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The tiny sword-seller’s booth was almost hidden behind a row
of tinker’s stalls and jewelry stands; Auridan very nearly passed
by without seeing it at all. When he did notice it, he paused.
Then he shouldered his way toward it with a smile. He needed
a sword, and half the fun of a fair was hunting bargains in the
smaller booths.

The booth’s proprietor, an old man in a dark blue robe,
looked up as Auridan ducked under the awning. Auridan
braced himself for the usual exhortations, but the man regarded
him with a silent, unblinking stare. Auridan gave a mental
shrug and bent over the counter. He was surprised at the disor-
der he found; knives, daggers, and swords of all lengths were
jumbled as randomly as a child’s game of catch-straws. Some
had sheaths, some did not; some were polished and sharpened,
others were black with age. A cursory glance was enough to tell
Auridan that nothing here was likely to be worth haggling over.
He shrugged again, and turned to go. As he did, a glint of color
caught his eye.

Auridan stopped. A blue stone winked at him through a gap
in the crisscrossed-pile of weapons. Auridan moved two swords

440

PR

. bt




T TP

THE SWORD-SELLER 441

and four daggers and uncovered an ancient short-sword without
a sheath. The blue stone was one of a pair set in the hilt, amid
carving so clogged with grime that it was impossible to deter-
mine what the decoration represented. The blade of the sword
was black with age, and thicker and wider than those Auridan
was used to. Almost in spite of himself, Auridan lifted the
sword, testing the heft. The hilt fit his hand as if it had been
made to measure, and the balance of the blade was perfect.

“That sword is not for sale,” a harsh voice rasped.

Auridan started and looked across the counter into the un-
fathomable eyes of the sword-seller. “If it is already spoken for,
you should not display it with the rest of your wares,” Auridan
said in mild annoyance. He. twisted the blade from side to side,
studying it with regret. It would be a deal of work to clean and
sharpen, but something about the weapon called to him . . . He
shook himself, and held the sword out to the sword-seller.

The old man made no move to take it from him. “I did not
say the sword was spoken for,” he said.

“No, I suppose you didn’t,” Auridan replied with a smile.
“But what else am I to think when you refuse to sell it?”

“Think as you will,” the man said, “so long as you do not
think to buy that sword.”

“As you will,” Auridan said. Again he held out the sword.
The old man sat watching him with the same unblinking stare.

“Very well, then.” Auridan set the sword down gently atop
the welter of other weapons in front of the old man. His fingers
uncurled reluctantly from the hilt, and as he stepped away from
the counter he was surprised to find that his breathing had
quickened. “Good day, and fortune follow you,” he said, and
turned away.

“Wait.”

Auridan looked back, but kept one hand poised to lift the
fringe of the awning. “What is it?”

“The sword is not for sale. It is given. Today, it is given to
you. Take it.” :

Auridan stared. Was the old man mad? Even an old and bat-
tered sword was worth a good deal, and this weapon was well
made. The sword-seller looked as though he could make good
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use of whatever coin it would bring. “Why would you give me
the sword?”

“That is my affair,” the old man said. “The sword is yours.
Take it.”

Auridan heard finality in the sword-seller’s voice, and the
man’s eyes were bright and knowing. They did not look like the
eyes of a madman. Auridan reached for the hilt of the sword,
then hesitated. Whatever the reason for this strange offer, he
could not take such advantage of an old man. His hand went to
the pouch at his belt and removed half of the scanty coins re-
maining. He held them out to the sword-seller. “Here. It’s not
the worth of such a weapon, by any means, but—”

“The sword is a gift!” the old man snapped. “Did I not say
it?”

“Pll take it as a purchase, or not at all,” Auridan said.
Briefly, he wondered if he had not run as mad as the old sword-
seller. Forcing a merchant to take coin at a fair! Whoever heard
of such backward bargaining?

The old man snorted. “Take the sword and go.”

Auridan shrugged. He tossed the coins onto the counter,
where they made tiny noises as they clinked against the
jumbled weapons and fell into the spaces between them. Only
then did he put his hand to the hilt of the ancient sword.

“For your courtesy, I give thanks,” Auridan said, and picked
up the weapon.

He thought he saw a flash of worry in the sword-seller’s eyes.
Then the man said, “You are a blank shield. I am sometimes
asked to recommend such men to those who seek to hire them.
If someone asks, where shall I send him?”’

Auridan blinked in surprise, but said courteously that he
could probably be found in the serving tent after sunset. He
thanked the man and left, wondering why he had bothered. He
doubted that anyone would seek to hire a mercenary by such
roundabout methods. Still, he thought the suggestion had been
well meant. He put the matter out of his mind and began look-
ing for a leather-maker’s booth where he could buy a sheath for
the sword.

For the next several hours, Auridan strolled among the
booths and tents, enjoying the warm sunshine and watching the







