file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

The Third Book of Swords
Fred Saber hagen
Version 1.0

CHAPTER 1

Up at the unpeopl ed borderland of cloudy
heaven, where unendi ng wi nd drove eternal snow
bet ween and over high gray rocks, the gods and
goddesses were gat heri ng.

In the grayness just before dawn, their tall forns
came |ike snoke out of the gray and snoking w nd,
to take on solidity and detail. Unperturbed by w nd
or weather, their garments flapping in the shriek-
ing how of air, they stood upon the rooftop of the
world and waited as their numbers grew. Steadily
nmore powers streaked across the sky, bringing rein-
forcenent.

The shortest of the standing figures was taller
than humanity, but fromthe shortest to tallest, al
were indisputably of human shape. The dress of
nmost nmenbers of the assenbly di splayed a nore
than nortal el egance, running to crowns and jewels
and snowwhite furs; the attire of a few was, by
human standards, al npost ordinary; that of many
was bizarre

By an unspoken agreenent anounting to tradi-
tion the deities stood in a rough circle, synbol of a
rude equality. It was a nmutually enforced equality,
meani ng only that none of their nunber was will -
ing to concede pride of place to any other. Wen
graybearded Zeus, a laurel weath enbracing his
massi ve head, noved forward majestically as if
after all he intended to occupy the center of the cir-
cle, a muttering at once began around him The
sound grew |l ouder, and it did not subside until the
Graybearded One, with a frown, had converted his
forward nmovenment into a mere circul ar pacing,
that soon brought himback to his old place in the
large circle. There lie stopped. And only when he
stopped did the nmuttering die down conpletely.

And still with each passing nonent the shape of
anot her god or goddess materialized out of the rest-
|l ess air. By now two dozen or nore tall forns were
in place around the circle. They eyed one anot her
suspi ci ously, and exchanged cauti ous nods and
signs of greeting. Neighbor to neighbor they mut-
tered in near-whispers through the w nd, trading
warily in warnings and backbitings about those
who were nore distant in the circle, or still absent.
The nore of themthat gathered, the nore their
diversity was evident. They were dark or fair, old-
| ooki ng or young-| ooki ng. Handsone-as gods- or
beauti ful -as goddesses-or ugly, as only certain
gods and goddesses coul d be.

Twi ce nore Zeus opened his nouth as if he
intended to address themall. Twi ce nmore he
seenmed on the verge of stepping forward, taking the
center of the circle, and trying to conmand the
nmeeting. Each time he did so that warning nurnmur
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swelled up into the frozen air, through the blasting

wi nd, giving notice that no such attenpt was goi ng
to be tolerated. Zeus remained silently at his own
station in the ring, stanping his feet now and then
and scow ing his inpatience.

At | ast the individual gossipings around the ring
began to fade toward quiet, give way to silent wait-
ing. There was sone general agreenent, tacitly
attai ned, that now a quorum had been reached.

There was no use trying to wait until all the gods
and goddesses were here, all of them never

attended a neeting at the same tine. Never had

they been able to agree unani nously on anythi ng at
all, not even on a place or an agenda for their argu-
nment s.

But now t he assenbly was | arge enough.

It was Mars, spear-arned and hel met ed, who
broke the silence; Mars speaking in a voice that
snol dered and runbled with ol d anger. The tones
of it were like the sounds of displaced boulders roll -
ing down a gl aci er.

Mars banged his spear upon his shield to get the
attention of the assenbly. Then he said to them
"There is news now of the M ndsword. The nan
that other humans call the Dark King has it. He is,
of course, going to use it to try to get the whole
world into his hands. What effect this will have on
our own Game is something that we nust eval uate
for ourselves, each according to his or her own posi-
tion."

It was not this news he had just announced to the
assenbly that was really angering Mars. Rather it
was sonet hing el se, something that he wanted to
keep secret in his own thoughts, that nade him
al most choke on rage. Mars did not conceal his feel-
ings well. As he finished speaking he used a savage
gesture, a blow that almost split the air, sinply to
signify the fact that he was ready now to relinquish
the floor to sonmeone el se.

Next to speak was Vul can-Vul can the Smith with
the twisted leg, the arnmorer and Sword-forger to the
gods.

"I amsorry," began Vul can, slyly, "that ny so-
worthy col |l eague is unable to continue at the nmonent.
Per haps he is brooding too much about a certain

set back-one might even call it a defeatthat he suffered
at the hands--or should one say the paws-of a certain
mortal opponent, some eight or nine years past?"

The response of Mars to this was nore sull en,
angry runbling. There al so was a murmuring around
the circle, some of it laughter at Mars, sonme a
denunci ation of Vulcan for this obvious attenpt to
start an argunent.

Aphrodite asked softly, "Is this what we have come
here for, to have another quarrel ?" Her tall body, al
curves, all essence of the female, was wapped in
not hi ng but a di aphanous veil that seened al ways on
the verge of blowing away in the fierce wi nd but
never did. She like the other deities was perfectly
indifferent to the arctic cold.
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Near her, Apollo's taller form appeared enphasized
for a moment in a lone ray of light fromthe newy
risen sun. The Sun's bright [ ance steadily pierced the
scuddi ng clouds for just as long as it took the god to
speak, and held his body in its |light. Apollo denanded,
"I take it that we are all agreed upon one thing at
| east ?"

Soneone el se was cooperative enough to ask
Apol | o: "What ?"

The tall god replied, "That Hermes has not cone

back fromhis mssion to gather up the Swords again.
That he is never going to come back."

"That's two things," another menmber of the group
obj ect ed.

Apol 1l o took no notice of such carping. "That our
di vi ne Messenger, who no doubt thought hinself as
secure in his immortality as nost of us still think we
are in ours, has now been for four years dead?

That word, of all words, had power to jolt themall
Many faced it bravely. Some tried to pretend that it
had not been spoken, or if spoken certainly not heard.
But there was a | ong nonent in which even the w nd
was voicel ess. No other word, surely, could have
brought the same quality and duration of silence to this
assenbl y.

It was the relentless voice of Apollo that entered
into this new silence and destroyed it, repeating: "For
four years dead.”

The repetition provoked not nore silence, but the
begi nning of an uproar of protest; still the voice of
Apoll o overrode the tumult even as it swell ed.

"Dead!" he roared. "And if Hernes Messenger can
be slain by one of the Swords, why so can we. And
what have we done about it, during these past four
years? Nothing! Nothing at all! Wangl ed anong
oursel ves, as always-no nore than that!"

When Apol | o paused, Mars seized the chance to
speak. "And there is the one who forged those
Swords!" The God of War pointed with his |ong war-
spear, and aimed an angry stare at the crippled Smith.

"I tell you, we rmust make himnelt them down again.
I"ve said all along that the Swords are going to destroy
us all, unless we are able to destroy themfirst!"

Leani ng awkwardly on his lame |eg, WVulcan
turned at bay. "Don't blame. ne!" Wnd whi pped
at his fur garnents, his ornaments of dragon-scale
clashing and fluttering in the gale. But his words
ate through the windstormplainly, suffering no
interference from nmere physical air. "The bl under,
if there was one, was not mne. These very faces
that | see all about ne now spoke urging me, com
mandi ng me, to forge the Swords."

He turned accusingly fromone to another of his
peers. "We needed the Swords, we had to have
them you all told ne, for the Gane. The Game was
going to be a great delight, sonmething we hadn't
tried before. You said the Swords must be distrib-
uted anong the humans, who in the Game woul d be
our pawns. Now what kind of pawns have they
turned into? But no, you all insisted on it, no matter
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how | warned you-"

Agai n an uproar of protest was breaking out, and
this tinme it was too |oud for any one voice to over-
conme. Objectors were shouting that, on the con-
trary, they had been the ones agai nst the whol e idea
of the Swords and the Gane fromthe very start.

Naturally this provoked a strong counterreaction
fromothers present. "Wat you nean is, you've
been agai nst the Gane ever since you started |osing
init! As long as you thought that you were w nning,
it was a great ideal"

One of the graybeard el der gods, not Zeus, put in:
"Let's get back to our imredi ate problem You say
that the man they call the Dark King has the
M ndsword now. Well, that nmay be good or bad
news for sone of us in terns of the Gane, but does
it matter beyond that? The Gane is only a gane,
and what real difference does it nmake?"

"You fool! Are you incapable of understandi ng?

This Game, that you're so proud of winning-it got
out of hand | ong ago. Haven't you been |istening?
Did you hear nothing that Apollo just said about the
deat h of Hernmes?"

"All right. Al right. Let's talk about Hernes Mes-
senger. He had supposedly gone to collect all the
Swords again, to get them out of human hands,
because sone of us were getting worried. But do
you think he would really have destroyed the
Swor ds, once he had themall collected? | don't
think so."

That suggestion was greeted by a thoughtful
pause, a general silence.

And that silence broken by a slow and thoughtfu
voi ce: "Besides, are we really sure that Hermes is
dead? What solid evidence do we have?"

Now even Apoll o the reasoner felt conpelled to
how his rage at such thickheadedness. "One of the
Swords killed Hernes! Farslayer, hurled fromthe
hands of a nmere human!"

Apoll o got a venompus retort. "How can we be
sure that that's what really happened? Has anyone
seen the Sword Farsl ayer since then? Did any one of
us see Hernes fall?"

At this noment, Zeus once nore stepped for-
ward. He conveyed the inpression of one who had
been waiting for the exactly proper instant to take
action. And it seened that he had at last tinmed an
attenpt correctly, because for once he was not
how ed down before he could begin to speak

"W sdom comes wi th experience," Zeus intoned,
"and experience with age. To learn fromthe past is
the surest way to secure the future. In peace and
wi sdomthere is strength. In strength and wi sdom
there is peace. In w sdom and-"

No one howl ed himdown this tinme, but after the
first dozen words hardly any of his fellow deities
were still listening. Instead they resuned their
separate conversations around the circle, taking tine
out fromthe general debate while they waited for
Zeus to be finished. This treatment was even deadlier
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than the other. Zeus soon realized what was
happening. He retreated again to his own place in the
ring, and there withdrew into a total, sulky silence.
Now- at anot her place along the ring there was a
stirring and a swirling novenent anong the snow and
rocks. Attention became focused on this spot, just as a
new nenber joined the conpany there. Rather than
com ng out of the sky as the others had, this god
energed up out of the Earth. The form of Hades was
indistinct, all dimess and darkness, a difficult object
even for the faculties of another deity to conprehend.
Hades in his form ess voice said that yes, Hernes
was certainly dead. No, he, Hades, hadn't actually
seen the Messenger fall, or die. But he had been with
Her mes shortly before what mnmust have been the
moment of that death, when Hernes was engaged in
taki ng sone Swords away from some hunmans. |t was
Hades' opinion that Hernes had been acting in good
faith in his attenpt to collect the Blades, though
unfortunately they had been | ost again.
Now anot her si de di scussi on was devel opi ng. Wat
about that offending human, the one that had
apparently thrown Farslayer at Hernmes and brought
hi m down? The awful hubris that could strike a god,
any god, to earth cried out to heaven for vengeance.
What puni shnent had been dealt to

the culprit? Surely someone had already seen to it that
some special and eternal retaliation had been
inflicted?

The sane thought had al ready occurred, |ong ago,
to certain other menbers of the group. Alas, they had
to report now that when they first heard of the
of f endi ng human he was al ready beyond the reach of
even di vi ne revenge.

"Then we nust exact sone sort of retribution from
humanity in general.”

"Aha, now we come to it! Just which part of
humanity do you propose to strike at? Those who are
your pawns in the Game, or those | claimas mne?"

Apol 1 o' s disgust at this argunent was beyond al
measure. "How can you fools still talk of pawns, and
games? Do you not see-?" But words failed himfor
t he noment.

Hades spoke up again, this time with his own
suggestion for the pernmanent disposal of the Swords.
If all those god-forged weapons could somehow be
coll ected, and delivered to him he would see to their
burial. Al the other deities present could permanently
cease to worry.

"W night cease doing a | ot of things permanently,
once you had all the Swords! O course you' d be
willing to accept twelve for yourself-and incidentally
to win the Gane by doing so! Were would that |eave
us? What kind of fools do you take us for?"

Hades was, or at |east pretended to be, affronted by
this attitude. "What do | care now about a gane?
Now, when our very existence is at stake. Haven't
you been listening to Apollo?"

"Qur very existence, bah! Tell that stuff to some
one who'll believe it. Gods are imortal. W al
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know that. Hernmes is playing dead, hiding out
somewhere. It's part of a ploy to win the Gane.

Well, | don't intend to | ose, whatever happens. Not
to Hernes, and not to Apollo, and particularly not
to you!"

Aphrodite, nmurnuring softly, announced to all
who woul d listen that she could think up her own
i deas for getting back the Swords. Those who had
the Swords, or nost of them anyway, were only
mere men, were they not?

Apol | o spoke again. This tine he prefaced his
remarks by waving his bow, a gesture that gai ned
hi m notably greater attention. He said that if the
Swords coul d be regat hered, they should then be
turned over to him as the nost |ogical and trust-
worthy of gods. He would then put an end to the
threat the weapons posed, by the sinple expedient
of shooting them |ike so many arrows, clean off the
Eart h.

Bef ore Apollo had finished his short speech nost
of his audience were ignoring him bow and all,
even as they had ignored Zeus. Meanwhile in the
background Mars was runbling threats agai nst
unspeci fi ed enem es. O hers were | aughing,
secretly or openly, at Mars.

Vul can was quietly passing the word around the
circle that if others were to gather up the Bl ades
and bring themback to him and if a najority of his
peers were to assure himthat that was what they
really wanted, he'd do his best to nelt all of the
Twel ve back into harm ess iron again.

No one was paying the least attention to Zeus
m ghty sul king, and he reverted to speech in a | ast
effort to establish sone authority. "It seens to ne

that the Smith here incorporated far too rmuch of

humanity into the Swords. Why was it necessary to
quench -the Bl ades, when they canme fromthe fire

and anvil, in living human bl cod? And why were so
much human sweat and human tears introduced

into the process?”

Vul can bristled defensively at this. "Are you try-
ing to tell ne ny trade? What do you know about it,
anyway ?"

Here Mars, gloating to see his rival stung, junped
into the argument. "And then there was that | ast
little trick you played at the forging. Taking off the
right armof the human snmith who hel ped you-
what was that all about?"

The Smith's answer-if indeed he gave one-was
lost in a new burst of noise. A dozen voices flared
up, arguing on several different subjects. The neet-
ing was giving every sign of breaking up, despite
Apol 1 o' s best thundering efforts to hold it together a
little | onger. As usual there had been no genera
agreenment on what their comon probl enms were,
much | ess on any course of action. Already the cir-
cle of the gods was thinning as the figures that com
posed it began to vanish into the air. The w nd
humred with their departing powers. Hades,
eschewi ng aerial flight as usual, vanished again
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straight down into the Earth beneath his feet.

But one voice in the council was still roaring on,
bel | owi ng wi th nonotonous urgency. Against al
odds, its owner was at |ast able to achieve sone-
thing like an attentive silence anpbng the handful of
deities who renni ned.

"Look! Look!" was all that voice was saying. And
with one mghty armthe roaring god was pointing
steadily downsl ope, indicating a single, sinple line
of markings in the snow, tracks that the rmundane
wi nd was rapidly effacing.

There coul d be no doubt about those markings.
They were a line of departing footprints, heading
strai ght down the nountainside, disappearing behind
snow- buried rocks before they had gone nore than a
few nmeters. Though they narked strides too | ong and
i mpressions too broad and deep to have been nade by
any human being, there was no doubt that they had
been left by nortal feet.

CHAPTER 2

The one-armed man cane stunbling al ong through
m dnight rain, following a twi sted cobbl estone all ey
into the lightless heart of the great city of Tashi gang.
He was suffering with fresh wounds now one knife-
gash bleeding in his side and another one in his knee-
besides the old maiming loss of his right arm Still he
was better off than the man who had just attacked
him That bl underer was sone neters back al ong the
twisted alley, face down in a puddl e.

Now, just when the one-armed man was about on
the point of going down hinself, he steered toward a
wal | and | eaned against it. Standing with his broad
back in its homespun shirt pressed to the stone wall of
somebody' s house, he squeezed hinself in as far as
possi bl e under the thin overhang of roof, until the
eaves bl ocked at |east sone of the steady rain from
hitting himin the face. The man felt frightened by
what had happened to his knee.
Fromthe way the injured leg felt now when he tried
to put his weight on it, he wasn't going to be able to
wal k much farther.

He hadn't had a chance yet to start worrying
about what m ght have happened when the knife
went into his side.

The one-armed nan was tall, and strongly built.
Still, by definition, he was a cripple, and therefore
the robber-if that was all he had been-m ght
have taken it for granted that he'd be easy gane.
Even had the attacker guessed that his intended
victimcarried a good oaken cudgel tucked into his
belt under his |oose shirt, he could hardly have pre-
di cted how quickly his quarry would be able to
draw that club and with what authority he'd use it.

Now, | eani ng agai nst the building for support, he
had tucked his cudgel away in his belt again, and
was pressing his fingers to his side under his shirt.
He coul d feel the bl ood conming out, a frighteningly
fast trickle.

Except for the rain, the city around hi mwas
silent. And all the wi ndows he could see through the
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rain were dark, and nost of them were shuttered
No one else in the huge city appeared to have taken
the | east notice of the brief clash he had just sur-
vi ved.

O had he survived it, air all? Real wal king, he
had to adnit, was no |onger possible on his dam
aged knee. For the present, at |east, he could stil
stand upright. He thought he nust be near his des-
tination now, and it was essential that he reach it.
Pushing hinself along the wall that he was | eaning
on, and then the next wall, one stone surface after
anot her, he stunbl ed on, hobbl ed on.

He remenbered the directions he had been given,

and he made progress of a sort. Every tine his

wei ght came on the knee at all he had to bite back
an outcry of pain. And now di zzi ness, |ightheaded-
ness, came welling up inside his skull. He cl enched
his will like a fist, gripping the treasure of con-
sci ousness, knowing that if that slipped fromhim
now, life itself was likely to drain quickly after it

H s nenorized directions told himthat at this
point he had to cross the alley. Mnentarily
forsaking the support of walls, divorcing his mnd
from pain, he sonehow managed it.

Leani ng on another wall, he rested, and rebuilt
his courage. He'd crawl the rest of the way to get
there if he had to, or do what crawling he could on
one hand and one knee. But once he went down to
try craming he didn't know he'd ever get back up
on his feet again.

At | ast the building that had been described to
himas his goal, the House of Courtenay, canme into
sight, Iimed by distant Iightning. The description
had been accurate: four stories tall, flat-roofed,
hal f-ti mbered construction on the upper |evels,
stone bel ow. The house occupied its own snal
bl ock, with streets or alleys on every side. The seek-
er's first view was of the front of the building, but
the back was where he was supposed to go in order
to get in. Gitting his teeth, not letting his inmagina-
tion try to count up how many steps there night be
yet to take, he nade the necessary detour. He
spl ashed t hrough puddl es, out of one alley and into
an even narrower one. Fromthat he passed to one
so narrow it was a nere paved path, running beside
the softly gurgling, stone-channeled Corgo. The sur-
face of the river, innocent now of boats, hissed in
the heavi er bursts of rain.

The man had al nost reached the building he
want ed when his hurt knee gave way conpletely.

He broke his fall as best he could with his one
arm Then, painfully, dizzily, he dragged hinself
al ong on his one armand his one functioning |eg.
He could inmagine the trail of blood he nust be

|l eaving. No matter, the rain would wash it all
awnay.

Presently his slow progress brought himin out of
the rain, under the roof of a short, narrow passage
that connected directly with the door he want ed.

He crawl ed on and reached the narrow door. It
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was of course | ocked shut. He propped hinself up
in asitting position against it, and began to
pound on the door with the flat of his I|arge hand.
The pounding of his calloused hand seened to the

man to be nmaking no noise at all. At first it felt

i ke he was beating usel essly, noiselessly, on sone
thick solid treetrunk . . . and then it felt |ike noth-
ing at all. There was no | onger any feeling in his
hand.

Maybe no one woul d hear him Because he was no
| onger able to hear anything hinself. Not even the
rain beating on the flat passage roof. Nor could he
see anything through the gathering grayness. Not
even his hand before his face ....

At alittle after mdnight Denis the Quick was
| ying awake, listening to the rain. That usually
made hi m sl eepy, as long as he knew t hat he was
securely warm and dry indoors. But tonight he was
havi ng troubl e sl eeping. The inmages of two attract-
i ve worren were com ng and going |ike provocative
dancers in his imagination. If he tried to concen-
trate on one, then the other intruded as if jeal ous.

He knew both wormen in real life, but his real-life
probl em was not that he had to choose between

them No, he was not so fortunate, he told hinself,
as to have problens of just that kind.

Denis was well accusoned to the normal night
sounds of the house. The sound he began to hear
now, distracting himfromthe pleasant tornent of
waki ng dreans, was certainly not one of them
Denis got up quickly, pulled on a pair of trousers,
and went out of his snall bedchanber to investi-
gate.

Hi's roomon the ground fl oor of the house gave
al nrost directly on the mai n workshop, which was a
| arge chanber now illumned faintly by a sullen
snol dering of coals banked in the central forge
Fai nt ghost-gleans of firelight touched tools
around the forge and weapons racked on the walls.

Most of the work down here was on sone form of
weaponry.

Deni s paused for a nonent beside the fire,
intending to light a taper fromits coals. But then
he changed his mnd, and instead reached up to
the high wall niche where the Od Wrld Iight was
kept .

The back door |eading into the shop from outside
ground level was fitted with a special peephol e.

This was a snooth little bulge of glass, cleverly
shaped so that anyone |ooking through it from

inside saw out at a wi de angle. Another |ens, set
into the door near its very top, was there to let the
precious flanel ess torch shine out. Denis now lifted
the antique instrument into position there and

turned it on; imediately the narrow passage j ust
outside the door was flooded with clear, brilliant
light. And even as Denis did this, the sound that had
caught his attention cane again, a faint thunping

on the door itself. Now through the fish-eye | ens he
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coul d see the one who nade the sound, as a
sl unped figure sonewhat blurred by the inperfect
| ens. The shape of the fallen figure suggested the
absence of an arm

Wth the flaneless light still glowing in his hand,
Deni s stepped back fromthe door. The House of
Courtenay generally contained some stock of the
goods in which its owners dealt, including the fancy
weapons that were the specialty of the house. Al so
there was usually a considerabl e supply of coin on
hand. The place was a natural target for thieves,
and for any nenber of the household to open any
exterior door to anyone, particularly at night, was
no trivial matter. The only thing for Denis to do
now was to rouse the househol d steward, Tarim
and get his orders as to what to do next.

Crossi ng the workshop, Denis approached the
door to the ascending stair that led to the next
hi ghest | evel of the house; Tarim slept up there,
along with nost of the rest of the resident staff.
Deni s opened the door-and stopped in his tracks.

Looki ng down at himfromthe top of the first
flight, holding a candle in her small, pale hand, was
one of the characters fromhis recent waking
dream the Lady Sophie herself, mstress of this
house. Denis's surprise was at seeing the lady there
at all. Family quarters were | ocated on the upper
| evel s of the house, well above the noise and snoke
and snmell of the shop when it was busy, and of the
daytinme streets. Her tiny but shapely body was
wrapped in a thick white robe, contrasting sharply
with her straight black hair. It was hard to believe

that any faint sound at the back door could have
roused the lady from her bed.

The mistress called down: "Denis? Wat is it?"
He t hought she sounded nervous.

Deni s stood there hugging his bare chest.
"There's sonmeone at the back door, Mstress. |
could see only one man. Looked |ike he was hurt,
but I didn't open."

"Hurt, you say?"

It | ooked and sounded to Denis alnobst as if the
| ady had been expecting someone to arrive tonight,
had been waiting around in readiness to receive
them Denis had heard nothing in particular in the
way of business news to nake hi m expect such a
visitor, but such a nocturnal arrival in itself would
not be very surprising. As the headquarters of a
company of traders, the house was accustoned to
the conmings and goi ngs of odd people at odd hours.

Deni s answered, "Yes, Ma'am hurt. And it | ooked
like he only had one arm | was just going to arouse
Tarim. ."

"No." The mistress was i medi ately deci si ve.
"Just stand by there for a nonment, while | go get
the master."

"Yes, Ma'am" It was of course the only answer
Denis could give, but still it was del ayed, delivered
only to the lady's already retreating back. Denis
was puzzled, and a nonent later his puzzl enent
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increased, for here, already fully awake and active
too, canme Master Courtenay hinself. Courtenay

was a noving nountain of a man, his great bul k
wrapped now in a night robe of a rich blue fabric.
Wth a lightness and qui ckness renarkable for his
size, the master cane al nost skipping down the
stairs, his lady just behind him

Arriving on the ground floor, the master of the
house faced Denis directly. The two were al nost of a
hei ght, near average, though Courtenay wei ghed easily
twi ce as nuch as his | ean enpl oyee, and was possibly
three times as nmassive as his small wife: Courtenay
was not yet thirty, as nearly as Denis could judge, and
very little of his bulk was fat, though in his robe he
| ooked that way. Nor could he be described as stupid,
as Denis had realized on his own first day here,
despite what a first glance at Courtenay's face
suggest ed-of course he could hardly be unintelligent
and have prospered as he evidently had.

The master brushed back his al nost colorless hair
fromhis uninviting face, a gesture that seemed nore
one of worry than of sleepiness. In his usual nmld
voice he said, "W'Il let the rest of the household go
on sleeping, Denis." Behind the nmaster, his |ady was
al ready closing the door to the ascending stair. "The
three of us will nanage," Courtenay went on. "The
man's hurt, you say?"

"Looks like it, sir."

"Still, we'll take no chances nore than necessary.
Hel p yourself to a weapon, and stand by."

"Yes sir." In the year and a half that. he had been
at the House of Courtenay, Denis had | earned that
there were stretches of time in which Iife here began
to seemdull. But so far those stretches had never
extended for any unbearable | ength of tine.

Over on the far side of the shop, the mistress was
lighting a couple of oil I|anps. And when she brought
her hands down fromthe | anp shelf and faced around
agai n, Denis thought that he saw something trailing
fromher right hand. He caught only a glinpse of the
obj ect before it vani shed

between folds of her full robe. But, had he not been
convinced that M stress Sophie was only a delicate
little thing who | oved her |uxury, he would have

t hought that she was hol ding the | eather thongs of a
hunter's or a warrior's sling.

The nore recent years of Denis's young life had
been generally peaceful, first as an acol yte of Ardneh
in the White Tenple, then here in the House of
Courtenay as apprentice trader and general assistant.
But he had spent the longer, earlier portion of his
exi stence serving a different kind of apprenticeship.
That had been in the slumstreets of Tashigang, and it
had left himindelibly famliar with the nore
unpeaceful side of life. So now he was reasonably
cal mas he noved to the display of decorative
weapons that occupied a good part of one side of the
| arge room There he selected an ornate battl e-
hat chet, a weapon of antique design but sharp-edged
and of a pleasantly bal anced weight. Wth this in hand,
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Deni s nodded t hat he was ready.

Mast er Courtenay, already standing by the back
door, returned the nod. Then he turned to the door and
made use of the peephole and the A d Wrld light. In
the next nmonent Courtenay had unbarred the door
and yanked it open. The crunpl ed body that had been
sitting against it on the outside cane toppling softly
i nwar d.

Deni s sprang forward, quickly closed the door and
barred it up again. Meanwhile the master of the house
had stretched the unconscious nman out full length on
the floor, and was examining himwith the aid of the
ad Wwrld light.

The nistress, one of the nore conventional |anps in
her hand, had cone forward to | ook too. Quickly
she turned to Denis. "He's bl eeding badly. You were a
servant of Ardneh, see what you can do for him"

Deni s was not usually pleased to be asked to
admi ni ster nedical treatnment; he knew too well his
own great limtations in the art. But his urge to pl ease
his mstress would not |et himhesitate. And he knew
that his years in Ardneh's service had |eft him al nost
certainly better qualified than either of his enployers.
He nodded and noved forward.

The man stretched out on the floor was not young;
hi s unconsci ous face was weat her beaten over its
bl oodl ess pallor, and the hair that fanned out in a wld
spread on the flat stones was gray. Standing, he would
have been tall, with a well-knit, sturdy body marred by
the ol d anmputati on.

"His right armis gone." That was the m stress,
speaki ng thoughtfully, as if she were only nusing to
her sel f.

Deni s heard her only absently; the man's fresh
wounds were going to demand a healer's full attention
A lot of blood was visible, darker wetness on the
rai nsoaked cl ot hi ng.

Qui ckly Denis began to peel back clothes. He cut
them away, when that was easier, with a keen knife
that the nmaster handed him He al so tossed aside a
mean- | ooki ng cudgel that he found tucked into the
victims belt.

"I''"l'l need water, and bandages," he announced over
his shoul der. There were two wounds, and both
| ooked bad. "And whatever nedicines we have to stop
bl eedi ng." He paused to nmunble a m nor spell for that
purpose, learned in his days as Ardneh's servitor. It
was about the best that Denis

could do in the way of magic, and it was very little.
Perhaps it brought sone benefit, but it was not going
to be enough.

"Il bring you what | can find," replied the m stress
of the house, and turned away wi th quick efficiency.
Agai n Denis was surprised. He had | ong ago fixed
her inmage in his mnd as someone who existed to be
panpered . . . could that really have been a sling he'd
seen her hol di ng?

But now t he present task demanded his ful
attention. "We ought to put himon ny bed," said
Denis. And Courtenay, strong as a | oadbeast and
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di sdai ni ng hel p, scooped up the linp heavy formas if

it had been that of a small child, and held it patiently
whi | e Denis maneuvered first the door to his room

and then the coverings on his bed.

The hurt nman's eyelids fluttered just as he was
bei ng put down on the bed, and he nmuttered a few
words. Denis heard sonething like: "Ben of Purkinje,”
whi ch certainly sounded |ike a nane. That of the
victimhinmsel f? No use asking. He was out cold
agai n.

Soon the nistress was back, w th such useful itens
as she had been able to lay her hands on quickly,
wat er and clean cloth. She had al so brought along a
coupl e of nedicine jars, but nothing that Denis thought
was likely to help. Wiile Denis went to work washing
and bandagi ng, the master picked up the sodden
clothing that had been stripped away, and went
qui ckly through the pockets. But whatever Courtenay
was | ooking for, he apparently did not find it. Wth a
sigh he threw the garnents back on the floor and
asked: "Well, Denis, what about hinP"

"He's lost a lot of blood, sir. And, where the
wounds are, the bleeding' s going to be hard to stop
I'"ve packed this hole in his side as best | can."

As he spoke Denis was still pressing a bandage into

pl ace. "We could use spider webs, but | don't know
where to get a bunch of 'emquickly. H's knee isn't

bl eeding so much now, but it |ooks nasty. If he lives,
he won't be walking for a while."

The A d Wrld |ight had been replaced in its
customary wall niche, and the nistress had now
brought one of the better ordinary lanps into Denis's
room By the |anplight she and her husband were
staring at each other with what struck Denis as
curi ous expressions.

"Kni fe wounds, | think," said Master Courtenay,
shifting his gaze at |ast back to Denis.

"Yes sir, | would say that's what they are."

"He couldn't have come very far in that condition."

"I'"d have to agree with that, sir."

The master nodded, and turned and wal ked out of
Deni s's room | eaving the door open behind him He
didn't say where he was goi ng, and nobody asked.

The nmistress lingered. Denis, observing the direction
of her gaze, wondered what it was about the patient's
armstunp that she found so fascinating.

Havi ng been a nenber of the household for a year
and a half now, Denis was-sonetines, alnost-treated
like one of the fam|ly. Now he nade bold to ask, "Do
you recogni ze him M stress?"

"I'"ve never seen himbefore," the |ady answered,
which to Denis sounded like the truth used as an
evasi on. She added: "WIIl he live, do you think?"

Before Denis had to try to nmake a guess sound

I'i ke an expert opinion, there came again the sounds of

someone at the back door of the shop. The sounds

were different this time: demandi ng shouts,

acconpani ed by a strong and determ ned hamreri ng.
Following his mistress out into the shop's main

room Denis shut the door of his own room behind
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him The master, Od Wrld light in hand again, was
once nore approaching the back door. Even as
Courtenay turned on the light and peered out through
the spy-lens, the pounding cane again. This tinme it
was acconpani ed by a hoarse voi ce, sonewhat

muf fl ed by the door's thickness: "Ho, in the house,
open for the Watch! In the Lord Mayor's nane,

open! "

The naster of the house continued to peer out.
"Three of "em" he reported in a low voice. "No |ights
of their own. Still, it's the real Watch-1 think."

"Open!" the snothered roaring voi ce denanded
"Open or we break it down!" And there cane a
thunp thunp thunp. But they were going to have to
thunp harder than that before this door would take
t hem seri ously.

Quietly the nmistress said to her husband: "W don't
want to . " She let the statement trail off there, but
Denis listening had the strong inpression that her next
wor ds woul d have been: arouse suspicion

What ever neaning the naster read into her
hal f voi ced thought, he nodded his agreenent with it.
Looking at Denis, he ordered: "Say nothing to them
about our visitor. W' ve seen no one tonight."

"If they want to search?"

"Leave that to nme. But pick up your hatchet again,
just in case."

When all three of the people inside were ready,
Courtenay undid the bars and opened the door again.

In the very next instant he had to denobnstrate
extraordinary agility for a man of his wei ght, by
junpi ng back out of the way of a blow froma short
swor d.

The three nmen who had cone bursting in, dressed
t hough they were in the Lord Mayor's livery of gray
and green, were plainly not the Watch. Denis with his
hat chet was able to stand off the first rush of one of
them arned with a long knife in each hand. Another
of the intruders started toward Lady Sophie. But her
right armrose fromher side, drawing into a whirling
blur the sling's long | eather strands. Whatever missile
had been cradled in the | eather cup now bl asted stone
fragments out of the wall beside the man's head,
gi ving hi m pause, giving her the necessary noment to
rel oad her weapon.

"Ben of Purkinje!" cried out the third invader,
hacki ng again at Master Courtenay with his sword
"Greetings fromthe Blue Tenple!" This attacker was
tall, and | ooked inpressively strong.

Mast er Courtenay, after advising Denis to be arned,
had hi nsel f been caught enbarrassingly unarnmed on
the side of the roomaway fromthe rack of weapons.

He had to inprovise, and out of the nmiscellany of tools
around the forge grabbed up a I ong, iron-handl ed
casting .ladle. It was a clunmsy thing to try to sw ng
agai nst a sword, but the master of the house had
awesone strength, and now denonstrated good

nerves as well. For the tinme being he was hol ding his
own, managi ng to protect hinself.

The man who had started after the Lady Sophie
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now turned back, indecisively, as if to give the
swordsman aid. It was an error. In the next instant the
second stone fromthe sling hit himin the back of the
head and knocked hi m down. The sound of the inpact
and the way he fell showed that for himthe fight was
over.

Denis was distracted by the lady's
achi evenmentunwi sely, for a nonment |later he felt the
poi nt of one of his opponent's long knives catch in the
flesh of his forearm The hatchet fell fromDenis's
grip to the stone floor. Scranbling away fromthe
knives, clearing a | ow bench in a somersaulting dive,
Denis the Quick lived up to his nicknanme well enough
to keep hinself alive.

He heard one of the bigger workbenches go over
with a crash, and now he saw that Master Courtenay
had sonmehow managed to catch his own attacker by
the swordarm nmaybe the fell ow had al so been
di stracted, dodging feints of a slung stone. Anyway it
was now going to be a westling match-but no, it
really wasn't. In another instant the swordsman,
bel l owi ng his surprise, had been lifted clean off his
feet, and in the instant after that Denis saw him
sl aughtered like a rabbit, his back broken against the
angl e of the heavy, tilted table.

The knife-w el der who had wounded Deni s had
now changed his strategy and was scranbling after
the |l ady. Suddenly bereft of friends, he needed a
host age. Denis, reckless of his own safety, and
wounded as he was, threw hinself in the attacker's
way before the man could conme within a knifethrust
of the mistress. Denis had one quick glinpse of the
| ady, her white robe half undone, scooting successfully
on hands and knees to get away.

And now Denis was on his back, and the knife was
com ng down at hi minstead-but before it reached
him the armthat held it was knocked aside by a
giant's blow fromthe long | adle. The iron weight
brushed aside the barrier of an armto mash into
the knifer's cheekbone, delivering nost of its
energy there with an effect of devastation. Denis
roll ed aside, paused to | ook back, and all owed him
self to slowto a panting halt. The fight was defi -
nitely over.

In the workshop, only three sets of |ungs were
breathing still.

The lady, pulling her robe around her properly
once nore (even anm d surroundi ng bl ood, terror,
and danger, that nonentary vision of her body was
still with Denis; he thought that it would al ways
be.) Now she let herself slide down slowy until she
was sitting on the floor with her back agai nst one of
the upset benches. Evidently nore angered then
terrified by the experience, she said to her husband
acidly, "You are quite, quite sure, are you, that they
represent the Watch?"

Cout enay, still on his feet, |ooking stupid, breath-
ing heavily, could only munbl e sonet hi ng.

Once nore there cane the sound of pounding on
a door, acconpani ed by urgent voices. But this
time the noise was originating within the house.
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The door that closed off the ascending stair was
being rattled and shaken, while frombehind it a
man's voi ce shouted: "M stress! Master! Denis, are
you all right? What's going on?"
The master of the house cast down his long iron
| adl e. He stood for a nonent contenplating his
own bl oodi ed hands as if he wondered how t hey
m ght have- got that way. Denis saw an unprece-

dented trenor in those hands. Then Courtenay
drew a deep breath, raised his head, and called

back, alnmpost calmy, "It's all right, Tarim Alittle
problem but we've solved it. Be patient for a
moment and |'11 explain."”

In an aside he added: "Denis, help nme get these
. ho, you're hurt yourself. Sit down first and bind
that up. Barb, you help nme with these visitors. Drag
"em around behind that bench and we'll throw a
tarp over 'em
Denis, in mld shock now with his wound, took a
monent to register the unfamliar nane. Barb?
Never before had he heard the nmaster, or anyone
else, call the lady that . . . it wasn't going to be easy,
he realized, to bind up his own arm unai ded. Any-
way, the wound didn't ook like it was going to kil
hi m

Courtenay, while keeping busy hinself, was stil
giving orders. "Now close the street door." He
dropped a dead man where he wanted him and
pul l ed out a heavy tarpaulin fromits storage. "No,
wait, let Tarimsee it standing open. W'll|l say sone
bri gands got in sonehow, and..."
Tarimand the other awakened staff were pres-
ently allowed to cone crowding in. \Wether they
fully believed the vague story about brigands or
not, they took their cue fromtheir naster's manner
and were too wise to question it. The outer door was
cl osed and barred. Tarim himself had to be dis-
suaded from standing watch in the workshop for
the rest of the night, and eventually he and all the
others were on their way back to bed.
Al one in the workshop again, the three who had
done the fighting exchanged | ooks. Then they got
busy.
Courtenay began a prelinmnary clean-up, while the
m stress applied a bandage to Denis's forearm
following his directions. Her small fingers, soft, white,
and panpered, did not shrink from bl oody contact.
They managed the bandaging quite well, using sone
of the cloth that had been brought for the first patient.
When the job was done, her fingers held his arma
monent nore. Her dark eyes, for the first time ever
(he thought) | ooked at himwi th something nore than
the wish to be pleasant to a servant. She said, very
qui etly but very seriously, "You saved ny life, Denis.
Thank you."
It was alnmost as if no woman had ever touched him
or spoken to himbefore. Denis nuttered sonething.
He coul d feel the bl ood flowi ng back into his face.
What foolishness, he told hinself. He and this |ady
coul d never
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A quick | ook at the stranger now occupying Denis's
bed showed that the fight in the next room had not
di sturbed him He was still unconscious, breathing
shallowy. Denis, looking at him canme round to the
opi nion that nothing was likely to disturb this nman
again. Wth two wounded nen now on hand, the
m stress announced that she was going upstairs to
search nore thoroughly for nedical materials.

The master said to his lady, "I'll conme up with you
we have to tal k. Denis can nmanage here for a few
monments. "

The two of themclinbed in thoughtful silence, past
the | evel where Tarimand ot her workers slept, past
the next floor also. Reaching the topnost |evel of the
house, they passed through another door and entered
a domai n of elegance. This began with a

wood- panel ed hall, lit now by the flane of a single
candle in a wall sconce. Here the lady turned in one
direction, going to runmage in her private stocks for
medi cal materials. The nmaster turned down the hal

the ot her way, heading for a closet where he
expected to find a fresh, unbl oodi ed robe.

Bef ore he reached the roomthat held the closet, he
was i ntercepted by the toddling figure of a kneehigh
child, an apparition followed al nost inmediately by
that of an apol ogetic nurse.

"Ch sir, you're hurt," the nurse protested. She was a
buxomgirl, alnmobst a grown worman now. And at the
sanme time the child denanded: "Daddy! Tell story
now " At the age of two and a half, the little girl
fortunately already showed nuch nore of her
nmot her's than her father's |ooks. Brazenly wi de
awake, as if something about this particular night
deli ghted her, she waited in her silken nightdress,
smal | stuffed toy in hand.

The man spoke to the nursemaid first. "I'mall right,
Kuan-yin. The blood is nothing. I'Il put Beth back to
bed; you go see if you can help your nmistress find
what she's | ooking for."

The nurse | ooked at himfor a noment. Then, |ike
the ot her enpl oyees, wi se enough to be incurious
toni ght, she noved away.

The huge nman, who for the past four years had
been trying to establish an identity as Master
Courtenay, w ped drying gore fromhis huge hands
onto a robe already stained. Wth hands now st eady,
and al nost clean, he bent to carefully pick up the
I'iving norsel he had di scovered he valued nore than
his own life.

Carrying his daughter back to the nursery, he
passed a wi ndow. Through genui ne gl ass and rainy
ni ght he had a passing view of the high city walls
sone hundreds of neters distant. The real watch
were keeping a fire burning atop the wall. Another
light, smaller and steadier, was visible in a slightly
different direction; one of the upper w ndows gl owi ng
in the Lord Mayor's palace. It |ooked as if soneone
was having a busy night there too; the observer could
only hope that there was no connection

Fortune was sniling on the huge man now, for he
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was able to remenber the particular story that his
daughter wanted, and to get through the telling of it

wi th reasonabl e speed. The child had just gone back

to sleep, and the father was just on his way out of the
nursery, shutting the door with infinite care behind
him when his w fe reappeared, still wearing her

stai ned white robe.

"W have a nonent," she whi spered, and drew him
aside into their own bedroom Wen that door too had
been softly closed, and they were securely al one, she
added: "I've already taken the nedicine downstairs to
Denis. He thinks that the nan is probably going to die

there's no doubt, is there, that he's the courier
we' re expecting?"

"l don't suppose there's nuch doubt about that, no.

The | ady was slipping out of her bl oodied robe now,
and throwing it aside. In the very dimlight that cane
in through the barred wi ndow fromthose distant
wat chfires, her husband beheld her shapely body as a
curved warned silver candlestick, a pale ghost hardly
thickened at all by having borne one child. Once he
had | oved this worman hopel essly, and then anot her
| ove had cone to him and gone again, dissolved in
death. Sonetines he

still saw in dreans a cascade of bright red hair
his love for his darkhaired wife still existed, but it was
very different now.

As she dug into a chest to get another robe, she told
himcalmy, "One of those we killed tonight cried out,
sonmething like: 'Greetings to Ben of Purkinje, fromthe
Blue Tenple.' I'msure that Denis heard it too."

"We're going to have to trust Denis. He's proved
tonight he's loyal. | think he saved your life."

"Yes," the lady agreed, in a renote voice. "Either
trust himor else kill himtoo. Well." She disnissed
that thought, though not before taking a nonment in
which to exanmine it with deliberate care. Then she
| ooked hard at her husband. "And you called ne
Barb, too, once, down there in his hearing."

"Did I?" He'd thought he'd broken hinself [ong ago
of calling her that. Ben-he never really thought of
hi nsel f as "of Purkinje"-heaved a great sigh. "So,
anyway, the Blue Tenple has caught up with ne. It
probably doesn't matter what Denis overheard."

"And they've caught up with me, too," she reninded
hi m sharply. "And with your daughter, whether they
were | ooking for us or not. It |ooked like they were
ready to wi pe out the household if they could." She
paused. "I hope they haven't |ocated Mark."

Ben thought that over. "There's no way we can get
any word to himquickly. Is there? I'mnot sure just
where he is."

"No, | don't suppose we can." Barbara, tightening
the belt on her clean robe, shook her head
thoughtfully. "And they cane here right on the
heel s of the courier-did you notice that? They nust
have been foll owi ng hi m sonmehow, knowi ng that he'd
|l ead themto us."

"Too much of a coincidence otherw se."
"Yes. And the alliance still holds, | suppose,
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bet ween Bl ue Tenple and the Dark King."

"Wi ch means the Dark King's people may know
about the courier too. And about what we have in our
possession here, that the courier was going to take
away, if the rest of the shipnment ever arrives." He
heaved anot her si gh.

"What do we do, Ben?" Hi s w fe spoke softly now,
standing cl ose to himand | ooking up. At average
hei ght he towered over her

"At the nmonent, we try to keep the courier alive,
and see if he can tell us anything. About Deniswe're
just going to have to trust him as | say. He's a good
man. "

He was about to open the bedroom door, but his
wife's small hand on his arm del ayed him "Your
hands," she rem nded him "Your robe."

"Right." He poured water into a basin and quickly
washed his hands, then changed his robe. Half his
mnd was still down in . the workshop, reliving the
fight. Already in his nmenory the living bodi es he had
just broken were taking on the aspects of creatures in
sonme awful dream Te knew they were going to cone
back later to assail him Later perhaps his hands
woul d shake again. It was always like this for him
after a fight. He had to try to put it out of his mnd for
now.

Wil e he was getting into his clean robe, Barbara
said, "Ben, as soon as | saw that the man had only
one arm you know what | thought of."

"Mark's father. But Mark always told us that his
father was dead. He sounded quite sure of it."

"Yes, | renmenber. That he'd seen his father struck
down in their village street. But just suppose-"
"Yes. Well, we've got enough to worry about as it

is.

In another nmoment they were quietly naking their
way downstairs together. The house around them
was as quiet now as if everyone were really sl eeping.

Ben could picture nost of his workers |ying awake,
hol ding their breaths, waiting for the next crash

In Denis's roomon the ground floor they found the
young nman, his face pale under his dark hair, sitting
wat ch over a stranger who still breathed, but barely.

The nistress inmediately went to work, inproving on
her first effort at bandaging Denis's arm Ben thought
he could see a little nore color coming slowy back
into the youth's cheeks.

And now, for the third tinme since m dnight, a noise
at the back door. This tine a npdest tapping.

Something in Ben wanted to react with |aughter
"Gods and denons, what a night. My house has
turned into the Hermes Gate to the Hi gh Road."

And now, for the third tinme, after making sure that
his wife and his assistant were arnmed and as eady for
trouble as they could get, Ben maneuvered |ight and
| enses to ook out into the narrow exterior passage.

This time, as he reported to the others in a whipser,
there were two human figures to be seen outside.

Bot h appeared to be nmen, and both were robed in

whi te.
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"It looks like two of Ardneh's people. One's
carrying a big staff that. . ." Ben didn't finish. Barbara
caught his neani ng.

Those outside, knowing fromthe |ight that they
wer e under observation fromwthin, called |oudly:

"Mast er Courtenay? W' ve brought the wooden
nodel that you've been waiting for."
"Ah," said Ben, hearing a code that gave him

reassurance. Still he signed to his conpanions to
remain on guard, before he cautiously opened the door
once nore.

This time the opening admitted neither a toppling
body nor an armed rush. There was only the peacefu
entry of the two in white, who as Ardneh's priests
saluted courteously first the naster of the house and
then the people with him Denis, this time holding his
hatchet | eft-handed, was glad to be able to |ower it
agai n.

Wi te robes dripped water on a floor already
freshly marked by rain and nud and blood. If the
newconers noticed these signs of preceding visitors,
they sai d nothing about them

I nstead, as soon as Ben had barred up the door
again, the older of the two whiteclad priests offered
hi mt he heavy, ornate wooden staff. It was obviously
meant to be a cerenonial object of sone kind, too
| arge and unwi eldy to be anything but a burden on a
march or a hike. Tall as a man, cruciformin its upper
part, the staff was beautifully carved out of sone |ight
wood that Denis could not identify. The uppernost
portion resenbled the hilt of a gigantic wooden sword,
with the heads and necks of two carved dragons
recurving upon thenselves to formthe outsized
crosspi ece.

"Beautiful," commented Denis, with a sudden dry
suspicion. "But | wonder which of Ardneh's rites
requires such an object? | saw nothing at all like it in
the tine | spent as acolyte."

The two white-garbed nmen | ooked at Denis. Then
they turned in silent appeal to the man they knew as
Master Courtenay. He told themtiredly, "You may
show us the inside of the wooden nodel too. Denis
here is fully in my confidence, as of tonight. He's
going to have to be."

Denis stared for a nmonment at his master, who was
wat chi ng cl osely what the priests were doing. The
younger priest had the staff now, and was pressing
carefully with strong fingers on the fancy carving. In
a nonment, the wood had opened |ike a shell, revealing
a velvet-lined cavity inside. H dden there, straight iron
hilt within wooden crosspiece, was a great Sword.

The plain handle, of what Denis took to be sone hard

bl ack wood, was marked in white with a small synbol,

the outline of an open human hand. The Sword was in

a |l eather sheath, that left only a finger's-breadth of the
bl ade visible, but that snmall portion of netal caught the
eye. It displayed a rich nottling, suggesting

centinmeters of depth in the thin blade, beneath a

surface gl eam of perfect snoothness. Only the AOd

World, or a god, thought Denis, could have nade a
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blade like that, . . . and Denis had never heard of any
ad Wrld swords.

"Behol d," the elder priest of Ardneh said, even as
the hand of the younger drew forth the blade out of its
sheath. "The Sword of Mercy!"

And still Denis needed another nonent-but no
nore than that-to understand fully what he was being
all oned to see. When understandi ng cane; he first
caught his breath, and then released it in a |long sigh
By now al nost everyone in the world had heard of
the Twel ve Swords, though there were probably those
who still doubted their reality, and
nmost had never seen one. The Swords had been
forged some twenty years ago, the nore reliable
stories had it; created, all the versions of the |egend
agreed, to serve sone nysterious role in a divine
Gane that the gods and goddesses who rul ed the
worl d were determined to enjoy anobng thensel ves
And if this wonderous weapon were not one of
those twel ve Swords, thought Denis_ . . well, it was
hard to i magi ne what else it could be. In his tine at
the House of Courtenay he had seen sone el egant
and val uabl e bl ades, but never before anything like
t hi s.

There were twelve of them all of the stories agreed
on that nuch. Mst of them had two nanes,

t hough sone had nore nanmes than two, and a few
had only one. They were called Wayfi nder, and
Farsl ayer, and the Tyrant's Bl ade; there were the
M ndsword, and Townsaver, and Stonecutter,

called also the Sword of Siege. There were

Doongi ver, Sightblinder, Dragonslicer; Coin-

spi nner and Shi el dbreaker and the Sword o f Love,
that last thrice-nanmed, also as Wundheal er and
the Sword of Mercy.

And, if any of the tales had truth in themat all
each Sword had its own uni que power, capable of
overwhel ming all |esser magics, bestowing on its
owner some chance to rule the world, or at least to
speak on equal ternms with those who died ....

The ol der priest had carefully accepted the naked
Sword fromthe hands of the younger, and now
Denis observed with a start that the old man was
now approaching him Denis, with the heavy
weapon held out before him Half-raised as if in

sonme clumsy system of attack, it wobbled slightly
in the elder's hands.

Even in the mild lanplight the steel gleaned
breat ht aki ngly. And Deni s thought that a sound
was coning fromit now, a sound |ike that of human
br eat h.

Whet her he was conmmanded to hold out his
wounded arm or did so automatically, Denis could
not afterwards renenber. The room was very
qui et, except for the faint slow rhythm c hiss that
the Sword made, as if it breathed. The old man's
thin arns, that |ooked as if they m ght never have
hel d a weapon before in all his life, reached out. The
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bl ade, | ooking keener than any razor that Denis had

ever seen, steadied itself suddenly. It noved now as
i f under sone finer control than the visibly trenu-

lous grip of the old priest.

And now the broad point had sonmehow, without
even nicking flesh, inserted itself snugly under-
neath the tight bandage binding Denis's forearm
The bl oodstai ned white cloth, cut neatly, fel
away, and the Sword's point touched the wound
directly. Denis, expecting pain, felt instead an
i ntense nmonent of -sonething el se, a sensation
uni que and indescribable. And then the Sword
wi t hdr ew.

Looki ng down at his arm Denis saw dried bl ood,
but no fresh flow. The dried, brownish stuff
brushed away readily enough when he rubbed at it
with his fingers. Were the dried bl ood had been,
he saw now a small, fresh, pink scar. The wound
| ooked healthy, easily a week or ten days heal ed.

It was at this nmonment, for sone reason, that
Deni s suddenly renenbered sonet hing about the
man who, the | egends said, had been forced to assi st
Vul can in the forging of the Swords. The stories
said of that human snmith that as soon as his work
was done he had been deprived of his right arm by
t he god.

"I't is shameful, of course," the elder priest was
saying, "that we nust keep it hidden so, and sneak
through the night with it like crimnals with their
plunder. But if we did not take precautions, then
those who woul d put Whundheal er to an evil use
woul d soon have it in their possession.”

"W will do our best," the |ady of the house
assured him "to keep it fromthem™

"But at the nonent," said the naster, "we have
a problemeven nore i mediate than that. Sirs, if
you will, bring the Sword this way with you, and
quickly. A man lies dying."

Denis |l ed the way, and quickly opened the door to
his own room The naster stepped in past him and
indicated the still figure on the bed. "He arrived
here not an hour ago, much as you see him And
fear he is the courier who was to have carried on
what you have brought."

The two priests nmoved quickly to stand beside
the bed. The young one nmurrmured a prayer to
Draffut, God of Healing. The first quick touch of the
Sword was directly on the wound still bleeding in
the side of the unconscious man. Denis, despite his
own experience of only nmonents ago, could not
keep fromwi ncing involuntarily. It was hard to
i magi ne that that keen, hard point would not draw
nmore bl ood, do nore harmto hunman flesh al ready
injured. But the slow red ooze fromthe wound,

i nstead of increasing, dried up immediately. As the
Sword noved away, the packing that Denis had put

into the wound pulled out with it. The cloth hung
there, stuck by dried blood to the skin.

Feeling a sense of unreality, Denis passed his
hand over his eyes.
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Now the Sword, still in the hands of Ardneh's
el der servant, nmoved down to touch the wound on
the exposed knee. This tine when the bare netal
touched him the man on the bed drewin his
breath sharply, as if with sone extrene and
exquisite sensation; a monent later he let out a
I ong sigh, eloquent of relief. But his eyes did not
open.

And now the tip of the Sword was being rmade to
pass back and forth over his whol e body, not quite
touching him It paused again, briefly, right above
the heart. Denis could see how the arns of the old
priest continued to trenble, as if it strained themto
hol d thi s heavy weapon-not, Denis supposed, that
this Sword ought to be called a weapon. He won-
dered what woul d happen if you swung it agai nst
an eneny.

The tip of the bl ade paused just once nore, when
it reached the scarred stunp of the long-lost arm
There it touched, and there, to Denis's fresh sur-
prise, it did draw blood at last, a thready red trickle
fromthe scarred flesh. Again a gasp cane fromthe
unconsci ous nan.

The bl eedi ng stopped of itself, alnost as quickly
as it had started. The old priest now slid the bl ade
back into its sheath, and handed it to his assistant,
who enclosed it once again within the staff of wood.

The elder's face was pale now, as if the healing
m ght have taken sonething out of him But he did
not pause to rest, bending instead to exani ne the
man he had been treating. Then he pulled a bl anket
up to the patient's chin and strai ght ened.

"He will recover," the elder priest announced,
"but he nust rest for nmany days; he was nearly
dead before the Sword of Mercy reached him Here
you can provide himw th the good food he needs;
even so his recovery will take sone tine."

Master Courtenay told the two priests of Ardneh
softly, "We thank you in his nanme-whatever that
may be. Now, will you have sone food? And then

we'll find you a place to sleep."

The el der declined gravely. "Thank you, but we
cannot stay, even for food." He shook his head. "If
this man was to be the next courier, as you say,
fear you will have to find a replacenent for him"

"W will find a way," the lady said.

"CGood," said the elder, and paused, frowning.
"There is one thing nore that | nust tell you before
we go." He paused again, a longer tinme, as if what
he had to say now required sonme gathering of
forces. "The M ndsword has fallen into the hands of
the Dark King."

An exhausted silence fell over the people in the
wor kshop. Denis was trying desperately to recal
what the various songs and stories had to say about
the weapon called the M ndsword.

There was, of course, the verse that everyone had
hear d:

The M ndsword spun in the dawn's gray |ight
And men and denons knelt down before
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The M ndsword flashed in the mdday bright
CGods joined the dance, and the march to war
It spun in the twilight dimas well

And gods and nen marched of f to-

"Gods and denons!" Master Courtenay swore
loudly. Hs face was grave and gray, with a | ook
that Denis had never seen on it before.

Monents later, having said their last farewells,
the two white-robed men were gone.

Deni s cl osed and barred the door behind them
and turned round. The nmaster of the house was
standing in the mddle of the workshop, with one
hand on the wooden Sword-case that stood | eaning
there against the chimey. He was |ooking it over
carefully, as if it were sonething that he night
want to buy.

The | ady was back in Denis's room al ready,
| ooki ng down at the hurt nman on the bed. Denis
when he canme in saw that the nan was now sl eep-
ing peacefully and his color was a little better
al r eady.

Qut in the main roomof the shop again, Denis
approached his master-whose real nane, Denis
was already certain, was unlikely to be Courtenay.
"What are we going to do with the Sword now,
sir? O course it may be none of ny business.” It
obvi ously had beconme his business now, his rea
question was how they were going to deal wth
that fact.

Hi s master gave hima | ook that said this point
was appreciated. But all he said was: "Even
before we worry about the Sword, there's another
little job that needs taking care of. How s your
ar n"

Denis fixed it. There was a faint residual sore-
ness. "Good enough."

"Good." And the big man wal ked around behi nd
the big toppled workbench, and lifted the tarpaulin
fromthat which had been conceal ed from Ardneh's
priests.

It was going to be very convenient, Denis
t hought, that the house was so near the river, and
that the night was dark and rainy.

CHAPTER 3

The chase under the blistering sun had been a
| ong one, but the young man who was its quarry
foresaw that it was not going to go on nuch | onger

Si nce the anbush sonme twenty kil oneters back
had killed his three conpanions and all their riding
beasts, he had been scranbling on foot across the
rough, barren country, pausing only at intervals to
set an anbush of his own, or when necessary to
gasp for breath.

The young man wore a |ight pack on his back,
along with his | ongbow and quiver. At his belt he
carried a small water bottle-it was nearly enpty
now, one of the reasons why he thought that the
chase nust soon end in one way or another. His age
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woul d have been hard to judge because of his

weat hered | ook, but it was actually nmuch closer to
twenty than to thirty. Hs clothes were those of a
hunter, or perhaps a guerrilla soldier, and he wore
his present trouble as well and fittingly as he wore
his clothes. He was a tall and broad-shoul dered
young nman, with blue-gray eyes, and a light, short
beard that until a few days ago had been neatly
trimred. The | ongbow sl ung across his back | ooked
em nently functional, but at the nonent there

were only three arrows left in the quiver that rode
beside it.

The young man had fallen into a kind of pattern
in his novenent. This took the formof a trot, a
pause to | ook back over one shoul der, another
scranbl e, a quick walk, and then a | ook back over
the other shoul der w thout pausing.

According to the best cal culation he could make,
whi ch he knew mi ght very easily be wong, he stil
had one nore active eneny behind himthan he had
arrows. O course the only way to nmake absol utely
sure of the enenmy's nunbers would be to | et them
catch him They nmight very well do that anyway.
They were still nounted, and woul d easily have
overtaken him |l ong ago, except that his own
anbushes set over the past twenty kil onmeters had
instilled sone degree of caution in the survivors.
These hi gh plains made a good pl ace for anbush,
deceptively open-1ooking but cut by ravines and
studded with wi ndcarved hills and giant boul ders
that | ooked as if sonme god had scattered them pl ay-
fully about.

By this tine, having had twenty kiloneters in
which to think it over, the young nman had no rea
doubt as to who his pursuers were. They had to be
agents of the Blue Tenple. Any nerely nmilitary
skirmi sh, he thought, would have been broken off
| ong before this. Any ordinary patrol fromthe Dark
King's arnmy woul d have been content to return to
canp and report a victory, or else proceed with
what ever ot her busi ness they were supposed to be

about. They woul d not have continued to risk their
skins in the pursuit of one survivor, not one as
demonstrably dangerous as himnsel f, and not

through this dangerous terrain.

No, they knew who they were after. They knew
what he had done, four years ago. And undoubtedly
they were under contract to the Blue Tenple to
bri ng back his head.

The young man was finding time in his spare
monents, such as they were, to wonder if they were
al so closing in on Ben, his friend and his conpani on
of four years ago. O if perhaps they had al ready
found him But he was not in a position right nowto
do anything for Ben.

The youth's flight had brought himto the edge of
yet another ravine, this one cutting directly across
his path. To the left of where the young nman halted
on the brink, the groove in the earth deepened rap-
idly, turning into a real canyon that wound its way
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off to the east, there presumably to join at sone
point a larger canyon that he had al ready caught

sight of fromtinme to tinme. In the other direction, to
the young man's right, the ravine grew progres-

sively shallower; if he intended to cross it, he
shoul d head that way.

From where he was standi ng now, the country on
the other side of the ravine |ooked if anything flat-
ter than the plain he had been crossing, which of
course ought to give a greater advantage to the
mounted men. |If he did not cross, he would go down
into the ravine and follow it along. He could see
that as it deepened sonme shelter appeared along its
bottom provided by rough free-standing rock for-
mati ons and by the winding walls thenselves. |If he
went that way he woul d be going downhill, and for
that reason might be able to go faster

It was the need for water that made his choice a
certainty. The big canyon ought to be no nore than
a few kiloneters away at nost, and very probably it
had water at its bottom

He was down in the bottom of the ravine, naking
good time along its deepening trench, before one of
hi s over-the-shoul der | ooks afforded hi manother
glinmpse of the men who were conming after him
Three heads were gazi ng down over the rocky rim
sone distance to his rear. It looked as if they had
been expecting himto cross the ravine, not follow
it, and had therefore angled their own course a little
toward its shallower end. He had therefore gained a
little distance on them The question now was, how
woul d they pursue from here? They night all fol-
| ow hi mdown into the ravine. O one of them night
follow himalong the rim ready to roll down rocks
on hi mwhen a good chance cane. O, one man
m ght cross conpletely, so they could follow him
al ong both walls and down the niddle too.

He had doubts that they were going to divide
their small remaining force

Tinme would tell. He was now conmitted, any-
way, to followi ng the ravine. Mich depended on
what sort of conceal nent he could find.

So far, things were | ooking as good as could be
expected. What had been a fairly sinple trench at
the point where he entered it was rapidly w dening
and deepening into a conpl ex, steep-sided canyon.
Presently, coning to a place where the canyon bent
sharply, the young man decided to set up another
ambush, behind a conveni ent outcroppi ng of rock,

Lyi ng notionl ess on stovelike rock, watching small

lizards watch himthrough the vibrating air, he had

to fight down the all-too-rational fear that this time
hi s enem es had outguessed him and a coupl e of
themwere really follow ng himalong on the high

rims. At any monent now, the head of one of them

ought to appear in his field of vision, just about
there. From whi ch vantage point it would of course

be no trick at all to roll down a deadly barrage of
rocks. If they were lucky his head would still be rec-
ogni zabl e when they cane down to collect it.
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Enough of that.

It was a definite relief when the three nen cane
into sight again, all trailing himdirectly along the
bottom of the canyon. They were wal king their
mounts now, having to watch their footing care-
fully on the uneven rock. As their quarry had hoped,
at this spot they had no nore than half their visua
attention to spare in looking out for ambush.

The young man waiting for them already had an
arrow nocked. And now he started to drawit,
slowy taking up the bowstring' s tension. He real -
ized that at the last instant, he'd have to raise him
self up into full viewto get the shot off properly.

The nonent canme and he lifted his upper body.
The bow twanged in his hands, as if the arrow had
made its own decision. The shot was good, but the
man who was its target, as if warned by sonme subtle
magi ¢, begun to turn his body away just as the shot
was nmade. The arrow ni ssed. The eneny, al arned,
were all ducking for cover

The marksnan did not delay to see what they
m ght be going to do next. Already he was on his
feet and running, scranbling, on down the canyon
Only two arrows left in his quiver now, and still he
was not absolutely sure that there were no nore
than three men in pursuit.

He hurdled a small boul der, and kept on running.
At | east he'd slowed his pursuers down again, nade
them nove nore cautiously. And that ought to |et
himgain a little distance.

And now, suddenly, unexpectedly, he had good
luck in sight. As he rounded a new curve of the can-
yon there sprang into view ahead of hima viewinto
t he bi gger cross-canyon that this one joined. Ahead
he saw a narrow slice of swift gray water, with a
| uxuriant border of foliage, startlingly green, al
franed in stark gray rock

Alittle farther, and he would have not only water
and conceal ment, but a choice of ways to turn,
upstream or down. The young nan urged his tired
body into a faster run

In his inmagination he was already tasting the
cold water. Then the tree-tall dragon emerged from
the fringe of house-high ferns and other growth that
mar ked the entrance to the bigger canyon. As the
young nman stunbled to a halt the beast was | ooking
directly at him Its massive jaw was worki ng, but
only lightly, tentatively, as if in this heat it mght be
reluctant to sunmon up the energy for a hard bite
or even a full roar

The young man was al ready so close to the
dragon when he saw it that he could do nothing but
freeze in his tracks. He knew that any attenpt at a
qui ck retreat would be virtually certain to bring on
a full charge, and he woul d have no hope of
outrunni ng that.

Nor did he nmove to unsling his bow Even his best
shot, placed perfectly into the eye, the only even
sem -vul nerabl e target, might do no nore than

madden a dragon of the size of this one before him

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sab...%20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200f%20Swords.txt (27 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:41 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

Hi s best hope of survival lay in standing still. If he
could nanage to do that, there was a bare chance

that his earlier rapid nmovenent woul d be forgotten

and he woul d be ignored.

Then sonet hi ng happened that surprised the
young nen profoundly, so that now it was astonish-
ment nore than either terror or conscious effort
that kept himstanding like a statue.

The dragon's vast nouth, scarred round the |ips
with its own quondam fl anes, opened al nost deli -
cately, revealing yell owed and bl ackened teeth the
size of human forearnms. Fromthat nmouth energed
a voice, a kind of cavernous whisper. It was per-
fectly intelligible,. though so soft that the notion-
| ess man could scarcely be sure that he was really

hearing it.
"Put down your little knife," the dragon said to
him "I will not hurt you."

The man, who had thought he was renaining
perfectly notionless, |ooked down at his right
hand. Wthout realizing it he had drawn the dagger
fromhis belt. Mechanically he put the usel ess
weapon back into its sheath.

Even as the man did this, the dragon, perhaps
three tines his height as it stood tall on its hind
| egs, noved closer to himby one great stride. It
reached out for himw th one enornous forelinb,
armed at the fingertips with what | ooked |ike pitch-
fork tines. But that frightening grip picked up the
man so gently that he felt no harm In a nonent he
had been lifted, tossed spinning in the air, and
softly, safely, caught again. At this nonent, that
seemed to himcertain to be the nonent of his
death, he felt curiously free fromfear

Death did not cone, nor even pain. He was being
tossed and naul ed quite tenderly. Here we went up
again, propelled with a grim playful ness that
tended to jolt the breath out of his chest, but did
hi m no real damage. In one of these revolving
ai rborne jaunts, nonentarily facing back up the
side canyon, he got his clearest |ook yet at the whole
smal | gang of his surviving human pursuers. They
had been even cl oser behind himthan he had
t hought, but now with every instant they were
meters farther away. The three of them two | ook-
ing forward and away, one | ooking back in terror,
were astride their riding beasts again, and never
m nd the chance that a nount might stunble here.
Al three in panic were galloping at full stretch back
up the barren floor of the side canyon

The dragon roared. The tossed nan's own whirl -
ing motion whirled the riders away, out of his field
of vision. He felt his flying body brush through a
fringe of greenery. His |anding was al nost gentle,
on shaded ground soft as a bed with npbss and noi s-
ture. He lay there on his back, beneath great danc-
ing fronds. This position afforded hima fine view of
the dragon's scaly green back just as, roaring |ike
an aval anche, it launched a charge after the three
riders.

In another nmoment the riders were conpletely
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out of sight around the first curve of the side can-
yon. The dragon at once aborted its charge and
ceased its noise. It turned, and with an undragonly
air of cal mpurpose cane striding back to where the
man lay. He just lay there, watching its approach
The creature hadn't killed himyet, and anyway he
coul d never have outrun it even had his |ungs been
full of breath.

Once nore the huge dragon gently picked him
up. It carried himcarefully for a little distance,
deeper into the heavy riverside growh of vegeta-
tion. Through the | ast |ayer of branches ahead the
man could plainly see the swift narrow stream t hat
t hreaded the canyon's fl oor.

The dragon spoke above the endl ess frantic nur-
mur of the water. "They will never," it told the
man in its sepulchral voice, "come back and foll ow
a dragon into this thicket. Instead they will return
to their masters and report that you are dead, that
with their own eyes they saw you crushed and
eaten." Saying this, the dragon again deposited the
man on soft ground, this tine very gently.

Then the dragon took a | ong step back. Its inmage
in the man's eyes flickered, and for one nonent he
had the definite inpression that the huge creature
was wearing a broad | eather belt around its scaly,
bul gi ng midsection. And there was a second,
momentary inpression, that fromthis belt there
hung a scabbard, and that the scabbard held a
swor d.

The belt and Sword were no | onger visible. Then
they reappeared. The nman blinked, he shook his
head and rubbed his eyes and | ooked again. Sone
ki nd of enchantnent was in operation. It had to be
that. If it-

The Swordbelt, now unquestionably real, was
now hangi ng | ooped froma great furry hand-it
was undeni ably a hand, and not a dragon's forefoot.

The fur covering the hand, and covering the arm
and body attached, was basically a silver gray, but
it glowed remarkably with its own inner light. As
the man watched, the glow shifted, flirting with al
the col ors of the rainbow.

The enornmous hand let the belt drop

St andi ng before the youth now was a furred beast
on two legs, as tall and large as the dragon had been,
but otherw se much transforned. C aws had been
replaced by fingers, on hands of hunman shape. There
were still great fangs, but they were bonewhite now,
and the head in which they were set no | onger had
anything in the least reptilian about it. Although the
figure was standing like a man, the face was not
human. |t was-uni que.

The great dark eyes observed with intelligence the
man's reaction to the transfornation.

The young man's first outward response was to get
back to his feet, slowy and shakily. Then he wal ked
slowy to where the belt and Sword were |lying, on
shaded noss. Bendi ng over, he observed that the jet-
black hilt of the Sword was marked with one snall
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white synbol; but, though the man dropped to his

knees to | ook nore closely, he was unable to make out
what that synbol was. H's eyes for sone reason had
trouble getting it into clear focus. Then he reached out
and put his fingers on that hilt, and with that touch he
felt the power he had expected enter into him Now he
was able to see the synbol plainly. It was the sinple
outline of an observant human eye.

Turning his head to ook up at the waiting giant, the
young nman said: "I am Mark, son of Jord." As he
spoke he got to his feet, and as he stood up he drew
the Sword. His right hand held up that bright
magni ficence of steel in a salute.

The giant's answer canme in an inhumanly deep
bass, quite different fromthe dragon's voice: "You are
Mark of Arin-on-Al dan."

The youth regarded himsteadily for a nonent.

Then he nodded. "That al so," he agreed. Then,
| owering the Sword, he added, "I have held
Si ght bl i nder here once before."
"You have held others of the Swords as well. |
know sonet hing of you, Mrk, though we have not

met. | amDraffut, as you nust have realized by now.
The man call ed Nestor, who was your friend, was
al so mine."

Mark did not answer inmediately. Now that he was
hol ding the Sword of Stealth, sone inward things
about the being he was | ooking at had becone
apparent to him Just how they were apparent was
sonet hing he coul d not have expl ained had his life
depended on it; but across Draffut's inage in Mark's
eyes sonme part of Draffut's history was now witten,
in synbols that Mark woul d not be able to see, nuch
|l ess interpret, once he put down the Sword again.

Mark said, "You are the same Draffut who is
prayed to as the God of Healing. Who knew Ardneh
the Bl essed, as your living friend two thousand years
ago . . . but still I will not call you a god. Lord of
Beasts, as others name you, yes. For certainly you
are that, and nore." And Mark bowed low. "I thank
you for ny life."

"You are welcone . . . and Beastlord is a title that |
can at least tolerate." Actually the huge being seened
to enjoy it to sonme extent. "Wth Sightblinder in your
hand | am sure you can see | amno god. But | have
just cone froman assenbly of them"

Mark was startled. "What?"

"l say that | have just conme froman assenbly of
the gods," Draffut repeated patiently. "And | had
Sightblinder in my own hand as | stood ampng
them so each of them saw ne as one of their own
nunber . . . and | saw that in them which surprised
me, as | stood there and listened to them argue.”
"Argue... about what?"

"I'n part, about the Swords. As usual they were able
to agree on nothing, which |I count as good news for
humani ty. But | heard other news al so, that was not
good at all. The Dark King, Vilkata, has the
M ndsword now. How and when he got it, |I do not
know. "
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For a | ong nonent Mark stood silent. Then he
muttered softly, "Ardneh's bones! The gods were
saying that? Do you believe it?"

"I amglad," said Draffut, "that you understand that
what the gods tell us is not always true. But in this
case | fear it is the truth. Remenber that | held the
Sword of Stealth in ny own hands then, and | | ooked
at the speakers carefully as they were speaking. They
were not telling deliberate lies; nor do | think they
were m st aken. "

"Then the human race is

Mark nade a gesture

of futility. " in trouble." Looking down at the bl ade he
was still holding, he swing it lightly, testing howit felt
in his grip. "If the question is not too inpertinent, how

did you cone to have this? The last time | sawit, it
was enbedded in the body of a flying dragon.”

"It may have fallen fromthe creature in flight. |
found it in the Geat Swanp."

"And-again if you do not m nd ny asking-how did
you cone to be spying on the gods?"

Draffut rested one of his enornous hands on a
treetrunk that stood beside him Mark thought he saw
the bark change color around that grip. It even noved
alittle, he thought, achieving a different

tempo inits life. Many were the marvel ous tales told
of Draffut. Now the Beastlord was speaking.

"Once | had this Sword in nmy hand, | decided that I
woul d never have a better chance to do sonething
that | had | ong thought about-to find the Enperor, and
talk to himface to face."

"You did not go first to find the gods?"

"I had met gods before;" Draffut ruminated. In a
nmoment he went on. "The Enperor is not an easy
man to |ocate. But | have some skill in discovering
that which is hidden, and | found him | had been for a
long tine curious."

Mark had sonetimes been curious on the same
subj ect, but only vaguely so. He had grown up
accepting the coomonly held i deas about the
Enperor: a | egendary trickster, perhaps invented and
unreal. A practical joker, a propounder of riddles, a
wearer of masks. A sonetine seducer of brides and
mai dens, and the proverbial father of the poor and the
unl ucky. Only in recent years, as Mark began to neet
peopl e who knew nore about the world than the
nane of the next village, had he cone to understand
that the Enperor night have a real inportance

Not that his curiosity on the subject had ever
occupi ed much of his time or thought. Still, he now
asked Draffut, "Wat is he |ike?"

"He is a man," said Draffut firmy, as if there had
been sone doubt of that. But, having rmade that point,
the Beastlord paused, as if he were at a loss as to
what el se to say.

At last he went on. "John Orinor, the eneny of
Ardneh, was called Enperor too." At this offhand
recollection of the events of two thousand years past,
Mark could feel his scalp creep faintly. Draffut
continued. "And then, a little later, some called Prince
Duncan, a good nan, by that title."
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Draffut fell silent. Mark waited briefly, then
pursued the subject. "Has this man now called the
Enperor sone connection with the Swords? Can he
be of any help to us against Vil kata?"

Draffut nade a curious two-handed gesture, that in
a | esser being woul d have suggested hel pl essness.
When he let go of the treetrunk its surface at once

reverted to ordinary bark. "I think that the Enperor
could be an enornmous help to us. But how to obtain
his help. . . and as for the Swords, | can tell you this:

I think that Sightblinder did not deceive himfor a
monent, though | had it in nmy hand as | approached."

"I't did not deceive hinP"

"I think he never saw ne as anything but what |
am" The Beastlord thought for a nonent, then
concluded: "OF course it was not ny intention to
deceive him unless he should nean me harmand | do
not believe he did."

The speaker's intense, inhuman gaze held Mark's
eyes. "It was the Enperor's suggestion that | take this
Sword and use it to observe the councils of the gods.
And he told ne sonmething else: that after | had heard
the gods, | should bring Sightblinder on to you."

Mar k experienced an inward chill, a feeling |ike that
of sudden fear, but with a spark of exhilaration at the
core of it. To himboth enotions were equally
i nexplicable. "To me?" he echoed stupidly.

"To you. Even the Sword of Stealth cannot disguise
me well enough to let nme pass for hunman, or for any
type of creature of nerely human size. At a distance,
perhaps. But | cannot enter the dwellings

of humans secretly, to listen to their secret councils.”
"You say you're able to spy on the gods, though
Isn't that even nore inportant?"
The Beastlord was shaking his head. "The war that
is conming is going to jar the world, as it has not been
jarred since the time of Ardneh. And the war is
going to be won or |ost by human beings, though the
gods will have a role to play."
"How do you know t hese things?"
Draf fut sai d not hi ng.
"What can we do?" Mark asked sinply.
"I amgoing, in nmy owm shape, to try to influence the
actions of the gods. As you may know, | am
i ncapabl e of hurting hunans, whatever happens. But
against them | can fight when necessary. | have done
as much before, and won."
Again Mark could feel his scalp creep. He
swal | owed and nodded. Apparently there was sone
basis of truth for those | egends that told of Draffut's
successful conbat agai nst the wargod Mars hinsel f.
Draffut added: "I amgoing to |l eave the Sword with
you. "
Again to hear that brought Mark a swi ft surge of
el ation, an enotion in this case swiftly danpened by a
few menories and a little cal cul ation
"Sir Andrew, whom | serve, has sent nme on a
nm ssion to Princess Rimac-or to her General Rostov,
if he proves easier to find. | amto tell themcertain
things . . . of course, | can take the Sword of Stealth

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sab...%20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200f%20Swords.txt (32 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:41 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

along with ne. And | suppose | could give it to them
when | get there . . . but what did the Enmperor have
inmnd for ne to do with it? Do you trust hinP"
Questions were piling up in his mnd faster than he
coul d ask them

"l have known and dealt with human bei ngs for
nmore than fifty thousand years," said Draffut, "and
I trust him Though he would not explain. He said
only that he trusts you with the Sword."

Mark frowned. To be told of such nysterious
trust by an apparently powerful figure was sone-
how nore irritating than pleasing. "But why ne?

What does he know about nme?"

"He knows of you," said Draffut imediately, in
a tone of unhel pful certainty. "And now, | nust be
on ny way." The giant turned away, then back
again to say, "The Princess's |land of Tasavalta lies
to the east of here, along the coast, as | suppose you
know. As to where Rostov and his arny mght be at
the nonent, you can probably guess as well as L"

"I'l'l take the Sword on with ne, then, to the Prin-
cess." Mark raised his voice, calling after the
Beastlord; Draffut, noving at a giant's wal k consi d-
erably faster than a human run, was al ready
growi ng distant. Mark sighed, swallow ng nore
questions that were obviously not going to be
answer ed now.

Spl ashing through the shallow river, Draffut
turned once nore, for just |ong enough to wave
farewell. Then he began to clinb the far wall of the
great canyon. He clinbed |ike a nountain goat,
going right up the steep rocks. Mark thought he
could see the rock itself undergoing tenporary
change, wherever Draffut touched it, starting to
flowwith the inmpul ses of life.

Then Draffut was gone, up and over the canyon

rim
Left al one, Mark was suddenly exhausted. He

stared for a long nonment at the Sword left in his
hands. Then he bent to enjoy, at last, the drink he
needed fromthe river, whose nane he did not
know. He cool ed hinself with splashing. Then he
stretched hinself out on a shady nobss, with
Si ght bl i nder tucked under his head, and sl ept
securely. Any eneny com ng upon hi m now woul d
not see him but instead sone person or thing that
they loved or feared, or at any rate would not harm
O course there might conme a sudden thunderstorm
upstream a canyon flood, and he'd be drowned;
but he had lived nuch of his life with greater risks
than that.

Mark di d not awake until the sun had dropped
behind the high stone western wall and it was
nearly dark. Before the light had faded entirely, he
managed to get a rabbit with one of his two
remai ning arrows. He even managed to retrieve the
arr ow undamaged, which convinced himthat his
luck was definitely inproving. After cooking his
rabbit on a small fire, he devoured nobst of it and
sl ept agai n.
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It was deep night when he awoke the second tine,
and he lay looking up at the stars and wondering
about Draffut. The Beastlord was a magnificent
and uni que being, and it was small wonder that
nmost fol k thought he was a god. His |ife had begun
so long ago that even Ardneh's struggle with the
demon Orcus was recent by conparison. Mark,
hol ding the Sword of Stealth while he | ooked at
Draf fut, had seen that that was true

The Sword had all owed Mark to see sonet hing
nmore wonderful still.

He had seen, very plainly, though only for a
monent, and in a node of seeing inpossible to
explain, that the Beastlord had begun his long life as a
dog. A plain, four-footed dog, and nothing nore.

That was a nystery beyond wondering about. Mark
sl ept yet again, and awoke beneath turned stars. Just
after his eyes opened he saw a brilliant nmeteor, as if
sone power had awakened himto witness it.

He | ay awake for sone tinme, pondering.

Who, after all, was the Enperor? And why, and
how did the Enperor cone to be aware of Mark, son
of Jord? O course Mark's late father was hinself a
m nor figure in legends, through his unwilling
conscription by Vulcan to help in the forging of the
Swords. And Mark had taken part in the cel ebrated
raid of four years ago on the Blue Tenple treasury.

But why should either of those dubious clainms to fane
have caused the Enperor to send hima Sword?

Al the stories agreed that the Enperor |iked jokes.

Mark was no cl oser to an answer when he once
nmore fell asleep.

In the nmorning he was up and noving early. Soon
he found a side canyon that appeared passable, and
led off to the east. He refilled his water bottle before
| eaving the river, then followed the side canyon's
gradual | y ascendi ng way. Wen, after sone
kil oneters, the smaller canyon had shal | owed enough
tolet himclinb out of it easily, he did so. Now eastern
mountains, blue as if with forests, were visible in the
di stance. Tasavalta, he thought. O sonmewhere near
toit.

He was a day closer to those nmountai ns when he

saw t he mounted patrol. He was sure even at a
consi derabl e di stance that these riders were the
Dark King's soldiers. He had fought against such
of ten enough to be able to distinguish them he
thought, by no nore than the fold of a distant cloak,
the shape of a spearhead carried high. The patrol was
bet ween himand his goal, and was headi ng al npost
directly toward him but he did not think that they had
seen himyet.

Mark had automatically taken conceal nent behind
a bush at his first sight of the riders, and he conti nued
wat chi ng them from hi di ng. He was pl anni ng, al nost
unt hi nki ngly, how best to remain out of their sight as
they passed, when he recalled what Sword it was that
now swung at his side. He had used Sightblinder once
before, and he trusted its powers fully.
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Bol dly he stood up. hand on the hilt of the Sword,
feeling a stirring of, its power as he approached his
eneni es, he marched straight toward the oncomi ng
riders. But before the patrol saw himthey altered
course slightly, perversely turned aside. Mark
muttered oaths. If he had been hel pl ess and
endeavoring to hide, he thought, they would have
stumbl ed over himwi thout trying.

They were conpletely out of sight when he
reached their trail, but he followed it into the setting
sun, blue nmountains now at his back. H s nmessages
for Princess Rimac were really routine. His soldier's
instincts told himthat here he m ght have an excel |l ent
target of opportunity.

An hour or so later he found the patrol, a dozen
t ough- 1 ooki ng nmen, gathered by their evening fire,
whi ch was | arge enough to show that they had no
particul ar fear of night attack. The hilt of Sight
blinder was vibrating snoothly in Mark's hand as
he strode into the firelight to stand before them

They | ooked up at him and they all sat still. Hard
warriors though they were, he could see that they
were instantly afraid. O what, he did not know,
except that it was sone image that they saw of him
Looki ng down at his own body, he saw, as he had
known he woul d, hinsel f unchanged.

Mark left it to themto break the silence. At |ast
one who was probably their sergeant stood up,
bowed, and asked him "Lord, what will you have
of us?"

"I'n what direction do your orders take you?"
Mark's voice, to his own ears, sounded no different
t han bef ore.

"Great Lord, we are bound for the encanpnent
of the Dark King himself. There we are to report to
our captain the results of our patrol."

Mark drew in a deep breath. "Then you will take
me with you."

CHAPTER 4

Jord scratched delicately at his itching arm
stunp, then grinmaced at the unaccustoned sore-
ness there. He rubbed at the place, nore delicately
still, with a rough fingertip. There was sone ki nd of
m nor swelling, too.

Not that he was conplaining. On the contrary.
He was lying on a soft couch covered with fine fab-
ric, in norning sunshine. Birds sang pleasantly
nearby. O herw se he was al one on the el egant
rooftop terrace, largely a garden of plants and
birds, fresh fromlast night's rain. The terrace cov-
ered nost of the flat roof of the House of Courtenay.
A plate of food, second hel pings that Jord had been
unable to finish, rested on a snall table at his side.
He was wearing a fine white nightshirt, of a mate-
rial strange to him that felt as what he supposed
silk nmust feel. Well, he'd obviously and very fortu-
nately reached weal thy and powerful friends, so
none of these details were really all that surprising.

What did surprise himwhat left himin fact
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al nost nunb w th astoni shment -was what had
happened to hi s wounds.

The husky nen, obviously some kind of servants,
who had carried Jord up here to the terrace this
nmorning had told himthat he'd arrived here at the
House of Courtenay only last night. Jord hadn't
questioned the servants beyond that, because he
wasn't sure how nuch they knew about their mas-
ter's secret affairs, and about who he, Jord, really
was, in ternms of his business here.

Jord's last nmenories fromlast night were of
bei ng afraid of bleeding to death, and of trying to
pound on the back door of his house, know ng that
if he fainted before he got help he'd likely never to
wake up. Well, he nmust have fainted. And he had
certainly awakened, feeling al nost healthy, raven-
ously hungry-and with his wounds well on the
way to being conpletely heal ed.

The sun, rising higher now, woul d have begun to
grow unconfortably hot, but at just. the proper
angl e a | eafy bower now began to shade the couch
The noise of the city's streets was increasing, but it
was confortably far bel ow. Jord had | earned
enough about cities to live in them when he had to,
but he felt really at home only in a village or small
t own.

The trellises that shaded him he noticed now,
al so screened himwell from observation from any
of the city's other tall buildings nearby. Meanwhile
the interstices of latticework and | eaves afforded
hima pretty good outward view. Slate rooftops,
like trees in a forest, stretched away to the uneven
hori zon formed by the city's form dable walls.

Tashi gang was built upon a series of hills, with the
Corgo, here divided into several branches, flow ng

bet ween sone of them The House of Courtenay,
practically at riverside, was naturally in one of the
| owest areas. The effect was that some of the sec-
tions of wall, and the hilltop buildings in the dis-
tance, |oomed to what seemed nmgi cal height,
becom ng towers out of sone story of the Ad
VWor | d.
"Good norning." The words breaking in upon
Jord's thoughts cane in a fermal e voice that he did
not recogni ze. He quickly turned back from peering
through the trellis. She was young and small, really
tiny, and bl ack-haired; dressed in white, she was
obviously a lady. A young nursemaid and a snal
child were visible in the background, out of easy
earshot along a gravel ed path that hel ped make the
rooftop |l ook like a country garden

"Good norning, Lady." In the past ten years or
so Jord had been often enough in cosnopolitan
soci ety that now he could feel nore or |ess at ease
with practically anyone. "The men who brought
me up here told me that | was in the house of M s-
tress and Master Courtenay."

"So you are; | amthe mstress of this house. Gods
and denons, don't try to get up. And you are Jord."
Jord abandoned his token effort to rise. "I am

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sab...%20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200f%20Swords.txt (36 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:41 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

Jord, as you say. And | thank you for your help."

"I's the food not to your taste?"

"It's very good. Only they gave ne nore than
enough. "

The | ady was | ooking at himthoughtfully. There
were chairs nearby but just now she evidently
preferred standing. "So, the Princess R mac sent
you to us. As courier, to carry two Swords back to
her."

Jord tried to flex his wounded knee a little, and
grimaced at the sensation. "I seemto have failed in
that task before it was fairly started.” It was said
matter-of-factly. "Well, I'lIl do as best | can with
what ever cones next. It seens |'lI|l need to hea
before I can do nmuch at all."

The lady continued to regard him |t appeared that
for sone reason she was strongly interested.

Presently she said "The servants-all except Denis,
who's really nore than that-think that you are sinply a
fell ow nmerchant, who's had an encounter with thieves
and is in need of help. Such things are all too conmon
in our business."

"And in nmine, unhappily. Again | thank you for
saving nmy life." Jord paused. "But tell ne sonething
Those who carried ne up here said that | arrived only
| ast night. But " He gestured in perplexity toward
hi s wounds.

"One of the blades that you were going to take to
Princess Rimac is the Sword of Mercy."

"Ah." Jord, who had been supporting hinself on his
el bow, lay back flat again. "That explains it."

The | ady had turned her head away. The little child
was babbling somewhere on the other side of the
roof. But soneone el se, a huge man of about the
| ady' s own age, was approaching around a corner of
trellis. Birds flew out of his way. "My husband," she
expl ai ned.

Again Jord raised himself on his el bow "Master
Courtenay. Again ny thanks."

The big man smiled, an expression that made his
face much nore pleasant in appearance. "And you
are wel cone here, as | expect ny w fe has al ready
told you."

Jord's hosts seated thensel ves together on a bench
near by, and asked to hear from hi m about

last night's attack that had | eft hi mwunded. Both
appeared relieved when he told them he had

di spatched his | one assailant before he had col | apsed
hi nmsel f.

The master of the house informed him "A few
more of those who were followi ng you arrived a little
| ater. But we managed to di spose of them™

"Fol  owi ng me? More of then?" Jord swore
earthily, calling upon various anatomnical features of
several gods and denons. "I feared as nuch, but |
saw nothing of "em" He groaned his worry.

Mast er Courtenay's thick hand made a gesture of
di smi ssal; there was nothing to be done about that
now. Then Coutenay glanced at his wife, a | ook
transmtting some kind of signal, and she faced their
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guest with the air of someone opening a new subject.

"Jord," she asked him "what village do you cone
frone"

It had been years since that question had surprised
him "Wy, you're quite right, Ma'am |'ma village
man, not of the cities. And |I've lived in a good nany
villages."

"But twenty years ago you were living in Arin-on-
Al dan, weren't you? And still there, up to about-ten
years ago?"

Jord nodded, and sighed faintly. "Like a | ot of other
villages, Lady, it's not there any longer. Or so |'ve
heard. Your pardon, gentlefolk, but nost who start
asking me about ny village have an earlier one than
that in mnd. Treefall, the place that Vul can took ne
fromto help himforge the Swords. Yes, |I'mthat Jord.
Not too many Jords in the world with the right arm
m ssing. Often | use another nane, and | put nost
peopl e of f when they start
asking where |'mfrom But you of course I'll answer
gladly. Whatever you'd like to know. "

"We," said the huge, broad nman, "are no nore
gentl efol k than you. The nane | was born with is
not hing |i ke Courtenay, but sinply Ben. That was in a
poor village too, where one nanme was enough. Ben of
Purkinje, sonme call nme now. You' ve heard that

sonewhere, nost .likely, within the past four years.
I"mthe Ben who robbed the Blue Tenple, and they're
out to hunt ne down. |'mpretty sure it was their

peopl e who followed you here |ast night."

"And nmy nanme is really Barbara," the |lady said
sinply. She noved one small pale hand in a gesture
that took in the luxury of the terrace, her whol e house.
"This is all Blue Tenple wealth, or was. A single
handful of their chests and baskets full of jewels."

"Ah." Jord nodded. "I've heard of the man call ed
Ben who robbed those robbers. That story has gone
far and wi de-"

The lady interrupted him eagerly. "Since you' ve
heard the stories, you nust have heard that a man
naned Mark was in on the raid with Ben, here." Here
Barbara really snmled at Jord for the first time. "And
you have a grown son nanmed Mark, don't you?"

"Yes," said the man on the couch. "It's a comon
enough nane. Wy?"

"Because it is the same Mark," the lady said. "And
we are his good friends, though we have not seen him
for along tine. He took no wealth for hinself from

the Blue Tenple. He's still out there soldiering, in Sir
Andrew s arny. And |'mafraid he thinks that you are
dead. "

"Ah," said their visitor again. He lay back flat,

and cl osed his eyes, and clenched his fist. His lips
moved, as if he might be praying. Then he opened his
eyes and once nore raised hinmself a little on his

el bow.

He spoke to his hosts now alnost as if he were
their prisoner and they his judges. "Mark had to run
away fromthe village, that day . . . is it ten years
now? Al npst. He had to take Townsaver and get
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away with it. Yes, he saw ne struck down. He nust
have been thinking ever since that |'d been killed. He
wasn't able to cone back, nor we to find out where
he was. So much happened, we had to | eave the
village. W never had any news . "
Jord's voice changed again, happily this tinme. "Tel
me about him Still soldiering, you say? Wat-?" He
obvi ously had so nany questions that he didn't know
where to start.
Agai n soneone was arriving on the rooftop. Jord
heard a door close, and footsteps cane crunching
lightly along the gravel ed path. A pause, and a few
words in what sounded |ike the nursemaid s voice.
Then the footsteps resuned. This tine there appeared
a sl ender, dark-haired youth who was introduced to
Jord as Denis, nicknaned the Quick. He greeted the
ol der man courteously, and stood there rubbing his
forearmthrough its long sleeve as if it might be sore.
Jord rubbed his armstunp again. Already it
seened that the swelling, where the Sword had
touched him was a little greater
Ben asked the new arrival, "Wat news fromthe
streets?”
"None of the |local people on our payroll noticed
anyt hing out of the way around midnight. It was a
good night to be staying in."
"Denis," said Ben, "sit down." And he indicated an
unoccpui ed chair nearby. Then he turned his head and
call ed: "Kuan-yin? Take the baby downstairs, would
you?"
Presently a door closed again. Four people | ooked
solemmly at one another. Ben said to his young
enpl oyee, "There's one thing we' ve not told you about
Jord yet. His reason for comng here." And at that
poi nt Ben paused, seemi ngly not know ng quite what
to say next.
Hs wife put in, "You nust know by now, Denis,
where our political synpathies lie."
"The same as mine, Mstress," the young nan
murnured. "Or, indeed, | wouldn't be here now " But
he knew t hat was not- true; he would have stayed
anyway, to be near her. M ght he have stayed to be
near Kuan-yin? That was nore probl emati cal
Ben said to him "You al so know that our guest here
is a secret courier, if not the details. And, as you can
see, soneone else is now going to have to do the job.
It can't wait, and Jord can't walk."
Jord was listening silently, frowning but not
interfering.
"I can't |eave town right now, nor can Barbara. It'l|
be a well-paid job, Denis, if you'll doit."
"Please do it," the lady of the house urged softly.
Denis could feel his cheeks changing color a little.

He indi cated agreenent, alnost violently. "I'Il need no
speci al pay, sir, mistress."
Jord was still frowning at Denis intently.

Barbara, correctly interpreting this | ook, hasted to
reassure the older nan. "Denis cane to us a year and
a half ago, on the recommendation of the Wite
Tenpl e. W had gone to themand told them we
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were | ooking for a likely, honest prospect to be trained
to help us in our business. A lot of people recruit
wor kers there, you know. "

Jord asked Denis: "How |l ong were you there, at the
Wi te Tenpl e?"

"Three years, a little nore."

"And why were you ready to | eave?"

Deni s shrugged. "They were good people, they
saved ny life. And it was good to serve Ardneh for a
time. But then . " He made a gesture, of sonething
fading, falling away.

"You nust have been only half grown when you
went to them™

"And hal f dead al so. They picked nme up out of the
street after a gang fight, and brought nme back to life.
owed them .much, but | think | repaid their help in the
time that | was there. W parted on good terms."

"Ah," said Jord. He appeared to have rel axed a
little. He | ooked at Ben, and said, "Well sir, the
matter's in your hands, not mnine. Maybe sending this
lad is the best choice now "

Ben cast a cautious | ook around, though he nust
have been already certain that they were secure
agai nst bei ng overheard. Then he said quietly to
Denis, "You'll be carrying two Swords."

" "Two," said Denis, alnost inaudibly, and he
swal | owed.

"Yes. They're both here in the house now, and
think we must get them away as quickly as we can,
since we nust assunme now that the eneny are
wat chi ng the house. The city authorities are di sposed
to be friendly to nme; but of course the Lord Mayor is
ultimately responsible to the Silver Queen as his
overlord. And she, as we all know, is at |east
sonetines an ally of Vilkata, and of the Blue Tenple
too. So we cannot depend with any certainty on the
Lord Mayor's friendship, or even on his |ooking the
other way as we do certain things."

"I''l'l do nmy best. 1'lIl get themthere safely," said
Deni s suddenly. He | ooked at Barbara as he said it.

And she, smiling her approval, could see a pul se
beating suddenly in his |lean throat.

"Good," said Ben. "You're not going to take themto
the Princess, though. You'll take themin the other
direction, to Sir Andrew. | fear soneone's already
waiting to waylay you on the road to Princess R nac.
After what happened here last night | can al nost fee
it."

Jord nodded agreenent, slowy and reluctantly. "W
must get the Swords into action sonmewhere. And Sir
Andrew s a good man, by all |'ve heard about him™"

"And your son serves him" Barbara rem nded her
guest .

"Aye, Lady. Still . . . | know that Rostov was
counting on the Swords. Well, the responsibility's
yours now. | failed early on."

Alittle later, Denis and Jord were both watching
whil e Ben dug out fromits hiding place the second of
the two Bl ades that Denis was to carry. The three
men were down on the ground fl oor of the house now,
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inalittle-travel ed area behind the main shop, inside a
storeroomthat was usually kept closed with a cheap
| ock. None of the miscellaneous junk readily visible
i nside the shed appeared to be worth anyone's effort
to steal
Ben was bent over, runmaging in a pile of what
| ooked |i ke scrap netal, consisting mainly of

swor dbl ades and kni f ebl ades, bent or broken or
rusted, in all cases |ong disused. Denis could not
renenber when he had seen any of the metal workers
actually using this stuff.

From near the bottomof this pile of the
treacherously sharp edges, Ben carefully brought out,
one at a tine, two weapons-the bl ades of both were
| ong, bl ackened, but unbent. And these two al so had
hilts, which a magjority of the others did not.

Bef ore wi ping the two bl ades cl ean, Ben held them
out to Jord. The older man put out his hand, hesitated,
and then touched a hilt, all of its details invisible under
carefully applied oil and grime.

"Doonygi ver," said the only human who had ever
handl ed all the Twelve. "There's not one of theml'd
fail to recognize."

The remai nder of the day and rmuch of the night had
passed before Denis was ready to depart. He was not
al | oned one thing he asked for: a private good-bye
wi th young Kuan-yin, the nursenmai dBen said they
woul d tell her that Denis had had to | eave suddenly on
a business trip of an indefinite duration. That had
happened before, and Kuan-yin should not be too
surprised.

Denis got in sone sleep also. There were
instructions to be nenorized, which took a little tine:
He dressed in white, inimtation of a |lone Ardneh-
pilgrim for his departure. Ben gave hi m sonme noney
and sone equi pnent. And Denis also had a private
conference with Jord.

When it was tinme to go, in the hour before dawn,
Deni s was surprised not to be conducted to the back
door, where Jord had conme in. Instead the naster
aOd wrld light in hand, led Denis down a flight of
stairs into a place that Denis knew as nothing nore
than a cranped basenent storeroom The pl ace
snelled thickly of danp. There were the scurrying
sounds of rats, evidence that the creatures sonehow
defied the anti-rodent spells and poisons that were
bot h periodically renewed.

The master used his strength to shift a heavy bal e
out of position. Then it turned out that one of the
massi ve stones that nade up this chanber's fl oor
could be tilted up. Looking down into the cavity thus
created, Denis was surprised when the Iight showed
hima steady current of water of unknown depth,
scarcely a neter below his feet. Even though he
knew how cl ose the house was to the river, he had
never suspected.

The man who Deni s was now begi nning to know as
Ben bent down and caught hold of a thin chain within
the opening. Then he tugged until the white prow of a
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wel | - kept canoe appeared, bobbing with the water's
not i on.

"l loaded her up this afternoon,"” Ben grunted, "while
you were sl eeping. Your cargo's under this floorboard
here. The two Swords, wapped in a blanket so they
won't rattle. And sheathed, of course. They may get
wet but they won't rust." Ben spoke with the calm
authority of experience. "There's a paddle, and | think
everything el se that you're going to need."

Deni s had used canoes a tinme or two before, on
trading missions for the House of Courtenay. He
coul d manage the craft well enough. But it wasn't
obvi ous yet how he was going to get this one back to
the river.

Ben gave himdirections. You had to crouch down
lowin the boat at first, to keep from bangi ng your

head on the low ceiling of the secret waterway. Then
you moved the craft forward through the narrow
channel by pushing and tuggi ng on the stonework of
the sides. There was not far to go, obviously, to reach
the river.

There were no nmarkings on the white canoe, Denis
observed as he | owered hinself carefully aboard.
There was nothing in it, or on Denis, to connect the
canoe or himto the House of Courtenay. Once Denis
was on his way, the plan called for himto play the role
of a sinmple Ardneh-pilgrim his Wiite Tenple
experience would fit himwell for that. As a pilgrim it
was relatively unlikely that he'd be bothered by
robbers. Everyone had sonme interest in the availability
of medical care, and therefore in the well being of
those who could provide it. A second point was that
Ardneh's people were less likely than nmost to be
carrying nuch of value. In the .third place, Ardneh
was still a respected god, even if the better-educated
insisted that he was dead, and a good many people stil
feared what m ght happen to themif they offended
hi m

Last farewells were brief. Only the mstress of the
house, to Denis's surprise, appeared at the | ast
monent, to press his hand at parting. The warnth of
her fingers stayed with his, |ike sonething seal ed by
magi c. He could not savor it now, nor get nmuch of a
| ast | ook at her, because it was tine to crouch down in
his canoe, to give his head the necessary cl earance.
Sonebody rel eased the chain for him and he began to
pull the light craft forward, working hand over hand
agai nst the rough wall of the narrow subterranean
passage. He was propelling hinmself against the
current, and away fromthe
I'ight. Darkness deepened to totality as the floor-
stone was | owered crunchi ng back into place.

Denis pulled on. Presently a ghost of watery |ight
reached his eyes from somewhere ahead. He man-
aged to see a |low stone lintel athwart his course,
and to bend his head and body al nost conpletely
down under the gunwales to get hinself beneath
the barrier.

H s craft had now emerged into a | arger cham
ber, and one not quite as conpletely dark. There
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was room enough for Denis to sit up straight. In a
moment he realized that there were tinbers about
him rising out of the water in a broad framework,
and supporting a flat wooden surface a neter of so
above his head. Denis realized that he was now
directly underneath a riverside dock

There were gaps between pilings |arge enough for
the canoe to pass, and leading to the | esser darkness
of the open, foggy night. Energing cautiously from
underneath the dock, using his paddle freely now,
Denis found hinself afloat upon a faniliar channe
of the river. Right there was the house he had just
left, all windows darkened as if everyone inside
were fast asleep. If there was other traffic on the
river tonight, he could not see or hear it in the fog.
At this hour, he doubted that there was.

Denis turned the prow of his canoe upstream and
paddl ed steadily. The first gl eans of daylight were
al ready beconing visible in the eastern sky, and he
wanted to reach the gate in the city walls at dawn,
when it routinely opened for the day. There woul d
probably be a little incomng traffic, produce
barges and such, waiting outside; the watch ought
to pass himout pronptly, and nost |ikely wi thout
payi ng nuch attention to him

Thi s channel of the river took himpast famliar
sights of the great city. Mst people Denis had net
said that it was the greatest in the world, but who
knew the truth of that? Here on the right bank were
the cloth-dyers, as usual starting their work early,
al ready staining the water as they rinsed out the
| ong banners of their product. And on the other
bank, one of the fish-markets was opening.

Now t hrough thinning fog there cane into
Denis's sight the city walls themselves, taller than
all but a very few of the buildings they protected,
and thick as houses for nost of their height. They
were build of alnost indestructible stone, hard-
ened, the stories had it, by the Od Wrld magic
call ed technol ogy. They were supported at cl ose
intervals by form dable towers of the same nate-
rial. Tested over five hundred years by scores of
sieges (so it was said), threatened again and again
by ingeni ous engi nes of attack, and various
attenpts at undernining, they still stood guard
over a city that since they were built had never
fallen to mlitary attack. Kings and Queens and
m ghty general s had raged i npotently outside
those wall's, and woul d-be conquerors had di ed
there at the hands of their own rebellious troops.
Si ege, starvation, massacre, all had been threat-
ened agai nst Tashigang, but all in vain. The Corgo
fl owed year-round, and was always bountiful wth
fish. The prudent burghers and Lords Mayor of the
city had a tradition of keeping good supplies of
ot her food on hand, and-perhaps nost inportant
of all-of choosing their outside enemes and allies
with the greatest care

Now t he gate that cl osed the waterway was goi ng
up, opening this channel of the river for passage.
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The river-gate was a portcullis built on a titanic
scal e, wought by the sane engi neering genius as
the city walls. Its novenent was assi sted by great
count erwei ghts that rode on iron chains, supported
by pulleys built into the guard-towers of the wall
The raising nade a famliar city-norning noise,
and took some little tine.

There was anot her huge iron chain spanning the
channel underwater, as extra proof against the
passage of any sizeable hostile vessel. But Denis did
not have to wait for that to be lowered into the bot-
tommud. Wth a wave of his hand that was casu-
ally answered by the watch, he headed out, plying
hi s paddl e energetically.

He went on up the river, now and again | ooki ng

back. Wth the norning mst still nounting, the
very towers of Tashigang seened to be nelting into
it, like some fabric of enchantnent.

CHAPTER 5

In Mark's ears was the endl ess sound of hard,
hoof | i ke footpads beating the earth, of noving ani-
mal s and nen. Day after day in the sun and dust,
night after night by firelight, there was not nuch in
the way of human speech. He and the patrol of the
Dark King's troops escorting himentered and trav-
ersed | ands heavily scarred by war and occupati on,

a region of burned-out villages and wasted fi el ds.
Wth each succeedi ng day the devastation appeared
nmore recent, and Mark decided that the arny that
had caused it could no | onger be far away. The only
human i nhabitants of this region clearly visible
were the dead, those who had been inpal ed or

hanged for acts of resistance perhaps, or perhaps
only on a whim for a conqueror's sport.

At first Mark had known faint doubts about
where he was being taken. These now di sappear ed.

It was his experience that all armes on the march
caused destruction, but only the Dark King's forces
moved with this kind of relentless savagery. A few
of the human victins on display wore clothing that
had once been white; evidently not even Ardneh's
peopl e were being spared by Vil kata now.

Even animal |life was scarce, except for the ommi -
present scavenger birds and reptiles. As the patro
passed, these sonetines rose, hooting or caw ng,
from sonme hi deous feast near roadside. Once a live
and heal t hy-1 ooki ng goat inspected the nen
through a gap in a hedge as they went cantering by.

Mark's escort had never questioned his right to
give themorders, and they got on briskly with the
busi ness of obeying the one real order he had so far
i ssued. Familiar as he was with armies and with
war, he considered these to be well-disciplined and
i ncredi bly tough-1ooking troops. They spoke the
common | anguage with an accent that Mark found
unfam liar, and they wore Vilkata's black and gold
only in the formof small tokens pinned to their hats
or vests of curly fur

One nore thing about these nmen was soon just as
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apparent as their discipline and toughness: they
were for sone reason mghtily afraid of Mark. In
what formthey perceived himhe could only guess,
but whatever it was induced in them quiet terror
and scrupul ous obedi ence.

In Mark's imredi ate presence the nmen rarely
spoke at all, even to each other, but when they were
at sonme di stance he saw themtal ki ng and gesturing
freely anong thensel ves. Cccasionally when they
t hought he was not watching one of them woul d
make a sign in his direction, that Mark interpreted
as sonme kind of charmto ward off danger. G adu-
ally he decided that they nust see himas sone
power ful and dangerous w zard they knew to be in
Vil kata's service

Upon recovering fromtheir first surprise at his
approach, they had been quick to offer himfood
and drink, and his pick of their riding beasts for his
own use-they had been traveling with a coupl e of
spare nounts. Each ni ght when they halted, Mark
built his own small fire, alittle apart fromtheirs,.
He had soon decided that they would feel some-
what easier that way, and in truth he felt easier
hi msel f.

The country grew higher, and the nights, under a
Moon waxing toward full, grew chill. Using the
bl anket that had been rolled up behind the saddl e
of his borrowed mount, Mark slept in reasonable
confort. He slept with one hand al ways on the hilt
of Sightblinder, though he felt confident that the
mere presence of the Sword in his possession woul d
be enough to maintain his magi cal disguise. He was
vaguely reassured to see that the patrol always
posted sentries at night, in a professional nmanner.

The journey proceeded swiftly. On the afternoon
of the fourth day after Mark had joined them the
patrol rode into sight of Vilkata's main encanp-
nment .

As the riders topped a small, barren rise of |and,
the huge bivouac cane into view a kil oneter ahead,
on slightly I ower ground. The spraw ing canmp was
constructed around what | ooked to Mark |ike a
| arge parade ground of scraped and flattened earth.

The canp appeared to be laid out in good order, but
it was not surrounded by a palisade or any other
def ensive works. Rather it spraw ed arrogantly
exposed, as if on the assunption that no power on
earth was going to dare attack it. Mark considered
gloonmily that the assunption was probably cor-
rect.

As he and his escort rode nearer to the canp, he
realized that it probably contained not only nore
human troops than he had ever seen in one place
before, but a greater variety of themas well, housed
in awld assortment of tents and ot her temporary
shelters. The outer pickets of the canp, men and
worren patrolling with | eashed warbeasts, made no
attenpt to chall enge Mark and his escort as they
approached. And Mark observed that when the
human sentries were close enough to get a good
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look at him they, like his escort originally, shrank
back perceptibly.

He had to wonder again: Wwo, or what, did they
see? And who or what would Vil kata see when Mark
entered his presence, if Mark succeeded in pushing
matters that far? It was hard for Mark to inagine
that there could be anyone the Dark King either
feared or |oved.

Only now, at last, did Mark clearly consider that
he m ght be headed for a personal encounter with
the Dark King. He had first approached the patro
with no nore than a vague i dea of eavesdropping
on the eneny's secret councils, just as Draffut said
he had noved unrecogni zed anong the gods. Now
for the first tine Mark saw that it might be his duty
to acconplish sonething nore than that. The
t hought was vastly intriguing and at the same tine
deeply frightening, and he did not try now to think
it through to any definite concl usion

He rode on, still surrounded by his escort, unti
they were sonmewhere deep inside the vast encanp-
ment. There the patrol halted, and its nmenbers
began an ani mat ed di scussi on anong t hensel ves,
in some dialect that Mark could not really follow
Judgi ng that the debate m ght be on how to sepa-

rate themsel ves fromhimas safely and properly as
possi ble, he took the matter into his own hands by
di smounting, and then dismssing both his steed
and his escort with what he hoped | ooked |ike an
arrogantly confident wave of his hand.

Turni ng his back on the patrol then, Mrk stal ked
away on foot, heading for a tall flagpole that was
vi si bl e above the nearby tents. The pol e supported
a | ong banner of black and gold, hanging |inp now
in the windless air. Mark hoped and expected that
this flag marked the | ocation of some central head-
quarters. As he wal ked toward it he saw the heads
of soldiers and canp-followers turn, their attention
foll owi ng himas he passed; and he saw too that
some peopl e either speeded up or slowed their own
progress, in order not to cross his path too closely.

Now he had to detour around sonme warbeasts
pens, the snell and the mewi ng of the great catlike
creatures conming out of themin waves. Now he was
in sight of one corner of the vast parade ground.
Fromthe farther reaches of its expanse, sonmewhere
out of Mark's sight, there sounded the chant and
drunmbeat of sone hapless infantry unit condemed

to drilling in the heat. Looking across the nearest
corner of the field, he could now see the tall flagpole
at full length. There was a wooden review ng stand

besi de the fl agpol e, and behind the stand a magnifi -
cent pavilion. This was a tent |arger than nost
houses, of black and gold cloth.

Mark stal ked directly toward the great pavilion,
considering that it had to be the Dark King's head-
quarters. Hi s right hand, riding on the hilt of
sheat hed Si ghtblinder, could feel a new hum of
power in the Sword; perhaps there were guardian
spells here that had to be overcone.
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The front of the review ng stand di spl ayed
anot her copy of Vilkata's flag, this one stretched
out to reveal the design, a skull of gold upon a
field of black. The eyesockets of the skull stared
forth sightlessly, twin windows into night.

Again Mark had to make a small detour, round
nmore | ow cages that he at first thought held nore
war beasts. But the wood-slatted cages | ooked too
small for that. Al but one of themwere enpty, and
that one held . . . the naked body confined inside
was human.

Abruptly sonething shimrered in the air above
Mark' s head, broadcasting tornent. As Mark
moved instinctively to step aside, this presence
moved with him Only at this nonment did he real -
ize that it was sentient.

And only a nonent after that did he realize that
he was bei ng confronted by a denon.

And the demon was addressing him denmandi ng
sonet hing of him though not in human speech
Whet her its communi cati on was nmeant for his ears
or to enter his mind directly he could not tell. Nor
could he grasp nore than fragnments of the nean-
ing. It was basically a challenge: Wiy was he here?
Wiy was he here now, when he ought to be sone-
where el se? Wiy was he as he was?

He realized with a shock that he was going to
have to answer it, to offer something anal ogous to a
password before it would allow himto pass this
point, or even release him What image it saw when
it looked at himevidently did not matter. Here,
approachi ng the pavilion, everyone nust be
st opped. And he doubted there was anything, or
anyone, that this denon feared or |oved.

Mark could no nore answer the denonic voice

intelligently, inits own terms, than he could have
hel d converse with a bee. He knew fear, exploding
into terror. He ought to have foreseen that here
there nmight be such form dabl e guardi ans, here at
the heart of Vilkata's power and control; the Dark
King hinmself was nost likely in that huge tent

ahead. Here, perhaps, they had even been able to
pl an def enses against the Sword of Stealth. Here its
powers were not going to be enough-

Only nmonents had passed since the denon had
first challenged him but already Mark coul d sense
the creature's growi ng suspicion. Now it sent an
even nore urgent interrogation crashing against
Mark's mind. Now it was probing him searching
for evidence of the signs and keys of magic that he
did not possess. In a nonent it would be certain
that he was sonme inposter, not a w zard after all.

In his desperation Mark grasped at a certain
menory, four years old but still vivid. It was the
recol l ection of his only previous close encounter
with a demon, in the depths of the buried treasure-
vaults of the Blue Tenple. Now, in desperate inmta-
tion of what another had done then, Mark gasped
out a comand into the shimering air:

"In the Enperor's nane, depart and let me
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pass!"

There was a nonentary howing in the air.
Si nul t aneously there cane a tornado-bl ast of
wind, lasting only for an instant. Mark caught a | ast
shred of communi cation fromthe thing that chal -
Il enged himit was outraged, it had definitely
identified himas an inposter. But that did not mat-
ter. The denon could do nothing about it, for in the
next instant it was gone, gone instantaneously, as if
yanked away on invisible steel cables that extended
to infinity.

Now t he air above Mark was quiet and clear, but
monent s passed before his senses, jarred by the
encounter, returned to nornal. He realized that he
had stunbl ed and al nost fallen, and that his body
was bent over, hands hal fway outstretched in front
of him as if to avoid searing heat or ward of f dread-
ful danger. It had been a very near thing indeed.

Hastily he drew hinself erect, |ooking around
carefully. Wherever the denon had gone, there was
no sign it was com ng back. A few people were
standing, idly or in conversation, near the front of
the pavilion, and he supposed that at |east sone of
t hem nust have noticed sonething of the challenge
and his response. But all of them as far as Mark
could tell, were going on about their business as if
nothing at all out of the ordinary had taken pl ace.
Maybe, he thought, that was the necessary attitude
here, in what nust be a constant center of intrigue.

Mar k wal ked on. Havi ng now passed the prison
cages and the reviewi ng stand, he was within a few
paces of the huge pavilion, by all indications the
tent of Vilkata himself. Having come this far, Mark
swore that he was going forward. Two human sen-
tries flanked the central doorway of the huge tent,
but to his relief these only of fered himdeep bows as
he approached. Wthout respondi ng he passed
between them and into a shaded entry.

Cool perfuned lair, doubtless provided by sone
means of magic, wafted about him Mark paused,
letting his eyes adjust to the relative gloom and he
had a nonent in which to wonder: How coul d any
spell as sinple as the one he had just used, recited
by a mundane non-nagician |ike hinself, repe

even the weakest denon? And what a repul sion
Repul si on was the wong word. It had been instant
bani shrent, as if by catapult.

H s puzzl enent was not new, essentially the
same question had been nagging at himoff and on
for the past four years, ever since a sinilar experi-
ence in the Blue Tenple treasure vaults. Mark had
recounted that event to several trusted magicians
in the neantime, and none had given hima satis-
factory expl anation, though they had all found the
occurrence extrenely interesting.

He was not going to have time to ponder the nat-
ter now.

From just inside the inner doorway of the tent he
coul d hear voices, five or six of them perhaps, nen's
and wonen's nixed, chanting softly what Mark
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took to be words of magic. The voices cane wafting
out with the cool air and the perfune, some kind of
i ncense burning. There was anot her odor m ngled
with it now, one not intrinsically unpleasant; but
when Mark thought that he recognized it, the
strength seened to drain fromhis arns and | egs,
making it nonentarily inpossible to go on. He

t hought that he could recognize the snell of burn-
i ng human fl esh.

Ardneh be with me, Mark prayed mechanically,
and wi shed even nore ardently that living, solid
Draffut could be with himalso. Then he put back a
heavy curtain with his hand, and made hinsel f
wal k forward into the next chanmber of the tent. A
nmoment | ater he wished that he had not.

The human body fastened to the stone altar-table
was not dead, for it still nmoved within the linits of
its bonds, but it had somehow been deprived of the
power to cry out. Yesterday it had probably been
young; whether it had then been nale or fenale
was no |longer easy to deternine, in the dimlight of
the snoking |l anp that hung above the altar
Around the altar half a dozen mmgi ci ans of both
sexes were gathered, various inplenents of torture
in their hands. There was a | ot of blood, nost of it
neatly confined to the altar itself, where carved
troughs and channels drained it away. Near the
altar stood a small brazier, with the insulated
handl es of nore torture-tools protruding fromthe
gl ow of coal s.

Mar k had seen bad things before, in dungeons
and in war; still he had to wait for a nmonent after
entering. He closed his eyes, gripping tightly the
hilt of Sightblinder, cursing the Sword for what it
had | et him see when he |ooked at the victim He
knew a powerful urge to draw the Sword, and
sl aughter these villains where they stood. But a sec-
ond thought assured himthat it would not be easy
to acconplish that. The air in here was thick with
fam liars and other powers, so thick that even a
mundane could hardly fail to be aware of them
Those powers might now be deceived about Mark,
but let himdraw a sword and they woul d take note,
and he thought they would not permt their hunman
masters to be sl aughtered.

And there was sonething nore inportant, he
was beginning to realize, that he nust acconplish
here before he died.

The hal f dozen who were gathered around the
altar-table, garbed and hooded in various conbi na-
tions of gold and black, paid little attention to Mark
when he entered. One of their nunber did glance in
the newconer's direction, taking a nonent from

the chant between the great slow pul se-beats of its
hi deous magic in the air.

"Thought you were off sonewhere else,” a man's
voi ce casual ly remarked

"Not just now," said Mark. He exerted a great
effort trying to nake his own voi ce equal ly casual
VWhat ever the other heard from hi mwas evidently
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acceptable, for the man with a brief smle under his
hood turned back to his foul task

Mark stood waiting, praying nechanically for a
sign from somewhere as to what he ought to do
next. He did not want to retreat, and he hesitated to
nmove on into the interior doorway he saw at the
other side of the torture chanber. And he conti nued
to wi sh devoutly that he could sonehow get out of
sight of what was on this table.

Presently one of the wonen in the group turned
her face toward him She asked, in a sharp, busi-
nessli ke voice: "This area is secure?"

Not knowi ng what el se to do, Mark answered
affirmatively, with a grave inclination of his head.

The woman frowned at himlightly. "I thought I
had detected sone possible intrusion, very well
masked . . . but you are the expert there. And
t hought al so that our next subject, the one still in

t he cage outside, possesses sone peculiar protec-
tion. But we shall see when we have her in here."
Briskly the woman turned back to her work

Mark, with only a general idea of what she nust
be tal king about, nodded again. And again his
answer appeared to be acceptable. Woever they
took himfor, none of these people seenmed to think it
especially odd that he should continue to stand
there, watching themor |ooking away. He contin-
ued standing, waiting for he knew not what.

Quite soon another one of the nmen turned away
fromthe altar, as if his portion of the bloody ritua
were now conplete. This man left the group and
approached a table near Mark, there to deposit his
smal | bl oodstai ned knife in a black bow of sone
l'iquid that splashed nusically when the snall
i mpl enment went in.

Then, standing very near Mark and speaking in a
| ow voice, this man asked him "Come, tell nme-
why did he really sumon you back here?" Wen
there was no imedi ate reply, the nman added, in a
voi ce suddenly filled with injured pride, "Al right
then, be silent, as befits your office. Only don't
expect those you keep in the dark now to be eager to
hel p you | ater, when-"

The nman broke off abruptly at that point. It was
as if he had been warned of sonething, by sonme sig-
nal that Mark totally failed to perceive. The nman
turned his face away from Mark, and toward the
doorway that Mark had supposed nust |l ead into
the inner chanbers of the pavilion

Meanwhi | e one of those still at the altar warned,
in alowvoice: "The Master cones." Al present-
except of course the sacrificial victimfell to their
knees, Mark noving a beat behind the rest.

It was Vil kata hinmsel f who energed a nonent
| ater through the curtains of sable black. Mark had
never laid eyes on the Dark King before, but still he
coul d not doubt for an instant who this was.

The first inpression was of angular height, of a
man taller than Mark hinself, robed in a sinple
cloth of black and gold. The hood of the garnent
was pull ed back, |eaving the wearer's head bare
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except for a sinple golden circlet, binding back
long ringlets of white hair. The exposed face and

hands of the Dark King were very pale, suggesting
that the whiteness of the hair and of the curled

beard resulted from sone type of al binismrather

than from age.

The second inpression Mark recei ved was that
sonme of the nore horrible tales m ght be true, for
the Dark King was actually, physically blind.

Under the golden circlet, the long-lashed |ids
sagged over what nust be enpty sockets, spots of
softness in a face dtherw se all harsh masculine
angl es. According to the worst of the stories, this
man in his youth had put out his own eyes, as part
of some dreadful ritual necessary to overpower his
enem es' nagi c and gain sonme horrible revenge.

Looped around Vilkata's | ean wai st was a sword-
belt of black and gold, and in the dependent sheath
there rode a Sword. Even in the dimlight Mark
could not fail to recognize that plain black hilt, so
Iike the one he was now cl asping hard in his own
sweaty fist. And Mark, his own vision augnmented in
sonme ways by Sightblinder, could not mss the
smal | stylized white synmbol of a banner that
marked Vilkata's Sword

It was of course the M ndsword, just as Draffut
had warned. Mark was struck with the instant con-
viction that what he had to do now was to get the
M ndsword out of Vilkata's possession, prevent his
using it to seize the world. The deci sion needed no
pondering, no consideration of consequences.

Vilkata's blind face turned fromleft to right and
back again, as if he mght be sonmehow scrutinizing
hi s assenbl ed nmagi ci ans carefully. Mark coul d
read no particul ar expression on the harsh counte-
nance of the Dark King. Then one |arge, pale hand
extended itself frominside Vilkata's robe, nmaking a
lifting gesture, a signal to his counselors that they
m ght stand. Wul d the King have known, Mark
wondered, if they had all been standing instead of
kneeling as he entered? But then there would not
have been this faint robe-rustle sound of rising.

Mark held his breath as the blind face turned once
more toward him and this time stayed turned in his
direction. Behind those eyel ashes, white and
grotesquely long, the pale collapsed lids were as
magnetic as any stare. Something about them was
perversely beautiful

There was a tiny al nost inaudible humming, a
m niature disturbance in the air near the Dark King's
head. Sone denonic or famliar power was
communi cating with himso Mark perceived, watching
with Sightblinder's handle in the grip of his hand.

The Dark King seened about to speak, but
hesitated, as if he were magically aware that
sonet hing was wong, that matters here in this
i nnernost seat of his power were not as they should
be. Still the blind face confronted Mark, and Vil kata
whi spered a soft question into the air. A humr ng
answer came. Mark could feel the power of the

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sab...%20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200f%20Swords.txt (51 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:42 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

sheat hed Sword at his own side suddenly thrum nore
strongly.

When Vil kata did speak al oud, Mark was surprised
at the sound of his voice, snooth, deep, and pl easant.

"Burslem | amsurprised to see you here. | take it
that the task I sent you on has been conpl et ed?"

Burslem To Mark the nane neant nothing. "It is
indeed, nmy lord. My head on it."

"Indeed, as you say . . . now all of you, finish
qui ckly what you are about in here. I want you al

at the conference table as quickly as possible. The
generals are waiting." And Vil kata and his hal fvisible
fam liar vani shed, behind a sable swirl of draperies.

One wi zard, a junior nmenber of the group perhaps,
stayed behind briefly to settle whatever still renained
to be settled upon their ghastly altar. The others,

Mark among them filed through the doorway where

Vi | kata had di sappeared. They passed through the
next chanber, which was filled with what | ooked like
draped furniture, and entered the next beyond that.

The room was | arger, and sonewhat better |ighted
It contained a conference table |arge enough to
acconmpdate in its surrounding chairs all of the
magi ci ans and an approxi mately equal nunber of
mlitary-1ooking men and wonen, who as Vil kata had
said were already seated and waiting. The military
peopl e wore synbolic scraps of arnor, though as
Mark noted none of themwere visibly armed there in
the presence of their King. Vilkata hinself,
predictably, was seated in a larger chair than the
others, at one end of the table. Behind hima map on a
| arge scal e, supported on wooden pol es, bore many
synbol s, indicating anong ot her things what appeared
to be the positions of several armies. There was
Tashi gang, near the center of the map, there the
wi nding Corgo making its way northward to the sea
There was the Great Swanp ...

Mark was making a hasty effort to menorize the
types and positions of the synbols on the nmap, but the
di stractions at the nonent were overpowering. The
magi ci ans were taking their places at the table, and
fortunately there seened to be little cerenony
about it. But again Mark had to delay marginally, to
be able to make a guess as to what place Burslem
ought to take. He was not sure whether to be relieved
or not, when he found hinself pulling out the |ast
vacant chair, some distance down the table fromthe
Ki ng.

As the faint noise of people seated thensel ves died
out, a silence hold upon the room and stretched. As
Vil kata sat on his raised chair, the hilt of the
M ndsword at his side was plainly visible to the rest of
the assenbly. And the hunmi ng presence above the
King's head came and went, all but inperceptibly to
the others in the room

"l see," the Dark King said at last-and if there was
irony in those two words, Mark thought that it was
subtly measured-"that none of you are able to tear
your eyes away fromnmy new toy here at ny side
Doubt | ess you are wondering where | got it, and how
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I managed to so wi thout your help. Well, "Il give you
all a close look at it presently. But first there's a
report or two | want to hear."

Again the blind face turned back and forth, as if
Vil kata were seeking to nake sure of sonething. A
faint frown creased the white brow, otherw se
yout hfully unlined. "Burslem" the Dark King added in

his pleasant voice, "I want to hear your report in

private, a little later. After you have seen ny Sword."
"As you will, Lord," Mark said clearly. In his own

ears, his voice still sounded like his own. The others

all heard it without noticing anything am ss. But
what ever Vilkata heard did not erase his faint
suspi ci ous frown.
Now sonme of the magicians and generals, follow ng
an order of precedence that Mark coul d not

identify, began to nmake reports to the King and his
council, each speaker in turn standing up at his or her
own place at the table. The unsuspected spy was able

to listen, half-conprehending, to lists of military units,
to descriptions of problens in |evying troops and
gathering supplies, to unexpected difficulties with the
constructions of a road that woul d be needed later to
facilitate the unexpl ai ned novenent of sone armny. It
seenmed to Mark that invaluable facts, infornmation vita
for Sir Andrew and his allies, were marching at a fast
pace into his ears and out again. Listen! he demanded

of himself in silent anguish. Absorb this, retain it! Yet
it seemed that he could not. Then there cane a

relieving thought. When he saw Dane Yol di again

she woul d be able to help himrecapture anything that,

he heard now, he had seen her do as nuch for others

in the past.

If he ever got to see Dane Yoldi's beautiful face
again. If he ever nmanaged to |l eave this canp alive

There was the nonstrous Sword at Vilkata's side,
and here was Vil kata hinsel f, seated within what
| ooked |i ke easy striking distance of Mark's own
Sword, or of -his bowMrk still had his two arrows
left. Mre inportant by far, thought Mark, than any
mere information that could be collected, would be to
deprive the Dark King of the M ndsword, and, if
possible, of his own evil life as well.

Mark knew of no way by which the M ndsword, or
any of its eleven peers, could be destroyed. The only
way he coul d deprive the eneny of its use would be
by capturing it hinself, and getting away with it.

There was a chance, he told hinself, maybe even a
good chance, that Sightblinder could disguise and
preserve hi m agai nst denoni ¢ and

human fury while he did so. Against denons he had a
new hope now, hope in the inexplicable power of a
few sinpl e words.

It seenmed likely that he would have to kill Vilkata to
get the Mndsword fromhim And that would be a
good deed in itself. Yes, he would kill Vilkata . . . if he

could. If the evil magicians in the outer chanber had
had magi cal defenses, how nmuch stronger, if |ess
obvi ous, would be those of the Dark King hinself?
To strike at Vilkata successfully, he would have to
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choose his nonent with great care. Bound into his
own t houghts by cal culation and fear, Mark | ost touch
with the discussion that was going on around the
table. Presently, with a small shock, he realized that
the Dark King was now addressing his assenbl ed
ai des, and had been speaking for sone tine. Al of
themincluding Mark hinsel f, half consciously-were
answering fromtine to tinme with nods and rmurnurs
of agreenent. Probably Mark had been roused to ful
attention by the fact that the voice of the Dark King
was now rising to an oratorical conclusion:

"-our plan is war, and our plan goes forward
rapidly!"

There was general appl ause, i medi ate and | oud.
The first to respond in a nore particular way was a
bluff, hearty-looking mlitary man, who wore a scrap
or two of arnor to indicate his status. This man
| eaped to his feet with apparently spontaneous
enthusiasm and with a kind of innocence in his face.

There was a tone of hearty virtue in his voice as
well. "Who are we going to hit first, sir?"

Vi | kata paused before he turned his blind face

toward the questioner, as if perhaps the Dark King

had found, the question none too intelligent. "W are
going to hit Yambu. She is the strongest-next to ne-

and therefore the nost dangerous. Besides, | have

just received disturbing news about her . . . but of that
I will speak a little later."

Here Vil kata paused again. The al nost inaudible
hunmi ng, al nost invisible vibration, continued to
perturb the air above his head. "I see that npbst of you
are still unable to keep fromstaring at my plaything
here," he said, and put his pale right hand on his
Sword's hilt. "Very well. Because | want you, later, to
be able to concentrate upon our planning-1 wll
denonstrate it now "

The last word burst in a great shout fromthe Dark
King's throat, and in the sanme nonment he sprang to
his feet. And Mark thought that the M ndsword itself,
as the King drew and brandi shed it aloft, made a faint
roaring noise, like that of many human voi ces cheering
at a distance.

Even here, in the dimsnoky interior of this tent, the
flourished steel flashed gloriously, seemng to stab at
the eyes with light. Mark had never seen, nor ever
i magi ned that he woul d see, anything so beautiful
Li ke all the others round the table he found hinmself on
his feet, and he was only dimMy aware of his chair
toppl i ng over behind him

At that nonment, Sightblinder, with Mark's hand on
its hilt, came leaping by itself halfway out of its own
sheath, as if it were springing to accept the challenge
of its peer.

But Mark could not tear his eyes free of the
M ndsword. The terrible force of it was tugging at
him Wrdlessly it denanded that he throw his own
Sword down at Vilkata's feet, and himself after it,
pl edging eternal loyalty to the Dark King. And
al ready, only half realizing what he did, Mrk had
gone down on his knees again, anmid a small crowd of
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wi zards who were doi ng the sane thing.

The cheering roar of the M ndsword drowned all
other sound, the glitter of its blade filled every eye.

Mar k wonder ed why he had come here to this
canp, why he had entered this tent . . . but what-
ever the reason, it hardly mattered now. Al that
mattered now was that instantly, instantly, he
should begin a new lifetinme of service to Vilkata.
That flashing steel thing told himthat he nust, that
gl orious Bl ade that was the npbst beautiful thing
under the heavens or in them Nothing that it told
hi m coul d possi bly be wong.

He stood sonmehow i n danger, danger of being |eft
behind, left out, if he did not swear his fealty at
once, as the other kneeling shapes around hi mwere
doi ng now. Voices that in the outer chanber had
sounded cyni cal were now hoarse with fervor, gab-
bling the nost extravagant oaths. Wat was it that
made him Mark, del ay? Sonething nust be wong
with him sonething about himnust be unfor-
givably different.

He was groveling on the floor with the others,
nmout hi ng words along with them but he knew his
oaths neant nothing, they were not sincere. Wy
was he hesitating? How could he? He nust, at once,
consecrate hinself body and soul to the Dark King.
How glorious it would be to fight and conquer in
that nane! And how perfect would be a death, any
formof death, attained in such a cause! There was
not hing that a nan need fear, as long as that glit-
tering Sword led him O, there was but one thing
fearful only-the chance that such a gl orious oppor-

tunity might sonmehow be m ssed-that death

m ght come in sonme nerely ordinary way, and so
be wast ed.

So why, then, did he delay?

Mark's m nd swayed under the M ndsword's
power, but did not yield to it entirely. A stubborn
core of resistance remained in place. He was not
tarried into action, beyond the neaningless inta-
tive oaths and grovelings. Part of his mnd contin-
ued to understand that he nmust resist. H s right
hand still clutched Sightblinder's hilt, and he
t hought that he still drew power fromit. Inside the
core of his nmind that was still sane, he could only
hope and trust in the existence of some power that
m ght save hi meven though he could no | onger
renenber clearly just why he needed savi ng.

Cowering on his knees |ike those around him
Mark wat ched the M ndsword flash on high. From
that beautiful arc emanated a droning roar, as of
many voices raised in praise, voices that never
stopped to breathe. Against the background of that
sound, the voice of the Dark King was rising and
falling theatrically, like that of sone spellcaster in
a play. Vilkata was reciting and detailing now all of
the malignant and detestable qualities that narked
the Queen of Yanbu as a creature of special evil.
One accusation in particular, that the voice enpha-
sized, caught at and inflaned Mark's inagination,
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stinging himw th the uni nagi nable foul ness that it
represented. Even anong her other shanel ess

deeds this one stood out: Not only did she possess
the Sword call ed Soul cutter, but she intended to
begin to use it soon. And to use it against the

bl essed Dark King, the savior of the world!

In spite of hinself, Mark groaned in rage. He
found hinself inmagining his hands | ocked on the throat
of the Silver Queen, and strangling her. Oher
groani ng, outraged voices joined around him until the
pavilion sounded |like the torture chanber that it truly
was.

And when the Dark King paused, the voices rose
up even louder, crying aloud their heartfelt protest
agai nst Yanbu. That she should so plot to warp their
m nds with Soulcutter's foul mamgic, that she should
even for a nonent contenplate such a thing, was a
sin crying to the gods for her to be w ped out,
expunged fromthe Earth's face, at once and wi t hout

mercy!

Vil kata had | owered the blade a little now, holding
the hilt no higher than his shoulders. But still the stee
kept twi nkling above themlike a star. As far as Mark
could tell, there was no resistance at all in any of the

audi ence except hinself. And how much was left in
him he did not know.

One of the wi zards, he who had whi spered
conspiratorially to Mark in the outer chanber, now
abandoned hinself entirely. Wth a great frenzied
how he sprang up on the conference table, his arns
outstretched to gather that glorious Blade to his own
bosom But the Dark King wi thdrew the weapon out
of the wizard's reach, and with a lunge the mmgici an
fell on his face anpbng the tipped and scattered chairs.

It seened a signal for general pandenonium Men
and wonen rolled back and forth on the tent fl oor.

They scranbled to stand on furniture, they danced
and sang in nmaddened cacophony. Cries and grunts
canme jolting out of them until the council chanber
| ooked and sounded like a small battlefield.

The sounds of a nore famliar danger hel ped Mark
regain sone small additional nmeasure of control. He
huddl ed al nost notionless on the floor, trying to
remenber where he was, and who he had been
before that Sword appear ed.
Now the Dark King flourished his Sword above his
head in a new gesture, like a field commander's signa
to advance. And now Vil kata, guided by the hunm ng
presence that hovered al ways near him was noving
in long, sure strides around the conference tabl e,
passing through the litter of chairs and humanity that
alnost filled the room He was heading for the front
entrance of the pavilion
Mar k, caught up in the rush of people follow ng the
King, was jostled against the torture-altar when
passing through the outer chanber. He felt sonething
sticky on his hand, gazed at it dunbly and saw bl ood.
It was frightening, but he could not understand ....
Exiting fromthe pavilion's front door, Vilkata strode
forth into the sun, whose |ight exploded fromthe
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Sword he carried into a thousand piercing |lances. H's
little nob of followers, including Mark, acconpani ed
himout into the glare, |eaping and chanting with a | ook
of ecstasy. At once their nunbers were augnented

by those who happened to be near when the Dark

King emerged with glory in his hands. The air above
the swelling crowd was wavering, as if with the heat
of a great fire; famliar powers and snmall denons
were noving in concert with their nagician nmasters,
and sharing their excitenent, whether in joy or fear
Mark could not tell.

The M ndsword swing in Vilkata's grip. It shattered
the bright sun into lightning, whose bolts
struck left and right. The hundreds who were near,
and then the thousands only a little farther off,
gaped in surprise, and then were caught up in the
savage ent husi asm

Vi | kat a, marched on wi thout hesitation, heading
for the review ng stand. The crowd surging around
hi m was grow ng expl osively, and al ready seened
to nunber in the thousands. Men and women,
caught by curiosity, by the attraction of the grow
ing crowd itself, cane running through the canp
fromall directions, to be captured at close range by
the sight of the blinding Blade. Again and agai n,

t hrough the waves of nerely human cheering, Mark

t hought that he could hear the surf |ike oar of the
Sword itself, grown |ouder in proportion to the
crowd it |ed.

Now, sonmewhere out on the parade ground,
beyond the cages for prisoners and beasts, an enor-
mous drum began to bang. The grow i ng and snarl -
ing of the caged warbeasts went up, to challenge in
its volume the whol e mass of human voi ces.

Now, across the whol e vast reach of the parade
ground, humans and trai ned beasts alike were
denonstrating spontaneously at the sight of the
Bl ade that waved above Vil kata's head. The cry of
his name went up again and again, each tine
| ouder than the last. A thousand weapons were
bei ng brandi shed in sal ute.

Now t he Dark King had reached the review ng
stand, and now he nounted quickly. H's closer fol-
| owers, Mark still with them swarnmed up onto the
platformtoo. Inmediately the stand was over-
crowded, and people near the edges were jostled
off. A small clear space-nore nagic?-renni ned
around the person of the King. Al around the base

of the platformand across its surface where they
had room grand nmilitary potentates and dreaded
Wi zards were prancing and gesturing like

denented children. The aged and dignified abased
thensel ves |i ke dogs at one nonment, and in the
next | eaped howing for the sky. And the very sky
was streaked by denmons, speeding, whirling in a
pyrotechni c ecstasy of worship.

Gimy Mark held on to the small margin of self-
awar eness and self-control that he had regained in
the pavilion. He thought that he would not be able
to hold onto it for very long-but perhaps for |ong
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enough. He renenbered now who he was, and

what goal he had determ ned to acconplish. He

still held Sightblinder's hilt in his right hand. But
to strike at Vilkata, possessor of the M ndsword
how coul d anyone do that? Or even plan to do

it?

To strike at one who held the M ndsword m ght
wel | be nore than any mere human will could man-
age. |If once Mark summoned up the will to try, and
failed, he was sure that he could never try again.

Even to work his way through the press of fren-
zied bodies on the platform to get hinself close
enough to the Dark King to strike at him was going
to be difficult. Get close to the Dark King, he
ordered hinself, forget for the nonment why you are
trying to get close. He alnost forgotten his bow,
still slung in its accustoned place across his back
And there were two arrows left . . . he groped with a
trenbling hand, and found that there were none.

Spill ed sonehow in the jostling? O had sone
ent husi ast's hand snatched t hem away?

He was going to have to strike with Sightblinder,
then. Even had his mnd been clear, entirely his
own, it would not have been easy. Mst of the people
on the platformwere also struggling to get closer to
the Dark King, to touch himif possible; the ring of
those who were closest, constrained to do all they
could to protect the Mndsword's master, were
striving to hold the others back. Their task was
per haps namde easier by the fact that Vil kata was
swinging the Sword nore wildly now, inspiring fear as
wel | as ecstasy in those near enough to stand in sone
danger fromthe Blade. There was still a cleared
space of several neters directly around the king.

Mar k el bowed room enough to let himdraw
Si ght bl i nder-no one, he thought, was able to see that
he was holding it, no nmagical guardians struck at him
yet.

The small crowd atop the reviewi ng stand surged
again, chatocially, as nore people kept trying to clinb
on. Inevitably at one edge, nore people were pushed
of f.

Mark forced hinself a little closer to Vilkata, but
then was stopped, pushed back again. This is inpossible,
he thought. | cannot fail sinply because 1 can't get through a
crowd. Still he dared not use the Sword to hack bodies
out of his path; surely if he did that the nagica
defenses of the King would be triggered, and he
woul d have no chance to strike the blowthat really
count ed.

He had to get closer without killing. He gritted his
teeth and closed his eyes, and blindly bulled his way
ahead. H's Sword, invisible to the people in his way,
he hel d rai sed awkwardly above the jostling bodies
that woul d ot herwi se have carved thenselves on it.

But even as Mark scraped up new determ nation

and tried again, the crowd surged against him and its
hundred |l egs effortlessly bore himeven a little farther
away. The cause of this |last surge was one of

Vilkata's sweeps with the M ndsword. Mark exerted
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one nore great effort, and forced his way through, or
al nrost through, but was deflected in the process to a
pl ace precariously near the platform s edge.

Now, one nmore effort . . . but the Blade in the Dark
Ki ng's hand cane swi ngi ng heedl essly past, and
grazed Mark's forehead. The Dark King was | aughing
t hunderously now, to see his courtiers duck and dodge
interror, and at the sane tinme conme pressing
hel pl essly forward all the same.

Those next to Mark in the crush violently shoved
back. Tangled with others, he fell over the edge of the
platform others falling with him The distance to the
ground was no nore than a man's height, and the
ground bel ow was soft. Mark | anded with a shock, but
wi thout further injury. By sone niracle none of those
falling with himhad inpal ed thensel ves on
Si ght bl i nder, which lay on the soft earth under his
hand.

He had failed, not heroically, but as by sone
denoni ¢ joke. He grabbed up his Sword and got to his
feet again. Then he understood that he was hurt nore
than he had thought at first by Vikata's accidenta
stroke. He could see blood, feel it and taste it, his own
bl ood running down from his gashed forehead into his
left eye. A centineter or two closer to the
M ndsword's swing and it would have killed him

The fall had taken himout of reach of the Dark
King; but at least it had al so broken his direct eye
contact with that flashing, hypnotic Bl ade. Now,
with freedomroaring | ouder than the M ndsword in his
m nd, Mark | ooked up to catch a glinpse of Vilkata's
back on the high platform The nonarch was turned
away from Mark at the nonent, facing out over the
excited masses of the crowd at its front edge.

He must be struck down, Mark repeated grimy to
himsel f, And | nust do it, do it now, no matter what, and
get his Sword

He tore hinself free of a fresh tangle of frenzied
bodi es on the ground. Shoving people out of his way
with one hand, hol ding Sightblinder uplifted in the
other, he ran along his side of the review ng stand and
then along its front. The pain in his wounded forehead
savaged him nmade himyearn to strike out at those
villainous | egs of officers and sorcerers that danced
and pushed for advantage on the platformbefore him
at eye level. But he held back his blow, grimy certain
that he would be able to strike no nore than once.

Bl ood bothering his eyes, pain nailing his head,
Mark | ooked up trying to locate Vilkata again. It
seened hopel ess. The sun was dazzling. The
M ndsword flashed in it, and flashed again. Only in
surrender to it was there hope. Mark had to | ook
away, bend down his neck to get away fromit. He
could not let his eyes and soul be caught by it again

As he turned his gaze away fromthe platform
there cane into his vision the vast expanse of the
parade ground and its how ing nob of people.

Si ght bl i nder made two details stand out in rapid
successi on, each so strongly that they were able to
di stract him even now.
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The first, astonishingly for Mark, was the prison
cage with its |one occupant, even though he could

glinpse it only intermttently now through the swirl of
ecstatic bodies. He had encountered the sentry denon
besi de that cage, and he renmenbered, or al nost
renenber ed, something el se, sonething that one of

the magi ci ans had said inside about the prisoner

And then the second distracting detail captured
Mark's attention even fromthe first. He saw a snal
gray cloud, rolling in a very uncloudlike way down the
steep flank of a distant nountain. Inside that cloud
Mar k' s sharpened perception could pick out half a
dozen living beings, all apparently of human shape.

Al ready, as he watched, the cloud reached the
comparatively level land at the nountain's foot. Now
it rolled closer rapidly, directly approaching the
encanpnent, noving independently of any wi nd. It
was traveling with deceptive speed, outracing w nd,
traversing kilometers in mere nmonents.

Sone of the people on the platformabove Mark had
now become aware of the cloud as well. The uproar
i medi atel y surrounding the Dark King had abated
somewhat. Mark cast a quick | ook toward Vil kat a,
and saw that the King was | owering his own Sword,
gi ving the approaching cloud his full attention

A shrieking in the air passed rapidly overhead. A
flight of the airborne denons, acting either on their
own or at some direct command fromtheir human
masters, had mel ded thenselves into a tight formation
and were flying directly at the approaching cl oud,
intent on investigation and perhaps attack. But just
before they reached the cloud their formation recoil ed
and burst, its menbers scattering. Mark
had the inpression that they had been brushed
aside like so many insects, by sone invisible power.

In a flash understandi ng came. The gods were
com ng to take charge. Through his pain and bl ood
and fear Mark gasped out a sob of deep relief.

Humani ty had hope of being saved, by the beings

who had nade the Swords, from powers that were

too much for it to manage. He had seen gods handl e
savage and rebellious nen before. VilKkata,

shrunken to the stature of a noxious insect in their
presence, night be crushed before his horror could
reach over the whole human world. Mark's own

Sword m ght be taken from himtoo, but on the

scal e of these events that would nake little differ-
ence.

The cl oud, no | onger serving any purpose of con-
ceal nent, was being allowed to dissipate, and it
vani shed qui ckly. The handful of beings who had
ridden it were wal king now, already entering the
parade ground at its far side, and approaching
qui ckly. The sea of humans occupyi ng the open
space parted at the deities' approach. Four gods
and one goddess, each tall as Draffut, came striding
forward wi thout pause, and Mark got the inpres-
sion that they woul d have stepped on people wth-
out noticing had any remained in their way.

Towering taller and taller as they drew near, the
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five advanced, marching straight for the revi ewing
stand. Mark thought that now he coul d recognize
sonme of themindividually. Four were attired with
di vi ne el egance, wearing crowns, tunics, robes

abl aze with color, gold, and gems. But one, who

| imped as he strode forward, was clad in sinple
furs.

Agai n Mark gl anced back quickly at the platform

Vil kata was out of striking range, and still closely
surrounded by his people and his magi cal attend-
ants.

The Dark King had sheathed the M ndsword
now, and was issuing terse orders to certain of his
wi zards. In the next instant one of these nmgicians
gave a convul sive leap that carried himclear off the
platform He fell nore heavily than Mark had
fallen, and lay withing hel plessly on the ground.
Mark coul d guess that some protective spell of this
man' s had sonehow i npeded the divine progress;
and that when the spell was snapped, l|ike some
ship's hawser in the docks, he who had been hol d-
ing it was flattened by the recoil

VWhat ever magi ¢ had been in their path, spells
perhaps triggered automatically by their intrusion,
the gods had broken their way through it; they were
irritated, Mark thought, |ooking at them Iike
adul ts bothered by some maze of string set up by
chil dren.

At |ast the four gods and one goddess halted their
advance. They stood on the parade ground only a
score of neters fromthe platform their heads stil
easily overtopping that of the Dark King who faced
themfromhis el evation. Everyone el se on the plat-
formwas kneeling, Mark realized, or had thrown
thensel ves face down in abject panic, and everyone
near himon the ground al so. He and the Dark King
were the only two humans within a hundred neters
still on their feet. How curious, Mark wondered dis-
tantly. The only other time in his |ife when he had
seen deities as close as this, why that time too he
had been able to remmin standi ng, while around
hi m ot her humans knelt or huddled in collapse ....

The |inping god was moving forward. In the
silence that lay over the whole canp, his ornanents
of dragon-scale could be heard clinking as he
lurched to within one great stride of the platform
That is Vulcan the Smith, thought Mark, staring up
at the fur-garbed titan-he who took off ny father's
arm WVul can paid no attention to Mark, but was
| ooking at Vilkata. As far as Mark could tell, Vilkata
did not flinch, though when the god halted he was
cl ose enough to the platformto have reached forth
one of his long arns and plucked Vilkata fromit.

W nd cane keening across the canp, blow ng out
of the bare, devastated | ands surrounding it. O her-
wi se there was sil ence.

A silence abruptly broken, by the voice of Wul can
that booned forth at a volume appropriate for a
god. "What madness is this that you fools of
humans are about? Do you. not realize that the
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Swor dgane is over?"
Vi | kata sumoned up his best royal voice to
answer. "I amthe Dark King-" It was no surprise
at all to Mark that the King's voice shoul d quaver
and falter and quit on himbefore the sentence
ended. The only wonder was that the man coul d
stand and speak at all in such a confrontation
Vul can was neither inpressed nor pleased.
"King, Queen, or whatever, what do | care for al
that? You are a human and no nore. Hand over
that tool of power that you are wearing at your
side."
Vil kata did not obey at once; instead he dared to
answer once nore in words. Mark did not hear the
words exactly, for his attention had once nore been
distracted by sonmething in the distance. This was
anot her cloud, and it | ooked as unusual as the first.
This cloud was not rolling down a nountai nside,

only drifting through the air, but its path was at a
right angle to those of other clouds and the w nd.
Now t he strange cloud was hovering, hesitating in
its slow passage. It appeared to be naintaining a
certain cautious distance fromthe scene on the
parade ground. Wth Sightblinder still in hand,

Mark coul d perceive in this second cloud also the
presence of figures of human shape but divine

di mensi ons. There was one, a perfect essence of the
fermal e, that he thought could be only Aphrodite. He
could see none of the others so clearly as individu-
al s, though all of their faces seemed to be turned his
way.

The distraction had been only nonmentary. Now
Vul can, nmade inpatient by even a noment's
tenpori zing on the part of this nere human king,

t hundered out sone oath, and stretched forth his
armtoward Vilkata. Wth a swift notion the Dark
King drew the M ndsword fromits sheat h-but not

to hand it over in surrender. |Instead he brandi shed
it aloft.

Vul can cried out once, a strange, hoarse tone, like
masses of nmetal and rock colliding. The | ame god
threw up a forearm across his eyes. He reel ed back-
ward, and fell to one knee. Mark could feel in the
ground under his own feet the inmpact of that fall.

Just behind the Smith, the four other deities who
had come out of the cloud with himwere kneeling
al so.

Once again a | ong nmonent of silence held
t hroughout the camp. The di stant airborne cloud
was moving faster now, departing at accel erated
speed. Mark gazed after it nunbly for a nonent.

The gods had failed. The thousands of hunman
bei ngs nassed around hi m were cheering once agai n.

Now Vil kat a was speaki ng again. After Vulcan's
thunder the King's voice sounded puny, but it was
triunmphant and confident once again as he shouted an
order to the kneeling gods, their heads still higher than
his own. "Follow nme! Obey!"

"W hear." The ragged chorus rolled forth. The
wooden stand, the earth, vibrated with it. "W foll ow,
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and obey."

The huge wardrum booned to |ife again, and from
the cromd went up the | oudest roar yet. The nad
celebration resuned, tw ce madder than before

The gods on the parade ground were clinbing
ponderously back to their feet. "Surely this is Father
Zeus!" Vulcan cried out, pointing with a tree-sized
armat the Dark King. "He who has been playing that
rol e anong us nust be an inpostor!"

The Smith's divine conpanions roared approval of
this statement, and | aunched thensel ves
spont aneously into a dance, that |ooked at once
ponderous and uncontrol |l ed. The ground shook; Mark
could see the tall flagpole swaying in front of the
King's pavilion. The crowd of humans in the vicinity
of the reviewing stand began to thin, with everyone
who was anywhere near the danci ng gods being
eager to nove back. Yet they remmi ned under the
M ndsword' s spell, and nany joined the dance.

Mark stood drained, exhausted, |eaning on his own
Sword. Wth pain stabbing at his forehead, and bl ood
still trickling into his eye, he watched the nmaddened
gods and had the feeling that he was goi ng mad
hi nsel f. But surely he ought to have expected
sonmething like this. If one of the Swords

could kill a god-and with his own eyes Mark had seen
Hermes |ying dead, the wound nade by Farsl ayer
gaping in the mddle of the Messenger's back-then
why shoul d not anot her Sword have power to make

sl aves of other gods?

What power had Vul can call ed upon to forge them
that was greater than the gods thensel ves?

And was he, Mark, the only being here still capable
of resistance?

Wth his pain, with the drip of his own bl ood that
seermed now to burn |ike poison, he could no | onger
thi nk. But nmaybe he could still act.

He gripped Sightblinder in his tw hands, and
moved for the third time to try to kill VilKkata.

If the crowd on the ground was noving nore wildly
now, it was thinner, and that hel ped. But when Mark
raised his eyes to the Dark King, who still stood on
the platform the M ndsword dazzled hi magain, sent
splintering shafts of poisoned light into his brain. He
was stunbling toward the sun in glory, and it was
unt hi nkabl e for anyone to try to strike the sun

Vil kata, the god! Hol der of the M ndsword, he who
nmust be ador ed!

Mark lifted his own Sword in both arns. Then he
realized that he was not going to strike, he was going
to cast down Sightblinder as an offering. It was all he
could do to tear hinself free. Still desperately hol ding
onto his own Sword, lurching and stumbling, he fled
the platform his back to the glory that he dared no
| onger face. It tugged himand tore at hi mand urged
himto turn back. He knew that if he turned for an
i nstant he was | ost.

The prisoner's cage | oomed up ahead of him
Soneone in the crowd jostled Mark, turning him
slightly sideways so that he saw the cage and its
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inmate quite clearly.

Wth no consciousness of naking any plan, acting
on inpulse, Mark raised the Sword of Stealth high in a
two- handed grip, and brought it smashing down
agai nst the wooden door and its snmall |ock. The
Sword's magic did nothing to aid the blow, but its |ong
wei ght and keen edge were quite enough. The cage
had not been built to sustain any real assault. Mark
struck again and the door fell open. Anid the
pandenoni um of junping, scream ng bodi es and
brandi shed weapons, no one paid the |east heed to
what he was doing. The earth still shook under the
tread of the bellow ng, dancing gods.

He sheat hed his weapon and reached in with both
hands to grasp the hel pl ess prisoner. The body he
drew forth was that of a young wonman, naked, bound
with both cords and nagic. The cords fell free quickly,
at a touch of Sightblinder's perfect edge. But the
magi ¢ was nore durabl e.

One arm about the prisoner, half carrying and half
pul l'ing her through the frenzied crowd, Mark headed
straight away fromthe review ng stand, still not daring
to | ook back. Whatever the people around saw when
they | ooked at himnow, it nmade them draw back even
in their frenzy, leaving his way clear.

There seened no end to the parade ground, or to
Vil kata's maddened arny. Wth each retreating step
the pressure of the M ndsword eased, but only
infinitesimally. Steps added up, though. Now Mark
coul d begin to think again, enough to begin to plan
There, ahead, a little distance in the crowd, were two
mount ed men who | ooked |i ke m nor nagi

cians of some kind. Mark set his course for them
dragging the still stupefied young wonman al ong.

The magi ci ans, | ooking half stupefied themnsel ves
with their participation in the Mndswrd's gl anor,
paid no attention as Mark approached. These two,
Mar k hoped, did not rate guardi an denons. He
desperately needed transportation

Si ght bl i nder obtained it for him quickly and bl oodily,
working with no nore magi c than a neataxe. Again,
in the general surroundi ng madness, no one appeared
to notice what was happeni ng.

Mark wrapped the girl in a cloak of black and gold
that one of the nmgicians had been wearing, and got
her aboard one of the riding beasts, and got hinself
aboard the other. Once in the saddle, he could only sit
swayi ng for a nonent, afraid that he was going to
faint, watching his own bl ood drip on his hands that
hel d the reins.

Sonehow he got noving, leading the girl's mnount.
No one tried to interfere with themas they fled the
camp. No one, as far as Mark could tell, even took
noti ce.

The boom ng of the wardrum and the roaring of the
gods followed themfor a long tine, pursuing themfor
kil oneters of their flight across high barren | ands.
CHAPTER 6

A kil oneter or two upstream from Tashi gang,
before the Corgo split itself around the several islands
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that made parts of the city, the current was sl ow
enough that Denis the Quick could nmake fairly good
time paddling his Iight canoe against it. Here it was
possible to seek out places in the broader stream
where the surface current was slower still, with |oca
eddies to make the paddler's task less difficult. This
made it easy for Denis to stay clear of the other river
traffic, which in early norning was nostly barges of
foodstuffs and other comerce coni ng downstream
There were also sone snall fishing craft out on the
river, and one or two |light sail boats that appeared to
be out purely for pleasure. Here above the city there
were no shi ps of ocean-going size, such as plied the
reaches downstream from Tashigang to the sea

Two kiloneters upstreamfromthe walls, Denis
reached the first sharp upstream bend of the Corgo
and | ooked back again, ceasing to paddle as he

sought a last glinpse of the high towers. Visible above
the morning mist that still rose fromthe river, the lofty
wal | s and battlenents caught rays of the early

mor ni ng sun. Here and there upon the venerabl e

masses of brown or gray stone, glass or bright neta
sparkl ed, in w ndows, ornanments, or the weapons of

the Watch. On several high places the green and gray

of the city's own colors were displayed. Upon the

hi ghest pol e, over the Lord Mayor's pal ace, a single
pennant of black and silver acknow edged the ultinmate
soverei gnty of Yanbu.

As he paddl ed farther upstream Denis's canoe
passed between shores lined with the villas of those
weal thy citizens who felt secure enough about the
prospects of |ong-term peace to choose to |live outside
the city walls. These were inpressive houses, each
fortified behind its own m nor defenses, capable of
hol di ng of f an occasi onal brigands' raid.

I ndependent villas soon gave way to suburbs of
somewhat | ess inpressive houses, built together
behi nd nodest walls; and these in turn to farnms and
vi neyards. These | ands |ike Tashigang itself were
tributary to the Silver Queen, though enjoying a great
measur e of independence. Yanbu in her years of
dom nati on had mai ntai ned general peace and order
here, and had w sely been content to | evy no nore
than noderate tribute and to allow the people to
manage their own affairs for the nost part. Tribute
flowed in regularly under such a regine, and the
Queen built a fund of goodwi |l for herself. Meanwhile
she had been busy venting her aggressive energies
el sewhere

Pausi ng once to eat and reat, Denis made an
uneventful first day's journey up the river. By evening
he was far enough fromthe city's center of
popul ation to have no trouble in locating a small island
that offered hima good spot to canp. He even
succeeded in catching a suitable fish for his dinner,
and was rather pleased with this success in outdoor
skills.

On the second day he got an early start again. He
had a worker's cal |l oused hands and did not mnd
the constant paddling overnuch; the heal ed wound in
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his forearmdid not trouble himat all. This day he kept
a careful eye out for certain | andmarks, as Ben had
instructed him Around noon he was able to identify
wi thout any trouble the tributary stream he wanted, a
smal |l river that entered the Corgo on a wi nding course
fromthe northeast. This smaller river,. here called the
Spode, drained a portion of the Great Swanp-it did
not, unfortunately, lead directly to the part where Sir
Andrew and his army were likely to be found. To
reach that, Denis would have to make a portage later.
The voyager passed three or four nore days in
simlarly pleasant journeying. Each day he saw fewer
peopl e; and those he did see usually greeted the
acol yte of Ardneh with friendly waves. Some of fered
hi m f ood, sonme of which he graciously accepted.
Deni s spent nuch of his nental time in wondering
about hi s hidden cargo. He knew sonet hing now at
first hand about the Sword of Mercy. But what
exactly did the Sword of Justice do? Denis had not
wanted to ask, |lest they believe he was pondering
sonme schene of running off with it. (The treacherous
t hought had crossed his nind, in the guise of yet
anot her delicious daydream So far-so far-his other,
fiercer feelings had kept himfrombeing really
tenpted by it.)

And Ben had not thought it necessary to discuss the
qualities of the Swmord of Justice with Denis at any
| ength. The naster of the House of Courtenay had
said only one thing on the subject.
"Denis, if it does come down to your having to fight
someone on the way, |1'd recommend you get
Doongi ver out and use it, if you have the chance.
Don't try to fight with Wundheal er, though. Not if
your idea is to carve up soneone instead of making
himfeel good."
But so far there had not been the renotest danger
of a fight. So far the journey's only physica
exci tenent had been provi ded by occasi ona
thunderstorns, threatening the traveler with |ightning
and drenching white robes that had not been
wat er pr oof ed.
On Denis's fifth day out he passed through calm
farmcountry, in |lovely weather. That night he again

made canp on a small island.
And dreaned, as he often did, of wonen. Kuanyin,
the governess he had enbraced in real life, and

t hought of marrying, beckoned to him And tonight he

dreaned al so of the mistress of the House of

Courtenay, who in real life had never touched him

except to bind his wounded arm Denis dreaned that

she who he had known as the Lady Sophie had cone

to visit himin his roombeside the workshop. She sat

on his cot there and smled, and held his hand, and

t hanked himfor something he had done, or was

per haps about to do. Her white robe was in disarray,

hangi ng open, but incredibly she seened not to noti ce.
The dream was just approaching its noment of

greatest tension, when Denis awke. He lay in warm

moonl i ght, with the sense that the world to

whi ch he had awakened was only a perfected dream
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There was a scent in the air--0f riverside flowers?-
i ncredi bly sweet and beautiful, too subtle to be called
per f une.

And there was in the air al so-sonething else. A
fearl ess excitenment. Denis's blood throbbed with
oneiric anticipation, of he knew not what. Yet he
knew that he was w de awake.

He | ooked along the river, his gaze caught by the
path of reflected nmoonlight. He saw a shadow, as of
sonme drifting boat, enter upon that path. It was sone
kind of craft-a barge, he thought-speckled with its
own small lights, and noving in perfect silence.

Al most perfect. A monent nore, and Denis coul d
hear the gentle splash and drip of oars.

As the barge drew closer, he could see that it was
| arger than he had thought at first, so large that he
wondered how it nanaged to navi gate the narrower
places in this small river. The lights along its | ow sides
were softly gl owi ng anber |anps, as steady as the
Od Wrld light that Denis was faniliar wth, but
vastly subtler.

Denis was on his feet now He still had no doubts
that he was awake, and he was consci ous of
bei ngnore or |ess-his ordinary self. Watever was
happening to himnow was real, but he had no sense
of danger, only of thrilling prom se. He noved a step
closer to the bank, the water nurnuring like |lovers
| aughter at his feet. He stood there | eaning on the
upended bottom of the canoe that he had prudently
pul l ed out of the river before retiring.

As the barge drew closer still, Denis could see that
it bore ami dships a small house or pavilion, covered by
an awning of some fine cloth. Just forward of this
there was a throne-like chair or |ounge,

all centered between two rows of strangely silent and
briefly costunmed young wonen rowers

A woman was reclining upon the |ounge, in the
m ddl e of. a mass of pillows. Wth only the Mon
behi nd her, and the dimlanps on her boat, Denis
could see her at first only by hints and outlines. At
first his heated i magi nati on assured himthat she was
wearing nothing at all. But presently his eyes were
forced to admit the fact of a garment, nore
shimering mst and starlight, it seened, than any kind
of cloth. Mdst of the woman's body was encl osed by
this veil, though scarcely any of it was conceal ed.

Denis's heart lurched within him and he
under stood. A nanme sprang into his mnd, and he
m ght have spoken it aloud, but just at that nmoment he
| acked the breath to say anything at all. He had never
seen a god or goddess in his life before, and had
never really expected to see one before he died.

In response to some comand unseen and unheard
by Denis, the inhumanly silent rowers stopped, in
uni son. He was vaguely aware, even without | ooking
directly at themfor a nonment, of how conely they al
were, and how provocatively dressed. Wth the
CGoddess of Love herself before his eyes, he could not
have | ooked at any of themif he had tried.

The barge, under a control that had to be nore than
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natural, canme drifting very slowy and precisely
toward Denis on the island. Frominside the cabin-he

t hought-there came a strain of nusic, lovely as the
perfume, to waft across the snmall wi dth of water that
remai ned. Every note was framed in perfect silence

now that the silvery trickle fromthe oars had stopped.

Wth an undul ati ng novenent Aphrodite rose
fromher couch, to stand in a pose of unstrained
grace.

"Young man?" she called to Denis softly. The
voi ce of the goddess was everything that her
appearance had suggested it mght be. "I nust
speak with you."

Denis started toward her and stunbl ed. He dis-
covered that it was necessary to nake his way
around sone | arge and unfaniliar object-oh yes,
it was his canoe-that sonehow happened to be
right in his path.

"Lady," he choked out, "I amyours to com
mand. What woul d you have of me?" At this point
he becane aware that he had just fallen on his
knees with a | oud squel ching sound, right in the riv-
erside mud. This would not have mattered in the
| east, except that it mght tend to nake t he goddess
think that he was clunsy; and when he got up, she
was sure to see how nmuddy his white robes had got,
and he feared that she might |augh.

So far, thank all the gods and goddesses, she was
not | aughing at him

"Young man," said Aphrodite, "I know that you

are carrying two Swords with you. | understand
that one of themis the one that heals. And the other
well, | forget at the monent what they told ne

about the other. But that doesn't matter just now. |
want you to hand both of themover to nme at once. If
you are qui ck enough about it | will perhaps allow
you to kiss nme." The goddess paused for just a
monent, and gave Denis a tiny snmile. "Wio knows
what | nmight allow, on such a ronantic night as
t hi s?"
"Kiss ne," Denis echoed vacantly. Then, giving a

mad bound, he was up out of the rmud and on his
feet, stumbling and spl ashing about. He had to find
the two Swords she was tal ki ng about -where were
they, anyway?-and give themto her. \What el se

was he going to do with them anyway?

They were in the canoe . . . where was the canoe?

He tripped over it and al nmost tumnbled hinsel f
back into the mud before he really saw it. Then he
broke a fingernail getting the craft turned rightside
up.

Aphrodite encouraged himin a friendly way.
"That's it. They're hidden right in the bottom of
your little boat or whatever it is there-but then
suppose you know that." The goddess sounded
mldly inmpatient with his clunsiness-how coul d
she not be? But she did not yet sound angry; Denis
silently offered thanks.

He thought he was going to | ose another finger-
nail getting the trick board pried up. Then he real -

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sab...%20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200f%20Swords.txt (68 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:42 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

ized that he would do a |lot better prying with a
kni f e instead.

Aphrodite slowly approached the near side rail of
her |uxurious barge. G acefully she knelt there
upon a small mound of silken cushions, between
two of her inhumanly beautiful rowers. They paid
her no attention.

"Be quick, young nman! | need what you are going
to give ne." The goddess beckoned with one hand,
and her voice, nmelded with her laughter, stretched
out in silken double neaning. Her |aughter, Denis
desperately assured hinself, was not really neant
to be unkind. Yet still it sonehow wounded him

He pried with his knife, and the snall nails hol d-
ing the board canme squeaki ng out. The hi dden com
partnent |ay open, its contents exposed to noonlight.

Aphrodite, to get a better |ook, gave a pert little
kneeling junp, a novenent of inpossible grace that
made the softer portions of her body bounce. What
color was her hair? Denis asked hinself desperately.

And what about her skin? In the noonlight he could

not tell, and anyway it did not matter in the |east. And
was she really tall or short, voluptuous or thin? From
moment to nmoment all those things seenmed to change,

with only the essence of her sex remaining constant.

Now she was standing at the rail of her craft. The
barge continued to drift mnutely in toward shore,

i gnoring the current even though the oars were raised
and idle.

"Be quick, young nan, be quick." There was a hint
of inpatience in her voice.

Deni s, groping al nost sightlessly for his treasure to
hand it over, felt his hand fall first upon Wundheal er.
Sonehow he could identify the Sword fromits first
touch. Humbly he brought it out, sheathed as it was,
and with a kind of genuflection handed it over, hilt-
first, to the goddess. She accepted it, with a sprightly
one- handed gesture that showed how strong her
snoot h young-1 ooki ng arm coul d be.

She held the Sword of Mercy sheathed, and said:
"The other one now. And then | believe thatperhaps-
you wi Il have earned a kiss."

He funbled in the bottom of the canoe again, and
br ought out Doonui ver.

This Sword he held with one hand supporting its
sheat hed bl ade, and the other holding the hilt, and
through the hilt he felt a flow of strange and unfa

mliar power. It gave him a sense of steady certitude.
The sheath seened to fall free of itself, the Sword
was dr awn.

Deni s straightened up, intending to present this
Sword as well to the goddess. But when his eyes fel
on her he was shocked to see that she was changed.

O was the change in himand not in her?

Aphrodite let fall her armthat had been extended to
recei ve the second Sword. She stepped back, her

other hand still holding the sheat hed Sword of Mercy.
Agai n Deni s pondered: Wat does she really | ook
I'ike? But still the noonlight (he thought it was the

moonl i ght) made it quite inpossible to tell
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Certainly nore lovely than any nortal worman coul d
ever be. Yet now, since he had drawn the second
Sword, he thought she was in some way inferior to
even the | east of human nortals. In sone way she

was- unr eal
He realized that he did not want her now.
Power was still flowing fromthe Swordhilt into his

hand. I n sudden curiosity he | ooked at what his
fingers gripped. He saw in nmoonlight, w thout
under st andi ng, the sinple hollow white circle that
mar ked t he bl ack.

Wonder of wonders, the goddess appeared to be
fighting sonme inner struggle with herself.

"G ve ne-"she began to say, in a voice that stil
fought to be commmandi ng. But after those first two
words her voice faltered and her speech broke off.

She sagged back fromthe railing of her barge
(Deni s was shocked to see how gracel ess the
movenent was), and stopped hal f-kneeling on her
silken pillows once nore. The cloud of her noonlit
hair conceal ed her face.

"No," she contradicted herself, speaking nowin
yet another voice, nuch softer. "No, do not give it
to ne now | ama goddess, and | could take it from
you. But | will not."

Denis's armthat held the Sword of Justice fal-
tered, and the bl ade sank down slowy at his side. It
hung in his hand |like a dead weight, though still its
power flowed. He felt an overwhel m ng-pity-for
the goddess, mixed with a slight disgust.

"Do not give it to ne," repeated Aphrodite, in her
soft and newy thoughtful voice. "That woul d cause
harmto you." After a pause she went on, marveling

to herself. "So, this is love. | have al ways wondered,
and never known what it was like. | see it can be ter-
rible.”

She raised her head until her wi de-spaced eyes

were visible under the cloud of noonlit hair. "I see
that your nanme is Denis, ny bel oved. And you

have known a score of wonen before now, and
dreaned of a thousand nore. Yet you have never
really known any of them Nor will you, can you,
ever really know a goddess, | suppose." And Aphro-
dite gave a sigh, her bosom heaving.

Denis could only stand there unconfortably. He
felt nore pity for this lovely wonan than he coul d
bear, and he w shed that she would go away. At the
same tinme he wanted to let go of the Sword in his
right hand; he wanted to throwit in the river. It
seenmed to himthat his |life had been nmuch nore
intense and glorious just a few nonments ago, before
he had drawn Doongi ver. But the Sword woul d not
let himthrowit away just now, any nore than it
woul d al |l ow the goddess to take it from him

"I love you, Denis," the goddess Aphrodite said.

He made an incoherent noise of enbarrassnent,
low down in his throat. As speech, he thought, it

was i nadequate, clunsy, nundane, and nean, |ike
everything el se he did. He did not |ove her, or even
want her. He could not, and he w shed that she
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woul d | eave

She said to himsoftly, "And the bl ade that you
hold there, nmy love, is truly called Doongiver, for |
see now that it truly giveth me ny doom"

"No!" Denis protested, feeling so sorry for her
al ready, not knowi ng just what it was he feared.

"Ah yes. |, who have for ages anused nyself with
the love of men, nust now feel what they have felt.
And, as | love you now, | cannot take Doongiver

fromyou. To rob you of the Sword of Justice now,
my little nortal darling, would do you much harm
As a goddess | can foresee that. But Wund-
healer-it will be better if | take that with ne
now. "
Denis wanted to tell her that he was sorry. The
words stuck in his throat.
"How sweet it would be if you could tell ne
that you | oved nme too. But do not lie." And here

t he goddess extended her armthat still held the
Sword of Love, across the narrow strip of water

that still separated her fromthe island, and with
the sheathed tip of Wundheal er touched Denis

over his heart. "I could . . . but I will not. My ful
enbrace woul d not be good for you-not now, not

yet. Soneday, perhaps. | |ove you, Denis, and for

your sake | must now say farewell."

And the goddess | eaned forward suddenly, and
ki ssed hi mon the cheek

"No . . . no." He stunbled forward, into nud.
Was it only pity that he felt now?

But the nmarvel ous barge was al ready shi mrer-
ing away into the noonlight.
CHAPTER 7

The two riding beasts nust have been well rested
when Mark seized them for they bore their riders

willingly and swiftly on the first |ong stage of the
flight fromVilkata' s encanprment. The young
worman stayed in her saddle firmy, |ike an experi-

enced rider, but instinctively, passively, and with
no apparent understandi ng of what was happeni ng

to her now. Her blue-green eyes stared steadily out
at horror, some horror that was no |longer visible to
Mar k. Her body was thin, alnost emaci ated. Her

face was pal e under its nmask of grinme; her hair, col-
orless with filth, hung long and matted over the
captured cl oak that she clutched about her wth

one hand. Since Mark had pulled her fromthe cage
she had not spoken a single word.

The two of themrode for a long time, side by side,
over roadl ess and gradually rising ground, before
Mark stopped the animals for a rest. He had at | ast
been able to convince hinmself that there was no
pursuit. Phantom echoes of Vilkata's denonic cel e-

bration had persisted in his exhausted m nd and
senses long after the real sounds had faded.
He was living now with ceasel ess pain, and with
the taste and sight and snell of his own blood, for
the oozing fromhis forehead wound woul d not
di m nish. And Mark coul d not shake the feeling that
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there was sonet hing wong now with his own
bl ood, with the way it snelled and tasted, as if the
M ndsword had |l eft a shard of poisoned sunlight
enmbedded in his brain.

Mark di snounted the first time he stopped the
animals. He spoke gently to the young wonan, but
she only continued to sit her nount in silence, star-
ing strai ght ahead, not responding to himat all. He
deci ded not to press the matter of commruni cati on,
as long as she renmi ned docile. The all-inportant
thing was to get farther from Vil kat a.

Presently they were under way again. Now their
course, ainmed directly away from Vil kata' s- canp,
took theminto a range of low hills. Now the

encanpnent, which had still been intermittently
visible in the distance, dropped permanently from
sight. Here in the hills the land still showed devas-

tation wought by the. Dark King's foragers. Soon
the fugitives came to a stream and a thicket that
of fered shelter of a kind. Mark stopped agai n.

This time he enployed gentle force to pry the
young wonan's hands fromthe reins, and to get her
down fromthe saddle. Still half-supported by
Mark's arm she stood beside the aninmal waiting
for whatever m ght happen to her next. Her lips
were cracked, hideously dry. Mark had to | ead her
to the stream and get her to kneel beside it. Stil
she did not appear to realize what was in front of
her. Only after he had given her the first drink from
hi s own cupped hands did she rouse from her trance
enough to bend to the water for herself.

"l can stand," she announced suddenly, in a dis-
used croak of a voice. And stand she did, unaided, a
little taller than before. A nonment |ater, her eyes
for the first time fastened on Mark with full atten-
tion.

In the next instant he was startled to see joyous
recognition surge up in her face. In a much clearer
voi ce, she nurmured, "Rostov . . . how did you ever
manage . . . ?"

The instant after that, she fell unconscious in
Mark's arms.

He caught her as well as he could, and stretched
her out on the grass. Then he sat down, and, hol ding
his own head, tried to think through his pain.

Rost ov was a Tasaval tan nane, borne by the famed
general, and, Mark supposed, by nany others as
well. He was still wearing Sightblinder, and the
young wonan had seen himas sonmeone she knew
and trusted.

Mark |ay down and tried to rest, but his wound
made that practically inpossible. Presently he
deci ded that they might as well go on, if he could
get his conpanion back into the saddl e. She roused
hersel f when he tugged at her, and with his help she
got nounted agai n. Though she appeared now to be
asl eep, with closed eyes, she sat steadily astride the
riding beast, wapped in the cloak of gold and
bl ack. That hateful cloak m ght be a help, thought
Mark, if any of the eneny should see her froma dis-
tance. He hinself was still protected by Sight-
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bl i nder, but his compani on woul d not be.
Still his wound throbbed nercil essly. He was
sure now that the M ndsword nmust have had sone

poi sonous effect, but unless he could find help
sonmewhere there was not hing he could do about it.

He rode on, side by side with his conpanion, Mark
now and then rousing hinself enough to realize

that neither of themwas nore than half conscious.
Gimy he concentrated-whenever he was able to
concentrate-on maintaining a generally uphil
direction; that ought to at |east prevent themfrom
riding in acircle right back to Vilkata and his cap-
tive gods.

They stopped again only when full night cane,
and Mark could no | onger see where they were
going. There was no food. Mark had | ost his bow
sonewhere, after his last arrows were lost, and any-
way he was in no condition to try to hunt. His linbs
felt weak and he was shaking with chill. Wen the
young wonan had di snounted agai n and st ood
beside him he took the cloak off her and cl othed her
in his own long hunter's shirt; he could feel her
body shivering too, with the night's approaching
cold. Then he lay down with her and huddl ed
agai nst her, wapping the cloak around them bot h.

He was too sick to think of wanting anything nore
from her than warnth. Feverishly he kept thinking
that he ought to get up and do sonething to tend

the ani mals, but he could not.

In pain and bl ood, Mark did not so nuch fal
asl eep as | apse into unconsci ousness. He woke up,
hal f delirious, in the mddle of the night. Soneone's
hand had shaken hi m awake.

The young worman, still wearing his shirt, was sit-
ting upright beside him There was firelight, some-
how, on her face, and under the dirt he could see a
new | ook of alert intelligence.

"You are not Rostov. Were did he go?"

She had to repeat the question several tines
before Mark was able to grasp the sense of it. Yes, of
course, she had seen him as soneone el se, when he
had been wearing the Sword. Wen he had been-

H s hand groped at his side, to find that she had
di sarmed him Wakly he nmanaged to raise his
head a little. There was Sightblinder, lying just out
of his reach. He could see it by the light of the small
fire that his conpani on had sonmehow rmanaged to
start.

"I took it away fromyou, you were raving and
t hrashi ng about. \Were is Rostov? Who are you?"

Mark had great difficulty in trying to talk. It
crossed his nmind that he was probably dying. He
could only gesture toward the Sword.

She said, puzzled, "You killed himw th-? But
no, you can't mean that."

"No. No." He had to rest a little, to gather his
strength before he spoke again. Even so the words
woul dn't cone out clearly. " was never here."

The young wonan stared at him Her face was
still haggard and worn and filthy, but inner ener-
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gies were nmaking a powerful effort to revive it.
Now, as if struck by a sudden idea, she turned away
to where the Sword lay, and crouched |ooking at it
carefully. Then she extended one hand, with the
practiced gesture of a sorceress, to touch the hilt.
She froze there in that position, one finger touch-
i ng bl ack.
The grinmy girl was gone, and in her place Mark
saw his nother, Ml a, aged a decade since he had
seen her last, her dark lustrous hair now broadly
streaked with gray. It was Mala who knelt near the
little canpfire hol ding one finger against Sight-
blinder's hilt, wearing not Mark's hunting shirt but

her own peasant's trousers and a patterned bl ouse
that her son could still recognize.

Then the figure of Mark's nother blurred and
shifted, became that of his sister Marian. Marian
was a wonan of nearly thirty now, also altered by
the years that had passed since Mark had seen her
last, on the day that he fled their village.

Marian turned her face to look directly at him
and now in her place Mark beheld a plunp girl of
the Red Temple, a girl he had encountered once,
casual | y enbraced, and then, sonehow, never
afterward forgotten. The Red Tenple girl turned
her body nore fully toward Mark, letting go the
Swor d.

It was the young woman he had rescued from
Vil kata's canp, her hair matted, her |ean body clad
in his dirty, tattered hunting shirt, who approached
Mar k and bent over hi m again. Above her head,
above the firelight, massed clouds of stars nmamde a

great arc.
She drew a deep breath. "I should have realized
whi ch Sword that was. Though | have never seen
one of thembefore . . . but now!| amfully awake,
hope. | begin to understand. My nane is Kristin.
Who are you?"
"Mark. "

"Well, Mark." She touched his wounded head, so
gently that it barely added to the pain. Wen he
wi nced she quickly w thdrew her hand again. "Was
it you who came into-that place-with Sight-
bl i nder, and got ne out?"

He managed a nod.

"And did you conme al one? Yes, you nod agai n.
Way? But never nmind that now. | will never forget
what you have done for nme. You saved ny life, and
more . . . have we any water?"

Then she was quick to answer her own question,
| ooki ng and finding Mark's water bottle. She gave
hima drink, first, then took a mouthful for herself.
"Ah," she said, and rel axed.

But only for a nonment. "Are you expecting to
nmeet hel p, here, anywhere nearby? . . . No." Again
she stretched forth a gentle hand, that this tine
touched hi m pai nl essly and soothed his face.

"Whom do you serve?"
"Sir Andrew. "
"Ah. A good man, fromall |'ve ever heard about
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him W in Tasavalta honor him though we don't
know . . . but never mnd. | nust try to do sone-
thing for that cut on your forehead."

Kristin closed her eyes, and nuttered spells, and
Mark could feel a shivery tugging at the wound, a
quasi materi al endeavor to pull out the knife of
pain. But then the knife canme back, tw sting nore
fiercely than before, and he cried out.

"At | east the bl eeding has stopped,” Kristin nut-
tered, with heartlessly reassuring calm "But
there's nore wong. | can do little for you here."

She glanced up for a nonent at the stars, evidently
trying to judge her position or the tinme or both.
"Have we any food?"

No.

She began to nove around, |ooking for some-
thing. She was inspecting sone of the nearby plants
when Mark | ost consci ousness agai n.

When he awoke again it was still night. He was
shivering violently, though he al one was now
wrapped twice round in the cloak of black and gol d.
Hi s head was supported gently in the warnth of

Kristin's lap, and. her warm magical fingers were
trying to soothe his head.

But he hardly noticed any of that. Sonething
that seemed nore nonentous was happening al so
The tall circle of the gods had forned around them
both. Once before, when he was a boy in danger of
freezing to death in the high Ludus Muntains, he
had seen the gods, or dreant them surrounding
himin such a way. He tried nowto call Kristin's
attention to the ring of observing deities, but she
was busy with her own efforts, her own spells. She
rai sed her head once to | ook, and nurnured sone
agreenent, and then went back to trying to soothe
and, heal him

He could tell she was not really aware of the sur-
roundi ng presences. But he knew that they were
there. And, just as on that other night when he had
seen themin a ring about his lonely fire, they were
argui ng about him Tonight what they were saying
was even less clear than it had been then, nor were
the faces of the gods as clearly visible tonight.

Eventual | y the vision passed.

Kristin's voice had a different tone now, nmur-
muring real words, not incantations. It sounded as
if she were angry with him "I amnot going to |et
you die, do you hear ne? | will not let you die." She
rai sed her head. "This nmuch | can do agai nst you,
Dark One, for what you did to nme. Damm you, | wll
not |let you have this man!"

And back to Mark: "You saved ny life . . . saved
more than that . . . and | am not going to surrender
yours to them Poisoned wound or not, you'll Ilive. |

promi se you.

The ni ght passed for himin periods of uncon-
sciousness, in visions and intervals of lucidity, in a
struggle to breathe that at |ast he seened to have
won.

In the nmorning they noved on. There was nho
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wat er where they had spent the night, and they

were still unconfortably close to Vilkata's arny.
Mow it was Mark who needed help to get aboard his
riding beast, and Kristin who | ed his animal as they
travel ed, and she who chose the route, and sone-
times kept himfromfalling out of the saddle in his
weakness. He endured the day. He chewed on roots

and berries when she put theminto his nouth.

Agai n he experienced difficulty in breathing. But he
stayed alive, supported by his own grimwll and
Kristin's magic.

Anot her ni ght passed, much |ike the one before,
and another day of traveling nmuch like the |ast.

After that day Mark |lost count. His whole |ife had
vani shed into this hideous trek, it seened, and
often now he no | onger cared whether he lived or
not .

At night, every night, his fever rose, and sone-
times the gods regathered round Kristin's nagica
little fire to taunt himand to argue anong t hem
sel ves. Each dawn Mark awoke to see them gone,
and Kristin slunped beside himin an exhausted
sl eep.

A night canme when his chills were nore violent
than ever. Kristin bundl ed herself with himinside
the cl oak. She slept, he thought, while the usua
parade of deities wal ked through his fevered m nd.

He awoke again at dawn, his mind feeling clearer,
and told hinself he had survived another night.

And then he got a sharp shock, jolting his mnd
into greater clarity. This norning not all the deities
were gone. A woman, statuesque, magnificent, as

real as any worman he had ever seen, stood across
the ashes of the fire, holding in her strong right arm
a Sword.

The goddess was | ooki ng down at Kristin, who
was asleep sitting beside Mark, the hunting shirt
hal f open at her breast.

"I am Aphrodite," the goddess said to Mark. "I
was called; | had to conme to you, and now | see
must do sonething. How sweet, the nortal child, to
gi ve you everything. She is restoring your life to

you, and giving you her entire life as well in the
process, and | hope you appreciate it. But nen
never do, | suppose."

Mark said, "I understand."

"Do you? No, you don't. You really don't. But
per haps one day you will."

And the goddess approached the two of them
with long unhurried steps, neanwhile raising the
Sword in her right hand. Mark, alarmed, sat bolt
upright. Before he could do nore, the Sword in
Aphrodite's hand was thrusting straight for Kris-
tin's sleeping back.

The Sword in its swi ft passage made a sound |ike
a gasp of human breath. Mark saw the wi de, bright
steel vanish into Kristin's back and enmerge quite
bl oodl essly between her breasts, to plunge straight
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on into his own heart as he sat beside her. He cried
out once, with a pang nore intense than that of any
wound that he had ever felt, and then he fell back
dead.

But then he realized that he was only dream ng
he was dead.

Actual ly, he thought now, he was waking up

He was |lying on his back, that nuch was real and
certain. And the endl ess pain in his head was gone
at last. It was too much trouble, his eyelids were
much too heavy, to try to open his eyes to discover if
he was asl eep or dead.

Wth a sigh of contentment, know ng the inex-
pressible confort of pain's cessation, he shifted his
position slightly, and quickly fell into a natura
sl eep.

When Mark awoke again, he thought that day-
light was fading. Had it really been dawn before,
when t he goddess and her Sword appeared? That
m ght have been a dream But this, Kristin and
hinsel f, was real. The hunting shirt was cast aside
now, but she was here, inside the cloak that
enf ol ded both of them

It was as if her blood flowed now in his veins, giv-
ing healing, and his blood crossed into her body too,
giving and receiving life.

Into her body. His own life flowing ....

It was norning agai n when he awoke, gently but
at last conmpletely, at first accepting w thout won-
der the pressure of the warm snooth body beside
his own. Then he began to renenber things, and
wonder rapidly unfol ded.

In an instant he was sitting upright, raising both
hands to his head. He was still caked with old, dried
bl ood and dirtier even than he renmenbered, and he
felt thirsty and ravenously hungry, but the pain and
fever were entirely gone. Kristin, as grinmy and
wor n-1 ooking as he felt, but alive and safe and
warm was snuggl ed naked beside himin an
exhaust ed sl eep

The sun was about an hour high. Nearby were the
ashes of a long-dead fire. They were canped in a
grove, with running water rmurmuring sonewhere

just out of sight. Mark could not recognize the place
at all or remenber their arriving at it.

Alittle distance away stood the two riding beasts,
| ooki ng | ean and hard-used, but at the nonent con-
tentedly munchi ng grass. Soneone had taken off
their saddles and tethered them for grazing.

Mar k stood up, the cape of black and gold that
had been his only cover falling back. Again he
raised a hand to his forehead. He dared to probe
more firmy with a finger. There was no | onger any
trace of a wound, except for the dried bl ood.

Kristin stirred at his feet, and he | ooked down
and saw that his novenent had awakened her; her
eyes were open, marveling at him

"You have been healed," she said. It was as if she
had been hal f-expecting such an outcone, but stil
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it surprised and al nost frightened her

"Yes." He was al nost frightened hinself, at his
own suddenly restored well-being. He was al npost
reluctant to nove, afraid to break the healing spell.
"You did it for nme."

"Mark." It was as if she were trying out the
name, speaking it for the first tinme. Then she asked
a question that to Mark, at the nonment, did not
seemin the least incongruous: "Do you | ove nme?"

"Yes." He gave his reply at once, gravely certain
wi t hout having to think about it. But then he seri-
ously considered the question and his answer. He
knelt beside Kristin, and | ooked at her and touched
her with awe, as if she herself were the great, true
gquestion that required his best reply.

"Yes," he repeated. "I |love you nore, | think
than ny owmn life-if this that has happened to us
conmes from sonme enchantnment, still it is so."

"I love you nore than life," she said, and took his
hand and kissed it, then held it to her breast. "I
thought..."

, . What 2

She shook her head, as if disnissing sonething, and
then sat up beside him "I feared that my enchant nent
woul d not save you-though it was the best that | could
do. | thought we were both |ost."

They stared at each other. Mark broke the short
silence. "I dreanmed that Aphrodite was here with us.

Kristin for some reason thought it necessary to
consider this statement very solemly. It struck Mark
that they were gazing at each other like two children,

j ust beginning to discover things about the world, and
bot h gravely shocked at what they | earned. He had

t hought he knew sonething of the world before now,

but evidently there was still nuch he did not know.

Then what Kristin was saying seized his full
attention. "l dreaned, too, that she was here. And
that she was about to kill both of us, with one of the
Swor ds. "

Mark stared at her. Then he junped up out of the
nest again, naked in the norning's chill, and went
scranbling about to find Sightblinder. The Sword | ay
nearby, in plain view In a nonent he had it in his
hands.

And froze, staring at the hilt. The little white synbol
was not an eye. It was an open hurman hand.

Kristin was beside him |eaning on his shoulder-in a
certain way it was as trusting and intimte a contact
as any that had gone before. She whispered: "That's
Wyundheal er, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"She's left it with us."”
"And taken Sightblinder in exchange." They stared
at each other in wonder, in sonething |ike panic. He
began a frantic search of the nearby area, but the
Sword of Stealth was gone. It was an al arm ng
t hought that Wyundheal er was going to be useless if
Vil kata's troops encountered them
Kristin was already pulling Mark's deteriorated shirt
on over her head. The garnment was dirtier than she
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was, and begi nning to show holes. "W've got to get
moving. All thanks to Aphrodite, but she's taken our
protection with her."

Al'l the dressing and packing they could do took only
monents. And nonents after that they had got the
animal s ready and were on their way.

Kristin indicated a course. "Tasavalta lies in this
direction. W'll keep our eyes open as we go, and find
some fruit. |'ve been able to gather enough food here
and there to keep us going so far."

The country around themand its vegetati on were
changi ng as they progressed. The season was
advancing too, more wild fruits conming into ripeness.
Kristin appeared expert on the subject of what parts
of what plants could be eaten; she had nore lore in
that subject than Mark did, particularly here close to
her honel and. He commented on the fact, while
marveling silently to hinmself that it had taken him so
long to realize how beautiful she was.

"l have been trained in the white magic. Sorcery
and enchantment were to have been ny life."

"Were to have been?"

"l have made a different disposition of ny life now"
And suddenly she rode cl ose beside him very
close, and | eaned sideways in her saddle to kiss him
fiercely.

He said, "You were a virgin, before |ast night-
yes, you were to have been consecrated to the white
magi ¢, weren't you? Or to Ardneh.”

Her expression told himthat was so.

"l begin to understand. You have given ne what
was to have gone to Ardneh." Conprehension grew
in himslowy. "That was why, how, Aphrodite
cane to heal ne. You summoned her."

"CGoddesses go where they will. | could only try.
What el se could I do? | discovered that | |oved
you. "

Mark put his armaround her as they rode side by
side. The enbrace at first was only tender. But soon
tenderness grew violent in its own way. They
stopped the animals beside a thicket and dis-
nmount ed.

When, after some little time, they were riding on
again, solemity had given way to silliness; again
and again they had to reprove thensel ves for not
wat chi ng what they were about, warn thensel ves
to stay alert. Love had granted a feeling of invulner-
ability.

At about midday they came to a decent stream
By now they had got pretty well beyond the worst
damage done by Vilkata's foragers, though the
countryside was still deserted, the visible houses
abandoned as far as coul d be seen in passing.

The stream of clean, swift water, was a marvel
and washing at this stage al nbost as great a relief as
being able to drink their fill. Kristin's hair energed
fromthe worst of its covering of grine to revea
itself as naturally fair. Watever col or had

appeared woul d have been, in Mark's eyes, the only
perfect one.
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Bat hi ng together soon led to other activities, self-
limting in duration; there was presently a pause
for nmore varied conversation.
Mar k asked her, "How did you cone to be a pris-
oner there?"
Kristin's blue-green eyes | ooked off into the dis-
tance. "A group of us were traveling, through
country we thought was reasonably safe." She
shrugged. "W were attacked by a patrol of the
Dark King's army. Wat happened to the others in
our party | do not know, | suppose they were all
killed. The eneny had a magician with them W
had a contest, naturally, and he proved too strong
for me. Except that | was able to-to hide nyself, in
a fashion. | knew little of what was happening to
me, and nmy captors were able to tell little about
me. They brought me back to their main encanp-
ment. What woul d have happened to nme next-"
Mark put out a hand. "It won't happen now.
You're safe."
"Thanks to you. But how did you cone to be
t here?"
He explained his mission in broad terms, first as
a di plomatic nmessenger for Sir Andrew, then on his
own after his strange encounter with Draffut. That
was a well-nigh incredible tale, he realized, but
Kristin watched himclosely as he spoke and he
t hought that she believed him |f she had ever heard
of Mark, the despoiler of the Blue Tenple, she did
not appear to connect that person with the nman
before her. He sonetinmes thought, hearing his own
nane in. the song of sone passing stranger, that he
was fanpbus. But actually the name was conmon
enough. And fortunately for his chances of avoiding
the Blue Tenple assassins, his face was not fanous
at all.
Before they left the stream he tried to study his
own face in the quietest avail able pool. "How do |
| ook?" Hi's fingers searched his forehead.
"There's a scar. No nore than that. A sinple
scar, you'll still be handsone." She kissed it for
hi m
He sat back. "So, as you see, | was on ny way to
Tasaval ta anyway. As a courier."
"How conveni ent." She ki ssed hi m again.
"Yes. What is the Princess |ike?"
"A few years, older than | am" Kristin paused. "I
can hardly claimto know her."
"l suppose not. We'd better get noving."
They were dressed, in washed garnents, and
packed and back on their aninals headi ng east,
before Mark resumed the conversation. "I don't
know Tasaval tan custons at all well. Should | be
aski ng you who your parents are? | nean, what is
the customary way of taking a wife in your |and?
Wio el se nust | talk to about it, if anyone?"
"My parents are both dead."

"Sorry."
"I't was long ago. Yes, there will be people we
have to see. A d Karel first, | suppose. He's ny

uncle, and also ny teacher in magic. A rather well-
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known wi zard. You may have heard of hin?"
"No. But |'ve known other magicians, they don't
frighten me especially. W'll see your Uncle Karel
by the way, will you marry nme?"
Kristin appeared vaguely di sappoi nted. "You
know I will. But I amglad you thought to ask."

"Ah yes." And again there was an interval in
whi ch no thoughtful planning could be accom
pl i shed.
The interval over, Mark said, "I gather you're not

exactly | ooking forward to seeing your old uncle.
He was intent on consecrating you as a sorceress, is

that it?"

"Partly."

He felt sonewhat relieved; he could have imag-
ined worse. "Well, not all the wonen who are good
at magic are virgins, | can assure you of that." He
paused. "I nean..."

They cautiously approached and entered a
deserted house, and then another, and hel ped them
selves to a fewitens of clothing the inhabitants had
not bothered to take with them when they fl ed.

Mar k wonder ed whether to | eave paynent, and

deci ded not-the arrival of Vilkata's |ooters seened
likely to occur before the return of the proper own-
ers. Feeling a shade nore civilized, they rode on

It struck Mark that Kristin was resisting nmaking
plans for their own future. She loved him they were
going to marry, that nmuch was certain between
them But she was reluctant to go into details at all
A sense of nystery, of sonething wthheld, per-
sisted. Mark put it down to exhaustion. Though
Wundheal er had restored them marvel ously, stil
the journey was hard and their food neagre.

Yet it was happy, despite continued difficulties
and periods of fear. And as they left the last fringes
of the area already devastated by Vilkata's arny,
their own foragi ng becane correspondi ngly easier
Farms and houses were even fewer now, this was a
region sparsely inhabited in the best of tines.

Mark tried to count up the days of their journey.
Wat chi ng the phases of the Moon, he decided it was
now al nost a nmonth since he-had approached and
entered Vilkata's canp.

At |ast there cane the day when they rode into
sight of a banner of blue and green, raised on a tal
rustic pole. The Tasavaltan fl agpol e stood atop a
crag that overl ooked the road, just where the road
entered the first pass of nountain foothills. Kristin
shed tears at sight of the flag; Mark had to | ook at
her closely to be sure that they were tears of joy.

She assured Mark that what he had been told of
Tasavalta was correct, that although it was not a
huge land it was certainly spectacular. In any event
he coul d now begin to see that for hinmself. Kristin
expl ai ned the topography in a general way: there
were two main nmountain ranges, one right al ong
the coastline to the east, the other a few kil onmeters
inland, just inside the first long line of sheltered
val | eys. Both these ranges were really southern
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ext ensi ons of the Ludus Muntains, now many
kil ometers to the north.

"I grew up in sight of the Ludus," Mrk said.
"W could see themon a clear day, anyway, from
hone. "

Despite the southern | atitude they had now
reached, here in late sumer there were still traces
of ice and snow visible upon the highest Tasaval tan
peaks ahead. The coast was deeply cut with fjords
here, and cold ocean currents kept this al nost
tropic land in a state of perpetual spring.

Mark and Kristin pushed on, urging their tired
riding beasts past that first frontier marking. Mark
kept glancing at his conpanion. She was nore
often silent now, and | ooked nore worried the far-
ther they went.

He asked Kristin suddenly, "Still worried about
what your teacher in the white arts is going to
say?"
"That's not it. O not altogether."
Still the secrecy, and it annoyed him "What,
t hen?"

But she woul d not give himwhat he considered a
strai ght answer, and his annoyance grew. Sone-
thing about her family, he supposed. \Wat they
were going to say when she brought hone an
al nost penniless foreign soldier as a prospective
husband. Mark was sure by now that Kristin's fam
ily were no peasants. Wll, the two of them had
been traveling al one together for a nonth. If her
people were |ike nost of the well-to-do fanmilies that
Mar k had known, that would be a powerful induce-
ment for themto give their consent. In any case he
was going to marry her, he would entertain no
doubt of that, and he kept reassuring hinself that
she showed no hesitation on that point either

She m ght, he sonetines thought, be with-
hol di ng i nformati on about sone conplication or
obstacle. If she feared he night be influenced by
anything like that-well, she didn't yet know him
as well as she was going to.

Once they had passed that first flagpole marking
the frontier, the road inmediately inmproved. It also
began a steeper clinb, sonetinmes requiring |ong
wi ndi ng swi tchbacks. For the first tinme on this
journey Mark could glinpse the sea, chewing at the
feet of the coastal nountains. It was deep blue in
the di stance, then the color of Kristin's eyes, then as
it net land frothed into white. Now, on either side
of the road, there were neadows, presently being
harvested of hay by industrious-I|ooki ng peasants
who were not shy about exchangi ng waves at a dis-
tance with shabbily dressed wayfaring strangers.

The lifesaving cloak of Vilkata's colors had | ong
since been rolled up into a tight black bundle and
| odged behi nd Mark's saddl e.

Now Kristin pointed ahead, to where the sun-
spark of a heliograph could be seen w nking inter-
mttently fromthe top of a small mountain. "That
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may be sone nessage about us. In tinmes |like these,
the | ookouts tend to take notice of every traveler."

"Do you know the code?"

"Yes-but that's not ained in our direction. |
can't see enough of it to read."

Now-oddly as it appeared to Mark-Kristin's
worry had been replaced by a kind of gaiety. As if
what ever had been worryi ng her had happened
now, and all that mattered after that was to make
the best of life, nonment by nonment. Now she was
able to relax and enjoy her honeconing, |ike any
ot her rescued prisoner.

He took what he saw as an opportunity to try to
talk seriously to her again. "You're going to marry
me, and right away, no matter what you fanmily or
anyone el se says about it." He stated it as firmy as
he coul d.

"Yes, oh darling, yes. | certainly am" And
Kristin was every bit as positive as he was about it.
But he could see now that her sadness, though it
had been conquered, was not entirely gone.

Thi ngs of very great inportance to her-what-
ever all the inplications night be exactly-had
been set aside, because it was nore inportant to
Kristin that she marry him ©Mrk made, not for the

first tine on this journey, a silent vow to see that
she never regretted that decision

He was cheered to see that happi ness increas-
i ngly dom nated her nood as they went on. She was
com ng hone, she was going to see a fanm ly and
friends who nmust at the very | east be badly worried
about her now, who m ght very possibly have given
her up for dead.

The road, now well paved, rounded a shoul der of
the sane small nountain upon whose peak they
had seen the heliograph. Then it pronptly turned
into a cobbl estone street, as the travelers found
thensel ves entering the first village of Tasavalta. It
was, Mark decided, really a snmall town. He won-
dered what it was called. Not far ahead on the right

was a small, clean-looking inn, and he suggested
that they stop. He had a little noney with himstill,
carried in an inner pocket. "If they will let us in; we

do | ook somewhat ragged." Their scavengi ng
t hrough deserted houses had added to their ward-
robe, but only doubtfully inmproved its quality.

"All right. W can stop anywhere. It nmakes little
difference now." Kristin |ooked himsquarely in the
eye, and added warmy: "I |ove you."

It was sonmething they said to each other, in end-
| ess variations, a hundred times a day. Wy shoul d

the effect, this tinme, be alnost chilling, as if she
were telling him goodbye
"And | love you,',' he answered softly.

She turned her head away fromhim to | ook
toward the inn, and something in her aspect froze.
Mark foll owed her gaze. Now they were cl ose
enough to the inn for himto see the white ribbon of
mour ni ng that was stretched above the door. And
there was another white ribbon, now that he | ooked
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for it, wapped round the arch of the gate |eading
into the inn's courtyard fromthe street.

He said to Kristin: "Soneone in the innkeeper's
famly. "

She had turned in her saddl e again, and was | ook-
ing wordl essly up and down the street. Now that

they were closer to the other doors and gateways

they could see the white bands plainly, everywhere.

In this town the badge of nourning appeared to be

uni ver sal

"What is it, then?" The words burst from
Kristin in a scream a sound that Mark had never
heard from her before. He stared at her. They had
stopped, just outside the open gateway of the
courtyard of the inn.

In response to the outcry an old worman in an
apron, the innkeeper's wife by the | ook of her,
appeared just inside the yard. In a cracked voice she
adnmoni shed, "Where' ve you been, young wonan,
that you don't know"

At that point the old woman hal ted suddenly. Her
face paled as she stared at Kristin, and she seened
to stunble, al nbst going down on one knee. But
Kristin, who had al ready disnounted, caught her
by the arnms and held her up

And shook her, fiercely. "Tell nme, old one, tell ne,
who is the nourning for?"

The eyes of the innkeeper's wife were pale and
hopel ess. "My lady, it's for the Princess. . . Princess
Rimac . . . has been killed."

Again Kristin let out a scream this one short and
wor dl ess. Mark had heard anot her woman scream
just that way as she fell in battle. Kristin swayed
but she did not fall

He junped off his own nount and went to her
and held her. "Wat is it?"

She clung to himas if an ocean wave were tug-
ging at her, sweeping her away: For just a nonent
her eyes, flashing with nystery and fright, |ooked
directly into his. "My sister. . ."

She tried to add nore words to those two. But
Mark heard hardly any of them He retreated, one
backward step after another in the direction of the
inn, until directly behind himthere was an old
bench, that stood close by the white-ribboned door-
way. He sat down on the bench, in the partial shade
of an old tree, |leaning his back against the inn's
whi t ewashed wall. Already half a dozen nore
t ownspeopl e had appeared from sonewhere, to
make a little knot around Kristin and the old
worman in the courtyard, and even as Mark wat ched
anot her half dozen came runni ng. They were
kneeling to Kristin, seizing her hands and ki ssing
them calling her Princess. Someone |eaped on the
back of a fresh riding beast in the courtyard and
went poundi ng away down the street, hooves
echoing for what seened like a long tine on distant
cobbl est ones.

Mark remai ned sitting where he was, on the
shaded bench near the worn doorway, while people
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rushed in and out ignoring him Now and again
through the press of bodies his eyes net Kristin's
for a nonent. The Sword of Love in its sheath

wei ghed heavily at his side.

Anong the other things that people were shout-
ing at her were explanations: how Princess R nmac
had ridden out carel essly as was her habit; how
there had been a sudden, unexpected attack by one
of the Dark King's raiding parties; how now there
was goi ng to be war

The crowd grew rapidly, and Mark's glinpses of
Kristin becane | ess frequent. At one point dozens of
eyes suddenly turned his way, and there was a sud-
den, conparatively mnor fuss that centered about
hi m she nust have said sonething that identified
hi m as her rescuer. People thronged about him
Men with an attitude between tinmdity and bra-
vado beat himon the back in congratul ation, and
tried to press filled beer nugs into his hand.

Wmen asked himif he were hungry, and woul d not
hear anything he answered them and brought him
cake. Grls threw their tender arms about his neck
and kissed him nore girls and young wonen

kissing himnow in a few nonents than had even

| ooked at himfor a long time. One girl, pressed
agai nst himby the crowd, took his hand and
crushed it against her breast. By now he had | ost
sight of Kristin entirely, and if it were not for the
continuing crowd he woul d have thought that she
had |l eft the courtyard

There was the sound of many riding beasts out in
the street. Now the crowd, filling the gateway,
bl ocking Mark's view of the street, had a grow ng
new conponent. Sol diers, uniforned in green and
bl ue. Mark supposed that the heliograph had been
busy.

Soneone near himsaid: "General." Mark recog-
ni zed Rostov at once, having heard hi mdescri bed
so often, though he had never seen the man before.

Round one thick armin its blue-green sl eeve,
Rostov |ike the other soldiers was wearing a band of
mour ni ng white. There was one decoration on his
barrel chest-Mark had no idea of what it repre-

sented. The General was as tall as Mark, and gave
Mark the inpression of being stronger, though he
was twi ce Mark's age. Rostov's -curly black hair
was heavily seasoned with gray, and his black face
mar ked on the right cheek by an old sword-slash. A
gray beard that |ooked like steel fiber raggedly
trimred sprouted from cheeks and chin. H s facial
expressi on, thought Mark, would have been quite
hard enough even wi thout a steel beard.

Kristin was now com ng through the crowd, and
Mark fromonly two yards away saw how t he Gen-
eral greeted her. He did not kneel -that appeared
to be quite optional for anyone-but his eyes lit up
with relief and joy, and he bowed and ki ssed her
hand fervently.

She clung to his hand with both of hers. "Rostov,
they tell me that Parlianent has been divi ded over
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the succession? That they have nearly cone to
bl ows?"

"They have cone very nearly to civil war, High-
ness." The General's voice was suitably gravelly
and deep. "But, thank the gods, all that is over now.
Al factions can agree on you. It was only the

t hought that you were missing, too . . . thank all the
gods you're here."
"I amhere. And well." And at |ast her eyes

turned in Mark's direction.

Now Mark and Rostov were being introduced.
The General glowered at him Mark thought; that
was the way of generals everywhere, he had
observed, when | ooking at soneone of insignifi-

cance who had got in the way. Still Rostov was
qui ck to express his own and his arny's fornal
t hanks.

A hundred peopl e were speaki ng now, but one
soft voice at Mark's el bow caught his full attention
It was a woman's, and it said: "They told ne that
your nanme was Mark. And so | hurried here to see."

Mar k recogni zed his nother's voice, before he
turned to see her face.

CHAPTER 8

The scar on Denis's arm the last trace of the
wound t hat had been heal ed by the Sword of Mercy,
| ooked faint and old already. He thought that the
second touch of Wwundheal er in the hand of Aphro-
dite had reached his heart, for there were tines
when he had the feeling of scar tissue formng there

as well. The vision of the goddess as she had;
appeared to himat night on the river-island was
with himstill. He still felt pity for her whenever he

t hought of what had happened; and then, each
time, fear at what mght happen to a nan who
dared feel pity for divinity.

Hi s enotions whi psawn by his encounter with
Aphrodite, Denis sonetines felt as if years had
passed in the few days since his departure from
Tashigang. In the days that followed, he went on
paddl i ng his canoe into the north and east. He
toyed no nore with the idea of absconding with the
remai ning Sword; he was still in awe and shock
fromthat denonstration of its powers, and he
want ed nothing but to be honorably and safely rid
of it.

Wth that objective in mnd, he tried his best to
keep his attention concentrated upon practica
affairs. It was necessary now to watch for a second
set of landmarks, these to tell himwhere to | eave
this river and nmake the small necessary portage.
The markers were specially blazed trees, in the
m dst of a considerable forest through which the
little river now ran. Denis paddl ed upstream
through the forest for a full day, |ooking for them
The stream he was now fol |l owi ng grew ever
younger and snaller and nore lively as he got fur-
ther fromthe Corgo, and was here overhung from
bot h banks by great branches.
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On the night that Denis | eft Tashi gang, Ben had
told himthat if he saw any wil d-|ooking people
after he had conme this far, they were probably Sir
Andrew s. The Kind Knight's fol k woul d escort a
courier the rest of the way, or at |east put himon
the right track, once he had convinced them he was
bona fide .

and the Goddess of Love had told him Denis,
that she loved him Even in the mdst of trying to
make pl ans he kept coning back to that, coming
back to it in a glow of secret and guilty pride, guilty
because he knew that it was undeserved. Was ever
nmortal man so bl essed?

Much good had such a bl essing done him Pride
came only fitfully. In general he felt scarred and
nunb.

He did manage to keep his nind on the job, and
spot his required |l andnmarks. The bl azed trees were
not very conspicuous, and it was a good thing that
he had been keeping an alert eye open. Once he had

found the proper place, he had to beach his canoe
on the right bank, then drag it through a trackless
thicket-this route was apparently not rmnuch

used-and next up a clear slope, over ground fortu-
nately too soft to damage the canoe. This brought
himinto a | ow pass | eading through a line of hills
that the stream had now been paralleling for some
time.

After dragging his canoe for half a kil oneter,
lifting and carrying it when absol utely necessary,
Deni s reached the maxi mum slight el evation
af forded by the pass. Fromthis vantage point he
coul d | ook ahead, over the treetops of another for-
est, and see in the distance the begi nnings of the
Great Swanp, different kinds of trees rearing up
out of an om nous flatness. During the last four
years that largely uncharted norass had swal | owed
up the larger portions of a couple of small arm es,
to the great disconfiture of the Dark King and the
Silver Queen respectively. And neither nonarch
was any cl oser now than four years ago to their goa
of slaughtering Sir Andrew and the inpertinent
fugitives of his own small nilitary force

The streamthat Denis had to find now was not
hard to locate. It was running in the only pl ace
nearby that it very well could run, just beyond the
line of hills in the bottom of the adjoining gentle
valley. After resting alittle while on its bank, he
| aunched his canoe again, and resumed paddling,
once nore going upstream In this waterway the
current was slower, and Denis nade correspond-
ingly better tine. But this was a nore w nding
stream taking himback and forth on wi de curves
through the forest; he was going to have to paddl e
farther just to get fromhere to there.

Deni s spent an entire day paddling up this
stream before he was chal |l enged. This happened at
just about the point where he could see that he was
entering sone portion of the Geat Swanp itself.

Hi s chall engers were three in nunber, a man and
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two wonen, one of them standing on each bank of
the narrow stream and one on an over hangi ng
bough. All three | ooked quite tough and capabl e.
Thei r weapons di d not nenace but they were cer-
tainly held ready. Against this display Denis lifted
his own hands, enpty, in a sign of peace.

He said, "I need to see Sir Andrew, as quickly as
can. | come froma man named Ben, and | have here
a cargo that Sir Andrew needs."

The t hree who had stopped hi m spoke quickly
among t hensel ves, and two of them pronptly
becane Denis's escort. They nade no conment on
the fact of his enpty-I|ooking boat, as contrasted
with his claimof valuable cargo.. They did take
fromhimhis only visible weapon, a short knife.
Then the nan got into the rear seat of Denis's
canoe, and took over the paddling, while one of the
worren oared another snall craft along behind. As
they glided deeper into the swanp, under the
twisted |inmbs of giant trees festooned with exotic
parasite-plants, Denis saw a snall|l arboreal crea-
ture, of a type strange to him headed in the sane
direction. It was brachiating itself along through
the upper branches at a pace that soon overtook
and passed the boats. He surmised it was sone spe-
cies of half-intelligent nessenger

Presently, after about a kilonmeter of paddling,
Deni s was delivered to a canoufl aged conmand
post, a half-walled structure nade of |ogs and shirt-
sized tree fronds, where he repeated his terse

message to an officer. Again he was sent on, deeper
into the swanp, this time with a different and
| arger escort.

This leg of the escorted journey took |onger. It
occupied a fair portion of the remaining daylight
hours, and ended with Denis's canoe groundi ng on
the shore of what appeared to be a sizable island of
firmland that reared up out of the swanp. There
were people on this island already. He estimated a
score of themor nore, many of them conspi cuously
wearing Sir Andrew s orange and black. A fewtents
had been set up, but the place did not have the worn
| ook of a permanent encanpnent.

The peopl e who were already gathered here
appeared to be waiting for something. They were
not, as it turned out, anticipating Denis's arrival,
which in itself did not cause nmuch of a stir. His
canoe was beached for him and he was at once con-
ducted a short distance inland, toward one particu-
| ar knot of people who were engaged in sone
serious discussion. Taking the chance to | ook about
himfromthe slightly higher vantage point of this
firmground, Denis realized that this was no true
island at all, or else it was a nmuch larger island
than he had first assumed. From here he could see a
doubl e track, what |ooked like a regular road,

t hough a poor one, approaching through the trees
to end in the small clearing where the knot of peo-
pl e were conversi ng.

The focus of that group's attention was one man,

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sab...%20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200f%20Swords.txt (88 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:42 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

heavily built, gray-haired, and wearing cl othing
that m ght once have been fine. This nan was
standing with his back to Denis, but the black hilt
of a Sword visible at his side convinced Denis that
this must be Sir Andrew hinmsel f, who was known to
hol d Shi el dbr eaker.

Sir Andrew turned. The face of the man known as
the Kind Kni ght showed nore age than his strong
body did. He was holding a book in his |eft hand,
and had been gesturing with it to make some point,
when Denis's arrival interrupted the discussion

Standing at Sir Andrew s right hand was a
worman, not young but certainly still attractive.

There was nmuch gray now in the lady's black hair,
but Denis thought that in youth her face nust have
been extrenely beautiful. He had no idea what her
nane mght be, but at first glance he was certain
she was a sorceress. Certain details of her dress
gave that indication, but the inpression was cre-
ated chiefly by an inpal pabl e sense of nagi c that
hung about her. Denis could feel that magical aura,
and he did not consider hinself a sensitive.

Two pairs of brown eyes, the |ady's younger and
qui cker than Sir Andrew s, studied the new arrival
Nanmes were formally exchanged

"And where," asked the Knight then, in his slow,
strong voice, "is this cargo that you say you have
for me?"

"In the canoe, sir. There's a false bottom"

"And what is the cargo? Speak freely, | have no
secrets fromany here."

Deni s gl anced around. "A Sword, sir. One of the
famous Twel ve, | nmean. Sent fromthe nman called
Ben, in Tashigang. There were two Swords, but-
sonet hi ng happened to ne on the way."

"I can see that," the enchantress nurnured. Her
eyes were narrowed as she studied Denis. "Show
me this remaining Sword. "

They nmoved quickly to the waiting beached

canoe. At Denis's direction the concealing board

was pried up once nore. Danme Yol di, the graying
sorceress, supervised this operation carefully, and
gave the exposed cargo a cl ose inspection before she
woul d allow Sir Andrew to approach it.

She al so questioned Denis first. "You say that
two Swords were sent, and one | ost on the way?"

"Yes Ma'am " Denis related in barest outline,
and not dwelling on his own feelings, what had hap-
pened between him and the goddess. He heard a
sni cker or two, and scoffing noises, in the back-
ground. But he thought the | ady perhaps believed
him At |east she stepped back to let Sir Andrew
approach the canoe.

The Knight's right hand plucked Doonyi ver
fromthe secret conpartnment, and held it, stil
sheat hed, al oft. There was a general nurnur, of
appreciation this time, not scoffing.

"Do you feel anything fromthe two Swords,
Andrew?" the sorceress asked gently. "You are
hol ding two at one tine-you still wear Shield-
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br eaker."

He huffed and gave her a look. "I've not forgotten
what | wear. No, | feel nothing in particular-you
once told ne that even three Swords at once would
not be too many for sone folk to handle."

"And | tell you again that two, in certain conbi-
nations, mght do strange things to other fol k. And
you are sensitive."

"Sensitive! Me!" He huffed again.

Danme Yol di smiled, and Denis could see how
much she | oved him Denis wondered suddenly if he
hi nsel f had actually handl ed the two Swords at the
same time at any point. |If he had, he couldn't
renmenber feeling anything strange.

Now Sir Andrew turned back to Denis. "W nust
soon hear your story about the goddess, and
Woundheal er, in nore detail. Meanwhile we are al
grateful to you for what you have brought to us. But
at the nonent even such a gift as the Sword of Jus-
tice nust wait to have ny full attention, and you
must wait to get your proper thanks."

"You're quite welcone, sir."

Al ready Dane Yol di had Denis by the arm and
was turning himaway. "At the nonent you are in
need of food and rest." She gestured, and a wonan
cane to take Denis in charge

He resisted nonmentarily. "Thank you, M am
But there is one bit of news, bad news, that | nust
tell you first." That certainly got their full attention
back. Denis swall owed, then blurted out the words.
"The Dark King has the M ndsword in his hands.

So we were told in Tashigang, by sonme of Ardneh's
peopl e." The source put a strong flavor of reliabil-
ity upon the news.

Hi s hearers received his announcenent with al
the shock that Denis had anticipated. He braced
hinsel f for the inevitable burst of questions, which
he answered in the only way he could, pleading his
own | ack of further know edge.

At last he was disnissed. Led away, he was given
bread and wine, then shown to a tent where he
stretched out gratefully upon the single cot. His
eyes closed, their |lids suddenly heavy, and with a
swi ftness that night have been genuinely magical,
he plunged into a deep sl eep

Deni s awoke suddenly, and feeling greatly
refreshed. He was surprised to see that the pattern
of tree shadows on the tent had shifted very little,

and no great length of tine could have passed.
What had awakened him he did not know.

Listening to the silence outside the tent, he
t hought that there was some unusual tension in it.

He got up and left the tent. Seeing that some peo-
ple were still gathered at the place where he had
left Sir Andrew and Dane Yoldi, he hurried in that
direction. Now, as he wal ked, Denis could see a few
nmore peopl e in orange and bl ack approachi ng
qui ckly on foot along the | andward road. These
were turning and gesturing, as if to indicate that
someone or something of inportance was coni ng

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sab...%20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200f%20Swords.txt (90 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:42 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

after them Everyone nearby was | ooking in that
di rection.

Denis halted in surprise at sight of the next two
figures that appeared down the road. Both were
wearing bl ack and silver, the colors of Yanbu. Both
were mounted, riding freely, not at all Iike prison-
ers. Still, neither was visibly armed. One was a
burly man, and the other-

Wth a silent gasp, Denis recognized the Silver
Queen herself. He had seen her twi ce before, both
times years ago, both times in the city of Tashi gang.
She, as the city's formal overlord, had been
appearing then in cerenonial processions. He, then
no nore than a street urchin, had been clinging to
precarious perches above the crowds, eager to
wat ch.

In those processions the Queen had ridden her
virtual ly unique nount, a superbly trained and
deadly warbeast. Her steed today was | ess renarka-
bl e, though still nmagnificent, a huge riding beast
mat chi ng that ridden by her conpanion. This burly
man, her escort, as they approached Sir Andrew
and the others waiting, dropped a deferential half-
| engt h behi nd.

The two riders halted, calmy, at a little distance
fromwhere the folk in orange and bl ack were wait-
ing to receive them They disnmunted there and
approached Sir Andrew s group on foot, the tal
Queen a pace ahead in her light silvery cerenoni al
arnor, taking long strides |ike a man. Denis cal cu-
| ated that she nust be now well into her middle
thirties, though her tanned face | ooked younger
Her whol e body was strong and lithe, and despite
her stride the generously femal e shape of her body
|l eft no doubt at all about her sex. The Queen's nose,
Denis noted now in private inpertinence, was too
big for her ever to be called pretty, by any reason-
abl e usage of the word. And yet, all in all-well, if
he were to neet sonme worman of attainable station
who | ooked just like her, he'd not refuse a chance to
know her better

And have you forgotten ne al ready? The voi ce of
Aphrodite came to Denis only in his inmagination. It
shook him though, in a resonance of conflicting
feelings.

Sir Andrew was standing with fol ded arns, wait-
ing for his visitors, as if the last thing in the world
he m ght do would be to nmake any gesture acknow
| edging his old eneny's greater rank. But she,
approaching, as if she thought he might do so and
wi shed to forestall him was quick to nmake the first
gesture of greeting, flinging up her right hand in the
uni versal gesture of peace.

"W neet again!" The Silver Queen's. voice,
hearty and open, neither assuned a royal superior-
ity nor pretended a friendship that did not exist.

"My honored enemy! Wuld that ny friends and

allies were half as dependable as you. So, will you
take my hand? And never mind the fripperies of
rank."
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And when Dane Yol di noved between them
Queen Yanbu added: "Aye, |ady, you may | ook at
nmy hand first. | bring no poisoning, no tricks; which
is not to say that none such were suggested by ny
magi ci ans.

Danme Yol di did indeed make a brief inspection of
the Queen's hand. Meanwhil e Denis was having to
use his el bows to keep hinself from being crowded
back by the small but growing throng of Sir
Andrew s peopl e who wanted to observe the neet-
ing closely. There had evidently been nore than
twenty on the island after all. He managed to
remai n cl ose enough to see that the Queen's hand
| ooked like a soldier's, being short-nailed, spotted
with callouses-the sort that came from gri pping
weapons-and strong. But, for all that, it was
shapely, and not very | arge.

The Queen's offered hand was briefly engulfed in
Sir Andrew s nassive paw. And then the Knight
stood back again, grimfaced, arns fol ded, waiting
to hear nore.

The Queen cast a | ook around her. Sir Andrew s
friends and bodyguard, heavily arnmed, nost of
theminpressive warriors, were hovering suspi-
ciously close to her and her conpani on, and | ooking
as grimas Sir Andrew did hinself.

She said to the Knight: "I do trust you, you see,
and your safe-conduct guarantee. In nine years of
fighting you, off and on, |'ve |learned to know you

wel | enough for that."

The Kni ght' spoke to her for the first time. "And
we have | earned sonething of your character as
wel |, Madam And of yours, Baron Ami ntor. Now,
what will you have of me? Wiy this urgent call for a
nmeeti ng?"

The Baron was as big and solid as Sir Andrew, and
with nmuch the sane hearty and honest | ook, though
the Silver Queen's conpani on was probably the
younger of the two nen by sone fifteen years. Both
were battle-scarred, Denis observed, evidently rea
fighters. Anintor's eyes were intelligent, and Denis
had heard that he was gifted with a diplonmatic tongue
when he chose to use it.

And the Queen . . . this Queen had been no nore
than a half-grown girl when she ascended to the
throne of Yanmbu. Her first act afterward, it was said,
had been to put to death the plotters who had
mur dered both her parents in an abortive coup
attenpt. Nor had the throne been easy for her to hold,
through the twenty years that foll owed. Many plotters
and intriguers during that time had gone the way of
that first set. Ever since its shaky begi nning, her reign-
except in a few lucky places |ike Tashi gang-had not
been gentle. It was said that she grew ever nore
obsessed with the idea that there were plots against
her, and that about four years ago she had sol d her
bastard adol escent daughter into slavery, because of
the girl's supposed involvenent in one. The girl,
Ariane, had been her only child; everyone knew t hat
the Silver Queen had never married formally.

Now the Queen said to Sir Andrew, "I like a man
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who can cone straight to the point. But just one
question first: are you aware that the Dark King now
has the M ndsword in his possession?"

The Kni ght answered calnmy. "W have been so
i nformed."

Both the Queen and Baron Ami ntor appeared
sonmewhat taken aback by this cal mresponse. Yanbu
said, "And | thought that you were existing in a
backwat er here! My conplinments to your intelligence
service."

And Amintor chinmed in: "You'll agree, |I'msure, Sir
Andrew, that the fact does change the strategic
situation for us all."

Sir Andrew took just a nonent to consider himin
silence, before facing back to the Queen. "And just
what, Madam do you expect this change to nean?"

The Silver Queen |aughed. It was a pleasant, ruefu
sound. There was a fallen tree nearby, a twi sted | og
that rested at a conveni ent height on the stubs of its
own . branches, and she noved a couple of steps to it
and sat down.

"I foresee nyself as Vilkata's first victim unless
do sonet hing about it, quickly. I'Il speak plainly-if
you' ve begun to know ne, as you say, you know that's
how | prefer to speak. If Vilkata with the M ndsword
in his hand falls on nmy army now, then unless they can
withstand it sonmehowand |'ve no reason to hope they
can-then ny arny will at best nelt away. At worst it'l]l
join Vilkata and augnment his strength, which is already
greater than yours and mi ne conbi ned.

"You, of course, will applaud ny fall and ny
destruction-but not for very long."

The Knight, his aspect one of unaltered gri mess,
nodded. "So, Queen of Yanbu, what do you
propose?"

"No nore than what you must have al ready
guessed, Sir Andrew. An alliance, of course, between
us two." Yanbu turned her head slightly;
her nobl e bearing at the nmonment could al nost turn the
fallen log into a throne. "Tell him good Dane, if you
|l ove himan alliance with nme now represents his only
chance. "

Neither Sir Andrew nor his enchantress gave an
i medi at e answer. But the Knight | ooked so bl ack
that, had he spoken, Denis thought the conference
woul d have ended on the instant.

Dane Vol di asked the Queen, "Suppose we shoul d
join forces agai nst Vilkata-what then? How do you
propose to fight the Mndsword, with our help or
wi thout it?"

It was the Baron who replied. "To begin with, we
mean to avoid battle with Vilkata's troops unless
we're sure he's not on the scene hinself-he'll never
turn the M ndsword over to a subordi nate, you nmay be
sure of that. Your people and ours will exchange
intelligence regarding the Dark King's novenents.

Yes, it'll still be dammed difficult even if we're allied-
but if we're still fighting each other at the sane tineg,
it's going to be inpossible."

Yol di had anot her question. "Supposing for a
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monent that such an alliance could be nade to work,
even tenporarily-what do you intend doing with the
M ndsword, after the Dark King has sonmehow been
def eat ed?"

Yanbu smled with what | ooked |Iike genuine
amusenent. It nade her face nore attractive than
before. "Way, | would |l eave that up to you."

"You'd turn the M ndsword over to us?" Yol di
asked the question bl ankly.

The Queen paused very briefly. "Way not? | can
agree to that, because | think that your good Knight
there is one of the fewnen in the world who'd never
use it."

"And what of ny people who are now your sl aves,
my |lands that you have seized?" This was fromSir
Andrew. He had now nastered his obvious anger,
and was alnost calm as if he were only discussing
sone theoretical possibility.

"Why, those are yours again, of course, as soon as
you and | can reach agreenment. As soon after that as
I rejoin my own people, I'll send word by flying beasts
to all my garrison commanders there, to begin an
evacuation at once."

"And in return for that, what do you want of nme?"

"First, of course, imedi ate cessation of hostilities
agai nst ny forces, everywhere. And then your ful
support against the Dark King, until he is brought
down. O until he crushes both of us." The Queen
paused, giving an alnost friendly | ook to Sir Andrew
and his surroundi ng bodyguard. She added: "You
really have no choice, you know. "

There was a | ong pause, during which Sir Andrew
studi ed the Queen even nore carefully than before.
At last he said, "Tell me sonething."

"If 1 can."

"Did you in fact sell your own daughter into Red
Tenpl e sl avery?"

Deni s saw a shadow, he thought of sonething nore
conpl ex than sinple anger, cross the Queen's face.
Her voi ce when she replied was much | ess hearty.
"Ah," she said. "Ah, and if | tell you the truth of that,
will you believe ne?"

"Why not? Apparently you expect us to believe
your proposal to give us the M ndsword-perhaps at
this nonment you even believe that yourself. Still,
woul d I'ike to hear whatever you wi sh to say about
your daughter."

This time the pause was short. Then, with a sudden
movenent, the Silver Queen got up from her seat on
the dead tree.

"Amintor and | will walk apart a little now, while
you di scuss nmy offer. Naturally you will want to talk
to your close advisers before giving ne an answer. |
trust they are all here. Unfortunately-or perhaps
fortunately-there isn't time for diplomacy as usually
conducted. But I'll wait, while you have your
di scussion. "

And the two visitors from Yanbu di d i ndeed wal k
apart, Baron Ami ntor apparently pointing out sone
curiosities of the swanp flora to the Queen, as if
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nei ther of them had anything nore inportant than wld
pl ants on m nd.
Sir Andrew and several others were huddl ed
together, and Denis could i magi ne what they were
sayi ng: About Vilkata and the M ndsword, it nust be
true, for now we've heard it twice. But, an alliance?
Wth Yanbu?
But, thought Denis, the Queen was right. He has no
real choice but to accept.

CHAPTER 9

Kristin, crowned only hours ago in hurried but joyfu
cerenony as Princess Regnant of the Lands of
Tasavalta, was alone in one of the royal palace's
smal | er semipublic roons, sitting on one of her smaller
thrones. She had chosen to sit on this throne at this
monent because she was tiredexhausted m ght have
been putting it mildly-and the throne was the nost
convenient place in the roomto sit. There were no
other chairs. She could willingly have opted for the
floor, but the fit of her coronati on gown, which had
been her sister's, and today had been pressed into
service. hurriedly, argued agai nst that.

She was waiting for her |over Mark to be brought
to her. There were certain things that had to be said
to him and only she could say them and only when
the two of themwere alone. And her inpending
col l apse into exhaustion had to be postponed unti
after they had been said.

The room was qui et now, except for the
di st ant
continui ng sounds of celebration from outside. But
if Kristin thought about it, she could renenber
other days in this room Bright days of |oud voices
and free laughter, in the time when her ol der sister
had been alive and ruling Tasavalta. And days from
an earlier time still, when Kristin had been only a
small girl, and there were two girls in this room
with their father, a living King, who joked with
t hem about this throne ....

Across the roomin present tine a small door was
openi ng, quietly and discreetly. Her Uncle Karel,
mast er of magi ¢ and teacher of mmgicians, |ooked
in, saw she was al one, and gave her an al npbst
i nperceptible nod of approval. Karel was enor-
mously fat and sonewhat jolly in appearance, red
cheeks gl owi ng as usual above gray whi skers, as if
he had just conme in froman invigorating w nter
wal k. As far as Kristin could tell he had not changed
in the slightest fromthose bright days of her own
girl hood. Today of course he was decked out, like
herself, in full cerenonial garb, including a blue-
green garland on his brow.

He reached behind himnowto pull soneone for-
ward. It was Mark, dressed now in strange bor-
rowed finery, that he thrust gently into the room
where Kristin waited.

Karel said to her, in a voice that somewhat belied
his jolly face; "Highness, it will |ook bad for you to
be alone for very long with this-"

She stood up, snapped to her feet as if brought
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there by a spring, weary nuscles energized by out-
rage, by the tension of all that had happened to her
today. "Uncle Karel, | have been alone with himfor
a nmonth al ready. Thank the gods! For before that |

was alone with Vilkata's torturers, and you were
not there to bring ne out."

That was unfair and Kristin knewit; her voice
softened a little. "There are inportant matters that
I nust-convey to this man. Before | dispatch him
on a mission that will take himout of Tasavalta."

Her uncle had winced at the jab about Vilkata's
torturers, but his relief at her last words was evi-
dent. He bowed hinmself out silently, closing the
door behind him

Mark heard the same words fromKristin with
mut ed shock, but no real surprise. It was hours now
since he had opened his mouth to say a word of his
own to anyone. Many had spoken to him but for the
nmost part only to give himdirections: Bathe here,
wait there, put this on and see if it fits. Here is food,
here is drink, here is a razor. Stand here, wait. Now
come this way. He had been fed, cleaned up, draped
with robes and what he supposed were honors, then
shunted aside and left to watch from an inconspicu-
ous place during the coronation cerenony.

Now he marveled to himself: it was |l ess than a
day ago-hardly nmore than half a day-that this
girl and | were riding alone as |lovers, on the edge of
the wilderness, both of us still in rags. |I could have
stopped ny nount then, and stopped hers-yes,
even in sight of that first flagpole bearing blue and
green-and got down fromny saddle, and pulled
her down fromhers, and lain with her on the
ground in our rags, or out of them and she would
have loved it, welconed it. And now. ...

Thi s audi ence chanber, in which Mark now
found hinself alone with Kristin, was, |like the rest
of the pal ace-like the whole domai n of Tasavalta,
per haps-a | arger and sonehow nore inportant place
than it had appeared at first inpression. It was a
sunlit, cheerful room beautiful in a high vertical way.
The air nmoving in through the open wi ndows snelled
of flowers, of perpetual spring; drifting in with the
scents of spring cane the nusic of the dance that
was still going on far bel ow the w ndows, part of the
coronation cel ebration. The dance and the nusic, like
the rest of the day, had becone to Mark sonething
like a show to which he need only listen, and watch.
As if none of it had anything, really, to do with him

The wi ndows of this room were equi pped with
heavy shutters, as was fitting in a castle constructed
to withstand assault. But on this upper |evel of the
castl e, high above any possible assault by clinbing
troops, the wi ndows were | arge, and today all the
shutters had been thrown open. Framed in their
casenent openings, the sea and the rocky hills and the
town bel ow all appeared |like fine tapestries of
aft ernoon sunlight, thrown by some A d Wrld magic
on the walls.
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Kristin had risen quickly fromthe throne when the
door opened, and when her uncle had closed it again
behi nd hi m she had noved a few paces forward,
toward Mark. But now the two of them she and
Mark, were still standing a little apart, |ooking at each
other as if they had nothing to say-or perhaps as if
nei ther of them could manage to say anything.

But their eyes drew them together. Suddenly they
were enmbracing, still without a word of speech. Then
Kristin tore hersel f away.

"What is this they've given you to wear?" she
asked, as if the sight of the costune they had put on

him sonme antique cerenoni al thing, nade her want to
| augh and cry at once.
But still he said nothing.

She tried again, not with [aughter, but now with an
al most distant courtesy. How fine that he had al ready
been reunited with his famly. She'd had no idea, of
course, that they'd been living here. In recent years a
| ot of refugees, good people, had cone in. Did Mark's
mot her and sister know himafter so long a time?

How | ong had they been living here in Tasavalta? D d
he have any trouble recognizing then? It was too bad
his father was away.

"Kristin." As he called her by her nane, he
wondered if it was the last time he would ever be able
to do so. "Stop it. Have you nothing real to say to me?
Way didn't you tell me?"

There was a pause, in which Kristin drew a deep
breath, like a woman who wondered if it mght be her
| ast .
"Yes," she said then. "I nust say something very
real to you, Mark. For the sister of a Princess
Regnant to have married a-comoner, and a foreigner
as well-that woul d have been very hard. Very nearly

i mpossible. But I would have done it. | wanted to
marry you. | wanted it so much | was afraid to. tel
you who | was. And | was going to marry you

wherever that path led. | hope you will believe that."

"Kristin, Princess
"Wait! Let me finish, please." She needed anot her
pause to get herself together. "But ny sister Rimac is
dead. She died childless and unmarried, and | amruler
now. For a Princess Regnant to marry a conmoner,
let alone a foreign soldier, is inpossible. |Inmpossible,
except-again | hope you

will believe nme-1 would have done it anyway. It
woul d have neant resigning the throne, probably

| eaving the country; | would have done that for you
But..."

"But . "

"But you nust have heard theml There isn't anyone
else to rule! You heard Rostov. If | hadn't cone back
to take the throne, there would have been a civil war
over the succession. Even with attackers threatening
us fromoutside. |I know ny people. We probably
seemto you a happy, peaceful country, but you don't
know . "
Again Mark was silent. ,
"I . . . Mark, our land and people . . . we owe you
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nore than we can ever repay. W can give you
al rost anything. Except the one thing that you want.
And that | want . . . oh, darling."

This time the enbrace | asted | onger. But as before,
the Princess broke it off.

Mar k was conscious that he still had a duty to
perform and drew hinself up. "I amthe bearer of
certain nmessages, that Sir Andrew, whom | serve, has
charged nme to deliver to the ruler of the Lands of
Tasavalta."

Kristin, as never before conscious of duty, drew
hersel f up, too, and heard the nessages. They were
more or less routine, diplomatic prelimnaries |ooking
to the establishnent of nore regular contacts. Sir
Andrew had | ong resisted adopting the diplomatic
pretense that he was still actually governing the |ands
and peopl e that had been stolen fromhim but he had
recently been persuaded of the value of taking such a
pose, even if the facts were otherw se

Mar k concl uded the nmenorized nessages. "And

now, | amordered to place nyself at Your Majesty's

di sposal ." Again, in the fog of his exhaustion, the
feeling came over himthat none of this really had
anything to do with hin he had stunbled into the

m ddl e of a play, there were certain lines that he was
required to read, and soon it would all be over.

Kristin said, "I amglad to hear it. You will need a
few days in which to rest, and recover from. . ." She
had to let that trail away. Wth a toss of her head she
made a new start. "You will be assignednodest

quarters here in the palace." Quarters far fromny

own rooms. So Mark understood the phrase. "Then-

you heard what | told Karel. |I mean to send you on a
special mssion. This should not pose any conflict with
your orders fromSir Andrew, if they are to place

yourself at my disposal. | hope that you will accept the
assignnent willingly."
He coul d feel only nunbness now. "I am at Your

Maj esty's disposal, as | said before.™

"Good." Kristin heaved an unroyal sigh: part of an
ordeal had been passed. "The m ssion you are to
performfor Tasavalta is a result of some mmgica
busi ness of Karel's. In divination . . . you will be given
more details later. But according to him the
i ndications are so urgent that he dared not wait even
until tomorrow to confront ne with the results.

"You are to go and find the Enperor, and seek an
alliance with himfor Tasavalta-and an alliance with
himfor Sir Andrew too, if you feel you are
enpowered by Sir Andrew to do that. | leave that to
your judgemnent."

"The Enperor. An alliance with hin?" Even in
Mark's present state of enbittered numbness, he
had to react sonehow to the strangeness of that
proposal. An alliance, as if the Emperor were a
nation, or had an arny? O course the indications
were, Mark thought, that the Enperor was, or at
| east coul d be when he chose, a w zard of inmense
power .

Curious in spite of everything, he asked, "M,
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negotiate for you in such a natter? |I'mnot even one
of your subjects. O a diplomat. Wy nme?"

"Karel says it should be done that way. Though I
don't think that he hinself knows why. But |'ve
| earned over the years that ny uncle usually gives
hi s nmonarch good advice."

"Karel wants to make sure |'mout of the way."

"There is that. But sending you back to Sir
Andrew woul d do that just as well. No. There's
sonet hi ng about the Enperor-and about you.
don't know what."

The Enperor, thought Mark. The man that Draffut,
after fifty thousand years of know ng human bei ngs,
trusted at first nmeeting. The man who had said that
he, Mark, should be given Sightblinder

The nman in whose nane a sinple incantation had
twice, in Mark's experience, repelled denons ....

The sorcerer Karel-it was, Mark supposed, fool-
ish to think he had not been |istening-was back in
the roomnow, as if on cue.

After all that had al ready happened today, Mark
had no real capacity left for surprise, so he felt no
nmore than dull curiosity when he observed that the
magi ci an was carrying a sheat hed Sword.

Karel in his soft, rich voice said to him "It is
Coi nspinner, and it has cone to us in a mysterious
way. And you are going to take it with you to help
you find the Emperor."

Mark' s di nner that evening was eaten not in the
pal ace, but in the vastly hunbler hone of his sister
Marian. It had turned out that she was now living
inthe town, really a small city, not far bel ow

Mark had by now had a little tine in which to
savor the great news that his father Jord, who he
had thought for ten years was dead, was alive after
all. And not only was Jord still alive but well and
active at last report, off now on some secret nission
for the Tasavaltan intelligence service. Neither
Mal a nor Marian appeared to know where Jord had
been sent or when he m ght be back, and Mark,
with some experience in these matters hinself, did
not press to find out. For now it was enough to
know t hat he at |east had a good chance of soneday
seeing his living father once again.

At di nner-a good di nner, evoking marvel ous
menori es-Mark heard fromhis nother and sister
how his surviving famly had cone to Tasavalta
years ago, after nore years spent in honel ess wan-
dering, follow ng the destruction of their old vil -
| age.

In the nine years or so since then, nuch had hap-
pened to themall, and they had nmuch to tal k about.
Marian was married now, her husband off sone-
where with Rostov's arnmy. Her two small children
gaped through dinner at this newy discovered
uncl e, and warmed up to himgradually.

It was al nost midnight, and Mark was having to
struggle at every noment to stay awake, before he
sai d goodni ght. H s "nodest quarters" in the pal-
ace had no attraction, and he was about to go to
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sl eep on cushions on the floor in the room where
they had di ned and tal ked.

Mari an had al ready said goodni ght, and had
taken the children upstairs to bed.

But Mark's nother lingered. There was a sup-
pressed urgency in her manner. "WAlk nme hone. |
stay nearby, here in town, while Jord is gone. It's
only alittle way."

"Of course."

Once they were outside, Mala clung to her son's
armas if she needed his support to wal k, though she
was not yet forty and all evening had seened full of
energy, rejoicing in their reunion. But now her
mood becane suddenly tinged with sadness.

"You' ve just come back to us," she said. "And
before we can begin to know you, you nust go off

again."

"I must, Mther."

"I know, | know. " Mark had yet to encounter
anyone at all, in either town or castle, who did not

know of his relationship with Kristin, and the
potential problens that it raised.

Mot her and son wal ked, slowy. He was very
tired. He thought that his nother seened now to be
on the brink of telling himsonething. She kept ask-
ing him "You'll conme back to Tasavalta, though?"

"I'"l'l be here a couple of days yet. I'll see you
agai n, and Marian, before | go."

"Yes, of course. Unless the plan for your depar-
ture is changed. In these matters of secrecy, plans

can change very quickly, I've learned that. But after
this mssion, you'll cone back?"

"To report on ny nission, | suppose, yes, |'ll
have to. And be sent off again. | can't stay here. The

Princess's conmoner |over, and a foreigner to boot.
If nmy father had been the Grand Duke Basil, or

Prince Somet hing-or-other, things would probably
be different.”

They were at her door now. It was a nodest place,
but | ooked confortabl e; probably the governnent
here provided quarters for its secret agents' fam -
lies.

Mal a, her voice quivering as if she were doing
somet hing difficult, said: "Mark, come in, there's
something | nust tell you, while | have the chance.

The gods know if 1'll ever have the chance again."

It was about an hour | ater when he energed from
the hunbl e apartnent where his parents lived. He
stood in the narrow street for a little while, |ooking
up at the stars. They | ooked the sanme as al ways.

Beyond tiredness now, Mark remained standing

there in the street for what felt to himlike a | ong
time. And then he went to his nodest quarters in

the pal ace, knowi ng that he had to get some rest.

Two nornings later, well fed, well dressed, and
reasonably rested, arnmed with the Sword Coi n-
spinner at his side . . . and Wundheal er |left safely
in Karel's care . . . Mark left the Palace. H's depar-
ture was quiet, without fanfare official or other-
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wi se. Mounted on a fine riding beast and at the
head of a small escort sinmilarly well equipped, he
was on his way to seek the Enperor.
Mar k | ooked back only once. He saw a figure that
he was sure was Kristin, watching his departure
froma distant upper wi ndow. But he nade no sign
that he had seen her.
CHAPTER 10

Over the |l ong decades since his human eyes had
gone in sacrifice, and denoni c senses had been
engrafted magically upon his own, the Dark King
had conme to be unsure sonetines whether he was
awake or dream ng. He saw the M ndsword the
same way in either case, as a pillar of billow ng
flane long as a spear, with his own face gl ow ng
am d the perfect whiteness of the flane. He could
tell that the eyes on his own face of flanme were open
and seei ng. Wether he was dream ng or awake,
that fiery stare for some reason al ways rem nded
hi mthat he had never seen with his own natura
eyes any of those who were now his cl osest associ -
ates and chi ef subordi nates. The denon showed
hi m hi s human w zards and warl ocks as strange,
hunched, w zened figures, and his generals as little
nmore than ani mated suits of arnor; but all of them
appeared w th exaggerated caricature-faces, that
anplified all of their subtleties of expression, so
that the Dark King might better try to read them

Wher eas denpons, in the denonic vision, appeared

with noble, lusty, youthful bodies, usually naked
and al ways intensely hunman, except in their very
perfection, their large size, and in the bird-like

Wi ngs they often sprouted. The Dark King knew of
course that they had no real bodies, or w ngs either,

and he did not believe at all in their faces as they
were presented to him shining with kindliness and
honor .

Now that the King was in the field with his arny,
on the march al nost daily, the denpbns sonetines
appeared to himon a snaller scale, fluttering in the
air inside his tent like nonkbirds. Vilkata dwelt
now in a tent rmuch smaller than his grand pavilion,
because speed was of inportance. And he thought
that speed was vital now, because of the reports
that had recently cone in, first announcing and
then confirmng that Sir Andrew s troops were at
| ast out of the swanp. The army in orange and
bl ack was noving in the direction of Sir Andrew s
old lands, as if the Kind Knight for sonme reason
thought the time mght be ripe to reclaimthem

This news of course nmade Vil kata wonder what
his erstwhile ally, the Silver Queen, mght now be
pl anning. As far as he knew she still controlled
t hose | ands.

The report of Sir Andrew s novenent had al so
confirmed Vilkata's recent decision that his own
strategy had best be altered. Now, he deternmined to
destroy Sir Andrew first, before turning his atten-
tion to his other surviving enemes and rivals.

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sa...20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200%20Swords.txt (101 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:42 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

Vil kata had arrived at this decision to change his
plans largely out of the feeling that his enenies
must now know too much about them as they stood.

First of all, the Dark King was now convi nced
that he had entertained a spurious Burslem sone
dammed spy, at that menorable council neeting at the
mai n canp, the one where the King had first displayed
his M ndsword, and which the gods had so gratifyingly
attended later. The real wi zard Burslem Vilkata's
head of Security and Defensive Intelligence, had at
| ast returned, and had been positively identified, this
time, by careful questioning. How the spy had
managed to resist the Mndsword's influence, as he or
she evidently had, was sonething else for the King to
worry and wonder about. The Sword Sightblinder was
so far the only really convincing explanation to be
suggested, and the presence of that in one of his
enem es' hands was far fromreassuring.

Today, as Vil kata noved about his snall field tent in
his routine of norning preparations, the small denon
that served himas sensory aid presented himas usua
with a vision of the tent's interior. Certain things, in
accordance with his own | ong-standi ng orders, were
edited out of the scene as he perceived it. For
exanpl e, the body of last night's concubine, curled
now at the foot of the.bed in sleep or a good inmtation
thereof, was nost clearly visible by its shapely torso,
the breasts and buttocks particularly enphasized. The
irrel evances of hands and feet, and especially the face-
who woul d care about trying to read the innernost
t houghts of such a wonman?-blurred away into a sem -
transparent obscurity. In the case of a bedpartner,
better a blur than a face, no matter how wel | -formed
and schooled in sniling. Even such sniles could
soneti nes be disquieting.

And the Dark King had recently ordered that,
when the next battle canme, the dead shoul d be

edited away too, out of his perception. He had
observed frequently, on other battlefields and in other
areas where nmuch killing was required, that the dead
were a notable distraction. Cbstacles when renoved
ought to di sappear, resources once used «p were only
waste materials. The dead tended to stink, and were

in general esthetically unpleasing. He had finally
decided to order themfiltered out. Soneone el se

coul d count them up when necessary.

He had deci ded, too, that many of the wounded,
most of themin fact, should al so be expunged from
hi s vision. Those remai ning should be only the ones
still able to play an active part in the day's events,
enough to present some possible danger to the Dark
King's person, or his cause. This night not always be
easy for a busy denon to judge; in doubtful cases the
filtering famliar was to |l et the wounded person
remain visible, even if esthetically offensive.

Thi s norning, when Vilkata left his small tent and
mounted his war-steed, amid the usual thunderous
appl ause of his troops and officers, his arny appeared
before himin his denon-sight as neat ranks of
pol i shed weapons, the human form attached to each
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bl ade or bow not nuch nore than a nere unifornmed
outline.

A |l ook at the best nmaps he had avail abl e had
persuaded himthat it ought to be possible to intercept
Sir Andrew s force if he noved swiftly, staring at first
daylight. The norning's march was hard and | ong.

Scouts, sone of them hunan bei ngs nmounted or afoot,
sonme of them wi nged beasts, kept conming in with
reports of what appeared to be the rear guard of Sir
Andrew s force not far ahead. They estinmated that

the eneny arny was even a little

smal ler than earlier intelligence estinmates had nade it
out to be.

But Vilkata, still prudent despite the overwhel nng
advant age that he thought he held, ordered his infantry
forward as agai nst a foe possibly alnost their equal in
nunbers. He also ordered a swift cavalry novenent,

a reconnai ssance in force, to nove around Sir

Andrew s arny, to try to engage the eneny front and

i f possible prevent successful flight.- Meanwhile he
maneuvered the main body of his own troops into

battle array. Stationing hinmself just behind the front of
this force, near the center, he awaited nore reports,

and renai ned ready to draw the M ndsword for what

he cal cul ated woul d be naxi num effect upon foe and
friend alike.

The first skirm shes broke out ahead. The Dark
Ki ng drew his weapon of great nagi c and advanced,
nmount ed, hol di ng over head what he hinsel f perceived
as a spear of fiery glory. He saw the eneny
rearguard, in a viewtailored by his famliar to his
wi shes, as nobil e though inani mate man-si zed
obstacles. Still he could see their shapes and their
nunbers perfectly well, and even note the fact that
many of them wore orange and bl ack.

Vil kata saw al so, and felt with joy, the terror that he
inspired in those men and wonmen ahead when they
first saw him and how swiftly that terror was altered
by his Sword's nagic into a nad devotion

He saw with delight how Sir Andrew s sol diers,
who at first glance would have formed a rank and
fought him at sight of the Mndsword fell down and
wor shi pped hi minstead. And how, when he
presently roared orders at them they rose and
turned, and went running |ike berserkers against their

former conrades, who nust now be just out of sight
and trying to get away.

One of the last to bend to the M ndsword's power
was a wonan, a proud sorceress by the | ook of her,
no | onger young and evidently of some considerable
rank. One counterspell after another this arrogant
fermal e hurl ed back at the Dark King and his Sword;
but they had all failed her, as he knew they nust, and
as she too nmust have known; and she too turned at
last,.snarling with nad joy, like the others, at being
able to serve the future ruler of all the Earth.

Denis the Quick had been offered the chance to
remain in the swanp, along with a handful of
wounded and ot hers who could not travel quickly,
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when Sir Andrew | ed his arny out. Reports had cone
inindicating that it would not be wise for Denis to
attenpt to make his way hone al one to Tashi gang,

and Sir Andrew could afford no escort for him The
situation around the city had deteriorated rapidly since
Deni s's departure. Strong patrols of the Dark King's
forces were in the very suburbs now, challenging the
few troops that the Silver Queen had in the region
The weal thy owners of suburban villas had fled, into
the city or far away fromit. This news offered hope
of a kind to Sir Andrew and his people, as it was
evidence that the situation between King and Queen
was now noving rapidly toward open conflict.

But Denis had declined to stay in the swanp. There
was no telling how long he'd be stuck there if he did
so, or when a better chance of getting out would
conme, if ever. He preferred to be out in the great
world, to know what great events were hap
pening. He was willing to take his chances on getting
back eventually to the city he loved, and to the two
worren t here whose inmages still stirred his dreans.

On the afternoon of the third day since the arny
had | eft the swanp, Denis was wal king with some
menbers of Sir Andrew s staff. Sir Andrew hinsel f
was on hand at the nonent; the Knight had been
riding up and down the colum of his arny, trying to
preserve its organi zation-years of guerrilla tactics in a
swanp were not the best practice for a | ong overl and
mar ch-and had stopped to talk with Denis about
condi ti ons anong t he people in Tashi gang.

They tal ked of the Wiite Tenple, and its hospitals,
in some of which Denis had worked during his
apprenticeship as Ardneh's acol yte. They began a
di scussi on on how to put Wundheal er to the best
possi bl e use; this was of course purely theoretical, as
Deni s had been unable to deliver it as charged. Sir
Andrew still did not appear to blane him however.

Doongi ver was with the columm, being carried by an
of ficer of the advance guard, who, as it had seened
to Sir Andrew, had the greater likelihood of
encountering the eneny today.

Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of
a small flying scout, with a nessage fromthe rear
guard.

The true bird, intelligent enough to nanage
el ementary speech, cackled at them "Black and gol d,
bl ack and gol d. Many many."

"Then Ardneh be with ny Dane," Sir Andrew
muttered, reining in his nmount, and | ooking behind him
fiercely. Dame Yoldi was in the rear. "And with us
all."

He cried out then for swift messengers to go ahead,
to sumon back with all speed the trusted friends
who were carrying Doongiver in the van. Then the
Knight tried the novenent of his helnet's visor, and
with nmore shouted orders set about turning what few
units of his arny were in direct range of his voice,
and headi ng them back to the relief of the rear guard.
These did not amount to nuch nore than a handful of
hi s own bodyguard and fri ends.
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And Denis heard, even as he saw, Shiel dbreaker
conme out of its sheath now. He heard the | egendary
poundi ng sound, not fast or loud as yet but dull and
brutal: The matchl ess magi ¢ of the Sword of Force
beat out fromit into the surrounding air, not with the
tone of a drum whose voice night stir the bl ood, but
rather with the sound of sone rel entless hanmer,
nailing up an executioner's scaffold.

Now t he Kni ght hinself and his cl ose bodyguard, al
mount ed, set out for the rear of their arny, or what
had been its rear, at a pace that Denis on foot could
not hope to match.

But, as he would be otherwise left virtually al one, he
tried to keep up. He mi ght have run in the other
direction instead, but he thought the rest of the arny
woul d soon be pouring back fromthere, and he woul d
have to face round again and join them or appear as a
deserter.

Deni s was about a hundred neters behind Sir
Andrew and hi s nounted conpani ons, and | osing
nmore ground rapidly, when to his surprise he saw at a.
little distance to his right what | ooked |ike the deserted
remants of a carnival, set down for sone reason
right out here in the mddl e of nowhere. The booths
and counters, the apparatus for the ganes of
skill and chance, were all broken and standing idle.
No one was in sight at the deserted amusenent
pl ace, as Denis halted nearby, panting. The people
bel ongi ng to the show and who coul d bl ane
t hen?- appeared to have run off even before the
tranp of marching armies had drawn near

Sir Andrew and his bodyguard had not yet got
out of Denis's sight, when a cry went up fromthe
same direction and only a short distance ahead of
them Denis, turning his head away from aban-
doned tents and wagons, saw what had to be Sir
Andrew s rear guard, running toward Sir Andrew
and his inmedi ate conpani ons, who had j ust
halted on a little knoll. It appeared to be a desper-
ate retreat, though as far as Denis could see the
rearguard was not yet panicked totally. They had
not thrown their weapons away as yet . . . and then
he saw that what he had first taken for a retreat was
in fact a charge. The rearguard, running from
downhi I I, and al ready swi nging their weapons |ike
madnen, collided full tilt with Sir Andrew and his
little group who had been riding to their rescue.

The cry and noise of battle went up at once, and the
woul d- be rescuers, taken by surprise, were nmany of
them al ready down in their own bl ood

"Atrick! An enchantnent!" Despairing cries
went up fromthose riding with Sir Andrew.

It was no trick as sinple as sw tched uniforns.
Deni s, dazedly continuing to nove nearer, was how
cl ose enough to recognize Danme Yol di's face anong
those who charged uphill, swinging their weapons,
and shrieking nmad battlecries. She was headed
directly toward the little knoll where Sir Andrew
and t he surviving handful of his bodyguard and

of ficers were now surrounded and under heavy
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att ack.

Sir Andrew might have tried to turn his nount,
break free of his assailants who were on foot, and
get away. But he could not or would not try to flee.
I nstead he kept shouting to his traitorous assail -
ants, calling themby nanme, trying to command
them He stood his ground, and his bodyguard
woul d not make an effort to break away if he did
not .

The hanmmering sound of Shi el dbreaker went up
and up, louder and faster now, syncopated into an
irregular rhythm Already it had drawn around its
master an arc of gleam ng steel and fresh blood. Sir
Andrew s nount stumbl ed and went down, hacked
and stabbed by half a dozen weapons, but no
attacki ng point or blade could cone far enough
within the arc of the Swmord of Force to reach his
ski n.

The Knight, tunbled fromthe saddl e of his dying

mount, rolled over on the ground, never losing his
two-handed grip on the great Sword. Even when
Sir Andrew lay on his back it never faltered inits
action. And when he stood upright again, it was as
if the Sword itself had pulled himup to fight.
Shi el dbreaker seened to drag himafter it, spinning
his heavy body with its violence, right to left and
back again, pulling himforward to the attack when
one of his attackers would have faltered and pul |l ed
awnay.

Still, those who an hour ago had been his | oya
friends came on agai nst himby the score, shrieking
their new hatred, calling on their new god, the Dark
King, to strengthen them Shiel dbreaker fought

themall. It smashed their weapons and their bones
inpartially, carved up their arnor and their flesh
al i ke.

Deni s, hypnotized by what he saw, no longer fully
in control of his own actions, crept alittle closer
still. He had a long knife at his own belt but he did
not drawit. It was as if the thought never occured
to himthat he night possibly make any difference
in the fight that he was wat ching.

Sir Andrew s bodyguard, greatly outnunbered
by berserk fanatics, were all down now, their' dead
or dying bodies being hacked to pieces by their nad
attackers. But Shiel dbreaker protected the nman
who held it. It continued to nake its sound, yet
faster now and louder. It worked on, its voice stil
dull despite its blinding speed, its dazzling arc. It
worked efficiently, indifferent as to whom or what
it struck, indifferent to whatever screans or words
went up fromthose it disarmed or cut apart, indif-
ferent equally to whatever weapons mnight be plied
against it. Denis saw axeheads, knives, sword-
bl ades, shafts of spears and arrows, flying every-
where, whole and in a hail of fragments. Human
i mbs and arnor danced bl oodily within the hail
and surely that bouncing, rolling object had once
been a head.

The nouth of the Kind Knight opened and he
screaned, surely a |louder and nore terrible roar
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than any conming fromthe folk he struck. Denis,
creeping closer still as if he were unable to help
hi msel f, saw that Sir Andrew was now covered wth
bl ood fromhead to foot. It was inpossible to tell if
any of it might be his own. But if he were wounded,
still the mad vigor of his novenents, energized by
magi ¢, continued unabat ed.

The Knight roared again, in greater agony than

before. Denis saw that Dane Yol di, possessed, a
creature of evil hatred, her face hideously trans-
fornmed, was closing in on Sir Andrew. Her hands
were outspread like claws, as if to rend, and she
cried out desperate spells of nagic. Even Denis the
unmagi cal could feel the backwash of their deadly,

i material power.

To the Sword of Force the tools of nagic were no
nmore than any ot her weapons. They were dissol ved
and broken agai nst that gl eam ng curve al nost
invisible with speed, that brutal thudding in the
air. Dame Yoldi's hatred propelled her closer,
closer, to the man she woul d destroy, and cl oser

still, until the edge of the bright arc of force touched
her, hands first, body an eyeblink later, and w ped
her away.

Denis saw no nore fox the next few seconds.
When he | ooked up again, there was a pause. Sir
Andr ew stood al one now, knee-deep in a snall

mound of corpses, all in his own colors of orange
and bl ack. The Sword in his hands still thudded
dully; for those of his forner friends who still sur-

vived as naddened enenmies were not through with
himyet. A small knot of them the wounded, those
who had been slow to charge, the cal culating, were
gathering at a little di stance, schem ng sone strat-
egy, hatred forced into patient planning.

Denis hurried to Sir Andrew s side. The young
man t hought, as he approached, that Sir Andrew
was trying to hurl Shiel dbreaker fromhim the
Sword was quieter now in the Knight's hands, its
sound reduced to a nuted tapping. But if he was
trying to be rid of it, it would not |et himgo. Both of
his hands still gripped it, fingers interlocked
around the hilt, white-knuckled where the knuckl es
coul d be seen through bl ood.

Sir Andrew turned a hideous face to Denis. The
Kni ght's voi ce was a ghastly whisper, al nost inau-
di ble. "Go, catch up with the advance guard. Find
the man who is carrying Doongiver, and order him
in ny name, and for the |love of Ardneh, to return
here as fast as he can.”

Deni s had hardly got out of sight in one direction
before Sir Andrew, |ooking the opposite way, was
able to see the main body of Vilkata's troops in the
di stance, a bl ack-gol d wave advanci ng toward hi m
A trunpet sounded fromthat line. On hearing it,
such remmants of Sir Andrew s corrupted troops as
were still on the field abandoned their hopel ess
attack, turning in obedient retreat to join the forces
of their new naster.
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There, in the distance, that man, whitehaired and
mount ed under a gol d-bl ack banner, nust be
Vil kata hinmsel f. In those distant hands a weapon
that Sir Andrew knew nust be the M ndsword
flamed, the sun awakening in it all the fires of glory.
To Sir Andrew s eyes, it was not nuch nore than a
glass mrror; Shieldbreaker in his own hands pro-
tected himfromthat weapon too. It negated al
weapons except itself.
And it was quite enough, he thought; it had quite
destroyed hi m al ready.
Agai n a horn sounded, sonewhere over there in
the arny of the Dark King. Next, to the Knight's
nunbed surprise, Vilkata's hosts that had only just
appear ed began a neasured wi thdrawal, going
back over the rise of |and whence they had cone.
Sir Andrew tried to think that over, his m nd work-

ing in a neWy confused way. He supposed that to
Vilkata's cal culation the withdrawal was only
sense: why order an arny to chewitself to tatters,
to no purpose, upon Shiel dbreaker's unbreakabl e
def ense?
Sir Andrew m ght have pursued that arny, he
m ght have run scream ng at that central banner
bearing the black skull until everyone beneath it
had been turned to chopped meat at his hands. But
they would not wait for him Vilkata was mount ed
and woul d get away. And anyway he, Sir Andrew,
was too weak to run, to pursue and catch up with
anyone.
Now that the imediate threat to Sir Andrew
hi nsel f was over, the strength of nagic that had
been given himthrough the Sword was draining
rapidly away. The dread sound of Shiel dbreaker's
hamrer thunped nore softly, tapping slower, tap-
ping itself down into silence.
He saw himself as if fromoutside, an old man
standing alone on a hill, knee-deep in corpses of
those he once had loved. H s arms ached, as if they
had been pounded by quarterstaffs, fromthe dril
that Shi el dbreaker had dragged them t hrough.
Carel ess of the blood, he put the Sword into its
sheat h.
It was all Sir Andrew could do now to remain on
his feet.
It was al nost nore than he could do, to go and
| ook at what was left of Yoldi.
After that, trying to see his way through tears, he
made his legs carry himaway. He was not sure
where he was going, nor even of where he ought to
go. He got no farther than the next small hillock of
the field, com ng again within sight of the flinsy
ruins of the carnival, when the great pain struck him
inside his chest. It felt Iike a spearthrust to the heart.
He col l apsed on his back. A fighter's instincts made

himdraw the great Sword again before he fell. But he
faced no weapons now, and the Sword of Force was
l'ifel ess.

As Sir Andrew lay in the grass the sky above him
| ooked so peaceful that it surprised him He
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considered his pain. It feels, he thought, as if my heart
were bursting. As perhaps it is.

He took a | ook back, quickly and critically, at what
he could see at this monent of his own long life. He
found the prospect of death, at this nonent, not
unwel cone.

The pain came again, worse than before

"Yoldi . . ."

But she did not answer. She was not going to
answer him ever again.

When it seened that the pain was going to let him
live yet alittle longer, Sir Andrew flung Shi el dbreaker
away fromhim using two hands and all of his
remai ning strength. He had tried to throw the great
Sword away before, tried again and again when he
saw Yol di running at himand realized what nust have
happened to her, and what was goi ng to happen. But
the Sword's nmagic would not | eave himthen. This
time, nowthat it was too late, it left his hands as
obediently as any stick thrown for a dog. The bl ade
whi ned faintly, mournfully, turning through the air.

The Knight did not want to die alone. If only there
coul d be a friend nearby-somnmeone.

He cl osed his eyes, and wondered if he woul d ever
open themon this world's skies again. Wuld it be

Ardneh that he saw when he opened his eyes again,
as sonme fol k thought? O nothi ngness?

He opened them and saw that he was still in the
same world, under the sane sky. Something
compelled himto nmake the effort to turn his head. A
single figure, that of a man in gray, was wal ki ng
toward himfromthe direction of the carnival, the
abandoned showpl ace that Sir Andrew had been
perfectly sure was quite deserted. A man, not arnmed
or arnored, but . . . wearing a nmask?

The gray-clad figure canme close, and knelt down
beside himlike a concerned conrade.

Sir Andrew asked: "Who're you?"

The man rai sed a hand pronptly and pulled off his
mask.

"Ch." Sir Andrew s voi ce was al nost di sappoi nted
inits reassurance. "You," he said, relieved and cal m
"Yes . . . | know who you are."

Deni s, returning mounted and at full speed, |eading
a small flying wedge of arnmed and arnored fol k who
were desperate to relieve their beloved lord, found the
battlefield deserted by the living. Sir Andrew | ay dead,
at a little distance fromthe other dead. Hi s body,
t hough covered with others' gore, was unmarked by
any serious wound. The expression on the Kind
Kni ght's face was peacef ul

Presently Denis and the others began to | ook for
Shi el dbr eaker. They | ooked everywhere anong the
dead, and then in widening circles outward. But the
Sword of Force was gone.
CHAPTER 11

The field cot was w de enough for two-for two, at
| east, who were on terns of intinmate friendship-but
tonight, as for many nights past, only one person had
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slept init.

O tried to sleep.

The Silver Queen's field tent was not large, not for
a shelter that had to serve sonetinmes as roya
conference roomas well as dwelling. According to
certain stories she had heard, it would not have nmade
a roomin the great pavilion that usually acconpanied
the Dark King when he traveled with his arny.

She felt great scorn for many of the Dark King's
ways. But there were other things about himthat
enforced respect, and-to herself, alone at night, she
could adnit it-tended to induce fear as well.

The Queen of Yambu was sitting in near-nidnight
darkness on the edge of her lonely field cot, wearing
the light drawers and shirt she usually slept in when in
the field with her troops. She could

hear rain dripping desultorily upon the tent, and an
occasi onal word or novenment of one of the sentries
not far outside.

Her gaze was fixed on a dim inani mate shape,
resting only an arms |length away beside the cot. In
m dni ght darkness it was all but inmpossible to see the
thing that she was | ooking at, but that did not really
matter, for she knew the object as well as her own
hand. It rested there on a trestle as it always did,
besi de her when she slept-or tried to sleep. It was a
Swor dcase of carven wood, its huge wooden hilt
fornmed by chiseled dragons with their |ong necks
recurved, as if they meant to sink their fangs into each
other. Just where the case had originated, or when,
the queen of Yanbu was not sure, but she thought it
beautiful; and after the best specialist nagicians in her
pay had pronounced it innocent of any harmfor her,
she had used it to encase her treasure, which she kept
near her al nost al waysher visit to Sir Andrew in the
swanp had been one not abl e exception-as her |ast
dark hope for victory.

A thousand tines she had opened the wooden case,
but she had never yet drawn Soul cutter fromits
sheat h inside. Never yet had she seen the bare stee
of that Blade in what she was sure nust be its
spl endor. She was afraid to do so. But without it in
her possessi on she woul d not have dared to take her
army into the field now, risking conbat with the
M ndsword and its mghty owner the Dark King

Sone hours ago, near sunset, a w nged
hal fintelligent nmessenger had brought her word of
Vilkata's latest triunph. He had apparently crushed
what m ght have been Sir Andrew s entire, arny.

Then, instead of com ng to attack her as she

kept expecting he would do, Vilkata had turned his
own vast forces in a nove in the direction of

Tashi gang.

Maybe the Dark King's scouts had | ost track of
where her forces were. But for whatever reason, her
own certainty that she would be the first one attacked
by Vil kata was proven wong, and that gave
cowardi ce a chance to whisper in her ear that it mght
not be too late for her to patch up an alliance with the
King. O course cowardice, as usual, was an idiot.
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Her intelligence told her that her only real hope lay in
attacking the Dark King now, while she mght stil

hope for some real help. Sir Andrew was al ready

gone. \WWen Tashi gang too had fallen, then it would
certainly be too | ate.

Wien the news of Vilkata's nost recent triunph
had conme in, Yanmbu had first conferred briefly with
her commanders, then dism ssed them telling themto
|l et the troops get sonme rest tonight. But she herself
had not been able to sleep since. Nor, though her own
necessary course of action was becom ng pl ainer and
pl ai ner, had she been able to nuster the will to be
decisive, to give the orders to break canp and march.

Who, or what, could stand against the M ndsword?
Evidently only something that was just as terrible.

And Sir Andrew had been wearing Shiel dbreaker,
ready at his side. Wth her own eyes, on her visit to
the swanp, she had seen the snall white hanmer on
the black hilt. Vilkata with his M ndsword had
evidently won, sonehow, even agai nst that weapon.

Did Vil kata now have possession of both those
Bl ades? But even if he did, each terrible aug

mentation of his power only nmade it all the nore
essential to march against himw thout delay.

The Silver Queen stood up and noved forward one
short pace in m dnight blackness, trusting that the tent
floor was there as usual, and no assassin's knife. She
put out her hand and touched the wooden case, then
opened it.

She stroked .with one finger the black hilt of her
own Sword. This Sword al one anong the Twel ve
bore no white synmbol on its hilt. No sense of power
cane to her when she touched it. There was no sense
of anything, beyond the dull material hilt itself. O al
the Twelve, this one al one had nothing to say to the
wor | d about itself.

She gl anced back at her solitary cot, barely visible
in the dulled sky-glow that fell in through the tent's
screened wi ndow. She visualized Armintor's scarred
shoul ders as they sonetimes appeared there, bul king
above the plain runpled bl anket. Am ntor was w se,
sonetines. O clever at |east. She doubted now that
she hersel f knew what wi sdom was, doubted she
woul d recogni ze wisdomif it came flying at her in the
night |like some winged attacking reptile.

Quite possibly she had never been able to recognize
it, and only of |late was she aware of this.

The one advi ser whose word she would really have
val ued now had been gone from her side for years,
and he was not coning back. She was never going to
see himagain, except, possibly, one day across sone
battlefield. But perhaps when they met in battle he
woul d be wearing a nask again (she had never
under stood why he did that so often) and he woul d go
unr ecogni zed.

And now, at this point in what had becone a
famliar cycle of thought, it was time for her to
thi nk about Ariane. Ariane her daughter, her only
child, and of course his daughter too.

The Silver Queen's intelligence sources had con-
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firmed for her the stories, now four years old, that
Ariane was four years dead, had perished with
sonme band of robbers in an attenpt to plunder the
mai n hoard of the Blue Tenple. Well, the girl was
better off that way, nost likely, than in Red Tenple
sl avery.

Had that plot, to put Ariane on the throne of
Yanbu, been a real one? O had the real plot been
to force her, the Silver Queen, to get rid of her
daughter, her one potentially trustworthy ally?
Even when convi nced of the danger, Queen Yanbu
had been unable to give the orders for her daugh-
ter's death. And besides, the auguries had threat-
ened the nost horrible consequences for her roya
self if she should do so. In the end, as certain of the
auguri es appeared to advise, she had sold Ariane
into Red Tenpl e sl avery.

Her own daughter, her only child. She, Queen
Yanbu, had been lost in her own hate and fear

Wul d Amintor, she wondered, if he had been
with her then, have had the courage to advi se her
firmy agai nst destroying her own daughter? Not,
she thought, once he knew that she was detern ned
on it

and now, of course, in this pointless cycle of

t hought, renenbrance, and self-recrimnation, it
was tine for her to recall those days of her |ove
affair with the Enmperor, before her triunphant
ascension to the throne. Only rarely since that tri-
unmph had she felt as fully alive as she did then, in
that tinme of continuous, desperate effort and dan-

ger. Then her life had been in peril constantly. She
had been in flight day after day, never sleeping
twice in the same place, alert always to escape the
usurpers' search parties that were frantically
scouring the country for her.

That was when she had net him when the |ove
affair had started, and when it had run its course.
She had been an ignorant girl then, only guessing at
the Enperor's real power; then, as now, he had had
no army of his owmn to send into the field. But he had
saved her nore than once, fighting |like a denmon at
her side, inspiring her with predictions of victory,
out guessi ng the eneny on which direction their
search parties would take next.

There had been hints, she supposed, in those
early days of love, as to what he expected as his ulti-
mate reward. More than hints, if she had been will-
ing to see and hear them Still she had begun, naive
girl as she then was, to think himselfless and
unsel fish. And then-Ilandl ess, arnyless, brazen,
bol d-faced opportuni st after all!-he had proposed
marriage to her. On the very day of her stunning vic-
tory, when enough of the powerful folk of Yanbu
had rallied to her cause to turn the tide. The very
day she had been able to ascend the throne, and to
order the chief plotters and their famlies put to a
horri bl e deat h.

The man who call ed hinsel f the Enperor nust
have read her instant refusal in her face. For when
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she had turned back from giving sone urgent order

to deliver her answer to himplainly, he was already
gone. Perhaps he had put. on one of his dammed

masks agai n; anyway he had vani shed in that day's
great confusion of unfamiliar figures, new body-
guard and new courtiers and foreign dignitaries

al ready on hand to congratul ate the w nner

She had refused to order a search, or even to
all ow one. Let himgo. She was well rid of him
Fromthat day forward she woul d be Queen, and
her marriage, when she got around to thinking of
marri age, woul d have to be sonething planned as
carefully and coldly as an arny's march.

There had been, naturally enough, other |overs,
fromthat day al nbst twenty years ago till this.'

Am ntor was, she supposed, the nobst durable of the
bunch. Lovers was not really the right word for

t hem t hough; useful bodies, sonetines entertain-
ing or even useful m nds.

But the Enperor yes, he had been her | over.
That fact in some ways seened to loomlarger as it
became nore distant down the | engthening avenue
of years

But, she thought now (as she usually did when
t he thought-cycle had reached this point), how
could any wonan, |et alone a Queen, have been
expected to live with, to seriously plan a life and a
career, with a man like that . . . ?

The Silver Queen's thoughts and feelings, as
usual , becane junbled at this point. It was all done
with now It had all been over and done with, a | ong
time ago. The Enperor m ght have nmade her
immortal, or at least virtually ageless, like hinself.
Well, as a strong Queen she could hire or persuade
ot her powerful magicians to do the same for her, as
they did for thenselves, when it began to seem
i mportant.

Only after she had refused the Enperor's offer of
marriage, and after she had banned that inpossible
pretender, that joker and seducer, from her

thoughts (the banni ng had been quite successful for
atin)-it was only then, of course, that she had
realized that she was pregnant.

Her first thought had been to rid herself of the
child before it was born. But her second thought-
al ready she was beginning to pick up nore hints of
the Enperor's | atent power-was that the child
m ght possibly represent an asset later. As usual in
her new | ife as Queen, far-sighted caution had pre-
vai | ed. She had endured the pregnancy and birth.

There was no doubt of who the father was,
despite the baby's fair skin and reddi sh hair, unlike
those of either parent. The Enperor had been her
only lover at the tinme. Besides, the Queen could find
redheads recorded on both sides of her own ances-
try. As for the Emperor's famly . . . who knew? Not
any of the wi zards she had been able to consult.

One thing certain about him he had been, stil
was, a consummate magi ci an. The Silver Queen
appreciated that nore fully now At the time, as a
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girl, she had only begun to recognize the fact.

And even now actually nore often now than in
those early years of her reign-the idea kept com ng
tantalizingly back: what if she actually had nmar-
ried hin

That woul d have been inpossible, of course.
Quite socially, politically inpossible for a Queen to
.marry one that the world knew as a denented
clown. No matter that the wi se and well-educated
at | east suspected there was nore to the Enperor
than that. But what if she had done it, used her new
royal power to nake it work? There woul d of course
have had to have been a strong concurrent effort to
revive her husband's title in its ancient sense, one of
wel | - ni gh suprene power, of puissance beyond that of
mere Kings and Queens.

Wul d she have been accl ai med as a geni us of
statecraft for marrying himand trying to do that?
Only, of course, if it had worked. Mre likely she
woul d have becone a | aughi ngst ock.

In any case it was nonsense to think about it now.
She had been only a girl then, unwise in the ways of
ruling, and how could she ever have made such an
attenpt succeed?

But he might have been able to make it work. Wat
if she had let himrule beside her, had let himtry .

Maybe, she thought, it was the nenory of the
Enperor's fierce masculinity that was really bothering
her tonight. On top of everything el se. There had
been sonet hing stronger about himin that way than
any other man she had ever invited to her cot, though
physically he was not particularly big.

Enough. There in the dark privacy of her tent, not
giving herself time to think about it, she clasped her
right hand firmy on Soulcutter's hilt and drew it
hal fway fromits sheath. Still there was no gl ow, and
still no power flowed fromit. Rather the reverse. It
was as she had feared and expected it would be, but
wor se; worse than she had thought or feared. Still she
could bear it if she mnust.

Queen Yanbu slammed this nost terrible of all
Swords back into its sheath, and sighed with relief as
the mi dni ght around her appeared to brighten instantly.
Then she closed the ornate case around Soul cutter,
and got up and went to the tent door to cry orders to
break canmp and narch.

CHAPTER 12

O course the Dark King knew better, when he
stopped to think about it. But through the visualization
provi ded himby the denon he had been able to see
Shi el dbreaker in Sir Andrew s distant hands only as a
ki nd of war-hamer rather than a Sword, a picture
mat chi ng the sound that reached Vilkata' s ears from
that distant conbat. Soul cutter Vil kata had not yet
seen at all, but he knew that it was there now,
sonewhere behind him in the hands of the Silver
Queen. He knew it by his magically assisted
perception of an enptiness, a presence there to which
he was truly blind. Any Sword that he did not own
could frighten him and he owned only one out of the
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Twel ve. And now he found hinsel f between two
enenmies arned with two Swords that seened to him
particularly powerful.

Bet ween the M ndsword in the Dark King' s hands
behind them and the Dark King's cavalry in front of
them Sir Andrew s little arny had cer-
tainly been destroyed. That nuch had been accom
pl i shed. Under ordinary conditions a victory of
such magni tude woul d have been enough to make
the King feel truly optimistic. But conditions were
not ordinary, if they ever were. There were the two
Swor ds Shi el dbreaker and Soul cutter, and hinsel f
bet ween t hem

When the report cane in that the Silver Queen
was advancing on his rear, Vilkata sent a flying
messenger to recall most of his advanced caval ry,
and set about turning his entire army to confront
her. It was a decision made with sone reluctance,
because he longed to go instead to search person-
ally on the battlefield for Shieldbreaker. A flying
scout had reported seeing froma distance that Sir
Andrew hurled the Sword away from him when
the fight at |ast was over. And what subordinate did
the Dark King dare to trust with succeeding in that
search?-but at the same tine he dared not fail to
neet the Silver Queen's advance with the M nd-
sword in his own hands. He could not be in two
pl aces at once.

Anyway Vilkata did not really believe the report
about Sir Andrew throw ng Shiel dbreaker away.

Whet her the Sword of Force woul d be dropped and
abandoned by any living person on any battlefield
was, in his mind, very doubtful to say the least. In
the end he ordered certain patrols to the place
where Sir Andrew was | ast seen, to search for the
Sword, or to nmake what other val uabl e discoveries
they could, while he hinself turned back to neet

t he advanci ng col ums of Yanbu.

As it turned out, Yanbu's nmain arnmy was not
nearly as close as had been reported. The flying,
hal f-intelligent scouts often had trouble estinmating

hori zontal di stances; but the King could not take
chances. He had not much nore than got his arny
into notion in that direction, when additional dis-
qui eting reports cane in. These told of gods and
goddesses seen in the vicinity of Tashigang, doing
extravagant things in the Dark King' s nane, and
proclaimng himtheir lord and master, the new
ruler of the world. That in itself would have been
wel | enough, but the reports also told of the deities
of fering hi mhuman sacrifice, and hol ocausts of
grain and cattle. Besides the waste of val uable
resources, it made Vil kata uneasy to realize that the
divinities who had pledged |loyalty to himwere not
really under his control. Should he send word to
them of his displeasure? But he did not even know
where they were right now O where they were
going to be next, or what they might be intending to
do.

The trouble is, he thought, they worship me but |
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am not a god. Having arrived at that thought, he
felt as if he had made sone great, vaguely al arm ng
di scovery.

Mark and his escort had not been many days out
from Tasaval ta when they were forced into a skir-
msh with a strong patrol of the Dark King' s troops.
This fight had cost them sone casualties. But
Coi nspinner in Mark's hands, altering the odds of
chance in his favor at every turn, saw hi mand nost
of his small force through the fighting safely. He
had experienced the workings of the Sword of
Chance before, and he trusted it-to a degree; it was
really the least trustworthy of the Twelve-and felt
alnost familiar with it. The soldiers of his escort
had done neither until now.

When the skirm sh was over, the eneny
survivors driven into flight, Mark and his troops rested
briefly and noved on. He was confident, and the
sol diers, who earlier had only grimy obeyed orders,
now pi cked up that attitude fromhim Since what he
truly wanted now was to | ocate the Enperor, then to
the Enperor Coinspinner's luck would lead him in
one way or anot her.

As they rode Mark paused periodically to sweep
the horizon with the naked tip of the Sword of
Chance. Wen he ained it in a certain direction, and
in that direction only, a quivering seized the blade, and
Mark could feel a faint surge of power pass into his
hand through the hilt. In that direction was the
Enmperor. O, at least, that was the way to go to
ultimately reach him

For several days Mark and his surviving Tasaval tan
escort journeyed in safety. Then they began to
observe the unm stakabl e signs of arm es near. And
then at last there was the noise of a battle close
ahead.

From a di stance Mark watched an eneny force of
overwhel mi ng strength, what he thought had to be the
mai n body of the Dark King's troops, first advance in
one direction, then reverse thensel vest hough not as in
defeat, he thought-and trudge in mass formation the
other way. The actual fighting had been sonewhere
beyond them where he could not see it.

When t he eneny had noved out of the way, and
al most out of sight, Coinspinner still pointed him
toward the place where the battle had been

When Mark with his small escort reached the
battlefield, they found it al most devoid of living things,
except for a few scavengers, gathering on wi ng and

af oot. There were a hundred human dead or nore,
concentrated nostly in one place. Anbng the fallen
Mark could not see a single one in Vilkata's col ors.
The only livery visible was Sir Andrew s orange and
bl ack.

On the field one human figure was still standing.
Slightly built, it was garbed in a robe that had once
been white, and | ooked |ike one of Ardneh's servants
who had been through sonme arduous journey and
perhaps a battle or two as well. Wen Mark first saw
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it, this figure was bendi ng over one of the dead nen
who lay a little apart fromthe others. Then, even as
Mar k watched, the figure in white began to | abor
awkwar dl y at diggi ng-a grave, Mark supposed-using

the bl ade of a long knife.

As Mark and his troops, in the colors of Tasavalta,
rode nearer, the figure in white took note of them and
stopped what it was doing to await their approach
But it did not try to run

When Mark got closer, he recognized the isol ated
dead man as Sir Andrew. In war it was no great
surprise, particularly on a field of slaughter like this
one, to find a conrade and a | eader dead. But still the
di scovery was no | ess a shock

Mark junped down from his nount and put his
hand on the gore-spattered head of the Kind Knight,
and remarked his peaceful face. "Ardneh greet you,"
he muttered, and for a noment at |east could feel rea
hope that it night be so.

Then Mark stood up. Taking Denis for a genuine
Ardneh-pil gri mwho had probably just wandered onto
the scene, Mark asked, "But where are his own
peopl e, all slaughtered?" He | ooked round himat the
few score dead. "This can't be his entire army!"

Deni s answered. "Many were slaurrhtered | Fear _
The Dark King's cavalry attacked al so, ahead, beyond
those hills. The officers remaining are trying to rally
what ever troops are left. Sir Andrew s close friends
wanted to bury himwhat | amtrying to do-but they
decided Sir Andrew woul d have wanted themto see
tothe living first. As | amsure he would."

"You knew him then?"

The youth in ragged white nodded assent. "I had
been with himfor sone days. | think | cane to know
him in away. | amcalled Denis the Quick, of
Tashi gang." And Denis's quick eyes flicked around
Mark's escort. "I did not know that there were
Tasaval tan troops nearby."

"There are not many. My nane is Mark."

Nor had Denis failed to notice the large black hilt at
Mark's side. "There was a man of that nane who had-
and still has, for all | knownuch to do with the
Twel ve Swords. O so all the stories say. But | didn't
know t hat he was Tasavaltan."

"l am not Tasavaltan, really . . . and yes, | have had
much to do with them Mich nore than | could w sh."

Mar k si ghed.

But even as he spoke, Mark was tiredly, dutifully
drawi ng Coi nspi nner again. Wile Denis and the
Tasaval tan soldiers watched in alert silence, he swept
it once more round the horizon. "That way," Mark
muttered, as he resheathed the Blade. "And near by,
now, | think. The feeling in the hilt is strong."

The Sword has pointed in the direction of the
abandoned carnival, which was just visible over the
nearest gentle rise of ground.

Mark began to walk in the direction of the carnival,
| eading his mount. His escort followed silently,

professionally alert for trouble. Denis hesitated for a
monent, then abandoned his gravedi gging temporarily
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and cane with themtoo. The ruined show was only
about a hundred neters distant.

Standi ng on the edge of the area of dilapidated tents
and flimsy shelters, Mark | ooked about himwth a
fromm. "This is very nuch like..."

"What ?"

"Not hing." But then Mark hesitated. H s voice
when he replied again was strained. "Like one
carnival in particular that | renmenber seeing once
| ong ago."

It was of course inpossible for himto be certain,
but he had a feeling that it was really the sane one.
Sonet hi ng about the tents, or maybe the names of the
performers-though he could not renenber any of
t hem consci ousl y-on the few worn, faded signs that
wer e visible.

Yes. Nine years ago, or thereabouts, this very
carnival -he thought-had been encanped far from
here, in front of what had then been Sir Andrew s
castle. That had been the night of Mark's second
encounter with a Sword, the night on which soneone
had thrust Sightblinder into his hands ....

One of the nounted Tasavaltan troopers sounded a
| ow whistle, a signal neaning that an eneny had been
sighted nearby. Mark forgot the past and sprang
alertly into his saddle.

There was barely tine to grab for weapons before
a patrol of the Dark King' s cavalry was upon them
Vil kata's troops abandoned stealth when they saw
that they were seen, to come shouting and charging
between the tents and flinmsy shacks.

Mark, w th Coi nspi nner raised, net one nounted
attacker, a grizzled veteran who fell back wi de-eyed
when he saw his opponent brandi shing a Sword;
the magni ficent bl ade nmade t he god-forged weap-
ons unm st akabl e even when the black hilt with its
i dentifying synmbol was hidden in a fist. OQther fight-
ing swirled around them Mark's riding beast was
slightly wounded. He had to struggle to control it,
as it carried himsone little distance where he
found hinmself al nost al one. The Sword of Good
Luck could create certain difficulties for a | eader
even when it perhaps sinultaneously saved his life.

He waved a signal to such of his Tasaval tan people
as he could see, then rode to lead themin a counter-
attack around a wooden structure a little larger

than the rest of the carnival's components.

In a nonent he discovered that his troops had
evidently m ssed or nmisread his hand signal, and he
was for the nonent conpletely alone. Swearing by
the anatom es of several gods and goddesses, he
was wheeling his nmount again, to get back to his
troops, when his eye fell on the faded | egend over
the flinmsy building s doorway.

I't read:

THE HOUSE OF M RTH

And just outside the House of Mrth, a man was
sitting, waiting for Mark. The man, garbed in dul
colors, sat there so quietly on a little bench that
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Mark had ridden past himonce w thout even
noticing his presence. Mark was sure at once that
the man was waiting for him because he was | ook-
ing at Mark as if he had been expecting himand no
one el se.

The nman on the bench was conpactly built, of

i ndeterm nate age, and wrapped in a gray cl oak of
qui et but now somewhat dusty el egance. H s face,
Mark thought, was quite cal mand also quite ordi-
nary, and he sat there al nost neekly, unarmed but
with a long enpty scabbard at his belt.

Coi nspi nner pointed straight at the nan. Then
the Sword seened to leap and twist in Mark's hand,
and he could not retain his hold upon it. The man
on the bench had done nothing at all that Mark
could see, but the Sword of Chance was no |onger in
Mark's grip, and the scabbard at the Enperor's
si de was no | onger enpty.

Even apart from Coi nspinner's evidence, Mark
had not the | east doubt of who he was facing. He
had heard descriptions. He had heard enough to
make hi mwonder if, in spite of hinmself, he nmight be
awed when this monent canme. But in fact the first
enotion that Mark felt was anger, and his first
words expressed it. They cane in 'a voice that trem
bled a little with his resentnent, and it was not
even the taking of the Sword that made hi m angry.

"You are ny father. So my nother has told ne."

The Enperor gave no sign of feeling any anger in
response to Mark's. He only | ooked Mark up and
down and smiled a little, as if he were basically
pl eased with what he saw. Then he said: "She told
you truly, Mark. You are ny son."

"Return my Sword. | need it, and my troops need
ne.

"Presently. They are managi ng wi thout you at
the nmoment . "

Mark started to get down fromhis riding beast,
meani ng to confront the other even nore closely.

But at the |ast nonment he decided to hold on to
what ever advant age renai ni ng nounted ni ght

af ford hi meven though he suspected that woul d
be none at all.

He accused the seated man again. "It was a | ong
time afterward, ny nother said, before she realized
who you really were. Not until after | was born. You
wer e masked, when you took her. For a while she
t hought you were Duke Fraktin, that bastard.

Playing tricks, like a . . . why did you do that to her?
And to ny father?"

Mark heard his own voice quiver on the |ast
wor d. Sonmehow t he accusati on had ended nore
weakly than it had begun

The Enperor answered himsteadily. "I didit, |
took her as you say, because | wanted to bring you
into being."

It was difficult to find the right words,
properly angry and forceful, to answer that.

The man on the bench added: "You are one of mny
many children, Mark. The Inperial blood flows in
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your veins."

Again Mark's injured riding beast began to give
himtrouble, turning restively this way and that. He
worked to control it, and told hinself that if only he
had his Sword he woul d have turned his back on
this man and ridden away, gone back to join the
fight. But his Sword was gone. And now as soon as
the aninmal | ooked directly at the Enperor it qui-

eted. It stood still, facing the nman on the bench and
trenbling faintly.
And is it going to be the sane with ne? WIIl | be

pacified so easily? Mark wondered. Already his
intended fury at this man was weakeni ng.
Mark said; "I have been thinking about that, too.
The Inperial blood. If | have it, what does that
mean?"

The Enperor stood up slowy. There was stil
not hi ng physically inpressive or even distinctive
about him He was neither remarkably tall nor
short, and, to Mark's dull senses at |east, he radi-
ated no aura of magic. As he wal ked the few paces
to stand beside Mark's trenbling nount, he drew
Coi nspi nner and casually handed it up to Mark, hilt
first. "You will need this, as you say," he remarked,
as if in an aside.

And then, as Mark al nost dazedly accepted the
Sword, the Enperor answered his question. "It
means, for one thing, that you have the ordering of
demons. More precisely, the ability to order them
away, to cast themout. What words, what particu-
| ar incantation you employ to do so matters little."

Mark slid Coi nspi nner back into the sheath at his
own side. Now he was free to turn and ride away.

But he did not. "The denons, yes . . . tell ne. There
was a girl nanmed Ariane, who was with me once in

the Bl ue Tenpl e dungeon. Who saved ne from a

denon there. Was she . . . ?"

"Anot her of ny children. Yes. Did she not once
think that she recogni zed you as a brother?"

"She did. Yes." Now even weak anger was
ebbing swiftly, could not be called anger any
longer. Now it had departed. Leaving . . . what?

Again the Enperor was smiling at himfaintly,
proudly. "You are a fit husband, Mark, for any
Queen on Earth--or any Princess either. | think you
are too good for nobst of thembut then | may be
prejudi ced. Fathers tend to be." The man in gray
stood holding on to Mark's stirrup now, and squint-
ing up at him "There's sonmething else, isn't there?
VWhat el se are you trying to ask ne?"

Mark blurted out a junble of words, nore or |ess
connected with the menorized version of Princess
Kristin's formal request for an alliance.

"Yes, that's what she sent you after me to do,
isn't it? Well, | have a reputation as a prankster, but
I can be serious. Tell the Princess, when you see her,
that she has an alliance with me as |ong as she
wants it."

There had been another alliance that Mark had
meant to ask for. But it was too late now. "Sir
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Andrew has just been killed."

"I know that."

The cal mess in the Enperor's voice seened
i nhuman. Suddenly Mark's anger was not dead
after all. "He died not half a kiloneter fromhere. If
you woul d be our ally, why aren't you fighting
harder on our side? Doi ng nore?"

H s father-it was suddenly possible now to think
of this man also in those terms-was not surprised
by the reproach, or perturbed either. He |l et go the
stirrup, and stroked the riding beast's injured neck
Mark thought he saw, though afterward he was not
sure, one of the small wounds there w ped away as
if it had been no nore than a dead |eaf fallen on the
skin. Mark's newy acceptable father said, "Wen
you are as old as | am ny son, and able to under-
stand as nmuch, then you can intelligently criticize
the way | am behavi ng now. "

The Enperor stretched hinself, a weary nove-
ment, then noved back a step and | ooked around.
"I think this present skirm sh at least is yours. One

day you and | will have a long tine to tal k. But not
just now. Now that you have conpl eted your m s-
sion for the Princess, | would advise you to get your

remai ni ng peopl e to Tashi gang, and quickly inside

the walls. And warn the people in the city, if they do
not already realize it, that an attack is imrnent."

"I will." Mark heard hinself accepting orders
fromthis man, the sane man he had sought for
days, neaning to confront in accusation. But this
change was riot like that brought about by the
M ndswor d' s hi deous war pi ng pressure. This
i nward change, this decision, was his own, for al
that it surprised him

H's revitalized nmount was already carrying him
away. Hi s father waved after himand called: "And
you can give themthis encouragi ng news as well -
Rostov is bringing the Tasavaltan arny to their
aid"
CHAPTER 13 .

The little colum of refugees was conmposed for the
most part of cunbersome carts and | oadbeasts, and
for several days it had been noving with a nightmarish
sl owness over the appalling roads. Now and again it
|l eft the roads, where a bridge had been destroyed or
the only roads ran in the wong directions, to go
trundling off across someone's neglected fields. In this
manner the train of carts and wagons had nade its
way toward Tashi gang. The people in the train, all of
themvill agers or peasants who had been poor even
before the war started, were fearful of the Dark
King's cavalry, and with good reason. Behind them
the I and was death and ruin, under a | eaden sky hazed
at the horizon with the snoke of burning villages. The
wooden-wheel ed carts groaned with their increasing
burden of people who could wal k no nore, and of the
poor bel ongings that the people were still stubbornly
trying to keep. The | oadbeasts, in need

of food and nost of all of rest, uttered their own
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sounds of - protest.

Ri ding in the second wagon were four people, a
man named Birch and his wife Mcheline, along with
their two snmall children. The man was driving at the
nmoment, urging on their one | oadbeast that pulled the
wagon. | n general he kept up a running stream of
encouragi ng conments, directed at the animal and at
his fam |y indiscrimnately. He was not getting too
much in the way of answers. His wife had said very
little for several days now, and the children were too
tired to speak.

Just now the train of wagons was conming to a place
where the poor road di pped between hills that had
once been wooded, to ford a small, nuddy stream
Most of the trees on the hills |ooked as if they m ght
have been individually hacked at by a hundred axes,
then pulled apart by a thousand arns, of people
needi ng firewood or wood for other uses; quite likely
soneone' s arny had canped near here not |ong ago.

The little train of half a dozen wagons and carts
now stopped at the ford. Al of the travelers wanted
to let their animals drink, and the people who were not
carrying fresher water with themin their vehicles
drank fromthe streamtoo. Birch and his famly did
not get out of their cart. At this point they were not so
much thirsty as sinply dazed and exhaust ed.

Wi |l e the conpany of refugees was halted thus, a
patrol of the Dark King's cavalry did indeed conme into
sight. Those who were sitting in their wagons or
standi ng beside them held their breath, watching
fatalistically. But the patrol was sone distance
of f, and showed little interest in their poor conpany.

They were greatly relieved. But hardly had the
cavalry ridden out of the way when one of the
worren stood up in her wagon screamning, and pointed
in a different direction.

Over one of the nearby hills, studded with its
broken trees |ike stubble on a tough chin, the head and
shoul ders of a god had just appeared. There was
nmore nearby snmoke in the air in that direction, from
sone farm building on the other side of the hill burning
perhaps, or it nmight have been a haystack or a
woodpi | e snol dering; ,and the effect of seeing the
god's figure through this haziness was sonehow to
suggest a truly gigantic figure kil onmeters away,
nmovi ng about, at the distance of an ordinary horizon

Birch, the man in the second cart, froze in his
position on the driver's seat. H's wife, Mcheline, who
was sitting beside himhad clanped a painful grip
upon his arm but he could not have moved in any
case. Behind them peering out fromwhere they had
been tucked away amd furniture in the | arge two-
wheel ed cart, their two small children were frozen
t 0o.

Birch could tell at first glance that the nountai nous-
| ooki ng god coming over the hill was Mars. He coul d
make the identification at once by the great spear and
hel m and shi el d of the approaching bei ng's equi ppage,
even though the man had never before seen any deity
and had not expected to see one now.

Mars was al nost directly ahead of the people in
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their wagons, advancing toward them from al nost the
sanme direction that the train was headed. And

the Wargod had certainly taken notice of them

al ready; Birch thought for a nonment that those

di stant eyes were looking directly into his own. Now
Mars, marching forward out of the snoke, appeared

as no nore than three tinmes taller than a nan. Now

he was lowering his arnored helmas if in preparation
for battle; and still he tranped thunderously nearer, a
movi ng nountai n of a being, kicking stunps and

boul ders out of his way.

He was descendi ng the near side of the nearest hil
now, taller than the treetops of the ruined grove as he
nmoved anong them Before Birch could think of any
way he might possibly react, Mars had reached the
muddy little ford.

Once there, he raised his arms. Looking
preoccupi ed, as if his divine thoughts were el sewhere,
and wi thout preanble or warning, he spitted the nan
who had been driving the first wagon neatly on his
spear, which was as long as a tall tree itself, and only
alittle thinner. That man's wife and chil dren cane
spilling around himfromtheir cart, and rolling on the
ground as if they could feel the sane spear in their
own guts.

Mars noved quickly, and cane so close that he was
hard to see, like a nountain when you were standing
onit. Birch felt his own wagon go over next. If that
great spear had thrust for himtoo, it had sonehow
m ssed. Al Birch could feel was a fall that left him
hal f stunned, and then a growing pain in his |l eg and
hi p, and a numbness that threatened to growinto a
greater pain still, and the awareness that he coul d not
move. Near him M cheline and the children |ay
huddl ed. and junbled in the mdst of their spilled
bel ongi ngs. Except for Birch hinself they all appeared
to be unhurt, but M cheline was
gasping and the children whinpering softly in new
terror. Still connected to the wagon by the | eather
straps of the harness, their only | oadbeast |ay
twitching, its whole body crunpled into an inpos-
sible position. It had been sl aughtered, butchered
by a nmere gesture fromthe passing God of War

Mars' w ndstorm of a voice roared forth, above
the cowering humans' heads: "Wat's all this talk
hear, these last few years, about twelve speci al
Swords? |'ve never seen themand | don't want to.
What's so great about them really? Can anyone
here answer nme that? My war-spear here does the
job as neatly as it ever did."

If the god was really talking to the humans he had
just tranpled, and whether he expected any of his
surviving victinms to actually enter into a dial ogue,

Bi rch never knew. The voice that did runble an
answer back at Mars was deeper and | ouder by far
than any human tones could be. It cane rolling
down at themfromthe hillside on the other side of
the ford, and it said: "Your spear has failed you
before, Wargod. It will again be insufficient.”

Birch did not recognize that voice. But Mars did,
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for Birch saw himturn, with an expressi on sud-
denly and al nost nadly joyful, to face its owner

The God of War cried out: "It is the dog! The great
son of a bitch that they call the Lord of Beasts. At

| ast! | have been | ooking for you for a long tinme."
Birch was still lying on his back, aware that

M cheline and the children were still at his side,

and evidently still unhurt; but beyond that he could

not. think for the nonment about hinmself or his fam
ily, nor speak, though his dry Iips formed words.
Even his own pain and injury were nonentarily
forgotten. He could only watch. He had never seen a

single god in his whole |life before, and now here
were two at one tine.

Lord Draffut cane wal king downhill, toward the
ford and the few crouchi ng, surviving humans, and
the poor weckage that was all that was left of the
train of carts. Draffut's towering man-shaped form
spl ashed knee-deep through the snmall river, now
partially damred by the junble of wecked vehi -
cles, nurdered | oadbeasts and human bodies, all
intermngled with the poor useless things that the
humans had been trying to carry with themto
safety inside the walls of Tashi gang. The bl oodi ed
wat er splashed up around those knees of gl ow ng
fur, and Birch saw nmarveling that the el ements of
wat er and rmud were touched with tenporary life
wher ever the body of Draffut came in contact with
t hem

"Down on four |egs, beast!" the Wargod roared,
brandi shing his spear at the other god who was as
tall as he.

Lord Draffut had nothing nore to say to Mars
just now. The Beastlord only bared his fangs as he
crossed the stream and halted, slightly crouching,
al rost within reach of the God of War.

The first thrust of the great spear cane, too sw ft
and powerful for watching Birch to see it plainly, or
for Draffut to ward it in just the way he sought to
do. It pierced Draffut's right forearm but only
lightly, in and out near the surface, so that he was
still able to catch the spear's shaft in both his
hands. A monent |ater he had wenched the
weapon out of the grasp of Mars conpletely, and
reversed it in his own grip.

Mars had anot her spear, already magically in
hand. The two weapons cl ashed. Then Draf f ut
thrust again, with such violence that the shield of
Mars was transfixed by the blow, and knocked out of
the Wargod's grasp, to go rolling away with the spear
i ke sone great cartwheel on the end of a broken
ax| e.

Mars cried out, a bellow of rage and fear, thought
Birch, not of injury. Even to witness the fear of a god
was terrible. In the next monent Mars denonstrated
the ability to produce still nore spears at will, and had
now arrmed hinself with one in each hand.

Draffut lunged at himand closed with him and
| ocked his massive arns around his great opponent,
clamping the arms of Mars agai nst the cuirass
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protecting the Wargod's body. At the sane tine
Draffut sank his enornous fangs into god-flesh at the
base of the thick arnmored neck. At the touch of the
Lord of Beasts, even the magical arnor of Mars
melted and flowed with Iife, treacherously exposing
the divine flesh that it was neant to guard.
The giants stanped and swayed, the earth quivering
beneath their feet; even though his upper arns were
pi nioned, Mars tried stabbing at his attacker with the
spears he held in both his hands. Birch, beyond
marvel i ng now, saw how one spear head was
converted by Draffut's |ife-powers to the giant head
of a living serpent, and how the serpent's head struck
back at the armand wist of the god who held it.
Mars shrieked in deafening pain and rage.
M cheline, seeing the fight in her own terns, as an
opportunity for human action, demanded of her
husband whet her he was hurt, whether he could
nmove. Birch, taking his eyes off the contending giants
only for a nonent, told her that yes, he was

hurt, and no, he could not nove, and that she shoul d
take the children and get on away from here, and
cone back later when it was safe.

She protested briefly; but when she saw that he
really could not nove, she did as he had said. The
fighting gods were nuch too busy to notice their
departure, or that of any of the other people who
could still nove

The spearhead in the right hand of Mars had not
been changed by Draffut's touch; it stubbornly
refused to flowwith life. "You will not nmelt this
weapon down!" Mars cried, and with its bright point
and edge he tore open a wound al ong the shaggy ribs
of the Lord of Beasts. And neanwhile Mars had
managed to cast the treacherous biting serpent from
hi m

Now t he God of Healing could no |onger entirely
heal hinmself. He bled red sparkling blood, fromhis
side and from his wounded arm as wel |

Yet he closed with Mars and di sarned hi m agai n of
his remaining spear. He seized Mars -in a westler's
grip, and lifted himand threw hi mdown on rocks, so
that the earth shook with the shock of inpact, and the
water in the nearby streamleapt up in little spouts.

But as soon as he was free of Draffut's grip, Mars
bounced up, a spear once nore in each hand, just as
before. He was bl eeding too, with blood as red as
Draffut's, but thicker, and so hot it steamed, rushing
out fromthe place where Draffut's fangs had torn his
neck.

Mars said: "You cannot kill a true god, dogbeing.
W are imortal . "

Draf fut was approaching himagain, closing in
slowy and nethodically, |ooking for the best
chance to attack. "Hernes died. If | cannot kill you

it is not because you are a god. It will be because..."

And now agai n-Birch did not understand, or hope
to understand, everything that he was seei ng and
hearing-it seened that Mars was capabl e of fear
"Why?" the Wargod asked.
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Draf fut answered: "Because there is too nuch of
humanity in you. Human beings are not the gods
creation. You are theirs. You and all your peers who
meet in the Ludus Mountains."

Thi s brought on a bluster of roaring, and insults
fromMars, to which Draffut did not bother to reply.
Meanwhil e the two giants continued their steady,
stealthy circling and stal king of each ot her.

But, finally, it was as if Draffut’'s cal m statenent
about hurmanity had struck deeper than any planned
insult. It nmust have struck so deep as to provoke even
the God of War to that ultimte reaction, thought.

Mars runbled at the other, "What did you nean by
that foolishness? That we are their creation?"

"I mean to tell you what | saw, on that day when
stood anong you, on the cold nountaintop, with the

Sword of Stealth in ny hand . . . Sightblinder let ne
see into the inward nature of the gods, you and the
others there. And since then | have known . . . if |
could not kill you the last tine we fought, and | cannot
kill you now, it is because there is in you too nmuch of
humanity. "

"Bah. That | cannot believe."” Mars waved his
spears.

Stal king his eneny, bleeding, Draffut said it again.
"You did not create them"

"Hah. That | can believe. Wat sort of god would
be bothered to do that?"

"They created you."

Mars snorted with divine contenpt. "How could
such vernin ever create anything?"

"Through their dreams. Their dreans are very
powerful ."

The two titans closed with each other again, and
fought, and again both of them were wounded. And
agai n they both were weakened.

The only human observer |left to watch them now
was the man named Birch. He would certainly have
crept away by now, too, with his wife and children, if
he had been able to nove. But he could not nove.
And by now he was no | onger even thinking
particularly of his owmn fate. He watched the fight unti
he fainted, and when he recovered his senses he
wat ched again, for the fight was still in progress.
When his thirst becanme overpowering, he nade a
great effort and nanaged to turn and tw st hinself
enough to get a drink fromthe nuddi ed, bl oodied
water of the small stream Then he |lay back and kept
his mnd off his own pain and injury by watching the
fight sone nore

The sun set on the struggle. It went on, wth pauses-
Bi rch supposed that even gods in this kind of agony
must rest-through the night. The dark was filled with
titanic thrashings and groani ngs, and splashing in the
river where it gurgled gorily and patiently over and
around the new damthat had been nade out of
hurman di saster.

At least, Birch told hinmself in his nore lucid
monents, he was not going to have to worry about
predatory animals conming and trying to nmake a
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meal of himas he | ay wounded. What ordinary beast
woul d dare approach this scene?

Wien dawn canme, Birch found hinself still alive,
somewhat to his own surprise. In the new daylight he
behel d the ground, over the entire area around the
ford, littered with broken spearshafts and spear heads,
and with nonstrous dead or |ethargic serpents that
had once been spears, all relics of the fight that stil
went on.

O didit? This latest interval of silence seened to
be lasting for a longer tinme than usua

There was a great, startling, earth-quivering crash,
sonmewher e nearby, just out of Birch's sight, behind
sonme overturned and smashed-up wagons t hat
screened a large part of his field of vision. The ground
shook with the renewed fight, which once nore
seened to terminate in a final splash. In a nonent the
wat chi ng hunan was able to see and feel the waves
indicating that the two conbatants, still |ocked
together, had plunged into the partially dammed poo
of the river.

Now for a time Birch could no | onger hear them
fighting, except for occasional splashes that gradually
decreased in violence. But now he could hear the two
gods breat hing. Qught gods to have to breathe? Birch
wondered groggily. Maybe they only did it when they
chose, like eating and drinking. Maybe they only did it
when they needed extra strength.

Ti me passed in near silence. Then as the newy
risen sun crept higher in the sky, a shadow fell across
Birch where he lay. The man opened his eyes, to
behol d the figure of yet another god. Thank Ardneh,
this one had not yet noticed the surviving human
ei ther.

Birch knew at once, by the leather-like smth's
apron worn by the newconer, and by the twi sted |eg,
that this was Vul can. The | anme god was wearing at
his side two great, blackhilted Swords, [ooking Iike
mer e daggers agai nst the gray bul k of his body. He
squatted on his haunches, |ooking down into the poo
where the two fighters had gone out of Birch's field of
vision. Now there was a renewed stirring in the pool,
at last. A nuttering, a splash. A great grin spread
across the face of the Smith as he stood up and
| ei surely approached the conbat a little nore closely.
Bef ore he sat down again, on a rock, he kicked a
broken cart out of his way. This incidentally cleared
the field of view for the injured man, of whose
exi stence none of the three giants had yet taken the
| east notice.

"Hail, oh mighty Wargod!" The sal utation cane
fromWwulcan in tones of gigantic nockery. "The world
awai t s your conquering presence. Have you not
dallied here | ong enough? Wat are you doi hg down
there, exactly-bathing your pet dog in the nmud?"

Birch coul d see now how red the nud and water
were around them both. O the two conbatants,

Draffut could no longer fight, could hardly nove. The
God of War was little better off than his bedraggl ed
foe. But now, slowy, terribly, with great gasping
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efforts, Mars dragged hinself free of his opponent's
biting, crushing grip, and stood erect, ankle-deep in
mud.

When the Wargod tried to speak his voice was hal f-
i naudi bl e, failing altogether on sone words. It seened
that he could barely lift the armthat he stretched out
to Vul can. "A spear-a weapon-| have no nore
spears. Lend nme your Sword, Smith.

One of them | see that you have two. This business
must be finished."

Vul can si ghed, producing a sound |like that of
wi nd rushing through a snoldering forge. He
remai ned where he was, still some twenty neters
or so distant fromthe other two. "G ve you a
weapon, hey? Well, | suppose | must, since you
appear to be the victor in this shabby business after
all. How tiresone."

Mars, though tottering on his feet, nanaged to
draw hinself a little nore fully erect.

"How manner ed you suddenly grow, Bl ack-
smth. How fond you suddenly are of trying to
appear clever. Wiy should that be? But never
m nd. Put steel here in ny hand, and I'Il finish this
dirty job."

"I grant you," said Vulcan, "there is a need that
certain things be finished." And the Smth stood up
fromwhere he had been sitting, and his ornanents
of dragons' scales tinkled as he -chose and drew one
of his Swords.

" '"For thy heart'," he quoted softly, clasping and
hiding the black hilt delicately in his great, gray,
hardened bl aksmth's hand. He held the Sword up
straight, looking at it alnost lovingly. ''For thy
heart, who hast wonged ne."'"

"Wait," said Mars, staring at himw th a sud-
denly new expression. "Wat Sword is-?"

H s answer did not come in words. Vul can was
nmoving into a strange revol ving dance, his whol e
body turning ponderously, great sandal ed feet
stanping rock and nud al ong the wagon trail, flat-
tening earth that was already trodden and beaten
and bl oody fromthe fight, squashing the already
dyi ng serpents that had once been spears. The

Sword in the Smith's extended arm was gl owi ng
now, and it was howing |like the bull-roarer of sone
primtive magician.

Mars, hal f-dead or not, was suddenly gal vani zed.
He sprang into notion, fleeing, running away. Run-
ning as only a god can run, Mars went ducking and
twisting his way through the remants of the hill-
side grove. He dodged anpong great splintered
treetrunks, and splintering further those trees that
got in his way.

Bi rch saw Vul can throw the Sword, or rather |et
it go. After the Snmith released it, the power that
propelled it cane only fromwithin itself. The speed
of Mars' flight was great, but the Sword was only a
white streak through the air. Virtually instanta-
neously it followed the curving track of the War-
god's flight.
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At the last nmoment, Mars turned to face doom
bravely, and sonehow he was able to summon yet
one nore spear into his hand. But even his nagic
spear of war availed himnothing agai nst the Sword
of Vengeance. The white streak ended abruptly,
with the sound of a sharp inpact.

Even with Farsl ayer enbedded in his heart, Mars
rai sed his spear, and took one stunbling step
toward the god who had destroyed him But then he
could only cry a curse, and fall. He was dead before
he struck the earth, and he denolished one nore
live tree in his falling. That |ast tree deflected the
Wargod' s toppling body, so that he turned before
hi s | andi ng shook the earth, and ended spraw i ng
on his back. Only the black hilt and a handsbreadth
of Farslayer's bright blade protruded fromthe
arnored breastplate on his chest.
CHAPTER 14

At the largest land gate in the walls of Tashi gang,
whi ch was the Hernmes Gate giving onto the great
hi ghway call ed the H gh Road, one thin stream of
worried citizens was trying to get out of the city when
Mark and Denis arrived, while another group, this one
of country refugees, worked and pl eaded to get in.
There was obviously no general agreenment on the
safest place to be during the war that everyone
t hought was coming. The Watch on duty at the
Hermes Gate were inplacably forbidding the renpval
of foodstuffs, or anything that could be construed as
mlitary or nedical supplies, while at the sane tine
denyi ng entrance to many of the outsiders. To gain
entrance to the city it was necessary to show pressing
busi ness-ot her than that of one's own survival, which
did not necessarily concern the Watch-or to bring in
sone substantial material contribution to the city's
ability to withstand a siege. Denis, on identifying
hi nsel f as an agent of the House of Courtenay, was
admtted with no fur

ther argument. And Mark, along with his escort, was
passed as a representative of Tasavalta, as his and his
sol diers' blue-green clothing testified.

Mark thought that some of the Watch on duty at the
gate recogni zed Coi nspinner at his side-it was not
menti oned, but he suspected that the fact of the
Sword's presence was qui ckly comruni cated to the
Lord Mayor. Mark informed the officer who spoke to
hi mthat he too could be reached at the House of
Courtenay, and alerted the guardians of the gate to
expect the survivors of Sir Andrew s arny. That
group, two or three hundred strong, was traveling a
few hours behind Mark and Denis; it would, they
agreed, make a wel cone addition to the city's
garrison, that Denis said was chronically
under manned.

It was the first time Mark had ever entered a city as
| arge as this one-he had heard sone say that there
were none | arger-and he saw rmuch to wonder at as
Deni s conducted himand his handful of Tasavaltan
troopers through the broad avenues and streets. This
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was al so, of course, the first tine that Mark had seen
t he House of Courtenay, and he was duly inpressed

by the wealth and luxury in which his old friends
Barbara and Ben were living. But he was given little
time today in which to be inpressed by that. The
househol d, like the rest of the great city around it, was
in a state of turnoil and tension. Soon after entering
Mark got the inpression that none of its nenbers

knew as yet whether they were preparing for war and

si ege, or for evacuation. Packing of certain val uabl es
as if for possible evacuati on was bei ng undertaken, by
a force of what Mark estimated as at | east a dozen
servants and ot her workers, while sinultaneously

anot her group barricaded all but a few of the doors
and windows as if in expectation that the House

must undergo a siege.

Al nost i mredi ately on entering the building' s
ground floor, coming into the clanorous confusion
of what nust be a workshop, Denis imrediately
becane engaged in conversation with a nman he
i ntroduced to Mark as the steward of the house-
hol d, naned Tarim

Deni s was al ready aghast at sonme of the things
Tarimwas telling him

"Evacuation? Tashigang? Don't tell ne they're
seriously considering such a thing."

"W have heard sonething of the M ndsword's
power," said Tarimworriedly. He turned his aging,
troubl ed eyes toward Mark. "Perhaps you gentle-
men who travel out in the great world have heard
somet hing of it too."

Denis was inpatient. "I think we've sone idea
about it, yes. But we're not helpless, there are other
weapons, other Swords. We've even brought one
with us . . . and if they evacuate this city, half a m|-
|ion people or however nany there are, where wll
they all go?"

Tarim shrugged fatalistically. "Flee to the upper
hills, | suppose, or the Geat Swanp. | didn't say
that it made sense to evacuate."

Soneone el se had just entered the ground fl oor
room Turning, Mark saw the nan who all his life
he had thought of as his father. Who was his father,
he told hinself, in every sense that truly mattered.

And so Mark called himat first sight. For the tine
bei ng, the Enperor was forgotten

Mark had been only twelve the last tinme he saw
Jord, then lying apparently dead in their village

street. But there was no nistaking Jord, for the
ol der man had changed very little. Except for being
dressed now in finer garments than Mark had ever
seen himwear before. And except for

The really exceptional transformation was so
enornous, and at the same time appeared so right
and ordinary, that Mark at first glance canme near
accepting it as natural, and not a change at all
Then, after their first enbrace, he wonderingly held
his father at arns' |ength.

Jord now had two arnms.

Mark's father said to him "Wat the Swords
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took fromnme, they have given back. I'mtold that
Woundheal er was used to heal ne as | lay here

i njured and unconscious. It did a better job even
than those who used it had hoped."

"The Sword of Mercy has touched ne too," Mark
whi spered. And then for a little time he could only
stand there marveling at his father's new right arm
Jord explained to Mark how the arm had begun as a
mere fleshy swelling, then a bud, and then in a mat-
ter of a few nonths had passed through the nornal
stages of human growth, being first a |inb of baby
size, then one to fit a child. It was as | arge and
strong as the left armnow, but the skin of the new
limb was still pink and al nost unweat hered even
on the hand, not scarred or worn by age |like that on
Jord's left fist, visible belowthe sleeve of his fine

new shirt.

Suddenly Mark said, "I've just conme from seeing
Mot her, and Marian. \When they hear you have a
new arm.. "

The two of them father and son, had many things
to tal k about. Some things that were perhaps of
even greater inportance than a new arm and
Mark still had one problemto think about that he was
never going to nention to this man. But they were
allowed little time just now for tal k. Ben and Barbara
were arriving fromsonewhere in the upper interior of
the house to give Mark a joyful wel cone.

Barbara junped at him so that he had to catch and
swing her. She threw wiry arnms around his neck and
ki ssed hi m powerfully, so that he held her, as he had
Jord, at arns' length for a noment, wondering if in
her case too there had taken place sonme change so
great as to be invisible at first glance. But then he had
to drop her, for Ben, |ess denbnstrative as a rule,
cane to al nost crush Mark in a great hug.

They were followed by a plunp nursenaid,

i ntroduced to Mark as Kuan-yin who was carrying

their small child Beth. The toddl er was obvi ously
already a great friend of Jord's, for she went to him at
once and asked himhow his new arm was.

Kuan-yin, released fromimedi ate duty, at once
went a little apart with Denis. Mark could see that the
two of them standing face to face amid the confusion
of workers packing and barricadi ng, had their own
private greetings to exchange.

"W'd like to get a welconing party for you started
right away," Ben was saying to Mark, "but we can't.

It'll have to wait at least until tonorrow. The Lord
Mayor has called a council of leading citizens, and
Barbara and | are invited. Substantial people now, you
know. Master and Lady Courtenay. And the Mayor

knows we have sone kind of a hoard of weapons, to

help defend . . . what's that at your side?"

Ben grabbed the sheath, and | ooked at the Sword's
hilt. "Thank Ardneh, Coinspinner! W' ve

got to go to that meeting, and you' ve got to cone too,
and bring this tool along, to see that they don't decide
on some damed foolishness |ike surrendering. You'l

be wel come, bringing word from outside as you do
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And al so as a representative of Tasavalta. And
bringing another Sword . . . that'll stiffen up their
spi nes. Townsaver is in town already."
Mark grinned at him "Doongiver is on the way."
"Thank all the gods!" Holding Mark by the arm Ben
| onered his voice for a nonent. "W can't surrender,
and we certainly can't evacuate. Imagine trying to

take a three-year-old on that . . . you and | know
what it would be like. But if the rest of the city goes,
we'll have to try."

The Lord Mayor's pal ace, |ike every other part of

the city that Mark had seen so far, was a scene of
energetic, confused, and doubtfully productive activity.
Here as el sewhere the inhabitants appeared to be
striving to make ready for some allout effort, whose
nature they had not yet been able to deci de upon

Mark, Ben, and Barbara were admitted readily
enough at the main doorway of the Palace. This was
a building somewhat simlar to the House of
Courtenay, though even |arger and nore sunptuous,
and with reception roons and offices on the ground
floor instead of workshop space. Soon they were
conducted up a broad curving stair of marble, past
wor kmen descending with newly crated works of art.

On the way, Mark's friends were trying to bring
himup to date on the situation that they were about to
encount er.

"We're likely," Ben warned, "to run into our old
friend Hyrcanus at this neeting."

Mark al nost missed his footing on the stair.

"Hyrcanus? |Is he still Chief Priest at the Blue
Templ e? But he-"
"He still is," Barbara assured him "And the Bl ue

Temple is an inportant faction here in Tashigang."

"l suppose they must be. But | never thought about
it until now, " Mark nurnured. "Hyrcanus.
remenber hearing somewhere that he was certain to
be deposed. | thought he was gone by now, it's four
years since we robbed him Plundered his deepest
rat hol e, as nobody el se has ever done before or
si nce. "

"Thank all the gods for that rathole," Barbara
murnured. "And send us another like it. A handful of
its contents has done well for Ben and ne. | hear that
the Tenpl e are now considering noving their main
hoard of treasure into Tashi gang. W just wanted to
warn you, Hyrcanus will probably be here, and he
won't be happy to see us."

"He thinks |1'mdead,"” Mark murnured. But it was
too late nowto try to preserve that happy state of
affairs.

They had now reached the door of the conference
room a large, well-appointed chanber on an upper
floor, and were ushered in wthout delay. Even after
bei ng warned it was a shock for Mark to behol d
Hyrcanus with his own eyes; it was the first tine that
he had ever actually seen the man, but there was no
doubt in Mark's mind who he was. The Bl ue
Templ e' s Chai rnman and High Priest, having
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survived the efforts that nust certainly have been
made to depose himafter the sacril egi ous robbery of
the Tenple .'s main hoard four years ago, was still in
charge, and had i ndeed cone here today for the Lord
Mayor's conference.

Hyrcanus, the H gh Priest, small, bald, and
rubi cund, his face as usual jovial, |ooked up as the
three of thementered. H's cheerful snmile did not
exactly disappear, but froze. He nust have
recogni zed Ben, at |east, by description, at first sight.

The Chai rman studied Mark too, and could hardly
fail to identify himalso, especially as their escort
announced his name along with the others in a | oud
voi ce. The others who were gathered round the table,

a dozen or so nen and wonen, nostly the solid

citizens of Tashigang, rose to return greetings and

extend a wel cone to the new arrivals. Their faces

were cheered, Mark thought, at the sight of the

Tasaval tan green and blue that he still wore. And their
expressions altered still nore, with new hope and
calculation, at the sight of the black hilt at his side.
Mark let his left hand rest upon it, |oosely, casually; he
did not want Hyrcanus, at least, to be able to read

whi ch white synbol nmarked that hilt.

Mar k supposed the fact that he was appearing in
Tasavaltan colors might at |east give the
cheeryl ooki ng ol d bastard pause, and perhaps cause
himto at |east delay the next assassination attenpt.

The Lord Mayor, nanmed Ckada, was a cl erkish-
| ooki ng man on whomthe robes of his high office
| ooked faintly preposterous. Yet he presided firmy.
The arrival of Mark, Ben, and Barbara had
interrupted Hyrcanus in the nidst of a speech, which
he now resunmed, at the Mayor's suggestion

It was soon apparent as Hyrcanus spoke that the
Bl ue Tenple Chairman's thoughts were not now on
revenge and puni shment of past transgressors, but, as
usual, were concentrated on how best he could
contrive to save the bul k of the Blue Tenple's
treasure. A siege of the city, a storm ng of the walls,
were to be avoided at all costs-at least at all costs to
ot hers outside the Blue Tenple. Mark, I|istening,
assuned that Hyrcanus had al ready made sone
arrangenent, or thought he had, with the Dark King,
by which the Blue Tenpl e hol dings in Tashi gang
woul d be secure, in exchange for co-operation with
t he conqueror.

Mar k coul d recogni ze one other face at the counci
tabl e, though no renini scences were exchanged in
this case either. Baron Ami ntor was here as the
personal representative of the Silver Queen. He
recogni zed Mark al so, and gazed at himin a newy
friendly way, while Mark | ooked stonily at this old
eneny of Sir Andrew. The Baron, Mark was sure,
recogni zed Ben and Barbara as wel|.

Hyrcanus continued the speech he had begun,
urging that one of two courses be adopted: either
outright surrender to the Dark King, or else the
decl aration of Tashigang as an open city. That |ast,
Mar k thought, nust anount, in practical ternms, to the
same thing as surrender.
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The speech of the High Priest did not evoke any
particul ar enthusiasm anong the citizens of Tashi gang
who nmade up the majority of his listeners. But neither
were they vocal in imediate objection; rather the
burghers seened to be waiting to hear nore. Now
and again their eyes strayed toward the black hilt at
Mark' s si de.

Hyrcanus mi ght have gone on and on i ndefi

nitely, but Mayor Okada at length firmy reclai med
the floor. Who, he asked, wanted to speak next?

Baron Amintor had been inpatiently waiting for his
chance. Now he arose, and as representative of the
Silver Queen, argued eloquently that the city nust be
defended to the last fighter. Though he was careful,

Mar k observed, not to put it in exactly those terns.
Rat her the Baron was strongly reassuring about the
walls, the city's history and tradition of successful
resistance to outside attack, and about the
comritnent of the Silver Queen to their defense.

Hyrcanus interrupted himat one point to object.
"What about the M ndsword, though? What are any
wal | s agai nst that?"

Ami ntor took the objection in stride, and assured the
ot hers that Yanbu was not without her own
suprenely powerful weapon. "In her w sdom and
reluctance to do harm she has not enployed it as yet.
But, faced with the Mndsword . . . | amsure she wll
do whatever she nust do to assure the safety of
Tashi gang. "

One of the burghers rose. "Wen you nention this
weapon that the Queen has, you are speaking of the
Sword called Soul cutter, or sonetimes the Tyrant's
Bl ade, are you not?"

"I am" |If Amintor was offended by the plain use of
that second name, he did not showit.

"I know little about it." The questioner | ooked
around the table. "Nor, | suppose, do many of us here.
What can it do to protect Tashi gang?"

Am ntor glanced only for a nonent at Hyrcanus. "I
woul d prefer not to go into tactical details regarding
any of the Swords just now," the Baron answered
snoot hly. He al nost w nked at Mark,
who carried Coinspinner, as if they had been old
conrades instead of enemies. "Later, under
conditions of greater security, if you like. I will say
now only that the Queen is w se and
conpassi onate"for some reason, no one in the room
| aughed-"and that she will not use such a weapon as
Soul cutter carelessly. But neither will she allow this
city that she so loves to be taken by its enem es.”

Mark had to adnit to hinself that he had little or no
i dea what Soul cutter might do. It was the one Sword
of the Twelve that he had never seen, let alone had in
his possession. Al npbst all he knew of it was
contained in the verse that everyone had heard:

The Tyrant's Bl ade no bl ood hath spilled
But doth the spirit carve

Soul cutter hath no body killed

But many left to starve.
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G ancing at Ben and Barbara, he read an equal | ack
of know edge in their faces.

The Lord Mayor now | ooked at Mark expectantly.
It was tinme that the neeting heard fromthe em ssary
from Tasaval t a.

Mark stood up fromhis chair and | eaned his hands
on the table in front of him Wth faith in what the
Enperor had told him he was able to announce that
the Tasavaltan army was on the march, under the
di rect conmand of General Rostov, coming to the
city's relief. Rostov's was an inpressive nanme, one fit
to go with the reputation of the walls of Tashigang
itself, and once again nost of the faces around the
tabl e appeared somewhat cheered. That the
Tasaval tan arny al so was smal

by conmparison with the Dark King's host was not
mentioned at the nonment, though everybody knew

it. Even should the Silver Queen arrive with her
arnmy at the sane tine, Vilkata would still have the
advant age of nunbers. -

"Does anyone el se have anything to say?" the Lord
Mayor asked. "Anyone el se, who has not spoken
yet ?"

Ben spoke briefly, and Barbara after him They
added nothing really new to the discussion, but
rem nded everyone again of the city's tradition and
promi sed to help armthe defense fromtheir store of
weapons. Before she spoke, Barbara faced Mark
monentarily, and her lips forned the one word:
Doonygi ver ?

Mar k shook hi shead very slightly. He wanted to
keep that news in reserve, to stiffen the council's
resolve if they should be swayed toward surrender
after all. Right now he judged that was unlikely.

Shortly after Barbara spoke, the Mayor called for a
show of hands. "How many are ready to fight for our
city?"

Only one hand was not raised. Hyrcanus sent black
| ooks at Ben, and Mark, and Amintor.

Bef ore the Chairman of the Blue Tenple could
make a final statement and a dramatic exit, an aide to
the Mayor entered to announce the arrival of a flying
courier with a message for the Lord Mayor. The
courier and nessage contai ner were both marked
with the black and silver insignia of Queen Yanbu
her sel f.

The beast-courier-Mark recognized it as one of a
hybrid species prevented, in the interests of secrecy,
from ever acquiring speech-was brought
into the room The nessage capsule of |ight netal
was opened and the paper inside unfolded.

kada read through the single sheet alone, in
anxi ous silence; then he raised his head.

"It is indeed fromher nost puissant Mjesty, the
Silver Queen herself, and, as the marking on the
capsul e indicated, addressed personally to ne. | wll
not read the entire nessage aloud just now, it contains
certain matters | do not need to proclaimin council."”
There followed a | ook at Hyrcanus, to say wordl essly
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that inportant mlitary secrets were not going to be
announced in front of him not in view of the attitude
he had just taken. The Mayor continued: "But, there
are other parts that | think we all should hear at
once. "

The Silver Queen's words that the Mayor read
were very firm and could be called inspiring in terns
of fear if not otherwise: there was to be no tal k of
surrendering the city, under penalty of incurring her
severe di spl easure.

Her nmessage al so confirned that she was al ready
on the march with her arny, comng to the relief of
this her greatest city-as she put it, indeed the greatest
and proudest city in the world. And that she intended
to achieve victory by whatever nmeans were
necessary.

Hyrcanus wal ked out. He did it. unhurriedly, alnost
courteously, with considerable dignity, Mark had to
admt. The High Priest did not waste tinme on threats,
now that it would have been obvi ously usel ess and
even dangerous to do so; a behavior sonmehow, at this
stage, thought Mark, nore om nous than any threats
woul d be.

The Lord Mayor, |ooking thoughtfully after the
Hi gh Priest, was evidently of the sane opinion

kada inmedi ately called in an officer of the Watch
fromjust outside the conference room and calmy
gave. the order to arrest the High Priest before he
could get out of the Palace; once out, he would easily
be able to give sonme signal to his troops. The Bl ue
Templ e Guards in the city, Ben had said, were one of
the largest trained fighting forces within the wails.

Now it became at |east possible for the council to
di scuss the city's neans of defense in nore detail
wi thout the virtual certainty that a potential eneny
was |listening and taking part in the debate.

Amintor imrediately put forward a plan to
neutralize the Blue Tenple troops by neeting any
attenpt on their part to rescue Hyrcanus with a
count ernmove against the local Tenple and its vaults,
whi pping up a street nob for the purpose if no regul ar
forces could be spared. Barbara whispered to Mark
that Denis would probably be a good man to see to
the organi zati on of such an effort.

I n succeedi ng discussion, it quickly became plain
that the key to the regular defense of the city's walls
agai nst attack from outside would be the Watch, a
smal | but well-trained body of regular troops loyal to
the Lord Mayor. They were only a few hundred
strong agai nst Vilkata's thousands, but their nunbers
could be augnented by calling up the city's mlitia.
Ben whi spered to Mark that the quality of the mlitia
was, regrettably, not so high as it mght be. But
certainly the city's long tradition of defending itself
ought to help.

Then there were the fragments of Sir Andrew s
army to be considered, the survivors who had
foll owed Denis and Mark to Tashi gang, along with the
ten or a dozen at nost of Mark's surviving Tasaval -
tan escort. Mark could assure the Lord Mayor that
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Sir Andrew s people were all good, experienced
fighters, though at present sonmewhat denoralized
by the sad death of their noble | eader. Gven the
chance, they woul d be eager to exact revenge.

Mark reveal ed now that the Sword he wore at his
si de was Coi nspi nner, and he proposed that they
consult the Sword of Chance at once to try to deter-

m ne the best nmeans of obtaining a successful

defense of the city. Al were agreeable; and all, par-
ticularly those who had never seen a Sword before,
were i npressed by the sight when Mark drew his.

"It points . . . that way. Wuat's there?"

They soon determ ned that sonething outside the
room was being indicated. They had to | eave the
council room and then go up on the roof of the Pal-
ace to make sure.

The Sword of Chance was pointing at soneone or
sonmet hing outside the city walls, in fact at the very
center of Vilkata's advancing armny. The Dark
King's force had just now cone barely into sight,

t hrough di stant sumer haze. It was still, Mark
t hought, well out of M ndsword range.

And Coi nspi nner pointed as if to Vilkata hinself.
Mark | ooked at Ben, and got back a | ook of awe and
cal cul ati on ningl ed.

CHAPTER 15

The del egation fromthe pal ace, two wonen and
one man, arrived at Mala's door very quietly and
unexpectedly. It was the afternoon after she heard
of Mark's departure from Tasavalta on a m ssion
for the Princess. Her first thought on seeing the
strangers at her door was that something terrible
had happened to her son or her husband, or to both;
but before she could even formthe question, one of
the wonen was assuring her that as far as was
known, both were well. The three of them had cone
to conduct Mala to the pal ace, because the Princess
hersel f wanted to see her

The Pal ace was not far above the town, and |ess
than an hour later Mala was there, walking in an
el aborate flower garden, open within high walls.

The garden had tall flowering trees init, and
strange animals to gape at, hybrid creatures such
as the highborn liked to anuse thensel ves with,
clinmbing and flying am d hi gh branches.

Mal a was |left alone in the garden, but only for a
few nonents. Then a certain fat nan appeared, well
dressed and with an aura of mmgi c about him He
i ntroduced hinself as Karel, which nanme meant
nothing to Mal a; and he, though obviously a person of
sonme inportance, appeared quite content that it
shoul d be so. He wal ked al ong the garden path with
Mal a, and asked her about her famly, and tried to put
her at her ease. That he succeeded as well as he did
was a tribute to his skill.

And then he asked her, in his rich, soft voice: "Do
you know the Sword of Mercy? Or Sword of Love,
as it is sometimes called?"

"I know of it, sir, of course; you nust know who
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nmy husband is. But if you mean have | ever seen it,
no.

"Then have you any idea where it is, at this
monent ? Hey?" Karel's gaze at her was suddenly
much nore intense, though he was still trying to
appear ki nd.

"When ny son was here, there was a story going
about that he-and the Princess-had brought it with
themto Tasavalta. But he hinself said nothing to ne
of that, and | did not ask him | knew better than to be
curious about state secrets. Nor could | guess where
it is now"

Karel continued to gaze at her with a steady
intensity. "He did bring it, and it was here yesterday
after he left. That's no state secret." The magi ci an
suddenly ceased to stare at her. Shaking his head, he
| ooked away. "And now it's gone, and | don't know
where it is either. And whether that ought to be a

secret or not . . ." He sighed, letting the words trai
of f.

Mala felt vaguely frightened. "I don't know either,
sir."

"No, of course you don't. | believe you, dear | ady,
now that | have | ooked at you closely . . . and there is

one other matter that | want to ask you about."

Her frightened | ook said that she could hardly stop
hi m

He sighed again. "Here, sit down." And he | ed her
to a nearby marbl e bench, and sat on it beside her,
puffing with relief when his weight cane off his feet.

"No harmwi |l come to you or Mark for a truthful
answer, whatever it may be. | think | know al ready,
but | nust be sure . . . who is Mark's real father?"

Under the circunstances the story of nore than
twenty years ago cane out. Ml a had thought at the
time that the man m ght be Duke Fraktin. Later she
had been convinced that it was not. And later still,
slowy and gradually, the truth had dawned.

"But sir, | beg you, ny husband . . . Jord . . . he
mustn't know. He's never guessed. Mark is his only
living son. He. . ."

"Hmm " said Karel. And then he said: "Jord has
served us well. We will do all we can for him The
Princess is waiting to see you. | told her that | w shed
to speak to you first."

The magi ci an heaved hinself up ponderously from
the bench, and gui ded Mal a through an ornanenta
gate, and into another, smaller garden, where there
were benches that |ooked like crystal instead of
mar bl e, and paths of what | ooked |ike gravel but was
too soft for stone; and here the Princess was standing
wai ting for her.

She | ooks like a nice girl, was one idea that stood out
clearly in the confusion of Mala's thoughts.

Kristin had been hopel essly curious as to what
the nmother of the man she |oved was like; this was
| argely because she was still curious as to what
Mark hinself was like, having had little tine in
which to get to know him It was all very well to
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order herself, with royal commands, to forget about
him To insist that Mark was her |over no | onger,
that if she ever saw himagain it would only be in
passing, in sonme renote and official contact; but
sonehow al |l these royal conmmands neant not hi ng,
when the chance arose to talk to Mark's nother in
line of duty, in this matter of the Swords.

When the m ni num necessary formalities had
been got through, the two wonen were left sitting
al one on one of the crystal benches, and Karel had
gracefully retired; not, Kristin was sure, that he
was not |istening. She knew Karel of old, and the fat
wi zard had nore on his mnd just now than
Swords, or a mssing Sword, inportant though
those matters were.

Mal a was saying to her: "I had hoped that one
day | would get the chance to talk to you, Hi ghness
But | did not want to seemto be a schem ng
nmot her, trying to get advantage for her son."

"You are not that, | amsure . . . unless you are
schening for Mark's safety only. Any nother would
do that."

Kristin had questions to ask, about Ml a, Jord,
their famly; when she asked about Mark's father,
she thought that his nother |ooked at her
strangely; but then how el se would the woman
| ook, being brought here suddenly like this, to talk
"to royalty?

And the questions kept coming back to Mark him
sel f.

More tinme had passed than Kristin had realized,

but sill not very much tine, when there was an
interruption, a twittering froman observant snal
beast high in a branch above them

Kristin swore, softly and wearily. "There is now
a general who insists on seeing nme, if | have |earned

to interpret these jabbering signals correctly. | have
so much to do, and all at once." She seized Mala by
the hands. "I want to talk to you again, and soon."

A mnute later, Mala was gone, and Kristin was
recei ving General Rostov.

The General began by reporting, in his gravelly
voi ce, that the nan Jord had a good reputation in
the Intelligence branch. There was no actua
Tasaval tan dossier on the son as yet-rather, one
had just been started-but he seenmed to have a
good reputation with Sir Andrew s people. And a
|l ong and strange and intinmate connection with the
Swords, as Jord did too, of course.

"Not hing to connect either of them though,
H ghness, with the di sappearance of Wund-

heal er."

"No, | should think not, General . . . now what
are your mlitary plans?"

Rostov drew hinself up. "It's like this, Highness.

The best place to defend your house is not in your
front yard, but down the road as far as you can
manage it. |If you can nmanage it that way."

"I'f that is a final . . . what is it, Karel?"
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The wi zard had reappeared at the ornanental
gate. "A matter of state, Highness. You had better
hear it before conpleting any other plans, mlitary
or otherw se."

"One noment," said the Princess, and faced back
to Rostov. "I believe you, General. And | have
decided to go with you. If you are saying that the
army nust march to Tashi gang, because that is where
the fate of our people is being decided, then that is the
pl ace for ne to be also."

Choking in an effort to keep from swearing,
General Rostov disputed this idea as firmy as he was
abl e.

"Both of you," said Karel, "had better hear me first.
What | have to say is connected with the woman who
was just here."

CHAPTER 16
They were kiloneters in length, and tall as pal aces.
They wound uphill and down, in a great tailswallow ng

circle, in curves like the back of the | egendary G eat
WrmYilgarn. They were the walls of Tashigang,
and at long last they stood before him

The taking of the city, even the planning of its
capture, were turning out to present considerably
greater problens than the Dark King had earlier
envi sioned. He had once pictured hinself sinply riding
up to the main gate on the Hernes Road, and
brandi shing the M ndsword in the faces of the
garrison, who had been conveniently assenbled for
himon the battlenments. Then, after a delay no | onger
than the tine required for his new slaves in the city to
open up the gate, he would enter in triunph, to see to
the di sposal of his new treasure and the elimnation of
sone of his old enemes.

That last part of the vision had been the first part to
turn unreal and unconvincing, which it did
al most as soon as Vil kata began to think about it. The
M ndsword woul d seemto rob revenge al nost entirely
of its satisfaction. If one's old eneni es had now
becone one's | oyal slaves, about as faithful as human
bei ngs could be, then what was the point of destroying
or damagi ng thenf?

In any case, Vilkata could see now that Tashi gang
was not going to fall into his hands as neatly as al
that. On the last night of his march toward the city,
the night before he first faced the anci ent serpentine
walls directly, the Dark King had received a warning
from his denonic counsel ors. They had det erni ned,
they said, that the Sword Doongi ver had just been
carried inside the city's walls, where it was now in the
possession of some of the nost fanatical defenders.
Therefore he, the Dark King, stood in danger of
havi ng his nmost powerful magic-aye, even the power
of the M ndsword-turned agai nst himwhen he tried to
use it in an attack

After receiving this grimcaution, Vilkata sat in blind
silence for a time, dispensing with the denon's vision
the better to concentrate on his own thoughts.

Meanwhi | e those of his human counsel ors who were
attending himwaited in their own trenmul ous sil ence
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around him fearing his wath, as they inmagi ned that
he still listened to the denonic voices that only he
coul d hear.

The Dark King tried to i magi ne the direst warnings
of his inhuman magi cal counselors coming true. It
woul d mean the devotion of all his own troops would
turn to hatred. And al so, perhaps, it would nean all of
the evil that he had ever worked on anyone now
within the walls of Tashigang coming back on hinself,
suddenly, to strike himdown.

And he was warned, too; that the Sword
Townsaver might also be within the city. The Sword
of Fury in itself ought not to blunt the M ndsword's
power: But what Townsaver might do, to any portion
of an attacking arny that came within a bl adel ength of
its wielder, was enough in itself to give a field
commander pause.

The Dark King shuddered, the fear that was never
far below the surface of his thoughts suddenly com ng
near the surface. As he shuddered, the humans
wat chi ng hi m t hought that he was still listening to the
demons' speech.

And then, there was the matter of Farslayer, too.
Until he had that particular weapon safely in his
hands, he had to be concerned about it. Any nobnarch,
any man, who dealt consistently in such great affairs
as King Vilkata did, was bound to make enem es and
woul d have to be concerned. There were al ways
pl enty of short-sighted, vengeful little folk about
and neither the Dark King's w zards nor his immteri al
demons coul d give himany idea of who possessed the
Sword of Vengeance now.

If only he had been able to pick up Shiel dbreaker
fromthe field of battle! But no, another distraction,
anot her threat, had intervened to prevent that. And
now no one could tell himwhere that trunp of
weapons was | ocated either.

Coi nspi nner was anot her potential problem It, too,
was now t hought by the Dark King's magi cal advisers
to be present inside the walls of Tashigang. And he
was sure that the Sword of Chance would bring those
damed i nmpertinent rascals good |uck, good fortune of
sone kind, even in the face of the M ndsword's
i nfluence. Vilkata kept trying to
i magi ne what kind of good luck that woul d be.

VWhat ever it was, it would not be good for him

But despite all of the obstacles and objections, he
could be royally stubborn, and he was goi ng forward.
None of his fears were great enough to prevent that.
In the end he decided to keep his own superna
weapons under wraps for the time being, and to try
what he m ght to induce the city to surrender under
threats.

The afternoon he arrived before the walls, he had
his great pavilion erected within easy sight of them
though not, of corse, within mssile range. At the sane
time Vilkata ordered a conpl ete envel opnent of the
city, and entrenchment by his troops, as if for a
| engthy siege, all along their encircling |lines.

Even his great host was thinly spread by such a
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maneuver, which necessitated occupying a |ine
several kiloneters long; but Vilkata intended to
concentrate nost of his troops in a few places later, if
and when it actually becane necessary to assault the
wal | s. Meanwhile he wanted to give an inpression not
only of overwhel ning force but of unhurried
determination. And still he was not satisfied that things
were going well; he kept urging both his scouts and his
wi zards to provide himw th nore information.

At dusk on the second day of the siege, the Dark
King's vaguely growi ng sense of sone inpending
doom was suddenly relieved. The last flying
messenger to arrive during daylight hours brought in a
report saying that the troubl esonme Beastl ord Draffut
was finally dead, and the god Mars-who was al so
troubl esonme, because he had managed to remain free
of the M ndsword' s control -was dead

with him And that Vul can, triunphant over both of
them was headed toward the city of Tashi gang,
wavi ng the Sword Shi el dbreaker and crying his own
eternal loyalty to the Dark King

When the half-intelligent courier was asked to
predict the time of the god's arrival, it gave answers
interpreted to nean that the progress of the Smith
across the countryside was slow and erratic, because
he was stopping frequently to offer sacrifice to his god
Vil kata, and al so because he wal ked a zi g-zag course;
but Vul can continually cried out that he was com ng on
to Tashi gang, where his other Swords were gathering,
and where he nmeant to do honor in person to the King.

Hi s other Swords? Vil kata pondered to hinmself. O
course the Smith had forged themall, and perhaps that
was all that he neant by the use of such an
expression. In any case, there was nothing Vil kata
could do about the Smith, or any other god, until they
came within the Mndsword's range. And the Dark
King did not want to appear to be worried by what
sounded, on the surface, |ike very good news indeed.
Theref ore he gave perm ssion for a cel ebration of
Vul can's triunph to begin, and sent out trunpeters and
criers to nake certain that the death of Draffut and
t he advance of the victorious Vul can were made
known within the walls of Tashigang as well.

Vil kata even took part in the revel himself, at |east
as far as its mddle stages. He retired conparatively
early, thinking that in any case he was giving hinself
time to sleep and recover before Vul can coul d
possibly arrive. He wearied hinmself with wonmen, and
came near besotting hinself with
wi ne, and then tunmbled into his private bed to
sl eep.

H s awakeni ng was hours earlier than he had
expected, and it cane not at the gentle call of his
val et, or some officer of his bodyguard. The sound
that tore Vilkata out of dreans of victory was the
ripping of his pavilion's fabric, not far fromhis
head, by some eneny weapon's edge.

No matter how nad the odds seened agai nst suc-
cess, when nerely human cal cul ati on was appli ed,
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Coi nspi nner had insisted that the defenders of the
city organize a sally against Vilkata's canp; a mli-
tary maneuver involving the sending of what could
be at nost a few hundred troops, to fight against
the Dark King's nmany thousands. At |east this was
the only interpretation that could finally be placed
on the way that the Sword of Chance, whenever it
was consulted, pointed insistently into the heart of
the eneny canp.

Mark, Ben, and Barbara, along with the other
menbers of the Lord Mayor's council, discussed
the possibility of sending one or two agents or spies,
armed with Coi nspinner, out into the canp, to try
to achi eve whatever the Sword was telling themto
do there. But Mark had experience of the Dark
King's security systens, and wi thout Sightblinder
to help he could imagi ne no way of acconpli shing
t hat .

On the other hand, the nore carefully the idea of
a surprise sally was considered, the less conpletely
mad it seemed. It could, of course, be |aunched by
night, and it certainly ought to take the eneny by
surprise. The Mayor drew out secret maps. It was
noted that one of the secret tunnels |eading out of

the city-like nost places so el aborately fortified,
Tashi gang was equi pped with several -energed

froma conceal ed openi ng under the bank of the
Corgo, behind the enemy front |line and only about a
hundred neters fromwhere Vilkata's pavilion had
been set up.

A plan was hastily worked out. Both Ben and
Mar k woul d acconpany the attack.ing force, Mark
wi th Coi nspinner in his hands. Ben, after speaking
strongly agai nst surrender of the city, could not
very well avoid the effort now, nor did he want his
old friend to go without him The handful of
Tasaval tan troops who had escorted Mark to
Tashi gang now vol unteered, to a man, to go wth
hi m agai n. He was somewhat surprised and grati -
fied by this; either his | eadership or his Sword had
inspired nore confidence than he knew.

The bul k of the raiding force, which was two hun-
dred strong in all, was made up fromthe survivors
of Sir Andrew s slaughtered arny. They proved to
be as eager for revenge as Mark had expected them
to be.

The depl oyment of the force into the secret,
stone-wal | ed tunnel took place in the | ate hours of
the night. The city end of the tunnel was conceal ed
in the basenment of an outbuilding of the Mayor's
pal ace.

Waiting in the cranped, dark, and dripping tun-
nel for sonme final magical preparations to be nade,
Mark had sonme tine to talk with his old friend Ben
He told Ben something of his neeting with the
Enper or.

When Mark first mentioned the nanme of Ariane,
Ben shook his head, not wanting to hear nore; but
when he heard that the Enperor had clained the
red-haired girl as his daughter, the huge man turned
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hopel ess eyes to Mark. "But what does it nean?
What does that matter now? She's dead."

"l don't know what it neans. | know you | oved her.
| wanted you to hear what he told ne."

Ben nodded, slowy. "It's strange . . . that he said
that."

"What do you nean?"

"When we were |eaving the treasure-dungeon--right
after she was killed-1 | ooked up onto that headl and,
the Enperor's land they said it was, right across the
fjord. | thought for a nonent | sawred hair. It
doesn't nmean anything, | don't suppose."”

And now, suddenly, there was no nore tine for
tal k.

The Mayor's npst expert sorceress was squeezing
her way through the narrow tunnel, marking with a
sign each man and woman of the raiding party, as she
passed them Wen he hand touched his own eyes
briefly, Mark found that now he could see a dim
ghostly hal o behind the head of everyone else in the
attacking force. Wen fighting started in the darkness,
they ought to be able to identify each other. At |east
until the eneny magicians solved the spell, and were
able to turn it to their own advantage. Mst |ikely they
were nore skillful than this woman of the Mayor's.
But it was necessary to take what seened desperate
chances. That was what Coi nspi nner was for

The party noved out. The tunnel extended for nore
than a kilonmeter, and its | ower sections were knee-
deep in water. An occasional |oud splash or oath, the
shuffle of feet, the chink of weapons, were for sone
time the only sounds.

The outer end of the tunnel, in which an advance
party had been waiting for some time, was quietly
opened. Two by two, noving now as quickly and
silently as possible, the raiders |aunched thensel ves
out of the tunnel into shallow water, and up and out
into the open night.

Mark, w th Coinspinner in his hands, was the
second or third fighter to emerge. Now there coul d be
no m stake about it. The Sword of Chance was
directing him ordering the whole attack, straight to
Vil kata's pavilion. The huge tent stood plain in the
light of several watchfires near it, its black-gold fabric
winkling in a chiaroscuro wrought by the night
breeze.

The first few of the Dark King's soldiers to blunder
innocently into the way of the advanci ng col utm were
cut down in savage silence. For those few endl ess-
seem ng noments, the advantage of surprise held.

Then the alarmwent up, in a dozen voices at once.

The thin colum of raiders broke into a charge; still,
hal f or nore of their total nunber had not yet cone
out of the tunnel

Now resi stance began, weapon agai nst weapon,
fierce and growing stronger. But it was still too
di sorgani zed to stop the charge. Mark, near the front
of the attack, used Coi nspinner as a physical weapon.
Troops were gathering to oppose the raiders; the
al arm was spreadi ng. But now for a nonment the
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pavilion was within reach, the Sword of Chance coul d
touch its fabric. Fine cloth parted with a shriek before
its edge.

Men who had been inside burst out with weapons in
their hands to bar the way. Al ready a counterattack
was taking form against both sides of the colum and
its front. The formation shattered, with
its front forced back by opposi ng swords and shi el ds;
the fight becane a great nelee, a free-for-all.

A different and even deadlier resistance was
gathering too. Above the watchfires, over the huge
tent itself, the air roiled nowwi th nore than rising
heat. The denoni c guardi ans of the Dark King and of
hi s chi ef nmagicians were readying thenselves to
pounce upon intruders.

The Lord Mayor's best sorceress, stunbling near
Mark's side in the darkness, :stopped suddenly and
sei zed Mark by the arm He could feel the woman's
whol e body qui veri ng.

"Do what you can," she denanded of him "And
quickly! Else we are all lost. | had hoped they would
not be this strong . "

Mark hinmself with his experience had been grimy
certain that they would. Still the Sword had brought
hi m here. And he had another power of his own,
al ready tested once.

Hs faith in it was tested now Suddenly the
Enperor was only one nore nman, and far away,
whil e the raveni ng airborne presences that |owered
t hensel ves now toward Mark were the nost
overwhel mingly real things in all the universe.

Mar k had rehearsed no incantations beforehand. If
he meant to trust the Enperor, he would trust himin
that as well, that no special words were needed. The
words that cane to himnow were those of Ariane,
uttered in the Blue Tenple cave four years ago:

"I'n the Enperor's nanme, forsake this gane, and | et
us pass!"”

Vi | kata, awakened by the sounds of the attack,

had just rolled groggily out of bed. The denon that
served as his eyes, recalled abruptly to duty, had just
begun to send sight-inmages to the Dark King's brain.
Then in a nonent the denon was catapulted into a

bl ank di stance, and those imges were bl anked away
agai n.

For a nmonent the Dark King did not grasp the ful
inmport of his full and sudden blindness. Certainly sone
energency had arisen, and his first thought was for
the M ndsword. He groped for it, but his hands found
only a tangled fall of cloth; part of his pavilion was
col l apsing around him And the weapon was not
where he thought it ought to be. Could he possibly, in
| ast night's drunkenness, have failed to keep the
Sword with him beside his bed as al ways? He coul d
renenber, at sone tine in the party, using it in sport,
trying to drive one of his wonen nad with devotion to
him But after that...

Surrounded by the sounds of fighting, groans, oaths,
and the clash of arns, he groped frantically about him
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on the floor, amd soft pillows and spilled w ne.
Bet ween the confusion of his awakening and his
sudden blindness he was disoriented. No, he had
brought the M ndsword with himto his bedchanber,
he remenbered and was sure. But now he coul d not
find it. Were was it?

The clamor of the fighting continued very near him
The fabric and the supports of the tent nust have
been assaul ted; the bodies of people running and
fighting had jostled into it, and nmore great sheets of
| oosened cloth were falling, crunpling. They settled
and col | apsed right on the groping blind nman:

The Sword had to be right here, he knew that it
was here. But still he could not lay his hands on it.
Frantically, sightlessly, he burrowed into the heaps
of soft, fine fabric that were com ng down and pil -
ing up like snow But his searching fingers were baf-
fled by the cloth, as the eyes of a normally sighted
man woul d be in fog

And Vil kata was aware by now that not only his
vi si on-denon but all the other denpbns as well were
gone, a great part of his defense dissolved. It was
unbel i evabl e, but true. Sonehow they had all been
hurl ed away. In-the mddle distance he could hear
the voice of Burslem screamng incantations, try-
ing to call other, non-denonic, forces of magic into
pl ay. What success the nmagi ci an m ght be havi ng,

Vil kata could not tell. His ears assured himthat the
physical fight still raged nearby, but the eneny
weapons had not yet found his skin. Perhaps, under
this baffling cloth, he was invisible as well as blind.

And still, in his confusion, he could not find the
Sword. He'd grope his way back to his bed, and
start over again fromthere. If only he knew which
way to craw to find his bed.

Mark was w el di ng Coi nspi nner constantly now,
as a physical weapon in his own defense. The
demons had been satisfactorily expelled, at |east for
the tinme being, but minute by mnute the Dark
King's ot her defenses were becom ng better orga-
ni zed. Confusion still domi nated, and because of
that fact the bulk of the attacking force still sur-
vived. Mark thought that, to the eneny, his
attacking force nmust have seened to nunber in the
t housands; it would seeminconceivable to the Dark
King that any force much snaller than that woul d
dare to attack himin this fashion

In the outer darkness around the periphery of the
struggle, the Dark King' s people nust often have
been fighting one another. Closer to the pavilion, in
the light of the watchfires, they prospered better,
and began to assert sone of the real advantage of
their nunbers. Mark was wounded lightly in his
|l eft arm when even superb luck ran thin, by a bl ow
t hat doubtl ess woul d have killed himoutright but
for his possession of the Sword of Chance.
He had | ost sight of Ben, and of the sorceress. Hs
Tasaval tan guard were fighting near him Coin-
spinner still pointed at the half-collapsed pavilion,
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but Mark no | onger saw how he could get there. The
whol e i nvadi ng party was being forced back now,
farther away fromit.

Only Doongiver, in the hands of one of Sir
Andrew s officers, saved the attacking party from
conplete annihilation at this point. It repelled
bl ows, mssiles, and magi c spells, making its hol der
a center of invulnerable strength, turning each
weapon used agai nst hi m back upon its user. Al one
it worked considerable destruction in the ranks of
the Dark King's guardians. And, along with the
Sword of Chance that Mark still had in his grasp, it
al l owed a tenacious survival for the attackers even
after their hopes of being able to seize the M nd-
sword had dwi ndl ed al npst to the vani shing point.

"Back!" Whet her Mark was the one who actually
voiced the word or not, it was in his throat. "W
must retreat. W can't let our two Swords be cap-
tured here."

So what had been a forced withdrawal becane a
cal cul ated one. Now Coi nspi nner, faithful as
always to its users' wishes, also pointed the way
back. Mark fought, and noved, and fought again,
hanpered by his wounded arm sw nging the
Sword of Chance as best he could. Hi s Tasaval tan
bodyguard was trying to keep cl ose around hi m
and nbre than once they saved his life.

"By all the gods, what's that?"

It was not all the gods, but only sone of them No
nmore than three or four, perhaps. They were out
near the horizon, kiloneters fromthe walls of
Tashi gang and the field of human conbat. Severa
| arge sparks, like burning brands, could be seen out
there in the distance, noving back and forth over
the earth erratically. Those sparks nust be whol e
burning treetrunks at the |east.

Monentarily a near-hush spread across the bat-
tlefield, as nost of the people on it becane aware of
that sight in the distance; and in that nonent of
hal f-sil ence, the singing voices of the distant gods
were audi bl e. What words they sang were hard to
catch, discordant as those far voices were, and
whi pped about by wi nd; but enough could be heard
to be sure that they sang praise to Vilkata.

And the earth bel ow the noving firebrands, and
the sky above them were no |onger fully dark; the
greater fire of dawn was on its way.

It was enough, it was nore than enough, to turn
the retreat into a nere scranble for survival. Even
if the gods did not come soon to the Dark King's
ai d, daylight would; daylight would end the confu-
sion in Vilkata's canp, let his people see how few
they really fought against. Wether the scranble
for escape was ordered or not, it was al ready under
way.

Many of the city's defenders were able to get back
into the tunnel before the tunnel was discovered by
Vil kata's people, and a concerted effort nmade by

themto block its entrance. Ben was just a bit too
|late to be able to use the tunnel, and Mark was | ater
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By chance, perhaps, the two things on which the
Dark King's hopes depended came back to him
al most sinul taneously, even as they had been
taken: the M ndsword, and his denonic powers of
sight. As the first shouts were going up from sone of
his people near his tent proclaimng victory over
the raiders, his hand fell at last on the black hilt.
The Sword was still lying where he had left it,
undi st urbed and unseen, while fighting raged
around it. And at the sane tine the denon, able
now to return to duty, brought back Vilkata's sight.
Hs first viewwas of the Sword in front of him the
colum of fire that was his usual vision of the bl ade
now nmuf fl ed and enfol ded within the |eather
sheat h.

The Sword once nmore in his hand, the Dark King
ordered his vision expanded. He got a good | ook at
the partial ruin and still w despread confusion that
prevailed around himin his canp. H's chief hunman
subordi nates were just discovering that he was
m ssing. They were unsure whether he was stil
alive, and many of them Vil kata was convinced,
wer e hoping that he was not.

That woul d change drastically, as soon as he
showed themthe Bl ade again. He got to his feet.
Now t hat he could see, it was easy to disentangle
himself fromfallen fabric. If he had believed in
t hanki ng gods, he woul d have thanked t hem now.

The Dark King's sense of triunphant survival, of
bei ng indestructible, was short lived. Haggard in
the early daylight, knowi ng that he nust | ook
weakened and distraught, afraid of trying to seek
sl eep again, afraid as well of appearing tired or
uncertain in front of his subordinates, Vilkata used
his private powers of nmagic to chastise his return-
i ng denons. \Were they had been, they could not or
woul d not say.

It was different when he demanded to know from
t hem what power had been able to drive themso
conpletely and easily away. Then they responded
sullenly that it was the nane of the Enperor that
had been used agai nst them

"The Enperor! Are you joking?" But even as he
said the words, Vilkata realized that they were not.
In his own | ong study of magic and the world, he
had fromtime to time encountered hints of genuine
I nperial power; hints and suggestions and too, of a
connecti on between the present Enperor and the
bei ng called Ardneh, the Dead God of two thousand
years ago, still worshi pped by the ignorant masses.
Those hints and suggestions Vil kata had | ong cho-
sen to ignore

The Dark King punished his denpns, and con-
strained them as best he could to serve himfaith-
fully fromnow on. Then he went, exhausted as he
was, to confer again with his hunan w zards, who
after the night just passed were quite exhausted
t 0o.
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The magi ci ans pulled | ong faces when their lord
mentioned the Enperor's nanme to them But they
had to adnit that there might be sonme truth to the
claimof driving denpbns away by such a neans

Vi | kata demanded, "Then why cannot we use it
too?"

"W are none of us the Enperor's children,
Sire."

"H's children? | should hope not. Are you mad?"
The term "Enperor's child" was comonly used
in a proverbial way, to describe the poor, the
or phaned, the unfortunate.

Bef ore the subject could be pursued any farther,
there arrived a distraction. It was wel coned heart -
ily, at least at first, by the magicians; and it cane in
the formof the norning's first flying messenger,
bearing news that the Master of the Beasts thought
too inportant to be delayed. It told Vilkata that the
Silver Queen's host had now actually been sighted,
mar chi ng against his rear. This time, Vilkata was
assured, the report was genui ne.

The observed strength of the army of the Silver
Queen was not enough in itself to give the Dark
King nmuch real concern. But there was the dread
Sword that he knew she carried; and, perhaps
equal Iy disquieting, the thought that her tinely
presence here mght well nean that his enemnies
had worked out sonme effective plan of co-operation
agai nst him

This |l ast suspicion was strengthened when t he
Tasaval tan arny was al so reported to be now on
the march, and al so approachi ng Tashi gang.

Rost ov woul d nake a form dabl e opponent. But it
woul d be a day or two yet, according to report,
before his army would be on the scene.

And there was Vul can-Vul can was now al nost
at hand. It struck Vilkata nore forcefully now than
ever before, that the gods were often stupid, or at
| east behaved as if they were, which in practice of
course cane to the same thing.

Hol di ng the M ndsword drawn and ready in his
hand, the Dark King rode out to confront this deity
who said that he had conme to do him honor.

Riding a little ahead of a little group of trenbling
human ai des, his vision provided by a denmon now
equally tremulous with fear, Vilkata flashed the
M ndsword over his head. At the sanme tine he cried
out in a loud voice, demanding the Smth's obedi ence.

Vul can's first answer was a know ng grin,
shattering in its inplications. Then the god | aughed at
the human he had once been forced to worship.

Wth a wicked gleamin his huge eyes, WVul can
brandi shed the snoldering tree-trunk that once had
been a torch, and announced that he nmeant to have
revenge for that earlier humliation

"Did your scouts and spies, little man, take seriously
what | shouted to them about ny com ng here to do
you honor? Good! For as soon as | have tinme, | nean
to do you honor in an unprecedented way. Ah, yes.

"I ama god, little man. Renenber? And
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Shi el dbreaker is now in nmy hand! Can you understand
what that means? |, who forged it, know. It neans |
aminmune to all other weapons, including your
M ndsword. There is no power on earth that can
oppose me now. "
The Dark King, as usual at his bravest when things
seened nost desperate, glared right back at the god,
and nursed a silent hope that Doongiver in sone
human hand might still bring this proud being down. O

Farslayer . . . then he saw another' sheath at Vulcan's
belt, another black hilt, and he knew a sinki ng nonent
of despair.

Vul can, taking his tine, had yet a little nore to say.
He was going to have his revenge on Vil kata, but not
just yet. "First of all, little man, there are

more Swords that | nmust gather. Just to be sure
therefore | claimthis city and all its contents for ny
own. And all. its people. They will w sh that Mars stil
I'ived, when ny rul e begins anong them"

And the god turned his back on the King, and
mar ched off to claimhis city. However many
compani ons the Smith had had when he cane over
the horizon, he was now down to just one, a four-
armed mal e god that Vilkata was unable to identify
of fhand. Not, he supposed, that it nuch nattered.

As long as Vilkata was actually in Vulcan's
presence, he had been able to confront the Smith
bravely enough. But when the confrontation was over,
the man was | eft physically shaking. Still, in a way he
was al nost glad that Vul can was now openly his
eneny. Always, in the past, it had taken a suprene
chal  enge of some kind to rouse Vilkata to his greatest
efforts and achi evements. Wen he knew a crisis was
approachi ng, fear gnawed at hi m naddeni ngly, and
someti nmes cane near to disabling him But when the
crisis arrived, then he was at his best.

As was the case now. Rejoining the main body of
his army, he called his staff together and issued orders
firmy. In a new, bold voice, the Dark King
commanded themto abandon the siege that they had
scarcely yet begun. Once nore he set his whol e vast
host in notion, turning it to neet the Silver Queen and

Soul cutter.
Vul can's turn woul d cone, and soon. There were
still certain weapons to which even a god armed with

the Sword of Force woul d not be inmune, the tools of
bol dness and intelligence. Meanwhile, for the tinme
bei ng, Vil kata would abandon the city of Tashigang to
the gods.

CHAPTER 17

In the hour before dawn, at a tine when two
hundred of the |oyal defenders of Tashi gang were
fighting outside the walls, there was treachery in the
Lord Mayor's pal ace. Money changed hands, and
weapons flashed, in a corridor on an upper floor,
where one room had been nade into a cell for holding
an inportant prisoner. Chairman and Hi gh Priest
Hyrcanus of the Blue Tenple was freed, in steps of
bri bery and vi ol ence.
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The nove to rescue Hyrcanus was pl anned and
executed by his i nmedi ate subordinates in the Bl ue
Tenpl e, as part of a general insurrection, in
accordance with the Hi gh Priest's own previous
orders. The intention was to seize control of the city,
and wel come in the Dark King and his arny.

Attenpts by the Blue Tenple Guard to seize the
wal | s and gates frominside were unsuccessful. The
concurrent try to assassinate the Lord Mayor failed
al so, nor were the Blue Tenple raiders able to
capture the pal ace-not all of the Watch there were

easily subverted or taken by surprise. And Hyrcanus
was wounded in his escape, so that he had to be half
carried, gasping and ashen-faced, back to the Bl ue
Templ e' s | ocal headquarters on a street not far away.
Once there, propped up on a couch while a sur-
geon worked on him the Chairman denmanded to be
brought up to date on how the situation stood,
inside the city and out. Wen his aides had
i nformed him as best they could, one of his first
orders was to dispatch a conpany of thirty Blue
Templ e Guardsnen agai nst the House of Court-
enay. Their orders were to take or destroy the buil d-
ing, and seize whatever Swords and ot her usefu
items they could discover-along with any avail a-
bl e gold and ot her val uabl es, of course. They were
al so to take the inportant inhabitants of the house
prisoner if possible, or kill them as second choice;
and in general to crush that place as a possible cen-
ter of resistance. -
Then Hyrcanus began to lay his plans to attack the
wal | s and gates once nore.

When the first Blue Tenple raid struck the pal ace,
in the hour before dawn, Baron Ami ntor was waiting
in a ground fl oor roomfor a good chance to see the
Mayor privately. Wen the Baron saw the Guard in
its capes of blue and gold cone swirling in to the
attack, he imedi ately decided that he coul d best
serve his Queen's interests and his own by remaining
alive and active in the city, whatever the outcone of
this particular skirmsh mght prove to be. The fate of
the pal ace and the Mayor still hung in the bal ance
when Amintor prudently retired, and set out through
the streets to carry warning to the
House of Courtenay. He of course renenbered that
that was where the young nman nanmed Denis |ived,
who was supposed to be able to set a counterattack
of looters in notion against the Blue Tenple.
Wien the Baron reached his destination-not wthout
a mnor adventure or two along the way-he found the
House already on the alert, its doors and w ndows
sealed. It took himsone tine and effort, arguing and
cajoling, to get hinself admtted to speak with
sonmeone in authority.
Once inside, he found hinself face to face with the
tiny woman who had been introduced to himat the
pal ace as the Lady Sophie. Now, surrounded by her
own determ ned-| ooking retainers, she received his
warni ng with evident suspicion, which he in turn
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accepted phil osophically.

"l can only suggest, Madam that you wait and see
if I amright. Wait not in idleness, of course; order
your affairs as if the Blue Tenple were indeed
leading a revolt. | will await the result with
confidence."

"You will await the result in a room by yourself.
Jord, Tamr, disarmhimand |lock himin that closet."

The Baron's capacity for phil osophical acceptance
becane sonewhat strained; but at the nonment he had
no real choice

The attack by the Blue Tenpl e agai nst the house
began presently, just as the Baron had predicted, with
fire and sword and axe against the walls and doors
and wi ndows. But the attackers met fierce resistance
fromthe start. Brickbats and scal ding water were
dumped on themfromthe flat roof, and the first
wi ndow t hat they managed to break open

i medi ately sprouted weapons, like teeth in a
war beast' s nout h.

Denis was not there to aid in the defense. Barbara
had taken the Baron's warning seriously, enough to
di spatch the young man with orders to put into
operation whatever |ooting counterattack he coul d.
The street connections nmade in his early life ought to
serve himwell in the attenpt.

And even a feint, or the suggestion of an attack,
m ght serve as well as the real thing. In a city this big,
the Blue Tenple vaults nmust hold vast treasure; and
Deni s had al ready begun to spread anong the city's
street people the runor that the Blue Tenple's nain
hoard, an aggl oneration of wealth well beyond the
capacity of nost people to conprehend, had al ready
been noved into Tashigang for safekeeping. It was
unlikely that even a | arge nob coul d succeed in |ooting
the Tenpl e here, but even the threat ought to nmake
the msers squirmand roar, and pull in their claws to
defend that which they valued nore than their own
lives and |inbs.

As the direct attack on her own house began,
Barbara's first act was to see to it that her daughter
wi th Kuan-yin as caretaker and Jord as persona
bodyguard, was put into the safest and strongest room
avai | abl e.

Then Barbara ran upstairs to get Townsaver. If this
warni ng and attack were only part of an el aborate
hoax to di scover where it was hidden, the Baron was
safely | ocked up now, and woul d never see. A few
days ago the Lord Mayor, perhaps trusting the
security of this house as much or nore than that of his
own pal ace, had asked Master and Lady Courtenay to
keep it here.

She was still clinbing stairs when a great crash
frombelow told her that a door had somehow
al ready been broken in. Snoke and the cries and
clash of battle rose frombelow, as Barbara knelt to
bring the great Sword out of its hiding place under
her bedroom fl oor

Fi ghting nearby, threatening i nnocent noncom
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batants in their honme, had wakened the Sword of
Fury already. The weighty steel arose with magica
ease and lightness in her grip, the Sword al ready
making its prelimnary faint nillsaw whine. For a
monent as she held it, there crossed Barbara's
m nd the thought of Mark's hands, a snmall boy's
hands then, the first time he had held this Sword,
his grip no stronger then perhaps than hers was
now upon this very hilt . . . she was already hur-
rying back toward the stairs.

From bel ow t here sounded a new crash, a shout of
triunph in the invaders' voices.

Their joy would be short lived. In Barbara's
hands, Townsaver screaned exultantly, and pulled
her running down the stairs.

CHAPTER 18

Ben, caught in Vilkata's canp when the retreat
turned into a desperate scranble for survival,
bulled his way into the fighting at the nouth of the
no-l onger-secret tunnel. But it was quickly obvious
that the tunnel was now hopel essly bl ocked as a
means of escape. Having no other real choice, he
pronptly commtted hinself to the river instead.

Many ot her bodies, alive and dead, were afloat in
the Corgo already. Al of them sw nming or

bobbi ng, woul d eventual |y reach one or another of
the great water-gates that pierced the city's walls
only a few hundred neters downstream

Ben spl ashed and waded and swam his way wel |
out into the current, trying to avoid the hail of ms-
siles, slung stones and arrows, now bei ng | aunched
by eneny troops along the bank. The steadily
growi ng lightness of the eastern sky brightened the
water as well. The eneny certainly had the tunne
now. Not that it was going to do them any good as
an invasion route; it had been designed for com
pl ete and easy bl ockage at the point where it
approached the walls, and also at the inner end,
al nost bel ow t he pal ace.

The bottomfell off steeply under Ben as he noved
out fromthe shore. And now he had to slip out of his
partial arnor, and drop his heavi er weapons,
strong swi nmer though he was, if he was going to
keep from drowni ng.

He swam downstream missiles still pattering
i ke heavy hail upon the water's surface round him
He went under water for a while, still sw nmng,

and cane up for air and swam again. The hi gh

wal | s rose up before himswiftly; the river ran fast
here, and swept hi m down upon them The gray-

brown of their hardened granite was brightening in
the new daylight. Now Ben could see that this
portion of the walls, along with the upstream

wat er - gates, was being manned in force by the

Watch in gray-green unifornms. Mirre of the Watch
were down at water level, just inside the gate ahead
of him adnmitting one at a tinme through a turnstile
arrangenent the returning survivors of the sally.
There was al ready enough daylight to let them do
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this with security.

Ben swam a few nore strokes, and then could
pul | hinself up, first on rock and then on steel bars,
magi cal |y protected against rust. Around hima
steady trickle of other survivors were doing the
same thing; a bedraggled crew, he thought, but not
entirely defeated. He did not see Mark anywhere,
but that did not necessarily mean anyt hing.

Once he had been let in through the turnstile,
Ben's way | ed upward, into and behind the wall,
along a flight of narrow steps. His |last glance at the
scene outside the city showed himthat Wul can and

some ot her god, a many-arned bei ng Ben did not
recogni ze, were approaching, now no nore than a
few hundred neters away.

O hers soldiers were stopping on the stairs to
wat ch. Ben, for his part, had had nore than enough
of confrontations and fighting for a time; he was
anxi ous to get hone and see what was happeni ng
t here.

Among the Watch officers who were seeing to the
adm ssion of returning fighters, confusion reigned.

It was the situation nore often than not in any mli-
tary, Ben had observed. Soneone was announci ng

that the survivors were to stand by for debriefing
and t hen reassi gnnent on the walls. But someone

el se, not an officer, passed on a rumor that the Bl ue
Temple was in revolt, and the House of Courtenay
under attack within the city. Ben on hearing this
ducked out and hurried through the streets toward

his home. In the confusion no one appeared to

notice his departure

The streets of Tashigang were largely enpty,
what stores and shops he passed were all of them
cl osed and shuttered. Once he observed, a few
streets away, a running group that |ooked |ike some
det ached fragnment of a nmob. Ben stayed out of their
way, whatever they were about.

Tired and generally battered, though essentially
unhurt, he stunbled at last into the fam liar street.
There was his house, at least it was still standing,
and his heart |eaped up in prelimnary joy; this was
followed in a nonent by new anxi ety, when he saw
how t he buil ding was scorched and still snoking
above ground | evel, and how the w ndows and
doors to the street were battered. Now he could see
part of what | ooked |ike a bucket brigade of his
faithful workers, stretching between the house and the
nearby river.

Ben ran panting through the broken front door, into -
the main room of the ground floor, and stopped.
Carnage was everywhere. Am d broken furniture and
weapons were piled hewed and nangl ed bodies, the
great majority of them w apped in cloaks that had
once been bl ue and gol d.

Bar bara, el ated, |ooking unhurt, came boundi ng
fromsomewhere to greet him

"Townsaver," she expl ai ned, succinctly, indicating
the condition and contents of the room "They started
a fire, and broke in . . . but then sone of themwere
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glad to get away."

Then, in sudden new worry, she was | ooki ng behi nd
her husband, at the enpty street. "Were's Mark?"

"I don't know. We were separated. He nay be al
right." And fromthe way the question had been
asked, Ben understood that she woul d have preferred
himto be the one still unaccounted for

Vul can, standing waist-deep in the swift Corgo, was
unhurriedly rendi ng open one of the huge water-gates
of steel and iron bars. He m ght of course have
clinmbed the city wall, or flown over it sonmehow, but
this nmode of entry struck himas nore appropriate. He
had made the city his now, and he was going to enter
his city through a door.

Shiva, his recently acquired conpani on, was
squatting nearby on the riverbank and watching. The
rivets and other nenbers of the gate were breaking
one at a tinme, parting with | oud pops as Vul can bent
his strength upon them the fragments flying now and
then |i ke crossbhow bolts.

Vul can was speaking, but, as often, his words were
addressed mainly to hinself. "If | were capabl e of
m st akes, that would have been one . . . letting ny
twel ve Bl ades go so neekly, after | had them forged
Gving themaway to Hernes like that, to be dealt out
to the human vermn for the Game . . . a nmistake, yes
But now I'Il make no nore."
Now Shiva pitched into the river the snol dering
treetrunk that he had still been carrying. The huge
spar of wood went into the water with a steany
spl ash.
As if inreply, there was a swirling in the water, and
t he nebul ous figure of Hades appeared just above its
surface. On the high city wall there were a few
human screans. The few human watchers who had
remained in the i medi ate area were qui ckly gone,
getting thensel ves out of sight of that god' s face, of
which it was said that no man or woman mi ght | ook on
it, and live thereafter.
Hades said, in his form ess voice, that he had come
to bring a warning to his old conrade Vulcan. It was
that anyone who used Farslayer could never triunph
thereby in the end.
Vul can glared at him "To a true god, there is no
end. Was that a warning, troglodyte, or a threat? If
you choose to deal in threats, Farslayer is here at ny
side again, and as you say, | do not hesitate to use it."
The al nost shapel ess words of Hades' answer
cane back to him Death and darkness are no nore than
portions of ny domain, Fire-worker; such threats do not concern
ne.
And again there was a stirring of the river and the
earth, and Hades was gone.
Vul can cast aside the remmants of the gate he had
now torn down, and waded through the stone arch it
had protected, and went on into the city. Fromthe
i nsi de, Tashi gang | ooked about as he had expected; he
had heard that this was the largest city that the human
vermin had ever built. He noted with indifference that
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the four-armed god Shiva was still follow ng him

There was a runni ng hunan figure nearby, caped in
bl ue and gold, and Vul can bent down and shot out a
hand and scooped the creature up, inflicting mninal
damage; he wanted sonme information fromit.

"You, tell ne-where is the place you call the House
of Courtenay? | hear that they are hiding some of ny
Swords in there."

He got his directions in a piping voice; the man
pointed with the armthat had not been broken by
Vul can' s grab.

The Smith let the creature fall, and |inped away
briskly through the streets. But now Apollo's head
| oomed over a nearby rooftop

"Beware, Smith. W nust neet and think and try to
tal k about all this. | amcalling a council-"

"Beware yourself. We've net and tal ked enough,
for ages, and got nowhere. And think? Who anong us
can do that? Maybe you. Who el se wants to? | don't.

I just want what is mne."

He marched on, nmoving quickly in his uneven gait.
A street or two later, there was another interruption
Atop an indented curve of the great city wall, which
was here only about as high as Vulcan's head, a
human in green and gray was brandi shing sone
unknown Sword, as if daring the gods to

attack him It must be a Sword in which the man had
confi dence.

Vul can detoured to confront this man. Shiva,
interested, was staying right with him

The tiny teeth of the man on the wall were
chattering. But he got out the words he was trying to
say: "This is Doongiver! Stay back!"

"Doonygi ver, hey?" That particular Sword had been
in the back of Vulcan's thoughts, a lingering concern
Wshing to take no chances, lie ained a hard sw ng
with the Sword of Force. Its thudding sound built in a
monent to expl osive volunme. There was a dazzling
flash, a thunderclap of sound, as the two Bl ades came
in contact, opposing each other directly.

Vul can stood there, blinking at ruin and destruction.
A chunk of stone as big as his fist had been bl asted
out of the wall before his eyes. OF the human being
who had been standing on the wall, holding the
opposi ng Sword, there was al nost nothing left.

Al t hough Shi el dbr eaker appeared the same as ever,
there appeared to be no trace of Doongiver.

"Doonygi ver, gone? Just like that? No, there nust
be some pieces here; 1'll find them and carry them
back to my forge, and nmake it new "

But that proved to be inpossible. Though Vul can
di m ni shed hinself to half his previous height, the
better to search for tiny scattered objects, he could
not turn up even the smallest fragment of the
shattered bl ade. He found only the black hilt, bearing
the sinple white circle, a line returning on itself. The
Sword of Justice was no nore

He told hinself that he mght still try to recast it,
some day, beginning the job fromthe begi nning
agai n; but he was not sure now that he remenbered
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how he had acconplished it the first tine. And
anyway, what need had he of a Sword of Justice

now? Just twenty years ago, things had been sinpler;
all the gods knew what they were doing then, and
what they were supposed to do; and no human bei ng
had yet thought of challenging their rule.

Vul can was angry, as he went |inping on toward
t he House of Courtenay.

Over rooftops he saw the heads of Apollo, Zeus,
and Di ana, cone to chide and chal |l enge hi m agai n.

D ana denanded: "Wy did you strike down
Mar s?"

He snarled at themall: "Because he insulted ne,
and bot hered ne! Who needed Mars, anyway? Wat
was he good for? And as for the Great Dog, |'m not
even sure he's dead. | wasted no time on him one
way or the other."

As soon as Vulcan swelled hinmself back to his
usual hei ght, and waved Shi el dbreaker at them the
protestors fell back out of his way, as he had known
t hey woul d.

"By ny forge, | think that this nust be the house."

The four-story building, standing close by one of the
branches of the river, had al ready been attacked by
soneone el se, and was still snoking. On the flat roof
of the house, amid vines and flowers and garden
pat hs, a human stood. The little creature was strong
and bulky for a nmere man, and hel d another Sword in
hand.

Shi va pounced forward, neaning to take that
weapon for his own. He ignored Vul can's runbled
war ni ng.

The Sword in the man's hand screaned with its

own power. By the shrill note Vul can recognized it, at
once and with satisfaction. Townsaver!
The god of the four arns screaned too, in pain, not
triunmph, and pulled back a badly mangl ed hand. The
injured god ran reeling, devastating small buildings as
he crashed into them H s screans continued w thout
pause, as his boundi ng, bouncing flight took him away
to the city walls again, and over the walls and out of

si ght .

"Hah, the fool!" Vulcan grunbled to hinself in
satisfaction. "Now |'|| take that Sword too. O else
see it destroyed, like the other."

He stepped close to the man on the roof, and
sl ashed quickly with the Sword of Force; right to left
and back again. Wth the notion of his armhis right
fist struck a corner of the building, close to the part of
the roof where the man was standing. As the two
Swords canme in contact, and the Sword of Fury
di sappeared i n another explosive flash, the building
opened up under the inmpact of Vulcan's fist, and the
man who had been hol di ng Townsaver dropped down
inside the walls, disappearing in a cloud of dust and a
smal | | andslide of debris.

"That nust have been Townsaver, by its voice
but, by the Spear of Mars, it's gone now too!
Damation to all human vernin who destroy ny
property! But there nay be other Swords in this nest.
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He who told nme said nore than one."

Vul can considered the battered structure, its roof
terrace gaping at the corner where his fist had struck,
its lower floors blackened on the outside and stil
snol deri ng where soneone had earlier tried an assault
by fire. It would be easy enough to pull the house
down, but it would be awkward to
sift the whole pile of weckage for his Swords
afterward. No.

After taking thought for a few nore nonments, the
Smith shrank hinself once nore, this tinme to little
nmore than human size. Now he ought to be able to
enter nost of their roons and passages. The
shri nkage of course left his strength undi m nished, and
had the extra advantage of nmaking it easier for himto
grip Shieldbreaker's nerely man-sized hilt.

He kept the Sword of Force in hand and ready, just
in case the building when entered mi ght contain
surprises.

There was no need to kick the front door in;
soneone had al ready taken care of that. Inside, he
encountered first a pile of ugly human dead; nothing
that he wanted there. He could tell now that there
were sonme |live ones also present in the building, but
so far they were all trying to hide fromhim It didn't
matter what they did. He'd seek out what he wanted.

This was some ki nd of human workshop here. It
was wel |l stocked with weapons, but none of divine
manuf act ur e.

The Smith shouted: "You might as well bring them
out to me! | forged them all of them and they are
m ne!"

Next he kicked open a wall, behind which, his
senses told him there was sone kind of a hidden door-
but all he uncovered, all that had been hidden here for
safety, were a plunp human girl and the small child
she was trying to shelter

"Hah! This is their treasure?" The ways and
t hought s of humanki nd were sonetines small beneath
all Vul can's conprehensi on

Now a |ight weight of sone kind fell from sone

where to land on Vulcan's neck, and it took hima
monent to realize that it was in fact a living human
body. A man had just junped deliberately upon him
from above and behind. A lone man, whose
weaponl ess arns, | ooked around Vul can's nighty
neck, were straining in an evident effort to strangle
hi m

The god | aughed at this puny assault; laughed at it,
when he got around to noticing it for what it was. At
first it did not even distract himfully fromhis search.
The Swords, the Swords . . . there ought to be at |east
one nore of them around here somewhere . .

He woul d have themall, or he would destroy them
all, to perfect and insure his ultinmte power over the
ot her gods and goddesses. So, they thought the Game
had been abandoned, did they? Wll, it was over now,
or very nearly over. But not abandoned. No. He, the
Smith, the cripple, was winning it, he had al nost won .

and, just to be sure of course, he needed the
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Swords to perfect his power over nen and wonen
too. He wanted at sone tinme to be able to put
Shi el dbr eaker down and rest; but he thought that tine
woul d not come while even one of the other el even
remai ned in other hands than his, or unaccounted for

He had turned away fromthe girl and the baby,
i gnoring themeven as he forgot the rag of |iving
human flesh that was a |arge, strong man still hanging
on his neck. He would brush that away the next tine
that he thought of it.

Now Wul can's progress was bl ocked by a strong,
cl osed door, and he grabbed with his free hand at a
proj ecting corner of the doorfranme, intending to tear
the whol e franework | oose

But he net startling resistance. Here was nere
wood and stone, and of no heroic dinensions, refusing
to yield to him

Still, such was the Snmith's inpatience that his first
concern was still getting through the door, and not
wonderi ng why he could not. Instinctively he used
Shi el dbr eaker on the door, which now gave way quite
satisfactorily.

Irritated by the delay, and nore so by the fact that
the roomuncovered this tinme was enpty, Vul can
becane nore fully aware of another irritation, the
man who was still hanging on his back. The god,
reaching back with his free hand to peel the
annoyance off, achieved a belated recognition

"What's this, human? G own back your right arm
have you, since last we nmet? Well, we can fix that

But for sone reason the puny hunman body woul d
not peel free. Applying the best grip that he coul d one-
handed, wi thout setting Shiel dbreaker down, Vul can
again had the curious sensation of being al nost
powerl ess. The link of those two human arns that
hel d hi m woul d not part.

It was alnmost as if the chronic |ameness in his |eg
was grow ng worse, spreading to other parts of his
body. The Smith did not care in the least for the
sensation of being without strength. It was becom ng
really alarmng. Not only a stone wall, a wooden door,
but even flesh was able to resist himnow

Wiile all the tine, in his right hand which felt
stronger than ever, the limtless power of
Shi el dbr eaker tapped out its readiness to be used.

" we can fix that like this. . ."

And Wul can, reachi ng behind hinsel f sonmewhat

awkwardly with the Sword, noved it to cut |oose the
clinging human fl esh. Awkward, yes. H s hands that
had worked with divine skill to forge this weapon and
its peers felt clunmsy now when he tried to use it
behi nd hi s back

"Aaahrr!" Al he had acconplished was to wound
hinsel f slightly in the neck
He ained his next blind cut nore cautiously
t here.

That time, Vulcan assured hinmself, the Sword had,
it must have, passed right through the body of the
clinging man. The trouble was that the man still clung
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on as tight as ever, giving no indication of being kill ed.
The nuscl es of those human arms even tightened a

little nore. Their force should have been

i nconsequential in terns of what was needed to choke

a god, but Wulcan imgined that his own breathing had
become a shade nore difficult, enough to be annoyi ng,
anyway.

Wiy was he, a god, worrying about breathing? But
suddenly it seenmed to natter.

The human's nortal breath, gasping with exertion
but still full of life, sawed in Vulcan's ear. "I was
there with you when you forged this weapon, God of
Fire. My blood is init, and part of my life. |I knowit-"

Standing in the nmiddle of a |arge room beside a
fireless forge, Vulcan braced hinself and strained
with his left hand again. But still he could not break
the other's grip.

"-know it as well as you do, Firegod. Better, naybe.
I can feel the truth of Shieldbreaker, now that it has
touched me again. You cannot hurt me with it, as long
as | have no weapon of my own."

By now Wul can's search for other Swords had
been forgotten. This foolish business of letting a
human being attack himhad gone too far, he had to
end it. He had to rid hinmself of this clinging thing, and
do it swiftly.

But even as he strove to do so, another human,
approachi ng unnoticed by the god in his distraction,
| eaped upon him This one was a tiny female with
dark hair. Vulcan noved just as she junped at him so
that she al nost missed. But still she had himby one
ankl e now, and she was tryi ng-who woul d have
bel i eved such a thing?-to tip himover

Vul can used the Sword on her. O tried to use it
rather. He saw with his own eyes how the bl ade of
Shi el dbr eaker passed through her body, or gave the
illusion of dong so, again and again, w thout |eaving the
.least trace of danmge after it

Wth his Sword perversely usel ess now, against this
fragile flesh that grappled with him the Smith let out a
great roar, of mental pain and choking rage. He would
have thrown the Sword away now, but it refused to
separate fromhis hand. His fingers would not rel ease
their grip upon the hilt.

Al right then, he'd use it, in the only way it woul d
still work. He laid about himw th the Sword, knocking
down furniture and walls, sending bricks and tinmber
and plaster flying. Dragging his two human tornentors
hel pl essly with him he chewed a passage through the
ground floor of their house. He'd bring it all down on
their heads, these usel ess human verm n.

A new idea cane to him and he tried to increase
his stature, to swell hinself once nore to true godsize.
Appal lingly, he found that he could not. Al the powers
that had once been his were shrinking, concentrating,
being driven nminute by mnute into

the one focus of his perfect Sword, the bl ade of
Shi el dbreaker itself and his right arm and hand that
held it.

Now, other hunmans, enbol dened by the survival of
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the first two, were conming to join in the attack

Human hands fastened on VWulcan's left arm nore

human hands on his other |eg. Sonmeone's hand

snatched Farslayer fromits sheath at his belt; not that
he'd really dreaned of wasting it on any of these puny

More people were coming at him a grappling
swarm of them Now they were strong and numerous
enough to drag himagainst his will. They were forcing
hima step at a tine out of the house, going through
sonme of the very openings he'd just created. He
| ashed out wildly with the Sword, and nore wood and
dust and tile canme crashing down, on Vul can's head
and all around him not bothering himnuch but Iaying
one or two of his assailants |ow Through the
chokehol d on his neck he gurgled minor triunph.

Still nore and nore of the verm n cane pouring out
of their holes, now daring to attack him Jord cried a
warning to one of these, but too late. The man had
| eaped at Vul can, swinging an axe at the Smith's head.
Shi el dbr eaker tapped once and brushed the weapon
away, along with the arnms of the man who had been
hol ding it.

Anot her man tried to grab Vul can by the
Swordarm Still too much power there, too nuch by
far, perhaps nore power than ever. The man was
flung off like nud froma wheel, to break his body on
the wal |

But still the other people held on. Half a dozen of
them were gripping the god now, each of the ver-
mn seenming to gain determnation fromthe
ot hers, each of them sapping sonme minute portion of
his strength.

Vul can roared out threats, though he knew that it
was now too late for threatening. Wrds and yells did
hi m no good. He fell, and. rolled upon the floor,
brushing of f sone of his assailants, crushing others,
damagi ng them all, savagi ng those who persisted in
clinging on. Yet persist they did, and still nore cane,
out of the weckage of their house. As soon as he rid
hi nsel f of one, one or two nore junped on him
com ng at himendl essly out of the roons and ruins.

A crossbow bolt canme streaking at him |aunched
by some conceal ed and unwi se hand. Shi el dbreaker
tapped once again, unhurriedly, and shattered the
mssile in mdair. Fragnents of the bolt drew bl ood
fromthe people who were westling with the god.

Jord, in a weakening voice, cried warning once
agai n: "No weapons! No weapons, and we can win!"

Concentrated now in the one Sword was all of
Vul can's power, and all his hope. He knew that he
must win with it, or die. Once nore, then, behind his
back, carefully and hard-there, that nust have cut the
pestiferous human | eader clean in two!

But it had not. O if it had, the man had been abl e
to survive such treatnent handily. The human's |egs
and feet still behaved as if they were connected to his
brain, and he rode the god as if Vulcan were no nore
than a riding beast.

And WVul can could feel a new pain in his back, and
more of his own bl ood; once nmore he'd done hinself
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some damage with the Sword
Still he fought on, straining to stab, slice up,

destroy, the desperately westling human horde. They
clung to himand subnitted to being battered when he
rolled on the ground again. When he was back on his
feet, they dragged hi mabout, and woul d not be

shaken off. He slipped and fell, in a patch of his own
bl ood.

And now t hey picked himup

Now in their score of hands they bore him raving,
t hrashi ng, screanmi ng, outside the building, and he
could no longer try to bring it down upon them The
arc of the Sword of Force flashed at them passed
t hrough their bodies as through phantomns, |eaving
t hem unhar ned.

The original grip on Vulcan's neck was really
choki ng now. Every nuscle of his body was grow ng
weaker and weaker-except those in his right arm
That linmb felt nore and nore powerful, but all that it
could do was wield the Swmrd, and in conmbat agai nst
unarmed flesh the Sword was usel ess. Meanwhil e,

Vul can's bl ood drained fromhis self-inflicted wounds.

He rel axed suddenly, playing dead.

In a monent, stunned and battered thensel ves, the
people had all let go of him

He | eaped up, raging, w se enough now to use his
first free effort to throwthe Sword away from him
But in the presence of his enemies it would not et him
go.

A nmonment | ater, a huge man, who had just cone
stunbling out of the half-ruined house, had hurled
hi nsel f al one at Wul can, and brought the god down
with a tackle.

And then they were all on him again.

Now anot her group of people, these in white robes,
recogni zable to the struggling Smith as ser-
vants of the Dead God, Ardneh, were running into
the street before the house. These, conming late to
the scene, were clanoring in protest. Fromtheir
words Vul can could tell that they thought they
were witnessing a lynching, a nmob attack upon
sone poor hel pl ess man..

The peopl e who were grappling the Smth down
tried to explain. "Conpletely mad, he thinks he's
Vul can." And a kind of exhausted |augh went round
anong t hem

An aged priestess of Ardneh, |ooking w se and
ki nd, came to take the useless Sword out of the
madman' s grasp. It came to her easily out of his
cramped gri p.

"To keep you from hurting yoursel f, poor fell ow,
or anyone else... ny, what a weapon." The priest-
ess blinked at the Sword. "This nust be put away,
in safety sonewhere."

"Il take it," said Ben

The ol d woman | ooked into the huge nman's eyes,
and sighed. "Yes, you take it. There is no one better

here, | think. Now we nust bind this poor fellow for
a while, so he does no nore harm How strong he
i sl-ah, such a waste. But these cords will hold him

file:/lIG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Sa...20-%20The%20Third%20Book%200%20Swords.txt (162 of 171) [2/5/2004 12:22:43 AM]



file://IG|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Fred%20Saberhagen?620-%620Swords%2003%20-%20T he%620T hird%20B 00k%200f%20Swords.txt

carefully, for we nust do it out of |ove."
CHAPTER 19

In all of his fifty thousand and nore years of life,
the creature nanmed Draffut, the Lord of Beasts, had
never been closer to death than he was now. Yet
life, his alnost inextinguishable Iife, remained in
him He clung to it, if for no other reason than
because there was an injured human bei ng near by,
who cried out fromtine to tine in his own pain.
Draffut, still true to his own nature, felt conpelled
to find a way to help that man.

But he was unable to do anything to help the
man, unabl e even to nove enough to hel p hinsel f.

The very streamthat |aved his wounds seened to
be slowy drawing his life away instead of assisting
himto heal

It was daylight-whether of the |ast day of the
fight, or some day after that, he was not sure-when
he becane aware that another presence, intelligent
but not human, was approaching him

The Beast!lord opened his eyes slowy. A goddess,
recogni zabl e to himas Aphrodite, was standing
above himat a little distance, |ooking down at him
where he still lay in the nud at the water's edge.

Aphrodite was standing just where Vul can had
stood, and there was a Sword in her hands too. But
Draf fut knew at once that this was different than
Vul can' s approach, and he felt no fear as she drew
near him and raised the Sword.

It struck at him and he cried out with a pang of
new | ife, as sharp as pain. "Wundheal er," he said,
suddenly strong enough to talk again. "And you are
Aphrodite.”

"And you are the Healer," she said. "Therefore
think it right that you should have this Sword. Humans
quarrel and fight over this one, even as they do with
all the others. So | took it back fromthem And | am
weary of trying to decide what to do with it next-so
much love allows but little time for pleasure.”

Wth a notion marked by a slight endearing
awkwar dness, she dropped the Sword of Mercy on
the surface of the nud beside him

Draffut, able to nove again, put out his huge hand,
weakly and slowy, and touched the blade. "I thank
you, goddess, for your gift of life."

"There are many who have |ife because of ne .
ah, already | feel better too, to be rid of it. But that
Sword suits you, | think. You are not nuch like nme."

"Except in one way. We are both of us creations of
humanity. But | only in part. And out of their science,
not their dreams. | will still exist, if-when--humanity
changes its collective mnd about ne."

The goddess tossed her perfect hair-and was it
pure gold, or raven black? "You say that about us, but
| don't believe it. If humanity created us, the

gods and goddesses, then who coul d possibly
have created then? But never mind, | amtired of
all this philosophy and argunment. There seens to be
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no end to it of late. I think the world is changing."
"Again. It always does." And now Draffut was
dragging hinself to his feet. The nud that had caked
upon his fur when he was dying was falling off now,
crunmbling and twisting even as it fell, noving in the
glow of the renewed life within him
Pai nfully, a stopped, slow giant carrying the Sword
of Mercy, he began to nake his way across the
muddy ground toward the injured man.

Rostov listened long and intently to what his |atest
and best source of information had to tell him about
what was going on inside the walls of Tashi gang, and
what had happened | ast night during the outrageous,
heroi c sally against the Dark King' s canp.

One of Rostov's patrols had luckily picked up the
young man, who was carrying Coinspinner in his right
hand, in the garden of one of the abandoned suburban
villas al ong the Corgo

"Trust a bad copper to turn up," the General had
grow ed at first sight of him then he had allowed his
steel -bearded face to split in a tight grin. "The
Princess will be anxious to see you, Mark. No, |
shouldn't call you that, should I? Wat's the proper
term of address for an Enperor's son?"

"For . . . who? The Princess, you say?" the
wounded yout h had answered weakly. "Where is
she?"

"Not far away. Not far:" Rostov still grinned. He

could begin to see now what the Princess had seen al
along in this tough young man. Who, as it now
turned out, not only had good stuff in him but

I mperial blood. That was evidently, in the rarefied
real mof magic and politics where these things

wer e deci ded, sonething of acceptabl e inportance.
Rostov was glad-it was time that Tasavalta had

some sturdy warrior nmonarchs on the throne again.

On a field not nany kil oneters from Tashi gang,
the arm es of Yanbu and Vil kata confronted each
other, in a dawn dimmed al nost to m dnight by an
i mpendi ng thunderstorm The Silver Queen was
preparing herself to draw Soul cutter. She knew
that she would have to do so before the Dark King
brought the M ndsword into range; if not, her arny
woul d be | ost to her, and she herself perhaps mad-
dened into becom ng Vilkata's slave.

She had recently received a strange report: first
the god Vul can had been seen inside the city, bound
hel pl essly by the gentle hands of white-robed
priestesses and priests; and then he was gone agai n.
Sone said that an angry unarned nob had seized
the Smth, and the wooden frane he had been
bound to, and had thrown himin the river, and he
had floated out of the city through the | ower gates.

Queen Yanbu thought: and is the world now to
bel ong to us humans, after all? If we can overthrow
the gods, and kill them possibly. Not that they
had ever bothered to rule the world when it was
theirs. Perhaps it has been ours all along.

Wthout really being startled, she becane aware
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that a man was standing in the doorway of her tent,
and gazing in at her inpertinently. She assumed he
was one of her officers, and was about to speak
sharply to himfor staring at her thus, when she

realized that he was not one of her own men at all
The words died on her |ips.

H s face was in shadow, and not until she shifted
her own position did she see the mask. "You," she
sai d.

He cane in uninvited, pulled the mask off and
hel ped hinself to a seat, grinning at her lightly. He
had not changed at all. Qutside she could still hear
the sentries wal king their rounds, unaware that
anyone had passed them

The Enperor said to her: "I still have not had ny
answer . "

It took the Queen a nonment to understand what
he was tal king about. "You once asked nme to marry
you. Can that be what you nean?”

"It can. Didn't you realize that | was going to
i nsist on an answer, sooner or |ater?"

"No, | really didn"t. Not after . . . what happened
to our daughter. Have you forgotten about her? O
is this visit just another of your insane jokes?"

"l have not forgotten her. She has been living
with me." When Queen Yanbu stared at him he
went on calmy: "Ariane was badly hurt, about four
years ago, as you know. But she's nuch better now.
She and | have not tal ked about you nuch, but |
think that she mght want to neet you again some
day."

The Silver Queen continued to stare at her forner
|l over. At last she said, "My reports, and | have rea-
son to trust them said that Ariane was killed, in the
treasur e-dungeon of the Blue Tenple."

The Enperor scow ed his distaste for that organi-
zation. "Many have died, in that . . . place. But
Ariane did not die there. Even though the young
men with her at the tine were also sure that she
was dead. One of those young nen is ny son, did
you know that? | like to take care of ny children,
whenever | can. She is not dead.”

And still Queen Yanmbu stared at him She could
not shake off her suspicion that this was all one of
his jokes, perhaps the prelude to a hi deous
revenge-she had never been sure, even when they
had been | overs, whether he was a vengeful man or
not .

At | ast her royal poise abandoned her for the
nmonment, and she stanmmered out: "I-I sold her to
the Red Tenple."

The frown was turned at her now, and briefly she
under st ood what ancient |nperial power nust
have been, that Kings and Queens had quaked
before it.

"I mght have killed you for that, if | had known
about it when it happened. But years have passed,
and you are sorry for that selling now She has sur-
vived, and so have |I. And so have you."

I n anger she regained her strength. "I have sur-
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vived w thout you, you inpossible . . . and you say
you want to marry nme, still? How do | know you
nmean what you are sayi ng now?"

"How do you know when to trust anyone, ny
dear? You'll have to make a choice."

She wanted to cry out that she did not know
when to trust anyone; that was her whol e probl em
"You nmadman, suppose | were to answer you and
tell you yes. Could you defeat the M ndsword for ne

t hen?"

"I''l'l do all | can to help you, if you will be ny
bride. W'll see about the M ndsword when it
conmes. "

"I't's here now ©Ch, you bastard. |npossible as

al ways. Leave now. Get out of here, or I'mgoing to
draw Soul cutter." And she put her hand on the
unrelieved bl ackness of that hilt, that rested as
al ways within reach. "And | suppose you'll go on
seduci ng brides, and fathering nore bastards, after
we are married?"
He said, softly and soberly, "I will be nore faith-
ful to you than you can well imagine. | |ove you;
al ways have. Wiy do you think I fought for you,
besi de you, when you were a girl?"

"I don't believe it, | tell you. | don't believe any of
it. Leave now, or | draw Soul cutter."

"I't's your Sword, to do with as you will. But |
will |eave when you decide to drawit."

She started to draw the Sword, and-at the same
monent called out in a clear voice for her guards.
When they came pushing into the tent a nonent
|l ater, they found their Queen quite al one, and
Soul cutter safely in its sheath, though her hand on
the hilt was poised as if for action

The sol diers found thensel ves staring half-
hypnoti zed at that hand, both of them hoping that
they woul d be out of the tent again before the
Sword was drawn; and already in the air around it,
around thensel ves, they thought they could feel the
backwash of a wave of enptiness.

Queen Yanbu wasted no nore tine, but gave the
orders necessary to get her troops into the state of
final readiness for battle. That done, she ordered an
advance.

Wth Vilkata's ranks still no nore than barely in
sight, she waited in the niddle of her own |ine,
mount ed on her fanobus gray warbeast, ready to
draw the Sword of-of what? As far as she knew, this
one had only one nane.

Now t he eneny |lines were creeping forward.
There, in their center, that woul d be Vilkata hinself,
waiting for the perfect nonent in which to draw the
weapon that he was ganbling woul d be suprene.

The hand of Queen Yanmbu was on her own
Sword's hilt. She urged her nount forward, a little.
Not yet.

Now.

The M ndsword and Soul cutter were drawn,
virtual ly sinultaneously.
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Her own first reaction, to the overwhel ming psychic
i npact of her own Sword, was that she wanted to
throw it away-but then she did not. Because she could
no |l onger see how throwing it away woul d nake any
difference, would matter in the |east.

Nor did anything el se nmatter.

Not hing el se in the whol e universe

The M ndsword was a distant, irrelevant tw nkle,
far across the field, beneath the gl oom of
t hundercl ouds. Wil e near at hand, around Queen
Yanbu hersel f

Those of her own troops who were closest to her
had been | ooking at her when she drew. After that
they were indifferent as to where they | ooked.
Around her a wave of |ethargy, of suprene
i ndi fference, was spreading out, a slow splash in an
i nkbl ack pool

In the distance, but drawing rapidly nearer, a charge
was coning. Vilkata's troops, wth nmaddened yells,
the fresh inspiration of the Mndsword driving them

Sone of the Queen's soldiers, nore and nore of

themwi th each passing second, were actually

slunmping to the ground now, letting their weapons fal
fromindifferent hands. It appeared that they woul d' be
able to put up no resistance, that the Dark King m ght
now be going to win easily.

But of course that did not matter either.

Wth berserker cries, the first of the Dark King's
newl y energized fanatics rushed upon them The
defense put up by the soldiers in black and silver was
at best half-hearted, and it was weaker the cl oser they
were stationed to their Queen

But the attackers, Vilkata's men and wonen, were
now entering the region of Soulcutter's dom nance. It
was their screans of triunph that faltered first, and
then the energy with which they plied their weapons.

Next their ranks came to a jostling, stunmbling halt.

The Queen of Yambu-not know ng, really, why she
bot hered-slowy rai sed her eyes. The Sword she held
above her head was so dull that it alnobst hurt the eyes
to look at it.

The Sword of Despair-she had thought of the other
name for it now Not that that mattered, either. Not
that or anything el se.

Why was she bothering to hold the Sword so high?
She let her arms slunp with its weight. Wen her
war beast, puzzled and suffering, wanted to move, she
let it go, sliding fromits back. She stood al nost
| eaning on the Sword now, its point cutting shallowy
into the earth.

Nor did any of that really mean anything, as far as
she could tell.

The fighting that had begun, sporadically, was dying
out. Soul cutter was winning, all across the
field. If neither victory nor survival mattered, to
anyone, there would be no battle.

Yambu was aware, though only dimy and indif-
ferently, that so far the Dark King' s weapon had
been able to shield him and a small group of his fol-
| owers around him from Soul cutter's dark, subtle
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assaul t.

That group began to charge toward her now,
yelling warcries. But its nunbers shrank, and
shrank nmore rapidly the closer it came to Queen
Yanmbu. One by one the people in it turned aside
fromthe charge, to sit or kneel or slunp to the
ground, giving up the effort in despiar.

King Vilkata's denmons were the |ast to desert
him And even before that had happened, he him
self had given up the attack and was in full flight
fromthe field.

Rost ov, out having a personal | ook around,
turned his scouting squadron back when they came
to the edge of the field. Ahead of himthe Genera
could see what | ooked to himlike the worst slaugh-
ter he had ever beheld, in a lifetime spent largely
am d scenes of butchery. There were two arm es on
the field, and as nearly as he could tell fromthis dis-
tance, both of them had been virtually w ped out.
But the General turned back, and ordered his sol -
di ers back, not because of what he saw but because
of what he felt, what they had all felt when tres-
passi ng upon the fringes of that grim arena.
Anot her few steps in that direction, thought Rostov,
and he woul d have been ready to throw down his
weapons and his nedal s and abandon I|ife.

He was wondering what orders to give next,
when he saw a giant figure appear in the distance.

Wth swift, powerful, two-legged strides it drew
closer, also approaching the field of despair. It was
Draffut, called a god by sone; although Genera

Rost ov had never seen the Lord of Beasts before,

who el se could this be?

There was soneone el se; a man-shape, riding
famliarly on Draffut's shoul ders.

Draffut did not approach Rostov and his scouting
detachnent, but instead halted at another point on
the rimof that terrible battlefield. There the giant
st opped, and set down the nman who had been rid-
ing on his shoulders; and fromthat point the nman
al one, a gray-caped figure bearing a bright Sword
in hand, wal ked on alone into the field of doom and
si | ence.

Rostov, puzzled, tried to nake out where the
man-was he wearing a mask?-was headed. Then
the CGeneral realized that there was still one other
human figure standing on the battlefield--way out
there, at its center.

It was the Silver Queen, |eaning on the bl ade that
she was too imobilized to cast down. Wen
Rostov and his soldiers saw the Enperor take it
fromher hands, and sheath it, they could feel how a
change for the better, cane instantly over the
near by worl d.

The General turned to his troops, shouting:
"They're not all dead out there! Sone of the Dark
King's hellions are starting to wake up al ready!
What're you waiting for, get out there and di sarm
them while you can!"
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EPI LOGUE

When the party of the surviving gods in their
retreat had clinbed above the snow | evel of the
Ludus Mountains, the blind man they carried with
them began to curse and rail at them again. He
ranted as if they were still under his conmmand; and
Vul can, |istening, began to be sorry that he had
pi cked the man up and brought hi m al ong.

The Smith still had other company, present inter-
mttently. Gay-bearded Zeus, proud Apollo, Aph-
rodite, Hades. They and sone ot hers cane and
went. Hades was, as al ways, never far fromhis true
domain, the Earth. Diana had wal ked with them for
a while, but had dropped out of the group early,
saying only that she heard anot her kind of call

Vil kata, the man they had brought with them
was shivering and in rags. The golden circlet had
fallen fromhis head days ago, and his power to
command denons had gone with it. He kept
groani ng, whining that he'd |l ost his Swrd. He was

ravi ng now, demandi ng that food and sl aves and
wi ne be brought to him

Wiy did | bring himw th ne? Vul can pondered
once again. The Snmith hinself had regai ned sone
of his strength since the servants of Ardneh,
perceiving himas no | onger violent and dangerous,
had | oosed his bonds and |l et himgo. But he was
still far fromwhat he once had been, and sone-
times he feared that he was dying.

Apollo had told themall several times in the
course of the retreat that they were all dying now,
or would be soon, hinself included. The world had
changed agai n, Apollo said.

The man they carried with them at |east gave
themall sone connection to humanity. Though
Vul can still did not want to admit they needed that.

He said now to the man perched on his shoul der,
as if talking to sone half-intelligent pet: "W nght
find sone food for you somewhere. But there is no
Wi ne-none that you can drink-and certainly no
human sl aves. "

"But | have you as ny slaves," the nman rasped
back. Today his proud voi ce was weakeni ng rap-
idly. "And you are gods, and goddesses. Therefore
all the Earth is mne."

From behi nd, Apollo asked: "You cannot feel it,
little man?"

"Feel what?" He who had been the Dark King
turned his blind face back and forth. In a nore lucid
voi ce he demanded: "Were are we?" Then, a
monent | ater, again: "Feel what?"

Apoll o said: "That the humans whose dreans
created us, and gave us power, are now drean ng
differently? That our power, and our lives as well,
have been draining fromus, ever since we gave you
Swords to use?"

Anong the gods there were still sone who could
persuade thenselves to argue with this viewpoint.
"It's all part of the Game-"
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"The Ganme is over now. "

"Over? But who won?"

That one wasn't answered.

"In the nmountains, in the upper air, we'll start to
feel strong again."

They trudged on, clinbed on. The capability of
swift effortless flight had once been theirs. Vul can
t hought that none of themwere starting to fee
stronger. In fact the thin air was beginning to hurt

hi s | ungs.
He woul d not have it, would not allow it to be so.
Bravely he cried out to Apollo: "You still say that
we are their creations? Bah! Then who created
t hen?"

Apollo did not reply.

Qccasi onal vol canic runbl es now shook the
Earth beneath their feet; here and there subterra-
nean warnth created bare steaning spots of rock
am d the snow.

Their flight, their clinb, was becom ng sl ower
and slower. But it went on. Now where was Aphro-
dite? Vulcan | ooked around for her. It was not as if
she had departed, in the old, easy way, for some-
where el se, he thought; she was sinply and truly
gone.

He had not seen Hades for a long tine, either

Vil kata sensed sonet hing. "Were are you all
goi ng?" the man shouted, or tried to shout. "I com
mand you not to di sappear. Turn round instead,

take me back down to the world of humanity. |I'm
going to freeze to death up here!"

Vul can had no wish to put up with the man's
noi se any longer, or with his weight that seenmed to
grow and grow, and the god cast the blind, new ng
man aside, down a cliff into frozen oblivion, and
nmoved on.

The Smith summoned up his determnation, try-
ing now to regain the purpose with which he had
begun this clinmb, |ong days ago. He nused al oud:

"I't was near here-near here sonewhere-that |

built nmy forge, to make the Swords. | piled up | ogs,
earth-wood, and lit themfromthe volcanic fires
below If only | could find ny forge again-"

Presently he realized that he was now al one, the
man havi ng gone down a cliff somewhere, the |ast
of his divine conpani ons havi ng vani shed, as if
evaporated upon the wind. The | ast wangling
voi ce of them had been chilled down to silence.

But not quite the |ast.

"Then who created THEM?" the Smith bel |l owed,
hurling forth the question |like a challenge to the
uni verse, at the top of his aching, newy perishable
| ungs.

He | ooked ahead.

There was sonething, or someone, lying in wait
for him beyond that |ast convol uted corner of black
rock. Some new power, or ancient one, come to
claimthe world? O only the w nd?

He was afraid to | ook

The whole world was cold now. The Smith could
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feel the awful cold turning against him feel it as
easily and painfully as the weakest hunman m ght.

He wanted to | ook around the corner of the rock,
but he could not. He was afraid. Just in front of him
vol cani ¢ heat and gas bel ched up, turning snow and
ice into black slush in a nonent.

Vul can lurched forward, seeking warnth. He fell
on his hands and knees. Dying, in what seened to
himthe first cold norning of the world, he groped
for fire.

THE END
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