An unknown visitor, with some unguessable purpose, who had come and gone
before Valdemar had caught more than a glimpse of him -- or her -- had just
made the young grape-grower a present of one of the Twelve Swords. The
recipient felt overwhelmed by the discovery. And yet -- even in this tremendous
moment when Valdemar first glimpsed the ebon hilt, he found himself thinking
that he ought to be more surprised at the gift than he really was.

He had a strange feeling that he had always known, had never doubted, that
something like this -- something truly great -- was fated to happen to him sooner
or later.

Well, here it was. And whatever unconscious anticipation might be keeping him
from being properly astonished, he was certainly beginning to be afraid...
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ONE

HIS huge, work-roughened hands shaking with excitement, young Valdemar
turned up the sleeves of his farmer's shirt. Squatting on the earth floor of his
solitary hut, peering intently by firelight and fading daylight, he reached for the
long, heavy bundle that lay near the fire and began very gradually to undo its
wrappings of gray cloth. The bundle was neatly made, tied with strong cord. As
Valdemar worked to undo the knots, he did his best to keep himself from
thinking of what he might expect to find within. He told himself he had no right
to expect anything at all. But it was as if he wished to shield himself from an
enormous disappointment. . .

The wrappings loosened and began to fall away. As soon as an area of unrelieved
blackness came into view, unmistakably part of the hilt of an edged weapon, the
young man's fingers ceased to move. Like many other people, he had a sensitivity
to the presence of powerful magic, and he was already beginning to realize just
what kind of weapon he had been given.

Valdemar thought that he could feel the blood drain from his face. Leaning his
enormous weight back on his heels, he did his unpracticed best to formulate a
prayer to beneficent Ardneh.
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Whatever prayer he at last managed to say went up in silence. Outside, spring
wind howled fiercely, shoving against the rough stone walls of his lonely hut,
rattling the crude, ill-fitting door, spattering rain through the hole in the roof that
served as chimney, so that the small fire, fueled mostly by last year's dried vines,
hissed as if in pain.

He had a serious mystery to contemplate.

An unknown visitor, working alone in pursuit of some unguessable purpose, who
had come and gone before Valdemar had been able to catch more than a glimpse
of him -- or her -- had just made the young grape-grower a present of one of the
Twelve Swords. The recipient felt overwhelmed by the discovery. And yet -- even
in this tremendous moment when Valdemar first glimpsed the ebon hilt, he
found himself thinking that he ought to be more surprised at the nature of this
gift than he really was.

He had the strange feeling that he had always known, had never doubted, that
something like this -- something truly great -- was fated to happen to him sooner
or later.

Well, here it was. And whatever unconscious anticipation might be keeping him
from being properly astonished, he was certainly beginning to be afraid.

Scant minutes ago, the unexpected shadow and the silent form of the mysterious
caller had moved almost simultaneously, and with a swiftness almost magical,
past the door of Valdemar's isolated dwelling, interrupting the young man in the
midst of preparing his evening meal. The door had been left slightly ajar for more
light, and to let the smoke-hole draw.

Until that moment, Valdemar had had no suspicion that any other human being
was anywhere within a couple of kilometers. By the time he had jumped up and
run outdoors, the figure of his anonymous visitor was already almost out of sight
in mist and rain. Valdemar had caught only a single glimpse of a human shape, so
muffled in gray garments that it might have been either man or woman.

The gigantic youth had started in pursuit, swiftly bounding up one, two, three of
the narrow cultivated terraces that rose above his hut. But by the time he had
reached the third terrace, his caller had already disappeared into the wet twilight
shrouding the domesticated vines, the scant wild bushes, and the granite
outcrop-pings of the lonely mountainside.

Shouting for his vanished visitor to stop, Valdemar had continued the chase a
little farther, almost to the boundary of his cultivated land, but without success.
Returning to his hut a couple of minutes later, the young man had picked up the
bundle which had been so mysteriously deposited at his door. He had paused to
reassure himself that at least it was not alive (he had heard stories of babies being
left at the doors of lonely huts) and carried it in by the fire. After closing the ill-
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fitting door again, and shaking his garments dry as best he could, Valdemar had
hesitantly begun to unwrap his present -- a process which came, moments later,
to a shocked halt.

Though he was scarcely past the age of twenty, and for most of the past year had
dwelt in this lonely place, Valdemar could not claim complete innocence or
ignorance regarding the affairs of the great world.

Like every other thinking person, he knew something of the history of the Twelve
Swords, magical weapons created almost forty years ago by the gods themselves.
Valdemar knew also that two of the Swords had been destroyed not long after
they were made. This black hilt partially visible before him, if it were genuine,
might belong to any of the remaining Ten. And though like most people he had
never seen, much less handled, any of the Twelve, Valdemar could not doubt the
authenticity of this one. A heavy elegance of magic flowed into his fingertips the
instant they brushed against it; and to magic he was not a total stranger.

It was common knowledge in the world that four Swords -- Shieldbreaker,
Dragonslicer, Stonecutter, and Sightblinder -- had for some years been gathered
in the royal armory of Tasavalta, under control of that realm's powerful and
unfortunate Prince Mark. Among the six others now lost to public knowledge
were the two Valdemar considered the most abominable of the god-forged
weapons, Soulcutter and the Mindsword.

No one, as he understood the case, could ever be sure of the whereabouts of
Coinspinner, a tricky blade given to randomly moving itself about. Nor was there
any way to guess the whereabouts of Farslayer, Wayfinder, or Woundhealer. That
last was the only one of the surviving ten that Valdemar would have rejoiced to
find in his own possession.

Crouching near the fire, alone with his mysterious gift, the youth hesitated for a
long time before continuing the process of unwrapping. His irresolution was
grounded in the fact that he feared certain of the gods' Swords more than others,
and at this point it was still at least theoretically possible for him to refuse the
knowledge of which one he had been given. At this point he would still be able, if
he chose, to tie up the gray cloth again, carry the whole still-mysterious bundle
back out into the rain, and drop it, lose it, deep in some rocky crevice among the
nearby crags, hoping that no one else would ever discover the presence of the
thing of power, or be able to come near it.

For what seemed to Valdemar a long time he sat there on his heels. The wind
battering at his door seemed to mock his fearful hesitancy, while outside the
clouded daylight slowly faded. Still, enough light remained inside the hut, around
his dying fire, for him to see whatever white mark might be emblazoned on the
Sword's hilt, when his next tug at the gray cloth should reveal it.

Of course, one Sword had no white symbol at all. If that was what he found, it
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would mean fate had put into his hands Soulcutter, the Tyrant's Blade.

The young giant's eyes closed briefly. His strong, almost-handsome face was
troubled. Awkwardly he uttered words aloud: "Ardneh, let it not be that one. I do
not want the responsibility of trying to hide that demon's Blade. Or of trying to
destroy it." He understood full well that breaking any Sword, or otherwise
rendering it ineffective, would be far beyond his powers.

"Therefore let it be any of them, except Soulcutter, or ..."

Valdemar's prayer stumbled to a halt, as he realized that for him the second most
fearful of the Blades would probably not, after all, be that called the Mindsword.
Given that one, he could simply refrain from drawing it; for him, he thought, the
power to bend others to his will would pose no great temptation. Farslayer would
be far more likely to be his downfall. There were certain people in the world,
oppressors of humanity, for whom -- though he had never met them -- the youth
felt a dislike that threatened always to spill over into personal hatred; and if the
life of one of those persons, wherever they might be, should be so helplessly
delivered into his hands, Valdemar feared his own latent capacity for violence.

Yes, it would be better if he got rid of this unknown Sword at once, not tempting
himself by looking for the symbol, which it must bear upon the hilt . . .

Valdemar's hands quivered. Because he might, for all he knew, be holding
Woundhealer, the Sword of Mercy. That glorious possibility was enough to
eliminate any thought of plunging the mysterious gift into a crevasse before he
had identified it.

After minutes of immobility, the youth with a sudden jerk stripped back the gray
cloth completely from the black hilt.

A small white arrow-symbol, pointing upward to the pommel, leapt into view.
Neither the best nor the worst of possibilities had been realized. The weapon in
Valdemar's hands was Wayfinder. The Sword of Wisdom, it was also called --
Ardneh grant it bring him that!

Valdemar breathed somewhat more easily. Toward Wayfinder he felt timidity and
awe, but no overwhelming fear. Gently he peeled away the remaining wrappings,
exposing a plain leather sheath. Without pausing for further thought, he clasped
the hilt and drew forth a full meter of incomparable double-edged Blade. The
faint light of fading day and dying fire gleamed softly on steel smoother and
sharper than any human armorer had ever crafted, at least since the lost
civilization of the Old World. Beneath the surface of the metal a lovely mottled
pattern was perceptible.

Valdemar ran a tremulous finger along the flat side of the tremendous Blade. No,
despite his youth, he was no stranger to the touch of magic. But he had never in
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his life felt anything the like of this.

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

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

despaired of ever finding. The one who is most fit, most suitable, to share my
life."

Though he was utterly alone, the young man could feel his cheeks warming.
Frowning suddenly, he quickly amended: "Let all be done in accordance with the
will of Ardneh."

Having concluded this awkward speech, Valdemar arose, gripping the black hilt
firmly in both of his great hands, fingers overlapping. Tentatively he moved the
great Blade in a horizontal circle. One direction alone, almost straight east, set
the Sword's tip quivering. At the surge of magic he cried out, wordlessly. For just
a moment the movement had become so violent that the weapon had almost
leaped free of his grip.

On a warm spring afternoon, seven days after the day when Valdemar had
unwrapped the Sword, and more than a hundred kilometers distant from his hut,
two pilgrims were making their way across a heavily wooded hillside that formed
one flank of a deep ravine.

The first of these gray-clad travelers was a woman, apparently about sixty years
of age, but still vigorous and hearty. There was nothing feeble in the way she
moved across the steep slope, among the thickly-spaced, narrow trunks. Her
silver hair was long, but bound up closely. The strains of a long life showed in the
woman's face, but no burden that seemed too much for her present
determination. Like many other female pilgrims or travelers, she wore boots,
trousers and a loose jacket, and was armed for self-defense with a short sword.

The crowded tree trunks made it all but impossible for two to travel side by side.
The woman's companion, who walked three or four paces behind her and carried
a similarly serviceable but somewhat more impressive weapon at his belt, was a
man in his early twenties, sturdily built, of average size. The young man's
appearance, like the woman's suggested both the weariness of long travel and a
remaining capacity to deal with formidable difficulties.

The woman halted suddenly. She frowned and squinted at the sun, which shone
brightly from beyond the canopy of the tall trees' small spring leaves. Then she
inspected the terrain, as well as she could in the midst of a forest.
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"This hill curves round," she announced to her fellow traveler at last. "And I see
no end to the curve ahead. It carries us farther and farther to the east."

"And that, my lady, is not the direction in which we want to go," the young man
responded. "Well, then. Shall we try climbing to the top of the ridge again? Or
going down into the ravine?"

The lady sighed. "Zoltan, we are well and truly lost. No reason to think the
bottom of this ravine will be more hospitable than any of the others we've
struggled through during the past two days." In those dark gorges, the ubiquitous
thin-trunked trees had grown more closely and ever more closely together, until
it became impossible for adult humans to force a passage anywhere between
them. An army of men with axes would have earned their pay clearing a road.

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

"I suppose we might risk trying the hilltop just before sunset," the woman said
thoughtfully. "If we were able to see far enough to get our bearings -- " She broke
off abruptly, holding herself motionless. Above the high canopy of leaves a silent,
broad-winged form drifted; a half-intelligent enemy, cruel-clawed and implacably
hostile.

When the wind-borne reptile had drifted out of sight and hearing, Zoltan spoke
again, his voice cautiously low. "Anyway, we're soon going to need water." Each
was carrying a single small canteen. "We'll have to go down into the ravines for
that, of course. This one may be dry, but the next -- " He fell silent at the woman's
imperious gesture. Her face had abruptly turned away from him, and she was
listening intently for the repetition of a small sound just detected from ahead.

In a moment Zoltan, looking over his companion's shoulder, could see a tall
human shape, garbed in dull colors, moving among the dun-colored trunks, still
fifty meters off, approaching along the hillside.

Both travelers watched in ready silence, hands on swordhilts. The single figure
approaching seemed to be making no effort at stealth. The towering, broad-
shouldered man was clad in what appeared to be a farmer's rough shirt and
trousers and woolen vest. In both hands he gripped a long-bladed sword with
which he steadily swept the air before him. Zoltan, watching, felt the hair stir on
the back of his neck. This could be a Sword indeed!

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

Zoltan, staring at the approaching figure with intense, frowning concentration,
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whispered: "Is that -- ?"
"Shh. We'll see."”

Amid the dun trunks the seeker so superbly armed had approached within ten
meters of the two motionless travelers in dull gray before he saw them. When he
did, he stopped in his tracks, startled, continuing to hold the Sword leveled in
their direction. Then, looking somewhat flustered, he grounded the bright point.

For a long moment all three remained silent.

At last the young farmer -- for so his clothing made him appear to be -- said:
"Greetings." His voice was soft, but the pair who heard him got the impression
that only a conscious effort made it so. "Greetings, in Ardneh's name." He was
peering closely at the lady, and appeared to be trying to conceal growing
disappointment and confusion.

"And to you," replied the lady. "May you find peace and truth." Zoltan at her
elbow murmured similar sentiments.

"My object is entirely peaceful," the other assured them, gesturing with an
enormous hand. He seemed now to be recovering from his initial shock, whatever
might have been its cause. He was a head taller than most men, and of massive
build, his body carrying a minimum of fat. His clothing, particularly his boots,
gave evidence of an extended journey. He carried pack and canteen, as any
traveler most likely would. A long, plain, leather sheath belted at his waist, of a
size to hold his Sword, looked vaguely as if it should belong to someone else.

He added: "I am called Valdemar."

"I am Yambu," the woman told him simply. "This is Zoltan, who has chosen to
travel with me. We are both pilgrims, of a sort.”

The young farmer nodded and smiled, acknowledging the information. His hair
was dark and curly, his blue eyes mild, flanking an interestingly bent nose. The
more one looked at him, the bigger and stronger he appeared.

"Yambu," he repeated. "Yes, ma'am." His eyes moved on. "And you are Zoltan."
Then some memory visibly caught at Valdemar, so that his gaze went back to the
silver-haired woman. "An unusual name, ma'am." he remarked.

"Mine? Oh yes. And an unusual weapon that you are carrying today, young sir."

Perhaps Valdemar flushed slightly; in his weathered face it was hard to be sure.
"Lady, in my hands I hope this Sword is something other than a weapon. It has
guided me here -- to you. Your pardon, lady, if I aim the blade at you again; I
promise you I mean no harm."
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Taking care to remain at a distance well out of thrusting range, Valdemar lifted
his Sword's point again. All three could see distinctly how the fine blade quivered
when it was leveled straight toward Yambu.

The lady did not seem much surprised. "And what desire of yours," she asked,
"does Wayfinder expect me to satisfy?"

This time there was no doubt that Valdemar was blushing. "I see you know this
Sword's name. So I suppose you know what it is. That should -- that ought to --
make it easier for me to explain. As I said, my goal is peaceful. I ...."

"Yes?"

"I am a farmer, lady. Actually I have a vineyard, which I have left untended. And I
am looking for a wife."

There was a pause.

"Ah," said Yambu at last. A thin smile curved her lips. "And you confided this
wish to the Sword of Wisdom?"

"Yes ma'am."

"And the Sword has brought you to me."

"Yes ma'am."

"And I am not quite the bride you have been imagining. Well, rest easy in your
mind, young man. Were you to make me a proposal of marriage, I would not
accept it."

"Yes ma'am," repeated Valdemar. He looked partly relieved and partly chagrined.
"We must discuss this," said the lady, "but just now my companion and I face
problems of greater urgency. Have you experienced any particular difficulty along
the way, in the last day or two of your journey?"

Valdemar blinked at her. "Difficulty? No. What sort of difficulty? Oh, do you
mean bandits?" The young giant smiled faintly. "I never worry much about that
sort of thing. And if there were any who saw me, no doubt they kept clear when

they saw how I was armed."

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

Valdemar looked up, concerned; at the moment the sky was free of drifting
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shadows. "No trouble finding my way; I simply walked the way Wayfinder told
me to go. And no reptiles of any kind; I've never seen one that could fly."

"Any kind of trouble?"

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

"Then would you now ask your Sword," put in Yambu gently, "to put aside for the
moment the matter of your bride-to-be, and lead us all three safely out of this
damned wildwood?"

Openmouthed, Valdemar gazed at her for a long moment. Then he nodded.

Less than an hour later all three travelers were resting comfortably at the bottom
of another ravine, where a spring of clear water bubbled gently out of a crevice
between rocks, and the trees grew just closely enough together to keep all sizable
airborne creatures at a safe distance. Yambu and Zoltan had already satisfied
their thirst at the spring, and were now refilling their canteens. Valdemar
meanwhile had sheathed his elegant weapon and was bringing out generous
portions of dried meat and hard bread from his pack.

Far upslope, too far to be of immediate concern, an ominous, silent shadow
drifted overhead, above the canopy of leaves; drifted and came back and went
away again, as if it were no longer certain of where its prey might be.

"Those creatures hunt us, young man," said Yambu, almost in a whisper.
"Leather-wings -- and sometimes worse than that. You say you have never seen
them before?"

"I know them only by reputation.” The youthful giant looked vaguely horrified,
and at the same time fascinated. But not particularly afraid. "Why do they hunt
you?"

"I believe they are in the service of some much more formidable enemy. Serving
as his scouts. Then, too, it is my belief that any of the Twelve Swords tends to
draw trouble to itself. And that one you are carrying in particular."

"And yet I have asked this Sword only to help me find a bride. And now to guide
all three of us to safety." Valdemar seemed more disappointed, and gently
puzzled, than alarmed by Yambu's reading of their situation.

"You've heard the Song of Swords? You remember how the verse about this one
goes?" Zoltan asked him, and without waiting for an answer proceeded to recite
in a low voice:
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"Who holds Wayfinder finds good roads
Its master's step is brisk.
The Sword of Wisdom lightens loads -- "

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

The gigantic youth let the matter drop. Then he looked at the silver-haired
woman again. His gaze was timid, but resolute. "I can remember hearing, long
ago," he remarked, "of a lady named Yambu, who was once known as the Silver
Queen."

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

"Zoltan and I thank you for your help, young man," she said graciously. "Where
will you ask your Sword to point you next? And may I ask you just where and how
Wayfinder came into your possession?"

Valdemar looked up at the treetops. "I still seek a wife," he declared stubbornly.
"Why this Sword has led me to you, lady, I confess I do not understand."

"There may be an easy explanation. When the object sought is otherwise
impossible, or very difficult, to obtain directly, Wayfinder leads its master first to
the necessary means to bring the goal within reach. You may be sure the Sword of
Wisdom is not suggesting that you propose marriage to me, who could be your
grandmother. At least let us hope not. Sword or no, that would be far from wise.
Besides, I have no wish to spend my last years growing grapes."

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

Yambu shook her head. "It would seem that, somehow -- I do not know how -- 1
can help you to achieve your goal."

Valdemar sighed. More to himself than to the others he murmured: "I will now
repeat my first request. I want this Sword to lead me to the woman, of all the
women on earth, who will be the perfect, the ideal wife for me. Nothing more and
nothing less."

And he drew Wayfinder from its sheath and held it out again in his great hands.

Once more the point reacted, quivering, only when it was aimed precisely at the
lady.
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Without comment the young giant re-sheathed the Sword of Wisdom at his waist.
Giving up the puzzle for the moment, he recounted to his new companions the
story of his enigmatic visitor, seven days past.

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

Zoltan and Yambu looked at each other. Zoltan shrugged. The lady said: "A
number of ideas; but no reason to take any of them seriously."”

Her young companion nodded. "Certainly it was neither of us, if you are thinking
that. A week ago we were nowhere near the region where you say you live. As for
wearing gray, uncountable thousands of folk do that. Your own garments have
acquired something of that tinge from travel."

The bigger young man nodded ruefully. "Then can either of you guess why this
Sword should have led me to you?"

Zoltan only shook his head.

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

Valdemar took thought, running long fingers through his dark curly hair. A
sparse beard was beginning to sprout on his youthful cheeks. Then almost shyly
he inquired: "Might it have anything to do with the fact that... as I said before, a
lady with your name was once the Silver Queen? But I had thought ..."

Yambu nodded impatiently. "Very well, my history is no great secret. That was
once my title. But I don't know why my past, good or bad, should have anything
much to do with a young man who raises grapes and seeks a bride. You would
have expected the Silver Queen to be a somewhat younger woman? Hold
Soulcutter in your hands, my friend, throughout a day of battle, and you will be
fortunate indeed if you do not look worse than I do."

Now young Valdemar indeed looked awed. "I apologize, my lady, for what must
seem unwarranted curiosity."

"No apology is necessary."

The peasant-looking youth frowned for a while at the weapon hanging from his
belt. Then he said: "Perhaps I must take the Sword's bringing me to you to mean
that I should stay with you until it tells me otherwise. Perhaps it even means that
I should turn over Wayfinder and its powers to you."
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Yambu was frowning too.

Impulsively Valdemar said: "Let us try that!" In a moment he had unbelted his
Sword, and was gallantly proffering the black hilt in her direction, the sheathed
Blade balanced flat across his forearm.

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

Her lips moved again, almost silently. Only Zoltan, who was close beside her,
could hear her very low whisper: "Yet I do."

A moment later, she was reaching out to firmly grasp Wayfinder's hilt.

Having accepted the weapon, and drawn it from its sheath, Yambu stood up
straight, her voice becoming a little louder. "It is a long time since I have felt the
power of any Sword in my hands. Well, Sword of Wisdom, here you are, and here
am I. If you can read my heart, show me the way which I must go to satisfy it."

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

In her hands, Wayfinder's keen point quivered at one point of the compass only --
almost straight east.

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

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

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

"Yes?"

"Might the Sword's response to me mean that I am to stay with you, at least for a
time? Travel with you?"

Yambu thought about it. "It brought you all this way to me. I suppose it might
mean something of the sort," she conceded at length, as if reluctantly.

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

Zoltan, with his head tipped back, was leaning alternately to right and left, trying
to peer upward through the canopy of leaves. He said: "Some days ago, we two
were discussing the question of our destination, the true object of our pilgrimage,
in philosophical terms. Then we began to be hunted. Being hunted limits one's
time for philosophical discussion. In the process of trying to escape from the
reptiles we became lost. Valdemar, you've helped us now to temporary safety. But
as a practical matter, I must say that our next goal, whether east or west, ought to
be some place of greater security. Somewhere completely out of the ken of those
whose creatures stalk and harry us."

Valdemar looked from one to the other of his new companions, trying to assess
the situation. There was no doubting the reality of those drifting shadows that
kept reappearing no very great distance up the hill.

"And who might your enemies be?" he asked with concern.

"There are a number of possibilities," said Yambu drily. Again she took up the
Sword in both hands. "But let us not become obsessed with safety. We are going
east."

TWO

"HURLED to the ends of the earth, you say" Astride a demon?" The speaker, a
startlingly handsome and apparently very youthful man, gave every indication
that he found the prospect hugely amusing.

"Yes, to the ends of the earth, or farther for all I know. That was months ago, of
course, and neither the Dark King nor his demonic steed have been heard from
since." The youthful-looking man's informant, a short, blond woman or girl who
appeared even younger than he, flashed a bright grin of her own. "Is it not
entertaining, Master Wood?"

The two who spoke with such apparent carelessness of sorcerer's and demon's
fate were standing casually just outside the massive outer wall of the world
headquarters of the Blue Temple. The man was actually leaning against the
building's stones. Squat granite columns, each thicker than the length of a man's
body, and broad stone steps leading up to doors worthy of a fortress made the
establishment an archetype of the substantial, or perhaps even a parody of such.
The two appeared to be waiting for something; but what that might be, or why
they had chosen this spot to hold their talk, was not immediately obvious.

The handsome young man nodded. His large, athletic- looking body was well
dressed in tunic and cloak of rich fabric, though of no outstanding elegance. He
might have been a prosperous merchant, or perhaps a physician. Surely not a
warrior, for no trace of any material weapon was visible about his person.
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He said: "Entertaining, yes. The demon was hurled away, I suppose, by the
Emperor's name in the mouth of the Emperor's bastard, and that poor pretender
of a magician, who likes to ride on demons, was whisked away helplessly with his
mount -- "

The young man laughed again, louder than before, and this time his companion
laughed with him. She was garbed in a tight-fitting outfit of silver and blue that
showed off her fine figure to advantage; the clothing suggested an expensive
courtesan. The heads of passers-by turned in their direction; such merriment was
uncommon here in the Blue Temple precincts.

Both parties to the conversation ignored the passers-by, even as they appeared to
be ignoring the Blue Temple itself. But he who had been addressed as Master
Wood soon sobered from his laughter. He stroked his chin in thought.

Almost wistfully he said: "And yet, Tigris -- an alliance with Vilkata might well
have been to our benefit."

Tigris had already assumed a more thoughtful expression too. She responded:
"He may be able to return, Master, sooner or later. Or, if he cannot come back
unaided, we might help him. That may still be possible. Yet, I fear that the Dark
King was -- or is -- something of a bungler. Considerable skill in handling
demons, one must admit that."

"Considerable. But finally insufficient," amended the other.

"Yes, Master, as I say -- finally insufficient." The shapely young woman nodded
soberly. "And one of the Swords went with Vilkata."

"Yes, Master. The Mindsword, as you well know."

Wood allowed his displeasure at that accident to show. He had particularly
coveted that weapon for his own. Then he brightened slightly. "Well, none of that
can be helped now. Today we face other problems, quite sufficient to claim our
full attention for a tune."

"As you so accurately say, my lord."

In the bustle of the populous city, even a pair of such striking appearance did not
draw a great deal of attention. Once or twice a beggar started to approach them,

then, as if warned by some instinct, veered away.

Once a sedan chair, guarded on both sides by a file of mounted men, passed very
close to them, entering the Blue Temple headquarters through a nearby gate.

The man called Wood appeared equally indifferent to potentate and mendicants.
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"So," he mused, "our erstwhile rival Vilkata, the Dark King, is probably not going
to be available in the foreseeable future to discuss alliances. Nor is the demon
who bore him away into -- ought we to say into eternity? Nor, I suppose, can we
hope to recruit any other demons from the Dark King's retinue." Wood's voice
became abstracted. "That's all right, though -- I can summon powers enough of
my own whenever there's a need."

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

Squinting at her, her master thought to himself that she was almost certain to
prove something of a distraction in the staid Blue Temple offices, into which he
planned to bring her very soon. Very likely, Wood considered, he would have to
dismiss Tigris -- or else effect a drastic though temporary change in her
appearance -- before the conference got very far. But that decision did not have
to be made now.

The girl began to fidget, as if rendered uncomfortable by an overabundance of
energy. She moved a step away, and with a dancing glide came back again. "If it is
permitted to ask, Master, why are we waiting? Are those moneybags in the Blue
Temple expecting us at a particular time?"

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

This last word was not addressed to Tigris, but to a sudden blurring of the
atmosphere approximately a meter above her blond head. Out of this miniature
aerial vortex proceeded a tiny inhuman voice, speaking to Wood in squeaky,
deferential tones:

"The man Hyrcanus is now alone, Master, inside his private office. Do you wish
me to accompany you inside the building?"

"Yes, but see that you remain invisible and impalpable in there. Unless, of course,
you hear me suggest otherwise." Wood was standing erect now, the air of
indolence having fallen from him like a shed cloak. "Tigris?"

The disturbance was already gone from the air above her head. "Ready, as always,
Master."

Wood gestured, and their two human bodies instantaneously disappeared.

The locus of their reappearance a moment later was a tall, narrow, dimly lighted
chamber deep in the bowels of Blue Temple headquarters. Though the room was
obviously only an anteroom of some sort, the visitors found it elegantly

furnished, with a thick carpet underfoot. The walls were paneled in exotic wood,
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subtly lighted by Old World lamps that burned inside their glassy shells with a
cold and practically inexhaustible secret fire.

Wood and Tigris came into existence standing side by side and almost hand in
hand, before a cluttered desk behind which a male clerk or secretary looked up in
petrifaction at their unanticipated presence.

The thin man in a tunic of blue and gold stared at them uncomprehendingly, his
eyes watering as if from long perusal of crabbed handwriting and columned
numbers. Even now, in what must have been a state of shock, the words that fell
from his lips were trite; perhaps it had been a long, long time since he had spoken
any words that were not.

Clearing his throat, the clerk said in a cracked voice: "Er -- you have an
appointment?"

Wood smiled impishly. "I have just made one, yes."
"Er -- the name, sir? Er -- madam?"
"I'm hardly that." And Tigris giggled.

The assured, undeniable presence of the pair seemed to place them beyond the
scope of any fundamental challenge.

"I will see ... Iwill ... er ..." Almost choking in confusion, the clerk bowed himself
away through a door leading to an inner office.

The two visitors exchanged looks of amusement. A few moments later the thin
man was back, ushering Wood and Tigris into the next room. There they
confronted the Chairman of the Blue Temple himself, a man known to the world
by the single name of Hyrcanus.

Here, in the inner sanctum of power, the furnishings were more sumptuous,
though still restrained, their every detail tastefully thought out. Wood had
expected nothing more or less, but Tigris was somewhat surprised.

"I thought to see more gold and jewels," she murmured. Wood shook his head
slightly. He understood that splendor here would have been out of place; the
finest appointments could have done no more than hint at the immensity of the
temple's wealth.

The Chairman was small, rubicund, and bald, with a round ageless face and a
jovial expression belied by his ice-blue eyes. He was seated, flanked by ivory
statues of Midas and Croesus, behind an enormous desk, engaged in counting up
some kind of tiles or tokens. A large abacus, of colored wood in several shades,
stood at the Chairman's elbow. The walls of the chamber were lined with account
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books and other records, some of them visibly dusty. Spiders had established
themselves in at least two of the room's upper corners. The windows were barred,
and were so high and dark that it was impossible for ordinary human eyes to see
outside.

Raising his gaze from his desk, Hyrcanus stared at Wood in utter blankness for a
long moment. His eyebrows rose when he looked at Tigris. Then he snapped
irritably at his visitors: "Who are you? What are you doing here? I have made no
appointment for this hour." "But I," Wood retorted, "have made one to see you."
Such a response, from an utter stranger, evidently could not be made to fit into
the Chairman's view of life's possibilities. Hyrcanus fixed a stern gaze upon his
shaken underling, the thin clerk who still hovered near. "What possessed you to
schedule an appointment at this time?" The man's fingers fumbled with
imaginary knots in the air before him. "Sir, I -- I have scheduled no appointment.
I thought perhaps that you had done so privately. I have no idea who these people
are."

"My name is Wood," said the male visitor in a languid voice, speaking directly to
Hyrcanus. "I should think it almost impossible that you have not heard of me."

The name took a moment to sink in. Then, with a slight movement of one foot
beneath his desk, a gesture quite imperceptible to ordinary visitors (but noted at
once by these two callers, and dismissed as harmless), the Chairman sent a
signal.

Wood made a generous, open-handed gesture. "By all means," he encouraged,
with a slight nod. "Summon whatever help will make you feel secure." Tigris, at
her master's elbow, giggled. It was a small sound, almost shy.

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

Moments later came sounds of hurried human movement in an adjoining room.
A door, not the one through which the callers had come in, opened quietly, and
another bald man, this one obviously elderly, looked in with a wary expression.

"I assume," Tigris said to him, smiling brightly, "that you must be the Director of
Security?" She almost curtsied.

The newcomer glanced at her, frowned, and kept silent, looking to his chief for
orders.

"I would like to know," Hyrcanus grated at him, "how these two got in here."
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The man in the doorway cleared his throat. "Sir, I recognize this man as the well-
known wizard, Wood. The woman with him -- "

"He has already told me his name," Hyrcanus interrupted. "What I want to know
is how -- "

"And someday perhaps I will tell you how we got in," said Wood, interrupting the
interrupter. "But there are other matters I wish to discuss first."

The Director of Security, seemingly unimpressed, stared at his fellow magician. "I
know your name, and I warn you that you had better leave. At once."

"You? Warn me?"

The elder nodded impressively. His face had become lugubrious. "I am indeed the
Director of Security here. We here do not fear your powers."

Wood's eyes were twinkling dangerously. "Only because you do not comprehend
them."

"I believe," the Director remarked drily, "that you are the same Wood who about
two years ago visited Sha's Casino, a Red Temple establishment in the city of
Bihari." "And so?"

"On that occasion -- correct me, sir, if I am wrong -- you encountered certain
enemies and were forced to make a swift retreat. It has further come to my
attention that you entered Sha's Casino armed with the Sword Shieldbreaker, and
that you left without that weapon -- and lacking any compensation for it." The
elderly man in the doorway smirked faintly.

Tigris, looking at her master, paled a trifle.
Wood put his fists on his hips. His voice was ice. "On that occasion, my man, I
was opposed by forces well beyond your ability -- let alone that of your money-

grubbing masters here -- to understand, much less to deal with."

A moment of silence followed. It was plain from their expressions that Wood's
current hearers -- except for Tigris, of course -- remained unconvinced.

The wizard nodded briskly. "Very well, then. I see that a demonstration will be
necessary."

The Director's expression became uncertain.

Hyrcanus behind his desk started to say something, then remained quiet.
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Silence held for a long moment.

Wood's eyes closed. His left hand extended slightly in front of him, palm upward.
The long ringers quivered. Then the hand moved, and the forearm, slowly, made
a gentle lifting gesture. Near the high ceiling an almost imperceptible turmoil in
the air grew briefly, lightly sharper.

In moments this gentle disturbance was answered by a much heavier vibration.
An inhuman groaning and thudding seemed to start in the roots of the huge
building and progress slowly upward. Soon distant frightened yells could be
heard, rising from somewhere below the thickly carpeted office floor.

Tigris was smiling faintly now, watching the Blue Temple men for their reaction.
Neither of them had moved, though the eyes of the Chairman seemed about to
pop.

Wood's face, his eyes still closed, had hardened into an implacable mask.

The door to the secretary's anteroom burst open, to frame the large form of an
armed guard officer. "Sir! The gold -- " The man had trouble finishing his
sentence.

Hyrcanus snapped: "What of the gold?"

The guard turned halfway round, gesturing over one beefy shoulder. "It's --
coming -- up the stairs -- "

The Chairman leapt up from his chair, trying to see out past him.

The deepest rumbling, which had begun down around the massive, vaulted
foundations of this Mother Temple, was now gradually shaping itself into a
heavy, metallic rhythm. It sounded like a company, perhaps a regiment, of heavy
infantry, clad in armor, marching upstairs in close formation.

There were continued cries of alarm, and more security people came pressing up
behind the officer in the doorway.

Hyrcanus started to come around from behind his desk, and then went back.

The guards now crowding the doorway were pushed aside. But not by human
force.

Bursting past them, into the Chairman's private office, came moving gold, coins
and bars and works of art, all moving as if alive. The yellow treasure had
somehow been conglomerated, magically held together, into the shape of a huge
and heavy many-legged creature, a gigantic centipede. At intervals this animation
broke apart into separate marching figures, all headless, some in the shape of
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men and some of beasts. Whether in the form of many bodies or only one, the
gold tramped upward and forward, the several shapes enlivened by Wood's magic
all glowing dull yellow in this chamber's parsimonious light.

The Director of Security, jabbering incantations, avoided the score of trampling
golden legs. Gesturing, he intensified his magical efforts to undo what Wood was
doing.

But it was obvious to all that the Director's attempted counterspells were failing
miserably. Losing his temper, he rushed at his rival.

That was a serious mistake.

Halfway toward the object of his wrath, the Director slowed, then staggered to a
halt. It was as if he had forgotten where he was going. Worse than that, it was as
if he had almost forgotten how to walk.

Turning now to Hyrcanus, and then to all the others in the room, a smile of
infantile imbecility, the Director of Security sank slowly into the nearest chair.
Simpering vacuously at nothing, he appeared ready to be entertained by whatever
might happen next.

His eyes lighted on the inexorably marching metal. "Gold," the old man
whispered, obviously delighted. "Pretty, pretty."

Meanwhile Wood, his arms folded, had turned away from the Director and sat
down on the edge of Hyrcanus's desk. He was watching the proceedings with an
abstracted look, as if he were not personally very much involved. Tigris, taking
her cue from her master, was now seated also, in a leather chair. From a purse
that had appeared as if from nowhere she had actually brought out some knitting,
with which she appeared to be fully occupied.

With the intrusion of the marching gold, and the ruthless disabling of his first
assistant, Hyrcanus abandoned all pretense of calm control.

He jumped up onto his desk. With screams he rebuked his Security forces.

Then he turned to Wood, pleading: "Put the gold back! Send it back at once!"
"And you will listen to me if I do?"

"Of course, of course. And this fool here" -- the Chairman indicated his chief aide,
now smiling as he counted up his fingers -- "can you restore him to what

ordinarily serves him as his right mind?"

"If you will listen."
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"I will. I swear it, by Croesus and Midas. What was it you wanted to discuss?"

Accepting this surrender graciously, Wood slid off the desk and with a few
gestures quickly restored Blue Temple headquarters more or less to normality.
The weird upward progress of long-hidden treasure ceased. The marching golden
centipede and all its fragments, immediately obedient to Wood's most subtle
command, reversed direction, and headed docilely downstairs. And at the same
time the Director lost his carefree interest in his own fingers; his eyes closed and
his head sank slumberously upon his chest.

Within moments after the tramping treasure had retreated, the building ceased to
vibrate. Inside the Chairman's office only the shouts of guards, somewhere in the
middle distance remained as evidence that something remarkable had occurred.

Slowly, shakily, Chairman Hyrcanus resumed his seat behind his desk. He wiped
his brow. With a gesture and a few muttered words, he offered Wood and Tigris
chairs. The three were now alone.

With the opposition satisfactorily crushed, Wood was calm and reassuring. He
glanced at the Director, who was snoring faintly. "He will regain his wits -- such
as they were." Then Wood focused an intense look on the Chairman. "Hyrcanus,
understand me. Your wealth is safe, for the time being -- safe from me, at least.
Every coin is now back where it was. I do not crave Blue Temple gold, or any
other treasure you may possess."

Hyrcanus, smiling glassily, murmured an excuse. Then, turning away
momentarily, he beckoned the clerk to him from the next room, and dispatched
the man with orders to take a complete inventory of the wealth down below.

Wood shook his head impatiently at this interruption. "Depend upon it,
Hyrcanus, not a gram of your metal will be missing. I am not your enemy. Rather
we have enemies in common, and therefore should be allies."

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

Tigris had put aside her knitting, and was now sitting with folded hands, paying
close attention to the men.

Her master said to Hyrcanus: "I am thinking in particular of Prince Mark of
Tasavalta. I suppose you may rejoice almost as much as I do over his recent
misfortunes."

The Chairman, relaxing just a little, nodded heartily.

His formidable visitor said: "I am told that Mark is making every possible effort --
so far to no avail -- to heal his wife of the injuries she sustained last year."



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

"A pity," said Hyrcanus, and uttered a dry sound intended for a laugh.

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

Mention of the Sword concentrated the attention of the red-faced man behind the
desk. "Ah. And where is Woundhealer now?"

Wood's eyes twinkled again. "Your question brings us to the very point of my
visit. The best hope of anyone's getting Woundhealer in hand lies in the Sword
Wayfinder -- would you not agree?"

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

"Even, as has happened at least once in the past, into the deepest Blue Temple
vaults of all... but I have no wish to remind you and your associates of past
sufferings and embarrassments. Hyrcanus, I have come here to offer you a
partnership."”

"What sort of partnership?"

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

The Chairman's face grew somewhat redder. "Let us say, for the sake of
argument, that you are right -- what then?"

Wood put on a sympathetic expression. "And Ben of Purkinje, the wretch who
was chiefly responsible for that calamity, still lives and prospers, as the right-
hand man of our mutual enemy Mark of Tasavalta."

The Chairman nodded gloomily. Ever since Mark had become Prince of that
generally prosperous domain, there had been no new Blue Temple installations at
all in Tasavalta -- the organization maintained in that land only a single banking
facility, relatively unprofitable, in the capital city of Sarykam.

Tigris so far had been maintaining a demure demeanor, so it had not become
necessary for Wood to banish her, or take any steps to alter her appearance.
Brightly and alertly she continued to pay attention to everything that was said
and done between her master and their reluctant hosts.

Genial-sounding Wood now inquired after the health of legendary Old Benambra,
founder an age ago of the Blue Temple.
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Hyrcanus assured his guests that the Founder ("our Chairman Emeritus, in
retirement") was still very much alive -- more or less alive, by most people's
standards, since he was now turned completely into a Whitehands, and lived
underground somewhere, jealously counting up the bulk of his remaining
treasure. Then the current Chairman, supremely stingy unless he made an effort
not to be, belatedly ordered some refreshment to be served. Presently -- while the
Director of Security by stirrings and mumblings gave indications that he might
soon awaken -- Wood smoothly returned to the subject of the Sword of Wisdom.
"You, the Blue Temple authorities, have certainly known for a long time that
Wayfinder was used by those daring thieves to despoil your hoard." "Well . . .
yes."

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

The Director of Security, had by now risen and stretched and finally re-settled
himself in a chair at a little distance, much chastened in his manner. Whether he
was aware of what had just happened to him or not, he was evidently grimly
determined to keep an eye on Wood as long as the intruder remained.

Now the Director said: "Wayfinder's vanishing, as you probably know, was utterly
mysterious. The only report we have -- admittedly unconfirmed -- says that the
Sword of Wisdom was stolen, by some unknown agent, from the belt of the God
Hermes, after he had been struck down by Farslayer."

Everyone in the room was silent for a moment, no doubt meditating on that
unlikely-sounding but undeniable event.

"Yes. I know," Wood answered patiently. Though he had not been personally
present at the fall of Hermes, he stood ready to accept that story as confirmed.

The slight jowls of the Chairman of the Blue Temple were quivering. "The
treasure we lost at that time, including three Swords, has never been recovered."

"I know that too." The handsome, youthful-looking Wood was now doing his best
to soothe his hosts. Tigris looked sympathetic too. Wood continued: "How unjust,
how odious, that the robbers should have been able to prosper as they have."

"Odious is an inadequate word," said Hyrcanus fervently. "But let us get down to
business."

Wood, with a smile and gesture, indicated that he was perfectly ready to do just
that.

The official inquired: "What exactly do you want from the Blue Temple, that you
have taken these, uh, drastic steps to bring about this conference?"
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Wood smiled. His answer was straightforward, or at least it seemed to be: "I want
no more than I have already indicated. A chance to use Wayfinder for my own
purposes, which will in no way conflict with yours. A league of mutual assistance
against Tasavalta. And against the Emperor."

Blank looks on the faces of the Blue Temple functionaries greeted Wood's last
assertion. He was silently contemptuous of their ignorance, but not really
surprised. The Blue Temple evidently knew little about the Emperor, and seemed
to care less. Or perhaps their lack of interest was only feigned. Like the Ancient
One himself, they must be aware of certain recurrent rumors, concerning the
enormous treasure that potentate was reported to have stashed away.

But the problems posed by the Emperor could wait. Spelling out his proposal in a
straightforward way, the wizard confirmed that he wanted to be informed as soon
as any of the Blue Temple people had any knowledge, or even a clue, concerning
the whereabouts of the Sword of Wisdom.

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

Hyrcanus groaned audibly.

Less than half an hour later the meeting concluded, with Wood and Hyrcanus
shaking hands, while their respective aides looked on watchfully. Both leaders
pronounced their satisfaction with the agreement they had reached.

Outside Blue Temple Headquarters again, their removal having been effected

without the use of any mundane door, Wood and Tigris strolled the streets in

silence, until they were rejoined by the demon Dactylartha.

"Noble masters!" hissed the tiny voice, coming out of the barely visible
disturbance in the air. "Was my performance satisfactory?"

"At least you will not be punished for it." Wood spoke abstractedly, his main
thought already elsewhere.

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

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

This terrible creature, she remembered, had once been Blue Temple property,
involved in the famous robbery, on which occasion the demon had failed as
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dismally as all the other layers of defense of the main hoard. That did not mean,
of course, that Dactylartha was weak or ineffective. Against any one of the
Swords, only failure could generally be expected -- unless, of course, one was
armed with another Sword.

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

Wood, now giving the thing its new orders, curtly dismissed it, and in a moment
it was gone.

"What are you thinking about, my dear?" the Ancient One inquired. "You look
pensive."

"About demons, Master."

"Ah yes -- demons. Well, as a rule, one kills them, or has some firm means of
control -- or is as nice to them as possible. That is about all there is to know on
the subject." And Wood laughed, a hissing sound that might have come from the
throat of one of the very creatures he was contemplating.

Tigris changed the subject. "Which of the Twelve Swords would you most like to
possess, Master?"

"Ah. Now that -- that -- is indeed a question." The Ancient One mused in silence
for a few paces. Then he said to Tigris: "There's Soulcutter, of course. I certainly
wouldn't want to draw that little toy with my own hands -- having heard what has
happened to others -- the trick of course would be to get someone else to draw it,
under the proper circumstances."

"I understand perfectly, my lord."

"Do you? Good. As for the Sword of Wisdom, I confess to you, my dear, that I
nourish a certain hope -- that on coming into possession of that weapon I will be
able to use it to lead me to the Emperor."

Tigris wondered briefly whether she ought to pretend to be surprised. In the end
she decided not to do so. She asked, instead: "What Swords does the Emperor
have?"

"None, that I can determine with any certainty."

Tigris, flattering: "Then of the two greatest magicians in the world, neither now
has any Sword."

It was true that her Master, Wood, at the moment had not a single Sword to call
his own -- while Prince Mark of Tasavalta, gallingly, had no less than four.
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Tigris was taking great care not to remind her Master directly of this latter fact.

He grunted something, for the moment sounding completely human -- a mode of
existence he did not always appear to favor.

"Where to now, Master?"
"To a place where I trust we will not be interrupted, Tigris. We have work to do."

THREE

MORNING had arrived, and Ben of Purkinje was enduring an enormous
headache.

He sat up slowly, further tormented by a fierce itching. Particles of the hay in
which he had been sleeping had worked their way into his clothing. According to
the feeling in his head, the hour ought not to be much past midnight, but the
exterior world ruthlessly assured him that a new day had indeed begun. The
cavernous interior of the barn in which he had sought shelter was now becoming
faintly visible, venerable roughhewn beams and gray wall planks bathed in an
illumination that could only be that of dawn. Intermittent crowing noises now
issuing from the adjacent barnyard offered confirming evidence.

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

Too deeply asleep indeed. Unconscious, he thought, would be a better word for it.
Recalling some of last night's adventures in the local tavern, he wondered if the
second or third girl to sit on his lap might have put something unfriendly in his
ale. The first, as Ben recalled, had been almost unconscious herself at the time,
and he thought he could exclude her from the list of suspects.

He doubted that any of last night's girls would have played a dirty trick like that
on her own accord. Someone would have put her up to it.

Ben clenched his eyelids shut again. His memories of last night were somewhat
hazed. He went prowling through that fog, in search of his newly-met drinking
companions. They had been three or four youngish men, who had had the look of
bandits -- or, if not bandits, of people who had no higher moral standard than
they found absolutely necessary for survival. A couple of them, perhaps not
realizing what a formidable opponent they had encountered, had challenged Ben
to a drinking contest. Before that had been carried to a conclusion, the tavern
girls had taken a notion to sit on his lap, first in sequence, then together ... or had
that been his own suggestion?
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but of course nothing could be done about any of that now. If in fact someone had
tried to drug his drink, he had survived the effort. This was morning, and at least
it wasn't raining -- he would have heard that on the barn roof. Trouble was, the
first subtle indications of this fine spring morning were that things were not
going to go well today for Ben of Purkinje, known in recent years as Ben of
Sarykam. Right now he feared that his headache might be the least of today's
problems, because certain sounds outside this borrowed barn were like those of
no ordinary farmyard in the early morning. These were the noises, he now felt
sure, which had awakened him.

These ominous mutterings and footfalls evoked for Ben the presence of a number
of men, maybe half a dozen or even more, clumsily exchanging low-voiced words
with undertones of urgency. Muttering, and then separating, spreading out,
moving quickly but quietly as if they meant to get the barn surrounded.

That was not at all a reassuring image.

Getting off to a bad start as he seemed to be this morning, Ben hoped that no one
today was going to call him by any name that mentioned either Purkinje or
Sarykam. As soon as anyone did that, he would know that the false identity under
which he was currently traveling had been penetrated. Not that he had much
hope for the false identity anyway. It had been a resort of desperation, conceived
on the spur of the moment several days ago, when other plans had at last gone
desperately and completely wrong. A man who weighed close to a hundred and
forty kilos, and looked capable -- and was -- of twisting a riding-beast's iron shoe
into scrap with his bare hands, tended to attract attention. For such a man,
ordinary disguises were seldom of much avail.

Ben's worst suspicions were presently nourished by new evidence. If he had been
in the least danger of drifting back to sleep -- and with a start he realized that he
just might have been -- that peril was destroyed by a loud call in a hoarse male
voice, coming from somewhere not far outside the barn. The words were meant
for him. The man outside was threatening to fire the wooden structure if he didn't
immediately come out and surrender.

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

Despite the beseiged man's huge size, he came up to his feet softly and promptly
amid the hay, the wooden floor of the hayloft creaking under the shift of weight.
At the same time he took a quick inventory of assets. Through recent misfortunes
his personal weaponry, apart from his own mind and body, had been reduced to
one middle-sized dagger. Leaving the dagger at his belt, he caught sight of a
pitchfork not far away, and swiftly and softly took possession of it.

A certain urgency within his bladder next demanded his attention, all the more so
with impending combat probable. Relieving himself quietly into the hay,
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regretting the lack of heroic capacity that might have served to put out a fire, Ben
listened for more shouts but for the moment could hear only the throbbing of his
aching head.

Doing his best to give the situation careful thought, he decided that allowing or
encouraging the barn to burn down around him would be a waste of time for all
concerned, and a waste of some perhaps innocent farmer's property as well. Ben
had no real idea how many of last night's companions and their friends might be
outside. What sounded like the clumsy muttering of six or eight might instead be
a much cleverer attempt by two or three men to suggest greater numbers.

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

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

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

Ben's youth was behind him, but he could still run faster than anyone would be
likely to expect from a man of his size. He went out, moving fast and hard,
through a small door in what he would have called the rear of the barn. The
suggestion of numbers, he saw with a sinking feeling, had been no bluff. At least
five armed men were waiting for him among the manure piles the back, but at
first they recoiled from him and his pitchfork, yelling.

The bass voice that had commanded Ben to give up now shouted orders meant
for other ears, screaming hoarsely that if they wanted to survive this day
themselves, they had better take this fellow alive. These commands and threats
were issuing from a squat oaken hogshead of a man, somewhat shorter than Ben
himself, but apparently little if any lighter. Not one of last night's tavern
companions. Ben would have remembered this one.

Ben now had his back against the barn wall, hemmed in by a semicircle of lesser
men, most of them fierce-looking enough to inspire some measure of respect.
They kept him at bay, turning this way and that. While feints came at Ben from
right and left at the same time, one of them got almost behind him with a clever
rope. A moment later Ben's pitchfork had been lassoed, and a few moments after
that several strong hands had fastened on him, and his dagger was plucked from
his belt.

"We got him, Sarge!"

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

The blade of a very keen-looking knife, coming up under his throat, stopped this
effort.

One of the Sarge's wrists, prodigiously thick and hairy, came into Ben's field of
vision. The enemy leader, striking out at his own knife-wielding man, seemed to
have suddenly become Ben's ally. "Alive, I says! He's the one Blue Temple wants!"

That name made Ben redouble his efforts to break loose. It was useless, though.
He might have been able to fight off two or three of the ill-clad, ill-equipped
bandits at a time, and the remainder of them might have been poorly coordinated
or plain cowardly enough to stay at a safe distance. But when the Sarge himself
jumped in and grabbed him, using the biggest hands that Ben had ever seen or
felt, while two of his more stubborn minions still clung on, Ben no longer had any
chance of wrestling free.

This time he was down flat on his back. Raising his head as well as he was able,
he peered through a drifting haze of dust and barnyard chaff to take a count.
There were six or eight of them altogether, and two of them at least, the ones
whose heads he'd banged, were just as flat as he was. He hadn't done so badly at
that.

Now, though, four or five held Ben more or less in position, and another was
commencing operations with a coil of thin rope brought from the barn, tying his
wrists skillfully behind his back.

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

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

It seemed there were going to be formal introductions.

"Sergeant Brod," growled the walking hogshead, standing directly in front of Ben,
and extending one enormous hand as if Ben ought to be able to snap free of his
bonds and shake it. "Better known to some of me own followers as the Sarge. I
am the leader of this small but efficient band."

"Pleased to meet you," said Ben. Squinting at Brod and the men who surrounded
him, Ben decided that Brod's men all appeared to be more or less afraid of him,
and with some cause.

Brod's coloring was fair, right now still red-faced from his recent efforts. His
features were fairly regular except for a nose that approached the size to qualify



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

as a disfiguring defect.

Fancy tattoos adorned the Sarge's massive shoulders, which bulged out of a
sleeveless leather vest. His dirty hair, some indeterminate shade between blond
and red, was tied in long pigtails.

From inside his vault of a chest, his bass voice rasped out what sounded like an
accusation: "You're Ben of Purkinje."

Ben blew a tickle of straw free of his upper lip. Trying to get his breathing back to
normal, he replied as nonchalantly as he could: "You have the wrong man. My
name is Charles, and I'm a blacksmith."

The Sarge had a good laugh. He really enjoyed that one.

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

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

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

The little band of freebooters, Ben still with his arms tied in their midst, were
angling downhill, approaching the good-sized river which ran only a couple of
hundred meters from the barn. On the near bank Ben saw a flatboat tied up. It
was a crudely constructed craft, a score of paces long, half that distance wide,
fashioned mostly of unpeeled logs.

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

"Where are we going?" he demanded.
"Just a little cruise." Roughly he was pushed along.

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

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

Ben, a nervous expression on his ugly face, turned to his questioner. "Not much
of a swimmer," he admitted.

They were willing to let him sit down approximately amidships. There was a little
freight on board as well, a couple of barrow-loads of unidentifiable cargo tied
down under a tarpaulin. From where Ben was sitting, he could see one small
rowboat, stowed bottom-up on the broad deck. It looked serviceable. He couldn't
see any oars.

Ben considered making a serious effort to break his bonds. Having got a look at
the old rope before they used it, he thought that doing so would not be completely
beyond the bounds of possibility. But any such effort would have to wait until he
was unwatched.

While the men began what seemed an unfamiliar process of casting off, the Sarge,
as if he wanted to talk, came to sit on a small box facing Ben.

Any effort at breaking ropes would have to be postponed. Ben, ready to try a
different tactic, announced: "If I were this fellow from Purkinje, or wherever, why
my friends might pay a better price for me even than my enemies."

"Maybe." Brod sounded doubtful of that proposition, to say the least.
"Did you ever try to get money for anything out of the Blue Temple?"

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

"What's that?"

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

By dint of much poling, and the blaspheming of many gods, along with energetic
sweeps of the four long steering oars, the flatboat was at last dislodged from the
river-bank and under way downstream. Ben was no great expert in these matters,
but in his judgment the men manning the sweeps and poles were being pretty
clumsy about it. The difficulty wasn't entirely their fault, though. Obviously this
craft had been designed for use somewhere upriver, maybe for ferrying livestock
about, and had somehow been taken over by these goons, who were riding it
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downriver into waters somewhat rougher than those for which it had been built.

At about this time Ben noticed a distracting presence, one he certainly didn't
need just now, maneuvering on the outskirts of the scene. This was a large, gray-
feathered bird, and with a sinking feeling he recognized it as a winged messenger
from Sarykam. At any other time he would have been pleased to get some word
from home, and to have an opportunity to send word back. Just now, though, the
hovering presence of the courier threatened the last faint credibility of his pose as
Charles the Smith.

Perhaps the creature was bright enough to understand this in some dim way; as if
unable to make up its small mind whether or not to communicate with Ben, the
bird came no nearer than the bottom of the upended rowboat, where it perched
uncertainly and cocked its small-brained head at him. Presently one of the
bandits threw a chip of wood at it, causing it to take wing for the shore. But after
being driven from the boat, the messenger just flew along the shore from tree to
tree, at a little distance.

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

"Reckon maybe it wants some blacksmithin' done? New shoes, maybe, so it can
run like a riding'-beast?" The Sarge enjoyed another laugh.

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

Several hours passed in uneventful voyaging, with the current bearing the clumsy
craft downstream at a good pace. A tributary came in on the east bank, and the
river -- Ben had never learned its name -- broadened appreciably. Rocky hills on
the horizon ahead suggested that the water might get rougher there, when this
river became narrower and swifter, forcing itself between them.

Still the gray-feathered messenger effortlessly kept pace, darting from tree to tree
along the shore. Trying to put that problem out of his thoughts for the time being,
Ben considered Sergeant Brod. The brawny Sergeant was still smiling at his
prisoner from time to time, nodding, appraising him. He seemed to have a more
than commercial interest in the famous -- well, semi-famous -- Ben of Purkinje as
well. Ben was vaguely aware that he enjoyed an almost legendary reputation for
strength, among people who were interested in keeping track of such things.

The Sarge came to stand in front of Ben. This time he put his foot on the box. At
length he remarked: "They say you're a pretty good wrestler."

"Me? No. This Ben of Purkinje maybe is. I don't bother with that kind of thing."

"Don't bother with it?" Brod screwed his eyes almost shut in puzzlement.
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"No." Ben shook his head. "What's there to know about wrestling? It all comes
down to who is stronger, and there I always have the edge. Nothing like
blacksmithing to build the muscles. Lucky for you, you had six men to help you
tie me up."

The redness of the Sarge's face seemed to be deepening. "Lucky for me? What by
all the gods' elbows can you mean?"

Ben shrugged.

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

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

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

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

Either Brod was supremely confident in his own strength and skill or he was
shrewd enough to realize that his authority might be adversely affected if he
failed to meet this adversary fairly. For whatever reason, he made no objection
when someone started to untie the old rope with which Ben's arms were bound.

Someone else suggested they tie a rope around Ben before the bout, so they could
pull back their valuable prisoner in case he tried to swim away. Ben for a moment
considered seconding the request for such a safety measure, confident that it
would be denied. And sure enough the scheme was hooted down. No one could
wrestle with a rope tied round them, could they?

The rocky hills ahead were somewhat closer now, and the river was gradually
becoming swifter and rougher here, with traces of white water ahead. Just a few
such traces, along both banks, which were growing steeper, so that the passage
between increasingly rocky shores, Ben thought, might at some point require
careful steering. Better steering than even skilled boatmen could manage with
these sweeps.

The ropes were off.

Brod was considerably younger than Ben. Ben, sizing his opponent up, was struck
for the first time by the fact that this fellow was young enough to be his son.
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But he couldn't really be ... could he?

Ben found that an ugly suggestion, but not one that was going to cause him a
whole lot of worry. Besides bulk and apparent strength, there was very little
resemblance.

Ben moved out to the middle of the crude plank deck, rubbing his arms, stamping
his feet to get the circulation going. Actually the blood was flowing pretty well
already, but he wanted another chance to look around, getting a good view now of
the stern of the boat, which had been behind him when he was tied.

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

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

There was really no problem about room. A central space was quickly cleared of a
litter of odd personal possessions and miscellaneous garbage. Basically the arena
was a deck of rough planks, covering the central two-thirds of the craft. The crew
grinning and making almost-secret wagers -- no one wanted to offend the chief by
betting openly against him -- arranged themselves around the rectangle, while
with a minimum of preparation the two contestants moved to diagonally opposite
corners of the space.

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

The two contestants began circling, stalking each other.

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

Brod growled, shuffled his feet and flexed his muscles. Both feet and muscles
were really enormous.

Ben stood in one place, swaying slightly with the motion of the planks underfoot,
doing his best to appear hesitant and uncertain, yet gamely determined. This was
a clumsy blacksmith, wondering what to do. He looked wide-eyed, innocent in an
ugly sort of way.

Brod, quicker than he looked, lunged at him. The two men grappled, grunting
and straining, coming to no immediate conclusion, each testing the other's
strength and skill. The watchers yelled incoherently. Ben felt sure that some of
them at least were cheering for him. Not that he gave a damn.
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Ben and Brod broke apart, each backing up a step or two.

"Don't know no wrestling, huh?" The Sarge shook his pigtails in what might have
been admiration. Ben's fingers had left red and white imprints on his hairy arms.

Ben seemed to be wondering what all the excitement was about. "Anybody can do
this."

The Sarge's face stiffened. He charged again. At the impact, a cheer went up from
the onlookers; Ben, bracing his booted feet, took the charge without being driven
back.

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

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

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

Before Ben could plan his next move, Brod took the initiative again, coming in a
screaming, all-or-nothing charge. Ben, trying his best to sidestep, could get only
partially out of the way. The two big men, arms momentarily linked like those of
whirling dancers, spun out of the arranged arena, toward the edge of the raft-like
deck, almost under one of the stern sweeps.

The watchers were screaming themselves hoarse. The long, unwieldy steering
oars were bouncing in their locks, unmanned. The two wrestlers had come to a
stop only a step from the water. Brod's wide, astonished eyes, half a dozen
centimeters from Ben's stared at the unmanned oars. The little crowd of
onlookers was sending up a greater roar than ever.

There came a crash, a great shuddering impact. The raftlike craft had struck a
glancing blow against a rock.

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

Cold water smote them both, the fierce current twisting their bodies even as they
sank. The Sarge's grip loosened immediately as they hit the water. Ben pushed his
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opponent away, and let himself plummet as deep as the river would take him,
trying to swim upstream. He rejoiced to find that right here, at least, the cold
torrent was deep enough to offer concealment and protection.

When he had to come up for air, Ben looked back in the direction of the boat and
was glad to see that half the people aboard had been knocked off their feet. No
one at the moment was even thinking about pursuing Ben.

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

Many of the raftsmen looked terrified. Maybe they couldn't swim. They clung
desperately to whatever portion of the boat they could get their hands on. Some,
shrieking and cursing, went sliding helplessly overboard.

Ben couldn't wait around all day, watching the fun. Orienting himself toward the
west bank, which looked to him a little more hospitable, he plunged under water
again and started swimming.

Swimming with boots on was difficult indeed, but there hadn't been time to take
them off. Besides, he expected that he was going to need footgear when he came
ashore.

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

Fortunately the majority of his former captors still had their hands full with other
problems. But a few had recovered. A few missiles -- one arrow, a slung stone or
two -- hurtled inaccurately after him. Ben saw the arrow pierce only the current,
the rocks go banging and breaking on bigger rocks.

If he lingered in the neighborhood, the next step would probably be a determined
swimmer or two, blade-armed, coming after him.

Ben decided not to wait. A couple of additional missiles landed in the general
neighborhood. He thought he could hear Brod, surfaced and clinging to another
rock, or back on the boat, bellowing in rage. Gulping a breath, Ben went under
water again, striking once more for the west bank, swimming powerfully, staying
under as long as he could.

Briefly he worried that the bandits might find oars for the rowboat, and launch it
successfully. But in the continuing confusion that threat now looked increasingly
unlikely.
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Currents and rocks grew tricky, and he endured a struggle in rough water to
reach shore -- but, being an excellent swimmer, he made it safely.

Definitely he was ready for a rest. But now was not the time. Stamping and
squishing, he moved inland, getting Brod and all his people thoroughly out of
sight and sound.

FOUR

GETTING away from the river as expeditiously as possible, Ben struggled to put
distance and obstacles between himself and the bandits. Their angry yells --
concerned more, he was sure, with their own plight than with his escape -- were
drowned by the water raging at the rocks; and then all sounds coming from the
river faded altogether.

Unfortunately the messenger-bird from Sarykam had now disappeared as well.
For the next half hour he concentrated on making strides inland, staying on the
hardest ground he could find, just in case anyone should attempt to trail him. No
doubt the Blue Temple had promised a good reward.

After half an hour it was necessary to pause for a brief rest. Once he had squeezed
some residual water from his clothing, he continued west at a steady pace.

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

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

A full day after his escape from the flatboat, now walking almost straight north,
he caught sight of three people on foot in the distance. They were approaching
him from the northwest, on a course that seemed calculated to intercept his own.
Ben halted, squinting with a hand raised to shade his eyes. Even at a distance it
was obvious that these three were not members of Brod's cutthroat gang.

Shrugging his shoulders, he resumed his advance. As the distance between them
diminished, he observed that there was something familiar about two of the
approaching figures; and one of those two was holding in both hands a gleaming
thing, like a long sword.

Or, rather, like a very different kind of weapon. Something much more than any



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ordinary sword.

A minute after making that discovery, Ben was exchanging enthusiastic greetings
with two of the travelers he had so fortunately -- as he thought -- encountered.

One of these two old acquaintances, she who had once been the Silver Queen, was
saying to Ben: "So, you are my gate to peace and truth, you man of blood? It
seems unlikely. And yet the Sword of Wisdom has fastened me upon your trail."

Ben looked at the Sword, and at the woman who held it. He said: "I think I must
hear some explanation.”

As soon as the greetings between old friends had been concluded, Valdemar and
Ben were introduced. Valdemar was certainly the taller of the two gigantic men,
but Zoltan, watching, thought it hard to judge which was the more massive. The
two clasped hands, and sized each other up with quick appraising glances.

Presently Ben heard what Valdemar's request to the Sword of Wisdom had been:
to be guided to some woman who would match his image of an ideal wife.

The older man sighed wearily. "Maybe I should have asked that oracle the same
question, years ago."

The day had been gray ever since sunrise, and now a threat of rain was
materializing. Casting about for a place of safety and reasonable comfort, the
party of four took shelter from a shower under an overhang of cliff. From here it
was possible to look back in the direction Ben had come from the river, so any
bandits who might be after him ought to become visible in time to be avoided.

The three old friends naturally had much to talk about. Zoltan demanded of Ben:
"Tell us how things are going back in Sarykam. How long ago did you leave
there?"

Some of the cheerfulness so recently restored now faded swiftly from Ben's eyes.
He said softly: "They are not going well."

Yambu, like Zoltan, was strongly interested in what news of Tasavalta Ben might
provide. "Then tell us," she urged.

Ben drew a deep breath. "I'll try to put the worst of it in a nutshell. There was an
attack on the palace last year; all of the royal family survived, but Princess Kristin
was badly crippled in a fall from the roof. For a time everyone feared that she
would die. Now -- some say death is the happiest result that can be expected."

All of them were quick with more questions. Ben's answers offered them little or
no comfort. The stones of a Palace courtyard had badly damaged Kristin's spine,
had broken other bones, and crushed internal organs.
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Her mind, spirit, and body had all been badly damaged.

Zoltan, who was Prince Mark's nephew, muttered blasphemies in a low voice.
Yambu frowned in silence.

Valdemar, who knew next to nothing of Tasavalta or its rulers, still expressed his
indignation, and his loathing of villains who could cause such pain. He then
demanded to know who was guilty of launching the attack.

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

Yambu was looking closely at her old associate. "And you, Ben? How are you,
apart from this evil that has befallen those you love? How are your own wife and
daughter -- Barbara and Beth are their names, are they not?"

"As far as I know, my daughter and my wife are well enough in body," Ben
answered shortly. "Let me put it this way. My life at home has recently been such
that I do not mind spending most of my days and nights away from home."

Yambu was sympathetic. "How old is the gir]l?"
"Seventeen."
"That can be an age of difficulty."

Ben made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a laugh. "When I myself
arrive at some age that fails to bring its troubles, lady, I will make a note of it."

Zoltan gave Ben one sympathetic look, but then the young man's thoughts quickly
turned to the difficulties his aunt and uncle, and all their realm, must be
experiencing.

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

Ben seemed glad to leave the talk of his personal affairs. "Your uncle is unhappy,"
he answered shortly, "as one might expect."

At that point he fell silent, staring past the lady's head. When the others turned to
see what he was looking at, they saw, and Yambu and Zoltan recognized, one of
the half-intelligent messenger birds of Tasavalta, sitting on a branch of the only
sizable tree in the immediate vicinity.

Getting to his feet, Ben addressed the bird: "I had given you up, messenger. Well,
now I am here, free to talk with you. What word have you for Ben?"
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Spreading soft wings, gliding from its branch to a nearby rock, the creature
chirped in its inhuman voice: "Ben, the Prince asks you for news. The Prince asks
you for news."

"Well, when you reach the Prince again, tell him the news could be a lot worse;
because here I am, still alive, and I have met friends who are armed with a Sword.
But it could be better, because I am no closer to finding the Sword we want."

"Say message again. Say message again."

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

The bird flew back to its higher perch, where it settled itself as if to rest.
"The Prince is at home, then," Zoltan commented.

Ben nodded. "Since Kristin's crippling, he's spent more time in Sarykam than he
did in the past two or three years put together. No more roaming the world,
trying to look out for the Emperor's business."

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

Ben considered. "Stephen must be twelve. He has a temper. He'll be a dangerous
man in a few years."

"And Prince Adrian?"

"Two years older. Secluded, somewhere well away from home, I don't know
where, perfecting his wizardry. I expect we'll not see much of him for a year or
two to come." It was common for serious apprentices in the arts of magic to
withdraw from the mundane world for a time of preparation.

"And nothing can be done for Kristin?"

"In the ordinary ways of healing and of magic, nothing. There is only one real
hope, of course," Ben concluded shortly.

"The Sword Woundhealer." Yambu nodded, and sighed.

Ben nodded too. "Of course we had the keeping of it there in Sarykam for years,
but. . . there's no use worrying over that now. Mark nowadays thinks of little else
but somehow getting Woundhealer back. He stays in Sarykam himself, but he
sees to it that every clue, every hint we can obtain -- whether reasonable or not, I
sometimes think -- is followed to the end.
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"That is why I am here now. There was one rumor, one hint, about Woundhealer,
that we thought especially promising. It put the Sword somewhere in this area."

"And you came alone to track down this hint?" asked Valdemar, who until now
had been largely silent.

Thunder grumbled overhead, and more rain was starting to come down. Ben
looked at his questioner. "I was not alone when I set out. Six other people and
three of the great birds came with me. I can give you the unpleasant details later,
but at this point only I, out of seven humans, am still alive; as for the birds, they
no longer travel with me, but one of them finds me from time to time, as you have
seen. Thus I am kept somewhat in touch with Sarykam."

Ben related to Yambu, Zoltan, and Valdemar additional details of his struggle
with the band of river bandits, and his escape.

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

"Perhaps. They had something going with the Blue Temple, besides selling me to
them -- or they thought they did."

In turn, the Silver Queen and Zoltan told Ben the tale of their recent harassment
by the leatherwings, of their fortunate encounter with Valdemar and the Sword
he had been so strangely given, and how during the last few days the three of
them, with Wayfinder's help, had managed to avoid the flying reptiles.

Ben gestured toward the Sword of Wisdom. "Speaking of your treasure there, I
suppose you'll have no objection to my borrowing its powers for a while?"

Yambu smiled faintly. "I have been expecting you to ask. Let me see if I can guess
for what purpose."

"No doubt a single guess will be all you'll need. I want first to locate the Sword of
Healing, and then to get my hands on it."

"Have you no more selfish wants than that, big man?"

"That will do for the time being."

In unconsciously queenly fashion, Yambu raised Wayfinder in her own hands and
apostrophized the Sword: "I asked you, Sword, for peace, and you have led me to
this man of blood."

Zoltan saw Ben frown slightly at that.

Yambu continued: "I see my own quest must give way to one of greater urgency.
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But before I hand you over to him, Sword, what else do you have to tell me? Is it
possible that by following him I will discover the peace that has eluded me for so
long?"

The other three, watching closely, could see plainly how the Sword tugged, slowly
twisting in her hands until it bent her wrists, aiming itself at the huge man.

Without further comment the Silver Queen reversed her grip on the black hilt,
and handed Wayfinder over to Ben.

Reaching for the weapon eagerly, he murmured thanks. Once Wayfinder was in
his grasp he wasted no time, but at once demanded of it bluntly: "Sword, lead me
where I want to go!"

The Sword of Wisdom in his hands at once twisted around sharply; Zoltan,
though no stranger to the Swords and their powers, felt his scalp prickle. The
weapon reminded him of some intelligent animal, responding differently as soon
as it came under the control of a different master, perhaps a warbeast roused
from sleep and scenting blood. Zoltan thought that this time he saw the blade
actually bend, until the tip pointed somewhere to the northeast. That direction,
he thought, was close to, though it did not exactly coincide with, the bearing of
Sarykam.

Still holding the Sword leveled, Ben shuffled his feet, as if getting his weary legs
ready to move again. He asked his companions: "Are all of you ready to move?" It
did not appear to have entered his thoughts that any of the three might choose
not to accompany him.

Valdemar stood up, towering over everyone else. He said slowly: "I began my
journey holding in my hands that Sword you now have, and with my own goal,
not yours, in mind. And so now I have my doubts about going with you."

At that Zoltan turned on him sharply: "I suppose you think your quest is more
important than this one?"

Valdemar raised his eyebrows. He said mildly: "It is important to me."

The two young men were of the same age, or very nearly so; but Valdemar -- only
partially because of his size -- generally gave the impression of being older.

"Well, perhaps you can manage to locate a wife without the help of Wayfinder,"
said Zoltan. "Or -- who knows? -- if you come with us you might discover one to
your liking in Sarykam."

The other shrugged. "Perhaps, friend Zoltan. Anyway, you should remember that
I am not ready to abandon my purpose. But I have already given the Sword to
Lady Yambu, given it freely, and so I have no claim on it any longer."
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"You are welcome to take it back, long enough to ask a question," the lady assured
him.

Ben nodded. "Just don't be all day about it."

The lady paused in the act of handing Wayfinder back to Valdemar. Frowning,
she said to him: "You are something of a magician, are you not?"

The tall youth blinked at her as if the question had surprised him. "I have a
certain knack for doing tricks with light, and mirrors, and sand and water," he
admitted. "No more than that. Depending on the company in which I find myself,
I sometimes claim to know a little magic. But how did you know?"

"I have known another magician or two in my time. The art is wont to leave its
traces." Yambu shrugged. "In this company you may freely claim competence,"
she told Valdemar. "I doubt that any of us are able to surpass you, in whatever it
is you do with light and mirrors."

Valdemar received the Sword from her, and held it steadily. "I ask -- " he began
firmly, then hesitated, looking at the others. "I suppose there is no preferred
formula of words?"

"None I know of," said Ben impatiently. "Just ask your question." The rain was
falling harder now, though so far the the overhang of cliff had kept them almost

dry.

"Then I ask," said Valdemar, with perhaps a hint of embarrassment in his voice,
"the same question as before. When I spoke to this Sword in my own house."

Wayfinder pointed straight in the direction of the Silver Queen.

The rain slackened somewhat. Ben, though tired, was eager to get moving, and
none of the others insisted on a chance to rest. All four set out together, in the
direction indicated by Wayfinder.

Ben, who walked with Zoltan in the lead, now wore the Sword of Wisdom at his
belt -- drawing and using it occasionally, to confirm that they remained on the

proper course -- while Lady Yambu walked at Valdemar's side.

They had been hiking for a quarter of an hour when Valdemar asked: "What lies
ahead of us?"

"Not much but desert," Ben returned shortly. "And somewhere in it, I suppose,
the river I went boating on yesterday."

"A wasteland," said Yambu. "One that will take us days to cross."
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FIVE

ONCE Wood decided to depart the city where he and Tigris had visited the Blue
Temple headquarters, he summoned up his preferred form of rapid
transportation. He and his young lieutenant were soon mounted upon a griffin,
riding the wind a kilometer above the land. The Ancient One's chosen destination
was one of his remoter strongholds. He and Tigris were bringing with them only a
few assistants, chosen from those of his people he least mistrusted, who rode
clinging for their lives on the backs of similar steeds.

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

Some hours later, laboring inside a stone-vaulted chamber enclosed by many
barriers of matter and of magic, the master of the establishment raised his head
over a massive wooden workbench lighted by Old World globes and marked with
an intricacy of carven diagrams.

He asked: "Tigris, are we completely secure against unfriendly observation?"

"Master?" Across the room the young woman, startled, looked up from her own
work.

"I mean observation from outside. Are there spies, human or otherwise,
anywhere in sight of our walls? Do you make sure that there are none. I would
attend to the matter myself, but I am otherwise engaged at the moment."

"Now, Master?"
"Now."

Suffering in silence the interruption of her own work, the young woman
methodically disengaged herself from her current task. Then she employed her
considerable powers to satisfy her Master's latest wish, sending her perception
outwards, while her body remained standing beside the bench.

Outside the stronghold, not many meters distant and yet a world away, behind
grim walls of heavy rock and curtains of dark magic, some trees and other
vegetation grew naturally. There a handful of birds were singing. Not messengers,
these. These birds were wild and small and totally unintelligent.

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

For another moment, a moment longer than was really necessary, Tigris
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barkened carefully. Her body standing indoors did not move, except that her red
lips parted.

"Well?"

The young woman returned fully to her body. "Nothing, Master. Nothing and no
one out there now."

"You sense nothing?"

Again Tigris employed the full range of her trained perceptions. Again she came
back. "Only songbirds."

The Ancient One grunted something, a sound of grudging satisfaction, and
returned to his powerful ritual, whose goal, his assistant knew, was the discovery
of information about certain of Wood's enemies, notably the Emperor, and the
Emperor's son, Mark of Tasavalta.

Tigris, aware of a strange reluctance to do so, firmly put from her thoughts her
memory of the outside world. She also returned, but more slowly, to her tasks.

At odd moments during the next few hours, she pondered her own reactions. She
had been somewhat surprised -- though not entirely -- to find herself prolonging
the reconnaissance unnecessarily, simply to harken to the songbirds for one
moment more.

The hours passed. Lesser aides, bringing messages, were intercepted by Tigris, so
that her Master should not be disturbed. The great magician had been isolated at
his workbench for some time with certain half-material, semi-animate powers,
and his own thoughts.

At length, when it seemed a safe moment to interrupt her lord, Tigris approached
him.

His eyes, coming back from a great distance, at length focused on hers. "Well?"

"Master, a reptile scout has just arrived at the stronghold, carrying intelligence."
She named a region that was many kilometers away.

"So? What word, then?"

"Sire, some Blue Temple people in that area have very recently acquired the
Sword of Mercy."

Now the man's beautiful blue eyes were truly focused. "Woundhealer." He
breathed the name in a hoarse whisper. "We know just where it is? There is no
mistake?"
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"The location is only approximate. But I believe the report."

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

"Master, we all expected nothing less."

Wood paused in thought, clasping his hands in front of him, smiling and nodding
with satisfaction. "Woundhealer, my dear," he remarked to his young associate,
"is perhaps the only Sword that I would be willing to trust in the hands of a
subordinate.

"Therefore I am not rushing out into the field to take it away from those Blue
Temple fools -- I may decide to send you. When you have completed your present
tasks."

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

"We shall see. As usual, I have other important tasks to perform. Though I must
admit that, in a way, there is no other Sword that I am more anxious to possess."

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

"Obviously. But I think you miss my point."
"Master?"

"Certainly, when one is badly hurt, healing is priceless. But surely you cannot fail
to see that Woundhealer will also be of exquisite value in the torture chamber."

llAh."

"Yes, 'Ah' indeed. Just consider the possibilities, when the occupant of the rack or
of the boot can be revived over and over, times without number. When one is
entertaining one's enemy under such favorable conditions, one always hates to
say a permanent goodbye. Imagine the guest, just as final unconsciousness is
about to overtake him -- or her -- being restored to perfect physical health and
strength, every nerve and every blood vessel intact again. And restored quickly,
almost instantly! No need even to remove him -- or her -- from the rack for a
period of recuperation.”

Wood sighed faintly. "I tell you, Tigris, I would give a great deal to be able to take
the Sword of Love -- and a few well-chosen guests, of course -- and retire to one
of my fortresses for a few years of well-earned rest and entertainment."
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"My Master, I look forward to making such a retreat with you. What pleasures
could we not devise?" The blond young woman giggled, a delicious sound.

"Yes." Wood stroked her hair, and his features softened momentarily. "You are a
beautiful creature."

"Thank you."

"And loyal to me."

"Naturally, Master."

"Naturally." The stroking hand moved on. "Really beautiful. And, of course, still
really young. That is a rare quality among my close associates, and one I value.
Yes my dear, you are precious to me."

The head of yellow curls bowed humbly.

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

"No, Master."

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

The necessary materials were readily at hand. Tigris wrote what she was ordered
to write. The message was short and to the point; the written words glowed
briefly, then disappeared from the thin parchment, not to regain their visibility
until the proper spell should be recited over them.

Now the wizard paced as he completed the dictation. "Tell my people that they
are graciously granted permission to use Woundhealer to cure whatever wounds
they may have suffered.”

"Yes, Master."

"As for healing anyone else, if the question should come up ... I think not." The
handsome man smiled his youthful smile.

A few minutes later, standing on the battlements to make sure that the winged
messenger was properly dispatched, she gazed upon the open sky, and heard
bird-song again.

This time, as she listened, the faint crease of a frown appeared above her eyes.
There was something she did not understand. Something that bothered her.
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Something those cheerful voices not only symbolized, but actively conveyed. A
plea, or a warning, that she ought to, but still did not, understand.

The singers of course were only birds, nothing more than they seemed to be, she
was very sure of that. And that point perhaps had meaning. Small and mindless
and meaningless animals. Perhaps, though, simplicity, an absence of trickery,
was not altogether meaningless.

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

Yet recently -- today was not the first experience -- she had been nagged by the
notion that in childhood she must have known something of great importance,
something essential, which she had since utterly forgotten. Recently there came
moments when it seemed to her that the thing forgotten had once been, might
still be, of overriding importance in her life.

It was unsettling.

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

At that same hour, the Sword of Wisdom gripped in the huge right hand of Ben of
Sarykam was guiding four people across an extensive wasteland.

They were making good time for travelers on foot, and Zoltan, the most
impetuous of the four if not precisely the youngest, did a good job of restraining
his impatience with the comparative slowness of his elders. But he kept wanting
to hurry them along. As soon as Zoltan had heard of his Aunt Kristin's horrible
injury and desperate need, he had become wholeheartedly committed, perhaps
even more than Ben, to the search for Woundhealer.

Their march across what was basically an uninhabited plain had gone on for two
days now. In the afternoons the spring sun grew uncomfortably warm. Shade was
scarce in this wasteland, and the walkers were all thankful that summer was yet
to come.

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

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

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

Shrugging out of his small pack, Valdemar remarked: "I have no doubt that we
are being led toward Wound-healer. But I wonder how far we have to go."

Zoltan, shedding his own pack, answered: "No telling. We may not even be going
straight toward the Sword itself."

"Ah. It has already been explained to me that I may not be going directly toward
my bride. Whoever she may be."

"Right," Ben grunted abstractedly.

"My purpose then may well be twice delayed." For the first time since he had
joined the others, the young vineyardist sounded faintly discouraged.

As the simple process of making camp got under way, Ben began to reminisce
about another journey once taken under the guidance of the Sword of Wisdom.
That had been nineteen years ago, and Wayfinder had been then in the hands of
the vengeful Baron Doon, who had used the powers of the Sword to guide himself
and his band of plunderers to the main hoard of the Blue Temple's treasure.
"You speak as if you were there," commented Valdemar.

"I was," Ben answered shortly.

"I have heard some version of the story."

"Would you like to hear the truth?"

"Of course."

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

The four had pooled their food supplies, but the total was quickly becoming
ominously low. Zoltan expressed a hope of being able to find game in this
country, despite its barrenness. He had with him a sling, a weapon with which he

had gained some proficiency over the last few years. Zoltan went away to hunt.

At least two kinds of wild spring berries were ripening in this otherwise harsh
land. And edible mushrooms were also coming up after recent heavy showers.
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Yambu and Valdemar were able to gather a useful amount of food within a short
distance of the camp.

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

Once darkness had fallen, and the rabbit stew had been cooked and consumed,
Ben and Yambu drifted into serious talk beside the small campfire.

Their conversation acquired an earnest tone when Ben began to reminisce about
that last time, nineteen years ago, he had taken part in an expedition guided by
Wayfinder.

"Oh, I trust our guide, all right." He patted the black hilt as if it might have been a
favorite riding-beast. "As some of you well know, this is not the first time I have
held this Sword, and followed it."

Zoltan and Yambu nodded.

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

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

Valdemar, looking from one of the two older people to the other, asked
innocently and idly: "Who is Ariane?" There was not much hope in his voice;
doubtless he thought it unlikely that any woman who had been robbing the Blue
Temple nineteen years ago would qualify now as a good wife for a man of twenty.

Yambu answered without looking at him. "She was my daughter, and the
Emperor's. And she died, nineteen years ago, in that damned Blue Temple
treasure-dungeon."

"I am sorry to hear it," said Valdemar after a moment. He sounded as if he truly
was.

Keeping his gaze fixed on Ariane's mother, Ben said: "Four years ago, you and I
had a chance to discuss what happened in that treasure-dungeon, as you aptly
call it. Four years ago we started to talk of Ariane, but it seems to me that, for
whatever reason, we said nothing important. Now I want to talk with you about
her, whom we both loved. And about the Emperor."

Silence held. Yambu was not looking at Ben, but no one doubted that she was
listening.
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"Because there is something I did not tell you when we met four years ago," Ben
continued, frowning.

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

"A few years before our last meeting I encountered Ariane's father. The Emperor
told me that she was still alive. That she had been living with him."

Ben's words hung in the air. Meanwhile the small campfire went on about its
business, snapping with brisk hunger at its latest allotment of twigs. In the
infinite darkness beyond the firelight wild creatures prowled, not always silent.
Yambu was looking at Ben now. She stared at him in silence for what seemed a
long time.

At last she asked: "Where, under what circumstances, did you have this
conversation with the Emperor?"

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

Zoltan nodded thoughtfully.

Ben went on: "Understand, at the time my mind was on other things entirely. I
was afraid Mark might be dead, and I said something about that. He said no,
Mark was alive, it was hard to kill one of his -- the Emperor's -- children. And
then he said to me something I have never forgotten: "My daughter Ariane lives
also. You may see her one day.' At the time I could not even begin to think about
Ariane again. But her father's words have kept -- coming back to me. Though I've
never allowed myself to believe them."

"How . ..strange." Yambu was staring into some distance where none of her
companions thoughts or even imaginations were able to follow.

Ben's eyes remained fixed on the Silver Queen. His voice was urgent: "You know
him better than I do. You tell me how likely he is to be truthful in such a matter."

"I, know him?" The Silver Queen, shaking her head, gave a kind of laugh. "I've
shared his bed, and borne his child. But I don't even know his true name --
assuming that he has one. Know him? You'll have to seek out someone else for
that."

"But does he tell the truth?"

The gray-haired woman was silent for what seemed to Ben a long time. At last she
said: "More than anyone else I've ever known, I think. One reason, perhaps, why
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he's so impossible to live with."

No one said anything for a time. Then Valdemar, yawning, announced that he
intended to get some sleep.

Conversation immediately turned to the practical business of standing guard --
whoever was standing watch would of course be armed for the job with the Sword
of Wisdom.

Zoltan, having by lot been given the honor of standing the first watch, paced in
random fashion for a time, his worn boots making little sound in the sandy soil.
Slowly he looped round the still-smoldering fire in an irregular pattern,
remaining at a considerate distance from the three blanket-wrapped forms of his
companions.

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

During one of these pauses, as Zoltan stared at the Sword of Wisdom, his lips
moved, as if he might be silently formulating a new question.

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

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

But probably, he thought, the Sword would not answer such a conditional
question at all.

Ought he to make the query definite? No, That part of his life he ought to be able
to manage for himself.

But it did cross Zoltan's mind that perhaps it would be wise for him to ask, now
when the Lady Yambu could not hear him, whether he should remain with the
Lady Yambu any longer or not.

In response to this question -- if it was indeed a real question -- the reactions of
Wayfinder in Zoltan's hands were very tentative, indicating first one direction
and then another.

Or was he only imagining now that the Sword responded at all?

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

When the stars in their turning informed the young man that his watch had
passed, he crawled softly to Valdemar's side and woke him with a gentle shaking.

"All quiet?"

"All quiet."

Moments later, Zoltan was wrapped in his own blanket and snoring faintly.

Now Valdemar was the one holding Wayfinder, and pacing. Presently, like Zoltan,
he sat down for a time, and like the smaller youth he found another question to

whisper to the oracle.

"Sword, how soon will you bring me to the goal I have asked for? Another day? A
month? A year?"

There was no reply.

Softly he pounded his great fist on the ground. He breathed: "But of course, how
can you answer such a question? It is only Where that you must tell, never When
or Why or How -- or Who. So Where must be enough for me."

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

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

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

Yambu took advantage of the opportunity to have a word or two with Ben.

"What do you think of him?" she whispered, nodding in the direction of the
sleeping Valdemar.

Ben shrugged. "Nothing in particular. I doubt he's much more than he seems to
be. What I do wonder..."

"Yes?"

"How it is that the Sword will satisfy his wish, and yours, and mine, by leading us
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all together in the same direction."”

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

When the sun was up the party of four adventurers broke camp and moved on,
following the guidance of the Sword of Wisdom, once more in the hands of Ben.

For another day or two the Sword continued to lead them steadily northeast.
Foraging and hunting kept them tolerably well fed. At night they camped by
water when it was available, and made dry camps when it was not, and in either
case stood watch in turn, in turn armed with the Sword of Wisdom.

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

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

SIX

THE course of the rediscovered river, as indicated by the vegetation growing
thickly along its banks, ran ahead of the travelers and somewhat to the east. A
kilometer or so after slicing its way into view between hills to the north, the
watercourse emerged from a rocky gorge onto relatively flat land. Becoming
visible at approximately the same time was a faint road or track, the first sign of
human endeavor the travelers had seen for days. This came gently curving toward
the river from the west, with a directness suggesting that the point of intersection
would provide a ford.

Shortly after this road came into their view, the sight of half a dozen scavenger
birds, circling low in several places above the near bank of the river, alerted the
four travelers to the presence of death. The number and position of the gliding
birds suggested that destruction of animal or human life might recently have
occurred on a substantial scale.

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

Mounting a slight rise, Ben, who was a little ahead of the others, came to a stop,
grunting. The bandits' flatboat had survived, substantially intact, its encounter
with the rapids. It now lay run aground several hundred meters away, a little
downstream from the ford.
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Ben pointed, and said to his three companions: "That's the boat I swam away
from."

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

Some small four-legged scavengers, whose presence had evidently been keeping
the hungry birds aloft, slunk away along the shoreline as the four humans
approached. One of the scampering little beasts turned to bare its fangs, until
Zoltan slung a stone at it, scoring only a near miss, the missile kicking up a spurt
of sand.

"I think I see a dead man," said Valdemar in a strained voice, standing as tall as
he could and squinting ahead from his great height. "There. Just upstream from
the ford."

The four advanced, still cautiously, the three who were armed with hands on
weapons. It was soon possible to confirm Valdemar's sighting. Then almost at
once they came in sight of another fallen body, lying nearer to them, motionless
beside a slaughtered riding-beast. And then a third man, this one obviously dead,
his skull crushed in.

"No more than a day ago," Zoltan muttered, looking closely at the handiest corpse
and sniffing.

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

Ben, peering closely now at the bodies, announced that he could recognize some
of the bandits from whom he had so recently escaped. He confirmed that this
definitely was -- or had been -- Brod's band, though the Sarge himself had not yet
been found.

"Some of them are wearing blue and gold," Valdemar commented in a subdued
voice. "That has to mean Blue Temple, doesn't it?"

Ben nodded. "Brod kept his rendezvous with them," he mused. "Can't say I'm
surprised that a fight started -- but over what?" He drew Wayfinder, which he
had momentarily put away, muttered over the Sword, turned it this way and that.

Signs on the ground indicated that riding-beasts, and perhaps loadbeasts too, had
galloped here, had run in panicked circles on the flat land where the stream
widened and smoothed into the ford. All this could be read according to the
tracks, which were quite plain in the moist sand of the riverbank. The imprints
were a day old, or not much more than that, drying and crumbling around the
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edges. But no running animals were now in evidence; whatever mounts and
loadbeasts might have survived the fight had evidently scattered.

Zoltan, darting about on the field of combat more energetically than any of his
companions, was seeking among bushes and boulders, bending over bodies,
examining one after another in rapid succession.

The four, exchanging comments, reached a consensus: One side, either Blue
Temple or bandits, had tried to cheat the other. Or perhaps both had
simultaneously attempted some kind of treachery. Then they had efficiently killed
each other off.

Ben was still leveling his Sword, turning it this way and that, frowning, trying to
interpret what the bright blade told him now. Wayfinder's point was twitching.

Violent death was nothing new to any of the travelers, except perhaps to
Valdemar.

"Have you seen this kind of thing before?" the Silver Queen inquired of him.

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

He muttered: "Foolishness, foolishness. Why are folk determined to kill each
other? It's as if they looked forward to their own dying."

"I have no doubt some do," Yambu assured him.

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

The provisions were mostly dried meat and hard biscuit. He began to share them
out with his companions. He came upon spare clothing, too, and announced the
welcome find.

Zoltan compared his own right foot with that of a corpse. "I think this one's shoes
may fit me. Just in time, mine are wearing through."

There was a cry -- really more a grunt -- of excitement, from Ben. Not long
distracted from his quest by a mere battlefield, he had been guided by Wayfinder
to a wounded loadbeast.

The others saw him pointing the Sword at the animal where it stood amid some
scrubby bushes, which until now had screened it from their observation. The
load-beast's harness was marked with the Blue Temple insignia of gold and blue,
and it carried a full load on its back. The beast was favoring its right foreleg,
streaked with dried blood. There was water here, and some good grazing along
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the river, so the animal must have been disinclined to wander far.

No doubt, thought Zoltan, the scavengers had so far let the loadbeast live because
there was easier meat on hand for the taking,.

In Ben's hands the Sword of Wisdom was pointing straight at the trembling,
braying animal.

Valdemar said: "Put the poor creature out of its misery, at least."

But Ben had already sheathed the Sword of Wisdom, seized the animal by its
bridle, and pulled it out of the bushes so he could get at its burdens more easily.
In another moment Ben was unfastening panniers from the loadbeast's back and
dumping their contents on the ground.

His companions, alerted now, scarcely breathing, were all watching him in
silence.

Of all the bundles that had been strapped to the back of the burdened animal,
only one was long and narrow enough.

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

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

Ben was holding the sheathed and belted Sword up for the others to see. A single
look at the white symbol on the hilt, depicting an open human hand, allayed
whatever fears they might have had. Here was Woundhealer, the very Sword they
had come looking for.

Ben, with grim satisfaction, strapped on the Sword of Mercy. Then he turned, his
eyes sweeping the horizon, warily ready for someone to challenge him for his

prize.

Valdemar studied him for a moment, then turned away, once more examining the
fallen on the field.

"What are you looking for?" asked Yambu.

"I want to see if any of them are still alive."

Indeed one of the fallen, and only one, still breathed. Evidently he had managed
to drag himself under a bush, and so lay relatively protected from the sun, the

scavengers, and discovery.

Ben on getting a look at the fallen man at once recognized Sergeant Brod. "This is
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the very one I wrestled with."

The squat leader of the bandits, his chest rising and falling laboriously under his
leather vest, lay in a welter of his own dried blood, dagger still clutched in his
right hand, not many meters from the treasure the two armed factions must have
been struggling to possess. Either he had not known Woundhealer was there, or
he had been too badly hurt to reach it.

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

Ben, faintly puzzled, looked at the young giant in wary silence.

"Use it, I say!" Valdemar sounded angry. "The man is dying. Even if he was your
enemy."

"Did you think I wouldn't use it?" Ben asked mildly. Stooping, he grabbed
Sergeant Brod by both ankles and pulled his inert weight roughly straight out
from under the bush, evoking a noisy breath that might have been a gasp of pain,
had the victim been fully conscious.

Valdemar looked slightly surprised and vaguely disappointed, as if he had been
ready for a confrontation with Ben.

Bending over the fallen man once more, Ben pulled the dagger from Brod's hand,
and took the added precaution of kicking out of his reach another weapon which
had fallen nearby.

"Just in case," he muttered. "Actually, I look forward to speaking with an
eyewitness of this skirmish. Might be a help, even if we can't believe much of
what he says."

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

Then Ben, who was no stranger to the Sword of Mercy and its powers, postponed
the act no longer, but employed Woundhealer boldly, thrusting the broad blade
squarely and deeply into the victim's chest.

Valdemar flinched involuntarily at the sight. Zoltan and Yambu, more
experienced observers of Swords' powers, watched calmly.

The bright Sword's entry into flesh was bloodless -- though it cut a broad hole in
the Sarge's leather vest, which Ben had not bothered to open -- and the
application of healing power was accompanied by a sound like soft human
breath.
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Recovery, as usual when accomplished through the agency of Woundhealer, was
miraculously speedy and complete. The man, his color and energy restored, sat
up a moment after the Sword had been withdrawn from his body. He looked
down at his pierced and bloodied garments, then thrust a huge hand inside his
vest and shirt and felt of his own skin, whole again.

A moment later Brod, now staring suspiciously at Ben, got his legs under him and
sprang to his feet with an oath. "What in all the hells do ye think yer doing?"

Ben stared at him with distaste. "What am I doing?" he rumbled. "I may have just
made a serious mistake."

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

No one answered him. Ben slowly resheathed Woundhealer at his belt. He
grunted: "You might express your thanks."

Brod turned slowly, confronting each of his four rescuers in turn. When he found
himself facing the lady, he introduced himself to her, using some extravagant
gestures and words.

Yambu was neither much impressed nor much amused. "I am not the one who
healed you, fellow."

Brod finally, reluctantly, awkwardly, thanked Ben.

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

"You think I'd lie?"
"The possibility had crossed my mind."

Protesting his invariable truthfulness, Brod began to talk. He told his rescuers
that his worst problem had been surviving the scavengers, having half a dozen
times come close, he thought, to being eaten alive. He said that whenever he had
regained consciousness he had waved his dagger at the predators, and by that
means managed to keep them at bay.

Moving about a little, surveying the field, he grimaced at the sight of his fallen
comrades, their bodies stabbed by Blue Temple blades and gnawed by
scavengers. But the Sarge was able to be philosophical about their loss. "The
magic hasn't been made yet that'll do any of these a bit of good."
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Meanwhile Zoltan had quietly borrowed the Sword of Mercy from Ben,
approached the injured loadbeast, and tried Woundhealer on the leg which it
kept favoring, listening meanwhile to Ben's ongoing interrogation of Sergeant
Brod. It did not sound like Ben was managing to learn anything of importance.

Almost at the Sword's first touch, the animal's braying ceased, and the wound
disappeared from its leg. It looked at Zoltan in mild satisfaction, accepting with
inhuman complacency its miraculous return to health. The young man rubbed its
head before it turned aside to graze along the riverbank.

By now the Sarge, in response to insistent, probing questions from Ben and the
Silver Queen, had launched upon a rambling and at least generally plausible
explanation of just how the fight for Woundhealer had come about between his
gang and the Blue Temple people. The latter, Brod said, had been in the process
of escorting the Sword of Healing back to their headquarters, and had hoped to
engage the bandits -- at a ridiculously low fee, according to Brod -- as additional
guards.

He complained bitterly about Blue Temple stinginess, which he said he was sure
lay at the root of their treacherous behavior.

Zoltan, his cynical amusement growing as he listened, thought that this Sarge was
not so much a dedicated enemy of truth and Tasavalta, as a complete
opportunist.

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

Ben and Zoltan exchanged glances in which amusement and outrage were
mingled.

Yambu appeared to share their sentiments. But by now she had moved a little
apart from the others, and, sitting on a rock in deep thought, did not seem to be
giving much thought to the Sarge and his tall tales.

Valdemar now was looking with distrust and disgust at the man whose rescue he
had insisted upon.

Brod returned Valdemar's gaze with some curiosity, and demanded to know this
young giant's name. When he had been told, his next question was: "Ever do any
wrestling?"

"Some."

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

Brod shrugged. "Have it your way." He squinted once more at Ben and Zoltan.
"Atmosphere's a little chilly in these parts. Guess maybe I'll be on my way."

"An excellent idea," said Ben shortly, standing with his powerful arms folded.

Brod made a casual move to rearm himself, bending as if to pick up a fallen
weapon or two from the field, but this action was cut short by a sharp "No" from
Ben.

Brod straightened. "What?"

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

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

"Get walking," said Ben quietly. "Before I change my mind."

Brod turned. "Lady Yambu? A high-born lady like you wouldn't..." His voice died,
withered by the expression on Yambu's face.

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

Brod fidgeted uncomfortably under this inspection. He glowered, but then with
an obvious effort, he smiled, achieving at least a pretense of gratitude and
cooperation. "All right. All right. Maybe you're right. I'm going, just the way you
want."

The others, remaining more or less suspicious, watched him walk a semicircle,
first, as if completely undecided as to which way he wanted to go. Then the Sarge
moved in the direction of the ford, and went downstream along the near bank of
the river. On reaching the grounded flatboat, a hundred meters or so from where
his watchers stood, Brod waded to it and climbed aboard. There he helped
himself to the small boat that still was lashed to the deck, loosing the lashings,
and manhandling the small craft into the water.

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

Ben shrugged. "Let him help himself; as long as he keeps moving, away from us."
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Now that Ben had the Sword of Healing securely at his belt, he had only one
thought: to be done with worrying about Brod and other unimportant matters,
and convey his new treasure quickly back to Sarykam.

Another gray Tasavaltan messenger-bird arrived at this point, as if it had been
waiting for the Sarge, antagonistic as he was to Ben, to take himself away. Ben
made welcome use of the opportunity to dispatch a written note to Mark,
informing the Prince that his friends had now acquired the long-desired Sword.

Then Ben, Valdemar, Yambu, and Zoltan all availed themselves of Woundhealer,
clearing up all of their own hurts, old and new; the most recent of these being a
couple of minor injuries sustained by Ben in the course of his wrestling bout and
subsequent escape from the flat-boat.

Accepting the Sword of Mercy, Yambu murmured: "This knee is wont to give me
problems ..." And with a surgeon's steady hand, she pulled up one leg of her gray
trousers, and thrust the hurtless Blade straight into the pale skin . . .

There was no pain, and of course she had not thought there would be any. But the
shock was unexpected, and tremendous, far greater than she had anticipated. In
the instant when Woundhealer entered Yambu's body the world changed, subtly
but powerfully. Her chronically sore knee was healed, but the nagging pain and
its relief were alike forgotten, in the simultaneous curing of a greater, deeper
anguish, so long endured that the Silver Queen had ceased to be consciously
aware of it at all.

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

"Ah ..." said she who had once been the Silver Queen, and let the black hilt of this
far different blade slide from her grip. The Sword of Love fell to the earth. She
stood for a moment with head thrown back, a woman overtaken by some sudden
fundamental pain, or ecstasy -- no human, watching, could have said, in that first
moment, which . ..

The paroxysm shook her for no more than a handful of heartbeats. Then Yambu
could move again.

There were no mirrors at hand, and for long moments she could only marvel
silently at the way her companions, open-mouthed, were staring at her now.

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

At last she demanded: "What is it? Why do you all stare at me?" But in her heart
she thought that she already knew the important part of the answer.
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"My lady..." This was Zoltan, her traveling companion for several years, now
suddenly hushed and reverent. "My lady, you have grown young again."

Ben, his ugly countenance a study in awe, was nodding soberly. Valdemar stood
gaping.

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

Yet even as Yambu contradicted Zoltan, she felt that he must be speaking some
fundamental truth.

"You are all looking at me so ... has anyone a mirror?"

What had seemed almost a spell was broken. Zoltan's thought was that there
might possibly be a mirror in one of the Blue Temple or bandit packs that now lay
scattered about. He went to look.

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

Valdemar was in this case the most practical of the four. He said nothing, but
went a little apart to squat on the very shoreline of the river, where he scooped up
sand with his huge hands, and splashed and puddled water into a concave
excavation, muttering the while. When his efforts at magic had born fruit, he
lifted from the bank a kind of reflective glass, as broad as a human countenance,
formed by the solidification of warm river water.

The object he handed to Yambu was as heavy as liquid water but no heavier or
colder, flat and mirror-smooth on one face, rough as stone on its round edge and
convex back. "My lady, be assured that the glass as I give it to you is completely
honest."

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

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



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Zoltan, who had been her fellow pilgrim for several years, continued to stare at
Yambu in timid awe, as if she were a stranger.

It was time now for the others to enjoy their turns at gaining what benefit they
might from the Sword of Mercy's power. None of the three underwent any visible
transformation. Ben stretched and groaned with the enjoyment of having several
minor aches and pains removed, as a tired man might luxuriate in a massage.
Valdemar was silent and thoughtful as Woundhealer's blade searched his flesh
for damage; the youth had evidently not accumulated much.

When Zoltan had had his turn, it was time to make camp for the night. Even
freshly healed, they were tired enough to camp where they were, right by the ford,
with water readily available. But the dozen dead still held that field, and none of
the four were minded to spend their own time and energy as a burial or
cremation detail.

Another problem with this location lay in the fact that Brod would be able to find
them easily should he return with some mischief in mind. But these were minor
considerations beside the counsel of the Sword of Wisdom.

It was Yambu who at last put the question directly to Wayfinder: "Where is our
safest place to camp tonight?" And the Sword promptly pointed them across the
ford, away from the field of death.

Before leaving the battlefield, Valdemar did as Brod had been forbidden to do. He
armed himself with two of the many weapons, now ownerless, that lay about for
the taking.

From one fallen soldier Valdemar chose a battle-hatchet, and from another one a
dagger, with its sheath. He had to unbuckle this last tool from its owner's
stiffened corpse. The business was unpleasant, but still he did it without
hesitating.

He muttered to himself: "If I am to be a warrior, I am going to need a warrior's
tools."

Zoltan asked him: "Have you any skill with those?"
"Not with weapons. But knives and hatchets are familiar implements enough."
"Then I suppose you've chosen well."

Having forded the river, the four headed northeast by north, still following the
Sword of Wisdom in Ben's hands.

Following them, for a short distance only, came the healed loadbeast.
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The creature paused, watching them depart. Then it shook its head and went back
to where grass grew along the river.

SEVEN

ATOP the highest tower of the sprawling white stone Palace in Sarykam, standing
on a paved rooftop that overlooked the red-roofed city, the placid harbor, and the
Eastern Sea red-rimmed with dawn, Prince Mark of Tasavalta, wearing nightshirt
and slippers, wrapped in a robe against the morning chill, was leaning on a
railing, gazing to the south and west, waiting and hoping for the arrival of one of
his numerous winged messengers or scouts.

Dawn was a good time, the most likely time in all the day, for certain birds, the
night-flying class of owl-like scouts and messengers, to come home.

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

The semi-intelligent creature whose arrival Mark was anticipating presently
became visible in the dawn sky as a faraway dot that in time grew into a pair of
laboring wings.

Twelve-year-old Stephen, Mark's younger son, already fully dressed, joined his
father on the rooftop, as he did on many mornings, to see whether any
messengers might arrive.

The boy was sturdily built, his hair darkening to the medium-brown of his
father's. The facial resemblance between father and son was growing stronger
year by year.

The beastmaster attending the eyrie this morning was a man of exceptionally
keen vision. He was the first to confirm the distant wings, now laboring in from
the southwest, as those of a particular messenger-bird, whose arrival had been
expected for more than a day.

The beastmaster climbed up on a perch to meet and care for the animal, which on
landing turned out to have suffered some slight injury from the claws of a leather-
wing. The Prince and his son, climbing also, were first to touch the large owl-like
creature. Mark gently took from around its neck the small flat pouch of thin
leather.

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

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

Unfolding the note, Mark read, silently the first time through. The message had
been sent by Ben of Purkinje.

"Is it from Ben, Father?"

"Yes. He's several days away from Sarykam, or he was when he wrote this ..." The
Prince read on, skimming bad news, not wishing to contemplate any more of that
than absolutely necessary.

"Ben's coming home?"

Mark's face altered. He stared at the note, his mind almost numbed by the two
code words that leapt out at him from near the end. Almost he feared to allow

himself to hope, let alone to triumph.

Putting down the paper for the moment, he looked around to make sure that no
one but his son was close enough to hear him.

"Ben mentions an earlier message," he announced softly, "and repeats it here, to
the effect that he has found Wayfinder. We never got that message. Some are
bound to go astray."

"Dad! That means -- if we've got Wayfinder -- that means we can use it to find
Woundhealer. Doesn't it?"

Mark held up the note. "We could, but there's more. He already has Woundhealer
too."

"Dad!"

"He also says here that he's encountered old friends, your cousin Zoltan, and the
Lady Yambu. I don't 