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NONE STANDS TO SHI ELDBREAKER

The denon Akbar had once nore returned and now was rushing agai n upon the Prince, sweeping from
the doorway the |last shreds of protective nagic.

The Sword of Force came literally leaping up out of its velvet casing to neet Stephen's grasping
fingers. Shieldbreaker continued its upward novenent, pulling the young Prince's right arm
violently with it.

Shi el dbr eaker, hammrering thunderstrokes, |ashed out against the denmonic intruder. Stephen's right
armwas pulled helplessly forward even as his body staggered back. Pain stabbed at his shoul der,
where the novenent of the Sword twisted it.

The denon, an inmage of horror, emtted no bell ow of outrage this time, but rather a choked cry, a
grating and unbreat hing sound that was to haunt the young Prince in nightnares.
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THE LAST BOOK
OF
SWORDS

ONE

HUNCHED i n his saddle on the flying denon's back, buffeted by winds of air and magic, Vilkata the
Dark King confronted catastrophe with a snarl of defiance. In his left hand Vil kata gripped the
magi cal reins of his nonstrous steed, and in his wounded right fist he clutched the black hilt of
t he naked, god-forged M ndsword, its flashing steel blade stained lightly with his own bl ood.

The cuts on his right wist and hand had been inflicted perhaps three m nutes ago. After that the
M ndsword had been sheathed again, its powers nmuffled; but when the Dark King had finally
succeeded in getting control of the Sword, only a few nonents ago, his first act had been to fling
t he scabbard clear, unleashing all Skulltw ster's magic.

Too | ate.

Even armed and nounted as he was now, the ancient w zard, survivor of a thousand dreadful perils,
could not doubt that this time, at last, the doomof utter destruction had overtaken him

Wth facial nuscles clenched hard around the [ ong-enpty sockets of his eyes, the Dark King uttered
a tremendous scream venting all the agony of his soul in a bellowi ng curse, a nalediction as
profound as it was inmpotent, directed at all his enem es, known and unknown, and at the universe
itself for spawning them

The Dark King's enem es were many, and what was happeni ng now gave proof, if any proof were
needed, that sone of them were very strong.

Around Vil kata, fromthe quasi-material throats of the two dozen or so flying, shape-changing
denmons who formed his hideous escort, there rose despairing how s of such pitch and volunme as to
suggest that the end of the world had cone.

He, Vilkata, together with his nount and his entire escort- these now including in their nunber
the m ghty denon Akbar, at one time the Dark King's nortal foe-the whole swarm of them despite
the M ndsword's presence, regardl ess of anything that any and all of themcould do, were being

swept away, hel pless as |eaves in a tornado.

Only nmonents ago, a nere few heartbeats in the past, the w zard Vil kata had been, as he thought,
on the brink of triunph. He had been | ocked in airborne conbat above the torchlit palace of his
archfoe, Prince Mark of Tasavalta. And then, in the twinkling of an eye, not only had the
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Tasaval tan pal ace passed quite out of the Dark King' s sight and reach, but so had the whol e ni ght-
shrouded city of Sarykam as well as all of the human enenies and tenporary allies by whom Vil kat a
had been surrounded. It seened that he had been cut off fromthe whol e world.

And the Dark King knew the cause. It was inmpossible to avoid the bitter truth, even if he could
not understand it. He had heard the incantation of his doom foolish-sounding but irresistible,
shouted by Prince Mrk.

An instant after those words had fallen upon the air, the shouts, the clash of nmetal, the glare of
torches, all were gone. Vilkata and his denbns had been wrapped up, bundl ed together as if by
hands of divine power, and thrown away. Now bl ackness and near-enpti ness surrounded hi mand the
two dozen hideous, half-material creatures whose loyalty the M ndsword had conpell ed. They were
now encapsul ated within an al nost featureless void that was pervaded by a sense of nobvenent,
caught in helpless hurtling flight at sone indeterninable but awesone speed.

They were in rapid notion, certainly. But toward what destination? Speed and destinati on were both
conpletely out of their control. Gavity, as nodified by the flying denbns' nagic, seened to cone
and go in yawning |eaps. Al sense of direction had been lost; even "up" and "down" no | onger
seened to have consi stent neani ng.

Vil kata understood that his own greatest weakness, as was so often the case anpbng hunmans, was the
mrror image of his strength. The fact was that the Dark King's own skills in magic had | ong ago

Il ed himto depend al nost absol utely upon denons. The man was physically blind, by his own hand and
choi ce, and had been so for nost of his long life. Only by nagically borrowing the vision of a
demon was he able to see at all, but ordinarily the vision thus provided was keener than that of
any nmerely human eyes. Not now. Currently his perception of his surroundings was only sufficient
to suggest that the tornado of nmaterial and non-material energies evoked by Mark was carrying him
and his i nhuman escort into a strange real mindeed.

The exact nature of this realm or condition, was obscured by the same forces that envel oped

Vil kata and bore himthrough it. But at least his imediate fate was not to be annihilation, as he
had feared at the outset. Perhaps, he told hinself, there even renmained a glinmer of hope for
ultimate recovery.

Meanwhi | e, defeat, even if it should prove only tenporary, was made all the nore bitter by the
fact that only nonents earlier he, the Dark King, had been, as he thought, so close to fina
victory. So close to wnning, to gathering in the gods' great Swords all for hinself! But that
chance had now been obliterated. He, who had | ong played the great ganme for ultimate authority,
was in the grip of forces that held himhel pless as an infant. Now, despite the awesome power of
the one Sword he still possessed, despite the strength of the denonic mount between his knees and
the other terrible nonsters flying near at his command-despite all this, disaster

Still, noment after noment flew by, and he remmined alive. The ultimate bl ow had not yet fallen

At | east he had no fear that the denons droning and rurmuring around himnow were going to turn
against him No, Vilkata's sense of nmagic assured himthat, even here in this peculiar domain of
darkness and of hurtling novenent, the Mndsword still retained its power to conpel obedience,

| oyalty, and worship.

Only nmonents before Mark's curse of bani shnent took effect, Akbar and Vil kata had been opposed to
each other in deadly conbat. But then, suddenly, the denon had been deprived of Shiel dbreaker, the
Sword which had for some tine protected him and alnost at the sane time the M ndsword had cone
into Vilkata's hands. Akbar, along with every other thinking being within its radius of operation
had fallen i medi ately under the dom nation of the Sword.

Now si |l ence held. And duration, in this strange and shadowy and al nost tineless realm had becone
difficult to quantify. Now, nore than ever, the man could tell that he was dependent upon his
denoni c escort for his continued survival, his very existence. Conpelled by the power of the

M ndsword to an uncharacteristic loyalty, they were magically supplying himwith air to breathe,
as well as eyes to see with. It was as if the seal ed-of f space which enclosed Vilkata and his
creatures during their helpless flight had quickly cone to | ack any atnosphere of its own.

Yes, the calculation of tine was certainly a problemin this state .... Mre and nore the w zard
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becane convinced that tine here-wherever "here" mght be-was evolving very strangely. Had this
enforced passage endured for a day, an hour, a nonth, a year? Vilkata had lost all confidence in
his ability to tell.

What ever nmi ght have been the correct objective reckoning of time, an epoch at length arrived when
one of the denons, nmurnuring deferentially as it hovered near its worshi pped naster, inforned him
that it had fabricated for his priceless Sword a new sheath (the original was irretrievably lost),
of some leathery material obtained fromthe gods knew where. In this sheath he could put his
priceless Sword to rest while he tried to heal his injured hand. That was all right; the Dark King
knew from experi ence that the M ndsword need not be held unsheathed continuously to maintain its
conpul sion, once that influence had been established.

Sword sheathed, he was able at last, with a sigh of relief, to let go the reins of the huge

magi cal creature he was still riding. Let go, for the time being, and try to get sone rest. In
truth he was very weary. At a murnured comand from himthe saddl e he had been sitting in reshaped
itself to suit his confort, becom ng sonething |ike a bed or hanmock. The denon-beast he had been
riding reshaped itself as well, a trick they could do practically at will; then it vani shed for
the tine being fromhis ken. Still it continued to re-orient itself as necessary, providing for
its worshi pped master sone senbl ance of consistency regarding "up" and "down."

For many, many years the Dark King had had no eyes to close; but now he did the trick of magic
that allowed himto di sconnect his borrowed vision. Wth sight now gone, he could still hear and
feel his faithful denbns around him

Ever since disaster struck he had drawn sonme measure of confort fromthe fact that he certainly
was not goi ng unacconpani ed into the peculiar night which had so totally engulfed him His
erstwhil e eneny, the nmighty Akbar, was drifting near himnow, and the Dark King with only a

m ni mum of effort, perform ng an act magically analogous to slitting his eyelids open, was able to
see, through Akbar's inhuman perception, his own physical body: al bino white of skin and hair,

tall and strong and agel ess. And currently sonewhat damaged.

The denon Akbar, doubtless taking note of this activity, conmented sadly and unnecessarily that
its master had been wounded. Vilkata's right armand hand had by now ceased to bl eed, but were
still sonmewhat painful, gashed froman earlier accidental contact with the M ndsword, the Bl ade of
dory. This particular weapon was known, anong other things, for the ugliness, the resistance to
treatment, of the physical wounds it could inflict.

"See what you can do in the way of healing ne," the nmgician ordered brusquely. He held up his
right hand, on which all of the bl ood was not yet dry.

"Yes, Master."

The dammed nonsters coul d probably do some good if they tried, Vilkata thought. Though in the
ordi nary course of events the healing of any living thing, especially a human, would certainly be
anong the least likely actions to be expected of any denon.

Once before, years ago, the Dark King had enjoyed an extended possession of the Mndsword. Wen in
that epoch he had carried the weapon into battle, his denonic vision had shown it to himas a
pillar of billowing flame long as a spear, with his own face glowi ng amd the perfect whiteness of
the flame. And so the weapon appeared to hi m now.

Hand resting uneasily on the hilt of his newly resheathed Sword, he totally blanked out his vision
once again and endeavored to rest. But anger and resentment prevented anything |ike conplete
rel axation.

And exactly what was it that had nobilized this inpersonal and overwhel nming force against Vilkata?
Al nost nothing, or so, in his present state of brooding hel pless rage, it seemed to him

No nmore than a few words of incantation cried out by his arch eneny, Prince Mrk.

Such was the nysterious power against denons, and agai nst those who depended upon denons, enjoyed
by Mark, the Enperor's son.
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* * *

When the Dark King decided that he had rested enough, and reclained his denonic vision, there was
really al most nothing to be seen. This bizarre state of darkness and novenent which had been

i mposed upon Vil kata and his escort by sone enigmatic, overwhel ning power, this rushing passage
into an inconprehensible distance, protracted itself for what he began to find, subjectively, to
be a very long tine indeed. It seemed to himthat he endured an i mreasurabl e epoch, divorced from
any objective standard of duration.

Little nore in the way of deliberate, articulate comunicati on passed between the man and the
menbers of his denmonic escort while the journey |asted. Vilkata had begun to fear that this
condition mght prove to be eternal, when at |ast hints of change broke the nonotony. A nurnuring
devel oped anong the denons. Sonething |like a normal flow of tine seemed to resune, and presently
denons and nman ali ke were able to sense that the darkness and the sense of rushing novenent were
al so conming to an end.

And now, Vilkata realized with nmngled relief and apprehension, the conpelled journey had at |ast
concl uded. The sense of encapsul ation persisted for the nmonent; but seening wei ghtl essness had
been supplanted by gentle gravity. Once nore "up" and "down" had becone perfectly consistent-

t hough the magician retained the odd inpression that his body was now considerably lighter than it
had been.

Now finally the sense of encapsul ation was fading. Man and denons were free to nove about. For the
first time since the Prince had cursed him Vilkata could feel a solid surface under his booted
feet, a surface that felt |ike sandy soil

I ssuing crisp orders, naking sure his conpulsively loyal escort were depl oyed as a bodyguard
ranked cl osely about his own person, Vilkata magically grafted the vision of first one of his
ensl aved creatures and then another to his own mnd, in hopes that at |east one of their

vi ewpoi nts would be able to provide himw th useful information

Havi ng thus done his best to transcend the handicap of his own enpty eye sockets, the Dark King
| ooked about himwarily.

He was standing on a dusty, heavily cratered, wi ndless, airless plain-he could breathe, he sensed,
only because his denons were loyally providing himwith air. The Sun gl ared, w th abnornal
brilliance, out of a black sky. The tenperature of his surroundi ngs was extrenely high, well past
the point of human endurance, had he not been mmgically protected.

Vilkata's first inpression of this environment was that it was a hellish place indeed to which the
Enperor's son had exiled him This land, this airless space, were virtually as dead as the
encapsul ati on he had endured on the long journey. This place was breathless and silent, in fact
altogether lifeless, to a degree that the Dark King had never before encountered or even inmagi ned.

Now, beyond the foreground of dusty, alnost level plain, he could perceive hills of assorted
sizes, rounded and snoothly eroded but harshly cratered. The farthest of these el evations marked
out a sharp horizon under the clear but dark sky, which was strewn with unlikely nunmbers of hard
unwi nki ng stars. Already, as the |last traces of encapsul ati on di sappeared, there were many stars
to be seen, and nore were steadily becom ng visible.

In the mddle distance of Vilkata's field of view were clustered a dozen or so strange buil di ngs.
These were unmi stakably relics of the Ad Wrld, structures fabricated of unknown crystalline and
metallic materials, the basic done shape el aborated in inconprehensible variations. Certainly no
human skills available in Vilkata's world could have created anything |like them Some were no

bi gger than peasants' huts, others the size of nmanor houses.

The inventions of the Od Wrld were not conpletely foreign to the Dark King, whose education had
not been restricted to matters of statecraft and nagic. Like every serious scholar, he had read
how t he arrogant humans of that |ong-gone era, arned with their nysterious technol ogy, had
adnmitted no limits to their anbition-and yet had been overtaken by destruction all the sane.

I ssuing orders to his denons in a steady voice, Vilkata sent a couple of them ahead to scout anbng
the buildings. In less than a minute the pair were back, saying they could detect no danger
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Irritated by what he considered their casual attitude, he told themto go and | ook again, to make
absol utely sure.

But despite his irritation the Dark King had been reassured, and in his inpatience he did not wait
for his scouts' second report. Hand ready on the Sword hilt at his side, he started to wal k toward
the apparently deserted settlement. As soon as he began to wal k, new strangeness al nost overcane
him his strides on this ground were awkward and bounci ng, al nost a sl ow bounding, as if his body
had i ndeed sonehow been deprived of npbst of its weight.

Bef ore he had covered half the distance to the nearest of the strange, domed, half-crystalline
structures, his pair of scouts, who could nove with the speed of quasi-material beings, were at
his side again. Still the two denmons had di scovered no clear and present danger. But they were
obvi ously excited and worried by things they had just observed, babbling to their Master about O d
Worl d technol ogy beyond anything that they had ever seen before. Below the visible settlenent
there stretched extensive underground passages and roons, many of themstill in a good state of
preservation; and in some of these there appeared to be wonders indeed.

The Dark King brushed aside talk of Od Wrld things; he sinply was not interested. "And peopl e?
I's this place inhabited?"

"Not as far as we can tell, Master. There has been no one, | think, for a very long tine indeed."

Vil kata grunbl ed some nore at the excited creatures and kept on wal king. It was not that he had
any wish to explore this alien | and, where so nmuch strangeness, so much-technol ogy-was going to
make it difficult to concentrate on the famliar and inportant things of magic. But the Dark King
wanted to | earn where he was as qui ckly as possi bl e because he was eager to reassure hinself
regardi ng his chances of returning to nore faniliar regions wthout inordinate delay. Only when he
had done that would it be possible to get on with his own business. And he had plenty of vita

busi ness demandi ng his attention: first, of course, glorious revenge, and, when the lust for
revenge was stated, a return to the nmethodi cal accumul ati on of power.

Wal king toward the A d Wrld buildings with steps which were still nystically light and springy
(even though not mmgically assisted), over a crunchy soil, the Dark King put the question of

| ocation to another of his denonic servants. Instinctively he chose for this purpose the denon who
m ght be expected to be npost know edgeabl e and capable, the M nd-sword's nost em nent recent
convert, Akbar hinself.

"Where in the world are we, Akbar? Tell ne, you cloud of slime, are we still on the same continent
as Tasavalta and Sarykan®"

Akbar now assuned in Vilkata's perception the shape of a sturdy, reliable manservant who wal ked
besi de him crude boots crunching in the soil. In apologetic tones the manservant informed the
Master that the journey they had just concluded had evidently been indirect as well as protracted.
They had been hel plessly followi ng for approximately two earthly years a | ong, wandering course

t hrough airl ess space. Akbar, in his usual smooth, oily fashion, did his best to take credit for
maki ng the experience as relatively confortable as it had been for the human w zard.

But Vilkata, staring incredulously at his informant, was shocked. Qutraged! Two years, wasted in
confinenent, as surely as if he had been clapped into a dungeon

The Dark King snarled at his faithful demon, sending the manservant image cowering back in fear
and di sappoi ntrent. A denon could ordinarily take any shape it chose, within broad |linits, and
Akbar's |ikeness was now abruptly transforned into that of a young woman. Her body, vol uptuous and
nearly nude, ninced along on delicate bare feet beside Vilkata, noving hesitantly and awkwardly,
as if she were on the verge of darting away to take shelter behind one of the boul ders
occasionally dotting the | andscape. The | ook on the young woman's nearly perfect face confirmed
the inpression of her utter hel pl essness and fear. In fact, her countenance rem nded Vil kat a
strongly of a young servant girl whose nane he had forgotten-it was years since he had anused
hinself for an evening by torturing her to death, but he still retained fond nenories of the
experi ence.

At the nmoment, the adoption of this particular inmge by the denon struck the Dark King as
di sgustingly stupid. Akbar could be that way at tines-as though he thought his Master wanted or
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needed distraction, when his true need was to concentrate intensely on his probl ens!

Akbar, as Vil kata thought to hinself, had al ways been one of the nost cowardly and sel f-effacing
of denons, though by no neans one of the |east powerful. The race were hardly noted for their
bravery; but always this one had preferred to avoid even the slightest risk of death or

puni shrent, whenever possibl e using other creatures-human, aninmal, or denpnic- to attain his ends.

But right now the wizard had nore inportant problens demanding his attention than trying to fathom
the depths of a denon's character-if one could attribute such a quality as character to any nenber
of the race. Hi s physical environnent was the first thing he had to understand. \Were exactly was
he, and in what kind of place? Here the pervasive ascendancy of forces other than nagic nade him
uneasy.

He paused in his springy walk toward the enigmatic buildings. H's denmonic escort stopped as well,
and waited, droning and half visible, in the space around his head. He was cl ose enough now to the
aOd Wrld structures to see that nany of them were ruined. VWatever information m ght be

di scoverabl e anong them could wait. Just now, with the utter alienness of his surroundi ngs
inpressing itself upon himw th ever-increasing force, he wanted a sinple answer to a sinple
question: Wiich way was hone, and how far?

Distractedly, Vilkata ran trenbling fingers through his white beard, which-as he just noticed for
the first tine-had i ndeed grown | ong during the involuntary voyage just conpleted. Staring around
himat the strange hills, he once nore denanded the clear answer he had not yet been given

"And where have our coerced wanderings brought us? Wat is this place?"

The cringing i mage of the young wonan, beconi ng suddenly even nore attractive, |ooked up brightly
and edged cl oser. Her eyes turned bright and hopeful as she replied: "Sire, we are now standi ng on
t he Moon, upon that portion of her surface perpetually npost distant fromthe Earth."

TWD

THE denon who had pronounced the shattering words, together with all his coll eagues, peered in
anxi ous silence at his Master, concerned to see what effect this news m ght have upon him

Vil kata, stunned by the announcenment, said nothing for a few nonents. It was inpossible to hear
such an unprecedented claimw thout doubting it. Yet the unearthly strangeness of the environnent,
inpressing itself upon himnore intensely with every nonent, imedi ately underm ned his doubts.
And the Dark King rem nded hinself again that the M ndsword conpel |l ed perfect |oyalty; whatever
his denons' natural inclination, they would not, could not, Iie to him Not unless they deened
that their Master's best interests would be served by such deception-and that condition hardly
seermed likely to apply in the present situation.

Was it conceivable that a denon could be nistaken in such a matter? No, not likely either

Seeking to establish beyond all doubt the truth of his situation, and wanting the best advice he
could obtain on what to do about it, the Dark King sumobned the whol e nunber of his faithfu
denoni ¢ horde cl ose about him There were about two dozen of themin all, at the noment assuming a
vari ety of human and al nost-human shapes. Though Vil kata recogni zed themall individually, he had
never taken a count of their exact nunber

One reason for this sumoning was that he did not want any of the denbns straying for any
dangerous |l ength of tinme beyond the physical distance at which the Mndsword's influence would, in
time, begin to fade.

When he was sure he had the full attention of each nenber of his escort, he denanded proof of the
incredi bl e statenent one of their nunmber had just made. Characteristically, he phrased the request
in the formof an accusation

"W are on the Moon? Do you really expect ne to believe that?"

Judgi ng by the expressions on the faces of his slaves and guardi ans, such belief was indeed what
they, in their current state of enforced loyalty, had expected. The angry tone of their Master's
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questi on disturbed them
"What proof can you offer?" the Dark King denmanded.

If he had expected Akbar and the others to be perplexed by this denand, he was m staken. To prove
to their choleric Master as clearly as possible that they spoke the truth, they lifted himgently
and carried himat arrow speed over the rolling hills of the peculiar |andscape, directly away
fromthe clustered Ad Wrld dones. Wien his bearers put himdown a mnute later, the Dark King
found hinself gazing by nmeans of his borrowed vision at an al nost recogni zable Earth, just risen
strai ght ahead of himabove the sharply defined and not-too-distant horizon

The great orb, vastly larger than the Moon as seen fromEarth, and nearly full, was now hangi ng
noti onl ess anong the crowded stars, for all the world |ike some bl ue-white Mon, nonstrously
swol | en.

There was half a minute of silence before the Dark King, in a changed voice, nurnured: "That is
what | think it is?"

"l ndeed, Master."

As he stared at his native planet, Vilkata's magically augnented vision was able to descry,
beneath the white filmof distant clouds, the shape of continents and oceans. The sight was
finally convincing.

Suddenly his homeworld, so eminently recognizable, also |ooked so close, alnost within reach
Vil kata wanted to reach up and pluck blue Earth from bl ack sky, crush all the juices fromthe
pl anet in his grip.

| mpul sively he denmanded: "How long will it take us to get back there? Surely not a matter of years
agai n? Such del ay woul d be unendurable!"

Akbar, speaking with a fanatic's vehenence, and quickly supported by a chorus of his |esser
col | eagues, assured his Master that they would find a way to nmake the honeward |l eg of their
journey infinitely faster.

"Never years, Master!"

"Never!"

Vil kata glared at themall. "Mnths, then? That woul d be al nbost as bad. Assure ne that the return
trip to our owmn world will not be prol onged over nonths."

Akbar now turned suprenely snooth and reassuring. "Days only, Master, | amsure. Never nore than
days. "

"How are we to travel? | have the feeling that this place is still connected to the Od Wrld

that it does not support nmagic as well as it might. Technol ogy ..

"Yet magi c here works well enough for your purposes, Master, for here we are. As for getting home,
I can see already that there are several ways. W will soon determ ne the sw ftest and nost
secure," the denon pronised

"How?" Vil kata's voice, demanding particulars, grew |ouder, threatening. He waved the gl ow ng
torch-vision of his Sword. Even before the | engthy voyage just concluded, he had fl own uncounted
times on denons' backs, and was very familiar with the process. The idea of deliberately setting
out to travel fromthe Mon to the Earth by such means was unsettling, whatever nmgical protection
nmi ght be provided.

"W will discover the best way," Akbar assured hi mvaguely. The denon, evidently sensing that his
Mast er considered the naidenly forminappropriate just now, had taken that of a stout male

warrior. "l suggest we begin, great Master, with a thorough investigation of those buildings we
had sighted."
"Be it so."
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Again Vilkata was lifted gently by his guardians, and in nonents they were all back at the
abandoned A d Wirld settlenent-if that was the right word for this collection of enigmatic and
apparently deserted structures. As they fl ew above the pocknmarked surface, the Earth once nore
sl i pped back bel ow the strangely foreshortened | unar horizon

Wth the conplete dissipation of the encapsulating force, whatever it had been, which had confined
the man and denons together through their outward voyage, the denobns' vision had dramatically

i mproved, as had that of the wi zard who shared their perceptions. Now a truly unreasonabl e nunber
of stars were crowdi ng the dark sky. Standing out in the display were a pair of the brighter

pl anets, the latter famliar to Vilkata fromhis long-ago studies in astrology. And al ways there
was the nercilessly glaring Sun, which so far had shown little inclination to nove fromthe place
low in the sky where the Dark King had first seen it.

Flying, he was able to observe nore clusters of human construction in the distance. Watever the
true nature of this place, whatever its true location (he still clung fiercely to an atom of doubt
about being on the Mon-he did not want to be there!), it was certainly marked, in scattered

| ocations, with other clustered, abandoned settlenments, the ruins of strange buildings and

devi ces.

Vil kata had | earned the fact in his studies |long ago-had | earned but until now had never totally
bel i eved-that the arrogant humans of the A d Wrld had i ndeed, even wi thout the benefit of any
magi ¢ at all, colonized the Moon

One of the first things he had observed upon his arrival here was that the | andscape was heavily
cratered, pocked and blasted with marks as of violent inpacts or explosions. These concavities
cane in all sizes, fromkiloneters in dianeter-all distances here were hard for a stranger to
estimate by sight, and Vil kata thought that ordinary human vi sion woul d have done no better than
his-down to only centinmeters. Sone of these scars, whatever their provenance, overlay ol der
craters and were as fresh looking as if they had been formed only yesterday. In depth and w dth
and conformation these craters seened to testify to titanic explosions, waves of heat which had
sl agged and nelted native rock and buil dings alike.

Directing his denonic guardians to put himdown again in the niddle of the first cluster of AOd
Worl d constructions they had observed, the Dark King could see that nmany or nost of the house-
sized dones were nore than half destroyed, |ooking enpty and airless as the surrounding | andscape.

Hand on his Sword hilt, nmoving again with enforced slow springy strides, Vilkata at |ast stepped
warily in through one of the fractured walls, entering one of the broken, glassy shells. The tiled
floor, |ooking quite ordinary, was by far the nost famliar thing in sight. Now at |ast he was
abl e to see enough details to convince hinself conpletely that these buildings were the work of
the |l egendary folk of the Od Wrld, constructed with the aid of all their nysterious technol ogy.

I ndoors and outdoors the place was littered thickly with the | eavings of that antique race of
humanity, the piled debris of their colossal failure. Even as the tracks of their booted human
feet remai ned here and there visible in the crunchy soil around the buil dings, evidently preserved
neither by technol ogy nor magic, but only by the unearthly nature of this environnent.

The O d Wrld culture of technol ogy, Vilkata knew, had died sone fifty thousand Earthly years ago

In response to nunbl ed orders fromthe increasingly tired and bew | dered wi zard, his escort soon

| ocated for him in one of the better-preserved ruins, a real bed, solid furniture upon a solid
floor. They filled his vision with bright, cheerful light, supplied his new quarters with air, and
found for him mracul ously preserved by more O d Wrld technol ogy, wine to drink and real food to
eat. A volune of confortable living space the size of a snall house was magically seal ed off.

Once a secure and confortabl e physical environment had been provided for their Master, half a
dozen denons, borrow ng the shapes of young and beautiful humans of both sexes, cane crowding
together on his bed to tenpt himwi th their bodies. He considered this display thoughtfully for a
few nonents, then snarled at its creators. Waving the naked, flaring Mndsword at them he bade
them get out of his sight, ordered themon pain of destruction to concentrate their efforts upon
vigilantly standi ng guard.

When, about eight hours later, Vilkata awakened fromthe first real sleep he had enjoyed since his
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bani shnent-his first in two years, if Akbar was right about the tine-with the hilt of the sheathed
M ndsword still gripped in his Iong-since healed right hand, he felt considerably better. The Dark
Ki ng was once nore in comand of himself, and ready to resume control over his own destiny.

A good thing, too, that he felt rested. Because within a few m nutes of his awakeni ng his denons
came to informhimof certain unsettling discoveries they had nade while he slept- there were
om nous hints from beneath the |lunar surface of a whole domain of ongoing mysterious activity
seemngly not native to the Moon. The centerpiece of this phenonmenon seenmed to be a certain very
ancient but still active individual presence, no nore than a hundred kil oneters away.

At the moment when his denons brought this news, the Dark King was standing before a mirror of
magi ¢ which presented himwith a denonic vision of his own eyel ess countenance. He paused in the
act of nmagically depilating his two-year beard.

"What sort of activity and presence?" he denmanded. "Wat are you tal ki ng about ?"

The denon-image of a vol uptuous wonan-this tine one of Akbar's |esser colleagues was acting as
spokesman- observed himwarily. "Great Lord, it is certainly connected with the A d Wrld, and yet
it is not entirely of that."

"1t ? What ? What kind of information is that? Either tell nme sonmething definite and neani ngful,
or- or-"

Again it was Akbar's turn to speak. He looned in insubstantial form a talking cloud. "G eat Lord,
it is very hard to say exactly what it is that we have discovered. There is nuch technol ogy, as
one mght expect in any Od Wrld settlenent, and besides that there is nmuch that is alive."

"Alive? Wiere? Wat is alive?"

"As to where, Sire, sonme kind of life exists here under the surface, in places not readily
accessi ble to our exanination. W cannot be nore specific at the noment because there are
barriers, magical and otherw se, to our close approach. W mght assault those barriers
successfully. Whether we mght gain or discover anything that would be worth the cost.

The Dark King thought. "Human life? You told ne earlier that there was none."

Akbar's cloud shape contracted, suggesting a hunble bow. "To our infinite shame, Tremendous
Master, we may have been mistaken. What kind of life it is is hard to say without obtaining a
cl oser |ook."

"Dangerous to us? To me?"

"I think not, Sire. Rather such life as exists here seenms- quiescent. O course, what m ght happen
if we probe harder in our investigations . . ." Akbar gave the image of a shrug

"You are babbling," Vilkata accused his faithful slave. Then he took thought before he added: "I
do not intend rmuch exploring here. | suppose you have already carried out sone |oca
i nvestigation, or you would not have detected this supposed life."

"A rather thorough probing of our surroundings within a kilonmeter or two seened only prudent,
Master."

The Dark King had to adnmit as rmuch. "Wat el se have you found? But never mind, it's plain | mnust
| ook the situation over for nmyself. You can tell nme of your discoveries while | walk."

An hour after he had awakened, the man, holding the Mndsword drawn, was standing in a tunne
several neters below the lunar surface, at the very rimof the territory his denons had al r eady
t hor oughl y expl or ed.

Wthin a few hundred neters of the roomwhere he had rested ran at |east half a dozen underground
tunnels, all lighted at convenient intervals w th undying globes or panels of Od Wrld radi ance
One of these passages, bendi ng deeper underground than others, seened to |lead on to the heart of
the domain of nystery, the locus of the individual presence which, according to his denons, m ght
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or mght not be alive.

Vil kata, now probing alertly with his own nagical sensibilities, soon perceived certain attributes
of the thing his advisers had been struggling to describe. Geat but anbi guous power in repose.
Some kind of life. And, as seened inevitable in Ad Wrld matters, technol ogy.

The Dark King had to agree with his servants. The evidence so far, he thought, the fine enanations
pi cked up by his denons and hinsel f, indicated that somewhere in the deeper passages there dwelt
an intellect, an awareness of sone kind, neither human nor denonic-and certainly not bestial

"We think it is asleep, great Master," a minor denon offered timdly.

"I't'? What do you nean?" But the Dark King did not really expect an answer to the question

In his own estinmation he was being patient. He yearned- for no particul ar reason-to beat and
puni sh his slaves, but sensed that in this case such treatnment would only interfere with their
genuine efforts to be hel pful

Acting on inpul se, he advanced agai n.
Wthin a hundred paces he cane to a halt, standing before a sign carved high on a wall.

This was an array of large, clearly marked synbols in a type of Od Wrld script that neither he
nor his inhuman conpani ons, all of whom possessed several |anguages, could begin to read. The
notice-he estimated no nore than a score of words-was cut into the wall with A d Wrld precision
just above the place where the passage Vil kata was follow ng changed direction and turned sharply
downwar d.

"What do the synbols nean?" To Vilkata's thinking they had an urgent, inperious |ook about them

"Master, we regret that none of us, in our abysmal ignorance, possess the capability of reading
them Certainly they are an A d Wrld script.”

"l can see that, fool!"

Considering his situation, the Dark King, somewhat to his own surprise, now felt a certain
perverse tenptation to continue al ong the descendi ng passage, to explore this world rmuch nore
thoroughly. But it was only a faint craving and easy to resist. Instead of yielding he ordered a
retreat.

On the way back to his confortable quarters, trudging with springy steps through one branch of
tunnel after another, he forbade his slaves to go digging any further after such potentially
dangerous nysteries; what he really wanted was to get back to Earth, and his servants should al
concentrate their efforts to that end.

As for the presence slunbering beneath the Iunar surface, Vilkata approved the arrangenent Akbar
had al ready nmade- three denons posted as sentries round the suspicious area, lest the nature or
attitude of what was there shoul d undergo a sudden change.

What ever the true nature of the mysterious underground lunar entity, the Dark King thought it well
to be wary of it. It could not be greater than Sword-power, he supposed-he believed that no force
could be-but if it was inanimte he could not expect it to be subject to the Mndsword's control

Meanwhi | e his denpns had turned their energies to the problemof getting their Master safely hone.
Since the Od Wrld folk had obviously cone here in substantial nunbers w thout benefit of magic-
the lack of any serious power of enchantnent was really what defined the Od Wrld-it foll owed
that they nust have used technol ogy for the purpose, and some of their nachines of transportation
Iike those of other types, might still exist.

The researches of Akbar and his colleagues in the field of transportation had not made nuch
headway before they were interrupted by yet another discovery. This, too, was of something
under ground, but at a distance of a hundred kilometers or more fromthe first. Here again was
life, of a kind much nore famliar to Vilkata and his denons, and which seened to have not hing
directly to do with that earlier mystery.
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Cautiously responding to | oud inhuman cries, demands for rescue audi bl e on both psychic and

physi cal wavel engths, the Dark King's denons notified their Master before taking any other action
Vil kata had hinself transported to the site, and ordered further exploration. H s denbns cracked
rock and cleared it away, and he hinself dissolved binding spells of enornous power.

The passage through solid lunar rock, along which the Dark King and his faithful slaves so

tenaci ously fought and forced their way, ended in a great holl ow shell of a chanber, |ike the
interior of a glassy ball ten neters in dianeter, physically and nagically sealed away fromthe
outside world. Filling this chanber and reverberating through the nearby rock, alnpbst deafening

the human explorer, was the nerve-shattering droning, tornmented scream ng of the nearly inmorta
bei ngs who were confined wthin.

Denons, of course. A swarm a score of themat |east, a horde whose existence the Dark King had
never suspected until now, had been here nercilessly inprisoned.

Nearing the place by nmeans of a freshly blasted tunnel, Vilkata approached with the M ndsword
drawn this fearsome chanber inside a convoluted, crystallized and enchanted nass of |unar rock
Breaking his way into the howing kennel, then entering it boldly, the Dark King shouted to
silence the evil creatures who were bound within, and with the sanme shout proclained to themthat
they were now his sl aves.

Unfanmiliar though these captive denons were to himas individuals, Vilkata inmrediately found
communi cation with them easy enough. They spoke, in addition to several archaic human tongues, the
basi ¢, common denoni ¢ | anguage in which he was well versed. In nonents he had | earned their nanes,
which, like their identities, were utterly unfamliar to him

The | argest of these new y-di scovered beings, named Arridu, at once assuned the role of spokesnan.
Arridu, who gave the inpression of being nuch stronger than even Akbar, went so far as to describe
hi nsel f as equal in power to Orcus of ancient |egend, and Vil kata, awed despite hinself, was not
sure that the fiend before himwas exaggerating.

Then the human wi zard, assisted by Akbar, set about finding the proper nodes of nmagic w th which
to free Arridu and his colleagues fromtheir present bondage. The mere forcing of a tunnel into
their prison was not going to suffice.

To say the | ocks and keys and barriers of enchantnment were stubborn was to understate the case.

But the Dark King was able to work on them without being hinmself confined, and he was one of the
prem er magi ci ans of the world. Some hours of concentrated | abor were required, but in the end his
success was assured.

Vilkata was greatly inpressed by this inprisoning, and not at all sure that he could have managed
anyt hi ng of the kind hinself. Wi, he denmanded to know, had entrapped them thus?

The Dark King was at first amazed when Arridu and the denmons with himinsisted that they did not
know their conqueror. But then Vilkata realized that the partial destruction of these denons
menories nmust have been part of their punishnment, perhaps necessary to keep them so | ong confined.

Arridu, when pressed, related sone disconnected scenes, about all he could renmenber, fromthe
early years of his existence-or at |east his version of events, which, under the M ndsword's
conpul sion, mght be assunmed to be close to what he actually believed, if not really the truth.
But the fragnented nmenories were of little help. Al that could be said with certainty was that
sone thousands of years ago, how nmany thousands the speaker could no longer tell, he and a handfu
of his nost evil colleagues had been seal ed by overwhel ming magi c-or by sone other energy having
the effect of magic-into this sublunarian vault, or crypt.

Questioned by Vilkata regardi ng the strange underground domai n of non-denonic |ife and technol ogy
whi ch |ay approximately a hundred kiloneters fromthe site of their confinenent, the newy-freed
denons were unable to give himmuch, if any, information.

Next Vil kata dermanded of them "Tell ne, all of you, where are your |ives?" Al nbst w thout
exception anong denons, it was the rule for the life, the vulnerability, to be concealed in sone
ordi nary physical object, generally innocuous in itself, often at a considerable distance fromthe
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creature's nanifest presence.

Akbar and his col |l eagues woul d have eagerly surrendered to the Dark King their |ife-objects as
well as their names-but, in fact, the formerly inprisoned denons did not know where their own
lives were.

The Dark King at length had to admit the truth of this surprising devel opment-he supposed it only
natural that if the creatures' gaolers had known where their |ives were hidden, they woul d have
killed them

But even without the extra advantage whi ch woul d have been of fered by possession of the life-

obj ects, these denmons were now the Dark King's slaves. Vilkata's eyes gleanmed with anmbition, with
dreans of revenge and conquest, when he assessed the strength of the force over which the

M ndsword had now gi ven hi m absol ute authority.

Arridu and his col |l eagues woul d have been di sappointed that their deliverer should be a nere
human, and that this nere human seened quite capabl e of managi ng themthey woul d have been so

di sappoi nted, even dismayed, had not the M ndsword shown themtheir deliverer as the inconparable
being that he was. Fromthe nonent the Dark King, with Skulltw ster drawn, approached their place
of confinenent, their age-long despair had given way to elation, to transcendent joy. It was the
one perfect being in the Universe who had cone to nake them his servants and wor shi ppers!

Akbar chose a nonment when all of the Dark King's new servants were el sewhere to approach his
Master with a warning. Conpelled by the Sword into genuine concern for Vilkata's wel fare, Akbar
warned the man that |oosing a denon of Arridu's power and nalignancy upon the world, no matter
under what conditions of magi cal conpul sion, could not but be fraught with peril.

"Tut. My Sword controls him does it not? Even as it conpels you, and the others.
"But | like it not, Master. | like it not."

And Akbar, who until now had rightfully considered hinself the pre-em nent denon in the Dark
King's service, sulked a little in jealousy. But under the M ndsword's influence even Akbar was
conmpel led to rejoice at any devel opnment that really augnented Vil kata's power.

* * *

Wthin mnutes after the lunar denmons had been rel eased, the inperfect menory of one of the |ong-
termresidents contributed to an inportant find:

Here was a | arge underground chanmber filled with A d Wrld devices intended to be used for
i nterplanetary transportation

Leadi ng Vil kata al ong an under ground passage the man had not wal ked before, Arridu and his
contenporaries soon revealed to their Master the collection of spacecraft they had di scovered.

A vast underground chanber contained a great nunber and variety of units, obviously Ad Wrld
machi nes, the smallest as large as a snall house. Investigation disclosed nore than one

under ground hangar, occupi ed by ranks of bubble-type devices, with all the appropriate |aunching
and support and control equi pnent.

Vilkata at first resisted the idea that these devices could have been neant to fly-there were not
even rudi nentary wi ngs, such as birds, reptiles, and griffins sported, and even denpbns wore, at

| east in his denmonic vision, when they soared into the air. These works of technol ogy appeared

al rost magical in their outward sinplicity: rounded, al nost spherical things of glass and netal
interiors furnished with seats and couches of various styles, showing that the things were indeed
i ntended for human occupation. The richness and variety of interior furnishings indicated strongly
that they were definitely not meant as nere cells for confinenent.

Over the course of the next few hours or days-the man tended to | ose track of days because,
conmpoundi ng the unearthly nature of this world, there was only a very gradual shifting of the
position of the Sun against the pattern of stars in the black sky-sone denons cautiously
experinented with these spacecraft.
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O hers ransacked certain Od Wrld stores surviving in the deep caves. There the faithful, jeal ous
creatures discovered supplies of air, and of preserved food and drink, nore than sufficient to

| ast their master confortably through the return journey. This tine, he warned them he neant to
retain his full awareness and al ertness.

In nonents when Vilkata allowed hinself to be distracted fromhis mssion of getting hone, he
again curiously questioned the old | unar denobns, seeking to | earn what they could tell himof the
events leading to their inprisonment.

But all their nobst inportant nenories were permanently gone. At certain nonents sone of the
creatures spoke with chilling famliarity of the Od Wrld, as though perhaps it was sonething
they had seen for thenselves, and of Ardneh and Orcus, of whomthey nust have heard nuch; but as
for the nysterious regions, the other life possibly existing on the Mon, they could only warn
their bel oved new Master to stay clear. These warnings only reinforced his own inclinations.

Havi ng l earned what little his newrecruits could tell himthat seemed of any practical val ue,
Vil kata, giving his nmpost savage inmitation of politeness, invited new denonic recruits and old
servants alike to join himin his conquest of the Earth, which had been del ayed, but not, he was
now sure, prevented.

Hs formal invitation was, of course, accepted enthusiastically. Not that his hearers had any
choi ce, being as tightly bound as ever to loyalty under the M ndsword's influence.

Knowi ng as nuch about denons as he did, the Dark King felt certain that, even apart fromtheir
enforced loyalty, his escorts were as spontaneously glad as he was to be returning to the Earth,
to a place where they would once nore be creatures of great size and inportance.

* * *

Wthin an hour after the command had been given, his protectors-nighty Arridu now clain ng
priority anong them announced that they were ready to bear him and his protective bubble of

at nosphere, on the flight. Either nmagically or depending alnost totally upon the powers of the Ad
World craft.

The Dark King's return flight was already under way-the hurtling gl ass-and-netal sphere escorted
by quasi-material denons, sone inside the craft and sone outside, the huge blue roundness of the
Earth dom nating the black sky ahead- before one of the escorting creatures inquired: "And

wher eabouts on Earth, Master, are we to |and?"

"What better place than the very spot fromwhich we |left? Conduct ne back to the pal ace at
Sarykam | have unfinished business with that proud Prince who hateth denons. And business with
his people too."

The O d Wirld spacecraft was satisfactorily confortable, nmuch nore so than the |inbo-1like
conditions of the outward voyage. Shortly after |eaving the Mon, Vilkata began to consi der
seriously at what hour he wanted to arrive at Mark's palace. In the nmddle of the night? O just
bef ore dawn? That was always a favorite hour for a surprise attack. But it was nore inportant, he
soon decided, to time his arrival at Sarykam for a day and an hour when he could be sure that Mark
hi msel f was el sewhere-he was not pl eased by the prospect of being inmmediately whirled away into
anot her two years' exile.

Therefore, all his brave speech and nuttered vows to the contrary notwi thstanding, the Dark King
did not really want to fly directly to the palace. No, it would be vastly preferable to | and
somewhere nearby-in the ocean, possibly, or along the rocky Tasaval tan shore-sonewhere where he
could hide his Od Wrld flying device until he could discover how things night have changed in
Sarykamin two years, and just where Prince Mark was now.

"We will discover a good place, sire.”

Qught he to send a denpbn ahead to scout? That was a decision requiring careful consideration. If
he did so, he would have to take the chance that the thing mght well be tenpted to turn agai nst
himwhen it had been away fromhis Sword for sone hours at a distance of hundreds or thousands of
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kil oneters.

Still, he had controll ed denobns before he had the Sword, and expected he could do so even if
deprived of Skulltw ster's advantages.

Vil kata decided to send at | east one scout ahead, and perhaps several nore after the first; to
begin with, he wanted to select one of the denons whose lives he already carried with him He had
in mnd a creature who on occasion had served himas his eyes, whose |ife-object, a small nmirror
rode securely in the Dark King' s pocket, and whose loyalty the man felt confident he coul d conpel
even w t hout depending on the M ndsword's power.

What better choice than Akbar hinmsel f?
THREE

NEAR the middl e of one of the shortest nights of early sumer, a single bright light, an dd Wrld
| anp of cool and eerie brilliance, burned in one of the deepest and nobst heavily guarded roons of
the central arnory bel ow the pal ace at Sarykam A brace of fascinated noths were circling the
round | anp of strange, snooth glass and netal in its nounting on an oak beam over a workbench. The
| anp showed no flane and required no external source of power, but cast superb illum nation, balm
for tired eyes, upon the bench, the surrounding walls of whitewashed stone, and the faces of the
two peopl e present.

One of these was Prince Mark's fourteen-year-old son, Stephen, who had been hard at work for half
a day and half a night upon a certain private project; the other was an elderly man call ed Bazas,
one of the senior arnorers, who had volunteered to stand by and give advice. The young Prince was
making it a point of honor to do all the actual labor on this particular job with his own hands.

The task Stephen had set for hinmself was that of Gafting some piece of arnmor (whether a
breastplate or a shield was still to be determ ned) from dragons' scales. And the project was
private, nore accurately seni-secret, because the product was intended as a gift for Stephen's
father, on the occasion of Prince Mark's fortieth birthday.

Prince Mark was currently absent fromthe pal ace, not expected back for two or three days, when he
woul d return in tine for the senmi-official birthday celebration. At the moment Mark was some sixty
kil ometers from Sarykam having spent the |ast several days in a lightly popul ated regi on of his
conpact realm Mark and Princess Kristin had gone there, with a snall mlitary escort, to help
sonme citizens who had recently suffered froma |ocal plague of dragons. The scal es Stephen was
working with were a byproduct of the relief expedition.

Fromthe five Swords available in the Tasavaltan arnory at the tinme of his departure, Stephen's
father had chosen to carry with himonly two-the harm ess Wwundheal er and the ruthlessly efficient
Dragonslicer. The latter Sword had been returned to the arnory, under guard, as soon as the need
for it in the countryside had passed.

For nore than a year now the |l and of Tasavalta had been at peace, save for the occasional natural
vi ol ence of dragon-incursion, or of earthquake-thank Ardneh, there had been only m nor tenblors
lately.

I nside the pal ace, peace reigned with special felicity. These days the royal couple, Stephen's
parents, were doting on each other, spending by choice a great deal of tinme in each other's
conpany; although they were tenporarily separated now and then by the need to acconplish inportant
business in two places at the sane tinme, they were firmy reconciled, follow ng an earlier period
of near estrangenent.

For nore than a year Kristin, thanks to Wundheal er, had been conpletely recovered fromthe
physical injuries she had incurred at the time of the Dark King's assault upon their pal ace.

Approxi mately two years had now passed since the vicious attack by Vil kata. That onslaught, the
cause of so nuch pain and suffering for everyone in Tasavalta, was only a bitter nenory.

But tonight, Prince Stephen's thoughts were concentrated on the matter of a birthday gift. To nake
a shield of practical size, two dozen or nore of the hand-sized scales would have to be fastened
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to a wooden frame, arranged in overlapping rows. Putting together a suitable frane ought to pose
no problem but working a dragon's scal es was sonmething else. Try to cut or sinply bore a hole in
one, at least in any scale which was big enough to use for arnor, and you were likely to wear out
your tool or weapon of nere nundane steel, no matter how well forged and honed, before you had
made nuch of an inpression on the materi al

St ephen had argued, and the expert arnorer had grudgingly admitted, that dragonscal e shield or
arnor, provided it proved feasible to make at all, ought to offer sone real, practical advantages
over any netal breastplate or shield-gramfor gram of weight, such a defense would probably be a
| ot tougher and nore protective than any human smiths coul d nake of steel

The special material for this project, the actual scales of a genuine | andwal ker, had of course
been harvested in the field in the course of the recent energency, by a skilled fighter who had
been | oaned the Sword of Heroes for the task. The detached scal es had been brought back to the
armory with the Sword, and were now bei ng shaped with the same god-forged inpl enent which had
slain the nonster and had cut the scales |oose fromits otherw se al nost inpervious hide-the only
feasible way to do the job.

The setup on the bench in the arnmory workshop, with a Sword, one of the world' s enduring wonders,
clanmped in place like sonme nere ordinary tool, was remarkable to say the least, and in the
earlier, daylight hours of the job other workers had occasionally stopped to stare at the work in
progress. Stephen had sworn each new witness to secrecy until Prince Mark's birthday cane and the
gift could be presented.

St ephen' s hands, well coordinated though not yet extrenely skillful, were already big, and
hardened from frequent work with tools and practice weapons; his arns and shoul ders were still on
a smaller scale, not nearly as thick and strong as they would be in a few years.

At the monent the boy's hands were gripping a single dark scale, approximately the shape of a
gi ant freshwater clanmshell, slightly convex on its upper, darker surface, and with something of a
clanshel | ' s rugose texture.

Cl anmped i Mmovably into place (earlier attenpts to use it as a drill bit had been abandoned), the
magi cal weapon began making its customary shrilling sound as soon as Stephen began to work the
scal e agai nst the nore-than-razor keenness of the Sword's bright tip. Using point and edge in
alternation, the youth was with conparative ease shaving, carving, and boring holes in the

mat eri al which woul d have quickly dulled or broken any ordinary tools.

St ephen, inpatient to get the job finished before his royal father could be expected hone, pushed
harder, and suddenly the scale, tornented by the shrilling Sword which carved at it, broke neatly
down the nmiddle. The youth narrowly avoided cutting his own fingers.

It was not the first time during the past few hours that such a problem had arisen. The tough
hard scal es seened soft and nal |l eabl e as cork when Stephen put themto the test with Dragonslicer
but the material was stubbornly reluctant to yield in the precise way the young craftsnman want ed.
The floor near the bench was littered with the debris of these nishaps.

The Sword's noi se ceased abruptly when it lost contact with the scale. Into the sudden silence

St ephen swore, using soldiers' oaths with a veteran's casual instinct, his adol escent voice
breaki ng awkwardly in the niddle of the utterance. He had heard a great deal of soldiers' talk
during the last year or so, when the arnory had suddenly becone one of his favorite places. The
arnorer meanwhil e | ooked on dourly, this tine restricting hinmself to a single laconic coment; in
truth ol d Bazas had never thought nuch of the plan of making a shield, or anything else, from
dragonscale. In his view, if the idea had any real nerit, sone expert would have done it |ong ago.

As far as the old arnorer had ever heard, only one being had ever used dragonscal e arnor: the god
Vul can, the linping smth who'd forged all of the Swords. Mere humans-so

Bazas was ready to tell the world, royalty or not-nere humans ought to be content with the kinds
of arnor humans had al ways worn.

Now Stephen bit his lip. In his cooler nonents he was well aware that he needed to denonstrate
pati ence and control his chronically difficult tenper if he was going to nake a real success of
this job.
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For one thing, his stock of available scales-his original intention had been to use only those in
a narrow range of size and color-was far fromunlimted.

W ping his hands on his sinple workman's shirt, he went to work again, longish hair falling over a
face that was swiftly losing its childish | ooks; his hair was growi ng dark, soon to be even darker
than his father's had been until a year or so ago, when Mark's hair and beard had started to show
some gray.

Long hours ago, during the sunbright afternoon, the youth had been sweating fromhis work, but now
the deep arnory was al nost chill. Tasavalta was a coastal |and, whose climte, though subject to
abrupt and sonetines unpl easant variations, lingered for the nbst part in a state approxi nmating
per petual spring.

Now for a time the work went nore snmoothly. But the young prince soon paused again, with a

techni cal question for his old adviser, one for which old Bazas, as usual, had a ready answer.

O her voices, those of bored sentries exchangi ng passwords outside the thick walls, drifted in
faintly through a high grilled wi ndow It had been necessary for Stephen to informKarel, the
realmMs chief wizard, and also General Rostov, the military comander, that he was opening the
heavily guarded Sword-vault to get out Dragonslicer. But he had not needed any special perm ssion
to work with the dragonscales. At |east he had not asked specifically, though he had told his

nmot her what he was going to do, before she left Sarykam w th her husband.

Now, havi ng shaped one nore dragonscale to his own satisfaction, the boy added it to the smal
pile of finished work and picked out a fresh scale froma small box nearby. Then once nore he set
to work under the critical eye of the grizzled arnorer

Mul 1i ng over the subject of gifts in his own mind as he worked, wondering whether he ought to try
to discuss it reasonably w th Bazas, Stephen's thought turned briefly to his two-years-ol der

brot her, Adrian, who was now absent from hone whil e perform ng-or undergoing-the |ast stages of a
years-long tutelage in advanced magic. This was a subject for which Adrian, unlike Stephen, had a
trenmendous natural aptitude. It now occurred to the younger brother, trying to carve scales, to
wonder what, if anything, Adrian mght be getting their father for his birthday. Mark hinself,
though a child of the Enperor, was no nmgician, apart fromone great and apparently inherited
talent-his amazing ability to hurl denmons into distant exile.

Now for a time Stephen forgot about his brother and the subject of gifts in general. On the

wor kbench things for a change were going well. Presently another of the exotic scal es had now been
cut and bored into the desired shape. Stephen held it up, inspecting the small, neat holes in the

hand- si zed sl ab, openings through whi ch tough thongs could be laced, binding it to a |ight wooden

frame. The surface of the shield (or, alternatively, the breastplate) when it was conpl eted woul d

be conprised of rows of overlapping scales, |ike shingles on a roof, each protecting the otherw se
vul nerabl e | ashi ngs of the scal e bel ow.

Wth satisfaction the young Prince laid the latest scale on his small pile of finished work. Five
or six nore of the sane size, he told hinmself, ought to be enough

Soon St ephen paused again, briefly, to ask Bazas anot her question having to do with certain
details of the shield-maker's craft. Mnths ago when he began to frequent the arnory the young
Prince had discovered that it was necessary to speak loudly to the old man, who had been |eft
somewhat deaf by his years of |abor at the anvil. Except for Stephen's |oud voice the vaulted room
beneat h the pal ace was very quiet at this hour, now that the Sword on the bench had once nore
ceased the shrilling sound it nmade in action

In the near silence, the lad noted in the back of his mnd that there did seemto be, after all

at | east one other worker present there at nidnight. The faint thuddi ng sound of soneone

i ndustriously, alnost continuously, hanmering canme drifting in fromone of the arnory's relatively
renot e chanbers.

The young Prince nade sone passing comment on this sound, nentioning the evident presence of
anot her worker to his conpanion. Od Bazas, who had not yet been able to hear the noise, only
grunted nonconmmittally. He was a proud man, who at any time during the past several years could
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have had his hearing restored by Wundheal er for the asking-but had not wanted to adnit he needed
hel p.

St ephen went back to work-he had beconme grimy deternined to finish cutting, in this session, al
the scal es he was going to need. And the old arnorer, gnarled hands behind his back, resuned the
pose of an alert overseer.

But before another mnute had passed, another difficulty arose with the scale currently being
carved. Maybe, thought Stephen to hinself, the shape of this one just wasn't quite right to begin
Wi t h.

Thud thud thud thud

The sounds fromthe other roomwere grow ng | ouder, beconm ng a real distraction. Not just because
they were loud; during the afternoon just past, the arnory had been a much noisier place than it
was now. No, the young Prince thought, the disturbing thing was that sonething fundanental must be
goi ng wong with whatever project was under way in the other room He hearkened to another random
sensel ess-soundi ng barrage of inpact-sounds fromthat direction

Abruptly Stephen | ooked up, frowning, and turned his head, listening intently; that didn't sound
like rational constructive hammering at all, but rather like sone angry worknman taking out his
spite upon his bench. No, not like that either, but nore |like sone deranged drunmer, who had been
| ocked inside a big chest and was trying to get out.

No, not even that.
Real |y what it sounded |ike was-was-

St ephen' s eyes, widening, net the suddenly frightened gaze of the old man who stood across the
bench fromhim Even Bazas could hear the racket now, and in this he had been quicker-witted than
hi s young Prince.

Real i zati on had come to man and boy at the same tinme, and they both uttered al nost the sanme words,
alnmost in unison: "It is the Sword of Force!"

Shi el dbreaker only gave such warni ng when actually in use, or when conbat inpended. So Prince Mark
had taught his sons; and Mark had inpressed upon the two young Princes also that in his experience
the Sword was never wong when it sounded the alert. This current uproar fromthe chanber where
the Sword of Force was kept nust nmean that a serious assault was about to fall upon the pal ace at
any nonent.

St ephen, having been taught the lore of Swords alnmost fromhis cradle, realized that whatever kind
of armed attack might be inpending, they had only a few m nutes, or perhaps only a few seconds, in
which to act before it struck.

The troubl esome dragonscal e fell unheeded fromthe hand of the young Prince. Everything but the
al arm forgotten, Stephen turned away fromthe workbench, his first inpulse being to run up the
nearest stair into the palace, shouting out a warning . . . but before he had taken nore than two
steps, he realized that there was no figure of real authority near at hand, none close enough to
relieve himof the burden of decision and action which had been so suddenly thrust upon him

He had no tine to seek out Great-Uncle Karel, or CGeneral Rostov, or even the officer of the day;
besi des, the latter was not privy to the secret code of magic necessary to get the Swords out of
their vault and bring theminto action. Neither were any of the regular arnorers, not even trusty
old Bazas. The only person able to act imediately and effectively was the young Prince hinself.

Wth swift agility Stephen turned in the opposite direction. Two driving strides and he was
running at full speed toward the chanber in which the Swords were kept.

Just in the last few nmonents Shiel dbreaker's noi se had swelled to a hanmering bedl am of terrible
urgency. The young Prince experienced a choki ng sensation as he thought that there m ght be just
tinme for soneone as near to the repository as he was, soneone able and willing to act boldly, to
get the Sword of Force out of its case and into action before the threat, whatever it was,
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arrived.

The constriction in his throat proceeded froma fear of failure. He, a Prince of Tasavalta, should
have known better, he should have known the sound of the Sword at once for what it was, he should
have been alerted to the danger |ong m nutes ago! Possibly the unthinkable had al ready happened,
he had ignored the warning for too long, it was already too late for himto act....

In the few heartbeats of tine which had el apsed while those thoughts ran through his mnd,

St ephen' s running feet had brought himto the Sword-chanber. He jolted to a stop just outside that
room s single doorway, darkened now. The opening | acked any material door but was gauzed wth

al rost invisible but effective barriers: his Geat-Uncle Karel's powerful magic, spells keeping
everyone out with an action like that of unseen hands.

Miuttering the necessary secret password under his breath, the boy felt the hands i medi ately cease
their opposition, the barrier of enchantment divide like a curtain to let himin.

He sprang through into the vaulted space where all of the Swords in the possession of the real m of
Tasavalta, along with a few other very precious things, were ordinarily kept safe.

The | ow ceilinged Sword-chanber was octagonal, and conparatively small, extending no nore than
about five paces between opposite walls. Two of the walls supported racks of cerenonial crowns and
weapons, kept here for the sake of their jewels and gold. There were a few sword-belts and enpty
scabbards, there as works of art; other shelves held jewels and conparatively mnor treasures. A
few | anps and candl es, none of themlighted at the nonment, stood about on stands and | edges. The
pl ace was cool and very dim particularly to eyes so recently accustonmed to the brightness around
t he workbench. In fact the chief source of illunmination in the Sword-chanber at the nonent was the
indirect glow of the Od Wrld lanmp still burning two roons away.

Only a small handful of individuals had ever been enpowered to enter this room An even snaller
nunber had been granted the i mmaterial keys required to open the inner vault and renove a Sword.
The necessary secret magic, sinple enough for even a non-megician to use, had not been entrusted
to Stephen until very recently, on the occasion of his fourteenth birthday.

This expression of his parents' confidence had nmade himvery proud. He had used the spell (with
his mentor, Karel, |ooking on) for the first and only time only yesterday-actually a nere natter
of hours ago, in the norning just past-to get Dragonslicer out of its case for his secret project.

* * *

Thud- t hud, thud-thud, thud-thud-

Here under the |low vaulting, the sound of hammrering seened notably anplified. There could now be
no possi bl e doubt about the source. The white stone walls, and Stephen's bones alike, reverberated
wi t h Shi el dbreaker's poundi ng tocsin.

The actual place of storage for the Swords was a wai st-high coffer or strongbox built into the
center of the room In this Shieldbreaker and its peers were | ocked away, behind a pair of carven
sl anted doors of wood and netal. This coffer had been constructed of nixed materials, nostly
rounded masonry, but incorporating the wood of certain exotic trees as well as several Kkinds of
metal, ivory, and horn, all woven fast within tight nets of Karel's magic. Precious netal had been
incorporated as well, gold and silver used nore for their magical qualities than as nere
decoration. Even rings of unidentifiable material frommysterious Od Wrld devices had been built
into the structure

THUD, THUD- THUD, THUD-

As Stephen stretched out his hands toward the slanted doors of the inner vault, he was vaguely
awar e of soneone behind him @ ancing back nonentarily over his shoulder, he saw that the old
arnmorer had conme hurrying after himfromthe workroom cone as far as he could, to just outside

t he guarded doorway. Bazas nust have acted quickly and purposefully, delayed only by the need to
free Dragonslicer fromthe clanps which had held the Sword upon the bench. Now the elderly man

his progress stopped by the invisible hands of Karel's magic, had cone to a halt. He was hol ding
up the keen Blade in his right hand, and had his free hand raised as well, as if to test the magic
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sealing of the doorway, or pronounce a benediction

The arnorer called out urgently: "My prince! The Sword of Heroes nust be put in a place of
safety. "

The words of Bazas were partially nuffled by the intervening magi c, but Stephen nodded his
under st andi ng. Dragonslicer was not the weapon of choice with which to repel a raid or an invasion-
except in the highly unlikely event that one's foe cane riding on a dragon. It was the expression
on the old man's face that made the young Prince experience a sense of awe. A seasoned sol di er was
actually looking to himfor |eadership, and this realization gave Stephen the night's first noment
of genuine fright.

It was not to be the |ast.

Noddi ng, the boy wordlessly turned his back on Bazas. Facing the sloping plane formed by the

cl osed doors of the inner vault, he quickly let his right hand rest on the hard surface. There was
no physical handle or knob on either door, no bolt or latch, but the guardian powers required
identification of the petitioner for entrance. He started to recite the brief spell of opening-but
bef ore Stephen had managed to utter nmore than three of the seven necessary words, he choked and
stunbled in his recitation. At the sane tinme the world turned sick and strange around him the
stone floor seeming to tilt alarm ngly sideways underneath his feet.

This was far nore, far worse, than the choking of anxiety. Involuntarily he cried out, and heard
what seened a responding cry fromjust outside the room Looking again in that direction, Stephen
saw ol d Bazas, Dragonslicer still in his right hand, slunping to the floor. Now another figure,
strange and startlingly gigantic, conpletely filled the doorway, its inage wavering so that it

| ooked to the young Prince both nore and | ess than human. There was nothing about it that

St ephen's mnd wanted to acknowl edge as a face. Wth a transparent appendage that was |ike and yet
unli ke a human hand it appeared to be working to put aside the defenses put up by the master-
magi ci an Karel. So far those defenses were hol ding back the thing, the presence, whatever it m ght
be-

Yet already the invader could project some form of power past the barrier. Stephen was aware that
he was | osing consci ousness, and with what shreds of sense remmi ned he knew the cause: he was
bei ng confronted by a denon at cl ose range. Though the young Prince had been brushed by denons

wi ngs before-he had been in the palace during Vilkata's attack two years ago-he had never
experienced anything like the force of this evil manifestation, and he found it all but conpletely
over whel m ng.

Again the world seenmed to tilt crazily, wongly around Stephen, and he clung helplessly to the
rounded stonework side of the inner vault, swaying with physical illness.

In his terror Stephen involuntarily closed his eyes. But this was no help, for the nonster
imediately started to force its inmage under his eyelids.

And now a voice, a sound of dead | eaves crushed that had to be the denmon's voice, was calling to
him 1t was commandi ng, demandi ng that he do something for it.

He answered with a nearly hel pl ess, incoherent nunbling: Wat was it that he had to do?

The dried |l eaves swirled and rustled. "You nust recite for ne the spell | need. Undo for ne the
barring of this chanber door, and let ne in . "

Stephen tried to think. But he couldn't think. Not beyond the know edge that he was going to be
killed-yet there remained sonething he nust do.

O course. The Swords.

For the nonment his body would not nove. But renenbering a purpose gave himstrength, and he tried
to talk to the thing that was about to kill him "who are you? \Wat-?"

The tones of the denmon's utterance, taking formnore in the mnd than in the ears, were an i nhuman
rattling anong dead bones. "You nust know, child of the Prince of Scum that | amcalled Akbar
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| say that you must open this door."

Akbar. | ndeed Stephen knew the nane fromhis father's stories, and froma hundred other tales, and
that it meant overwhel mi ng nalignancy, sheer terror. He nust not give way, he nust not open the
gate for it-no, he had to open the inner vault, recite the spell that would I et himreach the

Swor ds.

And now t he denon had succeeded in forcing another part of itself-an armthat was not really an
armpartway in through Karel's barrier. One giant finger-sonething half-material that was not
quite a finger-flicked at the young Prince.

The i mpact knocked Stephen off his feet, sent himrolling across the stone floor, out of reach of
the doors which he rmust open. Scarcely aware of the bruising of his knees and el bows on the stone,
he tried to scranble out of the way as the quasi-material thing came probing, reaching, after him
agai n.

Again it struck at the young Prince, and this time a veil of darkness started to descend across
his nind.

FOUR

DAZED and battered as he was, the young Prince retai ned enough awareness to hear Bazas screamn ng
weakly and hoarsely, the old man Iying on the floor just outside the doorway of the Sword-chamnber.

St ephen hinsel f was al so sprawl ed on the stone pavenent, but well inside the doorway where the
denmon' s groping power had flung him Were he ought to be protected by Karel's nagic, but yet
seened to be not quite out of Akbar's reach. Hs knees and el bows hurt fromthe fall on the stone
floor. The whole world felt sick and strange around him

Drawi ng a deep breath, clenching his fists and his jaw as tightly as his eyelids, Stephen denied
si ckness. A hundred tinmes his father had told himof the several confrontations he, Mark, had had
wit h denmons, occasions when he had been able to banish the foul creatures with a command. These
were not natters of which the elder Prince ever spoke boastfully. Rather Mark described those
encounters in the manner of a man still trying to understand how he had served as a conduit for
powers greater than himself. And many tinmes, Mark's younger son, when listening to the stories,
had wondered whet her he himself m ght have inherited his father's ability.

Now t he boy's voice cracked again as he desperately shouted the nysterious formula which had never
failed his father: "In the Enperor's name, forsake this gane! Get out!"

In Stephen's own ears the slurred words sounded nore |ike a screamof panic than a firm comand.
But at once the multiple foul inages of the denon vani shed from under the young Prince's eyelids.
Sone force had obviously intervened agai nst his attacker, and the hideous thing, which a nonment
earlier had seened on the point of crushing Stephen |like an insect, was being forcibly separated
fromhim Akbar reacted with a bell ow of outrage

Rai sing hinmself on his el bows, Stephen dared to open his eyes.

Hi s nonstrous antagonist, its formstill only half visible, was thrashing about as if sone unseen
power larger than itself had seized it and was pulling it by nmain force out of the doorway of the
Swor d- chanber, farther and farther fromits intended human victins-

A nonent |ater the denon was entirely gone.

As the young Prince scranbled back to his feet, he was dimy aware of distant screans and yells,
in voices far nmore human than the demon's. At the monent he could not tell whether these outcries
proceeded fromupstairs within the palace, or fromoutside. But he thought it did not matter. The
whol e pal ace, the whole city, nmust be under attack

Now t hat the denon had been ejected fromthe arnory, Bazas, just outside the doorway of the Sword-
chanber, was slowy regaining his feet. The old arnorer, shaking his head and quivering in all his
Iinbs, was still holding Dragonslicer in one hand and propping hinself with the other against the
wal | .
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St ephen turned i nmedi ately back to the task he nmust perform that of opening the inner vault which
hel d the Swords- but the nonent he again began the incantation to unlock the doors, he becane
aware, nore with his mnd than with any of his physical senses, that the denon he had caused to be
hurl ed away had not gone very far

Howl i ng and screamng its rage at him its insane hatred of all hunanity but the adored Master
Akbar was racing, flying back-

Again the incantation nust be interrupted. Again the young Prince had only a nonment in which to
bark out a comand. This tine, heartened by the partial success of his first attenpt, he nanaged
to put nore authority into his voice. Gitting his teeth, he willed and yelled his swelling anger
at the beast.

Again a scream from an affronted denon-again the bani shing was successful. Because the nenta
contact which had been established between hinself and Akbar still persisted, Stephen could fee
that this time his foe had been hurled to a sonmewhat greater distance. But the youth had no doubt
t hat Akbar woul d be doggedly, relentlessly, returning yet once nore to the attack. And Stephen was
vaguel y aware of the presence, somewhere in the background, of another demon- nore |ikely several
of them approachi ng.

Meanwhi | e, Stephen's |atest repul sion of the eneny had earned himthe nonent of tine, the
breat hi ng space he needed.

Hal f | eani ng agai nst one side of the inner vault, the young Prince once again reached a physica
position fromwhich he could lay his right hand on the slanted doors. Breathlessly he hurried
through the few and sinple words, dreading | est he stunble in his pronunciation of one of the
essential syllables, and so be forced to begin yet again.

But this tine Stephen nanaged to do the incantation properly. The vault doors of their own accord
jerked open with a double slam At once the wordl ess voice of the Sword of Force, no | onger
muf f 1 ed, boomed out through the arnory.

Three god-forged Swords, as well as two enpty, Sword-shaped spaces, were revealed within the
vaul t. Each neter-long bl ade and white-marked hilt lay nested in a velvet lining of the blue-green
color of the sunlit sea. The faint wash of Ad Wrld light coming into the chanber fromtwo roons
away touched the bright magical lines of steel, and the flat sides of the three perfect bl ades
gave back a nottled triple reflection-Shieldbreaker, Sightblinder, and Stonecutter

I n appearance the Swords were indistinguishable fromeach other, save for the white synbols on
their black hilts.

Three Sword-belts of fine | eather, each with an enpty scabbard attached, were racked separately at
one side within the inner vault. The receptacle for belts, like that for the Swords, displayed two
enpty spaces and three filled.

Despite the i mediate threat posed by the returning denmon, Stephen knew a sense of awe that
conpelled himto a heartbeat's hesitation. These were the weapons of the gods, forged nore than
forty years ago by the deity Vulcan hinself, with the human aid of Jord, a human smith-Iord who
was also Prince Mark's foster father, and thus the grandfather of Stephen. The young Prince and
his brother Adrian had grown up hearing the marvelous old stories, as often as not fromtheir
foster-grandfather's own nouth.

One of the pair of enpty Sword-shaped niches within the vault was of course the usual resting

pl ace of Dragonslicer. The other space sonetinmes accommpdat ed Wwundheal er, whi ch was al so very
often, as now, absent fromthis repository upon sonme mssion of nmercy. Part of Stephen's mnd took
note of the fact that a tiny spider was even now spinning a web in the space reserved for the
Sword of Mercy.

But Stephen just now had no eyes or thought for any of the Swords but one. That one, snug inits
nest, positioned a little above its fellows, was now enmitting a frenzied war-drum sound. The
war ni ng booned out | ouder than ever, and a verse of the Song of Swords raced through his nind
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/ shatter Swords and splinter spears; None stands to Shiel dbreaker. My point's the fount of
orphans' tears My edge the w downaker.

The young Prince's right hand darted into the vault, ready to seize the black hilt marked with the
smal | white i mage of a hamer.

-and neanwhil e the denon Akbar had once nore returned and now was rushing again upon him sweeping
fromthe doorway the | ast shreds of protective magic-

The Sword of Force came literally leaping up out of its velvet casing to neet Stephen's grasping
fingers. He needed no particular skill in nagic to feel the god-power surge along his arm Such
was the effect that in that instant he gasped with relief, as if the battle were already won.

Nor was the young Prince now required to display any skill or strength at arns. Darting out of its
case as if by its own volition, Shieldbreaker continued its upward nmovenent, pulling the young
Prince's right armviolently with it.

Shi el dbr eaker, hanmmering thunderstrokes, |ashed out violently against the denonic intruder
Stephen's right armwas pulled helplessly forward even as his body staggered back. Pain stabbed at
his shoul der, where the novenment of the Sword twisted it

The denon, an image of horror seeming to loomlarger than the walls of the Sword-chanber, emtted
no bell ow of outrage this time, but rather a choked cry, a grating and unbreathing sound that was
to haunt the young Prince in nightnares. In the next instant Akbar's inage burst |ike a pricked
bubbl e. The sickness provoked by the denonic presence i medi ately di sappeared, as if it had been
flushed into oblivion by cleansing waves of air and light. And then Stephen was vaguely aware that
the creature which had called itself Akbar was no | onger anywhere, anywhere at all

Relief lasted for only a nonent; another ghastly scream warned Stephen that he had no tine at all
for triunmph. Turning with alarm gazing toward the now unguarded doorway, he behel d Bazas standing
in that opening with Dragonslicer in hand. In the |last few noments the old arnorer's face had
undergone a ghastly transformati on, had becone a nask of exalted rage and hatred.

d aring at the young Prince, screamng Stephen's death and the exalted nanme of the Dark King,
Bazas | eapt forward with his Sword raised to kill-and struck, with a trained warrior's skill

The young Prince, still reeling fromthe denon's onslaught, had no tinme to try to understand, to
think, or even to react consciously. Fortunately he needed to do none of those things. As the

bl ade of Dragonslicer swung toward Stephen's head, slicing alnost horizontally under the | ow
ceiling, Shield-breaker of its own accord pulled his armalong at invisible speed to parry the
bl ow.

Steel clashed with steel, both products of Vulcan's forge. Wth a single thud, nonstrously | oud,
and a flash of light, the Sword of Heroes passed out of existence, dissolved in a burst of flying
fragments that rang from stone or enbedded thenselves in flesh

St ephen, his injured shoul der wrenched agai n, body sent staggering back agai nst the central vault,
caught one clear glinpse of the fact that Dragonslicer was gone, while the Sword in his own hand
remai ned perfectly intact. Stephen himself was uninjured by the explosion-arned as he was now, no
weapon had the power to hurt himbut he could see at once how fragnents of the Sword of Heroes had
torn the body of Bazas into bl oody rags, dropped the old man in his tracks.

For a nonent or two the consci ousness of the young Prince dimed toward faintness, then ful

awar eness of the world cane back. Breathing heavily, Stephen found hinself once nore sl unped

agai nst the open Sword-vault, left hand clinging to the decorated stonework, right arm pulled down
by the weight of the Sword of Force. His right shoulder burned with a sharp pain as if sonething
inside it had been torn, and his palmand fingers were magically glued to Shiel dbreaker's bl ack
hilt.

The weapon was al nbst quiet at the nonment, the nmagical hammer-sound nuted, having subsided unti
it seemed that the Sword might be only talking to itself.

Cutching at one of the open vault doors with his free hand, gazing with shock and horror at what
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was | eft of Bazas, Stephen fought down an inmpulse to vomit. He wondered what could have driven the
old armorer so violently, abruptly mad. The old man had shouted sonething just before he swung his
Sword at his young prince and di ed-sonething crazy having to do with the Dark King.

At that nonent the frightening truth began to dawn on Stephen: Only the M ndsword coul d produce
such instantaneous and frightful alterations in the thoughts of good and worthy peopl e.
Skul I twi ster nust have been once nore brought into play by his father's enem es.

While struggling to cope with that idea's horrendous inplications, the youth becanme dazedly aware
that his right hand was no | onger magically welded to Shieldbreaker's hilt. Alull in combat now
obt ai ned, for the nonment at least, and he could if he wi shed put down the Sword of Force.

He actually started to do so, but then instead, despite his injured shoul der, gripped the bl ack
hilt with convul sive strength, at the same tinme whinpering with the thought of how near he had
come to letting go-that woul d have nmeant death, or worse than death. Only Shiel dbreaker could have
saved him nust be saving himeven now, fromthe sane awful madness which had afflicted Bazas,

al nrost within arms | ength.

The cheering, roaring noises which now canme drifting down fromthe upper pal ace confirned

St ephen' s horrible suspicion that the M ndsword must be in action. This insight, along with the
undoubt ed presence of denobns in the palace, and the fact that Bazas in his nadness had shouted the
Dark King's nane, strongly indicated that this |atest attack, like that two years ago, nust be |ed
by the terrible Vilkata.

But so long as he, Stephen, had the Sword of Force in hand, so |ong was he protected agai nst any
ot her weapon, including Skulltwi ster. In fact he alone ought to be able to defend the pal ace
agai nst any kind of attack-any kind save one.

As Prince Mark had i npressed over and over again upon his sons, the only way known to def eat

Shi el dbreaker was to di sarmoneself conpletely and then grapple as a westler with whoever held
the Sword. But, as Stephen had known in theoretical ternms for years, there was no way a denon
could ever disarmitself; the foul creatures were nothing but weapons, at least as far as this
Sword was concerned. VWenever they attacked its wielder directly, Shieldbreaker was capabl e of
sl ashing them out of existence, as surely as if its edge could be |laid agai nst whatever nateria
obj ects conceal ed their unclean |ives.

Yest erday Stephen might have had a difficult tinme believing that, no matter what his teachers
taught; but now that he had seen and felt the Sword of Force in action, had w tnessed the virtual
anni hil ati on of another Sword and a powerful denon, he no longer felt any doubt.

And now the Dark King had cone again to Sarykam attacking, no doubt seeking frightful vengeance
for his past defeats.

St ephen twisted his feet, as if he would dig the heels of his boots into the stone floor
Strai ghtening his back, he set it firmy against the open Sword-vault. Then, ignoring the
continuing pain in his right shoulder, he raised his Swrd to guard position, unconsciously
adopting the tactics in which he had been drilled with ordi nary weapons.

Then, confident in his armanment though still feeling stupid with surprise and weariness, he waited
for the next attack.

Monent s passed, and the suspense stretched out unbearably. Not for a nonent did the young Prince
believe that the danger of conbat was over. Shiel dbreaker, quivering with the nuscles of the young
Prince's right arm muttered and stuttered to itself. Now, gradually, he could not doubt the fact,
the sound was growi ng | ouder once agai n.

Thi nk! he commanded hi msel f, shaking his head in an effort to clear it of shock and pain and
horror. At the nmonment, as far as he could tell, the fate of the whole real mwas indeed resting on
him and he had to think. Shieldbreaker could be, was, an overpowering weapon. But - But the Dark
King, or any other human ally of these attacking denons, would be able to disarm hinmself of other
weapons, and to westle Stephen for possession of the Sword of Force - in such a contest the
unarmed human inevitably won. And with the M ndsword in action, Vilkata and his denbns woul d have
a host of fanatically eager human allies, doubtless including everyone el se who had been in the
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pal ace when the eneny struck. Bazas as a newy converted nadnan coul d have attacked successfully
unarmed, had he only waited until Stephen actually had the Sword of Force in hand.

Even as the young Prince did his best to think, to prepare, to nerve hinself to neet whatever form
the attack was going to take next, Vilkata the Dark King was disnmounting froma denonic steed
whi ch had just | anded on the highest |evel of the pal ace.

The Dark King's planning for this attack had prudently included the caching in a secret place, the
deepest recesses of a coastal cave not inconveniently far from Sarykam of several of the glassy
ad Wrld spacecraft, one of which had only hours ago conpleted its task of carrying the w zard
back to Earth fromthe distant Mon. Akbar's prom se had been made good, and the return voyage had
taken no nore than two Earthly days. Mich as Vilkata still distrusted technology, it was plain
that such devices could in many ways be useful

Now, even as Vilkata set foot on the palace roof, he cast a sharp glance toward a pair of bodies
lying nearby. Two sentries, their usel ess weapons scattered at their feet, had been silently
nmurdered by denons within the past few minutes. The pair of corpses, still clad in livery of
Tasaval tan bl ue and green, now drained of bl ood and psychic energies, resenbled dried-out,
sonewhat | ess-than-1ifesize dolls.

Vil kata | ooked up higher. The narrow, towering eyries of the fighting birds and wi nged nessengers,
stone spires rising even above the roof where the Dark King had alighted, had been savagely rai ded
al ready. Eggs had been smashed, grown birds and nestlings slaughtered, and sone of the interiors
of wood and straw were burning.

Vil kata nodded with satisfaction. Surprise had certainly been achieved, and at the nonent no
opposition to the invaders was in evidence. The Dark King had not only made sure that Prince Mark
was el sewhere, but had warily planned his attack on the palace and arnory so that his own persona
entry should be slightly del ayed. Let his denons confront the heavy counterattack, if there was to
be any; he woul d see what happened to them before entering the fight hinself.

Natural ly cautious in the matter of personal risk, Vilkata had considered the possibility that he
m ght have to face Shiel dbreaker in conbat today. O course he was well acquainted with the proper
way to fight against the Sword of Force; but he had two very strong objections to personally
disarmng hinmself, if and when he should be confronted with that weapon

First, since a denon counted as a weapon, disarm ng would al nost certainly nmean giving up his
denmoni ¢ vision for sone unknown period of tinme.

That woul d make things difficult; but the second objection, in the Dark King' s estimation, was
even deadlier. He clearly could not disarmhinmself w thout giving up the M ndsword, the very
foundation of all his current power. He dared not hand over that weapon to any of his followers,
human or denonic; nor did he doubt for a nonent that, within a few heartbeats' tinme after he
shoul d put Skulltw ster down, soneone, friend or foe, would pick it up. Even if one of his |oya
sl aves should pick it up, having in mnd sone purpose tending to Vilkata's advantage, still at
that nmonment the fierce devotion engendered in everyone else by the Sword would swing to a new
obj ect.

Most definitely unacceptabl e!

The Dark King could easily picture a hundred di sastrous scenari os sprouting, diverging, fromthat
point. In the worst of themhis own denons, instantly converted to sone fresh | oyalty, pounced on
himand tore himinto psychic shreds-a fate infinitely nore painful even than the anal ogous

physi cal destruction would have been

No, if, against his best hopes and expectations, he were confronted today by the Sword of Force,
he planned to retreat, with Skulltw ster still securely his. There would be tinme and opportunity
to plot and strike again.

Havi ng surveyed the pal ace rooftop and disnissed his denmon-nmount with orders to stay vigilantly
near by, Vil kata observed an open doorway not far ahead of him M ndsword held before himlike a
torch, he approached the entrance cautiously.
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For the time being he was al one, save for Pitmnmedden, his denonic provider of vision. This
creature, hovering invisibly at the Dark King's side, was currently his sole conpani on and
bodyguard. None of the denbns who had nmade up the first wave of the attack had yet cone back to
report, and this disturbed Vil kata vaguely. In particular, he had hoped to have an al nost

i medi ate report from Akbar, who had been charged with seizing control of the roomor place in

whi ch the Swords were kept, and guarding it fiercely until his Master should cone to take over his
new property.

Havi ng reached the open door |eading down fromthe rooftop, Vilkata stood gazing down the first
flight of descending stairs, which were dimy, indirectly lighted by sonme |anp or cresset
sonewhere on the next |lower level. Surely, he thought, the m ghty Akbar could not be very far
ahead of him The creature, like its colleagues, was bound by the Mndsword to Vilkata in perfect
|l oyalty. They were all compelled to gain for its nmaster all the treasures of nmagic buried here, in
particul ar the Sword Shi el dbreaker-but under strict orders not to pick that weapon up, not even
touch it. Only to keep anyone else frompicking it up until Vilkata hinself could reach the site
and do so.

Wth a few brisk words to Pitnmedden, the Dark King entered the pal ace, passing down the first
stairs with confident strides. He knew that as the human beings in the roons and passageways
surroundi ng himwere engulfed by the Mndsword's sphere of influence, every one of them wi thout
exception-each person, waking or sleeping, within an arrow shot or so-would automatically becone
his fanatical ally and worshi pper

More, he felt confident that his denons woul d be | argely unopposed-because Prince Mark was absent.
FI VE

FOR a long time, for years even before his first attack on the palace at Sarykam Vil kata had been
grimy aware of the fact that strong nagical powers (quite apart from Prince Mark's speci al

talent) were continuously on sentinel duty there. These protective forces, ordinarily quite
adequate to keep denpns and other malign entities at a distance, were prinmarily under the contro
of old Karel, who was Princess Kristin's uncle, and al so one of the npbst fornidable nagicians on
Earth. The Dark King was not sure but that that old man m ght not be his equal -assum ng, of

course, that the Mndsword was |left out of the calculation

But even wi thout counting the M ndsword, the powers now at Vilkata's comand were far greater than
ordinary. When the new attack fell on the palace and the surrounding city, Karel's sentinels,
human and ot herwi se, were able to give the inhabitants only a bel ated warning, and could del ay the
gi ant attacking denmons only briefly.

This first line of Tasavaltan opposition was swept out of the way in a matter of nonents.

Wthin nmonments after the first of his denbns went bursting into the palace, Vilkata al so
personal ly entered the royal residence, determned to descend as quickly as possible into the

| ower regions, where he knew the arnory was | ocated, and where Prince Mark's collection of Swords
was ordinarily stored. Wthin nmonments he was noving qui ckly downstairs, the Sword of G ory drawn
cheering and roaring in his hand.

Around the invader and in advance of himthere spread a nmurnur of mingled joy and sorrow, voiced
by first one, then a dozen, then a hundred human throats. These were the voices of servants,
guards, palace inhabitants of every station, all of themtaken unawares, in their beds or awake,
each converted in an instant into a fanatical servant and worshi pper of the Dark King. Mst of
those falling under the Mndsword's influence were in other roonms or corridors than those through
which Vil kata passed, and they failed to witness their new Master's arrival or his first passage

Even those who had not yet seen the invader or his Sword knew exactly the nanme and titles of the
man they were suddenly constrained to worship, and could have marshall ed argunents to denonstrate
that their sudden change of heart in favor of Vilkata was perfectly rational and honorable. Their
joy was at his glory, their poignant sorrow at their own blind failure to acknow edge himfor so
long, until their lives were transformed by this nonent of transcendent revel ation

The sharpest outcries cane, naturally enough, fromthose few people who happened actually to
encounter their new Master, M ndsword held before himlike a bright slice of light, in his first
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swi ft passage through the palace. Trusted servants and old fanily retainers, who nonents earlier
woul d rat her have died than betray their Prince and Princess, were bewitched into wetches
stunmbling and stamering in their eagerness to repent of these feelings. Their yells of joyous
shock brought out fromtheir roons of sleep or work a steadily growi ng throng of new converts, nen
and worren nightshirted or wapped in blankets, all eager to adore Vil kata.

The invadi ng wi zard pushed his way through these where they were in a position to inpede his
progress. He proceeded rapidly on foot through torchlit or darkened hallways-Ad Wrld | anps were
far too rare for conmon use.

The Dark King had now been rejoined in his progress by a cl ose bodyguard of denobns, these latter
worked up and raging with fear and hatred of their enemy the Prince.

After having made doubly sure that Mark himsel f was absent fromthe pal ace, they |ashed out at
surrogate victins, even at doubly hel pl ess converts, with nurderous fury and trenmendous viol ence

G eefully they reported that their colleagues outside the pal ace were devastating the dwellings of
known eneni es throughout the city.

For sport the denopbns now escorting Vilkata butchered in passing sone of Mark's formerly faithfu
servants and |l oyal followers, an anusenent for which their indulgent naster granted them

permni ssion by default; but any humans who Vil kata thought m ght be privy to the secrets of the
Tasaval tan government were forbidden as prey.

Chi ef anbng these | ast was Karel hinself, the uncle of Princess Kristin, a stout, apple-cheeked
old man who was by far the realms nost powerful w zard. Against the Mndsword, of course, the old
man was as def ensel ess as the | owest kitchen servant. He canme stunbling out of his nodest pal ace
apartnment in his nightshirt, tears already stream ng down his round red cheeks at the thought of
how he had so | ong and w ckedly opposed the very Master of the Wrld.

Vil kata, renenbering past defeats, would have found it very satisfying to kill Karel and certain
other of his old foes, now that the opportunity had cone. But he did not indulge this craving. In
fact he issued strict orders to his denons to see to his old enenm es' survival. O course
utilizing as many of these inportant people as possible in the service of his own cause was
undoubtedly the nore intelligent course, and that was the plan Vil kata chose to foll ow

Eager as the Dark King was to reach the arnory, he stopped to question and to listen to sonme of
these freshly converted inportant folk. Al of themwere anxious to tell the Dark King (who, as
any right-thinking person nust understand at once, was the only being in the universe truly worthy
of loyalty and worshi p) under what kind of protection, and approxi mately where in the deep centra
vaults of the Tasavaltan arnory, Mark's trove of Swords was kept. One after another these teary-
eyed defectors also hastened to informtheir inconparable new Master that, to the best of their
know edge, at | east a couple of Swords were still there.

The Dark King delayed his descent into the depths of the palace an instant |onger to denmand: "And
are any of the royal famly at honme?"

The converts | ooked at one another uncertainly. Al of themwere desperately eager to be hel pful,
but at the sane tine in dread of inadvertently giving the Master wong or inconplete information
It was Karel himself who finally answered: "Only the young Prince Stephen is here, great lord!"

Bad | uck! But better one snmall fish than none. "And where is he?"

Not in his usual sleeping quarters, that was quickly reported by a scouting denon. Nor did the
nmodest bed in Prince Stephen's room appear to have been slept in during the past few hours. The
youth was ol d enough to have been visiting the bedroom of sone nmaid or mistress, Vilkata supposed,
or perhaps he had been taking advantage of his parents' absence to enjoy sone other form of
carousal

No one had any useful suggestions to offer. Vilkata ordered an i nmedi ate and thorough search of
the palace for Prince Mark's brat, and denons and converted Tasaval tans went rushi ng and whoopi ng
away to carry out his order. But the invading wizard was not going to spend any tine on that
effort hinself; certainly not just now, when down in the arnory there nmight be Swords to be had
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for the picking. At all stages of his planning for this attack, the Dark King had nade the arnory
his primary target, his first concern being to seize at once whatever Swords mnight be avail abl e-
particul arly Shi el dbr eaker.

On to the arnory!

The descent of the Eyel ess One continued through the nany | evels of the pal ace, becom ng sonething
of a triunphal procession. Ceaselessly the Sword of Gory worked its nmagic, enitting its customary
roaring cheer as the Dark King bore it forward and downward |ike a torch

As he advanced, descendi ng, he wondered agai n what had become of Akbar, whom he had sent on ahead.
At | east the denon would not be up to any treachery, the holder of the Mndsword told hinself-he
could feel perfectly confident of that.

Down in the Sword-chanber, the young Prince at that noment was still leaning with his back agai nst
the open vault in which the Bl ades were custonarily kept. Stephen was just emerging froma brief
and successful struggle with his own fears-fear of death, and, worse just now, fear of making the
wrong deci si on

Wth the exception of his Iong work session with Dragonslicer, just interrupted, Stephen had never
been all owed to handl e any of the Swords unsupervised. But at one tine or another, as part of his
education, he had been given every Sword available to hold at |east briefly, and had been taught
the theory and sonething of the practice of their use. The result was that now he felt reasonably
wel | acquainted with these weapons, whose history was so intimately intertwined with that of his
own famly

It had come as no great surprise to the young Prince that Shiel dbreaker had | eaped up obediently
to neet his touch, and then with matchl ess viol ence had di sposed of a giant denobn, as well as
Dragonslicer and the unfortunate man who had been holding it.

But Stephen's education regarding the Swords also assured himthat now, with the palace in the
hands of a strong eneny force, Shieldbreaker was not going to be enough. He was well aware that if
he were armed with that Sword only, it would be only too easy for a know edgeabl e human attacker
to overcome him

He turned his head to | ook back and down into the Sword- vault, studying the two weapons stil
remaining in their velvet nests. Stonecutter would not help himin his present circunstances, and
could be disregarded. But there was one other Sword still in the vault, and that one was quite
another matter. The boy realized that his duty, and his very hope of survival, required himnowto
pi ck up Sightblinder as well as Shield-breaker.

The Sword of Stealth is given to One lowy and despised. Sightblinder's gifts: his eyes are keen
His nature is disguised.

Yet Stephen hesitated. He al so understood full well that the decision to hold two Swords drawn at
once was not one to be taken lightly. On his recent birthday he had been all owed, very briefly and
under Karel's supervision, to nake the attenpt with these very two. H's father, Mark, had
denonstrated the ability to do that effectively. (For the first tinme, as a boy, and then hol di ng
themonly briefly, Mark had had the feeling that a great wind had ari sen and was about to bl ow him
off his feet. That the world was altering around him or that he was being extracted fromit. Then
Mark had fainted; this, too, the grown Prince had told his sons.) But the effect on Stephen had
been the sane as it would have been on nost people: confusion, nental anguish, disorientation

Shi el dbreaker and Si ghtblinder together, the young Prince knew, would provide anyone who held them
with an al nost absol utely unbeat abl e of fense and defense. He knew of only one real flawin this
armanment, but it was a daunting one-the inevitable psychic burden of carrying both Swords drawn at
the sane tine. That would i npose a disabling handicap on all but a few very capable nmen or wonen.

But he knew he was going to have to take the risk

Shi el dbreaker continued its nuttering, the black hilt thunping soft nmagical inpacts agai nst
Stephen's palm His right arm still hurting at the shoulder, was tiring fromthe weight of the
heavy Sword, and he let the armsag again until the unbreakabl e point of the Sword of Force
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trailed on the stone floor; with this weapon there was no need, after all, to hold a ready
posi tion.

And then, frightened of what he nust do next, but unwilling to put off the attenpt any | onger
St ephen thrust his left hand boldly into the vault and closed his fingers around the black hilt
with the white outline of a human eye- Si ghtbli nder.

This Sword did not conme leaping up to neet his reaching grasp. But imediately on Stephen's naking
contact with the Sword of Stealth, its magic surged along his armand through his nind and body. A
power sinmilar to Shieldbreaker's, yet different. This, on top of the lingering effect of the young
Prince's first brush with the denon, nmade hi monce nore dizzy, and afflicted himw th deep
anxiety, the fear that reality m ght be about to crunble. The savage noises still drifting down
fromthe upper palace seened to be swallowed up in the sound of a great wind; it was distracting,
even though the young Prince understood that the wind really existed only within his own mnd and
percepti on.

But Sightblinder's heavy nagic worked its benefits as well. The power of the Sword of Stealth
enhanced and focused Stephen's own perception sufficiently to et himfeel assured that the human
voi ces he heard above were truly those of deadly enemies-no nmatter that nost of those who spoke
and sang had once been loyal friends-and that nore denons were indeed swarning in the near
vicinity.

Feeling nentally nenaced and di sconnected, undergoi ng sensations so peculiar he woul d have been
unabl e to descri be them threatened by inpal pabl e wi nds of change, al nost on the point of
fainting, Stephen was suddenly sure that he could not, dared not, remain here in the presence of
the enenmy. Arnmed as he now was, though, he could and woul d get away, and would carry to his
parents the two greatest treasures of the arnory.

The great problemw th this plan, as the young Prince realized even before he tried to nove, was
that in this state of fierce giddiness induced by double magic he would have all he could do
sinply to stand erect. He feared he would not be able to walk across a room let alone travel to a
di stant village, holding both Swords drawn. He would have to put one of the two weapons at | east
into a scabbard even before he tried to clinb the stairs and | eave the pal ace.

Knowi ng that the M ndsword nust be perilously near, Stephen did not dare to release his grip on
Shi el dbreaker's hilt even for a nonment. Propping up Sightblinder in a position where he could grab
it again instantly, he worked | eft-handed to extract two sword-belts fromthe Sword-chanber's

i nner rack. Working with his left hand and his right el bow, he nanaged, after a | ong struggle that
at times seemed hopeless, to get the two belts fastened around his waist, so that one |ong | eather
scabbard hung at his right, the other at his left. Then he took up Sightblinder again, enduring
the wei ght of double magic | ong enough to sheath the Sword at his right side, fromwhich position
he should be able to draw it handily |eft-handed.

Looki ng at the doors of the inner vault, which still stood open, Stephen nmade a great effort to
think coherently. Stonecutter of course was still inside the vault, but it would sinply have to
stay there. Yes, no doubt he ought to close those doors before he left-that would set at |east a
smal | additional obstacle in the path of whoever was about to overrun the palace wholly. He
grabbed one door and slammed it; the other one came with it automatically. No special closing

i ncantation was required.

* * *

As the young Prince prepared to | eave the arnory, Shield-breaker in his right hand kept nuttering
toitself as if in eager expectation of the joys of conbat. Cautiously, being very careful never
to let go for an instant, he changed his grip on the black hilt fromhis right hand to his left,
to better bal ance the physical weight of the sheathed Sword of Stealth. He thought that any
difficulty he could elimnate, even the nost minor, mght make the difference for him between
success and failure.

On his way to the door he had to detour slightly to avoid stepping right over the old man's body.
But before setting foot out of the Sword-chanber the young Prince paused, fascinated against his
will, to take one nore horrified | ook at Bazas.
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Al nost straddling the corpse, which lay sprawl ed upon its back, Stephen for the first tine took
note of the ruined hilt of Dragonslicer, black wood splintered and still snoldering, stil
clutched in the old man's hand.

At that sight, another thought went fluttering through the youth's shocked, half-disconnected
m nd: But how now was he ever going to be able to conplete his father's gift-?

Shaking his head in an attenpt to clear it, the young Prince shuffled past the dead man and

st epped through the doorway. He turned his back on the Sword-vault chanber, and started
automatically for the nearest stair. He had done very little conscious planning, but was hol di ng
to the fixed idea that his parents several days ago had gone to the village of Voronina, sone
sixty kilometers away, and that he nust reach themthere with the two inportant Swords.

If only, Stephen prayed, circunstances did not conpel himto travel any distance with both Swords
drawn. And if only he could decide correctly which one he had to have drawn at any nonent.

Wal king with a persistent slight unsteadi ness, he was hal fway across the roomin which the
abandoned wor kbench stood holding its neat and neaningl ess pile of dragonscales, and where the A d
Worl d | amp now burned unheeded, when what seened a better plan of action struck himwith the force
of inspiration.

The house of Stephen's grandparents, of Mark's nother, Mala, and foster-father, lord, was right
here in Sarykam at no enornous distance fromthe palace. Surely he, Stephen, would be able to
carry his two Swords on foot successfully at least that far. In the house of |lord and Mala he
woul d be able to get help.

But now nore denons were conming toward him The vile creatures were novi ng sonewhere near

Hastily Stephen snatched Sightblinder |efthanded fromits sheath. Once nore his head went spinning
with the force of double magic, but now he could see, feel, exactly where the foul things were.
Still nore than a hundred neters distant, they were no i medi ate threat, but at any nonent that

nm ght change.

Restricted by his burden to a staggering and seriously uneven progress, the young Prince went
forward carrying both Swords drawn. He would continue to do so, he told hinself, at |east until he
could get out of the pal ace.

Experiencing recurring waves of a feeling that the world was twisting itself into knots around
him a sensation unpleasantly rem niscent of the night |ast winter when he'd secretly experinmented
with drinking too much wi ne, Stephen kept going.

He had gained no nore than a couple of roons' distance fromthe Sword-vault, traversing with
difficulty the darkened arnory on a course for the nearest ascending stairs, when through a
concentric pair of doorways on his left he observed novenent, that of one person wal ki ng.

The enhanced perception granted the young Prince by Sightblinder showed himthe single figure
clearly: that of a nman bearing in front of hima Sword raised like a torch, who had just now
descended to the level of the arnory by another stair, several roons away.

For a nmonent Stephen could not react. The mental strain of carrying the two Swords was grow ng

wor se, not |essening. Invisible surges of power seenmed to blend inside his nervous system wth
unpredi ctabl e effect. Nevertheless Sightblinder still augnented the boy's sight sufficiently to
all ow himto becone aware of the invader before the invader saw him and it al so enabl ed Stephen
to identify the Dark King with certainty, even fromseveral rooms away. That man had just cone
hurryi ng-al one, except for the one denon which clung to himlike an incubus, and functioned as his
eyes-down, down into the dimy lighted arnory.

Not that this towering, eyeless albino, in the ordinary course of events, would have been very
difficult to identify.

St ephen tensed, and in his sudden concentration even cane close to forgetting for the nonent that
he was carrying two drawn Swords.
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Vil kata. The Dark King.

This was the man-say, rather, the nonster-who, two years ago, had al nost killed Stephen's nother
inflicting upon her nonths of physical and nental agony. The evil nmagician who was the deadly
eneny of Stephen's father. The fiend who preferred the society of denons to that of people, and
who had wrought great havoc upon the whole world-the real mof Tasavalta in particular.

The boy's naturally conbative nature, and his princely training in the theory and practice of war
asserted thensel ves, and he was ready to attack.

SI X

AT once, without the need to pause or think, the young Prince turned away fromthe stairs he had
been about to clinb and began to retrace his steps toward the Sword-chanber. He was noving to
intercept the invader. Scarcely conscious of the continuing pain in his shoulder or the bruises on
hi s knees and el bows, Stephen stal ked his hated eneny. Shiel dbreaker was once nore in his right
hand, drumming softly as he held it ready for a thrust. In the left hand of the young Prince,

Si ght bl i nder continued to exert its silent power; with the help of the Sword of Stealth the youth
was abl e vaguely to perceive the denon acconpanying his foe, a half-transparent cloud of sonething
in the air beside the w zard' s head.

Meanwhi | e t he eyel ess nagi ci an had satisfied hinmself that he was now on the deepest |evel of the
pal ace. The bright imge of the Tyrant's Blade, gripped fiercely in the Dark King's right fist,
emtted a nuted roaring, to itself and to the world, the sound of a fire started by sone

ent husi asti ¢ nob.

Unawar e of Stephen watching himfromthree roons away, Vil kata paused briefly at the foot of the
stairs to gaze about himwith his unnatural vision. In the next nmonent the Dark King, wthout

| ooki ng back, beckoned to sonmeone or sonething above and behind him at the top of the stone
stairs; then the man turned his back on the stairs, and turning away from Stephen al so, strode
forward purposefully.

In response to the Master's conmandi ng gesture, a small squad of denons, fanatical and protective,
cane pouring after Vilkata down the stairs, to take up their positions swirling behind himlike an
evil mst. None of these creatures darted ahead to scout, because the Eyel ess One had al ready
warned themthat he nust be first to enter the roomwhere the Tasavaltan Swords were kept. The
Dark King wal ked at the head of his powers al one-except, of course, for Pitnmedden, who continued
to provide his sight.

Yes, Vilkata was thinking, the weapons and tools arrayed here in profusion left no doubt that he
had reached the arnmory. Now, to | ocate the room of Swords .

Hol ding the murrmuring, faintly roaring steel of Skull-twister - in his own denobnic vision a
towering spear of pale fire - raised before himas he advanced toward the Sword-vault through the
| onest | evel of the palace, Vilkata sighted fromthe corner of his eye a novenent on his |eft

whi ch was not denonic. To his surprise he becane aware that soneone el se, a single human figure
was wal king there in the dimlight, indeed was steadily approachi ng him

A nonent |ater, scowing doubtfully, the Dark King felt an inward chill as he identified the
newconer as the newl y-converted Karel. Yes, Princess Kristin's wi zard-uncle, the same al nost-
tearful convert who just a minute ago, up on one of the higher |levels of the palace, had inforned
Vil kata of the words of the incantation necessary to open both inner and outer sealings of the
Swor d-vaul t.

As Pitnedden's vision presented the i nage of the Tasavaltan nmgician, the old nan's hands,
slightly upraised, were enpty. Karel's men was hunble, his snile gentle and apol ogetic, as
befitted a convert in the full flush of his enthusiasm

Vil kata was vaguely puzzled. Only nonents ago he had | eft Karel behind him at the head of the

| ast flight of descending stairs. Had the Tasavaltan w zard so quickly di sobeyed orders and

foll owed hi m downstairs out of sonme irrational concern for Vilkata's welfare? Or did Karel perhaps
come bearing urgent information? Some fresh news of Prince Mark? O-?
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"What is it now?" the Dark King snapped at the approachi ng one. Meanwhile his swarm of denons hung
over his head, snarling and droning anong thensel ves, |ike poison bees around his ears. However
Vil kata's bodyguard perceived this human wal king toward them the figure caused themno al arm

St ephen, having closed now within a few paces of his enemy, seeing the tall man's pale face with
its scarred and enpty sockets turn toward him felt a chill of fear, despite his intellectua
confidence in Sightblinder's protection. Wen the villain snapped a question at him the young
Prince, suffering another wave of confusion, hardly understood what the nman was sayi ng.

Under the continuing burden of the two Swords' double magic, Stephen wondered who the Dark King
took himfor ... a nonment passed before the lad realized that it hardly mattered. Vilkata was not
alarmed or alerted. There was no need for him Stephen, to pretend anything. The Sword of Stealth
woul d do all the necessary pretending for him

But duration and reality were crunbling. H s next step toward the Dark King seenmed to take
forever. The young Prince tried to steel his nerves by reminding hinself that his father, even as
a boy, had held two Swords sinultaneously and had survived the experience.

St ephen advanced anot her pace toward his foe, and yet another. In fact he was wal ki ng al nost at
normal speed, yet each stride seenmed to be protracted through endless tinme. It seened to be taking
hi m m nutes, hours, just to get fromone roomof the arnmory to the next.

The tall, hideous figure of his eneny shrugged, and turned away fromhimagain .. . but the double
magi ¢ of the Swords was roaring in Stephen's ears, and now, whatever el se happened, he was goi ng
to have to stop, for just a noment, to try to organi ze his thoughts ....

Brutal, physical noise cleared the cobwebs of magic fromhis nmnd, and nonentarily shocked the
young Prince back to full awareness. Ever |ouder and nore savage had grown the sounds of

di sturbance drifting in through the high, barred windows of the |lower |evels of the palace. The
cheering, roaring tumult issuing fromthe Mndsword itself was being drowned out, swallowed up in
the rush of simlar sounds fromhuman throats. It sounded as if a joyous crowd was pouring out
into the streets around the palace to welcone the arrival of their glorious new Master. The
conversion had overtaken hundreds, perhaps thousands of the citizens of Sarykamin their sleep
had engul fed everyone within the palace and the houses on the nearby streets, all who had been
within an arrow s flight of the Swmord of Madness al ong whatever route its bearer had used to enter
the city.

Now t he roari ng had becone nore raucous. Individual screanms and chall enges testified that
sonething like all-out war had erupted in the precincts of the city surrounding the palace. O
course, besides the possible thousands of new converts, there would still be an even greater
nunber who had remmi ned outside the M ndsword's sharply defined range. The fanatical converts
could not but see the latter now as deadly enem es, no natter that they m ght have been cl ose
relatives or friends an hour ago-and the converts were ready to strike for their Master in deadly
earnest, and with the full advantage of surprise.

St ephen blinked and | ooked around, to find hinself alone. Now where had Vil kata got to? He nmust be
up ahead, he nust by now have reached the repository of the Swords. Now the young Prince, stil
doubly arned, clinging to his sanity and al ertness as best he could, forced hinself to follow

The Dark King had already forgotten for the nonment the perfect inmage of a nodding, smling,
speechl ess Karel, approachi ng hi m obsequi ously, because Vil kata was sure that he had now reached
the Sword-chanber itself. Still holding the M ndsword raised before himlike a torch, he had
arrived at the doorway of a vaulted roomwhich, if the directions he'd been given were correct,
must be the very one he wanted.

The wi zard placed a sensitive hand high on the stone wall, fingers delicately stroking. Shreds of
old Karel's protective magic clinging to the doorway, ineffective now but still perceptible,
assured the invader that he had cone to the right place- and supporting evidence, tending to
confirmthat this was no ordinary room was visible in the formof a dead body, physically

mangl ed, on the floor inside.

Vi | kata paused, scow ing. Just here and now, he could not interpret the presence of a corpse as a
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sign that things were going well.
Hi s escort of denons, droning alnmost nmindlessly, still filled the air around him

Usi ng the gl owi ng point of Skulltw ster, the tool readiest to hand, the Dark King quite easily,
al nost absent-m ndedly, put aside whatever bits of Karel's handiwork still survived about the
doorway. Taking note of the nature of these remmants of enchantnment as he did so, and of how
completely their fabric had been torn apart, he thought: Akbar has certainly been here. That
seni or denon, and few other beings, human or denonic, could have shredded Karel's defensive
handi work in such a way. But then the question persisted: Were was Akbar now?

After stepping across the threshold of the Sword-chanber, Vilkata paused agai n before approaching
the inner vault, whose doors he saw were closed. He del ayed a nonent to study nore closely the
body on the floor. Wth faint disappointnment the Dark King saw that the dead nan was no one he
coul d recogni ze as an eneny.

Particularly the intruder now took note of the blasted Sword-hilt in the corpse's hand.

Vil kata bent to investigate further; even wi thout touching this relic he thought he could identify
it, even drained of magic as it was. There was no doubt that these scorched wooden splinters, no
gramof netal left, had once been part of the Sword Dragonslicer

No doubt at all?
"Pi t nedden. " "MNMaster?"

"Do you pry his fingers open. | want to get a better |ook at that black wood, to nake absolutely
sure."

Sone part of the vision-denon's nature took on the formof a dwarfish, nalignant-I|ooking hunman
child, unnaturally hairy, crouched by the dead man's outflung right arm In a nmonent the dead
fingers | oosed their grip.

The white dragon-synbol, offering a final confirmation of the smashed weapon's identity, was stil
vi si bl e upon the hilt.

A shattered Sword just now was even a worse sign than a dead body, because it was a sure
i ndi cati on that Shiei dbreaker had al ready been brought into action

Vil kata, scowing at this discovery, was suddenly no |onger sangui ne about his chances of finding
the Sword of Force avail abl e when the inner Sword-vault-obviously this construction standing in
the center of the chamber-shoul d be opened.

I n anot her nonent he had enpl oyed the secret incantation given himby Karel, and the two doors
t hudded back.

Vilkata frowned to find the vault already enptied of its best treasure.

Only one Sword, obviously Stonecutter, was still inits rack. For the tinme being, Vilkata let it
stay there. Above and bel ow the single occupant, four enpty velvet spaces yawned.

A nmonment | ater Karel appeared-for the second tine in a few nonents, as Vil kata thought. Princess
Kristin's mghty uncle, as helpless in the Mndsword's grip as the hunbl est of servants, having
now in great concern for his Master's welfare foll owed himdownstairs, caught up with the Dark
King in the Sword-chanber, discovered in his turn the body of Bazas, recognized the man, and
expressed grief over the loss. "Wat |loss is that?" denanded the Eyel ess One. Karel nurnured
sonething to the effect that it was to be hoped that Bazas before dying had al so seen the |ight,
the glorious truth about Vilkata.

Vil kata munbl ed viciously. "Od idiot, are you going to prove as usel ess as you | ook? \Wat does it
matter what a dead nman thought or felt? The real loss is here; the nost inportant Swords are gone.
I want to know who has them™

Karel obediently turned his attention to the inner vault. He was clearly surprised, and every bit

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...%20Swords%208%20-%20Shieldbreakers%20Story.txt (33 of 113) [2/4/03 9:58:54 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%6208%20-%20Shi el dbreskers%20Story .txt

as chagrined as Vilkata, by the absence of Sightblinder and Shiei dbreaker. "I do not know who has
them Master," he adnitted sadly.

Vil kata shook his head inpatiently at this evidence of ineptitude. "Well, where was Shi el dbreaker
when you saw it last? And Sightblinder? Surely they are customarily kept here?"

"Yes, sire. | had thought they would be here now." The old wi zard continued to | ook stricken at
the | oss.
"Well, find them You know the people here, the lay of the land. Use your vaunted powers!"

The el der wi zard | ooked gently pained. "Mster, if whoever now possesses those two Swords does not
wi sh to be found, neither nmy powers nor any others will search effectively." And the graybeard
made a hel pl ess gesture.

O course he was right. The Dark King gestured too, and nmuttered, sunmoning into the arnory nore
denmons, who rolled down the stairs like so many billows of snoke. A nonent later, fearing

Shi ei dbreaker in the hands of some unknown enemy, he shouted to bring nore hunman converts to his
side as well, potential unarmed chanpions and defenders if he should need them

To the young Prince, who had been brought to a virtual halt two roons away, these additiona
denmons, which would ordinarily have sickened himto the point of disability, now seened no nore
than stormwaiths passing at a distance. Arned as the boy was, they could neither harm hi mnor
even really see hinm each denon, Stephen supposed, nust be perceiving himas one of their own

kind, or as the w zard whom they worshi pped, no matter that the real wizard was visible only a few
paces di stant. Such was the power of the Sword of Stealth ....

Stephen's mnd was for the nonent clear again, though he had to struggle to keep his perceptions
and his bal ance steady. Once nore his feet were carrying himrelentlessly, alnost silently, toward
the Sword-room and in each hand he still held a heavy weapon poi sed.

What ever consci ous fear he had experienced a few nonents ago was now conpl etely gone, and even his
di zzi ness and disorientation were now abated, swallowed up in a burst of nurderous rage directed
at this intruder. Shieldbreaker's steady, muffled hanmmeri ng sounded no | ouder than the beating of
his own heart.

When he saw who stood beside the Dark King in the pose of an adviser, Stephen's rage, unreasonably
enough, extended to Karel. But Karel at the nonent was in no danger; he was not the one who had to
be struck down.

The young Prince's quarry, a powerful nman, an al nbost natchl ess wi zard, seened unable to hear or
see the doom which was conming upon him This tall creature before Stephen, pale and eyeless as a
cave-worm repul sively malignant and at the sane tinme hel pl ess, was the evil man who two years ago
had al nost killed Stephen's nother and had come near bringing disaster upon the whole realm

Yet again the nonment of final confrontation was postponed. One of the flock of circling denons,
evidently caught up in an ecstatic urge to worship the figure it perceived as its true Master
cane flitting toward Stephen-then, at the last moment, turned in terror, on the point of flight
from what ever sudden alteration it now saw in the shape before it.

In a spasm of hatred and revul sion the youth arned with the two Swords killed the denon. An
effortless flick of the young Prince's right wist, a single drunbeat fromthe Sword of Force, and
t he hi deous thing was gone-he wondered why the nman who was going to be his next victimshould not
at | east have heard that nmuch warni ng? Because, the denon-killer quickly understood, Sightblinder
nmuf fl ed and transforned everything.

Yet perhaps the Dark King had heard sonmething after all. Hi s demeanor changed; he was al nost
alert. Warned by his powers that some new viol ence had occurred, but unable to pinpoint precisely
what had taken place or where, he | ooked about himnervously ....

The magi cal and physical searches of the armory and | ower pal ace, which nonments ago Vil kata had
commanded certain denons to perform had already been carried out. Hel pl ess against the Sword of
Stealth, the searching denons had di scovered no human presence unaccounted for-none save their
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Master's own, and that of his |oyal converts.

The searchers were once nore swirling round himeven now, reporting. "There is no one here who
means you harm great Master, no eneny at all. "

But of course, the Dark King thought, cursing suspiciously, such a negative result was all one
woul d expect in the case of an eneny working under Sightblinder's protection-the searchers however
diligent and clever, would be unable to perceive-

In the next nonent, just as Stephen with weapons rai sed approached the door to the Sword-chanber,
Karel, the real Karel standing just inside, turned an astoni shed countenance to confront him
briefly.

"Master?" the old man asked, in wild bew |Idernent. Then, turning from Stephen to the genuine
Vil kata standing just beside him he uttered the same word once nore.

"Master?" And with that the hel pless old magician, befuddled like all Sightblinder's victins, fel
down in a near-trance of terror or worship, and was for the nonent forgotten by the dueling powers
that were about to conme crashing into conflict.

Vil kata's thought on the subject had no chance to develop further. Stark terror gripped the Dark
King's guts and seened to stop his heart.

Because a figure of utter and abysmal terror had just stepped from sonewhere into the very room
where he was standing. This entity canme seemnmingly from nowhere, and i medi ately the Dark King knew
in his bones that this confrontation nmeant his doom

Faci ng hi m now was Prince Mark, in full battle gear, smling a terrible smile of triunph, and
lifting Shieldbreaker for the killing blowor was the truth yet worse than that?

The fact that the approaching figure was being transformed even as Vil kata watched it nade the
apparition nore terrible rather than less-the truly powerful were often capable of appearing in
any gui se they chose. The Eyel ess One now perceived with nmerciless clarity, he was for a nonent
utterly convinced, that he was confronted by O cus, the king denon, archfoe of Ardneh.

Not Mark. Still worse even than a triunphant Mark

Orcus of old legend, the equal at least of Arridu in strength, peerless even anong denons in sheer
mal i gnity, and sonehow now rendered i mune to Sightblinder's control

But in the next nonment the figure was transformed again, and the Dark King beheld Ardneh hinself,
a body | ooki ng squarish and hal f-nmechani cal, ancient and utterly terrible to denons; the
i mpl acabl e eneny as well of w zards who preferred denbns to humanity.

And yet again, repeatedly, Vilkata's perception of the figure changed. Flickering in rapid
succession, there came an inage, nore an intinmation, of Vilkata's own archrival in evil magic,
Wyod-then he was certain he was seeing Wod, pretending to be O cus. Then vice-versa

And now once nore he beheld Prince Mark, fully armed with the Sword of Force, immune to any
i nfluence Skulltwi ster could exert....

Whi psawed by these various possibilities, the Dark King was left in a state of terror beyond
t hought, worse than what could have been evoked by any single, sinple presence. His instinctive
reaction was to pull a trigger of enchantnent, to activate a | ong-prepared reflex of flight.

He knew that his Enemny, whatever nask It wore, whatever powers It w elded, was One. Certainly
sonmeone, a single being, had slipped inside Vilkata's ring of ferocious denoni c bodyguards, had
confused and blinded them neutralized them with such ease and strength that they mght as well
not have been there at all

And in these nonents of Vilkata's freezing terror, the young Prince approaching, his deliberate
strides now bringing himalnmst within Sword' s-length of his foe, his own perception now
feverishly enhanced by hol ding Sightblinder, was able to do nore than recogni ze with absol ute
certainty his father's great and alnost |ifelong eneny the Dark King.
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Now St ephen found hinsel f enpowered, even conpelled, to study the nan, in the nost chilling and
di sgusting detail

The face strongly featured, except for the ghastly enpty eyesockets-a face | ooking neither young
nor old-the clothing, rather nondescript for a great king and wi zard-the pallid, powerful body.

Wth a feeling of unutterable |oathing, the young Prince stepped forward and willed to strike with
the Sword in his right hand.

And, at the sane tinme, the thought existing sinmultaneously, Stephen consciously rem nded hinself
that he nust be ready to try to rid hinmself of Shieldbreaker on short notice, should his eneny at
the last instant be unarmed. Then he, Stephen, would have to use the weapon in his other hand

i nstead; use Sightblinder as a sinple piece of sharpened, weighty steel, a physical killing device
i ke any other sword. The Swords were all of them save Wundheal er, effective in that sinple
deadly way.

And Vilkata in that same instant, overwhel med by a m nd-bending agony of fear, instinctively
rai sed his own weapon, and at the same tine willed with all his soul his magical escape ...

The man's body was al nost conpletely dematerialized in flight before nmetal clashed on netal and
one phase of the gods' great nagi c broke agai nst another

In the al nbst instantaneous surge of conbat, the Sword of Force responded at once to the novenent
of Vilkata's Sword, and sinultaneously to Stephen's will to kill. There was a jar of opposition
an instant of overwhel ning violence-the Mnd-sword was bl asted into splinters.

A stunni ng expl osion acconpani ed the clash, an echo in the ears of Stephen of the recent blast in
whi ch Dragonslicer had perished. This |atest detonation stung at Karel's hel pl ess, fallen body,
and wounded nore than one of the converted peopl e who happened to be standing near. The denobns
nearby too felt pain fromthe passage of those snoking fragnments.

Stephen, as in his earlier encounter with Bazas, felt his armpulled violently through a hacking
notion. Fresh pain shot through his shoul der

The young Prince assumed for a noment that his eneny nmust be dead. Then, when he could see clearly
again, he realized that none of the bodies he could now see on the stone fl oor was that of the
Dar k Ki ng.

Vil kata had been slightly injured by the Sword-bl ast, but not enough to interfere with his escape.
He continued instinctively to concentrate all his renmaining energies upon the magi cal retreat he
had al ready will ed.

The Dark King's vani shing, to sonewhere outside the palace walls, was nagically sw ft, quick
enough to save himfromnost but not all of the Sword-fragnents.

Had Vil kata's flight been an eyeblink slower Stephen could have and woul d have killed himon the
spot, thrusting Sight-blinder awkwardly, |eft-handed, into the guts of the suddenly unarnmed man.

That thrust was ready, but it was never nade.
SEVEN

W TH a crash that resounded in his own ears like a mnor thunderclap, Vilkata's body arrived-
sonewher e.

So rapid had been his magical escape fromthe underground arnory that he had even been separated
from Pit medden, the denmon who provided himw th vision, thus rendering hinself at |east
tenporarily sightless. Still, the flight-spell had succeeded admirably, and the Dark King felt
reasonably sure that for the nonent at |east he was physically safe.

The utter, weak-kneed terror induced by his confrontation with the ultimte horror in the arnory
was gone. He had escaped, and for the noment he was al one ...
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But where was he now? .

Al'l he could be certain of was that he was |ying awkwardly facedown upon a curved surface that
felt like wet stone, his body caressed by a whispery breeze that suggested outdoor air, anid

i nvi si bl e surroundi ngs which snelled |like a nudpuddl e. This place, wherever it was, was quiet,
shockingly so after the abrupt term nation of the Mndsword' s cheering noise. But sonewhere nearby
wat er was trickling audibly.

Agai nst the power of the spell Vilkata had just uttered, nmere stone walls, regardless of their
t hi ckness, could have had little or no constraining effect, and he had no doubt that he was now
out side the pal ace walls.

But where?

A qui ck gropi ng about himw th both hands provided no very hel pful information. H s body was
draped, in what occurred to himnust be a npbst undignified manner, over a hard, wet surface
curved, now that he thought about it, Iike the rimof one of the fountains in the central plaza of
Sarykam certainly the shape felt nore like a fountain than a watering trough. He renmenbered a
nunber of each located in the plaza before the pal ace, and al ong the adjoining streets.

And the Dark King could still feel, clutched in his right hand but enptied of all magic, the
M ndsword's hilt. Reflexively he passed the fingers of his left hand over the raw, splintered end,
maki ng absolutely sure that all the Blade with all its power was really gone.

Long nonments passed in which the Dark King continued probing his inmediate environnent by groping
around himwi th both hands and listening intently. He learned very little by these neans, but did
get his body into a |l ess awkward position. He was sitting now on the fountain's rim his booted

feet on some kind of pavenent. \Werever he was, his sight-denon still had not caught up with him

Anot her thing to worry about. Suppose the creature had not survived the encounter with
Shi el dbr eaker? That was a distinct possibility. And could Pitmedden's fellows, the Dark King's
entire force of denobns, have been scattered or destroyed as well?

He, Vilkata, continued to be utterly alone and Swordl ess. Gradually his body reassuned the
crouched defensive posture he had instinctively adopted as his magic shot himlike a spirit out of
the arnory.

Muttering spells, he | oaded and surrounded his own sightless body with further protective magic.
Afraid to nove, he crouched where he was, and continued to concentrate upon his hearing.

Bel ow a variety of other sounds, he could detect those of nearby crickets, cheerful elenentary
creatures remarkably unperturbed by human and denonic travail and violence. Farther off were a
coupl e of barking dogs, and a distant outcry of human voices. And, at the monent, very little
el se.

Vilkata grunted as he cane to realize-somewhat bel atedly because of the general wetness of his
surroundi ngs-that he was bl eeding fromseveral snall wounds, tears and punctures in his arns and
| egs. The wounds called thenselves to his attention by starting to grow pai nful -i nordinately so,
it seemed, for their size. G ngerly he probed them one after another, with a finger. They were
throbbing as if they m ght have been nmade by some poi soned weapon. After a nonment's thought the
Dark King realized that these injuries had very likely been nmade by tiny fragnents of the
shattered M nd-sword.

He nmuttered curses to hinself, and waited. Another seenmingly endless interval-it was really only
the space of a breath or two-passed before the denon Pitnedden managed to catch up with his angry
Mast er and, apol ogi zing abjectly for the delay, nmagically reattached itself to his very brain.

The Dark King's sight imediately cane back, his anger weakened with his relief, and he could see
that his first thought about a fountain in the plaza had been correct. H's trousers and boots and
hal f of his upper garnent were dripping wet. Now he di sentangl ed hinself conpletely fromthe | ow
stone structure and stood erect, glaring about himinto the night. Loom ng al nost over him |ess
than a hundred neters distant, was the bul k of the Tasavaltan palace; his swift escape had carried
hima | esser distance than he had thought. Behind many of the huge building' s wi ndows |ights were
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comi ng alive and noving about uncertainly. Fromthose same apertures there issued the sounds of
exotic human ecstasies and sufferings, results of Skulltw ster's recent passage, naking the Dark
King snmle.

Only now, having regained his sight and determined his location, did the Dark King slowy uncl ench
his fingers fromthe dead hilt of what had been the M ndsword. He stared, with borrowed vision and
gradual |y growi ng understanding of the inplications, at the lifeless fragnent on his broad white
pal m Meanwhil e his servant-denon Pitnmedden had not only restored the Dark King's sight, but in
qui ck response to his urgent comands had started trying to heal his freshly bl eedi ng wounds and
relieve their pain.

Soon this unlikely physician reported that the injuries resisted the usual nethods of magica
treatment. The patient only snarled in response; the wounds were not vital, his tolerance for
physi cal pain was high, and he had greater matters to worry about just now

Al ong sone of the main streets converging on the plaza, there burned gaslights, faned for their
decorative effect; other main thoroughfares in Sarykam |ike the plaza itself, were lit by

magi cal | y-enhanced torches set on netal poles at regular intervals. Even as the denon finished its
attenpt at healing, Vilkata was distracted fromhis various problenms by the sight of human
nmovement nearby. A single passing stranger, a man of nondescript appearance sinply garbed in gray,
definitely a conmoner by the ook of him had just turned onto the plaza from one of the adjoining
streets and was now crossing the paved and planted area as if on his way to sonme early norning
job. The fellow was carrying in a bag what m ght have been a set of gardener's tools, as well as a
spade or shovel over his shoul der

Whet her the briskly noving gardener-or perhaps a grave-di gger, out on sone early job-wal ked

t hrough darkness or through light, in the shadows fromthe plaza's |anps or under their direct
illumnation, Vilkata could see part of himnot rmuch nore than an outline-equally well. The
details of his person, perceived only through denonic vision, came out poorly-attenpts to see
certain things by that neans were dooned to failure.

Behol di ng the nan through the denon's often selectively distorted perception, Vilkata thought at
first that he appeared to be wearing a sinple mask-and a nminute later that the fellow had no face
at all. The Dark King grow ed at Pitnmedden, and the denobn squeal ed i n angui sh, but the seeing got
no better.

Meanwhil e the nman in gray was behaving as if he could see just as well as the Dark King could, or
better, though Vilkata thought the place where he hinself was standing nust appear to normal hunman
eyesight to be in heavy shadow.

Thi s passing gardener, sexton, or whoever he was, favored the now Swordl ess conqueror with a
little saluting gesture. Hi s voice was brisk and cheerful. "Good evening, sir. O should | say
good nor ni ng?"

Vil kata only stared back at this workman who sounded courteous, though not at all |ike one freshly
ensl aved by the M ndsword. No doubt the fellow had been just beyond Skull-tw ster's reach before
the Sword was destroyed, and had no idea of his narrow escape. Even now the increasing uproar of
the converts in and around the palace was spilling out into the streets; but the workman, as if
deaf, was totally ignoring it. Before going on his way, the other paused to add: "The choice, |
think, is up to you."

No nore than a few breaths after the arrival of his vision-denon Pitmedden, within the short
interval of time after the workman had wal ked on but before any other human had yet discovered
him the now Swordless Dark King with an effort of will managed to recover a |arge neasure of his
sel f - possessi on.

Suddenly his spirits rose. Here cane Arridu, whistling down out of the night, a giant subdued and
har nessed, conpelled by the even greater power of the Mndsword to feel anxiety for the welfare of
hi s human Master.

And here at last came a small handful and then a score of converted humans, including Kare
hi msel f, running across the plaza, as joyful as so nany denons to see Vilkata alive and not
seriously injured. Raising his voice to speak to all of themat once, Vilkata related to his
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foll owers a condensed and unenotional version of the confrontation in the Sword-vault, and his own
hai r' s-breadth escape. He nentioned nothing of his own abysmal terror

On hearing of the Dark King's close call, Arridu, inflanmed with the need to protect his Master and
avenge his injuries, screaned denonic outrage and flew back into the palace to scout. Arridu
returned a few nonents later to say that the eneny, whoever it had been, was no longer in the
arnory.

Vil kata only grunted. The denobns freshly come fromthe Mon perhaps did not fully grasp the power
of the M ndsword yet.

Arridu stood before himin the shape of a titanic warrior, arnored all in black. "But who was it
who attacked you, Master?"

"I -could not be sure." He paused, |ooking about himat the rest of his retinue. "Understand, al

of you, that this eneny is probably equipped with the Sword of Stealth. Perhaps | will have to
explain nore fully just what that neans." Vilkata hinself had needed | ong nonents after his escape
to conme belatedly to understand that the being he thought he had seen down there nust have been
only a phantom generated by Sightblinder, the deceptive i nage of sonme real person who not only
enjoyed the powers of the Sword of Stealth, but worse, who struck w th Shiel dbreaker

And only now, when he began to try to put the event into words, did full conprehension dawn.
Vilkata's first sensation on realizing the deception was one of shuddering relief; he had faced
only sone well-armed human; that being was not coming after him But then

" Shi el dbreaker," the Dark King breathed al oud.

Pi t medden and Arridu were concerned, as was Karel and other converted hunmans; the number gathered
around Vil kata was steadily increasing. "My great |ord?"

"Not hi ng. "

Whoever his real opponent in the arnory had been, he, the Dark King, had survived an arned
encounter with the Sword of Force, a feat few nen or gods or denons ever had acconplished
and those only when they had been able to break the skirmsh off.

But even Shi el dbreaker was not the whole story. He had actually, Vilkata now realized, survived a
si nul t aneous confrontation with Shiel dbreaker and Sightblinder. The figure which had terrified him
so had not in fact been O cus or Wod, but soneone, sone human enemny, not only arned with two
Swords but able to use themboth virtually simultaneously.

Vilkata realized that his arns were trenbling. He was very lucky indeed to be alive.

Again he briefly studied the Mndsword's dead hilt, and having done so started to hide the piece
of usel ess weckage in a pocket of his clothing-then he abruptly changed his m nd and cast it
violently away from him

At |east, he thought suddenly, he now had a good expl anati on for what had happened to Akbar

For years Vil kata had been carrying that demon's life around with him Now he reached into a
pocket with trenmbling fingers, brought out and unw apped the object-like many chosen abodes of
denmons' lives, it was in itself a sinple, honmely thing, in this case a small mirror of quite
ordi nary appearance.

Inside its untouched wappings, the nmirror had been diced, not broken, into a hundred fragnents,
as if by some steel edge keen enough to deal with glass |ike paper.

The tine el apsed since the Dark King's arrival at the palace did not yet anount to half an hour

He threw away the glittering bits of what had been the denon's |ife-object; no magical virtue of
any kind renmained to it.

Over the next minute or so Vilkata was distracted fromthe contenplation of his various problemns,
and somewhat heartened, by the continued arrival fromthe direction of the palace of still nore of
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his denons, howing their joy to find himsafe; and, within nonents, nore dozens, scores, hundreds
of people, all rejoicing loudly in his living presence and outraged by his wounds. These starry-
eyed folk cane running up to gather round himat a respectful distance in the predawn darkness.

The nunbers of these hunman worshi ppers seeking himout continued to increase. The thought occurred
to the Dark King, bringing with it a wave of bitterness, that these folk were certainly the | ast
converts the Sword of G ory would ever make.

Karel was far from being the only high-ranking defector fromthe pal ace. A nunber of others could
claimwith justification to have been quite high in Tasavaltan councils. These inportant people in
particul ar kept trying to get closer to Vilkata, though with violent gestures he did his best to
keep themall at a little distance. Wth touching renorse they tried to plead with himfor his
forgiveness for their own evil deeds, their years of support of that vile renegade Prince Mark,
for their protracted and stubborn and i nconprehensi bl e opposition to the Dark King's beneficent
rule.

Now that their eyes had been opened by the glorious Sword of dory-so sone of them now | oudly
assured their new Master-they could see the light of truth, appreciate the proper and natura
order that ought to hold in human affairs.

Karel hinself was anong the first converts to locate his new Master outside the palace. The fat
old man ran up gaspi ng and wheezing, then knelt down trenbling, to give thanks for the Dark King's
survival; the fact that he prayed to Ardneh evidently did not strike his convert's nmind as

i nconsistent; Vilkata hinself was faintly anused.

And then Karel began to do his best magically to heal the sting of the wounds nade by the Sword-
fragnents. In this he was soon nore successful than any of the denons had been

But dominating Vilkata's thoughts anm d the prayerful babble of this swelling human nob was the
realization of how soon these turncoats were going to turn on himagain. Wth his enpty sockets
the Dark King glared balefully at themall, Karel included. Nothing was nore certain than that,
with the M ndsword gone, nost of these contenptible scumwould be his nortal enemies again in a
matter of only a few days-in sone cases only hours woul d pass before there was reversion. That
posed a grim prospect for himand his plans; but there was one aspect of it which he could enjoy
in anticipation: Wien the tinme of their recovery canme, these sycophants would regard their present
behavior with a loathing as great as that they now expressed for their own supposed sins in
hel pi ng MarKk.

Vil kata questioned Karel about General Rostov, Prince Mark's chief nilitary comander, and | earned
that Rostov could not be inmedi ately accounted for. The General had been on an inspection tour of
the northern provinces, and, like the Prince and Princess, would have to be dealt with sonehow

| ater.

The Dark King's next question was about Ben of Purkinje. Wth the exception of Mark hinsel f, Ben
was undoubtedly the individual whose appearance in an enslaved state woul d have nost gl addened the
conqueror's heart-but Vilkata had already been told, and had received i ndependent confirmation of
the fact from several sources, that Ben al so had been out of town when the attack struck. Kare
gave assurances, and Vilkata's other informants agreed, that Ben had gone with the Prince and
Princess, and was nost likely with themstill. Hi s hone in town had al ready been visited, and he
was not there. By this time Vilkata, now surrounded by a thick swarm of anxiously protective
denmons and a cheering nob of human converts, had al nost conpletely recovered his wits and his
nerve. H s usually savage tenper was returning too. Wiat to do with these eagerly worshi pfu
humans? In his sullen anger the elder wi zard considered ordering them while their fanatici smwas
still at its height, to kill each other off- but, on the verge of issuing that comand, he had
what struck himas a nuch better idea.

Presently, with the idea of deriving as nuch benefit as possible fromtheir enthusiasmbefore it
faded, Vilkata ordered the creation, fromthe ranks of the palace's converted sol diers, of severa
assassi nation squads. These were to sally out into the countryside, targeting whatever unconverted
Tasavaltan | eaders they nmight find there, especially Prince Mark. There was at |least a fair
chance, the Dark King supposed, that before the Sword-based conversion of these troops wore off
one of them m ght actually nmanage to destroy Mark. At worst, they would be scattered, and at a
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consi derabl e di stance from hinsel f, when their current adoration began to turn to hatred.

Vil kata found he was still unable to free hinself totally of the lingering notion that, despite
his | ogical deductions regarding Sightblinder, despite the reassurances of Karel and of Arridu and
others, his opponent in the arnmory nmight after all, sonehow, have been Wod-or one of the other
possibilities, which bore thinking about even | ess. Shuddering with the recent nenory of that
awesone presence, the Dark King could not connect it with any nmere sniveling Tasavaltan
princeling.

But when Vil kata questioned his retinue on the subject of Wod, he soon | earned fromone of his
denon ai des, or from sone converted sol dier or magician, that about a year ago that naster w zard
had fallen to his doom and death before the power of Shiel dbreaker in the hands of Prince Mark's
nephew Zol t an.

Had Vil kata still retained the state of mind in which he had begun the attack, had he not been
obsessed by the fresh |l oss of the M ndsword, the news of Wod's death woul d have been reason for
cel ebration-one inportant conpetitor elininated.

Vilkata al so heard, with sone satisfaction, that the Sword Wayfinder had been destroyed by the
Sword of Force at the sane tine that Wod fell

An hour ago the news of that destruction, too, would have afforded the Dark King satisfaction
because that recently it had still been his anbitious plan eventually to acquire and sonehow
elimnate all of the Swords except the M ndsword.

If the report concerning Wayfinder were true, then he now had good evi dence that five of the
original Twel ve Bl ades had al ready been destroyed- Townsaver and Doongi ver sone years ago, and now
Wayfi nder, Dragonslicer, and the M ndsword. Yet seven nore- Shi el dbreaker, Sightblinder

Coi nspi nner, Farsl ayer, Wundheal er, Stonecutter, and Soul -cutter-were still in existence
somewher e.

O course it was Shiel dbreaker which Vil kata nost dreaded, and npost craved to possess-as woul d any
prudent man in his current position. He could still feel the shock of that Sword-smashing inpact
running up his arm H's mnor wounds still stung despite the denbn's, and even Karel's,

m ni strations.

But there was hope. Now a human convert physician, the latest to have served the royal famly in
the pal ace, was in attendance on the Master. The wonman was putting on sal ves and urgi ng patience

- Yes, when one was setting out to subdue the world, Shieldbreaker had to be one's Sword of
choi ce, even beyond such fearful tools as Sightblinder and Soul cutter. As had just been so
violently denonstrated, the Sword of Force was quite capable of nullifying any ot her weapon,

magi cal or physical, that mght be used against its owner. Even the Sword of Vengeance, which
otherwi se, launched fromthe hands of a determ ned eneny anywhere in the world, could end his own
much-hated Iife at any noment. Meanwhile, the ugliest weapon of all, the Tyrant's Bl ade, was a
wild card with the potential of overthrowing all the calculations of Vilkata or any other hunan.

Utinmately the Sword of Force was going to present a special problem even after Vilkata cane into
control of it, as he thought he eventually nust do if he was ever going to rule the world-a
speci al case, because so far he had been able to conceive of no way in which Shiel dbreaker itself
could ever be destroyed. Even had he eventually been able, by neans of the Mndsword, to perfect
his mastery over the thoughts and bodi es of every thinking being on the Earth, yet the Sword of
Force, however he might attenpt to hide or bury it, would present a perpetual danger to his rule

There m ght be di scoverabl e some method, though, by which it would be possible to elininate

Shi el dbreaker. He did not consider the matter hopel ess-but at the nonment, of course, he was a
totally Swordl ess man, and had to nake his plans under all the disadvantages being in that state
entailed. For a nmnute or two he had been thinking about Swords, concentrating on the problens
they posed to distract hinself fromthe pain whilst his small wounds were cauterized by the pal ace
physician, with Karel's help.

Presently Vil kata, now thoroughly and protectively surrounded by a cl anporous escort of outraged
denmons and human converts-those of his human worshi ppers who could best tol erate being near the
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denons- deci ded that, Swords or not, he should delay no longer his re-entry of the pal ace.
Certainly he was not going to conquer Tasavalta, or prevail against his superbly armed assail ant
of the arnory, by huddling indecisively out here in the street.

But before he passed into the building again, the Dark King dispatched a snmall arnmy of human
converts ahead of himhe was determi ned to get as nmuch use as possible out of these people while
he coul d-to scout and act as a tenporary occupying force.

* * *

O course, since Sightblinder was mssing fromthe Sword-vault and presunably had al ready been
taken up and used by an eneny, no one could be sure that the sanme eneny was not still |urking
near by somewhere

The denon Arridu and the great converted wi zard conmiserated with their lord and Master

It was Karel who cane up with the suggestion that any one person arned with two Swords, especially
Shi el dbreaker and Si ghtblinder, must al nost certainly be undergoing psychic difficulties fromthe
strain; the problemwould be worse if the sinultaneous use of the Blades continued for any |length
of time.

This was faint confort to the Dark King. "But who was it, really, old nman? Can you tell ne that?"

The ol d wi zard di scounted the idea that Mark hinself could actually be near, in the palace or even
inthe city; the royal couple were known to be at sone little distance.

Then Karel suggested that Vilkata's sole opponent in the arnory had very likely been young Prince
St ephen. Who el se known to have been present woul d have been able to gain access to the Swords?
Rost ov had been away. The fact of Stephen seemed inevitable. Karel went on: "The M ndsword having
been so unfortunately denied us, as you say, great and dear Master, we nust try to find sone other
way to make plain to the lad the truth of your superior nature. Failing that, of course, we nust
find some way to get those Swords away fromhim He is badly m sguided, but there nust be sone
way. "

"l eagerly await your discovery of an effective nmethod." Vilkata | ooked round himin all
directions. "Meanwhile, | amnot going to be kept out here on the street because of the nere
possibility of trouble."

Even as Vilkata re-entered the palace, this time going in through the main entrance fromthe
street, he was net by a mnor denon bearing electrifying news: the confirmation that at |east one
intact Sword, Stonecutter, was still available in the deep arnory. This infornmation was whi spered
in the Dark King's ear by a nessenger sent out by Arridu, who hinself was nounting jeal ous guard
upon the find.

This was no news to the Dark King, but now he decided that he had better pick up at once the Sword
whi ch was avail abl e.

That the eneny had not taken Stonecutter was shrewdly regarded as evidence that the eneny night
al ready be having trouble carrying Swords. This in turn argued for the young Prince rather than
some nore experienced and capable wi zard or warrior

Despite his eagerness to return to the underground storeroom of the Swords, the Dark King
thoughtfully took care to disarmhinself conpletely before doing so. He would rely upon his escort
to deal with any problemthat needed weaponry to solve. Now, |et any eneny arned wth

Shi el dbreaker dare to threaten himn

No eneny could be detected when the Dark King again descended to the level of the arnory. No Sword-
phant om appear ed-at | east he thought not. O course, with Sightblinder one could never be sure.

Vil kata, on being wel coned and escorted back into the conquered pal ace of his enenmies by a horde
of joyous converts, was soon able to bring Stonecutter peacefully under his control

Bitterly, Vilkata again cursed his failure to seize Shield-breaker, or at |east Sightblinder, in

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...%20Swords%208%20-%20Shieldbreakers%20Story.txt (42 of 113) [2/4/03 9:58:54 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%6208%20-%20Shi el dbreskers%20Story .txt
the first rush of his surprise attack

Havi ng opened the vault in the Sword-chanber unnol ested, the Dark King stood staring earnestly at
the sole intact Blade before himyes, this was undoubtedly Stonecutter. He pulled the Sword of

Si ege uncerenoni ously out of its rack, |ooked at the small white wedge-sign on the hilt, and
hacked a notch or two in floor and wall, just by way of final denonstration. Stone slid and
crunbled away |ike butter before the Blade, which in action made its own hammeri ng noi se, heavier
and sl ower than that of Shiel dbreaker.

Vilkata tried to think whether there was any way in which this remaining Swrd could be of notable
benefit to him Karel and Arridu, when consulted, could suggest nothing. Rather regretfully, the
Dark King had to concede that Stonecutter had no i nmediate use. For the tine being the Sword of

Si ege could stay here, under close guard and protection.

Meanwhi | e, ot her problenms demanded the Dark King's imedi ate attention. Chief anong these were the
inplications of the | oss of the Mndsword. He understood that he had to put on a bold front in the
presence of his subordinates, nmany of whom probably did not yet realize that Skulltw ster was
gone. Those who did were thenselves still under the dazzling influence of its power, and so

Vil kata thought they might not be able to grasp the inportance of the loss. And, by the tine they
did, they would be tenpted to rebellion.

Still staring into Prince Mark's Sword-vault, which was now enpty but for the Sword of Siege, it
occurred to Vilkata to wonder whether he ought to try to deceive his adversaries, and the world at
large, into thinking he still wore the Mnd-sword at his side. Certainly it would be beyond his
art to replicate the powers of Skulltw ster, but he was quite a good enough nmagician to be able to
create a visual simulation good enough to deceive the world, or alnost all the world, for some
tinme.

Then the Dark King was struck by a sinpler idea. If deception was truly desirable, he could carry
Stonecutter sheathed at his side in lieu of the Mndsword, letting others glinpse only the bl ack
hilt with its white synmbol conceal ed.

El GHT

MOMVENTS after the explosion, Stephen cane stunmbling his way out of the Sword-chanber, leaving it
for the second time in a few minutes. He felt half dead with exhausti on. The overwhel i ng

chal  enge of the surprise attack had fallen upon himat the end of a |long and wearyi ng day of
physical work, and in the first noments of that onslaught his body had been injured and his mnd
twi sted. He had been allowed no tine to recover fromhis skirmsh with the denon before being
subj ected to the psychic burden of carrying the two Swords.

Now t he young Prince had undergone the shock of conbat with a mighty wi zard, a clash in which the
M ndsword had al nbost certainly been destroyed-the young Prince wanted desperately to believe that,
but in his dazed state at the nonent felt he could take nothing for granted. And his chief eneny,
a man he consi dered worse than any denon, had been repulsed, if not killed. Vilkata had certainly
di sappeared, perhaps was dead.

The burdens of ongoing responsibility, and of the two Swords' nmagic, would not allow Stephen the
| uxury of triunph. At the nmonent he could think of little else but the sanctuary and hel p awaiting
himin the house of his grandparents.

Wth regard to Jord and Mala, a horrifying possibility had al ready crossed their grandson's ni nd-
suppose they had becone the M ndsword's converts too? The youth would not, could not, allow
hinself to consider that possibility seriously. He told hinself that npst of the city nust have
escaped. The Dark King' s attack must have been aimed first and primarily at the palace, with the
obj ective of seizing the Tasavaltan Swords before an alarm could be sounded. But if, as seened
probabl e, the M ndsword had been destroyed before the area of its evil influence could be
expanded, then the great najority of the city's population, all those nore than a | ong bowshot
fromthe pal ace, should have retained the nastery of their own ninds and souls-and this majority
shoul d have included Stephen's grandparents. Fiercely the young Prince assured hinself that it
nmust be so.

A few of the Mndsword's final converts, servants and soldiers and pal ace functionaries so
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recently loyal to Tasavalta, now shrieking and crying their concern for their new Master's

wel fare, had conme belatedly following Vil kata down to the |l ower |evel of the palace. Now these
peopl e had been thrown into panic by the Dark King' s sudden di sappearance, and were raising an
al arm

St ephen, his right shoul der and his bruises aching, all the nuscles of his body weary, heard these
fol k, many of whom had been his friends, babbling their concerns for the fiend' s welfare. The
young Prince ignored themas he had ignored Karel after the nost recent Sword-blast. Stephen went
on draggi ng Shi el dbreaker and Sightblinder, the bare blades trailing, up a broad flight of stairs
to the ground fl oor of the palace. The two Swords seened too heavy now for himto carry in any
normal way.

On the stairs and above them turnoil continued. Denons and shrieki ng human converts seened to be
everywhere, on the ground |level of the huge building as well as in the basenent. Mst of the faces
of Skulltwister's victins were famliar to Stephen. Ot hers he would have known, but did not,
because their ecstasies of hate, rage, and devotion transforned theminto strangers.

Since | eaving the Sword-chanber, the young Prince had not dared to sheathe either of his deadly
Bl ades. He could only assune that Sightblinder was working effectively as always, because so far
none of the enenies surrounding himon every side had challenged him but rather were pronptly
gi vi ng way.

Most went hurrying past himon the stair with averted faces. On the rare occasi on when one cane
near, Stephen drove the nman or woman away with a sharp gesture, a wave of one of his Swords. Wat
Si ght bl i nder made the other see when he did this, he did not know, but the nmethod was effective.

So far Stephen had been able to overhear only di sconnected odds and ends of speech fromthe
strange bei ngs, converts and denons, anong whom he was suddenly an isolated stranger. And still he
had no way of determnining whether his fanily's archeneny Vil kata had survived the M ndsword's
negation or not. Those around Stephen who were chanting Vilkata's nane in ecstasy said nothing to
i ndi cate that he might be dead.

Wl |, supposing that the Dark King still lived, the young Prince just now had neither the nmeans
nor the intention to seek himout. Not while Stephen's own soul felt as bleak and exhausted as it
did just now, his battered body aching, and his head spinning with Sword-magic until he feared
that he would faint.

The young Prince cane to a pause, body swaying slightly. He had, without quite realizing it,
reached the top of the long flight of stairs. He now stood on the ground floor, in one of the many
roonms of the old pal ace whose original purpose had never been quite clear to him But this room
and its furnishings were perfectly fanmliar, and fromhere it was an easy task to choose a passage
t hrough the buil ding which brought himquickly to one of the small side doors. A nonent |ater

St ephen was outside, and a ninute after that he was opening an iron gate, |eaving the pal ace
grounds.

At every step, the young Prince kept hoping to catch some hint of a place nearby, a sanctuary
where he might find a nonent's safety, a chance to rest. But so far he had seen no hint that
anyt hing of the kind existed. He had only the Swords, and his own will, to depend on

The city, or at least this portion of it, was as hectic as the palace itself had been. Scream ng
converts, sone wavi ng weapons and torches, sone divesting thenselves of their Tasavaltan |ivery of
green and blue, seened to be everywhere, indoors and out. Qut in the street, just as in the

pal ace, the dark night air seened filled with denons. Shiel dbreaker effectively warded off any

si ckening or other untoward effect caused by the presence of the foul creatures, but still Stephen
was aware of the vast forns noving above himand around him |ike om nous shadows behind thick
gl ass.

Even after the youth had di stanced hinself by a full block fromthe pal ace grounds, he did not
dare to sheathe either of his Swords. As a result, the psychic strain upon himcontinued to nount.

Only after he had dragged his double burden two full blocks fromthe pal ace did the nunber of
vi sible enenies around himbegin to dinmnish noticeably. But it seened he had been wong, the city
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away fromthe pal ace had not been spared by the attack. Horror, in several forns of human death
and ruin, continued to doninate the streets around him

Here St ephen wal ked anong the bl ood and havoc those sounds of distant fighting had produced. His
nmind, already reeling with shock, took in the dead and wounded people, the smashed w ndows-a
nunber of the shops and houses close to the pal ace boasted real gl ass-the wantonly sl aughtered
wor k- ani mal s and pets, and general destruction. Here was a building totally destroyed, crushed
like a toy by sone wanton child, the ruins sprouting greedy flames. No one was payi ng any
attention to the weckage or the fire.

Several tinmes during these first minutes of Stephen's struggle through the city he considered
sheat hi ng Shi el dbreaker- but he could not be conpletely sure that Skulltw ster was really gone.
The Sword of Force internmittently nuttered drunbeats of warning, and he dared not take the chance.
Even had he been willing to put the Sword of Force away, it sporadically adhered by magic to his
pal m and fingers.

Nei t her could the young Prince nerve hinself to nuffle the power of Sightblinder. The Sword of
Stealth, gripped tightly in his left hand, continued its silent and effective service. People and
denons al i ke, whether individuals or roving bands, took one | ook at the image shown t hem by

Si ght bl i nder and silently, unaninously, gave Stephen a wi de berth. To judge by the expressions on
the human converts' faces, many or all of them nust have been convinced that they were face-to-
face with one of Vilkata's nastier denons. As |long as Sightblinder continued to do its job, he

m ght hope to avoi d nore shoul der-w enchi ng exerci se with Shiel dbreaker

The young Prince struggled on, squeezing the hilts of both his god-forged weapons, as if by that
means he m ght noderate the dizzying currents of their power. But when he had progressed a little
nore than two bl ocks fromthe pal ace, he had to pause, gasping, and sit down on the curb. He was
forced to concede that he could not |ong sustain the unremtting struggle with this doubl e burden
of magic.

Still, for the nonent at |east, there could be no thought of abandoning the struggle. Sternly

St ephen put fromhimall thoughts of failure. Briskly he got to his feet and tried again. But his
steps wavered, and before he had gone twenty paces nore, dizziness and a feeling of nental
fragnmentati on conpelled himto stop again, to try to rest, and try to think. The trouble was that
the Swords gave himno rest, no, not a nonment's.

This time the young Prince had seated hinsel f-al nost he had coll apsed-on a carriage block in front
of the wrought-iron fence of one of the tall, elegant houses which here lined the avenue. Gitting
his teeth, he continued to clutch the two black hilts. In the absence of any direct threat, his
right hand at the nonment had the power to sheathe and rel ease the Sword of Force; but now Stephen
was afraid that if he sheathed either Sword, or even put one of the pair down in search of a
monent's relief, he would find it inpossible to resune the doubl e burden

The strain was being intensified by the physical injuries the boy had suffered before comnmi ng under
the protection of the Sword of Force, as well as by the shoul der damage inflicted by that very
weapon. In his dazed and terrorized state inmmediately following his first encounter with a denonic
foe, these hurts had passed al nost unnoticed; but now they were naking thenselves felt.

St ephen, trying very awkwardly to rub his sore shoulder with the back of the hand still hol ding
Si ghtblinder, realized with sudden insight that one weapon agai nst which the Sword of Force could
never protect himwas itself. In his dazed condition, trying to rub his bruised left elbow wth
the back of his right hand, he cut his shirt, and came near woundi ng hinself, w th Shiel dbreaker.

After trying w thout much success to rest and think, the young Prince again got to his feet-this
time it cost himeven nore of a struggle than before-and resuned his effort to do what he knew
that he nust do. Every instinct shrieked that only disaster |ay ahead unless he could find help
and soon.

Only a few nore blocks, he told hinself. Only a few hundred neters. He told hinself that he ought
to be able to run that far, and back again, in the tine he'd already spent on this slow struggle.

Then he thought that trying to deceive hinself, to make the natter sound easy, was a chil dish
trick, and it wasn't going to work. He might as well tell hinself it was kilonmeters instead of
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meters; the one was going to be as inpossible as the other

But no, it wasn't inpossible. He was a Prince of Tasavalta, and his father's son, and he could do
it, because there was no other choice. He'd just rest here another mnute, or try to rest, and
then .

The direction and | ocation of his goal both remained clear in the mnd of the young Prince. Jord,
St ephen’ s grandf at her, knew how to deal with Swords as well as any nan alive could be said to do
so- perhaps Jord, though he was no magician, really understood better than anyone el se, because he
had been the only human actually present and directly involved in the Twel ve Bl ades' forging, nore
than forty years ago

No | onger, Stephen decided, were nbst of the people converts who cane hurrying past himin the
street. In this neighborhood the faces and the voices were different, terrorized but not
fanatical. The great mgjority, like Stephen hinself, were heading away fromthe palace, and a
consi derabl e nunber were actually fleeing in a panic. There were wonen with small children, a man
trundling his household belongings in a cart. Even in their haste and fright they continued to
give Stephen plenty of room as did every denon swirling past himoverhead. Denons were mnuch
scarcer here, and, as far as the young Prince could tell, those which appeared were not attacking
t he popul ati on now, but seened rather to be continually patrolling, searching . . . nore than
likely, he realized, he himself was the object of their search

On top of all Stephen's other difficulties a sense of guilt began to nag at him Even arned as he
was, al nmost invincibly, he was retreating and | eaving the eneny in possession of the pal ace. Now
and again he | ooked back over his shoulder. Sturdily he clung to the thought that his first
instinct, to save the great treasure of the two Swords, had been correct: It would be inpossible
for himto vanqui sh or even seek for his hereditary eneny now, while he hinmself was so nearly

i ncapacit at ed.

In fact the young Prince was being forced to a bleak decision: If the stress of magic continued as
it was nuch |l onger, he mght be conpelled to abandon one of the Swords before he could get as far
as his grandparents' house.

Jord and Mal a's nodest cottage had been built sonme years ago in a nei ghborhood of roughly sinilar

hormes, each with a small plot of grass and garden and a few shady trees. Through the darkest tine

of the late night the young Prince struggled on, holding in his mnd a vision of that grassy shade
where he had so often played as a small child.

Here was the street at |ast, and Stephen eagerly increased his pace. But as he turned the |ast
corner his heart sank at the fresh signals of disaster. Straight ahead in the pre-dawn darkness he
saw the glow of fire, and snelled fresh snoke.

Did he have the right street after all? Yes, there were | andnarks-a shop where Mal a had bought him
candy, a tree girdled by a circular bench-to give grimconfirmtion

The young Prince rubbed his weary eyes with the back of one Sword-bearing hand. But no, his eyes
were not at fault. There was snoldering fire ahead where there ought to have been no fire; |ow
flanmes flickering up, trying to gain strength to consunme an entire building, provided illumi nation
enough for himto confirmthat there was only a coll apsed and snoldering ruin where the faniliar
house had st ood.

NI NE

DI MY Stephen was conscious of the fact that the houses on either side of his grandparents' had
al so suffered heavy damage, though neither was as badly off as the cottage he had so often
visited. One of the adjoining buildings was al so snoking, as if it mght soon start to burn; and
two or three additional fires were visible at some distance in the nei ghborhood.

But just now the young Prince had no tune or thought to spare for neighbors. He ran forward, stil
convul sively gripping a black hilt in each hand, though for the monment he had al nost forgotten why
it was essential to retain the Swords. Stephen's weary arns were allow ng the two unbreakabl e
points to drag, god-forged steel striking sparks fromthe cobbl estones of the street.
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Three or four neighbors, in nightshirts and hastily thrown-on clothing, had been standing within a
few nmeters of the snoldering ruins. However these fol k perceived the bearer of the Sword of
Stealth, they at once drew back to give himplenty of room One of the onlookers, getting a cl ose
| ook at Sightblinder's version of Stephen's approaching figure, screamed and ran away.

The ot her bystanders had not taken to their heels, at |east not yet. For the nmoment the young
Prince ignored themall, keeping his attention riveted on the junbled ruins before him Maybe, he
thought wildly, Jord and Mala hadn't been hone in their bed when di saster struck. Mybe

Gaspi ng, his whol e body burning and aching with strain and weariness, Stephen halted under a fruit
tree in what had once been his grandparents' grassy yard. It was all sickeningly unfamliar now A
few neters ahead of him snall flanes snapped avidly at freshly splintered wood, illum nating
ruin. no

The fire seened eager to establish a solid foothold in the tinbers and siding which [ay tunbl ed
and broken anong the shattered nasonry and til es.

"G andf at her! G andnot her!"
There was no reply.

Once nmore Stephen called upon his tired arns to lift his Swords so that the I ong bl ades ceased to
drag. So arned, he edged closer to the ruin. The flames were not big enough-not yet-to force him
back, nor were they growing swiftly. Intermngled in the weckage with the broken and burned

pi eces of the building' s structure were household itens: pots, pans, furniture-there was a padded
chair he thought he recogni zed- bundles of old clothes .

The gaze of the young Prince noved on, cane back. In a nonent he realized with horror that what he
had t hought for a moment were two bundl es of old clothes, three-quarters buried in the rubble,
were really the bodies of his grandparents, clad in nightshirt and ni ght gown. Gray hair was

vi si bl e, exposed pale arms and | egs.

Suddenly all of the night's horror, which had been starting to seemdreamni ke, regained i nmedi ate
reality. The grandson of Mala and Jord noted that the couple lay al nost side by side, as if they
had been together when the walls of their home crashed in around them or possibly one had come to
try to help the other

"Prince? Prince Mark?" Someone was pulling tentatively on Stephen's arm speaking to himin a
voi ce he dimy recogni zed. Turning, Stephen canme face to face with a nextdoor nei ghbor, a man
whose name he could not renmenber at the nmonent, but whomthe boy had sonetines seen and spoken
with on visits. The neighbor's face was altered, and he, |ike Stephen hinself, seemed al nost
paral yzed by horror.

"Prince Mark?" the man repeated.

That name adnini stered a shock of hope. The young Prince | ooked around dazedly, to see if his
father mght indeed be present. He needed a noment to realize that Sightblinder nust be presenting
himto the neighbor in his father's inmage.

"What is it?" Stephen at |last responded to the man who stood beside him

"May all the gods defend us, Prince Mark, the denons have done it. Killed the old people, knocked
down their house and ours, too. The rest of the neighborhood is danmaged, as you see. But now that
you're here, you can shout the denpbns away agai h-you can do that, can't you? You nust!"

For the nonment, Stephen could only stare hel plessly at the man.

The nei ghbor gazed back, pleadingly, his eyes now focused just over the top of Stephen's head-no
doubt where Sight-blinder was showing himthe face of the taller Mrk.

"Prince? W're going to win now, aren't we?" The man's voice cracked. "The army's com ng?"

The noani ng sound was slight at first, and Stephen alnost failed to hear it over the background of
ni bbling flames and distant uproar in the streets. But it brought his eyes back to the crushed
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bundl es under the rubble, and a nonment |ater he saw novenent in one of them The noaning grew.

Though he could not be sure of the exact source of the sound, it testified that at |east one of
St ephen' s grandparents- he could not tell who-still breathed. "They're alive-!"

Upon nmaking this discovery the young Prince cried out incoherently and gestured awkwardly, with
Sword-filled hands. Realizing that he would need his hands free to save his grandparents fromthe
slowy growing fire, he sheathed both Swords, an operation that seened ni ghtmarishly slow and
awkwar d-he had to thrust several tinmes with each steel tip to find the narrow opening inits
respective sheath.

When Stephen rel eased Sightblinder's hilt, the nei ghbor standi ng beside himrecoiled, startled.

"Prince Stephen-but where's your father? He was just here.” The man was blinking and stamering in
conf usi on.

St ephen nmunbl ed some ki nd of answer, even as he turned his back on the man to go cli nmbing
awkwardly into what was left of the ruined building, scratching his | egs and ankles in the
process. Reaching for G andfather and G andnother, whose bodies, partially buried, both lay just
bel ow reach, he started to dig into the rubble with his bare hands.

The | ong scabbards hangi ng on each side of Stephen's waist got in his way with every novenent when
he crouched to attack the weckage. Wth feverish haste he slipped both Sword-belts off, setting
them down within reach

G abbing a long, thick beamin an attenpt to lift and nove it, the young Prince succeeded only in
burning his fingers, and discovering that his strength was not equal to the task.

The nei ghbor who had been tal king to Stephen now clinbed energetically into the rubbl e beside him
and did his best to help. Wth that exanple before them two nore people, who had evidently been
watching froma little distance, now cane to give assi stance.

Wth four pairs of hands to dig and |ift, there appeared to be sone chance of getting the two old
peopl e out of the w eck-age-but one | ong beamwas still wedged in place, preventing the rescue.

Even the united strength of everyone on hand was not going to be enough. The beam was hel d down at
bot h ends.

The lad pronptly turned to his Swords again, and slid the long blade of Sightblinder fromits
sheath. Wth the other rescuers standing back to give himroom he dug other pieces of weckage
out of the way, then braced his feet and swung the Sword |ike a | ong axe, chopping at the beam

As soon as he took up the Sword of Stealth again, his imge once nore changed in the eyes of
everyone wat chi ng.

As Stephen had expected, a Sword's indestructible blade proved a good digging tool, an excellent
chopper, an unbreakable pry bar. You had to be careful, of course, about stabbing or slicing the
victinms you were trying to rescue. In this case, fortunately, there was adequate cl earance, and

the bodies plainly visible.

It occurred to Stephen that, if the rules of Sword-magi c worked as he had reason to believe they
di d, Shiel dbreaker used as a digging or cutting inplenment ought not to hurt the flesh of an
unarmed victimburied in the weckage. But it crossed his mnd also that either Jord or Mala could
be arned, having grabbed up sone weapon when an al arm was sounded.

Letting the Sword of Force rest in its scabbard, he continued chopping with the Sword of Stealth.

St ephen | abored on, using the keen, indestructible edge to sever the fallen roof beam which at
first had frustrated the rescue efforts. The seasoned wood was as thick as his |l eg; but the
wei ghty sharpness of the steel nade the Sword at |east as good as an axe for this nmundane purpose.

One of the neighbors, seeing what good success Stephen was having, grabbed up Shiel dbreaker and
used it to chop with too-the young Prince noted distinctly how the Sword of Force remrai ned silent

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...%20Swords%208%20-%20Shieldbreakers%20Story.txt (48 of 113) [2/4/03 9:58:54 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%6208%20-%20Shi el dbreskers%20Story .txt
at this mundane task, like sone proud warrior forced into routine, supposedly |ess heroic, |abor.

As soon as the beam had been chopped through in two places, the hel pful nei ghbor put Shiel dbreaker
awkwar dly, but al nmost reverently, back in its sheath.

Now t hat the beam was cut, Stephen used Sightblinder as a | ever, leaning his weight on the Sword
to force up the remaining I ength of tinmber while others pulled the bodies free. Minents later, the
bodi es of Jord and Mal a had been dragged and lifted as carefully as possible out of the snoldering
rubble and laid gently on the grass.

This latest effort left the young Prince swaying on his feet with weariness. Tears of grief,
anger, and fatigue were running down his cheeks, even as he | ooked down on the bodies of his
grandparents. Mala and Jord were quiet now, and notionl ess.

St ephen could not be certain for the nonent that either of the old folk still breathed; but
neither was he absolutely sure as yet that either one was dead. Both were narked wi th bl ood.

Si ghtblinder was still in the right hand of the young Prince when he bent anxiously over the old
people to try to talk with them Now he could be sure that his grandnother was dead; but Jord was
muttering, trying to say sonething clearly.

Sone hel pful nei ghbor had gone to get water. Com ng back, he tried to give the old man a drink
lord' s eyes focused slowy on Stephen crouching beside him In a nonent the old man nutt ered:
"Don't |eave nme, Mark."

St ephen hesitated, then retained his grip on the black hilt. He would let his grandfather see
Mark, if that was what Jord wanted.

"l ought not to have kept a Sword on the wall, son

St ephen had heard the story, fromhis father, often enough. It cane from Mark's chil dhood. "It's
all right, gr-. It's all right."

The old man let out a feeble breath. He had al nost no voice left. "I shouldn't have forged Swords.
Not that Wul can gave nme nuch choice."

And presently Stephen realized that those were the | ast words Jord was ever going to speak

St ephen, preoccupied with grief, was still holding Sightblinder, unsheathed, when the great denon
Arridu canme swoopi ng down upon the scene. The distraught young Prince did not even notice the wave
of sickness brought by the denon until the foul thing was very near, until the nei ghbors had
either scattered in blind terror, or fallen down in fear and denon-sickness ....

When Stephen turned his head at last, to his horror he beheld the figure, larger than hunmanity, of
a man in black armor, bending to grab up the sheathed Sword of Force fromthe place where the
Sword's | ast user had set it down.

A denon, an ungodly great denon by the look of it, had Shiel dbreaker; though the Sword of Force
was still undrawn, inactive in the eneny's hand-

The nonster turned an al nost paral yzi ng gaze on Stephen, and spoke. Nearly frozen in terror, the
boy coul d scarcely hear or understand the words of its soft, runbling voice; nor did he realize
that they were uttered in humlity: "The great Sword | ay unattended here, dear Master. Any of
these human beasts m ght have grabbed it up. | hold it for you-"

On the verge of fainting, Stephen |ashed out at Arridu as best he coul d.

"In the Enperor's nane, forsake this gane-!" The young Prince thought he could feel the veins
standi ng out upon his forehead as he yell ed.

And the Sword of Force and its hideous bearer were both gone, whirled aloft and out of sight in an
i nstant.

Not until the denon had been bani shed, and a measure of sanity and stability had returned to the

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...%20Swords%208%20-%20Shieldbreakers%20Story.txt (49 of 113) [2/4/03 9:58:54 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%6208%20-%20Shi el dbreskers%20Story .txt

locality, did the young Prince realize the extent of his own bl under- Shiel dbreaker nust have gone
with the denon!

Now that it was too late, the horrible nenory came clear: his glinpsing the undrawn Sword of Force
in Arridu's grip .

St ephen knew trenendous horror and guilt at the great loss . . . and fear that at any nonent the
denon, invincibly armed, would be conming back to eat himalive.

Meanwhi l e the last terrorized nei ghbor had crawl ed away sonewhere. Stephen was alone in the night,
with the crackling fire and the hows of riot and nurder conmng fromthe distant reaches of the
city.

There was no disputing the fact that now both his grandparents were dead. There was no di sputing
either that the | oss of Shiel dbreaker was, for the nonent at |least, irretrievable. The doomof its
return was hangi ng over him and over all the Earth.

Staring nunmbly at the dead bodies of his grandparents, listening to the disorder and the horror of
Sarykam around himArridu's brief presence had stirred up new tunult over an area of severa
squar e bl ocks- Stephen swayed on his feet with weariness.

Wher e now? \What now? From sonewhere in the back of his mind a sinple, natural suggestion presented
itself: He mght try going to the house of Ben of Purkinje. Conscious planning mght well have
rejected that idea: If the eneny had sought out people as far renoved from power as Jord and Ml a,
surely the home of Ben and his fam |y would have received much nore intense attention; if that
house survived at all it would be watched.

St ephen started wal ki ng, seeking sanctuary, w thout being aware that he had made any deci sion
about where he ought to go. Already the thought of Ben's house had slipped fromhis conscious
awar eness.

At |least Sightblinder was still his-his hand still gripped, unconsciously, the hilt of the
sheat hed Bl ade-and he was vaguely aware that, unless an eneny arned w th Shiel d-breaker cane
against himfirst, the Sword of Stealth would get himsafely out of the city and to his parents.

But first he nust find a place where he could rest.

Wal king slowy, still nmoving without a conscious plan, the young Prince felt hinmself in the grip
of bitter guilt over the fact that he'd | ost Shiel dbreaker. Stunbling, he felt hinself abruptly
overwhel med by tiredness. There were nonents when the world turned gray, and he cane near fainting
on his feet.

Before traveling very far away fromthe ruins of his grandparents' house, w thout even getting
anywhere near the city gates-even before deciding what his next nove had to be-he left the street,
seeki ng sone shelter where he could rest.

Turning fromthe noise of the street to pass through the open gate, he found hinsel f behind high
stone walls, in the garden of Ben's hal f-wecked and freshly deserted house. This was definitely a
nor e el egant nei ghborhood than Jord's and Mala's ....

Only after he had entered the grounds surrounding the big house did he consciously recognize this
as the hone of Ben of Purkinje and his famly. It was not a place that Stephen had often visited
The roof had been smashed in, but here, too, the eneny had cone and gone. Perhaps that neant it
woul d be a safe place, for a little while, in which to rest. He'd rest for only a nmonment, relying
on the Sword of Stealth, and then he'd nove on ....

The young Prince stretched out in a grassy place under some bushes . . . but for the tinme being,
sl eep refused to cone. The horned Mon, lately risen, and the stars provided all the |ight he
needed. He lay directly on top of the naked Bl ade of Sight-blinder, the fingers of both his hands

interlaced around the hilt... he would rest for just a nonent... he supposed there was nothing for
it now but to make his way to Voronina, the village where his parents were-or where they had been.
As soon as they got the news of the attack, they'd be on the nove . . . sonewhere.
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But he'd find them He could still bring them Sightblinder, and while he had that Sword and no
other to carry, the journey ought to be quite feasible.

One Sword he still had-and that one he was not going to let go of. His life, and likely rmuch nore
than his own life, depended on his ability to retain the Sword of Stealth.

Now, if he could only rest, close his eyes for a few nonents, he would be able to push on again

* * *

Vilkata, tightening his grip on the palace in the |last hour before dawn, had secreted hinself in
one of the upper chanbers, from which he kept issuing a stream of orders to denons and converts,
patiently establishing his new base of operations in roonms which only hours ago had bel onged to
hi s great eneny.

Meanwhil e the Dark King was steadily recal cul ating, reconsidering his situation. Like other people
on both sides of the conflict, dwellers within the city as well as outside its walls, he was
profoundly interested in what interference, if any, could be expected fromthe Swords stil
remaining in the world, or what advantage gai ned fromthem

He assumed that Shiel dbreaker and Sightblinder were still in the hands of his |one eneny of the
recent confrontation. The locations of Soul cutter, Farslayer, and Coi nspi nner remai ned unknown as
far as the Dark King was concerned; and each of these weapons in its own way was capabl e of

conpl etely turning the bal ance of the great gane.

Gimy, Vilkata had determ ned that the | oss of the M nd-sword was not going to plunge himinto a
panic. Hs enemes were reeling too, and badly hurt; he had struck a hard blow at their |eadership
by converting Karel and others, he had slaughtered a nunber of their proud and stiff-necked

popul ace, and occupied their capital

Mar k, he supposed, and the surviving Tasavaltan nmilitary, would need a day or two at |east to nake
preparation for sone attenpt at striking back. In about that tine, also, the converts' zeal would
be starting to turn to ashes. So it was plain to the Dark King that in one or two days he m ght
well have to retreat-unless in the nmeanti ne he sonehow managed to acquire substantial hunman hel p,
of some kind not dependent upon the M ndsword.

He considered the option of retreating now He could summon his |oyal denobns, declare that he had
i ntended nothing nore than a raid on Sarykam and withdraw fromthe city, perhaps to the seacoast
caves where he had secreted the Od Wrld spacecraft. But the idea of retreating at the first

set back, sharp though it had been, rankled; and the Dark King quickly decided that to withdraw,
now, at |east, would be prenature.

Also Vilkata tried to fornulate sone way to pursue or entrap Mark, who, on leaving the city a few
days ago, had evidently taken with himfromhis special arnmory no other weapon besi des the Sword
of Healing. Karel and other converts had anply confirned that fact.

The i dea of a nassive hostage-taking was beginning to growin Vilkata's thoughts. Watever
probl ems mi ght be about to confront him having a few thousand hostages on hand woul d be a good
i dea.

He snapped out decisive orders to get the process started. Let a thousand or nore of the city's
peopl e, wi thout any particular selection, be rounded up, disarmed, and herded into the pal ace
conpl ex. Converts good for nothing else would do perfectly well as hostages, and woul d be as
fanatically eager to assune that role as any other

The el der magician Karel, with all a convert's eagerness to be of help, had volunteered to be
Vil kata's counsel or, and appeared with an offer to send a treacherous nessage to Prince Mrk

Vil kata, raising an eyebrow in approval, listened judiciously.

Kristin's uncle was eager to do all he could for his new lord. "The best tactic, Mster, mght be
to persuade the Prince that I, Karel, have not been converted after all."
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"You think you could convince hinP"

"I think the tactic worth considering. If we can thus get Mark, and ny dear niece-ultimately for
their own good, of course-"

"OF course."

"To give up this foolish and unequal struggle." Vilkata had grave doubts that any such plan to
wor k. But he asked the old wizard to work out the details.

When inforned of the plan to take hostages, Karel was not so enthusiastic. But, in his converted
opinion, if people refused to see the light, they really deserved no better than a miserable
death. O course it was too bad about the children; but their fate could hardly be bl amed upon the
gl orious Dark King, who never did anything wong.

The Dark King, having now ordered repeated searches of the palace and its grounds, believed that
his recent opponent in the arnory had been no one but the young Princeling, Stephen. That puppy
had gotten away with two of the npbst dangerous Swords.

Karel offered firmassurances that the stripling would never be able to carry such a doubl e burden
of magic very far.

Then, quite unexpectedly, the wi zards' conversation was interrupted. One of the Dark King' s new
human sl aves, still strongly under the Mndsword's lingering influence, cane running in with word
that Arridu was clanoring to be adnitted to Vilkata's presence. The great demon was announcing his
intention to give the Dark King a great gift.

Vil kata, having had no report fromthe nonster denon for several hours, had begun to fear that
Arridu had gone the way of Akbar, had become a victimof Shieldbreaker in the Tasavaltan
Princeling s hands.

In a noment the gigantic fiend, in the guise of a black-clad warrior, was entering his Mster's
presence, one hand outstretched and far fromenpty. Arridu was nmaking a present to his bel oved
Mast er of a sheathed and belted Sword, its power for the nmoment safely muffl ed.

One glance at the black hilt showed Vil kata that the weapon tHE LAST ROOK OF SWORDS bei ng put into
hi s hands was no | ess than Shiel dbreaker itself.

The Dark King cried out with joy, with near-disbelief at his own good fortune.

The | oyal one, the great denon Arridu, stood back in silence. Quickly recovering fromthe
M ndsword' s influence, he night already be starting to have second thoughts about the w sdom of
turning over this Sword-but those thoughts cane at |l east a mnute too |ate.

Vil kata waved the Sword of Force, and roared with triunphant |aughter
TEN

THE news of the attack on Sarykam reached Princess Kristin and Prince Mark in the sleeping village
of Voronina just before sunrise. These first disjointed signals of the horror arrived in confused
and fragmentary form borne in the small brains and uncertain speech of two half-intelligent bird-
messengers, the only creatures of their kind who had succeeded in escaping the denons' onsl aught
on the palace. Actually it was Ben of Purkinje, sleeping in his blanket-roll under the stars, who
was first awakened by the beastnmaster; and it was Ben, huge and ugly Ben, who then, grunbling and
bl asphem ng all the gods that he could think of, cane bringing the unwelcone tidings on to Mark
and Kristin, in the yeoman's cottage where the royal couple were being housed during their visit.

Prince Mark was jarred out of some dreamthat was very strange, skirting a strange borderl and
bet ween beauty and ugliness, by a knocking on the yeoman's door. Mark was in general a lighter
sl eeper than his wife, or any nmenber of the farner's famly.

Wor ki ng himsel f out fromunder the light cover, and then fromunder the outflung right armof his
sleeping wife, Mark, a tall, strong man now forty years of age, stood beside the bed and reached
for sone clothing. He had made his way downstairs and was |istening to the news before anyone el se
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in the house was properly awake.

He had had tinme to hear Ben's nessage before blond Kristin, four years younger than her husband
but | ooking younger still, followed Mark downstairs with a bl anket wapped around her, to join her
husband where he was standing with Ben and the beastnaster in the norning twilight at the front
door of the little house.

Kristin stood beside the three men listening carefully, grasping swiftly many of the inplications
of what was being said, herself having little to say at first. Shortly after she arrived, the
farnmer hinself, next to be awakened, cane to stand with his extraordinary visitors, |listening too,
holding a flaring brand fromthe hearth that gave at |east uncertain |ight.

None of those who listened had much to say at first. The news of the attack canme as a ghastly
shock to all who heard it. Could there be any possibility of a m stake?

"Where are the birds now?" the Princess presently asked. "I want to hear directly fromthem
what ever they can tell ne."

"Yes, let's see them" Mark agreed.

Ben bowed lightly, a graceful gesture in so huge a man, and turned and |l ed the way across the
darkness of the farnyard. Mark and Kristin followed himto where a lantern was burning in the
barn. Here the beastmaster had established hinmself with his little squadron of nessengers. Bird-
eyes glowed down in pairs fromthe high loft.

The two feathered creatures who had just arrived with the black news from Sarykam were of the
species of giant night-flying owls. One of these nmessengers had arrived wounded and with its

feat hers scorched-om nous confirmation of the ghastly news. The uninjured owl had been flying half
a kilometer fromthe city when the attack came; the other had sonmehow managed agai nst all odds to
make its escape fromthe ravaged aeries and blunder its way through the cloudy night to Voronina

This bird, the smaller of the pair, speaking in its halting, half-intelligent small voice, could
give few actual details of the attack. But it reported the presence in Sarykam of many denons,
whi ch strongly tended to confirmMark's and Kristin's i medi ate suspicion that the Dark King was
i nvol ved.

The Princess, listening, sighed and said: "Well, let us rouse our squad of soldiers."

But there was no need, nost of the men had been sl eeping outdoors near the barn and were already
stirring. Asmall nilitary guard, sonme fifteen or twenty nmounted troops under the conmand of a
captai n, had acconpanied the Prince and Princess on what had been expected to be a relatively
uneventful trip.

In fact, at least half of the small village now seemed to be awake. Perhaps, the Princess
suggested to her farnmer-host, everyone should be awakened, since all had a right to know the
si tuati on.

The conmandi ng officer of the snmall nmilitary squad, Captain Myagi, cane up to find Prince and
Princess scanning the |ightening skies, concerned about a possible attack on the village by denobns
or flying reptiles.

The Master of Beasts was also part of the nilitary detachnment who had cone out fromthe capital
Fortunately, as a routine nmeasure, he had brought along a conpl enent of nessenger-birds, intended
to keep the royal couple in touch with all the relatively far-flung portions of their realm

Now the Prince and Princess gave the beastmaster explicit orders. He saluted and noved briskly
away.

Kristin | ooked at Mark. "Stephen," she said. Al her concern and hope were audible in the one
wor d.

Ben was standing by, muttering words of counsel when requested. At the sane tine he was privately
and intensely worried about his famly left back in the city, though he acknow edged that by his
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own choice he'd seen neither wife nor daughter for some nonths.

Fol I owi ng a night of violence and terror unprecedented in Sarykam the early stages of a sunmer's
dawn, heral ded by the traditional signs of cockcrow, fresh dew, and a changi ng sky, were now
overtaking the normally bustling outskirts of the city.

This morn was unusual ly quiet for an area so populous and ordinarily so filled with activity. At
the nonent the main road approaching the capital fromthe west carried alnost no traffic.

Conspi cuous was a single rider, nounted on a large, nmagnificent riding-beast. This aninmal was
bearing the rider's considerable weight toward the city at a brisk pace, even after |aboring under
the sane burden through nost of the night.

This close to the city the road was broad and snoothly paved, and a recent shower had |eft the
paverment wet. The rider sniffed the heavy, snoky air and seened to grant the norning his approval
He was a bul ky, gray-haired man in his early sixties. His powerfully built body, scarred by a
hundred fights, was wapped in a gray cape, which in the eyes of naive observers would have
identified himas a pilgrim A nore accurate reading would have been that he preferred just nowto
be anonynous.

The Moon, a waning crescent with horns ai med approximately toward the zenith, hung in the eastern
sky, where it had just enmerged frombehind a tatter of cloud. A norning star was visible as well,
Venus, to the east beyond the city and above the sea, a planet so round and | ustrous that nmany
peopl e seeing it on that norning took it as an onen. The weary rider had little faith in onens, as
a rule. But sonmething in which he did have faith rode at his side in a | ong sheath, under his gray
cape. Hal f-consciously he touched the black hilt with a large hand, as if to make sure it was
still there.

When he had cone within half a kiloneter of the city walls, the traveler reined in his nount
slightly, slowing his progress the better to observe a certain gray-clad nman on foot who was
carryi ng what | ooked Iike garden tools, notably a shovel, over his shoulder. This fell ow was

pl oddi ng al ong, coming fromthe direction of the main gate, and evidently bound for the |oop of
road that would take himto the coastal highway headi ng south. On becom ng aware of the nounted
man's i nspection, the man on foot returned his glance and waved, w thout breaking stride, as if to
sone fellow pilgrim

The nounted travel er waved back, without really giving the gesture any thought. Then he faced east
and urged his riding-beast forward once nore.

As the bul ky man on his strong nmount entered the area of practically continuous settlenent just
outside the city walls, he took note of half a dozen columms of snbke, each of a steady thickness,
all together far in excess of what might have been expected from norning kitchens or other comon
activities. These snoke-pl unes, ascending fromunseen sources within the walls, blended at high
altitude into a sooty cloud sneared by the nmorning breeze all across the |ightening eastern sky.
The sight suggested to the traveler that in the city several buildings, perhaps a great many, nust
be burning. I ndeed, the volunme of snobke suggested that no one in Sarykam was naki ng rmuch of an
effort to put the fires out.

The traveler was not particularly worried that the whole city ahead of himwas going to go up in
flames. For one thing, there had been the recent rain to wet things down. For another, he was
famliar with Sarykam and recalled that nost of the buildings inside the walls were constructed
of stone and tile. Athird and nore fundanental reason for the traveler's equaninty was that he
personally did not really care whether or not the city and everyone in it nmight be burned to

ci nders.

Steadily he pushed on, approaching the nain inland gate of the Tasaval tan capital

Just before he reached that tall portal the visitor turned once nore, frowning, to | ook after that
ot her supposed pilgrimthere had been sonething odd about that nman and his tool s-but the road
behi nd was enpty now.

Wth a shrug the nounted man proceeded about his business.

Wien the mounted travel er's nethodi cal pace had brought himright up to the nain gate where the
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hi gh road went through the walls, he paused again to | ook the situation over. The gate, as a rule
alertly guarded, now stood w de open, and there were no | ookouts visible on the high city walls.
These were om nous signs, even on such a superficially peaceful norning as this.

Even as the traveler sat in his saddle watching, there emerged fromthe gate a very young man
wearing only a nightshirt, tall and thin to the point of fragility, |ooking both distressed and
dazed. Blood that seened to have run down froma recent untended scalp injury was drying on his
forehead. This youth canme wandering out of the open gate and al ong the high road for a couple of
dozen paces, then off the road into an adjoining ditch. There he stood, staring at nothing,

pul ling thoughtfully at his lower lip |like a scholar trying to renenber the answers to a test.
When the mounted traveler hailed him the tall youth did not respond.

Well, thought the man in the saddle to hinself, | certainly cannot say that | have not been
war ned.

But he had business here. He was not about to be turned back by warnings so indirect and
i mper sonal as these

Again the mounted traveler noved on slowy. By listening carefully he could hear, coming from
somewhere inside the gate, a distant roaring, as of a crowd or nob, acting at |least roughly in
uni son. The traveler's riding-beast, which seened to be listening too, pawed the stones of the
road and snorted.

Taki ng i nto account the several indications he had now been given, the observer decided that
sonet hing in Sarykam was seriously am ss. He felt no great surprise at the discovery.

And now, even as the visitor watched fromhis saddl e, he observed a new banner, of gold and bl ack
bei ng hoi sted on the watchtower beside the gate, replacing the accustomed blue and green of
Tasavalta. The latter banner was now hurled rudely to the ground by soldiers-if they were sol diers-
of ragtag appearance, at |least half out of uniform

The observer thought the new enblemis stripes were sonewhat uneven, as if the flag had been
hastily sewn together. And |ooking in through the open gate he was able to catch a glinpse of
anot her such flag going up on the tallest mast of the towering palace, well in beyond the walls.

The rider nodded; it was a brisk and private gesture of satisfaction, that of a man having a
prediction confirnmed. In the hues of the new banner he recognized the livery colors of the Dark
Ki ng.

Whenever the traveler's gray cape noved aside a little on the left, the sword at his wai st once
nmore becane visible. Harder to nmake out was the fact that this was no ordi nary weapon, but a
Sword, the Sword of Chance.

Before definitely deciding on his next nove he partially drew Coi nspi nner and consulted the Sword,
maki ng the ponmel point one way and then another, observing a vibration in the bl ade and feeling
it through the black hilt.

Then briskly he dug heels into the ribs of his tired nount, and once nore confidently rode
forward, straight in through the main gate.

As the journeying rider entered the city the indications became even nore obvious that here
remar kabl e and vi ol ent events had very recently taken pl ace.

At frequent intervals Coinspinner's wearer guardedly drew, or half-drew, the weapon. Each time the
Sword cl eared enough of the sheath to allow the owner to feel the surge of magical power,

i ndicating to himwhich turning he should take next. The course thus mapped by Coi nspi nner was
about as straight as the streets would allow, and took himin the direction of the pal ace.

Fromtinme to tinme during the intervals when he was not actually consulting the Sword, its owner
repeatedly | ooked down at the black hilt, or felt for it to nake sure that it was still there.
Each time he was reassured; but with the Sword of Chance, one could never be really certain from
one nonment to the next where in the world it was going to be.
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Coi nspi nner, uni quely anong the Twel ve, had al ways been fundanmentally its own master. Foll ow ng
its usual pattern of noving itself about nysteriously, magically, the Sword of Chance had some
nmont hs ago cone into the hands of the adventurer Baron Am ntor

Havi ng anpl e experience with the Swords, enough to trust their powers inmplicitly when Fate granted
himthe privilege of doing so, Am ntor had been overjoyed at his good fortune. He had wasted no
mental effort or energy trying to account for such a bl essing, but had foll owed Coi nspi nner

ent husi astically.

Firmin his expectation that Coinspinner would continue to provide good |uck, Am ntor now
continued to foll ow the Sword's gui dance through the maze of streets. It was leading himin the
general direction of the pal ace.

The sky over Sarykam had changed again, getting past the stage of dawn, assunming now the colorless
gl ow of very early daylight. The sun was still obscured in fog, sonmewhere above the eastern sea.
The streets of the capital were quiet at the nmoment, but the visitor decided that this hush nust
have been a very recent devel opnent. A brace of dead bodies |ying unattended in the middle of the
thoroughfare testified with silent el oquence to an exciting night just past.

The travel er was not one to be dismayed by a few dead bodi es; no stranger, he, to either war or
civil tumult. And at present he felt confortably well arned. Alertly he allowed his Sword to guide
himforward. H s riding-beast, also a veteran canpaigner, pricked up its ears as it stepped past
the bodi es, but the aninal betrayed no great excitement either.

As the bulky man in pilgrimgray continued along one of the main streets, still being guided by
his Sword in the general direction of the palace, the signs of recent disturbance and viol ence
were multiplied. In the distance many voi ces were chanting sonething. They were human voices, he
felt quite sure, not the utterance of beasts or denons, but he could not nmake out the words. The
Baron saw no reason to assune that all the violence was over-quite the opposite-but he had al ways
been ready to accept a reasonabl e anount of risk when he thought there was al so a good chance that
a profit of sonme kind could be nade.

He rode past several nore dead bodies lying in the street, and another hangi ng hal fway out of a
second-story wi ndow. Here was a buil di ng upon whose sides someone had scraw ed, in red paint that
was still fresh, gigantic words. These m ght have been in sone way hel pful to the seeker after
know edge, but unfortunately the building had coll apsed soon after being thus decorated-in fact it
appeared to have been flattened by sone superhuman power, whi ch was perhaps the fact-reducing the
messages to gibberish. No way for anyone to read those fractured, crunbled sl ogans now

Anmintor's nethodical, Sword-guided advance was now bringing himvery near to the nain plaza and
the pal ace. He detoured, wi thout stopping, closely around a building that was burning fiercely,
whil e a handful of people with buckets nade an effort, only desultory, to wet down the nei ghboring
structures.

But the fire had not drawn a crowd. It was attracting no nore attention than did the bodies of the
victims of violence. Plainly, on this strange norning the majority of the good citizens of Sarykam
presunably a nmajority still survived- had little thought or enotion to spare for the death and
destruction which had been wought anong them overnight. Looking into the glittering eyes of sone
of the survivors, the visitor thought that another and transcendent excitenent consumned their

m nds and spirits.

At |l east half of the people he had seen so far, living and dead, were still in night-dress, and
one or two stark naked, with no one paying nuch attention. A number of other folk, the traveler
noted, had hastily inprovised a livery of black and gold for thenselves to wear. Many had been

mar ked by the night's festivities with soot and ashes, and sone with blood. Not just your city
riff-raff either. To judge by their generally well-fed appearance and neat barbering, they m ght
have been until very recently anong the city's npbst prosperous and reasonabl e i nhabitants. Now t he
good burghers marched and chanted, even while sonme of their houses stood freshly ruined and ot hers
wer e burning down before their eyes. Folk of the Blue Tenple (although the Blue Tenple had only a
very nodest foothold in this city), the Red Tenple, and the Wite, were all behaving
uncharacteristically.
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On one streetcorner stood a group of a dozen people singing, or trying to sing. The syllables they
were chanting so hoarsely rang plainly in the visitor's ears. They nade up a man's nane and title,
and they, like the livery of gold and bl ack, belonged to an individual he recognized. Nay, one he
t hought he knew quite well.

Hand on his Sword-hilt, his own eyes now glittering with hopeful anbition, Am ntor advanced. Now
the pal ace was only two bl ocks ahead.

He had been less than half an hour in the city, but that was nore time than the Baron needed to
realize that in his long and far fromsheltered life he had several times before seen conduct very
simlar to that now being displayed by the citizens of Sarykam These peopl e around him engagi ng
i n such uncommon behavi or, rem nded himless of drug-overdosed devotees of the Red Tenple than
they did of folk fresh-caught by the M ndsword' s spell

A loud shout nmade the new arrival turn his head. He reined in his nmount when he discovered that
the cry had been directed at him A group of six or eight young people, nounted upon a notley

coll ection of |oadbeasts and riding-beasts, was trotting toward himdown a side street. Al were
wearing arnbands of gold and bl ack. The stocky youth who rode at the head of this snall armed band
now shout ed anot her chall enge at Am ntor

As they canme up to him the | eader declared in a |loud, raucous voice that they were seizing
Anintor's riding-beast.

"Qur glorious new King, Vilkata, will have need of many servants and many sol diers, of cavalry and
messengers! " As he reached out to take the reins fromAnm ntor, the stout youth glared at the
visitor as if daring himto dispute the fact.

For just a nonment as the Baron considered this demand, his broad, lined face was utterly bl ank of
any expression. But an instant later he was smling broadly as he swng hinself down fromthe
saddle. Wth a gesture at once proud and conmandi ng he handed over the reins to his chall enger
maki ng the donation into a personal acconplishnent.

In the circunstances Ami ntor was perfectly ready to abandon his tired riding-beast-1let soneone
el se feed the animal and care for it. He was confident that Coinspinner would find anot her nount
for hi mwhenever one was needed.

The Baron wal ked with a noderate |inp, noticeable as soon as he alighted fromhis nount.

The little band of youths, a couple of themgirls, all their faces slack, sat blinking down at him
fromtheir saddl es or bareback nounts. Cbviously they had been put sonewhat off bal ance by the
apparent enthusiasmof Amintor's conpliance. It was equally obvious that they remai ned suspici ous
of this stranger, and that they wanted to be sure of his conplete devotion to their great and
glorious |leader, the rightful ruler of the entire world, Vilkata the Dark King.

Certainly no doubt remained in the Baron's m nd about the identity of the man who nust have
descended on this city during the night, bearing the drawn M ndsword and thus creating his own
apot heosi s.

Vil kata. Yes, indeed.

Anintor, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, renenbered a great deal of that potentate's |ong history.
The nost recent highlight in that saga had been Vil kata's magi cal bani shnment, along with a flock
of his denons, about two years ago, fromthis very netropolis. Since that tine, as far as the
Baron was aware, the world had heard nothing fromthe Dark King.

But now ... yes indeed, the Dark King' s denons. Anintor thought that he could snell themin the
air. Vilkata always had denbns with him

Wil e the fanatical youths were nmuttering anong thensel ves, trying to decide what they ought to
demand of himnext, the Baron | ooked around the sky apprehensively.

He was recalled fromthis concentration on what he considered nore serious matters by a fresh
chal l enge fromthe stocky youth, who now sat holding the reins of Amintor's riding-beast as if
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uncertain what to do with them
The Baron glowered at him "Wat did you say?"
"We insist upon an oath of loyalty," the youth repeated grimy.

It was Amintor's turn to blink. But then he | aughed. "An oath? Wy not? Have you a formula
devised, or would you like nme to create one for the purpose?"

Thi s provoked open disagreenent anong the sel f-appointed committee of confornmty.

The Baron |l et themargue for a time anong thensel ves. Then, interrupting further fervent, quasi-
religious babble, he inquired of themfirmy: "And just where, at this nonent, is that flaw ess
divinity, the Dark King we all adore?"

None of the young enthusiasts seenmed to detect the nockery in their elder's tone. They | ooked at
one other with hel pl ess expressions; it seened that no one in the small group had any real idea of
where their divine | eader could be found, or what he night be doing.

One of the band finally suggested, hunbly, that their great Master m ght be in the pal ace.

Amintor, casting a wary glance in the direction of that tall building, nade a face of disgust upon
noting that Vilkata's bodyguard of denpons were at least intermittently in evidence. Half a dozen
or so of their half-material shapes could be seen flitting in and out of the upper w ndows. He
deci ded that he would rather not go there just now unless the Sword of Chance advised himto do
So.

Yet again he drew and tried his Swmord, half expecting the magic of the gods to warn himto nove in
the opposite direction fromthe pal ace; but Coi nspinner was quiet in his grip. Doubtless, Amntor
t hought, the denons were relatively harm ess just now After a few buildings had been flattened in
sheer denoni ¢ exuberance, and sone key prisoners taken if that proved possible, the M ndsword's
hol der had doubtl ess given orders that his new and soon-to-be-useful human subjects and ot her
property were not to be nol ested.

A new clanor jarred himfromhis private thoughts. Now several of the little band of youths, their
faces alight with sudden inspiration, were daring to demand of him his Sword-now that he had
called their attention to it.

Again, the Baron's mnd had been el sewhere, and he had to ask for the demand to be repeated.
"What ?"

"l said, that looks |like a good sword you have there. Hand it over, in the nanme of the Most Hi gh
Ki ng."

The Baron favored with a mrthless snmle the one who nade this demand. "No, nmy Sword you will have
to take fromnme by force."” Doubting that any of this slack-jawed crew had yet recogni zed the true
nature of his weapon, he added: "But in fairness | warn you, nmaking any such attenpt would be a
serious m stake."

Only one persisted in demandi ng that he give up the Sword. And Coi nspinner, working nore silently
than dice, sawto it that the offender was punished for his tenerity wi thout any effort on
Anrintor's part. A |l oose stone bigger than a fist came tunbling fromthe parapet of a half-ruined
building to strike the fellow s head a gl ancing blow, and bang his shoul der. When he lurched in
his saddle and cried out, his riding-beast reared up and threw himto the street.

Di sregardi ng this warning-or perhaps unaware of cause and effect-the stout youth, utterly intent
and sincere in his fanaticism persisted in his attenpt to challenge Amintor. At this the old man
bol dly clai med acquai ntance, even hinted at strong friendship, with these people's new god.

"I enjoy already the privilege of acquaintance with the magnificent, the, the indescribabl e- how
shall | put it?-the ineffable Vilkata."

A claimso bold caused the last challenger's conmpanions to withdraw a little fromhim | ooking
wor ri ed.
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Anintor in a firmvoice dared them if they really doubted he knew Vil kata, to put the matter to
the test.

That overawed, even if it did not entirely satisfy, the last fanatic. The Baron knew that if they
were really convinced he was a danger, a nenace to their new god, they would have fought hi m and
his magic Sword to the death, to the last man or wonan; and in that event Ami ntor had no doubt
that, despite the odds and his advanci ng age, Coinspinner would see to it that he was stil
unscr at ched when none of the others were still on their feet.

But in the end matters did not cone to that. The Baron's argunents, as usual, proved convincing.
Presently the little band noved on and allowed Anintor to do the sane.

As soon as he was free to nove about again w thout harassment, the Baron's own deneanor changed,
with a facility worthy of a skilled diplomat.

For the next half hour or a little nore-while the sun finally cleared its high eastern horizon of
oceani ¢ fogbanks, to glare down pitilessly upon the wounded capital and its dead bodi es- Am nt or
wandered the city. When he thought hinself about to be once nore chall enged as a stranger, he went
into an act, contorting his face and waving his arns |like one in ecstasy, pretending to be
enthralled like the nost ardent of those he beheld around him

Slow y, traversing a zigzag course through several nearby streets, he conpleted an entire circuit
of the palace and its grounds. The uneven new flag of black and gold hung linply fromthe highest
tower. The great stone edifice itself, nowplainly visible fromevery angl e, appeared to have
suffered nore fromthe attack than nost of the rest of the city. Baron Ami ntor could see where
sone of the bars protecting the | ower wi ndows had been torn aside. Structural damage was apparent,
a forcible entry had been nade upon one of the higher levels, as by sonething that could fly and
was heroically destructive.

He smiled thinly, wondering if any of the royal folk inside had survived the night to becone the
Dark King's prisoners. Watever el se was happening, there would be real satisfaction in seeing the
proud rulers of this [and brought I ow.

At this point Am ntor observed sonme of the first gatherings of Vilkata's hostages, a ragged
formation of a few score folk, largely wonmen and children, being rounded up by a denon and herded,
shuffling and linping, toward the pal ace.

It was obvious that a sizable mnority of the group were converts, for they were going willingly,
in fact were earnestly singing sone inprovised hymm in praise of their transcendent Master, even
as they flinched, averting their faces fromthe stalking figure of the demon who had themin his
charge. The majority were hel pl ess captives, herded by denmons and by stern convert guards.

The Baron stood notionless, watching the ragged little procession out of sight. He wondered for
preci sely what purpose these Tasavaltans had been conscripted. Not for |abor, for there were nany
poor specinens anong them and a number of powerful denons available if Vilkata wanted heavy work
acconplished. It would seemthat he wanted hostages.

And now there was no doubt that denon-snell, far nore psychic than physical, hung in the air.
Amintor sniffed, and shivered.

Denons apl enty, but no great nunber of human soldiers. In fact the visitor could see none at al
but Sword-converts of passionate but precarious |oyalty.

Qpportunity waited in this city, Amintor was nore than ever convinced of that-Coinspinner woul d
not have led himhere for nothing. He would have a lot to offer in a partnership with the Dark
King. And Vilkata, if his power here was to have any permanence, woul d soon have to base it upon
sonet hing nmore than nagi ¢ and denons.

ELEVEN

AS the sun burned its way through the last of the norning s high fog, Am ntor wandered rather
aimessly about the city, getting no clear direction from Coi nspinner, renmaining in sight of the
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pal ace but not approaching it closely. He told hinself that his Sword's seening indifference, the
fact that it was giving himno advice and arrangi ng no nmeani ngful chance encounters, sinply neant
that he was in the right place. All he needed to do for the tine being was wait.

H s saddl ebags had gone with his riding-beast, but at the nonent he had no need for any of their
nmeager contents. Wien a need for anything arose, Coinspinner woul d provide.

Presently, feeling somewhat tired and hungry after his long ride, Amintor seated hinself on a
bench, hailed a street vendor whose enterprise had not been totally discouraged by recent events,
and ordered sone breakfast: hot tea, fried bread, and broiled fish, the latter fresh-caught here
in this seaport.

The vendor's pushcart shop-on-wheels was not the only business establishment now open. There were
increasing signs that at least an imtation of normal economic activity was getting under way.

Al so the Baron observed that an inprovised body-wagon was begi nning to make the rounds, staffed by
whi t e-robed acol ytes of Ardneh-it would be interesting to see what the Dark King tried to do with
the Wiite Tenpl e- picking up the casualties of the hours just past. A Red Tenple, a tall, narrow
brick building with hedonistic statues withing and posturing across its facade, was al so anong
the first businesses to open, the click and whirr of gam ng wheels starting to sound fromi nside
the main roomon the ground fl oor

Al inall, the city was now giving an inpression of starting to cone awake fromits nightnmare, of
pulling itself together- to sone extent. Not that conditions were back to normal, or anywhere
close to that. Still, the Baron saw many people putting asi de weapons, begi nni ng what nust be

their daily routines, despite the glazed and wary look in their eyes. Probably, thought Anintor
observing carefully, sone who were not really M ndsword-converts were pretending that they were,
thinking thus to protect thensel ves against attack. And perhaps real converts were playing the
gane the other way, as agents provocateurs.

Hundreds, it seened, were discarding and burning garnents and flags of blue and green, making up
new ones out of black cloth and any yellow fabric that m ght pass for gold.

Still other folk, as if exhausted by noisy denonstration or activities still nore energetic, sat
quietly now, their hands and garnents sonetimes snmeared with bl ood, their faces nunb and bl ank, as
if they m ght be considering the inner neaning of their |ives.

The Baron, while nmunching on his bread and broiled fish, nade use of his tine to do sone

t hought ful considering of his own. Loonming |large was the fact that he hinself had been in the city
for a couple of hours now but was still unbewi tched. The nost |ikely explanation of that, of
course, was that the M ndsword's influence had only passed over these people and noved on

el sewhere; Skulltw ster was no | onger on the scene, or at |east no |onger drawn and active.

Anot her possi bl e expl anati on, one Amintor considered nmuch nore unlikely, was that he was bei ng
i ndividually protected by sone nmagic of a potency equal to that of Shield-breaker-if any such
equality could be inmgined.

Had Coi nspi nner sonehow, wi thout his know edge, obtained for himinmunity to Skulltw ster? The
Baron shook his head. He thought the chance of that extrenely renpote, though he could not rule it
out absolutely. In general the Sword of Chance provided protection by keeping its possessor away
from danger. Coi nspi nner had brought himhere to Sarykam and so here he ought to stand in no
great peril.

The t hought of Shiel dbreaker remi nded Amintor that the Sword of Force was, or had been, generally
thought to be in Sarykam under the control of Prince Mark. Well, if so, the Prince had obviously
not been able to get his hands on it in tine to save his city. If several Swords had really been
kept here in the palace arnory, as was popularly believed, a successful surprise attack night have
captured one or nmore of them

The Baron's thoughts drifted. What he had al ways wanted, really wanted in his heart of hearts, was
the chance to be a general-better yet, a field marshal; to command a victorious human arnmy, to win
or at least have a fighting chance of winning the great game of power, the struggle in which for
forty years all the Swords had played such a central part.
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And over the past several nonths the Sword of Chance, coning suddenly into his possession like an
answer to his prayers-not that he had really offered any prayers-had allowed himto realize his
dream at least as far as fornming the arnmy he had want ed.

As for being able to lead his army into battle, well, he supposed that w sh woul d be granted him
in the Sword's good tinme

It occurred to the watching Baron that other travel ers nust be approaching the city this norning,
as on any other norning, and that a few of these, at |least those with the strongest reasons for
doi ng so, nust be actually entering, despite all the obvious signs of disaster

In fact he was soon able to observe sone of these, who with evident trepidation were naking their
way to a place near the central square. The Baron watched with nmeasured interest as at that point
they came to grief through not being quick enough to enulate the fanatici sm by which they now
found thensel ves surrounded.

Anintor's natural disinclination to interfere with whatever was happening to the victins was not
di sturbed by any counsel of his Sword. Coinspinner lay inert at his side.

Si pping tea fromthe vendor's cracked nug and trying to better understand the situation, the Baron
made an effort to nentally reconstruct last night's events here in the capital. It seenmed to him
that Vilkata, armed with the M ndsword and doubtl| ess acconpani ed by his usual swarm of denons,

must have | aunched his sneak attack upon Sarykam no nore than a few hours ago. Then the Dark King,
havi ng qui ckly secured the pal ace and achi eved his own apotheosis in the hearts of a key segment
of the popul ation, nust have given orders to take hostages. Having taken that precaution he had

hi nsel f noved on, no doubt in pursuit of Mark or other enem es. And, of course, Vilkata would have
taken Skulltwi ster with him

It seened |ikely that the conqueror would be returning to his conquered city fairly soon

Certainly the Dark King knew as well as anyone how i npermanent were the M ndsword's spells; unless
they were renewed every couple of days, Vilkata would stand in serious danger of losing his grip
upon the capital

Wth these facts in mnd, Amintor |ooked up at the skies, frowning, alert for the sight of denpn
or griffin with the Dark King on its back, the rider with a gleam ng, cheering Sword i n hand.
Skul | twi ster bothered him The Baron was ready to accept risks, even high risks sonetines, but he
had a chronic terror of falling under the Mndsword's spell. Oten enough he had seen what that
weapon did to others.

He turned his head sharply to study a new di sturbance at ground | evel. Here came another little
nmob of chanting fanatics, marching down the street right past his bench. The Baron stared back at
themcoldly as they went by. He shivered slightly, and felt for the reassuring black hilt at his
si de.

Vel 1, he supposed he could continue to rely on his own Sword for indirect protection-and for nore
than that. Coin- spinner had guided himto Sarykam and he thought it nust have done so to help
hi m achi eve nore than nere survival

Everything the Baron knew about the Sword of Chance suggested to himthat opportunity for great
gai n or advancenent, perhaps of several kinds, abounded here in this conquered city. Now, if only
he coul d determ ne how best to take advantage of the occasion ....

But naturally Coi nspi nner would show himhow, if he only gave it the chance.

Anmintor started to sip his tea again, then inmpulsively threw half a cup of the vile stuff away.
Getting to his feet, he |inped about again. He felt it was tine to be noving.

Several tines in the space of the next half hour he consulted his Sword, trying to attract as
little attention as possible in the process. Each tinme he frowned at the negative result and
strolled on. In his own perception he was doing little nore than killing tinme; but as far as he
could tell, the Sword of Fortune, giving himonly slight indications or none at all, was advising
himto continue.
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An hour or so after breakfasting, the Baron was sitting in a sidewal k shop, inbibing still nore
hot tea-this of slightly better quality-and waiting for opportunity to present itself. The state
of keyed-up alertness in which he had entered the city had | ong since faded; nature was asserting
hersel f, and he was beginning to get sleepy, having been in the saddl e nost of the night. The tea
at least was helping himto keep his eyelids open.

Then abruptly Amintor was jarred to full wakeful ness. The voices around hi m had suddenly taken on
a new tone. He becane aware of an accel erated swarming and gathering in the streets, a concerted

nmovenent finally involving thousands of people, all converging upon the central square before the
pal ace. The normal business of the day, tentatively begun, was once nore being put aside.

Ami ntor reacted decisively, getting swiftly to his feet and noving with the crowmd. Proceeding at a
fast |linp, sonetines al nost runni ng, he wondered whet her he should draw his Sword again. But he
deci ded that was unnecessary for the noment, as Coinspinner had certainly brought himhere. He

al l oned hinself to be carried al ong.

The stream of people in which he noved joined other streans, fromother streets, all eddying in a
great pool across the central plaza. The Baron drew in his breath sharply upon recognizing,
despite the distance, the virtually unnistakable figure of the Dark King. The tall, blind al bino
had conme out on one of the second- or third-1evel bal conies on the high palace of gray stone.
There was the usual half-visible blurring of denonic presence in a small cloud above the wi zard's
head, and Am ntor thought-though it was difficult to be sure at that distance-that he coul d see
smal | bandages in several places on Vilkata's body.

Rapidly the enthusiastic crowd-if Amintor's private cal cul ations regardi ng the nunmber of converts
were correct, the throng nmust be heavily augnented by folk only pretending to be converts-pressed
forward, gathering as closely as possible underneath the bal cony. There were thousands or tens of
t housands of people now, |ooking up with evident awe and worship. Wen Vilkata's distant figure
gestured that they should be still, they fell for the nbst part into reverent silence.

Amintor, cheering and falling silent in tune with those around him felt somewhat uneasy, despite
his own firmgrip on the hilt of the Sword of Chance. He considered prudently working his way back
through the crowd to the far side of the square; but surely the M ndsword's power, if it should be
drawn, woul d extend that far

He took sonme confort fromthe fact at the nonent neither of Vilkata's pal e hands were hol di ng any
Sword, though there might well be one sheathed at the nan's side.

Vi | kata soon began an oration, of which Amintor could hear no nore than a few i sol ated words
because of the fresh outbreak of screanming the speech provoked anong the nmultitude-until the

peopl e's god once again, nore sternly this time, comanded sil ence. Once he was perceived as being
serious on that point, a deathlike hush fell over the assenbl age.

Wth relative quiet established, Vilkata in his snooth, deep voice at first conplinented the nass
of his followers on the zeal they had so recently displayed in hunting down and killing anyone
suspected of still adhering to the cause of the old royal famly. But in the next breath the Dark
Ki ng sounded a different note, saying that the time for such random sl aughter had now passed- al
the citizens of Sarykam were to be consi dered val uable assets in his cause, except, of course, for
any unregenerate scoundrels who proved unwilling to serve.

Turning fromside to side upon his bal cony, waving both arms to acknow edge the renewed cheering
of his worshippers, Vilkata fromtime to tine revealed the dark hilt of a Sword at his side

Now t he speaker let his hand rest on that dark hilt. The crowd roared anew. Am ntor, watching,
nervously continued to assune that this was the M ndsword.

The Baron knew a chill of fear. If he should draw Skull-tw ster again right now, I'mlost...

But Coi nspi nner, by whatever neans, was evidently still doing an adequate job of |ooking after its
owner; or else sone other trenendous power was on the Baron's side. For though Vilkata' s hand
stayed resting on the dark hilt, he did not draw his Bl ade.

The Baron, forcing hinmself to relax again, mused that Coin-spinner mght very well have brought
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himhere for the very purpose of becoming the Dark King's partner; what he had told the fanatics
earlier had contained nore than a grain of truth. The two men had in fact worked together in the
past .

And the Sword of Chance seened to confirmthis idea as soon as Anintor tested it. The nagic-I|aden
tip of Coinspinner twitched decisively in the direction of Vilkata on his distant bal cony.

Granted this seening encouragenent, trying to put thoughts of Skulltw ster out of his nind
Ani ntor began to use his bulk to work his way in that direction.

Meanwhi l e Vil kata, even as he stood | ooki ng out over the adoring throng, found hinself obsessed by
the idea that every one of these folk now offering himsuch frenzied adoration would very shortly
be starting to cone out of the Mndsword-fog. A few of themand the thought was enough to give him
chills-mght be already faking their devotion. The very first defections, he surnmised, had
occurred already. They woul d have begun within a few hours of Skulltw ster's snmashing, an event
now some ei ght hours in the past.

Per haps the nost urgent problemthat he faced was that there were very few humans whom he coul d
even begin to trust on any basis other than enslavenent-and, at the nonent, none of those people
were within a hundred kil oneters. Denbns were useful in nmany ways, sonetinmes inval uable, but that
race certainly had its limtations.

The Baron, having managed to consult his own Sword once again as he kept pushing his way through
the crowd-his actions with that form dabl e weapon earned hima few suspicious | ooks from people
around hi mpersevered in his bold effort to approach the Dark King.

The closer Anmintor got to the bal cony, the nore his progress was disputed. Trying to el bow one's
way t hrough a throng of jeal ous worshi ppers was inherently dangerous. A nurnur went up, then an

outcry, at last enough of a disturbance to attract the attention of the Eyel ess One upon his

bal cony. The Baron gestured with his free hand, and called out. A guardian denon, watchful, cane
buzzi ng overhead.

Vil kata's denonic vision was evidently acute, for a nonent |ater he had recogni zed Anintor and was
shouting orders for the crowd to nake way; and once the Master's will was nmade known to the crowd,
they instantly conplied. Very quickly the Baron was pushed and drawn into the pal ace, then, after

some further delay marked by argunments anong converts, he was conducted to Vilkata's side.

It was unnecessary for Amintor to clinb all the way to the balcony, for Vilkata in his eagerness
had cone down fromit to neet himin an intermediate room On first coming into each other's
presence, the two nen hail ed and greeted each other warily, though with considerable show of good
fellowship and enthusi asm

Vil kata at once felt confident that Am ntor was not under the M ndsword's influence; certainly the
Baron's manner, while respectful, was vastly different fromthe adoring attitude of those by whom
the two men were surrounded.

The Baron, as if he could deduce what thoughts were running through the Dark King's nmind, stated
the fact explicitly. "I amhere by nmy own decision, Mjesty."

"I amglad to hear it ... sonme years have passed since we have seen each other. You | ook healthy
and prosperous. "

"I ndeed, too many years, Your Majesty."

Vil kata's eyel ess gaze fell to the black hilt at the other's side, which Amintor was making no
effort to conceal. "What brings you to Tasavalta, and to this city, Baron, at this auspicious
tinme?"

"Wth your perm ssion?" Anmintor-taking care to move his hand very slowy and cautiously-drew
Coi nspi nner, just enough to let the Eyel ess One have a good | ook at the hilt.

The pal e brows above the enpty sockets rose. "Aha! So the Sword of Chance has counsel ed you to
cone this way-l take it that your arrival in the city was quite recent?"
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"Shortly before dawn, Majesty.” Amintor was wincing involuntarily, making a not entirely
successful effort to ignore the close proxinity of the Dark King's denons.

The Dark King smled in anusenment, then scow ed fiercely. "Do they bother you, nmy little pets? Hey
there, Arridu, Pitnedden-all the rest of you-stand back a little! Gve this, nmy partner, roomto
br eat he. "

At once the noi sone cloud of denons, their |oom ng presence, became, gratefully, |ess obtrusive.

Anintor raised a not conpletely steady hand to wi pe his forehead. "My thanks," he said sincerely,
"and my apol ogi es for any inconveni ence. But such creatures inevitably make ne feel a little
sickish." He did not nention the other side of his concern, which was not directly for his own
personal welfare, rather that one of the pets out of sheer exuberant nmalignity would attenpt to
pl ay sone prank upon him and Coi nspinner, active at his side, would sonehow bl ot the foul thing
out of existence in a twi nkling. Wiich woul d not endear the Baron to the Dark King.

Vi | kata shrugged, dism ssing the subject of his pets and guardi ans. He stood waiting, evidently
consi deri ng sonething very thoughtfully.

The Baron seized what seened to be an opportunity. "Your Majesty, | have never been one to hide ny
intentions in clouds of rhetoric. Wth all respect, | propose that you and I form a partnership-
you, of course, to be the senior."”

The Dark King did not appear to be at all surprised by the offer. Better, from Am ntor's point of
view, he was inmmedi ately receptive to the plan, spreading his arns wide in a slow gesture, as if
to say: It is acconplished! Not bothering with any coy pretense of reluctance. He confessed that
he stood in need of relatively trustworthy human assi stance.

Not that the Dark King gave the inpression of begging for help. Far fromit. Vilkata's wllingness
to take a partner was surely the confident seizing of an opportunity, not an act of desperation. A
si xth sense warned Amintor that sonething in the situation renai ned unexpl ained. "But, Mjesty, if
you have the M ndsword, surely recruiting people to serve you is no probl enP"

Al'l human onl ookers, prodded by denobns, had withdrawn to a distance of a roomor two. Vil kata,
taking the Baron by the armfamliarly, began to stroll with himalong a marble hallway. Their
boots cl opped al nbst in unison, drawing rich echoes fromthe stone.

The Dark King said quietly: "Since we are partners now, |I'll keep no secrets fromyou. Al as,
have it no |onger.™

"The M ndsword? Ah!" Amintor stopped in his tracks.

"The fact is that no one does.” And Vilkata related in a few terse words the basic facts of his
skirm sh in the arnory-|eaving out, of course, the great fact of the abject terror he had
experi enced.

He concluded: "At this nonent | amin possession of perhaps a thousand enthusiastic human
converts, for a few days nore-perhaps for no |l onger than a few hours, in sonme cases. You know,
Baron, how these things work."

"I ndeed, | have sone passing acquaintance with the effects of all the Swords. And your denobns? To
what degree, if | may ask, will your control of them be altered?"

The Dark King shrugged, then explained that it was not the fact that his denons woul d soon be free
of Skulltwister's spells that worried himthe nost. Vilkata had been dealing with denbns al nost

all of his long life, and he considered hinsel f nagician enough to handl e his present crew, even
wit hout the M ndsword in hand to set the ultinate seal on his authority.

But controlling people was in many ways nore difficult.

Ani nt or nodded. Then he asked: "If Skulltw ster has been smashed, Your Myjesty, then what Sword is
it that you now wear at your side?"
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Vil kata smiled faintly. "Another reason we may hope for ultinmate success.” And he allowed the
Baron to see the small white hamrer on the hilt, and gave sone indication of how he had so
recently cone into possession of Shiel dbreaker

Now Am ntor coul d understand the confi dence.

When sonme minor details of the partnership had been concluded by nmutual agreenent, the Dark King-
naturally confirnmed in his expectation to be senior partner-now in effect getting his hands on
Coi nspi nner, began to consider out |oud whether it might be better to snash it right away.

When the suggestion was nade, Amintor was horrified.

The Dark King yielded the point. He adnmitted that it seened preferable, alnost essential, at this
stage of affairs, to get all the help the Sword of Chance was capable of giving. For one thing, it
could be an invaluable help in finding the other Swords and eventually getting themall out of
circulation. Not to nention Coinspinner's useful ness for other purposes as well-for exanple, in
finally disposing of Prince Mark.

The partners quickly agreed that Coinspinner's first assigned task ought to be tracki ng down
Prince Stephen-or whoever else the lonely warrior in the arnory m ght possibly have been

Anmintor, struck by what he considered inspiration, drew a deep breath and announced that he was
presenting Coi nspinner freely to his new senior partner as a gift. Wth a dramatic gesture he
actual |l y unbuckl ed the swordbelt and held it out.

Vil kata was i medi ately wary of such generosity; the hideously snooth, pale face, eyeless but very
far fromblind, pressed a silent and suspicious query.

The Baron was snoothly reassuring, and disarmingly frank. "In the first place, Your Mjesty, |
could not, even supposing that | wanted to, use this weapon agai nst you, armed as you now are. And
in the second place, the Sword of Chance has been with ne now for many nonths; as you know at
|least as well as |, there's no telling when it mght fly away of its own accord. Therefore it
seens to nme that the best use | can make of it right nowis to cement our bargain."

And he handed over the sheathed weapon.

He was right, suspicion had not been allayed. Vilkata, reaching out as if to accept the great
gift, gave it only a synbolic touch, then pushed the Sword of Chance right back to the giver

Bot h partners considered thenselves to be in a position of great strength, arned with
Shi el dbreaker and soon to have available Anmintor's arny, which was still offstage-now Anmi ntor had
to tell his new partner about that asset as well.

Just like the old days, Vilkata conmented, smiling. Ami ntor agreed. The old days when they had
soneti nes wor ked toget her.

Nei t her man chose to rem nd the other that in the old days the relationship had soneti nes been far
from snoot h.

TWELVE

THE partnership agreenent was soon concluded with a formal oath, a vow of nutual |oyalty rather
hastily and mechanically recited by both parties, and sol emized by the sacrifice of the snal
child of a servant, willingly donated by its convert parent. The formalities being thus concl uded,
the Dark King called his new colleague into a private conference, inviting himto breakfast on the
| east damaged of the palace's rooftop terraces. The Baron, still faintly bel ching the street
vendor's fried bread and broiled fish, accepted automatically.

No nore than half an hour after Ami ntor had entered the palace, the two nen, quite al one except
for the ubiquitous denon Pitnedden, were confortably seated under a sunmery arbor of grapevines,
on an architectural elevation which gave thema view of the ocean beyond the red rooftops of
Sarykam |t seenmed plain now that the surrounding city was not going to burn after all, in any
whol esal e way, though here and there a dininishing colum of snoke still rose from anong the
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The Dark King gave orders to his guardi an denons, and to his new hunan ai des, that he and his new
col  eague were not to be disturbed at their conference, save for the npbst serious emergency.

Vil kata had al so seen to it that the convert servants waiting on table were nmagically rendered
deaf, in a selective fashion, that they m ght hear table orders and yet |earn nothing of
i mportance-just in case they survived | ong enough to be deconvert ed.

These details out of the way, Vilkata settled hinself in his chair at the head of the table. "Now,
Baron. Tell nme about this arnmy you claimto have. Were is it now, and how strong?"

"No nere claim Majesty." Armintor began to explain in circunstantial detail about the current

di sposition of his forces, just where and how his people were encanped, in certain well-watered
meadows not far outside the borders of Tasavalta. There were sone five thousand fighting nen, plus
auxi | i ary magi ci ans, and several hundred flying reptiles of diverse sizes and subspeci es.

Vil kata did not appear to be entirely convinced. Anmintor was aware that his former associate
cultivated an attitude of rarely approving anything enthusiastically, of never really trusting
anything that he was told. The Dark King said: "Such a force nust have been difficult for any

i ndi vidual, no matter how wealthy and talented, to raise-and it nust be hard to maintain in the
field."

"Ch, quite inpossible, Your Majesty-except for this." And the Baron tapped the black hilt of
Coi nspi nner, now so luckily restored to his side.

"Of course." The Dark King went on to wax somewhat enthusiastic about all he was going to be able
to achieve, in the way of further conquests, with a reasonably reliable arny at his disposal
"Wth Shiel dbreaker here, and Coi nspinner now as well, | think we may say conservatively that we
have good grounds for optimsm"

"I ndeed we do." And Anmintor raised his fruit juice in something like a toast. Suddenly he had to
struggle to keep fromyawning. He had spent a long night in the saddle, and was now well into what
promised to be a | ong and busy day.

Not that Vilkata was openly discussing all his assets. He continued to keep secret one he

consi dered anong the nost inportant-the A d Wrld spacecraft he had ridden fromthe Mbon and now
had stowed and waiting in a certain cave little nmore than an hour's ride south from Sarykam al ong
t he coast.

Amintor, of course, did not suspect anything of the kind. But in the privacy of his own thoughts
he was congratul ating hinmself on his success in keeping a certain secret of his own.

* * *

Havi ng indul ged briefly in nutual congratul ations, the partners turned urgently to planning.

Vil kata seened to consider seriously the possibility of leaving AmMntor in charge in the city
whil e he hinself took personal comand of the pursuit of Mark's young cub, Prince Stephen. It was
i mportant that the enemy not be allowed to retain Sightblinder.

His junior partner inquired: "This | one opponent you faced down in the arnory-that nust have been
Mark's of fspring Stephen, hey?"

"So it seens."

The two nmen were casting back in their respective nmenories, calculating how old Mark's younger son
must be by now The result was not conplinentary to the Dark King's inmage as a conqueror. "A nere
stripling-you are sure that he's the one?"

Al'l the evidence pointed that way. Karel, still trenbling with a convert's enotions, al nost
weeping, was called in to testify again about the current whereabouts, as far as they were known,
of the nenbers of the Tasavaltan royal famly. Yes, all the avail able evidence indicated that the
Dark King's anonynous opponent in the arnory must have been young Prince Stephen
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Arridu-who was still safely under the Mndsword's influence, the Dark King was sure-was al so
called in for consultation. This tinme, on joining the two nen, the denon took for hinself the
i mage of an elderly and grave enchantress.

Arridu stoutly denied that anyone answering the description of young Prince Stephen had been near
when t he denon picked up Shiel dbreaker. There had been only a few i nconsequential citizens of the
nei ghbor hood-"and, of course, the person of Your d orious Myjesty."

There was a little silence before the Dark King reacted. "You thought | was there? | assure you
was not."

A conpl ete explanation of the powers of Sightblinder, followed by |engthy persuasion, was needed
to convince Arridu that his glorious Master had certainly not been on the scene when the Sword of
Force was capt ured.

The Dark King rubbed his tenples, and said for the fourth time: "I tell you, you did not see ne-
you saw an i nage cast by the Sword of Stealth."

Anintor interrupted to point out that, whatever inages had been seen, Stephen's presence at the
denol i shed house of his grandparents seened to be confirned by the fact that the denon's

bani shment had been effected at that place-only the Enperor's children, and, apparently,
grandchi l dren, could hurl away denons with such authority. And it appeared highly unlikely that
Mar k hi nmsel f had been there.

Anot her problem | oonmed, seening at |east equally as pressing as the search for Sightblinder
Wthin twenty-four hours Amintor, assuming he was still present, would be the only human being
within a hundred kil ometers who was not the Dark King's bitter eneny.

Vil kata, toying with the black hilt of Shieldbreaker at his side, cast a sardonic eye at the
figure of the elder convert standing patiently beside the table. "How soon will you becone ny
eneny again, old Karel? Another three or four hours perhaps, before your faith begins to weaken?
Anot her entire day, before you are conpletely apostate?”

The stout old nman was shaken, hurt, insulted. "Never, Master! | had rather die first. And | refuse
to believe that our people will turn on you, now that it has finally been given to themto know
the truth.”

"Your confidence is touching," the Dark King remarked drily. "See that you do die before you waver-
I will make sure of that-but it occurs to me that | will have another mission for you to
acconplish before your loyalty begins to flag."

In fact, as Amintor now renarked, the two of themand Vilkata's thousand or so converts were

al ready surrounded by swarmni ng enenies-all of Tasavalta who had nanaged to remain out of the

M ndsword's range before that weapon was destroyed. These people would soon recover fromthe
effects of the lightning attack and begin again to be effectively organi zed. Moreover, the great
majority of the converts, however fanatical in the Dark King's cause they m ght be at this nonent,
were, within a matter of a day or so, going to becone his bitterest enemi es of all

After brief discussion King and Baron had to agree that Amintor would al nost certainly find it

i mpossible to hold the city w thout Coinspinner. The Baron's arny was still nore than a hundred
kil ometers away and could not possibly arrive in Sarykam before the najority of the converts

rel apsed. Add to this the difficulty that Am ntor had no skill in the control of denons. If the
Dark King were to proclaimthis man his regent in conmand of Sarykam surely what remai ned of the
city's popul ation, hostages or not, would revolt and rmurder himlong before Anintor's own force
could reach the city.

On the other hand, if Amintor were allowed to keep Coi n-spinner, he would probably succeed at
holding the city or at practically any other task-the Sword of Chance could work mracles of good
| uck. But then Coinspinner would not be available to help run down the escaping Prince.

Arridu or other denmons could not very well be sent in pursuit of Stephen, because Stephen had
al ready denonstrated his power of exiling their kind. O course, if Arridu were given the | oan of

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...%20Swords%208%20-%20Shieldbreakers%20Story.txt (67 of 113) [2/4/03 9:58:54 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%6208%20-%20Shi el dbreskers%20Story .txt

Coi nspi nner for the task, then unlucky things m ght be expected to start happening to Stephen at
once, to arrest his flight or at |east slow himdown.

Vil kata soon canme to one firmdecision: that he hinself had better stay in Sarykam Wth

Shi el dbreaker in hand, and his denons and a | arge nunber of hostages all at his disposal, he felt
confident of being able to maintain his grip upon the capital. Baron Ami ntor would be allowed to
retain the Sword of Chance, and to himwould go the job of running down the Princeling.

Anintor agreed that this was probably the best way to manage things. Privately he was well pleased
with this arrangenent, because it allowed himto keep the Sword of Chance. His intention, as soon
as he shoul d be al one again, was to consult Coinspinner once nore, with an exclusive viewto his
own self-interest.

Still mulling over the problem of how best to achieve his own advantage, the Dark King nibbled
absently at his el aborate breakfast while he continued his conference with the Baron. Meanwhile
the selectively deafened pal ace servants, naturally all converts desperate to please, plied their
god and his new second-in-comand with hot tea, fruit juices, and the finest viands fromthe

pal ace cellars. There was also sone fine wine on the table, but both nen sipped it only sparingly.

When the Baron got to his feet to stretch and stroll about the vine-shaded terrace, he found

hi nsel f overl ooki ng one of the palace courtyards into which the thousand or nore hostages had been
crammed. The mnurnurous voices of these victins rose; Anintor could hear sonme of themstill singing
the hymm to their new god. Well, in a day or two, that at |east was going to change rather
drastically.

Al exits fromthese courtyards had been bl ocked of f-some magi cal provision for sanitation had
probably been nmade- and above each of the enclosed spaces a m nor denopn crouched |ike a stone
gargoyl e, sl eepy-eyed but watchful

Staring at the table before him Vilkata remarked al nost wistfully that this would probably be the
| ast peaceful neal either of themwould be able to enjoy for a while. The burdens of |eadership
were i mrense

"I mrense! " Ami ntor agreed, matching his senior partner's nood.
They toasted each other and their joint enterprise, sipping some of Prince Mark's fine w ne.

During this time old Karel was kept in silent attendance, |ike one of the tabl e-servants-except
that his hearing was left intact.

"What are we to do with this one?" the Baron asked, after a while.

The Eyel ess One snmiled faintly. "Something special, | think-there's no great hurry, we have nany
hours yet before his faith could possibly begin to waver. Perhaps he should go with you on your
search. Wth Coinspinner at your side, that should not take you many hours."

Ani nt or nodded. And yawned. He had been in the saddle all night, and his first breakfast had not
entirely agreed with him He fought agai nst yawning and remarked that he wanted to get a coupl e of
hours' sleep before setting out to hunt the enenmy who seened still to be equipped with
Sightblinder. He was far too experienced a canpai gner not to prepare nethodically, even when tine
was pressing.

"Anyway, there's no great hurry. He'll not be naking very good tine out of the city."
The Dark King | ooked a question

Anintor smiled faintly and tapped the dark hilt of the Sword of Chance.

"Ch. But of course.”

When Vil kata, a nonment later, wanted to know whet her the Baron had yet formed any plans for the
search, Am ntor pushed back his chair fromthe table and drew and consulted his Sword. Coi nspi nner
gave hima northwesterly direction in which to begin his search for Sightblinder and the youth who
was presunably still carrying it.
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Anmi ntor would have liked to consult the Sword on another matter-what direction his arny should
take, on its forthcom ng march to Sarykam but could not think of a way to frame the question so
Coi nspi nner woul d answer it.

Vil kata, when informed of this difficulty, only shrugged. "Actually there are several questions
would like to put to the Sword, but | cannot think of any way to do so." O course, it was

hopel ess to try to obtain gui dance, beyond the indication of sone physical direction, fromthe
Sword of Chance. In that respect the weapon shared largely the same virtues and Iimtations as its
fellow Sword, the | ate | anented Wayfi nder

The Dark King frowned when Am ntor, now yawni ng hel pl essly, repeated his suggestion that he really
ought to get sone rest before starting after Stephen. Still, the fact that Anmintor, no |onger
young, had been up all night could not be ignored.

"l have a better idea," his senior partner stated.

He, Vilkata, would treat his junior partner to a magical stimulus; privately Vilkata thought that
the spell would probably wear the old man out in a few days, but ought to spur his aging body to
two or three days of quasi-youthful vigor

The adm nistration of a powerful wake-up spell was sinple as child's play for a magician of the
Dark King's caliber. The business was conducted with little cerenony, and with no need for
additional sacrifice, right at the breakfast table. Vilkata gave his subject no information about
possible long-termeffects, but Am ntor wondered privately if this stimulation was good for his no-
| onger -yout hful heart.

Whi |l e the conqueror of Sarykam and his new partner continued their business on the pal ace roof,
Prince Stephen was awakeni ng-the feeling was nore |i ke that of regaining consciousness after an

i njury-under a hedge in the garden of Ben of Purkinje's house, the heat of midday sunlight on his
back.

He had not rolled over, indeed he had hardly noved a nmuscle, in the course of his badly-needed
sl eep.

Now, slowly, he did turn over, and presently sat up. Stretching stiffened joints and nuscles, he
| ooked for, and soon found, sonme water to drink-there was a garden fountain still burbling
merrily, as if the peaceful world had not turned upside down.

Cl ose around himbirds sang, and a squirrel clinbed a tree in sumrer foliage. Al though this
grander house, |ike his grandparents' cottage, had been smashed, the world was still here, it

still had peaceful parts, and he was in it. Renenbering last night's events, Stephen felt
confident that the M ndsword nust have been truly destroyed. And as for Shiel dbreaker, perhaps the
eneny really did not have it yet. Maybe in his swelling anger he'd hurled that denbn to a year's
di stance, or two years', as his father had. That woul d at |east give people who were denons'
enemies tinme to prepare.

Casting an eye at the elevation of the sun behind a barrier of |eaves, the young Prince knew a
| esser twinge of guilt for having slept so long, and determined that if possible he would not rest
again until he had reached his parents.

Al so, he was ravenously hungry. He realized now that he hadn't even eaten very nuch yesterday,
during his long work session in the arnory.

St ephen understood it woul d be necessary to provide hinmself with transportation before he went
outside the city walls, and also to acquire sone provisions for the journey.

Trusting in Sightblinder's power, knowing that unless he should run directly into Shiel dbreaker in
the enemy's hands he had little to worry about, the young Prince had no difficulty in noving
freely about the streets to obtain what he needed.

Back in the street, he appropriated a fine riding-beast froma joy-screaning convert who could not
get hinmself out of the saddle quickly enough once Stephen, no doubt perceived as the great Dark
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King hinself, had indicated an interest in the ani mal

After this acquisition-while the forner owner accommodatingly held his new nount for himin the
street-Stephen entered shops untended in the city's chaos, where he hel ped hinself to sone food
and a water-skin. He felt in his pocket for coins to | eave in paynent, realized he had no noney,
and decided that in the circunstances it did not matter. Comi ng out of the |ast shop, he filled
the skin with water at a public fountain.

Meanwhi | e he continued to observe the condition of the city around him and his mnd raced in an

effort to assess the situation clearly. Though still nagged by the m nor physical injuries he had
sustained in his first skirm sh with a denon, the young Prince had been recovering nentally ever

since he had been separated from Shi el dbreaker

St ephen renmenbered fromhis father's teaching that the effect of the M ndsword dissipated only
gradual ly. The young Prince realized that, even if his belief that the M ndsword had been
denol i shed was correct, all of the humans recently brought under its influence would probably
remain in that hideous condition for at least a day, nore likely several days to conme. In sone
cases, where the person was naturally susceptible, the nmadness ni ght persist nmuch | onger or even
becone pernanent.

Renenbering |last night's confrontation in the arnory, he felt sure now that at |east no one need
ever again fear falling under the Mndsword's control. He was sure now that Skull-tw ster was
gone; and what ever el se might happen, he would feel proud to the end of his days that his hand had
dealt the blow of its destruction

Bef ore Stephen could travel nore than a few bl ocks fromthe house of Ben of Purkinje, his riding-
beast pulled up |ane.

Bad | uck, he thought, bad luck. Well, it should be easy enough to obtain another ani nal

As Stephen got down fromthe saddl e, he stepped accidentally upon a pebble in the street, tw sting
his ankl e painfully.

Meanwhi l e, the roof-top conference, where Anmintor sat thinking about Stephen and toying with the
hilt of the Sword of Chance, was not yet over. The two partners still sat at the table, old Kare
standi ng beside them the elder's helpless eye's fixed with an expression of seeming contentnent
upon sonething in the far distance.

Vil kata was saying that it was inperative that Amintor, even before beginning his search for
St ephen, dispatch marching orders to his arny.

"My swiftest denon will convey them | presune you have sone capable w zard in your canp? At | east
one who can hold intelligent converse with a demon wi thout retching or fainting?"

The junior partner assented neekly. "I am served by several who are nore than nerely capabl e,
Maj esty-t hough, of course, none of them approach your stature.”

The Baron went on to assure his partner that his arnmy was waiting for orders, that it was ready to
march, to fight lustily, to conquer, in whatever cause he m ght choose to assign it. The five

t housand or so fighting nmen and nale and fermal e enchanters, and those commandi ng their associ ated
beasts of war, were purely mercenaries.

The need to continue to feed, maintain, and inspire this arny provided a strong argunent that
Anmintor ought to be allowed to retain the Sword of Chance.

A force of only five thousand nmen would be ineffective if scattered around the countryside. Both
men agreed that Amintor's army, or the bulk of it, ought to stay together and march to Sarykam as
qui ckly as it coul d-doubtless it would prove necessary for the nen to fight their way in across
the Tasavaltan frontier. At the nonment there were no |arge Tasavaltan units known to be in
position to block such an invasion, but certainly spirited resistance could be expected,
especially after word reached the frontier patrols of the disaster at Sarykam Therefore the
success of the invasion could not be automatically guarant eed.
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Vil kata spoke of being ready to enploy his denons nore energetically and of devising further
schenes to get as nuch use as possible out of his converts before their useful ness should turn to
treachery. At the proper nonment he woul d dispatch such a ground-air force to join with the

rei nforcenents soon to be approaching in the formof Baron Amintor's arny.

And Ami ntor voiced his approval of Vilkata's gathering thousands of hostages.

Wthin a matter of a few ninutes, the new partners had di spatched a denopni ¢ messenger carrying a
handwitten and personally identified note from Am ntor, conplete with personal token, to the
experi enced officer the Baron had left in command of his five thousand or so nmen when he hinsel f
had gone foll ow ng Coinspi nner off to Sarykam Acknow edgnent of the message coul d be expected
within the hour, if all went well.

Anmintor was gone to prepare for his Sword-hunt. The Dark King, still seated at the table, with
crushed husks of fruit around him turned his eyel ess countenance up to Karel, who still stood by
faithfully. "Well, old man?'

"Sire?"
"Tel | me sonet hing- profound-about the Swords. You are still loyal to nme, for alittle while as
yet, and you know as much or nore than any human about this handiwork of Vulcan. | aminterested

in how you foresee the course of the Geat Gane."

Karel hesitated. Then, gazing into the distance, his voice grown vaguer and softer than ever, he
stated that anyone keeping track of such things nust realize that if this recent rate of Sword-
destruction should persist, the time was fast approaching when a majority of the gods' weapons
woul d have perished fromthe Earth.

Karel noted al so that the bal ance between destroyed and active Swords was now approachi ng the
poi nt of even nunbers. Townsaver, Doongiver, Dragonslicer, \Wayfinder, and the M ndsword all were
gone. But there still endured Stonecutter, Wundheal er, Shiel dbreaker, Coinspinner, Farslayer,
Soul cutter, and Sightblinder to tenpt and afflict humanity.

Vilkata in turn revealed to the hel pless Karel his plan ultinmately to gather all the remaining
Swor ds, acquiring them by one neans or another, one by one, and as soon as possible destroy them
retai ning only Shiel dbreaker, the maxi num weapon, for hinself.

"Destroy themall," the uncle of Princess Kristin nuttered. "Destroy the Swords."

"Yes, old man. | tell you it seens inpossible to inpose true order on the world as long as they
exist."

Vilkata's | ong-range plan, on his return fromthe Mon, had been to do his best to conquer and
rule the world with one Sword-preferably the M ndsword, which he had then possessed. But now, with
a smle of satisfaction, he said to Karel that it was probably just as well things had worked out
as they had. Shiel dbreaker was superior to Skulltw ster. Because, anpng other things, having the
Sword of Force made possible a systematic attenpt to annihilate the rest of the output of Vulcan's
forge.

THI RTEEN

AM NTOR, energi zed by the powerful stay-awake magic so efficiently administered by his senior
partner, paced the alley and yard behind the palace stables in a swift restless |inp, barking
i mpatiently at nearby converts, daming their clunsiness, demanding they bring hima totally
acceptabl e nount-he'd already rejected two riding-beasts as |ooking spiritless. In sone ways the
stay-awake spell had nade the Baron feel twenty years younger, but in other ways he had retained
his age; his joints still ached, and he found himsel f puffing when he began to pace too rapidly.

It was now around midday, the sun as close as it was going to get to overhead, and the Baron had
not slept for approximately twenty-four hours. He could remenber this fact clearly, but the |ack
of sleep seened to carry no nmental or physical inpact. At the noment weariness and rest were anong
the farthest things fromhis mnd
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Forenost in his thoughts at the nmoment was the inpression that the Dark King' s convert and denon
forces, despite their relatively small nunbers, were tightening his grip on the city with fair
efficiency. Fromwhere the Baron paced, he could both see and hear the hundreds of hostages
crammed into one of the seal ed-off courtyards nearby. Mre prison-voices cane floating up out of
the heavily barred ground-Ievel w ndows behi nd which a dungeon had been inprovised. Mre hostages
were constantly being brought in, and Amintor wondered vaguely where Vil kata thought he was goi ng
to put themall.

At this nmonent old Karel, who had been detailed to acconpany Amintor on the hunt for Stephen, cane
stal king out of the palace to talk to the Baron while they both waited for the routine stable
preparations to be conpleted. Amintor was eager to bring Karel with himon the search for Prince
Stephen. Certainly the old wizard, Princess Kristin's uncle, was well acquainted with Prince

St ephen and with the city. Also he probably knew as nuch about Sword-magi c as anyone in the world-
except, of course, the inimtable Master. It would be a pity to waste that know edge. The Baron
thought that in the remaining hours of the old man's life, before Karel's conversion began to wear
off and it becane necessary to dispose of him his help could be inval uable.

Now a fresh sound of hooves echoed sharply fromthe walls of stone enclosing the stable-yard. Wth
glad cries a | ackey announced that the Baron's own ridi ng-beast had just been |ocated, and now it
was being brought back to him

Amintor, a vein swelling in his forehead, waved away this gracious present with an oath, startling
and upsetting the convert who'd hoped ardently to be hel pful to one so exalted as the Master's
partner. The Baron, hand on Swordhilt, shouted to the convert |ackeys that he wanted a fresh
animal, not one already run half to death. Surely the Tasavaltan stables offered a nunber of good
choi ces?

Attendants scurried to satisfy his denands.

Now Am ntor and Karel both flinched, as there came an unwel cone swirling of nauseating presences
about their heads; both were well aware that the Dark King had assigned a pair of denons to
acconpany themon their search. The announced purpose of having the creatures on the search for
Prince Stephen was to provide a swift means of communication with Vil kata; but Am ntor had no
doubt that they were al so under orders to keep an eye on himfor their Master. There appeared to
be no good way for the men to get rid of the unwel cone creatures.

At | east, Am ntor supposed, the foul things ought to be constrained to obey his orders, or nost of
his orders, and he coul d keep them from hangi ng over himlike poison mst. "Take sone
approxi mati on of human form " he snapped.

In a noment the poi sonous-1ooking m st had coal esced i nto shapes of solid appearance. The fou
fi ends now appeared as a rather ugly manservant and his wi fe, standing beside the humans in the
st abl eyard. The Baron was relieved to find that they obeyed him

Now the | ast nenbers of the search party arrived-an escort of human converts arnmed nundanely.
These were a squad of regular Tasavaltan sol diers, augnented by a few civilian volunteers. Munts
were soon provided in sufficient nunber- even for the denons, though they certainly could have
kept up on foot-and all was at l|last in readiness.

The search party, the Baron | eading with Coinspinner in hand and vi brating, cantered out through
one of the great gates of the pal ace.

St ephen, neanwhil e, had been unable to nake any headway at all in his effort to return
Sightblinder to his parents. A series of unlucky happenings had prevented the young Prince from
even | eaving the nei ghborhood of Ben's house.

The bad | uck had been so pervasive that the fugitive had al ready begun to suspect strongly that
the Sword of Chance must be in action against him The second nount obtained by Stephen had run
away, and the third had al so been disabled before it could be ridden any neani ngful distance.
Fortunately he hinself had suffered no additional injury; evidently whatever individual eneny was
bei ng served by Coi nspi nner did not want the young Prince dead, or seriously hurt-the idea, sinply
and oni nously, nust be to keep hi mwhere he was.
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Exhaustion soon set in, and Stephen slept again, once nore lightly conceal ed anong t he bushes of
Ben's garden, stretched out upon the flat of Sightblinder's blade.

St ephen awakened fromthis second sleep to find that his nost recently | aned ridi ng-beast was
nuzzling at the back of his neck. He turned over and began a munbl ed protest, then suddenly pushed
the animal's head aside and sat up straight. Ten neters away, a small band of nounted nen-two of
them | ooked to be nore or |ess than nen-had cone riding into the extensive walled garden of Ben's
house. They were halted now, ten meters away, shifting uneasily in their saddles and | ooki ng at
the young Prince with expressions he could not inmediately interpret.

In the next nmonent Stephen realized that one of the nounted nen was Karel. Another of them who

| ooked as old as the Tasavaltan wi zard, held a Sword half-drawn fromthe scabbard at his side.

Coi nspi nner, the young Prince realized suddenly, his perception sharpened by the magic of his own
Sword. He could only hope that the Sword of Chance, powerful as it was, could not recognize

Si ght bl i nder as an opposing factor, and would not be able to deal with it effectively.

Anintor and those with him led to this spot by the Sword of Chance, had reined in sharply on
catching sight of the figure anong the bushes. Looking toward Stephen, the nenbers of the search
party saw never doubted they were seeing-the Dark King hinself, Vilkata, now rising froman

i nexplicable prone position to his feet, then swinging hinmself up into the saddle of a restive
griffin.

The pursuers, gazing at a collective inmage of Vilkata- whomthey visualized as holding in his hand
the Sword of Force-were taken aback, perturbed, to see that the Master had evidently got ahead of
them somehow to this unlikely place, and even gave the inpression that he had been waiting for

t hem

"Master?" Karel called tentatively.

The young Prince experienced a nonent or two of hideous fright before that word reassured him
i nformed himof exactly who his discoverers thought he was.

* * *

More than one of the searchers were thinking it odd that Vilkata, with a whole palace and its
peopl e now at his disposal, had chosen to cone into an eneny's garden and |ie down al one under a
hedge-but still it did not occur to any of themto doubt for an instant that they were really

| ooki ng at Vil kat a.

Anintor, wishing to hold converse with his senior partner, noved as if to urge his riding-beast a
little closer.

But instantly, to his amazenent, the Baron's own Sword, twitching and tugging in his hand, warned
himsternly not to advance.

Warily Amintor reined in his nmount. Then he began, from a respectful distance, to i ssue a hopefu
report on the progress of the pursuit of Stephen, with sone additional remarks on the gathering of
host ages.

In the eyes of those hunting him Stephen's |amed riding-beast still appeared to be a saddl ed denon
or griffin; but now the animal noved uneasily, and the | ad hopped down from the saddle briskly
before he could be throwm. It seemed to the beholders that their Master was now ni nded to stay
with them for some serious discussion.

Meanwhi | e the young Prince was doing his best to think what his next nove should be. He understood
with a pang that Karel was still under Skulltwi ster's spell. Stephen had heard of the adventurer
Baron Amintor, though never actually laid eyes on himbefore, and, aided by Sightblinder's
enhanced perception, he thought he recogni zed the Baron now. This identification was confirnmnmed
when Stephen heard Karel address the scoundrel by nane, in tones of respect that Stephen found

si ckeni ng.

When Amintor nonmentarily urged his nount forward, Stephen nade ready to stab the man as soon as he
came cl ose enough-after making as sure as possible that this eneny wasn't arned with
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Shi el dbr eaker .

For a nonent Stephen hovered on the brink of swirling away the two denonic nenbers of the search
party-but he held back, fearing to reveal his own identity and acconplish nothing. It would be
better, nuch better, to kill the Baron if he could . . . and there was Karel. If only he could
find some way to set the powerful wzard free ....

O course, as Stephen fully realized, great caution was necessary in opposing, let along trying to
kill, anyone who was hol di ng Coi nspinner. Until now, the bad luck inflicted upon himby the Sword
of Chance had been minimal, a nmere holding action sufficient to prevent his escape. One of the
facts that had been drilled into the young Prince during his lifelong education in the matter of
Swords was that killing sonmeone armed with the Sword of Chance was wel |l -ni gh inpossible, and
trying to do so was a good way to attain an early end oneself.

Meanwhi | e Coi nspinner in the hunter's hand was continuing to behave erratically. That weapon was
now signalling its ower to keep back, renove hinself to an even greater distance fromthe
dangerous illusion that he faced all unaware. The rest of Amintor's party started uncertainly to
nmove with him

St ephen cal l ed: "Wat are you doi ng?"

The Baron, hearing the words in the Dark King's conmmandi ng voice, hesitated briefly. But then the
obvi ous explanation for his own Sword's peculiar behavior occurred to him

He replied as calmMy as he could. "OF course Your Majesty is arned with Shiel dbreaker-1 suppose
that's why Coi nspinner here is giving me erratic signals.” Patting his black hilt, Am ntor peered
nmore closely at the figure before him Still, no suspicion that he was not |ooking at Vil kata
found roomin his thoughts.

The young Prince was silent, thinking furiously of what he ought to say and do. He was afraid, but
not so nuch of men or denons as of failure, of |osing another Sword as he had | ost Shiel dbreaker

The guilt of that |oss now struck Stephen with renewed force. Now he knew beyond any doubt t hat
Vi | kat a-who was, fortunately, not here-nust indeed have been given Shi el dbreaker by the denon.

The Baron neanwhil e had begun to deliver a kind of non-report, in respectful tones, fromthe back
of his riding-beast, and froma tinmd, rather inconvenient distance.

St ephen, listening, soon had confirmation, if any were needed, that he hinself was being eagerly
sought by the eneny.

But he could see that Coi nspi nner was even now urging its owner to retreat. Wy-?
And then, in a flash of revelation, Stephen understood.

"Baron!" He tried to nake his voice that of a tyrant who tolerated nothing | ess than instant
obedi ence-he could only trust that Sightblinder would help himto succeed. "You wll hand over
Coi nspi nner to me. Now. "

Amintor's nouth fell open at this bel ated acceptance of his earlier gift, even as the Sword of
Chance redoubled its signals advising himto beat a swift retreat-but the Baron, totally convinced
that he was confronted by Vil kata with Shiel d-breaker, this once did not take his own Sword's

advi ce.

He had pl anned no specific treachery against Vilkata-as yet there had hardly been an opportunity
to do so. And now it nmight well be that he was dooned. The Baron conceal ed his own rage and
desperation behind a snmile. It would be useless to disarmhimself and try to | eap upon the Dark

Ki ng-one of the fanatical converts watching jealously would skewer himin an instant, or a denmpn's
claws would find his flesh ....

As for the Dark King's demand, the Baron had no choice but to conply, swallow ng his own anger
for the time being, as best he could. Wth shaking fingers Amintor began to unbuckle his
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swordbel t. Then he di smobunted and carried the treasure to his |lord.

Feel i ng the doubl e burden of Sword-magi c once nore cone upon himas he did so, Stephen grasped the
black hilt of the Sword of Chance, letting sheath and belt fall free. He needed gui dance, required
all the help that he could get. His brain once nore buzzing and swirling with the psychic burden
of two Swords, he decided uncertainly that he ought to kill this man-though it was going to be
hard to do that in cold bl ood

He was given an even better reason to hold back. The Sword of Chance itself, as soon as the young
Prince began to raise the heavy steel to deliver a killing blow, tugged at Stephen's arm
unamnbi guously directing himto let Amintor |ive.

beying this tugging indication by the Gods' Counselor, the young Prince pondered what he ought to
do with the Baron and his unpl easant cohort, if he was not to endeavor to w pe them out.

Roughly he denmanded of their |eader: "So, you have not found the young Prince yet?"

The shaken Amintor had rejoined his party and was clinbing back into his saddle. "No, sire. W
have hardly started-"

"Never mind. Abandon that pursuit. | have new orders for you."

St ephen had the satisfaction of seeing Baron Amintor's assurance crack nonmentarily, this el der
warrior blink at himin astoni shnent and poorly conceal ed fear. After a nmoment the Baron ventured:
"But Maj esty, what of the Sword the young Prince Stephen still carries?"

"Do not dispute nmy orders!"
"Of course, you are the senior partner. But-" Then Ami ntor quailed. "Wat are the new orders?"

Agai n i magi nation flagged, and Stephen was nmonentarily stuck. Then inspiration flashed again.
"What woul d you expect themto be? Use your head, man!"

"I-1- to rejoin my arny. To see that ny forces reach and occupy Sarykamas swiftly as possible."
"Clever. Good thinking, Baron. Whuld you like me to provide denonic transportation for you?"

The Baron declined that offer

"One nore thing, Baron. The wizard Karel will stay here with ne."

"As you wish, sir. O course.™

Karel, delighted to be allowed to serve his new god directly, stood worshipfully beside the imge
of his Master, while Amintor and his remaining escort rode out of the garden and out of sight,
starting on the new m ssion.

Back in the palace, the Dark King was pondering intensely his problenms and his opportunities. He
understood that Arridu, as well as his squadron of |esser denons, were likely to remain under the
M ndsword's lingering influence for only a few nore hours at nost. His only prudent course from
now on woul d be to assune that all his denpbns had thrown off Skull-tw ster's yoke.

Fortunately for hinself, Vilkata had never been forced to depend entirely on the M ndsword when
dealing with Arridu's race. He had taken care to establish an independent magi cal control over his
denmoni ¢ cadre. Even after the Mndsword' s influence had faded, the vicious creatures would stil

be constrained to serve him as many another m ghty nenber of their race had been in the past.

The Dark King thought that, of course, the difference between denobns in an ordinary taned
condition and those under the M ndsword's bondage was that in the former case it was not totally
unt hi nkabl e that the foul creatures should turn treacherous. In fact it was al nost certain that,
sooner or later, one of Arridu's strength would nake the attenpt to do so.

Vilkata's thin lips smled faintly. He, the Dark King, if anyone, knew how to nmanage denons.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...%20Swords%208%20-%20Shieldbreakers%20Story.txt (75 of 113) [2/4/03 9:58:54 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%6208%20-%20Shi el dbreskers%20Story .txt

And he judged that an opportunity had now arrived for himto satisfy at least in part his
curiosity about the Swords.

The fact was that Arridu, until very recently a stranger to the Swords, was still not totally
convi nced of just how inconparably strong those weapons were. In fact Arridu, going along with his
Master's wish to rid the world of mobst of them announced that he coul d nmanage that.

"You? Are you saying that you by your own powers can break a Sword that was forged by the gods
t hensel ves?"

Arridu, projecting an i nage of serene power, was quietly self-assured. "I see no gods about ne
now. "

"They have been vanqui shed. Exterm nated."

"But | have not." Truly it seemed that the great denon did not believe that any nere artifact of
metal and magic, whether forged by a god or not, could resist his strength.

The Dark King, staring at his nost powerful vassal, nodded slowy. He was in a nood to accept this
chal | enge. He thought he could be certain of the outcone.

Vil kata considered that there had al ways been difficulties, certainly, in the way of any plan to
destroy all the Swords. Not the | east of these obstacles being that the only known neans of
permanently elimnating any Sword, the only nmethod by which any had yet been denvolished, was by
bringing the Bl ade of |esser strength into violent opposition with Shiel dbreaker

At | east that was the consensus of know edgeabl e opinion. Vilkata, wavering sonewhat in his
assurance, questioned on the point by the confident denon, had to adnmit that he wasn't at all sure
how of ten Sword-smashi ng had seriously been tried.

* * %

Descending into the airy cellars of the Tasavaltan arnory to try it now, Vilkata gave Arridu ful
perm ssion, nay, conmanded him to do his best to obliterate or at |east danmge Stonecutter. To
swing a heavy blacksmith's hanmer right at the keen edge, w th superhuman strength.

For the purpose of this test, Vilkata ordered the Sword of Siege to be set up in a vise on a handy
wor kbench, under an O d Wrld light. Arridu selected a hammer, the bi ggest and hardest avail abl e
fromthe arnorers' shop in an adjoining room and, after warning his Master to take cover, wi el ded
the tool with all his strength

This effort produced inpressive pyrotechnics, a stunning blast and a rui ned hanmer, but no
det ect abl e danage to the Sword

Arridu in baffled rage, and his Master in restored confidence, inspected the result carefully. Not
the finest chip or nick marred even the very thinnest edge of Bl ade.

"Let it stay there, in the clanps.” And Vil kata rai sed Shi el d-breaker, whose nuttering drunbeat
swel l ed. In another nmoment, Stonecutter had perished, in a blast whose flying fragnents left the
Dark King totally unscat hed.

In the course of their subsequent discussion about the surviving Swords, Arridu calnmy assured his
mast er that he knew where the Tyrant's Bl ade was to be found.

Vil kata becane very still, staring at the great denon, who had now assuned the |ikeness of an
el der sorceress. Pitnedden buzzed like a great fly beside the wi zard' s head. Vil kata denanded:
"Soul cutter? Do you know what you are sayi ng?"

"Ch, indeed, Master, indeed | do. Now that you have taught ne about the Swords, Master, | can
understand certain events on the Mon which for the past twenty years have puzzled ne."

"And what events were these?"

"Those surrounding the visit, to a site near our place of inprisonment, of a man whom | can now
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identify. It was he who is called the Enperor, and he brought with hima certain object, and he
caused that object to be there buried, deep, deep in lunar rock, where once vol canoes flowed; and
he sealed the burial with mghty spells and other sealings."”

Vil kata demanded nore details, and Arridu was ready to provide them Though, of course, the denon
could not answer every question, Soulcutter, it indeed appeared, had sonehow been carried to the
Moon. Piecing together what Arridu nowtold himwith certain facts he had | ong known, Vil kata
decided that the deadly toy nmust have been put away there by the Enperor sone twenty years ago.

Still Vilkata had scarcely noved since Arridu's claim and promise, first fell upon his ears. The
human w zard nused: "Aye, that woul d have been like himthe Geat Cown, the matchless hypocrite
Saving Despair to use it, for his own advantage, later."” Vil kata chewed his pale |ower |ip.

The speech of the elegant, gray-haired lady's i mage was soft, utterly reassuring. "And | know
where it is, great Master. Say the word, and that weapon shall be yours."

The Dark King thought for sonme time. Suspiciously he at last replied: "Wen the time cones, you
wWill return there with ne and show nme where that Sword is buried, and hel p ne renove such
obstacl es as may keep nme fromit; but it will be my hand al one that takes control of that Sword,
or any other we may find."

"It is easy to see, great Lord, how that Sword m ght be of inestinable value to your cause."
"I ndeed. "

Whenever the Dark King perceived the Sword of Despair, in reality or in imagination, the synbolism
of his special vision presented that weapon to himas a narrow pillar of darkness, radiating
tendrils of negation, stifling |ight and nmovenent, hope and purpose, everywhere nearby. So, in his
m nd's eye, he visualized Soul cutter now ...

Yes, that Sword was what he needed to set in notion the perfect plan for dom nation

It would, of course, be folly for anyone not arned as well w th Shieldbreaker to sinply draw
Soul cutter, thus exposing oneself to its deadly, corrosive power, along with all other humans,
beasts, and denons within a | ong bowshot. But Vilkata was arnmed with the protective Sword of
Force. He could wal k unharned, untouched, am d despairing armes.

And there would, of course, be other ways to use the Sword of Despair intelligently. For exanple,
to arrange for it to be unsheathed in the m dst of an enemy arny. For exanple, give Soulcutter to
Mark or his associates, to sonme person anong them who could be fool ed or persuaded into draw ng
Despair at the right nonent

Ch yes, the tactical details would all have to be calculated very carefully. But the Dark King had
no doubt at all that he coul d manage t hem

An hour after Vilkata had dismssed Arridu fromhis presence, another conference took place, this
one between Arridu and Anintor. It happened in the latter's tent, while the Baron was resting,
somewhere well outside the city, after the first few hours of the wld-goose chase he had been
sent on by Stephen.

Qut side, around the tent, Amintor's escort, all unaware of his visitor's arrival, were going on
about the routine chores of canp. The Baron felt seriously sickened by the close presence of this
thing which had intruded its presence upon him

The denon, beconi ng aware of this reaction, caused itself to be perceived as having withdrawn to a
somewhat nore confortabl e di stance-the tent having apparently elongated itself rather strangely.

Al so, Arridu took the non-threatening appearance of a sinple peasant, sone prosperous small farmer
who m ght have cone to discuss the sale of an allotnment of potatoes.

"Thank you." Ami ntor w ped sweat fromhis forehead, not bothering to try to conceal the action, or
the disconfort which had caused it.

The gray-stubbl ed peasant, sitting easily on a canp stool with fingers interlaced across his anple
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paunch, remarked that he, Anmintor, had never been a slave of the M ndsword.

"True. Wile you, of course

"l have been subject to such enthrallnent, but for the past few hours |I have been free. The weapon
cal l ed Skulltw ster has been smashed-doubtless it could not have held nme nuch |longer in any case."

The Baron noistened his lips and tried to appear confortable. "He has, of course, instructed you
to say that you are now free. To try ny loyalty."

"No. You know the M ndsword's spells nust fade with tine. And | can prove what | say." The peasant-
denmon, settling itself in as if for a leisured talk, went on to informthe man of how he, the
Baron, had just allowed Sightblinder in young Prince Stephen's hands to make a fool of him "But |

have not nentioned your failure to the great fool, who thinks I amstill bound to himby a broken
Sword. "
The Baron, staring at the lifeless gray eyes of his informant, felt a chill as the conviction grew

in himthat for once a denon was telling himthe truth: He had indeed been fool ed by the Sword of
Stealth in the hands of the Tasaval tan princeling.

The denon, as if it could read his mind, nodded slightly. "Your partnership with the Dark King-
such as it was-is already ruined. Therefore, Baron, you had better seek to nmake sone ot her
arrangenent for your own survival as soon as possible.”

Arridu, originally somewhat contenptuous of the Swords, had been forced to concede that they nust
be respected. To cope with the Sword of Force he needed a human ally, or tool-soneone with the
nerve and know edge necessary to westle Shieldbreaker away from Vil kata. ldeally, this human

hel per woul d be a non-magi ci an, who could be dealt with nore reasonably thereafter

The Baron seened an eminently suitable choice. The man possessed both nerve and know edge, and
woul d therefore be worth sonme effort at persuasion. Am ntor was sonewhat physically decrepit
conpared to the nmmgician, the nuch greater age of the latter having been nore than conpensated for
by magic. But in this westling bodily strength was not a requirenent.

Amintor, listening to the denon's proposal w thout yet cormitting hinself, appreciated the skil
and daring with which the plan had been nade. At the sane time, he felt extrenely reluctant to
agree to anything of the kind w thout what he considered sone enforceabl e guarantee of his role in
the new partnership to follow Second place in any partnership was generally good enough for him
he was not a nan who really wanted to be suprene dictator

And-wasn't there some relevant old proverb? If not, there ought to be. Only a lunatic, the Baron
t hought to hinmself, would ever willingly becone a denon's partner

The question was whether he, Amintor, really had any choice.

"Then | amwith you
heart ed.

he said at last, trying to make the agreement sound hearty and whol e-

The tent restored itself to normal interior dimensions as the peasant got to his feet, his snal
eyes twinkling. "OfF course you are," the denbn said reassuringly.

"When do we strike?"

"That has yet to be decided. Probably the next time you and the Dark King are together. But |et
the com ng-together be his suggestion and not yours."

Arridu agreed with the Baron that Armintor at this point had best go on trying to rejoin his arny.

When the thing was gone, Anmintor once nore stretched out, shakily this time, to try to get sone
rest. He wondered whether Vilkata's w de-awake spell was going to keep himfrom sl eeping
al t oget her.

Dozing, or trying to doze, the Baron al so considered privately whether it was yet utterly hopel ess
for himto make a deal with Prince Mark and his royal wife, or with Stephen if and when he
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encountered the lad again. Amintor was quite ready to ally hinself with Tasavalta, for the tine
being at least, if other choices seenmed unsatisfactory. And the Tasavaltans, their capital in
eneny hands, were in no condition to be too choosy about their allies.

Darkness was falling outside his tent. H's minor denons and his hapl ess converts went about
routine activities. If only he could sleep

FOURTEEN

THE conpact real m of Tasavalta lay for the nost part green and beautiful, in sunny early
afternoon, sone twelve hours after Vilkata's surprise attack on the capital, Sarykam and

approxi mately two hours after Stephen had confronted Baron Amintor and relieved himof the Sword
of Chance.

Ben of Purkinje-nmassive, heavily nuscled, scarred, graying and ugly Ben, who was a couple of years
ol der than the Prince and looked a little older still-and Prince Mark, conpanions since their
early youth, had ridden together out of the village of Voronina before dawn, feeling the urgent
need of a scouting expedition in the direction of the city.

Mar k was weari ng Woundheal er at his right side, and at his left, just in case of untoward
encounters, a mundane sword of conparable size and weight, an efficient killing tool

Captain Myagi and his small conpany of soldiers had remained in the village with Princess

Kristin, as had the beast-nmaster and his trained animals, with the exception of one day-flying

bi rd- nessenger that went with Mark. In expectation that Vilkata's invading forces would soon renew
and extend their assault, the understanding was that the Princess would, at some tinme during the
day, move her field headquarters to a different village. If all went well, her husband, having
conmpl eted his reconnai ssance for the time being, would soon join her there.

Mark and Ben, long famliar with each other's thoughts, had little to say as they cantered toward
Sarykam The norning was well advanced by the time they came in sight of the city's faniliar
wal | s.

At this point the pair encountered a handful of people, good Tasavaltan citizens, but now with the
| ook of refugees about them carrying honemade bundl es and weari ng expressions of bew | dernent.
One coupl e pushed a laden cart built to be hauled by animals. Al of these people recognized the
Prince on sight, and nost of them knew Ben as well. Al told at Iength of the devastation in the
capital, and several were eye-w tnesses of Vilkata's denons taking hostages by the hundred.

One nman had heard a runor that the M ndsword had been destroyed, but that all the weapons in the
arnmory were captured by the foe. Another runor was that Vil kata had been slain; and there were

| ess happy runors concerning things that m ght have happened to Prince Stephen. The father of the
young Prince, well aware of the unreliability of tales in wartine, nanaged to hear these | ast

wi t hout giving any overt sign of great dismay.

Leaving the refugees to settle their concerns of food and shelter for the coning night, Ben and
Mark noved on a little way. They were considering whether to approach the city nore cl osely, when
in a suburban street one of the death squads dispatched by Vil kata agai nst Mark, half a dozen
Tasaval tan converts sent out as assassins, recognized the pair and attacked, shrieking their

gl ori ous Master's nane.

Sone of these nmen were literally frothing at the nouth with the violence of their hatred, with
their joy at the prospect of killing and dying for the Dark King.

Ben had only a nonent's warning, but that was all he needed. He net his attackers with
consi derabl e skill and overwhel mi ng strength. Know ng that Wundheal er was available, in his
partner's hand, nade it possible also to fight with an unusual reckl essness.

Mar k, standi ng back-to-back with his huge ally, engaged in peculiar Swordplay-every tine he thrust
hone wi th Wundheal er, or even nicked one of his attackers, the bright steel of his Sword brought
swi ft healing, recovery, to the Mndsword's victins.

First one attacker then another, bloodlessly slashed or neatly skewered, staggered back, dropping
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weapons, nonents later crying out in horror at their own behavior

The first nmen so efficiently de-converted were in nonments hurling thensel ves upon their forner
conr ades, grabbing at sword-arns, trying desperately to stop those still under Skull-twi ster's
spell frompressing the attack. The odds in the fight had soon shifted dramatically.

Those injured soon received Wwundheal er's swift, sharp bl essing, sone of themtwo or three tines
before the fighting stopped.

In a mnute the skirm sh was over. After a last round of healing, w ping away whatever wounds Mark
and Ben and their opponents had incurred in the deadly business, the Prince, breathing heavily,
sat down on a curb to rest. Ben, gasping even nore |oudly, had slunped beside him

"l amgoing," Mark said presently, "back to rejoin the Princess. There will be decisions to be
made, and | nust |earn what reports have cone in fromaround the country. WIIl you cone with ne,
or scout sone nore? | leave it up to you."

Ben t hought it over for a few nore gasps. "I will stay here, or nove closer in, toward the pal ace,
and | earn what nore | can learn. Send ne a nessenger-bird or two when you can."

Mar k nodded. The Prince took Wundheal er with himwhen he departed to rejoin Kristin. But he left
with Ben a freshly acquired squad of de-converted Tasavaltan soldiers to aid himin scouting out
the city and trying to establish an organi zed resi stance.

Ben ordered his de-converted squad back into the city, where, without his easily identifiable
presence, they could pretend to be still carrying out Vilkata's orders. A tentative plan was nade
for rendezvous.

Ben hinself waited alone for a few hours, indoors in an abandoned suburban house, till darkness
fell-then he cautiously advanced, passing inside the city walls wi thout trouble, through an
abandoned gate. He was increasingly consuned with the urgent need to find out what had happened to
his hone, and to his wi fe and daughter

It was no secret that Ben had been on poor terms for years with his wife, Barbara, and in fact
mont hs had passed since his last visit to his home-or house-in Sarykam But since the horrible
news | ast mdnight, he'd discovered that this degree of estrangenent gave no inmunity from fear
and grief. For years he'd not seen nuch of his and Barbara's only child, their grown-up daughter
Bet h, but now he knew beyond any doubt that Beth's fate was still of great inportance to him

It had also crossed his nmind that young Prince Stephen, supposing he had sonehow escaped the
pal ace, m ght have cone to Ben's house | ooking for help.

From a bl ock away, Ben saw the ruin of his own dwelling- the upper floor conpletely gone-w thout
surprise. He knew, without particularly worrying about the fact, that it was extrenely dangerous
for himto be here in the city, especially in the vicinity of his old house. He did not doubt that
the destruction which had claimed this building and much of its imedi ate surroundi ngs had been
meant for himprimarily.

Meanwhi | e, the afternoon had worn on for Kristin, in another little village nmuch |ike Voronina,
but with a different nanme, and cl oser than sixty kilonmeters to the capital, |ying outwardly
tranquil under a conpl acent sun

In this new village Kristin had rel ocated herself and, thus, the royal headquarters. By
m daft ernoon she was waiting anxiously for, anong other things, her husband to rejoin her

Kristin had not been brought up in a farmer's house-far fromit. But she had | earned | ong ago to
put up with much worse, when necessary. Today, |ike nost of the village wonen, she was wearing
trousers and | oose shirt of honespun.

The ow which had brought the royal couple their first word of the disaster in Sarykam had come
with her to this village and was even now sl eeping the remai nder of the day away in one of the
barns, a bulky alien presence naking the pigeons nervous. The Master of Beasts, considering that
he had done everything useful that he could do for the noment, was catching a nap there too.
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The central village square, enclosed on four sides by rows of little houses, was qui et except for
the usual donestic noises of fow and other farnyard aninals, including a barking dog or two.

Surroundi ng the small settlenment, which consisted of no nore than a score of houses, were fields
now |l ush with summer crops, demarcated by hedgerows. A range of coastal nountains |ooned blue in
the distance. The people, like nbst of their conpatriots nore or |ess accustoned to the occasi ona
presence of Prince and Princess, were today for the nbst part going about their usual affairs,
though with uneasy faces and many pauses to search the sky.

Mar k, about an hour after leaving Ben, cane riding into the village, returning about on schedul e
from his reconnai ssance.

H s wife made no great denonstration at Mark's appearance, but to anyone watchi ng her closely, her
sudden relief was intense and obvious.

Mark agreed with his wife's suggestion that he get sone rest now, while he had the chance. He'd
been up since the al armwas sounded, since very early that norning.

For the last few nights, back in Voronina, he had shared with his Princess the tiny spare room
per haps the only such chanber in Voronina-of a prosperous yeoman's house. This new village was
even smaller, and Mark guessed there would be no spare roons avail abl e.

When the Prince had seen to it that his nount was stabled, and heard such reports as had cone in
during his absence- they seemed of little inportance-he lay down in the shade of a tree. The
Prince felt confortingly at hone among these country snells and sounds and people. He had grown up
inasmll village not that much different fromthis one, and at no enornous distance either

t hough the hone of his birth had not been Tasavaltan

An hour later, after a sleep troubled by strange dreans, Mark was up again, standing near the
m ddl e of the small village plaza, anxiously scanning the afternoon skies, hoping for another
wi nged nessenger. Even nore bad news-provided it was not too bad-would be, in a way, sone relief.

For both husband and wife this waiting, with no know edge of what the linits of the ordeal were
going to be, gave prom se of becom ng a suprene test of patience. The hours since the first word
of the attack had seened endl ess, a desert of tine to be got through in which it seened inpossible
to do anything useful, or anything at all but wait.

As the afternoon wore on, with shadows | engthening, it becane inpossible for Mark, and Kristin
too, to sit without doing anything. Wile continuing a desultory conversation, the royal couple
were soon at weapons' practice, sharing a single battle-hatchet for the purpose. The sound of the
thick blade's inpact on the trunk of a dead tree echoed repeatedly fromthe flat house-fronts of
mud brick and wood. Soon some of the sinpler villagers came to stand gawking in the background.
Soon Captain Myagi came to join the onl ookers.

Those who had stopped to silently judge the skill of Prince and Princess, sone of themw th expert
eyes, were favorably inpressed. The arm drawn back-sw ftly, not giving an eneny a chance to dodge-
and then snapped forward. Thunk!

First Mark's long powerful legs (next turn, Kristin's, sonewhat shorter) strode restlessly toward
the target and back again, his (or her) right armsw nging the recovered weapon in a practiced
hand.

This time it was Prince Mark who spun around and threw. Again the sharp bl ade t hudded hone. Snall
chips flew fromwhere previous cuts were intersected. Mark's aimwas good, mechanically good.
Anot her day or two of waiting, he thought, and the target tree was going to be chewed away to
not hi ng. But no, they would have to relocate once nore to another village before that rmuch tine
had passed.

And every few noments he raised his head, as did his Princess, to scan the skies, on watch for an
attack by denons or flying reptiles, but particularly for nore news.

One of the problens reviewed by the royal couple while practicing with physical weapons was that
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of how to obtain the best possible magical help, and as soon as possible. If only Adrian were
finished with his studies and were here ... but in fact Adrian was not ready, and not here, and it
was not possible that he could be of help just now. Thank Ardneh, the ol der son at |east had not
been taken by surprise, as the younger nust have been, in Sarykam

Karel, too, was omi nously out of comunication, |ike everyone el se the royal couple had |eft
behind themin the supposed safety of their capital

At | east Ceneral Rostov, traveling in another province at the tinme of Vilkata's attack, had now
checked in, sending a nmessenger with some reassuring word about nobilization there.

Kristin and Mark by now had convincing evidence that Vilkata was the author of this |atest

di saster. The plenitude of denpbns in the assault had suggested as nmuch. Refugees' infornation,
such as Mark had now heard first hand, provided nore solid evidence. It was true, then: The Dark
King had returned to the attack, bringing with himthe M ndsword which had been in his possession
two years ago when he was hurled away. The Prince could renenber all too well the horrible events
of two years past, on the night of Vilkata's previous attack, which had resulted in the Dark

Ki ng's bani shnent and also Kristin's injury.

In the hours since the first news of the disaster had reached the Prince and Princess, the couple
had endeavored to keep up each other's hopes regarding their younger son, still unaccounted for in
Sarykam Their best grounds for optimsmlay in the facts that Stephen was nore often than not

| evel - headed and responsible for his age-and that he had been granted access to the Swords.

The nother and father of Prince Stephen, once nore scanning the skies together waiting, hoping,
for the next nessenger-bird to appear in the sunset skies, repeatedly assured each other how good
it was that they had given their young son that nuch of a chance.

Hol di ng frequent, al nbst continuous consultation with his Princess, Mark, since the news had
arrived, had been naking plans-nost of them so far, necessarily only tentative. Wich way woul d
Vil kata move now? Was a fresh assault to be expected upon sone ot her part of the real n?

He was also trying to lay the groundwork for effective counterneasures, as nore reports about
Vilkata's assault, each in itself fragnmentary, reached him But there was as yet al nbst nothing he
could do, beyond sending warning to everyone with whom he was able to comuni cate by nmessenger
that the M ndsword was in the city and the place nust therefore be avoided.

Mar k nost especially wondered what had happened to the Swords in his arnory.

It began to be possible for Mark to believe the runor he had heard concerning the M ndsword.
Though Skul |l tw ster had undoubtedly been present last night in the capital, Vilkata was no | onger
pressing his attack with the enthusiasmthat m ght have been expected had the Bl ade of d ory been
still available. O course, the Prince dared not disregard the possibility that the horror could
be rei nposed at any nonent.

And Mark's and Kristin's worries continued unabated regardi ng Stephen, as well as Mark's parents,
Jord and Mal a, who had been the only other nmenbers of his inmediate fanmily in Sarykamat the tine
of the latest attack.

FI FTEEN

MOMENTS after Stephen had shouted his |last order at them Anmintor and his search party had
departed fromthe walled garden in the mddle of the ravaged city, |eaving the young Prince al one
with the still-befuddl ed wi zard, Karel

St ephen, still enduring the renewed burden of a Sword in each hand, stood staring with perplexity
at his Great-Uncle, who gazed back at himrather, at a spot just over Stephen's head-with all the
solemmity of confident worship. The young Prince was about to appeal to Coinspinner for help in
dealing with this problemwhen the Sword of Chance suddenly twitched of its own accord. Then it
tugged again, the direction unm stakable. It was guiding Stephen to one of the side gates in the
garden wal |

Both hands still filled with black-hilted nagic, Stephen stepped unsteadily along the indicated
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course and | eaned on the gate to open it. Looking out into an alley, he saw two people half a
dozen meters away, both of them frozen in watchful attitudes. Their faces, turned toward him were
studies in controlled fear. |Inmediately Stephen recognized his cousin Zoltan, a sturdy, brown-

hai red young nan of twenty-four, and the Lady Yanbu, a gray but relatively youthful fifty-three.
Both were arnmed and on foot, wearing conmon pilgrimgray.

Over the past several years Yanbu and Zoltan had devel oped a relationship resenbling that of
not her and son. They had been out of Tasavalta a great deal, often traveling together on one

pi | gri mage or another. Meanwhile they had remained on close and friendly terns with Prince Mark
and the rest of Mark's fanmily, and it was not surprising that both of them had been in the
vicinity of Sarykam when Vilkata's |latest attack fell upon the city.

Karel, now doubly deluded, trying to be watchful and protective of his great Master, had foll owed
St ephen to the gate, and was frowning out over his shoul der

The four people held their tableau for a long, silent nonent in which Sightblinder hel ped assure
St ephen that neither his cousin nor the |ady were M ndsword-converts. But the lad quickly realized
that they m ght well be seeing himas Vilkata and trying to play the role of faithful slaves.

Actually Yanmbu's first | ook at Stephen had shown her the inage of the Enperor; but then that form
shifted, back and forth, in swift alternation with Vilkata's. At the same tine, Sightblinder's
magi ¢ held her enthralled, prevented her fromrealizing the scope of its deception. Understanding
little nore than the fact that sonmething nagical and out of the ordinary was taking place, she

gl ared back proudly at the | atest inmage of the Enperor, and stubbornly refused to speak

Zol tan was seeing the Dark King too, but interspersed with fleeting glinpses of a certain nernmaid,
a creature of inportance in his past. Stephen's cousin, quietly stunned, |ike Lady Yanbu renai ned
silent for the noment.

St ephen, naturally enough, was first to recover fromhis surprise. Fiercely he ordered Karel to go
and stand guard at the other end of the garden, the far side of the grounds surrounding Ben's

rui ned house-then the young Prince put aside Sightblinder |ong enough to joyfully disillusion his
new y-arrived friends.

Before the three could do nore than begin to exchange greetings, the el der wi zard was com ng back
fromthe other end of the garden. Karel, obviously reluctant to | eave his Master in what he
perceived as a situation of potential danger, came near disobeying orders, and returned so swiftly
that Stephen barely had tinme to grab up Sightblinder again.

As he rejoined the snmall group, Karel |ooked suspiciously and anxiously at Stephen's conpanions,
and to his Mster openly expressed his doubts that these people were really true faithful converts
I'i ke hinself.

The young Prince hesitated. He did not dare reveal his true identity to Karel lest the old man try
to kill him as the arnorer had done-and Karel was vastly nore form dable.

After some argunent he persuaded the old man to nove away again, |ong enough for a hasty,

whi spered conversation to take place concerning him It was obvious that nmuch craft and energy
woul d have to go into the job of managing the old w zard until he recovered fromthe M ndsword's
lingering influence. There was no known way, as far as any of his three friends knew, to hasten
the recovery.

It was Yanmbu who cane up with what seened a good suggestion. Stephen, speaking in Vilkata's nane,
ordered Karel to mix hinmself a strong sleeping potion and drink it. "Something that will nmake you
sl eep for twenty-four hours."

Karel, though frowning, was unable to resist obeying a direct and forceful command fromhis G eat
Lord. Stephen's Great-Uncle nixed the potion as conmanded, dutifully conjuring up the necessary
materials, along with a crystal cup, apparently out of nothing.

Havi ng quaffed the draught, the elder, his eyelids already sagging, was put to sleep in a
shel tered pl ace under one of the broken walls of Ben's house, in what his friends hoped woul d be
safety, until he should waken, they hoped, in his right m nd
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"WIIl he be all right there?" Stephen asked, |eaning against a half-ruined wall. He was feeling an
i mense relief at having soneone he could talk to.

Yanbu shrugged. "We can only hope so. What else could we do with hinP"

* * *

Half a minute later, Stephen, with a profound sigh of relief, gave his two Swords tenporarily into
the care of his two friends, and sat down to rest his psyche and his body alike.

There was no question in his mnd about one thing: He had been sinply unable to deal any | onger
with the pressure of carrying two Swords. If he hadn't |ost Shiel dbreaker, he nmight have been
forced to abandon it-to hide it on the slimchance he, or sonmeone, could retrieve it before the
Dark King's magi c succeeded in discovering the now ownerl ess Sword.

Dusk was deepening, and the three were busy conparing notes on recent events, when there cane
anot her novenent at the garden gate, a cautious opening. The young Prince grabbed up Sightblinder
agai n, then relaxed when the nassive figure of Ben of Purkinje came into view Stephen realized
that Coi nspi nner was still at work for him bringing himfurther reinforcenent.

Ben, cautiously entering the garden of his own ruined house and coming in sight of the occupants,
stopped in his tracks as if he had sustained sone heavy bl ow. He saw Stephen's inmage transforned
into that of a red-haired young worman, tall and strong, and for a soul -shaking nonment it was
possi ble for the huge man to believe that his |long-l1ost Ariane was not dead after all

It was not the first tinme that the Sword of Stealth had played himsuch a cruel trick, and in
anot her nmonent or two he was able to greet his friends in a normal voice.

Karel had obeyed to the letter the command of his Master (as he thought) to put hinself to sleep
for a full day; but his need to protect and serve that Mster actively soon brought the old man to
his feet, sleepwal king. Unnoticed by his three friends, now deep in conversation at a little

di stance, the elder wi zard, obviously in the grip of some purpose which transcended sl eep, wal ked
out of the garden by another exit, and away.

* * *

Meanwhi | e, the young Prince was congratul ating hinmself and entertaining his new gathering of
friends with the story of how he had sw ndl ed Baron Anintor out of the Sword Coi n-spinner, and had
effectively gotten rid of ArMntor and his search party-at |least for the tinme being.

Coi nspi nner had not failed to provide the little band with food. A root cellar under Ben's house,
and a snall icehouse in his garden, had both been spared denobnic vandal i sm

But hours were passing and there was only limted tine for self-congratul ation. Stephen and his
friends, finding thenselves fortuitously armed with two Swords, now had to determ ne the best way
to put Coi nspinner and Si ghtblinder to work.

Zol tan opened the serious conference by suggesting that they carry the pair of god-forged weapons
to Stephen's royal parents as quickly and by as direct a route as possibl e-Ben ought to know where
Mark and Kristin were nost likely to be found.

But Ben was al ready shaking his head. He had omi nous and urgent news to relate, eyew tness reports
of Vilkata's hostage-taking.

This seened i nportant enough to conpel a change of plan

St ephen and his friends, still benefitting from Coinspinner's untiring influence, had not got mnuch
further with their talk when a nessenger reached themfromthe Prince and Princess-a night-flying
scout, a great ow dispatched fromvillage headquarters, discovered their whereabouts in the city.

While the bird rested and ate, Ben took the opportunity to indite a short nmessage | aden with good
news, witten in code and addressed to Stephen's parents. The note informed Kristin and Mark that
their son had been | ocated, that Sightblinder and Coi nspi nner were avail able, and that the
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destruction of the Mndsword had now been definitely confirned.

Soon t he nessenger, somewhat rested, was urged on its way. Still, there could be no thought of
merely waiting now for orders from Mark and Kristin. The need was urgent to do sonething about the
host age situation, and orders sent from headquarters m ght never get through

But everyone in the garden needed a rest before undertaki ng any substantial tasks. Stephen in
particular was grimy and bl eary-eyed fromdigging in the ruins of his grandparents' house and had
suf fered burned fingers on both hands in the effort to save their lives; his | egs and ankles were
scratched fromclinbing through the rubble, his right shoul der had been wenched by | ast night's
Swor dpl ay, and then Coi nspi nner, before coming into Stephen's possession, had tw sted his ankle,
enough to keep himfromwal king easily or far

The lad had put in rather nore than a full day's hard work in the arnmory even before the attack
fell on the palace, and had enjoyed only brief periods of real rest since then

Now and then pangs of guilt still assailed Stephen over the fact that he had | ost one of the

Swor ds, perhaps the nost inportant, to the eneny. But each time he forced hinself to try to think
the matter through clearly and logically, telling hinmself that he had done the best he could
manage at the tine.

In the hours before dawn-the nmessenger had been perilously del ayed en route-Prince Mark and
Princess Kristin received the happy news of Stephen's safety and confirmation of the M ndsword's
destruction.

Prince and Princess happened to be awake when the good news arrived because people from an
outlying farmhad cone to the village shouting, pleading, seeking Wundhealer's blessing on a
scal ded child. This victimwas no casualty of Vilkata's attack, but only of donestic accident, a
broken table-leg, a falling pot. Even in the mdst of war, the other terrors of life went on

Whil e Mark and the cavalry remai ned suspiciously on guard agai nst some trickery, Kristin drew the
Sword of Love. As always with Wundheal er, the healing was swiftly and easily acconplished.

The child, relieved of pain, shock, and disfigurenment, contentedly fell asleep. The gratefu
parents could not be as easily sent away. In fervent voices the man, naned Bodker, and his wife
Al'ta, praised and bl essed the Prince and Princess, and the Sword the royal couple had brought
anong their people.

Kristin, nmore at ease than her husband in such situations, walked with the parents outside the
cottage. Left alone again for the nonment, Mark stared with a bitter smle at the Sword of Healing
in his hand-one Sword whi ch was never going to do the least harmto any of his enemes. Still, he
had come to know the Sword of Love too well not to appreciate the ways in which it could be usefu
to the fighting nman

Wth eneny reptiles and denons tending to dom nate the sky, flying nessengers could now afford the
Prince only an intermttent and indirect contact with his son. Messages coul d be exchanged, sone
co-ordi nated plan of action could be at |east outlined. A nessenger approaching Stephen and his
friends could be as confused by Sightblinder as any human or denoni c eneny-but, of course,

Coi nspi nner could help to straighten matters out.

Mark had to assune that Vilkata, with a thousand fanatically hel pful converts to call upon, would
soon learn to what village his archenenies, the Prince and Princess of Tasavalta, had gone, and
when and why. Then-if the M ndsword still existed-the Dark King would soon be nmarching after them
doing his best to create an aval anche of new converts on the way.

But no such attack seened to have been | aunched. Another indication, if any were still needed,
that Skulltwi ster had actually been smashed.

Still, Mark and Kristin warily decided to continue noving their headquarters repeatedly, perhaps
several tinmes a day, keeping in touch with their key people by neans of galloping couriers and a
smal | band of flying nessengers. Even now, in the village currently occupied by the royal couple,
someone was getting the riding-beasts ready for the next relocation

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...%20Swords%208%20-%20Shieldbreakers%20Story.txt (85 of 113) [2/4/03 9:58:55 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swor ds%6208%20-%20Shi el dbreskers%20Story .txt

Meanwhil e, with hard informati on gained, nore orders could be dispatched to all the outlying
districts of Tasavalta and to any reliable allies in the region. Mark's new confidence that the
M ndsword had been destroyed rendered a general assault with an arny on Vilkata's forces feasible
again. Mark and his Princess were both busy, full tinme, sending reassurance to their people and
mar shal | i ng troops.

S| XTEEN

W TH dawn, squadrons of flying reptiles, precursors of Anmintor's advancing arny, patrolled the sky
over and around the city, nmaking further Tasavaltan conmunication by flying nessengers, at |east
tenporarily, alnpbst inmpossible. Mre couriers, and fighting birds to escort them were being
sumoned from the nore di stant provinces.

Dawn found Karel still walking in his sleep, a man noving with the dazed sense of sonme unknown,
urgent task to be acconplished-the el der wi zard was wandering on an erratic course that had

al ready taken himout of Sarykam Tw ce mnor denons tried to interfere with him and tw ce he
bl asted them magically out of his path, even w thout becom ng fully aware of his surroundi ngs.

Wth the passing hours, the hold upon him of the vani shed M ndsword was decayi ng, and the old nan
struggled internally to regain control over his own soul

At first light, Yanbu made her way across the grounds of Ben's ruined house, |ooked at the place
where Karel had been put to sleep, and di scovered that he was m ssing.

There were no signs of violence, nor did it appear that the w zard had taken anything with him
even food or water.

The | ady reported her discovery to her friends, but there was nothing any of them could do about
Karel now. Rather, it was necessary for the four renmining, having restored thenselves with food
and rest, to take action quickly to help the nmany hostages Vil kata had now cramed into the
courtyards and cellars of the palace. Orinous sounds fromthe city streets, drifting in over the
garden wall to Coi nspinner's charmed redoubt, confirmed that nore victins were being added hourly
to the total.

There could be little doubt that the Dark King's prisoners were in urgent peril of being
sl aughtered within the next few hours. Such an atrocity was only to be expected, given Vilkata's
nature and the situation in which he now found hinself.

St ephen and his three friends all agreed that the nost effective action would be direct, getting
in among the hostages with Sightblinder and Coinspinner. It was entirely possible, even likely,
that the rescuers, in follow ng such a course, would find thensel ves facing Shiel dbreaker-but the
risk had to be accepted.

Natural ly the organi zati on of the rescue operation would have been much easier could it have been
post poned for even one nore day. Now it would be nore difficult because of the necessity to save
sonme all-too-willing victins; but in another day the great ngjority of Vilkata' s converts would be
energing naturally fromthe nmental fog generated by the M nd-sword. Hour by hour, even ninute by
m nute, they would experience first doubts, then confusion, then a full readi ness to rebel against
the man who had so briefly made hinself their Master

But of course it was not possible to wait that long. The Dark King, anticipating just such a nass
reversion, would be planning already to slaughter those he had confined-or to have them nassacre
each other, or be devoured by denons-before they could regain their senses.

Bef ore pushing open the garden gate and |launching their attack upon the pal ace, Stephen and his
conpani ons had to decide, of course in consultation with Coinspinner, which of themwas going to
carry each Sword in anong the hostages.

"Who shall carry this?" The Silver Queen, addressing one Sword, raised high the other
The tip of the Sword of Chance tw tched, tugged deci sively.

The task of wielding Sightblinder in conbat had fallen to Zoltan. The young nman gri pped
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thoughtfully the black hilt marked with the symbol of an eye, and in the perception of his
conr ades he vani shed, was transforned into a series of imges conpounded of their own hate and
fear and | ove.

"And this?" Yanbu, like a priestess, held aloft the very Sword that was bei ng questi oned.
Coi nspi nner's magi ¢ wei ghed strai ght down upon her; and thus renained in Yanbu's hands.

There were a few tactical questions to be settled. Ben, nundanely armed, undertook the job of
bodyguard to the now Swordl ess Stephen. The young Prince's chief responsibility would, of course,
be the exercise of his unique power; when the fighting started, he would bani sh as many denons as
he could, to as great a distance as possible.

A mnute |ater, Ben yanked open the door leading to the street. Stephen and his friends, doubly
Swor d- ar med, marched out of the walled garden and toward the pal ace. They anticipated that on
their arrival their work would be for the nobst part indoors and in enclosed courtyards; therefore
they nade no attenpt to equip themselves with riding-beasts, which under the circunstances seened
nore of a conplication than an advant age.

Still the unconverted popul ati on of Sarykam had not totally evacuated the city, though by now a
hi gh proportion had fled. Many ol d people remained, and a scattering of others, sone sinply
unwilling to be driven fromtheir homes, had been hiding fromthe hostage-taking denons. Zoltan
advanci ng with Sightblinder, had not wal ked two bl ocks before he began to attract a foll ow ng
crowd of Vil kata-converts, sone no doubt genuine, sonme playing the role, all deceived into
believing they were following their all-inportant Master. Among them a few confused individuals,
who beheld in Zoltan an image of sone dearly beloved child or spouse or parent riding toward them
hastened to give thanks for that person's survival

In a loud voice Zoltan introduced his three original conpanions as his faithful servants; then all
four began to tell the swelling crowmd that an inpostor, a false Master, now sat in the pal ace.

More than once while wal king the npdest distance to the palace-and later, coming at himin the
jamed interior courtyards-total strangers, deceived by the Sword of Stealth into the conviction
that Zoltan was sonmeone they | oved, still accosted the young man with naudlin apol ogies, self-
accusations regarding old and unknown nistreatnent. Again and again his ears rang with tearfu

pl eas that he-or she-conme honme with them at | ast

Less visible, or audible, were an equal nunber of people who fled fromhis path in total terror

Coi nspi nner, in the hands of the Silver Queen, unobtrusively set the raiders' course. The marching
crowmd, urged on by Zoltan's shouts, soon swelled into an angry horde. A figure appearing to be, in
the eyes of hundreds of onl ookers, the Dark King hinself, acconpanied by a rapidly grow ng

ent our age whose purpose was uncertain, pushed through the outer gates and entered the pal ace
grounds.

That company went in unopposed, unchall enged by hunman or denoni c guard, through one of the main
doorways of the palace itself.

Conpl i cated, conflicting reactions by the hostages thensel ves surrounded Zoltan and his cl ose
escort when he carried Sightblinder in anmong them A roar went up froma thousand human voi ces,
and what had been a passive crowd of captives was transforned in a nonent into an utterly chaotic
nob.

Eagerly the four invaders began their inside work, shouting into the cellars and inprovised
dungeons, freeing hostages with sharp commands in Vilkata's nane. Even as Stephen and his band
began their rescue operation in the palace, the nost recently rounded-up contingent of genuine

host ages, a scant few, were still being penned up with the others in the inner courtyards. Those
interior roonms of the huge building which were nost suitable for the purpose had al ready been
rilled far beyond their normal capacity. Up till the hour of the raid, in an effort to forestall

or weaken, the inevitable Tasavaltan counterattack, the Dark King had continued to cram nore
hostages into the courtyards and cellars of the palace, an indiscrimnate gathering of whatever
men, wonen, and children could be rounded up by his renmai ning human converts and his denons.
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Aside fromelderly folk, or those who had been injured or crippled after Wundheal er ceased to be
avai l abl e, practically everyone who was not a hostage or a direct conbatant on one side or the
ot her had by now fled the capital

Doors and gates were opened in blind obedi ence, convert guards were tranpl ed, denons hurl ed away
by Stephen, who stood chanting steadily, pointing at one inhuman form after another. Lady Yanbu
continuously consulted Coinspinner, trying her best to interpret the results and convey themto
her conrades am d the din.

In noments, a nass escape was under way .

On the theory that the prisoners nost renote fromfreedom should be released first, or, in any
case, nust not be forgotten, Zoltan, alnost as familiar as Stephen with the palace, urged his
conrades to the | ower depths, where they found some doors still |ocked. Wth shouted comrands the
raiding party dug people out of cells and an inprovised torture-room then noved above-ground
again to visit one courtyard after another

It was plain fromtheir behavior that denons and converts saw Zoltan as their god, the Dark King,
the ultimte object of both |ove and fear, whereas the non-converts anmong the prisoners beheld
Vil kata as an object of stark terror. Many feared sone kind of sadistic trap when he told them
they were free, but few dared to |l et the opportunity slip by.

At the hour when the enptying of the pal ace began, Baron Amintor was still riding away fromthe
city, heading generally northwest at a steady pace-reversing the route of his entry little nore
than a day earlier. He was taking his handful of convert troops to attenpt a linkup with his own
advanci ng arny.

The Baron-still agitated and energetic as a result of the no-sleep spell-was furiously regretting
the | oss of Coi nspinner and naking his own private plans to regain control of the situation, when
the great denon Arridu cane droppi ng down out of the sky to visit himfor a second tine.

The little group of riders halted. Arridu, taking the formof a nounted warrior in black, at once
informed Amintor that a strong effort to free the hostages in Sarykam was even now i n progress by
a small band of Vilkata's enemies arned with Sightblinder and Coi nspi nner

The denon added: "I would, of course, have rushed to help our glorious Master-but, alas, one of
the attackers would see to it that I was swiftly banished, were |I there.”

The Baron drew a little aside with his illustrious visitor to talk while his nmounted escort waited
unconfortably at a little distance, out of earshot.

Eager to hear details of the attack on the pal ace, Ami ntor denmanded: "And Vil kata? Does he cone to
nmeet these raiders with the Sword of Force?"

A smle showed under the black warrior's helnmet-visor. "W nust expect that will soon happen."

So far, Coinspinner's luck appeared to be sustaining the rescue party in excellent fashion. The
Dark King hinself, and the great Trunp-Sword he carried, still had not taken the field against
t hem

Until now, Zoltan and his small band of conpani ons had ravaged and enptied the famliar cellars
and the prison-courtyards with inmpunity. Everywhere their orders for a general rel ease of
prisoners, shouted in the Master's nane, were being accepted as genui ne and obeyed.

When some hundreds of people who were still under the M ndsword' s spell, guards and prisoners
both, came swarm ng round Zoltan in bew | dernent, he ordered themfirmy, in the Dark King s nane,
to return to their homes and their old loyalties, and honor the Prince and Princess of Tasavalta.

The confusion precipitated by the attack anmong the denpns and converts guardi ng the pal ace had
qui ckly escalated into total chaos-perhaps it was only chance that some of the Dark King' s |oya
creatures, discovering himin a high tower, stanmered out the story of what they had just seen
They were positive that he, the Dark King hinmsel f, had given and was still giving puzzling and
contradictory orders for a general release of hostages.
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Vilkata, recalled by this alarmfroma certain nmagical enterprise which had distracted him
recogni zed that sone eneny arned with Sightblinder nust be attacking-but he had been nore than
hal f expecting sone such nove for hours, and thought hinself ready to nmeet it.

The Dark King | ooked forward, with the gl eeful anticipation of inpending triunph, to holding
Shi el dbreaker in one hand and Soul cutter in the other-and then wal ki ng anong t hese Tasaval tans and
enj oyi ng wat chi ng what becanme of them

But the Sword of Despair was not available just yet, and the joy of w elding Soul cutter against
his enem es was going to have to be postponed for just a little while.

Scranbling up a | adder to the tower's roof, the Dark King brought into action his secret weapon, a
griffin he had recently obtained, and leapt into the saddle already secured to the nmgica

hybrid's back. The great lion's head turned on its |ong neck, |ooking back for orders; the vast

wi ngs spread, the gigantic eagle-talons scratched at stone in an eagerness to taste soft human
flesh.

In nonents Vil kata was airborne, hovering over the nost central courtyard-the point of riding a
griffin rather than a denon was, of course, to render hinself inmmune to being swirled away to the
Moon again by Mark or his nisbegotten of fspring.

The Dark King was hol di ng Shi el dbreaker drawn and ready, and in his denonic vision Sightblinder

bel ow was no nore than a silvery twinkle in the hands of one he recognized as a scorned eneny. And
Coi nspi nner was there too, in the hands of another he had | ong hated! Today there were prospects
for good hunting with the Sword of Forcel

In the blink of an eye, Vilkata and his nmagic mount were hurtling down upon the raiders, ready to
put a stop to their daring raid and to their lives as well.

Mass confusi on was conmpounded, with rival Masters issuing contradictory orders. Even when Vil kata
was present with the Sword of Force, Zoltan with Sightblinder could still deceive everyone el se.
To that extent another Sword could indirectly be effective against a | eader armed with

Shi el dbr eaker.

The difficulty on the Tasavaltan side was that Stephen and his friends were at tinmes uncertain as
to which figure was Zoltan and which Vil kat a.

Zol tan was bell owi ng commands for all that he was worth. "He is the inmpostor, | tell you! But be
careful, he carries the Sword of Force. You nmen, disarmyourselves and seize him™"

But there was no use trying to disarma man flying overhead and out of reach

Vil kata, gripping his own Sword firmy, swept |ow over the field astride his griffin, seeing very
clearly the dooned inpostor issuing orders in his nanme. Wth a howl of glee, the Dark King snashed
Si ght bli nder from Zoltan's hands. The nmagic Sword of Stealth was transforned into a shower of dead
and deadly splinters, and Zoltan fell.

Once nore the pal ace echoed with the violent explosion of a ruined Sword-but in the next instant
the Dark King canme near falling fromhis saddl e.

His griffin-nmount, understandi ng that sonething had gone wong, |anded abruptly. Vilkata clutched
at the sockets where his eyes had been.

He was freshly blinded, his grip on triunph shaken

Young Prince Stephen had just hurled into distant exile the | atest denon to appear before himit
was Pitmedden, who had been providing Vilkata with his only vision of the surroundi ng world.

SEVENTEEN

AT the nonent Sightblinder was destroyed the great majority of the thousands of hostages were
already free, and the remmants of the captive horde were streaning swiftly out of the pal ace
through its nmany exits, spreading away across the grounds, escaping the Dark King's mal evol ence in
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dri bbl es and gouts of flight and panic.

Anong those last to | eave the pal ace were a nunber of people who fled unwillingly, converts still
stubbornly clinging to their conversion; they were now in headlong flight only because they had
heard their god, Vilkata hinself, order themto do so.

Converted and unconverted ali ke departed unnol ested. Stephen had for the tine being bani shed al

of their denonic gaolers, and the human converts Vil kata had assi gned as guards were chaotically
bewi | dered and denoralized. Thrown into a panic by their Mster's nisfortune, those near Vil kata
were desperately intent on shielding himfromfurther harm They were frenzied by his blindness, a
deprivation of external help against which the Sword of Force had done nothing to protect him

Adding to the confusion in the courtyard, the Dark King's griffin-nount, prowing near himon the
ground, slashed with lion-claws at the faithful who would still have hel ped their Mster, and
bared fangs | arge as human hands, keeping friends and foes alike at bay.

Vilkata in the courtyard had for a little while remained astride his plunging griffin, though
unwilling to trust it airborne when he could not see; soon he had slid fromthe creature's back
Now, on foot, wi th Shiel dbreaker still firmy in his hand, and guarded from unarned attack by the
griffin and a circle of fanatical human converts, he was prohibitively dangerous for either friend
or foe to approach

Cursing and raging, the Dark King had no denons to bring himquick reports; and still he dared not
attenpt to fly, to pursue his enenies and their remaining Sword, until one of the creatures should
return to provide himw th sight. He called out repeatedly to his human bodyguard, urging themto
protect him

Coi nspi nner was still in the hands of the Silver Queen, but the Sword of Chance woul d of course be
ineffective in any direct action against the man who still brandi shed Shi el d- breaker.

When Yanmbu, w th Ben | ooking on, questioned the Sword as to how best to defeat their eneny,
Coi nspi nner unmi stakably urged her toward the nearest exit fromthe courtyard.

Meanwhi | e, Stephen had been separated fromhis friends and | acked any magi cal gui dance. But he saw
that there was no way to attack Vilkata at present, and he too noved quickly to get hinmself out of
the courtyard and away fromthe pal ace before the Dark King could recover his sight. Mre

reptiles, and perhaps nore griffins, were comng to sweep the place clear of potential enem es.

In the rush to get away, the young Prince left the palace by a different exit from Yanbu and Ben.
Neit her party paid nuch attention to this fact at the tinme.

Vil kata was enraged by the awareness that some of his enenmies nust be getting away-but he was
savagel y pl eased at having achi eved the destruction of Sightblinder. That nmeant there was now one
|l ess Sword-prize in the world for which his many rivals and enenies m ght contend; and his own
ultimte goal of dominating the world with a single Sword was further advanced by the sane anount.

The Dark King's pleasure was increased on hearing confirmation fromhis converts that Zoltan
cousin to the accursed Tasavaltan royalty, was undoubtedly dead.

Yanmbu and Ben, trotting away fromthe pal ace at a good pace for folk no |onger young, heeding
Coi nspi nner's urging though they scarcely needed it, |ooked about themas they ran in an effort to
| ocate Stephen, but without success.

And naturally no nessenger-birds were available just now, the report to Kristin and Mark woul d
have to wait.

The Silver Queen and her massive escort paused to catch their breath after a few bl ocks. Ben
sei zed the opportunity to borrow Coi nspinner from Lady Yanbu. The Sword of Chance assured hi mthat
he should remain with her to reach whatever was his nost inportant goal

Stephen, running in a different direction, had escaped fromthe palace with his life and little
el se. He found hinmsel f once agai n noving through al nost-deserted streets, still separated fromhis
friends.
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This separation was not necessarily any worse than inconvenient. Before |aunching their raid on
the pal ace, the nethodi cal veterans had designated a point of rendezvous for survivors, if their
attenpt to free the hostages shoul d sonmehow mi scarry.

St ephen went to the appointed spot-an intersection otherwi se of no particular significance-and
wai t ed, under cover, for a quarter of an hour. \When none of his conrades showed up, he conforted
hinself with the hope that they had probably survived anyway; and he deci ded that he had better
nove al ong, keeping a wary eye out for flying reptiles.

Mour ni ng the death of Zoltan, but believing that his cousin had not died in vain, the young Prince
started to nmake his way out into the countryside, where he hoped to be able to | ocate his parents.

It was late in the day before Prince Mark and Princess Kristin |learned, froma w nged scout
fortunate enough to survive the | eather-w nged predators, of the attack on the palace by their
people armed with two Swords, and the general success of that endeavor, despite the death of
Zol t an.

The bird could give its nmaster and its mstress no news of Stephen-or of Yanbu or Ben-and Kristin
and Mark were once nore uncertain of their son's fate, and of the current whereabouts of the Sword
of Chance.

The day wore on, and their know edge of the situation inproved mnimally as nore bits of
i nformation came in

Mar k, even before the attack on Sarykam had heard sone runors concerning the independent arny of
mer cenari es being organized in a neighboring territory by his old foe Baron Anintor

To Kristin he nuttered: "Wuldn't have expected himto have a great deal of success, at this stage
of the gane; but he appears to have been successful."

Ani ntor had been too distant fromthe palace to be caught up in the struggle to free the hostages,
or inits aftermath. But his new partner, Arridu, was pronpt at bringing himnews, including that
of Sightblinder's destruction. The Baron smiled grimy to hear of such a serious setback for the
Dar k Ki ng.

Shortly after the Baron had received word and Arridu had once nore taken hinmself away, Am ntor
succeeded in maki ng contact with the nost advanced scouting unit of his own nercenary armny, a fast-
movi ng cavalry patrol. One of this party's scouting reptiles spotted himand guided himto the
meet i ng.

To the Baron's considerable relief, his second-in-comand rode out to neet him Anmalthea was
perhaps twenty years his junior, tall, dark, and slender, an attractive wonan and a skilled

magi cian as well as an effective warrior-a rare conbi nati on and one that suited Am ntor perfectly.
He understood very well that only the power of Coinspinner had nade it possible for a nan of his
own age and condition to recruit a junior partner who was so emnently satisfactory in so nany

i mportant ways.

Anintor felt a fierce joy when he beheld Analthea cantering toward him followed i mediately by a
pang of regret as he realized how likely it was, given his |oss of the Sword of Chance, that she
woul d not be with himnuch I onger

Still, for the tinme being, their relationship remained secure, as far as he could tell. Analthea
wel comed her |eader in a warmthough not greatly denonstrative fashion. She favored himwth a
sinple kiss, while the picked nmercenaries of the cavalry patrol |ooked on inpassively.

Then Anal thea drew back a little. "Is there sonething wong with you?" she asked sharply.

No doubt, he thought, her nagician's sense detected Vilkata's stay-awake treatnent. "A spell-one
more spell, nore or less..." The Baron shrugged. He was still breathing heavily fromthe
excitement, the exertion, brought on by Vilkata's magic.

"What Kkind of spell? And where is Coinspi nner?"
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"As for the spell, | tell you it is nothing of inportance. Only a few words from our glorious

| eader, with the object of hel ping ne keep awake. And Coi nspi nner has taken itself away." That

| ast expl anation was near enough to the truth, the Baron thought, to serve the purpose. "You've
brought what | asked for?"

"OfF course." Amalthea nodded. But had the wonman hesitated fractionally before replying?

Leading Anmintor to a little distance, just out of sight of their troops, Amalthea opened a | arge
bundl e of mmgi cal equi pnent and brought out a certain package-she had taken care that the soldiers
not know that she was carrying it-and showed Ami ntor the Sword she had been taking care of for
hi m

It was anot her of Coinspinner's gifts, of course.
Her eyes studied her elderly |l eader with concern as he unw apped the weapon and | ooked it over.

The concentric rings of a target made up the stark white synbol on this particular black hilt.
Farsl ayer. He nodded silently, knowi ng that he was going to need all the help that he could get.

Havi ng i nspected the Sword of Vengeance, the Baron sheathed it again and handed it back to
Anmal t hea.

"And what am | to do with this?" she asked hi m sharply.

"You are going to have to use it.'
man woul d.

He snmiled at her in the way-if he could remenber-that a young

The wonan only stared at himin silence, trying to fathomhis plan, and perhaps his worth. Then
she paused to do a little nagic, seeing to it as best she could that they were not being spied
upon.

Anintor added: "Use it when | amnot with you. But at atinme and in a way that | comand."
"OfF course," Amalthea responded, cal mand business-Ilike. "Wen and where?"

The Baron expl ai ned. The Sword of Vengeance was a marvel ous threat, but its actual use was not

wi t hout strong di sadvantages. Chief anobng these was the tendency of the victimto be anong friends
when he was so hel pl essly skewered, and the conconitant tendency of the bereaved friends to
retaliate in kind, when they found thensel ves so providentially provided with the nmeans as well as
notive.

Anintor, considering the matter coolly, as was his wont, thought it would certainly be satisfying
to at last rid hinmself permanently of Mark, who had caused himso nuch trouble in the past, and
continued to do so now. But Anintor was at the same tine very reluctant to give Mark's friends a
return shot at hinself.

Anyway, Amintor did not consider Mark his nost inmediately pressing danger

He had barely finished his explanations, given explicit orders, and nmade sure that Farslayer was
agai n securely hidden, when Vilkata's denoni c nessenger-not Arridu this time- arrived to bid him
hol d hinself ready for a conference. The Dark King, griffin-nounted, was on his way.

Sone of the denons so recently bani shed by Stephen frominside the palace had been able to return
relatively quickly to the Dark King's service. Wthin an hour of his blinding, Vilkata had
regained the ability to see and had junped back into the saddle on his griffin's back

Before inplementing the next step of his overall plan, which would involve going to the Mon,
Vil kata wanted to settle matters between hinmself and Anintor.

When the two nen net, in a snall patch of sumer forest, Anmalthea retreated with her cavalry
patrol, leaving Vilkata and Am ntor al one except for certain nmenbers of the forner's escort.

The Dark King sarcastically demanded of the Baron what assurances the |atter needed to be
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convi nced that he now faced the genuine Dark King.
Anintor tried to sound conciliatory.

The senior partner, in a black hunor, waved Shi el dbreaker, and shouted that Sightblinder had now
been bl asted into fragments, dam it!

Then the Eyeless One, still brandi shing the Sword of Force, angrily denmanded of his junior
partner: "What is the matter with you?" Under the circunstances, this could be only interpreted as
rhetorical abuse. It was quite obvious that there were serious difficulties between them

"Ch, Great King," Amintor nmurnured, as if in an excess of self-reproach and fear, "pardon ne!" And
he nmoved clunsily as if to fall to his knees before his Master-a nmaneuver that brought him
physically closer to his senior partner, by the two steps the Baron judged were essenti al

From that position, crouching as if about to kneel, the Baron hurled his aging body forward, in a
desperate effort to westle Shieldbreaker fromits possessor. For once he woul d stake everything

upon one nove-because at this exact nonment, if Amalthea were faithful, Farslayer should be com ng
to strike down his foe. If Vilkata dropped Shiel dbreaker, he would die, and if he held the Sword,
Amintor would west it fromhim

There came a whistle and a ringing in the air, a flash of silver. The Dark King, Shiel dbreaker
still held high in his right hand, his countenance betraying no surprise, had withdrawn fromhis
unarmed assail ant by a single step.

At Vilkata's feet the Baron |ay dead, instantaneously transfixed by a bright Blade. Amintor's body
still twitched, fingers closing spasnodically as if to grasp sone prize, but his eyes stared
lifelessly. He had been slain by Farslayer, flying at himfrom sone unseen hand.

Only a nonent passed before Amalthea appeared, energing from sumer greenery some mneters behind
the Dark King, walking slowly forward anong the trees. Her manner was denure and subservient to
Vil kata, who was not at all surprised to see her. Cbviously they had nmet before. A | ook of
under st andi ng passed between them The enchantress had deci ded she woul d be better off serving the
Dark King directly.

An instant later Arridu appeared too, materializing out of thin air, smoothly assuring his G eat
Mast er that had the Sword of Vengeance not killed the traitor, he would have done so.

"It appears you both were right,
pl anni ng treachery all along.”

the Dark King conplinented his two assistants. "The fool was

In the next monent, brushing aside the congratul ations of his aides upon his cleverness, the Dark
Ki ng, laughing triunphantly over Amintor's skewered corpse, planted a boot on the Baron's chest,
and plucked forth the Sword of Vengeance fromthe Baron's heart.

For a long noment Vil kata found hinself brandi shing two Swords, Farslayer and Shiel dbreaker, at
the sane tune, a rare experience even for him H s denonic vision suddenly began to play tricks on
hi m

O rather, he thought in a flash of insight, he was forcibly rem nded of something he should
al ways have kept in mind, but tended to forget-that his self-chosen node of perception had al ways
been playing tricks.

What ever its exact provenance, this particular vision was unsettling.

From somewhere there came into his view unbidden an odd glinpse of a small room stone-walled and
cranmped, containing a torture-rack and little else, the rack conplete wi th anonynmous, screarm ng
victim And this nade the Dark King suddenly feel better-he could get used to this business of the
two Swords.

Vil kata was not afraid of casting the Sword of Vengeance in anbng Mark's vengeful friends-not as
Il ong as he, Vilkata, had Shiel dbreaker in hand to fend off the likely riposte.

Hol ding the black hilt of Farslayer at armis |length in both hands, spinning his body gracefully,
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the Dark King chanted the old rhynme: "For thy heart, for thy heart, who hast wonged ne-"

In a blur and a flash, Farslayer was gone, howing away into the distance, fromthe nonent of its
| aunchi ng beconme invisible with its own speed.

As soon as he had thrown the Sword, Vilkata felt confident (though, as always, there remmined a
shade of naggi ng, suspicious doubt) that he'd killed Mark. Only Shiel dbreaker coul d have protected
the Prince, and the Sword of Force was still here at his own side.

Hastily he drew his protection, held it ready, smling as he awaited the counterbl ow from Prince
Mark's grieving friends.

The Prince of Tasavalta was on his riding-beast, |leading a growing force of mounted troops and
infantry toward Sarykamto reclaimhis capital, when the Sword of Vengeance came for him

Mark was granted no nore than a nonment of warning.

Only the Prince hinself, and a few people who were closest to him saw or heard Farslayer flying
toward him

It was Kristin, as so often watchfully protective at the Prince's side, who in a flash drew
Whundheal er fromwhere it was kept ready, belted at her own wai st.

Vilkata's gift came bursting through whatever magi cal defenses Mark had in place-Karel, recovered
now from M nd-sword-nmagi ¢ but still at a distance, had seen to it that those barriers had becone
consi derabl e, though intended only agai nst weaker attacks than this. Neither the Prince nor his
chi ef magi ci an woul d have wasted tine and energy trying to build defenses against this weapon.

The shock of Farslayer's inmpact knocked Mark clean out of his saddle, inpaling himbloodily. No
voluntary cry broke fromhis lips, only the mechanical grunt of air out-driven by the inpact of
Farslayer's hilt against his chest.

Kristin was no nore than an eyeblink |later with Wundheal er, which she plunged right into her
husband's heart, then did her best to catch his falling body before it struck the ground.

Then, for a fewterribly nmonents, Mark endured having the Sword of Vengeance stuck right in

t hrough his breastbone, next to the Sword of Love, the two Bl ades crossing, clashing, somewhere
near the center of his body. Hi s eyes were open, his face working, as if he were struggling to
endure, to understand.

The Princess, shifting her grip to the other hilt, pulled Farslayer from Mark's body and cast it
blindly aside.

A swarm of supporters, crying out their shock and rage, at once gathered round the fallen Prince
Meanwhi | e, the peasant Bodker, grateful and fanatically devoted to the man who had heal ed his
child, and neither knowi ng nor caring whether Vilkata possessed Shi el dbr eaker - perhaps possessing
little know edge of any Swords-grabbed up Farslayer and hurled it angrily, muttering his clumsy
prayer that it should slay whoever had just tried to kill the Prince.

The Dark King was still waiting alertly, Shieldbreaker pounding and drunming in his hand, when
Bodker's gift arrived; after a startled nonment of noise and glare and flying fragments, Vil kata of
course remai ned unscr at ched.

Again there had been the Sword-shattering blast-again the |lethal spray of fragnents of ensorcelled
nmet al .

Near by denmons screaned in pain; their lives, being el sewhere, of course, were safe.

Meanwhi l e the Dark King endured a split second in which he feared that his defense had failed him
but after that split second he | aughed whol eheartedly at this evidence of what he saw as his own
continuing invincibility.

El GHTEEN
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THE two veterans, Ben of Purkinje and the Silver Queen, were naking their way in near-silence
south along the coast, the east wind fromthe sea whipping their graying hair. Yanbu rode with an
al nost unconsci ous queenly dignity, nost of the tinme holding the reins in her left hand, carrying
Coi nspi nner unsheathed in her right. Her wiry armdrooped with the Sword's weight, but her grip on
the black hilt held steady, sensitive to its least vibration. The |ady's eyes continually scanned
the road ahead. Her giant escort, grimfaced and for the nonment no nore than mundanely arned, kept
his [ arge and powerful nount close behind hers.

Since leaving the city behind them the Silver Queen's conpani on had tw ce asked for and been

| oaned the Sword fromher. Twice he had tested Coi nspinner's powers with questions containing
obscure al |l usions, phrases that woul d have been hard to understand even had the wi nd not whirl ed
the words away so quickly.

Twice the result had evidently been affirmative, for Ben each tinme gave back the Sword and
followed the lady on in silence. It was evident that the Sword of Chance had recomrended t hese two
peopl e to each ot her.

The Dark King now had adopted Analthea as his chief human ai de-or at |east had prom sed her that
status-and neant to |eave her in.control of his arny, formerly Amintor's.

Meanwhi |l e he, Vilkata, had other things to do. He told his new assistant no details of his own

i medi ate plans, only that he was going away for a day or two and that she should save what she
could of the arny which had been Amintor's. Doubtless that would require a tenporary-only
tenporary-retreat from Tasavalta. But the arny woul d be useful when the Dark King cane back to
renew his attack with overwhelning force, and it was inportant that as nuch of it as possible be
preserved.

One of Vilkata's first acts on arriving back on Earth fromhis two-year exile had been to order
his denmons to conceal his spacecraft in a seashore cave only a few hours' hike south of Sarykam
The Dark King had considered it prudent to keep this equipnment standing by in case sone sudden
need for it arose. Riding on his griffin now, he was able to reach the site in m nutes.

Vilkata, on his way to the cave in which the spacecraft l|ay hidden, consoled hinmself, in
conversation with Pitnmedden, that in the freeing of his hostages he had suffered only a tenporary
set back. He had driven his enemes fromthe field in their nost recent skirmsh, and with his own
hand had cut down a nephew of Prince Mark.

But of course those achievenents fell far short of total victory. The conpl ete conquest of the
real m of Tasavalta, let alone that of the entire world, seenmed as renpte as ever

G ven Soul cutter and Shiel dbreaker both in hand, of course, he would possess the neans to rout his
enem es for good and all. Arridu whispered, and the great prize beckoned. Thinking he now had a
pricel ess opportunity to obtain the Sword of Despair, the Dark King with his denonic vision
eagerly scanned the darkness ahead for the seashore cave.

Ben and Lady Yanbu were being guided by the Sword of Chance in the sane direction that Vil kata had
chosen for his flight. As they rode, they saw hi mgo soaring, streaking overhead, traversing the
daylight sky at a rmuch swifter pace.

Coi nspi nner had provided the Silver Queen and her partner with excellent riding-beasts for this
journey-a circunmstance whi ch suggested either that speed was inportant in their journey or that
their destination lay at no great distance. Before leaving the city, the pair had cone upon a pair
of animals, untended, providentially abandoned in the niddle of an otherw se deserted street,
saddl ed, well-rested, and fed. Then the Sword, buzzing and twitching in the lady's hand fromtime
to tine, led themon a brisk ride out of Sarykam

After Ben's latest trial with the Sword, the lady confronted him "Are you asking for sonething
el se, big man, apart from sonme i nmedi ate tactical success?"

"And if | an®"
"No harmin it-1 was only curious. As we left the square back there, | put a personal question to

the Sword myself." After a nonment the |ady added: "Since we are in retreat already-what | really
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want, apart from seeing these dammed denons and their human | overs crushed, is once nore to
confront ny husband.”

Ben was frowni ng. "Your husband, |ady? | thought-"

"Call himny former husband, then. You know who | nean, however you prefer to name him The so-

el usive and nysterious Enperor. The older | grow, the nore | am convinced that that confrontation
is what | want-nay, what | need-above all else. There are answers | nust have, and nowhere else to
turn for them"

Bef ore anot her hour had passed, while, under the Sword's gui dance, still heading south along the
coast, they had passed several encanmpnents of refugees fromthe city, and were a dozen kil oneters
fromthe capital.

Soon afterward all signs of settlenent dropped out of sight. The coastline here was rocky and

i nhospitable, with few harbors or real beaches. The stony earth held little soil for farm ng or
even grazing, nor were these shallow, tide-riven coastal waters hospitable to fishing boats.
Nevert hel ess, the only indication of the presence of human life was two or three of these craft
several hundred nmeters off shore.

Atop a deserted-1ooking stretch of cliff, no different in its general appearance fromthe regions
i medi ately to north or south, they discovered an entrance to a large cave, a gaping hole in the
ground at | east as big as a small house-no particular surprise in this area, though neither
travel er had ever seen this particul ar cave before.

When Ben and the Silver Queen concentrated their attention on the opening, certain strange sounds
and dimlights were faintly perceptible fromthe darkness deep within the cave.

But Coi nspi nner was silently tugging its clients in a different direction. Anay fromthe

di scovered entrance, and down the cliffside, guiding their riding-beasts along an unnarked path
which led themto another opening in the rock, right at sea level, quite likely a second entrance
to the sane cave. Wereas the upper opening was fairly plain on the top surface of a lowcliff,
the | ower was inconspi cuous, alnost invisible until you were right on it.

Ben di snmounted and advanced a few paces, to stand squinting in sunlight, peering into di mess.
This | ower entrance was awash, at |east at the current stage of the tide. Waves continually

spl ashed and roared into the space that had been carved fromsolid rock by their ancestors over a
myri ad of years.

The Sword of Chance bade the seekers wade into the cave; the | ow entrance nmade it necessary for
themto | eave their riding-beasts outside.

Sone strange i nhuman sound, a heavy shifting of great weight upon clawed feet, canme out of the
dar kness ahead, raising visions of deadly nonsters in Ben's mind. "Dragon!" he whispered sharply,
backing into a retreat.

Yanbu's hand was on his arm "No, a griffin, | can see its wings." Her eyes were evidently better
than Ben's in darkness. A leonine grow confirmed her identification. "It nust be the creature
Vil kata rode-renmenber, we saw himpass us in the sky."

Ben relaxed a trifle. "What now? The Sword has led us to this thing-are we supposed to clinb upon
its ..."

Ben's voice trailed off. A prenpnitory wave of nausea, a seenming tilting of the watery shingle
beneath his feet, warned himat last that the griffin was not the only guardian of this entryway.

Yanbu was experiencing the sane sensations, and her hand gripped hard at Ben's arm But the denon
had scarcely appeared, a luninous formin warrior's shape drifting in the cave entrance, when the
Sword of Chance went into action in defense of its human bearer.

Ben's heartfelt prayer was answered al nost before it could take shape in his mnd: Coinspinner
could as easily visit catastrophe upon a denbn as on a hunan or a beast. The thing had no nore
than confronted them when its inage froze. Ben understood in a nmonent that sone horrible accident
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had just happened to that denon's |ife-object, however renote in space that object might be from
the mani festati on he confronted.

the thing's eyes stared into sone terrible distance, where its hidden |ife was being nenaced.
no time for it to reach the spot, to try to defend itself.

The bl ank expression in the dooned denon's countenance turned into one of trenendous shock. In the
next nonent the inmage had crunpl ed, then evaporated, and the watching humans knew it nust be dead.

The griffin, indifferent to their presence, munbled a sleepy lion-roar and seened to be crouching,
turning round, dog-like, as if preparing to go to sleep

The Dark King, observing these events froma place of conceal nent within the cave, understood
perfectly well what had just happened. Vilkata, gnhashing his teeth at being so inconveniently
deprived of one nore denon, was fully alerted to the fact that his enem es were on his trail-and
that they nust have the Sword of Chance still with them

Vil kata found the situation quite to his satisfaction. Now, with Pitnedden as usual providing him
his sight, in this case letting himsee around a corner, he waited in anbush, clutching his Sword,
behi nd one of the gnarled rock formations in the inner darkness of the cave.

In this part the cave was deep and dark enough to keep out npbst of the sunlight. Sone A d Wrld
lighting glowing indirectly out of the parked space vehicle provided a partial illum nation

Though Ben and Yanbu had so far been given no direct evidence that Vilkata was here, the presence
of the griffin and at |east one denon certainly nade his presence likely. They had to operate on

the assunption that the Dark King was still arned with the Sword of Force, and that he m ght well
have nore denons with him as well as a bodyguard of human converts.

Ben, now advancing into the cave, clinmbing wet rock past the somolent griffin, warily got ready
to throw down at a nmonment's notice any nmundane weapon he was hol di ng. Perhaps he did thus far
di sarm hi nmsel f.

He and the Silver Queen were both experienced in Sword-matters, and with a nini mum of words and
gestures nade their arrangenents for nutual defense. It was deci ded between themthat Ben woul d
hold their Sword and | ead the way.

But Vil kata junped out of anbush and struck, before Ben, being | ed by Coinspinner and stil
trusting in the guidance of that Sword, could throw it down.

Wien the Dark King, a lunging shape not instantly identifiable, cane junping out from behind a
rock, Ben raised the Sword of Chance instinctively, just as Vilkata had rai sed his weapon in the
arnmory under the pal ace.

Shi el dbreaker emitted a barrage of drunmi ng sounds. In the next instant, with a violent crash
whose vi sual conmponent |it the cave, Coinspinner had been destroyed.

Flying fragnents of the broken Sword stabbed into Ben's head, sent himslipping, sliding, finally
tunbling, down a little slope. But the huge man was not i medi ately di sabl ed, and for the nonment
could disregard the fact that he was hurt. An instant after the blast, Ben, bleeding fromhis face
and scal p but again on his feet and now unarmed, charged uphill at Vilkata, who was still hol ding
Shi el dbr eaker .

The Silver Queen, considerably nore distant fromthe blast, had al so been injured by stray bits of
Sword, but not severely, though nonmentarily stunned by the concussion

Seei ng the energy with which Ben was coning after him the Dark King nmuttered bl aspheni es, angered
that his latest victimshould retain such strength-and was coni ng unar ned.

Vil kata considered hastily whether to retreat, or stay and fight. He was unsure of just what
powers or what people were here arrayed against him and he had no intention of throwing down his
own inval uabl e Sword-that would nmean assuning sone risk, however small, of not getting it back
Havi ng come to depend upon the matchl ess, Sword-smashi ng power of Shiel dbreaker in his own hand,
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the Dark King had no intention of giving it up

Briefly Vilkata considered trying to deal with the still-advancing Ben by neans of sone |esser
magi ¢, or by hurling rocks. But common nagi ¢ worked poorly when, as now, fighting blades were
drawn. And the Dark King was determined not to be delayed in his trip to the Mon. Rather than
deal personally with Ben and Lady Yanbu, Vilkata snapped a few terse words to another of his

| esser denbns and turned away. The thing shrilled an obedi ent acknow edgrment of its Master's
comand.

The Dark King, with Pitnedden and one other mnor denon still clinging to himlike tendrils of
evil smog, darted to the open hatch of the waiting A d Wrld spacecraft and junped in. The hatch
closed with a soft thud behind himand the spacecraft alnmost imrediately whirled aloft, to go
rushing in near silence out of the cave through its upper aperture.

Ben and Lady Yanbu, recoiling fromthis denponstration of the powers of Ad Wrld machi nery, found
thensel ves still free to nove about. Though certain om nous and unfamliar sensations in his head
were now giving the man to understand that he had sustained sonme serious injury in the | atest

Swor d- expl osi on.

Warrior-fashion, he did his best to shake off the difficulty.

Yanmbu and Ben were now closer to the cave's upper entrance than the | ower aperture, and noved out
of it to stand on the rocks atop the cliff.

Once in the open air again, Ben stood swaying, his head back, nouth gapi ng upward-he had cone out
of the cave just intime to get a last glinpse of the Od Wrld shuttle bearing the Dark King
before it di sappeared at a trenendous di stance overhead.

The Silver Queen had followed Ben out of the cave and stood beside him

Only briefly were the two hurmans allowed to hope that Vilkata, in his haste to | eave, m ght have
decided to ignore them Scarcely had they tinme to draw a deep breath before the denmon who had been
appoi nted their executioner was with them naking its presence known in the formof a vague, half-
human shape

But before the denon could begin to toy with its all-but-helpless victins, the whispering sound of
the spacecraft's passage through the Iower air, which had faded only nonents earlier, returned.
Ben, | ooking up, saw that the near-spherical shape had reappeared in the sky and was descendi ng
rapidly.

Silently and swiftly, emtting no great glare of light, this vehicle approached the upper entrance
to the cave, where the two people and the denon who confronted it were standing.

The spacecraft, hard metal scrunching solidly on rock, touched down very near them

The onl ooki ng denon gaped, as surprised as Ben and Yanbu, and perhaps al nost as frightened. The
clear, glassy surfaces of the Od Wrld vehicle had been turned opaque, and no one could see into
it fromoutside

The lights inside it dinmed or went out, and a hatch opened.
The head energing was certainly not Vilkata's. Nor was it even hunman-or denonic.

The three onl ookers watched with utter astoni shnent as the rest of the energing formcame into
viewa figure, despite its size, speedily, gracefully unfolding through the open hatchway, then
elongating to its full height of some six nmeters. A body standing on two al nost man-like | egs, al
clad in glowing fur, a face and body neither quite human or quite animal in aspect, though

obvi ously mal e.

"Hail, Lord Draffut!" Ben breathed fervently. The utterance sounded |i ke a prayer

Yanbu and the denmon were equally quick to recognize Draffut, the fanpbus Beastlord, a being
everywhere believed by conmon folk to belong to the pantheon of gods. What stunned Ben even nore
than the fact of Draffut's arrival was that of his god-like size and evident power. Ben had heard
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t he appearance of the Lord of Beasts, in recent years, very differently descri bed.

Draf fut had no sooner unlinbered his gigantic formfromthe spacecraft than he grow ed out a
chal l enge to the stunned denon wat chi ng.

What ever foll owed between the two beings on the Ievel of magic, in the way of an exchange of
threats, even of direct blows, Ben failed to perceive the interaction at all. Al he could be sure
of was that a nmonent after the Lord of Beasts confronted the denon, Vilkata's creature had fled,
or had been driven fromthe field.

Now t hat an oasis of safety had been established, at |east tenporarily, Draffut greeted Yanbu and
Ben as ol d acquai ntances, even as friends.

Ben was just starting to reply, when, to his surprise, the throbbing which had been put inside his
head by Coi nspi nner's dying blast rose up and wi ped away the world.

Wien the huge man recovered his wits, he found hinself being held, supported |like a baby in
Draffut's gigantic hands, while Lady Yanbu stared at himw th concern. Brusquely Ben asserted a
warrior's contenpt for his own wounds, announced that he was fine, and clinbed out of the
Beastlord's grip to stand, sonmewhat shakily, on his own two feet. Blood fromhis scalp injury was
still comng down his face in an occasional thin trickle, and he brushed at it inpatiently.

"Along tinme since we've nmet, Master Draffut."” Ben was too know edgeable to speak to this creature
before himas to a god.

"Many years, Ben of Purkinje." Draffut was hal f-kneeling now, a position which brought his huge
head closer to a level with those of his conpanions. The great voice was as soft as it was deep

Ben, his head suddenly once nore awhirl, spoke again before he'd taken careful measure of his
words. "I renmenber that we were in a battle together, you and I and a thousand ot hers, and you .

The vast eyes, of shifting colors, stared at him He thought the inner radiance of the white fur
di mred nonentarily. Draffut said: "I killed a man that day. The act was unintentional, but yes, |
killed."

That hadn't been Ben's key nenory of Draffut's part in the battle, but he couldn't deny that it
had happened. Ben did his best to reassure the lumnous giant. "Killing is a part of any war."

Draf fut only shook his head.
"I had heard . . ." The huge nan began, then hesitated.

The Beastlord nodded. "That | had changed. Had been dinmi nished, as a result of what happened to ne
on that day of war."

"Yes."

"And what you heard was true, for | was changed i ndeed. Once nore, as in ny early youth, | ran
about the world on four |egs, and was content to be again a dog, the formin which | was created
But | have a friend who was not content that | should remain so."

It was Yambu who brought the discussion back to a practical level: "W owe you our lives, Master
Draffut. Where have you conme fromin that Od Wrld device, and why are you here now?"

"I have been sent here, fromthe Mwon, with instructions to bring two peopl e back."

Yanbu had never been timd, and now, at her time of |life and with her experience, there were very
few things that really frightened her. Still she felt a qual mat the thought of enbarking upon the
shuttl e-voyage Draffut was proposing.

Coi nspi nner was no | onger available to provide gui dance, but her doubts were thrust aside when
Draffut promi sed the Silver Queen that he could bring her face to face with the Enperor at |ast.
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"You hesitate, great |lady. But you are wanted there." And Draffut |ooked up into the sky-to human
eyes the Moon, today risen in early daylight, was now, near nidday, quite invisible.

She coul d not doubt that this gigantic being was telling her the truth. "He hinself has said this
to you? He nentioned me?"

"I ndeed, great |ady, the chief reason | amhere is that the Enperor has asked me to bring you to
him™"

Young Prince Stephen, halfway through a journey to the village where he thought his parents nost
likely to be found, had taken shelter in a small shady grove, trying to keep out of sight of
patrolling reptiles in the sky.

St ephen, who had cl osed his eyes in weariness, was alnost entirely sure that he was dreamn ng when
he opened themat a small sound, to behold his fanbus grandfather, now sitting quite near himon a
fallen tree, and nodding to himin famliar greeting. Stephen recognized the Enperor at once,
despite the fact that the Emperor now | ooked a little younger than his son Prince Mark.

Today Stephen's grandfather, a surprisingly ordinary-looking man clad all in gray, had not chosen
to put on one of his fanbus nasks, or play the clown. Instead he appeared in the boy's dreamif
dreamit was-as armed with many Swords. The familiar figure was carrying themall glittering and
gl eami ng, the bright Blades clashing together harmessly, in a kind of crude gardener's bag. He
opened that container to let the young.lad I ook inside.

But soon the Enperor covered up the Swords again and put aside the bag.

Then he said, as if this were his point in making the display: "They're not really all that
i mportant, you know. "

"What's nore inportant than Swords, G andfather?”

"A nunber of things-for exanple, that you and | have a talk every now and then."
"Real | y?"

"Yes. Ch, yes. And now seened |ike a good tinme."

St ephen sat up, shifting his position. He now had the feeling that he was wi de awake. "I'mtrying
to find ny parents.”

Hi s conpani on nodded. "I know you are. | expect you'll nanage to locate themall right. Tell your
father that he and | nust have a tal k again sometine."

"1"I'l tell him" Stephen blinked. "And | know he wants to talk to you. He spends a lot of tinme
trying to find you."

"Your father worries a great deal, unnecessarily. You nmight tell himl said that."

They chatted for a few ninutes nore-about nothing out of the ordinary, as Stephen remenbered |ater-
before the Enperor got to his feet and slung his bag-had it really contai ned Swords?-over his
shoul der.

Taki ng these actions as signals of departure, Stephen said politely: "Good |uck, G andfather, safe
j our neyi ng- Ardneh be with you."

"Thank you." The man's reply was solem. "And with you as well."
"I"ll see you again, won't |7?"
"Ch yes. It mght be a while, but we'll neet again. Never worry about that."

Ben and the Lady Yanbu, standing with Draffut just outside the seaside cave, |ooked at each other
Both of the hunans at the nonent were feeling sharply the |ack of the Sword of Chance. But
Coi nspi nner was gone, and that was that.
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Fol | owi ng the guidance of the revitalized Draffut, the two humans boarded the O d Wirld spacecraft
wi t hout argunent or serious hesitation, despite the utter strangeness of the device.

Draf fut conmmunicated in sone way with the nmachinery. Monments later, the craft and its three
occupants were being borne upward at a speed achievable only by dd Wrld technol ogy.

For the first hour or so of the flight, Ben lay on one of the strange beds and briefly slept. Wen
he awoke, the bl eeding fromhis head wound had entirely stopped, but he still felt pain and
occasional disorientation. As their hours in space lengthened into a full day, the two hunman
passengers occupi ed thensel ves alternately resting and novi ng about inside the gl ass-and-netal
vehicle, watching the Earth recede and the Mon grow ever larger. It was indeed a m nd-bendi ng
experi ence.

Not counting snall |atrine-bathroons and a galley, there were three habitable chanbers inside the
shuttl e, which was easily the size of a snmall house-the | argest cabin was capaci ous enough to
house w t hout undue hardship the six-nmeter length of Draffut as well as the two hunmans.
Particularly as Draffut soon manifested the ability to double his body into a relatively smnal
space with no apparent |ack of confort. The humans now di scovered that the novable interior
partitions of the craft could be repositioned to provide one |ong, narrow chanber in which the
Beastl ord was able to accommpdate hinself at full |ength.

The passengers experienced no fierce acceleration even though the Earth seened to be falling away

at breat htaki ng speed; and the hunman passengers specul ated as to whether the speed and ease of the
journey were due to magic or technology. "Up" and "down" remnmi ned, respectively, the directions of
the shuttle's overhead and of its deck; but the sky outside, and the Earth visibly enbedded in it,
assumed al arnming and upsetting positions.

Ben' s wounds, though bandaged by the Silver Queen with O d Wrld nedical materials on board, stil
bot hered him and her own minor injuries still pained. Draffut several tines adm nistered such
healing as he was able to performby the laying on of his huge hands, and Yanbu was greatly

hel ped. Each treatnent nmade Ben feel a little better, though the benefit was only tenporary. The
Beastl ord grunmbl ed that his healing power was not what it once had been, and solemmly pronised a
nmore efficaci ous therapy once they reached the Mon.

Ben dozed repeatedly and dreanmed. The cunul ative weariness of a hard |life seemed to have caught up
with him and he wel conmed the chance afforded by these confortable quarters to catch up on sleep
and al so on food, which proved to be plentifully available in several acceptable forns. Draffut
showed both human passengers how to control the O d Wrld equi pnrent concerned with health, safety,
and confort.

There was tal k of Swords, and of the prospects in the war now ragi ng, anong the three now
traveling so swiftly together to the Moon

For their own satisfaction-Ben's in particular-they brought up to date the inventory of Swords as
well as they were able.

Yanbu had for sonme years been nmaking an effort to keep track of the Twel ve Swords- Draf f ut
announced that he had been doing so too, and now gave his conpanions his current reckoning in the
matter.

After Coinspinner's recent ruining, only Farslayer, Soul cutter, Shieldbreaker, and Wundheal er
still survived-and Draffut was not at all sure about the first of those. One by one, over the past
forty years or so, all the rest of the output of WVulcan's forge had been reduced to bits of black
wood and dull netal, the nothingness of dissipated magic.

The Sword of Despair, said Draffut, was really the one to worry about. The Enperor had told him
t hat .

It was Yanmbu who theorized that a few of the Swords, including Soulcutter, had shared an

interesting property-the Tyrant's Bl ade never discrimnnated anmong individuals. In effect,
Soul cutter didn't care who anyone was.
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Nei t her did Wundheal er.

Nor had the M ndsword, before it was destroyed, ever distinguished one person from anot her-apart
fromsingling out its current owner as the suprene object of devotion

Back on Earth, Stephen had not traveled far fromthe grove in which he nmet the Enperor when, to
his great joy, he encountered a recovered Karel, whose own magi cal search had led himto the young
Prince. Fromthat point on, under the great w zard' s protection, Stephen had nothing to fear from
flying reptiles, nor could his reunion with his parents be del ayed nuch | onger

Wyundheal er had restored Mark to full health alnost instantly upon its application, and now only a
nearly-invisible white scar marked the place where Farslayer had conme ravening into his flesh.

Prince and Princess together had continued their advance upon Sarykam recruiting nore arned
troops readily fromthe villages, where a nunber of trained mlitia were available. Scouts
reported that what had been Baron Amintor's arny, now comanded by a wonan nanmed Analthea, was
trying to reverse course and w thdraw from Tasaval t a.

And with the |l oss of Coinspinner's luck, the arny gave signs that, |acking sone triunphant stroke
by the Dark King personally, it would soon break up in internal conflicts.

Coming out fromthe capital to join Prince Mark were a nunber of de-converted soldiers, along with
the bul k of the general population. Wth every passing hour, nore converts now recovered
spont aneously fromthe M ndsword's hi deous spell

Wth these and other forces rapidly becom ng available, the country nmoving toward ful
mobi | i zation, the Prince acted swiftly to harry and punish the force of nmercenaries as it strove
to withdraw from Tasavalta. General Rostov, and the |ocal |eaders el sewhere, had not waited for
Mark's direct |eadership before organizing and taking action.

The nercenary force was in retreat, threatened with disintegration, united now only for self-
def ense.

Less than two days after departing the coast of Tasavalta, the three passengers in the space
shuttle were preparing for a | anding on the Mon

The |ifel ess-1o00king desert globe first becanme frighteningly |arge, then ceased to be an object in
the sky at all, and was transformed into a world reassuringly below their feet. Draffut, the
experienced travel er, meanwhile pointed out certain sights of interest-including the place from
whi ch Vil kata had rescued the denons-as they approached, and indicated at | east roughly what
territory lay definitely within the Enperor's donain.

Yanmbu gritted her teeth, doing what she could to get ready for a confrontation wi th that
i npossi bl e man, who had once been her husband.

The Beastlord al so explained, to a pair of human beings too awed and bew | dered to understand him
very well, how he hinself had come to be restored to power and majesty by inmersion in what he
called the Lake of Life-that had been the Enperor's doing, of course. Draffut told his questioners
that he expected they would have the chance to see the Lake of Life for thensel ves.

Yanbu and Ben had both heard of the ancient, |egendary Lake of Life, which supposedly had existed
at some unknown | ocation on the Earth.

Draf fut assured his human listeners that the |unar Lake was a duplicate of the | egendary one.
Bel ow the travelers, a snooth area of the Mon's surface that | ooked |ike pavenent grew and grew.

Ben, |ong past astonishment, observed sonme kind of giant hatch or window in that surface yawn open
to receive their vehicle.

And then, fairly abruptly and without fanfare, the voyage ended in an intact base or spaceport
built securely under the lunar surface.

Back on Earth, at about the sane tinme that their friends' spacecraft reached the Mon, Prince Mrk
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and Princess Kristin were joyfully reunited with their son and the old wi zard who was Kristin's
uncl e.

Moments |ater, while Stephen enjoyed the benefits of Wundheal er, he passed on to Kristin and Mark
the nost recent intelligence regarding the conditions in Sarykam and what had happened to himin
the course of his journey since leaving the city. Naturally the youth included his nost recent

i nformation about Ben and Yanbu-and Zoltan

As a kind of afterthought, Stephen told his parents about his encounter with the Enperor-adding
his continued uncertainty as to whether that neeting might have happened only in a dream

Mar k acknow edged his son's information about that talk with a nod, but nmade al nbst no comrent on
the matter. Everyone, it seened, got to talk to the Enperor sooner or |ater-everyone but him the
Enperor's son. And what good did it all do, anyway, all these vague signs of encouragenent and
advice fromthe inperial Geat Cown?

No one at the royal headquarters as yet had any certain know edge of Coi nspinner's destruction, or
Farsl ayer's. Through Karel's art the Prince was soon given warning that the Dark King was com ng
back with Soul cutter and nore denons fromthe Mon.

NI NETEEN

WHEN Ben's mind grew cl ear again, he found hinmself standing, |eaning against the wall, in a |ong
hal I way with several distant branches and nmany doors. The passage was three or four neters broad
and consi derably higher, snobothly carved fromrock, and |lighted by peculiar Ad Wrld | anps-a
strange place, a very strange pl ace indeed.

He was unarned and still wearing the clothes in which he'd come from Earth.

Most unsettling at the monent was the fact that he could not renmenber just how he'd been separated
fromhis two conmpani ons. He knew his parting fromDraffut and Lady Yanbu nust have taken pl ace-
sonehow soon after their arrival on the Mon; but he could no |onger recall the circunstances.

The big man distinctly renenbered the blasting of Coinspinner into little pieces against the edge
of Shi el dbreaker back in the seaside cave-and then the nmenaci ng denon, and Draffut's tinmely
arrival. But the details of his journey to the Moon were hazy. He realized that his head injury
nmust be produci ng sone serious effects.

However he had cone to be here, here he was, standing nore than half weightless in this strange
lunar corridor, with his conpanions nowhere in sight, listening to a droning, unearthly background
murnmur, as of Od Wrld nachinery ...

He t hought that perhaps, buried deep in the sound, he could hear someone calling. Calling his
name.

Ben found that he could walk-a little unsteadily, but he could certainly wal k. Getting about here
was quite easy because of the lack of weight. On he went, sanpling the doorways in the |ong hall

di scovering nore roonms and tunnels, trying to find sone clue as to how he mght rejoin Draffut and
the Silver Queen-and trying also to accustomhinself to the strange |lunar environnent. Yes, he was
on the Moon. That was hard to believe, but in his time he'd seen a few other things that were

al nrost i npossi bl e, and he had nmanaged to deal with them

Vilkata, on returning to the Moon, at a landing place far fromDraffut's, had quickly noticed that
the nmysterious subsurface being, or entity, which he and his denons had previously observed, was
now detectably nore active than it had been a few days ago.

That was interesting; but just now the Dark King had little tine to spare for odd phenonena. He
had cone here with the fixed purpose of obtaining Soulcutter, and he i mediately bent all his
efforts toward that goal

When his attention was caught by the unexpected presence of nore denons, fresh exiles fromthe
Eart h now gi bbering and squealing in the airless lunar distance, he did the best he could, in
passing, to gather these hapless creatures under his control. They woul d be useful, though not
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essential, when he nade his last return to Earth, there to stake everything on one climactic
effort to win the ultimte gane of power.

Ben still continued his wandering in corridors of stone and Od Wrld glass, trying to read the
synbol s of unknown | anguages carved into the stone walls.

Entering a roomcontaining certain objects that struck himas hearteningly fam liar, Ben decided
he had found what must be a branch of the Wiite Tenple. The nan-sized carved i mages of Ardneh
cubi stic and vaguely mechani cal, and of Draffut, were both eninently recogni zable. Ben had never
been one for nuch Tenpl e-goi ng, whether White, Red, or Blue. But under his current circunstances
the famliarity of this rooms contents seemed beni gn and reassuring.

At the next door, Ben canme upon what |ooked like a peculiar kind of library. At least part of the
ext ensi ve chanber was devoted to that purpose, for, besides the inconprehensible Ad Wrld

machi nes, there were real books and papers, maps and draw ngs, spread across many shel ves and over
tables. The visitor |eafed through a few of the papers and bound vol unes, discovering severa

di fferent | anguages, but none that he coul d understand.

One book, occupying a place of prom nence upon an incongruous hand-carved readi ng stand, drew
Ben's particular attention. The thick volune was printed in the conmon | anguage that he
under st ood, and the pages lay open at the place where in the ancient scripture the words said:
Ardneh, who rides the el ephant, who wields the |lightning, who rends fortifications as the rushing
passage of tine consunes cheap cloth .

Ben | ooked up at a slight sound, to discover that he was no | onger alone. The Enperor had cone in
and was standi ng near the doorway through whi ch Ben had entered.

"Hello," said Ben sinply, feeling no fear, but a certain awkwardness. He'd nmet this nman before
and, though that neeting had been years ago, had no trouble recognizing himat first glance.

"Hello," replied the Enperor, in his unassertive voice. "I thought you'd probably soon find the
library."

Ben nodded gravely and | ooked around. He could feel the latest trickle of blood fromhis head
wound drying on his face, but for the nonent he was experiencing no pain or dizziness. "lI've also
di scovered one of the few books in it that | can read."

The ot her | ooked synpathetic, and Ben thought he m ght be about to offer medical assistance. But

i nstead the Enperor asked: "lIs there anything in particular you'd Iike translated?"
"I don't suppose so. |... yes." Ben nodded decisively. "Not these books, though. There were sone
words on the wall, out in the corridor-"

The Enperor was noddi ng. Then, in the manner of one preparing to convey information, he turned
away, with a jerk of his head to indicate that Ben should come with him

Two minutes later, the two nmen were standing in the branch of corridor where characters in dd
Wrld script were carved or painted on the wall:

AUTOVATI C RESTORATI ON DI RECTOR 2 NATI ONAL EXECUTI VE HEADQUARTERS REDUNDANT SYSTEM

A word-for-word translation of this legend left Ben little better infornmed than he had been; and
the Enperor offered further explanation

"The first letters of the words in the first two |ines forman acronym ARDNEH. You see, Ardneh
the Earthly entity destroyed so | ong ago, was a nmachine. A thinking nmachine of sorts, what the AQd
Wrld folk called a conputer

"Doing the job for which it had been constructed, Ardneh cast a Change upon that world, and saved
the world when war threatened to destroy it. A Change that cancelled the effectiveness of nuch of
the Ad Wrld s technol ogy, and, at the sane tine, brought back nagic. Wiat had been nucl ear
expl osi ons becane denons. "

Ben said: "The truth behind the story that the Scriptures tell."
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The Enperor nodded.

Ben felt light on his feet, light in his head. But not bad. It was perfectly easy to stand here.
"But Ardneh, whatever he really was, existed on Earth. And was destroyed there, two thousand years
ago, along with the denmon Orcus."

The Enperor's hand-how human, how ordinary it appeared-reached up on the wall to tap a finger on
the last two words of the inscription. He repeated their translation. " 'Redundant system

Meani ng anot her Ardneh. One night say Ardneh Two. " He spoke two words in the old | anguage. "The
reason why the Change endures, and nagic works, long after Ardneh on the Earth was done to death."

"Ardneh-tu?" Ben repeated unfamiliar syllables.
"Yes. Would you like to neet hinP"

M nutes later, at the entrance to yet another chanber carved from deep and ancient |unar rock, the
Enmper or stepped back, allow ng Ben to go in al one.

He noted with little surprise that Yanmbu was already there, and | ooked up at Ben's entrance. But
bef ore Ben coul d speak to her, a box of nmetal, large as a man but built into a wall, greeted him
with words of wel cone.

Ben stared back at the box, and was reminded of the Wiite Tenple's carven image. He asked it: "You
are Ardneh-tu?"

"I am" The voice fromthe box was bland, human and yet unfeeling.

The two humans and the machi ne were confronting each other in a strangely-lighted room densely
occupi ed by netal boxes, cabinets, and consol es of unknown materials. There were chests of tools,
| ong cables like nmultiheaded snakes, interlocking nests of netal and gl ass.

It was Yambu's turn to ask a question; evidently she and the machi ne had begun a di al ogue before
Ben's arrival. Now the Silver Queen, in the manner of one continuing sone earlier discussion
asked Ardneh-tu: "Then the Emperor is your creation?"

"No. It would be closer to the truth to say that | amhis work. And so are you. Al humanity."
Yanmbu questioned Ardneh-tu sharply: "But you told me that people of the AOd Wrld nmade you."
"That is true."

The | ady | ooked hel plessly to Ben, but he could only gesture vaguely with his huge hands,
signalling his own hopel ess | ack of conprehension

Yanmbu turned back to the box that spoke. "Then | do not understand."
"Hurmmans are not fully equipped to understand. It is not required of them"™

The Dark King, totally ignoring all presence on the Mon save for his own and those of his denonic
escort, had been naking his way, overconm ng one magical barrier after another, to the crevice in
deep rock where, according to Arridu's story, Soul cutter had been hidden by the Enperor sone
twenty years ago

For once, it appeared, Arridu, even w thout conpul sion, had told the truth.

The Sword of Despair was encapsul ated even as the great denon had described it, alnost as the
denmons t hensel ves had earlier been sealed in, enbedded in a block of some solid crystalline
material, and that, in turn, sunk deep in black vol canic rock

Around the intruding wizard the rock for half a kilometer in every direction was shaking,
br eaki ng, shattering-the denons who were aiding himgroaned and | abored and cried out in their
travail.
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Extrenely powerful magic was necessary to retrieve the Sword of Despair-a great price, of course,

had to be paid to undo the Enperor's sealing. But to a man who had willingly steeled hinself to
sacrifice his own eyes, no price was too great that still left himable to hate, to strike his
eneni es.

The job of extracting Soul cutter fromthe Enperor's sealing required many hours, extrene exertion
and no little pain, even for a sorcerer of the Dark King's power. But eventually, by dint of
determ ned and ruthless effort, the nmagical procedures were conpleted and Vil kata was able to draw
forth the sheathed Sword-and at that nonent he col |l apsed, overtaken by some di saster agai nst which
Shi el dbreaker had been able to afford himno protection

The col | apse was not physical, and it was acconpani ed by no dramati c show, but it was certain, and
effectively conplete. But the Dark King still stood tall, even as he allowed Arridu to strip him
of both his Swords.

The denon standing in warrior formheld the gods' sheathed weapons negligently, both hilts cl asped
in one huge hand, as if he were as far beyond the power of their double magic as they were beyond
nmere ordinary steel

Vil kata neanwhile continued to hold up his two enpty hands, their fingers still half-clenched as
if around black hilts. He gave no sign of understanding that the gods' weapons had been taken from
him He turned his eyel ess gaze fromone hand to the other, seeing only what he wanted to see

t here- because Pitnmedden had been driven insane too.

"Arridu!" The Dark King's comand still crackled with authority.
"Yes, great Master?" The denmpn's voice this tine was thick with nockery.

But Vilkata did not notice. "I want to get back to Earth as quickly as possible. Do you think the
spacecraft or on a denon-ride . . . ?"

"Whi ch would be swifter? Wiy, the great Master nust decide that for hinself-but is not the Master
forgetting somet hi ng?"

A light frowm creased the eyel ess face. "Forgetting-what?"

"Why, Unsurpassable Lord, that Your Lordship's greatest eneny is even now your prisoner. And that
the torture chanber awaits your pleasure."

"lI-yes, of course." And Vilkata, turning in the indicated direction, sawto his delight that al
was i ndeed as the denpn had said. There, in the small, cranped roomwas the rack in readiness, the
t hunbscrews waiting, the small brazier where a fire of magical intensity heated sharp slivers of
poi soned netal -a whole array of delights for the connoi sseur of torment.

Only the victimwas mssing; and that |ack, of course, could soon be renedied.

The great denon watched with amusenent as the blind man approached the rack. Vilkata set aside,
for the monent, his inmaginary Swords, and began the task of fastening hinself upon it. The ankles
were easy, the left wist atrifle nmore difficult. The right hand of course would have been

i mpossi bl e-but then it was necessary for the torturer to keep at |east one hand free to work with.

Looking on, listening critically to Vilkata's first scream of mingled agony and triunph, the great
denon toyed with the hilt of Shiel dbreaker and nurnured: "Even the Sword of Force could not save
you. Because it was no weapon which brought thee to this sorry state-only thine own will. Thy

pl edge so freely given was accepted, the bargain kept. Still art thou able to hate, to strike at
thy enem es-that thy bl ows should actually hurt them was not guaranteed.”

The Dark King, slowy, sadistically rending his own flesh, was now nuttering disjointed phrases,
cries of triunmph mingling, alternating, with groans of pain

Arridu, savoring this suffering, bent a little close to hear better.

In the intervals when Vil kata was capabl e of speech, he spoke, of future plans. Wen Earth was
conquered he woul d conmand his denons to carry himoff into space, there to conplete his glorious
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conquest of the Sun.

A few hours later Arridu, contenptuous of any human resistance which mght face hi mwhen he
arrived, conpleted his own swift return to Earth,

He brought with himtwo Swords, Shiel dbreaker and Soul -cutter. And he was well aware that on
Earth, in the hands of his enemes, only one Sword, Wundheal er, still renained intact.

Arridu knew t he bearer of the Sword of Love and sought himout at once.

The | ast duel took place in full daylight, upon a grassy sumer hill not far from Sarykam and it
was fought between Arridu, carrying both Soul cutter and Shi el dbreaker drawn, and Prince Mark of
Tasavalta, armed only with the Sword of Love. Other |oyal humans stood by ready to hel p Mark-unti
the arrival of Soulcutter cast all who were within arrowshot into a deep and paral yzi ng despair

Mar k, hol di ng Wbundheal er enbedded in his own heart, was unaffected by the Sword of Despair. And
the Prince had no thought, in this clinmactic confrontation, of sinply banishing his trenmendous
f oe.

"Should I do so, he will only cone back, sooner or later, to attack ne. O worse, to ravage the
rest of the world. Let the natter between us be fought out here and now. "

Prince Mark, when the subject of the Sword of Despair had |ately been raised in discussion, or
when it had cone up in his own thoughts, would recall a brief neeting he had about five years ago
with his true father. At that tinme the Enperor had deni ed possessing Soul cutter, even though Mark
had earlier seen himpick up that Sword froma field of battle. And whenever Mirk's father nade a
flat statenent |ike that, Mark had never known it to be w ong.

And now Mark faced a nice, practical, tactical question: How should an unarned opponent-Ilike
hinsel f, for one arned only w th Wundheal er was effectively unarnmed-how should such a one attenpt
to fight an eneny who held Shiel d- breaker and the Sword of Despair?

And Mark thought he knew, his recent experience with Farslayer had hel ped himacquire the
know edge.

It could be assuned, or ganbled, though no one could claimsolid proof, that Wundheal er woul d
save the mind as well as the body from ongoi ng danmage-or repair the damage as fast as it was
inflicted.

Mark, his left hand still clanping the hilt of Wundheal er hard against his own ribs, feeling the
transcendent gi ddi ness of the Sword of Love buried in his own heart, leapt in to westle with only
his right hand.

Arridu i mredi ately dropped Shi el dbreaker-and was at once seized, staggered as he had dared to hope
he woul d not be, by the nortal power of unsheathed Soulcutter still in his other hand. The i npact
of Despair was strong enough to stun the denon nonmentarily, send himreeling back. Soul cutter
slipped fromhis weakened grip.

Mark, still holding hinself transfixed with the Sword of Love, grabbed up the discarded Sword of
Force and struck at the nearest vital target, snmashing Soulcutter to bits as the Sword of Despair
I ay on the ground.

Its poisoned fragments stung himharm essly. At least, at last, if all our struggles achieve
not hi ng el se, that damed thing is gone.

Now t he great denon, stunned and terrified by the loss of two Swords, turned to flee. And Mark
determ ned that Arridu should not escape, hurled Shiel dbreaker after him... he sawto his horror
the denon's figure twisting in md-air, saw the gigantic warrior's hand reach out to seize the
spinning hilt of the Sword of Force. Screaming with new triunmph, howing like a whirlw nd, the
enor mous denon fell upon him

Mark started to draw fromhis own breast the only Sword he had, neaning to neet the last attack
full on.
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H s effort cane too | ate. Shiel dbreaker and Wundheal er were snmashed together, inside a human
heart.

TVENTY

BEN of Purkinje and Lady Yanbu wal ked out of Ardneh-tu's lunar dwelling place together, having
been told by that ancient intelligence that they would each find what they were seeking on the
shores of the Lake of Life.

The path on which Ardneh-tu had directed themlay through the little spaceport. As the Silver
Queen and Ben traversed that chanber with slow, alnost bounding |unar strides, both humans gl anced
once nore in passing at the Od Wrld spacecraft which had brought themto the Moon

"Al right with nme," said Ben, "if | never have to ride in one of those things again."

Actual ly the huge man had little thought or feeling one way or the other about getting back to
Earth. He was rather surprised that the question seened so abstract, did not seemto concern him
But so it was.

Nor, he decided, was this attitude entirely the result of his head wound, because the Silver
Queen, whose injuries had been nuch lighter than his, nuttered sone vague agreenment with Ben's
remar k- her thoughts continued to be concentrated upon her prom sed opportunity to see her husband
again, a chance to denand sonme answers from hi m

Yanbu and Ben, still following their respective directions given by Ardneh-tu, soon cane to

anot her tenporary parting of the ways. Neither was concerned; all sense of danger had

i mperceptibly receded; and Ardneh-tu had assured themthat they would be safe if they went where
he had directed them

Ben could snell the fecund noisture of the Lake of Life for sone time before actually entering the
great cave in which it lay. The inpression on entering was far fromcave-like-a crystal ceiling,
startlingly distant, was lighted by refracted sunlight. Ben remenbered Draffut's nentioning that
the slow | unar sunrise would soon take place in this region of the [unar surface.

On hearing his goal described as a | ake, Ben had envisioned sonme kind of underground pool; but the
reality surprised him even though the Lake itself was not yet in sight. He was standing on one
edge of a vast col umed space whose gl owi ng overhead suggested an Earthly sky and whose fl oor

sl oped down toward a mass of bright vegetation, concealing whatever mght |ie beyond-presumably

i ncluding the Lake of Life itself.

He had not advanced much farther when he stopped suddenly in his tracks. Al he could think was:
Si ght bl i nder cannot be here. The Sword of Stealth has been destroyed. What | see now nust be an
i mge cast by sonme other nagic.

O el se-

Perhaps fifty neters fromwhere he stood, on the far side of the visible space, in the garden area
where the light was brightest, Ben saw Ariane, the red-haired | ove of his |ong-vani shed youth.

Birds rose in alarmfrom anong the nearer trees as he went bounding and stunbling forward, al
el se forgotten.

The young woman-to all appearances still unchanged from when Ben had | ast seen her nore than
twenty years ago-was dressed in sinple but attractive clothing. Wien he first saw her, she was
busy about sone routine task-sone kind of gardening, troweling rich black and very Earthy-I| ooking
soil.

At the sound of Ben's voice, Ariane |ooked up. His last doubt vanished-it was she. Joy canme to her
face, but no enornous surprise. In a nonent she was running to greet Ben happily, as if she had
been expecting him

For a long, cold nmorment, the thought of Sightblinder's illusions returned to tornent Ben's m nd
But he knew, if he knew anything, that that Sword had been destroyed.
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Then the nonment of renewed doubt was past. Ben clutched the young woman's | arge, strong body to
him swept her off her feet. This was no illusion. No. H's knees had felt weak as she came running
toward him but now his whole body felt strong again.

A mnute later, he and Ariane were seated side by side, on the fallen bole of sone odd tree or
giant fern, quite near the spot where she had been gardeni ng. The whol e garden, snelling of danp
earth and life, seened a fascinating mxture of the controlled and the natural

And peaceful. In a dazed way Ben became aware that this lunar environment, so strange and
changeabl e, sonetines so antagonistic, had in the last few m nutes, even apart fromthe mracul ous
presence of Ariane, grown astonishingly friendly.

Even the gravity now seened nore |ike that of his hone-world-he wondered if that nmeant that he was
weakeni ng. But at the nmonment illness and injury were the farthest things from Ben's thoughts.

It required recurrent nental effort to reassure hinself that he was really still on the Mon, and
not sonmewhere beside one of the warm seas of his own world. There were green things, sone plain
some exotic, spiked with a profusion of nulticolored flowers, growing on three sides of where he
sat. And in the mddle distance beyond the thickest greenery, where the distant crystal cave-walls
were no |longer visible, a bright m st suggested alnost irresistibly that gray sky, and not a cave-
roof, lay beyond.

Here and there anong the nearby shrubbery, several fountains played-Ben had not noticed them
before. The statuary in at |east one of themwas slowy shifting shape, as if on the verge of
bursting into life-and it was into this rippling, unquiet basin that Ariane dipped a crystal cup,
then brought it to Ben, saying: "Here, drink this."

Until that nonment Ben had not been conscious of thirst, but having brought the cup to his |ips he
drank deep. It was, he thought, the best drink he'd ever had.

Feeling refreshed, seeing and hearing everything nore clearly, he cocked his head a little on one
side. "You know, | hear sonething that sounds like surf, big waves. Or | think I do."

Ariane gl anced back over her shoulder. "Yes, there are waves. It's the Lake of Life just over
there. The people of the Ad Wrld nmade it. They nmade a snaller one on Earth, too- or so Draffut
tells ne. But that was destroyed two thousand years ago."

"I thought that Lake was only |egend."

The waves of red hair bobbed. "Legend, yes. But also as real as Draffut is. He says it was
imrersion in the Lake on Earth that first nade hi m sonmething nore than a dog."

"I think I could use sone of it nyself." Though at the nonment he really felt quite well.

Ariane's green eyes twi nkled. "You don't really need it any nore-anyway, you've just had sone."

Ben nodded slowy, as if on sone |evel he was beginning to understand. Wat little he could see of
this |l ake through the screen of vegetation, no nore than a snall glinpse here and there, suggested
that it might stretch on for kilometers-or was that only an effect of mist and light? Certainly
the forest of growth on this shore was diverse and fertile beyond anythi ng Ben had ever

experi enced or even inagi ned.

Ariane had put a hand on his shoul der and was | ooking himin the face-as if she were | ooking at a
young man, in a way that stirred his blood. Then she sniled and asked him "Tell me how you came
her e?"

In a few nonents, after a false start or two, Ben was relating the tale of how Coi nspi nner had
been bl asted out of his hand in the coastal cave near Sarykam He added the conment that there
must now be very few Swords left on Earth or anywhere el se, though he had no up-to-date certainty
about nunbers.

Ben al so expressed his worries about Shiel dbreaker and Soul cutter, and how Prince Mark and the
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rest of Tasavalta were going to deal with them

But Ariane did not seemat all perturbed. She assured the nan she |oved that he had done all he
could do. He didn't have to worry about such natters anynore.

He protested. "If Mark-"

"You' ve done all that you can do for Mark."

"l suppose you're right." Ben put his face down in his hands and rubbed his eyes. Then he | ooked
up again. Ariane was still sitting right beside him

"Are you really here?" he whispered hoarsely. "Am|?"

"I"'mreally here. And so are you." And the young wonan, garbed sinply but richly in garnents whose
shapes showed her strong body to advantage, whose colors harnoni zed with her red hair, continued
to sit close beside the huge man, looking at himlovingly. It was a restful attitude. There was no
hurry about anyt hi ng.

"Ben?" As if she were wondering-not worried, only curious-why he remained silent.
"Ariane? It's really you?"

"Yes, foolish man, are you still worried? O course it's me." Strong pale fingers pinched his arm
He rubbed the pinched spot absently. "But how did you get here? On the Mon? And when?"

"You're here, aren't you?" She made it sound like an eninently practical answer. "Well, |'ve been
here, with ny father, alnost since | |ast saw you."

Absently he rubbed at his forehead, where his fingers could no | onger discover any sweat, or
bl ood. O wound. He asked: "You nmean with the Enperor? Since when?"

"l"ve just told you. Yes, the man you call the Enperor's ny father-but you knew that. Actually, to
me it doesn't seemvery long since you and | were parted. W were trying to steal sone treasure,

as | recall. Al in a wrthy cause, of course." She smiled as at sone nenory of chil dhood pranks.
She stroked Ben's head, the back of his neck. If there was a little soreness still, pain had
receded so far as to be faintly enjoyable, little nore than a nenory, as happened when a wound or

a sprain was al nost heal ed.
He asked: "Just you and your father |ive here?"

Ariane's laughter tinkled; a delicate sound to conme froma body so big and strong. 'No, Foolish
One. There are others. A great many other people. You'll nmeet them Sone you already know. "

"Real | y?"

He wanted to ask who el se was here that he might know, but instead closed his eyes. Wether nagic
was involved in what Ariane-and her father-were doing for him or technol ogy, or some sweet drug
in the drink she'd given him or what, Ben was being slowy overwhel mned by a sense of blissfu
tiredness and relaxation. In a little while, he felt sure, he was going to fall asleep. Now there
woul d be tine and security in which to sleep.

Ben felt a nonmentary regression toward chil dhood. How strange. But he was certain there was no
danger, now, in such abandonnment. Opening his eyes again, Ben told his love: "I wish | had a
father |ike yours."

She nodded soberly, as at sonme reasonable request. "He'll be glad to be your father if you want."

Ben thought about it. The last tinme he had seen the Enperor, the Enperor had | ooked younger than
Ben. Ben started a chuckle but it quickly faded.

Then sonet hing occurred to him to his renascent adult self. An itemof information that should be
passed al ong. "Your nother's here," he told Ariane. "Lady Yanbu cane with ne in the shuttle, from
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fromthe Earth."

The green eyes of his bel oved opened wide with eagerness; a delicious little personal trait that
Ben realized he had forgotten until this nmoment. She said: "|I want to see ny nother- but there's
no hurry. Right now!| just want to be with you."

Ariane, Ariane. Yes, it had to be twenty years, Ben thought-really a little nore than twenty-since
he had seen this young woman or touched her hand. But he renenbered perfectly how her hand felt,
solid and warm and sonewhat roughened by active use. It felt just like this.

So nmany seasons, so many events and peopl e had cone and gone that he was finding it difficult to
be accurate about the reckoning.

"As | renmenber the way things were so |ong ago-you loved ne then. You really did."

"I really did. I really do." And at this point the red-haired young woman ki ssed this man who

| oved her. Then she got up from her seat and her fingers became busy, rubbing her fingers over the
now pai nl ess spot on Ben's head where he'd been wounded, then splashing himgently with nore water
fromthe fountain.

It was all delightful. Perfect. But Ben's lingering sense of nundane reality, though fading by the

monent, was still strong enough to be offended by this situation. "I was a young man then, when
last we met. I'magetting to be an old man now. My wi fe and ny daughter nmay both be dead, for all |
know. They were taken hostage, | think. ..."

"I know." But here, now, no one's death seened to be of any great concern. Everyone had sone
difficulties along that line, but they were tenporary. And Ben's bel oved, as young and beautifu

as menory woul d have her, put a hand on his arm Her touch was very real. She only sniled,

faintly, as if there was sonething, sonme delightful secret, that she was going to explain to him
sooner or |ater, when she got around to it. But there was no hurry. Ben understood, without having
it spelled out for him that there was going to be plenty of tinme for explanations. Al the tine
that anyone coul d want.

Alittle later, Ben becane aware of other people, noving, strolling, at sone distance along the
shore of the Lake of Life. He could hear other voices fromtinme to time, though their words were
i ndi stingui shable. "Wo's that-?"

And at the sane tinme, in a secluded cove not very distant along the shore of this Lake of Life,
the Silver Queen, Ariane's nother, was being reunited with her husband.

There was a bl ack-brown curve of sandy beach, |apped by occasi onal waves, and out beyond the
gentle surf the surface of the water in the Lake vanished into a shinmering, indetermnate

di stance. When the Lady Yanbu cane upon the Enperor in this spot he was al so gardeni ng, driving
with his right foot to thrust his shovel firmy and unhurriedly into the black rich soil, getting
ready to plant something new in the superfertile soil beside the Lake.

d adly he paused in his work, wiped a trace of sweat fromhis forehead, |eaned with rmuscul ar
forearns crossed upon the handl e of his shovel, and welconmed his caller with the calmof a |oving
husband who has perhaps been separated fromhis wife for a few hours.

In fact he noved at once to kiss Yanbu, but she was still wary, and put himoff.

The Enperor shrugged, stepped back and did not press the matter. He had all the tinme there was,
and he could wait.

Husband and w fe soon found several things that both of them were eager to tal k about. One of the
first such topics was their daughter

Anot her was the fact that the Enperor really wanted the help of the Silver Queen in cultivating
the new garden he was planning on this section of the Lake's shore.

"Are you telling me that you've brought ne here sinply to help you tend a garden?"

This led the discussion to another item sonme explanation for the fact that the two of them
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despite an obvious nutual attraction, had frequently argued and quarrel ed.

And Yanbu (she was now sitting on a beach-side boulder, the rock's surface nottled with sone ever-
nmovi ng design of life, while her husband still |eaned on his spade; and now she noticed, with a
feeling of nerely confirnmng what was right and proper, that her |ong hair when the breeze stirred
it before her eyes was no longer gray but jetty black) said to her husband: "It seens to ne,

| ooki ng back on it, that we never got along at all when we were narried. And yet, | doubt that |
woul d ever consider marrying anyone el se."

He al nost frowned. "If | have anything to say about it you'd better not consider that."

"You're jealous." She said it unbelievingly.

" I am n

Her anger rose up. "But of course it's quite all right for you to be proni scuous, because you are
" Yanbu stopped uncertainly.

"A man? You know nme better than to think I would make that excuse."
"You father children everywhere."
"I give themlife. It is not behavior | can recommend to every nan."

"But, of course, for you-"

"Yes. For ne.

Yanbu shook her head as if to clear it. She neant to cone back to argue that point l|ater
" Speaki ng of your children, do you know your son Prince Mark for years has spent a great deal of
time and worry trying to |l ocate you? Even to the neglect of his own fanmly?"

"1 know.'

"Wl | ?" Inpatience flared. "The poor nman wants to know who you are, beyond a nanme, an inmage. And
so do I."

Her compani on raised an eyebrow. "You have been ny wife for all these years, you've borne ny child-
and you don't know?"

“I'f I had lived with you for all these years, perhaps | could conprehend the situation. As natters
stand, | want you to tell ne."

The Enmperor was no |onger |eaning on his shovel; his shovel had sonehow di sappeared. His face
seenmed plainer, nore distinct, than any nan's face should be. He said, in a voice not grown

| ouder, but rmuch changed: "Some |ong ago have called nme the Sabbath, or the Covenant-sonme have
called ne Wsdom Sone |ately have said that | amthe Program of Creation.”

A long nonent passed before the Silver Queen persisted: "And you-? | want you to tell ne what you
are. "

He- pl ai nl y her husband once agai n-stretched out his hand to her. "Cone live with ne. And argue
with me again, and learn. | amthe Truth."

Under a balny Earthly sky a Tasaval tan cel ebration was just getting under way. And people were
considering the result of the last Sword-conbat. Arridu was dead, obliterated in the explosion of
Shi el dbreaker's deadly fragnents-and only Wundheal er, of all the Twel ve Swords, still survived.

It was Stephen's ol der brother Adrian, cone home fromhis distant studies as quickly as he could,
but just too late to join the fight, who at | ength deduced and announced an expl anati on- how

Shi el dbreaker, once in Mark's heart, had becone the Prince's and not the denon's weapon-and how
the blast of its destruction, edge to edge against the one Sword it could not break, had slain the
denon at cl ose range
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The victorious Prince Mark, his famly, and all who stood by them were aware that Ben of Purkinje
and Lady Yanbu had sonehow | eft them but they were not unduly worried about either nissing
per son.

Mark had his wife and his children safe, and for the tinme being he was content.

And it was Stephen, narveling, who discovered, at sonme distance fromthe field of conbat, the
charred, cracked, useless hilt of what had once been the Sword of Force. In the boy's hand the
bl ack wood was now suddenly sprouting a green shoot.

St ephen went running to show the nmarvel to his father

THE END
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