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First your brother you nust chain. And from anot her wi sdom gai n. Wien the nmnighty
has been spurned, An arny earned, a circle turned, So the | esson nay be | earned.
Finally return that sword And to its destiny accord

The riddl e of the dem god—his instructions to Lord Shonsu

PROLOGUE:

A TRYST HAS BEEN CALLED

A tryst had been called in Casr and the Goddess had bl essed it. Now any boat or
ship that carried a swordsman might find itself arriving at Casr.

The swordsmen woul d then di senmbarked and went in search of glory. The vessels
woul d then be returned by Her Hand to their home waters, where the crews and
passengers spread the word: A tryst had been call ed.

In the villages, the cities, and the pal aces of the Wrld, Her swordsmen heard
the summons. They heard it in the steamy jungles of Aro and on the w ndy plains
of Gin; among the orchards of Altia and the paddies of Az. They heard it in
sandy Ib Man and under the gl aci er peaks of Zor.

Garrison swordsnen heard it in corridors or busy streets. Free swords heard it
on hillsides or on shabby village jetties. They sharpened their blades, they
oil ed nen- boots and harnesses—and they headed down to the River.

Garrisons were hi turmoil as excited juniors sought out their nentors, demandi ng
to be led to Casr or released fromtheir oaths. The seniors had then to
decide—to stay with their conforts, their sinecures, and their famlies, or to
heed the ball of honor and the entreaties of their proteges. Sone chose honor
and ot hers contenpt.

The wanderi ng bands of free swords had no such problem for they were on Her
service at all tinmes. In many cases they did not
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even discuss the matter—they nmerely rose to their feet and went.

Yet the CGoddess coul d take but few of Her swordsnmen, or She would have left Her
worl d without |aw and without order. Many an eager conpany enbarked, and sail ed,
and soon found the |ight changing, the weather altered, the scenery shifted, and
Casr com ng up ahead. Qthers no | ess eager, and apparently no | ess worthy,
enbar ked and sail ed and were di sappoi nted—+the River did not change for them No
true swordsman woul d believe that he was undeserving... There was argunent.
Argument led to recrimnation, recrimnation to quarrel, quarrel to insult,
insult to challenge, and chall enge to bl oodshed. The wounded went to the

heal ers, the dead to the River. The survivors disenbarked, reforned in other
groupings, and tried again in other ships.

Not only swordsnen heard the call. Behind them canme their w ves, their slaves,
their concubi nes, and often their children. Came, too, the heralds and the
armorers, the mnstrels and the heal ers, and al so noneyl enders and cobbl ers and
hostl ers and cooks and whores. The youth of the World foll owed the swordsnen
onto the ships and waited to see where the great R ver would bear them Not for
centuries had the Goddess sumoned Her swordsmen to a tryst. Such confusion and
di sruption of the social order were unknown in the nenory of the Peopl e.

On reaching Casr every swordsman asked the same question: Wiy had this tryst
been call ed, who was the eneny?

And the answer to that was—sorcerers*.
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BOOK ONE

HOW THE SWORDSVAN VEPT

For a swordsman of the seventh rank to hi de—from anyone or anythi ng—was

unt hi nkabl e. Neverthel ess, WAU e was bei ng deliberately inconspicuous, to say
the | east.

He had spent the norning on deck, |eaning on the gunwal e and w tnessing the
tumult and bustle of the docks at Tau, but he had undi pped his swordsman
ponytail, letting his thick black hair fall free to his shoul ders. He had
removed his harness and sword and |laid themon the deck at his feet. The side of
the ship concealed his blue Seventh's kilt and his swordsnman boots. Passershy
woul d therefore see only a very large young man with unusually long hair, unless
they cane cl ose enough to note the seven swords on his brow The dock was | ow hi
Tau; it would take good eyes to do nat.

Two weeks of uninterrupted sailing fromOv had |eft Sapphire with stores

depl eted and rmuch unfini shed busi ness. Mthers had herded children off to seek
dentists. AOd Lina had tottered down the plank to haggle with hawkers for neat
and fruit and vegetables, and also flour and spices and salt. Nnanji had taken
his brother to find a healer and have the cast on his armreplaced. Jja had gone
shopping with Lae. Young Sinboro, having been judged to have reached manhood,
had strutted off with his parents in search of a facemarker—there would be a
party on board that evening.

Normal |y Brota sold the cargo and Tom yano scouted for
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anot her, but now the sailors were fretting about ballast and trim so the roles
were reversed. Big fat Brota strapped on her sword, took Mata along to wield it
i f necessary, and waddl ed away in search of profit. Tom yano ordered two bronze
ingots laid at the foot of the plank, stood young Matarro beside them and
headed back on board to attend to ot her business.

He was not left long in peace—traders arrived and Matarro fetched the captain.
As a bargai ner, Tom yano was very hearly as shrewd as his nother. Wallie
eavesdropped happily fromhis post on the rail while the discussion raged bel ow
him Eventually the price range was narrowed, and the traders cane on board to

i nspect the main cargo in the hold. Wallie turned his attention back to the dock
life.

Tau was Wallie's favorite anmong all the cities of the Regi-Vul |oop, although to
call Tau a city was to stretch the termto its linit. As in nost towns and
cities, the dock road was too narrow for its duties, cranped between the
bol | ards, gangpl anks, and pil es of unl oaded cargoes on one side and the traders*
war ehouses on the other. The sun was unusually warmfor a day in fall and it
shone on a scene of |oud and col orful disorder. Wagons runbl ed and cl anked,
pedestrians mlled, slave gangs sweated, hawkers pulled carts and shouted their
wares. There were no rules—traffic went wherever it could find a space. The

cl amor of wheels mingled with oaths and insults and abuse. Yet the People were a
good-natured race, and in the nain the tumult was wi thout rancor. The air
smel | ed of horses and dust and peopl e.

Wal lie enjoyed watching the horses of the Wrld. They seened so nythol ogi cal the
head of a canmel and body of a basset hound. They snelled Earthlike enough,
though. During fee norning he had observed a herd of goats being unl oaded. He
had been anused to | earn that goats had antlers, not horns. Goats snelled very
eart hy.

The backdrop for all this noisy confusion was a facade of two-story warehouses
that fascinated hi mdark oak woodwork and beige parqueting |like a novie set of
Merrie Engl and; di anond-paned wi ndows and beetling roofs of fuzzy thatch. Yet,
however nedi eval or Tudor the architecture mght seemto him there were no
farthingal ed dansel s or beruffed Elizabe-
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than gallants strutting this stage. The dress of the People was sinple and
plain—kilts or loincloths on the nen and waps for the wonen, with the el ders of
bot h sexes decently conceal ed in robes. Youngsters ran naked. They were a

br own- ski nned, brown-haired folk, lithe and merry, and brown al so was tine

dom nant shade of their garb, the color worn by Thirds, qualified artisans of
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the three hundred and forty-three crafts of the World. The yell ow of Seconds and
the white of Firsts brightened the texture, with the rarer orange and red and
green of higher ranks scattered around in the surging, scurrying throng.

A skinny youth in a white loincloth ran past Wallie and dashed down the plank to
go racing and dodgi ng off through the crowd, narrowly avoi di ng death under the
wheel s of a two-horse wagon. He was one of the traders' juniors, so he had
undoubt edly been sent to fetch help. That nmeant that Tom yano had nade a sal e.
In a few mnutes the captain enmerged on deck and saw his visitors off. The smle
that he then allowed hinself told Wallie that the price had been nore man

sati sfactory.

Tom yano was an effective young man, aggressive and nuscul ar, weathered to a
dark chestnut, with hair approaching red, although not as red as Nnanji's. He
wore only a skinmpy brown breechclout, plus a belt and dagger to show mat he was
captain. Craftmarks of three ships were marked on his forehead, but he was a
very conpetent sailor, who could have qualified for rmuch higher rank had he

wi shed. The scar on his face had been nade by a sorcerer, and Wallie now knew
that it was an acid bum

Yet Tom yano was a nere stripling alongside Wallie. Swordsnen were rarely big,
but Shonsu had been an exception —very big. The sailor had to tilt his head back
to neet Wallie's eyes. He did that now, and his face was full of astonishnent.
"Hi di ng?" he denmanded.

Wal | i e shrugged and smled. "Being cautious."

The captain's eyes narrowed. "Is that how swordsnen behaved in your dream world,
Shonsu?"

It was only within the |ast couple of weeks that Wallie had taken the crew of
Sapphire totally into his confidence, explaining
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that he was not the original Shonsu, swordsman of the seventh rank; that his
soul had been brought from another world and been given die body of Shonsu, his

skill with a sword, and his unacconplished nmission for the gods- Tom yano was a
skeptical man. He had | earned to trust Lord Shonsu—tearned with difficulty, for
the crew of Sapphire had little liking for swordsmen—but he still had trouble

accepting so incredible a story. And tact was not the captain's nbst conspi cuous
trait.

Wal | i e sighed, thinking of plainclothes detectives and unmarked patrol cars.
"Yes," he admtted. "They did this quite a lot."

Tom yano snorted in disgust. "And last time we cane to Tau you were scream ng
because you couldn't find a swordsman. Now the place is full of them"”
"Exactly," Wallie said.

That was what he had been studyi ng—swordsmen. Their ponytails and sword hilts
made t hem conspi cuous as they strode through the crowds, and sane civilians nmade
way for swordsmen. They wal ked in twos or threes, sonetines fours or fives.
Brown kilts were the nmost conmmon, of course, but Wallie had seen severa
Fourths, two Fifths, and even—surprisingly—ene Sixth. He had counted forty-two
swordsnen in die |last hour. Tau indeed was full of mem

Tom yano | ooked down at the busy street for a while and then said, "Wy?"
Wallie leaned his el bows on the rail and attenpted to put his concern into
words. "Work it out, Captain. Suppose you're a swordsnan. The Goddess has
brought you to Tau and you're on your way to Casr. You have a prot6g6 or two
with you. You're a Third, or a Fourth, maybe. There nust be hundreds of
swordsnmen in Casr now... What's the first thing a swordsnan will want when he
gets there?"

Tom yano spat over the side. "Wnen!"

Wal li e chuckled. "OF course. Anything el se?"

The sail or nodded, understanding. "A nentor?"

"Right! They're going to start banding together. Every one of themw || be

| ooking out for a good senior to swear to."

"And you don't want an arny?" Tom yano asked.

Wallie grinned at him "Have you room on board?" There

DAVE DUNCAN
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woul d be few Sevent hs around, and sone of those would be getting old, for only
rarely could a swordsman reach seventh rank before he was thirty and al ready at
hi s peak, although Shonsu had obvi ously done so-\allie had frequently studied
his face in a nirror and decided he nust be sonmewhere in his mddle twenties. He
was young, therefore. He was big and steely-eyed. If he were to stand at the top
of the gangplank with his blue kilt visible, he would be fighting off woul d-be
recruits in no tine.

"No!" the captain said firmy. The thought of a few dozen swordsnen on his

bel oved Sapphire woul d be enough to | oosen his teeth. He snmiled faintly and

mutt ered, "Considerate of you!"

And that, Wallie thought, was al nbst another niracle in itself.

"Look there!" he said.

The swordsman Si xth was returning and now he marched at the head of a colum of
ten. AFifth [eading two Thirds passed nmem and sunbeans streaked from bl ades as
sal utes were exchanged. CGivilians dodged, doubtless cursing under their breath.
Tom yano grunted and went off to attend to business, while Wallie nused that his
expl anation to the captain had been | ess man half the truth. The juniors would
be seeking nentors, true, but the seniors would be even nmore actively recruiting
protege's. Followers brought status. Status would be a much sought-after
commodity in Casr now.

Wi ch raised the possibility that perhaps he ought to be recruiting an arny. He
bore the Goddess' own sword, he was Her chanpion... maybe he was supposed to
arrive at the tryst with sone status of his own. It would not be difficult. He
coul d accost that Sixth and take himover, together with his ten flunkies. If he
bal ked, Wallie could challenge—fo Sixth had a hope agai nst Shonsu. Afterward the
man coul d be bandaged and sent out to round up nore.

M ght that explain why the Goddess had delivered these particular swordsnmen to
Tau instead of directly to Casr?

The thought held no appeal for Vallie. The whole tryst held no appeal. He stil
had not deci ded whether he was going to collaborate or not. So he let the
green-kilted Napol eon conti nue
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hi s parade al ong the docks unnmol ested. If the gods wanted that man to swear to
Lord Shonsu, then neither of themwould be able to | eave Tau until they
cooperated. Their ships would nerely return to Tau instead of going on to Casr
Casr was a nonstrous thundercloud on Wallie's horizon. He did not know what he
wanted to do there, or what might be awaiting him He knew that the origina
Shonsu had been castellan of the swordsnmen's |odge in Casr, so Wallie nust
expect to be recognized when he arrived. He might find fanmly or friends —or
enenmi es. Nnanji, for one, was convinced that Shonsu was destined to becone

| eader of the tryst. That might be the case, for certainly he knew nore about
the sorcerers and their un-Wrldly abilities than any other swordsman. But he

al so knew enough to believe that the tryst was a horrible error. He was al nost
more inclined to try to block it than to lead it.

Tom yano had rounded up his nmen. Holiyi, Maloli, Linihyo, and Qigarro —two
cousins and two cousins by nmarriage. They were taking off the hatch covers and
stacking the planks out of the way. Up on the poop deck the remaining children
were playing loudly under the watchful eye of Fia, who w el ded the unarguable
authority of a twelve-year-old.

A wagon drew up al ongsi de and unl oaded a sl ave gang. The trader, a plunp Fifth,
began shouting unnecessary orders hi a squeaky voice, and the derrick was swung
out and put to use. Wallie watched as the bronze ingots fromG were borne away.
He wondered idly which one of those ingots had saved his life fromthe
sorcerers' mnuskets hi Ov,

Sl aves wore black and little of it, for no one wasted cloth on a slave. They
were a cowed and snelly bunch, that slave gang —skinny men in skinpy

| oi ncloths, working like fiends, stream ng sweat while their bony rib cages
punped. Their backs were scarred. They ran, not daring to wal k. They strained at
the wi ndl ass handles until their eyes popped. Wallie could hardly bear to watch,
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for it was slavery nore than anything el se that brought hone to himthe faults
of this barbaric, iron-age Wrld. The thatched warehouses mght teemwth rats
and the people with fleas, the alleys snell of urine and the streets of garbage
those he could tolerate, but slavery tested his resolve. The slave boss on
di e wagon brought out a whip and cracked it a fewtines to
DAVE DUNCAN 9
i ncrease the pace. He did not recongi ze the danger | oonm ng above himat the
ship's rail. Had he nmade one serious stroke—ust one—he woul d have found hinsel f
I ying on the cobbles, being nercilessly flogged... but he did not know that and
he did not find out.
The wagon was filled and departed. Another took its place. Sone nmenbers of
Sapphire's crew came wandering back fromtheir explorations and paused to tal k
with the big man in the blue kilt. Tau was a turbul ent place, they reported. Two
hundred swordsnmen had passed through on their way to the tryst, plus severa
times that nany followers. Tau was a snmall town. The natives were restless
Tom yano went down to the dock and began wei ghing the traders' gold. Wallie
continued to survey the scene, noting that the swordsnen were bunching as he had
predi cted. Couples were very rare now. A Fifth had collected seven, and | ater
the triunphant Sixth paraded past again with fifteen
Then Katanji returned, a snow new cast on his damaged arm outshining his white
kilt. He seened smaller than ever, his face a paler brown than usual, and his
wi de, dark eyes not as sparkly—perhaps the heal ers had hanmmered a little too
hard when renoving the old plaster. H's hair was beginning to reach a nore
respectable length for a swordsman's, but it curled up in a tiny bun instead of
maki ng a ponytail. He wore no sword, of course. Barring a mracle, he would
never use that arm agai n—but miracles were not uncommon around Shonsu
He managed an approxi nmation of his normal pert smle, white teeth gleaming in
dark face, while his eyes noted with surprise Wallie's unarned, undressed state.
"Where's your brother?" Wallie denanded

Katanji's wan smle became a smrk. "I left himto it, ny lord."

He need say no nore. Nnanji was still in a state of witless infatuation over the
Iithesone Thana, but it was four weeks since be had been ashore for recreation
"The girls have been busy, | inagine?" Wallie inquired.

Katanji rolled his eyes. "The poor things are worn out, they told ne." He
scow ed. "And they've raised their prices!"

Innocent little Katanji, of course, had seduced D wa, Mi, and
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| ately possibly Hana on the ship, and his need woul d not have been as great as
his brother's. It would take nore than a wormman to nmake Katanji | ose his head.

Wal | i e nodded and went back to his spectatiog. H's mnd began to wander,
reverting to its ever-present worries about Casr and the troubles that nust
await him

Tom yano cane striding back on deck, swinging a | eather bag. He grinned happily
at Wallie, jingled the bag gloatingly, and then went to peer down into the
forward hatch and hold a shouted conversation with AQigarro and Holiyi, who had
gone below to inspect ballast. The slaves had conpleted their work and were
dragging their feet back down the gangpl ank.

Then. .

Damm!

Wallie forgot sailors and slaves. Two swordsnmen were striding across the road,
obvi ously heading for Sapphire. The vacation was over! Wth a nmuffled curse, he
ducked down out of sight and scrabbled for his sword. He was still on his knees
and frantically fastening harness buckles when boots drumred on the gangpl ank.
The two swordsnen came on deck and marched right by him

Tom yano spun around as if he had been kicked. In tw fast strides he noved to
accost the newconers, feet apart, arns akinbo, and face thrust forward
aggressively, his anger showi ng |like a warning beacon
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Wallie noted the swordsnmen boots with surprise: tool ed | eather, shiny as gl ass.
Above them hung kilts of downy wool, of superlative cut and texture, the pleats
i ke knife edges—+ed for a Fifth and white for a First. Hi s eyes strayed hi gher
The harnesses and scabbards on the nen's backs were as opul ent as their boots,
enbossed, and decorated with topazes. Hi gher yet—+the sword hilts bore silver
filigree and nore topaz. The hairclips were of silver also.

Vel !

He rose silently to his feet, scooping back his hair and clipping it with his
own sapphire hairclip, while he analyzed these strangers. They were not free
swords, obviously, for the frees prided thenmselves on their poverty. They m ght
be garrison swordsnmen, but fewcities would willingly clothe their po-

lice like that. Could any swordsnmen cone by such wealth honestly?

Wallie twitched his shoul der bl ades, tilting his sword to the vertical so that
its hilt was behind his head. Then he | eaned back with his el bows on the rai
and waited to enjoy the fun.

The Fifth was trespassing. That m ght be fromignorance, but he knew enough to
salute the captain as a superior and to refrain fromdrawi ng his sword on deck
He used the civilian hand gestures: "I am Polini, swordsman of the fifth rank,
and it is my deepest and nost hunble wish that the Goddess Herself will see fit
to grant you long life and happi ness and to i nduce you to accept ny nodest and
willing service in any way in which | nmay advance any of your noble purposes."”
No titles or office nentioned? He was a tall, rangy nman, probably in his early
thirties. His voice was cultured and resonant. On first inpressions and
restricted to a rear view, Wallie was inclined to approve of this Polini

Tom yano was not. He waited a long, insulting nminute before speaking, his eyes
slit-ted. Then he nade the ritual reply without sounding as if he neant a word
of it: "I am Tom yano, sailor of the third rank, naster of Sapphire, and am
honored to accept your gracious service."

The First was a nere kid, slimand slight and much shorter man his nentor.

Low anks were not nornally presented. He stood rigid and silent on Polini's
left. Maloli and Linihyo drifted unobtrusively closer to fire buckets, whose
sand cont ai ned knives. Toniyano nust be able to see Wallie in the background,
but he was keeping his eyes on the Fifth.

"Pernission to cone aboard, Captain?"

Tom yano pursed his lips. "Seens to nme you al ready have."

Wal | i e knew from experi ence how Tom yano enj oyed provoki ng swordsnen.
"Captain," the Fifth said, "I w sh passage on your ship for ny proteg6 and
nmysel f."

Tom yano hooked thumbs in his belt, his right hand close to his dagger. "This is
a fanmily ship, master. We carry no passengers. The Goddess be with you."
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"Two silvers for you, sailor! If She wills, you should return within the day."
Aigarro and Holiyi floated out of the fo'c'sle door. They, also, edged close to
fire buckets. The children on the poop deck had fallen silent and |ined up al ong
the rail to watch. Sounds of wagons and horses drifted up fromthe dock
"Jonahs, are you?" Tom yano inquired. "Were did She drag you fron®"

The back of Polini's neck was turning red, but he kept his voice calm "From
Plo. Not that you will have heard of it."

The captain still refrained froml ooking at Wal Ue, but his reply was neant for
him also. "O course | have heard of Plo. The npbst beautiful woman | have ever
seen cane fromPlo. Far to the south, | understand."”

"Plo is famobus for the beauty of its wonen," Polini agreed.

"But not for the manners of its nmen."

Very few swordsnmen coul d have taken that froma civilian, very few The
youngst er made an audi bl e gaspi ng sound, and Polini's sword armtwitched.
Somehow he kept himself under control. "That was not itself a good denonstration
of manners, sailor."

"Then go away frowning."

"l have told you that we w sh passage. | shall be generous—five silvers and
shal | overl ook your inpudence."
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The captain shook his head. "The garrison of Tau is organizing a ship for the
swordsnen, due to | eave tonorrow. Yesterday one reached Casr within an hour, by
Her Hand."

"I am aware of that."

Tom yano's eyebrows shot up. "Doesn't want to go to Casr, huh?" There was a
strong inplication of cowardice in the way he spoke. Wallie expected the
expl osi on.

It did not cone, but it was close. Polini's voice dropped an octave. "No. | do
not plan to go to Casr yet, if She wills."

"And | do not plan to visit Plo, in spite of its wonmen."

The swordsman's fists were clenched. Wallie prepared to intervene. It was fun,
but very dangerous fun.

"Your insol ence becones tiresone. Swordsnen serve the Goddess and are owed your
hel p. Do not provoke me further!"

"Get off ny ship—before | call on ny friends!"

DAVE DUNCAN
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Incredibly, Polini still did not draw, although the First was staring up at him
in stunned fury.

"Wich friends, Captain?" Polini asked contenptuously, glancing at the other
sailors

"That one for a start." Tom yano nodded at Wallie. The First wheel ed around. The
Fifth, suspecting a trap, did not.

The Fust squeaked, "Mentor!" and then Polini turned. He gaped in horror—bl ue
kilt, seven sword facemarks... and a bigger man than hinsel f, which nust be a
rare surprise for him

For a nonent no one spoke. Wallie was enjoying the effect, but also feeling

rat her ashanmed of hinself. Polini was obviously noting his battered boots, his
shoddy kilt, and the contrast of the magnificently crafted harness. Then the
Fifth recovered and sal ut ed.

Wallie made the response. It was his privilege to speak first, and the captain
woul d expect himto send this inpudent interloper off pronptly with his tai
down; but Vallie was now very curious, and not without admration. Polini had a
craggy, honest-1ooking face. The First was bei ng i npassive, but he blinked and
Wal lie caught a glinpse of his eyelids. Ahal

"My congratul ations, master,"” Wallie said with a smle. "Not many swordsnen keep
their tenpers when dealing with Sailor Tbm yano."

"Your lordship is gracious," Polini replied stiffly. "I see that | unwittingly
erred in choosing this vessel. Qoviously it is bound for Casr." He would be

t hi nki ng of Tom yano's inputation of cowardi ce, probably suffering a thousand
deaths at the thought of a Seventh having heard it and likely agreeing. "Wth
your permssion, nmy lord, | shall depart."”

Wallie was not going to | et himescape without an explanation, but first he nust
get in character for a Seventh. "No, master," he said. "You will share sone ale
with me. | owe you mat rmuch for playing tricks on you. Sailor—three tankards of
the mld!"

Tom yano's jaw dropped at die tone, and he lost his smrk

Wallie gestured to the aft end of the deck. "Cone, Master Polini," he said. "And
bring bis Hi ghness along, also."

14 THE DESTI NY OF THE SWORD
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The minstrels of the World sang ball ads and epics of brave heroes and virtuous
mai dens, of nonsters and sorcerers, of generous gods and just kings. Nnanji

| oved the heroic ones and coul d quote them endl essly, but one hero was

conspi cuously absent: Sherlock Holnmes. Wallie's remark al nost caused Polini to
draw. Tom yano made the sign of the Goddess, then rel axed when he saw that Lord
Shonsu was nerely up to his tricks again. The boy pal ed.

"No, no sorcery, Master Polini!" Wallie said hastily. "Just a good swordsnman's
eye—ebservation."

Pol i ni gl anced suspiciously over his prot6g6 and back to ms strange Seventh.
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"Cbservation, ny |ord?"

Wallie smled. "Few nentors would dress a First so well. Fewer Fifths would even
take a First as prote'ge', and you yourself are obviously garbed as a man of
hi gh station. But | can go further: | note that his facemark has heal ed, yet he
is so young that his swearing nust have been recent. His hair is |ong enough to
make a good ponytail, so his induction to the craft was decided at | east a year
ago, and only swordsmen's sons can nornally count on beconing swordsnmen. Yet his
parent -marks show that he is the son of a priest. Elenentary, Master Polini."
Royal houses were usually founded by swordsnen, but kingship was a dangerous
trade. No swordsman could refuse a chall enge, whereas a priest was sacrosanct.

Ki ngs' sons were nostly sworn to the priesthood.

Pol i ni considered this and bowed his head in agreenment. He caught his protegees
eye and said, "Learn!" The boy nodded and regarded the Seventh with awe.

Confi dence having now returned, Vallie directed themsmoothly to the far side of
the deck, which was marginally farther fromthe hubbub of the dock. The aft

hatch cover was still open, and die planks had been stacked in a neat pile, a

| ow wal |
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that would suffice as a bench. But before he sat down... "Present him naster."
"Lord Shonsu, | am honored to present to you ny proteg6, Arganari of the First."

Where, Wallie wondered, had he heard that nanme before?

The boy reached for his sword, renenmbered that he was on a ship, and turned the
gesture into the start of the civilian salute. H's voice was childish and
curiously unnusi cal, making the statenent a question, "... any of your noble
pur poses?"

Wal lie solemmly assured himthat he was honored to accept his gracious service.
He bade his guests be seated, placing hinself on a fire bucket beside the steps
up to the poop. That way he was facing them and could al so keep an eye on the
pl ank. Above him a tine of youngsters peered down curiously.

The boy was even younger than he had seened earlier. Wallie thought of the other
two swordsman Firsts he knew. Matarro was one of the crew of Sapphire, a

wat er-rat swordsnman, and hence a sailor in all but nane. Yet he took his craft
very seriously, truly believing that to be a swordsman was a great honor. Then
mere was ni pper Katanji, whose skeptical cynicismwould have suited a nan four
times his age. This lad had neither of those qualities. He nust surely be
excited, for the Goddess had noved him hal fway around the Wrld, fromfar south
to far north, and he was very near to the first tryst in centuries. Yet he was
di splaying only a solem wariness, un-sirited to his years.

The visitors sat stiffly on the planks, awaiting the Seventh's pl easure.

"You have a problem Master Polini," Wallie said. "Perhaps | can help you with
it?"
"It is atrivial matter, Lord Shonsu, but near to ny honor." I'mnot going to

tal k about it.

"Then | shall guess!" Nosiness was a prerogative of Sevenths. "You have cone
fromthe tenple?"

Polini half rose, again alnpbst reaching for his sword. He sank back uneasily,
staring.

VWallie smled cheerfully. "You are right to suspect sorcery. The sorcerers can

change facemarks, so any nan or worman nay be a sorcerer. |, however, amnot." He
wondered if they
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had noticed the damabl e feather nmothernmark that the god had placed on his |eft
eyelid. That was going to be a serious problem "I was nerely specul ati ng what a

man of honor would do in what | suspect to be your situation." Polini had an

honest face. He had been chosen as the npbst suitable nmenber of the pal ace guard
to be nentor to a prince—a strong tribute to his character. The | ad's worshipfu
attitude seened genuine. "For sone reason you had cause to enbark on a ship. You
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woul d have nany swordsmen in your entourage if you were guarding a prince. The
Goddess wanted them for Her tryst, so here you are."

Pol i ni and Arganari both nodded, speechless at such acuity in a swordsnan,
maki ng Wal lie feel snug.

"So you find yourself hi a dilemma of honor—your duty to the Holiest and your
duty to the prince. Your decision was to send the rest of the swordsnmen on to
the tryst and seek to take the boy hone. In that situation | would go to the
tenpl e and beseech Her to let nme return himsafely, making sol emm pledge that |

nmysel f woul d cone back here i mediately afterward, | should throw in a prom se
to enlist nmore swordsnen, | think."

Pol i ni | ooked down at the boy, and then they both smil ed.

"AKkill!" the Fifth said.

"Your perception is suited to your rank, ny lord?" said Arganari

Agai n that curious questioning? And a very flowery speech for one of his age.
Then Tom yano hinsel f appeared with a tray, placing foamng tankards on the

pl anks besi de each of the visitors, bowing lowto offer the tray to Wallie—who
shoul d have been suspici ous at once.

"May She strengthen your arns and sharpen your eyes!" he said, raising his
tankard in salute.

"And yours!" the others chorused, and all three drank

Wal | i e gagged and gasped and spluttered. Hs beer had been generously salted. He
turned to glare at Tom yano's retreating back and saw the grins on the other
sail ors standi ng beyond—mat would teach himto pull rank on the captain in
front of strangers! Wallie hurled the tankard over the side, w ped his nouth,
and shamef acedly expl ai ned his performance to the

others, who were again giving himvery puzzl ed | ooks.

"You know that the water-rat swordsnen teach fencing to sailors?" he asked.
Polini scowed. "So | have heard, ny lord. It is an abomi nation!"

"No," Wallie assured him "there is a sutra that excludes sailors fromthe
normal run of civilians. | just wanted to explain why | put up with ny insolent
friend over there. On his own deck, that man is at least a high Fifth or even a
Si xth at swordsnanship. "

The Fifth's eyes wi dened. "You jest, ny lord!"

**No, | certainly do not! On land he would be | ower, of course, for he has no
opportunity to practice footwork. But a civilian with mat skill can be forgiven
much. "

That illogical reasoning inpressed the swordsnen.

"I mention that as a warning, Master Polini. Now, tell me why you chose this
ship."

At the return of his own problem Polini stiffened. "It seened well cared for,
my lord."

Wal | i e nodded approvingly. "Wuld you consider a piece of advice?"

O course he would, froma Seventh.

"Your trappings are of nmuch value, nmaster. There are no wi tnesses, in md-River,
and not all sailors are above a little piracy. Wiy not exchange your cl othes and
gear for sonething | ess tenpting?"

Polini flushed. "I thank you for the advice, ny lord!"
He was not going to take it, though. Wallie sighed. This was die sort of
pi gheaded attitude mat he had been trying to donesticate in. Nnanji. Polin

could not stomach the thought of arriving back in Plo without his fancy kilt and
harness and boots. It would | essen bis infernal honor. Wallie had forgotten just
how narrow swordsman t hi nki ng coul d be—whi ch showed hi m how far he had brought
Nnanj i al ong.

"And you nay well arrive at the tryst yet, naster," he persisted. "Mst of ne
swordsnen there will be frees. There will certainly be no First decked out |ike
Novi ce Arganari."

He got a glare. The boy was frowning.

"l see now that this ship would be a poor choice for us, ny
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lord," Polini said, changing the subject. "Cbviously She will require your
valiant service in Her tryst. You sail to Casr."

Now it was Wallie's turn to beconme edgy. "Not so! | have been journeying these
waters for two weeks since | heard of the tryst." The wind god had been
cooperative since Sapphire left Ov, but the Goddess had not put out Her Hand to
nmove the ship.

Polini | ooked astonished, as well he might. The Goddess not taking a Seventh?
"W are meking good tine, though," Wallie said. "Another week or so may get us
to Casr."

"You know these waters, then, ny lord," the boy said, and his tone nmade it a
statenent, while the words were a question. Now Wal | i e understood: Arganari was
tone deaf. He woul d nmake hinself a | aughingstock if he attenpted to chant, and
even a royal priest would have to do that. So he had been sworn as a swordsman
i nstead—Ao other craft had sufficient status for a king's son

"I amgetting to know them novice. You see those nountains to the south? They
are Regi Vul, and the sorcerers* city of Vul lies somewhere within them" The
swordsnen stared out over ne bright waters. Above the |ow snmudge of the far
bank, the distant peaks shone faint and blue in the heat haze. The vol canic

cl oud above themwas fainter still. "The River flows all around Regi Vul. The

| eft bank, the inside of the |oop, has been taken by the sorcerers—all seven of
its cities. Set no foot there, or you will certainly die."

"It is true, then?" Polini said. "There are | egends of sorcerers in the
mount ai ns south of Plo, but | never believed in such nmen until we arrived here
and heard the news of the tryst."

Holiyi, a very skinny sailor, cane sauntering over to give Wallie another beer
and a | opsided grin. Wallie thanked hi mand washed the foul taste fromhis

nour n.

"It is true. This ship has called at all fourteen cities within the |oop, but |
freely admt that | hid within the deckhouse when we were in sorcerer ports."
Pol i ni was shocked, but tried not to showit. "So they are as dangerous as the
| ocal s report?"

"Probably nore so," Wallie assured him "One slew a nman on

this deck. A sorcerer can kill at a distance. Only speed will prevail against
them a throwing knife woul d be a better weapon than a sword." H's hearers would
have been horrified to hear that he had a knife hidden in his boot and that he
practiced with it daily. He did not bother to point out the holes in the ship's
rail mat had been made by nusket balls.

"But they are not invincible?" Arganari exclained, w ping beer froth fromhis
lips. "The locals tell of one swordsman victory!"

"Do they now?" Wallie said. "Tell ne that, then."

The boy beaned and began to chatter in a curious singsong, although Polini was
al ready showi ng doubt on his craggy face.

"At Ov, ny lord, two weeks ago. It is said that swordsnmen froma ship attacked a
band of sorcerers on the dock and survived the thunderbolts. They charged them
in a wagon, ny lord, and nade great slaughter of the unholy ones. They were |ed
by a Seventh and a very young, red-haired Fourth, my lord. W were told that
they coul d have seized the evil doers' tower and taken back the city, except
that... the Seventh.... chose... not to?" Horror spread over his youthful face.
Shouts and thunps drifted up fromthe dock; white birds soared by on the wind. A
wi ndl ass on the next ship squeaked painfully.

Sevenths were rare. Sevenths who sailed these waters were as commpn as square
eggs. Sevenths did not appreciate i nnuendoes of cowardi ce. Potini was rigid,
obvi ously wondering what his prote'ge' mnight have provoked.

"I am sure that he had excellent reason, my lord." the boy whispered.
"Probably," Wallie said bitterly. He had not expected the story to be up and
down the River already. In this prinmtive Wrld he expected no news to trave
faster than the sorcerers' pigeons, and nost to travel hardly at all. But now

t he Goddess was noving ships around |ike snowfl akes. The news of the battle at
Ov would be all along the River, and mat neant all over the Worl d—ews of
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swordsnen battling sorcerers, a red-haired Fourth, and a bl ack-hatred Seventh
who had cal |l ed back his troops fromthe brink of victory. That was anot her
problem then, to add to his others—ene he had not antici pated.
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He di scovered that he had been sitting in silence and scowing. So he smled and
said, "There may be nore to that story than the dock gossip tells.”

He got a chorus in reply.

"Of course, ny lord!"

"OF course, ny lord?"

At that norment Nnanji cane up the plank, saw the neeting in progress, and strode
over at once, homing in on visiting swordsnmen |ike a bird dog. He was wearing
his usual eager grin, and it seened even wi der than normal, perhaps because of
what he had been doi ng ashore. He was tali, young, |anky, and very red-haired by
the standards of the People. And he wore the orange kilt of a Fourth.

Pol i ni and Arganari gl anced at each other and then rose.

"May | have the honor, nmaster..." Wallie presented Nnanji of the Fourth,

protege" and oath brother; and after those formalities, he surprised Nnanji by
presenting the First.

"Arganari?" Nnanji winkled his snub nose as he did when he was thinking. "There
was a great hero once by that nane."

"My ancestor, adept."

Nnanji thought it was a question and | ooked puzzl ed.

"The founder of his royal house," Wallie said to get his protege" pointing in
the right direction.

The boy nodded proudly. "The Kingdom of Plo and Fex," he said. "My father has
the honor to be the holy Arganari XV, priest of the seventh rank."

So this Arganari was the ol dest son. Polini's probl emwas even worse than Wallie
had suspect ed.

"There are many great epics about him" Nnanji declared solemly. "My favorite
is the one that begins..."

After about twenty lines, Wallie laid a hand on his armto stop himand
suggested that they all sit down again.

Nnanji squatted on his heels between Wallie and the visitors. "And of course,
Arganari led the tryst of Xo," he said. Then he winked at Wallie and said, "Wth
the topaz sword, the fourth sword of Chioxin!"

That was why the nane had been famliar!

"My sword!" Arganari exclained proudly.

Nnanji | ooked at the boy's sword and frowned.
DAVE DUNCAN
21

"He does not wear it," Polini said. "But it is the proudest possession of his
house; and when he was inducted into the craft, Lord Kol lorono, reeve of the
pal ace guard, dedicated it to him He is the first swordsman in the dynasty
since the great Arganari, so it was fitting, and a nobst noving cerenony."

Wal lie chuckled. "I amsure that you got it off himquickly afterward.”

Polini smled understanding! "It would take a great swordsman to wear one of
the seven for long, nmy lord."

"Describe the fourth to us,” Nnanji said with a snile.

The boy's eyes shone with pride. "The guard is a golden basilisk, holding a
topaz. The basilisk neans 'Justice tenpered with nercy/ so that is the notto of
our house. And the blade is all inscribed with swordsnen fighting nonsters on
one side, and maidens playing with themon the other."

It is a magnificent weapon,"” Polini said, probably glad of an inpersonal topic
inthis ankward interview. "|I tried it. The bal ance, the spring—aagnificent!
Chioxin's reputation was well deserved."

Nnanji turned his grin back to Wallie.

"Sonmething like this?" Wallie asked. He drew his sword and held it out for them
to see. The hilt had been behind hs head all nms tinme, and they woul d not have
had a good | ook at it.
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Pol i ni and his protege® gasped |oudly.

"The seventh!" Arganari shouted. "A sapphire and a griffon! And the pictures are
much the sane. Is it real? | nmean, is it really the seventh sword of Chioxin?"
"Probably."

The | egendary sword was having a bonbshell effect on the swordsnmen. Polini had
gone perceptibly pale, and the boy quite pink with excitenent.

"But, ny lord..." Arganari was turning even pinker.

"Yes?"

"The six swords are fanpus... ne saga has no stories of the seventh. It is said
that Chioxin gave it to the Goddess."

"Perhaps the story is not finished yet?" Nnanji suggested, his enornmpus grin
still firmy in place.

Pol i ni and Arganari nodded solemly, still fascinated by the sword.
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"The griffon is the synbol of royalty. It nmeans ' Power wisely used,'" the boy
said, peering at the exquisitely fashioned guard. "It is a very |long bl ade."
Polini would use a |ong sword, being

tall

"Want to try your luck?" Wallie asked.

Pol i ni bl anched. "OF course not, ny lord!"

"It is in superb condition," the boy said, his strange way of speaking al nost
making it a question. "M ne is notched and worn. Just one flaw. "

Nnanji nodded solemmly. "That mark was nade by a sorcerer's thunderbolt."

Polini and his prate" g6 again exchanged gl ances, then the boy went back to
exam ning the sword. He pointed at the figures engraved in the blade. "You see
the cross-hatching, nmentor? It is said that Chioxin was | eft-handed. On all his
swords, not just the seven, the cross-hatching goes fromleft to

right.”

"The devil you say?" WAllie murnured, peering. "Like Leonardo da Vinci? | thank
you, novice. | did not know that. Then this isn't a forgery, after all!"

Nnanj i sni ckered.

"My lord..." Arganari said and stopped. Hi s nmentor runbled wam ngly at him

"You want to know where | got it," Wallie said, replacing the priceless blade in
his scabbard. He shrugged. "It is a reasonable question. | was given it by a

god." He drank sone beer

The visitors were understandably astounded.

"He al so gave ne this sapphire hairclip and told me | had a task for the
Goddess. "

Now Pol i ni understood and was inpressed. "Then you are to be | eader of the
tryst, nmy lord!"

"Perhaps | am" Wallie said. "If so, then She is in no hurry to get nme there,
whi ch nmay be where you conme in." He |ooked to Nnanji, who nodded thoughtfully.
"Me? Us?"

"I amwondering if we were neant to neet, Master Polini. Stranger things can
happen—ndeed they happen to me all the tinme. It is curious that you chose this
ship, and even nore curious that you and your prote"g6 should be famliar with
one

of the other seven swords of Chioxin. A tryst mght be good training for a
swordsman prince. After all, a novice will not be expected to do any fighting,
so he will be in no great danger."

For the first time, the youngster showed sonme nornal boyish excitenment. He swung
around to his nentor to see what he thought.

Polini rose disapprovingly. "You may well be right, ny lord. | hope that you
are. But | have already sworn ny oath and | nust attenpt to return nmy prot6g6 to
Plo. If | amwong, then | amsure that we shall mneet agai n—n Casr."

The light died in the boy's eyes, and he stood up dutifully. Princes |earned
nmore than flowery speeches, and Firsts did not argue. Then he turned and | ooked
up at Nnanji .
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"Adept," he said, his voice now curiously flat, "was it truly you who led the
wagon charge agai nst the sorcerers in Ov?"

Nnanji grinned. "W skinned theml Fourteen dead sorcerers.
regretfully at Wallie, who had spared an easy fifteenth.
The boy reached up and unfastened his ponytail. "I shall not likely be going to
the tryst, adept,"” he said. "Lord Shonsu has a hairclip that was given himby a
god, so he will not mnd. This one belonged to ny ancestor, and he wore it on
the tryst of Xo. WIIl you take it for nme and wear it against the evil doers?" He
hel d out the silver clip.

"Novice!" Polini barked. "That clip has been in your famly for centuries! Your
father woul d not approve of your giving it away to a stranger. | forbid this!"
"Not a stranger, nentor, a hero."

"I think he is right, novice," Wallie said gently.

That settled the matter, of course, but Nnanji, imensely flattered at being
called a hero, swallowed hard and said that he also agreed. Reluctantly Arganari
replaced the clip, |ooking very juvenile between the three tall nen.

"W thank you for your hospitality, my lord," Polini said fornmally. "I wi sh now
to withdraw, with your perm ssion, and seek a vessel. Probably a smaller would
be nore suitable. Wth no sail or-swordsnmen Sixths!" he added, his smle openly
skepti cal

Puzzl ed and vaguely worried, Wallie led the visitors back to
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the top of the gangplank, arriving just as Lae canme aboard, closely followed by
Jja. Jja had discarded the riverfol k bikini sashes she normally wore on the ship
in favor of a conventional slave's black wap. But the perfection of her figure
could triunph over any costume, and her face was the stuff of |egends. Wallie
smled her a wel cone. He put an arm around her and unthinkingly proceeded to
commit a nmjor social blunder. Accustoned over nmany weeks now to the informality
of ship life, he had forgotten the stilted formality of |and-based culture in
the Worl d.

"Jja, ny darling," he said, "here are visitors fromyour hometown, Master Poli ni
and his H ghness Novice Arganari."

The swordsnmen stared aghast at the slavestripe on the wonan's face. Jja was
monentarily paral yzed, also. There was no ritual for presenting slaves, as

Wal lie shoul d have renenbered.

Then Jja fell to her knees and pressed her forehead to the deck. Wallie bit his
lipin fury at his own stupidity. Polini was totally at a loss for words. It was
young Arganari who reacted first. He stepped forward and rai sed her

"Truly | see how Plo earned its reputation for beautiful wonmen," he said in his

He gl anced

singsong, childish voice. "If it did not have it before, then it would now "
That was a courtly speech.
ttt

Mast er Polini headed down the plank with his prot6g6 at his heels. He was
probably relieved to escape fromthe insanity of Sapphire, with its

i nconprehensi ble Seventh and its rabid captain. If he breathed a prayer of
thanks, then he breathed too soon, for another outrage was in store for himen
reachi ng the dock he cane face-to-face with the returning Brota.

Femal e swordsnen were a heresy to | andl ubbers. Fat swordsnen were intol erable.
Swor dsmen who still bore their blades in mddl e age were contenptible. Brota was
all of those, voluminous in her red robe, her ponytail streaked with gray, and a
sword

on her back. Wallie saw the encounter and chuckl ed. Apparently there was
sonething in Polini's face that annoyed her, for she fixed himw th her piggy
eye and accosted himsquarely. Then she drew and nmade the salute to an equal
Wth obvious reluctance, he responded. They exchanged a few words, then Polini
set off along the road with furiously huge strides, his dimnutive protegf

al nost trotting to keep up with him Brota rolled up the plank wearing a
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satisfied smrk. As a water-rat swordsnan she enjoyed baiting the |andl ubber
variety alnost as nmuch as her sailor son did.

Polini had probably not even noticed Mata in the background, although she was
still a fine-looking woman in her brown bra sash and breechclout. Wallie
wonder ed what Polini would have said had he been told that she, a sailor of the
third rank, a mother of four children, could probably give hima fair match with
foil or sword

Wal |i e had apol ogi zed to Jja, cursed hinself several tines for his stupidity,
and then had to tell the beginning of the story to Nnanji, who had nodded in
satisfaction and gone off with his head high, probably repeating "hero" to
hinself. A prince had said it—ntoxicating stuff for the son of a rugnaker.
Brota rolled over to Wallie and scow ed up at hi munder her curiously bushy
white brows. "I suppose you are in haste to | eave now, ny |ord?"

Wal lie shrugged. "Not especially. If the Goddess is in a hurry, then She can
speed our passage as She pleases. You found no trader

"Pah! Their prices are outrageous," she said.

Katanji had commented on the prices in the brothel. Katanji was a very astute
young nman in noney natters. Now Wallie wondered if a tryst would create a | oca
inflation. A few hundred active young nen could certainly drive up the price of
f ood—and wonen—n Casr, but he would not have thought mat the effect would have
reached so far as Tau.

That rai sed a whole new series of problenms. Wo was going to pay for this tryst?
Probably nost of the nen arriving woul d be free swords. They woul d be pennil ess,
and Casr would be in trouble. They woul d expect tree shelter and board—and
wonen. The econony of the Wrld was a primtive, fragile thing. The
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dem god had given Wal Ue a fortune in sapphires and called it "expenses." Perhaps
that had been another hint that he was expected to be | eader of the tryst. Wy,
then, was he not being taken to it?

He | ooked across the dock road to the nearest warehouse. "The Goddess has gui ded
you often in the past to the nost profitable cargo, mstress," he suggested.
"What do they offer over there?"

"Ox hides!" Brota snorted. "Nasty things! | don't want nmy ship full of snelly

hi des!"

"Hi des?" Wallie repeated thoughtfully. Brota noticed at once. Brota and gol d had
a nutual attraction.

"Hi des?" she echoed. The conversation was becomn ng nonot onous.

"If we reach Casr... if | becone | eader of the tryst—and those are big
"ifs'—then | think hides night be of value."

"Scabbar ds? Boots?" She frowned in disbelief.

"Heavi er grade than that, | should think."

"Saddl e | eather? You would fight sorcerers with | eat her, Shonsu?"

He smled and nodded.

Brota studied himnarrowy. "The sorcerers have driven all the tanners out of
their cities. Any connection?"

"None what soever."

Brota pouted. Then she wheel ed about, shouted for Mata, and rolled toward the

pl ank.

Wal lie glanced around. He was pleased to see that Katanji had reappeared on deck
and had recovered nost of his color. Wallie beckoned himover. "Feeling better
now?" he inquired.

The | ad gave hima pert and incredibly innocent snile. "Yes, thank you, mny
lord." Katanji could be angelically polite or diabolically vulgar, as

ci rcunstances required

"l need a speck of additional w sdomfromyou, novice," said Wallie.

"I am al ways at your service and at that of the Goddess, ny lord."

After the service of his own noney pouch, of course.

"Good!" WAllie said with a conspiratorial smle. "Mstress
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Brota is now bent on buying leather. | should like to know how nmuch she spends
onit."

Katanji grinned. "Is that all?" He nodded and wal ked away. He coul d probably
di scover details of the tanner's grandfather's sex life if Wallie needed them
Wallie stayed by the rail, watching his spy trail after Brota. There were no
swordsnen in sight. Then Nnanji reappeared at his side, suspicious of what his
oath brother had wanted with his true brother. Nnanji's prot6g6 was a constant
trial to him wth his unswordsmanli ke tendencies, and his nmentor al nost as bad.
Wal | i e decided not to explain, out of pure perversity.

"Did you find Adept Kionijuiy?" he inquired.

Nnanji scowl ed. "Someone else got to himfirst, my lord brother."

On their previous visit to Tau, Kionijuiy had been de facto reeve. He had been
absent fromhis post, leaving the town in the care of an inadequate garrison,
and that | apse had offended Nnanji's ideals of swordsman honor. Wile the

subj ect had not been discussed since, Wallie knew that Nnanji never forgot
anything. He would certainly have sought to rectify the natter that norning.

"The new reeve is the Honorable Finderinoli," Nnanji added. "He and his band
arrived at the | odge just before your nessage got there. So he cane on to Tau
and put things to rights at once. | did not neet him but he seens to be doing a

fine job." He nodded approvingly.

"What did he do to the old man?" Wallie asked. Kionijuiy's father had failed to
resi gn when he grew too old to be reeve. Mich worse, though, he had taught his
civilian sons to fence. That was an abomi nation, a breach of the sutras, a

viol ation of the swordsnmen's cl osed-shop union rul es.

"Drained him too," Nnanji said sinply, studying people on the dock road bel ow.
Wal lie shivered. "And the brothers?"

"Cut off their hands,"” Nnanji said. "Ah! Here she is!"

Thana was coning along the road—Brota's daughter, tall and slimand ravishing in
a yellow wrap. Thana had a classic Gecian profile and dark curls. \Wenever
Wallie saw her with her sword on her back, as now, he thought of Diana the
Huntress. Wen
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Thana was in sight, Nnanji would not think readily of anything else.

Besi de her was the tiny formof Honakura, ancient priest and one of Wallie's
conpany—+ndeed, Honakura was the first person he had spoken to when he awoke in
the World in Shonsu's body. Today the old man had gone to visit the tenple hi
search of news. He was still wearing his anonynous bl ack robe, hiding his
craft-marks under a headband, and so being a Nanel ess One. Wallie had half
expect ed Honakura to end this charade now, but apparently not. He had never

expl ained its purpose; possibly he did not wish to admt that it had none.

Jja was conforting Vixini, who was fretting over another tooth. Katanji cane
strolling back fromthe warehouse. Honakura clinbed wearily up the gangpl ank
Nnanji headed toward it to wel come Thana. Seven was the sacred nunber. Wen
Wallie had left the tenple at Harmto begin his mssion for the gods, seven had
been the nunber in his party. The seventh, Nnanji's noronic slave, had gone. If
Nnanji had any say in the natter, Thana was destined to replace her. That woul d
bring them back to seven again..

Sapphire had taken Wallie to all the cities of the Regi VWl loop; its crew had
provided his arny for the battle of Ov. Wth Sapphire he had unmasked the
sorcerers and di scovered their secrets. Now soneone—and he still did not know
who—-had called a tryst in Casr. To Casr he nust go. Looking at Nnanji beam ng
idiotically as he held Thana's hands, he wondered if his party was about to be
restored to the sacred nunber. Possibly Sapphire's part in his mission was
ended, and he was about to |eave this easy, informal River |ife and conplete his
quest ashore.

Yet Apprentice Thana was show ng few signs of cooperating, although Nnanji now
proposed to her regularly—three tinmes a day, after neals, Wallie suspected. She
clearly had no illusions about that redheaded idealist who regarded honor as
life's purpose, kilting as his business, fencing and wenching as the only
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wort hwhil e recreations. Looking at the two of them lost in their private
conversation, Wallie would not have been surprised to learn that his |lusty young
prot ege* was describing his roomng's exploits in the brothel. He was quite
capabl e of doing so and then
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wonderi ng how he had offended. Yet certainly Nnanji had sone nmajor part to play
in the gods' nission, for Wallie had been directed to swear the fourth oath with
him the oath of brotherhood.

Cat h of brotherhood or not, Nnanji would be reluctant to | eave Sapphire wi thout
Thana. Suppose she woul d not go? What would the gods do then?

He must discuss that possibility with Honakura.

Two hours later, reeking Iike a tannery, Sapphire cast off. As she did so,
another ship pulled into an enpty berth ahead and two ni nbl e young swor dsman
Seconds junped ashore without even waiting for the plank. They were at once
accosted by a Fourth and three Thirds, whom Wallie had already identified as
foll owers of the head-hunting Sixth. By nightfall that Sixth would have
collected all the | oose swordsnen in town.

Wal lie had gone up on the fo'c'sle to stay out of the sailors' way. He was

| eaning on the rail with Nnanji beside him Thana was next to Nnanji .

"On to Casr!" Nnanji said in a satisfied tone.

"W may be back!" Vallie warned him watching the two Seconds bei ng marched of f
to neet the absent Sixth and swear their oaths.

"What! Wiy, brother?"

Wal lie explained his theory that the Goddess m ght be wanting himto recruit a
private arny. Nnanji pouted m ghtily—he would be greatly outranked by a Sixth.
"I hope that is not the case," Vallie assured him "But why el se would she have

brought all these swordsnmen to Tau? It is a long way to Casr. | amsure that the
CGoddess i s capable of better aimthan that."
"Ah!" Nnanji |ooked relieved. "It is not only Tau! Swordsnen have been arriving

at Dri and W, also. And Ki San, appparently. Even Qo."

The ways of gods were inscrutable. Perhaps, though, the docks at Casr could not
handl e the traffic, and the Goddess was using these outlying ports as way
stations...

"Quo?" Wallie echoed.

Nnanji chuckl ed and gl anced sideways at him "It is on die
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next |loop of the River! There is a wagon trail over the hills from Casr to Quo,
brother! One day by road and twenty weeks by water, so |I'mtold."

"Where did you hear this?"

"During intermission!" Nnanji |eered. Then he renmenbered that Thana was present,
and his face suddenly natched his hair; perhaps his social skills were

i nproving, slightly.

There was also a trail fromOv to Aus, Wallie knew, although |and travel was
very rare in the Wrld. There were no maps in the Wrld, because there was no
witing, and because the geography was subject to change without notice, at the
whi m of the Goddess. But Wallie had a nental picture of the usual form of the

| andscape, and he now sought to adjust it. What had Nnanji thought of, to put
that grin on his face?

"Anot her | oop?" WAllie said. "Then Casr is strategic!"

Nnanji | ooked vaguely di sappoi nted that his nentor had worked that out so

qui ckly. He woul d have had to consult the sutras.

"Right!" he said. "It has three neighbors, instead of two, like all the other
cities."

"And therefore it may just be the sorcerers' next target?"

Nnanji nodded. The sorcerers had been seizing another city every two years or
so. Now they had control of all the left bank, the inside of the |oop. River
travel was difficult or inpossible through the Bl ack Lands, so the Regi Vul | oop
was closed. Their next nove nust to be to cross the River

"Casr is very old," Nnanji added. "It's nentioned in sone of the nobst ancient
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sagas. Been burned and sacked and rebuilt dozens of tines, | expect."

"And it has a swordsman | odge," Wallie said.

Nnanji grinned and put his arm around Thana for a firm hug.

Wallie returned to watching the docks as they dwi ndl ed astern, nmasked now by a
pi cket fence of masts and rigging. As the details becane |ess visible, Tau
seened to becone ever nore |ike a scene from Tudor Engl and.

Nnanji sniggered. "Still want to be reeve, brother?"

"Me?" Wallie said with astonishnent, turning to stare at him

Nnanji flashed his huge grin. "Forgotten? Last tine we were here you said..."
Hi s eyes went slightly out of focus, and his
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voi ce deepened to minmic Shonsu's bass. "'Eventually, | suppose, |I'll settle down
in some quiet little town like this and be a reeve. And rai se seven sons, like

old Kioniarru. And seven daughters, also, if Jja wants them' And | said,

' Reeve? Way not king?' And you said, 'Too nuch bl oodshed to get it, and too nuch
wor k when you do. But | like Tau, | mnk.""

Hi s eyes came back into focus and his grin returned. Neither commented on the
feat of nenmory—they both knew it was child's play for Nnanji—but Thana was

di sgusted. "You weren't serious, ny lord? Reeve? In a place like that?" She
turned to stare at the thatched roofs of vani shing Tau

"It's anice little town," Wallie protested feebly.

"You can have it, brother," Nnanji said generously.

tttt

The next day the wind god deserted them A strange gol den haze settled over the
River, snelling faintly of burning stubble, while the water |ay dead as white

oil. Directly overhead the sky was a pallid, sickly blue, and all around nere
was only bl ank nothing. Thbm yano did not even hoist sail, and Sapphire drooped
at anchor. O her becal ned vessels showed faintly at times in the distance, |ike

flags planted to mark the edge of the World, but for nobst of ne day Sapphire
seened to be abandoned by both nen and gods.

Thi s om nous change nmade the crew uneasy. Lord Shonsu was needed at Casr, they
believed, to take command of Her tryst. Wiy was She not speeding himthere? Had
they offended Her in sonme way? Not putting their worry into words, the sailors
performed the usual chores in nervous silence. They cl eaned and polished and
var ni shed; they nmade clothes for the coming whiter; they instructed youngsters
in the age-old ways of the River and the sutras of the sailors; they waited for
wi nd.

Honakura was as distressed as any. He liked to think that he had been sent al ong
on Shonsu's nmission as pilot, a guide to interpret the will of the gods as it

m ght be revealed fromtine to tine, and he did not know what to nake of this
sudden
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change of pace. It was strange that She had not taken Shonsu directly to Her
tryst fromOv after the battle with the sorcereis, but likely the swordsman was
just being given tinme to think. There seened to be many things worrying the big
man, things he had trouble discussing, or preferred not to discuss, and he
brooded relentlessly, quite unlike his normal self. And the wi nd god had
buffeted them al ong in spanking fashi on—until today.

This was not the first tame Sapphire's progress had been stayed, and each tine
there had been a reason for it. Either the gods had been waiting for sonething
el se to happen, or the nortals had overl ooked sonething they were supposed to
do. Honakura had no way of knowi ng which was the case now, but he suspected that
the next nove was up to the nortal s—why el se would the ship have been encased hi
mst? It was as if they had all been shut in a closet, as he hinself had many
times in the past |locked up an errant protegel to neditate upon his

shortcom ngs. By afternoon he was beconi ng seriously concerned.

He sat hinself on his favorite fire bucket and surveyed the deck. Up on the

fo' c'sle, the adol escents were clustered around Novice Katanji. Fromtheir
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antics, he guessed mat the boy was telling dirty stories. The wonen had nostly
gathered on the poop, knitting, nending, and chatting softly. A couple of nen
were fishing... without much success, he noted glumy.

For once there was no fencing |l esson in progress. Adept Nnanji was sitting on
the forward hatch cover with Novice Matarro and Apprentice Thana, grouped around
three crossed swords. That was a stupid swordsman custom for reciting sutras.
Priests taught sutras while pacing to and fro—uch healthier and nore sensibl e,

| etting exercise stinulate the brain.

Lord Shonsu sat al one on the other hatch. The crew understood that he needed to
think and they left him al one when he wanted privacy, as now. He did have his

sl ave beside him so he probably woul d not think of hinself as being al one. They
were not talking, however, and that was unusual. Shonsu was probably the only
swordsman in the Wrld who talked with his night slave —except of course to say
"Lie down."

Shonsu was whittling. He had taken up whittling after Ov, spending hours with
scraps of wood and tools pilfered fromthe
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ship's chest. He refused to say what he was doing and he obviously did not enjoy
doing it. H s hands were too big for delicate work—they fit a sword hilt better
than a knife handl e. He scow ed and chewed his tongue and ni cked his fingers and
spoi | ed what he was doing and started again. And he woul d not say why.

A sour sul furous odor mingled with snells of woodsnoke and | eat her. They had net
that before. Shonsu said it nust come from Regi Vul, where the Fire God danced on
the peaks. A pale dust was settling on the planks.

Honakura si ghed and sought a more confortable position. The pains were getting
wor se. He renmenbered how his nother had baked bread when he was a child, and how
she had run a knife around the inside of the pan to | oosen the loaf so that it
woul d come out cleanly. That was what the Goddess was doing to hi m+em nding him
that death was not to be feared, mat it was a begi nning of sonething new and
exciting, not an end. Wen he had left Haimw th Shonsu, he had of fered hunble
prayers that he might be spared |ong enough in this cycle to see the outcone of
the Shonsu nission. Now he was not so presunptuous. He thought he night be
happi er not know ng.

I f anyone had suggested to himhalf a year since that he could ever be friends
with a swordsman, he would have | aughed until his old bones fell apart in a
heap. Yet it had happened so. He liked that huge slab of beef. He could even

adm re himand he had never admred a swordsman before. O course Shonsu was not
a swordsman at heart, but he tried very hard to obey the dictates of the gods,
and struggled to reconcile his own gentle instincts with the killer requirenments
of his job. They were inconpatible, of course. Shonsu knew that and was troubl ed
within hinself. But he tried, and he was a decent and honorabl e man.

Strange, therefore, that his divine master had not trusted hi menough to explain
exactly what his task was to be. That | apse had obviously bothered Shonsu, and
still did. He thought he knew now what it was. He had been quite inplacable
toward the sorcerers once he net them-nplacable for Shonsu, that is. Yet he had
gathered wi sdom at Ov, w sdom he could not or woul d not
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expl ain, and since then he had been nore deeply troubled than ever

Honakura was certain that he had a much better idea of what Shonsu's nission was
than Shonsu did. He no longer wanted to see the end of it. The gods knew what
they were doing and they knew why, even if nortals did not. And they could be
cruel .

Sonetinmes they could even appear to be ungrat eful

A sudden ripple of change swept over the ship. Two of the wonen cane chattering
down from the poop and headed for the conpanionway in the fo'c'sle. The nen
abandoned their fishing at the same nonent and went into the deckhouse,
muttering about a gane of dice. Apprentice Thana, tired of sutras, rose and
stretched deUci ously. Honakura sighed... If the Goddess sent him back at once,
then in twenty years or |ess he would be after soneone |ike Thana. Unless he
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came back as a wonan, of course, in which case he would be | ooking for a Shonsu
Adept Nnanji tw sted bis head round and shouted for his brother. Katanji pulled
a face, left off bis storytelling, and came down to join the sutra session.
Nnanji could continue indefinitely. Despite his youth, he was the nost
singl e-m nded person Honakura had ever nmet and he certainly possessed the finest
nenory.

That nmade himan inconparable |earner. It had been entertaining to watch Shonsu
struggle to make hinself nore of a swordsman—saeaning in effect nore like Nnanji,
who was a swordsman born-while Nnanji strove to be nore like his hero, Shonsu
There was no doubt which of the two had nore thoroughly succeeded.

Adept - and- soon-t o- be- Mast er Nnanji was unrecogni zabl e as the brash, wi de-eyed
juvenile who had trailed behind Shonsu that first day in the tenple, after the
death of Hardduju. Yet neither man could ever really succeed. They were as
unlike as the lion and the eagle that nade up the griffon on the seventh sword.
One lion plus one eagle did not nmake two griffons.

Then stillness inexplicably returned and noti on ceased. The ship lay inits
cocoon of golden haze, the silence broken only by a quiet drone of sutras.
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Thana had wandered to the aft end of the deck and was sitting on the steps to
the poop. There seened to be sonething mssing about Apprentice Thana. Honakura
needed a nonent to work it out—-she was not wearing the pearls that Nnanji had
given her. He decided, then, that he had not seen them for sone days.

She was studyi ng Shonsu and frowning, deep in thought.

Vh?

O course Shonsu was worth studying from her point of view huge,
muscul ar —mscul inity personifi ed—and a swordsnman of the seventh rank, a man of
ultimate power anong the People.

Brota and Tomi yano were inconparable pursuers of gold, but in Thana that famly
trait was subtly changed. She saw farther. Thana knew that gold was only a
means, and the end was power. For nobst people gold was the surest neans to that
end, but power was largely a male attribute in the Wrld, and there was a faster
road to it for nubile young nuai dens.

Honakura rose and wandered across and joi ned her on the steps. She scow ed.

Even at his age, it was pleasant to sit next to a Thana.
"When beautiful young | adies frown, they nust have troubles,
are ny business."

"Beggars have no business."

He stared up at her until she averted her eyes.

"Pardon, holy one," she nuttered.

They had all guessed that he was a priest, of course. Hi s way of speaking would
have told themthat.

"Not a holy one at the nonent,'
what ails?"

"Just puzzled," she said. "Sonmething Nnanji told nme."

Honakura waited. He had a million tines nore patience than Apprentice Thana.
"He quoted sonething Lord Shonsu had said," she explained at |ast, "the first
time he was in Tau. He tal ked of being reeve there. Wll! A minnow town |ike
that? This is after his nmission is over, you understand? It just seened odd.
That's all."

"It doesn't seemodd to ne, apprentice."
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She glanced at himin surprise. "Wy not? A Seventh? In a scruffy little hole
i ke Tau?"

Honakura shook his head. "Shonsu never asked to be a Seventh. He did not even
want to be a swordsman. The gods nmade himone for their own purposes. You are
tal ki ng power, ny |ady, and power does not attract Shonsu."

he said. ' Troubles

he said gently. "But | am on Her business. Now,

"Power ?" she repeated thoughtfully. "Yes, | suppose | am"
"Wel |, anmbition. He has none! He is already a Seventh, so what is |eft? But
Adept Nfianji... nowthere is anbition for you."
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Thana frowned again. "He is a killer! Renmenber when the pirates cane? Yes, it is

good to kill pirates. But Shonsu wept afterward—+ saw the tears on his cheeks.
Nnanji | aughed. He was soaked in blood, and |oved it."
Honakura had known much worse killers than that am able young man. "Killing is

his job, apprentice. He welcomed a chance to do his job. He is honorable and
kills only in the line of duty. A swordsman rarely gets a chance to use his
skills. Adept Nnanji is very good at his job—better in some ways than Lord
Shonsu is."

"You think Nnanji will be a Seventh one day?" she asked idly, but he sensed the
steel in the question

For a nmonent he hesitated, pondering the inexplicable lack of wi nd, the
breat hl ess pause in Shonsu's nission. Then he decided to ganble on this sudden
hunch of his.

"I amcertain."

"Certain, old nman? Certain is a strong word." She sounded |ike her nother.

"This nust be in confidence, Thana," he said.

She nodded, astoni shed.

"There is a prophecy," he told her. "When Shonsu spoke with the god, he was

gi ven a nessage for me. Shonsu did not understand it—t was a nessage that only
a priest would hear. But it cones froma god. So, yes, | amcertain."

She had very beautiful eyes, large and dark, set in very long | ashes.

"Thi s prophecy is about Nnanji?"

He nodded.
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"l swear on ny sword, holy one—en ny honor as a swordsman. If you tell ne, |
will not reveal it."

"Then | shall trust you," he said. "The prophecy is the epigramfrom one of our
sutras. W—the priests, | nmean—have al ways regarded it as a great paradox, but
perhaps to a swordsman it will not seem so. The epigramis this: The pupil may
be greater than the teacher."

Thana drew in her breath sharply. "That refers to Nnanji?"

"Yes, it does. He was destined to be Shonsu's protege. He was only a Second, you
know. Shonsu nmade hima Fourth in two weeks. And he is the equal of a Fifth now,
Shonsu says. "

"A Sixth!" she snapped, and fell silent, thinking.

He waited patiently and after a while she | ooked up. "It only says 'nmay' be
greater. Not "will' be."

Honakura shook his head. "Gods do not cheat |ike that, Thana. The god was sayi ng
that Nnanji will be greater. It is obvious! He is absurdly young for even his
present rank, and Shonsu says he fences better every day, w thout exception. He
forgets nothing. Yes, Nnanji will be a Seventh—and very soon, | think."

She frowned. "He thinks he is a Sixth now, but Shonsu will not tell himthe
sutras—the last few he needs to try for Sixth."

"I am sure," Honakura said, and then wondered if he was sure, "that Lord Shonsu
has his prote"ge"'s best interests at heart. Nnanji had been very lucky to find
a mentor |ike himfew do. Many nmentors grow jeal ous of successful proteges and
hol d t hem back. Indeed, that is the thrust of that sutra | nmentioned—that

prot eges nust be encouraged and aided at all costs, not inpeded." He chuckl ed,

t hi nki ng of exanpl es he had known. "Even priests can be guilty of that sin, and
obviously there are special advantages to a swordsman in having a protege who
can fight above his rank. Wereas, when nat protege' gains pronotion, he may set
off on his owmn. But | do not think that Lord Shonsu woul d ever do that to
Nnanji. If he is holding himback fromtrying for Sixth, then it is only because
he does not think that Nnanji is ready."

/ think that, but Shonsu is no fool

She nodded. "And when the tryst is over, then Nnanji wll not be satisfied to be
merely reeve of sone polliwog vill age?"
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"Nnanji wants to be a free sword. He woul d be happy just to |l ead a band of
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ragtag swordsmen around the countryside | ooking for sport, killing and
wenchi ng. "

She nodded and si ghed. Honakura carefully arranged a shy smle on his face.
He said, "I think he woul d be wasted doing that. The Goddess nust have nore
important tasks for a man |ike Nnanji. He needs gui dance!"

"You mean..."

He shook his head. "I don't mink | need say nore."

Thana bl ushed. She junped up and strode away, the yellow tail of her breechcl out
swi ngi ng. She went by Shonsu without a glance, then by the three-man sutra
session, which wailed into silence as the chanters were distracted. Then she
vani shed through the fo'c'sle door.

Honakura chuckl ed. The chanters went back to their droning. Shonsu continued his
whittling—apparently he had not even noticed Thana go by him although Jja had.
Honakura wai ted hopefully, but there was no sign of a wind rising, no dimnution
of the stabbing pain in his ribs. He sighed and told hinself to be patient.
However, perhaps he had earned one tiny reward—t woul d be satisfying to know
just what that big swordsman was doing, littering Sailor Tom yano's tidy deck
wi t h shavi ngs.

The old man heaved stiffly off the steps, wal ked over to the hatch cover, and

| evered hinself up beside Shonsu. He was accustoned to being small, but the big
man made himfeel like a tiny child. The swordsman turned his head in silence
and regarded nun. For just a nmonent Honakura coul d inmagi ne that he was back on
the tenple steps that sunmer norning when he had so briefly net the origina
Shonsu—that steady glare, those vindictive black eyes with their prom se of
carnage. Startled, he rem nded hinself that this was a man from a dream worl d,
not truly Shonsu, and it was not his fault that his gaze was as deadly as his
swor d.

"And how is Apprentice Thana?" the swordsman denmanded in his distant-thunder
rumbl e.

Anot her shock! Honakura coul d have sworn that Shonsu had not even seen Thana
depart, let alone noticed the two of them
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talking together. "She is well," he said, carefully not show ng reaction. Yet he
knew t hat everything about Shonsu was of the seventh rank—his reflexes, his
eyesight. Could his hearing be so acute that he had overheard the conversation?
| npossi bl e, surely?

The swordsman continued his inspection of Honakura for a nonent and then turned
his attention back to the peg he was shaping. After a mnute or so he renmarked,
"Apprentice Thana has been surprising ne."

"How so, ny lord?" inquired Honakura, as expected.

"She has devel oped a sudden and passionate interest in sutras,
"l assume that she plans to seek pronpti on when Nnanji does."
"Comendabl e! She is qualified, is she not?"

"In fencing, certainly,"” the swordsnan said. "And she has been surprising ne
with her speed at picking up sutras. Not quite a Nnanji, perhaps, but

remar kabl e. "

Honakura wai ted, knowi ng there nust be nore.

There was. "OF course Nnanji is always available to coach her—-he can gaze at her
wi thout interruption."” Shonsu paused again. "Yet she has been pestering ne,

al so, and even her nother. She sets it up with either Katanji or Matarro,
keepi ng Nnanji out."

Honakura renmenbered now that the swordsnen had a linmit of three to a sutra
sessi on, another foolish custom

"Perhaps she is equally glad of a chance to gaze at your noble self, ny lord."
The bl ack eyes fl ashed dangerously at him "No, she has sone other reason
Apprentice Thana al ways has her inpulses totally under control. She is a

col d-bl ooded little gol ddi gger!"

Honakura certainly was not about to say so, but he thought Lord Shonsu rather
resented Thana's col d-bl oodedness. Wth his rank and physi cal presence he could

Shonsu gr ow ed.
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have any woman for a nod, with no questions asked. Not that he did, but he nust
be aware mat he could. It was precisely because young Thana woul d have questions
to ask—and woul d require the answers first—that he smarted over her imunity.
"Why are we becal ned?" Shonsu denmanded suddenly, probably believing that he was
changi ng t he subj ect.
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Honakura dared not say what he suspected. "I don't know, ny

lord. "

"I's it because | was supposed to recruit an arny in Tau, do

you t hi nk?"

So he was still brooding over that? "I doubt it," the priest said. "As you
suggested, we should be returned there if that were die case. W nust just be
patient."

Shonsu nodded and si ghed.

"You are troubled, ny |ord?"

The swordsman nodded again. "I am perplexed by the encounter with Prince
Arganari. That felt like the hand of the god, old man, but | don't understand
what was required of ne. How nmany swordsnmen own one of ne Chioxin seven? Not
nmore than two or three in the whole Wrld! The rest of the seven have been
broken or lost. For us to nmeet by chance was utterly inpossible ... so why?"
He brooded in silence for a while. "I should have kept him on

the ship, | think."

"But you said that Master Polini had sworn an oath?" "Yes," Shonsu agreed

m serably. "But | could have challenged him" He cut savagely at the peg and

ni cked his thumb. He swore and stuck it in his nmouth. Ija reached up and pulled
it out again to

| ook at it.

"Tell nme what you are nmking, ny |ord?" Honakura asked. "lIs it some contrivance

fromyour dreamworld, perhaps?"
"I amnmaking a toy for Vixini,"
Wi ch is what he al ways sai d.
Pai n had made Honakura testy. "My lord! The god told you that you could trust
me!"

Agai n Shonsu turned to regard the priest with mat deadly killer gaze. "Yes, he
did. Was he correct?"

Did that nmean he had i ndeed overheard the conversation with Thana? It seened

i mpossi bl e.

"OfF course!" Honakura said, aware that dignity was hard to project in the garb
of a Nanel ess One.

"Very well!" said the swordsman. "I will tell you what | amnmeking if you tel
me about flcondorina's brothers."

Now it was the priest's turn to sigh. Wiy had he ever been such a fool as to
mention those? It had been a serious indiscre-

tion, even if it had happened very early in their relationship, before he had
realized how much he hinself was involved. Wen the god had sent word that
Honakura was to tell Shonsu the story of Dtondorina, it had been an obvious
chicanery. Even the swordsnman had seen through that, but then Honakura had
stupidly admtted that he knew of two other references to |kon-donna in the
priestly sutras. Later, and even nore stupidly, he had nentioned that they
concerned | kondorina's two brothers, his red-haired brother and his bl ack-haired
brother. He had been very tired that evening, he renenbered.

"I fear | msled you, ny lord," he said now "Cbviously there was a reference
there to Nnanji and Katanji. But that was all —they joined your quest and the
prophecy was fulfilled. There is nothing nore to tell."

"l should like to be the judge of mat!"

"l cannot reveal the sutras of nmy craft!"”

"Then | cannot tell you what | am naking."

Honakura turned his head away angrily. Swordsnmen! It was so childish! Then he

t he swordsman sai d.
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noticed that Apprentice Thana had reappeared on deck and was wearing the pearls
again. Aha! And she had gone to lean on the rail where Nnanji would notice her
Sutra time would end soon, then

He turned back to Shonsu, who was |ooking at Jja, and Honakura was just in tine
to catch the tail feathers of a vanishing grin on the slave's face. They were
| aughing at him

"The stories are quite irrelevant!" he said angrily. "And trivial! The sutra
that nentions the black-haired brother, for exanple—the epigramsays nerely
Wat er pipes are nmade of |ead.”

That, he thought, would stop a whole arny of swordsnen.

Shonsu nodded t houghtfully. "I approve, of course."

"I ndeed? Perhaps you would be so kind as to expound furtrier, my |ord?"

The swordsman fl ashed Jja another gl ance that the priest could not see. He could
not be wi nking, surely?

"Certainly!" he said. "A water pipe adds nothing and takes nothing away; it
merely transmts a substance, water, fromone place to another, just as Mstress
Brota and her ship transmt goods fromone port to another. But these are
services vital to the well-being of the People. Water pipes are useful things,
yet

42 THE DESTINY OF THE SWORD |l ead is the lowiest of netals. Conclusion
Hunbl e fol k, who may originate nothing thensel ves, may yet perform val uabl e
duties, not to be despised. Correct, |earned one?"

Angrily Honakura agreed that he was correct. After all these weeks, he should
have renenbered that this was no ordinary swordsman. Few priests, even, could
have worked that out for thenselves, and so quickly.

"The epitone, | would presune,” Shonsu said, "would deal with the val ue of

| abor -0, commerce!"

Correct again, Honakura admtted grunpily.

"Then the epi sode, please?"

The priest was about to protest once nore that he could not reveal arcane
matters when he caught Shonsu's eye. A shy snile crept over the swordsnan's
face, maki ng Honakura think of granite slabs being thrust aside by tree roots.
But it was affectionate amusenment—t invited turn to share. Suddenly they both
| aughed. The knife twi sted in Honakura's chest, but he felt better

af t erwar d.

"Very well, ny lord! | suppose you have earned it. But | warn you that it is a
foolish and banal doggerel."

"Which may yet transmt val uabl e thought?" Shonsu asked

i nnocently.

Honakura | aughed again in surrender and quietly chanted him

t he epi sode:

I kondorina's bl ack-haired brother Late at night to village cane, Weary froma
| ong day's plodding, Very hungry, dry, and | ane.

Heard two peasants | oud disputing,

Al so heard a farrow squeal

"There," proclainmed the bl ack-haired swordsnan,

"l can hear ny evening neal."

"Villagers!" he then addressed them "Notice, pray, nmy honest face. As a
stranger cone anpbngst you, Let ne judge this sorry case."

DAVE DUNCAN 43

The peasants laid the facts before hi m—Bach one cl ai ned he owned the beast.
Swor dsman, drawing his sword to slay it, Bid the peasants share his feast.

The big man had a big | augh, and now Shonsu put his head back and uttered one
enornous bel |l ow of |aughter, like a clap of thunder. Chanting stopped. From
bowsprit to rudder, heads turned in astonishnment. Sm|es appeared, the sailors
pl eased that their hero was restored to his normal good hunor.

"That's marvel ous!" Shonsu said. "No artist could have drawn hi m better—Katanji
to the life! Honest face! And you said it was irrelevant? Cone now, holy one,
share the other with ne!"

"No, ny lord."
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The barbaric glare returned. "I ammaking a toy for Vixini."
"Not fair, ny lord!'" Honakura protested, although he no | onger cared very nuch
what Shonsu was doing. He nust certainly not be told the other sutra.

"Hal f a truth deserves half a truth!" the swordsman persisted. "I figure that if
Vi xi ni can work this, then perhaps the swordsnen can... Wiy will you not tel
me?"

"The god said you could trust ne," Honakura replied. Nnanji and Thana were deep
inawrld of their owmn by the rail.

"But can | trust the god?" asked Shonsu

"My lord!" Honakura displayed shock—but secretly he knew that he shared that
doubt. It would depend how one defined trust, of course.

The swordsman was studying himclosely. "Wy would he not tell nme exactly what
is expected of ne? How am | supposed to serve hi munder those conditions? Wat
should | do, priest? You tell ne, then, if you are so trustworthy."

"I amnot a priest anynore," Honakura said. "I ama Nanel ess One."

"You're a priest when you want to be!" Shonsu roared. "All right, then, answer
this one! After the battle on the holy island, fte god put a swordsman
fathermark on ny right eyelid. Fair enough—ny father in the dreamworld was a
sort of swordsnman. But after the battle of Ov, | was given a sorcerer's feather
44 THE DESTINY OF THE SWORD on ny left eyelid. What does that mean? How can
| ever expect the tryst to followa nan with a sorcerer for a nother?" Honakura
had no idea. He had worried about that since it

happened.

Bef ore he could reply, however, they were interrupted. Nnanji and Thana stood
before them hand in hand. Thana had her eyes demurely | owered, her pearl

neckl ace shimering with a virginal white glow |i ke dawn over the River
Nnanji's face was as red as his hair, and his eyes bulged with excitenment and

] oy-

"My lord nentor!" he shouted. "Your prote"g6 hunbly requests pernission to get
married."

ttttt

The party began at once.

O course Wallie gave his perm ssion, choking down m sgivings over the romantic,
i dealistic Nnanji being bound to that nercenary mnx. Ignorant of the narriage
custonms of the People, he was carefully coached and then pronpted by his
shiggering pro-t6g6 as he formally negotiated with Thana's nentor for the
betrothal, tendering one copper as bride price. Brota accepted, but he suspected
that she doubted the wi sdom of the match as much

as he did.

Even Wal lie thought Thana worth nore than one copper, but apparently it was that
or serious bargaining—and then Brota woul d have taken everything both swordsnen
possessed.

There was nmuch huggi ng and ki ssing and |laughter as the fanmily acqui esced. The
ship was at anchor, and the sun god would set in a couple of hours—ef course the
party rmust begin at once. Toniyano produced sone vials of the sorcerers
ensor-cel ed wi ne, whose effects could be heard and seen al nost inmedi ately.
Qigarro's mandolin and Holiyi's pan pipes and young Sinboro on his druns...
mere was dancing and singing. Children screamed with excitenent as ancient Lina
brought forth delicacies fromsone secret store—erystallized fruits and
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knots of preserved ginger and yet-stranger sweetneats that Wallie could not
identify.

He wondered how | ong engagenents lasted in the Wrld and what el aborate ritua
the marriage itself would require. For himto say good norning to another
Seventh required forty words and six gestures. On that scale a weddi ng service
coul d take hours. And what gift would a highrank swordsman give his protegel?
Not a mnicrowave oven, certainly..

He danced with all the wonen and all the girls. He joined in sone of the nore
raucous River shanties. He |aughed at the bawdy bantering and Nnanji's boastfu
ripostes. He grew steadily nore m serable.
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The cal m persisted, the sun god faded down into |um nous mist, and the putrid
sul fur stink fromthe vol canoes dissipated, |eaving only the pungent arona of
the ox hides in the hold. The sky began to darken. Eventually Wallie slipped
away and clinbed atone to the fo'c'sle, where he could | ean agai nst the rai
beyond the capstan and gaze out over still waters. He |istened to the nusk and

| aught er and sonetinmes, when they nonentarily waned, to the playful slap of
wavel et s agai nst the bow. The m st grew cool and danp agai nst his skin.

A free man could not nmarry a sl ave.

He brooded over this injustice and at |ast decided that a married protegel was
just one nore tiny worry to add to all his others. He began to |ist them again
in his mnd. The catal og never seenmed to shrink, it only grew |onger. Nnanji

hi nsel f was becom ng a pest, denmanding that he be allowed to try for sixth rank,
and Thana woul d add her naggi ng now, seeking to further her fiancees career
Honakura had instigated this stupid engagenent! Wallie had overheard just enough
of that whispered conversation to be sure. Certainly he had heard the word
"prophecy" and he knew that nust refer to the story of flcondorina's red-haired
brother. The old man's reticence on the subject was om nous, especially now that
Wal lie had wornmed the other story out of him and that other Story had so

obvi ously matched Katanji. Wat could have been prophesi ed about Nnanji that

Wal lie nust not be told? He wished he had been able to hear nore of what the old
man had been telling Thana.
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He wondered if those sutras had been changed by a mracle to fit the
requirenents of bis mssion. The demi god was quite capable of rearranging the
menories of all the priests of the Wrld. |ndeed, he need change only HonakuraY
Wal | i e decided be would search out a priest in Casr and ask himif he had ever
heard of |kondori na.

No, that would not work. A nortal could not outwit a god. Yet Nnanji was hardly
a worry to conpare with his others. What mght Wallie find in Casr when he net
men and wonen who thought they knew him who had known Shonsu? At | east he need
not worry about remenbering nanes, because any conversation would begin with a
formal salute. Those were as useful as the cutesy nane tags of Earth: "H there,
my name is..." Nor need he worry about being challenged. Only anot her Seventh
woul d do that, and a brave one, for Shonsu's paranmount skill nust be known in
Casr.

A greater danger was that he would be denounced, tried, convicted of cowardice,
and executed. That was very likely, and his swordsmanship woul d not save him
fromthat.

Expl osi ons of |laughter made himturn to | ook at the main deck. The center of
amusenent was a squirmng heap of nmal e adol escents. Even Holiyi was in there.
Then it broke apart, revealing Nnanji underneath. Matarro had Nnanji's kilt and
ran off waving it, with Nnanji leaping up to race in howing pursuit around the
deck, while the spectators jeered and cheered.

Not so very long ago, such treatnment fromcivilians would have provoked Nnanji
to nmayhem

Wal | i e sighed. He ought to be down there, joining in the fun, not skul king up
here bei ng such a sourpuss. Sorcerers!

They were the big problem obviously. Mstly they were fakes and charl at ans,
their magic alnost all sleight of hand, aided by the carefully prepared gowns,

| oaded with tricks.

Oiginally they nust have been scribes, for then' feather craftmarks represented
quill pens. He had worked out a history for them He had no evidence, but it al
made so much sense that he was certain now that it nust be the truth. Wether
witing had been a gift of the gods or a nortal invention, it had been assigned
to a separate craft, but reading and writing
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were such useful skills that the priests had coveted them The scribes had
resisted. Perhaps they had even initiated the violence. The swordsnen had sided
with the priests—that was both obvi ous and inevitabl e—and driven the sorcerers
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away. They had taken refuge in nmountain strongholds, like Vul, far fromthe

Ri ver and the Goddess, claimning magi cal powers hi sel f-defense. They had al so
roaned the World in disguise, preserving their nobnopoly by assassination. That
expl ai ned both the present absence of witing and the swordsnmen's inpl acabl e
hostility.

Li teracy nmade know edge cunul ative, and over the ages the sorcerers had

accunul ated know edge, until now their fakery was assisted by prinmtive

chemi stry. Certainly they knew of gunpowder, phosphorus, sone sort of bleach to
remove facemarks, and the acid that had scarred Toni yano. They mi ght have ot her
dungs, but nothing very terrible. Their guns were crude in the extrene, one-shot
gadgets, slow to reload and not very accurate. The sorcerers thensel ves were
only armed civilians. Faced with swordsmen in Ov, they had panicked. They woul d
be little problemout in the open

The towers were the danger. Vallie knew that the tower doors were booby-trapped
and he coul d guess at cannons, shrapnel bonbs, and other horrors. If the
swordsnen tried to take a tower, they would be slaughtered. It could be done, of
course, but not in the traditional ways of the craft, not going by the surra.
There, it would seem was where Wallie Smith cane in. That was why the CGoddess
had put the soul of a chemist into | he body of a swordsman—so he coul d take over
the tryst, win the | eadership by conbat, and | ead the swordsnen to victory. But
why, oh why, had She chosen so fainthearted a nortal as Wallie Snith? There nust
be no | ack of bloody-ninded chemists in the universe. He hated bl oodshed. He
still had nightmares about the battles he had fought, about the jetty on the
holy island, about the night the pirates canme, about Ov. Wy hinf

The sky was al nbst dark, the Dream God gl eaning hazily ecross the south. The
ends of the rings were concealed in mst,
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only the crest of the arc showi ng. Down on the deck, the party

was grow ng quieter. He nust go back and join in.

This fog was bad—good pirate weat her—and Sapphire was advertising her presence
across half a hemi sphere. Tom yano woul d set doubl e watch this night.

Sor cer er s—fakes.

But were they? All the nagic he had seen or heard of he could now explain—wth
one exception. Wien he had so stupidly gone ashore at Aus and nmet with
sorcerers, they had told hi mwhat he had said to Jja before he |left Sapphire's
deck. VWen a sorcerer had conme on board at Wal, he had known Brota's nane. In
each case, that know edge snelled like telepathy. Wallie could think of no other
expl anation. That was the only magic he could not rationalize away, and he had
worried over that nore than anything

el se since Ov.

Sorcery... science. They were inconpatible, were they not? Surely he need not
fight both at once?

But no one coul d have heard what he had said to Jja that day.

And Jja had not gone ashore in Aus. He had asked. That had shown hi m how worried
he was—that he could even doubt Jja.

So that was his worst problenmi he was not quite certain.

No. That was not fee worst. There was anot her, hanging over himlike the bl ade
of a guillotine: Wose side was he on?

Then cool fingers slid around his ribs and Iinked up on his chest. A cheek was

| ai d agai nst his shoul der bl ade.

Jja was concerned about him He had not tried to explain all his troubles to
her, for she coul d never have understood them properly. She did not resent that,
he was sure. She did what she could, offering wordl ess synpathy for unspoken
pain, as now He cherished it in silence for a noment.

"Thanj i ? Brotsu? Shota? Nnathansu?"

He twi sted around and returned the enbrace, pulling her tight and feeling her
war nt h agai nst himthrough the thinness of cotton. "What are you babbling about,

wench?" he asked gently. "Naming their firstborn, of course!"™ "Ch, ny |ove,"
Wal lie whispered. "How | wish that it were
us!™"

"Silly man!" she said, but in a tone no slave owner could have
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resented. "What does it matter? | amnuch nore narried than Thana will ever be."
And nmuch nore beautiful, he thought. Jja was no skinny waith, no fashi on nodel.
She was tall and strong and deep-breasted and the nost desirable wonman in the
Vor | d.

He tol d her so.

She purred.

"I was sent to fetch you, ny lord Wallie," she whispered, "for they are

wai ting."

"For ne?" he demanded. "Why?"

"For the wedding, of course."

"What ? Now? Tonight? But... what do | have to do?"

"Just say yes," she said.

"Yes?"

"Yes!" Chuckling, she led himto the steps, and they picked their way down
carefully in the dark.

No bridal gown, no bridesmaids, no orange bl ossons? Nnanji and Thana were
standi ng together, with Brota positioned behind Thana, and all of them facing
Tom yano. Chviously a ship's captain could performa nmarriage, as a captain
could on Earth. Wallie stepped into position behind Nnanji, who had retrieved
his kilt and DONturned to wel cone his nentor with a broad |eer. The rest of the
crew, the famly, had gathered around, vague faces smling and silent in the

ni ght.

The cerenony was unbelievably short and even nore revolt-ingly one-sided than
Wal | i e had expected in this sexist Wrld.

"Lord Shonsu, do you permt your protege" to marry this wonman?

"Yes. "

"M stress Brota, do you permt your protege to marry this man?"

"Yes." ~

"Adept Nnanji, swordsman of the fourth rank, do you take Thana, swordsman of the

second rank, as your wife, pronmising to clothe and feed her, to feed her
children, to teach them obedi ence to die gods and claimthemas your own, to

find them honorabl e crafts when they reach adul thood?" ; "Yes." ; "Apprentice
Thana, swordsman of the second rank, do you
50 THE DESTINY OF THE SWORD take this Nnanji, swordsman of the fourth rank,

as your husband, offering your person for his pleasure and no other's,
conceiving, bearing, and rearing his children, and obeying his comands?"
"Yes. "

Al ong with one copper, Wallie thought, Brota was not obtaining nuch of a
commitnment fromNnanji, in return for exclusive enjoynent of Thana's person

And now, obviously, all that was required to seal the marriage was a kiss. Eyes
shining, Nnanji turned and put his arns around Thana. She raised her face.

He bent his head..

He raised it...

He | ooked wi de-eyed at Wallie.

And then Wallie heard it also in the sudden silence, drifting across the water
out of the darkness—the sound of clashing swords.

ttt ttt

Yes, there was sonething there, uncertainly visible through the dark and fog,
sonething pale and glinmering, drifting slowy downstreamtoward Sapphire's bow
as she lay at anchor

By the tinme Wallie had established that fact, Tomiyano had the tarpaulin off the
starboard di nghy, and his orders were crackling through the night. The wi ne
fumes had vani shed and a well-trained crew was | eaping to stations. Swords and
boat hooks... the four adult nmale sailors would row, Tom yano steer... the two
swor dsnen. . .

"No Thana!" the captain snapped.

"Yes, Thana!" Nnanji said firmly. There was a nonent's pause. Then Tom yano
nodded and carried on; she was Nnanji's wife now, and he woul d deci de. The boat
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went down with a rush to the water as Wallie vaguely registered Nnanji's

t hi nking... Thana was as good a swordsman as any, and fanilies were not divided
on the River, for the Goddess could be fickle. Had Wallie not been there,
Sapphire's crew woul d probably not even have gone to investigate. They night
have done so, for She woul d not

DAVE DUNCAN

51

penal i ze an act of nercy, but he wished he had Jja with him

Then the four nen were pulling the dinghy through the inky River with |ong, sure
strokes, row ocks squeaki ng, water hissing by hi surges. Thana sat by her
brother at the tiller. Wallie and Nnanji crouched in the bowtheir amateurish
efforts would only hinder if they tried to help with the row ng.

Stroke. Stroke. Silver flecks flew fromthe oars in the chill air. The Dream God
was a road of shining mist through the dark sky, his light blurred and

i neffective.

Stroke. Stroke. Metal clanged again in the darkness ahead, less faintly now A
cold cranmp of fear knotted Wallie's gut—he thought he coul d guess who was out
there. He took a deep breath and cupped his hands.

"What vessel ?" he bel | owed.

No reply. Stroke.

"In the name of the Goddess, |ower your blades. | ama Seventh ..
Then, very faintly: "Help?"

A woman? A child's voice?

"What vessel ?" Wallie yelled once nore.

Stroke. Stroke. More clashing of blades, |ouder now.

"Sunflower!" came a male reply. "Stay clear!"

St roke.

ft was comng clearly into sight, the fog darkening and congealing into the
shape of a small ship, barely nore than a fishing boat, with fore-and-aft
rigging. Her sails were raised, but there was sonething wong with the foresail
She was listing slightly, drifting sideways.

St r oke.

"I ama swordsnan of the Seventh! Put down your swords."

St r oke.

"Lord Shonsu." Again that high voice. Wallie was certain of it now, an
adol escent voice made shrill by stress.

More strokes of the oars, nore clattering of blades, and nen a nmale voice, hard
and breathless: "Polini, ny lord!"

"Stay clear!" shouted anot her

Stroke. Silver flew fromthe oars.

The fear had expanded. It filled WAllie with ice. He clenched liu fists so hard
that they hurt. He peered through the cold night
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air at that pale blur slowy growing. So slowmy! He was going to be too |ate.
The swords were ringing faster, and there was shouting and cursing. The victinms
woul d be murdered and dropped overboard before he could arrive. The piranha
woul d di spose of the evidence.

"Polini! Hang on!" he roared. "We're conming!" He wanted to weep and screamwith
frustration. He drunmed fists on the gunwal e.

The fighting had stopped. Oh, Goddess! Help them 1-.

Stroke. Stroke. Sonmeone cried out—high, shrill, full of pain. Then the hul

| oomed suddenly close. Tom yano swung the tiller and yelled to ship oars, barked
a warning not to stand up yet. The di nghy veered and struck hard al ongsi de;
rocked. Swords glinted above them faces showed as |ighter blurs. Nnanji caught
the rail with a boat hook. Holiyi stood and swung an oar. Wallie ducked under
the stroke and caught the rail with his Ieft hand as he drew the seventh sword
with his right. Then he was up on the gunwal e, parrying a blade. Nnanji was
there, also. Metal rang in the night.
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But they knew they were too |ate.

Swor dsmen nust not weep.

Polini was dead, killed in that |ast desperate attack. Young Arganari was goi ng
to die very soon. He had been run through, and there was nothing that all the
healers in the Wrld could do for himnow. He lay on the bl ack-stai ned deck,
with Wallie kneeling at one side of himand Nnanji at the other. Fortunately the
Iight was so poor that nothing was very distinct.

Am dships lay Polini's body, and two others. Three live nmen were penned at the
stern, henmmed in by a |ine of dragons' teeth —swords held by Sapphire's crew,
angry and silent and waiting.

The anchor had been dropped and the sails | owered.

"Water... ny lord," Arganari whispered again.

Wallie raised his head and Nnanji gave hi m another drink

"Thank you," he said, his voice quavering. Then he turned his face and vomted a
rush of blood, black in the night.

Swor dsmen nust not weep.

"What happened?” Wallie demanded, but he had al ready guessed. O course the
victinms still wore their expensive boots

and kilts and harnesses, their silver hairclips. Polini had not taken Wllie's
advice, as Wallie had known he would not. The World was a pl ace of poverty.
Murder could be committed for nmuch |less tfapn fancy cl othes. Now the fancy
clothes were all soaked w th bl ood.

"They took our silver," the prince said. "W paid them" Even his whispering had
a singsong strangeness to it, "They came for us last night." He gasped with
sudden pain, and Nnanji took hold of his hand. "Master Polini held themoff."
Al'l night and all through the day? Stal emate—the big swordsnman had rmade his
stand in the bow, holding back five nen, defending his ward. One against five.
The boy woul d have been no use.

Polini had cut the forestay, causing the foresail to collapse. That would have
made the boat unmanageabl e. Perhaps he had hoped, too, that it would attract

attention and bring help. Al night and all through the day until, when he had
been weakened by exhaustion, by lack of food and water, they had cone for him
agai n.

And t he Goddess had noved the boat.

But not soon enough!

VWallie's teeth ground Iike mllstones. Hi s fists trenbled.

"I think | wounded one, adept." Arganari was ignoring Wallie now. Nnanji was his
hero, the young Fourth who had killed sorcerers at Ov. Perhaps only three years
| ay between them Wallie thought with sudden wonder, five at the nost.

"You' ve done very well,"” Nnanji said. Hs voice was al ways soft, and now it was

even softer, calmand level. "W'I| get a healer to you shortly." He sounded
totally under control. Wallie was beyond speech, his throat and eyes aching
fiercely.
" Adept ?"

"Yes, novice?" Nnanji said.
"You will take nmy hairclip.”

"Yes, all right,"” Nnanji said. "I'lIl take it and wear it against the sorcerers.
I"lI'l wear it to Vul and when | get there, 1'll tell themthat you sent ne.
"Novice Arganari sent ne,' |I'Il say. 'I tone in the nane of Arganari.*"

There was no point in trying to nove the boy. It would not be | ong. He gagged
and then threw up nore bl ood.
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"Adept? Tell nme about Ov."

So Nnanji related the battle of Ov, his tones quiet and matter-of-fact. The
anchor chain creaked slightly and there was a | ow mutter of voices fromthe
stern.

Then Arganari interrupted. Probably he had not been understandi ng very nmuch. He
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was obviously in agony, trying not to whinper. "Nnanji. It hurts. I'mgoing to
di e?"

"Yes, | think so," Nnanji said. "Here, put your hand on your sword hilt. You
promised to die holding it, renenber?" i "l wish it was ny other sword."

"Il tell the minstrels at Casr," Nnanji said. "In the saga of the Tryst of
Casr, your nanme and Master Polini's will be first anong the glorious."

The boy seened to snmile. "I was trying to go hone." After a few m nutes he said,
"Nnanji. Return nme?" "If you wish," Nnanji replied calmy. "I think... | do. It
hurts."” "Should | use the seventh sword?" Nnanji asked. There was no reply, but

Nnanji rose and held out his hand to Vllie. Wallie stood al so, passed over his
sword, and turned away quickly. He could not do what Nnanji was now doi nhg—not
even if the boy was unconscious, not in a thousand centuries. Yet it would have
been his swordsnan obligation. Fervently he thanked the Goddess that it had been
Nnanji who had been asked. He stared into the dark and tried not to listen. He
heard not hi ng. Swordsmen must not weep.

"No point in wiping it yet, is there?" Nnanji said. Wallie turned round and
accepted his sword back again, not |ooking down, not |ooking near his feet. "No.
Not yet," he said, and the two of them headed aft, side by side along the
obscurity of the deck, until they stood behind the Iine of sailors fencing the
capti ves.

"Do it!" Wallie snapped at Nnanji .

Now even Nnanji's voice took on a harshness. "Lord Shonsu, | denounce these nen
for killing swordsnen."

"Have you any defense?" Wallie asked. He was the judge and a witness and he
woul d be executioner

A trio of voices began shouting indignhantly. They all sounded

qui te young, but they all wore breechclouts and so were |legally adults.

Then one voi ce drowned out the other two. "They took our stop at swordpoint, ny
| ord! There were four of them W got the others..."

Wallie let themrave on in the night for a while with their lies and sl anders.
Then he shouted, "Quiet! | find you guilty."

Then there was silence, except that one of the three was sobbi ng.

Wal lie was about to nove, but Nnanji put a hand on his shoulder. "Let nme do it,
br ot her ?"

"No! This will be ny pleasure!"

Per haps Nnanji thought Wallie did not want to do it, or was not capable, but he
was shaking with rage, gripping his sword with every ounce of strength, his
linmbs quivering as if with eagerness. Shonsu's manic tenper raged within him
Wallie Smth was just as insanely furious. He was brinming with hatred and
contenpt, and nausea al so. He wanted to take these nurderers by the throat, or
tear themapart with his fingers.

No, Nnanji was begging. "Please, brother? As a wedding present?"

"Stand aside!" Wallie barked. He pushed between Tom yano and Holiyi, stepped
forward, and began to slash at three unarnmed youths. They screaned a | ot and
tried to parry the seventh sword with bare hands. He could not see properly, so
he hacked themto pieces to make sure. It was no pleasure, but he had no
regrets.

He was senior. He spoke the words of farewell for Polini. At the end his voice
cracked, and he asked Nnanji to performthe office for Arganari. As he listened
hi s eyes began pouring tears, he trenbled, he struggled desperately not to |et
the sounds of his sobbing escape into the night.

He wat ched the River boil and hiss as piranha consunmed the bodies in

i nst ant aneous frenzy.

- They said no words over the assassins, but the River boiled as tad for them as
it had for honest nen.
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Then Wallie clawed back to self-control. "What will you do with the boat?" he

asked Tomi yano. "Leave it. Sonmeone will find it."
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That seened out of character, but Wallie knew that a sailing ship could not tow
anot her vessel, and to put a prize crew on her would divide the famly. So

Sunfl ower woul d be left for the Goddess.

Wallie clinmbed mserably into the dinghy for the return. A foggy spark of I|ight
showed where Sopp/we waited.

The sailors rowed in silence, and slowy.

Wallie sat with his face in his hands and let the tears flow again.

It was all his fault.

He had not heard the nessage... No, he could not have stopped Polini |eaving. He
could not have kept the Fifth on board Sapphire without a chall enge and al nost
certainly a fight. Polini would not have nmade obei sance. He woul d have accepted
an i npossi bl e match agai nst a Seventh, woul d perhaps have refused to yield even
after Wallie had wounded him Then Vallie would have had no choice but to kil
hi m

He coul d not have stopped Polini |eaving.

But he coul d perhaps have changed the man's nmulish, pigheaded m nd about

sonet hing el se, had he insisted.

Then the deat hs woul d not have been necessary.

He had not seen why that neeting had been ordained. He had failed. Six nmen and a
boy had died, so that Nnanji could have a hairclip.

Way, O nerciful Goddess—why?

A hairclip?

ttt t tn

Brota was holding a lantern. Wallie had not known that there was such a thing on
the ship. One by one the woul d-be rescuers stepped to the deck and were greeted
by the ring of solem faces, shining gold around the circle of light. The story
was told, briefly and in hushed phrases. There was no comment. The World was a
bl eak pl ace—sudden, sensel ess death was no stranger to Sapphire, but it would
never be a famliar friend.

Wallie laid a hand on Nnanji's shoulder. "I'Il take your watch tonight," he
sai d. An hour ago that would have been cause for ribaldry. Now Nnanji nerely
nodded and put an arm around Thana to | ead her away.

Sone weddi ng night, Wallie thought bitterly.

H's kilt was danp against his thighs. He was drenched in blood, a figure of
horror. He was perversely proud of it, hating it and yet determ ned not to wash
it off until nmorning. Childish, of course: See what you have done, Goddess?

He wal ked up to the poop, alone. Behind him the lantern was extingui shed.

How coul d he serve such gods? Wiere was faith now? Before himin the darkness
the face of that solem, dutiful boy hung |like a blazon of shane. The tunel ess

adol escent voice echoed still in Wallie's ears.
Why? Why? How coul d | have known what You wanted of ne?
Loyalty to the gods—toyalty to anything... The sorcerers were killers, also.

But were the swordsnen very nuch better?

Wiose side was he on?

There was the big one, the greatest of his worries. If he could have | eadership
of the tryst for the asking, did he even want it?

The last part of the god's riddle:

Finally return that sword, And to its destiny accord.

He woul d return the sword to the Goddess at Her tenple in Casr, and its destiny
could be to lead the tryst. Let sonme other butchering swordsman win the

| eadershi p and have it—Shonsu would stay with Sapphire and be a water rat.

Yet even as he mamde the resolve, he knew that he was deceiving hinself. Bearing
the seventh sword was |i ke owning the Mona Lisa or the Taj Mahal. He woul d never
be able to part with it, not if the Goddess Herself were to rise fromHer R ver
and Remand it back. He could go to the tenple, but he would still be
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carrying the sword when he | eft. Wen he had | ain wounded on the ship, Nnanji
had guarded it for hi mand would have died to save it, had that been required of
him G ven such an opportunity, alnbst any other swordsnan in the World woul d
have vani shed at once, taking the sword with him Nnanji, of course, would not
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even have been tenpted.
So Wallie would die holding it, as he had pronmised. In a few years, when his

speed began to fail, then the challenges woul d start. The anbitious and the
greedy... they would conme forward, and one day one of them woul d succeed.

Jja energed fromthe darkness, holding a cape. He nuttered thanks and slung it
over his shoulders to keep out the dank chill of the fog. It was grow ng

thicker. That nmade his watch easier, for even pirates could not find their way
t hrough such a nurk.
"You will come below later?" Jja whispered

"No," he said. "I'll bunk down in the deckhouse. You go to bed now. "
"Yes, master." But she did not nove.
He had told her never to call himthat... but he had al so vowed never to give

her anot her order.

He ki ssed her forehead. "Please go to bed now "

He turned away. He did not realize she was still there until she spoke again.
"Jj onsu? ShonaT

He spun around and gri pped her shoul ders. "Are you sure?"

"I saw a midwife in Tau."

Then they were enbracing and did not stop until he discovered that she was
weepi ng.

"Why?" he said. "Aren't you happy?"

"Ch, yes!" She sniffed and wi ped her face with the back of her hand. "Too happy!
| so want to give you sons, ny darling nmaster, and nothing seened to be
happeni ng. So happy... and

they will be free?"

"How coul d you even ask?" he said. "And daughters will be

wel coned, also."

So then he promised that he would come down to the cabin when his relief cane
and he persuaded her to go to bed.

And was al one with his thoughts once nore.
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A child? Biologically Shonsu's, of course, not Wallie Snmith's. Yet that would
not worry him Vixini called him Daddy, and he loved the little tyke. Any child
of Jja's would be dear to him But what sort of world would these children

i nherit?

Technol ogy—+t woul d tear the Wrld apart. The sorcerers woe a thousand years
ahead of the rest of the culture. So far they had done a good job of keeping
then* secrete, but it could not |ast—not now they had energed fromtheir renote

refuges. Firearns and distillation, even witing itself... those woul d escape.
Change woul d expl ode upon a world that did not know how to handl e change. Chaos
and upheaval, then war, then famine... Surely this was the danger that the

Goddess foresaw, mat She wanted Wallie Snith to prevent. The dem god, Her
messenger, had said it was inportant. Wallie had not nmen dreaned how i nportant.
And yet ..

And yet the sorcerers were not so very far behind the Earth he had known, a few
centuries at nost. There was the temptation, for if they had such trivia as
gunpowder, then they could not be far from anesthetics to relieve suffering, and
antibiotics to succor sick babies, and steam power to supplant slavery. Even a
sinmple witten register of ship ownership could stanp out the piracy that

pl agued the River. Three hundred years, or four... The sorcerers hekt so mnuch
promi se! They were even trying to foster trade in their cities—an idea that the
swordsnen would treat with contenpt, but one to appeal to a Wallie Smith,
erstwhile citizen of a nmercantile culture.

Whose side was he on?

Hi s m ssion, obviously, was to drive the sorcerers back into the hills and
restore the rule of swordsnmen in the seven cities. Now mat he knew what it was,
he al so knew why his divine naster, the denigod, had been so chary of defining
it. What would Wallie have replied, on that day when he received the sword, had
he been told: "Go forth, Shonsu, and make the Wirld safe for barbarism"?

Whose side was he on?
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A whisper: "My lord?" It was Honakura, frail as a dry leaf hi the forest
dar kness.
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"Go away!" Wallie said harshly. "I want none of your priestly dissertations
tonight." "But, ny lord—

"None!" Wallie shouted. "Yes, | know all the standard palliatives. You can
soothe all hurts and calmall misgivings and have ne | aughing and gi ggling
inside ten mnutes. | nust not judge the gods, you will tell nme. | do not know

all the story, you will say. The boy may have a brother who will nake a better
king than he, we may surnise. He may be rewarded in another life, very likely.

St ock phrases, old man, threadbare prom ses! Just the ol d excuses that nen nake
for gods."

He shoul d have known that he could not scare Honakura away. The little priest
merely stood there with his head bowed until Wallie ran dry like a water clock
"I't was ny fault, nmy lord."

"Yours?" Wallie gaped. Then: "No! It was mne. Do you know why it happened, old
man?" He dropped his voice to a hiss, renenbering in time that nere were
porthol es bel ow himand there would be many fol k not sleeping well this night on

Sapphire. "It happened because your precious gods wanted Nnanji to have a
hairclip!" "I know. "

"A silver hairclip, very old. It belonged to the great Arganari. Nnanji wll
love it! | can't think of anything in the Wrld that would please himnore, A
generous wedding gift for a loyal... you knew?"

"Pardon, ny lord," Honakura said, "I nust sit..." He tottered over to the

hel msman's bench. Wallie followed with suspicion, wondering if this was sone
pl oy for synpathy. But the old nman had been unusually subdued these | ast few
days. Sparing a thought for sonething other than his own troubles, he now
realized that Honakura had seened very gray and shrunken lately, nore so even
than normal. He was incredibly old, of course, and this was not his forner
serene |ife of panpered | uxury.

The priest settled on the bench, an indistinct hunp in the darkness. Wallie
stood before him keeping a wary eye on the R ver beyond.

"My fault, ny lord," he wheezed. 'The god said that you
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could trust me... but | did not trust you, you see."

Qoviously! Wallie waited.

"l have known many swordsnen, ny lord. So | did not trust you. You renenber the
curse?”

"What curse?"

Honakura coughed as if coughing hurt. "Wen you first nmet Adept

Nnanj i —Apprentice Nnanji, then. He could not fight his way across an enpty
courtyard, you said."
"Yes, | renenber."

"Way, ny lord? Did you ever wonder why the gods had laid a curse on hinP"
Wallie believed that Nnanji had laid that curse on hinself, a nental block
caused by his anbivalent feelings toward the corrupt swordsnmen of the tenple
guard—but this was no tinme to start discussing Freudi an psychol ogy. "Wy?"

Anot her racki ng cough. "He woul d have been a threat, ny lord."

VWallie tried to i magi ne the young Nnanji wi thout that inpedinent. He would have
shot up the ranks of the guard like a cat up a pole, even with the inferior
instruction, a swan anong the ducks. And Nnanji was incorruptible.

Tam ?" he said.

"And Lord Hardduju," the old man agreed in a whisper. "They woul d have kill ed
him So the Goddess protected the only honest swordsnan in Her guard, by hiding
his talent. Seniors can inpede good juniors. | have seen it happen, ny lord,
many tines. In the case of swordsnen, the inpedinment may be permanent... | did
not trust you."

"Nnanji?" Wallie scoffed. "Nnanji a threat to me? But we are oath brothers now
He woul d not hurt a hair on ny head. He was willing to throw his life away to
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avenge ne... You thought that | was frightened of Nnanji?"

The fog was noving in thicker around the ship and over the deck. Honakura rasped
anot her hahO cough.

"Nnanji is no threat," WalUe said. "He fancies hinmself as a fj" Sixth, but he
isn't there yet. Another couple of years and he'll be -.;¢ «-* Seventh and a
dammed good one. But not yet—and |I'mnot V, worried about Nnanji anyway. Not ny
oath brother!"

62
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"Not worried, ny lord, no," the old man persisted. "But | thought you night
becone jeal ous. That was why | would not tell you the tale of |kondorina's

red-haired brother. | only thought you m ght be envious."
So he was going to tell it at last, was he? "You saw the hairclip?" Honakura
asked. "Yes, | sawit."

Again the old man coughed. '1 have not. But t had asked Adept Nnanji to recount
the meeting in Tau, ny lord, when Master Polini came aboard—ike you, | thought
it strange. OF course he gave ne every word, and | heard of die hairclip." "A
stiver griffon,”" Wallie said beginning to understand. "The royal synbol,"
Honakura agreed hoarsely. "Nnanji a king?"

VWallie's mind reeled. O course, Nnanji was still so young. It was hard to

i mgine himfive or ten years hence.

"l believe so, my lord. | don't think the prophecy has anything to do with your
quest. | mnk it happens afterward. That was what | hinted to Apprentice Thana
today—that Nnanji is too good to remain a free sword. The Goddess will have
greater plans for him The clip was a nessage to Thana, not to you."

Now WAl | i e understood the old man's machi nations. But Nnanji as a king would
take a lot of thought. He was conceivable as a revolutionary, perhaps, but not
as a ruler. Like a dog chasing a car—good sport, but what did he do when he
caught it? It was not hard to see Thana as Lady Macbeth, though, urging himon
WAl lie joined Honakura on the bench. The fog had thickened until the water
around the ship was invisible and even the old man was hard to distinguish. Al
mat guards could do in this weather was |listen. There would be two of them on
the mai n deck and another up on the fo'c'sle, standing in silence. Even to pace
up and down woul d nmake noi se—better to remain still and | et possible nmarauders
float by, unaware of a juicy prey lying in the gl oom

"So tell ne the prophecy," Wallie said quietly. "If you wish, nmy lord," the old
man croaked. "But it is even nore trivial than the other, it does not even

t hyne, "
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| kondorina's red-haired brother cane to himand said, Brother you have wondrous
skill with a sword; teach ne, nat like you | my west a ki ngdom And he said,
will. So Dcondorina taught, and his brother |earned, and then Dcondorina said,
can teach you no nore, now go and find your kingdom and his brother did so, and
his real mwas nore vast and nuch greater

I ndeed?

"Had | told you sooner," Honakura whi spered, "then you woul d have recogni zed the
significance of the clip when it was first offered..."

Sutras could be long or short, conplex or sinple, banal or inscrutably devious.
They coul d contain epitone, episode, and epigram or any conbinati on of those.
But WAllie had never net one quite so puerile as that. A nasty worm of suspicion
began wriggling around inside his mind.

"That is all?" he demanded.

"That is all," the old man wheezed.

"You swear that?"

After a pause, Honakura asked, "Wat oath will you have nme swear, ny |ord?"

And Wallie's suspicions collapsed in a heap of guilt. Every craft had its oath,
except the priesthood. A priest nust never lie, not ever. For a priest even to
conplinment the chef was perjury, if the neal was bad. Honakura was as devi ous as
a waltzing snake, but he would never tell an outright fal sehood. Hastily Wallie
begged forgiveness for his doubts.

Ki ng Nnanji? Obviously the old man had been correct. This / was Nnanji's
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destiny, after the tryst, after the sorcerers. It had nothing to do with Wallie
at all.

He discovered that he was relieved to know that—and so he had been worried! That
was perhaps why he had been so relentlessly chewing at his other troubles: He
had been keeping his v mnd off Nnanji and his griffon hairclip.

Then Honakura began to cough again, and Wallie's conscience / sank its teeth

into him It was unkind and very foolish to keep the ";' _ old nman there in that
col d danpness.

64 THE DESTI NY OF THE SWORD

"Cone, ny reverend friend," he whispered when the attack had passed. "I shal

gui de you down the steps. This weather is not for you."

The fog was thicker now.

Wal | i e saw Honakura safely to his cabin and returned to his post. Wen Holivyi
came to relieve him he fulfilled his promse to Jja and went to her

She was awake and waiting for him They made | ove to cel ebrate her good news,
and Jja, who had great skill in such matters, nmade sure that it was a | ong and
very strenuous session of |ove-making, rousing her owner to innunerabl e peaks of
passi on and super human acconpli shnents of joy, finally wearing himout so
thoroughly that he slept, when he had not expected to.

In the next cabin but two, Adept Nnanji had consummated his narriage with

di spatch, expertise, encores, and vast satisfaction. He slept, also, while his
young bride lay awake at his side, pondering their future.

Three cabins farther aft lay Novice Katanji, in Hana's bed, where he had no
right to be, dreami ng of Mei, whomhe had visited earlier

Wil e in yet another cabin, Honakura, priest of the seventh rank, spent the rest
of the night on his bony knees, weeping softly and beggi ng his Goddess for

forgi veness.

And in the norning the fog had lifted, and Sapphire was anchored about seven

| engt hs of fshore, at Casr

BOOK TWO
HOW THE SWORDSVAN MET HI S MATCH
The virtuous Hull, priestess of the third rank, cane striding along the

riverfront at Casr with the hem of her brown robe swirling around her ankles and
dark thoughts churning over in her m nd. The sun was warm but the w nd tugged
and jostled at her, throwing dust in her eyes so that she hardly knew whet her
her tears canme fromthe dust, or fromanger and frustration

The city had becone a nadhouse, an asylumfor the crimnally insane. There were
no bars to restrain the inmates, and nore of themwere arriving every day. She
passed a fruit seller's barrow on one side as two young swordsnen strutted by on
die other, openly hel ping thensel ves to apples as they went. Not only did they
not consider paying, they did not have the grace to thank the owner or even send
hima nod of acknow edgnent. So far as those two | outs were concerned, the poor
man did not exist—and he likely with eight or nine children at hone to feed.

Swor dsren! She ground her teeth. She still had all her teeth.

Swordsmen in sixes. Swordsnmen in dozens. They postured and they marched, they
bullied and they | echered. She dodged angrily as a sword whistled—a Fifth

| eading ten nen was saluting a Sixth with five. No one was safe anynore

Daily the victins appealed to the tenple—en nutilated or beaten, girls

ravi shed, househol ders inpoveri shed and driven out. The priests could give them
little but solace. Daily, Priestess Huli gave thanks to the Holiest mat, being a
woman of the cloth,

65

66 THE DESTINY OF THE SWORD she was sacrosanct and safe fromnol estation. O
course those young debauchers normally preyed on | ess mature wonen than she, so
that was another protection

The tryst had turned the city sideways. Even her own hunbl e existence... she had
been giving very serious thought to accepting a proposal of marriage—from
Jinjino of the Fourth, a nobst respected draper, a dignified and prosperous

wi dower, father of three children who dearly needed a | oving nother to teach
them sone manners. She had al nbst decided to accept. He had nade nobst sol emn

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200{%20The%20Sword.txt (35 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:23 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

promi ses that his denmands on her person would be noderate and di screet. And now
he had fled town, taking his children with him That was sonething of a

di sappoi ntnent. The el dest was only twel ve and even these sword-wavi ng boors did
not descend to that.

She scowl ed at the sight of three swordsnmen encircling a young female, |eering
and bantering. Lewd hunor, no doubt! She wondered if she could find the courage
to intervene. They were only juvenile Seconds, but they were very |arge,

rough-1 ooki ng types. She paused in her progress, irresolute. Then she noticed
with horror that the worman was obviously enjoying the attenti on —wanton! Hul
continued on her way, frowning in disgust.

The wi de plaza was al ways busy, but it was so vast that in ordinary tinmes it
could handle its traffic easily and still seem conparatively peaceful. On a
normal day there m ght be a dozen ships tied up along the front, |oading and

unl oadi ng. Now there nust be fifty, an alnost continuous |line of them and the
crowds swarned everywhere. It was not only swordsnmen who had i nvaded Casr, but
their followers, also, frombabes in arnms to whores and cutthroats. Madhouse
The problemwas in knowi ng who to blane. The nost holy Lord Kadyw nsi, high
priest of Casr, was the obvious culprit, but she could hardly bring herself to
pass judgnent on a man so revered and venerable, even if he was, just perhaps,

maybe, a tiny bit... senile? Be charitable, she told herself as she detoured
around a wagon to avoid a group of pedestrian-baiting young swordsnen, the holy
lord is not the man he was when you were a novice, but he is still worthy of

your respect.

A blue ship, she had been told, by the double statue. There was a small bl ue
ship visible in the distance now.
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And i f Kadyw nsi of the Seventh was not at fault, it was certainly not Priestess
Hull's place to criticize the Goddess.

She had been unsuspecting and excited that day two weeks back, when word had
flashed around the tenple mat the castellan, the charm ng and handsone Lord
Tivani xi, had ridden in with his nmen and had persuaded the high priest to join
with himin calling a tryst. Atryst! It would be the first in centuries, if the
Hol i est heard their plea, and of course the risk involved was so terrifying! She
had t hought she might faint with horror as she had watched the cerenony.
Forty-ni ne bull ocks, poor things, the water scarlet and foam ng, and the two
valiant lords actually wading into the River behind them She still perspired
with horror at the thought.

Such faith! And so wonderfully blessed by (he Most High! It had been | ess than
an hour before the ships had begun arriving with swordsnmen on board.

The blame, then, nust be laid to Lord Tivanixi, for failing to control the
swordsnen when they had cone. But he was so handsone!

Suddenly she heard boots running. "Challenge!" shouted nmal e voices. Swordsnen
went running by her, and all the unattached swordsmen in the area took off after
them vanishing up a side street. Wll! That certainly cleared nis area for a
whil e. She wondered if there would shortly be one | ess swordsnman around to bully
the innocent civilians, men reproved herself for an uncharitable thought. They
were still arriving much faster than they were killing one another off.

Now she had reached the two bronze statues, so corroded that it was inpossible
to tell whether they represented nmen or wonen. There was the blue ship, as she
had been tol d. She squared her shoul ders and marched up the plank, then paused
to | ook around the deck. She had never been on a ship before. It was not a | arge
ship, but it was clean and snelled pleasantly of |eather. Two or three sailors
were sitting around and one of nmemrose and cane -over. He wore a knife, so he
must be in charge. A Third, like herself... but she had been instructed to nake
the salute to a superior—a shameful concession froma priestess! H s nanner was
not very respectful, but he responded smartly.

"I have a nessage for *a swordsman of high rank,' Captain.”
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Rudely, the sailor jerked his head toward a door at the rear. Wth a sniff, Huli
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mar ched over to it and went in, finding a big, bright, alnost bare room A young
sl ave worman was kneeling in the corner, entertaining three or four snmall
children. A man rose froma | arge wooden chest where he had been sitting. A
Sevent h! And huge! His head and sword hilt al nost touched the ceiling. Mst of
the swordsnmen who had i nvaded Casr were slim wry nen, but this one was a
giant. Afine figure of a man, she admitted, and di scovered to her astoni shnent
mat he was giving her a friendly smle, and mat she was returning it. This was
certainly the highrank she had been sent to find, so she sal uted.

He responded.

Shonsu!

O course! She had seen himnany tinmes in the di stance—but he was supposed to
have di ed! She staggered and then recovered herself with an effort. The infanous
Shonsu conme back! But..

He had noticed her reaction and his snmle had gone. She did not |ike what had
replaced it.

"I'n what way may | serve you, holy |ady?"

Huli pulled her wits together. No wonder she had been warned not to discuss
this. "I have a nessage for you, ny lord, froma priest of the seventh rank."
That was an odd way to describe Lord Kadywi nsi, but it was what she had been
told to say. There were no other priests of that rank in Casr, so who else could
it be fron®

"Come out of the closet at |ast, has he?"

"My lord?"
The swordsman | aughed. "Forgive ne, priestess. The nessage, if you pl ease?"
Huli took a deep breath and repeated the words she had been given. "' The person

of whom you inquired was born far off, arrived two years ago, and is unmarri ed,
but has children. He held the office we understood and departed at the tinme we
thought. He was believed dead, but there have recently been runors. | shal
remain at the tenple until tonorrow '"

It was deneaning for a priestess of her rank to be used as a common heral d, and
not to be told what it was all about, either,
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but she served the Goddess as her superiors deci ded. Now she had conpleted this
trivial errand and could get back to... thought to have died... cane two years
agol That nessage could apply to Shonsu hinsel f!

"I thank you, priestess. There will be no reply, | think." The swordsman was
studying her carefully, alnost as if he could read her thoughts. "May we offer
you refreshnent before you depart?”

Huli stuttered a refusal. Shonsu! She wanted to get away by herself and think
What runors? Shonsu was supposed to have been killed by sorcerers. Had not this
terrible tryst been called to avenge hinf

She made her formal farewell, hurried al ong the deck without a glance at the
sailors, and al nost ran down the plank. Shonsu come back? Casr had been well rid
of Shonsu. ..

Angry and upset, Priestess Huli marched off across the sun-bright plaza, with
the wi nd whi ppi ng and tuggi ng at her brown robe. She barely noticed the |anky,
red- haired swordsman of the Fourth who strode past her, wearing an expression of
bl ack despair.

tt

Most cities presented a facade of warehouses to the River, but not Casr. Ships
tied up alongside a wide plaza that ran off endlessly in both directions al ong
the waterfront. Behind it looned tall buildings and the entrances to w de
streets, yet the general effect was one of inprovisation. The buil dings ranged
through every architectural style inmagi nabl e—sone ol d and sone anci ent, sone
smart and i nposing, others crunbling and half in ruins. Arches and pillars and
domes m ngled at random anong minarets and pilasters and arcades. Fragments of
old walls jutted up in places, and the streets changed wi thout warning from
great avenues to narrow alleys like canyons, rolling up and down from one | evel
to another as if the remains of a dozen cities had been shovel ed out of a box.
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The only consistency was in color, for everything fromthe towers to the
pavenment was nmade of a shiny
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bronze stone like old gold, and even the scattered trees, those that had | eaves
remaining, glittered to match. Many of the wi ndows sported bright-hued awni ngs,
reds and blues and greens, like flashings of fire froma di anmond.

Casr was old. Its statues had weathered to shapel ess nonoliths; the stone
bol l ards along the waterfront were worn into nushroomnms by the windings of
centuri es.

Wal lie had sent his troops out to scout, while he spent the norning skulking in
the deckhouse, alnpbst as if Casr were a sorcerer city.

The usual wagons and heaps of trade goods were in evidence, and the gangs of
dock sl aves labored in Casr as hi all ports. The traders and hawkers and busy
citizens roaned as always, yet there was much | ess crowding and jostling than
el sewhere, because of the sheer vastness of the plaza. |In Casr business
proceeded with nore decorum and much | ess noise. The only thing hurrying was the
wi nd, sweeping |eaves along as if inpatient to clean up before winter, flapping
awni ngs |i ke dust rags.

Ever ywhere were swordsnmen. Not in one or twos, as at Tau, but in sixes or
dozens, marching along with a senior in front, usually a green-kilted Sixth,
rarely a red Fifth, and very rarely a blue Seventh. Browns were nobst comon, of
course, but there were absurd nunbers of fresh-faced Firsts and Seconds, who
woul d be nore or | ess useless, nere errand boys and extra nouths to feed.

Even fromthe ship Wallie could detect tension in Casr. Gangs of small children
ran al ong behind the troops sonetines, shouting rudenesses, and they woul d be
taking that attitude fromtheir elders. Swordsmen expected cheering, not
jeering. He thought he saw some unobtrusive fist-waving fromadults and
certainly he saw petty pilfering, girls being accosted, nen being roughly

shoul dered aside or insulted. If such things were going on in public, what was
happeni ng behi nd the shutters?

Free swords lived on charity, a prinmitive formof taxation. Such extortion was
bearable for a night or two when a troop arrived hi a town or village to clean
up any crine that the garrison could not handle, to confirmthat the resident
swordsnen were thensel ves honest, to tumble the best-looking girls, and
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then to nove on. Alarge city would hardly notice them but even one as |arge as
Casr would be reeling fromthis invasion. All these men nmust expect to eat

regul arly and sl eep sonmewhere. And certainly not sleep alone, not swordsnen!
Hundreds of active young men with nothing nmuch to keep them occupi ed—who was in
charge of this zoo? Wio had been so brash as to call a tryst?

Wal lie had kept his sword on his back, prepared to run down and intervene if he
noticed any serious disturbances, but that had not been necessary. Yet obviously
the tryst was chaos in spades. He wanted nothing to do with it.

Then came the nessage from Honakura, brought by a sour-faced priestess, and that
was good news. To | earn that Shonsu had no parents or other fanmily in Casr gave
Wal lie a huge sense of relief. Lunch was al nost due. He decided to celebrate
with a tankard of beer and asked Jja to fetch it for him Before he could drink,
Nnanji's boots thunped on the deck, and he strode in, dusty and hot. Hi s nornal
carefree cheerful ness had been replaced by an oninous angry scow .

Wallie held out the beer "My goods are your goods," he said.

Nnanji shook his bead. "No thank you, brother. |'ve been having that stuff
thrust at me all norning."

A Fourth would be a good catch, a very tall and unusually young Fourth. The
recruiting was blatant and ferocious. As soon as Sapphire had docked and the
port officer had gone ashore again, no | ess than eight swordsnmen had tried to
conme aboard, hunting for newconers. Brota had donned her sword and stood at the
top of the plank and gl ared, huge and red and ugly, a swordsman's ni ghtnare. She
had kept them away, but obviously Nnanji would have run into the problemin the
t own.
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"How nmany times were you propositioned?" Wallie asked.

Hi s prot£g£ scowl ed and counted on his fingers. "Thirteen!" He shook his head,
changed his mnd, took the tankard, and drained it. Yet obviously it was not the
recruiting that had been worrying him There was sonething el se.

"What did you say?" inquired Wallie, anused.

"Just that | had a nentor already. Then they wanted to know who and what rank;
quot ed one seventy-five at theml Acch!"
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Then Thana cane in. Nnanji grabbed her to adm nister a |ong and doubtl ess beery
ki ss.

Jja tactfully shepherded the children out. Wallie seated hinself on die chest by
the wi ndow, where he had spent the nmorning. Nnanji and Thana settled on the
other, arns around each other, and Wallie told them of Honakura's nessage.

Then Katanji strolled in, |ooking cheerful. He, also, had been scouting. H's
injured armrelieved himof the obligation to wear a sword, and probably that
had been a big advantage for nun, Wallie thought.

' Take a seat, novice," he said jovially, waving at the floor. "I don't suppose
t he press-gangs bot hered you nuch?"

Katanji sank down cross-legged and grinned. "They did, ny lord! Four tinmes! O
course they could tell a good nan when they saw one!"

VWallie was startled. If a crippled First was in demand, then the battle for
nunbers was being carried beyond all reason

"Well, let's have the news," he said. "Novice?"

Katanji | ooked pleased with hinself. He reported as if he had been rehearsing:
"Lord Shonsu was previous castellan of the | odge. He cane from sonmewhere far
away, and | don't think he was nmarried. He left about half a year ago and never
canme back. The new castellan is nore popul ar.”

"Where did you find this out?" Wallie asked.

He smirked. "At the stews, ny lord. | asked sone other people. Al of themjust
| aughed and said to go there and ask. So | did. The girls all knew Shonsu. |
said he was ny uncle and the Goddess had brought me to Casr, and | was trying to
find him He was a frequent custoner, ny lord, although he usually didn't pay.
But the girls..." The smrk becane a |l eer. "They shed no tears over his
departure, | fancy."

Wal | i e knew of Shonsu's denonic sex drive and he had seen the petty pilfering
going on at the hawkers' carts. Sane principle.

"Nobody seens to know where Shonsu went or why. He just disappeared. | think
mat's all, nmy lord."

"Wel | done, novice," Wallie said. "Did you spend much on expenses?"

Katanji hesitated and then regretfully said, "No, ny lord. The
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el ders have declared the brothels free for swordsnen."

That was interesting. "Busy, are they?"

Kat anji chuckl ed. "They were pleased to have the chance to just talk, ny lord!"
He had probably done very well even to get the chance to talk to them being
only a First. "You just tal ked?" Wallie demanded di shelievingly.

.Katanji opened his eyes very wide "My nentor has frequently inpressed upon ne,
Lord Shonsu, the need to uphold the honor of the craft!" Nnanji snarled at the
i mpudence.

Wal li e | aughed. "How about the other nmatter?"

"I did sone checking, ny lord." Katanji studied Wallie with mngled admration
and perplexity. "Yes, prices have fallen. How did you guess?"

"Prices of what?" Nnanji denanded.

"Gens," Wallie said. "And Lina is screamng that the cost of food has gone up
I"lI'l give you all a lecture on it tonight, if you're interested. Wat did you
di scover, brother?"

Nnanj i di sengaged his arm from Thana and cl asped his | arge hands on his knees.
"Not much about Shonsu hinself. The castellan before himwas a Seventh naned
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Narrinko. Shonsu came to town, fancied the job, and killed him™"

"Nasty! What did the el ders say?"

Nnanji rubbed his chin—and Wallie knew where he had pi cked up mat gesture. "They
don't seemto have any say, brother. This is a lodge city; it seens they're
different. There is no garrison, no reeve. The castellan keeps order with
whoever happens to be around.”

Then it was the present castellan's fault mat the city was such a nadhouse now.
"The | odge is independent?" Thana said. "That's how the sorcerers' towers are,
isn't it? At least | assune it is—the port officers always wel coned the ship on
behal f of the elders and the wizard. In swordsmen towns they don't nention
reeve. Curious!"

That was the first time Wallie had ever heard anyone on the ship express an
interest hi politics, and he was suddenly filled with adniration for Honakura's
acunen. Lady Machbet h!
"Shonsu was a collector,’

Nnanji went on. He frowned in
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di sapproval —-and that was a surprise from Nnanji. "Wat's that, Nanj?" asked
Kat anj i .

"AKiller," Nnanji said, too intent on his reporting to notice the infornality.
"Col l ects dead nmen's swords. It seens he organi zed an expedition against the
sorcerers. It wasn't a tryst, of course. Fifty nmen, | heard, and sonehow he did
it in secret. One day they just vani shed. None of themever returned." Startled
si |l ence.

The dem god had said mat Shonsu had failed disastrously. Wallie shivered at the
t hought of fifty young men running into arned sorcerers and bei ng nowed down.
"But what city? Wiy did we never hear of this on the other bank?"

Nnanji shrugged. "There are no swordsnmen in town who knew Shonsu. He took di em
all. The guess is that he landed at sone village jetty and set off to attack Wul
itself."

"Gods!" WAllie exclaimed. "He went for a kill! | wonder if that's what the tryst
i s pl anni ng?*

Nnanji said he did not know. He was beginning to | ook very uneasy again, and
Thana, sensing it, was studying himcarefully. "Tell ne the bad news nen,"
Wallie said. Nnanji clenched his hands together once nore and stared at them "A
few weeks later, early in sutmmer, so | was told, the sorcerers in Aus paraded a
swordsman through the streets." He stopped tal king, but they all knew the
rest—the swordsnman had been crawl i ng naked on his belly. "And the nanme of the
swordsman?" "They think it was Shonsu."

Wal lie nodded. "That's not quite how !l recall it," he said. "I was captured and
allowed to crawl back to the ship."
"But that's not what the runors say!" Nnanji shouted angrily. "It sounds as if

the sorcerers brought you out, showed you, and then put you back in a box
sonewhere. "

There was Wallie's danger. The details did not matter. Trapped by the sorcerers,
ashore and unarmed, he had felt that public hunmiliation was a small price to pay
to save his life. He had not thought at the tinme what other swordsnen—+ea
swordsnen—woul d thi nk of his disgrace, or of what they would do to such a coward
when they caught him

"And the Ov story is worse, my lord brother! They say that a
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band of swordsnmen attacked the docks—+ got asked, because of ms dammed hair of
mne." He |ooked totally mniserable. "The nmassacre is all right, but then the
story goes that you... that a Seventh, probably Shonsu because of his size..
appeared and ordered us all back to our ships. They nmake it sound |ike you were
an their sider

Yes, that was bad. Msery filled the deckhouse. Wallie had been prepared to face
an all egation of cowardice, but not treason. In the confusion of the fight at

Ov, the facts could easily have beconme distorted. Wien (he wagon charge had
reached the sorcerers, he had been with them Evidently his earlier run along
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the jetty and his capture had not been noticed.

Still, he could produce witnesses for Ov. The ness he had nade at Aus was an

i nsol ubl e di saster.

"I"ve loused it up," he said bitterly. "The Goddess gave ne Her own sword, and
I"ve thrown it all away. Now |'mgoing to be called a traitor." And his sorcerer
nmot her mar k woul d not hel p.

"A zonbie," Nnanji growl ed. "That's what they say. That the sorcerers have
Shonsu' s body working for them™

"Do | look Iike a zonbie?"

Nnanji managed to return the smle. "Not very."

VWallie scowed in silent misery and self-reproach. He had no regrets about his
decision at Ov. Yet, ironically, at Ovr he had gained a bullethole in his
scabbard. No one el se would know what it was, but to be wounded in the scabbard
was swordsman dang for cowardice

A clatter out on deck proclained that |unch was being laid out.

"What word on the tryst, then?" he asked.

Nnanji cheered up slightly. "Over a thousand swordsmen, not counting | ow anks!
The tryst was called by the castellan, of course, Lord Tivanixi, and the high
priest, Lord Kadywi nsi. More swordsnmen still coining."

"And who is |eader?"

"That is to be decided by conbat. The popul ar favorite is soneone called
Boariyi, but there are bets on Tivanixi, too."

"Way not you, ny lord?" asked Katanji, who was huggi ng his bony knees and
listening intently.

Wal lie sighed. "Nnanji, correct ne if I'"'mwong. The top
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swordsnen, the Sevenths, decide by conbat who is best, right? Then they al

swear to be his vassals, swear the third oath to the |eader. Then all die others
swear the third oath to their nentors or a higher rank, in a pyramd. Am
right?"

Nnanj i nodded.

"Do you know the third oath?" Wallie asked Katanji .

"No, ny lord."

"It's a horror! The vassal is absolute slave to his liege. H s own honor is of
no account —he nmust obey any order whatsoever. That's why it may only be sworn
before batde."

"But, ny lord, it you're the best swordsnman..."

Wal | i e shook his head and gl anced at Nnanji, who did not |ook as if he was going
to argue.

"I ama zonbie or a traitor or a coward or all three, novice. It's a dead
horse."

Silence fell, then Thana said, "Dead horses have their uses. They're better than
live ones for skinning. And why is it a dead horse? You're the greatest
swordsman in the world, Nnanji says."

"Perhaps!" said Wallie. "The god told nme there were none better, but that one
other m ght be as good. That's not the point. | once nmade Nnanji swear the third
oath to nme. | put ny sword at his throat and said | was going to kill him" He
did not need to tell her that a swordsnman coul d never plead duress—Nnanji's oath
had been as binding as it would have been if given freely. "But that won't work
with a thousand nen, Thana! |'d get the first one and a couple of die tat ones,
but the other nine hundred and ni nety-seven would be at Quo before |I caught

them They would not swear to a traitor. They'd run."

It was hopel ess—and suddenly Wallie felt a surge of relief. He need not worry
about seeking the | eadership, because he could not. That option did not exist,
so he need not concern hinmself with it.

Yet he had prom sed Nnanji that he could try for pronotion. As Nnanji's nentor,
Wal | i e ought to acconpany him "Well, brother," he said. "Wat happens if | go
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to the | odge? G ve ne your judgnent."
behavi or were usually better than his.
Nnanji | ooked startled. "OF course, you would be safe under
the ways of honor, brother. They know how Shonsu used netal —Ao one is going to
chal | enge you. But..."
"But if they denounce ne..." WAllie nodded. |If they denounced him the odds were
a thousand to one. "Yet... Ov is all right. We have w tnesses." Brota, Honakura,
or even Thana—swordsnen preferred swordsnman witnesses. "And rney woul dn't have
wi t nesses for what happened in Aus!"
Thana frowned. "They could get them ny lord-sailors, water rats..."
"But not this afternoon, they couldn't! Not right away! A quick visit, and then
scanper? Let's do it!"
He grinned m schievously at Nnanji, expecting himto wel come the thought of such
bravado. But Nnanji went pale and shook his head vigorously. Wallie had never
seen himdisplay fear when in personal danger—ndeed, he seened to enjoy danger,
and Nnanji's acting skills were nonexistent. Apparently he just did not know
what fear was. But he | ooked horrified at this risk to his oath brother. If even
Nnanji thought it was too dangerous.
They all sat in silence for a while.
Then Katanji said, "Nanj? You said that all the great trysts were | ed by seven
Sevent hs? One Seventh called this tryst. Three Sevent hs responded. Two Si xt hs
have won pronotion. | was told that they're still waiting for the Goddess to
send a seventh Seventh!"
Superstition! The World ran on it.
Wal lie laughed. "Well! That changes things! Then they won't throw ne in the
cesspool without a hearing, will they? Don't eat too nuch |lunch, protege"; you
have sone fencing to do this afternoon."

Nnanji's predictions of swordsnmen's

Still Nnanji | ooked sick. "Brother! he warned. "If they denounce you as a
traitor... or a coward..."

"No!" Wal Ue thunmped his fist on the oak chest. "lI'mtired of hiding on this
ship! It's time to do sonething! They can't prove I'ma traitor... and | can

certainly prove that I'mnot a coward!"

Nnanji's eyes w dened. "By going to the | odge?" He gul ped, and then grinned
admringly. "Right!"
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Wearing a trimnew ultramarine kilt that Jja had made for him Wallie led his
army down the gangplank. His sword hilt flashed in the sunlight, and his bl ood
punped eagerly at the prospect of action at |ast.

Next canme Nnanji of the Fourth, his grin firmy anchored to his ears and his
head in the stars. Nnanji of the Fifth? He was having trouble not marching
straight up his nmentor's back in his inpatience to reach the |odge. He also wore
his best, but his hairclip was the usual orange stone. Arganari's silver griffon
had nei ther appeared nor been nentioned, which was unusual tact for Nnanji.

And after himwas Thana, defiantly dressed in riverfol k breechclout and bra sash
of buttercup yellow, her only concession to land |life being a pair of shoes.

Wal li e had been hesitant when she had appeared with her sword on, announcing
that she also was a candidate for pronotion. The tryst would be quite

ant agoni stic enough toward himw thout a female water rat at his side. True, she
could handle the fencing for third rank with her eyes closed, and she had
repeatedly astonished himin the surra sessions, but he was sure mat she had
only just developed this feverish desire to | eant surras. There nust be many

that she had never even heard. Then Nnanji had put on his ill-treated-spaniel
expression. Thinking that she woul d be conmpany for Jja, Wallie had consent ed.
Behi nd Thana cane Novice Katanji, attenpting to maintain a man-of-the-Wrld
cyni ci sm about this swordsman chil di shness, but not succeeding very well in

hi di ng his excitenment at the prospect of seeing the | odge and of being brother
to a Fifth. Tucked under his cast, steadied by his good hand, he carried two
sheat hed swords.

Finally cane Jja, bearing a bundl e—a swordsman ni ght carry nothing except a foi
or a spare sword, because that would dinminish his honor. She wore sandal s and
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the usual slave's black wap, but it had been skillfully tailored by herself
fromthe finest linen
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her owner had been able to purchase and have appropriately dyed.

They had barely started across the w nd-whi pped, eye-watering plaza, the
sailors' good wi shes had scarcely died away behind them when they were spotted
by some juniors, whose reaction was obvious. Here was the expected seventh
Seventh! The juniors turned and headed for the | odge. G her swordsnen, including
di e press-gangs, saw the activity and gave chase.

Nnanji was calling directions, but soon Wllie did not need them for an

i ncreasing crowmd of swordsmen was preceding him gathering newconers like a
snowbal I, and all he had to do was follow. The citizens noticed the excitenent,
al so, pausing in their business to stare. Several tines Wallie thought he saw
recognition, or heard his nane being spoken. Shonsu was returning fromthe dead.
Their way led toward the center of town, then through a narrow alley and out
into an open space too irregular ever to be called a square. Mst of the

fl anki ng buil dings seemed to be deserted ruins. At the far side was a huge

bl ock, set at an odd angle, and the nob of swordsnmen was pouring into it through
a single arched doorway.

Al'l that showed fromthe outside was a blank stone wall |ike the side of a cube,
with the archway and a single bal cony high above it. A bronze sword hung on the
wal | above that. There were no windows. As Wallie and his foll owers approached,
the tail end of his unofficial vanguard was streaming in to be present when he
arrived.

By the tinme he had crossed the court, the crowd had vani shed i nside. Two guards
of the third rank flashed their swords in salute and a solitary figure cane
marching out to greet him He was a Seventh, but no swordsman. He was built |ike
a blue bullfrog, a bald head perching on the shoul ders of his robe wthout
intervention of neck. Wallie eyed the unfamliar facemarks doubtful | y—they

| ooked |i ke mourns—and waited for the salute.

He was a herald, and he reacted to Wallie's name w th obvious shock

"Lord Shonsu!" he repeated, and then recovered hinself. "By what titles does
your |ordship wish to be proclained?" He had a voice like falling rocks.
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"My nane will suffice, my lord herald." The herald bowed and | ed the way through
a dai k tunnel mat energed into a courtyard. The |l odge, it seened, was a shoe
box, a hollow rectangl e whose outside walls were bare and whose interior was
lined with bal conies, |layer upon |ayer of them overl ooking the open space in the
center. Walie found hinself at the top of a short flight of steps, surveying
what in nornal tinmes was probably a charm ng and peaceful place. But these were
not nornmal times, and now it was not charming and certainly not peaceful

The courtyard was huge. At each end stood venerabl e and gnarl ed oak trees, bate
now of | eaves, synbols of strength and endurance. Between these a centra
rectangl e was marked of f by stone benches and plinths bearing statues of marble
or bronze, weathered and corroded by age to travesties of the warriors they had
once represented. Probably this smaller central area was intended for fencing.

It was larger than all of Sapphire.

Far from peaceful! The court seenmed with noisy swordsnen, busy as a fairground.
The center space had been divided into four sections by wooden hurdles, and each
of these smualler spaces contained a fencing match. Around the outside, and in
many of the | ower bal conies, crowds of spectators heckled and cheered as their
favorites perforned. Seniors with entourages were pushing through, around, and
over the tops of cross-1legged sutra sessions. Discussions and argunents were
bei ng shouted everywhere in total disregard for everything el se. At |east two
mnstrels were trying to sing above the noise of hawkers shouting their wares.
Swor dsrmen wer e shar peni ng swords on treadl e grindstones, eating, arguing,
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pl ayi ng di ce, cooking food on braziers, and even westling. Aline of colored
flags hung |ike washing across the center of the court, dropping alnost to head
height in the nmiddle. Real washing or beddi ng being aired hung fromhalf the

bal coni es

Nor were there only swordsmen. Wallie saw sl aves and cooks and dozens of other
civilians he could not identify at a distance. Many of them were wonen.

Fai rground! He di sapproved, and he thought Shonsu's instincts did, also.

The herald was not the only one to have been alerted, for a Seventh and sone

Si xths were waiting at the base of the steps,

and as Wallie came through the archway a blaring fanfare expl oded froma bal cony
directly above his head. It raised a cloud of pigeons fromthe roof,
reverberated off the walls, drowned the racket conpletely, and then was itself
swal | owed by a roll of druns that left his ears ringing. The dueling stopped. A
| ast chanted sutra faded into a respectful and nerciful silence. At |east a
thousand eyes turned to exanine die |ong-awaited seventh Seventh and bis

conpani ons.

The Seventh at the bottom of the steps had to be the castellan, Tivanixi. He was
little ol der than Shonsu—probably about thirty —slimand poi sed and handsone.

H s ponytail was |onger nman nost, wavy, and the sanme gol den-brown shade as his
skin. Hs kilt and harness were an unusual cobalt blue, his boots the sanme, and
everything he wore | ooked expensive and el egant —except bis sword hilt, which was
starkly plain. That was obviously a calcul ated effect and quite inpressive—n
fact he was an inpressive sight altogether

Even before the herald spoke, while the trunpets were still screaning, the snmile
of wel cone faded fromhis face. Speed was nore val uable nan strength to
swordsnen. Big men were rare. G ant, black-haired Sevenths were... unique. This

could only be his predecessor, and Tivanixi would not be hunman were be not nen
wonderi ng whet her Shonsu had returned to reclaimhis job. Shonsu, who collected
dead nmen's swords? Shonsu, runored to be a tool of the sorcerers? Then his eyes
switched to Nnanji, stepping into place on Vllie's left, and surprise showed,
al so. A red-haired Fourth? That nysterious hero fromthe battle of Ov nust have
been the subject of nmuch discussion, and here was such a nan at the side of
Shonsu. The Sixths behind himwere still smiling. Tivanixi, Wallie concluded,
was a fast thinker

The human bullfrog took a leisurely breath and then rai sed the birds again,

outdoing the trunpets in volume. "My lords... in the nanme of the Goddess... and
in the ways and traditions of your honorable and ancient craft... give wel cone
to the valiant Lord... SHONSU... swordsman of the seventh rank."

Shock!

Di sgust!

I ncredulity!

Superstitious creepy feelings?

82 THE DESTI NY OF THE SWORD

For a nmonent Wallie stood and enjoyed the drama, then he drew his sword and nade
the salute to a conmpany. A buzz of conversation |like a plague of bees began and
grew steadily louder. Al smles had vani shed except one—Fivanixi's was now back
in place.

Wal lie wal ked down the steps and silence fell once nore, as if the onl ookers had
not believed their ears and wanted to hear that nane spoken again. And again
Wallie drew, to make the salute to an equal

The castell an responded, confirmng his identity, nmaintaining a wary snile of
greeting and displaying a confident and easy grace in his sword novenents. To an
experienced eye |like Shonsu's, even those were revealing, "I am Tivanixi,
swordsman of the seventh rank, castellan of the lodge in Casr; | am honored by
your courtesy and do nost hunbly extend the sanme felicitations to your noble
setf-and-wel cone-to-the-| odge-and-to-the-tryst-ny-lord."

That very fast addition had perhaps nmade hi m host, therefore i mmune to
challenge. It was debatable, for the visitor had not requested hospitality.

The Sixths were edgi ng gently backward. They did not wish to be presented. The
crowd was silent, intent, frowning. "I did not cone to join the tryst."

More shock fromthe onl ookers, increased wariness fromthe castellan. "It is a
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holy cause to which the Goddess has sumobned Her swordsman, ny lord."

Wal lie bowed his head slightly. "Certainly! | stop here only in passing, though
I have two itens of business to attend to."

That m ght be a threat? "Wat other business is nore inportant than a tryst?"

Ti vani xi demanded. The onl ookers at UK limt of hearing were shushing those
farther away, but nost of the swordsnmen present were listening intently. "An
oath."

For a nonent Wallie thought that Tivanixi was going to point out that a quick
visit to the tenple could dispose of an inconvenient oath... but discretion
prevai |l ed.

"I'n what way may we be of assistance, then?" Wallie raised his voice until the
echoes rolled. "A sad duty and a pleasant one. Sadly |I bring news of two

honor abl e and
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val orous swordsnen slain by pirates on their way here. | perforned justice upon
the guilty."

The news was digested in silence.

"The happier task is to seek pronotion for two swordsnen. Lord castellan, may |
have the honor..." VWallie presented Nnanji of the Fourth, prote' gg and oath
brother. Thana he omitted for the time being.

Ti vani xi, sheathing his sword after the response, could not restrain his
curiosity. "W have heard of a red-haired Fourth who | ed a battle against the
ungodly in Ov, adept."

Nnanji | ooked boyi sh and ungainly conpared to the suave Tivanixi, but he sniled
triunphantly and said, al nost shouting, "That battle was |led by Lord Shonsu, ny
lord. | hel ped, but the honor is his."

More surprise and whispers. Tivani xi beanmed. "That is good news, ny lord! W
must summon mnstrels and have that noble encounter recorded. The facts may have
not been correctly reported here."

VWallie released a trace of a smle to show that he knew what had been report ed.
"Before that, let us honor the fallen, ny lord," he said. "I believe that there
are swordsnen here fromthe Kingdomof Plo and Fex?"

"Let us honor the greater dead first," replied the castellan with a curious
expression on his face now. "Newconers are shown our nenorial, the cause that
led to the calling of this tryst." He half turned, pointed to the row of |inp
flags hangi ng across the center of the court, and then studied Lord Shonsu's
expr essi on.

Fl ags? Curious flags! Brown at the ends, then orange, red, a couple of greens,
and a solitary blue in the mddle? Not flags. Kilts! Some were torn, sone
burned, and the stains could only be blood. Wallie was sure his face had turned
pal e, which nust be providing the onl ookers with satisfaction

"Expl ai n?" he stuttered.

"They were returned to Casr by a sailor, acting on a request froma certain Lord
Rot anxi, who calls hinself w zard of Sen." Tivanixi's voice was grim "The next
day | called this tryst—which the Holiest has bl essed.”

So these were the remains of Shonsu's ill-fated attack on Vul ?
W.
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To return the clothes and trappings of the fallen was a swordsnmen courtesy. To
send the kilts al one had probably been intended as an insult. Tivanixi had
cleverly turned the insult into a challenge, shane into glory. Wallie had hardly
taken in that thought, when he was struck by another—the sorcerers had

del i berately provoked the tryst, or something like it. Did Tivanixi realize that
he m ght be swal | owi ng dangerous bait?

And the blue kilt nmust have bel onged to Shonsu. It did | ook marginally |arger
than those hanging nearby. Wallie would cheerfully have given his hairclip to be
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certain, but he woul d have to assune that there had been no other Sevenths on
that ill-fated venture. Surely it would have been out of character for Shonsu to
share comand?

The swordsnmen were waiting for him The ritual was clean He was expected to go
forward and make the salute to the dead —to his own kilt? He nodded to Nnanji,
who had turned vaguely green, and then he started to march, the crowd parting
for him He passed between two stone benches, then through a gap in the first
row of hurdles. He could hear Nnanji's boots behind himand he signed to himto
st op.

The line of kilts hung over the second row of hurdles. The blue kilt was the

| owest, hi the nmiddle. Wthout breaking stride, Wallie junped up on the bar,
drew his sword, swung it overhead, |eaped backward before he | ost his bal ance,
and had the bl ade sheathed as he reached the ground again. Not a bad feat of
swordsman gymnastics at all! The blue kilt fl opped down to the ground. He turned
and retraced his steps to a proper distance, where Nnanji was waiting for him

wi de- eyed but approvi ng.

They nmade the sal ute together, then headed back to Tivanixi and the silent
circle of onlookers.

"That one was a forgery, ny lord," Wallie said. "The rest need be avenged, but
not that." He had no i dea what had happened to Shonsu—-he mni ght even have escaped
without his kilt, for he had been a Nanel ess One when he had arrived at Harm No
one el se seened to know either, perhaps not even the sorcerers.

Ti vani xi ' s suspi ci on had not decreased-what sort of a |eader is the only
survivor?

"I have minstrels here, Lord Shonsu. WIIl you list for us the nanes of the
fallen, so that they may be revered?

How to handl e that one? This was |like fencing in the dark. Wrse! Yet forty-nine
nanes after half a year—even in this pre-titerate culture, that would be asking
nmuch.

"No, nmy lord. Neither nanmes nor ranks. Let them be equal in glory."

"Then recount to us their heroismand the abomi nati on of sorcery that slew

t hem "

Wallie was sweating now, and hoping it did not show too nuch. He had been so
worried over his own blunders that he had forgotten he woul d be bl anmed for
Shonsu's al so. "Nor that, either."

Hostility burned in silence around him A general |oses an arny and then refuses
to discuss the matter?

No one argued with a swordsnman of the Seventh, except possibly another. Tivani xi
seened to be on the point of doing so, but he was bound by the ways of honor—he
could not call on assistance fromthe troops standing beside him He could
accept this refusal, or he could challenge.

O he could call for a denunciation

The castellan's face was granite hard. "And you will not join the tryst and seek
vengeance, ny |ord?"

Wal lie shook his head. "I have an oath to fulfill, my lord."*

"But the Goddess brought you here?" Perhaps Tivani xi and the others were
wondering to which god that oath had been sworn

"She did," Wallie said, and saw the suspicion relax a trifle, the bew | dernent

i ncrease. "But about Plo?" he insisted. '"Call up your heralds, Lord Tivanixi."
A voice said, "I amfromPlo, my lords." A nervous-looking Third pushed his way
to the front. He saluted the castellan and then Wal h'e. H s harness was studded
with topazes.

Wallie turned to Tivanixi. "The m nstrel s?"

The castellan waved a hand at a group of civilians jostling for access. The
swordsnen reluctantly opened to | et a dozen or so press through, then closed to
shut out the rest. Mnstrels cane in all shapes and sexes. Wallie noted a fat,

el derly woman of the <Fourth, and two bony nen in yellow | oincloths, and a very

tall .youth at the back, peering over everyone. Mnstrels wore their
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hair long and they all carried |utes on their backs. Lutes were their facenarks,
al so.

Taking the bundle of kilts and harnesses fromJja, and the two swords from

Katanji, Wallie began the story. He did not nention his advice to Polini, but he
stressed the man's |lonely day-long stand and he thought he told it rather well.
Then he asked Nnanji if he had anything to add, and Nnanji gave the final,

pat hetic conversation, word for word

The swordsnmen had forgotten any ot her business they might have had. This Shonsu
was the day's event, and they had all clustered around to |isten. As Nnanji was
speaking, Wallie noticed nore of themstreaming in the gate. None were | eaving.
At the end of the tale the mnstrels asked a couple of questions, then bowed and
withdrew to conpose the official version. Mnstrels necessarily had Nnanji-type
menories, of course, as well as good voices. They took with themfor background
information, Wallie supposed—the Third from Plo, who was clutching the bundle
and the swords, and not even trying to hold back his sobs.

Ti vani xi | ooked angry and puzzled. Lord Shonsu could apparently behave in a
proper swordsman fashi on when he chose to, but why honor two and not forty-nine?
"Now your pronotions, ny lord," he said, "and then we shall call nore minstrels
to hear of the events at Ov." Wallie nodded.

Ti vani xi glanced at Thana's sail or costune and smled know ngly. "Adept Nnanji,
we have a wide sel ection of opponents to offer you, but space has becone a

probl em Pronotions have been going through here |ike sheep pellets, W have
been forced to limt fencing to these small areas, but if you wish to go outside
in the plaza, we could arrange that."

Nnanji grinned and said that he would try to do his best in the cranped
conditions. Apparently this routine affair was going to receive the castellan's
personal attention, which suited Wallie. He was aware of the nurderous suspi cion
and resentnent around him He felt |like a nmouse in a snakepit and he knew t hat
only the ways of honor were protecting him Tivanixi doubtless wanted to keep an
eye on Shonsu. Shonsu was happy to stay close to Tivani xi

There had to be nore formalities, of course. Areluctant Sixth

was sel ected as die second judge and presented. Wallie nade sure that Jja was
safely positioned between Thana and Katanji, behind one of the stone benches.
Then he followed Nnanji and the judges into the fencing area. The crowd spread
al ong the hurdles that fornmed one side, and along the roped benches and statues
mat made the other three.

Ti vani xi gl anced over the spectators and carefully selected a Fifth, who was
natural ly several years older man Nnanji, and who nade a joke about infanticide,
which raised a laugh. Nnanji smled tolerantly and said nothing. There was no
need to review the rul es—pronotions required two matches, best of three.

Tivani xi called for the fencing to begin.

Lunge!

"One!" Nnanji call ed.

"Agreed!" said the judges, sonewhat startled. "Continue!"

Lunge! Parry! Riposte!

"Two!" Nnanji said. "Next one please."

The Fifth departed in shocked hum liation. The crowd was stunned to silence, but
it seemed to ripple, and suddenly Fifths were as rare as dinosaurs in the
courtyard. Tivanixi sent Wallie a broad and quite genuine-looking smle. It
suited him For the nonent, suspicions could be forgotten in the pleasure of
good swordsmanshi p and the shared superiority of high rank

"Strange!" he said. 'There were sone here a nonent ago." He sprang lightly up on
a bench, glanced over the heads, and called a nane. The crowd parted to adnit a
heavyset, swarthy Fifth, younger than the first, but obviously reluctant and
angry at not having escaped in tine.

The second match | asted no | onger. The courtyard erupted in cheers. Wen
Nnanji's grin energed fromthe mask, Wallie matched it and shook his hand.

Now canme the sutra test, which was dull, and the crowd indulged itself in

di scussion and nuttering. The | odge standards were high. The judges called for
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sutra after sutra. Nnanji spouted themall at top speed, w thout a nonent's
hesitation. They shifted to tricky ones, and he never broke stride.

Tivani xi threw up his hands and rose. "l had heard mat Lord Shonsu was a great
teacher," he said. "Master Nnanji, | congratulate you on the nost inpressive
pronotion | have ever seen.”
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Nnanji beaned. "Thank you, mny lord."

The castellan glanced at Wailie and then back to the new Fifth. "You woul d not
care to try for Sixth?"

Nnanji gave his nentor a reproachful |ook. "Unfortunately | do not know all the
sutras required for that rank, my lord."

Ti vani xi | ooked surprised, but he nodded synpathetically. "Many good swordsnen
find nemthe hard part."

"Very true," Wiilie said sadl y—and Nnanji glared at himfuriously.

"And now ny w fe?" Nnanji demanded.

Tivani xi pulled a face and studied Wailie thoughtfully, perhaps wondering if
this was sone sort of trap to justify a challenge. He evidently decided it was

not, and smiled once nore. "I never heard of a ferale swordsman having the
audacity even to approach a | odge, |et al one seek pronotion nere. However,
Master Nnanji, in your case | will allow an exception. Present her."

The onl ookers nuttered, but Thana was presented and Tivani xi found hinself being
charned against his wll.

"Two Thirds, | assune, apprentice?" he said, sniling.

"Fourths!" Thana sai d.

Wai | i e choked back an objection. Certainly Thana could nake a good try at the
fencing, for this confined space would suit her water-rat style adnirably and
confound her opponents, but he was al nobst certain that she did not know enough
sutras even for Third.... He turned to question Nnanji and got a big grin.

Nnanji must have been giving her nmore | essons than they had revealed. Wiilie
shrugged and the chance to intervene had passed. Then he deci ded that there had
been sonething very strange about mat grin of Nnanji's..

Tivanixi rolled his eyes at sone of the watching Sixths. He started a hunt for
opponents. The first two Fourths he asked turned himdown at once. He gave

Wai li e a what-do-you-expect | ook, but on the third attenpt he found one. Wrd
that the good-Iooking fenale was going to fence provoked rmuch grunbling and tal k
of heresy. Neverthel ess the crowd congeal ed once nore around the site, and sone
juniors clanmbered into trees for a better view.

Thana started with a big advantage: her opponent had surely never fought a wonan
before. He al so badly underestimated her,

then got rattled when he lost the first pass. She won the second point, also. By
now bets were being placed at the back of the crowd and the ol d argunents about
the legality of fermal e swordsnen were being rehashed.

It should have been hard to find another Fourth willing to risk his reputation,
but Thana was accustonmed to havi ng her own way. She picked out a tall young man
and smiled at himbewitcbh-ingly. He was about to refuse, but his conpanions
pushed himforward, |aughing. Wailie guessed at once, and his guess was very
soon confirmed. Thana had stunbl ed on a sl eeper—he was at |east a good Fifth,
and woul d |i kely have given even a Sixth a fair match. He was as good as Nnanji!
Certainly he could have w ped Thana off the court as easily as Nnanji had

di sposed of his opponents, but he chose instead to toy with her. The crowd

under stood, and the | aughter began. Thana | eaped and | unged and cut, and the
Fourth hardly shifted his feet, as if he could do this all day. He never let her
foil come close to him.. a wildcat fighting a rai nbow.

Nnanji turned blood-red with fury, grow ing about sleepers. Even ne judges were
grinning. Thana was young and fit, but she began to flag at |ast.

By then calls for a draw had begun at the back of the crowd. They grew | ouder
and nore numerous. The candi date had denmonstrated her swordsmanship, and an
outright win was not required. The judges at |ast agreed. The nmpbod had changed.
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Prej udi ce had been overcone by professional admrati on—and sonme synpathy. Ml e
enj oynent of watching a nubile female body in notion was probably not w thout

i nfluence, either.

After a pause for the candidate to recover her breath—and for Wailie to persuade
Nnanji that he need not challenge the smrking Fourth—+t was time for the sutra
test. The two judges sat opposite Thana, three swords crossed on the ground

bet ween mem The crowd | ost interest and sone wandered away. Tivani xi began six
thirty-five, "On the Design of a Fortress," and Wailie groaned, for it was |ong,
dull, hard, and not one he had ever heard her try. Thana smiled back at Wiilie
and chanted the words slowy and carefully. She stunbled twi ce, recovered, and
reached the end safely. The Sixth began another, and she got that right, too.
Wai lie was bewi | dered—how did she do that? He turned to

90 THE DESTINY OF THE SWORD Nnanj i beside him and received a triunphant
super-grin. Yet there was sonmething wong with that grin, also. It did not seem
to be conveying quite the right nessage.

Nnanji went back to studying die exam nation-six thirteen, "On Long-di stance
Marching," smling encouragingly. Wallie stared at him nen | ooked around, then
back at Thana.

Sudden understanding hit himlike an earthquake.

Thana was usi ng sorcery.

tttt

When WaJlie had gone ashore at Aus, the sorcerers had known what he had said to
Jja before he had | eft Sapphire's deck. The sorcerer who had cone aboard in WA
had known Biota's nanme. The port officials were being kept honest in all the
sorcerer cities except Ov—and at Ov there were no warehouses overl ooki ng the

noor i ngs.
When Katanji had infiltrated the tower at Sen he had seen a fenml e sorcerer
rubbing a plate on sonething—easting a spell, he had thought. Ginding a | ens?

Now WAl l i e | ooked again along the Iine of spectators beside him At |east half
of themwere noving their lips. Nnanji was—he always did. Wallie | ooked back at
Thana, and her eyes were flickering to and fro along mat gallery of faces. Then
she glanced at himand in silence he nmourned the words: "You are cheati ng,
Thana. "

The candi date stuttered and stopped her chanting.

"l cannot keep a secret fromNnanji," Wallie said, still silent. "He is ny oalh
brot her."

She started up again and stunbl ed once nore. The watchers held their breath,

i ke an audi ence when an actor gets stage fright. The |ip-noving becane nore
obvi ous, but there was no

sound.

"He will kill you, Thana." That m ght be an exaggeration, but perhaps not nuch
of one. Honakura and Wallie had worked very hard on Nnanji to soften his rigid,
i npl acabl e standards. Fromthem he had | earned nercy and tol erance, until he had
even been
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able to forgive the killing of swordsnen by civilians—dnder very exceptiona
circunstances. But there were no exceptional circunstances here. Thana was
blatantly cheating. Nnanji's fury and shanme would have no limt.

"Start again," Tivanixi suggested hel pfully.

Thana flushed scarlet. "No, | think not, nmy lord."

Nnanji ran forward to help her rise and give her a hug of condol ence. The judges
politely wished her better luck next time and congratul ated her on her

swor dsmanshi p.

Wallie was exultant. The last mystery solved! The final veil had been torn off
the sorcerers for himand he owed it to Thana's anbition

Wal lie brought his attention back to Tivanixi with a start. "I beg pardon, ny

| ord?"

The castellan had his hand on the shoul der of a young First, who held a rack of
foils. "I asked if you would care for a pass or two yourself, Lord Shonsu? W
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both know how hard it is for Sevenths to find good practice."

Wallie was about to refuse until he saw that Tivanixi was studying himvery
intently and with obvious suspicion. Perhaps the castellan was not quite at the
poi nt of suspecting a zombie, but he now wanted to check this nysterious
stranger's credentials. Nnanji had proved that he was a genui he swordsman—was
hi s conpani on al so one, or was he an inposter?

Wallie, for his part, was curious about this graceful and graci ous Seventh. And
he dared not refuse, anyway. "Wy not?" he said. "Best of five?" He selected a
foil, the longest he could find.

Ti vani xi , wanting no burdens, renoved his sword and handed it to a nearby Sixth.
Wallie copied him giving his to Nnanji. Then he slipped between the benches
once nore, onto the fencing ground.

If the | eadership was to be decided by combat, then the Sevenths woul d have been
testing one another out with foils under the guise of practice. The final battle
with real blades would likely be a pure formality, which the mnstrels would
adorn with blood and drama for the general public and future generations;
swordsnen adnired courage, but they were not utterly brainless.

The word had gone out and the crowd reassenbl ed yet again.
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The bal conies filled up by sone sort of telepathy, and the noise dw ndl ed.

The opponents faced off, took each other's foils cautiously, and feinted a few
times. The castellan had the grace of a ballet dancer, snmpboth as a sunbeam He
was very good, indeed, and very fast, and he proceeded to give Wallie his first
real test since the god had nade hima swordsman. They | eaped and bounded in

| andl ubber style, very unlike the deadly, close-in fencing of the water rats.

Ti vani xi, of course, had several other Sevenths to play with now, whereas Shonsu
had not had practice on this |evel since before Wallie took himover

The crowd nmuttered or cheered fromtinme to tinme, but nostly just watched.

Fei nt +hrust —parry—i post e—back and forth they clattered. "One!"

Wallie learned a few things and taught a few nore, but if there was another
swordsnman equal to Shonsu, this was not he. "Two!"

They paused for a nonment's panting, then went to guard again. Catter..
clatter... Then sone |oud voices, sone disturbance anong the spectators;
VWallie's attention flickered nonentarily fromthat shimering silver haze that
the castellan brandi shed.

"One!" Tivanixi exulted.

Damm! Shonsu shoul d be winning this on straight points. Wallie grow ed angrily
and drove in hard, forcing Tivanixi back agai nst the barricade, where footwork
woul d count for less. "Three!" Wallie said; best of five.

They renpved the nasks and breathl essly thanked each other. The crowd appl auded
loudly for a fine match and began to discuss the form sheet, doubtless with many
coments that this Shonsu m ght have |ost an armny, but was certainly a good man
with netal.

Wal lie yielded mask and foil back to the First and accepted a towel. W ping and
panting, he headed toward his conpani ons, expecting smiles. Instead he saw
war ni ng | ooks and glances to his rear. He spun around. Two Sevenths stood behind
the far hurdl es.

Dammat i on

He al nost | ost Shonsu's diabolical temper on the spot.

True, he had revealed his style and his abilities to Tivanixi, but that had been
a fair exchange. He had not planned on giving a free denmonstration to these two.
They were quite within their rights in being there, but he felt as if he had
been spied upon. A surge of fury came burning up his throat and red fringes
flickered inside his eyelids. He nade a huge effort to force that berserker
madness back down again, balling his fist to keep it from making the sign of
chal | enge

One of the Sevenths could be dismssed at a glance, but the other..

The popul ar favorite was sonebody called Boariyi, Nnanji had said. The other
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Seventh was taller man Shonsu, and that was unfair; VWallie had net al nost no one
taller than hinself in the Wrld. He was al so younger. Unfair again; Shonsu was
a very young Seventh, and Wallie was proud of that.

This nust be a Boariyi. He was a human nmantis, a basketball player, obviously
built froma sutra on giraffes. His kilt was a thin blue tube around gi bbon hips
and thighs |like baseball bats. He had a jaw too big for his head and a nmouth too
wide for his jaw and a single dark slash of eyebrow across the top of his ugly
face, and he was standing with one I eg vertical and the other sloped, with golf
club arns crossed over a birdcage chest, head slightly tilted to one side,
gazing at Wallie with a supercilious smrk on oversize rubbery lips.

In mat nonent of fury the decision was nade.

You sneaky, arrogant young lout! Wallie thought—and it was all he could do not
to shout the thought aloud. Think you can take ne, do you? Well, M ster Boariyi
if that's your nane, 1'Il tell you this: You'll be |leader of this tryst only
over ny dead body!

For a nonent |onger Wallie stood alone in the mddle of the fencing area, aware
that his fury nust be blazing in his face and obvious to the crowd. Then the
tabl eau was broken by the older of the two newconers. He drew his sword and nade

the salute to an equal... Zoariyi, swordsman of the Seventh.

He was a slight, short, and wiry man, gray hawed, well into m ddle age. However
great his skill, his speed woul d be deserting himnow, which was why Shonsu's
instincts had rejected himas a
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threat. He wore the unadorned garb of a free and he was conspi cuously scarred.
He had die sane conti nuous eyebrow as his younger conpani on and his nane was
very simlar—father and son?

Wal lie grabbed a foil fromthe startled First and nade his response with it. It
was i ntended as an insult, and Zoariyi frowned.

Then the beanpol e beside himdrew bis sword—a very | ong sword, of course—and
perfunctorily saluted without shifting fromhis slouched, hip-tilted stance. His
smrk did not change. He was indeed Boariyi, the popular favorite. Wth those
arns the reason was obvi ous.

Wallie used the foil again. The kid's contenptuous anusenent increased. One of
his facemarks was not quite heal ed

He might be little older than Nnanji, and that was ridiculous for a Seventh.
Thirty was normal. Indeed the system was designed to prevent youngsters from
advancing too quickly. Systens always are. By the tine a man had nmastered el even
hundred and forty-four surras, fought his way up through the six | ower ranks,
found a Seventh as nentor, and then could nanage to find two Sevenths together
as exam ners—whi ch nust be extrenely rare—he had to be at least thirty. How
Shonsu had managed it sooner, Wallie could not guess. Nnanji was going to do
better, because of his nenory, and because he had found a nmentor who really
cared, and who could teach well

Al'l of which suggested that Zoariyi was the power behind Boariyi.

Wal | i e took another | ook at the ol der man and deci ded that, yes, he might be a
great deal shrewder than that smirking pituitary malfuncti on beside him Then he
swung around and strolled over to the bench behind which Nnanji was standing.
"My sword now, please," he said |oudly.

Nnanji was staring in doubt at his nentor, but he was about to hand over the
seventh sword. ..

"Let ne see that!" Tivanixi denanded sharply. Nnanji reacted instinctively to
the tone of authority and handed the seventh sword to the castellan

He studied the griffon on the hilt, the sapphire in its beak, and then the

bl ade; especially the blade. Wallie passed his foil back to
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die First, returned a grin fromKatanji and a smle fromJja, and continued to
wipe at hinmself with the towel. The crowd waited.

"Shonsu! " Thana whi spered urgently, and he | ooked at her in surprise. She was
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staring past him toward Boariyi. "Don't challenge!" she hissed.
Wallie resisted the tenptation to turn around.

"No matter what!" she added in the sane whisper

"This is a remarkabl e sword, Lord Shonsu!" The castellan had a strange
expression on bis face.

Wal lie smiled and nodded.

"May | ask where you got this?"

It was given me," Wallie said.

Tivani xi directed a calculating stare at him "It looks as if it cane fresh from
the forge yesterday."

Wallie smled blandly. "Not quite—ene previous owner."

Ti vani xi paled. "Do you nean what | mink you nean?"

"Yes."
The castellan gazed at himhard and long. "Yet you will not join the tryst?"
Wal lie shook his head. "I'mstill considering."

Tivani xi's eyes shifted toward Boariyi and Zoariyi, then back to Wallie. "I
woul d not wear this," he said quietly.

Wal lie thought of young Arganari and the Chioxin topaz. The boy woul d have borne
mat priceless heirloomfor only a few mnutes after it was fornmally given to
him Then he woul d have been quickly given another to wear.

"We all nust bear our burdens,"” Wallie said. He took the seventh sword back from
Ti vani xi, who continued to stare at himin bew | dernent.

A voi ce said: "The nane of Shonsu is well known in this todge."

Wallie turned around to face Boariyi and unobtrusively sheathed his sword.

"The name of Boariyi, however, is not."

The kid's eyes narrowed. "Not all reputations are good."

"But nothing is still nothing."

Boariyi's hand twitched and the ol der man grow ed sonething quietly. There was a
forest of green Sixths behind those two Sevenths, and a desert of red-kilted

Fi ft hs behind them-and they
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were not pressing in to the barricades as the rest of the audi ence was. They
were standing in proper military form behind their superiors. Boariyi, as
popul ar favorite, had collected a | arge foll ow ng—and disciplined it.

Wal lie tinned back to face his own entourage. Nnanji was frowning and noving his
lips as if reviewing sutras. Katanji had lost his grin. Thana fl ashed anot her
warni ng gl ance at Wallie and went back to studying the opponents.

"H's uncle," Tivanixi remarked quietly, to no one special. Wth a warm rush of
relief, Wallie realized that the castellan was now on his side

Boariyi called across the fencing ground once nore. "You have cone to join the
tryst, | suppose, Lord ShonsuT WAllie turned again. "No."

That was a surprise, and Boariyi glanced down at the nan who nust be his uncle,
if Tivanixi's remark nmeant anything. "It is an honorable cause, for honorable
men." "I amsure it is," Wallie replied calmy. "Afraid of the sorcerers?"

The audi ence gasped in unison. That was grounds for opening arteries.

Wallie's hand had started to rise before he renmenbered Thana's warni ng and
lowered it again. Was this to be the conmbat for |eadership—no formalities, just
a vul gar squabbl e escal ating to chall enge? Then he understood. He was going to
be baited into naking the chall enge—and Boariyi would refuse it, claimng that
Shonsu was not a man of honor. In the absence of witnesses and a prepared case,
a denunci ati on woul d be dangerous, for if an accuser failed to prove his
charges, then he nust pay the penalty. This way was safer because Tivanixi, as
host and interimleader of the tryst, would have to judge. Al Boariyi would be
risking, at worst, was having to accept the challenge, while in the meantine he
woul d have been able to drag out all the unsubstantiated runors in support of
his position. It was a sneaky plan, obviously the brainchild of die older, nore
experienced Zoariyi. If Wallie refused to rise to the bait, he would be exposed
as a coward. His only defense was to try to force a challenge out of Boariyi

for
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mat woul d be an admission that Wallie was a man of honor. Not mat it woul d work,
but it was all he coul d do.

He wal ked slowly across to the middle of the fencing area, letting die tension
build, frantically trying to think up some ammunition, and unhappily aware that
a fight was alnbst inevitable now... and that Boariyi thought he was the better
man.

"Let nme ask you a question, sonny, before | answer that. Have you ever seen a
sorcerer?"

Boariyi scow ed angrily. "Not yet. But—

"Well, | have!" Wallie shouted. "And | will answer your question. Yes, | am
afraid of sorcerers. Have you seen that?" He pointed up at the line of kilts
hangi ng over the court behind Boariyi's head. "Any man who knows what mat neans
and yet is not afraid of sorcerers is too dunb to be allowed out of the wonb.
But being afraid doesn't nmean that you can't fight them W killed fourteen at
Ov, ny young friend, so | haven't quite paid off the score yet. But I'mfourteen
ahead of you."

"No, Shonsu! You're thirty-five behind."

Quch! The kid was not as dunb as he | ooked.

"You plan to be | eader of the tryst, do you, sonny?"

"If that is the will of the Goddess." Boariyi was obviously confident that it
was.

Al nost the whole tryst nmust be present now, standing in silent fascination at
this confrontati on between Sevent hs.

"You'd better learn to count better than that, then," Wallie roared, hearing his
voi ce boom ng back fromthe walls. "El even years ago in Aus: eighteen swordsnen
killed by twenty sorcerers wielding thunderbolts, and at |east another dozen
killed nere since. Four years before mat, in Wal: thirty-two swordsnen killed by
twenty-ei ght sorcerers. And about two years ago a party of four swordsnmen cane
ashore..."

He had | earned how to do without notebooks—he used Nnanji, and the two of them
had been over these nunbers a hundred tines. One by one he went around the
cities of the loop, calling out the ghastly toll... Aus and Wal and Sen and Cha
and GOT ... the whole garrison with one thunderbolt at Gor. Perhaps this was al
recorded sonewhere in the libraries of Vul, but he was certain that no swordsman
had ever worked it out before. He had gathered this information—XKatanji and
Honakura and the
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sailors had gathered it, quietly asking questions and listening in the sorcerer
towns. Fifteen years of sorcerer infiltration and fifteen years of rank
stupidity by swordsnen. None of themhad |l earned a thing in fifteen years. And
Anmb and Ov... forty nmen ripped to pieces in Ov...

"So add it all up, sonny," he concluded. "Add in the forty-nine and you'll cone
up with three hundred and thirty dead swordsmen. That's the best estimate | can
make. How many did you nake it? WIIl you try for thirteen hundred and thirty?"
The echoes died away into stunned silence. Boariyi and his uncle | ooked as
shocked as anyone. Everyone was shocked. Lord Shonsu had scared the kilts off
the entire tryst of Casr with his litany of death. It was Zoariyi who recovered
first.

"You were castellan here, Lord Shonsu! Wiy did you not act sooner? Wiy did you
not call this holy tryst?"

For a nonent Wallie considered challenging himinstead of his nephew, but the
sanme problem arose: He woul d refuse.

"Thank the Goddess | did not, Lord Zoariyi!" Again he pointed to the pathetic
line of kilts hanging over the court. "It would have been a thousand kilts nere,
not fifty. I did not know how to fight sorcerers! But now | do. |I proved that at
ov!™"

He turned and stal ked away. Hopefully they would let it rest now, while they

t hought about it. Tavanixi's face was pal e—Shonsu was inperiling his tryst.
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He had barely noved when Boariyi spoke again: "But you wouldn't attack the tower
in Ov? What sort of |eader calls off his nen when he has victory within his
grasp?”

Ov was safer ground. Wallie beckoned to Katanji, who junped in shock and
clattered his cast against a rack of foils, men reluctantly cane forward. Wallie
faced himtoward Boariyi and stood behind himw th his hands on his shoul ders,

| ooki ng over his head.

"This, my lords, is Novice Katanji, my oath brother's protegg, and therefore

m ne, also. | shan't present him because he can't salute with an injured arm"
And you m ght not respond, which would force ne to challenge. "It was broken by
a sorcerer's thunderbolt.'1l He raised his voice even higher, over die sudden
clamor. "All of you, take note! This boy is the bravest man in this courtyard.
He has been ashore in every one of the sorcerer towns,

DAVE DUNCAN

99

risking a terrible death every tine. He was captured at Ov, and we rescued him
He has been inside one of the towers and has seen what is in there—probably he
is the only swordsman in the history of the Wrld who has done that and |ived."
He had to wait for the sensation to die down.

"How large is a tower, Lord Boariyi? How thick are the walls, Lord Boariyi? How
many doors, Lord Boariyi? How high are the first wi ndows, Lord Boariyi? You
don't know, Lord Boariyi? But Novice Katanji does! He's forgotten nore about
sorcerers than you'll ever know, Lord Boariyi. And | say he's better fitted to
lead this tryst than you'll ever be!"

"Stop!" Tivani xi cane nmarching forward and stood between the two factions. "This
is not a proper discussion to be held in public. Lord Zoariyi, Lord Boariyi, you

will excuse us. Lord Shonsu, | wish a word with you in private!"
Whew! Saved
Ti vani xi herded Wallie and Katanji back to the others. "Master Nnanji, you need

to see our facemarker. We have a tailor here who can provide you with the kilt
you have so richly earned. Lord Shonsu, perhaps we could visit the nuseum

t oget her ?"

Wal li e nodded. "You will see that ny friends are not harassed?"

Ti vani xi frowned and snapped his fingers to bring a Sixth. He gave orders, then
| ooked expectantly at Wallie. "Lead the way, Lord Shonsu."

"After you Lord Tivanixi," Wallie said politely.

tt t tt

Ti vani xi headed toward the sout hwest corner, and a quick glance showed Wallie
that there was a doorway in each conmer of the great rectangle. Fromthe shapes
of the wi ndows, he could guess that each opened into a stairwell. A nice, sinple
architectural plan, he nused cynically—not so conplicated that swordsnen night
get confused.

The stairs wound up and up, the treads of the lIower flights dished by
generations of swordsman boots. The | ower floors of
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the | odge were noisy and snell ed of bodies, but as the two Sevenths clinbed

hi gher, the sounds di ed away, and the steps were | ess worn. The air grew coo
and nusty until finally the men reached the top, sneaking glances at each other
to see which was puffing harder

"Thi nk we can nmanage the bar?" the castellan asked.

There was only one door, and the gigantic iron bar across it was fit with six
handl es, not four.

"I always did it one-handed," Wallie said nodestly, but it was a struggle for
two men to lift the nonster and set it down without crushing feet, or w enching
t hi ngs necessary for swordwork. The floor there was scored and gouged and had
been patched a few tinmes, he noticed. It took three nmen or two strong ones to
rob the museum There were no |ocks in the Wrld.

The nassive door opened with a groan of pain. The swordsnen wal ked into a | ong
gallery, snmelling of mce and rot and sheer antiquity. A ong one side were

wi ndows fogged over with dust; the opposite wall was panel ed and hung with
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hundreds of rust-spotted swords. The floor was filthy with litter and crunbling
rubbish, cluttered by a line of worny tables bearing m scell aneous heaps of
anonynous relics. Overhead, remmants of banners trailed down fromthe ceiling,
webbed, shredded by insects, and faded to a uniformgray in the dim cold |ight.
Even tile air felt old. One of the windows rattled continuously in the w nd.

Wal lie shivered as he followed Tivanixi's footsteps along that nournful room
The castellan stopped and lifted a fragnment of a sword blade fromthe wall.

"The ruby,"” he said. "The fifth. O so it is said." He swept the fragnent across
the top of the nearest table, showering garbage to the floor, raising a cloud of
rancid dust. Then he laid it down, and Wallie placed the seventh sword beside
it.

Ti vani xi bent to conpare nem Waltie took a wal k down to the end of the room and
back. He had never seen a place that depressed himnore; designed to honor the
val or of young nmen whose nanmes were forgotten, whose very descendants nust have
forgotten them.. those who had survived to have descendants. The honored kilts
in the courtyard woul d be brought here one day, with cerenbny and ponp perhaps,
and enpty words. The
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mce would rejoice, and within a generation the kilts would be a nanel ess heap
of filth like the rest of this junk

He turned to inspect the nyraid blades on the wall, of every possible design and
quality. Mst were very long swords, he noticed. Perhaps the nen of the People
were getting smaller, but nore likely the usabl e weapons had been quietly
pilfered away.

He rejoined Tivanixi, who was cleaning off a spot on the fragnment with his

whet stone so that he could study the damask. There was no hilt. It was just as
Wal lie had renenbered it—+ong ago, it seemed now—+n the only glinpse he had ever
been given of Shonsu's personal nenories: half a sword, with no hilt and no
point. No point at all... just like this whole depressing junk room

Hi e chasing on the two bl ades was simlar. Swordsnen battled nythical nonsters
on one side, nmidens played with the sane nonsters on the other. The order was
different and no pose was repeated exactly, but the superlative artistry was
unnmi st akably the sane.

"l am convinced," Tivanixi said, still studying.

Then he lifted the seventh and tested its balance and flexibility before handing
it back to Wallie with a penetrating stare.

"It is too long for ne," he said.

"But not for our skinny friend."

Ti vani xi shook his head, |eaned back against the table, and folded his arns
across his cobalt harness.

"You did not know the way to this room ny lord."

"No, | didn't."

"You did not know Doa."

"Who?"

The castellan shrugged. "A minstrel... Shonsu should know Doa."

Wal | i e made his decision—but perhaps he had made it earlier. "I am Shonsu—and

am not Shonsu," he said. "I shall tell you, but you will have to decide for
yoursel f whether | am sent by the Goddess, or by the sorcerers.”

Ti vani xi nodded. He was a brave man to conme alone to this place with sonmeone who
m ght be a sorcerer, and the strain was showing in his eyes

Wal | i e began, and he told the whole story of Wallie Snmith and
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Shonsu, and it took a long, long time. The castellan listened in silence,
watching his face. Wallie, in turn, studied his reaction. Yes, this was an
unusual ly intelligent swordsnan—ot a blustering bully, a col d-blooded killer as
Shonsu nust have been, not an unpractical idealist |ike Nnanji had been once,

not even a pi gheaded showboat like Polini. Wth this man nere m ght be hope of
rational response... but could he believe?
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When he finished, Tivanixi said, "And the only evidence is that sword?"

"There is a priest," Wallie said. "A Seventh from Hann."

Even in a Wrld where few people knew the nane of the next city—and mat m ght
change anyway—everyone had heard of Hann. Hann was Ronme, Mecca, Jerusal em

"And ny parentmarks. | don't know what Shonsu's were, but not these, | amsure."
The castellan reached up, renpved his hairclip, and | ooked expectantly at

Wal lie, who puzzled down into Shonsu's swordsnman nenories, for obviously this
was a ritual. Then he reel ed between two nental worlds. He was letting his hair
down! The expression translated word for word and the absurdity of that
equi val ence collided with the paradox of Tivanixi's appearance in terrestrial
ternms: a handsonme man in a skirt and | eather harness, with wavy gol d-brown hair
stream ng down around his shoulders. Yet ms was the epitone of nmacho in tile
Wirld, the role nodel for every red-bl ooded boy, the ultimte nmal e sex synbol .
If Wallie had allowed his lips to twitch he woul d have expl oded into giggles.
Letting his hair down! It did not nean quite the sanme, though. Here it neant: "I
shal | speak frankly," but it also neant "I shall not challenge; | waive the

di ctates of honor."

Keeping his face rigid, Wallie undi pped his sapphire and rel eased his own bl ack
nmane.

"As it happens | do know Shonsu's parentnmarks," Tivanixi said. "You... he..

left a few juniors here, Firsts and a couple of Seconds. One of them offered you
foils today and you did not know hun, either." He hesitated. "But there was a

j oke—bot h Shonsu's parentmarks were swords. It was said that both his parents
were nen."

Wallie guffawed. "Said behind his back?"

The castellan smled. "A long way behind, | fancy."
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It had been a test—this was not Shonsu
"l accept that your sword is the seventh sword of Chioxin, my lord, but it does
not show the wear of seven hundred years. No one knows where it has been. No

royal family could have kept it secret mis long... but a tenple could. He gave
it to the Goddess..."
"Say it!"

"You could have stolen it fromthe tenple at Hann."

"I didn't. Talk to the priest."

Ti vani xi began to pace, his boots echoing and sendi ng up puffs of dust,
scattering the nmouse droppings.

Still pacing, he said, "I was about to denounce you. Your fencing rmade ne
hesitate, for if the sorcerers can create a swordsman |ike you, men we are al
dead nmen. The sword confused nme conpletely. Your tales of the sorcerers have
made it worse, and yet if you have truly been scouting on the left bank, | am
ashanmed, for | called the tryst w thout knowing what | was calling it against.
We need your counsel!"

"Leave the question open, then," Wallie said, "for the nonment. You have anot her
problem Even assunming that | was sent by the gods, am| a nman of honor? | have

screwed things up mightily a couple of times. Especially at Aus. | went
ashore—di ocy! Wthout my sword—ore idiocy! | was captured and given the choice
of dying on the spot or crawing back to my ship. | was on the docks. | could

have junped. Instead | crawl ed. Perhaps it was the wong decision."

An odd expression came over Tivanixi's face. He went to stand at one of the

wi ndows, as if he could see out through the golden glare of the grinme. "Very few
swordsnen have not eaten dirt at one time or another," be said, very quietly.
That was news to Wallie. Shonsu's history was a blank to him the only swordsnman

he knew wel|l was Nnanji. He could not inagine Nnanji performng the ritual of
abasenment —but Nnanji was not cut from ordinary cloth.
"When | was a Second," Tivanixi said. "I was challenged. | had tal ked nmy way

into the wong bed." He had tried to nmake that sound hunorous, but every nuscle
in his back had gone taut and his voice was barely audi ble. "He was two ranks
above ne and his eyes were red. He nade the sign. | rolled over. He de-
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manded t he abasenent. He even nmade ne go and bring ny friends to watch—and / did
it! All the time | was telling nyself that afterward | would go and wash ny
sword. "

Wallie was fascinated... and stayed silent.

"I went down to the River," the castellan whispered to the window "I stood on
the edge of the water for an hour and ny feet would not nove. Then | went hone
and grew ny hair back..

"l have never told anyone that before, ny lord."

"I shall not repeat it," Wallie prom sed. "But you waded into the River when you
called the tryst." Wiich was why Tivanixi could tell the story now, he thought.

The castellan | aughed and turned around. "Oh—that was different. | had not just
told nyself | was going to do it, | had told everyone. There was a crowd! It was
a cerenony. We had the remains of forty-nine bullocks still dying in front of

us." He shivered. "But a very strange feeling!

"What | nmean is," he continued, "that nost of us have nade obei sance at sone
time to swordsnmen. You did it to sorcerers, that is all. If I had that on ny
conscience, | would not expect to have it thrown back in ny face, except by
sonmeone who wanted to start a fight, and there are always ways of starting
fights. But | don't know that | would try to becone | eader of a tryst, ny lord."

Quite! "Ov was different. | nake no apologies for Ov. | made the right
deci sion."
Ti vani xi nodded approvingly. "I think you did. You had no arny, only an ad hoc

rabbl e of swordsnen, no plan, no chain of command—you coul d not have even given
orders, for you did not know their nanes. You were right—but only highranks know
the sutras on strategy. The cubs will how ."

"Tel |l me what happens now," Wallie said.

The castellan shrugged and | eaned back agai nst the tabl e again. "The ancient
stories are not quite clear, but it seens that we nmust wait for seven Sevenths.
When the | ast appears, then | proclaimthe tryst and call for challenge."

He stared glumy down at his boots. "I hope he is not too rough."”
A heavier than normal gust of wind played a tattoo with the
| oose window. Wallie said, "I see that calling trysts is no task for snall nen,

my lord. What if two chall enge?"

"I fight the first and the surviv—the winner calls for chall enges and then
fights the next. Wien no one responds, that is the |eader."

"Then tell nme what happens if | challenge and win. Supposing | can beat Boariyi?
WIl they swear to ne?"

He had to wait a long time for a reply, while Tivani xi studied his expensive

boots and fingered his hair. At last he said, "I don't think so. Not to Shonsu
I think they would flee, or riot. But it will never cone to that. Boariyi wll
denounce you. Zoariyi was inprovising today—hAow he will have tinme to prepare a

case, with witnesses who saw you in Aus. He nmay have nen down at the docks

al ready; they have plenty of nmen."

Wal li e nodded glumy. "And Shonsu lost an army, or sold it. Now he has cone back
to sell another.. .The god gave ne a hard task, Lord Tivanixi, even w thout ny
own follies."

The castellan nodded. 'Tell me again of his riddle."

"Seven lines..." Wallie said. "First chain ny brother, and | did mat when Nnanji
and | swore the fourth oath. The m ghty spurned was ny stupidity in Aus, so the
god foresaw that. Turning the circle was ny reconnai ssance of the sorcerer
cities, and | earned an arny by saving Sapphire frompirates. Next to gain

wi sdom and | have done that—+that was Katanji showing ne the truth about the
sorcerers. The last instruction is to return the sword, and mat | do not

under stand yet."

Tivani xi smled. "You have done that, too. According to local tradition, Chioxin
was a Casr man."

Wallie swore quietly.
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That sword was made in this |odge."

Wal |i e nodded, thinking he could hear the shrill laughter of the tittle god. You
amuse ne! The gods had tricked himbefore and now they had tricked himagain. He
hoped it made them very happy.

"And you did not know that!" Tivanixi was study|ng Wallie 'E
thoughtfully He seenmed to approve of his surprise. H "So now | rnust
accord to the destiny of the sword," Wallie J said glumy. "To lead the tryst,
obvi ously. Whoever bears it. At it' least three of the seven led trysts."
Suddenly, chillingly, he saw
106
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why—a tryst was |led by the best swordsman in the Wrld. Any | esser man who wore
one of the Chioxin nasterpieces soon died. The epics did not nention that.

Her oes were heroes.

"How rmuch tune is there?" he asked. "You cannot pronote another Sixth?"

"Not very likely now," the castellan said, pacing again. He was speaking
absently, his mnd still westling with the bigger problem "O course the next
boat may al ways bring soneone ... You would think that you could get nore than
two Sevenths out of three dozen Sixths, wouldn't you? But many are past their
primes. A few are not there yet. Qthers never expected the opportunity and have
not | earned the sutras—why bother, when they were doing well as Sixths? Many are
working on it, but it takes time. Sone tried and failed and nust wait until next
year." He chuckl ed. "Honorable Fiendori and | have been together since we were
Thirds. On a good day he can beat nme like a drum .. but sutras? Zoariyi asked
himfor nine twenty. He started in ten thirteen, detoured through eight
seventy-two, and finished up in nine eighteen!"

He gave Wallie a long, long stare. Then he sighed. He had nmade his decision

Wal li e had becone too fanmiliar with the seventh sword to appreciate the inpact
it had on a swordsman—ts quality, its beauty, and its legend. In a world where
only the sorcerers could read, the Goddess could hardly have given hima letter
of introduction. To whomit may concern: The bearer of this missive, our trusty
and wel | - bel oved Shonsu... She had given himthe next best thing, the greatest
sword ever made, and Ti-vanixi had heard the nessage,

"I shall accept you, Lord Shonsu, as being sent by the Goddess, with Her sword.
Qovi ously She wants us to have the benefit of your wi sdomas well as your sword.
But | warn you—+f you are a traitor, | shall kill you nyself, at any cost."

"I shall not betray your trust, ny lord," Wallie said, astonished and deli ghted,
shaki ng his hand warmy. Here was an inval uable ally—-and potentially a good
friend, he thought. Then he remenbered his doubts in the night... whose side was
he on? He strangled the nmenory quickly. He, also, had made a decision. "One
thing I have not heard, though," he said. "For what exact purpose did you cal
this tryst? If you are planning to w eak

DAVE DUNCAN

107

vengeance on the civilians of the left bank for harboring sorcerers, then | want
no part of it."

The castell an picked up the fragment of the fifth sword and wandered over to
replace it on its pegs. "I wanted to call it to avenge Shonsu." He chuckl ed.
"That woul d have been a probl em when you cane back, wouldn't it? But there were
runors that you had been seen, and also the priests started spinning their webs
of words, as usual, wanting to know how | could call sorcerers as w tnesses, and
so on. And none of us knew at that tine bow many cities had been taken! So we
finally decided to keep it sinple. We called die tryst of Cast 'To restore the
honor of the swordsnmen's craft.* Helpfully vague, yes?"

"Very good indeed!" Wallie said. That comritted no one to anything and every
swordsman nust support it, but he wondered how the citizens of Casr felt about
swordsnen' s honor at the noment.

"And by nightfall the swordsmen were arriving," Tivanixi said proudly. He nust
have hoped to be | eader, but he had earned bis imuortality as the man who call ed
the tryst, the one whose prayer had been answered. "And now She has sent Her own
sword!"
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"But who will bear it?" Wallie asked. Now it was bis turn to start pacing.

"He is the better swordsman, ny lord. In eight or ten bouts, | have never
touched him O course his reach is..." The castellan smled. "Vell, it's
unfair! He is incredibly fast—and conpl etely anbi dextrous. Zoariyi has taught
himevery trick in the craft. You might do better if you had nore practice. You
are rusty as the ruby, Shonsu. | could tell."

"What sort of a |eader would he nmake?" Wallie asked sadly. **H s uncle is the
br ai ns?"

"Of course. But you know the bl ood oat h—absol ute power. He can tell bis uncle to
di senbowel hinself if he wants to, once he has sworn that oath. He m ght, too!
If | cannot be |leader, then | had rather you than he, ny lord. You may yet be
traitor, but Boariyi is sure disaster."

Wallie reached the far wall and started back. "How is he at | eadership?"
Tivani xi snorted. "At his age?"
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Wallie was surprised. He did not think that |eadership depended very nuch on
age—Nnanji certainly had it, and had proved so nore than once. But a nonent's

t hought showed himnmat this was a | anguage problem and perhaps a cultural one.
To the swordsnen, |leadership inplied a certain public dignity, eni nence,
nobility... the word did not quite translate exactly.

"I believe mat | am supposed to be |eader. But | can't beat Boariyi, you say,
and the tryst would not accept nme anyway."

"You know how to fight these thunderbolts?"

Wal | i e shrugged. "They have at |east three types of thunderbolt. Apart fromthat
they are nostly fakes. Speed is the key, but it will not work agai nst the
towers. | have sonme ideas, though. If Boariyi were |eader, would he take ny
advi ce?"

"l doubt it," Tivanixi said. "Just being a Seventh has gone to his head, and
being liege lord will boil his brains.” Cbviously he bitterly resented this

upstart Boariyi. "And you will have to give himthe sword! He either did not
notice it, or he has not heard of Chioxin, but one of his nen will have told him
by now. In fact," he said, with a worried frown, "it is surprising that he has
not comre | ooking for you already. He will certainly not let it escape fromthe

| odge. "

He went to the wi ndow and started w ping a pane, speaking over his shoul der
"Choose another, ny lord! Take any one off the wall. |I will say the words to

give it to you, and you can put it in your scabbard."

Wal lie discovered that he was a man of nore honor man that. To walk out with a
rusty old relic on his back and the seventh sword under his armwould be a
public admi ssion that he no |longer felt worthy to wear it, and at the nonent he
needed all the prestige and sel f-esteem he could find.

"Yes, he is still down there," said TivaniXi

"I's there a back door?" Wallie asked. "If | can reach nmy ship, | amsafe. On
Sapphire's deck | can beat any man."

The castellan swng around. He frowned and nen shrugged. "Yes, there is. Let's
go, nen."

They clipped their hair up and went out, pushing the wailing door closed,
shutting the ghosts back in their cold gray solitude.

"Leave the bar," the castellan said as Wallie reached for it. "I'll send some
juniors to get the hernias." They started down the
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stairs. "l can return Master Nnanji and the others with an escort. Have you a
password he will know?"

Wal li e thought and then chuckled. " "Killer earthworm It was how he fenced when

I first net nun."

"He is nore of a cobra now, Lord Shonsu! A pity he cannot manage the sutras; he
woul d have a good chance to make Sixth."

They clattered down a second flight. There were two doors on ms floor, one on
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either side of the stairwell. "Through here." The door led into another |ong
room-snelly, grimy, and littered with bedding rolls and the small packs of

bel ongi ngs that free swords might carry on their gypsy life. Al the roonms in
the | odge must be this shape, long and narrow, wth wi ndows on one side out to a
bal cony.

"I'f no other Seventh appears, how nuch tine do | have?" Wallie asked as they
paced t hrough.

"Very little, |I fear! You announced mat you would not join the tryst, so they
can't count you. But if no other appears, then | don't think we can wait nuch
| onger." They went out through the tar door and down nore stairs. "The town
can't take much nore of nis."

So Tivani xi did care about what was happening in the city?

"You can't inpose discipline?"

He got an angry and resentful glare. "I have tried! It risks gang warfare, ny
men versus your men. It is the unattached Sixths, and a couple of Fifths; slack
di sci plinarians have | ess trouble recruiting, of course. The Sevenths are all
keeping their protege's under control, | think, but the others are

troubl emakers. It is hard on the citizens. And taxes are another problem+ had
no i dea how nmuch this was going to cost, and the elders scream when | ask for
nore noney."

He opened anot her door, |eading into another |ong room rank and unbelievably
cluttered. Half the w ndowpanes were m ssing, panels had warped away fromthe
wal l's. There was nold on the heaps of old furniture and hi gh-piled beddi ng,
harnesses, clothes, and boxes that alnost filled it. The floor had sagged in
pl aces and ne air stank of rot and decay.

"Tell the elders,” Wallie said as they edged their way through the piled
furniture, along a narrow, crooked path, "that feeding a tryst costs | ess than
buil ding a sorcerer's tower."
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Ti vani xi stopped and stared back at him "I hadn't thought of that!"

"I't is their logical next nove."

"Sorcerers cannot cross the River!"

"Ch yes, they can! | assure you, Lord Tivanixi, that there is at |east one
sorcerer down there in that courtyard at tins nonment. Most likely he is a slave,
or a hawker, or soneone el se inconspicuous. News of nmy arrival will be onits
way to Vul already."

tttttt

Wal lie had been quite prepared to return to the ship alone, but with a glance at
his hairclip Tivanixi had tactfully insisted on providing an escort and he had
put bis longtinme friend Fiendori of the Sixth hi charge of it. Thus Wallie

mar ched through the narrow all eys and across the w de squares with Fiendori and
hal f a dozen swordsnen at his back.

He gl owed with a new exuberance, his doubts withered away. Thanks to the
anmbi ti ous Thana, he now understood the sorcerers' apparent telepathy. Mnx! She
had sought sutra | essons fromhim and from Nnanji, and from her nother, so that
no one could know what she had been taught. Obviously Nnanji had been assum ng
mat it was Wallie who had instructed her in Fourth-rank sutras, as a surprise
for him He wondered how many sutras Brota knew—the water rats were little

i npressed by ritual

Li p reading was probably well known to the riverfolk, useful up in the shrouds
in a strong wind, when neither voices nor gestures could be used. The sorcerers
had adopted it and combined it with the tel escope. That was typical of their

met hods, a fragnent of technol ogy plus a bushel of showranship, conbined to give
an i npression of magi c powers. Obviously they could know of the tel escope—it
ought to have been invented on Earth |ong before it had been

Al so, Wallie had conpleted the god's riddle. He had tetuned the sword to the

| odge where it had been nmade. And he had accorded to its destiny, accepting nat
he nmust | ead the tryst.

The need was obvious. Boariyi was a brash kid. Tivanixi
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seened intelligent enough, yet even he had already bl undered conspicuously. He
had been tricked into calling the tryst at the wong tine of year, with whiter
com ng. He had charged ahead without finding out anything about the eneny. He
had obvi ously given no thought at all to finance. Faith in the Goddess was fi ne,
but the gods hel ped those who knew what they were doing. The tryst needed not
only Wallie's superior know edge of the enenies' powers, but also sone good
managenent techni ques—ai midentification, cost-benefit studies, critical path
anal ysis, command structure definitions, budgetary forecasts..

The tiny battle of Ov had shown Wallie that the sorcerers were poor fighters,
merely arnmed civilians who | ost their beads, while the swordsmen were trained
tacticians. Yet Tivanixi's inpetuous response to the sorcerers' defiance
suggested that, on the higher level of strategy, the sorcerers mght be better
man the swordsnmen. There were sutras on strategy, but who ever got to use thenf
War was rare in the Wrld. Few swordsnen would ever command a force of nore than
a dozen or so, while the sorcerers had obviously been working to a careful plan
for fifteen years. Now they had run out of cities on the |left bank. They nust
either rest with the conquests they had, or cross the River. They could wite;
they had records; they had communi cations and organi zation; they could see the
bigger picture. Wallie Smth still thought mat way, although he was now
illiterate. He had the additional advantage of knowing a little history from
anot her world, a nuch nore warlike planet than this. Hs feel for strategy and
pl anni ng was better than that of the other swordsnen. They were iron-age
barbarians; he was a cultivated, educated, and reasonably well-infornmed
twentieth-century technologist... who just happened to be an iron-age barbarian
on the outside. The tryst needed his way of thinking as nmuch as it needed his
know edge of the sorcerers' technol ogy. He nust sonehow put hinself at its head.
How?

He needed to do sonething dramatic and he could not demand a miracle fromthe
gods. But heroes were allowed to be lucky. Already he had an idea of what was
going to be needed, and |luck would certainly be a vital ingredient.

The swordsnen of the tryst and their natural distrust of himwere one probl em
Boariyi hinself was another. The god had
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hinted that there was one other swordsman who m ght be as good as Shonsu—who

el se but Boariyi ? That had been an obvious warning, for if equals neet, and one
is out of practice while the other is not, who will w n?

Right first tine.

That neant practice, and practice nmeant a partner. Nnanji was not good enough
But Wal lie now real i zed—marching right behind himwas a Sixth who could
sonetinmes beat Tivanixi hinself. The castellan had left Wallie waiting a

bl adder-testing long time beside the rear door while he went off to fetch

Fi endori. That mght nean that friend Fiendori had been well briefed, mght it
not ?

By the tinme Wallie had got this far in his thoughts, he had cone to the wi de and
wi ndy plaza where the River shone through a haze of masts and rigging mat curved
away into the distance in bomdirections. Sapphire was visible a short way
downstream He gestured for Fiendori to nove up beside him

He was a pleasant-seening fellow, not tall, but thick and broad, and he had a
big, friendly grin. He noved and wal ked with the sane athletic grace as his
ment or .

Wal | i e opened the conversation by asking how he had cone to Casr, and when. He
was told that Lord Tivanixi's band of frees, arriving at Quo, had heard that
mere was a | odge at Casr and had decided to go there in the hope of picking up a
prom sing junior or two. They had ridden in about three days after Shonsu had
left, to find four Firsts and two Seconds attenpting to maintain order, with a
conspi cuous | ack of success.
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"They were | ooting house to house by mat tine, ny lord," Fiendori said with

di sgust, but without explaining who "they" were. "W rolled a few heads across
this avenue, here, ny lord, and soon stopped that!"

Clearly, in Fiendori's eyes Lord Tivanixi was the perfect swordsman, a hero in
the great tradition, a man who could do no wong. Tivanixi had cl eaned up the
town and nmen stayed on, waiting for Shonsu to return. The weeks had rolled by,
and the runors of disaster had sifted back, and—w thout any specific
announcenent or decision, nore or |ess by default—ivani xi had becone castellan
in Shonsu's place. H s nen had no conpl ai nt.

What ever duty the gods sent and the boss accepted was fine by them

"I don't knowif the castellan told you, your honor," Wallie said, "but | need
some practice. | have been ship-bound for many weeks."

The big, |oose grin flashed. "He told nme to put nyself at your disposal, if 1
could be of any help to your lordship. Subject to an enmergency arising where he
m ght need ne, that is."

Good for Tivanixi! He had been 'way out ahead. Wallie expressed his gratitude.
"Then we shall need to find sonewhere with space,"” he said, "and privacy! He
spoke highly of your skills. Did he mention my sword to you?"

"Yes, ny lord." Fiendori glanced up at the hilt. "A great honor, but also a
great burden, if | may say so."

Wal lie suspected that this Sixth was a bomfollower and probably not in the
Nobel |eague for original thinking, but that remark sounded |ike a tactfu
reference to the need for keeping out of Boariyi's way, so Wallie did not |abor
the point. He was about to ask if his conpani on knew of any conveni ent courtyard
that might be rented, preferably close to the docks, when conversati on was ended
by the sight of a disturbance in progress.

Two slaves were in trouble on the Sapphire's gangpl ank. Between them was a sedan
chair. The slave at the rear was taking nost of the weight, because of the tilt
of the plank, and was starting to buckle. The slave at the front was in greater
difficulty, because he was facing Tom yano, and there was no power in the Wrld
that was going to get that sedan chair on that deck. The slave, however, had his
orders and a nmere Third was seeningly not enough to change them An irresistible
enforcenment had nmet an i movabl e obj ector

A swordsnman of the Seventh, however, was different. Wallie ordered the rear
slave to start backing, and the nan at the front had no choice but to follow.
The chair returned to the dock and

; the slaves set it down. Wallie waved cheerfully at Tom yano's

1> glare. Then he stepped forward and pull ed aside the curtain.

il As he had expected, Honakura was sitting inside, grinning

e t oot hl essly.

"I thought that earthquake voice nust be yours, ny lord." He chuckled. "You have
been to the | odge." That was not a question;
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Honakura could pull information out of cobblestones. "How is Lord Boariyi?"
"Better, I'mafraid," said Vllie. "How is the holy Lord Ka-dyw nsi?"

"Senile!" whispered the old man. "But | shall help him" Then he accepted a
hel pi ng hand to di senbark.

The bl ack garb of a Nanel ess One had gone. He stepped out, still tiny and bald
and toothless, but with the seven wavy |ines now uncovered on his forehead,
wearing a gown of sky-blue satin shimering with that sane holy pattern. His
face was a dangerous gray shade and he | ooked very weary, but all his old
authority had returned, the presence that could face down swordsnen of any rank.
Wal | i e backed up and flashed the seventh sword in the greeting to an equal, and
the old man responded in his slurred voice. Then WIllie presented the Honorabl e
Fi endori of the Sixth, who was inpressed.

Wal | i e had stopped distrusting coincidences a long tine ago. He edged Honakura
and Fiendori slightly away fromthe troop of swordsnen, while passing
pedestrians nade a wide and wary circuit around them "Holy one," he expl ai ned,
"his honor and | were just debating where we might find a convenient and private
pl ace to do sonme fencing. Roomny, you understand, and not subject to unexpected
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intruders.”

Honakura | ooked up at himw th amusenent. "I was asked to informyou that the
priests of Casr will be nore than grateful for an opportunity to help Her
chanpion in any way they can be of service." ' Look out, Boariyi!

"There we are, then," Wallie told Fiendori. 'Today is al nbst gone—neet us at the
tenple in the norning. | assune mat we can nove Sapphire there?" he asked the
old man.

"l gather that the water is shallow, ny lord, but you can anchor offshore and
come hi by dinghy. Mstress Brota will be fretting about dock fees soon."
Wal | i e | aughed and agreed. He dism ssed his escort and conducted the priest up
t he gangpl ank.

The transformati on had been noted, and the rail was lined with startled faces.
Tom yano was so overcone that he volunteered the salute to a superior and
babbl ed that his ship would be honored to
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receive such a visitor. The rest of the sailors were staring with open nouths,
as if an egg in the ship's |arder had suddenly hatched a dragon. This was the
old man who had cleaned pots in their galley? They had all guessed that he was a
priest, but not a Seventh. A Seventh's prestige was so great in their culture
that none of nemfound it strange when Wallie solenmmly presented everyone old
enough to salute. Each saluted reverently and received the response. That done,
there was a bew | dered pause. Honakura | ooked around at nen- faces, tottered
across to sit on his favorite fire bucket, and started to |laugh. Then they al

| aughed.

The riverfront plaza was beginning to enpty as eveni ng approached, the sky
blushing in the west and even the wind seenming inclined to stop work for the
day. Wallie now could attend to mat stein of ale he had pronised hinself
earlier. He took sone beer down to the two slaves watting on the dock—to their
stunned anazenent —and then settled hinself on a hatch cover, while Sapphire's
crew garnered around. Then he recounted the events at the | odge.

"What happens now, great |eader?" Tomi yano demanded from the other hatch cover

"Possibly we get boarded," Wallie said. "If a very tall Seventh appears, don't
try your tongue on him-he'll cut it out. Leave himto ne, and the rest of you
scanper." There was, after all, just a chance that Boariyi, once he |earned the

significance of the seventh sword, would cone foam ng down to the dock. Vallie
could handle himeasily on the ship. Zoariyi mght not know that nere were two
ki nds of swordsnanship in the Wrld. Even if he did, his nephew mi ght not heed
hi s war ni ngs.

"And apart fromthat?" the captain persisted

Wal li e was wondering where Nnanji and the others had got to—they should have
arrived by nowbut he started to explain between nouthfuls of beer and peanuts.
"Two problens. The popular favorite to win the | eadership is ms human giraffe
called Boariyi. I'"'mtold he is better than ne."

"Bilge!" Brota nmuttered |oyally.

"Maybe not! He has an armlike your bowsprit. So | have to get in sone practice.
Soon! The other problemis that the swordsnmen don't trust ne. The other Shonsu

| ost an arny. They think
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m ght | ose another. They know about ny screwup at Aus, too. So | can't just win
the | eadership by sinple conbat, as Boariyi or the castellan could. But |I'd be
the only | eader with a hope of averting disaster. The sorcerers are evil and the

swordsnen are stupid! You and | —f you're still with ne—are going to prevent a
massacre. "

Tom yano | ooked skeptical. "How?"

"Good question. W nust do sonething dramatic, | think. Anyone got any ideas?"
"Yes," the captain said. "You do. Tell us."

WaJlie smled at their faith—er was it that these shrewd traders could read his
face? "No nore voyages to the left bank for Sapphire,” he said. "But there wll
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be danger—this is war. Are you still with me?"

They were still with him every one of them fromancient old Una, who was
possibly as ol d as Honakura, down to the wi de-eyed children. He thanked nem
sincerely, nore noved nman he wanted to show. Then he eyed the old man. "How nmuch
hel p can we have fromthe priests, holy one?"

"What ever you want," Honakura said conpl acently.

I f Honakura could deliver the tenple, men Boariyi had hit the iceberg and was
listing already. Wallie pondered in silence for a while, but then decided his
har ebrai ned plan was the only one he was going to cone up with. He took a deep
breath and began. "I think | have jobs for all of you, then. You, Cap'n, buy ne
a ship."

Tom yano was surprised. "Big or snmall? Wat rig?"

Wal | i e shrugged. "Sonething that will carry eight or ten, | suppose. As fast as
possi bl e. Large enough to stand up in bel ow decks."

Sai | ors anywhere enjoy eval uating boats. Tom yano rose and peered al ong the
front, then at the scattering of vessels anchored out in the River. "Like that?
How about that?"

"\What ever you can get," WAllie said. "How rmuch nust |

pay?"

"Two or three thousand."

Wal lie | ooked at Brota beside himand was alnost turned to ice by the ook in
her eye. She was afraid that he was going to ask for Donations to a Good Cause.
She probably had severa
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times that nuch hidden away somewhere in Sapphire, the profits of thirty years
t radi ng.

He smiled innocently. "That's all right, then."

She frowned even nore and shot a gl ance at her son

Tom yano grunted. "So you do have nore of them"

Wal lie reached in his noney pouch and brought out a handful of blue fire. "I do.
Wuld it have mattered, had you known?"

The captain showed his teeth in a fierce grin. "Possibly! | was ready to do it
for your hairclip alone; | couldn't think what we'd do with the sword. She
wouldn't let ne... but she woul d have done, if she'd known about those."

He was joking, but he might not be lying—bis nother was glaring at him

Wal li e |aughed and put the gens back. "Then | amgrateful to you, m stress!

Per haps you and Katanji could sell some of these for nme, when we know how ruch
we'll need?"

"One nonent, ny lord," said Honakura. "l assunme that the god gave you those

j ewel s?"

Wal | i e nodded.

"Then they are rather special. The tenple might well be interested in purchasing
t hem "

"Thank you, holy one." Vallie spoke solemly, but he was grinning inside. The
old rascal was saying that he would raid the tenple treasury for him "Brota, we
shall need silk. | suppose we can buy sone silk in this city? Good-quality

sil k?"

"Very good silk," Brota agreed cautiously.

"Orange woul d be best, of course. What could we use to waterproof it, do you
think? Some sort of wax? Beeswax?"

"Shoermakers' wax, perhaps," she replied.

"Lina?" Wallie said. "ls that copper pot still in the galley? The one with the
coil onit, which | used when | showed you how the sorcerers ensorcel w ne?"
The ow sun was in Una's eyes; she shaded themwith a hand that was al nost
transparent as she peered across the deck at him "It was getting in ny way,
nasty thing. It's down in the bilge sonewhere."

Tom yano was turning pink and trying not to explode. Honakura was show ng his
guns and trying not to |augh.

"Right! Captain, have we any ensorcel ed wine |eft?"
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Tom yano t hought there mght be a bottle or two around sonmewhere.

"No matter," WalUie said. "We'll get five or six bottles and then ensorcel them
agai n and get doubl e-ensorcel ed wi ne."
"Love a squid!" said Tomyano. "Is it that nuch stronger again if you do that?"

"No, about the sane. But | need it very pure. We'd better do mat ashore
somewhere—+t's too nuch of a fire hazard. Mata, would you do that for me? I’
show you how. "

The sailors were now clearly divided into those who were annoyed at bei ng teased
and those who were enjoying die annoyance of the first group.

"Lae?" Wallie said. "Could you nake nme a gown?"

The ship's honorary grandnother frowned. "Jja's a better seanstress than ne, ny
lord."

"But she'll be sewing the silk bags,” Wallie said as if that were obvious. Were
was Jj a? What was keeping themall? "What | want fromyou is a blue gown, with a
hood and those big, droopy sleeves."

"You're going to pretend to be a sorcerer?" Tbm yano shouted. "You're going
ashore as a sorcerer?"

Wallie feigned surprise. "You think I'mcrazy?"

"The thought had drifted across ny nmind, perhaps."”

"Nonsense!" Wallie said. "Holiyi, you're the best carpenter on board. You'll cut
sonme holes in the ship for ne, won't you?"

Hol iyi was as skinny as Boariyi, although not especially tall. He probably had
not spoken for hours—Holiyi seemed to get through the day on a handful of words
like the |l egendary Arab on a handful of dates—but now he not only nodded, he
exclainmed, "OF course!" as if he had expected the request. The grins grew w der
Wallie rose and wal ked over to the rail to stare across the plaza. "Wll, |
think that's about everything, then. The holy lord suggests that you anchor by
the tenpl e and save dock fees."

"Where are you going in this ship of yours?" Tom yano demanded. 'This ship with
the holes init, and the silk bags full of ensorceled w ne, and you in your
sorcerer's robe?"
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Wl lie pointed east, toward Vul. The vol canoes were dormant again, hardly
snoking at all.

"And who's going to sail it for you?"
This was the tricky part, and all the nystifying had been nostly to get the man
intrigued enough that he m ght agree. "I hoped that you would, Captain."

"Me? Leave Sapphire*? You're crazy even to ask!" Tom yano was taking the
suggestion as an insult.

"It is inmportant,” Wallie said seriously. "lI've been nmaking a game of it, but it
is inportant! If the swordsnmen walk into the sorcerers' trap, then they' |l all
di e, hundreds of nem"

The sailor's face grew red. "No! |'ve cooperated with the Goddess. W' ve risked
our ship and our lives, and Til help still, but I'mnot |eaving Sapphire. And
that's final."

"Fool !'" Honakura squirnmed down fromthe fire bucket. "You, a sailor, would defy

Her? The Goddess is the River and the River is the Goddess! They are Her
swordsnen! " The captain paled as the tiny old man marched across to him shril
with anger. "You will never find fair wind again! Never reach the port you want!
Never know a night without pirates! Is that what you want, Captain Tonm yano? How
long will you survive on the River if you anger the Goddess?"

"Ch, luUT Tom yano scowl ed at the deck. "I guess I'Il cone, then."

"Thanks, Captain," Wallie said quietly.

"Just a nmonent, ny lord!" Brota was suspicious. "You said that you had work for
all of us. Haven't you kept a few things back?" She hunched her head down in her
pi Il oned shoul ders and frowned at him

"Well, yes,"” Wallie admtted. "Wien |I'moff playing in nmy new ship, there wll
be a small job—at |east for you, mstress."
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"Such as?"

"I''"l'l handl e the sorcerers. You have to stop the tryst."

Even Brota could be startled sonmetinmes. Sone of the children giggled.

Then Tom yano began to | augh—and that was rare as summer snow. "Shonsu," he
said, "you're not the only one who's going to need sone fencing practice."
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ttt t ttt

Nnanji of the Fifth bounded up the gangpl ank and | anded with both feet firmy on
the deck, ainms wide to receive plaudits and bouquets, timed to an inaudible
fanfare froman invisible band—Ta-RAH \ His new red kilt was absurdly short and
a horrible raspberry shade that clashed with his hair, but his facemarks were
symretrical for the first time since Wallie had known him and he was sonehow
contriving to laugh and grin at the sane tine.

There, Vallie thought, was one swordsman who woul d never again have probl ens
handling sailors, unlike the late Polini. And had the younger Nnanji of the
tenpl e guard been required to | eave a | odge full of swordsnen to go and nmix with
riverfol k, he would have sul ked for hours.

Thana appeared at his side, sliding an armaround himto share in his triunph as
the crew rushed forward with congratul ati ons. She noticed Wallie, smiled, and
then stuck out her tongue. He nouthed "Cheat!" at her silently, and she smirked,
unrepentant. Katanji cane on board, also grinning.

Then Jj a—she noted where Vixini was even as she ran over to Wallie. Vixi had
been contentedly sitting beside Fala, but now he dropped the bone on which he
had been sharpening his latest tooth and | evered hinself upright, bottomfirst.
There was his favorite nother..

Wal lie grabbed her in a fierce hug. She was | aughi ng under his kiss as Vixini
cannoned into her.

"What kept you all?" WAllie denanded. "I was ready to declare war!"

She scooped up Vixini. "Mnstrels!" She was excited and happy. "Just after you
left, a minstrel started singing an epi c—about you! You and Nnanji and the
fight against the Honorable Tarru and his nen. You horrible dirty River
monster!" The last remark was directed at Vixini

G eat gods! The battle with Tarru, the escape fromthe holy island-how | ong ago
that seened! But of course Yoni ngu had prom sed Nnanji that he would tell the
tale to the first minstre
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who cane by the barracks. So mat minstrel was now here in Casr, or one who had
heard the story fromhim

He | aughed. "Was it a good epic?"

She sm | ed mischievously. "Very good! So Master Nnhanji says."

"He's biased! Well, he'll be happy." Ecstatic, nore like! And an epic would be
excel lent public rel ations.

Then Nnanji hinself cane pushing forward through the throng, disentangling
hinself fromthe nore youthful admirers. "I net four Sevenths today, ny lord
brother," he said solemly. *That makes seven all together in nmy whole lifel"
"Who was the fourth, then?" Wallie asked.

"Lord Chinarama. He'll be no problemfor you, though—he's old!"

For Nnanji, senescence began at thirty. "How ol d?"

Nnanji pondered. "At |east seventy... but a nice old relic. Says he's al ways
dreaned of a tryst, so when he heard about this one, he retrieved his sword from
t he woodshed and cane along in (he hope of giving counsel." Then he added, "I
don't suppose he'll hurt."

"What did you think of Boariyi?" Wallie asked.

"He is a man of honor," Nnanji said cautiously. "He is very troubled about the

|l ack of discipline, thinks it is a disgrace to the craft. And be says | am
younger than he was when he reached Fifth!"

Boariyi had found the keys to Nnanji's heart.

"And | have an epic for you!" Nnanji beaned and turned to address everyone. "Wo
wants to hear an epic?"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200{%20The%20Sword.txt (66 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:23 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

"Not now" Wallie said. "W have a war to fight."

Casr had become a dangerous place for him By now Zoariyi and his nephew nust
have | earned the inportance of the seventh sword and woul d be anxi ous to prevent
it leaving town. If they could |locate a water rat, or even a sailor, who had

wi tnessed Wallie's disgrace in Aus, then a denunciation would follow at once—the
posse woul d arrive at the gangplank. He nmust vanish into the msts of the River,
and the sooner the better.

He was shouted down. The World was a |l eisurely place. Sapphire was having a
vacation. His war could wait. He al nbst lost bis tenper, but Honakura said
firmy that he wanted to hear an
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epic, and that was that. Wagons and horses and chattering peopl e were w nding
their way hone, the wind was still listlessly flapping awnings and sails, but
such details would not keep Nnanji fromhis epic. So Wallie reluctantly sat down
and | eaned back agai nst the bulwark, out of the wind, his aimaround Jja.

Nnanji junped up on the aft hatch cover. "Right!" he said. "Gather round! Ready?
How Nnanji of the Fourth and Shonsu of the Seventh Fought Ten Renegade
Swordsmen! " He glanced at Vallie.

"What! You get star billing?" Wallie protested—+t translated as "place of
honor . "

Nnanji smirked. "That was what you told Yoningu, brother!"

So it was—Mallie had joked that Nnanji's nanme should be first. He had not then
cared for the dubious honor of being hero of a barbarian romance... but at mat
time he had not been running for office.

Wth a title like that, he thought sourly, it would never nake the best-seller
list. As soon as Nnanji started, though, he saw that it well mght—+t was a very
good epic. No, it was excellent, far superior to the epheneral jingles in which
the minstrels normally reported current events, the doggerel that he had once

di sm ssed as swordsman sports news. At times he had wondered if one day he woul d
find a Homer to record whatever feat he m ght achieve for the Goddess. If the
author of this work was present in Casr, then perhaps he had. True, it used all
the stock phrases and conventi ons—ong dramatic speeches between sword strokes,
vile villains and heroic heroes—but the neter was certain and the inmagery vivid.
Mor eover, the bard had taken wide liberties with the story line to nake it nore
dramatic. As the tale unfolded, Wallie began to feel very uneasy.

Nnanji of the Second had sought pronotion in the tenple guard—true—and

chal | enged two Fourths, killing one—true—and had then denounced the guard as
venal —fal se and i nprobabl e: How did he gain a pronotion after that? Then the new
"bl ood- headed" Nnanji of the Fourth, facemarks still dramatically bleeding, had

set off with his brother...

Wal | i e choked down an interruption as he saw Katanji grinning expectantly at

him How had he gotten into this? He had been present, but only a very m nor
character. Now Vallie was
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astounded to realize that the nmnstrel had been extenporizing, creating the epic
as he went along. Having the basic story in sonme formor other, he had adapted
it to the earlier events of the afternoon, downpl aying the unsavory Shonsu,
enphasi zi ng the "bl ood- headed" hero of Ov and the brother who had been so
dramatically presented as the bravest man in the courtyard—gi ving his audi ence
what it wanted to hear. In all this ridiculous farrago, Shonsu had not even been
menti oned yet.

The scene changed to the jetty, where the inpossibly vile Tam of the Sixth
swore terrible vows and pl edged evil mnions by the blood oath. Nnanji and
Katanji cane on stage. Tarru nocked them-and David pronptly challenged Goliath
in ianbic pentaneters.

Leaving the battle in suspense, the bard then switched to the holy cave behind
the sacred waterfall, where the Goddess expounded on the honor of her swordsnen,
the sins of Tarru, the virtue and future greatness of Nnanji, and finally
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summoned a deni god, conmmandi ng hi mto save Her hero.

Wal lie | ooked in exasperation at Honakura and saw that he was turning purple

wi th suppressed | aughter.

The dem god found Shonsu—where? at the relief office?—gave himthe seventh
sword—described in lines stolen fromthe saga of Chioxi n—and then transported
himby a mracle to the battle.

Copi ous bl ood spurted. Wth a little help on the side from Shonsu, the
magni fi cent Nnanji was victorious. Virtue triunphed. The two heroes swore the
oath of brotherhood and sailed away to continue the battle against evil. End of
epi ¢, appl ause.

The seventh sword was under st andabl e—+nperkanni's nmen back at the jetty at Hann
had known of that—but no one except the crew of Sapphire had been aware of the
fourth oath until WAllie had nentioned it in the |odge. Very few of those
present woul d ever have heard of the oath before

Certainly Honer had been present in the courtyard!

So now the seventh sword was public know edge! And Wallie felt |ike Aganmemon
hearing the Iliad; it was good public relations, but for the wong man. He hoped
he was managing to hide his pique as he applauded with the others. The

youngst ers want ed
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to bear it all again, but Nnanji refused. Perhaps Wallie's face was not so
wat er proof as he hoped.

"Not exactly the way | recall the way it went," Wallie said, squeezing out a
toot hpaste smile, "but superb poetry! Wio was the mnstrel ?"

Nnanji shrugged. "Don't know. Not bad, though, was it?" He looked a little

di sillusioned. "I suppose one shouldn't believe everything one hears in epics."
The crew rose, ready to take on the war now. "Were to, great |eader?" Tomi yano
asked.

"Vanish!" Wallie said. "The mysterious Shonsu di sappears as nysteriously as he
mysteriously appeared.”

Nnanji stared at himin horror and dismay.

"Then we creep back and go to the tenple."

"Ah! And what do we do there, brother?**

"Fence," Wallie said.

"Ch!" Nnanji | ooked surprised, but fencing was al ways acceptabl e behavi or
Honakura descended fromhis bucket. "I shall see you there. | was told to
suggest the up end of the grounds. Dinghies," he added, "l ook even worse than

mul es, whereas | find sedan chair riding to be excellent exercise, not tiring at
all."

Wallie escorted the priest to the gangpl ank, while Sapphire's crew prepared to
cast off. Sonmewhere out on that wi de plaza there would be watchers, waiting to
see what this Shonsu did.

He wandered back to where Nnanji stood with a firmgrip on Thana. He had been
out of bed for hours and was obviously feeling deprived.

"That's a hideous kilt," Wallie said.

"I't was all they had," Nnanji protested, |ooking smug. "Fifths are supposed to
be short or fat."

Wal lie explained that Jja had made hi mone—very smart, with a griffon
enbr oi dered on the hem Pleased, Nnanji said he woul d go and change. Thana
remarked that new kilts were tricky, perhaps she should cone and hel p. They fel
agi ggl i ng agai n.

"Thank you, Thana," Wallie said, "for the warning about Boariyi —you saved the
day. "

"What war ni ng?" Nnanji denanded.

"Never mnd," Thana retorted quickly. "Let's get mat ghastly

DAVE DUNCAN

125

kilt off you first.'
themran off.

The gangpl ank was being hauled in—+tinme to start detailed planning. Wallie

There was an offer that he would not refuse, and the two of
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returned to Jja's side near the deckhouse, neaning to explain about silk and
sewi ng. There was no sign of swordsnen heading for the ship.

"Did you like the epic, darling?" she inquired, and there was sonething |urking
in those dark, unreadabl e eyes.

"It was great poetry, even if it wasn't very accurate. Wy?"

"There will be others!" she said. "Nnanji told the mnstrels about Ov."

Wal | i e had prom sed Tivani xi he would do that, then had forgotten. No
matt er —Nnanji woul d have done it better. "How many minstrels are there, anyway?"
"Dozens, love," she said, frowning.

So many? A thousand swordsnmen, plus juniors—three or four hundred juniors.

M nstrels, of course, would flock to a tryst. Heral ds? Arnorers? Canp foll owers?
Wves? Children? Misicians? N ght slaves? He wondered how nmany thousands had

i nvaded Casr. Snall wonder that the el ders were unhappy.

"And Thana told them how you and Nnanji fought the pirates."

He brought his mnd back to Jja. She was concerned about sonet hing.

"What's worrying you, love? The pirate story is all right." O course the
pirates had been only dispossessed sailors, half of memwonen. In the nminstrels’
versi on they woul d be Mdrgan and Bl ackbeard and Long John Silver, but it would
be a harnl ess piece of swashbuckling. Free swords hated pirates because they
could do nothing about them so the story would be appreciated.

She dropped her eyes shyly, not wanting to pronpt a master who was usually so
qui ck. "Who started the fighting?"

Nnanji had. Wallie had lifted himout of the window. Now he understood! The
pattern had been set. Nnanji was the hero of the fight against Tarru, he would
be the hero of the battle of Ov and of the pirate fight, also. Wth Thana
telling the pirate story, Wallie would be lucky to get into a footnote.

"They were asked about G, too," Jja said. "If it was you who
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arrived with the shipload of tools after die fire and who organi zed the town

again."

VWallie smled. "WlIl, at least Nnanji can't steal that one."

"The tools cane from Anb, darling."

Anb—a sorcerer city! The suspicion would be nere... He was not usually so dunb,

but then Jja had had nore tine to mnk about it.

"And Katanji was asked about the sorcerers' tower," she said.

Dam! VWallie just stared, too shocked to speak. O course Katanji would have
been asked—t was Wallie's own fault for nentioning the subject. Katanji was
sharp beyond his years, but he would not have been able to resist an audience
like mat... dozens of minstrels?

Dam! Damm! What woul d the swordsnmen think of a Seventh who hid in safety on a
ship and sent a First into danger—and di sguised himas a slave, too? They would
react as Nnanji had reacted, saying that changing facemarks was an abom nati on
They coul d never approve of a plaindothes swordsman. The pirate story might do
no harm but the Katanji tale would be pure disaster for Shonsu's inage.

Dam! Damm! Damm! M nstrels! Wallie had forgotten the position mat mnstrels
held in the Wrld. Wile he had been babbling snugly to hinself about nodern
managenent techni ques, his subordinates had been blowing their heads off at a
press conference.

BOOK THREE:

HOW THE BEST SWORD WON

As a man may have an off day, so Casr was having an off century, and not hing
showed that nore clearly than the tenple. A smaller version of the great
archetype at Hann, it faced its seven arches toward the Ri ver whose Goddess it
honored, although here the arches had been glassed in, as a concession to a
colder climte. Two of the seven spires had fallen and nmuch of the gold | eaf had
peel ed fromthe others. Many of the glass panes were mssing, also, and even
sone of the stone filigree that had held them As the sun god rose over Regi Vul,
his glory was mirrored in this fagade with bl ack gaps spotting the reflection
like nmildew Adjoining the tenple and its complex of buildings, on the upstream
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side, lay a w | derness of unkenpt trees, shrubbery, and ruins, with a deserted,
ranshackl e pier. This had to be the jetty mat Honakura had recommended, and when
Wallie was rowed ashore, shivering slightly in the cool dawn air, he was net by
a del egation of priests. After nuch ritual hand wavi ng and bowi ng, he was | ed
through wet and tangl ed undergrowth to an abandoned refectory, a huge room half
underground, with a high, barrel-vault ceiling and stone-slabbed floor. It was
dank and nusty, but it would have been perfect for his purpose had the lighting
been stronger. As it was, it would do very well. The wi ndows were few and

| ocated high in the walls, partly obscured by nboss and ferns. The sound of foils
woul d barely be heard outside. And of course the refectory had an adj oi ni ng
kitchen, filthy and littered,
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but ideal for the distillery he needed and convenient for himto supervise. The
priests waited anxiously for his verdict, and he said yes, it would serve.

Brota and Pora woul d go shopping for silk and waxes and oils, Lae for sonme heavy
blue material. Tom yano and Qtigarro would hunt for ships. Thana and Jja and
Katanji had been warned to stay on board Sapphire. Wth all those details under
control, Wallie could start on his fencing right away. He dism ssed the priests,
aski ng that Honorable Fiendori be brought to himas soon as he arrived.

Now that his eyes had adjusted to the di mess, the great stone room | ooked |ike
an excellent gym

"Ri ght, Master Nnanji," he said. "As | have no one el se here to butcher..

you're first!"

Nnanji grinned cheerfully. "My secrets are your secrets, brother?" he asked.

"OF course,” Wallie said. "Don't think I don't trust the sailors, Nnanji, it's
just that any false word could kill us. I'"'msure that the sorcerers have spies
in Casr." He wandered over to a scabrous wooden bench, but decided it needed
cleaning before it could be used. "What | have in mnd is this. Shonsu | ost, and
| ost badly. At Aus, | lost. That's two | osses, right? At Ov, we won. W need
another win! And | want a thunderbolt!" Had he not been knocked sensel ess at Ov,
he woul d have garnered up the dead sorcerers' weapons. Nnanji had not thought to
do so, but could not be blaned for mat | apse.

Nnanji's eyes w dened. "You're going to capture a sorcerer?"

"I hope so," Wallie said. "Alive, if possible. But nostly I want his

thunderbolt—+'I1 use it to kill an ox or sonmething for the tryst and show t hem
what they're up against. Maybe then they'll listen to ne!"

His young friend did not | ook as excited and pl eased as Wallie had hoped. He

| ooked worried. "Wen, though? It'll take us a week, at |least, to go to Sen and

back; longer to Wl. How long until the swordsnen are sworn?"

As |ong as Tivanixi could hold themoff, Wallie said.

Nnanji chewed his |ip. "Once the tryst is sworn, brother, it'll be too late
There will be nothing you can do nen!"

Perhaps that was true, but Wallie did not see mat nere was
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anything he could do before the tryst was sworn, either—not if the swordsnen
woul d not accept Shonsu as | eader. He was flying blind.

At that nonment Fiendori was ushered in, acconpanied by another Sixth, Forarfi.
He, as Wallie soon | earned, had been a free sword, one of the first to be
delivered to Casr by the Goddess. He had sunmed up Tivanixi as a good nman and
sworn to himwithin the first couple of days.

Any Sixth relished a chance to practice against a Seventh, so the nasks went on
and the work began. Fiendori was erratic, but at his best a fair Seventh with a
foil. Forarfi was consistent, a high Sixth—and | eft-handed. Wallie enjoyed the
chal | enge, the exercise, and the joy of doing sonething that he was good at,

of fering advice sonetines, trying new things, dredging up unusual routines from
Shonsu's skills, finding a half-forgotten sharpness creeping back as he faced
these experts. Fiendori and Forarfi were enthusiasts—+ike Nnanji they would
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cheerfully fence all day. Nnanji certainly could not see why two keen fencers
shoul d stand around idle, so usually there were two matches going on in the

hi gh, echoing refectory, two clouds of dust rising, eight feet pounding.

Not even Shonsu's physique could keep it up without a break, of course, and
common sense dictated nmat WAl lie not work hinself to exhaustion, lest a certain
tall Seventh shoul d appear with a smrk and a challenge. In any case there were
constant interruptions. Honakura appeared, bringing the high priest, Kadyw nsi
of the Seventh, to neet the honored guest. Kadyw nsi was al nost as tiny and
anci ent as Honakura, but he had a fewteeth left and a halo of silver curls
floated |i ke evening m st upon his scalp. He was pl easant and gracious and did
not seem especially senile, except in contrast to the chisel mind of Honakura.
Lat er Honakura brought other priests to discuss Wallie's sapphires, then took
them off to consult the tenple bursar

Lae returned with blue flannel, the closest material she could find to the

wei ghty sniff the sorcerers used for their gowns. She al so brought a very | arge
brown robe for Wallie to try. It was a fair fit, except across the shoul ders,
and she took it away to use as a pattern

More fencing...
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Mata set up the copper still on a range in the kitchen area with Sinboro and

Matarro as stokers. Soon a heady odor of al cohol and woodsnoke came drifting
through the hall.

The next norning the fencers went at it again, all four of diemstiff and aching
and determined not to admit it. Later that day Tomi yano and Oigarro arrived to
announce that they had found a ship that nmet Lord Shonsu's specifications. They
described it in detail, nost of which Wallie could not follow, but what he
under st ood seened to be satisfactory.

"How rmuch, then?" he asked.

"Ch, he wants twenty-eight hundred," Toniyano said. "But he'll conme down in a
day or two."

"Time we have not got. Buy it!"

Tom yano pout ed.

More fencing...

Jja cane from Sapphire to display sanples of her work with the silk and Wallie
was delighted. The seans were incredibly fine.

But wat erproofing was a problem Brota and Fala tried their best, but they
produced sticky silk, oily silk, stiff silk, not what he needed. Experinentation
was not hi their culture—they required a sutra, and Lord Shonsu coul d not
produce one, for he only knew what he wanted, not how to do it. Then he
renmenbered Katanji, sulking under ship arrest because his cast was so

conspi cuous. Katanji was an original thinker and too young to have been frozen
into the conventional thought patterns of the People. At lunchtine that day

Wal lie returned to Sapphire and explained the difficulty. By nightfall Katanji
had solved it for himwith a nmixture of oil, two waxes, and sone of the

doubl e-ensor-cel ed wi ne.

That lunchtime, also, Wallie inspected his new ship. Conpared to Sapphire she
was only a pointed box with a mast. She was filthy, stank nauseatingly, and had
not seen paint since Casr was a hanmlet, but her fore-and-aft rigging would give
her a fair speed and require only a small crew, or so the sailors said.

Be- | owdecks she had a single, grubby hold, with one tiny cabin aft. Wallie
explained to Holiyi the alterations he needed. Holiyi snmiled and went to fetch
his tools. Her sails were new and satisfactory, Toniyano said.
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"What shall we call her?" he asked.
"Vonmit" said Nnanji, holding his nose.

Wallie said, "Giffon."

Then they went back to fencing.

The days fled. Sapphire was noved frequently. It would have taken a suspicious
mnd and a sailor's eye to pick her out each day in the ever-changing flotilla

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200{%20The%20Sword.txt (71 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:23 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

anchored offshore, to note that this ship was a resident. Brota and a few of the
ol der crew nenbers spent their days anpng traders and sailors on the waterfront,
wor ki ng on preparations of their own.

Wal | i e cpukLfeel inprovenent in his fencing, which Fiendori confirnmed, but while
Wal lie was recovering | ost ground, Nnanji was exploring new territory, clinbing
through fifth rank and undeni ably now approachi ng Sixth.

Honakura bustl ed around, anusing hinself by bullying the priests to provide

what ever Wl lie needed, naking excuses when they wanted to hold formal dinner
parties for him bringing gossip and news. Physically he was failing, Wallie was
sure, but he would hear no talk of taking life easy. His mnd was as sparkling
as ever, and he was obvi ously enjoying hinself hugely, subverting the |oca
priesthood to his own use.

Near the evening of the third day, while the fencers were taking a break,
drooping in the dimrefectory on the two rickety wooden benches, the old priest
came shuffling in and sat down to nmake conversation

After a while he | ooked at Fiendori and remarked, "l understand that the

m nstrel s have been singi ng new songs?"

"True, holy one," the Sixth nmuttered with a worried glance at Wllie. "I heard
sone | ast night."

"Ten Renegade Swordsnmen?" Wallie asked, and got a nod. "Wat el se about

' bl ood- headed' Nnanji ?"

"How Adept Nnanji Fought the Pirates, ny lord, and How Relief Cane to G.
There's two or three versions of The Battle of Ov."

It sounded, then, as if Nnanji was getting nost of the publicity, as Wallie had
f eared.

"Nnanji's Farewell to the Prince," Forarfi said "Now there's a sad one!"
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"I should like to hear those," Nnanji said eagerly. "Are they as well done as

t he RenegadesT

No, Fiendori said, he didn't think so.

"What about the Katanji tiling?" Honakura inquired with great innocence. The two
Si xths both scow ed.

"What Katanji thing?" Wallie asked.

It seened there was a song going round the town: Novice Katanji to the Dark
Tower Cane, a catchy jingle with a good bine and conmic words. Juniors sang It
when the seniors were not listening. The townsfol k had picked it up, and the
street urchins chanted it behind marching swordsnen. Wallie demanded a sanpl e
and got one verse and the chorus from Fiendori, enbarrassed and unsure of his
key. A swordsman disguised as a slave was not funny in his eyes, and sorcerers
were not figures of fun, either. Wallie nmade no excuses, for he knew of no way
to fight ridicule, but obviously his popularity with the bighrank swordsnen
woul d be | ower than ever.

Honakura chuckl ed and went wandering off, humm ng the tune. Nnanji scow ed

hi deously and del i berately changed the subject.

"Brother," he said. "Explain: Atiger that |ooks |like a nobuse is as dangerous as
a tiger; a nouse that |ooks tike a tiger is nore so."

Wallie turned to the two Sixths. They did not neet his eye.

"It is a nentor's obligation and privilege to teach his prote'ge' the sutras,
your honors, is it not?" Wallie said.

They nodded in guilty silence.

"Then pray do not neddle!"

More fencing...

tt

On the fourth afternoon, while Wallie was fencing with Fiendori and Nnanji wth
Forarfi, two figures appeared in the doorway, dark against sunlight. Wallie
noted through the grid of his nmask mat one was a swordsnman and t hought that
Boariyi had found him Then he saw the visitors were the high priest and the
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castel -

| an. He renoved the nask, gathered his sword froma bench, and advanced to nake
his salutes, still breathing hard. He felt grubby and scruffy in conparison wth
their cool el egance.

"Pray continue your match, ny lord," Tivanixi said. "I was enjoying it."

Wallie declined and | ed nem over to the benches. The newconers sat on one bench
and he on the other. Nnanji and the two Sixths tactfully departed.

"Fromthe little | saw," the castellan remarked, "you have nade good use of your
time."

"Care to judge form then?" Wallie asked, sniling.

Tivani xi was not in a snmiling nood. "I could not. |I have never seen Boariyi
fence against Fiendori. He is too uneven to use as a standard, anyway."

MW time is up?" Wallie asked.

"I fear so. No swordsnmen have arrived for two days now. The other Sevenths are
unanimous in interpreting this as a sign—the Goddess w shes the tryst to
proceed. Lord Kadyw nsi concurs."

Wal | i e sighed. The ship would be ready by evening, alterations conplete, stores
| oaded. The sewi ng and waterproofing and distilling were done. Now he nust
deci de whether to use nem+to go ahead with the insane ganble he had pl anned, or
to scrap it all and play by the swordsnmen's rul es.

"Can you hold off a litile |Ionger?"

"How | ong?" the castellan asked reluctantly.

"Si x days, maybe seven?"

"I nmpossi ble! The town is ready to riot. W had eight chall enges yesterday, and
today already three. There will be no one left to swear if this goes on. | fear
a duel may wax into pitched battle. No, ny lord, we nust proceed with the

i nvocation of the tryst and selection of a |eader."

Wallie |l eaned his el bows on his knees and stared glumy at the floor. "Your
judgrment, then, please, nmy lord. Have the ninstrels helped? If | can beat
Boariyi, will the tryst accept ne?"

Ti vani xi hesitated, |ooked to the priest for aid, and got a useless bland snile.
"Some will, sone won't. If you get enough, of course, you can force the rest at
swor dpoi nt. "

That woul d not do, and they both knewit. A reluctant tryst woul d obey orders,
but grudgingly and sloppily, and any | eader
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woul d need nuch nore than that. Wallie stared at Tivanixi thoughtfully.

"Woul d you?"
The castellan frowned. "Wuld I what?"
"G ven a free choice between nme and Boariyi, would you still choose nme?"

For a long nonment there was no answer. Then Wallie reached up and undi pped his
hai r.

Ti vani xi said, "No."

Per haps the inpact of the seventh sword had worn of f. Perhaps Boariyi had been
charnming Tivanixi as he had charmed Nnanji. But Wallie had a hunch that it was
the ridicule of Novice Katanji to the Dark Tower Canme that had tipped the

scal es. He woul d never know.

"Thank you," he said, and replaced his hairclip. "I can only ask that you hold
off the contest as long as you can, ny lord. | amleaving town."

Tivani xi's face burned with sudden anger. He junped to his feet.

"Then | do not know what you are doing, ny lord, or what you have been doing
these last four days. There is a very good Sixth who will be eligible to try
again for pronotion tonorrow. Perhaps he is destined to be our seventh Seventh.
Per haps you shoul d be counted al though you have spuned Her summons." He bowed
slightly. "May the Goddess be with you... and you with She."

That endi ng coul d be grounds for challenge, but Wallie ignored it. The visitors
| eft. He stayed slouched on the bench, staring norosely at the floor, pondering
hi s best course of action. If he remained in Casr and tried to win the

| eader shi p, he woul d probably be denounced before he got the chance. If he
succeeded in fighting Boariyi then he night be killed. If he won, then the
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swordsnen likely would not swear allegiance to himanyway.

The alternative was a nadcap venture, risking bomhis life and the lives of his
friends. Even if it worked, he might not persuade the swordsnen to listen, or he
m ght be too late. O course, the Goddess could nove his ship to Sen and back in
a twinkling, but he did not expect that sort of help. G eat deeds done by
nortals were what the gods wanted, not their own mra-
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cles. The People did not regard the geographical nmutations as mracl es—they were
too frequent, Uke rainbows or |ightning—but Wallie certainly did.

Goddess! There was no best course of action!

Ti vani xi woul d have renpbved his Sixths, of course, so when a solitary shadow
appeared in the puddle of light fromthe doorway he assuned it was Nnanji-—-a tal
figure with a sword hilt beside the right ear.

Then he saw it was not Nnanji and junped to his feet.

It was not Boariyi, either. It was a wonan. She wal ked slowy forward, and he
saw her clearly as she passed through the first shaft of dust-tw nkling sunlight
falling fromone of the high wi ndows. She was extraordinarily tall, alnost as
tall as he was—the tallest wonman he had seen in the Wrld. Her hair was | ong and
hung | oose. What had seenmed to be a sword hilt was the peg-box of a |ute on her
back. She floated over the flagstones toward him swathed in a | ong wap
reaching alnost to the floor... a sapphire-blue wap. She was a minstrel of die
sevent h rank.

Then she reached hi mand stopped. The etiquette was clear He was nale and a
swordsman, she was the newconmer. She nust make the salute and he respond; but
she nerely stood and regarded him

He had seen her in the | odge, peering over the heads of the other minstrels. He
had assuned then that she was a young man, because of her height.

She was not conventionally beautiful. Her nouth was too | arge and her nose was
hi gh- prowed and bony, but cascades of shining brown hair flowed over bare

shoul ders, and the wap was supported by firm breasts. Not overly conspi cuous
breasts, he thought, but she was so big overall that they were quite adequate.
The face was plain, but her figure could not be faulted. A goddess! Her sheath
was of gleami ng silk, alnbst sheer... clinging. She had stature. She had apl onb.
Suddenly Wallie was very conscious that this astonishing visitor was a
maddeni ngl y desirable womman. And she knew it.

The silence continued.

Ti vani xi had nentioned sone mnstrel whom Sbonsu shoul d have known. Wallie could
not recall the nane. Had the castellan brought her, or had she followed hinf
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"Did anyone el se cone with you?" be denanded.

She shook her head.

He wondered if he ought to kiss her. That nmight informhimof the relationship
she expected. She might run or... or he mght becone even nore disconcerted than
he was al ready. He w shed she woul d speak. Her arrogant poise was sonehow

i nfl ammat ory,

"Sing for nme, if you do not wish to talk," he said.

She rai sed an eyebrow skeptically. "Since when have you cared for nusic?"

He knew the voice, a rich contralto. Nnanji had mimcked it when he sang the Ten
Renegade Swor dsnen.

"l appreciate a lot of things that | used not to," he said, wondering what she
woul d make of that.

"What are you going to do?" she demanded.

"Do about what ?"

I npatiently she said, "About the tryst. WIIl you be | eader?**

The lack of formal greeting proved that m s wonan had been ultimte wi th Shonsu
How i nti mate? The idea of Shonsu having a platonic relationship | acked all
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convi cti on—whi ch neant that his hands had stroked those splendid |inbs, those
breasts had crushed agai nst his body, those |ips..

Maybe not, though. This wonan coul d have great resistance.

"The Ten Renegade SwordsnmenT' he asked. "That was yours?"'

"Yes."

"Then you have been to Hann?"

She shook her head. "We went over to Quo and down fromthere. | net a mnstrel,
who told ne the story. Then | knew that you were still alive, so | cane back
What about the tryst?"

n \M?Il

"I don't think the swordsnen woul d accept ne."

She smled. He was shocked to see satisfaction in that smle. "Wse of them"
"So what are you going to do?" he asked, his mind whirling.

She was regardi ng himstrangely now, her suspicions aroused. "Wat | always said
I woul d do—sing at your funeral."

That cleared the board a little.

Yet there was still provocation in her posture. Could the re-
mar k have been sonme sort of hunor? Wi ch should he beli eve—her words or her
eyes?

"I amreluctant to give you the opportunity, ny lady," he said. "I think | shal
| eave town again."

" CGoi ng where?"

"I amnot at liberty to say."

She shook her head, frowning narrowy. "You don't give up like that."

He sat down on the bench and waved at the other. She renmi ned standing. She was
certainly wearing nothing under that filny wap. He was sweating.

"I told you," he said. "I have changed. Watever was between us is over." That
was confortingly vague. "I would appreciate it if you did not nmention to anyone
that you saw ne here." He hoped that she would accept his words as dism ssal
"On the contrary." She unslung her lute. "I feel a ballad coming on. Shonsu the
Priest, perhaps, or In the Ruins of the Tern-pleT

She touched the strings and a ripple of nmusic flowed through nme bare stone hall
"Katanji to the Dark Tower... was that yours, also?"

She | aughed harshly and sat down, facing him "Not bad, is it? But | think
Shonsu the Priest will be better."

"What | need," he said, with sudden inspiration, "is Shonsu the Hero. If you
woul d do for ne what the nminstrels have done for ny prote'ge', then | could be
| eader of the tryst!"

A snile of catlike pleasure crossed her face. She bent her head over the lute

and strumed a chord. "Yes? Yes, | could do that. Wiy should |I?" she demanded,
| ooki ng up at him
"For the sake of the CGoddess, ny lady," he said. "I know much nore about

sorcerers than Lord Boariyi does, or any of the others. If | cannot sonmehow
becone | eader, then the tryst is dooned."

Her inperious stare was unnerving. "Wat subject would you recomend? Your visit
to Aus? Shonsu the Snake? Shonsu the WrnP"

He sighed. She was an el ectrifying woman, and the battle of wits was a
chal I enge, but he was wasting tine, dream ng dreans, and her overpowering
presence was making himfall apart.
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"Try Shonsu the Sailor, ny lady," he said and rose to his feet. "I nust go and
be about Her service. But | do beg of you not to speak of this neeting."

He was hal fway to the door when the |ute rang out and her voice rose hi song:
Shonsu. . . Shonsu. .

He stopped. It was a | anent, echoing eerily across the barren chanber.

Wher e have you taken our boys?

Wher e have you taken our joys?

Shonsu. .. Shonsu. .

The hilts of their swords were bright in the sun,

They held up their heads and subnitted to none,

Lovers and brothers and fathers and sons..
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He wal ked back slowly. She stopped and began again, this tune with a slightly
changed nel ody, the pathos and heartrendi ng enpti on even stronger, and she added
two nore hoes. It was a dirge for the forty-nine dead—and she was conposing it
on the spot.

It woul d destroy Shonsu utterly.

She stopped and | ooked up at hi m nocki ngly.

He said, 'Tell ne if you plan to conplete that, lady. For if you do, then ny
cause is lost."

She rose and slung the lute on her back once nore. "I shall come with you!"
"I nmpossi ble! There will be great danger."
She shrugged. "I am com ng."

Mnstrels were the news nedia of the Wrld. She wanted to see the next Shonsu
battle at firsthand, as a war correspondent. He hesitated, Wallie Smth's mnd
suddenly aware of Shonsu's ranpagi ng gl ands.

"I-1 may fail!" he stanmered.

She smled. "I hope so! | shall enjoy watching you die."

I ndeed?
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"I may di sappoint you, of course. | may triunph. You had better stay hone with

the children."

No reaction to that, thank the gods

She pouted and seenmed to bargain. "If you do succeed, | shall conpose an epic
for you, Shonsu the hero. It will nake you | eader."

He wondered if she were nad, or if he were.

O course! Honakura!

The old man was neddling again... but surely this was the hand of the Goddess?
Nnanj i, Katanji, Honakura hinsel f—they were all extraordi nary people, sent by
the gods to help in his mssion. Certainly this superlative mnstrel was

anot her. She was a geni us. Honakura had seen that and had recruited her. Typica
of the old rascal not to give warning!

"There will be great danger," he said again.

She shrugged. "I have net sorcerers before. They appreciate nusic nore than
swor dsnen do."

A spy? There was another possibility!

She started toward the door. He stared after her, thinking of the tiny ship and
a week's voyage. What had she been to Shonsu? Then she reached the bright
archway. Sunlight struck through the gauzy wrap as she nmounted the steps, and
she was a naked wonman bearing a lute and walking in blue fire. He had lost his
wits to Shonsu's rage before—now suddenly he blazed with irresistible |ust.
Shonsu's mistress! He nust have her

He ran in pursuit.

Nnanji and Thana were sitting outside on a crunbled stunp of a wall, hand in
hand, | ost to everything except each other. They sprang up as the tall wonman
reached them Evidently Nnanji had not met her before and probably not known she
was there, for he | ooked startled. He drew his sword and sal ut ed.

VWallie was just in tine to catch her response: "I am Doa, ninstrel of the
seventh rank..."

It was good to know her nane, he thought cynically—+n case he wanted to speak to
her in the dark.

In sunshine and a rollicking wind, Sapphire's dinghy ronped over the water.
Thana held the tiller with Nnanji sitting close,
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both of themstaring in mngled astoni shrent and anusenent at the unexpected
recruit. Doa | eaned back in conplacent contenplation of the scenery, her |ong
brown tresses streaming like a flag. Wallie could not take his eyes off her. Hi's
hands trenbl ed.
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He had never pronised Jja that he would be faithful to her only. He had tried
to; she had stopped him from saying the words. Having now heard the People's
version of a marriage contract, he coul d understand why. He had scoffed at
Nnanji's infatuation over Thana, yet he was behaving like a witless swain
hinmself. He tried to find excuses—this woman had been Shonsu's mistress and so
his reaction was a conditioned reflex.

H s conscience did not believe an atom of that.

He told his conscience to shut up

She m ght well be a sorcerer spy. He would go and tal k with Honakura as soon as
he had seen her safely confined aboard Sapphire. Then he saw that Sapphire was
not their destination. Giffon had conpl eted her shakedown crui se and was now
anchored near the tenple. They were al nbst there.

Thana ran the di nghy al ongside and willing hands made her fast. Familiar faces
gri nned down—nost of the nales from Sapphire had cone along for the ride.
Giffon's deck was rmuch higher than the dinghy. Wallie wondered how Doa woul d
manage the clinmb in her inpractical silk sheath. He offered a hand. She ignored
it, reached for her hem flashed a brief glinpse of Iong and shapely | egs, and
then she was up on the deck, glancing back down at himwith a flicker of
nockery.

She swung around and nmade her salute to Toni yano, who was staring up at her I|ike
an astoni shed boy. Then he recovered his wits and began introducing the others.
Wal | i e scranbl ed aboard. "How i s she?" he demanded, when the captain was
avai |l abl e for business.

"The ship you nean?"

"COf course the ship!"

"Not bad at all," Tom yano conceded. There was, of course, only one vessel that
coul d ever be described as good. "N nble! W could nake her faster if we had a
coupl e nore days."

"That we don't." Wallie glanced at the sun; two or three hours of daylight left.
"W could | eave at dawn?**

Tom yano shrugged. "We could | eave now. "

Wallie | ooked to Nnanji and got an excited nod. Wiy not? Speed was a pricel ess
skill in warfare.

"Then let's do so!"

"Who?" the captain asked.

Very good question! "You and ne and Nnanji and Thana..." They nodded in turn as
he | ooked their way. "And Lady Doa. W need another sailor." He turned to the
eager group of faces. The youngsters would give their teeth to conme, of course:
Si nboro and Matarro, for instance. No, he would not fight with children. The
obvi ous choice was the skinny and taciturn Holiyi, who was |eaning against the
mast with a sardonic smile on his face. He was a bachelor. He had obviously
worked it out already.

"Hol iyi? Wuld you?"

Holiyi nodded. Why waste two words when none wll do?

"That shoul d be enough,"” Wallie said.

Nnanji frowned. "That's only six!"

Wal lie sighed. By the rules of the Wrld it would have to be seven. Jja? But she
was not present. He had counted Vixini before, so would have to count himthis

time, nmaking eight, and to separate Jja from her baby would be... would be as
bad as having Jja along with Doa. Not Jja.
Then he saw hope gleaming in inpish dark eyes... That seened ridiculous. Wth a

smashed arm he woul d be of no practical use. Yet somehow it felt right. He had
been ashore in Sen, which was the closest city of the left bank, and nust
therefore be their destination. An aura of good fortune hung around him.. and
Wallie would nuch prefer to keep Katanji under his eye than running wild in Casr
when he was away.

Nnanji chuckl ed and said, "I think so, brother! He brings w sdom"

Katanji it must be, then. The others would return to Sapphire mthe dinghy, and
the Griffon expedition could sail at once. If Doa were a spy, she would have no
chance to report.

And Vallie would not have to face Jja.
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Nnanji began calling out the Iist of requirenents: silk bags, ensorcel ed w ne,
food... Each item was acknow edged by whoever had stowed it aboard.

Wallie went over to Doa, who was | eaning on the rail, study-
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ing the tenple. She turned to give hima sultry glance, and it was all he could
do to keep his hands off her. "How nuch did the old man tell you?" he asked.
"Whi ch ol d man?"

"Lord Honakura."

Doa frowned. "Wo?"

ttt

The World was a sinple place. Possessions were few and paperwork nonexi stent.
Little tinme was needed to organize the departure. Wallie hinself hauled in the
anchor as the sailors raised the sails. The stay-at-homes cheered fromthe
dinghy; Giffon | eaned her shoulder to the wind and | eaped forward.

She was nore than ninble. She was speedy, with a sprightli-ness that belied her
obvi ous great age. Her deck was nuch closer to the water than Sapphire's and it
heel ed over at an angle that Wallie at first found alarm ng. She rocked in the
tiny waves of tire River. Very soon, though, he began to relax. A nadcap venture
this mght be, but for the next two or three days he could enjoy a cruise.
Giffon was a sinple ship—ene mast and a single flat deck, walled around, of
course, because anyone who fell off a ship on the River did not |ive |ong enough
to call for alife preserver. Her planks were scuffed and shabby and bespangl ed
with fish scales. She had two hatches, a snall one aft for people and a |arger
forward for cargo, both presently uncovered. There was also a small dinghy,
upturned on the deck, close behind the mast and al nost opposite the gate where
the plank went out. Cean her up and paint her to kill the stench, Wallie
thought, and Giffon would be a very pleasant little vessel

Yet Giffon was also now a custombuilt sorcerer trap, thanks to Holiyi's
carpentry. Even that innocent-seem ng upturned dinghy was part of it.

Bri ght sun and a boisterous wind... and a broad grin on Th-myano's face as he
sought the feel of the tiller, squeezing speed fromthis new toy like juice from
a fruit. A cargo ship larger than
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t Sapphire was |unbering al ong ahead, and Walli e was astonished < to see how
fast Giffon was overtaking her. Already the first great bend was com ng up. He
faced aft again and saw that Casr had dwi ndled into the distance. There was nuch
| ess shipping there now than there had been—the Goddess had cl osed down Her
swordsman delivery service

The favorable wi nd was an encouragi ng onen, he decided. O course, if he had
made a wrong decision, that next bend m ght bring himback to Casr. The others
were nmaki ng thensel ves confortable on the wi ndward side of the deck, |eaning
back against tire bulwarks... only four? Wiere was the mnstrel?

Then Doa cane scranbling up the | adder. She had ripped her silk wap into strips
and fashioned herself a sailor bikini, as daringly skinpy as Thana's. She

stal ked over to the rail to study the scenery.

She was the scenery. Shonsu's glands went into thundering overdrive again.
Barefoot, with waist-length hair surging in the wind, with her unprepossessing
face averted and that bare m ni mum of garnent concealing al nost nothing, her
astounding figure was a fanfare of trunpets to Wallie. Jja was a tall woman, but
she was not built on Shonsu's scale, as this Amazonian mnstrel was. He deci ded
it was tine to try alittle wooing. He had unwittingly of fended by ignoring her
at the | odge. Wshing he could think of sonme plausible explanation for that, he
wal ked over to her side and put an arm around her bare fl ank

She was fast. Only his own lightning reflexes saved his eyes. He reel ed back,
fingering a bl eeding scrape on his cheek

"Don't touch ne!"

As he stared open-nouthed, she marched away to join the others.

The others were tying thenselves in knots to suppress |aughter, waiting to see
what Great Lover would do next.
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The sun had set. The sky was darkening; remains of the eve-" ning neal were
being tidied away by Thana. Giffon's crew were . stretched out at the aft end
of tire deck.

| "Alnmost time to anchor, Cap'n?" Wallie inquired, pulling a

| f bl anket over his shoul ders.
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"Why?" Tomi yano had at last, reluctantly, given Holiyi a chance to try the helm
"Cl ear sky, good breeze."

"Fine!" Wallie had not experienced night sailing on the River since he left the
holy island, but evidently Giffon could take risks that Sapphire nmust not.
Heroes were allowed to be lucky. He went back to considering Doa.

H e others had been deferential to her rank. Her attitude to them had been
haughty and al oof, yet she had replied graciously to their questions and
comments, been tolerant or even friendly. Toward Wallie her behavior was the
exact opposite—seductive glances under | owered eyel ashes, deep breat hing,
signals inploring intinmacy, but the few words she had spared hi mhad been
waspi sh or openly scurrilous. The conbi nati on nmade no sense at all, a wel cone
sign hung on a | ocked door, and he was at a |l oss to know what reaction was
expected of him

Now she was talking with Katanji, a remarkable concession froma Seventh to a
Fust, even a First with his great social skills. O course it had been Katanji
who had supplied the subject nmatter for her satirical ballad, and now she

di scovered that he had not yet heard it. She picked up her lute, struck a chord,
and | aunched into Novice Katanji to the Dark Tower Cane. Thana and the two
sailors hooted with |aughter as the tale unfol ded; Katanji was soon al nost
choking. Nnanji's initial smles turned rapidly to glares. Wallie tried hard to
bury his own resentnent under admiration for her troubadour skill, but the
satire bit |ike adders: Shonsu cowering in a ship, sending forth his one-boy
army di sgui sed as a slave. The sorcerers were savaged, al so, but the swordsnen
cane of f worse

When she had finished, Nnanji said coldly, "And one for me, ny |lady? The
Farewel | , perhaps?"

Pouting, Doa began to strumin a mnor key. The conversation between Nnanji and
the dying Arganari cane drifting across the darkening deck to Vllie. His eyes
prickled as menory cl enched his heart.

Suddenly Doa stopped. "Junk!" she snarled. "G ve ne a mnute." She stroked the
strings, and Wallie recogni zed wi sps of the |ament she had begun in the
refectory. In a few m nutes she had it ready and began to sing once nore:
"Nnanji... Nnanji..."

The first song had not been junk, but now she nade it seem
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so—geni us outshining nmere conpetence. Her lyric was vastly better, and the new
mel ody as haunting and soul -rendi ng as Shenandoah or The Londonderry Air. Soon
Wal lie found that his cheeks were wet. In silence he wept for a tone-deaf
stripling who could not have appreci ated one note of the supreme creation his
death had inspired. It died away at |ast, and he saw that the others were as
nmoved as he.

He was awestruck. He felt that he had been present at the unveiling of something
that ought to be imortal —and yet it had been an inpronptu creation. She was
Mozart or Shakespeare, or bom He had found his Homer—+f she would deign to
hel p.

That night Giffon danced with the wind god over waters of ebony inlaid with
platinum A red beacon burned for her on the peaks of Regi Vul. Tom yano and

Hol iyi steered and kept watch, while the others lay in the putrid, danmp hold.
Wallie offered Doa the single cabin. She inquired if the door could be bolted,
but Holiyi had noved the fastening to the outside, turning the tiny roominto a
jail. She declined the offer

Wallie slept there hinself, still hoping wistfully that |ater, under the
secretive blindfold of darkness, he night be granted conpany. But no one cane.
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He sl ept poorly, unaccustoned to the notion of the ship, barkening to the creaks
and wat er noi ses, conscious of the foul and fetid stink. And conscious, also, of
a savage unrequited desire.

She had been Shonsu's mistress. Shonsu's expedition had net disaster. Wose side
was Doa on?

Near to sunset of the second day, Giffon dropped anchor off Sen, less than a
mle fromshore. The wind god had been an enthusiastic hel per, and they had nmade
excellent time. Only one thing had been denied mem-a short period of calmfor
Wallie to test his sorcerer bait. H s equi pmrent would not work in a strong
breeze, but perhaps gods did not appreciate a need for rehearsal. The w nd was
dropping now, as if nmade to order. The fornmer Wallie Smth woul d have been
concerned by that, for a dead cal mwould | eave hi m hopel essly trapped within the
sorcerers' reach. Now he would indulge in superstitious faith and trust the
gods.

Her oes were allowed to be | ucky.
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O put it another way: Wthout luck, a man did not survive to be a hero.

No, the first way was better.

He was making other wild assunptions, also. He was guessing that the sorcerers
were keeping careful watch on the River and its traffic. He was presum ng that
they used tel escopes, and that those were of no great capacity. About a ten
power, he thought, would be their Iimt. Mst of all, he was counting on the
swordsnen's reputation. The last thing the sorcerers should be expecting from
swordsnmen was trickery.

Still, it would be great folly to underestimate the opposition. The swordsnen
had never |earned by their mstakes, but he was sure that sorcerers woul d, and
they had been grievously nmauled at Ov. Shonsu's arrival at Casr and his
subsequent di sappearance woul d be known. They woul d be especially cautious of a
| arge Seventh or a red-haired Fourth, and he woul d even give the eneny's
intelligence network credit for reporting that the Fourth was now a Fifth.
Nnanji, therefore, had been bani shed bei owdecks before Sen even cane in
sight—+ed hair was rare anong the People. Ka-tanji, also, had been sent bel ow,
because of his cast. Doa's great hei ght made her conspi cuous and her association
with the original Shonsu might be known. She might be a sorcerer agent—Boa was
down in the hold, too.

Wallie wore the blue gown that Lae had nmake for him He had the cow raised and
he was keeping his face averted fromthe city. Tom yano had sneared a cosnetic
brown paste over his sorcerer brand. That left only Thana's facemarks as a
danger signal, and Wallie did not think that those would show at this distance.
If the watchers were nmale, they would be studying other things when they | ooked
at Thana, anyway.

The anchor was down, the sails were | owered. He had his equi pnent spread out on
the deck—tying in the shadow of the bulwarks, for the sun was |ow. There were no
other ships near. The wind had faded to a gentle breeze. Wallie had gone over
the plan with his helpers a thousand tines during the last tw days. Conscious
of a dry nourn and a munping heart, he reviewed everything again in his mnd,
wonderi ng what he m ght have overl ooked and worrying over the mllion risks he
had not.
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Had he stayed too far out? Perhaps even ten power was beyond the sorcerers
skills. He nmust not look to the city itself, but he could see the bank just
downstreamfromit, and the houses seened very tiny. Wiat if his bait were not
even noticed? What if it did not work at all? Wat if...

"Wl |, great |eader?" Tom yano asked inpatiently.

"What if the wind dies on us?"

"Bah!" The captain wal ked across to the innocent-seening scrap of rug that was
yet another part of the plan. He adjusted it with one honmy foot. 'The w nds have
been singing to your lute, Shonsu! Every tine we rounded a bend, the wi nd backed
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for us. Were's your faith, Chanpion-of-the-Gddess?"

He was nervous, also, and trying not to showit.

"Then let's go!"

Wallie knelt and tipped al cohol into a copper pan. Playing the part she had been
given, Thana lit tinder with a flint—a skill mat he had not yet mastered. He
slid the tinder into the pan as she steadied it. The flane was invisible, but
Wallie could feel beat. He straightened, lifting the apex of the orange silk bag
hi gh, nmentally crossing fingers. The cup m ght be too heavy, or not |arge
enough, or the catgut holding it night burn through, or be night set the ship on
fire, or nothing mght work at all..

The bag began to swell. Thana | ooked up in alarm and Tom yano nmade the sign of
the Goddess. The bag filled nore rapidly. The wind breathed on it and Wallie
held it firmwith two hands. Then he decided that it was full enough. He stooped
and took the copper pan from Thana to raise it, steadying the bag with his other
hand as it wallowed free. He felt Iift, so he let go.

The World's first hot-air balloon soared away in the breeze, spinning slowy..
rising higher... floating over the River. He vaguely heard exclamations frombis
conpani ons, but he was too intent to listen. Surely the sorcerers would never
have seen anything |ike that before? They woul d think he was one of them comning
to call with a newnagic. In a few nminutes the balloon would fall fromthe sky,
but by then they would have lost it in the haze and the sun's glare.

It had gone. He | ooked around and saw mat he was being regarded with
superstitious awe. Thana was quaking and Holiyi pale.

148

THE DESTI NY OF THE SWORD

There was anot her bag, the one he had planned to use for rehearsal. "Let's do
that again!" He chuckled, and they |launched a second balloon. It clinbed faster
Now his magi ¢ could not be disnmissed as a freak illusion

' Take her in, Captain!" he said hoarsely, resisting the natural inpulse to turn
and | ook at the town. Keeping his face hidden in his cow, he headed for the

hat ch.

Wuld the wind serve, or would it die and | eave them stranded? Holiyi and

Tom yano remai ned on deck, while the others fretted and chewed fingernails in
the hold. Even with bom hatch covers off, the hold stank. At each tack bilge
swirled under the gratings, stirring unidentified nasty things as it did so.
There was a | adder below the smaller hatch and a door to the little cabin, but
otherwise it was a barren wooden box... a communal coffin, perhaps. The bedrolls
and foodstuffs formed a snmall heap in the bow. Ropes for tying prisoners had
been laid out, in a show of optimsm

Nnanji and Thana fidgeted, holding drawn swords al ready. Doa seened quite

rel axed, sitting on a bedroll and sending seductive little snmles toward Vallie.
He was tense enough hinself now that he found themeasy to ignore, and evidently
he need not worry about his passenger having hysterics. Katanji sat in a corner
with his arnms around his knees, making hinself very tiny.

How many tacks? There were no portholes and Wallie dared not go near a hatch to
peer out. Then he heard a shot fromthe deck and, in the distance, a clatter of
hor ses.

"Al nmost there!" he said. "I think we have to add one thing that was not in the
drill. Lady Doa will be bound and gagged. Thana, please?"

"You woul d not dare!" roared the mnstrel

"I certainly would," WAllie said. "If necessary I'll knock you out, or tie you

up nyself, but |I'mnot having any warning shouts! Now, which is to be?"

@ aring nmurderously, Doa allowed herself to be trussed.

Then Griffon thunped softly against fenders. Pulleys squealed as the sails were
taken in. A nonent |ater Toniyano ski dded
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down the | adder and scuttled over to the others, who were all staying well away
fromthe hatches

"Lots of room anyway!" the captain said with a cheerful ness nmat rang fal se.

Wal |i e wondered what that neant, but he was too intent to spare time for
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conversation. Holiyi had cut two ports in the ship's side directly bel ow the
hawsers. Nnanji and Thana now funbled to renove their nmakeshift shutters. Being
bel ow quay | evel, these unorthodox gaps would be invisible to viewers on the
dock.

Wallie stepped up on a balk of tinber and thrust his head through yet another
hole, this one cut in the deck. That put his eyes inside the upturned di nghy, so
he coul d peer out the peephole in its side and watch the top of the gangpl ank
Unfortunately he did not have as good a view as he would have |iked, for he
could see only the gateway and not down the length of the plank. His reaction
woul d have to be very swift.

Tom yano's scar was obvious at close quarters, so Holiyi nust wear the dagger
and be captain. Everything now depended on the skinny sail or

M nutes crawl ed by. The strain of waiting seemed to grow without limt. Holiyi's
bare feet and bony | egs went past the peephole and | ater returned.

Normal ly a port official cane first, then went ashore. Afterward, if the bait
had worked, a sorcerer or two should enbark to greet the visitor. But at Ov
sorcerers had acconpanied the port official —-was that a new procedure since the
calling of the tryst, or just the way things were done at Ov? Would Holiyi be
able to satisfy the port official?

"What if they ignore us?" Thana asked with a giggle that was just wong enough
to reveal nervousness.

No one spoke. The answer woul d have been that they would have to nake an assaul t
ashore and try to overpower a patrolling sorcerer. Sorcerers patrolled in groups
and they carried guns.

Wallie was streami ng sweat. His neck hurt. The stink was nauseating. He was just
maki ng a solemm vow that he woul d never eat fish again, when Holiyi was

convul sed by coughing. That was the signal. A gown cane into Wallie's field of

vi ew—a | ong gown, reaching to the ground. That was no port official..

"Nowl " As the sorcerer's shoe | anded on the scrap of rug at
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the top of the plank, Wallie triggered the trapdoor below it. Thana and Nnanji
reached out with their swords to cut the hawsers. It was only then, as the
victimcame crashing down into the hold, that Wallie's mnd registered the
overwhel ming inpossibility. The gown had been blue. He had captured a sorcerer
of the seventh rank

tttt

Then many things happened all at once. Tom yano and one-arnmed Katanji guided the
ends of oars through the ports as Wallie stepped down and struck the sorcerer on
the head with a bar of wood. Voices yelled on the dock. Nnanji grabbed Katanji's
oar and heaved, while Tom yano heaved on his. Holiyi took a running junp through
the cargo hatch and his feet hit the gratings with a crash. Giffon surged and
began to nove, propelled by the oars pushing against the dock. Wallie went to
help Nnanji; Holiyi to Tom yano. The clatter of the falling gangpl ank m ngl ed
with a scream and a spl ash—possibly a sorcerer had gone to the Goddess—then the
oars fell uselessly through the ports and the ship was adrift... and no one el se
had boar ded

"Down!" Wallie yelled, but the others were already dropping to the snelly
gratings. A fusillade of shots nade three snall holes in the planking and a
shower of splinters spattered. Then the sound of chaos, famliar from Ov—horses
scream ng, people yelling, wagons overturning..

Giffon rocked gently and calmy. The sunlight bel ow the hatches noved as the
ship turned in the current and the wind. How long to reload die pistols? Wuld
the wind hold for their escape? Wuld Giffon foul another vessel and be invaded
by a troop of outraged sorcerers? The prisoner was unconsci ous. Awkwardly, and
without rising, Wallie reached over and tied the man's hands behi nd his back

The noi se fromthe dock was fading. The sorcerers should have been able to

rel oad by now. Wat were they doing instead? Wallie rose to his feet and dashed
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for the | adder. Two rungs up he saw riggi ng over the gunwal e, but far away. Then
the tower cane

into view, and the tops of warehouses, all black agai nst the darkening sky. He
deci ded he was out of reasonabl e nusket range and finished his clinb to the
deck.

At once he saw what Tom yano had neant about plenty of room There were many
ships at both ends of the harbor, |eaving the center strangely enpty. The sliny
masonry of the dock itself was visible, and the road and the warehouses beyond
it. The captain had noored in that |ong gap—any captai n woul d.

It was a trap!

Wallie bellowed for the sailors and began to funble inexpertly with ropes.
Crowds had been running for shelter, horses bolting and rearing at the noise,
but the road was clearing rapidly.

Tom yano and Holiyi appeared and began to hoist sail. There was wi nd, but not
very much. Giffon acknow edged it sluggishly, sw nging her bow toward open
River with reluctance. As nasty crawling feelings ran over his skin, Vallie
studi ed the dock and waited. He was out of range for pistols, but not for
cannon. The two cl osest ships were flying red flags, so the orders had been to
stay out of the flagged area..

Nnanji and Thana came scranbling up the |adder, and Wallie yelled to themto
take cover again, but Doa was coning up behind them free of her bonds.

Al nost simul taneously, three colums of black snoke jetted skyward beside the
war ehouses. Two nore foll owed at once. The roar of cannons thunped at his ears
and he saw the horses panic once nore. Vertical? He raised his eyes and thought
he saw one bl ack speck in notion.

*Those were very big thunderbolts, brother," Nnanji said judiciously. Then

wat erspouts reared all around and Giffon staggered. A spray of nmist blew over
t he deck. C ose!

Mortars would not take long to reload. Wallie was about to order everyone bel ow
agai n, then decided that a cannonball could kill all of memjust as easily there
as here. They all began coughing as the cloud of gray snoke overtook the ship.
Bl ack powder nade an astoni shing anount of snoke

' Tack!" he shouted. Tomi yano started to argue and Wallie yelled at him Giffon
changed course slightly as two—four—five nore expl osions nushrooned fromthe
roadway. This tinme he certainly saw a couple of the balls in flight and pointed
t hem
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out. They seened to take a long tinme falling. Mortars woul d have | ess chance of
hitting a ship than cannons, but they would do far nore damage, knocking a hole
in the keel. Traveling horizontally, a cannonball would nerely go straight
through the hull, unless it was |ucky enough to hit a nast.

Wat er spout s agai n—and one just off the bow A torrent of water fell against the
sails and over the deck, naking the ship shudder and heel. Katanji and Thana
were hurled down and everyone was soaked. Tomi yano swore angrily and changed
course slightly again. Now he could see the need to dodge. Wal-lie peered into
the hatch, but there was surprisingly little water in the hold. He hoped that

pi ranha coul d not survive being carried aboard in that rough fashion, or the
prisoner would be nibbled to tatters.

Much too close for confort! Their escape was agoni zingly slow. The sorcerers
woul d be able to get in at |east one nore good shot before Giffon was out of
effective range. Wiy was it taking themso |ong?

H's friends were battle-tested veterans. They were tense and nost of nmem were
clutching the rail very firmy, but there was no panic. He | ooked to see how Doa
was reacting and saw at once that he need not worry. She was soaked, her hair
bedraggl ed, but her face glowed with excitenent. Her eyes were shining. She
noticed his attention, sniled happily, and said, "Wonderful!" She was an

ast oni shi ng wonan!

Obviously Giffon had arrived while the sorcerers were rehearsing their
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reception for the arrival of the tryst. A w de enpty space would attract the
unsuspecting ships and allow a clear field of fire. That m ght even explain why
a Seventh had been down at the docks.

"Nnanji?" Wallie said in the cal nest voice be could nuster. "W never heard of a
sorcerer city having nore nman one Seventh, didweT

"No, brother."

"Then you realize who that is in the hol d?"

"Rotanxi!" Nnanji shouted. "The wi zard! The man who sent the kilts to the
| odge?"

Before Wallie could answer, snoke gushed once nore fromthe warehouse doors
where the cannons were; but this tinme the

jets were horizontal, and there were no waterspouts. As the noise arrived, so
the River boiled-astern of Giffon and off to each side. Wite clouds of m st
rose and then faded again. Gapeshot! Wallie shivered convul sively.

The gods mi ght have ruled out miracles, but they were not withhol di ng good | uck
The sorcerers had been prepared to repul se an approaching attack, not to destroy
a departing fugitive, so initially the cannons had been set in nortar position
and arnmed with balls, for distance. Probably it took tinme to reset themfor
their close-range use as cannons, firing grapeshot. Against ships full of
swordsnen the grape woul d be a hundred times nore deadl y—t woul d sweep the
decks clean. Had the grape cone first, while Giffon was nearer, then she would
have been bl asted to sawdust.

Slowmy, so slowy, they were retreating fromthe dock

"Get below" he roared. "All of you!"

He tried to take the tiller from Tom yano while the others obeyed orders; there
was an argunent. Before the matter was settled, the sorcerers tried again. This
time the shots fell short. Wallie relaxed and wi ped his brow. They were out of
range of the grape and only a very lucky shot with a ball could hit them now.
Today the luck was with the swordsnen.

Consci ous and wearing his cow ed gown, the sorcerer would be an inposing figure.
He was tall and ruddy-faced, with eyebrows |ike snowbanks and stark, craggy
features. Wallie guessed mat he was a wel |l -preserved seventy.

He was beginning to stir and groan. Wallie untied his hands and stripped off the
heavy robe. As Katanji had noted | ong ago, a sorcerer's gown was |unpy. It held
i nnuner abl e pockets, bulging with mysterious clunky objects. Wallie thrilled
with satisfaction at the thought of unmasking the sorcerers' craft with this

evi dence.

His victimwas not inposing now He was a pathetic figure in a short cotton shut
that failed to hide a potbelly and spindly old-man's |l egs, blotched with
varicose veins. Hs white hair was thin and matted in two places with dried

bl ood, but his injuries seemed to be confined to those. Wallie dressed himin

t he fake
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gown that Lae had nade, slung himover his shoulder, and carried himup to the
deck.

Pul se, pupils... the old man was apparently in fair shape and now he was
starting to cone around, blinking, groaning, and drooling. Wallie | eaned him
agai nst the upturned dinghy and turned to Nnanji, whose face bore enough
satisfaction to enbellish a victorious arny.

"Watch him nmaster!" Wallie said. "He'll be over the rail in a flash if we |et

hi mand we want himalive!"

Then he went below to fetch the nysterious robe and a flask of wine.

The wind was rising again. The sun bal anced still on the horizon, bloodied by
vol cani ¢ dust, so obviously the whol e escapade had taken much less tinme nman it
had seened to. Triunph! Heroes were certainly allowed to be |ucky. Renenbering
how close to Griffon the grapeshot had foaned, Wallie danpened his

sel f-congratulation with a silent prayer of thanksgiving. The gunnery had been
i npressive—but so had the good fortune.

He sat on the deck close to Tom yano, facing the sorcerer. The others gathered
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around, chattering and grinning in victory and relief. Nnanji and Thana weze
cuddl i ng each other, release of tension rousing other instincts. Doa, strangely
sol enm, was studying the sorcerer and absenoni ndedly tuggi ng a conb through her
wet hair, while Wallie ran his eye longingly over the wondrous |ength of her
shapely | egs, conscious of his own instincts in action. She noticed his
attention and sent hima coquettishly inviting smle. It was probably no nore
genui ne than its predecessors, but it still raised his heartbeat for a nonent.
He passed the wine bottle around and studied the gown spread out before him it
was soaked and snelly with bilge. One of the |unps had seened to twitch when he
touched it, so he started with that. After a cautious peek in the pocket, he
reached in, funbled, and pulled out a bird. Tom yano said he would be a

bar nacl e' s grandnot her.

"Not just a bird," Wallie crowed. "It's a pigeon and it has a band on its leg."
The ot hers exchanged inpressed gl ances. He put the bird back in the pocket and
tried the next

"And what's this?" He set his discovery upon his nose and the audi ence how ed
with |aughter. Eyegl asses were the first step
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toward the tel escope, of course. Everything had to be explained, and they al
tried die gl asses.

"And here's a..." He tried to say "quill pen" and stuttered into silence.
"Quill... brash?" That cane out. "Mist be ink in this bottle? Right!" He knew
the word for ink, although it nmeant only what came out of an octopus.

The sane pocket also held tiny fragnents of vellum so fine mat it mght have
been bird skin. Vallie chuckl ed, suddenly remenbering bis childhood and the
Christrmas parties when his father had hidden favors in a bran tub for the
youngsters to find. This was nore fun

"WIIl you all pronise not to tell anyone el se about this?" he asked, and got a
bal | et of nodding heads. Wth the quill and the small ink bottle, he drew seven
swords on one of the scraps of vellumand held it out for themto |look at it.
"What does that nmean?" he asked.

Chorus: "A swordsman of the Seventh/'

Then he attenpted to draw a griffon. It |ooked |ike a pregnant canmel. "And what
does that all nean?"

A puzzled, frowning silence was broken by Katanji. "The seventh sword?"

"Ri ght you are!" There was still enough light for flying; Wallie waved the
vellumto dry it, then retrieved the pigeon and slid the nessage into its band.
"Let's send the sign back to the tower." He tossed the bird into the air. They
watched it circle and clinb and vanish in the direction of Sen

"That is how they send nessages," Wallie explained. "The ink conmes fromthe
squid. You tend to get it on your fingers, of course," he added ruefully as he
recorked the bottl e—he was not experienced with a quill. He studied faces. They
| ooked i nmpressed and happy. Nnanji and Thana were paying nore attention to each
other, sniggering again already. The sailors were grinning. Only Doa seened
worried and puzzled. Katanji was staring at the pen and the vellum thinking.
"You are becoming a nuisance," the sorcerer said in a deep voice, glaring. "Lord
Shonsu! " He | ooked around. "Master Nnanji, the wagon driver? And Novice Katanji,
who understandably prefers being a slave to being a swordsman. The mendaci ous
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Captai n Toni yano, of course. Lady Doa, you keep strange conpany!"

The audi ence hissed at this sorcery. Wallie laughed and pointed at Holiyi.
"What's his nane?"

The sorcerer shrugged. "It is upon you that | shall set ny curses,
have summoned denpbns—-

"Pi geon droppings!" Wallie said. "You have spies in Casr, so you know who we
are. | don't scare with denons and curses, Lord Rotanxi."

The man was groggy still, or else too proud, for he did not deny the nane.
Doa said quietly, "It is you who are in strange conpany, ny lord."

"He probably has a sore head," Wallie said. "Wuld you like a drink of water?
No? Just speak up if you want a bl anket or something. Now, let's carry on."

he said. "I
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Carefully he reached into another pocket. "Any guesses on this treasure? Little
sticks with sonething on the ends!" Matches? He struck one and his audi ence

gasped. That neant phosphorus, so his guess had been correct. "Sorcerer, what's
your nane for the stuff you nmake these with? It's soft and yellow, and you have

to keep it under water or it goes on fire. Cone on, man, | know all about it! I
just want to know what you call it."

Furious silence.

"Do you know how to nmake it safer by heating it?" Wallie asked. "It turns red."

Qovi ously the answer was yes. "How do you know these things?" the prisoner
demanded, shocked.

"That's a long story. I'"'ma better sorcerer than you are. | know nmat you can see
a long way fromyour tower with a thing nmade of glass. And | know how to make
messages with your quill and the ink, although | can't do it in your words."

The sorcerer seened to shrink.

Vallie went back to the gown. "Now what's in this pocket? Ah, here we have the
thunderbolt."” He showed the others the pistol. It was a single-barre
muzzl e-1 oader. He had anticipated a flintlock, but the nechani smused a
phosphorus-based friction cap—very ingenious. The wor kmanshi p was exquisite, the
butt scrolled with silver and nother-of-pearl. Mre rummgi ng un-
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covered lead balls, but also neasured packets of gunpowder |ike cartridges, and
fortunately these had stayed dry, in a separate |eather bag. He had expected a
powder horn

This, | suppose, you would call thunderpowder. It's nmade from sul fur and
charcoal and saltpeter.” Wallie exanm ned the balls and expl ai ned how t he pi stol
shot themout. Nnanji scowl ed and the others were disgusted.

Rot anxi was pale. This display of know edge nust be nore of a shock to himthan
the rough treatnent had been. "Who are you?" he denanded.

"My nane is Shonsu, as you said. | amon the side of the Goddess and the
swordsnen and | amgoing to take you to Casr and show the tryst this weapon.
That was what | cane for, and you yourself are only a bonus. |I hope that | can

becone | eader, so mat the tryst will not do stupid things |ike making frontal
attacks on Sen."

The sorcerer straightened bis back against the dinghy and attenpted a triunphant
sneer. He had an arrogant, aristocrat's face —deep-set eyes bel ow those snowy
eyebrows, high aquiline nose, |ong upper |ip—a good face for sneering, a Roman
fallen anong Goths. "You are too |l ate, Shonsu. Yesterday the swordsnmen held
their absurd cerenony of trying to kill each other to see who is the biggest

but cher. The juvenile Boariyi won. How curious to choose a | eader by die length
of his arnms!"

Nnanji nuttered an oath and | ooked at Wallie to see if he ought to believe this.
"So they are on their way?" Wallie inquired.

The sorcerer hesitated, and then said, "They enbark tonorrow at dawn."

"That's very quick work!" Wallie said as innocently as he could nanage. "Al

that food and stuff..."

Rot anxi sneered. "They have DO choi ce, because they have no noney left."

"Well, then we shall intercept nem and warn nem about your big thunderbolts.”
"Ha! You can't! They are going to Wal, not coming here. It is possible that they
will change their minds, but Sen is ready if they do."

"Wal is much farther," Wallie said, frowing. "It seens fool -
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i sh, especially since it was you who sent the kilts. Wiy \Val ?"

"They think to outsmart sorcerers!" Rotanxi retorted with an ocean of contenpt.
"Seens to ne that Lord Shonsu outsmarted you easily enough!"™ Nnanji snarl ed.
That broke the spell. The old nan's lips tightened. He had said too nuch.

"But | had not thought Lord Boariyi capable of such subtlety!" Wallie thought
for a nonent that Rotanxi would say nore, but he did not. Probably Wal had been
the brainchild of Uncle Zoariyi, and the sorcerer's hesitation suggested that he
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m ght even be aware of that. He was extrenely well inforned about the tryst,
even to its finances.

"So you have failed, Shonsu!" Doa said with satisfaction

"I hope not, ny lady." Wallie tried to convey a confidence he did not quite

feel. "I took steps to prevent the tryst fromdeparting."
She frowned doubtfully.
"My lord?" asked Katanji. "How does he know about Lord Boariyi being | eader?"

"Pigeons!" Wallie said. "Hi s spies rel ease pigeons, which return to their nates
in Sen. O course birds fly three or four tinmes as fast as even Giffon can
sail, and they don't have to go around all the bends in the River."

"Pigeons can't talk, nmy lord," Katanji protested. His face was grow ng vague in
the fading light, but the doubt showed.

"You saw the little piece of vellum|l sent with the bird we released,” Vallie
expl ai ned, his eyes on the sorcerer. "Wll, they could have had a code
arranged—a triangle for Boariyi, a circle for Ttvanixi..."

He was not fooling the sorcerer, of course, but he did not want to explain
witing to the others. That know edge could be fatal if the sorcerers ever

di scovered that they had it. It would destroy the sorcerers' craft if it ever
becane wi dely known; it might disrupt the whole culture of the Wirld. That was a
threat he might find useful, and nust keep in reserve. But he did not think he
had convi nced Kat anji .

The wind was growing chill. He turned his attention back to the gown. "Let's see
what el se we can find," he nuttered. But the next thing he found was a w cked
little knife. It |ooked sharp
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as a razor, and he thought that it was coated wi th sonething, probably a poison
"On second thought, we'll leave the rest until tonmorrow, when die light is

better. Lord Rotanxi, you will be confined in the cabin. Probably you will be
more confortable in there than the rest of us will be in the hold. You will be
al l oned on deck by day, under supervision. You will be fed and well treated."
"Kept in good shape for the interrogation, of course!" The old man sneered.

"You will not be tortured, if that is what you fear."

Rot anxi snorted disbelievingly. "Indeed? The great Shonsu is well known for
castrating nen in brothel quarrels. Did you not once burn down a house because a
child threw a tomato at you fromthe wi ndow? Your idea of good treatnent may not
agree with mne, ny lord."

Wallie winced and could find no reply. It was Nnanji who spoke next.

"Those days are over, sorcerer. You can trust his word. If it were me, | should
start at your toenails and work upward, but Lord Shonsu will treat you well.
Much too well, | expect."

Even in the blurred conflict of light fromthe fading sunset and the brightening
Dream God, Nnanji's young face radiated sincerity. The sorcerer seened surprised
and was silent.

"Take himbelow," Wallie said. "G ve himfood and water and bl ankets. Let's eat;
I'"'m hungry!"

He bundl ed up the sorcerer's gown and rose to his feet. Red flame flickered over
Regi Vul and the air stank again of sulfur. The Fire God was angry—as he should
be, Vallie thought. Wth the evidence he had now, he could rip the nystery from
the sorcerers' craft and destroy their nystique... if the swordsmen woul d
l'isten.

The River was bright. Tom yano woul d keep sailing, eager to return to his

bel oved Sapphire.

"I wanted to see you die."

Wal lie turned and found Doa, standing very close.

"My apol ogi es for disappointing you, ny |ady."

"Now, | suppose, you expect nme to create an epic for you?"

Her tone was sweet and she was smiling. Wth any other wonan he woul d have taken
her in his arns and tried to kiss her. The invitation was that obvious, and
totally at variance with her
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wor ds. Genius was next to madness—he was convinced now that she was mad. He
wonder ed what Shonsu had done to her to produce this poisonous hatred and the
uncanny fascination that seened to acconpany it. Probably any song she conposed
about the day's events would be nurder to Shonsu's reputation—a verba
assassination set to sone immortal nelody. Even if she played fair, an epic
about the day's events could help himlittle, for all he had done was use
trickery. That would not disgust the swordsmen as nmuch as the Katanji story,
perhaps, but it would certainly not inpress them either

Yet she was a | ot of woman. Her extraordinary height excited himstill. Having
troubl e keeping his voice calm he said, "I should be honored to be nentioned in
any of your works, ny |ady."

Her eyes seened to flash in the night. "You think I can't? You mink an epic

wi t hout bl ood is inmpossible?"

"I think the gods have sent nme a great victory today. | amvery glad that (here
was no blood spilled."

"Bah!" she said, unconvinced. She stepped over to the rail to stare out at the
| ast red gl ow over the western horizon. H's feet noved to follow her, although
he was not conscious of having told themto do so.

"Tell me about the first tine/* she said softly. "Wat happened to ne
forty-nine?"

"l don't know. "

Startled, she turned to |l ook at him She edged cl oser—eh, so close! "You expect
me to believe that?"

"It is true, Doa. | got a bang on the head. | renenber nothing before Harm |
did neet with a god, as you were told. He did give ne this sword. But | do not
renenber living in Casr, or leading the forty-nine... | do not even renenber

knowi ng you. That was why | did not acknow edge you hi the | odge mat day.

t hought you were a boy."

Her tone stayed delicate as gossanmer. "You are a contenpti ble bastard, Shonsu
You treat nme as if | were filth, but you need not think I amstupid."

"That was anot her Shonsu, ny |ady."

"Swi ne. "
Wallie threw ropes around his tenper. "It is the truth—+ swear by ny sword."
"But I will showyou. | will create the greatest epic the Wrld has ever

hear d—even wi t hout bl ood."

"l shall be honored."

She paused, irresolute. "I rmuat know about the forty-nine!"
"l can' t hel pyou."

"You are a bastard. Then | shall ask the sorcerer tonorrow.'
heel and stal ked away.

On the longest, loveliest legs in the Wrld.

Doa spun on her

ttttt
"Ch, am| glad to see you!" Brota roared, advancing like a red gall eon under
full sail, her robe rippling in the wind, flabby arns outstretched. Giffon had

j ust nudged agai nst Sapphire's fenders and was not even tied up yet. Wallie had
new y cl anbered aboard. Brota envel oped himlike a runaway tent, and he hugged
her in return, having no option. Then she backed away a pace, and he saw die
strain in her face, the tension under the joviality.

Then Jja. He was foul and fishy and not fit for intimcy, but she threw her arns
around him and kissed him and he returned the enbrace and the kiss with fervor
and joy. It was good to be back. It was good to hold a woman who knew her own
enotions, a woman who was beautiful and | oving and—above al | —suprenely sane.

The blustery wind that had swept himin from Sen was pitching and rocking
Sapphire as she lay at anchor off Casr in cool norning sunshine. There was
mention of rain in the air.

The rest of the crew were gathering around. Their faces, also, were stressed and
wan, although Giffon's crew were in nuch worse shape after four days on a
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tossing, putrid tub. There were hugs and stoppi ngs of backs.

Two ot her snips were anchored in the distance downstream and two nore tied up
at the waterfront, but the great plaza was al nost deserted, given over to the

Il onely wind, stark as a vacant tonb. The gol den streets were enpty as

ol d- f ashi oned Sunday nor ni ngs,

"You' ve been to Sen?" Brota denanded. "There and back in four days? How did you
manage that ?"
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"Wth our eyes closed!" Toni yano snapped, joining the group. "!D the dark
What' s been happeni ng?"

Brota scowmed at Wallie. "You have a town ftill of nmad, nmad swordsnmen and mad,

mad citizens. The tryst chose its | eader the day after you left."

"So the sorcerers told us,"” Wallie said and smiled as her eyes wi dened. "They
tried to seize ships, then?"

Brota pulled a face. "They had no chance! W'd passed the word, as you said; and
as soon as the | eader was proclainmed, the sailors started to panic. The nervous
ones left, and men nobody wanted to be the | ast—+the whole waterfront cleared in
about hal f an hour."

"And the swordsnen?"

She smled grimy. "By the tinme they saw what was happening, it was too |ate.
They came out in boats, of course, and we just sailed up and down, but nere was
not hing they could do."

Nnanji and Thana had cone on board and were hel ping Ka-tanji up

"What about nighttine?" Wallie asked.

"W noved upriver." Brota pointed a baggy armat die vessels in the distance.

Li ke Sapphire, they were flying quarantine flags. "Those two agreed to show the
sign at the down end, and that hel ped." Then she pointed at the two ships noored
in lonely splendor at the quay. "A couple slipped by—didn't see or didn't
bel i eve. The swordsnen grabbed them "

She wi ped a tear that m ght have been caused by the wind. "W couldn't have held
out nuch | onger, though. They've been sending a fleet out after us every day.
Little boats. Now they have those two ships, and | expected themto cone after
us in those today."

It showed in the restless eyes, the quickness of speech, the tone and
cadence—testing endured, adversity surnounted.

"You stood your post, swordsman!" Wl lie assured her, giving her another hug.
The riverfol k—sailors and traders—were a hardheaded clique. Only a suprene
negotiator like Brota could have nmade mem see the danger of being requisitioned
by the tryst and coul d have persuaded nemto forgo their trading. But the strain
of being hunted by a thousand swordsnmen was not sonething to overl ook, either

"I know why the gods chose this ship

for me, mstress, and you were the main reason."

She si npered nockingly, but she was flattered, perhaps for the first tinme in
years. "Well, I'mglad you're back. | didn't expect you for days yet." O never?
"Whose is the di nghy?" asked Toni yano, ever suspicious. The strange boat
tethered to Sapphire had nade themall fearful as Giffon approached.

Brota | ooked around in surprise and then pointed. Cousins, aunts, and uncles
cleared out of the way so that Wallie could see Honakura, sitting on a tire
bucket at the far side of the deck, smiling. Two priests of the Third stood
beside him Wallie went over and nmade his salute. He was disturbed by the old
man' s appearance. Four days had done nothing to reduce his om nous pallor. He
seenmed even nore shrunken than before. His snile was forced.

"You are wel cone back, nmy lord," he said softly.

"They brought us food," Brota said. "W were running | ow. "

Wal lie knelt down to put his eyes |level with Honakura's.

"I fear that | failed to deliver what | pronised," the old man si ghed, "and what
I owed the Goddess. The tryst has chosen its |eader."

"Boariyi! A sorcerer told us."
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"How could... ? Well, it is true. Lord Kadywi nsi had agreed and | tal ked hi m out
of it. The swordsnen cane calling again and talked himinto it. | tal ked hi mout
of it again." He nanaged one of his old chuckles. "Then the swordsnmen went ahead
anyway. But they only have six Sevenths."

"It is a conplication,"” Wallie agreed. "Wat happens now?"

Honakura conpressed his winkles in a scowW. "Kadywi nsi is back on the wong
side of the | oomagain. The service of dedication is to be held this norning."
Wallie frowned. "I thought the tryst was planning to depart two days ago?"

"Yes. The liege is an inpetuous young man and he wouldn't allow the absence of a
bl essing stop him But you and M stress Brota stopped hi m4+ suppose it is a sort
of face-saving to have a service now and pretend that that was what they pl anned

all along."

VWallie smled at the woebegone old eyes. "You've done very
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well, holy one! You didn't stop them but you delayed them—and |I'm sure nost of

them weigh three tines what you do. A whole tenple plus a thousand swordsnen is
not a fair match against half a priest!”

Honakura sighed. "It used to be. | feel as old as all of them put together."
Then he snarled. "And dinghies are just as bad as | feared."

"How is the town?" Wallie asked, aware mat Nnanji and Thana had cone to stand in
the crowmd around him waiting for orders—and he did not know what orders he
could give

"Very peaceful!" Honakura conceded. "Lord Boariyi inposed discipline right away.
There hasn't been as much as a cookie stolen since. Not a |lewd gl ance!'* He
chuckl ed, "Well, | suppose | exaggerate there, but the virtuous naidens are

enmerging fromthe cellars. It is the evildoers who are | eaving town, they say."
Wal lie glanced up to see the satisfaction that he knew woul d be show ng on
Nnanji's face. Sonme of what Boariyi had said to himhad been sincere, evidently,
and Nnanji's |echerous tendencies in personal matters never interfered with his
puritanical professional standards.

How to assess this new idea? The sorcerer's information about Boariyi had been
correct, but Wallie's schene to delay the tryst had succeeded. Now what? He had
argued this case with Nnanji for hours, w thout reaching any decision. He felt
linp and battered, filthy and foul both inside and out, after four days of
sailing—and two of those confined with both an arrogant, bitter old captive and
a lunatic mnstrel

"This service, holy one," Wallie asked. "I don't suppose we can have the cal
for chall engers included agai n?"

Honakura shook his hairless old head. "It is a blessing on the tryst, that is
all."

"They will all be sworn,” Nnanji agreed. "It is too late for mat."

"You will not swear this terrible oath of yours to Lord Boariyi and accept him
as | eader?" the priest asked.

"No!" Wallie barked. "The first thing he would do would be to denand ny sword.
He woul d probably even nmake ne give it to him" Seeing the priest's puzzled

| ook, he explained: "Dedicate it—kneel to himand say the words. No one gets the
sevent h

sword, except off ny dead body! I'd rather challenge him"

Nnanji snorted. "Challenge a thousand nen? He would send nemup in threes and
save the last place for hinself."

Boariyi was paranount. The ways of honor would not apply now unless he w shed
themto. "Then | need counsel," Wallie said. "W did catch a sorcerer, the

wi zard of Sen hinself, the man who provoked the tryst."

Honakura gasped and beaned. "That is a great triunph! Another mracle? No, a
Great Deed! Wbnderful, Lord Shonsu! How can we use him do you suppose?" He
screwed up his winkles in thought.

The wi nd bl ew, the sun shone, the ship rocked, and after a while he shook his
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head. Everyone | ooked bl ankly at everyone el se.

No i deas.

"You could call another tryst, my lord," Nnanji suggested.

"The Goddess has bl essed this one," the priest said. "Surely She sent Her sword
for the | eader to use? therwise, |I just don't understand."

VWallie rose stiffly to his feet. "If you don't, holy one, then none of us do. It
is along sword. It needs a tall swordsman. Boariyi is taller than | am |
suppose | nust give himhis chance at it."

"But you need a fair match!" Nnanji shouted. "You can't fight the whole tryst!"
"If the swordsnen are gathered,” a rich contralto voice said, "then | shall sing
t hem ny new epic."

Doa had cone aboard and was standi ng behind the listening sailors, peering over
their heads. She | ooked worse than anyone, her eyes sunk into her head, her face
drawn and boni er than ever, her hair a tangl ed bush. She had probably not sl ept
at all since Sen. She had done what she had said, spending two hours | ocked up
with Rotanxi —nterrogating him Wallie supposed, although perhaps nerely
reporting to him if she were indeed a sorcerer spy. Then she had retreated to a
corner of the hold to strumaimessly on her lute at all hours of day and ni ght.
She had refused food and conversation. Any attenpts to reason with her had been
met with screans that she was to be left alone, that she
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was conposing an epic w thout blood. He had been expecting her to | apse into
conpl ete autism

Now, astonishingly, she seemed to have recovered her forner arrogance and poi se,
despite her haggard appearance. Her eyes were dark with exhaustion, but the

wi | dness had gone. So the epic was conplete? Wallie had conmi ssioned an epic and
he was going to get one, but he had no intention at all of letting her |oose
with it until he had had a chance to hear it hinsel f—and probably not then.
The sailors noved aside hurriedly to let her in, immensely tall and barely
decent in her two twists of filthy blue silk. Honakura gaped toothlessly at her,
and then at Wallie. He rose to his feet and she saluted calny.

"What is this epic about, then?" he asked, cautiously.

"It is about Lord Shonsu. It is very good."

Swor dsrman and priest exchanged gl ances again. Wallie rolled his eyes to convey
di sappr oval

"I never heard of a minstrel performng in a tenple," Honakura said. "I should
have to discuss it with Lord Kadyw nsi."

"My lady," Vallie said, "you are tired and need refreshnent. Thana, would you
show Lady Doa the showers, find her sonme food and perhaps a place she could
rest?"

Thana gave hima knowi ng gl ance and agreed. She led the nminstrel away, and she
went quietly. Wallie breathed nore easily. Now back to the real problem..

"An epi c?" Honakura nused.

"No!" Wallie sighed and avoided Jja's eye. "I was a fool to take her in the
first place+ was thinking with the wong end of ny spine. Perhaps she has
conposed sonet hi ng, but what good could it do? Another song about Lord Shonsu
hiding in a ship and being devi ous? Forget Doa!"

The ol d man nodded doubtfully.

"I'f I goto the tenple, am| safe there?" Wallie asked.

Honakura said, "Certainly!" as Nnanji said, "No!"

There was anot her sil ence.

Wallie felt angry and baffled. "This bl essing? Wwo is bl essed? The nmen? The

| eaders? The tryst itself?"

Honakura stared up at him and then a wicked little snile

settled in around his shriveled lips. "Wy not the sword?" he asked.

The tiny cabin was dimand rank. Its port had been boarded over before Giffon
departed, and it had held a captive for two days and three nights. He was
sitting in a corner, wapped in his blankets, when Wallie and Nnanji went in.
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Confinenent had taken toll of a man accustoned to authority and respect. His
face was skull-like, with dark caves around his eyes, and the lines near his
mout h had deepened to slashes. His thin white hair was di sheveled. Yet this
prisoner had been well treated by the standards of the World-Wallie knew that
from experience

"W are at Casr," Wallie said. "The tryst did not sail."

"So you won?"

"So far. If you will acconpany us on board Sapphire now, nmy lord, we shall allow
you to bathe and we shall provide clean clothes, although not your own.
Sorcerers' gowns are what give themtheir power, you understand. That's how we
made you harm ess. "

Rot anxi frowned and then nodded admiringly. "And what happens then?" The
arrogance had softened, and he was al nost pathetic, instinctively huddling back
agai nst the wall.

VWallie held up a rope. "I"'mdamed if | know | shall have to keep you tethered,
of course. | never imagined that we would capture a Seventh." He chuckl ed. "You
see, ny Lord Rotanxi, the position is rather conplicated at the nonent. On one
bank there are sorcerers and on the other swordsmen. The infanous Shonsu and his
nef ari ous gang have been runni ng up and down between the two canps, playing
havoc with both. If you were to auction ne off at the nonment, | think the
swordsnen might even outbid the sorcerers to get their hands on ne."

The sorcerer stared at himcuriously for a nonent and then reached for his

shoes. "I doubt that," he said. "Are you open to bribes?"

Wal | i e thought of the power of the demigod and smled. "Not if you offered ne
the Wworld! | shall display you as ny captive, of course, but | swear you ny oath
that there will be no torture, and
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as little degradation as is possible under the circunstances. And as you are
likely to be of nore value alive than dead, you will not be harned."

"So | amto behave nyself? You take nme for a fool, Shonsu." Rotanxi was not too
hunbl ed to sneer. He rose stiffly.

Wal li e shrugged. "I cannot nmake any real prom ses, because ny own life is at
risk this day, but if Master Nnanji succeeds nme as your captor, he will respect
my w shes."

He led the way to the | adder. He and Nnanji were clean now. Thana and Katanji
were dressing. Honakura and the priests had departed al ready.

"Where are you taking ne in such a hurry? Are your coals cooling off?"

"The tryst is assenbling in the tenpk," Wallie explained. "I shall produce you
before the swordsnen and claimthe | eadership.”

The sorcerer regarded himwarily. "And then what happens?"

"Then," Nnanji snarled, "the swordsnen will denounce himas a traitor, and he
will not be protected by the ways of honor, and they will kill him"

"l seel" Rotanxi glanced fromone to the other thoughtfully. "I detect a

di sagreenment on strategy. And when Shonsu is dead, whose prisoner am|?"
"You're mine," Nnanji said savagely. "But | die right after. Then you wll
belong to the tryst. Have a nice day, ny lord."

Their dinghy was net at the famliar ruined jetty by a nervous-|ooking priest of
the Sixth, pudgy and elderly. Wallie knelt on the sliny planks and held out a
hand to Tom yano, still down in the boat.

"Captain," he said, "if neither Nnanji or |I... well, look after Jja and Vixini?
And thanks for everything."

Tom yano's eyebrows rose, pushing his shipmarks into his hair. He shook hands.
"What do you fancy for dinner, nmy lord? I'Il tell Una."

Wallie smled and rose to follow the inpatient priest.

The way | ed past the well-remenbered refectory, then between the di sused
bui I di ngs, al ong paths choked wi th weeds,
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through canted fences with fallen gates... past old i cehouses and deserted
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chapel s, abandoned stables, dornmitories, and erstwhile | awms now converted to

i npenetrabl e bush. The tide was out in Casr, but in some other century
prosperity would return, and all this would again be needed by a waxing tenple
bur eaucr acy.

The way led also toward the towering bulk of the tenple itself, and soon it

dom nated half the sky. Then... an unobtrusive side door and endl ess dark
corridors and hallways snelling of nold and rot. A distant sound of chanting
ahead, and the guiding priest turned and put his finger to his lips. He opened a
door, very slowy, and the chanting becane | oud.

It was nore a large alcove than a small room for one side was a bead curtain,
beyond which lay the nave of the tenple. The watchers could see out and not be
seen; the half dozen could spy on the thousand. So Wallie stopped to watch and
his foll owers crowded around to peer by him

Hs first inpression was how nmuch snmaller this tenple was than the great edifice
at Harm Yet to his left stood the swordsnmen of the tryst—five Sevenths in bl ue;
behind them at a respectful distance, a row of thirty or forty Sixths; and
behind them in turn, ranks of red-kilted Fifths. A thousand nmen and nore—the
Fifths hid the mddl erank colors, so that only their heads and sword hilts
showed—but the nave was not crowded, so snal nmess was relative. This was still as
| arge as any cathedral Wallie had ever seen. Not all were swordsnen. Behind the
narrow shoul dered Firsts at the back was a collection w thout swords—heral ds,
bandsnmen, arnorers, healers, minstrels, and perhaps notables fromthe town.

To his right stood the choir, endlessly warbling up and down their dissonant
scal e. They faced toward the Coddess, an idol of carved stone that copied the
great, naturally weathered figure at Harm-a seated and robed worman, hair
stream ng down, featurel ess face staring along the nave to the seven arches and
the River beyond. Yet the sculptor had failed to catch the sane air of majesty.
The blue paint was flaking fromthe stone, giving it a scabby appearance, a
CGoddess with eczenma. The dais bore treasures, but nothing to conpare to the

i mmeasur abl e hoard at Harm Perhaps this tenple had been looted a few tines.

Wal lie discovered that his Shonsu instincts were busily check-
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ing for escape routes. Sonme hope! The main doors would be in the arches at the
front, of course, below the glass screens. Fromthe interior the m ssing panes
showed as bright spots, unsoiled by the grine that blurred nost of the vista of
the River and far-off Regi Vul under its guardian snpoke plune. Between hi m and

t hose doors stood the swordsmen. There was anot her bead curtain opposite him and
there was probably a door behind that. There woul d be others behind the idol,

al so.

Then he saw Boariyi, standing by himself and | ooking very lonely. By rights,
surely, he should have been directly in front of the Sevenths, at the head of
his arnmy. Instead, he had been placed well toward the far side. That seened a
strange location, but he was opposite Waliie. If Waliie enmerged through this
bead curtain, the two of them would be facing each other across the nave |ike
equal s. That was a wel cone sign that the priests were indeed under Honakura's
control. Cbviously Kadywi nsi was an uncertain and unreliable ally, given to
supporti ng whoever had spoken to himnost recently. Hopefully, while this

i nterm nabl e chanti ng went on, Honakura was busy sonewhere el se, keeping the
hi gh priest's vertebrae fused.

Boariyi was too far off for his expression to be discerned. Probably he had been
granted no nore tinme for sword practice these |ast few days than Waliie, but he
had not been bouncing around in Giffon's madhouse, either, and that thought
made Waliie realize how incredibly weary he felt.

Ti vani xi, standing with the other Sevenths, had a bandaged arm

Wal h' e gl anced around at his own party. The sorcerer stood with hands bound,
unkempt in an ill-fitting blue gown, fixed sneer on haggard face. Nnanji held
the other end of his tether, trying to | ook cheerful -Nnanji said this was not
going to work and Nnanji was usually correct when it canme to judgi ng swordsnen.
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Thana had insisted on com ng, and Katanji was there, also, |ooking tiny and
absurdly young and grinning w dely, black eyes sparkling in the gl oom

Katanji had a small |eather bag dangling at his wai st and suddenly Waliie
guessed that it nmust be his ill-gotten loot fromG, a fortune in jewels. If
Nnanji had returned that tainted hoard to his

brother, then Nnanji did not think he was going to survive this day.

The congregation was starting to fidget and twitch. The unseen juniors at the
back woul d be into spitballs soon.

At Harmthe sides of the nave had been |lined by stained glass. Here they were
wal | s of npsaic, nmuch of which seened to be crunbling off. Waliie glanced up to
check the roof, wondering how safe that was.

He deci ded that he might be the only person present who was not anxious for the
interm nable chanting to end. He had the sorcerer's pistol stuck in his belt,
and sone spare powder and shot in his pouch, but he would never have tine to
rel oad. There was a clinmax com ng. The odds agai nst hi mwere probably about a
hundred to one, yet he felt nore resigned than nervous. The gods had forced
this, snapping at his heels and driving himlike a sheep into this pen. Perhaps
this was the last line of the riddle. And to its destiny accord—give it to
Boariyi. How old was Al exander the Great when he took his father's arny and set
off to conquer the Earth? Twenty? Boariyi was probably ol der than that. He just
did not look like an Al exander, sonehow.

The sun vani shed behi nd a cl oud; shadow fl ooded the high, cold place.

At wel cone | ast the chant was over, dying away into a quiet sigh of collective
relief fromthe audi ence. The choir genuflected and trooped back in two lines to
stand on either side of the idol, out of Wallie's view A tiny figure in blue
shuffled forward, eased down on anci ent knees to nake obei sance, rose even nore
slowy, and turned to face the congregation. The high priest, Kadyw nsi, his
snowy hair shining in the gloom raised his arns and began a |long ritual of

bl essing. Boariyi and his Sevenths rel axed —evidently the cerenbny was nearing
its end. The old man wail ed away to silence. Then he swung around and faced the
i dol .

"Holiest!" he bleated. "Your castellan and | had the honor of calling this tryst
and the honor of seeing You bless it. W thank You for hearing our prayers, for
sendi ng us the novices, the apprentices, the swordsnen, the adepts, the nasters,

their honors, and their lordships... but nost of all for sending us Your chosen
chanpi on, a nobl e and courageous swordsnman, a nan who has
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met the sorcerers before and has shown he can defeat them a worthy |eader, sent
by You, bearing Your own sword."

A gasp of surprise fromthe congregation grewto an angry, aninal roar. H nts of
riot filled the tenple. Boariyi straightened up and put his hands on his hips,
thrusting his head forward. The other five Sevenths registered shock, npst of
themturning a furious red at the suggestion that they had sworn to the wong
nan.

Wal lie reached for the curtain and a command cane from behind: "Not yet!" He
turned to frown at the priest—surely this was the dramati c nonent?

In a sudden silence the sun reappeared, flooding the nave with brilliance,

gl eaming on Kadywinsi's silver hair and on a tall woman in blue strolling
forward, carrying a lute.

ttt ttt

Wallie wheeled to stare at the others. "I thought she was still on board!" he
snapped, |oud enough to make them junp.

Nnanj i nodded, but Thana shook her head. "She went with the priests."

Wal lie had been in the shower. Furious, he turned back to watch. Doa was cl ean
and groonmed. She was calm now, and dignified. Her stream ng brown hair shone
again, no longer tangled like tunble weed. Her dress was a priest's cotton gown,
a cheap thing, baggy and not |ong enough, yet she wore it regally, as if it had
been tailored for her by a master couturier. The audience was rustling. Wallie
could only hope that Honakura knew what he was doi ng. Perhaps he had
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interrogated her in the dinghy. It was equally possible that he was flying this
whol e thing on blind faith.

Doa rmade no salute, announced no title for her epic. She showed neither
nervousness nhor excitenment, only an air of intense concentration as she stood
and plucked the lute quietly, adjusting the tuning. Then she rai sed her head,
struck a chord, and filled the tenple with a voice dark and shining as zircon
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The swordsnmen in the norning come with glory on their brows, Wth justice on
their shoul ders borne, And honor in their vows.

Evil they will overcone and righteousness espouse. Her swords go nmarching on
Again Vallie glanced back at Nnanji, and his astoni shed expressi on showed that
he had never heard of a marching song in an epic, either

It was a rousing tune, though, and... No! Could it be? He listened carefully to
the chorus, and the second verse..

No, even allowing for the seven-tone scale, it was not the same. C ose... but
even better, nore rousing, than what he had just for a nonment suspected. He
could guess that it would be adopted at once by the tryst. Feet were beginning
to tap. O perhaps not—+t was about Shonsu, |eading his arny through the
mountains to Vul. Now he was about to hear what had happened hi that disaster—f
Rot anxi had told the truth to Doa, and if Doa had not changed it for her own

pur poses.

The nusic slipped to classic epic style while the villainous sorcerers plotted
their defense. The chief of the evildoers was, of course, Lord Rotanxi, swearing
hatred against all swordsmen, summoning a fire denon. Wallie | ooked around, and
the sorcerer's face was a kal ei doscope of enptions: anger, anusenent, and
surprise.

Anot her change, to a restless, angui shed thenme, and the singer's voice changed,
al so. The swordsnmen had reached a bridge over a chasm could see Wul itself in
the di stance. They began to cross. The sorcerer's fire denmon struck in

di ssonance, in thunder and flane. Bridge and swordsmen all plunged into the
abyss.

A mined bridge? O course! Wat woul d have been easier for the sorcerers than
that, or nore unexpected to the swordsnmen? Wthout thinking, Wallie turned to
Rot anxi and whi spered, "Is that what happened?”

He received a | ook of astonishnment, but no answer.

Only Shonsu had escaped, marching in front of his army. Struck to the ground by
the fire denon's passing, he had | ost his sword and been seized by the
triunphant sorcerers. Then the
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musi ¢ changed again, to a dirge, and Wallie began to appreciate that what he was
hearing was the birth of a whole new art form the heroic oratorio. Nnanji's jaw
was hangi ng open. Epics were the news and entertainment of the Wrld. Swordsnen
hankered after themas Italians craved opera. This was superb, the audience
transfi xed.

The nanes and ranks of the dead... of course Doa had known those all the tine.
She had been Shonsu's mistress. Had Tivani xi never thought to ask her, or had
she refused to tal k?

Then the dirge ended. A wild, galloping thene acconpani ed the story of Shonsu's
escape. Tied to a tree, about to be tortured, he snapped his bonds and pl unged
naked and unarmed into the forest..

A haunting lanent told how the Goddess' demons drove himto Harm Doa had nmade a
masterly selection of the facts. Shonsu demanded an exorcism It failed. He

hurl ed himself into the sacred falls in penance—no nmention that his only
alternative was to be thrown.

Now t he Goddess sang an aria, refusing the offer of his soul, lanmenting the
deaths of the forty-nine and the injured honor of Her swordsmen. The nel ody was
the thene that Wallie had heard Doa try tw ce before, but now she had brought it
to perfection; it soared, it tore at the heart, it filled the tenple with sorrow
and angui sh. He saw the entranced swordsnen blinking back tears and felt his own
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eyes prickle. But subtly the thenme changed fromplaint to resolve, as the
Goddess conmmanded Shonsu to go back and try again, taking Her sword... Tears
dried and bl ood surged with righteous fury.

Back in traditional epic style, Rotanxi plotted again. He sent the kilts to
Casr, the tryst was called, the swordsnen assenbl ed, and Shonsu appeared,
bearing the seventh sword—and a jigging, nocking theme described how t he
swordsnen spuned himand drove himfromthe | odge. It had not happened that way,
but everyone knew, even Nnanji, that one did not believe everything one heard in
epi cs.

Drama returned. The sorcerers plotted once nore, in an echo of the earlier
scene, but this tinme in an unnaned port on the River, foreseeing the arrival of
the swordsnmen, summoning their denons to destroy the tryst—the tenple had never
held a nore
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attentive congregation than it did right then. The fiendish Lord Rotanxi stalked
the dock, proclaimng the horrors he woul d rel ease.

Then, with nusic that started creepily and nysteriously and nounted steadily in
excitenment until it peaked in triunph, a ship arrived. Shonsu appeared on its
deck and nockingly explained mat he had bl ocked the tryst's departure and bal ked
the sorcerers' evil schene. Dramatic speeches flewto and fro until Rotanx
announced that he would deal with this arrogant young swordsnman hinsel f. He

mar ched on board—and his nmagic failed before the holy sword.

Giffon cast off, and Shonsu clainmed Rotanxi as his prisoner, to be taken back
to Casr to die. Just for a nonent the audience could be heard nuttering in
disbelief, then it fell silent once nore, hanging on the mnstrel's words.

Motto vivace! Now the denons were rel eased—fire denons, water denons, sky
denons, denons of lightning and storm They roared and bl azed and boil ed around
the ship, but in godlike defiance Shonsu brandi shed the sword of the Goddess and
turned aside the evil. The spirits slunk away, defeated..

And the finale, a repeat of the rousing opening thene, a victory march now, the
words slightly altered as the swordsnen tranped on to certain glory.
Silence—dtter, total silence.

Wal lie blinked and | ooked around. Nnanji's nmouth had cl osed, but his eyes were
gl azed and he had dropped the prisoner's tether. Rotanxi could have slipped away
unnoti ced, except that he, also, was entranced. So was Thana. Katanji caught
Wallie's eye and grinned. Wallie grabbed the rope and handed it back to Nnanji
with a scow that broke the spell

And the audience in the tenple had al so been spellbound until that same nonent.
Usual | y swordsnen appl auded by stanping their boots, sonmetinmes by clapping, and
rarely by cheering. Now they did all three, and every nman in the vast throng
seened to be making as nmuch noise as he could. A hurricane of sound crashed back
toward the singer. Even the Sevenths were appl audi ng, even Boariyi. And Doa
hersel f seenmed to snap out of a trance. She smled slightly, bowed, and then
turned to genuflect before the idol. Ad Kadywinsi was still standing there. He
gave her a
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bl essi ng, and she wal ked out of view, while the tunult of applause went on and
on. Wallie was sure that he had been present at sonething as significant as the
opening night of Hamet... M. Homer will recite fromhis new poem about
(dysseus... The epics of the World would never be the sane.

She had done what she had promi sed. Could a vote now be called, he would be

el ected | eader by acclamation after that performance. But the tryst was sworn.
Aut ocracy rul ed, not denocracy.

"My lord," he said to the sorcerer, alnobst having to shout, "even if we die ms
day, we two, we have achieved imortality."

He did not get the usual sneer. The old man studied himfor a nmonent and then
said, "I believe you are right, Lord Shonsu. It is, perhaps, a small confort."
"Now, ny lord!" the priest said.
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"I'n a noment." The din was continuing unabated. "Wat's next on the progran®”
"Not hing, ny lord."
Obvi ously that nust be changed. Vallie | ooked out into the nave again, just in
time to see Boariyi raise a hand for silence—and get it, instantly. |Inpressive
as hell! So Wallie pushed through the curtain and wal ked out to neet the tryst.
He very nearly wecked his chances totally by tripping over a step and falling
flat on his face; he had not noticed that the speakers' area was slightly
rai sed. That obstacle surnounted, he wal ked forward until he was al nost at the
center tine, but not quite. He faced the idol and made the salute to the
CGoddess, then wheeled to salute the conpany. The echoes of his sepulchral voice
cane runbling back fromthe gl assed arches
Facing him just below the step, were the five Sevenths. Zoariyi, the shortest,
was expressionl ess except for a wariness in his eyes. Tivanixi |ooking contused
and unhappy. One quite elderly man nust be the Lord Chin-sonethi ng whom Nnanj i
had nmentioned. There was a chubby nman with a scar, and a younger, nondescri pt
man. Beyond themthe line of green-kilted Sixths, sonme frowning, sone puzzled,
one or two grinning at the drama
DAVE DUNCAN
177

and behind them halfway to the arches, rows and rows of sword hilts and
mal e faces.
Then Wallie half turned to address the beanpole Boariyi, who had his arns
fol ded, his chin high, and a very red, furious expression on his rubbery face.
"My Lord Boariyi, | cone to claimthe | eadership of the tryst, as |I am conmanded
of the Goddess."
The tenple was silent. Had he closed his eyes, Wallie could have believed that
it was enpty. He had no idea what to expect. There were about fifteen hundred
swordsnen there, but only one will. However inpressive Doa's epic, why should
Boariyi yield the | eadership voluntarily?
"I ndeed? You are too late, Lord Shonsu. The tryst is sworn.
the depth of Shonsu's, but it carried well.
"l apol ogi ze. | had busi ness hi Sen, as you heard."
"Qooo!" said the juniors at the back of the crowd.
Boariyi's eyes narrowed. "You seriously expect us to believe that? Your |ongtine
relationship with Lady Doa is well known, Lord Shonsu, and while we all enjoyed
that performance, you will need nore evidence than that." He swung round to face
his army, ready to dismiss it; smart nove!
"I have a prisoner as evidence," Wallie booned. Excitement surged through the
audi ence like wind in corn
Boariyi turned back to himw th sudden doubt in his face.
"My prisoner is Lord Rotanxi, sorcerer of the seventh rank, w zard of Sen, a nan
who sends kilts— He was drowned out.
Again Boariyi gestured for silence and got it. Hi s face had turned even redder
"Produce this prisoner!"
Wal lie pretended to hesitate. "I could send for him.. You wfll stipulate that
he is my prisoner, according to the sutras?"
"I will not take your prisoner while you live," Boariyi roared, "but | give no
guar ant ees of your own safety."
"I amfully protected by the ways of honor and nmy sword," Wallie said, w shing
he believed that. Then he turned and beckoned.
Rot anxi stunbl ed through the curtain with a large hand at the scruff of his
neck. Al the splendor of the Dream God coul d not have contained Nnanji's grin
as he thrust the old man ahead of him across the width of the tenple toward
Boariyi. Wth right
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armstraight and tether held in his left, he propelled the sorcerer at great
speed over to the liege lord, who recoiled in astonishment at the facenarks thus
reveal ed. Then Nnanji swung his victimaround and jostled himalong the front of
the congregation, past the Sixths and the Sevenths so that they coul d see, also,
and finally | ooped around to end beside Wallie, directing his grin at the whole

H s voi ce | acked
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tryst. The silence shattered again in a rising runble like shingle stirred by
surf, nmounting like the surf itself, exploding with the crash of breakers.
Thana and Katanji had enmerged and lined up beside their |eader, and Wallie could
al nost chuckl e through the tension and fatigue at the ridiculous contrast. The
swordsnen nust see it, also: Boariyi with his horde; Shonsu with an injured
First, a female Second, and a copper-haired youth dressed as Fifth. But Shonsu
had the prisoner... and what a prisoner!

Now Boariyi had very few options for extricating hinmself with dignity. The old
priest stood between them facing the tryst. He turned to | ook at the | eader and
so did everyone el se

Boariyi's voice was harsh with anger. "I cane here expecting a blessing," he
said. "Not a munmmery. Do you chal |l enge, Lord Shonsu?"

Tricky—¥allie would be dammed if he said yes and disnmissed if he said no.

"l do not wish to right you, nmy lord, but | amnot afraid to do so, for I ama
better swordsman and | have the Goddess on ny side." He hoped. "But | will not
fight the whole tryst. WIl you neet ne man to man, or do you hide behind the
protection of the blood oath?"

Boariyi's eyes flickered toward his uncle, the short and graying Zoariyi,
standing with the other Sevenths. "Such events in a tenple service are newto
me. | will consult nmy council." The Sevenths obediently wal ked over to him It
was a good nove for Boariyi, giving himan inposing backing, so that he no

| onger stood al one.

There was a brief huddle, while the congregation held its breath, hushed and
tense. Zoariyi obviously did the tal king, his nephew standing with his head bent
to hear. Then he stepped forward so that the others were behind him

"My council advises me that this is not an affair of honor! Was
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it not you, Shonsu, who led the force of fifty swordsnen destroyed by the
sorcerers?”

"It was," Wallie said and was interrupted before he could say nore.

"Was it not you who crawl ed naked in the dirt before sorcerers at Aus?"

"It was—

"Was it not you who stopped the triunphant swordsnmen at Ov, when they woul d have
followed up their success by attacking the tower?"

"Yes, but—

"Was it not you who betrayed the plans of the tryst to the sailors, drove away
the ships, falsely posted a quarantine flag upon the harbor, and frustrated our
attack?"

"Yes, but only because—-

Boariyi raised a very long armand pointed. "Then | declare you to be a false

swordsman, an abomi nation, and an agent of the sorcerers. | condemn you to death
as an eneny of the tryst. Sevenths—kill that man!"

Vallie was preparing his reply in his mnd. He gl anced round at his friends.
Nnanji |ooked ill. The sorcerer gave hima | ook of nockery, although his welfare
depended on Vallie's.

He turned back toward Boariyi and the council, and saw that there was not going

to be a reply. They had drawn their swords and were advancing in |line abreast.
They were com ng slowy, perhaps hoping that he m ght sonehow escape, but

com ng. Nnanji had been correct.

Wallie pulled the pistol fromhis belt and rejected the tenptation to shoot down
Boariyi. He needed a target that would not cause a ricochet, so he ained over
the heads of the tryst at the distant arches and the faraway vi sta of nountains.
He pulled the trigger

The expl osi on roared much | ouder than he expected. The gun kicked in his hand,
and a vast cloud of acrid snmoke billowed out at the ranks of Sixths. No one
there except the sorcerer and nenbers of the Shonsu expedition had ever heard a
noise like that before. Plaster sprinkled fromthe roof; tiles tinkled down from
the walls. He scored a direct hit on the windows of the central arch, evidently
on a vulnerable spot in the rotting stone
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trelliswork. Wiile the echo of the shot was still reverberating back, it was

joined by a thunderous clanor of snmashing glass as the entire central w ndow
structure col |l apsed, row after row, glass and stone together, panes and
framewor k aval anching in chain reaction, a repeating cascade of corruscating
crystal to the floor, enptying the whole arch

The tryst panicked. FromFirsts to Sevenths they turned and ran. Wallie put the
pi stol back in his belt w thout bothering to reload. He glanced round at his
conpani ons. Even the sorcerer |ooked astonished at the effect. Nnanji swall owed
hard, then grinned, and said: "Ww"

Behi nd them a nob of priests in various shades was fighting to get through a
door beside the idol. Only tiny Honakura was standing still; he smiled and

rai sed a hand in congratul ati on. The Sevenths recovered first, formng up in a
ti ght bunch about where they had been before, starting a fierce argunent with
many shamefaced gl ances toward Wallie. Many of the civilians continued their
flight, but the rest of the swordsmen recovered thensel ves before they reached
the snowbank of glass by the nmain door. They started ashanmedly dribbling back to
then- places. It was clear to all that only Wallie's party had stood its ground.
He did not wait for nemto finish lining up

"Yes," he proclainmed, "I led the doomed expedition to Vul. For that | nust make
anends." He had everyone's attention now. The priests had fallen silent behind
hi m and the Sevenths had stopped talking to listen. "Yes, | went ashore at Aus.
I went unarmed, which was folly, and | paid a great price for that folly.

"Yes, | stopped the attack at Ov and for the sanme reason that | stopped the
tryst: You do not know how to fight sorcerers! | do—ow | do. | captured Lord

Rot anxi and | rendered himharm ess. That thunderbolt was one of the spells he
was carrying —a little thing that he had in his pocket. Call it a thunderbolt of
the first rank, if you like. They have greater horrors, thunderbolts of the
seventh rank. They had those lined up on the docks at Sen and hurled them at our
ship. The minstrel described the effects very well, but there were no denons. |
have no nmagic, ny lords. The sword— He drewit. "—s not magic. But it is
sacred. It belongs to the Mdst High, and it was She who saved us."

"She sent nme to lead the tryst, for courage alone is not
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enough. | do not question your courage, swordsmen, but only | can teach you how
to fight sorcerers. The Goddess gave ne Her sword and She has al so given ne

wi sdom | can lead you all to victory—but you, Lord Boariyi, cannot. Dare you
resist Her divine will?"

The Sevenths were arguing fiercely. The priest Kadyw nsi stepped forward, but
Wallie held up a hand to silence him The decision had to be Boariyi's, and
Wallie felt sorry for him He nust have been sure of gaming immortality as the

| eader of a tryst and he was being cheated of it by a conbination of sorcery and
priestly subterfuge. Yet his decision was al nost inevitable now, for Wallie had
been able to state his case and so reduce it to a personal challenge. Boariyi
could no |onger refuse and still hope to hold the loyalty of the tryst.

He had reached the same conclusion. He silenced the councilors around hi mand

| ooked over their heads at Wallie with that same insolent, contenptuous sneer
that he had worn when they first nmet—and Wallie's tenper flared at the sight of
it.

Then the human mantis stepped forward, putting bis hands on his skinny hips.
"You say you are fromthe Goddess? | repeat that you were sent by the sorcerers.

The priest blessed the | eader who wears that sword. Very well! | will kill you
and take it. Mke your challenge, ny Lord Shonsu."
ttt t ttt

The weat her had turned for the worse, spitting raindrops fromlow, ugly clouds,
whirling | eaves and dust along the ground. Wallie stood al one outside the
tenple, scowing at nme damage his |ucky shot had caused. Three arches on each
side now reflected the stormover Regi Vul, while the center was a dark bl ank. He
was uneasily remnded of the little jewel god with his mssing tooth, and he did
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not know if he was being irreverent, or if the god was truly playing jokes.
The whol e tryst had been assenbled into a wide arc around the tenple forecourt,
facing the water. Wallie stood at one end, alone, Boariyi at the other,

surrounded by the council. O course
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the Sevenths were Boariyi's vassals and nust attend him but that did not |essen
Wallie's feeling of being abandoned. In the center of the arc were the heralds
and t he bandsnmen. A discussion was in progress between the heralds and the two
seconds, Nnanji and Zoariyi. It was taking forever

To entrust such negotiations to Nnanji seened crazy. Surely that wily Zoariyi
woul d knot himlike a pretzel? Yet the rules for dueling left no choice, and
Nnanji had al ready successfully contrived to have Thana take the prisoner back
to Sapphire, nmuch against the swordsmen's will. Wallie had not expected himto
win that point and had watched with pleased surprise as the transfer took place.
Then there had been sone sort of cerenony involving Nnanji being presented to
all the Sevenths, probably to dispose of the vengeance probl em

It was oddly reassuring that the juvenile Katanji was also involved in the

di scussions. Twi ce he and Nnanji had stepped aside to confer, Nnanji bending
over to talk or listen. Each tinme Wallie has assuned that he was going to be
sent a nmessage, but each tine the two brothers had returned to the group
together. Katanji knew nothing of the technicalities or legalities, but he knew
peopl e—what was surprising was that Nnanji woul d now take him seriously enough
to pay heed.

Boariyi towered over his conpanions. He had (he advantage of reach, certainly,
and he was defending his own ground. He had al so seen Wallie go agai nst

Tivani xi. But he was fighting either a sorcerer or a hero sent by the
gods—nei t her an encouragi ng prospect. He m ght even be faster. Wallie was
stronger and had the Goddess on his side. O did he? He had been told to expect
no mracl es.

Cursing hinself for thinking such thoughts, Wallie turned to | ook at the

wi nd-whi pped, gun-netal River and the rocking ships. Sapphire was noored just

of fshore, her crew lined up along the rail. He saw the massive Brota, then Jja,
and waved. The quarantine flag had gone and already a few vessels were venturing
into port.

The arc of onlookers was swelling as priests and citizens arrived to see the
sport, crowding in behind the swordsnmen. A serious contest between Sevenths nust
be a very rare event. Wallie wondered if even Shonsu had ever had to fight

anot her Sev-

enth in earnest. He hinself had fought Hardduju, of course, but that had been an
executi on.

At |ast the conference broke up, the seconds stal king over to their respective
principals. Katanji gave Wallie an appraising, synpathetic glance. Nnanji nerely
| ooked cheerf ul

Nnanji was flying with the angels. This was the neat and bone of romantic
swordsmanship for him a mere Fifth negotiating with Sevenths, arranging a trial
by conbat —which was alnost as rare in the Wrld as it would have been on Earth,
the stuff of epics, not sutras—playing a part in the gods' mission. Nnanji could
never be happi er than he was right there.

"I think | got all you need, brother," he said. "Zoariyi wouldn't accept that
your sword bel onged to the Goddess, but he agreed to put 'coward' in, although
he clainms that his principal never used the word."

"Great! How about child abuse and nose-picking?" VWallie snapped. "Let's not

| eave any stone unt hrown."

Nnanji smled courteously and gl anced around as if wanting to sit down and cross
his |l egs. Then he strai ghtened and proceeded to recite the draft proclamation,
word for word, in a voice that shadowed t he boom ng tones of the chief herald.
"Hear ye, ny lords, your honors, masters, adepts, swordsnen, apprentices,

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200f%20The%20Sword.txt (100 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:24 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

novi ces, and all this good conpany assenbl ed —whereas the valiant Lord Shonsu,
swordsman of the seventh rank, has appeared before the council of the noble
tryst of Casr, and whereas the said valiant lord has represented to the said
council that the | egendary seventh sword of Chioxin has been given into his hand
by a god in order that he may drive the abom nation of sorcery fromthe cities
of Aus, Wal, Sen, Cha, Gor, Amb, and Ov, and whereas the said valiant lord
represents that he is the best swordsman here present and ought therefore by
right of prowess be liege lord of this exalted tryst, and whereas the val orous
Lord Boariyi, swordsman of the seventh rank, liege lord of the noble tryst of
Casr, has responded that the said valiant lord has previously failed in battle
agai nst the sorcerers, and whereas the said valorous |lord has further
represented that the said valiant |ord was disgraced by sorcerers in Aus,

t hereby showi ng himself to be wi thout honor and a coward, and whereas the said
val orous |l ord has further represented that the said valiant
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lord frustrated and i npeded a victorious group of swordsnen in battle at Ov, and
whereas the said valorous lord has further represented that the said valiant
lord is an inposter, being an agent of the sorcerers and eneny of the tryst, and
whereas the said valorous lord represents that he is by prowess in conbat by due
formestablished rightful |eader of this noble tryst, and whereas these two
intrepid |l ords have agreed that the natter between them shall be settled by
honor abl e passage of arns, according to the ancient rubrics and sutras of their
craft, the said valorous |ord having wai ved and negated onus of vengeance by his
vassal s, and the two audaci ous | ords having agreed upon nis time and pl ace for
their neeting, now therefore you are bid approach and witness this illustrious
encounter, and may the Goddess judge between them and grant victory to the
right!"

Wal lie had himrepeat it.

"I don't like that 'driving the abom nation of sorcery' bit," he said. "The
tryst was called to restore the honor of the craft; let's stick with that."
"Right!" Nnanji said. "Good point."

It was easy enough for himto treat all this lunacy as an exercise in heraldic
ponp, VAllie thought.

"Anot her thing—+ thought this was a naked match and | heard sonething in there
about Boariyi waiving the onus of vengeance. How about you, brother?"

Nnanji smiled at himas if sharing a joke. "None of them seemto have thought of
that! The fourth oath is pretty obscure, renenber."

"So what happens if | |ose?"

Nnanji |aughed. "You soften himup, and I'Il finish himoff."
"Thi nk you can take him do you?"
Then Nnanji guessed what he was thinking and recoiled. "OF course not! |I'mno

Seventh. He'd spit ne in a flicker, brother. You don't think I'd... that |
want..."

"Then put it in the proclamation!" Wallie barked, feeling guilty for doubting
him "l also waive the onus of vengeance."

"You can't!" Nnanji said, recovering his good hunor and chuckling. "Remenber the
words of the sutra: paranount, absolute, and irrevocable**. You can't rel ease ne
and | can't escape it. If he does you, then |'"mup right after. Don't nake ne
ment i on
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it, please, because then they m ght wiggle out of this sonmehow "

So it was not hypothetical to Nnanji! It was a matter of life and death to him
al so. It just happened to be fun, as well. Ka-tanji was standing in silence, his

eyes going fromone face to the other, and it was not fun to Katanji.

But Nnanji was right. The fourth oath was irrevocable, so Wallie could not

rel ease him He was going to be fighting for two lives. He grunted that the
procl amati on was fine. Nnanji nodded, gave hima worried sort of |ook, and then
went striding off back to the heralds, his ponytaif waggi ng happily.

Was it possible? If Wallie died and Nnanji chall enged Boariyi, and by sone
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mracle won, would the tryst accept himas | eader? This was not the fornal
conbat for |eadership. The onus of vengeance had not been wai ved for anyone,
only for this match. Wallie puzzled it out and concluded with a curious relief
that it would not work; the other Sevenths would counterchal |l enge one after the
other, then the Sixths. O course Nnanji could not beat Boariyi... except by a
mracle. Nnanji was trustworthy, but the gods were not.

"WIIl you kill him ny lord?" Katanji had stayed behi nd.

Wal | i e snapped out of his gloonmy thoughts to reply. "Not if | can help it. Wy?"
"Nanj is worried. He says you'll try for a flesh wound, but Lord Boariyi wll be
going for a kill, to win the sword. He says it will be like the tine you fought
the captain with foil against blade."

"l don't need your advice on swordsnanshi p, novice."

Katanji dropped his eyes and was silent.

This time the conference was brief. The heral ds and seconds all seened to be
noddi ng. The rain had stopped. The neeting broke up and Nnanji came striding
over the windy court again.

"The Goddess be with you, ny lord," Katanji whispered. He turned and headed for
the perineter.

"Al'l agreed!" Nnanji announced. He fixed Wallie with a stern |ook. "You realize
that he's got to kill you, don't you?"

"l don't need your advice on swordsnanship!"

Nnanji | ooked repentant. "I'msorry, brother!" He studied Wallie carefully and
put on an encouraging grin. "You' re not seriously worried, are you? You have the
seventh sword!"
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"And he has the arns of a gorrillal"™ Wallie said softly. "Nnanji, |'ve never

fought anyone taller than nme. Perhaps Shonsu never did, either!"”

"He nust have been snaller when he was little, mustn't he?"

"Yes, of course.” Wallie managed a chuckle. "You're right. Thank you, Nnanji."
He hesitated. "You did very well in the negotiations, brother!"

Nnanji grinned. "I snothered himin sagas! Precedents, you know? The epic of Xo,
and the epic..." He reeled off a dozen, counting on his fingers.

Wal | i e | aughed al oud, but before he could coment, the proceedi ngs began. A rol
of druns echoed off the tenple and the bullfrog herald made his proclamation in
a voice that the thunder god m ght have envi ed.

There was another roll of drums. "Good!" Vallie said. "Now maybe they'll let us
get on with it."

No. The herald, having spoken in the direction of the River, now wheel ed about
and nade the same proclamation, conplete with druns, toward the tenple; and when
he had done that, he had to repeat it again both upstream and downstream The
final version was applauded by a peal of thunder. Even if the gods had forsworn
mracles, Wallie thought, they were not giving up on dramatic effects. The rain
started again.

The heral d beckoned, and the two parties approached himto take up their
stations. Wallie eyed his gangly opponent carefully. Boariyi was simlarly
eyeing him his big jaw set tight in concentration, his continuous bar of
eyebrow pulled down in a frown, no trace of a sneer. \What was he—eautious or
rash? Serious fights between unfam liar adversaries usually began with a little
careful testing. Wallie decided to try for a quick decision

"You may proceed, ny lords."

Wal lie lunged recklessly. He was parried instantly and junped back wi th bl ood
streaming from his upper arm

The crowd roared.

I'n any normal match Zoariyi would have called "Yield?" at mat point. He said
not hi ng. Shonsu was not to be given that option

It was a shallow cut, but a terrible beginning, and it nust give the tall man
nmore confidence, showi ng that the possible sorcerer
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or possible hero could bleed. It also hurt. Boariyi |lunged. Parry, riposte,
recover. Wallie felt a faint beginning of the bl oodl ust and suppressed it at
once. Berserkers would not feel pain, would fight until chopped into cutlets. He
had no wish to win and then discover that he had been nortally wounded in the
process.

Lunge. Ri poste. He was being driven steadily back. H s opponent was grinning at
him How did one fight a human gorilla? He renmenbered Hardduju and tried
dropping his guard a fraction, waiting for the outside cut to the wist. It cane
instantly. He parried and tried a riposte, but Boariyi covered just as fast and
it was Wallie who barely escaped.

Ti vani xi had been correct. Shonsu had net Ms match.

Forward and back they danced, but it was nore back than forward for Wallie. How
far was he fromthe River?

Dimy he could hear a continuous roar fromdie spectators. Hi s right arm was
streaming bl ood. He nust rest it to stop the flow. Lunge. Recover. Taking a
dreadful risk, he whipped his feet around and transferred the sword to his left
hand. Boariyi flashed an instant attack, countering his left-hand riposte as
easily as before, then nockingly perfornmed die sanme tactic, so they were

sout hpaw t o sout hpaw. The crowd noi se expl oded—+that was one for the | egends.
Lunge. Parry. Riposte.

Wallie tried every trick in his book, even sone he had not thought to teach
Nnanji. Boariyi countered themall and responded with sone that were new to

Wal lie. They were evenly natched.

The swords rang like a snmithy. It was an endurance test. The spindly Boariyi had
the build of a marathon runner. The nman's reach was incredible. Wallie coul d not
get near him H's sword nust be a fingerlength |onger than even the seventh
sword. Parry. Parry. Parry..

Long swords coul d be weak. The seventh sword? |f Shonsu could not win this, then
perhaps Vallie Snmith coul d? Perhaps Chioxin coul d? Ri poste. He had the better

bl ade. Dare he try sonething so unorthodox agai nst such a suprene opponent?
How | ong could flesh keep this up? He was tiring. Lunge. Slowi ng down. Parry.
Boariyi had noticed. He switched on his sneer—and again Wallie's tenper flared
up at the sight of it.
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He changed tactics, turned his attack fromthe man to the sword, hacking as hard
as he could at Boariyi's blade. Just maybe Wallie could treat it as Tom yano had
treated Wallie's foil, so very long ago. Parry. Cut. Parry. Cut..

The tall nman was surprised at the unorthodox assault and yielded a little before
the brute force. Then he began to react and Wallie found he was being | ed off

bal ance. Again and again that deadly bl ade whi pped within a hairsbreadth of his
skin. He persisted. Cash, clash, clash. Boariyi had guessed his purpose. He was
parrying nore carefully, turning Wallie's blade at an angle. Parry. Wallie saw
with despair that he had been driven back alnbst to the water's edge. The crowd
was scream ng continuously at this spectacul ar display of swordsmanship.

C ash. d ash.

Snap.

The seventh sword sliced through the other blade and swept on past Boariyi's
face. For a nonent it seened to have nissed him but the razor tip had slit
along the line of swordmarks on his forehead, and a curtain of blood fell over
his eyes. He dropped his sword hilt—beaten

"Yield?" Nnanji screaned, his voice cracking with excitenent.

"Yield!'" Zoariyi agreed. Hi s nephew fell to his knees, gasping and panting,

bl i nded by the bl ood pouring over his face.

VWallie hinmself was in little better shape; his chest heaving with its fight for
air, breath rasping, heart hammering |like a woodpecker inside his skull. For a
monent he was incapabl e of thinking, wapped in drapes of nauseous black fog. He
had conme very close to his limt. The heralds canme running forward, foll owed by
heal ers and minstrels, and the council of Sevenths. Then the ranks broke, and
the whol e assenbly flooded in to forma tight circle around the conbat ants,
cheering, jostling, and finally falling silent once nore in sone sort of order
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Slowy Wallie's head began to qui eten. He wondered why no one was assisting the
wounded Boariyi, then renenbered that the fight was still inconplete—the victor
must state his terns and sheath his sword before anyone el se could intervene.
Now he coul d demand the third oath: Bl ood needs be shed; declare your

al | egi ance.
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He hesitated, puzzled by sonething, fuzzily studying Boariyi. The kid was on his
knees, his bony rib cage punmping |ike bell ows, soaked with m ngled bl ood and
rain and sweat, eyes shut against the sheen of blood covering his face and
stream ng down his chest to soak into his kilt. Yet... there was sonething
wong. Nnanji? Sonmething like Nnanji? Wallie | ooked hel plessly around for his
second, but he had di sappeared. Boariyi's expressi on was unreadabl e through that
red mask, but the coners of his jaw were knotted, his arns were |ocked into
vertical rods above clenched fists-his head was back, blind face upturned, every
sinew in his neck tensed. Normally a panting man held his head down.

Boariyi was waiting for the victor's demand. Then he was going to refuse. And
when he did that, Wallie would have no choice at all except to execute him

That rigidity he had seen before: Nnanji, facing death before dishonor. Well,
give hima mnute to brood on it, take a nonent nore to recover. Still gasping,
Wal lie glanced at Zoariyi. His evident dismay as he stared at his nephew was al
the confirmati on anyone could need. The three of them one kneeling, two
standing, were walled in by a silent circle of onlookers. Fearfully the sun
uncovered its face, and the bl ood shone nore brilliant red.

"Heal er!" Wallie croaked. "Gve nme a cloth."

It was scruffy but he took it in his free hand, wadded it, and tossed it to the
bl i nded Boariyi, who flinched when it hit his chest and fell on his knees. He
made no nove to pick it up—sore confirmation

Where the hell had Nnanji gone?

Now the silence was too old. He had to speak, and he was al nost capable of it.
"Lord Boariyi..." Louder: "Lord Boariyi, you did not |lose. My sword won, yours
lost. | have not net a swordsnman |ike you before. In a best of ten, | should be
proud to get five on you."

The tall nan's face twitched, but he did not speak

Wal lie continued. "Now you will order the council to swear the third oath to ne.
But not you. Fromyou | require only the first."

There was a pause while the words sank in. Then Boariyi funbled to find the
cloth, raise it to wipe his face and then press
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it one-handed over his forehead. He opened his eyes—startling eyes in a bl oody
mask—and stared up unbelievingly at Wailie.

"The first oath?" he nunbl ed.

"I need you io fight sorcerers,” Wilie whispered.

"But | ordered themto kill you."

"l need you," Wailie repeated. "The tryst needs you!"

The | oser took a deep breath. Life won over honor. "So be it!"

Waili e sheathed his sword and held out a hand to help himrise, then lifted
their joined hands high. The spectators roared.

"Bravely fought, ny lords!" That was Tivani xi, beam ng. "A |l egendary feat of
arns! Never have | seen such a match!"
"And you won't agai h—ot from ne, anyway,'
Boariyi on the back. "You?"

"Never, ny lord!"

The heal ers were flocking to his wound like blowflies, but Wailie pushed them
away. Hi s arm had al nost stopped bl eedi ng and anot her bout of bl ood poi soning,
he did not desire.

"My lords..." The bullfrog herald was trunpeting the outcone of the match. Big
rai ndrops began to fall in the sunshine. Wailie began to shiver as the

i nevitabl e reaction rushed in on him

Wailie said with feeling. He thunped
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Boariyi had been fitted with a bandage and now he, too, waved the heal ers away.
"My lord vassals, you will swear the blood oath to Lord Shonsu. Lord Shonsu, nay
| have the honor..."

He presented Tivanixi, and Wailie responded, feeling about a thousand years old
and afraid he m ght be swaying on his feet. "Where the hell is Nnanji?" he
demanded, | ooking around.

Tivani xi smled and said softly, "Eleven forty-four."

There were puzzled frowns as the Sevenths worked it out, and annoyed gl ares from
nmost of the Sixths who formed the front rank of spectators—although a few of
them nodded wi sely to show that they knew all the sutras, even the last. A
coupl e of the Sevenths renai ned puzzl ed, not understandi ng.

But Wailie understood and felt shock. Your oaths are ny oaths! Nnanji was going
to be liege lord, too! WAilie had not thought of that inplication of the fourth
oath, but Nnanji had. If he was present, then the Sevenths woul d have to kiss
his boot, also, but he was only a Fifth. Nnanji would find that as outra-
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geous as they would, so he had tactfully migrated el sewhere.

The five Sevenths were presented, prostrating thenselves to swear the terrible
bl ood oath and kiss Vallie's foot. The sun died away, and the rain grew serious.
Then Boariyi borrowed a sword and swore the trivial first, pronmising to obey
Lord Shonsu*s conmands—but reserving his honor, which could nean anything at
all.

"You will address the conpany, ny lord?" the chief herald inquired.

The rain was excuse enough. WaUi e shook his head wearily. 'Tonorrow | shall neet
with the council and the Sixths to explain howto fight sorcerers. Lord Zoariyi,
your nephew procl ained certain rules of discipline regardi ng behavi or toward
civilians. Pray have those reissued in ny nane. Lord Tivanixi? Two ships were
sei zed?"

The castel |l an nodded uneasily.

"Rel ease them and conpensate the crew. Five golds apiece." For a nonment Wailie

t hought he was going to get an argunent, which probably nmeant that the treasury
was al nost enpty. "Proclaimto the sailors and traders that the tryst will not
commandeer any vessels in future and will charter any shipping required at
negotiated rates. | swear this on nmy sword."

What el se? H s head was spinning. He was nauseated. "Wo is the best horsenan on
t he council ?"

They exchanged gl ances of astoni shnent and—after a suitable pause for
nodest y—Fi vani xi said that he had done sone riding in his youth.

"Then pray attend nme an hour before sunset. Bring a saddler and a blacksmth."
"But no minstrels," Nnanji said, appearing nagically at Wallie's side with an
extra-large grin.

Gatefully Wailie draped an armon his shoul der and al nost fell. 'Take nme hone,"
he whi spered. He was dead on his feet.

Nnanji staggered under the weight and then | ooked himover, appraising his
condi ti on.

"Right!" He pointed inpudently at two large Sixths. "You! And you! Up!"
Then—even worse—he turned to the cluster of Sevenths. "You will follow, ny
lords!" Wailie found hinself being hoisted, protesting, on the Sixths

shoul ders, but Nnanji
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was not done yet. "Bandsnen? M nstrel s? The Swordsmen in the Mrning!"

Tom yano had been lingering of fshore in one of Sapphire's dinghies |est anyone
need make a fast escape. Nnanji had the choice of two jetties, so he chose the
farther. The band started a march beat, a trunpeter began the tune, the

m nstrels picked up the words, and off went the tryst, the two brawny Sixths
bearing the new |liege shoulder-high to his boat, with the Sevenths foll ow ng
behi nd and then everyone else; all joyfully singing the song that was evernore
to be not merely the march of the tryst of Casr, but the instilled marching song
of the whole craft: The Swordsnen in the Mirning. Wiile out in front, |eading
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the whol e parade with drawn sword, singing as |loudly as anyone and sonehow
grinning as well, stalked Nnanji of the Fifth.

BOOK FOUR

HOW THE SWORDSVAN TOOK COMVAND

"What do | do now?"

The question rang out so clearly that for a nonent he thought it had been spoken
aloud. It startled him H s eyes flicked open and stared unseeing at the bare

pl anks above. |If the words had been spoken, though, then his had been the voice
sayi ng them

He was in his cabin on Sapphire, his wounded armthrobbing dimy in its bandage.
His skin had the all-over softness, the woolly feel that sleep can bring, but
Jj a had washed away the blood with hot water, an unthinkable |uxury on a wooden
ship. Hs fatigue had gone, al so—which neant that his body had al ready repl aced
that lost blood. He felt good. Now his danger was over and his task began

Bare plank ceiling, bare plank walls—yet it felt |ike honme. If Brota agreed, he
woul d continue to live on board. A general should stay with his arny, but he
woul d never nmake a conventional |eader. Probably Brota would keep her ship at
Casr for a while, rather than | ose Thana.

Daylight still shone through the port, so he had not slept long. Life was sinple
in the Wrld—o television sets or air conditioners or furnaces, no books or
magazi nes. Al they had in the cabin was a bedroll, covers, and a small chest to
hold a few spare garnents. Vixi's snmall bedding was tucked in a coner... few

possessi ons.
Then he saw anot her possession. She was sitting cross-Iegged,
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wat ching him She m ght have been there all the tine he was asleep, like a

statue, a buddha, waiting for himwith the tineless stoicismof a slave—snooth
brown skin and two bl ack sashes, dark eyes inscrutable, dark hair grown to a
decent length at last. Her smle told peacefully of things that coul d not be
adequately confined to words.

"What do | do now?" he asked

In one graceful novenent |ike the swoop of a bird, she noved from her position
by the wall to lie alongside him She laid a cool hand on his face and gazed
into his eyes—anused, content.

"What ever you want. Are you hungry? Thirsty?" She paused. "Lonely?"

He smiled and tried to reach for her, but her weight and warnth were against his
good arm and he abandoned an attenpt to nove the other. "None of those, ny
love. No... | have an arny now. | amliege lord. | have nore than a thousand nen
sworn to obey ne, to die for ne. What do | do now?"

Jja slid fingers into his hair and steadied his head while her lips nmet his in a
chaste, sisterly kiss. But her other hand slid down to stroke his chest. Wen
the ki ss ended she held her face only a few inches away fromhis and waited,
expect ant .

"In a mnute," he said. "Wiat do | do then?"

"I don't think a liege |ord should ask his slave such things."

He had taken the tryst away from Boariyi to stop himdoing whatever it was he
was going to do with it. But he had made no deci sions on what he would do with
it hinmself, once he had it.

"But | do ask."

She studied himgravely. "Do what feels right!"

He was very conscious of her warm sil k snpoothness agai nst him That felt right.
The other problemdid not feel right. "The thought of a war horrifies ne, ny

| ove—deat h and nai m ng, bereavenent and suffering, cities burned... Yet the
Goddess wants the sorcerers driven out, thrown back into their nountains—doesn't
she? Isn't that ny mssion? It is Her arny, Her tryst, Her swordsnmen. She has
put nme in charge. What do | do now?"

Jja laid her lips on his again and this tinme the kiss was |less sisterly. Her
hand continued its caressing, exploring. Inexplicably her bra sash had cone
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| oose.
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"I said 'in a mnute'!" he insisted, when she I et himspeak. 'Talk about this
first—+ can't think straight afterward. The gods are cruel, Jja!l That little
prince... A few thousand deaths don't worry them They live forever. So what if
a nortal dies—+t nust seem so uninportant.”

She shook her head gently, her hair sweeping his brow

Forestal ling another kiss, he turned his head away and spoke to the wall. "I can
doit... if I can ever nake the swordsnmen listen."

"Do what seens right," she said again.

"But if what | do is not what they want the gods will stop nme."

"No. "

He | ooked at her. "How can you tell?"

"You really ask your slave this?"

"Yes. You are saner than anyone else in the Wrld, ny darling. Tell ne.

Expl ain. "

She frowned. Jja did not conmunicate with speech unless she nmust. "The Goddess
woul d not have given you Her tryst if She did not think you were the best man to
have it." Her lips cane closer again. "So you nust do... what... feels..

right.”

The ki ssing was growing nore frequent, nore insistent, nore exploratory; and her
hand continued its travels, also.

He tried to resist and winced at a conplaint fromhis other arm "Yes! Al

right! We'll do that soon. But what do | do after?"

"The same again," she whispered urgently from sonewhere

"And after that?" H s good armwas free now and his hand slid to the knot on her
ot her sash.

"More!"

"dutton!"

She chuckl ed very quietly. "I nust serve ny naster."

Then her actions achi eved her purpose. Suddenly it felt right.

It felt very good indeed.

The deck was silvery with rain, Regi Wl and the far bank hidden by nisty
nothing. Gray tendrils of cloud traveled the deserted streets of Casr. Few ships
| ay al ongside the wi de plaza since the Goddess had ceased Her sendings.
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Tom yano was handi ng round wi ne in the deckhouse, and the whole fanm |y had
gathered to honor Lord Shonsu, liege lord of the tryst. There had been toasts
and congratul ati ons, and now there was nerrinment and | oud conversation. Wallie
was nore touched than he liked to show, but the difficult parts were over. Wth
only the two wood chests to sit on in the big room people usually sat on the
floor. Today, because this was a special occasion, they were all standing, as if
at a cocktail party. Then an unexpected gap in the talk brought silence, broken
by the pattering of rain.

"Who' s m ssing?" he denmanded, | ooking around.

"The priest," Nnanji suggested. He was pink. It was unknown for Nnanji to drink
too nmuch; the pinkness had other causes. Thana was certainly merry and was
continually whispering things in his ear. He woul d probably consent very soon
"Kat anji ?"

Nnanji nodded glumy. "He stayed in town. | wonder what he'll get up to this
tine?"

Katanji had his fortune with him

Wal li e chuckled. "I expect he'll buy the |lodge and raise the rent. | know who's
m ssi ng—eur sorcerer! Wiat did you do with hinP"

"Bolted himin a cabin,” Nnanji said.

"Bring him brother, if you please."

Nnanji freed hinself from Thana and stal ked off, pouting. In a few mnutes he
returned with drawn sword, driving Rotanxi. The old man's hands were tied and
his feet bare. He wore the ill-fitting blue gown he had been given for his
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appearance in the temple. It had no cow and his white hair was di shevel ed.
Probably he had been asleep. After Giffon, Sapphire was restful
The conversation died as the sailors studied this awesone yet pathetic captive.

"Untie him please, Nnanji," Wallie said. "W are having a cel ebration, ny |ord.
Do sorcerers drink wine, or does it nuddle their spells?"
The sorcerer straightened, striving for dignity. "I have nothing to celebrate.”

"But you do! Lord Boariyi is probably a fast man with pincers. You should
celebrate the fact that | won."
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Rot anxi woul d never have been handsone, but he had probably always had presence,
and in |atter days power, even nobility of a sort. Now these were bl urred,
overlain by age, by defeat, and by bitterness. "For the sake of ny craft, | w sh
that you had | ost, Shonsu."

Wal | i e nodded thoughtfully. To have captured a Seventh was outside rationa
expectations. He had been sent this devious old villain for sone purpose. "WII
you swear an oath with nme?"

"What oat h?" Rotanxi denmanded, surprised and suspi ci ous.

"Your parole, ny lord. | prom sed you no torture and | repeat that. Commpn sense
says that | should |l ock you up in a dungeon —+ suppose the | odge has dungeons.
shoul d prefer to keep you here. Your friends my well seek to silence you, and
Sapphire will be safer than a dungeon. Mstress, will you allow Lord Rotanxi to
remain as ny guest, if he behaves?"

Brota scow ed, but she nodded.

Nnanji growl ed: "Urgh!"

"The quarters are plain, but the food is superb,” Wallie said. "You will be well
treated." He offered a goblet of wine to the sorcerer, whose hands were now
free. It was refused with a gesture. "But | need your oath. Swear that you wll
not |leave this ship until | bid you | eave, that you will not harmit or anyone
aboard, and that you will not comunicate with anyone ashore or in any other
vessel . "

"For how | ong?" The tone was sharp, but the sorcerer was tenpted.

"Si xty days should do it," Wallie said. "At the end of that time, | shall return
you unharmed to the left bank. Ch—and you nust agree to wear a gown without a
cow . "

There was a pause while the sorcerer studied himand then gl anced around the
circle of sailors—nen, wonen, children, all in turn studying him

"What conmitnments afterward? What ot her conditions?"

"None," Wallie said. "The war will be won or lost by then."

The old man waved his hands hel plessly. "I have no choice. | so swear, ny lord."
"Good! | shall swear by ny sword, of course. You will not object to comng with
me now to the galley, so that you may swear over fire?"
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A flicker of hesitation, then Rotanxi said, "OF course not."

He had not expected that, though

"Excellent!" Wallie said cheerfully. "Then you are our guest, ny lord! | shal
present your hosts to you as soon as we return, but perhaps you would give
Captai n Tom yano back his dagger now?"

In the ensuing chorus of oaths and excl amations, Tom yano's were the |oudest and
nmost lurid. The sorcerer sent Wallie a thin smle that m ght easily have
congeal ed bl ood, but he stretched out a hand, and the dagger appeared in it.
"It was up his sleeve," Wallie said resignedly, but he thought mat no one
believed him not even Nnanji.

ft

.teak strakes but rarely in these parts,"” Tivanixi was saying as Tom yano
ushered into the deckhouse, "but the nmasts are fir, are they not?"

Wal lie suppressed a grin at the expression on the captain's face—he abhorred
swordsnen, but the personable castellan had al ready won himover. Then Tivani xi
saw the sorcerer and froze
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"Good evening, vassal," Wallie said quickly. He received a startled glance and a
courtesy, fist-on-heart salute—they had been through the full formalities
earlier that day. "Lord Rotanxi has given ne his parole, so he is being treated
as our guest. Allow nme to present you."

Gimfaced, the two Sevenths exchanged ritual greetings, nmouthing the words as
if they were acid. Nnanji began edging toward the door and Wallie stopped him
with a headshake.

"And M stress Brota, the swordsperson who held off the entire tryst of Casr."
Tivani xi returned to charnming. "Now | know where the beautiful Apprentice Thana
gai ned her skill..." He nelted Brota as rapidly as he had her son, but he had
been di sturbed by the presence of the sorcerer, his old suspicions tw tching
once nore.

Then Nnanji—fist on heart again.
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"I may swear the oath to you, now, ny |iege?" he inquired.

Red and unhappy, Nnanji | ooked a plea toward Vallie.

"Vassal ," Wallie said, "the oath of brotherhood that Master Nnanji and | have

sworn has produced a strange conplication. It would i ndeed appear that he, also,
is your liege. As we all know that you are thus pledged to himautonmatically, we
do not feel that a formal public affirmation is required.”

Wal lie had expected relief, but Tivanixi squared his shoul ders and frowned.

"Wth all respect, ny liege, as | ambound, | should prefer to nmake open

acknow edgnent . "

"Very well. Shall we withdraw to a nore private place?"

Not that, either, apparently. "It is a matter of honor, ny liege, not of shane.”

So the unhappy Nnanji had to stand for a Seventh prostrating hinself on the
floor, swearing unquestioning obedience to the death, and kissing his boot. The
sai l ors wat ched open-nmout hed. The sorcerer sneered. Wallie deci ded he woul d
never understand swordsnen. The dem god had warned himthat they were addicted
to fearsonme oaths, but why this unnecessary hunmiliation?

He could well renenber a day in early sunmer when Apprentice Nnanji of the
Second had sworn that oath to himon the shingle by the tenple. How very mnuch
younger he had seened then! And who coul d have foreseen that before wi nter
Nnanji himself woul d accept that oath froma Seventh? Mracl e!

He | ooked up in tine to see a tigerish joy in Thana's eye.

Eventually all the formalities were cleared away, and then the castellan
produced the blacksmith and saddl er whom Wal | i e had ordered. Both Fourths,
stolid artisans, they stood in the doorway, biting |ips and shuffling feet at
being in the presence of three Sevenths.

"How many conpl ete sets of tack could we | ocate in the | odge, do you suppose?"
Wallie inquired of the castellan

Ti vani xi had foreseen the question. "I |located a dozen, ny |liege. There are
undoubt edly nmore sonewhere, but nost will be as old as the sutras and probably
rife with rats. "

"Twelve will do to start with." Wallie produced a piece of wood, one of those he
had spent so nany hours whittling—a |oop, flattened on one side. He began to
explain to the smith.

"My liege!" Tivanixi was shocked. "There are civilians—
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"You nean there is a sorcerer present?" Wallie sniled. "Wat | am about to show
you, lord vassal, is a Wrld-shaking device, one of those inventions that are
absurdly hard to nake and yet seemridicul ously sinple and obvi ous afterward.
But it will be absolutely inpossible to keep it a secret. So let himlisten
Adept, can you rmake nme twenty-four of these by norning?"

He explained it. He described the |eathers he woul d need, and how they must be
attached to the saddl es. The two nen nodded, although they had probably never in
their lives nmade anything without a guiding sutra. Then he promi sed thema gold
api ece and sent themoff to the waiting boat. He must just hope for the best. He
must al so hope that the gods would permt this innovation. The stirrup would
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turn the World on its ear. If the Roman Enpire had known of the stirrup, and
used it, it need never have fallen to the barbarians.

The sailors were starting to sit down, which was a signal that the evening neal
was on its way. Wallie invited Tivanixi to join themand offered himsone w ne.
An air of puzzled frustration renmained in the deckhouse—Nnanji put it into

wor ds.

"That thing will help fight sorcerers, brother?"

Wal | i e nodded, anused. He turned to Tivanixi. "A horse is a good way to get to a
battle, of course. But did you ever try to wield your sword whil e on horseback
vassal ?"

"Only once! When | was a First." He chuckl ed.

"What happened?"

"I fell off and al nost ruined ny evenings ever after.”

"Wth those you would not have fallen off," Wallie assured him "W are going to
create a cavalry, and | hereby put you in charge. You will need practice, of
course, but with stirrups a man can stri ke at an eneny, wheel his horse, shoot a
bow-al | those things and nore without falling off. Man and horse together becone
a six-linmbed fighting animal."

Ti vani xi pondered for a nonent, and then his eyes began to gl eam Rotanx
frowned; he was not stupid, either. Nnanji winkled his nose in disgust—aot a
proper swordsman way to fight.

Now t he food was bei ng brought in by sone of the youngsters—sturgeon in batter,
st eam ng haunch of auroch that filled the roomwith its savory scent, foany
fresh bread, and bright-hued, high-piled vegetables. How ol d Una produced such
daily
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marvels fromher tiny galley was a miracle to baffle the gods

Wal lie was annoyed to notice Rotanxi and Tivanixi drifting away i n opposite
directions. One was a prisoner of war and the other sworn to unlinmted

obedi ence. He decided to inpose his authority, set them against each other, and
see what resulted. It mght be entertaining, even informative. Thus he carefully
sunmoned the sorcerer to his left and the swordsman to his right, placing
hinself in a coner so that their backs were against different walls and they
could not ignore each other conpletely. Rotanxi seated hinself with the

cal cul ated novenents of age. The graceful castellan settled |like a snowl ake,

al though he had to nake the additional maneuver of drawing his sword, no easy
task under the lowceiling. Jja, interpreting her master's wink correctly,
becane waitress for the evening.

Wil e the rest of the conpany gathered around the food there was tense sil ence
in the corner. Wallie pointed at Tivanixi's bandage, matching his own. "Lord

Boariyi favors shoul der cuts, | see.”

The swordsman | ooked abashed. "This rag is not really necessary, | confess! The
conbat for |eadership, round one—but he was very gentle, hardly enough bl ood for
the cromd to see. Yet | thought we had put on a good show, ny liege, until | saw
round two! | shall tell nmy grandsons about that!"

Rot anxi snorted. The castellan scowed. "You will instruct us tonorrow how to
kill off the sorcerer vermn, ny |iege?"

"I will,"” Wallie said. "Sorcerers thenselves are no great problem as we showed

at Ov, but their towers will be harder."

"Much harder!" the sorcerer conmment ed.

Jja appeared with two platters, one in each hand. She tactfully offered them
si mul t aneously, giving precedence to neither guest. Wallie snmiled his approval
"Still, we have odds of fifty to one.”

"That woul d be about a fair match, | should think," Rotanxi said.

He had the advantage, for Tivanixi was fighting in the dark, so Wallie decided
to throw his weight in. He could feel the antipathy around himlike static.
Earth had its ancient enmties—Christian versus Jew, Catholic versus

Pr ot est ant —but none was a fraction as old as this hatred between sorcerer and
swor dsman.
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"I't might be fair under the old rules, nmy lord sorcerer. O course | intend to

instruct the swordsnmen in sone new techniques.”

By tradition. Sapphire's crew sat around the walls when eating in the deckhouse,
with the food on one chest and Brota on the other. Nnanji, however, now chose to
sit directly in front of Wal-iie and be pait of the discussion. Hs plate was
pil ed obscenely high, as always. In a nonment Thana canme to sit at his side.

"What techniques are those, nmy lord?" Rotanxi inquired.

"The horses, of course,"” Wallie said, ignhoring a warning grunt from his vassal
"Bows and arrows—whi ch are probably deadlier than your thunderbolts. And
catapults, to knock down the walls."

Tivani xi grinned so widely mat he could hardly bite on his next nouthful

The sorcerer raised a snowy eyebrow. "Indeed? It will take sone tine to train
cavalry and build catapults, will it not?"
"It will,” Vallie agreed.

Silence fell for a nonment. Then WAllie kicked the ball the other way. "Lord
Rotanxi informed me that the tryst's funds are low, ny lord vassal."
Tivani xi scowmed. "H s information is correct, ny liege."

"How bad?"

Wth great reluctance the castellan said, "W have about twenty golds left. O
course we had laid in a good supply of food for... we have a good supply of
food. "

"For your cancel ed voyage," Rotanxi agreed drily. "A week's supply, | should
guess? You will train cavalry in a week? And you nust buy horses and | unber, not
to nention bows and hay and saddles..."

"Leat her?" Nnanji whispered, and Thana sniled and gl anced over at her nother.
Everyone was eating now, but everyone was al so |istening.

"Leather for saddles and also for the catapults,” Wallie agreed. "And pitch."
"Pitch?" Nnanji asked, disapproving on principle although he could have no idea
what the pitch would be for

"We shall hurl flaming pitch at the towers. The results nay be spectacul ar, may
they not, Lord Rotanxi? Especially if we can
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put a shot tijrough the third wi ndow up, extrene south on the east side?"

That was the room where Katanji had seen sacks being stored in die Sen tower.
Katanji insisted mat all towers were identical. Wallie had assuned that the
sacks included the gunpowder supply, and Rotanxi's sudden pallor confirmed his
guess. Point to Wallie.

Ti vani xi woul d not understand that, but he noted the reaction and continued his
meal in sniling silence. In a nmonent the sorcerer riposted.

"That is still assumi ng that you can finance this assault?"

WAl lie passed that one to Tivanixi with an inquiring glance.

Angrily he said, "W have twi ce asked the elders for nobney. Each tinme they

i mposed a special tax that raised four hundred gol ds—but we spend fifty golds a
day! We boarded as nany as we could in the | odee, but that neant that we had to
buy beddi ng —and sl aves, of course. The rest are billeted on citizens and we
must pay an al |l onance—

"I's that noney passed on?" demanded Nnanji .

The castellan flushed angrily, but this inpudent Fifth was his liege. "I believe
it is, now Mich of it was not, before Lord Boariyi inposed discipline. And
there has been conpensation for danage and injuries. There are not only
swordsnen, ny Siege, there are wives and ni ght slaves and children and mnstrels
and heralds. Profiteers are driving up prices outrageously. |If you are planning
a delay in departure, we shall have to think of winter clothing. Catapults and
horses v/ill certainly be expensive; stabling, saddl es—and you pronised to
conpensate the sailors for transportation..." His voice tailed off in a note of
despair.

It sounded terrible. Vallie had been thinking that he could sell Giffon and
recover his expense noney. Cbviously he, also, had underesti mated what a tryst
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cost. Two or three thousand golds woul d not be near enough if he was | ooking at
a del ay of several weeks—and he would need Giffon, anyway. Rotanxi reached for
the wine bottle and poured hinself another goblet in private celebration. Brota
and Tom yano exchanged gl ances. Money was a subject they enjoyed nore than

swor dsman tal k.

"What sort of tax?" Wallie asked.
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"A hearth tax," the castellan replied, showing surprise. "Normally it is
collected annually."

In a wrld without witing the taxation systemwould be primtive in the
extrene. Even a poll tax might be inpossible to collect. A hearth tax? Wallie
tried to renenber the skyline of Casr; he recalled many chi meys—whi ch neant
cold winters.

"How nmuch per hearth?"

"Two silvers."

Hearth tax and dock tax? Probably the elders were a m xture of traders and

| andowners. Wallie was still thinking about that when Thana intervened. "Four
hundred golds would be only a part of what was collected. Wio got the rest?"
Tivani xi frowned at her presunption, but Rotanxi caw a chance to score. "The tax
collectors, of course."

"Like the corrupt port officers?" she said. "Relatives of the elders? And the
el ders get a ki ckback?"

The sorcerer nodded, smiling grimy. "And so do the swordsnen who acconpany the
collectors to enforce paynent. There were people selling furniture to pay the

| ast inmpost, my lord. What will you take fromthem now, their clothes?" Hs
spi es had reported well.

The swordsnmen were silent, but Thana was obviously nurturing an interest in
politics. "Wo appoints el ders?"

"El ders do," Rotanxi said, beanming at her |ike a grandfather. "They appoint the
garrison, also, of course, and the swordsnmen keep the elders in power.
Parasites!"

Thana | ooked at Nnanji, who was frowning, hopelessly lost in this discussion of
politics and finance. "Let's be elders, darling," she said.

Wal | i e wi shed Honakura were present to hear that renark.

The swordsnmen seened to have lost the last few points, and Nnanji could be
counted on to nake it worse.

"Brother?" he said. "You let Lord Boariyt off with the first oath. He nust have
vassal s? Does that nean we have two trysts now?"

Wal li e had not thought of that problem He |ooked to Tivanixi, who scow ed.

"Yes, | suppose it does, ny liege Nnanji. He has a great many of the Sixths
sworn to himalnost half, | should say."
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Rot anxi took another sip of wine.

Nnanji rose and went to refill his plate.

"What do the elders do with all that noney?" Thana inquired, still pondering the

intricacies of governnent.

Wal lie | ooked at Tivani xi, who shrugged bl ankly. Swordsnen did not worry about
such things—but apparently w zards did.

"Ch, they performa few services," Rotanxi said. "Clean the streets once in a
whi |l e, gather nightsoil—which they sell at a profit to the farmers—mintain the
docks and the wells. The garrison is always the | argest expense, of course.
Mostly, though, they give banquets for visiting swordsmen!"

Tivani xi flushed and then saw that his |liege expected an explanation. "There are
al ways balls and other social events! As visitors in town, the highranks were
invited. There is one planned for tonorrow night. Now that the tryst is not
departing, you will be invited, of course.”

"And Nnanji ?" Thana denanded.

"Er... yes, | expect so."
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Thana cl apped her hands in delight. "I shall need a gown! Jja, would you—~

She stopped with a gulp. Jja dropped her eyes to her plate. Disconfort reigned,
while all Thana's relatives glared at her

Wal lie ought to attend any civic function, to reassure the elders and nend sone
fences. He could certainly not take Jja. To go without an escort mght | ook very
odd. Damm! As if he did not have enough probl ens! Nnanji would certainly be
invited... Wrse than the thought of not going was the thought of Nnanji running
| oose, playing junior-half-of-liege-Iord.

And Nnanji had returned and heard the news from Thana. "Fine!" he said

cheerfully. "I hope |I'mnot too exhausted to dance! How many Sixths are there,
vassal ?"
"Thirty-nine," Tivanixi said.

Nnanji rolled his eyes blissfully, without stopping chewing. "And |'mtheir
liege! | can order themout to fence! Let's see, at six a day..." He lapsed into
a long, frowning cal cul ati on.

So Nnanji thought a tryst was one big fencing practice, did he?

"They' || butcher you!" Wallie said. "And | nay have a few things for you to do."
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Nnanji grinned with his nouth full. "Anything, of course! But | can't ride and
don't know archery. | could collect taxes, maybe?"

"But you could find out who does ride! There nust be a thousand useful skills in
the tryst. Renenber Kandoru? He was a fine horse doctor, Qili said. Thana is a

great sailor. W shall need smiths and archers and horsenen and carpenters—
"Carpenters?" Nnanji exploded. "That's a craft! So's smithing!"

Wallie glared at him This was typical of the straight-line thinking that he
woul d have to overcone, and he had hoped Nnanji knew better. "WIIl you take
carpenters into battle with you to repair the catapults?"

Nnanji chewed thoughtfully for a while, then swallowed and said, "No, of course
not. And saddlery's a craft, but we have sutras on | eather, horses... and

cooki ng! Lots of things! Thank you, brother! So you parade the swordsnen past ne
and have each one say his nanme and what he can do, apart from swordsmani ng..
It'Il take a while, but | can do that for you." He smled happily and stuffed a
whol e beetroot into the smle.

Wallie was relieved. He had been afraid that Nnanji mi ght take of fense at being
asked to be the tryst's filing system

"My liege Nnanji," Tivanixi said quietly, "how many sutras are you short for

Si xth rank?"
Dam!
Nnanji beaned disgustingly. "I'mat ten eighty-two. | need to be at el even

fourteen.” Both he and Tivani xi began counting on their fingers.

"Thirty-two," Wallie said glumy. If Tivanixi nust have a |iege of |ower
rank—the absurdity created by that infernal fourth oath—then he woul d rmuch
rather that liege be a Sixth than a Fifth. "I don't think he's quite ready yet,
my lord vassal."

Ti vani xi woul d not argue with his |iege.

"He could beat Forarfi by the third day!" Thana protested sharply.

"That's only because it was the third day," Wallie snapped. "He's very good at
| earni ng his opponents. Two unknown Si xths woul d be another matter."

"What do you think?" Nnanji denmanded of Tivani Xi
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So Tivani xi had his chance. "I thought you were good enough mat first tine we
met, my liege. You huniliated those two Fifths, and | hadn't chosen easy marks
for you. Honorable Forarfi is an exceptional Sixth, a very high Sixth. Fiendori
says—

He stopped. They all |ooked at Wallie. "I disagree!" he said heavily. "He's a
good Fifth, but he's not near Sixth yet."

The matter was closed. Nnanji continued to chew noisily. Everyone el se had
finished main course. Apple pie was being passed around. The deckhouse was
growi ng dim
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"After all,"” Tivanixi said in a quiet, reflective voice, seenmingly to no one in
particular, "it isn't as if he could go on and try for Seventh."

"It isn't?" Wallie said, irritated. Did they mnk he was jeal ous of Nnanji?

"I't would not be possible, ny liege. All the Sevenths in town are his direct
vassal s and hence ineligible as exam ners—all except Lord Boariyi, and | doubt
if anyone would ask him There is just no way Master Nnanji can becone a Seventh
until after the tryst is disbanded."”

"l hadn't thought of that!" Wallie said, wondering why the news was wel cone.
Nnanji was | ooking wistful. "Al right! Tonmorrow at dawn—tet's get it over
with, "

Nnanji threw an arm around Thana and hugged her, grinning |ike a naniac.

Ti vani xi gasped. "Tonmorrow? Thirty-two sutras?"

VWallie smled with the best grace he could raise. "Nnanji is reputed to remenber
what his nother wore on the day he was born, ny lord. | have just lost an hour's
sleep, that's all."

"Pity about seventh rank, though,” Nnanji remarked. "I was planning to ask Lord
Chi naranma! "

The swordsnen all |aughed, then explained to the sailors.

"What do you do about that?" Wallie inquired, suddenly curious. "You nust have
sonme real duffers in a thousand nen. The Goddess brought them by the shipl oad.
She had to take whoever was on board."

Ti vani xi nodded. "The easy ones get known. W sinply gave them orders that they
were not to accept any further requests. A few have been sent hone."

"How about chal |l enges?" Nnanji asked, passing snmall pie
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al ong, keeping large pie. How did he stay so skinny?

"Pronotion is not normally done by challenge."

"But it can be,"” Nnanji persisted. "I've done it."

The castellan nodded. ' True. Wth npost ranks we have plenty of choice, of
course. Challenge was hinted at by one brave Sixth, and the other Sevenths

qui etly passed the word that a challenge to Lord Chinarama would result in
severe anem a afterward."

"Tonmorrow, then," said Wallie as the pies stopped traveling and he saw that he
was hol di ng what nust be his piece. Nnanji had three. "WII you pick out a
couple of Sixths? Real horrors, strong as bulls, swift as stooping fal cons,
terrible as the she-bear defendi ng her young?"

"I know just the two," Tivanixi said, 'True butchers! Vicious sadists! W cal
them Col | arbone and Testicle." The |listening sail ors guffawed.

"Hey!" Nnanji yelped. "You're ny vassal, too. You pick a couple of elderly
cripples! Arthritic and preferably alnost blind."

"I can see this divided allegiance nmay becone a problem™ Tivanixi sighed. "I
shal | choose one of each." He was clearly very pl eased.

"There's no honor in being an easy mark!" Wallie snapped. "And we don't want the
tryst to mnk that Nnanji is being favored. You pick good ones!" If the gods
want ed Nnanji as a Sixth, then they could throwin a dash of mracle. Failure
woul d do his ego no harm He would not be eligible to try again for a year, so
it would also stop his whining.

The castellan flushed and said of course he had been joking. He woul d choose
hi ghly respected Sixths. Thana and Nnanji pulled faces.

The neal was ended, night drawing in. Wllie's mnd was churning with all the
pl ans he had for the next day. Everyone el se was rel axed and good- hunor ed,
congratulating Lina on the neal. Even Rotanxi nade a joke about the quality of
the prisoners' fare in Casr. The wonmen began pressing Nnanji to sing nore of
Doa' s epic, sone of which he had apparently passed on earlier. He said maybe

| ater, but he was going to finish that pie if no one else..

"Nearer eight!" Rotanxi said.

Wallie jerked back into the conversation. Talk of the epic had brought nention
of the seventh sword.

DAVE DUNCAN

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200f%20The%20Sword.txt (114 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:24 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

209

"l beg pardon, mny |ord?"

"l said that your sword is nearer eight hundred years old, Lord Shonsu, even if
Chioxin made it in the last year of his life."

Now WAl lie was alert. "How so?"

"He di ed seven hundred and seventy-seven years ago!" The sorcerer grinaced in
satisfaction at his superior know edge.

Nnanji made skeptical noises, but Wallie was thinking hard. The sorcerers' spy
network was astonishingly efficient. That sword had only becone news on the day
he had arrived at the | odge. Rotanxi had received word of it, but surely the
witten records of such trivia would only be kept in Vul itself; there was no
hint that the sorcerers had invented printing yet, so all books would be
handwitten, and copying a tedi ous process. Rotanxi had sent an inquiry to the
main library in Vul and received a reply before Wallie had captured him Very
fast work!

"What el se do you know of Chioxin, ny lord? Apart from his being |eft-handed,
that is?"

Rot anxi shrugged vaguely in the gloom "He was short and fat."

"Bah! Sorcerers* flinflam" Nnanji was now a conpl ete skeptic, know ng nothing
of witten records.

"You think so, master? Then | suggest you go to Quo and | ook at his statue!"
"Ch!" Nnanji fell silent.

Wal li e shivered in sudden apprehension. "Quo? Wy Quo?"

"Because that's where he lived."

"Chioxin was arnmorer for the |odge!" Tivanixi said angrily.

Smugly the sorcerer agreed. "Yes he was. But in those days, my lord, the | odge
was | ocated in Quo. It only noved to Casr a couple of centuries later."

Wal lie did not doubt hi mRotanxi had no reason to |ie about this. But the news
was shattering. That line of the riddle had never felt right. First your
brother... when he had seen what that neant—Nnanji and the fourth oath—then he
ftad known at once that it fit. From another wi sdom again... he had never really
doubted that the second line referred to Katanji. The rest had all becone cl ear
inits ow tine...

But when Tivani xi had told himthat he had already fulfilled the ending by
bringing the sword back to Casr, he had felt no
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i nstant surge of satisfaction. It had felt wong. And Tivanixi had been

nm st aken

The riddl e yet renmi ned unsol ved.

Finally return that sword

Finally?

Lord Shonsu had not yet returned the sword. The puzzle renained. Return to
where? To whon? To Quo? To the Goddess?

And to its destiny accord.

But what could be its destiny, if not to lead the tryst?

ttt

"Hit!" called the Sixth, lowering his foil.

"WAs not?" Nnanji cried.

"I did not see it," the first judge said.

The second judge hesitated and then agreed: "No hit! Continue."

The great courtyard of the | odge was blue with predawn shadow and clanmy with
dew. There were no sounds in it except the clatter of the two foils and the
panting of the fencers sending out puffs of steamin the early-norning air; no
one around except those called for this match. Bare branches shone darkly

agai nst a silver sky.

This was the third tinme Wallie had watched his protdge go up for pronotion. The
first two had been easy for him but now he was having a struggle. Tivanixi had
fol |l owed orders and chosen good Sixths to be Nnanji's exam ners.

But Wallie had said nothing about judges. Being the candidate's direct vassal,
Ti vani xi was hinself ineligible, and he had selected two judges with care.
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Probably he had done nothing so crude as to drop hints to them He had nerely
sel ected nen who could pick up their own hints. He had nmet Wallie at the door,
suave and el egant despite the early hour, presenting his four Sixths, tw to
fence and two to judge. But a facemarker and a tailor had been routed out of bed
to attend, and that was hardly routine. He had given Nnanji the salute to a

superior. He had suggested that the light was still poor for fencing—awould the
DAVE DUNCAN
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j udges consider doing the sutra test first, he had asked, know ng that Nnanji
was good at that. The judges had shown their understanding by throw ng easy
ones. If the fencing exam ners had not gotten tiie nessage fromthat, then they
shoul d have understood when the hurdles were left in place, cranping the work
al t hough the whol e courtyard was avail abl e.

The first exam ner was certainly a good Sixth, but nmuch ol der than Nnanji, so
Nnanji had naturally played for tinme, wi nding himyet it was the Sixth who had
been repri manded for not nmaking a fight of it. Di sheartened by that obvious
injustice, he had | ost the bout shortly thereafter

The second opponent had resented these sleazy tactics and had fought hard. Then,
with the score tied at one all, had come this disputed point. Such things
happened all the tinme—that was why there were judges—but Wallie would have nade
the award agai nst Nnanji, had he been judging.

Yet that was hardly fair, either, for he was barely paying attention. He had so
many things whirling in his mind that he could hardly stand still beside the
hurdl es, wanting to pace up and down anpong the statues and benches. Sl eepy
spectators were appearing on the balconies, roused by the clatter

"Ht!" Nnanji shout ed.

The judges agreed.

Nnanji of the Sixth! Wallie stepped forward to congratulate him half angry at
the mani pul ation, half anused that even his righteous oath brother could bend
hi s standards enough to ignore it. Yet it was a valuable | esson hi the

di fference between obedi ence and cooperati on—ivani xi was | ooki ng very snug.
The tail or bowed and held out a green kilt. Nnanji tried it against hinself and
said in surprise that it seenmed |like a perfect fit. The tailor bowed once nore
and smled. "Lord Tivanixi brought around a Second who was the sane size as your
honor . "

So it had been specially nmade during the night? Wallie frowned reproachfully at
Ti vani xi, who avoided hie eye. Nnanji threw off his red and put on the green,
grinned in delight at nowhere hi particular, then sat down on one of the benches
while the facemarker pulled up his stool. Wallie could not express his feelings
wi thout creating a scandal, so he nerely thanked all four Sixths and di sni ssed
t hem
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"Your orders for the day, ny liege?" Tivanixi inquired blandly.

Wiere to start?

"I wish to neet with the council as soon as possible,” Wallie said. "Then with
the Sixths. The town is being patrolled as usual, | suppose?" He pondered.
"There nmust be many retired swordsmen in this city."

The castell an nodded, puzzled. 'They hang around the |odge all the tine."

"Pick one that | ooks as nuch |like our sorcerer as possible. Swear himto the
tryst, then snuggle himdown to Sapphire—=

Ti vani xi | aughed. "And parade hi mback in chains? Bands playi ng? Crowds booi ng?"
Wal | i e nodded approvingly. This nan was qui ck

"Should we also arrange for other inposters to screamin relays fromthe
dungeons, do you think?" Tivanixi asked.

Wal |i e chuckl ed and said he thought that m ght be going too far, "Are any of
these ex-swordsnen el ders?" he inquired. "Or city enpl oyees of any sort?"

"One is a port officer, ny liege."

"Great!" Just what Wallie had hoped for. "Swear him also! At swordpoint if
necessary."
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The castellan frowned, trying to work out this one.

"W need to know the official scale of dock fees,” Vallie explained. "A ship of
Sapphire's size pays two golds in a sorcerer town, but five in a swordsman town.
The difference is supposedly graft."

"My liege?" Tivanixi was still puzzled.

"The sorcerers have nmade their port officers honest. They are trying to increase
trade, because sone ships shirk their ports. W, however, are merely going to
take over collection of dock fees in Casr. W need to know the official scale
and the real charges. Then—tn the exanple | quoted—we shall remit two golds to
the town, as required by law, and three to the tryst for providing the service.
That sol ves the noney problem™

Ti vani xi gasped and very nearly slapped his liege lord on the shoul der. He

sl apped his own thigh instead. "Brilliant, ny liege! | shall see to it!
Honorabl e Fiendori is the nan for that job!"

He went off, alnost skipping. Wallie sighed. It could not DOS-
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sibly be as easy as he had just nade it seem but perhaps he had gai ned sone
time to work on nore secure finances. Nnanji came sauntering over, grinning and
rubbing his forehead with the back of his hand.

"Congratul ati ons once nore, Honorable Nnanji," WAllie said. "You | ook about half
the right age for the job, but | amsure you can handle it."

"Thank you, brother!" Then he blurted out, "lI'mnot an easy mark now?"

"No, | don't think so," Wallie replied carefully. "You were an exceptiona

Fifth. You're an average Sixth, | should say. A pity about that disputed hit,"
he added, "but | do not dispute the call."

Nnanji's eyes glittered coldly. "Thank you, brother," he said again. "l assure
you that | did not feel a hit."

Wallie winced. O course Nnanji would not have |lied about that. And the reason
he had not rejected Tivani xi's underhanded assi stance was that he had not even
noticed it. "You ought to try a longer foil, brother," he said hastily.

Nnanji shook his head. "It was the same length as nmy sword." He pulled out his
sword and neasured it in the traditional fashion by holding it above his head
and seeing where the point cane on his chest. Then he just stared at Wallie,
bewi | dered

And Wallie stared back in shock. "Wen we bought mat sword for you, back in the
tenpl e arnory, your eyes were not level with nine." He had not noticed the
change in height. It had been gradual. And now he could see that it had al so
been nmasked by the broadeni ng shoul ders, the mnickening |ayers of nuscle. A

that day-l1ong fencing was starting to show results. 'Tell nme, Nnanji, is it
usual in this Wrld for a man of your age to be still growing like that?"

Again Nnanji shook his head. H s eyes were not only level with Vllie's now,
they were suddenly shining in the dawn light. "No! O course not! This nust be a
mracle for me, brother!"

"I't's Lina's cooking!" Wallie was trying not to show how uneasy this discovery
made him but he was also still feeling guilty for having doubted Nnanji's
honesty. "Conme on," he said, "I'll find you a new one."

Then he junped as a bugler shattered the peace of the | odge with the opening
bars of The Swordsnen in the Morning.

214

THE DESTI NY OF THE SWORD

VWallie led the way to the nuseum pausing hal fway up to recruit a trio of burly,
eye-rubbing juniors fromone of the dormitories. He had themlift the great bar
fromthe door, then sent them away, awed by his rank and | ooki ng puzzl ed. The
door creaked in agony and Wallie | ed Nnanji inside.

The 1 ong room was even col der than before, dark and dusty and depressing.
Nnanji's eyes went wide as he saw what it was.

"There's the Chioxin," Wallie said. "Thought to be the ruby. But | doubt if nuch
of the rest of this stuff is known at all. Pick a sword. Help yourself."

Nnanji stared at the long wall covered with swords. "That woul d be stealing,
brother!"
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"No it wouldn't! Who owns this?"
"The | odge? The craft? The Goddess?"

"Wel I ?" Wallie demanded. "You are liege lord of Her tryst. |I'msure that She
wants you to have a good sword. Help yourself."
"Ch!" Nnanji said, his teeth shining in the gloomas he grinned. "Wll, | shall

| eave nmy old one, the sword that won the battle of Ov—very historical. Now,
let's see."

They neasured a few agai nst himand chose a |l ength, then both wandered up and
down the room checking swords of that size. As Wallie had noticed before, |ong
swords were surprisingly common. Sone were rusted, but the best steels had
fought back and were still good. Quite soon Nnanji said, "This one!"

VWallie took it to a window and bent it and swung it and said yes, that was a
fine blade, better than his old one, even

"Now you need soneone to give it to you," he said. "I'msure that anyone woul d
be proud. Tivanixi, Boariyi... even Katanji, if you |ike. Thana, maybe?"

"You haven't shown ne the Sixths' signs yet, nentor,"” Nnanji said coyly.

"True! There are six of them" Wallie proceeded to do so: the challenge, the
obei sance, the warning, the appeal for assistance, the acknow edgnent, and the
reversal of neaning. O course he needed to denbnstrate each of themonly once.

"And that's all!" he finished. "There are no secret signs for seventh rank. If a
Seventh wants to signal to a Seventh, he uses those."
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"Way not?" Nnanji demanded, soundi ng cheat ed.
"l suppose because Sevenths are so rare that they don't neet very often.”
Nnanji chuckled. "Well, that's done! Now |I'ma Sixth and you're not ny nentor

anynore." The second oath | apsed when a prote' ge' achieved pronotion. "You wll
allow ne to swear to you agai n?"

"Of course. My honor! And |I'msure feat you'll make Seventh, probably right
after we disband the tryst."

"Thank you!" Nnanji had no doubts at all. "But right now you' re not ny nentor,
so it would be all right for you to give me this sword... if you would? |I should

like that, oath brother."

"If you wish," Wallie said, although he thought it was bending the tradition
slightly—he was only tenporarily not Nnanji's nentor. He knelt on one knee and
held out the sword in the ancient ritual. "Live by this. Weld it in Her
service. Die holding it."

He thought of young Arganari being given the Chioxin topaz.

"I't shall be nmy honor and ny pride." The traditional words, although Nnanji
probably neant them nore than nost. He took the sword and put it in his

scabbard, then hung his old one on the wall. "Now | nmay swear the second oath,
Lord Shonsu?"
"For the last time, Honorable Nnanji," said Wllie. "And we should both see

about getting sonme nore prote'ge's. And bodyguards. The sorcerers are sure to
start reacting soon."

When they reached the courtyard, it was starting to bustle. Slaves were working
two punps, filling a long trough at whi ch naked swordsnmen were washi ng

thensel ves. O her slaves were tending fires in nmakeshift iron ranges, starting
to cook breakfast. Nnanji headed for a grindstone to sharpen his new sword,
enlisting a First to tread for him Mre nmen were trickling out of doorways and
a large party came marching in fromthe street, led by Boariyi and his uncle and
about a dozen Si xt hs.

Ti vani xi appeared at Wallie's elbow. "I have spoken to Fien-dori, ny liege. Port
officers will be escorted in future." He | aughed. "I mnk the elders nay have
sonme conmrents to nake on the subject.”
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"Why?" Wallie asked innocently. "W are performng a service for them"

The castellan chuckl ed, then nodded at the procession approaching. "Mney is
your stroke at the other tryst, ny liege. Lord Boariyi cannot afford to feed his
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men. Perhaps you should invite himto have breakfast?"

' Too obvious. W'Il give hima few days. Say nothing." But it was a pleasing

t hought. He coul d coerce Boariyi w th noney.

Boariyi cane to a halt and nade the salute to an equal, his face expressionless
bel ow a bl ue bandage on whi ch he had nmarked seven swords with charcoal. Waltie
responded to him then to a salute from Zoariyi, who | ooked resentful and

suspi cious. Nnanji was still busy with his sword on the grindstone. Tivanixi saw
Wal lie's glance toward him

"W can proceed with the council neeting at once, ny |liege, as you wi shed," he
said. "The others are waiting." For propriety's sake, Nnanji should not neet the
ot her Sevenths in public until they had sworn to nun

Wallie agreed. Tivanixi |led the way. They entered the building by the door
closest to the street exit and wal ked i nto another of die |long roons. One side
was all wi ndows, |ooking out at a litter of kitchen equipnment. The other was
panel ed, nmuch of the wood scuffed and split with age. The ceiling |urked above a
m st of cobwebs.

The room was already full of swordsnen, standing or sitting on stools and
benches, nuttering and | aughing. As the seniors entered, they sprang to their
feet in arattle of furniture and boots. Anbng these niddleranks, to Wllie's
surprise, was Katanji.

Hs white kilt was soiled and runpled, half his pony tail had escaped fromhis
hairclip, and his eyes were red-rinmed, but he sniled when he saw WJ i e, seening
quite relaxed. Still the boy hero, he had apparently been entertaining the
conmpany with his stories, yet he looked as if he had not slept all night. Wat
had the little devil been up to this tine? He showed no signs of wishing to
talk. Reluctant to ask, Wallie nmerely nodded and sniled as he passed by.

This was an antechanber. A door at the far end led into a snaller, square room
although it was large also. At the far side was a huge stone fireplace, its
hearth strewn with ol d ashes.
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Three wal |l s were paneled, the fourth all grim w ndows. A filthy gray rug only
partly covered a floor of splintered planks; in its center was a circle of seven
stools. Along the wall opposite the windows stood a |large chest, a single
brocade chai r—shabby and | eaki ng feathers—and, surprisingly, a bed covered with
a greasy fur. A foggy bronze mirror hung beside the door. Evidently this grubby,
stal e-snel li ng chanber had several uses.

Three Sevenths rose and made their salutes. Myst conspi cuous was the el derly

Chi naranma, shriveled and slightly ridiculous conpared to his rmuch younger and
nmore muscul ar conpanions. Hi s ponytail was a white wisp and his harness fitted
badly, but his eyes were quick and clear. An older nman night be a val uabl e
counselor. As Nnanji had said, he wouldn't hurt. H's novenents were awkward,
hinting perhaps at arthritis, and his face none too friendly. A Boariyi
supporter, then.

Then there was Jansilui, who was around thirty, square-jawed and stocky, with
one facemark not properly healed. He seened | ess hostile, probably caring little
who was leader if it could not be hinself.

Li numi no was ol der, about fifty, and running to fat. One side of his face was

hi deously scarred where a sword cut had renoved half the eyebrow and cheek and,
seem ngly, part of the underlying bone as well. The skin there was sunken and a
puckered white, |ike weathered leather. It was a nmiracle that his eye had
survived. He woul d not have been a contender for the | eadership. Hi s salute was
perfunctory, so he was another Boariyi supporter at heart. Wallie wondered
briefly which of the six he would ask if he were Nnanji trying for pronotion;
with old Chinaranma out of bounds, certainly this portly Linum no, and probably
Zoariyi, who was simlarly nearing retirenent.

Wallie invited themall to be seated. Suspicion hung in the air |ike a bad
snell. In trial by conbat the Goddess had decl ared hi minnocent, yet mat fight
had been as near as possible a draw, and trial by conbat was not a nornal
procedure anyway. They did not conpletely trust him they would obey him but
they mght obey willingly or—as Tivanixi had done over Nnanji's pronpotion—

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200f%20The%20Sword.txt (119 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:24 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

reluctantly, honoring his words while thwarting his purpose.
He mentioned that Nnanji had gained pronotion and woul d be there shortly to
receive their homage, but, as a Sixth, would not
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be a menber of the council. Wallie had sone special duties in mnd for Nnanji.

Then he went on to the subject of noney, explaining howthe tryst was going to
divert the unofficial portion of the harbor dues. They all smiled at that.

"So you have sol ved the finance probl emat one stroke, ny liege?" Chinarama
asked.

"For the nmonent,'

VWallie said. He turned to nore difficult matters. "Lord

Boariyi, you have sworn the first oath only. | propose to treat you as a ful
menber of this council, and your vassals as nmenbers of the tryst. In return,
ask—

Nnanji never knocked on doors. He marched in and slanmed this one behind him He
was scow i ng. The Sevenths rose to their feet again, nost of themreturning his
scow .

He wi ped a hand on his new green kilt. He reached for his sword. He gave Lord
Boariyi the salute to a superior in inpeccable fashion, then glanced cryptically
at Vallie and waited.

Who sal ut ed whon? The dammable fourth oath was fouling up all the rituals.
Hesitantly Wallie presented Nnanji to Chinarama, and the two exchanged sal ute
and response.

"Now | swear the third oath to you, Honorable Nnanji?" the old man inquired
petul antly.

"It distresses me, ny lord,"” Nnanji said in his soft voice, "to have to accept
such an oath froma respected senior such as yourself, but that seens to be what
Lord Shonsu's position..."

Wallie saw a | ook of horror come over Boariyi's face, then Tivanixi's. He

foll owed then- gaze. Nnanji was tugging his left earlobe, he had his right thunb
in his belt, his right knee was slightly bent.

Nnanji was maki ng the sign of secret challenge to Chinarana.

What! Had he gone insane? Pronotion? O course not-he would need to secure
judges first, and courtesy would demand that he ask before he challenged, and it
was illegal anyway...

Nnanji was still babbling on about oaths. Chinarama was paying no attention to
the signal. Then he becane aware of the tension about him and his eyes
flickered warily around the group.

Wallie flashed out his sword | eft-handed and laid the point at the old nan's
throat. "Put your hands straight up in the air!" he bell owed, pushing Nnanji
aside with his injured arm which hurt. "Say it, Nnanji!"
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"l denounce this nman as an inposter."

Chinarama curled his lip in a sneer. "So there are sone swordsnen with brains,
are there?" Then he burst into a diatribe of obscenities and vituperation, a
lifelong hatred of swordsnen spilling out |ike pus as he ranted about rapists
and nurderers and thieves, perverts and bullies... It was rank and nauseati ng,
but Wallie let it run on until it died away of itself; he kept the sword-point
steady. There would be no need to try this case. The man had confessed.

"Lord Zoariyi," he said. "Go behind him The rest of you stand back. Now, renove
his harness, if you please. And his kilt."

"I's this necessary?" Boariyi objected.

"Yes." Wallie did not nove his eyes fromthe hate-filled eyes of the old man.
"H's hairclip, too! Let ne see your hands!"

The i nposter showed them "Fancy all you husky young swordsnen bei ng scared of
one old man," he sneered.

Wallie ignored the remark. "You nmay sit to renove your boots," he said.

It was only when the pathetic figure was stark naked and all his gear was safely
out of reach that Wallie rel axed and sheathed his sword. He | ooked around at the
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faces filled with horror, fear, shame, and anger. "Later | will show you sone of
the sorcerer tricks," he explained, finding that his voice was defensive. It did
seem |l udi crous to take such precautions against such a weakling. "How did you
know, Nnanji ?"

Nnanji was staring at Chinarama with disgust and contenpt. "Katanji told ne,

br ot her."

"Kat anj i ?But how. . . "

"You remenber on Giffon you showed us sonme of die sorcerer nmagic, brother? You
got your fingers dirty. Yesterday Katanji was with nme when | was presented to
this... man. He had the same marks on his fingers. | didn't notice and Katanji
didn't say anything. But he followed himafterward. He went to the house of a
mer chant and spent a long tine there. They have a cage of pigeons in the yard—
"Pi geons?" Boariyi spluttered.

"W don't understand, but we are grateful, my liege Nnanji,
you and your brother. And to you, ny liege
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Shonsu. We are very nuch in your debt." His face was basaltic with rage and
humi i ati on. The others | ooked much the sane.

"What do we do with hinP" Zoariyi inquired.

"Let's get himsafely |ocked up first," Wallie said, turning and heading for the
door. He was staggered by the thought of a spy within the council itself—-yet why
not? Al Chinarama had needed to know had been the salutes and oatiis, which
were public. He had not been required to fight. He could always plead an ol d
man's failing menory when queried on anything. Qoviously the younger nen had
secretly admred himas a tough old boy. They had protected him He had told

Rot anxi of the tryst's plans and finances, and of the inportance of the seventh
sword. It was all so infuriatingly obvious now that it was pointed out—and by
Katanji, of course! That was why he had been the right one to take al ong on the
Giffon expedition; he brought wisdom And his eyes missed nothing, not even

i nkstains on fingers.

Wal lie reached for the door handl e, heard a board creak behind him and whirled
around, sword in hand. Chinarama crashed to the floor, slanmed down by Nnanji
like a swatted bug in a splash of blood, his head al most severed from his

shoul ders. A knife clattered at Wllie's feet.

They were all too stunned even to swear. For a noment the only sound was the
death rattle, the only nmovenment the twitching of the corpse. Boariyi had his
sword out, Tivanixi's hand was on the hilt of his. The other three had their
hands rai sed.

Tivani xi said, "to

Wal lie said, "Thank you, Nnanji," and his voi ce quavered.
Nnanji lifted his eyes fromthe body. He | ooked at Wallie and then grinned. His
new sword was still dripping bl ood.

Wallie bent to pick up the knife. It was small and | ooked deadly sharp, but he
did not test it with his thunb because the bl ade had been coated with sonet hi ng,
like the knives he had found in Rotanxi's gown. Standard sorcerer issue?

This grubby roomwith its dirt-snmeared wi ndows, cobwebs on the panels, old ashes
in the fireplace—+t suddenly all becane horribly sharp and cl ear, nmade nore rea
by the awareness of death. He had so very nearly died here. They would have laid
himon that filthy bed. Probably this had been Shonsu's room so perhaps "t hat
was where Doa had lain, waiting for her lover to return fromthe brothel. He
hoped his trenbling was not show ng,
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but it probably was. He had just had a very narrow escape. Only Nnanji's

i ncredi bl e refl exes had saved him

"Lord Shonsu!" Boariyi had turned red. "I was wong, very wong! | wish nowto
swear the third oath."

Nnanji was wiping his sword with Chinarama's kilt. The others were sniling,

then- suspicions forgotten. Honorabl e Nnanji had unmasked a spy, and the spy had
tried to kill Lord Shonsu—there were no doubts about |oyalties now

"Honorabl e Nnanji," Boariyi continued, "I have never seen a nore masterful piece
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of swordsnmanship. | was a year behind you." He stepped over the body and held
out a hand in admiration. Nnanji sheathed his sword and shook hands, grinning
shyly up at the giant.

"I agree with that," Tivanixi said. "I had hardly started. Magnificent! The

kni fe—was that sorcery?"

"In his boot, | expect,” Nnanji said airily. He had one in his own boot because
his mentor had told himto bring it.

"I may swear the third oath now, Lord Shonsu?" Boariyi asked.

"Wait! My lords!" Zoariyi was beamng. "Is this not a clear case for el even
thirty-nine?"

There was a pause as five mnds searched the sutras. Then four faces broke into
smles and there was a chorus of agreenent.

Nnanji, puzzled and irritated, |ooked at the smles and then at Wallie. Wali e
did not feel like smling at all. The Sevenths had found a way out of their
stupid status problemat the cost of turning Nnanji into a | aughingstock. He

struggl ed to nmai ntain what he hoped was a poker face, but they were all waiting
hopefully for himto speak. There was no way that he could deny them none at

all. Once again Nnanji had saved his life.

He must agree.

He turned toward Nnanji, therefore, and raised his sword. Nnanji blinked in
surprise.

Wal | i e paused, then said it: "I am Shonsu, swordsman of the seventh rank, |iege

lord of the tryst of Casr, and | give thanks to the Most High..."

He was drowned out by Nnanji's astoni shed whoop and the others' |aughter

It was the salute to an equal

222  THE DESTINY OF THE SWORD
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Thana stepped through the arch and paused at the top of the steps to survey the
busy, noisy courtyard hi its shadow ng box of bal conied walls. Swordsnen

fencing, chanting sutras, arguing, singing, ganbling... very nice! Men from bank
to bank.

She gl anced then at Jja, who was carrying a bundle and trying not to seem
apprehensive. "Don't worry! You're Shonsu's. Just nention that and you'll have

no troubl e here."

Jja smled and nodded wi thout nuch confidence. Thana hersel f was aware of uneasy
shi verings deep down inside. Ever since Yok she had been unable to see

| andl ubber swordsnen in groups wthout those shiverings. Yet she had been
assured that these swordsnen were well behaved now, bound by the blood oath and
by strict rules of behavior toward civilians. But did those rules nention
swordsworren? Still, Jja was Shonsu's and she was Nnanji's and he was |iege |ord,
too. How many knew that, though?

Sone juniors passing by at the bottomof the steps had seen them and stopped to
admre. They were grinning, thunbs in belts, balancing on one foot and stanping
the other, which was a hunorous sign of approval, remniscent of bulls paw ng
the ground. They did not | ook dangerous. Rather fun. "Come on," Thana said, and
| ed the way down.

Wait by the steps, they had been told, and they woul d have had troubl e doing

ot herwi se, for soon the juniors were all around nmem grinning, kidding, naking
slyly obscene suggestions about |unging | essons and how about a trip on your
ship. Virile young nen, fit and smart—nost of themand suprenely confident and
pl eased with thensel ves, for the Goddess had called themto Her tryst. Firsts
and Seconds to start with, then Thirds edged themout. No, there was no harm
and nuch flattery. A couple of them were knockouts, quite scrunptious. It was
harder for Jja, of course, who could not banter back, but Thana was aware that
she herself was enjoying this, giving as good as she was getting. It nade her
realize again how very young Nnanji was for his rank
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She wondered how he'd made out. If he had failed, the one-year wait would kil
him He'd been unbearabl e.
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Fanfare! Now what? The courtyard fell silent, faces turning toward the bal cony
where the trunpet was bell owi ng. The council was coni ng out—Shonsu, huge and

| ooki ng very bl eak, and right behind himwas Nnanji. In a green kilt! He had
made it! Jja grabbed Thana's armin excitenent and whi spered congratul ati ons.
They began to edge closer. Nnanji of the Sixth! Party tonight!

Then the others. No, not all—+the old one was missing. And Katanji? How did he
get hi there?

"Your honors, nasters..." The squat chief herald had joined the notables and
started to thunder his proclanation.

"Landl ubbers!" Thana snarled in Jja's ear. "They do | ove nms bilgey ponp, don't
t hey?"

Then the herald described the unmaski ng of Chinarama as a sorcerer. Thana junped
as an expl osion of male booing burst out all around, but she and Jja joined in,
grinning at each other and adding a treble note to the chorus.

They al nost nissed the next bit, but it was about Nnanji killing the spy; it
sounded as if Shonsu had just had a narrow escape. Thana put an armround Jj a,
who had turned pal e.

"Sutra eleven thirty-nine... outstanding courage or swordsmanship in the
presence of an eneny shall be just and sufficient cause for pronotion..." She
had been studying Nnanji's grin, and everyone around her was tal ki ng—was that
what she had heard? Seventh? Now Jja was huggi ng her, so it nust be. She had
done it! She'd always said she woul d.

O course! Wiy had she ever doubted? Now it had actually happened, it felt quite
i nevitabl e.

"I've got one, too, Jja!" she said, and the slave worman nodded and | aughed with
her .

Much nmuttering around her

"Never heard of that..."

"You nmean he doesn't have to prove it..."

"What about the sutras..."

"That's a strip of rust..."

She studied die faces. The juniors were grinning and | aughing, but the ol der nen
were scow ing. Well, what would you expect?
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Lord Nnanji? It sounded good! And now they were on about his brother—t was hard
to hear and even harder to see, now, for the crowd was filling in, packing
closer around them Third? Well, trust Katanji!

A few voices started the chorus fromthe song about himand were glared into
silence by the seniors. Now there was cheering. The councilors were goi ng back

i nsi de.

Lord Nnanji!

She wanted to dance a hornpipe. Wait till Toml o hears about this!

"Aw, come on! Just a quick look!" said a voice behind her, but she wasn't paying
attention. Atall Fourth with very well devel oped pectorals was aski ng her about
Nnanj i, and she was saying proudly that yes she was, and then Jja half squeal ed
and hal f screaned, and Thana swung around and couldn't find her in the crowd of
bare mal e shoul ders and sword hilts and ponytails. Then she saw that a coupl e of
Seconds had pulled Jja's wap off and were tugging at the bundl e she was hol di ng
in front of her. There was much |aughter and some angry shouting, and Thana
grabbed the Fourth and screamed that that was Shonsu's slave and there woul d be
hel | —

Then there was hell.

Wher e Shonsu had conme from she didn't know, but he came through the crowd as if
it were long grass. There seened to be bodies flying in all directions, and she
was knocked down and rolled into a forest of |egs and boots and a canopy of
kilts. After a few kicks and stanpi ngs she was dragged to her feet and she began
pani cki ng her way toward the exit, fighting in a tunult of kilted nen until she
was carried backward by the current—and then Nnanji was there and he hugged her,
and she clung to him

Hi s face was nurderous. He began pulling her roughly back through the throng. He
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coul d see over the heads, but she could not; she hadn't realized quite how tall
he was. She caught glinpses of Shonsu | oom ng over the others as she and her
husband pushed through the crowd, noving toward himslowy, for Nnanji n ght
have top rank now, but what was needed here was beef and wei ght —al t hough he was
doing all right. And then they arrived at the edge of a clearing.

The two Seconds were kneeling there and Shonsu was bl azi ng
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inthe mddle. Blazing! It was me only word she could think of. She had never
seen a fury like that—he was a giant, ranpant. He gl anced at soneone in her
direction, and his eyes were red. Inpossible! He was roaring and he had his
sword out, the Cbhioxin sword, and all around himthere was enptiness surrounded
by an arnmy of cowering nen. The other Sevenths were there, but they weren't
speaki ng except when Shonsu spoke to them He turned again in her direction and
no, his eyes were not red, but... Then the two kneeling Seconds bent their heads
forward, and the seventh sword arced and fl ashed with an audi bl e hiss, and she
screaned, thinking that the boys were going to be beheaded, but it was their
ponytails that fell to the ground.

"Take them away.'" That was Shonsu, to a chal k-faced Fourth.

"Nnanji!" she said. "Wat's happeni ng?"
He | ooked al nbst as grimas Shonsu. "Slavery. He's ordered themsold."
Ch, no!

Jja, dressed again, rushed forward, clutching at her owner's shoul der, saying
sonet hing. He hurled her away without a word. She sprawl ed at Lord Tivanixi's
feet, and he bent to help her up

"Nnanji!" Thana shouted. "They were only playing! They weren't going to do
anything nore. Stripping a pretty slave is—+t happens all the tine!"

He hardly | ooked at her. "Shonsu is |iege. Watever he says, happens."”

The whol e tryst was cringing, she could see, and now Shonsu had opened his fury
wi de. He was speaking to Tivanixi, but he could have been heard down by the
docks.

"How many sleep in the | odge?" She couldn't hear the answer, but the castellan
was pale, too. "How many are billeted?" It |ooked as if Tivanixi didn't know.
"Very well! You take that side. Zoariyi, that one. Jansilui, Boariyi—+ want to
know how many dormtories on each wall, bow many nmen they could hold, and how
many ot her roonms can be cl eared of junk. Mve!"

The four Sevenths plowed into the crowd and, as it opened for them ran. Then
that human thunder roared again: "Linum no? Take a party of Sixths and inspect
all the nearby buildings. Are there any mat woul d make dormitories—halls or
enpty war ehouses? Move!" Anot her Seventh ran.
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"Everyone! Those of you who sleep here, go back to your roons and cl ean them up
They're pigsties! Cean floors, clean w ndows, bedding neatly rolled, packs
tidy! There's going to be an inspection, and nay the gods hel p those who don't
pass! The rest of you stand by for work details to tidy out the other roons.
You! Go and do the council rooml You! Start on the stairwells."

"Conme on!" Nnanji whispered to Thana and | ed her over to Jja, who was weeping.
"Look after her." Then he vani shed, follow ng Shonsu

The two wonen found a stone bench and sat down. The courtyard was clearing, but
the turnoil of men running in all directions nade it seemjust as full as

bef ore. Nobody seemed to know what was happeni ng.

Alittle later Katanji appeared, grinning rather junpily.

"Congratul ations!" Thana said calmy. She had her arm around Jja, who was
sobbi ng on her shoulder and didn't seemto want to do anything el se, ever again.
"Thank you," Katanji said snugly. He sat down on the bench

"Third? How the devils did you nanage that?"

"I"'mnot sure!" He | ooked bew | dered and was trying not to. There were red rins
round his eyes; his face was drawn. He yawned suddenly, and she guessed mat he
had not been to bed. "I think it was Nanj," he said. "They were going to nake
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hima Seventh, and he refused unless they promoted ne; | think that nust be what
happened. | had to pronmise to teamthe sutras, and they nade ne a Third." He

sm rked.

Thana found this part of the events rather amusi ng—Nnanji, who was so prickly

about ritual s? "What about the swordsmanshi p? What happens if you get
chal | enged?"
A strange expression cane over Katanji's normally cheeky face, one she had never

seen on it before. He gazed down at his cast for a minute. "I can't nove ny
fingers, Thana. | don't know they're there unless | look. I'll never hold a
sword again. | pronised mat, too."

She said she was sorry, she hadn't known.

"It's all right. 1'd never have been any good, anyway. Nanj didn't know that
sutra until now, see? Nobody does except Sevenths. But you know Nanj and
sutras—tie said if courage counted... and you heard what Shonsu said about ne
last tine
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we were here? So he had to agree, and the others wanted Nanj a Seventh." He

sni ggered. "Unani nous! A First can't own things —but a Third can!"

That hadn't stopped himbefore. She fingered the pearls round her neck. He

noti ced and scow ed as he always did. Then he | aughed, and the ol d m schi ef

twi nkled in his eyes again.

"That was small stuff!" he said nysteriously. "Look, |'ve got to go. Business!"
He jumped up and vani shed into the confusion. She caught a glinpse of him
runni ng out the gate.

Two hundred gol ds' worth of pearls—small stuff?

The courtyard was nmuch enptier and qui eter. Then soneone shouted warning. A
stool canme off a bal cony and exploded in splinters on the paving. A broken
bedstead followed it. Qther balconies started raining old furniture and bundl es
and boxes and tinbers. C ouds of dust came whirling around. Suddenly the
courtyard was full of falling debris. Jja recovered enough to sit up, sniffing
and red-eyed, and watch the display.

Nnanji appeared out of die fog, grinning. He had his seventh swordmark, but be
still wore the green kilt.

"What the gods is going on?" Thana demanded.

He sat down besi de her and hugged her negligently. Sex was rarely far from
Nnanji's mind, but for once his excitenment was corning from other things.
"Housecl eani ng! "hesaid. "There's lots of roomhere to hold the tryst, but

Ti vani xi never organized it. A couple of the floors are unsafe, but nostly the
pl ace is one big junk heap. Shonsu is organizing. Cean out and clean up! He's
threatened to flog the next man he sees with a dirty kilt, so half of them have
stripped conpletel y—you want to | eave, or stay and enjoy that?"

Thana gl anced at Jja. "We can dunp the bundl e and go?"

He nodded. He was grinning hugely. "I"'"Il look after it. But you're going to mss
a lot of fun. Now he's tal king water supply and hygi ene and latrines and
cooking! He's going to sell all the slaves Tivanixi bought and buy mnmore beddi ng
and stuff with the nmoney. He'll make the juniors do the cooking and cl eaning.
Only swordsnmen are to be allowed in at all. Even the heralds will need escorts!"”
He | aughed. "d ad you're not his vassal ?"

She studied himin surprise. "You don't think that those things are beneath a
swor dsman' s honor ?"
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He shook his head. "Not in battle! Not once the third oath has been sworn! There
are sutras on all of them He'd have us in tents if the noney was avail abl e,
think. They haven't had enough to do. Thanks, Jja."

Jja's face was a desol ation, her face swollen, her eyes raw with weeping, but
she stared up at himin astoni shnment, and he grinned again. "He | ost his temper!
He needs to do that nore often. Now they know they have a liege lord!"

"But, Hon—tord Nnanji? He sold those two swordsmen into slavery? He hates

sl avery!"
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Nnanji frowned angrily. "By rights he should have killed them 1t was good for
the tryst, Jja. They disobeyed orders fromtheir |liege. He should have killed
them really; | would have done. But | suppose the others are nore shocked by
sl avery; and their nentors have each had one rankmark blotted and are in charge
of nightsoil renmpval until further notice." He snickered. "I'd never have
thought of that!" Then he turned to watch the torrents of filth pouring off the
bal conies and the hills of refuse rising below "Sone were pretty scruffy.

Al nost as bad as the tenple guard, sone of them anyway. Not many."

Thana stood up. After this nmadhouse, Sapphire would be a nice, calmplace. She

woul d take Jja back there, then go and see about a gown for the ball. Jja was
weepi ng agai n.

But... Lord Nnanji!

Her husband had won his seventh sword.

ttttt

The | ong ant echanber was now clean, at least in theory. The fireplace was enpty,
the dust nore evenly distributed. The paneling had been carefully sneared as
high as a man on a stool could reach with a rag, although above that a cornice
of dust and cobwebs renmined, its base scalloped in graceful arcs. The

wi ndow panes had been ni bbed to a greasy sheen.

Racket drifted in froman anthill of activity outside in the courtyard. One row
of ants was carrying garbage out to a bonfire in the mddle of the plaza;

anot her row of ants was returning, and that
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i ncl uded those who had been billeted on citizens and were now bringing in their
bel ongi ngs. On al nost every bal cony a man was cl eani ng wi ndows. Down in the yard
itself a work gang hammered and sawed, building extra |atrines and washhouses.
Two streets away, an unused tenple was being converted to wonen's quarters.
Wallie had ordered a table placed in the nmddle of the room six stools in front
of the windows, and two rows of stools along the other side, thirty-nine of them
for thirty-nine Sixths. The Firsts who had noved the furniture had thought that
a very strange arrangenent, but to Wallie it was a long, narrow | ecture room
Next slide, please. He had recovered his tenper and did not feel very guilty
over losing it... not very- Nnanji had approved, which was reassuring.

That young man was already sitting on one of the six stools, |egs crossed, eyes
staring dream |y into space. He had been carefully instructed and coul d probably
be relied upon to pick up his cue. Nothing could spoil this day for Nnanji, Lord
Nnanji, swordsman of the seventh rank, nenber of the council. For the tryst,
Nnanji was the true seventh Seventh. He had achieved his anbition, the dream of
every young boy in the Wrld. He was perhaps the youngest Seventh in the history
of the People. What was he going to do with the rest of his life?

Now the Sixths were dribbling in, cowed and dusty and possibly resentful, but
certainly obedient. They filled up the two rows opposite the wi ndows—starting at
the ends, so that the last arrivals would be in the center, closest to the dread
liege as he | eaned against the table. Then the last Sixths and the |ast of the
council, and the door was closed, and everyone waited apprehensively.

Wallie turned to Nnanji and said, "Four eighteen?"

Nnanji blinked pale eyes in astoni shnent and obedi ently began reciting the
sutra. Wallie cut himoff and said to Boariyi, who was next, "Three twenty-two?"
Wien he had finished with the Sevenths, he wal ked down to a nervous, rather
young Sixth at the end of the front row and demanded seven twenty-nine..

Finally he returned to his place, |eaning against the table. 'There you are," he
said cheerfully. "No sorcerers present!"”

There were a few nervous snickers.

"Over the next two or three days, your honors, you are to test
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every man in the tryst like that! If you find one who does not know his sutras,
wat ch out! Each of you will test his proteges and nake sure that they test
theirs, and so on."
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He gl anced around, seeing the nodding heads as they foll owed his reasoning.
"Anyone here ever seen a sorcerer before yesterday?"

No.

"Well, I'"'mgoing to tell you howto fight sorcerers. There are two tricks to it,
that's all. What do the sutras say about thenP"

Li ps nmoved, brows frowned. Silence. The sutras said nothing at all about
sorcerers. Carefully Wallie |l ed themthrough the |l ogic; sorcerers were not
swordsnen, to be greeted with challenge and the ways of honor. Nor were they
civilians, to be handl ed with kindness, courtesy, said firmess, as the sutras
optinmistically specified. They had to be treated as arnmed civilians, therefore
an abom nation. Therefore anything went, anything at all

He raised his voice as the hanmering outside increased. 'The first trick is
speed. Lord Boariyi, would you assist?" He stood the skinny giant beside him at
the table and pointed down the length of the long room to the door that |ed
into the council chanber. "W are going to have a race, ny lord. W shal
pretend that a sorcerer has appeared in that doorway, and we shall see who can
kill himfirst."

Boariyi regarded himw th disbelief, then amusenent. The audi ence brightened. A
race they coul d understand.

"Lord Tivanixi, will you give us a signal?"

Tivani xi let the suspense build for a noment while the two big men waited, side
by side. Then he said, "Now " Boariyi |aunched hinself forward |ike a sprinter,
pulling his sword... and Wallie's knife slanmed into the door before he was

hal fway to it. He skidded to a stop and swung around, face flam ng.

"You're dead, ny lord," said Wallie. "Sony."

The audi ence seethed with silent disgust. Knives—especially conceal ed

kni ves—were an abomi nation fromthe | owest cesspool of die Place of Denobns.

Then Zoariyi called out the line that Wallie had been hoping to get. "It's one
thing to hit a door, ny liege. A man is a nuch snaller target."
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"Nnanji!" Wallie shouted. "Sorcerer!" He pointed as if he were sicking a dog on

an intruder.

Nnanj J's nmind was not as far away as it seened, and he had crossed his |l egs so
that the knife in bis boot was handy. He rose, hurled it, and sat down to
continue snmling at nothing. The knife struck within a finger-width of Wallie's.
Boariyi dodged, but long after it had gone by him The audi ence collectively
said: "Ooo!"

"Curiously," Wallie said, gleeful at the lucky shot, "Lord Nnanji is nuch better
with a knife than | am" The Sixths ab-sorbed that thought with interest.

He wal ked over to get his knife, ostentatiously replacing it in his boot. Then
he flipped Nnanji's so that it struck the floor hi front of himand Nnanji could
pick it up. The hours of practice in the ship were paying off, although not in
the way he had expect ed.

"If you fight sorcerers in the ways of honor," Wallie said, "they will win every
time. I was rescued fromthe sorcerers at Ov by Nnanji and ny sailor friends,
armed with knives. The sorcerer's thunder weapons are about as accurate and nore
deadly, but they take tine to reload."

Then he said, "Nnanji, you don't need to hear all this. W shall excuse you."
Nnanji rose, nodded happily, and sauntered off to attend to the many things that
he had been given to do. Whatever his oath brother wanted was fine with him
When the door had cl osed behind himWallie said, "One other thing about testing
for spies: Beware of any water-rat swordsmen you may have—they can read |ips,
sone of them and many of us nmouth the words when we're listening to sutras.
suspect that water rats in general nay not be very good on sutras, so test water

rats with a foil—+they'll pass that test!" He dared not |ook at Tivani xi
The Il ecture continued. The second trick, the liege said, was to get the
sorcerers out of their gowns—then they were harmess, like the old man he had

shown in the tenple. Jja's bundle lay on the table, and fromthat he produced
Rot anxi's gown. He showed it off—the | ong sleeves, the nunerous pockets, the
cunning slits by which the wearer could reach in any pocket while appearing to
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have his arns folded within the sl eeves. Then he brought out the gadgets, one by
one, and expl ained them showed them passed sone around. He sent for a stray
dog fromthe street and pricked it with Chinarama's knife. It died quickly and
convi nci ngly.
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He brought out Rotanxi's gl asses and a copper tube—a small tel escope—and
explained lip reading. He passed them around and everyone nmarvel ed at the

tel escope's inverted, color-blurred, but magnified i mge.

He told of the sleight of hand he had seen, even the previous day.

He played a few notes on a silver fife and explained how a sinilar bl owipe had
sl ai n Kandom of the Third.

He produced a small bag of oiled silk fitted with a glass nozzle and told how it
sprayed a fiery liquid, how the sorcerers could blind a man or bumhis face with
a wave of the hand, while nunbling nonsensical spells. He denonstrated this acid
spray on the dead dog, filling the roomwith an acrid stink

The ink and quill and vellumhe did not show, but he nentioned that a pigeon
could be used as a signal, and that caged pigeons were an inportant clue to
sorcerer agents.

He struck a match, and that created the biggest sensation yet.

Rot anxi 's pockets had yielded two things |like firecrackers, but they had becone
wat erl ogged in the hold and so rendered usel ess. Wallie showed them however. He
had cut one open and di scovered a nixture of black powder and | ead shot. "If you
ever see things like these," he warned his audience, "with ms w ck burning—then
run! It may injure you or blind you. It will create a clap of thunder, at |east,
and much snoke. "

They all nodded again, fascinated, half-incredul ous, greatly uneasy.

There were ot her poi soned knives, sone so tiny as to be al nost skewers. There
were petty trick gadgets, like flexible coins and silk flowers that would
crunple to nothing and then spring back. There was a conpass, which created nmuch
nore interest anobng these swordsnen that it had in the sailors, who knew only
two directions, upriver and down. There was a pocket lens, and Wallie set one of
the Sixths to holding it in sunlight by the window until he made a cl oth snoke.
There were several bottles and packets whose purpose even Wallie did not know,

| abel ed in a strange cursive script that tantalized him

By now he had half his audience terrified and the other half
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cont enptuous, so he ended with the pistol and nmade diemall terrified. He
explained it carefully. Then he fired a shot through the table, into the floor
The hamreri ng outside stopped and then gradually picked up once nore.

Finally he brought out the "toy for Vixini" that he had made so | aboriously on
the ship, a nodel catapult, and he flipped pebbles across the roomwith it. H's
|isteners were too much in shock to | augh as he had hoped.

"We shall fight sorcerers with knives, with bows and arrows, with battering rans
and big catapults to knock down their towers and hurl burning pitch through
their windows. They use pigeons as signals, so we need fal cons! W shall need
men on horseback, who can nove quickly. W shall attack by night and without
warni ng and from behind. Wth these tactics we can win; wthout them we cannot.
If the sorcerers use diabolical weapons, nen so nust we."

There was a long silence, which happened to match a lull in the racket fromthe
courtyard. He thought it was not going to work.

He said, "Three hundred and thirty nmen tried to fight sorcerers hi the ways of
honor. WIIl you hel p ne avenge then?"

For anot her nmonent he was sure that he had failed. Then Boariyi —bl ess

hi M —unped up and said, "Yes!" Then everyone had to rise, and they all cheered.
Their cheering probably convinced thensel ves much nore than it did Vallie.

But he could snmile, then. He began to pace up and down the | ong room "W need
to distribute sone responsibilities," he said. "Lord Tivanixi has already agreed
to | ook after the cavalry. Soneone nmust be adjutant—+ nean he will have to sort
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out the manpower and assign people and | ook after finances and rel ationships
with the townsfol k and so on."

The Sevenths all shrank into their stools at that thought.

"That nakes two. W need someone to | ook after building the catapults—three.
Slingshots, bows and arrows—+ know not hi ng about those, except that they are
used to hunt birds. Do we have anyone who does?"

A coupl e of Sixths rose, rather shamefacedly.

"Great! |'Il assign a Seventh to it anyway, but you can advise him Lord Nnanji
will attend to intelligence and security.

"Lastly," Wallie said and paused. "Lastly, we need sone ac-
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tion! All the rest of these things are going to take tine; | want acti on now

They have | aughed at us for too long. They nust learn to fear us."

Angry mutters of agreenent...

"I have a small ship. | shall send it over to the left bank to kill sone
sorcerers. It'll be duty, nasty work. It'll mean sneaking in by dark, throw ng
kni ves, and nen running. No honor and nuch danger! But | want to frighten them
I would Iike to think that they're scared to walk their streets at night. They
ought to know mat we can fight.

"Lord Boariyi, | give you your choice."

The tall man had been sl unped forward with an el bow on a knee. He straightened
up and grinned and said, "The boat!"

That was what Wallie had expected—the attracti on of danger outwei ghed the
scrupl es—but once Boariyi had accepted the nost di shonorable job, the other
Sevenths woul d follow nore readily.

"Thank you," he said sincerely. "Lord Zoariyi, will you try the catapults? Lord
Jansilui, the archery, with the two honorable Sixths? And Lord Linum no, you

wi Il be adjutant?"

They nodded, none very happy.

He felt very weary, but he could also feel safer. If the sorcerers killed him
now, they could not stop the tryst. The magi ¢ had gone away.

Then he realized that they were all waiting for him so he strai ghtened up and
smiled and said, "Dismssed!"

There may be an exam | ater.

ttt ttt

Confusion grew into chaos, but it noved back fromWllie. He refused to answer
the Sevenths' appeals for help, replying only that they nust think for

t hensel ves, and soon they stopped asking. Qut in the courtyard the hammering
gave way to shouting as Linum no sought archers and fal coners for Jansilui,
water rats and knife throwers for Boariyi, horsenen for Tivanixi, and carpenters
for Zoariyi. Wen the bullfrog chief herald cane to call
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he was escorted in fromthe gate by a Fourth. He funmed and raged at this
indignity and was pronptly escorted back out again —Nnanji had begun organi zi ng
security. Fiendori arrived with forty golds purloined fromthe dock taxes and
was directed to Linumino. Forarfi, Wallie's former |eft-handed fencing partner,
cane to announce that he had been appointed chief bodyguard. Wallie thought he
did not need a Sixth for that job, but he let the assignnent stand for the tine
bei ng.

And so on..

At last came the nonent when nere was no one in the antechanber but Wallie and
bi s bodyguards. He was |inp and hoarse and he had a headache, but the tryst was
begi nning to stagger along without |eaning on him He demanded food and watched
in wy amusenment as (he order went down three ranks before anyone actually |eft
the room No callers |ower than seventh rank, he decreed, and wal ked through
into the square council chanber at the end and cl osed t he door

Here, al so, the cleaning had been perfunctory, but there was inprovenent. The
ashes had gone fromthe fireplace, the filthy beddi ng had been replaced by a
decent straw mattress and two al nost-clean bl ankets. He renobved his sword, sank
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into the brocade chair, and put his feet up on a stool. H s head was stil
boiling with a hundred ideas that he desperately wanted to wite down. But nmat
was i npossi bl e—he had tried witing with Rotanxi's quill and it just would not
wor k. He thought in English, and he spoke in the | anguage of the People, and he
could not wite in either. That portion of his nenory had not been passed al ong.
He m ssed Nnanji. Nnanji had been an infallible notepad for himuntil now, but
he woul d be humiliated and affronted if Wallie tried to keep himfor that

pur pose when there was so nmuch el se to do—and so nuch that Nnanji could probably
do better than anyone el se, too. Nnanji knew how VWallie thought, his nenory was
a precision instrunent, he got along well now with sailors and other civilians,
and he was nuch better at communicating with other swordsnmen than Wallie could
ever be. Although he was the youngest Seventh on the council, he would probably
prove the nost effective. H's only probl emwould be the jeal ousy he nust
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arouse in the ol der men—and al nost every swordsman above second rank was ol der
than Nnanji.

There was a tap on the door. Well, it had been a nice quiet two mnutes..
"Enter!"

Doa entered and cl osed the door

Wallie lurched to his feet.

Her wap was a shimrering satin in cornflower blue. It was very short, the top
barely covering her nipples, pulled tight into the curve of her breasts, the hem
revealing alnost all of her miracul ously | ong and shapely | egs. She had scorned
the customary sandals of the People in favor of heel ed shoes, neking her as tal
as he. The effect should have been vul gar or obscene or |udicrous, and it was
none of those. She triunphed over such trivia by sheer arrogance. There was a
thin silver chain around her neck, |ooping down to the top of her wap. He

t hought that she could have worn nothing nore than that, yet have succeeded in
making it seementirely proper.

The crazed wil dness had gone. No | onger did be see her as a madworman. She was a
| egendary genius, and her stature and presence again made himthrill with

vi sceral excitenment. He was very nuch aware that she had been Shonsu's m stress
and mat there was a bed in the corner of the room Even Jja could hardly rouse
himfaster than ms giant mnstrel did. She saw his reaction, or guessed it, or
just assuned it, and the plain, alnbst horsey, face glowed with satisfaction
She was the answer to one of his problens.

He found his sword and nade the salute to a superior. She did not give the
ritual reply.

"Flattery?" she murnured

"Admiration, lady. Yesterday | was present at the birth of sonething that will
live as long as the River flows. You nade nmy name imortal."

She strolled toward the w ndow, show ng experienced mastery of the heels. Oh,
those legs! Her lute floated on the shining brown cataract of her hair.

"The mnstrels refer to it as The Epic af Rotanxi." She seened not to regard
hersel f as one of the minstrels. She was of another species and she knewit.
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"It does not matter. My name will live init, and yours will be cel ebrated
forever."

Amusenent flickered on her rough-hewn features. "The warblers are | eaving town
in droves. | shudder to think what they will do to it, but it nust be well

spread al ready."

"What reward may | give you?" he demanded. He was flushing |ike an adol escent
and his voice was thick. Fool

She turned fromthe w ndow and regarded hi m provocatively. "Watever is
fitting." Her voice had gone husky to match his, or nock it.

He had one sapphire left fromthe expense noney that the god had given him Even
while cursing hinself for a |ust-nmaddened idiot, he took it fromhis pouch and
went over to her. She recoiled a step fromhis advance, then drew in her breath
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sharply as he placed the blue fire against the chain she wore, holding it with
finger and thunmb in the holl ow between her breasts.

"I't is not enough, but it is all | have."

She took the gem hurriedly and backed away a step

"It will suffice. It is a kingly reconpense, ny lord." She sighed the words.
There was an undertone there that he did not understand, that was intended for
Shonsu, and the gl ance she gave hi munder |owered | ashes woul d have been in any
other worman an invitation to continue his approach. In her, he suspected, it was
not; but his hands trenbl ed.

"And you will acconpany ne to the nmerchants' ball this evening?"

She nodded as if mat were preordai ned. Who else could the liege lord escort in
public but Lady Doa? The greatest swordsman and the greatest minstrel —they were
made for each ot her.

"And let ne kiss you?"

She recoil ed, claws unsheathed. "Don't touch ne!"

He shrugged. And sighed, also. "I do not understand you, Lady Doa. You are a
nost =

"You understand very well, Shonsu." Her tone was contenptuous, her stance again
seducti ve.

"l have told you |I renmenber nothing."

"Save those stories for your henchnen!" She headed for the
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door, and he dug nails into his palns as he watched the satin noving on her

hi ps. "Toni ght, then."

And she was gone

He did not know where she |ived or what the proper procedure was for escorting a
| ady. Sedan chair? Carriage? He woul d have to discover all those tilings, and
yet he was supposed to be fighting a war. She roused himlike a stallion and

si mul t aneously unmanned him Where this wonan was concerned, Shonsu's gl ands
took total control of Wallie Smith's mnd. What woul d Shonsu have done—hrown
her on the bed and raped her?

He sank into his chair with a groan and wondered if rape was what she had
expected and wanted. Did she even know that she was constantly inviting hin? He
was worse than Nnanji had been over Thana—wonan refuses, nman goes mad with | ust.
At | east Nnanji had the excuse of youth; he was hinself, nerely a sex-crazed
mani ac.

But he would have a fitting conpanion for the evening's festivities, and that
was inportant in case—

The door opened and Nnanji wal ked in. He was grinning.

"You did it, brother!" he said.

"Did what ?"

"You overl oaded ny nenory! | was getting a headache", so | said | needed a
break." The headache did not seemto be bothering him "Two hundred an hour! But
we have some curious talents out there: goldsniths and bricknakers and

gl assbl ower s—

"Al'l very useful, I'msure," Wallie said, trying hard to match his oath
brother's irrepressible cheerful ness. "Any fal coners?"

"Not so far, but half the nen are away fromthe | odge. This is fun, isn't it?"
He stal ked to the wi ndow and peered out, while Wallie sat back in his

f eat her-sheddi ng chair and idly pondered a suitable definition for "fun" in that
cont ext .

After a few minutes' silence Nnanji said, "Brother, you will tell nme the |ast
thirty sutras, when you get a chance, won't you?"

"Of course. But not while you have a headache—and | have a worse one!"

"Good!" Nnanji said. Another pause. "Shonsu?" He had never used that nane

before. Hs voice had lost its sparkle. "I'ma fraud!"

"Don't worry about it! You'll pick up the sutras fast enough,
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and no one can challenge you until the tryst is disbanded. By then you'll be
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fencing |like a Seventh."

Nnanji did not turn fromthe window "I hope so."

Nnanj i, doubting hinself? "lI'msure you'll find time to do sone practicing! And

practice with many opponents is just what you need now. You've really only ever

had me, and one instructor isn't enough. You know all ny..." Wallie's voice died
away.

I kondorifia said, | can teach you no nore.

Silence. O course Nnanji did not know t he prophecy about the red-haired

br ot her.

"Easy mark!" Nnanji's voice was full of contenpt for hinself. In his eyes

swor dsmanshi p was paranount. He despi sed a nan who could not fight to his rank
"As soon as the Sixths are free of their oaths, I'mgoing to be facing
thirty-nine tries at pronotion! You'll drag the war out for a few weeks, won't
you—for ne?"

The request was so ludicrous that Wallie | aughed al oud and Nnanji turned
monentarily to grin at him Then he went back to staring out the w ndow.
Sonet hi ng el se nust be bothering hinf

" Shonsu?"

"Yes, Nnanji?"

Si |l ence.

Then: "I don't feel... | mean I'mnot..."

"Qut withit!"

Nnanji took a deep breath and jabbered: "I know that a tryst can only have one

| eader, brother, so | just wanted to promise you that | won't... | nean I'lIl try
to—Bevilspit! | nean you know so nuch nore than | do..."

This was not |ike Nnanji.

"What are you trying to say?" Wallie demanded, puzzled and suddenly uneasy.
Nnanji swung around, red-faced. "I'll be loyal! You're the real |eader! | nean
now we're technically equals..."

Goddess! Wallie had not thought of that. Nnanji was a Seventh. He was no | onger
Wallie's prole"g6. He was liege lord al so. Technically equals! Wat happened if
the two of them di sagreed?

"I'"ve never doubted your loyalty, Nnanji."

Nnanj i nodded.

Anot her sil ence.
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"Sonet hi ng el se bothering you?" Wallie denmanded.

"l was just wondering why the gods arranged this, brother? Wiy two |iege |ords?

You don't think..." He bit his |lip and | ooked even nore unhappy.

Now WAl lie sawit, and it was a chilling thought. "That you nay have to succeed
ne?"

Nnanji nodded again. "You'll take care, won't you?"

"Damed right!"

"Good!" The old grin cane back. Reassured, Nnanji chuckled and headed for the
door. He was stopped hi his tracks by the spotty mirror. It was a small mrror
and he had to crane his neck to see his kilt init. "How do | look in blue,
Shonsu?"

"Absolutely ridiculous! But performance is nore inportant than | ooks, and you
seemto be doing a great job of Seventhing so far."

Nnanji smirked and turned his head one way and his eyes the other

"Notice the hairclip?" He was wearing a great chunk of blue glass, alnbst as

| arge as the sapphire that Wallie wore, the one the god had made for him "You
don't happen to have any spare gens |left, do you?" he asked hopefully.

"No. "

"Pity. It would be safe on ne until you needed it, | thought... But this wll
do. It | ooks quite real, doesn't it?"

To a blind oyster, perhaps. "Yes, it does—and it suits your red hair."
Hairclip?

"Why don't you wear the silver one?" Wallie asked cautiously.
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Nnanji flashed hima cryptic, curiously defensive glance. "A blue kilt is bad
enough, brother! A griffon?"
True—he was not usually so discreet.

"Besides, | promised Arganari | would wear it when | got to Wul. |I'll save it
for that."

He smled less certainly than before and vani shed, without closing the door

| kondorina said, | can teach you no nore, now go and find your ki ngdom
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VWallie clinmbed slowy to his feet. A Third appeared in the doorway carrying a
smal | table hi one hand, balancing a tray on the other, filling the roomwith a
stench of charred neat.

Vul ?

Techni cal | y equal s?

and his real mwas nore vast and nuch greater
Greater than a tryst?
| mpossi bl e!
It had al ways been inpossi bl e—t was gi bberish
He had been betrayed! Deceived!
For the second tinme that day Wallie | ost Shonsu's tenper. Wth a roar that
rattl ed the wi ndows, he threw the swordsman and his food out of the way and went
hurtling al ong the antechanber, bellow ng for his bodyguard.
ttt t ttt
A tenpl e should be a hushed and pi ous place. This one was not. A snall arny of
sl aves was cleaning up glass and stone, the remains of the fallen wi ndow. Then-
chattering and the screech of their shovels echoed al ong the nave toward the
i dol .
The brilliant nosaic floor before the dais was al nost enpty. Wrshipers were
being tactfully discouraged this day and nere were few, anyway, for the city was
busy. The wide, tiled space held only one figure, a very small priest of the
seventh rank. He had come for neditation and prayer and had stayed | onger than
he had expected. There had been no specific appeals in his head, only a deep
| ongi ng for peace, a yearning that seemed to be filling himmnore and nore now.
The pains were stilled. Perhaps he woul d get his answer soon, his rel ease.
Kneel i ng before his Goddess, he had found the wordl ess confort he had been
seeking. He had renmined there, savoring it, waiting wi thout having anything to
wait for; in no rush to go anywhere else, for he had nothing left to do, that he
knew of . Shonsu was | eader of the tryst and whatever el se was going to happen
woul d not need Honakur a.
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Eventual |y he discovered, to his anusenent, that he was hungry. That raised a
problem Hi s old carcass was a problem and raising it another. He doubted that
he could rise to his feet now wi thout help, and there was no one nearby. He
pushed hinself up to sit on his heels and survey the surroundi ng enptiness with
wy enjoynment of his hel plessness. Alittle fasting would do himno harm of
course.
Two figures cane out of one of the rear doors. The first was a priest; he
st opped and pointed, then turned on his heel and fled. The other came striding
over toward Honakura, a giant swordsman clothed in a black cloud of rage.
I nteresting! Having no choice, Honakura stayed where he was. In a nonment his
vi ew of the Goddess was blotted out by a blue kilt. On its hemwas a white
griffon, lovingly enbroidered by Jja.
There were no prelimnaries. The cavernous voice said, "You lied to ne!"
It hurt to tilt his head back, so he left it where it was, studying Jja's
needl ewor k. He sai d not hi ng.
Louder: "You lied to me!"
It was not a question. Wiy answer? "Tell me what has happened, ny lord."
After a nonment the kilt noved. The young swordsman sank to his knees and fol ded
huge arns across nassive chest. Honakura did not |ook up at his eyes, he just
wai ted and stared at the tool ed | eat her harness.
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"Nnanji has his seventh sword." The voice was a very deep growl, even deeper

t han usual

Now the priest |ooked up at the furious black eyes, seeing the fear and pain
under the rage. "Did you ever doubt that he woul d?"

"I't should have been inpossible! Under the sutras there was seem ngly no way
that he could do that, not until the tryst was di sbanded."

Not hi ng was inpossible to the Most High, but it would be better not to say so.
Better just to wait. Shonsu was so agitated that he could not remain silent, and
in a nonent Honakura received the story of the spy, and the attenpt on Shonsu's
life, and the very obscure sutra.

Hi s confusion was pitiable, this enornous, gentle, well-neaning young man. ..
Honakura felt a lunp in his throat such as had

DAVE DUNCAN

243

not known in years. Surely the gods would not test like tins unless the cause
were vital ?

"It is amracle that Nnanji is a Seventh?" he asked quietly.
"Yes!"
"And a mracle that you are still alive?"

"l suppose so," Shonsu hung his head.

"Then you have no cause for conplaint, nmy lord. You each got one this tine."
The deadly dark eyes cane up to skewer him Had death been a dread to Honakura,
that gaze woul d have softened every bone hi his body. "You lied to ne."

He signed. "Yes."

"Tell me now, holy one! For the sake of your Goddess, tell ne now"

"If you wish, ny friend. But it will not make you happier."”

"TellI'"

Softly Honakura told himthe real prohecy:

I kondorina's red-haired brother cane to himand said, Brother you have wondrous
skill with a sword; teach ne, that like you | may west a kingdom And he said,
I will. So Ikondorina taught and his brother |earned and nen | kondorina said, |
can teach you no nore, now go and find your kingdom And he said, But brother,
it is your kingdomthat | covet, give ne that. lkondorina said, I will not, and
his brother said, | amnore worthy, and slew himand took his realm

For a long tine there was no sound except the scrape of the slaves' shovels at
the far end of the nave, the clash of glass as they filled their wheel barrows.
Doubt | ess the swordsman was pondering the story of |kondorina's red-haired

brot her, but Honakura was thinking of pride.

He had lied, nortal sin for a priest. All his lifetine of service and devotion
had been w ped out by that, crashing down as the tenple w ndow had crashed down.
Pride! He had been too proud of mat lifetine. He had been | ed by his arrogance
into nmentioning | kondorina's brothers to Shonsu, and that error had trapped him
into telling the lie. Before that, puffed up by awareness of

244

THE DESTI NY OF THE SWORD

his own sanctity, he had been sure that the Goddess would reward him that his
death would be a victory march, that She would weep tears of gratitude when he
canme before Her. Now he could only hope that She would be nerciful and renenber
bis life's work when She judged his awful sin, that She would in Her nercy allow
himto remain on the | adder, according himsonme lowy place where he could start
again, refraining fromhurling himoff, down into the Place of Denons.

He becane aware that he was weepi ng, weeping for hinself, when he should be
weeping for ms tortured swordsnan.

That same swordsman was speaki ng agai n. why you did not tell ne before. You
were right not to trust ne." He was bitter, understandably. "Wat happens now,
holy one? |I just wait for himto do it?"

Honakura forced his mnd back to Shonsu. Sudden hope surged into his ragtag old
franme. That wonderful sense of peace he had felt—would that have been sent to a
dammed soul ? WAs it possible that he had been directed to mat nortally
destructive lie?
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"Could it be another of the gods' tests, my |ord?" he whispered.

The swordsman recoiled, falling back on his heels. He blanched. "No!" n

The two nmen stared at each other in silence.

At | ast Honakura said, "ls it possible?"

The big man shook his head as if to clear it of crawling horrors. "If the gods

will not intervene—yes! He is not a Seventh in fencing—yet! But any nmatch nmay be
an upset, holy one. It is not uncombn—a better nan bei ng beaten by a poorer—-not
uncommon. They would not let nme, would they? They woul d send a niracl e?"
Honakura stared over the swordsnman's shoul der at the face of the Goddess, but
seeing it as it was revealed at Hann, not in ms shoddy facsinile; seeing the
maj esty. The tenple was very cold. He was freezing. Wiy had he not noticed that
sooner ?

"I am no prophet, ny lord. | do not know the answer. But it may be that She
wants a... that you..."

That | am not enough of a killer for Her needs? Say it, man! Another test? | nay
be too soft-hearted and Nnanji is a bomkiller? But if | were to drain him
now..." Hs voice tailed off, and agony drove the fear fromhis eyes.
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After a while he whispered, "Kill Nnanji?"

"Wul d the swordsnen accept you afterward?"

Shonsu jerked, as if he had been lost in hell and had forgotten that Honakura
was there. "Yes!" he said. "I went mad this norning. | sold two men into
slavery. They are all terrified of me now, they have realized what that oath of
theirs nmeans." He | aughed wi thout benefit of mirth. "I knew and they didn't!
Yes, they will obey."

After another long silence he muttered, "But Jja.. .** and did not say nore
about that.

"I may be horribly wong, ny lord," Honakura said. "He is an honorabl e young
man. He adnires and adores you! He worshi ps you next to the Goddess. It is hard
to see himharning you."

"He trusts me!" nme big man snarl ed.

"Then live up to his trust, ny lord! Serve the Goddess and She will see that all
is well between you."

Shonsu ground his teem "I can't!"

"Can't what ?"

"Can't beat the sorcerers.”

"But you have been telling..."

Shonsu stared down at clenched fists and corded forearns. "Yes. Wat | have been
saying is true. | can stormthe cities and overthrow the towers and drive out
the sorcerers and put the swordsmen back. | believe it and Nnanji believes it
and the tryst probably believes it now, or will soon. The sorcerers believe it,
or will soon."

"l don't understand."

The deep voi ce becane a whisper, although there was no one near. "They will go
away, holy one! If we take the first tower easily, they will depart, abandon the
cities, and fade back into their hills."

"Then you will have won!" Honakura said, perplexed at the despair before him
Shonsu shook his head. "No! | can't take Vul. Not in winter. W don't know where
it is. The first Shonsu might have been able to do it—he nmade a surprise attack
But now they have had half a year to prepare. One tower at a tinme, yes. At odds
of fifty to one, yes. Afortified city, no! Many days' march away fromthe

Ri ver? Take catapults into the nountai ns? | npossible!"
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Appal | ed, Honakura said, "In die spring, nmaybe?"

"No! W»fe can't wait for spring; we have no noney. The tryst nust be di sbanded!
So the sorcerers will conme back. In five years, or ten..." Hi e whisper becane so
faint that Honakura could barely hear it. "I can't beat the sorcerers! No one

el se knows that, holy one!"

Honakura struggled to adjust. This nmade nonsense of everything. It was
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i nconpr ehensi bl e.

"Then what are you doi ng?"

Shonsu groaned. "I ambluffing!"

"Bluffing, ny lord?"

"Bluffing both sides."

More confusion. "But why?"

A pause and nen anot her whisper "To force a treaty!"

Honakura gasped. "O course! Yes! Yes! That nust be the neaning of your

par ent mar ks—swor dsman and sorcerer, ny lord! It may be nmat that is Her purpose!
That is why She chose you! No other swordsmen woul d ever mink of that! None ever
consider it! Can you?"

"Can | what?" die big nan snapped. "Force the swordsnen? Yes! They have to obey,
right? The sorcerers... | don't know But | was allowed to capture one of their
Sevenths. He is proBa-bly one of the | eaders, perhaps the highest of themall
for he provoked the calling of the tryst. So | nust work on himwhile | prepare
the swordsmen for war."

The priest sighed deeply. "It is a holy cause, ny lord! | think you are right!"
To patch the ancient quarrel between swordsman and sorcerer—that nade sense
Then be saw the deathly gl ance on Shonsu's face and stopped. Had he mi ssed
sonet hi ng?

"Am 1 right? | told Jja... if | try to do me wong thing with the tryst, then
the Goddess will stop nme. | mink your Dcondorina story is a warning, holy one!
She wants a killer. She will block ne."

"How so, ny |lord?"

"I may convince the sorcerers," Shonsu growl ed. "They will listen to reason,
think. But swordsmen do not know reason from cowardice. You can't argue with a
swor dsnan. "

"But you can conmand them you said!"

He bared his teeth. "All except one—he is not ny vassal. W are
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equals. Both liege lords, both Sevenths now. He is not even ny prote'ge
anynore! Do you think that Nnanji will accept a treaty?"

Si |l ence.

"Well, do you?"

Now it was the priest who whispered. "No."

"Neither do I! You once said he had a head |ike a coconut. He will have to
choose, won't he? | amhis brother because we swore the fourth oath—but that is
only a sutra. He will say that sorcerers are swordsnman killers, and al ways have
been. He will say that a treaty betrays the tryst, and the will of the Goddess.
He will say that a treaty is cowardi ce and shanme. W taught him old man! You
and | taught himwell —+the will of the Goddess takes precedence over the sutras!
That story of yours gives the answer —Slew himand took his realn? It fits him
perfectly! | can hear himsaying it: / amnore worthy. T

Shonsu sprang to his feet. "Maybe he is! Maybe the Goddess thinks so. She has
certainly pronoted himfast enough!"

Then he was gone, striding away |ong-1legged across the whorls of color in the
shiny tiles.

Honakura stayed where he was, staring up at the Most Hi gh, haloed nowin a

rai nbow of tears.

BOOK FI VE:

HOW THE SWORDSMAN RETURNED THE SWORD

It was the mddle of the follow ng norning before Wal Ue cl anbered glumy up the
rope | adder to Sapphire's deck. Bare-nasted and peaceful, the little blue ship
|l ay at anchor on sunlit water, a haven of sanity after the frenzy of tie tryst.
Yet he was returning only because he had work to do even there, work on fee one
probl em that he could not possibly del egate—Rotanxi, And it would take nore than
sparkling ripples and wheeling white birds to soften his nagging black nood ms
nor ni ng.

As he stepped on board, Jja came running forward to greet him He clasped her
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hands in his and then recoiled in shock at her puffed and di scol ored face.
"What happened?" he denanded.

She dropped her gaze. "It was an accident."

"Who caused this accident?" he roared. A surge of fury rose like bile in this
throat. If this was nore swordsman work, then there would be blood to spill...
"You did," she said softly.

He gaped at her, suddenly aware that mere were nany other people on deck, nost
pretending to be busy, but all of them—fromtoddlers to old Una hersel f-al
certainly watching and |i stening.

"When you were passing judgnent on the two swordsnmen, master. | tried to plead
for them It was wong of ne."

He had struck her? He thought back into that red mi st that had
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envel oped himin the | odge the day before. Yes, perhaps he had.

"My love!" he wailed. "Ch, Jja!" He took her in his arnms and ki ssed her

Then he backed of f again, puzzled. True, his tongue tasted tike an old fur
insole, and there were no clinical nouth washes in the Wrld. He had not been
drunk the night before, but he had taken enough of the vile gut-rotting |oca
wine to give hinmself a poundi ng hangover. Doubtl ess he was an unsavory | over
this norning. Even so, there had been much lacking in that kiss. And she had
called him"mster."

"I lost nmy head, Jja. | did not even know | had done this."

She kept her face down and was silent, but he waited and eventual |y she spoke.
"I know that, naster."

"Then can you not forgive ne?"

Now she | ooked up and studied himdubiously. "WII| you nmake anends, then?"
"How? Tell ne how | can!"

"Come down to the cabin and | will show you."

He hugged her again. "I don't dare, ny love! | got very little sleep |last night
and | have work to do."

Little was an understatenment. He had barely slept at all. He had returned Doa to
her home not |ong before dawn—and the door had been slamed in his face. He had
gone back to the lodge, to find it still a boiling pot of insanity. Adjutant

Li num no had certainly not seen bed that night, being engaged in organizing the
barracks and the married quarters and food supplies and work assignnents, all at
the sane tine. The shouting and the racket of marchi ng boots had never stopped,
nor had the endl ess string of conflicts being referred to the |iege hinself. The
Sevent hs were wel | -neaning and enthusiastic, but Wallie had given themtoo nuch
to do too soon. The thought of a bed with Jja in it was a vision of paradise,
but one that he must resist. O was that guilt talking?

She bit her lip. "The two nmen you sold, master..."

So her offer had been a bribe? "Stay out of that, Jja! How | run the tryst is
not your concern!”

"Yes, nmaster."

"And don't call nme that!"
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"No, master."

Wonen!

She turned away. He grabbed her shoul der roughly and spun her round to face him
"Rel ati ons between the swordsnmen and the town are bad!" he snapped. "It is

important that | keep the elders happy. Do you understand?"

She nodded dunbly.

Liar! said his conscience. Watever el se Shonsu did when he was castellan, he
terrorized the elders. They groveled to you | ast night.

"I had to go to that ball!"

Rot! They woul d nmuch prefer that you stay away and just send Nnanji .
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"And they would be grossly insulted if | took a slave as ny partner."

You nean the swordsnen woul d | augh at you

"And if | choose to take Lady Doa to a dance, then it is none of your business!"
"Of course not, master."

Agai n she began to turn. This tine he grabbed both shoul ders and al nost shook
her .

"You have no cause to be jeal ous of Lady Doa!"

"Jeal ous!" Now, incredibly, it was Jja who started to shout. "A slave? Jeal ous?
What coul d possibly nmake a sl ave jeal ous?

"In this case nothing! | needed an escort to the dance—

"You think that | care who you take to a stupid dance?"

"And nothing el se!"

"You think | care about that, either? Bed whomyou |ike, nmaster. Make no excuses
to a slave."

WAl Ue was astounded. Never had she raised her voice like that before, to himor
anyone. He rel eased her. "Then what is bothering you?"

"You are!" she yelled, stanping her foot. "Wat are you doing to yoursel f?"

He was a swordsman of the Seventh. He was liege lord of the tryst, the nobst
powerful man in the Wrld. He stamrered and then yelled back, "Watch your
tongue, worman! For, yes, you are only a slave, renenber!"

"And | was happy as a slave! | did as ny mstress bid ne, for many nen. And very
few of them struck nme!"
He made an effort and lowered his voice. "I said | was sorry. | shall not do

that again."

"Per haps you should! To remind ne | amonly a slave. You have been telling me to
m nk of myself as a real person!"”

Never had she behaved like ms! For a noment Shonsu's mani acal tenper al nost
broke | oose. Then Wallie forced it down, taking deep breaths and uncl enching his
fists. He glanced around the deck, seeing the many frightened eyes being hastily
averted. Rotanxi, whom he had cone to woo and inpress, was sitting on the aft
hatch cover, inpassively listening like the others to ms absurd quarrel

"You said mat was what you wanted," she shouted. "A real wonan. Now | am a sl ave
agai n—=

"Yes!" he roared, to silence her. "Go to the cabin!" He turned away and headed
over to the sorcerer, passing a cynical, surly Tomiyano and ignoring him He
made formal salute to Rotanxi

The sorcerer rose and responded, then sat down again. Wallie settled beside him
"And how are your catapults this fine day?" Rotanxi inquired with acid
politeness.

Wallie laughed bitterly. "Lord Zoariyi is in charge of building catapults. |

j udged himthe shrewdest."

"Probably," Rotanxi conmmented, to show that he knew of the Sevenths

"He junped in with all four feet. | stopped by on ny way out here; he has a
catapult half-built already."

"Remar kabl e! "

"Yes, but usel ess—dnless he plans to use it to nove the tryst across to the

ot her bank. There isn't a hatch on the River that could take it. It will have to
be scrapped and a new start nade."
Rot anxi nmade a thin-tipped smle. "I hope he wasted a | ot of noney on tinber."

He had, of course. "Money is no longer a problem"” Wallie said, and expl ai ned
about dock fees.

The sorcerer | ooked skeptical and said nothing.

"You have heard about Chi narama?" Wallie inquired.

The ol d man nodded, face unreadabl e.
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"Afterward Nnanji searched his quarters. He found a thunder weapon and the
supplies for it. Qill and ink and vellum of course. And this." Wallie held out
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a small ivory plaque bearing the image of a girl, wistfully beautiful

The sorcerer regarded the plaque as it lay on Wallie's palm but he nmade no nove
to take it and he did not speak

"He and | were on opposite sides, ny lord,"” Wallie said, "but | honor his
menory. Courage is not confined to swordsnen. Is this his daughter?" Rotanxi and
Chi narana had been about the same age. Wul could not be so huge that they would
not have known each ot her

The sorcerer hesitated, then said, "H s wife. She died in childbirth many years
ago."

" Sad! "

"Very. It was not his child. She had been raped by a band of swordsnen."

Wallie winced, then studied the old man, inscrutable now as a mummy. The story
was possible, of course, but it nmight be a ploy to put himon the defensive. "O
course | do not doubt you, ny lord, but our surras expressly forbid any viol ence
toward wonmen, except in two narrowy defined cases—eonvicted felon's, or in
retaliation for bl oodshed."

He saw at once that he had | ost.

"Perhaps 'rape' is the wong term then, Lord Shonsu? There was no direct

vi ol ence by the swordsnmen. It happened on a ship. A First inportuned her. Wen
she struggl ed, of course, his friends cane to assist. They did not use force on
the woman. They began nutilating the sailors. In self-defense, the sailors held
the wonan for the swordsnen. That would not be rape as your surras define it,
woul d it?"

The sorcerer's parchnment face winkled in a sneer of triunph and contenpt, and
Wal lie could only believe. He shuddered.

This was the man whose heart he hoped to win? Again he offered the plaque. "WII
you take this, then? Gve it to his fanmly, if he has any, when you return?"

Rot anxi accepted it. "He had no fanily. He did have a brother once, but
swordsnen got him too." He hurled the picture away, and it spun over the rai
and vani shed.

After a pause, Wallie said, "That is sad also. But there are

widows in Sen, ny lord, and nmany orphans on the | eft bank. The price of power is
al ways others' blood."

The sorcerer sneered, but did not reply.

Wal lie changed the subject. "You have heard ny story? | told the sailors to
answer your questions."

Rot anxi snorted: "Bah! | have accepted that | cannot convince you of nmagic, Lord
Shonsu. Yet you expect ne to believe in mracles?"

Wallie was surprised. "Not even the Hand of the Goddess?"

"Not even mat. Any tinme a sorcerer goes on a ship—and that is not rare, as you
have guessed—then the ship goes where it is supposed to."

That was interesting, if true. Had not the dem god said that the Age of Legends
cane before the Age of Witing? Were the sorcerers miracl e-proof, being
literate? WAllie nmade a mental note to think about that, when he had tine.

"But | confess that | am curious about the source of your know edge," the
sorcerer continued. "QCbviously one of the other covens has been subverted or
penetrated."

"I amtruly fromanother world, ny lord," WAllie said. "Wat evidence shall I

of fer? How about the stirrup? That is newto this one."

Rot anxi shook his head. "Inpressive, but not convincing. Your stirrup is pretty
obvi ous once you think of it."

"Ah! But all great inventions are like that. Now, take that far-seeing gadget of
yours. It inverts the image. That nust make it very difficult to use for things
like reading lips."

Hesitation... and a flicker of excitement. "A matter of practice. Wiy, can you
make a tel escope that does not invert?"

Tel escope! It was a new word. "Certainly. There are several ways, depending on
what | enses you have. You haven't invented the glass lathe for naking | enses
yet, have you? No matter. The easiest way is to put two tel escopes in one
tube—four lenses. The first tel escope inverts and the second puts the inage the
right way up again. That's even nore obvious than the stirrup, | would say."
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The sorcerer tried to keep a straight face, but the pupils of his eyes dil ated.
Wal | i e thought he might be making progress. The sail ors had wandered away,
nmostly, now that the shouting was
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over. A quiet conversation between a sorcerer and a swordsman m ght be an
epoch-nmaki ng event, but it had no interest for such practical folk as they.
"There are ways of getting rid of the colored fringes, too, but it involves
different types of glass in conbination and is beyond nmy know edge. O course
you can nake a tel escope with mrrors and that gives no colored fringes."

Now t here was eagerness. "Yes? Tell ne how you do that."

Wal | i e produced a piece of charcoal he had brought for just this purpose. "You
may have to tell ne sone terns here." He started sketching on the hatch
cover—Fom yano woul d be furious. He outlined conic sections. That got himto the
par abol a, and he expl ained the reflecting tel escope.

Rot anxi becane openly excited. "Al nost you convince ne, ny lord! There are other
covens than \Vul, but | thought none was ahead of us in our know edge. | do not
know where in the Wrld you can have | earned such things."

"That is the idea."

"Tell me nore, then."

The tiger was at the door of the trap. "Alas, | dare not. Tel escopes will not do
a great deal of harm but | amworried about the stirrup. In ny world it led to
hor senen encased in netal fromscalp to toenail, and | fear that | may have
opened the door to such horrors in this world. There are other things | could
tell you that woul d do worse damage. | shall try to think of other harm ess
exceptions while preparing ny war. But | amtruly fromanother world, Lord

Rot anxi . "

He pretended that he was about to | eave—and the sorcerer raised a hand to stay
him "That orange thing that flew from your boat?"

Wal lie laughed. "Onh, that's harm ess." He expl ai ned about the effects of heat on
gases, hinted at nol ecul ar theory, described how a hot-air balloon worked. "Jja
has nothing much to do; ask her nicely, and she nmay even nake you one to take

honme with you. You'll have to get the wax recipe from Swrdsnan Katanji. He'l
only charge you about a hundred golds, 1 should think."

Now he got a long, hard stare. "I wonder if you intend to |l et nme go hone, ny
|l ord. You are volunteering a great deal of information."
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Wallie smled innocently. 'Trust ne," he said.

Rot anxi shook his head. "There is a hook in your bait. Wat is it?"

Wal li e shrugged. For a few mnutes he stared across the blue water to the gol den
city spread along the River's edge, vastly older than the pyramds. He tried to
i magi ne one of the sorcerers' black towers there and nused on what Nnanji had
sai d—sacked and burned many tines. If he could win peace with the sorcerers, nen
he m ght save nmany cities frombeing sacked in the future. If history was only a
string of battles, then honor bel onged not to those who nade history, but to
those who prevented it.

"I mght trade a few secrets with you. For exanple, and just out of curiosity,
on ny world the thunderpower was known for centuries before anyone thought of
using it to nake weapons. Was that the case here?"

The ol d man pondered carefully. Finding no trap in the question, he nodded.

Wal lie said, "Another question, then: Wen Katanji managed to sneak into your
tower, he reported seeing a big gold ball on a pillar. That sounds to ne |ike
sonmething we called..." He could not say electrostatic generator. It would cone
out as grunts. "Damm! It sort of collects |ightning when you turn a handl e and
make a belt nove. Now, | am guessing that you connect this thing to the netal
grid in front of the doors, so any uninvited guest gets zapped. Wuld you care
to coment ?"

The sorceer said nothing at all

"Conme on!" Wallie coaxed. "I can't think it would stop an arny, because it would
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take too long to collect nore of the |ightning between zaps. But it would nmake a
good burglar trap. All right—you tell ne that, and I'll give you a secret from
my world on the same subject.”

Rot anxi gl ared, but finally adnitted that at night the gold ball was connected
by a metal rope to the door handles, for the purpose Wallie had guessed. It was
a very small concession, but the start of trust.

Wallie told himof the lightning rod—dseful to anyone who stored gunpowder in a
tall tower.

"You make ne nervous,

Rot anxi said. "You tell ne these
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things and all about your plans. | fear that you do not intend to let nme go, in

spite of your oath."

Wal lie said, "W have many days left on the oath. My army will be ready |ong
before then. Boariyi would have been smashed, | adnmit, but | shall do the
smashi ng now. "

Cautiously the old man said, "And what will you do if your fancy catapults and
horsemen do not succeed?"

Wal lie shook his head. "Hope that they do! Else | nmust tell the swordsmen how to
make thunderpowder. | have been very careful, Lord Rotanxi. | have kept many of
your secrets fromthem—the signs you use to send nessages, for exanple." He did
not know the word for witing. "I have nade no inquiries about sulfur or
saltpeter. Were | to do that, then you are a dead man as soon as your friends
catch you. | hope very strongly that | do not have to go to that.

"You see, hi nmy other world the sorcerers invent weapons, but the swordsnen
control them weapons so horrible that | shall not even try to describe them |
amcertain that the sane thing will happen here. Wen the first horror wears
of f, the swordsmen will want those thunderbolt weapons. If | do not give them
the secret, then they will get it by other nmeans. Even sorcerers can be
overpowered and tortured. You will not |ong keep the thunderpowder to

yoursel ves, and, when it gets out, nen the sorcerers will be servants of the
swordsnen, as they were on ny world. Think on that, my lord!"

Leaving the sorcerer frowning, Wallie rose and paced away.

Hi s head was still thunping and his eyes still gritty. There was no sign of Jja.
Per haps she had obeyed hi s peevi sh command and gone to the cabin. He ought to
make up to her—nake |ove to her, even. The tryst would not collapse if he stole
a couple of hours* rest. He trotted down the conpani onway and went to their

cabi n.

She was waiting there. Wen he entered she rose to stand before himin silence,
eyes downcast, being a well-trained sl ave.

He lifted her chin with one finger. "Jjal!" he whispered.

Her eyes would not neet his. "Master?"

His tenper flared again. Damm her! He was carrying too nmany
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burdens to accept another. He needed confort, conpani onship,

and reassurance; not this stubborn, uninforned reproach. He tried again. He put
his arnms around her. "Jja?" "Master?"

"You're trenbling! What are you afraid of?" He had to wait for her whisper
"You, master." "Me? My darling, | have said | amsorry! | need love, Jja!l" "O
course, master!" She slipped hurriedly fromhis grasp and

began to pull off her wap.

Dam her! She was doing this because she knew it would

anger him It was the only weapon she had. It was a good one. He left, slamng
t he door behind him

tt

M dnor ni ng, warm sunshine; VWallie had been inspecting catapult construction and
was marching back to the | odge with his bodyguard.

It was day eight of the reign of Shonsu |—er should mat be Shonsu Il ?—and five
days since Boariyi had departed in Giffon. He should be at Wal by now. The
expedi tion had seened well outfitted, with water-rat swordsmen to run the ship,
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wi th enough supplies for two or three weeks, with a plentiful collection of
chai ns and shackl es. Boariyi had been di sappoi nted when Walli e had anended his
instructions to kidnapping instead of killing, but he had seen the advantage of
bei ng abl e to parade captives through the streets when he returned. "Kill if you
must,"” Wallie had told him "but a live captive is nore valuabl e than dead neat,
and the nore sorcerer gowns you can steal the better.” Wal and Aus were the
targets this tinme. He wished he had another ship to send upriver to Sen and on
to Cha.

He had grown to |ike Boariyi. There was sonething of Nnanji in the beanpole,
plus a certain wy cynicism Wallie approved of all his Sevenths. The Goddess
had chosen wel |.

Money was still pouring in, but it was also pouring out. Horses were absurdly
expensive to buy and equi p and nmi ntain.
258
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Catapults were going to be worse, and he had to think ahead to the cost of
mounting the actual attack. He could sell Giffon, of course—f Boariyi did not
|l ose her. It was crazy to send a Seventh into such danger, but at |east he had
an equi val ent prisoner to exchange if necessary.

Then his parade turned into the wide plaza before the | odge, and he called a
halt so that he could stand and watch the cavalry at work. The stirrup had been
a glorious success. Now all the swordsnen wanted to join the cavalry—was it not
al ways so? Riding hi fencing masks was inpossible, and thus foil practice too
dangerous, so he had invented polo. O course polo on a paved court was not
quite five card stud either, but these were urban fighters he was training. The
swordsnen had decided that polo was the greatest breakthrough since the

i nvention of puberty. It had becone the tryst's biggest entertai nment, after
wenchi ng, and nost of the pay seened to go into betting on polo matches.

Even to Wa)lie's unskilled eye, both men and horses were inproving. Now he nust
think ahead to the next step—nmllets were not the best weapons agai nst
sorcerers. Polo was good training in horsemanship, but he nust start the
carpenters nmaking |lances. He sent a Fust off with a luncheon invitation for

Ti vani xi, and resuned his nmarch.

Closer to the |l odge a group of swordsnen was fencing. Wallie did not need to see
the green flashes on the shoul der straps to know that they would be Nnanji's
men. And there was Nnanji hinself, blue kilt and red ponytail, engagi ng one of
Boariyi's Sixths, No one else of his rank ever had tinme for fencing. Wallie

wat ched for a while. Nnanji was inprovi ng—ef course. He sighed, trying to ignore
hi s apprehensi on and doubts. Then he gave the order to nobve again.

The bl ank stone face of the | odge, which had once worn only a bronze sword, now
bore additional decoration. No one but sorcerers could read, but everyone could
use an abacus. On either side of the bronze sword, therefore, there now hung a
gi ant abacus of ropes and straw bundl es. One read three hundred and thirty; the
ot her sixteen—ene captured and fifteen dead, counting Chinarana. The nessage was
obvi ous, and so was the notivation it provided. Its construction had kept ten
men busy for two days. That was the first rule for running an arny: keep it

busy. Once
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Wallie Smith had run a petrochemical plant efficiently by natching the workforce
to the work. Now his manpower was fixed, so he nust find things for it to do.

As he reached the archway a troop of nen came out carrying foul -snelling
buckets—the | osers hi the daily inspection, those whose dormtory had been the

| east acceptable. The | odge sparkled now, inside and out, but each day there had
to be losers to carry the nightsoil, and the orange flashes showed nmat these
were sone of Zoariyi's men. The col or codi ng becane conplicated on a | ow rank,
for each Seventh had his own col or, and each of his proteges, also. A Third wore
five flashes. Nnanji knew what every conbination neant. Wallie did not care.

He wheeled in through the courtyard, filled now with canvas bat hhouses and
latrines. At the door to the antechanber he dism ssed his entourage and sent

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200f%20The%20Sword.txt (142 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:24 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

them off hi search of Forarfi, who could be counted on to keep them busy doi ng
sonet hing. Then he went in.

The chanmber was full of people, as always. At the far end Linunm no the adjutant
sat at a table because be counted the noney. Al though Wallie always felt that
this room should be full of desks and typewiters and tel ephones, only Linumn no
had as nuch as a table. The noney itself stayed in the chest hi Wallie's office,
whi ch doubl ed as the council room and nost nights al so his bedroom Everyone

el se was sitting on a stool or standing. The sitters rose as he entered and al
thunped fists to heart in salute. He had abolished formal saluting within the
tryst as a waste of tine.

He wal ked on through, nodding and snmiling to faces he recogni zed, maki ng guesses
at their business, giving Katanji a wi nk, frowning at the sight of two sullen,
battered-faced Sixths who stood swordl ess and guarded. Wien he reached the
adjutant's table, Linumino smled also and gestured toward a group of six. He
did not need to speak—three young Thirds with Tivanixi shoul der flashes, each
acconpani ed by a naked boy hi bis early teens, all six |ooking nervous.

"How many will that nmake?" Vallie asked.

"Thirteen, ny liege."

Wal li e | ooked over the boys. They all trenbled. The Thirds
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were al nost as junpy, probably all recent pronotions. He turned back to the
adjutant. "You' ve tested then"

"Honorable Hi okillino has, ny liege. He says they'll pass. He turned down four
others who couldn't catch a ball if you pushed it in their nmouths, he said.
Didn't know their right hand fromtheir feet!"

Wallie laughed. "All right." He grudged the tinme, but this justified sone
cerenony, so he added, "Present them" Linum no solemnly presented each Third in
turn.

"I am Genotei, swordsman of the third rank, and it is nmy deepest and nobst hunbl e
wish..."

"l am Shonsu... Present your candi date, swordsman."

"My lord, | have the honor..."

"I am Jiulyuio, son of Kiryuio the goldsmth, and it is ny deepest..."

Al three boys were on the young side, Wallie thought, but he sol enmly responded
to their salutes. He had to listen as each repeated the swordsnmen's code and
then swore the second oath to one of the swordsnmen. The liege lord knelt to give
themtheir swords; for the rest of their lives they would brag about that.
Finally he shook each by the hand and wel comed himto the craft. Wallie went
into his office, and the recruits rushed away with their new nentors in great
exci tenent.

He threw his sword on the bed and fl opped down hi the chair, releasing a cloud
of dust and nore feathers. Linumino closed the door and stood waiting. The
pudgy, scar-faced swordsman had proved to be a superb adjutant, with endl ess
patience for detail and an excellent nmenory. Long hours he sat at his table,
seeming to increase in girth daily. Soon he would be too absurdly fat to carry a
sword, but that would not matter as long as the tryst |asted, and perhaps he
planned to retire at the end of it. Meanwhile he made Wallie's world sane and
relatively orderly, not the nad chaos it could so easily have becone without

hi m

'Take a stool," Wallie said. "Sonething wong?"

Li numino was frowning. "My liege, am| right in nmy suspicions? It always seens
to be Lord Tivanixi's men who find these pronmising recruits.”

Wal lie laughed. "I had noticed. | assumed that you had. And that neither of us
had. "
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"How does it work—six | egs per boy?"

"Ten, | believe. Unless four of themare unusually good."

Li numino smled and said no nore. Bribery to induct a recruit was not honorabl e,
but the tryst was desperate for good horses. Their asking price had gone from
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three golds to twenty or thirty, and finances just could not stand those costs.
Yet rich famlies would pay to have a son becone a swordsman. As long as the
boys had prom se, Wallie turned two blind eyes, and Tivani xi got nore of his nen
nmount ed, nore stabl ehands, nore nmouths to feed, nore horses.

"All right, let's have it!"

Sitting rigidly on his stool, Linum no closed his eyes as he always did when
recalling data. It was an unnerving sight, for the left one did not shut
properly, showing a sliver of white. "The holy Lord Honakura replies that what
you asked will be possible, up to twelve, and hopes to see you at the masons

di nner ms evening. You have been invited to the traders' banquet tonorrow
night, the butchers' on the night after, and two balls the follow ng evening,
by—

"Accept the first two on behalf of nyself and Lady Doa. Refuse the two that
conflict. That sounds |ike local politics and I won't get involved."

Li num no had opened his eyes to listen. He closed them again. "Lords Tivani xi
and Zoariyi have both sent Sixths asking about the |eather." The eyes opened.
"Damation!" Wallie said furiously. "W're going to have to pay! The old bitch
threatened to up anchor and | eave, taking the sorcerer with her!" Brota had not
nmerely brought a shipload of fine |leather to Casr, she had then bought up all
the stock in town and cornered the market. Now she was demandi ng four hundred
gol ds, and nothing Wallie could say woul d budge her. The two of them had
conducted a roaring, screamng row the previous evening, ending with the
children in hysterics and the sailors hovering threateningly near the fire
buckets. The liege lord's fiat ended at the water's edge.

"Unloading will be tricky," Wallie said ' The sorcerer m ght be tenpted when she
docks; you look after it yourself. You need sone fresh air. Take the nobney and
pl enty of men. You ought to neet him anyway. He's a fascinating old rogue." And
| ast ni ght
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he dammed nearly got the steam engi ne out of ne.

The adj utant nodded, then closed his eye once nore."Lord Tivanixi reports

anot her collar bone, and a First had his foot tranpled. He'll have the whole
tryst hi splints soon, nmy liege. No further cases of belly cranps."

That was good news! Cranming the whole tryst into one building tenpted the god
of epidemic, who was a far greater threat to any arny than its enem es woul d
ever be.

"The new rul es about boiling water are bei ng observed?"

"Apparently, nmy liege. The water in the west well is down another cubit, and the
east well about a hand."

That was bad news! Well digging was not in any sutra; it was slaves' work, and
Wal lie had sold off all the slaves.

"Lord Jansilui reports that he has sent recruiters to Tau and Dri hi search of
fletchers, falconers, and birds. He asks if he may al so send to sorcerer towns
and, if so, whether he should seek help fromLord Nnanji."

"Yes, he may send. Not swordsmen, obviously. Try priests, or traders. Tell him
to ask Honakura. Bypass Nnanji's network. Recruiting can't be secret.”

"Yes, ny liege. That's all the nessages. Qutside Jhere's a deputation... of port
officers, | suspect."
"If they won't state their business, | won't see them I|f they are port

officers, tell themto cone back in a week. Alittle nore fasting won't hurt
them "

The adjutant smled briefly. "The two Sixths accused of brawing... Lords Nnanji
and Zoariyi have judged the case and sentenced them both to twenty-one | ashes
with the cat o' seven tails. The sentence awaits your confirmation."
"Damation!" Wallie said again. He sprang up and wandered over to stare out the
wi ndow. "I want new drapes here and anot her |anp. Both?"

"Each accuses the other of starting it, | gather." Linum no had risen also,
automatically. "The w tnesses di sagree. The judges concluded mat Wkilio started
the fistwork and Unamani drew first."
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Wal lie thought for a noment. "You have a heral d handy?"

"No, ny liege."

"Call one while | talk with Katanji. Anyone el se urgent?"
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The adjutant said nmat the rest could wait. He went out. Wallie strolled back to
his chair, glanced at the bed with its brilliant new cover, and sighed. He spent

al most all his days and nights in this room H s visits to Sapphire were
becom ng rarer and briefer; be had not slept on board for four nights now He
slept in this room Al one.

Then he rose and sniled as Katanji entered. They had been neeting socially, but
not speaki ng busi ness, and now Katanji was certainly business. Hs two new
facemar ks were barely heal ed, but he had a passable ponytail, its curls
professionally straightened. The clip was a gold griffon. H's brown kilt was
crafted from expensive suede, his boots shone. He wore a harness, but it
supported his cast, not a scabbard. Katanji was prospering.

He gl anced around the room approvingly, lifted one of the bright new hangings to
chuckl e at the ancient sword-cut in the paneling behind it, then nade hinself
confortable on a stool. "You sent for ne, ny |ord?"

H s | ook of innocence would nelt marble.

"I did. It's very clever, Katanji, but it's taking too long. W need them now |

under stand you have thirty-seven."

"Thirty-one after these last three, my lord. I'"'mtrying to speed things
up—Honor abl e Trookro just goes and chooses the ones he wants now. That saves
argunents. W're getting another ten in today, though. Good ones!"

Wal lie admired his brazen inpudence. "You know you nearly got thrown in jail,
don't you? Tivanixi sent Trookro out to buy horses that first norning, and you'd
tripled the price before he saw the first blade of grass. They all assuned that
it was Chinar-ama's foul work. Then they started a witch hunt anbng the Sixths
who' d overheard me telling Tivanixi to bring a saddler out to the ship. They
didn't know I'd nmentioned horses earlier, when you were around. Then they

woul dn't believe that a First—even when he got a sudden pronoti on—was capabl e of
organizing it. | had to argue that you weren't sworn to ne tryst, and therefore
what you were doing was not treason, only good business!"

Katanji snmiled tolerantly and sai d not hing.

"Who' s your partner?"

Wthout a blush, Katanji said, "Ingioli of the Fifth, nmy |ord.
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Normal Iy he deals in nigs, but he knew sone good horse traders."

"Cobvi ously! Was he surprised to see you agai n?"

Katanji grinned and nodded.

"Anot her thing," Wallie said. "It's getting too obvious! To start with you kept
it out of sight. Now, |'mtold, you just turn up with a bunch of kids, and the
swordsnen flock round you like ... like..." He thought of ice-creamcarts, but
they woul d not transl ate.

"I't's love at first sight!" Katanji protested, swinging his |legs. "Very

t ouchi ng! "

"Love?" WAllie echoed hi horror.

Katanji's innocence became even nore heart-wanning. "Did you not know about fee
girls, my lord? There were four weddi ngs | ast night and five the day before..."
Now WAl lie could not hold back a roar of |aughter. "Horses for dowy? Wuat sort
of marriages will they be, Katanji? How long will they last after the tryst is
di sbanded?"

Katanji's shrug was a rem nder that he never worried other people's troubles for
them "I ran out of sons."

"You're running a slave market!" /

Katanji's eyes narrowed at this intrusion of norals into a business discussion.
"The swordsnen want mounts. Tivanixi gets a man nounted and a spare horse. The
ranchers get twenty golds, nore for sonething special, like a four-year gelding
with good | egs. The tryst pays nothing—well bel ow cost! Parents are getting sons
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in the craft and daughters well married. Al those rich folk go creepy at the

t hought of swordsmen grandsons. Who | oses?"

"Not Swordsman Katanji, |'msure."

"If you want to speed things up, ny lord... you' ve been rejecting too many! |
admt that Aoninpi is poor material, but | thought that the others would pass."”
"They won't," Wallie said firmy.

"Three horses api ece?" Katanji said hopefully. "That would be two dozen of the
thirty-odd, right there. 1'll make it four for Aoninmpi. He couldn't be any
worse a swordsman than | was."

The nerve of the kid! Wallie had no idea which candidate this inept O oninpi had
been, but obviously his famly was rich

DAVE DUNCAN
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"No," he said. "I"'mnot going to | ower our standards. How nuch just to buy the

thirty-one horses?"

"More than you can afford!"

Wal li e junped up—and Katanji did not even flinch. Anyone else would flinch for
Wal | i e nowadays, but Katanji had sumred up Lord Shonsu a long tinme ago.

"You know that Tivanixi wants to go and help hinmsel f? A cavalry outing?"
Quietly Katanji said, "Pitch?"

Wal lie sat down again. Pitch? He had not even thought about pitch yet, but it
woul d be essential for the catapults.

The boy had read his face and was trying not to | ook snmug. 'There are two
thousand, four hundred and ei ghty-one barrels of pitch in Casr, ny lord. Brota
has ei ght hundred and twelve of them The rest are mne."

"And barrels of pitch are easier to hide than horses?"

Katanji sml ed.

"W have a torture chanber under ms | odge."

Katanji shrugged. "You prom sed the sorcerer... do you only torture your
friends?" He turned his charmon again. "I didn't think you would stoop to
stealing our horses, but Ingioli was nervous and wanted insurance. Just as well,
because that was how we di scovered what Brota was doing. W were too |late on the
| eat her, but she's going to burn her fingers on the pitch." He gl oated.

Now WAl | i e was apprehensive, as he was supposed to be. "How nuch are you going
to charge us for pitch?"

"I''ll throwit in with the horses," Katanji said generously, "if you'll take
those rejected candidates, and if the elders will grant a certain trader a
ten-year nonopoly on inporting rugs into Casr. Thirty-one horses and si xteen
hundred- odd barrels of pitch! And Brota can eat all of hers!"

That was a tenpting thought after the previous evening' s battle, as Katanji had
known it woul d be.

"These rejected candidates?" Wallie said thoughtfully. "Wuld they nmake
priests?"

Katanji's pupils dilated. "I didn't know you coul d—

"Honakura m ght manage it. A nmonopoly on silk rugs for five years wouldn't hurt
t he poor."
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A frown cane over Katanji's face as he cal culated. Then he said, "The pitch, all
forty-one horses, eight priests, six priestesses, all rugs for five years, and
A oni npi a swordsnman. "

Honakura had said twel ve—he woul d have to nanage fourteen

"Done!" Wallie said. "Except for one other thing."

Katanji raised a wary eyebrow.

"You tell me—en your honor—how nuch Qoninpi's famly will pay you."

"W have a deal ?"

"Yes. |'ve already spoken to Honakura," Wallie admtted, "and | can certainly
bully the elders.”
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"You won't tell Nanj?"

"CGods, no!" That would create a riot... or worse?
"I't's nore than the others..."
" How nmuch?"

It took longer to get that information than it had to get the horses, but
eventually Katanji reluctantly nuttered, "Twelve hundred."
"Get out of here!"™ Wallie roared, trying not to | augh and not succeeding very

well. "Arrange with Trookro to pick up the ponies—and this O oninpi |unk had
better go in the cavalry."

Kat anji understood, and chuckl ed. He paused at the door. "It would help if you
woul d pull in your scouts, ny lord. They drive up prices—the ranchers are

whi psawi ng us."

"Go! And tell your brother I want to see him"

Wallie rose and foll owed Katanji out to the antechanber, feeling as if he'd been
westling bulls. Twelve hundred! O oninpi al one had covered the syndicate's
expenses. Al the rest would be profit—thousands! But forty-one nounts at no
cost to the tryst..

Li numino followed as the liege |lord marched al ong to where a twitchy young
herald of the Third was waiting beside the two captive Sixths.

Two Sixths, wearing black eyes and swollen |ips and surly expressions. It had
very nearly been a nurder charge for one or the other of them Wkilio had |ed
his own troop of frees, a large one. Unamani had been reeve of a big city. Good
men both, yet they had reacted with hate at first sight, for no known reason

Wal lie could sense their antagonism when he | ooked at one, the other snarl ed.
He wasted no tine on formalities. "Wio's Wkilio? So you're Unanani ? You' ve heard
the sentence?" They nodded i npassively. How could a man be inpassive when facing
that sort of denolition? "Do you know what twenty-one |lashes will do to you?"
Wallie did not, but he could guess. They nodded agai n.

"I don't like it," he said. "You'll both be useless for a year, perhaps
evernore. |'d rather have one whole Sixth than two half Sixths."
There were still two dozen people waiting in the room They all stiffened in

appr ehensi on.

"What | want froma Sixth is |eadership, so |'mgoing to give you a | eadership
test, a conpetition. The winner will get one lash fromthe | oser. The w nner may
then lay as many strokes on the | oser as he chooses, he can flog himto death if
he wants. "

The victinse were startled. Then they | ooked at each other. The puffed eyes
narrowed, and the swollen lips curled hi minor image.

"Lord Linumino," Wallie said, "will give you back your swords and two gol ds

api ece as expenses. You're going to dig wells. Here are the rules. Herald, you
will proclaimthese at the next two neals. Lord Linumino will chose sites for
digging and sites for dunping, all dirt nust be renoved fromthe courtyard. You
may buy the tools you need and recruit no nore than twelve nen each. You may
take any man bel ow the rank of Sixth. You may not interfere with each other's
teans or excavations, or you will be disqualified and declared the |oser. One
day's penalty for every injury. The holes nmust be shored all the way. | shal
appoi nt one judge and you rmay appoint two each. The first teamto recover a ful
barrel of water is the winner." He turned to Linunmino, who was grinni ng—a
horrible sight. "Wat other rules do we need?"

"I ncentives or threats?"

"Right!" That was tricky, though. Free swords despi sed noney; sone were even
refusing the daily pittance they were offered for entertainnent. "W need nore
harl ots. The winning teamw ||l be sent to Dri as talent scouts to recruit in the
brot hel s
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and bring back the nost enjoyable girls. Al expenses paid. Do you think that
will doit?"

The adjutant chortled. "That ought to get the blood pounding, ny |liege! The
waiting lines are bad, you know. "

So WAl h' e had been told. "And you must not threaten, or injure, or punish your
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men. You are to inspire themto dig for you. If you can do that, you have rea

| eader shi p. Any questions?"

"When do we start, ny |liege?" asked Wkilio, the |arger

" Now, "

"At the end, ny liege," Unanmani said, "can we have a day off before the
flogging? I'd like to be well tested so | can do a good job on him" The two
exchanged gl ares.

"That's fair enough. Add that, herald. Their swords, Lord Adjutant?"

I ama god, Walh'e thought. | play games with nen's lives. Yet a sporting chance
was better than no chance. Being flogged to death was little worse than
twenty-one | ashes with the cat, and maybe—pl ease, gods!—ust maybe, the w nner
woul d be nerciful. It would entertain all those other bored nen out there. The
betting woul d be ferocious.

Unamani and Ukilio took their swords and collided in the doorway with a duet of
oaths. Then they were gone, alnobst running into Thana, who was acconpani ed by a
tall and inmposing wonman in a richly enbroidered blue gow. The two wonmen stared
in surprise after the departing Sixths

Wal | i e sighed. Qbviously today was Fam |y Night, but Thana nust be accorded
precedence, although other callers were now piling up. She was not a vassal, so
she nade a formal salute, and he responded. Then she presented the scraggy,
white-haired matron... O onanghi, weaver of the seventh rank. Curious, VWallie
escorted themalong to the office and bade themto be seated, giving Lady

A onanghi the chair.

Thana still brazenly continued to wear her riverfolk bikini, the two yell ow
sashes, but no male was going to conplain about that. Wth her usual confidence
she took charge of the conversation

"W shall not detain you long, nmy lord. | happened to hear from Nnanji that you
were concerned over wi nter clothing. Wol cloaks, in particular, | think?"
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So now Thana was getting into the graft?

"That is true."

"Fifteen silvers, | think he mentioned?"

Wal | i e nodded. Nnanji was his oath brother, so Thana was his oath sister-in-|aw
and—&reat Gods! —was Brota his oath nother-in-1aw?

"Lady O onanghi believes that she can nake a better offer, ny lord."

But why to Thana?

The dowager raised a finger to her right eye. "My father was a swordsnan, ny
lord, so | have a special place in ny heart for swordsnen."

Wal h'e nuttered a politeness, thinking mat many wonen had, although not usually
so late inlife.

Then revel ation! "You are not, by chance, related to young O oni npi, are you?"
The wrinkl ed face beaned. "My grandson!"”

Now Wl | i e understood and hastily coughed to cover a smile. "A nbst pronising
lad. He is close to the front of our list of recruits, but of course we do have
constraints on nunbers..,"

"Per haps we should discuss the cloaks, ny lord," Thana said in a cold voice—the
intrigue was slipping out of her hands.

"W might be able to go as low as ten silvers per item" Lady O onanghi

suggest ed.

"I was hoping to find a place in the cavalry for him" Wallie nused. "O course
the conpetition there is outrageous—that is the prestige division, you
understand... | beg your pardon, ny lady, nmy mnd was wandering. Did you say

si x?"

Lady d onanghi bit her lip. "Eight, | said, ny lord."

*Then the contract is yours! And | do think we can find a spot for a |ad of such
obvious ability."

"In the prestige division?" Lady O onanghi purred.

"Certainly, | amtold mat he is well qualified for the work."

He took themout to Linum no to arrange details, while he wondered who was goi ng

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200f%20The%20Sword.txt (148 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:24 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

to cone out best in the resulting confusion. Thana and Katanji had both sold

O oni npi . Probably Ka-tanji. Thana was not in his class when it cane to noney.
And tonmorrow Wallie would neet this maladroit O oni npi
270
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and kneel to the boy to give himhis sword. For a First in the prestige

di vision, he ought to nake it a shovel

More petitioners had now arrived, but again there was no doubt who took
precedence. He forgot all about Thana as he watched Doa's stately approach. He
foll owed her into the office and cl osed the door carefully.

Then she smiled. As usual his loins alnost burst into flane.

Today was the |long hemine again; it varied. But the neckline fell audaciously
Il ow, and the pale-blue silk was as close to transparent as any fabric he had
ever seen, clinging like |acquer. She was not wearing her lute, and her only
adornnment was the sap-phire he had given her, dangling on its silver chain.

The finances of the tryst desperately needed that gem now.

Doa sauntered across to close the drapes, and his eyes hung on every novenent of
that superlative body. Tinme and failure had not blunted his craving. Al nost
every night be squired her to sonme function or other, and al ways she woul d be
asked to sing during the evening. Her dancing was superb, but intinmate
encounters like the waltz were unknown, so he rarely had a chance to touch nore
than her hand. They were a striking couple, he knew, towering over everyone

el se. She was the recognized prinma donna, the star of Casr, a figure of awe to
the epic-loving swordsnmen. Even the liege lord could boost his prestige by being
seen with such a companion. xHe told her of the invitations he had accepted
earlier.

"Fine," she said, the first word she had spoken. She went to | ean agai nst the
fireplace, her favorite spot, to regard himw th | anguorous amusenent, her
favorite occupation.

"What did you think of Mstress Sola's exhibition the other nightT Doa said.
"Did you notice what her husband..."

She was a scurrilous gossip, and a nerciless mnic. Each day she cane calling at
about this time. She would review the nost recent festivities, savagi ng the high
soci ety of Casr and the senior swordsmen. Wallie had very little interest in the
topic, but he admired the skill of the perfornmance. Sonetines he was noved to
genui ne | aughter—boa' s i npersonation of Nnanji was unbearably funny—but usually
he just sat in silence, smiling politely and dream ng | echerous thoughts.
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And her real purpose in comng was to enjoy taunting him teasing and |uring

i ke a hungry harlot.

She was mad, and so was he.

Today he felt no desire to indulge in the usual pretence. Last night he had
visited Jja, in their cabin. The encounter had been a disaster, as his visits
with Jja always were now. Ch, she had subnitted, a slave had no choice. She had
even pretended that she was trying to please, but her efforts had been those of
a well-trained and skillful night slave. The woman he had known, the friend and
| over, had vani shed, and his attenpts to call her back nerely reduced Jja to
tears and himto fury. He had no patience with her stubborn, silent
recrimnation. Doa, nowBboa knew how a seni or swordsman nust behave.

So he had Doa for social conpanionship and status, Jja for his physical needs.
Why shoul d he conpl ai n? Most nen woul d have been nore than satisfied with

ei t her.

He noved toward Doa, and her voice died away. She regarded himwarily, and he
st opped, knowi ng that any closer approach would bring on flashing eyes and
claws, threats of violence and of screaning. Screans from Doa woul d be audible
all the way to Wul.

"Why do you cone here?' he said.

"1 thought you enjoyed our little chats, my lord."

He shook his head. "Be honest for once."

She regai ned confidence and chuckl ed nocki ngly. "Because your bodyguard knows
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where you sleep at night, darling. And whomyou sleep with. O should | say
"without'? R ght now, they believe, you are making up for it. Wuld you prefer
that they knew the truth? The ot her boys would | augh at you!"

"They m ght | augh at you, also?"

She snmiled. "I think not."

He thought not, as well. Suddenly his hands were shaki ng, but how nmuch from
anger and how nmuch fromfrustrated lust, he did not know "Wat is the price, ny
| ady? What does it take to buy a kiss? O nore than a kiss?"

"You know your prom se, Shonsu."

She had referred to that before. She had al ways refused to expl ain.

"I recall no prom se."
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Now fee eyes flashed, but before she could speak, he said, "I told you to be

honest! You are an acute observer of people, Doa. Even if you won't admt it,
you do know that | am not the other Shonsu."

She stared at himin angry silence.

"You do know And | do not know what the other Shonsu prom sed you. So enlighten
me. "

Rel uctantly she said, "To nake ne a queen."

"A what ?"

"A queen, Shonsu! Queen of Vul! You swore upon your sword! That was what you
prom sed, and | expect you to deliver."

Wallie went back to his chair and sat down, stunned. Queen of Vul ? Had that been
why Shonsu had attacked the sorcerers? Not to avenge the swordsnen, but to bed
this woman? Forty-ni ne dead?

"Wul is a tall order, ny lady. How about a smaller kingdomto start with? Tau,
say?"

She smled her feline smle. "That mght suffice, at |least for openers..." Then
she saw that he was not serious and she flared in rage."But | think | need a

| esser present, to hold ny interest in the neantine."

He had showered her with gifts. "You own half the gens in Casr, Doa. What nore?"
"A slave."

"What sl ave?"

She stal ked to the wi ndow and threw open the drapes. "It is well known that
Shonsu owns the nost beautiful concubine in the city. | saw her on the ship,
briefly."

He junped up. "Never! You would nutilate her!"

"Maybe a little!" Doa swept to the door. "But | want her. Very soon!" She
paused, as if to recover her poise. He had never seen her lose it so obviously.
"I must go and practice some new songs. They will think you have been
exceptionally speedy today, nmy lord. A new record!"

And then she was gone.

Wallie stared at the cl osed door. Queen of Wul? She nust have been lying... And
yet, whatever Shonsu's notives had been in attacking fee sorcerers, he would
certainly have thought about
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maki ng hinsel f king of Vul. Wat else could he have done with a captured
sorcerer city, except just raze it? So he mght very well have offered Doa a

pl ace on his future throne.

The prom se itself would not have got himvery far, though. New songs, she had
said—a threat. Wallie had fallen into the sane trap as Shonsu had. One thing was
now certain: Shonsu had never raped Doa. She undoubtedly derived a great,
perverted pleasure fromskirting the edge of violence with her constant
invitations, but any man who attenpted further intinmacy would be imortalized at
once in one of her satirical masterpieces, his reputation ruined forever, a
public | aughi ngst ock

He could not even jilt her, or the same thing would happen

G ve her Jja? The idea was unthinkable. But many married nmen kept concubines. It
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was one of the advantages of a slave-owning society. Perhaps Doa would settle
for being queen of Tau?

And tonight, the nasons' dinner... business as usual

Yes, back to business. Forcing thoughts of Doa to the back of bis mnd, he
stepped forward and opened the door. Qutside there was |oud |laughter. Nnanji was
perched on fee edge of Linumino's table, doubled over with mirth. He rose,
saluted without losing his grin, and then started | aughi ng again. "Flogged to
death by the Wnner? Qur |iege knows how to notivate a man, doesn't he, Lord

Adj ut ant ?"

He stepped past Wallie into the office, pausing to inspect his healing facemarks
in fee mrror. "Wat can | do for you, brother?" As usual, he was in very good
spirits.

Ever since Honakura had told himfee true prophecy, Wallie had felt uneasy in
Nnanji's presence. On the face of it, he was a soft-spoken, |ikable youth, as
honorabl e as his brother was devious, totally without guile. He was good conpany
and an inconparabl e subordi nate. Yet he was al so—as Wallie well knew-a

conpl etely unscrupulous killer. Wfe fee tale of Dcon-dorina' s brother hanging
bet ween them fee conbination was disturbing in fee extrene.

Closing the door, Wallie pointed to the bruises and scrapes on his ribs. "How
does a Seventh get so battered?" he asked

Nnanji pouted. "A fraudul ent Seventh? He takes on thirty-nine Sixths in order,
starting at fee bottomthey all being his vassals,
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so they can't refuse. By the tine he gets to twenty-two he's battered! By the
time he gets to thirty-nine, he's going to be doing the battering, | think." He
grinned hopefully.

The Si xths were butchering hinf That was not too surprising. The Boy Wnder was

not popular with the older nen. "You're not scared that they'll do serious
i njury?"
Nnanji shrugged. "I warn them-bruise all they like, but real hurt to aliege is

a capital offense. They're all terrified of you, brother." Then he grinned
agai n. "And when they hear about this well-digging contest..."

Wal lie sank back in his chair and waved toward a stool, but Nnanji continued to
mooch idly around the room

"How do you have the time?"

Nnanji gave hima hurt |ook. "I've done everything you asked, haven't [|?"

He began to count, raising fingers. Thunb: "I've nenorized all the skills.

Lui umi no was asking for dowsers just now | gave himthree nanmes. Zoariyi wants
wheel wights; we have none."

Index finger: "The River is patrolled, night and day, and especially Sapphire,
of course. No ship approaches the city w thout show ng swordsnen aboard."

M ddle finger: "Katanji has his irregulars checking die ships when they dock,
especially if Fiendori's collectors are suspicious. So far we've |ocated four

pi geon fanciers and are watching them Yes, they do buy vellum as you
suspected. "

Ring finger "Tomiyano and the other sailors are collecting gossip all the tine,
and we have offers going out to traders in Sen and el sewhere to be our agents.
There hasn't been tinme to get replies.”

Little finger: "The streets around the | odge are guarded ni ght and day. Visitors
are escorted. Al boxes and packages coming in are checked for that

t hunder powder that bothers you so nuch. Any wagon nmat stops is challenged."”
Thumb: "I have two boats surveying the opposite bank for sorcerer activity.

Not hing at Gob or Ag, the two closest hamets, and we're working up and down
fromthere."

Index finger: "I found—Foniyano found—four men who know the Sen and WAl areas
well, and the villages near diem | have all mat information when you want it.
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"l have to stay by the | odge, brother! They need to be able to find ne. Now, is
there sonething I've m ssed?"
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Probably Wallie had really wanted only to drag himaway from fencing, so he
sm | ed apol ogetically. "No! I'"'mjust jealous, | think. You' re very good at

del egating, better than I am Well, | was wondering about poisoning pigeons..."
He expl ai ned—bri be sone sailors to visit the sorcerer towns and scatter poi soned
grain around the towers. Nnanji pointed out mat civilians were reluctant to
approach the towers by night, but he prom sed to discuss it with Tom yano.

"By the way, brother," he added. "I need sone expense noney! |'m broke."

Wallie rose and went to the chest in the corner. "You ought to keep your own
separate,"” he said. Yet it was inpossible, in the absence of |edgers and
bookkeepi ng. He hinself bought gifts for Doa fromthe tryst's funds.

"l suppose so," Nnanji said. "But Katanji needed sone. Wen he gave ne your
message just now, he cleaned ne out."

"Katanji?" Then Wallie said no nore. He handed Nnanji a bag of coins and sl amed
the lid of the chest.

Nnanji |aughed. "Yes, Katanji! I'mgoing soft in ny old age, aren't 1? He seens
to be doing very well, whatever he's up to." He paused and turned slightly pink
"He says that sonme of the boys he's using as irregulars are good materi al,
brother. | said he could pronmise to induct them afterward—not nore than five,
said. That's all right, isn't it?"

Wal lie sighed. "Yes, as long as they're not utter cripples."”

Nnanji started. "You don't mink—he couldn't be taking noney fromtheir parents,
coul d he?"

This was getting tricky. Nnanji hinmself was very sensitive on this subject.
"We'll test his recruits, don't worry!"

Nnanji scowl ed and turned away. "He m ght get five or ten golds apiece, mghtn't
he? Little blackguard!" Then he chuckl ed again. "Whatever he's doing, it's

payi ng well. And when Thana | eaves Sapphire, her share will be thousands, did
you know that? Funny, isn't it, brother? | never cared for noney. Al | ever
wanted fromlife was cool beer and warmgirls, and I'mgoing to

276

THE DESTI NY OF THE SWORD '

have a rich wife and a rich brother. And if | needed noney, Katanji would give
me everything he's got!"

Sone of it, Wallie thought. "And your goods are ny goods?"

"OfF course!" Nnanji said, obviously neaning it.

Then the |unch bugl e sounded in the courtyard.

"I'mdining with Tivanixi," Wallie said. "Care to join us?"

Nnanji | ooked regretful. "Sorry! This is Masons' Day, ny birthday."

Wal lie had not known that. He bit back the obvi ous question —ni neteen? Maybe
twenty. But to ask mat question was a gross discourtesy anong the People, the
reason being that nost woul d not know the answer. Like Nnanji, they would know
the day, but only because they nmust keep it holy, with fasting and an all -ni ght
vigil in the tenple.

"I wonder what Shonsu's birthday was? 1'll have to choose one! The day | came to
the World, | suppose. That woul d be three days before we net."

' Teachers' Day, then!" Nnanji said with a smle.

Mark it on the calendar, Wallie thought. "In my other life, Nnanji, it was usua

to give one's friends presents on their birthdays. |Is there anything you want?"
"Funny custom " Nnanji said. He thought about it and then | aughed. "If you'd
asked ne that when we first nmet, brother, |I'd have said | needed new boots. M
ol d ones | eaked. But now?" He gestured at his blue kilt. "What's left? What in
the World could you possibly give ne that you haven't given ne already?"

ttt

The days passed.

On Sailors' Day, Honorable UkUio's digging teamhit rocks and broke all the

pi cks. Odds were adjusted and bets increased.

The prototype catapult self-destructed on its third shot.
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Lord Nnanji, whose ribs were adorned with the colors of all ranks, conpleted his
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collection of Sixths and started over on the difficult ones.

On Charcoal burers' Day, Honorable Unamani's team had a cave-in and broke both
its wheel barrows. Odds were adjusted and bets increased. On that day, also, the
sail or spy network reported that thunderbolts had been heard in Wal by night.

On Mnstrels' Day, a fifth pigeon fancier was identified and pl aced under
surveil | ance

Exhausted nmen tore at rocks with their bare hands and staggered through the
night with buckets of dirt. Bets were increased. Cheering and booi ng were banned
during hours of darkness. Four workers collapsed from exhausti on and were taken
to the house of healing. Penalties were assessed.

On Cobbl ers' Day, Lord Nnanji brazenly ordered Lord Linu-mno to bring his foi
out to the plaza. The portly adjutant poked his head into Lord Shonsu's office
to explain where he was going. Lord Shonsu went out in his stead and drove Lord
Nnanji all around the plaza backward, giving himthree red welts on the |eft
side of his chest to show that it could be done. But Lord Nnanji put a bruise on
Lord Shonsu.

The redesi gned catapult went into mass production

No evi dence of sorcerer activity was found on the |left bank opposite the city.
Several wealthy matrons nmarried handsone young cavalry officers after whirlw nd
courtships, presenting memw th horses as dowies. Swordsman Katanji was invited
to all the weddi ngs.

The el ders declared a financial crisis and inposed a hearth tax. The liege lord
i nformed themthat no swordsnen were avail able to acconpany the collectors. The
tax was cancel ed.
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Shortly before lunch on Lawrakers' Day, Honorabl e Una-nani's teamreported
seepage. During lunch, so did Honorable Wkilio's. Bets were increased. One hour

| ater a cloudburst ended a three-week drought and put six cubits of water in
bot h hol es. The judges declared a draw.

The price of pitch in Casr dropped precipitously.

Lord Jansilui, leaving the | odge after reporting to |iege Shonsu on the probl ens
of finding suitable wood for both arrows and bows, was accosted by |iege Nnanji
and handed a foil. Lord Nnanji won.

Lord Shonsu, even with the aid of large quantities of ensor-celed wine and a
promi se of two talent-scouting teanms, could not persuade Wkilio and Unamani to
accept the gods' verdict. Finally he made an exception to the rules and all owed
themto fight it out with fists—as he should have done in the first place. They
pounded each other to custard and becane the best of friends.

The sailors reported that thunderbolts had been heard hi Aus.

Lord Shonsu accepted a gift of a magnificent silk rug, enblazoned with silver
pel i cans.

On Heal ers' Day, Giffon returned.

The prisoners were safe in the dungeons, the crowds dispersed, the giant's
abacus suitably adjusted. The tryst had a day off to celebrate. The cheering and
the booing were over, the minstrels toiled at their epi cs—How Boariyi of the
Seventh Snote the Sorcerers in Wal and Aus, or sone equally catchy title.

The of fi ce-bedroom was a council chanber again. The Sevenths were gathered on
the circle of stools around the brilliant silk rug in the center. A noisy fire
crackled in the fireplace. Wal-lie stood before it, enjoying the warnth agai nst
his | egs and pondering his strategy. This neeting would be crucial. Square-jawed
Jansilui was expounding at length to Linum no on the shortage of
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fletchers; Tivanixi was describing to Boariyi the finer points of couching a

| ance; Nnanji was hunped on his stool, scowing truculently at the floor. They
were waiting for Zoariyi.

The room had been transforned; Boariyi had recoiled in astoni shnent on seeing
it. The paneling shone with wax, its worst bl en shes hidden by brilliant
tapestries, matching the drapes. The shabby old stools had been replaced by fine
oak, the bed and chair sinilarly upgraded. But the showpi ece was undoubtedly the
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silk rug given by Ingioli, glowing with resplendent silver pelicans and bronze
river-horses.
Ti vani xi remarked suddenly, "I have a warning for you, Lord Boariyi. W have

seven real Sevenths in the tryst now "

Nnanji gl anced up and gri nned.

Boariyi raised his eyebrow, winkling the red scar above it. "I had better get
back in practice, you feel ?"

"Definitely! Lord Jansilui will confirmthat—and so will thirty-nine Sixths. You
can top themall now, ny |liege Nnanji?"

Turning faintly pink, Nnanji nodded and gri nned agai n.

"I dread the summons,"” Tivanixi said. "I have been expecting it for days."

"You flatter nme, ny lord."

The castellan shook his head. "No, | have been watching you closely. | shall be
surprised if | can beat you now, ny liege."

VWallie smled to hinself—flattery, but close to the truth, as good flattery
shoul d be. Jansilui was a borderline Seventh, but so now, obviously, was Nnanji.
Then Zoariyi came scurrying in, sprinkling apol ogies, and the neeting canme to
order, the seven Sevenths of the tryst of Casr

Wal | i e passed around goblets for toasts. "Lord Boariyi," he said, "we have heard
of your exploits and inspected your prisoners. W congratul ate you again on a
magni ficent beginning to the tryst. | think we should now bring you up to date
on what has been going on in your absence. Brief progress reports, if you

pl ease. Nnanji ?"

Maki ng hinsel f as confortable as he could on his stool, he let memdo their
braggi ng: Nnanji on his espionage, Zoariyi on his catapults, Tivanixi on bis
cavalry, Jansilui on his archers and the only two operational falcons he had
managed to find. Boariyi's Sixths, in his absence, had devel oped bis troop into
a force of
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guerrillas, knife-throw ng, garrote-w el ding assassins, who m ght sneak ashore
bl ack-faced by ni ght and seize a dock.

Wallie could feel a great satisfaction. He had brought the tryst forward a

t housand years, from G eek phalanx to the Mddle Ages. Wiile the sorcerers would
class as early Renai ssance, a few centuries ahead still, he had significantly

cl osed the gap. He could concentrate his forces, the sorcerers could not. At
odds of fifty to one the outcone seened certain.

Yet it was all in vain. That was the devastating news he nust soon inpart. How
woul d they take it? How would Nnanji take it?

Wallie hinself was secretly jubilant. The thought of going through with the
assault bonified him The pitch-pitching catapults would inevitably start fires,
as woul d the sorcerers' cannons. Wichever city was attacked would be left half
rui ned, the popul ation deci mated. Boariyi had captured eight sorcerers alive and
killed six, losing only one nan. He had brought back ten sorcerer gowns, with a
treasury of gadgets that Wallie had not yet had tine to study. Yet seven nen had
died! Add mat to the fourteen at Ov and the toll was nounting. Add also Tarru
and his renegades, add the pirates... Wallie Smth was starting to rank with the
great killers. But however these swordsnmen nmight dislike the thought of a
treaty, he could show that it was the only hope.

They had done. "Thank you," he said. But he had not called on Linumno and K
adj utant was staring at him glum and puzzl ed.

"l congratulate you all,” Wallie continued. "Perhaps we should have invited the
sorcerers to attend this nmeeting and hear all mat!" They | aughed obediently,
little guessing how serious he was. "Now, ny |ords, how would you proceed?"
Agai n he sat back and he let them plan. They were not stupid. Now that he had
jerked then* thinking into unconventional paths, they coul d design the canpaign
as well as he could, or better. O course Tivanixi wanted to enphasi ze cavalry
and the others their own specialties, but after a |long discussion they nore or

| ess cane to an agreenent. The guerrillas would | and at night, when pigeons
could not fly, and take over the closest village to the city, whichever one was
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chosen. They would round up the entire popul ation. The cavalry woul d di senbark
at the jetty, ride into the city, secure the docks, and bottle up the sorcerers
in their stronghold before they knew the attack was com ng. Then
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the catapults could be unl oaded and the real attack begun

Wal lie rose and brought the wine for refills. He remained standing by the

firepl ace again, because he was going to need all the domi nance he could find.
"That was the good news. Now, Lord Linumi no? Tell them about finances." That was
adirty trick to play on a |oyal adjutant.

The pudgy swordsman scow ed down at his knees. "Finances are very bad and
getting worse, my lords. W can cover our running costs fromday to day, but we
have no noney to nount an attack!"

Five faces regi stered shock. Six sets of eyes swung to | ook at Wallie.

"I amafraid that this is true," he said. "Indeed, things are worse than that.
don't think we can even continue to cover our day-to-day expenses much |onger. |
have agreed to reduce our sequestration of dock fees."

Nnanji said, "Wy?" indignantly.

"Because di e poor are close to starvation!"

He got six blank stares. Economics was beyond nem and he did not fully
understand, hinmself. "Yes, mat noney is graft, in the sense that it is not

aut hori zed by | aw and does not go into the city coffers. It goes to the
collectors, and sone of it under the table to the elders. Yes, they are
parasites. But they are rich parasites, nmy lords. They enpl oy servants, keep

sl aves, and buy services and goods in the city. W have forced themto cut back,
so the poor earn less."

Still bew | derment showed on six faces.

"Put it another way, then," he said. "The city of Casr buys food fromthe
countryside, right? It sells the country folk things it nmanufactures—pots,
tools, ropes, and so on. Then the tryst brought thousands of extra nmouths to
feed, but did not increase production. In fact we have been buying horses and

| unber and stuff |ike that—again fromthe countryside. Gold has been flow ng out
of the city and not com ng back."

"What has that to do with the poor?" Zoariyi asked angrily. "They never see

gold."
Wal lie sighed. "And silver and tin and copper! The price of food has quadrupl ed
since we arrived." He |ooked at the disbelieving Nnanji. "Ask Una—she knows!

Prices of other things are falling as desperate people sell their possessions. |
repeat: The
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poor are going to starve unless we take the tryst away quickly."

They did not understand and they did not overnmuch care. Wallie began to fee
exasperated. 'That rug that you are snarling at, brother. Yes, it was a gift."
Nnanji turned red and sai d not hing.

"But | gave no favors in return and | intend to sell it before we | eave. The
same is true of nost of these things. | accepted themon behalf of the tryst,
because the tryst is tenporary. They will help our finances in the end. Is that

accept abl e, brother?"

Nnanj i munbl ed an apol ogy.

"Perhaps | was foolish," Wallie said—and here he nmust be very careful not to
brui se Boariyi's prickly swordsnman honor, or be would be storing up a challenge
for after the tryst was di sbanded. "But | did promise the sailors that we woul d
pay for our transportation. They ought to contribute it as a service to the
Goddess, of course, but | know sailors! Qur swords would rust away first. And if
we anger them they would | eave us stranded in Sen or Wal, or wherever, we would
never get to the other six cities. There is the worst problem W do not have
the noney to charter ships!"

Five faces stared at himhi mngled anger and despair, the sixth face was nerely
furious; Nnanji was never good at hiding his feelings. "How nuch would the first
assault require, brother?"
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Wal |i e shrugged and | ooked to Li num no,

"I estimate al nbst four thousand golds, Lord Nnanji. For supplies and
transportation, and of course we shall be cut off fromour incone as soon as we
sail."

"He said fivel"

"Who said fiver*

"Katanji."

"What the hell has Katanji got to do with this?" Wallie barked.

"He's offered to finance our assault."

"You didn't tell ne that!"

"You didn't tell me it would be needed! | wouldn't believe him"
"Perhaps | should put your brother on nmy council?"

" Per haps you shoul d!"

Wallie took a very deep breath, then returned to his stool as a
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gesture of appeasenent. Certainly the last thing he nust do was to quarrel wth
Nnanji. The other Sevenths were now frowning, worried and uncertain.

"Al'l right, brother,"” Wallie said. "I'msorry, | should have kept you better
informed. | just thought you had your own problens. Now, what is your financia
geni us suggesting?"

"He'll give us five thousand golds for the assault.” Nnanji was still surly.

Money was not a fit subject for swordsmen to worry about. "And the sane for each
successive assault, as long as we keep winning. Al except Ov. He isn't sure
about Ov."

"And what does he expect hi return?"

Nnanji scowl ed and dropped his glare to the silver pelicans again. "The tower."
"What ?"

"The sorcerers pulled down a lot of buildings to nake their towers and | eave
open spaces around them right? Katanji wants the land. He'll sell it and give
us noney to go on to the next city. He says land in a town is worth nore than
farmand. |Is that right? It seenms backward! You can't grow things on

fl agstones. "

Fromrugs, to jewels, to livestock, to real estate? Katanji was making a | ogica
progression to... to i mense wealth! The Goddess had rewarded all those who had
hel ped him Wallie knew, and now he saw anot her exanple, very plainly. Was the
lad hinmself already worth five thousand golds, or had he put together a
syndicate? Did it matter?

What did matter was that the main support for Wallie's argunments had j ust
col l apsed. This was going to be trickier than he had expected.

The other Sevenths were all grinning. They had a right to, Wallie conceded to
hi nsel f. He had overl ooked the possibility of tooting the sorcerers. Katnaji had
not, although he m ght not have considered the devastation an attack would
bring, or what that mght do to real estate val ues

"Very well," he said grudgingly. "So we could finance the attacks mat way. But
there is another problem Suppose we attack Sen or Wal —er any of the cities on
the |l eft bank. Suppose we take the tower. Wat happens then?l’

Honakura had not thought of what happened then. It was un-likley mat the
swordsman woul d, even with sutras on strategy to
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hel p. They | ooked bl ankly at him so he explained. The sorcerers would return to
the hills.

Then they saw.

"Attack Vul ?" Zoariyi nuttered uneasily.

They tal ked that over and they did not like it. It would certainly have to wait
until spring, perhaps even next summer. Vul —-wherever or whatever it was—waoul d
be well fortified by then.

When they had all snelled that bad egg, Wallie laid another. "Forarfi has been
doing a little research for me." He avoi ded | ooking at Nnanji, who was supposed
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to be Chief of Intelligence. "He has talked to all the Sixths and many Fifths.
W have swordsmen here, ny lords, fromall over the Wrld, He asked about other

sorcerer cities, like Vul. There is one near Plo... and others, He conpiled a
list of eleven. | recited it to Rotanxi. He adnitted that there are thirteen in
all. Covens, he called them He says that Vul is the greatest, but he nmay be
braggi ng. "

The Sevenths scow ed at the nmention of Rotanxi

"Are you suggesting that we should have to attack all thirteen?" Zoariyi asked
waspi shly.

"I am suggesting that they may attack us! So far, apparently, only Vul has these
t hunderbolt weapons, or only Vul has used them The others may well be waiting
to see what happens here, W nay be able to scotch Wul, my |ords—although I am
not confident—but we can hardly hope to kill all the sorcerers there. The
survivors will flee to the other cities..."

The smarter ones nodded—Zoariyi, Tivanixi, Nnanji.

Qut side, the day was blustery, even in the courtyard, and the niniature canvas
city there flapped and rattled in the w nd.

At last Nnanji put the matter into words. "Sonetines when you try to clean a
stain you spread it?"

Wal lie had been thinking of cancer cells, but that would do. As a child, Nnanji
had cl eaned rugs for his father

"Exactly! In truth, my lords, there is no way that the tryst can triunph

conpl etely over the sorcerers. The best we can do is drive themaway for a year
or two. The worst we can do is to nake things nuch worse than they are now. "
"What are you suggesting, brother?" Nnanji demanded, his eyes glinting

danger ousl y.

Here it cane: "Try to neke a treaty."
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Their hiss of anger faded away into the flapping noises from beyond the w ndows
and the crackling of the fire.

Then they began to exchange gl ances, and their eyes converged at |ast on Nnanji.
The ol d suspi cions of Shonsu had erupted again. He had a feathermark on his
eyelid, he kept a sorcerer on his ship, there was al ways sonet hi ng strange about
him But Nnanji was the known sorcerer-killer of Ov/, and it was inpossible to
suspect Nnanji of being anything but what he clainmed to be, a sinple swordsnan.
They were bound to obey their liege lord, but the tryst could not |ast forever
Wallie could force these nmen to violate their own sense of honor, for they nust
obey his commands—until the tryst was di sbanded. Then they would all be at
liberty to challenge him one after another to exhaustion. Yes, they woul d obey,
but Nnanji was a liege lord, too, and if he were to try to take the tryst away
fromWallie—young as he was—the other Sevenths in their present nood woul d
probably not argue.

Nnanji was scarlet with rage. Wallie should have warned himin advance; that had
been a stupid oversight.

Finally Nnanji said, "Atreaty with assassins?" as if the words burned his

nmout h.

"We know that they will keep their oaths,” Vallie said quietly.

"Three cities for themand four for us? O the other way?"

"Seven for us, seven for them | want to end the quarrel between our two
crafts.”

Stunned sil ence,

"And what does your tane sorcerer say to this?" The ol der nen were all going to
leave it to Nnanji.

"l haven't asked Rotanxi," Wallie said, "I was hoping to get your agreenent
first. He may weU dislike the idea as nmuch as you do. | just think that it is
worth trying—the best thing for both sides. If we do attack Sen, say, we shal
kil hundreds of innocent civilians. | don't think that's very honorabl e
behavi or. "

"I think a treaty is worse!"
Al nost inperceptibly, the others were nodding.
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Waltie sighed. "It is a novel idea. You need tine to think about it. But
renenber that the sorcerers know about our cavalry and our catapults and our
archers; we could not have kept them secret had we tried. They are not fools.
They know the odds.
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They nust be worried. Nowis the tine to to offer terns."

"What terns?" Nnanji spat the words

"They get rid of their thunderbolt weapons. W extend to themdi e sane
protection we give to all other crafts. The towers remain, but we put garrisons
back hi the cities."

Nnanji's jaw dropped. He glared incredulously at Wallie, then around at the
others. Then he slunped forward, staring at the silver pelicans for along tineg,
shaki ng his head, tugging at his ponytail as he did when he was thinking hard.
No one el se spoke. No one would neet Wallie's gaze.

Suddenly a log in the hearth collapsed in a shower of sparks, and Nnanji | ooked
up with a curious gleamin his eye. "Wiat do you propose to do next, ShonsuT

"I thought | mght go—we night go and talk to Rotanxi."

"I may cone, then?"

What was anusing hin? Still, that was a very good idea. Nnanji would be
representative for the swordsnmen. If Wallie could sonehow convince him then the
ot her Sevenths must foll ow.

"Certainly! Let's do that, then. Lord Nnanji and I will go and sound out the
sorcerer Seventh, ny lords, and report back to you. If he turns us down flat,
then ny proposal is hopel ess.”

They took that as a wel cone disnmissal. They all sprang to their feet, saluted
fist on heart, and narched to the door. The |ast one out was Boariyi. He slammed
it behind himdeafeningly.

Nnanji chuckled. "I think you upset them brother!"

"l thought I'd upset you, too."

Nnanji winkled his nose in anusenent. "That was when | thought you were
serious! You fooled me there for a mnute! Now, brother, your secrets are ny
secrets. Wiat's your real plan?"

tttt

The tryst had established its own | oading dock on the waterfront. There were

al ways swordsnen there, but the arrival of the two liege lords with their

conbi ned bodyguards made it seem|ike an arned encanpnent. An icy wi nd was

whi pping in fromthe

DAVE DUNCAN

287

Ri ver, blowi ng spray. Lady O onanghi's factory had begun delivery of swordsnen
cl oaks—strange garnents that left sword hilt and sword arm free—but Wallie had
insisted mat the | owanks be outfitted first, for juniors spent nore tinme out in
the cold. Thus many white and yell ow capes roiled in the wind around him and a
few browns, also, but the highranks and nost of die mddle-ranks shivered.
Wallie was no exception. It was all he could do to keep his teeth from
chattering.

Nnanji was managi ng to conbine blue lips and a very bl ack expression. He had
finally been convinced that Wallie was serious in wanting a treaty. Hi s di sgust
was bottom ess. Just as die swordsnen arrived, so did Thana, bringing hi one of
Sapphire's dingies. She stared in astonishnent at Nnanji's obvious anger and
epheneral kiss. She regarded the baggage with curiosity—bundl es and two

stool s—then offered to take die visitors out. Wallie agreed, to save calling in
a patrol boat.

Thana' s questions began as soon as di e dinghy was underway. She received no
answers. Nnanji was in a speechless sulk, while she and Wallie had been on poor
terns since the Aoninpi incident. Apparently Katanji had won die cigar

The sun was bright enough, but could force no warnth through a white overcast.
H gh above, creating this haze, three long plunmes of cloud streaned toward die
city fromRegi Vul. The Fire God was exceedi ngly enraged. Perhaps he di sapproved

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...%20-%20The%20Destiny%200f%20The%20Sword.txt (158 of 187) [10/18/2004 5:00:25 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20D uncan%620-%2...th%20Sword%20-%203%20-%20T he%20Desti ny %200f%20The%20Sword.txt

of Boariyi's victory, or else he did not want a treaty, either. The R ver was
choppy in die gusty wi nd, bouncing the boat roughly. The air bore a faint stink
of sul fur.

Wallie was very conscious of Nnanji's anger and was miserably trying not to

thi nk about die I|kondorina prophecy: it is your kingdomthat | covet. If die
sorcerers would accept a treaty and Wallie tried to force it on the swordsnen,
then Nnanji might very well be driven to that idea. The other Sevenths had no

| egal vote, but in practice their views mnmust be considered. They night even
encourage himto nutiny.

Then what? Nnanji's swordsnmanshi p was certainly approaching seventh rank now,
and die gods might not allow a fair match. The gods? The gods woul d not need to

intervene! Wth foils Wallie was still die better man, but if he and Nnanji
pul l ed swords, die result would be a forgone massacre. He had been
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reluctant to injure even Boariyi, whom he had disliked. He could never exert
hi nsel f agai nst Nnanji. \Were honor was concerned, Nnanji would have no such

m | ksop scrupl es.

A long tack brought them al ongsi de Sapphire and Wallie scranmbled up the rope

| adder to the deck. It seemed | arger than usual because it was al nbost deserted
Anchored by the bow, the ship faced toward far-off RegiVul. The old sorcerer in
his bl ue gown was huddled in Brota's trading chair in the lee of the fo'c'sle.
The golden city lay aft. Faint shouts frommat direction showed that the
children were ronping in the deckhouse, out of the wind. Jja was just emerging,
swat hed in sweater and pants of thick black wool. Toniyano and Holiyi, on hands
and knees ami dshi ps, were hol ystoning the deck, and still defiantly wearing only
ski mpy breechclouts, to denonstrate nmacho indifference to cold.

Wal lie flashed Jja a brief smile and then turned to catch the stools and bundl es
as Nnanji tossed nemup fromthe dingy. Jja was a problem It was two days since
he had | ast been out to Sapphire, so his physical reaction to her would be
overwhel mi ng —Shonsu's gl ands woul d roar—but this visit was too inportant to
waste tine on nmere bodily processes. He nmust try to find sone free tinme in the
near future to deal with such personal trivia.

The | ast bundl e delivered, he turned and found her standing beside him For an

i nstant her deep, dark eyes searched his face, then she inclined her head and
waited in silence.

"W only cane to talk with Lord Rotanxi, |ove," he said. "You go back inside,

out of the wind."

But Tomi yano was there, also, arnms akinbo, blocking Wallie's path. So we were
back to formalities, were we? He began the salute to a superior—and the captain
cut himoff.

"Never mnd that bilge, Shonsu! |I want to tal k business."

"Be quick about it!"

"I'mtold the tryst is short of cash.”

"What is that to do with you, sailor?"

"l thought a thousand gol ds m ght interest you?"

Startled, Wallie paused to think, noving aside as Nnanji and Thana cane on
board. Toni yano flashed thema snile and went back to scowming at Wallie. Nnanji
was the popul ar swordsman on Sapphire now. He was one of the famly. He slept on
board

every night, no matter how | ate the banquets and balls ended; Nnanji seenmed able
to dispense with sleep for weeks at a tinme when he wanted to. But what was the
sailor after? Wallie did not doubt that the noney was avail able. He was sure
that Brota had far nore than that hi dden away aboard sonewhere, the famly's
savi ngs. Then he noticed that Brota herself had energed fromthe fo'c'sle door
and was standing beside it, red robe rippling, watching the exchange with a
worried stare. Expecting trouble?

"A thousand gol ds for what, Captain?"

Tom yano indicated Jja with a jerk of his head. "Her."
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Jj a gasped.
"Been entertaining the crew, have you?" Wallie roared.
She shook her head wildly. "No, master! | know nothing of this!"

Tom yano had his hand very close to his dagger. "You should know better than
that, Shonsu!"

"Then what the hell do you nean?"

"I mean that she's a desirable property and she isn't getting the use she

deserves. She's pining. |'ve heard her weeping in her cabin. If you don't want
her, then I'Il take her. A thousand? It's a fair offer."

It was an absurd offer. No slave, no matter how attractive, would ever fetch
nmore than twenty. It was also an offer that nade nurder feel like a very good
idea. Wallie's hand trenbled with me conflicting signals it was being sent.
"You stay away fromnmny slave, sailor, or by the gods, I'Il fillet you!"

" Twel ve hundred?"

Nnanji grabbed Wallie's armjust in tinme. "Easy, brother!"

VWallie jerked free, sending Nnanji staggering backward. "No!" He glared at the
horror-struck Jja. "You're conmng ashore with me when | go! Get your things
ready!"

She nodded fearfully. "Vixini, master?"

Havi ng Jja underfoot would be bad enough. He certainly did not want a sl ave baby
with a blacksmth fathernmark running after him calling himDaddy in front of
the swordsnen. "He stays here!"

Jja pal ed even nore. He had prom sed her once..

"And stay out of ny business, sailor!"
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Wal li e nodded to Nnanji, grabbed up one of the bundles, and headed forward.

Thana had gone to join Brota. The two of themretreated into the fo'c'sle.

Twel ve hundred golds! Wallie struggled to drag his m nd back to business. The

i nsol ence! But Rotanxi was nore inportant at the nonent. Wat gane was the
sail or playing? He nust have known that Wallie would not accept. Had Rotanx
overheard? A suprene trader |ike Tom yano woul d never open negotiations that
way. . .

Nnanji clattered the two stools down in front of the sorcerer. Nnanji was back
to scowing. The sorcerer raised his shaggy white eyebrows. Wallie nade fornal
salute, and the old man pushed hinself to his feet to respond. Nnanji gl owered
at Wallie, saluted perenptorily, and barely waited for Rotanxi's response before
sitting down.

"The wind is chill, ny lord," Wallie said. "Wuld you prefer to go bel ow?"

"This is fine."

Wallie sat. The old man was better dressed, and that put himabout ten points
ahead already. On the deck near his feet lay a sheet of vellum weighted down by
a marlinespike. His quill and ink bottle | ay beside them He had asked for

t hose—al nost hunbl y—any days before. Wallie had granted nmem trusting himnot
to send nessages. Probably he was recording all the curious know edge he had
extracted from Lord Shonsu

"W cane to give you a progress report on the tryst, ny lord."

"You canme to gloat?" Any slight relaxation that had crept into their

rel ati onship over the past weeks had vani shed now. The sorcerer could snell

busi ness, and business at the noment was war. Hi s al ways-craggy face was stony.
The deck was enpty except for the three of them and Tom yano, who had gone back
to his scraping. The others had all gone bel ow. A haze of vol canic dust was
sweeping by in the wi nd.

I gnoring Rotanxi's question, Wallie began to sunmarize what had been reported at
the neeting—the catapults, the archers, the guerrillas, the cavalry. He

descri bed Boariyi's success—si x dead, eight captured. Nnanji ground his teeth in
silence. Finally
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Wal lie assured the sorcerer that he could finance his attack. The tryst was
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al rost ready for battle.

"So you want nme to go back and tell my friends to give up?" Rotanxi was
needl e- sharp. Swordsnen won pronotion by prowess with their blades. Sorcerers
must do so by intelligence test.

"l wanted to show you that we can win."

"Agai nst our thunder weapons? It will be bloody."

"W have much nore bl ood avail able than you do, ny lord."

The sorcerer's winkles withed, displaying skepticism "W shall see."

"l should rather not," Wallie said. "W shall weck the cities and kill innocent
byst anders. "

"Si nce when have swordsnmen worried about civilians?"

Wallie vowed a silent oath that he was not going to lose his tenper. 'This tryst

was called to restore the honor of the swordsnen's craft, my lord. Killing
civilians is not honorable and never has been. To be quite honest, | amnot sure
that killing sorcerers is, either. Do you know the origin of the quarrel between

our two crafts?"

"No. It goes back even before our records."

"Then let us two stop it."

That won a reaction. The sorcerer stared at hi munbelievingly.

"I came to suggest a treaty,"” Wallie said. "Before the serious killing starts."
"Bah! Way shoul d we? You cannot wi n, Shonsu! One tower or even two, perhaps, but
then we shall go away! Had you not thought of that? Admit it—the tryst nust be
di sbanded. You cannot hold your superiority in nunbers. In five years we shal
be back." He smiled a cruel, thin-lipped snmile. "OF course you are wel cone to
attack Vul again. | hope you try! You may win in the short run, but we win in
the end. Adnit it, swordsman!"

"I admit nothing!"™ Wallie lifted the bundl e and tipped out twelve

pi stol s—Rotanxi's own, Chinarama's, and the ten that Boariyi had brought. Then
there was a lull in the conversation, while Sapphire westled with her cable and
a straggle of geese flew by, far overhead. The sorcerer was frowning at this new
t hreat.

"W win in the short run,” VWallie said. "You may win in the niddl e run—perhaps.
In the end we both | ose.™
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"How so?"

"The swordsnen now know t hat your thunderbolts are not spells, that they are
weapons. They will seek to obtain such weapons so that they nmay fight you on
equal terns. And swordsnmen are nmuch better fighters! If | do not give themthe
secret, they will gain it by other nmeans. In five years, ny lord, you will be
facing swordsnen arned with the sane weapons you have now. | coul d nmake better,
if | chose."

Anot her pause. Then Wallie added: "Nor will it stop there. Such weapons cannot
be kept secret. Civilians will start getting them al so. Then any ol d grandnot her
is a match for the toughest swordsman. Brigands will keep sorcerers captive in
their cellars to nmanufacture weapons. It will mean ruin for both our crafts, ny
lord. "

This was his argunment-for-sorcerers. He had not presented it to the swordsnen
and he wondered what Nnanji was nmaeking of it, but he kept his eyes on Rotanxi

"I have no power to negotiate anything," the sorcerer said at last, and Wallie
knew t hat he was naki ng progress.

"You could take a nessage. And | cannot believe that the wizard of Sen is

wi t hout influence."

The bitter old man studied himcarefully. "Wat exactly are you proposing,
ShonsuT

"That we end the needl ess hostility between swordsman and sorcerer. It was

al ways foolish and nowit will lead to a growi ng, spreading struggle..." It was
hard to find words to describe an arns race. Eventually he thought the sorcerer
understood. "So you nust agree to destroy your weapons and nake no nore. In
return we treat your craft as we do all others, and you woul d be under the
protection of the swordsnen."
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Rot anxi | aughed scornfully. 'The protection of that gang of killers, thieves,
and rapi sts you have in Casr? | had sooner be guarded by rabid wol ves!"

Nnanji cursed and half rose fromhis stool, reaching for his sword. Then he sank
back, muttering.

But Wallie managed to control his own tenper. "I do not defend what happened
when t he swordsnen began arriving, ny lord. It was shaneful. But it was al so
unusual . There has been no tryst in nany centuries to warn us—hundreds of free
swords, all
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expecting to be treated |like kings and heroes, all of memwi th nothing to do! As
soon as the tryst was sworn, Lord Boariyi inposed discipline. The el ders say
that Casr has never been nore peaceful than it is now Maidens walk the streets
at m dni ght unnol ested. Thi eves and cut purses have vani shed. | offer you ms for
your seven cities, and all others!"

Rot anxi scoffed. "You think you have such power?"

"I have unlimted power. The swordsnen are sworn to obey ne to the death and

wi t hout question.” All except that angry young man beside ne. "If | say that
sorcerers are friends, then they will be treated like friends. | can nake the
swordsnmen swear an oath to that effect.*1

The sorcerer stared coldly at him but he was very intent. "'"And all others,’
you sai d?"

VWallie smled. "I ambeing optimstic. The fourteen cities of the | oop,
certainly. The rest of the Wrld will obviously be a little harder, and take
time. But | could inpose a new sutra on the nmen we have here. | could make nmem

swear to work for its adoption everywhere. The Goddess brought them and She
wWill return themto their hones. They can tell the others. W do not have all
die Wrld' s swordsnen here, nmy lord, only a tiny fraction of nem But in tineg,
with goodwi Il on both sides..."

"l believe that you sorcerers have nmuch to offer the Wrld." He pointed to the
vellumand the quill. "That alone is desperately needed, by priests and
merchants... even by swordsnen!"

The sorcerer was thinking, pulling his lip and not looking at Wllie. After a
monent he said, "This is a strange idea, Lord Shonsu! You have surprised ne nmany
times, but never like this! Let ne ponder awhile." He rose stiffly and paced off
al ong the deck.

Wal lie becane aware that he was trenbling with the cold. But he was also feeling
a stir of hope. He glanced cautiously at Nnanji.

Nnanj i was gri nning.

Ast ounded, Wallie said, "Wat do you think?"

"I think he's going to go for it, brother!" Nnanji was excited. Nnanji was

pl eased! Hi s black rage had vani shed. So the argunent-for-sorcerers had worked
on him also? Wallie would have
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totry it on the other Sevenths. He was astonished, but he also felt a great
surge of relief.

"A new sutra would have to be nunber eleven forty-five, | suppose,” Wallie said,
"although that is at the wong end of the list. But | can't neddle with the

ot hers. "

Nnanji |aughed. "Thirteen?"

O course! There was no sutra thirteen. Knowi ng the sutras wi thout ever having

| earned them Wallie had not been aware of that—and yet sonmehow he knew as soon
as Nnanji spoke that it was a trick question for Firsts. Twelve was on duties to
priests, fourteen on the rights of civilians. Had there once been a sutra
thirteen that dealt with sorcerers, a sutra abandoned after the great quarrel?
Then we shall nmake a sutra nunmber thirteen!" Wallie said, feeling that he had
stunbl ed on sonething significant.

Rot anxi returned to his chair without a word and picked up his witing

equi pnent. He pulled his glasses froma pocket, and put them on, causing Nnanji
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to snicker. He uncorked the ink bottle, laid it carefully on the seat beside
him and began to wite. Nnanji watched in astonishment and then turned to | ook
inquiringly at Wallie.

"That is the sorcerers' greatest nagic, Nnanji. Lord Rotanxi is being very
trusting in show ng you."

"But what is he doing?" Nnanji whispered.

Wallie tried to explain, and his young conpanion's invisible eyebrows rose

i npossi bly high, crumpling the seven swords on his forehead. Storing words?
"What sutra woul d you inpose, Shonsu?" denanded Rotanxi, peering over his

gl asses. Wallie told himand he wote it down.

"And on your side?" Wallie asked.

"How about this? 'Violence is the prerogative of the swordsnen. The sorcerers
arcane know edge shall not be used to harmor kill or to make weapons.'"
"That would do very well," Wallie said.

The sorcerer put away his witing equi prent and | eaned back in thought again,
gazing up at the rigging.

"l should go and get sone bl ankets, brother!" Nnanji said through chattering
teeth.

WAl li e shook his head. To | eave now woul d break the spell. A
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stench of sulfur filled the air and the unladen ship rocked uneasily, but

hi story was being nmade on this spot, at this monent. His |life as Shonsu woul d be
j udged by what happened here.

"Swor dsmen have been killing sorcerers for thousands of years,'* Rotanx

mur mur ed. "Now t hat we have the power to retaliate, they want peace?" He was
rehearsing an argument.

"More than three hundred swordsmen have died here in the last fifteen years. MWy
side is howing for blood, also."

The sorcerer nodded, nmen went still again, as if he had frozen to death.
At long last his vulpine old eyes cane back to Wallie. "It might work! | can
testify that the | eader of the swordsnen is a man of honor, ny lord. | adnit

that you have done well at w nning nme over, these |ast few weeks."

There was prai se indeed.

"l speak for the swordsnmen," Wallie said. "Who speaks for the sorcerers? Is
there a Gand Wzard of \Vul ?"

Rot anxi shook his head. "W have a council of thirteen. There are factions,
those who wish to drive out the barbarous swordsnmen, and those who say that our
m ssion is the quest for know edge, that government is not our business."

"The hawks and the doves?"

"M? CGood netaphor! | adnit that | was a hawk, my lord. If | change sides, | may
carry sonme votes—f | amallowed a hearing, that is." He frowned once nore.
"Why shoul d you not be?"

The shrewd old eyes smiled cynically. "I shall have the sane probl em you had.
shal | be regarded as a turncoat."

"l have been very careful,"” Walh'e said, "not to reveal anything that | m ght
have | earned from you."

Rot anxi shrugged. "I sneer at your swordsman brutality, my lord, but | admt
that we sorcerers are not without a few barbarities of our own. If | fail, then
| shall be given to the tornmentors."

"Then... your honor shall be the greater,"” Vallie stamered.

"Mr? Honor is a fine reward, but a poor consolation. And | can do nothi ng about
the other covens, you understand. Only WVul ."

"But Wul could advise then?"

Rot anxi nodded. "As you say, the Wrld will take tine and be
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harder. But if it worked here, we could hope that the exanple woul d encourage
ot hers. "

Wal lie glanced again at Nnanji. The grin was wi der than ever. Apparently
sorcerers would listen to reason, as Wallie had hoped, and apparently Rotanx
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was going to cooperate. He m ght, of course, be utterly untrustworthy, seeking
only to return to his own side and report on the swordsnmen's plans, but that
risk was worth taking. And Nnanji, incredibly, was now in favor. Could Nnanji
persuade the ot her swordsnen?

Happy endi ng?

"What exactly do you propose, ShonsuT' the sorcerer demanded abruptly, swi tching
fromthought to action

"You and | nust swear an oath, | suppose,” Wallie said—he had hardly got this
far in his thinking. "W will swear to work for this peace we envisage. | shal
return you to the left bank, and you will put it to your council. If they agree,

then we shall make a fornmal treaty. O course the tryst will need victory
parades, with bands, so that they can say they won, but not nore than fifty nen
per town. | shall put garrisons back into the cities, and | shall choose good
men, no young hellions—

"Wul is excluded! No swordsman has ever entered Vul."

"Certainly! But the sorcerers will remain as honored citizens and will be
admtted to the other seven cities of the |oop also. Then we shall worry about
the rest of the Wrld, working together, sending form swordsman and sorcerer
side by side to spread the word."

"It is a staggering concept!" the sorcerer nuttered. "But worth striving for. To
do our best—that is all that we two can swear to."

"In ny other world, a god once said Bl essed are the peacenakers."

Rot anxi nodded. "However..." His tone changed. "I see one i medi ate problem You
have an arny in place. | believe that you are a man of honor, but ny conrades
will naturally suspect a trap. Many of the city w zards are nenbers of the
council. For there to be a neeting, they nust travel to Vul."

Wal li e saw what was com ng, tike a great black bird descendi ng.

"At this tine of year the roads may be difficult. W shall need
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tune, at |east twenty days, there and back again."

Wnter was near. The |onger the swordsnen's attack coul d be del ayed the
better—for the sorcerers.

"How many?" Wallie demanded harshly. "Wo?"

Rot anxi | ooked thoughtfully at Nnanji. "I think one would suffice—a Seventh and
co-leader of the tryst, oath brother to Lord Shonsu. He would be ideal."
Appal | ed, furious that he had not foreseen this, Wallie turned to Nnanji.

Nnanji shrugged. "I shall wear ny sword, though!"

Rot anxi hesitated and then said, "I suppose so. You will be the first swordsman
ever to enter Vul, Lord Nnanji—-assum ng that we are allowed so far."

Wallie said, "He would not be expected to negotiate?"

"No, nerely a hostage for your good faith. He may be asked about you, of course,
and how the other swordsnen feel." The sorcerer smled faintly. "My col |l eagues
will be surprised by his youth, but by then the neeting will be in session."”
"What guarantees do you give for bis safe return?”

"Only ny omn word, ny lord. If nmy pleais rejected, then he will suffer the sane
fate as nyself. Being younger, he will take longer to die."

Nnanji seened unconcerned, even pleased, at the prospect. Haw Nnanji of the
Seventh Went to Wul..

"Come with ne!" Wallie said. Grabbing himby the shoul der, he haul ed Nnanji off

his stool and al nbost dragged him al ong the deck, out of earshot. "I can't allow

this!™"

Nnanji chuckled. "You can't stop it."

"Ch! Can't I? I'"'mnot going to swear that oath, Nnanji, not on those terns! This
council of his may be a gang of nmad dogs. Rotanxi hinmself nmay be treacherous—as

long as all | was ganbling was a couple of weeks' delay, nmen the wager was worth
it! But I'mnot going to ganble you, oath brother. You were seen killing

sorcerers in Ov—=
"I repeat: You can't stop it! It is preordained."”
"What ?"
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"Don't you see? W always said that | would have a part to play in your nission
This is it, at last! This is why | was nade your oath brother, why | becane a
Seventh! Better than counting
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pi geons! And | promised Arganari | would wear his hairclip to Vul! O course
didn't know I woul d be going as a hostage..." He laughed. "It's destiny, Shonsu,

the will of the Goddess!" Then he added with relish, "The first swordsman ever
to enter Wul!"

He | eaned back against the rail and smrked nockingly. "Unless you want to go
your sel f ?"

The i dea was enough to make Wallie's gut heave. He would be thrown into the
nearest torture chanber and laid on the rack, producing a secret a day for the
sorcerers like a battery hen, a one-man industrial revolution. He could easily
i magi ne that sour old Rotanxi wi elding his hot irons—and that thought nmade him
realize how very little he really trusted the sorcerer

"Nnanji! Your oaths are ny oaths! Suppose they make you swear to disband the
tryst?"
Even Nnanji could pause at that prospect. Then he said, "I prom se you that they

will not succeed, brother."

"You won't enjoy it while they're trying!"

Nnanji shrugged, then his smile returned.

"We'll send two of the other Sevenths!" Wallie insisted.

Nnanji's smle vanished. "Send vassals into danger? To do ny duty?"

Perhaps it was only Wallie's inmagination, but he thought nen that he saw

sonet hing change in Nnanji's eyes, saw sonething he had been dreadi ng he night
one day see. The killer look? It is your kingdomthat | covetl1l? He knew then
that Nnanji woul d not be denied this chance for honor and fane.

Once he had joked that Nnanji was an egg that was going to hatch sonething
extraordi nary. Now, suddenly, he saw what it was. Take a | anky, red-haired,
jovial young nman of courage and honor, add swordsmanship and a few mracles,
marinate in all those epics and sagas..

Wal lie had al ways deni ed being an epic hero. Even Doa's epic was not naned after
him But he knew one when he saw one.

"Ri ght, brother?" Nnanji thunped Wallie's shoul der and gri nned.

"I..." He could not find words.

Chuckl ing, Nnanji went swaggering back toward the sorcerer. Wallie followed, his
mnd whirling. Way had he not been nore insistent? Was he trying to rid hinself
of a threat?
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Had the gods created Nnanji to be nothing nore than a sacrificial martyr, whose
death would inspire the tryst?

Rot anxi | ooked up at them appratsingly. "I have ny hostage, Shonsu?"

Wal lie nodded. "Twenty days. But if he is harned in any way, nen | swear that |
will bring the tryst to Vul and raze it, no matter what die cost! And | have

ei ght sorcerers in ny dungeons, renenber!"

The sorcerer shrugged. "OF course. Now we need to swear our oaths, we two?"

"l suppose so." Wallie sat down linply. H's brief euphoria was wearing thin. He
coul d see conplications springing up like norns all around him He felt ashaned

and bonified at betraying Nnanji. "I should put this to ny own council first, mny
| ord. They nust obey, but | would prefer to have willing agreenent."
The sorcerer nodded shrewdly. "Yes. | should have assurance nmat the liege |lord

will not nmeet with an unexpected accident."”

"Let us go and neet them then." Wallie glanced around and saw nat Toni yano was
still on deck, leaning on the rail, openly watching. Wallie rose and went over
to himwarily.

"If you have a crew handy, Captain, it would be all right to take the ship in
now. | waive dock fees!"

The sailor studied himin silence for a nonent. Then he said, "You're crazy."
"What now?" Wllie asked angrily.
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"Hm" Tom yano gestured, but which of the two he neant Wallie was not sure: the
tall, inposing sorcerer or the lithe, taller, red-haired swordsnan. They were
deep in conversation already, the bitter enmty of an hour ago apparently

di scarded. Oh, let that be an onen!

"You were spying, were you?" Wallie had forgotten that sailors could read |ips.
"A council of thirteen Rotanxis?" Tom yano sneered. "Can you inmagine it?"
"Barely."

"And you're going to send dial boy to then? The first thing they'll ask himis
how many sorcerers he's killed."

And Nnanji would tell nmem
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"I don't think I can stop him" Jt sounded weak even to Wailie as he said it,
but it was the truth.

Tom yano was furious, his voice rising. "You know what they'|l| see when they

|l ook at hin? Atrained killer! A boy nonster! | don't suppose sorcerers reach
seventh rank until they're sixty at least. They' |l be a bunch of frightened old
men, Shonsu, and you're suggesting sonething totally new. You want themto trust
you—and you send Nnanjil You're naking ny sister a wi dow, dam you! Do you
suppose they'l|l send sone bite of himback to her as souvenirs?"

ttttt

The circle of seven had now becone a circle of eight. Seven swordsnen sat on
stools, the solitary sorcerer in a chair. The fire crackled and sparked,
sonetimes bl owi ng out clouds of snoke as the wind gusted. Likely the chi mey had
not been swept in a century.

Yet the group of eight held subgroups. Rotanxi was a conspicuous mnority of one
in his cowl ed gowmn. The old nan was understandably wary, a solitary cat hi a
doghouse, being cautious and courteous.

Wailie hinself felt strangely isolated, the other swordsnmen's suspicion walling
himin like thick glass. As he described the tentative agreenent he had nmade
with the sorcerer, he could feel his words bouncing off it. They did not want to
hear .

And Nnanji was another group all to hinself. He was staying silent, sinew arns
fol ded and ankl es crossed, gazing at his boots with a secret smile teasing the
conmers of his nouth. Even the silver pelicans on the rug did not upset hi mnow.
The other five Sevenths were inplacable. They had been given tine to think about
a treaty, and they thought even less of it afterward than they had before. Be
nice to sorcerers? Shanmeful! A twenty-day truce with winter com ng? Insanity!

Li ege Nnanji as hostage? Qutrageous! All their war preparations to be thrown
away? Treason! They were not saying so, but then- opinion was obvi ous. Rotanxi
could not help but notice. He would surely
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withdraw fromthe agreenment if he felt that Shonsu could not count on the
willing support of even bis senior officers

Then Wailie played what he thought was his trunp card, his
argunent-for-sorcerers that had apparently converted Nnanji —+f ms struggle goes
ahead, then swordsnen and even civilians will get hold of the sorcerers

weapons. It did not work. It was too farfetched and hypothetical for the
Sevenths. Their icy disapproval did not thaw hi the slightest.

Nnanji caught Wallie's eye, grinned faintly, and shook his head. Nnanji was
bei ng uncharacteristically telepathic this day and he was saying that this was
not the argunent to use.

But what was? Wiy had he conme around so dranatically? Even Wailie did not know,
and the other Sevenths certainly did not. Nnanji had themall baffled—they kept
staring at him trying to understand his inexplicable change of heart.

Finally Wailie asked for comments or questions. A pall of silence fell, like
earth on a coffin lid. As it dragged on, Rotanxi turned and gave hima quizzica
and cyni cal glance—this is your support?

Wallie's tenper began to stir. Stupid iron-age barbarians! |gnorant savages! Wy
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had he been given this inpossible task? For the first tine since his early days
inthe tenple at Harm he felt a great longing for his old |life on Earth cone
washi ng over himand a bottom ess contenpt for this primtive culture and its
mul e- headed swordsmen. Al nost he could want to wash his hands of the whol e
affair, of the tryst, of the gods' m ssion. He could take Jja down to the River
and find a ship and sail away to be a water rat for the rest of his days..

Whi ch woul d be few and nasty, if he defied the Goddess.

"Shonsu," Nnanji said, "perhaps we should allow the valiant lords a chance to
di scuss this without the sorcerer present?" He could not portray innocence
nearly as well as his duplicitous brother could. He was plotting sonething.

Wai lie hesitated and nen concluded that he had no choice. He would have to trust
Nnanj i .

"Very well! My lord?" Wailie rose and escorted Rotanxi to the door. As he had
expected, Nnanji stayed where he was. The door closed behind them Rotanx
turned to say sonething..

But Wailie had al ready gone.
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There were only a few bodyguards remaining in the | ong antechanber—and Jja. He
had set her on a stool and told her to wait, certain that she woul d be safe
there, after what had happened the last tine she had visited the | odge. Safe
from swordsnen—but DOW she was standing with eyes downcast in front of a very
tall worman in blue. Wallie hurtled along the roomw th giant strides.

"Doa! "

"Ah, there you arc, ny dear!" the mnstrel said in a voice that woul d have

swar med bees.

"I amvery busy today, ny |ady!"

"That's quite all right, darling. | was just interviewing this slave."

"I nterviewi ng?"

Doa's | arge nouth showed all her teeth in a snmile. "This is Jja, is it not? The
one you promi sed to give ne?"

For a nmonent her audacity left Wallie speechless. Jja was being as silent as a
rock.

He had never seen them together before—and the glint in Doa's eye said plainly
that be had better choose which one he wanted.

Then Jja | ooked up at him and the appeal he saw there woul d have haul ed the sun
god down from his heaven.

He stepped between them and put an arm around Jja, wondering what rubbish Doa
had been saying. The swordsnmen were |istening and trying to appear otherw se. He
must not | ose his temper.

Jja noved agai nst him seeking contact. He renenbered bis nonentary dream of
sailing away into the sunset, and renenbered who had been included in mat dream
Not Doa.

"Yes, ms is Jja. Jja, my love, ms is Lady Doa. | amnot planning to give you
to her. \Whatever she told you, she was lying."

Doa's face flanmed scarlet. The swordsmen were being very quiet.

"Honorable Forarfi!" Wallie was keeping his voice calmonly by inmrense effort.
"Escort Lady Doa fromthe | odge. See mat she is not admitted in future. M | ady,
I shall not be available this evening to escort you to die heaters' banquet."
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He thought for a nonment that Doa was going to spring at him He rather hoped she
woul d.

"I shall go to the banquet anyway! They want nme to sing. | have sone new songs
totry."

"Watch your tongue, nminstrel, or you will sing themto rats in the dungeon."
Doa gasped, then she wheel ed around and stal ked toward t he door

Wallie put his other armaround Jja also. "I amsorry, ny love, so very sorry!
Don't believe her, whatever she said."

Jja just stared up at him searching.

"Wal | i e?" she whi spered.
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"Who el se?"

The door to the council chanber flew open and Nnanji's voice sang out.
"Brother!"

But Wallie was busy and did not hear. It was Jja who finally broke the enbrace.
"They are waiting for you, ny love," she whispered.

"Let them" Wallie said, and kissed her again, for several nore mnutes. Wen he
eventual ly rel eased her and headed back to the neeting, he was feeling

| i ght headed and so aroused that he wondered if he even cared what happened to
the tryst.

He had made a dangerous eneny in Doa.

Who cared? He saw at once that the nobod of the neeting had changed. The five
Sevenths were all beam ng. Rotanxi, standing in their mdst, was attenpting to
hi de his lack of understandi ng under an aristocratic sneer.

And Nnanji was grinning fromshoulder to shoulder. "I think the valiant |ords
have conme around, brother!"

"It is a noble cause, ny liege!" Zoariyi proclained. As the ol dest, he was the
nat ural spokesman. "Lord Nnanji has indeed persuaded ne."

The others nodded, smling and apparently excited.

How?

Wy ?

Who cared? Wallie | ooked to Rotanxi and shrugged. "Then we can go ahead and
swear our oaths, ny lord?"

The sorcerer nodded uneasily. "Wat argunents did you use, Lord Nnanji,
exact|y?"
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Nnanji smrked. "Exactly? Exactly the argunents mat Lord Shonsu gave you, ny
lord, and that you accepted. Word for word, and nothing else, | swear." He was
enj oying hinself enornmously. Being able to nystify Wallie was a new experience
for him "Shonsu, for an oath like this you ought to summon the priests!"”

*T suppose so."

"Then why not take Lord Rotanxi to the dungeons while we wait?" He sniggered at
Wal lie's expression. 'To show hi m how swordsnmen treat prisoners? And neanwhil e—
He swung around in high glee to the castellan. "—tord Tivanixi and | have tine
for our fencing match!"

Dungeons wer e dungeons—dark, dank, and danp, snelling of urine and rats. Vallie
had been insistent that the prisoners were to be well treated. By the standards
of the World, he had been obeyed. He |l et Rotanxi speak to themin private,
assuning that the old man woul d explain that they were now counterhostages and
therefore not in i mediate danger. It would have been interesting to hear what
they thought of the proposed treaty and its chances.

Yet dungeons were dungeons, and it was a relief to energe once nore into fresh
air, even the fresh air of the | odge courtyard, tainted by the nunerous

out houses and bat hhouses now filling it. Their canvas still flapped and thunped,
but over that noise Wallie heard a distant cheer

"We still have sone tine to kill, nmy lord," he suggested. "How about view ng a
little fencing? Not your favorite sport, | should inmagine, but another
interesting tale to take back."

The sorcerer was still blinking in the bright daylight. "Indeed!" he said. "But

first tell ne what happened with Lord Nnanji? How did he persuade the others?"
"If he says he used the sane argunments, ny lord, then | nust believe him |
admt | don't understand."

Rot anxi frowned, worried. "If it were anyone el se—even, with respect, yourself,
Lord Shonsu—+ shoul d suspect treachery. But him.." He shook his head. During
his captivity on Sapphire, he had cone to know Nnanji. Even a sorcerer could not
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expect duplicity fromNnanji. Nnanji would commt nurder with a smle, but he

woul d not |ie about it.
VWallie led the way, through the tunnel and the archway to the steps before the
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| odge, evicting a half-dozen niddl eranks to make room The pol o matches were
over, and now the assenbl ed swordsnen were watching fencing. A npbst every nan
seened to have an arm around a wonan as he cel ebrated m s holiday. Few noticed
the sinister sorcerer standing with their |iege.

In the center of this huge circle of onlookers, Nnanji and Tivanixi were dancing
to and fro anmong the dung heaps, flashing foils.

"Qoo!" said the crowd, and Nnanji capered to show that he had a hit.

"The score?" Wallie denanded of a nearby Third.

"Two nothing, ny liege. Best of five."

Then the fencers closed again, whirling foils too fast to follow, |eaping
forward and back, inpersonally masked, ponytails junping. The crowd roared at a
narrow escape, but neither man clainmed a point and the battle continued. Wallie
had never watched a match between Sevenths before. High-speed ballet with
steel +t was magnificent, the grace of bomathletes in notion. He noted how tall
Nnanji was, conpared to Tivanixi, and how fast. Here and there he recognized
sone of his own favorite noves, but nost were too quick for even himto analyze
Superb experts, inspiring each other..

"Ahhr That was it, the match point. Nnanji's mask spun high in the air, his
whoop of triunph lost in the roar as the crowd surged forward. Tivanixi's face
appeared, flushed and grinning, and he raised his foil in salute, while Nnanji
was swept up on shoul ders to be nmarched around the pl aza.

Wallie stared in astoni shnment. So now Nnanji was a believable Seventh, not a
convenient fiction, and a very good Seventh if he could beat Tivanixi. That just
did not seem possible! Nnanji was a lightning-fast |earner, but to reach such a
| evel so quickly? Four weeks ago, he had barely made Sixth. Surely the castellan
had thrown that match, faking it as a tribute to Nnanji's display of courage in
agreeing to go as hostage to Wul? If he had, would Nnanji have been able to
detect the fraud?

The di splay of popularity was even nore surprising. The
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smait-al eck kid had gai ned acceptance by sheer perseverance, with sweat and

i nnunerabl e bruises. A short while ago he had won over the Sevenths and now,
apparently, the rest of the swordsnen, al so.

Wallie turned to speak to the sorcerer and saw satisfaction on his face. A
popul ar hostage was a val uabl e host age.

Bef ore they coul d speak, however, two sedan chairs appeared at the side of the
steps. Honakura and Kadywi nsi di senbarked in a fluster of attendant priests and
pri est esses.

Wallie's first reaction to Honakura was delight. A ruddiness had repl aced the
om nous pallor. Then the old man cane creeping up the steps, leaning on a
younger priest. At close quarters his skin had a strange transparency to it, and
the brightness in his eyes was febrile. Sonetinmes a candle will flare up
monentarily, just before it gutters out?

Wal lie saluted and presented Rotanxi, all of them having to shout above the
continui ng roar of the crowd.

"You are in good health, holy one?"

The ol d eyes sparkled up at him "Not especially. But | see that you are—and you
have your treaty!"

Hi s face asked a question

Wal |i e nodded neaningfully. He is enthusiastic!

Honakura rai sed an eyebrow. Wy?

Wal li e shrugged. / don't know

"W were just watching sone fencing, ny lord," he said. "Lord Nnanji has just
beaten Lord Tivanixi, the third best man in the tryst."

Honakura nodded, understanding. "W priests have a saying. Lord Shonsu: The
pupi| may be greater than the teacher."

And Wallie, in turn, understood that. It could only be the epigramfromdie sane
sutra as the story of the red-haired brother. The epitonme would deal with
mentors' obligations, of course. Well, he did not think Nnanji was quite there
yet —but he had no desire to find out, certainly not with bl ades.
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Then Kadywi nsi arrived, and the sal utes began again. The crowd noi se bill owed

| ouder. Wallie glanced over heads in tinme to see Boariyi's grinning face vani sh
inside a mask. Nnanji was bei ng borne shoul der-high toward him waving his foi
and | aughing. Wuld Boariyi also throw a match for hinf

DAVE DUNCAN

307

The liege lord could not stay to watch. He nust escort his guests indoors. He
did not really want to watch, anyway.

When they reached the council chanber, they found it full of busy swordsnen. Jja
was there, also, and Honakura greeted her with warnth and affection, shocking
the other priests by demandi ng a ki ss.

Li num no had been efficient, as usual. The bed had gone; chairs had appeared
from sonmewhere for the guests; tables bore white cloths and refreshnents. There
was even a snmall brazier by the fireplace so that Rotanxi nm ght swear over fire
wi t hout setting his gown abl aze.

I nportant oaths were sworn before priests. Caths of great significance required
seven of them one of each rank, to conbine status and |longevity. Wallie had to
meet themall. He already knew a few of them including the surly priestess of
the Third who had brought hi m Honakura's nmessage on his first day in Casr
Eventually he settled the old man on a chair, fetched hima glass of w ne, and
had a nonent for a private word.

"Nnanj i approves?" Honakura whi sper ed.

Wallie told how Nnanji had not nerely approved of the treaty, but had al so
convi nced the others.

The ol d man shook his head in wonder. "W did indeed teach himwell, ny lord!"
But he was as puzzled as Wallie. Atreaty with swordsman killers? It was totally
out of character.

Then ot her Sevenths cane stream ng i n—ivani xi, Zoariyi, Jansilui—and the

sal utes began again. Eventually Boariyi and Nnanji appeared al so, hot and
sweaty, grinning like children—and Thana, nore catli ke nan ever

When Nnanji arrived at Wallie his eyes were dancing.

"You won agai n?"

"Straight points again!" He was so pleased with hinself that he was al nost
giggling. "Sure you can't spare a few nmi nutes, Shonsur

"Quite sure! W'll do it when you return!”

Di sappoi nted, Nnanji nodded. "Get lots of practice, then!"

VWallie smled tolerantly.

"Brother?" Nnanji said softly. "Tell nme the exact words you are going to swear?"
"\ 2"
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"Because | am bound al so."

"True! Sorry!" Wallie told himthe oath he had prepared. Nnanji smled
cryptically and nodded agai n.

"Renmenber —+ots of practice!" he said and noved on

It had to be a setup, did it not? Tivanixi and Boariyi had cooked it up between
t hen?

Never !
They put too nmuch value on their status as top fencers. They would not throw
that away, even for Nnanji. Certainly neither would have faked a straight-points

defeat. Three-two, just maybe, but three-nothing was humiliation. So no
trickery; Nnanji had trashed them both. Nnanji and Shonsu were the two best.
Which left only one question

Thr ee- not hi ng, agai nst Boariyi\

The neeting had cone to order. The priests and priestesses were |ined up and

wai ting, all except Honakura, who had stayed in his chair, insisting he had cone
only to watch. Wallie stepped to the center and drew his sword, glancing around
at the conpany—priests and swordsnmen, heralds and minstrels. Jja was there,

al so, at his insistence, trying to be invisible in one corner, staying close to
Thana.
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Then WAl lie swung back for another |ook at the cluster of mnstrels. Doa! She
smrked at himover the others' heads. How had she nanaged to return? He had
gi ven orders—but he had only given themto Forarfi, who had now been- sent to
charter a ship. O course Linunm no would have specified that Lady Doa be
included with the mnstrels. Angrily he turned his back on her, facing toward
the priests.

He rai sed the seventh sword to the oath position, at arm s |ength, pointing over
the witnesses' heads. /, Shonsu, swordsman of the seventh rank, liege |lord..

H story was nade men. The senior swordsman of the World swore to work for peace
with sorcerers. No nmiracle intervened. No thunder rolled. No earthquake threw
down the | odge on his head. It was al nobst an anticli nmax.

He stepped back, and Rotanxi cane forward to extend one hand above the brazier
and swear his oath, also.

And still the Wrld did not nove.
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Wal | i e shook Rotanxi's hand. The wi tnesses cheered and appl auded.

That was it? Epochs end so quietly? Wallie had a whirling sensation of
unreality. He had expected nore, sonehow.

He noted that die Sevenths were | ooking puzzled again, and worri ed.

"My lords..." He gestured toward the table of refreshnents.

" Shonsu?"

Wal lie stiffened. "Yes, Nnanji?"

"I also wish to swear an oath." Nnanji sniled apol ogetically.

"I trust that you will share it with me first?"

Nnanji nodded, nen could DO | onger restrain a huge and childlike grin. "I have
solved the god's riddle for you, brother! | know how you nmust return the sword
And | know its destiny!"

The audi ence waited. Jja, Honakura, Tivanixi seemed star-fled, the rest only
puzzl ed. Wallie was thinking furiously.

A d Kadywi nsi spoke first. "The seventh sword? The sword of the Goddess? She
sent it to lead the tryst against die sorcerers, didn't She?"

"Not really, holiness," Nnanji said. 'The sorcerers have nothing to do with it.
The sorcerers are not inportant at all."

What in the Wrld was going on under that red hair? What had Nnanji seen that
Wal lie could have nissed? "So how do | return the sword, brother Nnanji T*

"You go to Quo, where it was nmde."

Wallie stared at him apprehensive, totally baffled. "Quo?"

"Perhaps you would |ike to have a private word, brother?"

Wal lie said he thought that would be a very good idea

tttttt

There were swordsnen in the anteroom and swordsnmen standi ng around t he door
"Upstairs!" Nnanji said. Wallie trotted up after him but there were two
dormitories on the next floor, and vacationing swordsnen there, also.

"Top floor—+ace you!" Nnanji sprinted off up the stairs like an excited child.
Wallie followed nore slowy, worrying bis
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probl em as a puppy worries a slipper. Watever Nnanji was thinking, he was very
sure of hinmself. Always he had deferred to Shonsu, but that had been because
Shonsu was the greatest swordsnman in the Wrld, thus a hero. Now who was

greatest?

And why Quo?

Wy Quo?

He reached the top and was surprised to see that the museum door was open, the
great bar |eaning against the wall. A slim red-haired swordsnman was wanderi ng

al ong beside the tables, studying the wall of swords. He turned at the end and
came back on die other side, |ooking now at the liner on the tables thensel ves.
Wallie stood just inside the room waiting with fol ded arns.

"Not hi ng noved!" Nnanji said, beami ng. "Just as we left it, on Merchants' Day,
when you gave ne nmy sword. We forgot to have the bar put back, brother! |
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forgot!" He snickered. "But no one's taken a thing. That's very good!"

Wal lie waited.

"Right!"™ Nnanji folded his arns also. "Now, let's nmake sure | understand. W al
swear to the new sutra. You put two hundred nmen or so into the seven cities as
garrisons. You make everyone swear to spread the word about sorcerers being nice
boys. Then you disband the tryst. Do | have it right?"

WAl i e nodded.

Nnanji swung around and began to pace. "And the sorcerers will destroy their
fire weapons—but we have to take that on trust, don't we?"

He took down a sword and hefted it. "That is tricky, isn't it? The sorcerers
won't be out nunbered any nore. They can hold a massacre any tinme. Splash? Two
hundred spl ashes. "

Wallie found his voice. "But we went over all that this norning. W nust have a
treaty; and it's for the good of die sorcerers, too. It's a risk, yes, but we
must trust them just as they nust trust us."

Still studying the sword, Nnanji said quietly, "The sorcerers are not the
problem"

Wal | i e gaped. Then it was obvious. Sooner or |ater sonme idiot swordsman woul d
pick a fight with a sorcerer—+n a bar, over a
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girt, or just to show how tough he was. The w zard woul d denand justice fromthe
reeve, and... and what?

"Ch, hell!" Wallie said. "Dam! Damm! Damm!"
He | eaned against a table and put his hands over his face. He had been judgi ng
the swordsnmen by their sutras and the Sevenths of his council, who were

exceptional. He had overl ooked Hard-duju and Tami, the rapists of Yok, the
drunks at Wb, the fossil at Tau, even the initial chaos in Casr—all the bad
swor dsnen he had nmet and shoul d have remenbered. Swordsmen swore their

super human oat hs, and perhaps nbst of themtried their best, but in reality they
were a very mxed bag—eften corrupted by power, unsupervised, |laws unto

t hensel ves—better than an-archy, but far fromperfect. It would take
near-perfection to make his plan work. Nnanji had al ways understood the
swordsnen bet-ter than he, and if Nnanji said it would not work, then it would
not. Wallie had prom sed Rotanxi the World. He could not even deliver the seven
cities.

Failure as a bottom ess pit! Wshful thinking—he had been so reluctant to fight
a war that he had invented an inpossible peace. And now he had sworn an oath and
throwmn away the tryst.

Di saster!

"But why now?" he wailed, |ooking up. "Wiy not say so in the council ?"

Nnanji replaced the sword and shrugged. "Swordsnen don't say such things about
their owm craft. We all know it, but we don't talk about it." He continued his
wander i ngs.

"But Rotanxi swore—

"Ah, yes! But he didn't bind his friends, did he? They know about the fourth
oath, so | go into the first conveni ent dungeon. He'll start with ny toenails, |
expect, as | suggested that approach to him"

"What! You're joking!"

"True!" Nnanji admtted. "But we should renove the tenptation!"

Wallie shivered. "You're right! | should have thought of that. So you're

pl anning to swear that the tryst will not be disbanded, not until the garrisons
are in place?"

Nnanji was back in front of him

"Why then?" he said.
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"Huh?"
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Nnanji grinned. "It's funny; you've got an odd way of saying tilings, sonetines,
Shonsu. | understand you now, but... Rotanxi said, 'Admit it—the tryst nust be
di sbanded.' Renenber? And you said, 'l adnmit nothing.' What he thought you

promni sed was mat you-the |iege | ord—would nmake the cities safe for sorcerers
That the tryst would keep order, as it does in Casr. He was willing to accept
that, and when | repeated your words to the Sevenths, mat was what they

under stood, too." He smirked. "Perhaps | changed the enphasis a little, but |
used the sanme words. Then you didn't put it hi your oath; we nust keep the tryst
in being!"

Rel i ef washed over Wallie like a spring thaw.

"Of course!" he said. "That would work! W keep the garrisons sworn by the third
oath!"

Nnanji nodded and grinned again. "And we hold a group of good swordsnen here in

Casr. If there is any nonsense in any of the cities, we go and... educate them"
"And it wouldn't cost nmuch nore, just a few extra men!" Now Wallie could snmile.
"You had me scared, Nnanji! But | think that will work." He had wondered what he

woul d do after the tryst was di shanded. Now he had job security.

Then his mobod went bl ack again.

"But that only solves the problemof the seven cities. | promised the Wrld."
"Ah!'" Nnanji set off on his ranbling once nore. "The god's riddl e—+eturn die
sword. That's why you have to go to Quo, brother, where Chioxin lived."

"Why? What's special about Quo?"

"Think strategy!" Nnanji said fromthe nmddle of the room "N ne ninety-three,
ten seventy. The loop is closed, alnpbst. You can't go upstream from Ov or down
fromAus, right? Not easily. Quo is our front door, our door to the Wrld. Not
only a permanent tryst, Shonsu, but a universal tryst!" His voice rose with
excitenent. "Do you see now? W send the Sevenths out from Quo, to every city on
the River. They will swear the garrisons to the tryst! By force, if necessary."
Wallie roared with [aughter. "Steady there, laddie!" he said. "W can't mnake
every swordsnman in the World into our vassal!"

Nnanji was not | aughi ng.

"W have to! It's the only way to nmake the Wrld safe for sorcerers—which was
what you just swore that we would do, oath brother! And it will safeguard the
garrisons—we' Il have a huge tryst to call on if the sorcerers play fal se. Even
Vul woul d be no problemthen.”

If you nust dream dream big! Liege |ords of all swordsnmen?

Nnanji's eyes gleaned. "Mre inportant, at the same tinme we'll clean up the
whol e craft—di spose of the crooks and the bullies and the sadists. Wed out the
bad swordsnen and | eave di e good. Then every city and town can have a decent,
honest, honorable garrison!"

Here was the juvenile reformer, shining with enthusiasm the young idealist set
to remake the Wrld. That was why he had seened so pl eased

"Tell roe why it won't work!" Nnanji said, pacing restlessly, excited by his
vision. H's boots tapped and the boards squeaked.

There was a ship waiting. This would have to be quick. "Mney!"

"Money?" Nnanji echoed scornfully. "The swordsnen ate before—they can eat hi
future. W'll find a way."

"Nnanji!" Wallie spoke very gently, as if talking to a child. "Not all swordsnen
will want to be your vassal. Wat do your henchrmen do if a man refuses to
swear ?"

"Bl ood needs be shed... but the honorable ones will swear quite happily."
"Courage is the highest honor..."

"Only hi a good cause!"

This was nore than idealism This was fanaticism WAllie felt the beginnings of
fear.

"And what if Boariyi, say, runs into a better man? What if it's your man who
gets killed, Nnanji?"

Nnanji was by the door, inspecting a junble of standards stacked agai nst the

wal | . He pulled one out and coughed in the dust. Then be grinned at Wallie. "I
thought mat bit woul d bother you! You send me. |I'mthe greatest swordsman hi the
Wor | d—except you. Maybe you? But |I'Il look after that job for you, brother!"
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So this was the destiny he had seen on the ship: Nnanji the
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Avenger, terror of the ungodly. No wonder he had | ooked so pl eased! Katanji was
being led to great wealth-was this Nnanji's reward? Chief Enforcer for the
Goddess... he would |ike nothing better.

Wal lie shivered. He had created a nonster

"What about geography?" he asked, as calmy as he could. "What happens if you
try to go to Hither and the Goddess sends you to Yon?"

"She will support us!" Nnanji said, surprised. "Surely you see how t he gods have
been hel ping me? | got miracles, too!"

Megal omani a!

Nnanji the messiah-he would set up a mlitary dictatorship. Like Caesar. Like
Cromwel | . It could lead only to tyranny.

Wallie was sweating, wondering if he could bring hinself to do whatever would be
needed to stop this. "And the free swords?"

But Nnanji had worked out all the answers. "The sanme with them |f necessary

we'll ride themdown with your cavalry. They can keep their jobs, but we'll
assign each group an area, and regional headquarters over them eventually. Just
like die cities —any conplaints cone back here, to ne... us, | nean."

It was not only nmegal onmani a. | npossible courage, no scruples—Nnanji was a
psychopath, and that shoul d have been obvious fromthe beginning. He liked to
play with babies, and he had wept at G. He was a fond husband and brother..
but he was also a truly renorseless killer. He had enjoyed killing pirates and
sorcerers. Wallie had thought nat Nnanji had nell owed, fromthe debaucher of the
barracks to the troubadour who had courted Thana so patiently. Not so!

"What about the council?" he asked, playing for tine to think

"They |l ove the idea! Swordplay and honor? Better than buil ding catapults,
brother!" He thunped the flagstaff on the floor enthusiastically and was
shower ed by dust agai n.

The tryst had carried hi mshoul der high

"There will be resistance!" Wallie warned. "Refugee swordsnen setting up
countertrysts."

"I'f it comes to battles, we shall have the nunmbers—and soon all the best nen,
too."

There nust be a flaw Now Wallie started to pace, groping for
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sonme logical way to end this madness peacefully, to convince Nnanji before
Nnanji convinced him "Thousands of swordsnmen —their performances and histories
and reliability—hundreds of cities and garrisons. How do you keep track of it
al | ?"

Nnanji just |aughed.

"Communi cations, then? After a few weeks the distances will becone inpossible."
Nnanji spread the flag to | ook at the faded enbl ens. "Fast boats, horse posts,
and pigeons! The sorcerers will support the tryst because it protects them |
saw what Rotanxi was doing with mat feather, renenber!"

He was right again. A permanent and universal tryst nust seema nortal threat to
the sorcerers. Vul itself would be in jeopardy. Wallie had convi nced Rotanx
with an argunent he had not even known he was presenting—snall wonder that the
old man had grabbed at the chance of the treaty! The sorcerers could provide
conmmuni cati ons and record keeping. They woul d seek to nmake thensel ves

i ndi spensable, and in so doing, they would perpetuate the dictatorship.

Wal | i e had proposed peace between the swordsnen and the sorcerers. He had not
seen that the gods m ght have been keeping them apart for very good reasons.
But it was possible.

Wallie thought: // would work. | will have to do it, or Nnanji witt try, and
may not have the power to stop himanynore. Nnanji is an illiterate barbarian,
who knows nothing but killing. | aman educated and a peace-loving man, | know
the dangers and could avoid them... Is this ny reward, omi potence? | can be a
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benevol ent despot, Enperor of the World, with a governnent and a pal ace. .

H s head swamwith the vision. He could i magi ne the court, the honor guards of
kilted swordsmen, the courtiers standing on bom sides of the great aisle, and
the petitioners creeping forward, bowing to the throne, to the Son of Heaven
sitting there, holding the sword of the Goddess as synbol of his authority..
It could be done! There was nothing in the Wrld to stop him Nnanji would
happily be chief of the arny and Shonsu coul d be enperor.

And on the other throne, at his side..

316

THE DESTI NY OF THE SWORD

The vision was so clear that he could alnost turn his head and see her..

Who?

Nnanji | eaned on the pole and waited, sniling.

And wai t ed. .

And wai t ed. .

Wal lie | ooked up sadly. "The last thing the god told ne," he said, "was that the
guard on ny sword hilt was a griffon, and that the griffon neant Power wisely

used. He said that if |I remenbered that, | would not fail. It was a warning,
Nnanji! He foresaw this tenptation! The Goddess has given ne power. | do not
think that using power to gam nore power is wse."

"Well, | do! In a good cause."

"Then | should have the greater problem of using the greater power w sely. An
hour ago | threatened to throw Doa in the dungeons if she nmade fun of ne—'m not
good enough, Nnanji."

Nnanji frowned. "Then you nust step aside and let me do it."

The prophecy: // is your kingdomthat | covet.

Wal | i e straightened up. Argunent was al ways usel ess agai nst fanaticism and
there were no words for despot or tyranny or dictatorship anyway.

"No," he said. "The tryst was called against the sorcerers. You are planning to
turn it against the swordsmen! You don't know what it will lead to, Nnanji. |
won't do it!"

"The tryst was called to restore the honor of the craft. The sorcerers are not

important! | told you!"

"No!" Wallie insisted. "Do you renmenber the first lesson | ever gave you? W sat
together on a wall in the tenple grounds, in the shade of a tree. | told you
men—power corrupts!”

"Not me!"

/ am nore wort hy.

St al erat e.

Nnanji smled hopefully. "You once said you would like to be reeve of Tau,

didn't you? | will give it to you!l And | will keep the tryst away, because

know you wi Il be honorable."

Tyranny—al ready he was giving away cities? Wallie shook his head in silence.

Now Nnanji was beconi ng exasperated. "W agreed that the tryst can only have one

| eader. | have always deferred to you
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have | not? Till this. Miust we have the conbat for |eadership, round three,

brother? But let's use foils and swear to abide by that."

An hour ago Wallie would have junped at that offer

They stared at each other, eyes |evel —black eyes and pal e brown eyes and neither
woul d yi el d.

It was Wallie who turned away. He stal ked slowmy down the | ong room westling
with the problem How to stop this? If he could not, then no one could. He could
no longer trust his sword agai nst Nnanji. Could he bring hinself to conmt
murder ? Throw his knife, say?

He had reached the broken fragment of the Chioxin fifth, another desol ate
menorial to human stupidity. He stared at it bleakly. Murder?

"No!" he said loudly. "I am|eader. You are going to Vul. | shall go down there
and swear to disbhand the tryst as soon as the garrisons are in place. If they
provoke a nassacre later, it will be their own fault."
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Nnanji slamred the door with a noise |ike thunder and dropped the flagpole into
the brackets across it. Then he went pounding down the stairs. He was al nbst at
the bottom before he heard the door exploding, seven Mdwors above him

"Jja?" Lord Honakura called in his cracked ol d voi ce.

Jja hurried over to him

"Bring nme anot her cake, would you, ny dear?"

She slipped carefully through the munching, sipping guests to the nearest table
and nanaged to capture a plate of cakes without jostling anyone. Thana was nere.
"What ever can they be doi ng?" Jja whispered.

"No idea!" Thana said with her nouth full. "Not fighting, |I shouldn't think. Not
unl ess Shonsu's gone crazy."

Jja did not Iike the expression on Thana's face. She went back to Lord Honakura
and knelt by his chair. He thanked her and sel ected the cream est cake on the
di sh.

"Stay here!" he commanded when she was about to rise. "Have one yourself!"
Smiling, she obeyed. She was happy to remmin; she felt safe
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beside him The horrid mnstrel woman had been eyeing her ever since Wallie
left.

The sorcerer's voice cut suddenly through the uneasy chatter. "Your divided

| eadershi p perplexes ne. Wat do you do if they disagree?"

Jja watched as the swordsnen gl anced at one another. Sonehow they selected Lord
Tivanixi to carry the burden

"W don't know, Lord Rotanxi. There are no precedents. In fact, | have never
heard of the fourth oath ever being sworn before. | don't know why the Goddess
made that sutra."”

"Perhaps just for this occasion?" Lord Honakura nunbl ed, wi ping creamfromhis
chin. Probably no one but Jja heard.

"Why should a tryst need two | eaders anyway?" one of the other |ords asked.

"I't has three, | think," Honakura remarked quietly, and now he was certainly
speaking to Jja.

"Three, ny |ord?"

The little bald head nodded. "Shonsu, Nnanji—and Wallie-smth. Wuld you not say
so?"

Jj a nodded, surprised. Yet it was not quite true. WaUi e had been missing since
the day she had been stripped by the two Seconds, here in the | odge. That had
been Shonsu who had | ost his tenper and sold the swordsnen, Shonsu who had
struck her. Wen he returned to Sapphire the next day, he had still been Shonsu
He had been Shonsu on the ship this norning when he al nost drew agai nst the
captain. She had not seen Wallie until later today, when he had rescued her from
the minstrel woman. WAl lie had been there then. Her heart had told her

She thought it had been Wallie swearing that oath before the priests, but she
suspected that it had been Shonsu again who had gone off with Lord Nnanji.
There was shouting hi the anteroom The door flew open and nen scattered as
Nnanji burst in, red-faced and waving his sword. He skidded wildly on the silk
rug, recovered his balance, and canme to a panting halt. Jja's heart sank. Were
was her master? Nnanji peered around until he located little Lord Kady-w nsi,
then stretched out his blade in the oath position, facing the priest.
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Wt hout preanble he began: /, Nnanji, swordsman of the seventh—

Honakura threw a cake at him

"Young man," he snapped fromhis chair, "there are certain rituals that nust be
observed for oaths. If you wish ny holy friends to be w tnesses, then the | east
you could do is to ask their consent."

Nnanji spluttered and asked if they would w tness his oath.

"l suppose we coul d manage that," Honakura said. "What do you think, Lord
Kadyw nsi ?"

The priests had to be |ined up. Lord Honakura asked Jja to help himrise, then
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went to join in, telling Lord Kadywi nsi that he would like to do this one. He
went to the wong place. Lord Nnanji was twitching with inpatience and very red,
al nost junping fromone foot to the other. The priest of the Fifth tried to
hel p, but only nuddl ed everyone worse than before. In spite of her worry, Jja
al nost sniled at that.

But at last they were ready. Lord Nnanji raised his sword again.

"/, Nnanji, swordsman..."

There was sound of a mmjor disaster in the anteroom

" liege lord of the tryst of —=

Two Fourths cane hurtling bodily through the door and rolled. Shonsu was right
behi nd them stunbling over them draw ng his sword, stopping behind Lord
Nnanji, flashing it down on his shoul der—and staying it, steel just touching
flesh.

Screans and cries of outrage were stifled. The onl ookers froze in horror. Shonsu
was scarlet with fury, eyes bulging, the veins on his face swollen, but the
seventh sword did not waver, just hung there.

-Nor did Lord Nnanji's sword waver. But his voice died away and his eyes noved
to | ook at that deadly edge al ongside his neck, so close to those so-vita
tendons. The two Fourths scranbled up and fled, closing the door silently.
"Drop that sword!" the big man growled, in a voice like grinding mllstones.
Jja cringed. It was Shonsu, not Wallie. But he should know that Lord Nnanji
woul d never yield to a threat. She could re-
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menber Wallie teaching himthat principle, and if she renenbered..

Turning his eyes straight ahead again, toward the line of petrified priests,
Lord Nnanji softly said: "No."

"Drop it! O I'Il nake you drop it!"

"Holy ones, | shall start over. /, Nnanji, swordsman of the...n
"You'll never lift that arm again!"

" seventh rank, liege..."

"I shall count to three."

Jja whispered a little prayer to the Goddess.

"... lord of the tryst of Casr, do solemmly swear..."

"On three | cut! Oner

Someone in the mnstrels' comer was whinpering quietly.

"... that the tryst of COST ..."

"Two! "

" shal | not be disbanded until..."

Lord Nnanji paused, as if daring his tornentor to act, as if waiting for the
deadly "Three." But Shonsu was silent now, staring at the back of Lord Nnanji's
head. H s rage was fading, Jja thought. Her hands hurt. She had dug her nails
into her pal ns.

"... it shall have conpleted the task for which it was called; and this | swear
upon ny honor, and in the nane of the Goddess."

Si |l ence.

Lord Nnanji slowy | owered his sword and again he noved his eyes to study the
Chi oxi n bl ade besi de his neck

Wal lie? Jja dug her nails into her palms again. Was it Wallie? He had gone very
pal e. The rage had vani shed; he seened stunned. He was staring fixedly at Lord
Nnanji's ponytail. She thought it was Wallie.

Lord Nnanji ducked his shoul der a fraction, and the seventh sword did not nove.
He slid gently out fromunder it, then slowy turned to look at.... Yes, it was
Wal lie back again. What was wong with hin? He was rigid, every nuscle knotted,
and sweat shone on his face.

"l shall sheath nmy sword now," Lord Nnanji said quietly. He did so, noving very
slowy and deliberately, not taking his eyes off... off Wallie.
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And Wallie lowered his sword until the point touched the floor. He stared down
at it as if he had never seen it before, or did not know why it was there. The
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spectators began to relax, very slightly, but no one yet dared speak. He turned
his head and gazed toward Jja. She tensed, wondering if he wanted her to go to
him di smayed at the inexplicable pain she could see in his face. Was he asking
her sonet hi ng? Before she coul d nove, though, he switched his gaze back down to

his sword... to her briefly... to the sword again... alnost as if he were
conparing them
Then he raised his head and | ooked at Nnanji. For a nonment he seened unable to

find his voice. He licked his lips.
"You were wong, brother!"

Qovi ously as puzzled as any, Lord Nnanji put his fists on his hips. "I waited.
You coul d have stopped ne."
"Not the oath. You were wong about returning the sword. | nust return it, yes.

But not to a place. Not to Quo. To a person —to the nan who gave it to nme."
"A god gave it to you!"

Wal |i e shook his head. "Gods do not kneel to nortals. The god made the sword
appear on a rock, and | picked it up. He did not dedicate it..."

Lord Nnanji said, "Then..." and was silent.

"l suppose | should have asked the first swordsman | net to dedicate it, to give
it to me properly. | didn't think of it. |I didn't ask you—you were the first
swordsman | net. But when | went ashore in Aus, | left the sword in your care.
And when | cane back to the ship—=

"I said the words! | knelt! But what | meant was—

"l know what you neant, brother." Wallie swallowed hard, as if his throat hurt.
"And so you gave it to ne then—as swordsnen understand giving a sword. You gave
me the seventh sword, Nnanji! You! Now | nust returnit.”

The other swordsnmen nuttered in anmazenent as he sank to one knee and hel d out
the Chioxin sword in both hands. "Live by this. Weld it in Her service. De
holding it."

The onl ookers fell silent, and there was a | ong pause.

"But why, brother?" Nnanji whispered. "The Goddess wanted you to have Her
sword!"
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"Not anynore. Take it."

"You're | eader of the tryst..."

"Not anynore. You are. Take it!"

Still Nnanji hesitated, staling as if hypnotized at the weapon bei ng proffered
to him

"Damation!" Wallie roared, suddenly |oud. Everyone junped. "Do you think this
is easy for nme? Boariyi! Upon your honor—who is the best swordsman in nmis roonP"
"My liege... Lord Nnanji."

"Ch!" Nnanji smled. "Well, in that case... say it again, brother!"

"Live by this! Weld it in Her service! Die holding it!"

Still Lord Nnanji wavered for a nmonent. Then he reached out his hand and softly
said, "It... it shall be... my honor and ny pride." And took the seventh sword.
Then he | ooked at Thana and uttered a great whoop of joy.

ttttttt

Wal li e | eaned back against the wall with Jja | eaning back against his chest. She
had no choice, for his arms were tight around her. Her head was on his

col l arbone and he could snell the sweet, fanmliar scent of her hair. Perhaps he
was trying to hide behind her, to hide fromthe consequences of what he had
done. He had assured her that he was all right now, but in truth he was stil
confused and uncertain about his sudden deci sion

He had been ready to cripple Nnanji, to prevent his oath by severing the tendons
in his shoulder. Then he had seen the Ar-ganari hairclip, a silver griffon

Power wi sely used! He had read it as a nessage—the gods wanted Nnanji to have
the power. So Wallie had given himthe tryst.

It is your kingdomthat | covet... and Dtondori na agreed..

Honakura had said that he had made the right choice. Thana had rushed forward to
hug Nnanji and congratulate him then the swordsnmen and priests had added their
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own congratul ati ons, while casting sideways gl ances of wonder at Lord Shonsu,
for any man who woul d voluntarily give up the sword of the Goddess
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must seem strange to nmem beyond inagining. But it was to Wallie that Honakura
had gone to offer his congratul ations, and tears of joy had trickled down his
wrinkl ed ol d cheeks while he did so.

But why? Why woul d the Goddess turn over control of Her swordsmen to a

bl oody-m nded juvenile Iike Nnanji? And not just the swordsnen—the Wrld itself!
He did not know that, of course, not yet. He was thinking only of reformng
substandard city garrisons, he did not see what nust foll ow

Gradual |y order was being restored in the council chanber. The priests had been
t hanked and di sm ssed. Nnanji had presented his own sword to Wallie in exchange
for the Chioxin.

Then, joyfully gathering confidence as he went along, he had issued a

procl amation for the heralds and sent themoff to tell the swordsnen about the
truce—enpl oyee relations. He had dismissed the mnstrels with a stern warning
not to nention any transient disagreenent between the two |iege | ords—press
censorship. Tyrants were good at that, Wallie refl ected.

That left only the swordsnen and the sorcerer. Nobody sat down in Nnanji's
tryst, apparently. The council chanber was an untidy junble of chairs and
stool s, but everyone was standing. It stank of wi ne and woodsnoke and peopl e;
the runpled silk rug had not been strai ghtened. No one cared. There was a ship
wai ting, but Nnanji paced restlessly around anong the furniture, every now and
again glancing warily toward Wallie for signs of approval or disagreenent.
Whenever he turned his back, Wallie saw the sapphire of the seventh sword
glittering beside the red ponytail, and then he wanted to weep.

Now Nnanji was shooting out orders to the Sevenths. He was good at del egating
He had begun with gray-haired Zoariyi. "Honorable M Ilinoni is outside. He knows
the identities of the spies we have been watching. | want them arrested!"

Rot anxi frowned. "Have we not a truce, Lord Nnanji?"

"Aha!" Nnanji wheeled round to himtriunphantly. "Are you testifying that they
are sorcerers, my lord? If so, then they are wearing the wong facemarks and are
fel ons! However, that was not what | had in mind. Lord vassal, you speak to them
when they are brought in. Frighten thema little! Make then- teeth rattle!
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Then tell them about the truce and Lord Rotanxi's return—and | et them go!"
Zoariyi | ooked puzzled, but thunmped fist to heart in acknow edgnment and headed
for the door. Nnanji sneaked a glance at Wallie. He got a nod of approval and
grinned. The spies, of course, would report by pigeon. Sen would be warned to
prepare a reception, and Vul, also, but there was a hi dden nessage there, too:
"1 understand your comunications and will use them" C ever! Nnanji was doing
all right so far.

Then he beckoned to the wildly happy Thana and put an arm around her when she
went to him "Lord Rotanxi?" he demanded. "How many nemnbers of this

council -of-thirteen are wonen?"

The sorcerer blinked. He was finding these violent swordsnmen proceedi ngs
unnerving. "But two, Lord Nnanji."

"Then, if you do not object to a second hostage, nmy wife w shes to acconpany

ne.
Sensation! Rotanxi choked in astoni shnment. The swordsnmen gasped, and a coupl e of
them | ooked to Wallie to see if he would nove to prevent such an outrage.

But Wallie would not. He understood—and again he was inpressed. He wondered
whose idea it was. Probably Thana's, but it might have cone from Toni yano, or
even Nnanji hinself. Thana could restrain Nnanji's suicidal tongue. She could
charmthe eleven nen, if not the two wonen. The council of frightened old people
woul d not see a boy nonster, they would see a storybook prince and princess.
Nnanji and Thana together were an ideal of young | ove, handsone youth and
beautiful naiden, and it would take a very enbittered ol d sorcerer to send those
two to the tornentors. Taking Thana al ong woul d be bravado, of course, but
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probably a very shrewd nove. The pupil may indeed be greater than the teacher
The other Sevenths did not conprehend mat and they di sapproved. But Nnanji's
next innovation shocked them far nore.

"Lord Linum no? Take the eight prisoners down to the dock and buy passage for
them al so—en the sane ship as nyself if possible."

Boariyi turned fiery red. "You are releasing them ny |iege?"

Nnanji | ooked up at himcoldly, unabashed. "You object?"
DAVE DUNCAN
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And of course his vassal could not object, although he had risked his own life
and those of his nen in collecting those prisoners, had even |ost a man. Return
the counterhostages: a generous gesture, a clever tactic to throw the eneny off
bal ance, and al so nore bravado. Vallie had his doubt about this one, but he
still stayed silent, hugging Jja tighter

Undeterred by the reaction, Nnanji told Linum no to summon a sedan chair for
Rot anxi, and pulled his sword for formal farewell as the two departed. Then he
surveyed the dwi ndling conpany with glee, with the air of a man about to enjoy
hi nsel f very nuch.

"Lord Boariyi? The next two cities downriver are Ki San and Dri. You have twenty
days before | return. Take whatever force you deem necessary. Go and investigate
the garrisons. Punish the guilty, if any, and put good nen in their place."
"Yes, ny liege!" The tall swordsman's scow had al ready becone a broad grin.
That sounded |i ke honorabl e work—better than sneaking around by night with
clubs. Free swords rarely got the chance to neddle in the affairs of |arge
cities.

"Swear the garrisons to die tryst and informthe King of Ki San and the el ders
of Dri that any swordsnen trouble they may have in future should be reported to
me, or to Lord Shonsu, here in Casr."

Boariyi nodded vigorously in approval

"l do know," Nnanji continued, baring his teeth, "that the reeve of Ki San, the
Honor abl e Farandako, is a thief. He stole ny slave. Depose him Sell his
possessions for the benefit of the tryst. Bring himback to Casr in chains. |
will deal with himnyself."

No proper denunciation? No trial? O course Nnanji would give the man a sword
and issue a formal challenge, but it would be as nuch an execution as if the
man's bead were on a block. Wallie's doubts began rattling the bars of their
cage.

"Swordsmen who refuse to swear, ny |iege?" asked Boariyi

Nnanji shrugged. "Let nmem choose—head or thunbs. But | eave no abl e-bodi ed

swor dsman unsworn! "

Boariyi saluted, fist on heart. Nnanji was turning away when Thana stepped cl ose
and whi spered sonething hi his ear. He
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grinned at her and swung around to Wallie, eyes alight. "How nuch has Casr
contributed to the tryst, brother?"

It took sone hard thought before Wallie could say that he thought about five
thousand golds, if the dock fees were included.

Nnanji nodded and | ooked back to Boariyi. "Dri and Ki San are both rmuch | arger
and richer, but five thousand fromeach will do for now W shall assess them
nore exactly later."

He smirked triunphantly at Wallie; (he swordsnmen woul d eat.

Boariyi was snmarter than he | ooked. "If they refuse to conply, ny liegeT
Nnanji bit his lip, then said, "You will carry out your orders within the ways
of honor, vassal."

Horror-struck, Wallie blurted: "Nnanji!"

In all tinmes and places, probably in all worlds, tyrants had found that sane
escape. Boariyi had been told to be zealous, without limt, but whatever
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atrocities he mght conmt in obeying his orders could be disavowed by Nnanji.
It was a classic evasion of responsibility, and the very stuff of despotism

Al nost Wallie could snell the burning hones already.

Nnanji flinched and | ooked defensive. "Brother?"

And Wal lie shrank back fromthe confrontation. He had nmade his decision and nust
live with it. To dispute the new | eader's orders so soon and in public would be
crass disloyalty. Some day he would have to bring up the matter in private and
hope to nake Nnanji see reason

"Even a rich city may not be able to raise so much at the flash of a sword,
Nnanji," he said weakly.

Nnanji pouted, but he was obviously relieved that the objection was no nore
serious than that. "Of course you may give themtine to remt the exaction,
vassal . Lord Jansilui? Upriver, W and Tau are snaller. Swear the swordsnen

mere, also, but ... two thousand golds fromeach will suffice for the present.
You will not have tinme to go on to Shan, | fear."

Jansilui saluted, and the thought of action had nade himgrin, also.

Then Nnanji | ooked to Tivani xi —and he was al ready grinni ng.

"Quo, ny liege?"

Nnanj i nodded.

Inside Wallie, sonmething died. The stirrup he had introduced would have its
first taste of warfare in the Wrld—-but not against sorcerers. The cavalry woul d
rid against a friendly city and loot in the nane of law. He felt sick

"How big is Qo?" Nnanji asked. "Never mind—dse your own judgnent about noney."
Wal | i e choked back another protest. Carte blanche! Tivanixi was a fine nman, but
no swordsman could be totally trusted to be synpathetic to civilians. Eager to
di splay his enthusiasmand efficiency in this new order, he might well rape the
hapl ess city, pillage it for its own good. Goddess! Forgive ne!

Tivani xi saluted and Wallie knew that he was next. He eased Jja away from him
straightening up in nore swordsmanli ke fashion to hear his fate.

"The catapults have served their purpose, brother, | think," Nnanji said. "They
were enough to scare the sorcerers into your treaty..."

Hi s tone was nore gentle than it had been with his vassals, and the words were
grouped in requests, but those requests were supposed to be obeyed. Probably
that was how Wal lie had spoken to himbefore then- positions were reversed, so
Wal | i e should not quibble. Catapult building, archery, knife throwi ng—all were
to be spat out like grape seeds. From now on sutras and swordsmanshi p were what
the tryst would need, Nnanji said. Instruction should not be left to inconpetent
m ddl eranks... there were sone variants anong the sutras and the tryst should
have a uniform cannon... any man who had not tried for pronotion since arriving
at Casr nust explain... any man who had junped two ranks before Nnanji returned
fromWwul could becone his personal protegg... nmake a start on converting
tenporary arrangenents, |ike the wonen's quarters, into permanent... mmintain
strict discipline at all tines...

When he had finished, Wallie thunped fist on heart in silence as the vassals had
done. Nnanji had the grace to blush slightly. Then, with the juvenile naivetel
that was so nmuch of his charm he grinned hugely and said, "How m| doing so
far, Shonsu?"

Wal | i e conceal ed his despondency, nmanufactured a snile, and said, "Straight
points so far, brother."
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Al ready? his conscience inquired. Already we are into flattery? Wiy not tell him
that the gods are pleased with hin®

The problens would have to wait, Wallie thought; there was a ship standi ng by.
But they would not wait | ong. The King of Ki San would reportedly pay a hundred
golds for a well-rounded concubi ne. That did not sound |ike benevol ent nonarchy.
What were these newy i muacul ate garrisons supposed to do when ordered to
admi ni ster unjust laws? O gather gluttonous taxes? Wio would do nmis assessing
of tribute? Who collect it? Guard it? Account for it? Distribute it?

Nnanji's sinple view of a perfect World did not include any of those questions.
Even VUi e's did not contain the answers.
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"Right! W have a ship to catch, wife," Nnanji said. He took two steps,

stunbl ed, and regai ned his bal ance. Then he | ooked down at the runpled rug that
had tri pped hi msilver pelicans and bronze river-horses. He glanced around at
the wall hangi ngs, the drapes, the shiny furniture.

No tyrant in any world could have bettered the | ook he then turned on Wallie.

Wal lie recoiled before it,

"You will not be needing this trash anynore, will you, Shonsu? As soon as you
have di sposed of it, issue a proclanmation: Fromnow on, any acceptance of bribes
by a swordsman will be a capital offense—wi thout exception!”

That was not a request.

Nnanji swung around and marched out with his arm around Thana. Wallie watched
the seventh sword depart. His eyes msted, and he quickly gestured for the
others to precede him

Finally return that sword. Finally? Either he had conpleted his mission for the
Goddess, or he had just resigned as Her chanpion w thout conpleting it. Either
way, he was finished. The adventure was over

The sound of boots receded. Only Jja renmined, standing with a hand on his arm
studying him concerned, sensing the dismay he had hi dden from everyone el se, or
hoped he had.

He took her in his arns and hugged her in silent msery.

He coul d not explain, even to her. There was still no word in the | anguage for
"despot." But there soon would be! Nnanji had taken less nman twenty mnutes to
beconme one.

EPI LOGUE:

THE LAST M RACLE

The wi nd fl apped awni ngs and gowns, bl ustering anong the wagons and pedestrians
on the riverside plaza, chasing a few remaining | eaves. Traders strode honeward,
with their slaves dragging wearily behind. Mdst of the ships had fallen silent
as sailors prepared to enjoy an evening in the | aw abi ding sanctuary of Casr
Wal | i e drooped despondently on a bollard, watching the | engthening shadows creep
over the bronze stones. The day that had begun with Giiffon's return was draw ng
to a close, and the World would never be the sane again.

Nnanji had gone, marching up the plank as the band played The Swordsnen in the
Mor ni ng, standing on deck with Thana and nine sorcerers as the ship had sail ed
away. He had no doubts that he would return safely, with treaty sworn. For him
the sorcerers were how but a m nor nuisance to be tidied up before he got down
to his serious work of reformng the swordsnmen of the World.

The bodyguards and bandsnen and minstrels had gone. Seeing no danger now, Wallie
had sent Forarfi and his troops off to enjoy what was |left of the holiday. He
ought to go back to Jja—but he had been thinking mat for quite a while and he
was still on the bollard.

Where had he gone wong? It was al nost half a year since he had promi sed the
Goddess that he would be a swordsman. He had
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tried. If his mssion had been to defeat the sorcerers, then he had failed, for
now they woul d spread freely across the World. Their disruptive technol ogy woul d
fol | ow.

If his mission had been to save the swordsnmen, then he had still failed. The
sorcerers could be no threat to Nnanji's universal tryst, but he was sure nmat
Nnanji's universal tryst would soon be killing off swordsnen at a far greater

rate than the sorcerers ever had. The fiercely independent free swords woul d not
readily submt to a central authority, nor garrisons yield their autonony.

O had his mssion been Nnanji hinself? The dem god had said that the task woul d
be reveal ed, and Nnanji had been the first person Wallie had net afterward.
Nnanji had received his share of mracles. Yet, if Nnanji had been his ni ssion,

then Wallie had still failed, for he had | oosed a power-nmad psychopath on a
hel pl ess Wrld. Dri and Ki San, W and Tau, Quo—those unsuspecting cities would
be the first to fall, and mere would be hundreds of others before he could be
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stopped. Every day his power would grow. Who or what could ever stop hinf

Not WAllie, certainly. He was still deputy |leader of the tryst, and for the next
twenty days he was going to be run ragged, he and Li numino and Zoariyi. Nnanji
had nade sure of that. Wallie had taught himmat an arny must be kept busy.

But after Nnanji returned? Wallie had now concluded nmat be nust then | eave. He
woul d not be able to bear to watch what his folly had created. He would quarre
with Nnanji, and there could only be one ending to such a quarrel. So he would
accept the sinecure he had been offered—+etire to Tau and be reeve of mat snelly
little Tudor town. In his spare tinme he could help Jja nmake babies. H s work was
done—bungl ed, but finished. Failure!

He was about to rise when a crowd of small, naked children ran giggling by him
One little brown boy stopped and flashed a gap-toothed grin... pixie face..
every bone showing like a bundle of sticks, hair dark and tightly curled, eyes
glittering |ike gens.

VWallie made to drop to his knees, and the boy said, "Stay where you are. You've
had a hard day."

So Wallie stayed on the bollard and said nothing, but his skin craw ed with
fear. Punishnment, the god had said before, would be death, or worse than death.
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"Ch, no!" the demigod said. "I cane to thank you, M. Smith! You have done
everything required of you, and nore."

The sudden sense of astonishnment and relief was like falling into a cold bath.
"l have?"

"Certainly!" The boy |aughed. "You trained him You taught him conpassi on. You
gave himthe tryst. You made the treaty with the sorcerers and, finally, you
gave himthe sword, unasked. A task well done, indeed!"

Wallie snorted with bitter disbelief. "Conpassion? He would kill a man as soon
as eat a peanut."”

"That is a job requirenent," the god replied sadly. "Genghis Khan was just the
same. But he is a polite, quiet-spoken young man and he has | earned rmuch from
you. He still adm res you beyond words. You have done well!"

"l don't understand, Master!"

The boy | aughed. "That's why | came. You see, Walliesmim not all worlds follow
quite the same path, but always the invention of speech begins the Age of
Legends. The invention of witing ends it."

Revel ati on! "You nmean that the swordsmen were a curse on the sorcerers, like the
curse on Nnanji?"
"More or |ess! Because after the Age of Legends cones the Dark Age, like a birth

canal, and then the Age of Wsdom-al t hough sonme worlds never seemto get out of
the Dark Age."

A hawker pushed his cart slowy past. The boy held out a hand and two appl es
junped fromthe cart into it. He gave one to Wallie. They bit sinmultaneously and
t he boy grinned.

"But he will be a tyrant! The gods will support tyranny?" Wallie al nbost dared to
sound di sbel i evi ng.

The pixie face turned sad. "The gods will not be interfering nuch anynore—+ just
told you. And think of 'enpire,' not tyranny! O course there has never been an
enpire, so he cannot conceive of one. He will discover that by ruling the
garrisons he is also ruling the cities. That will annoy hi mhugely! Thana
invents the enpire."

Wal lie shook his head. "I thought he was nad."

"Ch, not at all!" the boy said. "It is not nadness to think the gods are on your
si de when you have received so many bl essings. You thought the same of yourself.
No, he knows now that he is a
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man of destiny. He has suprene power. He is ruthless, fearless, zealous, and

i ncorruptible. He cares nothing for noney. He seeks power only for his ideals."
An enpire? Easy for gods, who need not live init. Wallie believed in denocracy.
Coul d he ever learn to support an enpire?
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"You have one thing left to do," the demigod said with a teasing smle.

"Yes, Master."
"The last line of ny riddl e—you nust accept the destiny of tile sword!"
"Yes, Master."

The boy shook his head reprovingly. "Mre enthusiasnml He will be Nnanji the
Great, founder of the first dynasty. For alnobst a thousand years, the synbol of
his house will be the sapphire sword."

Wal lie remenbered that day when he had first seen the seventh sword—he had at
once thought of crown jewels. He should have guessed! Now he regarded the god
warily. "Nnanji never met Shonsu, but You let nme think | was being given the
sane task that Shonsu had failed at. Was that fair?"

Anot her gap-toothed grin. "I did not lie to you! You knew that the words of gods
or their oracles nust be considered very carefully. The objective was not
sorcerers, or Nnanji, or Shonsu... always the objective was an enpire. That was

why | could not tell you! But you predicted what chaos the sorcerers' know edge
m ght produce as it escaped. Only an enpire can control that.

"Shonsu's surprise attack very nearly succeeded—t woul d have done, had he
thought to use horses to speed his approach. He woul d have nade hinsel f ki ng of
Vul, then king of everywhere else, using firearns. You would not have been
brought into play at all, and Nnanji would have lived and died in obscurity—and
di ed young, for his is one of the great souls, and woul d have been needed

el sewhere

"Your treaty keeps the firearms under control, which is nuch better. It wll
shorten the Dark Age. Nnanji could not have nmmde that treaty."

"And | could not nake an enperor," Wallie said sadly.

The boy gave him a steady | ook. "No. You could not hurl your |egions at Quo and
Ki San as he just did. But it was offered to
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you! You turned down a world for the love of a slave girl, M. Smth—and all the
hal I s of heaven rang with joy!"

Wallie blinked- It still hurt alittle. Had that been the only reason for Jja—to
distract hin? "There will be much bl oodshed!"

"Not as much as you mnk," the god said. "The swordsnmen are very civilized about
that, nmuch nore so than your other world was. And it is the Dark Age now. "

There was another long silence while Wallie pondered and chewed apple. A troop
of swordsnen clattered by on horses on the far side of the plaza. Hi s nel ancholy
seened to anuse the little god nore than annoy him

"You nave done well. You have all done well Brota, To-myano. You will all be
rewar ded. "

" Honakur ar

"OF course. You nust say farewell to himtonorrow, but his reward will be
glorious."

Wal | i e nodded and coul d not speak

"Cone!" the boy said. "For ny tine is short and | have sonething to show you. W
can talk on the way."

Wal lie rose and wal ked al ongside. He still could not feel convinced. "Master,"
he said. "Explain the prince to ne. Did he have to die just to send ne a signa
with mat hairclip?”

The skinny little boy had a terrifying frown. "If you are going to judge the
gods, Walliesmth, you nust know what the gods know. However, since you have
done so well this day... know that there are sone souls brighter—elder, nore
effective. Higher on the ladder! Like Nnanji's. Had Shonsu nade his enpire, then
about fifteen years fromnow there would have been a crisis—a node, a cusp-at
Kra, which is the sorcerer city south of Plo. A strong ally, a swordsman king, .
now can you understand what Arganari was to be?"

"I think so."

"There will be no such need under Nnanji, for the sorcerers are on his side. But
he is founder of a dynasty, so there will be a different crisis, later."

"The succession?" Wallie asked, beginning to see.
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"Ri ght! Do you renenber the night Arganari died?"

"Nnanji's weddi ng ni ght?"
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The boy nodded and sniled, which was nmuch nore conforting than the frown. "Thana
concei ved a son that night. She does not waste time. Nnanji surely did not! Now
do you understand what Arganari is to be? Don't try to be a god, M. Smith. You
coul d not even be an enperor!"”

They left the dockside plaza and headed up one of the wi der streets. The few
pedestrians parted readily for the big swordsman. The boy they did not notice.
"Nnanji will rmake a much better enperor than Shonsu woul d have done," the god
remarked. He | ooked up with a sly smle. "And Thana a better enpress than Doa!"
Wallie snorted. "I certainly do not understand what Doa is!"

"Hardly surprising! Genius on her scale cones rarely to any world!" He chuckl ed
at the vagaries of nortals and led the way around a corner. "Forget Doa! She has
lost interest in you and she can snell history in the making. She is on that
ship!"

"CGoing to Vul ?"

"She will try. You will never neet her again. You have exorci sed Shonsu, M.
Smith!" The boy's tone said that the subject was cl osed.

Doa had served her purpose, also, Wallie decided, by rousing Shonsu in himbut a
quick frown fromthe little god warned himnot to put the thought into words.
Now he coul d see that then* destination was the | odge, and he had many questions
to ask before they got there.

"So Nnanji is right when he says that the swordsnen will submit to hin®"

"Mst of them™

"But what of the cities, the civilians? As soon as he controls the garrisons he

will have to adjudicate their disputes—nternal politics and taxes and trade.
The tryst's finances are going to be a nmadhouse of corruption. The whol e econony
of the World will trenble. |I just can't see Nnanji coping with those probl ens!

He can't and he won't!"

"OfF course not!" The demigod's scorn made WAl lie break out in goosebunps, "But
he has Thana, and he has Katanji, Bcondor-ina's black-haired brother! Wth a
crippled armhe will not alarmthe civilians, but to the swordsnmen he is one of
them and brother to the liege. O course he is a scoundrel! He will be the

ri chest
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man in the Wrk) before he is twenty. But he is loyal to Nnanji, which is al

that matters."

Katanji for Prine Mnister?

"Chancel l or," the boy said.

The gods had nmade their plans well. Lost in thought, Wallie al nost wal ked into a
horse, standi ng between the shafts of a parked wagon. He gave it his apple core
and went on.

"So Nnanji seizes power, Thana turns it into an enpire, and Katanji keeps it
profitable? It will be a force for good?**

"They will nmake m stakes, of course," the god said. "But Nnanji is a fast

| earner. They need wi se counsel to minim”" their follies."

Wallie's heart junped. Did that nean...

"Certainly!" The boy vani shed around a group of gossipi ng wonen and rej oi ned
Wallie beyond them "You don't really want to spend the rest of your life
westling drunks in Tau, do you? You have been Merlin to Nnanji's Arthur. Now
you can be Aristotle, Al cuin, or |Inhotep—oyal friend, advisor, and sonetines
consci ence; resident wizard. The power behind the scabbard!"

"WIIl he |isten?"

"Most of the time. | do not say it will be easy. But he knows that you know
things he never can, just as he can do things you can't."

"Nnanji and nme? Like the sword—sharpness and flexibility?"

"Like the griffon—a lion and an eagle!"

And suddenly Wallie felt better. No, he was not yet ready to retire to Tau. How
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could be be happy there, knowi ng mat Nnanji was tranpling unchecked through the
life of the People? He followed his divine master through the alley and into the
wi de plaza, growing dimnowin twilight... and stopped in surprise at the huge
and rowdy party in progress. The tryst was vacationing. Oxen were being roasted
over bonfires. Swordsnmen and their | adies were everywhere, |aughing and singing
and whirling in dance. Mnstrels and heral ds were bei ng drowned out in the
hubbub and the nusic.

Then he realized mat they nmust be celebrating nore than Boariyi's victory.
Nnanji's accession was al ready known. The young hero of Ov was nore acceptabl e
man t he anbi guous, unorthodox Shonsu. Sutras and swordsmanshi p had returned.

Per -
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versions tike archery could be forgotten. Nnanji had known.

Feel ing wounded by their ingratitude, Wallie | ooked down and saw t he deni god
studying himw th anusenent, his face indistinct in the shadow, but his eyes

gl eam ng bright.

"Wealth for Katanji, power for Thana, glory for Nnanji,
you chose | ove, did you not?"

WAl i e nodded.

he said softly. "But

"You shall have it, then... unless you wish to change your mnd? If you want to
try being enperor, the Goddess can still arrange for Nnanji to die in \Vul."
"No!" Wallie said hastily. "I... I'll settle for |ove!"

The boy chuckled. "I thought so! Power does not appeal to you, Shonsu, just as

the People do not interest Nnanji or the other two. You would rather right a
wrong, would you not?"

That was true, Wallie admtted thoughtfully. And an enpire could do so nuch:

i mpose uniformlaws, stanp out injustice and torture and perhaps even sl avery,

install good drainage.... It would need hundreds of junior sorcerers to be
scri bes and accountants; city elders ought to be el ected, not self-appointed;
taxes should be fairly assessed and honestly collected.... |ldeas and pl ans began

to ronp through his mnd until at last he sawthe little god grinning at him
They bom | aughed.

"Your reward!" the boy said. The World seens old to you, Shonsu, but in truth it
is very young. To all the ages that are to be, this day will seemtike the dawn
of history, the Coming of Nnanji. The Swordsnen in the Mrning. *"

He gestured for Wallie to nove again. They wound their way across the plaza,

bet ween the dancers and the bonfires. No one noticed the passing of the deputy
liege lord; mat was a trick that the dem god had denonstrated once before, and
VWallie was grateful for this tenporary invisibility

"But you will need a house for your lady," the boy said. "Real estate in Casr is
an excellent investnent just now. Talk to Katanji."

Wal lie choked. "I have to get rid of mat dammed rug before Nnanji gets back! You
think he will stand for ny getting a house? A furnished house, | suppose?”

"But you will give Katanji Giffon, which is yours. Fair exchange, so Nnanji
will not mnd. "
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"A leaky old tub like that? What sort of hovel would that buy?"

The god | aughed shrilly. "A nodest nansion! Nnanji will not know any better—he
does not care about noney. You will be amazed at the pal ace mat Thana

buil ds—wi th the noney she gets from Sapphire, of course! You nust learn to
manage him just as bis brother and Thana have | earned. He is an autocrat,
remenber. You are a courtier now "

"Am | no better than those two, then?"

"Don't judge! You taught Nnanji mat every man nust be arbiter of his own honor
You will be as true to nun as you can. You can't be a god, Waltiesmth, you
can't be an enperor, and you can't live by Nnanji's standards! But you can be a
good friend and hel per."

"And what does Katanji get out of this mansion-for-ship deal? Katanji and his
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friends?"

"Offer to make himtreasurer of the tryst and see what he says! If you don't,
Nnanji will anyway. And warn himabout the gold conming in fromKi San and Dri—he
is sharp enough to see what it will do to prices and he will make anot her
fortune on that alone. Tonorrow will be tine enough. Swordsman Katanji has just
heard the news, and at the nonent he is still delirious over the prospects of a
permanent tryst. This is a primitive Wrld still, Shonsu. Don't expect payrol
deductions and medi cal insurance and pension plans.... Ah! Here we are."

He stopped and pointed at the | odge entrance ahead. A worman in blue was conming
down the steps with a small, naked boy at her side.

Wallie | ooked twice and nen again at his conpanion

"That's you, isn't it?" he said.

"OfF course! Could | ever get all ny work done if | were only in one place at a
time? And the lady with ne, the seanstress of the Seventh?"

Wallie's eyes misted over, and he could not see.

"Some swordsnman you are!" The boy chuckl ed. "Shonsu, the gods are grateful! Your

rewards will be wonderful: long |life and happi ness, power, and acconplishnents."
He snickered. "And |oving, of course! You will rule when Nnanji is absent. You
will plot the atlas of the Wrld and watch the circles close. You will
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force justice on Katanji, reason on Thana, and nmercy on Nnanji. You will trave

the Wrld as his anbassador and ride at his side when he returns to Harmto
thank the Goddess and visit his parents.

"The others will have the honor and tane, but you get the |ove of the People.
And when at last you die, with your grandchildren's children beside you and a
multitude in vigil at the gates, then a Wrld will weep. Until then, Jja's love
is yours and her beauty unfading. She mnded little being a slave, but you

nm nded, so she and Vi xini have been freed. No one but you and she will even
notice the change—t is a retroactive mracle, and the last. | have just

expl ained to her."

Wl lie rubbed his watering eyes angrily. The little boy had run off to neet the
other little boy, and then they were running side by side, except there was only
one of him and then he had vani shed altogether in the darkness between the
dancers and the bonfires..

And Lady Jja was standing at the bottom of the steps, smiting and waiting for
her swordsman.
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