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PROLOGUE

IN the middl e of the day the black-haired mermaid was drifting carelessly in a sumery river
letting herself be carried slowy through the first calmpool in the Tungri below the thunder of
the cataract. It was a pool that was al nbst big enough to be called a | ake, surrounded by the
greenery and bitter nenories of the shores.

Her name was Bl ack Pearl, and she had been a mernmaid now for sonmething |like six years, even though
she had been born with two good legs and no tail at all, into a famly of fisherfolk seenmngly as
far renoved as anyone could be from magic.

Bl ack Pearl's pale face, now framed by the water, held an expression of intent listening, as if
she might be trying to read sonme information fromthe open sky. Her black hair swirled in the
wat er around her head, her snmall breasts poked above the surface. Drifting i nmobile now, holding
her tail perfectly still, she was allowing the current to carry her out of the broad pool which
was al nost a | ake, on a course that would take her between the two islands that were the nost
prom nent features of this portion of the river.

To judge by the expression on Black Pearl's face, if the sky was indeed trying to tell her
anyt hing, she did not care for the nessage it conveyed.

Mer mai ds' |sland, overgrown now with sunmer's own green nagic, slid by to the nermaid' s north, on
her left hand as she fl oated on her back. Magicians' |sland, sonmewhat smaller and stranger and
somewhat | ess green, with a certain aura of the forbidden about it, would soon be passing to her
sout h.

According to her own best cal cul ation, Black Pearl had recently turned ei ghteen years of age, at
the begi nning of the sumer. She knew, therefore, that she had not very nany years of life
remai ni ng. Mermaids, fishgirls, of her age never did. Black Pearl's nother would be able to
renenber her age with accuracy, she supposed. But for years now her nother had no | onger wanted to
cone to the shore and talk with her. If, indeed, her nother was still alive. Along tine had
passed since Black Pearl had tried to see any of her relatives.

As for the bitter nenories;

Somrewhere to the south and west of where she drifted now, no nore than a few kil oneters over the
wat er, was Bl ack Pearl's hone village though it was hone to her no I onger. Now, the only senbl ance
of a hone she knew was Mernmaids' Island. Her only famly were the two dozen or so other fishgirls
i nhabiting this stretch of the Tungri, and with many of them Black Pearl did not get on at all.

If she made the effort, and sent her mind groping under a cloud of black and evil nagic for the
appropriate nenories, Black Pearl could vaguely recall being caught, lured ashore fromthese
waters three or four years ago. Caught in a net, and sold, and carried upstreamriding in a tank
of water carried in a wagon driven by strangers. Upstream she had first becone part of sone snall
travel i ng show.

And t hen, sonehow, she had been with that relatively innocent traveling show no nore. But stil

she had been upstream sonewhere, so far that there the Tungri bore a different nane. There she
had been under the dom nation of a terrible and evil magician, whose face she could recall but not
his name. A magician who had used her. There were certain gates of menmory beyond whi ch she was
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al ways afraid to go.

Qut si de those om nous gates, nenory produced another face, this one with a clear nane attached,
that she had known briefly in those strange days. It was the face of a young man with curly hair
and who wal ked upon two | egs of course as far as Black Pearl knew, nowhere in the world did there
exi st any young nmen who were equipped with tails and scales instead of legs that fate was reserved
for femal es. The name of this young man with curly hair and two strong | egs was Zoltan, and though
she still sonetinmes dreanmed of him in recent nonths such dreans were beconming rare

Now, at the pace of the river's flow, here about that of a wal king man, Magici ans' 1sland was
drawi ng near. Wth mld surprise the nermaid observed that she might actually be about to drift
ashore on it, where only nonents ago she had expected to pass at a good di stance.

Drifting still, Black Pearl raised her head slightly fromthe water, |ooking down al nost the full
| ength of her body, white skin above the hips and silver scales below Skin and scales alike were
as nmagically immune to sunmer's sun as they were to winter's watery cold. As she raised her head,
the ends of her long black hair floated about her delicate white breasts.

Once Zoltan's hand had touched her there.

Thoughts of Zoltan abruptly vanished. Only now did Black Pearl realize that there was a kind of
musi ¢, Pan music, pipe nmusic, in the air, and that for the |last several minutes she had not been
drifting in such perfect freedomas she had i nagi ned. Rather the nusic had been draw ng her
unawar es, influencing her ever so slowy, and gently inducing her to steer herself by subtle
novenents of her tail toward the island.

The musi c was coming had been coming, for now it ceased from somewhere anong the greenery and
rocks that made up the irregular shoreline, all strange projections and hidden coves, of
Magi ci ans' | sl and.

And now abruptly the nusician becane visible. A young nan, one Black Pearl had never seen before,
a well-dressed youth, stood staring at her from behind sonme of the tall reeds of that

unpredi ctabl e shoreline. One of the young man's hands was hol ding the panpipe, letting it hang

| oosely as if it had been forgotten. Though the instrument was silent, the subtly entrancing nusic
it had produced seenmed still to be hanging in the air.

This young man was nothing at all |ike Zoltan. She had a good | ook at this one now, and his
i ntense dark eyes returned her stare as she cane drifting past himat a distance of no nore than
ten meters.

"l have been trying to sumon up the spirits of sunlight,” he called to the drifting mermaid in a
rich tenor voice, at the sane time hol ding up the panpipe carelessly for her to see. "Trying to
call into being an elenental, conposed of summer and the river. And, |o and behol d! Success,
beyond ny fondest hopes! Wat a vision of rare beauty have | evoked to gaze upon!"

"Even in sunmer,"” Black Pearl said and with her tail noving underwater she stopped her drifting
nmoti on gracefully "even now the depths of the river are dark and cold, and full of hidden, ugly
things. Are you sure you really wanted to raise an elenental of that kind?" A carel ess wave of the
panpi pe in the young nan's hand di snissed the idea altogether. Judging by the ani mated expression
on his face, a busy mind was rushing forward.

"WIIl you sit near ne for a few nonents?" The question was asked of the nmermaid in tones of the
gravest courtesy, even though he who asked it did not bother to wait for a reply. Instead he cane
stepping toward her through the nuddy shallows, with little concern for his fine boots or
clothing. At the very edge of the current he sat hinself down cross-legged on a flat rock whose
top was no nore than a few centineters above the restless surface of the river, and once he was
seated there gave trial of a few nore notes upon the pipes of Pan

This time, thought Black Pearl, if it was indeed a magical net that had drawn her to this island,
it was a very subtle one. Not like that other time, when she had been sold upstreamlike so many
kil ograns of fish.

Curiosity overcane caution. Wth a surge of her body and a spray of droplets, Black Pearl cane
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sliding lithely out of the water to sit, mermaid fashion, upon another rock, a little bigger but
very simlarly situated, about three neters fromthe one where the young piper had settled. She
thought he was a few years ol der than herself, and now that she | ooked at himclosely she could
see by his jewelry and clothing that he possessed at |east sone of the outward trappings of the
magi cian. It was a subject in which she had firsthand experience.

But if this youth was indeed a wi zard, still somehow she found nothing about himfrightening. "Now
that you have caught ne," she asked saucily, "what do you nean to do? Sell ne up the river to live
in atank, for country folk to goggle at in fairs?"

"I? Sell you? No, not |I." And the young nan seemed not so rmuch scornful of that idea as hardly
able to conprehend it. It was as if the ideas of capturing and selling lay so far fromthe place
where his thoughts were occupi ed that he could not accept themas entirely real. "And you have
gray eyes," he nurnured, |ooking at her closely.

And he raised the panpipe to his lips again and tooted on it, displaying noderate skill. He sat
there on the rock wearing his ill-fitting wi zard's paraphernalia, which sonehow | ooked as if it
did not truly belong to himat all. He was very handsone, and t hough he was al nbst as young as

she, sonehow Bl ack Pearl had al ready caught the flavor or inage of something tragic about him
She said challengingly: "I've been sold up the river, you know, once already."

The dark eyes fixed on her again. "Really? | didn't know that. But | did think frommy first |ook
at you that there was sonething..." He put the silent panpipe away, letting it fall into his
pocket, and nade a polite gesture toward rising, which was hard to acconplish neatly on his
slippery rock. He said, as if introducing hinself to an equal: "My nane is Cosnmo Mal ol o."

Mal ol 0. He was a nenber, then, of one of the valley's two contending cl ans, whose domain incl uded
her home village anong others. But it had been people fromthe other clan, or so thought Bl ack
Pearl, who had sold her up the river before.

"My name is Black Pearl," she said in turn, remenbering the manners of her chil dhood, those ten or
twel ve years in which she had been wholly hunman. But she stared at the young man |l evelly, being as
ready to assune equality as he was. Mernmids were beyond, or beneath, the usual rules of socia
intercourse, as their famlies of fisherfolk were not.

She saw the young mmagi ci an's gaze pass, hungrily for a nonent, across her breasts, and she nade no
nmove to try to cover themwi th her hair. Mermaids had nothing to hide, very little to | ose, and
little to fear in the way of rape. O so Black Pearl thought. She was as far beyond fear as she
was beyond courtesy.

He | ooked away from her at last, and once nore seated hinself on his rock, this tine settling
squarely, knees up, el bows outside knees, staring at the linked fingers of his two hands, on which
certain rings of power flashed in the sun

"Let ne speak to you plainly, Black Pearl,” Cosnpb said in a |level voice, not |ooking directly at
her. "It was not the spirits of sunlight that | sought to call with ny nusic today, or any

el emental of the river. | set out to call up a nernaid, and | have done so. But pl ease believe
that my purpose was not to capture you or sell you."

There was a pause, |ong enough so that at last the mernmaid felt conpelled to ask: "Wy, then?"

"I't may be no accident that you, out of all the fishgirls in the Tungri, were the one ny little
spell attracted. Oh, it's only a very little spell indeed. Quite gentle. You can break it at any
monent, if you wish. Plunge off that rock and swi m away."

"I know that. | can feel ny freedom But | amstill here."

"CGood. Black Pearl" and here his dark eyes turned full upon her once again "are you happy to be a
mermai d? O would you like to walk the Iand on two good | egs once nore?"

"That is a madrman's question. What wonman coul d ever be happy like this?" And the flatness of her
tailfins smacked at the water, with a violence worthy of sone much | arger creature.
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He | ooked a question at her

Her anger quivered in her voice now "Don't you understand? W lived on land, all of us, until we
were ten or twelve years old, not knowing that this was going to happen to us, but knowi ng that it
m ght. Al because of some curse pronounced a hundred years ago, in that dammed stupid feud

bet ween your famly and those others. And then one day, like a bad dreamreally conming true, the
curse struck me. And when that happens it is really the end of life. Because what is there for a
mermaid to live for? W can never be wonmen. W can never wal k, never be away fromthe snell of the
river and of fish. And in a few nore years the curse strikes its final blow, and we die, and fl oat
down the river like so many dead fish for the turtles to eat. Have you ever seen an old nermaid?
One who lived |l ong enough to have gray hair?"

Hal fway through this tirade the young man, Cosno as he had naned hinself, had begun shaking his
head soberly. Wen Bl ack Pearl was finished he said quietly: "I believe your answer. Believe ne,
inturn, that | did not ask the question lightly."

"Why then do you ask it at all?"
"Because | think | nmay be able to help you."
"Hel p me how?"

"Hel p you to cease to be a mermaid." Wth a swirl of the short wi zard's cape that hung fromhis
shoul ders he stood up on the rock. "How willing and able are you to keep a secret?"

Bef ore the day was over Black Pearl had | earned fromthe young nagi ci an of the existence of a
grotto on Magicians' Island. In the island rather; it was a strange cave of a place carved out at
sonme tine in the dimpast for sone purpose of magic or ritual that no one any |onger understood or
believed in. A daring mermaid could reach this grotto easily by swi mm ng underwater for only a few
meters, froman entrance al nost un-findable amd the outer |imestone rocks of the island's
upstream end, and energing at last into a pool in the bottomof a roofed cave near the island's
center. Here on this island, as Cosnob said in welconmng her to the grotto, the influences were
favorabl e for good magic.

But nermaids as a rule kept clear of this small isle entirely, for there were certain frightening
things, creatures of magic, who dwelt here. Black Pearl becane fully aware of those powers for the
first time only when, at the young magician's insistence, she was swi nmming through the tunnel

When the powers came buzzing invisibly around her ears, considerable deternination was required
for her to go on. Had she not already begun to believe Cosnp's prom ses to her, she woul d have
managed to turn around sonehow no matter that the underwater tunnel was barely wi de enough for her
to pass straight through and woul d have hurried back to the open river.

As it was, she clenched her teeth and swam on, neanwhile hearing and feeling the magi c powers as
t hey swarned about her head and body. They were small, no nore intelligent than insects, and |ike
certain insects indifferent as to whether they noved in air or water.

But the tunnel was really very short, and the guardi an powers did not sting, at least in the case
of this invited visitor. Black Pearl was intrigued by what she found at the inner end of the
tunnel. The small pool and its enclosing cave had rough walls of stone and appeared to be partly a
natural formation. Hi gher up there were a couple of ways into the cave for people who breathed
only air, and wal ked on | and. Through those openi ngs enough daylight was coming in now, on a
bright day, to make the place al nost cheerful

Still Cosnmo had a small oil lanp burning, at least partly for magical purposes, as Bl ack Pearl
supposed.

There was an easy, sloping | edge on each side of the little pool in which the tunnel termnnated,
and at the magician's invitation Black Pearl sat on one of these flanges of rock. She and the
young nagi cian talked for a while, and as the minutes passed she gradually cane to feel at ease.

They di scussed, anobng ot her things, her history. In general it was rare for any mermaid to come
back to this valley after having been sold away. Rare, but not unheard of. And in Black Pearl's
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case, at least, no conplaining purchaser had so far cone | ooking for her. That had been known to
happen in other cases in the past.

Cosno expressed his own quiet outrage over the whole situation, his own quiet determnation to
find a way by which the nmermaid curse could be ended for good and all.

Only then, when the nermaid had begun to feel fully at ease with him did Cosnp's mmgi cal tests
begi n.

Wrds were chanted, incense was burned. By the power of the young wi zard invisible forces were
gathered in the air of the grotto and then di spersed again. Black Pearl's tail remained firmy in
pl ace, and she gave no sign of growing |legs. The problem said Cosnpb, as he had expected fromthe
begi nni ng, was proving to be a difficult one, and a single session of course was not enough to
devel op a proper counterspell

Again and again, on that day of their first neeting, before Black Pearl swam away through the
narrow tunnel, Cosno pl eaded and threatened and urged absol ute secrecy upon her. He assured her
agai n and again that his magical investigations, her hope of ever being cured, depended entirely
upon that.

Bl ack Pear| kept the secret until their next session on the follow ng day. Even her friendship
with the mermaid Soft Ripple was not enough to induce her to tal k about this, though she had the

i mpression that Soft Ripple sensed that something in her had changed, and was trying to puzzle out
what it was.

And on the follow ng day, during Black Pearl's second visit to the secret grotto, in a pause for
rest, Cosno said to her: "You are a strange girl, | think, even for a mermaid. Perhaps it is
because of the unhappy experience you had with that nagician upstream"”

"He was a nmuch stronger nmagician than you are."

Cosno did not appear to be upset by the conparison. "I don't doubt it. | know that there are sone
whose powers exceed nine."

"But he was wicked, and | hated himfromthe start. And yes, | think that you are right, there has
al ways been sonething out of the ordinary about ne."

"Why do you say that?"

The mermai d shrugged her ivory shoulders. "I don't think nmy parents were even surprised when
becane a mernmaid. It happens only to about one of four girls, you know, in the villages. No one
knows in advance which girls the curse will strike, but I don't think anyone was surprised when it
struck ne."

"I admit that | have been intrigued by you, since | first saw you." Suddenly the eyes of Cosnp
bl azed, so that it seemed remarkable that his voice could remain steady. "Have you kept the secret
of our neetings? Even fromthe other nermaids who sonmetines swi mabout with you?"

"I have kept our secret," she said softly.

"See that you do. W have already progressed too far, much too dangerously far, for the secret to
be reveal ed to anyone else."

Anot her day, another meeting.

Cosnmo had been stroking with his fingers, making nagical passes, across her shoul ders and her
hair. Then suddenly he let her go. "The aura, the touch, of his powers | nean that one upstream
still clings about you."

Bl ack Pearl shuddered slightly, through her whol e body down to the tip of her scaly tail, as she
| ay exposed on the flat |edge of rock. "Then cleanse nme of it, if you can."

"I will. I will, as nuch as possible. But still..."
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"Still what?"
"I find it intriguing."
Her pink lips snarled at him "You' ve said that before. H s touch was evil!"

"Ch, | agree, his was an evil magic, to be sure. But nowit is gone. Only the flavor, the aura,
the smell of it remmins. Weak enough to be attractive. Like a pungent seasoning in food."

"If you can't wash it away, don't speak of it.

"Ch, | can wash some of it away at least. | amnot totally inconpetent, and there is nuch that |
can do. But let us thank all the gods that the power of that evil w zard is gone. And | am sure
that it was evil. | can sense the inpression that it left on you as if you had been cl anped

tightly in sone great, iron fist."
"Sonmetines | think that | can still feel the pressure of that fist around ne."

"No, the power of it is gone. But what | would learn of it are the shaping, the ingredients, that
made it so powerful. So that nmy own magic, which is intended to do good, may be strengthened."”

The mermaid, lying beside the little pool that was not much bigger than a bat htub, |ooked up at
hi m doubt ful ly.

Cosno asked, al nost pleading: "Does it seemto you that | ama bad man?"

Despite the feelings she had begun to have for the magician, it took Black Pearl a long tine to
answer that. "No," she said at |ast.

"Then trust ne. WII you trust me? It will be very hard for nme to help you otherw se." * * *

It was during that same neeting, only their third nagical session in the hidden grotto, that Cosnp
first slipped over Black Pearl's head the fine chain that held the amulet. She held it up before
her eyes and | ooked at it. The anulet was plain, alnost crude, a little knot of glazed clay with
synmbols on it.

Having put the little chain over her head, he hesitated. Then he said: "W are alnpst ready to
make a serious attenpt now, still | fear you are not ready." But even as he spoke his great dark
eyes were glow ng their nmessage of conpassion, of love, into her eyes, into her heart.

Cosnp noved a little closer, and with his right hand he brushed back Bl ack Pearl's |ong, black
hair so that he could see nore clearly into her eyes. Again he repeated another warning he had
al ready given her several tines.

It was this: that the cure, even if against all odds it could be achieved this early in the course
of treatment, could be no nore than tenporary at first.

"However successful we are at this stage, you will revert to being a nernaid again, in |less than a
quarter of an hour quite possibly nuch less. Such a tenporary alleviation of the curse would be a
first step only. But it would also be proof that eventually other steps are going to be possible
Strong evidence that in time we will find a way to cure you conpletely, permanently. You and al
the mermai d sisterhood. "

The nermai d nodded.

H s hand took her hand as she lay floating in the shallow water. And then, as he nuttered
i ncantations, his fingers began to stroke her hand, her arm her shoul der

And it was during that very treatnment, what Cosnp had said would be the first serious attenpt,
that the miracle occurred for the first tine.

Bl ack Pearl's body, already awakened sensually by the magician's caresses even before the change
he wrought had come fully upon it her body found itself suddenly, entirely human. Conpletely and
wholly that of a woman. Utterly fenale.
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And Cosnp, responding to her sobs of joy with certain rather simliar sounds of his own, was right
at her side when the change cane. Right there to draw Bl ack Pearl fromthe water, cradling her two
lithe, gently kicking legs in his left arm his right armunder her shoulders. There to sw ng her
round with a swift notion of strong arns to the soft bed only two neters distant, where, as he
sai d, he sonetines slept.

A quarter of an hour |ater, when the expected return change overtook Bl ack Pearl, her new | over
despite all of his cautions that such a rel apse was bound to happen, |ooked di sappoi nted. But not
for long. And she, absorbed in her new happi ness, accepted the situation, too.

The sessions of magic, |ovenaking, and nagic again, went on. There were nany such sessions, one
every few days, extending over several nonths. Sonetinmes the periods of two-legged normalcy were a
little prolonged once alnost to half an hour but still the final, permanent cure eluded the
researcher and his patient |over.

Each time Black Pearl swaminto the grotto to nmeet him Cosnp questioned her sternly as to whether
she was continuing to keep their secret.

"W are not so deeply into this that everything your own fate as well as m ne-depends upon your
sharing the know edge of what we do with no one. If you fail, the powers of magic will, | fear,
doom you forever to keep your mernaid shape. Indeed | have no wish to frighten you, ny darling,
but | rmust say this they mght warp you into something truly hideous."

So Bl ack Pearl continued to keep the secret faithfully.

She woul d have done anything, that the burning joy of her nmeetings with her |over mght be nade
per manent .

Autumm was yielding to the onset of this land' s brief winter when a night cane that changed
everyone's life. Ariverboat, whose origin Black Pearl was never to discover, cane plunging down
the Tungri fromupstream hurtling through the series of rapids and cascades known as the Second
Cataract. The passage was extrenely difficult even in bright daylight, even for an experienced
crew. In wind and rain and cl ouds and fadi ng daylight, the crew of this ship probably never had a
chance. The bits and pieces of their upriver craft that |ater washed ashore were of no fanmiliar
make.

The riverboat might well have been in precipitous flight from someone or sonething. In any case it
failed to make the passage, which only experienced boatmen who were favored by a neasure of |uck
could ever hope to conplete successfully. The craft was knocked to pieces upon the rocks within
the gorge, with the loss of all hands so far as could be told.

Most of the inhabitants of the valley, the many who lived on land and the few who dwelt in water,
were not aware of the weck until hours or days later. Black Pearl, because she had just left a
secret rendezvous on Magici ans' 1sland, happened to be first to reach the scene of the disaster

And so it was she who discovered Farslayer, one of the Twelve Swords of power and | egend, |vying
undamaged and uncorroded on the river bottom where the smashing of the boat had dropped it, anong
the deep cold boiling wells of current just below the cataract. Only a mermaid or a dol phin could
have reached it sw nm ng

Whenever a wreck simlar to this one occurred, which was not often, the nmernaids as a rule cane
swarm ng round, trying to help the injured and save the drowning if they could, trying also to see
what treasure and trinkets they m ght be able to salvage fromthe victins' cargo

But here were no survivors or victins, living or dead, imediately visible. Wen Black Pearl first
saw the Sword lying in the twilight of the river bottom her first thought was for al nost-
forgotten Zoltan, because this inpressive weapon so closely resenbl ed one she'd seen himwear.
She'd seen himuse it too in her defense.

Mich additional nenory that had been al nbst | ost cane rushing back. |If Zoltan had i ndeed been in
the wecked boat, she'd save himif she could.
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Swi nmi ng and | ooking anmid the watery thunder at the bottomof the falls, Black Pearl searched as
only a nermaid could. She did indeed find one dead body, caught on the rocks nearby, but to her
relief it was not Zoltan's. One other man, who was still breathing when she found him died even
as Black Pearl was trying to decide how best to carry himto shore, died without saying a word in
answer to her questions.

No ot her survivors or casualties were discoverable at the site of the weck. The nmernaid thought
to herself that there was no point in searching anynore, trying to | ook downriver for Zoltan
bodi es and wreckage woul d be scattered for kilonmeters downstream al ready, and scattering farther
every noment. Not even a mernaid would be able to find a single man, especially with nightfal
com ng on.

Bl ack Pearl gave up thoughts of rescue, and dove back to the Sword, which lay just where she had
seen it last. There was barely enough daylight still penetrating the depths to et her nernaid' s
vision find it once again.

When she had brought the marvel ous weapon to the surface, she could see that it was not, after
all, the sane Sword that Zoltan had carried. His, as she renenbered, had borne the synbol of a
smal | white dragon on its black hilt, where this one showed instead the concentric rings of a
smal | white target.

The young nernaid knew only a few fragnents of the history of the Twel ve Swords of Power. But she
could see that this Sword, whatever its true nature, nmust be quite val uable.

Zol tan dropped fromher mnd. Black Pearl's next thought on having discovered this treasure was to
take it straight to the nman she | oved.

Cosmo woul d know what to do with her find. And if there were any benefits to be had fromit,
Cosnp, her true |ove, would see that those benefits were shared with her

Fortunately for her plan Cosnmo had not yet left the grotto on Magicians' I|sland; there was some
magi cal tidying-up that had had to be attended to. He was surprised to see Bl ack Pearl back so
soon, and nore than surprised to see what she was carrying.

Bal anci ng the naked Sword thoughtfully and carefully in both his hands all magic aside, those
edges, as he had already proved, were ready to cut tough leather as easily as water lilies he
agreed with her that it was probably hopeless to seek any further for survivors of the weck
toni ght; tonorrow he would see to it that a party of fishernen went out fromthe villages on the
Mal ol 0 side, to see if any might have been washed ashore alive.

But his attention had never really left the Sword. "No, Pearl, | have never seen its |like before.”
He held the weapon in his hands up higher, the better to catch the light of his little lanp, and
marveled at it. "But yes, | know what it is. Once there were eleven others like it in the world,
and still there are probably nine."

"But what is it? Magic, surely."

"What is this one specifically? Magic such as you and | are never likely to see again. This one is
Farslayer, as | can tell fromthe synbol on the hilt. Farslayer kills, at any distance and with
absolute certainty. Hold it in your hands, and chant the nane of your eneny, and swi ng the weapon
round, and let it go and | o! The Sword is gone to find your eneny, and he is dead. Even that evil
one who once held you bound woul d not be able to stand agai nst one of these. No power on earth
could save him | think except perhaps one of the other Swords."

Bl ack Pearl's eyes were wide with wonder. "What are you going to do with it, then?"

"Put it away in a place of safety, for now. Then | nust think." And the magi ci an opened a snall
| ocker or safe, cut right into the stone beside their couch, a safe that Bl ack Pearl had never
known was there. And Cosnp put the Sword in there, and with a word of sealing magic closed it up

He frowned down at her as she lay in the water. "Not a word to anyone el se, of course. Now there
are two secrets you nmust keep, and this one is every bit or alnost as big as the first."
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"Of course. Not a word to anyone." And joyously she saw in Cosnb's eyes renewed evi dence that she
was trusted by him

Then anot her thought occurred to the nmernaid. "Wien | was swi mmi ng back here just now, | thought |
saw anot her boat, snaller than yours, coming toward the island."

"Ch? And from which shore?"
"The north."

"That probably neans Senones. Don't worry. Even if they should dare to touch shore here, |'ve made
this ground ny hone, and | can nake nyself invisible to enenies whilst | amon it."

"Are you sure?" The Senones clan and that to which Cosnb bel onged were anci ent enemni es.

"I"msure. And now, besides, | have the Sword for ny defense." He sniled. "The wonderful Sword
that you have brought nme, and for which | amvery grateful. And you nust be very tired. Go and
rest on the other island. O back to the weck and | ook for other trinkets if you |like." He seened
very loving and very confident. He added at last: "I |ove you, Pearl."

Bl ack Pearl, delighted to the depths of her heart that she had been able to bring her |over such a
prize, plunged obediently into the narrow tunnel and swam away.

Chapter ONE

HEAVY wind filled the bl eak and rugged gorge of the Tungri, dragging heavy cl ouds through dark

ni ght. The short winter of this land was not yet over, and the freezing rain that had been falling
at sundown had turned to snow sone hours ago. The hermit Gelimer was snug under bl ankets and skins
in his lonely bed, and when the half-intelligent watchbeast canme to wake himhe turned over with a
faint groan and tried to pull the furs up over his head. Even before the hermt was fully awake,
he knew what an awakening at this hour of such a night inplied.

But of course Geliner's conscience would not have allowed himto go back to sl eep when he was
needed on such a night, even had the anxi ous beast allowed it. Three breaths after he had tried to
pul | the covers up, the nman was sitting on the edge of his sinple cot, groping for the boots that
ought to be just under the foot end.

He had both of his eyes open now "All right, what is it, Geelong?"

The speechless aninmal, with nelting sleet dripping fromits fur, noved on four feet toward the
singl e door of the one-room house, and back again. Its novenent and the whol e shape of its body
suggest ed sonet hing between a large dog and a mniature bear. Ceelong's front paws, capable of
clumsy gripping, canme up in the air as the beast sat back on its haunches, and spread their digits
as much as possible in the sign that the watchbeast usually enpl oyed to nean "man."

"All right, all right. I"'mconng. So be it. I'"'mon ny way."
The animal whined as if to urge the nan to greater speed.

As soon as his boots were on, Geliner rose fromhis cot, a strongly built nman of m ddle size and
m ddl e age. Only a fringe of once-luxuriant dark hair remai ned around a pate of shiny bal dness.
Hi s bearded face in the fading firelight of his hut was shedding the |ast traces of sleep, putting
on a | ook of innocent determ nation. "Ardneh willing, I"'mon ny way." Now the hermt was groping
his way into his outer garnments, and then his heavy coat.

He hooked a stubby battle hatchet to his belt there were dangerous beasts to be encountered on the
mount ai nsi de soneti nes and grabbed up the backpack, kept always in readiness, filled with itens
likely to be useful in the rescuing of stranded travelers.

Then, before Geliner went out the door, he paused nonentarily to build up the fire. Warnth and
light were both likely to be needed when he got back

The smal |l house fromwhich CGeliner presently energed, with torch in hand, had been carved out of
the interior of the stunp of an enornous tree, easily five nmeters in dianeter at head hei ght above
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ground level. Fromjust in front of the house, the trenendous fallen trunk was still partially in
view, lying with what had been its crown downslope. So that log had lain since it was felled
decades ago by a great storm and so it would probably lie, the splintered remmants of its upper
branches sticking out over the gorge of the Tungri itself, until another w ndstorm came strong
enough to send it crashing the rest of the way down.

VWhat he had | ast seen as freezing rain, a few hours ago, was now definitely snow, and had al ready
produced a heavy accunmul ation. Geliner grinmaced under the hood of his anorak, and turned to a
smal|l lean to shed built against the outer surface of the huge stunp. Fromthis shelter he pulled
out a sled about the size of a bathtub. After lighting ready torches that were affixed one on each
side of this vehicle, he harnessed Geelong to it. Al this was quickly acconplished despite the

wi nd and snow. A noment |ater the powerful watchbeast sprang away, and the hermit clinging to the
rear of the sled by its handgrips had to run to keep up

The beast ignored the thin path by which the rare intentional visitor ordinarily reached the

dwel ling of the hermit. Instead it struck off climnbing across the rock-strewn sl ope above the
house. Here and there along the slope grew nore big trees, dimy visible nowthrough swirling
snow, rooted in pockets of soil on one broad | edge or another. Sone of these trees were of the
sanme species as that which fornmed the hermt's house, though none of these still-living speci nens
had attained the same size

The vi gorous wat chbeast, anxious to do the duty it had been trained for, lunbered on, snow flying
fromits splayed paws.

In this direction, very nearly directly south of the hermnmitage, one seldomused trail cane over
the nountains. It was on this slope that travelers were nost likely to encounter difficulties,
particularly when the weather and visibility were poor

A few hundred neters above the hernit's dwelling, the path fromthe south split into two routes,
one goi ng east and the other descending in a treacherous fashion to the west. The eastern path
rejoined the riverside one a few kiloneters east of and above the gorge, the two paths uniting at
that point to forma better-defined way that could al nbst be called a road. Meanwhile the western
fork came down eventually to a village on the shore of Lake Abzu, where the Tungri calned itself
after the turnoil of the gorge.

The reality of the trails was much nore conplex than their sinple goals would indicate, for in
conformity with the rugged nmountai nside they all wound back and forth, up snall slopes and down,
around nany boul ders and the occasional tree or grove. And all of the trails were poorly narked,
if marked at all, steep and treacherous at best. At night, and in a snowstorm

The hermt's feet, accustoned better than anyone else's to these particular rocks, slipped out
fromunder him and he would have fallen painfully but for his tight grip on the handl es of the
sled. Miuttering a prayer to Ardneh to grant himspeed, he pressed on, crossing a small stream upon
a newy formed bridge of ice and snow.

Wthout the aid of his beast, Gelinmer could never have found the fallen man, nor, perhaps, would
he have had much chance of saving himwhen found. But with Geelong to show the way the search, at
| east, was soon successful

The body lay notionl ess under a new coat of snow, in noonless, starless darkness. Geliner turned
it over with a mttened hand. The fallen stranger was of slight build, his handsonme face snooth-
shaven, pale in the night. H's forehead was marked by a little dried if not absolutely frozen

bl ood. Even in the wind the hernmit could hear that the man was still breathing, but he was not
conscious at the nonent. His fine coat, trinred in light fur, and his well nade boots indicated
that he was no peasant. Woever he was, having fallen on a night Iike tonight, he was |ucky to be
still alive.

Anot her and | arger mound of snow, a little way downsl ope, stirred when the light of the sled's

torches fell upon it. That illum nation, faint at the distance, now reveal ed the head and uprai sed
neck of a fallen riding-beast, and a faint whinny cane through the wind. Mdst likely a slip on
ice, thought Gelinmer, and a broken leg. Wll, it was too bad, but beasts were only beasts, whereas

men were men, and freezing to death woul d doubtless be as kind a death for a beast as having its
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throat slit in mercy. The hernmit was going to have all he could handle trying to save one hunan
I'ife tonight.

The fallen man | ay surrounded by sizable rocks, and it was inpossible to maneuver the sled any
closer to himthan three or four nmeters. Wen Geliner lifted the hurt one, he woke up. He was
still too weak to stand unai ded, or even to talk to any purpose. Hi s nmouth seened to be formng
stray syllables, but the wi nd whi pped them away, whether there was any sense in them or not.

The man's eyes were open, and as soon as he realized that he was in a stranger's grip they w dened
briefly as if in terror. As if, thought the hermt, he had nore fear of being caught than
expectati on of being rescued. But now, of course, was not the time to worry about that.

Weak and confused as the fellow was, still he was able to cling with a terrible strength to a
strange pack or bundle, long as a man's |leg, that he nust have been carrying with hi mwhen he
fell. It came up out of the snowwith him clanmped in the crook of his right arm and when Celiner

woul d have put the bundle aside, if only for a nmonent, to get the man into the sled, the object of
his charity snarled weakly and gripped his treasure all the harder

"All right, all right, we'll bring it along." And Celiner somehow bundl ed the package along with
its owner into the sled, and pulled up furs around them both. "Any other treasures that are worth
your life to save? Evidently not. Geel ong, take us hone!"

In a noment the sled was noving again, first back to what with normal footing would have been a
trail, and then taking a generally downhill direction, sw tchbacking through the altered and
dar kened | andscape toward the hermt's house. On the return trip Geel ong noved |l ess frantically,
testing with his forefeet for treacherous drifts, nosing out the linits of the trail

Once during the ride back to the house, the man who was bundled into the sl ed began to thrash
about. He noved his arms wildly until he again nanaged to | ocate his package, which had sonmehow
slipped nmonentarily fromhis grip

"Poor fellow That bang on the head may have nmade you crazy. But take it easy now, you're in good
hands."” It was doubtful at best that the nman would be able to hear himin the wind, but Gelinmer
talked to himanyway. He hated to miss a chance to talk when one presented itself. "We'Il|l see you
through. You're going to nake it now. "

Even with Geelong guiding the sled and pulling it, regaining the house was a tough struggle into
the wind. The firelight within offered sonme gui dance to the seeker, shining out in feeble chinks
around t he edges of the single shuttered and curtai ned w ndow.

Hardly a routine night's work for Geliner, but not an unheard of adventure, either. This was far
frombeing the first time he had taken in a fallen or stranded travel er, and a good nany of those
he'd tried to save had lived to bless himfor his aid.

When they reached the hut, Ceelong remained outside at first the watchbeast was capabl e of
unharnessing hinself fromthe sled. Gelinmer hoisted and westled his client, and of course the
omi present package, out of the sled and through the small entry hall, doored and curtained at
both ends for winter, that pierced the thickness of his house's circular wooden wall. Once safely
inside, Gelimer let his new patient down upon the single bed, and noved quickly to build up the
fire again. Indeed, both light and heat were wanted now.

Apart fromthe head wound, which did not look likely to be fatal, and sone bruised and probably
cracked ribs, there were no wounds to be di scovered upon the patient's body, which was | ean but
still |ooked well nourished. The rings on his fingers suggested that he might be a magician, or at
| east had aspirations along that |ine. That crack upon the head, and exposure, would seemto be
the problens here, and Geliner thought themwell within his range of conpetence. Despite his white
robe he was no physician, but the experience of years had taught himsonething of the art.

Once the stranger had been undressed, exam ned, and tucked into a warm bed, the next step was to
try himon swallowing a little water, and this was soon nanaged successfully. Wen the patient was
laid flat again, his blank eyes stared up at the rough-hewn wooden ceiling of the tree-stunp hut,
and his |inbs shivered. Then suddenly he started up convul sively, and would not |ie back again
until Gelimer had brought himhis |ong package and et himhold it.
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In intervals between other necessary chores, Geliner started the soup kettle heating. Presently
the patient was swal |l owi ng soup as the hernmt spooned it out to him

After he had taken nourishnment, the fellow slid into what | ooked |ike a normal sleep, stil
wi t hout having uttered a coherent word.

Gelimer, looking at his patient carefully, decided it was now certain that he was going to live.

By this time the hermt was nore than ready to go back to sleep hinself, but before doing so he
wi shed to satisfy his curiosity about sonething.

"Well now, and just what is this treasure of yours, that you are so reluctant to give it up? And
will it perhaps provide ne with sone clue as to just who you are and whence you conme?"

The shabby package, a bundl e of coarse fabric, appeared to have been hastily made, then tied shut
with tough twine. The knots in the twi ne were sonewhere between wet and frozen, and when one of
them stubbornly resisted the hermt's fingernails he went for one of his kitchen knives. The wet
twi ne yielded to a keen edge.

When Celimer had the package |ying open on his |argest table, he took one | ook at the | eather
scabbard and the black hilt he had uncovered, and turned his head to glance at his nysterious
visitor once again. It was a different kind of glance this time, and he who delivered it breathed
two words: "No wonder."

What had been reveal ed was a sword, and sonething about it strongly suggested that it was no
ordi nary weapon. The hernmit, intermttently sensitive to such things, caught the unni stakabl e aura
of strong nmagic in the air.

When the hernit who had | ess experience than Black Pearl had had with this particular magi c had
drawn the blade fromthe plain sheath, he turned his head again for yet another |ook, this one of
wor dl ess wonder, at the man who had been carrying it. The blade was a full neter |ong, and had
been forned with supernal skill fromthe finest steel that Celimer had ever seen. The polished
surface of the steel was finely nottled in a way that suggested inpossible depths within.

Even the plain black hilt was somehow very rich; and the hernit, turning the weapon over in his
hands, noticed now that the hilt bore a small white nmarking, two rings concentric on a dot, making
a synbolic target.

Now, for a few nonents, Celiner reveled in the sheer beauty of the thing he had di scovered. But
within the space of a few nore heartbeats he had begun to frown again. He had a vague, only a very
vague, idea of what he was holding in his hands.

In the next instant, he was rewapping the Sword in its old covering, and wi shing heartily that he
could inmediately put it out of his house and away from hinself conpletely. But suppose the
stranger shoul d awaken, and find his treasure gone fromhis side?

He I eft the wapped Sword on the table.

"I must sleep while |I can,"” said CGeliner then to Geel ong, who had cone in by now and was curl ed on
his own bl anket on the far side of the room Presently the hermt too was dozing off, a bl anket
over him his body nested anong extra pillows, his back against the wooden wall where it was quite
warm near the tiled fireplace.

An hour passed, an hour of near silence in the house, while the stormstill howl ed with fading
energy outside. Then a piece of wood, eroded by slow fire, broke and tunbl ed suddenly on the
hearth, making a small, abrupt noise. Geliner, frowning, slept on. The watchbeast, sleeping, noved

his ears but not his eyelids. But the eyes of the man in the bed opened suddenly, and he sat up
and | ooked about himw th sonething of the expression of a trapped animal, not know ng where he
found hinmself. He | ooked with relief or was it resignation ? at the package on the tabl e beside
him then at the other human occupant of the room and then at the dozi ng ani nal

Then he swung his feet out of the bed, and paused, raising his hands to his face as a surge of
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pai n swept through his skull
The ani mal opened one eye, gazed at the houseguest quizzically.

Anot her nmoment and the visitor was standing, noving swiftly and stealthily, hastily pulling on
such of his garnents as lay within easy reach, including his danp boots that soneone had left to
dry at a prudent distance fromthe fire.

The ani mal had both eyes open now, but still it only |ooked at the stranger dunbly. To get up and
dress was sonething that humans did all the tine.

The hermit, still sleeping in exhaustion, was lying now at full |ength on the warm wooden fl oor
with his head fallen back between a pillow and a piece of firewood. The firelight gl eaned on
Gelimer's bald head, and he snored vi gorously.

The visitor unw apped his package, not noticing, or perhaps not caring, that the ties had earlier
been cut. Then he pulled the Sword fromits sheath, and shot another glance in the direction of
the sleeping hernit.

The hindquarters of the watchbeast noved in a swift surge, straightening its body in a line ained
at the stranger. The animal crouched, a very low grow issuing fromits throat.

But the stranger failed even to notice. H s dazed nind was el sewhere, and he had no designs on his
rescuer's life. Instead, he was already naking for the door, the drawn blade still in his hand.
Wth his free hand he lifted the latch silently.

Geel ong subsided on his old blanket. Humans went out of doors all the time, in all kinds of
weather. It was a permissible activity.

The inner door was pulled shut, very softly, behind the stranger. The small tunnel penetrating the
t hi ckness of what had been a great tree's bark was | ong enough to muffle the entering cold wind,
muffle it enough so that Gelinmer in his warm place by the fire was not awakened.

Now al |l was silent again inside the house except for the furtive small noises of the fire itself.
A stable warnth reestablished itself in the atnosphere. Faintly, as if at a great distance, the
wi nd how ed across the upper end of the carven passage of charred wood that served as chi nmey.

Only a short tinme passed before cold air noved in again, faintly, under the inner door; and then
that door opened once nore. It had been | eft unlatched. The wat chbeast raised his head again,
alertly.

The stranger entered, enpty-handed. H s face had a newy drained and enpty | ook, paler even than
before. Mechani cally, unthinkingly, he latched the door behind him Then he noved, very wearily
but still quickly, to stand over the wappings that had once held the Sword but now |lay enpty and
di scarded on the bed.

He noved his hands over the enptiness before him in what m ght have been either an abortive
attenpt at nmagic, or only a gesture of futility. Hs lips murnmured a word, a word that night have
been a nanme. Then he raised his eyes fromthe bed, and stood, swaying slightly on his feet,
staring hopelessly at the curve of wooden wall little nore than armis length in front of him

Again his lips noved, silently, as if he mght be seeking the help of sone divinity in prayer
Except for that he appeared to be sinply waiting.

The sound that at |ast awakened Geliner inpressed the hernmit as enornous, and yet he could not
really have said that it was loud. It was as if the human ear, sleeping or waking, could catch
only the delayed afterrush of that vast howing as it faded. As if nere human sense was inevitably
a heartbeat too late in its perception to receive the full screaming intensity of the thing
itself.

The hermit woke up, to find himself lying in a strained position by the fire, with the strange
remnants of that unearthly sound still hanging in the air. Upon the hearth the weakening fire
still snapped and hi ssed. Across the room his watchbeast was standi ng up and whining softly,
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| ooki ng toward the bed.
Even before he | ooked, Celinmer knew that whatever event had awakened hi m was al ready over
Sitting up, he turned his eyes toward the bed. And then he sprang to his feet.

Hs visitor, once nore fully clothed or very nearly so, was now spraw ed facedown and di agonal | y
crossw se upon the narrow bed, with the toes of his wet boots still resting on the floor. Above
the stranger's inert back protruded half a nmeter and nore of beautiful steel blade, broad and
nottled and glinting faintly in the firelight, beneath that black hilt with its god-chosen symbol.
The bl ade was as notionless as the shaft of a monunent; the body it had struck down was no | onger
br eat hi ng.

A great disconsol ate whine came fromthe crouching wat chbeast, and Gelinmer w thout thinking could
interpret the outcry: This was bad, this was very bad indeed, but there had been no way for the
aninmal to prevent this bad thing happening.

There woul d have been no way for a human being to stop it either, perhaps. Gelinmer glanced toward
the door, and saw that it was securely | atched.

The wet boots, still delicately puddling the wooden floor, would seemto nean that the man had got
up, had gone outside for whatever purpose, and had cone back in before he nmet his death.

The hermt approached the bed. There was no doubt at all that his late patient was now certainly
dead. Still the hermit turned himpartway over, and saw a hand-breadth or nore of pointed
Swor dbl ade protrudi ng through what nust be a neatly split breastbone. Death, of course, nust have
been instantaneous; there was only a very noderate anount of blood, staining the cloth that had
wr apped this deadly weapon and was now | yi ng crunpl ed beneat h the body.

Wth the door latched on the inside, it seemed an inpossible situation

Not knowi ng what else to do, and noving in sonething of a state of shock, Geliner wenched the
Sword out of the stranger's body that task wasn't easy, for the blade seened to be held in a vise
of bone and stood for a few noments with that black hilt in hand, |ooking about him suspiciously,
ready to neet sone further attack, an attack that never cane.

"CGeelong, | don't suppose that you? But of course not. You don't have any real hands, to grip a
hilt, and . .. and of course you wouldn't, anyway."

The wat chbeast | ooked at its master, trying to understand.
And certainly no man woul d ever be able to stab hinself in such a way.

Eventually the hermt wi ped the blade on the coarse cloth that had been its wapping the stee
cane clean with nagical ease and put it back into the sheath that he found |ying discarded on the
floor in the niddle of the room Then he went to arrange the body nore neatly and decently on the
bed, wadding the Sword wapping cloth underneath in an effort to save his own bl ankets. There was
not going to be that nuch nore bl eedi ng now.

Then he decided that the only practical thing to do was to go back to sleep again, after
satisfying hinmself that his door and his wi ndow were indeed closed tightly, and | atched as
securely as he could latch them Geelong continued his whinpering, until Gelinmer spoke sharply to
the beast, enjoining silence.

A few nonments after that the hernit was asleep by the fireside as before. The silent presence of
the occupant of the bed did not disturb his slunbers. Al his life Gelimer had known that it was
the living agai nst whom one nust al ways be on guard.

In the norning, before the sun was really up, the hermt went out to dig a grave, and to see to
one or two other related matters. The snow had stopped an hour ago, and by now t he sky was cl ear.
He left the sled in its shed, but he took Geelong with him

The fallen riding-beast, as Gelinmer had expected, was dead by now, already stiffened. The saddl e
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it bore was well made, and the beast itself had been well fed, he thought, before it had started
out on its last journey. There were no saddl ebags; nost likely the journey had been short.

Wth considerable effort, and with the aid of his dumb conpanion, Celimer tugged the dead ani ma
to the edge of the next cliff down, and put it over the drop, and | ooked after it to see where it
had | anded. Not all the way into the river, unfortunately; that would certainly have been best.

I nstead the carcass was now wedged in a crevice between rocks on the lip of the next precipice.
Good enough, thought Gelinmer, quite good enough. In that place, the hermt thought, the carcass
shoul d be well exposed to flying scavengers, and at the sanme tinme out of sight and snell of any
human travel ers who nmi ght be taking the usual trails.

Havi ng di sposed of the dead beast, the hermt now went to dig a grave for the dead man.

He dug it in the stand of trees nearest his house, where many centuries of organic growh and
deposit had built up a deep soil, supported by one of the |largest |edges on this side of the
mountai n. As soon as the sun was well up, in a brilliant sky, last night's snow began nelting
rapi dly, and thus caused very little interference with his digging. Here the air never renmined
cold enough for | ong enough to freeze the ground solidly or to any considerable depth. Black dirt
piled up swiftly atop melting snow as Celiner plied his shovel

When the grave had grown to be sonething nore than a neter deep, Gelinmer called it deep enough
and hi ked back to his dwelling to evict its patient tenant. He noted hopefully as he wal ked t hat

there was still enough snow on the ground in nost places to allow himto use the sled for
transport.
The trip back to the grave, with mournful Geelong pulling the burdened sled, was uneventful. Into

the earth after the stranger went the bl oodstai ned cloth that had once w apped the Sword.

Gelimer said a devout prayer to Ardneh over the new grave just as soon as he had finished filling
it in. When he opened his eyes afterward, he could see, at no great distance anong the massive
trunks, a place where sone years ago he had |aid another unlucky traveler to rest. And if he
turned his head he could see, just over there, another. That grave, representing the saddest
failure of all, held a young wonan with her newborn babe.

After the passage of a few years these nobdest nounds had becone all but indistinguishable fromthe
surroundi ng floor of the grove, covered with dead | eaves and fallen twi gs under the nmelting snow
In a few years this new grave too would totally disappear. That is, if it was allowed to do so.
That was sonething Celiner was going to have to think about intensively. He still had no real clue
to the identity of the man he had just buried.

Frowni ng, the hernmit put his shovel into the sled and urged Ceel ong back to the hut. The Sword
that awaited himthere, he was beginning to think, night well pose a nore difficult problemthan
any nmere dead or dying traveler.

Now even in the shade the snow was nelting rapidly, and in another hour or so all tracks nmade in
it would be gone. That was all to the good.

Secure inside his dwelling place once nore, the hermt drew the Sword out of its sheath, and

| ooked at it even nore carefully than he had before. Perhaps he should have put this treasure into
the grave too, and tried his best to forget about it; he had come very near to doing just that. He
foresaw that no good was likely to come of this acquisition. Yet there was no doubt that the thing
was i mensely val uabl e, and he supposed it must be the rightful property of soneone. He had no
right to lose the wealth of sonmeone el se.

Gelimer was still troubled by the face of the Sword's | ast possessor handsome, haunted, but now
finally at peace.

Chapter TWD

ALMOST a nonth passed after the stranger's burial before the hernmt | ooked upon another hunman
face, living or dead. Then one day he was standing inside his house, alnost |ost in neditation
when Ceel ong suddenly |unbered to the door, sniffing and whining. A nonent |ater a conpletely
unexpected voice called fromoutside, hailing whoever m ght be in the house.
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Awaiting the hermt in his front yard, regarding himwhen he cane out with a | ook of fresh and

yout hful confidence, was a young man of about eighteen. Curly brown hair franmed a broad and honest -
| ooki ng face, above a strong and bl ocky body, not particularly tall. The youth was clad in the
gray boots and tunic of a religious pilgrim but he still wore a short sword belted to his side a
reasonabl e and common precaution for any traveler in these parts.

It struck Celiner as odd, though, that this visitor was carrying nothing at all besides the
weapon, no pack or canteen

"Good nmorning to you, Sir Hermit. O do | read your white robes wongly?" The young man's voice
was as cheerful and confident as were his face and bearing.

"No, you read them properly. | have lived here alone for sonme twenty years, trying to serve Ardneh
as best | can. My nane is Geliner." He stroked the watchbeast's ears as it crouched beside him
trying to quell the excitenent inevitably produced by any visitor

"And | am Zoltan. | come fromthe | and of Tasavalta, which as you nmust know lies far to the north
and east of here. My conpanion and | find ourselves sonewhat inconveniently stranded at the
monent. There was a little wind and rain last night, which confused the captain of our riverboat
conpl etely, and he succeeded in running us aground on sone of the many rocks below. " And the youth
nodded carel essly toward the gorge, fromwhich the faint voice of the Tungri could be heard as

al ways.

"Ah, then no doubt you are enbarked upon sone pilgrinmge downstrean? But | amforgetting to be
hospi tabl e. You are doubtless hungry and thirsty. Conme in, conme in, and"

"Thank you no, Hernmit Geliner. So far we've not |acked for food or drink."
"You mentioned a compani on?"

"Yes, a lady. Being sonewhat older than | am she preferred to stay below with the boat rather
than clinb the cliff. But she too is well provisioned."

Still Gelinmer continued to press his offer of hospitality. Presently Zoltan, who seened at | east
willing to continue the conversation, accepted.

No traces of last nonth's visitor now renained inside the dwelling. Zoltan chose one of the two
chairs and sat down, crossing his | egs and maki ng hinsel f at ease.

"From Tasaval ta, you say?" The hermt was heating water on the hearth now, starting to brew tea.
Meanwhi | e Geel ong had lain down with head on forepaws on his mat, still perturbed by the fact of
another visitor in the house. The |ast one had not worked out at all to the watchbeast's IiKking.

Gelimer continued: "That is the country, is it not, where the king has so nany magi ¢ Swords
stocked in his treasury?”

The visitor shook his head. "The rulers of ny honeland are a prince and princess, rather than a
king. Prince Mark and Princess Kristin. They do possess a few of the Twelve Swords so it is said.
But | think they keep themin the arnory."

"Ah yes. OF course." And Celiner, carefully spooning out tea a treasured gift from another
travel er took thought as to just how to proceed with his questioning. He wanted to gain know edge
wi t hout giving any of his own away.

He al ready knew what al nost everyone el se knew about the Twel ve Swords, those nighty weapons that
had been so nysteriously forged, nore than thirty years ago, by sone of the now vani shed gods. And
the hermt had heard sonme of the stories to the effect that the Swords thensel ves had had nore
than a little to do with the strange di sappearance of their powerful creators.

Each of the Twelve Bl ades was burdened with its own distinctive power, and according to all the
testimony of w tnesses there was no other force anywhere under the sun capabl e of standi ng agai nst
the power of any one of them
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"I know that there are twelve of them or were," Gelimer went on, talking to his newest guest.
"But | forget what their names are." He blinked, trying to | ook as holy and unworldly as he coul d.
Soneti mes he coul d be successful at it.

H s young guest, thus encouraged and apparently finding no reason to be suspicious, was soon
rattling off the nanes and attributes of the various nmagi c weapons, as if he indeed m ght be

sormet hing of an expert on the subject. Fromthe few bl ades that were generally adnmtted to be kept
in the Tasavaltan vaults, his catal oguing soon noved on to others. Presently it arrived at the one
in which Geliner had reason to be particularly interested.

"-and then there's Farslayer, which is sonmetines also called the Sword of Vengeance. Though of
course it can be nore than that."

Gelinmer blinked. "It sounds truly terrible.”

"Ch, it is, believe nme. You whirl it around your head, and chant | forget just what words you're
supposed to use, though my uncle did tell nme once."

"Your uncle is a magician, perhaps?"

"No." Then young Zoltan for just a nonent put on a | ook of wary intelligence, |ike one who
realizes that he has al nost said too nmuch. Celimer pricked up his ears. Then the youth went
snoothly on: "Anyway, |'mnot really sure that any of those trinm ngs, the whirling and chanti ng

and so on, are really necessary. The point is, when you throw Farslayer with deadly intent, it
will go on to bury itself in the heart of your chosen target, whether nan, god, or denon. Even if
that target is hal fway around the world and you don't know where, surrounded by defenses."

"Magical or material? | mean, what if your target was enclosed by nmaterial walls?"

"Wal |l s of stone or wood or magic, it would nmake no difference. Farslayer would cone through
i ke so nuch snoke."

em

"Ch." And perhaps Gelinmer's expression of careful vacuity changed now, but if so, the change was
qui ckly snoot hed back into bl ankness.

"Ch yes. There's no defense, of steel arnor or of sorcery, that can save the intended victim once
Farsl ayer is thrown against himor her. Two of the gods, Mars and Hernes, have died of that very
bl ade. "

"Now that | find hard to believe." The hermit was trying to provoke nore details.

Young Zoltan was quite ready for a little good-hunored argunent. "I know soneone who with his own
eyes saw Hernes |lying dead, with the wound nade by Farslayer still in his back."

"That someone nust have led a very adventurous life."

The young man gl anced up when he heard the deliberate tone of disbelief, then calmy disregarded
it. Suddenly Gelinmer found the youth's inplied claimof expertise considerably nore convincing.

The hermt asked innocently: "And is there no possibility of defense at all?"

"None at all, | should say, apart fromthe other Swords. If you had Shiel dbreaker in your
possessi on, for exanple, you'd be able to |augh at anyone who threw Farsl ayer agai nst you.

Shi el dbreaker's al ready destroyed two other Swords, Doongiver and Townsaver, when peopl e were
foolish enough to bring theminto conbat directly against it."

"l see. | suppose your adventurous friend saw t hem destroyed al so?"

n ’\b. n

The hermt saw that now he had gone too far. "Please, | did not nean to inply that | doubted your
word. | only thought that perhaps sone friend of yours had sonewhat enbellished his stories. There

are nmany good folk who like to do that fromtinme to tine."
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"But that's not what happened in this case."

"I believe you, and | amsorry. Please, go on. | find the subject of the Swords intensely
i nteresting."

"Well where was |?"
"You nentioned Shi el dbreaker."

"Yes. Then there's Wundheal er, which can cure any wound, even a thrust of magic through the
heart, if it's brought into play pronptly enough. And then, nmaybe, Sightblinder | don't knowif
Si ght bl i nder woul d of fer any protection against Farslayer or not. It's an interesting thought,
t hough. "

And with that the youth, his good hunor apparently restored, suddenly threw back his head and
began to recite:

Farsl ayer how s across the world

For thy heart, for thy heart, who hast wonged ne!
Vengeance is his who casts the bl ade

Yet he will in the end no triunph see.

The youth made a good job of the recitation, putting a fair anount of feeling into it. Geliner
made hinself smile in appreciation. He had heard sone of the old verses about Swords before,
decades ago, and over the past days those rhynes had been slowy com ng back into his nenory, as
he continued to think and fret about the subject.

Young Zol tan cheerfully continued his catal oguing of the remaining Swrds. The hermt made sure to
seemto be paying equal attention to the verses and anecdotes about Coi nspinner and Soul cutter and
the other Swords that followed, that his interest in the subject mght not seemtoo particul ar
Meanwhi l e, in his conceal ed thoughts, he was increasingly aghast. H s worst fears about the
treasure he had hidden had now been confirned, and he still had no hint as to who ought now to be
considered its rightful owner

The hermt had not been keeping count of verses, but he was just thinking that the catal ogue of
Swords nmust be nearing its end, when it was interrupted. Geelong the watchbeast sprang up suddenly
on all four legs and whined |oudly, facing the door. Soneone el se nmust be approachi ng the house.

When Celimer went out into the front yard this tine he stopped short, blinking in mld surprise.

A white-haired | ady, whose age at a second | ook was hard to guess, was standing confronting himon
the north side of his little yard, as if she had perhaps just clinbed up fromthe river. Her erect
body, clad like Zoltan's in pilgrimgray, might have bel onged to a vigorous wonman of forty, but
her lined face | ooked twenty years ol der than that. The pilgrimgray she wore confirmed sone
connection with the youth, who now had followed Gelimer out of the house into the bright day of
sunlight nmelting the last spring snow.

Zol tan quickly perforned introductions.

"Lady, this is the hermt Celinmer, who has kindly offered us food and shelter should we be in need
of either. Geliner, this is the Lady Yanbu, whom| serve."

"Say rather, with whomyou travel." The lady's voice, |ike her bearing, had sonething regal init.
She smled at Gelinmer and stepped forward to grip himheartily by the hand.

When Zoltan had earlier informed himthat his conpanion was a | ady somewhat ol der than hinself,
several possibilities had suggested thenselves to Geliner. This lady did not appear to fit any of
them very neatly.

"Yarmbu," repeated Gelinmer aloud, and frowned in thought. "Some years ago there reigned, far to the
east of here, a queen who was called the Silver Queen, and that was her name, too."

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20...Lost%20Swords%204%20-%20Farslayer's%20Story.txt (19 of 111) [2/4/03 9:53:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%204%20-%20Farsl ayer's%20Story .txt

"That queen is no nore,
before you."

the lady said. "O she nmght as well be no nore. Only a pilgrimstands

Smiling slightly, she shifted the direction of her gaze to Zoltan. "The captain has informed ne
that the Maid of Lakes and Ri vers has now been permanently disabled,” she reported. "Therefore,

fromhere we nust proceed for a tinme on foot. There is no need for us to return to the boat, as
have brought along all that was essential of our baggage." So saying, the lady slipped a pack of
nmoderate size from her back and dropped it on the ground in front of Zoltan; it would be his to
carry now.

Gelimer took a nmonent to reflect that the lady nust be far fromdecrepit with age, to have nmde
the steep clinb up out of the gorge while carrying the pack. Then he courteously invited both of
his visitors back into his hunbl e house.

Hal f an hour later, the hermt was serving both the travelers sone hot tea and sinple food,
meanwhi | e pausing frequently in his own nmind to wonder what further questions he ought to ask
them They represented his first contact with the outside world since the Sword had conme into his
possessi on, and he thought that his next such contact m ght be nonths away.

But it would not do to stick too doggedly to the subject of Swords. When Geliner asked the Lady
Yanmbu politely about the object of her pilgrinmage, she smled at himlightly and told himthat she
was seeking truth.

"And Truth, then, is to be found somewhere downriver?"

She sipped her tea regally fromits earthen cup. "I have had certain intinmations that it night
be. "

"It mght not be easy to find another boat to carry you on fromhere. The fishermen have boats, of
course, but as a rule they don't want to go far."

The | ady was unperturbed. "Then we shall walk."

Gelimer switched his attention to his other guest. "And you, young man? Do you seek Truth as
wel | ?"

"Yes," said Zoltan, and paused. "But not only that. Tell ne, good hermt, do you know anyt hi ng of
a race of nerpeople living in or near these waters? | have seen several of their kind far
upstream but no one there seens to know where they cone from"

Gelimer | ooked at him and thought carefully again. "Aye," he said at last. "There are nermaids in
these waters. Hardly a race of them But there have been a few such fol k, whose hones are not all
that far fromwhere we sit. Al nmaids, fish fromthe wai st down. Their fate is a result of magic
directed at certain fishing villages, by enemes.”

Zoltan's eyes lit up at the discovery.

"Whose magic, and why?" Yanbu asked at once. Suddenly she seenmed al nost as interested as the young
nman.

Gelimer heaved a sigh. "It is a long story," he said at last. "But if you are interested | suppose
you shoul d hear the main points of it anyway, if you are going on downstream from here by foot the
journey, you nust realize, will not be without its dangers.”

"Few journeys are," said Yanmbu calmy. "At |east anong those which are worthwhile.

"When you have finished eating and enjoying your tea," said the hermt, "you nust cone outside,
and we will clinb up on a rock. Fromthere we will be able to | ook downstream for many kil ometers,
and see the land on either side of the river, and there | will tell you something of the
situation.”

Presently, when their nbdest neal had been consuned, they were outside again. Gelinmer took themto
a pronontory a little above his house, a place fromwhich they could | ook to the south and west
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and see where the Tungri eventually lost itself anmong distant hills.

Gelimer waved his right hand to the north. "The land on the right bank is, for as far as you can
see from here, under the domination of a clan called the Senones. The land on the |eft bank
whereon we are standing, is ruled by the Malolo clan. The two clans are bitter enenies, and have
been so for many generations. The mermai ds you have seen upstreamwere girls fromone of a handfu
of small villages on the Malol o side, down there beyond the place where the river wi dens you can
barely see it from here

"Their strange, unnatural formis a result of Senones magic, a bitter and destructive curse that
was inflicted upon people in the Malolo territory several generations ago. Sonetines the girls
deforned by the curse are sold into slavery as curiosities. | have heard that traveling shows and
the Iike buy them An evil business."

"Yes. | see," said young Zoltan. He was shading his eyes, and staring very intently and
thoughtfully at the village barely visible in the distance. "And has no one ever found a cure for
this particular curse?”

"I't would seemthat the Malolo at | east have never been able to find any."

Zoltan was silent, gazing off toward the horizon. It was left to the Lady Yanbu to ask their host
some practical questions about the trails.

Shortly after he had inparted that information, Geliner was again left w thout human
conpani onship. H's guests were on their way |ong hours of sunny daylight still renained, and both
pilgrinms, the young nan and the ol der wonman, were eager to be gone.

The hermt, |ooking after them when they had vani shed down the trail, still could not quite decide
what was the rel ationship between them The young nan seened nore true conpani on than servant. And
if that worman had really at one tine been the Silver Queen ... having tal ked to her now, GCelimer
found he coul d believe she had.

Eventually the hermt, frowning, turned back to his hermtage. Hi ding the Sword had really done
nothing to relieve himof its burden. He still had matters of very great inportance to decide.

Chapt er THREE

The sun had nearly disappeared fromsight behind the tall trees of the valley's forest before the
two pilgrinms again came in sight of the small fishing village they had glinpsed fromthe crag
above the hernmit's house. Now they were wal king close beside the river, and were al nbst on the
point of entering the settlenent.

At the point where the trail they had been following enmerged fromthe forest, on the south bank
Zol tan paused and turned to | ook over his shoulder to the northeast. He thought that he could see
that crag again, still clearly visible in the light of the I owering sun. Now, of course, those
hei ghts were nuch too far away for himto be able to make out whether the hermt or anyone el se
was standing there.

He faced forward again, and with the Lady Yanbu at his side approached the village. The pair of

t hem advanced slowy, wanting to give the inhabitants plenty of tine to becone aware of their
arrival. Three or four of the fisherfolk were visible, garbed in heavy trousers and jackets. The
pl ace seermed quite ordinary for a settlenent beside a river. It consisted of twelve or fifteen

bar k- roof ed houses, some of themraised on stilts along the shoreline, and actually extending over
the water.

Thin colums of snoke from several fires ascended into the air. Just behind the village the forest
rose up dense and tall, beginning to be clothed in the new growh of spring. One or two of the
trees | ooned inpressively, being of the sane gigantic species as the one that had fornmed the
hermt's house.

The hermit Celinmer had told the travelers that this was one of the handful of villages, all within
a few kil oneters of each other along the Tungri, whose inhabitants |lived under the mermaid curse
Those few who were now visible to the slowy approaching travel ers had nothing out of the ordinary
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in their appearance not, Zoltan supposed, that there was any reason to think they would. Three or
four fishing boats were tied up at a dock, and only a few patches of ice were visible along the
shore. At this lower altitude the ground was conpletely barren of snow

"Remenber, Zoltan, how the hermit warned us," adnoni shed Yanbu, watching her conpani on cl osely.
"I'n ny opinion he advised us well. You should say nothing at all about mermaids while we are anong
these village people, at least not until we have gai ned sone understanding of their attitude on
the subject. It nust be a matter that they are not inclined to treat lightly."

"I understand. | agree," Zoltan answered shortly. He was having a difficult tine trying to contro
his inpatience, and he supposed the difficulty showed.

During their long day's hike down the mountain and through the forest he had tal ked at sonme |ength
with Yanmbu about his continuing deternmination to seek out one particular mermaid.

"You say, ny lady, that you are naking this pilgrimge to seek the Truth. Well, so aml, in ny own
way. My goal is to find that girl | cannot forget her. She has conme to represent Truth to nme."
Since leaving their native |lands nonths ago, the two pilgrins had had this sane conversation, or
one very nmuch like it, several times. By now Yanbu knew al nost as much as Zoltan did about the
particular nermai d he was seeking. And she had | earned better than to argue directly against the
youth's objective. Instead she now asked him "Exactly how nany tinmes did you really see her, in
al | ?"

"Three tines, at least. Ch, there were other occasions on the upper river when she was only a
shadow, or a ripple in the water, or a novenent in the | eaves along the shore. But three tines,
later, | saw her solidly, and talked with her and even touched her."

"G ven the other things that happened, we nust consider that those earlier appearances were a
result of evil magic.”

The young man shook his head violently. "Not her evil. Not her nmagic, either."

The wonan renai ned perfectly calm "No. O at |least not hers prinmarily. But the attraction you
felt and still feel for her had its root in that same evil magic."

"She was ensl aved then by that ghastly wi zard Wod, or one of his lieutenants!"

"True. But it seenms to ne that what we still do not know is to what degree, how w llingly, the
girl, the mermaid, went along with what the Ancient One wanted her to do."

"She did not help himwillingly at all, I tell you!"
Yanbu only | ooked synpathetically at her young conpani on

Zol tan got himself under control as well as he was able. "I tell you that | sawthis girl, talked
to her, several tines as | noved farther down the Sanzu. She was she truly wanted to help ne. She
did her best to help nme against the dragon at the end.”

"Ah well, you were there and | was not." Yanbu conceded the point. "Even so, that was three years
ago. Even if you do succeed in finding her now, you ought to renenber that much can change in
three years, inthe life of any person. Particularly in a young woman's |ife, whether she's half
fish or not." To herself Lady Yanbu was thinking how hopeless it always was to try to shield the
young agai nst their own enthusi asns.

But now, before Zoltan was required to answer, the two travelers had to put their debate behind
them Raising open hands in gestures of peace, Zoltan and Yanbu were approaching the fishing
village. Children came running to |l ook at them and then some of the adults.

As they net the inhabitants they took care to observe the little hints, given themby the hermt,
as to what was locally considered proper conduct. The people spoke a variation of the common
tongue, not difficult to cope with. The greetings the two travelers received fromthe adult
villagers were tinged at first with obvious suspicion. Zoltan was not surprised by this,
considering that if all the stories of the clan feud and its consequences were true, these people
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had every reason to be wary.

Still, CGelimer's coaching paid off. An elder appeared at |ast, and the two travelers were invited
in and offered food and shelter for the night. The local hospitality was sonmewhat nore cheerfully
di spl ayed when Yanbu denonstrated her readiness to pay a snall anmount of coin.

As soon as the sun had departed fromthe sky the air grew chill, and mist rose fromthe river,

whi ch here bel ow the rapids of the gorge widened to such an extent that it night al nbst have been
called a | ake. Both shores were heavily forested, and after sundown the cries of exotic animals,
strange to Zoltan's ears, began to issue fromthe darkness within the nearby forest.

Agai nst the sunset sky fairly large building, of an om nously dark col or, could be seen perched
atop a denuded hill at a distance of two or three kiloneters fromthe vill age.

In answer to the visitors' questions, the villagers informed themthat this structure was the
stronghol d of the Malolo clan, and in it dwelt the overlords of this and half a dozen ot her
settlenments upon the southern shore.

After the two pilgrins had enjoyed a good supper, largely of fish and bread, Yanbu turned in for
the night in the House of Wnen, and Zoltan went to the Dormtory of Unattached Men, which was one
of the houses built out over the water on stilts. Tonight, for whatever reason, it seened that he
was going to have no nore than a couple of roommates, two tired |ooking village youths who had

al ready stretched out their sleeping mats at the far end of the |arge room

So far, although Zoltan had been | ooking and listening alertly since entering the village for
anyt hi ng that might suggest nernaids, he had seen and heard nothing to suggest that this place was
hone to them |ndeed, there was no indication that anyone here had ever heard of such creatures.
Zol tan had foll owed Yanbu's counsel, though with sone difficulty, and had refrained from
mentioning the subject. Now as he lay wapped in his blanket, |Iooking out at the msty, wintry

| ake and listening to the dark water |lap the slender pilings below him the thought of having to

live in that water was enough to chill himto his bones. O course real fish lived init and
prospered the year round . . . but she, the girl he sought, was not a fish. Wth his own hands
Zol tan had touched her cool snooth shoul ders, and her long black hair. Damm it, by all the gods,
she was a human being like hinself, even if she was burdened with a terrible curse . . . even if

he did not yet know her nane .

Zoltan slept. And then, in the nmiddl e of the night, he came awake, softly and suddenly. In the

cold moonlight that fell in through a nearby w ndow he beheld the very girl he had so | ong
pursued. She was sitting close beside himand | eaning over him so that an amulet of sone kind
that she wore around her neck swung free. Her black hair fell in wet strands past her white

shoul ders and around her pale breasts. Bel ow her slender, human waist, her body continued
undi vi ded and tapering, |legless and silvery, scaly and graceful and terrible, down to the broad
fins of her tail. In this dreamas Zoltan first believed it was the young girl was just as he
renenbered her, and the three years that had passed since their |last neeting night never have
exi st ed.

"Who are you?" he breathed, still nore than half convinced that he was drean ng

Her voice too was unchanged from what he renmenbered. "My nane is Black Pearl. This is ny friend,
Soft Ripple. And you are Zoltan. Do you renenber ne?"

Only now did Zoltan realize that there was another nermaid sitting a little behind the first. The
one inmmediately in front of him who had called herself Black Pearl, had her silvery tail bent up
gracefully beneath her, allowing her to sit in an al nost conpletely human posture. Behind and
around her, noonlight nottled enpty sleeping mats, and the shadowy figure of her conpanion in the
background. Water was dripping slowy, irregularly, fromboth the mermaids' hair. "Do I-"

Suddenly the conviction was borne in up Zoltan that this was no dream He sat up abruptly. "Do |
renenmber you? | never knew your nane, but |'ve done nothing for the past nonths but | ook for you
I've come down the river all the way from Tasavalta ..." He reached out suddenly to take Bl ack
Pear! by the hand. She made an effort to pull away at first, but his grip was too swift and, once
anchored on her wist, too strong. "Tell ne," he pleaded. "Tell nme what | can do to help you."
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Down at the far end of the roomone of the two bachel or youths snored, loudly and abruptly. Zoltan
glanced in that direction, but as far as he could tell both of the young nen were really stil
fast asl eep.

In the stillness of the night Black Pearl's shadowy nernaid conpani on murnured sonet hing that
Zoltan could not quite nmake out. Bl ack Pearl understood what had been said, though, and ceased
trying to pull free. Instead she took Zoltan's wist in her own grip.

"We've cone to bring a warning to the village. Men fromthe other side of the river, where the
Senones live, are coming across in two boats tonight. They rmust be intending sone hostile action."”

"Men fromthe other side? What should |-"

"As soon as we two are gone, raise the alarm But you nmust not say that ny friend and | were here
and told you. herw se the elders mght ignore your warning. So please, forget we were here!"

"Very well. This place is dangerous for you, then?"

The mermai d shook her head, as if to say there was no tine to explain now "Meet nme Zoltan, neet
me tonorrow night at mdnight, at the edge of the | ake near the nmouth of the creek that flows past
the Malol o stronghold. Cone out in a boat if you can. If not, then watch for me fromshore. WII
you do that?"

"I will, | swear | will!"

Bl ack Pearl flashed Zoltan a last | ook, a |look that held a kind of desperation. Then in the next
monents she and her silent conpani on were gone, as softly and swiftly as diving otters,

di sappearing at once through an aperture in the floor. It was the sanme entrance comonly used by
peopl e who arrived at the dormitory in boats. But there was no boat bel ow the entrance now.

Only a snmall stain of water upon an enpty sleeping nat remained to show that the visitors had not
been a dream after all

Rising silently fromhis blanket, Zoltan noved quickly to one of the windows on the | ake side of
the house and | ooked out. Qut on the nmisty |ake at least two large floating objects were dimy
visible, holding place against the current. They had to be boats, noving silently in the
nmoonl i ght, creeping in toward the village docks.

Zoltan drew in breath and shouted, as |oudly as he coul d.

The two youths at the far end of the dormtory sprang up instantly, as if they had been prodded
with sharp spears. Zoltan pointed through the wi ndow toward the boats, and shouted sonme nore. H s
two roommat es | ooked where he was pointing, and a nonent |ater added their voices to his at ful
vol ure.

Next, drawi ng his short sword, Zoltan rushed outside, onto a deck built above the water. Already
the uproar he had started was spreading to the other houses. Wthin a natter of a few nonents
nore, it seenmed that everyone in the village was awake, and all the nen had sprung to arns; the
smal | docks were swarnm ng with defenders.

Three | arge boats, full of woul d-be attackers, could now be seen quite close to shore. The craft
of this flotilla turned briefly broadside to the bank, fromwhich position their shadowy crews

| aunched a light volley of nissiles, stones and arrows. Then the intruders dropped their weapons
and plied their paddl es vigorously, heading out into the concealing nists again. They were pursued
by a scattered response in the formof arrows and slung stones. In the space of half a dozen
breaths the skirmish, if it could even be called that, was over. No one on shore appeared to have
been injured, and there was no danage done.

Wthin a few minutes after the attackers had di sappeared, the village | eaders, gathering in
torchlight anong their arned and assenbl ed people, wanted to know who had first raised the al arm
Zoltan raised his hand. He explained that he had just happened to be wakeful, and had seen the
enemny approachi ng.
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The people of the village accepted this explanation, and were quick to praise the stranger for his
al ertness. But Yanmbu, listening, |ooked at Zoltan strangely. Her gaze said that |ater, when the
two of them were again alone, she would insist on being told the truth.

Chapt er FOUR

IN the hours followi ng the departure fromthe hermtage of the pilgrimpair, Geliner, feeling

hi nsel f unabl e to make headway on profound probl ens, decided to concentrate for the tinme being on
sinpl e ones. He began to take an interest in his garden, to see how the various herbs had passed
through the winter, and to nmake sonewhat bel ated preparations for the busy season of spring. It
was a peaceful interlude. There were nonents when he coul d al nost have been convinced that the man
who had brought the Sword, as well as his two nost recent visitors, and all their problens
including the Sword itself, were nothing but creations of his inagination

The hermit's respite fromthe problem of Farslayer was brief. About noon on the day after the two
pilgrims' visit, his fourth visitor of this extraordinary spring showed up.

This latest arrival was a man in his md-thirties, dark-skinned and lean, and with a fierce,
conpetitive eye. He had cone a |long way, and he had seen hard traveling, as could be told by the
state of his nount and his equiprment. Still he was well dressed, his riding-beast was a nobl e
animal, and the way he wore his weapons at his belt suggested that they had nost |ikely seen hard
use at some tinme or other

Wth an unconsci ous groan Geliner straightened his back from garden chores, and calmy made this

| atest travel er wel cone. Last night what nust finally have been the | ast storm of the season had
dusted three or four nore centineters of snow over his garden and everything el se in sight,

i ncluding the new grave in the grove, and the fast disappearing carcass of the |ast riding-beast
to have carried its master along these trails. Here in the sun the snow had already nelted, but in
the woods its white veil would still endure.

Since the day after the death of its last owner, the Sword itself had been hidden as well as the
hermit knew how to hide anything. Geliner doubted very nuch that anyone was going to find it,
barring interference by sone nmajor w zard

"Thank you for the invitation to disnount, good hermt... ahh!" And the form dabl e-1o0oking rider
in turn, groaned with relief as he swng hinself down from his saddle.

The visitor introduced hinself as Chilperic. No second nane. And Geliner still did not allow his
suspicions to be aroused, when, alnobst as soon as he had settled hinmself upon a chair inside the
house, this newest visitor inquired: "I suppose that a fair nunmber of travelers are fortunate

enough to enjoy your hospitality, good hermt? You occupy a sonewhat strategic situation here."

"This site where | live?" Geliner |ooked around him as if he could see out through his wooden
wall's. "It is inportant only in potential. Ah, 'twould be strategic indeed if there were any
measur abl e anount of traffic up and down the river here, but the water's al nost al ways too rough
for that. O if armes were often marching through this pass .. . but for twenty years at | east
that hasn't happened, either. The war-nmakers both upstream and down all have enough to do in their
own territories without tackling nore. So this is only a lonely nmountainside, left to ne. Oten
mont hs go by without a soul appearing at ny door."

"I see. Interesting. And has this past nmonth been entirely devoid of visitors?"

Now, GCelimer was unable to accept this innocent-sounding question at face value. |ndeed, he was

al rost convinced al ready that the serious search for the Sword, which he had been nore than half
expecting for many days, had finally arrived. For sonme reason it surprised the hermt at first
that the searcher, if such he was, did not appear to be a local man at all. But on second thought,
that was really no surprise

Gelimer answered: "On the contrary, sir, the past nonth has been conparatively busy. There have
actually been three other travelers before yourself." Here the hermt paused to sip his nead. Then
he went on, trying to give the inpression of a man who did not need to be prodded to talk to one
random vi sitor about another, who in fact was even eager to talk on the subject, because he had
sonmething nmildly unusual to tell.
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"The first one who stopped here gave ne the inpression of a man fleeing sonething, or soneone."
And here the hermit, who had been granted tinme to think what he should do, went on to give a rough
description of the man who had died with the Sword run through him and of the strangely shaped
bundl e that man had been carrying. It was Celimer's idea, right or wong, that an honest owner

| ooking for his lost treasure woul d cone out honestly and say what he was trying to find.

Chil peric sipped at his nead, too. If the shape of the stranger's bundl e had suggested anything to
him he did not say so. Wien he spoke again his tone indicated no nore than a polite interest,
t hough i ndeed the question he asked was pertinent enough: "Ah, and how | ong ago was this?"

The hermt allowed hinself an equally polite effort to recall. "Let me see now. Was it before this
past full noon, or after? But lately nost of the nights have been cloudy anyway. | really cannot
say with any certainty.”

The ot her | eaned forward, and spoke with evident sincerity. "I will be glad to make it worth your
while to try to remenber. The fact is that | have been searching for this man."

"I see. And what will happen when you find hinP"

"Ch, | amnot a manhunter. Nothing like that." The visitor, smiling, |eaned back in his chair
again. "l seek himonly to satisfy ny own curiosity. Nor do | really travel in search of this
fell ow you describe. It is only that in the course of ny travels | keep encountering himand his
strange story. As an interested observer, | would like to know the ending of that tale. No, if you
are kindly disposed toward the fell ow, you need have no fear that he is going to suffer harm
because of anything |I do."

"You intrigue ne."
"I should not. H's story is not mine to tell."

Gel i mer shrugged, doing his best to revert to an attitude of indifference. "Ardneh enjoins us to
be kind to everyone. But | have no particular reason to wish this fellowwell or to wish himill,
for that matter. If you told me he was a thief, though, and that you were trying to bring himto
justice, | would be inclined to believe you."

"Why so?" asked Chil peric.

"Because of the strange and jeal ous way he treated the peculiar bundle that he carried. As if
perhaps it had been stolen. Because of well, because of a certain furtiveness in the fellow s
manner . "

"Ah, yes, you nentioned a peculiar bundle. And you said it was of an unusual size and shape?"

"Yes. Well..." And CGeliner gestured vaguely, neasuring the air with his tw hands. "A package
wrapped in rough cloth. A weighty thing. It mght have held a small shovel, or an axe." Surely an
honest seeker woul d come out openly now, and say / am |l ooking for a Sword.

"And | suppose you never saw the bundl e opened?"

"That is correct." Ardneh was not picky about the letter of the truth, Gelinmer had al ways thought;
rather it was the underlying goal of speech that counted with the benign god. "He stayed in ny
house for a single night, ate sparingly, and was on his way again at first light, taking his
bundle with him" That of course was the point Gelinmer had been anxious to establish if he coul d.
"Al t hough the weather was foul at that tine and the trails exceedingly dangerous, nothing | could
say woul d induce himto delay his departure.”

"You say the weather was foul, good hermit. On the night when this visitor canme to you, was there
in fact a notably heavy snowstorm wi th enough wind to nmake it al nost a blizzard?”

Gelinmer tried his best to give the appearance of a nman trying to remenber, succeeding a little at
a tine, recovering sonething he had thought of small inportance when it happened. "Wy, | suppose
that is a fair description of the weather, now that | think about it." "And was this strange
visitor traveling nmounted or on foot?"
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"He had a riding-beast. Yes. | didn't really notice much about the ani mal but yes, that visitor
travel ed nmounted. "

"And in which direction did he go on his departure?" Al pretense of a merely casual interest on
the questioner's part was gradually being di scarded.

"He was headi ng downsl ope, as | recall, toward the river. O course he could easily have changed
directions once he was out of my sight. He never said anything about where he was going. He did
not even give nme his nanme, which | thought odd."

"But not surprising, in his case his nanme, or at |east the name | have known himto use, is Cosno
Bi ondo, and he is a great rogue."

"A rogue, you say."

"I do. You may count yourself fortunate, Sir Hermt, that he didn't cut your throat while you were
sl eepi ng. "

Geliner, blinking to give his best inpression of being nmldly shocked, brought out from under his
robes an anul et of Ardneh, which hung al ways around his neck. He held the talisman in his hand and
rubbed it. "Then | truly wish that | were able to tell you nore about him | w sh that you were
indeed trying to bring himto justice.”

Chi | peric shook his head, dismissing that idea, and sat back in his chair once nore. But presently
he | eaned forward again to pose another question: "As | recall, you said you have been visited by
two other travelers this nonth as well?"

"Yes. They were two pilgrinms, who cane through here only yesterday. The riverboat they were
traveling on, they said, had cone to grief on the rocks below. The crew, | understand, were trying
to towthe craft upstreamagain with a rope. But | really doubt that the two | met could have had
anything to do with this Biondo fellow"

"Per haps not. Headed upstream or down?"
"They said that they were goi ng down."
"What were they |ike?"

Gelimer, seeing no reason not to do so, described yesterday norning's pair of visitors in some
detail. But he thoughtfully onmitted to mention the conversation he had had with themon the
subj ect of Swords.

When today's visitor had finished his refreshnent, and stretched, and | ooked about the house, he
expressed a wish to be on his way while the light and the weather remained good.

Doing his best to pretend a certain reluctance to |ose a tenporary conpani on, the hermt at |ast
bade his guest goodbye. "And good luck in your search | would |like sonmetine to hear the rest of
this Biondo's story."

Chil peric, already nounted, |ooked down at Geliner and shook his head. "It night not be safe for
you to know that story, good hernmit as for nme, | already know the dangerous parts of the tale, and
so amfree to indulge nmy further curiosity."”

And in a nonent, with a final wave, this latest visitor too was gone, having said not a word
during his visit on the subject of his own goals and business. He rode downslope, in the direction
of the suspension bridge that would take himacross the Tungri. Wuld he be reporting to the
Senones, then? O perhaps seeking to question then? But it would be as easy for this traveler as
for the other one to change directions once he was out of sight, and CGelimer was not minded to
follow himto be sure which way he went.

Chapter FIVE

ON the norning after their arrival at the fishing village, Zoltan and Yanbu were treated to a fine

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20...Lost%20Swords%204%20-%20Farslayer's%20Story.txt (27 of 111) [2/4/03 9:53:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%204%20-%20Farsl ayer's%20Story .txt

breakfast, an expression of the villagers' gratitude for Zoltan's part in last night's nopdest
victory. Having done justice to this honely feast of fish, beans, and the eggs of waterfow, the
travel ers thanked their hosts, bade themfarewell, and pressed forward on foot toward the hilltop
stronghol d or nmanor where dwelt the Mal ol o overlords.

Pat ches of forest engul fed the path, between areas of cultivated |land. As they wal ked, Zoltan told
hi s conmpani on the story of his encounter with Black Pearl during the night. She listened in
silence and made no comment. He al so warned Lady Yanbu that when they reached the manor he was
determned to raise the mernmaid question with the authorities there, in one way or another, with
what ever degree of diplomacy he could manage. Now t hat he knew the name of Bl ack Pearl, and was
certain that she was still alive, and here, somewhere close well, whatever happened, he was not
going to let her get away from hi m again.

"Well, of course you must make every effort to find out nmore, since now you have actually seen
her." Yanbu sighed. She believed what the | ad had told her about Iast night and she had really
bel i eved himabout the mermaid all along but still there were things about the business she did
not |ike.

Zoltan persisted. "Not only to find out nore. If this nermaid curse was put upon her by sone
magi ci an, then there nust exist sone magic that can take it off. | mean to restore her to true
wormanhood. "

Yanmbu sighed again, this time silently, at the young man's obvi ous deternination. "Wen the tine
cones, then, to speak to the Malolo | eaders on the subject, will you let me try ny hand at the
di pl omacy? | do have sonewhat nore experience in the field than you."

"Wul d you, ny lady?" Zoltan cried with sincere relief. "I would be i mensely grateful."

Havi ng reached that agreenent, the two trudged on in silence for a time, proceeding through the
woods al ong a well-trodden path at the noment enpty of all other traffic. Presently Zoltan spoke
again. "I wonder what the |eaders of this Malolo clan are like."

"It is inmpossible to tell until we neet them Sonmething like other nminor |ordlings el sewhere,
suppose,” Yanbu added with faint distaste. The |lady took a dozen strides in thoughtful silence
bef ore she added: "The village | eader back there gave ne the inpression that he thought sonething
strange had been going on in the clan's stronghold for sone tine, at |least a nonth."

" Sonet hi ng strange?"

"He really said nothing specific on the subject. But that was the inpression | received."
Zol tan pondered this news in concerned silence.

"1 wonder where everyone is?" the |lady renmarked suddenly in a different voice.

I ndeed, the crude road which the two travelers were followi ng had remai ned conpletely enpty of
other traffic, and this fact now began to take on an onmi nous aspect in Zoltan's eyes. At each
turn, as the rutted track wound back and forth through fields and forest, he kept expecting to
encounter a farner's cart, a peddler, a goatherd, soneone. But there was never anyone else in
si ght.

"Have all the farners fled their lands? It should be tine for planting."
Yanbu shook her head. "Not a good sign."

In due time, and wi thout ever neeting anyone, the two travel ers cane upon the house, which stood

I ess than an hour's wal k fromthe | akeside village where they had spent the night. The hill, upon
whi ch the Malol o clan had chosen to build their manor, had | ong ago been denuded of trees, |eaving
only a nyriad of ancient stunps. Wthin a low wall, the stone and tinber of the house were dark,

and the grounds around the house |ong uncared for and eroded. Even in the clear light of day, the
whol e establishnment had a forbi ddi ng aspect to Zoltan

Still no other people were in sight. And everything was silent except for the Iowing of cattle,
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whi ch seened to be coming fromoutbuildings in the rear. The animals sounded as if they were in
need of being ml ked.

The front entrance of the manor was protected by a small drawbridge, | et down over a |long-dry
nmoat. The outer end of the drawbridge, now resting on the earth, had crushed a new spring growth
of weeds beneath it. Fromthis fact Zoltan deduced that the bridge nust comonly be kept raised at
|l east as nuch as it was | owered. Evidently the |ongstandi ng feud sonetines included direct
assaul ts upon the stronghol ds of the chief participants.

However that m ght be, no one had bothered to raise the bridge today. Trudging on across its

weat hered tinbers, the two travelers found thensel ves i medi ately before the manor's great front
door. Still they had not been challenged, or even observed as far as they could tell. They had
seen no one since leaving the vicinity of the village. This absence of hunan activity caused them
to once nore exchange puzzl ed gl ances.

Then Zol tan shrugged, raised his sword hilt, and rapped firmy, loudly, three tines on the door
For a time, a period of tine that becanme noticeably extended, there was no answer.

He was just about to knock again, and |ouder still, when at last a small peephole, heavily
protected by iron grillwork, opened near the middl e of the door. "Wio is it?" a crabbed and
cracki ng tenor demanded fromwi thin

"Two pilgrins," the lady on the doorstep answered, putting authority and volunme into her voice.
"The Lady Yanbu and her attendant. We bring certain information that the chief of the Malolo clan
shoul d be glad to hear."

There followed a protracted and suspicious silence. Zoltan supposed that the speaker inside he
could not be sure fromthe voice whether it was a nman or a woman was probably using the peephole
to inspect the two on the doorstep

"You can give nme the information," the voice said next, adopting now a different but stil
pecul i ar tone, sonmewhere between wheedling and m ndl ess threat.

Yanbu gl ared at the wooden barrier. "I do not conduct conversations through a door." This time no

one woul d have doubted that a queen was speaking.

Response frominside was i mmediate, in the formof a tentative rattling, as of a heavy doorbar in
its sockets. Then cane a brief silence as of hesitation, or perhaps a consultation carried on too
quietly to be audible outside. Then the bar rattled again, this time banging decisively as it was
thrown aside. Bolts clattered, and a nonent later the left half of the double door was creaking
open.

St andi ng before the travel ers was one man, unarned and not very large, his gray beard and hair in
wild disarray, his watery blue eyes blinking in the norning sun. The man's cl ot hes | eat her
trousers, |eather vest over a once-white shirt were so stained and generally shabby that Zoltan
was ready at first to take the fellow for a servant. Behind the entranceway in which he stood
stretched the dimlength of a great hall, where the littered condition of floor and tables, along
with a few overturned chairs, suggested at first glance that a notable revel of some kind m ght
have been held here | ast night.

The fell ow who had opened the door |ooked at the Lady Yanbu again, face-to-face this tinme, and
bowed to her at once. "Wl cone," he said, in a sonewhat nore courteous tone than before. He stood
aside. "Conme in, ny lady, conme in." But having said that much he stopped, seening not to know how
to proceed.

"Thank you, Sir Wzard," said the lady dryly, entering the house. And Zoltan, turning his head
suddenly to |l ook at the man once nore, could see that the rings on his stained fingers were marked
with insignia of power, and were of a richness that certainly no nenial servant wore; and that a
chain of thin gold encircled the man's winkl ed neck and went down inside his dirty shirt.

Yanmbu grabbed her conpanion by the sleeve and pulled himforward. "This is Zoltan of Tasavalta,
who travels with me. Now may we know your nane? Your public nane at |least?" It was a common
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practice for w zards of any rank to keep their true names unknown to any besides thensel ves.

Their reluctant host nodded abstractedly in Zoltan's direction, acknow edging the introduction.
Then he turned back to his nore inportant guest. "Call nme Gesner, Lady Yambu. May | ask, what is
this information that you have?"

The lady told himbriefly of the incidents in the village |ast night. Meanwhile, not waiting for
any further invitation, she noved on into the great hall, the graybeard noving at her side. Zoltan
foll owed. Seen at closer range, the disorder was nore evident than ever. And it was older as if
sonme feasting mght have been suddenly interrupted nmany days ago, and only a mi ni num of serious
housekeepi ng perforned since. Leftover food in dishes had | ong since dried, and there was a snel |
in the air of stale drink and garbage. The ashes in the enornmous hearth | ooked utterly cold and
dead.

"And is that all, ny lady?" The decrepit | ooking magician sounded di sappointed. "I mean skirm shes
like that are common. Wiy shoul d you think ny master would consider it vital news?"

I gnoring Gesner's question, Yanbu | ooked about her and asked himin turn: "Were is your master?
You are certainly not the lord of the manor here?"

A different voice replied, speaking frombehind her: "No, he's not. |I-1 am here."

Turning to a broad stairway that came down at one end of the hall, Zoltan to his surprise saw a
somewhat overwei ght adol escent boy, two or three years younger than hinself, dressed in rich
cl ot hi ng but | ooking nervous and inconpetent and fri ghtened.

At this point two girls, also well dressed, and both somewhat younger than the boy, appeared on
the stairs above him These girls, noving |ike people who were reluctant to advance but still nore
frightened of being |eft behind, edged slowmy downward on the stairs, keeping close behind the
yout h who had spoken.

And the fat boy continued his own uncertain descent of the stairs. He paused, shortly before
reaching the bottom to repeat his claim as if he thought it quite natural that his audi ence
shoul d doubt him "I am

Bonar, the chief of Clan Malolo." At his side he wore a small sword, hung froma belt that did not
qui te appear to fit.

Yanbu, the experienced diplomat, surveyed the situation, and appeared to be ready to take the
young man at his word, at |east for now Addressing himpolitely, she related again, with nore
detail, what had happened in the village |last night, with enphasis on how the alarmraised by
Zoltan had prevented harm This time she included the visit of the nermaids and their warning.

The | ady's manner, nore than the content of what she said, had a soothing and reassuring effect
upon the frightened i nmates of the manor. Zoltan got the inpression that they were beginning to be
willing, perhaps irrationally, to trust her now, that these representatives of the Malolo clan
were | ooking for soneone they could trust.

Bef ore Lady Yanbu had finished relating her story, the young people had all conpleted their
descent of the stairs and were surrounding her and Zoltan in the great hall. The two girls, who
were Bonar's sisters as Zoltan had suspected fromthe first, were nanmed Rose and Viol et. Now,
whil e Gesner stood back frowning silently, the three famly menbers bonbarded the two visitors
with questions.

What had Yanbu and Zoltan seen on the other side of the river? What evidence was there of nmilitary
activity in that direction? On these points the travelers could be reassuring, at least in a
negative sense. They had not traveled on the far bank, and had not seen a living soul over there
for several days. Nor had either of them observed anything at all nmilitary in that direction

unl ess |l ast night's disturbance at the fishing village was to be counted. Zoltan and Yanbu now
related that story again, and hearing it seened to reassure their hosts slightly.

There was a brief silence.
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"What is wong here?" Yanbu asked the young people finally. "It is plain that this house has been
engul fed by sonme crisis. Wiere are all the ol der nmenbers of this famly?"

The inhabitants of the nmanor | ooked at one another. Then Bonar, nervously clenching his white
hands together, suddenly blurted out what might have been the begi nning of an answer: "W haven't
been out of this house for days. For a good many days. Not since that man cane here asking
questions.”

"What man was that?" Yanbu inquired patiently.

"A travel er. Soneone of good birth, I'msure. He called hinself Chilperic, and at first we had
hopes that he was going to help us. | think he was | don't know, a soldier of some kind. He
clainmed to be sone kind of distant relative of ours." The speaker | ooked around at his conpanions
as if for confirmation. They nodded vaguely.

"And what questions did he ask?"
Bonar and his sisters | ooked at each other in a silent struggle.

"But where are your own soldiers?" Zoltan demanded abruptly. Since these people were so worried
about somet hing, and since they were supposed to be engaged in a permanent feud with sone other
clan, it puzzled himall the nore that he had not seen a sentry or armed attendant of any kind
since his arrival. "Surely you have arned retainers of sone kind about ?"

Gesner spoke up quickly. "OfF course we do. They are all on watch, at the nmonent."

"Most of themare out on patrol just now " said Rose, the older sister, speaking sinultaneously
with the wi zard. Rose had fine dark hair, a face that was pleasant if sonewhat |ong, and a figure
that Zoltan under |ess tense conditions mght have found distracting. She had come up behind her
brot her Bonar, and with a gesture that might have been neant as a warning | aid her hand upon his
arm

Zol tan and Yanmbu exchanged gl ances.

Evidently the forner queen and skilled di plomatist thought it was best to let the subject of
soldiers drop for the tine being. She | ooked at Bonar and said: "Young man, the people in the
fishing village nmentioned a different name than yours when they spoke to us of the chief of the
Mal ol 0."

Bonar turned paler than ever. Only the shabby magi ci an responded verbally to the inplied question
"Yes," said Gesner wearily. "Yes, no doubt they did."

An awkward silence ensued, as if the inhabitants of the house were on the verge of offering sone
expl anati on, but none of themquite dared to try.

Zoltan decided at last that diplonacy had had its chance, and he nmight as well attenpt a bl unt
interrogation. "Chief Bonaris that what we should call you?"

"It will do."

"Then, Chief, you obviously have sone serious problemhere. |Is there sone way that we can be of
hel p?"

"W do need help," Bonar admitted at |ast, after having | ooked again at both his sisters and found
none. H's pale and pudgy hands were held together in front of him and he gazed down at themas if
wonderi ng how he might be able to get the intertwined fingers apart again. "W've had ... Wll, a
terrible thing has happened.”

"I amnot surprised to hear it. Now !l invite you to tell us what it was," said Yanbu, in a soft
and yet commandi ng voi ce.

After much continued hesitation, the four nenbers of the household, including Gesner, decided to
hol d a neeting anong thenselves. Having first renmenbered to nake sure that the front door was
securely closed again and | ocked, they withdrew to another room w th sone apol ogi es, |eaving
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Yanbu and Zoltan al one. Soon, fromthe other room their nuffled voices could be heard, rising now
and then in argunment, as they debated sone matter earnestly. Zoltan and Yambu paced about, | ooking
at each other and shruggi ng their shoul ders.

At length the four, with the air of having cone to an agreenent, rejoined their visitors in the
great hall. Then Bonar, the new chief of the clan, with Gesner at his back, silently notioned
Yanbu and Zoltan to follow himinto an adjoining corridor. There the chief drew a key fromi nside
his shirt and unl ocked a door leading to a descending stair

Zol tan went down cautiously, a hand on his sword hilt. A few nonments |ater Bonar was escorting him
and Yanmbu into a large vaulted roomon a wi ndow ess bel ow ground | evel of the huge house. The door
of this roomtoo was doubly | ocked before they entered it, and it was guarded on the outside by a
couple of elderly people who glared suspiciously at the intruders, and whom Zoltan had no troubl e
identifying as faithful old fanmily retainers. There were a few of the sane type back home at High
Manor, where he had been born

As the group of visitors filed into the vault one of the attendant servants held up a torch
revealing that they were in a wi ndow ess chanber al nobst as |arge as the great hall above.

There was a faint perception of magic in the air, and for a nonent Zoltan thought that the dozen
or so fully clothed people who were lying stretched out on the tables that alnost filled the room
were all sleeping sone enchanted slunber but only for a nonent. Then he realized that all of them
wer e dead.

Arrayed before the visitors, with sone effort at neat arrangenent, were el even corpses Zoltan
qui ckly took an exact count. If this was a collection of conbat casualties, it fit the usua
pattern in that young nmales were in the majority. Al the dead were fully clothed adults, all of
themlaid out on tables, or, in sone cases, biers inprovised fromsnaller furniture, chests, and
chairs.

A faintly sweetish aroma hung in the air, along with the inpression of sinple nagic in operation.
Zol tan, who was no nmmgi ci an but who had seen nore magic in his young life than nany peopl e ever
saw, suspected strongly that sonme preservative spell was in action here, and al so that the spel
was neither very well designed nor very well cast. These bodies were going to have to be buried
soon, or otherw se permanently di sposed of.

Judgi ng by the expression on Lady Yanbu's face, and the sidelong | ook she cast at Gesner, she
evidently shared Zoltan's thoughts. He supposed the wobbly preservative spell was the work of
Gesner, who did not exactly give forth an aura of conpetence.

Violet, Bonar's younger sister, had begun sobbing quietly as soon as she entered the room of
death. Wth dull brown hair and a thin body, Violet was plainer than Rose, and al so had a fiercer
| ook.

"What happened?" Lady Yanmbu asked, turning fromthe bodies to stare curiously at the young chi ef
of the clan.

"W fought." Bonar gestured hel plessly at the carnage before him "It was about a nonth ago."
"Fought whon?? Only anpbng yoursel ves?”

"Of course not." The youth's cheeks reddened and suddenly he | ooked sullenly angry. "Against the
dammed Senones. The clan of scoundrels across the river. Qur ancient enemes."

The | ady | ooked at the crowded tables. "Wuld it be fair to say that your enemies won that fight?"
"l think not." Nowthe lad' s pride was stung. "W killed as many of them as they of us."

"And where did this fight take place?" asked Zoltan, wal ki ng now between the rows of tables,

| ooking at first one and then another of the bodies. As he inspected the dead nore methodically he
realized that each of them had been slain by a single thrust, through the torso, from sone broad-
bl aded weapon. No ot her wounds of any kind were in evidence on any of the bodies.
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Vi ol et spoke up suddenly. "It happened here, in our house. And also in the stronghold of those
scum across the river."

Yanmbu turned to her. "Here and there? | don't quite-?"

"Have you ever heard of the magi cal weapon called Farslayer, or the Sword of Vengeance?" Bonar's
question cane out in a bitter nonotone, between clenched teeth.

Zoltan had to make an effort to keep hinmself fromflashing Yanbu a sudden, al nost triunphant | ook
of understanding. But he kept his eyes on Bonar. "Yes," he said. "I have heard of it."

"CGood. Then you will understand. Qur two clans, neither leaving its own stronghold, fought the
whol e battle with that single weapon." Bonar's gesture was an aborted nmovenent of one hand,
directed toward the tables and their burdens. "My own father |lies here, and two of ny uncles. And-
" For a nonent it seened that the new chief of the Malolo clan night be about to break down and
weep.

Rose, who was now bearing up better than before, took over the job of adding details. She rel ated
in a nuddl ed way how, a nonth ago, the people of this clan and those across the river, each at the
time locked into their own fortress, had engaged at long range in an hour or nore of terrible

sl aught er.

Zol tan nodded. "There's no doubt about it being Farslayer, then. O course. And you just kept
casting it back and forth ..."

"Yes," said Bonar. "Yes. |I'll see themall dead yet."
"And where is the Sword now?" the Lady Yanbu asked.

"W don't know," said Violet. "W haven't seen it since that night. For a while we thought that
our cousin Cosnmo had taken it to the eneny. But nany days have passed now, al nost a nonth, and no
nmore of us has been struck down."

There was a silence in the room Everyone was | ooking thoughtfully at the bodies.

"Well, if your enenmies have the Sword, they are hesitating to use it," Yanbu agreed at last. "But
where did it come fromon that night of slaughter? Did the eneny have it first, or you?"

None of the househol d's survivors could offer a certain explanation of how the fight had started.
But when the Sword struck its first victimin this house, a nunber of people had been on hand who
coul d recogni ze the magi cal weapon for what it was, and explain its dreadfully sinple use to the
others. Al npbst imediately everyone had known how to use it to strike back at the eneny.

"You hold it so," Rose was explaining, her two delicate wists crossed in front of her, snal
white fingers clenched on an imaginary hilt. "Then you spin around in a kind of dance" And her
feet stepped daintily in dainty shoes, performng a denonstration. "Maybe the dance isn't even
necessary, but nost did it that way. Sone of the people chanted before they threw the Sword: ' For
thy heart, for thy heart. ..' and they would nane a nane soneone on the Senones side, you see.

"My father and brothers knew all their nanes over there, they knew just who they wanted to kil
the nost. And then, when you have chanted and spun the Sword, you just let go.”

The dainty dance came to an unsteady halt. The small white fingers opened, at the end of the
extended wists.

"And then the Sword would leap fromthe thrower's hands, and vanish. Each tine | sawit go, it
made a splash of color in the air, as pretty as a rainbow. And an ugly little howing sound, |ike
a hurt cat.

"And then, sonetinmes sooner, sonetinmes later, it would always cone back the sane way. Over there,
they knew all of our names, too."

Rose sat down suddenly, rocking gently on a bench, and covered her eyes with her small white
hands.
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Vi ol et and Bonar each had a few randomdetails of that night's battle to add. So the bl oody
exchange of death at |ong range had gone on, and | ong before norning nost of the famly on each
si de were dead.

Zol tan took anot her wal k anong the tables, |ooking and thinking. This corpse must be the
survivors' father, and these two there was a famly resenbl ance their dead brothers. The great
majority of the dead in this vaulted roomwere nmen. But not all. Evidently there had been nore
than one woman living in this manor who had made herself deeply hated across the water

One, at least, of the trestled bodies was wearing a heavy steel breastplate. Probably this was the
previous clan chief had he been the first to fall that night, had he put this arnor on as a
decoration? If the object had been protection, the armor had done himno good, for just over his
heart a broad-bl aded weapon had punched through as if the steel were so much paper

Zoltan, still wal king thoughtfully anong the tables, gently touched a dead arm chosen randomy. It
was as stiff" as wood. Gesner, now noving quietly at his side, informed himthat these bodi es had
been here on these tables since the norning after the slaughter. Ever since then, the surviving
fam |y menbers, all hal f-denmented, had been trying to think of a way to conduct a secret burial or
at least a nass crenmation, without giving away the extent of the clan's |oss.

"We'd need help to bury or bumthemall, you see. And then outsiders would be certain to find out
how many were dead."

"The Lady Yanbu and | are outsiders."
"We nmust begin to do sonething. Better to trust conplete outsiders |ike yourselves than-"
A servant chose that nonent to enter the vault, bringing a private nessage for Bonar.

Bonar, after the nman had whispered in his ear, turned to his sisters. "The nercenaries are at the
back door. Two of them anyway, Koszalin and his sergeant."

Chapter SIX

YAMBU asked: "Mercenaries?" Violet spoke up. "Fourteen or fifteen men and their conmander, whom
we' ve had in our pay since before the slaughter. They're canped in the woods nearby, and |I'm sure
they know by now that we've been seriously weakened. W' ve been refusing to talk to them If those
bl ackguards ever find out exactly how nuch the clan has been reduced, they'll turn on us and rob
us. Then the damed Senones will attack."

"It seens to ne," said Zoltan, "that if you and the Senones exchanged bl ow for blow with
Farsl ayer, as you say, then your enenmi es can hardly be in any better shape than you are. They'|
have trouble carrying out an attack."

Violet glowered. "They were a larger famly than us to begin with."

Yanbu i ndi cated the bodies. "Did | understand you to say that none of these is the man Cosnpb, who
you say began the fight?"

The surviving fam|ly were uniformy scornful. Bonar said: "No, that coward is not here. \Wen it
shoul d have been his turn to use the Sword, he seized it, pulled it out of a dead ki nsman's body,
and ran out of the house. He nobunted a ridi ng-beast and was gone before we realized what was
happeni ng. "

Tal k of Cosnmp ended when another one of the old retainers cane into the vaulted roomto report
fearfully that the two nercenaries at the rear door of the house were grow ng inpatient, demandi ng
to be admitted to present their demands.

Rose was fearful. "Demands? That's new. Wat demands will they have now?"

"l suppose you ought to ask them" said Yanbu. Then she volunteered: "If you like, | will speak to
them | have handled a few rebellious soldiers inny tine."
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The of fer was accepted by default; at |east none of the famly spoke up to reject it out of hand,
and none appeared really ready to assunme | eadership of their own cause. So, with Zoltan at her
side, and guided by a servant, the former queen proceeded through the kitchen to deal with the
mercenaries. Lady Yanbu took her tine about getting to the door, while Bonar brought her up to
date on the clan's relationship with their hired soldiers.

"You said there were fourteen or fifteen of them Are you sure that nunber's accurate?" Yanbu
asked him

The siblings conferred briefly anmong thensel ves. "Can't be nore than a dozen," Bonar reported.

"Too many for us to overawe, | suppose. Then let us buy themoff with gold, for the tinme being at
| east," Yanbu suggested. "I suppose you do have sone nodest stock of gold avail abl e?"

"Gol d?" Violet |ooked al nbst shocked. "Hardly."

"But there are pearls." This came from Rose in a fearful whisper.

"Do you nean freshwater pearls?" asked Zoltan. "Not worth rmuch, are they?"

"These are." Violet expressed a certain indignation. "Of high quality indeed."

The other fanmily nenbers, after sone hesitation, admitted that a few good-quality pearls were
avai | abl e.

Urged on by a savage pounding on the door, they at |last produced a small handful of pale rounded
gens, whi ch Yanbu pronounced nore than sufficient to buy off a dozen rascals. Shaking her head,
she thrust nost of the gens back into Bonar's unsteady hands. "To offer themtoo much at this
stage woul d be worse than to give themtoo little. Now, Zoltan, attend ne. Stand here, and | et
them see that you are arned and ready!"

When CGesner unbarred and opened the door at last, the two men outside started to push their way
into the house. But then they halted on the threshold. The appearance in the kitchen of an
unexpected stranger, arnmed and resolute, and of an unknown | ady of queenly bearing, was enough to
del ay them nonentarily. And that nonent was | ong enough for the Lady Yanbu's conmandi ng presence
to take over. In a firmvoice she demanded to know just who these intruders thought they were and
what they thought they wanted.

"Captain Koszalin, ma'am |I'min charge of the defenses here. This is Shotoku, first sergeant in
nmy conpany."

"Are you indeed? Those defenses seemsingularly ineffective, not to say inoperative. My party was
not chal | enged approaching the house, and | daresay that if we had been a full conmpany bent on an
attack, the result would have been the sane. Were | your commandi ng officer, you'd be in trouble."

Zoltan grinned inwardly, in admration of the way Yanbu had managed to suggest the presence of an
arned escort besides hinself.

Koszalin was not a |arge nman, but gave the inpression of fierce energy, now under tight control
He and the nmassive Sergeant Shot oku, who stood stoically behind him both wore scraps of arnor and
dirty green scarves, evidently as a kind of conpany insignia.

Under pointed questioning by Lady Yanbu, Koszalin claimed to have twenty nmen at his command. He
had come poundi ng on the door, he said, to collect the gold that was due himin back pay. But
after a brief hesitation he accepted four snmall pearls, and then withdrew with his sergeant.

"He'll need a conference with his nen now, | suppose,” said Yanbu when the door was cl osed. "Very

unreliable troops, in nmy judgnent. Doubtless the two of themw Il now hold a conference with their
men on how best to enjoy their sudden wealth. Fromour point of viewit will be best if they go to
the nearest large town to spend it how far is that?"

"A good day's journey," said Rose, thoughtfully.

Wthin a few mnutes after the two mercenaries had left the house, a servant |ooking froman
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upstairs w ndow reported that eight or ten of the ruffians, all heavily arned and noving on foot,
could be seen at the bottomof the hill. They appeared to be goi ng upon their way.

For a minute or two the nenbers of the famly were loud in their rejoicing. But the celebration
was brief. First Bonar and then Violet began to voice their nisgivings that the nercenaries would
be likely to come back, as soon as they had spent the pearls.

Yanmbu nodded. "But in the neantine we can expect to enjoy a respite of about three days that
shoul d give us the time we need to decide upon our next nove."

When the servant on | ookout reported that the irregular soldiers were now conpletely out of sight,
the brother and two sisters nore volubly expressed their gratitude to Yanbu and Zoltan

Meanwhi l e the party was drifting back into the great hall. There, sone of the few active servants
remai ning in the household were called upon to begin a belated cl eanup, and provide sonething in
the way of hospitality for the honored guests.

But the survivors of the Clan Malolo and their visitors had not been seated long at the table
before Bonar, unable to relax for any length of time, began to have doubts as to whether they
m ght need the nercenaries after all, and before the three days were up. The dammed Senones, he
felt sure, were alnost certain to nount a fresh attack by then

Yanbu spoke sharply to the young chief. Wuld he prefer that she and her conpani on noved on at
once?

No, all three famly menbers protested hastily. On that point all three siblings and Gesner were
in agreenent.

Thinking it would be hard to find a nore propitious nonent, Zoltan decided the time had come to
I et his hosts know the real reason he had cone calling on them

He cleared his throat and addressed the chief. "I wish to speak to you on a matter of sone
i mportance. To you in particular, Chief Bonar." Zoltan avoided the eyes of Lady Yanbu, though he
could see that her face was turned toward him

"Of course, friend Zoltan," said Bonar in mld surprise. "What is the matter of inportance?"
"It's about a mermaid."

Bonar blinked. There was a silence in the room Lady Yanbu, when Zoltan glanced her way at | ast,
| ooked as if she were ready to tell him/ told you so.

The clan chief cleared his throat. "Wl l, of course, if you wish to have a nernaid, friend Zoltan
we will do what we can to get one for you." Bonar sounded dubious. "Usually only entertainers and
magi ci ans find those creatures of much interest.”

"I don't think you understand yet, Chief Bonar. | do want to talk about a mernmaid, and the subject
will not keep indefinitely. It is a particular nmermaid that | wish to talk about. Black Pearl is
her name."

The faces of the family nenbers and Gesner grew even bl anker than before, with i nconprehensi on and
vague anxiety. It was obvious that the name of Bl ack Pearl meant nothing to anyone in the
househol d. But before Zoltan could press his hosts on the topic, a renewed argunent had broken out
anong them on the subject of the mercenaries.

He could see that it was going to be difficult to get themto think seriously on the subject of
nmer mai ds.

Turni ng back to face the sharp | ook Yanmbu continued to |level at him Zoltan sighed, and nodded his
acqui escence. Any discussion of Black Pearl was going to have to wait.

D nner began to arrive, pieceneal. And while the group was still at the table, Rose nentioned the
subj ect of nmermai ds in passing once again. She thought vaguely that Cousin Cosnpb, who had been the
only current menber of the clan nuch interested in magical research, had once tried to do
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sonething to counteract the evil spell that kept the poor fishgirls in their bondage. But al
agreed with Rose that Cosnmo had got nowhere in his efforts. There were just as many nermaids in
the river as ever or there seened to be. No one was actually counting them of course.

G adually the remants of the neal were cleared away, and wi necups were refilled. As desultory
efforts to clean up the room continued around them talk anong the surviving fanily nenbers
turned, as it was wont to do again and again, to that dammed cowardly rel ative of theirs, Cosno.
Bonar and Violet were particularly incensed. That scoundrel Cosnpb, instead of retaliating like a
man when he'd finally had the chance to do so on the N ght of Death, had stolen the Sword and run
away with it Iike a coward.

"He ran away?" asked Yanbu. "Were?"
"W don't know "

Toward the end of that terrible night, Bonar, having becone clan chief by default, and pressed by
the other survivors to do sonething, had sent a search party of nercenaries after Cosno. At the
time the only conceivabl e explanation of his cousin's behavior was that Cosnp had defected to the
eneny. But the searchers had cone back enpty-handed, reporting failure to find any trace of Cosnp
along the lake or river. And in the |long days since then nothing had happened to confirmthe
supposed defecti on.

"I wonder if the mercenaries killed him | wonder if they have the Sword now, " said Rose, and
shudder ed.

"I'f any of those men had conme into possession of the Sword," Lady Yanmbu sniffed, "they woul d have
begun to kill each other over it by now Wichever of them survived with such a treasure would
take it to a city to sell. W wouldn't have seen two of them begging at your back door today."

"No," said Violet. "The Senones nust have it. But they're waiting for sonething before they strike
again."

"Wai ting for what?" asked Yambu. There was no answer.

Zoltan thought to himself that there had evidently been no nore active feuding of any kind since
that terrible night, unless you counted the aborted attack on the fishing village. But despite
that fact, the people in this stronghold were naintaining at a high level their fears that a
form dable force of their enem es nust still exist, and that an attack by that force nust be

i rpendi ng at any nonent.

Rose had now begun to explain how she, her brother and sister, and Gesner, had been staying in
each ot her's conpany al nost continuously, day and night, ever since the nmassacre. If at any nonent
the Sword should claima new victimfromanong them someone would be on hand i mediately to exact
revenge.

Li stening to the hatred and determ nation in her youthful voice, Zoltan wondered if he ought to
try to argue her and her siblings into a different franme of nind. But he decided to concentrate on
his own problens, at l[east for now

W necups were refilled again, and presently it began to look as if Bonar at |east might be on the
way to serious drunkenness. Yanbu and Zoltan sipped noderately fromtheir cups the vintage was
passabl e and Bonar's two sisters drank even less than their visitors. Meanwhile Gesner, seated at
the far end of a table by hinself, clutched a forgotten flagon and stared at nothing, while the
servitors, still looking frightened by the presence of the visitors and the authority of Yanbu,
continued working on their belated job of cleanup

Windering if the wine could be enlisted as his ally, Zoltan nmade one nore attenpt to bring up the
subject of nmermaids with the chief. But at his first words, Bonar gave hima single, scornful
drunken | ook that said: Mernaids again? Forget it. W have nore inportant things than that to
worry about.

Zol tan sighed, and once nore abandoned his efforts. But he had already decided that if the
survivors of the Malolo clan wanted his continued help, and that of the Lady Yanbu, they would
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eventual ly have to help himin turn.

Yanbu, drawi ng her young conpani on asi de when the opportunity arose, cautioned hi magai n agai nst
i mpatience. "If you want the active help of these people for your Black Pearl, there is no point
inirritating themunnecessarily on the subject. Also it may be better not to let them see how

i mportant she is to you."

Wth that, Zoltan had to agree.

Perversely, just after this private exchange, Bonar raised the subject of mermaids yet again
hinself. After he had ranbled on about it for a while, spilling and drinking his w ne neanwhile,
all of the nmenbers of the household were firmy under the inpression that Zoltan wanted to rent a
mermai d for some magi cal stunt or entertai nment somewhere.

Zol tan suppressed his angry reaction to this idea. Qutwardly he decided to go along with it,
hopi ng such a plan would offer some way to get Black Pearl away. If he could not present hinself
convincingly to these hal f-mad peopl e as a magician, maybe they woul d take him seriously as the
proprietor of a traveling show

O course, Zoltan neditated, even if he were able to take Black Pearl away from here, she woul d
still be a nmermaid. So sinply to take her away woul d be of doubtful help. If he brought her back
to Tasavalta, would A d Karel or some other wizard be able to cure her?

Zol tan had no idea.

Now Bonar, who should have fallen asleep or gotten sick sone tine ago, was instead working hinself
up to a drunken effort at diplonmacy. He made a formal offer of alliance to Lady Yanbu.

She responded vaguely and diplomatically. Very diplomatically, Zoltan thought, considering the
chief's condition

Gradual | y the day had passed, and sunset was now i nm nent. Zoltan wal ked out by hinself to scout

t he grounds before darkness fell. Wen he returned to the house, he found Bonar at |ast snoring
with his head down on the table. Violet, the nore diplomatic and practical sister, issued a formnal
invitation to the two visitors to stay indefinitely. Then Yanmbu and Zoltan were assi gned sl eeping
roons upstairs since last nonth there were plenty of roons available and a dour servant to wait
upon t hem

As they were on their way upstairs to bed, Zoltan whispered privately to Yanbu: "If only there
were some trustworthy and hal fway conpetent nagician avail able, closer than Tasavalta!"

The I ady only shook her head. Both of them knew there wasn't a w zard avail able that either of
them woul d want to trust, not just now Certainly not Gesner. It appeared that for the tine being
any direct attenpt to help Black Pearl by nmeans of countermagi c would have to wait.

Zoltan | ooked forward to his clandestine neeting, scheduled for this very mdnight, with Black
Pearl .

Chapt er SEVEN

AT nightfall on that same day, just after Zoltan had finished his reconnai ssance of the Mlolo
grounds, the man who had called hinself Chilperic was naking his lonely canp in a small clearing
on the wooded north bank of the Tungri. Shortly before sunset Chilperic had crossed the river from
south to north, making use of a rope suspension bridge that for some years had spanned the | ower
end of the gorge. The bridge spanned the river just above the deep pool in which the Tungri at

| ast ceased its deadly plunging, its white self-laceration upon rocks, and w dened out again into
a calmflow

Despite the feud so Chil peric had been inforned by a chance net peasant the bridge had renained in
pl ace for many years. Menbers of both feuding clans sonetimes found it advantageous to have the
means of a dry crossing, and so except on rare occasions both sides were willing to let the span
of ropes hang there unnol ested, though often they posted sentries to warn of an eneny crossing in
force. Today there had not been a sentry in sight at either end.
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Chi l peric had been reasonably cautious in choosing a site in deep woods where his little canp
woul d not readily be seen. Wth practiced and efficient novenents, he erected a snmall shelter tent
of magically thin, strong fabric in an inconspicuous place. He also took care to keep his fire
smal | . The one visitor that he was nore or |ess expecting would need no help in locating his

bi vouac. Meanwhile Chilperic's nmount, also an experienced canpai gner, noved about on its hobble
calmMy, foraging as best it could upon the new spring grow h.

The man's face, as he went about the routine chores of making hinself confortable in the woods,
was set in a thoughtfully attentive expression. He | ooked |like a man who was waiting to receive
some special signal, but uncertain of at just what nonent or even in what formthe signal m ght
cone to him

And then Chilperic paused in the act of gathering firewod; a frown cane over his face and he
stared at nothing. The signal he had both feared and anticipated had arrived at |ast.

The first indication of his visitor's approach was neither a visual appearance nor a sound. Rather
an aura of sickness began to grow in the very atnosphere Chil peric breathed, and a special gl oom
whi ch had nothing to do with clouds or sunset, seened to fall over the earth around him Very

qui ckly he al so began to experience a sensation of unnatural cold. H's riding-beast, hardened as
it was to these natters, ceased to browse and stood still and silent, quivering lightly. The cries
of animals in the surrounding forest changed, and presently fell silent. Even the insects quieted.

No nore than a few mnutes passed fromthe first manifestation of the denon until the creature
made its presence known in a nore |localized and i nmedi ate way. But sonmehow to the nman, shivering
involuntarily, the interval seenmed considerably | onger

The full manifestation, as he knew well, was apt to vary substantially fromone occasion to the
next. On this occasion there was not very much at all in the way of an optical appearance. There
was only a cloudiness that m ght under ordinary circunstances have been taken for a tenporary
blurring of vision, alittle water in the eyes. And sinultaneously with the cloudi ness there cane
a strange unearthly snell and a slight sensation that the world was tilting. Had there been any

I ingering doubts about the nature of the presence thus establishing itself, those doubts would
have been dispelled by what cane next, a rain of filth falling out of nowhere into the |ight of
the man's small fire, and into the pan of food that he had begun to prepare beside the fire.

Chil peric's expression did not change as he picked up the pan and with a snap of his wist threw
the polluted contents into the woods behind him

"So you have cone, Rabisu," he said quietly. He spoke to the ghastly thing w thout the |east
surprise, addressing it with the reluctant firmess of a man who wants to avert both his eyes and
his thoughts from sonet hing horrible, even though he knows the confrontation will be even nore
difficult and dangerous if he fails to neet it directly and unflinchingly.

And now at | ast he heard the denpn's voice. It sounded nmore in the nind of Chilperic than in his
ears, and it cane in the formof a noise that rem nded the nman of the chittering of insects, and
al so of the tearing of live flesh. Still, the words which nodul ated this noise were cl ear enough
"1 have conme to learn what you have to report to the nmaster.”

"I want you to tell our nmaster this." As he spoke, Chilperic sat down on a |og beside his fire,
put his head down, let his eyes close, and rubbed his tenples. He spoke in a tired voice. "Tel
himall indications are that the Sword he seeks is still somewhere in this area, between the
Second and Third Cataracts and near the river Tungri. But whether it will be found north or south
of the river | know not."

The insect chittering took on an om nous overtone. "There is nothing newin this report.”

The man who sat by the fire frowned at the enpty pan he was still holding in his right hand. Then
he put it in the fire, concave side down, to cleanse it. He retained his calm He said: "I am
aware of that. The situation still holds. And tell himthat the fight between the two contending

clans, using Farslayer, did indeed take place just as sone of his powers reported to him Since ny
own |ast report | have visited the stronghold of the Malolo clan and nade sure of that."
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"A smal |l acconplishment. And you have not visited the clan of the Senones?"
"I amon ny way there now. | intend to talk with the |leaders of that clan tonorrow "

"But the Sword is still missing," said the denpon, as if that were the npbst reasonable remark in
the world to make, meking a point that the man m ght never have thought of for hinself.

"I amaware that the Sword is missing." The man with an effort retained his patience. Suddenly he
| ooked up fromthe fire, into the heart of the nearby aerial disturbance, as if to denonstrate
that he was not afraid to do so. "That is why | amhere.”

"The Dark Master requires that you shall find the nmissing Sword for him" Again, the voice of the
visitor seenmed to inply that the human needed instruction on this point.

"I amaware of that, too." Fear and anger contending in him the nan still managed to contro
himsel f. "The fact that the Sword of Vengeance is missing is not ny fault."

"Yet the Dark Master will require it fromyou." There was no doubt about it now. The power
hovering over the fire, polluting the darkness anong the trees, was seeking to goad Chilperic, to
provoke himto some uncontrolled response. After a time its unreal sounding voice began to repeat
mechani cally: "Yet the Dark Master-"

"Enough!" Chil peric stood up suddenly.

"You claimthe right to give ne a comand?" The questioner sounded pleased at the idea.

"I do claimthat right." The man drew in a deep breath, then went on in a firmvoice. "If one of
us two nust be subordinate to the other, then know that the lowy one will not be ne. | carry with
me a certain thing that I would have preferred not to showto you. But I will show it now that
you may know | am not subject to your terrors."

And in his right hand the man suddenly held up a snall object, a thing he had just drawn out from
under his belt. It looked like a thin, folded wallet of peculiar |eather, grayish and wi nkl ed.

He said: "Observe it closely. | have been entrusted with this by the Dark Master hinself. | think
you have seen it before. \Whether you have seen it or not, you must know that it contains your
life. If I were to hurl this little package into ny fire now, or even hold it cl ose above the
flames-"

"I was but jesting, Master, when | challenged you." And the voice of the denon was suddenly cl ear
and silvery, a joy to hear. "Surely you know that. Can you not tell when one of nmy poor kind is
j esting?"

"Aye, | think |I can tell that. Rabisu, | did not want you to know that | held your life, for
suspected the know edge mi ght provoke you to nore dangerous and subtle tricks than these you have
pl ayed for nere annoyance." Chil peric kicked his pan out of the fire.

"I, Master? To attenpt to play dangerous and subtle tricks with one of your experience and w sdon®
Not |, Master, never I. If-"

"Enough. Understand, evil babbler, that | keep this small pouch that holds your life close by ne
at all tines. If you contenplate any serious action against me, | will knowit, whether | am awake
or asleep. That is part of the power of control our master has bestowed upon nme. | will know in
time to get out nmy knife and begin to carve-"

"Enough, Geat Master! Mre than enough! Fromthis nonent forward | am your hunble servant."

"I rejoice to hear it." The man sounded far from convinced. "But |eave ne now Do not cone to ne
again until | sunmmon you, or the Dark Master sends you with a nessage."

"l hear and obey." But before the denon vanished, it caused a plate of delicious |ooking and
aromatic food to appear sitting on a flat rock beside the fire, just where the other food had
been.
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The man picked up the offering and sniffed at it briefly. The dish was, or appeared to be, of fine
porcel ain. The food upon it snelled delicious. But in the next noment he threw plate and al
behind himinto the woods.

Then patiently, squatting beside the fire, he once again began to prepare his evening neal.

The next norning Chilperic was up at dawn, busy wi th breaking canp. Once that routine chore was
acconpl i shed, he mounted his riding-beast and noved on to the stronghold of the Sonones clan. This
he had no difficulty in finding; it was a large ranbling house which stood conspi cuously upon a
hill only a few kilonmeters away from where he had spent the night.

At the edge of the clearing surrounding this rural stronghold the traveler stopped briefly to
survey the layout before him Guards were in evidence, and in a few noments Chilperic had deci ded
that these were not mercenaries, |like the ones he'd encountered at the Ml ol o manor across the
river. These | ooked nore |ike conscripted |locals: too poor and ineffective to be nercenari es.

They were al so too nervous in their behavior, too close to the edge of fear, when there was no
obvi ous danger in sight. Two of them gripping their weapons spasnodically, challenged Chilperic
as he rode slowy forward. Obviously the men were inpressed by his clothing, his weapons, and his
mount, all of which were of the highest quality. But still, to get themto do what he required, he
was required to display sone patience, firnmmess, and a certain degree of courage.

Eventually Chilperic was able to talk hinself past the outer defenders of the fortified manor, by
claimng to be a friend of two of the famly nenbers. Both of these people were, as Chil peric was
secretly aware, very recently deceased. He of course pretended to great surprise and horror when
the guards informed himthat his friends were dead.

He managed also to drop a hint or two establishing hinself as a bitter eneny of the Ml ol o.

Soon the officer of the local guards, finding hinmself outtal ked and outthought, and not know ng
what el se to do, conducted this inpressive visitor up to the main house. Once adnmitted there,
Chil peric was soon able to confer with the new Tyrant of the Senones, a very young man namned

Hi ssarlik, who had taken over as head of the clan followi ng the great slaughter

Naturally Chilperic pretended to be greatly surprised and di smayed when he heard from Hi ssarlik of
the carnage inflicted upon his friends and others of this household, scarcely a month ago, by the
terrible Sword of Vengeance.

The two nmen sat talking in the nmain hall, on the ground floor of the manor. Two or three other
surviving nenbers of the Senones family were gathering around nowto listen to the visitor, and
| ook hi mover, and eval uate what he had to say.

One of the survivors present was a vengeful -soundi ng youth named Anselm Hissarlik's cousin.
Ansel ms face tended to twitch, and he linped badly. Chilperic gathered the youth had been
crippled in sonme atrocity perforned by a Malol o gang several years ago.

Ansel mMs sister or cousin Chilperic was not sure at first a young |ady named Alicia, made an
appear ance al so.

"A dozen dead on that night," Alicia proclained. "And our aunt Megara still has not recovered her
wits, a nmonth later." Her eyes glittered venonobusly. "W owe a huge debt to those Malolo sline,
and we nean to pay it."

"Your aunt Megara?" Chilperic nmurnmured synpathetically.

"Mne, too," said H ssarlik. "She saw her father he was the clan chief struck down before her

eyes."
"Ch, | see. Terrible, terrible.”" And Chilperic, |ooking appropriately grim gave his head a shake.

Hi ssarlik, the nonminal |eader of this inmature and yet dangerous | ooking crew, seermed to have a
few years to go before turning twenty, but still he gave a first inpression of inward maturity.
Only after Chilperic had talked with himfor a while did he begin to suspect why this young man
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had been so far down the structure of |eadership and responsibility as to be still surviving after
that great exchange of Sword blows. This young fellow tal ked so boldly yet vaguely about the feats
of arns for which he was responsi bl e bragging about a raid he'd ordered two nights ago against a
Mal ol 0o fishing village that Chilperic suspected that the problem or one of the problens, m ght
wel | be cowardice

Ref reshments were brought in after a while, and the talk went on. Chilperic, when he thought the
proper nonent had arrived, and w thout dropping his pretense of being an old friend of sone
deceased nenbers of the famly, reveal ed hinself as an agent of the macrow zard Wod. He expected
that these people, or at least their best surviving magician, would have heard of Wod, and he was
not wrong.

That claim as he had expected, sonewhat perturbed and perhaps frightened his new acquai ntances.
Chil peric was ready to offer some kind of denmonstration to back up his words. He reached inside
his coat to touch the |l eather wallet at his belt; he was just nagician enough hinself to be able
to detect the powerful denonic life that throbbed so vul nerably within.

As soon as he saw that Hissarlik was groping for sonme way of expressing polite doubt about his
relationship with the famous Wod, Chilperic once nore touched gl ossy but wrinkled | eather
Muttering a few words he'd had fromthe Ancient One hinself, he called up the denon.

This tinme the manifestation was nuch quicker, and distinctly visual. Wile the owners of the house
shrank back, the denon appeared in their great hall in afternoon sunlight, blocking out sone of
the bright beans that came slanting in through the high w ndows. Rabisu, taking the imge of a
gigantic though transparent warrior a denon could |look |ike alnost anything it chose acquitted

hi msel f i npressively, offering a denonstrati on of obedi ent power that woul d have gl addened the
heart of any nmgician-master. He bent a steel bar into a | oop, and caught a rat sonewhere inside
the wainscotting, and turned the little creature inside out, at the sane tine sucking it dry of
life and blood, so deftly that there was hardly any ness.

It was about an hour after this denonstration when Chilperic, feeling that he had now establi shed
hinself with the Senones | eadership, decided to strike while the iron was hot, and began asking
i mportant questions.

Anselm in response to a direct query, told himthat the |ast person to be struck down by
Farsl ayer on that night a nonth ago nust have been sone Malolo youth. Cosnp's nane did not come up
here directly.

Hissarlik, Alicia, and Ansel meach laid claimto having killed one of the Malolo on that night,
but they could not agree exactly on each other's clains. Chilperic soon |ost interest in the
details, and managed to switch the conversation.

An hour after that, Chilperic and his hosts were hal fway through a banquet celebrating their new
al l'i ance.

Chilperic had seen to it that their talk never strayed far fromthe Sword for very | ong. Chew ng
thoughtfully on a tough piece of fow, he remarked: "And it never came back into this house
again."

"No." Anselm hissed a sigh of exasperation. "It appears that our enenmies still have it."
Hi s sister nurnured tensely: "They're trying to break our nerves. Wll, we won't break."

Their cousin Hissarlik, seated at the head of the table, shook his head slowy. "I think they nmay
not have it after all. Their last man to be struck down nmay have been away fromthe others when it
happened. It's possible that they just have never found him or the weapon, either."

"Where el se woul d he have been?" Alicia challenged himat once. "W searched the islands. W
searched all over our side of the river, and they would have searched on theirs."

The chief could only shake his head. And Chilperic had no intention of enlightening his hosts at
t he nmonent.
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The story Chilperic had heard in the Mal ol o stronghold was of course not about their last man to
be struck down, but rather about the misfit Cosnmpb. Cosno Mal ol o, the nysterious one in that

famly, msfit and | eading nmagician as well. Cosnpb, who on that night of terror had sinply grabbed
up the Sword and ridden off with it, effectively putting an end to the cycle of revenge. It
appeared that no one, except the hermt whom Chil peric had stopped to question, had seen Cosnp

si nce that night.

Chi |l peri c wondered now whet her he shoul d have questioned the hernmit further

In any event, it would seemthat Cosnp had not been a sinple defector, bound for enemny
headquarters. O, if so, he had never reached it. It would not have been reasonable for Cosnmp to
stop at the hermit's at all if he intended to go no farther than the Senones nmanor. But then
everyone agreed the weather on the night of the nassacre had been terrible, the mountain trails
deadl y dangerous, and that m ght have been a factor in his whereabouts.

Chil peric was increasingly sure that the Sword had not been carried here by Cosnpb, and that none
of these frightened but still bitterly determi ned Senones fanatics had made any systematic attenpt
to locate Farslayer since that horrible night of slaughter. The shock had perhaps di sabl ed t hem
nore severely than was at first apparent.

The nore Chilperic talked to these people, the nore their situation appeared to resenbl e that
obt ai ni ng anong the Malolo on the other side of the river. But of course Chilperic was not going
to offer that coment al oud.

"But where is the Sword now?" young Hissarlik asked him plaintively and suddenly. It sounded
al nrost as if the question were now occurring to himfor the first time, or perhaps it was that he
now felt for the first tine that there was some point in asking it.

"That question," responded Chilperic with slow enphasis, "is also of great interest to ny master
Wod. "

"I see," said Hissarlik after a pause, not really sounding as if he saw. "But | was just thinking,
suppose . . . suppose that one of those poor peasants or fishernen over on the other side of the
river should happen to cone across this |ost Sword. Wat would soneone like that be likely to do
with such a weapon?"

Ansel mtried for once to be reassuring. "The peasants? People |ike that woul dn't know what to do
with such a thing, cousin. Take nmy word, they'd be too frightened to do anything."

"But just suppose ..

Chil peric, taking every opportunity to establish hinself as a useful friend, concealed his
contempt for this lack of fortitude and also did his best to be conforting. "Wy, sire, there are
every bit as many old ennmities in villages as in castles. Farslayer would be used again, and soon,
depend upon it. And then any nmagician worth his salt assuming of course that he was alert and

| ooking for the Sword should be able to tell that it had been used again. Once that happened we'd
be well on our way to getting our hands on it."

The Tyrant cast a | ook, eloquent of hopel essness, toward his two surviving relatives, neither of
whom had any magical ability at all, if Chilperic was any judge. Chilperic had al ready been told
in further detail how the npbst conpetent nagician in the clan, Hissarlik's Aunt Megara, had been
paral yzed, thrown into a trance on the night of terror, and her first replacenent had been anong
those slain by the Sword. That junior sorcerer, according to Hissarlik's description of events,
had just finished casting a spell intended to stop the Sword nonents before it struck hi m down.
There had been no indication that the magician's efforts had sl owed his own doomin the slightest.

"But your nobst conpetent nagician this sorceress, your aunt was thrown into a trance, you say? Not
killed?"

"Yes. Qur aunt Megara," said Hissarlik with dignity. "She's been confined to her roomever since
She still exists alnbst as in a trance, scarcely able to talk or nove about."

"Mght | see her?" asked Chilperic, in his very nost hel pful and friendly voice. "I am of course
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no healer. But | have been present once or twice at simlar cases, and

By now Chil peric had been accepted as an old friend of the fanmily. Its three surviving nenbers now
conducted himupstairs. On the second floor they entered a room hal f-choked with incense. No doubt
these fumes were sonehow intended to be nagically helpful, but if the air was always like this

Chil peric was not surprised that the occupant of the room had remmi ned practically conatose.

A worman lay in the single bed, between white sheets, being watched over by a faithful maid.

Chil peric was surprised at first glance by the patient's obvious youth. Her face was drawn and
pal e, but certainly not lined. It was not unconmon, of course, for a sorceress of skill to appear
much younger than she really was. But such cheating of the calendar tended to fail in such a
col l apse as this.

The wonman in the bed ignored her visitor, though at intervals while he was there she managed to
rouse herself enough to nurnur a few words, usually sonething that sounded as if it mght express
some magi cal intention.

These words never had any effect, as far as Chilperic could see.
None of the fanmily or servants, according to Hissarlik, had been able to do nuch for her

Chil peric, |ooking at her, was sure that he personally could not do nuch for her, either. But he
knew soneone who al nost certainly could. He nodded to hinself, and turned away.

"Can you be of any hel p?" Alicia, with her burning eyes, demanded of him at once.
"Not immediately, no, |'msorry. But given a day or two it may very well be possible to help."
"Do you mean it?"

"Yes indeed. Can you tell ne nore exactly what happened? Was your aunt in the manor house with you
when she was stricken? You say it happened on the night of the great slaughter, and she saw her
father killed beside her?"

"No, it did not happen in the house. Rather she was found by sonme of our nilitiamen, out on
Magi ci ans' Island. There's a cave, a sort of a grotto out there, where magicians fromboth clans
sonmetimes go to practice. They have warning spells or something to keep them from encountering
each other. Aunt Meg was found |ying unconscious with our father's body beside her, the Sword
through his heart. Farslayer had struck himdown from behind. He was the first victimof the
treacherous Mal ol o on that night.

"The mlitia brought Megara home, along with her father's body. For a while we were all afraid
that she was going to die, too. Onh gods, | was afraid we were going to have to bury her at night,
under the stones out in the courtyard, with all the rest who died that night." Alicia covered her
face with her hands.

"Can you help us?" This tine the question cane from Hi ssarlik.
Chil peric faced hi mthoughtfully. "I think I can. | certainly intend to try."

Invited to stay the night, with a strong inplication that he woul d be wel come to remain
indefinitely, Chilperic lost no time in noving his few personal effects into a snug bedroom on the
manor's upper |level. There a sobering nunmber of well furnished roons were vacant now. As soon as
he was installed, he began to plan how to convince this puny Tyrant that he and his denon could
overwhel mthe Tyrant's enem es provided, of course, that the Tyrant hel ped Chilperic to recover
the m ssing Sword.

In the privacy of his room where the denon was able to visit himw thout disturbing other nenbers
of the household, Chilperic was able to make certain other arrangenents as well.

Next norning, as he joined his hosts for breakfast, Chilperic felt confident enough to hint
strongly that some real hel p ought soon to be avail able.

Hi ssarlik and those with himwere pleased and startled at the sane tine. "Then you have
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conmuni cated wi th your master during the night?"
"OF course."
"But how?"

"To a magi cian of the stature of nmy nmaster, the great Wod, there are al ways neans of
communi cation." Chilperic did not say that the means enployed in this case had invol ved severa
nocturnal visits to the manor by the denon, carrying nessages back and forth.

"This hel p you nention how long do you think it will be before it becomes truly effective?"

Chil peric smled encouragingly. "Perhaps | will be able to do sonething for you, and for your poor
aunt, tonorrow. Perhaps it will take a day or two |onger."

"As soon as that?" The Tyrant seened to be struggling with nixed feelings. Pleased, of course, as
well he mght be, but also a touch alarned. "How near is your nmaster hinself, then?"

"Alas, the mighty Wod is still alnpst a continent away. But he has rapid nmeans of transport
avai |l abl e, when he wants to use them"

The assurance did little to allay his host's uneasiness. Still, to Chilperic, everything seened
fairly well under control

Chapt er ElI GHT

HALF an hour before midnight on his first night in Mal olo nmanor, Zoltan, having |istened patiently
to the last ineffective warnings Lady Yanbu felt bound to deliver, slipped out of a back door of
the stronghold. He went quietly over the outer wall of the conpound, which was no higher than his
head, then noved as silently as possible through the noonlight toward the nearby forest, intent
upon keeping his rendezvous with Bl ack Pearl. Yanbu's disapproval of this mdnight sortie made him
unconfortabl e, but a nuch greater degree of disconfort would have been required to keep himfrom

goi ng.

If the disgruntled nercenaries, Senones agents, or anyone el se, were spying on the Ml ol o manor
toni ght, Zoltan observed no sign of their presence as he crossed the moonlit clearing. Once in
anong the trees he paused to let his eyes adjust to the deeper darkness. Then he noved al ong,
steadily following a gradually descending slope. On his jaunt around the grounds late in the
afternoon he had nmade certain where the creek ran near the nmanor house; and once he reached the
creek tonight it ought to be easy to follow it downstreamto the spot along the riverbank where

Bl ack Pearl had said she would neet him Fortunately Zoltan possessed a natural talent for finding
his way to any desired geographical goal

The creek was just where he thought it ought to be, and when he had foll owed the path beside it
for less than a kilometer, he energed on the bank of the river. No nist had risen fromthe Tungri
tonight, or else it had all dispersed again by this late hour, and the broad surface of the
stream a hundred neters wide, lay clear before himin the noonlight.

There was no house or dock in sight, nor had anyone been consi derate enough to | eave a boat where
he might borrowit to go paddling out in search of his love. Zoltan found a snooth fallen I og
conveniently close to the water's edge, and sat on it, doing his best to quiet his inpatience,
preparing hinself to wait.

Whi l e he was waiting, Zoltan thought over the general situation. It could have been better, but
certainly it also could have been worse. The great thing was that he had now found Bl ack Pearl,
and he now knew her name. There had been nmonents during the past three years when such an

achi evenent had seened i npossi bl e.

He was al nost lost in thought, enjoying in his inmagination the glow ng possibilities of the
future, when the dark water rippled directly in his line of vision, and she was in front of him
agai n.

Zoltan slid fromhis rock and splashed thigh deep into the cold, dark stream "Black Pearl | was
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afraid that you weren't coming.'

Two nmeters farther fromthe shore than he, the nernmaid tossed a spray of noonlit silver from her
hair. Swi mring wthout apparent effort she held her head and shoul ders out of the noonlit water.
It looked as if a girl with two legs was sinply standing in a greater depth of water.

"Zoltan." There was great tension in the nermaid' s voice. "I am pleased that you have not
forgotten me."

The young man blinked at that; it seemed a quite unnatural suggestion for the object of his |ove
to nmake. "Forget you? How could | ever do that?" Zoltan waded forward until the water was wai st
deep, and he could feel the full strength of the cold current. Reaching out with his right hand,
he touched her wet hair, as before. The skin of Pearl's shoul der, when his finger only brushed
against it, felt very cold. Suddenly he burst out: "And are you dooned to renain always |ike this?
| can't believe that, or accept it. There must be sone way-"

Hi s fingers encountered the thin chain of the anulet she wore around her neck. "Were did you get
this? You didn't have this when | knew you before.”

"I't's nothing, nmany of the girls wear them | found it on the bottomof the river, that's all."
Her dark eyes held his, and she seened to be trying to find words. "Ch, Zoltan, are you so
j eal ous? What man would |l ove a mernmaid, and give her pretty things to wear?"

"I can love a nermaid, |'ve discovered. | can love you. | wish that | had pretty things to give
you. | wish ..."

The nmermaid was silent for a few moments. Then she took his hand in her cold fingers, asking: "And
if there should be no way for ne to change, to ever be a normal wonan? If | nust remain like this
until | die?"
"l love you," he repeated, as if that neant sone neans of solving any problem nust exist. And if
there was the slightest pause before Zoltan gave his answer, the pause m ght very well have been
only the kind in which a speaker tries to find the nost forceful words in which it was possible to
express an idea.

"But you would be happier if you had two |egs,
sounded foolish. "And how can | ever |ove you as a nan should | ove a woman, unless ..

he added a few seconds later, feeling that he

"There might be a way for ne to have two | egs again,"” she said. "I say there might be. If we can
find it. Oten | dreaml|l ama little girl again, with legs."

"Then when you were a little girl you were not a mnernmaid?"

"Ch no." Black Pearl shook her head decisively. "That happened to ne later. It is a result of evi
magi c. "

"So | have heard. Then | say there nust be good magic to counteract it. Tell ne what happened.
Tell me how this curse ever canme to fall upon your people."

Briefly the mermaid did as Zoltan asked. The feud, and the curse it brought, had fallen upon Bl ack
Pear|l's people long before she was born. She could only tell Zoltan sonething of the early years
of the feud, as she, when a snall girl with two | egs, had heard the story fromthe el ders of her
peopl e. And toni ght she al so gave her lover an idea of what life was |ike for sonmeone upon whom
the curse had fallen

Al girls bornin the two or three afflicted villages lived seemingly normal |ives up unti
puberty. Then, at about the tine of conmencenent of the nenses, perhaps one out of ten of the
young worren underwent what could only be described as a nagical seizure. There was no telling
ahead of tine which girls would be afflicted.

"Someti nes the change will strike by day, sonetines by night. Always it is very sudden. No one
knows who will be taken and who will be spared. Except that if a girl has already been a woman for
three cycles of the nobon, or if she beconmes pregnant, she is certain to be spared."
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"Way don't the people of these villages pack up and go sonewhere el se when they have daughters?
Just to get away fromthis?"

"The villages are their hones. Anyway, people say that in ny grandnother's tinme some people tried
that. The only effect was that when the change struck their daughters they were far fromhome, in
sone cases far fromany river, anong people who did not understand, and who wanted to burn the
hel pless girls as witches."

"I see."

Bl ack Pear!l 1 ooked sharply at Zoltan. "You rmust cone in a boat next time. The water will freeze
you, my poor Zoltan, your teeth are starting to chatter already."

“I''l'l be all right. But what about you? The water is so cold-"

Bl ack Pearl |aughed; it was a cheerful and wholly human sound. "My poor man, | live in this water
all winter; it would have to turn to ice before its coldness bothered me. Next time, tonorrow
night, let us neet out there." And Bl ack Pearl, pointing out over the dark water, indicated to her
| over what she called the Isle of Mermaids, and said that it was easily reachable by boat. "There
are two islands. The small one is the Isle of Mgicians, and we had better avoid that."

"Are there nmgicians on it?"

Bl ack Pearl hesitated. "Sonetines there are. And there are other things, which can be unpl easant.
The Isle of Mermaids is nuch nicer. Any of the maids you find there ought to be willing to pass a
message on to nme, if for sone reason |'mnot there."

"What woul d happen if | did go to Mgicians' |sland?"

Agai n she seened uncertain. "Probably nothing bad. But sonetines, when people go there, there is
unpl easant ness. "

He decided to let that subject drop for the tinme being. "Wuldn't it be easier for us to neet by
day?"

"Yes." The nermmi d' s evident uneasiness remained. "But if the lords of the Malolo manor find out
that you are neeting nme, they will want to charge you a price for ny conpany. You are not a

weal thy man, are you?"

"No, | amnot. But in any case | would not be inclined to pay thema price for that. You're not
their slave, are you?" The nere thought nade himangry.

"I"'mno one's slave. But it will be better if you can avoid dealing with those people altogether.'

"Can't do that very well," he announced cheerfully. "I'mliving in their house now "

Bl ack Pearl's confusion only increased. "If you refuse to pay them Zoltan, then you will have to
fight with them They do consider nmermaids slaves if someone el se wants one of them | have
al ready been sold once, as you know. "

"My poor girl, there aren't enough Malolo manor-lords left to fight very successfully with anyone.
The Sword call ed Farsl ayer has taken care of that."

Bl ack Pearl considered this in silence, running fingers through her |ong dark hair, tossing her
head. She said: "Even mermaids have heard about the fight." After a pause she asked: "Wich ones
are dead?"

"Quite a nunber. | didn't get any list of their names. Wy?"
"Nothing. Is there is there a man named Cosnmp anong t hen?"

"No. Not anobng those still living at the manor or anong their dead. He's missing. Wy?"
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"Way? | don't know. | don't suppose it matters."

Zoltan hesitated for a nonent, trying to understand. Then he asked: "I don't suppose you can tell
me anyt hi ng about the Sword that killed themall? | would like very nuch to get nmy hands on it."

Bl ack Pearl splashed water with her hands, nervously. It was a gesture that an ordinary girl m ght
have nade in sw nming. "Wiom do you want to kill?"

"I? No one, at the monent. No, it's a matter of seeing that certain people don't conme into
possessi on of Farslayer."”

"Well, | know sonething, perhaps. But | amnot sure that | should tell you."
"Way not? Yes, absolutely you should tell ne. Were's Farslayer now? Can you tell ne that?"
"No, | can't. Not right now"

He took a step toward the mermaid, but she slid effortlessly out of his reach in the water. "Bl ack
Pear| ?"

"Zoltan, at our next neeting | will tell you sonething, | promi se. Maybe that neeting will have to
take place at night again."

There was a gentle disturbance in the surface of the water nearby. Another nernaid surfaced; this
one had lighter hair, but in the darkness Zoltan coul d not otherw se distinguish her.

"It's only Soft Ripple," said Black Pearl. "You renenber, she's ny best friend, who cane to the
bachel ors' hut with ne."

"I remenber," said Zoltan and nodded politely in the direction of the newconer. Then he resuned
his conversation with Black Pearl. "I'll seek you out again by night if need be. But if | come out
here | ooking for you by day, | hope you don't intend to hide."

"I will not hide, by day or night. Zoltan, you have really conme all this way downriver seeking
me." Black Pearl's voice was gently marveling.

"Of course | have. What did you expect?"

But Black Pearl would not tell himwhat she had expected. Again, with Soft Ripple |ooking on, the
| overs enbraced, and this tinme exchanged passionate ki sses. Zoltan thought he had been ready for
the col dness of her mouth, but still his own nerves felt it as a shock. And another shock though
it was hardly a surprise canme when his hand, sliding down Pearl's bare back in the nmonent before
they separated, encountered the border where snmooth skin abruptly changed to scales. It felt as if
her | ower body were conpletely encased in sonme flexible kind of arnor.

Hastily they arranged anot her neeting. Then, his body feeling shriveled and nunb with cold from
the wai st down, Zoltan slowy and unhappily waded back to shore. Then he turned his steps uphil
in the direction of the Ml ol o manor house.

Ascendi ng the rough path that followed beside the little stream he crossed a small clearing in
bright nmoonlight. Looking back fromthe uphill end of the open space, Zoltan realized abruptly
that he was bei ng wat ched and shadowed. At l|east it |ooked that way. First there was one, and
then, he thought, there were two dark and ninble figures just visible at the edge of noonlight at
the | ower end.

Zoltan wasted no time. He turned, ducked into the shadow of the trees again, and ran. The people
who m ght be trying to follow himwere not going to get any closer if he could help it. The path
was very dark in stretches, but it was basically famliar to himafter his trip dow, and if the
two figures were trying to catch up they were having no success. Now and then, | ooking downhil
behind him he caught a glinpse of one or another of themin moonlight, and was satisfied that
they were gaining little if any distance on him

Zol tan did not slacken his pace. Running softly, dodging anong trees |ike a shadow, he soon drew
near the cleared area around the manor. Here, to his surprise, he came close to running into
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several nore mnysterious figures. These were keeping watch on the house fromthe shadowed edge of
the forest.

Zoltan got past these additional conplications wthout incident. As he entered the clearing, a
man's voice, its owner invisible in the darkness, called softly from sonmewhere off to his right.
Zol tan thought that he could recognize the voice of the nmercenary officer Koszalin. If this
identification was correct, the mercenaries had cone back from spending their pearl noney sooner
than expected. O el se sonething had happened to keep them from ever going as far as the nearest
t own.

Whoever the watchers at the edge of the clearing were, they nust have been aware of Zoltan's
passage. But they made no attenpt to stop or overtake him In a few score runni ng paces he had
reached t he back door of the nanor.

Lady Yanbu had evidently been listening for Zoltan's return, for the nonent he gave the agreed
upon signal, the door swung open to admit himto the house.

Bonar and his sisters were waiting in the kitchen along with Yanbu, and the clan chief and his
sister Rose were openly relieved to see that Zoltan had returned. Violet, on the other hand,
i mredi atel y expressed her suspicions that he had been treating with the eneny.

Zoltan denied this flatly.
"Then where were you?"

"If I told you |l was visiting a nermaid, would you believe it? I'Il give you the details, if you
l'ike."

There was silence; at |east the accusation of treating with the Senones was not inmmediately
renewed. Meanwhil e Yanbu, not bothering to ask Zoltan what success he'd had with his nernaid,
hastened to bring himup to date. For whatever reason, at |east sonme of the mercenaries, Koszalin
anong them were here instead of enjoying their binge in town. Possibly their captain had decided
that nuch nore treasure could be extracted here, and had been able to enforce patience on his men.
What ever the reason, they had returned a little after nidnight, to hamer on both doors of the
manor, demandi ng what they called their fair share of the wealth.

Zol tan, mndful of possible flanking novenents, started upstairs to check on the manor's defenses
t here.

Somewhat to his surprise, dark-haired Rose volunteered to come with him saying that he m ght need
hel p finding his way about through the darkened roons.

"I mght well need sone help. Are all the wi ndows protected with good gratings?"
"I'"mal nost sure they are. Let nme conme with you and we'll nake certain."

A few nonments later, as Zoltan turned to make his way out of a snall bedroom whose wi ndows were
i ndeed securely barred, he found Rose gently but firmy blocking the narrow doorway.

Her hand cane to rest on his arm her voice was hardly | ouder than a whisper. "I fed safe as |ong
as you' re here. But you're wearing pilgrimclothes, and that neans you don't intend to stay here
very long. Doesn't it?"

"Being a pilgrimagenerally nmeans not staying in one place, that's right."

"There's nothing for me here either, not really. Wth all the elders in the fanily dead, Bonar
inherits the manor, the villages, everything." Rose was |ooking at himthrough narrowed eyes; in
candl el i ght she was far fromunattractive. Suddenly he realized that she nust have recently put on
some ki nd of perfune.

Just now, thought Zoltan, was not the tine for himto say that he had conmtted his thoughts and
his entire future to soneone el se.

Now his attractive conmpanion, still obstructing the exit, had himby the sleeve, which she fondled
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as if testing the gray fabric. "Sonetimes | think I'd Iike to be a pilgrim too."
"Real | y?"
"Yes. What else is there? There's nothing else for ne around here."
"The life of a pilgrimis not easy, either."

He tried to put her gently aside. Rose grabbed him and nade her plea nore openly than before.
"Zol tan. When you | eave here, take ne with you."

Zoltan was doing his best to frame an answer that would not provoke a crisis, when, to his
considerabl e relief, another candl e appeared down the dimhallway. It was Violet, in a hurry,
obvi ously bringing sone kind of news.

Violet |ooked at the two of themsharply, as if she suspected what her ol der sister was up to.
Zol tan was beginning to believe that Violet tended to see everything in terns of jeal ousy and
suspi cion. She was an anti-Senones fanatic, always ready to suspect sone betrayal in that
direction. At the sane tinme, Zoltan thought, she m ght be somewhat jealously attracted to him
t oo.

And in the privacy of his own thoughts he tried to i magi ne how outraged both wonen would be at the
i dea that any man they considered at all interesting could be as obsessively smitten as he was
with a creature they considered little nore than a fish.

But the nessage brought upstairs by Violet allowed little tinme for debate. The disgruntled
sol di ers had renewed their pounding on the rear door. It sounded this tine |ike a serious attenpt
to break it down.

The upstairs seened secure, as far as Zoltan could tell. So he hurried back downstairs. As he
arrived in the kitchen he could hear the nmercenaries outside, threatening now to burn the whole
manor to the ground if their demands for nore treasure were not net.

The doors thensel ves were truly strong, and for the nonent seened secure. Gesner, the clained
magi ci an, was at | east keeping his head well, even if not contributing nmuch beyond that. He now
assured the visitors that the manor's sloping roof was of slate tiles. Myst of the rest of the
buil ding was stone, and it would not be easy to burn. Gesner had now equi pped hinself with sone
serious-1 ooki ng magi ci an' s paraphernalia, and announced that he intended to do what he could with
fire-preventing spells. And if a fire was started by anyone outside the house, he'd attenpt to
meke the flames snap back at and burn the fingers that had ignited them

Yanbu approved this plan. Then she and Zoltan concentrated for the nmoment on organi zing a nore
mundane |ine of defense, ordering servants to stand by in key locations with buckets of water. A
well-filled cistern on the roof offered sone prospects of success.

Bonar meanwhil e had unl ocked an arnmory on the | owest |evel of the house, next to the inprovised
nmortuary, and was passing out weapons to his sisters and the remaining servants, or at |least to
those anong the servants he could persuade to take them Violet arned herself eagerly, and Rose
with some reluctance followed suit.

Entering the arsenal hinmself, Zoltan selected a bow and sone arrows fromthe supply avail abl e.
Thus equi pped, he ran upstairs again and stationed hinself in a high w ndow that gave hima good
view of the rear yard. The fools out there were getting a fire going in the rear of one of the
out bui I di ngs, and a nonent | ater Zoltan shot a nman who cane running with a torch toward the manor
itself. The fellow screaned so | oudly when he was hit that Zoltan doubted he was nortally hurt.

Anot her pair of nercenaries cane to drag their wounded conrade away, and Zoltan |l et them do so

unnol ested, thinking they might be ready for a general retreat. The barn, or shed, or whatever it
was, was burning nerrily now Fortunately it stood just outside the conmpound wall, and far enough
fromall other buildings that the spread of the fire did not seemto present an inmedi ate danger.

Meanwhile the fire was giving himplenty of light to aimby, which put the attackers at a definite
di sadvant age. But Kosazlin's shouts could be heard, rallying his nen, and they were not yet ready
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for a general retreat. Taking shelter as best they could, they began to send a desultory drizzle
of stones and arrows agai nst the house.

When this had been going on for some time, Bonar, in a fever of martial excitement, entered the
room where Zoltan was, crouched beside himand | ooked out. This wi ndow afforded the best view of
what was goi ng on out si de.

"What's burning? Oh, the old barn, that's nothing nuch. How many of them have we killed?"
"None, that |I know of. | hit one but |I doubt he's dead. Is the rest of the house still secure?"
"The ground floor is fine, |I've just nade the rounds down there."

There was a sound in the hallway, just outside the bedroom as of a servant running, calling. Then
a brief scuffle.

Bonar and Zoltan both | eaped up, leveling their weapons at the doorway. The door pushed open

Zol tan found hinself confronting a tall and powerful man who gripped a drawmn Sword in his right
hand. In the firelight that flared in through the open wi ndow Zoltan had no troubl e recognizing
his uncle, Prince Mark of Tasavalta.

Chapter N NE

ZOLTAN S hands sagged hol ding the hal f-drawn bow, and the ready arrow fell fromhis fingers to the
floor. For a nonent he could only stare at this apparition blankly, and for that nonment he was
sure that it must be sone kind of deception, that he was facing sonme i nage of sorcery, an effect
of the Sword of Stealth or sone other mmgi cal disguise and the apparition, if such it was, was

|l owering the Sword in its right hand.

"No need to think you're seeing visions, nephew," said the tall man, having observed the two

occupants of the roomcarefully for a monent He spoke in Prince Mark's fanmiliar voice. "I would
have hail ed you down on the hillside, but I couldn't get close, and | didn't want to yell your
nane at the top of ny voice. You gave us the devil of a chase uphill fromthe river. After we

followed you to this house, we decided we'd look in to make sure that you needed no hel p." Now
Mar k sheat hed his Sword.

"We?" Zoltan could only repeat the word nunbly.
"Ben and I|."

Behi nd Mark, entering fromthe hallway, appeared another big man. This one was indeed nonstrously
massi ve, though somewhat shorter than the prince and a few years ol der. Ben of Purkinje's ugly
face split in a reassuring snile at the sight of the bew | dered Zoltan.

And he, the prince's nephew, shaking his head in wonder and relief, at |ast renenbered the chief
of the Can Mlolo. "Bonar, put down your sword. This man is ny uncle Mark, the Prince of
Tasavalta."

Whi | e Bonar was managi ng sone kind of greeting, the Lady Yanbu put in her appearance, to greet
both Mark and Ben with great surprise and equally great relief.

A couple of the nore trustworthy servants were posted as | ookouts, while a conference of

expl anati ons was conducted. Al npbst the first question the two newconers were required to answer
was how they had gai ned entrance to the house. Mark expl ai ned, and apol ogi zed, for the secret

viol ence of their entry. The Sword he carried at his belt was Stonecutter, and he and Ben had used
it to carve their way in through the solid stone wall of the manor, a process Stonecutter's magic
acconpl i shed swiftly and al nost silently.

By now Rose and Violet, as well as Gesner, had joined the conference around the two newconers, and
were being introduced to themwith a nixture of relief and apprehension

Fortunately it now appeared that the nercenaries' assault, such as it had been, had abated at
| east for the tine being.
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Ben, scowl ing out the wi ndow, nuttered: "Maybe when the fire in back dies down they'll try again."
"Maybe." The prince nodded. "That neans we should use our time nmeanwhile to good advantage."

And now for a tinme the conference adjourned to the great hall of the manor, where Mark and Ben
were provided with food and drink. They found this wel cone, having been through sonme hard
traveling in the past few days

Their riding-beasts, as Ben expl ai ned, had been lost in sone minor skirm sh with unnaned foes
"bet ween here and the desert." Ben waved a huge hand in a generally southeast direction. For the
past three days they had been on foot.

"But what brings you here?"

In answer to that question Zoltan's uncle Mark explained that he and Ben had been on their way
back to Tasavalta after concluding a deal with the desert tribesnman Prince al-Farabi, by which al-
Farabi had been allowed to borrow the Sword Stonecutter for a tine.

Wth that transaction concluded, and after starting home with Stonecutter, Mark had received, by
wi nged messenger, word fromhis father the Enperor. In a witten nessage the Enperor inforned his
son Mark that inportant matters, requiring alnost his full attention, were devel opi ng sonewhere in
the extreme south of the continent.

The Enperor had warned Mark to prepare for urgent action, and to await another nessage which, Mark
hoped, would spell out in sone detail just what he was expected to do.

"That still doesn't explain how you and Ben conme to be here. Did you nmean to follow the river
east, or-?"

Mar k shook his head. "There was another part to the nessage. It suggested rather strongly that we
m ght want to | ocate you. You, Zoltan, and you, Lady Yanbu."

The two pil grins exchanged uncertain glances. "Did the nessage say why?" Yanbu asked.

"It did not. But it did say that a Sword was at stake here, and that Swords should not be all owed
to fall into the wong hands. So, we started for the valley of the Tungri as fast as we
conveniently could. And here you are, and here we are."

Zoltan whistled his anazenent softly. "My great-uncle is quite a nmagician."
Prince Mark sighed, but nmade no ot her coment.
Ben shrugged. "I've seen enough, that when the Enperor suggests sonething |'minclined to listen."

Yanbu nodded her head. Meanwhile the folk native to the manor were watching and listening in
silence, though Bonar once or twi ce seened on the verge of breaking in with sone sharp comment.

"How di d you recognize ne in the dark?" Zoltan wanted to know. "I rmean earlier tonight, on the
hill down toward the river?"

Huge Ben snorted gently. "Wo el se would be talking to a mernmai d?"
"Ch." Zoltan wondered if everyone in Tasavalta knew of his obsession

Now Vi ol et asked: "Excuse nme Your Grace? Your Majesty? you say that the Enperor knew that your
nephew and his friend were here? But how?"

Mark only shrugged. The gesture seened to say that he did not understand his father's purposes or
his father's powers. But the prince's continued snile indicated that he had |l earned to trust those
powers; and it no |onger surprised himthat he did not understand.

Ben asked: "But what's going on here, Zoltan? Yanbu?"

The two pilgrins told Mark and Ben of Farslayer's presence here, and how the Sword had wrought
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such havoc anong the cl anspeopl e on both sides of the river.
Mar k nodded. "We nmust do what we can to get it."

Alittle later, when the people of the clan had left them Mark also fretted aloud to his nephew
about his ten-year-old son Adrian, who had been recently enrolled, or was about to enroll, in a
new school, unspecified. There, his father hoped, he would be able safely to master the arts of
magi ¢ for which he had such a natural aptitude, and which m ght otherw se prove such a burden to
himas he grew up.

To Ben, Zoltan, and Yanmbu, Mark declared: "O d Karel has arranged something in the way of
schooling. This time | expect it'll work out successfully.”

Zoltan said: "W could use soneone here right nowwith a little natural aptitude along the |ine of
magi c and a little schooling, too."

No such | uck.

Bonar and his sisters gawked at this royal personage when he rejoined them and nade efforts not
to be overly inpressed. They struggled not to be awed by his presence, or by that of the Sword he
carried. Yet, at the sane tinme, the Malolo survivors were nore at ease now. If their nmanor was to
be occupied at all, far better that it should be done by a reigning prince and his entourage.

It was easy to see that Bonar, despite his rather hollow protests that it did not matter, was
somewhat perturbed by the tunnellike hole carved in the stone wall of his house, and by the ease
with which these strangers had penetrated his defenses. But the physical damage could be easily
enough repaired, and in the norning the huge man Ben hel ped the Mal ol o servants push back into
pl ace the bl ocks of stone that had been cut free.

Zoltan had already told Mark of his, Zoltan's, successful search for Black Pearl, and in the same
breath had inforned the prince that Black Pearl had said she knew sonething of the Sword's hiding
pl ace.

Bonar and his sisters repeated to Mark and Ben what they had already told Zoltan and Yanbu, about
the man Chil peric, who had come through here saying that he acted as the agent of the great
magi ci an Wbod.

That got the prince's full attention. "What did you tell hin®"
"There is little enough we can tell anyone. He went on his way dissatisfied."
Yanbu and Zoltan also told Mark of the hermt.

Mar k, who had of course heard of Black Pearl at great length while Zoltan was still in Tasavalta,
Iistened synpathetically now to his nephew s continued pleas to help her, but could not promise to
be of any real assistance. "You're sure it's the sane wench, hey?"

"Of course!"

"Pardon, Zoltan. O course you are. It's just that | have many other things to think of. Like
Far sl ayer. ™

Still, Mark promised that if another wi nged nmessenger should cone to himhere from Tasavalta, he
would use it to send a return nmessage, asking Karel about magical help for nernaids.

Zoltan nonmentarily regretted bothering his uncle with a personal problem But only nonentarily.

An hour or two before dawn, when the fire in back had burned itself out w thout any renewal of the
mercenaries' attack, and when nost of his conrades were asleep, Mark found his way alone up to a
flat portion of the nanor's roof.

Here he found a confortable seat, which for a tinme he occupied in silence and solitude, regarding
the night sky and its nysteries. But when a quarter of an hour had passed, there cane an al nost
i naudi bl e whi sper of wi ngs. The expected nmessenger, an owish, half-intelligent creature, whose
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wi ngspan was greater than the span of the prince's arns, came gliding down out of the stars to
| and beside himon a small parapet.

The prince of Tasavalta was not surprised and did not stir. "Hail, nessenger," he nmurnured in
greeting.

"Greetings to the prince of Tasavalta." The words were clearly only a nenorized fornula, and the
thin, small voice in which they were spoken was far fromhuman. Still, the words were clear
enough.

"Do you bring me word fromny father? Fromthe Enperor?"

"Message for Prince Mark: No news from home. Al goes well at home. | stand ready to bear a
message back."

No news in this case was good news. The prince had been away from Tasavalta for several nonths
now, and he tended to worry about matters at hone.

True, Mark had left the affairs of Tasavalta as well as the care of his second son, Stephen, now
ei ght years old in the very capable hands of his wife, Princess Kristin. But still he inevitably
worri ed.

"Any news fromthe Princess Kristin? Or greetings fromeither of my sons?"

"No news from honme. Al goes well at hone. | stand ready to bear a nessage back."
Mark sighed, and began to say the words he wanted the creature to nenori ze.
Chapter TEN

ON the norning after that on which the prince conversed with a wi nged nessenger, the hermt
Gelimer was sitting on a block of wood in his dooryard, gazing in the direction of his woodpile,
whi ch had been nuch depleted by winter. But at the nonent the hermt was hardly conscious of the
wood, or anything else in the yard around him Gelinmer was enjoying the pronm se of an early spring
sun, and thinking back over his Iife. He found much nmaterial there for thought, especially in the
days of his youth, before he had becone a hermt.

He had becone an anchorite |ong years ago, chiefly out of a sense of the need to withdraw from
evil. But fromtime to tinme it was borne in upon himthat evil, along with nmuch else fromhis old
life, was not to be so easily avoi ded.

Gel i mer possessed, as did many fol k who were not nagicians, the ability to sense the presence of
magi cal powers. And he could sense that there was a denon in the valley now

He t hought he knew why the foul thing had cone. It was the Sword, of course, |ike any other great
material treasure a | odestone drawing all the wi ckedness of the world about itself. Wen the
hermit thought of denons, and of the men and wonen who consorted with such creatures and tried to
use them he was tenpted to reclaimthe Sword fromwhere he had hidden it, and enploy it to rid
the world of at least sonme of those evildoers. But so far he had managed to put the intrinsically
repul si ve thought of violence away from him

Anot her aspect of the Sword's presence was i nescapable. As long as he, Geliner, knew where it was,
had it virtually in his possession, he could no |onger distance hinself fromthe local politica
and mlitary situation. Ordinarily he ignored the inhabitants of the valley, those of high station
as well as low, and neither knew nor cared about the | atest developnents in the bitter feud
between the clans. But now that was no | onger an option; Farslayer had brought himan unwanted
burden of power and responsibility.

When Celimer had hidden the Sword, he had thought vaguely that with good luck the terrible weapon
m ght remain where he had put it for years, for generations even, until no one any | onger sought
it inthe valley. But already that had cone to seema foolish hope.

Very well. If he was now i nescapably involved, then he nmust try to be involved as intelligently as
possi bl e.
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By now CGeliner had logically reconstructed, at least to his own satisfaction, what nust have
happened in his house on the night of the storm H's visitor, Cosnp Biondo if that had really been
the man's nane nust have awakened, perhaps delirious with his head injury, in the mddle of the

night, while Geliner hinself still slept. Then the visitor, whoever he was and whether delirious
or sane, had taken the terrible Sword in hand and carried it outside. Wat had happened
i Mmediately after that was still uncertain, except that the Sword nust have passed fromthe hands

of the man Cosno into the possession of soneone el se. Possibly, even probably, Cosnmo had deci ded
to invoke Farsl ayer's awful nmgic agai nst sonmeone at a distance, and had gone outsi de where he had
roomto swing the Sword, and privacy to chant whatever words he thought were necessary.

However he had rid hinmself of Farslayer, Cosnp had had tine, before the Sword came back to him to
reenter Gelinmer's house. Tine to latch the door after hinself, and to go to stand beside the bed
as if, having used that Sword, he mght be ready to go back to sleep.

As indeed, in a sense, he had done.

Whet her the violent death of Cosnb had been nerited or not, Geliner reflected that it had probably
done no one any good, and settled nothing. Evil noved on through the world as before, and was now
gathering in the vicinity of that hidden grave.

Even if Geliner had been ninded to take up the Sword hinself and strike at that evil, he would not
know where best to aimthe blow. At the denpn? Such creatures were notoriously difficult to kill.

Gelimer had no idea whether even a Sword would be effective in such an effort, or to what physica
| ocation the Sword nmight go if he tried to slay a denon with it, or into whose hands the Sword of

Vengeance would fall next. He knew that denons' lives, their only vulnerability, were apt to be

hi dden in strange pl aces.

No, he would not try to kill the denon now roaning invisibly through the valley at |east not yet.
For decades now everything or al nost everything in the hermit's nature had shrunk fromthe
del i berate taking of any hunman life. | have put all that behind nme, he thought. | amnot a god, to
judge and punish humans for their crinmes. Even the gods did a very poor job of that when they were
still around. Not you, of course, Ardneh, he added in his thoughts. You know | don't nean you. And
you know which gods | do nean the ones who created these dammabl e, al nost indestructible Swords,
thirty years ago, for the purposes of their Game. The ones who thought that the entirety of human
life was no nore than a ganme carried on for their anusement.

Well, the gane of hunman life had swall owed up what had turned out to be the |l esser reality of
those gods and goddesses. What those divinities had deemed a nere anusenent had destroyed them
And perhaps the limt of what human life was going to acconplish in the universe was not yet in
si ght.

Sitting by his woodpile now, Celimer closed his eyes, wincing as if he felt an inner pain. He
could tell that the denon had just passed, in sone dinmension, near him But at the noment he stood

in no imediate peril, for the thing was al ready gone again
Even a nonviolent man could hardly scruple to kill a denobn, by any nmeans possible. In fact it
m ght be thought a crime against humanity to fail to kill one if you had the power.

Despite its violence, the idea was devel oping a powerful attraction: To cleanse the earth of such
af oul blot why should | not for once be willing to use the clean steel of a god-forged bl ade?

But he nmust be very careful. He must be sure of what he was doi ng before he noved.

Who had the ordering of denons, who enpl oyed such difficult and deadly dangerous tools? It was

certainly not likely to be any of these local fools, even though one or two of themdared to call
thensel ves wi zards. No, it would be sone vastly greater power, fromoutside the valley. And what
woul d bring such a power here? Certainly the Sword Farslayer, as a prize to be won, night do so.

Gelimer's thoughts kept coming back to the same concl usions, but those conclusions never brought
hi m any nearer to knowi ng what to do.

Meanwhil e, Chilperic on that sane norning had no clear idea of where his denobn was at the nonent
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or what it was doing filthy creature, he would like to forget that it existed, if that were only
possi bl e. Today Chil peric hinmself was back on the south side of the river, and in fact he was
within a few hundred nmeters of the hermit's house. He was com ng back to question the hermt
again, but had decided that it would be wise to |look around in the vicinity a little first.

Chilperic did not think the hernmit had lied to him But during his second night at the Senones
manor, it had gradually conme to himthat neither Cosno Malolo nor the Sword he had carried ni ght
ever have left these high crags. There had been a great deal of killing on that night, and there
was really no reason to think that Cosno had survived it.

And now today the sight of a scavenger bird or two, rising in bright sunlight from somewhere anong
the rocks that forned the lip of a precipice, suggested to Chilperic that sone |arge creature was
lying dead in that |ocation

To get anywhere near the place Chilperic was forced to dismunt, then edge his way forward
carefully on foot, until he was standing on the very brink. Forty nmeters or nore below him the
Tungri grunbled and funed eternally, sawing its way down through rock, day after day
infinitesimally deepening its gorge.

Winkling his nose at the snmell of death, chilly and stale in the spring air, Chilperic reached
the | ast necessary foothold, braced hinself with one armon a rock, |eaned over and | ooked down.
Not two neters bel ow himhe saw the startling white of bone, protruding fromand coarse hair and
decayi ng flesh. Leaning forward again, even nore precariously, he was able to assure hinself that
the victimhad not been human, but a riding-beast; there were no saddl ebags, but the saddl e and
other tack were still in place. The discoverer could remenber seeing |eather worked in simlar
patterns when he had poked his curious nose into the Ml ol o stables.

Interesting. And nore than that.

Hi s heart beginning to beat faster, Chilperic | ooked around himcarefully. He clanbered back and
forth al ong the rough brink of the cliff, probing into every nearby crevice of rock. He even
managed at | ast to get close enough to the dead animal to nove what was left of it, using his own
sword as a lever. He shifted the carcass enough to see that there was no man's body, and no

respl endent Sword, pinned underneath it.

Cosnp' s riding-beast, quite probably. Alnost certainly, if Chilperic could find Cosmp's initials
or some other identification on the leather. But still the Sword of Vengeance was nowhere to be
f ound.

Reluctantly Chilperic returned at last to his own tethered mount. He swung hinself up into the
saddl e and sat there notionless for a nmoment, gazing thoughtfully down toward the thundering
stream below. It mght be a hopel ess search down there at the bottomof the river, but then again
it mght not.

He coul d, of course, enploy Rabisu in the search. But how nuch help the denmon woul d be was

probl ematical. Chilperic had for sone time suspected that the foul creature mght prefer, after
all, that the Sword never be found. Its own life, however carefully hidden, night be as vul nerable
as the life of any puny human to that bl ade.

Probably, Chilperic concluded, it would be best not to try to use the denon at all. It was his
understanding that there were other creatures nearby, just as intelligent and rmuch nore docil e,
who woul d be even nore at hone al ong the bottom of the river.

Chil peric, on leaving the place where he had di scovered the dead riding-beast, hastened to recross
the river, and I ong before nightfall he had returned to the headquarters of the Senones cl an

Today the honmegrown nilitia guards stationed around the perineter of the clearing in which the
Senones nmanor stood were not as grimand tense as they had been yesterday. And today, Chilperic
noted as he handed his riding-beast over to a groom there was nore ordinary activity around the
pl ace, as if things mght be beginning to return to nornal

But even before he had passed through the gate into the inner grounds, this |last inpression was
firmy contradicted by an apparition in the sky.
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Suddenly sonme of the peopl e around hi mwere gawki ng upward. Followi ng the direction of their
collective gaze, Chilperic beheld a nmarvel. Qutlined against a fluffy cloud was a huge griffin,
spiraling in descent. A single human figure was nounted astride the creature, which possessed the
head and wi ngs of an oversized eagle, and the four-1legged body of a lion. Such creatures were
extrenmely rare, and their flight depended nmore on magi c than on the physical power of their wi ngs.

The griffin's descent was quick, and not many people actually witnessed its arrival. Wich was
probably just as well, for nobst of those who did were petrified. The w nged beast canme down gently
and peacefully enough, to land on the flat lawn imediately in front of the manor. Though not one
person in a thousand anong the general popul ation ever saw one of these uncomon beasts, Chilperic
was no stranger to the sight nor was he, actually, very much surprised by the arrival of a griffin
at the Senones nanor just now. He had a good idea who the creature's passenger night be. The gates
in the inner wall of the manor had al ready been opened to admit Chilperic, and he strode in,
practically unnoticed. The new Tyrant, who seened to have been waiting on the lawn, quite possibly
to wel come him had now instead turned his back on Chilperic and the gate for which he could
scarcely be bl aned and was gaping |like a yokel at the unexpected aerial arrival

The human figure who had just arrived was at this instant in the act of disnounting fromthe
griffin's back. This was a dinmnutive female with her long blond hair bound up closely, dressed in
a close-fitting jacket and trousers, what |ooked |ike emnently practical garb for hurtling
through the air astride a nonster's back. The wonan was very young to all appearances, at | east
and very pretty. She could only be the healer that Wod had prom sed to send.

Meanwhile the griffin was crouching on the lawn in the pose of a docile cat. Still, it nmanaged to
i npress and even cow nost of the local people who were quickly gathering at a respectful distance
to behold it. Chilperic thought that the nonster's presence might well worry the nore thoughtfu
anong the | ocal people, offering as it did nore evidence that whether they liked it or not they
were now closely involved in the affairs of the great world

The young woman with the neatly controlled blond hair and the small backpack i mredi ately deci ded
whet her through deduction or divination which of the people present was the clan | eader. For the
nmonent she ignored everyone el se, including Chilperic, and canme wal king straight to Hissarlik. Her
movenment s possessed a grace that Chil peric had sel dom seen matched. Genuflecting briefly before
the Tyrant in a gesture of great respect, the new arrival introduced herself, in a soft voice, as
Tigris, physician and surgeon

The Tyrant, staring distractedly at this beauteous arrival as many a nore experienced nan in his
pl ace woul d have done murnured and munbl ed something in return. Then he recovered hinself
sufficiently to take the young lady formally by the hand and bid her wel cone.

"Thank you, ny lord." The healer's eyel ashes fluttered denurely, and her gaze becane downcast.
"WIIl you now have a servant show ne to ny quarters my roomw |l be next to ny patient's, | pray
and provide ne with a nmaidservant to attend me? Soon | will be ready to exam ne the patient."

"I, uh. Yes, of course." The Tyrant, recovering further, clapped his hands and gave the necessary
orders.

Meanwhile the griffin, as if it had received sone hidden signal, spread its wings again at a
closer | ook those |inbs appeared to be nore reptilian than avian and soared suddenly into the
air. The gawking crowd fell back even further, but Tigris ignored the departure of the beast
conpl etely. She had now rai sed her eyes and was gazing, in a way that m ght be thought

i nappropriate for a physician, at the nan she had greeted as her |ord.

Only when she turned away to follow the servant who was to | ead her to her quarters did her gaze
brush Chilperic's. It was a cool, appraising glance. He supposed it likely that the |lady had cone
with some special orders fromWod having to do with hinself. He would have to take the
opportunity to neet with her alone as soon as it was practical

Hi ssarlik's grimyoung cousin, Anselm I|inped fromsonewhere to intercept the healer just as she
was about to enter the house. At first Chil peric thought that Anselmintended to stop her from
going in, but after a few nonments' conversation they entered the nanor together
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As for the Tyrant hinself, his gleaning eyes followed his new guest until she was out of sight.
Only then did he turn, with a sigh, and speak to Chilperic. "Though | have scarcely net the woman

as yet, | amdeeply inpressed. Your master, the Ancient One, certainly fulfills his prom ses
qui ckly."
"Ch, indeed he does," Chilperic assured the Tyrant. "I would not be likely to attach myself to any

master who did not."
"Nor would | be."
"I see."

Now t he two men, by unspoken agreement, began to stroll. They passed around the side of the
sprawl i ng house, and entered what nust once have been a flower garden, though it was sadly
negl ect ed now.

As they wal ked, Hissarlik started to discuss his plans for the future. Hs only real goal, it
appeared, was to determ ne just how, working together, he and his new friend Chil peric were going
to wi pe out once and for all those infanpbus Ml ol o brigands across the river

The older man snmiled at him gently and agreeably. "Undoubtedly a very worthy objective, sire. But
before I can undertake to give you assistance in such a project, there are one or two other
matters that | nust see to for ny master.”

"Ch. | see," Hissarlik said vaguely. He did not seemto be paying conplete attention. H s head
turned away and his eyes kept straying toward the house, where certain wi ndows on the second fl oor
seened likely to be those of the entranced fam |y sorceress, next to those of the beautiful blond
physician. "And what woul d those matters be?"

Patiently Chilperic reiterated the story of how sincerely his own dread naster, Wod, w shed and
pined to possess the Sword of Vengeance. Once that goal had been attained, then certainly the

m ghty Wod would be ready to reward his friend Hissarlik even nore generously than by sending a
heal er provided of course that in the neantime H ssarlik had been of help in recovering the Sword.

Chil peric |l owered his voice slightly when he inparted the next bit of information, which was that
Wod m ght even have in nmind sonething |like the offer of a real partnership.

The Tyrant, now sitting at ease in a worn-out garden chair, under a |leafless tree at one end of
hi s negl ected garden, scratched his head. "Well, that's all very fine, of course. If | had
possession of the Sword, or anything el se your master wants, I'd gladly give it to him | hope he
knows that. But the truth is |I don't have Farslayer, nor do | know where it is. You don't believe
| have it, do you?"

"Of course not, sire. You don't have possession of the Sword now If you did you would al ready be
attacking the Malolo."

"That's right."

Chi |l peric paused nonentarily. "But | do have an idea as to where it mght be found. And how, with
sonme hel p you can provide, we might be able to recover it."

"I's that so?" Hissarlik still sounded cautious rather than eager. "Wat sort of help do you need?"

Chil peric explained briefly about his discovery, this very day, of the dead riding-beast, and his
idea that the Sword m ght be lying at the bottom of the Tungri sonewhere in that vicinity. "The
water runs quite swiftly there, and | suppose that it is deep. But a creature capable of living
and noving easily underwater ought not to have too nuch trouble in exanining the bottom"

T T—

"Yes." Chilperic pressed on: "Unless |I'm nistaken, you Senones folk are able to call upon the
| ocal mermaids for service when you wi sh, though technically the creatures are supposed to be
under the |l ordship of those fools across the river. Their grip on all their vassals, including
even the fishgirls, is evidently weakening."
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"Yes, we can call upon nermaids if we wish." But Hissarlik did not seemto be i nmedi ately pl eased
by the idea of doing so. "If you nean by nmagic, it was Aunt Meg who generally handl ed that sort of
thing, of course, when she was well." Then he brightened. "Wat about your denon? Couldn't it
conduct a search even nore swiftly and surely?"

Now it was Chilperic's turn to be |l ess than enchanted by a suggestion. "The denon has many ot her
tasks to acconplish.”

"l suppose it nust have," the Tyrant agreed sonewhat doubtfully.

"Tell me, ny friend. Is there sonething you don't |ike about the idea of using nernaids?"

"Well, the truth is that those creatures do tend to be sonmewhat unreliable. They're totally |azy,
of course. They can be forced magically to do sone things, such as com ng when they are called
though it's not always certain that they even do that. And there's no way to force themto obey
perfectly when sent out on a mission. Actually they're a pretty rebellious lot, and all in al
nmore trouble than they're worth, though we do nanage to sell one once in a while."

Chil peric frowned in thought. "How | ong have there been mermaids in the river here? | was told
their condition was the result of a spell inflicted on sone villages by a Senones magi ci an many
years ago, in the course of the feud."

"Yes, that's correct." The Tyrant went on to explain that the ancestral magici an, whom he cl ai nmed
as his own great-grandfather, had been still in the process of perfecting the spell when he died.
Geat-grandfather's ultinmate goal had been to devel op sone sinilar curse that night be used
directly against the vile Malolo | eaders, but their magical defenses had renained too strong.

"And no one since his time has devised a way to |ift the spell, or to expand and perfect it as he
sought to do?"

"Aunt Meg, as | say, was-is-our best magician. She's really the one you ought to talk to, as soon
as she's able." Judging fromhis confident tone, the Tyrant had great faith in the heal er Wod had
sent him "But no, friend Chilperic, as far as | know, no one on our side in nodern tinmes has been
much interested in using the nermaid spell. | have the idea that sonehow it's inpractical. |
suppose the Malolo | eaders really haven't cared that nuch about it, either. It actually doesn't

af fect enough of their people to do them any harm Having a few nmermai ds about is interesting, and
soneti mes such creatures conmand big prices as slaves or oddities. Sonetinmes the Malolo sell one,
sonetines we do."

"I see."

"Yes. Now that | come to think of it, | did once hear a runor that Cosnop, the Ml ol o who
di sappeared on the night of the big fight, was tinkering around with the curse, though | don't
know why. "

"I't would have been Cosnp's mount that | found dead today. | think that he was carrying the
Sword. "

"Yes, that's what you were saying. And | have to adnit Cosno may have been the best nagician on
either side in nodern times. But | doubt that he got anywhere trying to revoke the curse, either.
Peopl e still see nermaids."

"I ndeed. Where, if | may ask, did you hear this runor about Cosnp's working on the nmermaid curse?”

The Tyrant shrugged. "One hears things sonetines anong the servants.” It was obvious that

Hi ssarlik was really not nuch interested in the subject.

Chilperic stood for a little time in silent thought. He was increasingly intrigued by the fact
that this magician

Cosnp, was the sane man who had so cravenly or so wi sely-term nated the Sword-throwi ng fight by
absconding with the Sword. But Chil peric made no coment on that fact now.
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"So, what about the nermaids?" he asked at last. "Wth your pernmission, ny friend, | would like to
have sone of them searching the bottomof the river for the Sword as soon as possible."

"Very well. W can go down to the river and call sone of themup for you." The Tyrant drumed with
his fingers on the arns of the old chair, making no nove to get up. "Boats go out to their island

nore or less regularly. Usually sonmeone in the clan here takes them sone food every day or two. W
shoul d take food, too. It nmight work better than such nagic as we have avail able.™

"Food?" Chil peric had thought of nmermaids as being sonehow conpletely sel f-supporting.

"Well, as | understand it, having spent their childhood ashore in villages, sleeping under roofs,
and eating in nost cases fromsone kind of plates, even when they grow tails they remain reluctant
to bite raw fish and chew on snails they' ve just grubbed up out of the mud. At the same tine,
since they can't get about on |and, cooking and housekeeping in the traditional ways present them
with certain difficulties."”

"Yes. Now that | think about it, | suppose they would."

"So, in return for some real food, or at least for certain things that pass for real food in the
villages, the fishgirls provide us with a few pearls. O other valuables if they find any. It's a
sporadi ¢ kind of barter, that happens when both parties have an urge to trade. No really

consi derable wealth is involved."

"I see. How many mermai ds do you suppose wi Il show up when you sunmon then?"

Hi ssarlik shrugged his shoul ders. "I suppose we'll get a dozen if we're lucky. As | said, there's
a minor control spell that will sumon them or at |ast those who are within range, to attend us
at the water's edge. It's related to the spell we use to call up nernaids when we want to sell or
rent themout to visiting magicians, or to traveling shows. W rent them wusually. The creatures
seldom|ive beyond the age of thirty, so there's no great bargain for a purchaser in buying one.
When we have them at the shore we can give themorders, and bribe themw th food. But as | warned
you earlier, the nagic for obedience is unreliable, and the orders we give themare sel dom or
never carried out just as we would wi sh. So, you see, the curse has never been of nuch value in a
nmlitary way."

Chil peric brushed aside the problens associated with the regular nernmaid trade. "You keep harping

on the idea that they'll be unreliable as searchers.”
"I"'mafraid they will." Hissarlik hesitated. "And then suppose they do find this Sword."
n Yes?ll

"Wel | then, suppose one of themfound it and instead of turning it in decided to try to use it."

"ls that what's bothering you? Consider that if Farslayer does |ie at the bottomof the river, one
of the fishgirls is likely to discover it there anyway."

"Ch." It was obvious fromthe Tyrant's sudden change of expression that he hadn't thought of that.

Chil peric pressed his new advantage. "So, it should help if | offer a reward to the fishgirl who
brings it to us. And if at the sanme tine | threaten punishnment of any who try to conceal the Sword
or dispose of it in any other way."

Hi ssarlik | ooked reluctantly ready to agree.
"They are at |east noderately intelligent, are they not?"
n |_by?ll

"The nmernaids, nman, the nmermaids."” There were linmts to Chilperic's patience.

"Ch yes. As intelligent as any other peasant. Very well, then, let's go." And Hissarlik got to his
feet.
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Wthin an hour a small party, consisting of Hissarlik, Chilperic, and an escort of militia, had
fornmed and had noved on to the riverbank, where several boats were being nade avail able for the
short jaunt to Mernaids' |sland.

"Hissarlik, ny friend?"
n Yes?ll

"I's there any real advantage in our going out to the island? Can we not lure the creatures, and
speak to them just as successfully from here on shore?"

"Well, it might take a trifle |Ionger that way but yes, | suppose we can."

"Then let us do so." A handful of soldiers fromthe Senones Hone Guard were standing by, ready to
offer armed protection during the boat trip to the island, just in case sonme of the Malolo forces
shoul d be encountered on the island or on the water. But Chilperic, sniffing the air and eyeing
suspiciously the fishing boats already on the river, had decided that he would rather not trust in
the protective abilities of the Hone Guard. He could of course call up the denon for protection
but his reluctance to depend entirely upon that power continued.

"l suppose we can do it just as well fromshore. And perhaps we ought to wait for Megara anyway, "
said Hi ssarlik vaguely, turning away fromthe boat he had been about to enter

Ansel m had j oi ned them and was now serving as stand-in magician. He began to cast a spell. Wthin
a quarter of an hour three or four of the underwater creatures had appeared in the water near
shore, where they paddl ed about |ooking surprised, as if wondering why they had come here. Wthin
an hour there were about a dozen, and these were all the nermaids that were likely to attend,
according to Hissarlik.

A couple of the creatures sat on the nuddy shoreline, while the others swam about. By now they al
| ooked sullenly unwilling to be here.

Chilperic had to admt they were all lithe and attractive young wonen fromthe wai st up. \Wien he
was assured that no nore were likely to arrive, he stood up on the bank and spoke to them
describing the mssing Sword, and promsing to heal all of themof their affliction if one of them
could bring himsuch a weapon. Their reaction was subdued; he could not tell to what extent his
promni se was believed.

So he took care, before disnmissing them and while the food fromthe hanpers was being thrown to
them to threaten themwth his denon if none of themdid bring himthe Sword he sought. He |et
them see the denon to convince themthat it was no enpty threat and this tine he got the reaction
that he sought.

Chapt er ELEVEN

THE mer mai d naned Bl ack Pearl had attended the gathering on the northern shore, nore out of
curiosity than fromany conpul sion by the feeble nmagi ¢ of Ansel m Senones. She had |listened to the
arrogant strange man who spoke fromthe bank after Anselm but she had not been much inpressed by
either his promises or his threats. At least not until the denon appeared to give a brief
denmonstration of its powers. Naturally the people on the north bank wanted the Sword, but they, or
their late parents, were the same people who had sold Black Pearl into slavery, and she was not
inclined to help them get anything they wanted now. Besides, if she had known where the Sword was,
she woul d have taken it to Zoltan

When t he denmonmaster had finished his threats and the feeble magi c of Anselmhad relaxed its grip
Bl ack Pearl had slipped away fromthe other nermaids, into the swift flow ng depths of the Tungri.
And now she was on the south shore. Swimm ng and scranbling, she was struggling with great
difficulty to make headway agai nst a roaring and shallow rush of water. Wth hands and fins and
tail she | abored to ascend the rocky bed of a small stream

This particular stream nuch faster than the creek
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Zoltan had followed on his way to meet her, cane gushing down the nmountain through a narrow little
canyon in the south side of the river gorge. The mouth of this brook, where it poured into the
Tungri, was less than a kiloneter fromthe hermt's house high on the irregular slope above. That
house was still invisible fromthe place where the young nernmaid squirnmed and struggl ed.

On this spring day the little stream had been augmented by nelting snow in the high country, yet
still there were stretches in which its depth was insufficient to keep afloat a swimmng creature
of the nermaid's size. Black Pearl, in the formto which she had been condemmed by enchant nent,
was only a little smaller than she would have been as a young wonan with two | egs.

Even this close to the stream s nmouth she had al ready encountered an especially difficult spot.
Here, where the water spread out into a nere corrugated sheet stretched over a rocky bed, it was
i mpossi ble for any creature of her size to swm Pausing in her efforts, lying on her side in the
rushi ng shal | ows, she reached for the amulet that hung froma thin chain about her neck, and
muttered a few soft words

Al nost unwillingly Black Pearl had nenorized the words of the spell, after hearing Cosnp recite it
countless tines in the secret grotto. Perhaps he would be surprised, she thought now, to see that
his magi c worked for her alone alnpst as well as it had ever worked for him Perhaps he woul d be
surprised to know that it worked away fromthe grotto as well.

Imedi ately the spell had its effect. In a puff of watery mst her nermaid tail was gone, replaced
by pal e but very human | ooking hips and | egs. Shakily Black Pearl stood up, nakedly vul nerable now
to the cold water and conpletely human. A young wonan's body, perfectly nornmal in appearance,

poi sed now upon two bare and very human feet.

Stepping carefully and with difficulty, yet trying to nake the best speed she could, she wal ked
forward over the rough rocks, muttering prayers to all the gods that she had ever heard of.

Barely had Bl ack Pearl reached the next deep pool upstream before the strength of the spell she
had just recited collapsed under the burden of the greater nmagic it |abored to counteract. The
forces that had for the space of a few breaths naintained her body in a normal human form abruptly
di ssipated. In an instant, metanorphosis reversed itself. Feet and |l egs were returned in the

twi nkling of an eye into the fishtail that she had worn for the past five years, since the age of
twelve. She fell with a great splash

But still she was able to nmake progress. Here, and upstream for sone di stance she had yet to

di scover, there ran a channel deep enough to support her finned body as she swam Once nore she
could fight the current with her fins and tail until she reached the next stretch where the
channel di sappear ed.

Several tinmes during the next few mnutes of the nermaid s upstream struggle she was forced to use
the secret counterspell and amulet. The trouble was that the effect of the counterspell faded
rapidly with frequent repetition. The tinme Black Pearl was able to spend in fully human form was
limted to a few minutes at nost with each use of the amulet, and the power had to be carefully
husbanded. Only rarely and infrequently could she escape the deforning inpact of accursed Senones
magi ¢, and regain for a heartbreakingly snmall tinme the shape that woul d have been hers in nornal
life. And each interval of relief cost her nore and nore in psychic effort to achieve. It would be
necessary to let the power in the anulet lie fallow for days, weeks, or even nonths before the
mexi mum conparatively long periods of full humanity could be attai ned once nore. She had
husbanded the power for nany days before attenpting this ascent, where she expected that it would
be needed in its fullest form

She was determned to tell her secrets to someone, and it certainly would not be those slave
dealers on the north side of the river. Nor would it, could it, be Zoltan. Never that.

Mont hs ago, Cosno, lying with Black Pearl in the secret grotto upon a bed of npbss and furs, wth
his own gift of her true woman's | egs cl asped round him had nurrmured into her ear again and again
that the secrecy was part of the spell. That if she reveal ed the nmagi cal power of changing to

anot her living soul, that power might be taken from her, beyond even his w zard's power to restore
it.

At that tinme Black Pearl had assured her lover fiercely that she would never tell. And until now
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she had kept the secret safe, though several tinmes she had conme close to telling Soft Ripple
ever yt hi ng.

But today she intended to tell soneone. Her confidant would not be her only real friend, Soft
Ri ppl e. Because Soft Ripple could be of no help to her, and Black Pearl desperately needed help
The secret had devel oped a nonstrous conplication

In the intervals when Bl ack Pearl could use her tail and swim her progress upstreamwas swi ft.

But now al ready she was entering yet another stretch of the stream where the water grew too

shal low for swinmng. A few nonents |later Black Pearl was on her nagically restored feet again and
wal king. This time, while the change to normalcy still held, she took a moment to | ook down at
hersel f, studying fearfully the near-flatness of her woman's belly, pale and goose-bunped now with
col d.

So far the enlargement was minimal, alnost undetectable. But she was nore firmy convinced than
ever before that she was pregnant.

Cosnp the magi ci an, who had nade this desperate upstream journey possible for Black Pearl, was or
had been al so Cosno the nan, who had made the journey necessary. The Mal ol o magi ci an had been her
| over for several nmonths before the night of many killings, the night he had di sappeared. Bl ack
Pearl was going to have to assune now that he was dead.

Far | ess than any ordi nary worman di d Bl ack Pearl have any neans of knowing with any certainty what
went on inside her own belly, down there on the borderline of magic, the region of her body where
five years ago the ancestral curse had inposed itself. Down there, where a true woman woul d have a
wonb, what did a fishgirl have? For that matter, what organs did a real fish possess? Daughter of
fisherfolk as she was, she could recall no clear inmage. Her m nd refused to think about it.

One fact was obvious. Mermaid bodies were not equi pped, any nore than the bodies of real fish
were, for anything like human pregnancy or human birth. Wat was going to happen to her as her
pregnancy advanced, if she did not get sone effective help from sonmewhere, Black Pearl did not
know, could only guess. But each imagined possibility that suggested itself to her was nore
horrible than the last. She could only be certain that the outconme was going to be nonstrous,
unnatural, and fatal to herself and to the unborn as well.

And one nore thing was very clear to her. Never before in the history of any village, Black Pearl
was quite sure, had any nernai d ever becone pregnant.

For nore than a nonth now she had been experiencing dull aching pains in her abdonmen, pains that
could be relieved only by her assuming the fully human form and which returned the instant she
again becanme half fish. She had been on the verge of telling Cosno about her difficulty, though
she feared his reaction. And then, about a nobnth ago, on the night when manor fol k had sl aughtered
one anot her across the river, he had di sappeared. Terrible as it was, the only assunption she
dared make was that her mmgician | over was dead.

Wthin hours of the great slaughter, the news had spread rapidly, first in its essentials and then
inits details, anong the peasants and fisherfol k al ong both shores. From sone of these | egged
peopl e the story had diffused quickly to the mermai ds. Black Pearl was soon aware that there was
no one left in the Malolo clan who m ght provide effective medical help. Black Pearl didn't think
there were any very capable people left in the Senones clan either, and anyway she woul dn't expect
anything better fromthemthan being sold into slavery.

So far Black Pearl had not hinted to anyone, not even Soft Ri pple and nost certainly not Zoltan of
her fear that she was pregnant. Such a clai mwuld have made no sense to either of them anyway.
Nei t her of them had any idea that even a temporary reversal of a nmermaid' s condition was now
possi bl e.

Ch, if only it could be possible that Cosnb was not dead! Wrd passed along fromthe Ml olo
househol d servants had said that his body was not anong those arrayed in the underground vault,
where all the other dead were said to be gathered, still mmgically preserved. For several hours,
for a few days even, that reported absence had gi ven Bl ack Pearl hope, and the hope had been
confirmed by Zoltan. But now she realized that Cosnp's absence really proved nothing. If her |over
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was not dead, where was he? If he had fled the valley permanently, he nmight as well be dead as far
as she was concer ned.

Wth each day that passed wi thout word from her magician |over, Black Pearl becane nore and nore
fearfully certain that she was never going to see himagain. There were still occasional nonments
when she nursed hopes that he was alive, but those hopes were growi ng nore and nore desperate.

In the midst of her growi ng despair, her thoughts had fastened on the hermt GCeliner. Black
Pearl's only real hope at this point was that the hernit mght be able and willing to do sonething
to help her with her pregnancy. She wanted desperately to save the unborn child, which was Cosnp's
child too, if that were at all possible. And if she could be granted some assurance that the child
was not nonstrous. But failing that, she still wanted at |east to have a chance of saving her own
life. She knew now that at |east a tenporary cure of her condition was attai nable; and now al so
Zoltan had conme to seek her out and had said he | oved her. She had begun to forget Zoltan nore
than a year ago, and he had passed out of her thoughts conpletely for a tinme. Now Zoltan offered
hope. But if he ever |earned that she was pregnant.

Bl ack Pearl had never seen the hermit Gelinmer, but now she had nowhere else to turn. For all of
her young life she had heard that he was a good man, one who often went out of his way to help
peopl e. The stories told in the villages said that Gelinmer had nore than once saved fol k who were
dyi ng of cold and exposure in the nountains. In Black Pearl's nind this was good evi dence that the
hermt nust possess some nedical skills.

Now, conpelled yet again to use her amulet and the weary, fading counterspell, she changed her
formonce nore. At a place where only human hands and feet could clinb, she briefly bypassed the
wat er altogether, walking on dry | and. Again the sun was warm but the breeze nunbingly chil

agai nst the wet and suddenly vul nerabl e nakedness of her human skin.

Wt hout warning, noments earlier than she had anticipated it, the spontaneous reversion overtook
her. Abruptly deprived of feet and | egs, Black Pearl fell, rolling fortunately toward the stream
and landing in a small pool that was deep enough to cushion the inpact of her body before it
struck sharp rocks. Now suddenly the water felt confortably warm again, on fish skin and wonman
skin alike.

The hazards of her journey were increasing. There was no way to exercise the | east degree of
control over the spontaneous relapse, no way to guess fromone breath to the next exactly when it
was going to strike her

Once nore the water was deep enough. She swam upstream only to find al nost inmediately that her
way was bl ocked again by a stretch of shallow water. It seenmed hardly possible that any fish

bi gger than a mi nnow coul d swi m upstreamthrough this obstacle. She was going to have to wait

here, all but helpless, letting the change power of the anulet rest again until it had recharged
itself sufficiently to let her bring her human | egs back into existence. Then she would be able to
rise and wal k on them once nore.

And, if she was pregnant, as she was sure she was, and if by some niracle she could carry the
child to full term and by sone greater miracle give birth-then what kind of nonster would she
produce, gripped by this evil magic as she was? Perhaps the questi on was neani ngl ess. But Bl ack
Pear! had had dreans of |late, dreams conming to her below the surface of the river as she slept,

ni ghtmares in which she felt and saw herself giving birth to clouds of fish eggs, or to a swarm of
lively tadpol es.

Even while she waited to continue her clinb toward Geliner's house, her nmind sought feverishly for
sonmeone besides the hernmit to whom she nmight turn for help. But she could think of no one. She
coul d i nagi ne

Zoltan's reaction to the news of her pregnancy, and it would not be good. The remants of her own
leg wal king famly in her honme village had practically di sowned her on the day, five years ago,
when the evil change cane upon her. It was a not uncommon reaction anong nernaids' fanmilies. And
even if her relatives had been willing to help her now, what could they do? They were as | acking
in magi cal powers as they were in nundane weal t h.

If only Cosnb were not dead . .. once nore Black Pearl rem nded herself sternly that such w shes
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wer e hopel ess, usel ess.

But suppose that the holy hermt, when she reached himshe could not admt to herself that she

m ght fail today to reach his house suppose he were to refuse her hel p? She m ght be able to pay
himwith a pearl froma riverbottomclam or perhaps a genstone or even a |unp of gold obtained at
the sane source supposing she could work a minor nmiracle and find one. Such treasures failing,
there was still her body that she might offer him half-human as it was, and the few doubtful

m nutes for which she might be fully human. Bl ack Pearl did not know what attitude the hermt, who
had evidently chosen to |ive wi thout wonen, mght take toward an offering like that.

There was only one way to find out. Black Pearl swam and clinbed, and fell and clinbed again. Her
capacity to change was once nore al nost totally exhausted. Eventually she reached a point from
whi ch she could see, still dishearteningly high and distant, what she took to be the hernmit's
dwelling. It was, at least, a fallen great tree with a stunp that looked as if it had a shuttered
wi ndow i n one side, and so she had heard Celinmer's house descri bed.

But the distance still remaining to the house was crushing. On starting upstreamfromthe Tungri
the nermaid had had no idea that the hermt's dwelling was so far up the nountai nside, or she

m ght never have attenpted to reach it. But no, she'd probably have nade the effort anyway.
Because she had no other choice.

Now once nore on the verge of despair, Black Pearl heard a whining and how ing, an al nost doglike
yappi ng. Looking up in alarm she beheld a watchbeast shuffling bearlike along a small ridge that
paral | el ed the stream

She recogni zed the breed of animal at once. Two or three times before in her short |life Black
Pear| had seen watchbeasts. Years ago, when she'd had | egs and could wal k uphill anytinme she felt
like it, the folk at Malol o manor had had a pair of such beasts to guard their house.

Now t he beast had sighted her, or heard or scented her, which cane to the sanme thing. Running for
a little distance beside the stream the animal how ed at the unprecedented sight and at the noise
of a mernmaid's renewed struggling here. Then the watchbeast turned away and ran of f, di sappearing
al nost at once anong the rocks and scattered vegetation of the uphill sl ope.

Bl ack Pearl, still unable for the tine being to use her anulet effectively, could do nothing but
wait for what m ght happen next. Her hopes rose slightly when the watchbeast reappeared in the
di stance, still clinbing away from her. Obviously the aninmal was going to the high tree-stunp
house, and the nmermaid could hope that it was going to bring its naster to her aid.

When CGeliner heard Geelong's clanor just outside his door he was considerably surprised. That
particul ar sound had al ways neant a traveler was in distress, an unlikely situation in such fine
weat her as this.

Rel atively unlikely, but of course not inpossible. Hastening to follow the anxi ous beast, the
hermt |eft his house and garden and soon reached the side of the pool in which Black Pearl was
now resting.

The sight of a mermaid was so renote fromanything the hermt had expected that for severa
nmonents he stood on the bank gazing, at her stupidly, as if paralyzed. Adding sonething to
Geliner's difficulty was the fact that he had never spoken with a mernmaid before. But her face

| ooked not only intelligent but frightened, and he could only assunme that she was nuch |ike other
peopl e. At |ast he spoke.

"Young wonan are you in need of hel p?"

She gazed up at himboldly though fearfully. "I am" she said, with the water sl oshing
spasnodi cally around her silver tail. "My need is very great. And | have cone to you, cone up all
the way fromthe river, to try to get the help | need."

"You've cone to me?" Gelinmer, still somewhat bew | dered by this unheard of presence so far up the
side of the nountain, ran a hand over his bald head. He felt hinself to be at a total loss. "I
will do what | can. But what can | do?"
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The nmermaid sat up straighter in the water, with her tail nowin front, propping her torso erect
on both hands extended behind her. "Sir, if you will only wait a few nonents, it will be easier
for you to understand ny difficulty. I will denponstrate as well as explain. Wait while | rest, and
then watch carefully. And | will show you a great wonder."

"Then | will wait," Celinmer said sinply, and seated hinself upon a handy rock

A quarter of an hour later, Geliner had witnessed the coning and going of the change in the young
wonman' s body. Having seen what he woul d not otherw se have believed, he tended to believe the rest
of the amazing story she had told him

He had changed his position by the tinme the story was finished, and was seated upon a different
rock, handier to the stream wi th Geelong crouching contentedly near his side. Frowning in deep
t hought, the hermt asked: "WII| you describe to ne this Cosno Mal ol 0o you say has di sappeared?

sel dom have any contact with the | eaders of the clans, and | have never nmet any of the younger

ones. "

When he had heard the nermaid's description of her magician lover, Gelimer's frown deepened,
because now he was sure. The travel er who had called hinmself Chilperic had given a false name for
the man that he was seeking. That man, Gelimer's tragic early visitor, was certainly the same nan
that this nmernaid sought, no doubt with better reason

Gelimer knew a little nmore of the truth now, and he knewit was his duty to tell Black Pearl that
her |l over was certainly dead. But as far as he could see, that truth would be of no benefit to
her; it would only deprive her of hope. And if he, Geliner, were to reveal that he knew where
Cosno lay buried, the mernmaid along with other folk would justly suspect that he knew where the
Sword was hidden al so

But if he dared not tell the truth to this girl who had appealed to himfor help, then what could
he do for her?

"I am no magician," he confessed at last. "No real healer, either. If there were any solid help
that | could give you, child, I would be glad to do so. But | fear there is nothing."

For several minutes after she heard these words Black Pearl sinply sat in the water, staring up at
the man she had been thinking of as her |ast hope. Her very human cheeks had dried in the breeze
since she energed fromthe water, and they stayed dry; the destruction of hope had been too sudden
and conplete to result in tears.

The silence stretched on, until at last Gelimer could bear her enpty gaze no longer. "I wll try,"
he prom sed, "to find magi cal assistance for you sonehow. "

"Ch sir. Thank you, sir." The words sounded al nost devoid of enotion; it was hard for Geliner to

tell if she were only being polite to himin turn, or not. "What can | give you in return?"
Gel i mer thought, and sighed. "At the nmonent, | can think of nothing for you to give ne. It may be
that | will be able to give you nothing, either. | fear that it very well may be so. And yet | do

pl edge that | wll try."

They exchanged a few nore words, and the hermit prom sed that he woul d neet the nermaid, at a
certain tinme, at a certain place at the river's edge. Years had passed since he had gone that far
down into the gorge, but it was a place he could renenmber well enough

Then, after bestowi ng Ardneh's bl essing as best he could, he turned and began clinbing wearily
back to his house, his watchbeast noving subdued at his side.

Wth the edge of her despair at |east sonewhat blunted by the hermt's kindly attention to her
troubles, and his conditional prom se, Black Pearl pulled herself together as best she could, and
started on her way back to the mouth of the stream The passage downhill, with the swift current's
hel p, was physically nmuch easier than the ascent, and she progressed quickly.

Deep in her own thoughts, she had by now ceased to pay nuch attention to her surroundi ngs, and she
was within thirty neters of the two nercenaries before she saw t hem
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Calling to her to stop and wait for them calling to each other to run her down, howing their
| ust and wonder and delight on finding her al nost hel pl ess before them the two arned and shabby
men moved on quick legs to cut her off fromthe broad river and freedom

Bl ack Pearl had not seen such nen in the valley before, and the strangeness of their appearance
only added to her terror. They were dressed unlike any of the native nen on either side of the
river, wearing scraps of alien |ooking arnmor and green scarves round their throats, and both were
wel | armed.

The men were trying to nake their voices soft when they called to her, but the | ook of their faces
belied the softness. In conplete panic, her worries about tonorrow swall owed up in i mediate
terror, Black Pearl turned around and threw her tired body again into the struggle to ascend the
stream One hope, though a feeble one, lay in reaching one of the deeper pools above, where she

m ght possibly lie conceal ed underwater until the men gave up their efforts and went away. Her
only other hope, also a faint one, was that the hermt or the watchbeast m ght hear the sound of
the chase and cone to her aid.

At first the two nen, being forced to clinmb or wade anobng sharp rocks in rushing water, fel
behind a little. But then the banks of the stream opened up again, and her pursuers could run, and
they gai ned on her rapidly.

Al nost at once a fortunate curve in the streamtook her tenporarily out of their sight.

Bl ack Pear|l plunged into the best avail able pool, and lay as still as she could on the bottom
suspendi ng her breath in nmernaid fashion. She would have no problemremaining so for hours if
necessary.

She thought that this was probably the deepest pool she had encountered in her struggle to ascend
the stream Still, the surface of the water was | ess than a neter above her head. Above her was a
smal | greenish circle of sky; swift fluctuations in the current prevented her seeing nore.

Di stantly she coul d hear her pursuers, clinbing about somewhere on the bank nearby. The water was
so clear that she knew she would not be invisible to themif they were to |look carefully in the
right place; but she would do the best she could. Quietly she turned over, lying face down now,
giving themthe back of her head to | ook at, streami ng dark hair instead of a pale face.

Hardly had Bl ack Pearl turned over before the faint gleam of sonmething artificial on the streans
bott om caught her eye. Something in the straight and steely | ook of the thing caught at her nenory
i medi ately. Once before, in water vastly deeper and colder than this stream she had nade this
sane di scovery ..

Movi ng her fingers with great care in the vicinity of those suggested edges she had had experience
of their unnatural sharpness Bl ack Pearl brushed away the bottom sand until an ebony handl e cane
into view

Cbvi ously the Sword had not been dropped here carelessly. Rather it had been buried deliberately,
sunk carefully into the bottomunder | ayers of head-sized rocks. And not only buried, but wedged
firmy into place in a niche between fixed edges of stone, so that no current in the stream woul d
ever wash it away. But fish, or some other creatures of the stream nust have been nibbling at
what had once been a sheath of dark |eather, which being only nundane material was al nost

conpl etely gone by now. The renoval of that dark covering allowed a gl eamof steel to shine

t hr ough.

The nmetal of the Sword itself was just as she renenbered it, anything but rmundane. There was the
white target-synbol on the hilt. The mermaid had a good | ook at the weapon as she drew it fromthe
hi di ng pl ace. As she had expected, it showed not the slightest trace of rust or corrosion

Now feet cane stanping nearby, on the bank above her. Bl ack Pearl could hear the voices of the two
men al nost clearly, and then their shouted triunmph at the nmonent they discovered her in her
i nadequat e hi di ng pl ace.

"Look here!"
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“I'"1l stir her out!" And a man's hands tossed in a rock that struck the scaly arnmor of her |ower
belly, just as she turned face up again; the water cushioned sone of the mssile' s inpact.

Bl ack Pearl's head and shoul ders canme up out of the water, her nouth screaming, the Sword's hilt
clutched in both her hands. This was not the first time she had held Farslayer in her hands. But
now, for the first tine, she could feel the Sword's power cone suddenly to life.

The two nmen were standi ng on opposite sides of the watercourse, both of them downstream from Bl ack
Pearl, one about five neters fromher, the other twice as far. Wen she sat up both nmercenaries
froze, transfixed nmonentarily by the inpressive sight of the unexpected weapon. Then the hand of
the nearer man noved to his waist, and in a nmoment he had drawn his own short sword.

Bl ack Pear|l screaned at him and willed his death. The black hilt seened to tear itself free from
her clutched fingers, the weapon |lunging outward of its own volition. A snarling how of magic,

| ouder than her own scream resounded in the little canyon, acconpanied by a brief rainbow slash
of light that brushed aside the drawn blade in the man's hand. That weapon's owner, his face
reflecting surprise, staggered with the Sword of Vengeance stuck clean through him Then he
toppl ed forward, dead before he splashed into the water.

Yelling in nortal terror, the dead nman's conpanion turned away fromthe nmernaid and took to his
heel s, bounding in panic down the nountainside.

Bl ack Pearl was already going after the Sword again, struggling to drag her body through the
shall ows. Despite the thrust of current that now worked in her favor, noving those few neters
seened to take forever. Then, when she had gripped the ebony hilt again, another eternity el apsed
in the course of her effort to twist and wench Farslayer free fromthe |ifeless body of her
enemy. The victims will seenmed still alive, enbodied in those dead eyes that stared alternately
at her and past her with the novenent of his head caused by her tugging on the steel between his
ribs.

By now the nernaid was sobbing with exertion, hate, and rage. As soon as she had Farsl ayer free,
she threwit forth again, blindly and with all her strength.

"You you tried to kill ne!" she shrieked. The surviving nercenary was probably out of range of her
voi ce; he was already |ong out of sight, and at the |ast noment Black Pearl was sure that the

ef fort she was naki ng was hopel ess. A reprisal against those who had threatened her was not her
only goal. She felt, more strongly than any craving for revenge, the need to keep the power of
this Sword for herself, to bargain wth.

But the thoughts of that |ast noment cane too late to stop the Sword. For a second tine the

rai nbow bl ur of power |eft her hands, again she heard the weapon briefly howing in the air. In
the blinking of her eyes it was gone, this tine sonewhere out of her sight. Though that flight had
been hard to foll ow, she thought the weapon's path had carried it strai ght downstream

And agai n Black Pearl hurled herself splashing and floundering after it, through water too shall ow
for real swinmming. The Sword, as a treasure she might bargain with, represented her only hope. She
woul d go after Farslayer and recover it yet again.

Heedl ess of minor injuries inflicted by rocks in the shallow current, Black Pearl hurled herself
downstream Luck was with her. The easiest way for a man on foot, running down the slope, was the
faint path that alnmost inevitably foll owed such a watercourse. In this case the man in his terror-
stricken flight had not deviated fromthe path by nore than a stride or two. The nermaid found him
| ying facedown, Farslayer's hilt and half its blade protruding fromhis arnored back. The Sword
had overtaken himfrom behi nd. Wien she turned hi mover, she |ooked at his face clearly for the
first time, and saw, only now, that he was still a beardl ess youth.

Agai n Bl ack Pearl went through the ghastly process of trying to extract Farslayer froma corpse.
This time not only bone but arnmor, a light cuirass, gripped the blade. Her |ack of feet and | egs
with which to brace herself while pulling added considerably to the difficulty of the job; but at
least this time the face was turned away. At last the ugly job was done. There was nothi ng Bl ack
Pear! coul d do about concealing this body, or the other one upstream they would sinply have to
lie where they had fallen
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The god-forged blade rinsed clean at once in the swift stream Carrying the Swrd ahead of her
gripping the hilt in both hands nost of the tinme, Black Pearl started once nore for deep water.

She wondered, now that she had a chance to think again, just how the Sword ni ght have come to be
hi dden in the stream where she had found it. M ght Cosno hinself have brought it there? O could
it have been the hernmit's own doing? Had Gelinmer known that Farslayer was concealed in the stream
she sat in, even while he was talking to her?

In any case, the hermt had offered her little help. But give himcredit for honesty at least. It
was up to her to help herself. So she was not going to hand this thing of power over to anyone
now, except in exchange for the assistance she needed.

Zoltan would be the one to deal with. Bring himthe Sword, and let himthink that she was nadly in
love with him let himbelieve whatever he already believed. Qbhviously it was going to take tinme
to conclude any such arrangenent. Her inmedi ate need was to hide the

Sword sonewhere. Bl ack Pearl proceeded back downstream noving carefully. Sonetinmes she had to use
her amul et and nmurmur the secret words, and stand and walk with the naked Sword hel d awkwardly

bef ore her naked body, both of her smallish hands grasping the black hilt. Wl king, she held the
weapon very carefully, that she mght not fall upon it when the sudden shape change overtook her
and she fell.

As she descended the | ong slope she pondered furiously on the question of where to hide the Sword
for the tine being. Immediately there cane to her mind the islands, and the riverbottom But she
did not wish ever to go to Magicians' Island again if she could help it. Unless Cosno .

And Mermai ds' |sland was generally popul ated by other mermaids. They, her nmermaid sisters, were
al so forever searching the riverbottom hoping to discover things of val ue.

Where to hide it, then?

Now Bl ack Pearl renenbered passing, on her way uphill, a certain hollowtree, a leaning trunk all
twi sted and decayed but not yet fallen, that curved al nost over this roaring streamdown near its
nmout h. But a noment |ater she rejected the idea inside that tree Farslayer would be far nore
easily accessible to wal king people than to her.

When she cane to the tree, however, Black Pearl had been able to think of no better place, and
changed her mind again. Here the dancing brook that she was foll owi ng plunged through its own

m ni ature gorge, between high walls of rugged rock. Few people would cone wal ki ng here, and none
could ride.

The spot was al nbost gl oony even at nidday. Yet another struggle was necessary for her to heave her
body out of the water, getting the rounded thickness of her fishtail onto a rock, bracing herself
there in a sitting position while she lifted the Sword toward the dark cavity of the gnarled bole.

Just as she did so she paused, listening intently. Soneone or sonething was approaching. Wth the
sound of a great wind.

Chapter TWELVE

WHEN t he hernit had concluded his talk with the mermaid, and Bl ack Pearl had begun her struggling
return downstream GCeliner, his forehead set in winkles and his m nd engaged wi th probl ens,
trudged back uphill toward his house. The poor ensorcelled | ass on her way back to her deepwater
hone was going to pass right over the place where he'd hidden the Sword. Well, when he'd chosen
the place in which to conceal Farslayer, he couldn't possibly have foreseen that nermaids were
going to come crawing up the stream bed. This one nust have passed over the Sword once al ready on
her way upstream and wi thout noticing anything. Gelinmer considered that he had hi dden the Sword
well, and he hadn't been back to | ook at the place since doing so. For anyone to see himtaking an
interest in that spot now might result in Farslayer's discovery. So, the Sword was goi ng to have
to stay where it was.

Ah, but the poor innocent child! What a terrible situation to be in. Wat could he do for her?
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Not until after he had clinbed three quarters of the way back to his house, trudging slowy, did
it occur to the hernmit that he might have escorted Bl ack Pearl back down to the river. Wll, too
late now to think of that. She had managed the uphill struggle sonehow, and doubtl ess she could

manage goi ng down.

Since he was no nagician, it appeared to Gelimer that there was not nuch he could do for the
mermai d's benefit, except to offer her sone probably foolish hope, and | et her know at | east that
she had a friend in the world.

As he was approaching his door, the hernmt felt the denmon's presence somewhere in the air, and
thought that this tine it was passing closer than before.

Gel i mer had not been back in his house for nore than a quarter of an hour when sonething occurred
that drew hi mout of doors again.

The hermt had left both the inner and outer doors of his entrance standing open to the nild day,
and it was a peculiar w sp of sound that entered through the doorway to draw hi mout. The sound
was al nost too faint to be heard at all, but there was a strangeness about it that caught at his
attention.

Li stening, waiting for the sound to come again, Celiner stood in the doorway of his small house.
He tasted the air, rubbed a hand over his bald head, and scanned the sky. Afewtines in his life,
a very few tinmes and | ong ago, he had been able to see noving across the firnmament some of the
powers that served the great magicians. But today he was able to see nothing magical in the sky,
nothing at all but a few clouds. He called for Geelong, thinking that if there were strange sounds
to be tracked down, the watchbeast would be very useful. But there was no response to the hernmit's
call.

He was still loitering in his doorway when the strange sound cane again, a high-pitched, briefly
sust ai ned squeal i ng. Sonethi ng nmechanical, the hermt thought now, a cartwheel needing grease
perhaps. O course that couldn't be right, there were never any carts on these rough trails. But-

Hi s concern, persistent and automatic, for the Sword drew himin the general direction of that
weapon's hiding place when he left the house. Geliner called again for Geel ong as he wal ked, and
he continued to listen for the strange noise to cone again

He had not wal ked forty neters fromhis door when a shift in the direction of the wind brought the
mysteri ous squealing sound to himnore distinctly. It was a hi gh-pitched whining, only
superficially mechanical. At bottomit was nmuch nore |like the cry of sonme great animal in agony.
And at the same tine he heard it, the hernmit detected a new whiff of the denon's presence, which
reached hi mthrough none of the usual channels of the senses.

I gnoring the deep command of instinct that urged himto run away fromthat presence, Celiner began
instead to run toward it. Toward the place fromwhich the sound cane al so.

A hundred neters of running, noving horizontally along the great slope of the nountain, were
enough to bring himto a small patch or grove of stunted thorntrees. Trotting around to the far
side of this tall thicket, Gelinmer cane suddenly in sight of Ceelong. The watchbeast had sonehow
been nightrmarishly elevated to twice or three times Geliner's height above the ground, and al
four of his linbs were spread out and pinned on tough thorny branches. Ceelong's head was tw sted
to one side, whether voluntarily or not, so that he looked in the direction fromwhich his master
now approached. Fromthe animal's open nouth drooled whitish foamall mxed with blood. The
creature's lolling tongue was bitten hal fway through. Geelong's eyes were open, and watched
Gelimer. His |ower belly had been opened also, as if with a dull blade in the beginning of a

di senbowel nent. More bl ood, rmuch nore, dripped fromhis belly, and a sl ender rope of gut was
hangi ng hal fway to the ground.

Gelinmer struggled to find disbelief, but was unable to achieve it. He swayed on his feet, staring
hel pl essly at the horror above him The noise coming from Geelong's throat swelled up again into a
ghastly how .

At last able to break free of his paralysis, the hermt ran forward. As Geliner ran he pulled from
his belt the hatchet he had lately taken to carrying with himeverywhere. If he could only chop

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20...Lost%20Swords%204%20-%20Farslayer's%20Story.txt (70 of 111) [2/4/03 9:53:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%204%20-%20Farsl ayer's%20Story .txt
free some of those small branches, the ones whose thorns were .

A near by presence, which until now had managed to conceal itself, now swelled up pal pably around
him It was a snothering sickness, and a physical force as well. Geliner's hatchet fell fromhis
hand. He fell staggering back fromhis first foothold on a tree, to stand choking and al nost

bl i nded.

"What do you seek here anong the thorntrees, little man?" The voice, sounding |ike nothing so nuch
as a deafening chorus of insects, canme blasting into the hernmit's ears. It surrounded him and
forced its way into his mind. "You nmust be careful with that weapon! O herw se you m ght do harm
to your faithful pet."

And now Celiner was seized by a presence that seened to have beconme as material as his own body,
and vastly stronger. Forces grabbed himby an arm whirled himabout effortlessly, and sent him
tunbl i ng over rocks and down a slope. blivious to m nor damage, he stunbled to his feet, and
faced uphill again.

Some force like a great wind was shaking the thorntrees now, swaying them out of phase, so that
the bl oody living body pinned aloft in themwas wacked anew. The wound in the belly stretched and
oozed and gaped. Once nore the horrible noise went up from Geelong's throat, |ouder than before.

Dazed and blinking, Gelinmer |ooked carefully around him trying to recognize this world in which
he found hinmself. He turned slowy, making a full circle on uncertain feet, questioning all the
corners of the universe as to how such things could be.

He held his fingers in his ears, but that was no nore effective than closing his eyes.

"Do you not |ike the nusic that your pet nmkes, little man?" There was no shutting that nusic out,
or the voice of the denon, either. The question was followed by a great hideous rush of what nust
have been its | aughter

"Do you not |ike the song?"

Stumbl i ng and choki ng and weeping, still trying uselessly to shut out the sounds of Ceelong's

agony, the man went staggering away. Now his feet, w thout any conscious planning on his part,
were bearing himat an angle downhill, toward the place where a nonth ago he had conceal ed t he
Swor d.

When Celiner encountered the rushing nmountain streamhe tunbled into it, landing on all fours. But
he lurched to his feet and went on again at once, follow ng the stream bed downhill, unaware of
the cold water and the rocks that hurt himwhen he fell again.

Sonet hing in himknew that the Sword was al ready gone, even before he | ooked in the place where he
had hidden it. He knew, he felt the truth of the mssing Sword at his first sight of the dead man.
The corpse, arned and costuned |i ke a poor nercenary, lay sone ten neters downstream fromthe deep
pool, crunpled on his side in the shallows, with his body jamred agai nst sone rocks by the rush of
current.

Sonething in Geliner already knew that the Sword was gone. But still he plunged heedlessly into
the pool to look for Farslayer, driving his head and shoul ders underwater in the deep pool
groping with both hands for the bottom

Agrip that felt like the clawed forepaws of a |large dragon seized Geliner from behind. The nan
was wrenched fromthe water, tossed rolling over and over on the hard path al ong the bank. Even
before he stopped rolling, the denon's quasi material presence had |let himgo, had gone plunging
past himinto the stream A fountain of water, a geyser of rocks and sand and nud, erupted out of
the pool that had been the hiding place. But no Sword. No Sword cane flying out, because Farsl ayer
was al ready gone.

Gelimer was just trying to get back onto his feet when the denon |like a foul wind cane rushing
back to once nore give himits full attention. It raged and struck at him knocked hi monce nore
spi nning on the ground, so that his head rang with the inpact, his arnms and | egs were newy

brui sed and bl oody.
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Its voice of a thousand insects shrieked at him "Wwat have you done with it, treacherous human?
You pretended to have hidden Farslayer in this little pool, pretended to be trying to get it now,
but it is not here. What have you really done with it?"

Gelimer was no | onger capable of thinking clearly. Even had he wanted to answer the denon's stupid
shrieki ng, he would hardly have been able to speak. He could only cower down and wait for what
m ght happen to hi m next.

Unexpectedly, the denon shrieking stopped. There was a silent swelling of the cheated rage
surroundi ng the man. But before the stormof this renewed wath could break upon him there cane a
pause. A break, a distraction, as if the denon's attention had been abruptly drawn from Gelinmer to
sonet hi ng or soneone el se.

And in the next nmonment, the ghastly thing was gone.

Gone conpletely, to what distance or for what period of time the hermit could not have guessed. He
only knew that it had let himgo. Sobbing, Geliner collapsed.

Chapt er THI RTEEN

ON the day of Black Pearl's visit to Geliner, and at the very tinme when she reached a deci sion on
where to hide the Sword, five men were riding in a fishing boat out near the middle of the Tungri.
The boat was meki ng progress steadily upstream The two who worked the oars were fishernen,
enlisted today as rowers by the new chief of the manor above their village, Bonar Ml ol o. That

chi ef, young Bonar hinself, was sitting in the stern of the boat, beside his new guest and

acquai ntance Prince Mark of Tasavalta. Up in the prow perched Zoltan, who tal ked and sang al nost
continuously, hoping that his voice would be heard and recogni zed bel ow the surface, and that he
thus woul d be successful in calling up a certain nernmaid fromthe stream

Yest erday not nuch had been acconplished, besides finishing the repair of the hole carved in the
manor's wall by Stonecutter. The prince and Ben, weary froma long journey and a night's vigil,
had sl ept and eaten and enjoyed the manor's hospitality.

Today the strong man Ben, along with the magi ci an Gesner, the Lady Yanmbu, and Bonar's two sisters,
had renmained in the Malolo nanor. It was by no nmeans certain that the nmercenaries had departed the
area for good; and Mark had wanted to | eave soneone he trusted in case another w nged nessenger
shoul d seek himthere with news.

Bonar had |istened doubtfully to the explanation given himearly this norning by his powerful
guests, as to why it was necessary to cone out here and hunt nernai ds today, but at |ast he had
accepted it. It was sonething to do with finding the Sword again, and he was all in favor of that.

A point that had come up for discussion earlier was the question of who was going to get the Sword
i f and when they did nanage to recover it. Prince Mark had al ready expl ai ned that he had a deep
interest in retaining possession of Farslayer, in fact, that he had no intention of accepting
anything less. Mark's princely rank, his firmess even tenpered as it was with courtesy, and the
one Sword he already wore conbined to give force to his expressed wi shes. The effect was augnented
by the presence at the prince's side of Ben, who when he chose to do so could | ook as form dable
as a whol e squad of nercenaries.

Bonar in fact was overwhelned by his new allies. He pined in silence to possess the Sword again
for hinself, but somehow when he opened his nmouth he found hinself agreeing to the terns which the
prince outlined for himin return for giving up all Ml olo clains upon the Sword of Vengeance, he
and the remainder of his clan would receive (at sone future tine) wealth, prestige in the

associ ation of his house with that of Tasavalta, and perhaps, at a |later date, sone nilitary aid
as wel |l .

The deal had been effectively concluded on shore sonme tine ago, but still it rankled. Sitting in
the boat Bonar took courage and began to murnur: "Still all that nmay be very well, but still |
think that nmy famly and | ought to rightfully be able to retain sone rights in that

Sword for ourselves. Even if we allowit to go with you for now. Wen we have succeeded in finding
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it, that is.”

Prince Mark only | ooked at him But Zoltan was ready to argue the point, and at the sanme tine he
was curi ous.

"Sir-Chief Bonar-when your famly had that Sword in their hands before, the result to them |
woul d say, could hardly be counted as a great benefit. What would you do with Farslayer if you had
it in your hands at this nonent?"

Bonar frowned at the question. Then his frown cleared up. "You nean what target would | choose?
I've thought about that, this past nmonth. 1'd pick that cowardly skunk Hissarlik, beyond a doubt.

W' ve heard that he survived the night of killing, and | have no doubt that he's now becone the
clan chief of the Senones dogs. And | have no doubt that he's killed several of our people. He's
probably killed nore of us than anyone el se who still survives over there.”

"How do you know how nmany of your people he may have killed, sir? Forgive me, but |I'mcurious. You
mean you have sone way of telling, sonehow . . . ?"

Bonar was scowling at Zoltan petulantly. "Well, if Hi ssarlik hasn't killed very nany of us yet,
he's certainly getting ready to do so. He's a Senones, isn't he?"

Mark was shaking his head lightly at Zoltan, but Zoltan wasn't ready to give up the argunent. "All
right. Say you did have Farslayer in your hands this very nmonment, and you killed Hi ssarlik with
it. Zip. Like that. What's the next thing that would happen?"

"The next thing?"

"Well. | nmean, someone over there will see Hissarlik fall, or find himdead, and then imediately
pick the Swmord up and kill you with it. Isn't that the way things went a nonth ago?"

Bonar's eyes lighted up, the eyes of a man who at | ast understands a |ine of questioning, and has
an answer ready. "Ah! Yes, you see, that's where we nade our mistake before. My sisters and | have
tal ked about that. Next time we'll nmanage things the clever way. First decide on a specific
target, and then wait for that target to be in the proper position, or lure himinto it if
necessary. By proper position | mean sonewhere where we can get the Sword back quickly after we
use it. It means being patient. Perhaps it neans setting anbushes, which is always difficult. But
you're perfectly right, there's no use in naking your eneny the gift of such a weapon to use

agai nst you. Not if you can help it."

Mark smiled faintly. And now Zoltan did give up, at least for the tinme being.
But his questioning had pronpted Bonar to ask a question of his own, addressed to Mark
"Your Majesty uh, sir "

"Just call ne Mark. '"Prince' will do if you really want to use atitle."

"Ah, thank you, ah Mark. |If you had the Sword in your hands at this nonent, what target would you
pi ck? This wi zard Wod you keep warning us about, | suppose. But am| not correct? Wuldn't you
try to arrange sonme ki nd of ambush first, get the Sword back to use agai n?"

Mar k, shaking his head again, took thought. Then he answered seriously and courteously. "

certainly wouldn't hurl any weapon at Wod just now He is still in possession of Shieldbreaker
so Farslayer woul d probably be destroyed. One way to get rid of the dammed thing, | suppose. But
certainly it would fail to kill him as long as he holds the Sword of Force."

"I's getting rid of Swords such a problem then?" Now Bonar was enviously eyeing Stonecutter, which
Mark wore at his side

"Believe ne, there are tinmes when it seens |ike a good idea to destroy one, or all of them Though
it's alnost inpossible. Perhaps that's what your cousin Cosnmp had in mnd when he rode off with
Far sl ayer."

"Do you think so?" the Chief asked doubtfully. He appeared to be having a hard tine digesting that
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i dea.

Mark turned to Zoltan and said: "I nmean to have a talk with that hermt you nentioned. We'll take
our search for your nermaid out to the islands first if necessary, and then-"

One of the fishernen, rowi ng industriously, nmuttered sonething. From under frowning, shaggy brows
he | ooked up and around the sky.

"What did you say, man?" Mark asked him sharply. "Sonething about denmons?"

The shaggy brows contracted further. "Aye, sir. |I'msaying they have been seen in the valley. And
that there's a snmell in the air just now, this nonent, that | don't Iike."

Bonar started to ask: "Does the Sword you wear, Prince, give you sone protection against-"
"Wait!" Mark gestured sharply for silence. Now he too was frowning up at the cloudl ess sky.

The other men in the boat | ooked at one another. To all of them a pall of night and gl oom and
si ckness seened to be descending upon the sunlit water in the niddle of the day.

None of the five nen spoke. There was no need. Even those anpbng them who had never before
confronted a denpon were in no doubt of what this was. One of the rowers, he who had just spoken
now dropped his oar. On trenbling |l egs the man arose, meaning to cast hinself overboard. But
Zoltan's hand went out and fastened on the fisherman's wist, and after a nmonent the terror-
stricken one sank back onto his bench

Zol tan knew sonet hing that none of the |local people did.

The horror that had just arrived was now sitting, alnmost fully visible, upon the surface of the
wat er nearby, confronting the five men huddled in the boat. As none of them were any |onger using
the oars, the boat had now begun to drift.

It was Mark who spoke first, addressing the silent thing that hovered on the water. The confidence
in his voice astoni shed nost of his conpanions.

"Who are you?" he asked bol dly.

"l am Rabisu." The voice was a watery gurgling, and sonehow it inpressed Zoltan's hearing as sline
held in his hand woul d have inpressed his sense of touch. "Rabisu. And you nust now hand over to
me that weapon that hangs at your belt. It will make a good addition to my collection.”

"Rabi su." Mark appeared to be neditating upon the name. "I've never heard of you before." So far
the prince's hand had made no nove toward his Sword. He was squinting into the full horror of the
thing that hovered above the water, squinting as if |oathsomeness could be as dazzling as

bri ght ness.

Meanwhi l e, in the background, the handful of other fishing boats that had been busy on the visible
stretch of the river were all making as rapidly as possible for shore, sone heading toward the
north bank of the river and others toward the south. The thought crossed Zoltan's mnd that under
ordinary conditions the fisherfolk of the two enenmy canps could evidently share the river in
peace.

The presence drifting above the water, just keeping up with the drifting boat, appeared to be
hesitating, as if it mght have been inpressed by the bravery of the man who spoke to it. "You are
no magician," it said to Mark at |ast. The statenent was not quite a question

"That is correct, | amnot. Tell ne, foul one, which Sword is it that you are seeking?"

On hearing such an insolent response Bonar collapsed conpletely. He cowered abjectly in the bottom
of the boat, as many a strong man m ght have done in his place. Zoltan was keeping his own head up
bravely. It cost hima considerable effort, even though Zoltan knew somet hi ng about his uncle that
the head of the Clan Malolo did not.

"Unbuckl e your swordbelt and hand it to ne!" roared the denon.
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"What if | draw nmy Sword instead?" And at |ast Mark's hand went to the black hilt.
And still the denon hesitated to attack. "Before you can drawit, little man, you will be dead!"

"I think that | will not be dead as soon as that. In the Enperor's nanme, forsake this gane, and
begone from our sight!"

There was a di sturbance above the water, and in the air above the boat, an explosion like the
breaki ng of a knot in which the winds of a hundred storms were all entangled. Such a bl ast nust
certainly have swanped the fishing craft, but the disturbance came and went with magi ca

swi ftness, before any novenment of the water or the air imediately around the boat had tine to be
ef fective. This concussion was followed instantly by a roaring bellow, uttered in a voice too |oud
to be human. It was the voice of the denon, no doubt about that, but in another instant the

bell owi ng had grown faint with distance, and in an instant nore it had grown fainter still.

H gher above the world, and fainter.
G adual |y, but soon, it was entirely gone.

In less tine than it takes to draw a breath the river around the fishing boat was once nore
silent, sunlit, and serene. There m ght never have been such things as denbns in the world.

Prince Mark sat for a noment with his eyes cl osed.

Then, leaning forward in his seat, he put a hand on the shoul der of one of the collapsed rowers.
Gently he tried to shake the man out of his paralysis. But for the tine being, at least, it was no
use. The prince sighed, noved hinself to the rowers' bench, and reached for an oar

Hi s nephew Zoltan had al ready taken the other one. Wth a couple of good strokes they overcane the
boat's drift, and were once nore headed upstreamtoward the islands.

Bonar, | ooking shanefaced, had by now nanaged to regain an upright position on his seat. For a
time there was silence except for the creak of oarlocks. Then the chief of Can Mlolo, |ooking
about himin all directions, asked softly and wonderingly: "Were is it?"

"The denbn is gone," said Mark patiently. "It's all right now"

The young cl an | eader turned back and forth in his seat, gaping at the Tungri, which ran cal mand
undi sturbed. The day was peaceful. "But gone where? Is it likely to come back?"

"I't might very well conme back here sonetine. But there's no i mmedi ate danger. We can go on and
talk to the nermaids, visit the islands as we pl anned. "

Hearing cal m human conversation around them both of the original rowers presently revived. Seeing
their three passengers serene, and the danger gone, they rather guiltily went back to work, Mark
and Zoltan relinquishing their oars.

Bonar was certainly not going to let the matter rest. "But what happened to the denmon? It was a
real denon, wasn't it?"

Zoltan said: "Ch, it was a denon, all right. As real as they ever get. But ny uncle enjoys certain
powers over such creatures. Mainly the power to keep themat a distance."

Mar k shrugged, under Bonar's awestricken gaze. "It's true that I'mno wizard. But | do have such a
power, fromny father, who happens to be the Enperor."

"Ah," said Bonar. But he did not really sound as if he understood, or was convinced of anything.
Zol tan could scarcely blame him Mny if not nost of the world' s people thought of the Enperor as
not hi ng nore than some ki nd of |egendary clown.

The clan chief persisted in trying to puzzle it out. "This power over denons that you say you have
i ndeed, that you have denonstrated. Does it never fail?"
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Mark smiled grimy. "It hasn't failed ne yet, or I wouldn't be here. Though | nust admit |'m never
completely sure it's going to work at the moment when | start to use it."

The boat was noving steadily on toward the islands. Now in the forward seat again, Zoltan tal ked
and sang, hoping that his voice would be heard and recogni zed beneath the water, trying to sumon
up a very special nermaid.

Chapt er FOURTEEN

HAVI NG done the best he could to set the nmernmi ds searching for the Sword, Chilperic was not

di sposed to dawdl e on the riverbank. After naking sure that a couple of militianmen renai ned on the
shore to carry news fromthe fishgirls should there be any, he started back to the manor as soon
as possible. He was intent on keeping in close touch with the healer Tigris, and wanted to be
first to hear of any change in the condition of her patient.

By the tine he and Hissarlik got back to the manor, Chilperic's nodest hopes of success for the
mermai d project were already fading. He renmenbered all too well their sullen unwllingness, and he
doubted the efficiency of Hissarlik's spell. Chilperic's remaining enthusiasmfor that effort

di m ni shed steadily as the remaining hours of the afternoon wore on. By sunset he had virtually
abandoned hope that the fishgirls were going to prove at all hel pful. And he supposed that any
program of underwater search they m ght have begun woul d have to be abandoned with the onset of
dar kness, since there was no way to provide the creatures with Ad Wrld lights, the only kind
that mght be used beneath the surface. Meanwhile, Chilperic was only too well aware that tine was
passi ng and his nission here was no closer to being acconplished. The Ancient Master was not going
to be pl eased. Soon, Chilperic thought, he was going to have to overconme his reluctance to sumon
the denon, and order Rabisu to nake a direct search for the Sword. There were nonents when he
wonder ed uneasily just what the denon nmight be up to on its own.

Just after sunset, when Chilperic was in his roomalone, Tigris the healer cane in secrecy to see
him The small blond womman held a finger to her lips for silence as soon as he saw her in his
doorway, and she slid quickly past himinto his roomw thout waiting to be invited.

"I have news regarding ny patient," was her greeting.
"She is-?"

"On the road to recovery."

"Very good!"

"The Lady Megara's conscious now, and in fact ready to have a visitor, if the visitor is carefu
to treat her gently."

"l certainly shall. But | nust ask her sone questions. Have you said anything about this recovery
to any of the famly yet?"

"Of course not." Tigris lifted her pretty chin. "You and I, dear Chilperic, serve the same master,
and so ny first report nust be to you whenever that is possible.”

"I should hope so. Tell nme, has the woman sai d anything of inportance to you?"

"Not really. She's asked a few questions as to how | ong she has been ill. | saw no point in |lying
to her about that."

"No, | suppose not. Anything el se?"

"Not that you'd find interesting. Mainly she was curious about ny identity. Natural enough. |'ve
al ready warned her that | mght be com ng back to the roomw th a professional colleague, though I
haven't actually said you are a physician."

"Better and better." Chilperic sniled briefly, then | ooked grimagain. "Tell nme, what exactly was
wong with her? Had it anything to do with her practicing magi c?"

"I'n my opinion which is valued highly, as you know, in sonme rather high places-"
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"Yes, | concede that."

"In ny opinion, the Sorceress Megara's disability was not due so nuch to nagical backlash though
something |like that may have contributed as it was to a nmere shock of a nmuch nore ordinary kind."

"A nere-?"

"Enotional trauma. Such as might be caused, for exanple, by the death of soneone to whom she was
closely attached. They tell me that her father was Farslayer's first victim on that fanbus night
when the feuding clans all but destroyed each other. And that she was found |ying unconscious
besi de his body. An experience like that would be quite enough to send sonme people into extended
shock. Perhaps to nake themlie in a trance for a month." And Tigris smled a brittle snile

Chil peric said: "That's right. They were both found out on Mgicians' |sland. Evidently for sone
reason he'd gone out there that night to visit her. O spy on her perhaps.”

"So, having her father killed before her eyes could very well have done it. She woul d be standing
there talking with this famliar and dependable figure then zip! Sudden death cones in the w ndow.
Do you have any wi ne on hand, by any chance? O maybe a drop of brandy?"

Chilperic had, as a matter of fact. Wiile finding a bottle and a gl ass, he shook his head. He
could not generate any respect for people who allowed thensel ves to be di sabled by things that
happened to others. "Well, let's go see her, then. She nmay know something that will help us find
the Sword, and in any case we'll have to deal with her if she resumes sone position of |eadership
here within the famly. You say | can talk to her now?"

"I'f you try not to disturb her too nmuch. Ah, that's very good." And Tigris set down the enpty
gl ass.

Chil peric started to open the door to the hall, then stopped in the act of doing so. "I wonder if
it would be wise to bring some nmenber of the family along to the lady's room Naturally they'l
want to know of her recovery as soon as possible.”

"As you wi sh. Perhaps that's a good idea. It mght be wi ser not to confront the lady just now with
two relative strangers, and no famliar face in sight."

It was just as well they had made that decision, for as soon as they went out into the corridor
they encountered Hi ssarlik, who, as he said, was on his way to learn the latest on his aunt's
condi tion.

A nonent |ater the three people entered the sickroom and the servant who had been on watch there
bowed and curtsied herself back fromthe bed.

Aunt Megara | ooked a different woman fromthe last tine Chilperic had seen her. Although he
under st ood she nust be over thirty, she now appeared hardly nore than a girl. She was al so nuch
nore al ert than when he had seen her before, and sitting up in bed. The whol e sickroomif you
could still call it that had becone a much nore cheerful place. Materials used in the treatnents
Tigris had adninistered, sone of themapparently intended to work on a very high plane of magic,
| ay scattered about.

"Aunt Meg how are you? W were all greatly concerned." Hissarlik stepped forward to the bed.

"Better much better.” The voice of the patient still lacked Iife, but she raised a pale hand,
readily enough, to take that of her nephew. "And you," Megara mnurnured.

"I see that you are still alive, Hissarlik." Perhaps the discovery pleased her, but it was not
doi ng much to cheer her up. Their hands were al ready separated again.

Chil peric, confident now that he would be interrupting no very fond reuni on, took the opportunity
of stepping forward. "Do you recogni ze nme, Lady Megara?"

The eyes of the tired and grieving woman turned toward him "No, | think not. Should [|?"
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The visitor bowed. "I am Chil peric, an associate of the physician Tigris who has so skillfully
restored you. And | too have come here to be of what service to you | may."

The faded eyes fixed on himwere nore anxi ous than accusatory. "Wy should you wish to do ne
service? You tell me your nane, but who are you?"

Chi l peric bowed again. "The nmaster | have the honor to represent as does Tigris here wishes to
establish an alliance with the worthy house of Senones. His nane is Wod, and he is a w zard of
sone renown. "

"Ah." The lady's eyes noved to those of her nephew, and back again to Chilperic.

The latter said snoothly: "You will of course want to have a family di scussion about our proposal
There's no hurry. But there is one matter | fear that | nust question you about at once sonething
about which we nust be fully inforned before your restoration to health can be consi dered
conplete. "

Tigris was | ooking at himnow, and Hissarlik too, but Chilperic ignored themboth. He said: "I am
speaki ng about the Sword of Vengeance, Lady Megara, the weapon that killed your father. Were did
that weapon first cone from on that terrible night? Who used it agai nst hin? Above all, where is

it now? Your own future, and that of your family, depends on that."

Mention of Farslayer brought renewed horror into the lady's eyes, and there was a pause. At | ast
she shook her head. "I don't know the answer to either question. | don't renmenber much about that
night. I was busy, practicing certain rituals in the cave out on Mgicians' Island. My father came
to visit ne in his youth he had practiced a great deal of magic hinmself. And then-"

"And t hen?"

"All | knowis that the Sword was suddenly there-in ny father's back." The |ady cl osed her eyes.
"As if it had come out of nowhere, through the grotto's wall sonehow. And in that instant ny
father let out a cry, and fell of course he was killed instantly."

Lady Megara opened her eyes again and stared at the wall. Wen her silence had lasted for a few
monment s Chil peric prodded her, gently but insistently: "Wat happened next?"

"Next ?" Her blank gaze turned on him "I | don't know. | saw Father dead, and after that | can
renenmber nothing nore." Suddenly Megara burst out: "Wo el se was slain that night?"

"We've tal ked about that before, Aunt Meg. Don't you renenber?"
"Not really. Tell me again.”

Hi ssarlik, sonewhat reluctantly, began to run through the roll call of defunct relatives. To
Megara, who listened to the list as if she were mesnerized, the extended roster of casualties
seened to present a generalized horror, though for sone reason not a particularly acute one.

Chil peric got the inpression that she was listening for some nane and had not heard it.

When the listing was over, she comented sinply: "So nmany on our side were killed, then."

"I fear that is so," said her nephew calnmy. Whatever grief and horror he might have felt on that
ni ght had evidently been exchanged over the past nonth for fear and worry. Only his craving for
revenge had been retained unaltered.

"And what of the eneny?" Megara's voice grew cold and inpl acable. "Wwo anong them have we kill ed?"

Hi ssarlik, taking turns with Ansel mand Alicia who had now cone to join the others in the
sickroom recited the names of those they had personally called on Farslayer to strike down, and
the ot her eneny names they had heard called out by relatives who were now dead thensel ves. The
listing sounded quite as long as that of the Senones casualties. Wen it was over, Megara seened
to relax a bit, apparently slunping back toward unconsci ousness.

"Now | eave ne." It sounded very nuch |ike an order, though her voice was weak. "Now | woul d
sl eep. "
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In a nonment, Tigris, turned physician again, was ushering Chilperic and the others out.

Chilperic had to adnit that he had | earned al nost not hing of any value in the sickroom And now
there was nothing left for himto do, except to take the decisive step he had been vainly trying
to put off. Back in his room al one he went through the few sinple steps required to sunmon the
denon.

From an i nner pocket of his clothing he drew out the denon's life, caught and trapped in |eather
by sone tricks of wi zardry that were as far, or farther, beyond himas the healing skills of the
physician. But to use the thing that Wod had gi ven hi mwas sinple enough. Stroking the little
wallet with his fingers, Chilperic nuttered the short fornula of sunmoning.

Then he waited, standing with his eyes al nost cl osed, for the unspeakabl e presence to approach
once nore and establish itself inside his room

He waited, but nothing happened.

The summoni ng was finished. He was sure that he had done it properly. Tine stretched on, one
breath after another, and still the denon did not appear

Presently Tigris, her healing chores evidently conpleted for the tinme being, tapped at his door
and canme in as silently as she had done before, closing the door i mediately behind her. Wen she
saw Chil peric standing with the leather wallet in his hand, she had no need to ask what he was
doi ng.

Wth Tigris watching himexpressionlessly, Chilperic frowned, and rubbed again at his | eather
wal | et, and once nore uttered the proper words. He took great care to get the incantation right,
roundi ng each syllable of it distinctly.

But still there canme no response from Rabi su.
Sonet hi ng was definitely wong.

Fortunately for hinmself, Chilperic was not a man who pani cked easily. To the best of his quite
limted ability, he scanned the air and earth and water around him seeking evidence of the
denmon' s presence, or of any interfering nmagic. He could find neither

"I sense no opposition,” murrmured Tigris, who was evidently doing the sane thing, at a | evel of
skill doubtless nuch higher than his.

Chi |l peric sighed and nodded. So, he thought to hinself, what ganme was this? Perhaps the creature
had been called away by sonme direct conmand from Wod. Chil peric thought that unlikely, but what
ot her expl anation could there be?

Inalittle while Tigris, having nade no coment, left him saying that she wanted to | ook in
again on her patient. Chilperic was still sitting alone in his room wondering when to try the
sunmoni ng agai n, unable to think of anything else to try, when a servant canme to his door bearing
a nmessage from HissarliKk.

"My naster's conplinments, sir, and would you care to attend himin the great hall? Sonme nmen have
arrived, claimng to be nmercenaries |ooking for enmploynent, and the Tyrant Hissarlik would like to
consult with you on how best to deal with them?"

Descending to what was optimstically called the great hall, Chilperic found | anps being |ighted
agai nst the gathering dusk. Hissarlik was established in a tall chair that evidently served him as
a seat of state. Two nen, both strangers to Chilperic, were facing the clan chief. One of these
visitors, a powerful |ooking brute, was standing alnost at attention, while the other, taller and
much | eaner, had seated hinself on a table with one foot on the floor, a disrespectful position to
say the least. Signs of the mlitary profession were much in evidence in the dress and attitude of
bot h.

The taller stranger stood up fromthe table when Chilperic entered, and in a nonment had introduced
hi nsel f as Captain Koszalin, commander, as he said, of his own free and honorabl e conpany of
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adventurers. Koszalin was youthful, certainly well under thirty years of age; |ean, alnost
emaci ated, with a haggard |ook as if perhaps he did not sleep well. H's stocky conrade was his
sergeant .

Wth Chilperic now standing at the Tyrant's right hand and giving the newconers a stern | ook
Hi ssarlik was ready to speak out boldly fromhis tall chair

He addressed Koszalin. "Well then, fellow, what use do you think you can be to us here?"

Chil peric got the inpression that the youthful captain was totally uninpressed by this other youth
who cl ai med hereditary power. But Koszalin, who appeared now to be naking an effort to be
pl easant, scratched his unconbed head and addressed the Tyrant.

"Wy, sir, it's like this. | hear that you're on no great terns of friendship with those people
across the water, the ones who call thenselves Malolo." Wen Koszalin shifted his glance to
Chi |l peric, his voice, perhaps unconsciously, grew nore respectful. "Nor are you, sir, | suppose."”

Chi |l peric was gradual ly becoming certain that these were a couple of the sanme nmercenary scoundrels
who had been hangi ng around the Malolo nanor intermittently when he had visited there. He had had
only the briefest contact with any of themthen, but now he could not hel p wondering whether sone
of them m ght recognize him He would have to make sure of that as soon as possible.

"Ah," said Hissarlik to the captain. "So you' ve had sone contact with the Ml ol o, have you?"

"Damed unfriendly contact." The comrander of the honorabl e conpany, wiry nuscles working in a
hairy forearm scratched his head again; Chilperic wondered if he was going to have to ask Tigris
for a mnor spell to repel boarders. Koszalin went on: "Well sir, I'Il tell you the exact truth.
Their new chief over there, name of Bonar, said that he wanted to hire nyself and ny nmen, and then
he refused to pay us. Reneged on a deal, he did. Promi sed pearls and then woul dn't give us

not hing. W can't nmake our living on deals like that. I've got thirty men in ny conpany to | ook
after, nen who |look up to nme like | was their father. You, sir, being a real chief yourself, wll
understand that kind of responsibility." The last remark was ostensi bly addressed to Hissarlik,

but with the words the speaker's eyes turned briefly to Chilperic to include him

Chil peric supposed it was tinme he took an active part in the questioning. "Wen was this reneging,
as you call it?"

"That's what anyone would call it, sir. It was just a couple of days ago. So, ny nmen and | have
decided to see if we can find a better reception on this side of the water."

Chilperic turned his stare briefly on the second nercenary, the powerful sergeant, who
straightened up to a position even closer to mlitary attention, but still had nothing to say.

"Well," said Chilperic to Koszalin, "suppose we do hire you. It would have to be on a trial basis.
To begin with I'd expect to hear a good deal from you regarding conditions over there in the
Mal ol 0 canp. W know a good bit already, mnd you, and |I'd expect what you told us to match in
every detail with what we know al ready. Stand up when you're in this room | didn't hear anyone
of fer you a seat."

Koszal in, who had begun to relax hinmself casually onto the table again, hurriedly straightened up
If he was upset by the sudden order, he gave no sign of it. Yes, undoubtedly a veteran soldier
even if his pronotion to captain was quite likely self-awarded. "W could tell you a | ot about
them sir. If we can reach a deal, that is, and if you can pay us sonething adequate on account."

"Very well." Chilperic nade a notion with his head. "You and the sergeant wait outside now. W
nmust discuss this matter first."

Koszalin saluted and turned, with his sergeant noving a step behind him
Chilperic and Hi ssarlik were |left alone. They were on the point of beginning their discussion when

Aunt Megara, |ooking grimand pale, and dressed in a pale robe with a kind of turban wound round
her head, surprised them by appearing in a doorway.
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"Who were those men?" she demanded, sounding to Chilperic |like one who night be ready to assune
control

Hi ssarlik explained to his aunt. He sounded ready to defend the power he had al ready taken

Tigris, who entered cl ose behind her patient, explained in a whisper to Chilperic that Aunt Megara
was maki ng good progress though she was still weak, and she had insisted on starting to get about.

"What did those men want?" Tigris added.

Chil peric explained. He was basically in favor of hiring the mercenaries, and told Tigris as much
He added that he privately intended to secure such loyalty as Koszalin and his nen m ght be
capabl e of for the cause of the Dark Master, Wod.

"OfF course," Tigris agreed. "They don't appear very effective, but | suppose there's no one better
avai l abl e. ™
Chil peric nodded. "Soon I'll take Koszalin aside and speak to him™"

H ssarlik now joined their conference, apparently w thout suspicion. He was also in favor of
hiring Koszalin and his nmen, believing rightly or wongly that they would be tougher and nore
reliable than his own mlitia when it cane to conbat. Fromwhat the clan chief said, it was plain
that he envi sioned another and final assault on the Malolo, with or without the Sword, defeating
the anci ent enenies of his house once and for all

The Lady Megara listened to the discussion among the other three, and took sone part in it
herself. To Chilperic, observing carefully, it seenmed that she was not so much interested in the
guestion of hiring the mercenaries as she was in finding an opportunity to talk to them once she
| earned they came fromthe south bank of the river

Chapt er FI FTEEN

PRESENTLY t he nercenary officer and his sergeant were sunmoned back into the house. This tinme
Chilperic pointedly invited Koszalin to sit down.

Wth Chilperic doing nmost of the talking, Bonar in his tall chair, and Megara standi ng by, an
of fer of enploynent was made to the nmercenaries. Mddest terns of payment were agreed upon, with
the proviso that bonuses would be awarded |l ater in the event actual conbat becane necessary.

When the agreenent had been sealed with a round of handshakes, and the paynment of a small handfu
of coin brought up from sone subterranean Senones treasury, the Senones and Chil peric began to
question the captain further

Yes, of course, Koszalin said, everyone over on the Malolo side of the river had been talking
about the Sword of great magical powers, with which |last nonth's battle had been fought. And the
peopl e over there were all wondering where Farslayer might be. But in fact little effort was
actually being nade to find it.

"Then," asked Chilperic, "is it possible that the Ml olo secretly have Farslayer hidden?"
"I't's hard to say that anything's inpossible, sir, as you know. But | don't think so."

Koszalin went on to add that the Mal ol o now generally thought that Farslayer was over here on the
Senones side of the river

"Well, it isn't," said Hssarlik. "And if it's not here and it's not there, where in all the hells
is it?"

Naturally no one had an answer for that.

After a tinme, when odors of food preparation started to waft into the great hall, Hissarlik in a
whi spered conference with his new vizier asked whether the ofl Bcer ought perhaps be invited to
dine with the famly tonight. Chilperic whispered back that he thought not.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20...Lost%20Swords%204%20-%20Farslayer's%20Story.txt (81 of 111) [2/4/03 9:53:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20L 0st%20Swords%204%20-%20Farsl ayer's%20Story .txt

Arrangenments were nmade to feed the nmercenary captain and his nen outside. Before Koszalin and

Ser geant Shot oku went out, they were instructed by Chilperic to make their encanprment somewhere
outside the grounds of Senones manor. They were al so ordered sternly to refrain from bothering any
of the local people.

In the norning, Chilperic awakened alone in his room feeling reasonably well rested.

The first order of business was to try the denon-sunmoni ng again. The ritual was no nore effective
than before. Well, there was nothing to be done about it except to try to obtain the Sword without
the denon's help; and Chilperic had to admit that he would feel a certain relief if the damed
creature was really gone for good.

Descending fromhis room he bypassed for the nonent the great hall, where sonething in the way of
br eakfast woul d be served, and wal ked out alone into the misty norning to see how events were
progressing in the matter of the nercenaries.

He soon | ocated the small encanpment, which had been established near running water as he
expected. The captain, up early, came to greet him Surveying the small handful of tents and
shelters, Chilperic remarked to Koszalin: "You said |last night that you had thirty nmen."

The ot her's nouth changed shape. Perhaps you could have called its new shape a smle. "Sone of ny
men are out on patrol, sir. You see, we're already at work."

"Commendabl e enthusiasm ™ Chil peric responded dryly. "Well, until | see them back here, and have a
chance to count themfor nyself, | won't call upon you to do any jobs that might require thirty
men. "

"Yes sir. That's a good idea."

Chilperic started to say sonething sharp, then bit the words back. After a noment of thoughtfu
silence, he extracted a snmall flask froma pocket, helped hinself to a swig, and passed it over
wi t hout comment.

Koszalin sniffed the flask, and then drank, politely limting hinmself to a couple of swall ows.
"Ah," he said in tones of reverence. "That's sonething good, |1'd say."

"I'd say so, too. Now understand nme, Captain. You can tell what stories you want to that boy up in
the big house, and his relatives. You can claimto have a hundred heavy cavalry at your comrand,
and they m ght even believe it. But when you deal with nme, | expect to hear the truth, and | can
usually tell the difference. Got that?"

""Sir," acknow edged Koszalin, and passed the flask back with evident reluctance. He bel ched,
al rost silently. He | ooked at Chilperic, evidently reassessing him

At last he said: "All right, sir. What |'ve really got is ten nen now. Yesterday norning | had
twel ve, but two of 'em di sappeared sonmewhere."

"Ten nmen | can believe. Understand me, now. You should do what the Tyrant Hi ssarlik says, unless
tell you to do sonething different. But between you and ne, |'mthe one who's really going to be
giving you orders."

Koszalin denurred. "There's a certain matter of paynent, sir. The paynent | received did cone from
the Tyrant, as far as | know. "

"You nean that trifle they gave you? I'll double that for you right now " And Chilperic pulled out
his purse. After a quick glance around, naking sure they were not observed, he handed over a snall
amount of gol d.

Koszal i n, expressionless, received the bribe and evaluated it as quickly and neatly as it was
given. When it had vanished into one of his inner pockets, he assuned a position of attention
"Standing by for orders, sir," he announced. Suddenly military formality and intelligence had
appear ed.

"Good. Come, take a little walk with ne."
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Bawl i ng an order to his sergeant to take charge of the canp for the time being, the captain
readily enough joined Chilperic for a stroll through the m sty woods, where it seened probabl e
that they could converse wi thout being heard.

In the course of this talk Chilperic soon heard about the four strange people who had recently
arrived at Mal ol o Manor and established thensel ves there as unexpected but wel come guests. This
was news to Chilperic, and he pricked up his ears at once.

"Two of themare pilgrims, or at least they're wearing gray," Koszalin anplified. "A young man
who's a good shot with a bow, and an old | ady. Never heard her name, but she knows how to give
orders. "

"Ch?" This sounded very nuch to Chilperic Iike the pair he had heard described by the hernmit. And
the tine assigned by Koszalin for their arrival at Malolo Manor fit with that identity.

"Then, the next day, or night rather, two nore nmen showed up. | don't know just how they got into
the house. | thought we were watching both doors at the tine."

"What ' s t hat ?"

"Yes sir. Two nore new arrivals who obviously know the first two. Both of themlook |like rea
fighters probably sone kind of officers, I'd say. And, you should know this, one of themis
wearing a Sword."

Chil peric, surprised, frowned at the captain. "Wat do you nmean, a sword?"
"What | nmean is he's got one of the Twelve strapped on. Trust ne, | know what |'mtal king about."
"Do you know what you're sayi ng? Wich Sword?"

"You can rely on it that | know what |I'msaying sir. |'ve seen them before. Wich Sword this is
don't know, except it can't be Farslayer that everybody's already |ooking for. Because everybody
over there still thinks that one's over here.”

Chil peric conversed with the strange young soldier a little longer, then gave himorders to stand
by with his nmen, and turned his own steps back toward the house. Already Chil peric was turning
over furiously in his own mnd the feasibility of a raid on the Malolo manor that would at | east
of fer hima chance of getting his hands on this new Sword that seened to have appeared on the
scene. And obtaining that weapon, in turn, night very well placate the dark power that Chilperic
served, in the event he failed to find Farslayer

Bef ore they parted, Koszalin had another suggestion. "The two strange officers who have appeared
over there may be scouting in advance of their army. Commanders, high-ranki ng peopl e, have been

known to do such things. But if that's who they are, you can bet that their army, or its advance
guard at least, isn't far behind."

When Chil peric returned fromhis outdoor conference with the nercenary captain, he found the Lady
Megara tal king with soneone in the great hall. Megara was noving about the house slowy and
somewhat weakly, not yet ready to go out. But obviously she was no | onger going to spend nost of
her time confined to her room

Megara turned at Chilperic's entrance, and asked: "Were have you been?" The question was al nbost a
denand.

"I nspecting the defenses, ny lady. It's good to see you up and about, and | ooking well." That was
sonet hi ng of an exaggeration. In fact, though she was now nore active, the |ady i ndeed | ooked

ol der than she had when Chilperic had first seen her. He woul d now estinate her age at about
thirty.

"The defenses? You nean those nercenaries we hired last night. | nean to go out and talk to them
nyself. Later | shall when | feel stronger."

Chil peric said nothing to discourage this plan, thinking that by doing so he woul d only guarantee
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He went on to his breakfast, and nanaged to enjoy it. Hissarlik did not appear at the table. Soon
Chil peric, this time acconpani ed by both Megara and Tigris was once nore closeted in his room
trying again to call his denon

Again he drew out the |leather wallet fromhis bosom rubbed it, and carefully recited the words of
the incantation.

This time, to his i mense relief, Rabisu did respond to his summoni ng. Not with a physica
presence, but at |least the insect chittering of the denopnic voice sounded in Chilperic's nmnd. He
thought it could probably be heard in the air around himas well.

The wonen coul d i ndeed hear the voice. Megara appeared largely indifferent, but Tigris frowed at
Chil peric, puzzled by what she heard.

Rabi su's first response reached Chilperic in the formof an extrenely attenuated whisper, as if
t he hi deous creature were trying to nake contact with himfrom some enornmous di stance. Indeed, to
begin with the signal was so very faint that Chilperic could not make out what was being said.

But he persisted in his efforts at summoning, and within half an hour the voice of the denmon was
definitely louder, and marginally nore clear. Now and then a word or two cane through distinctly,

but the man still found it inpossible to do nore than guess at the meaning of the nessage as a
whol e.
Tigris murnmured to Lady Megara: "It is al nost enough to nake one envious, is it not?"

Megara recall ed herself fromsome nental distance. "Envious?"

"Of the power that Wod has granted our friend here. That such a vastly inferior w zard as our
friend Chilperic, no wizard at all really, should have such a superior tool as a denon placed at
his command. "

"I have seen denons," said Megara, still distantly. "I have felt them too."
"My dear, | suppose we have all seen themat sone tine all of us who are acquainted with the art.
But to know the luxury of being able to command one ..." Tigris let her words trail away.

Chil peric naturally had heard the conversation, though he wasn't sure what Tigris was trying to
acconplish by it. Now he bowed lightly in Lady Megara's direction. "Should you ever decide to
serve ny master, lady, | amsure that you would be favored, too."

"Your master? | have little interest in serving any master now. "
"When you are fully recovered, ny |lady, perhaps it will be time to speak of an alliance."
"An alliance? But why never mnd."

Chil peric went back to trying to communicate with his living tool; he was still having only very
limted success in that endeavor

He maintained his calmas well as he was able. But he had to adnmit to the healer sorceress Tigris
that something was still seriously wong.

She offered to help.

But Chilperic did not know what the denon was trying to tell him and thought that the nmessage
nm ght well be one he wouldn't want any outsider to hear. He tried to convey this objection to
Megara as delicately as possible.

"OF course. | understand perfectly."

Tigris went out with her, for which Chilperic was grateful. He supposed that she woul d expect a
full report |ater.
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Despite the denon's prom se of a swift return, nany hours had passed and night had fallen before
Rabi su' s voice was cl ose and clear enough for Chilperic to be able to understand it reasonably
wel | .

But this understandi ng, when he nmanaged it, did nothing to alleviate Chilperic's grow ng sense of
alarm Quite the contrary.

Rabi su reported having been forced, by sone overwhel mi ng magi c, to abandon his place of duty.
"Your place of duty? And where was that? | don't recall assigning you to any particul ar place."

"I was patrolling in the valley, lord. Trying to | ook out for your interests as best | could." The
denon went on to report that he had been hurled away, to an al nbst inconceivabl e di stance, by one
of a party of men he had discovered in a fishing boat upon the Tungri.

"By a fisherman?"
"No, Lord Chilperic, no. Not by a fisherman at all. This man was nuch nore than that."
"I shoul d think he nust have been. Proceed with your explanation, then. Tell nme what happened."

Rabi su, in a subservient voice, continued his report. The fishing boat had cone out, he thought,
fromthe Malolo side of the river, and it had been heading for the islands. The description given
by the denon of two of the boat's five passengers nmatched well with Koszalin's account of two of
the inpressive visitors who seemed to have attached themselves to the Mal ol o cause.

And one of these two nen had been wearing a Sword.

Chil peric sighed deeply. "Was it Farslayer?"

"I do not believe that it was that Sword, sir."

"Then which was it? You are certain it was one of the Twelve?"

"To the second question | answer yes. As for the first, | regret that | do not know "
"Co on."

Rabi su rel ated how he had caused hinmself to naterialize directly in front of the boat, and had
chal l enged those aboard. To his first cursory inspection, none of the nmen aboard the boat had
seermed to be magicians at all and Chilperic, listening to the story, knew that denons were
unlikely to be wong in such nmatters. But then, when Rabisu naterialized, the nan who wore the
Sword had answered himwi th what seenmed fearl ess confidence.

"And then, nmaster, it fell on ne as if fromnowhere a stroke that Ardneh hinself m ght have

delivered! | could do nothing to resist it, nothing!"

"What kind of a stroke?" Chilperic was still nystified.

"I't hurled me to a vast distance. | amat a loss to give any nore detail ed description.”
"Well, can | take it that you are successfully recovering fromit now?"

"I amreturning to you as fast as | amable, master. As far as | can tell, ny powers are

uninpaired. If I were to tell you how far that one blow hurled ne if | were to nention to you the
orbit of the Mon then you m ght accuse ne of lying."

If the demon were a man, thought Chilperic, then he m ght accuse himof being drunk. As matters
stood, that suspicion did not apply. He let the point pass for the tine being. "And how soon wl|l
you be here again, ready to act upon ny orders?"

"Wthin the hour, master. Wat will my orders be?"

"Il make a final decision on that when you get here. Let your arrival in ny roombe as
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unobt rusi ve as possible.”

Was it possible, Chilperic wondered, that the creature was lying to hin? Whod had warned hi mthat
i nsubordi nation of that kind was a possibility with a denon, no nmatter what threats or puni shnent
wer e used.

Pr obabl y, thought Chilperic, only Wod hinself, or one of his high magical |ieutenants, would be
able to determine with certainty whether such a creature was telling the truth or not.

Wuld Tigris qualify? Perhaps.

But suppose that the tale told by the denon, however inprobable it sounded, was true. That neant
that he, Chilperic, now found hinmself facing powers that were capabl e of kicking Rabisu off to the
end of the earth, or perhaps farther, |ike sone troubl esone puppy. Chilperic knew there were sone
denons in the world stronger and nore powerful than Rabisu. But not very nany. So any power that
coul d do that.

So Chilperic now felt that whatever Whod m ght think, he, Chilperic, nmust decline to enter the
lists in such a contest. Unless of course he were given substantial help. It would have to be very
substanti al i ndeed.

Frowni ng thoughtfully, he paced about in his little roomuntil the denbn at |last arrived.

This time the denonic manifestati on was quite nodest: only a grinning head that m ght have
bel onged to sonet hi ng between a wol f and a snake, which appeared to grow out of the chanber's
outer wall.

Speaking forcefully to this apparition, while he held the Ieather wallet in his hand for it to
see, Chilperic gave orders. Rabisu was to fly to Wod, as swiftly as possible, taking word to the
mast er of what had happened to it here. Then it was to return to Chilperic as quickly as it mght,
bri ngi ng whatever orders the master Wood m ght have for him as well as whatever help the nmaster
m ght be willing to send.

Chil peric once nmore closed hinmself in his room feeling weary, stretched out on his bed. But
before he had gone to sleep, Tigris reappeared, closing the door softly behind her as usual. From
the way she snmiled at him this tine she was in a seductive nood

He was not really surprised, and her evident decision to share his bed for the night was wel cone,
t hough he thought they had better keep Hissarlik fromfinding out.

He cautioned his conpanion on this subject. "The way he | ooked at you, he's certain to be jeal ous.
And that certainly wouldn't help matters."

Tigris | aughed her distinctive laugh. "He is only a boy, and you can manage hi m wi thout trouble,"
she assured him

"No doubt | can."

"Ch, by the way, | thought | should nmention to you that | have very recently been in contact with
our master."

"Have you indeed? Telling himwhat?"

"Nothing to your detrinent, | assure you, dear Chilperic." Tigris had now begun to undress. "I
have described our difficulties to the magnificent Wod, and he assured nme that help woul d soon be
on the way."

"Ch, in what forn®"

"That he did not specify." She renoved the | ast garnent, and bounced cheerfully onto the bed. "And
now, dear Chilperic, if you would like to help ne with a certain personal problem kindly place
your own clothing on a chair."

On awakeni ng, some hours later, Chilperic found his roomstill dark, but sensed that Tigris was up
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and novi ng about. "What are you doi ng?"
"I must go and check on ny patient again. Go back to sleep.”

"Quite a sense of duty you have." Half-consciously he felt in the darkness to make sure that the
wal l et holding the demon's life, and one or two other things of considerable value, were stil
where he wanted themto be. Then he let hinself drift back to sleep.

H ssarlik, having been awakened by a light tap on his door, felt sonmething in the center of his
being hesitate for a beat when he saw the identity of his visitor. Still he was not really
surprised. He was the clan | eader, was he not? Still a very inportant person, even in these days
when the clan was so sadly dim nished.

"Lady Tigris."
"Indeed, it is |, nmy lord." She smled at himw nsonely. "Aren't you going to invite ne in?"
S| XTEEN

MARK and Zoltan's first search for Black Pearl had been brief and unavailing. It was broken off

wi thout a | anding being nmade on either of the islands. The small party in their boat observed a
gat hering of people, including what |ooked Iike a snall force of nmilitia, on the northern, Senones
side of the river. There several conparatively |large boats could be seen drawn up on shore in
position for |aunching. Wen Bonar beheld this denonstration of enenmy force he insisted on
retreating, and in the circunstances Mark had to agree that night well be the wisest thing to do
Zol tan, worried about Black Pearl, reluctantly went al ong.

The renmai nder of the day and the follow ng night passed virtually wi thout incident at Mlolo
manor. The visitors divided the hours of darkness into shifts anong thenselves, and with the aid
of Bonar and sone of his servants, kept watch through the night. But neither the nercenaries nor
anyone el se appeared to cause trouble.

In the norning, Mark was nore determ ned than ever to |locate the nermaid who had said she knew
sonet hi ng of the Sword's hiding place; and Zoltan was grow ng increasingly concerned about Bl ack
Pear|l. Today therefore a stronger expedition was organi zed.

This nmorning the augnented force hiked to the fishing village in the predawn grayness. Shortly
after dawn the expedition was ready, and took to the river in two boats. Ben, Lady Yanbu, and the
magi ci an Gesner acconpani ed Mark, Zoltan, and Bonar, while Violet and Rose were left in charge of
t he manor.

Today's boats were larger than yesterday's, and rowed by four nmen each. These were all arned, so
that in all thirteen armed nmen were taking to the river today, a force everyone agreed was
probably substantial enough to face any that the Senones were likely to put in the field.

The sun was still |ow above the eastern stretch of river, and dew still glittered on the
veget ati on of Mernmids' |sland, when the two boats | anded there.

Exploring this scrap of land was the work of a very few nminutes. None of the mermaids were to be
seen, though their shore living facilities, fireplaces and sinple shelters lining one of the
convoluted inlets, were available for inspection. The shelters were tiny caves very close to water
level, all of themnow enpty. The inlet was lined with steplike terraces where a nermaid could sit
confortably just in or just out of the water, and have access to the fireplaces on the next |eve
up. Coals glowed brightly in one or two of the small, sheltered fireplaces, and soneone had
recently been cleaning fish. Near the fireplaces, driftwod had been piled up to dry.

Bonar and Zoltan called, but none of the fishgirls, who had presumably taken to the water nearby,
responded. Bonar told his conpanions that the nernai ds who m ght have been on the island nonents
ago had doubtless taken alarmat the size and unusual character of this invading force. They woul d
probably be watching from sonmewhere in the river nearby.

St ubbornly Zoltan roaned the perimeter of the island, calling Black Pearl's nane repeatedly, and
waving his arms, hoping to draw the attenti on of underwater watchers. But he drew no response.
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It was al so possible to see, on the island, the places of barter where food and other necessities
were sonetines |eft by people coming out fromthe nainland, in exchange for pearls and other
occasional items of value left by the nmernmaids. Zoltan could see no reason why a direct face-to-
face trade could not be conducted perhaps, he thought, in the early years of the curse mernaids
had been consi dered taboo, or dangerous, and this indirect method had devel oped.

What ever had caused the usual inhabitants of Mermmids' |sland to absent thensel ves today, they
remai ned absent, which struck Zoltan as sonehow oni nous. After pacing fromone end of the island
to the other, and fruitlessly calling Black Pearl's name a dozen tines nore, he agreed with the
prince his uncle that they had better nove on and try to reach the hermt on the south shore. If
fishgirls were not to be found, Geliner seemed to represent the next nost |ikely source of

i nformation about the Sword.

Just as they were about to enbark again, Mark paused, squinting across the water. "What about
Magi ci ans' | sl and?"

Bonar protested that it was unsafe to visit that place, that nernaids never went there, no one
ever did. Gesner, consulted for his professional opinion, adnmtted that w zards, hinself included,
visited Magicians' Island fromtime to tinme, and that the real danger to anyone had to be

consi dered m ni nal .

"Then | think we ought to take a | ook."

The prince as usual had his way. Mgicians' |sland was not nuch nore than a hundred neters from
t he shore base of the mermaids. But before the rowers had noved the two boats hal fway there, the
attention of the entire party was distracted by the sight of someone or something swi nmmng on an
interception course toward them straight fromthe south.

It was a mermaid, it could be nothing else. A nmermaid, just below the surface, comng toward them
faster than the boats were noving, approaching at a speed that only a true fish could have
mat ched.

She burst to the surface alnost within reach of Zoltan as he crouched in the prow of one of the
boat s.

"Soft Ripple!"™ He thought he had recognized the tawny hair even before the nermaid surfaced.

dinging to the boat, breathless with the speed of her race and with sone underlying excitemnent,
Soft Ri ppl e babbl ed out an incoherent story about Bl ack Pearl's being dead. She added sonmething to
the effect that the treacherous Cosnp was to bl ane.

Gesner and Bonar sat up straight in their boat at the nention of that |ast nane.
But Zoltan had frozen in horror at what he heard.

Wth the clarity of dazed detachnent, he saw that Soft Ri pple was hol ding up sonething she now
wore on a fine chain about her neck. And he could recognize the amulet that Black Pearl had been
wearing the last time he saw her

The nermaid quieted a little when she saw the unfam liar face of Prince Mark | ooki ng over the prow
at her.

Lady Yanbu, conming up into the prow of the other boat, was sharply soothing, and hel ped the girl
to get herself under control

"Are you certain Black Pearl is dead? Have you seen her body?" It was Yanbu who asked the
questi ons.

"I amcertain, lady. | have seen."
"Then show us."

Presently Soft Ripple was swinmmng again, nore slowy this tinme, |eading both boats in the
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direction of a nmarshy area along the south bank of the river. This marsh was not far fromthe
outlet of the streamthat Black Pearl had ascended, with such difficulty, to visit the hernit.

Before |l ong both boats were sliding and crunching in anmong the tall green reeds, their rowers
swearing at the difficulty, and Bonar muttering his fears of anbush to anyone who woul d pay
attention. No one was paying attention to himfor very |ong.

The mermaid, slithering rapidly through the reedy shall ows, and calling back frequently for the
boats to follow, renained always a little ahead.

Soon Zoltan saw sonething floating in the al nbst stagnant backwater ahead. Wth a choked cry he
| eaped fromthe boat into the waist-deep water, and went thrashing after the pal e-ski nned, dark-
haired floating thing.

When Zoltan cane within reach of the body, he felt a rush of relief, intense but brief. This body
had two legs, it could not be that of a mermaid. Nor could it be Black Pearl, he thought, perhaps
not even a real corpse, though the thing was floating facedown. Watever had happened to cause
deat h could not have |eft her |ooking so shrunken, alnost waxlike and i nhuman

"This is no nernmai d!"

Soft Ripple |ooked at himwith rage and pity in her face. "It is, it is. W all of us get our |egs
back when we die. Did you not know that ?"

He | ooked at her, shaking his head. He had never had any suspicion of such a thing.

Ben of Purkinje, leaning fromhis boat as it drifted nearer, took hold of the body with a huge
hand and turned it over gently.

At the first human touch, a little swarmof alnpbst invisible powers, like half-material insects,
deserted the corpse and went whining and buzzing their way up into the enpyrean.

Ben runbl ed: "Aye, this is denon-death if ever |I've seen it. Hard to tell how | ong she's been
here, though."

"No!" Zoltan screaned the word. Now he had seen the face. It seemed a nodel ed parody of Bl ack
Pear|'s.

Mark put a hand on his nephew s shoul der. Lady Yanbu asked Soft Ripple sharply: "lIs it really true
that your kind always reverts to having | egs at death?"

"It is true of all our kind in this river. | have seen it often enough; | ought to know. " The
bitter hatred in her glared suddenly at Prince Mark, as if he had been Black Pearl's killer. "W
are allowed only a few years of life at best."

"I amsorry." Yanbu's voice was kind and soft. "How did you cone to find the body?"
Coaxed by Lady Yanbu, Soft Ri pple expl ained how she had come to nmake the discovery.

"I have been worried about Pearl for some tinme, and yesterday | followed her to see where she was

going. | saw her start to struggle up the shallow creek here, and | wondered what her goal could
possi bly be. She was swi nmi ng and floundering her way upstreamtoward the place where the hermt
is said to live. | becane very worried, and thought of follow ng her even there, but then | gave

up that idea, because | thought it was really crazy for a mernaid to try to ascend such a stream

"So | waited in the river nearby for her to cone down again. After a long tine, hours, a denpn
came roaring through the air, and | was terrified. | heard a scream ng i nhunan sound, and | saw a
mysterious and ugly shadow hurtling across the sky. | could see it even fromunder the water, and
I could feel the sickness that the creature brought with it. | wanted to hide, because | thought
that the treacherous nmmgician mght have called a denmon up to kill ne but it wasn't me that the
thing was after.”

"What treacherous nagici an?"
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The mermaid spat the words. "Cosno Malolo is the name he's known by in the world."

Bonar, shocked, demanded: "Cosnp is still alive?"
Soft Ripple ignored the clan | eader's question. She said: "I didn't dare to conme back here unti
this nmorning. | hadn't had any contact with Pearl all night, and | was nore worried than ever. |

| ooked for her, and | found her here like this."

Gesner until now had been listening to the nermaid's story in silence. Now he said sharply: "Let
me see that anulet that you are wearing."

Soft Ripple raised a pale hand to the chain around her throat. "I took it from Bl ack Pearl's body.
What's wong with that? She was nmy friend."

O her people in both boats spoke to her nore softly and courteously, asking about the anulet. At
| ast she said: "Many of the girls in the river wear ornanents around their necks. Sonme wear
trinkets that they find along the bottomof the river. Some are given baubles by fishernen
because the nmen hope that the mermaids can send themgood luck in return | don't think it ever
really works that way. And sone of us are given presents by our famlies who live on land."

Gesner asked: "But do nmen ever give you these? | nean, as they night give presents to a girl with
| egs?"

"Lacking l egs and what's between them" the girl said sinply, "we have no nmen. Wat nan woul d want
one who can never truly be a woman? W nermai ds have only each other, and our short lives to be
endured."” She turned to Zoltan and flared up at him "Wy do you weep for her?" It seened really
to puzzle her that a man with | egs should do so. "It is we who are still alive who are unl ucky.
What are you doi ng? Why do you want to put her body in the boat? Let her go down the river like a
dead fish, and be forgotten, the way the rest of us are going."

"The point about the amulet she wears,” said Gesner, "is that | can recogni ze cousin Cosnp's
magi cal sign on it."

Soft Ripple stared at him Wen his words had penetrated, she tore the amulet from her neck with
fear and |l oathing, and threw it away into the river. "I never thought that it cane fromhinl" she
cried.

Zoltan was sitting now with his head down, not really paying attention to the others.

Mark reached fromthe boat and caught the raging girl by the hair. "There'll be time later to have
a tantrum" he said, in a new and harder voice. "If you can tell ne where the Sword is now, do
so."

"You are wearing it at your side." But Soft Ripple said this sullenly, not as if she really
believed it.

The prince released his grip. "I wear its fellow, which has a different power, and a different
mark that Vulcan put onit."

"What power?" It was hard to tell how seriously the question was intended.

"That of cutting stone, swiftly and easily. Ask this Malolo chief here how!| cut ny way into his
stronghol d." And the prince's hand touched the hilt of the Sword he wore.

"Indeed." The nmermaid flirted for a noment conpletely beneath the surface, and up again, nmuch as a
whol Iy human swi mrer ni ght have done.

Then, facing the prince again, she asked: "You want Farslayer to deal with your enemies, do you?"
"Yes. Especially | want to keep themfromgetting it.

And they are your enemies as well, whether you know it or not. Chief anbng themis the w zard who
held Black Pearl in thrall when she was far upstream"
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"Very well. | know where the Sword Farslayer is now, and | will tell you."

For a nonent there was silence, the people in both boats questioni ng whether they had heard her
words aright. Then everyone burst out with questions.

The mermai d hushed themall with a small raised hand. "I know where it is because | saw the denon
hide it, yesterday. | think he may have taken it from Bl ack Pearl, though | don't know where she
got it but | did see the denmon with a Sword. He hid it hastily. He knew that | was watching him
and he would have killed nme, too. Except that there was sonething el se he wanted to do, sonething
he thought even nore inportant than killing ne to keep ne quiet."

"What el se?"

Soft Ripple | ooked at Prince Mark. "He wanted to go to you. You were sitting in a boat, a boat
smal l er than either of these, out near the niddle of the river, with some of these sanme people
with you. So desperate was the denon to confront you that he would not even pause to kill ne
first. Someday perhaps he will return and find me and kill me but | will first tell you where the
Sword i s hidden."

"Wher e?"
"Ri ght where he put it. Far underwater, in the deepest channel, not far from Magicians' Island.”

"Take me to that Sword now. If you help ne to get it, | swear by Ardneh I'Il do nmy best to see
that every nmermaid in this river is given her legs again. | do not think that is inmpossible."

Soft Ripple |ooked at the prince in silence. Then she said, "Follow ne," and turned and swam away.

Bl ack Pearl's body had al ready been hoi sted aboard one of the boats, and decently covered with a
canvas sail.

Soft Ripple stopped, swinming in place, at a spot where the current was swift, within twenty
meters or so of Magicians' Island. The oarsnen in both boats worked steadily to hold their craft
besi de her.

She said: "The Sword you seek is approxi mately straight below me. If any of you have the strength
of a denobn, and can swimlike a nermaid, cone down with ne, and nove away the rock the denon

pl aced atop his prize to hold it safe. That rock is nore than I, or a hundred |like ne, could nove
a centineter.”

Bonar was ready in a nmoment with the beginning of a plan to nove the rock with ropes and nany
boats, and the hel p of other nernmaids.

Mark instead unsheathed the Sword he was wearing at his belt.

Zol tan had by now recovered a little fromthe first shock of Black Pearl's death. "G ve
Stonecutter to me," he told his uncle, "and I'll dive with Soft Ripple, and cut up the rock. I'ma
strong sw nmer."

Mar k, |ooking at him thought that Zoltan at this nonent was al so somewhat reckless of his own
life. "No," said Mark.

"Why not? Cutting the stone will be easy.™

The nmermaid was al nost | aughing at both of them "No, you stay in the boat. Al of you. Please, or
I will have to pull you up out of the water as well. The Sword you want to find lies rmuch too
deep, and the current down there is far too swift and cold for anyone with legs to swmin it."

Then she held out her hands to Mark for Stonecutter. "Gve me the Sword you wear, and | will dive
al one and get the other one for you. If I can chop the boulder into little bits as easily as he
says, then the rest will be easy, too."

Mark hesitated just noticeably. But then he handed over the Sword of Siege.
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The nmermaid sniled at him and | et Stonecutter's wei ght bear her down bel ow the surface.

Ti re passed, slowy and intensely. The boats naintained their positions. Mark wi shed that he had
started counting, and wondered if anyone el se had. So far, he thought, no nore tinme had passed
than a skillful, breathing human diver might require to maintain herself underwater. O not much
nor e

Suddenly the water erupted, revealing the head and shoul ders and arms of Soft Ripple. She was
tailing water strongly in the swift current, keeping herself in position to hold up a naked,
gl eami ng Sword. On her two raised hands the mermaid of fered the weapon up to Mark.

He took it fromher carefully and turned the hilt to see its synbol. The Sword was Stonecutter

Soft Ripple said: "The other one is free now But | can carry only one up to the surface at a
time."

Wth a flick of her tail, she dove again.

Al nost absently Mark w ped dry the Sword of Siege upon his sleeve, and slowy he resheathed it.
Everyone was watching the water once again, and again some were counting silently.

Ben suddenly snarled out an oath and pointed. The nermai d had reappeared, hol ding anot her Sword.
But this tine she was at the distance of the Isle of Magicians, where she had | eaped out of the
water alnmost like a seal, to sit upon a | ow, wet rock

She waved across the water with the Sword, offering a nocking greeting to the people in the boats.

"Row Get us over there!" the prince commanded. Cars clashed and | abored. But boats were sl ow and
clunmsy, and they were not going to catch a nmermaid in the water.

In fact it appeared that they were not going to catch Soft Ri pple, even though she was content to
remain out of the water for the time being.

"Stop her!"

The nermai d was sw ngi ng the heavy Sword slowy, tentatively, awkwardly around her head; the thin
nmuscl es of her arns and shoul ders stood out with the effort.

Zoltan on hearing that |ast order fromhis prince had reached nechanically for his bow, and
sonmeone el se was reaching for a sling. But both people stayed their hands. If the Sword were to
fall into the water fromwhere the nernaid held it now, it would plunge once nore into the
channel ' s hopel ess dept hs.

Mark was cursing at the rowers: "CGet us over there, quick!"

As fast as the rowers could propel them the two fishing boats were now approachi ng Mgi ci ans
Island fromthe south. And still the mermaid, sitting safely out of everyone's reach, twirled the
Sword, and still she seened not quite able to bring herself to let it go. Perhaps for sone reason
she could not feel Farslayer's power or perhaps-

Mark issued orders in a |low voice: "Ben! Take your boat, land on the far side of the island. 1'1I
take this one to where we can get close enough to argue with her fromthe water."

It seenmed to Zoltan a very long tinme before the prow of the boat now carrying Ben and hinsel f
grated ashore at the nearest feasible | anding spot that was just out of sight of Mark's boat, and
of the nermaid on her rock.

Ben and Zoltan |l eaped fromtheir boat and hit the beach running. As they did so, a small horde of
m nor powers took to the air around them just as had happened when Bl ack Pearl's body was first
di sturbed in the water. Zoltan had seen their |ike on occasion in the past, and nore experienced
observers than he had never been able to determ ne whether powerful w zards sonehow created such
swarmng entities, or were only capable of calling themfrom sone other plane of existence.

However that might be, Zoltan knew that in a disorganized swarmlike this one the mniature

entities, for the nost part indifferent to hunan bei ngs, were hardly nore dangerous than so many
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nmosqui t oes woul d have been.

Not that danger would have mattered to himjust now. He ran forward, hoping to get into position
to hurl hinself at the nermaid before she threw the Sword, and drag Farslayer sonehow from her
grip. Still the little powers, doubtless sent here long ago to guard the island from nonmagi ci ans,
swar ned about. They were only senisentient at best. One could hear them buzzing faintly in the
air, and see themlike small ripples of atnospheric heat. Any human with even a mnim
sensitivity to the things of nagic could feel themin the air as well.

Zoltan had | eft ponderous Ben sone strides behind. Now, approaching the humock that conceal ed him
fromthe nermaid, Zoltan slowed and raised his head cautiously over the obstacle. He could see his
uncle Mark, standing in the boat, still trying to argue Soft Ri pple out of throwi ng the Sword.

Now he coul d see the nermai d, too.

Zol tan eased forward, hoping to get close before she saw him Mrk continued his argunent. Ben
came up silently behind Zoltan, and a little to one side.

But they were all too l|ate, or ineffective.
"If he is still alive, I kill him If dead, let ny hate follow himto hell!"

Wth a | ast hideous, obscene mal ediction agai nst Cosnmo Malolo, the nernaid | et the bright blade
fly.

Chapt er SEVENTEEN

GELI MER had just finished the painful task of burying his faithful Geelong in the cenetery grove,
when the Sword of Vengeance entered his |ife again.

It had taken the hermt a long struggle to get the beast's mangl ed body down fromthe thorntrees,
and Ceel ong had died well before the process could be conpleted; had died for which Gelinmer was
t hankful even before the hermit could get into position to administer the nercy stroke hinself.

After that it had been a struggle for the hermt, hinself wacked by physical as well as nenta
pain, to get the animal's body uphill to his house. Hs arnms and | egs were brui sed and every
muscl e in his body ached, making it a slow and painful process for himto do anything. Al through
the following night Geliner, lying beside his pet's bl anket w apped body, had tried to rest, tried
to recover fromthe injuries caused by the denon's manhandl i ng.

And in the norning, for the first tine, he thought he knew what it felt like to be old. Myving as

in a dreamof pain and suffering, he had lifted the rude bundl e containing his conpanion's nangl ed
body, placed it on a kind of travois, and had urged his own battered body to pull the contrivance

in the direction of the cenetery.

He coul d not have said how nmuch tine was taken by the work of pulling, selecting a gravesite, and
di gging. He had just finished his prayers to Ardneh over the refilled grave, had turned and
started for home, when the Sword cane.

Gelimer first saw the rai nbow streak novi ng across the distant sky, coming fromthe north and
angling to the west. Then the bright track curved, until it appeared to be conming directly at him
And now he heard and felt the all-too-familiar onrush of its approaching nmagic.

For just a brief nmonent Celiner believed that Farslayer was conming for him and he stood
noti onl ess and unal arned whil e sonething in himresponded with eagerness to the thought of death.
But the Sword rushed by overhead. The truth was that nobody hated him no one was his eneny, no
one any | onger even knew himwell enough to want to waste a Sword-bl ow on him

The Sword of Vengeance had not been sent to strike the hermt's heart. The rai nbow streak of the
Sword, swifter than any arrow Gelinmer had ever seen in flight, arced close over his head, com ng
down directly into the cenetery grove he had just left. There, sonewhere under those tall trees,
it struck hone with an earthen inpact, dull and loud as a blow froma god's hanmer.

Gel i mer dropped the handle of the enpty travois he had been dragging, and with his shovel stil
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clutched in one hand hurried back under the trees. The spot of inpact was inpossible to niss.
Sonet hi ng had cratered the black dirt and the spring flowers, sending earthy debris far and wi de.
The flying Sword had | anded directly on the site of the last grave but one that he had dug.

The hermt ran forward. Regardl ess of the slippery nud, regardl ess of the protests of his own
pai nful body, he plunged his shovel into the cratered ground and began to dig again

Presently the snell of old death, as if at some opening of hell, came surging up to neet him He
choked on it, but persisted.

In a few monents he was sure of what had happened. He could see now that the body of Cosno Ml ol o,
whi ch had been deconposing for the past nonth inside its crude bl anket-shroud, had for a second
time been pierced through the heart by the Sword of the Gods.

Gelimer threw down his shovel. H's nuddy fingers, trenbling, closed upon that black, nud-spattered
hilt. Wth that contact his fingers ceased to trenble. Muttering half-finished prayers of
gratitude to Ardneh, and perhaps to other, darker gods as well, the hermt carried the Sword up
out of the shallow, blasted pit.

Exactly who had thrown the Sword this tinme, and why vengeance had been wasted upon a victim
al ready dead, were questions that did not now even cross his mnd.

The grove around himwas as silent and tranquil as ever. Though the day was bright, here under the
trees it was alnmpbst dimwith their heavy shading. Standing erect, Celiner saluted the grave of
CGeelong with the Sword. Then, gripping the knurled hilt in both hands, the hernmit began a

ponder ous, spinning dance-

H s dance was carrying him step by step, out of the grove and into the open air, where you could
see for kilometers in all directions except that of the nmountain whose shoul der he was standi ng
on. He had not whirled thrice beyond the trees before there appeared to him standing only forty
or fifty meters away in sunlight, the image of the denon Rabi su. The denon cane in the guise of an
arnored man, tall as a house, half transparent but inmrense, who ran forward threateningly, raising
sonme bl urred weapon-

Gel i mer saw the approachi ng shape, and uttered a hoarse cry. In the next instant he felt the Sword
fly free, tearing itself by its own power out of his grip, an instant before he would have let it

go.

The bl ade passed strai ght through the denon's inage as through a nmirage, seening to do no harm
Then, like an intelligent arrow, Farslayer curved its own pathway in md-flight. But not back
toward the apparition. Instead the Sword went down on the north side of the river, somewhere over
t he Senones stronghol d.

The figure of the denbn had stopped in its tracks, and turned to watch that darting descent. Now
it turned back to confront Gelinmer. Rabisu' s assuned countenance, which had been recogni zabl e as
t he senbl ance of a human face, was now chaotic, indescribable. The apparition stood as if

paral yzed, and fromits denmonic throat there issued a last cry, a great how that went on and on

That outcry lingered in the air even after the i mage of the denon had di sappeared.

The nmermaid, Soft Ripple, had plunged into the river inmrediately after she threw the Sword. But
she surfaced again very quickly, risking retaliation by the angry nen around her, unable to resist
the attraction of watching the weapon in flight. Not that there was nuch to see, a nere rai nbow
flicker toward the slope of the nountain to the south.

A nonent of silence hung over the boats and the island. It was broken by another |oud outcry, near
at hand.

This scream had cone fromthe throat of a wonman Zoltan had never seen before. Her thin figure,
wrapped in the robes of a sorceress, cane tottering forward froma recess anong the rocks of
Magi ci ans' |sland. Facing the nermaid, this apparition halted, and uttered another hoarse scream
"Not Cosmo! No! You shall not kill him"
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Bonar raised a hand and pointed. "That is the Lady Megara Senones, the bitch-sorceress. W nust
take her prisoner. Gesner, can you deal w th her magi c?"

Gesner opened his nouth and closed it again, making no prom ses, not even of effort.

But Prince Mark was paying little attention to his inmediate conpanions. "My lady," he called to
the figure on the rock. "Are you in need of hel p?"

The wonman Bonar had cal |l ed Megara, the supposed sorceress, turned a distracted gaze in Mark's
direction. And Zoltan, as he got his first full look at her face, took her for an old worman, even
ol der than Yanmbu perhaps. At a second | ook he was not so sure of her age, but certain that she had
been through terrible things.

Soft Ripple, thrashing in the water nearby, shrilled at her "I know who you are, old wonman. Your
Cosnp is dead now Even for you there can be no stopping that Sword. Not even you damed arrogant
magi ci ans can nmanage that!"

Slowy, in small jerky novenents and little slunps, Megara standing on her rock relaxed froma
posture of rage and anger into one of weariness and despair

When she spoke again, she glanced toward the nermaid, and her voice was very tired. "I fear that
you are right, fishgirl. If Cosnb was not dead before this ..." Then she saw Bonar glaring at her
in sonething like triunmph. She cried to her hereditary enemy: "WII you kill ne, then? Strike, if
you will, there is nothing to prevent you now "

Ben edged a little nearer Bonar, ready to restrain himfromaccepting this invitation
Mark, still speaking calmy, told the lady: "W are going to the south shore, after the Sword.
Come with us, if you will."

"I't no longer matters to ne where | go," the sorceress said after a pause. "Wat nagic | can
attenpt no | onger works. Except ny little boat. . . yes. | accept. I'Il go with you. If | could
even see his body there it would be better if | could know with certainty that he is dead."

"Cosnp Mal ol 0?"

"Of course. He and | are lovers." The claimwas nade proudly but it seemed grotesque.

"Ah," said Yanbu, who until now had been attending silently. "And that night, on this island,
where the killing started the two of you were discovered by your father?"

"Yes. That is what happened. And Cosno killed him with the Sword."

Mar k had by now gone to the lady's side, and was offering her his arm while Bonar seethed in not-
quite-silent protest. His protests had no effect. Both boats were shortly under way again, Megara
riding with Prince Mark aboard the one that did not hold the clan chief of the Malolo. Soft Ripple
foll owed swi nmi ng, staying within easy earshot.

The young nermai d had nore that she wanted to tell Megara about Cosno.

"I knew what you were doing, the two of you, neeting on the island. | watched your two boats
com ng and going. And | knew what he did to nmy friend Black Pearl. Did you know that your
mar vel ous Cosno screwed around with nmermai ds?”

Megara was sitting straight in her seat, |ooking straight ahead, as if she could not hear.

"Tell us about it later,"” Ben grunbled at the mermaid in a | ow voice.
"No," said the prince. "No, | think that we should hear Soft Ripple's story now"

The oarsmen worked, the two boats noved steadily fired Saberhagen toward the south shore of the
river. Soft Ripple kept on talking.

"I knew Bl ack Pearl was up to sonething," the nernaid said. "Finally | followed her, and I found
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out that she made nmany visits to Magicians' |Island. Eventually | found an underwater tunne
there.”

Soft Ripple went on to relate how she had discovered that a Malol o boat, the same one, was
invariably tied up in one of the island s conceal ed coves when Bl ack Pearl paid her secret visits
there. Later on she becane aware of another boat, one that cane out to Magicians' Island fromthe
Senones side of the river, propelled by sail and with a single occupant. It was a snall craft, and
Soft Ri pple thought that perhaps it was partly propelled by nagic. Certainly nmagi c had sonewhat
protected it from observation. It had invariably cone out to the island when Cosnp's craft was

al so there. On the first occasion this mght have happened by accident, but on | ater occasions
their neetings had obviously been pl anned.

Soft Ripple had at I ength grown curious enough to risk the secret underwater passage for herself,
choosing a tinme when the island was otherw se deserted. Overcone by curiosity, and perhaps by

j eal ousy, she had forced herself to go on, despite the buzzing of minor powers that generally
frightened away her nermaid sisters as well as the fisherfol k of both clans.

Later, her curiosity grew so great that she even dared the passage when she knew that Meg and
Cosnmo were in the grotto, and she had spied on them unsuspected, as they lay together

"We can sonetinmes see quite well fromunderwater, did you know that? And we can hear. | saw and
heard the two of you, holding up the Sword and tal king about it."

Lady Megara turned finally. She changed her position so that she was | ooking down at the creature
swiming in the water beside the boat.

Soft Ripple's eyes were glittering as she spoke. "Then, later, | spied on Black Pearl and Cosno.
He was magici an enough to fix it so she grewlegs, if only for a little while. Did you know t hat?
Legs, and what's between them too. That's what he wanted from her. That's what nen al ways want.
Yours wasn't enough for him"

"Fables and fairy stories,"” said Lady Megara instantly. Her voice was as soft and certain as any
that Zoltan had ever heard. "Cosnp told ne about you. And about the other one, Black Pearl or
what ever her name was. How he had been trying to help you, out of the goodness of his heart. How
you becane inpatient and angry when he couldn't cure you i medi ately, how you were starting to
make up lies about him Yes, yes indeed, he told ne." And the lady in the boat nodded and snil ed,
al nrost sweetly, at the accursed creature in the water.

"Ch no. Ch no. It's you who lie." The nmernaid, swiming on her back, gazed up at the people in the
boat, gazed at the Lady Megara in particular. It was as if the enormty of what the | ady was

sayi ng held her hypnotized. "I talked to Cosnmp, yes. Wy shouldn't I? | told himthat | wanted
| egs, too. And he- he said he'd kill me if I tried to nake trouble. But if | waited, and was
patient, and said nothing to anyone, then maybe it would be nmy turn next. | knew what he neant, he

meant after he was through with Black Pearl. Then he would see to it that | got legs. But | would
only have had themfor a few nmnutes at a tinme. Now | know he never really neant to help any of us

Lady Megara had | ong since ceased to listen. She said, to Mark and the others in the boats: "Cosnp
showed ne the Sword that he had hidden. He told ne what it was going to nean for our future. Qur
fanm lies were both hopeless, lost in feuding. But that was not for us ... the two of us were going
to run away, taking the Sword with us. W would sell Farslayer in sone great city, and that woul d
gi ve us the noney we needed for the future.

The | ady had grown animated in telling her story. "Let our famlies feud and kill each other if
that was what they wanted. W would get away, and live our own lives, |ives of peace and decency,
sonmewhere el se. "

"Of course"and her animation fled"we would have to avoid ny father at all costs.”
"And then," said Lady Yanbu, "one night your father caught up with you."

The two boats still nade progress toward the south shore, while the mermaid continued to sw m
besi de them Now, reviving fromthe near silence of pain and despair, she once again shrieked
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curses agai nst Megara and her bel oved Cosno.

Lady Meg continued to ignore her. But Zoltan, listening to Soft Ripple, believed what she said, or
nmost of it, and thought that nost of the other people in the boats believed her also. Zoltan
wondered if Megara had ever suspected that her |over had been given to seducing mermaids. If so,
Megara had put the idea firmy fromher, and was not going to entertain it now

Judgi ng by Megara's expression, she was still refusing to credit such outrageous allegations, or
even to think about them Refusing to admit that such creatures as lowy fishgirls could have any
important role to play in anything. That anything about them could be of any inportance to the

i mportant people of the world.

But the lady in the boat was nore than willing to converse with Mark, the prince who woul d accept
her and listen to her as an equal. "I loved him" she repeated brightly, proudly, confidingly, as
if she and Mark were the only people on the river. "W net on the island the first tine quite by
accident. W |oved each other fromthe first."

Again the nermaid screaned sonet hing foul

The | ady ignored the fishgirl. "And then, Cosnb showed nme the nmarvel ous Sword that he had hi dden
here. "

At last, with an appearance of confidence, she deigned to answer the one who taunted fromthe
water. "Yes, Cosnp told ne that sonetines he caught mermai ds. He was a ki ndhearted man, and he
wanted to do sonething for the poor creatures. So sonetines he took themin one of his magica
nets, for purposes of experinmentation. It was all for their benefit. O course | never asked their
nanes. As for the idea that he might have had affairs with them..." That was obviously too absurd
to deserve deni al

"He had Bl ack Pearl. And he was going to have ne next, | tell you!" Soft Ripple shrieked, her
voi ce al nost unintelligible now Her small pale hands were pounding water into foam

"But he never did, did he? |'msorry for you, ny dear."
"He had Bl ack Pearl, and-and-"

Soft Ripple's voice broke, then coll apsed conpletely in grotesque hatred, jealousy, suffering, and
rage. And then suddenly she was only a young girl, weeping, drifting alnost inertly beside the
boat .

Mark asked the Lady Megara: "If | may, ny lady, go back to the Sword for a nonent. Were did Cosnp
first obtain it? Did he ever tell you that?"

"He told ne, freely, that he traded with a nermaid for it. And he had begun to fear that sone of
the creatures were developing their-their own grotesque feelings for him That they were naking up
fantasies. | only know that he never "

Lady Megara tal ked on, and now it was the mermaid's turn not to listen. Soft Ripple had fallen
quite silent, gliding on her back, |ooking up expressionlessly at the sky. But still she swam
besi de the boats, as if secured to them by sone invisible chain.

The wonan in the boat continued speaking. "But ny father grew suspicious. He nmust have foll owed
me, secretly, that night. It may be that sone of ny nagical powers were beginning to fade, because
I was no longer a virgin." The Lady Megara made the decl aration proudly.

"He canme upon us as we |lay together. He stood over us, hand on the hilt of his sword, thundering
judgnment, consigning us to our fates. |, the faithless, treacherous daughter, was going to spend
the rest of my life in a Wite Tenple. As for Cosno, the Mal ol o seducer, a hideous death awaited
hi m

"But for once the judge was not allowed to enforce his sentence. He turned his back on us, and
suppose he was about to call out to his nen to come in. But as soon as he did so, Cosnp pulled the
great and beautiful Sword out of its hiding place, and stabbed himthrough the back
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"I had risen to ny knees, about to try to plead with ny father. Wien | saw Cosnmp strike him |
could neither speak nor nove. My father never uttered a sound. He turned partway around, with the
Sword still in him and | ooked at me with a great and terrible surprise; it was as if he thought
that | had been the one to strike him And in a way | had."

"Now, for once, | saw himas soneone who could be hurt, sonmeone who could need ny help. He tried
to speak again, but he could not.

"And then, a nonent later, he fell dead."”

Lady Yanbu said sonething, so |ow that Zoltan could not nake it out. Still the oarsnen rowed
stolidly, and the boats advanced.

"Cosmo nust have tried to talk to me after that. But | was paralyzed in shock

"Perhaps | said sonething to himthen, sonething terrible that nade himleave ne and run away. |
don't renmenber. | don't renenmber. AIl | knowis that | loved him and | love himstill."

Megara suddenly slunped over in her seat, swaying as if she might be on the brink of conplete
col | apse. Yanbu soot hed her, stoically and alnpost silently, with nenories in her own mnd of sone
sim | ar experience herself.

Eventual | y Megara rai sed her head and spoke again. "The next thing | renenber is that my father's
men had rushed into the grotto, and were trying to revive me. His body still lay there on the
couch, or just beside it. Sonmeone had already pulled out the Sword that had killed him and
suppose had already used it again. Wen the nmen saw that my father had been struck down by

Farsl ayer, they naturally assuned that it had cone magically into the grotto froma di stance and
that one of the Malolo nust have thrown it. O course none of them blaned Cosnpb, or even thought
of him | suppose. If they ever thought of himat all, he was not consi dered dangerous.

"And so began our night of the great slaughter but | knew no nore about it. | knew nothing el se
very clearly for about a nmonth."

Soft Ripple, abstracted now, continued to swimsilently beside the boat.

And Bonar, riding in the other boat from Megara, confirmed how, on that night of terror, Cosnpb had
returned fromone of his magical night outings, at about the tine of the first (as the Malolo
t hought) Swor d-deat h.

It had been a night of vile weather, of sleet and wind and snow. As a result, alnopst all nenbers
of both rival famlies had been gathered around their respective hearths.

There had been quite a nunber of eager, excitable young Mal ol o nmen on hand that night, the flower
of the famly youth. The same thing across the river. And the | eaders on both sides had been
killed quite early that night.

Cosnp on coming home that night had of course said nothing about his having been on Mgici ans
I sl and, or about the patriarch of their enemies having died there at his hand.

But Bonar coul d say sonething now about his cousin having gone to that island frequently.

He added that, on that night, Cosnmpb had tried to get the others to interrupt the cycle of killing.
But as usual no one had paid himnmuch attention. Cosnpo had been no nore highly respected by his
own famly than he was by their enenies. He was | ooked on as a failed magi ci an, who had not been
very good at anything else, either. Hi s pleas and warnings on the night of killing had been
scorned and di sregarded.

Then the Sword had struck again for what was to seemto others the last time that night comng in
t hrough the stone walls of the Ml olo manor and killing soneone.

This tinme Cosnp had been first on the scene and had drawn the weapon fromthe corpse. But instead
of striking back in his turn, like a true Malolo, he had seized Farslayer and run out into the
night with it.
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Soon the remaining famly nenbers, few, bereaved, and bew | dered, discovered that he'd reclai ned
the mount he'd recently left in the stables, and galloped off, the gods knew where.

Before leaving he'd said sonmething, a few words to a stablehand, that indicated he felt
responsi bl e for some reason for the slaughter that had now overtaken his own famly.

"W cannot be sure what he was thinking. But it seens that he neant to take the Sword somewhere
where it could do no harm"”

"A goal with which I can feel sone synpathy," said Prince Mark. "In fact | can renenber trying to
do sonething like that once nyself. Wen | was very young."

The two boats noved on steadily toward the south shore, where Mark and his friends were determ ned
to find the hermt GCeliner.

Chapt er ElI GHTEEN

H SSARLI K, sitting on his high chair in his great hall and enjoying a solitary meal, suddenly gave
a great shriek, and tunbled withing to the floor

Three servants, who were the only people in the roomw th the clan chief at the noment, becane
aware at that same nmonent of the return of a terrible visitor: the same Sword that a nmonth ago had
wel | - ni gh depopul ated the house of its owners and nasters.

This time the onl ookers' first glinpse of the weapon canme as it fell clashing on the floor beside
their wounded Tyrant. Hissarlik's clothes and the fl oor around hi mwere being drenched in a steady
out pouring of his blood.

Two of the servants rushed imrediately to the assistance of the Tyrant. In noving the Sword out of
the way, they saw that it held, inpaled near its tip, a rather peculiar-1ooking | eather wallet.
The wall et was heavily spattered with Hissarlik's blood; and it was not inmedi ately recogni zabl e
as leather, having curled up into a dry and lifel ess-looking scrap of what | ooked |ike parchment.

H ssarlik was not yet dead. In fact he was not even conpletely disabled, though his side had been
deeply gashed and bl ood poured from his wound. Ashen-faced, he denanded to be helped to rise. Wth
a servant's help he got hinself up on his shaky knees, and then by dint of grasping another
servant's arm hauled hinself to his feet. Then, alnost falling again, he bent over with
difficulty to grasp the deadly Sword by its black hilt and pick it up

The third of the servants present, who for sone days now had been secretly in the pay of Tigris,
had al ready dashed out of the roomto tell her newest enployer what had happened.

Meanwhi l e, Hissarlik, even though his eyes were gl azing, had shaken free of the arns that
supported him He was holding the Sword's hilt with two hands now, and doing his staggering best
to spin around.

He nmuttered a name, and threw the Sword, which vanished in a flash through the stone walls of the
room as magically as it had come in through them A nonent |ater, the |atest w el der of the Sword
of Vengeance had fallen again, to lie at full length on the floor. Hssarlik's eyes were gl azing
nmore rapidly now.

A door banged open. Tigris, who had been unable to stay with himat every nmonment, came rushing in
angrily fromtwo roonms away. She was nonents too late to witness Farslayer's |atest departure.

"Where is the Sword? What have you done with it? You fool, you' ve thrown it away, haven't you!" In
a controlled rage, she knelt beside the fallen man. "Did | hear you cry out a nane? That of the
target, it nust have been!"

The dying Hi ssarlik, his side still spouting blood, was trying to focus his eyes on the face of
Tigris as she bent over him He was trying to tell her sonmething that seemed to himto be of great
i mport ance.

But she gave no indication that she was interested, or that she was about to practice any of her
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healing arts on him "Wat's this? The demon's life, well skewered, just as | thought it m ght
be!" In her rage she hurled the scrap of |eather down. Then she gripped the dying Tyrant, and
shook himangrily. "I thought the Sword m ght be conming to you but why did you throw it away? Wy?
| needed that Sword, you fool!" But she received no answer.

Chilperic had left the Senones manor surreptitiously before dawn, and made his way quietly to the
canp of Koszalin's nercenaries. He found the captain and his nen ready and waiting. Chilperic's
obj ective today was to lead this small force against the Malolo stronghold in what he hoped was
going to be a surprise attack

They managed to cross the river under cover of darkness, but experienced sone trouble with the
boats, which the nercenaries handl ed awkwardly. As a result, the expedition | anded on the south
shore a great deal farther downstreamthan its | eader had planned, and the day was well advanced
before they got back within striking distance of the place he wanted to attack

Koszalin and Chil peric had sonme desultory conversation en route, not all of it acrinonious.
Chilperic at least felt that they had cone to understand each other on several |evels. But there
were still problens between them

Chil peric, checking the leather wallet in his inner pocket at frequent intervals, thought that the
ten men he was | eading, with a denon to back themup, had every chance of seizing the undermanned
eneny fortress in a surprise attack

Koszal in al so di scounted the Mal ol o defenses, except for those that the strange visitors m ght be
able to provide, as consisting of no nore than a handful of frightened servants.

Havi ng seen sonething of the Malolo nmanor and its defenders firsthand, Chilperic was inclined to
agree with this assessnment but not to trust it with his life.

At last, wanting to nake sure that Rabisu was going to be available this tine when he was needed,
Chil peric overcane his distaste for the creature and tried to call it up. As on the previous day,
his first attenpt got no response at all

Chilperic nuttered to hinself: "Wat now, has the dammed thing got itself banished to the orbit of
t he Mboon agai n?"

But this tine things were subtly worse than yesterday. Today there was not even the proper feeling
of power in the leather wallet when he stroked it.

Looking carefully at the nottled, folded |leather, he realized that though it was as gl ossy and
rich-looking as usual, it was not the sane wall et he had been carrying yesterday. There were
subtl e differences in appearance.

Looki ng back across the river, he swore, viciously and quietly. He could renenber all too well his
nighttine visit fromthe danmmed enchantress Tigris.

Swappi ng passengers from one boat to another in mdstreamwas a little chancy, but Bonar and
Gesner insisted on taking over one of the boats for famly affairs as soon as they had convi nced
t hensel ves in discussion that the Sword had again begun to bear the deadly traffic of the feud.
The mermaid had thrown it agai nst Cosno, alive or dead, and it had whirred off sonewhere.

Just where, was a question. Mark and Ben, who had had sone previ ous experience with the Sword of
Vengeance, were not surprised that it was difficult to gauge the point of inpact froma glinpse of
the Sword in flight. But Cosnp alive or dead had probably not been very far away, and Farsl ayer
woul d nost |ikely be picked up again by soneone involved in the affairs of the valley.

Bonar in particular was determ ned to reach the stronghold of his fam |y manor as rapidly as
possi bl e, now that Farslayer had begun to fly again.

"If it is ny fate now to be struck down by Farslayer," said Bonar with considerable dignity, "then
I must fall where soneone of nmy own house will be on hand to avenge ne."

Mark had no wish to argue with him But he detailed Ben of Purkinje to acconpany the head of the
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clan and his magician back to the manor. Mark hinself, with Zoltan and Yanmbu acconpanyi ng him
still intended to find the hermt Gelinmer and search the upland where the hermit l|ived. That
seened to themto be the area in which the Sword had nost recently cone down.

The boat carrying Ben, Bonar, and Gesner pulled away, riding swiftly downstreamw th the current
augrmenting the rowers' efforts. The remaining craft, on the prince's orders, pulled straight
toward the south shore. On landing, Mark detailed the four armed oarsmen to guard the boat, while
Mark, Zoltan, and Yanmbu started uphill intending to find Geliner.

Lady Megara clinbed along with them saying that she wi shed to confirm Cosmp's death and see his
body. It seenmed that a spot of uncertainty regarding his fate still lingered in her m nd.

Aging and tired as she | ooked, she sonehow found the energy to keep up with the other three, and
the ascent went fairly swiftly. The four had not spent much tine on the trail paralleling the
little watercourse before they cane upon the hernit.

It was Zoltan, clinbing in the [ ead, who saw and recogni zed CGelinmer first. The hermt was crouched
over two dead bodi es, one dripping wet, that were laid out side by side on the bank of the stream
When the young man got a little closer he could see that the dead nen were arned and had probably
been nercenaries; judging by the green scarves they both wore, they had been nenbers of the same
conpany that had invested Ml ol 0 nmanor.

Zoltan halted on the path, while Prince Mark came up silently behind his nephew and st ood | ooking
over his shoul der.

"Celimer," Zoltan whispered.

"I surmsed as nuch,” Mark said in a | ow voice. "But how do two of Koszalin's people cone to be
I yi ng here?"

The hermt, at |ast becom ng aware that he had conpany, raised his head and stared at his
visitors. Geliner |ooked worn out, thought Zoltan, and perhaps a little nmad. As the conpany of
four once nore approached him he stared at them wi thout seening to notice whether they were
friends or strangers.

"The Sword again," said Gelimer in a cracked voice. "It kills and kills, you see. You can see its
mar k on each of these. How nany nore funerals," he asked the world in general, "am| going to be
required to conduct?"

"l cannot tell you that, old nman," said the prince. And indeed Geliner did seemto have aged
consi derably since Zoltan had seen himl ast.

The hermt, for his part, now at |last indicated that he recogni zed Zoltan and Yanbu as the two
pil grims who had dropped in on himonly a few days ago.

The hermit was introduced to Mark and Lady Megara. It was inpossible to tell fromGeliner's
denmeanor whether he had ever heard of the Prince of Tasavalta, or whether Megara's nanme neant
anything to himor not.

"l suppose that you are after it, too," he said to the prince.

No need to ask the old man what he was tal king about. "I admit that | am" said Mark. "I want it
for a good reason."

"It was here, you know. Only a little while ago. | held it in these hands.” And Celinmer spread his
wor k-worn hands and held them out for inspection, as if they m ght be considered trustworthy
evi dence.

"Where is it now?"

"Gone again. Across the river | think that's where it went. | sent it after the life of the denon,
and now | think that creature will trouble the world no nore." The hermt spoke with a kind of
dreany satisfaction.
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"Where was the denmon's |ife conceal ed, good hernmit?" Mark had to take the old man by the arm and
shake himgently before he woul d respond.

Gelinmer blinked at himsadly. "Were was its life hidden? | don't know | don't understand denons.
But | expect we can be sure of one thing, that one's now dead. As dead as ny Ceelong."

"CGeel ong? Who's that?"
Yanmbu sai d: "That was the name of his pet watchbeast, | believe."

Megara, |ooking physically frail again after the burst of energy that had let her clinb, was
growing inpatient with all this talk of denons. "Od man," she demanded. "Wat can you tell me of
Cosnmo Mal ol 0?"

She had to repeat the question before Gelinmer truly heard it. Then he said: "Cosnmo Malolo? | am
sorry, ny lady, but that man is dead."

"Dead?" Megara sniled gently. Zoltan, watching, thought that in the space of a few nonents the
| ady cane to | ook older than the hermt. "Yes. Yes, | thought that he was dead."

Prince Mark persisted in comng back to the subject of Rabisu. "Tell me about the denon, Celinmer.
I wonder where his |ife was hidden?" He gazed intently at the hernmt. "Did you say that the Sword
went across the river?"

Gelimer | ooked toward the north side of the river and gestured vaguely. "It went through him
right through him And then, yes it cane down sonmewhere over there."

Mark nmuttered: "It can dart back and forth across the river faster than we can ever hope to foll ow
it. And it probably will, assuming that the feud' s still on."
Lady Yanbu nodded. "I think we must assune that."

Zoltan said: "Then, if Farslayer |ast cane down sonewhere in Senones-land, the chances are its
next target will be somewhere on this bank."

"I'n or near the Mal ol o nanor," Yanbu added.

"That seens likely to nme," said Mark. "Well, our quickest way of getting downstreamw ||l be by
boat."

"You are returning to the river?" asked the hernmit. It seemed that for the nmonent he had forgotten
conpl etely about the two dead bodies at his feet. "I shall conme down to the bank with you, if |
may. | want to talk to a mermaid, you see. Black Pearl is her nane."

The other two nen were already noving down the trail again, and neither turned back to answer him
Yanbu, falling into step beside Celimer, explained to himthat Black Pearl was dead. He heard the
news w thout any real surprise.

Wiile the five people were descending the hill, CGelimer told his conpanions a nore detailed story
of what Cosno had done, and what had happened to Cosnp, on that night of nmany killings about a
nont h ago.

The Lady Megara listened carefully to the story of that strange visitor, his stranger death, his
burial, and his bizarre second "killing" today, by the sane Sword; but it was as if these events
had happened to soneone she did not know

When the party had regai ned the riverbank, they found the boat, which Mark had feared m ght be
gone, still waiting for them The oarsmen, thought Zoltan, had probably not yet had quite enough
time to convince themselves that they had better desert their clients and return to their own
vil | age.

Soft Ripple was nearby in the water, and swam closer to shore at once when Gelinmer began to talk
to her. In turn, Celinmer heard fromher the details of Black Pearl's death, and saw the nermaid's
body, which was still aboard the boat.
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Soft Ripple listened quietly when she was told that Cosnp had been already a nonth dead when she
had thrown the Sword at him Her only coment was: "I wish it could have followed himinto hell!"

If Lady Megara heard this, she had nothing to say in reply. She had reached a state of
i nperturbable calm and the additional confirmation of her |over's death neant nothing.

Eventual | y Yanbu asked her friends: "But who killed Cosnb? Who actually used the Sword on himthe
first time? He wouldn't have carried it all the way over here fromthe manor, sinply to throwit

at one of the Senones. And even if he had, why would the Senones finally decide at that point to

kill Cosnob, after having ignored himall night?"

Gel i mer nodded sadly. "I have thought nuch about those questions. And it seenms to ne that that sad
young man nust have killed hinsel f."

"No," said Lady Megara, softly but decisively. She had, it seened, been listening after all

Mark scowl ed. "He stabbed hinself in the back, with a weapon nore than a neter |ong? That woul d
take some doing."

"No, he did not stab hinself. | think he went outside ny house, where there was nore roomto dance
and spin. And he hurled the blade, willing his own deat h-vengeance on hinself, for the disaster he
had caused that night, including his treacherous killing of the Lady Megara's father."

And Gelinmer went on to expound further on the behavior of Cosno Malolo on that last night of his
life. "Things m ght have gone differently, had he not fallen fromhis riding-beast and injured his
head. O the outcome m ght have been the sane who can say, now?"

"l still think," said Mark, "that Cosnp's goal when he left his manor that night nust have been
sinmply to take the Sword of Vengeance out into an enpty | and sonewhere such as these nountains
m ght provide and lose it there."

"Or perhaps,” said Yanbu, "to kill hinself with it out there, where neither his body nor the Sword
m ght ever be di scovered.”

"We'll never know. "

"What's that?"

Gelimer was pointing up into the sky.

The others squinted, shading their eyes against the sun and peering.
"Some truly giant bird."

"No. No, surely that's a griffin, carrying soneone."

Wod was known for using griffins. And now one of the bizarre creatures, bearing on its back a
singl e human figure, was swiftly crossing the river fromnorth to south, heading in the direction
of Mal ol o manor.

Chapt er NI NETEEN

MARK and his conpani ons enbarked again, |eaving Geliner and Lady Megara behi nd them on the bank
At the | ast nonent the hermt had asked to be allowed to bury Black Pearl's body. This w sh was
readily granted, and the body unl oaded fromthe boat. Zoltan nade no protest; with every mnute

t hat passed, the horrible thing under the wet canvas seened to have | ess and | ess connection with
the girl he had begun to know three years ago. And in any case, he felt that duty now conpell ed
himto go on with his uncle Mark wi t hout del ay.

Lady Megara, though saying very little, had conveyed to the others that she wanted to stay with
Gelimer, and to clinb with himto the cenmetery where Cosnp | ay.

The renai nder of the party got into the boat and pushed off. The prince, seated am dships, urged
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on his four rowers in a princely way. And those nen, finding thenselves now on a direct course for
hone, conplied to the best of their ability. The boat sped downstream headed straight for the
fishing village in which Yanbu and Zoltan had spent their first night in this country.

Soft Ripple, as Zoltan observed w thout being able to understand the fact, was still acconpanying
the boat. It occurred to himto wonder whether the village ahead had once been her home and
possi bly Black Pearl's al so.

"Are you arnmed?" Mark asked Yanmbu, when they had been under way for a minute in silence.

"Only with ny wits," she answered calmy. "In this nost recent epoch of ny life | have forsworn
the use of steel. Except of course in dire emergencies.”

"Then probably you are better armed than I, ny lady," Mark admtted. "Still there are tines when
steel has its uses."

"And such a time, you think, lies close ahead of us. | think it quite likely you are right."

Mark | ooked at his nephew. "If the Sword comes within reach of anyone in Malolo nanor, they are
likely to dispute its ownership with us. Especially if Bonar is still alive."

Zol tan nodded, and nmde sure that his own short sword and his knife were ready. Then he squinted
ahead, |ooking along a western reach of river. The other boat, the one that had preceded them
carrying Ben, Bonar, and Gesner, nust by now be very far ahead indeed, Zoltan, shading his eyes,
was unable to see it on the river at all

"Quite likely," said Mark, as if reading his nephew s nmnd, "they've already |anded."

Ben, Bonar, and Gesner had i ndeed docked and come ashore at the fishing village. There their
oarsnen had vani shed at once anpong the huts, pausing only |long enough to tie up their boat. The
other inhabitants of the village, Ben noticed, were keeping out of sight also, as if perhaps they
expected trouble.

Gesner, Ben, and Bonar, the latter |ooking around himin vague apprehension, at once started
wal king inland fromthe village, along the road that |ed toward Ml ol 0o nmanor.

Ben's presence put an obvi ous danper on conversation, a fact which did not bother himin the
| east. The three had traversed perhaps half the distance to the manor in near silence, when Gesner
suddenly held up a hand, and said sonething to stop his compani ons.

Now Ben too was aware of a foretaste of magic in the air. He turned, |ooking high, and then he saw
the rai nbow flicker comng toward t hem

Bonar, looking in the wong direction, was just starting to ask a question

Meanwhi l e, Chilperic and his crew of nercenaries, who had finished making their way back upstream
al ong the sout hern bank, had begun to nove cautiously into position for an assault. Wth the denon
still mssing today Rabisu's absence had a kind of finality about it Chilperic had just about
abandoned the idea of attacking the manor directly, at |east by daylight. Instead he hoped to be
able to catch some of the eneny out in the open, or, failing that, to gain at |east a good idea of
the lie of the I and before nightfall

Koszalin, on Chilperic's orders, had deployed his ten nmen in sonmething like a Iine of battle. They
were conbing a hal f-wooded area between the manor and the village. Thus Chil peric and those with
himwere also in position to see the Sword as it cane hurtling down fromthe sky to | and sonewhere
near by.

Chil peric cursed, knowi ng how difficult it was to predict, fromsuch a brief glinpse, exactly when
the Sword was going to strike its blow, what roundabout path it mght followon its way to the
chosen target, or exactly who or where that target was.

Bonar was lying on his left side in the niddle of the path, his arns outflung. Hi s fingers
twitched, but he was stone-dead, with Farslayer run clear through his pudgy body fromfront to
rear. The youth had been taken unawares, cut off in md-sentence. Actually his nouth was stil
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open and he | ooked surprised. He had nanaged to get within a few ninutes of his home before
Hi ssarlik's dying throw reached himand struck hi m down.

Gesner, who had been wal ki ng cl ose beside the youth, bent over his dead body and reached for the
bl ack hilt.

"Don't touch it, wzard."

St oppi ng his fingers before they reached their goal, CGesner |ooked over his shoul der to see Ben
standing very close to him his own utilitarian blade already drawn.

The huge nan went on: "I warn you, wi zard if you really deserve that name the Sword is nine."

Gesner, w thout saying anything, straightened up and noved away fromhis fallen | eader. The
magi ci an' s hands were enpty or were they? Now t hey appeared to be slowy curving into a gesture
ai ned at Ben.

Ben did not appear to be inpressed. He advanced on the other man, his own drawn sword stil
|l eveled. "1've seen too much of you to have much respect for your magic at this |late hour now
stand back. | nmean you no harm nan."

Gesner the failed magician, now fail ed again, dropped his hands and stood back for the noment.

Ben had just sheathed his own sword, and started to reach for the black hilt, when Gesner's hands
swept up again, and a jet of sonething as colorless as heat seenmed to flow from his extended
fingertips. Sonething that brought pain and tingling

The big man had not been taken unawares, and his reaction was instantaneous and strong. He noved
one long stride to Gesner, and a backhanded bl ow from his huge right fist knocked the small nan
sprawl i ng. The sl ow devel opi ng spell was broken before it could reach anything like full power.

Ben needed only a nonment to tw st the Sword of Vengeance free of Bonar's ribs and backbone. Then
with Farslayer in hand, he was standing over Gesner, somewhat surprised to see that the single

bar e- handed bl ow had killed him Gesner's head was twisted to one side in a way that indicated his
neck was broken, and his eyes | ooked unseeingly across the litter of the forest floor

Well, no nore problens there. Ben straightened up, | ooking about himin the scrubby forest. He had
the Sword, for Mark. Now all he had to do was get away with it.

Fai nt noi ses indicated that a number of people were coming in his direction fromthe west. It
sounded al nost |ike an advancing line of infantry, clunsily trying to be quiet.

Ben drew his own sword again, and dropped Farslayer into the sheath at his side. Wile the Sword
rode there it would be inpossible for himto drop and lose it; and his own bl ade, good weapon that
it was, would serve himas well in a fight. Holding it drawn and ready, he got hinmself noving,
away fromthe two fallen nmen, and back in the general direction of the fishing village. He knew
that Mark, coming after him would probably land there first.

Back in the great roomof Malolo manor, the sisters Rose and Viol et had been arguing, and had at

| ength managed to agree that they ought to order out sonme of their retainers to await their
brother, in case he needed aid. Now a pani cked servant cane running into the house, saying that he
had seen the nercenary force trying to encircle the manor

Tough, fanatical Violet was stinulated by this news, and announced that she was ready to lead a
notl ey force of servants if she could raise one into the field herself. Meanwhile Rose, nore
resigned than frightened, threw up her hands and retired to her room

And at the same tine Chilperic, Koszalin, and their men, alerted by certain sounds indicating a
brief scuffle not far ahead, changed the course of their advance. Not realizing it at first, they
were starting to close in on Ben.

On first sighting the huge man, they were spurred into action at the sight of the unnistakable
black hilt that rode above the scabbard at his side. They were running, spreading out to encircle
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him when Tigris hurtled into view, lowin the sky, riding the griffin on which she had cone to
Senones manor.

She ski med cl ose above Chil peric while he ducked and yelled threats at her, then circled him and
his smal|l force higher aloft.

"Who has it now?" she shouted down to him
"Bitch! Treacherous bitch! Wiere is ny denon's |ife? What have you done with it?"

"The life of your precious denon has been ended by the Sword as Hissarlik's was cut short, as your
own |ife would have been, had you still been wearing Rabisu's next to your ribs. | saved you by
taking it away, you fool!"

Chi |l peric snarled something i ncoherent at her.

The griffin's beating wings hurled the air of its passage into his face. Its rider turned her head
and shouted down at him "I have authority from Wod to take conmand here when | see fit. And | am
exercising that authority now Do you understand ne?"

Meanwhi | e Koszal in had been standi ng nearby, |ooking keenly fromone of the disputants to the
ot her.

"Orders, sir?" he now asked of Chilperic, calmy enough

Chilperic in rage pointed at the woman in the air. "Bring her down fromthat beast!" he bell owed.
"Kill her, if need be!"

Koszal i n shouted and gestured to his nen. A ragged volley of stones and arrows conbed the air
around the griffin; it was hit, and perhaps hurt Chilperic knew that the creatures were not
i nvul nerabl e, though neither were they easily killed.

The rider appeared to escape injury. Spurring her flying nmount into a burst of speed, Tigris
escaped for the nonent beyond the range of nissiles.

Mar k, Zoltan, and Yanbu, |anded at |ast and noving inland toward the manor, heard mlitary
soundi ng voi ces sonewhere ahead of them and saw a griffin flying | ow

After a brief conference with Mark, Yanbu chose not to run into a fight, but rather to make her
way around it. She would seek to reach Malolo manor and try to exert some favorabl e influence upon
events there.

Uncl e and nephew, with their weapons drawn and ready, ran on into the area where Koszalin's men
had just beaten off the griffin. Mark was w el ding Stonecutter |ike npost of the Twelve it was an
i npressi ve physical weapon, even with all magical considerations |eft aside.

Ben had noved a little distance toward the fishing village when he was anbushed.

Movenent in a nearby thicket drew his attention and he | ooked closely, to behold a faniliar face,
altered by death. Gesner's face. Head twi sted to one side, cheeks pale, eyes fixed and staring. It
was a shock to see. Then the pal e hands of the standing corpse curved and noved, and a wave of
heat, or something akin to heat, cane washing out at Ben

Not to be beaten that easily, he grunted and thrust into the thicket with his sword. Gesner
toppl ed out. Evidently there was one trick that the little wizard could do properly, and it had
not worked for him

Ben thrust again, and once nore, into the body at his feet, naking as sure as possible that he was
going to |l eave Gesner dead for certain this tine.

Ben had caught one glinpse of Chilperic's people already, and he was sure that they were stil
after him and were likely to catch up with himagain. To gain support fromhis friends, Ben

t hought he had better continue to nmake his way back in the direction of the river, reasoning that
Mar k ought soon to be approaching fromthat way.
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If he, Ben, could establish hinself near the fishing village, find a hiding place fromwhich he
could watch the path or road leading fromthe village to Malolo manor, he thought he would be in
good shape.

He woul d have to be careful about his route; the open road would not do. If natters ever cane to a
chase in the open, he was |ost; he knew he would never be able to outrun a swift pursuer. On the
other hand, few if any of these ragtag nmercenaries, even if they were better arned, would be

anxi ous to chal | enge hi m one-on-one.

Yanbu, neanwhile, had reached the nmanor, where she was recogni zed and adm tted. Next she exchanged
a fewwords with the sisters there, who were anxious to get her report of events on the outside.

It had proven inpossible for themto get any kind of a force together to go out in aid of Bonar
Al'l of their abl e-bodi ed servants had di sappear ed.

The wonen tal ked and wai ted. Yanbu was satisfied in her own mind that for the nonent there was
not hi ng better for her to do.

As it happened, some of Koszalin's men caught up with Ben again before Mark cane into sight.

Fortunately Ben had thus far sustained no wounds. Still, he had no hope of being able to outrun
the eneny, nuch less their nmissiles; the only way to protect hinmself fromtheir stones and arrows
was by getting deep into the densest thicket he could find, which involved doing hinself sone
damage on thorntrees.

When his breathing had qui eted sonmewhat, Ben was able to hear his enemes on all sides of him
again. Now that he was sure they knew where he was, he gave out a loud rallying cry. He had
nothing to | ose now by bei ng heard.

Ben had to call three tinmes, before he heard a distant but very wel cone answer.

Zoltan and Mark, now running forward yelling, trying to sound |like a whole squad of infantry, had
to drive away one or two people before they canme within sight of Ben

Ben, at the nmonent his friends sighted him was engaged in a one-on-one struggle, near the edge of
the thicket, with powerful Sergeant Shotoku. The sergeant, a young nan | ooking for a chall enge,
was the only one of the nercenaries who had been eager to go into the tangle of thorny brush after
Ben.

Resi stance fromtwo or three other mercenaries prevented Mark and Zoltan from actually reaching
Ben's side, and they were still sone thirty or forty meters away fromhis position in the thicket,
and only able to catch an occasional glinpse of him

The captain hinself was conming to join this skirmnish

Several of Koszalin's men had deserted himas soon as the fighting actually started. Only five or
six were still obeying his orders. But these remaining nen were fighters, and they stil
out nunbered the opposition

Tigris chose this noment to reenter the action, daringly hovering on her griffin.

This time she chose to approach Koszalin, arguing with him trying to get himto ally with her
i nstead of Chilperic. She conplained that the thornbushes were protecting Ben too well from above,
for her to be able to fly at himwith her griffin,

"What gain is there to ne, sorceress, if |I do switch ny allegiance to your cause?"
"Name your price, soldier, if you can get ne Farslayer."
Koszal i n shook his head. "I think you would not pay it."

"Between ny naster Whod and nyself we can pay much. And we will, if you bring ne the Sword."
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"Yonder prince has one of the Twelve, too. Wat about that one instead?"

"The sane pay for that. And ny help to you agai nst whatever others are here. My spells are weak,
now t hat bl ades are out and bl ood has flowed. But this is a fighting creature that | ride."

There cane another small volley of mssiles ained at the griffin, on the orders of Chilperic.

Tigris's next nove was a counterattack on her former partner who was trying to kill her now. First
an approach as if to parley again, then a charge, striking himdown, using her griffin's powerful,
lionlike forepaws as her directed weapons.

Chil peric, too crafty ever to be taken by surprise, got honme on the griffin with a good
swordsman's thrust in the instant before he perished.

The beast reeled in nmidair, and al nost plunged to earth; Tigris wondered if Chilperic's own sword
ni ght have had sone touch of magic in its steel, tolet himstrike like that at a creature of such
magi c.

But the griffin bore the victorious Tigris up again, just before they woul d have crashed into a
tree. Certainly, at |east, sonmething of speed and naneuverability had been | ost.

In another nonent or two Tigris had to admit that the situation was worse than that. The ani nal
was going to have to | and sonewhere, at |east until she was able to work sone of her healing arts
upon it. Gently she urged it down, at the same time nuttering curses upon Chilperic's nmagically
poi soned st eel

During this part of the fighting, Mark was beset by two or three opponents, and he fell, dazed by
a slung stone. One of the nercenaries closed in for the kill.

Zol tan was near his uncle, but fully occupied at the monent in his own fight, unable to cone to
Mar k' s assi stance.

Ben, near the edge of the thicket thirty or forty neters distant, had just overcone Sergeant
Shot oku with a strangl ehol d. Now Ben had to throw the Sword of Vengeance at the nercenary
threatening Mark if the life of the fallen prince was to be saved.

The flying Sword skewered the mercenary and knocked hi m down.
Koszalin bravely charged in Mark's direction.

But not to strike the hel pless prince. Instead the captain seized the Sword, wenching it free
fromthe torso of its latest victim Then Koszalin ran off, dodgi ng anong bushes, to get the few
monent s of privacy he needed.

Tigris, still on the ground tending to her griffin, was unable to keep the captain from doi ng what
he wanted with Farslayer in the next few nonents, though she probably saw himtake the Sword, and
guessed, and feared what he was about to do.

Sonme of Koszalin's nen, having overheard the | ady's dazzling prom se of riches and other rewards,
were quite ready to dispute this point with him and Koszalin needed to kill one of themw th the
Sword, never letting go of its black hilt, to nake his own point perfectly clear

Koszalin was ignoring the fact that the griffin and rider had nmanaged to becone airborne again. He
was ignoring his other opponents, including sone who had been his own nmen. Al of them were com ng
to kill himnowin an effort to get Farslayer for thenselves. But they were all going to be too
| ate. The captain spun around and chanted, and | aunched the Sword of Vengeance on a new ni ssion

The recovering Mark, and others closing in on Koszalin, were able to obtain only a brief glinpse
of the Sword's trajectory on this occasion. Fromwhat they could see, the indication was that the
Sword of Vengeance was departing on a very long flight, headed sonewhere in the general direction
of the southern horizon.

Exactly who or what had been Koszalin's target was sonething that no one el se present then
understood. |f any of them had heard the captain's |ast shouted word, which nmight be assuned to be
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the nane of his chosen victim that name had neant nothing at all to them

But Koszalin, dying after being cut down too late to stop the Sword's departure was heard by
several people to nutter sonmething about a pronmise at last fulfilled.

Sergeant Shot oku, having survived the strangl ehold, and coming to make sure that the fight was
really over, had a coment to the effect that now at last his captain would be able to sleep. And
i ndeed there was a | ook of peace upon Koszalin's face.

Chapter TWENTY

THE fighting and dying in the thickets and on the hillside; along the road to Mal ol o manor had
come to an end in early afternoon. Now, just a few hours later, all was quiet in the valley of the
Tungri just bel ow the Second Cataract.

Wth Bonar and Gesner dead, Prince Mark and his conpani ons had no desire to try what sort of

wel comre they night receive fromthe two sisters who still occupied the manor. Lady Yanbu, com ng
out fromthat house before anyone could begin to worry about her, advised against it. So when the
|l ast live nercenary had di sappeared fromthe scene of fighting, the four instead made their way
warily back to the fishing village, with whose inhabitants they considered thenselves likely to be
still on good ternmns.

At the village they were received cautiously but w thout open hostility. And they found Soft

Ri pple there, drifting in the water beside a dock, talking to sone on the | and who had once been
her own people. Several other nernaids were gathered not far offshore, holding position
effortlessly there against the current, as if they mght be waiting to hear news of the day's
events.

Lady Megara was nowhere to be seen, and Zoltan supposed it likely that she was still upstream
somewhere with the hernit, perhaps besi de Cosnp's grave.

Zol tan, feeling exhausted, stood on the bank, |ooking across the river to the north. Wat m ght be
goi ng on now over there, in and around the stronghold of the dooned and deci nated Senones cl an

was inpossible to tell fromthis distance. But, to nost of the people who were still alive on the
sout h bank, that no |onger nattered.

Yanbu cane up beside him "If you wish," she said, "I will release you fromany pledge of service
you have nade to ne."

Zoltan picked up a pebble and threw it into the river. "Are you still going on downstreamas a
pilgrim ny |ady?"

"I am If | can find a way."

"Then I'Il go with you, if you'll have ne."
"Indeed, I'lIl have you with ne, Zoltan, if | can."
"That's good, Lady Yanbu. | feel an urge to see the place where this great river pours into the

sea. Also | think my uncle will not mnd ny scouting the | and downstream and bringing hima
report soneday in Tasavalta."

It was the hour before sunset. Zoltan and Yanbu, being still ninded to continue their pilgrimage,
were trying to negotiate a boat ride downstreamin the norning, when a snmall w nged messenger
arrived, spiraling down out of the northern sky. The creature bore a conmunication for Mark, for
it was able to recognize the prince anong others, and settled on a branch beside him

After exchanging greetings with the creature, the prince carefully lifted off the nmessage pouch it
had been carrying. He opened the pouch, and fromanong the few snmall itens inside took out a
rolled-up strip of thin and al nost wei ghtl ess paper

Unrolling the nessage, Mark read the fine printing that it bore. Zoltan could see but not
interpret the change in his uncle's weary face.
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"From the Enperor?" asked Zoltan at last, unwilling to be patient.

"No, not this tinme. This is fromhonme." The prince handed the parchnent over to Ben, whose heavy-
featured face renmi ned expressionl ess while he studied the nessage.

"A day or two ago," said Mark, "being concerned about nmermai ds and what m ght be done to help
them | sent a nessage off to old Karel." That was the nane of Tasavalta's w sest w zard, and a
relative of Princess Kristin and famly counselor as well. "Now Karel has replied, with
conmendabl e pronptness. From what he has to say, it seens that nermaidi smproduced by magi c ought
to be a very easy thing to cure."

Ben suddenly began to read aloud: "'lIndeed', says Karel, 'the problemwuld seemto nme to lie
rather in sustaining such a spell than in curing it. Surely any wi zard of even npderate conpetence
ought to be able to effect a permanent cure in a reasonably short tine.' Bah." And Ben, after
passi ng the nmessage on to Lady Yambu, turned his head away fromthe others and spat.

"Then," said Zoltan, woodenly, "Cosnb could have cured themall, pernmanently. If he had really
been trying to do so."

"Or Megara could have," said his princely uncle. "Or any of the magicians in either clan, down
through the years. At any tine. If any of them had ever really tried."

No one said anything for a tine.

"Where has Soft Ripple gone?" Mark asked at last. "Karel encloses in this pouch certain nagica
materials that he says ought to do the job quickly and easily."

But Zoltan was now | ooking at the note, where Karel had also witten: "I should think that
achieving a tenporary cure would be actually harder than finding a pernmanent one." He crunpled up
the note unconsciously, and let it fall fromhis hand. He wondered if Black Pearl's body was under
the earth yet. He hoped it was. He wanted to think of her resting high on a hill and far from

wat er .

"Where is Soft Ripple?" the prince repeated. "She nust know about this. And these things nmust be
given to the nmermids."”

"She's there in the water," said Yanbu. She sighed. "G ve ne the things, and | will talk to her
To all of them™

There was a distraction. Violet, the tough one of the Malolo sisters, with a very nodest arned
escort actually it consisted of no nore than one very nervous footman canme expl oring, or perhaps
wandering, down to the village fromthe manor to talk to the victors and to see what was goi ng on.

Tough Violet did her best to put in a last claimfor the Sword, saying that no agreenment nade with
Bonar was any |onger valid. She would not believe that the Sword of Vengeance was gone.

"Believe it or not, then," said Prince Mark. "As you choose."

Zoltan tried to i magi ne what the future would be Iike, here. Each of the two rival clans had now
been reduced to a m ni mum of survivors. Perhaps the ol der sister was now going to inherit the
manor after all, but perhaps she, Rose, still had no wish to owmn it. Perhaps there was no | onger
really anything to inherit.

Viol et conplained: "Anselmand Alicia are still alive over there. And they will still want to kil
us. "

To Zoltan it now seened certain that at |east one person, on each side, was going to try to go on
with the feud, as best he or she coul d.

Violet had plans for the future, too. She said sonething about young children, distant relatives
now living in distant places, who could be brought here and prepared to carry on the feud when the
present generation had been totally exhausted.

Zoltan did not wish to hear any nore, and wal ked away.
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Peopl e still scanned the sky fromtine to tine, but Tigris and her griffin were no | onger to be
seen. They had departed shortly after Farslayer's final disappearance. Wether Wod' s |ovely
sorceress had gone in direct pursuit of the Sword or not was hard to say, but there seened reason
to hope that she knew no nore than anyone el se here of its latest destination

At dusk, Zoltan, having heard what words of confort could be offered himby Lady Yanbu and ot hers,
went to lie down in the bachelor's quarters again, where he tried to get sone rest.

Soft Ripple cane to visit himone nore tine, and this time he did not recognize her at first. She
entered the building fromthe | and side, wal king on two well-formed | egs and decently cl ad; she
startled Zoltan as he lay there, half waiting for an eruption fromthe water that never cane.

The young woman and the young man had both, in their separate ways, |oved Black Pearl; and the two
of themthus had sonething i n conmon.

As dusk fell, Prince Mark was still sitting outside, his bandaged face lifted to scan the dimm ng
sky, waiting for his next nmessage fromthe Enperor. Nearby, Ben, his right hand near the hilt of
his sword, sat slunped over, gently snoring.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%?2...0st%20Swords%204%20-%20Farslayer's%20Story.txt (111 of 111) [2/4/03 9:53:08 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20Fred%20-%20Lost%20Swords%204%20-%20Farslayer's%20Story.txt


