"Liza's brilliant tonight, isn't she?" Sardan whispered
to Larissa as he watched the star of the show perform

The white-haired young woman gl anced up at Sardan
with a happy snile and nodded ent husiastically.

Li za Penel ope, the star of The Pirate's Pl easure, was

al one on the stage of the showboat La Denviselle du
Misarde. in the mdst of a set created by a mage skilled
inillusion. Liza's bare feet'were dug into white sand,
and swayi ng pal mtrees arched over her. There was

even the distant lullaby of the waves to be heard, if one
cared to ignore Liza's soaring voice. Such attention to
detai |l —and Liza's vocal skill—-had made La Denviselle
extremely popular with the port cities it visited.

The beautiful soprano flung back her head and sang

with full-throated enthusiasm Her red hair flaned in

the glow of an illusionary tropical sun. To Larissa, every
note seened to be even nore pure, nore powerful than
usual .

The young dancer and Sardan, the male | ead, were

wat chi ng Liza from behind the curtains. Larissa' s part in
the play was finished, but she lingered to listen to this
| ast duet. Handsome Sardan adj usted his costuneg,

brushed distractedly at his blond hair one |ast tine,
then strode onstage, arns outstretched to Liza.
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"My, fear not, beioued Rose,

Thy loue's returned to thee,

By forgiving hand and broken heart
O the Lady of the Sea"

"Rose" turned, joy flooding her face as she ran to her
bel oved "Florian." Their voices, soprano and tenor
twi ned together.

They ki ssed passionately, and the audi ence whooped

and appl auded its approval. Larissa grinned in the dark-
ness, safely hidden fromview by a curtain that ap-
peared to be a palmtree. Here was acting indeed, she

t hought wyly. She herself was fond of the rakish tenor
but it was well-known that Liza couldn't stand Sardan.
As a result, Sardan made it a point to turn every on-
stage kiss into a passionate one, taking a devilish glee
in the fact that Liza had to pretend to enjoy it. High-
tenmpered Liza was always furious afterward

The stage went dark, and the audi ence saw the tropi-

cal stars appear in the night sky. Then, suddenly, the il-
| usi on vani shed, and all that could be seen was a bare
hull and the smiling perforners of The Pirate's Pl easure.
As Larissa, who portrayed the evil Lady of the Sea, took
her bow. her bright blue eyes scanned the audi ence.



She found who she was | ooking for—Raoul Dunont,
captain of La Denpiselle du Musarde. He smiled and
nodded slightly.

Raoul Dunont was a big man, six foot three and solid

with muscle, if his blond hair was starting to gray at the
tenmples and the tines on his sunburned face had deep-

ened over the last forty-three years, he had | ost none of
his strength and qui ckness. Many captai ns grew fat and

| azy once they no | onger had to do physical |abor, con-
tent with conmanding in nanme only. Mdt Dunont.

He was big in nore than merely a physical sense. The
wel | -fornmed frame and booni ng voi ce were nmatched by
a dom neering personality. Wth the players—
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especially his twenty-year-old ward. Larissa—and wtth
customers, he was snooth and pl easant, and his force*
ful ness came across as assured conpetence. The crew
men knew better. Seldomdid the captain of La

Denoi sel |l e du Musarde have to resort to physical vio-
| ence, however. The flash of his sea-green eyes, the
ti ghtening of his sensual mouth, the clenching of the
power ful , callused hands—these were warning signals
enough for nost.

"Uncl e Raoul " had reared Larissa since she was

twel ve and had given her the role of the Lady of the Sea.
The young dancer was al ways anxi ous to please him

wi th her performance. Larissa was certain that the de-
mandi ng captain was satisfied with the way things had
gone tonight. Still, she tugged on Sardan's sleeve as he
passed and whi spered, "You think he liked it?"

The tenor | ooked down at her for a few seconds be-

fore replying. Larissa was a true beauty, even nore so
than Liza; unlike the singer, the young dancer didn't
quite realize her gift. Her blue eyes gazed up at himwth
trust, and her long white hair, braided with seashells,
tumbl ed down her back. She was in excellent shape
fromyears of dancing, and her body curved invitingly
under the clinging garb of the Lady of the Sea. A snile
tugged at a corner of Sardan's nouth. "As long as you
dance, the captain will Iike the show "

A few hours later, Larissa sat at Dunont's side, a

guest of the local baron. The revealing costune she

wore as the Lady of the Sea had been replaced by a

chaste, high-necked dress. The cream hue of the yards

of rustling fabric set off Larissa's clear skin to rosy per-
fection and reinforced the whiteness of her |ong, thick
hair. She had taken the stage nane "Snowrane" be-

cause of her oddly hued tresses, which were now braid-
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ed neatly about her head. A caneo was fastened at her



t hr oat .

Their port for the next few nonths was a friendly one.
Nevuchar Springs in the |land of Darkon. Popul ated
largely by elves, the small port town was as eaget for
entertai nment as other places La Denpiselle had sailed
and even nore gracious in expressing their thanks. Bar-
on Tahlyn Redtree hinself had come to the perform

ance toni ght. The baron had insisted that the cast and
Durmont Join himfor a | ate supper at his hone.

Larissa, raised on the roughness of the boat, sat fid-
geting with her napkin while others carried the conver-
sation. She desperately w shed her friend Casilda were
here; then she mght not feel so out of place,

The hall in which they were dining tonight managed

to be both warm and i npressive. The nahogany tabl e,
draped with the finest linen tabtecloth, seated twenty.
Carved wooden panels inserted into the marble walls

depi cted scenes froma nobl eman's |ife-hunting,

hawki ng, and jousting. The fireplace was so huge that
Lari ssa thought she could stand upright init, and its red
gl ow both illum nated and warned the [ arge room Two
delicate crystal chandeliers, crowded with candl es, pro-
vi ded even nore light. The result was that a largely
somber - col ored room was bright and cheerful

Baron Tahlyn rose. Hi s | ong, purple-and sapphire-

hued robes swayed slightly with the graceful nove-

ment. The light fromthe chandeliers glinted off his belt
and a pendant of silver and crystal. Wth a gesture that
was al nost boyi sh despite his many decades, the el f
brushed a wayward | ock of black hair out of startlingly
vi ol et eyes. Tahlyn's angul ar face eased into a snile as
he lifted his jewel ed goblet.

"I should like to propose a toast," the baron began
"To La Denpiselle, a great and gallant vessel. To her
captai n, Raoul Durmont, whose foresight gave birth to
the boat's magic and marvels. To ny brother elf, Celaar
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whose il lusions charm audi ences night after night. To
t he showboat's wonderful cast, which has brought such
happi ness to ny peopl e.

"And finally, if she will permt me— here Tahlyn

turned the power of his deep purple gaze upon a

pl eased Liza "—+o Mss Liza Penelope. My dear, in this
bouquet of talent, you are, in truth, the rose." He in-
clined his head slightly, never breaking eye contact with
t he soprano, and drank from the gol den cup

Choruses of approval filled the roomas the flattered
guests drained their own goblets. Larissa hid her snile
as she watched her fellow perforners' reactions to the
toast. Sardan gl owered, but drank. Dunont raised one
gol den eyebrow, but otherw se reveal ed not hi ng of



what he was thinking. The elven illusionist, Qelaar
seened flustered by the conplinent.

Larissa regarded the illusionist synpathetically for a
nonent. |f La Denoiselle was Dunont's creation, from

t he specially designed paddl ewheel to the magica

wards the wi zard captain had placed on the boat, then

t he show she was host to belonged to Gelaar. The snall
elf was directly responsible for the success of The Pi-
rate's Pleasure. He conjured the sets, lighting effects,
and "nmonsters" that appeared onstage.

Al this, despite the tragedy he had suffered a year
ago. Qelaar's daughter, a lovely, sunny-haired girl
naned Aradnia, had run off with a roguish sell-sword
one night. Gelaar had never quite recovered. Now the
dar k- hai red, pal e-skinned elf seldomsmiled, but his
quiet dignity and thinly conceal ed sorrow engendered
i mediate, if sonber, respect fromall who canme in
contact with him

Li za, on the other hand, |ooked like a Iioness in the
sunlight, a queen at |ast being paid proper homage. Yet
the flame-tressed soprano was gracious in her accept-
ance, smling enough to encourage, but not nore than
was necessary. Larissa couldn't wait to get back to La
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Denpi selle and tell Casilda all about it.

A few nmonments later, Sardan, who was seated on
Larissa's left, |eaned over and whi spered, "W may have
a new patron."

Larissa's delicate white eyebrows drew together in a
frown. "What do you nean?" she hi ssed back

"Look at those two," the singer continued quietly, in-
clining his head in the direction of Liza and the baron
"A certain redhead | know is probably going to start
weari ng some expensive Jewelry in the next day or so."

Larissa rolled her eyes. "Sardan, not everybody has
ulterior notives! Besides, the baron seens very nice."

"My naive little girl, he is nice. That's why he'll proba-
bly give her the jewelry ... afterward!"

Wien Sardan teased her |ike this aboard the boat,

Lari ssa knew what to do: hit him Sardan hinself had
taught her some protective noves agai nst overeager
admrers, and Larissa had no conpunction about turn-

i ng them agai nst her tutor. Here, in Baron Tahlyn's fine
hal I, however, she could only give hima sidelong glare
and clench her linen napkin into a crunpled ball.

Durmont noticed the gesture- His shrewd green eyes
traveled fromthe sadly mangl ed napkin to Larissa's
glare to Sardan's grin. The tenor felt the captain's gaze.



and his mrth faded-

" Somet hi ng anuse you, Sardan?" Dunont i nquired

mldly, tearing off a slice of still-warm bread. "Some-
t hi ng about ny ward, perhaps?"

"(Jh. no, sir, nothing at all," Sardan stanmrered and
hastily turned his attention to the food on his plate.

Durmont kept his gaze on the young man a nonent

| onger, then glanced at Larissa. Gently Dunont rested a
bi g brown hand on her gloved one and squeezed. Wen

she net his gaze, he smiled reassuringly, the gesture
enphasi zi ng the crow s-feet around his eyes.

"Don't |et Sardan bother you like that," he said. his
voi ce gentle. "You ought to cone to me when he does."
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"He's just joking, Uncle." Larissa answered. Dunont
narrowed his eyes, the smle fading.

"That kind of humor is inappropriate for a young
| ady, " he snapped.

"Aye, sir," Larissa replied, taking care to keep the ex-
asperation fromher voice. Her guardi an's overprotec-
tiveness occasionally grated, but she always held her
tongue. Dumont returned his attention to the baron

Thr oughout the rest of the meal, Larissa watched the
baron and Liza. Although they were seated at opposite
ends of the large table, there was definitely sonething
going on. Their eyes net often; nysterious smiles and
gestures were shared. Larissa still clung to her first im
pression of Tahlyn, though. There was a longing in his

vi ol et eyes that spoke of something gentler, steadier,
than the kind of carnal craving Sardan had hinted at.

it wasn't until the early hours of the norning that the
di nner was finished and the guests returned to the boat.
As she and Dunont waited in the courtyard for the car-
riages to be brought around fromthe stable, Larissa
shivered in the noist, cool anr. Fog noved sl owy about
her knees, hiding the stones fromview at times. She

had sel dom been off the boat at night and wasn't at al
sure she liked it. Everything, fromthe quiet servants to
the magni ficent building, seemed nore sinister to her
when draped in darkness.

Durmont wrapped his cape about her. "Thank you

Uncle." She snmiled as she gratefully bundled up inits
warnth. The carriage, a lovely vehicle with a red-
cushioned interior, clattered up. Dunmont opened the
door, which bore the heraldic red tree of Tahlyn's tine,
hel ped Larissa in, then clinbed inside hinmself. Snpoth-
ly, the carriage resuned nmovenent down the w nding

| ane that led from Tahlyn's mansion to the wharf.



"The baron seened to be enjoying hinmself," Larissa
remarked cautiously, waiting for Dunbnt's reaction

"Ah, the lovely Liza," nused the captain, with only a
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hint of sarcasm "She and 1 may not al ways see eye to
eye, but, bless her high-strung tittle heart, she does
bring in the custoners."

He settled back on the velvet cushions, folded his
brawny arnms across his chest, and closed his eyes.* A
faint runmbling sound issued forth after a nonent, and
Lari ssa sighed. When Dunont didn't feel like talKking,
he curl ed up wherever he was and went to sleep. It was
an effective way of avoi ding conversation

The young dancer surprised herself with a huge

yawn. Well, they were in port, so there were no re-
hearsal s. She could sleep in tonmorrow, she told herself.
Telling Casilda about the evening's affairs could wait.

A few nonents later, the carriage halted near the

dock. Bracing herself for the cold, Larissa sniled at the
coachman as he opened the door and hel ped her down.

She gl anced down toward the Vuchar River, and her

heart rose as always at the sight of La Denoisefie.

The steanboat was a proud and beautiful |ady, al

right, fromthe mamoth red paddl ewheei at the stern

to the carved wooden figure of a golden griffin at the
bow. Its weddi ng-cake frame had four levels, and the
stem sported a calliope that blew nagical, colored
steam when it was played. La Denviselle was | arge—

two hundred feet long and fifty feet w de—but not os-
tentatious. It glowed whitely in the moonlight, and
Larissa could just nake out the name witten in flow ng
letters on the starboard side. The paddl ewheei was no-
tionless, though it could propel the boat at speeds that
no other riverboat could touch

Dunmont had naned the boat for the Miusarde, the riv-

er on which he'd grown up. La Denpiselle had not been
the only paddl eboat on the river, but it had been the
best. Twenty-two years had passed since Dunont had
begun its construction. He'd given the boat a special
t heater room and rehearsal halls, nmade storage areas,
and seen to it that nost of the cast nenbers had their
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own cabi ns—o snall feat on so contained a space

The fog noved sl owly about Larissa, hiding and re-
vealing the flickering Ilight of gas |anps, and the noon-
light turned the water of the river a silver hue. Larissa
forgot the nmenacing press of the swirling nist and the
bone-chilling danp that wafted to her fromthe river

She saw only the beauty of La Denpiselle. Home, she



t hought to herself.

Durmont had wal ked down the road a few paces be-

fore he realized she was not at his side. "Larissa?" Hs
voi ce was gentle and concerned. He extended a hand to
her .

The dancer sniled wearily, scurrying to catch up to
her guardi an and taking the proffered hand. "She's just
so beautiful in the moonlight."

Durmont squeezed her hand. "Aye, she is," he agreed.

As she knew she woul d, Larissa slept late. It was past
noon when she finally woke and, as usual, knocked
loudly on Liza's door to awaken her for |unch

"Larissa!" yel ped Casilda, com ng up behind the
dancer. "I heard that Liza and the baron ..." She gl ared
meani ngful ly at her friend.

Larissa went crinson. Wat if Sardan had been ri ght
and Liza had been giving a "special perfornmance" for
Tahl yn | ast ni ght?

Casi |l da Bannek, a tall, dark-haired young worman

who was Liza's understudy, planted her hands on her

hi ps. Then her red lips twisted into a grin and her haze
eyes sparkled. "Well, too late now"

G ggling, the young wonen knocked on the door

again. There was still no answer. Larissa hesitated, then
reached for the knob. Sonewhat to her surprise, the

door was unl ocked. She gl anced at Casil da and raised

an eyebrow. For her part. Cas was fighting back taugh-
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ter so hard that her face was quite red
"One, two, three," whispered Larissa. She and Casil da
pushed open the door and yelled "Surprise!"

Casil da screanmed and turned her face away, sobbing.
Larissa, her eyes huge, clutched her friend s shoul der

Li za was inside, and alone. Her face was as white as

t he sheet upon which she lay. She was stiti in the sane
formal clothing she had worn to the dinner |ast night.

t hough her |ong hair was unbound and spill ed about her
face in a riot of color. There was a ring of purple and
bl ue about her white throat.

She had been strangl ed.

Ten minutes later, Dunont had called an all-hands
energency neeting. In the theater, deck hands and cast
menbers sat nervously in their seats while Dunont
paced before themin the stage area.



Dr agoneyes, the gol den-eyed hal f-el f who was Du-

nont's closest friend, as welt as his first mate, |eaned
agai nst the hull of the boat. Concentrating on whittling
a small piece of wood, he appeared totally unconcerned
by the goings-on. Soft silver hair fell into his strange-
hued eyes as he worked. Larissa knew that Dragoneyes

was not ignoring the situation. The half-elf was shrewd
and cal cul ating. As nmuch as the young dancer | oved her
guardi an, she had never grown very fond of Dunont's

first nmate.

"For those of you who haven't yet heard," Dunont be-
gan as soon as the crowd had qui eted, "Liza Penel ope
was found strangled in her cabin this norning."

He paused, and many of those assenbl ed gasped

with astoni shnent. A few sobs broke out. Dunont wait-

ed for quiet, then continued. "Baron Tahlyn and the |o-
cal authorities have been notified, and they assure ne
they'Il have this . . . matter solved swiftly. Apparently
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the constables in this country are not people one would
wi sh to cross.”

Durmont smiled thinly, pleased to see a few answer-

ing, if halfhearted, smles in return. Mst people, even
strangers such as the cast and crew of La Denviselle,
had heard chilling tales of the Kargat, Darkon's secret
police. They answered only to Azalin, the lord of the

| and, and were, indeed, not to be crossed.

"Needl ess to say, we'll be closing down for a while..
out of respect for poor M ss Penel ope's nenory. \Wen
we do open again. Mss Bannek will be singing the role
of Rose. | ask you to give her your full support.”

Casil da gl anced down and bit her lower lip. A tear
crept down her cheek, and Larissa squeezed her friend s
hand reassuringly.

"I feel like it's ny fault sonehow, " Casil da whi spered.
"1 wanted the part of Rose so badly . . . but never like
this, Larissa, never like ..." She couldn't go on

Lari ssa was mi serable but could do nothing to com

fort her friend. She remained dry-eyed, not because she
didn't care about Liza, but because she never wept. She
had cried all her tears |ong ago.

"Are there any suspects?" asked Sardan

Durmont shook his head. "I can't think why anyone
woul d want to do this. But," he hastened to add, his gaze
sweeping the crowmd, "lI'mcertain that it was soneone

fromthe town. We're like famly here on La Denviselle. 1
hope everybody knows that.

"W have been asked to remain on board until the in-



vestigation has been conpleted. 1 hope that'll only be a
few days, but we'll have to wait and see. Representatives
of the law will be comi ng aboard this afternoon and
guesti oni ng everybody in turn. Please give them your

full cooperation. Renenber, even in this time of grief
and shock, we have a reputation to maintain. People
knew t he name of La Denpiselle du Misarde before Liza
cane aboard. They'll renenber it when this unpleas-
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ant ness has been forgotten. That's all. Dismssed.”

Soberly, silently, people rose and left- Hushed nutter-
i ng began as they ascended the w de, carpeted stair-
case. Casilda wi ped at her face, nmuttered, " 'Scuse ne,
Larissa." and hurried out.

Lari ssa rose and went to her guardi an, wordl essly
hol di ng out her arns for a hug. Dragoneyes and the sin-
gutarly ugly chief pilot. Handsonme Jack, respectfully
st epped away. Dunont enbraced her tightly.

"What do you think, Uncle?" she asked, her face
pressed against his crisp white shirt. Beneath her cheek
she felt his chest heave with a sigh

"I think." he said, "that our host, the baron, m ght not
be the kindly figure he wants us to think he is.”

Shocked, Larissa pulled away and | ooked up at the
captain. "No! 1 don't believe it. He seened—=

"He came to visit Liza last night," Dragoneyes inter-
jected snoothly. "I was on guard duty on the dock. No
one el se canme aboard." Larissa gazed into the half-elf s
strangely slitted gol den eyes, searching for a hint of
truth or lie. then returned her troubl ed gaze to Du-
nmont's.

"Think about it for a nonent," Dunont continued.
"You saw how enanmored he was of Liza. Maybe he

asked her to stay, becone his paranour, perhaps even
his wife. 1 don't know' He shrugged and shook his gold
head sadly. "She refused. After all, she's got a career
grew angry, and ..."

A dull horror began to seep through Larissa. It did
make a frighteni ng sense, but she could not shake the
menory of the tender |ook in Tahlyn's eyes when he had
gazed at Liza.

Durmont turned his attention to Dragoneyes. "Wen

the authorities come aboard, see if you can't get per-
m ssion to go into town and purchase some livestock. If
we're going to be confined on the boat for a while. 1'd
just as soon not starve." Hi s voice dripped with resent-
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ment, and Larissa could i magi ne how he chafed under
the official restrictions.

Dr agoneyes nodded. "Aye, sir. If | may make a sug-
gestion?" The courtesy was for Larissa's sake; Dragon-
eyes never asked perm ssion to speak frankly when he
and Dunont were in private. Dunont nodded. "Take a
few nonents and visit everyone personally. W're go-
ing to start getting the curious coning around to | ook
at the nurder boat, and everyone ought to be pre-
pared. "

Durmont nodded again. It was a sound idea. He patted
Larissa's back and eased her away fromhim "You'd
best go to your cabin and get ready," he told her. She
nodded, and slowy made her way toward the stairs. Du-
mont's green eyes followed her

A touch from Dragoneyes brought the captain back

to the present, and he bani shed thoughts of his alluring
young ward. There were nore urgent matters that need-

ed his attention

It was a difficult day for everyone aboard La De-

noi sel l e. Nerves were strained, and argunents broke

out readily. Larissa sat in her cabin, trying not to think
about Liza, but failing. She lay on her bed, hands

cl asped behind her head, and stared at the ceiling.

Her cabin, like all except for Dunont's conparatively

| avi sh quarters, was tiny. There was enough roomfor a
bunk, a small wooden chest of drawers, and a table and
chair. She did not have many personal bel ongings, only

a trinket or two that had caught her fancy in sonme port

or other. The dancer retained only one itemfrom her

past. Hi dden in one of the drawers was a silver |ocket- It
contained a wisp of blond hair, the | ocks of a chil d-her
own hair before it had turned white.

The room was spartan, but that suited Larissa. It was
all that she needed. Her joy lay in her dancing.

A sharp knock on the door broke her reverie, and she
opened it to adnit a tall human wonman in her early for-
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ties. The woman's raven hair was streaked with gray

and tied back in a ponytail. She was clad in a well-worn
| eat her tunic, underneath which she wore a mail shirt. A
bri ght purple sash at her waist proclaimed her to be in
the local mlitia. She wore a sheathed sword, and her
face and gray eyes were as hard as her steel.

"M ss Snownane. |'m Captain Erina. i've cone to
guestion you about the nurder of M ss Liza Penel ope."

Durmont had noticed that Baron Tahlyn had sent



hi gh-ranki ng nenbers of his militia to interviewthe
crew, and he didn't like it one bit. At day he was on
edge and busied hinself with ordering repairs and such
to keep the nervous crew occupi ed. Erina had agreed to

| et Dragoneyes and anot her crewran, Brynn, go ashore
and |l oad up with supplies, on the condition that it would
be the last time anyone would | eave La Dempiselle unti
the case was cl osed. Dunobnt agreed- Dragoneyes and
Brynn cane back with eight sheep, four pigs, two

cal ves, and several chickens, as well as a great deal of
fruit, vegetables, and grain. It |ooked as though they
pl anned for a long stay.

O a long journey.

That ni ght, Dunont made his way silently to the bow

of the main deck. He whistled four clear notes, and a
tiny flame appeared on the index finger of his right
hand. The blue fire danced wi thout burning the finger
and he brought it to his pipe and lit it, puffing gently.

The crowd of gawkers that had thronged the wharf

earlier had gone. Dunont had yet to visit a port city
where decent folk willingly ventured out after nightfall
and Nevuchar Springs was no exception. Wait... there
was a nmovenent over near the road. He narrowed his

j ade eyes. "Dragoneyes," he call ed-

" Aye?"
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"Conme here. Tell me what you see over there."

The hal f-elf squinted in the direction that Dunont
had subtly indicated. "Man. Not elven. Tall. Caped.
Pale. He's watching us."

"No sash?"

"No, but he's obviously here on sonebody's busi -
ness."

Durmont swore softly and took a deep pull on his
pi pe. "Kargat?"

"Coul d be." The noon cleared a cloud and, for a brief
instant, flooded the cobbl estone road with nmilky Iight-
The wat ching man stepped out of the light quickly, ca-
sual l'y, but not before Dragoneyes had noticed some-
thi ng that made hi mtense.

" Raoul ?"

Dunont frowned at the strain in his first mate's usu-
ally laconic voice. "Yes?"

"That man casts no shadow. "



Durmont went cold inside. Only one being that he

knew of failed to cast a shadow in full noonlight, and
that creature was sonething he'd never tangled with be-
fore and prayed he never woul d—a vanpire.

"Well," said Dunont after a long noment, "at | east

the cursed creature can't cross water. CGet Celaar. Both
of you neet ne in ny cabin in five mnutes. W've got

to get out of this trap. | think perhaps the Kargat have
been ordered to detain us for good."

Lari ssa was asl eep when the boat's engines surged to
life. Sensitive to changes in La Denviselle's status, she
awoke at once. Her bunk was vibrating, enough so that

she realized they were noving at peak speed. She

grabbed a robe, struggled into it, and hastened outside.

She was runni ng barefoot al ong the deck when the

ni ght expl oded with sounds. The escape attenpt had

not gone unnoticed by those on shore. Larissa went to
the railing and gl anced toward the wharf, which was fall-
ing to stern with astoni shing speed. The nmilitia had
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piled into the small boats docked near the shore.

Shouting, directly bel ow her, caught Larissa's atten-
tion, and she | ooked down to discover that Dunont
hadn't even hauled in the ranp. Six crewnen were
straining at the ropes, struggling to free the wooden
ranp fromthe waters and pull it back onto the deck

"Larissa. what's going on?" canme Casilda's cry.

"1 think we're trying to escape." Larissa answered,
confused. "But 1 don't know where Uncle thinks he can
take us. W're fast, but we're in their country. Look,"
She pointed at the small boats that were trying to catch
up. "We'll have to refuel sonmetinme and—*

"Larissa, we're not going inland," Casilda said in a
strangl ed tone of voice. She was | ooking toward the
bow. Larissa followed her gaze, and her heart sank

Ahead | ay a bank of thick, swirling white fog. Du-

nmont was steering La Denoiselle du Miusarde directly in-
toit. "He can't be doing this," Larissa murnured, horror
slowy filling her beautiful face.

No captain with any sense ever willingly sailed in
thick fog. Navigation was inpossible. But Dunont was
doi ng even worse—he was taking La Denoiselle into
t he deadly, unnatural msts where few ships had ever

travel ed.



The dancer could only stare in shocked silence as the
whi t eness cl osed about them and Nevuchar Springs
di sappeared from si ght.

TU)O

"Are you mad?"

"You'll kill us all!"

"Captain Dunont, what is going on?"

Questions flooded the theater as the captain entered.
He | ooked tired, his green eyes rimed with red and the
lines around his nmouth nore prominent than usual

Dr agoneyes followed himlike a silent shadow.

Brynn, a crewran with red hair and enotionl ess

brown eyes, |eaned on the door to the stairs and cl osed
it heavily. The om nous sound caused sone of the cast
menbers to | ook around fearfully; the gesture had

quite efficiently silenced them

"I amnot mad," Dunont began, pacing back and

forth and keeping his keen eyes on his audience. "l am
taking a calculated risk in steering La Denpiseile into
the msts. Behind us we | eave a constabulary that's after
nmy boat and, therefore, your livelihood."

He paused and drew hinmself up to his full height.
"Sardan!" he barked. The tenor's head whi pped up, his
face pale. "You think they'll want you chasing those
pretty etfmaids in Nevuchar Springs? And you, Pa-
kris?" The juggler's fear-filled gaze net Dunont's.
"How many jugglers could that small place handl e? You
want to try wandering around Darken at night when
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Durmont paused to let his words sink in, then contin-

ued. "It is ny belief that Baron Tahlyn nurdered Liza

and tried to shift the blame to soneone aboard La De-

nmoi selle. It could be any one of us, just as long as some-
one hangs for it." He shook his head slowy. "I'm not
going to |l et anyone aboard this boat pay that kind of a
price. W're famly, remenber?"

"So you're taking us into the msts instead," one of
the chorus girls snapped,

Durmont's eyes went cold, and the inpetuous young

dancer visibly quailed before that icy green stare. "They
won't follow us into the msts. Both Gelaar and 1 have
magi cal skills, and | have conplete faith in ny crew
W'l |l reach | and soon—and safely. Then all this un-



pl easantness will fade into menory."

O into nightmares, Larissa thought unhappily. No
one had ever navi gated the dreaded border m sts and
returned to tell about the adventure.

She felt Dunont's eyes upon her and | ooked up into
his face. A ghost of a snmile touched her full Iips. Then
agai n, Uncle Raoul had never |et her down before.

La Denpiselle turned its great paddl ewheel on the
shore—and its dead—then steaned into the mists. The
fog closed around the boat and swallowed it up

Larissa found it disturbing to go out on deck and be
able to see nothing but the thick fog. She couldn't even
glinpse the water from any deck but the main one, and
nowhere coul d her vision penetrate nore than a yard

into the shroud of white.

More alarnming still were the strange sounds—yow s,

shri eks, and groani ng noises that rent the air with no
warni ng and abruptly died into silence. It seened as

t hough unspeakabl e creatures |urked just beyond

DANCE OF THE DEAD
19

sight, that only luck and mutual blindness kept the ship
from bei ng assail ed by unnamed horrors. Peopl e took

to speaking in whispers and venturing outside as little
as possible. Only necessity took anyone anywhere near
the rails. They were too cl ose to whatever was out there.

The | east popul ar job was suddenly that of the |eads-

man. Drawi ng that duty now caused even the staunch-

est of crewren to bl anch. "Soundi ng" consisted of a
crewnan sitting alone for four hours on a yaw severa
feet to either port or starboard, testing the water's
depth with a wei ghted measuring rope. Each depth was
marked differently, for ease in identification during
dark nights—er thick fog. Four feet was nmarked by a

pi ece of white flannel woven into the rope; six feet by a
pi ece of leather; nine feet by a piece of red cloth; mark
twain, or twelve feet—the ideal depth for a steanmboat—
by a piece of leather split into two thongs. At mark
three, the leather was split into three thongs, and mark
four was a single leather strip with a round hol e

punched into it.

During the entire nerve-wacking trip, each | eadsnman
sang out: "No bottom"

Durmont encour aged rehearsals for the cast and drills

for the crew At first it seemed that the ship was under a
spel |, perhaps nuffled by the terrible fog. The crew
hugged the inside decks and the | eadsnman called his

casts in a harsh, croaking parody of his usual bold, nu-
sical tones. The players, even within the sheltered re-



hearsal areas, seened afraid to raise their voices-

But Dunont had little patience for their fears. Merci-

| essly he chided the singers back into full voice, urged
t he dancers and nmusicians to a nore energetic per-
formance. The crew he shanmed with his own bol dness,
spurring themw th his contenpt and the unspoken

threat of his anger.

As the days passed and not hing cane fromthe m st
save the same frightening cries and groans, the fol k of
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La Denpoiselle began to return to normal. Everyone
threw thenselves into their work, eager to take their
m nds of f the unnatural msts and the eerie noises that
haunt ed t hem

On the ninth day, Casilda rose early, planning to
spend an hour or so before breakfast rehearsing her fi-
nal sol o. She stepped outside of her cabin, frowned at
t he ever-present, ghostly mst, and continued down the
danp deck toward the stairs.

Dr agoneyes too was awake and about, sitting on the

outer stairs that led up to the next deck. He al one of the
crewnen seened not to be distressed by the eerie

m sts. Casilda nodded a cool greeting and nmade as if to
pass by.

"Handsone Jack said he'd spotted | and," Dragon-

eyes offered, concentrating on the piece of wood he was
whittling. "Of our port side, if you care to take a | ook
and see what you think."

Casi | da paused. Larissa would be furious if she didn't
wake her up for sonmething as inportant as sighting

| and. Sighing, she turned back to Larissa's cabin and
pounded on the dancer's door. "Larissa! Wke up!"

A muffl ed curse sounded fromw thin, then, "Wat
timeis it, Cas?"

"Alittle past dawn, Dragoneyes says there's |and
ahead. Don't you want to cone see?"

Casi | da rubbed her own sl eep-bl eared eyes. There

was no further sound fromthe cabin, and again she
banged nercilessly on the door. Larissa swore, a trait
she' d pi cked up through eight years aboard La De-

nmoi sel l e du Musarde, and Casil da | aughed outright.
"Come on, sleepy!"

A few seconds later the door swung open and Larissa
energed. Her eyes were still half-closed and her

cl ot hi ng—a vol um nous red shirt and bl ack trousers—
had obvi ously been thrown on. She stanped her |eft
foot a fewtinmes to get the short |eather boot com
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pletely on and funbled with a broad bl ack belt that was

too big for her trimwaist. Larissa's long white hair was a
total ness. She clutched a brush in one hand. For a no-

ment Casil da wondered if the dancer was going to hit

her with it.

"This better be good." Larissa muttered.

Toget her the two young wonen went up to the bow.

The prom se of land and an end to this horrible journey
overcame any lingering dread of what mght lurk in the
msts, and for the first tinme the wonmen noticed that the
frightful chorus of how s and nobans was nuffl ed and
distant, less loud than the soft creak of the ship's tim
bers and the rhyt hm ¢ chuff-and-gurgle of her great

paddl ewheel . They | eaned against the railing, staring
into the grayness, hazel eyes and blue searching for a
Iightening of the claustrophobic nist.

The early nmorning air was noist and chilly. Fog

clutched wetly at Larissa's long white hair like the fin-
gers of a drowned man. Unconsciously, the girl reached

a slimhand to touch her tangled mat, as if to reassure
herself that her |ocks were coated nerely with m st and
not something nmore foul. She set to work brushing her
hair, her eyes still peering into the fog, a frown of con-
centration on her face.

"Here, let me. You can't get all those snarls out by
yoursel f," Casilda offered. She held out her hand for the
brush. There was no point in both of them straining

their eyes peering through the msts.

"Thanks," Larissa said, handing her friend the brush
and presenting her tangled white | ocks. "How s that so-
| o of yours com ng al ong?" she asked. Casilda dragged
the brush through the snarls, and Lari ssa w nced under
her friend s I ess than tender ministrations.

Casilda grinmaced at Larissa's query. "Not well at all,"
she confessed. "That |ast high note always terrifies ne.

I knowit's in ny range, but | get nervous and don't trust
my voice on it. Now, Liza's voice— Casilda stopped,
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her voice going thick, and continued brushing Larissa's
hair wi th unnecessary vi gor

Larissa did not urge her to continue. They stood qui -
etly together, remenbering the vivaci ous soprano. The
sil ence was broken only by the rhythmc cry of 4he

| eadsman, calling out "N-0-0-0-0 Botto-o0-o0-m" A
strained note in the clear calls betrayed the crewran's
terror of working blindly in the mst.

At last Casilda had finished with Larissa's white hair



and stroked its silkiness enviously before starting to tie
it up with a ribbon that had been wound around the
brush handl e. Suddenly Larissa jerked away from Ca-
silda, making the other girl drop brush and ribbon

"Therel" shrieked Larissa, |eaning over the railing
and pointing excitedly. "It's clearing over there!"

Lari ssa stepped up on the | owest rung and | eaned
out, her unbound hair whipping back in the sudden
breeze. Casilda bent down and retrieved the dropped
brush and ri bbon.

Travel ing through the unnatural msts had bot hered
Larissa nore than she cared to adnit. Even dancing

had not conpletely alleviated her tension as her lively

i magi nati on popul ated the msts with horrors to match
each shriek and groan. Wth land in sight, though, she
had to adnmit that it |ooked as if Dunont's wild foray in-
to the unknown had been successful

Perhaps the tales of what lurked in the border msts
were just that—tales, legends. It certainly seened that
way, except for the strange sounds. The mi st was start-
ing to thin, and Larissa could make out the large, dark
shape of hilly terrain up ahead.

Casil da stepped to the rail beside her friend. Wthout
war ni ng, she shuddered violently. It suddenly felt very
cold here on deck, and the mist was nmore clamy than
usual . The singer frowned to herself, and gl anced out at
the spot in the fog where Larissa had glinpsed | and.

Lari ssa had noticed the shudder. "Cas?" she said,
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concerned. Casilda ignored her, keeping her eyes on
t he dark shape ahead.

It still Iooked like hilly terrain, but with heart-

st oppi ng suddenness the whistle in the pilothouse
shrilled loudly. The sound was repeated tw ce nore,

and Casilda and Larissa | ooked at one another in horror
Li ke everyone el se aboard La Denpisell e da Misarde

they were well aware of what three blasts on the whistle
nmeant —danger ahead.

As they watched, the hill shuddered and began to
move in their direction with a steady, awful sense of pur-
pose.

Casil da | urched backward so abruptly that she al-

nost | ost her bal ance and went toppling to the deck

floor. She caught herself by grabbing at the railing and
clinging to it as if it were a weapon or shield. "Kraken!"
she yelled. Her eyes had grown huge and full of animal
terror.

The cry was taken up by the crewren, who sprinted



for the spears kept on deck. Casilda, still flooded with
fear, began to breathe faster and faster. Larissa grabbed
her friend and tried to pull her away fromthe railing,
but Casilda's fingers clung stubbornly.

"Look at it, Larissa, look at iti" Casilda babbl ed hys-
terically. "That thing's huge, gigantic, the size of a
nountain at |east!"

"Casitda, conme on!" The dancer seized her friend
around her wai st and tugged with all her strength, but
Casil da remained rooted to the spot, unblinking haze
eyes focused on the mountain of flesh that was draw ng
near the boat.

The | eadsman's nusical, steady cry had ceased. Now
Larissa and Casilda heard it rise in a shriek. "Pull ne
inl" the unfortunate crewran screanmed. "It's com ng

Pl ease, please pull ne—=
There was a violent splash, then nothing nore.

A pulsating gray tentacle materialized out of the
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white nmist and groped al ong the deck- It squirned |ike
some gargantuan slug, slapping wetly near Larissa's
feet. dosing about a chair left on the deck from nore
pl easant times, it clutched hard enough to shatter the
wood and pull ed what was left off into the greedy white-
ness.

Casil da screaned, a high, piercingly pure sound that
rem nded Larissa of her friend s singing. The dancer
t hough, had had enough. She struck Casiida's wists
upwar d, knocking her hands away fromthe rail. Cas
whi npered and cowered back, and Larissa seized her
hand, yanki ng her away fromthe danger. "Cone on!"

Toget her they ran toward the stairs and the safety of

the theater, deep within the boat. Casilda flew down the
stairs, her feet clattering noisily. Larissa started to fol-
I ow, but the kraken had no desire to | ose so tender a

nor sel

The white-haired dancer gasped as a sliny linb

brushed one of her long, muscled | egs. Her heart
poundi ng, she | eaped upward before the horrid thing
could close on her. The water that dripped fromthe
creature's tentacle nmade the deck slippery, and the nor-
mal |y sure-footed young worman | ost her bal ance as she

| anded. One hand shot out and seized the wooden ban-
ister before she fell down the stairs.

The rubbery tentacle struck noisily on the deck

groping for her. Larissa scranbled the rest of the way
down the water-slick stairs, with the kraken closing in
on her. She hit the next deck running and dived for one
of the spears. She heaved t he heavy weapon at the



questing linb with all her mght and pinned the gray,
pul sating flesh to the deck

The creature bellowed in pain. Wth a mammot h

wrench, it pulled the harpoon free and retracted its in-
jured menber, dragging the weapon along with it. Wth-
out thinking, Larissa dived after the rapidly

di sappeari ng spear, her hands cl osing on the shaft. To
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her distress, it stayed firmy in the grasp of the non-
ster's moist flesh. For a fear-fraught instant she thought
t he kraken would drag her and the spear with it into the
unseen waters bel ow

Then strong hands cl osed about her, pulling her

back, away fromthe railing. Larissa stubbornly clung to
the spear, managing to tug it free. The tentacle was
swal | owed up by the fog, but not before Larissa noticed
that the spear didn't appear to have harmed it at all. She
gl anced back to deterni ne who her savior mght be and
encountered the furious face of her guardian

Before either could speak, four crewnen ran past,
armed with spears, grimdeternination on their fea-
tures. They appeared to have recovered fromtheir ini-
tial fear and swore with a new earnestness as they
battl ed the creature. Dunont opened the door to the

t heat er | ounge, shoved Larissa inside, and pulled the
door shut again.

Lari ssa peered out the door's w ndow, watching the
struggl e and w shing desperately that she could help. A
few yards away, a tentacle closed around a hapl ess deck
hand and lifted the squirmng figure into the air. The
gray linb tightened, and there was an awful popping
sound that Larissa heard even frominside the boat. The
sailor's struggl es ceased. The corpse was flung to the
deck, knocki ng down two ot her nen.

A small, slight figure hastened to join the battle, and
Larissa's white eyebrows rose in astoni shnent. Wat
could Cel aar hope to do agai nst a kraken? He was j ust

an illusionisti As she watched, the elf began to cast a
spell, waving his thin arns and closing his eyes in con-
centration.

Al'l at once the fearful kraken was gone. A swirling
shape of mist, a slightly darker shade of gray than the
surroundi ng fog, appeared in its place- "An illusion,"
Larissa breathed. "Its formwas just an illusion!"

Yet the dark cloud of mist did not dissipate. The kra-
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ken form had been an illusion, but only to hide their at-
tacker's true form



Durmont, pushing Celaar away fromthe entity, whis-

tled a few clear, sharp notes that sliced through the ca-
cophony of battle. A huge wave well ed up beside, La

Denmpi selle. For an instant, Larissa felt sure that the wall
of water was going to conme crashing down on the river-
boat. Instead, it smacked the mist creature with a re-
soundi ng clap. The creature, startled, dissolved
conpletely into mst and rapidly blended with the eerie

but harm ess fog. There was a pause, but nothing fur-

t her happened. The crew, relieved, began to cheer

Larissa, also relieved, opened the door and stepped
onto the deck. She felt a strong grip on her arm and
| ooked up to neet Dunont's fury-darkened face.

"Dam you to the bottom of the Sea of Sorrows,

girl!" Dunont spat angrily, fear and apprehension stain-
ing his rage. "lI've told you what to do if ever this boat
was i n danger, haven't |1? Haven't |1?" He Jerked on her
arm for enphasis, and the girl wi nced-

"Aye. Uncle, but there wasn't tinme for me to get be-
| ow deck, and the spear was right there—=

"Don't talk back." Dunont relaxed his grip and gl ow
ered down at his ward. "I saw that you had tine to get
Casi ope out of the way."

"Casilda." she corrected.

Durmont expl oded again. "Don't interrupt nme!" Laris-

sa towered her blue eyes, but anmuserment quirked one
corner of her nmouth. The crew might ali run fromhis
bl uster, but Larissa knew that Uncle Raoul would never
do a thing to hurt her.

"Now t hen," Dunmont continued, his tone softening.

"You m ght have been hurt, child, and you know

couldn't bear that. So next time, just you get your pretty
little self below deck and let the crew handle it, ai

ri ght?"

"Yes, Captain. Sorry, sir.
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He slipped a strong, tanned hand underneat h her

chin and tilted her face up to him "And besides," he
sai d Jokingly, his handsone features crinkling into a
smle, "who would play the Lady of the Sea? No one

el se has your sea-foamhair."

Larissa sniled, and armusenent |lit up her face unti
she gl owed.

Durmont inhaled swiftly. Gods. but the child had

grown up, hadn't she? Into such a beauty, too. Momen-
tarily lost in his ward' s | oveliness, the captain found
hinsel f staring into her blue eyes.



"I's it gone, Captain?"

The young crewran who had dared interrupt gazed
earnestly at his commander. Abruptly Dunont remem
bered the m st horror, gone for the noment but no
doubt reforming itself for a second attack. Wthout a
word he left Larissa and went bel ow deck. A few no-
ments | ater. La Denoiselle surged ahead with a sudden
burst of speed.

To Larissa's delight, the true | andscape began to take
shape in the distance. Dragorreyes had been right about
sighting | and, and Dumpont's ganbl e had paid off.

Larissa | eaned against a pile of rope, conscientiously
stayi ng out of the way of the scurrying crew nmenbers,

and watched the new territory energe. It seenmed to be
rather flat country, and as they drew nearer she saw t hat
there was a fairly large town | ocated near the shore. It
had a | ong wharf that was honme to several snmall boats
and a few | arger vessels. Some of them were out going
about their business, closer to the steanboat than to
the shore.

Lari ssa caught glinpses of the sailors and waved at
themin a friendly fashion. Normally, the arrival of La
Denoi sel |l e was a happy occasion, and the cry "Steam
boat a-comin'|l" preceded the boat's docking. Here,
however, no one was expecting the magnificent, magi-

cal showboat, and judging by the frightened, suspicious
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| ooks on the faces turned toward Larissa, no one wel -
coned her arrival. Larissa's grin faded as the boats
made haste to turn their sails and flee from La De-
noi sel |l e du Musar de.

Di scouraged, the dancer turned her attention back to

t he approaching town. She could see nore of it now,

and somet hing about it seened curiously famliar to
her. The dancer frowned and | eaned agai nst the railing.
Surely she was just confusing the port with another she
had seen in her eight years aboard the boat.

Sonet hi ng el se caught her eye, drawi ng her atten-

tion away fromthe dock area. The citizens of this place
had only partly succeeded in keeping nature at bay. To
the right of the town, a verdant forest doninated the

| andscape- Yet it was unlike nost forests the girl had
seen. The trees were huge and grew right up to—and

i nthe marshy water. Qnarled roots broke the tea-

col ored surface, looking for all the world Iike an old
man's knees. A strange substance that | ooked al nost

like gray-green hair was snarled in the tops of the trees.
Plants clotted the water at first, but Larissa could see
the river opened up as it wound i nl and.



Larissa frowned to herself. How could this |andscape
be so strange and yet so faniliar? The dancer did not
like to think about the years before she had becone
Captain Dunont's ward, before she had found her

hone aboard La Denpi selle. Now, however, a nenory
surged to the forefront.

She shook her head in vain denial, her hands clutch-
ing the railings for support as her |egs suddenly went
weak. She recogni zed this coastline, knew the nanme of
this island, that town. As Larissa fled to her uncle's
cabin, nore frightened by the innocent-I|ooking coast-
line than the horrid nonster in the mst, she heard the
heart beat sounds of drunms in the distance.

Durmont's cabin was |ocated directly beneath the pi-
| ot house. Larissa pounded on the door with both fists,
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fully aware that she was behaving like a child, but too
terrified to care. "Uncle!l" she cried, her voice a sharp
cry.

Durmont opened t he door at once. His face changed
from brusque to concerned when he realized who his
visitor was. "Larissa, sweetheart, what is it?"

Larissa nerely stared at him cheeks ashen. "1-34—
the island—=

Durmont frowned, extending a hand to gently pull her
inside. "Conme on in and tell me," he soot hed.

Durmont's room was the | argest private cabin on the
boat and was furni shed |avishly. There was an ornate
war dr obe that had an expensive mirror nounted on it,
two plush chairs, a large, canopied bed, and a carved
mahogany table. Wares from over a dozen | ands cl ut-
tered the room fromtapestries to carvings to strange
items that no one who visited even dared to identify.

The captain steered his distraught young ward to the
bed and sat her down. "Take a deep breath,” he told her
in a conforting tone, "and when you're a bit calner, tel
me what has upset you so nuch.”

The dancer obeyed, her breath com ng in short
gasps. "l know this place," she said thickly.

Durmont qui rked an eyebrow. "I ndeed?"

She nodded, her tangled white hair falling into her
flushed face. "1 was here once, long ago, with ny father
It's an island called Souragne. My—y hair turned

white here. My father said something bad al nost hap-
pened to nme in the swanp." She | ooked up at Dunont

with an inploring gaze that nearly broke his heart. "I'm
frightened, Uncle. 1 knowit's silly, but..."



Tenderly, Dunont placed an arm about her, draw ng

her head down to his chest and resting his cheek on her
white hair. "There, ma petite',' he soothed, "I'mtaking
care of you now, not your father. | won't |eave you like
he did. You know that, Larissa."

He felt her nod against his chest. "And anything out
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there that tries to hurt you is going to have ne to dea

with."

She | aughed, al beit shakily, then drew away. "I know

it's foolish of ne," she repeated, "but seeing that coast-
line ... Uncle, | can't remenber a thing, but sonehow

recogni zed the place. And those druns!" She shud-
dered. "They're eerie,"

Durmont frowned- "Drums? | heard nothing."

Larissa went pale. "I thought 1 heard ... well, it rnust
have been ny imagi nation, | suppose. | can't hear them
now. "

Her guardi an | aughed, a deep, runbling sound-

"What an odd little thing you are! You tackle creatures
fromthe m st without so nuch as a by-your-|eave and

yet a marshy little island frightens you. There's nothing
here that's going to hurt you, child. 1 prom se. You don't
even have to | eave the boat if you don't want to."

H s voice had changed, taken on the slightest tinge of
condescension. Larissa's pride, which had fled before
the island' s appearance, surged back on a hot wave of
enbarrassnment. It was nore inportant to her that Du-
nont think well of her than that she be conforted.

"No, Uncle, that won't be necessary," she replied
crisply. She rose, steadying herself. "I"'mfine now 1'm
going to ny cabin for a bit. Thank you."

Dunmont wat ched her as she let herself out of his

cabin, closing the door firmy behind her. There was

grace and an innocent power in her nmovenents- Slowy,

a smle twisted the captain's lips. Larissa's frantic visit
had gi ven hima nmarvel ous i dea.

THREE

To Handsone Jack, the amazingly ugly chief pilot of
La Denpisell e du Musarde, the coastline was anythi ng
but a nightmare. There was plenty of roomfor the
boat's docking, and already a crowd was gathering on



the pier. Because of the attack of the m st nonster and
t he subsequent excitement of sighting the real coast-
line, he was alone in the pilothouse for the nmoment.

The pil ot house was | arger.and nore habitable than

nost. The pil ot s—Handsone Jack, Tane, and
Jahedrin—+otated six-hour shifts. Generally, two pilots,
or a pilot and a first or second mate, were in the pilot-
house during a shift. The wheel was huge, bigger than
any of the men who maneuvered it, and hard to turn.

Oten a pilot would find hinmself standing on one of the
spokes, using his own weight to help turn the wheel.

Thi s physical requirement of piloting elimnated the

cl ever but sl ender Dragoneyes fromthe post, though

few of the true pilots could navigate quite as well as the
sharp-sighted half-elf.

There was a confortable chaise for those who were in
the pilothouse nerely to keep the pilot conmpany. The

whi stle was within easy reach of the wheel, as was the
voi ce tube and ship's tel egraph, by which the pilot com
nmuni cated with the engine roomin the stern. Large w n-
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dows provided a full view of the river directly in front
and to port and starboard. Behind the pitot, a narrow
stairway led directly to Dunont's cabin.

Jack reached over and pulled the | ever on the boat
telegraph to "siow " He grinned to hinmself. The thcee
livid white scars, running the length and breadth of his
face fromright tenple to left ear, winkled grotesquely
with the gesture.

The tall, beefy Handsome Jack was quite proud of

those scars. He bragged that he had gotten themin a
hand-to-jaw struggle with a wolf back in Arkandal e.

When he was drunk, which was often, the tale grewin

the telling until his opponent was a werewol f —=An'

very highly placed in society he was, too, 1 tells you

Hoo, | could tell tales of the riverboats in that country!"
he' d slur.

Those wi thin hearing who were sober enough to wor-

ry about such things woul d exchange gl ances. Hand-

some Jack might well be telling the truth, they'd nutter
to thensel ves; gods knew he'd shown up one night on

La Denvoi sell e, shaking and begging for a Job that would
take himout of Arkandale...

"Ah, she's a pretty maiden, aye,
A pretty mai den she,

But my poor heart's already bound
To the Lady of the Sea!

The Lady of the Sea, hey, bey,
Has put her spelf on ne,

' m dooned to | oue no other than
The Lady of the Sea."



What Handsome Jack's voice |acked in nusica
quality—and it was a great deal —-was nore than nmade

up for in enthusiasm and sheer volune. This was his fa-
vorite nunber from The Pirate's Pleasure, and, in his
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own pleasure at finally sighting land after floundering
in the fog, he belted out the nunber with gusto.

"Dam you, Jack, you know you're not supposed to
sing on ny boat!" expl oded Dunont as he clinbed up
the stairs fromhis cabin.

Jack cringed like a whi pped dog. Every captain had

his superstitions, and one of Dunobnt's was singing on
the boat. Only cast nenbers were pernmitted to sing,

and even they had to restrict thenselves to songs from
t he show.

"Sorry, Cap'n. | just forgot, that's all. You know I'm
not meanin' no harm sir."

Durmont ' s di spl easure did not fade. Handsone Jack's
statement was true enough, as far as it went. He never
did "mean no harm" Not when he was drunk and cane
perilously close to grounding the boat. Not when he

|l eered at some of the nmore attractive patrons, causing
themto bridle and conplain and swear never to set foot
on La Denpiselle again. Not when he sang contrary to
direct orders.

Jack had his uses. When sober, he was the finest pilot
aboard the boat. Not even Dragoneyes possessed

Jack's instinct for negotiating unknown territory. He'd
been | oyal and worked hard, al nost pathetically grate-
ful for the job Dunmont had gi ven him

"Yes," Dumont sighed at last, "I know you meant no
harm Jacky nmy lad."

Handsone Jack grinned with relief. "You're a gentle-

man, sir, through and through, that's what! always said.
Here, Cap'n." Stepping aside, he offered the bigger nman
the wheel. It was Dunont's customto always bring La
Demoi selle into port himself, though the rest of the tine
he left the piloting to Jack or the other pilots.

Durmont t ook the huge wheel, which was taller even

than he. H's strong hands cl osed about it possessively
as he gazed at the approaching dock. He reached up af-
ter a noment and pulled on the whistle, causing it to
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shrill |oudly.

"Jacky," mused Dunmont, his eyes on the dock as he
turned the wheel gently to starboard, "did you see the



battle with the m st creature?"

"Aye, sir, that | did. Wat a brilliant nmove, to use the
waves agai nst the—=

"Yes, yes. But did you see M ss Snowrane risking her
life down there?"

Jack gul ped. It was obvious that Dunont wanted to

hear sonething specific, but the pilot wasn't sure what.
"Ch . . . aye, sir, | did." He hazarded a guess. "M ghty
brave for a girl, don't you think, sir?"

Durmont turned his hard gaze upon his pilot, and

Jack shrank back even farther. "CGods, man, she's ny
ward and ny | eadi ng dancer. Brave or not, she

shoul dn't be on deck when there's danger!" He took a
deep breath to calmhinself. "I need to teach M ss
Snowmane a lesson, and I'd like you to help."

Jack's eyes bugged. "Me, sir? 'Course, sirl"

Durmont suppressed a smile. He kept his voice calm
and friendly.

"I"'mglad you're willing, Jack. We'll be docking in a
few nonents, and I'lIl be going ashore to neet with the
| eader of the town. Then, tonorrow, we'll have our—

"Parade! " Jack answered happily. "Cap'n, you're
goin' to let ne see the parade?"

The t hought of actually seeing the performances

Jack heard each night through the walls of the sailors
quarters thrilled the pilot. It was customary for the river-
boat's cast to parade down the main avenue in costune,

and then performa scene or two fromthe show Many

of the towns they cane to were so starved for entertain-
ment that a glinpse of the magic and nmusic they could

experi ence aboard La Denviselle was generally nore

t han enough to ensure a packed house.

Durmont had al ways been careful to segregate the
pl ayers and the crew, and he had never permitted crew
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men to watch the parade. Apparently, and to Jack's dis-
appointnent, this time was to be no different.

"No, Jacky, I'mafraid | can't do that. You know the
rules."” Jack's face fell, the renorse on his honely fea-
tures causing himto appear even |less attractive. "As 1
was saying, we'll have the traditional parade. Afterward,
when the cast and the townsfolk are nilling about, M ss
Snowmane will be accosted by a, shall we say, rather
shady character." He | ooked neani ngfully at Jack

Jack's thick brows knotted together ponderously.
" NB?"



"You. Jacky | ad. Disguised, of course. You shal

t hreaten poor M ss Snowmane, and I'Il hurry to her res-
cue. Then you'll run away into the darkness and back to
the boat while | tell Mss Snowrane how dangerous it is
to take foolish risks.” He intensified his gaze. "l can
count on you, can't |, Jack?"

Handsone Jack nodded vi gorously,

"1 thought so. Wiy don't you go to the dining room

and | et Brock cook you up sonething? Tell himl said it
was all right."
"Thank you, sir." Handsome Jack touched his greasy
forelock and left, licking his Iips at the thought of
Brock's fine food.

Durmont wat ched hi m go, a sneer of contenpt tw st-

ing his strong features- He had had enough of Jack and
his | apses, and what he had pl anned after the parade
would finally free himof the fool

The captain returned his attention to the dock. There
was a good-sized crowd on the pier now The boat was
cl ose enough for Dunont to see faces that registered
under st andabl e suspicion. He'd lay their fears to rest
soon enough, he and the dazzling perforners of La De-
noi sel l e. Reaching up, he pulled a rope and the river-
boat's whistle blasted forth again. The captain sniled
as some of the people on the dock junped, startled.

Sone of the denizens of this place—what was it Laris-
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sa had called it? Souragne, that was the name—were
extremely wel |l -dressed. One young, dark-haired dandy
sported what appeared to be a silk tunic and fine | eather
boots. The youth turned to get a better view of the

st eanboat, and sonething glinted in the sunlight. Jew
elry, Dumont noted with a sharp eye. The dandy's com
pani on, a conely dark-skinned | ass, was equally well
attired. Earrings dripped fromher ears, matching the
sparkl e of the jewels about her long, slimthroat.

Standing right next to the wealthy couple was a thin,
tall man in shabby clothes. The pair maneuvered away
fromhim distaste on their aristocratic features. Here
and there were the haunted, griny faces of street chil-
dren, peeking out carefully and curiously. The dazzling
sight of La Denvoiselle du Misarde had distracted the ur-
chins fromtheir usual job of picking pockets and had
apparently caught the attention of the whol e town.

Durmont sounded the whistle once nmore and pul | ed

the riverboat to the dock with a snmpothness born of
years of practice. Fromhis vantage point, he could see
his crewnen scurrying to place down the ranp. The
peopl e on the dock drew back, fear replacing curiosity.



Dunmont's mind was not on the activities of his crew,
but on the people and pl ace he was about to encounter
The town appeared to prom se diversity- Dunont could
see stately manors in the distance that contrasted
sharply with the shabby buil dings that huddl ed al ong
the dock. It appeared that the agricultural comunity
fared better here than the fishernen did. Probably that
soft -1 ooki ng young dandy hailed fromone of those I|av-
i sh mansions, bred to a |life of ease by his great-
grandfather's |abor, or perhaps the unsavory sweat of
sl aves. The dock area's run-down appearance spoke

of shadi er doi ngs and nore i medi ate weal t h—and
danger.

Such a lovely junmble of things fromwhich to choose.
Durmont nused to hinself with a slow snmite. There
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woul d be many new and exciting things here for himto
experi ence—new custons, new i deas, new creatures.
Many an attractive woman had wondered why the hand-
some, weal thy Dunont hadn't settled down in one

| and—er at |east confined hinself to one waterway.

But variety called with a siren song that drowned out

any other call: variety in people, place, terrain, know -
edge. adventures. That keen pleasure forbade Dunont

from maki ng any one place his honme. The tall, strong
captain was too much in love with diversity.

As for business, the dandies and their mansions

boded well for the financial success of The Pirate's Pl ea-
sure, while the seany underbelly of the town prom sed
evenings rife with | ess whol esone entertai nnent.

Durmont's smile widened into a predatory grin. The
crewnen secured the boat to the dock, and the captain
hast ened down the ranp.

The first thing Dunmont noticed when he stepped out-

side the pilothouse was the humidity and heat. It was
still early in the day, but already the air was warm and
thick. It had been chilly in Darken, but here sumer

was well on its way. A thin layer of perspiration began to
coat his face before he had even set foot on |and.

A small, spidery man, clad in a splendidly enbroi-
dered blue tunic that seenmed a bit too large for him
noved toward the front of the throng. An ornate silver
chain was draped about his scrawny throat. The crowd
parted to allow hi m passage. Wen he reached Du-

nmont, the man craned his neck to | ook up at him
hooked his thunbs in his well-tooled | eather belt, and
cleared his throat-

"My nanme is Bernard Foquel aine,” he said in a thin,
hi gh-pi tched voice. "I amthe mayor of Port d'El hour
here on the island of Souragne. W do not often have



strangers in our |and, as you mght imagine. Wat is
your purpose in visiting our isle?"

So, Larissa had been right about the place's nane,
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the captain thought to hinself. Dunbnt put on his best
smle, the one that showed off his white teeth to advan-
tage. He stuck out a big hand. Tentatively, Foquel ai ne
took it in his own noist palm

"Mayor Foquel aine, | amvery pleased to visit your

lovely town. | am Captain Raout Dunont, and this is ny
vessel, La Denvoiselle du. Musarde. She's a showboat, sir,
with the finest entertai nment available in any | and. W
cone as visitors, friends, and honest performers."

Foquel ai ne's watery bl ue eyes brightened a bit, but
he remai ned tense. Behind him the crowd began nur-
muring excitedly. "Wat kind of entertai nment?" he
queri ed.

Sensing the shift in attention. Dunont began to ad-

dress the crowd. "Wy, all kinds, |adies and gentl enen.
We have a nusical, The Pirate's Pleasure, that features
danci ng, singing, and the best in thespian skill. There's
al ways an honest game of cards to be had, and—

"Ye got any fire-eaters?" called the nman who had
stood next to the wealthy couple. He was every bit as
grubby as Dunont had suspected, and snelled as if he
hadn't bathed in far too |ong.

W thout mssing a beat or losing his smile. Dunont
turned and pointed at the man. "lIndeed, sir, we do, and
a host of fine nagicians who will performacts that will
amaze and astoni sh you. Mayor Foquetaine, may | have
your perm ssion to dock here in your fair port and en-
tertain your popul ace for the nost nodest of fees?"

Foquel ai ne hesitated, blinking rapidly. "wWll. -."

"Let me give you—all of you—an opportunity to ex-

peri ence a taste of what an evening aboard La De-

moi selle will be like. Tomorrow at twilight, my cast will
performa few scenes from our show. And good sir," Du-
nmont added, turning and addressing the filthy man as if

he were royalty, "the fire-eaters and jugglers and ill u-
sionists will be out in full force for your entertai nment."
"Hrmm " mused Foquel ai ne, still not completely
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convinced. "How much is this going to cost?"

Dumont |et hinself beamin an avuncul ar fashion
"Not a copper, Mayor. This is ny gift. And if you don't
i ke what you see, nmy cast and 1 will just go right back



on our boat and steam away. Do we have a deal ?"

Mayor Foquel ai ne was obvi ously not confortable

with the idea, but he could sense his people's excite-

ment. There was little in their lives as bright or beautifu
as the showboat. Few traveled out of the msts to visit

Sour agne, and nost who did were haunted, broken

souls or evil, greedy wanderers.

"Very well," Foquel ai ne yi el ded. "Your crew may
cone ashore as well."

Dumont smiled the smle of a hungry tiger. Al was
goi ng according to plan.

The minute that he returned to La Denviselle. Du-
nmont rounded up seven of his crewren and took them
into his cabin. The nen stood at attention as Dunont
ushered theminside, glanced around quickly, then

cl osed the door quietly behind him

"Centl enen,"” the captain began, sitting down in one

of the large, confortable chairs and staring up at the
standi ng nen, "you know what | want."

The seven men nodded. Only Dragoneyes dared

| ounge casual |y against the door. His knife was out, and
a shape was beginning to formin the [unp of wood he

was carving. Wod shavings floated down to forma pile
at his feet. Dunont didn't care.

"Dragoneyes, Tane, and Jahedrin, | want you to go in-

to the town. Mx with the popul ace as much as you can

Go into their bars, their brothels, their homes if you can
manage it w thout arousing suspicion."

The three men grinned, exchangi ng pl eased gl ances.
They'd drawn the soft duty this tine.

"But don't get careless,” Dunmont warned. "I don't
want to hear about a mistreated whore or a drunken
brawl or even one stolen piece of silver. I'll condemn it
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publicly and | eave you for the folks of Port d'El hour to
handl e. They nmay not be the Kargat, but ['Il bet they
have some unpl easant ways of punishing crimnals
nonet hel ess. "

H s eyes contained no hint of teasing, and the nen
knew t hat he was as good as his word. None of them
resented it. Wbrking aboard La Denpi selle had an outra-
geous set of advantages with a bal anci ng chance of
danger, and they had | ong ago agreed to Dunont's

t er ms.

"Astyn, Philippe, Brynn, and Kandrix, you take the
yawl and scout out the swanp," Dunobnt conti nued,
reaching for his pipe and beginning to pack it with a



fruity-smelling tobacco. "You all know what |'m | ooki ng
for. If you see anything 1 might like, get it."

The nen nodded agai n.

"Excellent. You're a fine bunch of |ads. Report back

to ne before the parade tomorrow night. As al ways, the
first of you who brings back sonething that strikes ny
fancy gets a night on the town at ny expense." He whis-
tled, then lit his pipe fromthe blue flane that flickered
on the tip of his index finger. "D smssed."

The nmen saluted and filed out of the cabin, using the
mai n doorway rather than the small stairs that led up to
t he pil ot house. Dumont rose, puffing on his fragrant

pi pe, and gazed out the porthole.

The norni ng was fast becom ng afternoon. The trees
were still, and the nmpbss that covered them dri pped
down unnol ested by a cooling breeze. Dunont's green
eyes roved the swanp, then travel ed back to the dock
area and the proud mansions to the south. He began to
smle. This was new, unexplored territory for him and
his boat. He could hardly wait until tonorrow

"What do you hold for me?" he whispered to the trees
and waters, to the sluns and the nmansions- "Wiat will |
find?"

FOUR
"Come in," Larissa called, putting the cork back on
the small jar of blue paint.

Casilda, clad in her costune of Rose for the parade,
entered. Her garb was a stunning exanple of the fash-
ions of Richenuiot, Dunmont's honel and. A | ow cut

pi nk gown of softly rustling silk clung to her full,
shapely figure and revealed it to the best advantage-
Her raven hair was up and tied with enbroidered bows,
and her hazel eyes sparkled underneath the heavy |ayer
of eye coloring. Her nouth and cheeks had been pi nk-
ened to the same shade as her garb

Larissa glanced up at her in the mrror and sniled as
she finished applying her own makeup. "Ch, Cas, you
al ways | ook so lovely in that outfit. Rose suits you."

Casilda rolled her eyes and nmade a face, and both
girls erupted with laughter. In The Pirate's Pl easure,
Rose was the nauseatingly sweet mai den who won the

| ove of the tormented Florian, freeing himfromthe
grasp of the evil Lady of the Sea—tarissa's role.

Casilda smled at her friend. "If | didn't nmove like a
cow, |I'd rather have your part. It's nuch nore fun."



Larissa | aughed. "Yes, but the only reason 1 got it is
because | have all the singing talent of a crowwth a
sore throat." it was not a nodest statenment. She
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"The Lady of the Sea" rose and finished putting on

her costune. Casilda shook her head adnmiringly. She

had seen Larissa in this outfit hundreds of tines by

now, but the sight never failed to send a shiver down her
spine. Larissa was a |ovely young wonan even in the

pl ai nest attire. In her guise as the Lady of the Sea, how
ever, she was breathtakingly beautiful

Her slimbody was covered with a tight-fitting, shim
mering blue material that encased her from her neck

down. leaving little to the imagination. Wsps of flutter-
i ng blue-green, gauzy fabric did little to disguise her
slimfigure. Tiny seashells were fastened to her gar-
ments and braided into her hair. The dancer's uncanny
white mane, as Dunont had noted so often, |ooked |ike
sea-foam The overall inpression was of a powerful

worman who appeared slightly unreal, and the audi -

ences never failed to inhale swiftly at her first appear-
ance.

Casilda's thoughts turned suddenly sober. "Are you
going to be all right out there? You were pretty upset
| ast night."

Larissa hesitated, then nodded. Her bold words to

Dunmont after their conversation had been fal se brava-

do. As soon as she had | eft her guardian's cabin, the
dancer had spent the rest of the day and all of the night
huddl ed in her bed. Casilda had come to check on her
after dinner, and Larissa had explained the situation
Casi | da synpat hi zed, of course, but couldn't com

pl etely understand. No one coul d.

After Casilda had left, Larissa had tried to sleep. The
di stant poundi ng of the drunms had started again, this
time refusing to be silenced—even when she put a pil-

| ow over her ears. Thankfully, they had stopped sone
time during the night.

Now Lari ssa rose, opened one of the drawers, and
pul l ed out the silver |ocket, gently fingering the downy
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hair, and renmenbered Aubrey Hel son. As al ways when

she thought of her father, a wave of mngled sorrow and
resentment rolled through the young woman. Larissa's
father had been a good nman, but a weak one, and her

last menories of himwere tainted with recollections of
hi s drunkenness and penchant for ganbling. Ei ght

years ago, he had abandoned Lari ssa and Raou) Du-

nmont had stepped in to raise her. Eight years ago, Laris-



sa Snowmrane had been born

The whistle blew, interrupting her norose reflec-
tions. "Already?" npaned Larissa, grabbing the cloak
she wore to disguise her outfit during the parade.

Casi | da opened the door and nocki ngly bowed her
friend through.

"Wel | ?" queried Dunont. "The parade's about to
start, so give ne your report quickly."

Dr agoneyes shook his head. "Nothing of any interest.
Captain. If there's anything worthwhile here at all, they
do a damm good job of hiding both it and any know -

edge of it."

"They're an awful superstitious tot," Jahedrin vol un-
teered. "There's lots of talk about nature gods, every-
thing fromanimals to spirits, and things in the swanp.
The folks're really afraid of that swanp,"” he enpha-

si zed.

Dr agoneyes nodded. "They say it's the home of the
Lord of the Dead. Most of the tinme, he | eaves well
enough alone. |If you don't go into the swanp, you're
pretty safe. But sonetimes, the swanp cones after
them™

Durmont frowned. The yawl he had sent into the
swanp was overdue. He hoped not hi ng had gone
wrong. "It sounds like the swanp m ght be where we
shoul d concentrate our efforts.” he nused.
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There was an unconfortable silence. "There's good
beer at the Two Hares Inn," Tane vol unteered. Dunont
| aughed, breaking the tension.

"Well, that is inmportant information," he chuckl ed.
"Fine job, lads. Go get your grub." Dunmont wasn't an-
gry with the men. If they had found nothing, he knew it
was not fromthe lack of | ooking.

As the crewnen left, the captain clinbed up the stair-
way to the pilothouse. Fromthis vantage point, Du-

nmont watched with satisfaction as his cast paraded into
the town. The crowd was so thick, he wondered if the
entire popul ation of the island had turned out for the
event.

The jugglers, fire-eaters, and other traditional per-
formers went first, followed by Sardan and his nando-
[in. Dunont noted with anmusenment that the fastidious

| adi es who were uni npressed by the feats of manua
dexterity were enchanted by the bard's sweet voice and
yout hf ul good | ooks. Sardan was the swashbuckling

Fl ori an, and Dunont suspected that in Port d'El hour, as
al ways, the boyishly pretty actor would not |lack for fe-



mal e conpani onshi p.

Next was Gel aar, striding purposefully into the

crowmd, which parted readily for him Amazenent and

not alittle fear was on the faces of the townsfol k as they
wat ched him pass. An illusionary griffin, phoenix, and

uni corn pranced at his side, eliciting gasps and ap-

pl ause. The paved road under his feet suddenly shim

nmered and changed into a flower-strewn country road,

and the crowd appl auded nadly.

Whoopi ng and | aughi ng, the tunblers were next, fol-

| owed by the chorus, clad in garb simlar to but not as
dramatic as Larissa's. Larissa and Casil da had gone on
ahead earlier to prepare for the performance in the
town square. They would be perform ng a scene from

the second act, in which the Lady of the Sea inprisons
Vi rtuous Rose.
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Dunmont had turned to descend the stairs when he

caught a novenent out of the corner of his eye. The

yaw , a raft that was little nore than a few planks tied
toget her, was returning. Only one man appeared to be

on it, using the paddle to propel hinmself along. It was
too far away for the captain to nmake out which of the
crewnen it was.

Durmont swore angrily. The fool! He could hardly

have picked a worse time to arrive than during the pa-
rade, Dunont | ooked back anxiously at the crowd |in-
ing the road. To his relief, he saw that the parade was
| eavi ng the dock area and the throng was happily fol -

| owi ng.

Durmont went down to the main deck, shielding his

eyes fromthe last rays of the dying sun. The |one crew
man on the yawl was Brynn. The red-haired sail or pad-

dl ed the yaw along steadily, alnbst nechanically. He
was cl ose enough now that Dunont could see that his
clothing was torn and stained with bl ood.

Silent as a shadow, Dragoneyes stepped besi de Du-

nmont. Captain and half-elf mate both stared down, star-
tled, at the crewnan as the yaw drew al ongside La
Denvi sel | e.

Brynn was a native of Invidia, a |and whose inhabit-
ants were not known for their gentleness or trusting na-
tures. Fear was second-nature to the Invidians. Brynn
was the exception, being possessed of an icy calm He
had j oi ned the crew when the showboat had stopped in

the port city of Karina. A hard man with nore than one
nmurder on his hands, the sail or had gone on many "ex-

pl orations" for Dunont in the past. The captain knew
there was very little that could shake the redhead' s coo
conposur e.

Sonet hi ng obvi ously had done just that. Brynn hud-



dl ed on the wooden floor of the yawl, his clothing torn
and covered with bl ood frominnunerabl e scratches.
He shook uncontrollably, and his normally icy eyes
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wer e bl oodshot and filled with terror. He nade no at-
tempt to secure the yaw to the showboat.

Dr agoneyes clinbed down and began to tie the

wooden raft securely to the larger boat. Brynn didn't
even appear to notice him and Dunmont had to cal! his
nane tw ce before he | ooked up and blinked dazedly.

" Capt ai n?"

"Brynn, what happened to you? Where are the oth-
ers?"

Brynn didn't answer, only licked dry |lips. Dunont
and Dragoneyes exchanged gl ances, then the captain
f r owned.

"Dam you, 1 order you to report or I'Il throw you to
what ever creatures live in that swanp!"

The threat seened to penetrate Brynn's trance, and

his eyes refocused. "They got them sir," he answered in
a frail voice. "Philippe went first, when the— he shud-
dered and | ooked away. "And then Kandrix . - . But he
was the one who found them for you. Captain, and he

and Astyn caught them and brought them back to the
yaw . "

Brynn paused, and his brown eyes went vacant again.
Dr agoneyes shook himroughly. Wth a start, the sailor
conti nued.

"But in the water, it—t got them both of them and it
tried to get me, too. but | got in and poled |Iike a mad-
man. So | got 'emfor you, sir, right here, I got "em" To
Durmont's consternation, tears welled up in the haunted
brown eyes and spilled in rivulets down Brynn's freck-

| ed face.

Dunmont shook his head, then extended a hand and

hel ped Brynn cl anber out of the yawl. Once on the

dock, the sailor sinply stood there, trenbling and
blinking stupidly. H's captain sighed. There'd be no get-
ting anything useful out of the man for a while.

"Go to the tub room Brynn," Dunont ordered
"Dragoneyes will draw you a bath, and I'Il have Brock
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send you up sonething for dinner—ncluding a stiff
drink or two. Don't |eave that roomuntil 1 cone,
t hough, you understand?" Softly he said to Dragon-
eyes, "Don't let himout—er anyone but Brock in."



Dr agoneyes nodded.
"Come on," the half-elf said in an uncharacteristically
gentle voice, taking Brynn's arm "A hot bath will do
you a world of good."

As Brynn shuffled off with Dragoneyes, he mnuttered
to hinmself. "Things tike that . . . man to do ..
terrible..."

The captain |listened, watching the broken man hob-
bling away, then turned his attention to the box that re-
mai ned in the bottomof the yaw . Carefully he stepped
onto the yaw . He prodded the box gingerly with a
booted foot. There was no reaction. The captain
reached out a hand to touch the seeningly ordinary
box. The wood felt warm warmer than being in the set-
ting sun would warrant. Dunont frowned to hinself,

pi cked the box up. and returned to the deck. He tucked
it under his arm and hastened up the nearby stairs to
the enpty pilothouse and then into the safety of his
cabi n.

Durmont pl aced the box on the table and exanined it

for a noment. It still retained its curious heat. Carefully,
he sat down, peering at the box. He closed his eyes and
began to sing softly. The incantation would have baffl ed
nost |isteners, but the tune was from The Pirate's Pl ea-
sure. Dunont's cabin had been heavily warded nany

times, as had the ship itself. There was little that could
harm hi m here. but Dunont was in no nood to take a

chance. Watever was in that box had some connection

with Brynn's breakdown.

The spell finished, Dunont opened his eyes. The box
| ooked just the sane. The captain flexed his hands,
then cautiously eased the box open Just a crack

VWhite light spilled out, caressing his hands softly.
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The sensation was extrenely pl easurabl e, but Dunont
was di sconcerted and let the lid drop. The pl easure
ceased. H s heart starting to beat faster, the captain
opened the box again and peered inside.

Dozens of tiny white lights blinked rapidly and mlled
about inside the box. Their radiance stroked his face.
Suddenly Dunont was filled with | ong-forgotten mem
ories of his chil dhood, when he and his father would
ride through green fields together, when his younger
sister Jeanne-Marie was still alive, when the shadows
hadn't begun to | engthen on his energetic life.

Unconsciously, filled with the joy of it, he raised the
lid higher... higher

And slamed it down again when the little lights,
having nearly lulled himinto carel essness, tried to es-



cape. Dunmont began to |augh uproariously. \What a

find! He had no idea what the tiny creatures were, but he
al ready knew how to harness the pl easurabl e sensa-

tions they caused.

"Well done, Brynn!" he said to hinmself, thinking that

such a prize was well worth the lives of three crewren
and the sanity of a fourth. If Brynn recovered sufficient-
ly, he would find hinself treated to a night on the town
he woul d never forget.

Carefully cradling the precious box in his arns, Du-
nmont went to the wardrobe. He placed his treasure on

the floor, then closed and magically | ocked the door. He
hesitated. His curiosity about the lights urged himto
stay and find out nmore about them but the sun was
sinking low on the horizon. Dunmont woul d have to hur-

ry if he wished to get to the performance on tine.

The market square in Port d' El hour was unremarka-
ble. It was a literal square, flanked by sad little store-
fronts and dingy alleys. Uneven stones nade for
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di fficult wal king, and nost people kept to the sides,
where the shops were. There was a | arge basinlike ob-

ject in the center, used to catch rain, and every roof had
gutters and anple rain barrels. Everything seened
functional, but little nore.

Thi s shabby scene was what the inhabitants of

Sour agne had seen for years. Not tonight. Gelaar had
given thema little taste of paradise. Gone were the un-
even gray stones, replaced by silken white sands. The
cypresses were palmtrees, the storefronts the open
ocean. One woman, clutching her children, wept open-

ly at the beauty.

Florian's apparently dead body |lay on the shore. Sar-
dan had taken care to sprawl in a fashion that accentu-
ated his broad chest and strong thighs. Rose wept
prettily above his corpse, then | aunched into her solo,
"Alas! My Love Is No Mire."

Lari ssa watched the performance, her hand cl osed

firmy about the pendant draped about her neck- An
enerald with a small jet stone enbedded in it was set in
an oval of silver. The overall affect was that of an open
eye. Wien held so that the eye was "covered," the wear-
er of the pendant was invisible, as Larissa was now.

Durmont had spent years collecting vari ous magi ca

items, using themto further the appeal of La De-

noi sel l e. The Eye, as Dunont called it, was one of the
nost val uabl e, and al so produced an excited reaction

when the wearer uncovered it and nagically appeared
onstage. The dancer listened to Casilda and held her
breath as the song drew near its concl usion. Concen-
trate, Cas, Larissa thought. | know you can hit that notel



"Al as, ny hopes have faded
Like the light in ny |loue's eyes;

Li ke a dream at nor ni ng,
Li ke swnrertime, he dies!"
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Casil da's sweet voice swelled, reached for the high
note—and went flat, as she always did. Mt badly so,
but enough that Larissa knew she'd be consoling her
friend after the performance. She shook her head in
sympat hy, assuned her position, and uncovered the
Eye.

The crowd gasped and drew back a tittle as the beau-
tiful, white-haired Lady of the Sea materialized. She
| eaped onto the sand, a fey water sprite of beauty and
danger. Larissa closed her eyes and surrendered to the
nmusi c and the role.

Fromthe crowd, Raoul Dunont watched her, a hot

light snmoldering in his eyes. Watching his star dancer
perform al ways awakened the banked fires that |urked
inside of him This role in particular showased her
young body's beauty and grace, and Dunont grinned a
tigerish grin. Tonight, he would have her—provi ded, of
course, that idiot Handsome Jack remenbered to play
his role properly.

Larissa | eaped upward and ki cked, arching her back

and letting her seashell-braided white mane toss like a
wave, then twirled about the prone body of Florian. who
magi cal | y awoke. Part of the young woman exulted in

the fact that she was performing well; this was a good
night. She felt the nmusic flowing in her as if it were her
lifeblood. The other part of her did not care that she was
executing her role well. It just reveled in the novenent-

Suddenly, the drums that had haunted Larissa the

day before began to beat again. Their deep, om nous
rhyt hm cl ashed with the nusic of the dance. Startled by
t he unexpected sound boomni ng out of the darkness.
Larissa stunbl ed, and her blue eyes flew open in horror
at the error.

The dancer recovered quickly, and the audi ence no-
ticed nothing. Her fellow performers, however, caught
the brief msstep, and they were as stunned as she was.
Larissa was little short of magical in her danci ng—o
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i shed, assunmed a dramatic pose, and cl osed her hand

about the Eye.

The minute she was safely invisible, Larissa ran to the
fringes of the crowd and | eaned agai nst one of the big



cypress trees, breathing heavily. She was furious with
herself. Nothing in the world was as inportant to her as
her dancing. Certainly the drunms were a distraction, es-
peci ally as she knew not hi ng about their origins, but
she was a professional. She shouldn't have let the new
rhythminterfere with her performng

She struck the cypress with her fist in inpotent an-
ger. It hurt, and she was even nore annoyed with her-
sel f -

"The trees don't like that. And | don't think it does
much good for your hand, either," came a voice from
behi nd her.

Startled, Larissa whirled around. She cane face-to-
face with a young man who was | ooking directly at her
and smling. For an instant she thought she had | oos-
ened her grasp on the magi cal pendant, but her hand
was securely closed around it. She gasped in surprise.

"Can you see ne?" she asked.

'"Course 1 can," the young nman replied, his grin w d-
ening. "How el se would I know that you were hitting a
tree?" He | eaned up against the cypress and fol ded his
hands, his eyes bright with anusenment. He seened to

be enjoying her disconfiture, but there was no sense of
malice in his mrth.

Larissa was utterly confused and continued staring at

the stranger. Admittedly, he was worth staring at. His

cl othes were plain but functional: a vol um nous white
shirt, plain vest, breeches, and short |eather boots. The
youth was tall, topping six feet, and well-built, though
not |laden with rmuscles. Thick, wavy brown hair

mat ched danci ng brown eyes- H's face was well -

chi sel ed and strong, but there were laugh |ines around
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his eyes and nouth that suggested he didn't take him
self too seriously.

Larissa found herself smling as well. She opened her
mouth to ask himhow he could see through the nagic
when she realized the nusic had stopped. Larissa
groaned. For the second tine in the sanme evening,
she' d done sonet hing wong. Now she was late for the
final bow.

The dancer fled the conpany of the charm ng young

man and hastened to take her place beside Casilda and
Sardan. The appl ause was trenmendous, and the faces
above the clapping hands were alight with pleasure.
Their people in the audience had clearly had the tinme of
their lives.

Curtsying, Larissa searched about the crowd until she
found Dunmont, and she felt a sudden chill. He was not



smling, and his green eyes were as hard as j ade.

He' d noticed the nmisstep too, she realized. And the

fact that she was late for the final bow Larissa felt her-
self shrinking inside. It would seemthat it wasn't going
to be such a good night after all.

She stole a furtive glance in the direction of the
young man, but he had gone. The dancer felt curiously
di sappoi nted. The crowd cane up to congratul ate the
pl ayers, and idle conversation replaced songs and rmnu-
si c.

Wordl essly Dunont held out his hand. Larissa re-
noved the Eye and dropped it into the callused palm
The captain was extremely protective of his treasures.

"\What happened to you?" Dunont demanded, put -
ting the pendant safely away in a pouch around his
neck.

Larissa towered her eyes. "I'msorry. Uncle. The
druns distracted ne."

Dumont's face was |ike stone. "Wat drums? The
drunms that got you so upset the other day?" he de-
manded.
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Larissa stared up at him dunfounded. They were

still going on, their pounding rhythm weavi ng through
t he ni ght sounds of cicadas and human voices. Was it
possi bl e he couldn't hear thenf? "Tl hose druns," she
said, gesturing in the direction of the swanp.

Durmont' s expression didn't soften. "Everyone makes

m st akes," he said in a voice that was carefully patient.
"But you can't learn fromthemif you pretend they're

not there. Don't blame your bad step on nonexi stent
drumm ng! This is the second time you say you've

heard them and! sinply cannot- |I've had about enough

of that particul ar excuse."

Larissa couldn't believe it. There the druns were,
poundi ng away in a rhythmthat pulled at her soul, and
the captain clainmed he couldn't hear them She tried to
continue the argument, but was abruptly interrupted.

"Ah, Captain Dunont!" exclai med Foquel ai ne, strid-
ing up to themwith a huge snmile on his face. "Wat a
performance! \Wat talent you have aboard your show
boat!"

"Thank you, Myor Foquetaine," said Dunont. "May-
or, this is ny ward, Larissa Snowrane. Larissa, ny
dear, may 1 present Mayor Bernard Foquel ai ne."

Foquel ai ne, delighted, took the dancer's hand and
pl anted an unpl easantly noist kiss on it,



"Such a pl easure, nadenoi selle,"” he enthused. "Your

Lady of the Sea was stunning! Never have | seen such
graceful nmovenent! Captain, you and your marvel ous

boat nust stay for a little while here at Port d' El hour."

Dumont's smile returned. "It would be an honor to
perform for your people. They do seemto have enjoyed
t hensel ves. "

He | ooked out on the sea of smling faces, illuni-

nated by the nmany torches in the square. The illusion of
the island paradi se had gone, but its menory |ingered.
The market square sonehow didn't seemas bleak as it

had before. The cast and entertainers were m ngling;
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the fol k of Souragne seenmed to have forgotten their ini-
tial suspicion and were now chatting ani matedly.

"There is, of course, the question of cost," said Fo-
guel ai ne. "The people of this land do not have nuch
nmoney. "

Durmont al | owed hinself a laugh. "I see fine clothes,
beautiful jewelry, lovely homes. No noney, sir?"

"W barter here. Services, goods, so on. | would think
that a copper or two ..."

Larissa allowed herself to ignore the conversation as

it floated off into a bargaining contest. She returned her
attention to the drums and | ooked around. Nobody el se
seened to be bothered by the steady poundi ng- She

coul d understand that perhaps the Souragni ens were

used to the sound, but what of the cast of The Pirate's

Pl easur e?

Casil da was chatting with a handsone young fell ow,

and Sardan was the center of a group of giggling young
girls. Neither of them seened the least bit disconfited.
To her di sappointnent, Larissa did not glinpse the
handsome face of the strange young man in the happy
throng. She allowed herself to renenber his broad grin
and the laughing light in his eyes. Were could he have
gone?

A gentle touch on Larissa's arm brought her back.
Foquel ai ne had departed, and Dunpbnt was now gazi ng

at her intently. "Were were you a nmonent ago, che-
ric?" he asked, his normally robust voice velvet soft.

She- bl ushed and wasn't sure why- "Nowhere, just go-
ing over that bad step," she lied. "Wat kind of a dea
did you strike with the mayor?"

"One silver piece per person, plus all our supplies for
the duration of our stay. But you don't care about that.
Cone, it is too hot a night to be pressed so close to the



cromd. WIIl you join ne on a little wal k?" He proffered
his arm

Lari ssa sm | ed back, relieved to see the nore famliar
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guardi an reappear. She took the arm and squeezed it
affectionately as the captain of La Dempiselle |ed her
away fromthe babbling of the market square and down
a cobbl estone | ane.

They wal ked for a while in silence. The road took

them out of the main town and into the countryside,

wi ndi ng past sonme of the beautiful houses they had
glinpsed fromthe boat. The mansi ons were | ocated

back fromthe cobbl estone road, each having its own

pat hway, often guarded by fences. Larissa gazed up at

one of the rich hones, a dream of |uxury rmade of cy-
press wood and stone. It was too dark for her to see

much detail of the manor itself, but she could tell there
were | arge wi ndows—an expensive luxury in an isol ated
conmuni ty. Carved dragons holding flickering torches
guarded a wrought-iron gate that bl ocked the path to

t he house. The broad road wound on, but Dunont

paused and took Larissa's hands in his. She gazed up at
himinquiringly.

"1 didn't nean to snap at you yesterday," Dunont said
sincerely. "You were very, very brave, the way you han-
dled that mist horror. Just understand, 1 was afraid for
your safety.”

"I know that. Uncle," Larissa said affectionately,
squeezing his hands. "And | prom se |—-eh!"

A |l arge, hunched shape had suddenly darted out in

front of them The man wore a bl ack hood and gri pped

a sword, which he swiftly pointed at Larissa's throat. He
stood calmy, quite certain of his armed advantage on

the dark, deserted road.

"One wong nove, and the girl dies,"” he hissed nmen-

aci ngly.

Lari ssa was not about to nake one wong nove. In

fact, she didn't nove a nuscle. Sardan's teachi ngs had
taught her how to handl e drunken, |eering nen and

| ovestruck young pups. Ruffians with swords at her
neck were another matter indeed, and she held very stil
whil e her mind went over various courses of action

"That's right," said the hooded man. "Now, sir, if you
woul d be so good as to hand over ail the nobney on your
per son?"

Larissa blinked. There was sonething famliar about



t hat voi ce, about the whole situation. She prayed Du-
nmont woul d cooperate and the thug would retreat, but
to her dismay she heard the snick of a sword being un-
sheat hed.

"CGet away from her, you pathetic excuse for a man,"

Durmont grow ed, his expression switching from sur-

prised to brutal in a heartbeat. "I'mloathe to spilt bl ood
in a hosting town, but f will."

"Choose you death, then. you dog? So be it! Have at
you!" The hooded nman darted away from Larissa, nak-
ing a clunmsy swi pe at Dunont that the captain effort-
| essly parried. Larissa didn't waste a nonment. She

di ved for cover, getting one of the stone dragons be-
tween her and the thug.
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The man grunted and struck again. Dunont bl ocked

the bl ow and heaved the man backward. He stunbl ed

but didn't |ose his balance. He stood for a nonent,
panting. Dunont hadn't even broken into a sweat. The
captai n bal anced, ready to bl ock whatever bl ow his ene-
nmy mi ght make.

"A brave, brave fight, yet nmy sword shall taste your
bl ood ere long. See how it thirsts!" The robber waved
the sword in the air before chargi ng Dunont agai n.

Lari ssa gasped. Now she knew why this was so fanil -
iar. The words the man had been uttering were stol en
directly fromthe third act of The Pirate's Pl easure.

"No!" cried Larissa, stepping out from behind the
stone dragon. "Uncle, stop it! He's not a killer! Sone-
one's playing a joke on you— But her words were | ost
in the singing of steel

The thug | anded a | ucky bl ow, and Dunont gasped

with pain. The faint torchlight illum nated a bl oody
gash across his bicep, naking the red liquid seem

bl ack. He turned his angry gaze upon the robber, who
| ooked as startled as he.

"The gane's over," Dunpont growl ed and began to at-

tack in earnest. The robber didn't stand a chance. Des-
perately, the man tried to fend off blows that came with
staggeri ng speed. He succeeded for a few seconds, but
Durmont's skill was by far the superior. Wth the efficien-
cy of a panther slaying a rabbit, Durmont slid his blade
hone. The fal se robber gazed down at his mdsection

He stared at the blood that was beginning to turn his
shirt front a wet bl ack.

"Scum li ke you deserve to die," Dunont said coldly.

The man staggered, collapsing to his knees with a
grunt. He | ooked up at Larissa who, frozen with horror

could only return his stare. "Liza . - ." he said. then



pitched forward to sprawl on the stone. An inky puddle
began to seep out from under his body.

For a nonent there was silence, broken only by the
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steady rhythm of the distant druns that apparently only
Larissa could hear. Slowy the dancer dragged her gaze
fromthe dead man. "Uncle," she said in a steady voice
"what about Liza?"

Dunmont had fished out a handkerchi ef and was fas-
tidiously cleaning the blood off his blade, but he froze

at her words. Carefully, he asked, "What do you nean?"

"That man sai d—

"He said 'lies,' Larissa dear, not Liza. | called him
scum he clainmed ny insults were lies. Poor child, this
has upset you dreadfully, | can see that." He sheat hed

his sword and went to the fallen nman. "Let's see who
you are, ny good—Jack!"

Durmont's voice was filled with feigned shock. Larissa
turned her head away after she recogni zed the face of

the chief pilot. Pity for the pilot's idiocy surged through
her. \Wat had possessed himto play such a trick on Du-
nmont ? He shoul d have known how the captain would re-

act. The dead man's eyes were w de open, filled with

pai ned surpri se.

"Ch, Jacky lad," Dunont sighed, kneeling beside the
corpse. "Why'd you do such a crazy thing?" He bent his
head in nock sorrow, then rose. He turned, arms ex-
tended, to Larissa. She backed up a step, and he
paused. "Larissa!"

The nane was infused with genuine pain. Dunont

had entertai ned happy thoughts of Larissa enbracing
himgratefully after he had slain the wetch on her be-
hal f. He had decided to elininate Handsonme Jack even
before he invited the man to participate in the incident.
The pilot, stupid though he was, knew enough about

Durmont to make hi m dangerous, and his drinking was
getting worse, not better. There was no telling what he'd
say if his tongue was | oose enough

But it had been a bad ganble for the captain of La
Denoi sel |l e. Dunont apparently had | ost not only his pi-
ot but also Larissa's trust. "Larissa!" he said again.
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The pain in her guardian's voice softened Larissa's

m strust, and she felt ashanmed of herself. Even if it was
a crewran Dunont had slain, he'd been disguised and

he'd been pointing a sword at her throat. Dunont coul d
have done no less than attack him



"I"'msorry, Uncle, it's just - -

"There, there, nma chen'e," Dunont soothed, stepping
to her quickly and enbracing her. "You were just fright-
ened, that's all."

She hugged him nestling her head against his broad

chest as she had done so often over the | ast eight years.
Durmont caressed her long white hair and slid an arm
about her waist, pressing her against him Desire began
to blend with the excitement of the kill

"Larissa . " H's voice was deeper, huskier, and he
turned her face up to his.

Larissa had heard that note in nen's voices before

and had learned to mistrust it. Hearing it from Dunont
filled her with shock and a sense of betrayal. She
pushed hi m away and stared up at him anger, fear, and
di sbelief nmingled in her face.-Di spl easure darkened his
own as he stepped forward.

Lari ssa pani cked and dived for the sword the unfortu-
nat e Handsonme Jack had dropped. It was far heavier

than the prop swords she had handled fromtine to

time, and her wist hurt as she picked it up. Neverthe-
| ess, she grasped it with both hands and grimy ainmed
its point at Dunont's stonmach.

"Keep away," she warned in a voice that shook

Through his rising rage, Dunont |aughed, a harsh

cruel sound. "You haven't the slightest idea howto use
that," he renminded her. He was right, of course, and
Larissa knew it full well. Still, she kept her grip on the
weapon and set her jaw to indicate a confidence she

didn't feel

"Maybe not," she admitted, "but it's still a sword, and
| can still swing it."
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Durmont had had enough. Everything seemed to be

going wong on this island, fromthe attack of the m st
horror to Brynn's unexpected gi bbering to this present
di sagreeable turn of events. He had no patience left to
squander arguing with Larissa. He straightened, and the
flickering of the torchlight over his face gave it a de-
noni ¢ cast.

"You are such a child." he snapped. "And | amin no
nmood to play ganmes. It's time to grow up." Larissa held
her position, glaring at himdefiantly to mask her fear
Durmont frowned. "You will give me that sword!" He
strode toward her, appearing to the confused young
worman far nore nenaci ng than Handsone Jack had

been.

"Take it, then!" she cried, hurling the heavy weapon



at himwith all her strength. The sword tripped him cut-
ting with a grating pain across his left shin, and he hit
t he ground heavily.

Larissa didn't linger to see the results of her efforts.
She had turned away the nminute the sword | eft her

hands and fled back toward the town as fast as her iegs
woul d carry her. The angry bel |l ow behind her told her

t hat Dunont was givi ng chase.

She hadn't realized just how far away fromthe center
of Port d'Ei hour—and the safety of lights and peopl e—
t hey had wandered. As she sped past the stately man-
sions, she wondered briefly if she should seek
sanctuary fromtheir inhabitants. A quick glance up at
t he nenaci ng gargoyl es that guarded the gates nade

her deci de agai nst such action.

She heard Dunont calling her name, then narrowed
her eyes in determ nation. Her |egs punped rapidly
and. in her costume, she was unencunbered by | ong
skirts, but she didn't know how | ong she coul d keep
ahead of the |onger-1egged captain.

Lari ssa had never felt so frightened or so alone in her
life. The noonlight illum nated her way only enough to
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enphasi ze the shadows on the sides of the cobbl estone
path. Gound fog began to swirl about her ankles, hid-
ing the road, and she nearly fell nore than once. The
sounds of the drums increased in volunme, and she said
a silent prayer. The town was near

"Larissal!"

Her heart, already pounding, |eaped painfully. Wth-

out breaking stride, the young dancer swerved to the

left and clinbed like a squirrel over a rusty iron fence.
She hit the ground running, snmling grimy at the

know edge that Dunmont woul d not be able to negotiate

the fence as easily as she. It would buy her a few pre-
ci ous seconds.

She bolted down a dark alleyway and rounded a cor-

ner, realizing that she had nearly nmade it back to the
mar ket square. It was only a few streets away- Larissa
didn't stop to think that she was safe now. Her world
was in shanmbl es around her. She was a hunted beast

and wanted only to escape.

The small wooden buil ding on her right was an inn.

Its sign proclained it to be the Scol ding Jay and depi ct -
ed ariled bird shrieking anay at a neddl esonme squirrel
O f-key music and voices drifted to her ears, al nost
drowned out by the pounding of the drunms fromthe

swanp,

Larissa | eaped upward wi thout even stopping to



t hi nk, grabbed onto the sturdy beam from which the

sign hung and shinnied up until she was sitting on it.
She edged backward onto the shingled roof, bracing

her feet against the gutters that ran alongside the inn's
roof. Larissa nmoved cautiously down the other side.

She winced as a splinter dug its way into her thigh, but
kept utterly silent.

Wien Dunont rounded the corner, his shin was

bl eeding and he ran with a linp. The captain's rugged
face was contorted with rage, and he | ooked around an-
grily, furious that she had apparently vani shed. The sign
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of the Scolding Jay was still swi nging, but he didn't
seemto notice. He went inside. The door slanmed shut
behi nd him and Larissa heard himtalking to the inn-
keeper. She let her breath out in a quavering sigh and
cl osed her eyes, permtting relief to wash over her. She
was safe.

"Well, well, what kind of pretty bird are you, up there
on the roof?"

Larissa was so startled she nearly tost her precarious
grip. She craned her neck to see who had spoken and
recogni zed the dark-haired youth she had tal ked to ear-
lier. He was standing directly bel ow her, his arns fol ded
and a grin on his face. The girl put a finger to her lips
and shook her head.

Ginning broadly, the young man nodded and di sap-

peared from her view Larissa's heart sank when she

heard himfling open the door and cry, "Mlord, |I've seen
that girl you were chasingi"

"Wher e?" cane Dunont's cold voice

"She took off down A d Cypress Way. She might try
to hide in one of the, uh, houses.”

Larissa's head cane up in pleased surprise. Her first
i nstinct about this curious youth had been right after
all.

Durmont swore, and Larissa heard his heavy stride
fade away. She waited a few nonents, then cautiously
peered over the crest of the roof. The young man was
beneath the sign again, still grinning up at her

"You ... you didn't give me away," Larissa managed.

" "Course | didn't. He | ooked |ike he m ght be nmean-
ing you harm Are you conm ng down, or do 1 have to
climb up there?"

Larissa | aughed. "1 can manage. You've rescued ne
once already tonight." She edged down the roof and
then dropped to the earth, landing lightly and grace-



fully. "Mght the former dansel in distress inquire as to
her savior's name?"
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He | ooked totally surprised, and Larissa raised an
eyebrow. "Un ..." he said, glancing around. "It's... it's
Willen. "

She arched an eyebrow, not believing it for a mnute.

Lari ssa suspected that this was a young man not rmnuch
given to lying, and he had just told a whopper of a false-
hood. H s manner and the way he averted his eyes rein-
forced her hunch.

"Well, Wllen, I'm Larissa Snowrane, and 1 am—

"The Lady of the Sea in The Pirate's Pleasure. | was at
t he performance, remenber?" H's genuinely friendly
smle took any sting out of the teasing. "It's nice to

properly neet you, Mss Snowrane. Although," he add-
ed, gl ancing around and droppi ng his voice, "we may
want to continue this conversation el sewhere.”

The young wonan felt a stab of apprehension m xed

with a generous portion of annoyance. She didn't want
to spend the entire evening fleeing from unwanted

mal e attention. A quick glance at her surroundings,
however, soon set her mind at rest regarding his inten-
tions.

The poorly kept street stank of refuse. A wonan
wearing al together too much makeup and too tittle

cl ot hi ng stunbl ed out of a nearby buil ding. Wen she
saw Wl len, she leered and preened. Two men rounded a
corner and paused, al so eyeing the young pair.

"You're right." she told her nysterious rescuer, "let's
go sonepl ace el se."

"Shall | take you back to La Denoiselle du M-

sarde?" Larissa nodded slowy. "Yes, but not right

away. |s there a better part of town? | need sone tinme to
t hi nk."

"What ever you like," he said. touching her shoul der
gently. A thoughtful expression crossed his face.
"There's a nice place a few streets down, where you can
get something to eat- If you're hungry, that is.”

Lari ssa had just been thinking hownice it would be to
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silence the runbling in her stomach. The dancer i nevi -
tably devel oped a terrible case of stage fright and
couldn't keep food down before a performance. After-
ward, however, she was ravenous. \Wen one danced as
often and as intently as Larissa did, one didn't have tp
eat lightly,



"“I'"'m hungry enough to eat an entire horse," she told
W I en.

He frowned. "I don't think anybody here serves horse
nmeat, but we can ask."

Lari ssa exploded with | aughter, feeling happier than
she had since Liza had been nurdered. WIIen seened
confused for a noment, then grinned. He proffered his
armw th exaggerated gallantry. She took it in the sane
manner, curling her slimfingers over his arm

They kept to the center of the cobbl estone street,
avoi di ng al |l eyways and dark entrances. Larissa didn't
like the area one bit and was relieved when the run-
down buil di ngs gave way to private hones and better-
tended taverns and shops. At one point. Larissa
suddenly becane aware that the druns had stopped.

She wondered how long it had taken her to notice that
they had fallen silent.

As they wal ked, Larissa asked, "What if Captain Du-
nont finds us?"

W lten shook his head and tried to suppress a | augh

He failed, and it burst forth, a nerry music on the hot
sumer's night. "He won't. | sent himdown Ad Cy-
press Way." At Larissa's blank | ook, he expl ai ned,
"That's where all the brothels are.”

H s danci ng brown gl ances nmet hers, inviting her to

Join in on the joke he had played on the captain. Larissa
did. By the tinme they reached the conparatively cozy
l[ittle inn called the Two Hares, Larissa's stonmach hurt,
and not Just from hunger pangs.

She gl anced up and al nost started | aughi ng agai n at
the com cal sign, which depicted two rabbits with their
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forel egs on each other's shoul ders and gobl ets of w ne
in their paws. One still |ooked sharp and sonmewhat so-
ber, while the other was so intoxicated even his ears

dr ooped.

Larissa's pleasant nood faded when they entered.

The roomwas dark, with only a few snoky | anterns and

a fire for illum nation. Conversation stopped, and the

t hree nusici ans who had been playing halted in a jum

bl e of discordant notes. There were not nany patrons at
this time of night, but the few lingering over their pints
of ale stared openly at the young dancer. Suspi cious

eyes roamed over her shapely figure, and Larissa be-

cane acutely aware that she was still in her revealing
costunme fromthe play.

She was about to suggest |eaving, but WIllen strode
forward into the heart of the room mnarching directly



up to the enornously fat innkeeper behind the bar. The
man paused in his task of cleaning glasses and gl ared at
Wllen with small, hostile black eyes.

"Jean—t is Jean, isn't it?—you are to be honored to-
night!" WIllen enthused. "W have one of the |eading

| adi es fromthe showboat here, and she's hungry for

some of your wonderful food. | told her it was the best in
Port d' El hour."

Jean stared at Wilen for a long nonment, then his

bl ack beard parted to reveal stained yellow teeth. "Best
in Port d' El hour?" he scoffed. "The best in all of

Sour agnel So, ny lady, you are fromthe showboat,

eh?"

Lari ssa was stunned at the change in atnmosphere. Al-
nost before Jean had fini shed speaking, nornalcy re-
turned. The nusicians began to play again, and the
patrons returned to their nugs, taking no further inter-
est in her. "Yes, | am" she answered the innkeeper

"Ah, yes, now 1 recall —+the Lady of the Sea! By al
nmeans, sit, and | shall bring you a glass of our best
wi ne." Mwving with nore speed than Larissa had
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t hought a man of his girth could manage, he cl eaned off
a small wooden table near the fire and notioned them
to the hard chairs.

"There's a word for nen |like you,"
to her conpanion as they sat.

Lari ssa whi spered

Wl en | ooked suddenly suspicious. "What?"
"Charm ng!" Larissa announced.

Wllen smled, relieved.

"So, what's good to eat here?" she asked.

The young man | ooked perplexed. *'I don't know "

"Wllen, you told ne this was a good place to eat, and
you don't even know what they serve?"

He shrugged. "1 said this was a nice little place.
didn't say | ate here.”

Jean returned with their wine, fortunately too late to
overhear Wllen's coment. "Qur specialty, per the
sign, is rabbit sauteed in a wi ne sauce, served with
stewed maf cshee and cushaw!'

Lari ssa recogni zed the words "rabbit" and "w ne" and

t hat was enough for her. "Mmm that sounds wonder -

ful," she said. The innkeeper bowed and | eft them al one.
The dancer critically surveyed her new friend.



Wllen was the strangest person she had ever nmet. He
hadn't yet bothered to explain how it was that he could
see her when she was invisible. Hs reaction when she
asked him his name was al so peculiar. Wiy did he want
to hide his nane? In anybody el se, such behavi or woul d
have warned her to be on her guard. WIIlen, however,
had al ready proven hinself a friend, someone she

could trust.

"Tell me about yourself," she said inpulsively.

Wllen smled his easy grin. "There's not all that
much to tell. I'"msure your life's been nuch nore inter-
esting than mne."

"I don't know about that. Sonebody who can see ne
when I'minvisible is someone I'd |like to know nore
about." Larissa replied, taking a sip of the wine and try-
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ing to hide a grinmace, it was not a vintage year, appar-
ently.

Wl en | ooked sheepi sh at her comment. "Point well

taken. Well, let me see."” He | eaned back in his chair and
fol ded his hands behind his head. screwing his face up

in concentration. The contrast between the al nost
childli ke expression and his handsome young man's

body was extrenely appealing.

"1 was born on this island, and I've lived here all ny
life. My nother was from Port d' El hour, but she didn't
much like city life and the people in town didn't nuch
like her. So. we went into the swanmp when | was just a
baby. "

Lari ssa went cold inside, though outwardly she re-
mained calm WIllen's nmother had taken himinto the
swanp. She had a fleeting inpression of cypress trees
dri ppi ng airnoss, of msty darkness and strange illum -
nation that didn't cone froma torch. Annoyed w th her-
sel f, she bani shed the inmage.

"I can't imagine what it would be like to grow up
there," she said, keeping her-voice neutral

Wllen shrugged. "I didn't think it was so bad."

"Did you have any playmates?"

He smiled strangely. "Well. yes, but they were... very
different fromthe children of the town. The only draw
back is, nowthat I'mhere in Port d' Elhour, | sometines

say and do things that seema little odd to nost people."

"But how did you see through the pendant's magi c?"
Lari ssa persi st ed.



Wtlen started to reply, but fell silent as Jean present-
ed their neal. Larissa sniffed appreciatively. The vege-
tabl es served al ongsi de the juicy-looking neat were
alien to her, but she attacked themw th vigor and found
them delicious. WIlIlen watched her for a monent, then

pi cked up his own knife and fork and began to eat.

Larissa cl osed her eyes, savoring the tender rabbit
flavored with wine. WIllen had been right after all. "The
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pendant ?" she rem nded him chew ng.

The youth countered with a question of his own.
"How do you do nmagic? O recognize it. or know how to
conbat it?"

"Well, you study it, | sup—eh." She stared, suddenly
conpr ehendi ng. The townsfol k had driven his nother

away. ... "She used mmgi c—your nother, |-

"I menorized spells the way sonme children do sto-
ries," he confirnmed with a slight snile. "I sonetinmes for-
get nyself."

"Li ke tonight."
He nodded with nock rueful ness. "Like tonight."

For a tine they were silent, devoting thenselves to
Jean's good food with the attention it deserved. Larissa
felt better about WIllen. H s upbringing explai ned nost
of his strangeness. It did not, however, explain why she
felt so confortable around him

She gl anced up, wondering how to articul ate that

qguestion, and he nmet her | ook straight on. Larissa fel

into his bright, clear gaze. That was the only way she
could describe it: she sinmply fell into his eyes. The feel-
ings with which she was inundated gl addened her, ex-

cited her, and frightened her to death. He was not hing
like the men she had net before-smtten yout hs who

wanted only to get her alone in sonme dark corner. There
was respect and admiration in those brown eyes, and a

mar vel ously conpel ling sense of... play.

"I have to go," she stamered. She automatically
reached for the pouch she normally carried when she
went ashore, then realized to her chagrin that she was
still in costune.

"WIllen, do you have any . " Larissa's voice trailed
off as WIIlen sheepishly turned his own pockets out.
Jean, seeing the gesture, appeared at their table.

"I have money in ny cabin," Larissa began. "You can
cone with ne, or cone find ne tonorrow, or | can
conme back here—
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Wllen turned the power of his radiant smle fully

upon the innkeeper. "Yes, Jean, conme by the boat to-
nmorrow, and not only will you be paid in full but you'l
receive a tour as well. Isn't that right, Mss Shnownane?"
Wllen alnbst turned his charismatic eyes upon her, but
she kept her attention on the innkeeper and nodded ea-

gerly,

The big man sniled, revealing several mssing teeth.
"To wal k on such a vessel! Yes, dear lady, 1 will cone see
you tonorrowyou and the magnificent showboat!"

Larissa sniled, relieved. "Thank you, Jean, I'lIl be
sure to send everyone to the Two Hares when they cone
ashore.”

At that nonment, a distant runbling noi se was heard.
Larissa tensed, thinking that the drunms had begun

again, then realized the sound was only thunder. She |et
her breath out in a quiet sigh of relief. Everyone el se,

t hough, put their mugs down, tossed noney on the ta-

bl e, and began to hasten out the door. Even Jean turned
alittle pale and left without a word to start closing his
tavern.

Lari ssa was thoroughly confused. "Wat's going on?"

The youth | ooked solermm. "There's a saying in

Souragne that Death rides in the rain. Souragniens

both long for and fear stornms. There are no wells, be-

cause the water is tainted. And, of course, you can't

drink swanp water. So the rain repl enishes the fresh

water supply, but. . ." Hiys voice trailed off. "It's just as
wel | that you're leaving now, that's all."

Lari ssa shivered, though she wasn't sure why. She,

too, was glad that they were headi ng back to the safety
and famliarity of the boat. She thought that WIIlen
woul d question her abrupt decision to | eave, but he said
not hi ng about it as they made their way back through

t he now deserted market square

The t hunder runbl ed again as they wal ked, and the
air smelled sharp and cl ean. They had al nbst reached
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the port when the heavens opened. Rain poured down

wi th a vengeance, drenching the two al nost inmedi-

ately. Larissa gasped, shivering in the sudden, wet cold.
Wllen put an arm around her and shielded her with his
body, ushering theminto what little cover a closed
storefront could afford.

"Shouldn't take long," WIllen said. "These things
bl ow over pretty quick."

H s body was warm and, in spite of everything she'd



been taught, Larissa felt it was safe to accept his
warnth. H's arns were protective and sheltering, noth-
ing nmore. That only caused the dancer to start violently
when Wl len tensed.

"What is it?"

"Ch, no," he said in a soft voice. He pulled her back as
far as he could, then stepped in front of her. Panic
sounded as sharply as La Denpoiselle's horn, and Larissa
struggled. "Don't | ook out there," WIllen said, fear

t' ngei ng his voice

Lari ssa ceased struggling, but couldn't hel p gazing
past Wllen into the street. She heard through the
poundi ng of the rain and the occasional sullen bouts of
t hunder anot her noise: a swift, clopping sound that
drew cl oser and cl oser.

A bl ack shadow was sil houetted agai nst the gray of

t he market square. A huge horse, black as a nightmare,
gal | oped past, its hooves devouring the cobbl estones.

O its rider Larissa saw nothing, save the swirl of an
equal Iy bl ack cape. Then it was gone, the clatter of fran-
tic hooves swall owed by the sounds of the storm She
wasn't sure why, but the young dancer was extrenely

gl ad that she had been pernmitted only a brief |ook at the
sinister, dark rider.

"He's gone,"” said Wllen gently, stepping politely
away from her.

"Wio . . . what?"

W1l en shook his head. "Don't ask," he pleaded in a
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| ow voi ce. "Just be thankful he did not choose to stop."

Lari ssa desperately wanted to be back aboard the

boat, where it was safe. "I've frightened you, haven't |?"
Wl len said unexpectedly. "Not just with . . . with the
rider, but ne. |I've frightened you."

The quick, polite denial was on her lips, but Larissa
found that she couldn't lie to that open, honest face and
t hose troubl ed brown eyes-

"Yes," she adnmitted slowy, "but | honestly can't tel
you why. Maybe I'mjust jittery tonight. Let's go back."

They left the shelter of the storefront. The rain had
di ed sonewhat, and they reached the harbor in just a
few nonents. Larissa paused. The rain had now faded

to a faint drizzle, and she wanted to say sonethi ng be-
fore she left, but words escaped her

Wllen | ooked at her for a |long nonent but made no
nove to touch her, respecting her confusion. Then, as if



he had reached a decision, he tugged at a string around
hi s neck and produced a crude-I| ooki ng neckl ace of
tightly woven threads- The necklace was strung

t hrough what appeared to be'a root of some sort. Before
she coul d protest, he had slipped it over her head.
"It's for protection,”™ WIllen said quickly. "Keep it on
you at all times. Please.”

One slimhand reached up to finger the curious neck-

| ace as Larissa considered WIllen's actions. Dunont

had al ways warned her about accepting gifts from
strangers. Larissa's full mouth went hard. Toni ght,

t hough, it had been Dunont she had feared, not this

ki nd young man. She knew with a sudden inner certain-

ty that, nmagical or not, the necklace could not harm her
if it had come fromWIIen-

"Thank you," she said sinply, flashed a fleeting
smle, then scurried up the ranp. She did not gl ance
back.

Larissa went to her cabin, bolted the door, and pre-
pared for sleep. Still sitting up, propped against the
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down pillows, she pulled the coverlet up to her chin.

The young dancer didn't fall asleep until dawn began
to lighten the room Neither did she renobve the neck-
| ace the strange young man who called hinself Wilen
had gi ven her.

Marcel cursed to hinmself as he left the Two Hares. It
had | ooked iike rain earlier today, and he should have
been prepared. Now, here he was, clear on the wong
side of town when ..

Angrily the musician wapped his cloak around him

self and his precious flute. The thin fabric of his cloak
did little to keep out the oppressive wetness, and he was
soon soaked. Marcel hugged the flute case to his chest,
shielding it as best he coul d.

He hurried, glancing about nervously and stepping

i nto ankl e-deep puddl es. Soon he was partway across
the market square. His hone, such as it was, was just
down the road fromthe Scol ding Jay, and his heart be-
gan to lighten as he glinpsed the sign creaking in the
sudden whi ppi ng breeze. He al nost | aughed to hinself.
By Bouki's whiskers, he was going to make it.

It was then that he heard the hoof beats.

H s heart spasned, and he al nost dropped his flute

case. Marcel broke into a quick trot, then into a dead
run, his cloak flying behind him He tried unsuccessful -
ly to cal mhinself- Other people in the town have
horses besides h("'m ... and maybe they're sinply hurry-



ing home, just like I am

It was a nel odi ous cl oppi ng sound now, the sound of

a horse in ful! gallop on a cobbl estone street. There was
anot her sound, too, a sort of cracking noise that his

m nd coul dn't place.

The flute case clattered to the shiny wet stones as a
bi g hand reached down and cl osed on Marcel's throat.

It had been a very bad evening for Captain Dunont.

The young man m ght not have been |ying when he

sai d he had seen Larissa run down A d Cypress \Wy.

Still, Dumont had failed to locate his young ward. He
spent about an hour going in and out of the brothels
that lined the street, asking questions and receiving no
i nformation. Some of the young wonmen were attractive
enough, but Dunont had no-inclination to sanple their
charns tonight. After assuring hinmself that the fright-
ened girl hadn't sought shelter in one of the houses, he
assuned that Larissa had returned to the safety of the
boat .

He strode angrily up the ranp around m dnight,

t houghts on Larissa, but was distracted by the curious
nmessage that Cal eb, the crewran standi ng watch, gave
hi m

"Someone canme to see you, sir. Said his nane was
Lond and that he had urgent business to discuss."

Durmont fixed the hapl ess Cal eb, a young man barely
ol d enough to shave, with a sharp | ook

"Did he say when he'd be back?"

Cal eb | ooked frightened. "He—he didn't |eave, Cap-
tain. He insisted on waiting for you in your cabin." The
boy shuddered. "1 didn't iike him sir. Al wapped up,
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he was, and | never did get a ook at his face."

Durmont frowned. "Very welt, Caleb. I'lIl deal with him
shortly."

Bef ore he spoke to the stranger waiting for him Du-
nmont wanted to check on Brynn. He hoped that a hot,

bath and some of Brock's fine cooking had settled the
crewnan's wits somewhat. Brynn had information

| ocked up in that terrified brain, and Dunmont wanted it.

He hastened up the deck stairs to the tub room and
found Dragoneyes | eani ng agai nst the door, whittling.
A twi sted shape with batlike wings was starting to



energe fromthe hal f-carved wood, and there was a pile
of shavings at the mate's feet.

"No probl ens?" Dunont asked.
"None, sir," Dragoneyes replied- "Brock sent up sone

di nner a few hours ago, and | took it in. Brynn seened a
little calnmer. He asked for some paper and pen and ink."

"That's odd. Brynn's barely literate."

The half-elfs thin lips twisted in a smle. "Wll, he
seened pretty insistent, so | got the stuff for him It's
been quiet in there since. 1 thought he needed some pri -
vacy. "

"Be just ny luck if he fell asleep and drowned in the
tub. Well, let's see what we can coax fromhimnow " He
rapped on the door. "Brynn, it's Captain Dunont. 1've
cone to see how you're doing, son." There was no an-
swer. Dunmont gestured to Dragoneyes. The first mate
pocketed his unsettling carving and stepped forward to
unl ock the door with the master key. The door swung
open, and Dunont peered into the darkness.

The tub room was unique to the showboat. While

nost of the costunes in The Pirate's Pleasure were stur-
dy enough, there were a few delicate itens of clothing,
nostly belonging to Larissa and Casilda, that needed to
be gently washed by hand in pure water. There were two
tubs, one for washing and one for rinsing. her than
that, there was no decoration: the roomwas not even
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pai nted. The captain bathed here and occasionally
granted sinmilar privileges to the cast. The crew nmem
bers had to content thenselves with swimmng in the
river.

Costumes drying in the rafters brushed their faces as
Durmont and Dragoneyes entered. There were | anterns,

but Brynn had apparently not noticed they had guttered
out. Dunont whistled a sinple series of notes, and the
keys Dragoneyes hel d began to glow brightly, illum nat-
ing the bare room The magi cal radi ance revealed a

sight that filfed Dunont with angry frustration and faint
nausea.

Brynn was stil! in the tub, but he hadn't drowned. The
water in which his fish-white corpse floated was a dark
crinmson. The knife he had used to open his veins lay on
the floor beside the tub. One hand rested on the side,
the ragged flesh of the wist a pate reddish gray.

Durmont strode up to the tub and gl ared down at the
body accusingly, as if his displeasure would be enough
to ani mate the bl oodl ess corpse.



"Here's what he wanted to wite so badly," the half-elf
mate told his captain, handing Dunmont a crunpl ed

pi ece of paper. Scraw ed in Brynn's messy, childish
hand was a nmessage; FOR MERCYS SAKE BURN MY

BODDY DONT BERY I T Dunont read Brynn's | ast nes-

sage and shook his head. He wondered briefly what had
so terrified the rough crewran that he had taken his
own |ife.

"Ah, Brynn, you never could spelt worth a dam." An-
grily, he crunpled the note- "Wiy'd you go and cut
yoursel f before you told ne what was in that swanp?"

"I know what is in the swanp," came a raspy Voi ce.

Startled, the captain wheeled to encounter a slender
cl oaked figure of nedium height. The stranger had
pul | ed the hood down so no part of his face could be
seen. The cl oak was ebony, and matching gl oves cov-
ered the man's hands.
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Dr agoneyes had al ready unsheathed his dagger. He
stood tensely, awaiting his captain's comand. Du-
nmont recogni zed the intruder fromthe crewran's de-
scription.

"You are Lond, | assune," he stated coolly. The onh/
hint of his anger was the fire in his jade-green eyes.

The stranger bowed in acknow edgnment. "You have a
magni fi cent boat. Captain Dunmont. | congratul ate you
onit."

"You shoul d know. You've trespassed through
enough of it tonight."

The dark shape in the doorway shrugged. "It was a
long wait." Nonchal antly Lond noved forward, closing
the door behind him

Durmont had been startled by Lond's strange and si-

| ent appearance, but he had recovered. He flicked his

right wist and a knife slid into his hand from his sl eeve.
"I"mextrenely protective of ny boat," he said conversa-
tionally. "Men have died for lesser infractions than tres-
passi ng aboard her."

Because of the hood, Dunmont was unable to see

Lond's reaction, but his slimfigure reveal ed no appre-
hension. "I have not come to spy or to threaten you
Captain, | have a business proposition for you. which |
think you will find nost agreeable."

"I"'malways willing to tal k business." Dunont adnit-
ted, "but | like to know ny partners first."

Lond's slim shoul ders began to shake, and a scratchy,



gurgling laugh issued forth frominside the hood. The
captai n frowned.

"Ah, good Captain Dunont, you wish my credential s,
is that it? | amhappy to prove nyself to you. But per-
haps you wi sh to disniss your nate?"

Durmont gl anced at the half-elf. He had not noved
fromhis position of arned al ertness. "Dragoneyes
stays."

"What | have to say is for your ears, Captain, not
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"Dragoneyes is ny nost trusted nman. He stays," Du-
nont repeated. Dragoneyes quirked an eyebrow, and

t he captain nodded slightly. Keeping his slit-pupiled
eyes on Lond, the half-elf | owered his weapon. Dunont
sheat hed his own dagger and spread his hands. "So. Let
us talk."

"Here?" queried Lond, sonewhat surprised.
"Here. Now. "

The bl ack figure shrugged. "As you wi sh-! was at the
performance tonight in the market square. You have

quite a cadre of talent here—both nagical and mun-

dane. It nust have taken years to find such talent and to
mast er such magic.

"I ama w zard, like you," the nysterious hooded man
continued, noving about the room as he spoke, occa-
sionally reaching out a gloved hand to touch the wood-
en walls or a dangling costune. "l appreciate such

t hi ngs. However, | may have certain advantages over
you, Captain. | have not had to burden myself with the
runni ng of a showboat. | know a great deal about

Sour agne, and that know edge coupled with ny nagic
could prove very useful to soneone |like you."

"What do you nean, soneone |ike ne?"

"A wzard," repeated Lond, his voice mld and pl acat -

ing. "A connoisseur of the finer things... a collector, as
it were, of rare and interesting itens." Lond paused to
et his words sink in.

Durmont kept his face expressionless. "Go on."

"I know where to find the sorts of things you are seek-

ing. | know how to put themto excellent use. | can get
you a crew that will work hard and cost little to main-
tain. | offer you nmy service, skill, and wi sdom™

Dunont | et his handsone face crinkle into a sneer
"OfF course, you want sonmething in return.”



"1 want to get out of this watery hole." The voice was
cold and flat. "Eventually, you will be |eaving Souragne.
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1 want you to take nme with you. 1 have learned all | can
learn here. This place is too trifling for ny talents, and
yearn to stretch nmy skills. Surely, what | offer is worth
what | ask."

"I don't know." answered the captain. "I'm not about
to take someone on faith—especially not soneone who
creeps up on nme as you do. How do | know you are what
you say?"

Again the raspy laugh. "Allow ne a chance to prove it
to you."

The caped figure brushed past Dunmont and Dragon-

eyes as if they weren't there and stood gazi ng down at
the marbl e-fl eshed form of the dead Brynn. "\What did
that |ast note say?"

A bit nonplussed, Dunmont replied, "He wanted to be
cremated, not buried.”

"That will not be possible here. No one is cremated."
"Why not ?"

Lond did not reply at once, then said, "It's a local cus-
tom The Souragni ens, as you will no doubt discover

are extrenely superstitious. They believe burning the
dead offends... the higher powers that rule this place."
He turned toward Dunont, still keeping his face hid-

den. "I will take care of the body. You will allow ne to
enpty the tub first?"

A bucket, used for filling the tub, rested nearby. Lond
grasped it with his gloved hands. He di pped the bucket
into the blood-tinted water and partially filled it. For a
nmonent, he swirled it about, gazing into its maroon

depths as if scrying. Dragoneyes and Dunont ex-

changed gl ances, but did not interrupt the w zard.

Then, to the horror of the watching nen, Lond lifted the
liquid to his hidden nouth and drank a noi sy gulp.

As one, Dunont and Dragoneyes tackl ed the cl oaked
mage. The bucket went flying, its crimson contents
spattering then soaking into the wooden beans of the
fl oor.
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"You are the sickest—= began Dunont, but the words

turned into a grunt of pain as icy coldness nunbed his
hands. The chill spread up his arnms, as if he had

pl unged his hands into a snowdrift. He heard Dragon-

eyes gasp softly and guessed the half-eif was feeling the



strange sensation as well. Dunont released his hold
and warnth flooded painfully into his icy hands.

Lond scranbled to his feet. "You fools!" he hissed an-
grily. "This is part of my magic! Your nerves are those of
children! Wuld you see my denonstration, Captain

Raoul Dunont, or will your weak stomach not tolerate
it?"

Durmont was stung by the insult, and his own anger

stirred. "You startled ne, nothing nore- | have seen—
and done—far worse. The dead are the dead. Brynn is
yours to do with as you will, now that | know what to

expect fromyour kind of magic."

Lond appeared nollified. "Have your nen drain the
tub, but keep the water. Then lay out the crewran's
body. I will return with proof of mnmy power."

Wt hout anot her word, Londdi pped up anot her buck-

etful of the bloody water and left. Dragoneyes tensed to
spring after him but Dunont laid a warning hand on his
friend's armand shook his head. "Let himgo."

"He's carrying a bucket of blood!'" the mate pro-
t est ed.

"Young Cal eb al ready knows of Lond. He's not |ikely
to go out of his way to question our guest's departure.”

The haif-elf narrowed his eyes, and his voice was
deep with misgiving. "1 think you' re naking a m stake.

There's somet hing about that man ... i don't trust him
Raoul . "
"Neither do I," Dunont replied. "Not for a nmonent.

But 1 want to see what he can do that would be so inpor-
tant to me. We'll watch him old friend." He smled
coldly. "We'll watch himlike a pair of wolves in winter."
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Cal eb shuddered as Lend strode past him wal ki ng

bri skly down the ranp onto the dock. As Dunont had
predi cted, the young crewran was too glad to see the
sinister figure leaving to question him Lond' s dark
shape was soon swal |l owed up by the surroundi ng dark-
ness.

The market square was as quiet as a cenmetery at this
time of night. The torches had been pernitted to burn
out and would not be relit until the foll ow ng nightfall
Lond was nidway across the square when he heard the
drunms start up again, an urgent counterpoint to the dis-
tant rumble of thunder. He frowned underneath his

hood. He knew what creatures dwelt in the swanp of

Sour agne, and he disliked the interest they were taking
in the strangers fromthe boat.



Hs rapid stride soon carried himbeyond the market
square into the less savory portion of town referred to
as Past-the-Port. Few wal ked here even in dayli ght
hours w thout a weapon and a readiness to use it. After
night fell on Past-the-Port, one didn't walk at all, unless
one was goi ng about business as foul as that practiced
by the other inhabitants. Even nurderous intentions
were no guarantee agai nst things darker—-and
deadl i er—+han a pure soul could conceive. Fear

dwelled in the slum of Past-the-Port, along with her
conpani on, Deat h.

Lond knew Past-the-Port intimtely, and his slender

bl ack-cl oaked frame was recogni zed and given a w de
berth by nost ne'er-do-wells. The cl oaked man | aughed
to hinmself as he caught the big, burly woul d-be kilters
bl anchi ng and turning away. He knew that with a few

wel | - spoken words and the right ingredients he could
shatter their tiny minds and warp their souls. They
knew it, too.

There was only one person in Past-the-Port who wel -
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corned Lond's arrival. Murduc lived in a shabby, gl oony
little house with boarded-up wi ndows in the worst part
of the slum He'd have been nmurdered | ong ago, his
throat slit or his neck broken in sone dark side street,
had it not been for Lond's protection. Everyone knew
that the skinny old nadman who played with poi sons

was somehow in the cl oaked man's favor, and thus the

pat heti c hovel hadn't been torched or ransacked.

The street was dark and deserted. Most of the build-

i ngs were abandoned or were hones only to rats. The

not abl e excepti on was the one across from Miurduc's
shack. It |ooked like a tavern, and indeed even had a
sign that proclained It the Cat and Mouse. Lond, how
ever, knew it to be a nmeeting place of the npbst unsavory
of a bad group of nen. Light crept out of the cracks in
the wall and from under the door

Lond knocked on Murduc's door, feeling the rotting

ti mbers shudder beneath his gl oved knuckles. A good

wi nd woul d col | apse the entire building, he thought to
hi nsel f. He heard scuffling sounds fromwthin.

"Who's there?" cane the old nman's thin voice

"Why, who but your master?" answered Lond, sml-

ing to hinself. He heard the sound of several bolts be-
i ng drawn back. Then Mirduc peered out cautiously, a
lantern clutched in one griny hand. H s toothless
mout h wi dened in a grin, and he opened the door to the
only guest who ever visited.

"My laird, nmy laird!"™ he enthused in his thin, high
voice. "Come in at once! How kin yer humble servant



hel p ye?"

"Good evening, Murduc." Lond's sharp eyes flitted

di sinterestedly about the place as he entered. Mirduc
set the lantern on a precarious table, then scurried to
bolt the door behind his guest.

The little man did not keep a tidy shop. Herbs were
scattered carelessly in piles in the corners, their fra-
grances bot h pl easant and noxi ous. Mre hung drying

82 CHRI STI E GOLDEN

fromthe wooden rafters. Murduc's bed, a pile of filthy
rags, occupied one corner. As Lond watched, a rat scur-
ried fromunder the pile and hastened out through a
large hole in the wall

"1 will need large quantities of the usual items—and
take care that you don't confuse themlike you did |ast
time," the wi zard added. The last tine he had enpl oyed
Mirduc's services, the senile old fool had accidentally
swi tched an aphrodi siac with a deadly poison. Lond had
ended up with a corpse instead of a passionate |over,
and had been nmightily displ eased.

Murduc cringed visibly at the nenmory. Lond's anger
was a terrible thing, and he had no wish to incur it
again. "Aye, ny laird," he said, ducking his head re-
spectfully. "That'll no happen again, | assure ye."

He scurried about like a scrawny spider, scooping up
various herbs and placing themin small pouches.

Shelves filled with bottles of potions, sone of them
thick with dust, lined all four walls- Lond hel ped hinself
to several, carefully checking the crudely witten |abels.
Cccasionally he woul d open a bottle to exam ne and

sniff the contents.

At last, Murduc turned to him grinning. "Al collect-
ed. sair. Shall | put "emin a sack for ye?"

"Yes, that would be hel pful,” Lond answered absently.
He took several nore Jars and bottles fromthe shelf.

"Ch, sair, ye've practically bought me out!"™ Mirduc
excl ai med happily, peering at the bottles in Lond's
arnms. These, too, were placed in the sack. The wi zard
fished out ten gold coins fromthe pouch at his side and
handed themto the stunned poi soner

Mirduc's eyes grew enormous. "My laird!" he whis-
pered. "I'll ne'er have to sell another thing!" H's hand
trenbled as his thin fingers closed about the gold.

"True enough, Mirduc. True enough. Farewell." He
swept out of the roomlike a shadow, closing the door
behind him then went to the Cat and Mbuse Tavern
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He opened the door wi thout a pause. Several nen

with scarred and angry vi sages clustered around a ta-

ble. The dimlight threw their unhandsome features into
sharp relief as they turned to | ook at the intruder. They
averted their eyes, however, when they saw who it was.

"The little poisoner has ten gold pieces in his hands
right now," Lond told them "Kill himand bumhis filthy
shop, and the noney *s yours."

He had scarcely gone five paces when he heard the

door burst open behind him Ten mnutes later, the

ni ght grew orange, and snoke spiraled up into the over-
cast skies. Lond sniled to hinself. He was | eaving

Sour agne, and had no nore use for the little nman.

The cl oaked nman paused a few yards out of the city
limts and fished an agate out of his pouch. He pulled
down his black hood and, murnuring an incantation,
gently rubbed the stone on his eyelids. Wen he opened
thema few nonments later, he could see as well as a

ni ght creature. Replacing the agate in his pocket, he
carefully pulled his hood back on

The wi zard continued on down the main road, called

Tri stepas, toward a place seldomyvisited by people dur-
ing the daylight and avoided after nightfall: the grave-
yard.

Alight mst swirled a few feet off the ground as he |eft
the road, the gravel of a wide but ill-kept path gritting
under his feet. Monlight brightened the scene, flicker-
ing am d the branches of live oak and el m and cedar
giving ghostly illumnation to the stone sarcophagi

Sour aghe was too marshy, even this far away fromthe
swanp, for corpses to be buried. Diggers struck water
three feet down. As a result, even thieves and nurder-
ers rotted in large, elaborate sepul chers instead of

nmol dering in the soil.

Lond wal ked to the wought-iron gate, spoke a few
abrupt words, and nade fluttering gestures with his
gl oved hands. Like a snake uncoiling, the chain
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wr apped securely about the iron bars unwound itself

and fell with a dull thud to the soft soil. Wth a slow
creak, the doors reluctantly yielded to the wi zard's
touch and permitted himentrance.

The bl ack-cl oaked man strode through the cenetery

with absolute famliarity. He headed straight for a cer-
tain unadorned tonb far fromthe main gate, striding
briskly past the last resting places of warriors, noble-
men, and the base-born rich. The fog swirled danply
around his knees, but he paid it no heed. There was



nothing in this cemetery that could harm Lond.

He came to the tonb he wanted. "Rogue's Rest" was

its nicknane, where the nanel ess dead were carel essly

tossed. Again the w zard reached in his pocket, emnerg-

ing with a small length of |eather string. Chanting soft-

ly, he tied it into a |loop and tossed it onto the tonb's |id.
Lond rai sed his hands, and the enornously heavy stone

slab trenbl ed and began to rise. it floated upward unti

it was six feet over the tonb, then hovered in the air.

A horrible stench wafted fromthe tonb, but it did not
bother Lond. He smiled to hinself as he peered inside.

The bones of many dead were piled high in the grave,
Atop themwas a conparatively fresh corpse. Lond

| ooked cl oser and began to smile as he recognized the
dead man's features-

"Well, good fellow," he said. "You'll do splendidly.
You'll inmpress the good captain no end, | daresay."

He tugged off the glove fromhis left hand and draped

it carefully on the tonmb wall. Then he roiled up his

bl ack sl eeve to the el bow and drew his knife. The finely
honed bl ade glinted in the noonlight as Lond, biting
back a cry of painful pleasure, drew the dagger across
his own forearm

SEUEN

Lari ssa stood al one on the main deck of La De-

noi selle. The mists pressed in thickly on three sides,
but before her |ooned the gray-green swanp and tea-
col ored water. The young dancer gazed down at the wa-
ter, and a stow smile spread across her face. She felt
strong, and her body began to nove to an inner nusic-

As she danced, reveling in her new confidence, there

cane a disturbance in the nuddy water. It roiled an-
grily, and slowy, steadily, a serpentine nonster rose
fromthe depths. Larissa felt no fear, Just as she was no
| onger worried by either the msts or the swanp. She

was surprised but not alarmed when the snake began to
speak to her in Wllen's friendly voice. She couldn't un-
derstand its garbled words, but the tones were so gentle
and concerned that she |istened anyway.

In the mddle of speaking, the creature began to
bl eed. Wunds spontaneously erupted on its scaly
body, spew ng crinmson streans. Redness spattered
Larissa, staining her clothes and white hair.

The dancer's unnatural peace was shattered. She
screanmed, but the creature kept right on talking. It was
then that she realized that it wasn't even alive. It was
only the corpse of a snakelike creature, and suddenly



the voice wasn't Wllen's, but Dunont's. The undead
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snake-thing began to slither toward her. She tried to
flee but her feet woul dn't obey her

The girl had heard stories of how snakes hypnoti zed
their victinms, and Larissa knew that she had been
caught. Sonehow she knew that if she could nove,

coul d dance, she could escape, but it was too late, too
late....

A sharp rap on the door caused Larissa to bolt up-
right, wi de awake though conpletely disoriented. "Y-
yes?" she called, her voice cracking.

"Are you going to stay in bed all day?" canme Ca-
silda's voice

It was a wel cone intrusion of normalcy after Larissa's
dream and the confusing incidents of last night. The
dancer hurried to the door to adnmit her friend.

"Did you hear nme last night? Ch, gods, | sounded |ike
a calf at slaughtering time, bell owi ng away— Casil da
st opped abruptly when she saw her friend' s pal e visage.
"What's wrong?"

Lari ssa shook her head. "Nothing. 1 just didn't sleep
very wel L" Casilda | ooked skeptical. Larissa squeezed
her friend's armreassuringly. "Really."

"Poor Larissa. You don't tike this place at all, do
you?" Casilda gave the dancer an inmpul sive hug.
"Come on. Sone breakfast will rmake you feel better.™

Lari ssa thought quickly. The dining hall at breakfast
was a likely place to run into Dunont. The dancer real -
ized that it would be inpossible to avoid her guardian
for very long on a space as enclosed as La Denvi sell e.
but after last night she wanted to postpone that neet-
ing as long as possible.

"No, 1 think I'll go practice first." The thought cal ned
her. Yes, Larissa decided, | need to dance.
Wthout Celaar's illusions to enliven the stage, it was

a bare, wooden floor. The chairs were pushed back to
the far end of the room thus permtting the actors to
rehearse on the stage area while the dancers went over
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their numbers where the audi ence would normal ly be.
Larissa, wearing the short, bare-arned cotton chenise

that was her practice outfit, snmled to herself as she en-
tered. She began to warm up her sleep-stiff body by do-
ing gentle stretches.



A wol f whistle caused her to | ook up. hoping it wasn't
Durmont . However, it was only Sardan, and she gl ow
ered at him

"If you're going to spy on ny dancing, at |east you
can play for ne."

Sardan bowed. "Delighted to be of service to so
lovely a lady." he replied gallantly.

Larissa snorted. "Save it for the paying custoners,"”

she retorted, but a hint of a snmite touched her face. Af-
ter fleeing from Dunont, Sardan's bl atant yet harnl ess
flirting was refreshing.

He plucked on his ever-present mandolin, cocking

his head to listen for the pitch, then adjusting the
strings. Larissa sighed inwardly. Wen it cane to his
musi ¢, Sardan was a perfectionist, even when it was just
for rehearsal. At |ast the bardl ooked up at her and nod-
ded, satisfied with the instrunment’'s tone.

"What song do you want?" he asked, strumm ng ab-
sently.

" "And So Floweth Love,' " the dancer replied, refer-
ring to the Lady of the Sea's final nunber, where she
relinqui shes her hold on Florian. Sardan began to play.

Lari ssa had been grow ng increasingly dissatisfied

wi th the choreography of this dance. The ol der she

grew and the nore she performed, the nore demands

she made on herself and her art. It was tine to experi-
ment with some new steps for this nunber. She began

to nove. Her fingers traced patterns in the air, and her
feet were as light as foamon the ocean's waves. She

hal f-cl osed her eyes and all owed her body to sway nore
freely,

Even though the Lady of the Sea was ostensibly the
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villain, you have to pity her a bit, she thought to herself
as her fingers mmed tears flow ng down her face. Al

col dness and | ack of feeling, until this sailor entered her
heart. Larissa's feet brushed lightly, rhythmcally, on

t he boards of the stage. She w apped her |ong arns

about her body, weaving back and forth with the Lady of

the Sea's angui sh. And she nmust let himleave, return to
the world of air and sunlight, to the woman he | oves.

Larissa's chest contracted with enotion. Her nove-

ments becane nore powerful and yet nore graceful

The young wonan was no | onger aware of the wooden

boards beneath her feet, or of the rivulets of sweat be-
ginning to trickle down her flushed face. Her unbound

white hair floated freely, and it felt to her as if she were
subnerged in water. She breathed, but did not notice

the air she gasped in; danced, but knew not what nove-



ments she nmde.

She felt herself growing, as if she and her gestures
filled every corner of the suddenly confining room

Heat fl ooded her body. Movenent was effortl ess and

undi rected, and she | eaped and swirled about the stage
with utter oblivion, surrendering to that inner heat, to
t he power that suddenly swelled wthin her and—

"Larissal!"

There was a pai nful pressure about her wists, and

her nmovenent, her glorious, wld nmovenent was

abruptly halted. Larissa's blue eyes flew open, but she
saw not hi ng as she struggl ed agai nst her captor. She
heard herself cry out, a sharp, high wail. He was not Iet-
ting her dance, and she would die if he did not—

"Larissa, look at ne! Stop it and | ook at ne!"

It was Sardan's voice, coning as though froma great
di stance. Wth an effort that drained her, Larissa fo-
cused her eyes and met his frantic gaze.

Sardan was pale and his eyes were enormous wth
fright. He gripped each of her wists in a strong hand.
The singer waited until he was sure that she was fully
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aware of her surroundings before he let his grip rel ax.
"Are you all right?"

Larissa di scovered that her heart was pounding furi-
ously. She licked dry lips and nodded slowy. She felt
very tired all of a sudden. As if he sensed this, Sardan
hel ped her to the back of the room and eased her into a
chair. He waited until she had caught her breath before
asking slowy, "Wat happened when you were danc-

i ng?"

"Not hi ng. Just—ust going over some new ideas."

Sardan shook his head, his eyes still concerned. "I've
wat ched you dance for the last four years- You' ve never

| ooked |ike that. That was— he fl oundered for words.
"Larissa, your dancing is flaw ess.”

She opened her nouth to protest, but he held up a

hand and continued. "No, f nean that. You're perfect.
Al most too perfect- A few minutes ago you were wld.
You | ooked |i ke—+ike sone kind of nonster, or fairy, or
somet hi ng not human." He paused, not neeting her

eyes for a nonment. Wien he did, his | ook was wary.

"You really frightened ne. It was al nost as though you
weren't there anynore."

Larissa tried to reassure him "Really, Sardan, it was



just a dance. You're inagining—

He arched an eyebrow. "You | ook exhausted, and
don't tell me you're not. You try doing sonething like
that every night and you'll be dead inside of a week."

"I"'mfine . . . just alittle thirsty. Could you get ne
some wat er?" she suggested, hoping to buy a few no-
ments of time to collect herself. The young man sprint-
ed of f.

Lari ssa exhal ed and rested her head in her hands,

witling her heart to slowits erratic beating. She had got-
ten carried away with the music before, but never I|ike
this. For a few noments she had tasted ecstasy, and her
body had flamed with energy. It had been a terrifying
sensation, yet oddly conpelling. If she had been able to
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use that energy, harness it sonehow, what m ght she
have done?

"Here," said Sardan, handing her a goblet of cold wa-
ter. She drank gratefulty.

"I didn't have anything to eat this norning." said
Larissa. "Maybe that m ght have something to do with
it."

Sardan | ooked dubi ous. "Maybe. Get sonething to

eat and then go back to sleep. You' ve got a performance
tonight." He hel ped her up, and she gave hima tired
smite

"One mght think you actually cared," she joked.

Sardan feigned offense. "I'monly protecting ny
chances of seducing you."

Lari ssa had experienced many opening nights wth

The Pirate's Pl easure, but none like this. The
entertai nment-hungry fol k of Port d'El hour had turned
out in force, and the show was sol d out.

Safely invisible, Larissa | ooked at the delighted faces
in the audi ence and grinned. No one had m ssed a cue.

The dancers had perforned magnificently. It seened to

her that the tired, cliched nusical suddenly sparkled
with, if not exactly wit, then warnth. The | ove story was
a sweet one, and she, the Lady of the Sea, full of beauti -
ful, alluring peril.

Larissa listened to Casilda sing "Alasl My Love Is No
More" with anticipation. She hoped the luck of the eve-
ning would rub off on her friend- Casilda, too, was
caught up in the excitenent and joy of perform ng be-
fore so receptive an audi ence and was doi ng her finest
job yet. But she still couldn't hit that |ast note.



Lari ssa was gl ad the audi ence appeared obli vious.
The appl ause for each nunber was deafening, and the
cast received a thunderous standi ng ovation. \Wen
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they left the stage, the sweaty, elated perforners
hugged each other and | aughed with sheer pleasure. It
was nights like this, nights when everything came to-
get her alnost as magically as one of Gelaar's illusions,
t hat made everything worthwhil e.

Still walking on air, Larissa literally danced back to
her cabin. Crewran, cast menber, or patron alike who
crossed her path was treated to a radiant smle. She re-
nmoved her nmakeup and changed swiftly, then went to

the main deck to neet the patrons as all the cast did
after each show. When she arrived, she had anot her

pl easant surprise

The boat was glowing with dozens of small lights, fas-
tened to the railings at regular intervals. They tw nkled
softly, like stars that had wandered down from the heav-

ens and decided to stay for a while. They blinked and
shi mrered, shedding their cool, pleasant |light on the

| aughi ng cast menbers, their guests fromthe town,

and the w ne-bearing crewren. As Larissa watched, a
young man trying to inmpress a giggling chorus girt at-
tenmpted to touch one of the lights. It imediately went
dark, but resunmed gl owi ng when the man withdrew his
hand.

Lari ssa assunmed the effect was another one of Ce-

laar's illusions. She | ooked around for the elf and spot-
ted hi mstandi ng al one down near the paddl ewheel

Smiling to herself, she hastened down the deck toward
him He glanced over at her briefly, then returned his
attention to the small glowing lights. His slim tong-
fingered hand stretched out to one of them but didn't
touch it. It glowed brightly.

"They're beautiful, Celaar," Larissa said warmy. "One

of the nicest illusions |'ve ever seen. Everyone |oves
them™
Cel aar | ooked at her oddly. "I can't take credit for

them M ss Snowrane," he said in a cold voice. "They
are sonething the captain has provided for the ship."
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"And a fine job, too," came Dragoneyes' silky voice.
Celaar turned to the first mate, and his expression hard-
ened even further.

Larissa felt a vague stirring of disconfort penetrate
her euphoria. The half-elf mate and the el ven mage- had
a tenuous truce at best. Like a wolf and a tiger, they
were natural enemes.



"You mght want to take better care of yourself, Ge-

| aar," Dragoneyes continued in a nock-concerned tone.
"You're seenming pretty tired these days. Looked in a
mrror lately?" He | aughed harshly, and Larissa cringed
fromthe hate-filled expression on Celaar's gaunt face.
"Excuse me. M ss Snowrane," the mage said, his
voi ce enotionless. "The night has suddenly grown un-

pl easant." He nodded courteously, then swept past
Dragoneyes with a dignity that woul d have enbar-

rassed anyone but the half-elf. Dragoneyes nerely

wat ched the illusionist |eave. He | ooked over at Larissa,
touched his forelock in a casual salute, and left.

Lari ssa watched himgo, discontent stirring within

her. She shook her head, trying to forget the unpl easant

i ncident she'd just been witness to, and | eaned over the
rail so she could get a better |look at the tw nkling lights.

Their brightness fluctuated, and they sonetimes

even blinked rapidly. The young dancer watched, fasci-
nated, and, to her pleasure, saw that the colors even
changed, going fromyellowto green to blue to purple
and nyriad other shades in between. Like a child, she
| aughed al oud.

"Aren't they gorgeous?" said Casil da.

Lari ssa beaned. "Mrre than anything |I've ever seen. |
feel like—+ike I've just walked into a fairy tale or sone-
t hi ng. "

The two woren stood quietly, watching the display of
uncanny, lovely lights that festooned La Denviselle.

"The crowd was so good, | wish I'd been able to hit
that dammed note," Casilda sighed at |ast.
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Lari ssa squeezed her arm "You were so good, the
crowd didn't even care.”

"Madenoi sel | e Showrane?" cane a tentative voi ce,

and Larissa glanced up to see the innkeeper of the Two
Hares gazi ng sheepishly at her. He renoved his hat and
played with it nervously, rendering it into a shapel ess
mass. "1 have cone for ny tour. You renenber?"

"Of course!" Larissa smled, and Jean felt as if he had
Just seen the sun rise- "Casilda, this is Jean. He owns an
inn in Port d' Elhour with the funniest sign |I've ever
seen." Quickly she described the drunken rabbits, and
Casi | da chuckl ed.

"The rabbits are froman old folk story," said Jean. He
was delighted to be so well received by two | ovely
young | adies. "There are two heroes, Longears and

Bouki . Longears is the clever one. Poor Bouki, he is al-
ways finding a way to get into trouble and Longears



nmust al ways get himout of it.

"I'f your sign was any indication, Bouki is going to
have one terrible headache in the norning," |aughed
Casilda. "Larissa, what's this about a tour?

When Larissa explained, carefully |eaving out any
mention of WIllen, Casilda brightened. "Well," the sing-
er said, "we can't take you everywhere, but we will give
you a quick tour of La Denviselle's decks.™

Jean couldn't believe his good fortune. He knew t hat
these were | adies, and that nothing untoward was goi ng
to happen. Still, it would rmake a great taproomtale, of
t he ni ght when Jean the innkeeper was escorted about

a magi cal boat with a stunning worman on either arm

He | aughed, a warm boom ng sound that nixed pl eas-
antly with the animated chatter fromthe other guests.

"Larissa, ny dear," came Dunmont's voice, "1 don't be-
lieve you have introduced me to your friend."

The young dancer had been apprehensi ve about run-
ning into her guardian, but the effervescent nood of
t he evening apparently lingered on. She turned, sml-

94 CHRI STI E GOLDEN
ing, to Dunont.

"Uncl e Raoul, this is Jean, the innkeeper at the Two
Hares- Last night, | had no noney with nme because | was
in costune, and he was good enough to forgive ne for
it. | promsed hima tour."

There was a bit of quiet defiance in her attitude, and
she knew it. Larissa' s nessage was clear: she would ig-
nore what had happened | ast night if Dunmont woul d.

The captain's green-eyed gaze met hers evenly.

"Good Jean," he said at last, "you are kind. My ward
is right to treat you as hospitably as you have treated
her. EnJoy your tour."

The three wal ked toward the bow of the ship, Larissa
chatting enthusiastically about La Denvoiselle. Dunont
wat ched themwith narrowed eyes. Larissa was not an-

gry with him but neither was she cowed. He deli ber-

ately |l oosened his shoul ders and puffed on his pipe,

forcing his thoughts to take a happier turn.

The boat had been packed. Both perforners and au-

di ence had apparently had the time of their lives. The
little lights that had cost the lives of four nen tw nkled
gaily. They had the ability to manipul ate enotions, for

t hey had nade Dunont feel happy when he'd | ooked at

t hem yesterday. Now he had harnessed their energy,

and they were maki ng everyone on the whol e dammed

boat feel happy. This ebullience was a boon to business,
but Dunont wondered if his crew would stilt be as effi-



ci ent when they were giddy with magically induced

pl easure. He'd have to wait and see. O el se, he nused
to hinmself, he'd just pack the gl owi ng creatures away
during work tines.

The captain | eaned up against the railing, his eyes on
the shimrer of the tights reflected in the water. A
noverment on the shore caught his eye, and he drew
deeply on his pipe, suddenly alert.

As the newconers drew cl oser, Dumont recogni zed
one of them as Lond. The mage's conpani on was cl ad
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in a dark cloak that hid his face completely. The two
men came on board. The throng of happy, chattering
peopl e parted for them unconsciously, their pleasure
not abating a bit. Lond and his conrade wal ked up the
ranp onto the main deck, heading directly for Dunont.
As they drew closer, the wind shifted and the captain
grimaced. A terrible stench was emanating fromthe
two, borne on the hot, nuggy breeze.

"I have conpleted the first part of my own perform
ance. May we retire to your cabin. Captain?" cane
Lond' s raspy whisper.

Durmont frowned, clenching his pipe between his
teeth- He tried to concentrate on its fruity fragrance.

"Who is your friend?" he demanded. The stranger
kept his head down and his face turned away.

"You shall neet himnonmentarily. Captain. Let us go
to your room"

"You will not toy with ne. If you won't introduce ne,
you and your stinking friend can |eave right now "

Lond sighed. "Very well. Captain. Although there is in
truth no need, for you know this man."

Lond stepped in front of the stranger and rearranged
the hood so that Dunont could see the newconer's
face clearly. The captain stepped back, eyes wi de.

it was Handsone Jack.

The corpse's ugly face was still recognizable, but the
first stages of decay had begun to set in on its two-day-
dead body. Its skin was a sickly gray, and its mlky eyes
wer e unfocused. Dunmont's startled gaze dropped to the
dead man's stomach, and he pulled aside the cloak

enough to see dried blood encrusted on the white shirt.

"No," he whispered. "You' re deadi"

"Yes, Captain Dumont, he is,’
may we retire to your cabin?"

Lond agreed, "Now,



El CHT
"You're goin' to go where?" The man's face grew pal e.

"Through the swanp," Dunont repeated with
strained patience. "How famliar are you with its water-
ways?"

The woul d-be sail or shook his head rapidly. "Sorry,

Captain Dunont. 1'd love to join you, but 1'll not be goin'
nowhere near that place. There's bad magic in there,

there is. Ain't nobody told you? That's the honme of the
Lord of the Dead!"

It was the fourteenth time this nmorning Dunont had
heard the "advice," and it took every ounce of contro
he possessed not to stand up and throttle the nman.

"I have heard that, yes," the captain replied. "If you do
not wish to sign up, you may go."

The man opened his mouth as if to say nore, but a
good | ook at the anger in Dunont's eyes apparently
changed his mnd. He bowed clunsily and hastened
back down to the ranp.

Dunmont, seated at a snall table on the bow of the

mai n deck, frowned to hinself. He had thought it would
be easy to hire a few new crew nenbers after |ast

ni ght's openi ng performance had been so well received-
Durmont had not bargai ned on how terrified these peo-

pl e were of the swanp,
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"They were turned out thicker than wolves in Arkan-
dale earlier,"” he grow ed to Dragoneyes, who was | oung-
i ng against the railing.

"Not to worry. There'll be a couple willing to face the
swanp, |'msure,"” the mate replied, concentrating on
his whittling. The breeze stirred his silver hair. He
seened to take no interest in the proceedi ngs, though
he was discreetly observing everything with his slitted,
anber eyes. Only his pose and dress were casual

Durmont, in sharp contrast, was dressed in full uni-
form The sun glinted brightly on the shiny gold but-
tons and braids of the blue outfit, and his green eyes
raked the potential crewnen nore obviously than did

Dr agoneyes. The next applicant stepped up to the ta-

bl e.

Durmont gl anced up. There was sonething faniliar
about this one. "Do | know you, son?" he inquired po-
litely.



The youth smiled. "No, Captain.”
"Nanme?" Dunont asked briskly.
"Wllen."

The captain duly inscribed the youth's name on the
parchnent. "Present occupation?"

"None. "
"Resi dence?"
"The swanp, until about—eh, three, four days ago."

Durmont gl anced up fromthe parchment. "I nust," he
drawl ed sarcastically, "hear the explanation for this"

Wlten met Dunont's gaze and smiled disarmngly.
"Well, Captain, | grew up in the swanp. My not her was
a hermt, and she took ne with her when | was a baby."

The captain didn't avert his gaze fromWIten's, but he
noticed that Dragoneyes had stopped whittling. That

was a clear sign that the crewman was interested in a
candi date. Dunopnt conti nued.

"What are your qualifications for working aboard ny
vessel ? Have you ever served on a boat before?"
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Wllen | ooked a bit abashed, and his grin turned

slightly sheepish. "Well, truth be told, no, sir. Unless
you count the canoes we use in the swanp. W cal

t hem pirogues, and | know t hose very well. Even know
how to make them out of cypress logs, | know the
swanmp well, too."

He | eaned forward slightly and placed his hands on
the table. Al hint of shamefacedness was gone. re-
pl aced by a qui et conpetence. WIIlen continued.

"I know every turn, where the currents flow fast and at
what tinme of year, what's underneath every foot of the
water's surface. | know what's dangerous and what isn't,
how to avoid trouble and howto treat it when it comes

| ooki ng for you.

"The rest of the folk around these parts, they're

scared of the swanp. They don't know a thing about it
except the superstitions, and they don't want to get

cl ose enough to it to learn anything nore than that. You
ask them They won't want to go. If you've a nmind to
head on down there, well, you won't find anyone better
suited than | amto take you through it."

There was nothing in Wllen's manner that bespoke a
braggart. Dunont decided that the young man was tell -



ing the truth. He narrowed his jade eyes.

Brynn's di scovery of the light creatures was the only
thing of interest his nen had discovered in Souragne
thus far. The little port town, though delightfully cor-
rupt in sone places, was di sappointingly normal. Few
here knew any magic at alt, apparently. Certainly no
one—et her than Lond, of course—had any know edge

or itemworthy of Dunmont's attention.

It would be foolish to traverse the swanp wthout a
gui de. Dunont was al so in desperate need of another

pil ot. Handsone Jack was first drunk, then dead, and
now a m ndl ess, wal ki ng corpse. The enthusiastic youth
before him seenmed to be a gift fromthe heavens.

The captain turned his gaze back to the piece of
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"Where can 1 reach you if 1 need you, WII?" He delib-
erately changed the youth's nane. If the boy had an
ego. . .

"I"'mhere and there. I won't go far, though. You'll be
able to find ne easily enough if you want to."

"Well, then. 1'll be talking to you nore later."

Wllen's face split into a big grin. "Thank you. Cap-
tain Dumont!" He gl anced over at the watching Dragon-
eyes and gave himthe sanme friendly smle, then

saunt ered down the ranp. whistling.

Dunmont turned his attention to his first mate, and to

his surprise found the half-elf watching Wllen's retreat.
There was a slight snmile on Dragoneyes' |ips. He turned
hi s anber gaze on his captain.

"I like that man, Captain. You could do a | ot worse
than hire hin He resumed his whittling.

Dr agoneyes' attitude was curious. The crewran
didn't nuch |ike anyone except Dunont, and the cap-
tain made a nental note of the half-elf's conment.

"What do you nean, you are going through the
swanp?" Lond denanded

The mage and the captain were in Dunont's cabin, a

few hours after the last crew candi date had | eft the ship.
The Pirate's Pleasure was in performance on the deck
bel ow them and strains of the nusic floated in occa-
sionally. Its sweet, innocent nelodies were a vivid con-
trast with the scene of darkness and death that was
playing itself out around Dunont.

For his part, the captain did not permt hinself to be-



cone angry. He stood, towering over Lond's slight
frame. Even the two dead nen who stood at the nmage's
side didn't worry Dunont.

"1 mean exactly what | said. You want to get out of
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Sour agne? Fine- You have passage aboard ny boat, but

La Denpiselle du Musarde is | eaving via the swanp. The
only thing of interest in this boring little hole has cone
fromthere, and | want to find nore. |1've told you how

ny boat works, what—-and who—we use to nake her

what she is. My goat is to nake La Denvi sell e | egend-
ary."

"if you travel through that darkness, you will pass in-
to legend!" the nmage protested.

"Just what is in there that has everybody so terri-
fied?" Dunont stepped closer, and Lond averted his

shadowed face. "You said when we first net that you
knew what was in the swanp. Tell ne."

The bl ack-ctoaked figure did not reply at once. Then
he chuckl ed throatily.

"Death, Captain Dunpont. Death dwells in the swanp.
But Death dwel|ls aboard your |ovely showboat, too ..
death under ny control." He wal ked behi nd Brynn
stroking the crewman's back al nost affectionately as
he passed.

Bot h corpses stared ahead inpassively. Brynn, in Du-
mont's mnd, was the real triunph of Lond's obviously
powerful magic. The riverboat captain had seen zom

bi es before. One tended to run into many horrible
things if one travel ed enough, and Dunont had been
steanmi ng up and down dark waterways for over twenty
years. Handsonme Jack's appearance had startled him
badly, but had not horrified or surprised him

Brynn, however, was sonething el se again. He was

capabl e of passing for a living being. Dunmont had con-
cocted a story about Brynn having contracted swanp

fever, an illness that left the red-haired crewman |istless
and smelling rather foul. The zombie was lifelike

enough that no one had questioned the explanation

Lond had prom sed nore such crewren—er ewren

who never ate or conpl ai ned and who could work tire-

| essly.
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"I aman anbitious man nyself. Captain," Lond re-

sumed. "l appreciate your desires, but a wi se man rec-
ogni zes the value of discretion. You already have the feu
foltets. They are unique to this place. Are they not
enough for you?"



"Ch, so that's what the little lights are called. Feu fol -
tets, you say? Like witl-o'-the-w sps, are they?"

Lond' s cl oaked body radi ated tension. "You can't se-
riously be thinking about navigating this huge boat
down those tiny waterways."

Durmont reached for his pipe and |leisurely began to
pack it. "That is precisely what 1'mgoing to do."

"Handsone Jack is in no condition to pilot a boat."

Durmont gl anced at the corpse and uttered a harsh

qui ck laugh. "That's for certain. I've hired a new pil ot
today, a young man who grew up in the swanp. He'll get
us through safely."”

The captain had not, in fact, actually hired WIIen.
However, Lond's reluctance only whet his appetite to
expl ore the swanp, and it would be foolish not to hire
the only man who knew t he area—and who was w | ling

to travel through the swanp.

Lond fell silent. "You |l eave ne no choice. | wish to

| eave this island, and 1 nust travel by the route you
choose." He exited w thout another word. Brynn fol-

| owed, as did Handsone Jack. Dunont opened the w n-

dow to let the stench of death escape, lit his pipe, then
went to the theater to enjoy the rest of the evening's
show.

The performance went beautifully, and Dunont al -

nost wi shed that he could linger in Port d' El hour. Al-
nost. After the show, he asked the cast to remain in the
theater while the patrons went up to the main deck to
partake of refreshments.

Lari ssa had no idea what Dunont wi shed to talk with
t he cast about, but she was m strustful. Casilda, how
ever, was excited.
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"Maybe we'll dock here for a long time. The audi -
ences seemto be enjoying thenselves, and | know f
am" she gushed.

The dancer shook her head slowy. "I hope so, but 1
doubt it sonmehow. Uncle never likes to stay in one
pl ace very long."

Their chatter was cut short as Brynn shuffled toward

t he back of the room passing themw thout sparing a

gl ance. Larissa shuddered to herself. She had never

much cared for Brynn, with his icy eyes and aura of
tightly |l eashed violence. After he had recovered from
the swanmp fever, though, she found himeven | ess ap-
peal i ng. He | ooked pal er than usual, as though the brief
illness had sapped his vigor, and noved with a deli ber-
ateness that he had never before exhibited. It was obvi-



ous he hadn't bathed in days, too. He seened polite
enough, though of few words. But it was his gaze that
really unsettled the young wonan. It was a dull stare,
quite unlike his customary, piercing scrutiny, as if there
was no life behind the brown orbs.

Casilda, too, felt unconfortable around him "He
gives me the shudders," she told Larissa in a | ow voi ce.
Her friend nodded.

Durmont wal ked onto the stage and faced his cast and

crew. "Ladies and gentlemen, | know we've enjoyed our
time in Port d' El hour, but there are too few patrons here
to make it worth our while. We'll be in port a few nore
days, then we'll be |eaving."

The jovial nmood dissipated somewhat. "Into the
m sts again," soneone nuttered.

Dunmont heard the comment. "Yes, into the mists. W

have travel ed them safely before, haven't we? Before

we | eave Souragne altogether, I'd like to take a | ook at
what's on the other side of the island. W' Il be traveling
t hrough the swanp to reach the southern parts.”

Low murruring began to ripple through the room
Sone had heard runors about the swanp, and even
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t hose who hadn't felt little desire to enter the forbid-
di ng, nuddy waters.

Larissa grew pale, her eyes w de. Airnoss dripping

fromthe trees... snafces twi ned around trunks of brood-
ing cypress... dark waters, broken only by sone hidden
creature dwelling in the depths . . . dancing lights that
cail edtoher... Angrily, she shook her head to ciear the

eerie imges from her nind.

Durmont ignored the reaction of his cast. "W have
someone who'll take us safely through. WII, cone up
here. 1'd like to introduce you to ny cast and crew, "
Beam ng paternally, he nmotioned the young man for-
war d.

Smiling sheepishly, WIllen joined Dunmont on the
stage. H's eyes found Larissa's, and the snile w dened.
He gave her a wi nk.

"Well, he's quite handsone," Casil da whi spered
"even if he is a bit bold. Did you see that w nk?"

Lari ssa nodded, feeling a blush creep to her cheeks.

The dancer hadn't ever really expected to see the

strange young nman again, arid at this nmoment wasn't

sure that it was fortuitous. Handsonme? Yes, she sup-
posed he was that, especially with the light catching the
glimer of mirth in his brown eyes. But he aroused in



her nore than admiration with that snmile and those

deep eyes, and the feeling was disconcerting. He threat-
ened to thoroughly disrupt the confortable routine into
whi ch Larissa had fallen over the |ast eight years.

Thr ough her doubt and strange attracti on, one enotion
wel led to the surface: she was suddenly quite glad that
he was on La Denvi sel |l e.

She cane back to herself with a start and realized

t hat Dunmont had been introducing WIllen. Larissa
frowned to herself. Dunmont never introduced a new
crewman to the cast, nmuch | ess encouraged himto mn-
gle with them as the young man was now doi ng. She

rai sed a white eyebrow, watching the youth chatting an-
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imatedly with everyone from Gel aar to Sardan

"Well. I"'mgoing to say hello," announced Casil da,
snoot hing her raven curls. Larissa grinned, but hung
back a bit. She suspected that Dunmont woul dn't be
nearly as fond of his newest crewran if he guessed that
Wllen and Larissa had al ready net—-and under what

ci rcunst ances.

"And this is Dragoneyes," continued Dunmont. W Il en

stuck out a big hand. The half-etf hesitated, then shook
it. Aslow, tentative smle spread across his sharp fea-
tures.

"Wel come aboard," he said in tones that sounded |ike
he truly meant the words.

Wllen stared openly at the feature that had given

Dr agoneyes hi s ni ckname. "Your pupils are slitted, just
like a snake's!" he exclaimed. "How interesting! Wy
are they like that?"

Lari ssa shuddered in distaste. The anal ogy she'd
used, when she thought about it, was a cat. Cats were
much nore pl easant than snakes.

There was a sudden silence. Dumont's righthand

man was al nost as much feared and avoi ded as the cap-
tain hinmself. No one had ever dared ask Dragoneyes
about his curious eyes before. For a nonent, no one
nmoved. Dunont hinself waited for the half-elf s reply.

Then Dragoneyes smiled again. "My nother always

said nmy father was a snake. 'Course, there are sone that
said he was a nonster, but never to her face. dad | got
my mother's teeth, though. Kind of hard to chew with
fangs. "

Qut of profound relief, everyone |aughed nuch

harder than the joke warranted—everyone except for
W1l en. who squeezed Dragoneyes' hand one last tine
and gave hima | ook of trenendous pity. Only the first
mate and the observant Larissa noticed. A shadow of



pai n brushed across the half-elfs face for a nmonment,
then was replaced by the enotionl ess nask.
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"Dragoneyes, |I'mgoing to take WIl downstairs and
teach himhow to handl e the supplies.”

Dr agoneyes rai sed an eyebrow. "Are you sure. Cap-
tai n?"

Durmont frowned. He didn't like his judgnment ques-
tioned, not even by Dragoneyes, and certainly not in
front of the cast and crew

"Of course I'"'msure. And tell Jahedrin that! want WI|I
instructed in piloting. He's big enough to nanage the
wheel , and he's going to be our guide. He ought to know
how to handl e the boat. The rest of you." he said, ad-
dressing the cast and crew who still pressed about WI -
I en, "on deck. W've patrons waiting."

Larissa turned to leave with the others, but a hand

cl osed on her arm "M ss Snownane," said Wilen as

she turned to face him "I just wanted to say how nice it
isto finally nmeet you after watching you perform"

H s face and voice reveal ed nothing but courteous
sincerity, and a surge of relief at his discretion went
t hrough Lari ssa.

"Thank you," she replied in a like tone. At the | ast
m nute, she remenbered to use the nicknane the cap-
tain had given him not the name he had used to intro-
duce hinself. "Wl cone aboard La Denviselle du
Misarde, WIlt." She smiled politely at Dunont, then
went up to the main deck.

Wl en and Dunont watched her go. "Of all the many
treasures on ny boat, she is the brightest. Do you find
her beautiful, WII|?"

"Anyone woul d, sir.

Durmont | aughed. "A perfect answer, both conpli -

mentary and cautious. 1'Il tell you what | tell all ny
men—keep your hands off her and you'll keep your

hands. Now, as to our present business,” He turned to
face the youth, his arns folded across his chest. "La De-
noi sel le's a showboat. We entertain. And the better we
can nake our entertainment, the nore profit we turn
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Si npl e enough. You've seen the show The etf Gelaar is
responsi ble for sone of the wonderful effects. But that's

not all there is to this boat, not by any nmeans.”

He strode to a door at the back of the theater. It was
fairly well conceal ed, painted to blend in with the rest of



the wall, but certainty not hidden. Dunont fished out a
large ring of keys and | ocated the appropriate one. He
inserted it into the lock and whistled a series of notes.
The key started to glow faintly, and the door unl ocked.
Wllen raised an inquiring eyebrow.

"It's a key, certainly, but it's also magical," Dunont
expl ai ned, pulling the door open and descending a

smal |, dark stairway. Wllen followed. "There are certain
notes you have to whistle, which I'll teach you later. The

door can't be opened wi thout both the key and the
song. "

As they descended into the darkness, Dunont whis-

tled again and the key ring began to glow, illum nating
their way with a gentle blue tight. Durmont gl anced back
at Wllen.

"I know all this magic nust be disconcerting to you

but you'll get used to it. La Denviselle practically teens
wi th magi c, and she damm well ought to, after all the
years of effort |'ve put into her."

The stairs ended, and Wl Il en | ooked around. The
| arge room cont ai ned boxes, pieces of equipnent, ex-
tra chairs, tools, sacks of flour, and other itens.

"W often have to travel for long periods of time be-
tween towns,"” Dunont said. "and | don't like to be
caught short. This is the nain storage area. Back here's
where we keep the livestock." Durmont turned to an-

ot her door and opened it with a magi cal key, notioning
for Wllen to enter

Wt hout warning the young man found hi nsel f

spraw ed facedown on a pile of hay. He heard the door
sl am behi nd hi m and hastened to get up, but Dunont

pl anted a heavy boot on his neck
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"You'll get up slowy, ny lad, and take a good | ook
around. If I'mnot satisfied with your reaction, you don't
| eave this roomalive."

The captain renoved his boot. Hardly breathing, WI-
I en rose, easing hinmself into a sitting position. Only
then did he | ook around the room

It was about the sane size as the first storage room
The only illum nati on came from Dunont's keys,

t hough there were a few enpty sconces on the walls.

The floor was covered with dirty hay, and WIlIlen saw the
livestock that Dunont had nentioned—two cal ves,

several chickens, a few sheep, and pigs. They stared
back at himw thout curiosity, it was not the ordinary
livestock that stunned the young man, however. The
startling thing was the other creatures also kept in the
dark, close room



La Denpoisell e was obviously a showboat. It was also a
sl ave gall ey.

A small, slight, dark-haired human worman was

shackled to the walls. She m ght have been pretty once,
but now she was emaciated arid dirty, and only dull fear
burned in her large, unusually round eyes as she regard-
ed Wllen. Her clothes hung in tattered rags about her
bony frarme.

A gigantic fox, the size of one of the calves, lay in one
corner. As he glared at Dunont, a tow runble began in

his throat. He. too, was securely chai ned, and a harness
of sorts crisscrossed his white breast.

In a golden cage hung fromthe ceiling a raven hud-

dl ed. Nearby, a black cat with a | eather collar was busy
groomng itself. Its chain was just short enough to pre-
vent it attacking the raven. It tried to studiously ignore
Dumont and Wl len. At one point, though, it paused in

its cleaning and fixed the two intruding hunmans with a
gaze that radiated hatred.

As WIllen watched, the animal's fur began to change
color. A bright blue began at its tail and bled across its
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body, and the creature hissed, flattening its ears. Wlten
saw that its incisors were twice as long as those of a nor-
mal cat. The sound awakened a reptile that |ooked |ike

a mniature dragon. Confined to a small, barred cage.

the creature raised its red, scaly head and narrowed its
gold eyes as it | ooked at Dunont.

"You see before you ny collection,” Dunmont draw ed.
"Each of these creatures contributes something of val-

ue to the boat or to ne personally. |'ve harvested t hem
fromall over. Let me introduce you. This pretty thing,"
he said, kneeling by the brunette woman, "is an ow

mai d from Fal kovnia. When | pernit her, she becones a

ni ght bird and scouts ahead for ne. Isn't that right, Yelu-
sa, nmy sweet?" He reached out and stroked her griny

cheek possessively. She stayed quiet and unresisting,

her eyes | owered.

Dunont rose and continued. "The fox is from Ri che-

mul ot . The fell ow has staggering speed. | can tap it for
the boat when 1 need to nmake a hasty exit. Bushtail, are
you hungry? Hmm®?" The fox regarded himwth glit-
tering eyes. "W haven't fed himfor tw days now. He's
been uncooperative recently. Bet you' d | ove one of

t hose chickens right now, woul dn't you?"

Bushtail bared his teeth. "You bastard."” he grow ed. "
woul d sink ny teeth into you, except you are so w cked
you woul d make nme sick. Bah!" The fox shook his head
as if to get a bad taste fromhis nouth.

The captain only | aughed and went on. "The ravenkin



hails from Barovia, and he knows nore about the histo-

ry of every land hereabouts than any other creature |'ve
run across. He knows better than to lie to ne, don't you,
Skr eesha?"

The bird cawed, but no noise issued forth. Dunont
chuckl ed. "The cage keeps himsilent. H s know edge is
only for me, not his fellow prisoners.

"Col orcats,"” he continued, "are extrenely rare-
Tney're found only in Q Henna. Their fur is invaluable
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to CGelaar's illusion spells- The pseudodragon, whom I
pi cked up in Mordent, will occasionally cooperate in ny

spel | casting—when he's been hurt enough."

The captain turned his gaze toward his newest crew
man. "So, WIIl, are you inmpressed with my collection?"

The yout h searched Dunont's eyes, then | ooked

around at the prisoners. "Inmpressed is hardly the word,"
he said slowy. He stuck out his hand, and Dunont

hauled himto his feet. "Wat you've done is truly

amazi ng, Captain Dunmont. And | see that you've al-

ready found the feu follets”

Durmont' s eyes narrowed. "Wat do you know about
t hen®?"

Wllen smled. "Alot. I"'mfromthe swanp, renem

ber? Feu follets are related to will-0'-the-w sps, except
i nstead of feeding on pain and unhappi ness, they live

on good feelings. Perfect for your showboat."

Durmont grinned avariciously. He had nade the right
choice in hiring this young man. Wllen couldn'i have
reacted better if he had read the captain's mnd

"Are there other creatures in the swanp that you
think we could use?"

The youth's snile w dened. "Hundreds," he said.
"And | can take you right to them"

"WIl, you al nbst nake ne believe in the gods
again."

"There are those in the swanp, too.
Durmont t hrew back his head and | aughed.

An hour later, WIIlen bade good night to his new em

pl oyer and retired to his cabin. Al one, he closed the
door, locked it, then pressed his flushed face up agai nst
the cool wood. He |l et down the barrier he had erected

for the evening, and a tidal wave of enotions flooded
him causing himto gasp and then sob with pain. Un-
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caring, he slid down the door, shaking as tears poured
down his face

During the time he had been in Dunont's |ivestock

area, he had been buffeted with the prisoners' eno-
tions. Some of them had been chained down there for
years. He felt their physical pain and enotional an-

gui sh, their despair, their hatred. The young man | et

hi nsel f weep until he had regained a finger hold on
control, then rose shakily. He poured sone water into a
basi n and spl ashed his face, forcing hinmself to calm
down.

A few mnutes later, Wllen left the cabin and went

down to the main deck. The guests had returned to

their homes on shore, and the cast and crew had retired
for the night. Only a watchman or two patrolled a | azy
route about the boat. As nonchal antly as possible, WI-
len strolled up to the railing and | eaned over, ostensibly
gazing at the waxing noon's reflection in the gently
rolling water.

As soon as they felt his presence, the little lights held
i n magi cal chains to the boat began to shine nore
brightly. Their colors changed swiftly, and they crowded
as close to Wlten as their magi cal bonds would | et

them Again, Wllen felt tears sting his eyes and hastily
bl i nked t hem back. He gl anced around. Fortunately, he

was al one for the noment.

Wl en extended his big hand toward one of the

lights. Its radiance increased, and it blinked quickly- An
answering light began to glow softly fromthe ring on

the youth's right hand. He accepted the creature's com
fort and felt the ice in his chest begin to nelt.

"Ch, my brothers, | amso sorry," he whispered.

NI NE

' Morning, Mss Snowrane," W I I en chirped.

Larissa, hastening up the stairs on her way back from
breakfast, smiled briefly at himand stepped aside to |et
hi m pass. Instead, WIIlen appeared to niss a step and
bunped into her heavily. She stunbl ed, barely catching
her bal ance, then felt his boot slide along her ankle.
The dancer crashed to the stairs in a gracel ess heap
staring up at the new crewran with a startled and irri-
tated expression. He had deliberately tripped heri

"Ch, M ss Snowrane!" W/IIlen exclainmed as he
grabbed her hands and pulled her to her feet, "I amso
sorry! That was very clunmsy of ne!l Are you all right?"



H s expression was concerned and chagrined, but not
overly so. Sonething crinkled against Larissa's palm

and her hand cl osed over a small piece of paper. Sud-
denly Wllen's eyes were not casually polite, but |eaping
with an intense |ight.

Larissa found her tongue. "Wy, yes. WIIl, I'mfine
Thank you- If you'll excuse ne?" She swept coolly past
him her hand clutching the scrap of paper he had
slipped her. Larissa waited until she was safely in her
cabin with the door |ocked before unfolding Wllen's
note with trenbling hands.
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M ss Snoi r mane,

/ haue to speak to you on a matter of the utnost
i nportance. My shift ends soon, and | witi be wait-
ing for you at the Two Hares in an hour

Pl ease cone

Lari ssa sat on her bed, thinking and chew ng her

lower lip. She read the nessage tw ce, then set the pa-
per in a smalt dish and touched a candle flame to it. The
paper twi sted as it burned, snoking and turning black
Lari ssa watched, but her mind was not on the burning

paper .

She knew she ought to just |eave welt enough al one,
that to get any nore involved with the handsome young
crewman sinply neant trouble.

Nevert hel ess, an hour |ater she was waiting outside
the Two Hares.

Despite the sultriness of the day, she had pulled on a
i ghtwei ght cl oak and tugged the hood | ow over her
head. Her white hair was unnistakable, and she wanted
no word of her whereabouts to drift back to Dunont's
eager ears.

"I"'mso glad you cane," said Wllen's warm sweet

voi ce. She turned, a bit startled. She had not heard him
approach. He extended a hand and Larissa hesitated,

then took it.

"Your hand," she gasped as she felt its roughness on

her pal m She gl anced down and saw that his pal mwas
crusted with scabs fromrecent and present blisters.
Where the skin was not lacerated it was as soft and pink
as her own. Quickly Wllen clenched his fist.

"Come," he said softly- "It wouldn't do for any of the
captain's nen to see ne with you."

"\Where are we goi ng?"

Wllen hesitated, then said, "Soneplace where | can



be sure we'll be safe.”

Lari ssa narrowed her eyes, slightly suspicious, but
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Willen was already wal king swiftly away fromthe inn
Questions tunbled in her mnd |like an aval anche, but
she hel d her tongue.

They wal ked in silence for a tinme, striding down the
road. As on the night she and Dunont had | eft the mar-
ket square, the business area of the town fell away. How
ever. WIllen was not taking themto mansions or

pl antations, but into a nuch wilder area.

Lari ssa began to grow apprehensive. The earth was
becom ng increasingly soggy. She kept her voice

st eady when she asked "Wl len. are you taking nme to
t he swanp?"

He nodded. "It's safe there. W=

Lari ssa stopped, anger flashing in her blue eyes. "i
am goi ng nowhere near that horrible place.” She turned
on her heel and marched back al ong the road. her back
rigid and her stride swift.

He was beside her in an instant, his hands warm and
strong on her shoul ders. "Because of what happened
there when you were a child. I"'msorry. 1 didn't think."

She twisted, pulling free and turning to face him
"Who told you about that?"

He seened unconfortable. "No one." She threw him
a disgusted | ook and wal ked on. "Larissa, wait. You're in
danger!"

"Spin nme another tale.”

He grew agitated, alnmpst frantic. "You have to believe
me. You could be killed. or—You have to trust ne on
this. Did | let you down before?"

Her steps slowed, halted. He was right. He had never
gi ven her any cause to doubt him up to this very no-
ment. She turned to face him still skeptical

"Let me prove that you can trust me. Gve nme your
hand. "

Slowmy, reluctantly, Larissa did so. Swiftly he covered
it wwth his and gazed into her eyes, penetrating, it

seened, to her very soul. She stared back, hardly
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br eat hi ng, transfixed.

"Your hair wasn't always this color. It turned white
when you were a child, here in Souragne."

She nodded, and he continued. "You didn't grow up

in a real home, because your father was al ways travel -

i ng. When you were twelve, he ran off and left you, and
since then, the showboat has been your hone. The only
thing you've kept from your childhood is a silver |ocket,
with a scrap of your own blond hair init.

"You hear drums fromthe swanp at night, but you

don't tell anyone about it because no one el se seens to
hear them" He paused, his hands tightening about

hers, his dark eyes gazing into her soul. "/ hear them
Larissa."

Her mouth went suddenly dry.

"You haven't wept since you were twelve. You're
afraid of tears, afraid of being weak, scared to death
t hat weakness will be your downfall."

The dancer gasped. It was her dark, hard, proud se-
cret, that terror of tears. There was no way Wl len could
have known about this, not unless—

"You said |I'min danger," Larissa whispered. "Go on
then. I'mlistening."

It was a glorious sunset, and Casilda |lingered a few
m nutes | onger than usual to enjoy the spectacle. She
propped her el bows up on the railing and rested her
slightly round cheek on her hands.

Here in Souragne, it seenmed that the sun was cl oser

than it was in sonme of the other |lands that La Denviselle
had visited- The island was the warnest place Casilda

had ever traveled, certainly, and as the sun neared the
hori zon it appeared enornous to the young woman.

SlowWy, in its orange and yellow glory, the orb began to
sink bel ow the horizon. The sky's hues cool ed, taking
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on twilight shades. The water turned a darker color, too.
Casil da enjoyed the sight, but her thoughts started
drifting toward Lari ssa.

Casil da and Larissa had been the closest of friends

for the last two years, ever since the singer had joined
La Cenptselie in Val achan. Larissa was easy conpany.

She never seened to have any problenms, and Casilda
envied her that. She, on the other hand, had wept on the
dancer's shoul der many a time, but had never had to
return the favor. This norning, when Larissa had left for
a stroll in town, she seenmed uneasy. She hadn't re-
turned yet, either. Casilda hoped her friend was al
right. She probably was; Larissa knew how to take care



of hersel f.

The sun was al nost gone. Wth a sigh, she turned
away, ready to go to her cabin and prepare for the eve-
ni ng' s performance.

"Hey, Casilda!" cane Sardan's voice. "Can you do ne

a favor?" His cabin door was partially open, and he
peered out at her as he fiddled with the ties on his vol u-
m nous shirt. "I left my mandolin in the pilothouse. Can
you get it for ne?"

Sardan often played for the pilots. It kept them awake
and alert during what could often be a rather dull shift,
and the hardworking crewren appreciated it-

Casil da frowned. "Sardan, ny dear, | have to nake
the sane curtain time as you, and | haven't even started
dressing, "

H s boyish face grew pleading. "Ch. cone on
Pl ease? | don't have ny trousers on."

"You know cast nenmbers aren't allowed in the pilot-
house. You're the only exception. The captain will be fu-
rious."

"It's an off shift right now. Nobody'1l! be there. It's
right by the—=

"Ch, all right."
"Casil da, beloved, my heart is yours."
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"M ne and every other woman's," the singer retorted.
She was annoyed, but she hastened to the task and

scurried up to the sun deck. She glanced around to
make sure there was no one about, then quickly as-
cended the stairs to the pilothouse.

There, on the chaise, lay Sardan's mandolin, and she
picked it up carefully. The curious singer couldn't help
gl ancing around a bit. She was amazed at the size of the
wheel . She had never inagined it would be that big.

Suddenly she tensed.
"Be right with you, Caleb," canme Jahedrin's voice.

H s footsteps were coming up to the pilothouse. Ca-

silda was sure of it. She bit her lip, then saw the stairway
that led toward the captain's cabin. She could hurry

down there and | eave Dunont's cabin through the other

door. Casilda had heard the captain was in town, and it

was better than getting caught in the pilothouse. As

qui etly as possible, she descended the narrow stairs

and cl osed the door behind her



She hadn't been seen. Casflda closed her eyes in re-
lief. Grasping the mandolin firmy, she turned toward
t he door. She had just reached for the knob when it
started to turn.

For a second, fear flooded her. Then she | ooked fran-
tically around the room searching for sonepl ace, any-
pl ace, to hide. Her eyes fell on the partially opened
war dr obe, and she ducked inside, pulling the trouble-
sone mandolin close to her chest. She left the door
open a crack, so that she wouldn't be trapped.

Durmont entered just as she pulled the door nearly

cl osed. He strode over to one of the chairs and eased

hi nsel f down, apparently waiting for someone or sorme-
thing. A few seconds later, there cane a | oud knock
Dunmont rose and went to the center of the room He
pul l ed aside the rug and revealed a trap door. He tugged
it open while Tane, a big, swarthy man, pushed from be-

| ow.
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"Can you manage?" Dunont asked.

"Aye, sir," Tane replied. He disappeared from view for
an instant, than reappeared carrying one end of a box
about four feet |ong. Something appeared to be alive
inside of it, for Casiida heard rustling and thunping
noi ses.

Dr agoneyes energed carrying the other end of the

box. They heaved it up onto the floor, then sat down for
a nonent to catch their breath. Dragoneyes rubbed his
sore arnms and glared at the box.

"Boy, you sure cause a lot of trouble, don't you?" the
hatf-elf said, kicking the box viciously.

A muffled cry cane fromwithin. It sounded |ike a
child's voice. Fromher hiding place, Casilda gasped.
Were they ki dnappi ng soneone? Who? And why?

Durmont stood staring down at the box. "Well.
Dr agoneyes, " he booned, "what have you found?"

Tane began to pry off the top of the box with a crow
bar whil e Dragoneyes expl ai ned. "Easiest catch yet,
Captain. W saw hi m hoppi ng around and set a trap
Bang, we got him Had to tie himup- Noisy fellow, but
m ghty stupid.”

Tane had renmoved the top, and for a noment, noth-
i ng happened. Casilda, so curious it was al nbst pai nful
hel d her breath.

Slowmy, two |long brown ears appeared over the top. A

pair of whiskers next to a quivering nose tentatively
thrust out, followed by a snmooth head and | arge, liquid,
fear-filled brown eyes. ft was the biggest rabbit Casilda



had ever seen, about the size of a |arge dog.

Durmont frowned. "Well, gentlenen, it's interesting,
grant you, but |I've seen big rabbits before. Wat can it
do for ne and ny boat ?"

Dr agoneyes grinned, his gold eyes crinkling with
knowi ng armusenent. "Watch this," he said. The hatf-elf
| eaned into the box, and the frightened rabbit cringed.

"Hey, " barked Dragoneyes. "Say somnething, rabbit."
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"No," replied the rabbit. Its voice was clear and un-

m st akabl e, the high treble of a child. "I'mnot going to
| et himknow | can—eops." The brown eyes | ooked very
contrite, and the ears |owered in shane.

Dr agoneyes | aughed al oud. "Like |I said, Captain.
He's mighty stupid.”

Durmont ' s expressi on had changed, and he rubbed
hi s hands together happily. "Stupid, yes, but unique!
Tres bien, Dragoneyes! Wo did you say found hinP"

"I did," said the half-elf, adding |oyalty, "but Tane was
with ne, "

"You are both relieved of tonight's duties. Visit the
purser, tell himl said to give you a week's wages, and
enj oy yoursel ves, boys." The two nmen grinned happily.
"But first, take our new friend down and put himwth
the others- Ch, wait just one nonment." Dunont peered

at the rabbit. "What do you eat. little fell ow?"

The rabbit remai ned stubbornly silent, its nose
twi tchi ng nervously.

Durmont heaved an exaggerated sigh. "Wy, then, we
won't feed you anything."

"Ch!" gasped the rabbit. "Don't do that!"

"So what do you eat? Grass and carrots |ike other rab-
bi t s?"

The rabbit shuddered in apparent distaste. "No!
can't eat that! | have to have neat."

Durmont rai sed an eyebrow in surprise. "Meat?"

"Yes, preferably the insides of things. | love livers and
ki dneys—and hearts. Hearts are ny favorite- Do you
have a heart | can eat, please? | ama little hungry." It

bared its teeth, but judging by the way it cringed, the
gesture was neant to be placating. Its teeth were as
sharp as any fox's.

Durmont shook his head. "Well. ny friend, we'll see



what we can do. You'll find things go easier if you coop-
erate. Tane, give the rabbit a heart or sonething before
you and Dragoneyes | eave, will you?"

DANCE OF THE DEAD 119

"Sure thing, Captain," Tane replied, putting the top

on the box again and nailing it shut. The rabbit resuned
its crying. Tane and Dragoneyes picked up the box and
carried it back down the secret passageway. Once they
had di sappeared from view, Dunont carefully covered

the door and left his cabin. At last the door slanmed
shut, and the roomfell silent.

For a long time, Casilda didn't nove. She huddl ed on
the floor of the wardrobe, trenbling- She had obviously
just been witness to something she wasn't supposed to
have seen, and it was terrifying. What if Dunont had de-
cided to change clothes for the performance and had
caught her spying on hinP What m ght he have done?

And the rabbit—dear gods, a flesh-eating rabbit—-and
they were going to put it with the others? What others?

Cone on, Cas, she told herself, you got away with it.
And that. . . animal ... is none of your business. She
took a deep breath, took a |last quick took to rmake sure
there was no one in the room then pushed open the
war dr obe door.

And gasped. Just out of her sight, a shadow noved.

The singer recognized it as Lond, the new passenger. He
advanced toward her slowy, pulling his hood off. Her
eyes widened in terror

"I think," said Lond nenacingly, pouring some pow
der froma small vial into his gloved right palm "that
your understudy wilt be perform ng tonight."

"Dunmont a slaver?" Larissa echoed incredul ously.
Her eyes went hard. "WIllen, that just isn't possible. 1
know him |'ve grown up on that boat."

Wllen | ooked at her with synpathy, but continued to
press his case. "Wuld the man you know kill one of his
own deck hands? Wbul d he chase you through the

square after pressing his advances on you?"
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Larissa didn't want to renenber, but she had to. She
recal | ed Handsome Jack's dying word—Li za"—and

t he sinister, unexpected change in Dunmont from tender
guardian to predator.

She fe!lt a sinking sensation in her stomach as the-re-
atity of her guardian's duplicity began to take hold. The
creatures Wl en had described were sentient beings,

not zoo curiosities. Inprisoning themto use their nag-
ic for the boat was slavery. She did not doubt for a mn-
ute that he had indeed seen the creatures; her faith in



her new friend was absol ute.

"When 1 was younger— think fifteen or so," she be-

gan in a low voice, "Uncle Raoul let ne travel in town by
nmyself for the first time." She smled a little in remem
brance. "1 was so proud of nyself—a little bit too proud.
| ended up getting the pouch that had alt ny spending
nmoney in it stolen

"Well, Uncle found out about it and he was livid. He

found out who had stolen the noney. He even tried to

be polite about it at first. 'l don't like to quarrel in a host-
ing town,' he always says. But, of course, the robbers

weren't about to give back the noney, big old Captain

Durmont or no. So Uncle stormed back up to the boat

and put the crew to work. They dragged out this enor-

nous cable and hitched it to the house where the rob-

bers were nmaking their stand. Then Uncle cried out, "If 1

don't see ny ward's noney by the time this cable pulls
tight, you and your house'l! be bathing in the river!" "
Larissa was | aughing at the nenory despite the pain

of the awful news WIllen had inparted, and he was gl ad

of it. She continued. "I never saw anyone nove so fast.
got ny noney back, every last copper. See, fol ks knew
Uncl e, and they knew he'd do exactly what he said he
woul d. "

Her smile faded, and there was pain in her blue eyes
as she lifted themto Wllen. "That is the only Raout Du-
nmont 1 ever knew. Hearing that he's a slaver "
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A thought occurred to her, and the pain on her face
deepened. "He wants to use me," she said softly. "He
has been using nme, just as he's using those creatures.
I'"'ma slave, too."

They were sitting by the road, which was not well
traveled this far out of town. Larissa unconsciously
drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them Filled
with synpathy, WIlen reached to brush back a curt of
his companion's mlk-white hair.

"I"'msorry."

She | ooked up at him and there was determ nation

on her face. "Don't be," she said in a voice suddenly
strong. "I know the truth now | can defend nyself."
"Don't trust Lond for a nonent, either,” WIllen con-
tinued. "He's at |east as strong as Dunmont, and maybe
even nore dangerous. "

She smled a hard snmile at that. "Don't worry. | would
never trust that man. Wen he first signed on board 1
wonder ed why Dunont woul d tolerate him W' ve never

t aken passengers before, and Lond seenms so ... arro-
gant and sinister."



"We'd better be getting back," WIllen noted sadly. "If
you're late for the show, it would nake Dunont suspi -

cious. I've got nore 1 need to tell you, but |I'mnot sure
when we' |l have tinme. | don't want to speak to you on the
boat, but..."

"We'l | find sonmepl ace," Larissa reassured him Her

own heart was heavy with the bitter information WIIlen
had gi ven her, but she was gl ad he had spoken. Now she
coul d take precautions agai nst whatever dark forces
were at work aboard La Denvi selle du Musarde. She
slipped her hand in his as they wal ked back toward Port
d' El hour.

They boarded separately, to arouse no suspicion, and
Larissa flew to her cabin. She dressed swiftly, then real-
i zed that she still had to get the Eye from Durnont. A
shiver of fear rippled through her, but she ruthlessly
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quelled it. If she behaved normally but kept her wits
about her, she should cone to no danger

She went to Dunont's cabin, took a deep breath, and
knocked on the door. Silence. Larissa knocked agai n,

then tried the door. It was | ocked, of course. Wll, somne-
one in the pilothouse woul d know where Dunont was.

"What did you need, ny dear?" Dunmont purred in her
ear.

She junped, startled. He was smiling, but there was a
har dness about his eyes that indicated suspicion

"Cinclel I... didn't see you cone up. 1 need ny anu-
let." Larissa kept her voice even and casual, and held
out her hand expectantly. Her heart was thunping
wildly.

Durmont frowned, and for a nmonent Larissa thought
he had seen her with Wllen. "Your amulet?"

Rel i ef swept through her. "Sorry, Uncle. | meant your
armul et, of course.”

He nodded, satisfied. "OF course. Cone in. ny dear."

He unl ocked the door and ushered her in. She de-

clined his offer of a chair and stood while he retrieved
the Eye. Dunont kept his treasures hidden in various
parts of the room not all in one place. The anul et was
in a chest he kept in the wardrobe. As he swung the

door open, Larissa noticed the mandolin.

"Wait a minute," she said as he started to close the
door, "lsn't that Sardan's?" She stepped besi de Dunont
and bent to pick up the instrument. "Wat's it doing in
her e?"



"He often plays in the pilothouse. No doubt Tane or
Jahedrin put it here for ne to give back to him" The
expl anati on didn't sound convincing, but Larissa nod-
ded as if she believed it.

"I'I'l take it to him" she vol unteered. Dunont hesi -
tated, then handed it and the pendant to her. "See you
after the performance, Uncle." She smiled brightly and
left, heading for the theater
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The audi ence was al ready seated. Larissa slipped the
pendant over her neck and heid the Eye shut. Invisible,
she easily slipped backstage. Sardan was paci ng back
and forth nervously when she let go of the pendant and
appeared with the mandolin.

"Larissa, marry me," he exclainmed, gathering his in-
strunment to himlike a long-lost child. "Casitda was sup-
posed to fetch it for me but 1 guess it slipped her mnd."

"That's not |ike Cas. She's usually—=

At that nonment, Dunont stepped in front of the

crowmd. "CGood evening, |ladies and gentlenen. | regret to
i nformyou that Casilda Bannek will not be able to p!ay
the part of Rose in tonight's perfornmance. El ann Kalidra
will be taking up the role, and we hope to have M ss
Bannek back with us soon. Thank you."

As the crowd murnured unhappily, Larissa felt a chil
creep through her. Sardan had not seen Casil da since
he had asked her to fetch the mandolin. Now she was ill
yet she had been fine earlier that norning.

"Do you know what happened?" the dancer asked
Sardan, a creeping fear slowy spreadi ng over her heart.

The handsome young actor shrugged. "The captain
says it's swanp fever."

The prisoners aboard the showboat were | ocated di-
rectly beneath the theater, and as Wl en unl ocked the
door he could hear strains of "Alas! My Love Is No
More. "

H s feigned pleasure in the slaves had won Dunont

over conpletely, and the captain had given word to the
crew that Wllen was now to be in charge of feeding the
creatures. The young crewran carried a | arge sack of
meat, freshly butchered. At the prisoners were carni-
vor es.

He whi stled the tune Dunmont had taught him and the
key turned easily. It was dark inside, but he had brought



a torch and reached to insert it in one of the sconces. He
yel ped suddenly and nearly dropped the torch onto the
dry hay as he felt a sharp stinging in his ankle.

He | ooked down at the hissing pseudodragon. its

long tail, thin enough to stick through the bars of its
cage, had a large stinger on the end. WIlen assuned
this was what the creature had attacked himwith.

The animal glared up at him Although it was stiil se-
curely confined in its cage, WIllen had foolishly stepped
wi thin reach. The other creatures were watching himsi-
lently, their eyes flickering in the uncertain light.

The young man frowned. He secured the torch
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dropped his sack and knelt near the pseudodragon
t hough he was careful to stay far enough away to avoid
a second attack.

Little dragon, | nmean you no harm | amhere to set you
free.

The pseudodragon's eyes narrowed, then Wllen felt

it cautiously probing his thoughts. He did not attenpt

to shield hinself fromthe probe and after a nonent
reached his fingers through the bars to the reptile. Wy
sting is dangerous, it told him but | amglad the poison
has no affect on you

"You have convinced the dragon, but for nyself, |
trust you not," said the fox.

"Me neither," came a small, sad voice, "i don't trust
anybody anynore." WIlIlen | ooked in the speaker's di-
rection and his eyes wi dened in horror

"Bou/ci!" He sprinted over and fell to his knees beside
the trenmbling rabbit. Al four of Bouki's feet were
bound wi th shackles. In addition, a thin wire noose was
strung about the creature's neck. The bonds forced
Bouki to sit upright; if he relaxed, the noose would

ti ghten.

Wllen reached to hold the trapped aninmal, and the
rabbit squirmed in his arms. "Who're you?" he demand-
ed, his voice high and frightened,

"Don't you—eh, you wouldn't recognize me like this,
woul d you? The Maiden sent ne."

Bouki's eyes widened. "You're here to rescue usi" he
excl ai med. The ot her occupants of the roomtensed,
daring to allow a sliver of hope to brighten their eyes.
"Better hurry," the rabbit said, glancing at the fox.
"Bushtail keeps threatening to eat ne."

Willen threw the fox a reproving glance. The ani nmal



shrugged. "What can one do? 1 ama fox, he is a rabbit,
no?"

"This rabbit could eat you if he wanted to. What kind
of creature are you, anyway?"
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The fox bridled and sat up straighten "My nane is
Bushtaii, and | amthe | oah of the foxes."

W1l en nodded respectfully. A loah was an ani nal

spirit, a magical hero to the creature's peopl e- Loans
had a close link with the land in which they dwelt. Tak-
i ng Bushtaii from Ri chermul ot probably weakened the
fox's powers and caused hima great deal of pain.

"Then nmy friend here is your equal. Bouki is also his
peopl e's hero."

"That, a hero?" Bushtail's tone dripped contenpt.

Wllen smled. "Bouki has strengths, but not of the
m nd- | thought foxes were clever. How did Dunont
manage to trick you, good Bushtaii ?"

The fox grow ed, then suddenly chuckl ed. "Tbuche,
mon am. | amput in nmy place.”

"What is your plan? If, indeed, you really are here to
rescue us," interrupted Yelusa. WIllen glanced at the ow
mai d, who was shackl ed near the ravenkin. Her body

was slight and small, al nost boyish. Her round face
housed sunken eyes, which gazed at himdully, and her
tangled, light brown hair fell just to her shoul ders.

Wllen glanced fromher to the noble bird trapped in
the cage. He felt a pang of special synmpathy for those
two. inprisonment such as this nust be twice as tortur-
ous for avian creatures. He rose and went to Yel usa,
kneel i ng besi de her.

"Lady, | have signed on to the boat to spy. The nen,

i ncl udi ng Dunont, have conplete trust in me- | mean
themno harm but | also nean to put an end to this." He
gestured to her chains. "I don't have a plan at the no-
ment, but | won't abandon you."

He rose and began to distribute the creatures' food.
Every one of them pounced on the raw meat and began
to eat hungrily, "How often are you fed?" Wtlen in-
qui r ed.

Wth her nouth full of flesh and a trickle of blood run-
ni ng down her chin, Yelusa answered, "Only once in
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every three days. Dunont says he doesn't want to pam
per us."



Jaws busy with his own neal, the pseudodragon

t hought an inmage to Wl len, of Dunont being tortured

to death in a variety of painful ways. Wllen grinned. At
least the little dragon's spirit wasn't conpletely shat-
tered.

He sat back and watched the creatures eat. "Have any
of you tried to escape?" he asked.

Bushtaii shook his head and swal | owed a chunk of

nmeat. "Escape w thout assistance is not possible- Sev-
eral tines have 1 tried to call ny people, but Dunont
somehow prevents it. | believe that these— he pawed
at his harness scornfully "—negate our magic. W are

as sinmple creatures of the woods in this place."

Wllen | ooked to Yelusa. "You say Dunbnt uses you
to scout ahead. Wiy can't you | eave?"

She still regarded himwith a trace of mstrust- "He

has nmy cloak of feathers. When | put it on, 1 becone an
owl . But Dunont al so has plucked one of ny feathers,

and as long as he has that, | nust return to the boat be-
fore dawn." Her eyes were haunted. "So, yes, |I'mfree,
but not really. It's alnost worse this way."

W1l en touched her hand synpathetically, but she

jerked it away. He wanted to linger, but could not afford
to arouse suspicion. He had al ready been gone | onger

than was necessary to sinply deliver the creatures

food- He rose reluctantly.

"ill be back as soon as | can. Bouki, don't give up. I'lI
get you out of here." He | ooked around the room neet-
ing the eyes of every prisoner evenly. "All of you. 1
promnm se."

Three days passed before Dunont deemed Casil da
wel | enough to see people. When Larissa went to see
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her friend, Cas was still in bed. She | ooked up at Larissa
with dull hazel eyes.

"How are you feeling?" Larissa asked, sitting at the
foot of the bed-

"Fine, thank you," replied Casilda in a nonotone. Her
skin was pale, and she lay conpletely notionless.

Seeing the normally lively Casilda so still was unnerv-
ing, and Larissa sought to fill the silence with chatter

"Your slender little understudy did a fine job singing,
but she couldn't do justice to your costume," she said
jokingly. "Nobody fills out that dress the way you dol"

Casilda did not smle in return, but regarded Larissa



steadily. Larissa continued, a bit thrown by the singer's
| ack of reaction.

"I wish we didn't have to | eave tonmorrow. |'m not
| ooking forward to traveling through the swanp. There
will be far too many insects and snakes for ny liking."

There was no response from Casil da

"WIl you be singing tonight?" Larissa's voice was
starting to grow taut with tension

"Yes," replied Casilda in that same awful, dull voice.
"Well, 1'd better let you get dressed then."
"Yes."

As she left Casilda's cabin, Larissa took the |ong way
around the sun deck to her own cabin. She passed by
the pil ot house and glanced up at it. Jahedrin was in-
structing Wllen in navigation, pointing at things and
tal king steadily, though Larissa was too far away to
hear .

She fixed Wllen with an intent gaze, willing himto

gl ance in her direction. Wen he did, she |l et concern
flash in her eyes. His expression didn't change, but he
nodded ever so slightly- Larissa knew he had gotten the
nmessage that sonething was w ong.

On this, their final performance in Port d'El hour, Ca-
silda perfornmed well, but there was something m ssing.
Lari ssa watched her intently from backstage, chew ng

DANCE OF THE DEAD 129

her lower tip nervously. The notes were right on pitch
the Iines spoken correctly. Larissa's alarmincreased
with every scene and reached a new | evel when it cane
tinme for Casilda' s solo.

As Rose, Cas knelt by Ftorian's "dead" body. Her

voi ce was pure, and Larissa tensed as she reached the
final line- Unaware of what she was doi ng, she nout hed
the Iines along with Casitda.

"Li ke a dream at norni ng.
Li ke sumrertime, he dies!"

Casilda hit the high C perfectly, her voice sweet and
pure—and enpty. The audi ence appl auded spont ane-
ously.

Narel ess terror shuddered through Larissa. She had

al ways known the note was in Casilda's range, but how

had the singer conquered her fear of it? Wllen, | have to
talk with you! she thought desperately to herself. The
musi ¢ changed, and Larissa took a deep breath, took
control of her own fear, and | eaped on stage as the Lady



of the Sea.

After the performance, Larissa changed cl othes and
went onto the main deck to mix with the audience as
usual . Dunont wayl aid her before she had a chance to
speak with anyone el se.

"My dear, you've been avoiding ne," he chided in a
friendly tone as he gently took her arm and propelled
her to the railing.

Larissa smled tightly. "I'"'mglad Casilda was able to
performon our last night in Port d' El hour."

Durmont's eyes narrowed. "Yes, |I'mglad she's feeling
better. But let us not talk of others.”

Larissa's heart sank, and she averted her gaze from

his, |ooking out over the water. It was a clear night,

t hough steany, as apparently all nights were in the ear-
ly sunmer in this |land. The noon, which appeared
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huge, was full and yellow Larissa felt that she could see
every tiny wave on the calmgray surface of the water

Qut beyond the harbor, the mists roiled, waiting, eter-

nal ly patient.

"W used to be so close, you and |," Dunont nur-
mured. Larissa felt Dunmont's hand sliding up her back
felt it playing with her long, noon-silvered hair. "W
could be close again, nmy sweet. There are delights you
have not yet sanpled, and—=

Larissa jerked away and fixed himw th an angry
stare.

"Uncle, stop. This isn't going to work. Not now, not
tomor r ow—Aot ever." Her mind wailed. Slaver! Betray-
er! But she kept the pain from show ng.

The captain froze. "1 would not distress you, ny dear
though 1 wish I still had your trust."

He bowed slightly and |left, but Larissa caught a
glinpse of black fury on his face before he turned it
away from her. Fear began to penetrate her outrage.

Wl en had watched the interchange, had caught a

few of the words. Now he followed Dunont |ike a

shadow. In those he touched as he passed, Wlten plant-
ed the thought: forget. They returned to their conversa-
tion, and the next norning would have no recollection

of the handsonme young man naking his way through

the crowd.

As WIllen had feared, the captain went to Lond's
cabin. Wllen glanced around, but nost of the crew was
either in town for a final celebration before departure or



el se tending to the patrons on the main deck. The crew
man pressed an ear to the door

" know why nmy own magi ¢ doesn't work, but it
doesn't," Dunont was saying. He was raging, and his
voi ce cane through quite clearly. "I'mrunning out—
damm it, haue run out—ef patience with the wench.
want her, and | want her now. "

Wllen had to strain to hear Lond's raspy voice. "Wll,
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it will not be tonight. Captain. 1 nust tax that faded pa-
tience of yours a little longer."

"But soon?"
"Soon. "

The yout h backed away in horror then hastened

down the stairs to the main deck and Larissa's side.

Fl ashing a grin to the mayor, who was chatting with the
dancer, he interrupted them graciously. Then he and
Lari ssa stepped away fromthe throng.

"I"ve been trying to— began Lari ssa.

"I know. I'msorry. They've been keeping nme awfully
busy." He took a deep breath and sorted through the

t houghts careening around in his brain. "Larissa, you're
i n danger."

"I know, you told me—

W1l en shook his head. "No. |Inmedi ate danger from
Dumont. Wthin the next day or so. You' ve got to get off
the boat once we're safely into the swanp.”

Lari ssa was shocked. "Dunmont's going to kill nme?"

"He's made sone kind of bargain with Lond. Sone-
how Lond is going to use his nagic to make you fall in
love with Dunont."

"Can he do that? | nean, | would think that if Uncle—
Dunont —want ed that, he'd have tried on his own."
Larissa felt horribly al one and trapped.

Wlien's face went hard. "Larissa, you don't know
Lond. | don't think Dunbnt even realizes what he's in-
vol ving hinmself with."

"Wait a minute. Isn't leaving the boat to go into the
swanp |ike crawling out of a cauldron into a cook-fire?"

Again, WIlen shook his head. "The swanp won't hurt
you, not if you go on an errand for ne. At least, 1 hope
not . "



"Very reassuring." Her tone was flippant, but her
heart had started to beat rapidly. She had been dread-
ing the voyage into that steany, dark marsh. The
t hought of fleeing La Denvi selle and wandering around
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in the swanmp—

Wl len took her hand, and suddenly she was calm

agai n. She saw the swanp through his eyes: a place of
death to the unwary, fraught with dangers and wat chi ng
eyes. Certainty, darkness and mnal evol ence dwelled in
sunl ess pockets, but it was also a home to many inno-
cent creatures, a place where growmh and death were
part of a cycle, not in conflict.

"I wish 1 could go with you," WIlen was saying as
Larissa came back to herself, "but that's just not possi-
ble." Despite the reassuring vision Wlien had sent her
Lari ssa remai ned hesitant.

"Yes, you do have the courage," he said in answer to
her unspoken words. "Your life, perhaps even your soul
hi nges on this. And the lives of others. WII you go,
Lari ssa?"

She licked dry lips, then | ooked into his concerned
brown eyes with what she hoped was confi dence.

"Yes, 1 will. Tell me what | have to do."

The guests had departed, and the cast nenbers had
retired to their cabins. Only Brynn. standing tirel ess
guard duty, saw Dunont emerge from his cabin and go
to the bow of the vessel

The captain unw apped a scarf from his neck. He
shook the white piece of fabric over the side, causing it
to snap, then carefully rewound it about his throat.

Wth alittle ripple, a slim beautiful young woman ap-
peared on the surface of the water. Her gol den hair was
pl astered to her head, and her enerald eyes were shiny

with tears. She gazed up at Dunont, rosebud lips trem

bling as she treaded water

"Good evening, Flowsw ft," Dunont addressed the
worman. She stayed sulkily silent. "You' ve been trying to
trick nme again, haven't you?"
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She shook her head. "No, Captain Dumont. |'d not do
that."

Durmont's voice was full of patronizing affection

"Ch, you little liar. | saw you with Caleb |ast night. You
were trying to persuade himto steal your shaw back
fromme. Well, it didn't work."



He gestured, and the boat's youngest crewran ap-
proached. The zonbie was newly made and easily

passed for living. But the nereid saw that there was no
light in Caleb's eyes, and she whi npered at havi ng been
di scovered. Dunont pursed his lips and a series of
notes issued forth. Al ong the bottom edge, the shaw
began to burn snokily.

The nereid arched her back in pain, cranmng the

heel s of her hands into her nmouth to stifle her scream
Even in her agony, she knew that Dunont would torture
her worse if she cried out.

Then the fire was gone. "Now, perhaps, you'll behave
for alittle while. | wish to go into the swanp. Swi m
ahead and let nme know if there's any problem You
know what I'Il do to this if you ground us."

Fl owswi ft wi nced and nodded. She sank beneath the
surface, vanishing at once without a ripple. Dunont
sm | ed and went bel ow. Between the nereid scouting
ahead in the water, the owl maid exploring the |and
from above, and Wllen's navigational skills, the trip
shoul d be a snooth and uneventful one.

At dawn. they pulled away fromthe dock. It was a de-
ceptively nerry parting. The popul ace of Port d'El hour
had turned out despite the early hour, and they were de-
termned to give the great boat a proper farewell. Sev-
eral musicians played, and Mayor Foquel ai ne gave a
speech in honor of the showboat and its cast. Larissa
noticed that a few pretty young | adies were struggling
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to control tears and suspected that, even in this brief
ti me, Sardan had nanaged to break his share of hearts.

As the boat steaned away, it saluted the port with
music of its own fromthe huge calliope that adorned
the stern. Everyone on board was on the main deck
wavi ng farewell to the hosting town. Slowy but surely,
t he dock fell away.

Larissa always used to enjoy it when the big boat was

on the nove. The splashing of the paddl ewheel, the
gentle humthat continually vibrated through the

boat —these t hings had al ways marked new begi nni ngs

for her. Now they heral ded only fear. She had only one
day left on the el egant vessel; she planned to escape to-
ni ght .

The trees seened to hunch over La Denviselle as the

boat steaned its way into the swanp. The sky was soon

shut out by the gray-green, nobssy canopy of cypress

trees. Long streaners of airnbss and strands of creeper
actually trailed against the vessel, catching in the rail -
i ngs and | eaving La Denpiselle festooned as if with

dirty, tattered ribbons.



Larissa was on the main deck at the stern, watching

the red paddl ewheel churn steadily. The backwash from

t he wheel clinbed up the nyriad rootlets of the cypress
trees and ebbed back out again, rising and falling |like
mniature tides. As she watched, she could have sworn

the trees closed in behind themto seal themoff from

the harbor area. But surely, she told herself, that's only
ny imagi nation. Trees can't nove.

"Goodness, what a lovely sight," Sardan draw ed sar-
castically, stepping up beside her and foll ow ng her
gaze. He crunched an apple and offered her a bite.

An idea occurred to Larissa. She beaned up at the
si nger.
"Yes," she said flirtatiously, keeping her eyes on his
face. "It is a lovely sight." She accepted the proffered
appl e and took a small bite. if she were constantly in
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Sardan's conpany until the tinme cane to | eave, she'd
be less likely to be threatened by either Lond or Du-
nont .

Startled out of his normal insouciance, Sardan stared
down at Larissa, pleased with the unexpected attention
He stood a few inches taller, and his already broad chest
swelled with self-inmportance. They chatted for a tineg,
and Sardan pointed out itens of interest. Mst of the

i nformation he had to inmpart Larissa already knew, but
she feigned wi de-eyed interest- Once, to show off, Sar-
dan pointed out a gnarled log floating in the water

"See that?" he said to her. "Looks just like a harnless

log, doesn't it? Well, watch this." He tossed the apple

core toward it. The water suddenly cane to a frothy life
as the creature, revealed now as a crocodil e, snapped

up the norsel greedily.

Lari ssa gasped, startled. An instant l|later, though, the
waters were frothing again. A tentacle had w apped
around the crocodile with astoni shing speed and was
dragging the frantically flailing reptile bel ow the sur-
face. Bubbles broke the surface for a few nore heart-
beats, then the water was cal m again.

Larissa gl anced over at Sardan. He was deathly pale,

and he gripped the railing so hard that his knuckl es
were white. Aware of her gaze upon him the actor delib-
erately pried | oose his clenched fingers.

"1 think," he said in an admrably cal mvoice, "that |
won't be throwi ng any nore food to the crocodiles.™

Al too soon for an apprehensive Larissa, the
shadows began to | engthen. The swanp banks, forbid-
di ng even during the daylight hours, took on a new



nmenace at night. As they had every night since she had
arrived, the drums began as soon as darkness had set -
tled upon the water. They were |ouder, harder to ignore
now, as if they came fromonly a few yards away. Per-
haps they did. Still, only the dancer seenmed to hear
their priml beat.
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Larissa forced herself to eat at di nner—aho knew

when she woul d have a real neat agai n—and stayed out

as late as she could with the attentive Sardan. Finally,
reluctantly, she went to her cabin.

She had sel dom renoved the root necklace that WI -

| en had given her on the night they nmet. Last night he
had gi ven her nore of the magical, protective plant, as
wel | as other herbs and pouches he called "conjure
bags." Per his instructions, Larissa had placed themin
every corner of her small room She knew that she was
safer in her cabin than anywhere el se on the beautifu
boat, which was now starting to feel like a prison

She picked up one of the conjure bags. Kneeling by
her cl osed door, she untied the bag and poured out a
thin line of crunbled earth al ong the wooden fl oor of
t he cabin.

"Nothing evil will cross the line, nor any of evil's crea-
tures,” WIllen had told her. She prayed he was right.

She rose and began to pack a fewitenms in a sack, in-
cluding the remai ning conjure bags. As she was rum

magi ng t hrough her chest of drawers, she cane upon

the | ocket. Larissa sat on the bed, looking at it for a |ong
nmonent . Dunont had proved that his word couldn't be

trusted, and his word was all Larissa had regardi ng her
father. What had really happened between her father

and Dunont ?

She started at a knock on the door. Heart hanmer-
ing. she called in a voice that shook. "Wwo is it?"

"It's Casilda," canme the answer.

Rel i ef flooded through the dancer, |eaving her no-
mentarily so weak that her legs wouldn't support her
She got her |inbs under control and went to open the
door. Casilda stared at her with that same dull gaze
"Come on in, Cas," Larissa invited, returning to her
bed and sitting down on it wearily. "1 don't think—=
Lari ssa broke off, horrified-

Casilda could not cross the threshold. The singer
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rai sed her hands, trying to push theminto the room
but she kept hitting some invisible wall. Her expression



didn't change, but she continued to try to enter. Wllen's
earth-magi ¢ thwarted her every attenpt.

Larissa stared at the ghastly spectacle. Casiida hadn't
been ill. Something had been done to her, to her nind
W Hen's words cane rushing back: Nothing euil will
cross the line, nor any ofeuit's creatures.

After about five minutes, Casilda stopped and gazed

at Larissa with an unblinking stare. Hardly breathing,
Larissa couldn't take her eyes away fromthat horrible,
enpty gaze. Then Casilda turned and wal ked away

slow y.

Larissa sprang up and cl osed the door, | eaning

against it for a few mnutes, then grabbed her sack of
clothes. She and WIlIlen had decided to wait until short-
|y before dawn, but after seeing what Casilda had be-
cone, Larissa was not about to waste another noment
aboard La Denviselle. Al at once, the swanp seened

far nore benign than the boat.

As quietly as she could, Larissa opened her door and
peered outside. No one was around. She took a deep

breath, then slipped outside, snmudging the Iine of pro-
tective earth as she did so. Her footsteps seened terri-
bly loud as she descended the two flights of stairs to the
mai n deck, but no one crossed her path.

Her plan was to take one of the scout yaw s. Although
she had had no actual practice with nanning the small,
pol ed boats, she'd seen it done enough tinmes that she
t hought she coul d nanage.

Hurry, hurry, the dancer told herself as she | owered

the sack onto the yawl. Larissa eased herself over the
side, feet first. The yaw bobbed a little as her weight
unsettled on it, then righted itself. She reached up and
began to untie the rope that bound the yaw to the boat.
It was securely knotted, and the water the rope had ab-
sorbed served only to swell the knot tighter. Her nails
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tore, and the ends of her fingers felt raw.

Then Larissa heard footsteps on the deck above her
She nout hed a curse, her fingers scrabbling frantically
at the knot. It was | oosening.

"Come on, cone on." Larissa whispered. Then-.it
cane. The rope was free.

She shrieked as a strong hand cl osed on her right

wist. Larissa cast a terrified gaze upward to see her
guardi an, his face contorted in fury. She struggled, but

his grip was unbreakabl e. He began to haul her up, her

light frame no challenge to his anger-driven strength.

Her feet kicking wildiy, Larissa flailed with her left hand,
caught the rope of the yaw, and held on tightly.



A sudden bl ow on her left wist caused her to cry out
and let go of the rope. The current greedily snatched
the yawl . speeding it downstream Larissa' s hand was
bl eedi ng and throbbed with intense pain. She | ooked
up to see Dragoneyes grinning nmirthlessly down at her
He had struck her hand with the end of the harpoon

An instant later, the half-elf grunted in pained sur-
prise. Dunont had given hima furious blow w th one
manot h fist while retaining his grip on Larissa with
t he ot her.

"1 don't want her harned!" the captain roared- "Gods,
' m surrounded by fools!"

"Perhaps not. Captain," cane a coot voice. Lond had
appear ed beside the captain and was gazi ng down at

Larissa. Al the young dancer could see in the shadow of
his cow were his small, cold, glittering eyes- Slowy, as
her face was drawn cl oser, he brought up his hand. On

the gl oved palmwas a snall pile of powder.

Durmont's grip weakened, and with a violent wench

Larissa tugged free. She barely had tine to fill her |ungs
with air before she disappeared into the nurky, green-
brown depths of the swanp.

ELEUEN

Durmont jerked Lond's armaway from Larissa's face.

"No! Don't meke her one of them ™ the captain cried, his
voice filled with anguish. The powder blew off the
mage' s hand, nost of it going into Dragoneyes' face.

The crewran uttered a sharp cry, toppling backward.

H s hands clawed at his face and eyes. "Raoul!" he man-
aged, fixing Dunont with an agoni zed | ook. Tears
streamed down his face as the powder burned his slit-
ted, gol den eyes. The | ook of betrayal on the half-elf's
face was a terrible thing to behold, and Dunont's own
expression regi stered shocked surprise. Wthout realiz-
ing it, Dunont had | oosed his hold on Larissa, turning
instinctively to try to do sonething, anything, to help
the only nman on board that he called a friend.

Then the coughi ng i ncreased, and suddenly Drag-

oneyes couldn't breathe. H s hands clutched his throat,
and his mouth opened and cl osed, but no sound issued
forth. H's body Jerked and flailed like a fish on iand. At
| ast Dragoneyes convul sed violently and then lay still.

Durmont was stunned. He turned frantically to the
mage. "ls there an antidote?"

The hooded figure shook his head. "None," he said.
"Do not distress yourself so, Captain Dumont. Hi s serv-



ices won't be lost to you. But | fear the girl's are."
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"No! Larissa .. -" The captain rushed to the side. Sure
enough, all trace of the dancer had vani shed. Dunont
pounded the railings, swearing. He had | ost both his be-
| oved and his best crew nmenber.

"Captain?" It was Tane's voice. He had heard the com
nmoti on and stood hal f-naked on deck, blinking sleepily.
"\What —br agoneyes! "

"He fainted,"” Dunmont lied swiftly, keeping pain from

his voice with an effort. "Cane down with swanp fever

"Il take himto his cabin in a nonent. Tane. listen to ne
and |listen hard- Larissa's junped overboard.! want her
found. You and Brynn take the other yaw and start after
her. Tell everyone else to keep their eyes open. Thirty
gold pieces to the man who spots her first, and a hun-
dred to the man who brings her in—dnharmed' ,' he add-

ed, darting an angry glance in Lond's direction

Tane left to obey his captain's orders, though not
wi thout a glance at the still formof his fell ow crewran.
When Tane had gone, Dunont turned on the mage.

"What were you thinking of, with Larissa?" he de-
manded. "I wanted her to fat) in love with ne, dam it,
not becone sone mndless |unp of dead flesh!™"

Lond' s voi ce was even when he replied. "My zonbies
are not mndless. They retain nmuch of their intelligence
and many physical capabilities. They are not even

technically, dead. | maintain control of their souls. Had
been pernitted to conplete ny spell with Larissa, you
woul d have had a beautiful, intelligent, obedient wom

an. You would have been pleased with the result of ny
spel | . "

Durmont didn't respond to the comrent. Instead, he
demanded, "What are you going to do to help find her?"

Lond froze, then said carefully, "1 offer no guarantees,

but I will do what | can. There are powers here in the
swanp, Captain Dunont, powers that do not appreci-
ate being spied upon. | doubt they will permt nme—er

you—to |l ocate her magically. Let us deternine why she
DANCE OF THE DEAD 141

fled. Perhaps that will give us a clue as to where she
m ght have gone."

Durmont felt suddenly weary, and there was a dul
pain in his chest. "I may have pressed nmy suit a bit too
ardently. She mi ght have been afraid.”

"That coul d be reason enough," Lond agreed. "But
there m ght be sonething nore to it than that. My |



see her cabin?"

Durmont gl anced down at the linp formof Dragon-

eyes. "Let me get himto his cabin first." He prodded the
body with the toe of his boot. "Dam, | wi sh he hadn't
been the one to get a faceful of your nagic," he nut-
tered, pain brushing his heart- "Dragoneyes was a good
boat man. "

"He still is, Captain." There was a hint of a smle in
Lond's voice. "He stilt is.”

A search of Larissa's roomreveal ed that she had

packed little nore than clothing. What few trinkets she
had col |l ected over the years she had | eft behind, includ-
i ng her locket. Dunont picked it up and opened it, re-
calling the first tine he had seen Larissa. She had been
only twelve years old, and the sinple silver |ocket that
hung about her slimthroat seenmed to catch the high-
lights of her white hair....

"Let me see this," said Lond as his bl ack-gloved fin-
gers took the | ocket away from Dunont. He opened it
and exam ned the soft blond hair inside. "Wose is
thi s?" he asked, one finger stroking the iock of hair.

"Larissa's, when she was a child."

Durmont heard a sharp hissing intake of breath from
Lond. "Her hair was not al ways white?"

The captain frowned. "No. She doesn't remenber the

i ncident, but apparently it turned that color sone tine
ago, when she first came to Souragne. Sonething

about the swanp."

"You idiot!" Lond's voice was a shriek. "Wy did you
not tell ne this sooner?"
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Durmont ' s shock over |osing Larissa and grief at
Dragoneyes' fate ebbed before a rising tide of anger.
"Why should I? What difference does it make what col or

her hair is?"

"I't nmakes every difference in the wortdl" Lond's stim

body was quivering with anger. "I should have known.
How could | have failed to see it? I thought it nmerely an
affectation for her role, not. - - Dunont, for both our

sakes, pray that Larissa is slain by the creatures in the
swanp. |f she survives, she could destroy us both."

Lari ssa was a good swi mrer, but she sank like a

stone the monent she hit the water. Luckily it wasn't
deep, and the dancer wound up briefly touching the
slick nmud of the bottom She pushed off fromthe soft
surface and swamblindly for as | ong as she coul d.
When she could hold her breath no I onger, she finally
broke the surface, gasping and w ping water out of her



eyes. To her chagrin, she wasn't nore than a few yards
away from La Denvi sell e

A woman' s gol den head broke the surface inmedi-

ately beside her. "Take my hand, sister," she said in a
voi ce that sounded |ike water flowing. "I'Il take you as
far amay fromthat horrid man as | can.”

Confused, Larissa opened her nouth to ask a ques-

tion, but the woman inpatiently seized her and pul | ed
her beneath the surface. Muddy water filled her open
mout h and she coughed, only to have nore water pour
down her throat. Panic shuddered through her, and she
struggl ed agai nst this nysterious girl who was obvious-
ly trying to drown her.

The girl did not |oosen her hold, only pulled the fran-
tic Larissa down deeper. The dancer's heart thudded
and her lungs cried out for oxygen. At |ast her |ungs
enptied of their own accord, and water surged into
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To her absol ute shock, Larissa found that she could
breathe easily. Uterly baffled, she ceased her struggles,
i nhaling the water as naturally as a fish would. They
were noving at an astoni shing speed. She turned to

face her rescuer, but could see nothing in the liquid

dar kness besi de her.

She could still hear the woman, however, "i am
Fl owswi ft," the nereid explained. "Your w cked Dunont

has nmy shawl, and he commands ne. 1 have been his

slave for over a year now. | have tried to escape, but al-
ways he discovers nme. If you are fleeing fromhim you
are ny friend."

They swamin silence for a long tinme, slicing through
the water |ike dolphins. At |last Flowsw ft angled up to-
ward the surface. She becane visible again as soon as
she hit the air.

"This is as far as | dare go," she told Larissa. "Be care-
ful. This water—+t is not overly friendly, not even to
ne. "

"Thank you, Flowswi ft," Larissa said sincerely. "I
don't know how 1 can repay you."

The nereid's voice went hard. "If you defeat Dunont,
you can return ny shaw ."

"I'f I can, I will. 1 pronise.”

[1'lum ned by moonlight, Flowsw ft dived beneath the
surface and vani shed.

Treadi ng water, her sodden skirts still threatening to



drag her under, Larissa glanced around. She was

pl eased beyond words to see that the nereid had

brought her directly to her yaw, which had gotten tan-
gled in a clunp of nmuddy vegetation. Her pack was
there, safe and dry, waiting for her

Lari ssa swamto the bank and sl ogged onto conpara-
tively dry land. She | ooked around a bit and waited for
her heart to slow Then, satisfied that she was at | east
tenmporarily safe, she sat down near the yawl and re-
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nmoved the ring Wllen had given her, turning it over in
her hands.

It was a sinple thing, merely a band of metal. She

had had to place it on her index finger as Wllen's hand
was much | arger than hers. She set it in her pal mand

pl aced her other hand over it, then closed her eyes and
concentrated on clearing her mnd

"Thi nk about me," WIllen had told her. "Let no other
t houghts intrude. Help should come to you then."

Larissa's breathing slowed and deepened as she re-

| axed, letting thoughts of the young crewran fill her
mnd' s eye. The ring began to grow warmin her hand,
and, startled, she opened her eyes.

A small light flickered in front of her. Larissa inmedi-
ately recognized it as one of the lights fromthe boat.

"Are you the help WIllen sent?" she asked.

It did not respond. She sighed, assunming that the
creature's formwas too far renoved fromher own to

permt comunication. Larissa put her hand to her

mouth as the realization hit her. If this was a living crea-
ture, then the lights on the boat were not sinply illu-
sions. They were slaves. A sudden flood of pity and

anger filled her.

The creature danced away suddenly, blinking anx-
iously. It was a living thing, Larissa felt certain. She rose
and | ooked at the little ball of light.

"You can't understand nme. but | trust you," she said.

"I'"ll follow your lead." The ball of Iight flushed to a pale
bl ue and pul sed rhythm cally, then flew out over the riv-

er. It hovered there, blinking, waiting for her to foll ow
Larissa dutifully freed the yawl fromits entangl enent

and pushed off into the water. As she did so. what

| ooked tike a log rolled a lazy eye in her direction. Laris-
sa held her breath for a nonent, but the crocodile

seened in no nood to attack. Cautiously, she began to

paddl e down the swanp.

Her gui de danced about, sonetines flitting around
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her head, sonetines soaring high above her. Larissa
stayed tense, alert, but the night swanp appeared to

pose no i medi ate dangers. She wondered how nuch

of that was due to the presence of her small guardian. It
was definitely taking her sonmepl ace, for when they

cane to a fork in the river it chose one path clearly over
the other. Marveling at her tenmerity, she followed it.

The night wore on. The swanp was unsettlingly si-

I ent, save for the constant buzz of cicadas in the dis-
tance. The only other noise was that made by her own
paddl e, breaking the surface of the water with a little
spl ashi ng sound.

After a time, Larissa becane aware that, despite the
amount of water all around, she was very thirsty.

"I's there a place where | can drink?" she asked the

light creature. It ignored her, and she rolled her eyes in
exasperation. She glanced down at the river, inmmedi-

ately deciding that it was nowhere near clean enough

for her to drink from Swallow ng dryly, she | ooked
around, hoping to spy a spring or a puddle of rainwater
fromwhich to steal a handful of potable I|iquid.

A clunp of huge, beautiful plants floated near the
shore. Their white bl ossons were about five feet across,
and they were filled with inviting pools of pure rainwa-
ter. Licking her dry lips, Larissa thankfully paddled

cl ose, reaching her hands easily in to the plants.

The Iight guardian dived in front of her face, blinking
crazily. its colors were now strong tones of red and
green, and it whizzed past her head. She paused, hands
outstretched to the plants, confused by the creature's
actions.

There canme a terrible roar, like the sound of a tree
branch splitting. A huge tentacle erupted fromthe
earth and cl osed about Larissa's outstretched arns.
Chunks of nuddy soil flew everywhere. Even as she
screanmed and tried to pull away. Larissa realized that
the tentacle was a root of some sort.
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The root's owner cane rapidly into view as Larissa

was dragged toward an enornous tree. Another root

shot out fromthe soil to encircle her torso, and a third
trapped her legs. The roots began to drag her to the
tree, and Larissa could rmake out what appeared to be a

hi deous parody of a face on the tree's trunk

"Let me go!" she cried. The light creature had cal ned
somewhat, though it still blinked rapidly. She struggled
furiously, but the roots' grip was like iron, and her
strength was not going to be enough to free her. She

gl anced up and saw that the hole in the trunk was now



nmovi ng, |ike some kind of giant nouth.

Trees can't nove! Larissa screaned to herself, recall-

ing the foliage that had seenmed to close in on the boat's
path. But they did, or this one did, and all at once Laris-
sa was filled with a terrible, irrational certainty that she
was about to be eaten by a plant.

Then there canme a noise that was becom ng very fa-

mliar to the terrified dancer. .. the beating of druns.
She realized, with a shock, that the noi se was made by
the tree. It raised its serpentine roots and pounded on
its own trunk, sending out a deep, resonant boom ng

The light creature flickered near her face, and Larissa's
white brows drew together in outrage

"You tricked nme!" she cried at the creature, Kkicking

i npotently agai nst the unbreakabl e bonds of the knot -

ted roots. "You led ne to it! You tw ce-dammed, bl azing,

bl eedi ng whel p . " The furious expletives tunbled

from her nouth. Something of what she was sayi ng ap-
parently got through to the creature, for it began to

blink agitatedly and withdrew to a di stance of severa

feet. At last, her vast store of curses having finally been
depl eted, Larissa sagged hel pl essly agai nst her bonds.

A movenent caught her eye. It was a doe, noving

wi th sl ow el egance al ong the bank. It paused and re-
garded her with liquid brown eyes for a nonent, |arge
ears twitching, debating. Then, judging Larissa harm
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| ess, the deer noved toward the | arge bl ossonms, |ow
ered its slimhead, and began to drink

Wth a suddenness that Larissa wouldn't have

t hought possi bl e, the bl ossom snapped cl osed around

the doe. The beast was caught up to its hindquarters.

Al though it thrashed and kicked, it could not extricate
itself fromthe carnivorous plant. The doe enmitted nuf-
fled bl eating sounds, and Larissa, filled with horror

wi nced and turned away fromthe frightful spectacle.
Soon, the doe ceased to flail. The plant opened and

cl osed, adjusting the carcass until it fit conpletely in
the bl ossom s heart, then closed conpletely.

Larissa, shaking, swallowed hard. The little |ight be-
ing had floated closer. Larissa renenbered its agitation
when she had tried to drink fromthe plants.

"You and the tree saved ny life."

The Iight creature bobbed up and down, flushing a

gentle rose hue. Slowy, with a voice that sounded I|ike

the rustling of |eaves, the tree spoke. "The feu foliet told

ne that she wished it so."

Lari ssa gasped. "You can tal k! Wo is 'she ?"



"Someone | personally disagree with, but will obey—
for the nonent," cane a voice fromthe tree's foot.

Larissa gl anced down to see an enormous rabbit. She

was about to snmile at it gratefully when it sat up on its
haunches and | ooked her in the eye. Larissa had

t hought the creature appealing at first glance, but she
now realized that there was nothing cuddly or innocent

in that hard gaze. It grinned maliciously, and she saw
that its two front teeth were sharp as a wolfs.

"Had you ventured into these parts wthout the feu

foilet, I would have slain you and eaten your heart."
Lari ssa went cold. "I have done no harmto you," she
pr ot est ed.

"My cousin Bouki is a prisoner aboard your boat.
That is reason enough to slay anyone fromthe cursed
vessel, as far as 1 amconcerned. Yet," the gigantic rabbit
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said reluctantly, "you are under the protection of the feu
follets and the Maiden. | will take you to her. My nane is
Longears, "

Lari ssa renenbered where she had heard the nanes
bef ore. The Two Hares I nn had been naned after the
| egendary rabbit heroes, Bouki and Longears.

The rabbit turned to the tree. "Qui ckwood-Wo-
G ows- By- The- Deat hpl ants, the Mi den thanks you for
your aid. | will take the girl to her now. "

The pressure on Larissa' s torso eased as the roots

| oosed their hold. Her linbs numb, she was barely able
to stop herself fromfalling over. Wncing, she rubbed
life back into her unfeeling arnms and | egs.

Sonet hi ng noved by her feet with a slithering no-

tion. Larissa ignored it, thinking it was just another one
of the tree's roots. Wen cool reptilian skin slid silkity
al ong her bare teg, however, she jerked away with a cry.
The snake, equally startled, hastened into the water

where it vanished with a tittle ripple.

Longears fixed her with a gaze of utter contenpt.

"You cone to rescue the creatures fromthe boat?" he
sneered. "You are afraid of a harmess little snake! You
do not deserve your white | ocks."

Sharme m xed with anger washed through Larissa.

"Snakes are dangerous," she shot back, "Surely even

you are afraid of foxes and wol ves, Longears. And mists
take you. rabbit, what does ny hair col or have to do
wi t h anyt hi ng?"

Longears drew his split upper lip back fromhis razor-
sharp teeth in a grin. "On the contrary, \Witemane, | eat



foxes and wol ves, not the other way around. As for your
hai r— he shrugged "—you will learn about it soon
enough. Cone with ne. The Maiden of the Swanp

wi shes to see you."

TI DELUE

Longears was not the pleasant traveling conpani on

that the dancing little light—feufollet, Larissa ren nded
hersel f -had been. The huge rabbit sat at the front of

the yawl , ears pricked, gazing ahead alertly. For the first
few hours, as they nmoved | anguidly along the still wa-
ters. the only words the young dancer heard from him

were curt directions. Annoyed, she decided to question

the creature as the dawn began to |ighten the sky.

"The feu /bUets—what are they?"

"They're kin to will-o0'-the-wi sps,"” Longears answered,
not turning around to face her. "Except feu follets feed
on positive enotions, not negative."

"Why did one cone to ne in the swanp?"

Longears threw her an irritated gl ance over his furry
shoul der. "You called it. It came. As | said, you' re lucky."
He turned around. "Your captain will curse the day he
ever cane to Souragne. Bouki nill be freed."

"That's what Wllen and 1 are trying to do," Larissa ex-
plained. "He told ne to seek out the Muiden, whoever

she is, and tell her of the plight of the creatures aboard
t he boat."

Agai n Longears craned his neck to | ook at the girl
She regarded himsteadily as she continued to paddl e.
He tw tched his whiskers, considering.
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"I'f you would free nmy cousin, then you are nmy ally,"

he said with obvious reluctance. He |aughed. "I never
thought I would join forces with a human, but 1 will take
what | can get. Besides," he added, "you are a white-
mane, and there nay be nore to you than there first
seens. "

Larissa flushed angrily. There was something quite
hum |iati ng about being insulted by a rabbit, even a gi-
gantic talking one with teeth as long as her forefingers.

"I trust 1 won't disappoint you," she said icily.

Longears ignored the sarcasm "We'Ill see. First, you
have to neet with the Miiden's approval ."

Lari ssa was about to reply when the current picked



up unexpectedly. The narrow wat erway down whi ch she

had been paddling wi dened and joined with another to
create a river of sorts. Larissa was kept busy with pad-
dling and keeping iow on the yaw so as not to overturn
it. Then Longears cried, "To the right! That island—that
is the Maiden's Isle.”

The dancer frantically tried to paddle to starboard,

but the current enjoyed playing with the little yaw and
was reluctant to let it go aground. Longears |eaped into
the water, catching the yaw's rope in his mghty teeth,
and struck out for the bank. Between his powerful

swi mming and Larissa's determined efforts, they man-
aged to bring the yaw safely ashore.

Larissa dragged the small raft well onto the nuddy

bank, away fromthe greedy waters. Longears energed

a few feet away and began to shake hinself dry like a
dog. The island was a rare patch of dry land in the bog,
and Larissa hadn't realized how wonderful it was to fee
the solidity of sand and then earth beneath her feet. The
ni ght had seened to |last forever, and she was gl ad of

t he norning. She sat down and | eaned agai nst a tree,
suddenly tired and fully feeling the weight of what she
had done.

There cane a warm chuckl e behind her, and Lari ssa
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"Have no fear, Larissa Snowrmane," cane a soft, rus-
tling voice fromthe trunk of the tree. The voice grew
into dulcet tones that were definitely female. "I amthe
one you have braved the swamp to see.”

As Larissa watched, fascinated and nore than a little
frightened, the tree she had been reclining against

shi mrered. A coot green light emanated fromit, in-
creasing in brilliance until Larissa was forced to shield
her eyes. It noved and twi sted, reshaping itself into the
I i keness of a beautiful woman—al beit a wonman unlike
anyone Larissa had ever seen

Fully six feet tall, her skin was a pale, translucent
green and her large eyes enerald. Wite-green hair

tunbl ed down her back, and Larissa saw that it was ac-
tually airnmoss. She was clad in a robe of |eaves and
vines. As she noved, her feet never appeared to com
pletely | eave the earth, and the hand that clasped a tall,
rough-1 ooki ng wooden staff ended in tendrils rather

than fingers.

"You have a nessage for "me, | believe," the Miden
continued in the same soot hi ng, whisper-soft voice.

Lari ssa swal |l owed hard. The plant-woman's gentle
beauty intim dated her.



"Wllen sent nme," she managed after a nonent.

The Mai den nodded her nossy head. "As | sent WI -
I en. What has he | earned? What has the river-boat cap-
tain done to our people?"

For an instant. Larissa couldn't neet those anmz-
ingly emerald eyes. She felt ashanmed that she had any
ties to Dunont.

"Captain Dunont has enslaved the feu follets. He is
using their need for positive enotions to generate busi -
ness for his showboat. He has al so trapped Longears's
cousin, Bouki. There are others, too, fromother |ands.
Sone of them have been trapped for years, and WIllen
wants you to know he wishes to free themall."
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The Maiden's eyes wi dened slightly. "All? He was sent
only to free our people. Can he not determ ne how to
acconplish that by hinsel f?"

"They are bound by powerful magic, Lady," Larissa
told her. "And having seen the other prisoners, WIllen
says that he will not go without ali the creatures."

The Mai den sighed and shook her head. "There is
great magi c aboard that boat, considering where she
travels."

"He also said to tell you that Lond is aboard. He

want s— Lari ssa broke off. The Maiden's face had dark-
ened with a terrible anger tinged with pain.

"Lond?" the Maiden breathed. She reached with her

other hand to clasp the staff, drawing it close to her
body in a gesture of defense. "lIs this true? For what pur-
pose?"

"WIllen thinks that Lond wi shes to | eave Souragne."
Larissa's voice was | ess certain now The Miden | ooked

as if she were in terrible anguish. "Lady . . ." Larissa's
voice trailed off hel plessly. She gl anced down at Long-
ears. The rabbit, too, was sol emn.

The Maiden turned as if Larissa weren't even there.
She noved with the grace of wind in the trees as she
bowed her head in pain for a |long nmonment. Larissa and
Longears exchanged gl ances. At |ast the Maiden

strai ghtened and turned conposed features to Larissa.

"I'f you have travel ed aboard the boat for as long as 1
bel i eve you have, then you have seen a great deal of evi
in your life, Larissa- Perhaps you have brushed by it un-
awares. 1 would like to think that you have not been hurt
by it yet. Your escape from La Denpiselle du Misarde

may have been even nore narrow than you thought it to

be. Lond is a man of great evil. That he and your Cap-
tain Dunmont have joined forces is grimnews indeed."



She sighed and, for a nmoment, shimered so that
she | ooked nmore like a plant than a woman. Then her

features reforned. "I cannot lend the aid of the swanp
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sorrier than you can possibly know. "

Larissa was stunned. Not for a nonment had she enter-
tained the idea that this mysterious wonan whom W -
I en so obviously revered would deny them her aid-
W1l en had seened so certain. She opened her nouth,
but Longears interrupted her

"But it is Bouki who is inprisoned, not sone beast!"
he cried- "He is a foah, Maiden. If you will not rescue
hi m—=

"It is not ny decisioni" cried the Maiden. The pain of

her refusal was evident on her beautiful face. Tears

wel led in her eyes. "Do you not think I feel his fear? W
are both the land's creatures, and that is precisely why I
am powerless to aid him or the feu foliets, or any of
those other unfortunates. It is not in ny power to say
yea or nay, when Lond traffics in the dark magi c of the
wat erways and the slaver has caught the land' s toah."

She held out one hand to the rabbit. "You, nore than
nmost, know nmy linmts. Do not condemm ne for what
you know I nust do."

Longears hesitated, quivering with anger. Then he
was gone, leaping into the verdant growh with a white
flash of his tail.

Larissa turned toward the Maiden. The strangely
beauti ful woman net her gaze evenly.

"WIllen was counting on you," the dancer said. She

knew she was being rash, unwise, in protesting the

Mai den' s deci sion, but the words came of their own ac-
cord. "He's trapped on that boat now al nbst as nuch as
the prisoners he's trying to rescue. Can't you see that?"

The Mai den of the Swanp continued to gaze at Laris-

sa steadily. "Ah, child," she breathed softly, and the
trees on the island rustled in synpathy, "you are so
young and sure of yourself. And there is so very nuch
that you do not and cannot know. "

"1 know Wllen's in trouble because he's trying to save
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lives, mne included," Larissa replied, growing angry.
"And if you're not going to help him.." She fl oundered



hel pl essly.

The Maiden tensed slightly. "If | do not help hin®"
she pronpted

Larissa licked dry lips, then burst out, "Then Long-

ears and f are just going to have to find a way all by our-
selves!" The thought of WIlen dead or in pain hurt her
terribly, far nore than she thought it woul d.

To her surprise, the Miiden chuckl ed. "Perhaps you

will, child. You are a whitemane, after all." She paused,
and her beautiful face brightened with new hope. Mov-

ing closer, she laid her hands on Larissa's shoul ders.

"Yes... perhaps there is a way, after all. Do you truly
mean what you say? Woul d you fight your guardian

fight Lond and his dark powers, attack that m ghty,

magi cal boat all by yoursel f?"

The dancer felt herself turning red. The Miden had
called her bluff. But deep within her heart, Larissa knew
that she woul d never consign Wden to his fate, not if

t here was anything she could do to help him Fleetingly,
she wondered if this nmeant she was in love with him but
she pushed that thought away. She nodded, fear clutch-
ing at her heart.

A stow. pleased snile spread across the Miiden's
face. She extended a hand to Larissa. "Then, daughter
of the swanp, you nust conme with me and learn.”

The young wonan hesitated, then took a step toward

t he Mai den and grasped the outstretched hand. It was
cool, like a leaf, and soft. The slimarmfol ded gently
about her, pulling her up against the Miiden's body. The
other armcane up to enbrace her also, and the staff
pressed agai nst Larissa's back.

"Be not afraid," whispered the Miiden gently. Her
breath, filled with the fragrances of summrer, was soft
agai nst Larissa's white hair.

The beach went away. Larissa found herself envel -
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oped by a wall of swirling browmn and green. The Maid-
en's arns suddenly reni nded her of the qui ckwood's

bi nding roots, and Larissa tasted blind panic for an in-
stant. Scents fl ooded her senses as she inhaled to cry
out +oam honeysuckl e, the odd, dusty scent of the
trees thensel ves.

Then it was over, and Larissa stood on the bank of a
smal |l pool. They were in the heart of a forest now, and
everyt hing was shadowed and cool. The trees stretched
skyward. Somehow, they seened to be only trees now,

not the hunkering, malformed nonstrosities that hov-
ered over the waterways.



She blinked dazedly and turned to the Miden ques-
tioningty. The Miden sml ed.

"On this island, i go where | will. You have travel ed
fromone tree that bears ny essence to another at the
heart of the island. You will learn howto travel so your-

sel f, Larissa."

"I"mnot sure | want to,'
st eady.

Larissa said, stilt a bit un-

The Mai den | aughed. "You" nust be thirsty. Drink
your fill fromthe pool. It is fresh and clean."

Lari ssa obeyed, kneeling in the cool, thick grass be-
side the little pool. The water reflected her face and
white hair, and above her a cloud sailed lazily by in an
azure sky. The dancer cupped the sparkling liquid in her
hands and drank.

She had forgotten how parched she was, and the wa-

ter tasted delicious, cold and pure. It was after the third
handf ul that her vision began to blur. She blinked and
shook her head, but it didn't help. Her reflection was
changi ng, di ssol ving.

Her head spinning, Larissa sat down heavily, her fin-
gers digging into the earth as if she could hold onto
consci ousness by sheer strength-

The Mai den's voi ce sounded distant and as fragile as
a sunmmer zephyr. "Be not afraid," she whispered. "Gaze
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into the pool, Larissa Shownane, and |learn there the
secret of who you are.”

Stubbornly Larissa refused to cooperate. She
clutched her tenples, fearful of her powerl essness. She
had never been a victimof a spell before, and—

/(is not a speii | amgiving you answers that you al -
ready know. Do not fight nme, Larissa.

This time the voice was inside her head. Larissa felt
hersel f shudder, then melt into acceptance. She turned
her eyes to the pool and saw there not the blue sky, but
a star-crowded ni ghtscape franed by green grass.

She surrendered, and the edges of the pool dissolved.

Larissa stood at the edge of the swanmp. Fromthe city
cane faint, bustling sounds; fromthe swanp, the hum

of cicadas and the nusical noise of the river. She whis-
pered forlornly, with the voice of a child, "Papa ..."

Not hi ng was faniliar. Larissa wept, horribly fright-
ened. She was five years old again, and her soft bl ond



hair hung in a tangle about her tear-streaked face. As
she drew cl oser to the swanp, however, Larissa felt her
fear fading to curiosity. She knelt to | ook at shiny peb-
bl es, touched a frog's wet back and | aughed brightly as
it |leaped away with an insulted croak

An increase in |light caused Larissa to | ook up, and

she gasped happily. Dozens of swirling |ights energed
fromthe shadows of the forest. There were so many of
them clustered around the slimformof the girl that she
could easily see by their light. The five-year-old sat
down on the riverbank, |aughing and cl appi ng her

hands at the antics of the glow ng balls.

Fi fteen, perhaps twenty of the ghostly orbs danced
about Larissa's head, hovering, bouncing, swirling
around her. Now and then her small hand woul d reach
to catch one, but it would quickly dart away.

Larissa's body began to tingle warmy. It was an ex-
trenely pleasant sensation, and it coursed through her
fromher head to her toes- She giggled, then sobered as
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she realized that the lights were starting to drift away.
Anxi ous not to | ose her new friends, Larissa clanbered
to her feet and followed them as they began to float to-
ward the swanp.

The night's peace was shattered by a sudden cry.
"Larissa!" her father exclainmed, running up fromthe
town. The girl turned to himand frowned. The |ight
creatures seened to shrink in size, nmoving away from
Larissa at the sound of her father's shrill voice. Some
abandoned her altogether, floating off |ike innocuous
fireflies. Qthers continued to hover near

"Papal " Larissa scol ded. "You scared them away!"

Her father charged at the gl owi ng gl obes of light. He
waved his arms about frantically, screaming in anger
and pent-up terror. The balls of radiance scattered, al

save one.
"Ch, gods, Rissa, | thought I'd I ost you!" Aubrey
gasped as he gathered his wayward daughter into his

arnms and squeezed her tightly.

Larissa, however, was not taking kindly to being res-
cued fromthe pretty lights.

"Papa, bring them back!" she demanded angrily.
Aubrey took a good | ook at Larissa and gasped.
Sonetinme over the |last few noments his child' s hair

had turned pure white.

Aubrey's tired nmouth set in a hard line, and Larissa's
own rosebud |ips puckered into a determ ned frown.



When her father picked her up, she struggled. Aubrey
hurried back toward the warm reassuring torchlight of
the town, clutching his precious burden- The girl faced
over her father's shoul der, and she saw that one of the
lights had not deserted her. Wth an angui shed, | ost
wai |, Larissa stuck out her hands inploringly toward

the floating ball.

"Don't leave ne!l" the child screamed, tears pouring
down her face- The ball of |ight was obviously troubled.
It blinked rapidly, darting about in a crazy zigzag pat-
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tern. For a few nonents it followed the child and father

its cold light illum nating Larissa's tw sted, weeping
features. It hung back as Aubrey drew closer to the

town. Its light flickered in distress, then dulled to a
barely visible glowas it slowy floated away to rejoin, its
fell ows.

/| remenber. .. . | renenber..

"The swanmp had need of your magic. The feu foUets

call ed you. Had you been able to answer their call, had
your father not taken you away, you woul d eventually
have beconme as | am-a part of the swanp."

"But | have no nmgic," Larissa protested. Even as the
words left her lips, she knewthemto be a lie. Her body
still remenmbered that warmtingling. She recognized

the sensation as an early stage of the wild joy she had
experi enced danci ng while Sardan had pl ayed for her.

The young woman cl osed her eyes and again felt power
surgi ng through her, power al nbst out of control

"You had the potential, which was why the swanp
chose you. Wen did you begin to dance?"

Taken aback by the abrupt question, Larissa opened
her eyes and said, "Wen 1 was about six, | think."

"And were you trained?" The Miiden's voice was

cool, as though she already knew t he answers. She
cupped her hands together, and they began to glow with
a soft radiance. Curious, Larissa watched and didn't an-
swer. The Maiden gl anced up from her gl eam ng hands.
"Were you trained?" she repeated, nore sternly this
tine.

"dm no," Larissa answered. Something began to
t ake shape in the Maiden's hands. "1 just—danced. It
was fun. 1 enjoyed it and | seened to be good at it."

The shape in the Miden's cupped pal nms solidified,
its color turning frompale green to dark blue. Wth the
barest of smiles, the Maiden extended her berry-filled



hands to an astoni shed Lari ssa.
"Dancing is your gift fromthe swanp, the gift grant-
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ed you when you becane a whitemane," she said as
Larissa began to eat. "We took the hue of your hair and
left you the mark of the swanp's favor. W al so gave
you a way to control and utilize your nagical ability.

"Your body has discovered its magic, and your sou

knows the secrets, though your mind is as yet unaware.
So 1 say to you now. You have magical skills. If 1 teach
you how to unlock them wll you use your talents to
fight the evil aboard La Demnpise/te?"

Larissa was surprised to find herself grinning. "Yes."
"Then |l et us begin. Tell me about what you do aboard

t he boat."

"I"'mthe Lady of the Sea in the nusical The Pirate's
Pl easure',' Larissa said, finishing the |ast of the wonder-
fully sweet berries.

The Mai den nodded, her npssy tresses swaying wth
the noverment. "Since you are fanmliar with that ele-
ment, we will begin with water."

Larissa snorted. "I hardly think you could conpare
anything in The Pirate's Pleasure with real magic."

"Not necessarily true. Who choreographed the

dance?"

"1 did."

"Well, then. You should realize that part of it stens
fromyou. Do you see?" Larissa shook her head. The
Mai den | aughed, a sweet sound like rain on water. "It

doesn't matter. Here, dance your part for ne now "

Lari ssa, suddenly nervous, rose and wal ked awk-

wardly to a flat patch of ground. She settled herself on
her feet and i magi ned the prone body of Florian and the
weepi ng Rose, trying not to think about Casitda and
wonder what had been done to her. Think of the dance,
Larissa told herself sternly.

Her performance was rough at first, and Larissa

wi nced as she noved, knowi ng how stiff it mnust appear.
Then, gradually, she relaxed into the famliar patterns.
The Mai den wat ched her closely, her eyes on the lithe
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body, the | eaping feet, the flowi ng white mane. Ch, yes,
the magic was there in that slender frane. How could

Larissa not feel it? the Maiden wondered to herself. The
girl practically radiated it. Larissa |eaped, tossed her



hair, and, sweating, executed a final arch and tunble.

She | ooked up for the Maiden's reaction. The pale
green face was inpassive.

"You have nuch to unlearn,” the plant-wonan told
her. "You are stilted, practiced, predictable. You nust
learn to forget the steps, concentrate only on the

rhyt hms. "

"But there's no music," replied Larissa, catching her
breath. She was a little vexed that the Miiden seened
SO uni npressed.

"Ah, but there is. I will have the quickwods play for

you white you are learning. After that. you nmust search
your soul for the rhythmthat grants the power you

seek. Here, watch me. 1 have not your gift for the dance,
but 1 have | earned enough of it to teach you." She rose
gracefully, lifting a slender hand to indicate that Larissa
shoul d have a seat. "Qui ckwood-Wth- Burn-Scars," she

said to a nearby tree, bowing, "play for me, that | may
teach the whitenane."

The huge tree, who did indeed bear the scars of a ter-
rible fire, rustled obligingly. Two massive roots
energed fromthe soil and began to pound on the

trunk.

It was a deep sound. Something buried just as deeply
in Larissa's soul |eaped to respond- Her breath canme in

short gasps as she watched the slimfigure of the Maid-
en perform

The Mai den began to sway back and forth, her green

eyes closed to better her concentration. Her hips began
to nove, fluid as poured water, and her hands rose up
i ke waves. The tendrils that were fingers waved, as

t hough she were trying to force raindrops fromthem
The rhythm had the ocean's lull, the river's | augh, and
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Lari ssa wanted to rise and dance with the Mai den nore
t han anyt hi ng.

"Earth," cried the Maiden abruptly. The qui ckwood

obl i ged, the pounding becomi ng nore muffled and, if
possi bl e, even deeper. It was |ike a heartbeat, the heart-
beat of the earth. The dancer's novements changed

becarme nore deliberate, less fluid. She dropped to her
knees, then lay on her back, filtering handfuls of earth

t hrough her fingers. Again, Larissa longed to join her

but remmi ned seated. She had not been invited. Not yet.

"Air!" demanded the Maiden. Again the rhythm

changed, became light, soaring, like a bird on the w ng.
For the first time since Larissa had known her, the Mid-
en's feet tore free of the earth, and the sylvan creature



| eaped lightly about. Her |ong, nobssy hair caught the
wind and floated in it. The slimframe seenmed airborne
itself. Larissa gasped aloud with the sheer, effortless
beauty of it all.

"Firel"

This, Larissa sensed, was the nost difficult and dan-
gerous of the elements to call upon. She tensed wi thout
qui te knowi ng why. The drunmi ng becanme sharp

pi ercing, |ouder, and the Miden's novenments were |ike
flame and lightning, all power and energy and sudden
sharp novenments. Larissa closed her eyes-

Abruptly all was silent. Larissa opened her eyes to
see the Maiden standing before her. The young woman
rose, shaking badly. Al her life, she had unwittingly
been striving for what she had just w tnessed- Every

| eap she had ever made seened earthbound to her now,
every nove gracel ess and enpty. She coul d not bear

her own ignorance of the Miiden's dance.

"1 must know," she said in a quavering voice. "l mnust
know how to dance |ike you. Teach ne."

THI RTEEN

"First of all, you cannot dance in that," the Maiden
stated flatly, indicating Larissa' s dress.

The dancer gl anced down at herself. Her clothing was
typical of the garb she wore aboard the boat: full skirts,
a bodice that laced up the front, and a cheni se under-
neat h.

"What's wong with it, apart fromit being filthy?"

"I't binds you too nuch. You cannot wear anything
that restricts novenent."

To Larissa's annoyance, the Miiden nmade the dancer
renove her clothes and tear theminto pieces for new
garnments. Larissa bound her breasts with a halter nmade
of the skirt's material and fashioned a skirt of the
Iighter-weight chem se. She fastened the skirt about
her sl ender wai st and gl anced at the Miden for approv-
al .

"No," the Miiden chided. She tugged the skirt from
Larissa's waist and retied it so that it hugged her hips.

"The only tine I've ever worn this little is when | was
bat hi ng, " Larissa nuttered, though she accepted the
strange costune.

"There is a reason for this. Each part of your body
corresponds with an elenent,” the M den expl ai ned-



"Your hair is air. How you toss your head, play with your
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hair—that is ail for air magic. You can comand the
wi nd, conjure beings fromthe elenent of air, work with
t he weat her."

"All with this?" she grinned, running her fingers
t hrough her still-grimy hair. The M den, however, re-
mai ned serious as she nodded.

"Arnms are for fire," she said, making fluttery, flane-
like notions with her tendriled fingers and slimgreen
arns. Larissa imtated her. "Fire, fire elementals, elec-
tricity, light, and heat come fromtheir novements.

"Water," she said, swaying her hips, "is fromyour cen-
ter." She began to undul ate her stomach, causing it to
roll. "This is why your m ddle nust be free to nove.
Here in the swanp, it is vital that you know how to com
mand water. And earth," she said, pulling her rooted
feet fromthe soil and leaping, "is the feet, where you
make contact with the nmother of us all. Now, it is time
for your first |esson.”

Larissa's heart began to beat faster with anticipation
"Li e down on the ground.”
"What ?" Larissa was stunned and di sappoi nt ed.

The Mai den | aughed at her inpatience. "The danci ng
cones last," she told the young wonan. "A wi zard does
not begin to work his magic until he knows the danger
he faces and how best to attack it. Nor does he cast a
spel | without gathering the proper ingredients.”

"But this is dancing, not spell casting," Larissa pro-
tested- The Mai den touched her cheek softly.

"How much you have to learn, child. First, you mnust
learn to root yourself." At Larissa's baffled | ook, the
Mai den expl ai ned. "Your strength conmes from where

your feet touch, be it soil, or water, or the wood of a
boat. I will take you on your first trip. Lie down and
cl ose your eyes."

Larissa did as the Miden requested. The soil was
danp, but not nuddy, and when Larissa pernmitted her-
self to relax she found it quite confortable.
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And then she began to sink into the ground.

Wth a cry, she bolted upright, but the M den shook
her head. "Trust ne," she urged in her |eaf-soft voice,
gently pressing Larissa back down to the soil again.



This time, it took longer for Larissa to relax. As she

did so, she realized that she was not literally sinking in-
to the loam Only her mnd was naking the Journey.

Trust ne, canme the Maiden's cool voice in her mind

Trust yoursel f.

She was deep in the cool, fragrant soil now Larissa
felt the inpal pabl e heartbeat of the earth, steady and
per petual . Unconsciously her hands dug into the brown
soil, as if to bring her body to where her mnd was.
There was not even the slightest breath of fear. Wo
could be afraid of earth?

Feel the life, Larissa. Feel it, grasp it, use its power for
your own. shapi ng.

That was the force, the energy. Life. Gowth. Yes
Larissa could feel it now She could hear the plants
growi ng, their roots reaching for sustenance fromthe
rich soil. She reached out with her mnd and brushed
against that force, finding that it wel comed her tenta-
tive probing. Then she directed her efforts to gently
bendi ng the energy.

"Larissa," cane the Miiden's soft voice.

The dancer opened her eyes. Her body felt heavy, and
for a noment it was extrenely difficult to nove. Wth a
deliberate effort, she sat up, stretching.

"Look by your right hand," the Miden continued,

pl easure burning in her green eyes. Larissa did so.
There was a tiny patch of violets in the otherw se bare
earth. "They were not there when you |ay down."

A tremul ous joy spread across Larissa's face, and she
gently touched the tiny plants with a forefinger. "I nade
t hen®?"

"No," the Miden corrected her. "1 cannot teach you
how to conjure somet hing out of nothing. The seeds
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were there, but not taking root. You did not create the
violets, merely found their potential for gromh and has-
tened it along. You worked with the force of life, not
against it. Rise, ny child."

Larissa got to her feet and waited expectantly.

"Remenber the feeling of finding and directing the
energy, and renenber which part of your body corres-
ponds with earth. Now, child, you may dance."

Tentatively at first, Larissa began to nove her bare

feet in a circle around the tiny flowers. Her toes traced
patterns in the noist earth, then Larissa trod heavily,
deeply planting footprints in the soil. She felt the power
tingle up her legs and cl osed her eyes to concentrate



better. The rest of her body began to nove, swaying
gently, and she danced to the rhythmof the earth's
heartbeat, faster and faster, taking control, denanding
response. .,.

She halted abruptly when she realized there was pl ant
life under her feet instead of bare earth. Larissa opened
her eyes to find the entire area now covered with rich
purple violets. The fragrance "fromthe bruised flowers
wafted up to her nostrils, and she glanced at the Maiden

happi | y.

"Your gift is great, but you nust learn to control it
and use it wisely."

A sobering thought struck Larissa, danping her en-
t husiasm "Miden ... how can this— she gestured to
the violets "—hel p defeat Dunont and Lond?"

The Mai den | ooked at her, disappointed. "You do not
yet see the potential. Ah, well, that will come. In the
nmeantime, do you wi sh to bathe and refresh yoursel f?"

"I's the |l esson over?" Larissa cried, fearful that her
rash question had abruptly halted her tutoring. "Maid-
en. they're looking for me right now, and the boat could
| eave the boundaries of =

"What they seek, they will not find. This is a safe
pl ace. As for the boat leaving, well, there is another in
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t he swanp who m ght have sonething to say about

that. Your lesson is far fromover. Every nonent you
are with me, you will be learning, though you mi ght not
recogni ze it as such.” She smiled a little to herself.

"There is a spring at the far end of this island. 1 w411l
show you how to get there. Do you renenber when 1

took you to the scrying pool, and | said you would | earn
to travel that way by yourseiff"

Lari ssa nodded, a bit unconfortable. There had been
somet hing frighteni ng about being closed up inside the
tree, even if it had lasted only a few seconds.

"Find a tree that you feel confortable with, and Iet
me know whi ch one."

The dancer rolled her eyes. Find a tree she felt com
fortable with? What kind of nonsense—

"Whi temaneV cried the Maiden angrily, her voice no

| onger the murmur of | eaves but the sharp crack of a
br eaki ng bough. Larissa's head whi pped around, fearfu
at the banked fury in the Miden's voice.

"Nothing | say is idle prattle. Nothing | instruct you to
do is for sinple anusenment. You risk nuch in asking to



| earn the dance magic, but | risk nore in teaching it to

you!"

Larissa blushed with shanme, unable to neet the blaz-
ing green eyes of the plant-woman. "1'm sorry, Maiden
meant no di srespect”

The Mai den softened somewhat. "I know, child. And

your heart is full of care for those you |ove. But you

nmust | earn patience and discipline. Cone then. Wite-
mane, and 1 will teach you how to wal k through trees,"

Lari ssa | ooked at the trees that forned a circl e about

the clearing. At |ast she paused before a thick-trunked

1

cypress. The breeze stirred the airnpss entangled in its

branches, and it | ooked alnpbst as if the tree was nod-
ding in greeting.

"Introduce yourself," the Miiden instructed. "Root,
and let the tree know who you are."
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Larissa did so, closing her eyes and letting her toes
sink into the soil at the tree's roots.

Wl come, \Witemane. You may travel through ne.

The young dancer's eyes flew open. "It talked to ne!"
she gasped.

"Of course it did."

"But it's not a quickwood, or—=

"M, " the Miiden agreed smoothly, "it is merely an

ordinary cypress tree. Al things in nature speak to one

who has ears for their words. Now, walk through it."

Larissa took a deep breath and stepped up to the cy-
press, her arns outstretched. They touched rough bark
"I can"t."

"Because you do not trust the tree to open for you
That is an insult, Larissa. It has already told you it

woul d. Leap into the tree. Dance into it. Think of it as

partner who catches you."

Larissa | ooked at the tree. If the Miiden was right, she
woul d cone through in another part of the island. If she
was wrong, well, Larissa was prepared for a few bruises.

"Be ny doorway," she whispered to the tree. She
backed away, took a few running steps and | eaped,
arnms spread gracefully behind her and her white hair

flying.

She | anded securely beside a cascade that fed a deep
cl ear pool. The Maiden was al ready there, watching
Larissa's took of Joyous incredulity. "Alittle trust,

in



yoursel f and what —er who—you work with," she said
gently-

The pool | ooked indescribably beautiful to Larissa,
who was very conscious of the nud and sweat caked on
her lithe body. As she bathed, she al so washed her

cl othes and spread themon a large rock to dry. The
Mai den noved to the edge of the pool and inserted her
root-feet in the water, drinking white her student en-
joyed her bath. Larissa gave a happy sigh and | ay back
floating in the cool I|iquid.
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"Who's she?" cane a fenml e voice

Larissa started, splashing. A pretty young woman

about her own age sat on the bank, peering at her curi-
ously. The girl's shiny brown hair was |ong and thick
and fell around her like a cloak. She was clad only in,a
bl ue gossaner gown. Her lively brown eyes sparkl ed,

and her arns hugged her knees as she rocked back and
forth.

"You are very rude, Deniri," the Miden reprinanded.
"This is Larissa Snowrane, and she is ny student.
Larissa, this is Deniri, a friend—when she behaves."

Deniri tossed her rich brown |ocks and | aughed ner-
rily. A sharp, feral snmle was on her face.

"1 heard a whitemane had returned to the swanp. Hel -
| o, Larissa."”

"Hell o," Larissa managed, feeling a bit self-

conscious. But the curious girt was no | onger paying at-
tention to the dancer. She stared intently at the pool a
few feet away from Larissa, uncurling her body slowy
and gracefully. Deniri crept toward the bank, then shot
her hand into the water with astoni shing speed. She
bared her teeth in a victorious grin as she gazed at the
struggling frog in her hand. Then. to Larissa's horror
she bit it in two.

As she ate, Deniri noticed Larissa's shocked expres-
sion. She shrugged her slimshoulders. "I'm hungry,"
she expl ai ned, taking another bite,

Larissa turned away in revulsion. "Deniri is not hu-
man, " the Miden explained. "Deniri, show Larissa your
ot her appearance. "

"I"mnot done," she protested.
"She will be less frightened of you if she under-
stands," the Maiden continued, ignoring Deniri's state-

ment .

Deniri took another mouthful of frog, tossed to the
ground what rernmained, and slipped into the water- Wth



a transformation that was too fast for Larissa to foll ow,
DANCE OF THE DEAD 169

t he young wonan becane a giant m nk. She surfaced,
craw ed onto the bank. and returned to her neal, hold-
ing it dowmn with one paw

"Deniri is a mnx—a creature who can take on the

formof either a woman or a mink. Her mate is someone

who mi ght be able to help us, when the tine cones,"

said the Maiden. "Deniri, will you tell Kaedrin to cone
to the island? | wish to see him if he has no objection.”

The giant mnk, luxurious fur glistening with nois-

ture, cocked her head and considered. At |ast, she nod-
ded. A last bite and the frog had been devoured. Wth a
final glance at Larissa, the mnk scurried across the dry
| and and dived into the nurky depths of the river. Laris-
sa stared after her.

"She doesn't seemlike a very reliable person,” the
dancer comented after a nmonent.

"She isn't." the Maiden confirmed. "Mo minx is. They

are clever, selfish, and have a |l arge streak of cruelty in
them But Deniri seenms to be in love with Kaedrin, and
Kaedrin | trust. He is one of the swanp's hermts."

"Like WIllen's nother," said Larissa.

The Mai den | ooked at her curiously. "Yes," she said
slowy, "that's right. Kaedrin once lived in the |land of
Dorvinia, but he did not call it hone. Sone thought

that he had Vistani bl ood, he had so great a wanderl ust.
He studi ed soldiering, and he was good at his trade, but
it was not what his heart yearned for. He was drawn to
the forest, and to the wild things that dwell therein.
When at | ast his wanderings brought himhere, he turn-
ed his back on towns and people. There could be no bet-
ter mate for Kaedrin than Deniri.

"I respect Kaedrin's desire for solitude," the Maiden
continued. "But we may benefit fromhis tactical skill
Lond and Dunont are canny foes. W nust use every
scrap of know edge available to us if we are to defeat
them™

The deep sorrow that Larissa had heard in the Mid-
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en's voice returned when she spoke of Lond. Shyly, not
wanting to pry, the dancer asked, "Wat is it that nakes
Lond so horrible? How do you know of hin®"

The Maiden remained silent for a while. Larissa

wi nced inwardly, afraid she had gone too far. At |ast the
Mai den spoke.



"It is alasting pain to me. Lond was ny greatest fail-
ure. and many have suffered fromhis deeds. It is a dark
tal e, Larissa, and one which | would not have told you
quite yet. But you have asked, so you shall know.

Cone. Dress, and follow ne."

Larissa did so and sat quietly at the Miiden's feet
whil e the plant-woman gazed intently into the scrying
pool. The reflections of the green-skinned Mai den and
t he wat chi ng young dancer faded, and Lari ssa was once
agai n seeing the edge of the forest where she had
played with the feu follets.

It was winter now, and the |ong grasses were coated
with frost. The sun shone brightly on the chilly after-
noon. A young man approached fromthe vill age.

Lari ssa thought hi m breathtaki ngty handsone.

Graceful and slimhe was, with jet-black hair that fel
past his shoul ders and eyes that were so blue they were
al nrost violet. He noved with the grace of a big cat. A
beautiful robe, gaily colored, draped his trimfrane,

and he carried an intricately carved staff. A neckl ace of
feathers, bits of bone, and pieces of roots hung about
his throat. The nman wal ked with the air of one used to
bei ng obeyed, though he seened younger than WIlten.

"His nane is Alondrin," the Miden explained, "and

he is bocoru of Port d'El hour."
" Boconf"

"Shanman, " the Maiden said. "or priest. Every town
had one, once. The bocoru tends to his people's spirit-
ual needs, and the swanp accepts him"

"I never heard of Port d'El hour having a bo—a bo-
corn," Larissa nurnured, watching the young man.
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"He no | onger serves his people in that capacity," said
t he Mai den sorrowfully.

In the scrying pool, the Miiden energed fromthe
shadows of the cypress trees to greet Alondrin. They
ki ssed eagerly as the scene dissol ved.

"Alondrin and | were lovers, at first. He was the
bri ghtest among his people, the cleverest, the nost in-
quisitive. He was a perfect bocoru'.'

Lari ssa watched as the scene reforned. Alondrin, a

few years ol der but still handsonme, had exchanged his
colorful robe for a sonber black cloak. He wore nore
neckl aces about his throat now and had grown a beard.
The neckl aces were ornanented not with roots and
feathers, but with other itens that appeared sinister to
Lari ssa. Many bones were on that neckl ace, and
strange-col ored stones. The protective roots were



gone. Alondrin's staff sported the skull of some snall
carnivore on its top

The faocoru's face, too, had changed. The earlier self-
confidence had rotted into arrogance, and his once-
beautiful face was now dark and tw sted with anger

"What good is power if you never use it?" Al ondrin

spat, "Why do you persist in thwarting ne thus? | only
want to learn, to increase ny skills. \Were is the danger
in that?"

The Maiden's |leafy green eyes shone with tears. "Oh,

my love," she said in a voice that sounded |ike the w nd
in the reeds, "there is nore danger than you can know
Fruit and flower magic is a gift, to be used for the bet-
terment of others, not for one's own greed. The know -
edge | have taught you cannot be twisted to gain the

t hi ngs you desire.”

"Then 1 will learn other magic," retorted Al ondrin,
growi ng even angrier, "magic that will obey ne."

"No! Beloved, it will not serve you, it will destroy you
Bone and blood lore is exactly that—and it will take
fromyou nuch nore than it can possibly give. Blood
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"I care not, so long as it is | who spilt it!" cried Al on-
drin. In his fury, he swng his staff at her with all his
strength. The Maiden was swift, however. Like grass
bendi ng before the wind, she avoided the blow wi th

suppl e grace. The Mai den nade a few notions with her
hands, and suddenly the rod began to twist in Al on-

drin's grasp.

The skull fell to the earth, and the astoni shed bocoru
di scovered that he was | ooking at a huge snake. Wth a
cry. he dropped the hissing creature. Alondrin fled to-
ward the town, his dark robes fluttering behind him

The Mai den bent to pick up the serpent and began to
weep. She rubbed her cheek against its head, and its
tongue flickered gently on her green skin. The Miden
hung the creature about her neck, caressing it. Al nost
tenderly, the snake wrapped its |length about her as she
turned and di sappeared into the forest-

The scene di ssolved. The scrying pool once again
showed only the faces of those who gazed into it and the
bl ue ski es above them

"Alondrin turned agai nst the way of the swanp,

agai nst all that had gone before to keep the bal ance; He
abandoned his post as bocoru. |eaving his people to

fend for thenselves. Many sickened and died. Still oth-
ers braved the swanp unprepared for its dangers and



were destroyed. Alondrin cared not at all. H s only de-
sire, the desire that consumed him was to |learn nore
and nore dark magic.

"He | earned what the will-0'-the-wisps and feu follets
know, that enotions are powerful, and he sought to
feed on them But Alondrin is not such a being, and he
only succeeded in perverting his own pleasure into oth-
ers' pain. He trod the path of bl ood and bone magic,
whi ch never gives enough to satisfy but always creates
greater and greater cravings."

She paused, turning her gentle, sorrowfilled eyes
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upon Larissa. "What 1 have been teaching you is fruit
and flower magic. It works with nature, not against it.
Al ondrin chose the darker path and now has | earned

how to command the dead. This is the man to whom

your Captain Dunont has given his hospitality, and
even now the results of Lond' s |abor tread the deck of
La Denvoiselle du Musarde”

"Zonbi es," Larissa whispered. She had heard of such

t hi ngs, and the thought filled her with | oathing. Ani-
mat ed corpses, rotting where they stood, unable to
think for thenselves at all

"Yes—and no," the Maiden continued, reading Laris-

sa's thoughts. "Alondrin now works over water, and this
| ends hi m power. He has | earned how to make intelli-
gent zonbi es. Zonbi es who can think and speak, yet

who remain conpletely subject to their maker's whins.
Zombi es," she said sadly, synpathetic eyes on Larissa,
"who can even sing."

Larissa's gut clenched in horror. Casilda. "No. Onh,
gods, no, not Cas ..."

"Yes, nmy child," said the Miiden softly. "Al ondrin

hi des his face and body, for the mark of evil is upon him
and woul d reveal his hideous nature. They have struck a
fell bargain, the slaver and the zonbi e-maker. Lond

wi shes to escape Souragne. In exchange for passage, he
has gi ven Dunont a crew that never wearies and never
conpl ai ns. "

Larissa forced her pain away and turned hard eyes
upon the Maiden. "When will we be ready to attack?"

"When | deemyou ready, child, and not before. Even
then, there is one | ast obstacle.” The Mii den paused.
"But there is time enough for that. There will have to
be. You have been through a great deal. Eat now, and
sleep. In the norning, we will begin again,"



FOURTEEN

Celaar's step was rapid and determ ned as he strode
al ong the deck. and the zonbie at his side who served
as guard did little to dimnish the elf's eagerness.

They hastened purposefully toward Dunont's cabin.

whi ch Dragoneyes unl ocked with a sl ow deliberateness.
Anxi ously Cel aar shoul dered Dragoneyes aside and
pushed his way into the room Wth the same | ack of
enoti on, Dragoneyes closed and bolted the door.

The elf turned his attention to the mirror nounted on
the | arge wardrobe. He stepped up to it hesitantly and
husked a few words in a rough nmelody. H's song was not
as pure as Sardan's tenor, or even Dunont's deep bari-
tone. but it sufficed.

The surface of the mrror grew dark, the reflection of

t he opul ent room and the watchi ng Dragoneyes fadi ng

like twilight into night. Then, as if froma great distance
away, Celaar could glinpse a faint patch of whiteness. It
drew cl oser and revealed itself to be a patch of swirling
m st s.

Cel aar clenched his fists. Hints of color began to

peek through the white fog: blue, gold, flesh tones, and
at last the remaining wisps of fog rel eased their grasp
on the slender formof Gelaar's daughter Aradnia. Long
bl ond hair hung | oosely about her oval face as she
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Eagerly the young el frmaid put her hands up to her

side of the glass. "Hello, Papa," she whispered, sniling
bravely even though her | arge eyes were filled with crys-
tal tears.

Cetaar's own eyes were wet al so. He placed his hands
on the mrror, which was as close as he could cone to
touchi ng Aradni a.

"Hello, child."

For the |l ast year, the girl had been trapped in a cer-
tain segment of the nmists known only to Dunont- Wen
Dunmont or Gel aar wished to see her, the mirror nani-
fested, and vision and communi cati on was possi bl e.
Aradnia was not mstreated, only horribly alone and in
a constant state of mind-dulling fear

Selfishly, Gelaar wanted to spend the half-hour Du-
nmont had allotted himmerely gazing at his beautifu
child. He put his feelings aside. This time was for her
nore than for him "Were to, ny dear?"

"A forest, 1 think," Aradnia said, her voice catching a
little with longing. "At twilight. Wth beautiful crea-



tures."

Bef ore he began, Cel aar gl anced once nore at
Dr agoneyes. The half-elf sat quietly in his chair, watch-
ing Celaar with the patience of the dead.

For an instant, sonething like pity touched Gel aar

Dr agoneyes' catli ke grace had hardened into wooden
efficiency. The slitted anmber eyes held no malicious hu-
nmor anynore, and the sharp-featured face registered

no enoti ons whatsoever. Then Cel aar renenbered the
years he'd spent enduring the half-elf's taunts.

Celaar's pity evaporated like m st under a bright
noon sun. Whatever had happened to him Dragoneyes
had earned it—unlike some of the other wal ki ng dead
aboard La Denvoi sel | e.

The illusionist spread his arnms and began to nurnur
an incantation.
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The yellow light of Dragoneyes' lantern faded into

the cool purples and biues of twilight. The faint twitter-
ing of birds could be heard, and the barely audible rus-
tle of a playful breeze. A scene began to take shape

bef ore Aradni a's eager eyes.

Pine trees appeared, dark green agai nst a | avender

sky. The wooden beans of the ceiling faded away, to be
repl aced by twinkling stars. Directly in front of the mr-
ror was a clearing of soft green grass encircled by a ring
of mushroons. The birdsong di ed away, and the pure,
heart-rending sound of a single flute tremnbled through

the air. Its player, a beautiful young el ven wonan, en-
tered the circle.

O her beings Joi ned her—faeries, nynphs, syl phs,
and a uni corn—and began to dance joyfully in the
gl ade. Gther music, perforned by unseen nusi ci ans.
merged with the el fmaid' s song.

The mage fluttered his right hand slightly, conjuring

an illusionary fire in the center of the faerie ring, and
al | owed a whooping satyr to join in. Shouts of |aughter.
unheard by anyone outside the room rang through the
fictitious glade as Cel aar did what pathetically little'ne
could to ease his daughter's pain.

The sultry, early sunmmrer night closed in about the

land, wrapping it in a steany blanket. The air was coot
er than during the day, but still noist and thick. Du-
nont, standing alone on the starboard side of La

Dempoi selle, did not like the feel of the humd air in his
[ ungs, but he breathed deeply of it anyway, to clear and
cal mhis thoughts. Above him the wooden griffin hov-
ered perennially in mdflight.

The night was eerily silent. Dunont had ordered the



boat stopped until the imredi ate area could be
searched for Larissa, and the rhythm c splash of the
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paddl ewheel had not been heard since she di sappeared.
"It can't be true," he nuttered to hinself. "Larissa has
no magic. I'd have known, dammit!" Lond's tal e about
"whi t emanes” and "swanp magi c* seened too prepos-

terous for words. On the other hand, the mage had

proven hinself a force to be reckoned with. The zom
bi es who wal ked on Dunont's own boat were testinony

to that.

Only one thing shone |ike a beacon through Du-
nont's haze of confusion: Larissa had to be found,

A glimer of light on the bank caught his eye, and he
notioned to the four zonbies on deck to | ower the
ranp. WIllen, Tane, and Jahedrin trudged wearily on
deck. They had been gone for nearly a full day.

"Any sign of her?" Dunont asked, his voice taut.

Wllen and the others shook their heads. "Nothing,"
Jahedrin said. Even in the torchlight, Dunont could
see that his eyes were strained and his face haggard.
"Lot of dangerous things out there. Captain, any one of
whi ch—=

"M, " snapped Dunmont, "she's alive. | knowit. WII,
get a few hours of sleep. Around midnight, | want you to
start taking her downriver."

"Aye, sir," Wllen replied.

"At dawn, we'll stop and start |ooking again. She
probably stayed by the river, and if we follow that.
H's voice trailed off. Abruptly he turned on his heel and
stormed away fromhis men to his cabin

He sang the conmand word in a hard voice and

shoved the door open. Qelaar stared at himangrily, in-
terrupted in midgesture, Dunmont caught a glinpse of

the conplex illusion Gelaar had created before the im
ages vani shed. Behind the nage, Aradnia, trapped in
the msts, cowered fromthe captain's anger

"Qut," he roared, gesturing toward the door. He
stepped up to the mrror and shoved his florid face to-
ward Aradnia. Her lower |ip quivered, and her eyes
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pl eaded with him

"Pl ease, Captain, just a fewnore mnutes with ny fa-

ther," she begged, her sweet voice thick and little nore
than a timd whisper.



Durmont narrowed his green eyes and took a mali -

cious pleasure in singing the four notes. Aradnia's
beautiful face vani shed into the envel oping msts. Then
even the msts were gone, and the mrror placidly re-
flected the room

The captain felt Gelaar's angry gaze boring into his
back. Slowy he turned around.

"You hate nme, don't you?" he purred. The mage did

not rise to the bait, but a nuscle near his eye tw tched.
"You'd like nothing better than to see nmy head on a

pi ke, wouldn't you? Well, elf, you're not the first, and by
the rats of Richenulot you won't be the last, either."

Casual Iy, Dunont reached for a small statue on the

top of the wardrobe. At first appearances, it was a beau-
ti ful wood nynph, but closer inspection revealed that it
had | ong, sharp fangs. Dumont grasped the small but

heavy marbl e object threateningly.

"One blowwith this to that mrror, elf, and your dar-
ling child is stranded forever in the msts. 1 don't think
you want that. No one gets the better of Raoul Dunont.

Now, get out of my sight, both of you."

Dr agoneyes grasped Celaar by the wist and tw sted.

The illusionist cried out once, then left, massaging his
wrist. Dragoneyes followed, closing the door behind

hi m

Durmont wat ched Dragoneyes |leave with a twitch of

pain in his gut. He doubted he would ever get used to
seeing enptiness in his friend' s anber eyes. Angry at

hi s enotion, he opened the wardrobe and grabbed a

hal f-full bottle of whiskey. He opened it and took a

strong gulp, feeling it burn as it slid down his throat and
settled in his belly.

He eased hinself down on the canopi ed bed and took
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another swig, wiping his nmouth with the back of his
hand. It was all Liza's fault, he nused angrily. Every-
thing. If she hadn't meddl ed, they would stil! be in
Dar kon, Dragoneyes would still be alive, and Larissa
woul d be dancing happily for himevery night. The
nmenories of that fateful encounter flooded back as Du-
nmont took another |ong swall ow of whiskey. It had al
started with a sharp rap at the door.

"Come, " Dunont had called absently, his eyes on the
account book in front of him The ship was nmaking a
great deal of noney in Darkon, so nuch that Dunont
was finding the accounting a chore.

Liza blewin like a hurricane- Her face was pale, but
her green eyes bl azed and her red hair streamed down



her back like flane.
"You bastard," she snapped-

Durmont was surprised, but only a little. Quickly he
rose and went to the door, closing it before anyone
coul d hear her. Wat on earth had he done now? Hi s

| eadi ng | ady had thrown tantruns before, about every-
thing fromher costune to the nusicians to the food,
but this time she seened to be in earnest.

"Liza, ny dear," he began consolingly. Liza would

have none of it, however, and thrust her face up to his.

"It's over. Raoul," she said coldly. "Al'! of it. Tonight
was my | ast performance.”

"What do you nean?" Dunont's brows drew together
as a horrible suspicion began to take shape in his nind

Li za snmirked. Enjoying every nonent, she held out
one | ong-fingered hand. On the fourth finger sat one of
t he bi ggest di anbnds Dunont had ever seen-

"Tahlyn gave it to me tonight. We're to be wed within
t he week."

"The baron?"
"Exactly."

Durmont cl enched his teeth, furious that his guess
had been correct. He forced hinmself to stay calm
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"Congratul ations, ny dear. Best of luck in your new

life." H's mind worked swiftly. Liza had an ego the size of
Dar kon. She'd not give up the stage quite so easily. If
there were sonme way to tenpt her into staying on, at

| east for a while.

The actress's smle grew. "Ch, but that's not all
You're not onty | osing your |leading |lady. You' re |osing
your Denvoi sel | e=you dammed sl aver," she hissed.

Durmont went ri gid.

"I know what you keep in the storage room And this
mrror here— she brushed at her hair in front of the

wardrobe mrror"—well, Gelaar will be relieved that his
daughter didn't run away with that selt-sword in Mor-
dent after all, won't he? I'msure the good elven fol k of

Nevuchar Springs will be delighted to apprehend a
sl ave ship."

Fear and anger shot through Dunont. He'd be ru-

ined. Twenty years spent traveling, carefully building
the reputation of La Denviselle du Misarde. That was
all at risk now, thanks to one petul ant soprano.



"I"ve got you on the run now, haven't |, Raoul ? You've
slithered away fromne |ike the snake you are before,
but, oh, yes, |'ve got you now "

He noved toward her, and she carefully placed be-

tween themthe small table at which he had been study-

i ng. Her cheeks were flushed and her green eyes
sparkling. Her |ow cut dress, the sane one she had

worn at dinner, revealed the tops of her breasts. She was
absol utely stunning in her rage.

"For the last two years, |'ve watched you eyeing Laris-
sa when you think nobody sees. | don't know why you
haven't tried anything on her yet, but you' re not going
to now. What el se have you got in that hold, Raoul ?"

Sonething chilled to ice inside Dunont at the men-

tion of Larissa s name. Even nore than Liza's threats to
expose him her accusations of his intentions toward
Larissa enraged him Hi s green eyes, which had been
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shapping fire, suddenly went cold.

"Ch, many things worth seeing,"” he said quietly. "A
pseudodr agon, though it's nore trouble than it's worth,
and one of those rare colorcats they told us about in

Q Henna. 1've an ow nmmid, a nereid, and a host of other
magi cal creatures. It's quite a collection, and it's made
ny boat the wonder it is."

Slow y he wal ked around the table toward her, one

bi g hand casually reaching to pick up a white scarf he
had draped on the bedpost. Liza's anger evaporated,
and she took a half-step backward toward the door

"This scarf," continued the captain, "belonged to the
nereid. It's mne now, and so is she. As for you—well,
you're a pretty thing, Liza. Baron Tahlyn has excellent
taste. We're going to miss that fabul ous voice. You were
a treasure, but a bit expensive to maintain."

Li za was frightened now, and when Dunont iunged at

her she reacted swiftly. She shoved a chair in Dunont's
pat h, slow ng hi mdown but not stopping him and fled
for the door.

"Hel p!" she cried, unaware that nothing could be

heard outsi de once the door was closed. Dunont

cursed as he regai ned his bal ance and went after her. He
hadn't | ocked the door, and if she got out—

Wth a gasp, the terrified singer tugged the door
open.

Dr agoneyes was there. He seized Liza and clanped a



hand across her nouth, |eaning back agai nst the door

to shut it. Liza struggled vainly, and in a heartbeat Du-
nmont had reached her, wapping the magical white

scarf about the singer's throat and jerking it tight. She
fought briefly, but at |ast she sagged and her falling
body tugged the silky material free from his hands.

Panti ng, Dunont | ooked at Dragoneyes. The half-elf
regarded himevenly. There was no hint of condema-
tion in those gol den orbs.

"She knew about the collection, and that damed
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baron proposed to her. She was going to marry himand
turn me over to the people of Nevuchar Springs."

"Elf folk'd hang you for sure for slaving," answered

Dr agoneyes. He gl anced down at the linmp body. "I1'II

m ss her singing. Her understudy'll be pleased, though.
What should we do with the body?"

A cruel smle twisted Dunont's lips. "1 have a great
idea... ."

Yes, Dunont nused to hinself now as the al cohol fi-
nally began to hit him he'd had a great idea that had
gone nmore wrong than he coul d possibly inagine.

"Liza, mdear," he slurred, "if your cursed ghost
haunts ny boat, 1'll bet you're damm pleased with the
way things are working out."

He took another long pull at the alnpst enpty bottle.

As he did so, he told hinself that the peal of vindictive
| aughter he heard in his head was only his whiskey-
soaked i magi nati on

A loud crash of thunder woke WIlen. He blinked

sl eepily, confused for a noment, then renmenbered he

needed to get up to the pilothouse. The rain was com

i ng down heavily now, and he wi nced i nwardly. The

swanp was a bad place to be when it rained. As he had

told Larissa, the folk of Port d' Elhour called it "Death's
riding weather," and he knew just how right they were.

He yawned and rubbed his eyes with the heel of his

hand. Curious thing, sleep, he nmused to hinself. It had
been difficult at first for Wllen to understand the hu-
man need for sleep, undeni able though it was. How odd
that the body would sinply stop cooperating, that the

m nd would refuse to focus, until the human | ay down
and turned of f consci ous thought for a few hours. He
dressed, splashed sone cold water on his face, and

st epped out into the downpour
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He had been up in the pilothouse for only a few no-
nments when Sardan knocked on the door

"I come bearing gifts, O lucky pilot," the tenor said,
setting down a tray laden with a pot of tea, two cups,
bread, and slices of neat. "And if ny |ady has stayed
where | left her -. - yes, here she is— he beanmed as he
wi thdrew his mandolin fromthe stairway "—you'll have
food for the body and food for the soul." Sardan poured
a mugful of steaming tea and handed it to Wil en, who
took it gratefully.

"I heard the captain tell you to go on duty in this hor-
rible weather, so |I thought 1'd come up and entertain
you," he expl ained as he poured a cup of tea for hinself.

Wllen smled at him touched. "Thank you, Sardan.”

The handsome bard grimaced. "Don't get any runors
started or ny reputation will be ruined," he joked.

Wllen took a sip of the fragrant tea, savoring its
taste, then set it aside and addressed hinmself to his
t ask.

There were no lights in the pilothouse at night- It was
easier to navigate by the noon and starlight outside,

t hough the rain nmade certain there was little enough of
that. Sardan sat in the back, shadowed in darkness,
strummng his mandolin. Wllen's m nd began to wan-

der.

Lond had turned the majority of the crew into undead

m ni ons. The only ones spared were the cooking staff

and those that piloted the ship-WIIen, Tane, and
Jahedrin. WIlen assumed that Lond recogni zed t hat

the pilots had to have fast reflexes in order to deal with
any problens the capricious river mght hurl their way.

Wth the exception of Casilda, the cast of the play re-
mai ned untouched. It didn't nmake sense to Wl en.

While he rejoiced that they had not fallen victimto
Lond's evil, he couldn't understand why they had been
spared. The nore zonbies on the boat, the better, as far
as the evil wi zard was concerned. So why | eave the cast
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al one? They, and the few living crewren, sensed that
there was sonething am ss. They seened to believe the
"swanp fever" story, but WIlen wondered how long it
woul d take before sonmebody figured out what was re-
ally going on.

Sardan finished one song that WIllen recognized
from The Pirate's Pleasure and started on anot her one.
The pilot gritted his teeth.

"Don't you know anything but the score fromthe



show?" he asked the tenor, annoyed.

"OfF course | do," replied Sardan testily. "I used to be a
bard, you know. A long time ago, before | gave in to the
easy life. Captain won't hear any nusic aboard La De-

noi sel l e other than what's in the score. And nobody but
cast menbers can sing. It's a direct order."

Wllen' s eyes widened, and he was gl ad of the dark-
ness in the pilothouse so that Sardan couldn't see his
reaction. He remenbered visiting the prisoners and
hearing strains of Rose's solo. Wat he'd seen of Du-
nmont's magi ¢ was al so |inked to nusic-

"1s The Pirate's Pleasure a traditional play?" W en
asked, trying not to sound overanxi ous as his idea be-
gan to take shape.

At that. Sardan | aughed aloud. "It's a pretty poor

show. Anything traditional would have to be a | ot better
to last nmore than a week. No, the tragic tale of Florian
and Rose is our good captain's own creation. Although

to be fair, it's not bad for an amateur."

Wllen's grin was enornous now. He had guessed cor-
rectly. If Dunont had witten the score, then the songs
fromthe nusical were probably [aced with magica

words and notes. He'd have to tell the Miden about
this, and fast. The cast rehearsed every afternoon, and
each tine the spell was performed the bonds hol ding

the prisoners would grow stronger

FI FTEEN

"It has no form" the Maiden whispered softly as Laris-

sa floated quietly in the pool. "It expands to fill the con-
tai ner. Becone the container. Take water into you

Larissa. Feel it inside of you, feel it in your hands, your
head, your body. Know that it is pan of you, that it can-
not hurt you. Now, when you are ready, performthe

dance and feel the water in your lungs."

Lying quietly in the spring; keeping her eyes cl osed.
her mind tranquil, Larissa reached up and ran her fin-
gers through her hair. Air, she thought. She contracted
her stomach rnuscl es and undul ated just enough so

that her head was beneath the surface. Water, she

t hought. Breathe ..

Larissa flailed, bolting for the surface and coughing
desperately.

"I sinmply don't understand why this is so difficult for
you," the Maiden said. "Conme out and try again. Don't
jerk—o;f your hips."

Larissa's lungs hurt, but she obediently clinbed out



of the pool. She tried, but she had been practicing al
nmorni ng and was so tired that she wasn't even able to
cone close to enulating her teacher's liquid nove-
ments. The Mai den si ghed.

"Rest for a while, nmy dear. W'll try again this after-
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noon. You nust master water. That is the primary el e-
ment in Souragne."

She held out her hands to Larissa, and the girl eagerly
hel ped herself to the ripe fruit the Miiden offered. As
Larissa bit into a peach, the Juice running down her
chin, the Muiden cocked her head-

"W have visitors," she told her student. Larissa got to
her feet. gazing in the direction of the river. A small ca-
noe came into sight, bearing Deniri and a tall, nuscul ar
man clad in swanp-soiled rags. They negoti ated the

strong current expertly, docking easily and pulling the
boat well onto the shore.

The man | ooked to be in his early fifties, but it was
hard for Larissa to tell. The shaggy gray beard could
have bel onged to an old nan, but the nuscles that
swel | ed beneath the tattered shreds of clothing and the
twi nkling gray eyes set in the weatherworn face attested
to a nore yout hful age.

"Greetings, Kaedrin, Deniri. Thank you for comng. 1
di sturb you only because of our great necessity," said
t he Mai den as the pair approached.

Bef ore anyone el se had a chance to speak, a weasel

stuck its head out of one of the man's pockets. It fixed
the Maiden with bright eyes, whiskers tw tching, then

di ved back into the warm confort of the pocket. As if

t he weasel's energence had been a cue, two mice

energed from anot her pocket and sniffed about cau-
tiously. A harsh caw distracted Larissa's attention in
time to see a magnificent raven swoop down from a

nearby tree to perch on the man's shoul der

Kaedrin snmiled at the raven and stroked the ebony

head gently with a respectful touch. He turned toward

Lari ssa and gazed at the dancer for a noment.

"Greetings. Wiitemane Larissa," he said formally.
"Kaedrin, son of Mailir, son of Ash-Tari, is at your serv-
i ce.

Lari ssa opened her nouth to reply, then froze. A
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| arge snake, covered with rust-col ored di anond patch-



es, twined its way into the sunlight fromthe man's shirt.
A bl ack tongue flickered, scenting Larissa, and beady
eyes fixed her in a cold, reptilian stare.

"Child, what—eh," Kaedrin said, suddenly conpre-

hendi ng. "1 know she's poi sonous, but we're good
friends. She'll not harmyou." Conpletely unafraid, the
ranger picked up the slowy twi sting serpent and held it
out toward Larissa. "Just pat her and—=

"Nol" the dancer cried. Fear swelled inside her. "Get
it anay... .*'

"She obviously dislikes snakes, Kaedrin," said the
Mai den gently. Abashed, the ranger reinserted the
snake into his shirt.

"I"'msorry," Larissa apologi zed. She felt her cheeks
flush with enbarrassnent and hastened to explain. "It's
Just —

"No need," said Kaedrin quickly. "When | return, 1'II
cone w thout sone of ny friends, eh?" He smled

warmy at her. "We nust go. Deniri and | have hunting
to do. Larissa. we will bring you back some of our kill.
The Maiden can't conjure a good roast rabbit." He
turned w thout another word, and he and the pretty

m nx wal ked hand in hand back to their canoe.

"After neeting Longears, | don't know if 1 can eat
roast rabbit," Larissa said to the Miden

The Mai den shrugged. "Life and death are a part of

the natural cycle. If one of his people may provide sus-
tenance for you, Longears will not be angry. Wastefu
killing, where none benefit—that is another matter

That is a violation of the bal ance."

Larissa finished her nmeal quietly, lying on her back

and gazing at the blue sky. After all too short a time, the
Mai den stood over her. "Cone, Larissa. Fire, | think

will be your next |esson.”

The dancer groaned, but sat up.
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The new scouting party turned up as enpty-handed

as the one before. Dunpbnt was starting to truly worry
about the fate of his ward. Lond was no hel p. He had
closeted hinself in his cabin, unable or unwilling to |o-
cate Larissa through magic.

Durmont swore to hinsel f and took another pull at the
whi skey bottle. He had al ways been fond of |iquor, but
now he found that its warm haze took away some of the
strange pangs of regret that were begi nning to haunt
hi m since Larissa's di sappear ance.

H s m nd wandered as he lay sprawl ed on his bed, one



brawny arm behi nd his head and the other bal anci ng

the bottle on his chest. For the first time since he had
| aid eyes on Larissa, Dunbont wondered if the young

worman ni ght not have been better off if he had |eft her
with her father.

Her father. Dunont had spotted the man right away
t hat ni ght when he came aboard La Denviselle...

Aubrey Hel son had worn the gaunt, haggard | ook of a

man who was harried by his own persona! denons. The

man was thin to the point of emaciation, his pale face
covered with stubble, and his eyes blinked rapidly as he
spoke. Hel son's cl ot hes had obvi ously once been fine.
Equal | y as obvious was the fact that the nman's fortunes
had been spiraling dowward for some time now

It had been no effort at all for Dunont to entice the
man into a gane of "Lords and Ladies.”" !'n the |ounge
area, surrounded by the beauty of wought brass, pol-

i shed wood, and stai ned-gl ass wi ndows, they each ac-
quired a drink and a handful of tokens- They played a
few rounds, and Dumont swiftly got a feel for his oppo-
nent. He threw the first two games, and Hel son's pl ea-
sure as his pile of tokens grew was nost satisfying to
t he captain.

Still, Helson's hands shook as he held his cards, and
DANCE OF THE DEAD 189

he drained his glass rapidly and often. So, Dunont
mused to hinself, ganbling and |iquor are the nanes
of his denmons. The captain drew a card, |ooked at it
wi t hout changi ng expression, and inserted it into his
hand.
"Papa," Larissa said softly, draping a slimarm about

her father's shoulder, "may | dance outside? I'mtired of
sitting."

Hel son dragged his bl oodshot eyes away fromthe
cards and gazed up at his daughter. A smite tugged at
his mouth. The gesture took years off his haunted face.

"Well, let's see if that's all right with the captain." He
gl anced over the table at Dunmont, and the furtive | ook
resettled on his features.

"By alt means," Dunont beaned. "1'd like to watch

you sonetime, ny dear, if | may. After all, there are
worse things to do with your life than becone a dancer
aboard a showboat . "

Larissa's blue eyes lit up, and she smled. A blush

crept across her face- What an uncommonly pretty

child, Dumont thought to himself. And that |ong white

hair . . . uncomon indeed. "Thank you, Captain Du-

mont. 1'I1 try not to disturb anybody," she said politely,
and hastened out si de.



Wth a nmock sigh, Dunbnt spread out his hand.
"Your win again, ny friend. Perhaps that pretty child of
yours is Lady Luck in disguise."

Hel son gl anced after his daughter fondly. "She's been
nmy best luck ever since she was born," he said, his voice
sof t.

Bri skly Dunont reached for the pack of cards and be-
gan to shuffle them expertly. "Another round?" he que-
ri ed nonchal antly.

"Ch, yes!" exclaimed Hel son, his eyes too bright. Du-
nmont nodded to hinmself. Tinme to nake the kill, he
t hought .

He dealt the cards, keeping up an easy banter that
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di stracted the ganbler fromthe delicate novenents of

the captain's fingers. Dunont had nagically marked

the cards, and each one radiated a different sensation to
hi s knowi ng fingers. He gathered his own hand and pe-
rused the faces.

The goal of "Lords and Ladies" was to collect as

many femal e cards as possible, preferably ones of high
rank. Only two wonmen sniled up at himfromthe cards,
none of whom were Ladi es of Power.

The captain concentrated, rubbing the cards slightly
with his thunmb, and the faces shinmmered and changed.
Now Dunont held the Lady of the Sea, the Star Queen
Earth's Daughter, and the Fire Maiden. He left the com
paratively weak card, Hearthkeeper, unchanged and de-
cided to hold onto the handsome River Lord. Hel son

t he captain knew, had only one Lady of Power—he

Dark Lady—and the rest were all comon suit cards.

He suppressed a snile.

The hour wore on. The cards Hel son drew were good,

but not good enough to surpass Dunmont's cheating

magi c. Hel son grew pal er and pal er, and when Dunont
spread his hand and the ganbler |laid down his own pa-
thetic set of cards, the color was nearly gone fromhis
face.

Durmont | angui dly reached over and gathered the
| oser's nmound of tokens to hinself. He glanced over it,
and rai sed a gol den eyebrow.

"Doesn't look like there's enough here to cover what
you owe me," he commented

"But 1 don't have any nore nmoney with me," the bro-
ken man whi spered, his head drooping and finally sink-
ing into his trenbling hands.



"Well, that is unfortunate,” Dunont commented in a
mal i ci ously bright tone of voice. "But perhaps you
ought to have thought of that before you began to play."

"I"d been on a lucky streak..." Aubrey Hel son's voice
trailed off.
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Durmont grinned like a fam shed tiger. "Looks like

your tuck just ran out. I'Il give you a nmoment to think
about how you might want to settle that debt. If any-
thing occurs to you, just tell ny friend Dragoneyes over
there."”

He nodded in the half-elfs direction. The gol den-

eyed first mate gl anced up at the sound of his nane.
caught Dunont's expression, and nodded ever so

slightly before returning his attention to his whittling.

Light glinted off his knife. Helson cringed visibly.

The night air was clean and cool, and the night sky
brimred with stars. As he stepped out on the deck
however, Dunont discovered that he didn't need to
search the heavens for ethereal beauty.

it was quiet on deck. Mst of the patrons were either

in the theater watching the performance or el se gam
bling in the | ounge like Helson. Al one on deck, the
white-haired girl was dancing, keeping perfect tine to a
rhythm only she could hear and performng solely for

her own pl easure. Her hair, which had been tied back in
a ponytail, was now | oose and fl oated about her like a
cl oud shot through w th noonlight.

The harsh orange-yel |l ow gl eam of the night |anterns
detracted fromthe sight, but not greatly. Little Larissa
Hel son still managed to | ook fey and wild, swaying and

| eapi ng and turning, graceful and unpredictable as a

feat her caught by a wanton breeze.

Durmont wat ched her, enraptured. In a few years, nen

woul d pay a great deal to see that child perform Wth
that mane of white, she was a natural for the Lady of the
Sea. Once this graceful girl became associated with La
Denpi sell e du Musarde, Dunont's fane woul d be se-

cure. Thoughtful, he went inside.

Hel son' s whi pped expressi on had not changed. Du-

nmont eased hinself into the chair opposite the wetch-
ed ganbler and waited patiently until Hel son raised his
eyes.
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"Your daughter has a gift," Dunont stated bluntly. "I
woul d I'ike her to stay on as a chorus girl. 1'd be lying if |
said | didn't think she'd have a chance at the | eadi ng

role in a few years. You could consider her your pay-



nment. She'd be well-treated and woul d | ack for noth-
ing."

What color lingered in Hetson's sallow face vani shed.
H s mouth opened and cl osed. "No," he managed at
last. "She's the only thing |I've got left to ... No."

"You're hol ding her back," Dunont pressed. "Didn't

you see how her face lit up as | nentioned her danci ng
with us? She was born to be onstage, man. Anyone can
see that."

"No." Hel son shook his head decisively. "I'll find
some way to settle the debt. Just give ne a day or two,
pl ease, for pity's sake ..."

Durmont' s green eyes searched Hel son's pain-filled
bl ue ones. "Very well,"” he said finally. "But we will keep
the girl on board until you return, as surety."

Hel son | ooked as t hough he woul d protest, but before

he could articulate his feelings Dragoneyes was there.
The half-elf laid a hand on the ganbler's shoul der. "You
heard the captain, friend," he said in an am able, soft
voice. "1 think it's time you went hone."

Dr agoneyes' ot her hand grasped the knife wi th which
he had been whittling- It was not held to Hetson's throat,
but the nessage was cl ear

The man slunped for a nmonment, then raised pain-
filled eyes to Dunpont. "May | say good-bye to her?"

Durmont | eaned backward and | ei surely packed his

pipe. "No, | can't let you do that. Dragoneyes wll escort
you to the shore."” He nodded, and the mate slipped a

hand beneath the ganbler's elbow, firmy pulling the

man to his feet- Helson | ooked back at the captain.

"I'"ll be back tomorrow. | have sonme things | can sell
Tell Larissa that 1'll be back as soon as 1 can, so she
won't worry."
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"Ch, certainly," Dunmont agreed snmoothly. He

snapped his fingers, and Hel son gasped as the captain's
i ndex finger blazed with a small blue flame, and he

proceeded to light his pipe with it.

"1 will be back," Hel son repeated. "Tonorrow norn-
ing. Tell her."

Durmont didn't reply, and Hel son and Dragoneyes
left.

The captain rose once they had gone, and went on deck
again to watch the dancing child. The half-elf returned a



few noments | ater.

"He's taken care of," Dragoneyes said in a | ow voi ce.
"Excel lent," Dunont replied, taking another puff on
hi s pi pe.

Dr agoneyes' gaze followed his friend s. "New dancer
eh, Raoul ?"

"What do you think about training her for the Lady of
the Sea?"

The hal f-elf nodded. "Perfect."

Durmont's eyes never left Larissa. "Wiat did you do
wi th hi nP"

Dragoneyes grinned coldly. "There are a | ot of hun-
gry wolves in Arkandale. | left himnear the fringe of the
forest. Wn't be nore than a skel eton by norning."
"Bright boy, Dragoneyes, bright boy," Dunont ap-
proved. "Wait half an hour, then get the fox. We'll run
his damed legs off. | want to be out of here by dawn."

"Aye, Raoul." Dragoneyes nelted away quietly. Du-
nont went out onto the deck

"Larissa?" The girl stopped and turned her innocent
face up to his.

"Yes, Captain?"

Durmont hesitated, letting a synpathetic expression
formon his face. He laid an avuncul ar hand on her sl en-
der shoul der. "My dear, |'ve got some very bad news."

A sharp knock startled Dunont out of his reverie and
back to the present. He rose slowy and weaved his way
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to the door, opened it, and peered out.

Wllen saluted smartly. "Good afternoon, Captain.

was wondering if perhaps you'd give ne permssion to
take the yawl and scout around for M ss Snowrane.

know the swanp well, sir. No offense to the rest of the
boys, but... they mght slow me down."

Durmont tightened his grip on the doorknob for sup-

port. He took a deep breath and demanded that his vi-

sion clear. It didn't. "Bit dangerous out there for a |one
man, isn't it?" H's voice, at |east, was steady.

Willen grinned- "Not if you grew up here, sir.

"Ch, that's right. Yes, that's a fine idea. WIl. How | ong
do you think you'll be gone?"



Wl len thought about it, gnawing his lower lip. "I
shoul d be back by norning. You can send the boat on
ahead and I'Il catch up."

"Good. W'lIl see you in the nmorning. Ch, WII—=
The youth turned around, "Aye, sir?"

A nuscle in Dunont's cheek tw tched. "Wat does
the term ' whitemane' nean to you?"

Wllen' s expression didn't change. "Nothing, sir,
Shoul d it?"

Durmont shook his head, w ncing at the sudden pain

that shot through it at the gesture. "No, no. Just sone
dammed nonsense Lond was spouting, that's all. Go

about your business, boy."

"Aye, sir.

Durmont cl osed the door and | eaned against it for a
nmonent white the room swam Carefully, he nmade his
way back to the bed. No sooner had he | ain down than
an urgent poundi ng cane on the door

Durmont swore |oudly. "Curse your nother, conme in!"

Lond swept into the room closing the door behind
him Dunont's stomach tightened. He was becomn ng
i ncreasingly unconfortable around his alleged ally.

"The swanmp boy is taking the yawl!" Lond cried. "You
must stop himat once!"
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"I told himhe could. He knows the swanmp, and he's
going in search of Larissa." Dunont narrowed his eyes.
"And as for that trunped-up yarn of yours, Lond, | don't
believe a word of it. WII said he'd never even heard of
whi t emane, and he ought to know. "

Lond's body shook with anger. Wth an effort, he
cal ned hinsel f.

"Captain Dunont," he said in deceptively silky tones,
"you are the biggest fool it has ever been ny m sfor-
tune to cone across. O course he would lie about the
whi temane! O course he would want to scout ahead al
alone in the nmddl e of a dangerous swanmp! He's one of
them and he's gone to warn Larissal”

Unwi I I'ingly, Durmont felt his trust in WIIlen waver.
When the boy was around, it was inpossible not to Iike
him But now, alone and with his head hurting fromtoo
much al cohol, Dunont began to doubt. If Lond was cor-
rect about Larissa's swanp magic, then the w zard

m ght be right about WIIen.



Still, Dumont felt obliged to defend the trust he had
placed in the boy. "He's been quite loyal so far, and the
crew loves him" It sounded |anme, even to his own ears.

A thought suddenly occurred to him "Wy didn't he

shake the scouting party earlier if he's a spy?"

"I"ve no idea," Lond snapped, pacing back and forth

and rubbi ng his gloved hands together. "Perhaps to

prove his trustworthiness, to lull you into a fal se sense
of security. Obviously," he sneered, "it worked. It's too
late to stop himnow, but perhaps we could follow him™

"No," replied Dumont. "He'd notice anyone on his

track and | ose them" He paused, |ost in thought.
"There is soneone who can track him" the captain said
at | ast.

Lond sniled grimy in the maski ng shadow of his
hood.

SI XTEEN

Gradual 'y, Larissa's young, strong body becane used

to the unusual noverents of the dance magic. She

even grewto like them The wild swaying and | eapi ng
was much different than the old choreography, and she
relished not having to do a certain step at a certain
time. True enough, there were novenents that neant

t hi ngs—sort of a nmmgical shorthand. For the nost part,
however, Larissa just enjoyed the freedomto follow the
drunbeats as her body saw fit.

The Maiden had instructed her to build a small fire,
and now Larissa gazed into it intently. The flames were
dancers thensel ves, hypnotic and conpelling. The

young wonan | ost herself in observing the flickering
tongues of heat and |ight.

"Fire bums," cane the Miiden's voice, "fire cleanses,
destroys, purifies. Qut of the ashes cones rebirth, out
of the flanmes, heat that could save a life. | want you to
make this tiny fire a bit larger. Dance the flanes."

Slow y, keeping her eyes on the fire, Larissa rose and
began to nove. The dancer swayed, her arns rising of
their own accord. Her fingers fluttered, m mcking the
licking of the flanes.

She began to smile a little to herself. This was easy,
so nmuch easier than water, Larissa thought, letting go
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The young wonan felt hot, burning up with energy.



Her body responded, her arnms swirling and fingers flut-
tering |ike tongues of flame. Fire buns.

A gigantic crack and a sudden flush of heat brought
Larissa abruptly out of the trance. She blinked dazedly
and then saw what had happened. One of the old cy-

press trees by the pool had exploded into flanme. Ashes
flewinto Larissa's face, and the fire, snapping and roar-
i ng dangerously, threatened to spread to the other

trees. Larissa stared, transfixed with horror

Fortunately, the Maiden reacted swiftly. She hastened

to the pool, imrersed her slim strong body, and called

the magi c herself. A huge wave expl oded fromthe river

Mich of the fire was put out. but the tree's right side stilt
burned brightly. A second wave reared up, drenching

the tree and finally extinguishing the crackling flanes.

The Maiden returned to the bank, digging her root

feet into the soil. Dirt erupted fromnear the dead tree's
roots as if thrown by sone giant burrowi ng creature,

and the sizzling enbers were safely covered with earth.

For a monment, both wonen stared at the still-
snoki ng, bl ackened trunk. Larissa realized it was the
tree who had first permitted her to travel through it.

The Mai den shook her head sadly. There was no need
for her to say anything to Larissa. The girl knew what
she had done, and why it had happened.

"I"'mso sorry. Miiden," Larissa whispered, her face
still frozen in horror. "I"mso sorry."

The Maiden slipped an arm about the girl's waist. "I
know. Look well upon what you have done and | earn
fromit. Then, let it be.”

They stood in silence, gazing at the dead tree. A few
days ago, Larissa would hardly have cared about one
burned cypress. But she knew this tree, had travel ed
through it, and it had trusted and accepted her. Now she
realized howthe tree fitted into its environment, - what

198 CHRI STI E GOLDEN

creatures had called it home. And she, with a carel ess
slip of her concentration, had destroyed it.

"Come, child," the Maiden said briskly. "It is time for
your dinner. Deal with fire in a nore nundane fashion
and prepare yourself the rabbit Deniri so graciously
caught for you."

Stilt flushed with guilt, Larissa turned fromthe skele-
tal weckage of the tree. She skinned the rabbit clum
sily, for she had never had to prepare neat before, and
managed to contrive a spit upon which to roast the ani-
mal , Soon, it began to give off a scent that nmade Laris-
sa's nouth water.



"That snells wonderful. Got enough for two?" cane

a cheerful voice. Larissa' s head whi pped around, and to
her shocked delight she saw Wlten. He was wal ki ng to-
ward her, a swarmof feu follets dancing around his
head.

"Wllen!" she cried, scranbling to her feet and run-
ning toward him They collided clunmsily, and she em
braced himwith a fierce pleasure. The feu foilets
blinked rapidly, flitting about and changi ng col ors.
"Wllen, I'"'mso glad to see you!"

"So | gathered," the youth joked, though he cl asped
her as tightly as she did him "Did the feu follet conme for
you?"

Lari ssa nodded happily. "Yes, and a qui ckwood saved
me, and Longears brought ne to—

"Whoa, stow down!" chided Wllen. "This is a tale
best told over supper, and |I'm hungry."

"Wl come, WIllen," said the Miden, stepping beside
them "Eat and refresh yourself, and all tales wilt be
told. "

They made a circle of light in the darkness as they
ate. WIllen encouraged Larissa to tell of her adventure
in the swanp, and | aughed with delight when he heard

t hat Longears had accepted her

"He doesn't nmake friends easily," Wllen said. "If you
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take a long time to trust anyone."

"As you probably planned," the Miden noted, "Laris-
sa has agreed to learn the dance magic. She is doing
quite well."

"1 have a good teacher,"
pl i ment.

she said, deflecting the com

"Then . . ." WIIlen paused, then continued hesitantly.
"Then you know who you are? You renenber your first
trip to Souragne?"

The dancer nodded, licking her slightly burned fin-

gers. Wilen's voice held an odd tension, and she wasn't
sure why. "I'mnot afraid of the swanp anynore, if that's
what you're asking."

The young man was clearly relieved. "You don't know
how pl eased 1 amto hear that, Larissa." She | ooked up
at him and again was snared by the sweet mystery that
lay in the depths of his dark eyes.



"What of the riverboat?" came the Miiden's voice, in-
terrupting the monent. Wilen's expression darkened.

"Lond is moving swiftly," he-answered. Larissa started
to shiver, despite the humd warnth of the early eve-

ning. WIllen noved closer to her and put a conforting

arm around her. She | ooked up at him

"How many?"

"Alnost all of the crew now," he said. Cently he
stroked her white hair. "The cast, except for Casilda,
seens pretty much untouched, though soon they're
bound to figure out that sonething's gone very, very

wrong. |'ve discovered that you can hear the nusic from
the show in the prisoner's hold. 1 think there's sone
kind of spell in the nusic, and Lond's smart enough to

know that a living throat inparts something to a song
that a zonbie can't."

"Then why did Casilda becone . . ." Larissa couldn't
even finish the sentence. Bile rose in her throat, and she
swal | oned har d.
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"She may have seen sonething they didn't want her

to." Wllen replied.
"Yes, that's it, I'msure of it now 1 think Dunont's
killed .. . inconvenient cast nenbers before. Liza, the

worman Cas under st udi ed, was nurdered, and they nev-

er found out who did it. She probably happened onto
his slaves." She shook her head sadly. "Wat a wetch-
ed, foul mess."”

"How are the prisoners?" asked the Miden

"Enduring. Not abused."

"And Bouki ?"

"He and the fox |oah are best friends now | think
Bushtail would fight his own brother for the little fel-

low. " He grinned inpishly. "Longears will have a fit."

"How much nore time can you buy us?" the Maiden
i nqui r ed-

Wtlen's grin faded. "I don't know. |'ve taken them on
as roundabout a route as | can wi thout Lond grow ng
suspi ci ous. He knows the swanp, renenber. | can stil

claimthings about river depth and such, but if | stall too
long, he'll catch on."

The Mai den shook her mpbssy head. "He al ways was
too clever for his own good," she said softly- "Wat do
you say? A week? Two?"

Wllen was silent for a nonment. Hi s sober brown eyes



gazed into the fire, then he | ooked directly at the Maid-
en. "A few days at the nost."

The Mai den closed her eyes in pain for a nmoment.
"Lari ssa needs nore training."

"W don't have the tine."

The Mai den turned abruptly and wal ked to the edge

of the clearing. Beyond the ring of flickering orange
firelight Larissa could see her slimshape. The Maiden
stood quietly, not noving at all

The dancer turned her attention back to Wlten. "I'm
gl ad you have avoided trouble. | was afraid that you'd
be suspected. "
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Wllen smled. "Not at all. 1 amuniversally trusted. It's
extrenel y convenient."

Larissa chuckled slightly. The feu. follets continued to
dance around Wlten, as they had since he arrived.

"The feu toilets like you," she comented. "This is
the first time |'ve seen themsince | cane to the island."”

Wllen assunmed a wy expression. "They ought to tike
me, since | amone of them"

The dancer stared at him "You're . - - you're a feu fol -
et ?"

He | ooked puzzled. "You didn't know?"
Lari ssa continued to stare, "How could |?"

"I thought the Maiden ... Don't you renmenber when
you becanme a whitemane?"

Lari ssa nodded. WIlen closed his hand over hers. "I

was the feu foliet who wouldn't |eave you, when your fa-
ther took you away," he expl ai ned. "Wen the Maiden
called for a volunteer to be turned into a human, 1
couldn't agree fast enough. 1 becane human for you

Lari ssa—for you as well as ny people.™

Larissa started to edge away. "But you're not human,"
she whi spered. "Not really."

Wllen's quiet joy nelted like ice in the spring. He
started to taste fear. "I'm human enough,” he said,
aware that his apprehension was creeping into his voice
but not caring. "Look! My hands are getting call used.
have to eat, to sleep—=

"And you read minds with a touch," Larissa retorted,



fol ding her arns about her in an unconsci ous gesture of
protection. "Wat is going on?"

"Larissal!" WIllen' s eyes were suddenly wet. He had
never known such pain. He rose clunmsily and went to
join the Miden.

Larissa glanced after himm serably. Not know ng

what else to do, she poked distractedly at the fire. Now
and then she glanced up at the two shadowy figures

tal king together quietly. At one point, the Miiden em
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braced WIllen, who laid his head on her breast like a
child. Larissa winced and began to ready herself for
bed. She curled up on her side on a pile of airnoss. but
her eyes remai ned w de open.

After a time, the Maiden returned. "Do not be angry

with Wllen. He is what he is for |ove of you—not quite
human, but never again to be a feu follet. Yet he is noth-
ing unnatural, Larissa. Be kind to him if you can be
nothing else. Talk to him before he returns to the show
boat and his duty."

She turned, nelting easily into the forest, and was
lost to Larissa's view

The dancer sat up at Wllen's approach. Her face was
warmy lit fromthe fire's glow, but her hair held the coo
radi ance of the noon. Wordl essly, he sank down beside

her, looking up at the stars. Then he turned his warm
eyes upon her, and Larissa cringed fromthe paip she

saw in their depths. Yet she was unable to | ook away.

For a long time, they sinply gazed at one another, then
W11l en spoke, breaking the silence.

"It is atime for truths,"” he said quietly. "Things
shoul d be said now, or else we'll regret not saying them
later."

"You're right," she said in a tone equally as soft, keep-
ing her eyes on his face. "I'msorry for what | said. |
just—ael I, it was unexpected, to say the least. |I'm not
sure how | feel about it."

W1l en shook his brown head. "It's all right. You're
afraid. 1 understand."

"No, it's not all right. 1 hurt you, and that was cruel of
ne."

"Forgiven," he said.

"Your turn," said Larissa briskly, trying to lighten the
at nosphere. "Wo deci ded what you woul d | ook |ike as
a human?"

"The Maiden," the feu foUet replied. "She tried to



think of the perfect river boat man—young, strong, at-
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tractive enough to be popul ar but not so nmuch that 1'd
be out of the ordinary." He smled. "So, here | am"

"How ol d are you?"

"The body's supposed to be in the early twenties. M,
|'ve been around for—eh, 1 don't know, a few hundred
years in the way you count time. We don't measure tine

at all. Feu fotlets just are, until we are ... not."

Larissa blinked, caught by surprise. Mre questions
flooded her. "Is WIllen your real nane?"

He | aughed at that. "No," he confessed. "Wen you

asked nme that in the inn, | was sonmewhat taken aback. 1
was still pretty new to the human form and didn't know
about a lot of your customs. 1'd forgotten that 1'd need a

nane that humans coul d pronounce, so 1 picked the
first thing that came to ne." Seeing her inconprehen-

sion, he explained further. "It's local slang. To be "wil-
lened' is to be charmed by the will-0'-the-w sps or feu
f oUet s"

"Do you have a real nanme?"

"Ch, yes. Everything has a nane."
"What is it?"

He was silent. "1 can't tell you."

H s refusal stung, but she understood. "You don't
trust nme with it. Well, | guess the way | reacted, | can't
bl ane you."

"No, you don't see," he insisted, squeezing her hand.

"My people don't have a verbal |anguage. W communi -

cate with color, intensity of light, things like that. |I've no
way of translating it for you. that's all."

Suddenly a thought occurred to him and a snile
touched his nouth. "Wait a minute. Maybe | do," he told
her, rising and going to the fringes of the woods.

He returned a few monents |ater, four or five of the
feu foUets following him "Wtch, and they'll tell you ny
nane. "

The feu foUets danced about a bit. then forned a cir-
cle and hovered in the air. Their |ight dinmed, then al
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at once flared to new life. Colors rippled across them

shi mering, blending, a flurry of scarlet and violet and
turquoi se and rose. The intensity of the light, too, faded



and fl ashed, and the sizes increased from pinpricks of
illumnation to glowing balls larger than her head. Al a(
once, the feu follets went dark, then began to gl ow again
with their normal radiance.

Larissa's face was agl ow. She had been privileged to
see many wonders in her brief life, traveling on the
showboat as she had, but she had never seen anyt hi ng
to match the | oveliness of WIllen's nane.

He sat down beside her, excitenent and pleasure ra-
diating fromhim "I've never actually seen it wth hu-
man eyes before. It's pretty, isn't it? Did you like it?"

She | ooked up at himwith wi de eyes, filled with a joy
that was al nost agonizing in its keenness. He m sread
her expression in the dimglow of the fire, and his face
fell. Wth a tittle cry of protest, she seized his hand,
knowi ng he woul d read her enotions accurately with

hi s touch.

A soft joy spread across his face. "Then . . . you do
like it."

Lari ssa | aughed brokenly, alnost a sob. "WIllen .
it's ... 1 liked it very nuch."

He gri pped her hand harder, so hard it was al nost
pai nful , but Larissa didn't want to pull away. She net his
i ntense brown gaze evenly, captivated, trenbling.

Wllen licked his lips. "Larissa, I ..." Nowit was his
turn to grope for words- "I don't quite understand hu-
mans yet," he finally said with an awkward | augh. "1'm

not sure what |I'mfeeling."

Lari ssa knew what he was feeling, for she was sensing

it, too. She recalled the nerging with fire that had been
so disastrous earlier and tasted sonmething of its wild
joy now. Her hands, suddenly hot, clutched his.

"Larissa," whispered Wllen, tears springing to his
eyes, "you are so beautiful."
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"As are you," she said, barely able to get the words

past her throat. She reached up a trenbling hand to

touch his face, brushing her fingers against the stubble
on his cheek. "Your form your nanme, your way of see-

i ng things, your soul. " Suddenly her vision blurred,
and he swam before her. She blinked frantically at the
stinging in her eyes. "Oh, Wllen, I'"'mecrying. |I'mcrying"

He gathered her to him nmeaning to confort, to

soot he. But Larissa would not be soothed. Eagerly she
sought his mouth with her own, turning the pent-up

pain of eight years into a white-hot, healing passion
WIllen was startled for an instant, but then his human
body followed the lead his feu toilet's heart had set. He



returned her kiss with equal ardor

Captain Dunont sat in his cabin, trying to still his
trenbling hands. The dead eyes of the watching zonbie
conveyed no censure, no approval

Durmont assuned that it was his downward spiral into
despair that made him perversely want the rotting com
pany of Dragoneyes. The dead pilot sat in the chair op-
posite him staring wordlessly, as words gushed out of
the captain |like blood froma wound.

"I't was going so welt," Dunont munbled. "Going so
wel | . You remenber, don't you?" He | eaned forward to
enphasi ze his words

"I had— he counted on his fingers "—nobney, re-

nown, influence. And I had ny wonderful collection

And Larissa, sweet, sweet child... Then | took ny beau-
tiful Denoiselle into this cesspit of a swanp." Dunont
stopped struggling to control his al chohol -i nduced pal -

sy. "And I've lost ny crew. And |'ve |lost Larissa. Wiat in
the world am| going to do when 1 finally get out of here?
Huh? Say sonet hing, you nmute bastardi”

Dr agoneyes nerely sat and stared. Dunont cursed,
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his face flushed with enotion, and hurled an enpty

glass at the zonbie. It bounced off Dragoneyes' skul

and fell to the floor, rolling. And still the first mate
didn't nove.

Durmont took a thirsty pull directly fromthe whiskey
bottle and wi ped his sl eeve across his streanming |ips.

"Ch, nmy old friend," he whispered, "how did | permt
this to happen to you?"

| mpul sively he reached over for the zonbie's hand.
H s callused fingers closed on the rotting white flesh,
cold and soft and pliant.

There cane a tentative knock on the door. Dunont

bl i nked, attenpting to compose hinself. He took a
deep breath, gestured, and Dragoneyes answered the
door.

"Captai n?" cane Yelusa's voice.

Durmont | ooked up blearily. The ow maid' s round

face held none of its usual cowed sullenness. She was
gri nni ng.

"Report?" slurred Dunont.

Yel usa hel d out her shackl ed hands triunphantly.

"First, take these off tike you promi sed. 1 have the infor-
mati on you seek."



SEVENTEEN

W1l en propped hinself up on one el bow and gazed

down at Larissa as she slept by his side. Her hair, tou-
sled by their tovemaki ng, was spread out beneath her
head |like a wild halo. Her breathing was deep and regu-
lar, her lips slightly parted.

Qentiy, WIllen smoothed a |one tendril of noon-white

hair from her cheek, follow ng the gesture with a noth-
[ight kiss. Mdrre than anything in the world he wanted to
stay here with Larissa, drift to sleep with her warnth
pressed agai nst his suddenly appreciated human body,

but it wasn't possible. He'd been gone too long as it was,
and had to be getting back to La Denpi seUe.

As quietly as he could, the youth eased hinself up

and began to dress. Then, with a final glance back, he
strode off toward the yaw and began the trip back to
the boat.

The night seenmed to respect the spell that envel oped
the young man. All was tranquil, the noises of the
swanp harm ess and reassuring. Nothing evil could
touch himat this nmonent, WIllen thought giddily. He
wanted to leap for joy. Larissa |loved him had shared
herself with him and his happi ness would not bow to
reality—not yet, at |east.

He was still snmiling to hinself when he clinbed
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aboard La Denviselle. The smile faded when he encoun-
tered the staring, slitted gaze of Dragoneyes as he tied
up the yaw .

"The master wi shes to see you," the half-elf said dully.

W den went cold inside. "The captain? Wy, Dragoo-
eyes? 1 left last night with his permssion."

"Not Dunmont. The master. Lond."

For a second, WIlen stood stock-still, not even
breat hi ng. Then, quicker than a heartbeat, he dived for
the raiting. Dragoneyes grabbed a fistful of his shirt and
haul ed hi m back down to the deck. Hi s expression nev-

er changi ng, Dragoneyes threw back his head and enit-

ted a horrible wail that caused Wllen to w nce. Four

nore zonbi es appeared, noving swiftly and with eno-

tionl ess purpose.

Fighting the whole time. WIllen was dragged to
Lond's cabin and hurled Inside. He | anded heavily on
t he deck, banging his chin. Aterrible scent assaulted



his nostrils, and he al nost retched. The youth mastered
his breathing, then slowy, carefully, eased into a sitting
position and raised his brown eyes.

Lond's cabin was |ike something out of a nightmare.

Li ght that came from nowhere shone a dull yell ow sh

hue to reveal hideous magical artifacts. Qutted corpses
of ani mal s—everything frombirds to cats to the rotting
head of a cal f—ere strewn about casually. Engorged

flies buzzed lazily about the rotting flesh. A row of tiny,
delicately nmade glass bottles lined the wall. They were
securely corked and their |abels had various runes in-
scribed on them The bottles cane in an astonishing va-
riety of colors. Feathers, bones, bits of cloth dipped in
bl ood, knives, and pins conpleted the ghastly decor

There was nothing that did not reek of fear and pain and
deat h.

Lond was seated in a crudely fashioned chair that was
entirely constructed of human bones. He spraw ed care-
| essly, a black shape conpletely at ease here in his own
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tiny domain of decay. From beneath his cow, his eyes
glittered dimMy in the faint illum nation

"Wl come at last, WII," he said in his dry voice

"You' ve been clever, but not clever enough. There is an-
ot her here who would like to see you. Dragoneyes—

He gestured with a flick of his gloved hand toward the
door. The zonmbie left obediently.

Lond | eaned forward, sniffing at Wllen. The feu foliet
drew back, but knew better than to try to run. He was
trapped, at |east for the nonent.

"You have the scent of the swanp about you," Lond
grow ed.

"Not surprising. |'ve been there all night, scouting
ahead for—=

"Shut up." Lond's voice was as cold as ice and

br ooked no argunment. "You've got the scent of her on

you. And | don't nean the little dancing girl, though you
m ght i ndeed have sanpled her charms as well." Lond

| aughed dryly.

Anger flooded WIIlen, and, despite his better judg-
ment, the youth lunged for the dark bocoru—and

sl amed up against an invisible wall. He bounced off it
and hit the floor hard. The inpact sent waves of pain
shivering through his body. He curled up into a tight
bal I .

Lond's laughter increased. "Wat a shane that you

must die. You' d be so armusing to torture. But, alas.
there are nore practical neans of extracting the truth
fromyou."



Dr agoneyes and Dunont entered. The captain had
been drinking, but was sober for the moment. His face
was a conbination of fury and betrayal

"1 trusted you, WII," he said in a voice that was | ow
and nenaci ng. "Wen Lond wanted you foll oned, 1

hoped you' d prove ny faith in you justified. Larissa

i ked you. So did Dragoneyes. / even |liked you, you lit-
tle bastard. You didn't have an eneny aboard this boat.
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Smart, skillful —everything a captain would wish for."

He shook his head slowy, and Wlien, with a curious
stab of renmorse, saw that the pain in his eyes was genu-
i ne.

"Dam you to the bottom of the Sea of Sorrows, WI

| hate you for that nost of all. Yelusa!" He nodded curtly,
and the slimow maid slipped inside, closing the door

behi nd her.

For a nonent Wlien didn't understand. Then, dawn-
i ng conprehensi on spread across his features.

"You gave ne away, didn't you?" he asked, pain fill-
ing himat the betrayal

The oW maid' s eyes were shifty, as if she were stil
wary.

"I trusted you, Yelusa," said Wlien. She continued to
avoid his gaze. "Do you know what you've done?"

Yel usa | ooked up, and now her large, round eyes were
hard. "Anything's better than slavery, feu foflet',' she
spat defensively. "lI'd spy on anyone, do anything, to fly
freely again."

W lien shook his head sadly. "You' d have been free
soon enough. Dunont will never let you go."

Her eyes narrowed. "That's where you're wong. He's
agreed to let nme go tonight. Isn't that right. Captain?"
She turned to Dunont for confirmation, a smrk on her
round face. The captain said nothing, and Yelusa's
smle died. "Captain?"

Durmont si ghed and rubbed his red eyes. "1 buned
your feather a long tine ago, little ow girl."

Yel usa's brown eyes grew enornous with horror. Wth

the precious item burned, Yelusa would forever have to
return to the place where it had been destroyed. Her
nmout h wor ked soundl essly, then a terrible cry issued
forth. She charged the captain, her fingers going for his
eyes. The sight of the tiny girl attacking the burly Du-
nmont woul d have been comical if the gesture hadn't



been so desperately futile.
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Durmont sei zed her wists, alnmpst as if he were bored.
"Lond, tell your lunps of flesh to take the girl bel ow
And gag her first."

Dr agoneyes cl anped a hand over Yelusa's nouth.

She struggled, but her slimfrane was no match for his
undead strength. WIlien saw that the zonbie's hand al -

so covered the girl's nose, and her gaze turned from fu-
rious to fearful as she realized she couldn't breathe. She
ki cked and clawed with renewed energy, her eyes roll-

ing crazily.

"She's suffocating!" Wlien shrieked. "Dunont,
she—=

Durnont saw it too. "Damm it, Lond, can't you get him
to—

There was a horrible crack as Dragoneyes snapped

Yelusa's slimneck. The girl's flailing ceased, and WIlien
wi nced in synpathetic pain.

"Leave her here," Lond said. "l've never nade a zom
bi e out of a nonhuman before. It will be an interesting
experiment."

Dr agoneyes dropped the body, permitting it to lie

where it fell. Dunmont was shaken, though he didn't

want to admit it. He stared at the girl's corpse. "You are
one gods-rotting, cold-hearted son of a bitch, Lond," he
said in an al nost-conversational tone.

Lond | aughed behind his cow . "Thank you for the
conpliment."

The mage returned his attention to his living pris-

oner. "You see. WII, you were watched | ast night. W
know what happened, and what you are. Unfortunately.
we are pressed for time. so... welconme to ny army." He

rose and poured sone powder froma black bottle into
hi s gl oved hand.

Wllen's eyes filled with horror, "No!" he cried and
bolted for the door. Lond made a quick, zigzag nove-
ment with his free hand, and Wtlen stunbl ed as though
an invisible rope had tripped him Dragoneyes haul ed
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himup by one arm The zomnbie grasped WIllen's brown
hair and jerked his face up to Lond's.

The wi zard bl ew powder into Wllen's face. Frantical -

ly the feu follet coughed, trying to clear his lungs, and
tears filled his eyes as the powder stung them The gray-
i sh powder clung to his throat, choking his lungs, and



he doubl ed over, scrabbling at his face.

The youth's mind was crowded with sensations so in-
tense they were painful. The very air of the room
pressed heavily on his face; the wooden fl oor at his
back seened to hamrer at him Col ors pumel ed his

consci ousness with an al nost physical intensity, and
then his vision faded, the intense hues bleeding to gray
and then black. A cold nunbness began to seep

through his linbs. He was vaguely aware that he had

st opped breat hi ng.

Then, suddenly, the nunbness was gone. Wl Il en

gasped for air, like a newborn devouring its first breath.
Wth an effort, he opened his eyes. his body still twtch-
ing as it fought to breathe normally. The feu follet
cleared his eyes of tears, and net Lond' s gaze evenly.

The wi zard was frozen with shock. "No," he whi spered

in his raspy voice. "No... it's not possible.” Lond swore
and, frustrated with his failure, struck WIllen heavily
across the face.

Wth an effort, the bl ack-cl oaked bocoru regai ned
control of his enotions. Lond sank back down in his

ni ght mari sh chair, hands cl aspi ng and uncl aspi ng.

Then, quietly, as if to hinmself alone, he began to |augh
"Dragoneyes, go fetch our little rabbit friend."

A chilling dread began to spread through the feu fbi-
let.

A few nonents | ater, Dragoneyes returned. Bouk
was determned to protest to the last and was literally
bei ng dragged by the neck, gasping and choki ng.

"Ch, Wtlen! So they got you, too?" he said sadly to
hi s conpani on
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"Ah, you do know him Bouki," said Lond- The rabbit

gl anced up at himand let out a yelp of terror. He hun-
kered down, shaking, long ears flat against his silky
head.

"Yes, 1 know him" Bouki quavered, "And 1 know you
too, Alondrin the Betrayer."

"Dragoneyes, " Lond ordered calmy, "bind Wllen's
hand to Bouki's paw "

The zonbie did so, and Wllen closed his eyes at what
he suspected was about to happen

"You know what wrath you will incur if you hurt a

/oah, Alondrin," he said in a | ow voi ce as Dragoneyes
wrapped a torn cloth about his wist. "Not just fromthe
Mai den, either. Loahs are tied to the land, and if you
hurt the |and—=



"Stop prattling to nme like | was a novice," Lond repri -
manded. "The zonbie lord will have to find ne first,
won't he?"

Dragoneyes tied the knot tight and straightened,

awai ting his master's next conmand. Apparently, how

ever, Lond wanted this pleasure for hinself. He extract-

ed a red candle fromits place atop a skull. Holding the
flame in one bl ack-gl oved hand, the w zard crouched

down near the terrified rabbit. Because he was touching
Bouki, WIllen's enpathic abilities were multiplied. The

feu toilet was flooded with the ioah's fear, though he grit-
ted his teeth so as not to showit. He felt Lond' s nal evo-

| ent gaze on himand kept his own eyes on the floor

"No, you don't nuch like fire, do you, poor tittle
Bouki ?" Lond mur nur ed.

Bouki by now had edged back so that he was flat-
tened agai nst the door, his left forepaw raised and
pressed tightly to Wllen's palm "N no," he quavered.

Wl en thought cal mi ng thoughts, but they could not
penetrate the thick wall of terror that the fire had
aroused in the rabbit's heart.

"Then," Lond continued in that sanme deceptively soft
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voice, "I don't think you'll like this!"

Wt hout warning the candle flame erupted, grow ng

froman inch to a full foot high. The flanme |icked

Bouki's face, and the animal shrieked in pain and fear.

The scent of charred flesh mingled with the stench pf

rot in the hellish cabin. The entire side of the creature's
face was burned bl ack. Bouki's eye was destroyed, and

a thick fluid oozed fromthe crusted orb, sizzling as it
touched the still-hot flesh.

A cry broke fromWHen's lips. It was his eye blinded.
his jaw burned and bl ack, and he was so afraid, so horri-
bly afraid...

The two swanp creatures shivered and whi nper ed,
reaching for one another for confort. Tears streaned
down WHen's face.

"Now, feu follet, you will tell me what | wi sh to know |If
not— Lond shrugged "—% enjoy playing with fire."

Lari ssa awakened froma beautiful dreamto the

sounds of tension-filled voices arguing in high-pitched
t ones.

"What ?" she nuttered fuzzily, then suddenly realized
she was naked. Bl ushing, she pulled on her discarded
cl ot hi ng, waki ng up enough to see that the two verba



conbat ants were Longears and the Maiden

They were away fromthe clearing, beside the fast-
flowing river. The Maiden was rooted in the nuddy soil,
and the /oah sat on his hind | egs, gesticulating with his
forepaws. Conbing her hair with her fingers, Larissa

wal ked over to them

Longears fell silent at her approach, then w thout
war ni ng expl oded with wath. "You did this!" he shout -
ed. turning on her angrily. "You made hi m carel ess.
Now who knows what they are going to do to him and

nmy cousin!"
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"Longears!" reproved the Muiden, her voice col der

than Larissa had ever heard- "She is not to blane. W!-
| en made his own choi ces and woul d be angry with you

if he heard you now "

Larissa felt the blood drain fromher face. "Wat's
happened to Wl I en?"

The Maiden went to Larissa and gently eased the
dancer to the earth, placing her cool lips to the young
worman' s cheek in a fleeting kiss of reassurance.

"He has been di scovered. Longears saw themt ake
hi m anay. "

Larissa's gray lips formed Wllen's nane. She cl osed
her blue eyes. inhaled deeply and deliberately, then
spoke in an unnaturally cal mvoice. "Then we attack La
Denoi sel l e, " she sai d.

The Mai den nodded. "I agree. If they discover his true
nature, they wilt be able to torture himin a nost hid-
eous fashion. Brave as he is, | doubt he will be able to
stand nuch of that, and they will soon know all our
plans. | had hoped for nore tinme to train you, but..."
Her voice trailed off. She rose, extending a hand to
Larissa. "Conme. We nust make haste.”

"To the boat?" Larissa's voice was hard with resol ve.

"No, not yet. We nmust first ask permi ssion to attack
Dunont . "

"Perm ssion? | thought you ruled here, Miden
Aren't you the Miden of the Swanp?"

The Maiden sniled sadly. "I amindeed, but ny influ-

ence is slight. There is one who is the true lord of all of
Souragne. He has permitted Dunont to travel safely

through this realm and it is he who nmust give us |eave

to attack his guest.

"I'f we attack La Denviselle without his | eave, then he
will attack us- And if he attacks us," she said sinply,

we



will be destroyed. 1 tread a delicate line with Msroi.
will not tenpt his wath. This was why | did not wish to
becorme involved with the rescue attenpt, as WIllen de-
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sired. | had hoped that he would be able to free our peo-
ple on his own."

Larissa renmenbered the Maiden's initial reluctance.
It was only when she had agreed to be the one to | ead
the fight that the M den began teaching her

"But," the Maiden continued, "for the first time, Ms-
roi and I may be on the sane side in this particul ar bat-

tle. "

Larissa blinked, thoroughly befuddl ed. "What?" she
managed at | ast.

The Mai den chuckl ed synpathetically at her incom

prehension. "Hurry up and bathe, my dear. |'m sure
you' Il understand soon enough." Her smile faded, and
her green eyes grew sorrowful. "Sooner than ever

woul d have w shed. "

oedi ently, Larissa bathed and dressed. She conbed
her long, wet hair and began to braid it.

"No," said the Miiden, laying a feather-light hand on
t he young woman's shoul der. "Wat have | told you
about that? Your hair is part of your dancing. Do not
bind it."

"Am | going to need to work magi c?" The thought
al armed Lari ssa.

"You may," the Maiden replied grimy.

The Maiden led Larissa to a small boat. It was a

hol | owed-out cypress trunk that sat lowin the water
The Mai den placed her hands on it, and Larissa saw
that, for a nonent, they grew into the wood. Then the
Mai den si ghed, and her hands becane her own agai n.
She | ooked tired, the green of her skin and hair even
lighter than usual

"The pirogue will travel where you need to go," she
told Larissa, her voice frail. "It will take you to Anton
M sroi, then bring you back here safely."

"Mai den, aren't you comng with ne?"

"I amunable to leave this island. This is the only
pl ace where 1 may root." She smled wanly. "El sewhere,
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the land is... unwhol esone for ne. It is part of the way
nmy influence is limted. As for Msroi—-sone call him



the Lord of the Dead. He is the master of the zonbies.
All 1 can say is that he is dangerous, tenperanental —
and extrenely intelligent. Watever you expect himto

be, he will surprise you. Do not underestimate him
Larissa. And do not fight him Any battle he enters into,
he will win. Child . . ." The Miiden | ooked at Larissa

closely. "You are enbarking into danger- It is not too
late to turn back. If you go, go of your own free will."

Larissa licked her lips, then pressed them together
determ nedly. "I love Wllen, and he's being held pris-
oner. How can 1 not do everything I can to free hinP"

The Mai den searched Larissa's blue eyes. "Go, then
brave child. And renenber, whatever Anton M sroi
may be. you are a wnitemane. Let the know edge give
you cour age."

She stepped back, and Larissa eased herself into the
boat. It was very steady. The M den pushed the pirogue
into the river, and it slid snoothly through the greenish
wat er .

Larissa forced herself to relax; the pirogue noved as

t hough an invisible sternman were paddling it. She

rode the river for a while, then the boat veered sharply
to the right and entered into a dark, dank, cypress-
shadowed bayou. In the distance was a whirring of in-
sects. O her than that, the only sound was the slight
rippling of the water as the pirogue sliced through it.

Larissa closed her eyes, trying to "root" herself as the
Mai den had instructed her. She was quite frightened at

t he t hought of neeting soneone who was known as the

Lord of the Dead. It was bad enough dealing with the
zonbi es aboard La Denvoiselle when she didn't know

their true, horrific nature. Larissa hoped she'd be up to
bargaining with the one who was lord of themall

The wi nd picked up. grew colder. It stirred up the
rank scent of the marsh, and Larissa grimced. Rain,
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light at first but becom ng increasingly heavy, began to
fall.

"I didn't even bring a cloak," Larissa said norosely to
hersel f, hunching over in a futile attenpt to avoid being
soaked. The fat raindrops pounded carel essly, splash-

ing on the surface of the stagnant water.

Shivering a little. Larissa glanced around, wondering
if there wasn't sonething, anything, she could use to
shield herself fromthe weather. She | ooked over at the
bank and started, gasping.

Four skeletons, clad only in rotting garnents,
grinned back at her fromthe Iinbs of what appeared to
be qui ckwoods. The nen rmust have been trapped by



the trees and starved to death, Larissa assuned. The

qui ckwood noved, shifted, and Larissa realized that the
"face" of the huge old tree was infinitely nore mal evo-

I ent than any of the quickwoods. A dull fire burned in
the holl ow areas that served it for eyes, and its nouth
was filled with sharp protrusions. As she watched it, the
tree lowered its bony ornaments to the grass.

The skel etons rose awkwardly and di sappeared into

the greenness of the foliage. Larissa's pity for the dead
men turned to fear. She knew where they were goi ng—

to informtheir master, the Lord of the Dead, of her pres-
ence. Gimy, Larissa folded her arnms tightly about her
shivering frame and thought of WIIen.

The stormincreased in fury, and the little pirogue
pitched, but held to its course. At last it headed for a
bank and grounded itself, Larissa, half-blinded by the
pelting rain, stunbled out, her bare feet sinking to her
ankles in the soft, sliny nud. She heaved the pirogue
onto the bank, fighting the greedy water for every inch
of ground she gai ned. Wen she finally got the boat

wel | away fromthe water, her arms, back, and |egs hurt.

She strai ghtened, wi ncing. Larissa glanced around,
hands shi el ding her eyes fromthe rain. There was not h-
ing that | ooked |ike a house anywhere around.
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"Ch, wonderful,"’
what happens?"

Lari ssa expl oded angrily. "Now

A sharp neigh was her answer, and Larissa wheel ed.

From the conceal i ng draperies of nmist and noss, a

carriage energed. There was sonething wong with the
horses drawing it. They wal ked oddly, stiffly, with none
of a beast's natural grace, and were a curious color. As
she drew cl oser, Larissa's lip curled in disgust. The wi nd
changed, and the scent of the horses—the dead
horses—wafted to her. The strange col or of the horses

was caused by rot, and bits of bone showed through

wher e deconposi ng fl esh had been rubbed off by their

har nesses.

The carriage drew cl oser, and Larissa saw that the
driver, too, was a gray-green nonstrosity of putrefac-
tion. Larissa was frozen with fear, as rooted to the spot
as the Maiden ever had been to her island.

Sonehow. Larissa was nore terrified of that quiet,
patient carriage, drawn by its rotting beasts of burden
t han she had been of anything she could renenmber—

not the mist horror, nor the creatures of the swanmp, nor
even Casilda's horrible transformati on. Those were

t hi ngs that had happened, that had been forced upon

her. This carriage was here, she knew, because she had
chosen to visit the zonbie master



Sonehow, she forced her | eaden feet to take one step
toward the waiting carriage, then another. Confidence
returned to her with each step. The zonbi e coachman
clinmbed slowmy down fromhis perch and silently

opened the door for her. The dancer hesitated only an
instant, then, with a defiant toss of her white | ocks, she
st epped i nsi de.
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The coachnman took his place, slapped the horses

reins, and the carriage lurched forward. Larissa w ped
the rain fromher face as best she could. As she settled
herself in the brown velvet cushions, she noticed that
there was a bl ack cape fol ded neatly on the seat beside
her. A faint smle quirked one corner of her nouth.
Whoever —what ever —Anton M sroi was, this was a con-
siderate gesture. Gratefully Larissa toweled herself as
dry as she could with the soft wool en cl oak-

The carriage itself seened sturdy and wel | nade,

though it hadn't been cleaned in a while and there were
several rips in the cushions and dents in the wood. The
dancer wrapped the cl oak about her still-shivering
frame. The wi ndows of the carriage were foggi ng up

with her breath, and she rubbed a clear patch and
peered out.

She felt the carriage jolt and saw that they had |eft
the marsh for a cobbl estone road. They traveled for a
time. flanked by the swanp, until the carriage halted
abruptly.

They had come to a | arge wought-iron gate manned

by nmore zonbies. As Larissa watched, fingers clenched
tightly in the black fabric of Msroi's cloak, the |unber-
i ng undead creatures opened the nassive gate to per-
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mt the carriage to pass through. One of them turned
what was left of its face up to her as she passed, and
Lari ssa shuddered. The creature's eyes had rotted away-
Inside the gates, w lderness yielded to civilization
Larissa saw that this was a plantation, simlar to the
ones near Port d'El hour. Wrkers [abored in the field
despite the downpour—workers who nmoved with a me-

chani cal, steady rhythmthat revealed their true nature.
Larissa closed her eyes and took a deep breath to

st eady hersel f.

She sat back in the carriage for a tine, unwilling to
see what new horrors were unfol ding as she Journeyed
toward Msroi. At |ast, however, the carriage sl owed and
stopped. The coachman appeared at the w ndow, then
opened the door for her to step out.



It was a plantation indeed, a huge, spraw ing nansion
that was as draped with airnoss and cobwebs as any
tree in the swanp. The house proper was el evated

about a yard off the ground, supported by wooden

pol es to keep out the swanp's noi sture. Peacocks
strutted on the ill-kept |awn,-their beautiful plunage
drenched by the downpour. The whol e i nage was a gro-
tesque parody of normal plantation life.

Steeling herself, Larissa pulled the cloak's hood over
her head and stepped down onto the gravelly drive. She
winced a little as her bare feet were bruised by the
stones. The dancer made her way slowy and carefully

to the house, clinbed up the creaking steps to the

porch, and lifted the brass knocker carved |ike a horse's
head. She hesitated, just for an instant, then slamed it
down hard.

For an agoni zingly | ong nmonent, there was no an-
swer. Then the door slowy creaked open. Larissa's
heart hanmered with trepidation

A zombi e, better preserved than the others Larissa
had seen on the plantation, stared down at her inpas-
sively. Hi s clothing, which was still nostly whole, re-
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veal ed himto be a highly placed servant. He stank hor-
ribly.

"1-— Her voice al nost broke. She paused and contin-
ued calmMy. "I have conme to see your master."

The zonbie's nouth worked. "Enter," he groaned in a
voi ce that had obviously not been used for sone tine.
He stepped back and opened the door even wi der. Laris-
sa went inside, her blue eyes flickering about.

She was in a wide entry hall. Once-fine carpeting,

now wat er - st ai ned and rui ned, covered nost of 'the

wooden fl oor and wound up the sweeping spira! stair-

case that twisted up to the next story. Dust iay thickly
on the beautifully carved banisters, disturbed here and
there by | arge handprints. Mst of the |ight was provid-
ed by a huge, glittering cut-glass chandelier. A sudden
noverrent off to the side caught her eye, and she

turned swiftly, only to nmeet her own pale reflection in a
tarni shed mirror.

The zonbi e servant pointed to a roomon her |eft,

then held out his black-nailed hand expectantly. Larissa
stared at it for a moment, not understandi ng. Then she
real i zed what he wanted and handed hi m her rain-
drenched cl oak. He bowed and | eft her al one.

Carefully Larissa stepped into the parlor. Two snall,

| ow tabl es were placed in front of confortable-Iooking
sofas. A fireplace flanked by two vel vet-covered chairs
took up a large segrment of the wall. Atop the fireplace



was a mantl epi ece carved from some dark wood upon
which a |lighted candel abra and what | ooked |ike an
etching of sone sort were placed.

The draperies were opened, pulled back by two brass
hol ders fashioned to ook Iike children's hands. The
storm out si de, however, dimred the daylight. Despite
the valiant attenpts of the candles and the fire, the
room remai ned norosely dark

The fire snapped, its warnth and crackling sounds in-
congruously cheerful and wel com ng to the soaked
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dancer. Kneeling in front of the fire, Larissa gratefully
spread her hands out to its warnth. She noticed that a
poker had been inserted well into the red-hot coals and
wonder ed why.

The stormcontinued to rage, and Larissa shivered
despite the warnth of the fire. Gradually its heat pene-
trated the danp chill of her clothes, and she began to
get warm She | ooked around the room again, noticing
that the wal | paper was covered by carefully w ought
drawi ngs. Curious, she took the candel abra fromthe
mant | epi ece and stepped up to the wall.

Handsone couples, clad in full dresses and tailored
coats and breeches, waltzed at a party scene, Larissa
nmoved along the wall. Here was a battle, with knights in
arnor fighting gallantly. And over here was—

A giant flash of lightning illum nated the di mroom

By its unforgiving brilliance, Larissa could see what she
had not noticed before: all the people in the wall paper
scenes were corpses, painted in various stages of decay.

She stifled a cry and backed away. the hand that held
t he candel abra trenbling and causing its shadows to
dance. Thunder roared in a nocking echo of her out-
burst. Sue replaced the candel abra on the mantl epi ece,
taking a second | ook at the etching as she did so.

It was an illustration of a wonan seated, witing, at a
desk. The etching was carved onto an extrenely thin
square of bone, and a burning candle flickered behind
it. 't gave the etching the appearance of novenent, and
Larissa, her attention nmonentarily diverted fromthe
horrors of the wall paper, watched the young wonan,

who was busily writing.

Then she noticed the words on the wonman's page.
Hel p me.

Larissa blinked, wondering if it was a trick of the un-
reliable light. The words had changed.

Set nme free



Col d horror crept through her and her eyes flickered
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fromthe words to the woman's face. Larissa gasped

al oud and stepped backward. The wonman was no | ong-

er looking at her witing, but directly at Larissa, and a
tear crept down her cheek

Lari ssa w apped her arns about herself and shivered-

Pity welled within her at the plight of the trapped soul in
the etching, but fear drowned out the gentler enotion.

Was there a blank sheet of bone waiting for her, some-

pl ace in this house of nightmares?

Qut si de, through the how of the w nd, Larissa

t hought she heard the shrill neigh of a frightened horse-
Her mind flew back to Wllen's comment about the su-
perstitious Souragniens, "Death rides in the rain," he
had sai d. Now, she understood. She stepped back to-

ward the fire, unconsciously wanting its warnth at her
back as the master of the house approached.

The whitenmane heard the doorway to the hall being

opened, and a second flash of lightning silhouetted the
tall shape of a man. He strode into the parlor where
Larissa waited, tossing his cloak carelessly in the direc-
tion of the foll owi ng undead servant. He marched to-

ward her, wi ping nmoisture fromhis hair, and stepped

into the ring of firelight.

The Mai den had been right- Whatever Larissa had ex-
pected, it was not this tall, strikingly handsonme man.

He | ooked to be in his md-thirties, and his hair, raven-
wi ng bl ack, curled danply fromthe ride in the rain.
Strong but exquisitely chiseled features radiated a
barely subdued excitenent. From his thigh-high, black

| eat her boots to the gold buttons glinting on the well -
fitted, buff-colored vest, Msroi was every inch the aris-
tocrat. That the boots were streaked with nud and the
fine linen shirt had been torn nerely enphasized that

he was in absolute control. Full lips stretched into a
smle as Anton Msroi |ooked at his guest.

"Well, they didn't tell me you' d be such a |ovely crea-
ture," he commented, falling gracefully into one of the
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pl ush chairs by the fire. His voice matched his face—
handsome, masculine, and intense. "Then again, the
dead don't notice such subtleties. One of their draw
backs, 1've found."

M sroi swung one long | eg over the armof the chair.
The nud-spattered boot |eft brown streaks on the fine
velvet, but the zonbie master seened not to notice.

"Wne!" he called inpatiently, his long fingers unty-



ing the blue silk cravat at his throat. He used it to towel
his hair dry, then tossed it to the floor and undid the first
two buttons on his shirt.

Lari ssa continued to stand and stare at the master of
Sour agne. He raised an eyebrow.

"Sit down," he said. "Don't |look so frightened. \Wat,
did you think I'd slay you and roast you for dinner upon
your inmediate arrival ?"

The dancer found her tongue. "No, of course not, on-
ly you're not., . you're so ..." she floundered.

The grin widened. "Alive? Oh, yes." H s eyes, a deep
blue. flickered over her. "Very much so."

The zonbi e servant approached, bearing a rmug of

wine on a silver tray. Msroi took it, went to the fire, and
sei zed the poker that had been lying at the heart of the

fl anes.

Larissa tensed, ready to fight should he turn on her
with the heavy iron rod. He noticed the gesture and
| aughed out | oud.

"Dear, dear, M ss Snowrane, 1 would hope that 1'd
use somet hing | ess crude than a poker if | w shed to at-
tack youl You haven't sat down yet. Do so."

it was not a request, and Larissa obeyed. Msroi re-
noved the poker and gazed approvingly at its gl ow ng
orange tip. He inserted the poker into the nug, and the
wi ne hissed as it heated. M sroi replaced the poker and
took a sip of the hot wine. He nodded in approval, then
strode over to where Larissa sat.

"Here. Hot spiced wine. A great favorite of mne
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Mothing tike it after a hard ride in the rain.”

Larissa | ooked up into those piercing eyes and hesi -

tated. Msroi frowned. "Drink it," he ordered- She

cl osed her hand about the nug and took a cautious sip.

It was hot and fragrant with the scents of citrus and spic-
es. Surprised by the pleasant taste, she took a second

sip, letting its warnth steal through her chilled body be-
fore handing the nug back to the zonbie |ord.

M sroi seened satisfied. "Now, you've been properly

wel comed to Maison de |a Detresse." He raised the glass
in a silent toast to her, then sat back down and conti n-
ued to drink while he tal ked.

"Now, let nme see. If ny informants are correct, your
nane is Larissa Snowrane and you are a dancer

aboard that lovely boat that's currently steam ng down
nmy swamp. Your tender heart is touched by the plight of



Durmont ' s sl aves. You've been tutored by that annoying
noss creature, the self-styled Maiden of the Swanp,

and you'd like to go rescue the creatures- The Maiden
very wi sely indeed, refuses to aid you w thout my coop-
eration. in a stroke of cowardice, she sent you to ask for
it. Tell me. Mss Snowrane," he said, gazing intently in-
to the ruby depths of the wine, "do you really expect to

| eave here alive?"

The casual ness of the question was nore chilling
than the words thensel ves. The wi ne-induced warnth
fled Larissa, and her nouth went dry with fear

"It doesn't matter." she said in a voice that quavered

only slightly. "If | can't get your perm ssion to attack La
Demoiselle, I'd rather die."

"Death is not necessarily an option," the zonbie lord
rem nded her.

Larissa ignored his taunt. "I need your perm ssion to
fight Dunmont," she repeated. "He's a thief, stealing
things that don't belong to him He's getting fat off the
| abor of innocent beings. |I'mnot asking for your aid,
only your permssion."
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M sroi remained i npassive. He rem nded the trapped
dancer of a waiting vulture.

"Don't you understand?" she exploded. "He's trap-
pi ng creatures from Souragne. From your |and, wi thout
your perm ssi on—without even consulting you!"

M sroi appeared not to have noticed the anger in her
voi ce. He took another long pull at the cooling w ne,
and rose to reheat it with the poker

"Lord M sroi—

He gave her a nock-offended | ook. "Anton, please,
nmy dear."

"Anton . . . WII you permit us to attack La E>e-
noi sel | e' ?"

M sroi picked up the poker and warmed up his w ne-
"t haven't quite made up ny mind about that yet."

Wth the speed of a striking snake, he dashed the

mug to the floor and swng the poker at her head. Laris-
sa managed to | eap out of the way, turning a handspring
and | anding on her feet. Using all the Miden had taught
her, she gestured with her left hand and nade a nove-
ment with her right foot. The poker twisted in Msroi's
grasp like a live thing, then went still. The zonbie lord
stared at the length of vine nowin his hand.

Larissa crouched, ready to leap to either side or exe-



cute a dance novenent. Her blue eyes were alert, wait-
ing for Msroi's next nove.

The I ord of Souragne | ooked fromthe vine to Larissa,
surprise on his face. "Very goodi" he rmurnured.

"You're better than 1 thought you would be. This will be
enjoyable. Sit down, dear Larissa, if | may call you that.
You need have no nore fear of nme. | have tested your

nmettl e—and you have damaged mine!" He tossed the

vine into the fire. "You nust have nany questions for

me. Ask them"

Larissa licked her lips, cautiously sitting back down.
"The Mai den says you are the lord of Souragne."

"Quite right. It, and everything in it, belongs to ne."
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He | ooked at her with piercing eyes. "That does include
you, too, ny dear, in case you were wondering."

Larissa was starting to overcone her initial fear. Ms-
roi's arrogance began to annoy her, and she clung to
that enotion. "Since you know that Dunmont is steating
your creatures, why haven't you stopped hin®"

M sroi shrugged. "If he is clever enough to trick crea-
tures and trap them nore power to him C everness
and covetousness are not sins in ny eyes, Larissa.”

"But, he has no right—=

"I'f he can manage it, that gives himthe right. Only
the strong and the clever survive. |If the animl s—er

ot her bei ngs—are stupid enough to |l et thensel ves get
caught, they deserve whatever happens to them Har-
nessing their magic is far fromthe worst that could be-
fall trapped creatures.” He smled, a cruel, cold snile
"Trapped creatures in nmy home pray to fare so well,"

Larissa's fear had evaporated, |eaving her coolly
reckless. "Am 1 a trapped creature?"

Msroi's smte widened. "Everyone is trapped—n
one way or another. Some have prettier cages, that's all.

No. Dunont's anbition doesn't bother me." He paused
t houghtfully. "Alondrin's, however, does."
"Because he nakes zonbies, like you do?" Larissa

wondered the instant the words | eft her mouth if this
had somehow been a breach of etiquette, but M sroi
didn't take offense.

"That's hardly the problem | can control any zonbie
inthis land at a thought. No. Alondrin wants to | eave
my realm and | don't wish himto."

He turned his penetrating gaze on the dancer, the
smle nelting away fromhis face as if it had never been



"That's the problem Larissa. He's planning to use your
showboat to break away fromthe island.”

"But —+he Maiden said no one can | eave w t hout your
perni ssion.”

M sroi's handsone face grew cold, and a quiet rage
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began to simrer in his blue eyes, causing Larissa to
dr aw back.

"That has al ways been the case. But Al ondrin has tak-
en great care to stack the cards in his favor."

M sroi |eaned forward, his eyes snapping like the fire.
He began to count on his fingers. "One—he's traveling
on water, which strengthens his skill. Two—the boat is
warded with Captain Dunont's considerabl e magic.

And three—there are dozens of feu toilets on the boat,
and their presence al so enhances magi cal spells. Aton-
drin mght succeed, which would set a dreadful exam
ple. Don't you agree?"

Lari ssa nodded. "So why haven't you stopped hinP"

"Because |'mgoing to get you and your friends to do

it for me," Msroi answered. "Wiy should 1 bestir nyself
when you are all afire to charge to the rescue? But,
pretty dancer. I'mgoing to teach you a fewtricks to
counter the bocoru's magic." He rose, strode over to her
and pulled her to her feet. Larissa forced herself not to
struggle and nmet his eyes evenly.

One hand reached to smooth back her wet mane of

white. Slim strong fingers slid down her cheek, trailed
across her Jaw, her throat. Larissa's body tensed, and
her eyes narrowed in anger

"Have no fear for the safety of your person, Larissa,"”
he said, cupping her face in his hands. W ne-scented
breath fanned her face. "Wo knows better than a zom
bie lord what pitiful stuff mere flesh is? No, it's your
spirit that intrigues me. There's sonething there that
find ... fascinating."

He stepped back, taking her hands. A crafty snmile

spread across his face. "I will give you what you seek
but in ny own tine and for ny own reasons. You are a
dancer. Very well, then. | shall teach you a new bransle,

nmy dear. 1 shall teach you the Dance of the Dead."

NI NETEEN

"Marcel ," Anton Msroi called lazily, "show M ss
Snownmane to the guest quarters. Draw her a hot bath



and—are you hungry, my dear?"

Lari ssa opened her nouth to say yes then closed it,
her face suspicious. Msroi shook his head and cl ucked
his tongue in nock dismay.

"Pretty tittle dancer, you've already seen that |I'm

alive. How do you think 1 stay that way? | assure you, the
food is whol esone. You shall join nme for an early sup-
per."

She had no choice. Larissa nodded. The zonbi e mas-
ter took her cold hand, pressed firmlips to it, then left.

Marcel took the candel abra fromthe mantl epi ece

and |l ed Larissa up the wi de staircase. She foll owed,

t houghts churning in her head. The dancer had cone
seeking Msroi's pernission, not his aid or his tutel age.
How | ong woul d he keep her here?

And what woul d he ask of her in return?

She foll owed her undead guide as he |l ed her down a
large hall. Illunm nation was provi ded by brass sconces,
fastened to the walls, shaped like arms that clutched
flickering candles. Marcel reached the end of the hall,
produced a | arge key ring and unl ocked the door. It
swung inward with a groan. Larissa wondered how | ong
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Marcel notioned her inside. She stepped in tenta-

tively. As with the furniture el sewhere, that within the
bedroom was | arge, old, and dust-covered. The cano-

pi ed bed was a spraw ing, sagging echo of |ost gran-

deur. The wardrobe of intricately carved wood was in

sad need of oiling, and the mirror at the little vanity was
as tarnished as the one in the hallway. A woman, freshly
dead and clad in fairly new clothes, was mechanically
pouring buckets of steaming water into a porcelain tub

t hat seenmed conparatively clean

Larissa al nost | aughed al oud at the nacabre absurd-
ity of the scene. She felt hysterical |aughter bubble in-
side her and swiftly quelled it.

The dancer shed her soaked, filthy clothes and

stepped into the tub. She felt better at once. The hot,
flower-scented water felt wonderful to Larissa's chilled
body. As she bathed, the zonbie nmaid opened the ward-
robe and began | ayi ng out beautiful dresses. Larissa

gl anced over at her. She wanted no nmore favors from

the zonbie lord

"No," she protested, "I'Il wear what | came in."

The maid straightened and fixed Larissa with a fish-
eyed stare. She shook her head slowy. "Master said,



dress,” she told Larissa in a nonotone.

Lari ssa swore and splashed the water inpotently. He
wasn't even letting her wear her dancing clothing. "A
dammed fly in a bl oody web," she nmuttered to herself as
she reached for a towel.

"Well, don't you tidy up enchanting iy," Msroi com
nmented as the dancer descended the stairs an hour | at-
er. Larissa glared at him the expression on her face a
contrast with the beautiful gown she had finally decided
on. It was dark green with a cloth-of-gold underdress.
The upper part of the sleeves were also cloth of gold
and puffed out, but her |ower arnms were encased with
nore dark green fabric that tied neatly at the wists. It
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was shockingly lowcut by Larissa's standards. She had
not bound her hair, and it fl oated about her shoul ders
li ke a white cl oud.

The lord of the dead met her halfway up the stairs.
He, too, had dressed for the occasion. Hi s black hair had
been sonmewhat taned and was drawn back into a pony-

tail. Msroi's clothes had obviously been freshly pressed
and the col ors—dark blue coat, |ight blue vest, and
bl ack breeches—suited himwell. Blindingly white silk

stocki ngs and shoes with polished gold buckles re-
pl aced the mud-spattered riding boots. He offered
Larissa his arm and she cautiously took it.

The di ning roomwas across the hall fromthe parlor

The table was | arge and already laid out in preparation

for their first course- Msroi pulled out a chair for Laris-
sa, then seated hinself at the other end of the table. The
rain had stopped, and the sunlight streaned in through

the wi ndows at precisely the wong angle. M sroi

squi nt ed.

"Drapes, close," he ordered.

As in the parlor, the drapes were held open by brass
hands. At Msroi's command, the clutching netal fin-
gers |l oosed their hold, and the nmaroon vel vet drapes
swung shut.

Two servants energed fromthe kitchen area. One

nmoved about diligently lighting several candles. An-
other entered carrying a large silver soup tureen. Star-
ing enptily, he placed it on the table and began to | adle
soup into a bow for each of the living beings.

"Turtle soup,” Msroi said, "delicious, according to
my chef. 1 Just acquired himrecently. He's a wonder in
the kitchen."

Cautiously Larissa spooned up a nout hful of the
soup. It was delicious, as thick as stew. The turtle neat
had a unique flavor, and there was an undercurrent of



somet hi ng tangy and citrusy.
"Lenon?" she hazarded.
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M sroi beaned. "What a discerning pal ate you have,
Mademnpi sel | e Showrane. Yes, it's |enon.”

M sroi proved to be a charming host. Despite herself
and the horrors that abounded in the place, Larissa
found that she rel axed and occasionally even sniled at
some of Msroi's jokes. She had seconds on the soup,
devoured a salad made with bitter greens grown near

t he swanp, and dived cheerfully into a rice dish with
seasoned crayfish. Her eyes flew open and she gul ped
thirstily at the water.

M sroi |aughed again. "A bit spicy, 1 know, but that's
typi cal cuisine for our humble island. Perhaps the next
dish will be nore to your liking."

Larissa sniffed hungrily as the main course was set
before her.

"Rabbit sauted in wine," Msroi inforned her, rubbing
hi s hands together in anticipation. "It's the chefs spe-
cialty." He attacked his food with gusto. Larissa' s appe-
tite, however, had fl ed.

"Jean," she said softly, in quiet horror.

M sroi raised a raven browinquiringly as he lifted his
fork to his nouth.

"1 beg your pardon?" He took a large bite. Juice ran
down his chin, and he wi ped absently at it with the back
of his hand.

Larissa cleared her throat. "lIs your chef named Jean,
owner of the Two Hares Inn?" she asked.

"Why, yes. he did run an inn before he got that bone
stuck in his throat," Msroi replied with his mouth full-
"I'f you knew him then you know this is good. Death
hasn't interfered with his talent. Eat." He gestured to-
ward her plate with his knife, then sliced off another
bite.

Larissa stared nmutely across the table at Msroi. He
continued to eat with pal pable enjoyment, not in the

| east disconfited by the thought that his nmeal had been
prepared by a corpse. She put her napkin down on the
234 CHRI STI E GOLDEN

table with a trenbling hand and eased her chair back.

"I"mnot hungry anynore." She rose and |left. heart-
si ck.



She had al nbst made it to the stairs when her host
sei zed her elbowin a hard grip. "That was rude, <ny
dear. You haven't been excused."

Di sgusted by him Larissa Jerked her arm away. He

spun her around to face him and an answering anger
snol dered in his blue eyes. "Don't push me, pretty
dancer. You keep your life at my whimor lose it that
way. Since you refuse to dine with ne, perhaps you will
dance. "

Sei zing her hand firmy in his, he pulled her back into
t he main hal | way, shoving open a pair of double doors

at the far end. They passed the mrror that had so star-
tled Larissa when she first entered Maison de |a
Detresse, and again her eyes |leaped to foll ow the nove-
nent .

Haul ing her with him M sroi entered what renai ned

of a glorious ballroom The painted walls were dingy
and chi pped, and the harpsichord that stood like a
forgotten toy in the corner | ooked as though it hadn't
felt the touch of a hand in decades.

"Play," Msroi shouted, and at once a tinny mel ody

arose fromthe instrunent. Larissa was jerked tight

agai nst the zonbie lord' s chest. H s right hand seized

her left in a hard grasp while his other arm snaked

around her slimwaist. Automatically she reached down

with her right hand to Ilift her skirt out of the way of her
feet. Larissa raised her head and net M sroi's approving

gl ance.

"So, you do know how to waltz." His grasp on her re-
| axed sonmewhat, "f have not waltzed in a long tine. For
now, let us enjoy the music and call a temporary truce,
hmp"

The tune was sweet, and M sroi was an excell ent
dancer. Although Larissa never relaxed her guard, she
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followed his lead easily and gracefully. After a time, she
asked boldly, "Is this the Dance of the Dead you were so
anxious to teach me, Lord Msroi?"

The t hought amused hi mtrenendously, and he |et

out a laugh that echoed in the |arge, enpty room "An-
ton. No, pretty dancer, this is purely for my own enjoy-
ment. The |l essons will come later. Tonight— he sniled
down at her "-—we sinply dance."

The next norning, as she had been instructed, Laris-

sa met Msroi at the stables. She wore the outfit that had
been I eft on her bed the night before—+iding breeches,

a bl ouse, boots, and a cloak. The dancer had wondered
briefly as she dressed how t he zombi e naster knew her
sizes, but decided that she really didn't wish to know



The earth underneath her boots was wet from yester-
day's rain. The sun shone brightly, warm ng the thick
hum d air. The unpl easant scents were stronger in the
rai ny weather, and Larissa winkled her nose as she
wal ked al ong the gravel path toward the stables.

Li ke the house, the stables were neglected. The

horses, however, seened to be alert enough. A small
roan mare was tethered to a post in the cobbl estone
courtyard, and a zomnbie servant was mechanically
groom ng the beast. Larissa was glad that this one, un-
like the ones that had pulled the carriage, was alive.

A cl oppi ng sound caused Larissa to turn, and she saw

M sroi |eading a huge black stallion. The beast | ooked
tired, as if it had recently been ridden hard and put away
wet. Its great black head drooped as the beast slowy
followed M sroi, the nose al nost brushing the ground

"Good norning, Larissa," the naster of Mison de ;a
Detresse greeted his guest. "I trust you slept well?"

She managed a wan smile- In truth, she had lain
awake for hours, wondering who had | ast been in the
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canopi ed bed and whet her she woul d be safe from nid-

ni ght intruders—iving or dead. Larissa had kept a can-
dl e burni ng beside her bed and had been unpl easantly
startl ed when she woke after a few fitful hours of sleep
to discover that the candl e had been renoved.

The dancer's dreans had been punctured w th night-

mares, peopled with the dead and the dying. Larissa's
drowsi ng mi nd had cast herself as the nmurderer. She

had destroyed La Denvi sell e as she had destroyed the

tree in the clearing, only this tinme, she had thrown back
her head and | aughed wi th savage pl easure.

She answered her host's question politely. "As well as
could be expected, Lor-Anton."

"I trust you do ride?"
"Alittle." Very little, she thought to herself.

The beast was saddl ed and bridled, ready to go. and
M sroi nmounted the stallion with a smooth, easy nove-
ment. He reached down to Larissa and swung her up
onto the saddle in front of him "Today, my dear. you
shall ride nore than a little. Come, |ncubus!"”

Wt hout warning, he whipped the horse smartly with
his riding crop, and the weary beast surprised her by
| eaping into a gallop

Larissa al nost |ost her seat but tw ned her fingers in-
to the horse's coarse mane and hung on grimy. Incubus



settled into his stride and tore down the road tike the
creature he was naned for. Abruptly, harshly, M sroi
yanked the beast's head to the right, and | ncubus

| eaped off the road into one of the fields- ft was fall ow,
and the horse's hooves sent chunks of wet nud flying.
"Feet his power, Larissa," Msroi hissed in her ear. "Al
that strength, and it obeys ne."

He struck the horse again, and incubus surged for-

ward even faster. Froth fromhis jaws spattered Larissa's
cheek, and the nane was beginning to grow danmp with
sweat .

"It's exciting, isn't it. to think of alt that power under
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er. tie again whipped the horse with the crop. Incubus
tossed his mdnight head in pain.

Larissa's breathing cane in shallow gasps as she
crouched | ow over the neck of the beast. She snelled

the nusk of |ncubus's sweat. She knew M sroi was

pushing the stallion hard. too hard, and that the savage
beati ng was probably drawi ng bl ood. Part of her raged

at the unnecessary cruelty, but Msroi was right—the
wild ride was exciting, and her own heart was poundi ng
madl y.

She gasped as a felted tree | ooned ahead, directly in

I ncubus's path. Wth a grunt, the horse gathered him

self and sailed easily over the obstacle, touching lightly
down and barely breaking stride. Larissa heard herself

| aughing, and a calmpart of her mind noted it as a
shrill, cruet sound.

Crack, came the sound of the riding crop. Crack.
Crack.

Again Msroi jerked hard on the bit, yanking the

steed' s head around and sending himoff in a new direc-
tion. This time, Larissa could see that the foam on incu-
bus's jaws was pink with blood and the brown eyes were
rolling madly. Hi s adrenaline-sparked stride faltered.

He had no nore to give his master

Still Msroi pushed, and Larissa hung on, filled with a
savage excitement mxed with horror. Crack

I ncubus uttered a | ow, shuddering groan as his heart

expl oded. The stallion dropped to his front knees, and

M sroi grabbed Larissa and pulled themboth clear as

I ncubus rolled over heavily. Larissa was shaking and
gasping for breath. Tears filled her eyes and rolled down
her cheeks, mixing with rivulets of sweat.

"You killed him" she shrieked, staring in sick grief at
the body of the black stallion. She could see slick



pat ches of dark bl ood on Incubus's flanks where the
crop had struck.
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M sroi. on the other hand, seened exultant. "We

killed him You were as intoxicated with the speed and
power as | was, Larissa, and you cannot tell ne other-

wi se. Not one word of protest did you raise, nor a hint of
condemmati on breathe.”

Pai n wenched Larissa's heart as guilt flooded her

Msroi was right. He flung hinmself to his knees beside

her in the nmud, and there was a feverish fire in his eyes.
He grabbed her shoul ders.

"You're just like ne, Larissa. W're kindred spirits,

you and 1.1 thought so when 1 first net you, when | real-
ized that | could teach you the Dance of the Dead. Now
I"msure of it. Look at the sort of things we can do!"

Heedl ess of the nud, Msroi scranbled to where Incu-
bus lay. He seized the horse's huge head in his hands,
snoot hing the wet mane back fromthe forehead. He
pressed his cheek to the beast's face and closed his
eyes.

I ncubus twitched. Wth a rough whinny, he jerked his
head from M sroi's grasp. He stunbled a little, but got
stiffly to his feet. Msroi turned to Larissa, triunph
burning in his eyes.

"You see? Nothing is lost to us! Incubus is dead, but

he still runs for ne. Your foolish Miden, insisting on
working with the forces of nature—bah! That is too little
for us. We can be the forces of nature, of death—-and
undeat h. "

Lari ssa stared at him "You're a nonster," she whis-
per ed.

M sroi smled, showng white teeth. "W alt are,

pretty dancer. Deep down inside all of us, there's a non-
ster- Some spend their lives trying to fight it. They fail.
Sone coexi st unhappily with their beast. They are ms-
erable." He dragged her to her feet and grabbed her

shoul ders. "Larissa," he purred, "you and | celebrate it."

Lari ssa placed her hands on Msroi's chest and tried
to push himaway. "No, you're wong! 1 amnothing Iike
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H s eyes searched hers, their fire di mm ng somewhat.
"W shall see, pretty dancer. W shall see.™

As Larissa descended the stairs, she heard the harpsi-
chord begin to play. Msroi, formally clad as he had



been the night before, stepped into the dimy it hall-
way, gazing up at her with predatory patience. Wrd-
| essly he extended a hand, flicking the wist slightly

with practiced ease so that the ruffles of the cuff lay flat

agai nst the coat sleeve. He was waiting for her, ready to
teach her the Dance of the Dead.

You're just like me. Her heart lurched in her breast.
VWhat if he was right?

Forcing herself to be calm she continued wal ki ng
down the stairs with a slow and even step. A snile
twitched at one corner of his nmouth, and she wondered
if, like a wild beast, he could scent her fear

She pl aced her hand in his. "No supper before danc-
i ng?" she queried in a voice as cal mas she could nmake
it.

He shook his head. "First, dancing. Then dinner."

The Dance of the Dead began innocuously enough. It

was a waltz, sweeping and grand- Then, al nost inper-
ceptibly, the nmusic began to change. It switched gradu-
ally froma major to a mnor key and grew deeper, nore
nmenaci ng. The tenpo increased just as subtly. At one
point, Larissa glanced up into Msroi's eyes and found
that she could not | ook away. Fleetingly, she thought of
the giant zonbie snake in her dream and how it had
hypnoti zed her. She stared into the blue depths of her
tutor's eyes, snared.

H s fingers dug into her waist, even through the nmany
| ayers of material. Msroi bent and placed his cheek
flushed and hot as if froma fever, against Larissa' s sud-
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Keep danci ng.

Larissa cl osed her eyes, unsure whether the voice was
actually Msroi's or if it sinply existed inside her head.
didn't matter. She was hel pl ess to di sobey, and, stran-
ger still, she had no desire to. Together, zonbie master
and dancer whirled across the enpty floor. To Larissa, it
seened as though her feet barely even brushed the

ground. She began to | ose track of where she was, who

she was dancing with, even who she was. She yi el ded
utterly to the rising sense of power building wthin her

It was then that Larissa realized just how cold she
was. She still noved swiftly and surely within the iron
circle of Msroi's arnms, but she could no | onger sense
her linmbs. A slight wisp of fear penetrated her haze of
power, and she opened her eyes.

Lari ssa shrieked, al nost stunbling. The hand
clasped in Msroi's nmerciless grip was tittle nore than



gray, skin-covered bone.
She was turning into a zombie.

Keep danci ng! the voice thundered in her brain. She

did so, willing her fear into determ nation, and she
smled grimy as she watched the desiccated skin of her
hand plunp out into living human fl esh once again.
Larissa glanced up at Msroi. A savage snarl tw sted her
sweet face.

Suddenly M sroi spun her away fromhim Startled,

she stunbl ed but recovered swiftly.

"You have passed the first test," he approved, breath-
ing a bit heavily fromthe exertion. "Now it is time for
the second.”

He cl apped his hands, the sound echoing like the

crack of his riding crop in the large room After a no-
nment, al nost a dozen zonbies, fromservants to field
wor kers, appeared in the ballroom Larissa stared at
them unsure what M sroi had in mnd

"They are under orders to kill you," he said. "The
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Dance of the Dead, if you execute it properly, wilt keep
t hem confused | ong enough for ne to rescind the or-

der."

Cat chi ng her breath, Larissa panted, "But | just
learned it! What if | don't do it property?"

M sroi shrugged. "Then, ny dear, they kill you. And
have a new and pretty zonbi e naidservant. That is, un-

til the rot sets in. I'll set a place for you at dinner... in
case you survive."

For a nonent, Larissa thought that this was nerely

anot her one of Msroi's cruel jokes, but he turned and

strode out of the ballroom pulling the door closed be-

hind himwith an om nous thud. As if it were a signal

the rotting undead began to nove toward Larissa with a

slow, terrible purpose.

Trapped! Larissa wailed to herself, nonmentarily too
frightened to nove. Like a fly in a wb .. - no- This fly is

going to fight, the young woman resol ved. She was
drained fromthe dance and al nost trenbled with ex-
hausti on, but she summoned up energy from some hid-
den reservoir and began to nove.

She executed the first steps of the waltz, noving

surely to the frantic nel ody the harpsichord still pound-
ed out. Her slippered feet barely touched the fl oor-
boards, and her hands fluttered, making gestures of



their own. The young woman | et herself dissolve in the
growi ng sensati on of power.

Marcel had al nost reached her and extended dead

arms in an attenpt to choke her. As the cold flesh
touched her feverish skin, Larissa struck at his arns
and her body twi sted in protest. The zonbie halted, and
his arns | owered. He nade no further nove toward her

Now t he mai dservant attenpted to halt Larissa, but

t he white-haired dancer had tasted success and turned
wi th al nost vicious glee upon the femal e wal ki ng
corpse. This tine, the naidservant staggered back
fromthe force of Larissa's nental commands.
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Two nore of the mndless, undead things were clos-

ing in on either side. Larissa |eaped, dancing with fiery
frenzy and focusing her increasingly powerful will upon

t he ani mated corpses. One by one, Msroi's creatures

were stopped in their tracks, halted by confusion as to
whi ch order they should foll owthat of their master,
hitherto the only voice they had heard, or the new com
mands gi ven them by the white-haired, flame-sou |ed

woman who danced before them

When it was done, Larissa staggered to a stop. Her
breath came in ragged gasps, and her legs felt rubbery.
The harpsi chord had ceased pl ayi ng, and Larissa, sud-
denly feeling faint, sank to the floor

When she had caught her breath, she slowy got to

her feet. Coo! blue eyes raked the frozen forns of the
zonbi es, then Larissa Snownane went to join the Lord
of the Dead for dinner

TVENTY

Larissa forced her eyelids open by sheer effort of will,
and fear shot through her, alnost but not quite dispel-
ling the last dregs of Msroi's drugged wi ne.

The dancer was alone in the swanp. She had been

lying in an awkward position, one armand leg tw sted
behi nd her. They were nunb at first and didn't obey her
as she tried to sit up. Then the linbs began to feel al
too keenly as bl ood rushed back into them Larissa ig-
nored the stinging sensation, frantically searching for
some famliar landmark in the pressing nmaze of green
and brown.

There was none. M rotting zombi e coachman, no

pi rogue, nothing that she knew. Panic crouched inside

of her like a chained beast straining at its tethers. No,
Lari ssa commanded it. 1 can get out of here. ... |

t hi nk.



She was still in her beautiful green gown, and it ham
pered her novenment as she attenpted to stand. Her |eft
knee put pressure on sonething that crinkled. Larissa
jerked away at once, startled, then felt relief and sur-
prise as she realized it was nerely a fol ded-up pi ece of
parchnent, sealed with a dollop of red wax. Larissa
picked it up, examining the seal—-a large M

Swiftly she opened it and began to read.
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My uery dear M ss Snoi ynane,

What a dreadful host you nust deem e to be.

You are correct. / must thank you for your refresh-

ing presence in ny hone recently. You were a de-
light to work with.

Before you lies your last test. Wll, at |east the

| ast one | shall be pressing upon you. The riding

crop should conme in handy. | know you know how

to use it. | wish you the uery best of luck in finding
your way hone, pretty dancer, though | doubt

you'll need it—you're too rmuch |like nme. W nmake

our own | uck.

Per haps sonmeday we shall dance together again.
I will look forward to it.

—Anton M er o(

Larissa crunpled the letter savagely and threwit to

the earth. It fluttered gently downward, its sharp, crin-
kl ed edges opening slowy like a flower's petals. She
saw the riding crop Msroi had nentioned, |ying innocu-
ously in the nmud, its leather tip encrusted with Incu-
bus's bl ood. She shuddered, then took a deep breath to
cal m her frayed nerves.

Root, Larissa told herself. She |ay down on the soggy
earth, not caring that her gown was getting ruined. Ea-
gerly she plunged her fingers into the wet earth, seek-
ing informati on and cal mess fromthe soil

Unli ke the sod of the Maiden's island, this earth of-

fered very little confort. She sensed a sull enness here,

a taint, like the underlying flavor of a piece of food just
gone bad. 'Her eyes closed, Larissa frowned. She

stretched deeper, not nerely asking now, but denand-

i ng conpliance.

Wth the reluctance of a spoiled child, the |and yield-
ed. There was danger here, she sensed. She was not to
trust the ground, the trees, or the creatures. The Maid-
en's island was approximately a nmile to the sout heast.
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And that, Larissa felt, was all the |land was going to tel
her. Abruptly, disturbingly, she felt contact break off.

Slow y Larissa came back to herself, pulling her bur-

i ed hands out of the nud. It let go of her hands with a
reluctant, sucking sound. Absently she brushed off the
mud on a pile of airnoss.

Her first thought was to travel through one of the
trees. She approached a giant live oak, trying to ignore
the fact that it | ooked nenacing. It's just a tree, she
t hought, and the qui ckwood had been respectful and
hel pf ul

Taki ng a deep breath, Larissa reached out and pl aced
a hand on the bark. Geetings. Wth your perm ssion,
woul d—

Mot

The response exploded in her mind with such ferocity

that she wi nced. The dancer jerked her hand back, but

not before an angry branch had seized it. The tree had
sprung into frightening life, waving its branches angrily
and cl anpi ng down on her w th menaci ng strength.

Before it could crush her, barissa reacted. She didn't
have tinme to think and didn't need to. Even though both
wists were securely held by the dark treant's branches,
she was able to nove her fingers. Her body tw sted,
arching- Where the treant's leafy |inbs touched her

they exploded into flame. The tree roared in pain. in-
stantly releasing her. It began to beat its fiery branches
against its own trunk. The flanmes | eaped for a few fren-

zi ed nonents, then died.

Larissa was well out of the treant's reach and gl ared

at it defiantly. "1 have no wish to hurt anything in the
swanp," she cried to the listening foliage. "But | will if
you force me to. All | ask is safe passage."

She wai ted—for what, she wasn't sure. At |ast the

singed treant runbled in a bass voice, You rmay go on
your way, Witermane, but | will not let you pass through
ne.

246 CHRI STI E GOLDEN

Larissa closed her eyes for an instant in gratitude for
t he Maiden's teachings. Then the dancer turned back to

the treant and planted her hands on her hips.

/ cannot force you to grant me passage to the Miden's

i sland, she told it. But may f have your assurance that
you won't throw ne down if | clinb your branches to see
where | an®

The treant rustled sulkily. Then: Yes.

I can hurt you again, Larissa warned.



Under st ood.

As Larissa approached, the treant even lowered its
branches to aid her clinmbing. Larissa snmothered a self-
satisfied grin. It wouldn't do to gl oat.

Despite the cunbersome dress, Larissa reached the

top fairly easily. The sun shone down cheerily, its care-
| ess radiance a sharp contrast with the broodi ng

shadows and gl oomthat was the world beneath the

swanp' s nNDsSsy canopy.

An ocean of green flowed beneath her. The young

worman tw sted, grasping onto a branch for support. It
curled in her hands, but only to secure a grip on her so
that she wouldn't slip. A cold sinking sensation began
in Larissa' s stonmach when she realized that the shelter-
ing trees prevented her from even seeing what part was
swanp and what was dry—er fairly dry—tand. She

craned her neck, her eyes searching, hoping desper-
ately to see—

There it was. Larissa's breath exploded in a sigh of
relief. She could see the green gl ossy surface of the I ake
catching the sunlight. The Maiden's island | ooked |ike a
beautiful emerald to the grateful young woman.

"I'"'mcom ng, Miden," she whispered softly. She care-

fully clinbed back down, dropping the last six feet and

| anding gently in the soft soil

Her gaze fell upon the riding crop. For a nonent she

was tenpted to just leave it where it lay. It could hurt no
one here, lying forgotten in the swanp. But then, wth-
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out quite knowi ng why, she bent and picked it up

It didn't feel strange. It was sinply a crop, cool |eath-
er lying harmessly in her palm

"You meant sonething by this, Msroi," she said

al oud, pulling the length of the crop through her fin-
gers. "Wat, | don't know, but I'Il take it just the sane."
At | east, she added silently, 1'll know where it is.

Careful to preserve the niceties, Larissa bowed to the
treant. Thank you, she said.

For answer, the treant rattled its branches. Larissa
was reni nded of a dog growing, but declining to at-
tack. If this was another test of Msroi's—and she was
sure it was—then she thought she was doing quite well.

One hand grasping Msroi's riding crop, Larissa set

off in the direction of the Maiden's island. The earth was
soggy, but it held, and her heart began to rise. She men-
tally went over the |ayout of the riverboat, wondering



what the best way to attack it mght be. The attack
shoul d cone at night, that was for certain. Any crea-
tures that would cone to her aid in this place would cer-
tainly be able to see in the dark. The hum d darkness,
together with the gray fog that always seened to arise
in the evening, ought to provide excellent cover

She wondered how many of the crew nenbers had

been turned into zonbies and was unable to bl ock out
the image of the thing that had been Casilda. For the
sake of her friend, if nothing else, Larissa wanted re-
venge upon Lond.

A warm blink of light flashed behind her. She

wheel ed, alert for an attack, and smled in surprised

pl easure as she realized it was only a feu follet. It drifted
about lazily, blinking slowy.

"Well, am1l glad to see a friendly . Lari ssa broke

of f, laughing. "Face" hardly applied.

The gl owi ng ball drew back. then cane forward
again. It paused, hovering, bathing the dancer with yel-
low light. A thought struck Larissa.

248 CHRI STI E GOLDEN

"Can you take nme to the Miiden's island?" she asked,
wondering yet again if the creatures understood | an-
guage as she spoke it.

The feu follet paused, pul sating, then began to nove
slowy over to one side. Larissa frowned- Accordi ngh"to

what she had seen fromthe top of the reluctant treant,

the nost direct route |lay straight ahead, but the, feu fol-
lets knew this place far better than she, so she shrugged
and fol |l owed.

Once it realized that Larissa was following, the little
ball of light picked up its pace, sailing ahead with a
sense of purpose. Larissa smiled to herself, thinking of
Wl en. She wondered if he would come with her when

she I eft Souragne. She didn't think he would be hard to
convince. That is, if he could | eave the island at all. Her
snmle faded. What if he were sonehow | inked to the

| and? What if he—

Larissa's arnms flailed as she tried to stop her forward
nmoverent, but she tunbled into the quicksand with a
little gasp. The rnmushy substance filled her nouth, and
she spat frantically, choking on it. She panicked for a
second, thrashing about wildly before she realized that
her struggles only caused her to sink deeper

Almost as if it were a living creature, the quicksand
sucked at her |inbs, seizing her long hair and pulling
her head back and down. Her dress was soaked, and

Lari ssa knew that she had only a few mnutes before the
ghastly mud cl osed over her head.



She | ooked wildly about for the feu follet, thinking

that somehow it might be able to call for help, but there
was no longer only one of the shining orbs. There were
four of themnow, and they did not express the agitation
that the feu follet had denonstrated when she had been

t hreatened by the deathplants. Larissa slowy realized
that they were enjoying her terror. They pul sed and

swel l ed, growing slightly | arger, hovering over the
dancer |ike vultures over a dying beast.
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It was then that Larissa knew that they weren't feu fol-
lets at all. They were the feared wili-o0'-the-w sps. They
had deliberately lured her here to trap her and feast
upon her terror.

She tried to think, but no answer cane. Breathe wa-

ter? The qui cksand wasn't pure water. It was an in-

bet ween substance. Turn it into earth? It would trap her,
probably crush her. Then what ?

The hovering wili-o' -the-w sps drew cl oser, eager for

her horror and fear. At |east, Larissa thought grimy, |
can deny themthat- She forced herself to relax, and to
her surprise found that she could float fairly well. The
dancer took deep, calning breaths, willing her heart to
slowits frantic pace. It was then, when she was com
posed, that one of her outstretched arns brushed a
trailing tree branch.

Slow y Larissa craned her neck, fingers stretching to
twine around the slimtendrils. Carefully, so as not to
snap the tw gs, she closed her hand around them Hope
began to seep through her. The wili-o'-the-w sps,

t hwart ed, began to nove aboot agitatedly. She ignored
them keeping her mnd as serene as she could and con-
centrating on the branch.

Larissa began to pull with a slow, steady tug. The
branch bent, but held. Now she was cl ose enough to
grasp the branch with her other hand. Still noving
slowy, she pulled herself toward the bank, hand over
hand, until at last she was able to pull herself com
pletely out of the nearly fatal trap.

The dancer crawl ed out of the nmuck with a distinct
| ack of grace. Her linbs were quivering with aftershock,

and she sat down heavily. The wili-o0'-the-w sps drew
near, definitely angry with her now They dived at her
with a shrill, humm ng noise, and Larissa felt fear rise in

her as she heard the words they cried in a ghostly, shal-
| ow voi ce; "Witenane. Die."

Ganely, she tried to force her fear away. They were
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only glowing balls of light. Wat could they possibly—



She found out as one of them swept by her, buzzing
angrily. Larissa gasped as a sudden jolt careened

t hrough her body, setting every hair on end and knock-
ing the wind out of her. A second one dived at her, but
this time she had clanbered to her feet. She danced ef-
fectively, if awkwardly, and conjured magi ¢ housed in
the element of fire. A small ball of flame began to take
shape between her cupped pal ns, and she directed it
toward the attacking creature

The creatures whined in annoyance. Then, to the

dancer's shock, the ball of flame bounced off the will-o0'-
the-wi sp and ricocheted back toward her- She barely

had time to |l eap clear, and even then the globe of fire
singed her side.

Larissa hit the earth hard, wincing at the pain in her

burned side. She rolled over, and suddenly saw M sroi's
riding crop lying where she had thrown it when the

qui cksand had cl ai ned her. Eagerly she seized it, then

stared at it, wondering what in the world she was sup-

posed to do with it.

The riding crop should cone in handy, Msroi's note
had said. / know you know how to use it.

No, | don't! Larissa's mind wailed, even as another

wWill-o -the-wisp flew at her with deadly intent. She tried
to roll clear, but the being's electrical charge hit hone.
She gasped again and arched in pain.

Pain. Msroi had beaten the beautiful black stallion
driving the noble creature to its death. Lond used pain,
too. but he had taken the path of -how had t he Maiden

put it?—-bone and bl ood. Bl ood! That was the answer!

Larissa sat up and struck her left hand sharply with

the crop. Ared welt appeared, but no blood. She swore,
then struck again, harder, forcing herself to ignore the
pain. This tine, a thin trickle began to neander down
her palm follow ng the |ines of her hand.

"Die, Witenane."
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Larissa didn't know if she could survive another at-

tack. She didn't plan to find out, either. As the gl ow ng
bal | dived again, she was ready. She held the riding crop
clenched tightly in her hand, prepared to strike the will-
o' -the-wi sp with everything she had.

To her astonishnent the crop twi sted in her hands,

the way she herself had caused the poker to withe in
M sroi's grasp at Mafoon de | a Detresse. The dancer al -
nost dropped it, but she held on grinly.

Msroi's riding crop grew longer, until its contorting
l ength was over six feet. It filled out until Larissa's small
hand coul d barely close around it, and its color flushed



fromblack to greeni sh brown. A head took shape at one
end, a head that had two slitted gol den eyes and
fangs—

Lari ssa screanmed, but sonehow, despite the terror

that fl ooded her, she kept her grip on the thrashing
snake. As she watched, the reptile swng its head to-
ward the glowing balls of light. A black tongue flick-
ered, and then it opened its jaws inmpossibly w de. As
the will-o'-the-wisp dived for" the attack, the serpent
struck. It gul ped down the light creature in one bite.
Larissa was reninded of a |egend she'd heard once, of

how the will-0'-the-w sps were caused by a snake eating
the sun.
A shrill sound emanated fromthe remaining crea-

tures. One flewin a wild. zigzag pattern, its tight flicker-
ing crazily. A second one hesitated, then attacked

Larissa as its fellow had. Again, the snake struck. This
time, Larissa raised the serpent in the will-0'-the-wi sp's
direction, facilitating the reptile's attack

The last two will-0'-the-w sps had had enough. They
sailed off into the hazy green depths of the swanp, and
soon their radiance was lost to view

Larissa's shoul ders sagged, and she sl ackened her
grip on the snake. It turned to gaze at her, and she net
that slitted, unblinking stare evenly. Its tongue flick-
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ered. Then. with the sane speed it had denonstrat ed
before, the snake turned back into a sinple black riding
crop.

Atired smle touched Larissa's lips fleetingly. "Thank
you, Anton. But how, by the rats of Richenulot, did you
know | | oat he snakes?"

She took a few noments to calmherself, then

clinmbed another tree for a second | ook at the Miden's
i sland. The treacherous will-0'-the-wi sps fortunately
had not taken her too far off track

Wien Larissa clinbed down, she hunted about for a

| arge branch. She woul d not be caught by quicksand a
second tine. The dancer continued wal ki ng, testing the
earth before her with the nakeshift pole and avoidi ng
any areas that did not seemconpletely solid. Larissa
kept her ears open for any sign of danger, but there ap-
peared to be nothing hostile—for the nonment, at |east,
she thought grimy.

The heat increased, and so did her hunger and thirst.

Her time with the Maiden and, curiously enough, her

dinners with Msroi, had given her at |east some idea as
to what was whol esonme to eat in this treacherous place.

As for water, since it had rained recently, there was plen-
ty to be found trapped in holl ows of stones and trees.



The taste was unpl easant, but it slaked the burning of
her throat.

Larissa pressed on until nightfall. She made a bed of

ai rnmoss, tugged froma nearby |ive oak, and sank down

on it gratefully. Before she went to sleep, however, she
danced a protective ring about her bedding. As soon as
she hit the earth, her body, weary fromthe physical ex-
erci se and the constant tension, dropped off to sleep

The young dancer woke a few hours | ater, thoroughly
disoriented. It took her several seconds before she re-
menber ed where she was. Sonething had awakened

her, she was sure of that. Careful to remain well within
the circle, Larissa rose and | ooked about cautiously.
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The night seenmed calmand still, al nost peaceful, but
Lari ssa knew better. The trees stayed silent; there was
no breeze to bestir their drooping branches, and few of
t hem were anything nmore hostile than sinple trees. No
eldritch illum nation warned of dangerous will-o0'-the-
wi sps or heral ded the nore wel come feu follets. The
hum of distant insects and the occasional splash of a
small animal in the water were the only sounds that
floated to Larissa's straining ears. Al seened quiet.

What, then, had awakened her? Larissa sat down and
hugged her knees to her chest. She didn't rel ax. She
had been through far too much since she entered the
swanp to doubt her instincts now The dancer waited
for the sound to come again.

And it did.
"Larissa," sighed the voice.

At once she was on her feet, ready to execute a defen-
sive dance nmovenent if she needed to.

"Who' s there?" she snapped, her eyes flickering
about . Not hi ng noved.

"Ch, my child, have you forgotten?" cane the sane

sad, forlorn echo of a voice. Before Larissa's eyes, a
transl ucent shape began to form solidifying into recog-
ni zabitity. The dancer gasped, feeling as though she had
been kicked in the chest.

"Papa, " she whi spered.

The ghostly figure nodded sadly. Aubrey Hel son was
dressed just as he had been when | ast she had seen him
He fl oated just above the ground, his expression sor-
rowful. "I have m ssed you, Larissa."

Tears sprang to Larissa's eyes. "Ch, Papa," she qua-
vered, "I've m ssed you! What happened? Why didn't
you cone back for me?"



"I would have, but Dunont nurdered ne," cane the
answer. Larissa already knew that to be true in her
heart, but hadn't dared exanmi ne the thought too
closely. "Revenge will be ours soon. Come, ny beauti -
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ful little daughter. I wilt take you safely to the Maiden

Larissa, nearly blinded by tears, swallowed hard and
st epped out of the ring.

"No, Larissai Don't!" came a sharp cry. Wllen
charged out of nowhere and pulled her back down to
the soggy earth. "It's not your father. It's a trap!"

Larissa, her eyes still on the spectral inmage of the
man she had | oved, struggled against the feu. follet.
"Wllen. no, it's Papa. He wouldn't hurt me—= WIlen
had w apped his strong arns around her, pinning Laris-
sa's arnms down. She thrashed, trying to reach her fa-
ther, but her beloved' s grip was inplacable.

Wllen turned his attention to the specter. "Begone!"
he cried. "You are nothing at all! I know you for what
you are, and you cannot harm her anynore!"

The ghost of Aubrey Hel son opened its mouth. A hor-

rible shriek exploded, rending the stillness of the night.
It shinmered and changed, until it was nothing nore

than a shapel ess nass of white fog- At last, it vani shed
al t oget her.

Larissa abruptly stopped struggling, collapsing
linply into Wllen's arms. He held her confortingly.
"Wllen," she whispered, clinging to the strong arms
about her. "Thank you."

"You are very wel cone."

Suddenly she turned to | ook up at him craning her
neck and searching his eyes. "You're free! How did you
escape?"

He grinned roguishly. "It took a ot of effort. I'mthe
only one, though. W' ve still got to go back and free the
others- Cone on. Let's get going." He rose and extend-

ed an armto help her up

"Wait a minute. How did you know that that.,. what-
ever it was ... wasn't the ghost of ny father?"

"This is ny territory, remenber? | know what kind of
things lurk in the heart of the swanp. That's a creature
the locals call a plat-eyes. They generally take a human
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shape, usually of soneone well-known to the victim



but can al so appear as a dog, or cat, or any other ani-
mal . Al ways bl ack, though. They keep trying for fresh
human bodies. It was hoping to lure you away, just I|ike
the will-o'-the-w sps did."

Larissa was still holding onto his hand. She kept her
face neutral, but she thought with all her heart, | hate
youl | w sh you were dead!

Wllen grinned down at her. "Cone on. The Miden's
wai ting."

Lari ssa Jerked her hand away and assumed a defen-
sive position. "What are you?" she demanded.

Wlten stared at her. "Larissa, what's the matter?" He
took a step toward her.

"Stop right there or 1I'll hurt you, whatever you are,"
t he dancer warned. "How did you know about the will -
o' -the-wi sps leading ne into the qui cksand—and why
couldn't you sense ny thoughts?"

A slow, terrible grin began to spread over Wlten's

face. As Larissa watched in horror, the youth's features
bl urred and changed, reshaping into the visage of an

ugly man she had never seen before. Then that face and
body changed, too. He grew larger, the grin w dening.

Hs teeth, white even now, | engthened and sharpened to
suit the reptilian muzzle that suddenly sprouted from

the lower half of his face. Hands turned into claws, and a
crocodile's tail slid fromits |ower back

"Ch, well done indeed, pretty dancer," the nonster
commended her. It spoke with the voice of Anton M s-
roi. "You are just full of surprises, aren't you?"

Larissa cl osed her eyes. She was no | onger afraid, just
furious. "Anton, you have toyed with me enough. Sure-

ly I have provided you with whatever anusenent you

need. Let ne get to the Maiden's island, that | may go
about attacking that boat!" Her voice gradually rose un-
til she was al nost screaning.

The crocodil e-creature |aughed nerrily. "You do in-
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deed have spirit,"” he admtted. "Very well. This ugly fel-
low here is a creature known as a lezard. He will keep
you safe and take you to the Maiden's island. After

that— the |l ezard shrugged "—the rest is up to you

And, by the way, bravo with the crop.™

Lari ssa opened her nouth to reply when the crea-

ture's expression changed. The | ezard surveyed the

dancer with its cold yellow eyes. "I shall serve the white-
mane, " he said finally. The voice was no | onger Msroi's,
but a cold grow.



"Take nme to the Maiden's Isle." Larissa ordered.

The | ezard bowed. It changed yet again, beconing a

huge crocodile, and slithered into the swanpy waters.
There, it waited, and Larissa hesitantly clinbed aboard
its scaly back.

TVENTY- ONE

The Mai den of the Swanp had rooted *herse If in the

wet soil as soon as the pirogue bearing Larissa had dis-
appeared fromview. She needed periodic, undisturbed
rooting fromtinme to time to keep her energy high, and
she knew that shortly she woul d be needing every bit of
strength she coul d nuster

She dug her root-feet deeper, feeling the nutrients be-

i ng absorbed and noving sl owy throughout her body.

She cl osed her green eyes, took a deep breath, let it out,
then all owed her head to droop. Soon, she had stopped
breat hing. Her graceful features blurred and changed,
until they were only ridges and hollows in the bark of a
tree. Rest. . . rest.

" Mai den?"

The Maiden stirred in her deep trance. She did not
wi sh to separate herself fromthe enbrace of the soi
just yet and tried to ignore the voice-

"Mai den?" Yes, it was what she was called, and she
must answer. Slowly, as if she were sw nmm ng upward
through a thick layer of nud, the Miiden becanme aware
of her surroundi ngs, becanme a thinking creature again.

Lari ssa stood before her, dreadfully pale. Beside her
stood an enornous | ezard in hal f-human form regard-
ing the Maiden coldly. "I have brought the whitemane,"
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he said. "She has told ne of the need."”

"W will need the hel p of your people,"” the Miden
said. "May we rely on you?"

The creature reveal ed deadly teeth. "It sounds like a
feast indeed. W will come when you ask us." Wt hout

anot her word, he dived into the river, assumed full croc-
odile form and slowy swam of f.

The Maiden returned her attention to the girl. She

had clearly been through a terrible ordeal, but there
was a hardness to her face, a determination that had not
been there before. Fully awake now, the Miiden went to
Lari ssa and caught the girl gently by the shoul ders.

"Tell me what happened."



Larissa licked her lips. "He will let us attack," she
mur mured. "He taught ... he taught ne the Dance of
the Dead."

The Mai den gasped in horror. "What have | done?"

she whispered. "No . . . oh, Larissa, no ... You nust
never use such magic, do you understand? It is contrary
to all | have taught you!"

"I know," Larissa answered calmy. "He wants ne to
use it. That's why he's letting us attack. But 1 know it for
what it is.”

"Do you know the danger? Did he tell you what risks
you run when you perform such a dance?"

The dancer |ooked grim "He didn't tell me, but |

found out," There was no way, not if she lived forever
that she would forget the zonbie hand on the end of her
arm To lose control of the dance was to becone un-
dead herself. But she had beaten the danger and had
mastered the dance. It had not mastered her

The Mai den of the Swanp enbraced the weary

dancer, placing a pale green hand on Larissa's tenple.

"I amsorry you underwent such a terrible ordeal, but

you are indeed the stronger for it. You are weary, child,
and ought to rest before we do anything else. WIIl you
et me send you to sleep?”
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Lari ssa nodded. The one night at Mii'son de |la
Detresse had been far fromrestful, and she had been
able to snatch only a few hours of sleep in the swanp.
The dancer knew the dreanms that the Miiden wouid

send woul d be heating. She closed her eyes as a gentle
fog clouded her senses. Gently, the Miiden towered the
sl eeping Larissa to the earth, then resumed her nedita-
tive state.

Through her contact with the soil, the Miiden was dim

ly aware of everything transpiring on her island and the
waters that touched it. She sensed the slow, silent growth
of the mamoth cypresses and felt the flow of the nuddy
water as it eased sluggishly along. She sensed the vibra-
tions of the creatures, snmall and benign, |arge and preda-
tory, as they went about their business. She permtted
herself to feed fromthe |land for an hour, and then began
to call.

Her range was not large—+t was linmted only to her

i sl and—but others woul d take the nmessage el sewhere.
The | ezard was already telling his people. Al nost as
soon as she began to call, the few qui ckwoods on the

i sl and began to drum a message to their brothers el se-
where in the swanp.

O her sentient plants heard the rhythm of the quick-



woods and stirred. Their branches waved, their flowers
nodded, and their roots twisted in the soil. Slowy, al-
nost painfully,*the trees began to nove, the rustling of
their | eaves a sigh of resignation

Longears heard the Maiden's call as well, and sat up
on his haunches, listening. The | oan nodded to hinself
and began pounding on the earth with a powerful hind

| eg, beating away in a code his people instinctively
knew. One by one, the rabbits in the swanp heard their
hero's nmessage and passed it along to other waiting
ears.

Less ordinary creatures also heard the sunmons.
Trees rooted near Maison de |a Detresse stirred to wake-
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ful ness, their deep-set eyes burning with hatred and a
desire for blood. Slowy, the evil treants noved |ike

their gentler cousins to answer the sumons. Crea-

tures that dwelt in the bottom of the swanp cane to the
surface, filtered sunlight glinting against scaly, or sliny,
or rock-hard skin.

Alittle over a nmile dowstream Deniri and Kaedrin

were busy building rafts for the attack. Kaedrin had
been cutting logs fromfallen trees. He raised and | ow
ered the axe tirelessly, sweat pouring off himin the hu-
md warnmth. Deniri, with an obvious |ack of interest,

was securing the | ogs together with vines. Suddenly,

she paused in her task. She tensed, |istening.

"There it is," she told her nate in a | ow voi ce.

He | ooked over at her curiously, not understanding.
"The signal? | don't hear it."

She wrinkled her pert nose in nock disgust. "After al
this time in the swanp, you can't hear it? It's coning
t hrough the ground!"

Kaedrin gl anced at Sleek, the weasel. The creature

was tense and alert. The wolf that had been with himfor
five years, who had foll owed himfrom Arkandal e, was
stiff and silent, her anber eyes focused on sonet hing
Kaedrin could not see. Even the squirrel in his pocket
poked his head out, curious.

Kaedrin dropped to all fours, digging his strong fin-

gers into the nmud for better contact. He listened for a
while to the inaudible call, then rose and went to pull his
floating house to shore. He entered through the open

door and began to rummage in one corner. Deniri fol-

| owed, silently watching.

Leat her arnor, stiff fromdisuse, emerged froma
sack. There was also a rusted sword that he woul d have
to grind back into usable shape, and a shield whose de-
vice had | ong since faded into unrecogni zability.



As Kaedrin worked, a curious river otter pulled itself
up onto the floating house. It anbled over to the ranger
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and poked its wet black nose into the sack, then
gl anced up at himwith liquid brown eyes, Kaedrin
stroked the silky wet fur.

"You're realty going to do this, aren't you?" Deniri
asked at last. Her voice was strained.

"I swore long ago |I'd not use these again, not for |ove
of man or woman. Still true—+ touch these cursed relics
of war for you, Deniri. You and every other creature here
| have cone to | ove and val ue."

Deniri's tenper rose. "You don't have to do this.
You're only one man. How rmuch can they expect—

"1 amthe only human, besides Larissa, who wll
fight," Kaedrin retorted. "They need ne. And they
could use your help, too."

Deniri hissed, her face lengthening into a pointed
snout as hair rippled over her elongating body. Fully
m nk now, she slipped into the water and di sappear ed.
Kaedrin grinned ruefully. She woul d be back.

Slowy, as the nessage was passed fromtree to tree,

beast to beast, various beings converged on the island.

Rel uctantly, the fox did not attack the hare, nor the deer
flee the nonstrous crocodiles. Their Miden had called
them and they had answered.

Bouki was unharrmed. nl ess one slew a | oah, and

that was difficult, they healed rapidly. The | arge rabbit
bore no signs of the atrocities that had been inflicted
upon him Bushtail, straining against his harness, had
managed to edge cl ose enough to the rabbit so that

Bouki could rest his weight on the fox's back. The wire
noose around Bouki's neck was thus |oosened, and the
rabbit could relax for the first tinme since he was cap-
tured. Now he slept deeply, safe with Bushtail, though
he occasionally whi npered and ki cked at his manacl es.

Ah, Bouki, ny friend, thought Wllen wyly, |ooking
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at the odd sight of the fox and rabbit. You ought to have
been a cat | oah. You always | and on your feet.

Wllen, too, was unhurt physically, but his body re-
menbered the pain all too well. Already, it tensed in an-
ticipation of the next horror

Lond was a naster of agony. In that area, at least, }iis
dark path had granted hi msuccess- There was indeed



power to be found in pain and in the pleasure taken
frominflicting pain. but Wllen knewit to be a treacher-
ous power and a false pleasure. Sooner or later, it would
turn on the wizard. Wth his own nmi sdeeds of the past,
Lond woul d be undone. WIIlen hoped only that he could
hol d out until that tine.

The door opened, and three zonbies, one of them

Dr agoneyes, entered. One wal ked over to Bouki and
unl ocked the nmgi cal shackl es. Another reached up to
pul | out the end of the wi re noose.

"No," begged the rabbit. "Please ..."

W thout warning and in predatory silence, Bushtai

| eaped to his feet and ripped the zonbie's throat out. As
the body toppled to the floor, Bouki |eaped on the
corpse. Sharp front claws and even sharper teeth dug

into the zonbie's chest. The ravenous rabbit |oah root-
ed around in the decaying flesh for a nonment, then
Bouki's face energed. The rotting, pulpy flesh smeared
across his face turned the aninmal's visage into a grisly
mask. In his teeth was the zonbie's heart. He devoured

it at once.

Dr agoneyes reached for the noose and jerked on it,
and the | oah gasped soundl essly. Hi s bl oody tongue
lolled, and he hastened to keep up with the departing
Dr agoneyes so that the noose would cease to strangle
hi m

The ot her zonbie cane toward WIllen, who didn't

even struggle. Protest was usel ess on these wecks of
humans, and fighting themonly wore down what little
energy he al ready possessed.
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The zonbies took the two swanp beings up into

Lond's chanber, and Wllen gritted his teeth for another
puni shing round of pain. Lond, however, sat gazing at
themquietly for a while. Mear the door, Dunont, green
eyes rinmred with red, al so | ooked on

"You are strong, feu follet',' the mage acknow edged.
"Bouki's pain has been severe, yet you are able to toler-
ate it. It is tine for another tactic."”

Wllen kept his face expressionless, but his heart

sank. Wat had Lond's warped mnd cone up with

now? Hs first thought was of Bouki. Longears m ght

have understood why he was being tortured and ration-
alized the pain. For Bouki, however, it was al! sensel ess
agony. The | oah huddl ed as close to the floor as possi -
ble, trenbling, his nose twitching

Lond cl apped his gloved hands. Brynn entered, carry-
ing a sack in which an unseen creature struggled and



ki cked. Bouki started violently. He sat up on his
haunches, nose twi tching as he sniffed, and his eyes
grew wi de wi th dawni ng awar eness and horror

"No, " he whi sper ed.

Lond did not answer. He opened the sack and with-

drew a frantically twisting rabbit, holding the terrified
animal by its ears. "Poor little fellow," the wizard said in
a tone that dripped sarcasm Wth his freel hand, he

reached for a knife on the table. "He doesn't understand
what's goi ng on, does he? But you do."

Coolly, as if he were carving a piece of wood, Lond
drew the razor-sharp bl ade across the animal's flank
The rabbit screanmed shrilly as bright red bl ood fl owed
t hr ough brown fur.

The utter cruelty of Lond's systematically torturing

one of Bouki's people drove the | oah too far. Wth a cry

of utter despair, he | eaped up, kicking and flailing fran-
tically. It took two zonbies to hold himdown. WIIen,
tethered to the /oah, felt hinmself losing his already tenu-
ous grip on his own sanity. He forced hinmself to focus
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on Larissa, envisioning her long white hair and her

| aughi ng bl ue eyes, but the i mage swam before the red
haze of synpathetic terror that exploded fromthe rab-
bit.

"Il stop if you tell ne what 1 want to know, " Lond
prom sed.

"Anything!" the hysterical |oah cried. Unfortunately

for Lond, the rabbit possessed little real information

and hi s sobbi ng confession only underscored what

Lond al ready knew. that the Miiden was still alive and
strong, that WIllen served her, that a rescue of sorts was
bei ng pl anned. Bouki knew not hing etse-

The wi zard turned his dark gaze upon the feu follet.
"Your friend suffers greatly. A handful of words from
you woul d ease his pain. And," he added for the loah's
benefit, "that of his protected."

Bouki turned to the feu fotlet. "WIIlen, you nust make
him stop hurting one of ny people! He's not using them
for sustenance. Make him stop!"

Wllen's heart swelled with synpathy for the creature,
but there was no way he woul d betray Larissa and the
Mai den. Hi s silence was the only chance of freedomthe
trapped creatures aboard La Denoiselle had left. He
could not answer, and, instead, |ooked at the fl oor

Lond's rabbit still struggled, its hindquarters now sat-
urated with scarlet. The wi zard rose and went to the ta-
ble. The large basin in the center was crusted with



brown stains. "You can stop this, Wllen," he said as he
positioned the knife at the panicked rabbit's throat.

Wl en shook his head mutely, closed his eyes, and
steeled hinmself for the wave of shattering panic that
woul d soon envel ope him Bouki's wail pierced Wllen's
soul, and he had little defense to set against the red
haze of madness that the rabbit | oah sent crashing
down on him

Wllen stared stupidly at Lond, the feu toilet's intellect
temporarily nunbed by Bouki's terror. He could no
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| onger think or understand words. He could see that the
wi zard wanted sonet hi ng, but somehow Lond's speech
degenerated into angry runblings and nonsensica
shrieks. WIllen and Bouki could only stare at him and
whi nper hel pl essly.

Lond snarled in disgust and ordered the two pris-
oners back down to the prison

Once the physical contact had been broken, WIlen

slowy cane back to his senses. On his second night
aboard La Denviselle, Tane and Jahedrin had gotten

hi m t horoughly drunk. Wllen didn't recall nuch of the
eveni ng, but he had a perfect recollection of the throb-
bi ng headache, hei ghtened senses, and |istlessness of
the followi ng norning. The feu follet felt tike that now.

Bouki shuddered and wept al one in one corner. Since

the earlier attack, the zonmbies had separated rabbit and
fox. Now, the |oah | ooked over at Wtlen with huge.
fright-filled eyes,

"Tell him" he whispered. "I don't know anyt hi ng
about any attack. He'll stop hurting ny people if you
tell him"

"Bouki, | can't!" exclained Wlien. "Qur chance for
escape will be ruined. Can't you see that?"

The colorcat glared at Wllen. The beast was intelli-
gent, WIllen had discovered, though it was unable to
speak and had no telepathic skills. The | ook w th which

it fixed WIllen, however, left little doubt in the feu follet's

mnd that the now purple cat felt there was no escape
bei ng pl anned at all.

"Wllen .. ." Bushtail's voice was strai ned. "W nust
stop Bouki from harm ng hinself."

Wearily the feu follet | ooked at the rabbit | oah and saw
a sight that filled himw th horror. Bouki sinply could
not take any nore. He was slowy, deliberately, gnaw ng
on his foreleg to free it fromthe manacl es.

"Bouki | "



The rabbit paused and gl anced over at Wllen. His
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own bl ood stained his nouth and whi skers, and there
was the witdness of the nute beast in his liquid brown
eyes.

"Bouki, don't. It won't work!"

The | oah ignored himand resumed his grisly, singlt-
m nded t ask.

"Little friend, listen to ne!l" urged Bushtail, straining
on his own nanacles. He was tense and worried, and his
voi ce | acked its usual nonchal ant tone, "Suppose you

chew all four of your legs off. It will be difficult to nove,
yes? How wi |l you run away when you cannot hop? And
you will still be bound by the netal noose!"

Bouki ignored all of their efforts to dissuade him
Willen, infused with grief and guilt, turned his face
away. The rabbit's actions were all the nore painful for
their futility—+he gnawed-off |inb would grow back
within a few hours. Even Bouki's desperate gesture

t heref ore counted for nothing.

"This is ny fault," he nobaned. "All ny fault." He be-
gan to cry in harsh, racking sobs. He glanced up when
Dr agoneyes entered. Catching his breath, Wllen sum
nmoned anger to replace the grief. "Wat do you want
now?"

"WIllen, can you hear ne?"
The feu follet gasped. Dragoneyes' nouth had

nmoved, but the voice that issued forth had been Laris-
sa's! He al nost shouted for Joy, then grew suspicious.

"I's this a trick? Pretty clever, Lond, but it won't work."

"It's really nme, Bel oved. Renenber when you shared
your name with ne?"

"Yes, | told you," he said, still cautious.

Dr agoneyes shook his head. "Your fellow feu follets
showed ne. "

"How can you speak through the dead? Lari ssa,
what's happened? Are you—

"Love, I"'mfine. Listen to me. 1 can't keep this up
much | onger. W'l be com ng soon, and 1 need to know
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everything you can tell me about Lond and Dunont.
What ' s happening there now? 1 can't see you, 1 can oniy
hear you."



"I"'min the slave hold. Can you get Dragoneyes to re-
| ease us?"

"No. He'll say what 1 say, but he'll only do what he's

used to doing If 1 force himto free you, I'lIl lose alt con-
tact."
"Well, at least you can hear ne. They've been tortur-

i ng Bouki and me for information. W're both all right.

t hough," he lied. He glanced over at the rabbit, wi nced,
and | ooked away. Bouki had started on his other fore-
paw and was sitting in a scarlet puddl e of his own bl ood.

"We're | ocated past the storage area, in the |ivestock
hold," the feu follet continued. "Dunont keeps a key in
his room You can get here either by going through the
theater, or else there's a trap door in the floor of Du-
nmont's cabin. Lond's welt prepared. The Miden w!!

know what | nmean by that. He has all kinds of bottles
and candl es and—

"How are you i nprisoned?"

"Just shackles for me. The rest of us are in cages or
har nesses, sone nmgical, sone not."

"Courage, Beloved. It will not be too much I onger
now. " Dragoneyes fell silent, then turned slowy and
left, |ocking the door behind him WHen felt disap-
poi nt ment and fear stab through himat the thought of
t he dancer's power to mani pul ate the dead.

"Ch, Larissa," he whispered to hinself. "Wat kind of
bar gai n have you struck?"

TVENTY- TWD
"I hate mpss," Jahedrin muttered as he peered at the
dar k, swanpy water through the spokes of the wheel

The pilot did indeed hate the gray-green airnoss that
draped itself like a shroud across the trees. He hated the
twi sted, hunching cypress trees, too, and the tea-

colored water that seemed to be nore nud than |iquid.

The pilot hated the shall owness of the waterway—

seldom did the depth exceed "mark one," or six feet—

and the sickly sweet smell of the place.

More than anything el se, though, Jahedrin hated

what the fetid air of Souragne had done to his fell ow
crewnen. Al but the pilots and the kitchen staff wal ked
around with enpty eyes and nechani cal novenents.

"Seens |ike that swanp fever sucked the souls right

out of 'em" Tane had said just yesterday. "D you re-
menber the story that pilot back in Invidia told us?"



"Yes," Jahedrin had replied. "About the nman who
wal ked in his steep and still navigated the boat better
t han anybody el se aboard."

Tane nodded. "Except that Invidian fellow said he
wasn't asleep. Said he was dead." He | ooked at his friend
archly. "Knda makes you wonder, don't it?"

The idea had so disturbed Jahedrin that he had to
pumrel his fellow pilot until the fear had gone.
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Now Jahedrin rolled his head back and forth, trying

to |l oosen his tense neck and shoul ders. Another thing
the pilot hated was the night shift aboard La Cenvoi selle.
It hadn't been so bad when Handsone Jack, and then

W Illen, had been rotated in and out. Now that Hand-

sone Jack had been killed back in Port d'El hour and

Wl en had disappeared, it was up to Jahedrin and Tane.
Jahedrin rubbed his bleary eyes and peered ahead into
the green, gray, and bl ack shadows that were the

swanp.

The pilot's hands lay lightly on the huge steering
wheel of La Denpiselle, and a slight gesture was all that
was needed to keep the boat on course.

"Thanks, Sardan," he said aloud to the bard who kept
hi m company. "I think 1'd fall asleep up here if you
didn't conme and play for ne."

The bl ond singer strumred idly on his mandolin.
"No problem Since Larissa . . . well, the cast is pretty
bori ng these days. They really hate this swanp."

The pilot snorted and eased the wheel starboard.

"They ain't the only ones. 1'll be mighty glad to see the
last of this nuddy pit. It's a minor mracle we ain't

| odged on a sandbar yet." He yawned again. "Captain's
friend Lond says we'll be clear of this place within a day
or so."

Sardan rose and stood by his friend. "The captain
won't | eave wthout Larissa.'*

"He may have to. Trying to find her in this place

Wll, 1 miss the pretty little thing, but | think it's a fool's

errand. "
"The captain doesn't."

Jahedrin was silent for a nonent. Then he said in a
| ow voice, "Think he'll find her?"

Sar dan shrugged, feigning nonchal ance. "Hope so."
The thick, marshy river tw ned ahead, vanishing into

t he darkness. The full nmoonlight caught its sparkle, but
only made the night |andscape seem nore sinister. Sar-
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dan shook his head. It was hard to believe that Larissa
was sonewhere out in that nml evol ent darkness. He
hoped she was safe.

"Here," he said to the weary Jahedrin as he carefully
| aid down his mandolin, "why don't you let ne take the
wheel for a while? You | ook pretty tired."

Jahedrin hesitated. "If the captain found out..."

"Ch, cone on. | did it for Tane half his shift the other
ni ght."

Jahedrin's bushy eyebrows reached skyward, and he

scowl ed. "Really? The lucky bastard. Damm, if he gets

to sleep through half his shift, | should get at |east an
hour or so."

"If there's a problem I'll wake you. Go ahead, take a
quick nap. I won't let you sleep too long, 1 pronise.”

The pilot gl anced back down at the river. The silence
was broken only by the steady splashing of the

paddl ewheel . It didn't |ook as though they were in a par-
ticularly difficult part of the swanp-

Jahedrin closed his eyes for a second, then nodded-
"Atl right, but you wake me the m nute something don't
| ook right to you, understand?"

Sardan nodded with seemi ng casualness. In reality,

he was extrenely excited about finally getting to pil ot
La Denviselle. He'd |lied about Tane, of course. WIllen
had tal ked a | ot about the theory of piloting and had
even |l et Sardan man the wheel for a few nmonents here
and there, but Jahedrin was trusting himw th the task
unsupervised. It filled the bard with elation

Wth a groan of pleasure, Jahedrin eased hinself

down on the divan. "Ch, damm, that feels good," he

munbl ed. The next sound Sardan heard from hi mwas

deep, regular snoring. The tenor sniled to hinself as he
caressed the wheel like a |over

La Denpiselle was protected by magi c, Sardan knew,

and that magi c was regul ated by Captain Dunont, but
there was a power in the sinple act of steering the boat
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that thrilled the singer. Oh, you pretty thing, he thought
to the boat, no wonder you're referred to as a | ady.

It was an uneventful trip for the next hour or so, and
Sardan's nmercurial mnd began to grow bored. He start-



ed to humto hinself, then sing softly, letting his mnd
drift. When he next glanced ahead and realty noticed
what he saw, his heart |eaped into his mouth. There was
something large noving in the water a few yards down

the river. Sardan bl anched.

"Jahedrin!"
The pilot bolted awake. "VWhat is it, Sardan?"

The tenor pointed a trenbling finger. Stunbling a
bit, the still-drowsy pilot peered ahead, and he, too,
went pate.

The lush vegetation that flourished on the banks and
bel ow the surface of the river was noving. Purposefully
but slowy, vines were reaching to clasp one anot her
across the waterway. Trees slid fromtheir rooted pl aces
to forma dam River weeds sprouted, waving in the

night air. The way ahead woul d soon be completely

bl ocked.

Jahedrin acted swiftly. He pulled on the whistle three
times, hard, sending harsh cries to shatter the quiet of
the night. Then, shoul dering Sardan asi de, he seized
the boat telegraph, turning the handle to "reverse." He
grabbed the speaking tube and blew into it, sending a
piercing whistle to the crewin the engine room "Ful
reverse!" he cried. "Mio!"

Before Jahedrin realized it Dunont was there, com

ing up behind the pilot. He gazed out the wi ndow, his
eyes narrowi ng specul atively. Mst was rising fromthe
stagnant brown water |ike steamfroma kettle-tittle,
ghostli ke wi sps of fog that nonethel ess were beginning

to do a fine job of obscuring vision. Through gaps in the
rapidly rising curtain, the captain could just glinpse
the barrier of vegetation. As he watched, he could see

t he plants novi ng.
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The boat stowed, stopped, then shuddered back to
life again, this tinme backing away fromthe lunp of en-
croachi ng pl ants.

"Stop reverse," he toid the pilot, brushing past Sar-
dan as if the blond singer wasn't even there. ,

"Capt ai n?" Jahedrin was thoroughly confused.

"Stop reverse until further orders," Dunont grow ed.
He had a hunch, and over the last twenty years he'd
learned to listen to his hunches. Dunont clattered

down the stairs back to his cabin and grabbed the Eye
and his sword. He then hastened to the stern of the boat,
runni ng al ong the sun deck

The gi ant paddi ewheel was still. In the quiet, Dunont
could hear the water dripping fromthe red spokes into



the river. He held the pendant up to his eye, and he was
able to see through the darkness and the rising msts.
As he had feared, a sinilar blockage was being forned
behi nd them as wel|l. Somet hi ng—er someone—was

trying to trap them

The captain slowy scanned the water from one side

to the other, but nothing nmore was revealed to him He
sl i pped the pendant around his neck and let it drop
There was no sound at first, and then he heard it—a
deep, heartbeat rhythmthat sounded |ike distant

dr ums.

Hadn't Larissa heard drunms, that first night in
Sour agne?

Rage filled him and he pounded his fist inpotently

on the railing. One of the trapped feu follets close to him
flickered wildly for an instant before its light faded with
aterrible finality.

Dunmont didn't even notice. "Battle stations!" he
boomed, running sw ftly back toward the pil othouse

and bangi ng on every door he passed- He took the stairs
down to the next deck, two at a tine, and began waki ng
up the cast nmenmbers. "Get to the stage!" he denmanded

as they peered out sleepily at him "Hurry!" The cast
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"Captain Dunont, what is it, that you disturb my nen

at this hour?" canme Lond's cold voice fromthe deck
above. The door to Lond's cabin was slightly ajar, re-
vealing a dull, red gleamfromwthin. The nage stood

| ooki ng down at the captain of La Cenviselie du MY
sarde, his slim cow ed black formalnost invisible in
t he darkness. \Were his gloved hands clutched the rail -
ing, the feu follets went dark

Durmont frowned. "Take a glance fore and aft and
you'll see why | need ny nen on the main deck. |I'm go-
ing to need your help in defending the boat."

He didn't wait for Lond' s reaction, but hastened to the
theater. The cast, in various stages of undress, sat sul-
lenly in the chairs. "On stage," he barked.

Durmont faced his cast. H s face was florid as he ad-
dressed them "Now, you coddl ed bastards are going to
sing for me."

The actors glanced at each other, confused. One of

t he chorus menbers, a spoiled young man who was
Sardan' s understudy, snapped irritably, "Captain, are
you mad? Do you have any idea what time it is?"



Durmont | eaped onto the stage, drawi ng his sword

and running the unfortunate actor through with the

bri ght blade. The youth's eyes bul ged, and he col | apsed
to the stage. Someone screaned. Dunont whi pped

around, sword dripping crinson and jade eyes scan-

ning the cromd for the mscreant. "Anyone el se want to
guestion ny orders?"

There was utter silence. They stared at himwith
terror-filled faces.

"Fi ne. Mow, damm you, sing!"

El ann, the elf who had understudi ed Cas's role, spoke
up hesitantly. "Wat would you like to hear, sir?"

"The openi ng nunber, then 'She Waits For Hm"' then
"Water Cold.' After that, Just keep singing until | tell you
to stop!" He tore out of the roomas the cast hesitantly
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began the openi ng nunber. He paused only to magi-
cally lock the door before continuing to Lond's room

.1
Wllen tensed, listening. Yes, it was singing all right.

"Listen!" he cried. "They're singing in the theater. W' ve
got to counteract it if we can. Anyone know any
songs?"

Bushtail glanced at him narrowi ng his eyes and
cocking his head. "Yes, but | do not understand.”
"The songs are spells,” WIIlen explained quickly.

"The fact that they're singing now, at this hour, neans
that nmy friends are boarding the boat. If we set up a
count er-rhyt hm=

"Say no nmore, non am!" The fox threw back his rus-

set head and began to croon a song in his native

tongue. Bushtail's voice was an astoundingly clear bari-
t one.

Skreesha, the ravenkin, was still bound by the spel

t hat envel oped his cage, and the col orcat had no idea
what was going on and so renai ned el egantly silent.
But the pseudodragon keened away, his voice a pierc-
ing yow , and Bouki | ooked up

H s paws had all regenerated, but the |egs were stil
covered with crusted bl ood. The noose still closed tight-
Iy about his thick, furry neck. "I can thunmp and sing," he
announced proudly.

Wllen' s heart swelled, and unexpected tears stung
his eyes- "Sonetinmes, Bouki, 1 think you' re smarter
t han Longears."



The rabbit | oah began to sing a piece of doggere
about how he al ways made the gunbo, but Longears
ate it first. His enornmous hind | eg kept a poundi ng
rhythm For his part, WIIlen gave voice to a song of
hunting that Deniri had once sung.

It was a riot of sounds within the hold, but WIIlen was
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certain he'd never heard sweeter nusic. Hi s heart rose
with every note.

Wien the boat had halted and then shifted into re-

verse w thout warning, many of Lond's nmgical vials

had been knocked fromtheir shelves. Some |ay shat-

tered on the ffoor, their gruesone contents forning
sticky puddl es on the wood. Gthers the evil w zard had
managed to catch before any damage was done. The

di sturbance bel ow had di stracted hi mnonmentarily, but
after speaking with Dunont he had returned to his

room Now, he was carefully placing all intact itens in a
box to guard against further jostling. A

When someone began poundi ng on his door, Lohd

did not imediately respond. Finally, he waved a hand
absently, unlocking the door. He knew who it was—
Dunmont. No one el se aboard La Denpi selle woul d dare
disturb him

The captain stuck his head in. "You' re needed on
deck," he growl ed. "W're under attack."

Lond did not even glance up fromhis task of carefully
packing the crates. "I shall be with you later. Captain,
he said mldly.

Durmont was al ready hal fway out the door, assum ng

that Lond would conmply at once- He paused, turning a
gaze of anger mixed with incredulity back to the w zard.
"You'll conme with ne now, curse you. This is ny boat,
Lond, and when 1 give an order, it's followed!"

Lond gl anced up from his task, and Dunont coul d

see the glitter of his cold eyes in the dark shadows of
the cow . "You have apparently been oblivious as to

what has been transpiring aboard this boat you hold so
dear. Captain Dunmont," he said icily. "Your crew now
obeys me. Wth a handful of powder and the right word,

| could take your soul just as easily. You are captain by
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nmy ki ndness, not your bluster. Have no fear—the safety

of my person, such as it is, depends upon the safety of
the boat. 1'Il defend it, certainly, but you shall not tel
me when or how.



"For the monment, you nust fend for yourself. That; is,
if you' re sober enough to do so. It can be rather anus-
ing to watch a drunken wi zard try to cast spells- There
are often interesting results.” Lond | aughed softly to
hi nmsel f.

Durmont flushed with shame and anger. Lond was

ri ght +he boat was no | onger his. Swallow ng his pride,
he said, "Then at |east surrender control of your zom
bies to ne-1 need themto hel p me maneuver the boat

and to fight if-—=

irritated, the dark w zard waved a bl ack-gl oved hand
in the captain's direction. "They will obey you until |
have need of them Qo and defend your boat, Captain.
weary of this conversation."

Shanme fled Dunmont. Only hatred and rage renai ned.

He stormed out of the room slanmi ng the door shut
behi nd him Once out of the stifling place, he breathed
deeply of the humid air and exam ned his options.

He had a zonbie crew, assenbling stiffly even now

on the main deck. He had two pilots who were stil! hu-
man, a terrified cast, and a handful of prisoners who
were no doubt only too eager to turn against him Then
suddenl y, Dunont snil ed.

He al so had Cel aar.

He hastened toward the el ven nmage's cabin, but Ge-
taar was already awake and on deck. Dunont's heavy
hand cl anped down hard on his shoul der. The ill usion-
i st spun around quickly, but renmenbered to hood the
hatred in his eyes before Dunont noticed.

"What is your will, Captain?"

Durmont scanned the river. The fog had increased, its
danp fingers Iimed by the nmoon's gl ow. The banks,
not all that far away, were conpletely obscured. Even
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Durmont's clairvoyance yielded little, save to confirm
that there was sonething out there hidden by magic.

"If I can't see them they can't see ne," he nuttered to
himsel f. To Ceiaar he said, "Noise. Men's voices. An ac-
tive crew preparing for battle. Stay up on this level un-
less | put you sonmewhere else. You'll be safer here than
on the nain deck."

Cel aar nodded and fished in his pouch until he found

a small ball of wax. Quickly he worked the material in
his hands until it was pliant, then nipped off a small
pi ece and nolded it into his ear. He pushed the sl eeves
of his heavy robe back fromhis | ower arns, and began



to cast the spell.

Al nost at once, voices arose. Celaar was an ex-

tremely powerful illusionist, and Dunont allowed him
self the briefest of grins as he recogni zed the voi ces of
i ndi vi dual crewren spewi ng typical coments.

"Here y'are, Captain. W're ready for them No way
they'd attack when we've got this," came Dragoneyes
voice. Dunmont's grin faded. My friend, he thought to

hi nsel f, what 1 would not give to hear that hint of cold
| aughter in your voice again.

He shook hinmself. It would not save La Denviselle for
himto grow maudlin at a time like this. "Have the nen
tal k about the powerful wards on the boat, and then
make her gl ow "

Cel aar obeyed. The iltusionary nen jabbered excit-
edly about Dunont's new spells, and suddenly the boat
began to radiate a cool blue light, studded here and
there with the nmulticol ored sparkles of the feu follets.
There were indeed wards on the boat, wards conjured
and reinforced by the nmusic of The Pirate's Pl easure.
They had al ready been put into operation when the cast
began singing. The radi ance conjured by Cel aar was
purely cosnetic, but anyone who attenpted to hostilely
board the showboat when the wards were at ful

strength would have to fight for every inch
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Bathed in the illusory glow, Dunmont went to the pilot-
house. Tane and Jahedrin were both there, tense, fully
dressed and carryi ng weapons-

"What's goi ng on, Captain?" Tane asked, his eyes
ni ckering about as he tried vainly to see through the al-
nmost solid wall of fog. "And what are those druns?

"Not sure," Dunont confessed. "There's sonethi ng
out there and 1 think it or they mean to board us."

"1 found one 1 think ! can handl e and—eh." Sardan
who was running up the stairs with a sword in his hand,
st opped when he saw Dunont.

The captain glowered at his | eading man. "\WWat are
you doi ng on deck, boy? Why aren't you down in the
theater, singing with the rest of the bl oody cast?"

Sardan flushed, but remained resolute. "I can fight,"
he said stubbornly.

Durmont was about to protest, then gave up. "Maybe

you can at that. You'll die at least as well as the rest of
us, at any rate. Let's get down to the main deck. No

need to stay in the pil othouse when we're not going
anywhere." The four nen stepped outside and began to

nove toward the main deck



There was only the faintest increase of wind to herald

t he onsl aught of bats. Thousands of the w nged crea-
tures descended upon La Dempiselle, crawing on the

gl owi ng bl ue deck, flapping their |eathery w ngs about
the crewren' s heads, searching for toeholds in their
clothing. Sharp teeth gnawed at the flesh of the nmen's
faces, searching hungrily for the eyes. Instantly the nen
threw up their hands to protect themnsel ves.

Durmont sang a few sharp, shrill notes, and the bats
still on the wing veered off and di sappeared into the
roiling white msts. Those who were on the deck or
clinging to the men's clothing, however, continued to
craw about, "ignore them" Dunont cried. "W've got
worse things to worry about.”

Jahedrin's arnms were covered with small, bl eeding
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bites, and both Tane and Sardan had wounds on their
faces. Their vision, however, was intact. Dunont

gl anced downward at the zonbies on the main deck

and saw that they had not fared so well. Several of them
patted dully at their faces, bunping into one another or
the railings. They had not reacted swiftly enough to
avoi d bei ng blinded.

The captain caught his breath and |istened, notion-
ing the nmen to continue down toward the main deck
The drunmbeat had increased its tenpo. Dunmont knew

t hat some peopl e used the sounds to carry nessages,
and he wondered what kind of generals were giving or-
ders in this niserable place.

Qut of the corner of his eye, he saw Gel aar standing
with his eyes closed. The el fs slender hands noved
gently, and his lips nouthed a spell. Dunpbnt wasn't
sure what he was doing, but it was a reassuring sight
nonet hel ess.

Anot her, nore sinister sight brought the captain's at-
tention down to the water. Because of the mist and the
dar kness, he couldn't see far beyond La Denvoiselle, but
ri ght near the edge of the boat he saw novenent in the
water. Dunmont ran to the railing, bringing the eye pen-
dant up and peering through it.

At first, it |looked as though crocodiles were ap-
proachi ng the boat. Then Dunont saw a human male in
the water. There would hardly be humans swiming in
crocodil e-infested waters. A glance reveal ed that al
sides of the boat were now com ng under attack, and
Durmont gritted his teeth and charged down the stairs,
sword drawn.

Sone of the nen had al ready boarded fromthe river



and Durmont was pl eased to see that the zonbies were

hol ding their own. He threaded his way through the
conbat, fighting the whole tine, and slew two of the
big, ugly nen. A splashing sound to his right told him
t hat someone el se was trying to board, and Dunont
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wheel ed to face the intruder. He grasped the railing and
gazed down onto the brass | adder that connected the
boat with the yaw s.

Durmont found hinself |ooking into the eyes of his

beauti ful young ward. She had only just reached out to
clinb the | adder and was still in the water. Her white
hair was | oose and floated behind her. It blended with
the spiraling wisps of mst and the blue |light of the boat
to create an eerie, otherworldly halo. The bl ack water

| apped under her chin. and the rest of her body was | ost
to his sight.

Larissa's blue eyes stared up at him and in them was

a wildness that it would have been inmpossible for Du-

nmont to conceive a few weeks ago, before they had trav-
eled to this cursed island. For that brief instant, she did
not |l ook quite human to him though her beauty

seened to have increased with her savageness.

"Larissa!" Dunont cried hoarsely, suddenly seeing a
brown, scaly shape with yell ow eyes swimm ng rapidly
toward the girl. He dropped his sword and started to de-
scend the | adder, one armreaching out to pull her to
safety. H s outburst shattered the nonment, and she van-
ished with scarcely a ripple beneath the inky surface.
merging with the dark waters as if she had been nade

of them The Il ast glinpse Dunont had of the dancer

was her pate hair disappearing into the depths.

Whi t e- hot agony shot through his arm then Dunont

was dinmy aware of a |loud splash as water slapped him
He stared down at the bl eeding stunp of his arm rag-
ged just below the el bow. The crocodile that had bitten
of f his right hand nmouthed the severed linb, using its
needl e-sharp teeth to maneuver it for easier swallow

i ng, then gul ped it down whol e.

Durmont stunbl ed back fromthe railing, his left hand
clutching the slippery raw flesh of the wound in a futile
attenpt to staunch the punping bl ood. The water be-

low himwas filled with noise, and the deep bell ow of
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one of the giant reptiles runbled through the clamy
ni ght air.

Lond, Dunont thought fuzzily as he stunbl ed back
in an attenpt to get clear of the fighting. Perhaps Lond



could heal the mained linb. Jahedrin came up to him
ripping up his own shirt for use as a tourniquet as he
ran. Dunpont extended his armwhile his crewran tied
the material about the punping wound.

"Lond," he rasped. Jahedrin hel ped Dunont clinb
the stairs. He caught the captain once, when the bigger
man nearly fainted.

Lond fell silent as Dunont entered his cabin. Jahe-

drin, seeing the horrifying roomfor the first time, swore
softly and made an anci ent gesture to protect hinself
fromevil. Lond | ooked inpassively at the bloody Iinb.

"You' ve got to heal ne. My boat and 1 are the only
chance you've got left,"” Dunont managed- He blinked
rapidly as Lond's bl ack shape swam before him The
wi zard | aughed hunorl essty-

"As usual. Captain Dunbnt, you have it backward.

I"'mthe only chance you've got left. But," he added, "I do
not think you truly wish my help in healing. You m ght

not like the results.”

Durmont had spent his life as an active, healthy man.
The t hought of living without a linb—-his right hand—
made hi mreckl ess. "Do whatever you want, just so |ong
as |'mhealed."

Lond shrugged. "As you will." He began to runmage
through his grisly collection and casually selected a
| ong, sharp knife. He brushed past Dunont and Jahe-
drin, who instinctively drew back, and went onto the
deck.

"Captain," said Jahedrin in a faint voice, glancing
about at the ghoulish room "what have you gotten us
i nvol ved with?"

Durmont did not answer for a nonent, the pain from
his arm choking his words. At |ast he said, "The world
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of nightmares. And | don't know that | can get us back
out."

Lond returned, Brynn and Dragoneyes in tow. He was
carrying sonmething in his cloak. Before Dunont truly
realized what was happening, the two dead crewnen

had himin a viseiike grip. Lond approached. It was then
t hat Dunont saw what the bl ack-cl oaked mage was

carryi ng—the desiccated armof a zonbie

"No!" the captain cried, but his protests were in vain.
He heard Lond chanting. A sudden cold repl aced fhe

pul sing hot agony in his severed arm a cold that
burned i nstead of nunmbed and crept up his armto his
shoul der. Violent pain slashed through himas the dead
armwas joined to his pul ped flesh. Dunont opened his



mout h and wail ed, a long, high sound that seened to

go on forever. \Wen Dunont next becane aware of

himsel f he was on all fours on the deck. Lond's door was
cl osed, and the zonbi es had di sappear ed.

Jahedrin crouched by his side. "Captain?"

Dumont's left armwas brawny and strong, the fingers
thick and clever. Hs right armwas little nore than
strings of flesh that barely hid the bone. He noved his
arm and like some nightmarish mirror, the dead flesh
unnaturally attached to his own living body nmoved in
response.

Larissa didn't witness Dunont's nutilation. She had
slipped beneath the water, breathing it easily. Dunont's
wards had negated her invisibility when she touched

the boat's hull.

She swam beneath the fl at-bottomed showboat, ac-
conpani ed by two | ezards. The | ezards were simlar to
m nxes, creatures that could assune either aninmal or
human format will and with astoni shing speed. They
were form dable allies indeed, and Larissa was glad to
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have them on her side. Sone had chosen one form
some the other; hence Dunpnt's confusi on when he
saw crocodil es and nmen sw nming toget her

The three surfaced on the other side. and Larissa

| ooked around to see how the second wave of attack

was doi ng. Kaedrin, paddling aboard a large raft. had
arrived and was preparing to board. Wth himon the

raft was Longears, who was aflanme with the desire for
revenge, and a sleek gray wolf that was only a little |arg-
er than the rabbit I oah.

Lari ssa had thought the forner ranger an inpressive-

| ooki ng man when she had first met him Now, he was
truly intimdating. There was no playful ness in that
muscul ar build, only a taut sense of readiness. H s ar-
nmor was ancient, but it would serve, and his old weap-
ons had been newly honed and cl eaned.

He and the | ezards who had chosen human form had

coll ected a | arge nunber of cast-off buck antlers, which
Lari ssa and the Miiden had magi cal |y strengthened.

The warriors had then tied thick, sturdy ropes to the
hor ns.

Lari ssa swam over to the ranger and nodded. Kaedrin
nodded back, then fastened his piercing gaze upon the
railings, swng one of the ropes with the attached ant-
lers a fewtines to build up nonmentum then let the
makeshi ft grappling hook fly. It caught on the railing of
the cabin deck, with a tinny, clanking sound. The others



followed suit, each aimng for various |evels, and began
to shinny up ropes. Now the zonbi es woul d be spread
over various |levels as they fought the intruders.

Larissa let herself start to sink, relaxing and merging
with the water. Then she snapped her body |ike a ner-
mai d and pushed agai nst the water with arns, shooting
back up toward the surface. The river obeyed her. It
gently lifted her, as on a giant's hand, until she could
reach out for the railings and cl anber onto the deck

A qui ck gl ance down showed her that the vanguard of
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the swanmp's arny had nmade it safely aboard as well and
were apparently holding their owm. Even as she

wat ched, a tall man with a wicked grin and sharp yel |l ow
eyes ducked a skillful sword stroke. The |ezard aban-
doned his pretense, and the grin wi dened. A thick, scaly
tail lashed out, ripping the | ezard' s now unnecessary
trousers. The flailing Iinb knocked one zonbie to the
deck, where Kaedrin's wolf |eaped for its throat. Hal f-
human, half-reptile, the lezard lunged at his prey. The
sword wi th which the unfortunate zonbi e hacked at the
beast inflicted only m nor danage agai nst the suddenly
hard, scaly skin, whereas the manmoth jaws crunched

the dead nman's head in a single snap

Lari ssa shuddered and | ooked away. A short tine

ago, she woul d never have dreaned that she would ally
with such violent creatures. But, she told herself, the
bei ngs she fought against were far worse. As she has-
tened to the enpty pil ot house, she | ooked about for
Lond. She knew his cabin was on this |level, but the
mage was nowhere to be seen. The dancer did catch a

gli npse of Ceiaar, though, standing alone on the sun
deck and casting a spell. He didn't appear to have no-
ticed her, fortunately.

She slipped inside the pilothouse and headed down

the stairs to Dunont's cabin. Larissa knew where he

kept the keys—dangling fromthe horned skull over his

bed. Her luck seened to be holding, for the large, gold

key ring with its many keys was still in place.

She reached for it eagerly—and her fingers closed on

enpty air. Shocked, Larissa tried again. There were no

keys there- It was just an illusion! She let out a sharp cry
of panic.

"Looki ng for these?" cane a voice behind her

TVENTY- THREE

Lari ssa spun around.



Cel aar stood behind her, twirling the key ring al nost

playfully in his thin hand. "I just arrived here myself,6"
expl ained. "1 ducked into the wardrobe—+ was afraid
you were Dunont. Do not worry, Larissa, | want to help

the prisoners, too. Dunont has ny daughter trapped,
and | hope perhaps one of the prisoners knows a way to
free her."

Larissa blinked, totally confused. "But | just saw you
on deck."

Cel aar gave her a quick, conspiratorial smle. "1 am

an illusionist." He gestured with the key ring. "On deck
right now, I amalso an illusion. Dunont still thinks I'm
there casting spells.”

Larissa smled hesitantly, then |l aughed. For the first
time, she actually believed that the daring attack just
m ght succeed- "There's a trap door—

"Here," Gelaar finished, pulling back the carpet. To-
get her, they tugged the heavy door open. Larissa appro-
priated one of the small oil tanps and descended the
narrow stairs first

"Who's in charge of your side?" Gelaar asked as he
carefully | owered hinmsel f hand over hand.

Lari ssa had to smle to herself- "I am"
286 CHRI STI E GOLDEN
"What ?"

"A lot has happened, Qelaar. If we get through this,

"Il tell you, but right now|l'mthe only one who knows
enough nmagic to free the prisoners. That's why |'m here

i nstead of behaving iike a good general and sitting safe-
Iy behind the lines."

She reached the bottom and | ooked around. The oi

lanp's light reveal ed boxes, tools, sacks of flour, and
other items. "We're in the storage room The |ivestock
area shoul d be—~ she paused, hearing the prisoners

si ngi ng, and pointed wordlessly to the door. Qel aar be-
gan to sort for the keys.

"Wait," Larissa said. She approached the door, laid a
gentle hand on it, and closed her eyes. Politely, she
asked the wood if it would be safe for her to enter

VWhat life was left in the wooden door flickered faintly.
Not safe.

"The door's trapped,” she told Qelaar. Larissa closed
her eyes again, and began to nove her feet gently on

t he wooden floor. She swayed back and forth, then

pl aced her hands on the wood in a silent command. The
door began to radiate a soft blue Iight. The chorus in-
side fell silent. Larissa stepped back and nodded to Ge-



| aar, who opened the door

Larissa rushed in. "WIllen!" she cried, falling to her
knees on the dirty straw behi nd hi mand enbraci ng hi m
tightly.

He returned the enbrace as best his manacles would
permt him whispering her nane over and over and

ki ssing her desperately when her lips found his. Tears
were in both pairs of eyes when she pulled away and

| ooked at his manacl es. She al nbst | ost her conposure
at the sight, but quickly redirected her pain into cold
anger at Dumont and Lond.

She rose and began to dance. The manacl es began to
glow with an orange light. The feu follet felt the netal
grow warm but just when it reached the point of being
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painfully hot the iron bracel ets snapped open and felt
off his wists and ankl es.

Qel aar, meanwhil e, had unl ocked the pseudodra-

gon's cage and was now freei ng Skreesha. Larissa turn-

ed to the fox loan, and his harness, too, began to radiate
orange light. WIllen quickly freed Bushtail

"What's going on up there?" the feu follet asked Laris-
sa.

Larissa turned her attention to Bouki, who was stil

si ngi ng his song about gunbo. Bushtail sped to his
friend, |eaped up, and pulled the end of the noose from
the ceiling with his teeth. Larissa eased it off Bouki's
head, wincing at the thin line of dried bl ood crusted on
the animal's neck. The fox ticked Bouki's face furiously.
The rabbit |oah blinked, his |large brown eyes focusing
on his friend. Puzzled, he raised a forepaw to his throat
and patted it gently. "Look, Bushtail!" he exclai nmed
brightly, "I"'mfree!*'

"The zonbies and what's |eft of Dunont's crew are

bei ng kept busy by |l ezards." Larissa answered. "I think
the rats and other small aninmals should be aboard by
now. " She strai ghtened, and | ooked over at Wllen- "I'm
going after Lond."

"Larissa, no, he's—

She raised a hand to silence her lover's protest. "1
have to. As long as he can control the zombies, we don't
stand a chance. Mow that you're free," she continued,
turning to include all the prisoners, "you can either

| eave or fight with us."

Bushtail glanced up, and there was hatred in his eyes.
"For nyself, | will fight."



"Me, too," said Bouki. Al the creatures were nod-
di ng. The ravenkin was perched on Getaar's shoul der
and the mage had tears in his eyes.

" Skreesha knows how to free Aradnia," he said thick-
ly. "I must tend to her, first, before—=

"OfF course," Larissa agreed. "The rest of you—en
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They energed into the theater, to the astoni shment
of the still-singing cast nenbers. The perforners fel
silent, staring at Larissa as if they had seen a ghost.

"Larissa!" one of the chorus girls cried, |ooking atlhe
nmenageri e that followed the white-haired danger
"What —

"No time to explain. The boat is under attack from
my friends. They won't hurt you. Stop singing and stay
in here. You should be safe.”

Before they parted, Larissa to Lond's roomand WI -
len to the battle, they held one another tightly.
"Be careful,"”
sounded.

W1l en warned, know ng how foolish it

She clutched his hands. "You, too.

He ki ssed her once, lightly, tenderly, then he and the
former prisoners slipped outside. She waited a no-
ment, then followed suit. keeping as nuch to the
shadows as possi bl e as she hastened up two flights-of
stairs.

Kaedrin staggered back, grateful for an instant's |ul
in the fighting. He surveyed the situation grinly.

Zombi es, nost of themw th huge chunks of dry flesh

m ssing, were still battling with the | ezards, but there
were many corpses cluttering the decks. The smaller
creatures had now arrived, and the decks crawl ed with
rats, foxes, and other ninble manmal s who tripped the
zonbi es and then tore at their flesh when they went

down.

To Kaedrin's pleasure, he suddenly saw Longears has-

ten across the deck and leap, hind legs first, at a zom
bie. The loah's powerful hind | egs kicked the undead
creature's face in-

"Tired already?" came a teasing voice, shot through
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with strain. Kaedrin whirled, joy and fear mxing in his
heart as he saw Deniri clanber on board. She | ooked at
him |ove on her sharp face. "Couldn't let you have al
the fun, could I?"

"Deniri, it's too dangerous—
"I'f you can fight, so can |I. You think I'd let you die
wi t hout getting a chance to kill a few mysel f?" Wt hout

anot her word, she shimered and tw sted into her

m nk formand scurried across the deck. He saw her

[ aunch herself at a zonmbie's throat and begi n chew ng
the dry flesh, then she was lost to his view.

"Kaedrin, took out!"

The voice was Wllen's. and the ranger reflexively
brought his shield up and raised his sword as he turned.
A cutl ass thwacked heavily on the rounded shield as a
zonbie with slitted gol den eyes swung at him Kaedrin
parried, slowy but in time- He nmanaged to get a clear
bl ow at the silver-haired corpse, but another zonbie
saw an opening in Kaedrin's defense and struck. The

bl ow bounced off the ranger's arnor, but the breath was
knocked out of himfor an instant-

There was a brown blur, and then he realized that the
second zonbie had a huge mnk at his throat. The
beast's teeth ripped furiously, and the zonbie's head
was severed fromthe body. The m nk nudged it over-
board, but the headl ess body continued to nove. Kae-
drin returned his attention to the gol den-eyed zonbi e,
but saw to his horror that the wal king undead had
ceased taking an interest in himand instead turned his
bl ade upon the mink. Wth a quick choppi ng notion, he
st abbed the ani nal.

Deniri squeal ed as she died, inpaled upon Dragon-

eyes' sword. Even in her death throes, she bared her
teeth and futilely gnawed on the netal blade, her sharp
cl aws shreddi ng anything they canme in contact wth,
even her own flesh. Her blood stained the floorboards.

As Dragoneyes stepped on the furry corpse, holding
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it down so he could tug his sword free, Kaedrin's sword
ran himthrough. Wth a lost wail, the hermt of the
swanp hurled hinmself into the thickest part of the fray,
hacking wildly at anything, friend or foe, that cane
within the bite of his weapon. WIlen, seizing a sword
fromthe dead hand of a lezard, tried to go after, the
grief-crazed hermt, but saw himgo down under a press
of undead bodies a few nonents |ater

"Kaedrin!" Wtlen screaned. Al at once he felt |arge,
dead hands cl anp about his throat. Slowy the zonbie
squeezed. Wllen twisted, his hands flying up to pry the



unbel i evably strong fingers fromhis neck

The pressure eased and sonet hi ng warm and wet

spattered the back of Wllen's head. He stunbl ed away,
turning to see who had attacked him Brynn now had no
head. As if the zonbie were confused, his hands went to
pat the stunp of a neck, turning crinmson with the flood
that still spouted fromthe shoul ders.

Wth a grunt, WIllen grasped Brynn's body and, push-

i ng and tuggi ng, heaved it overboard. It fell with a |oud
splash, and the feu follet turned to see who his savior

m ght be.

Sardan gazed at himwi th a rather shocked expres-

sion. He, too, had droplets of red sprinkled on his face.
The singer glanced down at the sword in his hand.

"That sword nove was fromthe third act,” he nuttered.
"Dam, It worked. Were the bloody bl azes have you

been, WI|?"

"I nprisoned,” WIIlen managed. Speech was still diffi-
cult, and he rubbed his throat. "Are you with nme or
agai nst ne?"

Sardan nade a terrible attenpt at nonchal ance. "I
just saved your life. so |l don't think I'Il try to kill you
now. "

"Then start attacking the zonbies."

Sardan's eyes flew wide. Wlten didn't have the tine
to be gentle. "Yes, they' re all dead, Sardan. The things

DANCE OF THE DEAD
291

fromthe swanp are alive, and they're ny friends. Cone
on."

He turned, directing his sword agai nst another of the
ani mated corpses. Still rather stunned at his actions,
Sar dan nodded, gl anced down at the crinmson sword,

then hurried to join his friend.

Lond watched the battle with the renote interest of a
vulture watching two animals battle to the death. Most

of the fighting was occurring on the | ower three decks.
The few foolish | ezards who had attenpted to attack the
dark mage had gotten facefuls of powder for their

pains. Already, a few of themwere starting to rise, lum
bering down to the lower levels to attack their erstwhile
allies who stared in shock as they were slain by a friend.

He had enjoyed the little trick he had played on Du-
nont. For all its callousness, Lond' s decision to attach
the zonbie linb had probably saved the captain's life.
He was of f somewhere, no doubt, lamenting his fortune.



The swanp creatures were slowly being outnum

bered by undead crewren and their own zonbie Kkin.

Lond snil ed beneath his cowW. He'd be out of Souragne
within the next day or so. free to unleash his skills on a
new | and.

He realized that he had enptied his vials of powder,

and turned to go back to his cabin for nore. It was then
that he saw the flash of white di sappearing into his
cabi n.

Lari ssa, curse her white hair. Lond hastened to catch
up with her, but she already had a head start of a good
m nute or two.

The young dancer was appalled at what she found in
Lond's cabin, and she lost a few preci ous seconds sim
ply staring in horror and fighting back nausea fromthe
stench. What was it WIIlen had said? The frighteningly
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decorated bottles were inmportant to him Some of the
bottl es contai ned not hing worse than ingredients for
his spells; others, Larissa knew, contained sonething
far nore horrifying. The M den had expl ai ned that, not
only did the former bocoru ani mate corpses, he al so
kept their souls.

Larissa's mouth set in a grimline. She ran to the first
box within reach and began hurling its contents to the
floor. The vials broke, their contents spilling in sluggish
pools of liquid or piles of various powders. She began

on the second box.

The first warning she had of Lond's presence was his
grow i ng voi ce chanting an incantation. She noved

nmore swiftly, whipping her white hair back and forth, up
and down, and visualized the bottles shattering in the
third box.

A sudden wi nd cane out of nowhere, whirling about

Lond and snatching away the words of power even as he
uttered them The magical wind conjured by Larissa

had found the box and lifted it up to the ceiling. Larissa
made a sharp nove with her hand, and the box upend-

ed. Every one of the glass vials in the box fell to the
floor, breaking with high-pitched sounds.

What happened next took only an instant, but it

seened like an eternity to the shocked and horrified
young dancer. That unpl easant but very ordi nary noise
was suddenly joined by others. A low groaning, as of
several voices, began to swell fromthe broken shards of
glass. Al't at once clouds of light shot upward, whirling
crazily about the room Then, as if by an unheard sig-
nal, they nerged into a cloud and went straight for

Lond.

The mage cried out and backed away. Larissa seized



her opportunity and bolted for the door. She had only
run a few yards down the deck before she collided into
an unseen wall and hit the wooden deck hard. Rolling
over, she saw that Lond was unhurt. The cloud of
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trapped soul s had been unable to harm hi mand had
vani shed. Hi s dark form advanced on her mal evolently.

"You've |l ost nme nmy zonbies, Whitemane, but there
are nore where they came from As you taste death,
know t hat you have fail ed everyone who counted on
you." He raised his hands.

Larissa tried to think of something, but her mnd

went absolutely blank. In desperation, she rooted her-
sel f, hoping that sonehow sonething would spring to

m nd.

At that nonment, a deep bell ow went up behind Lond.
"Run, Larissa!" cane Dunont's haggard voice. "Leave
this bastard to ne!"

Startled. Lond wheeled just in time to deflect the cap-

tain's sword stroke. It still bit deeply into his right shoul -
der, and Lond roared in outrage at the insult that

Durmont woul d dare attack him He w ped the bl ood up

with his left hand, then snmeared it together with his

ri ght.

Durmont had begun whistling a spell when Lond

rai sed his right hand and squeezed it tightly. Bl ood

dri pped down onto the deck. It hissed |like a snake as it
made contact with the wood.

The captain froze. His face grew gray, and the sword
fell fromhis suddenly nunb | eft hand- H's right hand,
the zonbie linb, crept up to his chest and began to
claw frantically. It ripped easily through his shirt.
through the flesh of his chest, only to be thwarted by
t he breastbone- Undaunted, the zonbie linb curled in-
to a fist and smashed its way into Dunmont's chest cavi -
ty. The undead hand groped about, then enmerged with
what it had been seeking.

Dunont's heart.

It still beat and bl ood spurted crazily. The hand tight-
ened, and then the heart was only so nuch pul py flesh
The captain's eyes rolled back in his head, and he col -
| apsed to the deck. The zombie arm continued to
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scrabble with a life of its own.

Lari ssa stared, sickened and full of horror. Her mind

was nunb for a terrifying instant. She had once | oved
Durmont tike a father and, despite his betrayal, stil



cared for him "Uncle," she whispered-

"Meddl er," Lond snarled angrily. "Now, Whitemane,
it's your turn."”

Larissa's eyes blazed with fury. This time, the young
worman was ready for him The few seconds she had
rooted herself had given her an idea. She pressed her
body to the wooden fl oor, sending a nmessage to what-
ever life still lingered there. Her command shivered

t hrough the wooden planks until it reached the fancifu
carving of a griffin that adorned the pil othouse.

Jewel ed eyes blinked. Cold-Ieafed wi ngs opened,

and with a sound like a spar breaking in a storm the
animated carving tore itself free fromthe confines of
the pilothouse. It hovered for a fraction of an instant,
then, with the deternination of an eagle bearing down
on its prey, it flew straight for Lond.

The wi zard, however, had anple warning. As the

wooden beast bore down on him beak open and cl aws
outstretched, Lond uttered a spell. The griffin collided
with the invisible wall Lond erected, and splintered with
a horrible cracking sound. It fell to the deck behind
Lond, sticks of wood now and not hing nore.

Larissa tasted bitter frustration. She had expended a
great deal of energy tonight, and the griffin had taken
al nrost all of what remained. Lond turned slowy around
to face her. Panting, Larissa couldn't even summon
enough strength to rise. She waited defiantly for the
killing blow, her face radiating her |oathing.

But Lond did nothing. He surveyed her critically for a
nmonent, not even novi ng when Larissa haltingly got to
her feet to face him

"Did you really think to stop ne with a wooden toy?"
he asked her. "Fruit and flower nagic is nothing, noth-
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ing at all. There's only so nmuch you can do by foll ow ng
all the rules. Wen you make new rules for yourself, on-
ly then can there be no limts to your power."

He stepped closer to her, and she backed away, one
slimhand reaching out to the railing for support. "You
have a great deal of ability," Lond continued silkily. "No
wonder the Maiden was so eager to enlist your aid. But

you see how quickly fruit and flower magic fails you-

Bl ood and bone—there lies true power. And 1 can teach

you, Larissa Snowrane. | can gui de you along the

path."

Lari ssa kept her eyes on her eneny, but inwardly she
was cal cul ating how long it would take her to reach the
pi | ot house and fromthere the open space of the roof. If
she coul d escape down the other side—



"Why make sonet hing grow greener when you can

twist it to your whin? Wiy encourage |life, when death
is so much nore predictabl e and nanageabl e? Wiy be
like the feu foUets when the will-0'-the-w sps are what
t he people fear and respect?"

He tore at his long sleeves, ripping the black fabric, A
kni fe appeared in his hand, |ong and sharp, and he

touched it to the flesh of his ower arm then sliced. The
wani ng nmoon cl eared a cloud, and Larissa had a perfect
view of that arm

It was the size and shape of an ordinary nman's arm

but the incal cul able crisscross of scars made it horrific.
Bl ood magi ¢ was bought, not given, and Lond had

bought the dark knowl edge with his own crinson fluid.
Agai n and again he had cut open his flesh, sonetines
renoving entire chunks of nmeat, until there was no spot

on the armthat was not scar tissue. The light glistened
on the | umpy, shiny flesh

Red liquid dribbled down, dropping onto the deck

with an om nous hiss. Cawi ng hands tore off the black
cl oak. The evil mage wore only a tunic beneath his con-
cealing robes, and every bit of visible flesh was a scar
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Hi s face was the nost nonstrous of all- In his diabolic
bartering, he had bargai ned away nost of the flesh of
hi s cheeks. Wiite bone gl eaned through |ike an emnerg-
ing death's head. Only the eyes. it seenmed, had been
spared the blade. They gleamed evilly, coldly, out of a
mass of raised puckers.

The pool of blood glittered blackly in the noonfight.
then began to ooze slowy in Larissa's direction

Now, thought the dancer. She made a dash for the pi-

| ot house stairs and fromthem | eaped gracefully onto

the boat's roof. She ran across the flat surface and was
about to slip down the other side when she cane face-
to-face with a zonbie clinbing up to nmeet her

It was Dunont. Hi s eyes were enpty as they fastened
on her, and his bl ood-covered zonbi e arm reached out
and cl osed around her ankle. Larissa stifled a cry,
wr enchi ng her ankle free, and noved farther down.
This time, an undead | ezard cl anbered onto the roof
with sl ow and determ ned novenents

Larissa glanced wildly around. They were closing-in

on her fromall sides now, and even as she watched,

Lond appeared on the roof. He was gently levitated as if
by an unseen hand, and he | anded with a qui etness that
nocked Larissa's panic.

Abruptly, terror fled Larissa. Her back was against the
wal I now, and there was no roomfor fear. She straight-



ened and regarded Lond coolly.

"1 amfamliar with your path, Alondrin the Betrayer,"
she said in icy tones as the zonbi es noved ever closer

"Your dead nmen do not frighten ne. | have dined with
the Lord of the Dead, been a wel cone guest in Maison
de la Detresse. | am aboard this boat as em ssary of An-

ton Msroi, soneone 1 believe you know welt. Did you
really think that he would have | et me gat her what
power 1 wield on nmy own?" She | aughed, and there was
no mirth in the sound.

Wth poised el egance, she raised her arns and set-
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tied herself on her feet. "M sroi was ny tutor. He in-
structed nme in the Dance of the Dead. Permt ne to
denonstrate. "

Larissa withdrew the riding crop Msroi had given her
and struck her left hand smartly. The bl ow stung terri -
bly and bl ood appeared, but she paid it no m nd

The crop | engthened, twi sted, transformed into the
snake Larissa had worked with earlier in the swanp. It
did not bother Larissa at all now She had conquered
that particular fear and was in absolute control of her
magi c. She was a whitemane, a dancer, and if she
shrank fromthis task, all would be |ost.

W thout the slightest shudder, she placed the serpent
about her neck and shoul ders. Swiftly the creature

twi ned itself about her arms. Its weight was cool and
conforting, dry and smooth, and Larissa felt new confi -
dence surging through her

The snake draped about her like a living shaw, Laris-
sa began to dance. Wthout a second thought, she for-
sook all the spells she had hitherto | earned under the
tutel age of the Maiden, and | aunched into the terrifying
Dance of the Dead-

Wllen's attention had been briefly diverted when the
griffin masthead had cracked to its new life and began
to fly. He could pay it little heed, however, because he
was fighting with Yelusa, Lond's first nonhuman zom

bi e.

She fought with a sword that Wllen wildly thought

nmust be heavier than she was, sw nging the weapon

with little accuracy but great force. He parried, the im
pact jarring his arm painfully. Yelusa had one distinct
advant age over the feu follet: she could fight forever
and Wllen was already starting to grow tired.

He decapitated the oW maid, to his own surprise, af-



ter she suddenly paused, sword armraised with a bl ow
that never fell. Gasping, WIllen dared a quick | ook
around. All of the zonbies had ceased fighting. As one,
they turned and started up the stairs to the uppernost
| evel of the boat.

Sardan hurried up to him The grimexpression on his
face was far different than the bard's usual insouciant,
slightly bored grin. WIllen doubted if the handsone

bl ond tenor woul d ever be the sane. "What's happen-

i ng?" he panted, w ping sweat fromhis browwith a

bl oodst ai ned hand.

"I don't know," WIllen replied, "but 1 don't like it. Wy
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woul d Lond pull all his zonbies out of the fi—tarissal"

Sardan bl anched. "She's here? You're letting her
fight? She doesn't know—

"Sardan, she's our |eader. And she's up there, | know
it. Come on!"

Willen ran up the stairs with a speed he had not real -

i zed his human body possessed. A terrible fear coursed
through him Larissa, powerful though she might be,
could never stand al one against the entirety of Lond
and his undead arny. The feu follet had no idea what he
m ght do to save her—his magic was nmainly

def ensi ve—but he knew he had to try.

He arrived on the rooftop, lungs heaving. Sardan fol -
| owed. The feu foiiet was behind the crowmd of zonbies
and so couldn't see what was goi ng on

Larissa's voice floated to himon the sultry night air.
"Msroi was ny tutor. He instructed me in the Dance of
the Dead. Pernmit nme to denonstrate.”

Horror flooded through Wllen at the words, a horror
so great it incapacitated himfor a noment. He stag-
gered with the weight of the information. Sardan ap-
peared behind himand placed a steadying hand on his
friend' s elbow. The feu follet summned his strength
and spun around. "Forgive ne," he panted, then
punched Sardan in the jaw. The tenor went reeling, al-
nost nore stunned by the gesture than its conse-
quences.

"What t he—=2"

Sardan's question was never conpleted, WIllen |and-

ed anot her punch, wincing at the pain in his hand, and
Sardan's eyes rolled back in his head. He collapsed to
t he deck.



W Il en knew Sardan woul d be safe now He wondered

for an instant if there was still tine to stop Larissa, but
even as his mnd pondered the question his feet were
taking himtoward the bow of the boat, where Larissa

had begun to dance in infernal ecstasy.
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He shoved his way past the frozen zonbies, and then
unexpectedly, Larissa danced into his field of vision

Wl en gasped. He had hoped to tackle her blindly,

make the beautiful young wonman stop the dance that

woul d surely destroy her and any |iving human who saw
her perform He had seen her, though. Now he was in-
capabl e of tearing his gaze away fromher lithe, gracefu
form

He was caught, fatally caught, and he felt a deathly
cold seep through him WIIlen had resisted Lond' s evil
magi ¢, but he was a creature of Souragne, nore so than
any natural human coul d have been. There was no way

the feu foUet could fail to succunb to the magic of the
lord of the land, the magic M sroi hinself had taught to
the dancer. His arnms ceased to have feeling, and the
nunbness crept through his thighs and | egs. He could
feet his body dying, surrendering control, linb by Iinb,
joint by joint.

The last thing that abandoned him drifting away

gently, reluctantly, was his mnd. He thought of Larissa.
and tears spilled down his face, tears for alt the | ost op-
portunities. for the joys and sorrows that would now

never be his to experience.

The | ast consci ous thought WIllen had before the
dark magi ¢ of the Dance of the Dead cl ai ned him for-
ever was how beautiful Larissa was when she danced.

Lari ssa knew she had nothing nore to fear from

Lond. She was dancing with death now, and the w zard's
magi c was a paltry song conpared to the wild nusic
Larissa heard in her mind. The dancer |eaped, and the
snake noved with her, tw ning about her like a lover's
hand.

She felt the cold begin fromdeep within her. It was
the cold of death and worse, and it began to seep out-
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ward. Fear brushed her, a hint of what she had experi -
enced at Maison. de |a Detresse. As she had discovered,
for a living, breathing creature to performthe Dance of
the Dead, even with the permi ssion of the lord of the

land, was to risk turning into a zonbi e onesel f.

The dance becane wilder, and Larissa began to per-



spire despite the terrible chill that was ranpagi ng

t hrough her body- She no | onger knew where or who she
was; she had becone the dance. Wth a final gasp that
al nost drained her, she flung up her hands and com
manded t he zonbies: Stop Lond!

For a nonent, nothing happened. She had dropped
to her knees on the deck. Panting, Larissa brushed her
mop of white hair out of her face and gl anced up

Def eat washed over her tike acid. The zonbi es stood
frozen in their places; they made no nmove to attack her

eneny.

Lond knew what the Dance of the Dead could do, and

he had been unable to do anything save shield his eyes
and wait until it was conpleted. Now he | owered his
hands and stared first at Larissa, then at the still-

i mobil e corpses. Shocked and pl eased, he began to

| augh.

"What a | ovely show " he shrieked. "You have halted

nmy zonbi es, but you cannot control them You are safe
fromthem now, perhaps, but, oh, child, you are not safe
fromnel"

As he began to nmutter an incantation, the swanp be-

gan to boil. Larissa gasped and got to her feet, staring
down at the dark river. Shapes began to break the sur-
face, and as she realized what they were, she began to

| augh hysterically.

Sone of themwere little better than skeletons. O h-
ers still had recogni zabl e features. Water had bl oat ed
t he bodies, rendering the flesh swollen to the point of
bursting. They were vomited up fromthe river's bottom
by the dozens—dead nen, wonen, children and ani -
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mal s. whose sol e purpose was to destroy Larissa' s ene-
mes for her. She knew she had called them that they
were her allies, just as Msroi had assured her

A giant wave arose, carrying dozens of the zonbies,
and crashed aboard the roof. Larissa was knocked down
by the force, and gasped for breath as the wave
drenched her. Methodically, inplacably, Larissa's zom
bies rose to their feet and, dripping water and ichor
turned on their frozen brethren.

A battle between dead nen is a horrific thing to wt-

ness. The zonbi es concentrated on tearing one anot her

into pieces too small to fight. Lond retaliated as best he
could, and many of Larissa's zonbies were destroyed,

but even he could not halt so great a tide, and finally
several corpses managed to catch hold of him He

shri eked continuously as they dragged himto the side,

t hen vani shed over the edge.



Larissa felt a twi nge of sonething akin to renorse.
She had ordered the zonbies to stop Lond, but they
were bent on destroying him O could they sonmehow
make hima zonbie as well?

The water roiled again, and a new horror energed.

Foot by foot, yard by inpossible yard, a gigantic zom
bie serpent raised itself fromthe water until it towered
over the boat.

Larissa's throat went dry. She had seen this horrible
bei ng before, in one of the nightmares she had had

when they had first arrived in Souragne. Then, the non-
strous undead snake had spoken with WIllen's voice.

Now, it undul ated back and forth, its huge, slitted, dead
eyes fastened on the dancer.

M sroi's voice booned fromthe zonbie snake's

mout h. "Well done, pretty dancer. You survived after all.
I"minpressed, 1 nust say. And | do thank you for all the
new zomnbi es. They'll be |eaving shortly."

Wth an odd grace, the serpent |lowered its massive
head until it was just a few feet away from her. She did
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not cringe away. Bending close, it flicked a rotting
tongue as thick as her body. "All, that is, except one, 1
think. Since you were so very fond of the little nmeddler
you may keep Wllen."

Lari ssa's heart lurched, and she alnpbst fell. "No," she
noaned, soft and low. "Not WIllen!" She shrieked his
nane, gl ancing around frantically.

The zonbie that had been WIllen stepped forward
woodenly. Larissa gasped, her hands to her nouth, and
stared in incredul ous horror.

Wllen stared back at her inpassively. There was no

[ aughter in his eyes anynore, no hint of a smile playing
about his lips. Al was still and cold. Tentatively, Larissa
reached and touched his cheek. The flesh was cool to

her touch. She drew back her hand and cl enched her

fist.

Filled with resol ve, Larissa wheeled on the zonbie

snake. "Anton, | have fought your enem es and prevent-
ed Lond from escaping. | have | earned your dance and
done you honor as a teacher..! ask one great favor from

you: restore Wllen."

The snake shook its gigantic head. "Poor little

dancer," it said in a nockingly renorseful tone. "You

don't see it yet, do you? | was right. W are kindred spir-
its, Larissa. You are just like ne. If it had been Lond's
doi ng, why, | might indeed have been able to restore life



to the body. But the Dance of the Dead is much nore
powerful than Lond's dabbling. | cannot counteract ny
own magic."

Larissa's eyes widened with a new horror, the truth
shattering her soul. She had been the one who had done
this to WIllen, not Lond, not even Msroi. Now, too |ate,
she recall ed the Maiden asking if Larissa knew the dan-
gers connected with the Dance of the Dead.

"1 thought she neant ne," Larissa whispered. "1
t hought she neant it would just hurt me.. -." White hot
fury flooded her. She seized the riding crop and hurled
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it into the water. The dancer screaned at Msroi, "Wy
didn't you tell ne?"

The undead snake opened its terrible mouth, and a
deep, rumbling | augh issued fromit. "Ah, pretty
dancer, why should ! have bot hered? You woul d Ti ave
used the magi c anyway, since it was the only way for
you to stop Alondrin."

The riding crop reappeared suddenly in the dancer's
hand. Her keening shriek of rage and sorrow coul d be
heard even by the cast huddling in the theater

The first rays of dawn broke through the msts and
laid gentle fingers upon the sleeping dancer. She had
found a brief respite fromthe horrors thrust upon her
and had wept herself into blissful unconsci ousness. But
the reprieve had ended. Day was dawni ng, hot and
steany and | aden with the prom se of an existence of
pai n.

Dimy, she felt someone draping a bl anket around
her .

Looki ng up, she saw that it was Sardan. He gl anced
swiftly away. "lI'mglad you're all right, Larissa," he said
softly.

"I"'mglad you're all right" she returned, her voice
raspy fromcrying. She forced herself to sit up, then
rose with Sardan's strong arm around her. As they

wal ked toward the pil othouse, Larissa caught a glinpse
of Wllen and her knees buckl ed.

She cursed, angry at herself. "I'mweak as a damed
kitten."
"Wth all you've been through, I'mnot surprised."

For the first time, she noticed Sardan's bruised face.
Frowni ng, she touched it gently. Even her tender fin-
gers were too nmuch, and he w nced. "What happened to
you? Are you hurt?"
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Sardan couldn't neet her eyes. "WII did that to ne.
Knocked ne out so |-well, so that! couldn't acciden-
tally watch you—~

Larissa refused to give in to tears. "He al ways thought

of others first," she said thickly. She had thought herself
cried out, but her store of tears was apparently endl ess.
"What' s happened to the bodi es?" she asked as Sardan

gui ded her carefully down fromthe roof.

He hesitated, and when he answered did not neet her

eyes. "They're... gone, Larissa. |I'mnot sure just what's
been goi ng on, but the snake—they all left to foll ow

him D sappeared into the river. Even ny poor under-
study who had the mi sfortune to make Dunont angry."

He paused. "All except WII."

"Well, at least that's one thing we won't have to take
care of ourselves." Larissa heard the words comni ng out
of her own nouth and hardly believed it was she who
was speaki ng them She sounded cal |l ous, cruel —but it
was the truth. She could not mourn the dead, not yet.
She was the only one who knew the scope of what had
happened, and the |iving needed her right now Larissa
knew she had to be strong for their sake, If not her own.
For herself, she al nbst wi shed that she had di ed al ong
wi th her bel oved, but apparently it was not to be that
easy.

Larissa ordered an all-hands neeting in the theater

As she entered unsteadily, carrying a steaning mug of
strong tea, blanket still wapped around her, everyone
rose. Then. slowy, a few people began to applaud. Mre
joined in, until Larissa received the nmost heartfelt
standi ng ovation she had ever had in her life. She
sm | ed awkwardly and waved everyone back to their

seats as she went onstage. Sardan pulled up a chair for
her, and she eased into it thankfully, smling up at him
fleeting ly.

It was Jahedrin who first voiced the question every-
one wanted to ask
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"M ss Snownane, are you to be our captain now?"

Larissa glanced sharply at the pilot. "Jahedrin, | don't
know the first thing about captaining a boat."

"You're the best qualified to lead us. if maybe not
tend to the actual running of La Denviselle. Everyone'd
foll ow you without question. And you could learn."

Surprised, Larissa glanced around at the expectant
faces of the remaining cast and crew. They all nodded



in agreenent. Larissa accepted, then spent the next

hour in explanation. Her crew would have to trust her to
follow her, and she revealed all of Dunont's secrets--
the wards on the boat, the prisoners, Liza's nurder. She
had expected to be bonbarded with questions and in-
terruptions. but everyone hung on her words, eyes

wi de, slightly unbelieving. Clearly, she was in charge
NOW.

i love this boat," she told themsincerely. "I would

like to keep the show going. There's no reason why we
can't continue to provide fine entertainnent at a fair
price. As for the forner prisoners, they are to be treated
as honored guests. Anyone who wi shes to may | eave at

any time—that goes for cast and crew as well. Those

who would like to stay on and add their magic to La
Dermoi — She paused suddenly, and the ghost of a

sm |l e touched her worn face. "Anyone who wi shes to

stay aboard Riuer Dancer will be hired on fairly."

(el aar smiled, his armaround his daughter. "Aradnia
and 1 have already decided to stay on," he inforned
Larissa and the crew. "It was not the boat we hated, it
was the captain and his greed.”

"Coul d madenvi sell e take nme hone to Ri chenu-

| ot?" said Bushtail hesitantly. "I knowit is a great dea
to ask—

"I don't know when we'll get there, but |I'msure we

will. And when we do, Bushtail, you are free to go."

Busht ail bowed his head in graci ous acknow edg-

ment. "Until that day, Madenoiselle, | amyours to corn-
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Skreesha had taken a liking to Gelaar, and the

pseudodr agon amnbl ed about happily- He had deci ded

that Larissa was to be its new adopted friend and sel -
dom | eft her side- The colorcat, as usual, didn't seemto
care too nmuch about anything. But no one, it seened,

was willing to abandon Ri uer Dancer

A few hours later, Larissa got up the courage to at-
tend to her nost sorrowful task. First, she went to Du-
nmont's cabin, spying a white scarf alnpbst as soon as she
entered. Gently she picked it up and w apped it about
her own slimneck. Larissa took a deep breath to steady
hersel f, then went out onto the bow of the main deck

Leani ng over and peering into the green water, she
called in a loud voice, "Flowswft!"

Al most at once, the surface of the water rippled and a
beautiful, gol den-haired mai den enmerged. Her face was
alight with joy. "You remenbered!" she cried, raising
her arnms toward Lari ssa.



Larissa smled wanly. "Yes, | did. 1 have a last favor to
ask of you." She gestured toward the yawl, tied up to the
boat and bobbing placidly. "I'mgoing to cut this yaw
loose in a nonent. Please see to it that it doesn't
ground or snag on any debris."

The nereid pouted a bit, splashing sullenly. "Don't
have forever to do your bidding," she said in a whiny
voi ce. "How |l ong nust | guide it?"

Gief clenched at Larissa' s throat, but she answered
calmy, "You'll know when to stop. Here. And thank
you." She dropped the shawl, and the nereid seized it
and hugged it tightly, her eyes sparkling with tears.
Then she wrapped her shawl about her shoul ders and
vani shed.

Larissa rose slowy, tiredly, and gl anced up at the roof
of the boat. She cleared her throat. "WIllen," she call ed.

The zonbie wal ked slowy toward the edge of the
roof and waited for further orders. "Come down to the

308 CHRI STI E GOLDEN

mai n deck." she instructed. Her blue eyes followed him
contrasting his wooden, deliberate nmovenents with the
living, supple enthusiasm and grace of the man she had

| oved- Her heart swelled with pain. Still, she knew she
was doing the right thing, that what she was about to do
was what Wtlen woul d have want ed.

The thing that animated WIllen's body—she found it
easier to think of it that way-stood before her inpas-
sively, "dinb down onto the yawl and sit down," she
sai d. The undead being did so.

Lari ssa wal ked over to the small raft and cut it free,
dropping the rope into the water. An unseen hand

seized the trailing line. Slowmy, the yaw with the hand-
some young zomnbi e began to drift downstream

She wat ched hi m go, her heart full of pain.
"Madenoi sel | e?"

Larissa wiped at the tears that blurred her vision, and
sm | ed shakily down at Bushtail, who had crept up un-
noti ced.

"It is hard to lose a friend- You have ny synpathy."
Larissa renmenbered the strange friendship that had
sprung up between the fox and rabbit | oahs. "You mss
Bouki, huh?"

"Om | gave hima last gift when we said our good-

byes. i promsed himthat his people will be safe from
mne for a fortnight in this land."



"That's . . . that's quite a sacrifice for your people,
isn't it?"

The fox shrugged his massive shoul ders. "Come ci
conme (a. Please remenber, though, there are not very
many foxes in Souragne." He grinned, show ng sharp
teeth. "And there are always chi ckens, no?"

Suddenly, to her own surprise, Larissa |aughed. She
felt as though, after a long struggle with a thunder-
storm the sun was beginning to rise again in her soul
| mpul sively, she reached and threw her arns about the
fox. The animal started at first, then chuckled warmy
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and gave her cheek a quick lick. Larissa got to her feet,
took a deep breath, and began to dancer

Her movenents took her down the deck, all the way

to the stern. At the paddl ewheel, she paused. For the

last time, she gazed at Wllen, still sitting stiffly on the
bobbi ng raft.

"You were never made for this, ny love," she said
softly. "You were a creature of light. Binding you to
earthly matter was wong, and this kind of existence is
nmonstrous." She raised her arns, closed her eyes, and

t hought of fire. "Be of |ight once again."

Wllen' s body exploded into a blazing fireball.

Fl owswi ft, true to her word, continued to pull the yaw
on a straight path, and Larissa knew the nereid would
continue to do so until the flesh had been consuned.

The young captain of R uer Dancer watched sparks
swirling and vani shing into the air, hoping agai nst hope
that she would see a nore beautiful spark than the rest
leap freely into the sky ... but she did not.

There had been enough of death. Mow, it was tinme to

mend, to heal. Larissa again began to dance. To her
contrition, she felt the feu follets, still inprisoned on the
boat, and with a thought and a graceful novenent set
themfree. As one, they flew to the burning pyre, dip-

ping and swirling about their |ost conrade. She watch-

ed them drinking in their beauty, and then realized with

a lurch in her heart that they were "speaking" Wllen's

nane. Brilliant colors radiated fromthem as they bade

their own farewells.

"Forgive nme," she whispered, though she knew t hey
already had. "1 loved him too."

Then. to prevent another onslaught of tears, she con-
centrated on the wood beneath her bare feet. She root-
ed and spread her consciousness carefully through the
boat, making note of Riuer Dancer's "wounds." Her feet
began to nove, and she focused her thought on the ar-
eas that needed repair.
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Those who had conme to watch her farewell to Wlier

| ooked around, shocked, as the boat began to nend it

sel f. Shards of brightly painted paddl ewheel spoke!

noved, met and merged, completely whole, if in neec

of another coat of red paint. The splinters that had once
been the magnificent griffin figurehead rolled togethe
and repaired thensel ves. Then the great creature flew
toits former perch and froze in place.

The netal of the boat—-danmaged door hinges, benl
railings, and the |ike—would need a smth's touch
Larissa's fruit and flower nmagic could only nmend thing;

that had once been alive. Still, the boat was now as se
cure as it could be, ready to venture once again into the
m sts and whatever terrors or new adventures they hie
fromview.

Those i nfamous, perilous msts |ooned just ahead

but Larissa, for this instant, did not care. She had tern
porarily found a place of solace, and was lost in bitter
sweet joy, dancing to keep her heart from breaking.

Sardan, enraptured, |eaned against the railing anc
wat ched her. Jahedrin canme up behind him

"1 thought she was just a girl,"
t one.

the pilot said in a lov

"She is," Sardan replied, his heart filled with affec
tionate admiration. "She's a girl, and a dancer, and
wi zard, and a wonman who's probably tougher than th<
rest of the crew conbined. But you know what el se sh<
is?"

When Jahedrin shook his head. Sardan glanced a
him "She's our captain.”



