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he arose fromhis crude chair
on linmbs and joints that had suddenly regai ned sonething of their youthful suppleness and
strength, and stal ked toward the door. The girl screaned at his approach, and broke free of her
paral ysis. She ran into the little kitchen behind her. There was no door |eading directly outside
fromthe little kitchen, and she went for the only window. The man who had once been the Dark
Ki ng, and now woul d be again, caught her from behind. Now she slunped in his grip, and seemed to
have no voice for screaning left. But a nonent later the girl broke free, with a spasnodic effort.
Careening against the table in the center of the room she snatched up a kitchen knife. The Denpn
blurred into action once nore; one of the yeoman's hands, suddenly sharp-tal oned at the end of an
armunnatural ly el ongated, swung past Vilkata's shoul der to strike.

Tor books by Fred Saber hagen

A Century of Progress

Coils (with Roger Zel azny)

Domi ni on

The Dracul a Tape

Eart h Descended

The Hol mes-Dracula File

The Mask of the Sun

A Matter of Taste

An Add Friend of the Famly

Speci nens

Thorn

The Veils of Azl aroc

The Water of Thought

THE BERSERKER SERI ES

The Berserker Wars

The Berserker Throne

Berserker Base (with Poul Anderson, Ed Bryant,

St ephen Donal dson, Larry Niven, Connie WIIis,

and Roger Zel azny) Berserker Blue Death Berserker's Pl anet

THE BOOKS OF SWORDS

The First Book of Swords The Second Book of Swords The Third Book of Swords

THE BOOKS OF LOST SWORDS

The First Book of Lost Swords: Wundheal er's Story The Second Book of Lost Swords: Sightblinder's
Story The Third Book of Lost Swords: Stonecutter's Story The Fourth Book of Lost Swords:
Farslayer's Story The Fifth Book of Lost Swords: Coinspinner's Story The Sixth Book of Lost
Swords: M ndsword's Story

M NDSWORD' S
STORY

THE

SI XTH BOOK

OF LOST SWORDS

FRED SABERHAGEN

TOR
fant asy

A TOM DOHERTY ASSOCI ATES BOOK NEW YORK
M NDSWORD S STORY

This is a work of fiction. Al the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious,
and any resenblance to real people or events is purely coincidental

THE SI XTH BOOK OF LOST SWORDS Copyright © 1990 by Fred Saber hagen

Al rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form
A Tor Book

Publ i shed by Tom Doherty Associ ates, |nc.

49 West 24th Street

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story.txt (1 of 115) [2/4/03 9:54:51 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story .txt

New York, N.Y. 10010

| SBN: 0-812-51118-2

First edition: Decenber 1990

First mass market printing: June 1991

Printed in the United States of America 0987654321

ONE

BETWEEN two | ofty jagged nountain spines the rocky land declined in frozen swirls that bottoned in
a deep depression, forming at its | owest point a narrow and al nost circular holl ow shielded from
human observation by tall crags on every side. Around noon on a summer day a man al one was
clinbing toward this hidden place. He had begun clinbing far bel ow, and he was headed directly for
the unseen hollow with fierce determination, as if he knew that it was there.

The clinber was a strong and active man, though wi thout any particular skill or experience in the
art of ascendi ng nountains; nore than once today he had conme near falling to his death when a
handhol d or foothold betrayed him Dogged resolution had so far sustained himin his effort,

t hough several times in the past two hours he had conme near despairing of his survival

The one fighting his way upward with such dedication was tall, dark of hair and beard, handsone in
his own dark careless way. His age was approaching forty, and at the nonent, breathing hard in the
thin mountain air, he was keenly aware of every year

The man's | ean body had been worn | eaner by nuch recent travel and other difficulties. He was
dressed in the clothes of a soldier or a hunter; his jacket, nmuch faded but still faintly blue and
orange, mght have been part of a uniformwhen it was new. He wore a snmall pack on his back; at
the left side of his belt swung an enpty sheath of a size to hold a | ong sword, bal anced on the
right side by a long practical knife. Despite the difficulties of the ascent, the clinber
evidently consi dered none of these itens di spensable.

At the altitude where he had begun his long clinb, the day was warm and sunny, but up here on the
hi gh sl opes, somewhere around tinberline, the sumer afternoon was beginning with a light, cold
drizzle, spiced with an occasional stinging pellet of snow or hail. Gusts of wi nd dragged rolling
m sts across the nountain's face, nore often than not obscuring the clinber's view of what |ay
ahead of himand above. Neverthel ess he pressed on.

Already at many points in his ascent the clinber had paused to rest. Now he did so once nore,
clinging in a brief truce to the nearly vertical rock. Wile catching his breath he exanined his
surroundings carefully, as if he expected to see sonething out of the ordinary. Al so, he seened to
be listening intently, in hopes of picking up the sound of sonething nore nmeani ngful than w nd.

Soon he advanced again, with unflaggi ng determ nation

H s hopes, whatever their foundation, were soon justified, for presently he was granted evi dence
that his goal was near. As the clinber's line of sight topped the next stony barrier he was able
to see, no nore than thirty neters above hi mand ahead, the notched entrance to a circular pit,
whi ch he knew nust be the bottom of the hidden depressi on between crests.

At this sight the man paused, nodding to hinself. Because of certain clues he had been given
before he began to clinmb, he felt certain of what he was going to discover in that desol ate pl ace.
And if any confirmation were needed that he was very near his goal, he had it now Because now he
was begi nning to hear the voices.

The voi ces, which sounded nmore in his nmind than in his ears, were strange to him not just

unfam liar but extrenmely odd. In truth, as the explorer knew, they were not really vocal sounds.
But he could not help hearing them and thinking of themas voices, these songs and cries that were
so much nore than the noise of the wet wind. There surged around himan utterance as of a

mul titude at worship, singing a polyphonic paean above the gusts.

The clinber noved forward another step, and now a new sign appeared to assure himthat he was on
the right track, and had not far to go. The rocks ahead of himremained properly dead and
noti onl ess whenever he gazed straight at them But all the | andscape near the corners of his

vi sion had now begun to nove. The effect was such that the entire nountainside around hi m appeared
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to be on the verge of swirling away in an ecstatic dance.

Rendered nmonentarily dizzy by the illusion of dancing rocks, the seeker paused again, closing his
eyes. The nountai nsi de beneath his hands and feet felt stable, and with his intellect he knew it
was. He understood perfectly well that the dance and the ecstasy were in his mnd; but that
rendered themno less rhythnic or ecstatic.

Havi ng noved a little closer to his goal, the clinber was able now to hear the magi c voi ces nore
clearly, though still the words were indistinguishable. Some of the voices sounded human and some
did not, but all of themwere shrieking together in a great chorus of triunph and rapture.

The one who sought opened his eyes and studi ed the way ahead.

Al t hough much of the nountai nsi de was obscured by bl owing mst, he knew that, physically, the
worst of the clinb was over. From where he stood, the surface he had still to negotiate angl ed
nore and nore back toward the horizontal. Wthin the space of a few breaths the tall dark man
standi ng erect now and noving up on |l egs alone, was al nbost on the threshold of the notched
entrance to the hollowin the rocks.

As he drew steadily nearer to that point, the fanciful —er perhaps not so fanciful +dea crossed the
climber's mind that perhaps no other human being had set eyes upon these cracked and noss-grown
stones since the old mountains had thrust upward fromthe earth.

Once nore he felt hinself rendered a touch unsteady by the superhunman power of magic that | ooned
ahead. Once nore he paused to close his eyes, trying to regain an inner bal ance. Standing there
with eyes closed and arns outstretched, the man thought that now he could feel the nmountain
dancing. It was as if the whole earth around himwere acting out the joy of certain victory, of
success extended to eternity . . . though what victory, or what success was being cel ebrated, was
nmore than any nmere nortal in his place could tell

Opening his eyes, the adventurer found hinself still groping like a blind man. Trying to nake his
m nd a blank, he forced hinmself to forge on, one shuffling step after another.

And now at |ast he had reached the very threshold of the entrance to the secret place, a point
fromwhich he could see directly into the holl ow before him

Ahead, through swirling nmist and wind, he beheld a broad cup of dark rock, irregular in shape,
some forty neters across here at the scul pted bottom The whol e bottom of the cup was deeply
littered by an age-old detritus of stones and rough soil eroded fromthe surrounding cliffs. Tough
grass and other small plants, only enough of themto enphasize the barrenness, grew very sparsely
in that soil.

In al nost the precise mddle of this desolate hollow, surnounting a natural cairn of tunbled
stones, an upright Sword was poi sed.

The cruciformdull black hilt stood uppernost, over a |ong blade. The netal of that bl ade,

straight as a ray of sun, and as naked as the surrounding rock, appeared unnaturally bright in the
dull, cloud-filtered daylight. It flashed intermittently, sending forth nomentary gl eans as
brilliant as the sun that hid itself above the w nd-rushed cl ouds.

Consi dering the Sword's position, the discoverer surnised that it nust at sone time have fall en—er
been cast—from sonewhere high on one of the surrounding cliffs. The weapon had | anded point first
atop the rockpile, wedging itself indestructibly in sone fine crevice, or perhaps cracking open
its own niche with the force of its falling weight behind that unbreakabl e point.

But it was very hard to think, or plan. In the visitor's ears and through his nind, the voices
that were not voices roared and sang unceasi ngly.

For a monment the tall man tilted back his head, the wi nd whipping his dark hair and beard, his
eyes squinting up into the rolling, rushing clouds as if he hoped to be able to gather fromthem
sonme sign, sone trace, concerning the one who had discarded or accidentally dropped this god-

f orged weapon here.
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How | ong m ght the Sword of G ory have been here, waiting to be claimed? The visitor could not be
sure, but it mght well have been for years. He could picture howin winter that bright Bl ade
woul d stand here neters deep in drifted snow, and how in spring and sunmer it nust be washed in
fl oods of snownelt and of rain. But not the snallest spot of rust showed on that steel; and the
man who stood before it now woul d have been willing to wager his existence that this weapon had
not |lost the faintest increnent of keenness fromeither of its long, finely tapered edges.

Possi bly, he thought, the Blade had worn a sheath when it fell—er was hurled—nto its present
position. That it stood entirely naked now was easily expl ai ned—ever a period of nmonths or years,
any covering of cloth or |eather could have been ni bbled away by the sharp teeth of scavengers,
smal | mndl ess creatures unaffected by the nagic they uncovered.

The absence of a covering, however, created certain problens for an approachi ng human bei ng.

Hesitantly, advancing step by step with many pauses, the clinmber continued his progress toward the
mat chl ess treasure. As nuch as possible he kept his eyes averted fromthat gl eam ng Bl ade, and he
tried without success to close his nmind against the glare, the influence, that poured so

boundl essly, like sonme effortless reflection of a melting sun, fromthe thing atop the nound of
rock, the artifact that had been wought at a god's forge frommagi c and neteoric netal.

The di scoverer knewbut the knowl edge was of little hel p—that the glare afflicting himwas not
really in his eyes. He remi nded hinself as he advanced—though the suggestion did himlittle
good—that the roaring voices, those of beings forever bal ancing upon the brink of some orgasmic
triunph, were not really in his ears.

Usel ess efforts to protect hinself, useless. The finder knew an al nost overpowering urge to fal
on his knees and worshi p—ot the Sword itself, no, but sonmeone, sonething, he knew not who or
what, except that the object must be transcendent, and the Sword called himto it.

By now the nan, gasping and trenbling nore in his excitenent than from physical effort, was al nost
near enough to reach out and touch that dull black hilt. But sone basic instinct of survival
justified or not, warned himthat he nmust not do so yet.

When he dared to peer nore closely at the hilt, he saw the snmall white synbol that he had known
nmust be there, the device of a waving banner

"It is the Mndsword, then," the trenbling explorer whispered to hinself. "It can be nothing
else."-As if there could have been any doubt. But the nere sound of his own voice, which he could
still manage to hold steady, his own words, which he could still contain within the bounds of

rationality, helped himto master his excitement and his nanel ess fear.

He knew t hat many people, standing this close to this uncovered Bl ade, would have turned and fl ed
in helpless terror. Many others would have fallen down in mndless worship of they knew not what.
The di scoverer, being a proud, able, and determined man, did neither. Wth tremendous stubbornness
he had forced his way here, risking his life, to take possession of this prize. And he was not
going to be deprived of it now

But at the sane tine he feared that he nmight be unable to collect his treasure w thout help.

Yet again the adventurer squeezed shut his eyes, trying to establish sonme neasure of conposure.
Closed lids shut out the sight of the Sword, but could not banish its mjestic, insistent
presence. In the depths of his mind and soul he could feel how the universe swirled around him
Hal f-born enotions only partially his own, fledgling hopes, stillborn anbitions, washed over him
in a bewildering torrent. The man's brain echoed with the redoubled roar of a vast multitude of
voi ces, some human and sone not. Al of them were praying, praising, worshipi ng—who? O what?

He thought that it would prove inpossible for him strong man that he was, to remain for an hour
within a hundred neters of this naked Bl ade when he did not control it. He had to possess his
prize quickly, before it drove himnmad or forced himinto flight. And before he could touch it
directly he had to cover it with sonething, nmuzzle its powers, put a sheath on it somrmehow.

The difficulty was not entirely unexpected; it was no accident that an enpty sheath of the
requi red size hung at the discoverer's belt. But he could not slip a sheath on the weapon in its
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present position, and he still dared not performthe sinple act of reaching out to pluck the
M ndsword fromthe rocks.

Surges of unidentifiable |onging swept through the adventurer as he hesitated. He felt stabbed by
pangs of deathly devotion to some overwhelnmingly great but tanta-lizingly unspecific cause. Bright
barbs that mnight have been sun-twi nkles fromthe netal cane dashing against his sanity like crests
of poi soned foam

Moving a half-step closer, he stretched out a hand toward the naked Sword —and then at the [ ast
monent dared not touch it.

Groani ng, snatching back his trenbling arm the man fell back a step. And then another step, and
yet anot her.

But this man was not going to give up. There m ght be another way. Wth unsteady fingers he began
to unfasten the enpty sheath fromhis Swordbelt.

Wth the detached sheath clutched in his |l eft hand, the man gave a sound |ike a despairing giggle,
and bent to pick up sone snall rocks. These he tossed, one after another, in the direction of the
black hilt, trying to knock it over. At last one of his snmall missiles struck the Sword, which
tilted but did not topple under the inpact.

Laughi ng madly now, the nman threw bi gger stones, pitching them harder and harder, know ng that no
rock he could ever throw, nothing he could ever do, could crack even the thinnest extremty of
t hose shar pened edges.

At last he | obbed a |arger stone that hit the Sword directly. The treasure fell

anticlinactically, nmaking a slight noise. Obligingly its blade had now assuned a tilted position
on the rockpile, the bright point uppernost, angled sone degrees above the horizontal. And now the
Sword's capturer could approach, sheath in hand, and —without needing to touch his prize directly
—could begin to bind and tame his quarry, to hood it like a falcon with the nundane enpty

| eat her.

Slowy and carefully he got the point started into the sheath, then worked the sheath along the
blade. In its new position the Mndsword rocked, slowy and precariously, with every indirect
pressure from his hand.

The madness in the air, and in the rock, began to weaken.

The man coul d not have said how | ong the task occupied him but eventually it was done. The sinple
covering was effective. The world was stable again, the many voi ces nuted into—al nost—perfect
si |l ence.

Now t he | at est possessor of the M ndsword could freely grasp the hard bl ack pommel, feeling in it
no nore than the subtle power that any thing of great magic m ght be expected to possess, the
sense of tremendous forces bound and coiled and waiting. Now he could pick up his great prize and
buckle it on tightly at his belt. And now the world around himwas perfectly worldly once again
consisting of little more than rocks and wind and rain. Somewhere birds were crying in the noving
m st. He had not noticed until now that there were birds nesting and flying and hunting anmd these
| ofty rocks.

For a quarter of an hour after the Sword was sheathed the newy arned adventurer sat on a snal
| edge, resting with his treasure at his side, experiencing a reaction of weakness.

Then he was on his feet again, and briskly on his way. The hardest part of the |ong descent, down
to where he'd left his riding-beast, must be conpleted before nightfall. Early in the norning he'd
ride on, in the direction of Sarykam He had a great gift nowto give. Atruly worthy gift, to
place in the lovely hands of the Princess Kristin.

TWO

INa small village at the foot of the Ludus Muntains, not many kilonmeters fromthe spot where the
adventurer had very recently obtained his Sword, but at a considerably lower altitude, a blind
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al bi no man sat huddl ed in one corner of the small main roomof a solidly built though sparsely
furni shed hut.

Few peopl e could have determined the blind man's age by | ooking at him but certainly his youth
was decades past. H's angul ar body, now sl unmped and bl anket-covered in a crudely constructed
peasant's chair, would still have been very tall but for the fact that he never stood fully erect.
Long ringlets of unclean white hair hung past his bony shoul ders, entering into confusion with a
once-white beard now colorless with old stains of food and drink

No mask or bandage conceal ed the enpty sockets of his eyes; long-lashed |ids sagged over spots of
raw softness in a face that was ot herw se all harsh mascul i ne planes and angl es.

The blind man had lived in this hut, or in another very simlar dwelling nearby, for the past
fourteen years, rarely stirring out of doors for any purpose. Apart fromhis blindness he was not
physically crippled, though his | ack of deliberate novenent, together with occasi onal nervous
trenors in his linbs, suggested that he night be |ane.

Actual ly the chief cause of his immobility lay in a disability of his will. For fourteen years he
had been obsessed with certain events in the ever-recedi ng past.

This afternoon two visitors were standing in the blind man's hut. Both callers were nen, and both
wore the hunmbl e dress—eommon furs and honespun cl ot h—ef inhabitants of the nearby village. Half an
hour ago the pair of visitors had tapped at the unl ocked door of the blind man's house, waited

wi th habitual patience for an answer that never cane, and at |ast had |l et thenselves in, calling

| oudly to announce their arrival. Since then they had been standing deferentially in front of the
al bino, waiting for himto show sone awareness of their presence.

At | ast the one who sat huddled in the chair deigned to acknow edge, by a certain stillness of his
body, a cessation of the |ong-continued nervous nmovenents of his hands and feet, that he had
perceived his callers' existence.

Sei zing the opportunity the nonent it arrived, the elder visitor spoke softly.
"Lord Vil kat a?"

There was no i medi ate response, even when the quiet salutation was repeated. For sonme tine the
man slunped in the chair pretended not to hear his callers. They did not take of fense at such
behavior; it was only the Lord Vilkata's way. Since their rescue of the blind man from deep snow
at the foot of a nearby cliff some fourteen winters ago, many if not quite all of the villagers
had been convinced that he was one of the vanished race of gods, in fact the last survivor of that
august conpany. Therefore, his hosts believed, his presence in their village was certain sooner or
later to bring theminestimable benefits. True, their life so far had remai ned as harsh as ever
despite the albino's presence; but at |east no disaster beyond the ordinary had befallen, and who
knew what m ght have happened were the Lord not here?

The blind man for his part had accepted deferential treatnment, and the regular satisfaction of his
bodily wants, as no nore than his due. Beyond that he had made few demands upon his hosts. Sone of
the denmands he did make were quite inconprehensi ble and never nmet. Gthers were quite clear. From
the first day the guest had insisted that his rescuers call himby what he said was his proper
name. So long as the villagers did that, and fed himas well as they could, and kept himwarm and
allowed himfromtime to time the conpany in bed of one or two of their nore conely daughters—hen
he woul d deign to speak to them

Sonetimes he even listened to themas well. "G andfather?" This was the younger visitor, trying
out a theory of his own, that after all these years the em nent guest m ght be ready to answer to
a sinmpler title.

The experinmenter m ght have saved his breath. The Lord Vil kata took no notice of him

The senior of the two visitors said nothing for a while, and renai ned i npassive. He had been
perfectly sure that the experinment would fail

After a while the senior tried again, sticking to his own kind of patient conmmunication. "Lord
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Vi | kat a?"

"Yes, what is it?" This tine the snappi sh answer cane at once, sooner than the el der had expected.
Sonet hi ng out of the ordinary was perturbing the blind god-man today.

The el der visitor asked gently, deferentially, what the honored one's trouble was.
The reply was quick and petulant: "My trouble stenms fromthe Sword, of course. Wat el se?"

They were back to the inconprehensible. The two visitors, standing before the huddled figure in
the chair, silently exchanged gl ances. It was nothing new for dear G andfather—everyone called him
that, outside his hut—to talk about the Sword, though none of his hearers knew what "the Sword"

m ght be. For sone tine after his rescue, |ong years ago, the honored guest had tal ked of al nost
not hing el se but this strange Sword of enornous inportance, and the elders of the village in those
days had expended nuch effort and tinme in a useless attenpt to discover just what he neant. For
hours on end, sonetines seeningly for days, their guest and prisoner and | ucky charm had harangued
the people who had saved his life in an effort to get themto organi ze search parties, go out into
the nmountains, and find this mysterious weapon that so obsessed him

During the first few years after their guest's arrival the people had |listened to these tirades
pati ently—taking shifts when necessary—and tried to understand. O course the villagers knewin a
general way what swords were like, but really they knew and cared nothing about them beyond

that +hey had their spears and slings and clubs for hunting, and for those rare other occasions
when weapons were essential. They harkened tolerantly to the blind man's urgent nmunblings, and
sonetimes to soothe himthey pretended to search, but really they nmade no effort. Only nadnen
woul d waste strength and tinme conbing the nountains for objects that were not needed and perhaps
did not exist.

Bef ore he had been three years anong them the villagers reached a consensus that their honored
Grandfather was quite mad. They accepted the fact that he was nmad, as holy nen and ol d nen
sonetines were, but his nadness did not dininish his holiness or his inportance to the village.
The value of a resident lord, or god—the distinction was not a profound one for the
villagers—eally did not depend on anything he said, or anything he did overtly. They soot hed
their guest and prisoner as best they could, and told himpleasant |ies to keep him quiet. Yes,
Great El der, excuse us, Lord Vilkata, soon the weather will inprove, and then we will clinb back
up into the high country and resume the search. Next tinme we will certainly find your Sword.

Eventual | y the honored one had seemed to forget about the nysterious Sword, or at |east he spoke
of it less and less frequently. Instead he spent what strength he had in other |anentations,
chiefly for his |l ost youth and fane and power.

But today the older of the pair of visiting elders was growing worried that those early days of
fiery obsession mght have conme back. Because:

"Soneone," A d G andfather was croaking now, "has found the Swmord, and is carrying it away. Taking
it away, farther and farther, while we sit here and do nothing."

Once nore the two nen who stood before himexchanged gl ances. "Wat Sword woul d that be,

G andf at her ?" the younger visitor asked, quite innocently. In the early years of the god' s visit
this man had been only a sinple villager and not an el der, too young to pay any attention to talk
about some unessential Sword. So his question now was no attenpt at nockery. But still it was too
much for the al bino, who | apsed into incoherent abuse.

Where once high intelligence had ruled, inside the skull of Vilkata the survivor, now stretched a
ravaged nental wasteland illumnated only intermttently by flashes of his former intellect. The

m nd of the quondam Dark King ached in its concentration on a bitter craving for revenge upon the
world in general. Revenge, for the inpertinence of the world, in having dared to escape his

domi nation! A sharper and nore |ocalized craving for vengeance was centered upon Prince Mark and

Princess Kristin of Tasavalta—and to a slightly | esser degree upon the Tasavaltan peopl e—for what
Vil kata consi dered good and sufficient reason.

Inextricably mxed with these cravings for revenge there persisted a nonunental regret for the
M ndsword's | oss. Sonehow, on that |ast day of Vilkata's power, that very nearly peerless weapon
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had slipped out of his possession. On that day, in staggering retreat with a band of fugitive
gods, crossing the mountains at no very great distance fromthis hut, Vilkata had been either
carrying the M ndsword or wearing it at his belt—-he could not now renmenber which. That black day
had seen the Dark King in full flight fromhis |ast battlefield, where Soulcutter in the hands of
the Silver Queen had finally snuffed out his bid to rule the world. And then within hours he'd
sonmehow | ost his own Sword—eondemming hinself to spend the next fourteen years trying to renmenber
exactly where and how.

He seened to renenber that, at one point during the disastrous retreat, the god Vul can had been
carrying himon his back . . . but that m ght have been only a dream or nightnmare.

By the time the Dark King had I ost his Sword, he' d already been half mad, suffering the psychic
pain of term nal defeat, and on top of that, the acid despair engendered by that other Sword,

Soul cutter. That output of the Sword of Despair had begun on the battlefield to eat into Vilkata's
i nnernost bei ng.

On that day, on that particular field of conbat, the dull dead force of Soul cutter had proven even
stronger than the M ndsword's bl azing, dazzling call to glory. Vilkata's host, thousands of
warriors fanatically loyal to himand ferociously triunphant, had in a frighteningly short span of
time degenerated into sonmething |l ess than a nmob. Hi s |arge and powerful armnmy had becone little
nmore than an assenbly of |ethargic bodies. The warriors were slunmping to the ground, all their
blood still in their veins and their bones unbroken, but their strength nelting in a lunatic
inertia. The great mass of hel pl ess nen had been slain or taken captive before they could recover
Only those few who remai ned physically close to Vilkata, deep inside the zone of the Mndsword's
power, had been able to survive. And even those survivors were badly shaken

But since he'd fled the battlefield he'd sel domthought about the battle. Ever since that day,
nost of the Dark sl XTH BOOK OF LOST SWORDS

Ki ng' s consci ous t hought had been expended in a fruitless effort to recall just how and where and
when during the terrible retreat he'd lost his Sword. He'd been separated fromit sonewhere in
these very nountains, of that much he was certain. The region was thinly popul ated, and wherever
he'd dropped the treasure, it night still be there.

Al as, these |local people, his faithful rescuers, had proven useless in this urgent quest. Vilkata
was begi nning to wonder, though, if they m ght not know nore than they pretended. It was quite
possi bl e, he had recently begun to realize, that they wanted his great Sword for thenselves. M ght
they have already found it, and lied to himof continued failure?

No. In his clearer hours he knew that his mnd had tended to wander since his |oss, but
rationality still prevailed. He'd have known, he'd have felt the change, if anyone had pi cked the
M ndsword up. And, as the remmants of his once-nighty magi c had continued to assure him no one
had done so

Not until today.

Today soneone el se had seized his treasure. The full horror of the fact was slowy being borne in
upon the man who had been the Dark King. He could even, behind his sightless eyesockets, conjure
up and nurse a fragnmentary vision of the one who held it now.

Suddenly scream ng renewed abuse, he drove the pair of village elders fromhim If they could not
conprehend his problem at |east they nust be made to | eave him al one so he could think. Wen the
two men were gone, sone of the wonen who usually tended to himstill remained in the hut—-he coul d
hear them noving about in the next room —but they woul d know better than to bother him

Vil kata | apsed back into his dark solitary thoughts. The nervous, unconsci ous novenents of his
hands and feet soon resuned.

By sunset, the wonen had al so departed, save for one girl, the youngest of several who currently
took turns sleeping in an outer room agai nst the possibility that their guest-god shoul d awaken
and require sonething during the night. Wen the ol der wonmen | ooked in on himbefore |eaving, the
blind man had |l et them know in a few savage words that tonight, as on nost nights, he preferred to
sl eep al one.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story.txt (8 of 115) [2/4/03 9:54:51 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story .txt

Though his enpty sockets were utterly dead to light, Vilkata was always able to tell when sunset
arrived. There were certain changes in the faint sounds of village life that drifted into his
smal | house fromtinme to tinme, alterations in the sound of birds and insects, and a subtly
different feeling in the air.

On this particular evening, the sun was not |ong gone before another change occurred. This
alteration began very subtly, and was al nbst inpossible to define at first. Only one | ong skilled
in magi c could have noticed it as soon as the blind nman did.

It was al so conpletely unexpected, and it caused himto hold his breath for a full half nminute
when he first becane aware of it.

But there was no mstake. A very different sort of visitor was soon going to arrive.

Vil kata's senses, long trained to the inplenments and naterials of enchantnment, had been able to
detect the approach of this caller fromafar, though he doubted very strongly that anyone else in
the village had the | east inkling of who—er what—was com ng

Not the | east doubt now There was a subtle snmell of sickness in the air, a feeling |like an uneasy
shifting of the world beneath the blind nan's chair, so he could easily have imagi ned hinsel f
perched on the mast of some ship far out of sight of land on the great sea, with storns
surrounding him This evening there was for a little while a nore unusual manifestation, a heavy
throbbing as of a distant drum This last Vilkata was able at once to recogni ze as no nere human
sound, and indeed it proceeded froma source that was ordinarily well beyond the reach of hunan
ears.

From t he nmonent when the nan who had been the Dark King first detected his approaching visitor, he
entertai ned no doubts about its nature. Mst humans woul d have been terrified, but Vil kata was not
al t oget her di smayed. The tinme had been when he, by choice, had spent nore hours of each day with
denons than with human bei ngs.

The know edge that a denpbn was swiftly approaching, the first such visitation he had experienced
in fourteen years, was not now the total surprise that it would have been a day ago, or on any day
when no one had laid hands upon his Sword. Still the event shocked Vilkata into a nmental state
nmore cl osely approaching normality.

The drummi ng sound soon faded and di sappeared, but the other manifestations grew rapidly in
strength. This evening the first overt sign of the newconer's imedi ate presence was—happy
surprise!—a welcome return of vision to the blind man. Not ordinary vision, no, rather a lurid and
di storted approxi mation, nore colorful than ordi nary human eyesi ght and keener in sone respects.
Despite this seenming acuity, Vilkata knew well that the denonic node of sight was even |ess
trustworthy than that enjoyed by common fol k.

"I can see,"” he suddenly whispered al oud, into what had been the unrelieved darkness of his hut.
Now t he stark outlines of walls and furniture, the colors drab, were plain in lightless night. His
first reaction was that of a man awakening fromdull sleep to horror and ugliness. Was this the
roomin which he spent his days, and years? This shabby hovel, cranped and dirty—

Before Vil kata could conplete the thought he heard the denon's voice. The syllables sounded in the
man's ears as any human m ght have heard them |ight desiccated sounds evoki ng thoughts of dead
| eaves swirling anong dry bones.

"Receive and enjoy ny hunble gift of sight. Dark King," the denon said-and its tone was
reassuringly deferential, as of old.

Vil kata thought that he recogni zed—er rather that he ought to recognize—this particular denon. In
the old days he had known many of the foul things—any. He ought to renenber this one's nane.

The man munbl ed his response, as if he were speaking to hinmsel f, unaccustoned to any rea
conversati on,
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"I can see ny room nowbut not mnmy visitor." Still the thing's name eluded him still its
i ndi vi dual presence hovered tantalizingly on the brink of recognizability.

"I hesitate to show nyself," the dry bones scraped.

"1 know your nature, visitor. That would indeed be hard to m stake. What can you have to fear from
me? Be bold and show yoursel f, assune whatever form you choose. Wat is your nane?"

Wthout further hesitation the denmon took formin Vilkata's vision, appearing as if from nowhere,
adopting a shape utterly inconpatible with its voice—er with its real nature. The chosen form was
that of a naked woman. Vilkata was not surprised. In all the dealings he'd had with denons in the
days of his power, naked humanity was one of the nost common illusions they projected.

Distrustfully he stared at this al nbst-convincing senbl ance of a fermal e hunan body, |usty and

yout hful . The woman-face was blurred in detail, as usual in these visions, but what did that
matter? The rest of the body, the sexual regions in particular, was very clear. Long black hair
fell around full breasts. The firmy rounded thighs were slightly parted, the painted eyelids half
| owered, the red lips smling. The nanel ess fenmal e, archetype of a pal ace courtesan, spraw ed
wantonly in a crude chair across the room her body unadorned save for a long string of pearls.

The Dark King knew well that as a rule these erotic inages |acked substance. He commanded sharply:
"Put on a different shape, | do not care for that one."

"As you wi sh, Lord Vilkata." The woman's |ips noved to formthe dry denobn's voice, and even as
t hey noved, they changed. In a tw nkling her shape had become that of a male hunman, an anxi ous-
| ooki ng, honest, sturdy yeoman of early mniddle age, unarned and clothed for rough service,
standi ng beside the chair in which the woman had been sitting. Briefly the yeoman's shoul ders
sprouted rudi mentary w ngs, which di sappeared again the nonment Vil kata frowned at the

mani f estati on.

The eyel ess man who was no |onger blind prodded, in a suddenly strong voice: "I asked you your
name. "

"I am Akbar, Lord Vilkata," said the yeonman in hunbl e tones, going down on one knee in the center
of the shabby, uncarpeted wooden floor. "Perhaps you renenber ne."

"Akbar. Yes, of course. | do renmenber now. " The denon of that nane had been one of the nost
cowardly and ot herw se contenptible of the host who had served the Dark King—+hough by no neans
the | east powerful. "You may rise."

The figure of the yeoman bounced up briskly to his feet, capabl e-1o0oking hands cl asped before him
"Long have | sought to find you, Dark King. | am anxious to serve you again, and | pronise to do
so as faithfully as before."

Well, Vilkata could believe that kind of prom se; because no denon, |east of all the dastardly
Akbar, had ever served anyone with any kind of faith. But all of their race were very powerful,
and if you had the power and skill in magic to control denons, knew their limitations—and were

willing to accept the risks—they could be very useful

Suddenly the nman in the crude chair frowned. "Wy have you cone seeking ne now, after all this
time? It nust have sonmething to do with the Sword."

The yeoman bowed. "My master is as clever as al ways."

"Ha. Perhaps | amstill clever, perhaps not. But there are certain things a nan does not
forget—what is it, then? What do you want ?"

"It is with great humility, Master, that | propose—dare | use the word?—a partnership."”
"Say on."

Vilkata listened carefully as the thing went on, always speaking with great deference, to suggest
what their relationship should be: fromnow on it would stay with Vilkata, or at |east be in touch
with himfrequently, and help him H's magically renewed vision would persist indefinitely, even
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when the denon itself was el sewhere. Akbar could al so provide the aging man with new strength and
ener gy, perhaps even sone change i n appearance, physically renewed youth—and, a matter of even
greater inportance, it would take himnear the Sword he sought to recover

"Take me near it? Does that mean, in plain |anguage, that you will help ne get it back?"

"Of course . . . and there is revenge, Master! | do not forget what is nmpst inportant. | can help
you attain the revenge you seek to have upon your bitterest enemes.”

Suddenly Vil kata was aware of a pulse beating in his own head. Blood returning, as it seened,
after years of al nost-suspended life. "Yes? And what then?"

"What then, Master? My poor intellect does not permit ne to foll ow—+
"I mean, what do you intend to gain fromthis partnership of ours?"

The thing's dry, androgynous voice continued to be fawning, soothing, in contrast with the sturdy,
honest yeoman's figure: "All | ask in return fromyou, Geat Master, is that you give nme certain
preferential treatnment.

When you have regai ned the power that once was yours—and, if and when the Sword of dory is yours
agai n, that you should appoint me as your second in conmand over whatever forces of human beings
and denons you then command. Your viceroy, over whatever |ands you nmay then rule.”

The al bi no's voi ce had becone as dry as the demon's own. "No thoughts of having the top place for
yoursel f, | suppose?"

"Above yourself? Not I! No, no. Never! Renmenber, Geat Lord, was | not content to be subordinate
in the old days? Wen you ruled a kingdom Mster, and that Sword was yours before?" The yeoman
spoke so earnestly; what a fine, sturdy peasant he seened! "Was | not content?"

The thing seened to be asking the question seriously, really hoping for an answer.

"1 suppose you were," Vil kata grudgi ngly acknow edged. "That is to say, | don't recall any
particular effort at rebellion." In fact, as this conversation progressed he had gradually cone to
renenber nore and nore about Akbar. Yes, definitely a cowardly sort of denon. Self-effacing,
forever trying to avoid risk and responsibility, always seeking first of all to evade the pain of
magi cal puni shment and the possibility of destruction. One of the nore easily managed denons,
certainly. The very one he m ght have chosen to neet, had the choice been his, in his current
state of weakness.

"There you are, nmy lord. | see that you do renenber nme. Wy should you not, with ny help, be able
to regain your Sword?"

Wnd whined, stirring the dry |eaves; for a noment the yeoman's face was blurred into a
caricature. "You were a fine naster, a great and intelligent master. | amnot clever enough to be
a master over clever nen and denons—ot wi thout direction from above—but you assuredly are."

The thing was waiting for an answer.

"OF course | will accept your offer,” the Dark King said after a nmonment. What choi ce had he
really? It would be pointless, he thought, for himto issue warnings, to say anything of his
abi di ng suspicions. At one tine his magi ¢ had been quite capabl e of nanagi ng denons, including
creatures vastly nore fornidable, because less cowardly, than this one. Hi s powers might be shaky
now-but fortunately there was no need to try to establish nmagical control over Akbar just yet. The
demon was coming to himw llingly, and Vilkata saw no reason, given tine and a chance to regain
hi s physi cal and psychic strength, why his powers of control should not eventually be dom nant
again. Gradually, subtly, he would regain the upper hand...

"Qur pact is concluded, then?" the sturdy, hearty yeoman asked hi m anxi ously.
"Qur pact is made, and seal ed. Were is the M ndsword now?"

"It is not far fromhere at all, Master. Not very far. Allow nme to show you, Master, what | see.”
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And in a nonent, by neans of his denonically provided vision, just as on occasion in the old days,
Vil kata was once nore able to behold a physically distant scene. This picture was of a rider
traveling alone, wearing the Mndsword at his side. Magic and synbolisminformed the vision, so
that the Dark King perceived the weapon of the gods as a pillar of billowing flame, long as a
spear.

"Take me to it!"

"I shall, Master, | shall! Never fear. But that Sword, as you know, is very powerful. W nust take
no chances. W nmust have a plan.”

"You nean the fellow night detect us when we get near him or even as we approach, and use the
Sword on us? |Is he a nmgician, then?"

"Perhaps he is not . . . but consider that he has managed to obtai n possession of a Sword that
ot her magi ci ans have sought for nany years, and failed to find."

"I ndeed he has done that . . . and he mght well get wind of us, and draw the Sword at an untinely
nonent —yes, there is that."

Vil kata had no wish to spend the rest of his life in the abject adoration, the selfless service,
of any other being.

"There is that, Master, as you say. W would not want himto draw the Sword when we were near. The
danger is very real."

Impatiently the Dark King waved a hand before his face, and the waith of that distant, unknown
rider vani shed. He, Vilkata, was once nore gazing with eyel ess and denonic vision at his immedi ate
surroundi ngs, the dark, drab, ugly roomof his long exile.

"OfF course," he said. "And |—wait." His voice turned sharp, and he directed his vision toward the
small room s only door, which now stood closed. "Wo's there?"

He knew, even as he spoke, that the person outside nust be only the village girl who had stayed
for the night, roused to a fatal curiosity by the sound of a strange voice in the Lord Vilkata's
room But it would certainly be best to make sure.

There was a whisper and a blurring in the air. Wthout visibly occupying the intervening space,
the figure of the yeoman, noving with i nhunan speed and sil ence, was al ready standing at the door
pulling it quickly open.

Just outside, the slight figure of the young girl stood reveal ed, her face startled, enpty hands
beginning to rise before her as if in an effort to ward sonething off.

The yeoman hol di ng the door open bowed lightly toward Vil kat a.

"A pleasant norsel, Mster," the dry | eaves rasped, "for the two of us to share tonight. For each
of us to enjoy, in his own way. What remains will be appropriate as a small present for these
villagers. A token of your appreciation of their years of hospitality."”

Vil kata began to laugh. His nmirth rose | ouder and harder, as he had not |aughed in years.
Meanwhil e the girl seened to be petrified.

"Bring her in," the Dark King conmanded presently.

But the yeonman only bowed hinself aside, out of deference, it seenmed. "Nay, you, Master, shall of
course be first."

Vil kata | ooked at his new partner. Then he arose fromhis crude chair, on linbs and joints that
had suddenly regai ned sonething of their youthful suppleness and strength, and stal ked toward the
door.

The girl screaned at his approach, and broke free of her paralysis. She ran into the little
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ki tchen behind her. There was no door leading directly outside fromthe kitchen, and she went for
the only w ndow.

The man who had once been the Dark King, and now woul d be again, caught her from behind; the back
of her sinple dress tore in his grip as he pulled her back into the room Now she slunped in his
grip, and seened to have no voice for screamng |left.

But a nmonment later the girl broke free, with a spasnodic effort. Careening against the table in
the center of the room she snatched up a kitchen knife.

The denon blurred into action once nore; one of the yeoman's hands, suddenly sharp-tal oned at the
end of an armunnaturally el ongated, swng forward past Vilkata's shoulder to strike.

The knife fell fromthe girl's hand. Her face, suddenly bl oody, grew blurred in the Dark King's
denoni ¢ vision, as she slunped forward into his ready grasp.

THREE

CROMWN Prince Murat's destination on his lonely ride was Tasavalta. Slightly nore than a year had
passed since his first visit to that realm In the course of that visit he had nmet Princess
Kristin for the first time. Miurat had spent only a few days in her presence, and had not |aid eyes
on her since his hasty departure fromher |and. But throughout the intervening nonths the inmage of
her lovely face had never conpletely left him the inpression of grace and beauty inspired by her
chastely clothed body had endured.

Now, on the first day after Murat had found the Sword, Kristin's presence was brighter and cl earer
than ever in his mnd s eye as he rode al one toward her honel and, traversing the desol ation of the
sout hern foothills of the Ludus Muntains.

Around midday the Crown Prince was roused from certain i nprobabl e daydreans concerning hi nsel f and
the Princess by the discovery that he was being foll owed. d anci ng back al ong the way he had cone,
he caught a glinpse of a single rider on his track, no nore than two hundred neters behind him

Setting all daydreans aside for the nmonent, Murat began to concentrate intently on matters at
hand. @uiding his riding-beast into a maze of tunbl ed, al nbst house- sized boul ders, he circled
back to intercept his own trail, and at a carefully selected point of vantage waited to surprise
the man who followed him Disdaining to draw in his own defense the weapon he was carrying as a
gift for the Princess, Mirat instead unholstered an ordinary battle-ax fromits place beside his
saddl e. Then he waited, listening to the approachi ng sound of hooves, ready for whoever m ght be
comi ng.

Monments | ater a young nan, arned, rode into sight, alnmost within arms length. Mirat drew back his
ax—

"Father! Don't strike!"

The weapon was | owered, as the nan who wielded it recoiled. Then the Crown Prince | eaned forward
in his saddle, staring with the stupidity of total astonishnent into the eyes of his only son
Only in the last year or two had the youth grown into his full stature, and for a nonent his
father had failed to recognize him

"Carlo!"
"Fat her!"

The ax was quickly reholstered, by a funbling hand. After a nonment or two of awkwardness—fat her
and son had not seen each other for nmany nonths—they di smounted and enbraced.

"You are | ooking well,"” Mirat commented at |ast, holding his son at arms length. Carlo, dark and
round-faced, well dressed and well arnmed, was not as tall as his father, but in a year or two he
woul d probably be physically stronger

"And you," the lad responded, "are |ooking tired."
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In the next nmonent expl anations, and denands for news, poured out on both sides.

Carlo had left Culmonly a nonth ago, and could report on what was happening there. Unfortunately

the conditions that had turned his father into a sem voluntary exile still obtained. The aged
Queen, Miurat's stepmother, still ruled, with her sickly consort at her side. And the royal couple,
Iike many others in the honmeland, still blaned Murat for failing to bring hone the healing Sword
of Love.

Wt hout being asked, Carlo added to his report the information that his own nother and his sister
were now living with his nother's relatives. "I told Mother that | neant to find you, Father."

"And had ny dear wife any nessage for ne?"
Carl o, suddenly downcast, had to admt that she had not.

Murat, having expected no other answer, shrugged; years ago his wife's feelings and opinions had
| argely ceased to interest him Then, seeing his son's sad face, he smled and tried to cheer him
up. "I amglad that you cane |ooking for ne."

Carlo brightened at that. He began to explain how, with considerable difficulty, he had nanaged to
track down his father

Then he asked, in a puzzled voice, and in the manner of one who really wanted to know, what his
fat her was doi ng.

The ol der man gazed on his son with quiet satisfaction. "I have been on a quest of ny own."
"A successful quest?"

"I ndeed! Very successful!" Mirat, clutching the black hilt at his side, in his turn expl ai ned
sonet hi ng—ot al | —about his search for, and recovery of, the Sword

"But that's wonderful!" Carlo was suitably inpressed. "And where are you goi ng now, Father? Back
to Cul n?"

"To Tasavalta."
The youth shook his head, unconprehending. "Tasavalta again! But why?"

"For a very good reason. On ny last visit to that land, a year ago, | did soneone a great w ong.
Now at last | amable to do sonething to set the matter right."

Carlo was frowning. He didn't understand. "But—the Tasavaltans will want to throw you ia prison
won't they? Or worse?"

"Princess Kristin will listen to me. Especially when | present her with this Sword as a gift."
"You intend to give it away? To the Princess in Sarykan?" The young man's perplexity grew worse.
"Yes, that's what | nean to do. Cone, if you're ready, let us ride on."

The two remounted. As they rode on, side by side, Mirat's son was silent for a time. Then, stil
| ooki ng troubled, he said, "I hear that Prince Mark has a short tenper. If they really believe
that you have wonged them— Carl o broke off, |ooking worried.

"Mark is generally away on sone adventure. |If he happens to be at hone, well, I'mnot afraid to
face him Short-tenpered or not, he is said to be a fair man, and he will listen to ne."

Actual ly the Crowmn Prince spoke with somewhat nore confidence than he felt. It had al ready
occurred to himthat in the unlikely event that Kristin's clod of a husband was on hand when he,
Murat, arrived in Sarykam his wel cone could well be unpleasant. But Mirat had determined to take
t he chance.

Carlo, riding beside him kept turning his head to ook at the black hilt. At last the youth
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asked: "May | hold the M ndsword, Father? In the sheath, | nean. | won't drawit, of course."

Hi s father considered the request seriously, then solemly shook his head. "I think not. | have
pl edged not to draw it, nor to give it to anyone except the Princess herself."

"I"'msorry, Father, but | still don't understand why you intend to give it to Princess Kristin and
Prince Mark."
An edge crept into Murat's voice. "l thought | had explained. A year ago | stole the Sword

Wundheal er fromthat lady's treasury. In doing so | wonged her greatly, though at the tinme I had
convinced nyself that what | was doing was the proper course of action. Now | amdetermined to
make anends."

Carlo was silent. Murat wondered suddenly if he was thinking that his father had wonged ot hers
al so, in tines past, and never made anends in such grand style.

At |ast the youth spoke again. "lIsn't there some other way for you to right the wong you feel you
have comm tted agai nst Princess Kristin?"

"This is the way | choose," Miurat said shortly, and tapped the black hilt with his palm
Carlo, well acquainted with that tone, did not argue.

Shortly before sunset the two travel ers stopped to make canp for the night. The subject of Swords
was not di scussed agai n between them before they slept, Mirat lying with the sheathed Sword as
close to himas a lover's body.

In the norning father and son travel ed on conpani on-ably toward Tasaval ta, speaking of peacefu
matters, using the tine to renew their acquai ntance.

Early on the second day after Carlo had joined Mirat, the pair becanme aware that they were being
foll owed. No such luck as a single stalker this tine, but rather a band of eight, who definitely
had the | ook of bandits. Wen father and son tried to outdi stance their pursuers, four nore riders
appear ed ahead, posted in just the right spot for tactical advantage, efficiently cutting off the
travel ers' escape.

Fat her and son sl owed their hard-breathing nmounts to a wal k, and presently to a halt. Aravine to
their right and a rock wall to their left formed practically inpassable barriers. The two found

t hensel ves trapped, effectively surrounded by a dozen nounted nmen who were poorly clothed, heavily
armed, and plainly devoid of good intentions.

Murat had not yet voiced to his son his worst fear: that these mght not be nerely ordinary
bri gands, but the agents of sone great nmgician or other potentate who had sonehow | earned t hat
he, Miurat, now possessed the

M ndsword, nmeant to have it fromhim and felt confident of being able to achieve that end. The
Crown Prince had been aware all along that his finding mght well have shaken the threads of
several conplicated w zard-webs.

"Father?" Carlo awaited orders. The young man was pal e, but bearing hinself well; he had al ready
drawn his own sword and | ooked ready to fight to the death if his father should comand it.

Murat had as yet unsheathed no weapon. The pledge he had made to hinmself, in his own m nd, never
to draw the Sword for his own benefit, was indeed a sol enm one. But now circunstances were gravely
altered. Now not only was his own life at stake but his son's as well, and not only their lives
but possession of the Princess Kristin's treasure.

While Murat hesitated, the band of ruffians were closing in calmy and efficiently to their front
and rear, little by little inproving their already overwhel m ng position, edging their riding-
beasts nonentarily closer and closer still —except for three who renmmi ned well out of sword-range,
hol di ng bows and arrows ready.

Until now the highwayrmen had gone about their business wi thout wasting breath on words. But now at
| ast the bandit | eader, one of the four who waited ahead, called out to his victinms, demanding
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that the pair disnpbunt and hand over all their worldly possessions. As he pronounced this
ultimatum the robber's voice and attitude were rather cheery. If, he said, the surrounded pair
surrendered their material possessions w thout fuss, he would graciously allow themto keep their
lives.

Murat, his right hand resting lightly on the black hilt, replied in a firmprincely voice. "I
think that we will hand over nothing."

"Ch, no?" The bandit |eader sounded neither angered nor surprised by Mirat's defiance, but
suddenly tired and rather sad. He was a squat nman, with a |l ong grayi ng nustache, who occupied his
saddl e as if he might have tHE SI XTH BOOK. OF LOST SWORDS been born there. "Well, then, your fate
be on your own heads." But still the brigand del ayed, giving his nen no conmand to attack
squinting at Murat now as if trying to settle sone new doubt in his own mind. Presently he added
"Your clothing will be worth nore to us if we can get it without holes or bloodstains. | grant you
one | ast chance to reconsider."

"Instead,"” said the Crown Prince, raising his royal voice once nore, "I propose a rather different
arrangenent. |If you and your nen will let us pass, and go pronptly and peacefully on your way, |
will refrain fromdrawi ng ny Sword."

There was no immedi ate reply fromthe nustached man. A great nmany peopl e knew about the gods
Twel ve Swords, and quite a few had seen at | east one of themat sone tinme. For a nmonment the bandit
| eader did not appear to react at all. Then he said in the same tired voice: "Anyone can craft a
sword with such a dull black hilt."

Murat did not respond.
Wth a gesture the weary-|ooking robber ordered his archers to nock their arrows.

And Murat, feeling a profound reluctance mxed with an unexpected fiery anticipation, drew the
M ndsword fromits plain sheath.

H's own first sensation was one of surprise. The naked Sword now in his grip and control had nuch
|l ess effect on himthan it had had when he approached the uncl ai nred weapon. Now t he vast power of
the gods' nmmgic went flow ng outward, away fromthe Sword's holder in all directions.

The bandits' riding-beasts, as well as Carlo's, exploded in rearing and plungi ng excitement. This
was caused, Miurat supposed, by the sudden turmoil gripping their masters' mnds and bodies. One or
two men in the eneny ranks were thrown, but no one save Miurat, not even the victins thensel ves,
paid much attention to this fact. Each of the nen caught in the web of magic had to respond in his
own way to the wrenching internal change inposed fromw thout. Sone of the bandits cast down their
weapons violently, some sheathed themw th great care. Several of those who were not thrown

di smounted voluntarily, while others went galloping in little circles, shouting incoherently Iike
drunken men or lunatics.

Anong the bandits only their |eader remained physically al nost notionless. He bowed his head for a
I ong nonent, and his rough hands gripping the reins went white-knuckl ed.

H s shoul ders heaved. Mnents later, he raised a tear-stained face to plead with Murat. "Forgive
me, lord!" the robber cried in a breaking voice. "I did not know you—+ could not see you clearly
when we approached, | did not realize—=

"You are forgiven," Mirat called back nmechanically. H's chief enotion was relief that the armed
threat had di sappeared, that his life and his son's life were safe. And at the sanme tinme he knew
horror at what he had been forced to do. The Sword in his right hand felt very heavy; on draw ng
the Blade he had raised it overhead, but now he let his right armsag down slowy to his side.

Suddenly remenbering Carlo, the Crown Prince reined his riding-beast around. H's son, sword still
drawn in his right hand, was just bringing his own plunging mount under control. And with a pang

Murat saw that Carlo, like the bandit | eader, was weepi ng.
The young man stretched out a hand toward him and choked out words. "Father . . . are you al
right?"
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"Yes, of course | am And you?" Hastily Mirat sheathed the radiant steel in his right hand.
Carl o sobbed. "If—f any of them had hurt you, |1'd—+'d have—+ don't know what."

Deeply noved, and vaguely alarned, Miurat rode closer to his son. "Put up your sword, Carlo. It's
all right now, they can't hurt either of us."

Meanwhi |l e the bandits, all of them now di snounted and enpty-handed, were prostrating thensel ves
anong a litter of discarded weapons, groveling before the Crown Prince.

"Lead us, Master!" one of themcried.

"Lead you?" he whispered, startled as if he did not understand at first. Later he was to wonder
why he had not understood at once.

Instantly the plea became a chorus. "Lead us!"

"Take us with you, wherever you are going! Don't abandon us here!" shouted another bandit. It was
a cry fromthe very bottomof the heart.

Miurat cast one nore | ook around him while his left hand, trenbling, sought out the black hilt
once nore. The M ndsword' s radi ant power was sheat hed, quenched for the tinme being, but its
presence persisted strongly in the surrounding light and air, as the sun's heat mght linger in
| ow country after the sun had set.

Gradually the nmen who were prostrate on the ground, and Carlo weeping in his saddle, nanaged to
regain full control of thensel ves.

"CGet to your feet," Murat curtly ordered his new devotees, as soon as he judged that they were
cal m enough to listen to him Being an object of worship was al ready maki ng hi m unconfortabl e.

Now i nstantly obedient, his former enenmies got to their feet only to advance on their new |l ord
with enpty hands raised in supplication. They clustered timdly yet eagerly around the Crown
Prince, daring to clutch gently at his boots and stirrups, relentlessly inmportuning himto become
their | eader.

The gray-nustached nan who had been their | eader before the Sword was drawn now canme pushing his
way through and ahead of the others, pleading as fervently as any.

"Master, allow ne to introduce nyself. | amcalled Gauranga of the Muntains, and | place nyself
and ny poor conpany of villains entirely at your service. | amtheir |leader, and the only one with
any skill at all in magic. We are not nuch, perhaps, but we are the nobst acconplished and

successful band of brigands for many kil oneters around.™

Murat could not help feeling a certain synpathy for the poor outcasts, despite their recent

mur derous intentions. But other concerns still dom nated his thoughts.

"Are you sure you're all right, Carlo? The Sword's influence fell upon you also. | didn't want
that to happen but as things were | couldn't help it. I'msorry—=

"I'mfine, Father," the lad interrupted. And really he now | ooked perfectly well. Then his young

face clouded again. "It was only when | thought—-when | feared that they m ght hurt you—=

"Yes. Well, they didn't." The Crown Prince turned his head to speak sharply to one of his new
devotees. "Let go of ny stirrups, you, and stand back a little—that's better. They didn't hurt
ei ther of us."

Murat, inspecting his son, felt reassured. It was unlikely, after all, that Carlo could have taken
any real harm Historically the Sword's effects were very often only tenporary; and what was nore
natural, after all, than that a son should honor and | ove his father?

The condition of the bandits was another matter. A few mi nutes ago, they had all been thieves and
mur derers—and they had hardly changed in that respect, Miurat realized. They would grab up their
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weapons instantly if he were to point out to them sonmeone he wi shed robbed or nurdered; grab up
their weapons and fight for him win, or die in the attenpt.

In a few nore nonents he and Carlo were ready to nove on. But a dozen men on foot still surrounded
them begging not to be |eft behind.

"What do you want of ne?" Mirat denmanded of themirritably. But he realized it was a foolish
guestion even before the words had left his |ips.

"Be our leader!" the bandits clanored eagerly, alnobst in unison

Now Gauranga, the fornmer |eader of the robbers, spoke up again, enthusiastically offering for
Mirat's consideration a schene his band had | ong contenpl ated. There was a certain walled village
that the robbers knew of, a settlenent so |arge and strongly defended that the risks of attacking
it had been judged unacceptable. But now, in the service of their glorious new | eader, they would
gladly stake their lives in such an effort.

"But the lord nmust not risk his own life!" Another bandit broke in, suddenly aware of the peri
inmplicit in his forner |leader's proposition. "Qur new |lord nust stay in a place of safety!" Qthers
grow ed their agreenent.

Bef ore Murat coul d deci de how best to placate the gang and get them out of his way, another bandit
had the floor and was arguing that the lord would be in no real danger even if he were to join in
the attack

"The Sword he carries will open the eyes of the villagers, even as it did ours.” And then, as the
el ated bandit went on to explain, all the inhabitants' treasure, their food and drink, their gold
and their daughters, would becone instantly available for plundering. Once the whole village

bel onged to the lord, he could distribute its wealth anong his followers as he chose.

At this prospect a joyful babble arose, only to die out again as soon as Murat broke in firmy.
"No! No, | amnot going to attack any village, and neither are you. | comand you all: fromthis
nmoment forward, attack no one unless | give you permssion."

There was a nurmur of surprise at this, though nothing that could have been call ed an objection
Briefly the Crown Prince regained the quiet, respectful attention of the group

Then a question burst fromone of the worshipers. "Wat is your name, Lord?"
Anot her pleaded: "WII you tell us your nane?"

Agai n a general clanmor nmounted. Fromthe exaggerated tones of pleading and worship in the nen's
voi ces, soneone just arriving on the scene m ght have thought that they were nocking the silent
man in their mdst. But he, who had experience of the Swords, knew better

It was Carlo, his adoring son, who shouted out his title—rown Prince of Cul mand then with huge
pride clainmed the Crown Prince as his father

A di sproportionately | oud cheer arose fromthe small group

"See?" one of the thieves denmanded triunphantly of his fellows. "I knew it all along! Rea
nobi lity!"

"The greatest!"

Wth a quick, reluctant salute Mirat acknowl edged the newest round of cheers. He felt weary. He
needed tine to think. "Very well, you may conme with nme, for the tinme being."

Renewed cheering answered him The Crown Prince was thinking that this was certainly the quickest
way out of the situation, and such an escort ought at |east to discourage other bandits from
attacki ng. The presence of this gang woul d reduce his chances of having to go through this al
over again.

Whil e he thought of it, he sternly ordered his recruits to protect, obey, and honor his son as
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wel | .

"He shall be second only to yourself, sir.
"And," Murat reiterated, "there nmust be no nore robbery and nmurder. Not while you serve ne."

Still the nen raised no objection, though now several of them | ooked thoughtful. Mirat could
i magi ne their con- cern: if robbery was now forbi dden them what were they to do from now on, how
were they to survive?

One nan cried out—t was not an objection but a plea for hel p—that they faced an i nmedi ate food
short age.

Murat and Carl o exchanged | ooks. Together, their two packs did not contain enough surplus food to
provide nore than one nmeal for so nany.

"Enough!" Murat shouted into a fresh nmurnuring, and once nore obtai ned instant silence.

"l have changed nmy mind," he said. "I order you to go on about your business. Depart frommy son
and ne. ntain food as best you can, but kill no one for it." It seemed to him a reasonabl e
conprom se, under the circunstances.

He ought to have known better, but the reaction caught himconpletely by surprise. Stricken faces
turned toward him One how ed to know why they were being so hideously punished. One or two others
swore that they nmust kill thenselves if their sublinme master disowned themin this way.

O hers, Gauranga anpbng them objected nore rationally: "Go about our business? But Lord, you have
f or bi dden us our business!"

Murat | ooked at Carlo. Carlo | ooked back at him waiting in happy expectancy, ready to be
delighted with whatever his glorious Father shoul d decide.

The Crown Prince closed his eyes for a nonent, feeling a great weariness. In tinme, he repeated to
hi nsel f, people tended to recover fromwhat the Mndsword did to them At |east they recovered if
they wanted to recover, if they were not exposed to the Sword's continued influence, if other
pressures were in place to have sonme contrary effect on them

He had no intention of ever drawing this particular damed Bl ade again. That being the case, he
rel ent ed.

"Very well, those of you who want to follow ne nay do so, for the tine being. But sooner or |ater
you must all go your own ways. | do not need your services."

Gauranga and his nen | ooked sad on hearing this. Sad but determ ned, Mirat decided. Some of them
at least were certain to try to prove their worth as followers. And at | east an i nmedi ate nass
excommuni cati on had been avoi ded.

FOUR

MURAT and his son, attended by their new retinue of ragged but faithful followers, continued their
cross-country progress at a somewhat slower pace. As the hours passed, and tine came to stop for
the night, the Crown Prince canme to find the presence of the bandits, or former bandits, |ess

onm nous and worrisone. It was, after all, pleasant to be able to fall asleep knowing that his life
and his son's were guarded by sentinels of fanatical |oyalty.

The next day Murat was able to obtain food—to al nbst everyone's surprise, he insisted on paying
for it—+roma village whose al arned i nhabitants were fortunate enough to enjoy a nodest surpl us.
Murat intended to feed the forner bandits, if he could, as long as they were with him but beyond
that he really felt no responsibility to them After all, these nen when in possession of their
free will had been perfectly willing to kill himand his son. Nor was the Crowmn Prince willing to
assune any responsibility, in his own mnd, for what the current nenbers of his arnmed escort night
do after he eventually sent them away. Then they would be free nmen once nore, and their conduct
woul d be entirely up to them
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By afternoon of the second day of his escorted journey, Mirat started to find sone anmusenent in
the robbers' continued adul ati on—+hey were often unintentionally entertaining, as drunken nmen or
lunatics could sometinmes be.

Chuckl ing, he commented on this fact to his son, who worshipfully agreed.

It was very fortunate, the Crown Prince thought to hinself as they rode on, that he hinself,

i nstead of sone raw youth—€arl o, for exanple, or alnobst anyone of Carlo's age—had recovered the
Sword of G ory. Miuch better for such dangerous power to repose in the hands of one |like hinself,
an experienced nan of the world, soneone able to take such things in stride. In happier tines he
as Crown Prince had al ready recei ved—perhaps, he thought, sonetinmes even deserved-his share of
adulation. A man in his position | earned to accept praise and devotion graciously, and not to
al | ow such things to warp his judgnent.

As the odd group progressed sout hward the | andscape grew hour by hour |ess barren, rugged, and
desol ate. Mdre farms and vill ages appeared, and the trail they were following turned into a rea
road on which noved other travel ers. These unani nously gave Miurat and his rough escort a w de
bert h.

Near sunset of their third day on the road together, the Crown Prince and his retinue cane upon a
blind beggar sitting at the waysi de, a pal e abandoned-| ooki ng man, sonme fifty years of age to

j udge by appearances, who raised his thin voice in a noaning plea for alns. In the red evening
light the beggar's clothes were gray as a pilgrims, so worn and tattered that their naterial and
original design were hard to discern. The wooden begging bowl at the wretch's side had nothing in
it, as Murat saw when he reined near to toss in a snmall coin

A grimy bandage covered the nendicant's eyes. Hi s beard and curly hair might have been shiny
bl ack, just touched with gray, had they not been dull with dirt.

At the sounds of the coin clinking in his bow, and of the hooves of a large party stopping, the
beggar raised his sightless face and turned it fromside to side, as if to hear better

"Thank you, Master," croaked the beggar at |ast, hearing no nore coins.

"I have not given you very nuch." Mirat raised his head to gl ance ahead and behind al ong the
al nrost deserted road. "And you seemto have chosen a spot where you can expect but little nore.”

Now wor ds poured fromthe beggar rapidly; evidently he was eager to talk to anyone who'd listen
"You see before you, kind Master, a victimof malignant fate. A persecution al nost beyond beli ef
has toppled me froma position of great respect and brought ne here.”

In Murat's experience, nost nmendi cants had sone heart-rending story to tell, and some of their
tales were doubtless true. But here was an oddity to intrigue the curiosity of the Crown Prince:
this fellow s speech was that of an educated nan, a rare attribute in one of his profession

Meanwhil e, the blind man was spinning out his tale of troubles. "Ah, if only ny blessed nistress
knew to what a state | have been reduced!"

"And who's your mistress, fellow?"

The answer cane firmy, and without hesitation: "I was honored to be able to serve the glorious
Princess Kristin, who still rules in Tasavalta—f only word of ny plight could reach her!"
Murat paused, staring at the man. "I see—en good terns with royalty, are you?" A |laugh went up

fromthose of his arned retainers who were |istening.

The wretch, as if he were truly capable of injured feelings, seened to be trying to sunmon up his
dignity. "Sir, for years | served faithfully the royal house of Tasavalta. You will not believe
the ol d beggar, sir, and for that no one can bl ame you—but these hands have many a time held the
little Princess, when she was only a child, and bounced her on this knee." Mirat paused again,
longer this time, wondering. "Are you lying to ne, fellow?" he asked at last, in a quiet voice.
"About knowing the Princess? If so, admt it now, and no harmshall cone to you. I'Il even give
you another coin." He jingled his purse tenptingly.
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The blind man was silent for a nonment; but then he had risen to his feet, and was lifting his
angul ar face toward the Crown Prince, and shaking his head ever so slightly fromside to side, as
if he might be straining to use the sense that he no | onger possessed.

At last he blurted out: "I amnot lying, Lord. Great Lord, if you can bring ne to the pal ace at
Sarykam bl essed be your nane, and granted be all your wi shes.”" And with that he fell on his knees
bef ore Mirat.

Murat turned to ook at his son. But since his exposure to the Mndsword, Carlo had ceased to
of fer himany advice or argunment. Now, whatever happened, Mirat's son only waited worshipfully to
see what his lord and naster and father woul d deci de.

Si ghing, Murat turned to one of his new followers, and gave orders that the strange beggar be
gi ven food and drink, and one of the bandits' spare nounts.

Then he faced the trenbling beggar again. "Fellow, | take it you are able to ride? O course if I
present you to the Princess, and she | ooks at you like the piece of rotten neat that you appear to
be, and does not know you, I'll look quite a fool. If that proves to be the case, I'll see to it

that you don't slip away forgotten."

But the fellow only raised his quivering arnms, his repul sive face al nost radi ant with apparent
joy. "A mllion blessings on you, glorious Mster!"

Murat nodded absently. Already he half regretted his decision. "Wat is your name, by the way?"
"l was called Metaxas, Lord,"

When a riding-beast was led to the fellow, he groped for saddle and stirrup and nanaged to get

hi nsel f aboard. Meanwhile Mirat had noticed one of the bandits picking the forgotten coin out of
the bowl, and stuffing it away in his own pocket. Wl I, why not? thought the Crown Prince. The one
wretch probably deserved it as nuch as the other

"Ride on!" Miurat commanded, and signal ed the advance.

That night, while Mirat's eager servants were making canmp for himand Carlo, Mirat strolled over
to the former beggar, intending to question himfurther. But he was distracted fromhis questions
by the fellow s greeting: "I see, Master, that you carry a great treasure with you. | see al so
that you have suffered nuch, but that in the future you will be rewarded as you deserve."

Murat was not inpressed. He supposed that the man night well have overheard some tal k anong the
bandits about the Sword. He said: "For one without eyes, you claimto see a great deal."

Met axas only bowed in his new clothi ng—hew to hi m—cheap worn stuff, but still a vast inprovemnent.

The Crown Prince turned away fromthe beggar, but he had not gone far when he was approached,
humbl y, by Gauranga of the Muntains, the former |eader and acting w zard of the bandit group

"What is it?"
"Master," gray-nustached Gauranga whi spered, "|I sense something wong about this ugly foundling."
"Wong? I n what way?"

"l don't know, Master." Gauranga shook his head. "But there's sonmething | do not |ike. A bad
snell, and | don't nean the kind of stink that can be renoved by scrubbing. Beware of him™"

Murat cast a | ook over his shoul der at the beggar, who | ooked about as unthreatening as a man
could look. "1 will, tHE SI XTH BOOK. OF LOST SWORDS ny friend. Thank you for your warning. The old
wretch seens harm ess enough to ne, but keep an eye on himjust in case.”

Again the Crown Prince walked on. A few mnutes later, Carlo, frowning suspiciously in the
direction of the blind man who was wel|l out of hearing, approached his father and volunteered his
first advice in days. "It would be good, | think, Father, to hear this beggar's history in nore
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detail, to test if his claimis genuine."

The father shook his head. "I assuned at first that he was probably |ying when he said he knew the
Princess Kristin. But when | offered to bring himto Sarykam he accepted at once, w th what
appeared to be unfeigned joy. Either he's an excellent actor, or he nay be speaking the truth
after all, in which case the Princess will be pleased to have ne bring her an old fam ly retainer
I"ve rescued fromdisaster. O course, it's still possible that our newest recruit has del uded
hinself with dreans of a happy past."

"That may be the answer, Father. And | was wondering, has it occurred to you . . .?"
"What ?" Murat demanded inpatiently.

"Wl | +hat Wbundheal er woul d have been used to cure himof his blindness, enpty eyesockets or not,
had he really been a favorite at the Tasavaltan court during the years when that Sword was there."

The ol der man frowned. "We'll see. Certainly we'll have to clean the fellow up further before we
can bring himnear the Princess. Renind nme to have a couple of the nen see to it tonorrow, when we
reach running water somewhere.”

"If you were to use your Sword now, Father, to make the blind man your |oyal servant, then you
coul d be sure of himat once."

Murat darted a sharp look at his son. "I told you that | amnot going to use the Princess's Sword
again."

Next day Miurat took tine to see that the blind man was cl eaned up nore thoroughly, dressed in
somewhat better clothing, and his eyes—er rather the holes where his eyes had been—overed with a
cl ean bandage. There could be at |east no doubt about his blindness.

Wthin another day or two Murat, Carlo, and their crew of converted bandits, bringing with them
Met axas the sightless beggar, were closely approaching the frontier of Tasavalta. This boundary
ran unmar ked over vast stretches of country, but the robbers assured Murat they knew exactly where
it lay.

"What will you do, Father," Carlo was asking now, "if Her H ghness does not wel cone you as a
friend?"

"I thought | had explained that. | will talk to her. | believe she is as reasonable as she is
beautiful, and she will |isten,"

"But suppose she doesn't?"

Murat | ooked steadily at his son. "I can assure you of this nuch. Watever problemof credibility
I mght face when we reach Sarykam there can be no question of my using the Sword to persuade
Kristin to see ne as a friend. |Is that what you were going to suggest?" "I wasn't planning to
suggest that, Father. | was just— "Good." Carlo was silent.

"This power," his father continued, thunping the black hilt, "is going to remain safely nmuffled in
its sheath, until | can hand over the sheath and all to Princess Kristin. | wish to be fairly

reconciled with the Princess, not win her over in a one-sided contest of magic."

Still, fromtime to time during the day, Carlo continued to express his doubts about his father's
pl an.

"I don't see, Father, why you are so reluctant to draw the Sword in her presence—er in anyone's.
Now havi ng experienced the effects for nyself, | can testify that the Sword of G ory does not
deceive—at least it doesn't when you are holding it. In your hands, it only enables the object of
its influence to see the truth about its holder.” After noting the way his father | ooked at him
the young man shook his head and dared to argue further. "It's true, Father! You really are a
great man, and worthy of great devotion!" The Crown Prince sniled, shook his head, and rode on

Murat had heard that |ong stretches of the borders of Tasavalta were usually left not only
unmar ked but unguarded, so that nore often that not it was possible to cross back and forth
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wi t hout bei ng seen or chall enged. Again, sonme of his nagically refornmed bandits confirned this,
t hough otherwi se they had little good to say about the |and they were about to enter.

But this tine fortune decreed that they were not to achi eve an unseen crossing. Scarcely had
Mirat's little party set foot inside the real mof Princess Kristin than it encountered a
Tasaval tan caval ry patrol

Fl VE

THE land in the vicinity of the encounter was relatively flat and al nost treeless; it was quite
possi bl e that the patrol had been a kilonmeter or nore away when they caught sight of Mirat's party
crossing the border. However they had made the discovery, the Tasavaltans were now riding quickly
to intercept the intruders.

"No doubt we are a suspicious-1ooking crew," muttered the Crown Prince to his son. "To the border
patrol, we can hardly appear to be anything but bandits."” "Wat are we going to do, Father?" "W
are certainly not going to run away." Odering his followers not to flee, nor to begin a fight,
Murat led themslowy forward. As the riders in green and blue drew near, the thuggish-Iooking
menbers of Murat's escort closed ranks protectively about their |eader and his son

Sternly the Crown Prince ordered his bandit-escort to | ower their weapons, and nove into an open
formation, so he could see the Tasaval tans and they woul d have a good view of him Then he
continued to ride forward, raising enpty hands in a peaceful gesture. Carlo foll owed of his own
accord, keeping a little behind his father.

When Murat had cone within fifty or sixty neters of the patrol, some of the troopers began
pointing toward him and calling to their officer. The Crown Prince, when he thought about it, was
not surprised; he supposed that probably the whol e Tasaval tan arny nust have been alerted to watch
for last year's nost notorious villain, the foreign potentate who had been royally entertai ned by
the Princess, and then had treacherously repaid Tasavaltan hospitality by stealing Wundheal er

Finally the patrol's commandi ng of ficer shouted: "Ho, there! You are Crown Prince Miurat of Cul n?"

Murat reined his animal to a halt, and called back in a firmvoice: "I amthe man you nane. | cone
in peace, Lieutenant, with ny son beside ne, to speak to your nost honored Princess. | will
require an escort to your capital, and | ask that you provide it."

The officer was very young, and his uniforminpeccable, even after what nust have been severa
days in the field. He glared at Murat in triunph. "As to the matter of escorts, you'll get one,

all right. I have ny orders as to what to do, should you ever be caught trespassing within our
boundaries. And | intend to carry out ny orders. |If your son and the rest of your gang wish to
depart now, they'll save thensel ves sonme trouble. | have no orders concerning them?"

The officer, thought Murat, nust have felt confident that the ragtag ruffians before himwould
take to their heels rather than confront regulars at equal odds, the nmonment he gave them | eave to
do so. But instead Murat's fanatical bandits, enraged at the very idea of their |ord nade captive,
gri pped their weapons and surged forward. Only the Crown Prince shouting at them made them stop

Startled, the cavalry officer yelled conmands at his men, quickly deploying themin readiness for
conbat. Then, his face reddening, he inforned Murat that he and all his escort were prisoners, and
that they had better throw down their arms at once. Miurat, struggling to control his restive

ridi ng-beast, could feel his anger escalating and the situation slipping anay fromhim "I have
told you that | come in peace—

The patrol commander interrupted, ordering his archers to nock arrows.

Murat's fanatical defenders bristled; they were not disciplined troops, whom he woul d have been
able to hold in check. Hi s veteran judgnment warned himthat whatever sway he still held over the
situation was rapidly disappearing. Now it seened that everyone was shouting, so his own
conciliatory words had no chance of being heard. A fight was on the verge of breaking out, in
which his owmn life and Carlo's would be at stake. And if they were to kill Tasavaltan border
guards, how could they approach the Princess afterward with a claimof peaceful intentions? But
nei ther could Murat surrender and allow hinself to be disarned.
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Once again, with a reluctance as great as on the first occasion, but now feeling a fatalistic
acceptance al so, he drew his Sword. Uppernost in Mirat's mnd as the dazzling steel cleared
| eat her was the thought that he could not allow his own son to die in his defense.

This time the CGown Prince felt even | ess of the shock of unleashed magi ¢ than when he had first
drawn this Sword. But this tine, as on that first occasion, every other human being within a
hundred neters was engul fed, overwhel ned by the M ndsword's influence.

In the matter of a few nonents, the once-arrogant officer of the patrol had joined his nmen in
abandoning their sworn duty without a qualm and proclaimng their undying devotion to Miurat. The
Crown Prince, observing their behavior as disinterestedly as possible, thought the scene was very
much |ike that of the bandits' conversion, except that this tinme the bandits were on hand to
wel come their new conrades to the fold, and make them feel nore confortable with their new status.

And this tinme Murat found hinself able to view the matter sonewhat nore calmy; true, Carlo had
now been exposed twice to the Mndsword's power. But there was really no reason to think the
experience would do himany harm

The young lieutenant, as soon as he had regai ned control of hinself, ceased groveling in the dust,
brushed off his no-1onger inpeccable uniform drew himself up stiffly at attention before the
Crown Prince, introduced hinmself by nane and rank, and asked his new |ord' s pardon for his

i nexcusabl e mi sbehavior of a few m nutes ago, when in his confusion of m nd he had actually dared
to utter threats against his glorious naster

Miurat, speaking in a distant voice, pardoned himfreely. The Crown Prince, feeling suddenly
depressed, was wondering to hinmself how he had managed, all unintentionally, to land hinself in
this situation.

One single pardon, in dry words, did not appear to be enough. The lieutenant, stunbling verbally,
trying to control hinmself, and now, despite being forgiven, apparently on the verge of suicida
guilt and shame, expl ained that he and his nen—he asked pardon for them al so—-had been unable to
understand the situation clearly until the Sword was drawn. Its powerful magic had cleared their
eyes and their m nds.

Murat silently congratul ated hinmself on the graci ousness with which he listened to all this and
once nore granted absolution. This tine he tried to sound nore concerned, nore hunman, even while
conceal i ng his nounting inpatience.

Taking a swift visual inventory of all the men around him the Crown Prince noted in passing that
the ol d beggar, Metaxas, had evidently retreated to a safe distance in the rear at the first
threat of conbat. One of the bandits was now bringing the blind nan forward again to rejoin the

group.

Still nmore patience was required in soothing and forgiving the officer and his troopers. Wen the
Crown Prince had finally convinced themof his forgiveness, he went on to assure themthat he and
those who followed himneant no harmto any of the Tasavaltan people, |east of all the noble and
deserving Princess. He, the Crown Prince—as he patiently explained once nore—enly wanted to be
reconciled with Princess Kristin, and with that purpose in mind he was bringing her an inpressive
gift.

The Tasavaltan sol diers cheered this news—ef course, Mirat rem nded hinmself, knowi ng the power of
the Swords, these converts at the peak of their fresh-caught enthusiasm doubtless woul d have
cheered their new nmaster just as loudly and fervently had he announced his intention of raping and
murdering their wi ves and sisters.

Eagerly, several of the frontier guards informed the Crown Prince that the Princess Kristin was
not currently in residence in Sarykam the capital city on the coast. Rather, she and her younger
son, the only nmenbers of the royal famly nowin the country, were to be found at their sunmer
retreat high in the nmountains, sone kiloneters inland.

"Good! Very good!" Miurat found the news pleasing. The difficulties brought on by encountering the
patrol had given himpause, and started hi mworrying seriously about how he was going to approach
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the city. If the entire Tasavaltan arnmy had standing orders to take him prisoner on sight—and the
newly converted officer, reddening with shane, now confirned that this was indeed the case—then
he, Murat, could hardly expect to approach the capital w thout having to draw his Sword agai n, and
very likely nore than once.

But a sunmmer retreat in the nountains was al nbst certain to be nuch nore readily accessible. On
his way there he and his escort would be able at least to avoid the | arger popul ation centers.
Murat was about to call for a volunteer fromanong the guardsnen, to ride swiftly ahead carrying
an inportant nmessage to the Princess; but before doing so he had second thoughts.

Taki ng the Tasavaltan officer aside, Murat patiently explained the difficulty to him "If |
dispatch a man with a nmessage for the Princess, and that man says he conmes from ne, and speaks
only good of me, the Princess and those around her will certainly believe that | have sone of
their troops under a magical conpul sion. Therefore they will credit nothing the nessenger tells
them Instead they will dispatch their own nessengers to the capital, to nmobilize the entire |and
agai nst me."

The young lieutenant blinked, trying to grasp a point of view he now found so inherently absurd.

"But that would be so foolish of them Lord! W here, the nen of nmy patrol, are under no

conpul sion. Quite the opposite. It is only that now our eyes have been opened to your true
nobility." And he | ooked as if he might be considering breaking his stance at attention to nake
sonme obei sance, sonething on the order of casting hinself at Murat's feet.

"Yes, of course, you are quite right. Their attitude is foolish,” the Crown Prince murnured
soot hingly. "But send no nessage for the tine being."

"As you w sh, Lord."

Murat shook his head, seeing no way at the noment for himto communicate with the Princess

credibly. | am one sane nan, he thought, for the noment surrounded by those who cannot see
straight or think straight. So I, at |east, nmust retain ny sanity. Because it is ny responsibility
to think for us all. And | nust decide what will be best for Kristin and her people too.

Murat raised his voice: "W will all of us march together for the time being. Lead the way to her
sunmmer retreat." The cavalry detachnment, having been prudently provisioned for a | ong patrol
carried food enough to feed not only thenselves, but the forner bandits as well, adequately for
the several days it would take for the conbi ned group to approach Princess Kristin

Furt her inquiries anong his newest adherents gl eaned for Murat a wel come confirmation that at
| east Prince Mark, whose presence m ght have conplicated things i measurably, was, as so often
out of the country. But Mark was expected back at any tinme now

Fromcertain things that the soldiers said, certain expressions that crossed sone of their faces
when Mark was nentioned, the Crown Prince got the idea that they mght retain a high regard for
Mark as a fair Prince and a capable soldier. But these indications of regard for Kristin's husband
vani shed as soon as the men | earned that their new nmaster's attitude toward Mark was | ess than
cordial. Fromnow on several of the nen had only black | ooks and dark nutterings at any nention of
their fornmer conmmander. These, Miurat deci ded, were probably nmen who had nursed sone resentnent

agai nst Mark even before they caught the vibrations of Mirat's feelings toward him

As for the Princess herself, all the troopers were glad to see and hear how highly Mirat thought
of her. They also continued to hold Kristin in great esteem

Mur at deci ded that he had |l earned all he needed to know for the tine being.

"Let us march on," he ordered his conbined force. "Toward the Princess, in her sunmer retreat."
SI X

FOLLON NG t he surrender of the border patrol, the Crown Prince and his newy enlarged entourage
enj oyed several days of al nbst uneventful travel. Al during this tinme the Sword renmi ned sheat hed
at Murat's side. As they travel ed he observed his followers carefully, to see how and when the
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M ndsword's i nfluence woul d begin to wear off-sooner or |later, he knew, it probably would. And

i ndeed, sone of the men's behavior did change with the passage of hours and days. The Crown Prince
thought that within two days three or four of the bandits and sone half a dozen of the troopers
had begun to have second thoughts about their quick conversion. The process, unlike that of their
met anmor phosis into his followers, was quite gradual, manifesting itself only in solem faces and

t houghtful stares; he had no fears of a sudden betrayal

As the enduring effects of the shock of magic continued to weaken, the undisciplined bandits grew
atrifle lax in obeying Muirat's orders, and Carlo reported that sone of the troopers were
beginning to recall their broken oaths of fealty to Tasavalta's Princess. No dramatic event
occurred to illustrate these changes, but snmall signs were visible to one who watched for them as
the Crown Prince did. Quietly he asked his son's opinion on what was happeni ng.

Carl o seened di snayed at the thought of anyone who had once seen the |ight choosing to turn away
fromit again. He suggested that his father draw the Sword once nore.

But Murat declined to do that. Instead, calling all his followers to attend him he expl ai ned
again, as openly and fairly as he could, his reasons for wanting to visit Princess Kristin. He

mai nt ai ned that his goals were just, and that reasonabl e people ought to be able to perceive them
as such without the help of magic. Certainly he neant no harmto the Tasaval tans' bel oved Princess
or to any of her subjects. Just the opposite, in fact, or he would not be bringing her this great
Sword as a gift. This was the first time many of his new foll owers had | earned the nature of his
intended gift, and he saw that it made a strong i npression

After he disnissed the neeting, the Crown Prince saw that Carlo was frowning agai n, and demanded
to know what his son was thinking.

"Not hi ng you have not heard before, Father."
"Then tell nme again."

"I amworried," Carlo said. "Wrried by the idea of power such as the M ndsword's being sinply
given away. |f soneone other than yourself possessed it, such magic could easily convince people
to follow the wong | eader."

"I"'msure it could. But Princess Kristin is hardly an evil |eader. And the Sword is mne, to do
with as | will."

"Yes, of course, Father. But is it in your best interest to have such a treasure pass conpletely
out of the famly? The ruling fanmily of Tasavalta are practically strangers to us. And how do we
know that they will always want to behave in a friendly way toward us in Culn? In the wong hands,
your Sword's magi ¢ m ght —+horoughly confuse people.™

Murat took thought, and snmiled. "Well, Carlo, as things have worked out, you and | are seldomin
Cul m anyway. | doubt that either of us has nuch future there. And | think what the Princess m ght
choose to do with the Sword after she has it is beside the point. The point is that | owe her
restitution for a great wong, and | intend to give her this Sword to make up for the one | took
away." "As you say, Father," agreed Carlo dutifully.

But, once out of his father's sight, the son shook his head, still worrying. It didlittle good to
keep telling hinself that anything and everything his father did was right, and therefore Father
must have a good reason for what he wanted to do with the Sword.

"Are you troubled, young Master Carlo?" The old blind man, sitting as usual on the fringe of the
canp, raised his sightless face as Carl o approached. Evidently the beggar had sensed that
somet hi ng was w ong

Carlo's feet slowed and stopped. He sighed, wondering if the beggar had recogni zed himby the
sound of his footsteps. He wi shed he could confide in soneone.

"I's there trouble, then, young Master, between you and your esteened father?"

"I don't know," answered Carlo soberly. "I hope not. No, | don't really believe there's any
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trouble."
" Somret hi ng, perhaps, concerning the Sword he carries?"
"Tell me, Metaxas—you say you have known the Princess—2"
"Years ago," returned the beggar cautiously.

"Tell me, what is she really |ike? What would she do with the Sword of Aory if she were to
possess it?"

The ol d beggar heaved a wheezi ng sigh. Sounding worried, he suggested that it mght be better if
the Sword were not given to Kristin, nice |ady though she was. Metaxas thought it would be much
better, for all concerned, if the Crown Prince could be made to see that he shoul d keep such a
superb weapon for hinself.

"As long as the Sword of Gory rests in the noble hands of the Crowmn Prince, we can all feel safe.
Whereas, in any other hands . " Shaking his head, Metaxas let his words trail off.

"That is ny own thought,” Carlo sighed in turn. "But how can | persuade ny father to do anythi ng?"
"It is not for ne to intrude between the two of you."

"Of course not. But . . ."

"But —sonetimes—+ feel it is nmy duty to make at |east one small suggestion.”

"Do so."

"It is just this. Blind agreenent, blind obedience, is not always the greatest, truest loyalty."

"Bli nd—=2"

"l mean, young nan, that if there is some real danger to your father, and he is unable to see that
danger clearly, it becones your duty—and mine, of course, and all his followers—+to help him Even
i f what we say, or do, should anger himat first."

"I"'mnot sure | understand, Mtaxas."

"Perhaps | have already said too much, young master. Anyway, it is my opinion that if your father
feels he must give the Sword to soneone, it should be you."

n m! n
"That is not so surprising, is it? That such an inheritance should pass to a faithful, |oyal son?"

"No— said Carlo, then fell silent. Then he turned and wal ked away, not knowing if he was angry
with the blind beggar or not. To have the M ndsword in his own hands ... no, he told hinself
firmy. He did not wish for anything of the kind.

Later that night, with everyone but a pair of patrolling sentries fast asleep, Vilkata lay rolled
in a borrowed bl anket on the edge of canp. Choosing a time when both sentries were well out of
earshot, he nuttered certain antique words into his blanket, neanwhile holding the fingers of his
I eft hand contorted into an unusual position

Wthin the space of a few breaths he becane aware of the silent arrival of an intelligent
presence, inhuman and i nvi si bl e.

"What news, Master?" inquired the denon's voice. The dry | eaves seened to be swirling right in the
Dark King's ear, but still they were barely audible.

Keepi ng his head three-quarters under the blanket's folds, and whispering, Vilkata reassured his
partner that he still remained free of the Mndsword's influence. So far, using the denpnic vision
secretly provided by Akbar, he had nanaged to scranble out of range of the M ndsword s power each
time that violence threatened. On the |last occasion it had been cl ose.
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"I believe that nost of these fools, if they take notice of me at all, think it only natural that
a blind man should try to get himself out of danger when swords are drawn. At the sane tine they
assune that the M ndsword nust have caught ne at sone tine, and that | amas loyal to their

preci ous nmaster as they are. | act the part, of course.”

"And does the Crown Prince too assunme you are his slave?"

"He is a fool like the others. | doubt he thinks of nme at all, except as a surprise gift for his
bel oved Princess."

"Ah. Excellent. | have no doubt that you have managed to deceive themall. Wen will you seize the
Sword, Dark Master?" The dry-|eaves-and-bones voice of the denon nagged hi meagerly. "Tell ne,
when?"

"I''"ll grab it fromhimas soon as | can, fool!" Vilkata in his frustration had to rem nd hi nsel f
to keep his whisper |ow, nmere subvocalization was nore than anple for the denon to hear and
understand. "I do not enjoy this game, as you can understand, but | nust play it patiently. Any

man who has worn a sword as long as our friend Miurat, and faced as many treacherous enem es as he,
is always on guard agai nst being suddenly disarned, just as he is always breathing. And if |
should try to get the weapon fromhim and fail, 1'Il get no second chance."

There was a sil ent pause.
"Of course, Master. Forgive any suggestion of disrespect that | may have given in ny inpatience."

"You are forgiven." The Dark King had no intention of offending his partner until he felt
confident of being strong enough to exercise control

Vi | kat a whi spered on, venting his frustration, lanmenting the fact that he had still been unable to
find an opportunity to seize the Sword from Murat, even though in the Dark King' s denon-powered
perception Skulltw ster | ooned ever as a brilliant beacon

He cane near suggesting—though he stopped short of doing so—that Akbar have a go at snatching the
Sword hinmself if he thought it would be so easy.

Then the nan had a request. "Can you not make nmy human body younger, swifter, stronger? That woul d
hel p. "

"I assure you, Great Master, natters are not that sinple. The nan Murat is magi cian enough to

det ect any sudden nagical alteration in your person. Mgician enough to sense ny presence should |
cone any nearer himthan this. The instant he grows suspicious he will draw his Sword. Were
shoul d we both be then?"

Vil kata grunbl ed, but forbore to press his partner to give himnore help, or to nake an attenpt to
grab the Sword of Gory hinmself. He really had no wish to see the Sword in Akbar's hands.

Soundi ng as mal | eabl e and cowardly as ever, and repeatedly fretting about the dangers of
di scovery, Akbar wondered querulously if they were even safe fromdi scovery here on the edge of
canp, with al nost everyone el se asl eep

"There are no magi ci ans here but nme—ertainly not the Crown Prince. No real nagicians at all-—well,
there is one amateur who mni ght conceivably be dangerous."

n Ah?ll

"H s nane is Gauranga, the bandit with the gray nustache, and he posseses a sensitivity, if no
real skill, in matters of magic. | am beginning to fear what he may detect."”

"Yes, | see, Master. Such an individual could present a problem+et ne try to solve it."

"l trust you will succeed. Wthout alarm ng anyone.™

It was early on the nmorning after this conference that four of the converted Tasavaltan guardsnen
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approached the Crown Prince and asked his permission to speak
"Perm ssion granted."

St andi ng before Murat, the troopers inforned himtimdly, in one or two cases rather sullenly,
that they wished to | eave himand return to the service of the Princess.

Murat had begun to expect such a request from some of his nen, and readily gave those who asked
perm ssion to | eave his service. They | ooked somewhat relieved.

He rai sed a cautioning hand. "I would ask you, however, to delay your return to your forner duties
until after | have a chance to make contact with the Princess, which should be very soon now. WII
you prom se nme that nuch?"

Standi ng as they were, confronting Mirat directly, the troopers were unable to refuse himthat
much, although their Tasavaltan |oyalties had obviously regained an ascendancy. The foundations of
their conversion, Mirat thought, had been built on nothing substantial in the nundane world, and
were now eroding swiftly; in another day or two they m ght be capabl e of becomi ng his enenies once
nore.

The t hought bothered hi m unreasonably.

"WAit another day," said Murat, "and | will put in a good word for you with the Princess. As soon
as | have the opportunity."”

He had thought that this gracious offer would relieve the nen's renmaining worry. But to his
surprise the troopers | ooked nore uneasy than before.

"Your pardon, sir, but . . ." Their spokesman hesitated.
"Well, what is it? Spit it out. Speak freely."

"To put it bluntly, sir, the Princess doesn't |ike you." The man hesitated, then plunged boldly
on. "I nean, sir, in the case of someone like Princess Kristin, who doesn't really know you yet,
who's never had the benefit of your Sword to clear her vision—well, in the |ight of what happened
| ast year, isn't it natural that she at |east thinks she doesn't |ike you?"

"What | believe you are trying to tell nme, trooper, is that she won't listen to me, won't give ne
a chance to explain about |ast year. You believe that instead of ny being able to put in a good
word for others, I'"'mbadly in need of one nyself, as far as the Princess is concerned."

The soldier was relieved at not having to spell it out. "That's about it, sir. We'd be glad to put
in a wrd for you, you've sure treated us handsonely. Only . "

"Only you will be regarded, at best, as deluded victins; at worst as deserters. Nothing you say

will be believed. | understand." Mirat paused. "But you are wong."

"Sir?"

"Not about the kind of reception you may expect when you report back for duty; I'mafraid you're
right about that. But you are nistaken about your Princess." The Crown Prince nodded for enphasis.
"She'll listen to ne. She'll be angry at me at first, over what happened | ast year, but she will
still listen.”

"Yes sir. If you say so, sir." And perhaps, Mirat thought, the soldier was convinced.

Shortly afterward that man and the three other Tasaval tans who had chosen to return to their
original loyalties rode away. Murat made no further effort to delay them according to the best
information his |oyal people could give him the Princess in her sumer retreat was now no nore
than a few hours' ride away.

And scarcely were they out of sight than another snall del egation cane to report to Murat that the

bandi t - magi ci an Gauranga seened to have been overtaken by an accident during the night. He had
di ed of a plunge down a small cliff.
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"Wal ked away in the darkness to relieve hinmself, it |ooks like, sir, and just wal ked a step too
far."

The Crown Prince went to take a cursory |look at the body. An odd incident indeed, but there was no
evidence of foul play, and certainly nothing to connect Gauranga's death with the beggar. If any
fai nt shadow of suspicion of the blind man crossed Miurat's mnd, he dismssed it in the next

i nstant as preposterous.

That day Carlo reported to his father that one of the troopers who had chosen to remain with them
was a veteran of that fanous battle of fourteen years ago, when the armes of the Silver Queen and
the Dark King had clashed in battle, each ruler armed with a different Sword.

That night, with nost of the group sitting around a canpfire sonme kiloneters closer to where they
m ght expect to find the Princess, Mirat encouraged this soldier to speak to them of those days.

This veteran had served in the Silver Queen's victorious arny, and told now how he had seen the
great Lord Vilkata's soldiers overwhel mred by the Sword of Despair, nany of them slaughtered on the
field, but nost taken prisoner while in a state of hel pl essness. There was no hunmor in the story,
and no joy; it seened that even the victors in that battle still bore the psychic scars of it.

At the beginning of the tale Vilkata had been crouched at the far end of the canp, al one and
distant fromthe fire. But as the story progressed, the Dark King, seeing nore than any of the
others dreaned, gradually edged his way closer to the storyteller's fire, and |istened unnoticed
to this tale of events in which he had played one of the principal roles. The veteran, noticing at
| ast the presence of the Eyel ess One, renmarked that he'd had an aversion to blind nen ever since
that day of battle, when he had glinpsed the Dark King from afar.

The blind man on hearing this snmiled under his bandage, a sickly, unhealthy kind of snile. Severa
of the fornmer bandits tittered. Mirat smiled faintly, with the air of one whose thoughts are far
away, but wished to share the general merriment.

A brief silence fell. Wien Carlo renmarked that the M ndsword was the only one of the Twelve to be
known under only a single name, Miurat comrented that he had also heard it called the Sword of
Aory. Ohers inthe fireside circle nodded to confirmthis.

And the old veteran of that battle between Swords assured his new naster and his conrades that the
Sword now carried by Mirat had i ndeed been given several other names by the common people in both
arm es.

Murat raised an eyebrow. "I ndeed?"

"Perhaps you won't hear these other titles spoken in the palaces, sir, anong the |lords. But we
used '"emin the ranks."

"We'l|l hear them now, then."

"Well, sir, there's Sword of Madness, Skulltw ster, Brainchopper, and M ndnmasher, that | can
renenber." The veteran frowned, not | ooking at Miurat, seem ngly unconscious that such terns
applied to his naster's source of power night be taken as offensive. "And there were others—tet ne
see—

Murat was not too pleased to hear his present source of salvation, his future gift to the
Princess, called by such derogatory titles. "I think we've heard enough," he snapped.

"Aye, sir.
shoul d.

The ol d sol dier accepted the rebuke stoically and wi thout question, as an old soldier
On the norning following that fireside discussion, Carlo had a second nmeaningful talk with

Vi | kat a.

In the course of this conversation the Dark King worked again at planting the idea that it is

someti mes necessary to di sobey, even to deceive a |lord—even a father—n order to serve him
properly. He hardly knew hinsel f what profit he might expect to gain fromthis intrigue; but he
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knew t hat tinme was passing, and he seened to be getting no closer to his goal

On that same norning, Mirat was pleased to be able to estimte that even now, several days after
he'd drawn the Sword for the last time, sone four or five of his converts, fromthe ranks of both

bandits and soldiers, and including the officer who commanded the patrol, still remained firmy
devoted to him if their behavior was not quite as fanatical as it had been inmediately follow ng
their conversion. And the renainder of the men were still Mirat's followers, perhaps as

trustworthy as nost soldiers in nost arnies.

The Crown Prince, philosophizing on these matters in conversation with his son, supposed that he
and his Sword had happened to encounter these nen at a tinme when they were ready to attach
thensel ves fanatically to the first worthy cause that cane al ong.

Carlo, still innocently fanatic hinself, argued that on the contrary, these permanent-seemn ng
conversions were a result of their master's own innate | eadership and charisna.

The conversation was broken off when Murat noticed the beggar Metaxas hovering near, as if he
woul d have liked to take part in it also. Repelled by the fellow, and yet reluctant to take any
notice at all of his presence, the Crown Prince noved away.

Vil kata had been perfectly correct in what he had told the denon. Such was the disregard in which
the Cul mans held himthat it had never yet occurred to either Murat or Carlo to wonder if the old
beggar had really been caught by the M ndsword at all

Murat only shook his head each tinme he received yet another round of ful sonme praise fromhis nost
devoted followers. But he had to agree that he had not been without l[oyal followers at honme in
Cul m even when he was out of favor with the Queen and her consort.

Hi s faithful Tasavaltans assured himagain that the sunmer residence of their Princess was now
only an hour or two ahead.

Now in his own mind Miurat began to rehearse in detail the explanations he meant to offer for his
conduct on his last visit, the strong argunments that he was going to present—aith great
gentl eness, of course—to Kristin as soon as he saw her

He sighed, remi nding hinmself that the Princess nmight well be angry with himat first sight. Yes,
her anger was practically certain. Gven how he'd of fended her, nothing el se coul d be expect ed.

But at the sane tine, he had faith in Kristin's fairness and justice. She would listen to hi mwhen
he approached her, deferentially yet boldly, with his apology. Wth cal m speech and conci se
reasoning the Crown Prince nmeant to convince that |oveliest of wonen that he had not really

i nvaded her territory with the intention of subverting her army. Despite what the old soldier had
sai d—what did such men, worthy and | oyal as they were, know of princesses?—Mirat really had no
doubt that he'd be able to persuade her when the tine cane.

He had anot her discussion with Carlo on this point. But Murat broke off the talk in irritation
when Carlo still seemed doubtful —and when, once again, the old beggar hovered near

And anyway, the Crown Prince was beginning to think it not all that surprising that a nunber of
peopl e, including sone of the nore worthy Tasaval tans, should really want to follow him from now
on, even after their nminds were cleared of nmagic. If that was what they wanted, it would be unjust
of himto prevent their doing so.

Hi s mind was running on such thoughts when his confrontation with the Princess cane, at |east an
hour before he expected it. The neeting was sudden, and startling on both sides.

SEVEN

ALONG t he east side of the nountains, on the long slopes facing the distant sea, it was a day of
| ow cl ouds, mst, cool wi nds, and occasional sunlight. The scenery here tended toward the
spectacul arly beautiful, with neadows and scraps of forest alternating with stark nmountai n crags.
Smal | streans tunbl ed and frothed, pausing for rest in green-fringed pools. This was the | and of
Kristin's own chil dhood, to which she retreated whenever possible.
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Early this norning she had ridden out fromher sumer residence for a long ride, acconpanied by
her younger son, eleven-year-old Stephen, and a small handful of attendants. The party was

nom nal |y engaged in hunting, but none of its menbers cared nmuch if game were taken or not. For
Kristin the joy of this kind of hunting consisted chiefly in being able to observe the grace and
speed of the high-flying hybrid winged creatures, raptors bred to kill small game for their
masters, or track larger prey for nmounted humans to pursue.

What ever degree of success the flying creatures night have today, the Princess knew an aftertaste
of bitter envy as she watched them soar in freedom

She was recall ed fromusel ess pondering upon her fate when her son rode close to speak to her

St ephen was a sturdy el even year old, his once-blond hair now turning darker, becom ng a good
match for that of his absent father. These days, the boy was |ooking forward to his father's

i mminent return fromanother in the long series of journeys and pil gri mages Mark had undertaken in
an effort to serve the Enperor.

"Father will be hone soon, won't he? In a few nore days?"

"I don't know." Then Stephen's nother regretted the shortness of her reply and the sound of
indifference in it. She was not indifferent. "Do you nmiss your father very nuch?"

"Of course. Don't you niss hinP"

Kristin hesitated, brought up short by the sudden | ook of wonder in her son's eyes. "Naturally I
do," she said at last. "I w sh he wouldn't go away so nuch."

"Why does he have to go away so much?”

It was not the first time Kristin had heard that question fromone of her sons, and it grew no
easier to answer.

"Because he feels he nust," was her reply this tine.

"Because he wants to help the Enperor; | know that. But why does he do it so often?"
"Because that's what your father feels he nust do."

The boy did not reply at once. Then he said: "Father wants to hel p Grandfather against his
enem es. "

"Yes. Sonething like that." Kristin did not doubt that the Enperor's enemi es existed, and that
they were evil; she could have naned a goodly nunber of them offhand. But nore and nore it seened
to her that those scoundrels clainmed a nuch |arger portion of her husband's thoughts and actions
than she did, and nore and nore she questioned the need for that.

For a short tine nother and son had been quite al one, but now a couple of attendants, one of them
armed, appeared riding nearby. These days, the summer retreat and its environs were but lightly
guarded by troops and magi c. One squadron of cavalry had been detailed for protection, and at the
monent was supposedly keeping just out of sight of the hunting party; there was no particul ar
reason to expect any hostile incursion.

Meanwhi | e, young Stephen, as he did with increasing frequency these days, began questioning his
nmot her about his mysterious grandfather the Enperor, and expressing his hopes of being able to
meet hi m someday. The boy sounded keen on the idea, |ike someone |ooking forward to a chall enge.
Part of Stephen's problem his nmother knew, was that his brother Adrian, only two years ol der, had
al ready net the Enperor, and had even engaged—nore or | ess on the Enperor's behal f—n difficult
and dangerous adventures far from home. There was of course sonme rivalry between the brothers, and
St ephen was the one who seened by tenperanent nore fitted for high adventure.

"When is Adrian com ng hone?"

That was not a new question either. "Wenever he reaches a point in his studies when his teachers
deci de he should have a vacation. Magic is a difficult subject, if you' re going to do it properly.
Even for soneone as talented as Adrian."
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"Then it could be years."

"Possibly. | know you miss your brother too."
St ephen was silent, while their mounts carried thema hundred neters. Then he announced: "I'm
going up on the hill, Mdther. Maybe | can see the flyers better fromthere."

"Bring ne back some interesting news, if possible.”

Kristin's son turned his nount, and dug in his heels. In nmoments he was al nost out of hearing, and
still riding swiftly.

The Princess watched himgo. She was now | eft for the nonent practically unacconpani ed, the two
attendants who were in sight riding at a distance of sone forty or fifty neters.

Monents later, in the process of following a tenuous trail around the steep base of a house-sized
boul der, Kristin cane face to face with Murat, who was riding just ahead of a small advance guard
of his followers.

For a long, long nmonment there was silence. It was Murat who recovered hinsel f and spoke first. "Do
not be afraid, ny |lady. You need never be afraid of ne."

"Treacherous villain!" Even as Kristin gasped those words, she took note of the young man riding a
few paces behind Miurat, who sonewhat resenbled him and of the uniformed Tasavaltan troopers just
a few nmeters farther back. These soldiers were not of the troop assigned to protect the sunmer

resi dence; and the attitude of these nmen, |ooking expectantly toward Murat as if for orders,
crushed any nonentary hope that this hateful intruder was their prisoner

Princess Kristin's next thought was that the Tasavaltan uniforns nmust be a trick, and that these
were the villain's own nen dressed for nore Cul mi an treachery.

But the troopers, seeing their beloved Princess confronting their master, hastened to close in on
the pair, showi ng her every sign of courtesy and respect, and trying to explain. The expl anati ons
at first nmade no sense at all to Kristin, but she could no | onger doubt that these were
Tasaval t ans.

Murat silenced themwith a gesture. Urging his riding-beast a little closer to the Princess, he
assured her confidently: "You will have no cause to abuse nme this time, ny lady. | cone in peace."

But now a very different-looking crew, a stretched-out file of six or eight nmen who | ooked very
much |i ke bandits, were coming in sight behind Mirat's nysterious

Tasavaltan escort. And far in the rear, one last rider, a nman I who appeared to have a bandage
on his eyes, dawdl ed on a nount led on a |long rope by the last bandit.

These matters were of small interest just now Imrediately on Kristin's |eft, alnost close enough
for her to touch, was the huge boul der around which circled the path she had been foll owi ng. The
way was open to her right, where at a distance of some thirty nmeters a screen of |esser rocks and
stunted trees blocked the view In the mddle distance there | ooned slopes and crags, at the
monent | ooking utterly unpopul ated. Nowhere was there any sign of help

But still the Princess had not yet begun to be afraid; her . outrage had not left her time for
fear. |
Facing Murat, she declared: "This tine, | see, you have cone as a bandit |eader—a nore open and

therefore | ess di shonorabl e appearance than | ast year, when you posed as a diplomat."

But even as she spoke, fear was beginning to take its place beside her anger; she struggled to
keep the change from showi ng. The nost urgent of her silent worries was for her son: Had Stephen
managed to get safely away? And where was Captain Marsaci and his troop? For the nmoment j Kristin
could do no nore than hope that help m ght be at no very great distance.

Several of Miurat's Tasavaltan converts, still innocently wearing their uniforns of blue and green
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were unable to keep silent despite their new master's order. Now sone of these men burst out with
fresh importunings of their Princess, telling her what a great man the Crown Prince was, and how
it would be a grave m stake, even a great sin, for her to delay in placing her whole realmat his
di sposal. Murat saw her turn pale under her tan on hearing this lunatic advice offered in such a
reasonabl e tone. But a nonment later Kristin felt sonmething like relief as the nost |ogica

expl anation for these defections crossed her m nd

And fromthe first thought of magic it was only a step to the strong suspicion that the M ndsword
nmust be invol ved.

Now one of the young Tasavaltan sol diers, on seeing the Princess's expression change again,
thought with relief that she was on the point of being converted to Miurat's cause. At once the
yout h began expl aining earnestly that all the fuss | ast year about Wundheal er bei ng stol en mnust
have been only a mi sunder st andi ng.

One of the trooper's conrades interrupted to remind him rather hotly, that, after all, if Crown
Prince Murat wanted that Sword, or anything else, he had a perfect right to take it. Didn't he?

A word from Murat was needed to put down the incipient quarrel; but that word was instantly
effective.

"And do you believe that you have such rights?" Princess Kristin demanded of him Her only rea
hope, she had decided, was to stall for time; but neverthel ess, she found that she coul d not
contain her bitterness. She was surprised by the depth of hatred the sight of Murat evoked wthin
her. "Wat have you cone to steal fromus this tinme?"

When the Crown Prince, obviously stung by her words and attitude, started to reply, she
interrupted him "You robber, | never thought to see you cross our borders again of your own free
will! You nust be as mad as these underlings, these traitors, who foll ow you."

Murat, though he glared at her nonmentarily, chose his words carefully and kept his voice soft. "I
am not insane, Princess, believe nme. True, for a long tine | despaired of ever being able to enter
your | ands again. But here | am and | bring good news."

"The only good news | can inmagine hearing fromyou is that you are departing nore swiftly than you
came. And this time going enpty-handed."” Wiere is ny son? And where ny | oyal cavalry?

The man confronting the Princess mastered his own anger and pressed on. "Last year, in the casino
where | helped to rescue your ol der son—=

Kristin knew it was inmportant for her to be clever, to play for tine. She knew that she ought to
hear out his absurd argument, whatever it might be, with an appearance of patience. But her
enoti ons kept her from doing that.

"You speak of my son Adrian? You, of all people, claimto have rescued hinf? Your thieving
treachery only contributed to the danger that he faced!"

Despite the many times the Crown Prince had rehearsed this encounter in his own mnd, nothing
about it was going as he had planned and hoped. Instead, matters were taking a sharper turn for
the worse than he had ever feared. He had expected anger fromthe Princess, but sonehow he had
never envisioned such a depth of enduring bitterness. And her |ast accusation, thought Mirat, was
completely unfair. He could feel righteous anger at this injustice reddening his face, but stil

he did not argue. His own real responsibility for this |ady's unhappi ness was too shanefully cl ear
in his mndto allowhimto do that.

Feeling proud of his ability to continue speaking calmy and fairly under these conditions, he
replied, "Nevertheless, dear |lady, there was a point in Sha's casino when | was trying to help the
| ad, and | was fortunate enough to have some neasure of success. But the point | amtrying to
explain now is that during that scene of great confusion at the ganbling house, the Sword

Coi nspinner fell into my hands. Wth such help | was able to get away, bringing Coinspinner with
ne. "

"And | suppose it is the Sword of Chance you wear at your belt now?" Coinspinner's overwhel m ng
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good | uck, thought Kristin, mght account for this villain's having encountered a patrol of

caval ry who for sone reason were ready to defect. "Not so, ny lady." The Crown Prince paused for a
monment, his own resentment ebbi ng away hel pl essly as he gazed at the angry face before him
Kristin's blue eyes were even |lovelier than he had renenbered. To him this woman at this nonment

| ooked no ol der than eighteen, though he knew that she nust be over thirty. And her beauty was not
t he deceptive gl anbur sone wonen were able to achieve by neans of magic. Murat felt confident of

al ways being able to sense that particul ar deception, and he detected no trace of it now

She asked himcrisply: "Then are you bringing back the Sword you stole fromus?"

"My lady, if ever again | have Wundheal er in ny possession I'll bring it back at once. But
unfortunately I do not have it now. "

"Then what is your business here?" Kristin demanded icily.

"I have cone to bring you a gift," the Crown Prince said, and felt profoundly unhappy when his
words seemed to make no inpression whatsoever upon his hearer

He continued doggedly, speaking into the strained silence: "Coinspinner eventually took itself
away fromne, as the Sword of Chance is wont to take itself from anyone who holds it. But before
vani shing, it showed nme clues by which I mght be able to possess a certain other Sword. That is
the Sword | amwearing now. It is the Sword | wish to give to you, to nake anends in sone smal
measure for ny behavior of a year ago." Miurat bowed in his saddle, at the sane time frowning
lightly to hinself. Somehow his speech had not cone out as abjectly apologetic as he had earlier
i magi ned it would be.

But he thought that Kristin relaxed slightly. He did not know that she had caught a monentary
glinpse of blue and green and arnor, not far to her right, just behind the screen of rocks and
stunted trees. Mire bew tched defectors? She was going to ganble that they were not.

A nonment later, with an abrupt effort that took Murat and his escort by surprise, she was reining
her mount sharply, spurring away fromthem Fromthe screen of rocks and bushes twenty nmeters away
erupted a rush of cavalry in blue and green, Captain Marsaci and his force, howing in a charge
upon Murat and his nen. The Princess had not, after all, been caught conpletely unprotected.

El GHT

EVEN as Princess Kristin, crouching |ow over the aninal's neck, spurred her mount away from Mirat,
she was shouting orders to her attacking troops. Carlo thought he heard her cry out a command to
take the Crown Prince alive. But whatever her order mght have been, it came too |late to have any
i medi ate effect upon the line of charging nounted nen who had now burst out of cover

Carl o had drawn his own sword and was shouting al so, knowi ng that his words too were usel ess even
as he cried out a superfluous warning to his father. In the next instant he saw his father struck
by a slung stone. But the Prince managed to remain in his saddle, and a nmonent |ater he had drawn
the Sword of d ory again.

A nonment after that, the attack by the blue-green guardsnmen was aborted. Their charge ended in
pl ungi ng, rearing confusion, nmen and animals swallowed in the dust cloud raised by twenty riders
simul taneously reining in their nounts.

But the defensive reaction that charge had provoked anobng Murat's guardi ans went on for a few
seconds longer; it did not stop until the Crown Prince had shouted orders to his nen, and in that
brief period nore than one of the attackers were struck down.

Carlo rode quickly to his father's side. Miurat, his face pale, was managing to control his riding-
beast with one hand.

" Fat her -where were you hit?"
"Right thigh. I'"'mall right. A glancing blow, no nore."

Carl o sheathed his own sword and watched the imredi ate effects of the eneny's conversion. He
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thrilled with triunphant pride as once nore the Mndsword's intervention produced its inevitable
result; soon the |largest harvest yet of new followers, their weapons di scarded, were arrayed
around Murat in attitudes of prayer and subm ssion, begging forgiveness fromtheir new nmaster for
not having seen himclearly a few mnutes ago, for having commtted the unthinkable crine of
daring to attack him

Murat, despite his repeated insistence that he was not rmuch hurt, needed help in disnounting.
Carefully slitting his right trouser leg with the point of his dagger, he disclosed a great bruise
swelling on the outside of the thigh. He could stand on the | eg, though at the cost of sone pain
it seemed that no bone had been broken

Cbviously the Crown Prince was angrier this time than on the two earlier occasions when he'd drawn
t he Sword.

A murmur spread swiftly anong the nen gathering around him The slinger who had inflicted the
injury had just used his dagger on hinself, his last breath leaving his throat in a scream of
renor se.

Carlo felt a sense of loss; he'd been |ooking forward to seeing the unfortunate caval ryman cut up
into little bits.

But Murat paid little attention to his attacker's fate; even before the attack on himhad cone to
an end in confused, abject, and horrified surrender, he was already |ooking around for Kristin.

The sight of her nmount, running riderless, gave the Crown Prince a sickening nonent. But then he
behel d his bel oved Princess, physically quite safe, kneeling in front of him her head thrown
back, tears in her eyes and on her cheeks. Mirat needed a nonent to make sure that they were tears
of joy.

Sheat hi ng his Sword, and | eaning on Carlo, the Crown Prince hobbled to her as quickly as he coul d.

As he approached she said, in a breaking voice: "My lord Murat, | amnow able to see you for the
first time as you really are. You nust forgive ne, | beg you, for what | have done against you in
the past, and what | was saying about you—enly a few ninutes ago. Could it have been only minutes?
It seems to me a nuch longer tine, because when | said such horrible things about you I did not
understand. | had to be born again to understand."

Murat wanted to kneel down facing her, but his injured | eg screaned pain at him For the nonent he
could only lean on Carlo. "Princess! Kristin? | beg of you—get up!"

In a nonment the |ady had sprung up ninbly to her feet. "As you wish, ny lord Mirat. Watever you
wi sh, fromnow on. | amyours forever. Do with ne what you will—but you are hurt! Gods, let it not
be serious! Say that it is not!"

"It is nothing. I will not die of a bruise." Then, taking both of his beloved' s hands in one of
his, Miurat tried to frame sone reply in accordance with what honor and duty denmanded. But the
shouting cel ebrati on which surrounded Kristin and hinself nmade it difficult to think.

Hal f an hour after Kristin's conversion, she and Murat were sitting together in front of a newy
made snmall fire, while their arnmed guardi ans, now a band sone thirty strong under the conmand of
Captain Marsaci, sawto their confort and safety. Marsaci had guards patrolling a perineter
surroundi ng the royal couple at a distance of thirty or forty neters.

There was no physician in the Ctown Prince's newy enlarged retinue, but several of the troopers
were veterans with experience in all kinds of battle damage, and they agreed with Mirat's own
assessment of his injury: walking and riding would be difficult for several days, but the wound
was no nmore than a bruise, and with rest it would heal

When Murat at |ast conmmanded the circle of worshipful, worried gawkers to stand back, he happened
to catch sight of the blind man Metaxas, standing in the background. |npulsively announcing to the
Princess that he had a surprise for her, he ordered the former beggar brought forward.

"Do you know this nan, beloved?" Mirat asked, when the ugly fellow was standing i medi ately before
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t hem

"No, nmy lord," Kristin answered pronptly. But a nonent |ater a shadow crossed her face, and she
shook her head. "No . . . that is, | do not renenber."

As soon as she had spoken, Metaxas knelt before her. "I know the voice of ny bel oved Princess,” he
mur nured, his own voice al nost inaudi bl e.

Kristin still hesitated. "I+ don't know " But she seemed upset.

Murat gestured the fell ow away, and burly troopers took himby the arns. "Never nind now, ny |ady.
Later we can talk of him if there is any need. Now there are nore pressing problenms that nust be
faced."

"You nmean the reaction of ny people, when | tell them how ny eyes have been opened to your true
nature."

"I —yes, that is a good way to put it, | suppose. How can we avert a conflict?"
"I will speak to them | amtheir Princess, and they honor ne and will listen to ne."

"Let us hope so." Mirat turned to his son who was standing nearby. "Carl o, take half a dozen nen
and reconnoiter. See if we are under observation, if you can; at |east discover if nore Tasavaltan
forces are in the vicinity."

Kristin shook her head. "I should doubt that very much, my lord. But by all means send out your
scouts. | pray there will be no nore unnecessary fighting."

"I share your feelings," said Murat fervently. Then he nodded to Carlo. "Go!"

At m dday, Miurat was still sitting in alnmost the same spot, for he had to avoid putting weight on
his leg as nuch as possible. He was now saying to the Princess, for what seenmed to himthe
hundredth tinme since he had found her: "But | want to help you. | have conme here to help you."

Kristin was sitting on the grass a little apart fromthe Crown Prince now, and gazing at him
adoringly. "Help ne? But you have already transfornmed ny life. Fromnow on, ny lord, | live only
to help you."

Per haps, Murat thought to hinself, it was hopeless to try to explain his position to his bel oved
now. No doubt he would do better to wait until the effects of the Mndsword wore off, or at |east
noderated to sone extent, as he thought they were bound to do. But with Kristin before him
hangi ng on his every word, her every expression one of perfect trust and contentnment to be with
him he was conpelled to keep trying to explain.

"Kristin, what | wanted to do was . . . ever since we net for the first tinme, | have hoped soneday
to win your |ove."

The Princess glowed. "Do you nmean it?" she whispered softly.

"Yes, of course | nean it. Now | can—+ nust—epenly acknow edge that was nmy secret purpose in
comi ng here. But—+ never wanted it to happen like this! | do not want you as a slave."

The | ovely wonman drew back. To Miurat's astoni shnent it was alnost as if he had sl apped her face.
She said in a much different voice: "You nay call it slavery or not, as you choose. | only know
that all the love | have to give is yours. | amsorry if there is something in the situation that
does not pl ease you."

He | eaned forward, forgetting his injured | eg, provoking a sharp twi nge of pain. "Don't weep! |
beg of you do not weep!"

Moved by the sincerity in her lover's tone and nanner, the beautiful young wonan ceased to cry.
Tentatively she essayed a snile

But Murat, shaking his head, could not force a snmile in return. He could only nutter once again
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"I did not want it to be like this."

Kristin's smle lingered. "But this is the way | am ny lord, and this is how things are. |
rejoice to hear that you have wanted nme for a long tinme, and | am overjoyed that you want ne
still; only the thought that one day you might cease to want nme brings utter desol ation."

Murat opened his nouth and closed it again, remenbering how sone of his first converts had been
ready to kill thenselves at the nere suggestion that he was | eaving them He was not going to
suggest anything of the kind to this bel oved worman. Nor was he going to take advantage of her in
her present enchanted condition

Presently a call froma |ookout informed the canp that Carlo and his scouting party were
returning. CGetting to his feet with an effort, his weight on his left leg, Miurat waited for his
son's report.

It was brief and to the point. The reconnai ssance patrol had di scovered no signs of fresh
Tasaval tan activity.

As if the sight of Carlo had rem nded her of sonething, Kristin began to | ook around, her gaze
sweepi ng the distant hills and neadows.

"What is it, Kristin?"
"My son Stephen was somewhere around. . . ."
"WAs he—within a hundred neters, when we net?"

"A hundred nmeters?" Kristin did not appear to grasp the significance of the distance. "No, | don't
think so. He may have ridden back to our sumer house, before—before you and | net."

The Crown Prince sat down again, with a grunt of relief. "I renenber Stephen. He'll be a year

ol der since | saw hima likely lad, well able to take care of hinself, 1'd say." But Miurat called
his own son to himagain, and shortly a cavalry patrol was scouring the area for the boy, with
orders to bring Stephen to his nmother if that could be acconplished wi thout using force.

Whil e the search was in progress, Mirat gave orders to set up canp where they were, and maintain a
perimeter patrol, to give warning of anyone approachi ng.

Mirat's | eg needed rest; even nore desperately, he decided, he needed tine to think. Were was he
to take the Princess now, where to |lead his augnented force of fanatical foll owers? He asked her
who el se was at the sumer | odge, and found there was only a m ni mum staff.

He also learned fromKristin that she and her party were not expected back there until late in the
afternoon, and no one at the | odge would be really concerned about themuntil nightfall. Probably
not until tormorrow would there be any thought of sending out a search party.

Hours passed, and the patrol dispatched to search for Stephen did not return. Again Kristin
expressed sone vague concern about her son—He'll think sonmething terrible has happened to nme"—but
everyone assured her that there was really no reason to be worried about the I ad.

"I'f he did observe our neeting, and saw how you—anme to join nme, and if he is now raising an

alarmwel |, in any case, ny Princess, sonmeone will do that, sooner or later, when you do not
return to your summer house. What are we to do now, Princess?" The Crown Prince was shaking his
head. "What am | to do? Believe ne, | had no intention of conming here and maki ng you ny prisoner
by magic."

Kristin blinked at him and seenmed to have trouble grasping the idea. In fact she could hardly
bel i eve her ears. "Your prisoner? My lord! AmI| a prisoner now?" She | aughed at the idea.

"Of course you are not." Miurat paused. "I mean that is certainly not my intention. I want you to
be conpletely free, ny dear one, and you are, you shall be, as free as | can nmake you . . . but
I'"'mafraid that your people, those who remain outside my Sword' s influence, are not going to see
the matter in that light."
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Kristin was al nost indignant. "If any of my people should come out fromthe city against us, ny
lord, or if nore units of nmy arny appear, be assured that | amtheir Princess. They will listen to
me when | tell themthat nothing at all is wong." She paused, snmiling. "I have forned a new

alliance. That is all."

"Yes, no doubt they will listen to you, for a tine, at least. But as soon as they learn that you
have been exposed to the M ndsword's powers they will react differently. . . . \Were is your
husband now?"

A cloud crossed Kristin's brow "Mark is where he usually is. Qut of the country. Somewhere."

Murat could all too readily imagine Mark's reaction when the news reached hi mof what had happened
to his wfe.

The Crown Prince raised both hands to run tense fingers through his hair. "Let me think. | nust
have tine to think."

Everyone respected his w shes.

Linmping away to a little distance fromthe others, he sat on a rock and nursed his wounded | eg and
tried to think. The Sword in its sheath seemed to weigh heavily at his side.

Hi s | atest nass conversi on had caught a beastnmaster anong the Tasavaltan troopers, who had with
hima pair of small w nged nessengers. So it would be possible to send a witten warning to
what ever authority remmined in Sary- kamwith the Princess gone. . . . Mirat tried in his mnd
wi t hout success, to frane a nessage—from hinmself? fromthe Princess? signed by them bot h?—which
woul d keep that authority fromtrying to interfere.

Next he turned over in his mnd the idea of sending Carlo on to Sarykam bearing a flag of truce,
perhaps with a few converted sol diers, perhaps alone, to explain how matters stood. |f he, Mirat,
were to go there hinmself, with or without the Princess, he would only be forced to draw t he Sword
again, and probably nore than once. And if Kristin were to go al one, her people—w th good reason—
woul d think her possessed, enchanted, and they woul d keep her there by force.

And naturally he, Miurat, would not be able to allow that.

He thought he could visualize the ensuing chain of events, as stronger and stronger forces were
sent against him to be converted in turn; and he as an experienced sol dier knew how to force
battle if an eneny did not wish to give it.

Could it really be that easy for one man, with the help of the gods' Sword-nmaegic, to bring a whole
kingdomto its knees?

The Crown Prince was beginning to think it could. But perhaps the conquest would have a chance of
becom ng permanent only if the people of the kingdomwere in fact dissatisfied with the rulers
they now had, and ready to be conquered. \WAs Tasaval t a—perhaps—n that condition?

Wth a nmental shudder the Crown Prince put such tenptations fromhim He hadn't conme here as a
conqueror, but to make anends to the woman he loved, and then to try to win her freely given |ove.

Wil e Murat had sought to be alone tenporarily, he had not actually forbidden Kristin to approach
him and it was soon apparent that she had no intention of renmmining at a distance. Tentatively
approachi ng her new |l ord now, she saw from Miurat's sl unped posture and woeful expression that he
appeared to be deriving no benefit fromhis interval of silent thought.

Advanci ng nore briskly, she broke silence and resuned her efforts to soothe him "I will go back
to our sumer |odge alone, ny lord, and explain everything to ny people there."

Her beloved smiled at her mirthlessly. "But don't you see, Kristin? Your people |ove you, and sone
of themwould die for you, but they won't accept your explanations for such a sudden change in
your behavior."

"l can lie to them about the Mndsword. Say only that | experienced a sudden change of heart."
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"I do not want you to lie to them They wouldn't believe you anyway. And in any case your
magi ci ans woul d soon detect the touch of magic on you."

She sat at his feet. "Then tell me what to do, ny lord Murat. | will be happy to do whatever wll
satisfy you."

The Crown Prince started to stand up, grimaced, and sank back on the rock

Then with a decisive gesture he began to unbuckle his swordbelt. He said: "Then | will sinply do
what | came here for. | want you to accept a gift."

The man who now cal | ed hinmsel f Metaxas was twenty neters away, watching with denon-vision, easily
observing all that happened from behind his bandaged, enpty sockets. Now he held his breath. \Was
the M ndsword about to be drawn yet again? He was on the verge of hobbling away fromthe couple
and their treasure at a speed that would certainly rai se suspicions.

And where was his precious denmon, who ought to be ready to whisk himfromthe scene?
"What are you doi ng?" The Princess seenmed alarnmed at Murat's actions.
"l amgiving you this Sword."

Springing to her feet, she recoiled. "My lord! | will be pleased and honored to carry your
M ndsword sheat hed for you, if that is what you wish. But | will never draw it, never. Not even if
you shoul d order nme to do so.™

He who called hinmself Metaxas, watching froma distance, began with a hoarse cough to breathe
again. Miurat could only ask her, feebly: "Wy not?" "Because, ny lord, | could never draw or hold
that Sword. | should be terrified of putting you into a situation where you night worship ne. | am
all unworthy, and such a thing would be utterly unthinkable. Uterly!"

Murat, hol ding the weighty unfastened swordbelt in his hand, posed slunped on his rock like the
statue of a rejected |over, no longer able to think of what to do or say.

The Princess continued, "And besides, nmy lord Miurat, there are practical reasons why you had
better continue to carry your Sword yourself. Very likely you are going to need to use it again,
per haps quite soon, for your own safety. It pains me to say it, but having thought the matter over
I nmust admit that here in Tasavalta you are still surrounded by real and potential enem es, sone
of whomw Il think | ambew tched and refuse to listen to ne. It would be good for you to convince
themall as soon as possible of the truth."

The Crown Prince said in a tired voice: "I had hoped that woul d not be necessary."”

"Happily we can still hope, Lord Murat. My people love nme, and usually they accept ny judgnent. It
is |, and not my husband, who has inherited the throne."

"I think your husband," said the Crown Prince, "is not the man to accept the loss of his position
in meek silence."

Kristin frowned. "No," she said thoughtfully. "No, Mark will not do that. He is basically a good
man, you know. | owe himny life, for on the day we nmet he saved me fromthe Dark King."

"Soneday | nust thank himfor that,” said Murat, dryly but seriously.

"I fear himnow " said Kristin suddenly. "Not for nyself. |I fear what he nmight do to you."

"As to that, | have a long history of being able to protect nyself." Still, Mirat was nore
concerned than he allowed hinself to sound. He had nothing agai nst Mark, and no wish to hurt the
man, but still less would he care to be destroyed by him

By nid-afternoon, Carlo and his scouting party had returned fromtheir latest effort, and there
was still no word of Stephen. Miurat, trying to ignore the undimnished painin his |eg, was
sitting by hinmself, staring at his sheathed Sword, and thinking.
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An hour ago, when he had tried again to denounce his own behavior of a year ago, none of these
fai thful people around himwould listen. Respectfully they insisted on howing in protest. And in
fact Murat's apol ogi es were now begi nning to sound nechanical in his own ears. Al these

Tasaval tans, from Princess down to private soldier, now saw the matter of Wundheal er's renova
fromthe realmin a nuch different light. They could narshal argunents that seened convincing. A
year ago the Crown Prince of Cul mhad only been following his Queen's orders, and had shown
comrendabl e | oyalty by so doing. He had wanted and needed the Sword of Love only to heal the
intolerable difficulties in his own royal house

Once the subject had been raised, Kristin quickly proclained that |ast year's difficulties over
anot her Sword had been her own fault, and not at all Mirat's. There was no excuse, she insisted,
for her not allowing this admrable Prince to have Wundheal er, when he had cone asking so
decently only to borrow it!

The sane Crown Prince today was slowto reply. At length he nodded. "I think | nust agree with you
there, my lady —even if it is only Sword-nagic that now conpels you to view the matter in so
favorable a light." Mirat held up a hand, forestalling her objections. "Not that | was right in
stealing the Sword when you refused ne, but—

"Please, ny lord, don't call what you did stealing! O course you were right to take the Sword
when | so stubbornly refused to lend it. What el se could you have done?"

He sighed. "At the tine it seened to ne that | was dealing with a bad situation in the best
avai |l abl e way. Later, of course, | cane to repent ny choice."

There was another chorus of objections. Kristin and her conpatriots all repeatedly assured the
Crown Prince that last year's difficulties were not his fault but hers; she had been very wong in
not letting himhave the Sword. O course she shoul d never have deni ed hi m anyt hi ng he want ed!

Near sunset there cane anot her nonent when Murat and the Princess were nore or |ess al one. She
took this opportunity to ask himsoftly: "lIs it true that ny lord wants ne?"

The look in her eyes nmade it very plain to Murat that he had not m staken her neaning. Wen he
tried to frame a reply, he found hinself stunbling and stuttering |like an inexperienced youth.

"I —-how could | ever possibly answer no to that?"
Happi ness glowed in Kristin's eyes. "Then | amyours. Conpletely. | hereby divorce ny husband."

The Crown Prince | ooked bew | dered on hearing this; but Captain Marsaci and sone of the other
Tasaval tan sol diers, near enough to the couple to have heard at |east part of what Kristin said,
were quick to rejoice. They also joined their Princess in explaining to Mirat a certain provision
in the ancient traditional |aw of Tasavalta.

By this customit was in the power of any reigning nonarch, be it king, queen, prince, or
princess, to achieve a very quick, |legal and formal separation froma spouse. The provision had
been invoked only two or three tinmes in recorded history, and its use required certain conditions.
As Kristin saw the current situation, these conditions now obtai ned.

Prol onged absence fromthe real mby the unwanted spouse was one of the conditions.

On every level of his being, Mirat was greatly pleased that this wonan he | oved was ready to
abandon everything for him even though he knew it was the irresistible magic of the gods which
made her do so.

But, as an honorable and practical man, he was horrified at the idea of her invoking this old | aw
now. He saw a bloody civil war loomng as a distinct possibility.

A new t hought struck Kristin now, and she dared to question Miurat indirectly, about his own wife.
"Lord, does there exist in Cul many obstacle to our union?"

Struggling with the feeling that events were noving too fast, the Crown Prince experienced a
certain relief as he explained that he was still married. He hastened to assure Kristin that his
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wi fe no | onger neant anything to him They had not truly lived together for many years.
Carl o, who had recently joined the other |isteners, was |ooking very thoughtful now.

Murat said gently to Kristin, "The Queen and those around her have been angry with me for a | ong
time. For various reasons. And our adventure last year did not help natters. You know, | suppose,
that after all nmy efforts, Wundheal er never reached Cul n?"

"W have heard as nmuch in Tasaval ta—but few details of the failure reached us."

The Crown Prince could not provide nmany details either. Last year soneone el se, troops serving a
power still unidentified, had anmbushed Murat's troops who were carrying Wundheal er toward Cul m
The Sword of Mercy had been stolen en route fromthose who had stolen it from Tasavalta.

"And so," added Murat now, with assunmed |ightness, "it would seemthat all the treachery I
practiced here was quite in vain."

"Treachery!" Kristin was truly outraged, really appalled. "I will not hear that word applied, not
even by you, to your behavior, to anything you' ve ever done. Treachery, indeed! Wo dares to cal
it so?"

Not | ong ago she herself had been using that word, and others just as bad, quite freely. But he
was not going to remnd her of that fact now

The Princess al so expressed her outrage agai nst the unknown aggressors who had taken the Sword of
Love fromthe Cul mians. "W shall see about theml W shall hunt them down, and retrieve your

property.”

Even as Murat pondered the futility of arguing with Kristin in her present enchanted condition, it
crossed his m nd—perhaps not for the first tine, but for the first tinme of which he was fully
aware—that his own w sest course mght be, after all, to retain the Sword of Qory for a short
while to use it at honme. Kristin would only be the better pleased if he kept possession of the
weapon | ong enough to obtain justice for hinmself in his own house and his own country. Besides,
his position now in Tasavalta | ooked intolerable; sonething like a full-scale war seened
inevitable if he were to renain.

And now, as if he'd spoken his thought al oud, the worman he | oved began to insist that the wongs
her lord had suffered in his own country took precedence—they nust be righted before he and she
turned their attention to anything el se.

She spoke with an air of sinple practicality. "I see now, ny dear, how it nust be. We—f you
agree, of course—will at once proceed together to Culm There you will straighten out matters
with your famly, and settle any difficulties that may arise with anyone el se whose opini on and
goodwi I | you consider inportant. You will be appearing anmong your own people as the new Prince of
Tasavalta,"” Kristin added conplacently, "and | think such an accession of territory and popul ation
cannot fail to help them see things your way."

Once nore Miurat stared at the black hilt at his side. Now he began to see the possibility of good
fortune in the fact that he'd been unable to go through with his original plan of handing the
Sword over to Kristin at their first nmeeting. For the first tine the Crowm Prince had to admt to
hinsel f that there night be definite advantages in going about things differently.

For one thing, it was plain that Tasavalta could know no peace as long as he was here with the
Sword. His presence in their land, and the fact that he had the Princess with him could not |ong
remain a secret fromnost of the people. Either he had to | eave Tasavalta for the tine being, or
el se prepare to convert the bulk of the population to his cause—and he still shrank from such a
conquest. So far he'd used the Sword only in self-defense, and he'd not go a step beyond that if
he could help it. He wanted no all egiance that had to be bought w th magic.

No, the best thing to do was withdraw fromthis land, for a tinme, until Kristin had recovered her
own will, and could make her own decisions freely—eanwhile doing his best to make sure that she
woul d still ook on himfavorably when that happened.
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"One day | will give you the Sword, Kristin. As you know, it was ny intention to do so as soon as

we net, but—=
"Please, ny lord. If you love nme, do not try to force ne to accept that gift."

It was nore than Miurat could do to keep fromblurting out how nuch he | oved this beautiful
devot ed wonman. Loudly he proclained that he was as nuch enthrall ed by her as she was by the Sword.

"It is not your Sword, ny love, that enthralls nme. What is the Sword, after all? It is only an
i nci dent."

The Crown Prince gave a wild |augh, and nade an extravagant gesture with both arms. "How will |
ever be able to | eave you?"

The Princess reacted with alarm "Do not speak of such a thing, ny beloved. Not even in jest!"
"I will not! I"'msorry, | promse, I will not!"

Trying to ignore the pain in his leg, hoping to get to sleep in his |Ionely blanket roll, Mirat
tried to picture to hinmself their arrival in Culm He thought the pair of themought to rate a
reasonabl e wel conre—at | east he hoped so. Wth even a mi ni num of good | uck he ought to be able to
live there for a tinme without having to draw the Sword again. There, in his honel and, he ought to
be able to keep it sheat hed.

In the nmorning they would have to ride, whether his leg still galled himor not. He did not intend
to be in Tasavalta when Prince Mark returned.

Murat was on the verge of sleep when his attention was caught by a figure standi ng nearby, al nost
nmotionless in the |ight between two dying fires. It was the blind man, Mt axas.

The Crown Prince sat up, conscious of the weighty presence of the sheathed Sword, snugly al nost
beneath him as it always was these days when he | ay down.

"What do you want, beggar?" he denmanded, hearing the words conme out nore roughly than he had
intended. More mildly he added: "Be careful, you'll walk into a fire."

"I thank the great master for his concern, but it is not necessary; | can sense the heat. The
truth is that | renenbered sonmething that | feared ny lord m ght have forgotten."

"And what is that?"

"Only," said Metaxas, "only that there are still three other Swords, forged by the gods, in the
royal Tasavaltan arnory in Sarykam"

NI NE

IN the nmorning, when Murat rem nded Kristin of the existence of three nore Swords in the
Tasaval tan arnory, she eagerly confirmed the presence there of such weapons, and bl aned herself
for not having thought of them before.

When the Crown Prince nentioned the blind man's visit to himduring the night, her face clouded,
though at first she nade no coment.

"Do you renenber himnow?" Murat asked her. "From your chil dhood?"

"No. Though there were nmany servants about when | was a girl, and | cannot be sure. | suppose he
had his eyes then?"

"I had assuned so, though |I never asked him Shall we have the fell ow here now and question hi nP"

"Not for ny sake," Kristin answered quickly. "I do not |like him The Dark King was eyel ess too,
and | still sonetimes encounter himin ny nightnmares. The way he | ooked at me—+ know he coul d see
me sonehow-whil e his magi ci ans were—eausi ng ne pain."
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"I would do anything," Mirat told her softly, "rather than cause you pain again."

Kristin gave her bel oved an adoring snile. Then, becom ing businesslike, she urged the Crown
Prince to issue marching orders. If possible they ought to seize the three Swords in the arnory
quickly, to prevent their falling into the hands of Mark or sonme other potential eneny. "OF course
it my be too late already. But | think that we rust try."

Gimaci ng, Murat thought the matter over. He had hoped to avoid entering the capital, but.
He asked: "Wiich Swords are there?"

"There are Dragonslicer, Stonecutter—and, nost inportant, Sightblinder."

"Then the blind beggar told nme the truth."”

"Who controls the first two may make little practical difference to us in our situation, but the
Sword of Stealth could be a deadly weapon agai nst you—ndeed, against anyone."

"How well | know it!" Miurat closed his eyes for a monment, wi shing for a chance to rest. Events
were rushing himinto territory he had not planned to enter. Still, that was a common enough
situation for a soldier, and no protracted deliberation was necessary.

"No doubt you are right," he said. "W nust try to bring that one with us."

Opening his eyes, he added: "I am surprised that Mark did not take Sightblinder with himon his
| at est journey, wherever he may have gone."

The Princess hesitated before answering, and again a shadow crossed her face. At |ast she said:
"Mark has good qualities. | suppose he thought that Sword might be needed at hone, to defend the
realm"

Murat grunted sonething; he did not care to hear about the good qualities of the man who, he had
every reason to expect, would soon be trying to do his best to nurder him

Then, turning, the Crown Prince issued orders to all his followers that they prepare to nove
qui ckly on Sarykam In his own mnd he proposed to deal with his I eg wound by ignoring it—that was
a conmmon tactic for a soldier, and in the past it had served Mirat well.

Next he addressed the Princess once nore. "l had hoped to avoid entering the city, but | nust try
to get Sightblinder.”

"A wise decision, Father," Carlo approved.

An early norning patrol sent out to take a |last | ook around for Stephen returned, before canp was
broken, with nothing to report. But the Princess no | onger appeared particularly worried about her
son.

"He'll be all right. Frightened, | suppose, poor child, that his nother should be m ssing
overni ght —but there's no help for that just now We may find himat the palace in Sarykam"

The Crown Prince shook his head, and his hand touched the black hilt at his side. "I had no wi sh
to draw this weapon before, and |'ve less inclination to enploy it now But if the alarm s been
spread, by Stephen or anyone else, | suppose I'l|l have to use it at |east once nore when we reach
the city."

"Murat, my love, | fear you are too scrupulous. It is not as if you are hurting anyone when you

draw that beautiful blade—+ think it should be called the Sword of Truth as long as it is in your
hands. Wile you have it, it will not harmny son, or any of ny people, any nore than it has
harmed ne."

The Crown Prince said nothing in reply. Though he had assistance in nounting, it still cost himan
effort not to cry out with the pain in his leg. But then he was in the saddle, and he found that
he could ride, at |least at a noderate pace. In a few minutes everything was ready, and the march
to the city got under way, Carlo riding at Murat's left side and Kristin at his right.
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Once on | ooking back, during the norning's ride, Miurat noticed absently that the blind beggar was
riding in the rear as usual, his mount dutifully follow ng the animal ahead.

The man represented a minor nystery to be sometine resol ved.

In this way the snmall procession proceeded for some tinme, Mirat riding in thoughtful silence. As
soon as Kristin saw that he wanted to be alone for a time, she dutifully dropped a few neters
behi nd.

As he rode, the Crown Prince was nmeditating on the Swords. It was true that Dragonslicer and

St onecutter each had very inpressive powers, but they were also very specialized, and under
present circunstances he did not see that either of those Swords was likely to be of nuch benefit
to himif he should gain it, or nmuch harmto his cause in the hands of an enemy. Nevert hel ess,
Murat determined to take both of those Swords with himif he could, on the grounds that they were
really Kristin's, and the general principle that it was al nost always better to possess any Sword
than not to have it.

But Sightblinder was a different matter, and the nore Miurat thought of that Blade the larger it

| ooned in his calculations. The Sword of Stealth could render even an ot herw se negligible
opponent deadly dangerous; and Prince Mark was anything but negligible. In fact Murat knew himto
be strong, clever, ruthless, and deternined, and of all human beings perhaps the nost faniliar
with the Twel ve Swords' powers. In Mark's hands Sightblinder mght well pose a murderous threat,
even to one as well armed, experienced, and wary as Mirat.

Sarykam as Kristin assured him was nearly a full day's ride away, and Murat had no wish to
arrive there at night or with tired men and exhausted ridi ng-beasts. Therefore at sunset he called
a halt, went through the painful process of disnmounting, and ordered his followers to nmake canp.
Murat saw to it that Kristin was provided with her own snmall tent, one that the troopers had been
carrying; he and Carlo |ay nearby, under the stars.

The Crown Prince had much to think about before he slept. Wen he said good night to Kristin, and
made it plain that he did not intend to join her in her tent, she had asked hi mwhat was w ong.

In answering Miurat chose his words slowy, and his voice was grim "There is no difficulty that we
cannot overcome in tinme. Princess—there is nothing | want nore in this world than to enbrace you

And, when you have been three days free of the Sword's power, | intend with all ny heart to do
so."
"Fool i sh man," she whispered fondly. "Do you still believe that your Sword there has enslaved me?

Is there sone magical significance in a period of three days? Wiat | feel for you is not going to
change in three years, or in three centuries.”

“I'"l'l not wait as long as three years, | assure you. But grant nme the three days, for ny
conscience. It seens a reasonable interval."

"OfF course." The Princess sniled, and | ooked around their little canp. Everyone seened to be
studi ously avoi di ng watching them "By then, perhaps, we will have found a place where we can be
nmore conpletely alone."” And, |eaning forward, she swiftly kissed Mirat on the cheek. A nonent

| ater she had di sappeared into her little tent.

Next norning at dawn, the Crown Prince, his escort, and his close conpanions resunmed their narch
Mirat tried to convince hinmself that his leg at |least felt no worse than before.

As the city cane into view in the distance, then grew closer and bit by bit nore distinct, Mirat
became nore intensely alert, and steadily nore suspicious. These roads near the capital, which at
this hour ought to have been at |east noderately busy with all kinds of traffic, were omi nously
desert ed.

Kristin, too, frowned on observing all these enpty fields and hi ghways, and spoke of her concern
to her lover, who was riding at her side.

Murat only shrugged fatalistically. "I suppose we ought to have expected it. No doubt soneone has
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spread word of what has happened—that you have joined ne." H s hand was al ready resting upon the
M ndsword's hilt.

Kristin tossed her glorious hair, and snmled with a determ ned optim smthat Mirat decided he had
not yet—quite—begun to find irritating. She said: "All of ny people are going to learn the truth
sooner or later anyway; our |ove cannot remain a secret." "Of course not."

"Poor Murat. | see your conscience is still bothering you unnecessarily."

The inhabitants were still totally and om nously absent when Miurat and his group reached the city
wal | . The broad gate which normally allowed access to and fromthe high road was tightly cl osed.
No sentries appeared on the high wall, and only a distant barking dog responded when the

Tasaval tans escorting the Crown Prince and Princess tried to hail their countrymen.

At Kristin's order several of her soldiers pushed and pulled on the nmassive tinbers of the gate,

but evidently it had been barred on the inside. The obstacle caused only a short delay; a couple
of soldiers with a rope, working unopposed, nmade short work of getting atop the wall, and nonents
later were able to open the gate from i nside.

One of the two troopers, on energing fromthe gate, reported to Murat in a puzzled voice: "It
| ooks deserted inside the walls, sir. How can ny people fear you that nuch?"

Murat did not attenpt an answer. He only comented to the Princess: "I fear we may find the arnory
al ready enptied of what we would like to find init." "l share your fear," said Kristinin a
subdued and troubled voice. "Are they all in hiding, or in anbush? What can they be thinking of ?"

Alertly, the party advanced toward the city's center, traversing one street after another normally
thronged with people, but this norning as deserted as the country roads had been. Certainly, Mirat
t hought, soneone had assuned | eadership within the city, and had acted decisively and effectively
during the night. Stout stone-built houses | ooked down in utter silence on the visitors. Wre the
fol k who lived here all hiding behind their closed shutters and doors, or had they evacuated the
city? Murat, riding the eerily quiet street, could not tell which course the popul ace had taken
and did not particularly care. Well, he could easily understand why these people were fleeing him
and his Sword as if he were the plague. But even so, such a wel cone was annoyi ng.

The great square in front of the palace was as deserted as the broad streets. Again, somewhere in
the background a single dog was barking, a forlorn and frantic sound. The stout doors of the
arnory, adjacent to the palace, were closed and | ocked just as the city gate had been, but Kristin
was i n possession of the keys, both nechanical and nmagical, that woul d enable her to enter here.

No human guards had been posted outside or inside the arnmory. Not one additional recruit, it
seened, was to be left for the Mndsword to enlist in an intruder's cause. But the strong spells
of protection woven by old Karel, Kristin's nmagician-uncle, were still in place, and Kristin
warned Murat and his son as well as the converted troopers against trying to enter. Only the
Princess hersel f approached the doorway, through which she was able to pass freely.

The Crown Prince waited nervously, but he had not long to wait. In a matter of nonents Kristin
emer ged again, her expression grim

"My lord Murat, all three of the Swords are gone." Under his breath Mirat bl asphenmed vari ous of
the | ong-departed gods. Beyond that there was not nuch to be said. No doubt soneone-whether it was
young St ephen or not nmade no difference—had reached the city |ong hours ago, bringing an
eyewi t ness account, or perhaps sone garbled version of one, telling what had happened to the
Princess. Whoever had taken charge here on receipt of that news had issued orders swiftly and
forcefully.

"Neatly done," Miurat comented. "But | wonder where they can all have di sappeared to?"

"To no great distance, | suppose,” said Kristin, sadly. She was obviously hurt that her people had
run out on her, without waiting to hear what she m ght have to say to them "But it doesn't really
matter. 1'll explain to them"

Fi ndi ng pen and paper in the deserted office of the arnory, she announced her intention to quickly
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wite out several nessages, some addressed to various individuals, others to her people in
general . Then she woul d di spatch runners to | eave these notes in pronminent places within the city
where they could not fail to be discovered.

Standing in the doorway of the little office, watching Kristin as she began to wite the nessages,
Murat smiled fondly at her. "What exactly are you telling your people?”

"Sinmply that | amgoing to be their Princess, as before—but no, not quite as before. There will be
certain changes in the realm but only for the better, because fromnowon | will serve in the
nane of the nost glorious Crown Prince of Culm who is soon to be Prince of Tasavalta al so—and
tonorrow, perhaps, the Enperor of the Wrld!"

Murat sighed gently. "I think it will be better, ny dearest, nore conducive to peace, if you do
not claimany thrones for nme just yet."

The Princess hesitated. "Very well -+ suppose you're right.'
away, picked up a fresh sheet and began agai n.

She crunpled a paper and threw it

M nutes later, the letters having been hastily distributed nearby, the Crown Prince, Princess
Kristin, and their entourage were on their way out of Sarykam

When the city was an hour's ride behind them the Crown Prince began to see Tasavaltan cavalry in
the distance, but so far the unifornms of blue and green were only scouting, warily maintaining a
prudent interval of several hundred neters.

Presently there al so appeared a few high-flying wi nged scouts, keeping track of Miurat's smal
movi ng col um from above.

Miurat had cursed energetically on |earning that Sightblinder was al ready gone. But the ful
inmplications of his failure to seize that Sword were only now beconi ng apparent to him The Sword
of Stealth in the hands of a determ ned eneny nmeant that fromnow on, he'd have to be agonizingly
suspi ci ous every tine he saw soneone he | oved approachi ng hi mand doubly fearful if ever he saw a
being he feared too nuch to face in conbat. Not that, in Mirat's case, there were nany human or

i nhuman entities who'd fit either category.

Ah, if only he'd been able to get Sightblinder into his own hands! Then he night have been able to
enforce peace. That weapon and the M ndsword might well have formed a practically irresistible
combi nati on for controlling mnds. Besides providing its possessor with deceptive conceal nent,

Si ght blinder also allowed himor her a better perception of the true nature of other folk.

Yes, he was going to have to take the nost careful precautions against the great and subtle Sword
of Stealth.

And not, perhaps, only against that one. To the best of the Crown Prince's know edge, six nore of
the Twel ve Swords forged by the god Vul can were still scattered about the world.

Murat had passed alnpbst his entire life not being in possession of any of the Swords, and in that
state had never spent nuch tine worrying over what night happen if one were used agai nst him But
on those rare occasi ons when he had got his hands on one of the Twel ve Bl ades, he always found

hi nsel f suddenly nuch concerned about the others. O course, anyone having one Sword becane a much
nore likely target for whoever controlled the rest. The titular Crown Prince of Cul mas an
itinerant and | andl ess nobl eman was one thing, and the sane nan as a Sword-hol der was quite
another. It was as if the acquisition automatically thrust him willy-nilly, into sone great, only
vaguel y defi ned gane, whose players had each as his object the dom nation of the world.

The Crown Prince carefully corrected his thought. The other players, perhaps, had such an
obj ective. H s own anbitions remai ned much nore nodest.

Now novi ng briskly along toward the frontier that he and Carlo and Kristin nmust cross on their way
to Culm Miurat considered what he knew of each of the other Swords still in existence. The
strongest was probably Shiel dbreaker, which imruni zed its bearer conpletely against the

M ndsword's power, or indeed against the action of any other Sword or |esser weapon, whether
material or magic. Only an unarned opponent coul d—and al nost certainly woul d—prevail against the
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hol der of the Sword of Force.

The great and evil magician Wod had grasped that fact, certainly, a year ago when he had been
forced to cast away the Sword of Force to save hinself in Sha's casino. Soneone el se nust have

pi cked up Shi el dbreaker there. But who had done so, and who might hold that tremendous weapon now,
wer e unanswer abl e questions to Murat. Nor was it likely that anyone in Tasavalta had the answers,
as his newally the Princess had already assured him

Next on the list, somewhere out there in the world, was Wayfinder. The Sword of Wsdom could help
its owner avoid fatal traps, doubtless including the Mndsword's sphere of influence, and could
indicate to himor her the proper path to any goal. Wayfinder's use entailed certain drawbacks,
however, usually increasing its owner's risks. Kristin, who shared nuch of her husband' s extensive
know edge of the Swords, had confirned that no one knew what had happened to Wayfinder either. At

| east neither she nor her husband had heard anything new of the Sword of Wsdom since it had

vani shed fromthe body of the dead god Hernes, sone eighteen years ago.

The M ndsword's sphere of influence, yes. Wat factors set its limts, exactly? Mirat had
observed that the effective distance seened to vary slightly fromone use to the next, but what
caused t he expansion or contraction he did not know Whatever the causes, he knew that his Sword's
i nfluence extended throughout a space of about a hundred neters in every direction fromthe Sword
itself.

And what an influence! Al along Murat had known, in a theoretical way, what he m ght expect the
M ndsword to do for him because he knew what it had done for others who'd possessed it in the
past. But the actual experience of drawi ng and using such a weapon had been beyond his power to
foresee. He wondered if the previous owners of the Sword of Aory had felt the same way. Wio had
they been? The nost fanpus of them of course, was Vilkata, the Dark King whose i mage stil
haunted Kristin's nightrmares, a nman Murat had never net, now nissing for fourteen years and
presuned dead.

After checking with Carlo on their line of march, the Crown Prince proceeded with his nental
inventory of Swords. There was of course Soul cutter—Mirat experienced a faint internal shudder at
the mere thought of that Sword, though he had never seen it in action, even froma safe distance
He' d heard that the Silver Queen, who'd used it once, had spent nost of her years since then on
one religious pilgrimge after another.

Miurat knew that Soul cutter had beaten the M ndsword at |east once before. But on that occasion, an
open confrontation between arnies, the two Bl ades had never been brought into actual physica
opposition. The Crown Prince had no idea which might prevail if that were to happen

—And Coi nspi nner, which had so recently been his, night one day be his again. That Sword cane and
went as if by its own random preference, and no human being, it seened, could do anything to keep
it once it chose to |l eave. The Sword of Chance woul d probably provi de anyone who held it with the
good |l uck necessary to stay out of the Mndsword' s sphere of influence; and Coi nspi nner was al so
capable of inflicting bad |uck, sonetinmes disastrously bad, upon its owner's enem es.

The Sword of Mercy could give protection against injury or death to anyone who held it. And it
could heal even the wounds, otherw se practically incurable, inflicted by the M ndsword when it
was used as a physical weapon.

The | ast of the six Swords still somewhere out there in the world was Farslayer. Enough to say of
the Sword of Vengeance that it could unerringly strike the M ndsword's hol der, or any other
target, when thrown from any di stance. No defense was effective—except of course that provided by
Shi el dbreaker. Neither Kristin not Mirat coul d guess who now hel d Farsl ayer

Keepi ng an eye out for nmore Tasavaltan cavalry, Mirat urged his steed to a faster pace. He and his

followers still had a considerable distance to go to reach the boundaries of Culm
TEN
PRI NCE Mark and his single conpanion were still some hours' ride west of the Tasaval tan border

when the snmall w nged nessenger from Sarykam having |ocated the Prince, cane spiraling and crying
down toward him a tiny black omen falling out of a vast gray sky.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story.txt (48 of 115) [2/4/03 9:54:51 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story .txt

The Prince reined in.

"Ben!" he called in a cautious voice. At the sanme tinme he held out his left armto make a perch
for the small courier.

The huge man who had been riding a few nmeters ahead of Mark along the narrow trail turned at the
call, then tugged his own nount to a halt and watched the messenger descend.

O the two riders, both still under forty, the Prince was slightly younger, sonmewhat taller, and
much | ess nmassive, though certainly robust enough by any ordinary standard. Both men had tinme to
di srount before the spiraling, skittish nmessenger ceased to fly in circles and cane to perch upon
the Prince's wist.

Having alighted at last, the small feathered creature stuttered in its inhuman, birdlike voice
that it was carrying a witten comunication to the Prince fromthe w zard Karel

"Mark, Mark, are you Mark?" it demanded boldly of the man who stroked its head, as if it m ght
even now be able to withhold its burden from an inpostor

"1 am Mark—you know it, wetched beast—you nust have seen nme around the pal ace since you were a
hatchling. Hold still and let ne have the nessage!”

And the Prince of Tasavalta reached for the tiny |eather pouch and slipped its belt off over the
creature's head.

Ben made no conment, but |unbered closer, openly positioning hinself to | ook over the Prince's
shoul der and read the nessage as soon as it should be unfol ded.

The witten words, in old Karel's fam liar script, were few Mrk's magician-uncle urgently and
tersely urged himto abandon all other projects, whatever they mght be, and get hone as soon as
possi bl e. The phrasing hinted at tragi c happenings in Tasavalta, though clearly reassuring Mark
that there had been no death in the royal famly. Wat had actually gone wong was not spelled
out, against the possibility that the nessage mght fall into the wong hands.

Ben, having read the message, grunted and sai d not hi ng.

Mark made no conmment either, but folded the paper briskly and stuck it in his pocket. Then he
tossed the winged creature back into the air, calling after it: "Tell the old one | amconing, as
quickly as | can."

"Pardon, Prince, but | nust rest!" the w nged one squawked.

"Cone back and rest, then, on ny saddle, or behind ne if you can. It seens that | nust ride." And
Mark swung hinmself up into the saddl e again. Mving honeward once nore, no faster than before upon
a nount already tired, he absently dug out food and water from his saddl ebags for the nessenger

Ben, silent and gl ooy, was now riding cl ose beside himonce again.

In half an hour, the nmessenger suddenly took w ng again, squawked a brief farewell, and soon
vani shed over a hill ahead.

Ben and Mark mai ntained a steady pace, each nan | ooking ahead to try to spot some source of water
and forage for their animals. Their journey, |like sonme others they'd undertaken, had been [ ong and
hard but had brought no visible reward.

Now at |ast the two men began to di scuss the nmessage, and Mark specul ated on what exactly m ght
have happened to cause Karel to send it.

Ben of fered such coments as he could think of that mi ght be hel pful; they were not |ong, or many.

The Prince, his nood grow ng bl acker the nore he thought about Karel's note, finally nmade a bald
adm ssion. "Ben, | have long neglected ny wife and famly."
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"Ha. So have |; not that Barbara any |onger cares nuch what | do."
"I't's nmy fault if you have. What have we acconplished on all these journeys?"

Ben could find only a vaguely encouragi ng answer to that. Wich under the circunmstances wasn't
much.

Next day, as the weary pair were nearing the Tasavaltan border, they were net by a nounted party,
i ncluding Karel hinself, hastening out to neet them The old w zard had al ready received Mark's
answer and, relieved that he was already so near, had ridden to intercept him Having the

advant age of wi nged scouts, the nagician and his conpani ons had felt confident of being able to
|l ocate the returning pair efficiently.

Mark, on first catching sight of the approaching search party, stared intently, shading his eyes
with a broad hand, at the figure in its |ead.

When he spoke, the relief in his voice was evident. "Thank all the gods, Kristin's well. She's
ri dden out herself to neet ne."

Ben opened his nmouth, but then said nothing. At the head of the approaching party he behel d not
Princess Kristin but a certain red-haired girl. Even at the distance he had no troubl e recognizing
her, as strong and young and vitally alive as she had remai ned for many years now in his nmenory.

Real i zation of the truth followed only a noment later, though too late to dull the renewed pang of
|l oss. The figure they were | ooking at was of course neither that of the Princess nor Ben's old
Il ove. It was soneone el se, and whoever it was was carrying Sightblinder

Mark was not so quick to cone to this conclusion—after all, he had good reason to believe that
Kristin was still alive.

"Yes, it's Kristin, all right," the Prince announced. Then he glanced at his old friend, away, and
back agai n.

"Way are you | ooking Iike that?"
"Because that's not who | see."

The Prince swng back to face the approaching party. "Kristin, certainly. O . . ." He | ooked at
Ben again, and in a nmonent understanding came. "Yes . . . yes, of course."

Actually it was stout Karel hinmself riding at the head of the welconing delegation, with the
Princeling Stephen close behind him The old magician entrusted his Sword to an aide as he
approached, turning a young officer tenporarily into a figure of fantasy whomthe others present,
all nore or less inured to Sightblinder's effects, generally managed to ignore.

St ephen, spurring his mount forward, was the first of the approaching party to reach his father
Cinging to Mark's arm the |lad began at once to pour out a tale of nagical horror and outrage.

Reporting loyally to Mark in turn, Karel confirmed the bitter story, adding sone details. Then he
informed his

Prince that General Rostov had already taken one of the other Swords, Stonecutter, fromthe arnory
into the southern nmountains, where an effort was under way to cut off the road that woul d offer
Murat his nmost direct route back to Cul m

"Then there can be no doubt it is Mrat again."
"There can be no doubt."

Next Karel and Stephen between themrelated, nore or less efficiently, nore details of what had
happened to Kristin.

The Princeling in a strained voice told his father once nore what he'd seen with his own eyes: his
not her encountering that evil man who' d been here last year, the Crown Prince of Culm who had
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turned out to be such a thief and traitor

St ephen, watching that encounter froma distant hill, had been too far away to be sure of the
stranger's identity at first. He had seen the blue-green uniforns riding with the unknown nan, and
so had not taken alarmimedi ately. He'd watched with curiosity, thinking that possibly a squad of
cavalry was bringing in a prisoner, or else escorting sone visitor of inportance.

And then, riding a little closer to see better, Stephen thought he had recogni zed the evil Crown
Prince. He had seen the man drawing a Sword, and had observed by its effects the otherw se

i nvisible wash of magic fromthat weapon, felling or stunning everyone wthin about a hundred
net ers.

Mark was staring intently at his son, hanging on his every word. "And your nother? \Wat nore of
her could you see?"

"She did not fall from her mount, Father, but she dismounted of her own accord. And then a nonent
after that, the villain dismunted too—+ think he was hurt when our nen charged, because he needed
hel p afterward to get off his riding-beast—and then it seened to me that Mther went with him
willingly after that." Stephen's voice faded alnost to inaudibility on the | ast words, and he bit
his lip.

It all sounded very convincing, and Karel, |ooking as grimas Mark had ever seen him could do
little nore than confirmthe essentials of Stephen's story. Mirat of Culm at the head of a snal
armed party—but nothing like a real invasion force—had ridden into Tasavalta carrying the

M ndsword. First he had ensorcelled a whole patrol of cavalry, and then had taken Princess Kristin
hostage—Karel's own arts now told himthat she was thoroughly under the Sword's spell. If there
were any doubt remaining, she had left witten nmessages proving as nuch.

The Prince, listening, felt nunb and hollow, an enpty nman goi ng through notions because it was his
duty. "Messages?"

Karel dug into a pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper, which he handed over to Mark

"This one is addressed to you, sir

Hastily Mark broke the little seal, unfolded the paper and read it, first silently and then al oud.
There, in what was undeniably his wife's fanmliar handwiting, were words telling himthat he had
been di vorced and deposed as Prince. The nessage concluded with good wi shes for his future

wel fare. It read, thought the Prince, rather as if he were sone senior official being nudged
firmy into retirement.

Mark started to crunple the paper to hurl it fromhim then thought better of the gesture and

i nst ead handed the docunent back to Karel's reaching hand. Any token fromKristin m ght possibly
give a great w zard some magi cal advantage when the contest for her will was fought—as it was
going to be—and in the circunmstances every possi bl e advantage woul d be needed.

"But she is physically unharned?" The Prince narveled at how cal mhis own voi ce sounded.

The magi ci an bowed his head slightly. "So it would seem sir." Everyone else was gravely silent.
"Then we nmust do our best to see that she stays that way. Were are they now?"

Karel described the place where Murat and his enthralled followers were currently encanped, then
detailed the mlitary and nagical steps he and CGeneral Rostov had al ready taken. Besides

di spatching a force to cut the southern road, Rostov was depl oyi ng chosen units of his arny on the
hone front, while a reserve of troops had been nobilized and stood ready for the Prince's orders.

Mark, listening, put aside grief and fear and began to grapple nentally with the practica
difficulties of attacking an opponent armed with the M ndsword.

"Any word from Murat hinmself? |Is he asking for negotiations?"

"No, sir."
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"Then we'll not give himthe satisfaction of asking for themeither."

Qui ckly maki ng decisions, the Prince fornally assumed command, then sent a snall detachnent of nen
under Ben to take over the efforts being nade with Stonecutter to close the nountain passes and
high trails |eading toward Cul m Rostov, once relieved fromduty there, would be free to oversee a
general nobilization.

Havi ng di smounted to sketch a couple of crude maps in the dust, Mark wi ped themout again with his
boot, and clinbed back into the saddle, this tine on one of the fresh mounts brought out fromthe
city by the wel coming party.

He announced: "We'll concentrate first on keeping the villain in our country, until we can plan
how best to attack him"

Ben saluted and rode off quickly on a fresh nount, taking with hima few picked nen fromthe snal
escort of troops who had come out with Karel

Everyone el se soon set off at a brisk pace, in a different direction. On Karel's advice the Prince
was | eading themin the general direction of Sarykam

Mark as he rode soon issued nore orders. A nmessenger was dispatched to his ol der son Adrian
giving the facts of the incursion and ki dnappi ng, and such scanty reassurances as were possible.
Karel had been reluctant to send word to Adrian until he could talk to Mark.

Mark was anxious to take the field against Miurat, but Karel thought it would be best for the
Prince to neet first with the Tasavaltan Council. That body was already in session, considering
whet her to depose Kristin at |least tenporarily as Princess, since she had denonstrably taken | eave
of her senses.

"What good will that do us? The point is that we nmust get her back, do you not agree?"

"Wol eheartedly, Prince. But the Council is involved. If they should depose the Princess Kristin
it would becone the duty of your son Adrian to assune the throne. And | fear your own fornma
authority as Prince Consort mght be underm ned as well."

"My friend, if |I have any authority in nmy adopted land at all, it is only because you and the

ot her Tasavaltan | eaders choose to give it to ne. Qur son Adrian is still too young to rule, and
in any case he's too far distant to be brought hone in a few days. The Council nust see that the
problemcan't wait for that."

Karel , announcing confidently that he was able to speak for Rostov and the other mlitary
of ficers, confirmed that they wanted no one but Mark as their Prince.

Mar k doubted that the sentinent was quite as unaninous as Kristin's uncle nade it sound; but he
could not worry about that now.

"Then |l et us send a nessenger ahead, to try to stop the Council fromtaking action until we talk
to them O let themsend sone representative to neet us in the field.

Hurryi ng eastward, the Prince of Tasavalta nmade plans for his attack on Mirat.
ELEVEN

AT twilight on the second day after the conversion of the Princess, as Mirat's party halted to
make canp, he again dispatched his son, along with a few chosen troopers, on a scouting nission to
see what Tasavaltan forces might be in the vicinity. The Crown Prince was sure that Karel and
other enem es had his party under surveillance now, and it was only to be expected that they were
pl anni ng some ki nd of counterstroke. The reconnai ssance ordered by Miurat was a routine precaution

Carlo, full of unhappy presentinments before riding out of canp, grunbled to his father about Fate.

After a full day in the saddle, the Crown Prince's |l eg was aching |like a broken tooth. His
response to his son's phil osophical bitterness was not synpathetic.
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"Let us create a new fate if we do not like the one that confronts us. Anyway, to me, our current
situation does not appear so bad."

But at the l|ast nonment, struck by a foreboding of his own, Mirat called his son back and handed
hi mt he sheat hed M ndsword.

"I need not tell you that you nust use it only to defend your life, and those of your nen."

Carl o accepted the gift automatically fromhis father's hands, then paused, holding the heavy
weapon gingerly, as if he were on the verge of refusing the | oan

"Take it," Mirat urged himtersely.

"Thank you, Father," Carlo acknow edged quietly. In a nonent he had buckled on the gods' Bl ade, on
the opposite side of his belt fromhis own sword.

As soon as the scouting party had ridden out of sight, Mirat entered his tent, seeking such
privacy as he could nmanage, and did his best to assess his situation.

Though he had no real belief in Fate, he had to adnmit that a nunber of factors seemed to be
conspiring to keep himfromgetting his band of followers out of Tasavalta as quickly as he'd
pl anned.

To begin with, there was his wound, which was not inproving as he'd hoped it would. Forcing
hinmself to ride had only nade matters worse. The injured nuscles in the linb had stiffened, the
swelling was refusing to go down, and the pain had if anything grown worse. Sharp knifebl ade pangs
ran fromknee to hip whenever the Crown Prince tried to nove in certain ways, or alternately if he
held the leg in the same position for any great |ength of tine. The few troopers in his band who
cl ai med some know edge of healing could only shake their heads and offer the opinion that perhaps
a nerve had been damaged by the unlucky slinger's hit.

Ri ding for another full day with such an injury mght well prove inpossible, and he had the
feeling, perhaps irrational, that it nmight cripple himpermanently as well. Wen he nade an
announcement to this effect, some talk sprang up anong the nmaster's worried devotees of rigging a
litter in which he could be transported. But the Crown Prince refused categorically to consider
usi ng any such device. He wasn't dying, he snapped at his subordi nates, nor was he hel pl ess; after
a day or two of rest, he should be ready to ride on. Meanwhile, alertness by all hands, com bined
with his enenies' know edge that he possessed the M ndsword, ought to render the canp secure

agai nst attack.

It was well after dark when Carlo and his nen returned fromtheir scouting trip, which had proven
uneventful. They had seen no Tasavaltan military people anywhere, though several flying scouts had
been observed. Carlo dutifully handed the unused Sword back to his father

Next norning at first light, Mirat on peering out of his tent was slightly surprised to di scover
the famliar, repulsive figure of Metaxas squatting patiently nearby, at a little distance from
the nearest sentry. The Crown Prince ignhored the beggar's presence at first, but as the day wore
on the visitor continued to hover in the vicinity of the injured nan. Mirat had the inpression
that Metaxas nmanaged to grope his way a little nearer, and again a little nearer, whenever a
likely opportunity arose. Drawi ng al nost no attention to hinself, and managi ng sonehow to keep out
of everyone else's way, the blind man appeared determ ned to nmaintain his presence near Mirat.

But Kristin, who arrived at Murat's tent at dawn to spend her tinme with the Crown Prince, trying
to do sonething for his wound, soon becane irritated by what she considered the beggar's intrusive
presence, and told the fellow to take hinmsel f away.

Met axas at once obediently arose, turned, and started to nove off, tapping his way with a crude
cane soneone had provided for him But before he had gone half a dozen steps he turned back
pl eadi ng.

"Your pardon, mny lady. Pardon me, Geat Lord. But in ny youth | possessed sone small skill in the
healing arts.”
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Murat and Kristin both | ooked at hi mdoubtfully, then at each other. Nothing el se was doing the
i njury any good.

Evi dently encouraged by silence, the beggar nade the nost of his chance. "Wth your pernission, |
would like to try to alleviate Your Wirship's pain, to make it sooner possible for Your Wirship to
ride again, and | ead us where you will."

"What manner of treatnent do you have in mind?" Mirat rasped at him his voice hal f-suspicious,
hal f - cont enpt uous.

Met axas | aunched into an excited plea. "Ch, the nmaster need not be concerned! | wll not ask for
hair, or fingernails, or any substance proceeding fromthe great lord' s body. Not a scrap of his
clothing will | require, nor even a pinch of dirt fromhis footprint. It should be enough, wth

your perm ssion, for me to chant a few words fromafar."

Murat stared doubtfully at the wetch for a few noments, then shrugged. "Chant, then," he agreed.
"Preferably fromthe greatest possible distance that will allow you to remain within the canmp. O
go farther, if you will; suit yourself about that."

The eyel ess nan bowed, nuttering words of gratitude. By this tinme a pair of half-suspicious
Tasaval tan guards, taking their cue fromtheir nmaster's attitude and tone, had cone to flank
Met axas, and they guided himin his withdrawal to the other side of canp.

Murat engaged once nore in conversation with Kristin, and pronptly forgot about the forner beggar
But a few minutes later the Crown Prince, happening to nove his leg, noted that the pain was much
di m ni shed. The i nmprovenent had occurred with nagi cal suddenness.

Soon he had to adnmit to hinself that Metaxas had denonstrated his ability to work a minor healing
spell, even while not being allowed to touch the patient.

When Murat called Kristin's attention to this fact, she was delighted at the inprovenent, but at
first unwilling to give credit to the eyeless man. Murat, however, insisted that he knew t he touch
of healing magic when he felt it, and the Princess was forced to adnit that the great bruise on
his | eg now | ooked better. The swelling in his thigh had clearly started to dimnish, though the
leg was still too painful for himto consider riding except in the nost inmediate emergency.

Despite Kristin's continued antipathy to the begger, Mirat had hi m sunmpbned again and t hanked hi m
Then, in response to a pleading ook fromthe Princess, he banished his benefactor once nore to
the far side of canp.

Even had Murat been ready to ride at once, still there would have been delay in getting on the
road to Cul mtoday. The nen in charge of the riding-beasts and | oadbeasts cane to report a newy
di scovered problem A swarm of mce, which everyone was sure rmust have been produced or at |east
nmobi | i zed by Karel's magic, had appeared overnight to devour and scatter rmuch of the grain in
canp. Feed would have to be carried for the aninmals on a trip across the badlands. It would be
folly to trust to forage on the journey; there were certain to be |long barren stretches where the
grazing was i nadequat e.

Nor were mice the only new difficulty. Harness kept breaking, every second or third time an anima
was saddl ed or | oaded. And the sky to the south was | eaden, shot through by flickers of distant
lightning, indicating that a savage stormwas brew ng.

Murat was well aware of Karel's reputation, and had had no wi sh to make an eneny of such a
power ful magician. But, as he reflected in conversation with Carlo and Kristin, events had swept
himal ong, and there had really been no alternative.

H s listeners slavishly agreed.

The rest of the day passed fairly uneventfully. During the followi ng night, Vilkata as usua
stretched out at full length on the earth beyond the firelight, at the extrene edge of canp. Lying
so, and munbling into his bl anket, he was soon engaged in another secret conference with his

i nhuman part ner.
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As soon as the denon arrived, it began | anenting—al nost silently—Vilkata's continued failure to
sei ze the Sword

In a whisper al nost choked with anger, the man sternly ordered his subordinate partner to stop
whi ni ng. He, Vilkata, could now report that he seened to be gaining the Crown Prince's favor, and
could look forward to playing a larger and larger role in service as Mirat's mmgi ci an—si nce the
removal of Gauranga, there was no one el se anong the converted bandits or soldiers renotely
qualified to play that part. But patience was essential; he, Vilkata, m ght have, could have, done
better with the healing had he been granted the boon of hair or fingernails or spittle. But the
royal couple were still suspicious of him and he had not dared to seemto want such powerful

t okens.

"And were you, Master, able to make the injury worse froma distance, before you pronmised to try
to nake it better?"

"Actually I was. You see, the fellow continues to assunme that | have been caught in his Sword-
magi c, like all the other nmenbers of his entourage."

Akbar rejoiced fawningly in his master's success, and praised his farsighted wisdom He, the
deron, devoutly wi shed that he had been able to do nore for their commobn cause. But alas, Fate as
yet had not seen fit to decree himany opportunities.

Vil kata delivered a cold judgnment. "You and the young Prince both seemto believe in Fate."
"Alas, it may be that we are both seeking to avoid responsibility. Mster?"
"Yes?"

“I'f I may dare to ask-what are the prospects for your snatching the Sword?"

The Dark King sighed. "As | have said before, | amwaiting for a good chance, in fact an excellent
chance. Because | amunlikely to be granted a second one should the first effort fail. And while
we are on the subject,” Vilkata added, "let ne say that the eyesight you have given me seens not

altogether reliable in imaging the Sword itself. Wen | can get a clear | ook at the weapon at all
the shape of the handl e seens obscure.”

"I am doing the best | can, Master."

"Try and do better,
wor ds al oud.

Vi | kat a snapped—er cane as close as he could to snapping w thout speaking the

"I will try." Akbar sounded exceedingly timd, if not actually frightened.
"And nore than that is going to be required of you. | will have to rely heavily on your help to
make ne | ook good as a magician. My own powers are still weak, although with exercise, and with

your help, ny faithful Akbar, they are beginning to revive."

"Of course, Master! Call upon nme at any tinme for assistance. Does your vision continue to be
satisfactory, other than the difficulty with the Sword?"

"I'n the main, satisfactory, | suppose. Sonmewhat |ess garish colors would be preferable. And the
difficulty with the Sword, as you put it, threatens to underm ne our entire plan."

"That is too bad. | can only do what | can. No doubt the trouble arises because of Skulltwi ster's
own powerful magic."

"Perhaps. In the old days, with others of your kind assisting ne, | never had any troubl e seeing
this Sword or any other."

"I will do what | can."”

By the time another day had dawned, Murat's leg felt alnbst well enough to et himride. But
experi ence coun- seled another day of rest. Once nore Carlo, again carrying the Sword on | oan
took a few nen and went out scouting.
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The pair of winged scouts were sent out also; and in a couple of hours came back to their
Tasaval t an- def ector handl er with the unwel cone news that the nmain road | eading toward Culm really
little nore than a trail, had been cut.

"From what the beasts tell nme, the road's conpletely gone, sir," the converted beastnaster
report ed.

"CGone! An entire road?"

"Wped out, at a couple of really narrow places, in the passes. Lord Murat, fromthe description
ny little flyers give me, it looks |ike sone heavy nagic's been worked agai nst us there.
Sonet hing's cut away |inestone and even granite there, |ike so much cheese.”

"Stonecutter's work."
"I should say so, sir. Very likely."

By now Murat's three days, his self-inposed waiting period before he should accept Kristin's |ove
had passed. But he found hinself making no nove to enter her tent. It was as if he were really
wai ting for sonething el se—perhaps, he thought, a tinme when they could be truly alone with each
other, and at peace. The Princess gazed at himlovingly, and was content to accept what he

deci ded.

Wth the benefit of Metaxas's healing efforts—the beggar made sure to claimcredit at every
opportunity—Muirat's wound continued slowy to inprove. But though this afternoon he was able to
walk with only a slight linp, and ride alnmost nornally, he was hardly conscious of relief. The
Sword of Stealth was |ooming ever larger in his thoughts. H's fear of that weapon and of Mark's
revenge was increasing.

Vil kata, observing the behavior of the Crown Prince intently, and keeping nental notes of all that
happened i n canp, made a shrewd guess at what these fears were, and considered exerting subtle
efforts to exacerbate them The Dark King wanted the conflict with Mark to go on. ldeally Mirat,
instead of retreating peacefully to Culm would stay here until he had enslaved or defeated the
Enperor's son. But still Vilkata kept silent on the subject, fearing that any effort he nade to

i nfluence the decisions of Murat and Kristin mght have the opposite effect.

And Vil kat a wondered how nuch longer it would be before the woman recogni zed him despite his
al tered appearance. He discussed this point with the demon when they had anot her conference.

Still the Dark King feared at every nmonent to be caught by the Sword's spell if Mirat should once
more draw it suddenly; some provocation might arise at any time. For this reason Vil kata wel conmed
the intervals when Carlo took the Mndsword with himon patrol. On these occasi ons Akbar, taking
no chances, continued to spend alnost all his tinme at a safe distance.

During each of his clandestine conferences with Akbar, Vilkata reninded his denon to be ready to
whi sk himaway to safety at a moment's noti ce.

"I shall certainly do so, Master," the dry voice always soothed him "Have no fear on that
account."

Vil kata even considered trying to browbeat the denon into attenpting to seize the Sword—but the
man shuddered and again rejected the idea, whose success would be worse than failure. He could not
bring hinself to contenplate a future in which he would be required, w thout hope of release, to
offer lifelong worshi p and obedi ence to a denmon. That was one of the nost hideous fates that he as
an experienced torturer was able to inmgine.

During the remai nder of the day Murat |inped about his canp—the last increments of pain and injury
in his |leg were stubborn—alternately trying to use and then discard- ing a cane whittled for him
by the cunning fingers of the eyel ess nan—who el se? In the course of his restless novenment the
Crown Prince rem nded his perinmeter guards at frequent intervals that they nust chall enge anyone,
no matter who it might appear to be, who approached the canp fromoutside. Miurat also sawto it
that everyone in his band was thoroughly briefed on Sight-Wnder's powers, and nmade themall swear
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solemmly that they would all ow no outsider into camp without their master's approval

For the past several days Carlo had been watching and listening to his father with growi ng fear
and di smay. The Crown Prince, rather than |ooking better with the healing of his wound, now
appear ed haggard, with dark circles under his eyes. Over and over Mirat declared his deternination
not to be swayed fromhis planned course of action whether by fear of his enenies, bad |uck, or
KarePs magic. He nmeant to take the Sword of Gory on with himto Culm and there to utilize it-as
sparingly as possible, of course —to regain his rightful place in his own |and.

Murat vowed that Kristin, who would stand beside himfrom now on, deserved no | ess than a new
ki ngdomin addition to her own.

Several tinmes he assured Kristin that, once having acconplished his own rehabilitation in his own
I and, he would present the Sword of Gory to her, and fromthat noment he, Mirat, would be her

faithful servant—as well as her lover, if she would still have him
She answered quietly: "I already worship you, ny love. | think no magic is capabl e of changing
that."

Murat was too deeply noved to reply in words.

And the Princess Kristin, also silent now, vowed to herself that if her lord ever forced her to
accept the Sword as hers, she'd only keep it for him undrawn, until he sonmeday had need of it
agai n.

TWELVE

TOMRD the middle of the night, Kristin, unable to sleep, was wandering restlessly around the
canp, wapped in a soldier's borrowed cloak. The mnd of the Princess was in turnoil, seeking some
way to help Murat, and at the same time struggling agai nst the sadness that engul fed her with
every thought of her lost children and her estranged people.

In her pacing she frequently passed the tent wherein Mirat was resting. Each tinme the sentry
| ooked at her with synpathy.

"He sl eeps?" she asked the man quietly, pausing for a nonent.

"l do believe so, Princess."” The reply was alnost in a whisper; no one wanted to disturb the great
lord, to deprive himof a nmonent of his well-earned rest.

The Princess took another turn around the canp. As she was considering whether to try once nore to
sl eep, she heard a sentry call, and a quick answer; it was Carlo and the nen of his patrol
returning to the canp at |ast.

The Princeling, looking tired, rode slowy straight into the center of canp and di snounted near
the small watchfire, where he spoke a few words with Captain Marsaci. Then Carlo turned and wal ked
toward Kristin, who stood between himand his father's tent.

Only now did it register in Kristin's consciousness that one or two nenbers of the patrol appeared
to be m ssing, and another had been slightly wounded.

"What happened?" she asked Carlo hesitantly as he was about to pass her. The Princess was wel |
aware that this young man had no great liking for her

The |l ook Carlo gave Kristin as he paused confirmed that idea. Coldly he said: "A skirm sh. Such
t hi ngs happen in war. Don't worry, the precious Sword's all right."

Then the Princeling noved on, muttering over his shoulder: "I nust report to Father.'
unbuckl ed M ndsword in its sheath, he went into his father's tent.

Carrying the
Kristin, following slowy, was able to see past the young nman through the open flap. Inside, Mirat
was dimy visible, stirring uneasily on his sinple roll of blankets.

Leaving the tent flap open, Carlo put the Sword down gently at Mirat's side, and started to shake
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t he ol der man.
"Fat her! Wake up!"

Suddenly Murat started up. His eyes glittering in firelight, he stared at Carlo for a nmonent as if
he did not recognize him

And t hen, before anyone could utter a word of caution, or otherw se react, the Crown Prince had
grabbed the black-hilted Sword and drawn it fromits sheath.

The faint firelight entering the tent through the open doorway fell upon that bright steel and
rebounded, striking the eye |like an explosion of live steam Carlo, inside the tent, fell to his
knees, covering his eyes. Kristin, standing just outside, heard herself cry out the name of her
bel oved.

Fromall the other nen in the encanmpnent, sleeping or waking, a nuttering went up, a sound
conmpounded of joy and resignation.

Inside the tent, the Crowmn Prince had | eaped to his feet beside his blanket roll, newy drawn
Sword once nore in hand. H's clothing was disarranged, the expression on his face wild and
conf used.

Then he bent uncertainly over his kneeling son. "Carlo—s it indeed you?"
A pale, drawn face turned up to him "I'mhere, Father. It's really ne."
"Then who intruded?" Mirat |ooked bew | dered.

"I ntruded, Father?"

"Soneone was here . . . just now "

The eye of the Crown Prince fell on the smiling figure of Kristin, waiting outside the door, and
terrible suspicion overcane him

"I's it Mark, then—=2" Murat nmurnured. In another nonent, feeling hinself hanpered in the awkward
space of the little tent, he hurled the scanty canp furniture aside, and waved the M ndsword at
her as if in exorcism Then, pushing his son aside, he |eaped out toward the Princess, getting
wi thin striking distance, raising the keen, heavy bl ade.

The face of the cl oak-w apped apparition before himpal ed. The slender figure confronting Mirat
recoiled fromthe bright steel, as that god-forged Blade flashed in the air.

A voi ce indistinguishable fromKristin's burst fromher shrinking i mage, pleading: "M/ |ord-what
is wong?"

Knowi ng only an inner certainty of treachery and betrayal, Mirat raised the weapon in a two-handed
grip. The Crown Prince shouted at the one who now faced him "If you, whoever you are, are
carrying Sightblinder, |I conmand you to throw it down i mediately!"

He stared expectantly, but no other Sword appeared, and the wonan's image did not change in the
slightest. Oher figures, in the background, were huddling in frightened silence.

Slowy the realization came that he had been dream ng of horror and betrayal. It was only Kristin
the real Kristin, who faced himnow. Kristin, enpty-handed, white-faced, wapped in sone soldier's
cl oak, her slender body trem bling with the know edge of how cl ose she had cone to being slain by
her | over.

Al'l around them the canp was silent. Somewhere in the distance a nightbird call ed.

Murat, fully awake now and suddenly stricken, stunbled a step closer to the Princess on his
wounded | eg.

"Ch—ny dear—ny |ove—+ was afraid that it was Mark. | feared to |l et himcone near you—*
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Kristin raised her eyes. Wstfully, fearfully, she said: "I do not think that Mark woul d ever hurt
me. "

By now a newer and uglier murmur of noise was going around the canp. Men were glaring at one
anot her in nutual suspicion. Their lord had nmentioned Sightblinder. Had soneone entered the canp
by neans of the Sword of Stealth? Runors, chall enges, and specul ation flew back and forth, hands
gri pped weapons, and several fights were only narrowy averted.

Suddenly a new noi se rose above the rest. It was the eyel ess nan, scream ng unintelligibly about
sonet hing. For the tine being everyone ignored him

Mur at began shouting orders. In the matter of a few nonents, fights had been averted, sonething
i ke cal mhad been restored, and Carlo could begin to give the report for which he had awakened
his father. For this purpose the two nen reentered the tent.

The Princeling, setting up the small folding table that had been knocked over, reported in a
distant voice that his patrol had been forced to fight a skirm sh with a small Tasaval tan patrol
The fight had been brief but savage, and the eneny had w thdrawn before Carl o had been conpell ed
to resort to the M ndsword.

Murat was now fastening the sheathed Bl ade at his own side again, and trying to concentrate on
what his son was saying, even as he listened with half an ear to the screans and npans of the
blind beggar in the mddle distance.

Soneone was shouting threats at the wetch to shut himup, and the Crown Prince devoutly hoped
that they succeeded.

He said to Carlo: "Wuld that you had used the Sword. | gave it to you for your protection.”

"I realize that, Father. But | did not need the Sword of Gory to survive. And | could not in any
case have saved our two nen who fell, the fight began so quickly."

"Very well, I"'msure you did the best you could."”

After answering a few nore questions, Carlo left the tent. As he pushed aside the flap to go out,
Murat was noved by the sight of Kristin, her slender figure still nuffled in a cloak, waiting just
out si de.

She canme in, without waiting for an invitation, as the young man left. The tent flap closed her
in, with darkness and her |over.

At first no words were exchanged. For once casting his own Sword carel essly aside, the Crown
Prince for the first time enbraced his bel oved unrestrainedly.

Kristin responded with passion

For the time being they were secure against sudden interruption; there was a sentry just outside
the tent to see to that. Murat's |lips sought Kristin's mouth, and then her throat. H s hands

expl ored her body freely. Somewhere in the back of his mind, al nost obscured by the rising torrent
of madness in his blood, was the thought that if he took her now, just after he had once nore
exposed her to the Sword, he would be violating his own self-inposed pledge. But just now one nore
broken prom se nmore or less did not seem of great inportance.

He had lifted the naddeni ng, enchanting woman in his arms and was on the point of |owering her to
hi s hunbl e bed, when they were, in spite of sentries, interrupted.

It was the eyel ess Metaxas, struggling now with the guards at the very doorway of the tent. The
man was still screaming, or trying to screamthough he was al nost out of breath. Between his how s
of sheer enotion he pleaded with the nen who held himback and threatened him He begged t hat
soneone mnust hear his confession, and his words had a coherence and an urgency that made it

i mpossible to sinply banish or ignore him the soldiers were arguing anong thensel ves now as to
whet her they should disturb the Lord Mirat.
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Wth a groan he set down Kristin on her feet, and turned to deal with this disturbance.

As Murat appeared in the doorway of the tent, Vilkata tried to throw hinself on the ground before
his new master. The Crown Prince signed to the soldiers to release his arns.

"Great Lord Murat!" the beggar wailed, fromthe dust.
"What is it, man?"
"Can you possibly be merciful to ne? | amthe nbpst wetched, treacherous—=

There was no nmercy in Mirat's voice. "Get hold of yourself! Speak plainly, and be brief, or by al
the gods, 'l —=

Sone of the soldiers standing by voiced their readiness to kill this confessed traitor out of
hand.

Mirat ordered themto wait until they had heard what the fellow had to say.

Meanwhi | e, he who had been called Metaxas rolled on the earth, still beating his breast and
proclaimng his guilt, tears running down his bearded cheeks.

"Forgive ne, Lord! | would destroy nyself now, to expiate ny sins—except that now you truly have
terrible need of help, help that only I can give you!"

The Crown Prince, losing his tenper, savagely kicked the prostrate formbefore him The inpact
sent waves of renewed pain up through his own leg, but at the nonment he scarcely noticed.

"Are you going to tell ne what the matter is, or not?"

"Yes, Lord! I am+ nust confess that fromthe beginning I have been in your canp under fal se
pretenses. Even before we net, | was plotting to do you harm"

Kristin had now quietly energed fromthe tent, her borrowed cloak di scarded, garbed in the dress
that she had worn beneath it. She was staring past Miurat at the eyel ess man, and her face was
frozen in an expression of horrified fascination

"Ch?" Murat, bringing his concentration back to Vilkata, could not at first take seriously such a
confession fromsuch a source. "You? Plotting how, against ne? Wth whon?"

"Wth Akbar—does Your Lordship know that nane?"

The Crown Prince stared at the strange figure huddled on the earth before him "Akbar? No. | have
heard no one in this canp called that. Is he a Tasaval tan?"

Once nore Vilkata screaned in renorse, even nore terribly than before. "Alas! Lord Miurat, it is
not the nane of a man! —but of a denon." And with those words he nelted entirely into sobs.

THI RTEEN

A denon," Mirat repeated in a whisper. On | egs suddenly gone weak he retreated, one step, two
steps, getting out of reach of the shaking, pal e-skinned, black-haired hands that woul d have
clutched his ankl es seeking forgiveness. The Crown Prince knew a sensation as if a lunp of ice had
suddenl y, by sone eneny nmagic, been nade to materialize inside his stonmach

cinging with one hand to the tent pole just inside the open flap, Mirat bent forward, eyes fixed
on the crunpled figure before him

"Who are you, then?" he demanded, in a terrible whisper

In the course of the eyeless man's convul sions of repentance, the bandage that had covered the
upper portion of his face had fallen off, and as he sat up he turned his horrible enpty sockets
toward the Princess.

"I amVilkata," he rasped. "I was once the Dark King."
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Kristin screaned

The wetch who huddl ed on the ground before her shrank back. Hi s speech failed himconmpletely for
the nmonent, and he confirned his confession with a spasnodi ¢ nod.

The Princess slunped, and m ght have fallen had not

Murat qui ckly noved to support her. Lifting her tenderly, he turned and carried her back into the
tent.

He was out again in a noment, ignoring the snmall gathering crowd of puzzled troopers and converted
bandits. Bending down to seize the hel pl ess, hapless Vilkata by the front of his garnments, the
Crown Prince hauled himto his feet.

"A denpn, you say.
fell anong them

This tinme the word was heard by nost of the onl ookers, and an abrupt silence

"Alas, sire, yes—
"Where is this alleged denon now?"

Vil kata swore he was ignorant of the whereabouts of Akbar. "But | do know, Master, the trick of
summoni ng the foul thing."

"You know the trick? You tell nme that a denon is under your control? O are you babbling, old man
are you utterly mad?"

The Dark King screamed again. "Alas, no, my master, | amnot nad. Whuld that | were!"

Controlling hinmself with a great effort, he who had been calling hinmself Metaxas went on to
expl ai n.

"Until a few minutes ago, ny lord, | had nmanaged to avoid the power of illuminating, healing magic
in the Blade you carry. Wetch that | am | deceived you, having in mnd only nmy own advantage. |
only pretended to be convinced of your perfection—+ only feigned loyalty, while at the sane tine
Akbar and | were plotting to seize Skulltw ster as soon as a good chance should present itself."

Miurat's interior lunp of ice was, if anything, growing |arger and colder. Hi s hopes that the
eyel ess man was no worse than mad were fading rapidly.

"We'll deal later with whatever crinmes you may have commtted. Are you telling me the truth now,
you of fspring of di seased denbns?" And again Miurat seized the hapless villain, this tine

brandi shing the Sword right under his victims nose. Again the Blade glowed with unnatura
brightness in the muted firelight. "I want the truth!”

Uterly collapsing, the beggar swore over and over that he was now telling the conplete truth. The
denmon had provided for him was still providing, a kind of vision that functioned despite his |ack
of eyes; the denon and he had plotted together to do the naster harm

Under the circunmstances, with the man subjected now to the full gl owing power of the M ndsword,
the Crown Prince at |last was forced to believe him Conviction in the matter of denonic vision was
reinforced by an i nmpronptu test; when Miurat silently brought his Sword-point close to the eyel ess
face, the cowering one tried to draw away, as if in fact he could see the danger

After ordering several troopers to keep a strict watch over the confessed partner of denmpons, Mirat
drew Carlo a little aside to confer with him

Mirat started to speak to his son, then paused, staring at the weapon still gripped in his own
fist. Then he demanded: "You say there was a skirnish, but you did not draw the M ndsword? Did |
hear you truly? O were sleep and nightrmares still ruling my brain, when you cane in to report?”

Carlo stared at him "Yes, Father, that's what | told you. W had to fight a skirnmish."
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"CGood. Good, then | can trust nmy nenory. In these last few days there have been times when ny life
seens to be turning into the stuff of dreams. O nightnmares." The Crown Prince heaved a great

sigh. "1I'Il hear the story of your skirmsh in detail later. Tell me now, what are we to do with
this ragged wetch who clains to be a king, and owmn a denpbn? Do you believe his tal e?"

Carl o gestured hel plessly. "I cannot doubt that the man is nowtelling the truth. O at |east that
he believes his own story. But | don't know what to advise you, how best to deal with him™"

"Let us be rid of him as quickly as we can." This canme, in a quiet voice, fromKristin, energing
fromthe tent. The Princess | ooked pale, but had otherw se recovered fromher faint.

"A denon," Miurat repeated distantly. Now sonething in the two words seemed to grip his inmagination
in an unhealthy way, alnost to paralyze him

"Be rid of him | say," Kristin repeated urgently. "Wat other choice is there?"

And Carl o, overcom ng his own indecision, seconded her advice. "I agree with the Princess, we nust
be rid of him and of his denon."

Miurat, shaking his head as if to clear it of sonme unwanted presence, had to agree with their point
of view.

"Yes, | suppose we nust. But first there are sone things that | nust find out. 1'll see if he's
able to summon this denon before us, and nmake sure of the truth of the matter."

"No." Kristin shook her head.

"This Blade | hold will protect nme during the sunmmoni ng, and no one el se need be present. For your
safety we—this beggar—er king—and |—will go outside the canp to do what we nust."

Carl o | ooked agoni zed, but he had learned to tell when arguing with his father was certain to be
futile.

Kristin said to Murat: "I see you are determned."
"1 am "

"Then prom se nme at |east one thing, ny |ord—do not sheathe your Sword again, at |east not unti
you are safely out of Tasavalta. And free of denons."

Murat | ooked at the Sword, and back at his bel oved. Once again, for a nonent, he seened afraid.

The Princess went on. "Your safety, ny Lord Miurat, is the nost inportant consideration for all of
us. And for you to keep the Sword of Aory always in hand is now the best way—nay, the only way—to
ensure your wel fare."

The Crown Prince nodded slowy. "You are all dependi ng upon ne now. | know that."
The Princess took himby the arm "One nore thing—Il'msure that man is the Dark King."
" Sure?"

"1 recognize himnow, fromthe day | ong ago when—when he alnost killed nme. And | pray you to get
rid of him because | fear himnow just as terribly as | did then."

"l have the Sword, and—

"Even so, Sword or no Sword, what | nost dread nowis that this evil counselor's presence will be
harnful to nmy nost great lord. | would not trust the man the thickness of a knifeblade, regardl ess
of any nmgi cal protection. Regardless of how he may swear, and protest, and what he may do to
denmonstrate his loyalty."

"Father," said Carlo, swallowing. "Let nme repeat, | think the Princess is right."

The Crown Prince | ooked at them both, then at his Sword once nore.
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He said: "I like the idea very little. But—as a tenporary neasure only, until we have reached a
pl ace of reasonable safety—'ll carry this tool with ne naked, and even sleep with it at night."

For a monment it seemed that Murat would say nore. But his next thought, unspoken, only hung in the
air as he looked at Kristin. And she thought that she could read it: That means that for the tine
being, no one is going to share ny bed.

The | owvoi ced conference anong the three was at an end. Now, deternined to test the eyeless man's
confession by having himattenpt to summon the denon, the Crown Prince, with Carlo and the
Princess | ooking on in horrified fascination, once nore confronted the wetch who had call ed

hi nsel f Met axas.

The beggar's eye bandage had been restored to its proper place, and he squatted on the ground
under the suspicious stares of a pair of guards, standing over himw th weapons ready. O her nen
near by had equi pped thensel ves with torches.

No, the crouching man admitted, he had never bounced the Princess of Tasavalta on his knee—that
had been only a near-bl asphenous pretense. Yes, he had once been the Dark King, and yes, the
horri bl e accusation hurled at himby the blessed Princess was quite true—he had once been prepared
to torture her to death in an effort to increase his own magi c powers. Only the interference of
the man who was later to becone Prince Mark had kept himfromconmitting that hideous crine.

Mirat's anger blazed at the bald adm ssion. Caught up in a holy, nurderous fury, the Crown Prince
extended the naked Sword in his strong armtoward his victims throat, until another centineter's
thrust woul d have drawn bl ood

"I"d kill you at once, swine. But | mean to extract nore information fromyou before you die."

This time Vilkata had not cringed away fromthe Blade. "Certainly | deserve death, Lord. But there
are secrets | can tell you first, information | can provide that you must have."

"I't seens we are in agreenent on that much." Mirat pulled back his Sword-point slightly. "And
where is your denon partner now? |f he indeed exists?"

Before Vil kata could answer, there canme a nmurrmur anong the onl ookers. Kristin, tough |ady that she
was, could no |onger bear this continued confrontation with her fornmer torturer. On the verge of
fainting again, she pleaded with her new lord: "Send himaway! O kill him"

Lowering his Sword, Miurat spoke to her in soothing tones. "My love, will you go back to the tent
now? Carlo, escort her."

"Let me remain, my lord," the Princess pleaded, "to see the denon if it comes. | want to share
your peril if you are determined to face the foul beast, and it should sonmehow be able to avoid or
even overcone the Sword's power." "Go back to your tent, | say. Carlo, escort her." Gently but

firmy the young nan took the Princess by the arm and | ed her away. She nmade no further protest.

As soon as Kristin and his son were out of sight, Miurat, after a word to Captain Marsaci, ordered
his newWy acquired nmagician to stand and wal k. Then he directed the eyel ess man, who proved his
ability to get around w thout special guidance, sone fifty neters or so beyond the fringe of the
canp. There the two cane to a secluded hollow in an angl e between hedgerows. This was a spot
where, Mirat decided, any bizarre denonic nanifestations would likely remain unobserved by anyone
at the di stance of the canp.

Vil kata, who for the last few minutes had regarded all his previous schenes with utter | oathing,
had been exami ning his conscience to see what additional offenses he mght be required to accuse
hi nsel f of.

He was now on the brink of confessing that he had sone days ago nade Miurat's leg injury worse by
means of magic; but before he blurted out another crime, it occurred to himthat Mirat would be
better off without being required to hear such a confession. Indeed, a nonent's reflection nade
the Dark King think that he ought not to have confessed as nuch as he already had. True, he

deserved to die many tines over for the harmhe had inflicted upon the Iord Mirat, and upon the
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woman who had now becone val uabl e and useful to the lord. But confession now would not help that.
Above all, Vilkata's death woul d not help

Murat in his present difficulties, but hurt himinstead. It was clear to the Dark King that his
new naster was likely to need all the help he could get in the days ahead.

The master nust be brought to trust, rather than hate, his nobst recently enlisted and cl everest
advi ser.

A few nonents later, in the holl ow between hedgerows, Vilkata, muttering and gesturing, went
through his brief ritual of summoning Akbar

Murat, naked Sword in hand, was standing at a little distance fromthe w zard, inside an

el aborat ed pentacle of magical protection which Vilkata had hastily sketched out on the ground.
Not that Vilkata had much faith in the efficacy of such devi ces agai nst denobns, certainly not
conpared with the protective value of the Mndsword; but he was now determ ned to take no

avoi dabl e chances with his master's safety.

Scarcely had the magician's fingers ceased to nove in the gestures of the ritual of summoning,
when the creature materialized, startling even Vilkata with its pronptness. An androgynous human
form wapped in dark garnments, appeared out of nowhere, standing between the nmen. The
mani f estati on was acconpani ed by a drunm ng or bangi ng sound, which in a few nonents trail ed away
into silence.

Murat, controlling a sudden surge of fear and loathing, firmy stood his ground inside his
pentacl e, brandi shing the Mndsword in front of him

The denon turned a blank, pale face in the direction of the Crowmn Prince, then recoiled with a
scream of rage when it found itself gripped by the power of the weapon nestled in Mirat's right
hand. But even denonic rage could not endure the Mndsword's force. A nmonment after it screaned,
the foul quasimaterial beast had assunmed a dog-li ke shape, and a nonent after that Akbar had
thrown hinself down, brutally fawning and cringing, near Mirat's feet.

The dog shape did not persist for Iong. Looking as hel pl ess as any nere converted human, Akbar

grovel ed before his new |l ord and naster, presenting hinself in a series of suitably hunble and

woul d- be di sarm ng i nages, sonme human and some ani nmal. Babies, old wonmen, cuddly pets, appeared
and di sappeared in swi ft succession.

Murat, feeling a tremendous disgust, and at the sane tine exulting in the establishnent of his
aut hority, drew back a few paces. Now he felt confident that his safety was assured by the Sword
of dory, and did not depend at all upon the nerely human magi ¢ enbodi ed in the diagram scratched
in the earth.

As in his earlier confrontation with Vilkata, the Crown Prince was hol ding the Sword | evel

poi nted at the denmon, as if he might be required to skewer an eneny physically upon the bl ade. But
this time he felt less of an urge to kill, and greater physical loathing. In fact he felt sick to
the point of nausea. Akbar's current display of sniveling cowardice and sel f-abasenent was if
anyt hi ng nore repugnant to himthan the show of denonic arrogance he had unconsciously been
expecti ng.

Vil kata was watching with great vigilance. Now he nade a prearranged gesture to Mirat, signifying
that the denon was safely Miurat's to conmand.

The Crown Prince called out in a sharp voice: "Foul denon! Your nane is Akbar."
"Yes, Master." The denon's voice was unlike any sound that Mirat had ever heard before.
"I order you to choose sone coherent shape, and renmain in it, so a man can | ook at you at |east."

At once the denon assuned a distinct human form vyouthful, plunp, and eunuchoid. It sat there
smling at its nmaster timdly.

Murat, finding this shape particularly repugnant, quickly comanded Akbar to change to sonething

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story.txt (64 of 115) [2/4/03 9:54:51 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story .txt

el se. In a nonent the eunuch had becone a conely maiden, dressed sinply and with a fair anount of
nmodesty.

The Crown Prince, even nore than nost people, had al ways feared and | oat hed denbns. But tonight,
to his great satisfaction, he found hinmself quickly able to master his natural sentinents and
adopt a businesslike attitude.

The denon seened to sense alnpst inmediately that the worst of the Crown Prince's fear and di sgust
had passed. The nmiden rose lithely to her feet, her peasant skirt swirling lightly, and said in a
clear voice: "I amat your service, glorious Master! What are your commands?"

Murat drew a breath of satisfaction. "My first demand upon you—and upon the unfortunate human who
admts to having been your partner—s to be told all the details of the plot that you hatched
bet ween you. "

Bot h of fenders bowed in reverence.
"First, I command you to tell me: |Is any other plotter, human or otherw se, inplicated?"

Both villains at once began to bl ubber in unison—even the denon's inmage seened to cry. Wth one
voi ce, speaking with tearful vehenence, they assured their new master that no other conspirators
had been invol ved.

"Very well. 1'Il take your word on that—for the tine being. Next, tell ne, what exactly was the
obj ect of your conspiracy?"

Akbar stuttered, doing an excellent imtation of an appealing maiden in distress. Vilkata
confessed that they had been plotting, of course, to get their hands on Murat's Sword. Both
partners wept—Vilkata could still weep, it seened—and tore their hair—er seened to tear it—at the
mere t hought of having contenpl ated such a crine.

But after a few nonents of this denonstration, Vilkata pulled hinmself together

"I was—+ am-the Dark King." This much was no | onger a confession, but had becone a proclamation
made with a certain pride. "Like other players in the great ganme, | wanted to eventually possess
all the Swords. Like others, | wanted to rule the world with them'

The Crown Prince glared at him "And now? What are you now, fallen king, failed wi zard? No | onger
a player in the great ganme, as you call it. Wat do you now want ?"

"I am+ devoutly hope to be—Your Lordship's magician, and faithful counselor. Certainly | would
still be glad to have a Sword, or many Swords. But now, | would want themonly as effective tools,
that | mght be better able to serve ny lord."

"Wl |l answered—+ suppose.” The Crown Prince nodded judicially. "And the denon?"

Akbar, both he and his fellow plotter agreed, was to have been content with the role of second in
conmand when his master Vilkata had succeeded in winning his way back to power.

Murat, suddenly feeling tired al most to exhaustion, |lowered his Sword and thought for a nonent.
Then he made a gesture that was not quite one of disni ssal

"All right, enough. You may spare nme the vile details.” But his curiosity on other subjects was
still unsated, and a nonent |ater he was questioning the scoundrels again.

The next thing the Crown Prince wanted to know was the | ocation of Akbar's life. Everyone knew
that the only absolutely sure way of controlling any denon was to have in one's control the object
wherein its |life was hidden.

Vil kata swore that he had no i dea where Akbar's life nmight be conceal ed+that was naturally the
last thing that any denon wanted to reveal. He turned to his former partner expectantly.

Akbar, who unlike the man seened to renmain in a state of abject surrender—the nai den's head
drooped pitiably —proclainmed hinmself unable to withhold anything fromhis new naster.
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"Well, then?"
The denon's slender naiden's armstretched out, forefinger pointed at Mirat's right hand.
Her tender voice murmured: "My life is hidden in the M ndsword itself."

Vilkata's jaw dropped, in what appeared to be genuine surprise. But the w zard-king said nothing
for the nonent.

Murat gazed at the Blade in his own hand, first with astonishnent and then wi th new cal cul ati on
He swi shed the god-forged steel several tines through the air.

At | ast he | ooked back at Akbar. "So! Very clever of you, beast. How did you happen to be able to
acconplish such a feat of conceal ment? But never nmind, | can hear that tale later."

"At any tine ny master wishes."

The | ook of calculation had not left Miurat's face. Suddenly he turned to the human magi ci an and
ordered himto nake fire.

Vilkata blinked at his master. "Sir?"

"I't's a sinple enough conmand. | want you to create fire for me, a snall flane, here and now

Ri ght here on the ground in front of me. Surely, as you claimto be a mghty w zard, such a feat
is not beyond your powers? It seens to nme that it might serve as a test for some | ow | evel nmagica
apprentice.”

"I fear, ny lord, that | can no longer claimto be a mghty wi zard. But—you are quite right. Fire
ought to be sinple enough.”

Creepi ng about on all fours, Vilkata with unsteady hands gathered dried grass and twigs fromthe
fringes of the hedgerows, heaping his harvest into a little pile before Mirat. The magi ci an
muttered words into his dark beard. A nonent later, a small tongue of flame danced forth atop the
pile.

Anot her nonent, and the Crown Prince was hol ding the

M ndsword's bl ade directly in the fire. At the first touch of the live flanes the denon enitted a
scream of torment. |n another nonent Akbar was thrashing about on the ground, the denure naiden
gone, the creature's apparent body contorting nadly as it changed into a bew | dering variety of
shapes.

The Crown Prince kept at his roasting for a little while, confident that a little heat was not
going to hurt his Sword. Rare indeed, he thought, would be the hunan being who felt any
conmpuncti on about putting any denon to the torment, for whatever reason; and he hinmself could fee
none now. But for the nonent, being under the necessity of holding rational discourse with the
thing, he ceased to punish it.

"Very clever," he renmarked, when the Bl ade had cool ed somewhat, and Akbar had ceased to scream
now | yi ng huddl ed and tw tching on the sand nmuch as a broken human being nmi ght have done. "Very

cl ever, choosing one of the Twel ve Swords in which to hide your mserable life. Since the Swords
are all but indestructible, there would seemto be no practical way for your life to be destroyed,
therefore | cannot reasonably threaten you with extinction. But as we have just seen, your

exi stence can be made hell; and | promise you it will be, if you disobey me."

The denon raised its face enough to peer at himw th one cl ear human-1 ooki hg eye. "Never again
will | even think of disobedience, Lord! Never! My only wish nowis to serve you faithfully!"

"See that you do not forget it!"

In fact Murat no | onger had the | east doubt of the loyalty of either of his new slaves. Before
di smi ssing the demon and his human partner, he formally placed themin charge of the magica
defenses of the canp, warning themthat they would be held responsible for any enemnmy success. Let
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there be no nore mice, or other tricks. The pair responded with effusive expressions of gratitude
and loyalty, vowing their determnation that Karel would be frustrated.

The Crown Prince also ordered his newly allied occult experts to take the of fensive as soon as
possi bl e against his enemies, Prince Mark in particular. The partners agreed enthusiastically with
this objective.

Then, with a gesture of disgust, Mirat ordered them both out of his sight for the tine being.

In nmoments they were gone, the denon vanishing as abruptly as it had cone, Vilkata trudgi ng back
to canmp. Finding hinmself alone in the little hollow, the Crown Prince sat down in the sandy soi
beside the dying fire, and threw on sone twigs to keep it going.

Bl eakly Murat tried to understand the new situation in which he now found hinself. At the nonent
his chief worry was just how he would ever be able to free hinself of this denbn when the tine
came, as it inevitably would, to do so.

No matter the degree of loyalty to which Akbar m ght now be constrained, as soon as the Sword's

overwhel m ng power had been renoved fromhimfor a while—a matter of a few days at npst—the denon
could be expected to strike back at its forner master and tornmentor nore readily, and with a nore
terrible effect, than even the nost revengeful human. In the case of a denon, Mirat could see no
chance of a conversion becomnm ng permanent, as happened in a certain proportion of the human ones.

Presently Miurat, noving tiredly, also nade his way back to canp. There he rejoined Kristin and his
son, who both expressed great relief that he had cone through the ordeal unscathed, and bonbarded
himw th questions about the denon.

Kristin, as soon as she had heard the story of the summoni ng and confrontation just passed,
protested nmightily against any alliance with denpbns, or with the Dark King, who she described as a
denon in human form

But right now Murat felt disinclined to heed her objections on this point.
He returned to his tent, where, alone as before, he tried to get some sleep before dawn.

At dawn sone enterprising Tasaval tan commander di spatched wi nged creatures, not couriers but

| arger raptors, trained for hunting, in a surprise attack on Mirat's canp. These flyers were al
but mndless and so all but imune to the Mndsword's power. Their objective, which had obviously
been firmy inpressed upon them was to drive off the | oadbeasts and ridi ng-beasts from Mirat's

canp.

The convert troopers standing guard duty at the tine, and the remai nder who were qui ckly wakened,
sent up a barrage of arrows and rocks, woundi ng several of the attackers and driving the others
off, before the four-footed targets could be stanpeded.

Vil kata was at Murat's side al nost as soon as the Crown Prince canme running out of his tent. The
wi zard hastened to assure his master that new magi cal defenses would be pronptly put in place, to
squel ch any future flying assaults effectively.

"Akbar, Your H ghness, ought to be particularly good at that."
"So he ought. But perhaps we ought to take sone other neasures as well."

Murat and his followers had | ong been aware of the existence, sonmewhat |ess than a kilonmeter from
their present canp, of a sturdy farmhouse and its outbuildings. Mirat and Marsaci had expected
this farmto be occupi ed as an observati on post by Tasaval tan reconnai ssance units —er that it
woul d be so occupied if there were any such observers so close to Murat's canp.

Now t hose well-built walls and roofs were beginning to look inviting, for bad weather was now
setting in, sumer thunderstorns and hail marching closer fromthe western horizon. The Crown
Prince decided to take a look at the place, and if no disadvantages becane apparent, occupy it
hi nsel f.

Hol ding his Sword still continuously drawn, and riding at the head of his small force, Mirat
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advanced at a deliberate pace toward the confortabl e-1ooking farnstead.

The farmer and his famly could be seen fleeing, nounted on | oadbeasts, before the invaders cane
within two hundred nmeters. No Tasavaltan troops appeared anywhere, and Miurat began to think that
they had not after all been using the place as a post for observation or conmand.

Cccupation of the hastily abandoned farm was acconplished w thout further incident, and provided a
bonus. Besides shelter, Miurat's party had now come into possession of a great number of fow, and
a dozen or so four-legged beasts that could be killed for food, or put to carrying burdens. Such

| uxuries as eggs and m |k were suddenly avail able. A good supply of rich cheeses was di scovered in
the cellar, along with a good stock of salted and dried provender

An hour after his decision to nove canp, Miurat sat nusing with Kristin in the new confort of the
f ar mhouse.

"Not a palace, ny Princess. But in the course of tinme we'll cone to live in pal aces.”
"I have had pal aces, and | do not need them Al that | need, ny lord, is you."
"You will have ne into eternity. | swear that."

Miurat | eaned back and cl osed his eyes, feeling for the first tine in days al nost at rest. Wen he
opened his eyes again he adnired the construction of the house that they were in, and wondered
that mere farners could afford, or cared about, such pleasant decorations.

The Princess nmurnmured that this was little nmore than the typical Tasavaltan farmhouse. She
menti oned that of course they would | eave gold when they departed, or find sone other nmeans to pay
the farmer for the use of his property and the supplies consuned.

For sonme reason Kristin's proposal irritated Murat. He was short of ready cash, and doubted that
any of the rest of his loyal party had nuch noney with them either.

But the Princess persisted. "They are ny people, Lord. It is our customhere to conpensate our
peopl e, when possible, for losses suffered in time of war." It sounded al nost |ike a rebuke.

"A worthy custom" the Crown Prince said, trying to be agreeable. And in fact he did synpathize to
sonme degree with the abused and evicted peasants; yet he remained irritated. "I have not decl ared
war on these househol ders, or attacked them O course they night have stayed at hone and wel conmed
us; you know, don't you, that |'d have seen the farmer and his people came to no harmat mnmy nmen's
hands?"

"I know that, nmy lord." The Princess sniled her beautiful smle for him

"The truth is, Kristin, that | do synpathize with your farnmers, and | would like to pay themif |
could. But | synpathize even nore with nmy own faithful followers. | think it not entirely Sword-
magi ¢ that now binds themto ny cause."

"Indeed, ny lord, I"'msure that it is not."

Murat nodded. "They are, and will be, hard-pressed by the eneny, and | am not about to stop them
fromeating this farner's food, or enjoying the shelter of these buildings. Anyway, you are these
farmers' rightful nonarch, are you not? Surely they ought not to begrudge you and your escort sone
hospitality."

Kristin neekly bowed her head.

"Anyway," the Crown Prince continued, "I also find it irritating that Tasavaltans |ike these
peasants should not only willfully refuse to hear our case, but actually decline to obey orders
given themin the name of their rightful Princess. Renenber the nessages you were at such pains to
distribute? I ambeginning to think that it mght serve sone of these people right if they do
suffer a little abuse."

Suddenly the Princess was trying to keep fromweeping. But for the time being her |lover did not
noti ce.
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"Yes," said Murat, "let sone of these fat farmers try going on short rations for a while, as our
| oyal fol k have been pleased to do willingly in our service-as even you, ny dear, night be
conpelled to do before we finally succeed in establishing ourselves in Culm"”

And why shoul d his bel oved Princess and he hinself go hungry when these rascal oafs had nore than
enough for thenselves, and no thought of sharing willingly?

So matters stood, or very nearly, when another day dawned. Kristin had spent her first night in
the farmhouse in a bedroom al one, and Murat had slept, Sword in hand, in the upstairs hallway just
out si de her door

By now Murat's |l eg had recovered al nost entirely; he was even considering that if he should be
wounded agai n, he might allow the magician Vil kata sone personal tokens of hinself, that the
heal i ng spells should be nore effective.

He now felt perfectly able to ride again. He deci ded he was well, and there was probably no nore
need for Vilkata's healing nagic. In this decision the former Dark King now willingly concurred.

The Crown Prince considered taking his Sword and galloping out with a few troopers on a swift
reconnai ssance, trying to see if a certain alternate route to Cul mwas clear, or if that way too
had been bl ocked.

But he hesitated. In fact he was coming around to the idea that it would be better after all, in
fact it mght be necessary, to stay in Tasavalta and conquer it.

FOURTEEN

MARK, after crossing the Tasavaltan border, had changed his original plan and decided to delay his
return to the capital +he Council and its decisions would have to wait. Instead he rode directly
with Karel and a small escort to join Rostov at the general's field headquarters, hastily
established in a farmng district four or five kiloneters from Miurat's encanpnent .

On reaching Rostov's headquarters, amid a confusion of gathering troops, arriving supplies, and

hurryi ng messengers, Mark |l earned that Ben had arrived there sone hours earlier, and had al ready
gone out with Stonecutter and a small squad of cavalry, to see what additional barriers mght be
created between the intruder and his native Cul m

Ben returned fromhis expedition somewhat earlier than expected, only a few hours after Mark's
arrival in the headquarters canp. At |east sonme of the Tasavaltan sol diers who had gone out with
Ben were mssing, and Mark's old friend reported they had been lost in an unpl anned skirm sh
against a patrol of defectors led by Prince Carlo.

The Prince only nodded; skirm shes had to be expected. "Any hope of carving sone new barriers with
St onecutter?"

"I don't think so. The terrain doesn't lend itself to that." Ben's huge frane was slunped in a
creaking canp chair, as if he were inordinately tired.

Mar k nodded. "We've had no indication until now, have we, that Mirat's son is with hinP"
Rost ov and Karel both confirned this opinion
"How d you nmeke the identification, Ben?"

Mark had to repeat the question before the big nan seemed to hear him Then Ben shifted his wei ght
in the chair. "I heard one of our renegade Tasavaltans call himPrince Carlo. Also he was wearing
a Sword."

"He wore the M ndsword in a skirmsh but he didn't drawit?"

"l couldn't swear it was that particular Sword, but if Murat and his people have others at their
di sposal, we'd probably have heard about it. And | suppose | might even be wong about the
hilt—there are black hilts in plenty. Still, as you know, the real thing has a certain | ook about
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it. .. "
"I know, " said Mark.

"The Princeling and | both cane on the scene a little late, after the fight had started. | got ny
peopl e out of there as quickly as | could once I saw how he was arned. "

"W se decision."

Ben rubbed his eyes. No, he told Mark, he hadn't seen anything of Mirat hinself, nor, of course,
of Kristin.

After answering a few nore questions from Rostov and Karel, Ben, who | ooked worn out, was sent to
get sonme rest. Mark remarked that his old friend didn't seemquite right. Well, losing people in a
fight was al ways a wearing experience.

That night the noon was full and bright, the weather no worse than partly cloudy. After the Prince
of Tasavalta had tried to rest for an hour or two, he was up again, unable to be quiet while
Kristin was so near and at the sane tine so conpletely out of reach

Sonmeone had just escorted into canp the displaced and outraged fanily whose honme had just been
occupi ed by Murat, and Mark spoke eagerly to these people, learning what little he could about the
eneny disposition. He also had the farmer sketch out for himthe floor plan of their house, though
at the nonment the know edge seenmed unlikely to have any useful application

After ordering the famly to be sheltered in tents for the tine being, Mark abruptly decided to
ride out by night to take a | ook at the commandeered farmhouse, acconpani ed only by Karel

Mark, as he rode with the agel ess nagician at his side and Sightblinder sheathed at his belt,
turned over in his mnd several possible schenes for rescuing his wife. In none of them at the
nmonent, could he see any reasonabl e chance of success.

Silently, the Prince recall ed how once, years ago, this same Sword that he now carried had been
able to protect himto sone degree against the Mndsword's force. On that day, too, he had ridden
toward an eneny canp in which Kristin was held prisoner, and which was dom nated by the Sword of
Gory in a villain's hands.

That day marked the first tine Mark had net the wonan who was to become his wife, and on that day
he had saved Kristin froma nost horrible and painful death. But, on that distant, marvel ous, and
terrifying day, Mark's eneny the Dark King had not been holding the Mndsword continually drawn,
as Murat was now. And when Vilkata had finally drawn the Bl ade, Mark had been able to resist its
power only partially, and he had realized that he would not have been able to do that much wi thout
the Sword of Stealth in his own hand.

Sightblinder's gifts: his eyes are keen His nature is disguised.

On that far-off day, possessing Sightblinder had nmade resistance possibl e—barely possible. Mrk
was sure that in no very great length of tinme the Sword of Aory, performng its prine function
woul d have overconme Sightblinder's secondary attribute of giving its hol der enhanced perception

The M ndsword spun in the dawn's gray |ight And nen and denons knelt down before. The M ndsword
flashed in the m dday bright Gods joined the dance, and the march to war. It spun in the twlight
dimas well And gods and nen narched off to hell

Now, as the two nen quietly covered the noonlit distance between their own canp and the eneny's,
Karel thought the time appropriate to deliver to his Prince a new report, concerning the |atest
results of his days-long struggle to create and extend a nagical domi nation over Mirat's
encanmpnent and the people init.

An early phase of that assault, the plague of mice, had succeeded admrably, but l|ater efforts
were having | ess and | ess success.

"And during the last few hours the reason has becone plain, nmy Prince. My task has been
conplicated considerably by a real w zard's opposition."
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Mark turned in his saddle. "A real w zard? Wiom has he converted now?"

"The news is not good, ny Prince. Though there nmay be sone good to cone fromit in the end—
"Who?"

Karel told him

"Way didn't you tell me this at once?"

"l did not want the news to get around our own canp. | amsorry if that was wong."

Mark drew several deep breaths. "No," he said at last. "You were right. Though of course the
troops must be told eventually. Wien we've had tinme to prepare them So, the old bastard' s not
dead after all."

"Unfortunately he is not." After giving his sovereign a few nore breaths in which to digest the
di sturbing information, the wi zard added: "And there is nore to tell, alnost as bad."

"Then tell it."

"We now face a denpn also. Let ne hasten to add that Kristin seens to be in no i medi ate danger
fromthe thing."

Mark, on recovering sonewhat fromthis second shock, felt confident that he could readily drive
the denon away if it confronted himdirectly—-at |east he had al ways been able to master such
creatures in this way before, through the power of the Enperor's nane, though understandi ng of
this power eluded him But the denon perhaps realized this as well as Mark did, and it m ght be
avoiding him retreating whenever it sensed the Prince of Tasavalta was approachi ng.

After a brief discussion of the problem posed by the denon, the two nen rode on in silence for a
little distance, each busy with his own thoughts.

At last the Prince asked: "I suppose there's no doubt?"

"There is no doubt, sir, that both the Dark King and the denon are now allied with the Crown
Prince. But neither Vilkata nor the denon is in conmand. Rather they seemto be as conpletely
enthralled by the M ndsword as any of the others who now surround Murat."

"Can you overcone then?"

"As for Vilkata, | can, and will, and have, though to beat himthoroughly will take tinme. His
strength in the art is not what it was in the old days; and even then he excelled nmainly in the
control of denmons. Only one of that tribe is in his service now, and that one—ts name is Akbar—
consi der even nore cowardly than nost."

"Cowardly, but powerful, | suppose."

The magi ci an nodded. "Formi dable, even for a denon. But Akbar | will |eave to you, should the fou
thing ever dare to confront us directly."

Prince and wi zard approached Miurat's defended canmp warily, clinbing the far side of a long hil
fromwhi ch they would be able to overl ook the occupied farm Wen, extending their view cautiously
over the hilltop, they had the house and barn in view below, Karel by his art was able to [ et Mark
see just how far they were fromthe boundary of the M ndsword's magi c. Touching his fingers
lightly to his Prince's eyes, the magician rendered that field of force visible to Mark, in the
formof an eerie, transparent blue glow in the atnosphere.

"And now, magician? |Is there sonething else that you can achieve in this situation?"

"I can but try, Prince. | amgoing to try to put everyone in Mirat's encanmpnment sound asleep. If
that succeeds, we may be able to try sonething nore. Let me have a few nmonents for silent
concentration.”
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St andi ng guard while Karel concentrated, cautiously peering over the very top of the hill, Mark
gazed down at the buildings and snol dering watchfires of Murat's canp, where a few huddl ed human
figures were discernible in the bright moonlight. The faint bluish haze of Sword-power, visible to
his eyes and presumably to Karel's, was centered on the upper floor of the farnhouse, and extended
to about twenty neters fromwhere Mark and Karel now sat their riding-beasts. At that point the

bl ue haze faded out abruptly.

Some mi nutes passed. Then Karel, who had | ooked as if he were dozing in his saddl e, roused hinself
to whi sper encouraging words to his sovereign. The magician's efforts to put everyone in the canp
asl eep by magic were on the verge of al nost conpl ete success.

Mark murnmured back: "I don't suppose our friend is likely to sheathe his Sword before he dozes
of f 2"

"I don't suppose so, Prince. But we can hope."

Soon Karel announced that the sleep-pall was even now taking full effect upon all the people in
and around the farnhouse. But unfortunately, as Mark was able to see for hinself, the Mndsword's
i nfl uence continued unabat ed.

"He grasps the weapon tightly even in his sleep, my Prince. Therefore you must not dream of trying
to enter the canp to bring Kristin out. W must seek some other way."

Mark was not so easily discouraged. "I have Sightblinder. If | were to try the fringes of this
bl ue haze, test it first with only an armor |leg, and see what—*

Karel was uncharacteristically vehenent. "No, you nust not attenpt it, Prince!l Sightblinder wll
not serve to protect you. At this nonent she is still unharned, except for the spell cast on her
by the Sword. W will find another way."

"Wth a denon hovering near her? W can't wait!"

"I tell you, you must wait! The denopn is not near her now. Not anywhere near here—t may have
retreated when it sensed the Enperor's son approaching. You'll be no good to her or anyone if you
becone Murat's slave."

Mark, reluctantly acknow edgi ng the wi sdom of Karel's advice, and seeing no other choice, gave in

In a few nore nonents Karel was able to assure himthat the pall of sleep he had been gradually
weavi ng over the eneny had now i ndeed taken full effect. The charm had worked so subtly that none
of the victinms, even Vilkata, had realized that they were being enchanted. To work such magi c was
conparatively easy at night, because nobst of the subjects, or victins, would be expecting to go to
sl eep anyway.

The Prince thought it would be far | ess easy than Karel nade it sound. Then Mark was struck by a
sudden hope.

"I'f I cannot go down to her, can you get Kristin to cone out?"

Karel closed his eyes. "The possibility had already crossed ny mind. | will do what | can to call
her here. But what | can do will probably be insufficient, unless she believes, even in the
Sword's enchantnent, that she has a reason to cone."

Kristin, rousing froma light sleep, had the distinct sensation that someone had just called her
name—ene of her parents, perhaps, though both her nother and father were |ong dead. It had been
only a dream then ... or had it?

She sat up in the unfam liar farnmhouse bed—there was no difficulty in renmenberi ng how she had cone
here—and pul |l ed aside a wi ndow curtain. The casenent behind stood open to the sumrer night, and
noonl i ght flooded into the small, neat room which Mirat had assigned her. Though small, it was the
bi ggest bedchanber in the house, and the best furnished, with table and chest of drawers and even
alittle mirror on the wall.
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Looki ng out of the window, Kristin could see a pair of watchfires in the farmyard bel ow
snol dering and dying. There were dimnotionless forns of troopers and bandits slunping and |ying
around them

It was none of these who had call ed her

Rai si ng her eyes and gazing into the noonlit mddle distance, the Princess beheld two nounted
figures at the top of a long, grassy hill

Her sense of wonder grew at the strangeness of the awakening call. Unsure at first whether she

m ght not be still asleep and dream ng, the Princess arose from her bed and groped with her feet
until she found her shoes. OQtherwi se she had lain down fully dressed. Opening her bedroom door

she went out into the hallway, partially lit by nmoonlight filtering through the oil ed-paper w ndow
at one end. The white walls and coved ceiling, here in the hallway as in the roons, were neatly

pl astered as in nmany prosperous honmes in Tasavalta.

Kristin's feeling that she mght still be dreaming faded at the sight of Murat, who |lay sl eeping
on the floor just outside her bedroom door. She had to step over himto | eave her room H s face
was shadowed. The Princess paused to | ook adoringly at her new | over, who npaned al nost inaudibly
in his slunmber. The Crown Prince was sl eeping of course with the Sword in his hand, and she drew
in her breath with sudden fear that he might turn over in his sleep and gash hinself on that

Bl ade. The Princess knew fromold and bitter experience that the M ndsword nade terrible physica
wounds, al nost inmpossible to heal. Briefly she considered noving the Sword a little, for her

| over's safety, but then decided against making the attenpt. Tonight Lord Murat mnight well need
the protection offered by that black hilt in his hand, even at the risk of a sore wound.

And besi des, she feared to wake her lord just now, |est he prevent her doing sonething that she
had deci ded nust be done—for his sake.

Scarcely had Kristin started down the hall than she stopped again, with a sharp intake of breath.
Vil kata was sleeping only two or three nmeters away, on the floor near the head of the stairs. To
her disgust, Kristin found herself conpelled to step over his |oathsonme body as well; and as she
did so she considered killing him$for Mirat's sake.

The Princess had | eft her hunting knife back in the bedroom but there was a dagger in the denon-
master's belt that night be snatched away and plunged into his heart. Only two thoughts stayed her
hand: this fiend was now sealed in loyalty to Murat, and the possibility was all too real that her
bel oved ni ght soon be in need of every ally he had. Even this one.

Kristin let the wizard go on living. Stealing downstairs as quietly as possible, she encountered a
few nore sleeping bodies in parlor and kitchen, but to her surprise no one was awake and on guard.
Surely some of these nen should be faithfully on duty?

Per haps, she thought, her lord in his wi sdomhad stationed the real sentries outside.

Still nagged by the feeling that soneone had wakened her by calling her name, but nore and nore
convinced that she had dreant that much, the Princess went outside, through the kitchen and back
door.

The pair of snoldering watchfires in the farnyard seenmed to be burning even | ower now t han when
she had glinpsed themfromupstairs. Fires or not, there nmust certainly have been sentries posted
out here; but Kristin sawto her surprise that they too, or at |east the individuals who m ght
have been sentries, were also fast asleep

She took one of these nmen by the armand tried, wi thout success, to wake him

Abandoni ng the attenpt, the Princess turned. Peering uphill, into an alternation of darkness and
nmoonl i ght created by the passage of sone clouds, she could again nmake out the two di m human
figures at a distance of something over a hundred neters. Up there on the sunmt two nmen were
sitting their riding-beasts, at a distance Kristin judged to be sonewhat beyond the linmits of the
M ndsword' s invisible power.

It struck her that she was able to see one of those nen renmarkably well, considering the
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condi tions. Something about the figure's clothing suggested a military uniform though in the
moonl i ght and at this distance it was really inpossible to determnmine colors. The Princess was
suddenly quite certain, w thout any conscious |ogic having entered into her discovery, that the
man who seened to be in uniformwas a sinple mlitary nessenger, cone under a flag of truce to
bring her word of her husband's death in sone renote place. In a nmonent he would ride down the
hill toward her, his face grim shoul ders sl unped under his tragic burden—

—but wherever the thing had happened, Mark was dead, slain in sonme stupid conbat, or dead in sone
poi ntl ess accident, on one of his hopeless mssions attenpting to serve the Enperor. And this
rider, the anonynous nessenger she had feared with all her heart and soul for years, was on the
verge of cantering downhill to bring her the word that she had dreaded for so | ong—

Kristin, knowing in her heart that her doom had conme upon her, and noving in a sick, dreanlike
calm observed a path that |ed out of the farnyard and up the hill. A nonment |ater she was
followi ng the path, clinbing the hill

Just as she was | eaving the farnyard she took note of a nman who ought to have been a sentry,
sprawl ed sl eeping at what nust have been his post, just inside the fence beside the path. The man
noved slightly as she passed him but the eyes in the upturned face were cl osed—at her, al nost

cl osed—and he snored faintly.

Kristin went on her way. Looking uphill again, she thought that the second nan on the hilltop, the
one who sat his nount beside the nessenger's, |ooked very much |ike her uncle Karel

Mark, straining his eyes, and gripping the hilt of Sightblinder tightly in an effort to enhance
his own perception as much as possible, bit back an outcry. He recogni zed his w fe by noonli ght
al nrost as soon as she stepped out of the shadows of the farnhouse doorway nore than a hundred
nmet ers bel ow.

Murat, after stretching hinself out on the floor of the upstairs hall in the farnmhouse, had taken
no al arm when he began to grow heavily, deliciously sleepy. Such sensations were only natural
consi dering that his various concerns and responsibilities, together with the slowy dininishing
pain of his wound, had allowed himbut little rest on several successive nights before this one.
He had wel comed the chance to lay his body down, with the black hilt of his drawn Sword stil
clutched in his right hand, upon a folded rug in front of Kristin's door

Only in the last few monents before the Crown Prince dozed off did certain unwel come thoughts
enter his nmind. Since making his decision to keep the M ndsword continually unsheat hed, he had
found hinself growing nore rather than less afraid of Mark. The nets of defensive magic that Mirat
had woven about his own person with the Sword, and with Vilkata's and the denon's hel p, was
bringing himno increased feeling of security.

Rat her the reverse.

And then there was Kristin, and her all-too-justifiable unhappi ness caused by Mirat's toleration
of the foul w zard-king Vilkata. Perhaps worse, in her view, was his new reliance upon an actua
dermon. Kristin, tender-ninded and basically innocent, was unable to face the fact that he, Mirat,
must now depend upon such creatures.

Well, Vilkata was—er had been—a foul villain indeed, and under other conditions Mirat woul d not
have del ayed in putting the eyeless man to a horrible death, in paynment for what he had once done
to Murat's bel oved bride-to-be. But the purifying power of the Sword had transformnmed the foul
treacherous torturer and beggar into a trustworthy servant, at least for the tinme being. And the
fact was that Kristin's own welfare, perhaps her very survival, now required Mirat to seek help
wher ever he coul d.

That was the last thought of which the Crown Prince was conscious before he fell asleep

As Kristin clinbed the hill, mounting closer and closer to the two nen who seened to be waiting
for her at the top, logic suddenly awoke to rem nd her that Sightblinder, in sonmeone el se's hands,
m ght be the cause of her perception of a dreadful nessenger. But logic could offer only cold and
fragile confort against the inner certainty of that waiting figure's identity, and the nature of
his nessage. These were horrors that had formed the core of her worst dreams over the past few
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years. Fatalistically, she clinbed on

Mar k had been sitting notionless in his saddle, gazing downhill with fierce intensity, hardly
taking his eyes fromthat snmall figure as it approached. He had seen his wife, as if in response
to the sheer power of his will, |eave the unattainable canp bel ow and cone deliberately wal king up
the hill toward him Now the Prince feared to nmove or speak or even breathe, |est he break

what ever beneficent spell was granting himhis nost fervent w sh

Karel, waiting beside the Prince, was silent too, and al nbst notionless.

Breat hing softly now, Mark dared to nove, to disnmount. Once on his feet he did nothing but stand
and wait, while Kristin in the course of her next few steps enmerged fromthe eerily visible haze
of the M ndsword's influence. Then, approaching in deliberate silence, she came to stop sone four
meters from her husband.

At that point she spoke. "Mark? | feel it is really you before ne, and not the forml| see.”

The Prince unbuckl ed Sightblinder fromhis belt, then handed the weapon, sheath and all, up to
Karel, who still sat mounted. In the next nonent the Prince turned and took a swift step forward,
meaning to enfold his wife in his arns.

But Kristin stepped back quickly, avoiding Mark's enbrace; and as she moved she uttered a strange
gasp, partly of relief and partly of sonething el se.

Mark halted hinself in md-stride, rem nding hinself that the Mndsword's spell could not be so
easily dissolved. Considerable time and | oving care would be needed to heal Kristin of its
effects, even after she had energed fromthe field of its direct influence.

There woul d be no point in beginning with an inpassioned declaration of love. "Wat formdid you
just see?" he asked his wife, in as calma voice as he coul d manage.

She tossed her hair. Her voice was al nost bright. "Sonme anonynous courier, cone to tell ne that
you were dead."

"Kristin!" Again Mark spread his arns, and started to nove forward

Again with a swift, lithe novement she nmintained the di stance between them "Mark, | have come up
here to tell you, face to face, that fromnow on you nust allow nme to go ny own way."

Mark nmanaged to edge a hal f-step closer wi thout provoking a reaction. Silently he cursed al
Swords; he cursed Murat. He could see now that he was probably going to have to seize Kris bodily,
if he could, to keep her fromdarting back into the M ndsword's sphere of magic. He could see the
bl ue haze flickering al nost at her heels.

O course he should be subtle; but at the nonent he coul d not.
"Kris, that Sword, his Sword, is making you go away from ne."

"No!" Her denial, though forceful, was calmand matter-of-fact. "The M ndsword shocked ne at
first, but—o. Do not think, nmy forner husband, that | amits slave. Or Prince Mirat's."

"I am your husband, now and forever—but |ater we can talk about that. Ri ght now*

"We nmust talk about it now O rather, | nust convince you now that our narriage is at an end. You
no | onger have any right to conmand ny people, my arnies—er ny nagicians.”

Here she swung her gaze abruptly toward Karel. And Mark coul d see her pause, as if in renewed
horror, at whatever inage she saw in her fam liar uncle's place.

Since Kristin's arrival the old wizard had waited in his saddle, silently and patiently. He was
hol di ng Si ght bl i nder now, and when Mark gl anced his way he saw i nstead a second i mage of Kristin
this one nounted, gazing reproachfully back at him

When Karel spoke, he did not respond to what Kristin had just said to him Instead he said:
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"Hol ding the Sword of Stealth, | can see nore than | did. | see the two of you—=
Hi s words broke off.
"Well?" Mark cried inpatiently, at his wife's nounted i mage. "Wat is it, old man?"

Kristin too was staring at her uncle, but Mark could not guess who or what she might be seeing in
his pl ace.

"Never mnd," said Karel at last. For Mark, his voice was Kristin's too. "Never m nd. Let us
finish our business here."

For Mark, it was, as usual, easier not to | ook at whoever was holding the Sword of Stealth.

And it was foolish, thought Mark, as he faced back to Kristin, for himto stand here
ar gui ng—because he was arguing not with his wife, but with the powers of Mirat's Sword. Kris in
her present state was no nore than a puppet, conpelled to say these awful things.

As if determined to prove that the bond between the two of themm ght after all, when put to the
test, be stronger than all magic, the Prince extended a hand toward his wife.

"Cone with me, Kris."

W thout noving, she gazed back at him Her expression, clear in the noonlight, was one of calm
patient rationality that chilled himnore than any rage or venom nmi ght have done.

After a brief pause Kristin spoke. "I tell you, Mark, that you are my husband no | onger. Do not
bl ame the Sword, or any nmagic. That only helped nme to see the truth. And the truth is that, even
if no one had brought the Sword of Jory near ne, | was ready to | eave you anyway."

Kristin glanced toward her uncle once nore, and this time recoiled noticeably, closing her eyes
for a nonent. Evidently this time she had seen the old man as soneone or sonething very terrible.
When her eyes opened again, her gaze stayed averted fromhim

Then with an effort she said: "Uncle, | knowthat it is you."

"My Princess," said the wizard heavily, while Mark, glancing sideways, now saw himas Mirat, with
hal f a dozen Swords hung fromhis saddle. "My Princess, you are not yourself."

At that Kristin dared to | ook back at Karel again. "But | amnyself, Uncle. More so now t han—

Mark broke in. "Kris, no one in the world outside that canp behind you really believes that we two
have been divorced. Qur children certainly don't believe it. Nor does anyone inmagi ne that | have
really been deposed as Prince of Tasavalta."

For the first tinme since she had clinbed the hill, Kristin seemed shocked. "The nessages | left in
Sar ykam—=

"Have all been read. Everyone understands that you were not in your right mnd when you set them
down. "

"I was conpletely in possession of mnyself."

Kristin had raised her voice a little now She still spoke with a deadly certainty, her eyes
| ocked on Mark's. "And every word | wote in those notes was true." Now she turned to cast a quick
gl ance back over her shoulder, into the great web of the Mndsword's nmagic, still invisible to

her, at whose center Mirat was sl eeping deeply.

Then, once nore neeting Mark's gaze firmy, his dear wife said to him "The sinple truth is that |
have found one who matters nmuch nore to nme than you do."

The Prince could feel his scalp craw wi th shock and anger, though at this stage the words shoul d
have cone as no surprise. He said in a weak voice: "Kris?"
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Her fists were clenched. "I tell you, Mark, that the Sword in my Lord Murat's hand really had very
little effect on me. It provided only a nmonmentary shock, a stimulus to help ne see things as they
really were. Only Murat hinself do | now see in a new way; it did not make ne see anything new
about you at all—=

"It is useless for the two of you to argue these matters now," broke in Karel in a dull voice,
this time recogni zably his own. Perhaps, thought Mark, the old man, feeling secure in the
know edge that the three of themwere quite alone, had dropped Sightblinder to the ground.

Mar k edged anot her half-step closer to his wfe.
"You say that Murat's control over you is not absol ute?"

She shook her head inpatiently. "You persist in msunderstanding, despite all your know edge of
the Swords. Murat does not control anyone—except by being the glorious person that he is, so
anyone who sees himfor what he really is nust serve himfaithfully fromthat nonent on. He does
not know that | am here now, talking to you, and he would certainly not approve—but | have cone
here anyway, because | hope that | can serve his interests, by persuading you to |let us alone.”

Karel grunted as if with satisfaction. "I did not expect that his foll owers would necessarily obey
his every wish—as long as they are convinced that by disobeying, they can nore truly serve him
Well, that is reassuring.”

Mark, ignoring the nagician's coments, said to his wife: "Qur son is waiting in nmy canp to see
you. "

A shadow that m ght have been guilt crossed Kristin's face. "Then Stephen is safe. Very good. |
was sure he'd be able to take care of hinself under the circunstances."

"He saw what happened to you." Another half-step closer. "He was not happy about that."

"He did not understand.”
"Ch yes he did. That's why it was so terrible."

Mark's last half-step had been too rmuch. Kristin let out a small cry and turned to dash back into
the M ndsword's zone of domination

But the Prince, who had been shifting his weight forward and naki ng every other subtle preparation
he could contrive, was a shade too fast for her. He had no need to turn before he pounced. Hs

| eft hand caught her by the armin a crushing grip, and yanked her back fromthe fringes of blue
haze.

Kristin, who had cone unarned, tried to bite, and screaned, and struggl ed, but her husband hel d

her now in both arnms and swung her off her feet, toward his waiting nount. Karel, having w sely

maneuvered hinself into the exact place where he was needed, |eaned fromhis saddl e, Swordless,

wheezi ng, recogni zably hinself. The wi zard's large right hand, pale and gemmed with rings, noved
out to palmKristin's forehead softly. In the next instant she went |inp.

Murat was awakened by the sounds of distant scream ng. Not quickly wakened, for it seened to him
that he spent endless tine struggling toward consci ousness from a sl ough of oblivion. But at |ast
he was conscious, sitting upright on the floor of the upstairs hall in the expropriated farnhouse,
the M ndsword's hilt still grasped in his right hand.

He shouted for Vilkata, but at first only a sleepy nmunbling answered. In any case it was now too
| ate. He needed no wi zard or denon to tell himthat Kristin had sonehow fled or been snatched
away.

FI FTEEN

KRI STIN came drifting upward out of oblivion, joyfully cradled in a snmall canoe w ought fromthe
stuff of dreams, borne by this craft with no volition of her own into a beautiful dimgrotto that
rem nded her of somepl ace, sonetine |ong ago. This was a condition of great happi ness but it
proved transitory. The Princess yearned for the enchanted canoe to stop at this point but it would
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not, instead carrying her along a streamthat flowed with increasing sw ftness.

And then her canoe jolted against reality, and turned abruptly into a plain field cot. Wth the
sudden arrival of full wakeful ness the bl essed environnent of watery dimstreamand grotto
transformed itself into the diminterior of a military field tent, where a single candle on a map
table was all that held back darkness.

And Kristin knew that sonething horrible had happened.

Her eyes wi de open now, the Princess lay w thout noving on the field cot, covered by a brown arny
bl anket. The desol ate rush of returning nenory confirmed her fears; Mark and her uncl e had
captured her, seized her violently just outside Mirat's encanpnent. They had dragged her away by
force, detached her fromthe one being in the universe who now neant nore to her than all the
rest.

Yet her separation from Murat was not the nortal pang it m ght have been. A pleasant haze of
dul I ed perception, relaxed indifference, kept her fromfeeling the full pain that ought to have
cone with such a | oss.

Turni ng her head, Kristin saw that she was al nost alone inside the tent. A worman sol dier of the
Tasaval tan army, uniformed in blue and green, was dozi ng, her head nodding, in a canmp chair al nost
within armis reach of the cot. The woman in the chair roused herself as soon as Kristin stirred,
and a monment | ater had hurried to the doorway and was passing word to soneone outside the tent
that the Princess had awakened.

Kristin remained inert, trying to marshal her strength, for what kind of effort she was not sure
After the passage of an interval, which to the Princess seened neither short nor |ong, her uncle
Karel's face appeared above her, swimming dimy in a pleasant haze of |ethargy; and soon, beside
it, the famliar countenance of Mark

Speaki ng tenderly, and as calmy as they could, the two nmen took turns explaining to Kristin that
she was safe and secure in Mark's canp, surrounded by her own | oyal soldiers.

Looking fromone face to the other, she asked in a small voice: "Loyal to whonf"

The two men exchanged gl ances. Then he who had once been her husband said quietly: "To their |and,
and to their Princess."

"Is Rostov here?"
"He is."
"Then kindly convey ny conplinents to the general, and tell himthat | wish to see him"

Anot her interval went by in the dimtent wi thout |oom ng faces; when they returned, Rostov's steel-
stubbl ed bl ack countenance was there between the other two.

"CGeneral, | have orders for you," Kristin nurnured sl eepily. Sonehow she was having trouble
calling any authority into her voice.

Rostov nodded. It had never been his fault to waste much breath in unnecessary speech

"You are to accept no further orders fromthis man"—the Princess indicated Mark—who was fornerly
my husband. Instead you are to send messengers to the Lord Murat, and place yourself and your
armes entirely at his disposal. Is that clear?"

The general nust have been warned, before he canme into the tent, to expect sonething of the kind.
He only bowed lightly, and responded cal my enough

"As | love you, my Princess, and as | would serve you, | cannot accept such orders fromyou now. "

Mark was silent, but Kristin's uncle standing on the other side of Rostove said to her: "Your
soldiers will obey you gladly and nost lovingly, Madam as will |, once you are thinking clearly
again."
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She shook her head, back and forth on the flat pillow "I amthinking very clearly nower | was,
until you befuddled nme tonight with your nagic, Uncle. Wat kind of enchanted existence have you
condemed ne to?"

Wth an effort the Princess sat up, shaking her head some nore and trying to clear it. She saw
when the bl anket fell back that she was still wearing the clothes in which she had joi ned Mirat
two days ago—ould it have been only two days, or was it |onger? For a nonent the grief of
separation threatened to overwhel m her

Karel said: "I amsorry to befuddl e you, as you put it, Princess. But you nust be all owed a chance
to rest." And the wizard nmade anot her magical pass or two.

The Prince realized that Karel was allowing Kristin to drift up slowy out of her enchanted sleep
But the old magician did not allow the young wonan to return all the way to full awareness,

hol ding her rather in a state of soothed tranquility, numbed enough so that her sadness at being
separated fromher new | ord was qui et and gentle; not the violence of rage and hate that, as he
had assured Mark, it would otherw se have been

Mark, in whom strong feelings of relief and rage contended each tine he | ooked at Kristin, now had
a new idea. Drawing Karel away fromthe cot for a noment, he whispered to the old wizard that they
mght try giving his wife Sightblinder to hold, in hopes that she would be enabled that way to
perceive the true state of affairs.

Karel, after sone hesitation, agreed.

Mark sent for the Sword of Stealth, which one of his officers was now guarding. Wile they were
wai ting for Sightblinder to arrive, Rostov excused hinself and left the tent.

When the black hilt was at last presented to Kristin, she refused to touch it, w thdrawi ng her
hands under the bl anket.

Mark had reclaimed the Sword Sightblinder, and was about to |leave the tent with Karel when, to his
surprise and nmonentary delight, Kristin called him back

She gazed at him her eyes lumnous with the haze of Karel's relaxing magic. But there was urgency
in her voice. "There is sonmething that | nust tell you."

"What ?" Putting the Sword of Stealth aside again, Mark knelt beside the bed. He reached
automatically for Kristin's hand, but she pulled it away fromhim

Shuddering, the woman on the cot said: "In—+n Mirat's canp—there is now a denon. And al so a man—f
you can call himthat—who is the denon's master. The Dark King hinself. | saw him"

Mark and Karel exchanged gl ances. "W know about the denon, and the magician," said the Prince,
trying to make his voice confident and soothing. He paused. "Did either of them harm you?"

The | um nous bl ue eyes flickered. "Harm nme? No, they would not have dared do that. My gracious
Lord Murat has ordered all his followers to honor and serve nme. But—for his sake | nust warn you
about the denon, and about its keeper. Because | fear that in the end such servants and counsel ors
will destroy him™

Mark paused. "I will destroy the denon," he said, "if | can. O 1'll send it hurtling to the ends
of the earth.” Then he patted Kristin's hand gently, touched her hair once, and got to his feet.
Then inpul sively he started to bend over her, neaning to kiss her on the cheek. But again she
shrank away.

He straightened up

"As for the Crown Prince Miurat, | can promise you nothing. | amglad you told ne about the Dark
Ki ng, and the denon," he assured her quietly. "WII you tell us anything el se—about Miurat's
i ntentions, for exanple?"

"His intention was to | eave Tasavalta quietly, before you began to attack us."
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"To | eave, taking you with him"

"OfF course."

"To Cul n?"

"That I will not tell you."

Mark turned away and started to |l eave the tent.
Then he halted as Kristin spoke again.

"l say again, to you ny uncle and you ny former husband, that | wish neither of you ill. But it is
not for your sake that | warn you about the denmon—and about the other, the man who sees with
denon's eyes, and who is worse than any denon. What | tell you is for ny lord s sake."

"We understand that," Karel nurnured.

"If I do not hate you, who are his enemes," she said, "it is only because he does not. | tell you
that ny Lord Murat wi shes no one any harm-hAot even you, who are now bent on killing him"

Mark stared at her. Before he could answer, a guard put his head into the tent to whisper that
young St ephen had wakened, |earned his rescued nother was now in canp, and was denanding to see
her .

"Let himcone in," sighed Mark. Earlier he had spoken to his son about the possibility of
frighteni ng changes.

VWhen the boy entered, a few nonents |ater, Kristin stared at her son, then held out her arns to
enmbrace him

Leavi ng not her and son alone for the tine being, Mark and Karel wal ked out of the tent. Wen they
had gone a few paces, and were out of earshot of the sentries, they began conversing in | ow tones.

Mark asked, "How long will it be, nmgician, before she's ny own wife again?"

"That | cannot say, Prince," Karel answered heavily. "W may hope for sone favorable change in a
few days."

Bef ore Mark coul d speak again, Stephen, on the verge of weeping, canme bursting out of the tent.
The boy wal ked qui ckly away, avoiding his father when Mark woul d have spoken with him

Mark let himgo. After a final word with Karel, he retired to his own tent to try to get sone
sl eep, leaving word that he wanted to be called as soon as there was any sign that Murat had
awakened.

Sl eep came quickly to the exhausted Prince, but his rest was soon troubled by strange dreans. It
seened to Mark that he was wandering, fully armed, but with only ordinary weapons, in a strange
countryside. His path | ed himbeside an unknown stream Eventually it came to himthat this nust
be the Aldan, the small river on whose wooded banks he had grown up. Having made this discovery he
tried to walk faster, in hopes of catching sight of the m Il operated by his foster-father, Jord,
or hearing the famliar groaning of the wheel

The stream mi ght have been the Al dan, but every detail about its banks renai ned stubbornly

unfam liar. At last, on founding a bend, Mark canme upon his father the Enperor, |eaning against a
flowering tree with his arms fol ded, and regarding Mark as if he had been waiting for himto
arrive. The Enperor |ooked no older than the last time Mark had seen him and now for the first
time it struck Mark that this man, his father, |ooked sonewhat younger than hinself.

Standing a little behind the Enperor was Ben. Ben's nassive arns were folded |ike the Enperor's,
and he was regarding Mark with a strange sol emm sil ence.

The Prince did not hesitate, but strode toward the Enmperor in an angry nood, ready to chall enge
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his assuned authority—as indeed he tended to do in waking life, on those rare occasi ons when he
actual ly saw t he man.

Mark halted two paces away fromthe waiting, inperturbable figure dressed in gray.

"You are ny father," Mark said. The words canme out |ike an accusation
"Yes. "

"Very well, then, | need your help."

The m ddl e-sized man in gray | ooked synpathetic. "Wat kind of hel p?”

Mark had not realized until this nonent what kind of assistance he nmeant to ask for. But now he
did not hesitate. "I want you to lend nme Soul cutter. | know you have it."

The father who appeared to be no older than his son now seened to be regarding the younger man
wi th disappointnment if not distaste. "How do you know t hat ?"

"Because that Sword was in your possession when it was |ast seen, years ago. You picked it up on a
battlefield and carried it away. Wio el se should have it now if you do not? Did soneone take it
fromyou, or have you given it away?"

"The answer is no."

" No?"
"No. | did not renmove the Sword of Despair fromthat field only to give it back again. Besides,
t hat weapon does not belong to ne. But even if it were in ny possession, | would categorically

refuse to loan it to anyone, especially my son."
n W]y?ll

"1 need give you no explanations, Mark, but | will. The best way to put it is that you don't know
what you're asking for."

Ben, | ooking gloony, having nothing to say, remained standing in the background. Mark understood
that this dispute was to be only between father and son

The Prince noved a step closer, |oonming over the snaller man in gray. "WIIl you for once give ne a
straight, conplete answer when | ask you a question? WIl you for once adnmit that | m ght be
right?"

The Enperor sniled faintly at him and said nothing.

Groaning, nuttering in exasperation, Mark noved to seize the Enperor by his garnents and shake
him But sonmehow it was hard to obtain a solid hold.

"You are a bothersone son, sonetines," his father said. And Mark hinself, to his surprise, was
grabbed in a grip of incredible strength, and jerked about until his teeth rattled.

At that point he came struggling out of the dreamto reenter the real world, to find that soneone
was really shaking him albeit much nore gently than the Enperor had done.

The eastern wall of his canmpaign tent was glowing in the rays of the newy risen sun. An officer
had come in with an urgent report: Ben of Purkinje was unaccountably mssing fromthe canp.

M ssing with Ben were two riding-beasts, an undetermn ned anount of supplies, and the Sword

Si ght bl i nder.

S| XTEEN

SOVETHI NG-he had an inpression of distant shouts or screans—awakened the Crown Prince well before
dawn, and he coul d see by noonlight that the door of Kristin's bedroomwas standing ajar. Only a
qui ck |l ook at the enpty bed inside was needed to confirmthat she was gone. Had intruders,
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treading in supernal silence, stepped over himas he slept? There were no signs of struggle in
Kristin's room And it ought to be inpossible for anyone, here in the central glare of the Sword's

full power, to intrigue against Mirat, to kidnap his beloved. But still the bedroom w ndow was
wi de open.

Trying to think clearly, but still fighting a hideous drowsy |ethargy, Mirat struggled to his
feet, stepped over the still-inert formof Vilkata farther down the hall, and began to stunble

downstairs, |eaning on the farnhouse wall to keep his balance. In the process of naking his way
down the narrow stair, the Crown Prince shifted the Sword very carefully fromone hand to the

ot her, being very careful lest it fall fromhis cranped fingers. Wth the transfer he felt only
the slightest alteration in the effortless flow of magic. But not for an instant did Mirat cease
to hold Skulltwi ster. There was no nonent in which even the swiftest eneny night have been able to
penetrate his defensive field and strike.

Except, of course, by some other nagic, operating froma distance. Now he understood that the
sl umber from which he struggled to extricate hinmself was certainly unnatural

Havi ng reached the dark hall at the foot of the stairs, Murat turned toward the kitchen, passed
through it and went out into the night. But when he found hinself outdoors he was unable for the
first few minutes to do nmuch nore than stagger about the farnyard |like a sleepwal ker. Groggily the
Crown Prince strove to free hinself fully fromthe toils of Karel's slunber-inducing enchant nents.

And it was in the farnmyard, before he was fully awake, that he heard for the first tinme eyew tness
testinmony of Kristin's departure. One of the sentries, seemingly the only man in canp who had not
been entirely overconme by sleep, swore that he had watched her go, al one.

Swiftly nounting anger helped Miurat break free of the clinging tendrils of soporific nmagic. And as
soon as he felt confident of being able to think coherently, he strode back into the farmhouse,
clinmbed to the upper hall, and in a cold fury started trying to rouse his supposed magi ci an

He went at the job with ruthless energy, but still it took hima few mnutes to get Vilkata fully
awake. When the Crown Prince was satisfied that the man could hear him he infornmed his vanqui shed
wi zard that the Princess was gone.

"One of the sentries," Miurat grated, "reports that she wal ked out of the canp al one, apparently of
her own free will. Up the path toward two nounted nmen who appeared on that hill."

The wretch who had once been the Dark King, now sitting on the floor in a noonlit corner of the
little upstairs hall, pressed his pale al bino's hands, incongruously backed with dark hair, over
t he bandage that crossed the upper portion of his face.

Hi s voice sounded nuffled. "You say the nman reports her leaving, ny lord? Wiy didn't he stop her?"

Murat coul d answer that, having already briefly interrogated the sentry who had w t nessed
Kristin's departure. The soldier swore that he had been in a helpless state that kept himfrom
doi ng anyt hing about Kristin's departure—or would have prevented his interference, had he
considered it his duty to interfere. Actually, as the shaken trooper had pointed out, the sentries
had been given no orders to keep the Princess in the canp. Rather, everyone had been conmanded to
grant her every wish. Mirat, raging in the farnyard, had been forced to realize that in justice
there should be no punishnment for the sentry.

I ndoors he continued his dialogue with Vilkata, but, as it seened, to little purpose. Wen
presently the two nen descended into the farmyard again, Mirat vented his anger on other people.
He beat one man with the flat of his Sword when the fellow could not be awakened by | ess viol ent
neans.

And he continued to be angry at his nmagician for allowing Karel to prevail and put themall to
sl eep.

"Scoundrel, charlatan! Were is your denon? | suppose the vile beast is sleeping too?"

"I do not think so, Geat Lord." Vilkata's tones were full of msery. "But where he is at the
nmoment | do not know. "
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"Then summn him and | et us see!"

Wth this end in mnd, Vilkata and Murat went al one behi nd sone outbuil dings, so that the sinple
sol diers should not be unduly terrified, and there the Dark King went through the brief necessary
ritual.

Akbar when summoned appeared pronmptly, a blurred and shifting figure in the center of a nmuffled
gl ow t hat soon outshone the moonlight and then quickly died away. An al nmost-convi nci ng human shape
was |left: the sinple maiden's formwhich Mirat had seen during the previous nmanifestation

On being informed of Kristin's departure, the denon professed surprise, and started trying to
consol e Murat for her |oss.

"Ugly nonster!" the Crown Prince roared back hoarsely. "I do not want your synpathy! Wat | want
is to know where you were at the crucial tinme!"

Akbar, cringing again, replied in a small naiden's voice, explaining his absence by saying that he
had wanted to keep out of the way of Mark, whose approach to the encanpnent he had detected, and
who was known to have a knack for dealing ruthlessly with denons.

"I thought this was in accordance with your orders, sir."
"Coul d you not at |east have warned us that we were all being put to sleep?”

The denon cursed and groaned, hoarse tones and coarse words dinmming the illusion of nmai denhood,
admtting that Karel nust have been too subtle for it.

"I failed to understand what was happening, sir. | thought the two nen were only scouting."”

Soon Murat ordered Vilkata to dismss the useless creature. There was no sleep for anyone in canp
during the remainder of the night. By dawn Murat's rage at his enem es, his sleeping sentries, his
i nconpetent wi zard and cowardly denon, and at Fate, for failing to prevent Kristin's departure,
was threatening to becone irrationally, nurderously violent.

At last the sight of his son, who was watching himw th frightened eyes, sobered the Crown Prince
somewhat. Carlo was the only one in his conpany at whom he had not grown angry.

The royal anger persisted, though over the next few hours it tried to fix itself upon serious
targets and grew nore cal culating. The Crown Prince was now in the process of consciously deciding
that whoever was not firmly with himwas nost definitely against him By degrees he was comn ng
around to the conviction that whoever did not support himw thout reservation really did not
deserve to live

He told a snmall worried gathering of confidants, including his son Carlo and Captain Marsaci, that
al nost anyt hing bad that happened to such people could be regarded as a just punishnent for their
wong attitudes and willfully bad behavi or

Again and again during the course of the norning, while Marsaci, Vilkata, and others waited for
meani ngf ul orders, the Crown Prince called the unfortunate guard, now conpletely w de awake, back
into his presence and demanded to be told all the details of Kristin's departure.

The formerly somol ent sentry, his nerves dissolving under the barrage of repeated questions,
inforned his naster over and over that he had been unable to see any details of what had happened
up on the hill. But he had heard several screans fromup that way, a few mnutes after the
Princess had wal ked out. Yes sir, those yells could have been nmade by the Princess; it had sounded
Iike a woman' s voi ce.

By now it was thoroughly confirned that all of the other sentries—ndeed everyone el se in canp—had
been sound asleep at the tine. Miurat suspected that sone of them m ght have been inclined to deny
it, except that any who admitted to being awake when the Princess was spirited away feared being
hel d cul pable for having failed to prevent such a calanity.

Around noon Vil kata, on being asked by the Crown Prince for his advice, urged strict enforcenent
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of the mlitary code concerning sinple soldiers who slept on sentry duty.

"I't will be easy for ny lord to replenish his ranks, should they be depleted in the course of
justice."

Murat, looking at the other sourly, declined to follow his advice. "Perhaps recruiting nore
soldiers, even if that were ny object, would not be that easy. Think about it. The eneny, fearing
to cone near nmy Sword, will certainly retreat in haste fromany offensive nove we nmake. They'|
run away swiftly, and |l eave nme to waste ny energy and scatter ny forces into usel essness if | am
so inclined. No. No, thank you. When | order a march at last, I'll nmove to better purpose than
that."

Adding to Murat's difficulties of the day was the fact that now his pair of flying scouts, who
were too unintelligent for the Mndsword to have any effect on them had sonehow been lost. It was
not surprising, when he thought about it, that the beasts should have been lured away or killed by
other flyers, or by Tasavaltan handl ers, beastmasters nore skilled than the | one expert in the
smal | force of his defectors.

But the |oss of the beasts was a substantial blow. Mirat saw that w thout good scouts he shoul d
have no chance of catching up with Kristin, or Mark, or any other well-informed and well - nount ed
i ndividual. He hesitated to send out any nore human scouts; it would be a waste of tine, now that
his canp nmust be surrounded—at a prudent di stance—by nunerically overwhel m ng Tasavaltan forces.

Shortly after midday, Vilkata timdly inforned his naster that he suspected Karel had found somre
way to make visible the field of influence of the drawn M ndsword, at |east to sone of the eneny,
i ncludi ng of course Mark hinself.

The Crown Prince cursed fluently. It was truly maddening to have the power of the Mndsword in
hand, and be unable to strike with it effectively. But the nost tornenting aspect of the situation
was Kristin's behavior. In truth, he had been hesitating in canp for nore than half a day because
he was endeavoring to make up his mind about Kristin.

Try as Murat might to disregard it, an ungquenchabl e suspicion had begun to gnaw at him Hi s doubts
had begun the nonent he heard that she was gone, that she had evidently wal ked up the hill to neet
her abductor willingly.

Her chi ef abductor, of course, nmust have been her fornmer husband. The Prince of Tasavalta, arnmed
with Sightblinder, had dared to approach the canp of the Crown Prince closely. Perhaps the Sword
of Stealth had shown himto the Princess in the guise of Mirat, presenting an i nage that she m ght
not have been able to distinguish fromMrat hinself. . . that was a confort to the Crown Prince,
to think that his bel oved had remmi ned | oyal, but had been treacherously deceived.

Carl o, when consulted, argued in favor of this interpretation. But as nmuch as the Crown Prince
wanted to believe it, he suffered persistent doubts.

Vilkata, in his sincere desire to serve his naster, was permanently suspicious of all other
servants and advi sers, including Carlo. Perhaps these others nmeant well, but what did this youth
and these ignorant soldiers know about intrigue, what understanding did they have of the great
game played with Swords? Only he, Vilkata, the w zard and fornmer king, had the experience and
foresight to of fer proper guidance.

Therefore, the Dark King, in a nbode of thought as natural to himas breathing, mentally prepared
ways in which he mght discredit other advisers. In his heart he was firmy convinced that the
dear and glorious nmaster really would be better off if he came to rely on the Dark King above all
ot hers.

And Murat, as the hours of the afternoon dragged on with no orders given, no decisions nmade, could
not get the suspicion out of his mind. Could she, could she, after all, have been Iying to him al
al ong? Only faking her conversion by the Sword?

Kristin's uncle, after all, was a mighty wi zard; those versed in such matters counted Karel one of
the worl d's best, though he did not seek fame and seened to care little for his reputation. M ght
Karel have been able to provide his Princess with sone special help, some protection that woul d

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story.txt (84 of 115) [2/4/03 9:54:52 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story .txt
grant her inmunity even to the M ndsword' s powers?
But no, no such nmagic existed anywhere. The Crown Prince was ready to stake his life on that.
Except, of course, in the Sword Shi el dbreaker.

Kristin, while she was with him had not been carrying any Sword. But for all he, Mirat, knew,
Mark or Karel night possess the Sword of Force. And if they could somehow have transferred the
power of that mi ghty weapon to her—

No. Kristin would have told himif Shiel dbreaker was sonewhere in Tasaval tan possession. No, Mirat
woul d not, never could, never would, believe that his bel oved had been Iying to hi mabout her
| ove.

Vil kata, when Murat again questioned himclosely, assured his bel oved naster that yes, years ago,
Prince Mark had seenmingly defied the Mndsword's power for a tinme. Oh, for a matter of mnutes
only, an hour at the nost. Vilkata's only explanation was that, sonmehow, on that distant day,
Sightblinder's power of allowing its holder to see things and people as they really were had

wor ked as an effective antidote to the force of Skulltw ster.

Murat growl ed. "And what the Sword of Stealth has acconplished before, it mght be able to do
again."

"No one can deny it absolutely, ny lord. But | think it could not have enabled Mark to enter your
canp |l ast night, and go away again."

Murat thought the situation over, and suffered hel pless- |y, and thought sone nore. H's nen
continued waiting anxiously for orders, but in his uncertainty he let themwait. H s intellect
assured himthat Kristin's conversion to |oving himmnust have been genui ne—hope whi spered to him
that such a transformation night have, nust have, would have taken place, even wthout the

M ndsword' s power to assist.

But he found his intellect essentially hel pl ess agai nst the seed of doubt, once planted.

A cunning and evil turn of his inmagination showed hi mthe Princess and her husband, even now,
enbraci ng each other, slyly |aughing at hi mtogether

After a few nonents of that tormenting vision, Miurat took hinself firmy in hand, telling hinself
that there was no reason to suspect, |let alone believe, anything of the kind. For a tine he
managed to put his doubts aside.

But whenever the Crown Prince tried to bring back in nmenory those predawn screans, supposedly
Kristin's, heard by hinself as well as by the sentry, they persisted in turning into shrieks of
j oyous, spiteful l|aughter

Calling the abused former sentinel yet once nore before him Mrat questioned himfor what seened
the hundredth tine.

"You say she went out frommy canp willingly?"

And for the hundredth tine the frightened sol di er gave essentially the same answer.

"Yes, nmy gracious lord, willingly as far as | could tell. But then when she had joined the two nen
up on the hill—=

"Never mind. It is enough. She went out willingly."

SEVENTEEN

AS the hours of the afternoon passed and still no marching orders were given by the great Lord
Murat, no definite decision of any kind announced, Carlo grew increasingly worried about his
father. And the Princeling becane to sone extent concerned about his own safety as well. He

considered his own safety vitally inportant, and not for purely selfish reasons. The truth was
that none of the others in canp knew Carlo's father as he did. And, Sword-magic or not, none of
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them coul d be expected to serve the Crown Prince as well as he, who understood his father's every
mood and whim who knew when the Crown Prince really nmeant an order and when he spoke only out of
anger and m ght soon regret his words.

Certainly no evil magician, and no denon, could be entrusted with the responsibilities of acting
as second in conmmand. Carlo meant to do everything he could to minimze the influence upon the
great Lord of such unworthy ones.

Vil kata spent nost of the afternoon alone in an upper room of the farnhouse, engaged in deep
t hought. Though he realized intellectually that his bondage of hel pless service to the Crown
Prince had its roots in magic, still he was conscious of no slightest wish to escape that bondage.

Now established in a nore or |ess honorable and trusted position, he was dutifully doing his
utnost as a schener and intriguer to make plans in Mirat's favor, to ensure that no one else did
anything to harmthe lord. And one person in particular soon clained the burden of his thought.

Before the Dark King had been nmany hours a faithful servant of Murat, it had crossed his nind that
Kristin's eventual renoval fromthe scene might be required. Wen, before dawn this norning, he
had di scovered her flight, his first thought was that the departure of the Princess was likely to
prove a blessing in disguise. Mght Kristin, as Murat's consort, have been ultinmately a harnfu

i nfluence upon the lord, bad for his career?

The Dark King pondered | ong upon this question, but the nore he pondered the less certain he felt
of the answer. Many rulers benefited fromthe presence of a faithful, |oving consort.

Per haps things woul d have been different in his, Vilkata's life, his own period of real kingship
much prolonged, if he had possessed such a dependabl e hel pmate in the days of his own glory.

but all that was ancient history now Shaking his head, he who had been the Dark King
brought his thoughts eagerly back to the present. His present career, in the service of the One
True Lord, Murat, was far nore glorious and inportant than anything he m ght have achieved in
promoting any ot her cause, including his own.

If Princess Kristin was, or woul d have been, of doubtful value to the Lord Murat, then what of his
son?

Carlo, now. . . the presence of a grown and potentially rebellious son ... it was hard to

di scover any positive value at all in that. O course Carlo, while gripped in the Sword' s power,
would find it inpossible to be openly rebellious against his father. But in the future, soneday

when the Sword had been sheathed again, or the son had been al | owed to travel for sorme
tinme out si de its influence

The Dark King's head ached when he thought of the possible risks to Murat's power in such a
situation. Coldly he pondered. Sooner or |ater, he decided, Carlo would probably have to go.

Meanwhi | e, Murat was nursing sonme new suspi cions of his own. He wondered whether Vilkata had been
able to resist Karel's sleep-naking magic, but had for some reason pretended otherw se. And had

t he cunni ng Eyel ess One sonehow i nduced Akbar to go along with that pretense? The possibilities
for intrigue seened endl ess.

The Crown Prince tried his best to put these new worries out of his mind, telling hinself firmy
that they were nonsensical for any holder of the Mndsword. But despite his best efforts he could
not entirely disregard them

While Murat and Vil kata brooded separately, one of the converted troopers was asking Carlo, in
genui ne puzzlerment, why his royal father had not taken the woman to his bed when he'd had the
chance. Wiy shoul d any worman believe that a man really wanted her when he'd refused to do that?

Carlo could find no good answer.

I ndeed, Murat hinself had now begun to think along the same |ines. What a chivalrous fool he'd
been! But never nind, he'd get Kristin back. And if—f—-her loyalty had been fraudul ent the first
time round, well, it wouldn't be on the second.
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He'd find a way of naking sure.
There was no reason why the hol der of the M ndsword should be forced to endure treachery.

Vilkata, still closeted in the small bedroom he had been granted as his own, weighing as best he
could the benefits and probl ens attendant upon each possible course of action, was coning around
to the conclusion that Kristin would be, at least for the tinme being, a desirable mate and ally
for his lord. Every great lord should have a queen, or enpress, and no one nore fitting than the
Princess of Tasavalta was likely to becone available to Murat in the inmediate future.

The next problem of course, would be to get her back. The Perfect Lord would no doubt soon
declare that as his objective, and Vil kata began racking his brain to find the best way to
acconpl i sh the goal

Later on, of course, Princess Kristin could be replaced if, for reasons of state, a different
consort shoul d becone nore desirable.

Vilkata did not nmention this | ast consideration when, late in the afternoon, he was again called
to consult with his |ord.

But the forner Dark King, speaking fromexperience, did repeatedly urge deviousness and caution in
novi ng agai nst Mark and the other resistant Tasaval tans, even though it was al so necessary to
avoi d prol onged del ay.

"As | see the situation, sir, it will be best if we can sonehow lull the eneny into thinking that
we are ready to tal k peace. Then, advance upon them quickly, strike like lightning with the
M ndswor d! "

Murat shook his head gloonmily. "Mark will not be lulled so easily. Nor will his chief advisers."

"True." Vilkata thought a noment |longer. "An alternate plan would be to occupy the eneny capital
then negotiate. If we nove quickly enough into a heavily popul ated region, particularly Sarykam
all of the local people will not be able to avoid your Sword. You will acquire a great nunber of
host ages. "

Murat rubbed at his once-neat beard, now grown untended. There were specks and small streaks of
gray anong the bl ack.

"When | entered the capital a few days ago, it appeared to be conpletely deserted."

"I ndeed, sire. But Your Highness did not use the Sword when you were there." The wi zard's tone was
gently chiding.

"True, | didn't want to use . . . yes, true. There m ght have been people, many people, hiding
within its range. At that tine | didn't want . . ."

Miurat's words trailed off, as if he had now forgotten what he had then been trying to avoid.
"But this tine you will enter with Sword drawn, as swiftly as you can ride."

The Crown Prince sighed heavily. He squinted in the direction of the other nan, as if at sonething
difficult to see. "It mght work, but-hostages?"

"Host age-taking can be a very effective nmeasure, when properly carried out. | nyself have on a
number of occasi ons—

Murat blinked. He appeared to rouse hinself froma dream In a changed voi ce he demanded, once
nore: "Hostages?"

Vil kata blinked al so. Sensing unwillingness in his master —aorse than unwillingness, a rapidly
growi ng anger—he tried to change his approach

"They are forcing you to such nmeasures, Master," the Dark King nurmured defensively. "Wat the
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eneny forces you to do is not your fault."

Murat, grieving for his lost Princess, suddenly found hinself plunged into horror at the very
sight of this man whom she had so violently hated and feared. This man who had once even tortured
her. Who—

The Crown Prince had a sudden thought: Perhaps it was the very presence of Vilkata and his denon
that had forced Kristin to desert his canp.

He roared at the wetched denon-handler: "1 will answer for ny own faults! | find your advice
di stasteful. More, | find the sight of you disgusting!"

"Sire, | only—=

Lungi ng forward inpul sively, striking hard with the black hilt, Mirat knocked down the object of
his wath. Then the Crown Prince stood over Vilkata, shouting at him while the fallen nagician
his forehead bl eeding, struggled to regain his senses.

"In fact, foul man, | find you and your schenes inhumanly repul sive, and | wish to see you no
nmore. Qut of ny sight!"

Vil kata crawl ed, then stunbled to his feet. Mre shocking than the blowitself was the realization
that he had so angered his beloved lord. In the face of such wath the Dark King did not dare to
argue, or to delay his departure; he sinply ran, as fast as aging legs could carry him while
turncoat troopers and forner bandits stared. Vilkata's first thought in this energency, reeling
and weeping at rejection as he was, was that he nust not allow the master to kill hi mbecause if
that shoul d happen, how could he serve his faultless master anynore?

Reel i ng past the barn and the adjacent corral, with blood froma forehead wound still trickling
into his enpty sockets, the Dark King nade no effort to claima nount, but stunbled out on foot
into the lately unworked fields surrounding the farm buil di ngs.

Even now, fromthe very beginning of this unhappy exile, even before he began to consider where he
hinself would find his food and shelter, Vilkata was planning ceasel essly for some way to continue
to help Murat—and of course to win hinself back into Murat's favor, so that he could serve to nuch
greater effect.

About a kilonmeter fromthe farm in the steep side of a narrow creek's tall earthen bank, the

wi zard found a kind of cave, recently abandoned by sone small animal, and in inmnent danger of
conpl ete coll apse. Here was inmedi ate shelter. Here, he thought, his arts and a m ni mrum of
practical craft should enable himto keep hinself alive and free for the tinme being. Soon, in no
great nunber of days and hours, his nmaster was going to have grave need of himagain. Al the
strength that the Dark King could nuster was going to be needed, he was sure.

Forcing his body back into the tiny cave as far as possible, Vilkata nuttered spells neant to
conceal hinmself fromdiscovery, and to strengthen the crunbling earthen roof through which the
pale roots of wild grass depended. That he night have warni ng of any approachi ng danger—or
opportuni ty—the Dark King spent his next half hour in the sunmoni ng and depl oyment of a score or
so of mnor powers, half-real and insubstantial beings that were at the command of any practicing
magi ci an.

In Vilkata's endl ess concern to be of service to his inconparable lord, it had not yet crossed his
mnd that in a few days, now that he had left the Mndsword's field of influence, he would begin
to recover fromits effects.

That point had already occurred to Murat, and within an hour after the departure of the Eyel ess
One; but such was the ruler's contenpt and hatred for the magician that when the realization cane,
he did not consider trying to get the foul one back

Anot her and nore sobering realization, coming to the Crown Prince only after Vilkata had departed,
was that he, Miurat, did not possess anything |ike the magi cal know edge he assunmed woul d be
necessary to sumon his denon of supposedly constrained |oyalty.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story.txt (88 of 115) [2/4/03 9:54:52 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%206%20-%20Mindswords%20Story .txt

At that point Murat did briefly consider trying to get his magician back. Probably, he thought,
the man woul d show up in a few hours on the perinmeter of canp, begging to be reinstated. Should he
be allowed to return?

After a little thought the Crown Prince shuddered, and pernmanently rejected the idea

Shortly after sunset, the Crown Prince went strolling a little apart fromhis nen, outside the
boundaries of the farnyard, his Sword in hand as usual. He had not gone far before, to his
consi derabl e surprise, he beheld the denon quietly, alnbst unobtrusively manifesting itself in
front of him

Murat halted in his tracks, warily twirling Skulltw ster. Addressing the slight image of the
mai den who now stood before him he said softly: "I had thought that | would have to sunmon you."

"I't is ny experience, Great Lord," the inage replied nodestly in its young girl's voice, "that
anyone who really wants to neet a denon on friendly terns is likely to get his wish. O hers. In
one way or another. Wether nagic is enployed or not."

The maiden did subtle things with her eyelids and | ashes, and briefly showed her pearly teeth. Her
dress this evening was sonewhat di sarranged, even slightly torn, so that it threatened to fal
away conpletely fromone fair, rounded shoul der.

The Crown Prince, gazing at Akbar in this guise of a sinple young girl, knowing well what it was
that he really gazed upon, still found hinmself, to his own disgust, being aroused by the sight.

Wth an i nward shudder, and a violent effort, Miurat put such thoughts and feelings fromhim
He said: "Wetched One, | have dism ssed your partner, Vilkata. Wat have you to say to that?"

The girl nade a point of rearranging the dress that still kept slipping—eh, quite
unconsci ousl y—from one shoul der. She murnured: "Only that | amnot surprised, Geat

Lord. In nmy own hunble view, that man was far from being satisfactory in his capacity as your
adviser. Certainly he was not worthy of preferment by a ruler as glorious as yourself."

"Why do you say that? What did you see wong with hinf"

The maiden's eyes twinkled. "I express ny opinion, Lord, only because | have been invited to do
so. As to the Dark King's deficiencies, evidently you have di scovered them for yourself—as | was
confident you would, in your great wi sdom"

"Then | take it you are not of the opinion that | should try to get himto return?"

"Your Lordship will be the best judge of that. | await your comrands." And the denon-i mage
curtsied deeply.

"You know where the Eyel ess One is now?"

"I believe, Geat Lord, that he has conceal ed hinself. And he is a magician of sone

acconplishnment. Still it is possible that | might find himif | searched."
"Does he still enjoy the vision that you provided for hinP"
"He does, and will, until | seek himout and darken it again. Shall that be ny task?"

Murat found hinself heartily tired of the subject of Vilkata. He hesitated, and sighed.

"What that nman does now, or what he sees, is not a matter of the greatest inportance. But should
you, while carrying out your other duties, happen to discover his whereabouts—+et nme know. "

The mai den waited, poised, hands gracefully clasped in front of her. "It shall be as you say,
Master."

Silently Murat took note of the fact that Akbar was now begi nning to assune a rather different
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personality than the one he had presented in Vilkata's presence—al mer and less terrified.
Less—pressured, perhaps.

That wasn't all. It seened to the Crown Prince that there was now sonet hi ng vaguel y—ar ger —about
the denon. Not an increase in physical size, no, the inmage of the naiden | ooked nuch the sane,
sl ender and delicate. But..

Murat found it al nost inpossible to define the difference, even to hinself. But it was there.
"May | inquire, Master, what strategy you now intend to adopt?”

"I have not yet decided. Before the vile Vilkata left, he suggested a |ightning attack, directed
at the city. . . ." Murat, with an anbi guous gesture, let his words trail off. Despite his own
reaction to the idea of taking hostages, when the Dark King had suggested it, he now found hinself
admtting inwardly that there was sonme nerit in the plan. Either Kristin had left himwllingly,
or the Tasaval tans had ki dnapped her. In either case, someone in this |land deserved to be

puni shed.

Akbar persisted gently. "I take it the plan is not nerely for a lightning attack with thirty
caval ry, against the city walls?"

"Of course not. An attack with the Sword, in ny own hand."

"Despite its source, Your Mjesty, the suggestion may have sone nerit." The denmon seenmed to be
echoing the man's thoughts. "May | ask how such an assault is to be acconplished, according to
that lately bani shed one?"

"I hadn't really thought about it. | suppose, by riding swiftly. . . ." Then Miurat, noting the
amused expression on the denon's girlish face, allowed his words to die again. After a pause he
asked: "You have in mind some nmeans better than an advance by riding-beast? | suppose Vil kata nust
have neant sonething other than that."

The denoni c mai den noved a step closer to the man, spreading her open hands in a kind of
invitation. Her dress had slipped again, her shoul der was bare, her full bosomrather nore than
suggest ed.

The girl said: "I myself will be honored to carry you, Master, you and your Sword together
swiftly as the wind. No one in the city will have a chance to flee your righteous wath before we
are upon them"

"Swiftly as the wind, you say?"
"I understate ny capabilities, Master. W might travel nore swiftly than that, by far."

Miurat, despite his innate dislike of this creature, found hinmself tenpted by its suggestions. "And
what of Mark's power to bani sh you, that you feared so greatly?"

"I can snell that one at a good distance, and |I'll stay safely away fromhim Wile at the sane
time 1'1l drop you and your Sword cl ose enough to bother hima great deal +ill the Prince of
Tasaval ta becones your worshipful servant. Trust nme, Mster!"

Carl o, looking for his father, caught up with himshortly after the denmon had been di sni ssed.
"Fat her, who—what was that, that fled just now when | cane up?" The youth sounded horrified.
Murat was annoyed at his son's reaction. "One with whom | had busi ness."

" Fat her —=

"You will tell nme not to deal with denons. | tell you that they are no worse than people.”
Carl o had nothing to say to that.

Slowy making his way with Carlo back to the farmyard, the Crown Prince al so came back to his
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bl eak thoughts of Kristin. Tenderness had been replaced by wounded anger. He'd have this enigmatic
Tasaval tan worman yet, whether or not she was really |aughing at hi mnow

In his heart Murat knew that the npst decent and trustworthy adviser remaining to himwas his
son—but he had to admit that Carlo was perhaps not the npbst conpetent.

When the two nen were back in the farnmhouse again, and the denobn, as far as they could tell, was
well out of sight and hearing, Carlo engaged his father in an urgent discussion

"I amworried that you dism ssed the Eyel ess One."
"Real ly? | thought you had no liking for him"
"I hadn't. But at |east he stood between you and—that other."

To hinsel f, Miurat thought that his son really had no i dea what the Dark King had been, or what he
very well could be capable of being once again

The Crown Prince said: "You need not worry about that man. We shall manage quite well without
him™"

"What | worry about is you, Father."
"The Sword keeps nme safe.”

Carlo did not seemreassured, and Murat was irritated. But the Crown Prince, still full of tender
feelings for his son, considered sending Carlo home to safety before | aunching his swift attack on
Sar ykam

He nmade a tentative suggestion along this line, but it was swiftly rejected.
"No, Father, nmy place is here with you."

Murat rejoiced inwardly to hear those words, and inmediately decided to entrust his son with somne
key role in the comng attack. On making this decision the Crown Prince realized that he had now
al ready, perhaps unconsciously, decided to follow the plan of attack suggested first by Vil kata
and then by the denon.

Murat in starting to el aborate these plans at first considered marching his nen away fromthe
farmhouse, to get a little closer to the city before he struck at it like lightning. But before

I ong he cane around to the viewthat it mght be wiser to stay encanped as | ong as possi bl e where
he was, amid plentiful supplies and with good shelter for people and animals.

Om nously, he had received no conmunication yet fromthe Prince of Tasavalta.

It would seemthat Mark had no intention of arranging a parley, or Mirat would have heard from him
| ong before now, but perhaps it would be wise to take the initiative in that regard hinsel f? He
could send Carlo to talk to the Tasaval tans under a flag of truce. He'd not go hinself to any
meeting without the Mndsword, and as long as he had that the other side would not care to cone

cl ose enough to talk.

That night Murat got but little sleep. At first light, having nmade up his mind to his proper
course of action, he ordered his nen, just for practice, to break canp at once.

In the mdst of the flurry of activity produced by this command, the Crown Prince, Sword still in
his hand, stal ked about anong his troops, |ooking around himsharply, wondering if any of his nen
wer e |aughi ng at hi mwhen he wasn't |ooking. They could very well be |aughing at the way he'd been
cheated out of his wonan. To his face the nmen all seenmed overtly synpathetic, but—

A new suspi ci on had been born. Murat couldn't help but wonder.

and then, after he'd had her, enjoyed her fully, or perhaps even before he'd done that,
woul d come the puni shment of Mark. That puni shment woul d consist of, or reach its climax with, the
obliteration, or at least the removal fromthe Geat Gane, of the stubbornly undeposable Prince of
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Tasaval t a.
Havi ng count ernanded his order to break canp, Miurat | ooked once nore with affection upon Carl o.
"You, nmy son, are the only person with whom| really enjoy tal king anynore."
"I wish | could be of nore service to you, Father." It seemed a heartfelt hope.

"You are. And you will be." Serenely, and without transition, the Crowm Prince went on to ask:
"Tell me, am | the one who is destined by the gods to gather all of the Blades of Power into ny
hands?" The question seened to have cone into his nind from nowhere

"The gods are dead," his son comented, after a pause, in worried puzzl enent.
El GHTEEN

VI LKATA, dozing uneasily in his cranped earth, was awakened by a little occult thing, a nessenger
invisible to ordinary eyes, cone gibbering in terror to whisper an urgent report into the

magi cian's ear. This creature was one of the tiny powers he had set to guard himas he slept, and
the burden of its whispered, fearful nmessage now was that a strange and utterly nonstrous denon,
far nore terrible than Akbar, was lurking near the w zard' s hi deaway.

What ever personal anxiety the Dark King might have experienced on receiving this intelligence was

swal l owed up in an awful concern for the dear Lord Carlo. Inmrediately Vilkata, his body stiff and

bent, muscles aching fromyesterday' s unwonted exercise, cane creeping out of his small nud-walled
cave to investigate. The bruised scrape on his forehead still throbbed faintly. He energed into a

dull sunless norning of thick m st and beaded npi sture everywhere.

Hastily applying several tests, the w zard, sonewhat to his surprise, could detect no traces of a
denoni ¢ presence in the imediate vicinity. He considered calling his other sentinel powers to him
for interrogation, but soon discovered they all had fled beyond his reach—+n itself an oni nous
sign, to say the |east.

Clinbing the creek bank with sone difficulty, then walking warily in the direction indicated by
his snall frightened sentinel, Vilkata had not far to go before his denonic vision showed hima
rider in the mist. The man was noving slowy, wapped in a dark cloak to suit the weather, and
| eadi ng a spare nount equi pped with its own saddle.

"A denon? Hardly that!" Vilkata breathed, studying the rider's figure fromthe rear with a denonic
intensity of perception. In another nonent he had let out a little cry, surprisingly childish, and
was hurrying forward to overtake the nounted nan.

Actual |y running again despite his aching |inbs, the wi zard as he approached the other called
softly: "My lord! My lord, am| forgiven? Do you cone seeki ng ne?"

The rider halted his nmount and swung round in his saddle, presenting to the approaching nagician's
keen denonic vision the noble, thoughtful visage of Murat. But for a nonent the Crown Prince did
not reply to his bani shed servant.

"My Lord Murat! Forgive nmy offenses, and allow nme to be of service to you!" Then Vil kata paused,
staring in belated realization. "You have sheathed the M ndsword again!"

There was the black hilt at Mirat's side, the bright steel nmuffled in dark | eather

"I considered that | did not need such protection at every nonent,'
last, allowing his right hand to rest briefly on that hilt.

the Crown Prince responded at

The Dark King had now caught up, and stood gasping after his brief run

"I trust Your Majesty will not have cause to regret the decision. | fear that you have many
enenies. Only a nmonment ago | had warning of a trenendous denon in the vicinity."

"I ndeed?" But for sone reason Miurat did not appear to be inpressed. In a nonent he had di sm ssed
worri some denobns with a carel ess toss of his head.
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"As for your desire to be of service, magician, why, | accept it gladly. |I suppose our falling out
was not entirely your fault."

Vil kata, his heart pounding with joy to hear these words, bowed deeply. "I rejoice to hear you say
it, sire, but I nust insist that all the blame was mne."

The wi zard was now standi ng cl ose enough to his master's mount for himto be able to cling to the
other's stirrup, and he longed to do so. But at the sane tine he feared another rebuke. |nstead of
clinging, he clenched his hands together

"Master, what plan have you deci ded on? Have you marched your handful of nen forth fromthe farm
yet ?"

"Not yet."
The Eyel ess One breathed a sigh of relief. "Then what of the plan that | suggested?”

The Crown Prince, |ooking thoughtful, once nore shifted his position in his saddle. He said:
"Explain to ne once nore the advantages of your suggestion.”

Rapidly Vil kata rehearsed the advantages of surprise, of striking rapidly with the M ndsword at
the enemy heart.

"Yes, of course. But how did you intend that | should transport nyself and nmy Sword to Sarykan®"

"Riding on the denpon, Mjesty!" the Dark King explained triunphantly. "Naturally | wll acconmpany
you to nmake sure that nothing goes wong. Together we can reach the eneny capital fromhere in
only mnutes, instead of days or hours!"

"That nmpde of transportation would never have occurred to me." Mirat's expression was solemmly
guar ded

Terrified |l est he mght have of fended again, Vilkata hastened to offer reassurance.

"Of course it will be necessary to control Akbar sufficiently to make our passage absol utely
saf e+ can see to that—and with your Sword it should present absolutely no problemanyway.. .. Has
Your Hi ghness seen anything of the denon since |-since | left camp?”

"No. No denpns at all."

"That's good, sire, very good. As | nentioned a nonent ago, very recently | have received a
war ni ng—ene cannot be too careful with denons. | should be present at your next neeting with
Akbar—shall | return with you now to canp?"

Murat evidently found that this question required sone thought, reinforcing Vilkata' s grow ng
i npression that the master today was in a strange, new, preoccupi ed node.

"No," the Crowmn Prince said at last. "I can nmanage whatever denons nay appear for nyself, with the
Sword. But managing the creatures is one thing, and . . . and the truth is that | have a specia

m ssion for you el sewhere.” "Sire, with all due respect, and havi ng your own safety always
forempst in mind, | nust protest. The managenent of denobns is—

The Crown Prince, |ooking haughty, cut himshort. "Do you wish to continue in ny service or not?"

"Of course, Lord, of course | do! Tell me of ny special mission. Wiere aml| to go? I'll go
anywhere! And to do what? Anything nmy lord commands!"”

"Cal myourself. The task | require of you is a sinple one, though | suppose it will not be easy. |
want you, sonehow, by your art, to destroy the denon Akbar." "Ah!"

"You seem surprised. You should not be. Wien you ruled as the Dark King, you were a powerful
magi cian. Are you still great enough to find this horrible creature's life and snuff it out?" "To
find—= Vil kata goggl ed.
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"To find its life. And put an end to it. Any idea how to go about that job?"

"But —but —+n your Sword, Geat Lord!"™ "My Sword? What do you nean?" "lIs not the foul beast's life
still there, where Akbar hinself confessed that it was hi dden?"

Murat, face turning blank again, cast a long | ook down at the black hilt by his side

Then he turned an unreadabl e gaze back at Vilkata. "l suspect,"” the great lord said at |ast, "that
the beast has relocated its |ife el sewhere since it nmade that confession." "Ah—er that the
denon—tied to us about it?" Silently Vilkata cursed his own gullibility. Even a man could lie,
under the M ndsword's power—provided the notivation were to help his lord. And if a man, certainly

a denon. Or mght there be sone other possibility . . .?

"Al'l I know," said the Crown Prince, "is, somewhere, sonehow, there has been deception." He paused
as if considering weighty matters. "Can you still see well enough? | mean—despite Akbar's absence,
you are still managing to function w thout eyes? You found ne, and recognized ne, w thout mnuch
trouble."

Vilkata raised a hand to his face-bandage. Hs fingers felt that the cloth was in place, but it
was not apparent to his own sight. "Yes, Master. Once granted me, the denonic vision is quite
i ndependent of Akbar's presence.”

"Then take this mount," ordered Miurat decisively, shaking the reins of the spare that he was

| eadi ng. "There are food and ot her necessities in the saddl ebags. Al so an edged weapon or two
att ached—though one of your talents will probably prosper better by not relying on such crude

i npl enents. Go where you want, do what you will, take as nuch tinme as necessary. Only locate the
denon's life and slay him"

Al nost unconsciously Vil kata accepted the offered reins. "Perhaps | will be able to find where his
m serable life is hidden now Perhaps |I know a way. "

"You wll find it!"

"Yes, Lord!" Under the piercing gaze of his Master, the Dark King straightened up. "As you
command. And when | have slain Akbar, Lord? What then?"

"That's better. That's what | like to hear, confidence.” Miurat smled and nodded. "Acconpli shing
such a task shoul d keep you busy for a while. Wen the denon's dead, and not before, cone | ook for
me again."

"Let it be as you comrand, Master."

Under that comandi ng gaze Vil kata nmounted quickly, and rode off in the general direction of
Sarykam before the mists swallowed him he turned for one nore brief |ook at his bel oved Lord
Murat. Then he was gone.

Waiting quietly in his saddle until the other was out of sight, Ben of Purkinje released a |ong
breath, and slowy sheathed the great Sword Sightblinder.

Around mi dday, Crown Prince Miurat, who had not left his canp for a noment during the misty norning
hours, was again closeted in consultation with the denon Akbar. For this purpose Akbar had been

al | owed i nside one of the upper roons of the farnhouse. So far the denon's indoor manifestations
had been restrai ned, though not entirely w thout effect upon the people in the other roonms. Once
the sounds of distant retching carried into the conference chanber.

Today' s di scussi on between slave and master had not made very nuch progress before Akbar
respectfully inquired of the Crown Prince whether the great |ord had had any contact with the
villainous Vil kata since dismssing him

Murat was only slightly interested. "No, | still consider nyself well rid of that scoundrel. By
the way, does he still enjoy the eyesight that you provi ded?"

The denon's inmaged mai den had seated herself on the edge of a narrow bed. Her peasant skirt was
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creeping up toward her knees, and today her formwas a little fuller and nore provocative than
yesterday. The changes had been subtle, but Mirat had noticed them though he had not yet decided
whether to remark on them or not.

In answer to the question about the bani shed magician's eyesi ght, Akbar tenporized. It was, he
cl ai ned, not easy to reclaimsuch a gift.

"Unl ess the niscreant hinself should fall into my power, and if that happens | will do with him
what ever Your Mjesty might like me to do."

Murat frowned. The whol e subject was still distasteful. "Never mind himfor the nonent."

The di scussion noved on to other matters. Mirat, before finally committing hinmself to the plan
suggested by Vil kata and now ent husi astically seconded by Akbar, was trying to anticipate any
problens likely to arise in its execution

One thing in particular bothered him
"But when it cones down to you, or any other demon, actually carrying nme, and perhaps ny son—
"l pray you, Master, do not consider any other nmenber of my race for the job."

"—what | want to know is, are you going to assunme sone solid form capable of flight? Take the
shape of a great bird, | suppose? O what?"

"A bird, yes, if that should be the nmaster's preference." The nai den paused, smling. "Wuld you
like to see?"

"No, never nmind." The Crown Prince brooded for a few nonents. "The inportant thing is, you are
certain of being able to transport me—er us—n safety?"

"Absolutely certain! If you do not like the idea of riding on a bird, you—we——ould be invisible in
flight. | can carry several people, or a nunber of objects, about with ne at any tine, in secrecy.
Trust ne, Lord!"

"1 think we understand each other on the matter of trust—exactly where is Princess Kristin now?"

"l cannot be entirely sure, Master, but Prince Mark has—+ think al nost certainly—taken her back to
the pal ace in Sarykam"

Murat took thought for a while, shifting his Sword fromone hand to the other as he did so. By now
this action had becone habitual, automatic, al nost unconscious.

"And," he asked at last, "if | decide to bring Prince Carlo with ne to Sarykan®"
"I can carry several persons, Great Lord. As | have said. In perfect safety.”

"I know that hunman w zards, even those powerful enough to control denobns, are not wont to ride
upon denons. Giffins are the magi c steeds of choice, for those who can obtain and master them"

"I believe the reason griffins are preferred is, as Your Majesty so wisely points out, that great
wi zards are inclined to be distrustful of ny kind. Because, ny lord, those inferior people |ack
the nmeans that you possess, of enforcing trustworthiness."

The Crown Prince nodded; that sounded only reasonable to him He nmuttered, so quietly that even
Akbar had to attend carefully to hear him "I trust no human being any |onger, even if their
intentions are good toward ne."

"I am overwhel mi ngly honored, Master, to think that 7 amnow the one to be so honored, so—

"Cease your babbling! If | trust you at all, fiend, it's only because you' re nmuch sinpler than any
human bei ng. Pure mali gnance—but channel ed by the Sword now, so all the ill intentions nust flow
away fromnme. Wiat do | trust? This Sword, as long as | can hold it in my ownh hand. And that's
about all."
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The mai den bowed silently, even while remaining seated on the bed, naking her figure an archetype
of humlity,

Murat told the pretty image: "I have decided that | will probably bring nmy son with nme when |
attack. And | will certainly go with the Sword sheat hed, when the tinme cones, because otherw se
Karel will be able to track me by the radiant magic of this Sword, and will know at once where
am goi ng, and when, and probably by what neans of transportation. Do you concur with ny
deci si ons?"

"Regrettably, Master, as regards the need to nuffle the power of your Sword, | fear | nust."
"But then, when | sheathe the Sword, Karel may very likely know that too."

"I't does not seem possible to conceal very nuch fromthat one, sire, when his full attention is
upon us, as it is now, and we are the focus of all his skills."

Murat consi dered whether to try to make the sudden quenching of the Mndsword's nagic, fromthe
vi ew of watching Tasavaltan wi zards, |ess suspicious by deploying his handful of cavalry in a
deceptive sortie at the sane tine. G ve the eneny sonething el se to watch and wonder about.

He wonder ed whet her the best deploynent, in such a schene, would be in a nunber of snmall groups,
sallying out quickly in several directions froma center

"The eneny," Miurat explained to his son and Captain Marsaci an hour later, when starting to revea
the plan of his attack to them "will think | amstill with you, marching with my Sword sheat hed,
hoping to keep the identity of my particular group a secret."

"And where will you really be, sire?" asked the captain.

"I'I'l explain about that a little later. At the last minute." "It's true," agreed Marsaci, "that
if our little band is split up into small groups, the eneny can be expected to waste tine trying
to avoid the Sword. They won't know which groups are safe to attack. They may well retreat in al
directions."

"What woul d your orders be, Captain, were you commandi ng the other side?"

"Against the tactic we just discussed, sir?" It seened that the captain had already given the

probl em sone consideration. "I'd nmost likely retreat fromall these small forces, and let them do
what ravagi ng of the countryside they might. |1'd have nassed archers and slingers ready, at a

di stance. That's what |1'd say ought to worry us, sir. Bows and slings don't need accuracy as
individuals if they come in thousands. | imagi ne General Rostov nmust have some such plan in

pl ace."

"Very likely, Captain, you are right."
Murat waited until he was alone with his son, before he confirnmed his decision about the attack
"You are actually planning to ride the denon, Father?" Carlo had trouble believing it.

"l see no reason why | shouldn't. The Sword will keep the foul one loyal to ne. Only, when | amin
Sarykam surrounded by enemies, I'll need one person with me whom | can trust, even wi thout the
Sword. Now there is only you."

Carl o was stunned, and turned pale at the nmere thought of being carried on Akbar's back, but he
could not refuse. Only for his worshiped father would he agree to be transported by a denon.
Despite his loyalty, he feared that the experience when it actually cane m ght be too nuch for
hi m

Murat and the denon had agreed between themthat Kristin's exact |ocation should be easier to
establish than Mark's. She had | eft several tokens of herself, including a hunting knife and even
strands of hair, in the farmhouse. Wth such aids to magi c Akbar felt confident of being able to
| ocate her quite handily.
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At the end of his conference with Akbar, Mirat dis- patched the denon on a reconnai ssance mi ssion
to make the attenpt, if it should be possible without alarm ng the people in the city.

The denon, in the course of carrying out this mission, happened to observe Vilkata, riding well
mount ed and equi pped, and by now halfway to the city.

Hi s interest awakened, Akbar drifted closer, curious as to how his forner partner had nanaged to
outfit hinself so quickly and so well, and what his current goal night be. Cbviously bani shnment by
the master had not brought about coll apse.

The denon thoughtful ly observed the wi zard's steady progress. At first he was content to watch the
man from afar, but soon decided to draw nearer, feeling al nost carel ess as to whether his presence
shoul d be detected or not.

On the first part of his journey toward the capital, Vilkata had been busy fornul ating new pl ans
to help Murat. But gradually those efforts had ceased. A day had now passed since he had been

di spatched on his secret mission by Murat, and two days since he had | ast been exposed to the
power of the M ndsword. For the past several hours the old wizard had been experiencing strange
and frightening nmonents, nmental flashes and foretastes of thinly disguised nalignant hatred and
contenpt for his great |ord.

These fits, nonents when the Dark King hovered on the brink of forbidden guilty anger, so far had
departed as quickly as they came, |eaving himfeeling shaken, trenbling in horror. Each tine he
forced the incident out of his mnd, until the next occasion canme. So wapped up in his

cal cul ations was the Dark King that the true explanation of these terrifying epi sodes had not yet
dawned on him But whatever his feelings now toward Miurat, Vilkata's suppressed hatred of the
denmon Akbar was coning to the fore. Al of the magician's art and all his instincts insisted that
his best chance of finding this hated denon's life lay in proceeding to Sarykam Sooner or |ater
whet her the foul creature still |abored faithfully in Mirat's service, or now sought to disrupt
his plans, it was sure to leave its traces there.

Frequently during the past few hours the Dark King' s concentration had wandered from his assigned
m ssion. The Dark King becane aware of Akbar's surveillance al nost as soon as it began, though at
first he pretended to have noticed nothing. He was not particularly surprised by Akbar's interest;
no doubt the denon, whether faithful or treacherous toward their conmon master, was as suspi ci ous
of him Vilkata, as he was of it. Nor did he allow hinself any false hopes that this encounter

m ght provide a chance for himto destroy it; the thing's life still mght be hidden al nost
anywher e.

At |ast Akbar, giving free rein to his curiosity, and believing that by this tinme he had probably
been observed anyway, openly approached his former partner

Vil kata raised his eyes, and reined in his mount, as if only at this nmoment had he becone aware of
the other's presence.

"Well met, partner," he said at |ast.

"Well nmet, as you say.
exile."

The denon paused. "It seens, great mmgician, that you are prospering in

"Fate has not been unkind, so far."

"So |l see. . . . Tell me, forner partner, has our glorious nmaster's glory begun to dimfor you as
yet? You have now been for sonme days out of the reach of his Sword."

Vil kata pretended nore shock than he felt. "For me the glory of the great Lord Murat will never
dim Is it not the sane with you?" And even as he spoke Vilkata felt one of the tw nges, a nonent
of rebellion, comng on. Whatever he felt, he was going to conceal it fromthis beast that faced
hi m now.

"Of course. Geat is our lord." To the magician the words sounded rather perfunctory. And the
denon hovered, in the formof a small black cloud, as if it were uncertain of what action to take
next .
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"Yes, great. I..."

Vil kata suddenly fell silent. He stretched up in the saddle, pale hands raised to cover the eyes
that he had not possessed for many years. H's mount, sensing an abrupt change in its rider, cane
to an uncertain halt.

"I's somet hing wong?" Akbar's voice was innocence itself.
"The M ndsword ..." whispered the man. His tone, and attitude, suggested terrible pain.
This time the denon answered nothing, but only waited silently.

When at |ast the man brought his hands down from his face, he seenmed to have weathered a crisis.
H s next words were spoken al nost calmy

"You are with nme now, Akbar, because | sunmmoned you."
"I ndeed?"

"Indeed. It was a subtle summoning, and | am not surprised that you may think you sought me out of
your own volition. But here you are, in nice accordance with ny |atest plan."

At sone point since its arrival the black cloud had settled to the earth, where it now assunmed the
formof an inoffensive dwarf. As the dwarf seemed to bow, sonething of the old fawning attitude
came back into Akbar's manner

"What, mighty Dark King, does that plan involve?"

"You told us once, the nmaster and |, that your life is hidden in the M ndsword."
"I ndeed. "
"Well, | amabsolutely certain that it is there no |onger."

There was a silence. The dwarf was staring, with penetrating, very human-| ooki ng eyes, up at the
nmount ed man.

"If it ever was there," continued the Dark King. In a nonent he added: "Are we going to reform our
part nershi p?”

At last the denon answered. "Are you on your way to Sarykan?"
" Per haps. "
"The gl orious master will soon be there."

Moments after delivering that somewhat enigmatic statement, the denon had departed. And Vil kat a,
the I ast shreds of his loyalty to Mirat gone, a slowy building rage giving himnew strength and
new confidence in his reborn abilities, took the first steps toward sumoni ng sonme ot her denons.

He was the Dark King, and enslaved no |onger. And now he neant to sate hinself with power and
revenge.

NI NETEEN

ON the norning after recapturing Kristin, the Prince of Tasavalta had wi thdrawn tenporarily to the
capital, bringing with him under heavy escort, his estranged, nesnerized, and captive w fe. The
Princess, making the journey in a covered wagon, was kept under observation day and night by teans
of magi ci ans, nurses, and armed defenders. Mark established this strict guard not only to
forestall any further attenpt by Murat to comunicate with the Princess, but because he feared
what she herself might do under the lingering pressure of the Sword of dory.

The day-to-day nanagenent of mlitary affairs had been left in General Rostov's hands. Mark's
concern continued to be nore for Kristin than for the country whose rule he shared with her
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t hough he well understood how i nseparable the two were. He wanted to keep his wife with him and
at the sane tinme was eager to renpove her to a place where she could get better care, renote from
the dangers of the battlefield. Violent conflict now seened unavoi dabl e.

Al so, as Mark confided to his friends and aides, the farther Kris was kept from Murat, the nore
she woul d be spared continual reninders of her lover's presence nearby. And the less likely
t hat —Ar dneh f or bi d—she woul d ever be exposed to the M ndsword again.

Anot her need, in itself enough alnmost to conpel Mark's return to the capital, was his postponed
meeting with the governing Council. He had to admit the Council was right in demanding to see him
soon.

The royal couple and their party traveled swiftly, but by the tine they came in sight of the
capital, it seened to himthat Kristin's affliction had already |asted an eternity. The Prince
found it necessary to keep rem nding hinself, as the wagon bore his wife in through the great city
gates of Sarykam and toward their famliar quarters in the palace, that three full days had not
yet passed since Kristin had wal ked away from her |over, taking herself out of the range of

i nfluence of the Sword of dory.

Only when at least that length of tinme had el apsed, so Karel had repeatedly warned Mark, would he
have any right to hope that his wife would begin to show sone basic change in her attitude of
utter devotion to Mirat,

Anot her maj or concern for Mark was Ben. Nothing had been heard fromthe huge man, or of him since
hi s di sappearance from Rostov's headquarters encanpnent, at the same tine that Sightblinder

vani shed. He woul d have had unchal | enged access to the tent where the Sword was kept. The only
reasonabl e assunption that could be nmade was that Ben had stolen Sightblinder and carried it away.

Al nost no one who was even slightly acquainted with Ben woul d have questioned his loyalty in
ordinary circunstances, and Mark had often enough trusted himwith his |ife. The inescapabl e
concl usion was that Ben, in the course of the skirm sh fought during his last patrol, must have
fallen foul of the M ndsword.

"Therefore," said Mark to Karel, as they were entering the city of Sarykam "the report he gave us
on his return fromthe patrol nust have been all lies."

The old wi zard shook his head. "Perhaps not entirely lies.”
" Meani ng?"

"Well, for exanple, it mght very well have been Carlo and not Murat who was really |eading the
eneny squad—j ust as Ben reported. Infornmation fromthe other survivors of the patrol confirns
that."

"Then Ben woul d have becone enslaved to Carl o—but do you think Murat woul d have entrusted his son
with the Sword?"

"lIt's possible. And consider, Prince—f it were Mirat to whom our conrade becane bound by the
Sword's magic, then Ben's first act on returning to our canp would nost |ikely have been to
attenpt your nurder."

Mar k, considering, had to adnit that that seemed probable.

"But in fact," Karel continued, "Ben attenpted nothing of the kind. Wich would seemto nmean that
he does not consider you his nmaster's nost inportant eneny.”

"Then what is he doing, to serve Carl o?"

"1 have been pondering that. Were | fanatically devoted to that young Culman's welfare, | think I
shoul d consider either Vilkata or the denbn his worst eneny—with his own father perhaps not far
behi nd. "

"Ah. Yes." And Mark rode for a little time in silence. Then he said: "At |east Ben's three days
shoul d be up—very soon, if not already."
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"My Prince, there is no magical significance to that precise period of tine. Recovery fromthe
Sword's power nmay come nore quickly for sonme people. Or it may not cone at all. But at |east after
about three days we may begin to hope.”

Once it becane apparent that Ben nust have fallen victimto the Mndsword, Karel had hastened to
make sure that none of the other |oyal Tasavaltans in Ben's patrol had been simlarly affected.
The wi zard had tested these nen carefully for indications of Skulltwi ster's influence, with
negative results. Those surviving troopers had been ques- tioned closely before the royal couple
and their escort started for the capital, but they were able to add nothing substantial to the

i nfornmati on they had al ready provided.

Om nously, all the nen involved agreed that Ben had been separated fromthem for a considerable
period during the skirm shing. For all they knew, their |leader during that tinme mght very well
have encountered soneone arned with the M ndsword. What little information they coul d of fer about
t he conmandi ng officer of the eneny patrol indicated he might very well have been Carl o and not
Mur at .

Karel and Mark specul ated on the possibility of taking advantage of divided |oyalties anong the
foe, if Carlo as well as Murat was meki ng personal recruits with the Sword. But so far no way of
expl oiting the division had suggested itself.

Ben of Purkinje, his mnd in turnoil, was riding nmethodically toward hore.

He had acconplished sonething, with Sightblinder, setting a powerful and dangerous w zard the task
of killing a—possi bl y—even nasti er denpon. One of those enem es would surely destroy the other, and
whi chever perished, the blessed Lord Carlo woul d be nore secure.

Beyond that, Ben wasn't sure that he had achieved anything at all for his great |ord.

There had been nonments during the past day—noments coning nmore and nore frequently—with the grip
of the Sword of G ory beginning to | oosen fromhis nind, when he was not quite sure, not only of
his loyalty to Carlo, but of who he was hinmself. Such uncertainty of his identity was no great
novelty for Ben, who'd been a foundling. Even the last part of his nane didn't really belong to
him the "Purkinje" had sonmehow becone attached when, as a youth, he began to rise out of the
obscure poverty of his beginnings; no one of any inportance could be called sinply "Ben." The
extra name had stuck, and after years of desultory efforts to disown it, he'd given up

Today, brooding Ben was riding al nost carel ess of any danger he night encounter on the road. His
way was guarded by Sightblinder, his huge right hand resting on the hilt of that sheathed weapon
Steadily toward Sarykam he gui ded his nount, through farm and and over pastures, threadi ng narrow
strips of forest. Mentally he was free to concentrate upon his problens.

Today there were stretches, some of themhours in duration, when the obligation of devotion to

Carlo still held sway. Magnificent Carlo, the Princeling of Culm that young lord unequaled in his
glory, who'd drawn the M ndsword only when Ben, encountering himalone in the field, had
tried—erinme unthinkable—+o kill himor conpel his surrender

Then magnani nous Carlo, with the mandate of the gods flashing in his hand, had spared Ben's life,
and ordered himto serve the great Crown Prince Murat. Ben had tried at first to persuade the
Princeling to pursue his own advantage. But very soon it had becorme obvious that Master Carlo was
under some ki nd of an odi ous enchantment, which conpelled himto serve his unworthy father

And today there were other stretches of tine, each so far no nore than a few nminutes in duration
when he was assailed by doubts as to whether he should be serving Carlo at all. Terrible, grave
doubt s

Wth an i nward shudder he put such frightening uncertainties aside. How, Ben had wondered, was he
truly to serve a naster so afflicted by bad magic as Carlo was? Certainly not by sinply foll ow ng
orders. No, in a case like this, one nodded and snil ed when the master gave orders, assenting to
all that was conmanded—and t hen one went and did what was obviously best for the glorious |ord,
who in his present state could not be trusted to know that for hinself.
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It seemed to Ben that the nost imediate threat to his glorious master Carlo was neither Mark nor
the master's overbearing father, but the demon Akbar. That creature now, according to Karel's best
intelligence, seened to be gaining sone kind of ascendancy in Miurat's canp.

Once that denmon had been elininated, Ben decided, Carlo would al so be well served by the death of
both Murat and Mark—€arl o's father now presented,” in Ben's judgnent, at |east as great a threat
to Carlo's success as did the Prince of Tasavalta.

Besides . . . Ben's ugly, deceptively stupid-|ooking face grew sad at the nere thought of having
to elimnate Mark. He could see, though, that such an act m ght well become necessary at sone
point, since Carlo's welfare was at stake. Ben had known Mark and counsel ed hi m and fought beside
himfor many years, since they were both boys, |ong before either had seened |ikely to anmount to
anything in the world's affairs, and therefore Ben was sad about the situation. Not, of course,

t hat such considerati ons woul d keep Ben fromkilling the Prince, if glorious Carlo m ght benefit
fromsuch an act. Naturally, no personal attachments could be allowed to count for anything

agai nst the nmaster's welfare or the advancenent of his marvel ous career

Naturally . . . though once nore doubts arose.

The idea of elimnating the denon, of course, engendered no sadness in Ben. Nor would he be
sorrowmful to see Miurat depart. Once the Crown Prince could be put out of the way, Carlo would not
only be freed of his ridicul ous enslavenent to his father, but ought to inherit his father's claim
to the Culmian throne—and if either Sightblinder or the Mndsword, or preferably both, could then
be put into Carlo's hands, he should be able to make that clai m good.

But any Sword given to Carlo under present circunstances, as Ben realized perfectly well, would be
qui ckly passed on to his negal omani ac father. Therefore, Ben had made no effort to enter the eneny
canp and place Sightblinder in his glorious master's hands.

Besides ... he was beginning to have doubts.

Murat, keyed up by gradually hei ghtening excitenent as the hour of his planned attack drew near
was keeping firmly in mnd the necessity, at all costs, of maintaining his control over Akbar
From the nonent he, the Crown Prince, sheathed the M ndsword, that control woul d inexorably
weaken. For the rest of Murat's life, or until he could find some way to destroy the beast, he
woul d have to draw that Bl ade again at |east every couple of days, or risk having Akbar escape
fromhis control

And in his darkest dreans Murat could hardly inmagi ne any outconme worse than that.

The Dark King was raging quietly as he rode at a steady pace, continuing his nethodical progress
toward Sarykam He fingered the sore place on his forehead, still raw and throbbing despite his
magi cal efforts to heal his own flesh. He knew how poi sonous the M ndsword's bl ade was said to be;
even the hilt, it seened, was capable of causing a particularly nasty wound. An injury that cried
out, with every throb, for special vengeance.

The | ast vestiges of Vilkata's nagical enslavenent to Murat were now dissol ved, and he was trying
en route to decide on the best way to strike at his enenies, the Crown Prince now definitely

i ncl uded anong them But Vilkata's anger did not cause himto forget his enenies' strength.

I deal Iy, he would destroy themall by getting themto elimnate each other. Obviously that was
easi er said than done.

Vilkata's nost recent encounter with the denmon had done nothing to help his conposure. Wether the
renewed contract would facilitate his plans renained to be seen. His difficulties were conpounded
by the fact that in attenpting any intrigue agai nst Akbar he risked the | oss of his denonic
vision. For this reason, the wi zard had al ready sunmoned ot her denons to his aid; but how nany of
their number were going to arrive, and how nmuch hel p they would be when they did, was, to say the
| east, still problenatical

Murat felt confident that he and his son, riding aboard the denon, woul d have an excel |l ent chance
of taking the defenses of the Tasavaltan capital conpletely by surprise. O course, the Crown
Prince rem nded hinsel f, Karel's cunning shoul d never be underesti nated.
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Havi ng been a guest in the Tasavaltan royal palace a year ago, Mirat had the general |ayout of

that edifice clearly in nind. Originally he had hoped to have Akbar carry hinmself and Carlo to

some point actually inside the pal ace, but the pal ace was not huge, as such constructions went.
Logi ¢ and nmenory conbined to assure the Crown Prince that no point within the building could be
nore than a hundred neters fromKristin's bedchanber.

Murat had therefore considered several alternate |anding places, but none of these would offer
sufficiently quick access to the Princess—ot even if he were to use his Sword at once on | andi ng,
establishing for hinself a zone of dom nance inside the very heart of the eneny headquarters.
Still, physical obstacles in the formof walls and | ocked doors woul d i ntervene between hi m and
hi s goal

No, he must conmand the denon to bring himvery close to Kristin. But he was determ ned not to
draw his Sword, this tine, until he had an opportunity to speak to her. And Kristin had a chance,
a final chance, to answer himfreely. ... O course, it was possible that circunmstances shoul d
once again conpel himto draw his Sword at once when he arrived

Mirat stared bleakly into the distance for a monent. Then his thoughts nmoved on

As soon as Akbar had delivered his two passengers, he was to hasten away to a safe di stance from
Mar k, who would very likely be sonewhere nearby, and stand by for another sumons.

As for Murat hinmself, once he had spoken to Kristin, she would grant hi mhe devoutly hoped—her
free devoti on.

Only after she had done that, and with her blessing, would he once nore draw his Sword.
On the other hand—
There was still the possibility—

I f she should refuse himnot likely, granted, but just suppose—f this tinme the Princess refused
him thereby confirnming his worst suspicions about her treachery but no, she was not going to
refuse him

No, she woul d not.

Murat smiled to hinself. It seemed that one way or another, under conditions of acceptance or
denial, he would be drawi ng the M ndsword again shortly after his arrival in the palace. Wth that
act he would inevitably assert his power over a |arge nunber of people, including a good fighting
force of soldiers—ust as in his dream

Sone of that herd of new supporters, the Crown Prince thought, with stone walls between thensel ves
and him wouldn't even realize at first that he, their new, glorious |eader, was nearby. But he
had no doubt that their conversions would be just as thorough

Not only would his new followers be eager to fight for himfromthat nonment forward, but perhaps
many of them would prove very useful as hostages. WIIling hostages, people who would never try to
escape . . . yes, there were nany favorable possibilities.

Presently Murat's thoughts turned to his son. Exactly what task he would assign to Carlo when they
had | anded was, Murat now deci ded, inpossible to determne until the tine arrived. Suppose they
shoul d encounter a sentry in a corridor, or sone servant or official, on the way to Kristin's
chamber; why, two nen armed with ordi nary weapons—Mirat nmeant to bring along his battle-ax as
well as his Sword-had a nmuch better chance than one of removing the difficulty silently and with
di spat ch.

And what if on the way they should encounter Mark? O if Mark should be in Kristin's chanber when
they arrived?

Murat | ooked forward to that meeting.

Al one in the farnmhouse bedroomthat had briefly been Kristin's, the Ctowm Prince, alternately
sitting, lying down, and pacing, dreaned and planned through the stow early hours of the night. As
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the tine approached for launching his attack, Mirat over and over again inmagi ned hinself entering
Kristin's roomin her Tasavaltan pal ace. Mst particularly he inmagined her reaction—delighted,
perhaps just a little frightened—at the nonent when she saw himcone in

| medi ately he woul d assure her that she had no cause to be frightened. Not if she were | oyal

Sonetimes, in Miurat's inmagination, the Princess was al one and asl eep when he entered, and he had
to touch her bare shoul der to awaken her

Again, Kristin would be wi de awake despite the |ateness of the hour, sitting with her candle at a
witing table, and her eyes when she raised themto behold her lover's entrance were filled with
the nost exquisite joy.

There was another version of this scene that Murat did not welcome to his inagination, but which
still would not be denied: one in which Kristin was in bed, but not al one.

Several violent conclusions to that version ran through the nmind of the Crowmn Prince, but for the
time being he refused to allow hinmself to dwell on any of them

He had thrown hinself on the bed, and his waking dreans soon faded insensibly into those of

sl unber. Troubl ed sl eep brought the Crown Prince visions quite different fromthe scenarios
constructed by his anxi ous waki ng nmind. Here were experiences of orgasmic glory, in which nmllions
of people gathered to worship him Yes, nillions, hordes beyond counting, joined by other beings
who were nore than human—oi ned perhaps by the gods thensel ves, returning to earth. They had al
assenbled to give worship to Murat, as it was said that once even the gods had conme to give
adoration to the Dark King.

The Crown Prince groaned in his sleep. He had never known the Dark King in his days of glory. Vil-
kata, that filthy beggar? That debased and terrified old man? If the gods thensel ves could be made
to worship that—

Then Murat's dreans turned nore closely to his own situation. He'd conpleted his denon-flight to
the pal ace in Sarykam successfully, and a sizable, no, a huge mlitary force in the palace and the
surroundi ng portion of the capital had been caught and converted. H's only probl em now was t hat
these nost recently converted troops could not be nade aware that their master was actually
present, within the very walls they guarded. Mirat shouted and beat with his fists on the stone
wal | s of the palace, to no avail.

O course, once his new worshipers knew how close to themtheir glorious new nmaster really was,
they would defend himto the death. Mrre than that, they'd fan out eagerly beyond the hundred-
meter limt to conquer a whole kingdomfor him And in the future, when the Crown Prince had
sheat hed the Sword again, the great bul k of these converts would of course remain his |oya

subj ects. And nost of the Tasavaltan | eadershi p—all those who survived—aoul d do the sane.

Meanwhil e there was a new threat, the stone walls of the palace seenmed to be closing i n—

In the deepest hour of the night Mirat was awakened, just as his dreans were starting to go bad,
by the demon, returning froma final reconnaissance flight. To deliver his report Akbar had
assumed the by-now familiar formof a young naiden, who sat provocatively, wearing tighter and
scantier clothing than ever before, on the edge of Mirat's sinple borrowed bed.

Akbar in his report now confirmed that Prince Stephen, as well as Mark and Kristin, was anong the
menbers of the royal famly on the scene in the palace in the Tasavaltan capital

The Princess herself had been |located with quite satisfactory accuracy—-she seened to be spending
nost of her time in the bedchanber which she shared, in nore ordinary times, with the Prince. This
chanber was | ocated high in the palace on the eastern side, overlooking the city and the harbor

Murat was inpatient. "I know where her roons are. And are they sharing one bed now?"

Akbar considered the question carefully. Slyly he seened to take his tinme. "That | could not
determ ne, Master, being mindful of your warning to avoid discovery."
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Mar k, having seen Kristin settled as confortably as possible into their old quarters, was
sl eepl essly working alone in a roomjust down the corridor. In nore peaceful tinmes he used this
chanber for a study; just nowit was sonething |ike a comand post.

The Prince was standing at a map table, poring over some docunents by | anplight, when there was a
knock at the door

When he barked an acknow edgnent, a sentry, his face wearing an odd expression, put in his head.
"Someone to see you, sSir."

"Sormeone? Who? What do you nean—

Then Mark fell silent, staring with wide eyes. The door was pushed in farther. Just behind the
sentry stood the Enperor, sniling at his son

Slowmy Mark turned to face his visitor.

"Leave us," he told the sentry in a | ow voi ce.
"Sir—
"Leave us, | say."

The sol di er backed out. The Enperor cane in, and closed the door. He stood with hands cl asped
behind him and his gray eyes noved past Mark to the table.

"lI's that an accurate nmap?" he inquired.

What ever openi ng statenment Mark might have expected fromhis father, it wasn't that. He could only
gape for a nonent in astonishnent. "The nmap? | suppose so."

Turni ng back to the nmap, gazing hel plessly at the docunents spread out on it, the Prince was
ast oni shed when in the next nmonment a sheathed Sword appeared, flying through the air al nbst over
his shoulder, to crash down in the mddle of the nap

The Prince spun around—to behol d not the Enperor but Ben, Swordless and grinning at himheartily,
hi s huge hands spread in greeting.

At that sanme hour Kristin, sitting in her chanber al one save for an ever-watchful nurse, was
greeting a less surprising visitor.

It was Stephen, cone visiting in his nightshirt, hopefully, wistfully, to see if his nother was
getting better.

"How are you, Mbther?"

She held the boy and stroked the rough texture of his hair. "I"'mquite all right. 1'mgoing to be
quite all right."

"Are you—are you and father still—=2" Stephen couldn't quite nmanage to get the terrific question
out in any form

"I"'mhere now," Kristin answered at last, softly. She held her son and rocked him back and forth.
"And your father's here too. No one can pronise you anything about tonorrow "

" Mbt her —
"No one ever can do that."

The boy seened about to speak again, when a nuffled conmotion erupted sonewhere out in the
corridor. There were distant cries, and running feet. Kristin sighed, and kept to her rocking
chair. Stephen hurried out to investigate, to return in a fewnnutes with the good news that Ben
was back, and unharned, and that he had brought Sightblinder

"Isn't it good news, Mother? Isn't it?"
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The Princess was standi ng now.

"Yes," she said. "OF course. It's good news, Stephen."

I n anot her nonent Karel, acconpani ed by a physician, was comng in to see her
"Gentl enen, you still hope by your arts to keep ne pleasantly controlled?"
Her uncle bowed sadly. "Madam we want nothing but your own best good."
Kristin was weepi ng.

An hour later, and once nore after that, Mark too looked in on his wife. The first tinme he found
her sleeping, and he retreated patiently, eager as he was to speak with her joyfully of Ben's
return.

At the tine of her husband's second visit Kristin was awake, and as they conversed she held Mark's
hand and gazed at hi m anbi guously, as if she were trying to comuni cate sonethi ng beyond the
limted power of words.

Once or twi ce she also snarled at himin anger
TVEENTY

AT the hour when Miurat was receiving fromthe denon his | ast scouting report before the flying
attack was |aunched, Ben, sitting in a high roomin the palace in Sarykam was describing to the
Tasaval tan | eaders his encounter in the field, several days ago, with Carlo, and his nore recent
meeting with Vilkata

Vil kata, when Ben had seen himlast, had been mounted on a riding-beast, headed in the direction
of Sarykam

G ven this information, Karel decided to establish a watch for this evil wi zard at the city gates.
So far the gates were still being kept open on a normal schedul e, despite the general state of
readi ness i nposed on the capital. But the watch at each entrance woul d be doubl ed.

Mark, before leaving for an extensive tour of the gates hinmself, commented: "The Sword's effects
on our friend Vilkata will be wearing off, as they did on Ben. W can't be sure he'll still be
trying to serve Mirat."

"W can be sure," said Karel, "that he means us no good."

As for Murat and Carlo, Ben could tell his conrades no nore about their plans than could anyone
el se in Sarykam He could only suppose that the Crown Prince intended sonme bold stroke, and that
the Princeling, under continu- ous pressure fromthe Sword of dory, would still be slavishly
followi ng his father.

Murat, imediately after receiving his last briefing fromAkbar in his |onely farmhouse bedroom
began his final personal preparations for the attack. The Crown Prince armed hinself with a knife,
in addition to his Sword, and stowed in pockets and pouches a very mni num of other equipnent. He
t hought not nuch was necessary. He meant to conquer the palace and all the supplies it contained,
or else die quickly in the attenpt.

Putting on garnments and taking themoff w thout for a nmonent ceasing to hold the Sword was
sonet hi ng of an acconplishnent, but by now the Crown Prince had had several days in which to
practice. For himthe necessary maneuvers had al ready becone sonething |i ke second nature.

Only when Murat was fully dressed and ready did it occur to himthat the tinme had cone, according
to his own plan, for himto sheathe his Sword. After a momentary pause he did so. Though there was
no one in the little roomto see him he performed the act with a cerenoni ous gesture.

Then the Crowmn Prince at once left his room After a perfunctory tap on the door of the adjoining
chanber, he entered quickly. Inside he found a sleepless Carlo already up and arned.
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The | ad | ooked tired and pale, but bravely he announced his readiness to go.

In the upstairs hallway, father and son encountered Captain Marsaci, who had come for them
bearing a torch, pronptly at the appointed time. Wth the captain lighting the way, all three nmen
proceeded downstairs.

Sone hours before Murat had decided that to launch their flight frominside the farmhouse woul d be
i mpracti- cal. He had chosen the hayloft, in the barn, as offering the best security from
observati on.

The denoni ¢ mai den, who had di sappeared from Mirat's rooma few mnutes earlier, sat waiting upon
a bale of straw for the three men as they clinbed a wooden | adder. Behind her the big doors
t hrough which hay was normal ly | oaded were standing open to the night.

Marsaci sneezed, on entering the dim dusty space. Then the captain started to sneeze again, but
the spasm was aborted when he bel atedly caught sight of the denmon waiting for them Despite the
dermure appearance of the imge, Marsaci did not for a nonent mistake it for a real girl.

"Are you ready, my |lord?" the mmiden asked, addressing Miurat as she got to her feet.
" Ready. "

In an instant her formhad swllen to several times the maiden's size, and changed into the shape
of a giant, winged reptile, crouched on two hind | egs that | ooked too heavy for anything that
could fly. A wicked head, armed with |ong yellow fangs, turned on a long neck to grin at the

wai ting men. The torch shook in Marsaci's hands, and he munbl ed sonet hi ng.

Bl asphem ng various gods, Murat clapped his hand on his Sword-hilt and snarled an order
"A bird! Let us have a bird, vile creature!"

"As you say, Master." And in a tw nkling rough scales were replaced by sable feathers. A giant
black bird, with yellow eyes and curved raptorial beak, crouched ready to be nounted. No saddl e or
bridle were in evidence; perhaps that neant none woul d be needed.

Bol dly Murat stepped forward, and w thout hesitation straddled the creature's back. He turned his
head to stare at his son

Reluctantly Carl o clanbered aboard behind his father, clutching the older nman around the wai st
with both arns.

There was no delay. The Crown Prince barely had tine for a last word to Marsaci before father and
son were swiftly carried into the air.

Carl o groaned and gasped.

Murat gasped too, a sound of triunph rather than of fear. Then he let out a |loud yell of
exul tation. They were being borne upward at breathtaking speed, into an aerial real mof clouds,
sluiced with cool mist and shot with internittent noonlight.

The night air how ed past the travelers at a terrific velocity, but the Crown Prince soon

di scovered that his journey was not, after all, going to be swifter than the wind. Carlo behind
himwas suffering a fit of terror, and cane near plunging to his death and draggi ng his father
with him

Hs father, getting little or no help from Akbar, was forced to struggle awkwardly to hold his son
on the bird' s back.

Shouting at Carlo did no good, and Murat directed his yells at the denon. "Stop! Return to the
earth! Land, | comand you!"

At last, in response to bellowed orders fromthe Crown Prince, the rush of air dinnished. The
dark earth rose to neet them and a |anding was effected in sone farmer's field.
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Di senbarking fromhis black, feathered nount, Mirat dragged Carl o whi npering and al nbst sobbi ng
aside, the pair of themtranpling waist-high corn. In the distance, toward the city, thunder
grunbl ed and rain was threatening.

The Crown Prince shook his son, and cursed him

"What are you afraid of? Not heights, don't tell me that. | have seen you stand on a clifftop
wi t hout whinpering, and clinb a castle wall where there were no stairs."”

"I't is the dembn—+he denpn, Father—the touch of it is horrible—

"Nonsense. The touch of defeat, of failure, is the only real horror. Pull yourself together, be a
man! "

Carl o managed to establish sone nmeasure of self-control. "I can only try, Father."
"You can do nore than that. You can succeed!"

They were on their way back to where they had | eft Akbar, when Carlo suddenly put a hand on
Miurat's arm

"Father, | have a confession to make. Something you nust know, in case | die before | have another
chance to tell you."

Murat stopped in his tracks. "Wat is it?"
"Once, on patrol—the tine we fought the skirm sh—+ once used the M ndsword."

Stopping in his tracks, the Crown Prince stood for a nonent as if paral yzed. Then he screaned:
"How could you lie to ne? How many converts did you nmake? Were are they now?"

"Only one—enly one, Father. The man they call Ben of Purkinje. | do not know where he is now. "

Murat started to choke out nore abuse, then paused. "There is no tinme nowto settle this. How
could you betray me in such a way?"

"No, Father! There was no betrayal! | swear it! | ordered himto help you."
"To hel p me? How?"

But his son did not answer. The Crown Prince could see Akbar, at a little distance, still in bird-
form crouched and undoubtedly |i stening.

"Later we will settle this," Mirat grated at his son. "Munt! W are going on."

Carl o, alnobst fainting, once nore clinbed aboard the silent denon. In nonments they were airborne
again. This tinme the Princeling did not struggle in the air, or show any signs of terror. Rather
he rode as an inert weight, as if he were already dead.

The rushing flight continued, in darkness and near- silence. Presently Akbar turned back his
bird's head to announce that they had al nost reached their destination. Neither of the human
passengers was quite able to believe this. But before either of themreally thought it possible,
the city appeared.

"Sarykam " the denon informed them its voice a guttural grinding through the rush of air.

I ndeed, there lay ahead, still far below the sable masses of those mighty wi ngs, a vast sprawing
dar kness beneath the clouds, a region vaguely distinguishable fromthe ocean to the east, and from
the fields and farns and orchards to west and north and south, picked out by specks of random
firelight.

The distance to the capital was dinmnishing at a speed that seenmed incredible to Mirat. Already
i ndi vi dual structures could be distinguished. Lower and even nore swiftly flew the denon. The
walls of the city took shape out of the darkness and rushed beneath the denon's wi ngs. And now
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nore stone walls, even higher barriers, |ooned just ahead.
These, unm stakably, forned the south flank of the pal ace.

Bot h passengers flinched involuntarily as the massive construction hurtled closer. The ranparts
were marked with a few high narrow wi ndows that | ooked too small to admit their flying bodies. One
monent a violent crash seemed unavoi dable. In the next—€arlo closed his eyes and did not see how
the trick was done—the outer wall and its open w ndows were behind them and he and his father
were enclosed within a high and otherw se deserted corridor. Already they were on their feet,
staggering to establish their bal ance upon a solid floor as the great black shape of their carrier
di ssol ved to not hi ngness beneath them

Murat barely had tine to deliver a last command, in a fierce whisper, before the denbn vani shed
utterly.

The two Cul mians were alone in a |long hallway of wood and stone, lighted at intervals by high
| anps. The pal ace was qui et around them and it seened that their arrival nust not have been
observed.

Murat, hand on Sword-hilt, needed only a monment in which to get his bearings. "This way!" he
muttered, and directed Carlo with a nod.

But the Crown Prince and his son had taken only a few steps in the indicated direction before a
door opened ahead of them and they stood face to face with a naidservant, her arms piled high
with linen. Her eyes opened wi de, enornously, and her nouth worked as if she m ght be about to
scream

Murat backed up a step, ready to draw his Sword at once. "If you are holding the Sword of
Stealth,” he growed at the naid, "drop it at once, or—

Before Murat could finish speaking, Carlo reacted nore practically, stepping forward and striking
the wonman down with the butt of his own sword.

The two nmen stared at the nmaid, who now |l ay dead, or unconscious, on the floor
Then Murat pulled his suspicious gaze away from her. "Cone!"

Fat her and son noved on toward Kristin's quarters. Then, peering warily round a corner, Mirat
di scovered guards posted in a place that woul d make a final approach through the corridor
i npossi bl e.

When he relayed this information to his son, Carlo whispered: "Father, nowis the tine for you to
dr aw—

"Quiet. This way."

Murat pulled his son down another angle of hallway, then through a door, into a roomwhich proved
dark and untenanted. In another nonent they were | eaving this roomagain, through a wi ndow opening
to a bal cony.

Fromthis bal cony others to right and left on the sane high | evel were visible, and accessible, if
one was not discouraged by the need to cross sections of sloping, slate-tiled roof.

"The Princess's suite connects to at | east one of those bal conies,” Mirat whispered. "Follow ne."

The passage across the slippery roof had to be carefully negotiated, but it was quick. Then Muirat
and Carlo were on another bal cony, then boldly entering what the Crown Prince proclained to be the
Princess's room

It was a |l arge, well-furnished bedroom sinply decorated, well |it by several candles. The bed was
enpty, though covers had been turned back, and Kristin was not to be seen. A mi ddl e-aged wonman
dropped her knitting and rose froma rocking chair to stare at the intruders.

She had tine to utter only a slight prelininary noise before Carlo was beside her, holding his
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knife to her throat.

The Crown Prince, hand on Sword-hilt, stood frozen, gaze focused in the distance, obviously
listening for sonething with a full intensity of concentration

Carlo heard a small noise, as of a hastily closed door, fromone of the connecting roons.
"Kristin?" Miurat, calling the nane softly, lunged through a curtained doorway toward the sound.

Carl o suddenly found hinsel f hol ding the body of an unconsci ous wonan; the attendant had fainted.
He | owered her body to the floor, and | eaped to bar the door that he assunmed |led fromthis bedroom
out to the corridor. A nonment |ater he had followed his father into the next room This was

anot her bedroom of sone kind, too dark for himto be able to nake out rmuch of its contents. Here a
door stood partially open to another bal cony, and to the sunmer night.

The young man hastened to bar the hall door of this roomtoo; alnobst inmediately afterward the
handl e was tried fromthe outside, and i mediately after that some- one out there began a heavy
poundi ng on the door. Now the al armwas being raised in earnest.

Murat was | ooking warily out onto the bal cony of the darkened bedroom Now he stepped out onto it.
"My love," his son heard him breat he.

In the next monent the Crown Prince began to draw his Sword. Carlo, approaching his father from
behi nd, saw with astoni shnent a hal f-grown boy, wearing only a long nightshirt, step from behind
sonme draperies beside the doorway and hurl his body on Mirat's right arm

The Crown Prince was taken by surprise, and the Sword of Gory, glittering faintly in the Iight of
candles in the room escaped fromhis grip.

I mredi ately magic informed the air. The voices of a nultitude, inspired and invisible, sounded in
the m nd of every human near. Miurat could only watch as the naked M ndsword described a snoboth
arc, clattered briefly on the dark slates of the nearby roof, and then went sliding swiftly down
out of sight.

Before the Sword had struck the roof, Mirat went lunging after it. The unreal voices, chanting
glory, nocked him H's convulsive effort to catch or retrieve Skulltw ster knocked the night-
shirted child aside into a corner.

The Princess Kristin, dressed in a delicate robe, stepped into Carlo's field of vision, clutching
at the armof the Crown Prince. But Miurat, groaning and nuttering, thrust her roughly aside too,

and in the next nmoment had vaulted lithely over the balustrade. There he crouched, in an exposed

position on the roof's edge, staring intently down into the near-darkness of a courtyard, trying

to see where his Sword had fallen

The Princess, nurmuring and crying, would have clinbed after him but Carlo stepped forward to
hol d her back. Then for a nmonent neither of themwas able to act effectively. Both were stricken
stunned, hal f-entranced by the wordl ess, soundless flow of the freed Sword's nagi c.

QG hers, all around them were affected too. And the nundane silence of the night had been
irretrievably shattered. Wether fromone source or several, the alarm against intruders was
spr eadi ng.

Carl o, holding the Princess with one arm |ooked around and drew his own sword, nmonentarily
expecting a rush of guards from somewhere. But as yet nothing of the kind materialized.

In the next instant Kristin, with a surprisingly strong effort, had broken free fromCarlo's grasp
and was bendi ng over her son. The bare-1egged boy in the nightshirt [ay noaning, half-stunned, his
upper body | eaning against the wall in a corner of the bal cony.

Mirat, maintaining his precarious position a few nmeters away, at the very edge of a section of
roof, had just turned his head to call to his own son, when a crackling noise and a brief glare of
light roiled the air eight or ten nmeters above their heads.
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Carl o | ooked up to see an inage of the wizard Vilkata, borne in nmidair amd a small swarm of hal f-
vi si bl e denmoni ¢ shapes. These descended with their burden, as the Princeling watched, to deposit
the Dark King upon an angle of roof. The Eyel ess One's | andi ng pl ace was one | evel down from where
Carlo and his father were watching, that nuch closer to where the fallen Sword had | odged.

Havi ng conveyed their w zard-master to the place of his choosing, the denpnic fornms nelted away
into the danp air.

Vi | kat a—there was no doubting the solidity of his body now-straightened up, his fists on his hips
in a royal pose. He called out nockingly to Murat: "Have you | ost sonething, G eat Mster?"

There was no answer.

A nonent | ater the eyel ess man went on: "My ethereal servants, who dwell in air and darkness,
informnme that within the last mnute a certain treasure has ceased to belong to you, Crown
Prince." The magician | aughed, and nmade a pretense of peering around him "Were can it have gone,
| wonder ?"

Before Vil kata had finished speaking, the rain that had been threatening broke fromlowflying
cl ouds, a steady downpour certain to nake the footing on slate tiles even worse.

"Don't fall, Murat! Careful, glorious Master! Ha ha!" Mirat, hanging awkwardly at the brink of the
perilously steep and slippery roof, finally answered his quondam magi ci an—w th a curse.

Then, for the noment ignoring the wizard's threatening presence as if Vilkata did not exist, he

turned back to his son. In an al nost conversational voice he said: "l can see the Sword, Carlo!
It's only alittle way down. CGuard nme while | clinb down and claimit." "Father, don't—=
"I can reach it, and | will. None of these swine can keep me fromit."

But Vilkata, starting fromhis |ower |evel, was already noving toward the prize, and was plainly
in position to reach it first. The nman descended carefully, with a certain unnatural slowness in
hi s downward novenents, as if he had provided hinmself with magical protection against a fall

The Crown Prince |ooked up at his son again, in desperation. "Carlo, your sword! Throwit! Stop
him kill himl" Abandoning the Princess, whose attention was still focused on her son, Carlo
obediently clinbed over the balustrade. He had no particular fear of heights. "Stop him" It was a
scream of agony. Carlo, only having got down a nmeter or two, stopped where he was, clinging by one
hand to a drainpipe, his feet braced precariously on snall stone knobs he could not really see.
Wth his free hand he drew his sword, and hurl ed the weapon at the Dark King five or six nmeters
distant; a drawn bl ade was one of the strongest noves any nonmagi ci an coul d nake agai nst any

magi cal operation in progress. But either Vilkata's magical protection was equal to the challenge,
or else the nmissile sinply missed him In any event it fell harmessly. And for a long tine. They
all heard it strike, at last, on pavenent far bel ow

Vilkata was within two neters of being able to grasp the Sword of d ory when the denbn Akbar
appear ed, standing on another bal cony, on the far side of the fallen Sword from the nagician, but
as close to it as he was.

Miurat, slowest of the three active contenders, remained hopel essly distant fromhis prize. Now the
Crown Prince paused in his slow progress, just as he was about to lower hinself froma roof drain
to see the outconme of this new confrontation. In a nmonent Murat had hurled his own knife in the
direction of the wizard, with no effect. H s shouted orders to the denon were ignored.

Now Murat, gesturing fiercely, shrieked again for his son to go and seize the Sword, to sheathe it
and bring it back to him to fight the denon, to do sonething.

Carl o smiled vaguely, nodded his perfect obedience to his father, and noved as quickly as he could
toward the Sword. He could see Skulltw ster, caught fromits fall by a small projecting cornice,
| eaning hilt uppernost against a wall in a precarious position

In the next instant his feet slipped froman inpossible foothold, and then his grasping fingers
slid fromthe edge of the slick roof.
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Fal ling, he had several seconds in which to think, to fully realize his failure.

Murat, as if he were not yet aware that his son had plunged to the ground, still barked orders at
Akbar, conmanding himto put the sheath back on the Sword. "Then bring it to ne, to me, your
master!"”

Akbar, posing on the balcony in the formof a maiden, sent an anmused gl ance toward Mirat.

"I have decided," said the nmaiden, "that soneone besides you, ny Lord Murat, should bear the M nd-
sword fromnow on. I'Il carry it nyself, for the time being, though | don't [ook forward to al
the attention it will bring nme."

The Crown Prince, unbelieving, nade a strange sound in his throat.

Akbar continued: "Because you—you, my gr-r-reat Master!—4ive increasingly in a world of your own
megal omani ac fantasies. Therefore, in ny judgnent, you are beconi ng undependable."

"You are to serve ne! | conmand you—+ charge you—=
"Yes, yes. | know you are convinced you are ny nmaster. Mst hunans who, deal with me willingly are
under sone such illusion. But very few indeed can keep the relationship in those ternms. Very few.

And you are not one of them"
"—by the Sword's power, | comand—
"Fool . What are mere Swords to nme?"

Mark, who had been in a distant part of the city when he was alerted to what was happening in the
pal ace, was hurrying desperately in that direction now. As he passed, he could see swarnms of
troops and magi cal assistants gathering, torchlit ranks form ng, at sonewhat nore than a hundred
meters fromhis invaded quarters. These defenders, under good discipline, were deploying sonewhat
outside the range of the Mndsword's effective action

At | east no one who now held the M ndsword within the palace would find there an arny ready-nade
to fight for him

"Such del usions are very comon when one of ny kind—forns a relationship—waith one of yours," said
Akbar —the nmi den was sitting now on the bal ustrade, nodestly sw ngi ng her shapely |egs.
The denon was obviously toying with his enemnm es before he reached out to pick up Skulltw ster.

Meanwhil e Vil kata, only five or six meters fromthe denon, was al nost gibbering at it, plainly
trying one spell after another. Plainly none of them were worKking.

Akbar went on, speaking in leisurely tones: "After | pick up this weapon—after that, | say—you
will, each and all of you, be delighted to serve ne, for the rest of your niserable lives. And
intend to see to it that—at least in your case, great w zard, and your case, glorious Master—those
lives are very long. But, sadly, it is only now, beforehand, that | can enjoy your anticipation of
that prospect.”

Fum ng and ragi ng, now standing recklessly on a mnute |ledge in a position where nonents ago he
had been clinging with both hands, the Crown Prince would not listen, would not understand.

Angrily, with demented deternination, he once nore ordered the denmon to crush Vilkata, and to
properly sheathe and deliver the Sword of dory.

"I think not, Master—but no, it no longer anuses ne to call you by that title. | amwearying of
this game. 'Fool' is a nuch better name for you, | think. | amnot, and never was, conpelled to
take your orders. What is the power of a mere Sword, to ne?"

Murat's speech was becom ng unintelligible.
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Akbar went on: "The fact is, | do not want to crush the man you call Vilkata just yet. | may well
find some better use for him" And the maiden cast a speculative ook in the Dark King's
direction.

Vil kata was about to say sonething, but before he could speak the mai den's sl ender hand gestured
in his direction.

"There. | withdraw ny gift of vision. You, mny dear

Vil kata, shall be blind—for the tine being at |east. You nust be made to understand what the true
nature of our partnership is to be."

The Eyel ess One cl apped hands to his face. Now truly blind, he groped and whi npered hel pl essly on
his slippery roof.

"Be of good cheer. If you were to grovel properly in supplication, | might be willing to shorten
your period of darkness."

But instead of groveling, Vilkata ceased to whinper. Drawi ng hinself up, he regai ned and
mai nt ai ned sone dignity in the face of this threat.

He nuttered a few words in a | ow voice

"Calling for help, great w zard? Feel free to do so. | can repel your— Akbar's voice broke off.

The Dark King had risked all, diving bodily forward, over enpty space, in a blind lunge ained at
the Sword he could no |l onger see; his right hand and arm groping, grasping for treasure or for a
life-saving grip, made violent contact with the razor-keeness of the Blade. The inpact gashed

Vil kata, and knocked Skulltw ster fromits perch.

The Sword fell again, once nore passing out of everyone's imredi ate reach

Vilkata, his ganble lost, clung blindly to the cornice for an instant, with his uninjured hand.
Then he fell —but not to his doom The shape of his newly sunmmoned denon blurred through the air
catching himin md-tunble.

The mai denly human shape of Akbar was | eaning over the balustrade, watching the Sword fall, when a
bul Ky man burst into view behind it on the bal cony and grappl ed the denon from behi nd.

Murat, still single-mndedly intent, resunmed his infinitely determ ned, crawing descent. He could
still see Skulltw ster, which this tine had come to rest point uppernost, hilt and pommel stuck
down into a drain on a roof's corner. Again his Sword had not fallen far, and he thought he could
qui ckly get within reach.

In the instant of being seized by human arns, Akbar the denbn let out a little sound of genuine
fear. The nmiden's shape vani shed in an eyeblink, to be replaced by the senbl ance of a great ape
A viol ent struggl e began.

Murat, his inmediate eneni es vani shed or distracted, had needed only the space of a few breaths to
get within reach—er al nost—ef the Sword. Fromthe wall to which he clung, the man, stretching his

right armout to the utternost, m ght have barely touched Skulltw ster's point. It was inpossible

to clanber any closer, w thout going an inpossibly |ong way around.

Drawi ng in his body, pressing hinmself against his owm wall once again, the Crown Prince took a
moment's rest. If only Carlo could help. But Carlo

Concentrating totally on his goal, working as swiftly as he could, Mirat unhooked the |ong enpty
sheath fromhis belt. As when he had once before picked up and cl ai ned the naked Sword, he would
now have to work the sheath onto the Bl ade before he dared try to seize the god-forged thing,
whose unstemed tide of nmagi c now bathed him at close quarters.

Sheath in hand, Murat stretched out again. One |l ast effort brought |eather sliding over steel. But
in making that effort he had reached too far, and felt his supporting fingers slip
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He fell. No intervening cornice here.

The | ast clear thought of his |life was that the sheathed Sword was tunbling after him and that he
m ght still have a chance to catch it in nidair.

Kristin screaned. She had been out on the roof, trying to nake her way closer to the scene of
action, and at the sane tine trying to conpel her son to stay back on the bal cony, to save
hi nsel f.

Karel had at |ast appeared inside the royal quarters, and then upon the bal cony; the old man was
intin to keep Stephen fromrushing out onto the roof after his nother, but not intine to hold
the Princess back

Madly scranbling over the wet tiles toward the place fromwhich Murat had fallen, she did not stop
at the roof's edge, but plunged down after him

TVENTY- ONE

DESPI TE war ni ngs to depart, given by Karel and others, a few servants and a handful of soldiers
had gathered and were still gathering on nearby bal conies and in wi ndows, to watch the struggle
for the Sword of dory.

St ephen and Karel watched fromtheir bal cony, the old man's powerful grip restraining the boy from
rushing out on the roof after his nother.

Upon a balcony in the next wing of the palace, the dark and apeli ke shape of the denbn Akbar
struggl ed desperately, but to little avail, as if the strong man who had seized it were really
nmore powerful than any nmere human coul d possibly be. The conbatants swayed back and forth.

Karel had no trouble recogni zing Ben, who was not only maintaining the solid hold he had obtai ned
at the start, but was gradually inproving his advantage.

It was not long until Karel, at |east, understood what rnust be happeni ng.

" Shi el dbreaker!" he nuttered to Stephen, who still struggled in his grip. "The denpbn nust have
it

The nmoon energed briefly frombehind rain clouds, and swiftly retired again. For |ong nonents the
struggl ed was conducted in darkness and near-silence. A faint glow of light, fromdistant w ndows
and courtyards, still nmade shapes and novenents dinmy visible. The hideous denon thrashed about
and nade noises as if it were trying to scream But the human linbs that held it were tightening
i nexor abl y.

Now t hose who watched could see that sonething was wong with Akbar's right hand, or with the
i mage of a right hand that the denon flailed ineffectually at his opponent.

Morment by noment the inage of that bestial hand and arm becane a little clearer. There was a solid
object at its end.

Presently it could be seen that Akbar was gripping a bright-bladed, dark-hiked Swrd. Wth this
weapon he attenpted to punish and to slay the one who westled with him but the slashes and
thrusts directed at an unarned foe acconplished not hi ng.

Agai n and again that shimmering bl ade and point penetrated the clothing and the flesh of the man
who westled with the denon. But no bl ood was drawn, and the westler remai ned uninjured.

Karel nuttered again: "The beast indeed has Shiel dbreaker! But it must rid itself of that Sword,
or lose this fight."

Ben had conme to the sane conclusion earlier, on seeing and hearing how the denon defied the

M ndsword and Vil kata's spells. Now the huge man steadily increased his advantage—as he had
expected. He knew t he denon would | ose this match agai nst even the weakest barehanded hunan
opponent —dnl ess Akbar could manage to rid hinself of the pernicious Swrd of Force before it was
too |l ate.
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Once he, Ben, had outwrestled a god under simlar circunstances; no nere denon, handi capped by
Shi el dbreaker, was going to defeat him

The denon gurgled, a hellish sound, as if the foul thing were being forced to try to breathe. And
waved its right armfrantically—no | onger slashing and thrusting. Nowit was as if the denon
strove to free its hand fromthe bite of a clinging serpent.

And at |l ast—+o Ben's horror and surprise, well after he had thought the feat inpossible for Akbar
to achi eve—the Sword of Force flew free

Vil kata, bl eeding and weakened by the gash inflicted by Skulltw ster, had been forced to wi thdraw
tenporarily from conmbat. Now, somewhat recovered, his vision restored by a new denpni c partner, he
came rushing back, borne through the air again by captive powers.

The sheathed Sword of Gory in its last plunge had fallen all the way to the ground, |anding not
far fromthe inert bodies of Murat and Princess Kristin.

A few people, energing fromdoors at that |evel of the palace, had just started out into the paved
area, heading toward the bodies and the Sword. But the sight of Vilkata and his onrushi ng escort
drove them back inside in panic.

The denon Akbar, in the next nmonent after ridding hinmself of Shieldbreaker, had regai ned strength
enough to hurl Ben asi de.

Then Akbar gathered his energies for an effort to beat Vilkata to the Sword of @ ory. But he saw
that he was going to be too |ate.

Karel was and had been doing his best to repel all denons, but edged weapons had been drawn, and
at the nonent the old w zard's best was not going to be adequate. Vilkata, stooping fromthe back
of his denonic nount, had just scooped up the Sword of @ory in his uninjured hand—

At that nonent Mark, gasping for breath, came running out onto the bal cony where his son and Kare
st ood.

"“In the Enperor's nane!" the Prince of Tasavalta bell owed hoarsely at his foes—and had to pause to
gasp again.

In fact no nore words were needed. A swirling blast, as of a hurricane, erupted out of the steady
rain and darkness. In a nonment the storm had gathered around all the denons, Vilkata caught up in
their mdst. Nor was Akbar spared. In the matter of a few heartbeats the whole roaring, tw sting
mass of air and cloud, now shot through with |ightning, had nounted hi gh above the pal ace, then
whirled away. Before Karel could draw a deep breath, it was gone, vanishing at last far out to
sea.

Silence fell on Sarykam broken only by a distant runble of thunder. Then another roll nore
di stant yet, and beneath those sounds the steady plash and drip of rain

The invasion had been repelled. The denons, including Akbar, were all gone. So was Vil kata. And so
was the sheathed Sword of dory, which the Dark King had just picked up

Karel feared that, sooner or later, in one pair of hands or another, Skullwarper would be back
again to plague humanity.

Ri ght now the wi zard, at the nonent feeling very old indeed, was confronted by nore i mediate
pr obl ens.

Prince Mark, |eaning on the balustrade, slowy regaining his breath, was | ooking around for
Kristin.

Tentatively he called her nane.

St ephen was al ready gone into the building, running for the stair that would take himdown to
where his nother had fallen
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Karel could see (though not with his agi ng human eyes) how her body now | ay there, tw sted,
resting partly on stone and partly on softer matter. On another body, whose heart no | onger beat.

The right hand of the Princess noved, as if it sought to grasp something. Then it was still again.
O the three who had fallen, she alone still breathed.
"Prince," the magician said softly, "she fell fromthe roof. She is still alive, and she may |ive.

But there are terrible injuries.”
Bef ore Karel had added those |ast words, Mark was already gone, racing after his son

Left alone, the old man was in no hurry to run anywhere. lIgnoring the rain, he let his body sag on
the stone railing. His eyes were closed, but lids could not shut out the visions of his magic.
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