nusici an.
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"Are we friends, Eric?" Korendil asked. "Are you doi ng
this now, finally helping us out of guilt or—=

"Kory," Eric said urgently, finally |ooking up and neet -
ing the elfs eyes. "Kory, please. Yes, | know |I've done
some really stupid things, how the hell could | not fee
guilty about that? | nearly killed you—=

Kory took another step toward him and towered over
Eric, his face gone utterly still.

Eric kept his eyes fixed on Kory's. "But it's not just that.

I nean, that's not all. | ... like you, Kory. | thought you
liked me, before | nmessed things up. | want you to Yike ne
again. | never had any friends |ike you and—and Beth

before. People who really give a dam about ne. And if |
screw this one up— He clenched his jaw agai nst sonet hing.
Bet h t hought +tears?

"Kory, I'mscared. | don't know what |'m doing. | know
what's going to happen when we try to fix the nexus. It's
obvious they're going to try and stop us—and they aren't
gonna do it hal fway. Any of us could end up—+ nean,

don't want to die—but it won't be so bad if—+f—+ know
I"ve got friends again. If—f it isn't alone—=

Korendil reached down, took Eric's hands in his, and
pulled himto his feet.

Oh gods, Kory, don't kiss himagain. He doesn't know
how to deal with that at all. . . hell, | barely know how to
deal with that!

But the elf only put one hand on each of his shoul ders,
gazed into his eyes, and said, huskily, "You have friends,
Eric. Friends who will die beside you, if need be. Two, at
| east; Beth—and mnyself. Is that enough?"

And it was Eric who nade a strange little sound in the
back of his throat and threw his arnms around the elf. Kory
hugged hi m back—but carefully, breaking off the enbrace
when Eric pulled away.
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But Eric didn't pull conpletely away, not |ike he'd done
back at the Faire site. He kept his hands on Kory's shoul -
ders, and his gaze | ocked with Kory's—and Beth began to
feel as if they were reachi ng sone kind of a deep, wordl ess
under st andi ng.

It was a little unconfortable. |I feel like a Peeping Tom or
sonet hi ng, she thought; she rose to her feet, and began
edging toward the kitchen. Maybe if | go fix sone herb tea
or sonme—

She stopped, because Kory's hand was on her el bow.
He drew her towards the two of them

Then Eric's armwas around her waist, and she was part
of a three-way enbrace that was so warm and intinmate that
she had to close her eyes and hol d her breath.
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Oh gods, oh gods—don't ever let this stop—

"Beth," Eric said, slowy, as if he was thinking out every
word. "lI'msorry. | screwed things up for you, too. Beth, |
never meant to hurt you. I+'msorry. | guess |I'm saying
that a lot. I+ guess I've got a lot to be sorry for."

"I think," Kory replied softly, and very carefully, "that

we should all agree to forgive each other and |l et the past
bury itself. We, all three of us, delivered soul -wounds,
whet her we neant to or no. / amas guilty of that as you
are, Eric. No matter that | did so out of ignorance—the

hurt was there, | sawit, and | did not try to heal the hurt
intim."

Beth saw the inmage in Kory's mnd, the nonent in the
ki tchen when Kory wal ked in and ki ssed her—saw t hr ough
Kory's eyes the hurt, the betrayal in Eric's expression.

She blinked, and felt a stab of guilt at her own actions—
that she had been so angry at Eric for vanishing at the
demonstration that she had flaunted Kory in his face.

"Me too," she heard herself saying, her voice gone
husky. "1 didn't think you would care so rmuch about Kory
and ne. And—+ wanted to hurt you, Eric. It was stupid
and childish, and | did it anyway."

"So—an we three find forgiveness in each other's hearts,
do you think?" Kory finished.

She | ooked at Eric—
He was crying, and nodding. So was Kory.
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So, she di scovered, was she. She squeezed her eyes
shut again, and hugged them as hard as she could. Wthin
m | 1iseconds, they had responded.

And . . . sonething stirred.

After years of raising the Cone ef Power in Crcle, Beth
knew t he sensation when Power began noving. And this

was Power; a Power uniting the three of them binding
them weaving theminto a three-stranded braid of |ove
and faith and strength that nothing would break short of
deat h.

My gods. No. Ves. Jesus Frog on a pogo stick—
This isn't possible. It can't work.

Way not? she asked herself as the power continued to

bind theminto the whole. Atripod is the npbst stable
configuration there is. A three-sided columm bears nore

wei ght per inch of surface than a square one. An equilatera
triangle is the prine geonetric shape—

It's crazy, that's why.

She wondered if Eric was hearing the power-flow as
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musi c. She cracked her eyes open a little, and saw his
beatific expression and figured that he was. What the hell
So it's crazy |'mcrazy.

She i mrersed herself in the binding.

The power faded—as it was inevitable that it should do.
Reality intruded itself, and with it, certain disconforts

Li ke Kory's dammed arnor digging into ny—"Il hate to

break this up," she said, alittle hoarse fromthe enbtiona
overload, "but you're leaving chain-mail inprints on ny
chest, elf."

Kory chuckl ed, and | et her go. She opened her eyes—
and gasped.

Jesus H Frog—

Her jeans and T-shirt had sonehow been transnuted,

now she was wearing sonething |ike a fabul ous cross be-
tween Faire garb and her stage gear. Flow ng black silk
shirt and breeches, tight black | eather tunic and thigh-
boots and gloves, all trimmed and studded in silver.

Kory, clad again in his arnor, was splendid enough—
but Eric—

He had been disheveled, filthy, his hair straggling into
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his eyes; bruised, and generally |ooking as though he'd

been through the tunble cycle on a dryer. Wth rocks and
mud and razor bl ades. The only thing about himthat had

| ooked worth saving had been a pair of burgundy-| eather

Faire boots—and those had needed cl eani ng badly.

That had been a few nmonents ago. But now—

Now he was cl ean, as immcul ately grooned as Kory,

and clad head-to-toe in a elven Court costunme of silk,
satin, and soft sueded leather, all in a rich wine color
trimed in sliver.

But as Beth | ooked at himin wonder, she realized that

there was sonet hing nore changed than sinply clothing—

there was a look in his eyes. A stability. As if he'd finally
found hinsel f.

Like . . . he's finally growm up. He's what | never dared
hoped he'd be. That's why the power—the binding. There
was pain there, and a self-know edge that wasn't far from
pain. Maturity and depth. And not even a hint of bitter-
ness. He | ooked like a Bard, every inch of him

/s this what Kory sawin him all this tinme?

Kory had sw tched back out of his Court gear and into
his arnor, as Beth's chest could attest.

They | ooked incredible. Beth caught her breath at the
realization of how much she | oved both of them
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"Jesus," she said, half in awe, half in an attenpt at
flippancy. "I'mlocked in my apartment with the two nost
gorgeous hunks in the Valley."

She expected sone kind of response to that out of

Kory—but it was Eric who went to one knee; then kissed

her hand, and replied, |ooking to each of themwth a grin,
"Nay, |ass, ye've got it backwards. |I'm | ocked in your
apartnment wth"—-he dropped the accent—=with the two

most wonderful people in the universe.”

Kory reached down and brushed his cheek lightly with
his fingertips, then held out the hand to help himto his
feet again. Eric took it.

She saw that | ook creep into their eyes again, and real -
ized that it would be all too easy for themto nesnerize
each other for the rest of the norning.

"Ckay, you sexy things, we'd better get our rears in
303
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gear," she said. "Eric—would it help if you had nusica
backup that's equally used to being nmagi cal backup?”

Eric stood by the apartnent wi ndow, half-listening to
Beth on the phone, half-enbroiled in the endl ess ques-
tions that refused to | eave him al one.

yeah, Allie, | know, you're supposed to be at work
at noon ... | thought it was hopel ess, too, but we've got a
chance now. Eric came back |ast night."

In the street below, the rush-hour traffic was just start-
ing. As Eric watched, an ivory linousine glided past,
di sappearing into the apartnent conplex's parking |ot.

A white |inmP Were have | seen one of those lately?

Those crazy guys fromthe Mad Hatter booth who showed
up | ast weekend on Fairesite in a linw? No, theirs was a
bl ack stretch nodel, | remenber that now.

Besi des, that was nont hs ago, remenber?

He gl anced back at Beth, now dialing another nunber.
And Kory, soundly asleep in the recliner

He | ooks so ... peaceful, sleeping like that. Even with
that one silly curl that keeps falling over his eyes, every
time he shifts alittle.

Eric resisted the inmpulse to wal k over and brush that
curl back into place. He glanced back at Beth, and saw her
watching himwith that famliar, speculative, thoughtfu

gaze.
Well, at least Kory's getting sone rest. | wish | could
fall asleep like that. | feel like |I haven't slept in days.

Which isn't too far off the truth, actually.
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It looks like all of this is gonna work. The band and the

el ves are nmeeting us at the donut shop, then we'll head up
to the hills. And me—+'Il do whatever it is that |'m sup-

posed to do.

Cod, | have never been so scared in all ny life.

Bet h hung up the phone, and wal ked back towards Eric
and Kory. She bent over the sleeping elf, and kissed him
tenderly. "Hey, handsonme. Tinme to go."

Kory's eyes opened instantly, and he gazed up at Beth.
She smled, and lightly pushed that errant curl, the same
one that Eric had wanted to fix, away from Kory's eyes.
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Then she wal ked over to the wall, where a guitar case was
propped agai nst a cabi net.

Beth picked up the guitar case and cradled it |ovingly.
"This," she said with the air of a nother showi ng off her
firstborn child, "is ny twelve-string acoustic guitar, hand-
built by John Mello, a terrific guitar luthier up in Berke-
ley. It cost more than 1'd care to nmention—but 1'd been
earni ng good noney for a while, and | figured it was

wel | -spent on this baby." She patted the case with a fond,
possessive smle. "Now |l ' mglad | got her. W're going to
need every edge we can get. The Qthers' 11 be bringing

their best stuff as well. Believe ne, Eric, you're going to
have the finest backups you've ever imagined." She slung
her purse over her shoul der, and hefted the guitar case in
her other hand. "Well, gentlenen, shall we?"

I"mstarting to think this mght really work. That maybe
we can really make this happen—

"Let's hit the road," he said, turning away fromthe
wi ndow.

A faint burst of melody flickered across Eric's thoughts,

a brief flutter of distant, discordant nusic, alnobst too | ow
to be heard, as he wal ked back to pick up his flute from

the couch.

Then all he could hear was Beth's terrified screamas the
living room suddenly exploded into roaring flanes.

Jesus H —

Eric stunbl ed backward against the wall, one hand flung
over his eyes as the fire | eaped up before him Everything
around hi mwas burning, green light glowing in weird
patterns.

The couch ignited before his eyes, instantly charring
and crunbling into gray ash. Eric backed up al ong the
wal |, choking in the thickening snoke.

Can't—ean't see the others—eh God—

H s path to the door was al ready bl ocked by green
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flames, burning even brighter as they encircled him
Geen fire—+t's Perenor! He's trying to kill us all

Eric saw Beth trying to open the closed w ndow t hrough
the flanes, the frane already buckling fromthe heat.
Then she rai sed her guitar case and snmashed the gl ass.
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The noi se was barely audi ble over the sound of the crack-
ling flanes.

At | east Beth can get out of here, escape before we all
turn into kabobs. And maybe Kory-where in the hell is
he? | can't see himthrough the snoke—

Hi s eyes watering too nuch for himto see anynore,
Eric tried to feel his way al ong the way—and st opped,
sensing the fire, only inches away fromhimin every
di rection.

And the nal evol ence directing the bl aze, the intense
hatred that fueled the flanes.

The hatred, directed at FEric.
.-And so it ends. Bard—

Then someone crashed into Eric with a tackle worthy of

a professional football player, slanmmng him-to the floor.
He felt hinself being physically lifted and hurled through
the air, to land in a snoldering heap next to the shattered
wi ndow.

Kory shoved himthrough the rough glass, to where

Beth was standing on the | edge outside. Beth and Kory
both held on to Eric as he choked, trying to catch his
breath, wiping the tears fromhis eyes with a sooty hand.

"I'"'m+'mokay," he said at |ast. Wthout speaking, Kory
and Beth hel ped himto the coner of the building, where
they junped down safely onto a parked pickup truck

Eric gl anced back at the upstairs apartnent, as the
wi ndows burst fromthe heat, the green flanes |icking
hungrily at the walls and roof.

This guy is definitely playing for keeps. That was too
cl ose.

He was suddenly aware of Beth's voice, next to his right
ear.

that sonuvabitch, that was ny books, ny records,

my art, dammit, all of ny costunes, ny Fender guitar,

that bastard just burned up everything I own! Christ,

Eric, he did this to both of us! God, | amgoing to kill that
fucker!" She raised the guitar case like a sword, ready to
hack away at anything before her.

Eric glanced at Beth, ranting furiously, filthy with soot,
her hair singed at the edges; and Kory, next to her, who
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for once genuinely |ooked like hell. | can't do anything
about all of that stuff upstairs, but—but this—ust like
what Kory did earlier, only nore specific—

He closed his eyes and concentrated on a thin thread of
mel ody, "Ch, the Britches, They Have Stitches," and
i magi ned—

Al'l of us, looking just fine, damm Perenor's eyes.

This time, he could feel the nusic weaving around
them the Power taking shape beneath his hands. A no-
ment | ater, he opened his eyes—

And | ooked across the parking lot to where a tall, silver-
haired man was standing next to a white |ino. Wtching
t hem

Calmy, slowy, Perenor began to wal k towards them

Eric just grabbed both Kory and Beth by the hands and

ran for Beth's Jeep parked twenty feet away. Beth vaul ted
into the driver's seat as Kory and Eric scranbled into the
back, Beth shoving the key into the ignition and cranking
t he engi ne hard.

Perenor only continued wal ki ng towards them Even
froma distance, Eric could see the smle flickering across
his lips.

Christ, he's playing with us, he knows he's going to get
us, no matter if we try to run—

The Jeep's engine suddenly sputtered into life, and"’

Bet h snapped the energency brake | oose, hitting the gas
hard. The vehicle virtually | eaped forward, headi ng straight
for the parking lot exit.

Maybe we can get out of here before he fries us all—

Then Eric noticed the dark fire burning in Beth's eyes.

Uh oh.

"No, dammit," Beth said from between cl enched teeth.
"I'mtired of running fromthis guy. | amtired of this guy,
period."

"Beth—" Eric yel ped, but she yanked the wheel hard,
simul taneously flooring the gas pedal. The Jeep's tires
screanmed as it accel erated.

Headi ng strai ght towards Perenor
Eric saw Kory's wi de-eyed expression of disbelief as the
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el f | ooked back at himin shock, then Perenor was directly
ahead of them
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Oh God, she's going to hit himstrai ght on—

Eric wi nced, expecting the inpact at any second She's
gonna—But this guy deserves it—what he did to Phil, and

the others, he deserves to die like an animal, |ike roadkill—
He forced hinself to | ook up, wanting to see the | ook on
the elf-lord's face, to see himdie. To see how you'll react

to being cut down, you bastard, just like all the people
you' ve killed—

And then he saw Perenor smle, as with a contenptuous
flick of his wist, he vanished. The Jeep careened directly
over the spot where he had stood.

Beth barely slammed on the brakes in time to prevent
crashing right into a parked van. The Jeep squealed to a
stop, and the three of themjust sat there for a nonent,
staring at each ot her.

"I knew it couldn't be that easy," Kory said at last, "W
had best go to neet the others quickly. | amcertain that
will not be Perenor's last attenpt to thwart us."

"Yeah. He's got too nuch riding on this to let us wn.
H m and Ri a both.

R a—

VWhat am | gong to do, if she tries to kill me? What if |
can't bring nyself to fight her?

What if | can't handle the magic, if | can't create the
new nexus?

Then Kory will die.
Oh God, pl ease, no.

Yeah, |'mscared. If | blowthis, there won't be a second
chance.

And what if o o

At this hour of norning, Whoopie Donuts was virtually
deserted, except for the bored man in a dirty white snock
wi ping the counter with a rag. Eric walked in with Beth
and Kory, glancing around to see if any of the others had
arrived yet.

Just us, so far.
This was a great place to neet. | wonder if sugar donuts
308 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

can have a positive effect on Bardic magic? A cup of coffee
m | probably help, at any rate.

Eric reached out with his thoughts, touching the snall
bit of nagic he had created while they were in the Jeep
under Kory's direction. A disguise spell. To nmake Kory

| ook I'ike a nornmal guy, sans arnor and sword. Doubl e- Ch-
Seven, eat your heart out.
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They wal ked up to the counter, where the proprietor
barely gave them a cursory | ook before jotting down their
order.

When the man pushed two cups of coffee and an orange
juice across the counter to them Eric picked up the
Styrof oam cup and sipped gratefully, feeling the strong
drink heating himall the way down.

Down to that cold lunp in ny stomach, right next to the
butterflies.

Stay cool, Eric. It's okay to be nervous. After all, |'ve
never saved the elven race before. This is a first.

The only other patrons were two wonen, seated at one
of the plastic tables across the room Eric glanced idly at
them then realized they were staring at Kory.

As if they could see himas what he was, not a mnyopic
teenager in a blue T-shirt and jeans.

Oh well. So nmuch for the disguises. Geat idea, Kory

One of the two | ooked as if she was going to stand up
Then (am d the squealing of tires that sounded, to Eric's
tired ears, vaguely like horses) the rest of the elves arrived.

Eric peered through the glass door and saw Val: a
beautiful, silver-haired woman wearing a stylish blue Iinen
dress, stepping out of a white Corvette—

No, an el f-wonan, regal with years beyond counting,

garbed in blue silk, standing beside a white stallion that
butted playfully at her hand as she noved away fromit,
striding toward the glass door of the donut shop—

This is definitely too weird for words

The man at the counter glanced up as Val and El denor
wal ked into the shop, then went back to polishing the
Form ca. But if anything, the two wonen's eyes were
even wi der.

And Eric caught a flicker of |ight about them Not
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silver, like Phil's had been, but a sweet hint of green. Not
the green of decay, like Perenor's, but playful green, like

sunl i ght shining through the ocean waves.
Wth unseen depths, living power welling up from bel ow.

Sonuva—Hey, maybe it's not the disguises that are the
pr obl em her e—

Eric took a good look at the two, trying to figure out
who—er what —they were.

And why they're in here right now, with us—
The fiftyish, coffee-skinned woman, her silver hair coiled

in an el egant braid, was watching themw th a faint, know

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (253 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:01 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

ing smle. Next to her was a young girl, naybe fifteen,

with short brown hair and a skin-tight black |eather jacket
that woul d make any biker turn green with envy. Eric

Wi nced, seeing the safety pins visible in her ears as the kid
turned her head, eyeing all of them suspiciously. Espe-
cially Eric.

That ol der |ady—+ feel alnpbst as if |1've met her before.
That calm quiet way of |ooking at the world, |ike she
under st ands peopl e, and knows she can handl e anyt hi ng.

But that kid—f | saw her on the street, | think I'd run,
just so she wouldn't have enough tine to stick a knife m
me. What are those two doing together? They're the
unlikeliest pair I've seen in a long tine.

The kid | eaned over and whi spered sonmething to the
worran, who nodded

"Hey, who are you guys?" the girl called fromacross the
room

Eric, Beth, and Kory exchanged gl ances, then Beth
sm | ed.

"W're in a play," Beth said, absolutely straight-faced.
"It's a remake of West Side Story. Set in Tolkien's Mddle
Earth."

"Ch, conme on, don't give ne that shit,"’
wi th narrowed eyes

the girl said,

"Kayl a," the ol der worman sai d reprovingly.

The girl shrugged. "Hey, it's the truth. She's bullshitting
us." The kid | ooked up at Beth with a wi cked grin. "Don't
get me wong, | sure wouldn't expect you to tell the
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truth—+i ke why you' re wandering around Los Angel es
with a group of elves. |Is Sauron in town or something?"

"Much worse," Beth said, very quietly. She glanced at
Eric. "Banyon, why don't you go get us some nore donuts
or sonmething, while | talk to these |adies?"

"Sure," Eric said. He waited at the counter behind two
of the other elves, each of whom produced a fifty-dollar
bill to pay for their breakfast.

There sure are lots of those fifties floating around in this
el ven comunity. | just hope this guy doesn't |ook at the
serial nunbers—

"What's a bearcl aw?" El denor asked anot her elf behind
him in a | ow voice

The second shrugged. "I don't know. Does sound fam| -
iar though, doesn't it?"

Donuts in hand, Eric sat at the edge of the one of
tabl es, where two of the H gh Court, as brightly colored as
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tropical fish, were catching up on gossip for the last ten
years. They smiled at Eric as he sat down with them but
continued with their conversation.

Eric glanced down at his donut, and wondered for the
thousandth tine what he was doi ng here.

It never changes. Even now, when |'m probably about
to get nyself toasted for-these people, I"'mnot really a part
of their group.

He bit into the donut, liberally dusting hinmself with
powdered sugar. It's just like Faire, all over again; |I'mon
the outside, |ooking in.

Then Korendil sat down across fromhim an eclair in his
hand. "Bard—Eric, rather—have you tried one of these?
The proprietor says they are quite fine, in truth—

"No, thanks." Chocolate eclairs really aren't my scene,
I"mnore into powdered sugar, really . . . Hey, wait a
second—ehm god—ehocol at e!

Eric swatted the confection out of Kory's hand, just as
he was about to bite into it. The eclair skidded across the
floor, as Kory stared at him

"That was a chocolate eclair,' Eric explained quickly,
hopi ng that Kory would wait for the explanation before
swatting him "Chocol ate has sone caffeine init. | don't
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know if it's enough to affect you or not, but | didn't want
to take the chance."

Kory just |ooked at himfor a nonent, then he reached
across the table, squeezing Eric's sugar-dusted hand gently.
"Agai n, you are guarding ne fromharm Eric. | nust

| eam nore of the ways of this human world, or you will

have to spend all of your tine protecting this foolish,
headstrong el f."

"That's okay," Eric said, past the lunp in his throat.
"You' ve saved ny ass nore than a few times, yourself.
We' |l just have to keep | ooking out for each other, that's

all.

They both | ooked up as Beth, a Styrofoamcup of coffee

in her hand, slid in next to them Eric |eaned past her to
| ook at the enpty table where the two wonen had been
seated. "Is everything all right®" he asked

Li ke, are those two going directly to the cops to tel
them about the loons in the donut shop, or what?

"Everything's fine," Beth said, adding sonme extra sugar
to her cofiee. "Turns out those two are the same kind of
people as you are, Eric. Well, sort of. They're Healers. |
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| et them know that we're heading into some rough stuff,
and Elizabet promi sed 10 keep her ears open in case we
need her help. Wiich, with any luck, we won't."

"That little punkette was a Healer?" Eric tried to recon-
cile the two images in his mnd, and came up with a
compl et e bl ank.

"Kayla is Elizabet's apprentice," Beth said. "And pretty
damn good at the trade, fromthe sound of it. She's a nice
kid."

A nice kid? Are we tal king about the same girl? The one
with the pins in her ears?

Then again, Beth does tend towards the bl ack studded
| eat her hersel f-—

What the hell. If things turn out bad, we'll need their
help, in a big way.

But it is one hell of a coincidence that they just hap-
pened to be in here eating donuts this norning—

"Beth!"
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The other three nenbers of Spiral Dance entered the
shop, starting towards them

Eric felt a tight fist closing around his gut. Everybody's
here. This means we're going to head over to Giffith Park
and actually do this thing.

And Ria and Perenor may try to stop us. O, if we're
| ucky, they won't.

Personal ly, |I'mnot betting on that kind of | uck.

He gl anced at Beth, talking animatedly with Allie and
Jim and at Kory, sitting so close beside her.

At this point, | don't really care if she dunps nme for
him Not now. 1 just want all of us to live through this.
That's all | care about right now.

I"1'l worry about the rest of that later
Af t er war ds.

e 19 o

Tiya riagicians

Eric tried to relax, tried to pretend that it was just

another gig. After all, the setting wasn't that different from
Fairesite—
Hell, 1've even played a couple of weddi ngs out here.

Not with the Dance, though, with a pickup band—

Beth was tuning that exquisite twelve she was so proud
of, fussing over it as if the least little di scordance would
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t hrow everything out of whack.
And how do | know it wouldn't?

Allie had a little battery-powered Casi o synth; state-of-
the-art, and capabl e of produci ng anything but an onel et.
She was giving Beth her pitches; she'd tuned Eric just a
couple of minutes ago. The girl |ooked sl eepy and uncertain.

Li ke maybe wonderi ng about our sanity?
Li ke maybe |I' m wondering about our sanity.

Dan had his bouzouki and was noodling bass runs; he was
the only one of the Dance who didn't | ook nervous. But
then again. Uncle Dan was probably stoned to the gills.
Jimkept running his finger around the rimof his bodhran,
trying not to stare at the el ves.

Wi ch was pretty hard even for Eric, who was kind of
used to them by now.

The little vall ey-meadow they' d chosen for the new
nexus- poi nt cupped the sunlight and held it, and the bright
colors of the elves' costunes and arnor shone with ironic
festiveness in the golden light. They'd nade a circle around
the band, Val casting it once, Beth once, and a third elf (in
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brilliant purple- and copper-trimed robes) the third and
final tine.

Now t he el f-mages had stationed thensel ves on the

perineter, facing outward; the elf-warriors just outside the
perinmeter, swords drawn and alert. Kory was right in front
of them his back to Eric, his blue and gold arnor shining
with a faint, gilding aura of light, a haze that made him
look a little unreal, even to Eric, who had given himthe
magi ¢ that made hi m gl ow—

He | ooks like a special effect. Even with that bit of blond
fur escaping fromunder the edge of his helm

As if the thought had reached him Kory turned and
| ooked over his shoulder at Eric. And smil ed.

That smile is enough to stop anybody's heart. Eric man-

aged a faltering grin in return, and Kory turned back to his
wat ch; scanning, Eric was sonehow certain, with nore

senses than just five.

He realized that Beth had finally stopped tuning, and
turned to her, his flute suddenly weighing in his hands
like a pipe of lead. He swall owed. "Ready?" he asked.

She nodded, and the other three nenbers of the band
gat hered around her. "How about you?"

He couldn't read her dark eyes this tinme. "About as
ready as I'I|l ever be, | guess ..."
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He cl osed his eyes and brought the flute up to his lips.

Better start it fast, Banyon, before you | ose whatever
courage you've got |eft—

"Bani sh M sfortune"—t was the first thing that canme to

his fingers. Just like diving into water, he slid into the
starting descant, tossing in his usual trill on the B, |anding
solid on the F sharp. He tried to concentrate on the

mel ody, on feeling the power, and on finding a way for it

to cone to him—

Not hi ng.

Oh, the magic was there, he could feel it, he could even
pull it to himbut the source was still R a's. He couldn't
seemto nmake it cone to himhere

Maybe a different tune.

He tried "Tanlin's Reel," "Smash the Wndows," "Kid
on the Muntain,"” "0 Cardan's Farewell," all with the
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same conplete | ack of success. The band foll owed him
faithfully, taking the changes with himlike they'd been
pl ayi ng together for decades, like they could read his
m nd. And the magic was there—

But just out of his reach.

"Sheebeg Sheenore,"” "Tom O Bedlam " "Rocky Road
to Dublin"—song after song, jigs, reels, everything.

Not hi ng.

Eric began to feel angry and frustrated, and his anger
increased, until he could scarcely hear what he was pl aying,
scarcely sense the magic through the red haze of enotion

But a gentle touch on his armstartled him cooled the
rage, broke himout of the downward spiral of trial and
failure. He junped, and ended oh a squeak, and the band
faltered to a halt behind him

"Eric?" Kory's green eyes graced himw th concern
"Eric, you are not reaching the magic."

"I know," he muttered. "I'mtrying, but—=

"You try with that which is already created, already

ol d—but you are a Bard, Eric. Master of the creative

magi cs. Try what you Called ne with." As Eric tried to
figure out what the elf was getting at, Kory sniled again.
"In the Grove, Bard. What you used to reach ne, and

break the spells of Lock and Ward."

"You nean ' Sheebeg Sheenore'? Kory, | tried that
al ready—"

"No." The elf shook his head, his eyes bright under the
shadowi ng helm "No, that was what you pl ayed t hat
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awakened ne. Play what you Called nme with, what you
used to unravel the spellbindings."

/ sort of segued into sonething else, sonething original
Cod, | was nore than half drunk—

More |ike three-quarters drunk, now that | think about
it—

I remenmber it— think. But what if | renmenber wong?
"Kory," he faltered, "I—

The elf laid one arnor-clad finger across his lips. "No,
don't say it. You will succeed, Eric. | know this."

Korendil's eyes seemed to be seeing right into his mnd,
316 Mercedes Lackey and Ell en Guon

just as they had this afternoon. Gazing into his heart, so
open, understanding him trusting himin a way that no
one ever had before.

c—FEric, ny friend—

Kory smled, and took his hand away. Still smling, he
backed up, one slow, careful step at a tine, never taking
his eyes fromEric's. Eric raised the flute to his lips as
Kory reached the perineter of the circle—

—never taking his eyes fromKory's.

He was shaking so hard that his teeth rattled agai nst the
mout hpi ece; and the first three notes he produced were so
aim ess that he barely held back a sob of profound despair.

He saw Kory's lips nove, soundl essly.
eeYou can, Eric. | know this, as | know you.:
And Eric's fingers found the nel ody.

He closed his eyes then, overwhelned, as it began to
flow wi thout any real thought or planning on his part. In
monents he was lost to it, within it, nore conpletely than
he had ever been in his life.

He coul d see the spell he was weavi ng now, just as he

had seen the one that brought Kory back fromthe brink of
death, lost to Dreanming. Saw it begin to build a lattice-
wor k of power, an anchoring-point for the new nexus, a
franmework to stabilize the rift in the curtain between the
Wirl ds, a patterning that would hold it open forever

When that framework was conplete, his music would pierce
that wall, and let the magic fl ow through. And he knew from
the fragility of the net he wove that if his concentration
wavered the slightest bit, it would all collapse—and there
woul d be no second attenpt. Eric knew he'd never manage to
achieve this |level of concentration, of power, ever again.
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But already the magic he was calling fromR a' s strong-
hol d was fading, weakeni ng.

Terrific. I'"mrunning out of juice—
Running out, like a streamtrickling away to nothing,
dryi ng up.

He wavered—and the menory of Kory spraw ed uncon-

scious in the dust of the ruined Gove rose up in his mnd
Hi s throat closed, and he braced his shoul ders, and poured
forth a defiant, liquid run. No! | wont |et them-hi mdie!
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So he played with all his heart, forsook the fading stream
of power, and spun the shining strands of his spell out of
the fabric of his soul

As the world faded from around hi mexcept for the
musi c, the spell, and his own fierce determ nation

The Porsche accel erated past the open netal gate, past

the park rangers standi ng beside their pickup truck, a pair
of young nen who eyed the crazy |ady driver, her blond

hair flying with the wind through the open w ndow, with
appreci ative gl ances.

But Ria scarcely noticed. Her thoughts were far away,

with a particularly scruffy minstrel. Eric, who even now
was standing in the knee-high grass, intent upon his mnu-
sic, as the first stirrings of Power swirled around himin
scintillating Iight.

Even wi thout trying, | can see him touch him feel his

t houghts. Feel the bond between us, living Power calling
to Power. How could Eric ever have left me, know ng that
there is this between us?

A silent voice interrupted her thoughts. :Ri aP

Concentrating on the twi sting road, and on the presence

of the Bard, in the hills far above her, R a bespoke a
wordl ess reply. -.I"mtracking them Father. They're in the
park, away fromthe main road.: She spun an image of the
val l ey, the gathered elves surrounding the Bard, and sent
it swiftly to Perenor. :If we park on the other side, their
steeds will not detect our approach.

e.CGood.: Perenor's nental voice was tinged with satisfac-

tion. ;J will meet you there.
Her lips tightened as his voice faded. | still don't trust
him even if he pronmised not to hurt Eric. | know how

much his prom ses are worth.

If I can just have enough tine to speak, before the elves
try anything stupi d—

Eric will listen to me. And he'll understand. It'll be
easier this way; 1'll just send the A d Bl ood back under the
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hill, to the Faerie Lands. If they weren't such fools, they'd
have fl ed as soon as they realized they'd | ost, instead of
lingering here to die.
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Her hands were clenched tight on the steering wheel

Before now | didn't care whether they lived or died. |

woul dn't have deliberately tried to harmthem even though
the tenptation is definitely there, especially after so many
years of living with their contenpt for ne, the half-breed.

But nowit's not worth it. I'Il help them even Korendil, if
only so that I'Il never have to deal with them again.
So they'll never interfere in Eric's and ny lives, ever again.

Ria carefully eased the Porsche off the w nding road and
parked on a barren, flat strip overlooking a small valley.
She stood on the rough gravel, gazing down at the grassy
vale, as a white |inp stopped beside her.

Perenor stepped fromthe car and | eaned back through
the open passenger door to say sonething to his driver
He cl osed the door, and the lino pulled away, heading
back in the direction of the city.

Ria's father was dressed in a business suit, immuaculately
tailored as al ways. As she watched, his outline shimered
briefly. A nonment later, he stood in full arnor; arnor that
shone dully, like blue glass or blued steel. He had his
sword sheathed at his side.

"You won't need that. Father," R a said slowy. "Re-
menber your pronise to nme? You agreed not to harm any
of them not unless ny plan doesn't work."

Perenor chuckled dryly. "You forget, my dear, how

t hi ck- headed your full-blooded cousins are. If nothing el se,
this may inpress thema little. | expect they | ook rather
shabby—t has been several |ean nonths for them since

the nexus was destroyed. |If they see how nuch Power |

can command at this nonent, they may listen to reason. |

can sense all of them including your Bard, down there."

He gestured at the valley below them "Shall we join thenP"

Ri a nodded, follow ng her father down the grassy hillside.

/[ don't think I can trust him | think he's going to try
somet hing, as soon as we're close to the el ves.

And he's going to expect ne to help him Because the
elves will attack ne, as weU as him and he probably
thinks that 1'Il have to fight, if only to keep nyself alive.

Except—+ won't.
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She stunbled a little and cursed her high-heel ed punps—
then, recklessly, changed themto flat, glove-Ileather boots.

It'"Il be a risk, because the elves won't know that | don't
intend to fight them And | night get hurt. O killed. But

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (261 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:01 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

if | raise Power against them |'ve |ost. Because Eric wll
never trust me again.

Yes, it's dangerous. But | can't risk losing Eric, not
after everything that's happened between us, not the way |
feel about him

Her father strode al ong ahead of her, the heavy arnor
encunbering himnot at all. She picked her way through

the weeds carefully, and noticed how he | ooked neither to
the right nor the left; sinply trod over everything in his
pat h.

And after |'ve sent the elves across the veil, back to the
Faeri e Lands, when there's nothing nore that can stand
between us, Eric will make a choice. And if he wants to
wal k away fromnme again, | won't stop him O coerce him

I want himto choose to stay with ne of his own free will.

And he will choose ne. He has to. How can he deny
what is between us, the way his Power is reaching out to
m ne, even now?

Thr ough the sparse trees she saw the circle of elves, the
human nusi ci ans, and the young man with the flute. Even
at this distance she could feel the power of his nusic; a
mel ody that resonated through her, a power that nmade her
hands tingle and her heart ache.

He's so beautiful, with the nagic shining through him
like a beacon. 1'll never |let himgo agai h—

As Ri a paused on the hillside, gazing at the Bard, Perenor
strode forward inpatiently. She caught up with himat the
edge of the trees. The elves saw them and noved cl oser
together, formng a living barrier between them and the
nmusi ci ans.

"Eric!" R a called, but the Bard did not npve or even
| ook at her. He seened entranced, lost in his nusic, oblivi-
ous to everything around him

One of the elves drew her sword in a swift, fluid nove-
ment. Ria set her hand over her father's sword armas his
hand reached for the sheat hed bl ade.
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:No. You prom sed ne. Father.

Per enor gave her an askance | ook. :0f course, daughter.
But | doubt you'll be able to convince these fools of
anyt hi ng. :

:But let me try, at |east.

He nodded cursorily, and stepped back a pace. Ria took
a deep breath, the narrowed eyes of the elves intent upon
her . -

"W don't have to fight," she said, pitching her voice
|l oud to be heard over the music of the band. "There's no
need for bloodshed. I'lIl help you, transport all of you back
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to the Faerie Lands. It won't matter anynore that we
control the nexus, you'll be safe. AIl | want is Eric."

An elf in blue and gold arnor stepped between her
and the young Bard.

"Touch him sorceress, and I'Il kill you," Korendil said
qui etly.

Ria restrained the inpulse to sunmon the |ightnings
and bumthat insolent ook fromthe elfs face. "There's no

need for that. | won't hurt him He'll be happy with e, |
can assure you. And all of you will be safe, far fromthis
pl ace. "

Anot her, in green and silver, raised his visor and | ooked
at her with an expression full of irony. "What makes you
believe that is what we want?" El denor asked calmy.

"Why should we flee this Iand that has been our hone for
so many years? What right do you have to demand this of
us?"

Perenor spoke, very softly, before R a could answer.

"The right of the strong over the weak, Eldenor. O the
master over the slave." His voice grewin strength, filled
with hatred and nadness. "The right of the one who was

unj ustly bani shed, cast fromhis place anong you, and has
dreaned of the nmonent when all of you shall lie lifeless in
pool s of your bl ood—

An invisible fist reached out and gripped Ria, ripping
through all of her carefully-constructed defenses, through
the layers of self, to the wellspring of her powers, her

i nner nost bei ng. She screamed, caught helplessly in the
whirlwi nd, as her life and nagi ¢ drai ned away.
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She fell to her knees, controlled by forces beyond her
i magi nati on. A last thread of coherent thought battled
t hrough the waves of pain, the mael strom of power sur-
roundi ng her.

f}e—he planned this for years. Wien 1 was a child, too
young to stop him he set this up. Knowi ng that he could
do this to ne at any nonment he chose—

And he's mad. Conpletely insane.

He's going to use everything against them and kill ne,
to destroy the el ves.

And then he'll nurder Eric—
NO

Beth focused on her fingerings |ike a mantra; kept her
eyes squeezed shut to keep her attention on one thing.

The mnusi c.

Caught up in the nelody, Beth could feel the currents
of power dancing around her; tendrils of magic like a living
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creature, weaving and darting in strange patterns.

This—+this is al nbst better than sex. Wtchcraft never
felt anything like this.

She smled. Her eyes were still closed, and she concen-
trated on the music. Her hand noved lightly upon the

gui tar, fingerpicking a quick-running counterpoint to com
pl enent Eric's nelodic |ine.

Lovely work. Banyan. For a while, 1 wasn't certain if

this was going to play, but this sounds—feel s—just right.
Li ke everything is conming together, fusing, creating somne-
thi ng new and wonderful —sonet hi ng truly enchant ed.

Then she heard sonething else, a distant noise like
pi eces of netal clanging together. Beth opened her eyes,
| ooking past Allie and Jim towards the edge of the circle.

And her heart stopped beating.

The sunlit meadow had been transfornmed into sonething
fromone other nightmares: a shadowy gl en surrounded by
billow ng black fog, fromwhich hal f-glinpsed creatures
appeared, attacking the elven warriors, then fading away.

Beyond the el ves she could see another figure in bluish-
silver arnor, battling sword against sword with El denor;

and a bl onde wonman, kneeling notionless on the ground.
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Sonehow, in a way she didn't quite understand, Beth
coul d sense the flow of power between Perenor and R a,
as the elf-lord drew strength and will fromthe sorceress.

Perenor. And his bitch daughter. They've found us—

And the bodies, littering the ground: Val, the |lovely
silver-haired el ven woman, with claw marks across her
face and throat; an arnored swordsnman, his turquoise
breastplate nearly buckled in tw, as if sone i nmmense
force had crushed himlike an insect in its grinp.

They' re working their way past the defenders, trying to
get at us—at Eric—

She realized that she had stopped playing, and forced

her fingers to continue, even as Perenor's sword bit deeply
into Eldenor's side. The purpl e-nmhawked warrior stag-
gered back, into the nmurky depths of the unnatural fog.

Sonething, a creature that Beth's mind refused to admit
coul d exist, reached out and dragged El denor back into
t he darkness.

Not even the nusic could mask his screaning.
Oh Cod—pl ease, no—this can't be happeni ng—

Her hands were shaking so nuch she could barely hold on
to the guitar, much less play the chords. As El denor's screans
faded, Perenor |ooked across the neadow at the band.
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H s jade-green eyes net Beth's through the slits of his
helm He nmoved toward her

Then Korendil was between them sword raised, forcing
Perenor back with a wild flurry of bl ows.

For a nonent Beth thought that Kory had a chance,
that he could defeat the elf-lord. Then Perenor recovered
hi s bal ance and counterattacked.

She coul d barely hear the nmusic over the clashing of

bl ades, the conbatants' harsh breathing, the distant how -
ing of the mst-creatures and the war cries of the elves; as
Perenor forced Kory back a step, then another, and an-
other, all the tine noving closer to the band.

Edged steel clattered in strike after strike as Korendi
fought grimy. Fromhis stance, and his desperati on—and
fromthe strange magi c that seemed to bind her, the elf,
and Eric together—Beth knew that he knew he had no
chance, but he refused to give up or falter—
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Perenor feinted high, then cane in at Kory's side.

Kory swung low, trying to shove Perenor's blade to the side,
but not fast enough, recovering a split second too slowy.

Bet h saw t he openi ng, even before Perenor pivoted and
brought his sword around in a fierce, whirling arc—

Oh God—he's going to kill him
—and the blade sliced through Kory's arnor.

Kory nade a strange sound, a choked gasp, as the sword
cut hal fway across his torso. Beth saw himslip to one
knee, then fall silently to the danp grass.

No—pl ease. God, no—

The sounds of the battle, the horrific snarling of the
nmonsters, all were nothing conpared to the noisel ess
screamng in Beth's mnd, the convul sive pain that gripped
her heart.

Oh CGoddess, no—Kory—he can't be dead—he can't be

Perenor braced his foot against Kory's chest and yanked
hi s weapon free.

Sobs tore her chest, her throat ached from hol di ng back
a scream No—pl ease, no, anything but this—

Perenor | ooked up; | ooked straight at her—

And smled, a smle that froze the screamin her throat,
turned the tears on her face to ice.

He took one slow, deliberate step toward her, smle

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (265 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:02 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt
wi deni ng as she backed up a pace.
You sadi stic bastard—you won't take me wi thout a fight!

She stopped playing; reversed the guitar and took its
neck in both hands, her tears now as nuch of anger as
SOorrow.

You got Kory—but you'll have to go through ne to get
Eri c!

He licked his lips slowmy, sensuously. And with a start,
she heard a low, ironic voice in the back of her m nd

:That can easily be arranged, nortal child. Especially if
you propose to fight nme with nothing but that foolish piece
of wood—

"| ndeed?"

The new voi ce rang out over the sound of the fighting
like a trunpet-call, startling Beth so much she nearly
dropped the guitar.
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The fog parted—and through the rift cane another ar-

mored figure. CGold arnor, with touches of brilliant scar-
let, so brightly polished it hurt to look at it. The stranger
rai sed his visor—

Bet h gasped. Terenil ? But—

"So, High Lord Perenor has taken to slaughtering chil-

dren, has he?" Terenil said contenptuously. He glided
confidently through the tangled knots of fighting, around
the fallen bodies, with no sign of his ever having been the
weck Beth had seen after Eric vani shed—

—except for the sad and haunted | ook in his eyes,
the | ook of someone who has seen hinself in the mrror
and found only sel f-condemation for what was there.

He stopped, just for a noment, beside Beth; caught up
her hand and pressed it to his lips.

forgive ne, child.

Bef ore she could react to that, he gave her an odd

hal f-smile, turned on his heel and took Kory's place be-
tween Perenor and the band, pulling his visor down as he
did so.

Suddenly a gol den bl aze of light flared up around him as
he brought his sword up to guard position

Per enor snapped his own visor down and his bl ade
up—and an answering gl ow of cold blue sprang up about
hi m

Beth couldn't tell which of them noved first; they seened
to spring at each other sinultaneously, blades and nmagic
clashing in an exchange of I|ightning-quick strokes.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20...20Knights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows.txt (266 of 285) [2/2/2004 1:23:02 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620+%20El |en%20Guon%620-%20K nights%200f%20Ghosts%20and%20Shadows. txt

Unlike Kory's fight, or Eldenor's, this one involved both
sword and Power. Which, since Ria was channeling magic
to her father, nmade it two agai nst one.

By the gods, if | can't do anything else, 1'll see if | can't
fix those odds!

There didn't seemto be anything but fallen bodies off to
her left. Beth edged slowy past the band, out of the
circle, never taking her eyes off the sorceress. Al of her
attention seened to be on her father.

Funny, if | didn't know better, |1'd swear she was fight-
i ng against him That strained expression on her face—

What ever she was doing, R a was not watching the puny
KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS
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mortal witch maki ng her way toward her, guitar neck stil
in both hands.

Just a few nore steps—

The fighters were evenly matched; even Beth could tel
that. Neither one drove the other back for nore than a
step or two, and always ground | ost was regained in the
next exchange of blows. Terenil gave Perenor no openings
at all; Terenil could find none in Perenor's defenses—

VWhich neans if | deep-six that bastard's magi c source—
She was al nost within reach. Then she was within reach.
The sorceress stared bl ankly ahead, apparently oblivious
to Beth's presence, or anything el se happeni ng around her.

Oh ny beautiful guitar—you're all 1've got left—

Gods. She raised the instrunent over her head. This is
for Kory, you—

Ri a turned suddenly, and stared right at her.
Beth froze

There was a flicker of sonething unreadable in the
bl onde woman's eyes before she cl osed them

-.Damm you, witch, DO IT!

Bet h brought the guitar squarely down on R a's head
with a splintering crash and a jangle of strings. The woman
f ol ded soundl essly.

Beth whirled, expecting that now, now she woul d see
Tereni| take the upper hand—

—only to watch in horror as Perenor snaked his bl ade
around Terenil's guard, and ran hi mthrough.

Bet h screaned.

Terenil went to one knee, Perenor's bl ade enbedded in
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his chest—and | ooked up into his eneny's face. As Perenor
stood, seenmingly frozen, Terenil reached for Perenor's
sword ar m—

And pulled hinself toward the dark elf, inpaling him
self still further on the blade | odged in his chest.

And while Beth watched, he grabbed Perenor's shoul -
der, hauled his eneny within reach of his own bl ade, and
drove his sword into Perenor's side. i

Terenil cried out sonmething—a word Beth didn't recog-
nize, a war-cry, perhaps—and the |ast of his sorcerous
power surged up his blade and into the body of his eneny.
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At Beth's feet, Ria began to stir, rising to her feet—
Oh shit—

Perenor's body jerked, convul sing inpossibly—-and the
energy lashed fromhimin a visible arc into the body of his
daught er.

Ri a shrieked, clutched her head with both hands, and
fell

Tereni| folded around the blade | adged in his chest, the
light fading fromhim as Perenor toppled to the ground
besi de him

Chri st!

Bet h shook of f her shock; ran to Terenil's side and knelt
there—but as she opened his visor, she could see that the
Prince had gone far beyond anyone's reach.

But —-but he's sniling.

He's smiling—as if he's having a peaceful dream Oh
gods, Terenil —

Ter eni | —-what about Eric?

She |lifted dazed eyes toward the band—but her eyes
fell on Kory instead.

KORY/

Bef ore she realized she had noved, Beth was on the

bl ood- soaked ground beside him H's skin was as cold as

the netal of his arnor as she cradled his face in her hands,
silently begging for himto live, but know ng, know ng

She heard his voice through her tears, a last dying
whi sper in her mnd.

:Bet h—ny | ove—
Then silence, |ike the enptiness wthin her soul
No—€od, no—t can't end |like this—please, | |ove

him | can't |ive w thout him—
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God. Eric felt like he was about to float away. There
didn't seemto be nuch of himleft—+t was nostly part of
the delicate weaving of the spell, threads of | um nous
gol d, eneral d-green, sapphire-blue. Wiat there was of
hi m had becone a wi spy and transparent ghost in the
heart of the structure.

Hang in there. Banyan. You're al nost through. You
cant let them down now, not when you're so cl ose—

Spiral Dance's nusic wove around and around the out-

side of the spell, making it stronger, turning the threads
into cables with a greater tensile strength than braided
steel —but their efforts weren't what created it in the first
pl ace. And their efforts wouldn't be what created the new
nexus.

He was so tired—

Don't think about being tired. It's not that much nore.
Just reach out—+touch the ceil—and call the magi c—

The nel ody had | ong since slowed; not a |anment, not
quite. This had too nmuch hope and promise to be a |a-
ment. It was a |onging, though, a heart-song of yearning.
And it lacked only a handful of notes to conplete it.

Only Eric could play those notes, the key that woul d
conpl ete the spell and bring the nagic.

I can't. There's . . . nothing |eft
Ch Gd. | . . . have . . . to—

From sonewhere he found a last little drop of strength,
a last breath. And pl ayed.
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At the first note, the veil thinned beneath him At the
second, the spell-structure suddenly focused on him on
the thinning spot he touched.

And at the third—

He hadn't been quite sure what to expect—a fountain, a

river, a waterfall? It was |like none of these things. Instead,
it was |ike opening a window to the sun into a bl acked- out
room For a nmoment all he could do was feel the warnth

and life flooding back into him replacing everything he'd
spent in the spell. Like one sun-blinded, he stood in the
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pressurel ess flood of power and gasped, unable to sense
anyt hi ng beyond the Iight,

Then, as he felt nore and nore solid, he began to see

thi ngs, sonmehow, or sense themin sonme other fashion. He
could hear, all over the city, the mnds of all the Lesser
Court elves; he heard them waki ng out of Dream ng,

heard themcalling to one another in incredul ous joy.

Voi ce after voice in his mnd, all joining with the song-
spell he'd created, elaborating on it and making it stronger.

My God, he thought in wonder. We did it—we really
didit!

Then he felt the pain. Not his—but around him C ose.
Very cl ose

Cod! It doubled himup. Death. There's sonebody dead.
Lots of sonebodies. And lots of dying. | have to wake up
out of here

Pl ease—ot Beth. Don't let it be Beth—

He began pulling his way up out of the spell; it was
har d—and he was exhausted. Power was all around him a
glowing mst, and it would be so easy just to stay—

No/

He broke through, finally; felt the real world settle
around him forced his eyes to open

And his heart just about stopped.

There was bl ood everywhere. Spattering the grass,
sprayed across the clothes of the shocked rnusici ans—

Ch shit—
Splattered on him

And bodi es. Graceful, attenuated elf bodies, spraw ed
around the perimeter of the circle, so nmuch dark bl ood
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soaki ng their slashed and singed costunes and arnor that
they couldn't be alive.

There were a few of them noving; one or two stil
standi ng. None in blue-and-gold arnor.

Oh shit. Kory!

The strangled sob told hi mwhere to | ook. just on the
peri phery of his vision, to his right. Beth, cradling a
red-streaked blond head in her lap, crying like her heart
was broken.

Oh God, Kory! No!

He took one step—and inadvertently reached out with
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the magic that still surrounded him even as he stretched
his hand out toward them And as his sixth sense touched
them he knew that, appearances to the contrary, Kory

was still alive.

But he wouldn't be for long. Not without a mracle.
O magi c—

And if | do nothing, he'll die. My rival. | don't have to
do a damm thing

And how could | ever conpete with hinf

He coul d feel Kory slipping away; see the elf losing his
fragile hold on life.

No/ Dammit, NO

It was like grabbing the trailing hemof a garment that

was sliding over a cliff-edge; he caught and held the tenu-
ous essence that was "Kory," and hung on to it with his
teeth gritting at the pain it caused him Recklessly he
gathered the magi c around hinself, recklessly he flung it
at his ... his friend. Wthout pausing to wonder how

much this was going to cost him Eric wapped hinmself in
the healing spell, with a touch of the "Sinple Gfts" magic
he'd worked to such good effect before. Hoping that sone

of this would spill over, touch and hel p the ot hers—but
focusi ng the power on Kory.

Li ve, you frizzy-haired sonuvabitch! Goddamm you any-
way, live, you idiot elf!

He was jarred out of the spell when his knees gave, and

he found hinself panting on the bl ood-speckl ed grass,

hands clutching his flute so hard they hurt. He | ooked up,

| quickly, his heart in his throat, afraid he woul d see failure.
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And Kory, lifeless on the bl ood-stained grass—
Beth was still sobbing, her face buried in her hands, but

Kory's chest was moving, slowy rising and falling.

The el f opened his eyes just as Beth seened to notice
his nmovenent. Their eyes met. Kory's expression was one
of confusion, Beth's of disbelief.

"Kory?" she whispered

Then they were enbracing, crying and | aughi ng, Kissing
one another, and hol ding each other as if they'd never |et
go.

Eric felt like crying too, but for a far different reason.

Ckay, Banyan, you knew this was going to happen. So,
how much do you care for them anyhow?

Enough to give them each other, to get out of their way
and | et them|ove each other in peace?
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H s hands shook, his throat knotted.

Veah. Yeah, | guess | do. Shit, what could | give her?
haven't got anything but the clothes on my back and the
flute. And Kory—smybe this'I| pay himback for when

ran out on hi m before.

Hot tears splashed on his hands as he quickly took the

flute apart and stowed it in its case. Hi s stomach tightened
as he lurched to his feet and shoved the case away in the
gig bag still slung over his shoul der

Okay. This is where the hero's best friend saddl es up
and rides off into the east—so the hero and his girl can ride
off into the sunset.

But it hurts so nuch, danmt, it hurts—

No one seened to notice as he wal ked to the edge of the
clearing. Eric glanced back once over his shoul der, want-
ing a last glinpse of Beth.

They were still kissing, so lost in each other that if the big
eart hquake hit right then they probably wouldn't even notice.

'Bye, guys. Be good to each other, okay?
Soneday, maybe, 1'Il. . get in touch
Maybe.

A delicate cough jarred Beth and Kory out of their
clinch. She | ooked up, startled, to see two peopl e standing
over her—the Heal er who had been at the donut shop—
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El i zabet ? feah—Jesus Cduny Frog, what is she doing
her e?

—and her young protegee (looking very green and no-
where near as tough as her woul d-be inage).

"Eli zabet?" Beth faltered

"You weren't exactly inconspicuous,” the wonan said

serenely. "If ny instincts are right, you have roughly

twenty minutes before the reports of fireworks going off in
this area bring in the police. | think you need a little help
cl eani ng up—tnl ess you don't mnd doi ng your expl aini ng
fromthe inside of a jail cell. In which case, | hope you
have a good | awer. You'll need one."

"Ch Christ— Beth got to her knees, and ran a bl ood-
snmeared hand through her hair. She | ooked around,
bewi | der ed.

The nonsters were dissolving, exactly the same way
Eri c had described the "dragon" disintegrating: falling to
bits, beconing heaps of dead |eaves, old trash, and thin,
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noxi ous liquids. But the el ves—
"Bet h?"
"Yeah, Allie?" she replied, distractedly.
"Beth, | can't—+ can't |ook at this anynore—~

"Lady, I'mblowin'" this taco stand,"” Jimsaid abruptly
fromnext to Allie. "Color me history."

Beth stared at her two band nenbers, both of whom
were wi de-eyed with shellshock, and visibly shaking.

We all ook |ike—+tike we've been through a war. Wi ch,
1 guess, we have.

Al'lie noved towards Beth, as though she was going to
hug her, then gl anced down at her hands, wet w th bl ood.
She | ooked up and her eyes nmet Beth's, tremul ous and
afraid. "I've—+'ve got to get out of here, Beth."

Beth saw Dan across the glen, bouzouki in hand, al-
ready making tracks toward the park entrance w thout a
singl e gl ance backward.

"Yeah, sure, you'd better get going— Beth said slowy.

It occurred to Beth, as Allie and Jimhurried away,
that the unity she'd always felt with the rest of Dance,
even when they were all arguing over something, was
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conpl etely gone. She felt nothing as they hurried away,
not even a ghost of regret.

I think the band just died. Requiescat in pace.
Maybe they saw a little nore magi ¢ than they were

ready for. Tal ki ng about going out there and saving the

worl d, no problem But watching people die for it—
Bi g probl em
Not that | blame them | don't know how |I'm able to

deal with this. This place |ooks |Iike a slaughterhouse. At
least. . . at least, it's over.

She | ooked around, quickly, searching for Kory, and saw

hi m kneel i ng beside a body in gol den arnor—arnor whose
scarlet trimmngs nmatched the scarlet blood sneared over
it.

Oh God—he doesn't know about Terenil —
She stunbl ed across the grass toward him and went to

her knees in the bl ood-sodden weeds. Kory | ooked up at

her, his green eyes brighter for the tears in them
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"Bet h?" he whispered. "Why—why is he smling?"
She took Kory's hand in hers, and told him

Korendil concentrated for a nonent, and his arnor
blurred and softened—and in a nmonent nore he was cl ad
again and in the blue trews and shirt he had "borrowed"
fromEric. After a nonent's consideration, he sent his
sword after the arnor.

Surely there will be no nore fighting now And this is
far | ess conspicuous.

He knelt next to Elizabet, watching as the woman rested

her hands agai nst Narva's shield-arm He could sense the
bones knitting together beneath Elizabet's gentle hands.
Besi de her, Kayla was tracing a fingertip down a razor-thin
cut along the warrior's cheek, the wound visibly closing
behi nd her touch.

These two are truly amazing, truly gifted. If they hadn't
found their way to us, | think we would have | ost even
more people. As it was—

He swal | owed, | ooking at the once-peaceful neadow. As
it was, too many of our people died. And | was al nost
anong t hem

KNI GHT OF GHOSTS AND SHADOWS 333
If it had not been for Eric—

He was all that | dreanmed he could be, and nore. Even
now | can feel the strength of his nexus; the limtless pool
of magic welling up, like water froma nountain spring.

And he saved ny life.

"I wish there was sonme way we could repay you," Kory
said quietly, as the Heal er hel ped Narya to her feet.

"W don't accept nobney," Elizabet said sinply.

Kory | ooked up as soneone rested a hand on his shoul -
der, and saw Beth gazing down at him . Bel oved?

She answered al oud, her voice thin with weariness.
"We'll need your help to ... take care of the bodies,
Kory."

He nodded, rising to his feet.

It was a sinple spell, one that the youngest chil d-mage
|l earned: to Call fire. There were no words for this no-
ment, as he, the surviving elves, and the three human
wonen wat ched each lifeless elven body dissolve into
smoke and ash.

At | ast he stood, gazing down at Perenor and Terenil

still |ocked together in death.
Perenor, | can consign to the flanmes, easily enough. But
my Prince—

A |l ow moan distracted him he saw the Sorceress stirring
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weakly, trying to nove. He began to reach for his sword
with his magic, but the dusky Heal er spoke first. "No. Let
me see her."

It was long monents (Kory's fingers aching to clench
onto the hilt of his blade, wanting to sumon the weapon
into existence and quickly finish off the evil creature)
before the Heal er spoke again. "She's no danger now. That
backl ash nearly killed her—as it is, her mind is like a
child s." She | ooked up; ebon-dark eyes net his. "You
want to repay nme—then give nme this wonan's life. Kayla
and | will take care of her, and I'Il try to mend her
shattered mnd."

Kory hesitated, his hand still twitching restlessly. From
behind him he heard Beth's voice, silently pleading with
hi m
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: There's been enough bl ood here for one day, Korendil
Let them take her.

Grudgi ngly, he glanced down at the sem -consci ous
bl onde woman, hal f-curled on the ground.

I ndeed, Beth speaks truth. Perenor is dead, and the
nexus is restored. There is no need for this woman's deat h,
other than ny desire for vengeance

And that is not enough reason to kill her

"Very well. Though Eric, who has | ost nore than any of
us to this sorceress, may w sh differently—=

Eric—

Kory suddenly realized that he had not seen Eric for the
| ast hour.

VWhere is he? What has happened to the Bard?
He saw that Beth had had the sane realization.

"Goddanmi t," she said, |ooking around frantically. "What
coul d have happened to hinf? He was here, | know he was
all right, Perenor didn't even touch hi m=

"He Heal ed the bl ond hunkola here," Kayla said. "l
could feel it; it was right when we were driving up the
road. "

"And now he's gone." Beth slamed her fist into her
pal m "Dammt, Banyon never thinks before he does any-
thing! Come on, we've got to find him"

"And how do you know he wants to be found?"

Kory and Beth both | ooked at Elizabet. "Wat?" Beth
asked obviously puzzl ed.

El i zabet shrugged. "Fromwhat | saw in the donut shop
this norning, 1'd say the young nan is in love with you,
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Beth. But you care for Korendil. That's obvious as well.
Per haps you should just et himleave, if this is what he
wants. "

"But | don't want himto go! | love himtoo, that stupid

whistler! And he knows that!"

The Heal er shook her head. "I think you have to nake a
choi ce, Beth."

Kory watched Beth waver, then her nouth tightened
with resol ve

/'s she choosi ng between us? O, is it as the Bard as-
sumed, and the decision is already nade?
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My heart is caught by this nortal wonman, but how can

she choose one of the Faerie over another of her own

ki nd? And when the other is a Bard? There is no conpari -

son between us. |, alowy warrior with sone paltry skill at
magery, and Eric, a human Bard whose power shines

through himlike sunlight through the | eaves!

She will choose to love him of that | amcertain And
wi Il be al one agai n.
But | | ove themboth, ny dark-eyed human witch, and

the Bard who saved ny peopl e.
I love them

But | have done enough harmto them enbroiling them

inthis war. If | |eave now, perhaps they can return to
what their lives were before. In time, | do not doubt they
will forget me—

Kory's dark thoughts were interrupted by Beth grabbing
his armand dragging himto the parked jeep on the far
side of the nmeadow.

He could not bring himself to break her agitated silence
until they were both in the vehicle and he had shiel ded
hi nsel f against the jeep's Cold Iron shell. "Beth?" he
ventured fromthe passenger seat, as she started the en-
gine. "Beth, perhaps | shouldn't go with you. |'m not
certain that is wise. Perhaps you should talk with Eric
al one—=

She didn't answer, just floored the accelerator. Kory sat
in silence, wanting to ask her that final, unspoken ques-
tion, but not daring to speak.

Not until he saw the bright netal gate of the park,
firmy locked against all traffic, and the peculiar black-and-
white car parked beside it.

"Beth, stop!"

The brakes squeal ed noisily as the jeep screeched to a
halt. A nortal, garbed in dark blue, walked swiftly towards
them Kory recognized the pistol in the man's hand from
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the many tel evision shows he had seen through the wi n-
dows of the electronics store near the Elfhanme G ove.

"You, in the jeep! Neither of you nove an inch."

The man's voi ce seened strained, as he circled to Beth's
side of the jeep, holding the tiny weapon at ready.
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We nust | ook somewhat unusual, compared to this man's
bland clothing. Beth is still dressed in H gh Court finery,
and | in Eric's garb, and both of our persons are thor-
oughly stained with bl ood.

The sight of blood does seemto unnerve many of these
hurmans.

"You're Eliza Kentraine?"

"Yes," Beth replied carefully. "But—=

"M ss, just step out of the car, slowy. W want to ask
you sone questions about the di sappearance of Philip
GCsbom and an explosion this norning in Tarzana. You
there, just stay where you are, no fast noves. M ss
Kentrai ne, you have the right to remain si—

Kory was uncertai n what was happeni ng; but the | ook
on Beth's face, that he understood instantly.

She is very frightened. But she will not do anything
against this man, for reasons that | cannot understand.

But the power of the new nexus is still flow ng strongly
through ne—t is scarcely an effort to reach out lightly
and—

The policeman froze, one armstill raised in mdair.

Beth turned and stared at Kory.

Kory shrugged. "I think we can | eave now," he said,
breaki ng the awkward sil ence.

"I think you're right," Beth said at |ast. She got out of
the jeep, wal ked around the frozen policenman, and opened
the park gate.

She clinbed back into the jeep and sat there for a
monent. "l guess—+ guess | can't go back now. You

know, it's kinda funny— just thought that we'd save your
peopl e, stop Perenor and Ria, and then—then |I'd go back
honme to ny apartment, and in another couple weeks the
show woul d cone off hiatus and |I'd be back at work

agai n—

"I"'msorry," Kory said softly. "I never neant to ruin

your life, Beth. | never even neant to change it."

Beth sighed. "No, it's okay. It's just ... a shock, that's

all." She turned the key in the ignition. "Doesn't matter.
Besi des, we have a Bard to find. God only knows what
trouble he's in already—
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A lock of hair flopped into Eric's eyes. Wien he pushed
it out of the way, his fingers cane away sticky and wet.

He stopped, halfway down the hillside, and stared at
t hem

Red. Blood. Christ, |I'mcovered w th bl ood.

Nausea hit him and he rubbed his hand frantically on
the burgundy-red silk of his breeches.

Funny, | don't feel tired. Just sick

He realized in another noment why—the invisible, but

omi present flow of magic all around him radiating out of
the new nexus. It was restoring sone of what he'd put into
its creation, a little nore with every nonent that passed.
And if he closed his eyes and listened with his "inner" ear,
he coul d hear the elves, nore and nore of them Waki ng
again .

Well, that's one good thing you' ve done with your life,
Banyan. He sighed. J sure's hell don't need the cops
stopping ne for looking like a Faire | oonie who just slaugh-
tered half his troupe.

Ckay, disguise tine. Then | can stop at the restroom by
the gate and get—he swal | owed hi s nausea—el eaned up

A monment of concentration, and he was, to all outward
appear ances, just another skinny guy in red T-shirt and
jeans. He continued his scranble down the hillside, prac-
tically stunbling dowmn onto the hiker's path that would
take himto the entrance.

For such a bright, clear day the park seened conpletely
deserted. He didn't see anyone until he was nearly at the
entrance—but when he got within shouting distance of the
cenment - bl ock restroom buil ding, he was suddenly very

glad he'd done his little disguise trick. Because there were
an awful lot of cops in the park, all of a sudden.

He concentrated very hard on being inconspicuous. It

must have wor ked, because al though they were stopping
anyone over the age of consent, and even a few kids, they
didn't stop him

Once inside the restroom suddenly the nmpbst inportant
thing in the world was to get the bl ood of f—

He threw up a couple of tines too.
T
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He was still needlessly, neurotically sloshing icy-cold
water fromthe sink over his head and arns when Dan
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staggered in the door, bounced off a stall support, and
came to rest clutching the sink next to him

"Ch God," the nusician noaned. "Bummer, bummer.
Not again. Not ever again. Blood. Al that blood. On
God . . ."

"Dan?" Eric whispered.
The ot her began to babbl e.

Eventual ly Eric made out some of what had happened,
and a partial roster of the dead. Val and El denor.

And Terenil; Eric recognized himfrom Dan's description
—and Dan was coherent enough at that point that Eric got
a fairly good idea of just how the Prince had net his end.

That was when he began to cry.
Dan didn't seemto notice

"Just before then one of those things got past the guy in

bl ack—ust about reached us. Got ny coat." He turned

enough so that Eric could see the rent torn in the sleeve of
his jacket. "Allie broke her Casio over its head. Man, that
was too close. No nore."

He finally faced Eric, and the flautist could see that
Dan's eyes were white-rimred, his pupils dilated. Dan,
unfl appabl e Dan, was half-nmad with fear

Christ. If he goes out there like that, the cops'|l be on
his ass and they'll throw himwhere the sun don't shine.

Maybe 1 can do sonething about that.

Eric concentrated, calling out of nenory the soft notes
of "COctober Wnds," an old Irish lullaby. And when he

t hought he was ready, he reached out with the soothing
notes and w apped Dan in them

VWhen he opened his eyes again, Dan was standi ng

there with a silly little snmle on his face, a glazed expres-
sion like he'd just done sone of his own best weed. Wen
Eric noved a little, he seemed to snap out of it, although
his expression still seemed nore than a bit gl azed.

"Hey, Banyon, long tinme, no see—you gonna—eh, that's
right."

"What's right, Dan?" Eric asked quietly.
"W broke the band up." Dan shook his shaggy head.
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"Allie' s job, Beth's—ot enough tinme, nan. Not enough t'
get us outa the Dive, anyway."

Eric shrugged, feeling his heart contract at the sound of
Beth's name. "You know how it is."

"Yeah. Gad | ran into you, anyway. Well, later!" The
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bassi st strolled out as if he hadn't a care in the world.

Teah, Dan. Later. Couple years, maybe. Eric sighed,
and slicked back his wet hair. Nowif 1 could just self-
adm ni ster some of that oblivion | just gave you—

He had just enough change in his pockets to get himto
the Greyhound station on Riverside

If I had a choice, where would | go? he asked hinsel f,
staring at the weekday crowd hustling past himin the

bright sunlight. San Fran, | guess. That's about fifty bucks.
Pl us sone eating noney, sone clothes, a toothbrush. Mke

it an even hundred. And only one way | know of to get

it-

Hell, why not.

He opened his case at his feet, got hinmself positioned

right there on the street coner so that the cops couldn't
hassle himfor blocking traffic, and fitted the pieces of his
flute together.

Ckay, world. Bard Eric needs a hundred bucks. Let's
see if you'll oblige him

The magic was still there, after all—still flowing freely
around him Potent magi c—

But | won't play games with their minds. I'Il just give
them t he nmost beautiful nusic they' ve ever heard.

Only . . . nothing Celtic.

So he closed his eyes and started in on an Andean tune,
one Sinon and Garfunkel had popul arized: "ElI Condor
Pasa." The minor air suited his unhappi ness, his |oneliness—

Fromthere he went to cl assical; Tchai kovsky, Liadov, all
the mel ancholy Russians. He could feel a crowd gatheri ng;

sensed their appreciation. After playing for about half an hour
straight, he ended the session with the "Frog Galliard."

Mow, oh now, | needs nust part-
Parting though 1 absent nourn.

340 Mer cedes Lackey and Ell en Cuon

Absence can no joy inpart;

Love once fled can ne'er return

H s eyes filled; he held the tears back with an effort.
And al t hough your sight | |eave,

Si ght wherein ny joys do lie,

If that death doth sense bereave,

never shall affection die.

When he finished, and wi ped his eyes, and | ooked
down—there was fifty dollars in bills and assorted change
in the flute case

Ckay. One nore try
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Maybe—maybe just one Celtic tune—

He cl osed his eyes again, and began "O Carol an's Fare-
well to Music."

The tune that old Turl ough played for his patroness,
Ms. MDemmtt Roe, when he returned hone to die.

When the | ast note had di ed away, he opened his eyes

just intine to see a man in a dark business suit standing
up after setting something in his case. The man's eyes
were bright—and as he averted his face and hurried away,
Eric saw tears escaping fromthemto trickle down his
cheek.

And lying on top of the rest of the noney was a fifty-
dollar bill.

Eric stared at it, then stared after the man's retreating
back. | wonder if | should check the serial —

No. Let it be. Thanks, friend; whoever, or whatever you
are.

An hour later, and he was sitting on the bench of the
station, a ticket in his pocket, backpack on his back. Now
he was really dressed in khaki jeans and a clean T-shirt
(thanks to the arny surplus store); the fancy outfit was
carefully folded away in the bottomof the pack with his
change of underwear, towel and toothbrush. The only

things he was still wearing were the boots. Sonehow he
couldn't bear to take them off
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Terenil +"'msorry. | wish | hadn't thought so badly of
you. You were a hell of a lot better nan than | am

Even if you weren't human.
The waiting roomwas nore than half enpty.
Hs life felt entirely enpty.

So now what ? he asked himself dully. Go off to San Fran
and busk, | guess. Wirk the run of Northern Faire.

coul d probably busk up there until it's time for Texas
Faire. After all this time they'll probably have forgotten
what an idiot | nade of nyself

He cl osed his eyes, shutting out the dreary, plastic
wai ting room and hunched a little farther down on the
bench.

Funny, the stories don't ever say what happened to the
hero's best friend. The Prince and Princess were married
and |ived happily ever after—and Sir Joe went off to ..
open an inn or sonething?

H s eyes burned.
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Probably went off to die in a ditch sonmeplace. O a
broken heart, no doubt.

So far he'd been doing okay on the strength of feeling
self-sacrificing and kind of noble—but it was beginning to
wear thin.

Ch Cod, | miss them If this isn't a broken heart—
—+f it isn't, it's a damed good imtation
VWhat in hell am| supposed to do with ny life now?

Sonet hing warm and wet trickled out fromunder his |eft
eyelid, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand
bef ore anyone coul d noti ce.

/ can keep fromnessing their lives up, that's what | can
do. | can get far enough away so that they won't be able to
find nme; so they can concentrate on each ot her

Hi s other eye | eaked, and he sniffed; and covered both
up by rubbing at eyes and nose as if he was having a
hay-fever attack.

Dammt, Banyon, act like an adult for once.

Suddenly he felt weights settle on the bench on either
side of him Which was usually a prelude to a bus-station

nmuggi ng.
He gave up feeling martyred in favor of survival, and
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cracked his eyes open surreptitiously so he could size up his
presunptive attackers. Ch shit, that's just what 1—

"BEric?" Kory said softly, his eyes mrroring care and
concern.

Eric went nunb. Al that he could think was. Shit, he's
still wearing ny clothes—

"Hey, dint," said a voice behind him he turned to his
left, quickly. Sure enough, it was Beth.

"You figuring on riding off into the sunset?" she asked
quietly.

"Y-yeah," he said, after a |long nonent of silence. "I
kind of figured that maybe it was better that way, you
know?"

"I thought," Kory adnoni shed, "that you were going to
t hi nk about how your actions affected others before you
did anything."

"Yeah, but—

"Didn't you ever think about how we would feel when
you vani shed?"

"Well, 1=
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"W felt," Kory told him "abysmal. Bereft, in truth.
Dreadful ly, dreadfully |lost and al one."

"Y-yeah," Eric stammered. "But—

"We felt like hell, Banyon," Beth said. "W thought

we'd finally gotten everything on the right track, and we
| ooked around, and there was this Eric-shaped hole in the
air. And no Eric."

" But —

"Great conversationalist, isn't he?" she said in an aside to
Kory.

"W haven't given himnuch chance to really say any-
t hi ng, bel oved—

Ri ght, guy, |leave ne the odd nman out, and nake sure
you renmind ne about it! Dammit, you frizzy-haired creep,
why don't you rub it inalittle nore

"Dam you, why don't you just |eave ne al one?" he

cried, as heads turned all over the bus station. "You' ve got

what you wanted! The magic's back, the elves are safe—

you' ve got everything | prom sed you! And you've . . . got
each—
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He couldn't bear it any nore. Eric lurched up off the

bench and stood with his back to them his arnms crossed
tightly across his chest to hold the misery in, fighting to
keep the tears from com ng again. "You' ve got places here,
things to do. Beth's got her career. Kory, you're a hero,
you could probably take the Prince's place if you wanted
it. You' ve both got everything you could ever want."

"But we don't, Eric," Kory replied fromright behind
him as gentle hands rested on his shoulders. "Truly, we
don't. Not without you. Eric—we |ove you."

For a monent, Eric couldn't speak, or think
What ? Does he nmean that?
"Me?" he faltered. "Wwe?"

A second set of hands joined the first, and turned him so
that he had to look into their eyes. As always he was
caught —-and hel d—by Kory's eneral d gaze. "Eric—

:Eric, look into nmy heart. | love you no less than | do
Beth. And she |l oves you no |l ess than she |oves ne. No
nmore, and no | ess.

Wth a last, valiant effort, Eric tried to make his m nd
wor k agai n.

"VWhat Kory's saying is that he thinks it could work with
us; that we'd make a pretty tight little trio." Beth gave him
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half a grin. "I agree."

He cl enched both his hands into fists, trying to resolve
the conflict inside himinto an answer. He | ooked from
Beth, to Kory, and back again.

I love her.

And—€od—+ can finally admit it to nyself. |I love him
t 0o.

Li ke he said. No nbre, no | ess.
How in hell can | deal with that?

He opened his nouth to deny it all—but what canme out
was a hoarsely whi spered question. "Can—an it really
wor k?" he whi sper ed.

Kory's eyes were very bright. "We'Il never know if we
do not try, will we?"
"We've all learned a fewthings lately,"” Beth added.

"I'ncludi ng one of the hardest—-how to admt you're wong
and take your lunps." Her expression renmi ned deadly
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serious for about three nore seconds, then she grinned
"Except you aren't allowed another apology for at |least a
mont h, Banyon. So-what do you say?"

He opened his nouth, closed it. Qpened it again. Looked
for an answer

And found it in their eyes.
"I + love you," he whispered to both of them

And was caught up again in one of those nagical three-
way enbraces

Tears canme, and this time he didn't try to stop them
YOM don't fight tears when you're happy And God, if |I'm
dreani ng—don't |et ne wake up

Beth giggled finally, breaking the nood.
"What's so funny?" he asked, sniffling a little.
"This is so nmuch nicer without all the arnor."

Kory chuckl ed, and finally Eric joined him freeing an
arm | ong enough to wi pe away his tears ofjoy

"So, Banyon, where are we goi ng™" She | oosened her
arns enough so that they could | ook each other in the face
wi t hout goi ng cross-eyed

"l was heading for San Fran," he said slowy. "But—
t hought + nean you've got a job and all—=

She shook her head. "Not no nore, babe W damm
near got arrested in the park. | think they want ne on
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suspi ci on of being a drug-producer, or sonething |ike that
And they think | did for Phil—there's an APB out on ne."

"They what?" Eric felt stunned. "Aren't you—don't you
want to tell themthe—oh."

"Exactly." She shrugged. "So, nethinks the life of a
footl coose street busker may not be so bad for a while.
don't think I could deal with jail, really. | have this
problemw th confined spaces ..." She went a little quiet
for a nonent, then turned a faint smle back toward Kory
"So, Korendil, know anybody in San Fran?"

"A di stant cousi n—
"I's he an elf or a faer—

Kory interrupted her with a grin of his own. "Finish
that sentence, Beth Kentraine, and you will surely regret
it."

She feigned shock. "Gods be praised, the pillar of sobri-
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ety has devel oped a sense of hunor!" She raised an eye-
brow at him "I was only going to ask if he was invol ved
with humankind. If he is, he could be useful. |'ve heard

t he buski ng was good up there, but there's busking and
t here's busking."

Eric tried the idea of the three of themliving and busking
together on for size, and found it felt wonderful

Perfect, in fact.

He held the other two cl oser—and they responded
instantly

No, | don't ever want to wake up

"San Fran, then," he said. "If it's all right with you
Only . . . Kory?"

"Hn?" the elf replied contentedly.

"Coul d you pl ease give nme ny cl othes back?"
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