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PART ONE

Wi ki dor
CHAPTER 1

The marsh stank, with a sharp, briny stench that seened to fill Valder's
head. He stared out across the maze of tall grass and shallow water for a |ong
nmonent and then reluctantly marched onward, into it. The ground gave beneath
him his boot sank past the ankle in gray-brown nuck. He nuttered an
obscenity, then smled weakly at his own annoyance and sl ogged forward.

The eneny, he knew, was no nore than an hour behind him The marsh was
not hi ng but a m nor inconveni ence by compari son

To his left lay the open sea, and to his right was endl ess enpty forest
that was probably full of northern patrols and sentinels, human or otherwi se.
Behi nd hi m sonmewhere were the three northerners who had been pursuing himfor
t he past four days. Ahead of him wet and green and stinking, lay the coasta
mar shes

He coul d, he supposed, have turned to the right and avoi ded the narshes,
tried to lose his pursuers in the forest, but he had been running through
forests for four days wi thout being able to shake themoff his trail. At |east
the marshes woul d be different.

After half a dozen long, slow steps through the nud, he struck a patch of
solid ground and hauled hinmself up onto it; dirty seawater poured fromhis
boots, which had not been watertight in nore than a sixnight. The marsh grass
rustled loudly as he pushed his way across the little hunmmock; he froze,
peered back over his shoul der, and, seeing nothing but the unbroken line of
pine trees, sank to the ground for a nmonment's rest.

The marsh was probably a m stake, he told hinself as the foul snell
saturated his nostrils. He could not nove through it w thout maeking noise, it
seened -- the rustling grass was far nore audi bl e than the crunch of pine
needl es, and the suck of nmud wasn't nuch better -- and the eneny sorcerer
al nost certainly had sone sort of spell or talisman that augmented his
hearing. Even the other two northerners night have hearing nore than nornmally
acute; fromwhat he had seen of their novenents, Valder was quite certain that
at least one of themwas shatra -- half man, half denon, though human in
appearance. That eerily smooth, flow ng notion was unni st akabl e.

Al three mght be shatra; the denon warriors could disguise their
nmoverents if they chose. One of his pursuers was a sorcerer, but he had heard
it said around the barracks that some sorcerers were shatra. It seened grossly
unfair for a single eneny soldier to have both advantages, but life, he knew,
was sonetimes very unfair.

Nobody knew exactly what shatra were capable of, but it was generally
bel i eved that they possessed nagically acute senses -- though not, probably,
up to the level a good sorcerer could achieve. Valder had to assune that the
nort herners chasing himcould see and hear and snell far better than he coul d.

He had managed to stay ahead of the eneny patrol for four days now, but
it had been due to luck as much as to anything el se. He had exhausted his | ast
few prepared spells in diverting the pursuit, but none of the diversions had
| asted very long, and his conmpany's w zard had not provided himw th anythi ng



useful for actual conbat. Valder was supposed to be a scout, after all; his
job, if he encountered the enemy, had been to run back to base canp to warn
his superiors, not to fight. He was not interested in a glorious death in

conbat. He was just another of Ethshar's three nmillion conscript soldiers
trying to survive, and, for an ordinary human agai nst shatra, that neant
flight.

He had been able to travel at night as he fled because the greater noon
had been al most full when the chase began, but the wi zard-sight he had been
gi ven when he first went out on his routine solo patrol had worn off six
ni ght s ago.

Thi ck norning fogs had hel ped him as much as the noon had; he was
running blind to begin with, with no intended destination, and therefore was
not concerned about losing his way in the mst, so long as he didn't wal k off
acliff. H s pursuers, however, had had to grope carefully along his trail,
using their sorcerous tracking a few steps at a time. They did not seemto
have any unnatural neans of penetrating the fog, either sorcerous or denonic.

And, of course, the eneny had stopped for neals every so often, or for
water, while he had had no need of food or drink. That was the only bit of
wi zardry he still had going for him the only spell remaining; if that were to
wear off, he knew he would be doonmed. His outfit's wi zard had known his job,

t hough, and Val der had so far felt not the slightest tw nge of hunger or
thirst. He felt the charmed bl oodstone in his belt pouch, making certain it
was still secure.

Now, though, he had come to this stinking salt marsh and he wondered if
his luck had run out. He settled hinself on the grassy humock and pulled his
boots off, letting the foul water run out.

His luck had really run out two nonths ago, he deci ded, when the eneny
had | aunched a surprise offensive out of nowhere and cut through to the sea,
driving the Ethsharitic forces back down the coast, away fromthe forests and
into the open plain. It had been phenomenally bad |uck for Val der to have been
out on solo patrol, checking the woods for signs of the eneny, when the
assault cane.

He had been | ooking for saboteurs and guerrillas, not the whole northern
arny.

Val der still did not understand how the eneny had cut through so quickly;
all he knew was that, when he headed back toward camp, he had found
nort herners marchi ng back and forth across the snoldering ruins of his hone
base, between hinself and the Ethsharitic Iines. He had encountered no scouts,
no advance units, had had no warning. The fact that he had been sent out
alone, initself, indicated that his superiors hadn't thought the eneny had
any significant forces within a dozen | eagues, at the very | east.

Wth the enemy to the south, the sea to the west, and nothing to the east
but forest wilderness clear to the borders of the Northern Enpire itself, he
had headed north. He had hoped to get well away fromthe eneny, then find or
build hinmself a boat and work his way south along the coast until he reached
the Ethsharitic lines -- surely the eneny could not have driven very far to
the south, certainly not as far as CGeneral Cor's fortress. He knew not hi ng
about boats, but he was reasonably sure that the eneny knew no nore than he
did. The Northern Enpire was an inland nation; he doubted that there was any
northern navy to worry about.

Unfortunately, the enemy had foll owed hi mnorthward al ong the shoreline,
not because they knew he was there, but, as best he coul d guess, because they
were afraid of Ethsharitic | andings. He had kept noving north, staying ahead
of the eneny scouts; four tines he had settled in one spot |ong enough to
start work on a raft, but each tine a northern patrol had cone al ong and
driven himaway | ong before he had a seaworthy craft.

Finally, four days ago, he had been carel ess, and a northerner who noved
with the i nhumanly snmooth grace and speed of a shatra had spotted him He had
been runni ng ever since, snatching naps when he could and using every ruse he
could think of and every spell in his pouch



He pulled off his right sock and wung it out, then draped it on the
grass to dry; he knew that it would just get wet again when he noved on, as he
woul d have to do quickly, but while he rested he wanted it dry. He was tuggi ng
at his left sock when he heard the rustle of grass. He froze.

The sound cane again, from somewhere behind him to the north -- he had
seated hinself facing back the way he had cone so as to have a better chance
of spotting his pursuers.

It didn't seemlikely that even shatra could have circled around behind
hi m al ready. Perhaps, he told hinself, it was just a bird or an ani mal of sone
sort. Carefully, with his right foot bare and his |l eft sock hangi ng hal f way
of f, he rose, trying not to rustle, and peered through the wavi ng stal ks.

Sonething tall was noving about, sonething dark gray and pointed at the
top. Not shatra, or at least not the sort he was famliar with; they
customarily wore round, close-fitting helnets that covered alnost the entire
head. Eneny sorcerers usually wore simlar black helnmets festooned with
talismans, and the comon sol diers made do with whatever they could scrounge

up -- nmost often ancient, rusty relics passed down through generations of
warfare. This gray object did not |ook like any of those. It didn't ook Iike
a helnmet at all; it looked like a cloth hat.

He wondered whether it mght be sone unfanmiliar variety of beast, perhaps
a magically created one or some odd kind of small dragon. He had seen pointed
hats; they had once, he understood, been the standard issue for wi zards unti
someone pointed out that they nade excellent targets, but he could not imagine
what one woul d be doing here, far to the north and west of anything resenbling
civilization. W would be wearing such a thing in a marsh on the edge of
nowher e?

He sank back to the ground and pulled his left sock back up, ignoring the
fact that it was still soaking wet, and then pulled on his other sock and both
boot s.

The rustling noise continued; whatever the tall thing with the gray point
was, it didn't seemto have noticed him He stood up again, then crouched and
began inching his way toward whatever it was, parting the grass carefully with
hi s hands.

As careful as he was, however, his novement was not silent. He stopped
again and |i stened.

The other had al so stopped. For a tense nonment, Val der waited. Then the
rustling began again, and the other noved away. Valder followed, trying to
nove only when the other noved, but the rustling of his own passage drowned
out the other's noise and made it very difficult to judge when the other had
st opped.

A few feet fromthe spot where he had sat and dunped out his boots Val der
found hinmself at the northern edge of the dry humock, facing a w de, shall ow
channel . He eased his foot into it until the sole of his boot was resting on
solid bottom sunk an inch or two into nuck. His other foot followed, until he
was standing in six inches of foul-smelling water and three inches of goo.
Both feet were once again thoroughly soaked.

He waded across the channel, noving slowy so as not to splash. No grass
grew in the center of the channel, and the reeds were not thick, so that he
was able to proceed w thout maki ng very nmuch noi se. He heard new sounds ahead,
not rustlings, but clatterings, as if things were being casually noved about.

He reached the far side of the channel and sl ogged up the bank, pushing
asi de reeds and grass; he paused at the top to peer ahead.

The gray point was not in sight, but sonething el se was, sonething
yel  ow-brown, warmand inviting in the setting sun. It |ooked very nuch like a
t hatched roof. Fromhis previous viewpoint it had bl ended with the surroundi ng
fol i age.

He was so intrigued by this evidence of a human habitation where he had
expected none that he forgot his pursuers for the noment and nmade his way
toward the roof without first checking behind. He knew that the inhabitant was
just as likely to be a northerner as an Ethsharite, but if the gray thing had



i ndeed been a hat, then whoever wore it was probably not a soldier. Valder was
arnmed and reasonably capable. He had the sword on his hip and a dagger on his
belt; a sling was tucked away. He wore a breastplate of good steel. Hi s hel net
had been | ost two days earlier, and he had abandoned his bow when he had run
out of reusable arrows, but he still felt confident that he could handl e any
civilian, whether northerner, Ethsharite, or unknown.

One reason for his intense interest in the roof was that its nysterious
owner mght well have a boat, since he or she lived here in a coastal marsh --
and that mght save Valder the trouble of building a raft, as well as being
saf er and nore confortable.

He crept forward through the tall grass, across another dry patch, then
t hrough a reed-cl ogged expanse of water and nud and over another humock, and
found hinmself looking at a tidy little hut. The walls were plastered over with
yel | owi sh baked nud or cl ay; wooden shutters covered the two snmall w ndows on
the near side. The roof, as he had thought, was thatch. A doorway faced the
ocean, with a heavy drape hooked back to leave it nostly open. Seated in the
doorway opening was the hut's inhabitant, an old man in a gray robe, his tall,
poi nted hat perched on one knee. He was | eani ng back against the frane,
staring out over the sea at the setting sun. The hut was built on the highest
bit of land in the marsh, but faced down a short, steep, bare slope, giving a
fine view of rolling waves and crying gulls.

Val der saw no weapons, but that didn't mean the old man had none; he had
no way of knowi ng what m ght be inside the hut. The hat and robe did seemto
resenbl e an archaic w zard' s costune, and w zards of any sort could be
danger ous.

He saw nothing to indicate the man's nationality, unless he counted the
fact that the Northern Enpire had very few wi zards, archaic or otherw se --
but then, the garb could easily be that of sone obscure variety of sorcerer or
ot her northern nmagician. He debated with hinself what action he shoul d take.
He was not about to turn and |leave, with the patrol still somewhere behind
him He could approach by stealth, try to take the old man by surprise, but
that woul d appear definitely hostile and might cost himan ally, and, with the
rustling grass, stealth nmight not be possible. Far better, he decided, to make
his presence known and then see how the hut-dweller reacted.

Wth that resolve, he stood up straight, waved a hand in the air, and
called, "Hello, there!"

The old man started violently, grabbed at his rope belt, and | ooked about
wildly.

"Hel | o! Over here!" Valder called.

Spotting himat last, the man got to his feet and stared at Valder in
open astonishnment. "Who in Hell are you!" he demanded.

He spoke in Ethsharitic; Valder relaxed sonmewhat and | ooked the ol d man
over.

He was short and scrawny, with unkenpt white hair hacked of f raggedly at
shoul der | ength and a nessy beard. The gray robe he wore was cl ean but badly
worn, with faded patches at each el bow and faint stains here and there. The
poi nted gray hat had fallen unnoticed to the ground when its owner arose. A
rope belt encircled his waist and carried a | arge | eather pouch on one side, a
sheat hed dagger on the other, where it had been hidden from Val der before; the
old man's right hand rested on the hilt of the knife. H s feet were bare, his
eyes wide, and his mouth open with surprise.

He did not | ook dangerous, despite the dagger; for one thing, the weapon
was still sheathed, where an experienced fighter would have drawn it
automatically. Val der guessed the man to be a hermit, someone who hadn't seen
anot her human being in years. Hi s amazenent at Valder's presence was very
evi dent .

“I'mlost and al one," Valder replied.

The old man stared at himfor a noment, then called, "Didn't ask that."
He sounded peevish; his surprise was fading into irritation at Valder's
i ntrusion.



"I"'ma soldier; | got separated fromny unit. You don't expect ne to give
nmy nane, do you? For all | know you're an eneny nagician; if | tell you ny
nane, you m ght have power over ne."

The ol d man squi nted, nodded an acknow edgnment of the truth of Valder's
words, and then notioned with his left hand for Valder to approach. His right
hand rermained on the hilt of his knife. "Come here, soldier,"” he said.

Wth his own right hand on the hilt of his sword, Val der nmade his way
through a few feet of grass and several yards of nud and reeds and eventually
spl ashed up out of the marsh onto the little island of dry ground surrounding
the hut. He stood waiting while the old man | ooked hi mover carefully. As he
wai ted, he renenbered the three northerners sonewhere behind hi mand
suppressed an urge to tell the old man to hurry up; there was no need to
frighten himyet.

"Ethsharitic, hah?" the old man said at |ast.

"Yes. Scout First Class, with the Western Conmand under Ceneral Cor."

"What are you doing out here, then? Nothing to scout around here." Before
Val der could reply, he added with sudden harshness, "lsn't any fighting around
here, is there?"

"I got cut off fromny unit, far south of here, and got chased north. The

fighting is still a long way off. | thought maybe you could help ne -- |oan ne
a boat or sonething."
"Maybe | can. No boat, but come in and tell ne about it and we'll see."

He gestured and led the way into the hut.

Val der smled. The old man's face was as easy to read as a baby's. He had
obviously forgotten how to control or conceal his enotions after being al one
for so long; Valder had plainly seen his initial surprise and confusion turn
first to annoyance at this unexpected disruption of his routine and then to
eager curiosity. Valder could not be sure, but he guessed the old nan was al so
eager for a little human conpani onship. Even a hernmit mght get |onely
eventual | y.

He followed the old man into the hut, ducking his head to clear the | ow
doorfrane.

CHAPTER 2

As they stepped inside, the old man asked, "You want something to eat?"

"No," Val der answered tersely.

The hermt paused and turned to look at him "The old bl oodstone charnf®?
Spel | of Sustenance, that one?"

Rel uctantly, Val der nodded. He hadn't expected the old man to guess the
reason for his abstinence so readily. If any food or drink were to pass his
lips, or even if he salivated too nuch, the spell would be broken and he woul d
need to forage or carry supplies like any ordinary wanderer; accepting
anything fromthe hermt was therefore out of the question. Unfortunately, the
ol d man now knew t hat Val der carried a bl oodst one, which, although not exactly
a fortune in gens, was a fairly rare and precious item particularly in this
northern wlderness so far fromthe mnes of Akalla.

The ol d man obvi ously had sone acquai ntance with magic, as Val der had
suspected, to realize so quickly why a weary traveler m ght refuse an offer of
f ood.

Then the hernit stepped aside and opened the shutters, allow ng his guest
a good look at the hut's interior, and Val der knew that his host had far nore
than a passi ng acquai ntance with magic.

The basic furnishings were sinple and practical. A bed consisting of a
mattress, pillow, and furs |ay against the base of one wall; a table against
another wall held a basin, pitcher, and assorted pots, pans, and kitchen
i mpl enents. A cozy wi cker arnthair stood beside the table and a | arge wooden
chest that could serve as either another chair or a |l ow table was nearby.
Those were the only ordinary furniture, but the remaining space was by no



nmeans enpty. Shelves and cabinets lined every wall, and free-standing sets of
shel ves occupi ed nuch of the floor. Every shelf and cabinet was cramed to
overflowing with bottles, jars, boxes, vials, and bizarre paraphernalia. It
was obvious why the hermt had been able to identify the Spell of Sustenance
so easily.

"You're a wizard, aren't you?" Valder said. Only a wi zard had any use for
such things as munmi fied bats and bottled organs, so far as Val der was aware.
Sorcery, witchcraft, denonol ogy, and theurgy all had their own cerenonial
trappi ngs, but those were not anong them

The old man glanced at the cluttered shelves as he sank into the wi cker
chair. "Yes, | am" he said. "Are you?"

"No," Val der answered, "lI'mjust a soldier."

"You' ve got that spell."

"They issue that to any scout who's going out on patrol for nore than a
day and a night." He | ooked around again, inpressed by the arcane bric-a-brac.

"Sit down," the hermt said, pointing at the wooden chest. "Sit down, and
tell me what's happening in the world."

Val der's feet were tired and sore -- in fact, his entire body was tired
and sore. He settled gratefully onto the wooden trunk, allow ng hinself to
forget monentarily that he had no tine to rest while the northerners were
after him H s boots made a wet squeaking as his wei ght was renpved.

"Cet those off," the wizard said. "I'Il light a fire and you can dry them
out. And I'm hungry, even if you can't eat; | don't use that charmif | can
help it. It wears you down if you keep it going too |long, you know, it can
ruin your health. If you don't think the snell will break the enchantnent, |I'm
goi ng to make ny dinner."

"Afire would be wonderful ," Val der said, reaching down to renove his

boots. "Please don't let me interfere; you go right ahead and eat."

As he pulled off his second boot, however, he suddenly remenbered his
pursuers. They might, he realized, arrive at any nmonent, if he had not | ost
them by entering the marsh. "Ah... Wzard?" he asked, "Do you speak the
nort hern tongue?"

The sun had set and the |light was beginning to fade; the old man was
lighting a fish-oil lanmp with a flame that sprang fromthe tip of his finger
When the wick was alight, he curled his finger into his palm snuffing the
flame, and turned to look at his guest. "No," he said. "Haven't needed it.
Why ?"

"Because there's a northern patrol after nme. | should have told you
sooner. They spotted nme four days ago and have been foll owi ng ever since.
There are three of them one's a sorcerer, and at |east one is shatra."”

"You |l ed them here!" The old man's voice becane a screech

"Well, I"'mnot sure of that. | nmay have lost them |'m hoping they
woul dn't expect ne to try and cross the marsh and that their trackers, if they
have any, can't follow ne across water. If you could speak their |anguage,
was hoping you could convince themthat |I'mnot here; after all, this far
north, one of their people would be just as likely as one of ours, even out
here on the coast. If you hadn't spoken Ethsharitic when | hailed you,
woul dn't have known which side you were on and | ni ght have gone around you.
Maybe you can convince themthat | did go around.”

"I wish | hadn't spoken Ethsharitic! | don't know any of their speech;
can't fool themfor a mnute. | cane out here to get away fromthe war, damm
it, not to get tangled up with shatra!"”

"I wondered why you were here. Well, if you deserted, here's a chance to
get yourself a pardon; just help me get away fromthese three."

"I didn't..."

A voice called fromoutside, and the wi zard stopped abruptly in
m d- sentence. The call was in the harsh northern tongue.

"Ch, damm it!" the hermt said. He reached for a thick |eather-bound book
on one of the nearby shel ves.

"Look, I'lIl see if | can slip out and | ead them away," Val der said,



suddenly contrite. "I never neant to get anyone else into trouble."” As he
spoke he got to his feet, |eaving his boots behind and stunbling toward the
doorway. The wizard ignored him fully occupied as he was in paw ng
desperately through the fat, |eather-bound volune and nmuttering to hinself.

Val der | eaned out the door, then junped back in as a streak of red flane
flashed past, tearing through the twilight inches fromhis face.

Seconds | ater, three sharp smacks sounded, followed by an instant of
uncanny whistling screanms as sorcerous projectiles tore across the interior of
the hut at roughly the Ievel of a man's chest, narrowly mssing Valder's arm
as he fell back. The sound ended in a second three-part snap as they exited
t hrough the north wall.

Not quite sure how he got there, Valder found hinself sprawl ed on the
har d- packed dirt of the hut floor. He | ooked up and realized that the w zard

was still standing, book in hand, staring nonplussed at the holes in his wall.
"CGet down, wizard!" Val der call ed.
The wi zard still stood notionl ess.

Concer ned, Val der shouted, "Are you all right?"

"What ?" The magician stirred uncertainly.

"Wzard, | think you had better get down, quickly; they're certain to try
again."

"Ch." Slowy, the wi zard sank to his hands and knees, keeping the book
nearby. "Wat was that?" he asked, staring at the holes.

"I don't know, " Val der answered. "Sone damed northern sorcery."

The wi zard peered at the soldier in the dimlight of the flickering
fish-oil lanp and the last gray twilight; his scraggly beard al nost reached
the floor, and his robe was bunched up around him revealing bony ankl es.
"Sorcery? | don't know any sorcery."

"Neither do I," Valder replied. "But they do." He jerked a thunb at the
south wal I .

The wi zard | ooked at the three entry holes. A wisp of snoke trailed up
froma book that had been pierced by one; the other two had gone through jars,
strewi ng shards of glass. "Protections,” he said. "W need protections, ones
that will work agai nst sorcery." He began desperately turning pages in his
book.

Val der watched himwarily. No new assault had i mrediately followed the
projectiles, and that seenmed |i ke a good sign. The northerners m ght be
waiting for soneone to nove and provide themwi th a target, he thought. If so,
t hey woul d have a good long wait; he was not that foolish

The wi zard stopped, slamred a hand down on the open book, and | ooked at
Val der, anger and fear on his face. "Wt were those things?" he asked. "I
have to know what |'m defendi ng agai nst."

"I don't know what those things that cane through the wall were, but |
know what sent them | told you, a northern patrol is after me. Shatra -- you
know what shatra are, don't you?"

"I"'mnot a fool, soldier; shatra are denon warriors."

"More or less; they look like nmen, but fight Iike denons."

"Dam you, soldier, | came here to get away fromthe war!" the w zard
burst out.

"You told ne that. Tell themthat; maybe they won't bother you. | doubt
t hey have anythi ng agai nst Ethsharitic deserters."

"You have no call to insult ne; | amnot a deserter. | was never
enlisted. | served ny apprenticeship under a civilian advisor, not a conbat
wi zard, and worked thirty years as an advisor nyself before | retired and cane
out here to do ny own research."

"Research?" Val der ducked his head instinctively as another projectile
whi stl ed through the hut; this one entered through an open wi ndow and departed
t hrough a box of gray-brown powder, leaving a slowy settling cloud of dust
hanging in the air above them "You nmean mmgi cal research?"

"Yes, magical research.” He waved a hand in the direction of the nearest
j am packed shel ves.



"Ch." Valder stared at the old nan. "And | thought you were a coward,
hi di ng out here! | apol ogize, w zard, for wonging you. You ve got far nore
courage than | do if you've been experinenting in w zardry."

"Ch, it's not that bad," the wi zard replied nodestly, brushing at the
dust that had settled on his sleeve and open book

"I'"ve heard that the Iife expectancy of a research wi zard is just
twenty-three working days," Val der argued.

"Ch, but that's for mlitary research! I don't do anything like that --

no flame spells or death-runes or juggernauts. |'ve been working with

ani mations and |'ve been very careful. Besides, | use a lot of protective
spells. That's what nost of this book is. They were ny old master's
specialty.”

"Protective spells?"
"Yes, of course.”

"Have you got spells there that will stop those three?"

"I don't know. Look, soldier, you nust know what w zardry is like; it's
tricky, unreliable stuff, and there's no telling what a new spell wll do --
if it does anything at all. | haven't gotten any of the results | wanted in ny
research so far. |I've cone up with sone interesting things, but I don't know
what will work against shatra. Denpns aren't like men or beasts, and shatra

are half denon, aren't they? |I've got a spell here that may help us; it's not
much, but it's the best | could find in a hurry that won't take nore tinme than
we've got or ingredients |I don't have. It's an aversion charm" He rose to his
knees and snatched a jar and a snmall wooden box froma | ow shelf.

Val der paused and listened before replying, then said, "I hope you can do
it fast, w zard; | hear sonething nmoving out there."
The hermit paused, a pinch of mal odorous green powder in one hand. "I

don't hear..." he began

The rest of his words were lost in a whooshing roar as the roof of the
hut vani shed in a ball of flane. Blinking and shielding his eyes against the
sudden gl are, Val der grabbed one of the old nman's bony arns and dragged hi m
uncerenoni ously across the dirt floor, keeping his head | ow and dodgi ng scraps
of flamng debris that spattered down on all sides.

The wi zard flung the powder across both of them gestured with his free
hand, and said sonething i nconprehensi ble. Sonething flashed pal e bl ue where
t he powder fell, cool against the orange blaze of burning thatch; the old nman
grabbed at the knife on his belt and yelled, "The door is the other way!"

"I know," Val der shouted back over the roar of the flames. "That's why
we're going this way! They're probably waiting out front!™ Wth his left hand
still locked around the old man's wist, Valder drew his sword with his right
and j abbed at the back wall above the w zard' s beddi ng.

As he had thought, the snooth coating was a thin |ayer of baked nud, and
the wall itself just bundled reeds; the nmud broke away easily, allowing himto
hack an opening through the dried reeds with his blade. A nonment later the two
men were outside, tunbling down into the brackish water of the marsh; the
wi zard spluttered angrily while Val der scanned the surrounding area for the
eneny.

Soneone was visible off to the left; Valder whispered in the old man's
ear, "Lie still."

The hermt started to protest; Valder jabbed himw th the hilt of his
swor d.

"No, listen,” the w zard insisted, "I have a spell that can help here."

Val der gl anced at the shadowy figure of the eneny soldier, standing well
back and apparently unaware of their presence, and then at the blazing fury of
the thatch roof. "Go ahead," he said. "But hurry, and keep it quiet."

The wi zard nodded, splashing, then drew his dagger and stabbed the back
of Val der's hand.

"What the hell..." The sol dier snatched his hand away; the wound was only
a scratch, but it hurt.

"I need a little of your blood," the w zard expl ai ned.



He snmeared a streak of blood al ong Valder's forearm dabbed a few drops
on the soldier's face and neck, then pricked his own armand distributed a
little of his own blood simlarly on hinself.

Behind them the fire was eating its way down the walls of the w zard's

hut, lighting the surrounding circle of marsh a vivid orange, its reflections
in the murky water a labyrinth of flane. Val der knew that somewhere in the
bl ackness beyond the illumi nated area the northerners were watching; he could

not see them anynore, as the fire's glow kept his eyes from adapting
sufficiently to the dark, and nothing at all remained of his night-sight
spell. He wi shed that he had one of the sorcerers' masks that the enemnmy used
for night vision; they were awkward to wear and carry, but they seenmed never
to wear out the way w zard-sight did.

The old man was nmuttering an incantation, working his w zardry, whatever
it was. Val der wondered, as he had before, why Ethshar used w zardry so nuch
nore than the Enpire did and sorcery so nuch less. This difference in magica
preferences was hardly a new question; he and his conrades had mulled it over
dozens of tines back in canp. Everybody knew that the Enpire used denonol ogy
and Ethshar used theurgy, but that just made sense, since the gods were on
Et hshar's side, and the denons on the Enpire's. Wzardry and sorcery seened to
have no such inherent bias, yet a northern wi zard was rare indeed, and
sout hern sorcerers al nost as scarce. Neither side, it seened, got much use
fromw tchcraft, and that was another nystery.

He peered out at the surroundi ng gl oom and agai n spotted the northerner
he had seen before, at the very edge of the circle of light. That, Valder
t hought, was probably the one who had ignited the hut. He was slowy circling
closer to the burning structure, obviously |ooking for any sign that his
i ntended victinms had escaped. Val der could make out one of the intricate netal
wands used by conbat sorcerers cradled in the northerner's arms; he gave up
any thought of fighting the nan on even terns and perhaps killing himbefore
hi s compani ons could arrive. One of those wands could rip a man to pieces
al nost instantaneously, froma dozen paces away.

Sonet hi ng expl oded with a bang and a tinkling of glass somewhere inside
the flam ng hut, and Val der renenbered the shel ves and cabi nets crowded with
jars and boxes. He guessed that several nore woul d probably expl ode when the
fl ames reached them

The northerner turned at the sound, wand held ready, and Val der | ooked
desperately for sone way to take advantage of the instant of surprise. He
found none.

If the man came cl oser, Valder estimated, anbush was a possibility; at
cl ose enough range, sorcery would be no better than a sword, and a knife m ght
be better than either. Thinking of the wi zard' s dagger, he realized that the
sound of the old man's incantation had stopped. That rem nded hi mof the drawn
bl ood, and he gl anced at his injured hand.

His mouth fell open in horror; instead of a sinple scratch, he saw the

flesh laid open to the bone, blood spilling out thickly, as if half-congeal ed.
When his jaw fell, nmore blood poured out, running down his beard and into the
mud -- yet he felt no pain save for a slight twinge in his hand.

Confused and frightened, he | ooked at the w zard and shrank back
i nvoluntarily; the old man was obviously horribly dead. H s skin was
corpse-white, splotched with cyanotic blue-gray, and blood dribbled fromhis
nose and nmouth. His armwas a mangled ruin, and his throat cut open clear to
hi s spine.

"CGods!" Val der gasped. The spell must have gone wong, he thought; he had
heard of spells backfiring. Backfires were what nade magi cal research so
deadl y.

The old man sniled, his expression unspeakably hideous through the
hal f-dri ed bl ood. "The Sangui nary Deception,"” he whispered. "Looks awf ul
doesn't it?"

"You're alive?" Valder had difficulty accepting it, despite the old man's
noverent and speech



"Of course |I'malive. So are you, and you probably | ook worse than | do.
It's a sinmple trick, but effective; doesn't the arnmy use it any nore?"

"I don't know," Valder said, staring in fascination at the hermt.

"Well, it's a good trick, and if they aren't using it, they' re fools.

Now, shut up and lie still, and they'll think we're dead."

Val der stared at the old man for another second, then slunped back and
did his best to | ook dead.

Sonething el se shattered anid the flanmes, and a loud clatter foll owed,
Val der guessed that a shelf had given way, spilling its entire contents. He
stole a glance at the hernit and saw that the old man was no |l onger sniling at
his ruse; instead his face was contorted with anger and pain at the
destruction of his hone and his work.

From the corner of one eye Val der noticed the northerner doing sonething
wi th his wand, perhaps making a nystical gesture or perhaps only adjusting
somet hing; then he lifted it to chest height and pointed it at the fiery
remai ns of the hut. Red streaks of light scarred the air, etching thensel ves
into Valder's vision, and the burning ruin fell inward all at once with a
roar, collapsing into a snoldering heap | ess than two feet high

A seet hi ng hiss sounded.

The northerner did sonmething else to his wand and pointed it again;
somet hing seermed to leap fromthe wand to the weckage. Wth a white flash and
a sound like tearing netal, the snoldering heap vani shed in a shower of
burning fragnments, leaving only a crater

For several seconds |lunmps of hot mud and burning reeds splashed into the
mar sh around the two fugitives, sprinkling themliberally with salt water and
mud, but not actually striking either of them It seened to Val der that sone
pi eces actually dodged aside in nmid-air in order to mss them "That aversion
spell," the wi zard whi spered beside him

After what seened like hours, quiet and darkness descended agai n. Val der
| ay absolutely still. For a long monent the only sound was the hissing of
burning debris as it was extinguished by the narsh; then a voice called out.
Val der coul d not understand the words. He whispered, "Do you know what he's
sayi ng?"

"No," the old man answered. "I told you, | don't know their |anguage."

Anot her voice called back to the first, and both | aughed.

Then came the sound of feet slogging through the marsh with no attenpt at
steal th.

"They rmust think we're dead," Val der whi spered.

"That's the idea," the wi zard replied

They lay still as footsteps splashed about; when the sound stopped for a
nmonent Val der risked a gl ance and saw two of the northerners poking about the
snoking crater, carrying torches. One stopped, knelt, then stood, hol ding out
somet hing for his conpanion to see. Valder squinted. He couldn't be sure, but
t he object |ooked Iike a scorched bone.

The northerners exchanged a few words in their own | anguage, and one gave
a short, unpl easant |augh, then gl anced around at the surroundi ng marshl and.
Val der froze. The northerner's eyes cane to rest looking directly at the spot
where the two Ethsharites lay. The nman called sonething to his conpanion, then
mar ched toward them noving out of Valder's line of sight. Valder did not dare
to shift his eyes.

A nmoment | ater a boot splashed into the marsh beside himand a hand
gripped his hair and pulled himup. The pull hurt, but Valder kept hinself
linp, refusing to react, playing dead. Blood dripped fromhis beard.

He toyed briefly with the idea of pulling his knife and taking the
northerner by surprise, but the sorcerer was waiting, watching fromthe rim of
the crater, and Valder did not think nmuch of the idea of suicide, even when
taking an eneny with him He had too nmuch to live for. He hung linp in the
northerner's grasp

Then the nman dropped him and he fell heavily to the mud; the side of his
face stung with the inpact, but he kept still.



Done with Val der, the northerner rolled the wizard over with his foot;
the old man's armfell splashing into the water

Satisfied, the northerner called sonething, then turned and sl ogged off
across the marsh. A nonment |ater Valder made out two other sets of footsteps
nmovi ng away. The torchlight, too, receded, |eaving the Ethsharites in
dar kness.

VWen the footsteps were safely out of earshot, Valder waited for another
| ong nonent to be certain, his face in the nmud and his nose full of the stench
of decaying aquatic life. Finally, he cautiously raised his head and peered
about. He saw no sign of anyone anywhere, save hinmself and the wi zard. A few
sparks still snoldered here and there anbng the grasses, insects chirped, and
both nobons were in the sky, but in general the night was dark and silent.

Slowmy and carefully he rose to his knees and then to his feet, water
streaming fromthe folds of his drenched tunic and kilt and pouring out from
i nside his breastplate. Wien no one shouted and no |ights or sorcerous
weapon-f | ashes appeared, he reached down and hel ped the bedraggl ed and gory
little wi zard up.

The old man stood, a trifle unsteady at first, and brushed at the nud
that caked the front of his robe, shaking nmud and water from his hands between
strokes. He ignored the torrents of drying blood. Wien he decided that he had
renoved what he coul d, he stood, dripping, and gazed through the snoky gl oom
at the crater where his home had been

VWen the sight had had tinme to sink in, he turned on Valder, fists
cl enched and shaki ng, and screaned, "You stupid fool! You led themright to
me! Now | ook what they've done!"

"Don't shout," Val der whispered desperately. "W don't know how far
t hey' ve gone, or how well shatra can hear."

The wi zard ceased shouting and glanced at the distant line of trees,
faintly visible in the moonlight. When no nmenacing figures appeared, he
poi nted an accusing finger at the crater. "Look at that!" he cried.

"I"'msorry," Valder said with genuine contrition, unconfortable speaking
to what | ooked Iike a mangled corpse. "I didn't know they woul d do anythi ng
i ke that."

"You didn't know," the wi zard nocked. "Well, soldier, you know now. And

what do | do, now that they've bl own ny house to powder | ooking for you? Do
you know that? | haven't even had mny dinner!"”

"I"'msorry," Val der repeated hel pl essly. "Wat can | do?"

"Haven't you done enough? Wy don't you just go away and | eave ne al one?

The noons are up; you'll be able to see.™
"Ch, | can't just |eave; what would you do, here al one?"
"What would | do? I'Il tell you what 1'll do; I'Il rebuild my house, just

as | built it before, restock nmy supplies sonehow, though | don't know how,
and go on with ny research just as if you had never conme al ong, you bl undering
idiot!"

"Your supplies? Al those bottles and jars?"

"That's right, all those jars. | had everything fromdragon's blood to
virgin's tears, twenty years of careful scrinping and saving and pil fering,
and the gods al one can know how I'Il ever replace it all!"

"Il stay and do what | can to help..."
"I don't want your hel p! Just go away!"

"Where am | supposed to go? The patrol thinks |I'mdead, but I'mstill cut
of f, a hundred mles behind eneny lines. | might as well stay here and help
you rebuild; | can't go hone."

"I don't want your help.'
fury to petul ance

"You're stuck with it, unless you can figure out howto get ne back to
friendly territory."

The wi zard stared at himresentfully. "Just wal k back. No one will bother
a wal ki ng corpse. ™

"The spell is permanent?" Val der was horrified. The idea of spending the

The wi zard's tone had changed from ri ght eous



rest of his life gushing illusory bl ood was unappetizing, to say the | east.

"No," the wizard admtted. "It wears off in a day or so."

"It took me two nonths to cone this far north!"

"Well, | can't fly you out with my supplies all gone! Even the sinplest
levitation | know needs ingredients | haven't got any nmore." He paused; before
Val der coul d speak, he continued, "I have an idea, though. Gve nme your sword.
You' ve been waving it about; we might as well use it."

"What ?" Val der realized he was still holding his drawn sword; he had

never sheathed it after cutting through the wall of the hut and had picked it
up wthout thinking when he got to his feet. "Wat do you want it for?"

"I want to get rid of you, idiot."

"How? By killing nme?"

"No, of course not. You may be a fool, but that's not enough reason to

kill you. I don't kill anybody. Besides, you are an Ethsharite, even if you
are an idiot, and I'mstill a loyal Ethsharite nyself, even out here."

"Then what do you want ny sword for?"

"I"'mgoing to enchant it. I'mgoing to put every spell | can find on it,

every enchantment | can cone up with that night help you fight your way back
and out of my life forever."

"Can you do that w thout your supplies?"

"I can do sonething; | know a few spells that don't take anything fancy,
and a couple of themare good ones. It nay not be the greatest nagic sword in
the world when |I'mdone, but it will get you home, | prom se you. |'ve got one
spell | invented nyself that I'"msure will do it, and it doesn't need any
ingredients | can't find here in the marsh. |If you stay around here very |ong,
| may kill you, Ethsharite or not -- and neither of us wants that to happen."

Val der was still reluctant to give up his weapon, though the offer was
tenmpting. He had not really wanted to build a boat and sail down the coast; he
was no sailor, and storm season was approaching. He couldn't even swim "How
do | know | can trust you?" he asked.

The wi zard snorted. "You don't need to trust nme. You're twice ny size and
athird my age; I'ma feeble little old man and you're a trai ned, healthy
young soldier. Even if | had the sword, you could handle me, couldn't you?
You' ve got the knife on your belt; I'mnot |eaving you defensel ess.™

Val der remained wary. "You're a w zard, though, not just an old man."

"Well, then, if I'ma powerful enough w zard to handl e you, how nuch
di fference can that stupid sword make? |'ve already got ny own dagger, if |
need a blade for some spell. You can't have it both ways; either I'mtoo old
and feeble to worry about, or | already have the advantage. Look, soldier, |I'm
inno hurry. | can't do any magic to speak of until norning, because I'll need
to see what |'mdoing. You can either get yourself out of here before dawn, or
you can stay and let ne enchant your sword -- or you can stay and annoy ne
enough that I'Il turn you into... into something unpleasant. That would be
better than killing you, at least. You suit yourself. Right nowl'mgoing to
try and get sone sleep and see if | can forget that | haven't had ny di nner
and that ny house is a pile of ash. You do as you please." He turned and
stanped his way up out of the marsh onto the nmounded rim of the crater

Val der stood for a nonment, sword in hand and his bare feet in briny muck,
thinking it over.

After due consideration he shrugged and foll owed the old nan.

CHAPTER 3

The rain began around m dni ght, Val der judged, though after the cl ouds
covered the nmoons it was hard to be sure of the tinme. It trailed off into
nmorni ng nmi st an hour or two before dawn. He was soaked through and had sl ept
very little when the sun's rays managed to slip through the trees to the
sout heast and spill across the marsh, slowy burning away the mst. Wrst of
all, he was dreadfully thirsty and ravenously hungry; he was unsure whether a



spl ash of marsh water was responsible, or the blood of the Sanguinary
Deception, but something had disrupted his Spell of Sustenance. The bl oodst one

was still secure in its pouch, but his fast had been broken
The wi zard had stayed dry throughout the rain, Valder noticed when the
morning light illumnnated the old man's white hair; it was still a tangle of

knots and fluff smeared with phantasmal bl ood but not plastered to his head as
Val der's was. The sol dier assuned that the hermit had achieved this enviable
state of desiccation by somehow keepi ng the aversion spell going.

The old man did not appear very confortable, though; at first light he
was up and pawi ng through the debris that lined the crater where his house had
stood, spattering unreal gore in all directions.

He did not appear to be performng a spell, but Val der never felt very
confident when dealing with unfam |iar nagicians of any sort and knew better
than to risk interrupting a wizard at work. Besides, by daylight the lingering
effects of the Deception made the little hermt unspeakably repul sive.

Val der had spent the night curled up between two grassy nounds, above the
waterline but still fairly sheltered. Now he clinmbed up atop one of the
hillocks and settled down to watch the old man.

The hermt heard the rustling and | ooked up. "Ch, there you are,
soldier," he said. "Have you seen anything to eat?"

"No," Val der said. "Have you?"

"No, and |'m hungry. My stomach has been growling for hours. | mssed ny
di nner, you know. "

"I know. |'m hungry, too, and thirsty."

"Ch. Spell broke, did it? Can't say |'mreally sorry, after all the
troubl e you' ve brought nme. There's a clean stream back in the woods, over that

way, " he said, pointing vaguely northeast. "If you can find sonething that
will hold water, go fetch some. You can drink your fill while you' re there;
don't care. I'mgoing to see about catching sonme breakfast, since | can't find

anything left of ny pantry. You mght bring back sonme firewod, too, so | can
cook whatever | find; everything here is either soaked or already burned."
Val der nodded. The old man's tone was not very friendly, but at |east he

was willing to talk. "I'll do ny best," he answered.

"Do that," the hernmit replied. "Oh, and give ne your sword; | want to
ook it over."

"You still intend to enchant it somehow?"

"Ch, yes; howelse can | get rid of you quickly? |I've found a few things
here; 1'll manage. Now, give ne that thing and see if you can find sonething

that doesn't |eak."

Val der shrugged; he made his way across the blasted remains of the hut to
where the wi zard prow ed and handed over his sword and sheath. After all, he
told hinmself, he wouldn't need it while fetching water, and he woul d need both
hands. The northerners were gone, and he could handl e nbst other dangers,
either by running or with his dagger

The ol d man accepted the weapon and | ooked it over casually, noting the

ugly but serviceabl e workmanship -- bow grip, straight blade, w thout any
frills or ornanentation. He nodded. "It should do very well. Go get sone
wat er. "

Val der sai d nothing, but began | ooking for a container.

A quick circuit of the crater showed nothing suitable for the job, but a
second gl ance at one of the outer slopes turned up the top half of a very
large glass jar, the lid still screwed tightly in place; Val der hoped that
woul d serve. Careful of the jagged edge, he cradled it in one armand headed
off in the direction the old man had indi cated.

Unli ke the old man, however, he had not spent years living in the marsh
and learning its every twi st and turn; he found hinself slogging across nuddy
di tches, clinbing over crunbling sandpiles, wading through branches of the
sea, and pushing through reeds and rough grasses. H's unshod feet acquired a
variety of cuts, scrapes, and bites; his socks were soaked through and rapidly
falling to tatters.



Eventual Iy he gave up following the direct route through the marsh and
instead turned his path toward the nearest dry land. Once firmy ashore on
solid ground, under the famliar pines, he turned north and made his way al ong
the edge of the marsh until he cane to a stream he assuned to be the one the
old man had poi nted out.

The water was clear, but salty and brackish; he turned and wal ked
upstream cursing the w zard.

Roughly a hundred yards fromwhere he had first tasted the water, the
st ream poured down across a rocky outcropping, spilling exuberantly from one
pool into another along a narrow stony path down the face of a rise in the
ground. The water in the upper pool was fresh, sweet, and cold; Valder lay on
his belly and drank eagerly.

VWen he lifted his face, he was nonmentarily shocked to see bl ood swirling
downstream then he remenbered the Deception and | aughed.

He rinsed out his broken jar, then filled it, and was relieved to see
that it could still hold a decent quantity of water. He left the jar on the
bank of the streamwhile he | ooked for firewood.

Fresh pine, he knew, smpoked and spat. Any wood was | ess than ideal when
green, but pine was especially unsatisfactory. He | ooked about in hopes of
findi ng sonmething better.

The best, he could do was a fallen |linb, perhaps once the top of a tree
but now a crooked, dried-out chunk of wood as |ong as he was tall and as thick
as his forearm Broken up, with kindling beneath, he judged it would serve
wel | enough.

He gathered a pouchful of twigs and dry needles to start the fire with,
then tucked the full jar in the bend of one arm hefted the linmb in his other
hand, and headed back toward the marsh.

The journey back was even nmore difficult than the trip out. Although he
knew better where he was going and what terrain he faced, he had the added
probl ems of keeping the water in the inverted half of a jar and keeping the
wood, already wet fromthe night's rain, from becom ng even wetter. This | ast
proved virtually inpossible in crossing the marsh, but he managed to reach the
crater with only one end of the branch newy soaked and with several inches of
water still in his makeshift container

The old man did not i medi ately acknow edge his return; the wi zard was
bent over the sword, inscribing blue-glowing runes in the air an inch above
the blade with the tip of his finger. H's fal se wounds appeared to be heal i ng,
Val der noticed, and sone color had returned to his face. Val der dropped the
tree-linmb on a convenient nmound of earth, placed the water container nearby,
and gl anced around.

Sone senbl ance of organization had been created, turning the crater from
sinmpl e desolation to a canp anong the ruins. A small pile of crabs lay to one
side of the wi zard; that, Valder guessed, woul d be breakfast, though he could
not i nmagi ne how anyone coul d have found so many crabs so quickly in such
northern waters as these. Arranged about the wi zard were various el ements of
hi s arcane paraphernalia -- a fragnentary skull, small glittering stones,
shards of this and that, and five broken candl e-stubs. Val der narvel ed t hat
any candl es coul d have survived the preceding night's inferno.

After a long monment, as he was beginning to wonder whether there was
anyt hi ng he shoul d be doing, the wi zard | ooked up at Val der and said, "Cook
the crabs, why don't you? Boil them if you think that thing will hold water
wel | enough."

Val der | ooked at the crabs, then | ooked at the broken jar, and then
| ooked back at the wizard. "I thought you were thirsty," he said.

"No, |'m hungry; you were thirsty. Cook the crabs.”

Annoyed, Val der scooped four of the crabs into the broken jar and set
about building a fire. He had no trouble in breaking the wood into suitable
| engths and arranging it over the tinder, but found that the tw gs and needl es
were still danp fromthe rain, though he had chosen the driest he could find,
and would not light readily. He knelt, snothering curses |est he accidentally



say sonething that might et demons interfere with the wizard' s spell -naking,
and struck spark after spark w thout success.

After several minutes he sat back on his haunches and found the old nman
standi ng beside him Wthout a word, the wi zard extended a forefinger that
flamed at the tip like a candle, his nail serving as the wi ck, as he had the
ni ght before when lighting the lanmp. He thrust it into the little heap of
tinder, which flared up i mediately.

That done, he snuffed his finger by curling it into his palm then used
his other hand to flick a yell owi sh powder on the young flames. He said one
unfam liar word. Wth a sudden roar, the fire | eaped up and engul fed wood and
jar alike; a second later the wood was burning steadily and naturally, the
wat er begi nning to steamslightly.

"Call me when they're ready,"”
Val der' s sword.

Val der wat ched him | eave, trying to tell hinself that the w zard was not
accustoned to dealing with people and could not know how annoyi ng hi s behavi or
was. \When the old man had settled cross-1|egged beside the sword and begun
maki ng a new series of nystical gestures, Valder turned back to the inprovised
cooki ng pot and poked at the crabs with his dagger far nore viciously than
cul i nary concerns required.

He tried to force hinself to relax. He had escaped the northern patrol --
in fact, the old fool had saved his life with his spells. The wi zard had told
hi mwhere to find water, had provided food, and had lighted the fire when
Val der could not. There was no cause for annoyance save for the old nman's
utter disregard for the little diplomacies of everyday life. Val der had al ways
had a healthy respect for such niceties and had used themto forestall a few
barracks brawl s; he wondered whether two nonths alone in the woods and four
days of desperate flight m ght have inpaired his own behavior sufficiently to
justify the hermt's rudeness.

By the time he judged the crabs to be fit to eat, he was cal magain. The
heat of the fire had dried nost of the rain, mst, and marsh out of his hair
and clothing, and the inprovenent in his confort had contributed to his
i mprovenent in nood.

He called, "Wzard! Breakfast is ready!"

For several seconds the only reply Val der received was the bubbling of
the water in the broken jar, and the crackle of the flames. Finally, the
wi zard paused in his nysterious gesturing and called, "Keep it warm wll you?
| can't stop here."

Val der shrugged. "Pl ease yourself,'
with his knife and sat down to eat.

VWhen he had eaten three of the four -- as might be expected so far north,
none were very large -- he threwthree nore in the pot and settled back
against a hillock, feeling reasonably content. Settled confortably, he watched
the ol d man.

The candl e- st ubs were burning, and the snoke was weavi ng about
unnatural ly, formi ng sonmething resenbling blue tatted | ace hanging in md-air;
his sword stood upright, unsupported, in the center of the tangle. Val der had
no doubt that the wi zard was doi ng sonething to the weapon, though he had no
i dea what .

The old man barked a single word that Valder didn't quite catch, in a
voi ce surprisingly powerful for so short and thin a body; the sword and snoke
froze, hanging imobile in the air. The wi zard rose to his feet, arnms spread
wi de, wal ked si deways around the colum of petrified snoke, then turned away
fromit and strolled over to the cookfire.

"Let me use your knife, soldier; all nmne are either lost or in use." He
gestured, and Valder noticed for the first tinme that the w zard' s own dagger
was bal anced on its tip bel ow the sword, spinning about and gl eam ng nore
brightly silver than the light of the sun could explain. He shrugged and
handed the old man his knife.

The wi zard ate all four of the cooked crabs in silence, wolfing down the

the old man said as he turned back toward

he answered. He fished out a crab



fl esh eagerly. Wen he had finished and tossed the shells in the marsh, he
remarked, "Magic is hungry work, and that snoke is making nmy throat dry. Go
for sone nore water, soldier, if you aren't doing anything else."

"Gve me back ny knife first," Valder replied. He saw no point in wasting
argunent or courtesy on the old nman.

The wi zard handed back the dagger, and Val der reluctantly set out for the
stream

He spent the rest of the day alternately sitting doing nothing, and
fetching wood or water -- or, once, three black pine cones, an itemthe w zard
needed for his spells. Valder discovered that black pine cones were a scarce
item nost were brown or gray. Eventually he | ocated an odd bl uish tree that
yi el ded the desired objects.

The sun crawl ed across the cloud-strewn heavens and sank toward the sea,
and still the wi zard continued with his spell-casting. G ow ng runes and
weavi ng snmoke were just two of the nyriad odd effects Val der observed, and he
wondered nmore and nore just what the old man was doing to the sword.

Well after the sun went down, Valder finally dozed off, not far fromthe
fire, while the wizard was etching fiery red lines in the dirt with a gol den
somet hi ng-or-other that was oddly unpl easant to | ook at.

He was awakened suddenly by a | oud whooshi ng sound and a shout. He
started up, reaching automatically for a sword that wasn't there. He gl anced
about wildly.

The fire had al nost died, and there was no | onger any magi cal gl ow
anywhere -- no runes in the air nor lines on the earth nor glittering bl ades.
It took hima few noments to interpret the di mshapes he could make out.

The wi zard was wal king toward him the sword sheathed and cradled in his
ar ns.

"Here, soldier," he said, thrusting the weapon forward. "Take your dammed
sword and get out of here!"

"What ?" Val der was not at his best when suddenly awakened. He | ooked
bl ankly at the conpletely ordinary-Iooking scabbard and hilt in the wizard's
ar ns.

"I"'mfinished with your sword, | said. It's carrying all the enchantnents
I could put on it under the circunstances. If it won't get you hone safely,
then nothing I know will. Take it and go. And don't draw it until you're over
the horizon."

Still befuddl ed, Val der accepted the sword and | ooked at it stupidly for
a nonent before hanging it in its accustoned place on his belt. It |ooked no
different, as far as he could see by the fire's faint glow, fromwhat it had
been when he arrived. Wen it was securely in place, he reached for the hilt
to check the draw, a soldier needed to be able to get his blade out quickly.

"No, | said!" the wi zard barked at him a bony hand cl anped around his
wist. Irrelevantly, as he | ooked at the hand, Valder noticed that the | ast
traces of the Sangui nary Deception had vani shed. "You nmustn't draw it here!
It's dangerous! Don't draw it until you need it, and you won't need it unti
you're well away from here."

"What ever you say," Valder said, taking his hand off the sword.

The wi zard calned. "That's better. Ah... | gave it a nane."

"What ?" Val der was still too sleepy to keep up with this apparent change
of subject.

"I gave the sword a nane; it's to be called Wrikidor."

"Wrikidor? What kind of a nanme is Wri ki dor?"

"An ol d one, soldier. It's froma |anguage so old that the nanme of the
tongue is forgotten and no trace remains of the people who spoke it. It means
"slayer of warriors,' and it was part of the spell | put on the thing, so now
that's its name."

Val der gl anced down and resisted the tenptation to grip the hilt again.
"I was never much for nami ng swords; sone of the nen do, but it never seened
to do them any good."

"I didn't say it will do you any good, but that sword's nane is Wrikidor



now, and | thought you ought to know, since it will be yours. Ah... that is,
it should be. It's got an untriggered spell on it, a variant of the Spell of

True Ownership; whoever draws it next will be its owner for as long as he
lives. Make sure that's you, soldier, and the blade will protect you."

"Protect me how?"

"Ah... I'"'mnot quite sure, actually."

"It will protect me once | drawit, but | nustn't drawit until I'm
| eagues from here?"

"That's right."

"What's to protect ne until then?"

The wi zard glared at him "Your native wits, of course -- except that
| eaves you unarnmed, doesn't it? W'll just have to hope you won't need
protection, | guess."

Val der was becomni ng nore awake and al ert, awake enough to decide that
arguing with the wi zard mi ght not be wise. Still, he asked, "That's all you
can tell me about it, that it will protect ne?"

"That's all I'"'mgoing to tell you, you blasted fool! Now take your sword

and get out of herel™

Val der | ooked around at the darkness surrounding them the fire's gl ow
faded within a yard or two, and the clouds were thick enough to hide the noons
and stars. He saw no trace of the sun's light to either east or west.

"What time is it?" he asked.

"How should I know? | finished the spell at mdnight exactly, or at |east
| intended to, but you've kept me here arguing |ong enough that | have no idea
what time it mght be. It's after mdnight, and it's not yet dawn."

Val der said, "I don't know what tine it is either, old man, but | do know
that 1'm not goi ng anywhere until dawn. An enchanted sword isn't going to do
me much good if | trip and drown in this stinking marsh.”

The wi zard glared at himfor a | ong nonent, then growl ed. "Please
yoursel f," he said as he turned and stal ked off.

Val der wat ched his back fade into the gl oom thinking how absurd so small
a man | ooked when angry, then sat down and | ooked at the famliar scabbard on
his belt. He saw nothing different about it, yet the wi zard had undeni ably
wor ked over it for a day and half a night, with indisputably real magic. The
urge to draw it and see if the blade was visibly altered was strong, but
Val der had a healthy respect for nmagic of all sorts; if the old man said it
was dangerous, it probably was dangerous. Perhaps enough magic lingered in the
air fromthe spell-making to react with the sword' s enchant ment.

O perhaps, the thought crept in, the wizard had decided to retaliate for
t he destruction of his hone, and the sword would work some terrible vengeance
when drawn, a vengeance the old man did not wish to see.

Val der drove that idea back down; he had little choice but to trust the
hermt. He settled back against the hunmp of ground and was quickly asl eep

CHAPTER 4

H's legs were stiff and cranped when he awoke; he unfol ded them sl ow vy,
then fl exed them again, working out the stiffness as best he could. \Wen he
felt up to it, he pushed hinself up onto his battered feet and | ooked around.

The sun, he was appalled to discover, was halfway up the eastern sky; he
had not intended to sleep so long as that. He saw no sign of the old hernit.

He told hinself that the wi zard had probably gone off to fetch water or
food. He decided to wait for the old man's return so that he mght say his
farewel | s before headi ng southward. Wth that resolved, his next concern was
breakfast. He gl anced about casually.

The handful of crabs that had not been eaten the day before were gone;

Val der supposed they had served as the old man's breakfast. The broken jar was
al so gone, which supported his theory that the hernit had gone after water. As
he continued to | ook, however, it gradually sank in that everything that m ght



be of use was gone. Nothing remained on the site of the destroyed hut but ash
and broken gl ass. The piles of salvaged magi cal paraphernalia had vani shed
with their owner.

An automatic check told himthat his sword was still securely inits
sheath on his belt; he was relieved by that.

He coul d not imagi ne how the old man coul d have cl eared everythi ng away
so conpletely, or where he mght have gone with it all. Puzzled, he clanbered
up the rimof the crater, wincing at the scratching of shards of glass agai nst
his bare feet.

Runes were gouged into the ash in the center of the crater, show ng bl ack
agai nst white. They were nothing magical, but nmerely a nessage in comobn
Et hsharitic runes.

"Found new pl ace," they said. "Not returning. Good |uck."

No signature was included, but one was hardly necessary under the
circunmst ances. Val der stared at the words for a nonent, then shrugged. It
m ght be that the wi zard was actually sonewhere nearby and would return as
soon as Val der was gone, he thought, but if so it was none of his concern. The
hermt obviously wanted himto | eave without further contact, and he saw no
reason to argue about it. He took a final |ook about, then marched southward
into the narsh.

He reached dry land wi thout incident. By noon he could no | onger see or
snell the salt marsh, though a faint whiff of the sea could still be detected
on the breeze fromthe west. Al though he was eager to return to his conrades
in the south and get out of the w | derness, he stopped when the sun was at its
zenith and sat down abruptly on a nobss-covered | og.

H's feet were blistered and would carry himno further without a rest;
the day's walk of a nere two or three hours was not so nmuch responsible as was
the prior day's abuse and the | ack of footwear. He had not taken the tine to
rig any sort of substitute for the boots that had been burned to ash in the
wi zard's hut, and his weight was distributed differently wi thout them putting
pressure on parts of his feet that were not accustoned to it.

He was not sure what sort of a substitute he could inprovise; he had
never before lost a pair of boots while out in the country. It was not a
subj ect that he remenbered hearing discussed, either in his training or in
barracks chatter; when a pair of boots gave out, they were replaced with
anot her pair of boots. That was one itemthat had never been subject to
shortage, so far as he knew

Hi s socks, which he had left on for lack of replacenents, had worn down
to absol ute usel essness, their soles consisting of a few stray threads; he
peel ed them of f and hurl ed them away.

As if aching feet were not sufficient annoyance, he was ravenously
hungry. Enough streanms had crossed his path to make thirst no problem but he
could not eat pine cones, and the only wildlife he had seen had been a
chi prmunk he had not thought to pursue.

He stared around at the enpty forest, the sun dappling the thick bed of
pi ne needl es that covered the ground. He had no food -- he had been out on a
t wo- day reconnai ssance, and with the sustenance spell, at that -- who would
have t hought he night need food? He had survived for two nonths w thout any,

t hanks to the bl oodstone's magic, but that enchantnment was broken and gone
NOW.

He did not have any ready neans of acquiring food, either. He had his
belt, his sling, his knife, and his magi cked sword, but that was al nost the
full extent of his supplies. He had a silver bit tucked away, not so much as a
| ucky pi ece as because one never knew what ni ght happen, and even a single
coin mght bribe a peasant -- not that any peasants lived in the northern
forests. He had managed to hang onto his flint and steel and he still wore
kilt, tunic, and breastplate, though his helnmet was |ong gone. The bl oodstone
was still safe in its pouch, but useless until he found another w zard to
renew t he spell.

He wondered if the hermit mght be able to cast a Spell of Sustenance and



upbrai ded himsel f for not asking when he had the chance. |If he went back, he
woul d probably be unable to find the old nman.

O course, it was unlikely that he would have been able to help in any
case. Val der knew that casting the spell required a nysterious powder or two,
and the little hermt's supply of whatever it was had probably burned and
woul d not be readily replaced.

He ran through a quick mental inventory of what he had and deci ded that
the sling was his best bet for obtaining food. He would need to find sone
pebbl es, or at |east wood chips, for ammunition, and he would need to find
some sort of gane to use it on

A sword was too big to be of rmuch use against a chi pnunk, but he | ooked
down thoughtfully at the hilt on his belt. Sonething |arger than a chi pmunk
m ght happen al ong eventual ly, after all.

The hilt | ooked just as it always had -- sinple, functional, and rather
ugly, gray nmetal bare of any ornamentation or finesse, the sweat-softened
| eather of the grip bound in place with dulled brass wires. There was no
gl eam no glanmor about it, and he suddenly wondered whether the w zard had
actually done anything to it. Spells existed, he knew, that did nothing at al
save to |l ook inpressively magical, and the old man had had no supplies to
speak of. Perhaps, in his fully understandabl e annoyance at the |loss of his
hone, he had deceived his unwel come visitor with play-pretties and phant asns.
That woul d expl ain why he hadn't wanted the bl ade drawn until he had had tine
to di sappear; use would surely show that there was no real enchantnent.

That, Valder said to hinself, would be just his luck. Overcone wth
suspi ci on, he drew the sword.

It slid smoothly fromthe scabbard, the blade bright in the sun -- but no
brighter than m ght be expected. Val der saw no unnatural glow, no sparkling
silver, just the shine of well-kept steel. He held it out, made a few passes,
even got to his feet for a quick, if slightly clumsy, parry-riposte against an
i magi nary foe; there was no sign of any nmagic. The bl ade | ooked and felt just
as it always had.

He | owered the sword and | ooked down at it in mld disappointnent. He was

not really angry; after all, the old nan had probably not trusted himand had
nmerely wanted to be rid of a serious nuisance. Quite possibly the old hermt
was not as great a wizard as he mght pretend to be -- although he had

certainly done well enough with mnor spells |like the Sangui nary Deception or
t he Finger of Flane.

A magi cal weapon woul d have been very nice to have, though, very
reassuring. It would not save himfrom starvation, but he would have liked it
all the sane.

He briefly considered turning north again and trying to find the w zard,
but dism ssed the thought. The hermt was gone and probably not worth tracking
down. And if Valder did manage to find him what would he do with hinfP The old
man had his own problens, just as Valder did; there was no point in conbining
the two sets.

The t hought of turning north again did rem nd Val der that he was not yet
very far fromthe salt marsh, and that meant that he was not far fromthe sea.
Pine forests m ght not provide food, but the ocean would. Even if he found no
crabs, no clams, no oysters, even if he could catch no fish and hit no gulls,
he coul d al ways eat seaweed. Rather than north, he woul d head west and stick
to the coast henceforth. H's route south would wi ggle back and forth,
detouring around every bay and inlet, but he would not need to fear starvation
or becom ng | ost.

That decided, he tried to sheathe the sword.

The bl ade turned away fromthe nouth of the scabbard.

Thi nki ng he had slipped, due to weariness, he tried again. Again, the tip
of the sword refused to enter the sheath, sliding to one side instead.

Still not actually thinking about it and with a trace of irritation
Val der formed his left hand into a ring around the top of the scabbard to
guide the blade in and keep it fromnoving to either side. That worked, in



that the bl ade did not nove away, but he still could not sheathe the sword;
i nstead of dodging, it now sinply refused to slide hone.

He pressed harder, building up until he had all the strength he could
nmust er, shoving sword and sheath together, but whatever was holding it refused
to yield.

Hs initial irritation gave way quickly to puzzlement; he took off his
belt and held the scabbard up so that he could study it closely, inside and
out. He saw nothing am ss, nothing in any way out of the ordinary, and felt a
small tingle of excitenent in his gut. The w zard had not [ied!

He sat down again and very slowy, very carefully brought the sword and
the sheath together. They behaved ordinarily, |ike any inani nate objects,
until the tip of the blade reached the mouth of the scabbard, and then
somet hi ng stopped any further notion. It did not natter whether the point was
in the center of the opening, at either end, or to one side or the other; it
woul d not enter the scabbard.

Fasci nat ed, Val der put the sword down and then discovered that he could
not remove his hand fromits hilt. He picked it up again and stared at it.

No difference was visible. It was the sane standard military-issue sword
he had had since beconing a scout. He could open his hand and w ggle his
fingers, but could not, he found, pull his hand away fromthe grip entirely.
Sonething held it, magically. He lifted his hand, fingers outstretched and
pal m down, and the sword clung to the mddle of his palmas if glued there.

It was not glued there, however; he wapped his hand around it again,

t hen unwrapped, and this time had it hanging fromhis fingertips.

There was no di sconfort involved; the sword sinply refused to | eave his
hand. Experinmentally, as it hung fromtwo fingers, he reached up with his left
hand and pulled at it.

It came away readily in his grip -- but now adhered to his |l eft hand just
as it had to his right.

He passed it back and forth a few tinmes, then decided to try somnething
else. Wth the sword clinging to the tips of his fingers, he braced both feet
against it, |eaning back against a tree, and pushed.

H s hand canme free; both hands were now unencunbered. The sword was now
attached to the bottom of his right foot.

He stared at it, unsure whether to | augh or scream Laughter won; he
snmi| ed broadly and chuckl ed. The sword | ooked incredibly foolish stuck to the
sole of his foot.

He played with it and found that, although the sword insisted on al ways
being in contact with sone part of his body, it did not seemto care very nuch
which part. He could hang it fromhis nose, if he so desired -- although it
woul d swing toward his right hand, as if preferring that and trying to get
back to it. Nor did it matter visibly which part of the sword touched him
hilt, blade, or guard.

Tiring of the game at |ast, he stuck the sword to the bottom of his foot
again while he studied the scabbard. A quick experinment showed that his dagger
would slip intoit with no trouble; pine needles could be stuffed into it and
t hen scraped out again. Cbviously, the sword was the culprit, not the sheath.

He satisfied hinmself that this was indeed the case by trying to force the
dagger's sheath onto the tip of the sword's blade; it would not go, any nore
than the sword's own scabbard woul d.

An attenpt to wap the sword in his kilt showed himthat the weapon
refused to be covered; the cloth slid away from naki ng contact with the netal
of the bl ade; although Val der could force a few square inches into contact
with the steel for a couple of seconds, sonething would not |et themstay. The
sword refused to be put away, and that was all there was to it.

Thi s peculiar behavior was so intriguing that Val der spent well over an
hour playing with the sword, experimenting in various ways and ignoring the
grow i ng of his stomach. Valder could no | onger doubt that the old hermt had
put an enchantment on the sword, but he was still puzzled regarding the exact
nature of the magic. He tried everything he could think of short of risking



breaki ng the bl ade by chopping at trees or rocks, but nothing caused the sword
to mani fest any useful abilities. The only signs of nagic were its refusal to
be covered or sheathed and its insistence upon remaining in contact with its

owner at all tines. The latter trait, Valder realized, could be useful -- he
woul d never need to worry about being disarned in battle. On the other hand,
he m ght have a hard tinme surrendering, should he need to do so. Al in all,

he doubted that the sword's odd pair of nagical characteristics would be
enough to protect himif he ran afoul of another eneny patrol. He suspected
that the nmagic must be far nore extensive, but he could not detern ne anything
nore of its nature.

He risked a nore daring experiment, nicking the little finger of his left
hand on the bl ade; this denobnstrated that the sword did not protect himfrom
all harm that the sword was exceptionally sharp but not unstoppable, since he
did not |ose the finger, and that the sword did not change its behavi or upon
tasting blood. It behaved exactly as any ordinary sword would, as far as the
edge was concerned, save that nost swords were not as sharp

O course, as he was its owner, his blood and his finger might not
produce the same reactions as soneone el se's woul d.

After that, he could think of nothing nore to try. He got to his feet and
began wal ki ng again, this time headi ng west by sout hwest toward the ocean
with the sword dangling in his hand.

By the time he reached the rocky shore, the sun was sinking toward the
waves, drawi ng a broad stripe of golden light fromthe land to the horizon
and Valder's belly was knotted wi th hunger. Forgetting hinself for a nonent,
he tried again, unsuccessfully, to sheathe the sword, so that he m ght wade
out among the rocks in pursuit of sonething to eat. \Wen the blade's refusa
to slide hone rem nded himof the enchantnent, he | ooked the weapon over
t houghtful ly, wondering whether it mght be of help in obtaining food.

He could think of no way to use its known peculiarities and decided on a
little random experinmentation. He swirled the blade through a tidal poo
wi thout result, but was interested to discover, when he drew it out again,
that it was dry. The netal had shed the water conpletely, in a way ordi nary
steel did not. Val der supposed that this neant he need never worry about rust.

Further experimentation denonstrated that a sword was not an ideal too
for digging clams, but it worked, and sand did not mar the blade, nor did
prying up rocks bend it or dull the edge. Valder no | onger doubted that the
sword had special virtues; he was not as yet convinced, however, that they
were anything that would be of nmuch use in getting himsafely hone.

He ate his dinner of clans fried on fire-heated rocks slowy and
t houghtfully, considering the sword. He knew so very little about it, he
t hought .

"Wrikidor," he said al oud. Nothing happened. The hilt still clung to his
hand, as it had since he first drewit.

"Ho, Wrikidor!" he cried, nore |oudly, holding the sword al oft.

Not hi ng happened.

"Wrikidor, take me honme!" he shout ed.

Not hi ng happened; the sword gleaned dully in the fading daylight. The sun
had dropped bel ow the horizon while he ate.

"Wrikidor, bring ne food!" The clams had not conpletely filled the
yawni ng void in his gut.

Not hi ng happened.

"Damm you, Wrikidor, do sonething!"

The sword did nothing; the sky dinmred further as he waited.

Thi nki ng that perhaps the sword's abilities, such as they were, might be
linked to the sun, Valder tried to drop the sword; it renained adhered to his
pal m

It occurred to himthat he m ght be doonmed to hold the thing for the rest
of his life, which was hardly an appealing prospect. O course, there were
pl enty of w zards around; he would certainly be able to find one eventually
who could reverse the spell and free himof the sword's grip.



Still, he was apparently stuck with it until he could return to
civilization.

Di sgusted, Val der stopped playing with the sword and turned his attention
to making canp amid the black rocks above the high tide mark.

CHAPTER 5

In the el even days that followed his drawi ng of the sword, Val der nade
his way down the coast, living nostly on clans, crabs, and an occasional fish.
He tried every experinment he could devise on the sword, with no discernable
result. The bl ade remai ned sharp and clean, the hilt refused to | eave his
hand, and he was unable to force it into the scabbard. H s feet toughened
consi derably, calluses replacing his blisters. He got very tired of carrying
an unsheat hed sword, and his hands, too, grew call oused.

In all that tinme and in all the | eagues he travel ed, he saw no sign of
any other human beings -- or sem humans, for that matter. He had expected to
make frequent detours around northern coast-watchers but did not; apparently
t hose he had encountered on his way north had been w thdrawn. He saw only the
endl ess sea to his right and the forests to his left, while the shoreline he
travel ed varied from sandy beach to bare rock to sheer cliff and back again.

As he made his way sout hward, the nights grew warner and the stars nore
fam liar; the pine forest began to give way slowy to other trees, and birds
in ever-increasing nunbers sang in their branches or swooped overhead. Beasts,
too, increased in nunber -- nostly small ones such as squirrels and rabbits,
but he did glinpse a deer once and, on another occasion, thought he saw a
boar. H s bow and arrow were | ong gone, and he did not feel like tackling deer
or boar with his sling, but tw ce, by persistence and |luck nore than skill, he
added rabbit to his diet.

He was in pursuit of a third such delicacy a hundred yards inland, in
m d-afternoon of his twelfth day of travel, when he heard a rustling in the
under brush ahead of him a rustling far too loud to be caused by his quarry.
He froze, the sling hanging fromhis right hand, the sword bare in his left, a
handf ul of sea-rounded pebbles clutched against the hilt.

The rustling stopped, to be followed by other small sounds. Val der judged
the source to be sonewhere to his right, hidden by a tangle of flowering
bushes. He peered intently at the foliage and, as the rustling began again, he
made out the outline of sonething noving through the bushes, something roughly
human in size and shape.

For the first tine in days, Valder renenbered that he was in eneny
territory. He adjusted his grip on the sling and slipped a stone into the
pocket, ready to swing and let fly at the first threatening nove.

VWoever or whatever was hidden in the bushes did not seemto have spotted
him but was noving away with no attenpt at stealth, back out toward the sea.

As it emerged from behind the | eafy barrier, Valder got a good | ook. The
nmysterious figure was, as he had expected, a northerner, but rather than a
shatra or conbat sorcerer or some other deadly nenace, it appeared to be a
very ordinary young man, with no hel met and no adornments or personalizations
on his standard-issue uniform and weapons.

He did not | ook threatening. H's back was al nost directly toward Val der
and he was totally off guard, oblivious to any lurking danger. Still, he was
an eneny. Val der hesitated.

The northerner was a hundred feet away and wi dening the gap. Val der was
not good enough with a sling to be sure of hitting him |et al one downing him
if he m ssed, the sound of the stone would alnbst certainly alert the man --
who, l|ike nmost northern soldiers, carried a crossbow slung on his back

Val der did not care to becone a crossbow target. He decided to wait where
he was and hope the young man went away wi t hout seeing him

Wrikidor seemed to trenble slightly in his hand, and the grip felt
war mer than usual; the Ethsharite remenbered for the first time since spotting



the northerner that he held a magi c sword, a sword whose enchant ment was
supposed to see himsafely home. He glanced at it and, w thout thinking,
shifted his grip for a better hold.

One of his sling-stones fell to the ground and by m schance bounced from
a half-buried rock with a loud click

The northerner paused and started to turn. Hi s novenents were casual and
unhurried; he was obviously thinking nore in terns of small game than possible
enem es, but Val der knew the man could hardly fail to see him He brought his
sling up and set it whirling.

The northerner's nouth fell open in astoni shnent at the sight of the
Et hsharite. He ducked hurriedly as he recogni zed the sling for what it was,
falling first to his knees and then flat to the ground. He struggl ed awkwardly
to bring the crossbow around to where he could use it.

Val der let fly, knowing as he did that his stone would mss. It whizzed
away, two feet above the northerner's head and a foot to the side.

As the pellet left the sling, Valder dove for cover behind a nearby oak
Once there, he stuffed the sling into his belt and passed Wri ki dor fromhis
left hand to his right, to have it ready for use.

The eneny soldier had not given an alarm had not yelled for help; to
Val der, that nmeant that there were no nore northerners within earshot. He
depended on that. If he could close with this man and kill him he would be
safe, at least for the nonment. If he could disarmthe northerner sonmehow and
convince himto surrender, better still -- assuming the man knew at |east a
little Ethsharitic, since Valder spoke not a single word of the northern
t ongue.

He was not even sure that all northerners spoke the sane | anguage.

The man | ooked younger than hinself, probably still in his teens, and not
particularly formnidable. Had they been matched i n weaponry, Val der woul d have
been fairly confident of victory; as it was, however, the northerner had a
crossbow, and Val der had his enchanted sword. Crossbows were very effective
weapons -- but very slowto | oad. The enchanted sword was an unknown quantity.

"Well, Wrikidor," Valder nuttered. "Wat do we do now?"

The sword did nothing in reply, but it seemed sonmehow unsteady in his
hand, as if it were struggling within itself.

Cautiously, he peered around the tree. The northern soldier was stil
flat on the ground, but now held the crossbow ai med and ready. As he saw
Val der, he pulled the trigger

The Ethsharite ducked back, and the quarrel whirred harnl essly past,
vani shing into the woods beyond.

Sei zing the opportunity provided by the northerner's nervous inpatience,
Val der emerged from conceal ment running, charging straight through the bushes
toward his frightened foe.

The northerner was in the undignified process of discovering that it was
i npossible to |l oad a crossbow properly while lying flat on one's belly with
nothing to brace it agai nst when he | ooked up and saw Val der pl unging toward
him Terrified, he flung the crossbow aside -- exactly the reaction Val der had
hoped for -- and snatched at his sword while rolling over onto his back

The di stance between them had been greater than Val der had realized; the
eneny sol dier was on his feet, sword drawn, before the Ethsharite could reach
him Val der slowed his headl ong charge and cane to a wary halt a few steps
away.

The two faced each other for a | ong nonent, while Wrikidor tw tched and
strained in Valder's hand.

Val der was in no hurry. He wanted to take his tine, see what his opponent
was capabl e of, before getting down to serious conbat. Youth did not always
nmean i nexperience, and the northerner's reflexes were surely at |east as fast
as his own. Valder was bigger, with a longer reach, and was fairly sure he was
trickier and nore determ ned, but preferred not just to hack away; he was not
a great swordsman and he knew it. The northerner mght be faster or nore
skillful. O both.



The northerner nmoved a step to the side. Valder turned slightly to keep
facing him but did not follow

The northerner crouched | ower. Valder did not nove.

The northerner took a swipe at him Although Val der was not aware of
trying to respond, Wrikidor came up, neeting the eneny's blade, turning it
aside, and sliding past it, in a twisting Iightning-fast stroke that thrust
the sword's point through the northerner's throat.

Val der had definitely not intended that. Both nen stared in astoni shment
at the gleanmng steel that joined them The northerner's nmouth opened and a
sick croak energed, followed by a gush of bl ood.

Val der tried to pull his blade free; he saw no need to do nore to the
nort herner, whose wound was probably fatal. The fellow was little nore than a
boy, and, if there were any chance he might live, Valder wanted himto have
it. The man was obviously not going to fight anynore; already his sword had
| owered, and, as the blood spilled fromhis nmouth, his fingers opened,
droppi ng the weapon to the petal -strewn ground.

Wrikidor's blade would not cone free. Instead, the sword twisted in
Val der's hand, ripping through the northerner's neck

Val der stared at the blade in horror. H s hand had not noved. The sword
had nmoved, certainly, but his hand had not. Wrikidor had killed the
northerner of its own volition.

The northerner fell free of Wrikidor's blade and crunmpled to the ground,
obvi ously dead. Wth a shudder, Val der dropped the unnatural weapon. Wri ki dor
fell fromhis hand and | ay on the ground inches fromthe dead man's face.

Val der stared at it, his earlier horror giving way to astoni shnent. The
sword had left his hand! Was the enchantnent broken?

Cautiously he picked it up, then put it down again.

There was no resistance or adhesion; the sword behaved |ike any ot her
i nani mat e pi ece of steel.

Puzzl ed, Valder picked it up again and | ooked it over carefully. It
appear ed unchanged, except that the victims blood, unlike water, clung to it.
He wi ped the blade on his dead opponent's sleeve and then cautiously slid it
into the scabbard on his belt.

The bl ade fell smoothly into place without resistance of any sort.

He stared at the hilt. Had the enchantnment been good only for a single
use? Had using the sword broken the spell? The wi zard had said that
"Wrikidor" neant "slayer of warriors"; well, it had indeed slain sonmeone,
al t hough Val der was not convinced that the northerner had been much of a
warrior.

He considered for a nmoment and then drew the sword again and | ooked at it
closely. He saw nothing enlightening, nmerely the sinple steel blade he had
al ways had. Wth a shrug, he attenpted to return it to its sheath.

The bl ade turned away from the opening.

He stared at it for a long nonent. "Damm it," he said, "and may denons
carry off that idiot wizard!" He knew there was no point in disputing anything
with Wrikidor. If it chose not to be sheathed, he would not be able to
sheathe it.

He stripped the northerner's body of provisions and other useful itens,
such as the discarded crossbow. Although he had little hope, given their
relative sizes, he tried unsuccessfully to pull on the man's battered boots;
as he had expected, none of the clothing was big enough to be of any use to
hi m

As he worked he told hinself that at |east he had | earned sonet hi ng about
hi s magi cal defense. The sword was bl oodthirsty, for one thing. For another
bl ood apparently cancel ed some of the spell but only until the sword was
sheat hed and then drawn agai n.

He paused. No, he told hinmself, it wasn't that sinple. He had cut hinself
to test the blade, and that had had no effect. It was not just blood that was
responsi bl e but sonething el se.

He had heard | egends of foul weapons, denonic or sorcerous in origin,



that sucked the souls fromtheir victins; could it be that he now carried such
a weapon? He had never heard of such a weapon being created by w zardry -- but
then, the old hernmit had been using spells of his own invention

One part of the usual version of the story said that the victins
invariably died with their faces frozen in expressions of unspeakable terror
He gl anced at the dead northerner's face; while scarcely calm the expression
of shock and pain did not Iive up to the descriptions of those whose souls had
been stol en

No, he didn't think it was the northerner's soul that had appeased
Wrikidor and allowed it to be sheathed -- albeit briefly. Perhaps the bl ood
of the sword's owner would not work, but any other would. The hermit had told
himthat the sword had sonme sort of an ownership spell on it.

He renenbered the sickening sensation as the sword had twisted in his
hand, determined to cut the northerner's throat out; no, the sword was not
satisfied with just a little blood. It had wanted the man's life. Not his
soul , perhaps, but his life.

That was not a pl easant thought. Wrikidor mght indeed protect Val der
but he did not think he would enjoy owning it. For one thing, it was a
nui sance carrying it about unsheathed. He prom sed hinself that the next tine
he got it into the scabbard he would | eave it there until he needed it again.

Putting aside for the monent his consideration of the sword's nature, the
next important question was what this northern sol dier had been doi ng here.
Fromthe man's nonchal ant attitude, it was obvious that he had not been
expecting any Ethsharitic activity -- at any rate, not on land cl ose at hand.
Val der coul d guess well enough what he had been doi ng skul king in the bushes,
fromthe sound if nothing else -- even northerners needed to relieve
t hensel ves -- but where had he cone fron? As nearly as Val der could estimate,
he was still several |eagues behind the northern lines -- unless the
Et hsharitic forces had successfully counterattacked.

That was an encouragi ng thought, but Val der was not at all sure it was
justified. He glanced about, hoping to pick up the northerner's trail

He found it with surprising ease. The man had nmade no attenpt to concea
it and had, in fact, obviously used the sane path several tinmes, judging by
t he amount of wear. Mosses and creepers had been thoroughly tranpled. Wth
Wrikidor in hand, Valder followed the trail southwestward through the forest
and in only mnutes energed onto the top of a rocky bluff and found the
northerner's little encanpnent, overlooking the sea. The dead man's duty was
clear; he had been stationed to watch for Ethsharitic |andings along this
stretch of coastline. The el evated position gave hima clear view of severa
m | es of beach.

He had not expected an attack on |land, of course. Valder's presence mnust
have been a shock

This realization left Valder with only guesswork to tell himhow far
behi nd the northern lines he mght still be. He had no way of know ng how nmuch
of the coastline the enemy woul d consider worth guarding. H's own arny m ght
be a | eague away, or a hundred. All he could be certain of was that the war
was still being fought, as it had al ways been, or else there would have been
no need to post a coastal watch at all

Any nunber of questions were now vital. When was the soldier's relief
due? How far apart were the shore-watchers posted? Wwuld it be worthwhile to
travel inland to avoid thenf

He gl anced at Wrikidor. He was protected, he told hinself; he could go
where he pl eased. That was not really a major concern, after all

No, he corrected hinself, there were still crossbows, not to nention the
arcane weaponry of sorcerers and shatra. He did not want to encounter any nore
of the eneny than he had to, and where possible it would be best to neet at
cl ose quarters, where Wrikidor would, it seened, do his fighting for him

Besi des, he had no particular desire to kill northerners -- though he
felt a twinge of guilt at making that unpatriotic adnission to hinself.
Creating a disturbance back here behind the Enpire's lines mght draw troops



away from his countrymen and conrades; he knew that and told hinself that he

probably should try to cause trouble, but he was still not eager to kil
anyone. Better by far, in his opinion, to avoid trouble.
The sentry's relief nmight be along any nminute, he thought -- or perhaps

not for days, but he saw no reason to take unnecessary chances. He turned and
wal ked back into the forest, away fromthe sea.

CHAPTER 6

Two days | ater Val der was beginning to wi sh an enenmy would find him just
so that he could sheathe his sword after killing soneone. He had been carrying
t he weapon bare in his hand for thirteen days, against his will, and was

sincerely tired of it. He had tried putting it under his belt, or along one
shin, but these had proved much too unconfortable to use for any |ength of
tine.

He was well away fromthe shoreline now and had no intention of veering
back in hopes of picking off another coast-watcher, but the thought of com ng
across a lone northern scout had a certain appeal. The sweaty palnms and tired
wrists were overcoming his distaste for bl oodshed.

Wth that in mnd, he was taking pains to nove quietly, |est thoughts of
an eneny mght tenpt the gods to bring himone; he did not want to be caught
of f-guard. The forest had thickened, and a profusion of rhododendrons linited
the easily avail able paths, so that he found hinself picking his way
carefully, watching his feet, his head bent |ow to avoid overhangi ng branches.
That let his hair, woefully unkenpt after two and a half nonths w thout a
mrror, hang down across his eyes, and, with his hands as tired as they were,
he did not bother to brush it aside very often. It was sheer luck that he saw
the northern patrol before they saw him he happened to gl ance up at exactly
the right monent. None of the three eneny soldiers was as fortunate.

Val der froze for a nmonent and watched them All three noved with the
normal cl unsi ness of ordinary men; none had the snmooth, gliding grace that
mar ked shatra. That was a relief.

Val der wondered what they were doing out here; what nmade a patrol behind
the Iines necessary? Were there Ethsharitic scouts -- other than hinself --
operating in the area? Even as he wondered, he reached up slowy for the
captured crossbow sl ung on back

The sword in his hand nade hi m awkward; the bl ade struck an overhangi ng
branch as he struggled to bring the bow around where he could use it. The
sound was not |oud, but one of the northerners, sixty yards away, apparently
heard it. He paused in his stride, turned, and saw the Ethsharite.

He shouted sonething in the northern tongue, then began runni ng toward
Val der, his hand reaching for the sword on his belt. Val der guessed that he
did not care to use a bow, not all soldiers, on either side, were marksmnen.

The other two northerners followed. The first, Valder saw, was grinning
with excitenent. Like the sentry on the shore, these three were young, very
young -- and, Valder thought, not likely to growold if they were al ways so
carel ess. They obviously hoped to capture himalive, forcing a surrender by
virtue of their superior nunbers, but were conpletely oblivious to the
possibility of an ambush or magi cal defense. They saw a nman in the gray
breastplate and green kilt of an Ethsharitic soldier and forgot everything but
that they faced an eneny and an opportunity for glory.

He got the crossbow free, but the bowstring foul ed on the sane
over hangi ng branch the sword had hit. Wth a curse, Valder dropped it, |eaving
it hanging, and stepped forward. He had the magic sword Wrikidor, the slayer
of warriors, he told hinself; what had he to fear?

The first northerner stopped a dozen feet away, apparently puzzled that
the quarry had not run off to be chased down like a fleeing deer. H's conrades
cane up behind him Al three stared at Valder and the naked steel in his
hand.



The | eader call ed sonething; Valder guessed it was a demand that he
surrender.

"l don't understand a word," he called back

The three northerners conversed for a nonent; then one of them called
tentatively, "You fight?"

"I"'mnot surrendering, if that's what you nean," Val der replied. Seeing
the confusion that resulted, he decided this was obviously too nuch for the
northerner's limted vocabulary and called his clarification. "Yes, | fight."

"Ah!" Three swords were drawn, and the northern | eader advanced. Val der
guessed himto be perhaps ei ghteen, the others younger

Wrikidor seemed to drag himforward to nmeet his opponent. He did not
bother to pretend that he was controlling his actions as steel clashed.

The ot her two hung back, and Val der quickly realized why. The | ead
northerner, despite his youth, was a superb swordsman, probably his divisiona
chanmpion. His blade flickered like heat lightning in a sumer sky. H s
conpani ons could only have been in the way.

Thi s obvious skill did not bother Wrikidor in the slightest. It
countered each bl ow wi th supernatural speed and, when the northerner faltered
in surprise, it swept past his guard and plunged into his throat.

Wri ki dor, Valder thought, seened to have a liking for throats. He
wondered if that were in any way significant. He wenched the bl ade away as
soon as it had finished ripping open the northerner's neck

The northerner collapsed in a lifeless heap, his sword rattling froma
tree root.

Hi s conrades stared at their fallen | eader in astonished dismay. Val der
stepped forward, waiting for Wrikidor to take on the next one.

Wrikidor did nothing; all Valder's advance did was to snap the nearer
northerner out of his stunned inaction

H s sword swung for Valder's throat, and it was all the Ethsharite could
do to bring Wrikidor up intime to parry.

Startled by his sword's failure to act on its own, Valder fell back
several steps before the northerner's assault and took a small gash on his
upper arm before regaining control. Fortunately, this second youth was far
less skilled than the first, and the third northerner was still too
di sconcerted to join the battle.

"Damm you, Wrikidor!" Valder cried, "Wy aren't you fighting?"

There was no response. The sword acted |ike any ordinary sword, utterly
i nani mate. Val der had passed the m ni num conpetence tests in swordsmanship in
order to acquire his rank of Scout First Cass, but he was by no neans an
expert swordsman, nor even very good -- however, luck was with him the
northerner was no better. He was faster than Val der, but |ess practiced --
hardly surprising in a boy of sixteen or seventeen. The two were fairly evenly
mat ched, so the duel continued -- but only, Valder knew, until the other
nort herner got over his surprise.

Then hi s opponent stunbl ed, whether over a root or his conpanion's body
Val der did not see. Val der seized the opportunity, and Wrikidor's magically
sharp bl ade sank deep into the northerner's sword arm cutting to the bone.

The northerner's sword dropped, and Val der brought Wrikidor back and
around, striking at the soldier's neck. The man went down and stayed down.

The third northerner canme out of his dunfoundnment too | ate and chose not
to take on, alone, the man who had slain his two conmpatriots. Instead, he
turned and ran.

Val der did not pursue him The young fell ow was obviously faster, even
without terror to aid him Besides, a chase mght lead directly into an eneny
canp. Instead, he | ooked down at his fallen foes.

The second man was still breathing and had managed to clanp his left hand
over his neck wound.

Val der stared down at himfor a second or two, debating whether to kil
himor to attend to his wounds. He quickly decided to do neither, but snatched
the crossbow fromthe tree and, like his foe, turned and ran. He saw no need



to kill a helpless man, eneny or not, particularly when there was anot her
enenmy who had gotten away and might return with reinforcenments at any noment.

VWhen he had put a little distance between hinself and the scene of the
battl e, he paused to catch his breath. His feet, he noticed, had certainly
been toughened by day after day of trudgi ng barefoot through the woods; he had
just dashed blindly across sticks, stones, and undergrowth w thout heedi ng
what he stepped on.

He wondered whet her he could risk going back after a pair of boots from
one of his downed foes, but decided against it.

He found a rag in his belt pouch and wi ped the blood from Wrikidor's
bl ade. That done, he sank onto a nossy fallen tree, keeping a wary eye back
along his trail.

The sword had been wonderful against the first northerner and had al npst
certainly saved his life -- but then its magical animtion had deserted him
conpl etely agai nst his second foeman. Val der glared at the freshly w ped
bl ade. Had the spell worn off already?

He had no way of know ng. When he had the netal clean, he slid the sword
back into its scabbard; it went w thout protest.

O course, that didn't prove anything. It had done that after he had
killed the coastal sentry, too

He threw a startled glance at the hilt as a thought struck him Was that
t he expl anati on? Was the sword only good against single enemies? Did it need
to be sheathed to recharge the spell before it would again act on its own?

That, he thought, could be very inconvenient. He tried to imagi ne
fighting in a full-scale battle with such a sword. It would be marvel ous unti
it had killed one eneny soldier and then would be no nore than an ordi nary
bl ade -- or rather, a blade with a spell of sharpness on it. That would
certainly be better than nothing, but not by very nuch. One could scarcely
sheathe it in the mdst of a nel ée and then draw it again.

He realized that it still mght get himhome, but only if he was careful
never to face nore than one or perhaps two opponents at a tinme. One the sword
woul d handl e, and a second he would at |east face on even terms, but beyond
that he would be no better off than any ordinary fighter

He wondered if the hermt had known how his spell would work -- and if
so, had he realized how limted its useful ness was?

This, he told hinself, was all just guesswork. Hi s one-foe-per-draw ng
theory did fit the observed facts, but so woul d any nunber of ot her
expl anations -- a small magi cal charge that had been exhausted after two

killings, for exanple. He could test that possibility by sinply drawing the
sword again and seeing whether it would allowitself to be sheathed, but he
hesi tated. Wal ki ng around with the sword drawn was an unbearabl e nui sance, one
he did not care to burden hinself with again. He left the sword in its
scabbard and consi dered other aspects of his situation

He was still |ost behind eneny |ines, but now the eneny knew he was here,
thanks to the escape of the third northerner in the patrol he had just fought.
Furtherrmore, in his hurry, he had left a discernible trail fromthe site of
the battle. It was, he told hinself, tine to di sappear

He did not want to double back to the north. That would take himfurther
fromhis goal, and eventually he would have to make up any |ost ground. To the
south, presumably, lay the eneny lines. To the west |ay the ocean; he
consi dered the possibility of returning to the coast and building or stealing
a boat, but quickly abandoned it. He was no sailor. He had pl anned on boating

before only because he had been unable to think of an alternative -- but he
al ways had alternatives, if he took the tine to find them
That left east -- and that was alnpst certainly the direction the eneny

woul d expect himto take, since they could elininate the other three by the
sane nmeans he had.

He reached a decision, not so much by conscious logic as because it felt
right. He woul d head sout heast. Pursuers woul d not expect himto head toward
the enemny lines; and by angling over to the east he would, he hoped, be able



to slip through at some point where he wasn't expected.

He woul d need to do his best to | eave no tracks. That could be very
tricky if the eneny sent sorcerers or shatra trackers after him One of his
probl ems m ght beconme an advantage, as problens sonetimes did -- bare feet
left less of a trail than boots.

He rose, checked to be sure that the scabbard was secure on his belt and
Wri ki dor secure in the scabbard, and then slipped off into the forest, noving
as lightly and silently as he coul d.

That ni ght he made no canp, lighted no fire; instead he clinbed a tree
and wedged hinmself into a fairly secure perch. He had seen no sign of pursuit,
but, after fleeing for so long fromthe patrol that had chased himinto the
hermt's marsh, he was taking no unnecessary chances.

CHAPTER 7

Val der awoke at dawn, feeling very cranped and stiff. He untangled his
hands and feet, but, before lifting himself up out of the tree crotch where he
had sl ept, he glanced down at the ground bel ow.

He froze

There was still no sign of eneny pursuit, but he would al nost have
preferred that to what he saw i nstead. Looking up at himfromthe base of the
tree was a small dragon He stared down at it in dismy.

It was a glossy netallic green in color, and he estimated its length at
fifteen feet, counting the tail. It probably could not talk yet; a snall
dragon was a young dragon, and young dragons were notoriously stupid. It had
its wings fol ded down against its back, so that he couldn't judge its
Wi ngspan, but he guessed that the nmere fact that it was down on the ground
while he was up in the tree nmeant it could not fly. Many, perhaps nost,
dragons couldn't.

It glared up at himhungrily and hissed, a sound |like the dousing of a
bonfire; that left little doubt of its intentions.

Val der wondered whether it was a wild dragon frombirth, or whether it
had been bred by the northerners and had escaped or been freed. If it had been
raised as a mlitary dragon, he m ght be able to control it.

"Ho, dragon!" he barked. "Rest!"

The dragon just stared up at him and hissed again. If it had been raised
in captivity, its training hadn't taken -- or perhaps it could tel
Et hsharitic fromthe northern tongue. Val der had no i dea what commands a
northern dragon ni ght obey; he had hoped tone al one woul d serve.

A fifteen-footer would be certain death for an unarned nan and nore than
a match for nost fully equi pped soldiers. Val der, however, rem nded hinsel f
that he had a magic sword. He drew Wri ki dor.

The sword | ooked and felt exactly as it always had. He hooked it on a
tree branch near his side and tried to take his hand fromthe hilt.

The hilt adhered to his pal mand would not conme free. That meant that the

sword did still have magic in it; this was nore evidence for his
one-f oe- per-draw ng theory.

VWll, he told hinmself, a dragon is just one foe.

As he gripped the sword in his right hand, he suddenly realized that,
surprised and still sleepy as he had been, he had done sonething very stupid.

He shoul d have used the crossbow first; a few well-placed quarrels m ght have
sent the dragon in search of easier prey. He doubted that he would be able,
while crouched in a treetop holding a sword, to cock, load, aim and fire the
cr ossbow.

He coul d, he thought, put the sword on his forehead or somepl ace while he
| oaded the bow -- but even then, cocking it while wedged in a tree would not
be easy, and he did have the sword ready here in his hand. A crossbow m ght
seem nore trustworthy than the mysterious enchantnent on his bl ade, but he
felt his nerve going as it was; better to attack while his courage held, with



t he weapon at hand. Wth that thought and no warning, he dove for the dragon's
throat, plumeting fromhis perch

The dragon saw hi m coming and reared back, startled. Valder's dive mssed
it entirely, and he |l anded on the forest floor. He managed to catch hinself,
turning his fall into a roll, so that he was not injured and was able to
scranbl e up before the dragon could react.

The fall had knocked sone of the wind out of him however, and he was
less than ideally steady on his feet. He could not organize his |inbs and body
sufficiently to attack, but instead held Wrikidor out before him as if it
were a magic talisman that would ward off the nonster.

He had, in fact, hoped that the sword was exactly that, that it would
defend hi m agai nst the dragon of its own volition. H s hopes were dashed. The
dragon did not retreat, and Wrikidor did nothing in his defense. It wobbl ed
in his unsteady hand as any other sword might, with no sign of the
supernatural independence of novenent it had di spl ayed agai nst two human foes.

Upon regaining its conposure, the dragon stared at himfor a noment, its
| ong, arched neck bringing its gol den eyes and needl e-sharp fangs mere inches
beyond Wrikidor's blade. Valder stared back, the realization sinking in that
Wrikidor was not going to save himby itself. He slashed at the dragon
trying desperately to put sone strength behind the bl ow.

Moving with incredi ble speed, the nonster pulled its head back out of the
blow s path, then struck at the blade with the full mght of one of its huge
forecl aws, obviously expecting to knock the sword out of Valder's hand.

O dinarily, the dragon's bl ow woul d have done exactly that. This sword,
however, was no ordinary one. This was Wrikidor. It was attached quite
irremovably to Valder's hand by its magic. That neant that when struck by the
dragon's irresistible blowit went flying off to one side, just as the dragon
had i ntended -- but that Valder's hand went with it, dragging the rest of him
al ong. That was not at all what the dragon had had in mind; it had knocked its
di nner well out of its own reach

Val der realized what had happened in time to turn his unexpected sideways
lunge into a roll that carried himstill further away. Wen he was in contro
of his actions again, he scranmbled to his feet and wasted no tine in dashing
away fromthe dragon, ainmng for the thickest woods, where, with any luck, the
beast would not fit between the trees. He did not have much of a |ead, but the
nmonster had expected himto stand and fight, not to flee, so that it did not
i medi ately pursue him

Val der did not worry about details, but sinply ran, hoping that the
dragon would not follow, or would tire of the chase. He was prepared to turn
at bay if necessary; since dragons were never noted for their stealth, he was
sure he would be able to tell fromthe sound of the beast's approach when the
tinme had cone to do so.

As it happened, it was several seconds, alnost a full mnute, before he
heard the dragon crashing through the trees behind him That gave hima
significant head start. Furthernmore, the underbrush slowed the nonster far
nore than it slowed the man. Val der was able to maintain a di m nishing | ead
for quite sonme distance, though he knew that the dragon's speed was nuch
greater than his own. As he ran, he prayed that the dragon would | ose
interest, that a hiding place would present itself, or that some other miracle
woul d save him since his damabl e magi ¢ sword woul d not.

Wrikidor flapped about in his hand. He did not need to worry about
dropping it, but only about keeping it from becom ng entangl ed in somnething
and sl owi ng or stopping his headlong flight.

The ground was uneven, and Val der found hinself running up a sun-dappl ed
hillside. The upgrade sl owed hi m sonewhat; he imagi ned he could feel the
dragon drawi ng nearer, though he told hinmself that the sounds of its advance
were not grow ng | ouder. Yet.

Then he reached the hilltop and abruptly ran out of forest. He was
charging down into a virtually treeless river valley, and directly ahead of
himwas a canp. He knew that it had to be a northern outpost of some sort, but



t he hissing of the dragon behind himconvinced himnot to stop or swerve.
Instead he ran straight toward the hal f-dozen | arge gray tents and the handf ul
of bl ack-cl ad peopl e gathered around the remains of the previous night's
cookfires.

He heard someone call an alarm but not in tine for anyone to block his
path before he reached the first tent. He dodged around its far side, then
turned and | ooked back

The dragon had been charging after him but nowit slowed as it saw the
tents and the peopl e standing anong them Valder could guess what it was
t hi nki ng. Way pursue one difficult neal when here were a dozen that weren't
runni ng?

I ndeed, the northerners were not running; instead soldiers were ducking
into their tents after weapons, and the wonen -- there were four or five wonen
whom Val der took to be officers' w ves or perhaps canmp followers, since they
were not wearing the black-and-gray northern unifornms -- were clustering
behind a snoldering firepit.

The dragon approached slowy, as if it hoped to avoid frighteni ng awnay
its prey, while northern soldiers began to appear with cocked and | oaded
crossbows. An officer barked a command, and quarrels flew

Val der decided not to wait around to see the battle's outcone. So far the
nort herners had ignored him he guessed that nbst had not even seen him and
others might not have realized he was an Ethsharite, despite his breastplate
and green kilt. H's luck could not |ast, however, once the dragon had been
dealt with; he knew that. He began discreetly trotting past the tents, down
toward the riverbank. He wi shed the sword were not naked in his hand, as it
made hi m nore conspi cuous, but he could not spare the tine to devise a neans
of hiding it.

Most of the first volley rattled off the dragon's scales, but bolts
struck hone in its mouth and one eye. Valder heard it scream and gl anced back
to see it fleeing back up the hillside. A few soldiers, those who were not
rel oading their crossbows, were pursuing it, apparently not willing to | eave a
wounded dragon roami ng the countryside; they were hindered by the slope and
the tall grass that covered it. Val der had not even noticed that the grass was
t here when he had cone down the hillside; he had never been very observant
when fleeing in terror.

Val der knew he woul d not have foll owed a wounded dragon, under any
ci rcunst ances; he woul d have been satisfied with driving it off. He was not
about to conpl ain, however, as every man who pursued the dragon neant one
fewer available to pursue him

He stumbl ed down the riverbank and into the water. The stream was twenty
yards across, but nmuddy and sl ow nmovi ng; he hoped it was shal |l ow enough to
wade. He was not eager to try and teach hinself to swmwhile carrying a sword
and a crossbhow and wearing a breastplate.

The bottom was soft mnud; his feet sank in, so that the water reached his
hi ps rather than his knees. He could feel small sliny things brushing agai nst
his bare feet and | egs as he sl ogged forward. He concentrated on making his
way out into the stream and ignored the shouting, hissing, and other noises
fromthe canp. He held Wrikidor before him up out of the water; annoying as
its behavior could be, the enchanted sword was still a val uabl e weapon, and he
preferred not to strain its resistance to rust.

He felt his way forward for half a dozen paces, then stopped; the bottom
was droppi ng off suddenly beneath his feet. He stepped back, then worked his
way a few yards upstream before trying again.

Soneone shouted, so loudly it seemed in his ear. Al nost i mediately he
heard soneone splashing into the water behind him He steadied hinself, then
whirled, Wrikidor flashing out in an unaimed bl ow.

It was his own hand, not the spell, that guided the sword; he could fee
that. H s hand swung the weapon faster than he could turn his head.

VWhen his eyes did come around, he saw the tip of his blade slice open the
cheek of a handsonme young woman.



She was not armed, so far as he could see. She cl apped her hand to her
face as she felt the blade cut her and fell back, shocked.

Appal | ed, Valder waited for Wrikidor to nove in for the kill, but the
sword did nothing. After a second's hesitation, he turned and sl ogged out into
nm dstream agai n.

The wonman staggered back to shore and fell, her body on the bank and her
feet still in the water. She stared after the Ethsharite, blood trickling
bet ween her fingers.

Val der reached the opposite bank w thout further hindrance and w t hout
actual ly swi nm ng, though the water reached his throat at one point. A glance
back when he was sure he could make it showed hi mthat people had conme to the
aid of the woman he had struck; they stared out after him but no one seened
inclined to pursue. Valder guessed that all the bolder warriors were stil
chasi ng the dragon

Once safely across, he wasted no tinme in pushing hinmself up out of the
river, water streamng fromhis tunic and kilt. He clanbered up to the top of
the grassy hillside.

He saw scattered trees, but the forest did not resume; instead, he saw
before him an open, rolling plain. He had reached the vast central grassl ands.

He did not pause to admire the scenery, but marched onward, |eaving a
clear trail of tranpled grass. He had no idea of how to avoid |eaving such a

trail; he had been trained as a forest scout.

As he wal ked, he considered his experiences so far that norning.
W ri ki dor had done nothi ng agai nst the dragon and had not insisted on killing
the woman, yet it still retained at |east part of its magic; he could not
sheathe it or put it down. It had tasted bl ood fromthe woman's cheek, but was
not satisfied; he still could not force it into the scabbard, though he tried

as he trudged onward. That puzzled him

He thought back over what he knew of the sword. In truth, he knew very
little. He knew its name, but nothing el se beyond his own observations since
drawing it. The old hernmit had said that Wrikidor neant "slayer of warriors."
Did that tell him anything?

He stopped suddenly as a thought struck him "Slayer of warriors," the
old man had said. Not beasts and not unarnmed wonen. That would explain its
actions very nicely; it would only fight for himagainst warriors!

He frowned and began wal ki ng again. That, he told hinself, could have
drawbacks. Furthernore, how did it fit with his earlier one-foe-per-draw ng
t heory? Had those other northern sol diers sonmehow not qualified as warriors by
the sword's standards, or did it only kill one warrior per draw ng?

Hs life might well depend on the answer to that question sonetine; he
had best, he thought, learn that answer as quickly as he could. He trudged
onward through the grass, thinking hard.

CHAPTER 8

Late in the afternoon of the day after he passed through the northern
canp, Valder realized he was being followed. The grasslands were not uniformy
covered; l|large areas had been tranpled by nmen or beasts, other areas had been
grazed by various animals, and the height of the grasses varied with the soi
conditions as well, so that there were places where the grass did not reach
hi s knees, or even his ankles. Such areas provided no possibility of cover or
conceal nent. As he passed through one such spot, at the top of a rise, he
happened to gl ance back the way he had conme and caught sight of a distant
figure foll ow ng his path.

At first he tried to convince hinself that he had m staken sone beast for
a man, or that the figure was some casual wanderer who happened to be behind
him but a few mnutes |ater he | ooked back and saw the sane figure, still on
his tracks and significantly closer.

Not yet seriously concerned, he paused at the top of the next hill and



agai n | ooked back, this tine watching for several m nutes, studying his
pursuer. As he watched, his nonchal ance vani shed.

The approaching figure was gai ning ground rapidly, though Val der had not
been dawdling. Furthernore, it nmoved with a snooth, gliding notion that Val der
tried to tell himself mght be an illusion caused by the rippling grass that
hid the figure's feet.

Bef ore |1 ong, however, he had to admit to hinself that the thing follow ng
hi mwas either shatra or sonmething very simlar. He prayed to whatever
grassl and gods might hear himthat it would not also prove to be a sorcerer
and whil e he prayed, he slid the crossbow fromhis shoulder and tried to set
t he cocki ng nechanism The sword in his hand made hi m awkward, but he hooked
t he bowstring, then put his foot on the brace and pul |l ed back

The bowstring snapped.

He stared at the dangling remains in dismay, realizing that he had done
nothing to care for it, even after fording the river. The string had al nost
certainly been soaked through. He doubted a day and a half would have been
enough for it to rot badly, but the water would have softened it and hel ped
al ong any previous damage. He had let the wet string dry in the hot sun of the
plain, still on the bow, and that had apparently been enough to ruin it.

The captured crossbow, unfamliar as it was, had been his best defense
agai nst shatra. At close range, even the slowest, weakest shatra was nore than
a match for any mere hunman. At |ong range, a sling did not have the accuracy
or inpact to stop one reliably. A crossbow had a good chance -- though there
were stories of shatra not nerely dodging quarrels, but snatching them out of
the air.

Wth his crossbow usel ess, the sling was the best he had. He pulled it
fromhis belt and then realized that he had no stones, nor were any handy am d
the tall grass. He had never bothered to keep any; in the forest he could
al ways find stones or nuts or other small objects suitable for use as
amruni tion

He had his bl oodstone, but he could not bring hinself to waste that on a
long throw at a difficult target. Furthernore, |oading and using the sling
while he held a sword woul d not be easy.

He could stick the sword to his shin for the noment, but he still had no
ammuni tion. He cursed hinmself for his thoughtlessness in relying on the
crossbow wi t hout bothering to care for it.

He | ooked at Wrikidor. Shatra were certainly warriors, but the sword had
proved so unreliable that he could not inmagine it being any use agai nst one.

It was, however, the only chance he had. Wen he | ooked up at the
approachi ng person, he saw that the pursuer was no | onger sinply follow ng
Val der's trail, but was instead dodgi ng back and forth across the grassl and,
moving in fits and starts and generally nmaking hinmself as difficult a target
as possible. He was obviously aware that Valder had seen him Even wth
ammuni tion other than the single gem Val der woul d now have virtually no
chance of harming himwth the sling.

Val der | ooked around hel plessly at the enpty grassland, the few scattered
trees -- none near enough to be of any help -- and the vacant blue sky
overhead. Here he was, he thought, being stal ked by a hal f-denmon eneny, wth
no place to hide, nowhere to run, and only Wrikidor to protect him He was as
good as dead, he was certain. The sword mi ght be enchanted, but it would need
to be capable of mracles to save him

He did not want to die. The air was sweet, the sun warm and he had no
desire what soever to perish and never again taste the wind or see the sky. No
Et hsharitic soldier had ever killed a shatra in hand-to-hand conbat, Val der
knew -- but he resolved to try. The sword's magi ¢ m ght possibly give himthe
edge he needed to do it.

He tried to think of anything el se that night give himan advantage,
however slight; whether any spot m ght be better than another. He could see
not hi ng that would help. He was going to nmeet the shatra on open, rolling
grassl and, no matter what he did, and one part of it seemed very much |like any



ot her.

He was determined not to flee. He knew that denons and their kin had no
conpuncti ons about killing a man from behind; and if he were to die, he
preferred to die facing his foe. He considered the possibility of a charge, a
chance at taking the shatra by surprise, but dismssed it. In all honesty he
could only believe that such an attack would get himkilled that rmuch sooner

Instead he tried to relax, to enjoy his |last few nonents as best he
could, and to save his strength for the conming fight, rather than wasting it
by tensing up.

The sky was very blue, the only clouds thin, white streaks on the eastern
hori zon, the sun settling downward in the west. The grass was gol den and
rippling. Wien he had been wal ki ng, the day had seened rather hot, but, now
that he was standing still and letting the breeze cool him the weather seened
i deal .

He was not particularly fond of grass nor of grasslands; he had grown up
around forests and served nost of his time in the arny in forests, and the
open country felt bare and unprotected by contrast. The best thing about it
was the vast, uncluttered sky.

The shatra paused, perhaps two hundred yards away, and watched him
Val der coul d see the sun glinting on the denmon's close-fitting black hel net.
He suddenly realized that the shatra was well within the effective range of
t he sorcerous weapons that his kind sonetinmes used and mi ght be debating
whet her to shoot now or draw cl oser. Against conmbat sorcery Val der knew he had
no chance at all; he dropped flat, hiding in the grass. He had seen no wands
or talismans, but his situation was quite bad enough w thout taking
unnecessary risks.

He lay in the grass for what seened like hours, halfway onto his left
side, ready to thrust hinmself upward with the sword raised. He |istened, but
heard not hing but the grass rustling in the w nd.

He | ooked, but fromwhere he |lay he could see nothing but the grass a few
i nches from his nose.

He debated crawing off into the grass, away fromhis trail, in hopes
that the shatra would |l ose track of him but gave up the idea after a trial
poke at the surrounding plants. The grass in his immediate vicinity was not
particularly tall and rustled quite audi bly when he stirred it; the shatra
woul d be able to | ocate himeasily.

"Soldier!" a voice called, speaking Ethsharitic with a thick, unpleasant
accent. "Soldier! Cone out and we nmay tal k!"

Val der lay still and said nothing.

"Sol dier, you do not need to die. W treat prisoners well. Stand up and
drop your weapons and you may live!"

Val der knew this was unusual, this attenpt to coax a surrender
Odinarily the northerners were no nore eager to burden thenselves with
prisoners than the Ethsharites were; after all, prisoners had to be kept for
life, since there were no provisions for exchange and the war had been going
on since time inmenorial and seemed likely to continue forever. The shatra had
some reason for wanting Val der alive. Mst probably, the Ethsharite guessed,
the northerners wanted to find out how a | one eneny cane to be wandering
around behind their lines to begin with. They m ght al so be wonderi ng whet her
the dragon was a part of an Ethsharitic force.

As he thought back over what he had done, Val der realized that he had
probably made quite an inpression. He had appeared nysteriously out of
nowher e, disposed of a coastal sentry, slain an expert swordsman in fair
conbat and then seriously wounded another man as well, and topped it all off
by | eadi ng a hungry young dragon into a northern encanprment that was
presunmably nowhere near the front.

He wondered how long he would live if he accepted the shatra's offer of
i mpri sonnent and how | ong his dying would take. The northerners were said to
be very ingenious in their use of torture. They were not likely to be gentle
wi th sonmeone who had caused them so nuch trouble. It seemed unreasonable to



think that they might let himlive out his natural span

"Sol di er, you are being very foolish. If you do not surrender by the tine
| count to five, | nust kill you."

Val der noticed that the notherner's voice had come nuch closer. He had
deci ded, without knowing it hinmself at first, that he was not going to buy
hinself a few days of |life by surrendering, even though he had no inportant
i nformation that might be tortured out of him He did not know where his unit
was, or where the hermt had gone, or anything very useful about Wrikidor. He
did not want to die -- but he did not want to live in pain and disgrace,
either. Besides, he could not drop Wrikidor if he tried; the sword woul d not
allowit.

He listened carefully as the shatra began counti ng.

"One! ™"

He judged the northerner to be no nore than thirty feet away now.

"Two! "

He was somewhere ahead and to the left. Presunably he knew Val der's exact
position and intended to take himfrom his bad side.

"Three!"

Val der adjusted his |egs; he had changed his earlier decision and now
i ntended to charge the shatra.

“Four!"

He | aunched hinmsel f upward, running through the knee-hi gh grass toward
t he enemy, who stood roughly where Val der had expected himto be.

The shatra was not surprised. He smled as Val der cane toward hi m and
rai sed his own drawn sword with |eisurely grace.

Seeing the sword, Val der knew that the shatra either had no nagica
weaponry or preferred not to use it. He swing Wrikidor at the northerner's
t hr oat .

As he had expected, the shatra's sword snapped up and defl ected
W ri ki dor.

As he had not really expected, however, Wrikidor responded on its own,
twi sting around the intercepting blade and striking down diagonally, stabbing
into the shatra's shoul der. Somet hing hi ssed strangely, and sparkles of yell ow
light spat fromthe wound before ordinary red bl ood appear ed.

Val der stared in delight. He had drawn first blood froma shatra!
Wrikidor would save himafter all! He tried to relax and let the sword do his
fighting for him

Wri ki dor, however, did not cooperate. It swung back fromthe shoul der
wound as if forced back by a blow, though the shatra, as surprised as Val der
had reacted by stepping back and assum ng a defensive posture, without making
any attenpt to knock Wri ki dor away.

Startled, Valder |ooked at his blade, and the two of them stood, scarcely
four feet apart, both warily watching Wrikidor.

Naturally, the shatra was the first to recover. He brought his bl ade
darting down toward Valder's groin, apparently not troubled at all by his
bl eedi ng shoul der.

Wrikidor did nothing, but Valder managed to fall back out of the blade's
path. He lost his balance as he did so and landed in a sitting position. As he
struggled to regain his feet, the northerner's sword flashed toward his
t hr oat .

Wrikidor flashed up to neet it, then beat it back and slipped around the
shatra's hand and into the inside of his el bow

There was no sound this time as the bl ade penetrated, but a single yellow
flash preceded the first oozing blood. Wrikidor seened to hesitate. It did
not revert to lifeless nmetal but rather paused in md-air, seemng to vibrate
slightly.

The shatra was not so indecisive. The two wounds to his sword-arm while
scarcely nore than pricks, neverthel ess seenmed to have affected his control
accordingly, he shifted his stance and tossed his sword fromhis right hand to
his left before renewing the attack. This gave Valder tine enough to rise to



one knee.

For a monent Val der was unable to foll ow what happened, even though his
own right hand was a part of it. At first the shatra was attacking, and then
he was defending as Wrikidor met every attack and retaliated, pressing hone
its own assault, all in a blur of motion far too fast for a nmere human I|ike
Val der to follow, never allow ng so nuch as the fraction of a second the
shatra woul d have needed to step back out of reach. Blood flowed redly down
the northerner's black tunic and spattered the grass.

Then, abruptly, it was over, and Val der found hinmself still on one knee,
not yet having managed to arise, but with his sword thrust through the
northerner's heart. The northerner's own sword had fallen fromhis hand, the
bl ade still gl eam ng and unst ai ned.

Shatra, however, were not nere nortals, and the northerner was not dead.
He | ooked down at the sword that had inpaled himand reached for it with both
hands. The right was unsteady.

Val der stared in horror. He had no doubt that Wrikidor had found the
shatra's heart; the blade was buried in the northerner's chest just left of
center, yet he still lived.

Per haps, Val der thought, he had no heart. He was shatra, not human, after
all.

Val der tried to pull his sword free, but human reactions could not match
shatra; the hands grabbed Wrikidor's bl ade.

Wrikidor withed, ripping open the shatra's chest, and that was the end
of it; the hands fell away and the northerner toppled backward, sliding off
t he enchanted bl ade. He lay in a heap on the tranpled grass.

Val der sank back to a sitting position and stared at the corpse,
hal f-afraid that it would return to life. He could see the proof of its
i nhumanity in the gaping chest wound, where sonething snmooth and slick and
bl ack gl eaned, sonething that was definitely not human flesh or bone. He
shuddered. On the outside the thing had seemed human enough -- tall and pale
and fair-haired, |ike nost northerners.

Finally, he |looked at Wrikidor, drooping in his hand. H s wist ached,
hi s hand had been dragged along, willy-nilly, in the sword' s novenents, and,
as a result of noving so nmuch faster than it was meant to do, his wist was
now very sore indeed

The sword had saved him It had seened hesitant at first, but it had
saved him He wi ped the blade clean on a corner of the dead northerner's
tunic, then sheathed it with a sigh of relief. It was good, very good indeed,
to have it on his belt instead of naked in his hand.

He wondered why the sword had not inmedi ately been enthusiastic. Surely,
there could be no doubt that a shatra was a true warrior! The very nanme was
said to be an old word for a great warrior -- though apparently not in the
same tongue as his sword's nane.

The sword had seened to hesitate after each of the first two wounds it
had inflicted, he thought, as he stared at the body of his enemy. Those two
wounds had al nost seened to strike sparks; perhaps the bl ade had encountered a
denoni c part of the shatra and had been daunted by it. Shatra were half nman
and hal f denon; perhaps Wrikidor was not up to handling denons.

Val der decided that that made a certain anmount of sense.

As he sat gathering his wits and regaining his breath, he heard a faint
rustling and sonething that sounded |ike distant voices. H's hand went to his
sword hilt, but he resisted the tenptation to draw; he did not want to be
stuck carrying Wrikidor unsheathed agai n should he manage to avoid fighting.
Carefully, he got to his feet and | ooked back along his tracks, expecting to
see nore northerners.

There were none.

The rustling continued, and the voices grew | ouder. Valder realized they
were coming fromthe opposite direction. He turned around and saw half a dozen
men advanci ng toward hi mthrough the grass; others were visible behind them
and still nore on the horizon



Hi s hopes shriveled within him Wrikidor would handle the first one
wi thout any difficulty; but if his one-warrior-per-drawi ng theory was correct,
he woul d be on his own after that, and he knew he woul d stand no chance at al
agai nst so many. He nust have come upon the entire northern armny!

"You there!" one of the advancing nen called, in good Ethsharitic. "Stay
ri ght where you are!"

Val der gl anced at the corpse at his feet. At least, he told hinself, he
had killed a shatra. That was sonething that not very many could say. He
sighed, trying to decide whether to surrender or go down fighting; he was sure
that he would die in either case. He did not want to die, but he could accept
it if he had to.

The sun was sinking in the west, and its |light was reddeni ng; the shadows
were | ong, and he had been al one, surrounded by enenies, for nonths. Perhaps
that was why it took himso long to realize the true situation. It was not
until the six men of the advance party came within a hundred yards that he
recogni zed their uniformns.

The new arrivals were not northerners; they were an advance guard of the
Et hsharitic arny.

He had made it. Wrikidor had brought hi m hone.

PART TWD
The Rel uctant Assassin
CHAPTER 9

They took away his weapons, of course. Despite the trouble it had caused
himwith its nysterious behavior, he found hinself reluctant to et Wrikidor
go; it was not so nmuch an attachment because it had saved his life as it was a
wor dl ess feeling of unease at the thought of someone else handling it.

The sol di er who confiscated his weapons seened reluctant to handl e the
sword, but obeyed his orders and accepted it along with Val der's dagger
sling, and broken-stringed crossbow

After a little discussion, someone |ocated a pair of boots for Val der
which he pulled on gratefully. They even fitted himfairly well.

The brown-cl ad officer in charge of the party asked hima few questions
-- who he was, how he canme to be where he had been found, and whether he knew
anyt hi ng about eneny positions. Not feeling up to | ong expl anati ons, he
briefly gave his name, rank, and unit, explained that he had been cut off
nmonths earlier, and said that the only eneny position he had seen was the
smal | encanmpnent he had passed through a day's wal k to the northwest.

Wth that, the officer seened to lose interest in him Valder hesitated
and then asked, "Sir, who are you peopl e? What are you doing here? | thought I
was still behind the northern lines."

The officer |ooked back at him "I can't tell you anything,'
"You might be a spy."

Val der had to admit that that would seem|like a reasonable possibility.
He said, "Oh."

Seeing his disappointnent, the officer took pity on him "I suppose it
won't do any harm" he said, "to tell you that, as far as we know, there no
| onger are any northern |ines around here to be behind."

Val der was not sure whether he was glad to have this tidbit of
i nformati on or not, since it opened up vast areas of specul ation. He | apsed
into silence and stood waiting for instructions while the officer considered
sormet hi ng.

A young sol dier, one of the group that had found Val der, cane up and
sal uted, the back of his hand tight to his shoulder in parade-ground style.
"Sir," he said, "That dead northerner -- he's shatra."

The officer |ooked up. "What?"

he sai d.



"The corpse we found this man standing over -- it's shatra. No doubt of
it. And the body's still warm?"

The officer |ooked at Valder with renewed interest. "Care to explain
that, scout?"

Val der shrugged and tried to | ook nonchalant. "He followed ne, | think
fromthat canp | nentioned. | killed him just before you found ne."

"You killed a shatra?"

"Yes."

" Si ngl e- handedl y?"

"Yes."

" How?"

"Wth nmy sword; it's enchanted." He gestured in Wrikidor's direction

The officer followed Valder's gesture, then turned back and eyed him
carefully. "What's a scout doing with an enchanted sword?" he demanded.

"Ch, it wasn't enchanted when it was issued. | ran into a wizard in a
marsh two sixnights or so north of here; he put a few spells on it to help ne
get back to nmy unit."

The officer did not bother to hide his disbelief, and Val der realized
just how stupid his story nust sound. Before he could say anything further
however, the officer said, "All right, your sword' s enchanted. In that case
you're not ny problem the general's magicians can decide what to do with you.
Sergeant Karn! You and your detail will take this man and his bel ongi ngs back
to canp with you!"

That dealt with, he turned away and attended to other matters. Valder no
| onger concerned him

Sergeant Karn was a bl ack-haired giant of a man, well over six feet tal
and heavily nuscled; his detail consisted of five young soldiers, whom Val der
guessed to be new recruits. Their green kilts were unworn, their breastpl ates
still bright, and the ol dest | ooked no nore than ei ghteen. Val der greeted
them hoping to strike up a conversation, but the sergeant quickly stifled
that. "He might be a spy,"” he rem nded his mnen.

Wthin ten m nutes of being given the order, Karn had Val der's weapons
and bel ongi ngs gat hered together and added to the bundles his nmen al ready
carried and was leading his little party southward along a newy nmade path
through the tall grass. This path was nerely the sinmplest and narrowest of
trails at first, nothing nore than the place a dozen or so nmen had tranpled
their way al ong; nost of the advancing Ethsharitic |ine had been spaced out
across the plain, but the conmandi ng of ficer and his attendants had travel ed
inatight little group, |eaving the path behind them

As Karn's party noved on to the south, however, they passed an assort ment
of people heading north -- supply wagons, fresh troops, messengers, and even
curious civilians. They passed captured northerners and wounded men traveling
south nore slowy than thensel ves and were passed in turn by hurrying
messengers. By the tine they had gone a | eague, the path had becone a road,
the grass trodden into the dirt. This was a welcone relief for Valder's tired
feet after so long tranpling his own paths -- though any sort of wal ki ng was
not somet hing he wel comed. It did not help any that the soldier carrying
W ri ki dor kept stumbling and bunping into him

Shortly after that they passed the snmoking ruins of a small northern
out post; Valder stared in fascination, but the others, obviously not
interested, hurried himon.

The sun was down and the |ight fading when Karn called a halt. "Al
right, boys," he said. "We'll take a break and see if we can hitch a ride on a
supply wagon goi ng back enpty. Once the nmen at the front have had their
di nner, there should be a few"

"W aren't stopping here for the night?" Val der asked.

Kam | ooked at himscornfully, the expression plain even in the gathering
dusk. "No, we're not stopping for the night. W' re on campaign, soldier!"

"I"'mnot," Valder protested. "I've been barefoot for two sixnights or
nmore and wal king for three nonths, and | need ny rest!™



"Rest in the wagon, then." Karn turned away.

As he had predicted, an enpty wagon cane trundling southward perhaps half
an hour later, as Karn was showi ng his nen how to nake torches of the tal
grass. Valder had refused to help with the instruction, so that he was the
first to see the wagon's own torches.

Once they were aboard the wagon, the rest of the journey was al npst
pl easant; the road was snooth enough that even a springless ox-drawn cart did
not jolt excessively, and Valder was able to sleep off and on until dawn.

They reached the camp early in the afternoon. The first sight of it, as
they topped a final hill, was inpressive indeed; lines of dull green tents
reached to the horizon in three directions am d hundreds of streanmers of snoke
from cooking fires, broken here and there by an open space. O course, the
canp lay in a narrow depression, so that the horizon was not as far away as it
m ght have been, but Val der was inpressed nonethel ess. Certainly the
encanprent was far larger than any he had seen before; he judged that it rnust
hold nore than fifty thousand men, and at |east one of the open spaces held a
tethered dragon. Some of the others held horses or oxen.

He had several minutes to look it over as the wagon nmade its way up over
the hill and paused, while the sentries at the perimeter net themwth a
perfunctory chall enge. They were quickly allowed through and noved on down the
sl ope past the outernpost line of tents. At the third row, Sergeant Karn
signal ed the driver, who slowed the oxen to a halt and all owed his passengers
to di senbark.

After that, the party split up; besides escorting their prisoner, the
detail had brought an assortnent of papers and captured materials that were to
be delivered to various places. Three of the soldiers were selected to take
Val der and an assortnent of nmagical or possibly magical devices to the
magi ci ans' section, while Karn and the others went el sewhere.

Val der was | ed back into the depths of the canp, up over another hill,
and around a corner, where he found hinself |ooking, not at yet nore straight
lines of identical mlitary-issue green, but at a circle of bright tents in a
wi de variety of shapes, sizes, and colors, clustered around a | arge area of
open ground.

Hi s escort stopped at a chal ked |ine a dozen paces fromthe outer edge of
the circle; Valder stopped as well, though he saw no reason to. The four of
them stood and waited for several mnutes. Valder was growi ng restless when a
nm ddl e-aged worman in a blue gown cane hurrying over to them

"Stuff fromthe front," one of the soldiers said before the woman could
speak.

"Il take care of it," she replied.

One of the others grabbed Val der by the arm and pushed himforward. "W
found this man up there, too. He clains he got cut off fromhis unit and got
back by using a magic sword. Tell your people to check himout. Here's the
sword." He indicated Wrikidor, thrust into a sack with the rest of Valder's
possessi ons.

The wonman | ooked at Valder with mld interest. "I'lI|l take care of it,"
she repeat ed.

"Were do we put everything?"

She turned and pointed to a small pink tent. "On the table in there, as
usual -- the wards aren't up, so you can go right in. And I'Il take care of
this fellow and his sword nyself, for now "

"Right." A soldier handed her the bag containing Val der's bel ongi ngs,

W ri kidor protruding gracelessly fromthe top. "He's all yours."

"Come on, then," she said as she led the way toward a red-and-white

striped pavilion. Valder followed obediently.

CHAPTER 10

He had been in canp for two days before he was all owed outside the



magi ci ans' section. During that tinme he was passed from hand to hand and
subj ected to various interrogations, magical inspections, analyses, and
di vinations, verifying that he was i ndeed who he clainmed to be and had not
been possessed by denons nor placed under any sort of sorcerous control -- at
| east, no sorcery that the latest in nodern wizardry and wi tchcraft could
detect, as the canp did not have a conpetent sorcerer on hand.

Val der wondered anew at this onission; surely Ethshar had a few good
sorcerers sonmewhere, enough to supply one to a canp of this size

O her than these constant investigations, he was not mstreated. The
bl ue-robed wonan turned out to be a sort of clerk who acted as a general
hel per and |iai son between the community of magicians and the rest of the
worl d, but was not a magician herself. She found Val der a bunk in a
gold-trimed white tent otherw se occupied by an old man who did not stir out
of his trance at any tine during Valder's stay, and it was she who schedul ed
his appointments with the various wi zards and witches who were to study his
case.

Shortly after his arrival, as he was checked out by a nervous young
wi zard who had been put in charge of his case for the nonent, another w zard

contacted his old unit -- or what was left of it. A plunp theurgist let slip
shortly after contact was made that the unit had caught the brunt of the
eneny's drive to the sea and been badly mauled -- in fact, it effectively no

| onger existed, the survivors having been distributed el sewhere. Fortunately,
the survivors included nmen who knew Val der, such as his bunkmate Tandel |l in,
and his identity was confirmed through dreaminmages the night after his
arrival in canp.

In what seened an excessive precaution to Val der, they even
doubl e-checked the w zardly dreams by witchcraft, |est some unknown eneny
wizard's trick interfere.

Every test bore out his story, of course, since his every word was the
truth, and eventually his interrogators were convinced of his honesty and
accuracy. He had not realized until he had tried to explain hinself to his
rescuers -- or perhaps captors -- just how unlikely his story sounded.
Surviving, |lost and al one, behind eneny lines for two nonths, then being
rescued from an eneny patrol that had hi m hopel essly outcl assed by a
nmysterious hermt w zard nobody had ever heard of... Valder had to admt that,
stated sinply, it did sound unlikely, even before bringing Wrikidor into it.
And then, to top it off, he had killed a shatra in single conbat. Nobody woul d
ever have believed that at all, had he not been found standing al one over the
fresh corpse. He suspected that a great many people still did not believe it,
even with witnesses and magi cal verifications.

Eventual |y, though, after two days of continuous probing, the whole thing
was officially accepted, and he was allowed the run of the canp. That done,
the various w zards turned their attention to Wrikidor. Until his identity
was established, he had not been permitted weapons, naturally; and
furthermore, no one had touched Wrikidor, lest it be booby-trapped. The sword
had remai ned on the table in the pink tent with other unknown magical itens.

It still | ooked |like any ordi nary, standard-issue sword, but, when it was
brought out into the open circle, Valder could somehow sense, beyond question,
that this was Wrikidor and no ot her

He was currently in the hands of a red-haired young w zard in a dul
green robe who had refused to give her name and a nan called Darrend of
Calinor, dark haired and m ddl e-sized, of indeterm nate age, wearing a
standard military tunic and kilt, but with no breastplate and carrying no
sword. Instead of the usual sinple soldier's dagger he bore an ornate
cerenonial knife and wore a soft green cap instead of a helnmet. Val der assuned
himto be a wizard, though he had not actually seen the nman perform any
spells. These two stood on either side of himas the clerk brought out the
swor d.

"That's it, is it?" Darrend asked.

"Yes," Val der answered without hesitation. "That's Wri ki dor."



Darrend gl anced at him then took the sword fromthe clerk. "W' ve heard
your story, of course, so we know a little about how this sword behaves, but
howis it you can be so certain that this is in fact your sword and not
anot her ?"

Val der shrugged. "I don't know, but | am sure.”

"It's inactive as long as it's sheathed; we tested that right after you
were delivered here. Do you know anything about what it's likely to do when
soneone draws it?"

"Ah... not really,"’

Val der said unhappily. "But each time | drewit, |

was unable to sheathe it again until it had killed a man."

"WAs it in any great hurry to kill soneone?"

Val der' s unhappi ness grew. "l don't know, " he confessed. "Each tine |
drew it, the next person | saw was an eneny, and each time | killed him as
quickly as | could -- or the sword did."

"That doesn't help rmuch. Perhaps we had best assume that it will demand a

victimimediately."

"I't mght," Valder agreed.

"We need to draw it in order to examine it, so | think we had best find
oursel ves a prospective victim"

"How are you going to do that?" Val der asked. He quickly w shed he
hadn't, as he renmenbered the northern prisoners he had seen on the road south.

"I"ll have to talk to General Karannin," Darrend replied. "Until then,

t hi nk perhaps you should carry the sword again; you'd | ook out of place around
canp without it, and if it does carry an ownership spell, as | suspect,
keepi ng you apart for much | onger m ght be dangerous." He handed Val der the
scabbar ded weapon

Val der accepted it gravely and restored it to its accustoned place on his
bel t.

"Until we find a prisoner, | don't think we'll be needing you," Darrend
said. "You're free to go where you please, so long as you don't |eave the
canp, but be back here at dusk."

"Thank you," Val der said. Darrend nodded a farewell and then strolled
away. The clerk and the other wi zard, after a nmonment's hesitation, also noved
of f, leaving himalone in the magicians' circle.

For a monent he was not sure what to do. He had no friends in this canp;
al t hough his old unit was scattered, none had wound up this far inland, and he
had not had time since arriving to neet anyone but his interrogators. It was
faintly possible, though highly unlikely, that a cousin or other kin could be
in the canp, but he had no idea where any such relatives mght be found.

That meant there were no people he wanted to see, but that did not |eave
himutterly wi thout purpose; after three nonths of near-total isolation, nore
than anything el se he wanted news -- and he woul d have no objection to w ne
and worren -- song would be strictly optional, as he had never been
particularly nusical. He had picked up a few bits of information in
conversation with the wi zards and witches, but only enough to whet his
appetite for real news. H's neals had included only water or weak beer, and
the idea of a good drunk, on w ne or sonething stronger, was appealing. The
various femal e magi ci ans or mmgi ci ans' hel pers he had encountered had been
unavai |l abl e, unattractive, or both.

If this canp followed the pattern of every other canp he had ever been

in, he knew exactly where to go for what he wanted -- but it was not
technically in the canp, nor was he likely to return by nightfall
What the hell, he told hinself; he deserved a little relaxation. He had

been cooperative enough since his capture. He turned south and headed for the
rear of the encanpnent, where the canp foll owers and hangers-on were sure to
have a canmp of their own.

Sure enough, as he had expected, the tents and shacks of the canp
foll owers were strewn across the plains south of the main canp; and, as he had
expected, the largest structures were all either bars or brothels. The others
catered to different interests; some even sheltered soldiers' famlies, which



was the official reason such canp-towns were tol erated. Valder ignored the
freel ance seers, officers' wves, and other respectable or semnirespectable
peopl e and headed directly for a large, tan-colored tent hung with red

| ant erns.

News, he decided, cane first, since it was still only md-afternoon. He
suspected he might not renenber the evening and he did not want to forget
anything inportant. Wth that in mnd he settled at a table in the half-enpty,
i mprovi sed tavern in the front of the tent, ignoring what |ay beyond the bead
curtain. He ordered a mild wine, since he intended to start off slowy.

As he had hoped, there were a few other people in the place; and as m ght
be expected so early in the day, they included some serious drinkers. It was
not difficult to get one of themstarted tal king. Val der asked questions
whenever the stream of words seened to be slow ng and sipped at his w ne every
so often to keep the taverner happy.

He started the conversation off with the usual banter about how m serable
mlitary life was, but quickly brought up the fact that he had been cut off
for nonths.

"Did I mss anything?" he asked, half-jokingly. "Any generals drop dead,
or anyt hi ng?"

"Nope," his drinking conpanion, a |ieutenant by the nanme of Sidor
replied, "It's still Gor and Terrek and Anaran and Azrad running everything --
them and their flunkies, |ike our own dear Ceneral Karannin, sitting here in
the middl e of nowhere because he doesn't want to cause trouble."

That sounded interesting; Valder pronpted the |ieutenant, asking, "How do
you mnean that ?"

The resulting tirade was not always clear, but the gist of it seened to
be that the eneny was in a state of near-collapse and General Karannin was
failing to take advantage of it. The northerners' drive to the sea, which had
cut Valder off fromhis unit in the first place, had apparently been a
desperate ganble that had not paid off; the Enpire had put everything it could
nmuster into a highspeed attack that had supposedly been intended to sweep
around the western end of the Ethsharitic arny, down the coast and back across

toward O d Ethshar itself -- or at least toward Admiral Azrad' s hone base. The
attack had failed; the Ethsharitic resistance had been enough to wear away the
northern assault force until, by the time it ran up against CGeneral Cor's

coastal fortress, there was alnost nothing left of it.

Naturally, realizing the eneny's weakness, Ethshar had counterattacked
al ong a broad front, advancing up across the plains and nmeeting virtually no
resi stance. The few scattered northerners they did encounter appeared to be
simply scouts, sentries, and remmants of the assault force's supply line that
had been | eft behind when the attack coll apsed.

It was obvious to anyone with any wits, the lieutenant said repeatedly,
that the Empire had finally run out of troops and | aunched their |ast attack
while they still had nen to do their fighting. Everyone had seen that the
northern sol diers had gotten younger and younger of late. Al Ethshar's arny
had to do to end the war was march straight on into the Enpire's capital and
take over.

The generals, of course, would not do that. Sidor got quite sarcastic on
that point. The generals, he clained, were afraid the whole thing was a trap
or trick of some sort, when anybody could see that it was nothing of the kind.
Ceneral Karannin, in particular, had insisted on advancing with what Sidor
considered truly absurd caution. The very fact that his canp had stayed in one
pl ace for the two days Valder had been in it was, to Sidor, proof that
Karanni n was wasting a gol den opportunity to put an end to the interm nable
conflict.

For his own part, Valder had some doubts. The Enpire still appeared, from
what he had seen, to have a good many sorcerers and shatra on hand, even if
they were running short of regular infantry; furthernore, nobody knew what
other surprises the northerners' tutelary denons mght provide, should shatra
prove i nadequat e.



Besi des, the war had been going on for centuries. It seened unlikely to
Val der that, of all the generations that had fought in his famly, he should
happen to be the one lucky enough to have it end during his lifetine.

O course, he was the first in his famly to own a magic sword -- but
that was a minor thing, really, where the end of the Great War woul d nean an
entirely different world.

He had managed to nurse his single cup of wine for over an hour of
Sidor's diatribes and gossip, but it was gone at last, and he decided it was
time to nove on to nore serious drinking. He ordered a nug of oushka and took
a sip as Sidor raved about why the war shoul d have al ready been won.

The drink burned goi ng down; he coughed. It had been a long tine since he
had drunk oushka, and, he realized, he had lost his taste for the stuff. That
took nost of the fun out of the prospect of getting drunk -- and now that he
t hought about it, he did not really want to get drunk in the first place. That
had been what he always did in the eveni ng when he had nothing better to do,
but nmost of the fun of it had been in the conpany he kept -- friends who were
not here, many of whom were apparently dead. He had come here out of habit.

Si dor was a poor substitute for the conrades he had spent years wth.

He | ooked at the bead curtain, unsure whether he wanted what it hid; his
hand fell to his purse, and he decided the point was noot. He had forgotten
that he had al nost no noney -- in fact, his only noney was the single silver
bit every scout carried. The nagicians m ght have established his identity,
but so far nobody had given him his back pay, and all his bel ongings |eft
behi nd had presumably been | ost when his unit was overrun. The |one coin was
probably not even enough to pay for his two drinks.

He gl anced around, trying to seem casual, and saw that the taverner was
not looking in his direction. He dropped the silver bit on the table and
sauntered out, his heart beating a little faster than he liked.

No one called after him The sun was reddening in the west; he decided to
obey orders after all and return to the magicians' circle.

CHAPTER 11

General Karannin's tent was no nore |uxurious, inside or out, than that
of any of his officers. Even the nunber of cots was the sane, as he had his
secretary and two aides sharing his quarters, to be avail able when he wanted
them It was, however, sonewhat |arger, and the extra space was occupied by a
table jamed into one end, with an assortnent of gear stowed underneath.

Val der was slightly surprised by the lack of ostentation. He was unsure
whet her to credit it to practicality on the general's part or a show of
egalitarianism He waited for perhaps five mnutes, guarded by two sol diers,
before the general arrived. The w zards who had brought himslipped quietly
away out of the tent after making their delivery. Val der waited, |ooking
around wi th unconceal ed interest; he had not expected to be brought directly
to the general hinself.

Karannin was a short, bal ding man, brown-haired and green-eyed, wearing
an ordinary green kilt and brown tunic; he noved quickly and energetically
when he noved at all and swept into the tent |ike a breaking wave. "You're
Val der," he said as he sl apped aside the tent flap

Val der sal uted, open palmat his shoulder. "Val der of Kardoret, Scout
First Cass, Western Command, Coastal Division, Third Regi nment, detached,
sir."

"Right. Sit down."

Val der obeyed, seating hinmself on the edge of the nearest cot. The
general remained standi ng throughout the conversation, taking a few paces back
and forth, then pausing for a noment, then pacing again.

"The wi zards have been telling ne about you, trying to convince ne to |et
t hem have a condemmed prisoner. You got cut off by the enemy's drive to the
coast ?"



"Yes, sir."

"Has anybody told you what happened, how the attack went?"

"No, sir, not really," Valder replied; he had not officially been told
anything and did not care to explain his chat with the drunken |ieutenant.

"Good; not all of ny nmen are bl abbernouths. So you survived and escaped
nort hward, where you encountered a wizard -- or at least a hermt you took to
be a wi zard -- who enchanted your sword. Correct?"

"Yes, sir." Valder knew better than to point out that he knew beyond any
possi bl e doubt that the hernit had been a wi zard.

"Just what sort of an enchantnment is it supposed to be? Did he say? I'm
not asking you to renenber any details, son, just whether he said."

"No, sir, he made a point of not telling me, it seemed. |I'mafraid that
we weren't on very good terns by that tine."

"You're absolutely sure he didn't say anything about the nature of the

spel |, or mention any nanmes?"

"He told me that he had put every spell he could manage w thout his
supplies on it, sir -- or at |least every one he thought woul d be of use. He
nmenti oned sonme kind of ownership spell, | think. And he told ne the sword's
nane was Wrikidor and that | mustn't draw it until | was well out of sight of
him"

"You told ny people this when they asked you?"

"Yes, sir."

"My wi zards heard this?"

"Yes, sir."

"That's your sword there, right? The one that was enchanted?" He paused
in his pacing and pointed at Val-der's belt.

"I believe so, sir."

"And you used this sword? Killed a sentry or two, fought a dragon, and an
eneny you thought was shatra"!"

Val der suppressed his urge to take offense at the doubting way his
killing a shatra was nentioned. Karannin was not Gor or Azrad or Anaran or
Terrek, but he was still a general, whatever Sidor might think of him One did
not argue with generals. "Yes, sir."

"My wizards tell me that it m ght be dangerous to draw the thing."

"Yes, sir, it mght. Every tinme it's been drawn since it was enchant ed,
it has killed a nman at the first opportunity.”

Karannin stared at him "Tell me about it," he said.

"Sir, once | drawthe sword, | won't be able to sheathe it or put it down
until 1've killed a man with it. Furthernore, | don't know for certain whether
I can choose which man | kill. Renenber, the hermt would not |et me unsheathe
it in his presence. So far, | have never drawn it in the presence of anyone

not an eneny, so it hasn't been put to the test."

The general |ooked at himshrewdly. "The sword can act on its own? You
don't need to direct it?"

"Yes, sir, that's right. That's how | survived against the shatra; if |
had been controlling the sword I'd be dead now. "

"I"ve heard of such things, but the spells aren't reliable."

"Yes, sir."

Karanni n contenpl ated hi mfor perhaps three seconds before barking at one
of his guards, "You, there, sergeant, go fetch the w zards, and then ask
Captain Dar to bring that prisoner.”

The sol di er bowed in acknow edgnent and slipped out through the flap
Kar anni n began paci ng again, but did not resume his questioning.

A moment | ater the guard returned and stepped aside to allow Darrend and
the young red-haired wi zard to enter. Behind them cane a burly bl ack-haired
man in a captain's uniform hauling by one arma young sol dier who was
extraordi narily unkenpt and, to judge by his odor, |ong unwashed, his hands
tied behind him To Valder's surprise, this prisoner was an Ethsharite, not a
nort her ner.

"Well, Captain Dar?" the general said.



"Yes, sir," the brawny captain replied. "This is Fel der Venger's son. He
was caught robbing the corpses of his conrades and stripping their jewelry.
When spotted, he ran; when apprehended two days | ater, he stabbed the
arresting officer in the belly. He was sentenced to be flogged, as it was a
first offense and the officer survived, but three days ago, while awaiting
puni shrent, he attenpted escape and brai ned one of his guards. W were waiting
to see whether the guard di ed before deciding what to do with him the guard
died this norning. WII he do?"

"I think so, Captain. Wzards? Valder? WIl he do?"

Val der shrugged, the redhead stamered, and Darrend said, "I would think
so." The prisoner hinself was staring at the lot of them trying to figure out
what was happeni ng.

"Good enough, then. I want to see this. Scout, give Darrend your sword.

Rel uctantly, Valder removed Wrikidor fromhis belt and handed it over.
The wi zard accepted it cautiously, then held the scabbard in his left hand and
put his right to the hilt, preparing to draw the sword.

Staring at Darrend's hands with nmorbid fascination, Valder said, "Sir,
need | remain here? | would prefer not to watch.”

The general peered at him "You expect danger?"

"No, sir, | just don't want to watch."

" Squeanmni sh?"

"Yes, sir."

"Al'l right, then, you may go -- but don't |eave canp.”

"Yes, sir." Gatefully, Valder slipped out the tent flap and | ooked
about, glad to be outside, away fromthe inpending killing. He tried to decide
whi ch way to go.

Sonewhere, he knew, there nust be a paynaster -- and he was due three
nmont hs' back pay. This was not his unit, so some argunent woul d probably be
requi red, but he thought he ought to be able to get at |east part of what he
was owed. A guard stood nearby, in addition to those inside the tent -- but
Val der suddenly deci ded, upon hearing voices frominside the tent, that he
wanted to get out of earshot as well as out of sight of what he was sure would
be the execution of Felder Venger's son. He had no quarrel w th sentencing
such a crimnal to die, but he was also not fond of watching or listening to
anyone's death. He turned left, choosing his direction at random and started
wal ki ng.

He turned left again a few tents down and began working his way toward
canpt own. Maybe, he thought, soneone would treat himto a drink. Despite his
earlier experience with the oushka he thought he could use one now.

He had gotten perhaps hal fway when he heard someone calling his nane.
Surprised, he turned and saw a young sol dier waving at him

He waited while the soldier came up to him "Are you Val der of Kardoret?"
he was asked.

"Yes," he replied, nystified; the soldier was a conpl ete stranger

"The general wants to see you imediately in his tent."

Still nystified, Valder followed the soldier back to the general's tent.

The instant he stepped through the flap, Karannin stopped pacing and
barked at him "You said you used this infernal sword?"

"Yes, sir," Valder answered, still puzzled.
"Then why in Hell can't anyone here draw it for the wi zards to study?"
The question startled Valder. "I don't know, sir." It had not occurred to

hi m t hat anyone woul d have any difficulty in drawing it. He never had.

The general had not resumed his pacing and was now staring at himas if
expecting himto say nore. Val der stared back for a few seconds, not feeling
particul arly cooperative -- after all, he had not been treated very pleasantly
-- but then renmenbered the penalties for insolence.

"I never had any difficulty in drawing the sword, sir," he said. "At
times | found it inpossible to sheathe it, but | never had any trouble draw ng
it. Ah... the hermt told ne that the sword's nane neans 'slayer of warriors,"'
and | suspect it has a certain affinity for soldiers; perhaps the people who



tried to draw it did not neet its standards."

The general stared at himfor another second before snapping, "One of
these wi zards who tried to draw it is Darrend of Calinor, thrice commended for
bravery in action. Wen caught without the tools of his trade, he once fought
and killed an eneny sorcerer with only his cerenonial dagger. Furthernore,
tried to draw it nyself. If your sword doesn't consider any one of us to be a
warrior, | would like to know just whomit would accept!"”

Taken aback, Valder replied, "I don't know, sir." He glanced at Darrend
with renewed interest and wondered how old the w zard was; he | ooked no nore
than thirty, which was young to have the sort of respect the general gave him
He di d not have the appearance of a man who had often been in conbat.

"Well, then, let's find out, shall we? There's the sword, Scout Fir st
Class; let us see if you can draw it where Darrend could not."

"Ah... sir... if | mght say something?"

"Speak, damm it, that's what you're here for."

"Sir, | would really prefer not to draw the sword. Wiile | have no |ove
for this prisoner, | would rather not kill him Killing an eneny in battle is
one thing -- |I've done that a fewtinmes -- but killing a defenseless nan in

the sane uniform| wear is something entirely different."

"I am sure your scruples do you credit," the general replied. "However,
believe that if we're going to have a denonstration of the sword' s nmagic, you
will have to be the one who draws it. Assuming, that is, that anyone can draw
it."

Del aying in hopes of a mracle, Valder asked Darrend, "You tried to draw
Wri ki dor ?"

Darrend nodded. "It was like trying to pull apart a steel bar. A highly
pol i shed one, at that; it kept slipping out of ny hands."

"I triedit, too," the other wizard remarked. "Felt as if | nearly broke
nmy fingers."

"Real | y?" Val der stared at the sword in the general's hand. "I never had
any trouble."

"Well, we all did," Karannin said. "Slippery thing, isn't it?" He handed
it to Valder, hilt-first.

It did not feel slippery to him His hand closed firmy on the faniliar
grip, and he | ooked unwillingly at the waiting prisoner. The man was sweating
profusely, his mouth tight shut, his eyes fixed on the tent's ridgepol e.

O course, Valder told himself, no one was sure that Wrikidor would
insist on a killing. It was all just guess-work and inference. Reluctantly, he
drew the sword.

It slid easily fromthe sheath, as it always had done for him this tine,
however, it seenmed to be trenbling in anticipation as soon as it left the
scabbar d.

"There it is,
wi zar ds.

"Can you sheathe it agai n?" Darrend asked.

Val der made the attenpt, but Wrikidor not only refused to return to its
scabbard, it actively fought against him It was, he realized, struggling to
get into a position where it mght strike out at one of the people in the
tent.

he said, displaying the bared blade to the general and the

The general was the closest; Valder found his hand being dragged in
Karannin's direction. Realizing he had little choice now that the sword was
free of the sheath, he turned and took a step toward Fel der

Wrikidor flashed out and cut the prisoner's neck open, half severing his
head. Felder died with only a dry croak, his eyes and mouth suddenly wi de with
surprise. As he fell to the floor, Valder felt the tension vanish fromthe
sword; the trenbling ceased conpletely, |eaving him hol ding what seened an
ordi nary bl ade.

"Don't sheathe it!" Darrend call ed.

"I wasn't going to," Valder replied. "You wanted to study it, didn't you?
Here, then; you take it!" He turned the weapon and passed it to Darrend



hilt-first, then passed the scabbard along as well.

The wi zard accepted both gravely, and Val der smiled beneath an
overwhel mi ng wave of relief as it left his hand. The smile vani shed an instant
| ater as he again caught sight of the corpse on the dirt floor of the tent.

Di sgust seeped up his throat.

He was, he assured hinself, glad to be free of the sword responsible for
such a killing. He wi shed he were also free of the general who had arranged it
and the wi zards who had requested it.

CHAPTER 12

The wi zards kept Wri ki dor, but bed space in the magicians' circle was at
a premum so the day after Felder's death, Valder was transferred and
assigned to share the quarters of three lieutenants. The previous fourth
occupant of their tent was missing in action as a result of a brief and
i nconcl usi ve skirm sh between the advancing Ethsharites and a small party of
northerners that had included at |east one sorcerer

The lieutenants were |l ess than delighted with his presence. They had
hoped for the return of their conrade, or else for the greater space a vacancy
woul d allow, to have a stranger thrust upon them a soldier froman entirely
different part of the army, and not even an officer, was not wel cone. Another
regul ar |ieutenant woul d have been soneone wi th whomthey mght talk shop
exchange stories and perhaps duties -- but instead, they found thenselves with
a battered scout, nomnally below themin rank but with considerably nore
experience of the world and the eneny and with no assigned duties at all.

Val der, understanding their position, did everything he could to
acconmmodate them He had no bel ongings to take up precious space, and his lack
of duties allowed himto keep whatever hours suited their nutual convenience.

He was perfectly willing to stay awake until all hours talking, or to stay
quiet, or even to go el sewhere for atine, if his tentmates so desired
He was also a willing listener in his eagerness to catch up on everything

he had m ssed, not just while lost in the north, but even before, as his unit
had been an isolated one. For that matter, just the sound of human voi ces,
regardl ess of what was being said, was conforting.

Everyone liked a good listener. After a few hours, his affability and
open interest in what his new compani ons had to say had worn down the initial
strain, and one of the three, a gangling young man of twenty-two, freshly
arrived froma training canp near the port of Shan on the Sea, got talking.

The lieutenant's name was Radl er Dathet's son, and, although he was only
a year or so younger than Valder, he seemed to the scout little nmore than a
boy.

Radl er agreed, in general, with Sidor's assessment of the strategic
situation, but attributed the slow advance to the | ack of roads and adequate
nmeans of supply, rather than to timdity on the part of the Ethsharitic
commanders. General Gor's Western Conmand and General Anaran's Central Conmand
wer e both advanci ng, chewing up the scattered eneny units they encountered. In
the interior, Azrad was doing his best to provide the necessary |ogistical
support, but supplies and men were both becom ng scarce. Ceneral Terrek's
Eastern Command was still stalemated, as no fool hardy attack had been nade on
that front -- and Terrek, suspecting a ruse, was not willing to send anything
to his conpatriots.

CGeneral Karannin was one of Gor's subordinates, as Val der had thought --
t hough the possibility that he was one of Anaran's, somehow strayed west, had
occurred to him Gor hinself was reportedly still in his coastal fortress,
coordi nating, rather than | eading the advance personally.

Losses had been fairly heavy on both sides, Radler thought, despite the
smal | numbers of the northerners, because a di sproportionate nunber of the
eneny were either sorcerers or shatra. Nonetheless, |like Sidor, he thought the
long war was finally nearing an end.



Val der still didn't believe that, but, not wanting to antagoni ze Radl er
he said nothing of his doubts.

After that topic was exhausted, Val der picked up assorted canmp gossip --
none of it, unfortunately, nentioning anyone he had nmet. He asked about
Darrend, but none of his tentmates knew anythi ng about the w zard.

As the afternoon wore on, the three lieutenants, one by one, departed on
various errands. Radler was on duty, commanding a supply detail; the others,
Korl and Tesra, nentioned no destination. Val der thought they m ght be headed
for the brothels of canptown. Having no noney and therefore nothing better to
do -- it was far too late to find the paymaster -- Valder settled back for a
nap.

He was awakened by the sound of the tent flap opening.

"Excuse me, sir," a soldier said, standing in the light so that Val der
could not see his face, "but | believe this is yours." He held out an
unsheat hed sword, hilt-first.

Val der took it w thout thinking, then started to protest. He stopped
suddenly before the first word was finished, when he realized that the sword
he hel d was indeed his own.

That made no sense. The wi zards were supposed to be studying Wrikidor.
Surely they weren't done with it already? And if they were, would they hand it
back so casually? And where was the scabbard? He turned back toward the flap
but the sol di er had gone.

He sat up, and his foot struck something. He reached down. As he had half
expected, he found Wrikidor's sheath lying on the dirt floor. He picked it up
and stared at it, sword in one hand and scabbard in the other

Puzzl ed, he arose and peered out of the tent. Nobody was in the inmedi ate
area; nobody was |looking at him Still confused, he energed into the late
aft ernoon sun and gazed about.

The canp was goi ng about its business; nen were sharpening bl ades,
tal ki ng, eating, hurrying back and forth.

He saw no sign of the soldier who had delivered the sword.

Wth a shrug, Valder turned toward the magician's circle. He was not sure
whet her he was neant to have the sword back or not, and the w zards were
obvi ously the people who woul d know.

As he approached the chal ked |Iine where the wardi ng spells began, someone
caught sight of himand called out. Figures energed fromthe polychrone tents
and faces turned toward him

He stopped at the line until a w zard beckoned himon; a nmonent |ater he
was in the circle, surrounded by nagicians.

Darrend was anong them "So there you are,” he remarked.

"Here | am" Val der replied. "Were should | be?"

"I really couldn't say soldier, but that sword of yours is supposed to be
right here. No one was authorized to nove it, yet the first time we took a
break -- just for a noment -- it vanished. Not magically vani shed; sonmeone
wal ked off with it. And while we were | ooking for the sword, the sane thing
happened to the scabbard. Now here you are, with both of them Gdd, isn't it?"

"Perhaps so, sir," Valder replied. He had the inpression that Darrend
ranked as an officer. "It was none of my doing, though, or I wouldn't be here
bringi ng them back, would I? Someone just handed the sword to me, and | found
the scabbard on the floor of the tent, as if soneone had tossed it there while
| was taking a nap."

Vari ous magi ci ans exchanged gl ances. "The Spell of True Omership, I'd
say -- or at any rate, a close variant," one renarked.

Darrend frowned. "I tested for that and got anbiguous results. It isn't
the standard form but it could be something close."

"But," the redhead said, "that's why no one else could draw it, of
course. And nowit's found its way back to Valder as if by chance -- that's
the Spell of True Oanership, if | ever sawit!"

"I't's an odd form though," Darrend insisted. "There's sonething
unheal t hy about it."



"There's al ways sonet hi ng unheal t hy about True Omership to nmy mind,"
someone new answer ed

"No, it's different. | tested for it, of course -- when no one else could
draw the sword, True Oanership was the first thing | thought of. But there's
no trace of a gold ring's use, and how can you work the Spell of True
Ownership wi thout a gold ring?"

Val der had no idea what Darrend was tal king about. Only recently awakened

fromhis nap and still not entirely recovered fromhis adventures, he was not
very much interested in anything but once nore disposing of the sword. "True
Owner or not, |'d prefer you take the sword and finish your tests, if you're
going to," he said testily. "Sir," he added bel atedly.

"Yes, of course," Darrend said, accepting the weapon's hilt.

Val der relinquished the sword and scabbard and then paused. "How | ong
will the tests take?" he asked.

Darrend shrugged. "I have no idea. It depends on just what was done to
it. Wth luck, we'll finish by mdnight; without it, we nay never figure it
out completely."

"Ch." Val der | ooked at the sword. "Well, good luck, sir." He turned and
mar ched back toward his tent.

He was fairly certain that sooner or |later either the sword woul d again
find its way back to himor he would be drawn to the sword. He wondered how
much of his future would be tied to Wrikidor and whether the enchant ment
m ght be broken, or perhaps just the Spell of True Omnership renoved, so that
anyone coul d use the sword.

Darrend watched himgo, fighting down a sudden urge to follow. He found
hi nsel f thinking of urgent errands to be run in the vicinity of Valder's tent.

Annoyed, he recogni zed the action of the Spell of True Oanership, trying
to return the sword to its master -- or perhaps its slave. One could never be
sure with magi c swords. He worked a sinple counterspell against compul sions
and stal ked back toward the | aboratory tent.

CHAPTER 13

After four days of study, days during which nore than half the canp had
been packed up and sent north while Val der did nothing of any use other than
finally obtaining his accumul ated pay, the wi zards had finished their
i nvestigation of Wrikidor's properties. Shortly after the noon neal, a
nmessenger fetched Val der and brought himto the nagicians' circle.

Darrend was waiting for himin a blue-and-gold tent, where Wri ki dor and
its sheath lay on one of the two cots. Valder took the seat he was offered on
the other cot and |istened as Darrend spoke.

"We have finished our studies of the sword you call Wrikidor, despite
its resistance to being handl ed by anyone but you and despite its constant
attenpts to get back to you. There are several details of its enchantnment we
can't make out by any means currently at our disposal, but we have the basic
characteristics figured out."

Val der nodded, listening attentively.

"I"ve discussed it with the general. | don't know if he has any use for
it in mnd yet, but he told me that, as the sword's owner, you should be
i nforned. "

"Very kind of him" Valder remarked with mld sarcasm

"Yes. Well, firstly, we were right about the Spell of True Oanership. The
sword does have a variant of that spell on it, a deteriorating and unhealthy
form The Spell of True Oawnership can be bad enough in any case, since nobody
has yet established whether the person owns the enchanted object or the object
owns the person, but in your case it seens to be especially bad, due to the
spell's decaying nature. The link between the sword and yourself is quite
strong and will stay that way for... well, for a time. Before | can explain
that, let me explain sone of the other things."



He paused, as if uncertain what to say, and Val der prodded him asking,
"\What ot her things?"

"Qther spells -- there are several other spells here, all woven together.
I've never encountered anything like it. There's Ellran's Inmortal Aninmation
for example -- that's a nasty, awkward spell, and your crazy hernmit had no
right to use it, if you ask me. It's irreversible, conpletely irreversible --
and what's worse, it makes any spell linked to it irreversible, too. It's the
Ani mation that allows your sword to move of its own volition, as you've seen
it do. Furthernore, the Animati on nmakes the other spells on the sword
per manent and unbreakable -- unless one were to use really powerful
counterspells, and, even then, it would be incredibly dangerous. The
conbi nati on of the Animation and the True Oamership has the effect of |inking
you and your life to the sword -- breaking the spells would kill you, at the
very least, as well as destroying the sword."

Val der stared at the sword on the cot opposite him This was not anything
he had expected. What it would mean to himwas still unclear, but it appeared
that Wrikidor's existence was not going to be a nere passing episode in his
career.

"This has its good side, of course,"” Darrend went on. "The sword is
virtually indestructible now, and there's a curious benefit for you in that,
as nearly as we can determne, you can no |longer be killed by any ordinary
means. Since your life is now bound up in the sword, you see, you can't be
destroyed by anything outside the sword.

"I'f the sword is destroyed, you'll die, very definitely -- but it's
al nost i nmpossi ble for anyone, even a very high-powered w zard, to danage the
sword, let alone destroy it. Ellran's Immortal Animation is indeed very cl ose
to the imortality it clainms. The sword itself can kill you, under certain
circunmstances -- |I'Il speak of that in a monment -- but to the best of ny
know edge, after intensive study by nyself and ny conrades, there is nothing
else in the world that can.”

"What ?" Val der blinked. He did not believe he had heard Darrend
correctly. He was shocked out of the torpor that had beset himsince Felder's
deat h.

"You can't be killed, Valder; you can't die by any means what soever,
except to die on Wrikidor's blade, or if soneone should find a way to destroy
the sword. "

"What ?" Val der stared, still not conprehending.

"No one is going to destroy the sword; doing so would al nost certainly
cause a catastrophe. Valder, you are going to live until you die on
Wrikidor's blade. There is no other way you can die, not since you first drew
the sword. "

Val der stared in nute astoni shnment.

"This doesn't mean you're invul nerable. You can still be injured -- you
just can't die. You can be mminmed, tortured, blinded, deafened, driven mad,
crippl ed, dismenbered, even cut into pieces -- but you won't actually die

until Wrikidor kills you. That's part of what's so nasty about the Immorta
Ani mation."

Val der struggled to assimlate this information. "I can't die?"

"Not from any ordi nary neans. However, there is a catch, and this is
where that deteriorating spell comes into it. Your hermt substituted
somet hing el se for the ring of drawn gold that's supposed to be a part of the
Spell of True Omership, and the resulting enchantnent is corrupt. You becane
the true owner of the sword when you first drewit; whoever drew it would have
owned it. However, because of the flaw, you won't stay the true owner forever
-- only gold never tarnishes, not whatever substitute was used here. You'll be
able to draw the sword and use it one hundred tinmes, give or take one or two
-- and that's all. After that, the sword will renounce you. The next tine the
sword is drawn after that -- and you, Valder of Kardoret, will be the only man
in all Ethshar not able to draw the sword then -- whoever draws the sword will
be its new owner, and you will be the first man to die on Wrikidor's bl ade



when that happens. The new owner will be able to draw and wield it ninety-nine

times, give or take -- one fewer than you, at any rate -- and then it wll
turn on him After that the third owner will be all owed ninety-eight, and so
on, until sone poor fool, centuries fromnow, will draw it and have it turn on
himinmediately. That will use up the spell conmpletely, and there will be no
true owner thereafter.”

"Wait a minute -- nothing else can kill me, but Wrikidor is going to
turn on me and kill ne?"

"That's nmore or |less correct.”
Val der was outraged. "That's insane! What sort of an enchantnent is
t hat ?"

Darrend shrugged. "Hermits often are insane. | suspect this one didn't
like you."
"How long will this take, then? How long do | have to |live?"

"Who knows? That doesn't seemto be built in anywhere. There isn't any
conpul sion to draw the sword; leave it undrawn and in theory you could live
forever."

Val der stared first at the wizard and then at the sword. He was stil
having trouble taking this in. As a soldier, he had long lived, albeit
reluctantly, with the idea that he mght be killed at any noment. Now that was
no |l onger true. How could the hermt have w eaked such havoc on his life?

He could still be harned, though. "I'mnot sure | want that," he said
slowy. "Can the spell be renoved?"

Darrend sighed. "Not by ne. | don't think anyone could do it. Your hermt
was either very lucky or an incredibly talented wizard. It would take a spel
nore powerful than all the ones he used put together to renove the
enchantnent, the way he has everything |inked up, and | doubt that any w zard
alive could handl e such a spell. | certainly can't. Ellran's Imorta
Animation is usually rated as an eighth-order spell, and that's just one of
the charms he used. Only one wizard in a hundred or so nakes it past
fourth-order enchantnents alive. On a good day, | can handl e one ei ght h-order
spell, but not a tangle like that; nobody | ever heard of short of Fendel the
Great could undo that mess." He paused, a startled |ook on his face. "I just
t hought of something," he said. "Nobody really knows what happened to Fendel
do you think he mght be your hermt?"

Val der shrugged. "I suppose he could be."

"Ch, probably not." Darrend waved the possibility away.

"Isn't there any other way of getting the enchantment off, other than
thi s inpossible counterspell?"

"Not that | know of. There are | egends about ways of canceling out
wi zardry entirely, like snuffing a candle, but |'ve never believed in them If
they existed, the northerners would have found them by now and used t hem
agai nst us."

Val der knew enough to disniss such scare stories.

"Why worry about it, though?" Darrend said. "You don't need to renove the
spell; it won't be that hard to live with, if you' re careful about draw ng and
not drawi ng the sword. You'll have to keep Wrikidor with you, of course --
| eaving a Truly Omned object around can be dangerous. If it takes a tidal wave
or an earthquake to bring it to you when the spell has built up enough
potential, you'll get a tidal wave or an earthquake and all the damage that
woul d cause. It's a ruthless sort of spell."

"Ch," Val der said. He had been thinking of quietly burying Wrikidor
somewhere to keep it from being drawn that hundred-and-first tine -- or
ni nety-ni nth or one-hundred-and-third or whatever.

"I think that covers the ownership angle," Darrend said. "Now, about the
sword's name and what it does. The hermit told you that 'Wrikidor' neans
"slayer of warriors,' but that's a bad translation. 'Mankiller' is closer. It
doesn't care if its victins are warriors, so long as they're hunman, nale, and
past puberty.”

"Ch," Val der said again. That explained why the sword had not killed the



dragon or the woman and why it had hesitated agai nst the hal f-human shatra.
"Furthermore, as you have discovered, it's "man killer,' not 'nmen

killer." It's only interested in taking one life each tine it's drawn.”

"I had noticed that," Val der agreed.

"Yes, |'msure you have. Each time it's drawmn it will kill a man as
qui ckly as you can provide it with a victim You'll want to be careful about
that. | think you can control which man of several it kills, but | doubt you
can hold it back entirely -- it needs to kill someone. You saw that with that
convict. Against its proper foe -- a single man -- it's as close to unbeatable
as wizardry can make it. You'll never need to worry about being outmatched.
Besides the Animation that lets it all work, it's got three separate bl essings
-- one of which | never encountered before -- and the Spell of Perpetua

Sharpness and a few other little charnms and cantrips. This hermt nmay have
been nmad, but he knew an anazi ng anount of magic and he didn't stint in using
it. If he could do sonething like this after nbost of his supplies were
destroyed, he'd certainly be an asset to the war effort."

"He said he had al ready served."

"I'f he did, he either kept his talents hidden, or has devel oped t hem
since -- or maybe he was kept secret. Ordinarily, I'"'msure |I'd have heard of
anyone with his abilities."

"He seened quite old," Valder said. "Maybe he was before your tinme. Maybe

he is this Fendel the Great you nentioned. | don't know "

"Well, whoever he is, you' ve got an inpressive weapon here. Not flashy,
but powerful. I'mreturning it to you -- no point in letting the Spell of
Owner ship get dangerous -- but | want to warn you to be extrenmely cautious

with it." He reached out and pulled the sword and scabbard fromthe table,
t hen handed themto Val der, who accepted both, then slid the blade into its
sheath and hung it on his belt.

"Cet to know it," Darrend said. "You and Wrikidor are going to be
together for the rest of your life, so you had better become accustoned to its
behavior. Be grateful that it hasn't got a mind of its own -- reflexes, yes,
but no mind that | can detect, no whins, no personality. It's a very powerful
and valuable item-- and a very dangerous one as well, both to you and to
others."

"Yes, sir." Valder was not absolutely certain that Darrend was
technically a superior officer, but he spoke |ike one and obvi ously comanded
consi derabl e respect, so that the "sir" seemed natural

"Remenber that it will keep you alive but not safe. Don't get
overconfident, or you might wind up so badly crippled or mai med that death
woul d be mercy. And don't forget that you're destined to die on its bl ade.
That sword is both friend and eneny; renenber that."

"Yes, sir." Valder did not think he was likely to forget anything of such
vital personal inportance.

"I've passed on a conplete report, and your superiors are considering
just what to do with you. Since your old unit is disbanded, you'll be given a
position here, | understand. | think they' |l probably find sone special use
for you and Wrikidor -- it would be a shame to waste such a sword's talents.”

"Yes, sir." Valder was still too busy absorbing what he had been told to
wonder about what special duties he night be given.

"I believe the general had hoped we m ght produce nore swords |ike

Wrikidor -- after all, a weapon that can kill shatra at close range is
i mpressive. Unfortunately, though we have identified nost of the spells on it,
we can't figure out how to reproduce nost of themw thout killing half a dozen

people in doing it, so it looks as if you, Valder of Kardoret, are going to
remai n uni que. "

Val der could think of no sensible reply to that. After a nonent's pause
he sinply said again, "Yes, sir."

"That's all,"” Darrend said, notioning toward the tent flap. Valder got to
his feet.
"Yes, sir," he repeated, as he stepped out into the sunlight.



CHAPTER 14

Val der settled quietly on his cot, Wrikidor on his hip, and mulled over
what Darrend had told him

The wi zard had seenmed very sure of his findings. Valder saw no reason to
di spute them but had vague recoll ections of once hearing that nagica
anal ysis of enchanted weaponry was not always reliable. He gl anced down at the
sword in the dimess of the tent. It |ooked Iike an ordinary sword, just as it

al ways had, yet its power had supposedly made himvirtually imortal -- so
long as he did not draw the sword too often. About a hundred times, the w zard
had said. Since leaving the marsh he had drawn it three -- no, four times. He

had killed the coast-watcher, the swordsman, the shatra, and the prisoner

That left himw th a mninumof ninety-four and a maxi num of ninety-eight nore
drawi ngs, which seened |ike a safe enough margin. Very few soldiers actually
confronted a hundred eneny soldiers at close range in their whole careers, |et
al one killed that many. He hinmself had served six years before Wrikidor's
enchant nent wi t hout ever being sure he had killed anyone.

O course, there was the mention of possible special duty. That prospect
m ght prove troubl esone. He was a scout and preferred to remain a scout if he
was to be a soldier at all. He tried to think what unusual service Wrikidor's
characteristics would be suited to.

He certainly wasn't going to be a fencing instructor, or anything else
where he mght need to draw his sword for any reason other than battle to the
death. That elimnated sentry duty and guarding prisoners, as well, unless he
were to carry a second sword, which would be awkward, to say the | east.

He could be a fine executioner, but that seemed a waste of the sword's
power. Besides, he violently disliked the idea. He did not like killing
anyt hi ng, especially not people, nost particularly Ethsharites. The fact that
they woul d be hel pl ess prisoners nade it even worse. Not, he rem nded hinsel f,
that the arny had beheaded anyone in centuries or that they used a
prof essi onal executioner in the first place. Mirderers and deserters and so
forth were usually hanged by whoever was handy. The poor fool he had killed in
the general's tent had been an exception; dying by the sword usually happened
only in battle.

He tried to approach the question logically. Wrikidor's magi c was
directed toward keeping himalive and killing other nen one at a tinme, if the
wi zards had analyzed it correctly. The men that his superiors would presunably
nost like to kill would be the eneny's soldiers. Therefore, it followed that
Val der woul d be sent to kill enemny sol diers.

How was that a special duty? And would it be practical to send himinto
battl e when he would need to sheathe his sword after each killing before its
power woul d serve agai n?

He sighed and gave up. Whatever the special duty might be, it was likely
to be dangerous and unpl easant, and there was no point in making life
unpl easant by worrying about it sooner than necessary. He would have plenty of
time to worry when he knew what was to happen. Watever the duty, he could

live with it -- or if not, he would find some way out. There was al ways a way
out .

Wth that thought, he rolled over and went to sleep

He found hinmself in a dream-- very obviously a dream as huge runes on
the wall in front of himspelled out, "This dreamis being provided by

Sharassin of Shan." He supposed such runes might be drawn on a real wall
somewhere, but he had no reason to doubt what they said in this instance; he
felt as if he were dream ng. As soon as he had read them the runes withed
about and reforned to say, "Dreams and comuni cation w zardry of all sorts at
reasonabl e rates."

That seermed to conplete the advertisenents; the runes faded away, | eaving
himstaring at a blank stone wall.



"Hell o, Valder," a famliar voice called from behind. He turned.

He was in a library; the walls of rough gray stone were nostly hidden by
shel ves of books and scrolls. The ceiling was coffered wood, the floor
polished flags. In the center of the chanber stood a | arge oaken table, and
sitting atop the table was a handsonme young man in his late teens, wearing
mlitary tunic and kilt but no breastplate or helnmet. Hs curly black hair was
in disarray, his eyes bright, and a broad grin covered his face. Val der
recogni zed himinmedi ately as his forner bunkmate, Tandellin Landin's son

"They told me you were still alive, but I wanted to see for nyself,"
Tandel | i n sai d.

Val der grinned back. "And they told me that you were still alive, and
figured | had best |eave well enough alone. Wat's this spell costing you?"

"Ch, not all that nuch; Sharassin's a friend of mine. All | had to do was
buy her the ingredients and provide her with a few vials of blood -- but one
of the ingredients was a pan of beaten silver, so you better appreciate this!"

"Ch, | do!" Valder hastened to reply. "How | ong do we have?"

Tandel l in shrugged. "lI'mnot sure -- | think until you wake up."

"Plenty of time, then -- | just went to sleep." He hesitated. "At |east,
| think I just went to sleep, but you know how dreans are."

"Well, let's not waste it, then. Tell nme what happened -- we all thought
the northerners got you when they first came chargi ng down out of the woods at
us."

Val der related his adventures, glad to be able to do so at his own speed
and wi t hout being conpletely serious about everything. Even though he had told
the story several tinmes, this was the first chance he had had to tell it to a
friend rather than an interrogator.

VWhen he had fini shed he asked, "And what about you?"

"Ch, | was just sitting in canp when the attack cane. At first | was out
there with ny bow and sword, |ike everybody el se, but, when we saw that we
didn't stand a chance, Captain Lorret sent half a dozen men south to see if we
could find reinforcenents. He picked the youngest, | suppose because he
t hought we could run fastest -- | was the |ast one he chose, and he told ne to
head straight for General Gor's fortress. | did -- and I'mstill here, because
| was too tired to go back out and fight after I got here. | was up on the

ranparts with a bow when the eneny finally got this far, though; don't think I
hit anything. And | may have been spending sone time with w zards, but |
haven't gotten ny sword enchanted -- just ny heart. O maybe sonmewhere | ower
down. You'll have to see Sharassin sone tine; she's really... well, you'l

have to see her."

Val der | aughed. Even though it was only a dream it felt good; he had not
| aughed nmuch in recent nmonths. It was indescribably good to know that soneone,
somewhere, still cared about him He had lost contact with his famly years
earlier, and friends had cone and gone; of themall, only Tandellin had taken
the trouble to find himagain.

He asked after other friends and was di smayed by how nany had di ed or
vani shed. After that, the conversation ranbled on, largely taken up with the
gossip of the Fortress.

Tandel lin was making a | ewd suggestion as to why General Gor hadn't yet
marri ed when Val der suddenly felt hinmself seized and shaken. The library walls
wavered and di mred around him "I rust be waking up,"” he called. "Stay in
touch!"™ Then Tandellin and the library were gone, and he was |lying on his cot
in General Karannin's canp, |ooking up at two hard-faced guardsnen, their
features eerily lighted by a single shaded | antern

He gl anced around the tent. Radler and Korl were watching silently from
their beds; Tesra slept on, oblivious.

"Come on," one of the guardsnen demanded, in a voice |ike stone scraping
st one.

Val der made a vague noi se of agreenent and rolled off the cot onto his
feet, somehow nanagi ng not to snag Wrikidor on anything. He started to snooth
down his hair and adjust his clothing, but the guardsnen politely convinced



hi m not to bother by grabbing his arms and noving himgently but irresistibly
out of the tent.

Val der went al ong without further argunent or delay. Apparently, he
t hought, he was about to find out what special duty had been chosen for him

The guardsmen said nothing further but nerely escorted himto an
undi sti ngui shed tent near the dragon pens. They thrust himinside and then
vani shed into the night.

I nside he found hinself facing two nen, a tall, brown-haired officer and
a short, pale man in civilian attire but wearing a sword on his belt like a
sol di er.

“I"'m Captain Endarim" the officer said. "You re Val der of Kardoret?"

Val der acknow edged his identity.

"Good. | think we've figured out what to do with you."

No answer seened to be called for, so Valder said nothing. He | ooked
politely interested and gl anced at the other man, inviting an introduction
None cane.

"Darrend and the rest have expl ai ned sonething of the workings of your
sword to ne," the officer said. "They have al so sworn, under oath to a good
t heurgi st, that they have no chance of duplicating it. That neans that you're
uni que and a resource not to be wasted." He rose up onto his toes for a
nmonent, then dropped back, as if enphasizing his point.

"Yes, sir," Valder answered noncommittally. He did not particularly care
to be called a resource. This was a rude contrast to his warning nagical chat
with Tandel |'in.

"We' ve been giving the matter considerable thought as to how best to
enpl oy you. Putting you in open conbat seens wasteful. You would need to be
constantly sheat hi ng and unsheat hi ng your sword to be really effective, and
you m ght get yourself killed in between."

"Yes, sir," Valder said again, noting to hinmself that this ponpous
captain seemed to be unaware of the semi-imortality the sword theoretically
provided. Even if he could not be killed, however, he had no desire to be cut
up, so the point was essentially correct.

"You' ve been trained in reconnai ssance and have denonstrated over the
past few nonths that you can take care of yourself and survive al one behind
the enemy lines. You can, as | understand it, kill any nan with ease and with
great speed -- that should allow you to deal with sentries. I'"'mtold the sword
provides a certain nmeasure of protection, though I'mnot clear on that. And
you're ideally suited to fighting individuals, rather than groups. It seens to
us, therefore, that there is one job exactly right for a man with your
talents. W want to send you after not just eneny soldiers, but the really
i nportant nen anong the enemy -- generals, sorcerers, menbers of the
government, and so forth. Each such man you renove is worth dozens, maybe
hundreds, of eneny soldiers. Do you foll ow ne?"

Val der followed himall too well. "You want me to be an assassin?"

"That's an ugly word, but you do have the right idea."

“I'"mnot sure..."

Endarimcut himoff. "Before you go any further, let ne say that the pay
for such work is excellent. You would rate as a captain to start and go up
fromthere. You would have no ot her duties; when not working, your time would
be your own."

"I't's not that," Valder said. "I"'mjust not sure that | could do the job.
| don't know how to find these men you want nme to kill, for exanple, and
really don't like the idea of killing..."

"OfF course you don't like the idea of killing," Endariminterrupted him
"But this is war, soldier. The nore damage we do to the northerners, by
what ever method, the less they'lIl be able to do to us. If you can kill one
eneny sorcerer, you m ght be saving the lives of a dozen or nore of your own
conrades in arnms! As for the technical problens, our w zards will help you

with those. W have used assassins before. Finding targets and delivering our
men to the right area has never been very difficult. The probl em has al ways



been getting through the personal defenses and getting our man out alive --
and your sword should make that part nuch easier."

B

"Listen, Valder, we prefer to have volunteers for this sort of work, but
you're a special case. | can order you to take on assassination duty if | have
to, because you are, w thout a doubt, one of the nost prom sing candi dates
we' ve ever had, thanks to that sword, and we need a good assassin right now.
W woul d prefer that you go willingly, because that would greatly inprove your
chances of survival, but we don't insist onit. If you refuse an order, we may
even resort to a geas."

"Are you ordering ne, then, sir?"

"No, I'"'mnot -- not yet, Listen, try it once and see what you think. If
it's that nuch worse than regul ar conbat for you, maybe we can put you
somewhere el se -- but that magic sword you've stunbled onto doesn't entitle
you to any nore panpering than any other man in the Ethsharitic armny, soldier
and, one way or another, you're going to fight and you're going to kill."

"Yes, sir." Valder was not happy, but he saw that his only options were
obedi ence or desertion -- and he was not a deserter. He knew, firsthand, that
the northerners were ruthless and were out to destroy Ethshar. He | oved his
honel and and its people, even if he had never actually seen very much of
either. All he knew was the armnmy, since that was all he had seen since turning
si xteen, and a healthy young man wasn't wel conme anywhere el se. He had no
choice. He liked to believe that there was al ways a way out of everything, but
he coul d not see one here.

"Good," the captain said. "Very good. |I'll have your formal orders drawn
up tonorrow, and you'll start drawi ng pay at your new rank."

"Yes, sir."

"And Valder -- | wouldn't tell anyone what you're doing. It wouldn't do

any good for everyone to know we use assassins, and |'msure it wouldn't do
you, personally, any good. It may seem dashing and romantic at first, but
assassins are never really popular. They make peopl e nervous."

"Yes, sir." Valder had wondered vaguely why he had been brought here in
the mddl e of the night and now guessed that it was to maintain the secrecy of
t he assassi nation project.

"I f anyone asks, you're a wizard's assistant now. "

"Yes, sir."

"Good. You'll start inmmediately. Kelder, here, will tell you what to do."
The captain waved at the civilian. Valder |ooked at him openly curious now

"Come on," the man called Kel der said, speaking for the first time. He
had a high, thin voice.

Val der | ooked hi mover. He was short, of nediumbuild, with an unusually
scraggly beard and nustache. H's skin was unhealthily pale, his hair a
nondescri pt brown and thinning. His clothes were of undistingui shed cut and
material, though better than peasants wore. The sword on his belt was standard
mlitary issue, very like Wrikidor in appearance.

After this brief appraisal, Valder glanced back at the captain, who was
already turning his attention el sewhere, |ooking at a stack of papers on his
cot. Wth a nental shrug, Valder turned and followed the civilian out of the
tent.

They headed directly toward the back of the canp, past the dragon pens
and the last fewrows of tents and into canptown, where the vintners and
whores, undaunted by the late hour, still plied their trades. The main canp
was nostly dark, but here about half the tents were still brightly |ighted,
often with rmulticolored | anterns. Val der heard singi ng somewhere and nearly
tri pped over two soldiers |ying semconscious in the dirt, obviously very
dr unk.

Kel der |l ed the way past the rowdi est area, past the bright [anterns and
thinly clad wonen, alnost to the edge of the circle of wives' tents that
served as a market. He ducked suddenly into a small tent, the abrupt change in
course catching Val der by surprise.



He started, then foll owed.

Once settled on the dirt floor of the little tent -- there was no
furniture nor roomfor any; a quilted mat served as a bed -- Val der denanded,
"Who in Hell are you, anyway?"

“"I"'mcalled Kelder," the other replied. "No parentage, no birthplace, no

eponym -- just Kelder. I"'ma spy." He sniled, as if he had just made a j oke.
Val der stared at himuncertainly, not sure whether he was joking or not.
"Seriously," the little man went on, "lI'ma spy. In fact, I'"'min charge

of espionage for this entire front, which, unfortunately, doesn't nean nuch,
because we haven't got any espionage to speak of here. Ceneral CGor sent ne to
fix that, and | happened to arrive in time to hear about you and your sword.
You may be interested to know that we have seven w zards and two w tches
searching for your nysterious hermit with all the magic at their disposal, and
a relay of theurgists praying for information about him W take this very
seriously. A scouting party will be sent up the coast to look for him as
well. So far we haven't found anything, but a wizard who can casually throw
around eighth-order spells is worth a little effort. W don't have very many
of them Whether we find himor not, though, we have you and Wri ki dor."

Val der could think of nothing to say; he stared at the man in the
di mess; the only Iight was what seeped through the tent's canvas.

"l suppose you're feeling overwhelned by all this. You' ve gone from being
an ordinary scout to an uninportant bit of coastline to being involved in al
sorts of strange things, tangled up with wi zards and spies and assassins. Life

can be like that. 1'd like to give you tinme to sort it all out, but I"'mafraid
we can't spare any. I'mto train you, and then you'll start work. Ten days
fromnow, with any luck, you'll kill the Northern Empire's chief sorcerer on

the western front."

Val der started to protest.

"Let me rephrase that," Kelder said. "Wthin the next ten days you'l
give Wrikidor the opportunity to kill the eneny's chief sorcerer on the
western front." He smiled. "You' re going to be very useful, Valder."

Val der was not at all sure of that, but he did not argue.

| f assassination proved unbearable, he could botch it, and they would
reassign him He found it inpossible to believe that he was going to kill any
sorcerers,

Ni ne nights later, as he stood over the body of a dead sorcerer, he stil
found it hard to believe.

CHAPTER 15

Hs first five assassinations were made in fairly quick succession, at
two- or three-day intervals; each tine Kelder told himhowto find and
identify his target, each time a wizard or two got himinto the general area
and each time he managed to get in and out w thout serious injury. Two of the
five were sorcerers; he was never told just who the other three were.

Wri ki dor disposed of all of themin short order, in addition to dealing
with assorted guards and other interference. Val der had been pl easantly
surprised to discover that sorcerers died as easily as anybody el se, once the
bl ade reached them he had expected themto be at |east as bad as the shatra
had been, reaching for the sword or doing other eerie, disconforting things
after they should have been dead. His fears proved unfounded; sorcerers folded
up and died just |ike anybody el se when their throats were cut.

This was not to say he had no trouble; one sorcerer had had an ugly netal
talisman that spat magical fire at himand gashed his left armrather badly.
Val der had brought the talisman back with himafter killing the man but turned
it over to Darrend for study and never saw it again.

After the fifth mssion, he was left alone for a full sixnight, giving
himtinme to recover -- and tine to think

At m devening of the sixth day he lay sprawl ed on his cot, staring at the



dark canvas overhead. His left armstill ached dully where the sorcerous wound
had been, despite a pronpt and nostly effective healing spell; that ache
conbined with the Iingering effects of an inadequate di nner washed down wth
oushka made it difficult to concentrate.

It had not been good oushka, either; Valder suspected it was made locally
and was quite certain it was watered. Watered oushka was repl acing wi ne as the
standard tipple, because wi ne was becom ng i npossi bly expensive, due to short
suppl y.

Several supplies were running | ow, which was why his di nner had been
rat her skinpy. The arny was relying ever nore heavily on forage rather than
proper supply caravans, and grasslands and forests did not provide very nuch
in the way of forage. Sustenance spells were being left intact when nmen cane
in frompatrol in order to save food -- and because fewer w zards were
avail abl e to renew them when the men were sent out again.

In fact, it seenmed to Val der that every resource was being stretched
thin. The magi cal assistance provided for his assassinations varied from ni ght
to night, according to what was avail able, and there was no |onger a single
witch in the entire canp. He had heard fromhis tentmates that entire
regiments were going into battle with no magi cal support at all. No nore
troops were comng up fromthe rear, and the canp had been stripped, |eaving
Val der wonderi ng whet her any repl acenents were being sent to the front. He was
not sure what had beconme of the nen and material, but they did seemto be far
less plentiful than in times past.

Could it be, he asked himself through a thin haze of pain and al cohol
that the war really was drawing to a close? It didn't seem possible -- yet it
didn't seem possible that the army could stretch itself much further, either

VWhat woul d happen, he wondered, if the war did end? What woul d becone of
hi n? What did he want to do with his |ife? What did one do with a life that
m ght |ast forever if he could avoid draw ng his sword?

Val der supposed that one did very nmuch the same thing one did with any
life. No one ever knew how | ong he would live, after all; Valder did not know
how | ong he would live -- nerely that the rules were different for him

But then, what did he want to do with hinself, whether for a nornmal span
or all eternity?

He knew what he did not want. He did not want to kill anybody el se.
Counting the various guards and others, as well as his intended targets, and
adding in the four he had killed before reaching canp, he had drawn Wri ki dor
seventeen tines, and seventeen nen had died on its blade. That was too nany.
| f peace actually came, he did not intend to draw Wri ki dor agai n.

He did not want any sort of adventure any nore. He had had quite enough
of that, first with his three nonths in the wilderness and then with his five
assassinations. He wanted to settle down quietly somewhere, with a place of

his own and perhaps a fanmily. Not a farm-- he had no interest in working the
soil and was not fond of tending aninmals. A shop, perhaps -- he knew not hi ng
of the nercantile trades, but they seemed appealing.

H s head hurt. He reminded hinself that he was still a soldier and that
the war was still going on, as it always had. The war woul d probably be going
long after he was dead, even if he lived to a ripe old age. The prom se of
living forever was still too new and too incredible to accept, after |iving

all his life in the sure know edge of his own nortality, so he ignored it for
t he present.

He woul d be a soldier until he had served his full thirty years if the
war went on. He would be forty-six when he was finally di scharged, just over

twice his present age. That was hard to inagine. Some nmen were still strong
and healthy at that age -- CGeneral Anaran was fifty or so, but was said to be
still in perfect condition. Valder mght be equally lucky and energe stil

vi gorous, ready to start a new career. The arny usually offered such nen
promotions or other incentives to re-enlist, but Valder told hinmself that he
woul d never be so foolish as to be swayed by such bl andi shnents. He woul d go
and open a shop sonmewhere, dealing in wnes, perhaps. He could | eave Wri ki dor



in a back roomand forget about it. Even just working for some wealthy
nmer chant m ght be enjoyable; every civilian business was al ways short of nmen,
since the arny got first pick

He had been taking orders all his life -- first fromhis parents and then
fromhis officers. Taking orders froma nerchant could be no worse, and he
woul d have none of the risks or responsibilities of running his own business.

On the other hand, he was getting tired of taking orders from anybody and
he still had two dozen years to serve. There was no knowi ng what he woul d be
like at forty-six. People change, he decided, including hinself.

He had just reached this profound conclusion when the tent flap swing
open and Kel der entered.

Startled, Valder swng his feet to the floor and sat up. Before he could
rise, Kelder said, "Don't get up yet."

Val der stopped where he was, |ooking up at the self-proclained spy.

"May | sit?" Kelder asked politely.

Val der gestured at the enpty cot opposite, and Kelder settled on it.

Val der was puzzl ed; he had assumed when he first saw Kelder that his rest was
over and he was going to be sent out to kill another northerner, but in that
case, he would ordinarily have been sumoned either to Kelder's tent in
Canptown or Captain Endarim s near the dragon pens for a briefing. He was not
sure what to think now, this change in the pattern m ght nean anything. He
tried to deci de whether he dared protest again that he did not want to be an
assassin; after he had been successful on his mssions no one had taken his
claimseriously any nore.

They had no idea what it was like, alone and terrified in the eneny's
canps and cities, knowing that the only way he woul d be brought back was if he
either conpleted his task or was seriously injured. He was no hero; he hated
t he thought of pain and carried out his assassinations as quickly and
efficiently as he could so that he could go honme that rnuch faster

Kel der knew his views, but had still sent himout repeatedly. He deci ded
there was no point in rehashing the matter

"I was begi nning to wonder what had happened to you,'

he sai d i nstead.

"I was away," Kelder replied. "But now |I'm back. | have your new orders."

"What new orders?"

"From General CGor. | told himabout you, and he thinks you're being
wasted here, killing sorcerers and adm nistrators."

Val der was unsure whet her that was good or bad. Miuch as he hated what he
had been doing, it was always possible that what General Gor had in mind for
hi m woul d be even worse

He suppressed a slight shiver at the thought of General Gor thinking
about himat all. Gor commanded the entire | and-based Ethsharitic mlitary
west of the Great River's basin, after all; he was one of the four or five
nost powerful men in Ethshar, along with General Anaran and General Terrek and
Admi ral Azrad, and perhaps whoever was the current civilian head of state.

"What," Valder said at |ast, "does Ceneral Cor have in m nd?"

"I wouldn't presume to guess General Gor's thoughts, Valder -- and
woul dn't say, even if | did. However, your orders state that you're to be
transferred from General Karannin's command to General Gor's personal staff,
effective immediately, with the sane title and position. It seens to ne --
though this is strictly a guess, and |I'Il deny ever saying it -- that our
illustrious commander has no objection to your current services other than the
choi ce of targets."

"More assassi nations, then?"

"I would think so."

"What if | refuse?”

"Don't be silly, Valder. That would be treason; you know that."

"But damm it, Kelder, | don't want to be an assassin! It scares ne half
to death, and |I hate killing people -- | get sick to ny stomach."

"There are tinmes when | don't |ike being a spy."

"I wouldn't mnd spying as much, | don't think. Couldn't | do that?"



"Ch, maybe you will; | can't say. I'mjust here to give you your orders
and get you safely to Gor's headquarters on the coast. It's too |late tonight;
we | eave at dawn."”

"But..." Valder's objections trailed off.

Kel der sniled ruefully. "I synpathize, Valder, honestly. You have no
choi ce, though. That hermit trapped you for |life when he enchanted your sword;
we can't possibly allow something like that to remain unexploited."

Val der glared resentfully at Wrikidor where it hung at the foot of his
bed.

Kel der stood up and pulled the tent flap open. "W | eave at dawn," he
sai d.

Val der wat ched hi mgo, then |ay back, hoping that somehow dawn woul d not
cone.

Dawn came on schedul e, however, and they departed.

Val der was startled by the transportation provided. They rode no horses,
used no levitation spells; instead, Kelder led himto a small | avender tent in
the magicians' circle, enpty save for a rich tapestry that seened stupendously
out of place in a nmlitary canp. It hung froma crossbar nailed to the rear
tentpole, its ornately fringed | ower edge dragging in the dirt, and depicted a
seascape seen froma stone ranpart.

Kel der calmy wal ked directly into the tapestry, pulling Valder in after
hi m

To his astonishnment, he found hinself standing on the seaward battl enent
of General Cor's coastal fortress, Kelder at his side. The salt air washed
into his nostrils, and he realized for the first time how accustoned he had
become to the stench of General Karannin's canp, conpounded |argely of sweat,
dust, and cattle. The sun was rising behind himand pouring out across the
sea, lighting the wave crests with gold.

He turned around, expecting to see an opening back into the little tent,
but instead he saw t he upper court of the Fortress.

"Now, that tapestry,"” Kelder remarked. "That's a twel fth-order spell, and
it took a very good wizard a year to produce it, but it does conme in handy.
They carefully avoid changing this section of the ranparts so that it wll

keep working. It has its drawbacks -- you'll notice that it only works one way
and that we had to |l eave the tapestry behind. It will be shipped wherever it's
needed next. | wanted to get you here i mediately, and there sinply isn't

anything faster, so | requisitioned the tapestry; nobody else was using it
just now, so | was able to get it."

Val der was still staring about in amazenment at the solid stone of the
Fortress, trying to convince hinmself it was not a dreamor illusion. "Ch," he
said. Then a thought struck him "Wy did you wait until dawn, if the tapestry
wor ks instantly?"

"Because the tapestry depicts this spot just after dawn, of course. W'd
arrive at dawn regardl ess of when we left, and | prefer a good night's sleep
to several hours in sone wizardly |inbo. W could have entered the tapestry at
any hour, true enough, but we would not arrive here until the hour the
tapestry showed, regardless of howlong a wait that nmight require. W woul dn't

have noticed anything; to us the trip would still be instantaneous, but we
woul d actually have | ost those nighttine hours. | did that once; it messed up
nmy sl eeping schedule for days. And the weather can affect it, too -- in fact,

we may have missed a day or two if the weather was bad, but the
prognostications were all favorable, so | don't think we have."

"I never heard of anything |like that before."

"Of course not; it's amlitary secret, |ike alnost any useful nagic.
Only the Wzards' @uild and inportant officers know anythi ng about nost of the
nore powerful w zardry. You'd be anazed what wi zardry can do; there are spells
for any number of things you would never have thought possible.”

"Coul d they make nore tapestries?"

"There are others, but right now no wi zard can be spared for |ong enough
to make nore."



Val der was over his shock and begi nning to think again. "Couldn't they
use themto dunp assassins, or whol e regi ments, behind eneny |ines, maybe
right in the eneny's capital ?"

Kel der sighed. "It's a lovely theory, isn't it? But it won't work. The
wi zard making the tapestry needs to see the scene he's weaving very, very
clearly. If it isn't absolutely perfect, right down to the smallest detail,
the tapestry won't work -- or at |east won't work properly. W don't have any
way of seeing clearly enough behind eneny lines; our scrying spells are good
enough for nost needs, but not for making these tapestries.”

After a nmoment's pause he added, "Yet."

Val der deci ded agai nst pursuing the matter; instead he | ooked around the
battl ements. He had seen this fortress froma distance, assuming that it was
i ndeed CGeneral CGor's headquarters, but he had never before been inside its
wal |'s. Tandel lin was here sonmewhere, he renenbered.

The place was inpressive. The stone walls appeared to be several feet
thick, and the outer faces were steep enough that he could see nothing of them
fromwhere he stood. He did not care to |l ean very far out over the seaward
parapet; the height was dizzying.

From where he stood, he could see nothing beyond the fortress walls but
the sea, the sky, a few gulls, and, very far off in the northeastern distance,
a line of dark green hills. The citadel was built atop the highest ground in
the area, a jagged cliff that towered above broken rocks right at the ocean's
edge -- Val der renmenbered that fromhis previous visit.

The wal |l he stood upon stretched for al nbst a hundred yards in either
direction; behind it, the courtyard was nore than a hundred feet across, but
| ong enough that that seemed di sproportionately narrow Dozens, perhaps
hundreds of people were going about their business there. Men were sharpeni ng
swords or practicing their use, women were hanging clothes out to dry, and
menbers of both sexes were sitting or standing in pairs or groups, talking.
Of at the northern corner, two sentries peered out over the ocean; to the
south, a bend in the wall and a small guardhouse hid the next pair from
Val der.

"Well," Kelder said, "if you' ve finished admiring the view, we have an
appoi ntnent with one of General Cor's staff, a Captain Dumery, who is to get
you settled in and tell you your next assignnent.”

"Ch," Val der said unenthusiastically. He had no interest in any
assignments, and the nere nention of one had ruined his enjoynent of his
sur roundi ngs.

Kel der ignored the soldier's tone and Il ed the way to one of the
staircases down into the court. They descended and, fromthe foot of the
steps, proceeded across the court, through a vestibule into a corridor, down a

flight of stairs, back al ong another corridor, across a large hall, along
still another corridor, down another flight, across yet another corridor into
a smaller hall, fromthere into an antechanber, and finally into a small room

lined with tightly packed shel ves. Val der was startled to see a small w ndow
slit with a view of the ocean; he had gotten turned around and woul d have
guessed that they were deep in the interior of the Fortress, facing south
toward the shipyards, and nowhere near the seaward side.

The room was inhabited by a small, white-haired man who invited themto
sit down. He hinmself was perched on a stool, so that, when Val der and Kel der
took the two | ow chairs provided, he could, short as he was, still |ook down

on his visitors.
"You're Val der?" he asked. Hi s voice was thin but steady.
Val der nodded.
"That's Wri ki dor?"
"Yes," Val der said.
"I't works the way Darrend says it does?"
"It seens to."
"Good. Then we want you to kill the Northern Enperor.”
Val der stared up at the old man in silent astoni shment. Kel der started



and said, "You're not serious!"

The white-haired nan shrugged. "Ch, well, maybe I'mnot. If we can locate
him however, | think this man m ght be our best shot. After all, that sword
is |like nothing anyone has ever had before, so far as | know, and they
probably have no defense against it. They can defend agai nst just about
everything el se we throw at theml" He sighed. "Unfortunately, we can't |ocate
him Never could. So we'll be sending you agai nst anyone inportant we can
| ocate, Valder. Any problemw th that?"

"Ah," Valder said, trying to give hinmself time to think

"You know, | assunme, that the sword is going to turn on me eventually,
after a certain nunber of draw ngs."

"Yes, of course -- but you have a long way yet to go. Darrend told ne
that it would take a hundred or so deaths before it could kill you, and you've

only used up what, maybe five?"

"Seventeen," Valder corrected him
"So many? Ah, well, that still |eaves us with eighty-three, give or take
a couple."

Val der was desperately unhappy at the sound of this, but could not think
how to phrase a protest. Before he could work out what to say, the
white-haired man raised a hand in dismissal. "I'lIl call you when we need you,"
he said. "My secretary will tell you where to go."

Val der started to speak, but Kel der shushed himand hurried himout of
the room

CHAPTER 16

Wil e Val der remained inside the fortress walls, life as General Cor's
assassin was not unpl easant. The food was good and plentiful, where the neals
in General Karannin's canp had not been, although a far larger portion of it
was seafood than Val der m ght have |iked. The floors were dry stone, rather
than dirt or nmud, and nobst of them had sone sort of covering, whether carpets,
rush matting, or at least strewn straw, so that they were not unpleasantly
cold and hard underfoot. He had been assigned his own little roomdeep in the
bowel s of the stronghold, with a tiny slit of window letting in air and, for a
few hours a day when the sun was in the right part of the sky, light. He could
not see out of the opening, which was eight or nine feet fromthe floor, but
he judged it to be facing southwest.

To keep him from being called upon for nmenial duties, he had been issued
new clothing. H s worn and weat hered ol d uniformwas di sposed of, and he was
instructed that fromnow on he was to wear the gray-and-black tunic and bl ack
kilt that indicated the wearer to be perforni ng sonme special service for
Ceneral CGor. This outfit was nore practical for sneaking about at night and
had a certain drastic el egance, but Valder thought it unconfortably
rem ni scent of northern uniformnms; he was reluctant to be seen in it until he
had observed other people in the Fortress, including Kelder, simlarly
attired.

He quickly discovered that the new uni form had one very definite
advantage: it attracted wonen. Val der, unsure just what special services Cor
was in the habit of demandi ng, was not sure why this was so, but it was
undeni abl e that wonen who had scarcely glanced at himin his old green kilt
and battered breastplate now stared at himw th hungry eyes and | ooked for
excuses to speak with him Since he did not know when he m ght be sent off on
a mssion that could easily end in capture or mutilation, he refused to make
any sort of long-termarrangenents, but did spare an hour now and then to
acconpany a particularly eager or attractive young woman back to her quarters.

He hoped that such wonen were not disappointed, that the bl ack-and-gray
uni form had not led themto expect sonething nore than an ordinary nan.

He had been in the Fortress for alnost a day before he managed to find
Tandel l in. The youth's barracks was nowhere near the areas Val der found



hi nsel f frequenting; but once he had taken care of the mniml necessities of
settling in, he took the time to track down his former bunkmate.

Tandel |l i n had been permanently posted to the Fortress as part of the
garrison; he stood a watch on the ranparts for six hours a day and was on cal
as a messenger and errand boy for six nore. Calls cane frequently. Still, he
was able to find tine for a quiet drink and conversation with Valder in a
sel domused storeroomon the evening of the day follow ng Valder's arrival.

VWen they had exchanged a few polite phrases, Val der asked, "How are
things going? Still running errands for that w zard?"

"Sharassin? No."

The answer seened uncharacteristically brief. "Wat happened?" Val der
asked.

Tandel lin grinned crookedly. "If you nmust know, she found out where | had
been spending sone of nmy tinme when | was off duty and she wasn't. She didn't
take it well. Just as well; she was transferred out a few days ago, anyway."

Val der grinned back. "So where were you spending that tine -- or wasn't

it always the sane place?"

"Ch, it was the sane place all right. Her name is Sarai of the G een
Eyes. "

Val der waited, but Tandellin did not continue. "Wat's this?" he asked.
"No description? No suggestion that | really nust neet her? Could there be
somet hi ng speci al about Sarai of the G een Eyes?"

Tandellin's grin turned sheepi sh. "Maybe there is."

"Ah, well, congratulations, ny boy, if it's true." Val der was genuinely
pl eased. He was a great believer in |love and narriage, or so he had al ways
said -- though he had, as yet, no particular inclination in that direction for

hinself. It delighted himto see Tandellin showi ng signs of settling down,
giving up the wildness of youth. The world needed nore quietly settled people,
he was convi nced, something to provide stability and offset the chaos of the
eternal war.

That thought brought to mind his own part in the war, systematically
trying to produce chaos anong the enemy by killing the nen who kept order. He
wonder ed whet her any northerners were attenpting simlar missions in Ethshar
If so, they did not appear to be very successful, since the approximte
wher eabouts of the conmanders, Azrad, CGor, Terrek, and Anaran, were conmon
know edge, yet no assassins had killed any of them

G ven a choice, Val der decided, he would rmuch have preferred to be
mai nt ai ni ng order in Ethshar, rather than creating chaos in the Enmpire -- but
since acquiring Wrikidor he had had no choice. Wrikidor was very much an
agent of chaos, it seemed, and his superiors would not allow himto keep the
bl ade sheathed and ignore it, as he wanted to. Sonme time soon, when they had
found a target worthy of him he would once again be sent out to wield
Wrikidor. That took a great deal of the pleasure out of life in the Fortress.

It was three days after his arrival that Captain Dunery's secretary found
himand led himto his first briefing.

That first mssion went well; he was able to kill the eneny general they
had chosen quickly and without killing anyone el se. That brought his total to
ei ght een.

The next, three days later, was disastrous; Valder managed his part well
enough, but it was a joint mission, involving hinmself, a w zard who provi ded
magi cal transportation, and a cocky young thief, and the thief botched his
part. Valder and the wi zard made it back alive, though the w zard had a | ong
scar to show for it and Wrikidor's total was up to twenty-five, which did not
i ncl ude the intended target.

Twenty-five down, seventy-five to go -- or seventy-three or
seventy-seven. Val der al nost began | ooking forward to his next task; if he
kept on using Wrikidor at that rate, he would be forced to give up
assassination in a matter of nonths. Dunery could not order himto draw the
sword once the possibility of it turning on himbecane i mm nent. He would
still be a soldier, but no | onger an assassin; he could | eave Wrikidor safely



inits scabbard and fight with nore ordi nary weapons.

He had been resting up fromthat errand for a day or so when he was
sumoned, not to Captain Dunery's little office, but to nmeet General Cor
hinsel f. Wth sone trepidation, he went.

Cor of the Rocks was of medi um hei ght, but heavy, broad at shoul der and
hip, with thick black hair and beard. He stood with his feet planted well
apart, as if bracing hinself, and wore the standard brown tunic and green Kkilt
of the Ethsharitic army, his badges of rank hung in a bunch on a chain around
hi s neck.

"Val der, is it?" he said.

"Yes, sir," Valder answered.

"From now on you take orders from ne and nobody el se; not Captain Dunery,
not Kel der, not Azrad or Anaran or Terrek. You understand that? If | want you,
"Il send for you, but you take your orders for where to go and what to do
when you're outside this fortress fromne and ne alone. | don't want you
wasted on any nore nesses like that |ast one Dumery thought up. You did well
enough -- brought back Cardel, and the gods all know we need every w zard we
can get at this point -- but you shouldn't have been there in the first place.
Wast ed seven out of a hundred!"

"Yes, sir," Valder said with cal mresignation

"CGood. You're getting your food and pay on tine?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. This war is finally getting somewhere, Val der, and we need all the
hel p we can get, even swords with curses put on them by deranged hermits we
can't find, if they can be useful. You may not |ike what you're doing, and
woul dn't blame you. It's not exactly glorious, sneaking in and killing people
wi th an unbeatabl e nagic sword -- nore |like butchery than soldering, in a way.
Still, renmenber, it's useful. You' re doing sonething that may turn out to be
essential ."

"Yes, sir." He admired Gor's estimate of his own thoughts and attenpt to
answer them He did not agree with it; his objections were not rational but
enotional and had nothing to do with glory or its lack. Still, the general was
at least trying to help himaccept his role, which was nore personal attention
than he had expect ed.

"Good luck, then. 1'lIl send sonmeone when | need you."

Val der nodded, bowed, and withdrew

He was sonmewhat overwhel ned by General CGor, who had managed to cover
everything essential within three minutes, including his little speech of
encour agenent. On consideration, though, assassination was not so nuch |ike
butchery as like burglary, save that, rather than jewelry, Valder stole lives.

Wth Wrikidor's talents and habits, it did seemvery nuch |ike stealing.

It was ten days after that that Gor sent for him and gave hi m anot her
assi gnment .

Thi s one was pl anned very neatly and went off snoothly. That, Val der
di scovered, was to be the standard in his work for Gor. The general did not
pl an the assassinations hinself, but he did review the plans and nodify or
reject them if they were in any way flawed or inconplete.

Fromthen on, it was a rare and difficult mssion when Wrikidor was
drawn nore than once. The nissions canme | ess often, but seemed nore inportant.
Val der di sposed of the Enpire's mnister of transportation, assorted generals,
and even a prince, as well as unidentified targets. Assignnents cane, on the
average, one every three six-nights.

In between, he was free to roamthe Fortress, spending Tandellin's
of f-duty hours drinking and gaming with his old friend and spendi ng nost of
the rest of the time either with women or alone in his bed, staring unhappily
at the ceiling.

Wnter cane and went, and Val der continued his duties ever nore
reluctantly. The count of his victins mounted. He was horrified, after one
exceptionally conplex errand involving three related targets he took to be the
entire famly of a northern nobleman, to realize that he was no | onger



absol utely sure what the correct count was.

Qccasionally, one of his brief |iaisons devel oped into somnething nore;
the first was with a girl naned Hi nda, a few years younger than hinself, who
stayed in his roomfor alnost a nonth before finding a nore cheerfu
conpani on. She was foll owed by soneone who called herself Alir; Valder
suspected that that was not her real name, though the only reason for his
suspi ci on was her excessively romantic nature. She seened to be convinced that
Val der was doi ng sonething very exciting and gl ori ous whenever he was out of
the Fortress; she finally departed when, even in bed, he refused to say just
what it was that he did for General Cor.

He acquired friends of both sexes as well as |lovers, though none were
especially close. He grewto like Sarai of the Green Eyes, a vivacious girl of
ei ghteen or so, and was gl ad when Tandellin included her in their evenings
toget her. He encountered Kel der occasionally and found that, once the little
man was no |longer telling himwho to kill, he was pl easant conpany. He cane
actively to dislike Captain Durmery, who seened to resent having Val der renoved
fromhis authority. In this latter opinion he was joined whol eheartedly by
several of the men in Tandellin's barracks, but few agreed with his assessnent
of Kel der, who was generally considered to be a fool

The sunmmer of the year 4997 arrived, and, by the fourteenth of
Sunmer heat, Valder's count had hit eighty, give or take one. He lay alone in
his roomfor a long time, staring at the vaulted ceiling and considering this.

He had killed eighty nen. Wth the conni vance of the old hermit and his
enchanted sword, he had ended fourscore lives. Mst soldiers never actually
managed to kill anybody. In his six years of regular service, he had never
been certain he had killed anyone. He had drawn bl ood on occasion in
skirm shes or with his bow, but he had never known whet her anyone he had
struck had di ed.

Wrikidor, on the other hand, never left any roomfor doubt. He had
killed eighty men and sent eighty souls to wherever northerners' souls went --
Hel |, presunmably. Those nen m ght have been anything -- good, evil, or
somewher e between. He had no way of know ng anything but that they had been
the enem es of the Holy Ki ngdom of Ethshar

Wiy, he wondered, was it called a kingdon? So far as he knew, there had
never been an actual king. He had never been very clear on just how the
civilian governnent did operate, having spent his entire life under marti al
law in the | ands outside the traditional boundaries where there was only the
mlitary, but he thought he would have heard of a king if one existed.

VWhat woul d the gods think of a man who had killed ei ghty nen? Wuld they
condemn himas a nurderer or praise himfor doing so much to rid the world of
t he denon-gui ded eneny? Everyone agreed that the gods favored Ethshar over the
Empire, but not all agreed on why they did not directly intervene in the war,
even when petitioned. One school of thought maintained that they were, in
fact, waging war on an entirely different |evel, but were being countered so
exactly by the denons aiding the Northern Enpire that no sign of this conflict
penetrated to the world. Another school argued that the gods were so pure that
they could not take, were actually incapable of taking, any aggressive action
that they found violence so repugnant that they could not bear to help even
their chosen people in the violence of war. There were dozens of variations.
If the gods were repul sed by viol ence, though, then had Val der dammed hi nsel f
by wi el ding Wrikidor?

If he had, it was far too late to do anything about it now. He w shed
that he had never drawn the sword or that he had never told anyone how he had
cone to kill the shatra on the plain that day.

Hi s thoughts were interrupted by soneone shouting in the corridor outside
his room the words were unintelligible, and he tried to ignore the noise.

He was, he told hinself, a young man, scarcely twenty-three. He owned a
magi ¢ sword that woul d, supposedly, prevent himfromdying indefinitely. Yet,
| ess than a year after acquiring this wonderful weapon, |ess than a fourth of
the way through his termof service in the mlitary, he had used up



four-fifths of his ownership of the sword

That, he told hinself, was stupid. It was idiotic to go on squandering
his life inthis manner. Hs |life was tied to his ownership of the sword; with
each killing a part of his life slipped away. Hi s superiors were forcing him
to throw it away.

He woul d refuse, he prom sed hinmself, to continue doing so. As politely
as he could, he would tell CGeneral Gor at the first opportunity that he,
Val der of Kardoret, had done his duty, contributed his fair share to the war

effort, and would no | onger be avail able for assassinations. After all, they
could not kill him only Wrikidor could do that.
The shouting in the corridor was still going on, and now someone was

poundi ng on his door. Annoyed, he rose and lifted the latch

Tandel lin tunbled in, panting. "Val der, have you heard?"

"Heard what ?"

"The enemy has broken through on the eastern front, clear into the
honel and! A d Ethshar itself is under attack by denons, they say, real denons,
not just shatra! General Terrek is dead, and the Kingdomis in retreat.
Everyone is to be ready to | eave on a nonent's notice; the wi zards are getting
spel Il s ready, and we expect to be sent to the new front at any tine."

" Denons?"

"Ch, there are hundreds of stories about them There's definitely
somet hi ng new happeni ng! "

"Denons." Wrikidor would be of no use agai nst denmons. He knew of not hing
that would be -- but then, he did not know what woul dn't be, other than his
own sword with its insistence on killing nen. Nobody, so far as he knew, had
ever actually fought a denon before. Even the very few Ethsharitic
denonol ogi sts, or the theurgi sts who worked both sides, never directly fought
t he denons they conjured up, but instead controlled themthrough conpl ex
magi cal restraints and el aborate prayers that only the original summoner could
use. If the northerners had really unl eashed denons on Ethshar, the war m ght

wel |l end very soon -- perhaps with no victor at all
This, he thought, would be a good tine for the gods to intervene if, by
some chance, they had been waiting for the right nonent, |ike the magicians in

t he songs who al ways appeared in the |last stanza to rescue the doonmed heroes.

He strapped on his sword and headed for General Gor's office to see if he
had any orders. This was not, he knew, a good tine to try resigning fromhis
job as an assassin.

CHAPTER 17

Val der sat in the bare stone antechanber feeling stupid. Naturally, Gor
had been besieged with questions, advice, requests, demands, and information
he had no time to spare just now for an assassin. Valder knew that, had he
given it any thought, he would have realized as nmuch. What could an assassin
do in a battle agai nst denons?

Havi ng conme to offer his services, however, he was not about to slink
back to his room Instead he sat and waited while officers and messengers ran
in and out, so that he m ght be ready if sumoned and so he might catch a few
bits of information in passing. Al the nmagicians in the Fortress and sone
brought from el sewhere were busily gathering information -- the w zards by
various spells, the theurgists by prayer, the witches and the | one sorcerer by
arcane net hods Val der did not understand. Gor's two denonol ogi sts had utterly
failed to make contact with anything, or so runor had it, which seened to
confirmthat quite literally all the denons of Hell were |loose in the east.

As people hurried in and out, Valder could catch snatches of
conversation, and every so often someone woul d pause to rest, or be asked to
wait, and might be willing to answer a hurried question. Nobody seened very
sure of what was happeni ng. A steady babble poured out through the door of the
i nner chamber, but Val der could nmake sense of none of it.



Then, abruptly, the babble died. In the sudden silence as the echoes from
the stone walls faded, Valder heard a single voice exclaim "Gods!"

He heard questioning voices raised, and the silence was washed away as
quickly as it had cone by officers and nen demandi ng to know what had sil enced
t he nmagi ci ans.

Val der coul d not make out the reply and was astoni shed by an outburst of
wild cheering. He could stand it no longer. He rose and marched up to the
door.

"What' s happeni ng?" he demanded of the guard posted there.

"I"'mnot sure, sir," the soldier said, deferring to Valder's speci al

uni f orm

"You coul dn't hear what was said, what started the cheering?"

"I"'mnot sure, sir -- | think he said something about a counterattack
that the gods thensel ves had counterattacked. | don't really know The gods

couldn't do that, though, could they?" The soldier's voice was pleadi ng and
uncertain, though he struggled to maintain the properly stolid expression a
sentry was expected to have.

"I don't know, " Val der said. m no theol ogi an." The whol e affair seened
unreal. He knew very well that gods and denons existed, had al ways exi sted,
but, aside fromthe hal fbreed shatra, they had al ways been al oof from human
affairs, intervening in the world only when sumoned by el aborate invocations,
and even then usually offering little nore than advice and the occasi ona
petty miracle. Had this sonehow changed? The whol e uni verse seened to be
turning topsy-turvy around him

Val der found hinsel f wondering whether perhaps he wasn't |ying delirious
in a coastal marsh in the sumer of 4996, imagining it all. He had led an
ordinary life for twenty-two years, boring and predictable -- born to a
sol dier and his woman of the noment, raised in an assortnment of canps and
vill ages, signed up at sixteen and trained as a scout, and assigned to the
west ern coast where nothing of inportance ever happened. Then, suddenly,
everything had shifted. The eneny had attacked, seem ngly out of nowhere,
destroying his hone unit and driving himinto the w | derness, where he found
an old hernmt who had enchanted his sword and thereby granted himthe
possibility of eternal life -- or of a rather nasty doom That enchantnent had
made hi man assassin, prowing the streets of northern cities and canps that
nost of his former conrades never knew existed. Former conrades, because his
work as an assassin set himapart.

Al that, however, seened |ogical and coherent conmpared with the news
t hat demons were attacking eastern Ethshar and the gods thensel ves
counterattacki ng. The world had al ways been fraught with magic, controlled by
unseen forces, but those forces had been predictable unless mani pul ated by nen
and worren. The gods had never been prone to whins.

VWhat woul d this superhuman conflict nmean to the world, to the war -- to
Et hshar and to Val der?

The cheering in the inner room had spread, becone universal, and then
di ed down agai n. Now Val der heard the unm stakabl e tones of orders being
gi ven, and a stream of nen and wonen began pouring out past him Anong them
was Kel der, who spotted Val der and paused, stepping out of the onrushing human
current for a nonent.

"Go get sone rest,’

he said. "None of us can do anything right now, it's

all in the hands of the gods. That's not just a pious saying anynore, but the
literal truth. Go back to your room and get some sleep, so you'll be well
rested if we need to nove quickly. Everyone is getting this same order -- wait

and be ready. Go on."

Rel uctantly, Valder got to his feet and went. He was not in need of
sl eep, but he sank back on his cot again nonethel ess, one hand slipping down
the side of the mattress to grip the rope webbing beneath. He lay there,
staring at the ceiling, until he knew every joint in the vaulting and the
shape of every stone.

The uni verse was com ng apart in the east, and there was nothing he could



do about it.

Eventual |y he must have dozed off, because he was awakened by a knock on
t he door.

"What ?" he managed to say in reply.

"Everybody in the upper court -- Ceneral CGor has an announcenent.
Everybody up!"

VWoever the messenger was, he had a voice |like an aval anche. He roared
of f down the corridor, rousing all and sundry.

Val der was still fully dressed and, at this point, cared not at all about
hi s appearance, so that he rose imediately and w t hout cerenony headed for
t he upper court, hoping to find a spot where he could hear the genera
directly, rather than needing to rely on rel ays.

That hope did not |ast |ong once he reached the top of the stairs; his
corridor, not surprisingly, given its out-of-the-way | ocation, nust have been
anong the last to be called. Men, wonen, and even children janmred the
courtyard, and sone were standing on the surrounding ranparts as well. He
squeezed to one side to allow the people behind himto emerge and | ooked about
for General Gor, hoping that he would be able to foll ow the proceedi ngs from
where he was. The din was unbelievabl e, even under the open sky, as everyone
present seemed to be trying to guess what Gor was going to say.

Val der saw no point in that particular gane, since a brief wait would
tell all. He was nore interested in trying to figure out who all the hundreds
of people were. There seemed to be far nore present than he had thought the
Fortress housed; had some been summoned in from el sewhere?

Bef ore he could pursue this line of thought, he was pushed back by guards
energing fromthe stairway door; to his surprise, imediately behind them cane
the general hinself. Once out in the sun -- for the first tine Valder noticed
that it was late norning; he was unsure of what day -- CGor turned and ascended
one of the energency |l adders to the battlenents. To his surprise, Valder found
hi nsel f standing al nost directly below, in the front row of the entire nob. He
had expected General Gor to appear el sewhere, as had, apparently, al nost
everyone else; it took several mnutes for the noise to fade as people
gradual ly noticed Gor's arrival

VWhen at |ast the roar of conversation had died to a dull nuttering of
breath, shifting feet, and rustling garments, Gor took a deep breath and
announced in a powerful, carrying bellow, "I am Gor of the Rocks, heretofore
H gh Commander, Field Marshal, and General Commandi ng the Western Forces of
t he Holy Kingdom of Ancient Ethshar."

Val der wondered at this formality. Surely all present knew who Gor was!

"I have cone here today to tell you several things. The world in which we
now live is not the one we have all known for so long -- and the tinme has cone
to reveal that most of you did not know the old world as well as you thought
you did." He paused to catch his breath and a | ow murmur swirled through the
crowd.

He | ooked about and hesitated, then shouted, "The war is over!"

If he had intended to say anything nore right away, he never had a
chance; the wave of cheering battered at himlike a stormw nd. He grinned and
| ooked out at the sea of faces and flailing arnms, nopped perspiration fromhis
brow with his sleeve, then folded his arns and waited for the noise to abate.

The noi se did not abate for several seconds, during which tine Gor said,
apparently to hinmself but [oudly enough that Val der, al nbst beneath his feet,
managed to catch it, "Oh, gods, | have always wanted to live to say that!"

Finally, after a solid mnute, the cheering subsided; CGor raised his arms
for quiet and, when satisfied with the | essened sound |level, he said, "I'm
sure that nost of you have heard that our ancient enemny, the Northern Enpire,
unl eashed the denons of Hell itself upon the eastern marches of our nation
This is true, and I'msorry to say that at first the attack was a great
success -- if any of you had famly or friends to the east of the southern
mountains, |I'mafraid that they are al nost certainly gone, as what fragmentary
reports our magicians can provide indicate that all the eastern | ands, from



the Enpire's borders right to the southern edge of the world, are now a
burni ng waste. Ceneral Terrek is dead, and his arm es destroyed."

He paused to allow that to sink in; shocked murrmurs arose and di ed. The
earlier elation was gone, and Val der was sure that many of the people were now
wonderi ng whet her the war had ended in victory or defeat. For his own part he
was sure, fromGor's face and the fact that the Fortress itself still survived
undamaged, that at worst a truce had been arranged.

Gor continued, "The fact that our vile foes resorted to denonic aid,
despite the horrible price such aid al ways demands, shows us that, as we had
t hought, their situation had becone desperate and their cause hopel ess by any
ot her neans."

He paused again, then continued, "Many of you may al so have heard runors
about divine intervention, and | am pleased to say that these stories, too,
are true! The gods thenselves, in all their glory, intervened on behal f of
their chosen people! The theurgists tell ne that an ancient conpact prevented
both gods and denons frominterfering directly in human affairs and that, once
t hat compact was broken by the northerners and their denpnic mentors, the gods
were free to unleash divine retribution for centuries of injustice and evil.
W have established this divine intervention by every means at our disposal
di vi nation, clairvoyance, oneiromancy, and every variety of verification we
coul d devise. There can be no doubt at all of the effects, but we wll
probably never know the details -- only the inhabitants of the Northern Enpire
were witnesses to the final conflagration, and in the past day the Northern
Enmpire has ceased to exist!"

He paused there for the inevitable renewed cheering. Wen the crowd had
cal med down sufficiently to allow himto continue, Gor said, "The gods have
achieved in a single day what we could not in all these centuries of war! The
Black City, capital of the Enpire, has been blotted fromthe face of the world
as if it had never been, and the other northern cities lie in ruins or worse.
The Inperial Armmy is broken and scattered. The denbns have been forced back
into the Netherworld -- and, that being done, the gods in turn have retreated
i nto Heaven, swearing never again to interfere so directly in human affairs.
The openings fromthe world into both Heaven and Hel|l have been permanently
seal ed; there can be no nore prophets, no nore shatra, no nore night-roving
denons, no divine nmessengers, no unsought nmiracles. Let us all offer a prayer
of gratitude to the beings that forsook their nonviolent principles to defend
us against evil!"

That roused a cheer, followed by a monment of confused nuttering. Wen Cor
judged that the faces turned expectantly toward hi m made up nost of the crowd,
he spoke agai n.

"Now, | fear | have some unpl easant news."

The crowd sobered; an uneasy hush fell.

"Ch, it's not all bad. The war is over, and with the help of the gods we
won. A few northern stragglers remain to be nmopped up but nothing significant.
However, the world nay not be quite as you have imagined it to be at the war's

end -- those of you who have thought about it at all.
"Firstly, due to the withdrawal of the gods, sone of the |laws of magic
may have changed. |I'mno magician, | can't say anything very definite about

it, but ny advisors tell me that magic we have taken for granted may no | onger
wor k. What this nmeans remains to be seen

"For most of you, that's a minor detail, though. Far nore inportant for
all of you is that, whatever you may have expected, the end of the war does
not mean that you will all be going home to our notherland of Od Ethshar. You

can't."

Cor apparently had not intended to stop there, but the hubbub was such
that he had no choice. He held out his arns and waited for the cromd to quiet
somewhat before conti nuing.

"There are two reasons that Azrad, Anaran, and nyself will not be |eading
you hone. Firstly, there is sinply no roomfor the three nillion nen and wonen
who now occupy the canps and battlefields. The eastern half of Ethshar -- yes,



fully half -- was destroyed by the denonic invasion and i s now uni nhabitabl e.
In the remainder -- well, you all know that this war has dragged on for
generation after generation and that our defenses were sound. Despite the
ravages of war, the population of our old honel and has increased steadily, and
there is sinmply no roomfor nore."

He paused; the crowd waited expectantly.

"That's the first reason. The second has been carefully kept secret for
years, lest it damage norale and aid the enemy. Now that that eneny is
destroyed, the tine has cone to reveal the truth. Ethshar is no nore."

Cor paused again, as if expecting a |loud response, but received only a
puzzl ed silence.

He said, "Or rather, | should say, AOd Ethshar is no nore. The governnent
col I apsed al nost a hundred years ago, and where the Holy Ki ngdom of Anci ent
Et hshar once was -- or at least the western half of it -- there are now dozens

of squabbling little fiefdons, each claimng to be the rightful governnent of
the country, and therefore our superiors. We in the mlitary have refused to
acknow edge any of these factions and, instead, have been operating

i ndependently -- Azrad, Anaran, nyself, and, until his death, Terrek have
answered to no one but ourselves. W four were chosen, not by the civilian
government as we |led you to believe, but by the conmanders who canme before us.
W have traded with the small kingdons that were once A d Ethshar for the
supplies we need and have defended them agai nst the northerners, but have
never heeded their authority. We are the government of Ethshar -- not of the
A d Ethshar that was once our people's honeland, but of the new Ethshar, the
Hegemony of Ethshar, all the |lands that have been taken and hel d by our
victorious armes. Al the lands that lie outside the old borders -- all the
| ands outside the borders now that the Enpire is destroyed -- are ours. Are
yours! Captured with your strength and your blood and your courage, they

bel ong to you, not to the cowards who stayed behind and couldn't even hold
their own nation together!"

This was apparently intended to evoke a cheer, but the response was
feeble and quick to die, as each individual in the crowd tried to absorb what
had been said, evaluate it, and guess what it nmeant for himor her, what place
he or she might hold in the new order

Val der wondered if it actually was a new order, when in fact the generals
had been running everything for centuries anyway.

"There is nmuch to be done," Gor went on, hiding any disconcertnment he
m ght feel at the | ukewarmresponse. "This stronghold is to becone our new
northwestern capital, one of three, to be called Ethshar of the Rocks. | fully
expect that in our lifetinmes, nowthat the demands of the war are gone, it
will growinto a great and beautiful city."

An uneasy murmur seenmed to be bubbling up here and there in the crowd.

"OfF course, the arny will be disbanded as quickly as possible, save for a
smal | contingent to keep the peace and defend agai nst any maraudi ng northern
survivors. My staff will remain in authority tenporarily, but will be
converted froma mlitary establishment to a civilian governnent. The rest of
you wi Il be discharged as fast as you can be -- with full pay, of course
After that, you will be free to do as you please, to stay here and help build
our new city or to go where you like and do what you will. For those who wi sh
to take up farm ng or other settled tasks, all the lands in the Hegenony not
al ready privately owned, all the plains that reach fromthis ocean to the

Great River, will be free to any famly that wants them You need nerely find
your new hone, claimit, and use it -- only clains by those who actually work
the land will be recogni zed, as we need no | andlords or other parasites."

Val der tried to digest this. How did one go about becom ng a w ne
mer chant? Wul d he need to claima vineyard somewhere? He was not interested
in growing the grapes and naking the wine, nerely in selling it. Wuld he be
free to do that under the revanped regi ne?

And what would he do with Wrikidor? A nmerchant did not need a sword

That was nothing to worry about, he told hinself. He could just put



W ri ki dor away sonewhere and forget about it, live a normal life -- a nornal
life that would go on indefinitely. He would never be called upon to kil
twenty nore nen, not in peacetine.

He was so involved with consideration of his own future that he paid no
attention to the crowd around him which was restive and uneasy.

"That's all,"” CGor announced. "l've said what | came to say. If you have
any questions, ask your superiors. W aren't keeping any nore secrets. And as
qui ckly as the change can be made, we will no |l onger be the Western Command of
the Holy Ki ngdom of Ethshar, but an integral part of the new Hegenony of
Et hshar, and | will no |longer be a general, but rather overlord of the city of
Et hshar of the Rocks. After centuries, peace has cone! The war is over, and
victory is ours!”

Even Val der, lost as he was in his own nusings, noticed that the crowd
was still so unsettled and confused by the news that this surefire appl ause
line received only a brief, half-hearted cheer

CHAPTER 18

For three days after the self-proclained overlord s speech, the busiest
man in the Fortress was the paymaster. Hundreds of soldiers took Gor at his
word and mustered out as fast as they could get through the red tape, each one
collecting his back pay -- less a fee for early discharge, of course, a fee
carefully calculated to keep the treasury solvent w thout letting anyone fee
seriously cheated. It came to a single silver piece, which Valder had to admt
was reasonabl e enough, and the cash settlenments were reportedly bei ng nade
promptly and honestly.

VWhen Val der attenpted to collect his pay and go, however, he was refused.
Enlisted men were free to go, but as yet officers and special services people
were being asked to wait.

Val der thought about just packing up and | eavi ng anyway. He doubted t hat
anyone, in this chaotic new peace, would care about a deserter. However, he
had a goodly sumowed to him whatever its other drawbacks, assassination paid
wel . He knew he woul d need nmoney to set hinself up in the w ne business, and
so he waited.

In doing so he was operating on the assunption that he actually intended
to become a wi ne nerchant, but now that the prospect was an i mediate reality,
rather than a vague plan for the distant future, he was having second
t houghts. What did he know about being a merchant?

VWat ever he m ght do, however, he would al nost certainly want noney and
he saw no harmin waiting a few nore days to collect it. Tandellin, too, was
staying, for the nonent; he had not yet decided what to do with hinmself; as he
explained it, "Wy give up free room and board?" Sarai, too, was staying, and
somehow, with the arrival of peace, it became inplicitly accepted that
Tandel lin and Sarai would be married when they got around to it.

Val der remai ned uneasy about staying in the Fortress, however. He tried
to reassure hinself as he watched the nen and wonen trickling away down the
hillside, |eaving the inner corridors ever |ess crowded. He caught glinpses of
their faces -- sone as they turned back for a last |ook at the Fortress,
others as they turned to face new directions. Some were smiling, full of life
and hope, ready to conquer a piece of the world for thenselves. O hers seened
worried and uncertain as they left behind the only life they had ever known.

For three days, new nmade civilians wal ked away down the hillside, and for
three days, at irregular intervals, soldiers would march up into the Fortress,
alone or in patrols or squads or entire reginents, to be made into civilians
and join the outward stream A few were deternined to remain soldiers, of
course, and the barracks popul ati on fluctuated, rather than decreasing
steadily.

As yet CGor had done not hi ng about his announced intention of building a
city around the Fortress and its adjoining shipyards, but a ramshackle city



was growi ng up anyway, a city of tents and crude huts. People were arriving
faster than they could be dealt with and sent away, and no one wanted to
bot her finding places inside the walls for all the newconers. Furthernore,
many of the new civilians who descended the hill went no further than the

i mpronptu canps.

Val der had not ventured outside the Fortress for fear he would have
difficulty getting back in; his tall, narrowroomwth its inaccessible w ndow
was not nuch, but he had become accustoned to it and greatly preferred stone
floors to dirt. He suspected that, when someone found the tine to update
accommmodations, it would be given to soneone nore useful in peacetine than
himsel f, but he intended to use it while he still could.

He did find hinmself spending hours on end standing on the ranparts above
the I argest |andward gate, watching the departing figures and trying to decide
whet her he actually envied themor not. He nade no secret of his tine at this
post, so he was not surprised when, on the third day after the overlord's
speech, soneone called his nane.

He turned to see a nmessenger boy, perhaps twelve or thirteen, standing at
the top of the nearest |adder. "Are you Val der of Kardoret, sir?" he call ed.

Val der nodded.

"I"ve been | ooking all over for you! The general -- | mean, the overlord
-- wants to see you inmediately!"

"Ceneral Gor, you nean?" Val der was puzzled. He could think of no reason
that Gor would want to see him now that the war was really over. There were
no nmore eneny officials to assassinate.

O were there? Perhaps he was to be sent against the stragglers. Stories
had come in of encounters with northern forces who were still fighting.

O course, those who didn't fight were often butchered by
overent husiastic Ethsharites, even after they surrendered, so Valder hardly
bl amed those who resisted. Still, he had not thought that Wrikidor's special
talents were called for. Wzards and ordinary soldiers were nore practical for
such work than assassins.

Perhaps he was to take care of a lingering shatra the w zards coul d not
handl e.

"Yes, Ceneral Cor," the boy was saying. "Except he's an overlord now
Didn't you hear the speech?"

"Yes, | heard the speech,” Valder admtted as he crossed to the |adder
He wondered what the correct formof address might be for speaking to an
over | ord.

He foll owed the boy down the | adder and into the Fortress, through the
maze of rooms and passageways, until he found hinself in Gor's office,
unchanged by the switch frommlitary to civilian authority.

A secretary | eaned over and whispered through his beard, "Address him as

"ny lord,'" answering Val der's unasked question. Apparently the point had cone
up before.

Cor | ooked up and said, "Ah, Valder. | would like to speak to you in
private." He rose, crossed the room and opened a small door in the rear wall,

a door Val der had never really noticed before. He gestured, and Val der
reluctantly came and stepped through the door into the tiny room beyond. A

gl ance behi nd him showed himthat sone of the half-dozen secretaries and aides
in the office were at |east as surprised as he was at this unexpected secrecy.

Once inside the bare stone chanber, Gor carefully closed and | ocked the
door. The roomwas snmall, perhaps eight feet wide and ten feet long, with two
si mpl e wooden chairs the only furnishings; Gor seated hinmself on one and
i ndi cated that Val der was to take the other

Wary, Val der obeyed.

Once both nen were seated, CGor wasted no time on prelimnaries. "Valder,
| don't know what you had planned to do now that peace has come, but 1'd Iike
you to stay on here."

Confused, Valder stamered in asking, "As a soldier, you nmean?"

"As a menber of my staff -- soldier or civilian, it doesn't matter. Take



your choice."

"Why? What would | do?"

"Why? Because | think | mght find an assassin very useful."

"An assassin? I n peacetinme?" Val der was shocked and nmade no attenpt to
hi de that fact.

"Yes, in peacetinme -- perhaps nore than ever. Wen sonebody gives ne
trouble now, | can't just order him hanged, you know, not anynore. | know that
there are people who aren't happy with this triunvirate that Azrad and Anaran
and | have set up; by the gods, there are tines when we aren't very happy with
it ourselves! Still, it's better than chaos, and that's what there would be if
we stepped down. That's what happened in AOd Ethshar when it wasn't clear who
was in charge, and it's not pretty at all -- all the small kingdons fighting
over the bones of the old one. | don't want to see that happen out here in the
Hegermony. |'11l use whatever methods | need, whatever methods | can find, to
prevent it, and that includes assassination. Wzards can handl e sone of it,
but magic | eaves traces, and nbst nmagi c can be guarded against -- just as the
northerners tried to guard against it. That sword of yours seenms to be an
exception, though -- you got through in the north where wi zards couldn't, and
it would be no different here. Besides, | may need to elimnate a w zard or
two, and they have a guild -- they're nore loyal to their guild than to
anything else, including me or any other nortal, so | can't often get themto
attack each other. | think Wkridor, or whatever its nane is, could be just
what | need to keep the Wzards' @uild in line."

"Wrikidor," Valder corrected absently.

"Wrikidor, then."

"Um "

"Well, man, what do you say? The job will pay well, | can pronise you
that."

"Sir -- ah, | nmean, ny lord -- | don't think I can do it. The day you
told us the war was over | had been planning to come to you and resign and ask
for different duties. I don't |like being an assassin. | can't take any nore of
it. It isn't in me to do this sort of killing. If I hadn't stunmbled into
owning this sword, | wouldn't... well, |I wouldn't have been assassin,
certainly."

"Why not ?"

"I don't like killing! I don't |ike danger, or sneaking about, and
don't like killing. I don't like blood. Wen the war was going on, it wasn't
too bad -- everybody was doing it, after all, killing or being killed, and
there was a reason for it. W were defending ourselves. Now, though,
woul dn't be killing the eneny, but our own people, just to protect you. I..."
Val der suddenly realized that not only was he expressing hinself badly, but he
was on the verge of saying something irretrievably tactless. He changed
direction abruptly. "And besides, the sword is cursed, you know, and is due to
turn on me soon if | keep using it. | couldn't serve you for very long in any
case. All | want to do, sir -- ny lord -- is to collect nmy pay and retire
qui etly, perhaps set nyself up in business sonewhere. |'mnot interested in
fighting or killing or government or politics. | never was. Please, ny lord,
don't msunderstand nme, but do just let ne go."

He stared hopefully at Gor. The overlord, obviously irritated, had gone
fromleaning back in his chair to |l eaning forward, el bows on knees. Now he
rose, his hand falling naturally to the hilt of his sword. "You' re sure of
your deci sion?"

Val der rose, but pointedly kept his own hand well away from Wri ki dor.

"I"'mquite sure, ny lord. I will not be your assassin.” An odd feeling of
confi dence seeped into himas he stood facing Gor. Here he was, defying one of
the three nmost powerful men in the world -- and he had nothing to fear! Cor

could not kill him Wrikidor would make sure of that. Nor could Val der be
denoted or court-martial ed, now that the war was over; he was sure that an
attenpt at military justice against a man who had tried to | eave the arny
peacefully would result in a public outcry Gor could ill afford, and what



woul d denotion matter any nore?
Cor seened to sense Valder's changed attitude; his own becane |ess
certain, less belligerent, and he glanced at Wrikidor. "You won't speak of

this conversation with anyone, | hope," he said. "I would not appreciate that.
Unpl easant things m ght happen. | can allow you to go in peace, Valder of the
Magi ¢ Sword, but | cannot allow you to work against ne. | know the sword

guards you agai nst death, but there are other unpleasant things that can
happen. Renenber that and say nothing."

"Il remenber.”

"Good." CGor turned to open the door. "That's all, then."

"Not quite, ny lord." Val der stayed where he was and allowed his hand to
drop nearer Wrikidor's hilt. In this roomhe had the upper hand; if he drew
Wrikidor there could be no doubt that Gor would die. O course, there would
al so be no doubt about who killed him but Valder could claimit was an
accident; given Wrikidor's untrustworthy nature, he night be believed.

He had no intention of drawing the sword, but it made a very effective
threat indeed.

"Ch?" CGor was wary and, Val der sensed, very dangerous. He night hope to
wound Val der and del ay himlong enough to slip out and allow the sword a
choi ce of victins.

"I realize it's an inposition, but if you could send a nessage to the
paymaster to rel ease the noney owed nme, | would like to be discharged and go
about mny business. You don't need ne around here anynore, talking to people.”

"Ch, is that all?" CGor relaxed visibly. He turned and opened the door
then | eaned through and called to the people waiting in the main office.
"Bragen! Informthe paynaster that Val der of Kardoret has been di scharged
wi t hout prejudice and is to be paid the full anmpount due hi mupon request!”

"Yes, ny lord," replied the secretary who had told Val der the appropriate
form of address.

"Thank you,'
little room

Cor did not answer; he was already bellow ng for some other officer to
pay attention

Val der and Bragen marched side by side down the corridor, not speaking.
Val der was thinking and planning intently, as he had not really done for
nont hs.

CGor was not a man prone to making enpty threats; he undoubtedly really
did have wi zards working for himwho woul d not bal k at an assassi nation or
two. He might well decide that Val der was sinply too dangerous to have runni ng
around | oose, particularly in his own home. That was why Val der had insisted
on his i medi ate discharge and full pay; he did not care to stay in the
Fortress where Gor night stunmble across himand be rem nded that Wrikidor was
a real threat and where Valder could easily be found, if the overlord deci ded
to do something about him It was tine to go -- and quickly -- as he had no
desire to be blinded or hanstrung or inprisoned.

In his first rush of worry, he was not even certain he should take the
time to collect his few personal bel ongi ngs and make his farewells to
Tandellin and other friends, but he decided, while the paymaster was counting
out his coins, that Gor would be too busy to worry about himfor at |least a
few hours yet. He would have tinme, once his pay was all securely in hand, to
gat her his things and stop by the barracks briefly.

That settled, the next question was where to go. Since the ocean lay to
the west and an al nost-enpty wilderness to the north, his choices were
l[imted. To the east was the fornmer Central Conmand, under Anaran of the
Sands; beyond that, he was not sure, since the denonic attack had w ped out
the old Eastern Conmand. Sonewhere to the southeast was Azrad's Coastal
Conmmand, whi ch had al ways been concerned with supply and comuni cation rat her
than combat, and beyond that, across the Gulf, lay the small kingdons that had
once been the Ethsharitic honel and.

He had no interest in wandering about in the wilds, nor in being al one.

Val der said as he nmade his way past Gor and out of the



If he were to hide fromGor, as it seened he might need to, it would be easier
to lose hinmself in a crowd than somewhere in the wi |l derness. Any decent wi zard
could locate the general area an individual was in with a few sinple spells,
and if he were living by hinmself somewhere he would be easily found by such
nmet hods -- but the spells could not pick one nman out of a canp.

The Fortress and the surrounding area were certainly crowded enough, but
he did not care to stay so close. What of the other two headquarters, then?

Anaran was based on the south coast, well on the other side of the major
west ern peninsula, and Azrad's home port, reputed to be an actual city rather
than a canp, was far beyond, on the northeastern corner of the eastern
peni nsula, not far fromthe mouth of the Great River and al nost at the borders
of the small kingdons -- after all, Azrad had been in charge of ports and
coasts throughout the world, and his command had been the |ink between the
other three and the old honel and.

Azrad's base sounded promising; it was on the far side of Anaran's,
making it that nmuch | ess accessible to Gor; and furthernore, Valder judged
that there would be far nore business opportunities there, where trade was
al ready established. He might not wind up a wine merchant, but, by all the
gods, he would find something and not wind up a farner!

VWen he stopped in and told Tandellin he was | eaving, Tandellin naturally
asked where he woul d go.

"Ch, | don't know," he muttered.

"Yes, you do, Valder; you wouldn't just leave this suddenly if you hadn't
pi cked a destination."

Sheepi shly, Valder admitted, "Well, | was thinking of Azrad's hone port
-- should be plenty of work there."

"So there should. Good luck, then, in finding it!" Wth that, Tandellin
enbraced himand then turned away.

Val der was slightly startled; he had expected Tandellin to try and extend
the conversation, not cut it short. Unsure whether to be relieved or hurt, he
headed for the gate. Just an hour after the end of his interviewwth the
overlord, he was marching down the hillside with a full purse on his belt,
bound for Azrad' s headquarters.

CHAPTER 19

Val der was no sailor, nor was he particularly fond of the sea, though he
did think its scent freshened the air nicely. Still, he decided after due
consideration to travel by ship, rather than overland. He estimated the
di stance to Azrad's home base at nore than a hundred | eagues, a | ong and weary
wal k under the best of circunstances. Nor did such circunstances exist, as the
roads, he knew, were not good. Mich of the route had been disputed territory
at one tinme or another in the past few decades, and although roads had been
built to acconmobdate troop nmovenents, they had been intended as tenporary and
had not been nmintained. A few had been torn up by actual battles.

And a walk it would have had to be, as no horses or other beasts of
burden were avail abl e. The hundreds of people who had left the Fortress before
hi m had bought or stolen every one to be found in a two-I|eague radi us.

Once this becane clear, Valder took the first shipboard vacancy he coul d
find. Fortunately, ships were coming in steadily, so that this caused no
del ay.

He was surprised to learn that these ships were bringing people in from
further south and east, people who hoped to find greater opportunities in this
nmost northerly of the three new capitals. Less startling was the observation
t hat dozens of others were follow ng his own course, |eaving the Fortress for
pl aces closer to the old honel and.

He wondered how t hi ngs stood el sewhere. Was all the Hegenony as unsettled
as this? The sudden end of the war had apparently left hundreds or thousands
of peopl e unsure where they might fit in.



As he stood at the ship's rail and watched Gor's denesne fade in the
di stance, he assured hinself that he had done the right thing. True, all his
living friends were still in or near the Fortress, but his departure neant a
clean break with his past as an assassin and with all the rest of his former
life. Nobody would know himin Azrad's city; nobody woul d know that Wri ki dor
was anything nore than an ordinary sword such as any veteran mght carry. He
woul d make new friends in tinme, friends who would not care what he had done
during the war, and he would live peacefully as |ong as he kept Wri ki dor
sheat hed.

If he kept it sheathed | ong enough, he could just outlive everyone who
knew of its existence.

He wondered if that was really a good thing. He enjoyed life, or at |east
he usually had enjoyed it, but might it get wearing eventually? Living on
indefinitely while everyone around himgrew old and died m ght be depressing.
O course, he would presumably be growi ng ol der, too

That thought brought himup with a start. Just how woul d that work? Wuld
the sword keep hi myoung, or nerely alive? It would not protect himfrom
infjury -- his left armstill ached sonetinmes where that sorcerer had wounded
him-- so why should it protect himfrom agi ng?

In that case, would it really prevent himfromdying of old age? Darrend
had said the only way he could die w thout breaking the spell was on
Wrikidor's blade, so presumably it would keep himalive sonmehow.

Living for several centuries and aging normally all the tine m ght be

worse than death -- if anything could be. He had seen nen who were worn out at
sixty, others who still enjoyed life at eighty; but after a century or two,
surely no life would still be worth living.

Vel |, maybe the sword woul d keep hi myoung. He had plenty of tinme |eft
before he had to worry about it, and there was always a way out of anything --
t hough not always an easy or pleasant one. He turned away fromthe rail and
went below. H s stonmach was uneasy.

The ship stopped briefly at a town called Shan on the Sea at the tip of
t he sout hwestern peninsula, but Valder paid little attention. He was too
seasick just then to rise from his hanmock.

The second stop was at Anaran's vast walled canp, now call ed Ethshar of
t he Sands; by then Val der was well enough to stagger up on deck and | ean
heavily against the rail. He debated with hinself as to whether he should
di senbark and put an end to the internal disconfort he felt by returning to
dry land, but finally decided to continue. He was recovering and knew that he
woul d be safer in Azrad's city.

In any case, the maze of tents and tenporary buildings that covered the
flat, sandy ground was not particularly encouraging. A large building of
pol i shed stone was under construction in the center, its imrense unfinished
done hal f- hi dden by scaffol ding. An extensive system of |ighthouses, port
facilities, and coastal defenses lined the waterfront. In the distance he
could see an inpressive city wall. Everywhere el se, however, Ethshar of the
Sands was a tangle of narrow unpaved streets, lined with m smatched tents and
crude houses, apparently thrown together fromdriftwod and w eckage. People
were jamed into these structures in incredible nunbers, even nore than in
CGor's Ethshar of the Rocks.

Al this was plainly visible as the ship inched in toward the docks, and,
seasi ck or not, Valder thought it best to stay on board and sail for Azrad's
port -- Azrad's Ethshar, the crewcalled it.

Wthin a day or two of |eaving Ethshar of the Sands, that decision seened
wi se indeed, as his stomach had finally adapted to the ship's notions, and he
was able to stroll the deck casually, watching the progressively greener and
| usher coastline slip by. Wen they had rounded the headl ands at the tip of
t he peninsula that separated the Geat Ocean fromthe Gulf of the East the
countrysi de seened even nore beautiful, the |loveliest Val der had ever seen

Finally, two sixnights after |eaving the Fortress, Val der caught sight of
Azrad's Ethshar.



At first it was nothing but a gray line on the horizon, a gray line and
the green that grew and grew until it covered the entire shoreline. By the
time the ship crept up one of the canals to its own dock, Valder had had a
chance to readjust his thinking.

This was no canp, in any sense of the word; even calling it a city seened
an understatement, as it was far |larger than any he had ever seen, larger than
he had i magi ned any city could be. The waterfront extended for mles, every
inch of it Iined with docks and warehouses, piers and tenenments. Two | arge
canals cut their way inland and were |ikewi se lined with docks and war ehouses.
No nere tents or shacks were anywhere to be seen; these buil dings were nostly
stone or brick, and not particularly new

That was reasonabl e, of course, since this had been the headquarters for
the navy, not the arny, and for the extensive supply systemthat had kept both
branches of the nmilitary fed and equi pped. Although technically outside the
borders of O d Ethshar, the eneny had never clained the area, never approached
it or threatened it in any way, so there had been no reason not to build it
up, and the navy had not had nuch else to do in the war against a |andl ocked
eneny.

Val der's consideration of the subject was rudely interrupted by a gang of
blue-kilted sailors, marching armin arm al ong the deck bellow ng, "Al
ashore! Al ashore!"

He managed to get back to his tiny shared cabin | ong enough to snatch up
hi s bundl ed bel ongi ngs and then found hinself, with the rest of the
passengers, herded down t he gangpl ank onto the dock, where they were left to
their own devi ces.

Al nmost i mredi ately, sone of the new arrivals turned around and cl anored

for passage el sewhere -- Ethshar of the Rocks, Ethshar of the Sands, Shan on
the Sea, anywhere but this strange, forbidding place of stone and brick. None
of them had ever seen a real city before; after all, this was the only one in

t he Hegenony at present, though two nore were building, and travel to the
Smal | Ki ngdons had been carefully restricted for a century or so

Val der was an exception. He had visited three different northern cities
in the course of his assassinations, so the endl ess rows of buildings, the
stark bare walls and streets, did not seemconpletely alien and unfanili ar
The northern cities had been snmaller and hal f-enpty, al nbst abandoned, and
Azrad's Ethshar teened with |life, which seened a good sign. Such a place was
surely far nore prom sing than the other two Ethshars; he marched down the
dock to where it nmet the waterfront and turned left, inland, onto the street
there.

This street paralleled the canal; as m ght be expected so near, the
docks, it was lined with buildings that had shops on the ground fl oor and
brot hel s or warehouse space upstairs. He saw no inns, which seemed a bit odd,
but the shops did include shipfitters, ropenmakers, coopers, carpenters,
sai | mkers, chandlers -- and a distressing nunber of w neshops. The narket
here, Valder realized, was already full. If he were going to go into the w ne
busi ness, he would need to go el sewhere; if he were going to stay here, he
woul d need to choose anot her occupati on.

He noticed all this while fighting his way through crowds. The streets
were jamed with people, going in both directions at varying speeds, clad in a
fantastic variety of dress. The tangle at one intersection was such that he
had to fight his way into the thick of the crowd sinply to avoid being forced
over the ankl e-high parapet and into the canal. He was grateful that all the
traffic was on foot, as horses or oxen would have nmade the tangl e i npassabl e.

A few hundred feet fromthe dock where he had di senbarked, the canal side
street was joined diagonally by another, and where they met was a good-sized
triangul ar market pl ace, where farners and fishermen were hawki ng their wares.
At the near end three nen stood on a raised platform one of them shouting
nunbers to a small crowd, another wearing chains. Valder realized with a start
that this was a slave auction in progress.

He had known that such things existed; the few northern prisoners who



survived had presumably wound up as sl aves somewhere, and certain crinmes were
puni shabl e by enslavenent, but this was the first time he personally had cone
into direct contact with the institution of slavery.

He wondered where the man bei ng auctioned off had come from and how he
had arrived in his present state -- and just what a healthy slave was worth.
He had no intention of buying one -- he had no use for a slave and did not
want the added responsibility -- but he was intensely curious all the sane to
learn what a nman's life was worth in silver. He pressed forward to listen

He was too late; the auctioneer called out, "Sold!'" just as Val der cane
cl ose enough to make out what was said. He waited for a monent to see if any
nore slaves were to be sold, but this one had apparently been the last in the
| ot. The auctioneer stepped down fromthe platform and the other free man | ed
t he sl ave away.

M1 dly disappointed, but also thrilled with the exoticismof this strange
city, Valder shrugged and turned away -- and nearly stepped on the tail of a
tiny gol den dragon, scarcely three feet long, that was being | ed past himon a
chain held by a plunmp woman in red velvet. Valder stared after it; he had not
realized that even newborn dragons could be so small.

VWen the little nonster had vanished in the throng, Valder resuned his
former route, pushing his way southward through the crowd toward the inland
end of the market. He had reached the m dpoint of the plaza when he suddenly
realized that he had no idea where he was going. He was in Azrad' s Ethshar
and that was as far as he had planned. H's hope of setting hinself up as a
wi ne nerchant was best abandoned, as the conpetition was too fierce and too
wel | established. He was alone in a strange city, with a few cl ot hes and
personal items, a full noney-pouch, a magic sword, and nothing el se.

oviously, the first order of business was to find food and shelter. A
city would have inns, certainly; he need only find them Once he had a room
and a meal he could take his tine in deciding what to do. He had his whole
life before him-- and a very long life it nmight be, at that -- to do with as
he woul d and as he could. He was free, unfettered, and uncertain, with no
obligations and no pl ans.

He had rather expected to find inns near the docks, but none were
evident. The next |ogical place would be near the city gates. That left the
guestion of where the nearest gate mght be.

He reached the narrow end of the nmarket and found hinself with a choice
of two streets, one headi ng east across the head of the canal and the other
angling off to the southwest. He chose sout hwest and struggl ed onward. The
crowds were somewhat thinner here, but seened to nove faster, though stil
excl usi vely pedestri ans.

Roughly five hundred feet fromthe intersection, the street he had chosen
ended in a T, offering himnorthwest or southeast. He stood for a nonent at
t he corner, puzzled, then stopped a passerby in a pale yellow tunic and asked,
"Which way to the city gate?"

The man gl anced at him "Wstgate?"

"I'f that's nearest."

The man poi nted sout heast and said, "You follow this to Bridge Street,
turn right, followthat until it nerges into West Street, followthat to
Shi pwight Street, and that goes to Westgate Market." Before Val der could
thank himor ask for nore detail, the man had pull ed away and vani shed in the
crowd, |eaving Val der wondering if he m ght have asked the wong question
There m ght well be inns closer at hand.

Still, he had directions and he followed them as best he could. The
street |eadi ng southeast ended at a broad avenue after a single block
al t hough Val der saw no sign of a bridge nor any indication of the avenue's
nane, he assuned he had the correct street and turned right.

Bridge Street, if that was what it was, seened interm nable and was as
crowmded as the other streets. After he had gone roughly half a mle, elbow ng
his way al ong, he reached an intersecti on where the avenue did not continue
directly across but turned at an oblique angle. He hesitated, but guessed that



this rmust be the junction with West Street and turned right. A glance at the
sun convi nced himthat he was now headi ng due west.

As he progressed, the nature of his surroundings altered sonewhat. The
shipfitters and ropenakers had vani shed when he |l eft the canal behind,
repl aced by wheelwights and netal workers, and to sone extent the brothels and
war ehouses had given way to residences. This new street was |lined with weavers
and cloth nmerchants, tinkers and blacksmiths, carters and tanners. Val der had
never seen so many busi nesses gat hered together before; any street in this
city put to shane the traveling markets that had serviced mlitary canps.

The buildings in this area al so appeared to be newer than those right on
the canal, favoring the nodern half-tinbered style for upper floors rather
than the ol der custom of solid stone fromfoundation to ridgepole. That made
sense, of course; naturally the city would have started out clustered around
the port and only gradually grown inland.

West Street, if that was in fact the street he was on, ended eventually
at a di agonal cross-street; Valder chose the left turn, to the southwest,
wi thout hesitation. Quite aside fromany nore abstract considerations, he
could hear and snell a nmarket and, fromthe corner of Wst Street, he glinpsed
the top of a stone tower that he took to be a gate tower.

Sure enough, as he rounded the next curve he found hinself |ooking down a
straight street at a market square, a very crowded market square, in the
shadow of two inmense towers

He wanted to hurry forward, as the I ong wal k had made hi minpatient, but
was unable to do so. The street was too popul ous, and it seemed that a
significant part of the crowd was not noving. A good many people were just
standi ng, not wal king in any particular direction.

He managed to force his way into a stream of people that was novi ng
steadily toward the market, nmarveling at the endl ess throngs as he did so. He
had not realized there were so many people in all the world as he had seen in
Azrad's Ethshar.

A hand thrust itself in front of himand a voice denanded, "Alns for a
crippled veteran!™

Val der thrust the hand aside with a shudder and marched on. Beggars! He
had somehow not expected beggars in this vast, overwhelmng city. O course,
it made sense that they would be here. They would naturally want to go where
there was nmoney to be had, and Azrad's Ethshar certainly had noney.

A signboard caught his attention. It depicted a huge, golden goblet wth
purpl e wine slopping over the rim and a line of runes across the bottom read,
"Food & Lodging." Valder turned his steps in that direction, back out of the
flow of traffic.

A good many people, nmostly scowing, stood around the door of the inn
but they did not interfere as Val der shoved his way through. He stepped over
the threshold into the diminterior and stopped dead.

The inside of the inn was al nbost as crowded as the street. The main
public room just inside the front door, was nore than twenty feet on a side,
but, except for a narrow path that |led fromthe door to one end, across the
hearth, down along the row of barrels, and then to the back corner where a
stair and two doors led to other roons, the floor was conpletely covered with
bl ankets, displacing all the expected tavern furnishings. These bl ankets were
neatly laid out in rectangles about two feet wide and six feet |ong, and on
each one a man or wonan sat or stood or lay, each with his or her persona
possessi ons stacked at one end. Sone had not hing but a spare tunic, while
others had large, unwieldy bundles. Virtually all wore the green and brown of
the Ethsharitic armes.

Startled and confused, Valder followed the path across the hearth and
paused at the first barrel. The innkeeper energed from one of the doors.

"What can | do for you?" he asked.

"Ah... a pint of ale, for now"

"That'll be four bits in silver," the innkeeper warned.

Val der stared at himin astoni shnent, forgetting the crowded floor for



the nonent in the face of this greater shock. "What?"

"Four silver bits, | said. W' ve only got half a keg left, and no nore
due for a sixnight."

"Forget it, then. \What about water?"

"A copper a pint -- no change for silver, either."

"That's mad! You're selling ale for the price of a fine southern vintage
and water for the price of the best ale!"

"True enough, sir, | amindeed. That's what the market will bear, and I'd
be a fool not to get what | can while these poor souls still have their pay to
spend. "

"It's theft!"

"No, sir, it's honest trade. The gate and the market are so jamed, and
the roads so full, and the ships so busy with passengers, that | can't get
supplies in. W have a good well out back, but it's not bottom ess and yiel ds
only so much in a day. | understand that the taverns nearest the gate are only
accepting gold now "

"And your roons?"

"All taken, sir, and the floor here as well. I'man honest nman and
won't lie about it; there is nowhere left to put you that won't block ny path.
They're sleeping four to a bed upstairs, with six on each floor, and a bl anket
and a space down here would cost you a full silver piece, if | had any left."

"It's all nad. \Were are all these people comng fron"

"It is mad, sir, | won't argue that. It seens as if the entire arny of
Et hshar is jamed into Westgate. |'ve never seen anything like it. It's the
end of the war that's done it, of course, and |'msure we'l|l never see
anything like it again. If prices cone back down, 1'll retire a wealthy man at
the end of the year -- but who's to say what prices will do when once they've
started changi ng? The arny doesn't set themany nore, so | need to charge what
| can get."

"I have mponey, innkeeper, but |I'Il be dammed to a northerner's hel
before I'Il pay a silver bit just for water."

"A copper piece will do."

"I don't intend to pay that, either."

The i nnkeeper shrugged. "Please yourself. | have, all the trade | need
wi t hout you."

"Isn't there anywhere in the city that still charges honest prices?"

"I have no idea, really. There m ght be sone poor fool sonmewhere. If so,
he's surely drained his every barrel dry by now "

"Well, we'll just see about that," Val der said, know ng even as the words
left his lips that they sounded foolish. He turned and, in a petty display of
tenmper, marched directly across the array of blankets and back out into the
street, ignoring the angry protests fromthose he stepped over.

CHAPTER 20

To Valder's surprise, he found the situation to be exactly as the
proprietor of the Overflow ng Chalice had described it. In fact, each door
closer to the Westgate Market brought another junmp in prices. The inns and
taverns that actually faced on the market were indeed accepting nothing
smal ler than a gold bit, even for water, |let alone bread, cheese, or ale.

Val der estimated that his entire accumnul ated pay, which he had t hought anple
to live on for two years or nore, would scarcely buy a good dinner and a
night's lodging at the Gatehouse Inn -- which was, oddly, not in the actua

gat ehouse or even adjoining it. The gatehouse itself was in the base of one of
the two towers and was still manned by the armnmy, as were the rest of both
towers and the wall. Taverns and inns faced the gate from across the broad

mar ket square, and the Gatehouse Inn was at their center

Strangely, the north and south sides of the market were conpletely open
marked only by a drop in the level of the ground, and Val der could see the



city wall stretching off into the distance. Paralleling it, but a hundred feet
or so in, was a broad, snmooth street, also stretching off out of sight. In the
rough depression between the wall and the street were no buildings, no
structure of any sort, but nore blankets like those in the Overflow ng Chalice
-- hundreds upon hundreds of them each with its occupant. These, Val der
realized, were the veterans too poor -- or too frugal -- to pay for space in
an inn or tavern. Several, he noticed, were crippled or wounded, and nost were
ragged and dirty.

After he had inquired at a dozen or so inns wthout finding food, drink
or lodging at a price he was willing to pay, Valder found hinself standing in
the mddl e of the market square, surrounded by the mlling crowds. To the
north and south were the homel ess veterans on their pitiful blankets; to the
east were the incredibly priced inns; to the west was the gate itself, fifty
feet wide and at least as tall, but dwarfed by its two huge towers. He
suddenly felt the need to talk to soneone -- not a greedy innkeeper nor a
wandering, aimess veteran, but sonmebody secure and sensible. Wthout know ng
exactly why, he headed for the gatehouse.

The towers, of course, were nmanned by proper soldiers, still in full
uni form and Val der found hinmself irrationally conforted by the sight of their
pol i shed breastplates and erect carriage. Three nen were busily directing the
flood of traffic in and out of the gate, answering shouted questions and
turni ng back everything but people on foot, but a fourth was obviously off
duty for the nmonent. He was seated confortably on a folding canvas chair,
| eani ng up agai nst the stone wall of the gatehouse.

Val der made his way over and | eaned up agai nst the wall beside the
sol dier. The man gl anced up at himbut said nothing, and Val der inferred from
this that his presence was not unwel cone.

"Has it been like this for very |l ong?" Val der asked, after the silence
stretched from sociable to the verge of strain.

"You nmean the crowds? It's been going on for two or three sixnights,
since they announced the war was over. Nobody knows what to do without orders,

so they all cone here, hoping sonebody will tell them"

"It can't keep up like this, can it?"

"Ch, | don't think so -- sooner or later everyone will have cone here,
seen what a ness it is, and given up and |eft again."

"l expect a good many will stay; |I'd say this is going to be a very |arge

city fromnow on, even nore than before.”

"Ch, no doubt of that; they're already |aying out new streets wherever
they can find roominside the walls."

"Is anybody doi ng anyt hi ng about all these people?"

"Not really -- what can they do? W have orders to keep out horses and
oxen, to reduce the crowding in the streets, and Azrad did have free bl ankets
i ssued, so that nobody would have to sleep in the nud, but that's about it.
There just isn't anything to do with them There's plenty of |and outside the

walls if they want to go farmit, and | suppose there will be work for
buil ders and the like, but beyond that, | don't know what's going to happen to
themall. | stayed in uniformfor a reason, you know, the arny may be rough at

times, but it's secure, even in peacetinme. Sonmeone's got to watch the gates
and patrol the borders and keep order."

"You said the overlord gave out those bl ankets?"

"That's right; that was intended to be the entire supply for the whole
Et hsharitic arnmy for the next three years, and they've been given away to
whoever asked for them Need one? W've got about twenty left, | think."

"I mght, at that, unless you can tell ne where | can find | odging at a
reasonabl e price."

"Friend, there isn't a place in this whole city where you can find cheap
| odgi ng except the Hundred-Foot Field and the barracks, and the word is that
the penalty for civilians sleeping in the barracks is a hundred | ashes -- and
you re-enlist. And not as an officer, either, regardl ess of what you were in
wartine. "



"Seens severe, but | know better than to argue. Wat's the Hundred- Foot
Fi el d?"
"You wal ked right past it." He gestured vaguely toward the market.

"That's the space between Wall Street and the wall. The | aw says you can't
build there, ever, in case the arny needs the space to maneuver or nove siege
machi nes -- but the | aw doesn't say anything about sleeping there on a bl anket

or two in warm weat her. Even during the war, we usually had a few beggars and
cripples who slept there, and nowit's jammed full of these damed veterans,
all the way around the city -- or so I'mtold, | haven't checked. | never go
south of Westwark, nor nore than a few bl ocks into Shiphaven.™"

"I don't know ny way around the city, but |I take it those are
nei ghbor hoods?"

"That's right; even without these veterans, the city was already too big,
and it's nore like a dozen little cities put together -- Shiphaven and
West gate and Westwark and Spicetown and Fi shertown and the A d City and the
Merchants' Quarter and so forth."

"I hadn't realized it was so big." Valder glanced back at the nobbed
mar ket pl ace. The crowd seened to be thinning somewhat -- or perhaps the fading
l[ight just made it appear to be. He realized with some surprise that the sun
was bel ow the western horizon, and the shadow of the city wall covered
everything in sight. He still had not eaten, and had nowhere to stay the
ni ght .

"Ah -- how many gates are there?"

"Three, though they're planning to put in a fourth one to the southwest."

"Are there inns at all of then®"

"l suppose so, but Westgate gets the nost traffic. This is the main
hi ghway here, going through this gate, the road to Ethshar and Anaran and Cor
and the northern |l ands, while the other gates just go to the local farms on
the peninsula. | think nobst of the inns nust be here.™

"How far is it to the next gate?"

The sol dier |eaned back in his chair and considered that for a nonent.
"I"d guess two nmiles or more," he said. "It's a big city."

Val der gl anced at the thinning crowmds, then at the di mm ng sky. Torches
were being lighted in front of some of the taverns and shops, but the streets
woul d still be dark.

Wal king two miles through an unfanmiliar city at night on the slimchance
that the other gates would be preferable when he was already tired was not an
attractive prospect. "Let ne have one of those blankets,"” he said. "It |ooks
as if I'll be spending the night in the Hundred-Foot Field. "

The soldier grinned. "Right. Got to nmake that back pay | ast, don't you?"
He sat up and let the chair's front | egs down, then got to his feet. Wth a
nod, he vani shed through the gatehouse door, to emerge a nmonent later with a
brown bundle. "It's all yours," he said, tossing the bl anket to Val der

Val der deci ded agai nst replying; he nodded politely and slipped away into
the crowd.

As he made his way southward on Wall Street |ooking for a bl anket-sized
opening in the Hundred-Foot Field, he kept a steady eye on the field's
i nhabitants. The further fromthe market square he went, the | ess savory his
vi ew became; by the tinme he had gone six bl ocks, he had the bl anket tucked
securely under one armin order to keep his hands free, his right resting on
his sword hilt and his left clutching his purse.

The wall, and Wall Street with it, jogged three tines before he found
hi nsel f a spot. He judged the distance from Wstgate Market at roughly a nmle
and briefly considered continuing on toward the second gate.

He quickly dismssed the notion, however. N ght had fallen, and the |ight
fromthe scattered torches and lanterns did not ambunt to nuch. He did not
care to travel further by such uncertain illum nation, particularly with a
full purse. Furthernore, if the crowd from Wstgate extended this far, m ght
not the crowmd fromthe next gate extend as far in the opposite direction, so
that he would be walking into a throng sinilar to the one he had just



departed? Westgate mi ght be the npst active gate, but the others would surely
be al nost as busy and expensi ve.

It was quite obvious that he was not going to get anywhere in Azrad's
Et hshar; far too many people had gotten here before him and every avail able
opportunity nust certainly have already been taken. He would have to get out
into the countryside, at l|least tenporarily. He still had no interest in
becom ng a farmer, but surely sonething, some sort of an opportunity, would
present itself.

He had not eaten since |eaving the ship, and his stomach was grow i ng
persistently as he snoot hed his bl anket on the hard-packed, bare dirt of the
field. He prom sed hinself that he would buy sonmething to eat in the norning,
no matter what the cost.

Wth a wary gl ance at his neighbors, he settled down, keeping his right
hand on Wrikidor's hilt, his left still securely gripping his purse. He did
not intend to be robbed. He fell asleep, finally, and awoke at dawn to find
sword and purse still intact. Any thieves who m ght have been around had
presunmably found easier pickings.

He was stiff and cranped from sleeping curled up in his blanket. He
struggled to his feet and stretched vigorously. Al around him nen and a few

scattered wonen were still sleeping. A few were awake, sone of them noving,
some just sitting and gazing about sleepily. Valder found hinself becom ng
depressed just looking at them-- all this potential going to waste! He was

determi ned that he, at |east, would not sit and rot in the Hundred-Foot Field.
He woul d get out of the city and find hinself a career. He had not seen the
horrendous inflation in prices anywhere but Azrad's Ethshar -- which was, of
course, far nore crowded than anywhere el se -- so he hoped his savings would
ti de hi mover.

He had wanted to lose hinself in a crowd, where Gor would be unable to
find him should he deci de ex-assassins were dangerous, but the crowding in
this city was nore than Val der had i nagi ned possible, so nuch so that now he
was eager to leave it behind. Rolling up his blanket, he picked his way
careful ly across his neighbors to Wall Street, where he turned | eft and headed
for Westgate.

No one took any special note of himas he marched out the gate onto the
hi ghway. The guard he had spoken with was nowhere in sight.

By noon he was al nost four |eagues fromthe city wall.

As the day progressed, the traffic grew fromvirtually nothing nmoving to
a steady streamin both directions. People were still drifting in toward the
city fromthe disbanding armes, while others who had al ready seen the
situation and given up on finding a place in Azrad's Ethshar were headi ng back
out to |l ook for soneplace better

This struck himas futile, and he tried stopping a party headi ng toward
the city to tell themthat there was nothing for themthere. They ignored his
war ni ng.

"Maybe there's nothing there for you, fellow, but perhaps we aren't as
pi cky," the | eader said, glancing significantly at Val der's bl ack-and-gray
uni form Like nost people, the man wore green and brown; very few peopl e had
bothered to acquire civilian clothes yet, though insignia and marks of rank
were now rare, and only those that remained soldiers were permitted to keep
their breastpl ates.

"I"'mnot picky," Valder insisted. "The whole place is nobbed. Food is
running | ow, and | odging costs nore for a night than it should for a year."

"Well, we'll just have to see this for ourselves. W don't know you; why
shoul d we believe you?"
Val der shrugged. "lI'mjust trying to help," he said.

"W don't need your help," the spokesman said, turning away. Val der
wat ched hel pl essly as they trudged on toward the gates. \When they were lost in
the streanming traffic, he turned and headed onward.

The highway had left the city running due west, but quickly curved around
to the north, leading fromthe peninsula to the mainland. Valder knew a little



basi ¢ geography, enough to know that the only land routes from Azrad' s Et hshar
to anywhere worth mentioni ng would have to run northward across the isthmus to
the mainl and; there sinply wasn't anything except open countryside surrounded
by sea to the south, east, or west. He supposed that some of that |and m ght
be suitable for farm ng -- though he had an inpression it was too sandy to be
much use, even for that -- but he was not willing to try farmng it.

That nmeant he had to head north, and that was what he was doi ng, but once
he reached the mainl and he had nore of a choice. He could head back west al ong
the coast to Ethshar of the Sands, perhaps -- but that woul d take himcl oser
to Gor, and though Et hshar of the Sands was | ess crowded than Azrad's Ethshar
it was nore primtive, and he was not at all sure it would be any rea
i mprovenent. Somewhere far to the north were the mnes and nountai ns taken
fromthe Northern Enpire in the course of the last century or so, and beyond
themlay the ruins of the Enpire itself. He had no interest in nining and knew
that it was never the comon miners who got rich fromthe jewels and netal s
t hey found, but those who owned the mines, or bought fromthe mners, or sold

to the mners. A w ne nerchant mght do well in the nmining country, but first
he woul d need stock, and as yet Val der had no stock and no i dea where he m ght
find any.

In all the wide arc of |and between the mnes and Et hshar of the Sands,
there was only w |l derness, forests and grasslands, and a few scattered farns
that had been established to help feed the armes fighting in that w | derness.
Those arm es had once had canps dotting the plains and forests in every
direction, but were now di sbhanded. A few canps night survive as villages and
towns, but Val der doubted any would have nuch to offer him

That covered the conpass from south sunw se through northeast, |eaving
only the east and southeast. That was where the ol d horel and had been. It had
never actually been his hone, of course; he had been born in the canp-town at
Kardoret, a base on the line between the western and central conmands, and had
never seen O d Ethshar. The official story, which he had no reason to doubt,
was that it was now fragnented into dozens of pretty states, warring with one
anot her. Valder had had his fill of war, certainly, but he wondered whet her
there m ght not be opportunities to be found there. Certainly, Gor of the
Rocks had no authority there and so could not pursue him the Hegenony of
Et hshar claimed only the | ands outside the old borders.

Hi s worries about the overlord m ght be unfounded, he knew, but even so,

t he prospect of actually seeing the I and he had fought for so long, a |and
that had history extendi ng back before the war, had a certain charmto it.

Most of the veterans were unimagi nati ve enough to accept the official line and
stay in the Hegenony, he was sure, so the conpetition for work woul d not be as
fierce in the Snmall Kingdons.

That decided him He would head for the Small Kingdons, where O d Ethshar
used to be. That nmeant he nust bear right at every major fork, follow ng the
hi ghways around the northern end of the Gulf of the East.

So far, however, he had seen no forks; the highway rolled on
i ndi vi si bl e, across the isthnus.

He marched on through the afternoon, despite nounting weariness. He was
not accustomed to | ong wal ks any nore, after his enforced inactivity at sea
and his long stint as an assassin, where speed and stealth had been far nore
i mportant than stam na. Furthernore, he had realized he had broken his prom se
to hinmself in his rush to get out of the city and had not eaten anything since
his |l ast meal aboard ship, which had been a | arge breakfast the day before. He
had found water at several small streams that crossed the highway, but no
f ood.

For that matter, he had not encountered a streamrecently, and, although
the day was no nore than pleasantly warm he was again growing thirsty. He
cursed hinself for not having planned nore carefully and brought adequate
suppl i es.

O course, he had expected to find everything he needed in Azrad's
Et hshar. The inpossibly high prices had been a conplete surprise and had



shocked him so badly that he had forgotten how essential food and drink could
be. He had refused to buy anything at all, despite his sizeable store of cash,
and was now paying for his miserliness. He wi shed he had somehow wangl ed a
Spel | of Sustenance somewhere along the line, but he no | onger even had a

bl oodstone; he had turned his in after his |ast assassination, in accordance
with his orders.

If nere food and drink were so outrageously expensive in the city, he
wonder ed what astronom cal sum might be required to buy an enchant ed
bl oodst one.

Sonewhere al ong the hi ghway, he told hinself, there would surely be an
inn or a tavern, or at |east a farnhouse, where he might buy bread and ale, or
find water. Wth that in mnd, he kept marching and even nmanaged to pick up
his pace a trifle.

The sun was reddening in the west when he reached the fork. As he had
deci ded, he bore right. Sone of his fellow travelers were already settling by
the roadside for the night, sone with el aborate canps, others with just a
bl anket. Virtually all the traffic that was still noving was using the
left-hand fork, and Valder realized that that nust be the road to both
Anaran's territory and the northern lands. Since the |left fork headed due west
and the right due north, he would have assunmed otherwi se, if not for the
traffic, but anong those com ng down the west fork were men and wonen in
clothes far warner than the climate called for, sone with mning tools on
belts or backpacks.

Those who had stopped for the night were strewn haphazardly al ong the
waysi de wi th whatever supplies they had brought, which hardly seened to
i ndi cate the presence of an inn anywhere on the road. Val der had brought
not hing and still hoped to find shelter; he marched on past the fork and
al nrost i mMmedi ately felt a cool breeze that carried the scent of water -- but
not the salt tang of the ocean.

The fork had been on the side of a lowrise, with the west fork follow ng
the contour of the land, while the north headed directly up over the crest.
Val der pushed on over the ridgetop to where he coul d see what |ay beyond,
could see the broad river that lay at the bottom of the slope, the w dest
river he had ever seen just half a nmile further down the road.

That meant fresh water, though perhaps not the best, unless the river was
somehow too polluted to drink from There mght well be fish and edi ble plants
of some sort, rather than the endl ess grasses that covered nost of the
count rysi de.

The road itself ran on across the river by means of a bridge -- a bridge
Val der judged to be a prodigious feat of engineering, one that quite possibly
had required nmagic in its construction, since the river was very w de indeed.
Men were standing on the bridge; perhaps, he thought, he had finally found
some clever farmfolk cashing in on the steady streamof traffic by selling
their produce. Exhausted as he was, he stunmbled down the sl ope toward the
river.

CHAPTER 21

The nen on the bridge were soldiers, in full uniformand heavily arnmed.
They stood in front of a gate that blocked the south end of the bridge.
Pitched nearby was an arny-issue tent.

They did not appear to be there to sell vegetables. After a glance at
them Valder left the highway and made his way down the bank to the river. He
drank his fill, w ped the sweat fromhis face and arms, splashed a little
water on his tunic to cool hinself down, then sat and rested for a few
nonent s.

The | ast daylight was fading; on the bridge above himthe soldiers were
lighting torches. He glanced up at the hiss as the first one caught fire, and
wat ched the procedure with interest.



This was obviously a toll bridge. He had heard of such things, though in
wartinme they had been illegal outside the borders of Od Ethshar -- or rather
the Smal |l Ki ngdonms, since AOd Ethshar had apparently col |l apsed before Val der
was born. Toll bridges mght have interfered with the noverment of troops or
supplies, so they had not been permitted.

The war was over, however, and that |aw seemed to have been repealed --
assum ng this group was here legally. Wth four of them and Val der al one, he
had no intention of questioning their rights.

He gl anced at the river. Already the far side was invisible. He could not
possi bly swimso far, he knew, and he doubted that a river of such a size
could be forded anywhere within twenty | eagues. Certainly, no one would get
any goods across without using either a bridge or a ferry. He saw no ferries.
Al trade, then, would use the bridge. The toll collection should prove
profitable.

VWen he was feeling sonewhat | ess exhausted, he got to his feet and
clinmbed slowmy back up the bank to the highway.

No traffic was moving. Three small parties, perhaps a dozen travelers in
all, were canped along the roadside up toward the fork, with canpfires
burning. The only other people in sight were the soldiers on the bridge; in
addition to their torches, they had a small cooking fire in front of their
tent.

Val der was at a loss as to what he should do next. He was tired, hungry,
and lonely, with no idea what woul d beconme of him these comon probl ens
seened nore inportant at present than his unique one of being linked for life
to a magic sword he did not trust. The sword was strictly a | ong-term probl em
while the others were all inmediate.

He could handle his weariness by tranpling out a circle in the grass and
going to sleep -- in fact, he could probably find an abandoned canpsite and
save himself the trouble of trampling one out. Food, however, was beconing a
very serious concern, and the sight of a soldier hanging a kettle over the
cookfire decided him He trudged up onto the bridge.

The sol diers saw hi mcom ng, despite the gathering gloom Two had cocked
crossbows in their hands, but did not bother to aimor release the safety
catches, while a third dropped his hand to the hilt of his sword. Val der saw
five in all; the fourth was the man tending the kettle, and the fifth was
dozi ng near by.

"Hello there!" Val der call ed.

"Hello," the swordsman replied.

"What are you doing here?" H's assunption that they were toll collectors
was, after all, only a guess.

"Quarding the bridge."

"Quarding it agai nst what? The war is over!"

"CQuardi ng agai nst unauthorized crossing. It's one copper piece to cross
for veterans or their famlies, and no one else is welcone."

"On whose orders?”

"Lord Azrad's."

That made sense. In fact, Valder respected Azrad for thinking of it. Not
only would it add to the coffers, but it would keep the people of the Snall

Ki ngdons -- who woul d not be veterans, since the arny had not been responsible
for the homel and and had | ong ago noved all operations, including recruiting,
el sewhere -- fromcom ng to Ethshar and further increasing the crowding in the

cities. Wile the war had conti nued, none woul d have dared to venture into the
war zones and nilitary lands wi thout a good reason, but now that peace had
cone and the war zones were transforned into the Hegenony of Ethshar, sone

m ght think there were opportunities to be exploited.

Val der had no intention of crossing the bridge until norning, when he
could see the other bank and deci de whether it was worth a copper piece, but
he was very much interested in food and conversation before he slept. "Wat's
cooki ng?" he asked, pointing to the kettle. "It snells good."

"Just stew, Zak caught a rabbit this afternoon."”



"Mght | join you? | haven't eaten in alnmpst two days; | can't afford the
prices in the city."

The swordsman gl anced at hi s conpani ons, and, although no objections were
spoken al oud, Val der sensed reluctance all around.

"I"ll pay a fair price, if you want; 1've still got nmy back pay. | just
wasn't willing to pay those robbers in the city what they wanted."

"I can agree with that," one of the crossbowren remarked. "If | had any
doubt s about staying in the armnmy, those prices cured them Silver bits for
al e, they wanted!"

"Four the pint at the Overflow ng Chalice, and worse in Westgate Market!"
Val der agreed. "I can't pay that! Better to drink seawater!"

That broke the ice, as the soldiers all chinmed in with conplaints. A
nonent | ater the whole crew, Valder included, was clustered around the kettle,
di shing out rabbit stew No matter where or when, soldiers |loved to conplain,
and Val der had given this group an opportunity for which they were properly
grateful.

They even forgot to charge himfor the stew

The food did not stop the conversation. Between bites, Val der exchanged
accounts of wartine action seen, commanders served under, and so forth. Coning
as he did fromthe extreme west, Valder's tales seened strange and exotic to
t he guardsmen, even though he avoided any nmention of his work as an assassin.
Their stories, in turn, seened odd to him they had Iived and served w t hout
ever seeing northern troops. Their only action had been agai nst magi ca
assaults, either sorcerous or dempnic, or against rebellion anmong the civilian
popul ati on.

Val der had never lived in an area where there were civilians, other than
canp foll owers and perhaps a few traveling nmerchants or coastal fishermen. He
had never heard of civilian rebellions and could not really picture how or why
t hey m ght occur.

Hi s | one scouting patrols through enpty forests were just as alien to the
sout herners, of whom four of the five had never seen a forest. Also, it seened
that Azrad's command structure was far tighter and nore conplex than Gor's.
When CGor had needed sonet hing done, he had pointed to a person and told himto
do it; when Azrad had needed sonething done, he had forned a conmittee to
study the problem and set up the appropriate chain of comand. Both systens
had apparently worked. In fact, as the soldiers described it, once Azrad had
all his systems established, they ran thenselves, leaving himfree to devote
his time to his own anusenent, where Gor had remai ned closely involved with
day-to-day operations.

This was all new to Valder; it had never occurred to himthat there could
be such variation within Ethshar, either Hegenony or horel and. He found great
delight in this new | earning.

VWhen war stories began to wear thin, around mdnight, Valder asked, "Wy
are there so many people in the city? Wiy doesn't soneone do sonet hi ng about
it?"

"Where el se can they go, and what can anyone do?" a soldier asked in
reply. "Ethshar's the only real city there is, and only soldiers are foo
enough to sleep in tents. All these veterans want roofs over their heads, and
the only solid roofs in the Hegenony are in Azrad's Ethshar, so that's where

they go. Sooner or later, they'll realize they can build their own, | suppose,
but for now they go to the city."
"The supplies are running low there, | think."

"OfF course they are! Even before the war ended, supplies were running | ow
and, with all the eastern farm ands blasted to burning desert, supplies are
going to run even lower until someone starts farming all this grassliand we're
sitting on. What food there is is probably sitting in warehouses, rotting
because the distribution systemhas all cone apart with the end of the war!"

Val der gl anced around at the darkness beyond the torchlit bridge. "Who
owns all this land, anyway? Is it really free for the taking?"

Manrin, the swordsman, shrugged. "Who knows? | guess it is. After all, it



was w | derness before the war and it's been under military | aw ever since. The
hi ghway Azrad's keeping for hinmself, but the proclamation said the rest was
avai l abl e to anyone who would use it."

"Yes," Sal dan, the cook, said. "But who knows how to use it? Everybody
has grown up learning to be soldiers, not farmers."

A vague idea was stirring in the back of Valder's mnd, but he was too
tired to haul it forward and | ook it over. Instead, he tossed the |ast

wel | - gnawed rabbit bone into the river and announced, "It's been a pl easure
tal king, and ny thanks for the nmeal, but | need sonme sleep."
"It's time we all slept"," Zak, one of the crossbowren, agreed. "Manrin's

of f until noon, but the rest of us are supposed to be up at dawn. Sonebody
ki ck Lorret awake; he's supposed to take the night watch."

Val der left the soldiers to their own business and wal ked of f a few yards
into the darkness. He found a spot where the grass seemed | ess scratchy than
nmost, curled up in his blanket, and went to sleep

He was awakened three hours later by fat raindrops on his face. He rolled
hi s bl anket out fromunder him draped it over hinself instead, and went back
to sl eep.

He awoke again just as the first light of dawn seeped through the clouds.
The rain was still falling in a thin drizzle; his blanket was soaked through
and stank of wet wool. He flung it aside and stood up, still tired, but unable
to sleep any nore without shelter

"Sonmebody," he nuttered to hinmself as he staggered toward the bridge,
"ought to build an inn here."

He stopped, frozen in nmid-step

"Somebody ought to build an inn here," he repeated.

That was the idea that had been lurking in the back of his mind during
the night's conversation. Sonebody really should build an inn here, convenient
to the river, the toll bridge, and the fork in the highway. Al the | and
traffic in and out of Azrad's Ethshar and the southern peninsula had to pass
by this spot. Al the traffic crossing the | ower reaches of the Geat R ver
woul d use this bridge. Al boats com ng down the Great River to the sea -- and
Val der was sure there would be plenty in time -- would cone past. It was
al nost exactly one day's wal k from Westgate, just where northbound travel ers
woul d be ready to stop for the night.

Coul d there possibly be a better site for an inn in all the world? Val der
doubted it. Only the war had prevented one from being built here | ong ago, he
was sure. The land had belonged to the nmilitary, and the nmilitary was not
interested in inns.

Sonebody should build an inn here, and Val der was sonmebody. He had his
accunul ated assassin's pay for capital. He had wanted a quiet postwar job
other than farm ng, and innkeeping seenmed ideal. He could undoubtedly recruit
all the | abor he needed in the Hundred-Foot Field.

He coul d scarcely believe his good fortune. Could he really have been the
first to think of it?

He i magi ned what it would be like -- a confortable little place, built of
stone since no forests were nearby, with large wi ndows and thick cool walls in
the sumrer, a wide hearth and blazing fire in winter. Wrikidor could hang
above the mantel; surely that would be cl ose enough to himthat the sword
woul d not object, particularly if he placed his own chanber directly above,
and no one would think it at all odd or inappropriate for a veteran to keep
his old sword on display, even in peacetine.

He peered through the gloomand rain and tried to deci de exactly where to
put such an inn. The best spot, he decided, would be right at the fork
bet ween the west and north roads. He could claima strip of |land along the
roadside fromthere to the river and build a landing for river traffic.

O perhaps the inn should be right on the river? There m ght be sone
difficulty in claimng half a mle of roadside.

No, he decided, the river traffic would not be as inportant as the west
road, since boatnmen could sleep in their boats. If he could not have his



| andi ng, he was sure he would still get by with the land traffic.

How, he wondered, did one go about claimng a piece of |and? Perhaps the
sol di ers woul d know, he thought. He headed eagerly for the bridge.

Not surprisingly, nost of themwere still asleep, but Lorret, the night
man, was bored and tired and glad to tal k. He knew nothing of any official
nmet hods, but nade suggestions and provided a few materi al s.

By the time the rain stopped at m d-norning Val der had marked off his
claimw th wooden stakes and bundl ed grass, all marked with strips of green
cloth, his name witten on each stake and each cloth with char fromthe
ni ght's cookfire. He had paced off room enough for a large inn and a
good-si zed stable, a decent kitchen garden, and a yard and then arbitrarily
doubl ed each dinension -- after all, if the-land was free, why stint? He had
i ndeed claimed his | anding site near the bridge, but had deci ded agai nst
taking the entire half mle of roadside. He did not really need it, after all,
and there was no need to be greedy. Hi s custoners could cone up the hill on
t he public highway readily enough

That done, and with assurances fromthe soldiers that they would enforce
his rights for himuntil his return, he set out for Azrad's Ethshar to hire a
construction crew

PART THREE
Val der the | nnkeeper
CHAPTER 22

Val der gazed at the roomw th cal msatisfaction. It was al nost exactly as
he had pictured it four nonths earlier, when he had first staked his claimto
the land at the fork. The wi ndows were shuttered, since he had not yet been
able to buy glass for them and the furniture was nostly m smatched and
jury-rigged, the tables built of scrap and the chairs uphol stered in war
surplus tent canvas, but the w de stone hearth, the stone chi mey, oaken
mantel, and the white plastered walls were all just as he had wanted them A
fire blazed on the hearth, keeping out the autumm chill, and a dozen | anps
lighted the room

In the rest of the inn, every room upstairs or down, was taken for the
ni ght, and no one had conpl ai ned of the accomvpdati ons or the fare at supper
-- even though the only wi ne he had been able to get was truly horrible, and
as yet he had no ale at all. The nost popul ar beverage was river-water
filtered through five |layers of canvas, surely an unheard of situation in any
roadsi de i nn!

He wonder ed whet her he should sink a well. The river water seened safe
enough so far and did not taste bad at all, either before or after filtering,
but he did not entirely trust it. There were just too many peopl e upstream who
m ght be pouring garbage, sewage, or poisons into it.

Getting ale and decent wi ne was nore inportant, of course. He had
appoi nted half a dozen of his erstwhile construction crew as agents and sent
them out |ooking, in various directions, for suppliers. One was permanently
posted in Azrad's Ethshar at no pay, but with a prom se of three pieces of
gold if he found a reliable supplier -- a sizable sumnow that prices had cone
back down to nore reasonable |evels, though they were still higher than in
wartime. The other five had been given expense noney and scattered across the
Hegermony of the Three Ethshars, as the name now seened to be, and the Smal
Ki ngdors.

Val der's original supply of nmoney had given out |ong ago, since he had
pai d generously at first in the interest of speed; but even before his inn had
a roof, customers had been at his door, eager to pay for a night's shelter. He
foresaw no difficulty in earning a living and paying for any inprovenents he
m ght care to nake.



O course, the original flood of traffic had not lasted. Wthin a nonth
of the war's end, the southbound flow into Azrad's Ethshar had thinned to a
trickle. By then, however, the northbound exodus was in full flood, as the new
arrivals finally convinced thensel ves that the city was not the golden | and of
[imtless opportunity.

That, too, had passed, and Val der had had a bad six-night or two when
busi ness sl owed drastically. He had used it as an excuse to cut his bl oated,
overpaid crewin half, and then in half again. Initially, he had wanted as
many nen as he could find work for, since speed in construction was nore
i mportant than econony, and hauling stone fromthe riverbed took plenty of
manpower. Once the walls and roof were in place, however, speed was no | onger
essential, as nost customers asked no nore than to get in out of the rain and
the cool night air. His sixty-man crew, lured by the prospect of a copper
pi ece a day, free water, and whatever food he could find for them was an
unwant ed expense.

He had been glad to be rid of nmost of them A man did not require rmuch in
the way of character or intelligence to drag rocks fromthe riverbed to the
building site and drop themin place, so he had just taken anyone who
vol unt eered when he shouted out his offer. The interior work, furniture, and
finishing, however, called for nmore skill, skill that nost of the men did not
have and coul d not |earn quickly.

He had kept a crew of fifteen, even when that neant paying out nore than
he took in -- he had refused to give in to tenptation and had set his charges
to his custonmers roughly at wartine |evels, rather than the absurd rates that
had been asked in Azrad's Ethshar during the great confusion. He had been
convinced that traffic would increase again and that the conpletion of the inn
woul d prove worthwhile. He had been right. Refugees and wandering veterans
were no longer arriving in any significant nunmbers, though a few still drifted
in every so often, but nerchants and tradesnmen had begun to appear, bringing
supplies into the city or skills and goods out. He had bought the foul stuff
t hat passed for wine fromone such commercial traveler, and the surplus-canvas
had come from an enterprising young ex-sergeant who had bought up hundreds of
old tents cheap when the border canps were di shanded

After the merchants had cone the farnmers bound for market and the
woul d-be farmers searching for land. As yet, the farmers were few and their
produce uni npressive, and the woul d-be farners were invariably
poverty-stricken, but Valder was sure that within a year that woul d change
dramatically. The war had not ended until well after planting season, after
all, so that crops had not been planted on schedul e.

Now hi s income once agai n exceeded his expenses, though not by as nuch as
he m ght have liked. He had cut his payroll once again by dispatching his six
agents. O the nine nen who remai ned, seven were naking other plans. One had
taken a fancy to the river and was waiting for a berth on a barge. Another was
saving his pay and working odd jobs for guests with plans to becone a brewer,

whi ch pl eased Val der quite well, as that might assure himof a supplier. The
other five were still vague, but three had been foresighted enough to stake
out claims on land in the vicinity while the opportunities were still there,

and all were anmong the cleverer and nore skilled of his original group; Valder
had no doubt they would find suitable work when the inn was finished.

One of the two nen planning to remain was Tandel I in. Val der had been
utterly astonished to find his old friend anong the nmob in the Hundred- Foot
Field, and delighted as well, and had wasted no time in signing himon wth
the other volunteers. Sarai had been with him and, although she was too small
to be of any real help in hauling stone, she had hel ped out considerably on
lighter jobs. She had been the only woman on the site, and sone of the other
men had grunbled mildly about her presence and excl usive attachment to
Tandel |l in, but there had been no serious problens invol ved.

Only after three days of work had the couple been willing to admt that
they had foll owed Val der, taking the next ship after his, rather than turning
up in Azrad's Ethshar by sheer coincidence. Tandellin would give no reason



but Sarai expl ai ned, "You al ways seenmed to know what you were doing, and
nobody el se did. The noment you had your pay, you were gone, as if you
actual ly knew where you were going to go and what you were going to do. W had
been sitting around for three days arguing, w thout comng up with a single

i dea we could agree on, until you left -- then we agreed to come see what you
were doing, and here we are." She shivered. "Things | ooked pretty bad there in
the city, when we lost track of you."

It came as a surprise to Valder that he had seenmed to know what he was
doi ng, as he certainly had not thought he did, but when he said as much, Sara
sinmply pointed out that everything had worked out well enough

Val der had to agree with that.

Tandellin and Sarai were not the only ones to follow Valder's lead. H's
inn acted as a spark or a seed; once he had clained his piece of |and, others
took to the idea, and farnhouses were abuilding all al ong the highway between
the bridge and the city. Custoners told himthat other inns were springing up
as well, further up the road.

He was pleased by that, particularly by the proliferation of farners
determ ned to plow under the grassland. He had gotten by at first by hunting
smal | game and fishing, or by buying what others caught, but his supplies were
al ways | ow. Sorme food came down the highway or the river, nostly fruit from
the orchards around Sardiron of the Waters, in what had been the southwestern
part of the Northern Enpire, and Val der bought what he could afford of that to
augnment his catches. He suspected that people were starving in Azrad's
Et hshar, though he knew supplies were reaching the city by ship. If farms were
in production all along the highway and throughout the countryside, that would
change.

For the present, he was getting by, and the future | ooked bright, with
the inn built and paying custoners in every chanber. He was well pleased as he
| ooked about the dining room Wrikidor hung above the fireplace on pegs
driven into the stone; he snmiled at it. He had no intention of ever drawing it
again, and |looking at it now only rem nded himof the unpl easant ness he had
| eft behind and how |l ucky he was to be free of it and doing well. He had never
t hought he woul d be fortunate enough to outlive the war, but here he was,
alive and thriving, and the Northern Enpire was no nore than a nenory. The
sword' s enchantment night conplicate his life eventually, with its supposed
grant of immortality but not freedomfromharm but that was far fromurgent.
He enj oyed being an i nnkeeper, able to hear the news of the world fromhis
guests wi thout |eaving hone.

A knock sounded, though everyone else in the inn had retired. Val der
turned and hurried to the door, hoping that, late as the hour was, the new
arrival would be sonmeone selling something he could use. He would settle for a
customer willing to sleep on the dining roomfloor, though

Two nen stood on the threshold, wearing the tattered remants of
Et hsharitic uniforms, huddl ed together against the cold wind. As yet, no snow
had fallen this year, and the | ocals assured himthat often years woul d pass
wi thout a single flake in this region, but wi nter was assuredly coming and the
wi nds were cold, even this far south.

"Come in!" Valder said, trying to conceal his disappointnent. Ragged as
they were, these two were not likely to be selling anything, nor to have
enough noney to be worthwhile as custoners. Still, an innkeeper had
obligations; everyone nust be made wel cone.

The two entered. One made directly for the fire on the hearth, but the
other hesitated, staring at his host.

Di sconcerted, Val der stared back. Something was very famliar about the
man. Undoubtedly they had net sonewhere before, but Val der could not place
wher e.

"I know you," the nman said.

"Val der the Innkeeper, at your service," Valder replied. "Wl cone to the
Inn at the Bridge." He saw no reason to deny his identity if the man did know
him but on the other hand, he was not in the nmood for rem niscing about good



old days that had, for himat any rate, been relatively mserable. Calling
hi nsel f an i nnkeeper nade clear that he lived in the present, not a nostal gic,
gl ori ous past such as many veterans seened to prefer

O course, peace appeared to have treated this pair far worse than the
war had; they were thin and hungry, and their clothes had obviously been Iived
in for months, probably nonths w thout shelter

"Val der?" The man stared at him "You nean Val der of Kardoret?"

"That was |," Valder adnmitted.

"The man who killed a shatra in single conmbat?"

Startled, Val der asked, "How do you know about that?"

"I was with the party that found you standing over the corpse. Gods, that
was a weird thing! That body had all this strange black stuff init -- 1"l
never forget it. Wien we burned it, it stank like nothing | have ever snelled.
And it was you! It was! You | ook different now, without the uniform and
you've put on a little weight, | think, but it's you."

"Yes, it is," Val der agreed.

"And you're an innkeeper now? Val der of the Magic Sword, an innkeeper?"

"Better than starving, isn't it? The war is over -- not nuch call for
magi ¢ swords anynore." He sml ed.

The other grimaced. "Anything is better than starving, 1'd say. |I've had

alittle nore experience of it than | like. Still, a man like you -- you
weren't any common sol dier, you could have nade your way in the world."

"I ammaking my way in the world. | own this inn and the |anding on the
river, don't I?"

"Ch, but you could have been rich! A man who could kill a denon, you
coul d have done al nost anything!"

"I't was the magic sword that killed the shatra, not ne; |1'm happy here."

The man shrugged. "If you say so," he said.

"I say so. Now, what can | get you? Supper was over hours ago, and there
isn'"t any ale, but | can find sone cold food, if you |like, and we have wi ne
and good cl ean water."

The man | ooked enbarrassed. He called out to his conpanion, "Hey, Tesra!
Have you got any noney?"

Val der sighed inwardly. These two were obviously not going to nake him
rich.

Tesra produced five copper bits, and after a little dickering Val der
conceded that that was a fair price for staying the night on the floor by the
hearth with a meal of scraps and water. \Wen that was settled and the two
tattered veterans were gnawi ng on pi geon bones -- rabbits had beconme quite
scarce, due to extensive hunting, but pigeons nade a decent pie -- Valder
asked, "Wuere are you headed? You nust have been on the road quite sonme tine."

Tesra | ooked up at him "W thought we'd try our luck in Azrad' s Ethshar
it's been no good anywhere el se. W' ve been on the road since the war ended,
been up to Sardiron of the Waters and on through the Passes, and then cane
down the Great River fromthere."

Val der felt a twinge of guilt. "Was that five bits your |ast noney?

Et hshar's expensi ve these days, and, fromwhat | hear, there isn't nuch work."

"Ch, we'll get by," said Selner, the man who had recogni zed Val der
"W're not picky."

Val der shrugged. He had made his gesture, given his warning; if the two
of them chose not to heed it, that was not his problem Rather than continuing
with the subject, he asked about Sardiron. He had heard of the town, captured
al nrost intact fromthe Northern Enpire when it fell, but he knew little about
it.

He talked with the pair until alnost dawn. Tesra fell asleep, utterly
exhausted, while the conversation continued, but Selner |asted several hours
before his eyelids, too, drooped. Finally Valder rose and left the two of them
asleep on the floor. He left a brief note for Parl, the man who was to handl e
nor ni ng busi ness, saying the two had paid in advance for the night but not for
breakfast, and then retired.



VWen he awoke, the sun was high in the eastern sky, and the two veterans
were gone. Parl reported that they had left an hour or so earlier, hoping to
reach the city by nightfall

Val der knew they woul d not nanage it; one had to | eave the inn within an
hour after dawn to reach Ethshar before dark, traveling on foot. He w shed
them wel | and forgot about them

At | east, he forgot about themfor a sixnight or so.

Supper was being dished out, a thick chowder and stal e bread being al
t hat Val der had on hand, when a late arrival knocked. Val der happened to be
free, so he answered the door hinmself, adnmitting a party of four. First in the
door was a young worman in flanmboyant red velvet trimed with white fur; behind
her came two huge nen wearing what |ooked like mlitary uniforms, but in a
pattern and col or Val der had never seen before. Last came another woman, this
one short and plunmp and wearing bl ue satin.

"Wl come, all!" Valder said. "Supper is just being served, if you would
care to join us. The neal is a copper each with water, or a silver bit with
wine. I'mafraid we have no ale or strong spirits.™

"We did not cone here to eat," the wonman in red announced.

"A room then? W have a few still available, two coppers the night."

"W are | ooking for someone."

Val der noticed that the woman spoke with a peculiar accent. He had taken
it to be nervousness at first, but now thought she night be from sonewhere
where the | anguage was spoken differently. He had noticed a slight difference
bet ween t he people of Azrad's south and Gor's northwest previously, but this
was far nore marked. It nade judging her tone difficult. Val der guessed she
was from sone obscure corner of the Small Ki ngdons.

"This is nmy inn," he said. "And | want no trouble. You will have to tel
me whom you' re | ooking for and why."

"W seek Val der of the Magic Sword."

The wonman insisted on speaking quite loudly, and the entire popul ation of
the room-- three of Valder's enpl oyees and fourteen guests -- were now
listening closely, the chowder forgotten for the nonent.

"“I'"'m Val der, now the Innkeeper," he said. "Cone inside and cl ose the
door." He had no idea why anybody night be |ooking for himand was not at al
sure he wanted to find out. This group hardly | ooked |ike anything Gor m ght
send after him He renmenbered Tesra and Sel mer, who had insisted on calling
hi m Val der of the Magic Sword, and wondered if they had anything to do with
it.

He was about to suggest a nore private conference when the thought struck
himthat Gor of the Rocks m ght not care to send anyone obvious on a m ssion
to deal with his fornmer assassin. Gor was tricky enough to have contrived a
group like this. Valder decided abruptly that privacy was not called for. Wen
the woman in blue had cl osed the door, he led the way to an unoccupi ed table
and gestured for the newconers to sit.

The woman in red hesitated, and the others were all obviously follow ng
her lead. "lIs there no place nore private?" she asked.

That convi nced Val der that he did not want to be alone with his group
"No," he said. "W speak here if you wish to speak with me at all."

Rel uctantly, the woman in red nodded and took a seat; her conpanions
foll owed, and Val der, too, sat down.

"I am Sadra of Pethnor, Pethnor being the rightful capital of al
Et hshar. We have cone seeking your help."

Val der interpreted this to nean that Pethnor was indeed one of the Small
Ki ngdons. Most of themclained to be the ancient capital. "Wat sort of hel p?"
he asked.

"We came to Azrad's city to find someone who might be able to hel p us,
and two men there told us where you m ght be found. They said that you were
the greatest fighter that had ever lived, that you had slain a northern denon
in single conbat. |Is this true?"

"No." Val der was reluctant to el aborate.



"No?" Sadra was taken aback. "But you are Val der of the Magi c Sword? They
swore..."

"They swore? What did they swear?"

"One of them swore that you had slain a denmon..."

"Ch. Well, yes, | did kill a shatra, which is half denon, but |I'm hardly
a great fighter. | had a magic sword." It seened unwi se to mention that he
still had the sword and that it was in fact hanging in plain sight not ten
yards away

"Ah. The sword is gone, then?"

Val der shrugged.

"Of course it is, or you would not be an innkeeper -- but perhaps you
could get it back? O perhaps you m ght hel p anyway?"

"You still haven't said what sort of help you want."

"Ch, it is quite sinple. There is a dragon, a rather |arge one, that has
been scorching the fields..." Again, as seened to be a habit with her, she |et
the sentence trail off.

"You want ne to kill a dragon for you?"

"Yes, exactly."

Val der put his palms on the table as if to rise. "I'msorry, Sadra, but |
can't help you. I wouldn't stand a chance; the only time | ever fought a
dragon singl e-handed, | wound up running for ny life."

"Then you have fought dragons before?"

"Just alittle one and, | told you, it alnost killed ne. I will not fight
your dragon for you. Talk it out of burning your fields, or hire a
dragon-taner fromthe city, if no one will fight it. Now, will you have supper
here, or a roomfor the night, or will you be goi ng?"

The party from Pet hmor stayed for supper and for the night, and for
breakfast as well. Sadra nmade several nore attenpts to enlist Valder as a

dragon sl ayer, but w thout success.
In the norning, as she was about to depart, Sadra stopped and turned
back. "Selner told me you were a hero," she said. "That you would be gl ad of

an excuse to give up this dreary inn. | think he m sjudged you badly."
Val der nodded agreenent. "I think you're right. | like it here.”
Sadra nodded in turn, plainly disgusted, and left.
Val der thought that was the end of the matter -- until the next party

turned up, trying to recruit him This group was not after a dragon, but
intended to oot the ruined cities of the north and wanted to hire Val der as a
guard. A few surviving shatra were said to linger still amd the ruins, and
what better protector could they have than the only man who had ever slain one
in fair fight?

Val der got rid of thempolitely and marvel ed at how nobody acknow edged
the part the sword's magic had played. They all credited himwth far nore
prowess than he actually possessed. They wanted to believe in heroes, not
ordi nary, everyday nmagic.

Val der was no adventurer, no great warrior; he was just an i nnkeeper and
glad to be one. He said as nmuch to anyone who asked. Yes, he had a magic sword
once, and yes, he had killed a shatra with it, and yes, he even admtted to
havi ng served as an assassin when that story finally surfaced -- but all he
was now was an i nnkeeper

That was what he told the doddering wi zard who wanted to hire himto
fetch the ingredients for a certain unspecified spell and what he told the
sel f-procl ai mred mercenary captain who was trying to rai se a conpany of war
heroes to fight in the continuing border squabbles in the Small Kingdonms. From
what Val der had heard fromhis guests, these little conflicts were too small
to be considered real wars. The "captain," who had never risen above sergeant
in the Geat War, believed a small group of experienced nen could nake a big
di fference. Val der suspected he was quite correct in that, but was not
interested in being one of those nmen and said as mnuch.

He |iked being an i nnkeeper. He enjoyed hearing his guests talk of their
travels, their hopes, their goals. He enjoyed seeing the weary to bed, feeding



the hungry, and serving drink to the thirsty, and watching their faces rel ax
as their problens faded. As an innkeeper, he took no great risks. True, he
made no great gains, but that did not bother him He had not killed anyone
since the end of the war, nor had anyone seriously attenpted to kill him-- he
di scounted a few drunken threats from nmen who could barely stand, |et alone
fight. The worst problem he ever confronted as an i nnkeeper, once he had found
reliable suppliers of food and drink, was an occasi onal boisterous drunk, and
t he one advantage he saw in his growi ng fame as Val der of the Magi c Sword was
t hat troubl emakers who had heard of his reputation avoided him As the inn's
proprietor, he was his own man; admttedly, he took orders from his custoners,
but only when he chose to. It was nothing like the mlitary.

Yes, he liked being an innkeeper. It was infinitely nore enjoyable than
bei ng an assassin or an adventurer. He preferred Wrikidor over the mantel
not on his belt. He had to repeat this often. The tal kative Sel mer and the
various guests who had overheard his conversation with Sadra or with others
who had tried to coax himaway spread his fame far and wi de. In general
Val der did not mnd; he rather enjoyed being fanpbus and suspected that his
reputati on drew busi ness that m ght otherw se have passed up the Inn at the
Bridge in favor of other, newer inns that had sprung up al ong the hi ghways.

He turned down offers that ranged fromdull and dangerous to downri ght
bi zarre, requests for aid fromsilk-robed aristocrats and starving children --
the latter |eaving disappointed, but always well fed. He refused to rescue
princesses, slay dragons, depose tyrants, locate |lost siblings, kill pirates,
| oot tonbs, battle wi zards, terrorize wtches, dispose of denons, settle
boundary di sputes, and search for everything from ancient magical treasures to
a mssing cat. \Wenever possible, he tried to suggest someone who ni ght serve
in his stead. He was di smayed that, even safely sheathed, Wrikidor was stil
affecting his life.

He suspected that nobody ever believed hi mwhen he said that he enjoyed
i nnkeepi ng, that many thought hima coward or a fraud. \When a messenger from
Gor of the Rocks cane to ask if he had reconsidered his retirement, Valder
turned himdown politely, as he had all the rest, and was relieved when the
man departed peacefully, apparently convinced that Val der was a harnl ess
cowar d.

Nobody, not even Tandellin, believed that all he wanted was to be an
i nnkeeper, but it was the entire truth.

CHAPTER 23

The Inn at the Bridge flourished. Valder flourished with it, and in fact
all the world seened to be doing well once the initial confusion had passed.

In 5000 the three overlords of the Hegenmony of the Three Ethshars
announced that the last northern stragglers had been elimnated and the | ast
vestiges of the Enpire destroyed. In celebration, the annual Festival that
began 5001 ran for seven days instead of the traditional five. A fewrealists
poi nted out that this corrected astrological errors resulting fromwartine
negl ect of the calendar, but they were generally ignored in the w despread
nmer ry- maki ng.

That was the year that Valder finally got glass panes in all his w ndows.

In 5002 the northern territories surrounding Sardiron of the Waters
refused to acknow edge the rule of the Hegenony when tax collectors cane
around. Instead they set thenselves up as an array of baronies under the
erstwhile officers of the occupying armes, with a high council mneeting at
Sardiron itself. The triunvirate, well aware that the people of the Hegenony
wanted no nore war, did nothing about it. The runor circul ated that Azrad and
Cor had decided to wait, outvoting Anaran, in hopes that the baronies would
tear thenselves apart in petty rivalries as the Snmall Kingdons had done,
all owi ng the Hegenony to nove in and pick up the pieces. If the runor was
true, this appeared to be a niscalculation; no reports cane of internecine



strife in the north. Instead, caravans cane down the hi ghways and barges down
the Geat River, filling Valder's guest roonms and his purse
Val der heard all the news and all the runors fromhis guests, but paid
little attention. That was the year he finally considered his cellar to be
adequate, with thirty wines, a dozen ales and beers, and both brandy and
oushka in stock. One of his fornmer worknen now had a brewery and provided nuch
of his supply. H's staff was down to just hinself, Sarai, Tandellin, and Parl
By 5005 virtually all the veterans were settled, and the offer of free
Il and was di scontinued. Alnost all the old battlefields were now farnms, and the
vast grasslands that had stretched fromthe Geat River to the western ocean
had been pl owed under and sown with corn and wheat and barley. Ethshar of the

Rocks and Et hshar of the Sands were real cities now, rivals -- but never quite
equal s -- of Azrad's Ethshar, now called Ethshar of the Spices in recognition
of its nost profitable trade. The Small Ki ngdons were still splintering and

fighting amongst thensel ves, and nost of the people of the Hegenobny had cone
to think of themas barbaric. It was hard to renenber that they had once been
the heart of civilization, Ad Ethshar. But then, nobody nentioned AOd Ethshar
any nore. The past was forgotten, and the Hegenony and its three capitals were
the only Ethshar.

That was the year that Valder tried unsuccessfully to start a ferry
service in conpetition with Azrad's toll bridge. A torch "accidentally"
dropped fromthe bridge onto the ferry one night and burned it down to the
waterline, putting an end to that enterprise. Val der deci ded agai nst
rebuil ding; the next stray torch mght have hit his inn. The walls were stone,
but the roof was thatch.

In 5009 the northern coast followed Sardiron's |ead and declared itself
t he i ndependent Kingdom of Tintallion, with joint capitals on the mainland and
on the island fromwhich it took its name. Val der cal cul ated, after nuch
di scussion with travel ers who had been there, that the nmainland capital was
just about on the site of the canp where he had served prior to the desperate
eneny drive to the sea that had |left himstranded al one in the woods.

That was the year an inconpletely tanmed dragon accidentally burned down
Val der's stable. Terrified by the results of its actions, the dragon had
smashed its way out through the wall and vani shed, never to be seen again.
Fortunately, the dragon's owner did not get away in tine to avoid a generous
cash settlenment for the danages, and the only injuries were to two boys
knocked down and brui sed when they attenpted to catch the other animals
fleeing through the hole left by the dragon's departure.

In 5011 Anaran of the Sands died at the age of sixty-three, and, after a
month or so of wi despread concern, Azrad and Gor declared Anaran's
ten-year-old son Edaran of Ethshar to be the new overlord of Ethshar of the
Sands. Since woul d-be commanders could no | onger prove thenselves in battle,

t he surviving overlords had decided to make their positions hereditary. Nobody
seened to object, Valder noted, and it did ensure peaceful transitions. Azrad

and Gor both had sons to succeed them and no one seened very concerned about

having a nmere child as cornier of the Hegenony.

That was the year that soneone tried to rob the Inn at the Bridge.

It was a slow night in deep winter, the fourth day of the nonth of
| cebound. Enough snow was falling to discourage the neighbors fromdropping in
for a neal or a drink, and no trade cane down the highway fromthe north at
this time of year. The river never froze this far south, but, as it happened,
no boats had stopped that day, and no travelers fromthe Small Kingdons to the
east or the Hegenony's other cities to the west had happened by. Tandellin and
Sarai had gone hone to the house they had built for thensel ves on the other
side of the highway, and Parl had gone off, as he often did, with a young
worman. He might not be back for days, but in winter he was rarely needed.

Val der sat alone in the dining hall, keeping the fire alive and contenpl ati ng
the coal s, not thinking about anything in particul ar

A knock sounded; startled, Valder |ooked up. He did not particularly want
to |l eave the hearth and get a faceful of cold air, so he bellowed, "It isn't



| ocked! Cone in!"

For a monent he thought that the |latch nmust have frozen or the new
arrivals had not heard him but then the door swung open

He did not nmuch like the ook of the two nen who came in. The first one
was short, with dark hair that |ooked curiously |opsided; it took Valder a
nmonent to figure out that the man had been wounded on the scal p and that no
hair grew fromthe resulting scar tissue, leaving himpartially bald on one
si de and not the other.

The second man was huge, perhaps six and a half feet tall and
di sproportionately broad. Both wore battered breastplates -- not standard
arnmy-issue -- and carried old swords on their belts, unusual in these peaceful
times. The |l arger man had one of the strange, black, Northern helnets jamed
onto his head, the first such hel met Val der had seen in years. Both had the
| ook of nmen who were perpetually broke and al ways bl am ng others for it,

t hough what noney they acquired would invariably go for oushka or inept
ganbl i ng. Val der had seen enough of the sort and did not |like them Such nen
usually felt that because they had served a few years in the arny the world
owed thema |iving.

Val der judged this pair to be his own age or a year or two younger --
md-thirties, certainly. That would nmean they had only served a few years
each, probably not a decade between them No one owed them anyt hi ng.

Still, he was an innkeeper. "Wl cone!" he said. "Come in and get warm
What can | get you?"

The two | ooked around for a nonent. The big man remenbered belatedly to
cl ose the door.

"Cold out there," the small man remarked. "Have you got sonething that
will warma man's gut?"

"Brandy or oushka," Val der answered. "Two coppers, or a silver piece for
a bottle."

"Qushka," the little man replied, as Val der had expected. These two did
not | ook |ike brandy drinkers.

He nodded and headed for the kitchen. He had not expected any custoners
toni ght and had stored the keg away earlier than usual. "Mke yoursel ves
confortable,” he called back over his shoulder. He decided silently to be as
qui ck as he could, so that he would be back before this pair could cause any
trouble. There was little to steal in the big room but they might decide it
woul d be fun to smash a few tabl es.

"Hey, innkeeper," the big nman called after himbefore he had reached the
door. "Is your name Val der?"

Val der stopped and turned. "Wat if it is?"

The big man shrugged. "Nothing; we just heard that this place belonged to
someone named Val der of the Magic Sword, supposed to be a war hero."

Val der sighed inwardly. These two were obviously not just going to
express polite interest in his wartinme experiences. They undoubtedl y want ed
somet hing fromhim probably aid in sone unsavory scheme, and m ght get ugly
about it.

VWl l, he could take care of hinself. "I'm Valder," he admtted. "I was in
the war; | fought and I killed a few northerners, but | don't know that | was
a hero."

"What was this magi c sword, then?"

"I had a magic sword; got it froma crazy hermt out on the west coast."

The big man waggl ed a shoulder in the direction of the hearth. "Is that
the sword, up there?"

Val der did not like the sound of that. "Wat if it is?"

"Hey, just asking. | never saw a magic sword up cl ose before.”

"Well, that's it. Take a look, if you want, but | wouldn't try touching
it." He hoped the vague threat would di scourage the pair. He was not
particularly worried. Unless he had been sl eepwal ki ng and killing people
wi t hout knowi ng it, nobody el se would be able to draw Wri ki dor, and no ot her
weapon could kill him



"What about that oushka!" the smaller man denanded.

"I"1l get it," Valder answered. He marched out through the door to the
kitchen, leaving it open so that he could hear anything that happened.

He heard nothing but |ow voices and quiet little bunps that could be
chairs bei ng nmoved about. That was fine, then, if the two were settling down
at a table. He filled two crystal tankards w th oushka. Modst inns avoided
using gl ass due to its high cost and breakabl e nature, but Val der was
convinced that strong spirits did not taste right in anything el se and had
gone to consi derabl e expense to have a wi zard shatterproof his glassware. He
had t hought the expense was worthwhile, as his custonmers appreciated such nice
little touches. Sone of themdid, anyway.

He arranged the tankards on a tray and headed back into the main room
where he found the big man standing on a chair on the hearth, tugging at
W ri ki dor.

Si nce Val der had had no intention of ever taking the sword down, he had
wired it securely to pegs set into the stonework. He suspected that, if he had
not, the two would already have gotten it down and vani shed into the snow.

"Ch, denons drag you to Hell!" he said. He did not want to deal with this
sort of unpl easantness. He put the tray down on the nearest table and
demanded, "Leave that sword alone! You can't use it anyway."

At the sound of his voice the small man whirled, drawing his sword. The
big man heaved at Wrikidor's scabbard, and with a twang of snapping wire
ripped it fromits place.

"Ch, we can't?" the small man said

"No, you can't," Valder replied. "Ever hear of the Spell of True

Owner shi p?"
"No," the little thief said. "And | wouldn't believe it if | did. If that
sword's magic, | can use it."

"Go ahead and try," Valder replied. "Try and draw it." He suppressed a
sudden flash of terror at the possibility that Darrend and his conpatriots had
sonehow mi scal cul ated the duration of the sword' s attachnent to him

The smaller man did not nove. He remai ned facing Valder, his sword at
ready, as he said, "Draw it, Hanner."

Hanner was trying to draw it, w thout success. "I can't,’
think he's glued it into the scabbard."

"No glue," Valder said. "Magic. It's part of the enchantnment on it."

"I think we'll take it anyway," the snmall thief said.

“I't will come back to nme; that's part of the spell.™

"Ch, is it? How nice for you. What if you're dead, though? We didn't cone
here just for the sword, innkeeper. You nust have a tidy little heap of nobney

he said. "I

tucked away sonewhere. | don't think you'll be getting much business tonight;
if we kill you now, we'll have until dawn to find where you hide it. And even
if we don't findit, we'll still have the sword and we can sell that for a few

bits of gold, whether we can draw it or not. If you help us out, make the
sword work for us and tell us where your noney is, we mght let you live."

"You can't kill me," Valder replied.

"No? What's going to stop us? There are two of us, with swords that
aren't enchanted but they've got good edges nonetheless. You're all al one and
unar med, unl ess you've slipped a kitchen knife under your tunic. W' ve been
wat ching this place. You haven't got a single custoner, and your hel pers left
hours ago."

Val der felt a twi nge of uneasiness. His situation did | ook bad. The only
thing in his favor was the magic of a sword that had not been drawn in nore
than a dozen years -- and an untested aspect of the enchantnment, at that. The
arnmy wi zards had said that he could not be killed, but he had naturally never
put it to the test. He stood for a nonent, trying to think of sonething to
say. Not hi ng cane.

"Hanner," the small thief said, "I think it's time we convinced Val der of
the Magic Sword to help us out, don't you?"

Hanner grinned. "I think you' re right," he said. He took Wrikidor in his



| eft hand and drew his own sword with his right. Side by side, the two thieves
advanced slowy across the room wi nding between the tables w thout ever
taking their eyes from Val der's face.

Val der wat ched them cone, tried to decide whether there was any point in
retreating into the kitchen, tried to think of something he might use as a
weapon, and wat ched Wrikidor, clutched in the big nman's hand. The thief,

Val der thought, was making a m stake; the smart thing to do woul d have been to
| eave Wri ki dor behind sonewhere, well out of reach. He renenbered the odd
conpul sion that had nade people bring himthe sword whenever it left his
possessi on back in General Karannin's canp and wondered if Hanner was aware
that he was hol di ng the scabbard.

Idiotically, he also found hinmsel f wondering what the smaller thief's
nane was.

As the two drew near, Val der noved as quickly as he could, snatching up
the tray of oushka and flinging it at the pair. Two swords flashed, and tray
and tankards were knocked harnm essly aside, spraying good |iquor across the
floor. The crystal vessels bounced in a truly alarm ng manner, but the thieves
were not distracted by this unnatural behavior. Either they had seen enchanted
gl assware before, or they were so intent on their victimthat they had not
even noticed anythi ng unusual

Al Valder's effort had done was prove that both nen knew how to use
swords and that the wi zard who had charned the tankards had not cheated him
He stepped back, not toward the kitchen, but toward the wall.

The two advanced anot her few steps, then stopped. Hanner's sword inched
up to hover near Valder's throat, while the other's bl ade was pointed at his
bel | y.

"Now, innkeeper," the small man said, "tell us about that sword and,
while you're talking, tell us where you keep your mnoney."

Val der wat ched fromthe corner of his eye as Hanner's |eft hand noved
forward, apparently w thout its owner's know edge; his own right hand was open
and ready. "The sword's nane is Wrikidor, which means 'slayer of warriors.'
Nobody knows exactly what the spells on it are, because the w zard who nmade
t hem vani shed, but they're all linked to a Spell of True Omnership, so that
nobody can use it except nme, until | die." He was talking primarily to keep
the two thieves occupied; Wrikidor's hilt was |l ess than a foot from his hand.

Suddenly he lunged for it, calling out, "Wrikidor!"

Hanner tried to snatch it away as he realized what was occurring. Valder
was never sure exactly how it happened, whether the sword had really | eaped
fromits sheath under its own power or whether he had nade a | ucky grab, but
the sword was in his hand, sliding snmoothly out of the scabbard.

Banner reacted with incredi ble speed, chopping at Valder's wist with his
own bl ade. Wrikidor twi sted about in a horribly unnatural fashion, so that
Val der felt as if his wist were breaking, but it successfully parried the
thief's bl ow

The smaller thief was not wasting any tinme; his sword plunged toward
Val der's belly. Val der dodged sideways, but not quite fast enough; the bl ade
ri pped through his tunic and drew a long, deep cut in his side. Blood spilled
out, and pain tore through Valder's body. He hardly saw what happened next.

Wrikidor, nowthat it was free again, seemed to be enjoying itself. It
flashed brilliantly in the lanplight as it swept back and forth, parrying
attacks fromboth thieves. Valder nade no attenpt to direct it; his hand went
where the sword chose to go

The character of the fight quickly altered; rather than two swordsnen
beari ng down on a nere innkeeper, it becanme two swordsmen fighting for their
lives against a supernatural fury.

Hanner's guard slipped for an instant; Wrikidor cut his throat open. A
return slice removed his head entirely, spraying blood in all directions.

Wth that, Wrikidor lost all interest, and Val der found hinself in a
duel to the death with a swordsman smaller than hinmself but far nore skilled
and obviously much nore practiced, not to nention partly arnored. Realization



of his peril helped himto ignore the intense pain in his side as he
concentrated on parrying a new attack
The smal |l thief, noticing a change, grinned. "You're getting tired,

i nnkeeper -- or has the sword's nagi c been used up?"
Val der tried a bluff. "Nothing's used up, thief," he said. "I just
t hought you night prefer to live. Go now, and I won't kill you. Your partner's

dead; isn't that enough?"

"Hanner's dead?" In the intensity of his concentration on the fight the
thief had failed to conprehend that. He gl anced at his conrade's headl ess
corpse and was obvi ously shaken by what he saw

Val der seized the opportunity and swept Wrikidor in under the other
man's guard, aimng just bel ow the breastplate.

VWhat shoul d have been a killing stroke was easily deflected as the man
recovered hinmself and made a swift downward parry. Still, the attack
di sconcerted him and he stepped back

Val der pressed his advantage, but the thief met his onslaught easily.
Even so, Valder noticed that the man was no | onger taking the offensive, but
only def endi ng hinsel f.

“I"mhol ding the sword back," Valder lied. "But the denmon in the steel is
getting stronger. | don't like feeding it nore than one soul at a tine; it
m ght get too strong someday. Go now, while | can still control it." He was
grateful for the popularity of |egends about vanpiric swords.

The thief glanced at Wrikidor, then at the body on the floor, and his
nerve broke. "Keep it away fromne!" he screaned as he turned and ran for the
door.

Val der let himgo, but quickly w ped Wrikidor's blade on Hanner's tunic,
t hen picked the scabbard up off the floor and sheathed the weapon. |If the
thief returned, he wanted to be able to draw the sword again and use its
magi c.

The thief showed no sign of returning. The pain in his side was grow ng
with every novenent, but Valder nade it across the room and sl amed the door
that the fleeing man had | eft standing open. He | eaned against it, tenpted
just to slide down into oblivion on the floor, but he forced inmself to pul
off his tunic and wap it around hinself, form ng a nmakeshift bandage over the
wound. That done, he | ooked around the room at the broken wires on the pegs
above the mantel, at the severed head rolled into one corner, at the lifeless
corpse by the kitchen door, and at the bl ood, Hanner's and his own, that was
spattered everywhere. He | ooked down at the sheathed sword he hel d.

"Damm that hermit," he said.

Then he fainted.

CHAPTER 24

The door hit himin the side and he awoke in agony. He rolled over,
groani ng, away fromthe door and whatever was pushing in against it.

Tandel lin slipped through the opening and | ooked down to see what was
bl ocki ng hi m

"CGods!" he said. "Wat happened?" He bent down to try and hel p.

Val der | ooked up at himand feebly waved himaway. "I'|ll be all right,
think," he said. "I need something to drink."
"Right," Tandellin said, "I'll get you sonme ale." He | ooked up to see

where the nearest keg nmight be, and for the first tinme noticed the rest of the
room
"CGods!" he said again and then decided that that wasn't strong enough.
"By all the gods in the sky, sea, and earth, Valder, what happened here?"
"Ale," Valder said. He did not feel up to explaining yet.
"Ch, yes," Tandellin agreed. He stood and headed for the kitchen, naking
a careful detour around Hanner's corpse and the surroundi ng pool of bl ood.
Val der sank back and cl osed his eyes until he heard footsteps returning.



He opened his eyes and tried to sit up, with his back to the wall. After
a brief struggle, he managed it and accepted the rmug Tandel lin of fered.
The al e hel ped. After he drank it, his throat no | onger seened to be

stuffed with felt and his breath was no |l onger actively painful, if he kept it
shallow. H's side was still roaring with pain, and his head throbbed, but he
felt better.

"More," he said, holding out the nug.

Tandel I'in fetched nore.

After that, Valder felt al nmost human again. He arranged hinsel f nore
confortably against the wall. "Know any healing spells?" he asked.

Tandel | i n shook hi s head.

"Know any good wi zards who might? O witches, or theurgists?"

"I can find sonmeone -- but healing spells are expensive."

"I have money," Valder said. "That's not a problem™

"You weren't robbed? There was just the one man?"

"There were two, but the other one ran. | don't think he took anything,
unl ess he sneaked in the back way while | was unconscious, and | doubt that he
did that, because, in that case, he would have tried to finish nme off."

"Ch. Well, you certainly took care of that one; his head' s clean off. Ws
he the one who wounded you?"
"l know his head is off, Tan; |I'mthe one who took it off, renenber? And

it was the other one who cut ne; they both attacked at once.™

"Ch," Tandellin said again. "How sporting. What should we do with this
one? We can't just |leave himthere."

"OfF course not. Look, get ne another mug of ale and see if there's

something | can eat cold, and then you can start cleaning up. | think we can
bury himout back; | don't want to take the trouble and the wood to build a
proper pyre. I'mnot very concerned about seeing that his soul is freed to the

gods, if you see what | nmean." He glanced down at Wrikidor, |ying innocuously
at his side, and a thought struck him

"Leave the head, though. | think we'll put that on a pike out front, to
di scourage any other thieves who get ideas about this place." He had not seen
a head on a pike in years, not since he was a boy, but he thought it would
make for a fine warning.

"We' || probably have to sand down that floor to get the bloodstains off,"
Tandel I 'in remarked

"M ght be easier just to replace the boards, or paint over them" Val der
suggest ed.

The door behind hi mopened again, adnitting Sarai. As was her custom she
had arrived |l ater than Tandellin because she took charge of feeding their
daughter, Sarai the Younger, before |eaving hone.

She | ooked down at Val der, sitting on the floor bare-chested with the
bl oodst ai ned remmants of his tunic wapped about his mddle, then |ooked
around the room taking in the headl ess corpse, the spattered blood, and the
general ness.

"I take it you had a rough night," she said.

Val der stared up at her for a nonent, then burst out |aughing. The
| aught er was cut short by renewed pain in his side, but he smiled up at her
and said, "You could say that, yes."

After that, his probl ens sonehow seened | ess serious. He pulled hinself
up into a chair and supervised the cleaning up, the disposal of Hanner's body,
and the disposition of the head. No pi kes could be found anywhere in the inn
but Tandellin inprovised one froma boathook fromthe | anding and set it up
out si de, near enough that its connection with the inn would be apparent, but
far enough away that odor would not be a problem Below the head he tacked up
a sign that read, "TH EF," in large black runes, in case anyone mi ght miss the
poi nt .

VWhen the inn was again fit for customers, Tandellin set out to find a
wi zard who coul d heal Valder's wound, |eaving Sarai to attend to the handful
of travelers who drifted in, despite the cold and slush. Valder hinself did



not feel up to noving about much. Instead, he sat back and watched and
t hought .

He had not expected anyone to try to steal Wrikidor, or for that matter
to try robbing himat all, though he did keep a goodly supply of coin securely
hi dden in his own bedchanber. The possibility had sinply never occurred to
hi m

That, he realized, had been foolish

The thief's head woul d probably serve to di scourage further attenpts for
atine, but it would also rem nd people that there m ght be something worth
steal ing. Sonething woul d have to be done about that.

He had heard that there were people in Ethshar of the Spices who woul d
guard one's noney, for a small fee; they called thensel ves bankers. That
suddenly seened |ike a good idea. He had enough gold and silver tucked away to
tenpt an entire horde of thieves, he realized. He had nothing in particular
that he wanted to spend noney on, now that the inn was properly finished and
supplied, so it just accunul ated. He woul d do sonet hing about that.

The only other theftworthy item really, was Wrikidor. It was far too
late to quash the stories of his magic sword, and he woul d never convince
anyone it was gone while a sword still hung over the mantel: That neant he
woul d have to dispose of it sonehow, if he didn't want some young idiot to cut
his throat while he slept in order to steal the fabled Val der's weapon. He
woul d not die of a cut throat, if Wrikidor's enchantnment held true, but he
doubt ed he woul d enj oy the experience.

That was rather a shame; he had liked having it on display above the
heart h.

The next question was what to do with the sword. Its magic was stil

strong and still as quirky and inconvenient as ever. He had not died, as the
spel | had promi sed he would not, despite |osing an incredible anbunt of bl ood
-- but he had been seriously wounded. The sword would still fight for him but

only against men and only until he had killed one. The ownership spell stil
linked it to him he was not sure whether it had actually junped into his
hand, but Manner had been unable to draw it, and he could not inmagi ne any
reason the thief would have been stupid enough to bring Wrikidor within reach
had the spell not been working.

He shifted in his chair, and his side tw nged. That rem nded himof his
wound all over again. What good was a magical spell that guaranteed his life,
if he could still be cut to pieces? That mi ght be worse than death. That
infernal old hernmit had prom sed the sword woul d protect him but he thought
he m ght well have been better off w thout any such protection as this. He
smled bitterly.

He shoul d, he thought, have been able to avoid the blow. The little thief
was a good swordsman, true, but Val der had once been at | east conpetent, and
he had possessed size, strength, and reach in his favor. He sighed. He was
getting ol der and out of shape. He had not drawn a sword in nore than a
decade; no wonder he was out of practice! His reflexes had slowed, as well; he
was thirty-seven, no |longer a young nan.

Not that the thief had been nmuch younger, but even a few years could make
a difference. Besides, the thief had obviously kept in practice.

Thirty-seven -- he had not thought about his age nuch, but he was
undeni ably growi ng ol der. \What did that nean as far as Wri ki dor was
concerned? Qbviously the sword woul d not prevent himfrom aging, any nore than
it had saved hi mfrom being sl ashed. What woul d happen when ol d age cane?
Wul d he just deteriorate indefinitely, unable to die, grow ng weaker and
weaker, |osing sight and hearing, until he was little nore than a vegetabl e?

He had heard tales of nmen and wonen still hale and hearty past a hundred years
of age -- probably exaggerated -- but, as he understood Wrikidor's
enchantnent, the spell had no time limt onit at all. He might Iive not just

one century, but two or three or a dozen, if he never again drew the sword.
No, not mght live that |ong, but would. He could theoretically live forever
-- but would he want to, if he kept agi ng?



That was an unpl easant |ine of thought, one that did not bear further
exploration just at present. He was only thirty-seven; he had decades yet
bef ore the question becane really inportant.

He woul d, however, want to be very, very careful to avoid maimng or
blinding or any other sort of permanent injury. He had once asked hinsel f what
sort of a life one should | ead when one could live forever; he answered
hi msel f, "A cautious one."

For now, he intended to put Wrikidor sonewhere out of sight, where it
woul d tenpt no one. He might bury it, or throwit in the river; he knew t hat
the Spell of True Oanership would prevent it from being carried downstream
away fromhim He was sure that he would be able to recover it should he ever
want to.

Per haps, he thought, | should hire a wizard to break the spell and live
out ny life normally. The war is long over; why do | need a magi c sword?

He renenbered then that Darrend had thought the spell was unbreakabl e.
Wel |, Darrend could have been wong. It would undoubtedly take a very powerful
wi zard to break the spell, of course, and w zardry was expensive -- not just
because of the greed of its practitioners, but because so many of the
i ngredi ents needed for charns were so difficult to obtain. He recalled when a
call had gone out, years earlier, for the hair of an unborn child, needed for
some special spell Azrad had wanted performed; he wondered if any had ever
been found. Qther ingredients were said to be even nore difficult to acquire.
By ordinary standards he was well off, as the inn was successful, but, if he
tried hiring high-order w zardry, his savings could easily vani sh overni ght.

He resolved to ask whatever w zard Tandellin m ght bring back about the
possibilities of hiring powerful countercharms, but for the present he had no
intention of actually having the spell broken. Wrikidor could be useful
Danger ous, but useful. He could safely draw it at least fifteen nore tinmnes,
per haps as many as twenty-three, by his best count. That was still a safe
mar gi n.

VWhen it dropped to single digits he mght reconsider -- or when his
health started to go.

He woul d nmention it to the wizard -- assuming Tandellin did not bring a
witch or theurgist instead -- but for now he would sinply bury the sword out
back.

Two days | ater, his wounds magically healed, he did just that, working
alone late at night by the light of a lantern, using a patch of ground that he
had thawed with a bonfire that day.

The earthquake that followed a sixnight later was small and | ocalized. It
broke a few wi ndows, enptied a shelf or two, sent a wine barrel rolling across
the cellar floor, and, of course, split open the ground and flung Wri ki dor
up, to lie against the inn's kitchen door

Val der considered throwing it in the river only until he had estinated
how much damage woul d be caused by a fl ood big enough to carry the sword half
amle up the slope to the inn. The flood m ght not come, but he was not
willing torisk it.

He wondered idly what a conceal ment spell would cost, but finally just
tossed the sword under his bed and forgot about it.

CHAPTER 25

The news of the death of CGor of the Rocks in 5034 sent Valder into a
bri ef depression. He had adnired Gor once, but that adnmiration had |argely
worn away, starting with the overlord' s request that Val der serve as his
personal assassin in peacetinme. The loss of the territory where Val der had
served, when it becane the Kingdom of Tintallion, had been another blow The
Hegemony of the Three Ethshars, which had once seemed so pure and
al | -enbraci ng, had been corrupted and whittled down.

Cor's part in putting Edaran of Ethshar on his father's throne had not



rai sed Valder's opinion any; it had left the entire central region that Anaran
had once controlled at the nmercy of Gor and Azrad, who had taxed it heavily.
Cor had gotten an edge over Azrad by marrying off his son and heir, Goran of
the Rocks, to Edaran's sister Ishta of the Sands in 5029, despite Ishta being
el even years ol der than the boy.

Over the years Gor had gone frombeing virtually an object of worship in
Val der's eyes to just another conniving tyrant, but still, his death was not
wel cone news.

It removed any possibility of further difficulty over Valder's |ong-ago
refusal to serve as an assassin, but it also renoved the | ast vestige of his
boyhood her o.

Cor had been only a dozen years ol der than Valder, at that, and yet he
was dead of old age. Valder still felt strong and healthy, but Gor's death was
anot her reninder that he, too, was growing old and that Wrikidor was doing
nothing to prevent it.

CGoran was now overlord of Ethshar of the Rocks, a young man in the prine
of life -- and he had not even been born until thirteen years after Val der
built his inn. The thought of that oppressed himas he sat in a corner staring
at the hal f-dozen patrons in the dining room every one of themtoo young to
remenber the Geat War.

Per haps, Val der nused, part of the depression was because he had never
taken a wife and, to the best of his know edge, had sired no children. He had
had women, certainly, but none had stayed. When he had been a sol dier, none of
his pairings had been expected to |l ast by either party, because nost did not
in a soldier's life, and since beconm ng an innkeeper the only wonen he saw
were those with the urge to travel. Sone had stayed for a time, but all had
eventually tired of the calmroutine of the inn and had noved on

It seened a bit odd that Tandellin, who had al ways seened rowdy and
irrepressible as a youth, had been happily married for thirty-seven years,
whi | e Val der, who had al ways thought of hinself as dull, ordinary, and
predi ctable, had never married at all. It went against the traditiona
st er eot ypes.

He knew that he could have found a wife in Ethshar of the Spices, had he
ever wanted to; but since the conmpletion of the inn, he had never once
returned to the city. He disliked the cromds and dust and knew that swords
were no | onger worn openly there, save by guardsnen and troubl emakers, so that
the necessity of carrying Wrikidor would mark himas a stranger

He had al ways done well enough for hinself without visiting the city. Hs
lack of a family had never really bothered him Tandellin and Sarai and their
children had been his famly in many ways.

He mulled all this over, sitting in the main roomwith a nmug of ale that
Sarai the Younger kept filled for him As he glanced up to signal her for
another pint, his eye fell on Wrikidor, hanging over the hearth.

The sword had | ain negl ected beneath his bed for scarcely a nonth before
he restored it to its place. He had gotten tired of questions about its
absence fromfamliar customers; too many had gone away convinced that the
t hi eves had indeed gotten away with it, even if they had | ost one of their
nunber in doing so. Al though that m ght have deterred thieves on the grounds
that there was nothing left worth taking, it grated on Valder's pride.

Besi des, Val der had gotten tired of seeing the enpty pegs and could not think
of any way to renmove them short of sawing them off as close to the stone as
possi bl e.

So he had returned Wrikidor to its place of honor, but devised another
approach to the problemof rempbving tenptation. He held contests whenever the
inn was crowded, offering ten gold pieces to any man or worman who coul d draw
the bl ade. This served as good entertai nment on many a ni ght and denonstrat ed
to all present just how usel ess the sword was to anybody el se. Rather than
suppressing details of the sword' s enchantnment, as he had before, Val der made
a point of explaining that it was permanently linked to himand that every
tine he drew it a man died.



That had di scouraged any further attenpts at theft. After all, who cares
torisk one's life for a sword that nobody can use, knowing that, if it does
| eave its scabbard, sonmeone will die -- and that that someone will not be the
sword' s owner?

He had not nentioned that the spell was limted to another score or so of
uses, however, nor that it would then turn on him He did not nention his
theoretical imortality, |est someone be tenpted to test it.

He stared up at the dull gray of the scabbard and the tarnished bl ack
hilt. Wrikidor was such a very ordinary-1ooking sword; how could it have such
power over hinf?

That is, if in fact it actually did. At times Valder was uncertain
whet her he should so trustingly accept the assessnment nmade so | ong ago by
Ceneral Karannin's magici ans. Karannin was | ong dead; Val der had heard that he
had been knifed ignomniously in a brawl in 4999 or 5000. He had no idea what
had becone of the w zards. Sonetines it seened as if nobst of the world's
wi zards had vani shed after the war; once the arny's control was gone, the
W zards' Quild's conpul sion for secrecy, which had done so nuch to restrict
wi zardry's effectiveness in the war, had taken over unrestrai ned. Now even
sinmple spells could be difficult to obtain or prohibitively expensive.
Certainly there were still w zards around, but npst seened to be severely
l[imted in what they woul d undert ake.

That virtually elimnated the possibility of having Wrikidor's
enchantnent renoved, even if he decided he so wanted. Wen |ast he had sent an
enquiry to the city, he had been told that no wi zard in Ethshar woul d attenpt
to renove an ei ghth-order spell for less than a thousand pi eces of gold.

Val der was not sure whether Wrikidor's enchantnment was in fact eighth-order
but he remenbered a nmention of that number. A thousand pieces of gold was
consi derably nmore noney than he had ever had in his life and far nore than he
had at present, as business had trailed off slightly. Furthernore, as he grew
ol der, he turned nore and nore of the work over to his hel pers, which neant he
needed nore helpers -- all three of Tandellin and Sarai's children now worked
for him-- and that neant nmore noney. He had nore than enough to live
confortably on, but he was not rich

Karannin was dead. Cor was dead. Anaran was dead. Terrek was dead. It
seened as if all the nmen who had fought the war were dead or dying. Val der had
not seen a man in a wartinme uniformin decades; the soldiers of the Hegenony,
such as were posted in the guardhouse at the bridge, had | ong ago switched to
a new one, with a yellowtunic and a red kilt replacing the old faniliar brown
and green and with no breastplate at all

Azrad was still alive, of course, and still ruled over the seas and the
sout hwestern portion of the Hegernony, fromthe Small Kingdonms hal fway to
Sardiron -- but he was a doddering old man now, three-quarters of a century
old and showing it. He had not aged well.

And Val der of Kardoret still lived, no | onger the young scout, or the
desperate assassin, but the aging proprietor of the Thief's Skull Inn -- the
skull had fallen and been buried years ago, but the nane still I|ingered.

Val der wondered if his younger custoners even knew the nane's origin; he
rat her expected that the name woul d soon change agai n, perhaps back to the Inn
at the Bridge.

He finished his ale and put down the nug, signaling that this tine young
Sarai was not to refill it. A pleasant young wonan, that, nore |ike her father
than the not her she was naned for

Life was still good, Valder told hinself, and as long as it remained so,
he need do not hi ng about Wrikidor. Gor's death did not change anyt hi ng.

Still, he could feel hinself growi ng ol der. He knew that he woul d have
little chance in a fair fight, either with swords or unarmed, agai nst al npst
anyone. He would not stay healthy forever

VWen the tine cane that his health was irretrievably going, he pron sed
hi msel f, he would take decisive action to free hinself from Wrikidor's curse.
There was al ways a way out; he had only to find it.



He rem nded hinmself of that resolve periodically fromthen on and even
wote it down, lest he forget. Wen the tinme canme, six years later, that he
could no |l onger deny that he was losing his sight, he made his decision

He could put it off no longer. His vision was slowy deteriorating, and
he was certain that in a year or two he would be blind. The thought of
spending an eternity helpless in the dark was nmore than he coul d take,
particul arly when he realized that he would becone a perpetual invalid, with
no prospect of dying, and that Tandellin and his fanmily would be forced to
care for himindefinitely. He had heard -- his hearing was still good -- his
patrons speak with scorn of old Azrad, who still clung to his life and his
throne despite his eighty years of age and poor health. He did not care to
engender simlar scorn. Azrad could abdicate, if he so desired, and be taken
care of in luxury for as long as he lived; Valder did not have that option
Tandellin and Sarai were not his famly and had no obligation to stay on if he
fell ill, but he was sure, nonethel ess, that they woul d. They were far from
young t hemsel ves, as evidenced by the recent birth of their second grandchil d;
where el se would they go? They had lived their lives as his hel pers at the
inn, it was all they knew |If he becane an invalid, they would have little
choice but to tend himfor as long as they could. He would not saddle them
with a blind old fool who would live forever; that would be unforgivably
unfair.

And if he were to reach a point where death becanme preferable to living
on, how could he die, if he had growmn too old and feeble to draw Wri ki dor?

He saw only one course of action. He would take Wrikidor and go to the
city. He would seek out a wi zard there, or several w zards, and | earn whether
Wri kidor's enchantment could be renoved, allowing himto Iive out a normal
life. Once that was done, finances permitting, he would al so have his fading
eyesi ght restored, so that he mght live out his remaining years nore
pl easantly. He was ready and willing to pl edge everything he owned toward the
cost of such spells.

If the enchantnent could not be broken, then he saw no option but
suicide. He refused to live out all eternity as a blind, senile cripple.

Bl i ndness al one he might learn to live with, were he still young and heal t hy,
but in time he knew his other faculties would go. He would have to kil
hinself with Wrikidor while he still had the strength to do so.

If Wrikidor would not kill himinmrediately, he knew he m ght have to
kill however many other nen it would take to use up the spell. That m ght be
difficult, but he was sure he could manage it sonehow.

Wth that firmy resolved, he nade his plans and preparations. On the
third day of the nonth of Greengrowth, in the year 5041, he set out for
Et hshar of the Spices, riding as a paying passenger on an ox-drawn farm wagon,
with Wrikidor on his hip.

CHAPTER 26

The wagon's owner knew not hi ng about mnagici ans of any sort and, in fact,
expressed doubts as to the authenticity of nost spells, so Valder thanked him
politely and di senbarked as soon as they reached Westgate Market. The guards
at the gate were nore hel pful, but the directions they gave himto reach the
W zards' Quarter were not as detailed as he had hoped. He was to follow Hi gh
Street for half a | eague or so -- he had forgotten the city was that big --
and then turn right onto a diagonal cross-street, a big one called Arena
Street, and follow it past the Arena itself and on into the Wzards' Quarter
down toward Sout hgate. That sounded sinpl e enough, but there were so very nany
cross-streets that he was not at all sure he would know the right one when he
found it.

The guards had al so strongly advi sed hi magainst carrying his sword
openly on his belt. The overlord did not approve of such martial displays, and
some people took it upon thenselves to enforce the old man's whins, even



t hough at the nonment there was no valid decree in effect on the matter. Val der
t hanked them but left Wrikidor where it was. He thought that the sword m ght
di scourage thieves who woul d otherwi se be tenpted to attack an old man with a
fat purse. He had brought all his accunulated funds fromforty-odd years as an
i nnkeeper; magi c, he knew, did not come cheap

The crowds and dirt and noi se were overwhelmng at first, particularly as
he was already weary fromhis long ride. Oxen were slow noving beasts, and the
farmer had been in no great hurry, so the trip had taken a day and a half. He
had arrived at m d-afternoon of the second day, the fourth of Greengrowh, his
back aching fromtoes to shoul ders. He had not realized, sitting around the
i nn, just how much age had affected him

nj ectively, he knew at a glance that the crowds were nothing conpared to
t he nobs that had overwhel med the city when first he sawit, but he stil
found them daunting as he made his way along Hi gh Street, watching for the
di agonal cross-street the guards had descri bed.

He passed inns and taverns clustered around the gate-side market and
assorted disreputable | odgi ngs. He passed bl ock after block of varied shops,
built of stone and wood and brick, selling everything imaginable, from
fi shhooks to farm wagons and di anonds to dried dung -- but very little magic,
and none of the signboards boasted of w zardry or witchcraft. A passing
stranger, when asked, told himthat these shops made up the O d Merchants'
Quarter; there was also a New Merchants' Quarter to the south. The W zards
Quarter was much further on.

He cane to a broad di agonal avenue that he took at first for Arena
Street, but it was angled in the opposite direction fromwhat the guard had
led himto expect, so once again he asked, this tine inquiring of a shopkeeper
dealing in fine fabrics. The shopkeeper explained that this avenue was
Merchant Street and that Arena Street was further on, past the New City
district.

Val der trudged on along Hi gh Street and found himsel f passi ng mansi ons.
Sone faced upon the street, their rich carvings and gl eanm ng wi ndows plain to
be seen, while others were set back and hidden behind walls or fences. A few
stood surrounded by gardens, and one boasted an el aborate aviary. The streets
in this area were not crowded at all, and nost of the people he did see were
tradesnen; only rarely did he spot someone whose finery was in accord with the
opul ence of the buildings.

The fine houses stopped abruptly, replaced by a row of shops facing onto
a di agonal avenue, and Val der knew he had found Arena Street. He paused in the
i ntersection to | ook around.

Far off to his left, at the end of the surprisingly straight avenue, he
could see the overlord' s palace. He had caught quick glinpses of it once or
twi ce before on Merchant Street and again on one of the streets in the New
City, but had not stopped to |look at it.

That was where Azrad the Great lived, now nore than eighty years old but

still holding on to his absolute power as overlord of the city and triumvir of
t he Hegenmony. He was said to suffer frombouts of idiocy, to have lost his
teeth, and to drool like a baby in consequence. Val der shuddered at the

thought. It was not that Azrad's current condition was so very unpl easant, but
that it had cone upon himin a nere eighty years or so, while Wrikidor could
per haps keep Val der alive for eighty centuries.

And for that matter, how pleasant could Azrad's life actually be? H's
el der son Azrad had died as a youth, in the waning days of the Geat War. H s
wi fe was | ong dead. Hi s surviving son, Kelder, was m ddl e-aged and said to be
a dreary sort. One grandson had died at the age of fourteen of sone
unidentified di sease, and another was just com ng of age. There were three
granddaughters as wel | .

How happy a famly could it be? Did any of those still living really care
much for the old man? Kel der was surely waiting to inherit the throne, and the
ot hers had known Azrad only as a sick old nan, never as the brilliant |eader

he had once been



Still, he had a fam ly. Val der had only enpl oyees.

He hunched his shoul ders and turned onto Arena Street. The guards had not
said how far it was to the Wzards' Quarter; he hoped it was not far. The sun
was already low in the west.

The Arena itself, a large and inpressive structure, was roughly a nile
fromH gh Street, Valder discovered. A block beyond it, he saw the first sign
advertising a witch's shop. A witch, of course, would be able to do nothing
agai nst a sword enchanted by a wi zard, but it provided encouragenent.

In the next block was a theurgist's shop, and Val der was tenpted. The
gods, after all, could do anything -- if they could be convinced to pay
attention at all, and if you contacted the right god. He was unsure just how
ef fective theurgy actually was since the gods had gone into their self-inposed
exile, however, and he preferred to stick to the nore straightforward
appr oach.

The next two bl ocks were full of gam ng houses, but, beyond that,

Val der's search was abruptly rewarded with greater riches than he had
anticipated. The street was suddenly lined with magi c shops of every
description, advertising all manner of w zardry, witchcraft, theurgy, even
denonol ogy and sorcery, as well as arcane arts Valder could not identify, on a
profusi on of boastful signboards. "Abdaran of Skaia," one read, "Mracles of
Every Description.”

"Intirin the Wite," the next read, "Your Prayers Answered or Your MNoney
Back." One bore no boasts but sinply a black outline of a hand superinposed on
a red eye and the nane Dakkar -- Val der thought that was rather om nous and
probably represented a denpnol ogi st.

He wal ked on, follow ng what seened to be the thickest grouping around a
corner to the right, and finally spotted, "Tagger, Tagger, and Varrin,
Counterspells and Cures for Every Purpose." That sounded |ike exactly what he
was after.

The iron-studded door was cl osed, the wi ndows draped wth heavy dark
vel vet; he hesitated, but then knocked | oudly.

He waited for what seemed a reasonably long tinme and was about to knock
agai n when the door swung open and he found hinself facing a small,
bl ack-haired nman in a red robe and hat.

"Hell o," Valder said, "I need to have a spell renoved."
"Ch," the red-clad nman said. "Cone in, then. I'"'mafraid the others are
both out just now, but I'lIl see what | can do. |'m Tagger the Younger."

"Val der the Innkeeper," Valder replied, nodding politely.

"The one with the nagic sword?" Tagger asked.

Startled, Val der nodded.

"Ah! Cone in, come in! Wat can | do for you?" He swng w de the door and
escorted Valder inside, leading himto a confortable, velvet-uphol stered
chair. He then sat down in a sinmlar chair on the opposite side of a small
tabl e.

It took Valder a few seconds to gather his wits sufficiently to reply. He
| ooked around the shop, which was furnished nmuch like a small parlor, wth
many dark woods and rich fabrics, predominantly red. "Since you al ready know

about the sword," he said when he had composed hinmsel f, "I don't suppose
need to explain everything after all. | want the spell rempoved fromthe
sword. "

It was Tagger's turn to be disconcerted. "Wiwy?" he asked. "I thought the

sword protected you and made you a form dable warrior!"

"It does to sonme extent, but what does an innkeeper need with that? It
al so happens to include a sort of curse that 1'd like to be rid of."

"Ah, | see! What sort of a curse? Do you know?"

"Do you really need to know?"

"I't would probably hel p considerably."

Val der paused. "Could we | eave that for later?"

"l suppose. In that case, what can you tell ne about the sword? Do you
know who enchanted it or what spells were used?"



"The spells were put on it by a hernmit in the coastal marshes north of
what is now Tintallion..." Val der began

"After it was forged?" Tagger interrupted.

"Ch, yes, of course; it was just a standard-issue sword for at | east
three years."

"Ah. Good, then we shouldn't have to destroy it. Go on. Did you know this
hermit's name?"

"No; he never told ne. | don't believe | told himmne, either, for that
matter."

"And what was your nane at the tinme? Surely you weren't an innkeeper
then. ™

"No, | was Val der of Kardoret, Scout First O ass."

"Go on." Tagger shifted in his chair.

"I saw part of his work when he was enchanting the sword, but | didn't
pay close attention, and he never explained any of it to me or told ne
anything about it. Even if he had, it's been nore than forty years now, and
woul dn't renenber rmuch. When | got back to Ethshar, the arny wi zards tried to
analyze it and they said that it included the Spell of True Oanership and sone
sort of animation; that's all | remenber. Oh, yes, | think they said it was
ei ght h-order magic."

Tagger started. "Eighth-order?"

"Yes."

"Ch, dear."”

Val der did not like the sound of that. He waited for the wizard to
conti nue.

"I can't do anything for you, I'mafraid. My father m ght be willing to
try, though, if you can pay enough; he'd stand a good chance of succeeding, |

t hi nk, and woul d al nost certainly survive the attenpt, but I'll adnmit frankly
that you m ght not."
n W]y?ll

"Because your life-force is linked to the sword by the Spell of True
Ownership; tied toit, as it were, by an invisible knot. The w zard who nmade
the connection in the first place, or any really extrenely powerful and
skilled wi zard, might be able to untie that knot -- but you don't know who the
original wi zard was, and | don't know of any w zards skilled enough to handl e
an ei ghth-order |inkage properly, which is what it would be if the True
Ownership were applied as part of the eighth-order spell rather than as a
separate enchantment. If ny father were to make the attenpt, he wouldn't be
untying so much as cutting the knot, and that woul d nmean possibly cutting away
part of your life. To carry the analogy a step further, the severed ends are
likely to | ash about, and one mght strike himand harmor kill him
Natural ly, that neans a high price is called for."

Val der was already pretty certain that he did not want to pursue this
route, but asked, "How high?"

"I can't speak for him really; at least ten pounds of gold, though, I'm
sure. "

That settled the matter, since Valder did not have that nuch.

"Wul d you by chance know of anyone who might attenpt it for |ess?"
Tagger shook his head. "No, |I'msorry, but | really don't. High-Ievel
magi ¢ i s expensive. Besides, you know, the really powerful w zards don't need

to make nmoney by selling their talents; they provide for thenselves by other

means. | don't suppose | should admit it, since it's hardly good business, but
since |I've already told you we probably can't help you, I nmight as well go on
and tell you that we're all second-raters here, all of us shopkeepers in the

W zards' Quarter. If | could untangle an eighth-order spell, | could probably

conjure up a castle in the air and live in luxury for the rest of ny life,
i nstead of spending nmy days renpving inmpotence curses or curing bal dness and
scrofula and so forth."

That made a great deal of sense, but al so presented another possibility.
"But such powerful w zards do exist?"



"Ch, yes, there's no doubt about that; the ones who can still be bothered
wi th mundane affairs run the Wzards' @Quild, so I've met a few -- but never by
their true names, and probably not even wearing their true faces."

"Where could | find such a w zard?"

Tagger shrugged el oquently. "I haven't any idea at all. Certainly not
running a shop in Ethshar of the Spices, unless you find one visiting to
rem nd hinsel f what he need no | onger tolerate. And before you get any high
hopes built up, let me remind you that a truly great w zard woul d have no
particul ar reason to help you by removing the enchantnent from your sword."

"He'd have no particular reason not to help nme, though."

"Laziness cones to mind -- and even for a really powerful w zard, undoing
an eighth-order spell is likely to involve considerable difficulty and even
sone risk."

"l see," Valder said. He started to rise.

"Before you go," Tagger said, "would you mind explaining to me just what
this curse is you're so eager to avoid? Perhaps we can find a way around it."

Val der settl ed back again. "Wat do you nean?"

"Well, for exanple, we had a client once who had been cursed w th what
seened |ike a sinple enough spell; he had been given a really unpl easant odor
so that nobody could stand to go near himfor very long. It's a standard
little curse, useful for revenge or blackmail -- but in this case, the w zard
had been feeling particularly vengeful, and had booby-trapped the spell
linking it to some very conplicated wi zardry we coul dn't be bothered
untangling for any price the victimcould pay, so that we couldn't use the
usual countercharm |nstead, we put another curse on the poor fellow, one that
stopped up the sense of snell of anyone near him-- and just to be sure, we
gave his wife a | ove potion strong enough that she wouldn't mind the stink
even if it reached her. There are still some effects -- for exanple, dogs and
other animals can't go anywhere within a hundred feet of him so he has to
travel entirely on foot -- but at least he's not totally isolated."

Val der considered, looking at the little w zard's face; the man seened
quite sincere, and there was always some way out, if only it could be found.

"Al'l right," he said. "The curse is that | can only die when slain by the
sword, Wrikidor; nothing else, not even old age, is supposed to be able to

kill me. That's what Darrend of Calinor and the rest of CGeneral Karannin's
W zards said, at any rate. However, | still age, can still be wounded, and I'm
still going blind."

"We can cure the blindness, | think," Tagger said.

"That's not the real point, though. I"'mstill going to age; I'mgoing to
get ol der and ol der, weaker and weaker, and | won't die. Ever. | don't think I
can face that."

"You can kill yourself with the sword, though."

"Not if | get too weak to lift it."

Tagger | ooked thoughtful. "That's a good point. |I'mnot sure how that
woul d work, not know ng the exact spell."

"I"'mnot sure either -- and it's nmy life that's in question here."

"Have you tested your supposed inmmortality?"

"No; howcan | test it? | can still be harmed, after all."

"You mi ght take poison and see what it does."

"And perhaps spend the rest of ny days with ny belly burnt away? That's
just the sort of thing | want to avoid."

"Ch, cone now, there are plenty of deadly poisons with no | ong-term side

effects. Still, | see your point. You haven't tested it, in short."

"No. "

"And you want some way out of your current situation, where you believe
you wi Il age normally, but never die of it."

"Exactly."

"You woul d consi der suicide acceptabl e?"
"I am not enthusiastic about it, but it seenms preferable to the
alternative."



Tagger stared at himthoughtfully. "Could you really find it in yourself
to do it? Killing oneself with a sword is not easy."

Val der shifted unconfortably. "I'mnot sure,” he admitted.

"You could hire soneone to kill you, | suppose.”

"No, not really; nobody el se can use the sword while the spell holds, and
the spell still has several deaths to go."

"Several deaths? How do you mnean that ?"

"Ch, | didn't explain the whole enchantnent; it's conplicated. Between ny
acquisition of the sword in its enchanted formand nmy death, every tine | draw
it, it nmust kill a man, up to about a hundred tines, and then it will turn on
me and kill me. | had figured that | could live forever by sinply not draw ng
it any nore -- but now | think that | ooks worse than death, as |I've told you."

"I'f I understand you, | feel obliged to warn you that | don't think you
will be able to kill yourself with the sword. I"'mfamliar with spells of that
type, though not quite that form they were discovered right about the tine
the Great War ended. The sword is semaninmate, with a will of its own, is it
not ?"

"Yes."

"Then it will not permt you to kill yourself until it has served out its
full quota of deaths in your hands; your own determ nation aside, it's
physically inmpossible for you to commt suicide with that sword; |I'm sure of
it. You will have to kill however many men renmain to the predeterm ned
allotment, and then the sword will claima new owner, who will kill you; no
ot her outcone is possible while the sword and spell exist."

Val der mulled that over; sonehow, he was not surprised. He thought that
he m ght have suspected it to be true all along, on some unconscious |evel, or
per haps had once heard it explained, |ong ago, by a w zard studying the sword.

At | ast he rose, saying politely, "Thank you for your help; | have one
nore favor to ask. Could you direct me to a good diviner or seer?"
Tagger, too, arose. "Certainly; | would reconmend either Sella the Wtch,

across the street and down two blocks to the east, or Lurenna of Tantashar,
four blocks west."

"Lurenna is a w zard, or another wtch?"

"A wizard. There are also a few theurgists who deal in prophecy and
divination..."

"No, a wizard is fine." Val der bowed and departed

He paused for a nonent at the door, noticing for the first time that ful
ni ght had arrived while he spoke with the red-clad w zard; he was footsore and
weary, feeling his age, and he considered for a nonment sinply finding a place
to sleep and continuing in the norning.

The streets, however, were torchlit and inviting, the shop-w ndows nostly
agl ow, and he deci ded he woul d pursue matters now, having del ayed so | ong
al ready. He would find Lurenna of Tantashar, not in hopes that she m ght
renove the sword's enchantnent, but rather that she mght be able to |ocate
for hima nore powerful w zard who coul d. Tagger had said that such w zards
exi st ed.

True, he had little to offer in conmpensation -- but he would deal wth
t hat probl em when he had to. He would find a way.

Tagger watched the old man with the sword march away, then returned to
the shop parlor to find that Varrin had slipped in the back way, unnoticed.

"Who was that?" the ol der man asked.

"Ch, an old veteran with a magic sword with a curse on it -- nothing
wanted to deal with, though. Eighth-order, he said."

Varrin shook his head. "Those idiots during the war didn't know what they
were doing, throwi ng around spells like that; it's amazing we survived, |et
al one won. "

Tagger, who had not yet been born when the war ended, shrugged. "I
woul dn't know, " he said, reaching for the candy jar.



CHAPTER 27

Val der found Lurenna's shop only with difficulty; reading signs by the
flaring, uneven torchlight was nore than his weak eyes could handl e readily,
and hers was small and discreet, a sinple panel reading, "Lurenna of
Tant ashar: Your Questions Answered."

Fortunately, the wi ndow was still |ighted, behind heavy w ne-red
draperies. The bl ue-painted door, however, was securely | ocked; he knocked
[ oudly.

It was a | ong nonent before the latch slid back and the door swung in. A
thin woman in a | avender gown -- a col or Val der had never before seen used for
an entire garnent -- peered out at him

"I have closed for the night," she said.

"My apol ogies for disturbing you, then, but | have cone a dozen | eagues
today to find answers to ny questions."

"Then you nust be Val der the |Innkeeper, here to ask about Wrikidor." She
seened to hesitate for a nonment, then said, "Cone in -- but | warn you, |
can't help you."

"I have not yet said what | want."

"I know -- but | know that whatever it mght be, although I will answer
your questions, the answers will not be the ones you seek."

"How can you know t hat ?" Val der said before he could stop hinmself; no
wi zard, he still knew exactly what her reply would be.

"I't's nmy business to know things; why else would you cone to nme? | can
answer ny own questions as well as anyone else's and | |ike to know who ny
customers will be and whether | will please them-- though | had neglected to

ask when you woul d come and had not expected you until norning. Now, cone in
and be seated.”

Val der followed her into a small room hung with wine velvet and sat down
in a velvet chair by a small table. Lurenna seated herself opposite himand
reached for a small velvet pouch

"My price is fixed; I will answer three questions for a gold piece and
guarantee the answers to be correct and conplete. For a silver piece | can
answer one question with no guarantees save that what | then tell you will be
the truth.”

Val der hesitated; that was nore than he had expected to pay. Still, he

needed answers. He fished out one of his carefully hoarded gold pieces and
tossed it on the table.

"CGood; now, what are your questions?"

"Are there any limtations? Mist answers be yes or no?"

"No, of course not -- | would not dare charge gold for that! However, be
careful just what you do or don't ask; | will probably answer only what you
say, not what you intended to say."

That seenmed fair enough. He thought for a | ong nonent, conposing his
guesti on.

"Who," he said at last, "of all those alive today, is capable of renpving
the enchantment fromthe sword Wri ki dor, which I carry?"

"And your second question?"

"Wl depend upon the answer to ny first."

The wi zard | ooked di spl eased. "That nakes it nore difficult for me, but
["Il get your answer. Wait here." She rose and vani shed behind one of the
vel vet draperi es.

Val der waited, growi ng ever nmore bored and ever nore aware of the pain in
his overworked feet and his general weariness; finally, after what seenmed |ike
days, Lurenna energed.

"I have a list of sone eighty or ninety nanes here," she announced. "Do
you want themall?"

"I mght," Val der said, pleased.

"Have you deci ded upon your second question?" Lurenna asked.

"No; | hadn't expected so long a list."



"I'f I mght make a suggestion, what woul d be the consequences of renpving
t he enchant nent ?"

"I had been thinking rather of where | mght find the one of those ninety
Wi zards nost willing to performthe renoval, but | have two questions left;
very well then, what woul d be the consequences?"

"I have already asked that, in anticipation and to satisfy my own
curiosity, you would die, and, of the w zards listed, only one, a hernmit
living on the Plains of Ice beyond the old Northern Enpire, stands any chance
of survival. The nunber of innocents in the area who would al so die could
reach as high as thirty-three."

Val der sat, stunned.

"I told you that you woul d not be pleased by ny answers; when the first
seened so promising | could not resist asking ny own questions." The w zard
seenmed al nost to be gl oating.

"This hermt in the far north -- what of hin®"

"I's that your third question?"

"No! No, it isn't. Wit a monent."

"The hermit knows you of old, apparently, and would probably refuse to
aid you in anything what soever. Furthernore, because his surprisingly powerful
magi cal aura interfered with ny spells, | could not determ ne the extent of
harm that m ght be done to you or to himif he were to try to renove the
sword's spells. | give you this answer free of charge, and you have one
question left."

Val der sat for a nonent, then finally asked what he realized should have
been his first question. He had nore gold, if necessary, and could ask further
guesti ons.

"My question is this: What are all the possible ways in which | mght be
freed of the enchantnent |linking ne to the sword Wri ki dor?"

Lurenna snmiled. "That's a nuch better question; it may take sonme tine,
however. Wuld you prefer to return tonorrow?"

"Il wait," Valder replied.

"As you w sh," she said as she rose and agai n vani shed behind the
dr apery.

The wait this tinme seened even |onger than before -- and in truth, it was
| onger than before. Unable to sit still, Valder at |ast rose and went to the
door, only to discover that outside the street was dark and enpty, the torches
doused or burned out, the shops shuttered tightly, their |anps extinguished,
and the people gone to their hones. The sky was clouded with the city's snoke,
so that he could not judge the hour fromthe stars, but Val der guessed it to
be m dnight or later. He had, he renenbered, arrived at this shop shortly
after full dark; whatever spells Lurenna m ght be working, they obviously took
tine.

There was nothing to see on the deserted street; he returned to his chair
and waited.

He had dozed off before Lurenna returned; he awoke with a start to find
her staring at him a sheet of parchment in her hand.

He stared back for a nonment, then said, "WlIl?"

"No, I'mafraid it is not well at all." She held up the parchnent. "I had
to ask a second question, for which I will not charge you. The answer to your
original question was very brief, very sinple; you may only be free of
Wrikidor with your death. No other possibility exists anywhere that w zardry

hol ds sway -- and wi zardry, of course, holds everywhere. My second question

t hen, was by what means might you die -- | prom sed you a conpl ete answer,
after all, and you paid nme on that basis. There are only two ways in which you
can die; | was surprised, | will admt, to find that out, since nost nmen may

die in any number of ways. You, however, may be slain only by another's hand
drawi ng and wi el ding Wrikidor, or by a magical spell powerful enough to break
t he enchantnent, thereby killing you, destroying the sword, and slaying the
spell's wielder in an explosive rel ease of the arcane forces pent in the
sword. The wi zard who cast the original spell, whether intentionally or not,



booby-trapped it quite effectively.”

Val der continued to stare at the wizard for a long noment. "You're
certain?"

"Absolutely. I'll swear it by any ternms you m ght choose."

"You said that | mght be slain only any another's hand; can | not kil
nmysel f 2"

"No; the sword nust be drawn and wi el ded by another -- and a man, at
that."

"But no one el se can draw the sword!"

"Not until you have sl ain another nineteen nen."

"Ni neteen? Exactly?"

"Coul d be eighteen, could be twenty, but it's probably nineteen."

"Darrend wasn't that exact."

"Darrend anal yzed the sword a long tinme ago, wthout the spells | know,
and when the spell was fresher and nore chaotic."

"I"msixty-six years old; how am| going to kill nineteen nen?"

"One at atinme," Lurenna replied with a shrug.

"There is no other way out?"

"None known to wi zardry."

"Dam wi zardry!" Val der said as he turned and headed for the door

He had forgotten, in his anger, how late it was; he | ooked at the enpty
streets in annoyance, then headed back toward Westgate, |ooking for an inn. He
knew t hat he mi ght be closer to inns near the city's other gates, but
preferred not to wander randomy in search of them

As he wal ked, his anger cool ed; and as his anger cool ed, he thought over
possi bl e courses of action.

He coul d, of course, let things remain as they were and sink gradually
into senility and decay that would last for as long as w zardry remai ned
effective -- forever, in short.

O he could find one of the eighty or ninety high-level w zards capabl e
of undoing the spell and perhaps convince himto make the attenpt, thereby
condemi ng hinsel f, the innocent w zard, and probably others to a nessy death.
That assuned, of course, that one of those eighty or ninety w zards woul d be
foolish enough to make the attenpt, which seemed unlikely; surely they would
be able to do their own divinations and woul d see the danger. The possibility
that one of that group mght be suicidal was too slimto bother pursuing.

That left dying on Wrikidor's blade as the only way out, unappealing as
it was; and, according to the wizards, he could not kill hinself, but must use
up his ownership of the weapon and then wait to be murdered. He resolved to
test that theory -- but not immediately. He did not feel quite ready to die
yet. Besides, if he drew the sword and the wi zards were right, soneone el se
woul d have to die, and he had no good candi dat es.

If the wizards were right -- and he believed that they were -- he would
have to kill nineteen nore nen, give or take a few. |In peacetine that was not
going to be easy.

He coul d, of course, do what he had been asked to do so often and go join

one of the warring armes in the Small Kingdons -- but wars could cripple and
maimas well as kill. Besides, old as he was and with poor eyesight, what arny
woul d want him nmagic sword or not? And he did not care to kill people just

because they were fighting a war; he would want to be on the side that
deserved his help and he had no idea how to go about choosing the norally
superior side in a petty border war where the truth about the causes of the
conflict would be al nost inpossible to get at.

There nust, he told hinself, be some way of finding people who deserved
to die and killing them

That was an executioner's job, of course, killing convicted crimnals.
Once before, he had slain a prisoner with Wrikidor and, although he had found
it repul sive, he could think of nothing better. He resolved that, cone
nmorni ng, he would go to the Pal ace and apply for a job as an executioner.

He reached this decision sonewhere in the Add Merchants' Quarter but was



di stracted tenmporarily by the necessity of finding an inn still open for
business at this late hour. By the tine he found a rather dirty and
unappeal i ng one a few bl ocks from Wstgate, its sign weathered bl ank but
shaped in a rough approximation of a gull, he had so thoroughly accepted the
i dea of becomi ng a headsnan that he was wondering about such trivia as how
much the job paid and what the perquisites acconpanying the post m ght be.

CHAPTER 28

He awoke late the next morning with innunerable itches and the uncl ean
feeling that comes fromsleeping in a bed already inhabited by a great nany
assorted vermn; as he alternately scratched and pulled on his clothes, he
t hought over the events of the night before.

He had been exhausted, he realized -- perhaps so much so that he had been
too tired to realize just howtired he was. Still, in review ng what he had
sai d and done, he could find nothing he would have done very differently, had
he been nore alert. His questions to Lurenna night perhaps have been better
used, and he wondered whether he m ght have tal ked down the price, but what
had been done was done, and he had the answers he needed. Although his outl ook
on the world was sonmewhat different, now that he had slept and been eaten by
bedbugs, and woul d presumably change sonmewhat nore when he had hinsel f eaten
he had no doubt of the wi zard' s veracity. She had been recomrended by Tagger
after all, whom Val der had trusted because he had not clainmed to be able to do
nore than he could. For that matter, were Lurenna |ess than she clained, she
woul d nost |ikely have given himnore encouragi ng answers and woul d not have
stretched his three questions to the five she had actually answered.

That nmeant that there was no easy way out of his situation; he would have
to kill nineteen nen before he hinself could be nmurdered, and the only way he
could see to do that w thout the slaughtering of innocents or undue hardship
for hinself was to becone an executi oner

In the cold light of morning, however, as he struggled to pull his boots
onto swollen feet, beconm ng an executioner did not seemquite so sinple. Just
how di d one becone an executioner? To whomdid he apply? Could he just walk up
to the Pal ace and ask? Or was that a mlitary job, in which case he should ask
at the gatehouse?

The gat ehouse was certainly closer than the Pal ace; once he was dressed
and had gat hered his bel ongi ngs, he headed downstairs with every intention of
proceeding directly to the gate -- until the snmell of cooking bacon reached
hi m and reni nded himthat he had not eaten, save for some stale bread and
cheese at bedtine, since reaching the city. He had doubts about any food that
this inn mght provide, but decided to take the risk

In the actual event, the food was not bad at all, and the few patrons of
the @ull who were awake and present were pl easant enough. The anbitious had
risen early and were already gone, while the unsavory still slept. Valder

consi dered asking one of his nore tal kative tabl emates about the city's
executioners, but never found an opportunity in the conversation; beheading
crimnals was not a subject that sprang readily to mind in cheerful breakfast
chatter. Before he had nanaged to bring up the topic, the sitting was over and
t he guests departing on their various errands, nmaking way for the renaining
late risers. He found the innkeeper, a huge, surly fellow, standing over him
a cleaver in one fist, and took this as a hint that his seat, too, was wanted
-- though he hadn't realized the inn held that many people that it would be
needed.

The i nnkeeper, however, seermed as likely an informant as any, and the
cl eaver brought the subject up as nothing el se had.

"No need to use that thing, I'll be going," Valder said, trying to sound
lightly amusing. "You' ve no call to chop off ny head."

The i nnkeeper stood and glared silently; Valder stood.

"Ah... speaking of chopping off heads, |I'mlooking for work as a headsman



-- I've been trained in the art. Whomwould | speak to about such enpl oynment ?"

Hi s only training had been the standard arny training in conbat and his
rushed indoctrination as a scout, but he saw no need to linmt hinself to the
absol ute truth.

The i nnnkeeper's glare turned fromsinple resentment to puzzl ement and
wariness. "A headsman?" he said, unconprehendingly.

"An executioner, then."

For a long nonent the @ull's master stared in open disbelief at the

master of the Thief's Skull. "An executioner?"
"Yes; whomnust | talk to?"
"The Lord Executioner, | guess," the innkeeper said, still baffled.

"Where do | find hinP"

The city-dwell er shrugged. "Don't know, the Pal ace, | guess." He turned
away, losing interest.

Val der wat ched hi m go, wondering how the man had ever become an i nnkeeper
when nature had plainly intended himto be a thug of some sort, then shrugged
and departed. He glanced in the direction of the gate wistfully as his boots
struck the packed dirt of the street, but headed for the Pal ace.

Hal f an hour | ater he stood in the Pal ace Market, on the only stone
pavermrent he had yet encountered in Ethshar of the Spices, staring at the hone
of Azrad the Geat.

The Pal ace was i mmense; Val der could not see all of its facade from where
he stood, but it was several hundred feet long and three stories high for its
full length. It was gleanmng white and appeared to be marble, ornanmented with
pi nk-and-gray carved stone. It stood on the far side of a small canal fromthe
mar ket pl ace, connected by a broad, |evel bridge; at each end of the bridge
stood huge ironwork gates, and at each gate stood a dozen guards.

The gates were cl osed.

That puzzled Val der; surely, he thought, there nust be sone way for
people to get in and out in the ordinary course of day-to-day business,
wi t hout having to open the i mense portals. He could see none, however; the
canal turned corners at either end of the Pal ace grounds, wrapping itself al
the way around. The bridge was the only visible entrance.

Wth a nmental shrug, he decided that the direct, honest approach was
likely to be the nost effective. He wal ked up to the gates and waited for the
guards to notice him

Wen they gave no acknow edgment of his exi stence before he cane within
arms reach of the iron bars, he revised his plan and cleared his throat.

"Hello there,"” he said, "I have business with the Lord Executioner."
The nearest guard condescended to | ook at him "Business of what nature?"
Val der knew better than admit the truth. "Personal, |I'mafraid -- fanly

matters, to be discussed only with him™"

The guard | ooked annoyed. "Thurin," he called to one of his conrades,
"have we got anyone on the list for the Executioner?"

The man he addressed as Thurin, standing in front of one of the great
stone pillars that supported the gates, answered, "I don't renmenber any; I|'l
check." He turned and lifted a tablet froma hook on the pillar. After a
nmonent's perusal, he said, "No one here that |I can see."

Bef ore anyone coul d shoo hi m away, Val der said, "He must not have known I
was conming; Sarai sent a nmessage, but it may not have reached himin tine.
Really, it's inportant that | see him"

The guard he had first spoken to sighed. "Friend," he said, "I don't know
whet her you're telling the truth or not, and it's not ny place to guess. W'l
let you in -- but I warn you, entering the Pal ace under fal se pretenses has

been declared a crinme, the punishment to be decided jointly by all those you
meet inside, with flogging or death the nbst common. If you nmeet no one, it's
assuned you're a thief, and the penalty for robbing the overlord is death by
slow torture. And that sword isn't going to nake a good inpression; we can
keep it here for you, if you like. Now, do you still want to get in to see the
Lord Executioner?"



Wth only an instant's hesitation, Valder nodded. "I'IIl risk it; | really
do have to see him And I'll keep ny sword."

"It's your life, friend; Thurin, let this fellowin, would you?"

Thurin waved for Val der to approach; as the innkeeper obeyed, the guard
knelt and pulled at a ring set in the stone pillar

Wth a dull grinding noise, one of the paving stones slid aside,
reveal ing a stairway |eading down under the great stone gatepost; trying to
conceal his astoni shnent, Val der descended the steps and found hinmself in a
passage that obviously |led, not over the bridge, but through it. He had never
encountered anything like this before; in fact, he would not have guessed the
bridge to be thick enough to have held a passageway and he wondered if magic
wer e invol ved.

The pavenent door cl osed behind him and he realized that |ight was
com ng from somewhere ahead; he wal ked on and di scovered that in fact the
bri dge was not thick enough to conceal the corridor, but that the corridor ran
bel ow, rather than through, the center of the bridge; this central section of
t he passageway consisted of an iron floor suspended fromiron bars. It seened
rat her precarious but gave a pleasant view of the canal beneath.

At the far side of the bridge, another set of stairs brought himup
besi de anot her stone gatepost, facing another guard.

"Destination?" the sol di er demanded.

"I'mhere to see the Lord Executioner."

"You know t he way?"

"No. "

“In the left-hand door, up one flight, turn left, four doors down on the
right. Got that?"

"I think so."

"Go on, then." The guard waved hi mon, and Val der nmarched on across the
forecourt.

Three | arge doors adorned the central portion of the Pal ace facade;

Val der followed the guard's directions, through the |eft-hand door, where he
found himself in a broad nmarble corridor, facing ornate stone stairs. He could
see no one, but heard distant hurried footsteps. As instructed, he went up a
flight, turned left at the first possible opportunity into another corridor --
not quite so wide or elegant as the first, but lined with doors spaced well
apart, with figures visible in the distance. He found the fourth door on the
ri ght and knocked.

For a | ong nonent not hi ng happened, save that the people at the far end
of the corridor di sappeared. He knocked agai n.

The door opened, and an unheal thy young man peered out at him

"Hello," Valder said, "I"'mhere to apply for a job as an executioner."

The young man's expressi on changed from polite puzzlement to annoyance.
"What ?"

“I'"'man experienced headsman; |'m | ooking for work."

"Wait a minute." He ducked back inside, closing the door but not |atching
it; a monent |ater he reappeared, sonething clutched concealed in one fist.
"Now, are you serious?"

"Yes, quite serious," Val der answered.

"A headsman, you sai d?"

"Yes."

"From out of town, obviously."

"Yes."

"Headsman, let ne explain a fewthings to you that you don't seemto
know, though any twelve-year-old child in the streets could tell you. First
of f, the Lord Executioner is the only official executioner in the city and has
no interest in hiring others; if he did, he'd hire his friends and famly
first, not strangers who wander in. Understand?"

"But..."

"But what ?"

"This is the largest city in the world; how can there be just one



executi oner?"

"That brings us to ny second point. The post of Lord Executioner is not a
very demandi ng one; after all, no nobleman likes to work. It's true that the
Lord Executioner could hire assistants, as his father did before him but
there's no call for them because hardly anybody manages to require an
of ficial execution. Generally, captured thieves and nurderers are di sposed of
quite efficiently by the nei ghborhood vigilance conmttees; they don't come to
us. All we get are the traitors and troubl emakers who have contrived to offend
the overlord hinmself, and the occasional soldier guilty of something so
hei nous that his conrades aren't willing to take his punishnent into their own
hands and that can't just be dealt with by throwi ng himout of the guard and
out of the city. This comes to naybe one execution every two or three
sixnights, and it will be a long tinme before the current Lord Executioner is
too feeble to deal with that hinmself. Wich brings me to ny third point -- you
don't look like much of an executioner in any case. You must be sixty, aren't
you?"

"Sixty-six."

"Did your former enployers retire you, perhaps? Well, in any case, the
Pal ace is not a village shrine for old men to gather at."

"I didn't think it was, but | can guarantee that | would have no
difficulty in carrying out the job."

"Ah, but there remains ny fourth and final point, which is that we have
no use for a headsman in any case. Were the Lord Executioner too old or feeble
or ill or lazy to do his own work, or were there a hundred convicts a day to
be di sposed of, and were you forty years younger, we would still have no use
for a headsman; the | ast beheading in this city was nore than thirty years
ago, when the first Lord Executioner was still in office and his son too young
for breeches. Lord Azrad | ong ago deci ded that beheadi ngs were too nessy and
too rem niscent of the Great War; we hang our crinminals here. | had thought
t hat custom had becone the fashion al nost everywhere by now. Qur own
headsman' s axe has hung undi sturbed on the wall behind me for as long as | can

recall. Now, are you satisfied that there's no place for you here? Leave
i mediately and | won't have you arrested.”

Di smayed, Val der stepped back. "A question, though, sir -- or two, if |
m ght . "

"What are they?"

"Who are you, and what have you got in your hand? How am| to know t hat
what you say is true? | confess | don't really doubt it, but I amcurious."

"I am Adagan the Younger, secretary to the Lord Executioner, and
incidentally his first cousin. | hold a protective charm-- you m ght have
been a madnman, after all, and you're obviously armed. As for how you know what
| say to be true, ask anyone; it's common know edge, all of it."

"And you woul dn't know of any place that does need a headsman? This sword
| carry is cursed, you see; | can only renmpove the curse by killing nineteen
men with it."

"Perhaps you're a nadnan after all..."

"No, truly, it's cursed -- it happened during the war."
"Well, maybe it did; many strange things happened during the war, |
understand. At any rate, | can't help you; | know of no place that stil

beheads its condemed, let alone with a sword rather than an axe."
Rel uctantly, Valder admitted hinmsel f defeated. "Thank you, then, sir, for
your Kkindness." He bowed slightly and turned to go.

"Wait, old man; you'll need a safe conduct past the guards on the bridge.
Take this." He held out a small red-and-gold disk. Val der accepted it, noting
wyly that the man's other hand still held the protective charm

"Thank you again." He bowed and marched of f down the hallway. He heard
the clunk of the door closing behind him but did not | ook back

The guard at the inner gate demanded the little enanel ed di sk before
allowing himinto the tunnel under the bridge and gave hima slip of paper in
its place, which was in turn collected by the guard at the outer gate when



Val der knocked on the paving and was rel eased into the marketpl ace once agai n.
It struck himas odd that it was nore difficult to get out of the Pal ace than
in, though he could see the logic to the system after all, sonmeone wth
| egiti mate busi ness might be unable to obtain a pass to enter, but anyone who
departed without sonme sign of having had such business could be safely assuned
to be a fraud or worse. It still seened odd, though

He managed to distract himself with such trivia for the entire trip out
of the Pal ace and across the market square; it was only when seated in a quiet
tavern and sipping cold ale that he allowed his thoughts to return to his
pr obl em

One reasonably positive aspect of his situation had occurred to him

rather belatedly. If he could not kill hinself, but rmust wait to be rnurdered,
then he mght live for a good long time after he had killed all his nineteen
victinms; he had no intention of being a willing victim and that neant that

his killer mght not be able to get at himuntil he had sunk irretrievably
into senility, or blindness, or sone other incapacity, by which tinme he

t hought he would prefer to die in any case. He would, he thought, be a rich
enough victimto attract a cutthroat fairly quickly, once he was known to be
hel pl ess, so that he probably would not be left to Iinger unreasonably | ong.
He might even leave instructions with Tandellin that he was to be killed when
he had sunk far enough, w thout hope of recovery, to nake his life niserable.

That was an interesting idea, actually; he rather liked that. The idea of
sui ci de was one that had never really appealed to him nor had he cared for
the idea of allow ng some scoundrel to do himin and take possession of
Wrikidor. Allowing Tandellin or some other worthy fellow to put himout of
his msery, however, was not so bad.

That still left himwth the necessity of killing nineteen nmen. He m ght
yet find a job as a headsman, he supposed, but it would nmean travel, extensive
travel, to find such a post. He was not at all sure he felt up to any such
travel; he felt his age, though perhaps not as much as nmost nmen of his years.
It would be far nore pleasant to find his victins here in Ethshar

A thought struck him He was not able legally to di spatch condemed
crimnals, but if what Adagan had told himwas correct, there were
nei ghbor hood vi gil ance comm ttees that didn't always bother with legalities.
He might join such a group, perhaps -- or perhaps he could sinply track down
crimnals on his own and let their renmoval be credited to the vigilantes. That
was an idea with great pronise.

VWen the taverner canme by with a refill, he asked, "Wat do they do wth
t hi eves around here, anyway? One al nost got ny purse this norning."

"Depends who catches them" replied the taverner, a heavy nan of medi um
hei ght, bristling black beard, and gleamng bald pate. "If it's the city

guard, by sone nmiracle, they are hanged -- assuming they can't bribe their way
out of it. Usually, though, it's just the neighbors, and they'll beat a little
honesty into them even if it means a few broken bones -- or broken heads."

"The nei ghbors, you say?"

"That's right; the |andowners have the right to defend their property,
old Azrad says."

"Landowners only, huh?"

"Yes, |andowners; can't have just anyone enforcing the |aw, or you'l
have riots every tine there's a disagreenent."

"So if | were robbed here -- | can see you run an honest place, but just
suppose some poor desperate fool wandered in off the street and snatched ny
purse -- what should |I do? Call you?"

"That's right; we'd teach hima | esson, depending on what he'd stol en
and fromwhom and whether we'd ever caught himbefore; if he lived through

it, that would be the end of it -- assuming he gave back your noney, of
course. "

"What if | caught himmysel f?"

"Well, that's your affair, isn't it? Just so you didn't do it in here."

Val der nodded. " Good enough.”



It was, indeed, good enough. If he could contrive to be robbed or
attacked, then he woul d have every right to defend hinmself. He was an old nan,

with a fat purse -- or fat enough, at any rate. If he were to wear his purse
openly, instead of beneath his kilt, and were sonmehow to make Wri ki dor |ess
obvious while still ready at hand, he would be very tenpting bait. It would be

unpl easant, and he mght receive a fewinjuries, but it seened the quickest
and best solution to his problens.

He thanked the taverner, finished his ale in a gulp, paid his bill, and
left. He turned his steps back toward Westgate; he was heading for Wl
Street.

CHAPTER 29

Wal|l Street had changed in detail since Valder had spent a night there
forty years earlier, but not in the essentials. The law still required that no
per manent structures be erected between Wall Street and the city wall itself,
and that neant that the Hundred-Foot Field was still there and still the [ ast
resort for the honel ess. Those had been confused veterans when Val der had
first seen it, men suddenly displaced fromthe only life they had known since
chi l dhood, but the majority had still been honest nen who sinply had not yet
found their places. Now, however, all such had | ong since departed, either
findi ng thensel ves better hones or dying, |eaving behind the human detritus of
the city and the Hegenony, the beggars, cripples, outcasts, and sinpletons.
The tents and bl ankets of the veterans had given way to shacks and | ean-tos;
where the sol diers had been al nbst exclusively young nmen, the current
popul ati on cane in both sexes and all sizes, shapes, and ages.

And anong these derelicts, Valder had heard, hid the worst of the city's
crimnals. The guard did not willingly cone into the Hundred-Foot Field, and
there were no | and-owning vigilantes, since it was entirely public land, so
that it served as a final refuge for scoundrels and bl ackguards who had been
driven fromall the nore confortabl e places.

Wth that in mind, it was Valder's intention to stroll the |length of Wal
Street with his purse plain on his belt and Wrikidor serving as a cane. That,
he was sure, would attract thieves, and any such lurking along Wall Street
m ght reasonably be assuned to be no great |oss to anyone, should he kill them
in self-defense. Whether he would be able to lure nineteen of themto their
deaths he did not care to guess, but he did expect to make a good start.

He wal ked south from Westgate Market an hour or so after the sun passed
its zenith, a good nmeal in his belly and feeling reasonably rested. The day
was warm but not hot, and a strong wind blew fromthe east, tugging at his
cl ot hes and keeping himcool. He expected the first attack w thin an hour

It did not naterialize; rather than being attracted by the harnm ess old
man, the people who noticed himat all stared and actively avoi ded hi m

Per haps, he thought, he was being too obvious about it. Thieves would
suspect a trap of sonme sort. He tucked the purse into a fold of his kilt, as
if he were unsuccessfully attenmpting to hide it, and trudged onward.

Anot her few m nutes brought himto Newgate Market in the city's
sout hwestern corner; although far smaller and | ess active than Westgate
Mar ket, the square was lined with inns and taverns, and he stopped into one
for a drink and a rest. He intentionally chose the one that | ooked worst, in
hopes that a drunken brawl mght start and provide an opportunity for
swordpl ay. He pronised hinself he would not be the first to draw a weapon in
such a situation and that he would not actively provoke a fight -- but should
one begin, he was ready and eager to join in, sixty-six or not.

No fight began, and after an hour or two he noved on, heading from
Newgat e i nto Sout hwark. This gave every appearance of being a quiet and
respectable residential area, despite its proximty to Wall Street and the
Hundr ed- Foot Fi el d, where Westgate, Westwark, Crookwall, and Newgate had al
been nore colorful. The popul ation of the Field seened thinner here, and the



shacks and huts fewer and nore substanti al

Anot her hour found himstill plodding al ong unnol ested, well on his way
to Southgate and inwardly fumi ng. He had decided that Wrikidor was too
obviously a sword, rather than a cane. Fromwhat little he knew of the city's
geogr aphy, he judged hinself to be nearing the southern end of the Wzards'
Quarter -- assuming that district reached the southern wall, which he doubted.
He began mulling over the possibility of purchasing a conceal ment spell or an
illusion to hide Wrikidor or make it appear sonething other than itself.

Al t hough the idea had a certain appeal, he nmarched onward down Wl
Street rather than turning aside; he had no desire to becone lost in the
city's tangled streets.

It al so occurred to himthat perhaps he overestimated the bol dness of the
city's thieves in expecting an attack by daylight; he resolved that the next
time he came to a tavern or inn he would settle in, eat an early dinner, and
wait until dark.

The next inn, however, did not turn up until alnost half an hour |ater
i n Southgate, as he drew near Southgate Market. There he paused, gl anced at
t he sun sinking behind him down nearly to the rooftops; with a shrug, he
st epped i nsi de.

It was indeed well after dark when he stepped out again, and he was
slightly the worse for drink, but his belly was full and his feet did not hurt
quite so badly as before, whether fromthe rest or fromthe |iquor he was not
sure.

Wth fresh resolve, he strode onward toward Sout hgate Market, past
i nnurrer abl e cookfires scattered anong the ranmshackl e shelters in the Field,
and beneath the torches that lighted Wall Street.

He had gone perhaps two bl ocks when a thought suddenly struck him would
a thief approach himon Wall Street itself, where there were torches and
canpfires lighting the way and any nunber of possible witnesses in the
Hundr ed- Foot Field who m ght be bribed into identifying an attacker?

Far nmore likely, he decided, they would | ook for their prey in alleys and
byways that were uninhabited and not as well lighted. Wth that in mnd, he
turned left at the next opportunity, into a narrow unlighted street.

He wanted to remain in the vicinity of Wall Street, however, so he
doubl ed back at the next intersection

For the next hour or so, he wandered the back streets of Southgate;
several times he sensed that he was bei ng wat ched, though no one was in sight,
and once he thought he heard stealthy footsteps, but no one accosted him
Still, he was encouraged.

He was also tired; he sat down on the stoop of a darkened shop and caught
hi s breath.

He revi ewed his actions of the day and eveni ng and deci ded that he had
done the right thing so far -- save that it had taken himfar too long to
realize that dark alleys were better places to find cutpurses than Wl
Street, even if Wall Street m ght be their home. He wi shed he had thought of
it sooner, if only for the sake of his poor abused feet and tired |l egs. He
stretched themout, feeling the nmuscles twi nge as he did so, and rubbed his
cal ves.

If he were to be attacked, he thought, he wasn't certain he would be able
to draw Wri ki dor fast enough to prevent injury to hinmself when he was this
tired.

It was with that in his mnd that he heard a scream suddenly cut off,
and thrashing sounds from around the corner nearest him

He | eaped to his feet with the trained response of a man who had spent
much of his life breaking up drunken brawl s before they could danage the
furni shings; wthout consciously intending it, he found hinself rounding the
corner into the alley whence the sounds cane.

A smle twitched across his face as he saw what was happeni ng; here he
had been roaming the city |ooking for a robbery, and one had come to himwhile
he rested. The light was poor, coming primarily fromtorches in a neighboring



avenue, and his eyesight was not what it once was, but he could still plainly
see that two nmen were attacking a wonan. One held her from behind, one hand

holding a knife to her throat and the other clanped over her nouth, while the
ot her man was pawi ng at her skirt, searching for her purse or other val uables.

Val der had found hinself a target and wi thout |uring anyone to hinself.
He drew Wri ki dor, dropping the scabbard to the road and hopi ng that the
second man woul d flee, rather than fight.

Hearing his approach, the nman who had been kneeling at the wonman's skirt
whirled and | ost his balance, tunbling awkwardly to the street. The ot her
rel eased the woman, flinging her aside and whipping a sword fromits sheath.

He had tinme to get a good | ook at Valder in the flickering torchlight
before the two swords nmet with a clash of steel. "Ho, old nan," he said,
starting a jibe of sonme sort; Valder never heard the rest of it, as Wrikidor
whirl ed back to the side and slid under the thief's guard so fast that he
probably never even saw it com ng and certainly had no time to parry. The
bl ade, sharper than any razor, sliced through |leather tunic, flesh, and bone
wi th ease, spraying blood in an arc across the entire width of the alley.

Val der could not see the thief's face; the light was behind him Al he
saw was a black outline that slowy crunpled to the ground, the sword stil
clutched in the dead fingers. He brought Wrikidor up into guard position and
| ooked for the woman's other assail ant.

That man had scranbled to his feet even as his conrade fell and had out
his own sword now. Val der watched himwarily.

The thief |ooked down at his dead conpani on, then back at Valder. "I

don't know how you did that, old man," he said. "I guess you surprised him
|"mready for you, though; you won't take me by surprise. Maybe you're better
than you | ook, but you're still old and weak and slow. "

Val der forced a grin. "lI've killed fourscore better nen than you, fool
run while you can."

"So you can hit me from behind, perhaps? No, |I've a friend' s death to
avenge and avenge it | will!" Wth that, he lunged forward, sword extended.

Val der stepped back, suddenly realizing just how nuch trouble he was in
as the other's blade slid past his neck; he was old and slow, just as the nman
had said, and yes, without Wrikidor's aid, he was al nost defensel ess. The
sword sagged in his grip as he flailed helplessly, trying to fend off the next
attack. He wouldn't die -- the curse assured that -- but it |ooked to himvery
much as if he were about to be badly cut up, with eighteen nen yet to kill. He
saw t he bl ade approachi ng and knew that his parry would not stop it before it
drew bl ood and weakened himfurther; he tried to duck and felt hinmself |osing
hi s bal ance.

Then everything vani shed in a sudden violent blaze of intense gol den
light; he staggered and fell, dazed, to the street.

He lay there for a I ong nonent on his back, staring up at the pol ychrone
aftereffects of the flash, streaks and stars of every col or superinposed on
t he snoke-stained night sky of the city; then a shadow slid over him

"Are you all right?" a woman's voi ce asked.

"I'"'mnot sure," he managed to reply.

"Can you nove?"

Val der tried and di scovered he could; he forced hinmself up on his el bows.
"I think so. What happened to the nan | was fighting?"

The woman gestured. "I took care of him™"
Val der sat up and | ooked where she indicated, but could distinguish
not hi ng but a vague bl ack shape. "I don't understand," he said.

"Here, let me give you sonme nore light." She gestured again, this tine
not pointing at anything, but making a curious pass in md-air with her hand.
A white gl ow appeared in her palm lighting the whole alleyway.

"You' re a wizard?" Val der said.

He coul d see her face nowin the light that came fromher hand; it was a
young, attractive face. She smiled. "Yes, |I'ma wzard."

He | ooked agai n where she had indicated and saw that the bl ack shape was



exactly that, a charred black lunmp roughly the length of a man, with
protrudi ng fragnments that resenbled arms, |egs, and a head. Val der gagged as
he saw the distinctive shape of a human skull beneath a coating of ash and
realized that this was all that remained of his foe

"Not very pleasant, is it?" she remarked. "But then, they weren't very

pl easant people; | suppose they were going to rape ne and kill me, if |
resisted.”

"Did they know you were a w zard?"

"No, of course not; | don't walk the streets wearing a sign proclaimng

ny profession, after all."

"Way didn't you fry themboth right away?"

"They caught me by surprise; | couldn't reach any of ny magics, or nove
nmy hands to gesture, once they grabbed ny knife and held it at nmy throat." She
hel d up the dagger that Valder's first opponent had used, and he noticed for
the first tinme that it had the white gl eam of silver rather than the gray of
steel and that the hilt was carved of bone.

"What were you doing in this alley in the first place, and w t hout any
protective spells?"

"Well, if you nmust know, | took a wong turn; I'mlost. | had hoped this
alley was a shortcut. | was sightseeing, you m ght say, reacquainting nyself
with the city; it's been quite sonme tine since | last visited Ethshar of the
Spices. As for protective spells, | had forgotten that |I m ght need them
Foolish of nme, | know -- but | never claimto be free of human foolishness."

She sheat hed the dagger on her belt, then asked, "For that matter, what were
you doi ng here?"

That rem nded Val der of his own situation; he | ooked about, spotted
Wrikidor's scabbard, and got to his feet to retrieve it. The sword itself,
under the influence of the Spell of True Oanership, had never left his hand.

When he had the sheath, he turned back and answered, "I was | ooking for
t hi eves and nurderers.”

"I't would seemyou found them" she replied with a smle. "You'll have to
tell me all about it -- but not here. Do you have any idea where we are?"

"Roughly; Wall Street lies three blocks that way, if |I'mnot m staken
and we're not very far from Sout hgate Market."

"Ah! Lead on, then."

"You haven't any magic to find your way?"

"Not with me; | didn't expect to need it. | grewup in this city, back
when it was called New Ethshar; | hadn't realized how nuch it had grown and
changed. "

Val der | ooked at her curiously at that; he had judged her to be in her
early twenties, fromwhat he had seen of her, and, though he knew well enough
that the city had changed greatly in his owm lifetime, he had not thought that
any great part of the change had been in the past two decades. Furthernore, he
had never heard it called New Et hshar

That was none of his concern, though. He buckled the scabbard to his
belt, sheathed the sword, and then led the way to Sout hgate Market. They
arrived there without further incident, and the wi zard then took the lead, in
her turn. Valder followed w thout protest, but did ask, "Were are we going?
From what you've said, you don't live in the city."

"No, but one of my former apprentices does."

Once again, Valder found hinself puzzled; how could so young a w zard
have a forner apprentice? She seened scarcely ol der than an apprentice

herself. Still, he walked on in am able silence, his feet aching with every
step, discovering bruises fromhis fall that had not been i mediately
apparent.

He had lost track of time, but it was obviously quite | ate, once they
were two bl ocks fromthe nmarket, the streets were deserted, and the torches
were burning |l ow, some already out. He felt rather burned out hinmself; it had
been a very long and trying day. For a noment, he wondered why he was
follow ng the wi zard, but that passed; after all, she owed hima favor for his



hel p and might at |east save himthe price of a night's |odging.

They arrived, finally, at the door of a small shop in the Wzards'
Quarter, whose sign read "Agravan of the CGolden Eye, Wzard Extraordinary." A
light still burned in the wi ndow Valder's guide knocked twi ce, and a nonent
|ater they were admtted to a young man who did, indeed, have one gol den eye,
the other being a watery bl ue.

"M stress!" he exclained. "Wat kept you? And who is this?"

"I will tell you all about it, Agravan, but first, something to drink
and | think a soft bed would not be amiss -- would it, friend? Your questions
can wait until norning."

Val der, who was only sem conscious by this point, managed to nod
agreement; he made it up a flight of stairs, then coll apsed upon the offered
cot and was instantly asl eep.

CHAPTER 30

Val der awoke, uncertain of where he was. The night's events returned
gradual ly, and a gl ance around rem nded himthat he was in the loft roomof a
wi zard's shop. The roomwas cluttered with books and arcane paraphernali a,
jamred on shelves and overfl owing fromtables; his cot was squeezed into one
corner. An unreasonabl e surge of hope welled up briefly; here he had found
hinself with a wizard in his debt. Perhaps sonething could be done about
Wi ki dor!

That hope faded quickly, however, as he recalled Lurenna's words. There
was not hing that coul d be done about the sword.

He m ght, however, have his eyesight restored, if the wizard he had
rescued were really grateful. That would be a relief and m ght stave off the
day when death would be preferable to an enforced life.

He got to his feet and wi shed he hadn't; he had done far too nuch wal ki ng
in the past few days and had slept with his boots on. Hs |l egs and feet were
aching, itchy, and swwming in sweat. He found a filled pitcher his host had
t houghtfully provided and pulled off his boots to swab his feet.

He was involved in this inelegant task when Agravan appeared on the
stairs.

"Good norning, sir," the young w zard call ed.

"Hello," Valder replied. "And ny thanks for your hospitality."

"Ch, it's nothing; | owe Iridith nore than | can ever repay, and you've
put her in your debt, it seens.”

"It's kind of her to say so."

"Wuld you care for breakfast? Iridith is awake, and |I'm sure we all have
much to tell one another."

"I would be delighted," Valder replied, though he was unsure just what he
woul d have to say that would interest the wi zards. He pulled his boots back on
and foll owed his host downstairs.

The breakfast was good, but Val der found hinmself carrying the
conversation, explaining in detail Wrikidor's nature and how he had cone to
have his sword enchanted in the first place and his attenpts to renedy his
si tuation.

VWen he had finished, Iridith asked, "Do you really want to die?"

"No," Valder admitted. "But it does seempreferable to the alternative."

"I's there only one alternative, though?"

"I told you that | consulted wizards on the matter and was told that the
spell can't be broken without killing nme."

"That's probably true; certainly I wouldn't know how to go about it,"
Iridith said, spreading butter on a biscuit. "However, as Tagger the Younger

told you, there nmust be a way around it. |I've never net the | ad, but he sounds
like a sensible person.™
"How can there be a way around it? I'Il live as long as | own the sword

and I'lIl own the sword for as long as | live; there isn't any way out of that.



["lI'l just grow ol der and ol der forever unless |I kill another eighteen nen and
allow nyself to be nmurdered. | don't mnd the idea of living forever, but not
if I continue to age."

"Ah, but then why should you continue to age?"

Val der wondered if the woman was being intentionally dense. "I don't have
a great deal of choice in the matter," he retorted

"That's where you're wong, though. You do have a choice. Qhers m ght
not, but you do; you just don't know it."

Val der was not sure if the wi zard was speaking in riddles or just
babbl i ng outright nonsense. "\Wat are you tal ki ng about?" he asked politely.
He was tenmpted to be harsher, but the w zard had saved himfrominjury the
ni ght before, as much, as he had saved her, and besi des, offending w zards was
never a good idea.

"How ol d do you think | anP" she asked.

Playing along with the apparent nonsequitur, Valder answered, "Onh,
twenty-one or so." An honest reply would have been twenty-five.

She sm | ed, and Val der, who had not really had a chance to see her
clearly the night before, was startled by how beautiful her face became when

she smled. "I'mtwo hundred and ei ghty-eight."
Val der could think of nothing to say in reply to such an outrageous
claim He had heard tales of imortal w zards, of course -- everybody had --

but he had never paid nuch attention to them He had seen w zards die and knew
themfor nere nortal humans; two of his chil dhood friends had taken up careers
in magic, one as a theurgist and one as a w zard, yet both had remained

ordi nary people outside of their magical abilities.

"I don't think you believe nme," Iridith said, reading his face. "But it's
true. | served as a conbat wi zard for a century under Admiral Sidor and
Admiral Dathet; | was retired | ong before Azrad canme to power, and before you
were born. | grew up here before the city wall was built, before the Pal ace

was built, before the New Canal was dug. There are spells to restore or
preserve youth indefinitely."

"Why haven't | ever heard of them then?" Val der asked skeptically.

"You' ve never heard of wi zards centuries ol d?"

"Certainly | have, but just runors -- and nost of those w zards were
supposed to ook old, not young and beautiful ."

She smled again. "My thanks for the conplinment; nmy face is ny own, only
my age is of thaumaturgical origin. Not all w zards who can restore youth
choose to do so; many prefer to stay the outward age at which they |earned the
spells that prevent aging. Since that's usually not until one is sixty or
seventy years old, many of the ancients like nyself still look old. I was vain
enough -- and weary enough of eating with false teeth -- that | chose
otherwise. | was... let me see... seventy-four when | |earned the secrets.”

"That doesn't explain why | never heard nore about these spells, though."

"They were secret, of course -- the Wzards' Quild saw to that. Even
during the war, when we let the arny know so nmany secrets, we kept that one
for ourselves."”

"But why?"

"Isn'"t it obvious?"

"Not to nme."

"The spells are very difficult, the ingredients very expensive, and they
consune an inordi nate anobunt of magi cal energy. If everyone knew that such
spel I s existed, everyone would want them who wouldn't want to be young
forever? However, that's not practical. First off, if no one were to die of
old age, the world would becone very crowded very quickly. And besides, we
simply coul dn't enchant everyone; there isn't enough to go around of sone of
the ingredients, and the spells would use up so much magi cal energy that it
m ght affect the whole balance of reality. But do you think nost people would
bel i eve that? Mdst people distrust w zards enough as it is. In the face of
somet hing like eternal youth being denied them they'd surely accuse us of
keeping it for ourselves out of evil notives." She paused, then added,



"Besides, there are plenty of people around I'd just as soon not see stil
alive a century hence."

Val der had to agree with that sentinent, but asked, "Wat about some of
the really inportant people, though? Wiy haven't you restored Azrad' s youth,
if it's possible? He's a great man and, as overlord of the world's richest
city, he could certainly afford to pay for the ingredients, however rare they
are."

"Ch, certainly, we could restore his youth, and he could afford to pay
for it -- but we don't want to. He's been a good enough overlord, and a good
admral before that, but, if he were to live forever, he m ght not stay one.
What sympat hy woul d he have for ordinary people once he, hinself, were free of
the fear of death? Besides, he would then have an unfair advantage in his
conpetition with his fellow triumvirs, don't you think? He woul d have al
eternity to plot and plan and carry out his schenmes; what nortal ruler could
conpete? In a century or two, he'd rule all the world -- including the
Wi zards, perhaps, and we don't want that. Nor do we care to treat all rulers
equally with our youth spells; we'd be preserving the bad along with the good
and isolating themfromtheir people. This is without even nmentioning that we
could scarcely keep the spells secret if we used themon Azrad or any ot her
public figure. If old Azrad were to appear in the next parade |ooking like a
man of thirty again, that would nmake it rather obvious that youth spells
exist, wouldn't it? Assuming, that is, that everyone actually believed himto
be Azrad and not a brash young inposter."

Val der had to admit the truth of these arguments.

"Well, then, you see that there is a way around your curse; all you need
is a perpetual youth spell.”

"And just how am| to get one? Way would these imortal w zards you speak
of allow ne, a nere innkeeper, what they would not permt Azrad? And just who
are these people, anyway? Plenty of wi zards grow old and die; |'ve seen it
happen. Who deci des who will be nade young?"

"Ch, that's sinple enough; anyone who can handle the spells is pernitted
to use them After all, how could we stop then? The difficulty is that the
spells involved are all of a very high order; the one that | used was an

el event h-order spell. Fromwhat you' ve said of your difficulties with
Wrikidor, I'"msure you know that very few wi zards ever becone capabl e of
handl i ng such spells in the course of a normal lifetine. Anong those who do,

the spells are not secret; in fact, any nmenber of the Wzards' Quild who asks
i s given whichever reci pe he m ght choose. In npst cases, since failure
usual ly results in a nessy death, wi zards wait until they are either capable
of handling the magic involved or are old enough to be desperate."

"You nmean all the wi zards know about these youth spells?"

"Most of them anyway."

"How can you keep secret what so many know?"

"Ch, well, that's an advantage of being w zards; the Quild has ways of
keepi ng secrets that don't bear explaining."

"Why don't the wi zards object to not being given inmmrtality, then?"

"But they all have the opportunity to earn it, you see, if they're good

enough at their craft. Most aren't -- but that possibility is always there. If
we were to cast the spell on every poor fool who nanages to survive an
apprenticeship, the world would fill up with wizards until there was no room

for anyone else."

"And how am| to earn it? Are you suggesting | become a w zards
apprentice at the age of sixty-six and hope that by some miracle | live |long
enough to learn an el event h-order spell?"

"I't would hardly take a miracle, with Wrikidor involved; but no, that's
not at all what | propose. | intend to enchant you nyself."

"But you just finished explaining why the spell wasn't given out!"

"It's not given out to just anyone, Valder, but you're a special case.
You saved ny life last night, and, after two hundred and ei ghty-ei ght years,
consider ny life rather precious. Besides, for forty years you' ve |ived



quietly, despite owning a sword that could have put you on a throne in the
Smal | Ki ngdons or otherwi se cut a swathe in the world's affairs; | don't think
the @Guild need worry too nuch that you'll upset anything or take unfair

advant age of extended youth. In fact, you already have immrtality, and that's
the hard part; all I'lIl be doing is restoring your youth, not extending your
lifespan. I'lIl be saving eighteen other lives, as well; you'll have no need to
draw Wri ki dor again, no reason to want to be nurdered. More than ei ghteen
since after your death the sword would take a new owner, who would have to

kill his own quota before he could die. That's a very nasty sword you have
there, and |"'msure that taking it out of circulation indefinitely is a good
enough reason to grant you your youth. I'mcertain my Quild coll eagues will
agree."

"Just because | haven't done anything stupid? Alifeis alife, that's
all, and | never saw any reason to treat mne differently because of
Wrikidor."

"Ah, but that's what makes you special! Mst people woul d have shaped
their lives around the sword."

"You can't just renove the spell sonmehow?" Val der was not sure whether he
wanted to be young again; the idea was strange, unfamliar, and he needed tine
bef ore he could accept it fully.

"I could, actually, but we would both die as a result, and I amnot in
the | east interested in dying."

Val der was not interested in dying, either. Here, finally, was his way
out, if he could only accept it. He would be young again -- he would Ilive
forever, if he chose. He could not help but think that there was sone trick to
it, some hidden catch; it had been w zardry that had conplicated his situation
inthe first place, when the hernmt had wanted to get rid of him Now another
wi zard was volunteering to interfere with his Iife, and he was sure there
woul d be drawbacks -- but he could not think of any. After several m nutes of
t hought, he reached a decision. He would not be deterred by his previous
experience. He would accept this incredible gift being offered him Perhaps
wi th new youth, his eyesight would return to what it had once been; he would
l'i ke that.

"Al'l right," he said, pushing his chair back fromthe breakfast table.
"What do we do now?"

Iridith smled. "Come with nme."

CHAPTER 31

The house by the seaside was pl easant enough, with its covered porches
and wooden wal kways down to the beach, but it was not at all what Val der had
expected of a centuries-old wi zard capabl e of el eventh-order nagic. He had
been expecting a glittering pal ace, not a ranshackle old house with walls of
rough wood and fieldstone and a roof of thatch

He mentioned this to Iridith, who replied, "I had a pal ace once; it
seened the thing to do at the tinme. This is nore confortable."

Val der found that hard to believe at first, |ooking over the cobwebbed
furni shings and feeling the cool, danp sea breeze bl owi ng through the chinks,
but he had to adnmit that, after Iridith had cast a restorative spell or two
and conjured up a blazing fire, the house was quite cozy.

The main structure, not counting the sprawling verandas and terraces,
contained just four roons -- an i mmrense workshop filled with the arcana of the
wi zardly trade occupied the entire western end, a fair-sized bedroomthe
sout heast corner, a small kitchen the northeast, and a small parlor faced
south toward the sea at the center. Each room was equi pped with a vast stone
hearth and cavernous fireplace; when all four were lighted, the noist chil
that had bot hered Val der vanished in a matter of nonents.

They had arrived shortly before midday; the flight from Ethshar of the
Spi ces had been quite brief, just across the peninsula to the southern shore.



It had been Valder's first flight in nore than forty years and quite a
refreshi ng experience; he had forgotten how exciting it was to soar above the
| andscape and renenbered wyly how he had taken it for granted during his tinme
as an assassin.

"You'll sleep in the parlor,” Iridith told him "if you have no
obj ection.”

"I"'mscarcely in a position to object,’
expect ne to be staying here?"

"I can't really say; until |1've gotten the approval of the elders of the
@uild and gathered the ingredients | need for Enral's Eternal Youth Spell."

"Ch? What are the ingredients?"

he replied. "But how |l ong do you

"I don't remenber themall; I'lIl need to look it up. | do know that "'l
want powdered spider, blue silk, cold iron, dried seaweed, candles col ored
with virgin's blood, and the tears of a female dragon; | don't recall the

ot hers of fhand. "

"Virgin's blood and dragon's tears?"

"I think you'll be staying for a while; those are the easy ones."

"Ch." He | ooked around. "The parlor should do just fine."

He had been at the wi zard' s house for five days, days spent strolling
al ong the beach enjoying the fine spring weather or reading the many strange
books that she | oaned himfrom her workshop -- in addition to assorted
grinmoires and magi cal texts, she had a wide variety of histories and books of
phi |l osophy. She, in turn, spent her time in the workroom consulting with
ot her wi zards by various magi cal methods and trying to | ocate the needed
ingredients for the spell. In addition to those she had renenbered, she needed
the ichor of a white cricket, the heart of an unborn male child, and the hand
of a nurdered wonan.

"It could be worse," she had told himat dinner that first night, a
di nner she had prepared herself by perfectly natural nethods and which they
ate in the kitchen. "Any worman killed by another person will do, | think. She
needn't have been a virgin, or a nother, or whatever. | should be able to find
one eventually. And an aborted or niscarried child should work."

He had agreed wi thout coment.

"Don't worry," she said, sensing unease. "l'mnot going to kill soneone
nmysel f just to help you. I'mnot that sort of w zard."

That had relieved himsomewhat; the remainder of the meal had passed in
am abl e silence for the nost part.

Since then he had seen only brief glinpses of her, other than at neals.

At breakfast she would usually be planning the day's investigations, and by
supper she would be too tired to talk nuch, but at |uncheon she chatted
freely, exchanging rem niscences of the war and the changes that they had both
seen in their lifetimes. She reacted to his adm ssion that he had been an
assassin with a sort of horrified fascination, even while admtting that it
was certainly no nore norally repugnant, logically, than her own wartine work
of nore straightforward wi zardly slaughter. After that first dinner, his own

| ongst andi ng habits prevail ed, and he played host, preparing and serving the
neal s.

Bet ween neal s she was al ways in her workshop, using various divinations
to try and | ocate what she needed. Powdered spider, cold iron, and candl es
colored with virgin's blood she had on hand; she explained that all three were
useful in many spells. The iron was meteoric in origin, but, she assured him
that could only add to its efficacy. Blue silk was easily acquired in a short
jaunt back to the city. The seaweed Val der provided hinself after a walk on
t he beach, bringing back a mass of dripping weed to hang over the workshop
hearth and dry.

That left the dragon's tears, cricket's ichor, baby's heart, and severed
hand. Iridith was cheerfully optimstic about all of them "I found them
once," she said repeatedly.

That was how things stood on the fifth day, when she energed unexpectedly
fromthe workshop in the mddle of the evening, holding a small pouch



"What's that?" Val der asked, |ooking up froma book that purported to
descri be the nowdead religion of the ruling class of the Northern Enpire.
"Fi nd sonet hi ng?"

"No," she answered. "But | now have explicit consent from enough of the
Quild elders to go ahead with the spell, and besides, | thought | needed a
break, so | made this as a sort of celebration and a token of ny esteem”

"What is it?"

"It's a bottonm ess bag, made with Hallin's Spell."

"What's a botton ess bag?"

"Well, I'lIl show you. | noticed that that sword seems to get in your way
sometines, but that you don't like to leave it Iying around -- and as you
probably noticed back in Ethshar, it's not the fashion these days to wear a
sword, in any case. So you can put it in this.” She held up the tiny pouch
smal l er than the purse he wore when traveling.

"Ch, one of those!" he said, renenbering. He had seen bottom ess bags in
use during the war, though he had never known what they were called; an entire
arny's supply train could sonehow be stuffed into one and then pull ed out
again as needed. It nmade transport over rough country much easier. The major
drawback was that the only itemone could retrieve was the one nost recently
put in, so that, if a great many itenms were stuffed into it, getting out the
first one could take quite awhile. Careful planning was needed to use such a
bag efficiently.

He accepted the bag and nanaged to slip it onto the end of Wrikidor's
sheath. He watched with anused wonder as the full length of the sword slid
snoothly into the little pouch, vanishing as it went. Wien it had entirely
di sappeared, leaving only a small bulge, he tied the pouch to his belt.

"Much nore convenient," he said. "Thank you."

"You're quite welcome," Iridith answered.

He | ooked up at her; she was snmiling warmy.

"I don't really understand why you're being so generous with ne," he
said. "You're doing far nore than you need to."

"Ch, | know," she said. "But | |like to be generous. | have everything
could ever want, you know, why shouldn't | share it? |I've spent too nuch tine
al one; wi zards have a tendency to do that. So many spells require isolation or
such strict concentration that one dares not all ow anyone el se near! And it's
so depressing to be around other w zards, who all distrust one another and
want only to learn new spells w thout revealing any of their own little
secrets, or around ordinary people, who are frightened half to death of ne,
and who I know will grow old and die in just a few years."

"I''"'man ordinary person," Val der said.

"No, you aren't! You aren't going to die, are you? That sword won't |et
you. And you aren't afraid of ne."

"Why should I be afraid of you?"

"That's just it, you shouldn't! | could roast you in an instant with a
fireball, just as | did that thief, but I'mnot going to, any nore than you
woul d turn that unbeatable sword on a friend -- but so many people don't
understand that. They only see ny power; they don't see that I'mstill a
person. The power isn't inmportant; you'd be just as dead stabbed with an
ordi nary pocketknife as with a w zard's dagger, or killed in a braw instead
of mangl ed by some hi gh-order spell. Anyone is dangerous -- so why should
peopl e be scared of w zards nore than of each other?"

"I don't know, " Valder said, thoughtfully. "I suppose it's just that it's
unfam |iar power, unfamliar danger. Everyone understands a sword cut, but
nost peopl e have no idea how wi zardry works. | don't have any idea how
wi zardry works."

Iridith grinned. "Do you want to know one of the great secrets of the
W zards' Cuild? Most of us don't, either.”

Val der grinned back.



CHAPTER 32

Iridith located the dragon's tears the day after giving Valder the
bottom ess bag; a wizard in Sardiron had a bottleful and was willing to trade.
The sane wizard was able to direct her to a cave where white crickets could be
found and had a friend with a bottled fetus on hand, taken froma wonan dead
of a fever.

That left only the hand of a murdered woman.

The two cel ebrated the evening of this discovery by drinking a bottle
api ece of an ancient golden wine Iridith had stored away a century or so
earlier. The stuff was past its prime, but still potable, and the wi zard got
quite tipsy, giggling like a young girl at Valder's every word. Valder hinself
had | ong ago devel oped one of the necessities of the innkeeper's trade, the
ability to consume vast quantities of al cohol w thout suffering noticeably
fromits effects, and watched with great amusenent as the usually cal m and
mat ure magi ci an deteriorated into kittenish silliness. Around nidnight she
dozed off; Valder warily picked her up and carried her to her bed, his aged
muscl es straining. He had half feared that sone protective charmwould strike
himfor daring to touch her, but nothing of the kind happened.

He stared down at her, marveling that this handsome, fresh woman coul d be
nmore than four tinmes his own age, then turned and found his way to the divan
where he sl ept.

The next norning Iridith was far | ess pleasant; her curative spells
prevented an actual hangover, but she obviously regretted her juvenile
behavior. "W haven't got themyet," she pointed out over breakfast. "I stil
have to go to Sardiron and fetch them Something could go wong."

Val der shrugged. "Certainly it mght," he agreed.

She | ooked at himrather sourly, as if annoyed that he was agreeing so
calmy, then realized how absurd that was and broke into a crooked grin.

"You know, Val der the Innkeeper, | like you; you don't |et things upset
you. "

He shrugged again. "I |learned | ong ago to accept things the way they are;
usual ly, they're pretty good. |'ve had a good life, overall, better than |
expected -- | never thought I'd live to see the end of the Great War, and here
it's been over for two-thirds of my life. If things go wong now, | stil
don't have any cause for conplaint.”

"A healthy attitude -- and a very, very unusual one." She pushed her
chair back. "I had best be going."

The journey to Sardiron took three days in all, even flying; Valder found
hi nsel f wandering ai m essly about the house on the shore, unable to interest
hinself in reading anything, while Iridith was gone. Meals seenmed particularly
| onesone.

He tried to tell hinmself that he was sinply honesick and wanted to return
to the Thief's Skull, but he didn't entirely believe it.

On the third day, Iridith returned safely, with the heart in a seal ed

jar, a flask of tears -- Valder was surprised to see they were a faint
yel l owi sh green, rather than clear as he had al ways supposed tears to be,
regardl ess of their origin -- and a large, loudly chirping box of crickets.

"I"mnot sure how nuch ichor | need," she expl ai ned.

Wth all but one of the ingredients, the two of themsettled down to wait
for an opportunity to arise to obtain the hand of a nurdered woman. "People
are killed in Ethshar every day," Iridith said. "Sooner or later, I'lIl find
one that will do. | don't know why | haven't already."

"I don't either," Valder replied. "Surely, a wonman's been nurdered
somewhere in the world in the past few days!"

"Ch, certainly,"” Iridith answered. "But | need one whose fanmly is

willing to sell her hand; | mustn't steal it. That sort of thing gives
Wi zardry a bad name. The @uild wouldn't like it. That baby's heart was sold by
t he woman's husband -- | suppose he was the child' s father."

"Ch," Valder said, startled; he had not realized she was being so



scrupul ous.

For the next several days, she spent each norning in her workshop
checki ng her divinations, and then spent the afternoon with Valder, sitting
about the house and tal king, or wal king on the beach, or levitating to an
altitude of a hundred feet or so and drifting with the wind. On one
particularly warmday, as they were strolling along the shore, Iridith

suddenly stopped and announced, "I'm going sw ming."
"Go ahead," Valder said. "I never learned how, really, and I'mtoo old to
| earn now. "

Iridith smled as she pulled her tunic up; her face vani shed behind the
cloth as she tugged the garnment up over her head, but her nuffled voice was

still audible. "You won't always be," she said.
"Then maybe |I'1l |earn, soneday."
"You'll have plenty of time, Valder, | prom se you that." She had her

tunic off and reached down to renove her skirt.

Val der wat ched admiringly. "Lovely," he said. "If | were twenty years
younger |'d do sonething about it."

"Don't worry," she said. "You will be -- but whether | let you do
anything about it is another matter entirely.” Wth that, she tossed hi m her
clothing and ran splashing into the surf.

On an evening a few days later, as they were wal king up to the house with
feet wet fromsplashing in the tidal pools, Iridith asked, "Wat are you
pl anning to do when |'ve conpleted the spell?"

“I"1l go home, of course," Valder replied.

"To Kardoret?"

Startled, he al nbst shouted, "No!" Cal ming, he added, "I'mnot even sure
it's still there; it wasn't rmuch of a place to begin with. No, | meant ny inn
the Thief's Skull -- or the Inn at the Bridge, as it was originally called."

"Sounds dull."

"Ch, no! It isn't, really. We get travelers fromall over, from Sardiron
and the Small Kingdons and all of the Hegenony, and hear their stories. Every
sort of person inmagi nable stops at an inn sooner or later, and after a day on
the road nopst are eager to talk, so it's never dull. | hear news that never
reaches the city and get many of the great adventures described firsthand.
It's a fine life. This house you have here, it's a splendid house, but it's
rather lonely, isn't it? Your nearest neighbors are fishernen a | eague down
the coast in either direction, or farmers half a | eague inland."

"I got tired of people decades ago," she answered. "After the war, |
didn't think I ever wanted to see ordinary people again. |'ve taken on
apprentices, of course; | wasn't really lonely here."

"I see," Valder said as they reached the steps to the veranda.

They crossed the plank flooring of the porch in silence, but, as Val der
opened the door to the parlor, Iridith said, "You know, nobody will recognize
you when you go back. They know you as an old nan, not a young one."

"I hadn't thought of that," Valder admtted.

"You had best claimto be a relative of sone sort -- you'll have a strong
fam |y resenbl ance, after all."

"WI!Il anyone believe that?"

"Certainly! Wiy shouldn't they?"

"Ch, | don't know. O course, | don't think | really have any relatives
still alive; | haven't heard fromany in thirty or forty years and |'ve told
peopl e that."

"Al'l the better; none will turn up to dispute your story. Surely you
could be an illegitimte son, or |ong-lost nephew, or sonething!"

"I suppose | could; I'lIl want to warn Tandellin, though. He had probably

t hought that he would inherit the place; he may not be overjoyed to have a new
heir turn up."”

"He'll have to live with it. Nothing's perfect; giving you eternal youth
can't solve all your problens for you."

Val der smiled. "It's a good start, though."



CHAPTER 33

The eighth day of the nonth of Longdays, a sixnight after Val der nade a
visit to the inn to reassure his friends that all was well, was rainy and
gray, but the wi zard and i nnkeeper paid no attention to such trivia; Agravan
had sent a message that he had at |ast acquired the final ingredient. A young
streetwal ker had run afoul of a gang of drunken soldiers and died in
consequence; her body had been sufficiently abused that her brother saw no
reason to object to further rmutilation, if the price was right. The
ci rcumst ances were depressingly sordid, but the precious hand was finally in
t hei r possessi on.

Val der was pl eased to hear that the soldiers responsible were to be
hanged; the Lord Executioner would have a busy day, for once.

The hand was safely delivered that evening, and Iridith then | ocked
herself in her workshop, telling Valder to eat well and rest; the spell would
require twenty-four hours wi thout food or sleep and woul d make great demands
upon both mnd and body.

At m dday on the ninth, while rain splashed fromthe eaves, Iridith
called for Valder to join her in the workshop, and the spell began

Most of it was meaningless to hinm following the wizard' s directions he
sat, stood, knelt, swallowed things, handl ed things, closed his eyes, opened
his eyes, spoke neani ngl ess phrases, and in general performed ritual after
ritual without any idea of the underlying pattern. Around sunset he began to
feel strange, and the remai nder of the enchantnent passed in a dreamnlike,
unreal state, so that he could never recall nuch about it afterward. Al he
knew, from about m dnight on, was that he was growi ng ever nore tired.

VWen he canme to hinmsel f again, he was lying on his couch, feeling utterly
exhausted. He | ooked out the nearest wi ndow and saw only gray skies that told
hi m not hi ng save that it was day, not night -- yet sonething seenmed wong. Hs
vi sion seenmed unnaturally clear

He got to his feet, slowy, feeling very odd indeed. H s every nuscle was
weak with fatigue, yet he felt none of his fam liar aches and tw nges; it was
as if he had become another person entirely.

That thought struck himw th considerable force; if he were another
person, then was he still Wrikidor's owner? He reached for his belt and found
no sword. He | ooked down.

H s hands were young and strong, fully fleshed, no | onger the bony hands
of an old man, and he seened to see every detail with inpossible clarity --
yet the hands seenmed conpletely famliar, and he found the little pouch at his
belt that, he now renmenbered, mmgically contained Wrikidor despite its size.
He opened the drawstring, reached in, and felt the famliar hilt.

He was obviously still Valder -- but he was al so obviously a young nan.
The spell had wor ked.

He found a mirror and spent several |ong, incredul ous mnutes adnmiring
hi nsel f and bei ng pl eased, not just by what he saw but by how well he sawit.
He appeared twenty-five or so -- scarcely older than when Wrikidor was first
enchant ed.

Tandel | i n woul d never have recogni zed him he congratul ated hinmsel f on
having taken Iridith's advice and informed his enpl oyees on his recent visit
that he was retiring and | eaving the business to his nephew, Valder the
Younger. Tandellin had not been happy about it and had in fact demanded to
know why he had never heard of this nephew before, but he had conceded
Val der's right to do as he pleased with his property.

At | ast he nanaged to tear hinmself away fromthe nmirror. He was, he
realized, ravenously hungry -- which was scarcely surprising, now that he had
a young man's appetite and had not eaten in at |east a day. He strode into the
kitchen, reveling in his firm effortless stride.

Iridith was sitting at the table, devouring a |oaf of bread and a thick



sl ab of cheese.

"Cat ching up?" he asked, aware that she, too, had been unable to eat
during the spell

"Ch, | already did that, really; this is just breakfast."

"I's it norning?" Valder was surprised; he knew the spell had been
conpl ete around midday on the tenth and had assumed that it was still that
same afternoon, not the norning of the el eventh.

"Yes, it's norning -- and of the sixteenth of Longdays. Eat; you mnust
need it." She shoved the bread and cheese across the table toward him

He accepted them and qui ckly began wol fing t hem down, while the w zard
wat ched in anusenent.

VWen he had taken the edge off his appetite, he slowed down in his eating
and | ooked at his hostess. She | ooked back, then rose and crossed to the
cupboard to fetch further provender

He watched the nmovenent of her body, renenbering all the conversations he
had had with her over the past nmonth and nore.

She returned with another |oaf, a pitcher of beer, and assorted other
items, remarking, "That spell does take quite a bit out of one, but it's worth
it, wouldn't you say?"

Val der nodded, | ooking at her

"Yes," he agreed, "I would definitely say so."

They both ate in silence after that; when they had eaten their fill,
Iridith led the-way out to the porch, where they could watch the norning sun
struggle to force an opening in the clouds.

"My debt is paid,” Iridith said. "And your problems with the sword are
sol ved. "

Val der nodded agreenent. "So they are," he said. He watched a beam of
sunlight stab through to the foamat the water's edge, then added, "I have
anot her problem though -- one that | never solved. | never found nyself a
wi fe, and now |I' myoung enough again to want one -- but what kind of a life
would it be, having a wife who would grow old and die while | stayed young?"

"It's not pleasant," the w zard agreed.

“I'f I could find a wife who wouldn't grow old, of course, that would be
i deal . "

"Of course," she said. "Strictly for practical reasons."

"Naturally, |I would let her lead her owmn life if she chose; |I've never
believed in the theory that a wife should be a chattel. A conpanion, though, a
conr ade through the years, would be wel cone."

“I'"msure."

He was silent for a nonent.

"Do you think you nmight want to be an innkeeper's w fe?" he asked at

| ast.
She smled. "Ch," she said lightly, "I think I could stand it for a
century or two."

EPI LOGUE

Val der stared at the white-haired little man as he cane through the door
of the inn. "I know him" he nmuttered to hinmself. "I'msure | do." He watched
as the old man found his way to a table and carefully seated hinself.

Young Thetta headed toward the new arrival, but Val der waved her off;
somet hi ng about this person fascinated him He crossed the roomslowy to give
hinself tine to renenber and, by the time he reached the table, he thought he
knew who the nan was.

It was very hard to believe, though, after so |ong.

"Hello," he said, "lI'mValder; | own this inn. What can | do for you?"

The old man | ooked up at him and Val der thought he saw a flicker of
recognition in the ancient eyes. Then the old man | ooked away agai n and shook
his head, as if telling hinself he was inagining things. "Wne," he said.



"Wihite wine."

Val der fetched himw ne and, after placing the cup before the old man, he
sat down across the table fromhim "Pardon nme, but | believe we've net
before, a long tine ago."

The old man peered at him "That soldier? In the marsh?"

Val der grinned. "It is you!"

“I"1l be damed," the old nan said. "So you rmade it after all!l™

"l never expected to see you again!"

"Didn't expect to see you, either -- especially not after two hundred
years." The w zard gul ped his w ne

"Two hundred and twenty-one, to be exact."

"You keep count ?"

"Well, it was a pretty inmportant event in ny life, getting my sword
enchanted that way."

"Suppose it was.'
that."

" Apol ogi ze about what ?"

"About getting the spell wong. Not really my fault, though; the sun was
down when | got to that part, and everything was all sooty."

"CGot to what part?"

"The Spell of True Owmnership. | did it wong. Conditions like that, who
can tell a gold ring froma brass one?"

Val der stared for a long, |ong monent before he started to | augh

He gul ped nore wi ne. "Suppose | shoul d apol ogi ze about

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Law ence Watt-Evans was born and raised in eastern Massachusetts, the
fourth of six children. Both parents were longtime science fiction readers, so
froman early age he read and enjoyed a variety of speculative fiction. He
also tried witing it, starting at age seven, but with little i mredi ate
success.

After getting through twelve years of public schooling in Bedford,
Massachusetts, he tried to keep up famly tradition by attendi ng Princeton
Uni versity, as had his father and grandfather. He was | ess successful than his
ancestors and, after two attenpts, left college wthout a degree.

In between the two portions of his academ c career, he lived in
Pittsburgh, a city he considers one of the nbst underrated in the country. It
was at this time that he began seriously trying to wite for noney, as it
seened easier than finding a real job (he had previously worked in a | adder
factory, as a feature witer for a snmall-town newspaper, as a sandw ch
sal esman on canpus, in a supernmarket, and at other trivial tasks). He sold one
page of fiction in a year and a hal f.

In 1977, after leaving Princeton for the second and final time, he
married his longtine girlfriend and settled in Kentucky, where his wife had a
job that would support them both while he again tried to wite. He was nore
successful this time, producing a fantasy novel that sold readily, beginning
his full-time career as a witer.

He now lives in Gaithersburg, Mryland.



