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An unknown visitor, with some unguessabl e purpose, who had cone and gone before Val demar had
caught nore than a glinpse of himer her—had just made the young grape-grower a present of one of
the Twel ve Swords. The recipient felt overwhel ned by the discovery. And yet—even in this
trenmendous nonent when Val demar first glinpsed the ebon hilt, he found hinself thinking that he
ought to be nore surprised at the gift than he really was.

He had a strange feeling that he had al ways known, had never doubted, that sonething |ike

t hi s—something truly great—was fated to happen to himsooner or |ater

Well, here it was. And whatever unconscious anticipation might be keeping himfrom being properly
astoni shed, he was certainly beginning to be afraid..
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ONE

H' S huge, work-roughened hands shaking with excitenent, young Val demar turned up the sl eeves of
his farnmer's shirt. Squatting on the earth floor of his solitary hut, peering intently by
firelight and fading daylight, he reached for the | ong, heavy bundle that |lay near the fire and
began very gradually to undo its wappings of gray cloth. The bundle was neatly made, tied with
strong cord. As Val demar worked to undo the knots, he did his best to keep hinmself fromthinking
of what he might expect to find within. He told hinself he had no right to expect anything at all
But it was as if he wished to shield hinmself froman enornous di sappoi nt nment.

The wrappi ngs | oosened and began to fall away. As soon as an area of unrelieved bl ackness cane
into view, unm stakably part of the hilt of an edged weapon, the young man's fingers ceased to
nmove. Like many other people, he had a sensitivity to the presence of powerful nmagic, and he was
al ready beginning to realize just what kind of weapon he had been given.

Val demar thought that he could feel the blood drain fromhis face. Leaning his enornmous wei ght
back on his heels, he did his unpracticed best to fornulate a prayer to beneficent Ardneh.

What ever prayer he at |ast managed to say went up in silence. Qutside, spring wind how ed
fiercely, shoving against the rough stone walls of his lonely hut, rattling the crude, ill-fitting
door, spattering rain through the hole in the roof that served as chimey, so that the small fire,
fueled nostly by last year's dried vines, hissed as if in pain.

He had a serious mystery to contenplate.

An unknown visitor, working alone in pursuit of sone unguessabl e purpose, who had conme and gone
bef ore Val demar had been able to catch nore than a glinpse of himer her—had just nade the young
grape-grower a present of one of the Twelve Swords. The recipient felt overwhel med by the

di scovery. And yet—even in this trenmendous nonment when Val demar first glinpsed the ebon hilt, he
found hinself thinking that he ought to be nore surprised at the nature of this gift than he
really was.

He had the strange feeling that he had al ways known, had never doubted, that something like
this—something truly great—was fated to happen to himsooner or |ater

Vell, here it was. And whatever unconscious anticipation m ght be keeping himfrom being properly
ast oni shed, he was certainly beginning to be afraid.

Scant mi nutes ago, the unexpected shadow and the silent formof the nysterious caller had noved

al rost sinul taneously, and with a swi ftness al nost nagical, past the door of Val demar's isolated
dwel ling, interrupting the young man in the midst of preparing his evening nmeal. The door had been
left slightly ajar for nmore light, and to let the snoke-hol e draw.

Until that nonent, Val demar had had no suspicion that any other hunman being was anywhere within a
couple of kilonmeters. By the tinme he had junped up and run outdoors, the figure of his anonynous
visitor was already al nost out of sight in mst and rain. Valdemar had caught only a single
glinpse of a human shape, so nmuffled in gray garnents that it m ght have been either man or wonman.

The gigantic youth had started in pursuit, swiftly bounding up one, two, three of the narrow
cultivated terraces that rose above his hut. But by the time he had reached the third terrace, his
call er had already di sappeared into the wet tw light shrouding the donmesticated vines, the scant
wi | d bushes, and the granite outcrop-pings of the |onely nountainside.

Shouting for his vanished visitor to stop, Valdemar had continued the chase a little farther

al rost to the boundary of his cultivated |and, but w thout success. Returning to his hut a couple
of mnutes later, the young man had picked up the bundl e which had been so nysteriously deposited
at his door. He had paused to reassure hinself that at least it was not alive (he had heard
stories of babies being left at the doors of lonely huts) and carried it in by the fire. After
closing the ill-fitting door again, and shaking his garnents dry as best he could, Valdemar had
hesitantly begun to unwap his present—a process which cane, nonents later, to a shocked halt.
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Though he was scarcely past the age of twenty, and for nost of the past year had dwelt in this
| onely place, Valdemar could not claimconplete innocence or ignorance regarding the affairs of
the great world.

Li ke every other thinking person, he knew sonething of the history of the Twel ve Swords, magica
weapons created al nost forty years ago by the gods thensel ves. Val demar knew al so that two of the
Swor ds had been destroyed not long after they were made. This black hilt partially visible before
him if it were genuine, might belong to any of the remaining Ten. And though |ike nobst people he
had never seen, nuch | ess handled, any of the Twel ve, Val demar could not doubt the authenticity of
this one. A heavy el egance of magic flowed into his fingertips the instant they brushed agai nst
it; and to magic he was not a total stranger

It was conmon know edge in the world that four Swords—Shi el dbreaker, Dragonslicer, Stonecutter
and Si ght bl i nder—had for some years been gathered in the royal arnory of Tasavalta, under control
of that realms powerful and unfortunate Prince Mark. Anpong the six others now lost to public
know edge were the two Val denmar consi dered the npbst abom nabl e of the god-forged weapons,

Soul cutter and the M ndsword.

No one, as he understood the case, could ever be sure of the whereabouts of Coinspinner, a tricky
bl ade given to randomy noving itself about. Nor was there any way to guess the whereabouts of
Farsl ayer, Wayfinder, or Wundheal er. That |ast was the only one of the surviving ten that

Val demar woul d have rejoiced to find in his own possession

Crouching near the fire, alone with his nysterious gift, the youth hesitated for a long tine
before continuing the process of unwapping. Hs irresolution was grounded in the fact that he

feared certain of the gods' Swords nore than others, and at this point it was still at |east
theoretically possible for himto refuse the know edge of which one he had been given. At this
point he would still be able, if he chose, to tie up the gray cloth again, carry the whole still-

myst eri ous bundl e back out into the rain, and drop it, lose it, deep in sone rocky crevice anong
the nearby crags, hoping that no one el se woul d ever discover the presence of the thing of power,
or be able to conme near it.

For what seemed to Valdemar a long time he sat there on his heels. The wind battering at his door
seened to nock his fearful hesitancy, while outside the clouded daylight slowy faded. Still
enough light renained inside the hut, around his dying fire, for himto see whatever white mark
nm ght be enbl azoned on the Sword's hilt, when his next tug at the gray cloth should reveal it.

O course, one Sword had no white synbol at all. If that was what he found, it would nean fate had
put into his hands Soul cutter, the Tyrant's Bl ade.

The young giant's eyes closed briefly. H's strong, al nost-handsone face was troubl ed. Awkwardly he
uttered words aloud: "Ardneh, let it not be that one. | do not want the responsibility of trying
to hide that denon's Blade. Or of trying to destroy it." He understood full well that breaking any
Sword, or otherwise rendering it ineffective, would be far beyond his powers.

"Therefore let it be any of them except Soul cutter, or

Val demar's prayer stunbled to a halt, as he realized that for himthe second nost fearful of the
Bl ades woul d probably not, after all, be that called the Mndsword. G ven that one, he could
simply refrain fromdrawing it; for him he thought, the power to bend others to his will would
pose no great tenptation. Farslayer would be far nore likely to be his downfall. There were
certain people in the world, oppressors of humanity, for whom—though he had never net them-the
youth felt a dislike that threatened always to spill over into personal hatred; and if the life of
one of those persons, wherever they might be, should be so helplessly delivered into his hands,
Val demar feared his own | atent capacity for violence.

Yes, it would be better if he got rid of this unknown Sword at once, not tenpting hinself by
| ooking for the synmbol, which it nust bear upon the hilt

Val demar' s hands qui vered. Because he might, for all he knew, be hol di ng Woundheal er, the Sword of
Mercy. That gl orious possibility was enough to elininate any thought of plunging the nysterious
gift into a crevasse before he had identified it.
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After mnutes of immbility, the youth with a sudden jerk stripped back the gray cloth conpletely
fromthe black hilt.

A small white arrow synbol, pointing upward to the ponmel, leapt into view Neither the best nor
the worst of possibilities had been realized. The weapon in Val demar's hands was Wayfinder. The
Sword of Wsdom it was also called-Ardneh grant it bring himthat!

Val demar breat hed sonewhat nore easily. Toward Wayfinder he felt tinmdity and awe, but no

overwhel mng fear. Gently he peel ed away the renmi ni ng wappi ngs, exposing a plain | eather sheath.
W thout pausing for further thought, he clasped the hilt and drew forth a full neter of

i nconpar abl e doubl e-edged Bl ade. The faint |ight of fading day and dying fire gl eaned softly on
steel snoother and sharper than any human arnorer had ever crafted, at |east since the |ost
civilization of the Od Wrld. Beneath the surface of the nmetal a lovely nottled pattern was
percepti bl e.

Val demar ran a tremul ous finger along the flat side of the tremendous Bl ade. No, despite his
youth, he was no stranger to the touch of nagic. But he had never in his life felt anything the
like of this.

A happy thought struck suddenly. Some of the new strain and worry vani shed from his youthful face.

"Powers who rule this Sword," he said, self-consciously—then paused for a deep breath, and started
over. "Powers of this Sword, whoever or whatever you may be—+ understand that giving guidance is
your function. @uide nme, therefore—guide me to the person—+to her—to the wonan | have—+ have

al rost despaired of ever finding. The one who is nost fit, nost suitable, to share ny life."

Though he was utterly alone, the young man could feel his cheeks warm ng. Frowni ng suddenly, he
qui ckly anended: "Let all be done in accordance with the will of Ardneh."

Havi ng concl uded this awkward speech, Val demar arose, gripping the black hilt firmy in both of
his great hands, fingers overlapping. Tentatively he noved the great Blade in a horizontal circle.
One direction alone, alnost straight east, set the Sword's tip quivering. At the surge of magic he
cried out, wordlessly. For just a nonment the novenment had becone so violent that the weapon had

al nost | eaped free of his grip.

On a warm spring afternoon, seven days after the day when Val demar had unwrapped the Sword, and
nmore than a hundred kil oneters distant fromhis hut, two pilgrins were naking their way across a
heavi |y wooded hillside that formed one flank of a deep ravine.

The first of these gray-clad travelers was a wonan, apparently about sixty years of age, but stil
vi gorous and hearty. There was nothing feeble in the way she noved across the steep sl ope, anobng

the thickly-spaced, narrow trunks. Her silver hair was |ong, but bound up closely. The strains of
along Iife showed in the woman's face, but no burden that seened too nuch for her present

determ nation. Like many other fermale pilgrins or travelers, she wore boots, trousers and a | oose
jacket, and was arnmed for self-defense with a short sword.

The crowded tree trunks made it all but inmpossible for two to travel side by side. The wonan's
conmpani on, who wal ked three or four paces behind her and carried a simlarly serviceabl e but
somewhat nore inpressive weapon at his belt, was a man in his early twenties, sturdily built, of
average size. The young man's appearance, |ike the woman's suggested both the weariness of |ong
travel and a remaining capacity to deal with form dable difficulties.

The woman hal ted suddenly. She frowned and squinted at the sun, which shone brightly from beyond
the canopy of the tall trees' snall spring | eaves. Then she inspected the terrain, as well as she
could in the nidst of a forest.

"This hill curves round," she announced to her fellow traveler at last. "And | see no end to the
curve ahead. It carries us farther and farther to the east."”

"And that, nmy lady, is not the direction in which we want to go," the young nan responded. "Wel|
then. Shall we try clinbing to the top of the ridge again? O going down into the ravine?"
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The | ady sighed. "Zoltan, we are well and truly lost. No reason to think the bottomof this ravine
will be nore hospitable than any of the others we've struggled through during the past two days."
In those dark gorges, the ubiquitous thin-trunked trees had grown nore closely and ever nore
closely together, until it becane inpossible for adult humans to force a passage anywhere between
them An arny of nen with axes would have earned their pay clearing a road.

"And no reason either," replied Zoltan, "to suppose that the | eather-wings are going to let us
alone this time if we come out of the trees up on the hilltop." He rubbed at his left arm which
was still bandaged —though fortunately not disabled —fromtheir |ast encounter with flying
reptiles, two days ago.

"1 suppose we mght risk trying the hilltop just before sunset,” the wonman said thoughtfully. "If
we were able to see far enough to get our bearings —" She broke off abruptly, holding herself
nmoti onl ess. Above the high canopy of |eaves a silent, broad-winged formdrifted; a half-
intelligent eneny, cruel-clawed and inplacably hostile.

When the wi nd-borne reptile had drifted out of sight and hearing, Zoltan spoke again, his voice
cautiously low "Anyway, we're soon going to need water." Each was carrying a single small
canteen. "We'll have to go down into the ravines for that, of course. This one may be dry, but the

next— He fell silent at the woman's inperious gesture. Her face had abruptly turned away from
him and she was listening intently for the repetition of a small sound just detected from ahead

In a nonment Zoltan, |ooking over his conpanion's shoulder, could see a tall hunman shape, garbed in
dull colors, noving anmong the dun-col ored trunks, still fifty neters off, approaching along the
hi I I side.

Both travel ers watched in ready silence, hands on swordhilts. The single figure approachi ng seened
to be naking no effort at stealth. The towering, broad-shoul dered man was clad in what appeared to
be a farnmer's rough shirt and trousers and wool en vest. In both hands he gripped a | ong-bl aded
sword with which he steadily swept the air before him Zoltan, watching, felt the hair stir on the
back of his neck. This could be a Sword i ndeed!

The stranger continued noving along the slope directly toward the pilgrimpair, though as yet he
had given no indication that he was aware of their presence.

Zoltan, staring at the approaching figure with intense, frowning concentration, whispered: "Is
t hat ="

"Shh., we'll see."

Anid the dun trunks the seeker so superbly arned had approached within ten neters of the two
nmotionl ess travelers in dull gray before he saw them Wen he did, he stopped in his tracks,
startled, continuing to hold the Sword leveled in their direction. Then, |ooking sonmewhat
flustered, he grounded the bright point.

For a long nonent all three renained silent.

At last the young farmer—for so his clothing nade himappear to be—said: "Geetings." H's voice
was soft, but the pair who heard himgot the inpression that only a conscious effort nmade it so.
"Greetings, in Ardneh's nane." He was peering closely at the | ady, and appeared to be trying to
conceal grow ng di sappoi ntnent and confusi on

"And to you," replied the lady. "May you find peace and truth." Zoltan at her el bow nurnured
simlar sentinents.

"My object is entirely peaceful ," the other assured them gesturing with an enornous hand. He
seemed now to be recovering fromhis initial shock, whatever might have been its cause. He was a
head taller than nost nmen, and of massive build, his body carrying a m ninmumof fat. Hi s clothing,
particularly his boots, gave evidence of an extended journey. He carried pack and canteen, as any
traveler nost likely would. A long, plain, |eather sheath belted at his waist, of a size to hold
his Sword, |ooked vaguely as if it should bel ong to soneone el se.

He added: "I amcalled Val demar."
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"I am Yanbu," the woman told himsinply. "This is Zoltan, who has chosen to travel with ne. W are
both pilgrinms, of a sort.”

The young farmer nodded and snil ed, acknow edging the information. H's hair was dark and curly,
his blue eyes mld, flanking an interestingly bent nose. The nore one | ooked at him the bigger
and stronger he appeared.

"Yanbu," he repeated. "Yes, ma'am" H s eyes noved on. "And you are Zoltan." Then sone nenory
vi si bly caught at Val demar, so that his gaze went back to the silver-haired wonan. "An unusua
name, ma'am" he remarked

"M ne? Ch yes. And an unusual weapon that you are carrying today, young sir."

Per haps Val demar flushed slightly; in his weathered face it was hard to be sure. "Lady, in ny
hands | hope this Sword is sonething other than a weapon. It has guided me here—to you. Your
pardon, lady, if | aimthe blade at you again; | promise you |l nmean no harm"

Taking care to remain at a distance well out of thrusting range, Valdemar lifted his Sword' s point
again. Al three could see distinctly how the fine blade quivered when it was |evel ed straight
toward Yanbu.

The | ady did not seem nuch surprised. "And what desire of yours," she asked, "does Wayfi nder
expect ne to satisfy?"

This time there was no doubt that Val demar was bl ushing. "I see you know this Sword's nane. So |
suppose you know what it is. That shoul d—that ought to—nmake it easier for me to explain. As |
said, ny goal is peaceful. I ..."

"Yeg?"

"I ama farmer, lady. Actually |I have a vineyard, which I have left untended. And | am |l ooking for
awfe."

There was a pause.

"Ah," said Yanbu at last. Athin smle curved her lips. "And you confided this wish to the Sword
of W sdon®"

"Yes ma'am "

"And the Sword has brought you to ne."

"Yes ma'am "
"And | amnot quite the bride you have been imgining. Well, rest easy in your mnd, young man
Were you to nake nme a proposal of marriage, | would not accept it."

"Yes ma'am " repeated Val demar. He | ooked partly relieved and partly chagri ned.

"W nust discuss this," said the |lady, "but just now ny conpanion and | face problens of greater
urgency. Have you experienced any particular difficulty along the way, in the last day or two of
your journey?"

Val demar blinked at her. "Difficulty? No. Wuat sort of difficulty? Ch, do you nean bandits?" The
young giant sniled faintly. "I never worry much about that sort of thing. And if there were any
who saw e, no doubt they kept clear when they saw how | was arned."

Zoltan cleared his throat. "No trouble in finding your way through this forest, perhaps? O in
dealing with flying reptil es?"

Val demar | ooked up, concerned; at the nonent the sky was free of drifting shadows. "No trouble
finding my way; | sinply wal ked the way Wayfinder told ne to go. And no reptiles of any kind; |'ve
never seen one that could fly."
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"Any ki nd of trouble?"

"None. Well, several tines, for no good cause that | could see, the Sword counsel ed ne to change
direction. And once, when | saw no reason not to nmove on, it kept me walking in a tight circle for
an hour, so in effect | was held in one location. But nothing that I would call trouble. Wy?"

"Then woul d you now ask your Sword," put in Yanbu gently, "to put aside for the nmonent the matter
of your bride-to-be, and lead us all three safely out of this damed w | dwood?"

Opennout hed, Val denar gazed at her for a |ong nonent. Then he nodded.

Less than an hour later all three travelers were resting confortably at the bottom of another

ravi ne, where a spring of clear water bubbled gently out of a crevice between rocks, and the trees
grew just closely enough together to keep all sizable airborne creatures at a safe distance. Yanbu
and Zoltan had already satisfied their thirst at the spring, and were now refilling their

cant eens. Val demar meanwhil e had sheathed his el egant weapon and was bringi ng out generous
portions of dried neat and hard bread from his pack

Far upslope, too far to be of inmmedi ate concern, an oni nous, silent shadow drifted overhead, above
the canopy of |eaves; drifted and cane back and went away again, as if it were no |onger certain
of where its prey m ght be.

"Those creatures hunt us, young nan," said Yanbu, alnpost in a whisper. "Leather-w ngs—and
soneti mes worse than that. You say you have never seen them before?"

"I know themonly by reputation." The youthful giant |ooked vaguely horrified, and at the same
time fascinated. But not particularly afraid. "Wy do they hunt you?"

"I believe they are in the service of sone nuch nore form dable eneny. Serving as his scouts.
Then, too, it is ny belief that any of the Twelve Swords tends to draw trouble to itself. And that
one you are carrying in particular."

"And yet | have asked this Sword only to help me find a bride. And now to guide all three of us to
safety." Val demar seened nore di sappoi nted, and gently puzzled, than alarned by Yanbu's readi ng of
their situation.

"You' ve heard the Song of Swords? You renenber how the verse about this one goes?" Zoltan asked
him and without waiting for an answer proceeded to recite in a | ow voi ce:

"Who hol ds Wayfinder finds good roads
Its master's step is brisk
The Sword of Wsdom |ightens | oads—

" '—but adds unto their risk,' " Valdemar concluded. "Yes, |'ve heard that song since | was a
child. Never thinking ..."

The gigantic youth let the nmatter drop. Then he | ooked at the silver-haired woman again. Hi s gaze
was timd, but resolute. "I can renmenber hearing, long ago," he renarked, "of a [ady named Yanbu,
who was once known as the Silver Queen.™

She who bore that nanme ignored the invitation to discuss her past. Having finished filling her
canteen, she sat at ease on the npbssy bank beside the spring.

"Zoltan and | thank you for your help, young man," she said graciously. "Were will you ask your
Sword to point you next? And may | ask you just where and how Wayfi nder cane into your
possessi on?"

Val demar | ooked up at the treetops. "I still seek a wife," he declared stubbornly. "Wy this Sword
has led ne to you, lady, | confess | do not understand."

"There nmay be an easy explanation. Wen the object sought is otherw se inpossible, or very
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difficult, to obtain directly, Wayfinder leads its master first to the necessary neans to bring
the goal within reach. You may be sure the Sword of Wsdomis not suggesting that you propose
marriage to me, who could be your grandnother. At least |let us hope not. Sword or no, that would
be far fromw se. Besides, | have no wish to spend ny |ast years grow ng grapes."

"Why, then, has Wayfinder brought ne to you?"

Yanbu shook her head. "It would seemthat, sonehow+ do not know how—+ can help you to achieve
your goal ."

Val demar sighed. More to hinself than to the others he murnured: "I will now repeat ny first
request. | want this Sword to lead ne to the woman, of all the wonen on earth, who will be the

perfect, the ideal wife for me. Nothing nmore and nothing | ess.”
And he drew Wayfinder fromits sheath and held it out again in his great hands.
Once nore the point reacted, quivering, only when it was ained precisely at the |ady.

Wt hout comment the young giant re-sheathed the Sword of Wsdomat his waist. Gving up the puzzle
for the moment, he recounted to his new conpanions the story of his enigmatic visitor, seven days
past .

He concluded with a question. "Has either of you any idea who ny strange caller mght have been?
It was someone who wore gray, even as you do. That's all | could really see."

Zol tan and Yanbu | ooked at each other. Zoltan shrugged. The | ady said: "A nunber of ideas; but no
reason to take any of themseriously."

Her young conpani on nodded. "Certainly it was neither of us, if you are thinking that. A week ago
we were nowhere near the region where you say you live. As for wearing gray, uncountabl e thousands
of folk do that. Your own garnents have acquired sonething of that tinge fromtravel."

The bi gger young man nodded ruefully. "Then can either of you guess why this Sword shoul d have | ed
me to you?"

Zol tan only shook his head.

"I think," Yanmbu told Valdemar, "you will have to be patient if you want an answer to that
qguestion. It may be that the answer will never becone clear, even if you do find your wife."

Val demar t ook thought, running long fingers through his dark curly hair. A sparse beard was

begi nning to sprout on his youthful cheeks. Then al nost shyly he inquired: "Mght it have anything
to do with the fact that... as | said before, a lady with your nanme was once the Silver Queen? But
| had thought ..."

Yanbu nodded inpatiently. "Very well, my history is no great secret. That was once ny title. But I
don't know why ny past, good or bad, should have anything nuch to do with a young man who rai ses
grapes and seeks a bride. You would have expected the Silver Queen to be a sonmewhat younger woman?
Hol d Soul cutter in your hands, my friend, throughout a day of battle, and you will be fortunate

i ndeed if you do not | ook worse than | do."

Now young Val dermar indeed | ooked awed. "I apol ogi ze, ny | ady, for what rmust seem unwarranted
curiosity."

"No apol ogy is necessary."

The peasant-| ooking youth frowned for a while at the weapon hanging fromhis belt. Then he said:
"Perhaps | nust take the Sword's bringing ne to you to nean that | should stay with you until it
tells ne otherwi se. Perhaps it even neans that | should turn over Wayfinder and its powers to
you. "

Yanbu was frowning too

I mpul sively Val demar said: "Let us try that!" In a nonment he had unbelted his Sword, and was
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gallantly proffering the black hilt in her direction, the sheathed Bl ade bal anced flat across his
forearm

Quietly she responded: "I do not know that you have hit on the right interpretation, young man.
But... on the other hand, why should | fear this Sword?"

Her |ips noved again, alnost silently. Only Zoltan, who was cl ose beside her, could hear her very
| ow whi sper: "Yet | do."

A nonent |ater, she was reaching out to firmy grasp Wayfinder's hilt.

Havi ng accepted the weapon, and drawn it fromits sheath, Yanbu stood up straight, her voice
becoming a little louder. "It is a long time since | have felt the power of any Sword in nmy hands.
Well, Sword of Wsdom here you are, and here aml. If you can read ny heart, show nme the way
which | rmust go to satisfy it."

The Silver Queen held out the blade in a strong two-handed grip, then swept it around the horizon
in unconscious imtation of Valdemar's first gesticulation with the weapon, seven days ago.

In her hands, Wayfinder's keen point quivered at one point of the conmpass only—-al nost straight
east.

Yanbu let the tip of the heavy blade sag to the earth.

She said to Valdemar: "I amfavored with a definite reply. Now, do you want nme to give you this
weapon back?"

To the surprise of both the others, the giant youth put both his hands behind him as if to nake
things difficult for anyone who neant to thrust the black hilt back into his possession. He said:
"My lady, | wonder "

"Yes?"

"M ght the Sword's response to ne nean that | amto stay with you, at least for a tine? Trave
with you?"

Yanbu t hought about it. "It brought you all this way to ne. | suppose it m ght nean sonethi ng of
the sort," she conceded at length, as if reluctantly.

"And just now, in your hands, Wayfinder pointed east. Do you know what lies in that direction?”
Yanbu sniled. "Half of the world," she said.

Zoltan, with his head tipped back, was leaning alternately to right and left, trying to peer
upward through the canopy of |eaves. He said: "Sone days ago, we two were di scussing the question
of our destination, the true object of our pilgrimge, in philosophical ternms. Then we began to be
hunted. Being hunted limts one's time for philosophical discussion. In the process of trying to
escape fromthe reptiles we becane | ost. Val demar, you've hel ped us now to tenporary safety. But
as a practical matter, | nust say that our next goal, whether east or west, ought to be sone place
of greater security. Sonewhere conpletely out of the ken of those whose creatures stalk and harry
us. "

Val demar | ooked fromone to the other of his new conmpanions, trying to assess the situation. There
was no doubting the reality of those drifting shadows that kept reappearing no very great distance
up the hill.

"And who m ght your enenies be?" he asked with concern

"There are a nunber of possibilities,” said Yanbu drily. Again she took up the Sword in both
hands. "But let us not becone obsessed with safety. W are going east."

TWO

“HURLED to the ends of the earth, you say” Astride a denmon?" The speaker, a startlingly handsone
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and apparently very youthful nman, gave every indication that he found the prospect hugely anusing.

"Yes, to the ends of the earth, or farther for all |I know That was nonths ago, of course, and
nei ther the Dark King nor his denonic steed have been heard from since." The youthful -1 ooking
man's informant, a short, blond wonman or girl who appeared even younger than he, flashed a bright
grin of her owmn. "Is it not entertaining, Mster Wod?"

The two who spoke with such apparent carel essness of sorcerer's and denon's fate were standi ng
casual ly just outside the nassive outer wall of the world headquarters of the Blue Tenple. The nan
was actually | eaning against the building's stones. Squat granite columms, each thicker than the

Il ength of a man's body, and broad stone steps |eading up to doors worthy of a fortress nade the
establishnent an archetype of the substantial, or perhaps even a parody of such. The two appeared
to be waiting for sonething; but what that mi ght be, or why they had chosen this spot to hold
their talk, was not immediately obvious.

The handsone young man nodded. His large, athletic- |ooking body was well dressed in tunic and
cloak of rich fabric, though of no outstanding el egance. He m ght have been a prosperous nerchant,
or perhaps a physician. Surely not a warrior, for no trace of any nmaterial weapon was visible
about his person.

He said: "Entertaining, yes. The denon was hurled away, | suppose, by the Enperor's nanme in the
mout h of the Enperor's bastard, and that poor pretender of a nmmgician, who likes to ride on
denons, was whi sked away hel pl essly with his nount—=

The young man | aughed again, |ouder than before, and this tinme his conpanion | aughed with him She
was garbed in a tight-fitting outfit of silver and blue that showed off her fine figure to

advant age; the cl ot hi ng suggested an expensive courtesan. The heads of passers-by turned in their
direction; such nerriment was uncommon here in the Blue Tenple precincts.

Both parties to the conversation ignored the passers-by, even as they appeared to be ignoring the
Bl ue Tenple itself. But he who had been addressed as Master Wod soon sobered from his | aughter
He stroked his chin in thought.

Al nost wistfully he said: "And yet, Tigris—an alliance with Vilkata m ght well have been to our
benefit."

Tigris had al ready assumed a nore thoughtful expression too. She responded: "He nay be able to
return, Master, sooner or later. O, if he cannot cone back unaided, we might help him That nmay
still be possible. Yet, | fear that the Dark King was—er is-sonething of a bungler. Considerable
skill in handling denons, one nust admt that."

"Considerable. But finally insufficient,” amended the other

"Yes, Master, as | say—finally insufficient.”" The shapely young wonan nodded soberly. "And one
of the Swords went with Vilkata."

"Yes, Master. The M ndsword, as you well know. "

Wod al |l owed his displeasure at that accident to show. He had particularly coveted that weapon for
his own. Then he brightened slightly. "Wll, none of that can be hel ped now. Today we face other
problenms, quite sufficient to claimour full attention for a tune."

"As you so accurately say, ny lord."

In the bustle of the populous city, even a pair of such striking appearance did not draw a great
deal of attention. Once or twice a beggar started to approach them then, as if warned by sone
i nstinct, veered away.

Once a sedan chair, guarded on both sides by a file of nobunted nen, passed very close to them
entering the Blue Tenpl e headquarters through a nearby gate.

The man cal l ed Wbod appeared equally indifferent to potentate and nmendicants. "So," he nused, "our
erstwhile rival Vilkata, the Dark King, is probably not going to be available in the foreseeable
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future to discuss alliances. Nor is the demon who bore himaway into—ought we to say into
eternity? Nor, | suppose, can we hope to recruit any other denons fromthe Dark King's retinue."
Whod' s voi ce becane abstracted. "That's all right, though—+ can sunmon powers enough of ny own
whenever there's a need."

"Yes, Master, certainly you can.” Inpish little Tigris nodded violently.

Squi nting at her, her master thought to hinself that she was al nbst certain to prove sonething of
a distraction in the staid Blue Tenple offices, into which he planned to bring her very soon. Very
i kely, Wod considered, he would have to dismiss Tigris—er else effect a drastic though tenporary
change in her appearance—before the conference got very far. But that decision did not have to be
made now.

The girl began to fidget, as if rendered unconfortable by an overabundance of energy. She noved a
step away, and with a dancing glide canme back again. "If it is permtted to ask, Mster, why are
we waiting? Are those noneybags in the Blue Tenple expecting us at a particular tine?"

The young man grinned. He was not really a young man, for even now his eyes | ooked very old. "My
dear Tigris, they are not expecting us at all. | expect that an unannounced arrival will produce a
nore co-operative attitude on their part, once they have recovered fromtheir initial . . . yes?"

This last word was not addressed to Tigris, but to a sudden blurring of the atnosphere
approxi mately a meter above her blond head. Qut of this mniature aerial vortex proceeded a tiny
i nhuman voi ce, speaking to Whod in squeaky, deferential tones:

"The man Hyrcanus is now al one, Master, inside his private office. Do you wish ne to acconpany you
i nsi de the building?"

"Yes, but see that you renmin invisible and inpal pable in there. Unless, of course, you hear ne
suggest otherw se." Wod was standing erect now, the air of indolence having fallen fromhimlike
a shed cloak. "Tigris?"

The di sturbance was already gone fromthe air above her head. "Ready, as al ways, Master."
Wod gestured, and their two human bodi es instantaneously di sappear ed.

The | ocus of their reappearance a nonent later was a tall, narrow, dimy |ighted chanber deep in
the bowel s of Blue Tenpl e headquarters. Though the room was obviously only an anteroom of sone
sort, the visitors found it elegantly furnished, with a thick carpet underfoot. The walls were
panel ed in exotic wood, subtly lighted by Od Wrld |Ianps that burned inside their glassy shells
with a cold and practically inexhaustible secret fire.

Wod and Tigris came into existence standing side by side and al nbst hand in hand, before a
cluttered desk behind which a male clerk or secretary |looked up in petrifaction at their
unanti ci pat ed presence.

The thin man in a tunic of blue and gold stared at them unconprehendingly, his eyes watering as if
fromlong perusal of crabbed handwiting and col umed nunbers. Even now, in what must have been a
state of shock, the words that fell fromhis lips were trite; perhaps it had been a |long, |ong
time since he had spoken any words that were not.

Clearing his throat, the clerk said in a cracked voice: "Er—you have an appoi nt nent ?"
Wod smiled inpishly. "I have just nmade one, yes."

"Er—the name, sir? Er—adan?"

"I"'mhardly that." And Tigris giggled.

The assured, undeni abl e presence of the pair seened to place them beyond the scope of any
fundanental chal |l enge

"I will see ... I will ... er ..." Alnost choking in confusion, the clerk bowed hinself away
t hrough a door leading to an inner office.
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The two visitors exchanged | ooks of amusenment. A few nonents |later the thin man was back, ushering
Wod and Tigris into the next room There they confronted the Chairnan of the Blue Tenple hinself,
a man known to the world by the single nanme of Hyrcanus.

Here, in the inner sanctum of power, the furnishings were nore sunptuous, though still restrained,
their every detail tastefully thought out. Wod had expected nothing nore or less, but Tigris was
sonewhat surprised.

"1 thought to see nore gold and jewels," she murnmured. Wod shook his head slightly. He understood
that spl endor here woul d have been out of place; the finest appointnents could have done no nore
than hint at the inmmensity of the tenple's wealth.

The Chairman was snall, rubicund, and bald, with a round agel ess face and a jovial expression
belied by his ice-blue eyes. He was seated, flanked by ivory statues of M das and Croesus, behind
an enornous desk, engaged in counting up sone kind of tiles or tokens. A |arge abacus, of colored
wood in several shades, stood at the Chairman's elbow The walls of the chanber were lined with
account books and other records, sonme of themvisibly dusty. Spiders had established thenselves in
at least two of the roomlis upper corners. The wi ndows were barred, and were so high and dark that
it was imnpossible for ordinary hunman eyes to see outside.

Rai si ng his gaze from his desk, Hyrcanus stared at Wod in utter blankness for a long monent. Hs
eyebrows rose when he | ooked at Tigris. Then he snapped irritably at his visitors: "Who are you?
VWhat are you doing here? | have nade no appointrment for this hour.”™ "But |," Wod retorted, "have
made one to see you." Such a response, froman utter stranger, evidently could not be nade to fit
into the Chairman's view of |life's possibilities. Hyrcanus fixed a stern gaze upon his shaken

underling, the thin clerk who still hovered near. "What possessed you to schedul e an appoi nt ment
at this time?" The man's fingers funbled with imaginary knots in the air before him "Sir, I+
have schedul ed no appointment. | thought perhaps that you had done so privately. | have no idea

who these people are.”

"My nane is Wod," said the nale visitor in a languid voice, speaking directly to Hyrcanus. "I
should think it al nbst inpossible that you have not heard of ne."

The nane took a monment to sink in. Then, with a slight novenment of one foot beneath his desk, a
gesture quite inperceptible to ordinary visitors (but noted at once by these two callers, and
di snmi ssed as harnl ess), the Chairnman sent a signal

Wod made a generous, open-handed gesture. "By all neans,
"Sunmon what ever help will make you feel secure."
smal | sound, al nost shy.

he encouraged, with a slight nod.
Tigris, at her master's elbow, giggled. It was a

In response to the Chairman's urgent signal, there ensued a subtle interplay of powers within the
chamber's dusty air, much of it beyond the reach of the Chairman's senses, or those of his
secretary. Powers charged with the magi cal defense of this roomand edifice clashed briefly,
trying imuaterial |ances, with the invisible escort of the two human visitors. The trial was brief
but quite conclusive: the defenders of the Tenple retreated, cowed.

Moments | ater came sounds of hurried human novenent in an adjoining room A door, not the one
t hrough which the callers had cone in, opened quietly, and another bald man, this one obviously
el derly, looked in with a wary expression

"I assune," Tigris said to him snmiling brightly, "that you must be the Director of Security?" She
al nost curtsied.

The newconer gl anced at her, frowned, and kept silent, looking to his chief for orders.
"l would like to know," Hyrcanus grated at him "how these two got in here."

The man in the doorway cleared his throat. "Sir, | recognize this nman as the well-known w zard,
Wod. The woman with hi m—=

"He has already told ne his nane," Hyrcanus interrupted. "Wat | want to know is how-*
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"And soneday perhaps | will tell you how we got in," said Wod, interrupting the interrupter. "But
there are other matters | wish to discuss first."

The Director of Security, seem ngly uninpressed, stared at his fellow magician. "I know your nane,
and | warn you that you had better |eave. At once."

"You? Warn me?"

The el der nodded i npressively. H's face had become |ugubrious. "I amindeed the Director of
Security here. W here do not fear your powers."

Wod' s eyes were tw nkling dangerously. "Only because you do not conprehend them™

"I believe," the Director remarked drily, "that you are the sane Wod who about two years ago
visited Sha's Casino, a Red Tenple establishnent in the city of Bihari." "And so?"

"On that occasion—orrect ne, sir, if I amwong—you encountered certain enenies and were forced
to make a swift retreat. It has further cone to ny attention that you entered Sha's Casino arned
with the Sword Shiel dbreaker, and that you left w thout that weapon—and | acki ng any conpensati on
for it." The elderly man in the doorway smrked faintly.

Tigris, looking at her naster, paled a trifle.

Wbod put his fists on his hips. H's voice was ice. "On that occasion, ny nman, | was opposed by
forces well beyond your ability—+et alone that of your noney-grubbing nasters here—to under st and,
much less to deal with."

A nonment of silence followed. It was plain fromtheir expressions that Wod's current
hear ers—except for Tigris, of course—+emai ned unconvi nced.

The wi zard nodded briskly. "Very well, then. | see that a denonstration will be necessary.”
The Director's expression becane uncertain.

Hyrcanus behind his desk started to say sonething, then renained quiet.

Silence held for a | ong nonent.

Wod's eyes closed. His left hand extended slightly in front of him pal mupward. The long ringers
qui vered. Then the hand noved, and the forearm slowy, made a gentle lifting gesture. Near the
high ceiling an al nost inperceptible turnoil in the air grew briefly, lightly sharper

In monents this gentle disturbance was answered by a nuch heavier vibration. An i nhuman groani ng
and thuddi ng seenmed to start in the roots of the huge building and progress slowy upward. Soon

di stant frightened yells could be heard, rising fromsomewhere below the thickly carpeted office
floor.

Tigris was snmiling faintly now, watching the Blue Tenple men for their reaction. Neither of them
had nmoved, though the eyes of the Chairman seened about to pop

Wod's face, his eyes still closed, had hardened into an inplacabl e mask

The door to the secretary's anteroom burst open, to frame the large formof an arned guard
officer. "Sir! The gold— The nman had trouble finishing his sentence.

Hyr canus snapped: "What of the gold?"
The guard turned hal fway round, gesturing over one beefy shoulder. "It's—om ng—dp the stairs—
The Chairnman leapt up fromhis chair, trying to see out past him

The deepest runbling, which had begun down around the massive, vaulted foundations of this Mther
Tenpl e, was now gradually shaping itself into a heavy, nmetallic rhythm It sounded |ike a conpany,
perhaps a reginent, of heavy infantry, clad in arnor, marching upstairs in close formation
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There were continued cries of alarm and nore security people cane pressing up behind the officer
in the doorway.

Hyrcanus started to cone around from behind his desk, and then went back
The guards now crowdi ng the doorway were pushed aside. But not by human force.

Bursting past them into the Chairman's private office, canme noving gold, coins and bars and works
of art, all noving as if alive. The yell ow treasure had sonmehow been congl onerated, magically held
together, into the shape of a huge and heavy nany-| egged creature, a gigantic centipede. At
intervals this animation broke apart into separate marching figures, all headl ess, sone in the
shape of nen and sonme of beasts. Wiether in the formof nany bodies or only one, the gold tranped
upward and forward, the several shapes enlivened by Wod's magic all glowing dull yellowin this
chanber' s parsi noni ous |ight.

The Director of Security, jabbering incantations, avoided the score of tranpling golden |egs.
Gesturing, he intensified his nmagical efforts to undo what Wod was doi ng.

But it was obvious to all that the Director's attenpted counterspells were failing mserably.
Losi ng his tenper, he rushed at his rival

That was a serious nistake.

Hal fway toward the object of his wath, the Director slowed, then staggered to a halt. It was as
if he had forgotten where he was going. Wrse than that, it was as if he had al nost forgotten how
to wal k.

Turning now to Hyrcanus, and then to all the others in the room a smile of infantile inbecility,
the Director of Security sank slowy into the nearest chair. Sinpering vacuously at nothing, he
appeared ready to be entertai ned by whatever night happen next.

Hi s eyes lighted on the inexorably marching netal. "Gold," the old man whi spered, obviously
delighted. "Pretty, pretty.”

Meanwhi | e Wod, his arns fol ded, had turned away fromthe Director and sat down on the edge of
Hyrcanus's desk. He was watching the proceedings with an abstracted | ook, as if he were not
personal Iy very nuch involved. Tigris, taking her cue fromher master, was now seated also, in a

| eat her chair. Froma purse that had appeared as if from nowhere she had actually brought out sone
knitting, with which she appeared to be fully occupi ed.

Wth the intrusion of the marching gold, and the ruthless disabling of his first assistant,
Hyr canus abandoned all pretense of cal mcontrol

He junped up onto his desk. Wth screans he rebuked his Security forces.
Then he turned to Wod, pleading: "Put the gold back! Send it back at once!"
"And you will listen to me if | do?"

"Of course, of course. And this fool here"—the Chairman indicated his chief aide, now sniling as
he counted up his fingers—can you restore himto what ordinarily serves himas his right nm nd?"

"I'f you will listen."
"I will. I swear it, by Croesus and M das. Wat was it you wanted to di scuss?"

Accepting this surrender graciously, Wod slid off the desk and with a few gestures quickly
restored Blue Tenple headquarters nore or less to normality. The weird upward progress of |ong-

hi dden treasure ceased. The marchi ng gol den centipede and all its fragments, imediately obedi ent
to Wod's nost subtle command, reversed direction, and headed docilely downstairs. And at the sane
time the Director lost his carefree interest in his own fingers; his eyes closed and his head sank
sl umber ously upon his chest.
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Wthin moments after the tranping treasure had retreated, the building ceased to vibrate. |nside
the Chairman's office only the shouts of guards, somewhere in the mddle distance remained as
evi dence that somnething remarkabl e had occurred.

Slow y, shakily, Chairman Hyrcanus resunmed his seat behind his desk. He wiped his brow Wth a
gesture and a few nuttered words, he offered Wod and Tigris chairs. The three were now al one.

Wth the opposition satisfactorily crushed, Wod was cal m and reassuring. He gl anced at the
Director, who was snoring faintly. "He will regain his wits—such as they were." Then Wod focused
an intense | ook on the Chairman. "Hyrcanus, understand me. Your wealth is safe, for the tine

bei ng—safe fromne, at |least. Every coin is now back where it was. | do not crave Blue Tenple
gold, or any other treasure you may possess."”

Hyrcanus, smiling glassily, murmured an excuse. Then, turning away nmonentarily, he beckoned the
clerk to himfromthe next room and dispatched the man with orders to take a conplete inventory
of the wealth down bel ow.

Wod shook his head inpatiently at this interruption. "Depend upon it, Hyrcanus, not a gram of
your metal will be missing. | amnot your eneny. Rather we have enenmies in comon, and therefore
shoul d be allies.”

The Chairman brightened a trifle. "Yes. Enemies in conmon. Certainly we do."

Tigris had put aside her knitting, and was now sitting with fol ded hands, paying close attention
to the nen.

Her master said to Hyrcanus: "I amthinking in particular of Prince Mark of Tasavalta. | suppose
you may rejoice alnmpst as nuch as | do over his recent msfortunes.”

The Chairman, relaxing just a little, nodded heartily.

Hs form dable visitor said: "I amtold that Mark is maki ng every possible effort—so far to no
avai |l —+o heal his wife of the injuries she sustained |ast year."

"A pity," said Hyrcanus, and uttered a dry sound intended for a |augh

"Indeed. My agents assure ne that Princess Kristin is hopelessly crippled, and in continual pain.
The only real hope of ever helping her lies in the Sword Wundheal er. "

Mention of the Sword concentrated the attention of the red-faced nan behind the desk. "Ah. And
where i s Woundheal er now?"

Wod' s eyes twi nkled again. "Your question brings us to the very point of ny visit. The best hope
of anyone's getting Wundhealer in hand lies in the Sword Wayfi nder—aoul d you not agree?"

Hyrcanus responded cautiously. "It is said that Wayfinder can guide its holder to any goal he
wi shes. "

"Even, as has happened at |east once in the past, into the deepest Blue Tenple vaults of all..
but | have no wish to rem nd you and your associ ates of past sufferings and enbarrassnents.
Hyrcanus, | have come here to offer you a partnership."”

"What sort of partnership?”

"The details can be worked out later, if you will agree with me now in principle. You were already
Chai rman of the Blue Tenple nineteen years ago, at the tine of the great robbery. | believe | am
correct in thinking that you and other insiders still consider that the worst disaster that your
Tenpl e has ever suffered?"

The Chairman's face grew sonmewhat redder. "Let us say, for the sake of argunent, that you are
ri ght -what then?"

Whod put on a synpathetic expression. "And Ben of Purkinje, the wetch who was chiefly responsible
for that calanmity, still lives and prospers, as the right-hand man of our rnutual eneny Mark of

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%207%20-%20Wayfinders%20Story.txt (15 of 118) [2/4/03 9:57:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%207%20-%20W ayfinders%20Story .txt
Tasavalta."

The Chai rnan nodded gl oonily. Ever since Mark had beconme Prince of that generally prosperous
donmai n, there had been no new Blue Tenple installations at all in Tasavalta—the organization
mai ntained in that land only a single banking facility, relatively unprofitable, in the capita
city of Sarykam

Tigris so far had been naintaining a denure deneanor, so it had not becone necessary for Wod to
bani sh her, or take any steps to alter her appearance. Brightly and alertly she continued to pay
attention to everything that was said and done between her naster and their reluctant hosts.

Geni al - soundi ng Wbod now i nquired after the health of |egendary O d Benanbra, founder an age ago
of the Blue Tenple.

Hyrcanus assured his guests that the Founder ("our Chairman Eneritus, in retirement") was stil
very much alive—+nore or |less alive, by nost people's standards, since he was now turned conpletely
into a Wiitehands, and lived underground sonewhere, jealously counting up the bulk of his
remai ni ng treasure. Then the current Chairman, suprenely stingy unless he made an effort not to
be, belatedly ordered sone refreshment to be served. Presently—while the Director of Security by
stirrings and runblings gave indications that he might soon awaken—¥od snoothly returned to the
subj ect of the Sword of Wsdom "You, the Blue Tenple authorities, have certainly known for a |ong
tinme that Wayfinder was used by those daring thieves to despoil your hoard." "Well . . . yes."

"For years you have been keeping a jealous watch for that Sword in every quarter of the world,
ready to try to seize it as soon as it should appear again."

The Director of Security, had by now risen and stretched and finally re-settled hinmself in a chair
at a little distance, nmuch chastened in his manner. Wether he was aware of what had just happened
to himor not, he was evidently grimy determ ned to keep an eye on Wod as |ong as the intruder
remai ned.

Now the Director said: "Wayfinder's vanishing, as you probably know, was utterly mysterious. The
only report we have—admi ttedly unconfirned-says that the Sword of Wsdom was stolen, by sone
unknown agent, fromthe belt of the God Hernes, after he had been struck down by Farslayer."

Everyone in the roomwas silent for a nonment, no doubt neditating on that unlikely-sounding but
undeni abl e event.

"Yes. | know, " Whod answered patiently. Though he had not been personally present at the fall of
Her nes, he stood ready to accept that story as confirned.

The slight jows of the Chairman of the Blue Tenple were quivering. "The treasure we |ost at that
time, including three Swords, has never been recovered."

"I know that too." The handsone, youthful -1 ooki ng Wod was now doi ng his best to soothe his hosts.
Tigris | ooked synpathetic too. Wod continued: "How unjust, how odious, that the robbers should
have been able to prosper as they have."

"Qdious is an inadequate word," said Hyrcanus fervently. "But let us get down to business."
Wod, with a snmle and gesture, indicated that he was perfectly ready to do just that.

The official inquired: "Wat exactly do you want fromthe Blue Tenple, that you have taken these,
uh, drastic steps to bring about this conference?"

Wwod smled. Hs answer was straightforward, or at least it seened to be: "I want no nore than
have already indicated. A chance to use Wayfinder for ny own purposes, which will in no way
conflict with yours. A |l eague of nutual assistance against Tasavalta. And agai nst the Enperor."

Bl ank | ooks on the faces of the Blue Tenple functionaries greeted Wod's | ast assertion. He was
silently contenptuous of their ignorance, but not really surprised. The Blue Tenple evidently knew
little about the Enperor, and seened to care less. O perhaps their lack of interest was only
feigned. Like the Ancient One hinself, they nust be aware of certain recurrent runors, concerning
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the enornmous treasure that potentate was reported to have stashed away.

But the probl ens posed by the Enperor could wait. Spelling out his proposal in a straightforward
way, the wizard confirmed that he wanted to be informed as soon as any of the Blue Tenpl e people
had any know edge, or even a clue, concerning the whereabouts of the Sword of W sdom

"I am aware that you have had your people on the alert, everywhere around the world, or at |east
across this continent, for years now, for any evidence concerning that Sword. No nmatter what kind
of defences you devise for your vast remaining treasure, Wayfinder can probably find a way to |let
anot her bold and cl ever robber in."

Hyr canus groaned audi bly.

Less than half an hour later the nmeeting concluded, with Wod and Hyrcanus shaki ng hands, while
their respective aides | ooked on watchfully. Both | eaders pronounced their satisfaction with the
agreenment they had reached.

CQutside Blue Tenpl e Headquarters again, their renoval having been effected w thout the use of any
mundane door, Wbod and Tigris strolled the streets in silence, until they were rejoined by the
denon Dactyl art ha.

"Nobl e nasters!" hissed the tiny voice, comng out of the barely visible disturbance in the air
"Was ny performance satisfactory?”

"At least you will not be punished for it.
el sewhere.

Whod spoke abstractedly, his main thought already

"Madam Tigris!" Dactylartha pleaded softly. "Did I not do well?"

"As our Master has said,"” she responded curtly. "Did your old rulers recognize you, do you
suppose, Dactyl artha?"

This terrible creature, she renenbered, had once been Bl ue Tenple property, involved in the fanous
robbery, on which occasion the denon had failed as dismally as all the other layers of defense of
the main hoard. That did not nmean, of course, that Dactylartha was weak or ineffective. Against
any one of the Swords, only failure could generally be expected—dnl ess, of course, one was arned
wi th anot her Sword.

A dangerous being to recruit; Tigris, though her own skills in enchantnent were great, was not
sure she could have controlled the thing without her Master's help.

Wod, now giving the thing its new orders, curtly dismssed it, and in a nonent it was gone.
"What are you thinking about, my dear?" the Ancient One inquired. "You | ook pensive."
"About denons, Master."

"Ah yes—denons. Well, as a rule, one kills them or has some firm means of control—er is as nice
to them as possible. That is about all there is to know on the subject.” And Wod | aughed, a

hi ssi ng sound that night have cone fromthe throat of one of the very creatures he was
cont enpl ati ng.

Tigris changed the subject. "Wich of the Twel ve Swords woul d you nost |ike to possess, Master?"

"Ah. Now that—that—+s indeed a question." The Ancient One nused in silence for a few paces. Then
he said to Tigris: "There's Soul cutter, of course. | certainly wouldn't want to draw that little
toy with my own hands—havi ng heard what has happened to others—the trick of course would be to get
soneone el se to draw it, under the proper circunstances."”

"l understand perfectly, ny lord."

"Do you? Good. As for the Sword of Wsdom | confess to you, ny dear, that | nourish a certain
hope—that on coming into possession of that weapon | will be able to use it to lead me to the
Enperor."
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Tigris wondered briefly whether she ought to pretend to be surprised. In the end she deci ded not
to do so. She asked, instead: "Wat Swords does the Enperor have?"

"None, that | can deternmine with any certainty."
Tigris, flattering: "Then of the two greatest mmgicians in the world, neither now has any Sword."

It was true that her Master, Wod, at the nonent had not a single Sword to call his own—while
Prince Mark of Tasavalta, gallingly, had no | ess than four.

Tigris was taking great care not to remind her Master directly of this latter fact.

He grunted sonething, for the noment soundi ng conpl etely human—a node of existence he did not
al ways appear to favor.

"Where to now, Master?"

"To a place where | trust we will not be interrupted, Tigris. W have work to do."
THREE

MORNI NG had arrived, and Ben of Purkinje was enduring an enornous headache

He sat up slowy, further tornmented by a fierce itching. Particles of the hay in which he had been
sl eepi ng had worked their way into his clothing. According to the feeling in his head, the hour
ought not to be nmuch past mdnight, but the exterior world ruthlessly assured himthat a new day
had i ndeed begun. The cavernous interior of the barn in which he had sought shelter was now
beconing faintly visible, venerable roughhewn beans and gray wall planks bathed in an illumnation
that could only be that of dawn. Internittent crow ng noises now issuing fromthe adjacent
barnyard of fered confirmng evidence.

The noi ses were there, but Ben was reasonably sure that they had not awakened him they were
conpletely routine, and he had been too deeply asleep to be roused by anything so ordinary.

Too deeply asl eep indeed. Unconscious, he thought, would be a better word for it. Recalling sone
of last night's adventures in the local tavern, he wondered if the second or third girl to sit on
his Iap m ght have put sonething unfriendly in his ale. The first, as Ben recalled, had been

al rost unconsci ous herself at the time, and he thought he could exclude her fromthe list of
suspects.

He doubted that any of last night's girls woul d have played a dirty trick Iike that on her own
accord. Soneone woul d have put her up to it.

Ben cl enched his eyelids shut again. Hs nenories of |ast night were sonewhat hazed. He went
prow i ng through that fog, in search of his new y-nmet drinking conpanions. They had been three or
four youngi sh nen, who had had the | ook of bandits—er, if not bandits, of people who had no hi gher
nmoral standard than they found absolutely necessary for survival. A couple of them perhaps not
realizing what a form dabl e opponent they had encountered, had chall enged Ben to a drinking
contest. Before that had been carried to a conclusion, the tavern girls had taken a notion to sit
on his lap, first in sequence, then together ... or had that been his own suggestion?

but of course nothing could be done about any of that now. If in fact someone had tried to drug
his drink, he had survived the effort. This was norning, and at least it wasn't raini ng—he woul d
have heard that on the barn roof. Trouble was, the first subtle indications of this fine spring
norni ng were that things were not going to go well today for Ben of Purkinje, known in recent
years as Ben of Sarykam Right now he feared that his headache might be the | east of today's
probl ems, because certain sounds outside this borrowed barn were |ike those of no ordinary
farmyard in the early norning. These were the noises, he now felt sure, which had awakened hi m

These ominous nutterings and footfalls evoked for Ben the presence of a number of men, maybe half
a dozen or even nore, clunsily exchanging | owvoiced words wi th undertones of urgency. Mittering,
and then separating, spreading out, noving quickly but quietly as if they meant to get the barn
surrounded.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%207%20-%20Wayfinders%20Story.txt (18 of 118) [2/4/03 9:57:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%207%20-%20W ayfinders%20Story .txt

That was not at all a reassuring inmage.

Getting off to a bad start as he seened to be this norning, Ben hoped that no one today was going
to call himby any name that nentioned either Purkinje or Sarykam As soon as anyone did that, he
woul d know that the false identity under which he was currently traveling had been penetrated. Not
that he had nmuch hope for the false identity anyway. It had been a resort of desperation

concei ved on the spur of the nonent several days ago, when other plans had at |ast gone
desperately and conpletely wong. A man who wei ghed close to a hundred and forty kil os, and | ooked
capabl e—and was—ef twisting a riding-beast's iron shoe into scrap with his bare hands, tended to
attract attention. For such a man, ordinary disguises were sel dom of rmuch avail .

Ben's worst suspicions were presently nourished by new evidence. |If he had been in the |east
danger of drifting back to sleep—and with a start he realized that he just might have been—that
peril was destroyed by a loud call in a hoarse nale voice, coming fromsonewhere not far outside
the barn. The words were neant for him The man outside was threatening to fire the wooden
structure if he didn't imredi ately cone out and surrender

The bass roar was al most instantly repeated: "Ben of Purkinje! We know yer in there!"

Despite the beseiged man's huge size, he canme up to his feet softly and pronptly am d the hay, the
wooden floor of the hayloft creaking under the shift of weight. At the sane tine he took a quick

i nventory of assets. Through recent m sfortunes his personal weaponry, apart fromhis own mnd and
body, had been reduced to one niddl e-sized dagger. Leaving the dagger at his belt, he caught sight
of a pitchfork not far away, and swiftly and softly took possession of it.

A certain urgency within his bladder next demanded his attention, all the nore so with inpending
conmbat probable. Relieving hinself quietly into the hay, regretting the lack of heroic capacity
that m ght have served to put out a fire, Ben listened for nmore shouts but for the noment could
hear only the throbbing of his aching head.

Doing his best to give the situation careful thought, he decided that allow ng or encouraging the
barn to burn down around himwould be a waste of tine for all concerned, and a waste of sone

per haps i nnocent farmer's property as well. Ben had no real idea how many of last night's
conpanions and their friends m ght be outside. Wiat sounded |like the clunsy nuttering of six or

ei ght mght instead be a nuch cleverer attenpt by two or three men to suggest greater nunbers.

Well, he would soon find out how many nmen were outside, and whether they were bluffing. He woul d
go out and see. But he would do so without announcing his real intention first.

Ready for action now, he bellowed a defiant challenge, to the effect that if they wanted him they
were going to have to cone in and get him

Then, as quietly as possible, he slid down the |adder fromthe hayloft to the dirt floor of the
barn. And then, pitchfork in hand, he came out fighting.

Ben's youth was behind him but he could still run faster than anyone would be likely to expect

froma man of his size. He went out, noving fast and hard, through a snall door in what he would
have called the rear of the barn. The suggestion of nunbers, he saw with a sinking feeling, had

been no bluff. At least five armed men were waiting for himanong the manure piles the back, but
at first they recoiled fromhimand his pitchfork, yelling.

The bass voice that had conmanded Ben to give up now shouted orders neant for other ears,
scream ng hoarsely that if they wanted to survive this day thenselves, they had better take this
fellow alive. These commands and threats were issuing froma squat oaken hogshead of a man
somewhat shorter than Ben hinmself, but apparently little if any lighter. Not one of last night's
tavern conpani ons. Ben woul d have renenbered this one.

Ben now had his back against the barn wall, hemmed in by a senmicircle of |esser nen, nost of them
fierce-1ooking enough to inspire some neasure of respect. They kept himat bay, turning this way
and that. While feints cane at Ben fromright and left at the sanme tine, one of them got al npst
behind himwith a clever rope. A nonent |ater Ben's pitchfork had been | assoed, and a few nonents
after that several strong hands had fastened on him and his dagger was plucked fromhis belt.
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"W got him Sarge!"

But in the next instant Ben proved to those who grasped his arns and legs that they really hadn't.
Not quite, not yet. He used his arms to crack a pair of heads together with great energy.

The bl ade of a very keen-1|ooking knife, coming up under his throat, stopped this effort.

One of the Sarge's wists, prodigiously thick and hairy, cane into Ben's field of vision. The
eneny | eader, striking out at his own knife-w el ding man, seened to have suddenly becone Ben's
ally. "Alive, | says! He's the one Blue Tenple wants!"

That name nade Ben redouble his efforts to break | oose. It was usel ess, though. He m ght have been
able to fight off two or three of the ill-clad, ill-equipped bandits at a tine, and the renai nder
of them mi ght have been poorly coordinated or plain cowardly enough to stay at a safe distance.

But when the Sarge hinmself junped in and grabbed him using the biggest hands that Ben had ever
seen or felt, while two of his nore stubborn mnions still clung on, Ben no | onger had any chance
of wrestling free.

This time he was down flat on his back. Raising his head as well as he was able, he peered through
a drifting haze of dust and barnyard chaff to take a count. There were six or eight of them

al together, and two of them at |east, the ones whose heads he'd banged, were just as flat as he
was. He hadn't done so badly at that.

Now, though, four or five held Ben nore or less in position, and anot her was comenci hg operations
with a coil of thin rope brought fromthe barn, tying his wists skillfully behind his back

Ben, looking at the world through a reddi sh haze of exhaustion, his chest heaving, his pulse
thudding in his ears, had the sudden notion that at forty-two, give or take a year or so, he was
definitely getting too old for this kind of thing.

Now, Ben's arms inmobilized, a couple of his stronger captors took himby the arns and heaved him
to his feet.

It seened there were going to be fornal introductions.

"Sergeant Brod," grow ed the wal ki ng hogshead, standing directly in front of Ben, and extending
one enormous hand as if Ben ought to be able to snap free of his bonds and shake it. "Better known
to some of ne own followers as the Sarge. | amthe | eader of this small but efficient band."

"Pl eased to neet you," said Ben. Squinting at Brod and the nen who surrounded him Ben decided
that Brod's nen all appeared to be nore or less afraid of him and with sone cause.

Brod's coloring was fair, right now still red-faced fromhis recent efforts. Hs features were
fairly regul ar except for a nose that approached the size to qualify as a disfiguring defect.

Fancy tattoos adorned the Sarge's massive shoul ders, which bul ged out of a sleevel ess | eather
vest. His dirty hair, some indeterninate shade between blond and red, was tied in long pigtails.

Frominside his vault of a chest, his bass voice rasped out what sounded |i ke an accusation
"You're Ben of Purkinje."

Ben blew a tickle of straw free of his upper lip. Trying to get his breathing back to normal, he
replied as nonchalantly as he could: "You have the wong man. My nane is Charles, and I'ma
bl acksmith."

The Sarge had a good | augh. He really enjoyed that one.

"Aye, and ny nane's really Buttercup, and |I sell cobwebs for a living!" Fists on hips, he sized up
his prisoner's size and shape, and appeared delighted with what he saw. He clouted Ben a friendly
buffet on the shoul der, rocking himon his planted feet.

In another nminute the little gang was on the march, away from barn and farnyard. Ben, arms bound,
marched in the mddle of the group. No one bothered to grip his arnms now, he wasn't going to run
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away. From snatches of conversation between Sergeant Brod and his followers, he gathered that he
was being held for delivery to certain representatives of the Blue Tenple, who had a standing
offer of a great reward for the live body of Ben of Purkinje, or sone |esser amount for that body
dead. To Ben the proposed transacti on sounded all too convincing.

That the Blue Tenple wanted hi mwas easy to believe. But that those notorious skinflints would
consi der paying any reward at all was frightening. It showed how badly they craved getting their
hands on him

The little band of freebooters, Ben still with his arns tied in their nmidst, were angling
downhi | I, approachi ng the good-sized river which ran only a couple of hundred neters fromthe
barn. On the near bank Ben saw a flatboat tied up. It was a crudely constructed craft, a score of
paces long, half that distance w de, fashioned nostly of unpeel ed | ogs.

As soon as it became obvious that he was being escorted right to the boat, Ben stumbled. Then he
dug in his feet. O gave the inpression of trying to do so.

"Where are we goi ng?" he demanded
"Just a little cruise." Roughly he was pushed al ong.

On bei ng taken aboard the flatboat, the prisoner gave every indication of trying to disguise a
deep distrust of water, edging reflexively toward the center of the crude plank deck

One of the gang, watching himw th shrewd malice, probing for a weakness, smiling slyly, asked
him "Don't care for the water?"

Ben, a nervous expression on his ugly face, turned to his questioner. "Not nuch of a swinmmrer," he
admi tted.

They were willing to let himsit down approxi nately anidships. There was a little freight on board
as well, a couple of barrow | oads of unidentifiable cargo tied down under a tarpaulin. From where
Ben was sitting, he could see one snmall rowboat, stowed bottomup on the broad deck. It |ooked
serviceable. He couldn't see any oars.

Ben consi dered nmaking a serious effort to break his bonds. Having got a | ook at the old rope
before they used it, he thought that doing so would not be conpletely beyond the bounds of
possibility. But any such effort would have to wait until he was unwat ched.

Wil e the nmen began what seened an unfaniliar process of casting off, the Sarge, as if he wanted
to talk, came to sit on a snall box facing Ben

Any effort at breaking ropes woul d have to be postponed. Ben, ready to try a different tactic,
announced: "If | were this fellow from Purkinje, or wherever, why ny friends mght pay a better
price for ne even than ny enemes."

"Maybe." Brod sounded doubtful of that proposition, to say the |east.
"Did you ever try to get noney for anything out of the Blue Tenpl e?"

The other | ooked at his prisoner thoughtfully. "I know what you nmean, friend. But they' |l pay this
time, in advance, or they won't get you. 'Sides, we've contracted to do another little job for
them"

"What ' s t hat ?"

The answer had to be postponed. Brod rose to supervise his unskilled crew s efforts to get the
boat free of the shore.

By dint of nuch poling, and the bl aspheni ng of nmany gods, along with energetic sweeps of the four
long steering oars, the flatboat was at |ast dislodged fromthe river-bank and under way
downstream Ben was no great expert in these matters, but in his judgnent the nmen manning the
sweeps and poles were being pretty clunsy about it. The difficulty wasn't entirely their fault,

t hough. Qbviously this craft had been designed for use sonmewhere upriver, maybe for ferrying
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i vestock about, and had sonehow been taken over by these goons, who were riding it downriver into
wat er s sonewhat rougher than those for which it had been built.

At about this time Ben noticed a distracting presence, one he certainly didn't need just now,
maneuvering on the outskirts of the scene. This was a large, gray-feathered bird, and with a
sinking feeling he recognized it as a wi nged nessenger from Sarykam At any other tine he woul d
have been pl eased to get sone word from honme, and to have an opportunity to send word back. Just
now, though, the hovering presence of the courier threatened the last faint credibility of his
pose as Charles the Smth.

Per haps the creature was bright enough to understand this in sone dimway; as if unable to nake up
its small mnd whether or not to conmmunicate with Ben, the bird canme no nearer than the bottom of
t he upended rowboat, where it perched uncertainly and cocked its snall-brained head at him
Presently one of the bandits threw a chip of wood at it, causing it to take wing for the shore.

But after being driven fromthe boat, the nmessenger just flew along the shore fromtree to tree,

at alittle distance.

Brod had noted the bird's presence, and was evidently shrewd enough to understand what it
signified.

"Reckon maybe it wants sone bl acksmithin' done? New shoes, maybe, so it can run like a riding' -
beast ?" The Sarge enjoyed anot her | augh.

Ben did his best to pretend he didn't know what bird Brod was tal ki ng about.

Several hours passed in uneventful voyaging, with the current bearing the clunsy craft downstream
at a good pace. A tributary came in on the east bank, and the river—Ben had never learned its
nane—br oadened appreci ably. Rocky hills on the horizon ahead suggested that the water mnight get
rougher there, when this river becane narrower and swifter, forcing itself between them

Still the gray-feathered nessenger effortlessly kept pace, darting fromtree to tree along the
shore. Trying to put that problemout of his thoughts for the time being, Ben considered Sergeant
Brod. The brawny Sergeant was still smiling at his prisoner fromtime to tinme, nodding, appraising
him He seenmed to have a nore than comercial interest in the fanbus—well, sem -fanmus—Ben of
Purkinje as well. Ben was vaguely aware that he enjoyed an al nost | egendary reputation for
strength, anong people who were interested in keeping track of such things.

The Sarge cane to stand in front of Ben. This tine he put his foot on the box. At |ength he
remarked: "They say you're a pretty good westler."

"Me? No. This Ben of Purkinje maybe is. | don't bother with that kind of thing."
"Don't bother with it?" Brod screwed his eyes al nost shut in puzzlenent.

"No." Ben shook his head. "What's there to know about westling? It all conmes down to who is
stronger, and there | always have the edge. Nothing |like blacksnmthing to build the nuscles. Lucky
for you, you had six nmen to help you tie nme up."

The redness of the Sarge's face seened to be deepening. "Lucky for ne? What by all the gods’
el bows can you nean?"

Ben shrugged.

By now a couple of Brod's followers were starting to take an interest. Cbviously they were
fascinated by the prospect of watching a westling match between these two titans.

Afterward, Ben was never quite sure just how the first specific proposal had been nade, or by
whom

"Think you could take him Sarge?"
"Gnan! Sure, our Sarge could take 'im Could take anyone!"

"Westling on a boat?" Ben, glancing nervously at the surface of the river so perilously near at
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hand, displayed apprehension at the nere idea.

Ei ther Brod was suprenely confident in his own strength and skill or he was shrewd enough to
realize that his authority nmight be adversely affected if he failed to neet this adversary fairly.
For whatever reason, he made no objection when soneone started to untie the old rope w th which
Ben's arns were bound.

Soneone el se suggested they tie a rope around Ben before the bout, so they could pull back their
val uabl e prisoner in case he tried to swimaway. Ben for a nonent considered seconding the request
for such a safety measure, confident that it would be denied. And sure enough the schene was
hoot ed down. No one could westle with a rope tied round them could they?

The rocky hills ahead were sonmewhat closer now, and the river was gradually becom ng swifter and
rougher here, with traces of white water ahead. Just a few such traces, along both banks, which
were grow ng steeper, so that the passage between increasingly rocky shores, Ben thought, m ght at
some point require careful steering. Better steering than even skilled boatnmen could manage with

t hese sweeps.

The ropes were off.

Brod was consi derably younger than Ben. Ben, sizing his opponent up, was struck for the first tine
by the fact that this fell ow was young enough to be his son

But he couldn't really be ... could he?

Ben found that an ugly suggestion, but not one that was going to cause hima whole [ot of worry.
Besi des bul k and apparent strength, there was very little resenbl ance.

Ben noved out to the middle of the crude plank deck, rubbing his arnms, stanping his feet to get
the circulation going. Actually the blood was flowi ng pretty well already, but he wanted anot her
chance to | ook around, getting a good view now of the stern of the boat, which had been behind him
when he was tied.

Brod, doing his own muscle-flexing, was grinning at him "You were really a good westler once,
hey pop?"

"Did a lot better after | got my full growmh." Ben considered. "You probably will, too.

There was really no probl emabout room A central space was quickly cleared of a litter of odd
personal possessions and niscel | aneous garbage. Basically the arena was a deck of rough planks,
covering the central two-thirds of the craft. The crew grinning and nmaki ng al nost-secret wager s—o
one wanted to offend the chief by betting openly agai nst hi marranged thensel ves around the
rectangle, while with a m nimum of preparation the two contestants noved to di agonally opposite
corners of the space.

There rose a minor chorus of cheers, incoherent enough that Ben could not tell who they were neant
to encourage.

The two contestants began circling, stal king each ot her

Ben noted fromthe corners of his eyes that two of the gang who were currently supposed to be on
wat ch, manning a couple of the |arge sweep oars, had abandoned their duties, preferring to keep an
eye on the contest. The drifting raft was turning this way and that.

Brod growl ed, shuffled his feet and flexed his nmuscles. Both feet and nmuscles were really
enor nous.

Ben stood in one place, swaying slightly with the notion of the planks underfoot, doing his best
to appear hesitant and uncertain, yet ganely determ ned. This was a clumsy bl acksm th, wondering
what to do. He | ooked wi de-eyed, innocent in an ugly sort of way.

Brod, quicker than he | ooked, lunged at him The two nen grappled, grunting and straining, com ng
to no i medi ate concl usion, each testing the other's strength and skill. The watchers yelled
i ncoherently. Ben felt sure that sone of themat |east were cheering for him Not that he gave a
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dam.
Ben and Brod broke apart, each backing up a step or two.

"Don't know no westling, huh?" The Sarge shook his pigtails in what mnmight have been adniration
Ben's fingers had left red and white inprints on his hairy arns.

Ben seenmed to be wondering what all the excitenment was about. "Anybody can do this."

The Sarge's face stiffened. He charged again. At the inpact, a cheer went up fromthe onl ookers;
Ben, bracing his booted feet, took the charge wi thout being driven back

"Don't like the water, huh? 'Spect nme to believe that?" Brod gasped between exertions.

Ben said nothing, saving his breath. He had the feeling he was going to need as nuch of it as he
could get; the Sarge was just about as strong as he | ooked.

After the pair of themhad nade the round of the little arena a couple of tinmes, struggling from
fore to aft and port to starboard, Ben nodded to hinself. He thought he now had his opponent
pretty well figured out. Unfortunately, a real win in this situation was going to require nore
than putting Brod down on his back

Before Ben could plan his next nove, Brod took the initiative again, conming in a screaning, all-or-
not hi ng charge. Ben, trying his best to sidestep, could get only partially out of the way. The two
big men, arnms nonentarily linked |ike those of whirling dancers, spun out of the arranged arena,
toward the edge of the raft-like deck, alnost under one of the stern sweeps.

The wat chers were scream ng thensel ves hoarse. The |long, unwi el dy steering oars were bouncing in
their |ocks, unmanned. The two westlers had come to a stop only a step fromthe water. Brod's

wi de, astoni shed eyes, half a dozen centimeters fromBen's stared at the unmanned oars. The little
crowd of onl ookers was sending up a greater roar than ever.

There came a crash, a great shuddering inpact. The raftlike craft had struck a gl anci ng bl ow
agai nst a rock.

Feet planted solidly, Ben kept his balance. He gulped his lungs full of air, held his breath, and
strained his nuscles. Lifting his opponent clean off his feet, he took him overboard. Brod's
scream had sonething in it of the tones of a delighted child.

Cold water snote themboth, the fierce current twisting their bodies even as they sank. The
Sarge's grip | oosened i Mmediately as they hit the water. Ben pushed his opponent away, and | et

hi nsel f plumret as deep as the river would take him trying to swmupstream He rejoiced to find
that right here, at least, the cold torrent was deep enough to of fer conceal nent and protection

When he had to cone up for air, Ben | ooked back in the direction of the boat and was glad to see
that half the people aboard had been knocked off their feet. No one at the nonment was even
t hi nki ng about pursuing Ben

Ri ght beside him as in several other places in the vicinity, sone rocks rose well above the
surface, offering the fugitive a solid refuge while he caught his breath.

Many of the raftsmen | ooked terrified. Maybe they couldn't swim They clung desperately to
what ever portion of the boat they could get their hands on. Some, shrieking and cursing, went
sliding hel pl essly overboard.

Ben couldn't wait around all day, watching the fun. Orienting hinself toward the west bank, which
| ooked to hima little nore hospitable, he plunged under water again and started sw mi ng.

Swimming with boots on was difficult indeed, but there hadn't been tine to take them of f. Besi des,
he expected that he was going to need footgear when he cane ashore.

Though the river was perhaps a hundred neters broad at this point, nost of its depth was
concentrated in a single narrow channel. Striking for the west bank, trying to angle upstreamto
put nore distance between hinself and the flatboat, Ben soon found he could once nore plant his
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feet on the bottomand still get his face high enough to breathe.

Fortunately the majority of his former captors still had their hands full w th other problens. But
a few had recovered. A few nissiles—ene arrow, a slung stone or two—hurtled inaccurately after
him Ben saw the arrow pierce only the current, the rocks go bangi ng and breaki ng on bi gger rocks.

If he lingered in the nei ghborhood, the next step would probably be a deterni ned swi mmer or two,
bl ade-armed, comi ng after him

Ben decided not to wait. A couple of additional missiles landed in the general neighborhood. He

t hought he coul d hear Brod, surfaced and clinging to another rock, or back on the boat, bell ow ng
in rage. Qulping a breath, Ben went under water again, striking once nore for the west bank
swi mm ng powerfully, staying under as |ong as he coul d.

Briefly he worried that the bandits nmight find oars for the rowboat, and launch it successfully.
But in the continuing confusion that threat now | ooked increasingly unlikely.

Currents and rocks grew tricky, and he endured a struggle in rough water to reach shore—but, being
an excellent swimrer, he nmade it safely.

Definitely he was ready for a rest. But now was not the tine. Stanmping and squi shing, he noved
inland, getting Brod and all his people thoroughly out of sight and sound.

FOUR

GETTING away fromthe river as expeditiously as possible, Ben struggled to put distance and

obst acl es between hinmself and the bandits. Their angry yells—concerned nore, he was sure, with
their own plight than with his escape—were drowned by the water raging at the rocks; and then all
sounds coming fromthe river faded altogether

Unfortunately the nmessenger-bird from Sarykam had now di sappeared as well. For the next half hour
he concentrated on naking strides inland, staying on the hardest ground he could find, just in
case anyone should attenpt to trail him No doubt the Blue Tenple had prom sed a good reward.

After half an hour it was necessary to pause for a brief rest. Once he had squeezed sone residua
water fromhis clothing, he continued west at a steady pace.

The | andscape ahead of Ben spread itself out in a rugged, arid, and uninviting prospect. In
several places he could observe distant hills approaching the size of nountains. There were no
roads, fences, or houses to be seen. In another half hour his steady pace becane hesitant. Then he
began to angle to the north. Lacking anything in the way of food, or even a canteen, he was
reluctant to go straight out into what | ooked |ike utter desolation

Ben spent the night in the open, having encountered no one, and seen few signs of settlenent. He
lay down in the chill of early night, grateful that at |east by now his clothing had dried
conpletely, and wishing for last night's itchy hay. He breakfasted on a couple of juicy roots, and
kept on goi ng.

A full day after his escape fromthe fl atboat, now wal ki ng al nost strai ght north, he caught sight
of three people on foot in the distance. They were approaching himfromthe northwest, on a course
that seenmed calculated to intercept his own. Ben halted, squinting with a hand raised to shade his
eyes. Even at a distance it was obvious that these three were not nmenbers of Brod's cutthroat

gang.

Shruggi ng his shoul ders, he resumed his advance. As the distance between them di mi ni shed, he
observed that there was sonething famliar about two of the approaching figures; and one of those
two was holding in both hands a gleaning thing, like a |ong sword.

O, rather, like a very different kind of weapon. Sonething nmuch nore than any ordinary sword.

A mnute after making that discovery, Ben was exchangi ng enthusiastic greetings with two of the
travel ers he had so fortunatel y—as he thought —encount er ed.
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One of these two ol d acquai ntances, she who had once been the Silver Queen, was saying to Ben
"So, you are ny gate to peace and truth, you man of blood? It seens unlikely. And yet the Sword of
W sdom has fastened ne upon your trail."

Ben | ooked at the Sword, and at the woman who held it. He said: "I think | nust hear sone
expl anation.”

As soon as the greetings between old friends had been concl uded, Val demar and Ben were introduced.
Val demar was certainly the taller of the two gigantic nmen, but Zoltan, watching, thought it hard
to judge which was the nore nassive. The two cl asped hands, and sized each other up with quick
appr ai si ng gl ances.

Presently Ben heard what Val demar's request to the Sword of Wsdom had been: to be guided to sone
woman who woul d match his inage of an ideal wife.

The ol der man sighed wearily. "Maybe | shoul d have asked that oracle the sane question, years
ago."

The day had been gray ever since sunrise, and now a threat of rain was materializing. Casting
about for a place of safety and reasonable confort, the party of four took shelter froma shower
under an overhang of cliff. Fromhere it was possible to | ook back in the direction Ben had cone
fromthe river, so any bandits who mi ght be after himought to becone visible in time to be

avoi ded.

The three old friends naturally had nuch to talk about. Zoltan denmanded of Ben: "Tell us how
things are going back in Sarykam How | ong ago did you | eave there?"

Sone of the cheerful ness so recently restored now faded swiftly fromBen's eyes. He said softly:
"They are not going well."

Yanbu, |ike Zoltan, was strongly interested in what news of Tasavalta Ben m ght provide. "Then
tell us," she urged.
Ben drew a deep breath. "I'Il try to put the worst of it in a nutshell. There was an attack on the

pal ace | ast year; all of the royal fam |y survived, but Princess Kristin was badly crippled in a
fall fromthe roof. For a tine everyone feared that she would die. Nowsone say death is the
happi est result that can be expected."

Al'l of themwere quick with nore questions. Ben's answers offered themlittle or no confort. The
stones of a Palace courtyard had badly danmaged Kristin's spine, had broken other bones, and
crushed internal organs.

Her mind, spirit, and body had all been badly damaged.

Zol tan, who was Prince Mark's nephew, muttered bl asphenies in a | ow voice. Yanbu frowned in
sil ence.

Val demar, who knew next to nothing of Tasavalta or its rulers, still expressed his indignation
and his | oathing of villains who could cause such pain. He then demanded to know who was guilty of
I aunchi ng the attack.

Ben shrugged. "Chiefly Vilkata and his denons, along with a certain Culmian prince. We're rid of
themall now. Good riddance. But—too late to help our Princess."

Yanbu was | ooking closely at her old associate. "And you, Ben? How are you, apart fromthis evi
that has befallen those you | ove? How are your own w fe and daught er—Barbara and Beth are their
nanes, are they not?"

"As far as | know, ny daughter and ny wife are well enough in body," Ben answered shortly. "Let ne
put it this way. My life at honme has recently been such that I do not m nd spending nost of ny
days and nights away from hone."

Yanbu was synpathetic. "How old is the girl?"
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"Sevent een. "
"That can be an age of difficulty."

Ben nade a sound somewhere between a grunt and a |augh. "Wen | nyself arrive at sonme age that
fails to bring its troubles, lady, I will make a note of it."

Zol tan gave Ben one synpathetic | ook, but then the young man's thoughts quickly turned to the
difficulties his aunt and uncle, and all their realm nust be experiencing.

He asked: "Tell us of ny Uncle Mark."

Ben seened glad to | eave the talk of his personal affairs. "Your uncle is unhappy," he answered

shortly, "as one m ght expect."

At that point he fell silent, staring past the |lady's head. Wen the others turned to see what he
was | ooking at, they saw, and Yanbu and Zoltan recogni zed, one of the half-intelligent nessenger
birds of Tasavalta, sitting on a branch of the only sizable tree in the imediate vicinity.

Getting to his feet, Ben addressed the bird: "I had given you up, nessenger. Well, now | am here,
free to talk with you. Wiat word have you for Ben?"

Spreadi ng soft wings, gliding fromits branch to a nearby rock, the creature chirped in its
i nhuman voi ce: "Ben, the Prince asks you for news. The Prince asks you for news."

"Wel |, when you reach the Prince again, tell himthe news could be a | ot worse; because here | am
still alive, and | have nmet friends who are arnmed with a Sword. But it could be better, because |
amno closer to finding the Sword we want."

"Say nmessage agai n. Say nessage again."

"I will, nmessenger, | will. But later. There's no hurry about this one." Ben spoke slowy and
distinctly, as if to a child. "Rest now. Message |ater. Rest now "

The bird flew back to its higher perch, where it settled itself as if to rest.

"The Prince is at hone, then," Zoltan conment ed.

Ben nodded. "Since Kristin's crippling, he's spent nore tine in Sarykamthan he did in the past
two or three years put together. No nore roaming the world, trying to | ook out for the Enperor's
busi ness. "

"And what of their sons?" Yanbu wanted to know. "How old are the two princelings now?"

Ben consi dered. "Stephen nust be twelve. He has a tenper. He'll be a dangerous man in a few
years."

"And Prince Adrian?"

"Two years ol der. Secluded, sonmewhere well away from hone, | don't know where, perfecting his
wi zardry. | expect we'll not see much of himfor a year or two to come." It was common for serious
apprentices in the arts of magic to withdraw fromthe nundane world for a tine of preparation.

"And not hing can be done for Kristin?"

"I'n the ordinary ways of healing and of nmgic, nothing. There is only one real hope, of course,"”
Ben concl uded shortly.

"The Sword Woundheal er." Yanmbu nodded, and si ghed.

Ben nodded too. "OF course we had the keeping of it there in Sarykamfor years, but. . . there's
no use worrying over that now. Mark nowadays thinks of little else but sonehow getti ng Wwundheal er
back. He stays in Sarykam hinmself, but he sees to it that every clue, every hint we can

obt ai n—ahet her reasonable or not, | sonetimes think—+s followed to the end.
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"That is why | am here now. There was one runor, one hint, about W.undheal er, that we thought
especially promising. It put the Sword sonewhere in this area."

"And you cane alone to track down this hint?" asked Val demar, who until now had been | argely
silent.

Thunder grunbl ed overhead, and nore rain was starting to come down. Ben | ooked at his questioner.
"I was not alone when | set out. Six other people and three of the great birds cane with ne. | can
give you the unpleasant details later, but at this point only I, out of seven humans, am stil
alive; as for the birds, they no longer travel with ne, but one of themfinds ne fromtine to
tinme, as you have seen. Thus | am kept somewhat in touch with Sarykam "

Ben related to Yanbu, Zoltan, and Val demar additional details of his struggle with the band of
river bandits, and his escape.

Zol tan asked: "Are they seeking the Sword of Mercy too?"

"Perhaps. They had something going with the Blue Tenple, besides selling me to them-er they
t hought they did."

In turn, the Silver Queen and Zoltan told Ben the tale of their recent harassnent by the

| eat herwi ngs, of their fortunate encounter with Val demar and the Sword he had been so strangely
gi ven, and how during the last few days the three of them with Wayfinder's hel p, had nanaged to
avoid the flying reptiles.

Ben gestured toward the Sword of Wsdom "Speaking of your treasure there, | suppose you'll have
no objection to ny borrowing its powers for a while?"

Yanbu sniled faintly. "I have been expecting you to ask. Let ne see if | can guess for what
pur pose. "
"No doubt a single guess will be all you'll need. | want first to |locate the Sword of Healing, and

then to get ny hands on it."
"Have you no nore selfish wants than that, big man?"
"That will do for the tine being."

I n unconsciously queenly fashion, Yanbu raised Wayfi nder in her own hands and apostrophized the
Sword: "I asked you, Sword, for peace, and you have led ne to this man of bl ood."

Zol tan saw Ben frown slightly at that.

Yanmbu continued: "I see my own quest nust give way to one of greater urgency. But before |I hand
you over to him Sword, what else do you have to tell ne? Is it possible that by following himl
wi Il discover the peace that has eluded ne for so | ong?"

The other three, watching closely, could see plainly how the Sword tugged, slowy twi sting in her
hands until it bent her wists, aimng itself at the huge man.

Wthout further comrent the Silver Queen reversed her grip on the black hilt, and handed Wayfi nder
over to Ben.

Reachi ng for the weapon eagerly, he nurnured thanks. Once Wayfinder was in his grasp he wasted no
tinme, but at once denmanded of it bluntly: "Sword, lead me where | want to go!"

The Sword of Wsdomin his hands at once tw sted around sharply; Zoltan, though no stranger to the
Swords and their powers, felt his scalp prickle. The weapon remninded himof some intelligent
animal, responding differently as soon as it canme under the control of a different master, perhaps
a war beast roused from sl eep and scenting blood. Zoltan thought that this tine he saw the bl ade
actually bend, until the tip pointed somewhere to the northeast. That direction, he thought, was
close to, though it did not exactly coincide with, the bearing of Sarykam
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Still holding the Sword | evel ed, Ben shuffled his feet, as if getting his weary |l egs ready to nove
again. He asked his conpanions: "Are all of you ready to nove?" It did not appear to have entered
his thoughts that any of the three m ght choose not to acconpany him

Val demar stood up, towering over everyone else. He said slowy: "I began ny journey holding in ny
hands that Sword you now have, and with my own goal, not yours, in mnd. And so now | have ny
doubts about going with you."

At that Zoltan turned on himsharply: "I suppose you think your quest is nmore inmportant than this
one?"
Val demar rai sed his eyebrows. He said mildly: "It is inportant to ne."

The two young nen were of the sane age, or very nearly so; but Valdemar—enly partially because of
his size—generally gave the inpression of being ol der

"Wl |, perhaps you can nanage to locate a wife without the hel p of Wayfinder," said Zoltan
"Or—who knows?—f you come with us you might discover one to your liking in Sarykam"

The ot her shrugged. "Perhaps, friend Zoltan. Anyway, you should remenber that | amnot ready to
abandon my purpose. But | have already given the Sword to Lady Yanbu, given it freely, and so
have no claimon it any |onger."

"You are wel cone to take it back, |long enough to ask a question," the |lady assured him
Ben nodded. "Just don't be all day about it."

The | ady paused in the act of handi ng Wayfinder back to Val demar. Frowning, she said to him "You
are sonmething of a nmmgician, are you not ?"

The tall youth blinked at her as if the question had surprised him "I have a certain knack for
doing tricks with light, and nmirrors, and sand and water," he admtted. "No nore than that.
Dependi ng on the conmpany in which I find nyself, | sonmetimes claimto know a little nmagic. But how

did you know?"

"I have known another magician or two in my tine. The art is wont to leave its traces." Yanbu
shrugged. "In this conpany you may freely clai mconpetence,” she told Val demar. "I doubt that any
of us are able to surpass you, in whatever it is you do with light and mrrors.™

Val dermar received the Sword fromher, and held it steadily. "I ask— he began firmy, then
hesitated, |ooking at the others. "I suppose there is no preferred formla of words?"

"None | know of," said Ben inpatiently. "Just ask your question
t hough so far the the overhang of cliff had kept them al nost dry.

The rain was falling harder now,

"Then | ask," said Valdemar, with perhaps a hint of enbarrassment in his voice, "the sane question
as before. When | spoke to this Sword in ny own house."

Wayfi nder pointed straight in the direction of the Silver Queen

The rain sl ackened sonmewhat. Ben, though tired, was eager to get noving, and none of the others
insisted on a chance to rest. All four set out together, in the direction indicated by \Wayfi nder.

Ben, who wal ked with Zoltan in the | ead, now wore the Sword of Wsdom at his belt—drawi ng and
using it occasionally, to confirmthat they renained on the proper course-while Lady Yanmbu wal ked
at Val demar's side.

They had been hiking for a quarter of an hour when Val demar asked: "What |ies ahead of us?"

"Not nmuch but desert,"” Ben returned shortly. "And sonewhere in it, | suppose, the river | went
boati ng on yesterday."

"A wastel and, " said Yanbu. "One that will take us days to cross.”
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Fl VE

ONCE Wbod decided to depart the city where he and Tigris had visited the Blue Tenpl e headquarters,
he sunmoned up his preferred formof rapid transportation. He and his young |ieutenant were soon
nmount ed upon a griffin, riding the wind a kil oneter above the |land. The Ancient One's chosen
destinati on was one of his renoter strongholds. He and Tigris were bringing with themonly a few
assistants, chosen fromthose of his people he |east m strusted, who rode clinging for their lives
on the backs of simlar steeds.

As soon as the Ancient One and his party had reached their goal, all of his hel pers, including
Tigris, were pronptly assigned their tasks of magic, and set to work.

Sone hours later, laboring inside a stone-vaulted chanber encl osed by many barriers of matter and
of magic, the master of the establishnent raised his head over a massive wooden wor kbench |i ghted
by Od Wrld gl obes and narked with an intricacy of carven diagrans.

He asked: "Tigris, are we conpletely secure against unfriendly observation?"
"Master?" Across the roomthe young woman, startled, |ooked up fromher own work.

"I mean observation fromoutside. Are there spies, human or otherw se, anywhere in sight of our
wal | s? Do you nake sure that there are none. | would attend to the matter nyself, but | am
ot herwi se engaged at the nonent."

"Now, Master?"
" Now. "

Suffering in silence the interruption of her owmn work, the young wonan net hodi cal |l y di sengaged
herself from her current task. Then she enpl oyed her considerable powers to satisfy her Master's
| at est wi sh, sending her perception outwards, while her body renai ned standi ng beside the bench

Qutside the stronghold, not many neters distant and yet a world away, behind grimwalls of heavy
rock and curtains of dark magic, sone trees and ot her vegetation grew naturally. There a handfu
of birds were singing. Not nmessengers, these. These birds were wild and snmall and totally

uni ntelligent.

O unfriendly observation there was not a trace. Unless the small birds could be counted as
unfriendly to the Master and his cause.

For another monent, a noment |onger than was really necessary, Tigris barkened carefully. Her body
standi ng i ndoors did not nove, except that her red |ips parted.

n \MI I ?II
The young wonan returned fully to her body. "Nothing, Master. Nothing and no one out there now. "
"You sense not hi ng?"

Again Tigris enployed the full range of her trained perceptions. Again she came back. "Only
songbi rds. "

The Anci ent One grunted sonething, a sound of grudging satisfaction, and returned to his powerful
ritual, whose goal, his assistant knew, was the discovery of information about certain of Wod's
enem es, notably the Enperor, and the Enperor's son, Mark of Tasavalta.

Tigris, aware of a strange reluctance to do so, firmy put fromher thoughts her nenory of the
outside world. She also returned, but nore slowy, to her tasks.

At odd moments during the next few hours, she pondered her own reactions. She had been sonmewhat
sur pri sed—though not entirely—to find herself prolonging the reconnai ssance unnecessarily, sinply
to harken to the songbirds for one nonent nore.

The hours passed. Lesser aides, bringing nessages, were intercepted by Tigris, so that her Master
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shoul d not be disturbed. The great magician had been isolated at his workbench for some tine with
certain half-material, seni-animte powers, and his own thoughts

At length, when it seenmed a safe monment to interrupt her lord, Tigris approached him
Hi s eyes, coning back froma great distance, at length focused on hers. "Wel|l?"

"Master, a reptile scout has just arrived at the stronghold, carrying intelligence." She nanmed a
regi on that was nmany kil ometers away.

"So? What word, then?"
"Sire, sone Blue Tenple people in that area have very recently acquired the Sword of Mercy."

Now t he man's beautiful blue eyes were truly focused. "Wundheal er." He breathed the nane in a
hoarse whi sper. "W know just where it is? There is no m stake?"

"The location is only approximate. But | believe the report."

In excitement he seized her arm His grip for sone reason felt icy cold. "Tigris, ny plans bear
fruit!”

"Master, we all expected nothing less.”

Wyod paused in thought, clasping his hands in front of him snmling and nodding with satisfaction.
"Woundheal er, ny dear," he remarked to his young associate, "is perhaps the only Sword that |
would be willing to trust in the hands of a subordi nate.

"Therefore | amnot rushing out into the field to take it away fromthose Bl ue Tenple fool s+ may
decide to send you. \When you have conpl eted your present tasks."

The bl ond head bowed deeply. "I will of course be honored, Master."

"We shall see. As usual, | have other inportant tasks to perform Though I nust admt that, in a
way, there is no other Sword that | am nobre anxi ous to possess."”

Tigris allowed herself a display of mld surprise. "Master, the Sword of Mercy is certainly a too
of great value. W are, any and all of us, subject to injury sooner or later."

"Cbviously. But | think you mss ny point."
"Mast er ?"

"Certainly, when one is badly hurt, healing is priceless. But surely you cannot fail to see that
Wundheal er will al so be of exquisite value in the torture chanber."”

IIAh. n

"Yes, 'Ah' indeed. Just consider the possibilities, when the occupant of the rack or of the boot
can be revived over and over, tines w thout nunber. Wen one is entertaining one's eneny under
such favorabl e conditions, one always hates to say a permanent goodbye. |nmagi ne the guest, just as
final unconsciousness is about to overtake hi mer her—being restored to perfect physical health
and strength, every nerve and every bl ood vessel intact again. And restored quickly, alnost
instantly! No need even to renove himer her—fromthe rack for a period of recuperation.”

Wod sighed faintly. "I tell you, Tigris, | would give a great deal to be able to take the Sword
of Love—and a few wel |l -chosen guests, of course—and retire to one of nmy fortresses for a few years
of well-earned rest and entertai nnent."

"My Master, | look forward to making such a retreat with you. What pleasures could we not devise?"
The bl ond young woman gi ggl ed, a delicious sound.

"Yes." Wbod stroked her hair, and his features softened nonentarily. "You are a beautiful
creature."
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"Thank you."
"And loyal to ne."
"Naturally, Mster."

"Naturally." The stroking hand noved on. "Really beautiful. And, of course, still really young.
That is a rare quality anong ny cl ose associ ates, and one | value. Yes ny dear, you are precious
to ne."

The head of yellow curls bowed hunbly.

But Wyod's expression was hardening again. Hs fondling hand fell to his side. "Unfortunately, we
can spare no tine for any prolonged diversion now "

"No, Master."

Standi ng with hands braced on his workbench, issuing brisk commands, the Ancient One dictated the
reply he wanted sent back to his people in the field.

The necessary materials were readily at hand. Tigris wote what she was ordered to wite. The
message was short and to the point; the witten words glowed briefly, then di sappeared fromthe
thin parchnent, not to regain their visibility until the proper spell should be recited over them

Now t he wi zard paced as he conpleted the dictation. "Tell ny people that they are graciously
granted pernission to use Wundheal er to cure whatever wounds they nay have suffered.”

"Yes, Master."

"As for healing anyone else, if the question should cone up ... | think not." The handsonme nan
smled his youthful snile.

A few mnutes later, standing on the battlements to nake sure that the w nged nessenger was
properly dispatched, she gazed upon the open sky, and heard bird-song again.

This time, as she listened, the faint crease of a frown appeared above her eyes. There was
somet hi ng she did not understand. Sonething that bothered her

Somet hi ng those cheerful voices not only synbolized, but actively conveyed. A plea, or a warning,
that she ought to, but still did not, understand.

The singers of course were only birds, nothing nore than they seened to be, she was very sure of
that. And that point perhaps had meaning. Small and mindl ess and meani ngl ess ani mal s. Perhaps,
though, sinmplicity, an absence of trickery, was not altogether meaningl ess.

Tigris had the irrational feeling that, years ago, when she was only a child, she night have been
able to conprehend the birds . . . though the child she had been of course had not begun to
understand the world as it really was.

Yet recently—today was not the first experience—she had been nagged by the notion that in
chi | dhood she rmust have known sonething of great inportance, sonething essential, which she had
since utterly forgotten. Recently there came nonments when it seenmed to her that the thing
forgotten had once been, might still be, of overriding inportance in her life.

It was unsettling.

Tigris closed her eyes, |ong enough to draw a breath and let it go. For no longer than that did
she allow herself to waste the Master's tine. Here in the stronghold of the Ancient One, one had
to guard one's very thoughts with extrene care.

At that sane hour, the Sword of Wsdom gripped in the huge right hand of Ben of Sarykam was
gui di ng four people across an extensive wast el and.
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They were making good tinme for travelers on foot, and Zoltan, the nost inpetuous of the four if
not precisely the youngest, did a good job of restraining his inpatience with the conparative
sl owness of his elders. But he kept wanting to hurry them al ong. As soon as Zoltan had heard of
his Aunt Kristin's horrible injury and desperate need, he had becone whol eheartedly conmmitted,
per haps even nore than Ben, to the search for Wundheal er

Their march across what was basically an uni nhabited plain had gone on for two days now. In the
aft ernoons the spring sun grew unconfortably warm Shade was scarce in this wasteland, and the
wal kers were all thankful that sumer was yet to cone.

Now and then Ben grumbled that if they kept on nuch longer in this direction, they were bound to
conme back to the river on which he had left the bandit boat, though at a point considerably
downstream from that where he had nade his escape

"You are reluctant to reach a river?" Valdemar asked him "I think it would be a refreshing
change. "
"This one has bandits on it. I'lIl tell themyou're the real Ben of Purkinje."

As the day drew toward its close, the four, led to water by the sight of thriving vegetation, cane
upon a small streamthat issued froma spring at the root of a rocky outcrop. Ben consulted with
the lady, and by agreenent they called a halt for food and rest.

Shruggi ng out of his small pack, Valdenar remarked: "I have no doubt that we are being |led toward
Wound- heal er. But | wonder how far we have to go."

Zol tan, shedding his own pack, answered: "No telling. W nay not even be going straight toward the
Sword itsel f."

"Ah. It has already been explained to me that | nmay not be going directly toward ny bride. Woever
she may be."

"Right," Ben grunted abstractedly.

"My purpose then may well be tw ce delayed." For the first tine since he had joined the others,
t he young vi neyardi st sounded faintly di scouraged.

As the sinple process of meking canp got under way, Ben began to rem ni sce about another journey
once taken under the guidance of the Sword of Wsdom That had been ni neteen years ago, and

Wayfi nder had been then in the hands of the vengeful Baron Doon, who had used the powers of the
Sword to guide hinmself and his band of plunderers to the main hoard of the Blue Tenple's treasure.

"You speak as if you were there," commented Val denar.

"I was," Ben answered shortly.

"I have heard some version of the story."
"Wuld you like to hear the truth?”

"Of course."

"Maybe one of these nights, when we are resting."

The four had pooled their food supplies, but the total was quickly becom ng om nously |ow. Zoltan
expressed a hope of being able to find gane in this country, despite its barrenness. He had with
hima sling, a weapon with which he had gai ned sone proficiency over the |last few years. Zoltan
went away to hunt.

At least two kinds of wild spring berries were ripening in this otherwi se harsh | and. And edi bl e
mushroons were also com ng up after recent heavy showers. Yanbu and Val demar were able to gather a
useful anmpbunt of food within a short distance of the canp.

Meanwhi |l e Ben was building a fire of dried brush and twigs. In anticipation of making a stew of
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smal | game and vegetables, he also cut a large gourd froma |last year's groundvine. This
receptacle he hollowed out with a skillful knife, to serve as a cooking pot. A couple of hot
stones dropped in would boil the water nicely.

Once darkness had fallen, and the rabbit stew had been cooked and consuned, Ben and Yanbu drifted
into serious talk beside the small canpfire.

Their conversation acquired an earnest tone when Ben began to rem nisce about that |ast tinmne,
ni neteen years ago, he had taken part in an expedition guided by \Wayfi nder

"Ch, | trust our guide, all right." He patted the black hilt as if it mght have been a favorite
riding-beast. "As sone of you well know, this is not the first tinme | have held this Sword, and
followed it."

Zol tan and Yanbu nodded.

Ben was coming to the point now He turned his ugly face toward Yanbu. "Ariane too was a nmenber of
that party."”

She returned his meaningful gaze with an intent |ook of her own. "I know that."

Val demar, | ooking fromone of the two ol der people to the other, asked innocently and idly: "Wo
is Ariane?" There was not rmuch hope in his voice; doubtless he thought it unlikely that any woman
who had been robbing the Blue Tenple nineteen years ago would qualify now as a good wife for a man
of twenty.

Yanmbu answered without |ooking at him "She was ny daughter, and the Enperor's. And she died,
ni neteen years ago, in that dammed Bl ue Tenpl e treasure-dungeon.”

"I amsorry to hear it," said Valdemar after a noment. He sounded as if he truly was.

Keepi ng his gaze fixed on Ariane's nother, Ben said: "Four years ago, you and | had a chance to

di scuss what happened in that treasure-dungeon, as you aptly call it. Four years ago we started to
talk of Ariane, but it seens to ne that, for whatever reason, we said nothing inportant. Now I

want to talk with you about her, whomwe both |oved. And about the Enperor."

Sil ence held. Yanbu was not | ooking at Ben, but no one doubted that she was |istening.

"Because there is sonething | did not tell you when we net four years ago," Ben continued,
f rowni ng.

"Yes?" Yanbu's tone was noncommittal. She tossed a handful of fresh fuel on the fire.

"A few years before our last neeting | encountered Ariane's father. The Enperor told ne that she
was still alive. That she had been living with him™"

Ben's words hung in the air. Meanwhile the snmall canpfire went on about its business, snapping
with brisk hunger at its latest allotnment of twigs. In the infinite darkness beyond the firelight
wild creatures prowl ed, not always silent. Yanmbu was | ooking at Ben now. She stared at himin
silence for what seened a long tine.

At | ast she asked: "Were, under what circunmstances, did you have this conversation with the
Enperor ?"

"On the shore of Lake Al kmaar. | was pretending to be a carnival strongman, he was pretending to
be a clown. You, as | recall, were not far away, nor was Zoltan; you must both remenber our
situation.”

Zol tan nodded t houghtfully.

Ben went on: "Understand, at the tinme ny mnd was on other things entirely. | was afraid Mark
m ght be dead, and | said sonething about that. He said no, Mark was alive, it was hard to kil
one of his—the Enperor's—children. And then he said to ne sonmething | have never forgotten: 'M
daughter Ariane lives also. You may see her one day.' At the time | could not even begin to think
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about Ariane again. But her father's words have kept—com ng back to nme. Though |'ve never all owed
mysel f to believe them"

"How . . . strange." Yanbu was staring into sone distance where none of her conpani ons thoughts or
even i magi nati ons were able to foll ow

Ben's eyes renmmi ned fixed on the Silver Queen. Hi s voice was urgent: "You know himbetter than |
do. You tell me howlikely he is to be truthful in such a matter."

"1, know hin" The Silver Queen, shaking her head, gave a kind of laugh. "I've shared his bed, and
borne his child. But I don't even know his true nane—assum ng that he has one. Know hin®? You'l
have to seek out soneone else for that."

"But does he tell the truth?"

The gray-haired woman was silent for what seened to Ben a long tinme. At |ast she said: "Mre than
anyone else |'ve ever known, | think. One reason, perhaps, why he's so inpossible to live with."

No one said anything for a tinme. Then Val demar, yawni ng, announced that he intended to get sone
sl eep.

Conversation inmediately turned to the practical business of standi ng guard—whoever was standing
wat ch woul d of course be arnmed for the job with the Sword of Wsdom

Zol tan, having by | ot been given the honor of standing the first watch, paced in random fashi on

for atime, his worn boots nmaking little sound in the sandy soil. Slowy he | ooped round the still-
smol dering fire in an irregular pattern, remaining at a considerate distance fromthe three

bl anket - wrapped forns of his conpanions.

Now and again the young man, his face vaguely troubl ed, stopped to gaze at the naked weapon he was
carrying. Then he silently and deliberately paced on

During one of these pauses, as Zoltan stared at the Sword of Wsdom his lips noved, as if he
m ght be silently fornmulating a new question.

Even in the night's near-silence, the words were far too soft for anyone else to hear: "If |
were—f |, like Valdemar, were seeking the right woman for nysel f—which way would | go?"

If the Sword reacted at all to this hypothetical new command, the turning of its point, the
twisting of its black hilt in Zoltan's grasp, must surely have been very subtle, a novenent right
at the limt of his perception

But probably, he thought, the Sword woul d not answer such a conditional question at all

Qught he to make the query definite? No, That part of his life he ought to be able to nmanage for
hi msel f.

But it did cross Zoltan's nmind that perhaps it would be wise for himto ask, now when the Lady
Yanbu coul d not hear him whether he should remain with the Lady Yanbu any | onger or not.

In response to this question—f it was indeed a real question—the reactions of Wayfinder in
Zoltan's hands were very tentative, indicating first one direction and then anot her

O was he only inmagining nowthat the Sword responded at all?

Frowning with dissatisfaction, Zoltan sat down for a tine, his back to the dying fire, the weight
of the drawn Sword resting on the sand in front of him faint stars and sparks of firelight
reflecting in the bl ade.

VWhen the stars in their turning informed the young man that his watch had passed, he craw ed
softly to Valdenar's side and woke himwith a gentle shaki ng.

"Al'l quiet?"
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"Al quiet."
Monments |ater, Zoltan was wapped in his own blanket and snoring faintly.

Now Val demar was t he one hol di ng Wayfi nder, and pacing. Presently, |ike Zoltan, he sat down for a
time, and like the smaller youth he found another question to whisper to the oracle.

"Sword, how soon will you bring ne to the goal | have asked for? Another day? A nonth? A year?"
There was no reply.

Softly he pounded his great fist on the ground. He breathed: "But of course, how can you answer
such a question? It is only Wiere that you nust tell, never Wen or Wiy or Hower \Who. So Were
nmust be enough for ne."

Ben's turn on watch followed in due course. The older nman did little pacing—his legs felt that
they had acconplished quite enough of that during the day just past. But he noved around enough to
be an effective sentry. And he stayed creditably alert.

Ben too, found sone serious personal thoughts and questions that he wished to put to the Sword.
But none of these queries were voiced |oudly enough for anyone else to hear

He did not fail to keep track of tine, or neglect to wake the Lady Yanbu when her turn came
around, well before the sky had begun seriously to lighten in the east.

Yanbu t ook advantage of the opportunity to have a word or two with Ben
"What do you think of hin?" she whispered, nodding in the direction of the sleeping Val demar.

Ben shrugged. "Nothing in particular. | doubt he's rmuch nmore than he seens to be. What | do
wonder . .."

" Yest)n

"How it is that the Sword will satisfy his w sh, and yours, and mine, by |eading us all together
in the sane direction."

If the Silver Queen nursed private thoughts during the hours she spent al one with Wayfinder she
was not inclined to share them even with the Sword. Her watch passed uneventfully.

When the sun was up the party of four adventurers broke canp and noved on, follow ng the guidance
of the Sword of Wsdom once nore in the hands of Ben

For another day or two the Sword continued to | ead them steadily northeast. Foraging and hunti ng
kept themtolerably well fed. At night they canped by water when it was avail able, and nade dry
canps when it was not, and in either case stood watch in turn, in turn arned with the Sword of

W sdom

Still there was no sign of the river Ben said they nust inevitably encounter; evidently its
wi ndi ng course was carrying it also farther to the east.

Progressively the country surrounding the four seekers becanme nore and nore a desert. And then one
day the river, of which Ben had been so wary, was again in sight.

SI X

THE course of the rediscovered river, as indicated by the vegetation growing thickly along its
banks, ran ahead of the travelers and sonmewhat to the east. A kilometer or so after slicing its
way into view between hills to the north, the watercourse energed froma rocky gorge onto
relatively flat [and. Becoming visible at approxinately the sane time was a faint road or track
the first sign of hunan endeavor the travelers had seen for days. This came gently curving toward
the river fromthe west, with a directness suggesting that the point of intersection would provide
a ford.
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Shortly after this road came into their view, the sight of half a dozen scavenger birds, circling
Il ow in several places above the near bank of the river, alerted the four travelers to the presence
of death. The nunber and position of the gliding birds suggested that destruction of animal or
human |ife mght recently have occurred on a substantial scale.

Less than an hour after first sighting the birds, the four seekers, advancing steadily but
cautiously, their afternoon shadows now gliding far ahead of them reached the place where the
sketchy road descended a shallow bank to ford the river.

Mounting a slight rise, Ben, who was a little ahead of the others, cane to a stop, grunting. The
bandits' flatboat had survived, substantially intact, its encounter with the rapids. It now | ay
run aground several hundred neters away, a little downstreamfromthe ford.

Ben pointed, and said to his three conpanions: "That's the boat | swam away from"

The flatboat's sweeps and pol es, or nost of them were mssing, as was the covered cargo, whatever
that had been. There was no human presence, living or dead, on the boat or near it.

Sone snmal | four-legged scavengers, whose presence had evidently been keeping the hungry birds

al oft, slunk away al ong the shoreline as the four hunmans approached. One of the scanpering little
beasts turned to bare its fangs, until Zoltan slung a stone at it, scoring only a near miss, the
m ssile kicking up a spurt of sand.

"I think | see a dead man," said Valdemar in a strained voice, standing as tall as he could and
squinting ahead fromhis great height. "There. Just upstreamfromthe ford."

The four advanced, still cautiously, the three who were arned with hands on weapons. It was soon
possi ble to confirm Val demar's sighting. Then al nost at once they cane in sight of another fallen
body, lying nearer to them notionless beside a slaughtered riding-beast. And then a third man
this one obviously dead, his skull crushed in

"No nore than a day ago," Zoltan nuttered, |ooking closely at the handi est corpse and sniffing.

Soon the total of human dead di scovered had reached approximately a dozen, all within a stone's
throw of the ford.

Ben, peering closely now at the bodies, announced that he coul d recognize some of the bandits from
whom he had so recently escaped. He confirned that this definitely was—er had been—Brod's band,
t hough the Sarge hinself had not yet been found.

"Some of them are wearing blue and gold," Val demar comented in a subdued voice. "That has to nean
Bl ue Tenple, doesn't it?"

Ben nodded. "Brod kept his rendezvous with them" he nused. "Can't say |'msurprised that a fight
started—but over what?" He drew Wayfinder, which he had nonentarily put away, nuttered over the
Sword, turned it this way and that.

Signs on the ground indicated that riding-beasts, and perhaps | oadbeasts too, had gall oped here,
had run in panicked circles on the flat |and where the stream w dened and snoothed into the ford.
Al'l this could be read according to the tracks, which were quite plain in the noist sand of the
riverbank. The inprints were a day old, or not much nore than that, drying and crunbling around
the edges. But no running animals were now i n evi dence; whatever nounts and | oadbeasts m ght have
survived the fight had evidently scattered.

Zol tan, darting about on the field of conbat nore energetically than any of his compani ons, was
seeki ng anong bushes and boul ders, bendi ng over bodies, exam ning one after another in rapid
successi on.

The four, exchanging conments, reached a consensus: One side, either Blue Tenple or bandits, had
tried to cheat the other. O perhaps both had sinultaneously attenpted some kind of treachery.
Then they had efficiently killed each other off.

Ben was still leveling his Sword, turning it this way and that, frowning, trying to interpret what
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the bright blade told himnow Wyfinder's point was tw tching.
Vi ol ent death was nothing new to any of the travel ers, except perhaps to Val denar.
"Have you seen this kind of thing before?" the Silver Queen inquired of him

The towering youth replied with a shake of his head. He appeared to be repelled, and sonmewhat
upset by the unpl easant sights.

He nuttered: "Foolishness, foolishness. Wiy are folk deternined to kill each other? It's as if
they | ooked forward to their own dying."

"1 have no doubt sone do," Yanbu assured him

Now Zoltan, who with a veteran's callous practicality had begun rifling the packs of the fallen
announced with a cheerful cry the discovery of food.

The provisions were nostly dried nmeat and hard biscuit. He began to share themout with his
conpani ons. He came upon spare clothing, too, and announced the wel come find.

Zol tan conpared his own right foot with that of a corpse. "I think this one's shoes may fit ne.
Just in tine, nmine are wearing through."

There was a cry—+eally nore a grunt—ef excitenent, from Ben. Not |long distracted fromhis quest by
a nere battlefield, he had been guided by Wayfinder to a wounded | oadbeast.

The others saw himpointing the Sword at the animal where it stood am d sone scrubby bushes, which
until now had screened it fromtheir observation. The | oad-beast's harness was marked with the

Bl ue Tenple insignia of gold and blue, and it carried a full load on its back. The beast was
favoring its right foreleg, streaked with dried blood. There was water here, and sone good grazing
along the river, so the animal nust have been disinclined to wander far

No doubt, thought Zoltan, the scavengers had so far |let the | oadbeast |ive because there was
easi er neat on hand for the taking.

In Ben's hands the Sword of Wsdomwas pointing straight at the trenbling, braying ani nal
Val demar said: "Put the poor creature out of its misery, at |east."

But Ben had al ready sheathed the Sword of Wsdom seized the aninal by its bridle, and pulled it
out of the bushes so he could get at its burdens nore easily. In another nonment Ben was
unf ast eni ng panniers fromthe | oadbeast's back and dunping their contents on the ground.

Hi s conpanions, alerted now, scarcely breathing, were all watching himin silence.

O all the bundles that had been strapped to the back of the burdened aninmal, only one was | ong
and narrow enough.

When the coverings of this package were ripped away by Ben's powerful hands, it proved indeed to
contain a Sword, black-hilted and el egantly sheat hed.

"Wait! Before you draw. That could be Soul cutter..." Valdemar fell silent.

Ben was hol di ng the sheathed and belted Sword up for the others to see. A single ook at the white
synbol on the hilt, depicting an open hunan hand, allayed whatever fears they m ght have had. Here
was Wundheal er, the very Sword they had cone | ooking for

Ben, with grimsatisfaction, strapped on the Sword of Mercy. Then he turned, his eyes sweeping the
hori zon, warily ready for soneone to challenge himfor his prize.

Val demar studied himfor a nonment, then turned away, once nore examining the fallen on the field
"What are you | ooking for?" asked Yanbu.

"I want to see if any of themare still alive."
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I ndeed one of the fallen, and only one, still breathed. Evidently he had managed to drag hinself
under a bush, and so lay relatively protected fromthe sun, the scavengers, and di scovery.

Ben on getting a look at the fallen man at once recogni zed Sergeant Brod. "This is the very one |
westled with."

The squat | eader of the bandits, his chest rising and falling | aboriously under his |eather vest,
lay in a welter of his own dried blood, dagger still clutched in his right hand, not many neters
fromthe treasure the two arned factions must have been struggling to possess. Either he had not
known Woundheal er was there, or he had been too badly hurt to reach it.

Val demar cried out suddenly, his voice for no apparent reason argunentative: "Ben! If that's
really the Sword of Healing, you' d better use it!"

Ben, faintly puzzled, |ooked at the young giant in wary silence.
"Use it, | say!" Valdemar sounded angry. "The man is dying. Even if he was your eneny."

"Did you think I wouldn't use it?" Ben asked mldly. Stooping, he grabbed Sergeant Brod by both
ankl es and pulled his inert weight roughly straight out fromunder the bush, evoking a noisy
breath that m ght have been a gasp of pain, had the victimbeen fully consci ous.

Val dermar | ooked slightly surprised and vaguel y di sappointed, as if he had been ready for a
confrontation with Ben.

Bendi ng over the fallen man once nore, Ben pulled the dagger fromBrod's hand, and took the added
precaution of kicking out of his reach another weapon which had fallen nearby.

"Just in case," he nuttered. "Actually, | look forward to speaking with an eyewi tness of this
skirm sh. Mght be a help, even if we can't believe nuch of what he says."

Once nore Ben del ayed briefly, this time to search the pockets of the fallen man, and his belt
pouch. Evidently the search turned up nothing of any particular interest.

Then Ben, who was no stranger to the Sword of Mercy and its powers, postponed the act no | onger
but enpl oyed Whundheal er boldly, thrusting the broad bl ade squarely and deeply into the victins
chest.

Val demar flinched involuntarily at the sight. Zoltan and Yanmbu, nore experienced observers of
Swords' powers, watched calny

The bright Sword's entry into flesh was bl oodl ess—though it cut a broad hole in the Sarge's
| eat her vest, which Ben had not bothered to open—and the application of healing power was
acconpani ed by a sound |ike soft human breath.

Recovery, as usual when acconplished through the agency of Wundheal er, was mniracul ously speedy
and conpl ete. The nan, his color and energy restored, sat up a nonent after the Sword had been
wi t hdrawn from his body. He | ooked down at his pierced and bl oodi ed garments, then thrust a huge
hand inside his vest and shirt and felt of his own skin, whol e again.

A nmonment |ater Brod, now staring suspiciously at Ben, got his Iegs under himand sprang to his
feet with an oath. "Wat in all the hells do ye think yer doing?"

Ben stared at himw th distaste. "What am | doing?" he runbled. "I may have just nmade a serious
m st ake. "

The Sarge was scowling now at the Sword in the other's hand. "Reckon you know that's ny proppity
you got there?"

No one answered him Ben slowy resheathed Wundheal er at his belt. He grunted: "You m ght express
your thanks."

Brod turned slowy, confronting each of his four rescuers in turn. Wien he found hinself facing
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the Iady, he introduced hinself to her, using sone extravagant gestures and words.
Yanbu was neither nuch inpressed nor nuch anused. "I am not the one who heal ed you, fellow"
Brod finally, reluctantly, awkwardly, thanked Ben.

"I had a reason." Ben gestured at the field of death by which they were surrounded. "Now entertain
us with a story about your little skirnmsh here. And you might as well tell the truth for once."

"You think I'd Iie?"
"The possibility had crossed ny mnd."

Protesting his invariable truthfulness, Brod began to talk. He told his rescuers that his worst
probl em had been surviving the scavengers, having half a dozen tines cone close, he thought, to
bei ng eaten alive. He said that whenever he had regai ned consci ousness he had waved hi s dagger at
the predators, and by that nmeans managed to keep them at bay.

Movi ng about a little, surveying the field, he grinmaced at the sight of his fallen conrades, their
bodi es stabbed by Bl ue Tenpl e bl ades and gnawed by scavengers. But the Sarge was able to be

phi | osophi cal about their loss. "The nmagic hasn't been nade yet that'll do any of these a bit of
good. "

Meanwhi | e Zol tan had quietly borrowed the Sword of Mercy from Ben, approached the injured

| oadbeast, and tried Wundheal er on the leg which it kept favoring, listening nmeanwhile to Ben's
ongoi ng interrogation of Sergeant Brod. It did not sound |ike Ben was nanaging to | earn anything
of inportance.

Al nost at the Sword's first touch, the aninal's braying ceased, and the wound di sappeared fromits
leg. It looked at Zoltan in mld satisfaction, accepting with i nhunman conpl acency its miracul ous
return to health. The young nman rubbed its head before it turned aside to graze along the
riverbank.

By now the Sarge, in response to insistent, probing questions fromBen and the Silver Queen, had

| aunched upon a ranbling and at |east generally plausible explanation of just how the fight for
Wyundheal er had conme about between his gang and the Blue Tenpl e people. The latter, Brod said, had
been in the process of escorting the Sword of Healing back to their headquarters, and had hoped to
engage the bandits—at a ridiculously |ow fee, according to Brod—as additional guards.

He conplained bitterly about Blue Tenple stinginess, which he said he was sure lay at the root of
their treacherous behavior

Zol tan, his cynical anmusenent growi ng as he listened, thought that this Sarge was not so nuch a
dedi cated eneny of truth and Tasavalta, as a conpl ete opportuni st.

Brod, his imagination now warmed by the fact that his audience so far seened to believe him began
to stretch his story. Now, it seened, the Sarge had been trying for some tine to get the Sword of
Healing for the noble Prince Mark of Tasavalta.

Ben and Zoltan exchanged gl ances in which amusenent and outrage were m ngl ed.

Yanbu appeared to share their sentinments. But by now she had noved a little apart fromthe others,
and, sitting on a rock in deep thought, did not seemto be giving much thought to the Sarge and
his tall tales.

Val demar now was | ooking with distrust and di sgust at the man whose rescue he had insisted upon

Brod returned Val demar's gaze with sone curiosity, and demanded to know this young giant's nane.
Wien he had been told, his next question was: "Ever do any westling?"

"Sonme. "

"Ah. Aha! Maybe you and | should try a fall or two one day."
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"I don't know why." Val demar did not appear at all interested in the challenge.

Brod shrugged. "Have it your way." He squinted once nore at Ben and Zoltan. "Atnosphere's a little
chilly in these parts. Guess naybe |I'll be on ny way."

"An excellent idea," said Ben shortly, standing with his powerful arnms fol ded.

Brod made a casual nove to rearm hinmsel f, bending as if to pick up a fallen weapon or two fromthe
field, but this action was cut short by a sharp "No" from Ben

Brod strai ghtened. "Wat?"

"Don't pick up any tools. Just start wal king." Zoltan too was watching Brod closely, and Zoltan's
hand was on the hilt of his own serviceabl e sword.

The bandit | eader, all injured innocence, loudly protested, "You' d send ne away as nekkid as a
babe? Man's got a right to protect hinself, don't he? There's wild aninmals in these parts." He
paused, as if gathering breath to deliver the ultimate argunment, then spat: "There's bandits!"

"CGet wal king," said Ben quietly. "Before | change ny mnd."

Brod turned. "Lady Yanbu? A high-born lady |ike you wouldn't...
expression on Yanbu's face.

H s voice died, withered by the

Ben, his right hand on the hilt of one of his two belted Swords—the one devoid of healing
power —onti nued to consider the Sergeant thoughtfully.

Brod fidgeted unconfortably under this inspection. He glowered, but then with an obvious effort,
he smled, achieving at |east a pretense of gratitude and cooperation. "Al right. Al right.
Maybe you're right. 1'mgoing, just the way you want."

The others, renmaining nore or |ess suspicious, watched himwalk a semcircle, first, as if

conpl etely undeci ded as to which way he wanted to go. Then the Sarge noved in the direction of the
ford, and went downstream al ong the near bank of the river. On reaching the grounded flatboat, a
hundred neters or so fromwhere his watchers stood, Brod waded to it and clinbed aboard. There he
hel ped hinself to the small boat that still was |ashed to the deck, |oosing the Iashings, and
manhandl i ng the small craft into the water

Zoltan, idly pulling the long thongs of his hunting sling through his free hand, commented: "M ght
be sone weapons there."

Ben shrugged. "Let himhelp hinself; as |long as he keeps noving, away fromus."

Now t hat Ben had the Sword of Healing securely at his belt, he had only one thought: to be done
with worrying about Brod and ot her uninportant matters, and convey his new treasure quickly back
to Sarykam

Anot her gray Tasaval tan nessenger-bird arrived at this point, as if it had been waiting for the
Sarge, antagonistic as he was to Ben, to take hinself away. Ben nmade wel conme use of the
opportunity to dispatch a witten note to Mark, informng the Prince that his friends had now
acquired the | ong-desired Sword.

Then Ben, Val demar, Yanbu, and Zoltan all availed thensel ves of Wundheal er, clearing up all of
their own hurts, old and new, the nost recent of these being a couple of mnor injuries sustained
by Ben in the course of his westling bout and subsequent escape fromthe flat-boat.

Accepting the Sword of Mercy, Yanbu murnmured: "This knee is wont to give nme problens ..." And with
a surgeon's steady hand, she pulled up one I eg of her gray trousers, and thrust the hurtless Bl ade
straight into the pale skin

There was no pain, and of course she had not thought there would be any. But the shock was
unexpected, and trenendous, far greater than she had anticipated. In the instant when Wundheal er
entered Yanbu's body the world changed, subtly but powerfully. Her chronically sore knee was

heal ed, but the nagging pain and its relief were alike forgotten, in the sinultaneous curing of a
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greater, deeper anguish, so long endured that the Silver Queen had ceased to be consciously aware
of it at all.

So long endured ... ever since that day of evil nmenory, alnpbst a score of years ago, when she had
overcome the Dark King's army with Soul cutter in her hands.

"Ah ..." said she who had once been the Silver Queen, and let the black hilt of this far different
bl ade slide fromher grip. The Sword of Love fell to the earth. She stood for a nmonent with head
thrown back, a worman overtaken by sone sudden fundanental pain, or ecstasy—no hunman, watching,
could have said, in that first nmoment, which

The paroxysm shook her for no nmore than a handful of heartbeats. Then Yanbu coul d nove again.

There were no mrrors at hand, and for |ong nonents she could only marvel silently at the way her
conpani ons, open-nmout hed, were staring at her now.

And even nore strongly did the Silver Queen wonder at her own internal sensations, when she paused
to savor them This, this, she could renenber now, was what it felt like to be fully alive.

At | ast she denmanded: "What is it? Wiy do you all stare at me?" But in her heart she thought that
she al ready knew the inportant part of the answer.

"My lady..." This was Zoltan, her traveling conpanion for several years, now suddenly hushed and
reverent. "My | ady, you have grown young again."

Ben, his ugly countenance a study in awe, was noddi ng soberly. Val demar stood gapi ng.

"Young agai n? Nonsense!" And to confirmthat it was nonsense the Silver Queen could see strands of
her own long hair, still gray, drifting before her eyes. She could clearly see her own hands,
weat hered and worn, not at all the hands of a young girl.

Yet even as Yanbu contradicted Zoltan, she felt that he nust be speaki ng sone fundanmental truth.
"You are all | ooking at me so ... has anyone a mrror?"

VWhat had seened al nbst a spell was broken. Zoltan's thought was that there m ght possibly be a
mrror in one of the Blue Tenple or bandit packs that now | ay scattered about. He went to | ook

Ben agreed, and joined the search. But he failed to prosecute this effort vigorously, stopping
every few seconds to turn and | ook back at the Silver Queen

Val demar was in this case the nost practical of the four. He said nothing, but went a little apart
to squat on the very shoreline of the river, where he scooped up sand with his huge hands, and

spl ashed and puddl ed water into a concave excavation, muttering the while. Wen his efforts at
magi ¢ had born fruit, he lifted fromthe bank a kind of reflective glass, as broad as a human
count enance, formed by the solidification of warmriver water

The obj ect he handed to Yanbu was as heavy as liquid water but no heavier or colder, flat and
mrror-smooth on one face, rough as stone on its round edge and convex back. "My | ady, be assured
that the glass as | give it to you is conpletely honest."

Accepting the gift, Lady Yanbu stared into the brilliant surface. There was no denying it, she now
| ooked forty again, or even slightly younger, instead of the sixty she had appeared to be before
Wyundheal er touched her—er her true age of fifty-one.

Her hair was still white, or nearly so; but this alteration in color now appeared premature. Lines
of tension and weariness, so |ong-engraved she had forgotten they were there, had been expunged
fromthe face which now | ooked back at her, in which a |ong-vanished |ight and beauty had now been
re-established. This was the countenance of no nere girl, but neither was it any |onger old.

Zoltan, who had been her fellow pilgrimfor several years, continued to stare at Yanbu in timd
awe, as if she were a stranger.

It was time now for the others to enjoy their turns at gaining what benefit they mght fromthe
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Sword of Mercy's power. None of the three underwent any visible transformati on. Ben stretched and
groaned with the enjoynment of having several mnor aches and pains renoved, as a tired nman mi ght
luxuriate in a massage. Val demar was silent and thoughtful as Wundheal er's bl ade searched his
flesh for danmage; the youth had evidently not accunul ated nuch.

When Zoltan had had his turn, it was tine to nake canp for the night. Even freshly heal ed, they
were tired enough to canp where they were, right by the ford, with water readily avail able. But
the dozen dead still held that field, and none of the four were ninded to spend their own tine and
energy as a burial or crenation detail.

Anot her problemwi th this location lay in the fact that Brod would be able to find themeasily
should he return with sone mschief in mnd. But these were mnor considerations beside the
counsel of the Sword of W sdom

It was Yambu who at |ast put the question directly to Wayfinder: "Were is our safest place to
canp tonight?" And the Sword pronptly pointed themacross the ford, away fromthe field of death.

Before |l eaving the battlefield, Valdemar did as Brod had been forbidden to do. He arned hinself
with two of the many weapons, now ownerless, that |ay about for the taking.

From one fallen soldier Valdemar chose a battle-hatchet, and from another one a dagger, with its
sheath. He had to unbuckle this last tool fromits owner's stiffened corpse. The busi ness was

unpl easant, but still he did it without hesitating.
He muttered to hinself: "If | amto be a warrior, | amgoing to need a warrior's tools."
Zoltan asked him "Have you any skill with those?"

"Not with weapons. But knives and hatchets are familiar inplenments enough.”
"Then | suppose you've chosen well."

Havi ng forded the river, the four headed northeast by north, still following the Sword of W sdom
in Ben's hands.

Fol lowi ng them for a short distance only, canme the heal ed | oadbeast.

The creature paused, watching themdepart. Then it shook its head and went back to where grass
grew al ong the river.

SEVEN

ATOP the highest tower of the sprawling white stone Palace in Sarykam standing on a paved rooftop
that overl ooked the red-roofed city, the placid harbor, and the Eastern Sea red-rinmed wi th dawn,
Prince Mark of Tasavalta, wearing nightshirt and slippers, wapped in a robe against the norning
chill, was leaning on a railing, gazing to the south and west, waiting and hoping for the arrival
of one of his numerous wi nged nessengers or scouts.

Dawn was a good tine, the nost likely tinme in all the day, for certain birds, the night-flying
class of ow -like scouts and nessengers, to conme hone.

The Prince of Tasavalta was a tall man, strongly built, his face worn by weather and by care, his
age just under forty, his hair and eyes brown, his nanner distracted.

The sem -intelligent creature whose arrival Mark was anticipating presently became visible in the
dawn sky as a faraway dot that in time grewinto a pair of |aboring w ngs.

Twel ve-year-ol d Stephen, Mark's younger son, already fully dressed, joined his father on the
rooftop, as he did on many nornings, to see whether any nessengers mght arrive.

The boy was sturdily built, his hair darkening to the medi umbrown of his father's. The facia
resenbl ance between father and son was grow ng stronger year by year

The beastmaster attending the eyrie this norning was a man of exceptionally keen vision. He was
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the first to confirmthe distant wings, now | aboring in fromthe southwest, as those of a
particul ar messenger-bird, whose arrival had been expected for nore than a day.

The beastnaster clinmbed up on a perch to nmeet and care for the animal, which on |anding turned out
to have suffered sone slight injury fromthe claws of a |eather-wing. The Prince and his son
climbing also, were first to touch the large oW -like creature. Mark gently took fromaround its
neck the small flat pouch of thin | eather

The great bird, its huge eyes narrowed to slits against the early daylight, hooted and whistled
out a few words indicating that it had been del ayed for some hours by storms as well as reptiles.

Leaving the bird to the beastnmaster's professional care, Mark carried the pouch down fromthe
perch. After hastily perfornmng a nagical test for safety, he snapped open the container and
extracted the single piece of paper which lay inside.

Unfol ding the note, Mark read, silently the first tine through. The nmessage had been sent by Ben
of Purkinje.

"Is it from Ben, Father?"

"Yes. He's several days away from Sarykam or he was when he wote this ..." The Prince read on
ski mmi ng bad news, not wi shing to contenplate any nore of that than absolutely necessary.

"Ben's coning honme?"

Mark's face altered. He stared at the note, his mind al nbst nunbed by the two code words that
| eapt out at himfromnear the end. Alnost he feared to allow hinself to hope, let alone to
tri unmph.

Putting down the paper for the nonent, he | ooked around to make sure that no one but his son was
cl ose enough to hear him

"Ben nentions an earlier nessage," he announced softly, "and repeats it here, to the effect that
he has found Wayfi nder. W never got that nessage. Sone are bound to go astray."

"Dad! That means—f we've got Wayfinder—that neans we can use it to find Wundheal er. Doesn't it?"
Mark held up the note. "W could, but there's nore. He already has Wundheal er too."
" Dad! "

"He al so says here that he's encountered old friends, your cousin Zoltan, and the Lady Yanbu. |
don't know if you renenber her."

"What are we going to do?"

Mark grinned. "What would you do if you were in conmand?"
"Go get those Swords at once!"

"Not a very difficult decision, hey?"

But there was a considerably harder choice to be made i medi ately: Wiether to I et the news of
Ben's evident success spread through the Pal ace, and thence inevitably, before long, into the ears
of eneny agents. The boost in hone norale that this news should produce would be wel cone, but if
the effort to bring Wundheal er hone cane to nothing, a corresponding | etdown woul d ensue.

St ephen was staring anxiously at his father. Mark commanded the boy to tell no one else the
content of Ben's nessage for the time being. The Sword was not yet safely hone.

When Stephen had been given a chance to read the note for hinself, father and son, teasing and
chal l engi ng each other |ike two twel ve-year-olds, went skipping and junping down a set of |adders
to the next |lowest level of the tower, and thence down several levels to the broader roof of the
keep bel ow.
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There, noving decisively, the Prince quietly began to set in notion preparations for an expedition
to reclai m Woundheal er.
St ephen, as his father had expected, wanted to cone al ong.
"Father, will you be leaving right away?"
"Wthin a few hours."
"Can | cone with you?"
Mar k made qui ck cal culations. "No, you'll be needed here."

The refusal sent Stephen into a silent rage; he asked no questions, said nothing at all, but his
face reddened and his jaw set.

Mar k si ghed; knowi ng his son, he was not surprised. He had no reason to expect or hope that this
boy m ght be sheltered fromdanger all his life, and every reason to believe that the | ad had
better be hardened to it. The Prince would probably have acceded to his son's request to join the
expedi tion but for one fact: Stephen seened to be the only person capabl e of brightening his

nmot her' s count enance or nmanner in the |east.

Mark expl ained this point. Then he repeated his refusal, couching it this tine in terns of
mlitary orders, which nmade the pill sonmewhat easier to swall ow.

When Stephen choked on another protest, his father ordered briskly: "Get control of yourself and
speak coherently."

"Yes, Father." And the boy managed. He was | ear ni ng.
"Now. This is an order ..."

Wth Stephen under control, for the tine being at |east, the Prince's next inpulse was to rush to
Kristin with the good news.

But then on thinking the matter over, he was not sure how nuch he ought to tell his wfe.

Cat ching sight of a junior officer going about sone other errand, Mark hailed the nan and
di spatched himto find General Rostov.

Proceeding in the direction of his wife's room Mark encountered the chief physician of the
Pal ace, a tall wonan with a dark, forbidding, ageless face and kindly voi ce.

This lady inquired: "Good news, Hi ghness?"

"Yes. Or the possibility of good news, at least. | will be naking an announcenment presently." Yet
Mark hesitated; it would be terrible, he thought again, to raise hopes that nmight in a few days be
dashed.

Since Kristin's fall, neither physicians nor w zards had ever been sangui ne about her prospects
for recovery. None of the experts saw any real hope, unless the Sword of Healing could sonehow be
obt ai ned.

The physician said: "I have just come from Her Hi gh-ness's room"

"What word today?"

She bowed slightly. "Your H ghness, | have no good words to say to you."

Mark interrupted the doctor at that point, and di spatched Stephen to | ook for Uncle Karel. "And
when you have found him | expect it will be tinme you are about your regular norning tasks."

"Yes, Father."
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When Prince and physician were alone, the healer went on gloomily to explain that she had quietly
alerted the attendants to maintain a watch agai nst a possible suicide attenpt on the part of the
| ong-suffering patient.

"As bad as that." Mark was not really surprised; but no mental preparation could shield himfrom
the chill brought by those words.

"I fear so, Prince."
"Well, well."” He could still force his voice to be calm "Carry on. W will do what we can."
The doctor bowed again, and noved away.

Mar k had not progressed a dozen paces farther in the direction of his wife's roombefore he
encount ered General Rostov, who seenmed already to have | earned sonehow that inportant matters were
to be deci ded.

Rostov was as tall as Mark, but the general's barrel-chested frane was even broader. He had bl ack
skin, with an old scar on the right cheek. H's curly hair had once been bl ack, but was now al nost
entirely gray.

Drawi ng Rostov aside, Mark quietly outlined for himthe expedition he wanted to | ead out to gain
possessi on of both Swords.

"Karel will be going with you?" Rostov asked.

"He will." Mark considered that Kristin's uncle, the chief wizard of the royal famly and of the
nati on, woul d be indi spensabl e on such an expedition. "Therefore you will be left in charge here
at the Pal ace.”

After providing the Prince with requested advice on several points, and receiving a few detail ed
orders, Rostov saluted and noved away, going about his business with his usual efficiency.

The Prince at |ast reached his wife's room and ent ered.

The Princess was occupyi ng the same chanber as before her injury, though now the room was even
nmore brightly decorated. Cheerful paintings, sonme of Kristin's favorites in her days of health,
hung on the walls, and her favorite flowers stood in vases, or grew in pots. Everything about the
pl ace was joyous, airy, |ightsone, and pl easant—everythi ng except for its occupant, who | ay garbed
in a plain white gown, her countenance |ike a mask of clay.

Oiginally the nurses and other attendants assigned to care for the crippled Princess had been
chosen as much for their cheerful attitude as for their professional ability.

But those people had been replaced, when Kristin, conplaining bitterly to her husband, had said
she coul d not stand having such | aughing fools around her

This nmorning Kristin was in her bed as usual. She was capable of leaving it only sel dom and
briefly. Her body, always slender, was tw sted now by broken bones that had heal ed only poorly,
and by spasned nuscles. Her face, once beautiful, had been eroded fromw thin by pain and | oss of
wei ght. I ndoor pallor had replaced her tan

Q her than to utter an occasional grimconment on her own future, or |ack of one, Kristin now
rarely spoke.

Pulling a chair close to the bed, Mark sat down and gave his wife a partial report on the
information that had just arrived by courier. Mark said only that there was new hope now, and that
he woul d soon be | eaving town in search of Wundheal er

The Prince took this precaution against raising hopes that night be dashed, though in the bl eak
silence of his own thoughts he felt sure that the problemwith Kristin was really the absence of
any hope at all.

Mark took his wife's hand, but then let it go when the touch seened to cause her sone new
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di sconfort.

Kristin appeared to listen to what her husband had to say, but she nmade no comment. Cbviously her
attitude regarding the news was one of bitter pessinism

Her husband was saddened but not surprised by this reaction. That, he had | earned, was
consistently the disposition of his wife's nind whatever news he brought, or when, as was nore
usual, he had none to bring.

After |eaving the sickroom Mark found the old wizard Karel waiting for him a fat old man with
puffing breath and a rich, soft voice

Karel, on learning of the norning' s nessage, was in a hopeful nood.

"I mght suggest, Prince, that you send a strong flying squadron to pick up the prize and carry it
back to us, as we ride south. If this plan is successful, it would speed up your gaining
possession of the Sword by a day or two at |east."

Mark was inpressed favorably by the old nman's suggestion, but he postponed naking a final decision
onit. If he were eventually to decide in favor of such a naneuver, there would be no need to tel
Ben about it in advance. So the Prince onitted any nmention of the scheme in the nessage he now
began drafting to be carried back to Ben

As Mark considered it, strong argunents took shape in his m nd agai nst sending such a flying
squad. Chi ef anong these was the fact that any such half-intelligent flying force would run the
ri sk of being detected, and then anbushed, by eneny nmagic, flying reptiles, or griffins. No birds
were strong enough to stand agai nst such an attack.

Wod hi msel f, who Mark | oathed as one of his great antagonists, was known to travel airborne on a
griffin, or sonetines even on a denon's back

The danger presented by the possibility of ambush eventually cane to seemtoo great. By the tine
he had di spatched the nmessage to Ben, Mark had all but finally decided not to take the risk

Shortly after sunset the Lady Yanbu, her new reserves of energy not fully depleted by a |ong day's
hi ke, was pacing restlessly about the sinple canp she shared with her three conpanions. The
conversation that had begun a quarter of an hour ago had gradually died out, and the three were
now al |l watching her in vague apprehension

Suddenly she stopped her pacing, and declared: "I think | must consult our Sword again. | grow
doubtful that the road | nust followto the truth lies through Tasavalta."

Ben | ooked at her, grunted, then wordl essly detached Wayfinder in its sheath fromhis belt, and
hel d t he weapon out to her

Val demar' s expressi on suggested that he was surprised. He said to Yanbu: "If you are having
doubts, then | nust have doubts also."

For several days now, the four had been slogging steadily northeast, in the general direction of
Tasavalta. The land through which they travel ed had gradually grown nore rugged, and their
progress had becone correspondi ngly sl ower.

Now and then the Sword they foll owed decreed sone slight variation in their course toward Sarykam
When this happened, the four travelers soneti nes specul ated about the possible cause of this

defl ection. But none of the three who had consi derabl e experience with the awesonme power of Swords
suggest ed doi ng anything but going along with Wayfinder. And the detours, whatever their cause,
had proven short. At the nonent the four were once nore, as nearly as they could estimate in this
al rost roadl ess waste, on or near a straight-line path toward the Tasaval tan capital

Over the last few days and hours, Yanbu had started several tunes to ask Ben nore about what the
Enperor had said to himregarding Ariane. But Ben, who had suggested such a conversation, no
| onger seened to know what el se he wanted to say, or hear, on that subject.

The | ady was about to raise the matter with Ben again. But before she could do so, the travelers
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were excited by the arrival of a wi nged nessenger.

Eagerly Ben unfastened the pouch fromthe great bird, and funbled it open. Intently he scanned the
not e i nside.

Zoltan read it over his shoulder. "Nothing of inportance,” the young man conpl ai ned.

"Better than it | ooks," Ben assured him "There are a couple of code words. First,
congratul ations—that'll be for our getting Wundheal er. And second, help is on the way."

Their spirits considerably lightened, the four pushed on

Wthin an hour, they had becane aware that soneone was follow ng them maintaining a carefu
di st ance.

"Your old friend Brod," Zoltan decided, squinting at the distant, barely visible man who doubtl ess
t hought hinmsel f adequately conceal ed. "W should have fini shed hi mwhen we had the chance. |
suppose he went off in the little boat just to be deceptive."

"Whay shoul d he be foll owing us?" Val demar wonder ed.

Ben shrugged. "Hi s gang's been w ped out, and he's going to have to find some other way to nake a
living."

The Silver Queen had no comment; her thoughts were evidently el sewhere.

That evening, she spoke confidingly to her old friends Ben and Zoltan, and her new fol |l ower
Val demar .

"I amalmost a girl again ... no, | don't nean that. \What foolishness! | amfifty-one years old,
and healing will not turn back the years; age in itself is not an illness or an injury. But in a
way | feel like a girl. The horrible burden that Soul cutter put on ne so many years ago has at

| ast been lifted. Can you understand what that means? No, there is no way you coul d understand.”

And in her enotion the |ady |aughed and cried, in a mixture of joy and confusion; the enotiona
reacti on which had cone upon her when she was heal ed was now repeated, even nore strongly than
bef ore.

"Can you understand? | can no |onger be certain what ny purpose in life is, or ought to be."

"I think I can understand, ny lady." Ben's large hand pulled the Sword she had given them out of
its sheath; he held the black hilt out toward her

Zol tan nodded; it was a slow, uncertain gesture, as if he had troubl e conprehending the Lady's
difficulty, but considered that Wayfinder's powerful nedicine ought to be worth a try in any case.

Once nore gripping Wayfinder, Lady Yanbu posed a new question

"Bl ade, once nore | seek your guidance. Was | speaking only foolishness when | asked you to find
eternal truth for ne? You answered me, | know, but... | amno |onger sure what | was thinking two
days ago. It is alnpst as if | have been reborn.”

The Sword of Wsdom hung inert in her grasp. O course. The question she had just asked, as Yanbu
understood full well, was not the kind Wayfinder could be expected to answer

"Take your tinme, ny lady." Ben was respectfully concerned.

The troubl e, Yanmbu was di scovering, was that she now found herself unable to fornulate any inquiry
to her own satisfaction. Indecisively she raised the Sword, and lowered it, and raised it up
agai n.

At last, words burst forth: "Was ny healing the only truth | needed? | have been granted the touch
of the Sword of Mercy . . . but again, that is not the kind of question any Sword can answer for
me, is it?"
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Even as she spoke, Yanbu was w shing that she had gone off by herself to so apostrophize
Wayfinder. Certainly the others were watching and listening with intense interest. But now, as if
he were enmbarrassed, Ben notioned to the two younger men, and all of them noved away, |eaving the
Lady al one wi th Wayfi nder

The mute Sword only quivered uncertainly, in response to the questioner's uncertainty.

"Changeabl e, are you? At |least you are a silent counselor, and there's wisdomto be found in
that."

Rej oi ni ng the others, she sought out Val demar, and held out the black hilt of the sheathed Sword.
Yanbu said: "l am having but poor success. WII you try it for yourself once nore?"

The young man in farner's clothing hesitated, then shook his head doggedly. "No, | have already
used Wayfinder nore than once, and each tine it has led ne to you. My purpose has not changed. So
for now, let me continue as I am"

"Even if | have changed? If | no |onger know where | am goi ng?"
The young man smiled faintly. "Very well then, let nme try the Sword once nore."

As steadily as ever, the Sword of Wsdomwith its black hilt once nore in the huge hands of
Val demar, pointed straight toward the Silver Queen

He returned the weapon to her hilt-first, making an al nost courtly flourish. He said: "I am
content to follow, Lady, whatever you decide to do."

She sighed. "Then let your fate be on your own head."
El GHT
THI'S night it was Valdemar's turn to stand the |ast watch, the hours just before dawn.

At the proper time Ben woke him and silently held out to himthe black hilt of the Sword of
Wsdom with which his conrades were to be protected as they slept.

The young man sat up, the folds of his blanket falling fromaround his massive shoul ders, and held
both hands to his head for a | ong nonment before he accepted Way-fi nder

"Bad dreans?" Ben inquired in a | ow voi ce.

"No. Yes, | think so, but |I don't renenber." Val demar shook his head. "I keep worryi ng about ny

vi neyard. "

"Once upon a tine," said Ben, "when | was very young, all | wanted out of |life was to be a
mnstrel. | really thought that | could be one, too. Carried a lute around with me everywhere. Can

you believe that?"

"Yes, | can," said the other after a nonent's thought. "Wre you any good?" he asked with
i nterest.

Ben appeared to consider the question seriously. "No," he said at last, and turned away. "M for
my own bl anket."

Val demar began his watch in routine fashion, by asking the Swmrd of Wsdom a questi on concerning
the safety of the canp. Testing the linmits on the kind of question the Sword woul d answer, he
tended to keep trying new variations. Tonight's first variant was: "WIIl we be safer if we nove?”

To this query the Sword in Valdemar's hands returned himno detectable answer; he presuned that
Wayfi nder woul d have pointed in the proper direction had its powers decided that the canp woul d
i ndeed be nore secure sonewhere el se.

The general safety assured, for the nonment at least, to the sentry's satisfaction, he asked his
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second question of this watch. This one was whispered so softly that he could not hear his own
words. "Where is the nearest person present whose advice | should be foll ow ng?"

The Sword of W sdom indicated Yanbu, who appeared to be fast asleep

Val demar nodded. Carrying Wayfi nder drawn and ready, he paced the vicinity of the small canp,
appl yi ng the good sentry's technique he had |l earned fromhis new friends. He varied his route and
pace, turning sharply at irregular intervals, eyes and ears alert to the surroundi ng darkness. He
kept his eyes averted fromthe snall fire's brightness to preserve their sensitivity in the dark

Meanwhil e his routine worries returned. Counting the days he had al ready been away from honeg,
confirmng his estinmate of the advanci ng season by the current phase of the Mon, Val denar knew
with certainty that his vines would soon be |eafing out, and woul d need care. He had done all he
could for the plants before he left, but they would soon be growing wild, and insects would attack
t hem

He | acked the skills of magic necessary to do anything effective about these problens at a

di stance, though of course he could try. Val demar doubted whether he could project any potent
spel | s agai nst insects, at |east not over nmore than a few neters. He'd make the effort, of course,
but not now. Right now he had to concentrate upon his duties as a guard

Once nore he put a safety question to the Sword, on the chance that circunstances had changed
adversely in the past few m nutes. Once nore Wayfinder seenmed to assure himthat all was well.

Time continued to pass uneventfully. Ben had hardly hit the ground before falling fast asleep, as
a faint runble of snoring testified. The night w nd ghosted past Val denmar's ears, and the nobon and
the fam liar stars, though only internmittently visible through a patchwork of clouds, noved in
their famliar paths above his head.

Wiere, he wondered suddenly, was Wundheal er resting at this monent? He tried to remenber who had
been carrying the Sword of Mercy. Then, in the course of his next sharp turn as he patrolled, the
young man, peering intently by the vague light of stars and noon, caught a glinpse of the black
hilt. The Sword was currently in Zoltan's custody, its shape unm stakable within its wappings,
lying in contact with his sleeping body.

Al'l was well, then. Val demar rel axed though he reminded hinself sternly to remain alert. But as
hi s watch dragged on, he strayed into aski ng Wayfi nder one private question after another, only to
realize guiltily once nore that |ong nonents had passed in which the Sword of Wsdom was no | onger
really charged with protecting the canp.

Toni ght he was not only worried about his vineyard, but also bothered by particul ar concerns about
his bride-to-be. As pictured in his inmagination, she was a creature of unsurpassed |oveliness. But
her existence, as anything but a creation of his own inagination, he had begun to doubt.

Lost intermttently in these probl enms, Valdemar continued his pacing, circling the small canpfire
on an irregular path, the Sword of Wsdomnaked in his right hand, a battle-hatchet belonging to
sone fallen warrior stuck in his farner's belt.

At the monent his half-distracted nmind presented Wayfinder with a new inquiry for the benefit of
hi msel f and the sleeping three: "Wiich way to go to foil our enemnm es? Wi ch way to go—

This time the Sword returned hima firmanswer; generally northeast, the direction of their
daytime travel.

Then Val demar stopped, listening to hinself. Actually, of course, neither he nor any of his three
conpani ons wanted to go anywhere at the nonent—ight now they all wanted to get some rest.

But how hard it was, thought Val demar as he paced on again, for a man to know consi stently what,
beyond the physical necessities of the nonent, he really wanted to do, to achieve. The world held
so many kinds of things to want.

Anticipating the first rays of dawn, the young man found it inpossible to keep his mnd with
absol ute consi stency upon the canp's defense. Then he would silently upbraid hinself, and once
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nmore stal k about in his random pattern holding the Sword, and murnur: "I seek the safety of this
canp. | seek the safety of this—=

Recei ving no answer to what was not really a question, he would shake his head and nmutter: "No
need to keep repeating things Iike that. No need to keep repeating things ..."

An hour passed. Al continued quiet, and nothing untoward occurred.

And, as nothing in particular seemed to be happeni ng, other questions, other urges, drifted as
subtly as growing vines into control of Valdemar's mnd

Thus it was that the pacing, dreaming sentry was granted no warni ng what soever. One nonment he and
hi s sl eepi ng conpani ons were, as far as he knew, all safe, all at peace, save for the faint aninal
noi ses of the nocturnal wastel and, sounds nore reassuring than disturbing.

And in the next nmonent they were being overwhel ned.

The onsl aught, as Val denar came | ater to understand, was well-coordinated, and consisted of an
ai rborne magi cal conponent as well as a force of nore nmundane attackers on the ground. Sonewhere
over the young nman's head there cane a beating of great unseen w ngs, sounding far larger than
those of any flying creature Val demar had ever seen or heard before; simultaneously he heard a
prosai ¢ thunder of approaching hoof beats on the ground.

Letting out a hoarse cry Val demar whirled about, brandi shing his Sword, unable for the first

monent of the attack to see anything out of the ordinary at all. Then suddenly the sentry found

hi nsel f confronted by a |ive man standing where a nonent earlier there had been no one at all. The
figure was that of a warrior, sword upraised, garbed in the sane Blue Tenple colors worn by half
of yesterday's fallen.

For just a nonment Val demar was frozen by his own imagination, by the terrible imge of all those
bodi es he had hel ped to rob of food and shoes and weapons, of those dead risen now to claimsone
ki nd of vengeance..

For a nonent only. Then a second swordsman and a third materialized behind the first out of
darkness and the desert, and the young nan understood that his attackers were only too full of
mundane life. He let out a hoarse shout of alarm realizing even as he did so that his warning
nmust now be too |ate.

But his conpanions were reacting very quickly. Around him friends and foes were scranbling in the
dar kness.

The first attacker recoiled fromthe canp's sentry, out of respect for the Sword that Val demar was
holding, if not for his gigantic figure. But now others were conming at himfromthe sides—and now
a gossaner net, nore nmagic than material, came dropping softly toward himfroma great blurred
formin the softly nmoonlit sky.

Barely in time he twisted out fromunder the net, sensing its enchantnent. Drawn steel, Val demar
had heard, was the nost effective counterneasure an ordinary nman could take against a w zard's
onsl aught, and perhaps the Sword in his right hand, the battle-hatchet now drawn in his left,
exerted sone neasure of protection

The Lady Yambu, who had been the closest of the other three to Val demar when the eneny appeared,
now rose up at his side, hands spread in a magician's gesture, joining himin his hopel ess though
spirited defense of the canp.

Part of his mnd noted that the Lady did not have Wundheal er—ef course, that Sword had been with
Zol t an

"Fight!" she snapped at Val demar. "We nust not |et ourselves be taken alive!l Not by these—=

Val demar, with no time to think, only grunted something in return. Brandishing the battl e-hatchet
in one hand and Wayfinder in the other, and confident in his own strength though mndful of his
I ack of skill, he faced the eneny soldiers as what |ooked |like a crowd of themcame at him
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The young gi ant wi el ded both hatchet and Sword with ferocious energy, and by sheer strength he
succeeded i n choppi ng down at | east one of his attackers.

To his surprise, the others fell back nomentarily. The Silver Queen had become a shadow gliding at
Val demar' s side, and afforded hi msone unexpected but very wel cone magi cal assi stance.

Still, the odds in favor of the eneny were overwhel ming, and they were returning to the attack. *
* *

Zol tan had come w de awake, alerted by sonme sublimnal perception, two or three heartbeats before
the attack actually fell on the canp. He was fully conscious and active in an instant, and aware
of Ben beside himalso springing to his feet. Both were veterans, who needed only a nonmentary
glinpse of the assailants surroundi ng Yanbu and Val denmar, the latter fighting with the Sword of
Wsdom to convince themthat the odds were hopeless. But so far Zoltan and Ben were not
surrounded; rather, they were at one side of the struggle, and escape appeared to be stil
possi bl e.

Getting the Sword of Mercy back to Tasavalta canme ahead of everything else. Zoltan, with
Woundheal er already in his hands, unsheathed the Blade and wi thout hesitation plunged it deep into
his own body, holding himself transfixed with a hand on the black hilt. Wth his other hand he
pull ed his own short sword fromits scabbard, and used it to run through the first eneny trooper
to come at himin the di mess of the fading night. The trooper's dying counterstroke cut down on
Zoltan's |l eft shoulder, and m ght have nearly taken off his arm had not Wundhealer's
overwhel mi ngly benign force prevailed. The eneny's sword fell free, Zoltan's wound cl osing behind
it so quickly that he | ost no bl ood.

Ben, who had been unarned except for a short knife and Wayfi nder, grabbed up the fallen weapon,
and killed two nen with it in the next few nonents of confusion

Zoltan was running now, with Ben beside him away fromthe bel eaguered Yambu and her young ally.
Zol tan struck down another attacker, receiving another harm ess sword-slash in the process and Ben
snmashed anot her foe aside. Both of them kept on running, their backs to the noise and turnoil
surroundi ng Val demar and the Silver Queen

A flying reptile came |lowering out of the sky at Zoltan, talons biting harm essly, al nost

pai nl essly, into his head and face, which were still protected by the magi c of the gods. One cl aw
bit through his eye and did no harm his vision clearing once nore with a blink. He could hear

bel ow t he harsh gasping of his own |ungs, the softly breathing sound nmade by the Sword of Mercy,
mendi ng this new danage to his body as quickly as it happened.

Even as his eyesight cleared, Zoltan's killing sword bit into the airborne reptile's guts. He
heard the beast scream and then fall heavily to earth behind himas he ran on

Ben kept poundi ng al ong beside him so far managing to keep up. But now a net of magic fell about
them both, a gossaner interference with thought and novenent that woul d have stretched them both
out on the ground, had not Zoltan been protected fromall injury. H's senses and his thought
remai ned clear, and he felt the evil magic only as he m ght have felt a cobweb tear across his
face.

Besi de him Ben staggered and stunbled in his run, and would have fallen headl ong had not Zoltan
managed to sheath his own killing bl ade and catch the huge nan under one arm pulling and hauling
hi mthrough torn cobwebs. Gunting with the effort, Zoltan kept Ben on his feet until the |ast
shreds of the magic net had been | eft behind them

Still the young nan had trouble believing that the two of themwere really going to get away;

gl anci ng back when they had run another fifty meters, he decided that he and Ben were being
greatly helped in their escape by the fact that the attackers were concentrating so thoroughly on
getting the Sword of Wsdominto their hands.

Val demar kept hearing sonmeone in comuand of the Blue Tenple forces shouting orders to take that
man alive. He knew the order referred to him There was nothing to do but fight on, Yanmbu's
warning fresh in his mnd, and the Sword in his hands making it substantially harder for the eneny
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to do what they wanted. If only, Valdemar prayed fervently, this Sword were Shiel d-breaker

A rough ring of enem es kept form ng around himand Yanbu. But he kept nuttering rapidly at

Wayfi nder, asking the Sword of Wsdomto show himthe best way to escape. Then, keeping up as best
he could with the Sword' s rapidly changing instructions, he charged bravely at one Blue Tenple
weak point after another. The trouble was that soon there were no weak points in the rapidly
closing ring.

Yanbu meanwhil e stayed on her feet, noving with agility to remain at Val demar's back. She kept
doi ng magi cal things, things he could not conprehend, but that mnust be serving to keep the
attackers at | east tenmporarily off bal ance.

But the odds were too great, their resistance could not |ast. The eneny magi c was stronger than
the Silver Queen's if not than Wayfinder's. At |ast Valdemar, the Sword in his hands
notw t hstandi ng, felt hinself overwhel ned by swirling powers, by ranpaging physical forns. CGold
and blue faintly visible in nmoonlight, were everywhere around him Wether the force that finally
overcame himwas material or occult he could not have said, and anyway it seenmed to nake no

di f ference.

Dinmy aware that the Lady Yanbu was still nearby and shared his fate, he was knocked down,

di sarnmed, nmade prisoner. Then, with her |inmp and evidently unconsci ous body bei ng dragged beside
Val demar, both of them were renmoved a short distance fromtheir place of capture, to a place where
a strange bright Iight was shone on their faces, and their captors puzzled in nmunbling voices over
their identity.

That question having been answered to the winners' satisfaction—er else determ ned to be not
qui ckly answerabl e, Valdemar could not tell which—the pair were noved anot her short distance.
There they were left on the ground, seenmingly tenporarily abandoned.

Qui ckly Val demar discovered that his arms and | egs had been efficiently paralyzed by nagic. But
within nmonents after those who threw him down had turned away, he managed to shake free of sone
kind of cover, evidently a material one, which had been thrown over his head.

H's first use of this limted power of novenent was to | ook for Zoltan and Ben, wondering if they
were still alive, and what had happened to Wundheal er. Three or four neters away |lay the dim
inert formof the Silver Queen. The young man spoke to the lady quietly, but received no answer.

The attack, as Val demar saw when he once nore began to obtain a clear view of his surroundings,
had been carried out by a snall but powerful force of Blue Tenple troops, nagicians, and i nhunan
creatures. A fewreptiles had already come down out of the clouded, slowy brightening sky. Larger
forns were | oom ng there.

Even as he watched, a pair of the giant wings he had earlier sensed overhead cane closer. A
creature | anded. Val demar, harking back to stories heard in chil dhood, realized that it nust be a
griffin. He could only gaze in wonder.

This was a large creature, nuch bigger than a riding-beast, with eagle' s head and beak and wi ngs,
and | egs and talons of a gigantic lion. Across its back was strapped a kind of saddle, flanked on
each side by a kind of hangi ng woven basket, a sidecar or howdah. One or two nmen—Val denmar coul d
not get a clear look at first—waere riding on the beast. There would have been roomfor three, with
a driver in the central saddle.

On the ground, the four-legged nmonster knelt, then crouched. The first of the passengers to
di senbark was a well -dressed man, short, redfaced and bald, who nade an awkward di smount from one
of the sidecars.

Moments |ater, a second elderly Blue Tenple official came into Valdemar's field of vision. He was
ol der and | ess ruddy of countenance than the first. Val demar could not be sure whether this nan
had di senbarked fromthe sane nount, or froma slightly smaller griffin which had | anded cl ose
behind the first.

It was soon evident that the attacking force was commanded by the rather short, red-faced man
Val demar now heard this individual addressed as Chairnman Hyrcanus. The el der, obviously second in
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i mportance, was called the Director.

Val demar, with sone difficulty raising his head a little farther against the bonds of nagic that
still held himdown, was able to watch and listen as the Chairnan expressed his satisfaction at
havi ng the solid ground under his feet again.

Now from anong the m xed group of Blue Tenple mlitary and irregulars who had gathered there
energed a face, and a voice, that Valdemar to his surprise could recognize. Chairnman Hyrcanus was
greeted by Sergeant Brod, who cane pushing forward from anidst the | atest detachnent of cavalry to
reach the scene.

At |east the Sarge,' having sonmehow attached hinself to the attackers, nade an attenpt to offer
t he Chairman such a greeting.

But the official, scowing at this interloper, would not listen. "Wo're you?" Hyrcanus demanded;
and then, before the man coul d possibly have answered, turned irritably to his cavalry officer
"Who's this?"

The officer seemed to shrink under his leader's glare. "The man is a | ocal guide we have signed
on, Your OQpul ence. He's been useful =

"Anot her expense, | suppose.” The Chairman turned away with an inpatient gesture. "Get ny pavilion
up. "

Thus brusquely rebuffed, Brod | ooked about. Catching sight of Val demar and Lady Yambu, he cane to
stand over them an expression of satisfaction gradually replacing the scowm on his ugly face.

"Reckon |'ve met you fol ks before. Good nornin' to ye."

"Good norning," said Val demar, thinking he had nothing to | ose thereby. Yanbu did not answer; the
Lady's eyes were closed, her face relaxed as if in sleep

Wil e Brod hovered nearby, evidently wondering what to do next, Val demar saw and heard the officer
in conmand of the small Blue Tenple cavalry force, standing at attention before Hyrcanus,
respectfully ask the Chairman if there were any further orders? If not, his nen had been riding
all night and were in need of rest.

Hyrcanus, abstractedly seeing to the careful unloading of a trunk fromone of the griffins' cargo
baskets, gave the troops pernission to rest, once canp was properly established and a guard
post ed.

Then Hyrcanus, stretching and twisting his body as if he mght be cranmped froma |ong ride,
exchanged sone words with his Director of Security. Both men conpl ai ned about the weariness and
nervous strain brought on by this regrettably necessary nmeans of travel.

The Chairman al so congratul ated his Director of Security on the fact that that gentleman's wts,
such as they were, seened to have been fully restored.

The Director chuckled, dutifully and drily, at the little joke—f such it was.

Then both of the Blue Tenple executives, the Chairnman in the | ead, canme to gaze sourly at their
prisoners.

Staring at the supine youth, Hyrcanus demanded: "Wo are you, fellow?"
"My narme is Val demar."

"That means nothing to ne."

"You—are Chairman of the whole Blue Tenple?"

Val demar di dn't know much about how such great organizations were managed, or, really, what he
woul d have expected their managers to be |ike—but certainly he would have antici pated soneone nore
i npressive than this dunpy, commonplace figure.
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Brod, evidently still determined to gain points with the greatest celebrity he had probably ever
encount ered, had edged his way forward, and now took the opportunity to kick Val denar
energetically in the ribs.

"Show sonme respect to Chairman Hyrcanus!" the Sarge barked.

Soneone else, in the mddle distance, called: "W have the property ready for your inspection,
sir."”

Hyrcanus, readily all owi ng both kicker and victimto drop below the horizon of his attention
turned away. Val demar got the inpression that this man cared little for anyone's respect; the
property, whatever that m ght be, was of nuch greater interest.

Val demar supposed that the interesting property ready for inspection was the Sword of Wsdom He
stretched his neck, but couldn't quite make out the object on the ground that Hyrcanus and the
others gathered round to | ook at.

Whatever it was, after a short conference, Hyrcanus was back, |ooning over Val denar

"Fellow, they tell ne that you were standing watch, sentry duty, at the time of our arrival." The
Chai rnman had the | ook of a nan who was perpetual |y suspi cious.

"Yes, | was." Valdemar's bitterness at having failed in that duty canme through. "Wat of it?"

Brod, having noved into the background again, was not in sight at the monent. It was an ordinary
sol di er who ki cked Val demar this tinme, though Val demar really hadn't been trying to be insolent.
These peopl e, he thought, were really difficult to deal wth.

Hyrcanus asked himinpatiently: "And you were holding the Sword cal |l ed Wayfinder as you stood
guar d?"

The youth saw no reason not to admit that fact.

The red-faced man nodded. "No doubt it | ooked an excellent weapon—and it is. But perhaps you did
not understand its real value?"

"Perhaps | did not."

To Val dermar it seemed no nore than a reasonabl e answer, but there nmust have been sonethi ng wong
with his tone of voice, for he was awarded another kick. Soon his ribs were going to get sore.

"Perhaps you were not using the Sword properly? Not engaging its full powers?"
"Perhaps | was not."

Chairnman and Director turned away and wal ked a little distance, to put their heads together for
some nore nunbling. Then the latter energed fromthe huddl e to announce: "We'Ill question himnore
thoroughly later. Wat about the woman?"

Soon both officials were bending over Yanbu. Magical assistance was called for, and provided. Soon
the Director admtted: "She seens to have put herself into sone kind of trance. W'IlI|l soon have
her out of it when we're ready to talk."

Hyrcanus, squinting and frowning, taking a closer ook at the wonan, ordered someone to bring him
a better light. When a nagically-enhanced torch, so bright it alnmost hurt to look at it, was held
over the sleeping face, Hyrcanus said in a | ow voice that she rem nded himof the Silver Queen
but that seened inprobable, and in any case this woman appeared too young.

Anot her subordi nate approached the Chairnman deferentially, to inquire of himexactly where he
wanted his pavilion put up; some soldiers and a minor magician were ready to get to work on that
task now.

Hyrcanus considered, and told him Then he and his Director continued their discussions, wth
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Val demar still able to hear npbst of what was said. One of the soldiers had pointed out that
curiously three or four of his conrades had been killed at sonme little distance fromthe spot
where the two prisoners were taken.

"Killed by whonP"
"That's it, sir. W don't know."

The Director of Security demanded: "Are we sure there were four of these people on the scene
before we attacked?"

"Yes sir."
"Then it is obvious that two have sonehow managed to get away. You should not have allowed that!"

The mlitary officer's only defense was that orders had been to nake sure the Sword was captured,
no nmatter what el se happened.

The two high officials noved a little farther off. From what Val demar coul d overhear, they were
remarki ng how strange it seenmed that the Sword of Wsdom had not only failed to save the canp, but
failed to guide its wielder to some neans of avoiding death or capture.

The Chairman was comi ng back. "I wonder if this could be in fact the Lady Yanbu."

Sergeant Brod, presented at last with a chance to be useful, did not allowit to go to waste.
"Sir! Master Chairman. It is in fact the lady herself that we are looking at. | have seen her
before, and | can swear to it!"

"You? Agai n?" Hyrcanus, frowning, |ooked around at his subordi nates, appealing silently for
soneone to take this fell ow away.

A smal |l squad of soldiers noved to do the job; Valdemar, hearing only a nutter and a scuffle,
t hought phil osophically that he would not be surprised to see Brod, back again.

"If she is Yanmbu," Hyrcanus was brooding to hinself, gazing once nore upon that silent face, "if
she is... then she at | east would have realized the value of the Sword with which her little group
was traveling."

"That is certainly the case, Your Qpul ence," agreed the Director
Then he raised his eyes to neet Valdemar's. "Well, fellow? Who do you say she is?"
NI NE

UNTIL Zoltan was sure that he and Ben had |l eft the eneny behind, he continued running wth
Wyoundheal er transfixing his own body, his left hand gripping the hilt to hold the Sword in place
So far he and Ben were nmanaging to stay together, though this required Zoltan to sl ow down. The
young nman cal cul ated that Ben's presence would be a m ghty advantage toward their goal of getting
Woundheal er hone.

The continued presence of the Sword of Healing inside his rib cage engendered in Zoltan a very
strange sensation, neither pleasure nor pain, but rather a sense that sone trenendous experience,
whet her good or bad, nust be about to overwhelmhim The feeling was nmentally though not
physi cal | y unconfortabl e.

Both nen ran on, wi thout speaking, under the gradually brightening sky of early norning. As soon
as Zoltan could be reasonably sure that no enenies were in close pursuit, or ahead of them he
paused and rel eased Wundheal er's hilt; there was no need to pull in order to extract the Bl ade.
Instead it slid itself snoothly and gently out of his heart and |ungs, away fromhis torso. Once
nmore a sighing sound canme fromthe Sword; then it was once nore inert.

Zoltan felt physically fine. Taking a quick inventory of his body, he could discover no residua
harm or danage at all fromthe several deadly bl ows he had recently sustained
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Hi s giant conrade, swaying and groaning at his side, was in considerably worse shape, and in need
of Wound- heal er' s i mmedi ate hel p.

Ben, conpletely out of breath, indicated with a silent gesture that he wanted Zoltan to hand over
the Sword to him The younger man conpli ed.

A qui ck application of Wundheal er abolished Ben's injuries as if they had never been. Now the
voi ce of the older man was clear and strong. "Ah, that's better. Mich better."

Wth Ben retaining the Sword of Mercy, the men noved on together, at the best pace the ol der man
could manage. Their running flight had already put several lowrolling, alnost barren hills
between them and the site where the Blue Tenple attack had fallen

Zoltan, beginning to chafe and fret with the need to accommpdate his sl ower partner, now
suggested: "I mght take it and run on ahead."

"No." The answer was definite, though made brief to conserve breath.

Maki ng hinsel f be patient, Zoltan allowed his nore experienced conpanion to set their course. The
sky continued brightening, but only gradually and sullenly; nmore spring rain appeared to be on the
way. Ben was not heading directly toward Sarykam but sonewhat to the west, where a few trees grew
along a ravine that held a trickle of muddy water at its bottom

Trudgi ng toward the ravine, Ben and Zoltan made plans as best they coul d.

Both were eagerly anticipating the help prom sed from Mark, but neither could see any way to guess
when such assi stance might be expected to arrive.

"No hope for the lady back there, or the young nman either," said Ben, pausing nmonmentarily to | ook
over his shoulder toward the place where their canp had been. Al was silent in that direction
but Zoltan thought he coul d see, beyond a series of intervening hills, the glow of bright,
unnatural lights, contending against the slowy brightening sky of norning.

"No. It seens a mracle that we got away." Zoltan shook his head. "They | ooked |ike Blue Tenple."

Ben grunted. "So they did. That means it's probably not a niracle. Whatever a job may be, if it's
nothing to do with counting noney, they're as like as not to botch it up.”

"I take it we're pushing straight on to Tasavalta." "Mdre or less straight. | mean to get there,"
Ben said grimy. "Wth Wundheal er. "

Dayl i ght was coning on in earnest now The sky continued overcast, now and then dropping a spatter
of rain, or lowering patches of drifting fog. The fugitives wel comed this weather, certain to
render nore difficult the task of any airborne searchers. "W have to assune there'll be nore
reptiles." "OF course. And nmaybe worse than that." The few trees along the ravine offered only
scanty cover. On a sunny day the Tasaval tans m ght have been forced to | ook for somewhere to
remai n hidden during the day. Couds, rain, and fog offered sone hope, but weather was subject to
change.

Continuing their conversation as they hiked, Zoltan and Ben di scussed the question of whether or
not the Blue Tenple attackers woul d know that they had got away. It seened al nbst certain that
they woul d. "We hacked down a few people as we left." Zoltan nodded. "And if they know we've got
this Sword—they'l|l certainly be after us." "Unless they're so distracted by havi ng Wayfi nder—and
Yanmbu and Val denmar, perhaps alive—that they're not interested in us."

"Depends what they do with Wayfinder. If they're going to use the Sword of Wsdomto hunt us down,
or hunt this Sword we're carrying, we've got no chance."

Ben grunted stoically. "All we can do is nove ahead. Keep trying."

But the day wore on, and still no pursuit appeared, in the air or overland. Pleasantly surprised
at their luck, Zoltan and Ben could only pray that it would hol d.

"They must have di scovered sone better use for Way-finder than tracking us."
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"Better than hunting down anot her Sword?—t sounds strange, but the truth nust be that they don't
realize that we have Wundheal er. Possibly they don't even know that it was in our canp."

The day passed in hiking, scanning the skies, which fortunately remai ned cl ouded, and foraging for
berri es. Wen dusk cane on, Ben changed course, now |l eading the way generally north and east, in
the direction fromwhich they could expect the approach of Prince Mark and his peopl e.

Hal f an hour after the Blue Tenple attack, norning was brightening slowy and sullenly as Chairman
Hyrcanus was establishing hinself in an organized field office.

In intervals between his other tasks, Hyrcanus kept coming back to | ook at the supine figure of
the captive woman. Each tinme he | ooked, and shook his head, and went away again. He said: "If this
is indeed the Silver Queen, it would seemthat she has sonehow grown young again.”

"Magic," offered the Director succinctly.

Anot her Blue Tenple wi zard, evidently sonme kind of specialist brought in for a consultation

sighed uncertainly. "No nere ordinary youth-spell, | can vouch for that." He glanced toward
Val demar, still lying under nagical paralysis. "Wat does her conpani on say?"

"He says that she night be anyone, for all he knows. W'IlI|l conduct some serious questioning
presently."

But Hyrcanus and his aides were giving the Silver Queen and Val demar only a small part of their
attention. Much nore of their time was spent in gloating over their captured Sword, and getting
the field office organized.

A swarm of hustling sol diers heaving poles and fabric, aided by sone mnor magic, had needed only
a fewmnutes to conplete the task of erecting the Chairman's pavilion

This large tent was put up very near the place where Valdemar still lay, with a light rain falling
on his face. Fromthe nmonment when the pavilion started to take form he had a good view in through
its open doorway. New |ights, even stranger than the nmgically augnmented torch, were sonehow
kindled inside it, to augnent the norning's feeble daylight.

Val demar kept | ooking toward Yanbu. He could see her face rather nore clearly now, stil
unconsci ous, or subnerged in sone kind of self-inflicted trance.

A bustle of blue and gold activity continued around the pavilion and inside it. Gadually the
nmovenment s became nore orderly. As soon as the work was finished, the Director ordered that the two
captives be brought into the big tent, with a view to beginning their formal questioning.

Val demar was haul ed roughly to his feet, and words nuttered over him giving himnmovenment in his
| egs, and sone degree of control. Then he was marched in through the fabric doorway. Chairman
Hyrcanus hinmsel f, red-faced and puffing as if the | abor of erecting the tent had fallen to him
personal ly, still garbed in heavy winter garnments despite the relative warnth of spring, was
seated behind a folding table near the center of the pavilion, still grunbling in an al nost
despairing tone about the sacrifices he had had to make to venture personally into the field on
this operation so vital for the Blue Tenple's future.

The Director, seated at the Chairman's side, tried to soothe himw th expressions of synpathy.

St andi ng before the central table, Valdemar heard once nore, sonewhere behind him the voice of
Sergeant Brod. Turning his head, he saw that the Sarge had reappeared, evidently still trying to
make hinself useful to the Chairman and his people. But Brod had been forced to renmain outside the
tent.

Hyrcanus hinmself was wasting no tine, but not hurrying particularly either, shuffling papers about
in front of him nethodically getting ready to undertake, in his own good tine, whatever business
m ght be required.

Behi nd the Chairnman, piled inconspicuously in the shadows toward the rear of the tent, Val denar
could see what appeared to be certain netal tools, looking too conplicated to be sinple weapons.
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Vaguel y he wondered what they were.

The Chairman cleared his throat. He nade an announcenent, sonething to the effect that this
session was going to be only prelimnary.

Looking sternly at his clerks, seated at another table along one wall, he added: "The fact that we
must conduct, in the field, operations nore properly performed at headquarters, is no excuse for
i nefficiency. Everything nust be done in a businesslike fashion."

Yanbu, havi ng sonehow been restored to at |east partial consciousness, was now being brought into
the pavilion too, and made to stand besi de Val demar. They exchanged | ooks; neither said anything
Val demar t hought that probably there were no useful words to be said at the nonent.

* * *

Rai n and wi nd surged agai nst the blue and gold tent, as if in a fruitless endeavor to get at the
papers inside.

Several folding chairs, enough—as Val demar thought he heard soneone remark—for the absol ute
necessary m ni nrum of neetings, were di sposed about within the tent. Two or three of the strange
ad Wrld Iights had been placed on the tables, and another nmounted on a folding netal stand.
Val demar got the inpression that there was sone kind of heating device as well, Od Wrld or
magi cal , giving off a gentle invisible glow of warnth around the Chairman's feet.

Hyrcanus, munbling al nost inaudibly to hinself, was busily extracting nore sheaves of paperwork

froma dispatch case of dull leather, and |aying the stuff out upon his table under the bright,

efficient light. Val demar, watching, assuned that this array of witten records nust be intended
to serve sone nmmgi cal purpose. He could not picture any nundane necessity for it.

At a nod fromthe Chairnman, one of his subordinates gave the order for the prisoners to be noved,
one at a time, somewhat closer to the central table.

Before getting down to serious questioning, the Chairman, acting in the tradition of his

organi zation, sawto it that his captives' nanes and descriptions were noted down, and that they
were met hodi cally robbed. Hands went di pping into Val demar's pockets, and his clothing was patted
and probed, by neans both physical and nagi cal

Val dermar realized to his surprise that these people were nore concerned with himthan with the
Silver Queen. The only reason he could imagine for this was that he had happened to be hol ding the
Sword when they arrived.

An exact inventory was taken of all valuables confiscated fromthe two prisoners. Actually these
were very few, and of disappointingly little value.

Val demar noted that the high officials of the Tenple took very seriously this business of
accounting for itens of trivial financial value.

" Money?"

"Practically none, sir." But the clerk, under the Chairman's cold stare, went on to itenize the
few smal | coins which had been taken from Val demar and Yanbu. This painstaking |isting,
acconplished in the neticul ous Blue Tenpl e fashion, occupied what seenmed to Val demar an inordinate
amount of tine.

Though Val demar had never before had any direct dealings with the Blue Tenple, he |ike everyone

el se had heard a thousand stories exenplifying its | egendary greed and stinginess. Wile the young
man had no liking for the picture painted by those stories, the tales inspired in himnot terror
so much as contenpt and wariness. He was now waiting inpatiently for a chance to argue that he
shoul d be consi dered a non-conbatant here and allowed to go on about his business.

But the Chairman was in no hurry, nor were his clerks, who evidently understood exactly the
attitude toward work that was required of them Wile Hyrcanus sat shuffling and rearranging his
papers at one folding table they were busy witing and cal cul ati ng at another. Anpbng their other
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tasks, Val demar gathered as he listened to their clerkly murrmurs, was that of keeping a precise
expense account-how much was this m ssion costing the corporation?

In the background, two or three meters behind and above the droning clerks, a small w ndow high in
the rear wall of the pavilion afforded Val demar an occasi onal sight of one of the griffins, or

per haps two—he could not be sure whether it was really the same huge, nightmarish head and neck
that now and then |loomed up in the norning's gloom as if the beast were curious about what was
happening inside the tent. The griffin, or griffins, had evidently been tethered cl ose behind the
pavi l i on.

The griffin or griffins, Valdemar realized at a second | ook, were eating sonething out there. Lion-
jaws dripped with a dark liquid in the uncertain, cloudy |light. Suddenly he had the horrible
feeling that the creatures were tearing sone ani mal —-er human—body to pieces for a snack

The Chai rman coughed drily. But then, just when Val demar thought Hyrcanus might at |ast be ready
to get down to business, the Chairman del ayed again, turning to his Director of Security to |anent
the cost to the Tenple in tine and noney of this journey. He had spent sone days in getting here,
traveling fromthe unnaned city of his headquarters, and he considered the expense of shipping his
necessary equi pment to have been al nbst rui nous.

Talking to his Director of Headquarters Security, upon whose bald head the A d Wrld |ight gl eanmed
brightly—and who, here in the bright light, |ooked even ol der than he had outsi de—Aow and then

| ooking up to glare at his new prisoner or prisoners as if he considered themto bl ame—the

Chai rman deigned to give themall several reasons why he had felt it necessary to take charge
personal Iy of this expedition

"One, because | feared that Master Wod, on once getting the Sword of Wsdominto his hands, would
never relinquish it." Hyrcanus paused thoughtfully. "OF course | suppose Wundheal er is one Sword
Wyod m ght be induced to give up—for a price."

The Director, to no one's surprise, expressed agreenent.

Now a | ong strongbox was carried into the tent by a couple of soldiers in blue and gold, who
handl ed the prize warily. After depositing the strongbox at the Chairman's feet, they opened it,
lifted out the Sword of Wsdom and placed it carefully in front of Hyrcanus upon the table, after
a blue satin cloth had been neticul ously folded and positioned for a cushion.

One of the clerks, noving fussily and nervously, slightly adjusted the Od Wrld |ights to provide
Hyrcanus with the best illumi nation

Only at this point was Val demar struck by the conspicuous absence of the Sword of Mercy. Since he
had been taken prisoner, no one in his hearing had even menti oned Wundheal er—+hat could only
mean, he thought, that either Ben or Zoltan had nmanaged to get away with the Sword of Healing.

At this thought, Valdemar shot the Lady Yanbu a sharp gl ance. And she, as if she sonehow knew j ust
what idea had just occurred to him responded with a glance urgi ng caution

Yes, Val demar thought, it nust be true. Hyrcanus and his people gave no indication of realizing
how cl ose they had cone to capturing the Sword of Healing. Had they been aware of how narrowy
that prize had just escaped them they would al ready have | aunched an intensive search for it, and
not be dawdling through this leisurely preparation for an interrogation.

O course Wayfinder by itself was treasure indeed. Treasure enough, as Val demar was beginning to
realize, to dazzle at least slightly even the Chairnman of the Blue Tenple hinself. Wen the
soldiers put the Sword of Wsdomdown in front of Hyrcanus, his eyes cane alight. He touched the
black hilt with a tentative forefinger, then stroked it greedily.

Confronted with the reality of Wayfinder, Chairman and Director both appeared to speedily | ose
interest in their prisoners. Evidently any serious questioning would be allowed to wait.

The Director of Security rubbed his bald head nervously as he stared at the Sword. He said: "Sir
we nust get this property to a place of safety as soon as possible.”
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"Of course." Hyrcanus |eaned forward on the table. "But surely we would be at fault, derelict in
our duty to the Tenple Stockholders, if we did not find one other duty even nore pressing, and
performthat one first?"

"Sir?"

"We nust delay carrying this treasure away to safety, just |long enough to nmake our first use of
it."

The Director hesitated. "May | ask what use Your Qpul ence has in mnd?"

"You may ask. Though | suppose it should be obvious." The Chairman, his face displaying a | ook of
satisfaction, paused as if for enphasis. "I intend to require this Swrd to indicate to us the
|l ocation of the greatest treasure in the world.”

For a monent there was silence in the pavilion

Val demar was suddenly struck by what he consi dered an om nous indication. Neither Chairnman nor
Di rector was displaying the | east concern about the fact that their prisoners were listening to
this discussion. It was, the young man thought, as if the Blue Tenple officials considered their
captives al ready dead.

At | ast Hyrcanus, standing up, nmoving carefully, drew Wayfinder fromits sheath. The bl ade caught
bright gleams fromthe Od Wrld lights as the Chairman gripped the hilt in his two soft hands,
maki ng the Sword's powers for the nonent his own.

"Now, how shall | phrase this request exactly?" This prelimnary question seened to be addressed
more to hinself than to anyone else, or to the Sword itself.

The worried Director answered with a nmurnured suggestion that the first care be for safety.

But Hyrcanus stubbornly shook his head. "W have," he said, "had direct assurances regardi ng our
present security fromour cavalry commander, and also fromyour powers, magician. True?"

"True, Your Opul ence, but—=
"Tell me, do you believe that our encanpnent here is now secure, or is it not?"
"At the monent, sir, it is secure enough,” the other rmurmured unhappily.

"Then there you are. Wuld breaking camp right now nake the Sword any safer? Besides, our nen and
beasts are tired. They are all in need of rest before we undertake another march."

"True enough, Your Qpul ence."

"While they rest, we at the executive |evel can best make use of our tine by pursuing our further
duties to the stockhol ders.”

Now for the first time Hyrcanus addressed the Sword directly. In his dry voice he phrased a sinple
demand: "Where is the greatest treasure in the world?"

Val demar, watching with a dozen others, thought that the Sword did not react; or it reacted only
slightly, and in an uncertain way.

"What in the world now?" the Chairnman denanded, suddenly querul ous. Cbviously he had been
expecting a nore dramatic response of some kind. Letting the Bl ade rest on the table, he rubbed
his left hand, the one free of the Swmord's hilt, over his bald head.

After a little silence, the Director cleared his throat. "Do you think, Chairman, there m ght
possi bly have been sone anmbiguity in your phrasing of the question?"

"Ambi guity? You nmean, sonme uncertainty as to which of the world' s treasures is actually the
greatest? Ah, the question of determ ning the best neasure of determ ned value. Authorities do
di sagree on that, it's true." Hyrcanus cleared his throat again. "Perhaps | should rephrase ny
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inquiry."
Val demar hoped that if Hyrcanus did receive fromthe

Sword a plain unequivocal answer to any of his urgent questions regarding treasure, the Chairnman
woul d not feel it necessary to break canp at once, tired men and beasts or not, and follow the
direction indicated.

Because what might he do with his prisoners then?

Hyrcanus was now interrupting hinmself to raise another point: "I wonder whether we ought not to
approach Prince Mark—er any successful nonarch might do, | suppose—with the idea of naking sone
kind of trade for this lovely piece of magic, or offering it for sale—after, of course, we have
used it to the best advantage for the Tenple."

"Prince Mark," nused the Director, in a non-commttal tone.

"I am assuning Mark can raise sufficient treasure to nake such a purchase—+ndeed such a powerfu
Prince ought to be able to do so."

A brief debate on this point followed, between Hyrcanus and his Director of Security. Finally the
| atter brought the discussion back to considerations of safety.

Val demar, listening attentively, gathered that neither the Chairnman nor the Director believed Mrk
had been able to retain any appreci abl e anount of booty fromthe fabul ous, infanbus Great Raid
Both officials seened to be saying that conparatively little Blue Tenple wealth had actually been
| ost on that occasion.

But neither of the Blue Tenple | eaders seened able to believe that Mark had not spent his years in
power in Tasavalta anmmssing nore wealth for hinself.

Eventual |y they came back to the business at hand—getting the best possible quick advantage from
Wayfi nder.

"The nmore | think about it, Director, the nore it seens to ne that you are right. To assure that
we obtain an unequivocal, useful answer, we nust be clear in our own m nds about the nature of the
specific treasure we are seeking." Hyrcanus toyed neditatively with the Sword.

The Director said: "I should think, Your Opulence, that the nost likely site for a truly
unsur passabl e treasure mght well be in one of the Blue Tenple's own vaults."

"What do you say?"

"l wonder, sir, if we will know whether this Sword is pointing at our own gold. Do you
personal Iy, know the |ocations, and certified values, of each and every one of our own hoards?
Their bearings fromthis spot?"

Hyrcanus hesitated fractionally before insisting: "Of course | do! Don't you?"
"Of course-sir."

Val demar, listening, marveled at the indications suggesting that neither of these nmen was really
sure of the nmatter.

The young man could see the fires of cupidity beginning to burn out of control in the eyes of the
new masters of the Sword of Wsdom as they huddl ed cl ose over their prize. It looked as if the
Director was beginning to be won over fromhis concerns of safety by his nmaster's all-powerfu
greed. They were both staring at Wayfinder obsessively now Perhaps, Val demar thought, they were
conming to terms with the condition all users of this weapon had to face—that the so-called Sword
of Wsdom woul d never tell anyone Wy, or What, or How, or Wen—er Whet her—+egardi ng any thi ng—but
only, with seeming infallibility, exactly Were

Hyrcanus murmured: "You are right. If our own treasure be not the greatest—then whose?"
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Hyrcanus's chief aide said to him "Possibly sone Od Wrld trove that for all our searching we
have never been able to discover?"

"Possibly." The Chairman sank back into his chair. "Or possibly it is sone property of the
Enperor's, to which access is restricted by sonme trenendous enchant nment ?"

The Director, who had risen when his |eader did, was not really listening. Instead he now waved
his arms in the excitement of an inspiration of his owm. "Wait! | have it! The Sword's answer to
your original question was hard to interpret, anbiguous, for a very good reason—because it was
self-referential!"

" Aha! "

"Yes, Your Qpul ence, the Swords thenselves are the world' s greatest treasure. And this Sword in
particul ar nmust be val ued above all the others—¥ay finder itself may be-no, nust be—the greatest
treasure in the world! And why? Because it is the key to all the rest!"

"Ahh." Hyrcanus, his eyes suddenly gone wide, let out a breath of satisfaction

He had no need to ponder the Director's claimfor very long before giving it his approval. "This
very weapon before us, ny good Director. Yes, what could be nore valuable? | will see to it that
you recei ve a bonus of shares. Perhaps even—a seat on the Board."

Val demar was thinking that it made sense. Very possibly they were right—fromtheir point of view
the Sword of Wsdom had a transcendent val ue, because it was capable of leading themto all the
other Swords, or to any other treasure that they cared to specify.

"Havi ng made that identification
to use our greatest treasure?"

the Director remarked, "are we any further in deciding how best

"I think," said the Chairman, "that we nust be sonmewhat nore specific, and sonewhat nore nodest,
in our next inquiry."

"l ndeed. Yes."

"Very well then." He addressed Wayfinder again. "Sword, | adjure you to showus ... to show ne ..
the way to the Enperor's nost magnificent treasure.” Hyrcanus hesitated, then gave a little nod of
satisfaction and plunged on. "I nmean, to that thing, or collection of things, that I would

consider nost magnificent were | to see themall."

Val demar, and Yanbu standi ng beside him watched and |istened, the young man at |east hardly
daring to breathe. But he was somewhat puzzled. The Enperor? The nane evoked only the vague inage
of a hapless clown, of a legendary figure out of childhood fables, who, even if he really lived,
woul d be far less real and |ess inportant than any of the now vani shed gods.

Wayfinder twitched visibly in the Chairman's hands, but that was all. Evidently it was stil
giving only an anbi guous indication at best.

Hyrcanus evidently found this behavior unacceptable. "Surely you can respond nore definitely,
Sword. If |I said |l wanted to find the Enperor, how would you answer ne?"

This question was so obviously hypothetical that Hyrcanus scarcely paused before recasting it,
with firmBlue Tenple |l egalism

"Sword, | bid you guide me to neet the Enperor."
But again the Sword only denonstrated uncertainty.

The Chairnman set his treasure gently down upon the table, and drummred his fingers next to it.
"Well, Director, how are we to interpret this? That we are only to wait here, to neet the Enperor?
That does not seemto nmake much sense—dnless he is coming to call upon us." He added drily: "An
unpr ecedented event, surely.”

"l agree, Your Qpul ence."
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In the follow ng silence, Yanbu's voice sounded quite unexpectedly, so that everyone turned to
| ook at her. "Perhaps the Enperor is on his way here, to neet you." Her face wore what Val denar
t hought an odd expression, even considering her situation

Her statenment was received with nmi xed reactions by the men in power. These were know edgeabl e,
worl dly | eaders. They were constitutionally wary of the unknown in all its aspects, and whatever
know edge they possessed about the Great C own, beyond what ordinary people knew, they did not
particularly fear him

Hyrcanus | ooked with interest at Yanbu. "You know him then?"
"I amindeed the Silver Queen. | suppose | know himif anyone does. | have borne his child."

"If he is comng here now," said the elderly Director after a time, "do you suppose he will be
bringing his greatest treasure with hinP"

The Silver Queen said, "I do not know. "

Hyrcanus, letting Wayfinder lie on the table but rubbing the hilt as if for luck, stood up
pushi ng back his chair as if he wished to stretch

He raised his eyes to find his nmale prisoner watching himintently. "Wll, fellow? Had you any
experience sinmlar to this when Wayfi nder was yours?"

Val demar nodded slowy. "I admit it puzzled ne a time or two. If that is what you nean."
No one asked himto el aborate, and he did not try.

St andi ng awkwar dly beside him Yanbu was gradually growi ng nore perturbed, as if she found the
prospect of an Inperial visit sonehow unsettling.

Ti me passed, very slowy in Valdemar's perception. Qutside the pavilion, the Blue Tenple's
mlitary people were stolidly going about their routine business of guard duty and canp maki ng.
Not hi ng of consequence seened to be happeni ng.

Not that the two high officials were going to be content sinply to wait for the Enperor. No,
peopl e kept coming to the door of their tent with practical questions, nmatters that required
answers. The conmander of the cavalry, still awake hinmsel f though (as Val demar thought) nopst of
his troops—who had evidently ridden all night—were probably asleep, came in respectfully asking to
be informed: Wuld they be breaking canp first thing the next norning? Wuld they spend the

remai nder of the day and night interrogating their fresh-caught prisoners?

Hyr canus had excused hinmsel f, Val demar supposed probably for a latrine break, and the question was
left to his second-in-comand to answer.

"Ch, | doubt that." The Director, stretching, allowed hinmself a snothered yawn. "You night as well

haul that stuff away and pack it up again."” He gestured toward the rear of the tent; and only now

did Val denmar realize what the piled instruments of torture were, as a pair of soldiers packed them
up again, and bore them out.

When the Chairman returned, a few nminutes later, rubbing his hands together, the Director
questi oned hi mabout the prisoners too: WAas there really any point in dragging the wetches al
the way back to headquarters?

" Per haps, perhaps not. How can we know at this stage? Let us see if ny question brings any result
within the next few hours.”

The norni ng hours dragged on. Hyrcanus and his Director were, as they thought, being their usua
practical, businesslike selves when the clouded sky outside the tent seemed to split in half, and
the gold and blue pavilion was torn away from above their heads.

Val demar cl osed his eyes and yelled, nonentarily certain that the last instant of his |life had
cone.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%207%20-%20Wayfinders%20Story.txt (64 of 118) [2/4/03 9:57:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%207%20-%20W ayfinders%20Story .txt

TEN

IT was still morning, on that cloudy, rainy day, when the young wonan conmonly known as Tigris,
acconpani ed by ferocious (though not very numerous) supporting forces—ncludi ng one denon of nore
than ordinary power—and riding her own griffin, canme crashing in with a nurderous assault upon the
newl y established Blue Tenpl e canp.

The Blue Tenple griffins, being the cowardly creatures that they were, rose into the air, breaking
their tethers, and took flight inmediately. At the nonment of the attack, Hyrcanus's people were
doing their best to be alert, but they were sinply overnmatched, and the attack was a conplete
success.

Val demar had never seen Tigris before, nor had he any neans of identifying any of Wod' s other
peopl e or creatures. The result was that while the fighting raged around himthe young man had not
the faintest idea of the true nature of this fresh batch of invaders.

On finding hinself unhurt after the first few nonents of the attack, Val demar began to hope that
he mght after all be able to survive. By this tine a heartening explanation had suggested itself,
nanely that these conquerors were the friendly Tasaval tans of whom he had heard so much fromhis
travel ing conpanions; Valdenmar's spirits rose sharply with the prospect.

Had t he youth been aware that a denon was anong the attacking force, this would have dashed his
ri sen hopes. But although the proximty of the foul thing soon began to nmake himphysically ill,
the young man was unable to either see or identify the source of his synptons.

Val demar' s conpanion in captivity, the Silver Queen, was considerably nore experienced and
know edgeabl e. Quickly recognizing the nature of the |latest onslaught, Yanbu felt her heart sink.
Al nost instantly she was able to recognize Tigris, and the presence of a denbn as well.

The Silver Queen woul d have nade sonme effort to enlighten her fellow prisoner, but she could
neither talk to himeffectively nor help himat the nonent.

As had been the case in the previous assault, the struggle in magical and physical terns was
intense but brief. Too late, one after another, the pair of high Blue Tenple officials tried to
grab up the Sword of Wsdom But the neat tables full of paperwork had al ready been knocked over,
and the top of the pavilion ripped away before either of the Executives could get his hands on \Way-
finder. The Sword fell to the ground, and was covered in folds of collapsing fabric. The clerks
ran in panic, or withed in pain as eneny weapons struck them down.

At this point the magi cal bonds constricting Val denmar's novenents began to slacken, and the youth
enjoyed a few nonments' hope that he would be able to escape. As he | ooked, Hyrcanus hinself was
slain. Val demar, watching, could not have nanmed the cause of death; one noment the Chairman was
grimacing in alarm and the next he was slunping inertly to the earth.

A nonment | ater Val demar hinself was buried under the folds of collapsed fabric. Struggling
ineffectually, the youth could tell by the sounds reaching his ears that nore swordfighting was
taki ng place. He could see nothing of the conflict.

Wth sonme strength and feeling comng back into his tingling |inbs, Val demar struggled agai nst the
envel oping folds that were keeping hima prisoner. He could only hope that Yanbu, |uckier or nore
skillful in the arts of nagic, or perhaps both, nmight be able to get free in the confusion

During the few nonents in which the Director and the Blue Tenple troops continued to make a fight
of it, all local Blue Tenple spells were shattered; and Yanbu, given such an opportunity, did what
she could to nmake the best of it.

Val demar at | ast nanaged to crawl partially out fromunder the folds of the collapsed pavilion

Before himthe |latest attackers, as they canme slicing their way in, led by a woman, concentrated
their efforts on getting control of the Sword of W sdom

And these attackers, in blue and silver livery, were ruthlessly successful
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In a few mnutes at the nost, the femal e | eader and their forces had stunned, scattered, or killed
all Blue Tenpl e opposition. The warrior woman had fairly got Wayfinder into her pretty white
little hands.

At the last nonent, the Director of Security, emerging from sone obscure hiding place, attenpted
to escape. Valdemar saw himfirst, scuttling on all fours, then slowy trying to crawl away, and
finally trying to play dead—but he was discovered and pounced on, captured alive.

And what of the Silver Queen? Val demar, looking in all directions, realized with a faint dawning
of hope that he could no | onger see Yanbu anywhere.

The young woman who had led the attack took a nmonent to exani ne the Chairman's body.

She then conpl ained to some of her subordinates; evidently she was dismayed to find this em nent
person dead.

Her anger flared at those who had killed him and Val demar thought she woul d have been angrier had
she not been distracted by the discovery of Wayfinder

Sonmeone asked her whether the body of such a | eader could be put to any use magically. No, she
said that it was worthl ess—perhaps she did not want to divert her tine and effort froma greater
opportunity. "Mght as well feed himto ny griffin."

And now Tigris, annoyed at having been forced to waste even a few nonents on ot her problens, was
pi cki ng up Wayfinder, claimng the great Sword for herself.

She | ooked at the Sword of Wsdomw th great satisfaction, and, thought Val demar, consi derable
surprise. It seemed to himas if this lady warrior had not been expecting this Sword at all. Again
he wondered about Zoltan and Ben, and prayed to Ardneh that one of themat |east mght be able to
keep Wundheal er safely away.

The Director, sonewhat dazed, was being brought before his conqueror. He managed a slight bow.
"Lady Tigris," was all he said.

She was still absorbed in the contenplation of her new treasure. The prisoner being held before
her woul d have fallen had not the grips on his arns held himup. Now he | ooked about himas if
uncertai n of where he was.

At last giving himsone attention, Tigris remarked: "You're not |ooking well, ny friend."
The Director only stared at her wanly.

She added, specul atively: "You know, sonetines people never conpletely get over the kind of
treatment that you received fromny Master in your Tenple."

The elderly man snmiled, as if that idea pleased him
The smile, in the circunstances, made himlook |like the village idiot.

But now Val dermar's opportunity of |eisurely observation was conmng to a sudden end. A soldier had
di scovered him and in nonents he had been di sentangled fromthe weckage of the pavilion
Soldiers in mxed dress, |ooking |ike a gang of peasants, were draggi ng himbefore the Lady
Tigris.

Gesturing for the Director to be taken away, she frowned at Val demar. Her free hand noved in a
subtl e gesture, and her blue eyes narrowed as she stared at the gigantic young nan.

"You are not Blue Tenple," Tigris said. It was not a question
"No ma'am | was their prisoner."

Tigris adjusted the swordbelt she had so recently fastened around her slender waist. Meanwhile her
gaze at Val demar did not waver in its intensity.
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"I nmore or |less expected to take a few prisoners,
good use for prisoners. But "

she murnured to herself. "One can always find

She rai sed the Sword she was still holding in her right hand, so that for a nonent Val denar
t hought she was going to kill himright away w th Wayfi nder

Then, to his immeasurable relief, he realized that she was only going to ask the Sword a questi on.
"Sword," she whispered again, "where am| to turn to win—+that which | nost desire?"

Val demar at the nonent was physically closer to the enchantress than any other person. No one

el se, perhaps, except the stolid soldiers who were holding his arns, was near enough to have heard
the question. No one el se, perhaps, observed the | ook of sheer surprise in her eyes when
Wayfinder, in response, swung up in the enchantress's grip to point directly at Val denar.

He was at |east as astoni shed as the young wonman hol di ng the Sword of W sdom

"This one?" she muttered, in slightly | ouder tones. "And what am | supposed to do with
hi msacrifice hinP"

But that kind of question, as the questioner herself appeared to understand full well, was not the
kind to which Wayfinder could be expected to reply.

Meanwhi | e other matters began intruding, frustrating her evident wish to concentrate on the Sword.
The bl ue and gold pavilion had been thoroughly wecked in the skirmshing, and one of the young
woman' s ai des was wondering what to do about it. She commanded himto see that the weckage was
got out of the way and searched for whatever of value it night contain.

"And are we to canmp here, Lady Tigris?" the soldier asked.

The | ady, seenmingly indifferent to the rain, which darkened and pl astered her blond hair, nuttered
sonme kind of an answer that Valdemar did not really hear

In Val demar's eyes the young woman's face was so hard and ruthless that he felt norally certain
she could not really be as young as she appear ed.

Now she came a few steps closer, pointing Wayfinder deliberately at his midsection, so that
monentarily he once nore felt in danger of being skewered. Fromthe steady way she held the heavy
Sword, it was apparent that her slender wists nust be stronger than they | ooked.

Fi ercely she demanded of Valdemar: "You . . . very well, what is inportant about you? There mnust
be sonething. What are you good for, what use am| to nake of you?"

The only response that cane to the lips of the dazed youth was: "Well, you are certainly not the
Enperor."
One of the lady's eyebrows rose. "I should hope not."

It was a wary, calculating answer. "Wre you expecting hinP"

She sounded as if she thought the Enperor's arrival not a totally ridicul ous idea. Wy, Valdemar
wondered, were all these know edgeabl e peopl e apparently taking the Great Cown so seriously?

To his captor he replied: "Someone just nonents ago—+ nean the Chai rman—was aski ng that Sword
about the location of the Enperor's treasure."

"l see." Again what he said was being taken seriously.

Meanwhil e, Tigris was eval uating her young captive as inpressively arrogant. At first glance he
was only a peasant, but of course there had to be sonething special about him for the Sword of
Wsdomto pick himout as her ticket to freedom

He was continuing to stare at her in what she considered to be a very insolent way—all ow ng for
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the fact that nen did tend to stare at her. The | ook had sonme fear in it, as mght be expected of
anyone but a madman in his situation. But it contained a neasure of haughty defiance too.

Just as Tigris was about to speak again, a small bird, unperturbed by drizzling rain and sullen

cl oud, began singing somewhere nearby. Her reaction, the way she turned to get a | ook at the bird,
made Val demar turn his head too. Yes, there was the little feathered thing, |ooking quite

ordi nary, perched in the branches of a tree not far fromthe destroyed pavilion

The di m nutive songster, seeningly indifferent to the affairs of humans and the weapons of the
gods, produced a few nore notes, then flew away, as if suddenly frightened by something beyond the
range of Val demar's senses.

Tigris turned her attention to her prisoner again. Valdemar felt a sudden return of the physica
sickness. Still he was unable to assign a cause

The | ovely young worman regarded himin silence a little Ionger. Then she said: "I amstill trying
to fathom why the Sword of Wsdom shoul d have pointed you out to nme. Have you any idea why?"

Bef ore Val demar could attenpt a reply, one of the lady's human subordi nates came up to request
orders, interrupting her train of thought. Turning aside, she comanded this nman to di spatch a

nmessage to Master Whod. "Informthe Master that we have had great success.”
"Shall 1 tell him ny lady, that the Sword we have taken here is not the one we were expecting to
find?"

"No, fool! The Master will know of that already. Use just the words | have just spoken: 'great
success.' Nothing nmore and nothing | ess.”

"Yes, ny lady." The sol dier bowed hinself away.

Tigris returned her full attention to Val demar.
"Where is the Sword of Healing?" she denanded abruptly.
"I don't know. "

Tigris stared at him If she was really determ ned to find Wundheal er, he thought, all she had to
do was put to work the Sword she had just captured. But he was sure that she had had sone other
goal in mind when she put her first question to Wayfinder. And she had been quite as surprised as
he was at Wayfinder's answer.

In another nonent Tigris, still with the Sword of Wsdomin hand, was giving orders that the canp
be guarded well. She herself, she proclainmed to her subordinates, was about to go apart fromthem
because she needed solitude to work a certain special spell

Wth that acconplished, a new word and a gesture fromthe sorceress sufficed to grant Val demar
anot her degree of freedomfromthe magi cal restrictions on his novenent. Suddenly he felt he could
wal k normal ly; he wondered what woul d happen should he attenpt to run

Brusquely ordering himto follow, her eyes on Way-finder, which she held in front of her, Tigris
| ed the way out of what had been the Blue Tenpl e canp.

Stiffly Valdemar followed. H's legs still noved only slowy, his powerful arms hung al nost usel ess
at his sides. Maybe, he thought, he could use both arns and | egs effectively if he really tried.
But probably that thought was del usion. The confident snmall wonman who had just turned her back on
himdid not seemto be worried about anything that he m ght do.

She continued to carry the Sword extended horizontally ahead of her, and he thought she was
muttering to it again, though he could not nake out her words. As if she mi ght be asking Wayfinder
for the best place to take Val demar—for what purpose? He supposed that he was going to find out
soon.

As they paced on across the sandy wastel and, Lady Tigris still in the lead, the rain continued, a
sullen dripping froma |owering, overcast sky. The birds were silent now, or absent, having taken
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flight fromthe omi nous presence of the denon.

This stalwart, healthy-looking youth, as far as Tigris could tell, was a danmed unlikely candi date
to be of any nmmgical or political prowess or inportance whatsoever

Physically, of course, he was inpressive. It occurred to her to wonder whether he m ght have been
soneone' s personal bodyguard. Not Hyrcanus's or the Director's, because he was not Blue Tenple.
But then who . . . ?

"Who are you, fellow?" she denmanded, turning to stare at himagain, but alnost as if asking the
question of herself.

He shook his shaggy head, perhaps to rid his eyes of rain. Looking down at her from his great
hei ght, he answered sinply: "My nanme is Val demar, |ady."

"That tells me al nost nothing."
"I ama grower of vines and grapes."

For a nmonent Tigris regarded this reply as brave nockery indeed, and was on the brink of
admi ni stering punishment. Then, reconsidering the tone of the answer, she cane to the belief that
it had been sincere.

She shook her own wet blond curls, inpatient but wary, pondering, ready to kill or to bless, as
m ght be required. "I can snell some kind of magi c about you, | believe . . . though not, | think
any i npressive power of your own. \Wat have you to do with the Swords?"

Again the towering youth shook his head. "Nothing at all. Except that the one you now hold, | ady,
was once given to ne."

That surprised her. "Gven to you? Why?"
The young gi ant sighed. "I w sh soneone could tell me why."
"Who gave it?"

"l don't know that either."

Tigris made a disgusted sound. "I fear that getting at the truth about you is going to take tineg,
and ny tine just nowis in extrenely short supply. If | thought you were being willfully stubborn
but of course that nay not be the case at all. You may in fact know nothing, and still be

vitally inportant—somehow. "

When Val demar's feet slowed, and his shoulders noved as if he wanted to wave his arns and argue,
Tigris with a gesture of her own increased the paralytic restriction on the novenent of his arns.
"Keep moving, and be quiet!"

Then she once nore consulted the Sword, nmurnuring: "Quide us to the safest place within a hundred
neters."

Fol I owi ng Wayfinder's indication, she continued to march her prisoner quickly along until after
another forty neters or so they reached a place where the Sword indicated that they should stop

Here Val demar thought at first that the two of themwere now entirely al one. But when he | ooked
and listened carefully, calling into play such sense of magic as he did possess, he becane aware
of a faint disturbance in the air, just at the limt of his perception. They were in fact being
attended by certain inmmaterial powers, of which his hunman captor evidently was wel|l aware.

And in another noment these nagical attendants were gone, dismissed by a wave of a snall white
hand.

Their mstress | ooked steadily at Val demar. "Wen Hyrcanus had this Sword," she asked, "what
question or questions did he put to it?"
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"As | have already mentioned, |ady, he spoke chiefly of the Enperor, and the Enperor's treasure.
Why the Chairman of the Blue Tenple should do that | do not know+ have al ways thought that the
Enperor, if he really existed, was no nore than a clown."

The lady was not interested in Valdemar's opinions. "And what exactly did Hyrcanus ask of this
Swor d?"

"I don't renenber the exact words. He wanted to be shown the way to the Enperor's greatest
treasure."

"And what answer was he given?"

"Not hi ng very definite. The Chairman di scussed this with his coll eague—+he man you were j ust
tal king to back there—and they thought the anbiguity m ght mean the Enperor was actually
approaching. But . . . you arrived instead."

The red lips snmiled faintly. "Perhaps the real answer was that the Great C own has no treasure."
The smile vani shed. "But you and |, grape-grower, we have no tinme to worry about that now "

"What are we to worry about instead?"
Tigris did not reply.

Her one overriding worry was Wod, escape from whose dom nation was the single thing in the world
whi ch she nost desired. Now she caught herself instinctively |Iooking over her shoul der. A usel ess
gesture, of course, and she was irritated to catch herself doing it nore than once.

Val demar took note of this quirk of behavior, and of the expression on the young wonan's face when
she | ooked back toward the encanpnent where her troops were busy with the tasks she had assi gned
them He wondered silently who or what it was that this nmighty sorceress feared so nuch.

He asked: "You are very powerful in nagic. Al so you have just won a victory, and captured one of
the gods' own weapons, which you now hold in your hands. Wiat are you afraid of ?"

She raised the Sword a little, as if she wanted to pretend that she would strike himwth it.
"Yes, this is indeed one of the gods' own weapons—but renenber that the gods are dead. O did you
know t hat, grape-grower?"

"I think the gods are not all dead, ny lady. | still pray to Ardneh. Ardneh of the White Tenple,
who never allowed hinmself to be caught up with the other deities in their games—

"Ah yes-—well, grape-grower, it may surprise you, but | could wi sh sonetines that Ardneh stil
lived, and still ruled the world-not that | believe he ever really did."
"Way shoul d such a wish surprise ne? | could share it. | was once," continued Val demar, not really

knowi ng why he chose this nmonent for his revelation, "a novice nonk in a Wite Tenmple."

"So? And did those fat Brothers in their Tenple warn you, when you abandoned safety for the great
worl d, that you shoul d choose to stay instead?”

Wthout waiting for an answer, Tigris once nore raised the Smrd of W sdom

Carel ess of the fact that Val demar watched and |istened, she couched her next question in clear
terns: "Hear nme, Sword! Show nme the way to gain freedomfromthe one | fear above all others! | do
not nean my own death; that road to freedom!| could find without your help. | want a long life, in
safety fromany harmthat he may try to do to me."

And agai n Wayfinder pointed, imediately and steadily, straight at Val denar.
"Just who," he asked the enchantress, "is this one you fear above all others?"

She ignored him She gave the inpression of a worman fighting back panic, trying to renmain patient.
There was a faint trenmor in her voice. "Very well, Sword. | now have firmly under ny control this
great clod of farnmyard nud that you keep pointing at. You are able to perceive that, | suppose?
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Well, what do you expect ne to do with himnext? Sacrifice him eat himalive, lie with hinf? You
will have to give me sone further sign."
The Sword, of course, was not to be commanded thus, and it said nothing in reply. It still pointed

where it had been pointing—straight at Val demar—-and that was all

Val demar cleared his throat. "I have noticed, that this Sword's way of conveyi ng nmeani ng can
sonmetimes be rather hard to interpret." Though his voice was cal m enough, he could feel how his
ears had reddened, oh so foolishly, with the echoing in them of those three words: Lie with him
Qdd, that now, with his very life at stake, he should be so affected by that suggestion

Tigris did not notice Valdemar's reaction. She cared nothing for her captive's ears, or for his
whol e head, cone to that. Her trained senses, contenplating the Sword whose hilt she gripped so
hard in both her hands, could perceive the intricate knots of magic interpenetrating the hard
steel, strands invisible to ordinary vision, stretching forth and fading away in all directions,
becoming lost in bew |l dering conplexities of power. . . . Even she, |long accustomed to the
trenendous capabilities of Wod, was awfully inpressed by this, forced to an attitude that had in
it nuch of reverence.

And this enigmatic Sword, each time she questioned it, only kept reinforcing the inportance of her
captive, this otherw se inconsequential youth who called hinself Val demar.

Letti ng Wayfinder's point sag to the ground, |ooking keenly at the bold and ignorant fellow,
Tigris was totally convinced that there nust be sonething nore to himthan he adm tted. Wether he
hinself realized what his peculiarity was or not.

Haughtily she insisted: "Wo are you, fellow? What are you hol di ng back? | nust somehow determ ne
your inportance to ne."

The gi ant shrugged. "I have told you ny name, and who | am Tell me who you are. Perhaps a
meani ngf ul connecti on can be established. Maybe | have heard of you."

"You have a kind of serene insolence about you, unusual in a peasant. Very well. My nane is
Tigris."

That much he had already heard. He blinked rain fromhis eyes. "The nane neans nothing to ne. |
don't suppose you are from Tasaval ta?"

"l am not—-are you?"

"No, | have never been near the place."

"And have you," Tigris asked her captive, "any connection with Prince Mark of that |and?"

Val demar answered as usual with the truth: no, he had never seen Prince Mark, and knew very little
about him He volunteered no information about having made contact recently with Prince Mark's
friends.

Tigris next asked himif he knew anything of a magician called Wod. "He has other nanes as well."
"I have heard," said Valdenar, "that that one is a powerful and evil man."

Tigris muttered under her breath: "This is getting nme nowhere.” She tried another tack in her
interrogation. "When | arrived, you were a prisoner of the Blue Tenple."

"Yes ma'am | certainly did spend an unconfortable hour or two in that condition. It seenmed like
days. | thank you for putting an end to that. | believe they would have killed ne."

"How polite he is. That's good. Yes, certainly the |ate Hyrcanus and his associ ates woul d have
killed you, if they thought there was any profit to be made that way—maki ng your hide into
par chnment perhaps—but they did not. What did they actually want of you?"

"Actually it was only the Sword Wayfi nder they wanted. And when they got it, they were so busy
worrying about what to do with it that they never got around to wanting anything much fromne ...
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except to ask nme where | had got Wayfinder, and from whom"
"And what did you tell thenf"
"Lady—tady Tigris—+ could give themonly the same poor answers | have given you."

Wth every heartbeat of time that fled, she could feel her brief allotment of opportunity rapidly
runni ng out. Every nonent Tigris spent asking questions, puzzling over the answers, and yearning
to rend this poor fool to bloody ribbons with her nails, the inevitable end was draw ng steadily
nearer. Her end woul d cone when Wod | earned that she had taken the Sword of Wsdom and was
keepi ng the discovery fromhim At that nonent her ganble for freedomwould turn out to have been
a catastrophic bl under.

Val demar, in the noments when her attention faltered, had begun to tell her the story of his life.
The existence of a grape-grower sounded extrenely dull.

Still she forced herself to listen patiently, hoping to gain the clue she needed, even though the
ti mekeeper in her head was running, as regularly as her speedi ng pul se.

Now the first real suspicion has been born in his nind. Now he is considering sending out a denon
to check up on e ..

"Cease babbling about grapes!" she shrieked at her captive. "Wiy are you here? Wiy were you in the
canp of Hyrcanus?"

Val demar, with an effort maintaining his own calm revealed to his questioner his purpose in
setting out on the journey which had brought himfirst in contact with the Silver Queen, and then
af oul of the Blue Tenple.

He did not say anything to Tigris about the Sword of Healing, and she did not raise the subject.

Al'l this seened to Tigris to be bringing her no closer to understandi ng what she ought to do next.
It was maddening to think that the Sword on which she had abruptly decided to risk her life was
giving her the answer she had to have, but she was unable to interpret it. Her anger flared at
this babbling fool of a peasant, at the Sword, at the whole world and her life in it. And then her
rage began to settle, to congeal into a deadly calmthat tasted bitterly of despair.

She said: "All very fine ... for a grower of grapes. But I don't see how any of that hel ps ne."
She raised the Sword of Wsdomagain, glaring at it. "All right! Powers of the Sword, | have
accepted that for sone reason you want nme to make this grower of grapes ny own. \Watever happens,
I intend to keep him until you deign to show nme what his useful ness nay be. And when are you
going to get around to that?"

Val demar shook his head. He offered mldly: "Wayfinder will never answer a question of that type
But it occurs to nme that, being a sorceress yourself-no of fense intended—you nay be naking too
much of the idea of sacrifice and nmagic."

"What do you nean?"
"I mean the Sword might sinply be indicating that you are to take me with you somewhere. "

Her blue eyes widened. "Is that it, Sword? AmI| now to travel to another place, taking this
peasant al ong?"

At once, to the young wonan's inmense relief, the Sword responded strongly. The tip noved away
from Val demar, and now poi nted al nost straight west.

"You do know sonething, fellow, after all." Her spirits rising abruptly, Tigris half-jokingly
remar ked: "Perhaps your function is going to be that of counselor, interpreter of Swords for ne.

Val demar shrugged his enornous shoulders. "It is only that | have had that Sword, and tried to use
it, longer than you have. And you appear sonewhat distracted at the noment. As if sonething were
preventing you fromthinking clearly."

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%207%20-%20Wayfinders%20Story.txt (72 of 118) [2/4/03 9:57:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%207%20-%20W ayfinders%20Story .txt

But his compani on was no |longer |listening. Once nore addressing Wayfinder, Tigris demanded: "And
where are we to go? How far? But no, never mind, of course you cannot tell ne that. | have been
given a direction. The real question is, should we walk, or run, or will we need a griffin?"

Agai n Val demar shrugged. OF course the Sword was not going to tell them how far away the goal
what ever it was, night be.

The young man saw little future in trying to do anything but cooperate with this wonan for the
time being. She was evidently a practitioner of evil nagic, but she had al so rescued him from
deat h and perhaps worse

Once shown a clear course of action, Tigris was decisive. A ready she was giving a magical
conmmand, together with a shrill whistle, calling her own griffin fromthe canp a hundred neters
di stant.

In another nonent it was Valdemar's turn to be distracted. He was awed, and frightened, watching
the griffin approach and | and besi de them

Getting aboard the hideous wi nged beast required sone courage of Valdemar. It was not, of course,
that he really had any choice. H's huge frame was cranped in the small space available in the |eft
side pannier, but the extra weight seened to make little difference to the griffin. The young nman
had heard that these creatures' powers of flight depended far nore on magi ¢ than on any physica
strength of wing.

H s captor was al ready aboard, straddling the central saddle, glaring down at Valdenmar in his

| ower seat with inperious inpatience. In a noment they were breathtakingly airborne. Tigris
steered the beast, sonetinmes by kicks, sonmetines by silken reins, or murrmured words, or all of
these neans in conbi nati on—steered so that the Sword al ways pointed straight past the creature's
| eoni ne and frightful head.

They were headi ng approxi mately west.

Tigris soon resunmed her conversation with Val demar, demanding help fromhim inpatiently Iistening
to his replies, revealing nore than she intended about her desperate situation. She was trying
every approach she could think of, in an attenpt to fathomthis youth's nysterious inportance,

per haps absol ute necessity, to the success of her effort to escape Wod's doni nance.

Suddenly she demanded: "What do you know about ne, grape-grower?"
"Not nmuch, lady. Only the very little you have just told ne. And . . . one thing nore."
n \N]at ?II

"I't's plain enough, isn't it? Wen | had the chance to hold Wayfinder in ny own hands, and dermand
gui dance fromit—that very Sword that you are now dependi ng on—t guided ne to you."

" \Mat ?n

Patiently Val demar expl ai ned what his question had been, and concluded, "The Sword nust have
directed ne to you. | asked ny question of Wayfinder, and followed its directions consistently—and
here you are.”

The enchantress al nost | aughed—but not quite. Though inexperienced with Wayfinder, her theoretica
know edge of the Swords was substantial. She realized that this one's devious indications, |ike
the powers of any Sword, had to be taken very seriously indeed.

She said: "You nmean you think | am sonmehow going to help you find your bride-to-be?"

"I hardly think that you are neant to be ny bride, so | suppose it nust be that." Val demar added
after a pause: "First | was |led to another woman, who was not the one | wanted to marry, but |
suppose sonehow brought nme closer to her. And now | have been brought to you."

Tigris allowed a sneering coment to die unsaid. She supposed that in a way the Swords were al
quite denocratic; to Wayfinder, the status of its wielder, or the gravity of the quest, would not
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matter in the |least. Vine-grower or duke, king or swi neherd, princess of magic or honel ess beggar
all would be on an equal footing to the gods' weapons. And so woul d the goal s they sought.

Wayfinder still pointed straight ahead; the griffin still bore on untiringly. A good thing, Tigris
congratul ated herself, that she had not decided to try wal ki ng.

"I't could be worse, grape-grower. Had this nobunt not been avail able, we m ght be riding
Dactyl artha's back." Even as Tigris spoke, she | ooked round warily once nore.

"lIs that the nane of another griffin?" "No creature so mld and friendly as that." The youth
| ooked back too, seeing nothing but the clouded sky. Was this nysterious Dactylartha the being
that she feared? He inquired: "This creature, as you call it, follows us?"

"It does, right closely—but at ny own orders."
Then your fear, the young man thought, nust be for soneone or sonething else.

Val demar gritted his teeth and continued to endure the journey. At nonents when, because of
weat her or an unexpl ai ned | urching of the beast beneath him things got particularly bad, he tried
closing his eyes. But being deprived of sight only made things worse.

Once or twice he asked: "Wiere do you expect the Sword to gui de us?"
"To a place where | can find what | need."”

Fromtime to tinme Tigris spoke again to Wayfinder, questioned it, in a |anguage Val demar did not
know. He inquired: "lIs it too nmuch to ask—+ couldn't hear you clearly—exactly what query you have
just put to our guide?"

Tigris ignored the question. Her face was grim

The great wi ngs beat on, marking out slices of time and space. Wth every fleeting nonent Tigris
felt an increnental growth of fear. An increase of the driving, nagging, growing terror that she
woul d not be able to reach her goal before her Ancient Master caught wi nd of her treacherous
intention. The goal to which the Sword was guiding her, for all she knew, night still be hal fway
around t he worl d.

She had not asked the Sword of W sdom for safety.

And Wayfinder, upon which her |ife now depended, was forcing her to bring this peasant clod al ong.
And still she had no inkling why.

ELEVEN

ON havi ng Wayfinder fall so unexpectedly into her hands, Tigris had needed only a nonment to make
her great decision. She would strike for freedom ganbling inpulsively on the Sword of Wsdom s
trenendous power. After all, there was no telling when, if ever, an equal opportunity would arise.
She had expected qui ck nmeani ngful answers fromthis weapon of the gods, affording her a fighting
chance of success in her revolt against her Swordl ess Master.

But so far, to her growing terror and rage, things were not working out as she had hoped.

In her anger, she |lashed out at the grape-grow ng peasant Val demar. He was the handi est target;
and besides, there was sonething intrinsically irritating in the very nature of this young man
wi t h whose presence the Sword had saddl ed her for sonme indeterminate tine to cone.

Bridling her inpatience and fury, concentrating her attention, straining to be |logical, she
resumed her questioning as they flew She dared not harmthis oaf seriously until she could
determi ne just what his purpose in her life mght be.

The peasant answered her questions with an irritating |lack of fear—as if he were confident in
bei ng i ndi spensable to her

But she had practically no success in extracting useful information fromhim
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In sonething |like despair she demanded: "So, what am | to do with you when | reach the end of this
flight?"

"You will let me go ny way, | hope. Perhaps ny bride will be there."

Tigris told himwhat he could do with his bride. Then, as the griffin bore themover a lifeless
wi | derness of splintered rock, an idea struck her, with the force of inspiration.

"I wonder if | have now carried you far enough," she nused al oud. "Perhaps the Sword will be
satisfied if | |eave you in safekeeping here, while | go on, unencunbered, to solve the next step
of the puzzle, whatever it may be."

Saf ekeepi ng? Val demar, not knowi ng what she had in mind, or whether to be pleased or worried,
clung to his seat in silence. Decisively the young enchantress reined her griffin around in a
hori zontal |oop, and caused the beast to land on a rocky pinnacle perhaps twenty or thirty neters
high. The small flat space that forned this spire's top was totally inaccessible fromthe ground

"Now get off," she conmanded.
"Ma' anf"

"You heard me, insolent fool! Get out, get off. If this npode of transportation bothers you, you
may be free of it for atime at least. | will be back for you, | suppose, when |I have performed
the next step required by the Sword."

Silently, sonewhat awkwardly, Valdemar clinbed out of his basket, planting one foot after the
other carefully on the one square neter or so of flat rock not occupied by the crouching body of
the griffin itself. He stood there carefully, not saying anything. He was thinking that the Sword
had brought himto this pass, and there nust be sonme benefit in it for him At least in potenti al

Tigris settled herself in the central saddle and flicked the reins. Her nount sprang back into the
air.

But then, when she woul d have urged on her steed again, she found the danmed Sword in her right
hand poi nting i nexorably straight back to the abandoned man.

Miutteri ng abuse and inprecations, she steered the animal back to | and on the spire again, a
process that nmade Val demar crouch and cling in fear, ducking under one of the great w ngs to keep
from bei ng knocked into a deadly fall

"Get on!" his persecutor commanded.

The youth needed no second invitation. In a nonent they were airborne again, the satisfied Sword
once nore pointing al nost due west. Val demar, settling hinself nore confortably in his basket,
remarked against the rush of air: "So, it seens that Wayfinder insists that our fates are sonehow
bound t oget her."

Tigris did not answer.
"Do you know where we are going?" he asked patiently.

Eyes of blue fire burned at him "Plague ne with one nore question and I'Il slice out your
t ongue! "

"No, you won't."

The griffin, urged on by its mstress, was swiftly gam ng speed, far beyond anything attained in
the first leg of their flight; the terrible wind of their accel erating passage whi pped Val demar' s
words away and tore themto shreds. Now Tigris made a magi cal adjustnent to screen the w nd
somewhat, and managed to hear what her captive had said when he bravely repeated it. But she said
nothing in reply.

Val demar, fighting to keep calm continued: "As | see it, you can't afford to do me any serious
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harm Because the Sword insists that you need me for sonething, but you don't know what it is. I'd
like to know the answer too, and it mght help me figure it out if | knew exactly what you are
trying to get the Sword to do for you."

Tigris, resisting the urge to conmt magical violence upon this fool, stubbornly remained silent.

Still she had no nore idea than did her reluctant passenger of where they were goi ng, and under
her controlled calmthe terror of her own ignorance, her fear of Wod, was threatening to
overwhel m her. Her imagination could readily supply a hundred destinations, objectives to which
Wayfi nder could be sending her. But she had no real reason to credit any of them

Hours passed, tenpting Tigris to despair, while their great steed still hurtled toward the west,
now angl i ng somewhat to the south, at m nd-nunbing velocity. Val demar was stunned to see how t he
sun's normal westward passage slowed, then stopped for them then began to reverse itself. The
griffin's wings had | ong ago becone an al nost invisible blur. G eat masses of cloud, above, bel ow,
and near them churned past.

Tigris, alnmost lost in her own thoughts, becane chillingly certain that Wod had by now had nore
t han enough opportunity in which to suspect, if not actually prove, her treachery. And it was not
the Ancient One's habit to delay punishment until he was presented with airtight proof.

And then, just when the enchantress had begun to wonder if her Master's magi c had al ready found
her and begun to destroy her life, and the terrible flight was going to endure forever, the Sword
of W sdom suddenly swung its sharp point downwards.

Tigris hastily noved to instruct her magic steed, directing it carefully toward the indicated
goal .

bediently the griffin descended, through |ayers of cloud and slanting sunlight to the waiting
earth.

They energed fromthe clouds at no nore than nountain-top altitude. Val demar, reviving froma kind
of trance brought on by cold and nonotony, observed in a dull voice that the object of their
journey appeared to be nothing but an extensive desert. He had no idea how far they were fromthe
wast el and where their flight had started.

Tigris, nmoved by sone inpulse toward human feeling to engage in conversation, agreed. Thinking
al oud, she specul ated that Wayfinder m ght have brought them here in search of the Sword of
Vengeance.

"Farsl ayer? How woul d that hel p you?"
"A dullwtted question. A bright young man |ike you must know the virtue of that Sword."
Wthin a minute or two the griffin brought its riders safely to a gentle Ianding on the earth.

Muttering words of control into the nearest ear of the huge | eonine head before her, Tigris
climbed lithely fromher saddle with drawn Sword, to stand confronting a harsh, |ifeless-I|ooking
| andscape under a m dday sun. Val demar pronptly joined her, without waiting to be comanded. Al
was quiet, except for a faint whine of wind noving a drizzle of sand around their feet.

The Sword in the young wonman's hand was pointing nowin the direction of a barren hillock nearby.
Toget her Val demar and Tigris began to wal k that way.

As they drew near the hillock, he raised a hand to point toward its top. Up there, the cruciform
outline of a black hilt showed against the distant sky, as if the point of a Sword were enbedded
in the ground, or in something that lay on the earth.

Silently, keeping their discovery in view, the pair trudged toward the nodest sunmit. \What at a

di stance had appeared to be a Sword was one indeed. At close range the weapon was identifiable as
Farsl ayer. The Sword of Vengeance was stuck through the ribcage of a half-arnored skel eton, nearly
buried in the sand.
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"So," Tigris breathed, "I was right. It is to be his death. That is ny only chance to escape from
him So be it, then."

Val demar noted that the garnments adorning the anonynous skel eton had once been rich, and gold
rings still adorned some of the bony fingers.

Tigris, murnuring sone words of her art in an exultant tone, stretched out her hand to take hold
of the black hilt. But scarcely had she possessed Farslayer, when there sounded a deep, dry

whi spering out of the |ow cl ouds above. Val demar, |ooking up sharply, could see themstirring in
turnoil.

"What is it?" the young man asked in a hushed voice. At the sane tine he unconsciously took a step
nearer his conpanion, as if sone instinct told himthat he needed her protection.

Before Tigris could reply, there energed fromthe | owering cover of clouds a churning gray vortex,
a loomng threat the size of a griffin, but barely visible to Valdemar. He found the silent onrush
of this phenonmenon all the nore frightening because his eyes were alnost willing to believe that
nothing at all was there.

"It is Dactylartha," Tigris said in a |low, calmvoice. "Just stand where you are."

Val demar nodded. Meanwhil e, though his eyes had little to report, wi nd shrieked and roared about
his ears, and those of the wonman standi ng beside himon the hill

That was only the begi nning. The wi nd soon quieted, but Valdenmar's stomach was literally sickened
by the presence of the creature that now appeared; now he realized that this entity in the air
above him or sonmething like it, nmust be what had sickened hi m before.

But Tigris was speaking to the thing, then boldly challenging it, with the businesslike air of a
worman | ong inured to facing things this bad, and even worse.

Val demar stood swaying slightly, averting his eyes fromwhat was al nost inpossible to see anyway.
He did not need his conpanion to tell himthat, for the first time in his Iife, he was having a
direct encounter with a denon

Tigris, facing the thing boldly, appeared to be perfectly confortable and in control. She spoke to
the denon sharply, calling it by the nane of Dactyl art ha.

Val demar, retching hel plessly despite his enpty stomach, his knees shaky, had all he could do to
keep fromcollapsing to the ground. Instead he forced hinself to stand al nost upright.

To his relief the great denobn was paying himno heed. Dimly Val demar coul d hear the voice of
Dactyl artha, a sound that reninded himof dry bones breaking. The demon was speaking only to
Tigris, saying sonething to the effect that it would join her in rebellion, or at |least refrain
fromreporting her to the Master, provided she imediately | oaned it the Sword of Wsdom

"Never . "
"Then will the gracious | ady consent to ask the oracle of the gods one question on ny behal f?"

Tigris sounded as if she might have the wit and nerve to be able to win an argunent with the
creature. "Wiy do you want that?"

"I wish to locate ny owmn life, great lady," nuttered the ghastly voice of Dactylartha. "Were it
has been hidden I do not know. But only by finding it again shall | be able to free nyself of the
power that the Ancient One now has over ne."

Val demar, trying to remain sane, and to understand, remenbered with a shudder what little he had
ever heard of the man who was sonetinmes called the Ancient One. Val demar could al so recall hearing
somewhere that the only way to truly punish or control a denpbn—er to kill one—was to get at its
life, which was al nost invariably hidden, sonmetimes a |ong way from where the creature appeared
and act ed.

Whet her Dactylartha was telling her the truth or not, Tigris did not, would not, believe him She
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was thinking that she dared not trust any of his kind—this one, perhaps, |least of all

Val demar wat ched her as she bal anced the Sword of Vengeance in her hands. Such was Farslayer's
power, he knew, that Tigris—er anyone else—arnmed with it would be able to cut down Wod hinsel f,
or any other foe, at any distance. Only one other Sword, only Shiel dbreaker itself, could provide
a defense. What, then, was hol ding her back? Only the ominous presence of Dactylartha, it would
seem

"WIl you ask the question | want asked of the Sword of Wsdon?" the dry bones snapped.
"After 1 have won ny own struggle. Support ne in ny fight first!"

They were shrieking at each other now, the wonan and her denonic antagoni st. Val demar reel ed and
shudder ed.

He put his hands over his eyes, then brought them down and stared. To his horror the denon had now
assuned the formof a giant manlike shape in black armor, standing frighteningly close.

"WIl you fight for him then?" Tigris, her voice becone unrecogni zabl e, demanded of the thing.
"You had better revolt, with ne!l"

"I't may not be, great sorceress, it may not be! Wen his |life ends, so does nine." The aerial blur
of Dactylartha's presence seened to intensify. A crushing weight seemed to be descendi ng upon the
stomach, and the soul, of Val demar

The wonan was ready for conbat. She had sheat hed Farsl ayer, and her hands, one hol di ng Wayfi nder
rose in the subtle gesture of a great nagician. "If | nust slay you first, | will!"

The struggl e was cl osed between Tigris and Dactyl art ha.
To Valdemar's limted perception, the outcome appeared horribly uncertain.

Made nore desperately ill than ever by the increased activity of the nbnstrous denon, the young
man t hought he m ght be dying. But suddenly he found hinself conpletely free of illness, for the
monent, as the magi cal powers of the two contestants strained and nullified each other

Terror of the denon overrode all other fears. Val demar |unged desperately for the Sword stil
sheathed at the slender waist of Tigris. In a nonment he had seized the black hilt of Farslayer
pulled it fromits scabbard, and was hurling it with all his strength at Dactylartha's
overwhel m ng presence—t was a crude effort, such as any unskilled fighter might nake in
desperation, throwi ng any sharp object at a foe

The Sword of Vengeance, relentlessly indifferent to its user's skill or lack thereof, shot
strai ght through the denon's flickering, half-substantial inmage, and in a nonent had vani shed over
the distant horizon

Val demar had forgotten for the noment that the denon's life nust be hidden el sewhere.

Dactylartha, frozen in position, stared for a |ong nonment at his two human foes, glaring with eyes
that were no |l onger eyes, out of a face no | onger even a passable imtation of hunanity. And in
the next nonent the denon died, shrieking a great shriek, his imge exploding in spectacul ar
fashion, and yet so quickly that he was able to do no harmto Tigris or Val demar—or carry any
reports back to the Ancient One.

H's guts hollowwith fear, but his eyes and m nd once nore clear, Valdemar discovered Tigris down
on one knee, struggling with the after-effects of the contest.

Stunbling closer, he seized her by the arm "It's gone. | think it nust be dead."

"Dead and gone," Tigris confirmed, in a dull voice. Mouwving slowy, also stunbling at first, she
regai ned her feet. Then sonme energy returned. Shaking herself free of Valdemar's grip, she cursed

himfor a peasant coward: "I could have managed that denon without wasting Farslayer on it! But
nothing else will give ne a chance to kill ny Master, or to break free! I will be hel pl ess w thout
it . . . Damm you! Damm you, grower of poisoned grapes! | mght have coped with the fiend by ny
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own strength! You have cost me ny chance for freedom and dammed ne to hell!"
The youth recoil ed, shaken. "W mght get it back—
"There will be no tinme."
Val demar asked hunbly: "Wat do we do now?"

For a nonent Tigris brandi shed Wyfinder, as if she neant to cut himdown with it. Then, in a
voi ce bl eak with depression, close to despair, she adnmitted: "Still | dare not hurt you."

Val demar coul d find nothing hel pful to say.
The wonan cried out: "Sword, what am| to do? How am| to survive?"
Wayfi nder, displaying the infinite patience of the gods, silently indicated Val demar.

Tigris glared specul atively at her silent counselor. Then a gl eam of hope appeared in her eyes.
"Is it possible that the Sword of Wsdom has allowed for your idiocy in wasting Farslayer? In that
case, peasant, it appears there may still be hope."

"l suppose we are to travel again?"
"I's that it, Sword? Yes, |I'll drag himwith nme agai n, wherever you comand. But whi ch way?"

Pronmptly Wayfinder directed her to the griffin, which had been cowering |ike a beaten puppy in the
denon's presence. Now, with Dactylartha gone, Tigris was quickly able to reinstill in the |esser
creature sonething |like a sense of duty.

As soon as she and Val demar were airborne, Way-finder ained them back eastward, in approxi mtely
the sane direction fromwhich they had conme. Tigris accepted the conmand wi t hout coment.

Once nore they went hurtling above the clouds. Their speed soon filled Val demar with awe by
bringing on a premature sunset behind them Both of the griffin's passengers drew the obvi ous
conclusion fromtheir direction: that Wayfinder was gui ding them back to sonewhere near —per haps
very near—their original point of departure, at the overrun Blue Tenple canp.

Tigris said little as they flew. Her thoughts were dom nated by the notion that the pair were
getting closer to Wod with every passing nonent.

Once her conpanion was able to hear her questioning herself, or fate: "Am| to go to him try to
lie to him defend ny actions? That cannot be! As well plead with himfor nercy."

The young nan, despite his own desperate situation, felt a stirring of sonmething |ike synpathy.
The enchantress nuttered several sonewhat amended forns of her wi sh for survival and for freedom
asking the Sword for sone neans of protection against the Ancient One, rather than the ability to
destroy him

"Sword, save ne fromhim Save ne, sonehow "

From the very begi nning of her contenplated escape, Tigris had been aware of the extreme danger
involved in defying a wizard as powerful as the Ancient One. And Tigris knew, far better than nost
peopl e, how powerful he was.

Even so, she now. feared that she had al nost certainly underesti mated the truth.

"What am | to do?" she breathed. She was |ooking at Val demar as she spoke, though perhaps not
really seeing him

He glared at her sourly. "Do you now want my willing cooperation?"

The sorceress snarled back, "Fromthe first monment | saw you, | have suspected that you coul d not
be as innocent as you appeared. Very well, if you have any revel ations that you have been hol di ng
in reserve, let's have them now.
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"Or else,” she continued a nmonent |ater, speaking now as if Val demar were not there, as if she
were talking to her griffin, "sone other power may be cleverly using this peasant as a catspaw. "
Suddenly she faced her prisoner again. "What say you to that, grape-grower?"

He shook his head, as calmy as he could. "Wy is it necessary for me to be sonething other than
what | an®"

The eyes of Tigris, filled with pain and fear, seened to be boring into him "Wen one has |lived
with Master Whod for any length of time, as | have, nothing can any | onger be considered sinmply
what it is. It is necessary to approach every question in those terns."

"Way did you choose to serve him then?"

This, it appeared, was an unanswerable question. Tigris faced forward again, and the griffin flew
on, nagically tireless. Valdenar wondered if it would ever have to stop and rest, or feed.

When Tigris's attack had fallen on the Blue Tenpl e encanpnment, Sergeant Brod had been cl ose enough
to observe the results, and to be shaken by the experience. But by good fortune he had al so been
di stant enough to survive, unnoticed by the attackers.

In Brod's estimation, the new conqueror, even if she did appear to be hardly nore than a girl, was
obvi ously powerful enough to be a worthy patron. He wanted to attach hinself to her sonehow, if
that were possible without taking too nuch risk

Torn between fear and anbition, the Sarge consi dered approaching the canmp, and representing
hinmself to its new nmasters as a victimof the Blue Tenple. But soon caution prevailed; there were
events in progress here that he could not begin to understand. Later, perhaps, when he had | earned
nmore. For the tine being he decided to sneak away i nstead.

Ben, hiking industriously toward home, warily scanning the skies ahead, was just saying that, in
his opinion, they mght be going to get away with Wundheal er after all. At that instant he heard
Zol tan scream behi nd him

Spi nni ng round, Ben was al nost knocked off his feet by a swooping griffin. The thing nust have
comre down at them from behind, and was now rapidly gaining altitude again with both Zoltan and the
Sword of Mercy inits claws. Wiile Ben stared, open-nouthed and hel pl ess, the great beast swung
round in the air, and rapidly departed in the direction of the Blue Tenpl e canp.

On the ground Ben ran hopel essly, shouting curses, after the rapidly receding griffin. "Drop the
Sword!" he screaned at his hapl ess conrade. "Drop—

But Zoltan either could not hear him or was powerless to obey.

Meanwhi | e, the Ancient One's nost malignant suspicions of Tigris were in the process of being
i nfl amed by a whispered report froma certain |esser, junior denon. This creature had just arrived
at Whod's headquarters with the report that Dactylartha had been sl ain.

And even that was not the worst news: To the surprise of the attackers, the Sword of W sdom had
been in the Blue Tenple canp—and Tigris had seized that m ghty weapon for herself, and taken it
away wth her.

Wyod, seated now on a plain chair in a snmall roomnear his |aboratory, did not nove a nuscle. He
said quietly: "She sent nme no report of any such discovery."

The bearer of bad news offered no comment on that fact.

"Her official report,"” the great magician continued, "was very vague. Sonething about 'great
success' —and that was all. | suppose there is no doubt of any of these disquieting things you tel
pe

The creature nmade no attenpt to conceal its unholy glee. "Absolutely none, ny Master! And—ho doubt
of this fact either, great lord!—Pactylartha was slain by Tigris herself!"
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n SO_ n
"Wth the Sword of Vengeance!"

Wod sat listening carefully to the few additional details that he was told. H s eyes were cl osed,
his face a mask. He tended to believe the allegations against Tigris. Yet he could not be
absolutely sure that his nost favored aide has in fact turned traitor—this report nmght be a

nm stake or a lie, the result of sone in-house intrigue.

But with at |east one, and perhaps nore, of the ten surviving Swords at stake, he was certainly
not about to take any chances.

One thing that the Ancient One did secretly fear intensely, without trying to deceive hinself
about the fact, was Farslayer. Though he betrayed no sign of this externally, in his inmgination
he could feel the great cold of that steel as it slid between his ribs, or split his breastbone.

But the Sword of Vengeance had evidently gone to finish Dactylartha.

Wod actually did not know where that denon's |ife had been hidden, except that he thought it had

been at a reassuringly great distance. Well, there was nothing to be done about that problemjust
now.
But Tigris. ... If she was indeed now armed with the Sword of Wsdom she would be very dangerous.

He could not afford to put off action for a nonent.

As night fell, and the stars cane out above her speeding griffin, Tigris, still nmounted in the
saddl e with her prisoner Val demar huddl ed beside her in his basket, felt increasingly certain that
her treachery nmust now be known to Whod. She knew a foretaste of the terrible punishment that it
woul d no | onger be possible to avoid.

Her worst fears were coming true. In an abyss of terror, feeling her nental defenses crunbling,
Tigris realized that nothing could keep her Master fromtrying to weak terrible vengeance upon
her .

Val demar stared at his conpani on hel plessly. He could see by Tigris's behavior that she thought
sonmet hing terrible was happening or about to happen to her, and he was afraid of what this would
mean to him

At this point Tigris in her panic redoubled the urgency of her demands on Wayfinder. She storned
and pleaded with the Sword, that it nmust show her a way to escape.

"Hel p me! Save ne!"
The Sword still pointed straight ahead, along the griffin's rippling neck

Then, staring holl oweyed at the Sword, the blond sorceress al nost despaired. "O is it," she
whi spered, "that even the gods' weapons cannot help ne? That you can only guide nme straight back
to himthat he is too strong—even for you?"

A nonment |ater, with her passenger watching and listening in frozen horror, the terrified young
wonman was retracting that statement, fearful that she had offended the m ghty powers ruling
Wayf i nder.

Val demar, hesitant to speak, gaped at his conpani on

In this raging, cursing, pleading wonan there remained no visible trace of a figure he thought he
had once glinpsed, a wistful girl who had once paused to listen to a robin sing.

Suddenly some part of her terrible rage was directed at Val demar. She glared at himand snarl ed.
Turning in the central saddle, she raised the Sword of Wsdomin both hands, to strike.

Thi s madwoman was on the brink of killing him There was no way to dodge the stroke. He was trying
to straighten his cranmped |l egs in the basket for a hopeless effort to seize the deadly Sword-when
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a sudden and viol ent change transformed the finely nodel ed face above him
Suddenly and unexpectedly, the last curse died in the throat of Tigris.

Her body lurched in the saddle. Her eyelids closed. Wayfinder, which she had been brandi shing for
a deat h-stroke at Val demar, slipped fromher hands and fell

TWELVE

ZOLTAN was gone, and Wbundhealer with him and there was nothing Ben could do about either |oss.
Doggedly the huge man had resuned his trudge into the north. Fromthat direction, as the bird-
nmessengers had told him the Prince of Tasavalta and his force were now advancing; and if all went
wel |l he ought to neet Mark soon

But Ben was unable to nake nuch headway. Tine and again flying reptiles appeared in the sky,
forcing himto lie low, waiting in such shelter as he could find until the searchers were out of
si ght agai n.

At night, great ows, dispatched by Mark as forerunners of the advanci ng Tasavaltan power, cane to
bring Ben words of counsel and encouragenent. They kept himnoving in the right direction, and

hel ped himto remai n hi dden successfully through the hours of darkness. Freighted with tokens of
Karel's shielding power, the ows drifted and perched protectively near Ben while some of Wod's

| esser denons prowl ed through the cl ouded skies above.

Yanbu |l ay in another self-inmposed trance, placed by her captors in a newWy erected tent in what
had once been the Blue Tenple canp. The Silver Queen's condition was the subject of cautious
probi ng by m nor wi zards who had been part of Tigris's attacking force. These folk were prudently
wai ting for orders, fromtheir vanished m stress or from Wod hinself, before they took any nore
direct action regarding this inmportant prisoner.

Only partially, intermttently aware of the world around her, Yanbu lay drifting nentally. Her
dreans were often pleasant, rarely horrible, on occasion only puzzling. Mst of the dreans in the
| atter category concerned the Emperor

As often as not, Yambu's recent near-rejuvenation now seemed to her only part of the sane
conti nui ng dream

At the monent when Wod's vengeance fell upon Tigris, a thunderbolt no less startling for having
been expected, her last coherent thought was that the Sword of W sdom had sonehow fail ed her

The crushing spell ainmed at her mind permtted her a final nonent of mental clarity in which she
gasped out some curse against the Swmrd. After that she was aware of crying out in desperation for
her mother. And then a great darkness briefly overcane her

Tigris—er she who had been Tigris—was still in the griffin's saddle when an altered awareness
returned, and her eyes cleared; but when her |ids opened they gazed upon a world that she no
| onger knew.

When Val demar saw the hands of stricken Tigris relax their grip upon Wayfinder's hilt, he | unged
upward and forward from his basket. He was naking a desperate, alnost unthinking effort to catch
the Sword of Wsdomas it fell.

The hilt eluded his frantic grab; the blade did not. Cold netal struck and stung his hands. H's
try at capturing the

Sword succeeded, but the keen edges gashed two of his fingers before he could control its weight.

For a I ong nonment he was in danger of falling out of the swaying basket. At |last he recovered his
bal ance, now gripping the Sword's hilt firmy, in hands slippery with his own bl ood. Val dermar
glared at the dazed wonman whose face hovered a little above his own. In a tone sonewhere near the
top of his voice he demanded: "What happened? Wiat's wrong with you?"

The young wonman was sl unped down in the saddle, the reins sagging in her grip. She swayed so that
he grabbed her armin fear that she mght fall; but still she appeared to be fully conscious. Her

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%207%20-%20Wayfinders%20Story.txt (82 of 118) [2/4/03 9:57:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%207%20-%20W ayfinders%20Story .txt

only reply to Valdemar's question was a wi de-eyed snmile and a girlish giggle.

Meanwhile the griffin, evidently sensing that sonething well out of the ordinary had occurred, was
twisting round its |leonine head on its grotesque |long neck, trying to see what was happeni ng on
its own back.

Tigris giggled again.
"Fly!" Val demar yelled at the curious beast. "Fly on, straight ahead for now"

The hybrid nonster, presented with these commands by an unaccustoned voice, kept its head turned
back for a long disturbing noment, fixing the youth with a calculating and evil gaze, as if to
estimate this new nmaster's strengths and weaknesses. After that |ong nmonment, to Val demar's
considerable relief, it faced forward again and went on flying. The reins lay along the creature's
neck, where Tigris had let themdrop

The eveni ng sky was rapidly darkening around them Denon-like nmasses of shadow and cl oud went
swirling by with the great speed of their flight.

The young wonman rai sed her head and spoke in a tiny, childish voice.
"What did you say?" he asked.
She blinked at Valdemar. "I just wondered—where are we goi ng?"

Her smile as she asked the question was sweet and tentative. She | ooked sonewhat dazed, but not
particularly frightened. She seened really, innocently, uncertain of where she was.

The dropped Sword, the cut fingers, the sudden change, were briefly all too nmuch for Val demar. He
felt and gave voice to an outburst of anger. He threw down the Sword-—reking sure it | anded safely
in his basket—and raved, giving voice to anger at his situation and at the people, all of them by
his standards crazy, nost of them bloodthirsty, anbng whomthe preci ous Sword had pl unged him

Meanwhi | e, the strange young woman who was nmounted just above himrecoiled slightly, |eaning away
from Val demar, her blue eyes rounded and blinking, red nmouth open

What was wrong with this crazy woman now? But even that question had to wait. The first inperative
was to establish some real control over the griffin. Now the beast's unfriendly eyes | ooked back
again. The course of their flight was turning into a great slow spiral

The first step in dealing with this difficulty, obviously, was to use the Sword. Val demar did so
While Tigris | ooked on w de-eyed but w thout comment, the young nman asked to be guided to a safe
pl ace to |l and. Wayfinder pronptly obliged.

The indication was toward an area not directly below Therefore Val demar was required to head the
griffin there. Strong | anguage and | oud tones acconplished the job, though only with sone
difficulty. When he thought the creature slowto turn, he even cuffed it on the back of the neck
As a farmer's son, he had had sone practice in driving stubborn | oadbeasts, and saw no reason why
the sane techniques might not work in this situation—at least for a little while.

Presently they were over a good-sized lake, with a single island of substantial size visible near
the mddle, a dark blob in a great reflection of the |ast of the sunset. Soon Val demar nanaged to
guide the creature to a successful |anding on the island.

Tigris, her face, arns, and |lower |legs pale blurs in the deep dusk, renained in her saddle unti
her conpanion told her to disnmount.

At the sane nonent Val demar began to clinmb out of his own basket, then hesitated, worried lest the
griffin fly away once they both got off. But he could not very well remain permanently on board.
Tigris had already |l eapt fromher saddle to the ground, and in a nonent he foll owed.

The griffin turned its head and snarl ed; the young man spoke harshly and gripped his Sword,
wondering if the great beast mght be going to attack them
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Vel 1, that was sinply another danger they would have to accept for the time being. Still carrying
Wayfi nder, and keeping an eye on the griffin, the youth went over to where Tigris was standi ng
uncertainly. Angrily he began to question the woman who, an incredibly short tine ago, had taken
hi m pri soner.

Truly, the change had been drastic, whatever its cause. Val demar was now confronted by a stricken
girl who | ooked back at hi m anxi ously.

Feeling angry all over again, he demanded: "Wat is this, sonme kind of joke? Some kind of
pr et ense?"”

Recoiling fromhim the young woman abruptly burst into sobs. There was a convinci ngness about
this sudden relapse into childishness that caused Val demar to feel the hair rise on the back of
hi s neck, an unpl easant sensation that even the denon had not managed to produce. This was no gane
or trick, but something conpletely out of her control

She nmunbl ed sonet hing through her tears.
"What's that you sai d?"

"I"m-afraid,"” she choked out. Tears were maki ng sonme kind of cosmetic run on her eyelids,
bl ot chi ng her cheeks. Another nonent, and she was clinging innocently to Valdemar as if for
protection.

Automatically he put his arnms around her, conforting. Paradoxically, Valdemar found hinself even
angrier than before at Tigris. Angry at her and at his general situation.

Not only angry at her, but still afraid of her in a way. What if she were to recover fromthis
fit, or whatever it was, as abruptly as she had fallen into it? He didn't know whether he wanted
her to recover or not.

What ever magic night still have been binding Val demar at the noment the sorceress had been
stricken—obviously there had not been enough to keep himfromlunging for the Sword—was now
undone. He had felt the |last remmants of that enchantnment passing, falling fromhim |ike spiders

webs di ssolving in nmorning sunlight.

"Where are we?" she was asking himagain, now in what sounded |like tearful trust. She w ped at her
eyes. "Who are you?" she added, with nore curiosity than fright.

"Who am 1. A good question. | ask that of nyself, sonetines. Here, sit down, rest, and let ne
think." Seating his oddly transfornmed conpani on upon a nossy |unp of earth-she obeyed directions
like a willing child—-Val demar paced about, wondering what question he ought now to ask the Sword.

His cut fingers, still slowy dripping blood, kept himfrom concentrating, and he used the

peerl ess edge of Wayfinder to cut a strip fromthe edge of his own shirt, thinking to nmake a
bandage. The crouching griffin kept turning its head watchfully fromtinme to tinme, as if
estimating its chances of successful escape or rebellion. Val demar thought that the beast's eyes
glowed faintly with their own fire in the deepening night.

Tigris, sitting obediently where he had put her, had ceased to weep and was slowy recovering
sonet hing i ke equaninity. Now, when he got close enough in the gloomto see her face, he could
tell that she was smiling at him It was a vastly transforned snile, displaying sinple joy and
anxious friendliness. Achild, waiting to be told what was going to happen next.

As Val demar stared at the netanorphosed Tigris, a new suspicion really hit himfor the first time:
the suspicion that this inpossible, dangerous young woman could be, in fact, his Sword-intended
bride to be.

Going to her, he unbuckled the enpty swordbelt from her slender waist, and, while she watched
trustingly, fastened it around his own. Then he sheat hed Wayfinder. Waving the little bl oodst ai ned
rag of cloth which he had been trying to tie up his hand, he asked: "I don't suppose you could
help ne with this?"
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"What ?"
"I't's just that trying to bandage ny own fingers, working with one hand, is rather awkward."

And when he held out the cloth to Tigris, she made a tentative effort to help him But the sight,
or touch, of blood at close range evidently upset her, and the bandagi ng was only marginally
successful .

Gipping the black hilt of the Sword of Wsdomin his now precariously bandaged hand, Val demar
drew it and asked: "Safety for nyself—and for ny intended bri de—whoever she may be!"

The Sword pronptly gave hima direction. Generally south again. He decided that, since this island
had been certified safe for the time being, further travel would have to wait till norning.

The next question, of course, was whether the griffin was going to get restless and fly away
before sunrise. O grow hungry, perhaps, and decide to eat its erstwhile passengers.

Val demar si ghed, and deci ded they would take their chances here for the night.

The remai ni ng hours of darkness were spent unconfortably, with each passenger sleeping, or trying
to sleep, in one of the side-baskets, which were still fastened to the griffin's flanks. Sone
cargo in the right basket—the nost interesting itens were food and bl anket s—was unl oaded to make
roomfor Tigris. Valdemar thought it would be hard for the magical beast to attack them while they
were on its back; and if the thing felt nmoved to fly during the night, it could hardly leave its
passengers behind. As matters worked out, the griffin remained so still during nost of the night
that Val demar wondered fromtime to time whether the beast had died. But he definitely felt nore
secure staying in the basket.

As if his current crop of problenms were not quite enough, Val demar continued to be nagged by
worries about his untended vines back home, and about his lack of a wife. The inmages rose before
hi m of several of the wonmen with whom he had had tenporary arrangenents; all of them for various
reasons, had proven unsatisfactory.

At |last he slept, but fitfully.

In the norning, when it seened that no nore sleep was going to be possible, Valdemar stretched and
took stock of the situation. Tigris, as he could see by peering across the enpty saddl e, was stil
sl eeping li ke a babe. She actually had one finger in her nouth.

The griffin, on feeling its heavier passenger stir, |ooked round lazily; but at least it had done
not hi ng—yet—+n the way of a serious rebellion

Val demar had the Sword of Wsdomstill gripped in his right hand. Raising it again, he bluntly
demanded: "Were is the woman | should marry?"

Hs wist was twi sted by an overwhel ning force. Renorsel essly the weapon continued to point out
Tigris.
D snmounting with a grunt, straightening stiffened |inbs, Val demar wal ked around to the animal's

right flank and awakened his compani on, who rewarded himwi th a cheerful, vacant smle.

Then, chewi ng on sonme of the food they had renpved fromthat cargo basket, he attenpted to nai
down the Sword's meani ng beyond any doubt. Addressing Way-finder, he demanded: "Are you trying to
tell me that this, this one with me now, is the very woman? That this creature is not sinply meant
to be a help of sone kind to finding nmy rightful bride?"

The Sword, without a tremor, still indicated Tigris.

"Ch, by all the gods!" the young nman roared. Such was his disgust that he felt a serious inpulse
to throw this Sword away.

He did in fact nake an abortive gesture toward that end, but such was his practical nature that
the Sword went no farther than necessary to stick the sharp point in a nearby tree. A nonent |ater
and Val demar had hastened to retrieve the weapon of the gods. \Wayfinder night produce some
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unpl easant surprises, but still it seened to be the only hope he had.

A few mnutes later they were preparing to fly again. This tine Val demar occupi ed the saddle, and
Tigris went indifferently into the left basket, where he had ridden as her prisoner

Time for the orders of the day. Val demar put some thought into his request. "Sword ... | want to
go honme, to ny own hut and my own vineyard. | want to reach the place safely, and I want the world
to leave me in peace once | amthere. Also | want to have there with me—soneday, sonehow-the
woman who should be nmy wife. Whoever she may be."

Pausi ng, Val denar eyed Tigris. Sitting obediently in the basket where he had put her, she returned
his gaze with an eager, trustful look that he at the nonent found absol utely sickening.

He returned his concentration to the sharp Blade in his hands. "Wth all those goals in mnd
great Sword, give ne a direction."” The response was quick and firm "Very well! Thank you
Giffin, fly!"

He gave the last command with as rmuch confidence as possible. If the griffin only turned its head
and | ooked at him he was going to be forced into sone act of desperation.

Fortunately, things had not yet come to that. Gathering its mghty |inbs beneath it, the creature
sprang into the air.

This norning's flight lasted for about an hour, and during its entire course, controlling the
griffin continued to be sonething of a problem Tigris, giggling and babbling what Val demar
consi dered irrel evancies, distracted himand nade his job no easier

Wayfinder at |least was predictably reliable. In response to Val's continuing requests for safety
for both passengers, the Sword gui ded themthrough several aerial zigzags that had no purpose
Val demar coul d see. And then, point tugging sharply downward, it indicated a place to |and.

At that same hour, a great many kiloneters away, the Ancient One found hinself able to spare a
little time and thought to contenplate the treachery of Tigris, and to decide upon the nost
satisfactory method of revenge.

Anot her of Wyod's i nhuman secret agents had just brought confirmation that he, Wod, had been
able, froma distance, to inflict a severe loss of nenory upon his nost faithl ess subordinate.

"And not only that, Mster, but a conplete regression to near-childhood. The foul bitch is
deliciously, perfectly, helpless!"

"It is a rather powerful spell."” Wod nodded, somewhat conplacently. "I amnot surprised at its
success. |If the Director of Security for the Blue Tenple could not resist it, our dear Tigris had
no chance ... of course in her case, this treatnent is neant as no nore than a prelininary
penalty. One nmight say it is not really a punishment at all, only a formof restraint. | want to
neutralize the little wetch until | can spare the tinme and thought to deal with her—as she truly
deserves." He frowned at his informant. "Now who is this conpani on you say she has? No one,

trust, who is likely to kill her outright?"

"Only a man, Master. Don't know why she brought himalong. Not much nmagic to his credit. Youthful
physically large. A lusty fellow, by the ook of him so | don't think he'll want to kill her very
soon. He has of course taken over the Sword Wayfi nder now. "

"And | suppose he has been maki ng use of it—but to what end, | wonder?"

"No doubt | can find out, great lord. Indeed, you have only to give the word, and | will step in
and take the Sword away fromhim |, of course, unlike the faithless Tigris, would bring the prize
directly to you, without—

"You will not touch that Sword, or any other!" Wod conmanded firnmy. "Fromnow on that privilege
is mne alone!l"

"Of course, Master." The denon bowed, a swirling novenent of a half-material imge.
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"I," the Ancient One continued, "am presently going to take the field nyself."

There yet remained in the old magician's mnd sonme naggi ng doubt that his |ovely young assistant
had really turned against him-his ego really found it difficult to accept that.

Perhaps it would be possible to learn the truth from her before she died.

At first she had been sonmewhat frightened, conmi ng awake out of that awful dream-er sleep, or
what ever it had been—to find herself straddling the back of a flying griffin. Agriffin was an
unfam liar creature—ertainly there had been nothing like it on the farm home of her chil dhood,
scene of nobst of her remaining clear nenories—but it was not conpletely strange. She

remenber ed—rom somewher e—eertain things about the species. Thus it proved to be with nany other
conponents of this strange new worl d.

By now, the young woman who had been Tigris had just about decided that this world in which she
found hersel f—the world that had in it such an interesting young man as her conpani on—was, taken
all in all, a sweet, wonderful place.

She who had been Tigris, her sophistication obliterated and her know edge very drastically reduced
by the magi cal renoval of nost of the nenories of the later half of her life, continued to be very
confused about her situation. But in her restored innocence the young wonan was nai nly unafraid.

From her place in the passenger's basket she gazed thoughtfully at Val demar, |ooked at himfor the
thousandth tine since—since the world had changed. Si nce—whatever it was, exactly, that had
happened.

Si nce, perhaps, she had awakened froma |l ong sleep of troubled dreans—and oh, it was good to be
awake agai n!

She found herself still gazing at the strong young nman. And she found hi m pl easant indeed to | ook
upon.

It was sonething of a shock—t was al nost frightening—to realize abruptly that she did not know
hi s nane.

In a loud clear voice she asked him "Wo are you?"

Turning a startled face, the youth in the saddle stared at her. "It is now sonmething like a ful
day, ny lady, since we net. | have told you alnost as nuch as | can tell about nyself. Have you no
menory?"

She who had been Tigris did her best to consider. "No. O, | have some nenory, | suppose, but—+

don't renenber who you are. Tell nme again.”

The young man continued to stare at her. For the nonment he said nothing, only shaking his head
slightly.

Gently she persisted. "But who are you? \Were are we?"

When Val demar did not answer, she began to be a little afraid of him She saw himas a very
form dabl e person—even apart from his obviously gigantic physical strength. He had an air of
confidence and reliability.

After a while she told himas much, in sinple words.

He gazed at her with returning suspicion. "So, | amto believe that you are only a child now, and
easily inpressed? Is that it?"

She | aughed girlishly. She could not really remain afraid of this young nman for long. He was too
too ...

"Ah, Lady Tigris, if only 1 could be sure . . . but howcan | determ ne what you are real |l y—but
you have let me have the Sword, haven't you? Ch, truly you are changed!"
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The | ady was frowning. "Wat did you call ne?"
"Tigris. Lady Tigris."
"But why do you call ne that? Are you playi ng sone gane?"
"No game, no gane at all. Not for ne, certainly. By what nane should | call you, then?"
"Way, by ny own."
"And that is—=2"

"How can a friend of mine not know ny name?" She paused, thinking, her red lips parted. "But then
| didn't know yours, did I? ... nmy name is Delia. And now | renenber that you did tell ne your
nane before—Val demar. That has a strange sound, but | like it."

He | ooked at her for what felt Iike a long time. "Wat el se do you renenber about nme?"

"Why, that you are ny friend. You have been helping nme to—do sonething.” Gadually, with an
effort, Delia was able to renmenber a few other things that he had told her about hinself,
bef ore—before the world had changed.

Val demar asked: "And what do you renenber about the Sword of W sdon?"
She blinked at him "Wat is that?"

He stared at her, the wind of flight whipping his long dark hair. "We'll talk about it later," he
said at |ast.

The |l onger the flight went on, the | onger she | ooked at him the nore definitely she who had been
Tigris began to flirt with Valdenmar, innocently and sensuously at the sane tine.

Val demar at first took no real notice of her smiles and subtle eyelid-flutters, and occasi ona
vol uptuous stretches. He was watching the griffin grimy, and fromtinme to tinme he repeated his
| at est question to Wayfinder: "Point me—point both of us—the way to safety.”

Under his inexpert piloting, the great wi nged creature, continuing to change course on demand at
frequent, irregular intervals, carried the couple back to sone place that was half famliar-

| ooking; Val, who as a rule had a fairly good sense of direction, had the feeling they were not
far fromthe armed canp fromwhich Tigris had marched him+t seened like a terribly long time ago

Cbvi ously Wayfinder was not guiding themdirectly toward his vineyard. Well, having once deci ded
to trust his life to the Sword's gui dance, he supposed he had better trust it all the way. And
anyway, he wouldn't want to arrive hone with a griffin.

They landed in the mddle of a small patch of forest.

Wyod, once having made his decision to take the field in person, had not delayed. Wthin a few
nm nutes he was airborne, flying on his own griffin.

On his arrival at the canp which had been taken by Tigris, he took charge at once, and ruthlessly.
By dint of seriously terrorizing her former subordinates, he was soon able to confirm—+f any
confirmation was still needed—that Tigris had i ndeed captured the Sword Wayfi nder, and had
deliberately failed to notify him

Al'l of Tigris's people who remained in or about the canp autonmatically fell under grave suspi cion
in the eyes of the Ancient One. Those who Wod thought shoul d have prevented her defection were

pl aced in the hands of interrogation experts.

Wod had been in personal conmand of the canp for |ess than an hour when an al arm was sounded. But
this time the news was good: another griffin, bringing in the Swrd Wundheal er, along with a
prisoner.

After gloating briefly over the Sword—no hands but his own took it fromthe sem-intelligent
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beast Wod turned his attention to the prisoner. At the nmoment the wetch | ooked nore dead than
alive.

Thi nki ng he recogni zed the fellow as Prince Mark's nephew, the Ancient One enpl oyed the Sword of
Mercy to heal his injuries—quite likely he would be worth sonething in the way of ransom

In a nonment, as soon as Zoltan's eyes were clearly open, Wod asked himgently: "Were is she now?
Tigris?"

On recogni zi ng where he was, and who was speaking to him the youth |ooked gratifyingly sick with
terror. "I don't know," he whispered hopel essly.

"No? Well, | suppose there's really no reason why you should. But |I'msure there are interesting
things you do know, young man. Things that | shall be pleased to hear—you and I nust have a | ong
chat."

That was postponed. More news arrived: yet another new prisoner had just been picked up in the
vicinity of the canp, upon which he appeared to have been spyi ng.

Whod turned his attention to this nan.

Brod, dragged in and supported by several guards, trenblingly assured the wi zard he had only been
wat chi ng the canp because he had | ong wanted to devote hinself to the service of the nighty
magi ci an Wod as a patron. He had been trying to find the best neans of approach when he was

t aken.

The Ancient One stared at him Nothing pleased himso nmuch as a proper attitude of respect in
those he spoke to. Brod, who thought he could feel that gaze probing his bone narrow, clutched at
the only hopeful thought which he could find: at |east he had not been trying to tell a lie.

"Tell me, Brod ..."
"Yes, sire?"

"What woul d you ask, if you were given the chance, fromthe Sword called Wayfinder? | take it you
know what | amtal king about."

"Ch yes sir, yes sir. | know that Sword." The Sarge swallowed with a great gulp. "Well sir. 1'd
ask a way, a direction, that would let me fill my anbition of getting into your service, Lord Wod
sir, and continuing in your service, successfully, for along, long tinme ..."

The Sarge stopped there, because the great w zard call ed Wod was |aughing; it was a silent and
horri bl e display.

THI RTEEN

PRI NCE Mark was headi ng south. He rode astride a great black cantering riding-beast, with the
bul ky formof the old wizard Karel simlarly nmounted at his side. They were |ong out of sight of
home. Days ago the Prince had ridden forth fromthe great gate of Sarykam at the head of a hundred
caval ry, supported by nmgici ans, beastkeepers, a couple of supply wagons, and sem -intelligent

wi nged scouts and nessengers. Ever since their departure the Prince and his expeditionary force
had been riding hard to reach the region where his friends and enenies were still contending for a
pair of pricel ess Swords.

The Prince was wearing two swordbelts, each supporting one sheathed Sword, so that a black hilt
showed on each side of his waist. During nost of the day Mark had little to say. Hi s gaze was
usual Iy fixed strai ght ahead, and his countenance grim He was ready for a fight, arnmed to the
teeth, conming to the struggle with both Sightblinder and Shi el dbreaker in his possession. The
Swords Stonecutter and Dragonslicer, considered unlikely to be of nmuch use in the current
situation, had been left in the arnory in Sarykam

The swi ft-nmoving Tasavaltan col um kept noving generally south, in the direction of the region
fromwhich Ben had | ast reported his position. Scouts, both wi nged and human, ranged ahead
continual ly.
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Mark as he rode was nagged by the feeling that he ought to have brought Stephen with him But he
knew it was better that he had not; he felt conforted by the idea that the boy would be with his
not her and perhaps afford her sone relief fromher endl ess gl oom

At sunset, the Prince and his troops reached the fringe of the barren country lying to the
sout hwest of the Tasavaltan border. Mark ordered a halt. This would be a dry canp; tonorrow would
be tinme enough to | ook for water.

Several tines during the past few hours, w nged scouts had returned fromthe southwest to neet the
colum on the march. Now yet another of these great birds, speeding fromthe sane direction across
the twilight sky, arrived at the encanpnent.

This scout reported the oni nous presence of griffins in the area.

The Prince cursed at the indications that the eneny was now in the field too, in force. Mark
ordered the beastmaster to dispatch nore birds to investigate.

"Day-flyers, sir, or night?"
Mar k ordered sone of each sent into the air.

In the light of a lowering sun, Mark glanced at the three or four specially trained | oadbeasts
acconpanyi ng the columm, which appeared to be bearing hooded human riders. Actually the figures on
t he | oadbeasts' backs were the swathed forns of giant ow s, whose heads and shoul ders becane

vi sible as the hoods were renoved. These birds would presently be | aunched to scout and harass the
eneny under cover of darkness.

When Mark chose the canpsite, Karel and his magical assistants busied thensel ves weavi ng
protective spells around the area. The Prince personally oversaw the posting of sentries, ate
lightly, then entered his small tent. Gimy inpatient for norning, he wapped hinself in a

bl anket, stretched out on the ground, two swordbelts beneath him his body in contact with both of
his sheathed Swords, and tried to get sone sleep

The Prince sonetines tried to cal cul ate whether he had spent nore of his life in the field, in one
way or another, than he had under a roof. Certainly he sonmetines felt that way. The faniliar
sounds of a mlitary canp—+ow voices, a fire crackling, sonmeone sharpening a bl ade—were soot hi ng
rather than disturbing. Yet sleep eluded Mark. H's mind could not cease struggling with plans and
cal cul ati ons.

The om nous signs of Blue Tenple presence, and worse, in the |and ahead suggested that one of his
chi ef enem es might well now be in possession not only of Wundheal er, but of Wayfinder as well.
But the Prince could take confort in the fact that against the Sword of Force, even the Sword of
W sdom woul d be no nore useful than a broken dagger. Wayfinder, Mark felt confident, could never
tell its owner how to | ocate Shiel dbreaker or Shiel dbreaker's hol der, or how to avoid any danger
posed by him

The Prince shifted position on his blanket, feeling as wi de awake as ever. Wat would he do if he
were Wod?

O course, Wayfinder would be able to tell its owner the whereabouts of the nagician Karel, say—er
the I ocation of the Sword Sightblinder—and fromthat information an eneny might well be able to
deduce that Mark was sonewhere near. No Sword or conbi nati on of Swords could solve all problens.

Sl eep eventually came to Mark, in the formof a troubled doze. And with sleep canme disturbing
dreanms that shattered into unrecogni zable fragnents as soon as he awoke, |eaving a feeling of
anxi ety.

And one thing nore. He had awakened with a new pl an.

The Prince conferred with the wi zard Karel just before dawn, and Karel agreed that Mark shoul d
ride on, alone but carrying both his Swords, ahead of the main body of his troops.
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The ol d wi zard had some forebodi ngs about what seened a chancy schene, and at first had argued
against it. But Mark was inpatient, and stubborn enough to adopt the idea even agai nst Karel's
opposi tion.

At sunrise, as the Prince swallowed hot tea and chewed on a hard biscuit, preparatory to riding
out al one, Karel warned himthat carrying Shiel dbreaker and Sightblinder at the same tinme, even
with both Swords sheathed, could cause hi m probl ens.

"I must warn you, Prince, that holding both of these Swords drawn at the same tinme may well
produce sone powerful psychic effect even on you, who in some ways seemed to possess a curious
partial imunity to the Swords' power."

"l have done as nuch before."

"Perhaps. But | warn you that your imunity is far fromconplete."

"l understand that, Uncle."

"Have you, since |leaving home, tried either of the Swords you carry?"
"Not yet."

"Then do so."

Now, in the relative privacy of his uncle's tent, Prince Mark drew fromits sheath the god-forged
bl ade that rode on his right hip.

Si ght bl i nder, as al ways, produced sonme spectacul ar effects when it was drawn. Mark was aware of no
change in hinself. But he knew that in the eyes of his uncle he was sonehow transforned into a
figure evoking either terror or adoration. Even the great nmgician Karel, here in his own tent,
surrounded and supported by all his powers, and knowing intellectually that the figure he saw was
only a phantasm of magic, was powerless to see the truth behind the inmage.

"What do you see, Uncle?"

The ol d man passed a hand across his eyes. "The details of the deception do not natter. | no
| onger see you in your true nature, of course, but an alien inmage which frightens ne, even though
I know ..." The old man, averting his eyes from Mark, made a gesture of dismn ssal

Prince Mark sheat hed Sightblinder, which he had held in his | eft hand, and saw Karel rel ax
somewhat. Next the Prince drew Shiel dbreaker. The Sword of Force was silent, and inert, because no
i medi at e danger threatened. Mark gripping the black hilt was aware of the vast power waiting
there, but he felt no nore than that.

Then, still gripping Shieldbreaker, the Prince pulled the Sword of Stealth fromits sheath once
nore, and stood hol ding both Swords at the sane tine.

He saw by the change in his uncle's face that his own appearance had once nore altered, perhaps
even nore terribly than before. The nerves in Mark's arns and shoul ders tingled; the effect was
strange, but well within his range of tol erance

Carefully Mark sheat hed both Swords again, Sight-blinder first.

He tried to reassure Karel, but the old man renmi ned cautious, and perturbed. He warned the
Prince, unnecessarily, not to be caught in conmbat with an unarnmed foe whil st hol di ng
Shi el dbr eaker .

"I know that," Mark patiently rem nded his counsel or.
Karel still |ooked worried.

The Prince, putting a hand on the old w zard's shoul der, reninded himthat he, Mark, was no
stranger to the Swords. And he assured the old man—though not wi thout a certain menta
reservati on—+that the effect of holding the two Swords at once had not been strong enough to cause

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%207%20-%20Wayfinders%20Story.txt (91 of 118) [2/4/03 9:57:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%207%20-%20W ayfinders%20Story .txt
hi m any real concern.

At the sane dawn hour when Mark set out alone fromhis canp, Ben was urged out of a light sleep
into instant alertness, by the tug of a rapier-pointed claw upon his garnent.

Crouchi ng over himwhere he sat with his back against a tree was a w nged nessenger from Mark
This hel pful, friendly bird, having been instructed by Karel, brought Ben the wel cone news t hat
Tasaval tan troops were not very many kilonmeters away, and the Prince hinmself was even cl oser

The birds' sense of horizontal distance was notoriously inaccurate, so Ben did not derive as much
confort fromthis news as he otherw se m ght have

As the hours passed, Val demar continued to observe the destruction of the personality, even the
physical identity, of the sorceress who such a short tine ago had conme riding at the head of a
force of denobns and human thugs to slaughter her enem es and ki dnap him

Not that Delia appeared to care in the | east—she kept humrming little snatches of sinple, cheerfu
songs—but her clothing was now sodden with rain and getting dirty. Evidently it was now deprived
of what Val demar supposed nust have been the magical protection afforded the garnents worn by
Tigris. Even the womman's face was notably changed fromthat of the conqueror who had devast ated
the Bl ue Tenple canp. Val demar wondered if he could have recognized this as the sane individual
had he not seen with his own eyes the several stages of the change. Rain and circunstances seened
to have washed and scoured away an aura of bad magic, and perhaps sonme subtle though rmundane
mekeup as well, from her countenance.

Only the physical parts of the transformation had taken any time at all. Never, since the
thunderbolt fell, had Val demar caught any hint that any part of her ol der, wasted and vi ci ous
personal ity m ght have survived.

Val demar had no doubt that the netanorphosis had resulted froma blow struck at Tigris by the
great and nysterious magician she had feared so terribly, and from whom she had been so
desperately trying to escape. One of the oddest things about the whole situation, as Val demar saw
it, was that the bl ow, the sudden transformation, had not really done her any harm As far as he
could tell, quite the opposite.

And here was another turnaround to consider: He, who had been the prisoner of Tigris, was now
Delia's captor. O nore properly her keeper. Now he, the sinple farmer, had becone the worldly,
experienced nentor. It was not a role he relished, but there was no one el se to take
responsibility for her, and the idea of sinply abandoni ng her was unacceptabl e. Though in her
previ ous persona she had treated himunjustly, still her new hel pl essness was disarning. And her
new childlike personality was charmng in its innocence.

Delia was nore tal kative than Tigris had been. Al nost every tine Val demar | ooked at her, he found
her gazing back at himas if she sought his guidance. And she kept asking naive questions.

Earlier, under relentless questioning fromthis young wonan, Valdenar had tried to explain how he
had been guided to her by the Sword of Wsdom He thought that Tigris had never quite believed
that story; she had been chronically suspicious, and perhaps incapabl e of understanding a sinple
truth. Now, when he told Delia the same tale, she sonmehow had no trouble at all believing if not
conpr ehendi ng what he had done.

"This Sword has brought us together, you and I," Valdenmar, patting the black hilt, assured his new
conpani on.

"That's good." Her tone suggested conpl acent acceptance, if nothing Iike full understanding.
"It is a mgic Sword."

"Magic. Ah." And Delia nodded solemly, with an appearance of w sdom

"Are you acquainted with nagic, then?"

"No," she said vaguely. "No, | don't think so. Except—*
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"Yeg?"

"Except sonetimes, when | still lived on the farm | think . . . there were things that | could
do. "

"What kind of things?"

"When plants were sick, sonetines | could make themwell."

"Real ly? Then | will have to tell you about my vines."

A shadow, as swift as it was insubstantial, abruptly fell over the two young people.

Si mul t aneousl y Val demar was once nore stricken with the hel pl ess sickness in his guts; this tine
he recogni zed the cause, and now his fear was greater than before.

The presence this tine was snaller and nore nearly bearable than Dactylartha's had been. But the
young man had no doubt that this sudden intruder was a denon too.

He clutched for dear life at the Sword of Wsdom and cried to it for help. He did his best to
lift it, as if to strike a blow

The denon only chuckl ed, a truly hideous sound. The ghastly waith-shape of it drifted in the air
in front of Val demar

"What do you nean to do, young man? Strike ne with your Sword?"
" "

At the nonent, brave words seened inmpossible to cone by.

"Wayfinder will not protect you . . . nothing will ... if | sinply reach out to you . . . like
this ..."

Fear and nausea gripped him then dragged their sliny presences away. Val wondered why the denon
did not sinply seize Wayfinder out of his alnost paral yzed hands. But the shadow drifted on, and
the Sword of Wsdomwas still his.

It was, it had to be, only playing with them like a cat with a pair of nice.
Delia, utterly miserable, pathetically ignorant, clung to him wanting to be conforted.

Val's fears were confirned. The vile creature had only pretended to depart, for nowit cane
drifting back. Its vague shape gathered over Delia, and it whispered something frightful into the
young woman's ear.

Shocked, unconprehendi ng, Delia screamed and wept.

Val demar tried to sunmon up his nerve, his will, to rise to her defense, but physical and nenta
cranps assailed him and he fell back groaning.

Delia shrieked again. Horrible nmenories had stirred in her when she heard the denon speak Wod's
name.

Then, as unexpectedly as it had cone, the denobn was gone.

Del i a expressed her fear that the Ancient One was conming to get her. "Val, that's what it meant.
That —t hi ng whi ch spoke to ne just nowwhatever it was. It told me things that made ne start to
remenber val, hold ne!'

And Val demar, still sick and trenbling fromthe recent presence of a denon, found hinsel f doing
his best to confort Delia.

He hel d her while she wept, and promised to protect her—and in his ignorance he could even believe
for atime that he might be able to afford her such protection
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As for the Ancient One hinself, with every passing hour, each inconing report, he was beconi ng
more firmy convinced of his forner assistant's treachery. Though by this tine, as Wod assured
hinmself grimy, the objective truth concerning her guilt or innocence really no | onger mattered.
He had decided to consider her guilty, and that was that.

What ever she had really done or not done, after this he would never again be able to trust her
even mninmally. Too bad; at one tinme she had shown great prom se

Wyod now wel coned back-as warmy as he ever wel comed any bei ng—the denonic scout who had j ust
tornented Tigris.

Listening attentively, the Ancient One received fromthis creature a new report. The news, related
with much denonic nmerrinent, was that Tigris had certainly been reduced to childish hel pl essness.
And now-this was the crowning effect—seened to be on her way to a new existence as a farner's
wife.

The Ancient One reacted to this announcenment with a great deal of anusenent and satisfaction

He went so far as to reward the nmessenger—at |east, he pronmi sed a substantial, though unspecifi ed,
reward, to be delivered in the future.

The denon praised its master's generosity—ts gratitude sounded as sincere as the virtue that it
praised. And it slavishly rejoiced at having brought good news.

"Yes. Well, well." The human nodded. "All things considered, such a fate will do quite well as the
first phase of our settlenent of accounts with her."

"And the next phase of her punishnent, Master?" The servile creature alnost gibbered with delight.
"When may we expect to enjoy that?"

Tersely, in a voice tinged with regret, the Ancient One explained that for the next few hours or
per haps days he was going to be too busy dealing with his chief opponents to pay this traitress
much attention.

He concl uded: "But do keep ne inforned."”
"Mst gladly, Master!™

Val demar still asked the Sword for safety, and the Sword still required himand Delia to fly. The
flights thus conmanded were random jaunts, as far as Val could see, getting them nowhere in
particul ar, but rather keeping themin the same area of al nmbost uni nhabited country, unconfortably
close to the canp fromwhich Tigris had ki dnapped hi mhow very |ong ago that seened!

And Val was growi ng increasingly worried about the griffin. He supposed that the creature had
grown tired, lacking its proper magical nourishment, or reinforcenent. O perhaps, thought

Val demar, the beast was sinply becomng increasingly restive in the control and conpany of these
two m | ksops.

When he asked Delia if she remenbered anything about the animal's diet, she only shuddered and
i nsi sted that she knew not hi ng whatever on the subject. Val demar coul dn't deci de whet her she was
telling the truth or not.

When he asked the Sword for help in feeding their chief neans of transportation, Wayfinder
obliged. Evidently there was some kind of food the griffin favored, and when Val demar turned to
the Sword for help, Wayfinder directed themto a | anding pl ace where the creature browsed
contentedly for a tinme, burrowing its head into the dense foliage of a grove of peculiar trees.

Val demar was unable to tell at first glance whether the beast was eating | eaves, fruit, or perhaps
sonmet hing nore neaty that dwelled in the high branches; he nade no effort to find out.

"I's it a very big nagic, then?" The young bl ond woman was staring gravely, w de-eyed, alternately
at Val demar, and at the Sword he was consulting with regard to their next nove.

He was di sconcerted by the way she put a thunb or knuckle in her nmouth, her pink |lips sucking at
it.
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Al so he wanted to tell her that her garnents needed sonme adjustnment. He was nore certain than ever
that in her previous persona her clothing nust have been protected by sone magi cal nmeans. Now this
enhancenent was no nore, and seans and fabric, not nade to wi thstand rough usage wi thout help,
here and there starting to give way. Her blouse, or tunic, or whatever the right nanme was for the
upper garnment she was wearing, was tending to cone open in front. Matters were tending toward the
i modest. How could he think of her as a potential bride?

Val demar told hinmself that he was not really accustoned to dealing with children

He said: "OF course this Sword is magic, magic of tremendous power. Haven't | just been telling
you?"

The griffin was showi ng signs of reasonable contentnment as it continued feeding. Val demar assumned
that he and Delia woul d soon be riding on the nonster's back again. He wondered if some curse was
on himtoo, that circunmstances kept arising to delay his return hone.

O course, once he had reached that goal, another problemwould arise: Wat ought he to do then
with the Swmord? Any such treasure would inevitably draw trouble, as Val demar saw the situation. He
woul d have to hide it, get rid of it, trade it off sonehow as soon as an opportunity arose.

But that could wait until he was safely hone. Once Wayfinder had seen himthat far, Val demar was
sure he wanted nothing nore to do with any magi c of the gods.

As for his wife . . . whoever she night be ..
He sat | ooking long and soberly at Deli a.

"What am| to do with you, girl, when we've got that far? | don't know. WIIl you at |east be safe
from demons when we' ve reached that point?"

She could no nore answer that question than an infant. She | ooked back at her caretaker with mld
concern, waiting for himto find sonme reassuring answer.

"At least," Valdemar growed, "I'Il know where | amthen, and I'll be able to do sonething ...’
He picked up the Sword and once nore asked it to show himthe way home.
FOURTEEN

THE Sword of Wsdomfailed to respond at all to this inportant question, or to the others Val denar
asked. Val demar took this to nean that he too should adopt a course of inactivity. That woul d be
all right if it didn't last too long; he could use the rest. Anyway, the griffin had not yet
finished its protracted feeding.

Also Val was still being bothered by his cut fingers. The skin around the little wounds was red
and sore and even felt warnmer than the adjacent flesh, as if he were getting a |ocal fever
Heal i ng was sl ow, not hel ped by the fact that he had to keep using his hand.

Delia, despite her claimto have spent her childhood on a farm protested that it bothered her to
have to deal with blood and injury. But when Val demar coaxed her, she agreed to do what she could
to help him

First, wearing an absentm nded | ook, she searched anong the nearby bushes and eventually cane up
with what she said were useful herbs, varieties to help the small wounds heal

Wil e engaged in this search, she took tune out to conplain, she had not been able to find the
kind of berries she would really like to eat. "There should be little red berries, in the spring

"l suppose your farmwas a |l ong way off from here."

"l suppose it was," the young wonan answered vaguely. Then she lifted her head sharply. "Listen!"
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"What ?" Val demar turned uneasily, hand groping for his Sword.
"The birds. Hear thenf? Except they're not the sane kind that used to sing on the farm"

Eventually, with Delia's assistance, Val succeeded in getting an effective bandage on his hand.
The poultice of |eaves that she bound on stung a little at first, but then felt vaguely
conforting.

As Delia finished tying the last knot in the little bandage, he continued to stare at her
thoughtfully. Long ago Val demar had abandoned the | ast suspicion that this shocking i nnocence was
sonme kind of a trick, a pose on her part. And she showed no signs of snapping out of it. No, it
seened that she was his responsibility now

So far the pair of them had had enough to eat; fortunately the griffin had been carrying sone
field rations, nostly hard bread and cheese, in one of its panniers. But those supplies were
qui ckly running out, and Val demar realized that to keep hinself and his supposed bride going he
was going to have to sonehow scrounge nore nourishnent from other sources.

He woul d have to think seriously about that problemsoon. At the noment he was very tired.

The Sword of W sdom woul d of course lead themto good things to eat, as soon as he wanted to make
that his priority. But Valdemar had the feeling that they were under pursuit, if not direct
attack, and he had | earned that the Sword could only handl e one questi on—er one main goal —at a
time. He would not risk his Iife and Delia's for food until actual starvation threatened.

Sitting against a tree, he was pulled back fromthe brink of sleep by his conpani on | eani ng over
hi m

"I's it a very big nagic?" Delia now repeated, innocently. She was gazing thoughtfully at the
Sword, which lay in Valdemar's lap, his hand on the black hilt.

Earlier, Valdenar remenbered with a sense of irony, this woman—er rather this wonan's other
sel f -had been the one to accuse him of feigning an innocence too great for the real world.

"It is indeed," Valdemar replied at last, with the slow patience of near exhaustion. "It is a
gigantic, tremendous magic. And al so very sharp—be careful!" He had thought for a monent, fromthe
eager way his charge was | eaning forward, that she had been about to run a testing finger right

al ong the edge of \Wayfinder's Bl ade.

She who had once been Tigris had never objected to Val demar's having conpl ete charge of the Sword
of Wsdom But fromthe way she was gazing at the weapon now, it was obvious that
sonet hi ng—whet her it was the bright beauty, the supernal keenness, or the intricate under-the-
surface pattern of the steel -held a strong fascination

He slid Wayfinder back into the sheath still fastened at his waist.

And then he | eaned back against the tree. His eyelids were getting very heavy, and he woul d rest
for just a nonent.

Delia, feeling a m xture of nmischief and curiosity, reached for the Sword again as soon as Val
losing his battle to exhaustion, dozed off.

And at that nonent the griffin, as if sensing that sonething of inportance was about to happen
silently turned its head, watching Delia keenly as she reached for \Wayfi nder

She could not test the sharpness of the edge while the Sword remai ned sheathed. Softly she put her
hand on the black hilt and drew the weapon forth, so quietly that Val demar sl ept on.

Hol ding the Sword with a double grip on the sturdy hilt, made Delia feel strange. Her arns and
hands were going tingly in a way that she knewsonehow-had sonething to do with nmagic. The
sensation nmade her forget about testing the physical edge. She held up the Sword to snmile at it in
i nnocent admiration

Val had told her that the Sword answered questions, and hel ped people. "Wat should | ask?" she

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...Lost%20Swords%207%20-%20Wayfinders%20Story.txt (96 of 118) [2/4/03 9:57:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%207%20-%20W ayfinders%20Story .txt
whi spered al oud. The question seemed addressed nore to herself than to the instrument of the gods.

The griffin, at the nonent chewing its nysterious nourishnment, chewing with the jaw notions of a
cow, and the fangs of a gigantic lion, had no answer for her

Warily Delia turned her head, |ooking carefully at Valdemar to nmake sure that he was still asleep

Then inspiration came. Small hands white-knuckled with the strain of gripping the black hilt, she
rai sed the heavy Sword of Wsdom and whi spered to it again

"Show ne the way to nake himwant to keep ne with him" she whispered devoutly. And smiled a
noment | at er—because sure enough, Wayfinder had just twi sted slightly in her hands—pointing at
what ?

At nothing in particular, that she could see. Just at sonme bushes.

Movi ng eagerly and quietly, holding the heavy Bl ade extended carefully in front of her, Delia
i nvestigated. The Sword | ed her through a screen of brush, and on a few neters nore, to a point
where she heard the sounds of murnuring water just ahead.

Still followi ng the Sword's gui dance, she soon arrived at a snall stream partially dammed by a

fallen tree and | odged debris. Above the dama pleasant little pond had forned, partially shaded
by standing trees. The day was warm and sunny for a change, and the pool invited her to test it

with her fingers. Not prohibitively cold. Certainly it | ooked deep and cl ear enough to provide a
bat h.

Sniffing fastidiously at her arnmpits, she grimaced, and could not renenber ever before being this
dirty.

What had awakened Val demar he did not know, but full consciousness suddenly returned. Sitting up
straight, with a reflexive wench of all his nuscles, he felt a cold hand at his heart when he saw
that the Sword of Wsdomwas no |longer in its sheath, which was still belted securely at his
wai st .

Delia was mssing too. Maybe she had only stepped into the bushes to relieve herself. Junping to
his feet, Val called her nane, first softly and then at considerable volune. To his vast relief,
an answer came drifting fromsonmewhere in the mddle distance. A nonent |ater, he thought he could
hear prol onged spl ashing.

Qui ckly the young man pushed his way through the bushes to investigate.

He stopped abruptly as soon as the pond cane into view The Sword at |east was safe, stuck
casually into the nobist earth at the water's edge.

Delia's clothing, including an undergarnent or two which Val demar had never seen before, |ay

besi de the upright Blade. The young worman hersel f, conpl etely uncl ot hed above the wai st, covered
by wat er bel ow that, waved at Val demar from m dstream no nore than an easy |eap away. She call ed
cheerfully for himto join her in her bath.

"Val, conme in, cone in!"

"I"'mcomng!" he heard hinself reply. His voice was a nere croak. Al ready he was striding forward,
as if hypnotized. Sonmehow it was as if he were watching his own behavi or from outside. He was
aware of stripping off his own garnents, and stepping down into the current

Hal f an hour later, Delia, still unclothed, |ying at ease anid the spring grass and early flowers
alittle inland fromthe water's edge, was frowning prettily. She had hold of the huge hand of
Val demar, who, as naked as she was, lay alnost inert beside her, and was turning it this way and
that, as if interested in the articulation of the wist.

"And now your bandage has conme off again," she was conplaining. "What are we to do for your poor
fingers?”

"Never mind ny fingers." Valdemar's voice had a newy cal mand thoughtful quality.
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Sonet hi ng crackled in the brush nearby, galvanizing himinto action, first lunging, then crawing
awkwardly, to reach the Sword. Wth his bandaged hand on the black hilt he turned—to find hinself
facing nothing worse than the griffin, driven by curiosity to see what its two nasters were about.

Delia, who had crawl ed after him started tickling himplayfully.

Anot her half hour had passed before Delia asked Val demar whether the magic Sword coul d heal his
ringers.

"No, there is another Sword, called Wundheal er, that would be needed to do that."
"Woundheal er? \Were is it?"

"I don't know. It was with me for a while, before | met you—er rather | was with some people who
were carrying that Sword. But where it is now. . . just help ne put on a bandage again. M
fingers will be all right, and we face bigger problens than a couple of little wounds."

The bandagi ng went nore easily this time, perhaps because Delia was |ess afraid of hurting him
As she tied the last knot, Val said regretfully: "Better get dressed. W nust be noving on."

The griffin appeared to be through feeding, for the tine being anyway. But Val's renewed
questioning of the Sword, with safety as his goal, this tine elicited no clear indication from
Wayf i nder.

Val demar, strolling about with his armaround Delia, bending now and then to kiss her, kept trying
to picture her as his wife, working beside himin the vineyard. Yesterday such a vision would have
seened i npossible. Now it was much clearer

He began to talk to her about his vines and grapes, and about the good wi ne that could be made
fromthemin a year or two when the plants were fully nmatured

Delia, listening to Val's description of his work, and his plans for the future, saw nothing
frightening or unpleasant in the prospect. In fact she found herself quite pl eased.

Hi s description of the vineyard stunbled to a halt. "Does this suit you, then?" he asked.
"Yes," she told himsinply. "All | want now, Val, is to stay with you."
"Ch. Oh, ny dear. Delia."

When the pair of them were busy gathering what food they could, foraging to augnent the supplies
still remaining fromthe griffin's fast-dininishing store, she denonstrated a definite magica
affinity for grow ng things—aking thorny vines bend to and fro, to yield her their juicy berries
wi t hout pricking her reaching hands and arns.

"I foresee a great future for you in the country, little wonan."
"I keep telling you, | have always lived on a farm"
"And do your parents live there still?"

"I'"'mnot sure." A shadow crossed the young wonan's face. "I don't want to think about them"

"Then don't."

Once nore Delia, at a nonent when her conpanion was inattentive, got her small hands—hands no

| onger as pale and soft as they had been—en the weapon of the gods. In sinple words she whi spered
a new question to the Sword of Wsdom asking it to guide themto the Sword cal |l ed Wundheal er, so
that her lover's cut fingers could be heal ed.

Yet again they nounted the griffin. Valdemar, thinking that his own npbst recent query was the one
to which the Sword was now actively respondi ng, gave the beast comands. Quickly they were
ai r bor ne.
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They had not flown far before the young man noticed that a flying reptile was followi ng them He
could not be sure whether it was actually trying to catch up with themor not, but the griffin was
flying so slowy that that seenmed a possibility.

Gimy Valdemar urged their nmount to greater speed. The nightmare head turned on the | ong neck
The eyes, seenming to glowwith their own fire, |ooked straight at him But the griffin ignored the
conmand.

"Faster, | said!" Val waved the Sword, as if threatening the beast with it.
The threat was a bluff, and it proved a serious m stake.

Wth a nove that appeared deliberate for all its speed, the beast reached up, with an inpossibl e-
| ooki ng extension of one of its alnobst |eonine hind I egs. The blow fromthe great claws caught
Wayfi nder cunningly, knocking the Sword of Wsdom neatly out of Val demar's hand.

Val uttered a hoarse cry of surprise and dismay. There was no use trying to grab for the Sword, it
was al ready gone. In the next nonent he saw the pursuing reptile catch the falling treasure in md-
flight, and with the gl eam ng bl ade between serrated teeth, go wheeling away on sw ft w ngs,
carrying the prize.

At the nmoment of the Sword's fall, as if a successful and unpuni shed act of rebellion had given it
courage, the griffin becane totally unnmanageabl e.

Skimming | ow over forest and wastel and, it launched into a series of acrobatic noves, as if
determ ned to dislodge at once its two uncongenial nmasters fromits back. Val and Delia hung on
all but hel pl ess, shouting at the creature and at each other. Sky, wastel and, and patches of
forest spun round themas the griffin | ooped. The couple clung desperately to saddl e and basket.

Suddenly a blue-white wall of water | ooned, a pond or nminiature | ake. Hardly had the body of water
cone into sight, when the crazed aninmal plunged straight into it, diving and swimmng like a | oon

The water's liquid resistance finally dislodged the humans. Val demar, choking, al nbst drowni ng,
felt a piece of basket rimbreak off in his hand. Swinming in water over his head, he fought his
way to the surface, just intine to see his escaped neans of transportation fl oundering ashore.
From t he wooded shoreline the griffin leapt into the air again, displaying nagical celerity.

Where was Delia?
Treading water, turning this way and that, Val hoarsely called her nane.
A long nonent passed before he saw her—fl oati ng face down.

Desperately he stroked to reach her, got the muddy bottom of the pond under his boots, and carried
her ashore. By that time, to his great relief, she was coughing and noani ng feebly. She spat out a
mout hf ul of rnuddy water.

When he woul d have hel ped Delia to sit up on the bank, she cried out in pain. Her back had been
sonmehow i njured in the watery rough | anding. She protested that she could not wal k, could hardly
nove.

St andi ng now on the shoreline, with a chance to | ook around, Val demar thought that this territory
| ooked vaguely famliar. As far as he could tell, they had returned to a point at no very great

di stance fromthe place where a young woman nanmed Tigris had ki dnapped him and their adventures
with the griffin had begun.

The scouting reptiles informed the Ancient One that Tigris was not very nany kil oneters away.

A beast master relayed the information. "She is in worse shape than ever, Lord! The peasant who is
traveling as her conpanion strips off her clothing, and uses her at will."

Wyod chuckl ed. For the nonent he continued to be satisfied with the progress of his punishnent.
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"And we have taken their Sword fromthem " the reporting human gl oat ed.
The Anci ent One's deneanor changed. "I hope that none anbng you has dared to touch it?"

Hastily the subordi nate expl ai ned. No one had di sobeyed orders. One of the nore sinple-ninded
flying reptiles had caught the falling Sword Wayfinder in mdair, and was bringing it in, flying
sl ow y under the unaccustoned | oad.

Wod was not really surprised by the news regarding the Sword. He had been working for sone tine,
and on several levels, to get Wayfinder away from T Tigris and Val demar, and into his own hands.

It had been part of his plan to obtain the Sword without letting any of his associ ates possessed
of human intelligence, or greater, get it into their own hands even for an instant.

The task had been further conplicated by the fact that Wayfinder itself had doubtl| ess been
enpl oyed to protect its possessors fromhim But as matters had turned out, his plan succeeded
anyway. Perhaps, he was tenpted to believe, the Swords' magic was not invariably suprene.

Soon the Sword itself was brought in. But, alnost inmmediately after getting Wayfinder into his
hands, Wod was distracted again fromthoughts of pleasant vengeance by reports from both denons
and reptiles, confirmng that a force of about a hundred Tasavaltan riders was on its way south,
headi ng al nost directly toward his canp.

On hearing this, one of the Ancient One's currently nost favored human subordi nates i medi ately
suggested evoking a large force of denons, and dispatching themall against the hundred cavalry
and their support people and creatures.

The proposed tactic would undoubtedly serve well to detern ne whether Mark was acconpanying this
mai n Tasaval tan force or not. But if Mark was indeed there, the discovery nmight cost the
di scoverer, Wod, a whole force of denons.

He deci ded prudently to begin by sending only one or two of the vile creatures.
As for attacking Mark personally, he had other ideas about that.

Havi ng been aware for some years of the presence of Shiel dbreaker in the Tasavaltan arsenal, Wod
assuned that the Prince would be conming against himarned with the Sword of Force. Shiel dbreaker
was undoubtedly the m ghtiest piece of armanment in the world, capable of nullifying the power of
any other weapon, even another Sword, that m ght be depl oyed against it.

Wth these facts in mnd the Ancient One, pleased as he was to be finally holding Wayfinder, took
it for granted fromthe start that any attenpt to | ocate Mark directly by using the Sword of
W sdom was bound to fail.

So Whod, on first obtaining the Sword of Wsdom nade only a perfunctory attenpt to | ocate Mark.
When that was unsuccessful, he acted rather to | ocate the wizard Karel, or the Sword Sightblinder
on the assunption that Mark woul d be found very near that person or object.

When the Ancient One's small squad of dempnic skirm shers attenpted to strike at the force from
Tasavalta, they would encounter, in fat old Karel, a magician of sufficient stature to beat the
attackers of f—+hough not as quickly and effectively as Mark woul d have been able to repel them

In Karel's archives, as he was soon explaining to an anxious pair of mlitary officers in his
tent, were listed the locations of many denons' |ives. And the old magici an gave assurance that he
knew how to find out nore such |ocations very quickly, if and when the need arose.

Besi des, Karel had the power to make things unpleasant for a |ot of denons whose |ives he | acked
the know edge to term nate—so unpl easant that they woul d even prefer to i ncur Wod's displ easure,
rather than persist in this attack.

Whod, observing the fate of his denon skirmishers as closely as he could while still remaining at
what he considered the best distance to exercise command, felt reasonably confident that Mark was
no | onger acconpanying his cavalry and his chief magician
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Then where was the Prince of Tasavalta? Mark's archeneny chewed a fingernail, heretofore well-
kept, and pondered.

Wherever the Prince mght be, Wod felt sure that he would be arnmed not only with the Sword of
Force, but also with the Sword of Stealth. Such a conbination would make a forni dabl e antagoni st
out of the veriest weakling; in the hands of a warrior |like Mark, the effect was bound to be
overwhel mi ng, against all but the strongest and nost crafty defense.

Well, Wbod considered that he was ready.

In less than a nminute, before Wod's denons could begin their serious attack, even before nost of
the Tasavaltan force had been made aware of the inpending threat, Karel's magic had slain or
di spersed the handful of magical skirm shers.

But the confrontation, once begun, continued between Mark's uncle and the Ancient One. The two
comenced sparring at |ong range.

Wod had | ong wanted to test directly the occult strength of Kristin's overweight uncle. Now,
having at | ast made i mmedi ate contact, the Ancient One had grudgingly to adnmt that, although he
felt confident of being able to wear this veteran adversary down in tine, the struggle was bound
to be a long and draining one. Whod did not choose to spare the tinme and effort to fight it to a
concl usi on now. He was going to need all his powers to deal with Mark, armed as the Prince nust
now be.

Not that Wbod t hought Mark was going to represent the ultinmate test. The Ancient One had received
certain magical indications that his own final success or failure, in his bid to doninate the
worl d, was going to depend upon another confrontation, now still relatively renote.

Agai nst the Dark King, and the horde of denbns that one could call up? Wod considered it unlikely
that his rival Vilkata had really been permanently renoved fromthe scene. But no, not even the
Dark King would represent the ultimte chall enge.

Sooner or later, the Ancient One was thinking now, it would be necessary to concentrate his
efforts with the Sword of Wsdomon |locating the Enperor, in anticipation of a final conbat with
that man.

The Lady Yanbu, |lying on an ebon couch, covered with a white sheet, her head now pillowed on rich
fabrics, was being nmore or less forcibly maintained by her newest captor in a state of responsive
consci ousness. Finding it necessary to converse with himwhether she wanted to or not, she
expressed to Wod her surprise that his first questions to the Sword of Wsdomdid not seemto
have been concerned with establishing his own safety.

She asked himthe reasons for this |ack of caution
He assured the Silver Queen that he scorned to be so timd

"You wi Il understand that, | amsure, ny |lady. You yourself have never been accused of excessive
caution.”

"No doubt that is intended as a conplinent."

"OfF course. | have always regarded you with the greatest respect." Wod paused, before adding in a
I ow, convincing voice: "I would never have deserted you in your time of need."

"Meani ng that the Enperor, who was ny husband, did?"

"You are the best judge of his behavior in that instance." Wthout hesitating, the Ancient One
continued: "Support me now, and | will give you real youth. Eternal youth and beauty, a far nore
| asti ng change than even Wundheal er will ever be able to provide."

Her head turned on the brocaded pillow. "And Tigris? Did she have the same promi se fromyou?"
"What has happened, is happening, to that wonman is no secret. But dear |lady, | nade her no

promi ses. | never found that woman half as interesting as | find you."
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"I have no interest in what is happening to her. Nowwill you let ne rest?"
"Of course, dear lady. For a tinme."

Wal ki ng al one, a few nonents |ater, Wod devel oped a shrewd suspicion: this lady was really trying
to find, to rejoin, her former husband. Though he thought it doubtful that the Silver Queen
herself was fully aware of her own notivation.

Per haps he, Wbod, ought to announce his readiness to help her in this quest.
Because he really wanted to find the Enperor too.

On an inpul se drawi ng Wayfinder, Wod took time out fromhis imediate struggle to conmand that
Sword to guide himto the Great d own.

The Sword's reaction was sinply to point straight down to the spot of earth on which Wod was
standing. He could readily find one interpretation of this answer: |f he renai ned where he was,
the Enmperor would cone to him

O course there were other possibilities.

"Am| to dig into the earth? | hope not. O do you sinply nean that | nust wait? Faugh! The
secrets of the gods are welded into this bar of netal, and all | can do is ask questions |ike any
ot her supplicant, and hope, and wait!"

Faced with this behavior by the Sword of Wsdom the Ancient One began to wonder if his
cal cul ati ons regardi ng Mark's behavi or coul d have been w ong.

He wondered al so whether it night be the Enperor, instead of Mark, who was now armed with Shiel d-
br eaker.

When Whod tried to locate Mark directly, \Wayfinder became as inert as any farmer's knife.

Wod, who had al so taken possessi on of Wundheal er on entering the canp, was considering that he
m ght eventually want to trade that treasure for a Sword he wanted nmore—though he woul d dislike
having to give up the Sword of Healing, having certain uses for it in mind.

He thought that the next tine he talked with Yanbu, he would elicit some comment from her on the
subj ect of tradi ng Woundheal er.

FI FTEEN

MARK in a grimnood kept riding forward. The country through which he travel ed was | argely desert,
and for a tine remained alnost flat. The | and got rougher as he drew closer to a river's rocky

gor ge.

He had now been traveling al one, ahead of the advancing colum of Tasavaltan cavalry, for nore
than a full day.

The Prince had had no conscious contact with anyone, friend or foe, since he had separated from
hi s hundred picked troopers, fromKarel, the assistant nmagicians, and the rest of the fast-noving
force.

On parting fromhis friends, Mark had ridden for a short tine wi thout draw ng either Sightblinder
or Shi el d-breaker. But rather soon the Prince decided that he had better not advance any farther
wi t hout having in hand one of his two Swords—er, better, both of them

Mark wanted to have the Sword of Stealth in hand before he was seen by the eneny's reptile scouts.
And he wanted to draw Shiel dbreaker before comng within range of any eneny weapons.

Since | eaving Karel behind, the Prince had several tinmes sensed the power of contendi ng nagical
forces, and he realized that sonmething nmight be happening to delay his uncle and the cavalry. But
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even with Sightblinder in hand to enhance his powers of observation, he had been unable to
perceive the details of the magi cal conbat between Karel and Wod, or of Karel and Wod' s denons.

Mar k supposed that, barring such nagical hindrance, his Tasavaltan escort ought to be not much
nmore than a couple of hours behind him

Carrying Sightblinder drawn for protection deprived Mark of information he m ght otherw se have
received fromscouting birds and nade hi munable to send wi nged couriers to his friends.
Confronted by magi c powerful enough to deceive humans, the birds, with their linmted intelligence,
could hardly be expected to disregard the visual imge—they woul d either perceive Mark as sone
fearful presence, and refuse to approach him or they woul d see himas sone bel oved obj ect—anot her
bird, he supposed, or a favorite handl er—ot the two-|egged master for whomthey had been trained
to carry nessages and fight.

Thus on occasion, when he saw a friendly nmessenger in the air, Mark risked sheathing Sightblinder
agai n.

Under these conditions, the Prince had received indications that Wod hinself was now sonewhere in
this general area. The nost recent of these communicati ons was a note from Ben, explaining that
the Blue Tenple force had been destroyed, and its canp taken over by an expedition under the
command of Tigris.

Mar k observed several flying reptiles at irregular intervals of tine. Their paths in the sky
converged at a place no very great distance ahead of him This fact warned the Prince that he was
al nost certainly closely approaching sonme eneny; fromthis point on he rode with the two Swords
continually drawn.

And now the subtle blending of their two powerful magics, Shieldbreaker in his right hand,
Sightblinder in his left, both Swords nore fully activated than when he had tried themin Karel's
presence, gave Mark strange, exotic feelings of power and glory. Wave after wave of gi ddiness
threatened to unbal ance himin his saddle. H's uncle's warnings clanored in his nenory, but Mrk
forcibly put themfrom his nmind—ust now, both of his Swords were necessary.

A d Karel had nore than once cautioned himthat these, |ike other forns of power, could be
addi ctive. Not that Mark had needed the warning; he had | ong been ol d enough to understand that
for hinself.

The Prince retained a firmfaith that Shieldbreaker's protection would hold absol utely agai nst any
spells or other attacks that Wod m ght |aunch personally, or mght order to be nade by others.

As Mark grew closer to the eneny, the powers slunbering in the Sword of Force awoke and nade a
tappi ng sound. He knew that this noise signaled a hostile presence, sonewhere cl ose enough to
represent an i nmredi ate danger

Now and again, as Mark moved forward, the dull sound arose, only to sink back alnpst to
inaudibility. In the circunstances, knowi ng the power of this Sword, the Prince found the faint
noi se nore conforting than al arm ng

As when the duel comenced between Karel and Wod, Mark's experienced senses provided himwith a
vague but disturbing warning of evil magic, strange presences, nearby. He could feel these groping
in the air around him and then wi thdraw ng thwarted.

Wyod, on taking over the canp established by Tigris, had quickly reorganized its | ayout and
def enses.

The Anci ent One now occupied a blue and silver pavilion in the center of an el aborate and heavily
saf eguar ded bi vouac.

The powers, human and i nhuman, who had conme here with the treacherous young enchantress had all by
now been formally charged with i nconpetence or worse. Every one of them had now been taken away in
chai ns, or the nagical equival ent thereof.

Havi ng, as he thought, mmgical capabilities to spare, and no real concern for problens of
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| ogi stics, the Ancient One had al so set out to nake this facility |uxurious.

In the few nonents he thought he could spare fromnore i nmedi ate concerns, he studied the
condition of his prisoner Yanbu, and talked with her on several subjects.

The Ancient One, with the hel p of several subordinates, was al so conducting, or preparing to
conduct, experinents with some new magi cal techniques. He nursed at | east feeble hopes that these
woul d enable himto get around the defense posed by the Sword of Force.

But it did not take long to confirmhis nost gl oony auguries regarding the new nmethods. These were
dooned to fail as absolutely as any other inferior nagic ever set in opposition to a Sword.

He was angry, but he had really expected no other result.

"It is no use," he adnmitted, his voice descending to a quiet rasp of rage. "Shieldbreaker's
protection renai ns absolute.”

These new techni ques had required sone human sacrifice, and the Director had been chosen. The Lady
Yanmbu had asked whether she was being considered as a candi date, and Wod had | ooked pai ned at the
suggesti on.

The Ancient One did truly regret that Tigris was not currently available in his canp, so that she
could do hima final service as the sacrifice.

It would be hard, he thought, to inmagi ne anything nore satisfactory than watchi ng her be fed
slowy to a denmon—unl ess of course he should nmanage to lay his hands on Wundheal er and Tigris
toget her. Then new possibilities would open. He would be able to treat her, after all, to that
little vacation in one of his renpte strongholds for which she had once so eagerly expressed a
wi sh .

Yes, Wbod already nmissed his little conrade, and he was going to nmss her nore. Ch, if only she
had rermained loyal to hima little longer! It was unsatisfying to have the decision on when to end
a relationship taken out of one's hands, so to speak.

Wod talked with Brod, and in the course of this discussion he formally enlisted the Sarge as one
of his followers.

Brod groveled in gratitude.

"You may denonstrate your thankful ness by performng a certain nmission for me. Do this job well
and | will give you sonething nore inportant.”

"Anyt hi ng ny Master conmands!"

"I want you to seek out a certain woman—you w || be given her approximte |ocation, and nmagi cal
means by which you will be able to certainly identify her—and bring her back here, to ne, for ny
personal attention. You need not be too concerned about her sensibilities while she is in your
charge. "

"l take your neaning, Master."
"I think I made it plain enough.™

Ben, forced to seek shelter alnpst continually, had been able to nake little or no progress to the
north. But he kept trying.

On rounding a bend in a path that wound its way through scrubby forest, he suddenly cane upon a
vision that stopped himin his tracks—he was confronting a young wonan, tall and strong, with
cl ear blue eyes and bright red hair, who stood regarding himsteadily.

It was Ariane, his long-lost |ove.

Intellectually, Ben knew better. He realized alnbst at once that he had really encountered Mark
carrying the Sword Sightblinder, so that the Prince nust appear to his old friend, as to anyone
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el se he met, as sonme object of overwhelning |ove or fear.

Knowi ng wel | the powers of Sightblinder, and also that Mark woul d al nost certainly have arned
hinself with the Sword of Stealth, Ben had braced hinself nmentally for such a monment. Still the
shock was al nost overwhel ni ng.

Mark, on seeing his friend turn pale, and sit down as if his knees had betrayed him sheathed
Si ght bl i nder, and advanced to offer words of greeting and reassurance.

In a mnute Ben had pulled hinmself together, had given Mark the bad news about the |l oss of Zoltan
and the Sword of Healing, and was ready for whatever had to be done next.

The Prince took a turn at wal ki ng, |oaning weary Ben his riding-beast for an hour or two. In this
manner the pair headed south again. Mark told Ben that he had been for sone tinme reasonably
certain that an eneny canp was not far, because he had observed the converging reptile flight-

pat hs.

Ben confirned that his, the lost Sword of Healing had been carried that way too.

At dusk, advancing cautiously, the two men observed sparks of firelight ahead, suggesting the
presence of a canp.

Taki ng counsel together, the two experienced warriors decided that, arned as they were with
Swor ds, they stood an excellent chance of being able to launch a successful raid wi thout waiting
for the arrival of the Tasavaltan troop and Karel

Mar k enphasi zed: "If Wod is indeed in this canp, | want to get ny hands on himbefore he has a
chance to fly off with the Sword | need."

Ben raised a hand to silence him
Soneone was approachi ng.

Val demar had been forced to | eave the injured Delia in an abandoned hut, which at |east offered
shelter against the internmittent cold rain, while he sought help.

Even in the gathering dusk, he quickly recogni zed Ben's hul king figure.

But standing beside Ben ... in that first nonent . . . was an alnost-forgotten horror out of
Val demar' s own chil dhood, a faceless figure of which he could be certain only that it was
frightful.

And in the next noment, even as he recoiled in horror, the young giant beheld the i mage of horror
repl aced by one of his beautiful wife to be ... and then that form faded too. Beside Ben there was
only a tall man, sheathing what appeared to be a Sword.

In a few monents introductions had been made, and expl anati ons begun. From Val demar Mark soon
heard, in a drastically condensed version, the story of how the wonman who had been Tigris was now
lying in an abandoned hut, reformed and injured, in dire need of help.

Val demar in the course of this relation reported how Tigris had abducted himfromthis site, and
mentioned the | oss of Wayfinder.

Ben expressed his doubts. "You think she's refornmed, young one? Maybe her nmgic's been taken away,
but 1'lIl shed no tears for that. It's sonme kind of trickery she's worked upon you."

"It's not!"

Quickly and firmy the Prince squelched this argument. There was no tine for quarreling now Even
if the situation was in fact just as Val demar described it, he, Mark, could not, would not, go off
on a tangent now to help sonme wonan in distress, however deserving she m ght be.

And then the Prince nade a plea of his own. "Help ne now, Valdemar. Help Ben to guard ne agai nst
attackers when we invade this canp, and | swear that | in turn will help you as soon as | can.
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Wth all the power of Tasavalta, and of the Swords, that | can bring to bear."

The towering youth let out a sound of frustration, sonething between a sigh and a snort. "I nust
accept your offer, Prince. It seens | have no choice."

Mar k deci ded that they would not attack the canp till dawn, giving themall a chance to eat and
rest. He shared out the food fromhis saddl ebags. Before bedding down for the night, Mark and Ben
di scussed tactics with the inexperienced Val demar. The two veterans nmade the point that the only
eneny tactic they really had to worry about, whatever forces m ght oppose them here, was that of
peopl e deliberately disarm ng thensel ves and then hurling thensel ves on the Prince who carried
Shi el d- br eaker .

Val demar nodded; the theory of the situation was easy enough to conprehend. As for putting it into
practice: "I will do the best | can."

"Can't ask for any nore than that."

In the first gray light of dawn, the three men soon cane cl ose enough to Wod's encanpnent to hear
t he sounds of people stirring, and snell the snoke of canpfires.

Evidently the Ancient One, confident in his strength, had nade no particular effort to conceal his
posi tion.

Mark, made wary by this |lack of conceal nent, wondered whet her Wbod was nore or |ess expecting him
perhaps even trying to lure himinto nmaking a solo attack.

It turned out that Wod's canp was magically protected agai nst casual discovery, but with

Shi el dbreaker in one hand and Sightblinder in the other the Prince crossed the invisible boundary
unharned and uni npeded. Had it not been for a softly augmented thudding fromthe Sword of Force,
he woul d not even have realized that he had encountered any defenses.

Matters were different for the two nen who formed his escort. Ben, despite his experience and
al ertness, was unaware of the mmgical protection until unnatural [ight flared around hi mand
Val demar, and i nmateri al weapons sl ashed at their mnds and bodi es.

Shi el ds and snares of magic closed on the three intruders, only to recoil an instant later |ike
shapped bowstrings, broken by the unyielding central presence of the Sword of Force.

Shi el dbreaker's voice beat loudly, light flared across the early norning di mess, and the claws of
magi ¢ lashing out at it were instantly blunted and beaten back. Val demar and Ben were staggered
monmentarily, but the power that m ght otherw se have destroyed them was quenched before it could
have serious effect.

Hoarse cries in human voices went up fromnear the center of the canp. Ben thought that perhaps
the backl ash of the broken spells had taken toll anbng the mnor w zards there. Certainly by now
the entire eneny canmp was aware of an intrusion. Soldiers in blue and silver, nagicians, and

ot hers canme pouring out of their tents. The trio of invaders stood in plain sight of nost of them
and Si ghtblinder inmediately provoked primary confusi on anong the defenders, human and i nhuman

The first human sentry to get a clear |ook at Mark, near the edge of canp, ran forward hesitantly,
sword hal f-raised by an armthat jerked uncertainly, as if the man hinself did not know whether he
meant to salute or strike. Evidently this man perceived the invading Prince as Wod hinself, or as
sone hi deous denoni c power.

An instant later, a real denon canme hurtling down out of the |owering norning sky. Even had Mark
been | acki ng Shi el dbreaker, he woul d have confronted the foul thing with a wary respect, but not
with terror. As the Enperor's son, he had al ways possessed the power, w thout understandi ng why or
how he had it, to drive away even the nobst powerful of those evil creatures, sinply by commandi ng
themto depart. In the past the Prince had been forced to denonstrate this ability several times,
of ten enough to give himconfidence in it now.

And the Sword of Force, he felt sure, added another inpenetrable |ayer of protection against
denmons. Such beings, as old Karel had once explained to Mark, were creatures of magic and pure
mal evol ence, born of great explosions at the tine of the Ad Wrld s dying. They could wll
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not hi ng but evil, and Karel thought that they could take no action of any kind except by means of
magi c.

Magi ¢ enployed to inflict injury was by definition a weapon, and Shi el dbreaker was proof agai nst
al |l weapons, material or otherw se. A hunman bei ng abandoni ng all weapons could w n barehanded
agai nst the Sword of Force—but a denmon could hardly disarmitself w thout ceasing to exist.

Per haps, Sightblinder notw thstanding, this norning's denon understood at once just what
antagoni st it nmust be facing. Because the thing vanished out of the air again, as quickly as it
had appeared, and of its own volition

And now—+nevitably but foolishly—a few material weapons were depl oyed directly agai nst the hol der
of the Sword of Force. Mark's body, no |longer under full control of his own will, stretched back
and forth with nagical celerity, darted to right and left, executing parry, cut, and thrust with
rui nous viol ence and precision—but all under cover of Sightblinder's cloak of deception. The
visible counterfeit of Mark—sone image of terror or | ove—beheld by each friend or eneny, nore
often than not appeared weaponl ess and unnoving, a single enignatic figure standing imobile in
the m dst of causel ess carnage.

Eneny swords, spears, nissiles and shields were hacked and harvested in a spray of fragnents.
Shi el dbr eaker chopped up hunan flesh and body arnmor with ruthl essly conplete indifference. The
Sword in Mark's right hand—n those nonents when that weapon could be glinpsed—becanme a silver
bl ur. The hamer-sound blurred also with its speed, and swelled up to a steady thunder-roll.

Val demar had never seen or dreaned of anything like this before. Few people had. There was, there
could be, in the whole world nothing else like this to see. The young man was nonentarily stunned
into inmmbility.

One man, Mark, advancing with his weapons, sent the first wave of blue and silver opposition
reeling back in confusion

So far the Prince's doubl e bodyguard had not been required to do anything but stay close to him
If they stayed cl ose enough, they renmained within the aegis of protection of the Sword of Force.
Shi el dbreaker flashed invisibly between their bodies and around them snashing slung stones and
arrows out of the air.

But now, sooner than either Val or Ben had expected, sonme of the eneny began to conme agai nst Mark
unar ned.

Val saw the first one, a squat, strong soldier in silver and blue, come chargi ng barehanded
between two of his fellows armed with short spears. The Sword of Force put out its flickering
tongue of power, and both spearshafts were severed in a blink. The unarmed eneny who woul d have
charged between the spears to grapple with the Prince instead encountered the battl e-hatchet swing
accurately at the end of Val's long right arm The vineyardi st had never killed before; but he was
left with no time now to neditate upon the fact. Another unarmed foe was coning

Ben and Val, stepping forward one on the Prince's right hand and one on his left, acquitted
themselves well in the first fight with the initially disorganized foe.

There cane a brief lull. Panting, Mark gave his orders: "W go forward again. | nust find Wod!
What ever Swords are here will be with him"

Advancing boldly, pressing their initial advantage, he and his escort penetrated to one of the
central tents. Ripping open fabric with a Blade, the Prince cursed on realizing that his chief
ant agoni st was not here either.

But a nonent later, to their joy, the three attackers discovered in this tent a pair of inportant
prisoners. Zoltan and Yanbu were both stretched out on narrow beds, eyes staring and bodies rigid,
obvi ously under sonme nmgi cal constraint. Any humans who m ght have been stationed to guard them
had al ready taken to their heels. In only nonments the Prince and his flankers were able to set the
pair free.

Into the right hand of each prisoner, briefly and in turn, Mark pressed the hilt of the Sword
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Shi el dbreaker. This instantly and permanently broke the grip of the magi c Wod had bound them
Wi t h.

Zol tan, on being released frominprisonnment, sat up with a strangled gasp of relief, to see

Val demar and Ben before him standing one on each side of a black-eyed nermaid. Zoltan understood
that he was facing the Sword of Stealth, when a nonent later the mermaid' s inmage turned into that
of Wbod hinmself, and then into a nanel ess, shrouded figure of horror, a nmenory from nightnares of
hi s chil dhood.

What ever horror the Lady Yanbu m ght have experienced in her captivity, or on waking to see Mark
wi el di ng Si ghtblinder, she bore the burden well.

* * *

Less than a kiloneter away, the young woman who had once been Tigris was still lying injured, half
delirious, inside sone peasant's half-roofless and | ong abandoned hut.

Fearing equally for her own survival and for her lover's safety, Delia drifted in and out of
feverish sleep. In her lucid nonents the young worman hoped and prayed to all the gods that the two
of themwould be able to get away fromthis seemngly endless conflict, to the peaceful vineyard
Val had so proudly described to her.

Alnost Delia felt that she al ready knew that place, that she and Val denar had already |ived there
together. In dreans she saw the little house, the garden, a green and sumrery vision of delight, a
par adi se once possessed, now gone again and unattai nabl e.

In her pain and distress she had |lost track of how nuch tine had passed since Val had |eft her
here al one. Many hours, certainly. She was afraid it had been days. She feared, in her state of
suf fering, that the nman she | oved had suffered some horrible fate. O, worse, that he had cruelly
deserted her.

Zoltan, still suffering sonewhat from Wod's maltreatment, could provide little rel evant
i nfornmati on about Wod, nor could he guess what Swords the Ancient One m ght hold. But Yanbu was
able to confirmthat Wayfinder had been here, in this canp, and in Wod' s hands.

Where the Ancient One was now, or whether he had with himthat Sword, or any other, she did not
know.

Mar k assumed that Whod had carried the Sword of W sdom away.

Now, in the center of the canp, Mark and his augnmented bodyguard faced a devel opnent the Prince
had not really expected—a carefully prepared series of eneny counterattacks by a surroundi ng
conposite force of arnmed and unarmed nen, specially trained to fight against Shiel dbreaker

At the next pause in the action, Mark suspected, and his panting friends agreed, that the Ancient
One nmust be sonmewhere near at hand, directing these attacks.

The bel eagured handful craned their necks, trying to spot their eneny in the clouded sky. The
Prince grunted: "He'll be riding on a griffin, or I'msurprised. He'll be too shrewd to nmount a
denon, when he expects nme to be present.”

Bef ore anyone could answer him there sounded from sonmewhere in the distance what Mark and his
conmpatriots could recogni ze as a Tasavaltan horn

"That's Karel, thank all the gods."”
"Let us hope sone cavalry is with him"

Karel hinself, riding forward with a courage matched only by his physical clunsiness, doing his
best to keep up with the cavalry, had been able to determine with fair accuracy, despite Wod's
attenpts at conceal ment, just where the eneny canp had been established. Sone of the Tasavaltan
scouting birds had been deceived by eneny magic, and others tenporarily outfought by reptiles. But
the uncle of the Prince and Princess could al so determi ne, even wi thout nmuch help from feathered
friends, that Mark was now in the vicinity.
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He signalled to the cavalry conmander to sound the charge.

In nonents the Tasaval tan nounted troopers, supporting and supported by a truly forni dabl e
magi ci an, were heavily engaged with the forces surrounding Prince Mark and his small bodyguard.

Drawi ng a deep breath, Mark commanded an advance, toward their allies.
There were plenty of fallen weapons about with which the former prisoners could armthensel ves.
They advanced.

Meanwhi | e Whod, still carrying Wayfinder, was airborne. Munted on his own especially |arge and
vicious griffin, he circled above the fighting, dispatching relays of reptiles wth urgent
messages to his officers below He sent other winged couriers with orders to speed the advance of
his additional ground forces already marching to the scene.

What had once been an orderly canp was now a ruined, tranpled field of nud, fallen bodies and

rui ned and di scarded weapons, and col |l apsed tents. Tine and again, the Prince's personal bodyguard
saved his life by beating off unarmed attack. He, and the unmatchable power in his right hand,
rescued themin turn. The onsl aught of the Tasavaltan cavalry had relieved some of the pressure
from surrounding forces, but still Mark and his handful in the center had all that they could
handle. So far, thanks to skill and luck and the weapons of the gods, none of themwere nore than
slightly wounded.

Wyod, hovering on his chosen griffin, darting away and com ng back, now and then swooping | ow
enough to get a good |ook at the figure he knew nust really be Mark, sonetines perceived instead a
man he recogni zed as the Enperor. Again the Ancient One beheld a shadowy figure, insubstantial yet
angul ar, sonehow al nost nechani cal, sonething out of the Od Wrld. He knew that the Sword of
Stealth was tricking himinto seeing Ardneh

Though Shi el dbreaker had prevented Wod from usi ng Wayfinder effectively to plan his counterattack
on Mark, the Sword of Wsdom continued to be effective against Mark's allies, Karel and the
Tasaval tan cavalry. The trouble was, as |ong as Mark hinmself was on the scene, Wod coul d not
spare the tine to acconplish their destruction

The next tinme he dove his nount | ow enough to get a close |look at the fighting around Mark, the
Anci ent One beheld, to his own freezing horror, the hulking, foul inage of the king-denon O cus—a
bei ng now ages dead, along with Ardneh his great antagonist.

Putting aside the initial shock of this perception, Wod summoned up his intelligence and will,
gritted his teeth, and stubbornly denied what both his eyes and his best nmagical perception were
assuring himto be true.

That was Mark. And with the two Swords, Mark was w nning.

A nunber of Wod's people, who as a rule were nore afraid of their naster than of any other
concei vabl e eneny—er at | east of Mark—fought |ike fanatics.

But on encountering the armed Prince of Tasavalta, a najority of these unfortunates perceived Mark
as Wod, and they saw confronting thema figure even nore terrible inits wath than the original
And the very terror with which the Ancient One had sought to bind his fighters to him resulted in
their defection.

Yanbu had been struck down, and was out of action for the time being.

Those of the Prince's friends who were still fighting beside himcould only hope, if they should
| ose sight of Mark for a nmonent, that when they again saw a figure they took to be him it was not
really that of Wod or another eneny instead.

For Wod, snarling rage was giving way to a kind of calm He prepared to risk everything on a
singl e nove.

"My plan is failing, because ny fools down there lack wit and nerve to execute it properly. Very
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well, then. | see | nust grapple with himnyself."

Whod, neaning to hurl hinmself unarned on Mark, reined his griffin round to circle in a w de | oop,
gai ning momrentum for a final charge. Meaning to hurl hinself unarnmed on Mark, he began divesting
hi nsel f of weapons right and | eft—but stopped when he cane to Wund- heal er and \Wayfi nder, sheat hed
at his side.

"Not yet. Both Swords may have to go, but only at the last nonent, when |I'I|l know that he stil
has Shi el d- breaker in hand."

Mark's tiring riding-beast tripped and fell, hurling himviolently to the ground. Though protected
agai nst all eneny weapons, Mark had been knocked out of the saddle by accident.

The Prince lay tenporarily stunned.
Zol tan, being closest to himon his right side, grabbed up Shiel dbreaker

Val, who was in the best position on the other side, took up Sightblinder, which had fallen from
Mark's left hand.

Moments | ater, having seen froma distance how their Prince went down, Karel and sone of the
Tasavaltan cavalry attacked fiercely, and broke through to surround and defend him

In the doubl e confusion of a nmelee and a joyful reunion, Val demar was easily able, even though he
| acked Sightblinder, to step away wi thout being noticed.

The Ancient One, circling away nonentarily, failed to see Mark go down.

Comi ng back, swooping very lowto the ground for a final attack, Wod observed only a confused
struggle in the place where he expected Mark to be. The Ancient One's hopes rose—perhaps his plan
of attack had succeeded after all

The griffin, great wings blurring with its speed, roared | ow above the struggling throng,
sustaining what to it were mnor wounds from Tasaval tan stones and arrows.

Closing swiftly on the knot of central activity where Mark rmust be, Wod saw Zoltan standing in
t he Tasaval tan ranks.

Shi el dbr eaker woul d be down on the ground there, sonewhere underneath that scranble. The direct
attack on Mark would have to wait for his next pass—er if the Prince was already slain, such a
desperate tactic would be, after all, unnecessary. But here was another choice target, and this
run woul d not be wasted. Swerving his nount slightly at full speed to neet the altered target, the
Anci ent One swung Wayfinder with all his strength agai nst Zoltan—and the worl d seened to expl ode
with tremendous violence in Wod's face.

The shocked griffin literally somersaulted in midair, and the body of its rider went hurtling from
the saddl e. Sone of the onl ookers were quick-witted enough to realize alnost i mediately that Wod
nmust have swung Wayfi nder agai nst Shi el dbreaker, and that the Sword of Wsdom had been dazzlingly
destroyed

In every quarter of the field, increasing nunbers of eneny soldiers were panicking into flight. No
matter how thoroughly their secret training had prepared themfor a fight against two overwhel m ng
Swords, the reality was overwhel mi ng, and they found thensel ves unable to stand against it.

The surviving Tasavaltan troopers, taking heart fromthe fall of their archeneny, fought all the
har der .

The physical conbat flared and receded and flared again. The fighting was fierce, the slaughter
great, the nunber of fallen in blue and silver nuch larger than those in blue and green. Wod had
been determned to wear down his foe by nunbers, if he could win in no other way.

* * *

Mark, still sprawl ed on the ground, but now fiercely protected by his friends and his surrounding
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troops, was starting to regain consciousness.

Part of his trouble was due to the strain of carrying two such Swords into battle at the sane
time. Karel now was at the Prince's side, nunbling a rem nder of his own warnings on the subject;
but at the sane tinme the elderly w zard protected Mark and all the Tasavaltan forces against
anyt hi ng that Wod's | esser magicians were able to try agai nst them

Val demar, his perceptions enhanced by having Sight-blinder in his grip, went running toward the
pl ace where he had seen Wod's plumeting body strike the earth. The crashi ng wei ght had hal f -
coll apsed a large tent in an area of the battlefield now otherw se desert ed.

I nside the standing portion of the tent, Valdemar discovered that the falling body, half-arnored
in bright netal, had torn its way right through the fabric as it canme down. The corpse lay on its
back, rain falling on the face, the whol e head | ooking hideously altered fromthe human. The
terrible wound of Shieldbreaker's |atest riposte showed plainly in the center of the chest, where
arnmor of steel and high magi ¢ had been shredded as effortlessly as skin

The Sword of Mercy still reposed in its sheath at the waist of the dead w zard.

The proof of the identity of this deforned and ot herwi se nearly unrecogni zable corpse was inits
right hand: dead fingers still gripping the black hilt of what had been the Sword of Wsdom the
hilt itself still bearing a stunp of broken bl ade, once-nagnificent netal dulled and |ifel ess now.

After the briefest of hesitations, the young nan identified the sheathed and i ntact Sword beyond
any doubt: he did this by drawing it forth and using it to treat his own small injuries recently
received in battle.

Then Val demar, working quietly and quickly and unobserved inside this half-collapsed pavilion
wr apped up Wwundheal er in tent fabric, having used the blade itself to cut a piece to size. And
then he pronptly nade off with it, trusting to Sightblinder in his right hand to afford him an
uni npeded exit fromthe battlefield.

Val demar had no trouble justifying this action to hinmself. The fight seemed to have been won, or
at least was in a lull, with every prospect for an eventual Tasavaltan victory.

He told hinmself that he had done his share, and nore than his share, of the necessary fight
agai nst the evil folk who woul d have hounded Delia to her death or worse—their glorious eneny,
the Prince of Tasavalta, was still alive, now protectively surrounded by his own fiercely

def ensi ve troops, all of them unlike Valdemar, trained fighters.

Overshadowi ng all other considerations, of course, was the fact that Delia desperately needed
hel p, the help that he could bring her now-and that he feared mi ght never reach her, if he were to
trust the Sword of Mercy to someone el se.

Wth both | eaders now fallen, a lull had fallen over the field of conbat. The eneny had retreated
to regroup, or were perhaps recovering froma rout, or else they were foll owi ng the Tasaval t ans
who in turn were trying to retreat with their injured Prince. Val could not imediately see just
what was happening, and in fact he did not greatly care. He noved out boldly, arned with the Sword
of Stealth.

Maki ng steady progress, not |ooking back, he separated hinself fromwhatever was left of the
battle. He was going to bring help and healing to the wonan he | oved.

He told hinself as he trudged away that after he and Delia were safely out of trouble, the Prince
of Tasavalta would be wel cone to the Sword—+to all the Swords

The Prince had not seened a bad nan, but Valdenmar really put little faith in Mark's prom ses of
hel p—ebvi ously the Prince was going to be fully engaged in his own problens for sone indefinite
time to cone.

Val could not blame him In Mark's place, he woul d have done the sane.

Presently the fighting flared up again around the Prince and his cl ose conpanions, so that their
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search for the now mi ssing Val demar, just tentatively begun, had to be abandoned for a tine.

Zol tan and Ben exchanged guesses as to whet her Val demar had been killed. O course there was
not hing to be done about it if he had been

Men had been dispatched to | ook for Wod's body, for he m ght have been carrying a Sword or two.
The corpse of the fallen wi zard was discovered, and, with the help of Karel, recognized. But no
unbr oken Swords were with it.

Si ght bl i nder was gone fromthe field, but Shieldbreaker in Zoltan's hand fought on, with
devastating effect. Any m nions of Wod whose noral e had survived the |oss of their |eader, and
who were still misguided enough to strike directly, with material weapons, at the hol der of the
Sword of Force, saw their spears and swords and missiles shattered and broken, and they thensel ves
wer e sl aughtered when they came wthin range of Shiel dbreaker's nmatchl ess force.

Simlarly, any who tried to attack that person with nagic saw their spells, too, broken by the
Sword of Force. Sone mnor wizards in Wod's canp expired with startling visual effects.

And again and yet again, cleverly trained and fanatically led, one frantic woul d-be westler after
anot her cast down his weapons and tried to close with the figure assuned to be Mark.

Agai n and again that man's new bodyguard beat back these attenpts with ordi nary bl ades, cudgels,
skill and strength.

S| XTEEN

VALDEMAR, struggling agai nst exhaustion after the prolonged fighting, kept noving as fast as he
coul d, trudging on through rain and nuck. He snatched brief periods of rest, when quivering knees
and faintness told himthat he nust.

In the first stage of his journey, carrying two Swords, he passed nany wounded, nunbers of them
crying out pitiably. Setting his jaw, he closed his ears to the sounds of pain and carried
Wundheal er wrapped and hi dden past the victins of the fighting, telling hinself that he had

al ready done nore than his share for the Tasavaltan cause. At nonments when he closed his eyes,
every groan of pain seened to be sounding in Delia' s voice. He kept on noving as quickly and
steadily as he could, back toward his bel oved.

When Val demar was half a kilometer fromthe canp, he thought he heard the sounds of battle started
up behind himyet again. He did not |ook back, but kept going, and the noises slowy faded once
nor e.

Resting only when his weariness compel |l ed, Val demar travel ed for about an hour before comng in
si ght of the abandoned hut where he had left Delia. Running the last few neters, calling her nane,
he heard a wel conme answer, and found her inside waiting for him

He renenbered to put Sightblinder away before he entered.
Delia, lying al nost exactly where Val had left her, cried out to himin weak but joyous wel cone.
Wyundheal er drawn, he rushed forward to his woman's side.

M nutes later, the couple were resting and eating, preparatory to starting their long journey to
Val demar' s vineyard, when a dull shadow fell across the doorway, blocking the dimlight of the
rainy day. Val |ooked up to glinpse a nassive figure clad in Wod's blue and silver livery.

The young man had taken off his belt, and left both Swords inprudently just out of easy reach. In
the next instant Val lunged for them only to be felled by a stunning bl ow on head and shoul der

"Good day to you both, young fol ks," said Sergeant Brod.

Delia hurled herself on the intruder, but Brod, |aughing, easily caught her and cl anped her wrists
behi nd her back in one of his huge hands.

He said: "Things have gone a little wong with the Master's magi c—but | see the spell he gave ne
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to find you here is still working just fine."

But on taking a good | ook at the worman he had just caught, who continued to squirm and hiss and
scratch, Brod had sonme difficulty in believing this ordinary-1ooking fenal e had once been

Ti gri s—even though he had never had a good | ook at the enchantress. It seenmed to the Sarge that
Wyod' s | ong-range puni shnment had been devastatingly effective. In fact, if Wod had not
thoughtfully provided himwith a certain magi cal neans of identification, he would probably have
failed to recognize her at all

Val lay on the floor of the hut groaning, by all indications unable to nove.

The Sarge, making sure he had Delia in a safe grip, bent over to get his first good | ook at the
weapons on the earthen floor, the tools Val had just been trying to reach. He was astoni shed and
monmentarily distracted by what he saw.

"Swords! —by all the gods!"

Shifting his grip on Delia's arns, he muttered: "Let's jus' see which ones we got... " And bent
over, nmeaning to look closely at the black hilts projecting fromthe swordbelt.

It was now or never. Val, seeing double, his head and neck aflane with pain, a deadly weakness
dragging all his linmbs, sunmoned up what strength he could and hurled hinmself forward, grappling
Brod around the knees.

Brod struck viciously at his assailant, stretching the already injured man out hel pless on the
floor. But he had to let go of Delia in the process.

In the nonent when Brod was busy defending himself fromVal, Delia managed to pull one of her
hands free. Diving to reach the Swords, she was able to pull Sightblinder fromits sheath.

Wth the sane novenent of her arm she threw the weapon as far as she could, so it went flying
into a far coner of the hut.

When Brod instinctively rel eased her and went plunging after the Sword, she stuck out a leg and
tripped him so that he canme down with a slamthat drove the breath out of his body. A nonent

| ater she had seized Wundheal er and without hesitation thrust its bright blade straight into her
| over's chest.

The Sarge, regaining his feet and lunging forward once nore after the tantalizingly avail able
Sword of Stealth, had alnbst got his fingers onits hilt when the great weight of Valdemar's body,
once nore fully functional, |anded on himfrom behind. Skidding forward with Val's nmonentum both
men went crashing out through the old hut's flinmsy wall

Westling hand to hand, the two went rolling over and over. Brod's effort to knee his opponent
failed. Valdermar's huge arns quivered, straining against nuscles every bit as powerful as his own.

Suddenly the Sarge stiffened, |ooking over Valdemar's shoulder at a terrible male figure that
towered above them both. The figure's blue eyes glared, its enpty hands were extended in the
gesture of a w zard about to | oose a blasting curse.

Val demar saw nothing of this apparition. He only felt Brod' s body convul se, and heard hi m scream
out: "Master Wod!" before he retched up bl ood and di ed.

Tur ni ng, Val demar beheld only Delia. He saw her in her true form for she had et go the hilt of
Si ght bl i nder, whose bl ade renai ned enbedded deeply in Brod' s heart.

Val, struggling to his feet, recalled once urging Ben to use Wundheal er to save this very man
And Val muttered now. "No. No nore. You've had enough chances."

Tethered at a little distance fromthe hut they found Brod's riding-beast, along with a spare
mount saddl ed and ready. The saddl ebags of both animals contai ned food and ot her useful itens.

"He said sonething, didn't he, about having been sent to bring nme back?" Delia shuddered.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%...0st%20Swords%207%20-%20Wayfinders%20Story.txt (113 of 118) [2/4/03 9:57:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%207%20-%20W ayfinders%20Story .txt
"I't wasn't you they really wanted, love. It was that other woman, Tigris."
"I don't want to hear about her, or think about her."

In less than half an hour the pair, wishing with all their souls to put the horrors of their |ast
few days behind them were hastening away fromthe scene of their nobst recent struggle.

Delia, her spirits risen again with the return and triunph of her lover, began to play with
Woundheal er, giggling and marveling at the inability of this sharp Blade to cut her fingers off,
or even scratch them

How different this Swmrd fromthe one that had so treacherously hurt Val's fingers earlier

Wat chi ng her performsuch tricks gave Val the shivers, and he ordered her to stop. For once in a
meek nood, she obeyed wi thout a nurnur.

Val demar noted al so, with bel ated apprehension, that the Sword of Mercy had only partially, if at
all, restored Delia's nenory. He supposed that Wod's expungi ng of her evil experiences, both as
perpetrator and victim would not be construed as an injury.

Sonmehow, out of renewed spirits and talk of a future that suddenly seemed cl ear, the topic of
marri age came under di scussion.

The urge for wedl ock cane with the greatest intensity upon Val demar. Hi s sense of propriety, an
innate conservatismin matters of society and norals, was really stronger than Delia's.

Delia wondered aloud if she was too young for matrinony, and whet her she ought to take such a step
wi t hout consulting her nother.

"Woul d that be possi bl e?" her conpani on asked, vaguely surprised.
"No. No, | don't see how. | don't know if she's still alive."

Val demar was in a nmood to insist on a cerenpny. "Qtherwise it would be shameful to continue to
take advantage of you in this way."

"I's that what you call it? Take advantage'? Cone, take advantage of ne again!"

* * *

On the next norning the couple awakened to idyllic sunshine. Fromthe state of the norning sky it
seened |likely that, for a change, a whole day night be going to pass w thout rain.

"Del i a?"
"Yes?"

"I think perhaps the npbst proper thing for us to do is to performsonme kind of weddi ng cerenony
oursel ves."

Chewi ng on a grass bl ade, the young wonan thought over this idea. "Yes, we can do that if you
like."

Havi ng won his point, the youth still felt it necessary to explain his thoughts and feelings.
"Otherwise the difficulty, as | see it, is going to be in finding soneone qualified to marry us.

"Even when we get back to ny vineyard, there'll really be no one. The nearest village is about a
day's wal k distant. And | don't know if there's anyone in that village |'d want to perform ny
weddi ng cerenony. "

"That's too bad." But in fact Delia did not seemvery nuch upset.

Val continued: "A Wite Tenple priest or priestess would be the best, | think. Maybe sonmeday we
can get to a Wiite Tenpl e somewhere. | pray to Ardneh sonetines. Actually | pray to Ardneh a great
deal. He's not dead like the other gods."
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Delia was now |listening carefully, w de-eyed and nodding. As far as her conpanion could tell, she
was accepting everything he said as truth. That nade himfeel the inportance of weighing his words
careful ly.

He added moodily: "I could alnost wish that we still had the other Sword. Wayfinder woul d show us
where to find the right priest or official."

"I's it that inportant to you, finding soneone to say words over us? W could pretend we still have
t he Fi ndi ng- Sword. "

Half in jest, half seriously, Valdemar closed his eyes, held out his hands gripping an invisible
hilt, imagining or pretending that he still had the Sword of W sdom

He said: "Sword, if you can do so w thout keeping ne |onger frommy vineyard, or putting us in
danger —show ne the way to someone who could marry us."

O course there was really no weight tugging at his hands, no bright metal to point and give hima
direction.

But Delia's fingers were pulling at his sleeve. Opening his eyes, Valdemar discovered that they
were no | onger al one.

Standi ng on the other side of the little clearing, regarding themin a friendly way, was a m ddl e-
sized, dark-haired, thirtyish man wearing boots and practical trousers of pilgrimgray, his upper
body covered by a short white robe which nmade himlook Iike a Wite Tenple priest on pilgrimge.
He appeared to be unarned.

Val demar scranbled to his feet. "Greetings to you, sir. | am Valdemar, and this is Delia."

The man nodded his head briskly. H s eyes were faintly nmerry. "And greetings to you, in Ardneh's
name. | am.. the man you see before you."

n Si r ?ll
"The truth is that | have taken a certain vow. For a time | may not speak my real nane."
Delia appeared to find this interesting. "A vow to a god? Wich one?"

The other shrugged slightly, a deprecating gesture. "A vowto nyself, that's all. You night cal
me Brother Wiite, if it is easier for you to call nme sonething."

"Brother White—= Val demar was suddenly anxious. "Are you a priest of the Wiite Tenple, as your
robe suggests?"

The newconmer nodded in acknow edgenent. "I am Anong ot her things."

"Then ... Reverend Brother? Wuld you be willing to performa certain cerenony for us, sir?"
"That is what you both want?"

Delia and Val |ooked at each other, then said together: "It is."

"Then it would please nme to be your witness, if you will performthe cerenony for yourselves."

Val demar | ooked again at Delia, then agreed. He was begi nning to have the distinct inpression that
he had known this man somewhere before, but he could not recall where or when

And then, abruptly, a hint of insight came to Valdemar. He asked: "Sir, do you know the Lady
Yanbu?"

"l do."

"Then—sir, are you, possibly, he who is called the Enperor? She spoke to ne once of such a man
who was once her husband.”
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"Indeed | am" The answer was very matter-of-fact, neither a boast nor an apol ogy.

Val didn't know exactly what to say next. At |ast he announced: "Sir—the Blue Tenple covets your
treasure.”

"I"'msure they do." The Enperor smiled, then | ooked al nbst wistful for a nonment. "But | doubt they
know how to get at it."

Delia's thoughts were el sewhere. "If we are to be married," she nmurrmured thoughtfully, "I wsh |
had a new dress to wear." There had been nothing of the kind in Brod's saddl ebags.

"Let me see," said the Enperor. And he bowed to Delia slightly, as if asking her perm ssion for
what he was about to do. Then he took her by one hand and turned her, spun her gently,
considerately, as if he were the skilled partner of the world's nost graceful dancer. "Wite?

Per haps white woul d be best. Wiy, | see nothing in the | east wong with what you are wearing now. "
And with the spinning, in the time it took young legs to dance a step, her stained, frayed
garments changed, becane a dress, a gown, of purest ivory.

Val woul d have expected a Wiite Tenple priest presiding at a wedding to read fromsonme kind of a
book, but instead the Enperor—er Brother Wiite—sinply took each of the young people by the hand,
hel d their hands cl asped together in his own, and asked them questions about their conmitnment to
each ot her.

The girl became very solemm for a tine when this rather ordinary-I|ooking man | ooked at her, and
spoke to her and to Val denar.

The setting was a pl easant place, and, true to the norning's pronise, for once it was not raining.

When the cerenony had been concluded, and Val demar had kissed his bride, he turned to Brother
VWhite and said: "Sir, we are young and healthy. W intend to avoid war in the future—so we have no
need of either of these Swords that we are carrying. O, rather, others have greater need of them
than we do. And we have had proof, nore proof than we needed, that the possession of such treasure
can bring disaster as well as healing. So—+ want to give themto you."

Brother White |istened carefully, and nodded. "A noble gift, and | thank you. And | am proud to
accept. Still, others have greater need than I. So ny acceptance nust have one condition."

"Yes sir?"

"That you carry these Swords, which are now nine, with you a little longer. Hand them over to the
next person you neet who appears to be in need of their powers."

Val demar and Del i a nodded.
The Enperor waved themon their way.

Very well pleased to be fornmally united as man and wife, Delia and Val demar continued their
progress homeward on Brod's pair of riding-beasts—not hurrying now, but not wasting any tinme. She
had noticed, with no great surprise, that as soon as she and her husband were al one agai n her
weddi ng dress had turned into clothes very rmuch resenbling her own garnents, but not worn or

griny.

They pressed on. At times when the way ahead still seemed long and difficult, Valdemar rem nded
his new bride and hinself that he had conme on foot, in no very great nunber of days, from his home
to this region; and that they therefore ought to have no great troubl e wal ki ng hone agai n.
Especially not with the Sword of Stealth to guard themon their way.

The | and around them had beconme nore hospitable, and there were increasing signs of human

habi tati on, and Val demar had begun to ride with Sightblinder sheathed instead of drawn. Perhaps he
had al so begun to lose a little of his alertness. He was hal fway across a narrow bridge, spanning
a small stream when he raised his eyes to see Ben of Purkinje, armed and nounted, waiting for him
on the west bank
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Val slowed his riding-beast, and put a hand to the black hilt at his side.

He hoped devoutly that Delia would know what to do—to stay in conceal nent where she was, back on
the east bank. They had not yet entirely foresaken caution as they travel ed.

The bridge was a single great log, carved flat on its upper surface. The brisk stream splashed and
gurgl ed underneath. Speaking a little nore loudly than was strictly necessary, Valdemar called
out: "Ben. Surprised to neet you here."

The ugly face sniled faintly. "Can't say |I'mthat surprised to neet you. Matter of fact, a lot of
us have out been | ooking for you—and for a couple of Swords—and for a certain woman—ever since we
won the battle."

"I was sure our side had it won. Else | would not have left." Even as Val demar spoke the words, he
wondered if they were strictly true. Uging his nount slowy forward, he halted again when he cane
close to Ben, who with his riding-beast was al nost bl ocking the west end of the span. Then Va

| ooked around. "Are you al one?"

"I wanted to talk to you about that," Ben said mldly, and reined his nount back slightly fromthe
narrow path, giving Val plenty of roomto pass. Val urged his own steed forward. A nonent |ater
just as Val was passing, Ben seized himround the waist, and dragged himfromthe saddl e, gripping
himfiercely to keep himfrom drawi ng any weapon.

Delia cane cantering briskly across the narrow bridge with Sightblinder raised to defend her
husband.

At the sound of hoofbeats, Ben | ooked up; and what he saw nonentarily paral yzed him
Bef ore he could recover, Val had knocked hi mout.

When Ben cane to himself—with the feeling of just having made a nagically quick and conplete
recovery—he found hinself sitting beside the little path. Valdemar, a Sword in his huge right
hand, was standi ng | ooking down at him

bvi ously the couple were packed up and in the act of nobving on; the sound of a woman's voi ce came
from somewhere just out of Ben's sight around the next bend of the path, as if she were gently
fussing with a couple of riding-beasts.

Ben's own mount was waiting patiently, just beside him

"Where is she?" Ben leaped to his feet, |ooking around.

"Who?"

"Ariane. | saw her here ..." His voice trailed off, as sonme version of the truth dawned on him

Val demar shook his huge head. He threw his weapon to the ground, where netal clashed on netal
"One of the two Swords that we are | eaving you is Sightblinder."

"That you are leaving nme?" Ben inquired stupidly. Following Val's gesture, he | ooked down
unconpr ehendi ngly. Two magni ficent black-hilted blades |ay crossed on the ground in front of him
waiting to be picked up

"Yes," said Valdenar. "W are leaving themw th you. Chiefly because of a pronm se we have nmade.
And one of these Swords, | repeat, is Sightblinder."

"l ought to have expected that."

"Yes ... do you understand now? \What ever wonan you thought you saw before | knocked you out was
never actually here."

"Ah. n
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"Yes. The woman with me is ny wife. And we're |eaving both Swords with you... does the Lady Yanbu
still live?"

"She does," said Ben slowy. "And the Prince too."
"Good. | hoped Mark was going to survive. Heal them and heal Mark's Princess."”

"I will," said Ben, and let hinmself sit down again, heavily, in the grass. Hi s legs, so recently
touched by the Sword of Healing, were as strong and healthy as they were ever going to be, and yet
his sitting dowmn was a coll apse. He was going to be all right. He was all right. But sone |osses
even Whundheal er coul d not restore.

Ariane was still gone. Gone forever.

At alittle distance he could hear Val demar nounting, and then the two ani mals novi ng away,
acconpani ed by the voices of their riders. But for sonme considerable time Ben of Purkinje only sat
where the givers of gifts had left him staring at his magnificent paired Swords.
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